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  From casual encounter to something more?


  Lucy is used to having a handle on things herself: her business, which she’s fighting to turn around after a rough patch, and her love life, which consists of carefully conducted casual encounters during which only she calls the shots.


  A one night stand with George - the tall, husky biker whose rough exterior hides a gentler side - changes everything. Lucy’s usual approach doesn’t work anymore: come morning, she doesn’t want to say goodbye. Perhaps it’s time to let someone into her life for more than just one night?


  Meanwhile, the crucial project she’s just landed is about to fall to pieces, threatening her reputation as well as her finances. Suddenly Lucy has to learn what it’s like to not be in control of anything at all.
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  Author's Note


  Chapter Seventeen


  As it turns out, we could get past it.


  Of course, relationships aren't always a smooth ride. We both knew that going into it, even if we lacked a lot of practical experience. And honesty really does need to come first.


  It's been a few weeks since our big fight and reconciliation, and after a long day working on Callum Byrne's website project, we find ourselves having to do something other than ordering takeout.


  The date of my birthday party crept up on me almost without warning, but tonight is the night.


  A few days after we both came clean, George did move out of his old place, and used the profit share from the Cleary deal on a deposit for a place in Reading itself, greatly reducing the daily commute to come here. In truth though, he stays over quite a lot, and over the weekends, we've been taking a break from the computer by doing up his new place together, spending the initial night together on a mattress on the floor.


  It felt like such an adventure, camping in his new flat. The beginning of a new chapter for either of us.


  He still thinks my house is too big, and he may have a point there. Although he has gotten used to the big TV, he is a man after all, who likes his toys.


  "Luce, just exactly how formal is this birthday thing going to be?" George asks, while unpacking an overnight bag with fresh laundry he's brought from home.


  "Just wear whatever you want, I know I will."


  With a bit of luck, the weather will hold up, meaning we will get access to the club lawn as well. For the first time in quite a while, I'm actually looking forward to a birthday party.


  In between picking out shoes to match my dress, I send a quick message to Dad, making sure he's bringing what I asked him for. The response is almost instant; he's got it, I need not worry.


  "Still, if I'm going to meet your parents, I should at least make a bit of an effort, don't you think?" George wonders.


  "Relax, they'll love you once they get to know you." I put the phone away again, smiling to myself.


  "You think so?"


  "I know so. I know I do." It slips out before I can analyze what I'm saying, but George catches it straightaway and leaves the bag, the clothes, whatever he's doing and walks over.


  "You what?" He guides my face upwards, staring straight down into my eyes.


  It still overwhelms me, the beautiful tension, that can only be broken with the right kind of physical contact. I blink a few times, trying to find the nerve to truly open up.


  "I love you," I whisper, while my knees threaten to buckle.


  This look of his, when he's so close to me, so close that we both find it hard to focus on anything other than our most primal instincts, this is what I crave. A look that truly sees me for me. He doesn't see a bit of fun for Friday night. He doesn't see the workaholic who felt her business was more important than making a true connection in life.


  Me. His.


  He runs his thumb over my chin, and I fight with everything I've got to keep my eyes open and prolong the moment. As long as I really pay attention to what's there, in his eyes, I'll always feel safe.


  "I love you too." His voice sounds rough, making me wonder what he's thinking. If he's ever said this to someone else, and gotten hurt. But it doesn't matter, because I won't hurt him, not anymore.


  Finally, I can't keep my composure anymore, and am forced to blink.


  He places his hands on my hips, and bends down until I'm able to reach his lips with mine. That first kiss always does the trick, driving me crazy, making me want infinitely more.


  I start to float, literally, as he lifts me, allowing me to wrap both legs and arms around him tightly.


  "You know, if you do want to impress my folks, perhaps we shouldn't be late..."


  "I hate it when you're all practical."


  "And right?"


  He nods, staring into my eyes deeply, which once again gives me shivers. I don't want to release him, instead I want to see where this will go, but we really do have to get dressed if we want to make it.


  When he releases me, I almost want to scream at him for listening. But I don't, instead I focus on putting on a pair of stockings and then the dress I'd picked out earlier. Behind me, he's most definitely watching, which puts me on edge. Patience... we'll get our chance, later. We always do.


  Tonight will definitely start off a little weird, when I introduce George to my folks, but they'll come around soon enough. It's not every day that I turn up with a plus-one, in fact I don't remember the last time it's happened at all.
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  As it turned out, things were a lot less awkward than I'd anticipated. After scrutinizing him only for a couple of seconds, Mum accepted George for the sweet, kind soul that he is inside. Dad took just a little longer, insisting on asking professional questions, which he aced, of course. I'd gotten a little taste of George dealing with difficult people during the Cleary presentation, and Dad was much easier to win over.


  After the initial surprise, Mum especially couldn't contain her excitement that I'd finally met someone special. She literally told George as much, leaving me embarrassed and blushing in the background.


  Then Dad took me aside, and after I reassured him I know what I'm doing, handed me what I'd asked him for. A large brown envelope, containing the one thing which I know will ensure things stay perfect between George and me. I tucked it away safely in my bag, now I've just got to find the right time to give it to him.


  We mingle for a bit, and sample the food. If there's one thing Mum and Dad know how to do, it's organize a get-together. I'd feel guilty for not helping out at all, if I didn't know deep down Mum loves being in charge of parties. She's always been the perfect hostess.


  After introducing George to cousin after cousin, and aunts and uncles, one member of our family remains absent. Perhaps Peter couldn't make it after all. Or Stephanie, his wife might have thrown a spanner in the works. Despite his absence, it's still a nice party.


  "I suppose it would be rude to skip out on everyone now, wouldn't it?" George asks, bringing me back to reality.


  I let out a laugh. "Definitely. But I suppose we could hide out in that pavilion over there for a while, until people take notice."


  He follows my gaze across the lush green lawn of the club. The old-fashioned gazebo, surrounded by large rhododendron shrubs in full bloom, looks like a setting taken right out of a romance movie. Despite still being overlooked—it has open sides after all—it's more private than where we are right now, next to the buffet table, so off we go.


  "I know you said you didn't want a gift, but I got you a little something anyway. Happy birthday, Lucy." George wraps his arm around me, as soon as we step up into the pavilion.


  "Oh?" I turn to face him, unable to hide my excitement. I didn't expect a gift, actually the fact that we managed to talk things through and decided to try again was more than enough of a gift to me.


  "Well, it's more something for the both of us to enjoy together..." He hands me an envelope, which I accept with a slight tremble in my fingers.


  I open the flap, and pull out a black, shiny slip of paper. It's a ticket to a music festival. It takes me a while to scan through the various logos on the back, but there it is: Blind Guardian. It was one of the first things we discovered about one another, that we share the same favorite band.


  "Perhaps we can make a ride out of it?" George suggests.


  I knew he'd seen them live before, I hadn't. There isn't much fun in going to a music concert on your own, but now I've got both the necessary ticket and the perfect company.


  "Thank you," I whisper, shooting him a smile, before examining the ticket again.


  The concert may be a couple of months away, but that's not what catches my attention. Rather, it's the booking date... It's dated the day of the Cleary presentation. My eyes moisten at the realization.


  "You've been keeping this a while, eh?" I ask.


  "I may have been broke, but I couldn't very well ignore your birthday once I found out about it."


  "What if it hadn't worked out? What if you'd actually left like you said you would?"


  He shrugs, and avoids eye contact, almost making me regret bringing up that painful memory.


  "I was going to post it to you along with my ticket. I wouldn't have wanted to go on my own."


  That admission pushes me over the edge, causing a lone tear to drip down from my lashes, and roll down my cheek.


  "I wouldn't have wanted to either," I whisper.


  "Hey! Don't cry now, you're supposed to be happy, celebrating." George cups my face with his hands, and wipes the tear away with his thumb.


  "I've got something for you too," I say.


  "That's funny, seeing as my birthday isn't for another three months," George jokes, releasing me.


  I retrieve the A4-sized envelope Dad had given me earlier from my bag and hand it to him.


  "Here." I wait, my heart once again beating in my throat, even though this time I'm pretty sure I'm on the right track. There is no way this particular decision will misfire. I hope.


  "Well, this sure doesn't look like gig tickets." George gives me a questioning look, before tearing open the envelope and pulling out a thick stack of papers, held together with a paper clip.


  I give him a moment to read the front.


  "This is..." He pauses, reading it again.


  "A partnership agreement."


  "Why?" He looks up, the surprise still evident in his face.


  "Like we talked about, you being my employee is hardly a good basis for a relationship. And I can't do this alone, so..."


  "You would do this? Make me a partner in your business? After you worked so hard to build it up from scratch?"


  "Everything, including the business, is so much better when you're a part of it. So, yes. If you want."


  George puts the contract down on top of the circular bench lining the edge of the gazebo, and takes me into his arms.


  "You're quite something, Lucy, I don't know what to say."


  I hang on to him, tightly. This closeness with him, this newfound honesty, is making me feel safer than I've ever felt, even while taking what could be seen as a massive risk.


  "Then say yes," I whisper, before leaning back just enough to be able to look him in the eye. "Will you be my partner? In this as well as in life?"


  "Of course."


  We embrace again, neither of us in a hurry to let go.


  "I love you," George whispers, his deep voice tickling me to my core.


  "I love you too."
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  Crave another Big Boy Romance? Check outRecipe for Passion, in which lovable chef Ethan falls head over heels for journalist Sarah and decides to woo her in the only way he knows how: with seductive food.


  Swipe to the next page to find out more...



  Husky men and curvy heroines are my jam. If you feel the same way, make sure you're on my mailing list, and you'll evenget a free short story.


  

  Recipe for Passion: Chapter One


  It’s Monday morning when I arrive on set for the very first time. With a spring in my step and a bubbly feeling in my chest, I head out of the visitor parking where I’ve left my car and right towards the entrance gate of the studio complex to introduce myself.


  “Sarah Walker, fromCeleb Roundup, here to visit the set ofDecadent Desserts. My office called ahead last week?” I flash my ID and press pass to the guard.


  He checks his clipboard and nods. “Right. Go ahead, it’s in TV One, just over there.”


  “Thanks!” Another surge of excitement washes over me as I pass through the open gate and towards the large hangar-like building the guard pointed out. The sun is out, and thanks to the heat wave we’ve been having, it’s uncharacteristically warm for mid-May. I’m taking it as a sign.


  Even the weather matches my mood.I smile to myself and try to remember to breathe deeply and slowly.


  It’s my first time on a TV set, not including a one-time experience as an audience member on a talk show when I was still in college. Although I’ve never been much of a fan girl of anything, the prospect of meeting Byron Ainsworth is unlike anything I’ve ever experienced. Despite spending a couple of years atCeleb Roundupalready, I’ve only ever had desk assignments. I’ve never actually met a real life celebrity before, never mind interviewed them. Finally, I get to do the kind of work I’ve always dreamed about.


  A girl who looks to be in her early to mid-twenties stops in her tracks in front of me just as I open the unmarked door.


  “Is this theDecadent Dessertsset?” I ask, showing her my press pass as well.


  She nods. “Yep, this is it.”


  “Great.” I don’t get the chance to properly introduce myself before she vanishes.


  “Claire! The reporter from that gossip website is here.” I can hear her voice deeper inside the dimly-lit building. After the bright sunshine outside, it takes my eyes a moment to adjust.


  As a table of bottled water and other refreshments comes into view just by the door, that same girl returns, accompanied by someone else—someone a bit more senior looking.


  “Hi, I’m Claire. I’m the executive producer here,” the bespectacled blonde, perhaps a couple of years older than me, introduces herself while we shake hands. She looks me over, as if to size me up. Yep, she’s definitely used to being in charge and comes across as slightly intimidating.


  “Sarah Walker,Celeb Roundup. Nice to meet you. I guess someone from the office spoke to you already?” I ask.


  “Indeed. And you’re just in time to meet Byron before we start for the day. Jill, be a dear and check if he’s ready.” Claire’s voice is firm and matter-of-fact. I’m not getting much warmth from her, but then again she’s probably just busy and my arrival is yet another thing for her to manage this morning.


  I hold my breath and smile through my nerves. “Great!”


  Jill, presumably Claire’s assistant, flits away again, and I’m left waiting with my heart in my throat. I’ve been wondering what Byron is like in person… and now I’ll find out.


  “You can keep your bag over there if you like.” Claire points at a row of chairs facing a heightened platform right in the middle of the cavernous building, before vanishing in the buzz of activity all around.


  On stage I spot the kitchen cabinets with the signature cottage-style oak wood finish I’ve seen so many times on the show. Sothat’s where the magic happens, as they say.


  Crew members are darting back and forth, setting up cameras and adjusting spotlights, but the stage itself is still pretty dark. It’s funny how everything looks make-shift and incomplete like this. I imagine that’ll change once the lights go on.


  “Sarah? Over here.” Jill waves at me from the other side of the stage.


  I stumble into action and join her by a door with a forbidding yellow‘Private’ sticker right in the center.


  She knocks twice and peeps inside. “Byron, she’s here.”


  “Come in!” he booms.


  What a voice!


  Jill gestures at me to go ahead, and I swallow the butterflies in my stomach, pushing the flimsy hard board door fully open


  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  To read more, buy Recipe for Passion today!
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