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My best friend comes from a mega rich family, and | am essentially a
dirt-poor orphan.

When we leave college, Louisa’s father has a plum internship lined
up for her at one of the best firms in New York. If a fairy godmother
had appeared before me, this is exactly the kind of work experience |
would have asked for, but Louisa doesn’t want it.

Instead, she offers it to me if | will pretend to be her!

The way she sells it to me is: it's a win, win, win. She getsto goon a
long trip abroad and keep her father off her back, her father feels
good because he has done his best for his daughter, and | step into
an opportunity that someone in my position can’t even dream of.

I'd be a fool to say no and I'm no fool, so | say yes.

And it is a wish come true... until | meet the scowling CEO. Whoal!
9/10. For rude and grumpy,

9.5/10 for brooding arrogance, and

11/10 for raw sex appeal.

Honestly, it should have been illegal for any man to look so... god-
like. Actually, scratch that. God has a flowing white beard and a kind
smile, hasn’t he? This man is more devil-like with smouldering eyes
that makes me feel hell is not too far away and a killer smile that he
sometimes flashes in my direction... when I'm really good.

Damn him. But now I've got forbidden thoughts crawling around in
my head of climbing that bossy man.

Oh dear. This can’t end well... or can it?

This is a full length standalone Office Romance.
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Prologue
TIA

Itake one final glance at the now empty dorm room behind me. All that remains are
two empty desks, two chairs and two stripped beds. The posters are gone, the
personal effects, the laptops and everything that made the dorm room ours. | look at
Louisaand give her asad smile.

“l can't believeit'sover,” | say.

“lI know,” she replies. “It's the end of an era. Four years sharing a room, and we
didn’t want to kill each other once.”

“That initself feels like more of an achievement than our degrees,” | joke.

L ouisa laughs and nods in agreement. She links her hand through my arm, careful not
to dislodge the box I’'m carrying. All of Louisa s stuff is aready packed into the trunk
of her car and thisisthe last of mine, the rest of it has also been put away in the trunk
of my own car.

“Let’s grab lunch before we go,” Louisa says, and | nod my agreement gratefully.

| know | have to leave campus, and | know | should be excited to start the rest of my
life, but I’'m not. Unlike Louisa, who has a family to go home to, | have nothing. My
mom died when | was in my first year of college and I’'m an only child. Her parents
died long ago, and my dad has never been a part of my life. The only thing that man



gave me is a surname, something | would have been just as happy to get from my
mom. | feel kind of lost now that my final year of college is over if I’'m honest, and
although having lunch with Louisa will only add an extra hour or so to my time here,
I’m still glad for the reprieve.

We walk to my car so | can put my last box in the trunk and then we head to the
student canteen where | order a cheeseburger and fries with a soda and Louisa gets a
chilli dog with fries and a carton of juice. We pay for our food and find a table and
begin eating.

“Do we have to be all grown up now and stop eating junk food after today,” | say,
trying to keep the mood light.

Louisa snorts out alaugh. “I hope not,” she says.

We lapse back into silence, a comfortable silence, the kind that only true friends or
soulmates can experience without feeling awkward.

“So, what now?’ Louisa asks me after a few more bites of her chilli dog and a small
handful of fries.

We've had this conversation severa times leading up to the end of the year and |
have always bluffed my way through it saying | haven’'t decided yet, or | have afew
options I’m considering. For thefirst time, | tell her the sad truth.

“I have no idea,” | say. “I mean | guess I'll stay here in New York. | have a hotel
booked for tonight and I’ll have to try and find an apartment and ajob.”

“You don’t have anything lined up?’ Louisa asks and | shake my head. “ So why stay
herein acity you no longer love? Y ou have no one here anymore.”



“Thanks for the reminder,” | say.

“lI didn’t mean it like that. | meant come to Chicago. It's way cheaper to get an
apartment there than here and there are tons of internshipsin IT,” she says. “You can
stay with us until you can rent an apartment.”

| think about it for a moment. | have stayed with the Sanchez family a few times in
the holidays, and they are lovely, welcoming people and | love staying with them.
But if I do this, | will have to find an apartment quickly. | don’t want them to think
I’m taking their kindness for granted. Do | want this though? | think for a moment
longer and | realize that | can’t think of asingle reason not to doit. | grin at Louisa

“OK. Chicagoitis,” | say.

“Correct answer. But first, let’s take advantage of that hotel room you have booked
and have one last night in New York,” Louisa says with a grin, and | nod, my own
grin spreading across my face as | feel aweight lifting from my shoulders.

Chapter

One

LUKE

Iwalk away from my car, where it's parked in my reserved parking space, and | head
to the entrance of the headquarters of Sold, an online auction website that | am the
CEO of. | started Sold at just the right time and it took off more than | had ever even

dared to dream it would, and the company is now worth over abillion dollars.

| enter the lobby and the receptionist greets me. | return the greeting and head to the
elevator. The first five floors of the building belong to Sold and | ride up to the fifth



floor where my office is. The lobby and elevator car are busy as it’s that time of the
morning where the majority of people are coming in to work. | greet and am greeted
by some employees and a few people from other firms who I'm now on speaking
terms with after seeing them around the building so often.

The elevator pings to a stop on the fifth floor and | get out of it and head along the
hallway to my office.

“Morning Mel,” | say as | duck my head around my PA’s door. “Any messages?’

“Morning,” Mel replies. “Only one important one. Enrique Sanchez called. He
requested you call him back. He said it’ s urgent.”
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“Thanks Mel,” | say, and | continue on to my office, wondering what Enrique might
want that is so urgent.

Enrique Sanchez is the highest shareholder in Sold after me and he’s the chairman of
the board of directors. He very rarely interferes in the day to day running of the
business, and it’s unusual for him to call me like this out of the blue.

| get to my office, go inside and take my jacket off. | take my cell phone from the
pocket and then hang it on one of the coat hooks on the wall behind my door. | move
across my spacious office and sit down behind the large oak desk. | fire up my
computer out of habit because usually my first task is checking the stock value of the
company, but today, my first task is calling Enrique back.

| scroll through my cell phone and find his number which | type into my office
phone. | put my cell phone in my top drawer while | listen to the ringing sound down
my ear. | don’t have long to wait before Enrique answers my call with a gruff hello.

“Enrique? Hi, it's Luke Jackson returning your call,” | say.

“Ah. Good morning, Luke. How are you?' he asks. His words carry the dlightest hint
of his Spanish accent, but he speaks English as well as anyone I’ ve ever met.

“1"m good thanks. How are you?’ | ask.

His voice is giving nothing away as to the reason for his call, athough he doesn’t
sound pissed off, so | guess that’s agood thing.



“I’ll be better in amoment if you agree to do me asmall personal favor,” he says.

“Goon,” | say.

I’'m not stupid enough to agree to the favor before | know what it is, but | will
certainly hear him out, and if it's something | can do, | will do it. Enrique holds a lot
of sway when it comes to company votes and a lot of the smaller shareholders just
vote whichever way he does, so it’s always a good idea to keep him on my side.

“1 need you to give my daughter, Louisa, an internship,” Enrique says.

My heart sinks at his words. When he said a personal favor, | thought maybe he
wanted to borrow my driver for a few days, or something like that. Not something
that involves the company. | want to help Enrique, but | won't let the company carry
dead weight. My employees have enough to do at the moment, especially now that
Diane has left the web development team, and the last thing the staff needs is to have
to babysit Enrique’s daughter. He must sense some of my thoughts from my silence,
because he goes on before | get a chance to say no.

“Although I’'m asking as afavor, Louisais qualified. She's just graduated from NY U
with a degree in web development and she has an offer from a tech company here,
but one of the conditions of employment is that she has three months experience,”
Enrique says.

That definitely changes things slightly and | find myself agreeing to take Louisa on.
She sounds like she will help the web development team rather than get in the way
and it’s a nice solution to our short staff problem. It also means | have three months
to find a permanent replacement for Diane instead of having to rush into taking the
first person who fits the bill.

“l won't ask my daughter to do something | wouldn’t do myself, so the internship



can't be unpaid,” Enrique says to me. “But | understand from a business standpoint
that the company needs to do that. | will pay Louisaawage, but she needs to be under
the impression it comes from the company. She knowsbetter than to discuss salary
with other employees so it’s not like anyone will know.”

“Ok,” | agree.

“And lastly. Don't treat her like my daughter. Treat her like any other intern. Louisa
is a bright girl, and I’'m confident she can do anything you ask of her, but she's ...
er.... lazy is the wrong word. Unmotivated | think is maybe better,” Enrique says. “I
hate to use the word spoiled or entitled, but she seems to think she can lie about the
experience needed and the company won'’t find out. Honestly, | don’t think she cares
much if they do. She seems to think she can coast through life on my dime and it’s
time for her to see that’ s not going to wash anymore.”

He might not like the words spoiled or entitled, but it doesn't change the fact that
based on the description he has just given me, his daughter is definitely one of those
things. Maybe even both.

“S0o, you're sending me a lazy, entitled girl who technically doesn’'t need a job.
Thanksfor that,” | say, half joking. “I’m sure she'll be avaluable asset.”

Enrique laughs.

“Something like that. But as | said, she's a bright girl and | have no doubt that
underneath that spoiled exterior, there’s a woman who can make it in this field or any
other field she chooses. | think she just needs to experience the real world a little bit
more, you know, where she is answerable to someone other than her mom and me
and is expected to perform just like everyone else,” Enrique says.

“Don’t worry,” | say. “I'll kick her ass and make her employable.”



“That’s what | wanted to hear. Thanks Luke. | owe you one. I'll tell her she starts at
nine am sharp on Monday morning,” Enrique says.

| agree and he hangs up. | replace the receiver and sit for amoment. | hope | can keep
the promise I've just made, because having Enrique owe me one is exactly what |
need right now, because | have a big idea that I'm working on and it will be ready to
pitch to the board by the end of the year, and | really want Enrique’ s support on it.
Chapter

Two

TIA

Louisa stands up as | walk across the bar towards her. | reach the table, and we hug.
“I'm so sorry I’'m late,” | say as we sit down. “Honestly, | know like two people in

Chicago, and I’'m late to meet one of them because the other one called, and | lost
track of time.”
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Louisawrinkles her nose.

“You're not seriously considering getting back with Justin, are you?’ Louisa asks.

| shake my head.

“No. Asacouplewe just didn’'t work, there was no chemistry between us. But we got
along well enough and there' s no harm in being friends. And besides, in a brand new
city, I'm hardly in a place to turn my back on someone | actualy know,” | tell her.

“1 till think it’s creepy that he followed you here,” Louisa says.

| roll my eyes.

“For the fiftieth time, he didn’t follow me here. He took a job offer here before he
even knew | was coming here. Hell, it was before | had even decided to come here,” |

say.
“That’swhat hetellsyou,” Louisasays. “But isit the truth?’

| roll my eyes again and Louisa takes the hint and laughs and pushes a glass of rose
wine towards me.

“Forget Justin, drink up,” she says.

| pick up the glass and take a big sip and moan my appreciation when the cold
sweetness of the wine runs over my tongue. | swallow my first mouthful and take



another drink.

“You look like you needed that,” Louisa says.

“l did,” | agree. “Job hunting is thirsty work. Especially when there are so few
options. | mean don’'t get me wrong, there are tons of jobs | could do, but | don’t want
to stack shelves or fold clothes. | want something actually related to my degree.
There's just nothing. Well, there are unpaid internships of course but | need money.
I’m starting to think I’'m going to have to take an unpaid internship and then wait
tables or tend bar or something on evenings and weekends.”

“Funny you should say that” Louisa says. “I actualy have something | thought you
might be interested in.”

| feel my interest being piqued and | sit up straighter and look at Louisa, waiting for
her to go on. I'm struck, certainly not for the first time, and probably not for the last
time, how pretty Louisais. She has caramel creme colored skin with dark brown eyes
and dark brown curls. She has a lovely, curvaceous figure, and she is as beautiful
inside as she is outside. | still sometimes have to pinch myself to believe that she
chose me, Tia Lake, a self-confessed nobody, to be her best friend at college and now
beyond.

“Earth calling,” Louisa says, and | snap back to attention.

“Sorry,” | say. “I was miles away.”

Louisalaughs.

“Yeah, | saw,” she says. “| was just saying not to get too excited about the proposal |
have for you. It's paid work, but it’s only an internship so the pay isn't fantastic, but



“But it'll give me experience that will give me a chance at getting a foot in the door
somewhere,” | finish for her. “And might mean | don’t have to work a second job

too.

“Exactly,” Louisa agrees. “ S0, you' re interested then?’

| nod.

“Yes,” | say. “Let me just go and grab us some more drinks and then | want to hear
all about it.”

| get up and head for the bar before Louisa can object. It's no secret that I'm not
exactly drowning in money. In fact, | have enough in my bank account for like two
months of rent and bills and when that’s gone, | have nothing. Louisa on the other
hand comes from money and while her father is getting a bit pissed off with her not
working by all accounts, she still isn't going to be homeless or have to choose
between heating and food any time soon. For that reason, Louisa is more than happy
to pay on nights out, but | like to be able to pay my way. | love Louisaand | know her
offer comes from a place of her love for me, but | want to be on equal footing, not her
little charity case that she drags out when she needs an excuse to feel good about
herself. | know that’s not fair, but it'show | feel, and | can’'t help it.

| get served with two Aperol Spritz cocktails and go back to the table. | set one down
in front of Louisa and she nods her head in approval.

“Nice,” she says after asip. “So, this internship. It's with a big tech company and it
will be mostly working with the web development team from what | understand about
it, although obvioudy it's an internship so you’'ll probably have to do some dog’s
body work aswell.”

“Yeah, | would expect that,” | agree. “What' s the catch.”



“Who said there was going to be a catch?’ Louisa says. Her innocent look only
convinces me that there’s a catch and that it'sabig one. | don’t answer and she sighs.
“Fine. Thereisacatch. But it’sateeny tiny one. Y ou have to pretend to be me.”

| look at gorgeous, Latina Louisa and then down at myself. I’m the picture someone
would paint if they were asked to draw a person who was the opposite to Louisa
Firstly, I am so white, milk feels sorry for me. My hair is a light blonde, a natural
shade that almost no one believes is natural, and my eyes are bright blue. Where
Louisa is short and curvy, I'm tall and willowy. | definitely got my mom’'s
Scandinavian looks.

“Who the hell isgoing to believe | am you?’ | say.
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“Are you ready for the tour or do you need a moment first? It'salot isn't it, that first
few minutesin anew job,” Mel says.

“Itis,” | agree. “But I’'m ok. I’m ready for the tour.”

Mel nods her head, and | follow her out of her office, down the hallway and to the
elevator car. Mel presses the call button, and we wait. | hear the rattling sound of the
car getting into motion and soon enough, the doors ping open, and we get into the
elevator.

“You've obviously seen the lobby and met Elenor, the receptionist there?” Mel says,
and | nod.

“Elenor introduced herself to me when | told her who | was and why I’'m here,” |
confirm. “ She seems nice.”

“She is, but seeing as you've already met her, there's not much else to see on the
ground floor, so let’s start on the next floor up then,” she says and she reaches out a
perfectly manicured, purple colored nail and presses the button marked one. We reach
the floor and get out of the elevator. This floor is very different from the fifth floor.
Where that floor has a long corridor and lots of offices, this floor is mostly an open
plan with people working in cubicles alongside each other. Mel points to the right.
“That’ s the customer services team.” Then she points to the left. “And that’s the sales
team. Half of them sell advertising slots on the site and the other half try to boost up
the number of site users we have. To be honest, | don’t think you'll have much need
to be down here unless you want to try your hand at sales?’



“God no,” | say with ashudder and M€l laughs.

“My feelings exactly,” she says.

Mel leads me back to the elevator and we get in and go up one floor. This floor is
more like the fifth floor with individual rooms, although the rooms here are larger,
and each have multiple people working in them. Mel leads me to the first door, and
wegoin.

“Thisis the HR department,” Méel says. She leads me over to a desk where a woman
smiles a greeting at us. “Susan Hall, Louisa Sanchez, our new intern.” | smile and
Susan and | shake hands and exchange pleasantries. “I’m sure you won't need to, but
if you do ever need to lodge aformal complaint, Susan is your point of contact.”

“I"'m sure | won't need to lodge a complaint,” | agree. “Unless of course | don't get
long enough lunch breaks.”

| risk another joke, smiling to show it’s definitely a joke and this one pays off. Both
Mel and Susan laugh.

“You will get long enough, as long as five minutes at your desk, eating with one hand
and typing with the other one is enough,” Mel says.

“Obvioudly,” | agree and the three of us laugh some more and then Mel leads me out
of the room and to the next one. “This here is the payroll department. I’ll show you
later how to complete your time sheets and when and where to send them to.”

We head back to the elevator, and we go to floor three.

The first part of the hallway shows a decent sized room with two men working in it,
beside a huge, glass walled room filled with servers.



“That’s our IT department,” Mel says. “Obviously everyone here is pretty tech savvy,
but these guys know more about the workings of computers than anyone, and if there
is a problem with any computer that you can’t fix, call down to them. They also set
up new employees on the systems and stuff, which again, | will go through with you
later.”

We are till walking, and the corridor opens out to a large open space where five
people sit around a good sized pod of desks with dividers between them that are low
enough to still be able to speak to each other. One desk is empty.

“This here is the web development team. | believe that’ s your main focus?’ Mel says.
| nod, and she smiles. “Well, that empty desk might become yours if you can prove
yourself.”

“I really hope so,” | reply.

Mel introduces me to the team. | know | will never remember all of their names, but
it's still nice to be introduced to them. They seem like a friendly enough bunch, and |
definitely think | would fit in here with these people. When we' ve chatted for a while
about my degree and what they are working on and a few other things, Mel clears her
throat.

“1 think it’stime for us to head back up,” she says.

“Oh, sure, sorry,” | reply.

“It's ok,” she says, and we say our goodbyes and she leads me back to the elevator.
She presses the button for the fifth floor. “The fourth floor is al conference rooms
where we mostly hold team meetings, but sometimes potential advertisers and what
not want to come in and have meetings. That all takes place there. | won’'t show you
yet because there' s really nothing to see except a bunch of empty rooms. There will



be a meeting later on though so you will see the conference rooms then and at least
now you know where to find them.”

We get back onto the fifth floor and Mel walks over to a desk that was previously
empty but now has a woman sitting behind it.

“Rachel, this is Louisa, our new intern. Louisa, this is Rachel Whittington, Luke's
personal receptionist,” Mel says.

Rachel and | greet each other and then Mel continues down the hallway with me
behind her. She pointsto afew closed doors as we pass them.

“That’ s the men’s bathroom, and that’s the ladies’ bathroom for this floor,” she says.
“And that there is the breakroom, and beside it, the kitchen. There's a fridge, coffee
machine, and microwave in the break room for the use of staff. Please don’'t use the
kitchen for personal use.”

“Ok,” I quickly agree.
“That’s the mail room for our floor and that one there is for photocopying, scanning

and shredding. We aso keep all of our current files in there. And that one is where all
of the old files are archived,” Mel goes on, pointing at more doors.
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| am tempted to ask him why he thinks it's the best use of my time to do something
like that when I'm a qualified webdeveloper, but | don’t. | know better than to say
something like that and get fired on my first day. Louisawould love that one. | know
| just have to suck it up and do the useless tasks to prove | am capable of following
instructions and then | will get to do something more interesting. Or if not, at least |
am being paid for it. If it was an unpaid internship, | would be much angrier than |
actually am.

Just suck it up. Think of the wages and think of the reference | say afew timesin my
head like it's my new mantra. And maybe it will come to that.

“No,” | reply. “It sounds straightforward enough.”

“There's a staff meeting at four o’ clock that | want you to attend. Other than that
meeting, this archiving and shredding is your priority,” Luke says. “ Off you go.”

| hate being dismissed like a naughty child, but yet again, | bite my tongue. | don’t
know why Luke is seemingly trying to get underneath my skin, but | don’t think he
usually acts like this judging by Mel’s reaction to his rude words earlier. | guess his
attitude and the shitty task he has given me to do is a kind of hazing. Well, if he
wants to see what I'm made of, then I’ [l show him it’'ll take more than a bit of menial
work and a bad attitude to break me.

| seeit’s going to be way more than a bit of menial work when | open the door to the
storage room; it's going to be more like a year of menial work. Luke wasn't kidding
when he said it had become a bit of a mess in here. Each wall of the room is lined
with shelves and on those shelves are boxes of paper work, files and folders, with



loose sheets spilling everywhere and from what | can see at a quick glance, nothing is
labelled.

| spend a moment deciding how best to complete the task. | decide to tackle the
biggest boxes first and use one of them to store the paper work from the years | need
to keep and use another one of them to store the paper work for shredding. Thenevery
time the shredding box gets full, 1 will drag it next door and do the shredding and
then come back and rinse and repeat until all the shredding is done. When everything
Is shredded that needs to be done, then I'll work on organizing the rest of the
paperwork, the bits we need to keep, by sorting it by year and then by subject and
getting it al filed away in some sort of order. Once | have a plan of attack worked
out, | feel much better about tackling the task in front of me, athough I still think it is
going to be along, difficult and tiring job. Maybe six months job rather than ayear or
two.

| shrug off any negativity I’m still feeling. | have to do the task whether | like it or
not, so I might as well do it to the best of my ability and stop moaning in my head
about it. That will only make is seem worse. | drag the first big box to the floor and
then the second one, and then | sit down and take the lids off them and empty them
both out. | begin scanning over the documents for dates and then sorting them into
either the keep and or the shred box depending on what it is.

By the time lunch time comes around, | have my system nailed and I'm getting
through the paperwork alot quicker than | had expected to. While alot of it isamess,
some of the boxes aren’t as jumbled as others and are nice and easy to get through. |
know | will work better on a full stomach than an empty one though, and | take a
quick twenty-minute break for lunch where | run out to buy and eat a sandwich, use
the ladies' room and then go back to work with a cup of coffee. The coffee herereally
Is good.

| make sure to keep awatch on the time as | work, conscious of the fact that | have to



be at the staff meeting at four o’ clock and not wanting to forget about it or be late to
it. At three forty five, | finish up my last shredding of the day and return the empty
box back to the store room. | figure | probably have time to do a bit more sorting, but
the last thing | want to do istoleave it too late and then not be able to find the meeting
room or something stupid like that and be late for the meeting in front of everyone.
And | have afeeling Luke will call meout onitif | am late in and he will likely do it
in front of everyone.

| decideit’s better to seem like I’ m there too early than too late and so | walk along to
the elevator. | decide for the sake of going down one floor, I'll take the stairs when |
see that the elevator is currently on the first floor — it will likely be quicker. | go
through the door marked ‘stairs' and walk down to the floor below me. | walk along
the corridor, looking into the rooms, hoping to find some clue as to where I’'m meant
to be.

| see a small room with peoplein it, but the room doesn’t look big enough to hold ten
people comfortably, let alone the entire staff and rather than risk disturbing people
who might have nothing to do with the meeting, | keep going. Right at the end of the
hallway, the floor opens out into a huge space. Rows of chairs have been laid out, all
facing towards the front, and | figure this must be where I’'m meant to be. Some of
the chairs are already occupied, but alot aren’t yet. | glance at the seated people, and
| choose to approach a woman sitting alone in the third row. She looks friendly
enough.

“Hi,” | say. “I’'m new here. Isthis where the staff meeting is being held?’

“Yes,” the woman replies. “Y ou're new you say?’

| nod, and the woman indicates with a hand for me to sit down next to her. Glad to
have someone to talk to until the meeting starts, | sit down gratefully.



“I'm Tracy,” she says. “| work in accounts.”

“Louisa,” | say. “I’'m just an intern.”

“How long have you been here?’ Tracy asks.

“I'smy first day,” | tell her.

“How are you finding it?’ she asks.

Again, | decide to err on the side of caution. Just because she’'s nice and chatty
doesn’t mean she won'’t tell Luke the intern has been moaning about her work.

“I likeit sofar,” | say. “Everyone |’ ve met has been really niceto me.”

“Most everyone hereis nice,” she says. “Like anywhere, there are a few people who
are a bit standoffish, but for the most part, we all get along just fine. What department
are you working in?’

“My field is web development, and | hope to end up working there, but at the
moment, I’m doing atask for Luke,” | say.

“Oh. You must be special,” Tracy says with a laugh. “Luke normally doesn’t really
have anything to do with the interns.”

| laugh along with her, but | am surprised to hear that. I'm nothing special. But then |
remember he thinks I’'m a board member’s daughter. It makes sense he might take a
special interest in me thinking that, but at the same time, it makes less sense that he
would have me doing the crap he has me doing. | can’'t figure the man out and |
decide to stop even trying.



More and more people are filing in now and the chairs are filling up fast. | spot Mel
and Rachel coming in together and | spot Susan coming in with ayounger man. Right
at four o'clock, Luke appears, and the conversations tail off and everyone pays
attention to him without him having to say aword.

He talks about figures and projections and ad campaigns and more. | must admit |
kind of tune out. | try to stay engaged, but the stuff he's talking about doesn’t affect
me and | always find that my mind wandersif I'm not interested in what’ s being said.

| force myself to tune back in when | catch my attention drifting off. It's ailmost five
o'clock and Luke is still talking. | can see a lot of the staff are starting to get a bit
restless, knowing that the end of the working day is fast approaching. Even though
I’m contracted to work from nine am to five pm like everyone else, | make sure |
don’t look like I'm eager to leave because | don'’tthink that is the best impression to
give on afirst day anywhere, especially not for the person on the lowest rung of the
ladder.

“And finally, we have a new member of staff joining us today. Louisa? Where are
you? Stand up,” Luke says.
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| look around with everyone else. | want to see this new girl because it's good to
know |I’'m not the only newbie, and it might be good to befriend the other new starter.
No one stands up and Luke calls the name again. Tracy gently digs her elbow into my
ribs.

“Stand up Louisa,” she whispers.

| feel the blood rush to my face with embarrassment as | get to my feet. | am
embarrassed because for a moment there, | genuinely forgot that I’'m meant to be
Louisa, but I'm confident that anyone who notices my obvious discomfort will think
it's because | have to stand up in front of everyone. In fairness, | probably would
have blushed at that anyway so they wouldn’t be entirely wrong.

“Everyone, thisis Louisa. Louisa, thisis everyone,” Luke says.

| do an awkward little wave while people shout out greetings and welcomes to me.
Although it is embarrassing, it's also kind of nice because of the welcome | receive.

“Louisaisour newest intern,” Luke explains. “Please make her feel welcome here.”
The room starts to clap, and | feel my cheeks reddening once more. | don’t know
where to look so | look down at the ground, wanting it to open up and swallow me.

Finally, the applause dies out.

“Welcome to Sold, Louisa,” Luke says. “That's the meeting over. See you Adl
tomorrow.”



He walks back out of the meeting without another word, or a backward glance and
I’m relieved that | am no longer the only person on their feet. | say goodbye to Tracy
and hurry away. | goback up the stairs because | figure the elevator car will be packed
full. I don’t know what to do. Luke made it clear it is home time for everyone, but as
an intern, am | expected to stay until I’m dismissed? Or until | finish my task? God, |
hope that’ s not the case, I'll be here until midnight next Tuesday.

| come through the door at the top of the stairs, and | see Mel walking along the
hallway in front of me. | call out to her, and she stops and turns around. She smiles at
me and waits for me to catch up.

“How’ syour first day gone?’ she says.

“It's flown by actually,” | say, which is both true and a nice way to avoid having to
answer the question based on my menial task. “I'm just wondering what happens
now. Do | finish the task Luke has given me before | leave, or do | wait for him to
come and dismissme, or ... 7’

| tail off at the end, not sure what else to add. Mel shakes her head.

“No, you don't have to wait for permission to leave. As long as you’'ve done your
eight hours, you can leave generally speaking. Obviously, there might be times where
there is urgent work needed and you will be expected to stay and work over if you are
apart of that, but otherwise, you finish at five unless you're late in or told otherwise,”
Mel says.

“Thanks Mél,” | reply.

“No worries,” Mel says. We have reached our respective offices and Mel smiles at
me. “Catch you tomorrow. Assuming you' re coming back?’



“Oh, I’'m coming back alright. See you tomorrow,” | reply.

| go into my tiny office and retrieve my coat and my purse and then | make my way
to the end of the corridor, and this time, | choose to wait for the elevator. The doors
open finally, and | step in and turn to see Luke getting in behind me. | hit the ground
floor button and look up at him.

“Ground floor?’ | say and he nods his head.

“Who told you that you could leave for the day?’ he says.

“Umm, Md,” | reply.

| don’t want to get her in trouble, but it’'s true and | figure she is much less likely to
catch apile of shit than | am.

“Oh, right. That's ok then,” he says, and he looks at me for a moment and then he
smiles. “I wasjoking, Louisa.”

| manage to fake a laugh that sounds reasonably normal, but | don't think he was
joking. | think he just said that to save face when | said Mel said | should leave. |
think if | hadn’t have said that he would have had a go at me, maybe even demanded

| stay over to finish the shredding and sorting.

He' s definitely one to watch, this man, and he’ s easy enough on the eye that I’ m more
than willing to watch him.

Chapter

Six



LUKE

Idon’t know why, but as I’'m sitting at my desk working on areport, L ouisa pops into
my head. | try to tell myself it's not because | fancy the ass off her, and it’s certainly
not because I’ m intrigued by her, it’'s just because I'm wondering how far along sheis
with the task | gave her yesterday. Probably not very far. | would expect a motivated
employee to take a few days to get through that lot, but a work shy one, God it could
take weeks. The thing is though, despite Enrique’s warning, Louisa seems anything
but work shy to me at the moment. She must be a bloody good actressis al | can say,
or else she's appearing motivated at first until she figures she's out from underneath
my radar and then her true colors will show through.

| decide to go and see how far she has gotten and tell her she needs to hurry it up and
stop wasting company time. | feel a bit harsh for doing it, but | promised Enrique that
| would whip her into shape, and I'm hardly going to do that if | just believe she's
actually working out ok and just ignore her, and if she doesn’tleave here better than
she was when she started, | won’t have Enrique’ s favor when | need him to vote with
me.
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| save my work and close down the report and then | leave my office and head along
to the storage room. | reach it and open the door. | don't know what I’m expecting
exactly. A mess definitely. Maybe | will even catch Louisa sitting around messing
about on her cell phone instead of working. The last thing | expect iswhat | actually
see.

The messis gone. A stack of empty boxes stands neatly in one corner and the rest of
the paper work is boxed and all of the boxes are on the shelves. Louisa turns to see
who has comein.

“1 just need to finish up the labels and stick them on the boxes and then I’'m done,”
she says. “I’'m sorry it took awhile, but it really was in quite a state.”

“No, no, it's fine. You've done well here,” | say. Spoiled brat or not, she has more
than exceeded the expectations | would have had for someone | knew that would just
come in and get on with the task, let alone for her, and there’s no way | can berate her
for this without making myself look like an idiot or a bully, neither of which are a
good look. I think on my feet, and | know exactly what | can do to get her bratty side
to come out. “When you've finished your labelling, come along to my office. | have
another task for you.”

Louisa nods her head.
“Ok,” shesays, “I won't belong”, and she goes back to her labels.

| leave the storage room and close the door gently behind me. There's a board
meeting this afternoon, and | need someone to go out and get some groceries and



prepare snacks for the table, and also, to serve drinks throughout the meeting. | know
Louisawill absolutely hate doing that from what Enrique has told me about her.

It's one thing being forced to do manual labor that you believe you're too good for
behind closed doors, but being told she has to publicly wait on people is another
matter entirely. That will get her spoiled side raging, and she will likely throw a bitch
fit. And then when she does, | can start showing her how the real world works, and
how in business, you are a nobody until you have proved yourself, with or without
your father’s name.

| go back to my office, planning on finishing up the report | was working on while |
wait for Louisa. Once | get back into my office and sit down, it occurs to me that
sending Louisa off to buy the groceries might backfire on me. She might spend
completely over budget, or she might come back with inappropriate things, and it will
be areflection on me. Even though I’ m not the one who will have made the mistake, |
am the one who hands out the tasks, and someone is bound to question why | had an
intern take charge of this rather than Donna who has actually been trained for the role
and does it as part of her job, although the two are actually unrelated.

| think for a moment and then | start making a shopping list consisting of the kinds of
things Donna usually serves — seafood, vegetable crudites and dips, charcuterie board
ingredients, nice cakes and fresh cream eclairs, that kind of thing. | read back over the
list, confident the spread will be of good enough quality and that the ingredients
shouldn’t cost more than one hundred dollars. | finally go back to the report and wait
for Louisato come to me. | wish | could make her come in other ways, but | push that
thought firmly from my mind before it can take hold. There's no way | am getting
myself involved with Enrique’ s daughter. No way at all.

Chapter

Seven



TIA

Istand at the head of the table in the conference room, the one where the board
meeting is to be held. | look over the buffet | have put together and | smile. I'm quite
pleased with it if I’'m being honest. Luke gave me a shopping list and told me to get
everything on it and not to go over one hundred dollars. It's clear Luke has never had
to shop on a budget before, because | got everything on the list and afew extra things
| thought would help to make the buffet look more upmarket, and | only spent
seventy-three dollars and fifty-five cents. Luke seemed surprised when | gave him the
receipt and change when | came back, but | thought he actually looked pleased too.

Now the buffet is done, all | have left to do is greet the board members as they arrive
and take their drinks orders and serve them. That's definitely the easy part compared
to the catering side, and I’'m not worried at all about it.

| greet the first few arrivals and take their drinks orders. | make and serve the drinks
without any mishaps, and I’ m settlinginto the greeter role nicely when the next person
appears, and | greet them and take their drink order too. | fall into a routine and the
task gets done quickly and efficiently, even if | do say so myself.

Everyone is here now except for Luke and one board member, and | fully relax. |
already know Luke's drink order, so | have literally one more order to do and | have
already heard afew comments about the food looking nice.

I’m hanging around in the doorway to the meeting room waiting for the last board
member to arrive. The meeting is due to start in five minutes and | know Luke won’t
turn up until the last minute so he can just dive straight into it if his performance in
yesterday’ s meeting is anything to go by. | hear awoman’s voice, and | realize she’'s
speaking into a cell phone. | can't see her, but it's obvious because she speaks and
then pauses. | figure she's the last board member and | continue to wait for her to



“1 told you I'd be late home tonight,” the woman says. “I’'m at Sold.” Pause. “For the
board meeting.” Pause. “Y eah, no shit.” Pause. “I’m sitting in for my dad, remember?
Apparently, there's a few votes he thinks are too important for his vote not to be
counted, so I’'m just here to vote on his behalf.”

It hits me then who the woman on the cell phone must be. Sophia Sanchez. Louisa's
older sister. Sheishereto sit in for Enrique. That’sit. That’s my cover blown. It s not
like | can just wander off and hide. Might that be better though? | can tell Luke |
miscounted, and | thought everyone was here. No, don’t give up so easily, | think to
myself. Think. Come on. Think. He'll never buy that because even if | counted the
board members wrong, | would know he wasn't here.

Sophia is saying her goodbyes on her call when the perfect idea comes to me and
when I’'m confident that she has ended the call, | step around the corner to meet her.

“Tia,” she says, beaming when she sees me. “It’s so good to see you.”

Thankfully, she’saone, and | smile back at her.

“It's really good to see you too,” | say. “But | need to ask you a favor. | know it
probably won’t make a difference, but I’m doing an internship here and | don’t want
Luke, my boss, to know | know Enrique in case he starts treating me differently. Can
you just like pretend you don’t know mein there?’

“Oh, sure if that's what you want,” Sophia says. “If it will make you feel better, of
course | will. But you don’'t have to worry. Between us, Luke is harder on Louisa
because my dad told him she needs a bit of a reality check when it comes to work.
I’m sure he wouldn’t start being harder on you.”

“l don't know,” | say. “He gets us mixed up all the time anyway. It’'s got to the point
where | answer to Louisa and Louisa answers to Tia. It's easier than to keep telling



him.

“That’s comical,” Sophialaughs. “Y ou two couldn’t be any more different from each
other to look at if you tried to be.”

| laugh along with her and then | hear footsteps coming along the corridor.

“What can | get you to drink?’ | say, hoping Sophia has heard the footsteps too and
plays along.

“A black coffee, no sugar please,” she says, and she tips me awink and goes into the
meeting room.
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“Louisa? Are you ok? You're looking a bit flushed,” Luke says and of course that
does nothing to rectify the situation, and | feel myself flushing even darker.

“Yes, I'mfing” | manageto say. “I’m just abit hot, that’s all.”

| fan my face with my hand to demonstrate, you know, in case he doesn’t know what
being a bit hot means. Luke jumps up and goes and opens a window. A light breeze
blowsin.

“Isthat better?’ he asks.

| nod. It's areally nice breeze actually and although I’'m not really hot enough to be
flushed, | was on the hot side, and | appreciate the fresh air blowing in.

“How do you fedl like your first two days have gone?’ Luke asks me, sitting back
down.

“Ok,” | say. “I fedl like I'm settling in, and everyone is really nice and welcoming. It
would be nice to get the chance to do something IT related though.”

| hadn’t planned to say that last part, but I'm glad that | did. | don’t think it was rude
or anything like that and even if it doesn’'t happen, at least Luke knows I’m keen to
get my teeth into something useful.

“You know what makes a good employee?’ Luke says. | figure it's a rhetorical
guestion and so | don’t even try to answer. It seems | made the right assumption when
Luke goes on. “Doing whatever task is given to them that benefits the company in



some way. And you know what makes a good intern? Doing whatever task is given to
them that benefits the company in some way without moaning about doing it.”

“1 was hardly moaning. | was just answering your question. | have done everything
you' ve asked of me without moaning so much as once,” | fire back, slightly annoyed
now.

“That’s true | suppose,” Luke relents. “And | think maybe you'll find this next task to
be unrelated to IT and therefore not suited to you, but | am going to have you do it

anyway.

“1 figured,” | say and is that the hint of a smile | actually see on Luke's face. No, it
can't be. It must be wind.

“Rachel, my receptionist is on leave until Monday. You will be filling in for her.
You'll be answering and directing calls — any that ask for me personally, find out who
itis. If it seems important, forward it to Mel. If not, just tell them I’'m unavailable. In
between calls, you will be filing and doing whatever Mel asks you to do. Basicaly,
the tasks she doesn’'t want to do. Do you think you can manage that?’ Luke says.
“Ashard asit sounds, I’'m sure | can soldier through,” | say sarcastically.

If Luke notices my sarcasm, he doesn’t let on.

“Glad to hear it,” Luke says. “Did Mel explain to you about your timesheet?’

| nod, surprised by the sudden jump in subjects.

“What did she say?’ Luke asks.

“To record my start and finish times every day and email my time sheet to payroll on



Friday,” | say.

“That's standard procedure, but | would like you to send your time sheet to me to
approve and | will forward it on for you,” Luke says.

“Do you think I’'m going to try and claim extra hours?’ | ask, shocked that he would
think such athing.

“Not at all,” Luke says. “I don’t think that for a second.”

He doesn’t explain any further and | feel like if | press him for a reason, he's just
going to shut me down, so | don’t say anything else. Even if he does think | would try
to claim extra hours, he will soon see that he is wrong. | have nothing to hide, and |
would never try to rob from a company who took a chance on me, even if they do
think I’m someone else.

| decide then that Luke probably doesn’t think | would falsify my time sheet. After
al, he thinks I'm the daughter of one of the mgor shareholders. Aside from that
making me pretty rich in my own right if it were really the case, it would also mean

that stealing time from the company would be like stealing from my own father,
something he can’t possibly think | would do.

| stand up abruptly.

“Well, I'd best get to work,” | say.

“Who said we were done here?’ Luke asks.

| really thought we were, but the truth is, no one said it. | think for a moment and
decide to beat Luke at his own game.



“Perhaps if you have anything further to say to me, you could come to my office,
because | would hate to waste so much as a minute of company time,” | say sweetly
but Luke knows as well as| do that | am being massively sarcastic, and this time, he
doesn’t let it go.

“Sit down thisinstant,” Luke shouts.
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| do as he says, swallowing hard. I’ ve gone too far, and | don’t really blame him for
being angry with me.

“What on earth has gotten into you Louisa?’ Luke demands when I’ ve sat back down
in front of him once more. “Y our attitude today isterrible.”

| try to think of something believable, and in the end, | settle for a crumb of truth.
“1 thought | would be who you think | am,” | say.
“Huh?’ Luke says. “What does that even mean?’

“Well let’'s just say someone might have let it slip about my father telling you | am
lazy and spoiled and to be harder on me. It makes no difference how well | perform
on any task you give me you're never going to trust me with anything useful,” | say.

“Ah. You heard about that,” Luke says, and he has the decency to look a bit
embarrassed. “Full disclosure. You're right about what your dad said to me.
Truthfully though I’'m not finding anything to back up what he said. Prove yourself to
me over these next few days and | will do the same to you. | will treat you like any
other staff member, and we will see where we go from here once Rachel is back.”

“Dedl,” | say. | grinat him. “I might even still make you a coffee when | have one.”
“Oh yes, that will never stop being athing,” Luke says, returning my grin, and for the

first time, | get a flash of what | think might be the real Luke instead of the one
Louisa’'s father asked him to be. “That’s all for now. If you need any help with the



telephone system or anything, Mel isjust across from you, and she will help you.”

“1 think I’'ll be ok, but thank you,” | say and this time when | get up, Luke doesn’t
yell for meto sit back down.

| go back to my office and see that my desk phone has been pushed over so that
another phone can take its place. This one is more of a switch board, but although it
looks kind of intimidating, I’'m sure I'll be fine on it. On one of my jobs, | operated a
switch board much more complicated than this one.That's how | was able to
confidently tell Luke | thought | would be ok.

As | sit waiting for my first call, email, or piece of filing to comein, | start thinking
about how much better | felt when | told Luke | knew why he was treating me poorly
and how nice it was just to have that secret out in the open and have him lose the
attitude he's so far had towards me. It makes me want to tell him the full truth, but |
am far from ready for that. | really think he will flip hislid if he finds out Louisa and
| tricked him like that and | can amost guarantee | will be fired. It will be bye bye
reference and possibly bye bye bestie when Louisafinds out | blabbed.

I’m just going to leave well enough alone there. | know that means | can never date
L uke because the whole relationship would be based on a lie, but if | told him the
truth, 1 could still never date him because he would hate me. At least thisway | get to
see him and be around him. The most annoying thing is, despite how gorgeous he is
and how he looks like he could have any woman he wants, | get the impression he
likes me too. Even though he's been a bit of adick to me, | have caught him watching
me when he didn't know | was looking and there's just something in his body
language that tells me he fancies me as much as | fancy him. But none of that matters
though. | need to stop thinking about L uke and start thinking about my job.

As though on cue, the telephone ringsand | pick it up.



“Thank you for calling Sold. How can | help you?’ | say.

The caller has a question about one of Sold's policies and rather than bothering Mel
with it, | look up the information and answer the caller’s question. I’m quite proud of
myself when | end the call. For the next half an hour, the telephone rings constantly
and | find my in tray filling up too. Even though all this still isn't what | really want
to be doing, | am enjoying being kept busy and I think I’'m coping quite well with
everything overall. Of the seven calls | have taken so far, | had to transfer one to Mel
because they wanted to speak to L uke about a supply issue which seemed important, |
have told two callers Luke isn't available and left it at that, and the others, | have
helped myself. Another call comesin now and | clear my throat and answer it.

“Thank you for calling Sold. How can | help you?’ | say.

“Put me through to L uke Jackson please,” the caller says.

“May | ask what it isregarding?’ | ask.

“Board business. Now hurry up. The rates for caling from Europe are damned
expensive you know,” he says.

| cringe when | readlize my caller is Enrique. Thank goodness he didn’t seem to
recognize my voice any more than | recognized his. The joys of abad line.

“Right away sir,” | say, and | put Enrique on hold while | dial through to Luke's
office. He answers and | tell him | have Enrique on the line for him and put him
through.

| haven't even replaced the receiver when Mel is standing in the doorway of my
office.



“What the hell Louisa?’ she demands. “Y ou never put calls through to Luke without
going through me.”

“It ... It was my father. He was moaning about the cost of the call, and | didn’'t want
him to take it out on you if | transferred him to you instead of Luke,” | stutter.

“Ok,” Méd says, camer now. “That’'s ok. Luke will always take a board member’s
call if he'savailable. It didn’'t even occur to me that it might be Enrique. Considering
he' syour dad, you didn’t exactly speak warmly to him.”

“| used the same professional tone | would with any board member. At work, that's
al heis. It would be unprofessional to treat him like my dad while I’'m at work,” |

Say.

Mel considers this for amoment and makes a“mm” sound that could mean anything.

“Well, keep up the good work,” she says, which is very different from the lecture this
encounter started off with me getting.

| smile and nod that | will and then | take the top sheet from my in tray and read
through it to work out where | should file it. The current year's files are in the
photocopying room and I’m confident | can do some filing in between calls and that
if | leave the door to the photocopying room open while I’m in there filing, | will hear
the phone ringing and it’s only afew doors down so | can easily come back.
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| decide where the paper belongs, and | stand up and edge around my desk. A shadow
falls over me as | get ready to leave the office. | glance up and Luke is in my
doorway.

“Is everything ok?’ | ask.

Am | going to be in trouble for putting that call through, despite what Mel said?
“Yes,” Luke says. “Your father wantsto talk to you. He' s still on theline.”

Fuck. What do | do now? If | take this call, the ruseis up. | think on my feet.

“Tell him I’ll call him on my break please,” | say.

L uke opens his mouth, no doubt to argue with me, and | push past him and run to the
ladies’ room. The one place he can’'t follow me. | know he's going to be angry, but
it’s better than the alternative.

| pull my cell phone out of my jacket pocket as | sit on the closed lid of atoilet, and
quickly text Louisa telling her she needs to call her dad and why. She texts back
saying she will do it in ten minutes. That’s the main problem dodged. Now | just have
to face Luke and try to come up with something convincing to explain my rudeness.
At least this time he's going to be pissed off with something | actually did, not some

imagined crime Louisa s dad reported. I’'m not sureif that’s better or worse.

Chapter



Ten

LUKE

Istand for a moment, my mouth hanging open in shock as Louisa runs down the
hallway away from me after rudely refusing to take her father’s call, and then almost
knocking me over as she pushed past me to leave her office.

“What the fuck was that?” Mel says from behind me, and | turn around to face her.
She's standing in the doorway of her own office opposite the entry to Louisa’'s.

“You saw that too then?’ | say. “Honestly, | was starting to think | imagined it.”

“No, | saw it,” Mel says. “She ran out of there like the building was on fire and you'd
told her she couldn’t leave.”

| remember | have Enrigue still on the line and | turn to go back to my office.

“When she comes back, tell her | want to see her,” | tell Me who nods her head and
retreats back to her desk, where she can still see the entrance to Louisa’ s office.

| thought Louisa and | had made a bit of a break through when she confessed that she
knew her father had asked me to be hard on her, but maybe not. Maybe now her true
colors are showing. That doesn’t feel right though. | feel like the hard working Louisa
is the real one, and this rude side of her is some sort of an act. But now | know that
she knows about what her father said, why would she put on an act that she’s rude?

| shake my head. | don’t think I'll ever figure this one out. | go back to my office and
lift my receiver again.

“Enrique? Louisaisn’t at her desk. I’ve left her anoteto call you,” | say.



“Damned girl, no doubt she’s skiving off somewhere,” Enrique says, and he hangs up
the call before | can tell him that actually she doesn’t seem like the type to do that at
al. Maybe that's what that was all about. She hadn’'t had a chance to mentally
prepare herself for the bashing her father was about to give her.

| don’t know why | suddenly feel the need to defend her after her little outburst back
there, but | do. | realy don't like this affect she has on me. It feels like trouble
waiting to happen.

| put Louisa out of my mind and focus on my own work until a timid knock sounds
and | figureit’s her. And if she’s here in the flesh it’s ok for her to be on my mind,
because it would be weird for her not to be, so for the time she's here, | can at least
stop trying to force myself not to think about her. | call for her to come in and the
office door opens, and a very sheepish looking Louisacomesin.

“Close the door and sit down,” | say.

Louisadoes as| say and once she' s seated, | raise an eyebrow.

“Well? | say.

“Umm Mel said you wanted to see me,” Louisa says.

“Playing dumb isn’'t helping your case here,” | say. “Do you have any idea how
embarrassing it was having to come back to Enrique and tell him you weren’'t where |

thought you were?’

“I ... I'm sorry,” Louisa says. “I just don’'t want to mix my persona life with my
professional life.”

“1 get that,” | say. “And | respect it, but when | personally tell you to take a call, you



doasl| say. Ok?
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She nods her head.

“And an explanation for why you practically mowed me down to get out of the office
instead of us having this conversation at the time would be nice,” | add.

She doesn’t say anything for a moment and then she blushes — she’s so fucking sexy
when she does that; it makes me think of how she would look if | made her come —
and rubs her hands across her stomach.

“1 had to use the bathroom,” she says.

| almost ask her why it couldn’t have waited a moment, but she's clearly embarrassed
to be discussing this with me and | have no interest in discussing her toilet habits.

“Next time, asimple ‘excuse me' would be nice,” | say instead of pressing the issue.
“Of course, I’'m sorry,” Louisa says.

“Ok. Go back to work. And don't ever embarrass me like that again, do you
understand?’ | say.

She nods her head and practically runs from my office. | look at the closed door for a
moment, imagining her scurrying away. It's almost like she was afraid to speak to
Enrique on the phone. | can’'t help but wonder what the hell is going on there, but
their family dramaisn’'t my family drama. It's not like Louisa lives with Enrique so
even if she is afraid of him, it's not like she’'s being abused at home or anything
where | would feel the need to get involved.



No, she's a bit of a strange one, but | don’t think it's any sort of abuse that’s causing
it, and | definitely don’t think | should poke my nose in here. It's probably just what
she said — that she didn't want to seem unprofessional by taking a personal call at
work. And maybe she felt nervous because | was blocking her path or something and
she panicked and shoved out to stop herself from having a panic attack. Or maybe she
really did have a stomach issue, and it was just awful timing.

That woman leaves a trail of questions whenever | speak to her, but there are two
things | know for certain. One, Enrique is wrong about her work ethic, and two, |
need to put some distance between us before | cross a line and tell her how | feel
about her. It wouldn’'t be so bad if it was a one way street. | would just move on with
my life. But | know Louisalikes me too. Shetries very hard not to flirt with me, but |
can’t help but notice the subtle hair pulling, or the nibbling on her lower lip when she
listensto me. | don’t even think she knows she’'s doing it, but it tells me she wants me
as much as | want her.

Why on earth does her father have to be my most influential board member. That’'s
just my fucking luck.

Chapter

Eleven

TIA

It's Friday lunch time, and as | sit in the breakroom with a cheese pasta salad, | think
back over the last few days. | have quite enjoyed the receptionist work, and | would
be quite happy to continue on with that if it came to it, but | know Rachel, the actual
receptionist, is back from her leave on Monday and | won’t be doing her job while
she's here obvioudly. | really hope | don’t have to go back to doing the shit jobs like
sorting out the archiving and doing the catering. | get that they are tasks that need to



be done, but | want to take on something bigger, something a bit more meaningful.
Luke keeps saying | have to prove myself, but how can | prove myself if he isn't
giving me anything to do that | can use to show him my skills. Anyone can shred old
papers or put prawns on aplate. | want to show him | know my stuff when it comesto
web development.

| decide that after lunch, I’'m going to go and talk to him and find out what he has
planned for me, and if it sounds like make work, I’m going to request something a bit
more challenging. The worst that can happen is he says no, and I'm still stuckwith the
shitty jobs, but hopefully he will see me taking some initiative and give me a chance.
Maybe that's what he's waiting for. Maybe that’s what he means by me proving
myself. And if itisn’'t, well at least | will know | tried.

| finish the last forkful of my pasta salad and stand up. | put the container in the trash
can and wash and dry my fork. | put it away and | stand for a moment leaning against
the counter, just staring off into space. It seems that now it has come to be time to go
and talk to Luke, some of my moxie has gone away.

| force myself away from the counter I'm leaning against, and | walk towards the
break room door and into the hallway. | head to Luke's office before | can change my
mind altogether. | remind myself once more that redly, the worst thing that can
happen here is Luke saying no to my request and that won’t make me any worse off
than | am now.

| reach the door to Luke's office, and | knock on it. | wait until | hear him shout for
me to come in and | open the door and see Luke sitting in his normal seat. This time
though, he isn’'t alone. A member of staff | vaguely recognize but don’'t really know
IS sitting opposite him.

“Oh, I'm so sorry, | didn’t know you had someone in with you. I’ [l come back |ater,”
| say and start to back out and pull the door closed.



| know | won't build up the courage for this again today and | wonder whether that’s
a good thing or a bad thing. Have | saved myself from being told no and getting
embarrassed about it, or have | gotten in my own way and ruined the chance of
getting a better opportunity? | guess | will never know. Except ... The employee
stands up and smiles at me.

“1t’s ok, we were done here anyway,” he says.

“Yes, comeonin Louisa,” Luke echoes and | step awkwardly inside while they make
afew more comments to each other.

The man smiles at me on his way out and | return the smile. Once he has gone, Luke
indicates the chair opposite him. | sit down and find it’s still warm from the previous
occupant. Luke smiles at me.

“What can | do for you Louisa?’ he asks.

Y ou could swipe the desk clear, throw me on it and fuck me to within an inch of my
lifel think to myself.

“l wanted to talk to you about next week,” | say instead. Luke nods his head and
waits for me to go on. “Rachel is back so obviously | won't be doing her job
anymore, and | wanted to ask you to give me a chance with something a bit more
challenging. | will obviously do whatever you need me to do, and | will do so without
complaint, but | feel like I'm letting myself down if | don’'t at least ask for an
opportunity to prove to you that | am good at what | do.”

Luke doesn’'t answer me immediately, but he doesn’t look angry either so | guessit’s
not as bad asit could be.

“You have shown that you will throw yourself into any task given to you, and | have



no doubt that you are very capable,” Luke says finally. “1 will think about it and let
you know what you will be doing when I’ ve decided what your next task will be.”
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“Thank you,” | say.

| nod to Luke then | get up and leave his office. What he said to me wasn't exactly
the answer | had hoped for — an instant yes — but it was much better than what | had
dreaded — an instant no. And it is still possible that Luke is going to trust me with
something challenging. And | genuinely believe he will think about it, because he had
no reason to lie to me. If he had aready decided what | would be doing and it was
something else menia and he wasn't willing to at least consider changing his mind
about it, | think he would have just said so. He doesn’t seem to be too worried about
keeping me happy and | don’t think he' d start now.

| head back to my desk, upping my pace when the telephone starts to ring. As much
as | have settled into this role, | won't miss the sound of that damned telephone
ringing every few seconds.

Chapter
Twelve
LUKE

Ihave spent the afternoon debating Louisa' s request for a more challenging role next
week. In truth, | would have handed her over to the web development team on the
first day of her internship and let the team leader there assess her capabilities and
assign her work if she had been any normal intern. But because of Enrique's
warnings, | haven’t done that; instead, | have kept her with me so | could keep an eye
on her. She hasn’'t shown any of the negative qualities Enrique had told me to expect,



and for that, I think she does deserve a chance at going and doing something IT
related. But at the same time, I’'m left wondering if sheisjust acting like she’s a hard
worker until | drop my guard alittle bit and send her somewhere where | won't be her
direct line supervisor.

| really am not sure what to do for the best, and it doesn’t help that anytime | come
down more on the side of giving her the chance she has asked for —amove | greatly
respect for the record — and probably deserves, | then begin considering the fact
lwon't get to see much, if anything, of her. | know deep down that | can’'t let myself
decide Louisa' s fate based on that though. It isn't right for the company, for Louisa,
or for Enrique’s pocket. But it's still not easy. Every time | think | know what I'm
going to do, | consider something | hadn’t thought of. Finally, it gets to the point
where I'm annoying myself going back and forth on this. | have never been
indecisive like this, especially not over what really should be a ssmple decision. In
that moment, | decide on my best course of action.

| decide to have Mdl call Karl to come to my office so | can discuss it with him. If |
am going to let Louisa loose on a rea project, it will be something in the web
development area because she said that was where her expertise lay, and | trust her to
know her own abilities. Karl is the supervisor in charge of that team, and | want to
know what he thinks about taking Louisa over there and having her lend a hand, with
the obvious caveat that if she stirs up trouble or refuses to do her work, to send her
straight back to me.

| pick up my desk phone receiver and call through to Mel’ s office.

“What's up?’ she says in the way of greeting. She obviously knows it’s an internal
call or I’'m sure she wouldn’t make that her greeting.

“It's Luke,” | say. “Can you find Karl from web development and have him come to
my office please?’



“Sure,” Mel says. “Anything else?’

“I"d love acoffeg,” | tell her.

“Should | ask Louisato makeit?’ Mel asks, confused because | told her at the start of
this thing to always have L ouisa make the coffee.

“No,” | say. “I'd actually like you to make it and make her one too while you're &t it.
She drinks caramel macchiato.”

“OK,” Mel says.

The part about the coffee is just a last minute thing that came to me while | was on
the call to Mel. | want Louisato know that | do value her both as an employee and as
a person, even if it turns out that now isn’'t the right time for her to take on more
complicated jobs. | think she'll like the fact that | remembered her coffee order. | tell
myself | don’t care about shit like that, but thetruth is, | do care. And | want her to be
happy about it.

When there's a knock on my door after a few minutes have gone by, instead of
calling comein | get up and open the door. | want to be able to hear Louisa' s reaction
when she gets her drink, and if Mel asks why I’m opening the door, I’'ll tell her | just
figured 1I’d help her because her hands are full. I'm greeted by Mel with three
steaming mugs of coffee. | smile at her and take mine from her.

“Thanks,” | say.
| watch her walk to her office. She presumably off loads her coffee because she

comes back out after a few seconds with only one cup in her hand. She approaches
Louisa’ s door and smiles.



“1 brought you a cup of coffee,” she says.

“Oh. Thank you,” | hear Louisa say. “But isn't making the coffee my job?’

“As an intern | guess so, but you're acting as Rachel at the moment and while she
does make the majority of the drinks, | sometimes make them.”

“Luke said | had to make his coffee for the foreseeable future,” Louisa says. “I hope
he isn’t angry about this, thinking I’ m trying to get out of making it.”

Mel shakes her head.

“Hewon't. In fact, it was him who told me your coffee order,” Mel says.

| can imagine the smile on Louisa s face as she says ‘oh ok’ back to Mel. Mél goes
back to her own office, and | go back into mine and close the door. | think Louisadid
indeed appreciate mygesture. | tell myself | don’t much care one way or the other, but

| know it's alie because of course | do care, and I'm pleased that she is happy.

Not long later, Karl comes to my office. After | tell him to sit down and we exchange
afew pleasantries, | get right down to business.

“Work is beginning on the new app on Monday. Correct?’ | say.
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Karl nods his head.

“Yes,” he says. “We have done all of the brainstorming, and we already know how
we want it to look, what it will be able to do, how the interface is laid out for
consumers. It'sjust a matter of putting it al together.”

“Just,” | say, laughing at Karl’s nonchalance. “That’ s like athree week job.”
“1t’1l be closer to five weeks with Diane missing,” Karl says.

“That’'s actually why | called you up here,” | say. “I have an intern who is wanting
something more challenging to do and her speciality is web development. Do you
think you could find a use for her, or will she just get under your feet? Be honest
because | don’t want anything derailing this or slowing it down further.”

“I"'m sure | could find work for her. And I’m not just saying that. Being short staffed
is really making this too slow and at the minute, | don’'t think we will meet the
deadline,” Karl says. “An extrapair of hands might just turn things around for us.”

“In the interest of full disclosure, and this goes no further than between us two, the
intern in question is Enrique Sanchez' s daughter. He's on our board of directors and
he asked me to take his daughter, Louisa, on as an intern as a favor to him as he finds
her lazy and uncooperative. | have to say | haven't seen that side of her. She has
always been attentive and gets on with any work she is given. The task | gave her on
Monday, redlistically, | would have expected it to take a good few days and she had it
finishedby Tuesday morning. But if it turns out she’s just putting on a show for me as
her boss, | want you to know you have every right to give her an ass kicking, and if



that doesn’t work and she’s not pulling her weight, feel free to let me know and I'll
pull her straight off the project,” | say.

“Got it,” Karl says. “So, I'll be getting her on Monday then?’

| nod.

“Unless adifferent day is better for you?’ | say.

“No, Monday isideal because | can brief the whole team, her included, on what we're
going to be starting,” Karl says. “It means everyone knows the same information and

| don’t have to go over it twice.”

“That’s great. Thank you, Karl. And don’t forget, if she becomes a problem, | want to
know about it,” | reiterate.

Karl nods his agreement and then he leaves my office, and | pick up my phone again
and call along to Mel. She answers the call.

“Mél, it's Luke. Can you tell Louisa |l want to see her please. It's not urgent, her work
iIsmore of apriority. She can pop in any time before she leaves for the day and it will
befine,” | say.

“No problem,” Mel says and cuts me off.

| roll my eyes and smile to myself. It's a good job Mel is the best personal assistant
I’ve ever had and that she doesn’'t do shit like that with potential advertisers, just with
me. A few hours pass and then Louisais back in my office and sitting down, having

informed me that Mel said | wanted to see her.

“On Monday, the web development team is starting a new project. They will be



working on anew app,” | say. “They are ateam member down and it’s going to make
things hard for them. | redlize | could replace Diane who has left, but these posts
require a specia sort of person, and | hate to just take the first person who comes
along because it often makes things harder for the rest of the team than just being
short staffed would. Iwould like to be able to take the time to find someone for the
role who will fit in with the team and be a good match.”

Louisa nods her head.

“That makes sense,” she says. “Do you want me to go on Monster and other sites like
that and find potential candidates for you?’

“Would you consider that a more suitable role for someone with your degree than
say, working the reception desk?’ | ask.

“Not really,” Louisa admits. “But as you said, a good intern does whatever they are
asked to do without moaning.”

| smile and she smiles back.

“God, | can bearight dick, can't 1?7’ | say.

She looks shocked for amoment and then she laughs and nods her head.

“A bit,” she says.

When the laughter has died down, | get to the point.

“1 don’'t want you messing around with resumes and that stuff. That’s what HR is for.

Well amongst other things. No, | have spoken to Karl, the supervisor in that
department, and we have decided to give you a chance on the team,” | say.



Louisa' sjaw drops and for a moment, she just sits there, frozen. She blinks and closes

her mouth.
“Are you being serious?’ she says.

“Deadly serious,” | tell her.
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She makes a squeaking sound and throws her head back and laughs. She sits back up
and tries to stop the laughter. She is mostly successful, but she can’'t quite stop her
smile. | smile back at her.

“| take it that means you’ re happy then?’ | say and she nods her head.

“Yes. More than | can explain. Thank you so much. | won't let you down, | promise,”
she says.

“Please don't,” | say. “Because | have made it clear to Karl that he is your boss for
the duration of your time on histeam and if you drag your feet or don’'t perform, he's
not going to put up with it.”

“1 wouldn’t expect him to,” Louisa says. “So, on Monay do | come up here first or
just go straight to the web development team?’

“You can go straight to the team. Karl is expecting you,” | say.

“Perfect. Thank you again,” Louisa says on her way out.

She closes the door behind herself, and | smile. | can tell by her reaction how happy
and proud of herself sheis, and | love that for her, | really do. And | tell myself that |
am not in the least bit bothered that | probably won't see her again for the duration of
her internship unless she does let me down, and | genuinely don’t think she will do

that.

Chapter



Thirteen

TIA

Iwalk back to my tiny officelike I’'m floating on air. If it wasn't for the fact that | just
know someone would appear from somewhere and catch me, | would be doing a
happy dance right about now. Asit is, | can’t keep the smile off my face as | squeeze
around my desk and tell myself | won’'t have to do that anymore after today. | can't
believe Luke is giving me this chance. | know | asked him to consider something
more challenging, but even in my wildest dreams, where | thought he might agree to
it, I didn't think he would give me an opportunity like this. | am so excited, and |
amost wish it was Monday now. It's strange to think that | will be wishing the
weekend away so | can get back to work rather than it being the other way around.

| take my cell phone out of my pocket and send both Louisa and Justin text messages
with my news. Louisa texts back instantly. She sends a heart emoji and says
congratulations, but then she also says that she has to go out of state this weekend,
because her and her new boyfriend have a trip planned aready,but that we'll do
something to celebrate when she’s back. | reply telling her to have a good time, even
though | am secretly a bit gutted that | won't be able to celebrate with her over the
weekend.

Justin’s reply comes in just as I’'m about to put my cell phone back away. He too
congratulates me, and he invites me for drinks tonight to celebrate. | hesitate for a
moment before | reply to him. | want to say yes, but | keep thinking about what
L ouisa said about him wanting to get back with me. | don’t think it’s true though and
| ignore her warning voice in my head and text Justin back saying I'd love to. | tell
him to meet me at Ray’s, a bar not far from my apartment, at seven. That will give
me time to finish work, get home, eat and change. His reply comesin quickly and it’s
simply athumbs up emoji.



| put my cell phone back away and concentrate on getting the last of the filing and
typing done. | don’t want to make Luke regret his choice before Monday even comes
around by starting to slack off now.

| finished work pretty much on time and went home. | put a pizza in the oven and
while it was cooking, | jumped in the shower and washed and dried my hair. | paused
in my getting ready routine to eat, and then put some fresh makeup on and got
dressed in a pink body con dress that sits just above my knee along with silver heels,
purse and jewelery. | walked to the bar and made it in plenty of time although Justin
was still there before me. He stood up when he saw me coming and after greeting me,
he went to the bar without asking what | wanted and came back with an expensive
bottle of champagne in an ice bucket and two flutes. | objected to the amount he
musthave spent on the bottle, but he insisted he wanted to treat me because | deserved
it, and | didn’t want to make a scene, so | accepted the drink gracioudly.

That bottle is gone now and we're onto our second one. I'm more than a little bit
tipsy, but I'm far from being really drunk. I’'m at that nice level of amost drunk
where | feel all warm and cosy inside. Justin has just finished telling me about how
he is amost finished renovating a house he bought here on the cheap and how he is
debating between staying living there or selling it, at a profit and doing the same
thing on another house.

“I've just realized something,” Justin says, reaching for the champagne bottle and
topping both of our glasses up. “I asked you out tonight to celebrate your good news
and al I’ve done is go on and on about the house.”

“It'sok,” | said. “| asked you about it.”

“And now I’m asking you about your news. Tell me all about your job,” he says.

“Well so far, | haven't really done anything worth reporting. This first week has been



about me proving that | am not work shy or spoiled, and now | think I’ve done that,
and that’s why I’ m getting a chance to join the web development team on Monday,” |

say.
“That’ s perfect for you,” Justin says, and | nod.

“1 know. | can’t wait to get started,” | tell him.

“l get that as an intern you might have to start at the bottom, but did your boss
serioudly tell you he wanted to make sure you weren't work shy and spoiled? That
seems a bit rude and rather presumptuous don’t you think?” Justin says.

“He didn’'t actually say that. | said that’s what | figured he was doing, and he agreed.
| don’'t think he would have said anything if | hadn't said it first. And honestly, |
don't think he does that to every intern. | think it’s just because of what my dad said
tohim,” | say.

Justin frowns for a moment and looks at me.

“What?' | say.

“You'rein touch with your dad?’ he asks. “Why didn’t you tell me that sooner?’

| shake my head.

“No. Of course I'm not in touch with my dad. If | was, | would have told you sooner,
but I’'m most definitely not. What even made you think that?’ | say, confused.
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“You just said you thought your boss was treating you worse than other interns
because of what your dad said to him,” Justin points out.

Did | say that? No, | wouldn’t have done. But why the hell would he make that up? |
realize what I’ve done, and | giggle. | think the champagne has gone to my head a
little bit more than | first thought.

“I meant Louisa’ sdad,” | say.

“Why would Louisa's dad say those things about you?’ Justin says. “|I assume you
asked him for areference. And he did that to you?”’

“No, nothing like that,” | say.

“Thenwhat isit like?’ Justin asks.

| know I’'ve said too much, but | also feel like | have to explain it al now or have
Justin think I’ ve gone a bit mental. It won't hurt anything. It’s not like he knows L uke
or Enrique or works in the same field or anything. And besides, he is my friend. Even
if he did know them, he wouldn’t get me into trouble with with them.

“You can't tell anyone I’vetold you this,” | say. “Promise.”

“Scout’ s honor,” Justin says, doing a salute.

“Where you even in the scouts?’ | say.



“Well, no, but you get the sentiment. | promise | won't say anything to anyone about
what you’re going to tell me,” he says.

That will have to do.

“So, Louisa's dad is on the board of directors at the company | am interning at. He
got the internship for Louisa because she needs so much experience as a condition of
ajob offer she has. She didn’t want to do the internship, and | was desperate for ajob
in my field. Thisisapaid internship, and they are so rare you wouldn’'t believe it. So,
we decided | would do the internship. We will make a copy of the reference, and both
use it. | get paid and Louisa gets her dad off her case, and we all win,” | say. “So,
yeah, | just have to pretend I’m Louisa. When her dad told Luke I'm lazy and spoiled
he thought he was talking about Louisa.”

Justin is quiet for amoment and then he shakes his head.

“That bloody girl will get you shot one of these days and you'll just blindly follow
her to the end of the gun barrel,” he says.

It's not the reaction I’'m expecting at all. | thought he might be a bit shocked, but
honestly, | thought he would laugh.

“What’ s that supposed to mean?’ | say.

“Oh, come on Tia. Don't tell me you don't see that she's using you,” he says. “You
do the work, and she gets areference.”

“True. But | also get areference, and | would never have gotten an opportunity like
this without Louisa. It was getting to the point where | was considering taking on a
full time unpaid internship and then waiting on tables or tending bar on an evening
and weekend just to make my rent. Louisa saved me from that fate, and | am grateful



to her for that, whether you like her or not,” | say.

“Ok, I'm sorry,” Justin says, holding his hands up in mock surrender. “I didn’t know
it had gotten that bad for you. And | don’t not like Louisa. | just think she has too
much influence over you.”

“Why? Because she presented an idea that | agreed to because it benefited me too?” |
say.

“Not just that. Y ou moved to Chicago because she wanted you to,” he points out.

“1 moved to Chicago because the thought of staying alone in New Y ork was killing
me, and when | finally confessed how | felt to Louisa, she told me to come here so |
would never haveto be aone,” | say.

“Ok. Again, | didn't know that” Justin says. “But there’s still the major thing.” He
looks down into his lap for a moment. “She is till the one who split us up.” He looks
up again and | shake my head gently.

“Don’'t do this,” | say.

“I’m not doing anything. I’m not saying the breakup wasn’t for the best, because we
both know it was. I'm just saying that Louisa kind of pushed you into ending things
before you and | really saw the truth,” he says.

“She didn’t push me. She just voiced an opinion that she didn’'t think we were good
together and that | no longer seemed happy. She was right on both counts, but it took
someone from the outside looking in to seeit clearly like that,” | say.

“Ok, you win. Louisais agreat friend and I’ m just bitter,” Justin says. | start to speak
but he laughs. “No really. Sheis obviously a good friend to you. But just promise me



you won't do anything you don’t want to do just because she asks it of you.”

“Shewouldn’t do that,” | say.

“S0, there’'s no reason you can’'t promise me then,” he says and logically, | can’t
argue with that one and so | find myself nodding my head.
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“l promise,” | say.

“Good enough for me,” Justin says. He stands up. “Let me go and get us some shots.
It's not a celebration without a tequila shot or two, isit?’

| laugh and shake my head. | would normally say no to a shot when I’'m already
feeling quite drunk, but after the conversation about Louisa, it's nice to be back
laughing and joking and | don’t want to say no and start another awkward moment
between us.

While it's annoyed me a bit that Justin can’t see the good in Louisa and what a good
friend she has been to me, | must admit | also think it’s kind of sweet that Justin has
my back like that and tries to look out for me if he thinks someone is using me. He
really is a good friend to me too, just in a different way. Still though, | look at him
now and | really can’'t see what | found attractive about him before.

Don’t get me wrong, he's far from ugly or anything like that. He's tall and he has a
nice physique and atan. He has jet black hair which he wears longish, gelled back off
his face. He is always dressed in the latest fashion, most often designers | could only
dream of wearing, and | think maybe that’s the problem. He's kind of showy and
that’sreally not me. | also think now that he’s a bit too pretty for my tastes. That’s the
difference between him and Luke. Justin is pretty in an amost feminine way, but
Lukeis handsomein like arugged, manly way.

| tell myself to stop thinking about Luke. Nothing can ever happen and now | won't
even be working directly beneath him so | will likely not even see him around much,
and | can let my crush on him go. It feels like more than a crush though. When | think



of myself not seeing him around much, it feels like there’s a hole in me that only he
can fill. | tell myself I’'m being melodramatic, that I’ m only thinking this way because
| have been drinking, but | realy don’t believe that’s the case for a second.

Chapter

Fourteen

LUKE

It's been three weeks since Louisa went to work on the web development team. |
would like to say | don’t think about her much at all now, and that the time has
passed in the normal way. But if | did that, | would be lying. The time has dragged so
much when my day isn’'t broken up with little sightings of her and | haven’t stopped
thinking about her. If anything, | believe that | actually think about her more now |
don’t get to see her all of the time.

| wake up on a morning and | imagine how it would be waking up next to Louisa,
how her slim warm body would feel in my arms as | fucked her. | imagine how it
would be having her sneak into my office through the working day and steal kisses
and more. And | imagine what evenings would be like, where | would lay her down
on my bed and eat her out and make her come until she is begging me to fuck her,
and then | would oblige her and make her come again. Thinking like that never fails
to make my cock hard for her and at home, | jerk off,imagining that my hand is her
hand, picturing her gorgeous face, her small, perky breasts. But at work, it isn't
something | can do anything about except stay behind my desk and hope no one has a
reasonable request for me to stand up. So far, | haven’t been caught, but it's only a
matter of time before it happens. No one will know it's because I'm thinking of
Louisa, but it will still be embarrassing enough on its own. | have got to get her out of
my head before that can be alowed to happen.



That’s going to be even harder than usual for the next few minutes, because | have
Karl scheduled to come up to my office and give me the weekly update on Louisa' s
progress within his team. So far, Karl has reported that she's fitting in well and she
has completed everything he has asked her to do to a high standard. This week, he's
letting her have a bit more freedom and I'm interested to know how that’'s gone. If
she’'s going to revert to the image Enrique painted of her, then it's going to be now
when she thinks no one is holding her reins.

Karl arrives for the meeting and sits down. We chat for a bit and then | move the
conversation around to the reason he' s here.

“How are things going with Louisa?’ | ask.

“Takealook for yourself,” Karl says. He nods towards my computer. “May 17?7’

“Go ahead,” | say.

He swivels the screen around to face him and then he turns the keyboard around and
after afew seconds of him clicking around and his fingers dancing over the keys, he
turns the screen back to face me. He is showing me a mock-up of one of the screens
from the app. Everything is exactly as we discussed, and it looks perfectly fine, but |
wouldn’t expect any less from anyone who has a degree in web development. It’s not
that Louisa isn’'t doing her job — she is— | just expected more with Karl wanting to
show me the page instead of just saying she had completed itto a high standard or
whatever. It turns out heisn’t finished yet though.

“That’s pretty good, isn’'t it?” Karl saysand | nod. “Keep it in mind while | show you
this.”

He turns his focus back to the computer for a moment and then he turns the screen
back towards me again. The screen shows the same page, but a different version of it.



The color scheme fits everything we discussed, but the fonts are different, and the
images used aren’t of the aesthetic that we discussed either. It's edgier and | have to
admit | prefer it. But | don’t see what it has to do with Louisa's progress. But then
again, Karl isn't obsessed with her like | am, and he might be taking this opportunity
while he has my attention to ask my thoughts on changing direction slightly with the
look of the app.

“What do you think?" he asks.

“| prefer the second one. | know it's not what we signed off on, but seeing it against
our original idea, it kind of makes our original one look a little bit drab,” | say. “Do
you prefer the second one, or the original one?’

“The second one by a country mile. If you are in agreement, I’ m going to have ateam
meeting later on today and brief the team on the changes and what we are aiming for
going forward,” he says.

“l amin agreement,” | say.

Karl nods but he doesn’'t volunteer any information about Louisa so | guess | will
haveto bring it up.

“S0, Louisathen? How' s she coming along?’ | ask. “Has she impressed you now that
she isworking with less hand holding?’

“l guess | didn’t make it clear. The first layout of the app page was Louisa’s work
following the template | gave her,” Karl says, and | nod. | did understand that, but as
good as it is, it’s hardly her having free reign. “The second layout of the app page
was Louisa—in her words — just trying something to seeif | liked it.”

My eyes open wider. He was right. He hadn’t made that clear at al. In fact, I'm still



not sure | have understood correctly.

“Wait. You're telling me Louisa did that second layout without any input from you or
theteam?’ | say. “And now we' re basing the look of our whole app on her idea?’

Karl grins and nods his head.
“Yes. That's exactly what I'm saying. | know it’'s early days yet, but if you want my

opinion on this woman, | say forget the internship. Give her a permanent contract
now before she has a chance to look around and dip away,” Karl says.
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“She already has an offer on the table,” | say.
“Then find out what it is and beat it,” Karl says.

Once we have finished our discussion — where he confirms that spoiled and lazy are
words he would not associate with Louisa in any way - and he has left the office, |
find myself thinking about what he said about finding out what her offer is and
beating it to keep her here. Would she consider staying? Would Enrique be happy if |
did that? Who would | approach first? Her or him? It's all too complicated to work
through at the minute and | decide to shelve the idea for now. | will try and have a
conversation or two with Louisa where | hint at the idea of her staying here and see
how she reacts and then go from there. There' s no point in me putting the feelers out
with Enrique about it if Louisa doesn’'t want to work here. It will just risk causing
trouble for their family for no reason.

| cross the lobby heading for the elevator after lunch. | call the elevator and get in. |
hit the button for the fifth floor, and then | hear running feet behind me, and | press
the hold button. | turn as someone else bursts into the elevator and gives me
abreathless thank you. | feel my cock twitching when | see the person is Louisa

“What floor?’ | say, managing to sound normal.

“Four please,” she says. “Karl has called a team meeting in one of the smaller
conference rooms.”

| nod and hit the button for the fourth floor and the doors close.



“So how islifein web development?’ | ask.

“It's good,” Louisa says. She looks so enthusiastic when she speaks, it’s obvious she
loves the work. Her cheeks flush slightly and she can’t stop herself from smiling. Her
enthusiasm is infectious, and | find myself smiling back at her. “I love the work so
much and the team is all lovely and welcoming.”

“But ...?" | say. “Because there’s awaysabut.”

I’m only joking, but Louisalooks at me and she' s serious now.

“But | missyou,” she blurts out. The dlight pink hint of her cheeks darkens to red. “I
mean ... | missworking with you ... for you. You know what | mean.”

| smile and it does nothing to help L ouisaregain her composure.

“1 know exactly what you mean. And for what it's worth, | miss having you around
too,” | say.

“You only miss me bringing you coffee,” she jokes and then the elevator reaches her
floor, and the doors ping open, and she steps out.

The doors start to close.

“Actually, Rachel brings me twice as many cups aday,” | say. “But the view isn't as
good.”

The doors close before she can turn around or reply to me, but | know she heard me,
and | just have to hope | didn’t cross aline. | definitely get vibes from her that sheis
attracted to meand whenever | have flirted with her, she has always joined in. | don’t
think | have anything to worry about that way.



The elevator reaches my floor and as | walk towards my office, my cell phone pings
in my pocket. | pull it out and smile when | see | have atext message from Louisa.

“It's good to hear that you enjoyed the view,” the text message says, and | grin to
myself. She is into me. | knew it. But nothing has changed. She's still Enrique’s
daughter and doing anything about the way | feel towards her is still massively
unprofessional.

| get back to my office and sit down and ponder for a moment. | suppose the time
she's got left here isn’t that long. Two months and one week. And once she's left
here, it wouldn’'t be unprofessional to date her, and | can't see why Enrique would
have a problem with it when she's not working for me. But then | think of the work
she's doing and Karl saying we need to keep her here. That’s what would be best for
the company, and | could make it the best option for Louisa by giving her a good
offer. But then | can never be with her. | sigh and decide the only thing to do is put
her out of my mind. It's easier said than done, but what’ s the point of torturing myself
with thoughts of being with someone that | know | can’t let myself have.

My cell phone pings again, and | seeit’s Louisaagain. | open the message and smile.

“What' s wrong? Have you gone all shy?’ her text message reads.

Oh, fuck it, | think to myself, and | type out areply.

“Actualy, | was just wondering which bar to take you to tonight for a drink to
officially welcome you to the company,” | write back.

We both know it’s far too late for that, and I’m sure Louisais bright enough to know
that wording it that way isaget out of jail free card for me so if she says no, she’'s not
rejecting the idea ofa night with me, just saying no to drinks with the boss as such. |
need not have bothered covering my bases because her positive reply pings through



almost instantly.

“Meeting is starting. Text me the time and place and I'll be there.”

| smile and send her atext back to meet at eight at my local. | give her the address of
the place in case she doesn’'t know where it is and then | force myself to focus on my

work for the rest of the day. | manage to get a fair bit done somehow, but | do it all
with a smile on my face and half a mind on Louisa and where tonight might end up

going.

Chapter

Fifteen



Page 22

Source Creation Date: July 4, 2025, 9:54 am

LUKE

Itake a quick look at my reflection in the window of the bar as | passit. I'm wearing a
pair of black jeans, and a blue, short sleeved t shirt. | wanted to ook presentable, but
not like | was dressed too over the top, and | think | hit the level | was going for. | am
wearing my most expensive cologne though.

| reach the door of the bar and pull it open. The place isn’t packed, but it isn’t empty
either. It has a nice ambience about it where it feels like it’s quiet enough to talk but
loud enough not to be overheard. | spot Louisa sitting on a bar stool with a glass of
something in front of her and | make my way across the as yet empty dance floor.
Louisaturns her head in my direction as | step up beside her at the bar.

“Hi,” she says. “Should we get atable?’

“Wow,” | reply, looking at her as she dlips off the stool.

She’ swearing a short black playsuit with printed daisies on it and brown wedges. She
has ayellow bag slung across herbody. She is wearing her hair half up and half down.
The down half isin beachy curls, and | have to physically stop myself from reaching

out and running my fingers through it.

“Nice answer,” she says. She smiles and then looks down as though she's almost
afraid to make eye contact with me.

“What can | get you?’ the bartender saysto me.



“Scotch on the rocks please,” | say. | look at Louisa. “What are you having?’

“A gin and tonic please,” she says.

| nod to the bartender, and he fixes the drinks while Louisa goes to get us a table. |
watch her walk away. The playsuit isn't particularly tight fitting, but it does cut in at
her waist and it makes me want to rest my hands there as | kiss her.

L ouisa chooses a table — a good choice in my mind. It’s not too close to anyone else,
but it's not like in a dark little corner somewhere which would be a very different
vibe to drinks with the boss, which at the moment, | assume we are still pretending

thisis.

| pay for the drinks and go to the table and sit down. Louisa thanks me for the drink
and takes a sip.

| pick up my own drink and raise my glass.

“Welcome to the company,” | say.

“Thanks,” Louisa says, tapping her glass against mine.

We both drink and | decide to put out the feelers about her maybe staying on. It's a
safe topic compared to what | would like to say to her, and it is an opening into a real

conversation hopefully.

“Karl is very pleased with your work,” | say. “He showed me the app page you
designed, and | am too.”

“Thank you,” she says. She smiles playfully. “See | can do things other than filing
you know.”



“l didn’t doubt it,” | say.

L ouisa snorts out alaugh.

“Bullshit,” she says.

“Ok, you got me. | did doubt it. But you as sure as hell proved me wrong on that
one,” | say.

“1 hope that means I’ ll be getting a good reference,” Louisa says.

“Or maybe I’'ll give you an awful reference so no one wants to hire you, and we can
keep you,” | say with alaugh.

She gave me the perfect lead in there and | had to take it. She laughs too but she
doesn’'t say whether she would actually like to stay or not and | don’t want to push

her.

“You make it sound like you're going to lock me away in a tower somewhere,” she
jokes.

“You' d better be on your best behavior, or | just might,” | fire back.

“1 can do that, but something tells me you would prefer the naughty side of me,”
L ouisa says.
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“1 can’t imagine why you have that impression of me,” | reply.

Louisa laughs softly and takes a drink. | watch her throat work as she swallows it.
She sees me watching her and smiles self-consciously.

“What? Do | have something on my face?’ she says.

| shake my head. | force myself to look away. Flirting is one thing, but | don’t want to
make her uncomfortable or come across as a creep.

“What made you decide to go into web development?’ | ask.

“l was always quite creative growing up, but | wasn't a good drawer or painter or
anything like that. | tried graphic design, but again, | wasn’'t a great drawer, and my
stuff never came out like how | saw it my head. | discovered web development as an
accidental side line to that redly. | discovered | liked playing around with other
people’s graphics and fonts and putting them together in new ways. From there, |
learned to code so | could do it without it looking like a bad photoshop job. |
hadseveral friends ask me to work on websites for them and word of mouth reached a
few local businesses and they paid me to design websites for them and that’s when |
realized there was a potential career init.”

“1 suppose | could have left college and started my own business doing that kind of
thing, but | felt like that wasn't what | wanted. | think running a business is great if
that’ s your thing, but for me, it would mean that | had to do a thousand and one tasks
| didn’t want to do and less and less hands-on work. So, | decided to get my degree
and go down that route, but with the aim of working for a company.”



She finishes up and takes another sip of her drink.

“How about you? What made you start Sold?’ she asks.

“l was the opposite to you,” | say with a smile. “I knew from quite early on that |
wanted to run my own business. | didn’t know what | would do at first, but | knew |
didn’t want to work for someone else. | got the idea for Sold when | started to use
eBay as part of aretail business| tried. | found it to be a good tool for the most part —
certainly the best available at the time - but there were lots of things | felt would work
better a different way and the more | used the site, the more strongly | felt about it
and so | decided to start Sold. | talked to potential investors, and they believed in me
and my ideas, and | got enough money together to make it happen. | hired people to
build a website that worked faster and smarter than the aternatives, and one that had
more focus on the sellers. After all, they are our clientsreally, and | find that eBay in
particular put way too much focus on siding with buyers, even when the seller can
prove the buyer islying. | was lucky — I got into the market at just the right time and
Sold just took off.”

“1 think it was likely more than luck,” Louisa says. “ The timing obviously was right
which helped, but it sounds like ahell of alot of work at the beginning and that’s not
luck, that’s determination and a damned good idea.”

“Maybe a bit of that too,” | say.

“S0, you're the sort of man who sees what he wants and goes for it then?’ Louisa
says, not meeting my eye.

“Yes and no,” | say. “I like to bide my time. When the right moment comes along,
then | will go after what | want, but sometimes, | have found myself wanting
something and the timeisn’t right, so | hold back.”



“Isthat why you’ ve never gotten married?’ Louisa asks me.

It's a jump to the personal and I’'m a little bit surprised by it, but | have nothing to
hide, and | am quite open to answering her.

“l haven't purposely avoided marriage, | just haven’'t found the right person yet,” |
say. “I guess | will when the time isright for that too. But how do you know I’'m not
married or haven’t been divorced?’

“1 looked you up online,” Louisa says.

| expect her to blush or at least look a bit sheepish at this confession, but she's
completely unfazed by the admission. Because | like her, | suppose | don’'t mind the
idea of her looking me up, but if | didn’t, would | find it weird? Maybe alittle bit.

“Stalker much,” | say, making light of it but letting her know she's very close to
crossing aline.

“Hardly,” she says. “Don’t tell me you never ook potential employees up online. Or
if not you personally, then your HR department?”’

“Sure,” | say. “We look for red flags, but not their relationship status.”

“ And people who are about to start working for someone generally do the same thing.
Look them up, find out a bit about them, see if they are someone they can work well
with. But you have to be the awkward one and not be on Linkedin, so | had to resort
to looking you up on Facebook, where your relationshipstatus is at the top of your
profile and pretty hard to miss,” she says.

“Ok, fair enough,” | say. “So do you think | should set myself up a LinkedIn profile,
even though I’'m not looking for a career change or anything like that?’



L ouisa shrugs one shoulder.

“It won't hurt,” she says. “If nothing else, it means that anyone who is considering a
role at the company will have somewhere to look you up without seeming like a
stalker.”

We both laugh and | file that idea away for another day. Maybe | will make myself a
profile, but at the very least, | am going to tighten my privacy settings on Facebook.
Louisaisonething, but | don’t like the idea of any random person being about to find
out details about me and my life so easily.

“Same again,” | say, nodding to Louisa’ s almost empty glass.

“Let me get these,” she says.

“Stop it,” | say. “What sort of awelcome to the company would that be?’
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She smiles and nods her head.
“Same again then please,” sherelents.

| go to the bar and get us both another drink and then | go back to the table, and we
spend the rest of the night chatting and laughing and flirting. Before long, it doesn’t
feel like I’m a boss taking a new employee out for welcome drinks. It feels like we're
friends on a night out, friends that share a lot of chemistry and are waiting for the
right moment to take their relationship to the next level.

Is tonight the right moment though? Everything feels right except for the fact that
Louisa works for me and of course her father is on the board. If it wasn’t for those
two little details, | would say tonight was the night. To be perfectly honest, if | didn’t
need Enrique’'s backing for my new idea, | would go for it tonight and throw caution
to the wind. Plenty of people manageto date and work together and it’s not like | am
Louisa s direct boss. I'm sure we could make it work. But that isn’t the situation, and
| guess | will have to do like | did with my business — wait for the right moment,
because if | do jump in to early, I’m risking ruining something that could be really
good. | hope Louisa has worked out that when | was talking about timing and waiting
for the right moment, that | was letting her know that moment will come for us.

Waiting won't be easy though, and every time Louisa giggles at my jokes, or looks
me in the eye and bites her lip, or touches her hair or my arm, | feel it getting harder
and harder to wait.

When the bell goes for last orders, I’'m shocked to hear it. The night has flown by,
and Louisa seems as surprised by the late hour as | am.



“It can’t be that time aready,” she says.

| check my watch and nod.

“Itis,” | say, and we both laugh. “Would you like me to call you a cab?’

“Yesplease,” Louisasays. “I'll just use the ladies’ room while you do it.”

| watch her walk away from the table and | call her a cab. She comes back to the
table, and we drain the last of our drinks.

“The cab driver said it won't be long, so should we wait outside?’ | say.

“Ok,” Louisa says.

We leave the table and walk across the bar.; | open the door for Louisa. She steps
outside and | follow her. It's awarm enough evening and it actually feels niceto get a
bit of fresh air. | lean back against the wall and L ouisa stands facing me, a couple of
feet between us.

“Thank you for tonight,” she says. “I really enjoyed it.”

“Well, that was never in doubt was it when you get to spend the night with someone
as charming asme,” | say with agrin.

“Ah that must be it then,” she says, grinning back at me.

“l enjoyed it too,” | say. “ So, you must be a bit of a charmer yourself.”

“1 can be when the moment callsfor it,” she says.



“And do you think this moment callsfor it?’ | ask.

“No,” she says. “I think this moment calls for something else.”

| start to ask her what, but she closes the gap between us, and the next thing | know,
her lips are on mine. | most certainly did not see that coming, but I'm also not
complaining. All my reasons why this can’t happen go out of the window now that it
IS happening, and | wrap my arms around Louisa and pull her against me. She pushes
her hands into my hair as our kiss becomes more passionate. Our tongues collide as
our lips mash together, the perfect fit.

| have to say, as kisses go, this one is mind blowing. My whole body comes alive as
we kiss, and my cock hardens, ready for Louisa to take it inside of her so | can rock
both of our worlds. Of course, this isn't the time or the place for it and | pull back
glightly so she can’t feel my hardness against her.

She doesn’t seem to notice me pulling my hips back dlightly as she moans into my
mouth and kisses me harder, faster, and more passionately than | think | have ever
been kissed.

| never want this kiss to end, but end it must, and we come apart at the sound of a car
pulling up beside us. | glance over Louisa's shoulder and the driver gives me a

thumb’s up, which | hope means he is our cab driver rather than that he is enjoying
the show.

Chapter

Sixteen

TIA



What the hell have | done?

The night has been lovely. | have enjoyed every minute of it. Luke is so different
outside of the office. He still has that quiet confidence and somehow, being with him
makes me feel safe, but he is much less reserved than he is at work. We have spent
the whole night laughing, teasing each other, and flirting. | knew | was on dangerous
ground with that, but | really like him, and | couldn’t help but get caught up in the
moment with him. Why the fuck did | have to pretend to be Louisa?
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In hindsight, it was a bad move, but it's done now, and | can hardly just rock up and
tell the truth now. | should never have kissed Luke. It doesn’'t matter that it was the
sort of kiss | have only ever dreamed of before now. It doesn’t matter that my pussy
was instantly wet for him and that my clit is still tingling now at the thought of the
kiss. It doesn’'t matter that | want tothrow him on the ground and ride him. What
matters is that | can’'t do any of that and | was the one to instigate the kiss which
makes it even worse, but | have to say something. | have to let Luke know we can’t
do that again.

I’m aware of the cab behind me, waiting for me to get in, but this has to come first. |
can't not say this now, because if | don’'t say it now, | don't think I’ll have the
courageto say it later and ... For fuck’s sake, why is everything such a fucking mess?
Urgh.

“Shit, Luke, I'm so sorry. | don’t know what came over me. Please forgive me,” |
say.

“Don’'t worry, there’'s nothing to forgive,” Luke says. “Mistakes happen. And yes, it
was a fun mistake, but that doesn’t mean we have to repesat it.”

“Thank you for not making this more awkward than it already is,” | say.

I’m partly relieved that he has taken it so well, but there is a part of me that is kind of
gutted. That part of me wanted him to tell me it wasn't a mistake and that it most
definitely will happen again. Maybe if he had chosen to fight for me a little bit, |
could convince myself my name doesn’t matter. Because that’s the only part of me
that's fake. Therest isal me. And once my internship is up, | can tell Luke the truth,



and maybe he'll just laugh about it. But now al of that is off the table because he
thinks the kiss was a mistake too. A nice mistake as he put it, but still a mistake.

“Good night, Louisa,” Luke says, and | take my cue and get into the cab, looking
back over my shoulder and giving him one last sad smile before | do.

| give the cab driver my address and he puts the car into drive and pulls away and
heads off towards my building. | look out of the window, watching the buildings pass
me by, but I’m not seeing them. Not really. Instead, I’m back outside of the bar, and
I’m kissing Luke, and he is kissing me back and everything isperfect. And when | say
it's amistake and apologize, he tells me that’s not true, and he pulls me in and kisses
me again.

All the way home, al of the time I’'m getting ready for bed, and all of the time |
spend trying to drift off to sleep, I'm thinking of Luke and specifically, that kiss. The
way | felt inside when we kissed is like nothing | have ever felt before and | want —
no | need — to feel that way again. That kiss has awoken something inside of me,
something that had no right to be awake, and | know that what | feel for Luke is way
more than a crush. | am in so much trouble here, because | have alowed myself to
fall way too deep into something that can never even happen, with someone who
doesn’t want it to happen. Isn’t that just a great ending to the night.

Chapter

Seventeen

LUKE

Iwalk into the lobby and the first person | see is Louisa. | was determined to let last

night go and be professional, but looking at her now, | don’'t think | can do that. Us
kissing wasn't amistake. | don’t know why Louisa said it was, because no one kisses



someone like that if they aren’t feeling it. Maybe she panicked that | wasn't into her
and said it hoping | would argue the point. | agreed that it was a mistake because |
was still telling myself it couldn’t happen but fuck it. | don’t care that her father is on
the board of directors anymore, and if me being with his daughter means he votes
against me, then so be it, because that woman is going to be mine.

| start towards her, but then | realize that she isn't alone, and the man she’'s walking
with isn't a member of my staff. He could be someone from one of the other
companies in the building, but | don’t recognize him at al and as Louisa reaches the
elevator, the man kisses her on the cheek and turns to leave. So, he doesn’'t work here
then.

| feel anger swirling inside of me at the thought of someone else getting to touch
Louisa, getting to kiss her and hold her. What the fuck? Is this why she said our kiss
was a mistake? Because she has a boyfriend? The thought sends another spear of
anger through me, and | force myself to think about something else before | really
lose my temper and make afool of myself right here in the lobby.

| can’'t shake off my anger. | have felt it all day since | saw that bastard kiss my
woman. Yes, it was only her cheek, but it still has me reeling. | know Louisa has
done nothing wrong really, but | feel like she has betrayed me.

At no point did she tell me she was single and even the kissis really a betrayal of her
boyfriend, not me. Maybe | could argue that she led me on a bit, but maybe she
thought the flirting we were doing was just in fun.

Nothing | tell myself helps though. It doesn’t make me any less pissed off, and it
doesn’'t make me any less interested in being with Louisa. Boyfriend or no boyfriend,
| want that woman, hell | need that woman. This has gone way beyond lust; last night
| felt like we really connected on a level beyond that. And seeing her this morning
just cemented that idea.



There's a knock on my office door, and | shout come in, pleased that there is going to
be a distraction from my thoughts of Louisa. The door opens and it seems that it
won't be a distraction after all as Louisa herself walksin.

She looks every bit as good as she aways does, and | know | can't let her walk away.
But what can | do? | can't actually force her to leave her boyfriend. Or maybe | can.
We' d be so good together. She should be with me.

“Sit down,” | say, and Louisa does. “What can | do for you?’

She lifts up her hand and puts a sheet of paper | hadn’t noticed on my desk.

“Karl asked me to bring this to you and have you review it and sign it,” she says. “He
saysit’stoo important to sit on the receptionist’ s desk forgotten in somein tray.”

“Does he now?’ | snap. “And since when did he start calling the shots and telling me
what to do?’

Louisa squirms in her seat looking visibly uncomfortable and | instantly regret
snapping at her. | remind myself again that she hasn't done anything to justify me
being a dick to her, and especially in this scenario. If | am to be mad at anyone for
this, it should be Karl. The fact I'm not mad at Karl tells me it’s personal and | don’t
want to bring that to the office.

“Sorry,” | grunt. “I realize you're just the messenger.”

She looks a bit more relaxed at that and as much as | didn’t much like saying it, | feel
like it was the right thing to do, and I’ m glad L ouisalooks a bit more comfortable.

Chapter
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Iwas so nervous when | had to come to Luke's office. When Karl asked me to run the
document up to him and that | had to have him look at it personally right now, | came
so close to asking him to send someone else. But he would obviously ask why, and
other than the truth, | couldn’t think of anything | could say that would sound
plausible and not make it look like I couldn’t be bothered to do my job. And |
certainly wasn't about to tell him the truth or have him think | was being lazy.

| suppose in a way though, it's good that Luke and | are being forced to see each
other today. | feel like the longer it goes between us without us seeing each other
again, the more awkward it would be. This is bad enough and it hasn’t even been
twelve hours.

| really don’t think Luke snapped at me because of Karl’s request. | don’'t think Karl
would have sent me without a warning if that was something that was likely to
happen. | think it’s because he's pissed off that | kissed him, but he doesn’t wantto
seem like he's being a dick about it. At least he's apologized now though and is
looking over the sheet. Hopefully he will just sign it and hand it back to me and this
will be over.

Of course that doesn’'t happen though, because it’s Luke and since when has he done
anything the easy way. He does read and sign the document, but he keeps it out of my
reach while he studies my face. His gaze is intense, and | blush, but | can’t bring
myself to look away, it’s like he has me mesmerized.

“You must feel like playing messenger is quite a come down after being let loose on
the app,” Luke says when he finally breaks eye contact with me.



His eyes flash with humor and I’ m pretty sure he'steasing me. | like that. It feelslike
we can just go back to being normal with each other again.

“The joys of being an intern | guess,” | say with an unsure smile. Luke smiles back at
me and my uncertainty falls away and my smile widens. “I much prefer the app work
though.”

“1 would hope so,” Luke says. “When you have a choice of two things, always choose
the superior one.”

The way he looks at me when he says it tells me that he is no longer talking about
choosing a favorite task, but | have no ideawhat he's referring to, and there’s no way
| am going to ask him and risk this rather precarious normalcy between us fading
back away into awkwardness. | don’t want to just ignore what he has said either and |
choose to answer in the way | would have thistime yesterday. That feels safest.

“But what if | choose the option that | feel is superior and other people think | chose
the worst option?’ | say.

“Well, | think most people would say follow your heart. Me, | say make sure you
make the right choice, and no one will disagree with you,” Luke says.

“And do you disagree with me? Do you believe running errands is better than web
development work?’ | say.

“Maybe not running errands per se, but you get to come and see me so there's that,”
he says.

“Yes, that does make it alittle bit tougher. But tough enough? I’ m not sure, because |
could choose web development work and then see you in the pub again,” | laugh.



“Good point,” Luke says. “But what if your boyfriend wants to see you the same
night that | want to take you to the pub? Who do you choose then?’

“l don't have a boyfriend, so | can’'t really answer that one. | guess | could think
about it hypothetically,” | reply.

“l saw you,” Luke says, and the gentle playfulness has gone from his voice as he
looks at me with the piercing gaze | can’'t look away from once more. “In the lobby
this morning.”

| have no idea where he is going with this or how the conversation has jumped here,
but then | remember. | had breakfast with Justin this morning, and he insisted on
walking me to work. Not just to the door either, but to the elevator.

“Ah, then | guess you saw me with Justin,” | say. “He’'s not my boyfriend. He' sjust a
friend.”

Should | mention the fact he's my ex-boyfriend? | decide not to. It's not at al
relevant and I’'m not lying. Justin is my friend now and nothing more.

“That’s good,” Luke says.

“Isit?’ | say, barely ableto breathe as| stare into Luke's eyes.

“Yes. Because you are going to be mine. And you having a boyfriend would
complicate that,” he says.

What do | even say to that? On the one hand, | feel like | should object to him
claiming me like I’m some sort of object, but on the other hand, hearing him say | am
going to be his like it is a foregone conclusion makes my pussy dampen and makes
me want him all the more.



Ok, so | won't do afeminist rant, but | have to say something. He' s obviously waiting
for an answer, and I'm just sitting herestaring at him. His desk phone rings and
breaks the moment and Luke looks away from me finally and | can move and think
and function again.

He dides the sheet of paper for Karl back across to me as he takes the call, and |
realize I’'m being dismissed. | get up and leave Luke's office and as | close the door
gently behind me, | feel my face break into a smile that is so big it hurts my cheeks. |
feel like dancing and singing and screaming in delight. But | try to reel myself back
in, because | can't be reading this correctly, can 1? | must have misheard or
misunderstood, because surely there’s no way Luke just announced | am going to be
his.

And even if he did, nothing has changed. | still can't do it. I'm still hiding my
identity. But then again, if he insists on us being together right now, then when the
internship is over and | come clean, can he really blame only me? It’s like he said
about his business. It’'s al about timing. It's the wrong time for me to tell him I'm
realy Tia, but that doesn't mean it's the wrong time to give myself to Luke
completely. After al, what is a name when I'm willing to give him my body, my
mind and my soul ?

Chapter
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I’'m humming to myself as | work on the latest tweaks for Karl. We have had a
meeting and everything we have done so far has been analysed and any required
changes have been noted down, and making those changes fell to me. It means going
through thousands of lines of code, often just to change one or two characters and
make changes on the page that to the untrained eye might seem pointless, but to a
techie makes a big difference. The tweaks | have to make will likely take at least a
week, but | decided to work late tonight and at least make a decent start on them.

| suppose it’sfair to say it is quite a come down from having my designs accepted as
the template for the app’s pages, but redlistically, what I’'m doing now is more of an
intern’s job and me happening to do a design that | had the confidence to show Karl
and that he and everyone else loved is the anomaly. A good anomaly. Brilliant in fact.
But an anomaly all the same.

| find the character on the line I'm looking for and change it to the new agreed upon
character and | tick it off my list and move on to the next one. | work steadily away
and after afew hours, | have made a decent start on the work, and | don’t feel so bad
about the thought of coming in to it first thing in the morning now that | have already
found my rhythm.

| save my work and come out of the program and then | start to close down the
laptop. It's only then that it occurs to me how creepy it is here. | can work anywhere
with my laptop, and | decided to just stay in the meeting room rather than go back
down to the web development room because everyone else on the team was going
home for the day anyway, so it made no difference to me where | sat. It sort of does
now though. I’'m sureif I’d gone back to the team room, there would be other people
somewhere on the floor, but the fourth floor where | am is deserted except for me



because it’s no one's permanent place of work.

| tell myself to stop being ridiculous. If there is no one here but me, then what the hell
am | afraid of ? It's not like I’m going to go mental and attack myself. | don’'t feel one
hundred percent better for that thought, but | do feel a bit better, and | even smile to
myself at the thought of me attacking myself on the otherwise empty floor.

I’'m still pleased when my laptop is shut down though and | dlip it into its carry case. |
stand up quickly and retrieve my purse from beside my chair and my jacket from the
back of it. | put the jacket on, put my purse on my shoulder and pick up the laptop
bag and | head for the door.

| slip out of the room into the now dimly lit corridor. The main lights have gone off
and it is lit only by the emergency light which casts an eerie green glow over the
walls and floor. | close the door quietly behind me and head towards the elevator. I'm
alittle over halfway there when | hear what sounds like footstepsbehind me. | feel my
heart start to race, and my mouth goes dry. | walk faster.

As | walk, | tell myself I'm being ridiculous. There is no one up here but me and |
haven't heard anything except the echoes of my own paranoia. Even as | tell myself
this, I'm still aware of the sound and | risk a glance over my shoulder, ready to see
another member of staff also working late and then laughing to myself about it, but
the hallway behind meis empty for asfar as| can see.

| reach the elevator and press the call button. | stand, shifting from foot to foot, as |
watch the red numbers go up as the elevator car comes to my call. It seems slower
than usual, and | swear | can hear laughter, but I know that’s just my own
imagination. It hasto be. I’'m considering making a dash for the stairs when | hear the
footsteps behind me again, this time loud enough that | can’'t pretend I'm being
paranoid. | want to look back, but | just can’'t doit. I’m too afraid of what | might see,
or worse, what | don’t see but can still hear them creeping closer and closer to me.



Before | have decided if it’s best to remain here or run for the stairs, the elevator car
arrives, and the doors open with a ping. | practically jump into the car, and | jab the
ground floor button. The doors start to close behind me, and | will them to close
faster as the footsteps become faster.

“Louisa. Hold the door,” avoice says, and | dare to look up and | seethat it’s Luke.

| press the hold button, and the doors reopen and stay that way as Luke hurries
towards me. | feel my panic floating away, leaving behind a sense of relief that makes
me feel like laughing. Luke reaches the elevator car and getsin and | release the hold
button.

“The lobby?’ | ask and he nods his head, and | jab the button again and the doors
start to close.

“You gave me quite a scare there,” | say. “I thought | was alone on this floor, and |
heard your footsteps.”

| laugh as| say it and Luke grins.

“Sorry,” he says. “I had a meeting down here earlier and | left my jacket behind. |
came to collect it on the way out.”

“That's...” | start to say.

I’m going to say something about the timing, that he came for his jacket at the
moment | was leaving, but the elevator screeching to a stop and the lights going off
stop me dead in my tracks. It is pitch black and another screech makes me think we

arefalling, and | can’t help but let out a small scream.

| feel awarm hand on the small of my back and | scream again and try to bat the hand



away. It stays in place and another hand appears on my back and I'm wrapped in
Luke sarms, pressed against his chest.

“It'sok,” he says. “Don’t panic. The elevator broke down, that’s all.”

His words soothe me for the most part. My heart still races but I'm not entirely sure
that’s from fear now. | concentrate on breathing normally, taking in Luke's scent and
the calmer | become, the more | relax into Luke until | have my arms around him too.

Unexpectedly, there is a pinging sound, and the emergency lights in the elevator car
switch on. Again, | find myself in a place bathed in that sickly green light, but this
time, | feel no fear. In Luke’'sarms, | feel safe and even though the lights are back on
now, | make no effort to move away from him and he seems equally happy to remain
holding me.

L uke reaches up with one hand and gently strokes my cheek. | tilt my head back to
look up at him and his face comes down towards mine, and my whole body comes to
life. | am no longer afraid, but my body is still thrumming with adrenaline and when
Luke kisses me, | feel like his lips are somehow touching everypart of me at once,
making that adrenaline flood my body with the most amazing tingling sensation.

Chapter

Twenty

LUKE

Louisa looks up at me, her lips parted dlightly and her eyes wide open. | don’t mean
to kiss her, | just find myself moving closer and before | know it, my lips are on hers.

She kisses me back as hungrily as | kiss her, and our hands roam over each other’s
bodies. | want to strip Louisa and slowly tease her, making her come with my fingers



and my tongue before | fuck her, but this isn’t the time or the place for that and
instead, | reach down and pull her dress up over her hips.

At the same time, she fumbles my pants open and pushes them down along with my
boxer shorts. She takes hold of my cock and moans into my mouth as she runs her
hand along it and feels how hard it is. Her touch on my cock feels amazing, and |
would happily stand here al night and have her touch me like that, but again, I'm
aware that the elevator could start moving again at any time and so | gently move her
hand away and then | cup her ass and lift her up.

L ouisawraps her legs around my waist and pushes her hands into my hair, her tongue
delving deeper into my mouth and swirling around. | push her panties to one side and
push my cock against her opening. | push inside of her in one sure stroke, and she
moves her lips from mine and gasps as | enter her, stretching her and claiming her.

| move to the side of the elevator car and press her up against the wall and then | fuck
her like | have been unleashed. | slam into her and pull amost all of the way out of
her, and then | slam in again. | repeat the motion as L ouisa matches my movements
with her hips. | watch her as she comes undone. She closes her eyes, and her mouth
opensinasilent O.
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She moves her hands through my hair and onto my shoulders and her nails dig into
the top of my back where she grips me as her face contorts with the power of her
climax. | feel her already tight pussy squeeze my cock and the warmth of her and the
pressure she puts on my cock gets to me and Louisaisn’t the only one coming. | feel
my climax in my cock and balls, but not just there. It goes up into my stomach and
for amoment, | swear | can feel pleasure in every bit of my body.

It's over sooner than | want it to be and as | slip out of Louisa, | already want to be
back inside of her. She unwraps her legs from around me, alowing them to drop
down and she’'s once again standing on her feet, although she's still pressed against
the wall, and I'm still pinning her in place. | run my hands down her arms and hold
her wrists. | lift them above her head and bring them together, pinning them in place
with only one of my hands.

The other hand | bring down and cup her hip and then | kiss her again, and | run my
tongue down her neck. | can feel the goose bumps scurrying across her skin and she

presses herself against me and moans.

| start to push her jacket off her shoulder when aloud clang comes from just above us
in the elevator shaft.

“Won’'t be long and we'll have you out of there. |s everyone ok?’ avoice shouts and |
realize one of the maintenance workers is standing on the top of the elevator car.

“Yes, all good, thanks,” | call back.

| lean into Louisa and nibble on her ear |obe and then | whisper into her ear.



“Think of thisasawarm up for later,” | say.

| run my fingers over her clit through her lacy panties and she gasps again and then |
release her and step back and bend down and pull my boxer shorts and pants up.
L ouisa puts her panties right and pulls her dress down.

We don’'t have long to wait before the elevator lurches back to life, and in the few
minutes it takes to go the rest of the way down to the lobby, we keep looking at each
other and then looking away, sometimes laughing, sometimes not.

When the elevator finally reaches the ground floor, it opens onto an empty lobby,

“My place?’ | say to Louisa.

She nods her head, but she makes no move to follow me when | start to walk across
the lobby, and | turn back to her.

“What isit?’ | ask.

“l don't know. Shouldn’t we wait for the maintenance man so that he knows we're
out?’ she says.

“Do you want to wait?’ | ask and she shakes her head.

“Then there’s your answer,” | say. “Now come on before | have to throw you over
my shoulder and carry you to my car.”

She laughs and starts walking beside me.

“You wouldn’'t,” she says.



“Don’t try me,” | grin, and she laughs and when | reach out for her, she ducks away,
still laughing.

| let her duck out of my reach. It's harmless enough. And when we get back to my
place, she won’t be going anywhere without me touching her.

Chapter

Twenty-One

TIA

The first thing | notice as Luke leads me through his apartment to his bedroom is that
my whole apartment would fit in his open plan living room and dining area. | soon
forget those thoughts though because L uke reaches the bedroom, opens the door, and

leads me inside.

His bedroom is big but not enormous and at a quick glance, it is clean, tidy, and
functional. L uke pushes the door closed and then he pulls me into his arms.

“Where were we?’ he says.

| take one of his hands in one of mine and lift my dress up with the other one. | put
his hand against my panties.

“About herel think,” | remind him.

“Yes. That feels about right,” he says and then his mouth is on mine, and we move
towards the bed, breaking our kiss only to pull our clothes over our heads. By the
time Luke pushes me gently onto his bed, we are both naked, and Luke's bedroom
floor is covered in clothes.
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| push myself backwards as L uke follows me onto his bed and | reach up for him and
pull him down on top of me. My lips find his and we kiss passionately as my hands
roam over his bare back and sides and down to his ass. | knead his ass cheeks in my
hands and then | move one hand around and push it between our bodies. | go for
Luke's cock, wanting to guide it into me, but he pulls away from my touch. He takes
his mouth away from mine and looks down at me. His shakes his head, his eyes

glinting playfully.

“Not yet Miss Eager,” he says and then he proceeds to kiss his way down my body
until his head is between my thighs.

He puts his hands on my inner thighs, pushing my legs further apart and then he runs
his tongue from my pussy to my clit and fire floods me. | arch my back and moan his
name as he settles down with his tongue on my clit, working it side to side and back
and forth. He brings me right to the edge and then he moves his tongue away, licking
back through my dlit. He licks around my pussy and then pushes his tongue inside of
me. As he tongue fucks me, he uses his fingers on my clit and the double sensation
sends me cascading over the edge.

| come hard, my hands making fists and my back coming up off the bed. | call out
Luke' s name as he continues to play with my clit. He pulls his tongue out of me, and
he laps at the edge of my pussy, licking up my juices as they squirt out of me.

Finally, when | fedl like | can’t take it anymore, Luke moves his fingers away from
me. The multiple orgasm | have just had is the most intense pleasure | have ever felt
in my life, and despite thinking | couldn’t take it for another second, now Lukeis no
longer touching me, | crave histouch once more. | need to feel him inside of me.



He lifts his head up and grins up at me, wiping my juices from his gleaming wet face
with the back of one hand. He leans down and kisses his way back up my body,
pausing at my breastsand sucking and nibbling at my nipples until they are both
standing to attention, and only then does he continue to kiss up my body until he
reaches my neck. He kisses his way up my throat and then our mouths come together
again, and | can taste my own pleasure on Luke's tongue as our tongues collide and
our lips work together as one.

| feel Luke lining his hard cock up with my pussy and the tip pushes inside of me and
then stops. Luke takes his mouth from mine and looks down at me. | look up into his
eyes as they darken with lust, and he pushes al of the way into me.

“You,” he sayson thefirst thrust.

He pulls out and pushes into me again.

“Are.”

Again, he pulls out and then fills me up once more.

“Ming,” he finishes.

| nod. Yes. | am his. | see now that from the moment we met, me being his was
inevitable - we have just been moving towards this moment.

“Say it,” Luke says, his cock all of the way up me, stretching me and making me
accommaodate his huge girth.

“l amyours,” | say, gasping as he starts to thrust again. “I am yours.”

“That’s right,” he says and then he’s thrusting into me hard and fast, and I’'m clinging



to him, matching his thrusts with my own, greedy for another orgasm.

Luke pulls out of me and sits back on his heels.

“Turn over,” he commands, and | rush to do as he says. | get onto my front. “Up on
al fours.”

Again, | do as he says and once I’'m in position, he fills me up again. He puts his
hands on my hips, pulling me back against him with each thrust. | can feel his cock
banging off my cervix. It isalittle bit painful at first, but after the first few times, the
pain gives way to pleasure, and | cry out Luke’'s name on everythrust. One of his
hands comes off my hip and moves around to the front of my body and he works my
clit as he fucks me.

“Oh my God yes, yes,” | scream as another orgasm slams through me and rocks my
world.

| feel as though I'm floating, like I’'m just a ball of pleasure with no purpose other
than to feel this fucking good all of the time. | try to swallow, and | can't. | try to
breathe, and | can’'t. It only confirms that | am no longer bound by the constraints of
humanity. | am just pleasure, pulsing and writhing.

Finally, Luke's fingers move back onto my hip, and | feel myself coming down. My
body feels sated, and | can swallow and breathe again. My chest is burning with the
lack of oxygen, and | gasp and pant, trying to get my breath back while Luke pounds
into me one last time and then goes rigid as he comes.

“Fuck, Louisa,” he moans as he spurts into me.

For a moment, it throws me off alittle bit hearing him moan another woman'’s name,
but | remind myself it's just a word and he obviously means me. It's me that he's



thinking of as he comes. Me he's looking at. Me he's inside of. The moment passes
and Luke dlips out of me, and | collapse onto the mattress with him beside me.

When | fedl like | can move again, | roll off my front and onto my side facing Luke.
He smiles dleepily at me.

“You know that means you’ re mine now, right?’ he says.

| nod, not trusting my voice to come out normally.

“1 want to hear you say it,” he says.

“l am yours,” | say, and my voice doesn’'t betray how | feel in the moment by
shaking.

Luke leans forward and kisses me.
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“Damned right you are,” he says.

He closes his eyes, and | want to let my eyes close too and just stay here but | remind
myself of why | have to leave and it’s too important to risk falling asleep and not
doingit, so | sit up.

“Where are you going?’ Luke mumbles sleepily from beside me.

“Home,” | say.

“You don’'t haveto go home,” he says. “Just stay here.”

| shake my head.

“No, | want to go home,” | say.

“It’s been along week and you've worn me out completely. | don’t think | have the
energy to drive you home,” Luke says.

“Youdon't haveto,” | say. | lean down and kisshim. “I’ll get acab.”
Chapter
Twenty-Two

LUKE



Obvioudly, I'm not about to let Louisa get a cab home. Don't get me wrong, | am
kind of tired and | would be happy to stay here and drift off to Sleep, but | only really
said that to try and talk her into staying the night. I’'m not about to beg her to stay
though, and | sit up and push the comforter back.

“I’'m serious,” Louisasays. “I really don’t mind getting a cab.”

| love that she really is serious, and | fedl like if | said ‘ok then’ she wouldn’t hold it
against me like some girls would. Knowing that makes me even less likely to let it
happen though.

“1 know you don’t mind, but | would mind,” | say, and she stops arguing with me and
continues putting her clothes on. | watch for a moment and although | much prefer
them coming off, it' s still a nice enough show. When she’s dressed, | get up and go to
my wardrobe and pull on a pair of jeans and at shirt. | don’'t bother with underwear
or socks or anything. It’s not like I’m going to need them.

“Ready?’ | ask and L ouisa nods her head.

She has al of her clothes back on and she's got her purse and her laptop bag in her
hand. | lead her to the door and stop to grab my keys and then we step out into the
hallway, and | lock my front door. We go down the stairs and out the back door into
the attached parking lot. | wait a moment to make sure the door engages and then we
walk to my car. | unlock the car, and we get in and Louisa gives me her address
which | put in my GPS. It's not a long drive to her place. It's not one of the nicer
areas of the city, but it’s far from being one of the worst and when | pull up outside of
her building, | seeit looks fairly new and clean and nice.

“Thanks,” Louisasaysas| kill the engine.

“I'll walk you up,” | say.



She nods her head, and we get out of the car. She unlocks the door, and we go up a
single flight of stairs and then to her apartment.

“Thisisme,” she says, stopping outside of a door marked with a number five.

| lean down and kiss her, and she moves closer against me. My body responds to her
kiss, and | can't help but degpen my kiss. Louisa gently pulls back, and | think sheis
going to say this was a mistake again. | won’'t let her do that this time. | warned her
that if we fucked, she was mine and we fucked. She doesn’'t say we're a mistake
though.

“Why don’t you come in?’ she says, her chest rising and falling rapidly as she looks
at me. Her skin is flushed, and she looks like a porcelain doll. “You know for
coffee?’

| give a breathy laugh at the last part and nod. Louisa turns in my arms and unlocks
her apartment door with the key she still has out. | release her and we go inside, and
she puts her keys on a small hook beside the door, followed by her laptop bag,
herpurse and her jacket which all go on larger hooks beside a couple of other coats.
“Do you have aroommate?’ | ask, nodding towards the coats.

“No, they’'re mine,” Louisareplies.

She kicks her shoes off and leads me to the living room.

“Sit down while | put the coffee on,” she says.

“1 think we both know it’s not coffee | camein for,” | say, and she flushes again and
nods.
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“The bedroom is the second door on the left,” she says, pointing back out into the
hallway we have just left. “1 won't be a minute.”

She opens the door opposite the living room door, and | see a glimpse of a small but
neat kitchen before | head to the door she mentioned. | hear the tap run and | figure
she’s having adrink of water or something. | open her bedroom door and go inside.

It's very different to my room. While | hesitate to use the word messy, there is
certainly alot of clutter. | look around and confirm it’s definitely not messy. It's her
makeup and hair and skin products and all that kind of thing, but the fact they are all
on display just looks like clutter to me.,

Again, the room is very clean though and other than the messy dressing table,
everything else is neat enough. Her bed is made nicely and beside it is a bedside
cabinet with a book with a book mark sticking out of it. | glance down at the book
title, expecting something romantic and girly. | grin at how wrong | am. She's
reading the latest Stephen King book and judging by where her bookmark is, she's
pretty far in.

| stop thinking about Louisa’'s partially read book or her cluttered dressing table when
she walks into the room. She isn't messing about. She closes the door and as she
walks towards me, she pulls her dress off over her head and throws it on the ground.
Her bra and panties follow, and | take the hint and get up and take my t shirt off.
Before | can start on my jeans, Louisa is there,and she undoes my button and my
zipper and pushes the jeans down. | get my feet out of them when they fall down
around my ankles and kick them away and then Louisa pushes me back down on the
bed and gets on herself, straddling me. | scoot back a bit, and she follows and then



she sits astride me, her already wet pussy on my rock hard cock.

She moves her hips a bit and my cock slides through her dlit and | can’t wait any
longer. | grab her hips ready to flip her over, but she lifts herself dightly and reaches
behind her body and takes hold of my cock. I let her do her thing as she lines it up
with her opening and lowers herself back down onto me, impaling herself on my
cock.

She takes my full length into her and moans and then she starts to move up and down
on me. She moves slowly, teasing and tantalizing me. She is lovely and tight and
every now and again, she tightens her pussy further, flexing the muscles there and
enveloping me in an even tighter glove of warmth and wetness.

She glides up and down me and then she ups the pace, and | watch her, mesmerized,
as her small breasts bounce up and down in time with her movements. She comes up
and moves back down, but this time, instead of taking my full length, she
concentrates her movements on the tip of my cock, using it to tease us both. | know
I”’m rubbing on her g spot by the way she bares down for amoment before she relaxes
once more, and although | want to plunge al the way inside of her again, | must
admit what she is doing feels good. There is no reprieve from the sensation of
pleasure she is bringing to me as she moves faster again.

She throws her head back and | can see the tendons standing out in her neck as she
comes hard. She is still doing her little up and down movement as she comes and |
feel her pussy twitchingaround me and it is almost too much to take, but | hold
myself back from coming. | don’t want thisto be over yet.

Louisa’s head comes back up and she bites on her lower lip and smiles at me. Her
face and chest are pink, and her eyes are wide, and she looks so damned delicious. |
reach for her hips and take them in my hands and as | do, she pushes herself all of the
way down, taking me fully inside of her again.



I’m unleashed and | keep a grip on her hips, using my hands to move her up and
down on me. When | can’'t take it any longer, | push al of the way inside of her and
hold her still on me and | come hard. | make an animalistic sounding growling noise
as | come, and | see a shudder of pleasure go through Louisaas | do it. | spurt into
her, enjoying the pleasure that shoots through my cock and balls and into my stomach
and then | dlip out of her.

She smiles down at me again and then she climbs off me and lays down beside me. |
remain on my back and Louisa lays on her side facing me. | put my arm out and she
rests her head on my shoulder, and | wrap my arm around her shoulders. She puts her
hand flat on my stomach and traces a little circle shape with one finger nail.

We lay like that for a time, content and sated and getting our breaths back. | could
happily lay here al night, but | know | have to respect Louisa' s boundaries and if she
doesn’t want to spend the night with me, | won't force myself onto her.

“Do you want me to go?’ | ask.

She shakes her head.

“No,” she says, snuggling closer to me.

I’m confused now. | really thought she wanted to leave my place because she wasn't
sure how she felt about us being together, but she seems happy enough for us to be
together here. God does my apartment have some sort of smell or something like
that? Something | haven’t noticed that has given Louisatheick? | feel as she’sreading
my thoughts as she speaks up without any further prompting from me.

“1 didn't really want to leave your place, but | needed to come home and take my
birth control pill,” she says.



| relax and let out a soft laugh. So, she never wanted to get away from me then. Now
I’'m even more glad | didn’t let her get a cab. | would have spent the whole night
thinking she didn’t want this when really, she just doesn’t want to get pregnant the
first time she slegps with me.

“I think maybe you should keep it in your purse from now on,” | say.

“Deal,” Louisa agrees.

Chapter

Twenty-Three

TIA

Iknow | should end this thing with Luke before it goes any further. Nothing has
changed with our situation since | kissed him. I'm till lying to him about my
identity, and | still can’t come clean yet about who | really am. The thing is, | don't
want to end things between us. | want Luke so much physically and | know I'm
definitely falling for him in more ways than just that way. Every time we kiss or fuck
or even just hold each other, | can feel myself getting alittle bit more attached to him,
and | push my doubts further to the back of my mind to be dealt with later. What else
can | do? | can’'t lose him, and | can't come clean, so that’s the only option | really
have | eft.

Yesterday at work, Luke sent for me to come to his office, and | thought for a
moment | was in trouble, but he said he just wanted to see me. We kissed and he
made me come with his fingers. It felt so naughty but so right at the same time and |
have decided that I’ m just going to focus on the feeling right part from now on. | will
take each day as it comes and when | can tell Lukewho | really am, then | will do it,
and | will try and make him understand why | had to do this. And if heis so angry he



doesn’'t want us to be together anymore then at least we will have had these seven
weeks together.

Today is Saturday and Luke is picking me up soon. I’'m not sure where we will be
going — he just said he was going to show me the sights of Chicago. | aimost dlipped
up when he asked where | wanted to go and | said | didn’t know the city that well at
al and that | wanted to see all of the mgjor sights so he could choose one, but |
quickly clarified that although I grew up in Chicago, | was mostly at school and then
on the holidays, we would go off to other places. That’s pretty much what Louisa did
do, and she probably doesn’'t know Chicago’'s sights any better than | do. He didn’t
seem to think it was strange so | must have covered myself well enough.

Because | have no idea where we will be going, or what we will be doing, | have
dressed in jeans, sneakers, and a checky shirt. | have made a bit of an effort with my
hair and makeup so | look half decent, but | have settled on comfort for my ouitfit in
case we have lots of walking to do. | don't want to be that high maintenance girl
wobbling around in heels she can’t really walk in.

Luke texts me to let me know he's leaving to pick me up, and | decide to go
downstairs and wait for him. It's a warm enough day and it seems silly waiting for
him to come up just for us both to leave straight away. | head for the door and grab
my purse and check that | have everything | need. Wallet. Check. Cell phone. Check.
Tissues. Check. Lip gloss. Check. Hair brush. Check. Oh, and my birth control pills.
Check. | am good to go.

| take my keys from their hook by the door and choose a red belted coat to wear. | put
the coat on and leave the apartment, locking the door behind me. | go downstairs and
out of the maindoor and stand by the curb waiting for Luke. | don’t have long to wait,
and he pulls up beside me and | get into the car.
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“Hi,” | say.
Luke leans over and we kiss.
“Hi,” hereplies.
He pulls back away from the curb and out of my street and onto the main road.
“Ready to tell me wherewe' re going?’ | say.

“Well, | thought Lincoln Park Zoo, then lunch, and then The Shedd Aquarium for
starters? How does that sound?’ Luke says.

“Good,” | reply. “Unless the aguarium treats the whales and such cruelly. | can't go
somewhere where the poor things look depressed and lifeless.”

“They don't,” Luke says. “None of their animals are forced to perform, they eat a
natural diet, and they get lots of attention from marine biologists. They have medical
professionals on site and the only whales there are ones who wouldn’'t be able to
survivein the wild. The place doesn’t go hunting wild whales and poaching them.”

“That sounds good then,” | say. “Y ou sound like you know alot about the place.”
“Conservation and animal protection are big passions of mine, and | donate a lot of

money to the two places we will be visiting today because they both have the right
ethos | believe,” Luke says.



“That's sweet,” | say. “I wish | could make a difference like that. | think the closest
I’ll come is being able to adopt a rescue dog once | have my career sorted and have a
house rather than an apartment. | know that’s not much though.”

“It might not seem much to you. To the dog you adopt, it is everything,” Luke says,
and | smile. | like that way of thinking.

The drive isn’t too long, and Luke pulls into the parking lot of the Lincoln Park Zoo
and finds a parking spot. We get out of thecar and head towards the entrance. I'm
shocked when | see the entrance feeisfree.

“How comeit’sfree?’ | ask.

“They want to educate people about animals and their plights. Charging people rules
out alot of visitors,” Luke explains.

He makes a good point, but | can’t think of a single other zoo that employs the same
strategy. This one must either be owned by someone mega rich who cares about the
animals they house, or they do good fund raising events or something like that.
Maybe local businesses sponsor them too. They must feed the animals and pay the
staff somehow and they can’t do all of that and all of the maintenance of the place
without money.

We enter the zoo and hand in hand, we follow the trail painted on the ground. | can’'t
help but shriek with delight when we come to a huge enclosure with a pride of lions
inside. They are stretched out, relaxing, sleeping, just enjoying their day. The sight is
so special, and | feel my eyesfilling with tears as | watch the sleeping cats. Luke sees
my reaction and squeezes my hand. | squeeze back.

“They’re beautiful” 1 whisper, and Luke nods his head.



We move on and Luke and | chat as we go. Mostly, we talk about the animals we are
seeing and the environments they are in, but we also talk alittle bit about other things
too. | feel like I’m really getting to know Luke and | hate that | have to be so vaguein
anything | tell him about myself or my family because he thinks I’'m Louisa and that
her family is my family. | can’'t tell him about how my mom worked her ass off to
make sure | had everything | needed, or how we used to sit up late throughout
December making Christmas decorations from colored cardboard and glitter because
we couldn’t afford to buy new ones. | guess | will have lots to tell him once my
internship is over. Assuming he still wants to know me.

| stop myself from going down that path again and turn my focus instead to the
animals again. We see all kinds of things: otters, flamingos, different kinds of birds
and ducks, different kinds of monkeys, reptiles and insects. We see so much that |
feel like | will never remember them all, but | love every minute of the trip, and I’'m a
little bit sad when it is over. | feel like | could happily spend weeks in here. | can
come back whenever | want to though now that | know the place exists and it’'s not
even like it will take a chunk of my salary to visit.

We decide to have our lunch in the little café within the zoo's grounds and at least
give something back that way. We both order grilled cheese sandwiches with tomato
soup, and | choose a can of orange soda and L uke chooses a can of grape soda. When
our meals arrive, the soup is thick and tangy and the cheese is melty and stretchy, and
| thoroughly enjoy my lunch.

“For something so simple, that was really good,” Luke says.

“It was delicious,” | agree.

“Would you like anything else?’ Luke asks me.

“No thanks,” | say.



Truthfully, the cakes and pastries ook amazing, and | would love to try one, but we
have the aquarium next, and | feel like if eat any more, | won't want to keep walking
around. Luke goes and pays the bill, and we leave the café and then the zoo itself and
go back to Luke's car. We get in and he drives to the aquarium. It's only a twenty
minute drive and we are there. We get out of the car again and go to the entrance.
This attraction isn't free, and | reach for my wallet.

“I’ll pay for our tickets,” | say.

“You'll do no such thing,” Luke says.

“But ..."” | start.

Luke cuts me off before | get any further.
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“l don’t think you're a gold digger or any of that shit,” he says. “I invited you here
and | will be paying for it.”

“But you got our lunch,” | point out.

“And I'll be getting dinner too. And paying for whatever we do this evening,” he
says. “ S0, let’s not make a scene.”

| know when I'm beat, and | shrug one shoulder and Luke grins knowing he's won
this time. He has won today, but I'll get him back another day. | now know | have to
be more sneaky about it that’s all.

Luke pays for our tickets, and we go inside. It's dark, although not so dark that we
can't see to walk, the only light coming from dim blue bulbs that make it feel almost
like we are under the sea ourselves. The air is filled with the sound of gushing water,
little splashes, and children laughing and exclaming at the sights. It is all under
scored by the quiet hum of conversation.

We walk to the first tank, and | stand and peer inside. It’s large and in the center is a
red coral reef. All around it, fish of all colors and shapes and sizes swim around.
Luke names a few of them for me and tells me alittle bit about them. Watching the
fish swim around is so relaxing and | could stand here all day, but I’ m conscious that
there are people behind us waiting to see the exhibition and that there is now a big
gap in front of us where the people before us have moved on awhile ago.

We move slowly to the next exhibition and while we are looking into the tank, Luke
speaks up.



“ About me wanting to pay for things,” he says. “Thisisterribly vulgar to discuss, and
it will make me sound like a massive dick, but it needs to be said. | grew up, not poor
exactly, but not well off either. | know how hard it can be to juggle finances and try
to afford days out as well as essentials. Now, I'm the CEO of a hillion-dollar
company and money is easy come, easy go to me. | know you're not in a position to
throw money away if you are truly living on an intern’s wage, and | really like you. |
want to spoil you. Please let me do that.”

| don’'t know what to say to that. It's a side to Luke | haven't considered, the side
where he grew up pretty much like | did with essentials like food and clothes covered
but treats and days out weren’t common place.

“1 currently earn more aday than you do in amonth,” Luke says.

Finally, | find myself nodding my agreement — if he earns that kind of money, | can
live with him paying for me when we go places - and | look at Luke's reflection in
the glass tank and see heislooking at mine.

“OK,” I finaly say.

He squeezes my hand, and we move on to the next tank.

“Dick mode deactivated,” he says quietly as we walk, and | laugh and any remaining
awkwardness from that conversation floats away on my laughter.

We look into the next few tanks and then we find ourselves outside and | can’t help
but squeal with joy as Luke leads me through a small, manned gate, and into what
turns out to be the penguin enclosure. There is a walkway and lots of white marble
flooring that | assume mimicsice, and there is a huge pool for them that goes beneath
the walkways and, Luke tells me, along way down.



Penguins waddle around doing their thing and they are the most adorable little things.
They don’t seem to fear humans although we are warned not to pet them or attempt to
pick them up. We watch them for a few minutes and then the staff ushers us forward
and out through another gate and we walk through a tunnel where we can see beneath
the water and watch the penguins swim. They are much more graceful in the water
than they are on land.

After the penguins, we go and watch the seals being fed. | can definitely see why
people call seals sea dogs with their big, sad eyes and their cute little snouts. They eat
the fishes thrown tothem and then they frolic in the water and play. One of the staff
does a talk about the seals, about where each one came from and why they are here,
and | see what Luke meant. None of the seals here would survive in the wild and they
are well cared for here, and letting people visit and see them not only supports their
care financially; it also raises awareness of these beautiful creatures and some of the
challenges they are facing as a species.

Next, we see sea otters and sealions.

“Do they have asealion show?’ | ask as we walk.

L uke shakes his head.

“No. There's no dolphin or whale shows either. If we time it right, we will see them
being fed and we can listen to talks about them, but they stopped doing the shows,”

he says.
“Good,” | reply.
As much as | wouldn’t have been able to resist going to watch the shows, at the same

time, it doesn't seem right to take any of these majestic creatures and have them
perform for human entertainment. The dolphins are the next exhibit for us to look at



and as they play and swim around, | find myself tearing up just from their sheer
beauty. It's like watching small children play the way they are so energetic and
innocent, and they do seem to like to show off to the people watching them, but this
IS so much nicer than an organized show, because it is the dolphins themselves
choosing to do this.

After the dolphin enclosure, we go back inside and come to the largest exhibition yet.
There are lots of creatures in the tank, but the main attraction is the pod of beluga
whales that swim around in there. Again, | can feel myself tearing up just from
looking at them. Luke tells me a bit about this particular pod and where they all came
from. Five of the six where rescues that were found injured and were deemed unfit
for rehabilitation back into the wild. They would have died without the aguarium
taking over their care. The fifth one was born in the aguarium andalthough there was
talk of releasing her, the mother’s feelings were taken into account, and it was
decided it would be too depressing for her to lose her baby and so she stayed. Having
never known anything different, there is no reason to suspect she isn't completely
happy, especially now that they are just left alone to live and not put through training
and performances. She is with her family, and sheis safe, and | think there isn’t much
more than that to a happy life.

We look at the whales for a long time, and then we head towards the last part of the
aquarium, which is a long walk through a clear tunnel with the shark tank above and
around it. There are severa varieties of sharks and lots of other creatures in the huge
tank, and walking through the tunnel, which is again bathed in a soft blue light, it
really feels like I’'m in the tank with them. It's an amazing experience and I’'m trying
to look in every direction at once to not miss anything.

| am alittle bit sad when we come to the end of the tunnel because | was enjoying it
so much, and when | look at my watch, I'm shocked to see that amost four hours
have passed since we came here. Luke sees my expression and laughs.



“It doesn’t feel like we' ve been here for that long at all doesit?’ he says, and | shake
my head. | guessit wasn't just the sharks | enjoyed more than | realized.

We have finished the tour of the place though, and we leave and head back to Luke's
car.

“1 was thinking we could go to Navy Pier after the aquarium, but now I’m thinking
that might be a bit much al in one day. The city has so much to see and do and | want
to show you it al,” he says. “But | want you to enjoy it and take it in, not just rush
through it al.”

“Well, we've got plenty of time to see it al. Show me more next weekend and the
one after that and the one after that,”l say. “I don’t think | would appreciate another
place properly now. | don’t want the day to be over yet though either.”
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L uke purses up hislips and thinks for a moment.

“How about catching a movie? We can just sit and relax, and we don’t have to go
homeyet,” he says.

“That sounds like fun,” | agree, and Luke starts his car engine and drives us to a
nearby cinema.

We get there and go inside and spend a few moments deciding which film we want to
watch. We settle on an action movie that | think we will both like and Luke gets us
tickets and some popcorn to share and a soda each. We go into the movie theatre and
take our seats. We have timed our entrance well, and the movie is just starting as we
sit down. The theatre isn’t very busy because it’ s that weird time where the afternoon
crowd has drifted off and the nighttime crowd hasn’t come out yet, so it’s nice and
quiet.

We eat and drink and watch the movie and when it’s finished, we head out into the
lobby and we both go to use our respective bathrooms and meet back in the lobby
afterwards. We head back to Luke's car chatting about the movie and what we liked
and disliked about it and we both agree that it was a bit far-fetched, but ultimately, a
fun watch. It was definitely a good choice for where we are mentally where we
wanted something fun, but not something where we had to concentrate too hard to
follow it. Sometimes, an easy, far-fetched watch is just what is needed, and | feel like
this was one of those times.

“Are you hungry?’ Luke asks once we are in the car and ready to go. | nod. “Where
do you fancy for dinner?’



“I’m not dressed to go to a nice restaurant,” | say. “How about we get a pizza and eat
it at my place?’

“You look perfectly fine,” Luke says. “But a pizza does sound good though. Do you
have a place near you that you use?’

| nod.

“Head back towards my building and I’ [l direct you from there,” | say.

Chapter

Twenty-Four

LUKE

“Itold you we should have gone for the medium size,” Louisa laughs as she looks at
the pizza box where half of our large pizza sits uneaten with both of us stuffed full

already.

“You said you were starving. | believed you,” | laugh. “It’'ll do for your breakfast
tomorrow.”

“Our breakfast,” Louisa says shyly. “Assuming you' re staying over.”

“ Assuming you want meto, then yes,” | say, and Louisa nods her head again.

She gets up and closes the pizza box and takes it to the kitchen and then she comes
back.

“1’m going to go jump in the shower. Make yourself at home,” she says.



“Does that mean | can do whatever | want to do?’ | say and Louisa nods her head.
“Then | hope your shower is big enough for two.”

She nods her head again and we both grin and then I’'m up and following her and we
go to Louisa’s bathroom where we both strip off. Her shower is an over bath one so
there is plenty of room for us both in there. Louisa climbs into the bath tub first and
switches the spray on, standing back with one hand in the stream of water while she
waits for it to get warm. | push her forward and she shrieks as the cold water soaks
her. She laughs and flicks some of the water at me and | get into the bath, and then
she pulls me beneath the cold spray.

WEe're both laughing and trying to duck out of the stream of cold water, but it soon
warms up and we relax and start to enjoy the water hitting our skin. After a few
minutes, Louisa reaches for her shampoo. She opens the bottle, and | take it from her
and sgueeze a bit into my palm. | reach up and rub it into her hair and motion for her
to turn around. She does so and | wash her hair and then | spend some time
massaging her scalp. If her ohs and ahs are anything to go by, she likes the head
massage, and | keep going as | rinse the soap back out of her hair. Next, | get her
shower gel and put some of that on my hands and then | gently massage Louisa's
whole body. | pay particular attention to her breasts and then to her clit, soaping her
right up.

“You are avery dirty girl,” | whisper in Louisa’s ear as | continue to ‘wash’ her dlit.
“1 have to make doubly sure that you are clean here.”

She moans and leans back against me, and | keep running my fingers over her warm
and slippery flesh until she goes rigid against me and her head lays back on my chest,
her face contorted with pleasure.

When her orgasm finishes, | pull my fingers away from her dlit and | start rinsing her
down. She lets me rinse her clean and then she turns around and gives me a naughty



looking smile.

“Your turn,” she says, and she gets the shower gel and returns the favor of washing
my body. Her touch lingers on my inner thighs and my aready hard cock hardens
further.

L ouisa gets some more shower gel and then she starts to work my cock with both of
her hands. She moves them up and down and she also twists them from side to side,
her two hands working in opposite directions. Her grip is light enough so as not to
leave a friction burn, but firm enough to feel amazing. It's like nothing | have ever
felt before and | know if she keeps on doing that, I'm going to come and | don’t want
to comein her shower, | want to comein her.

With a sense of regret despite it being what | want to do, | pull her hands away from
my cock and kiss her deeply and then | turn her around and she spreads her legs and
bends over, her hands resting on the wall. | push inside of her. She's warm and wet,
and the shower gel and the water make her even more slippery than usual, and | glide
in and out of her like we were made to fit together like this.

She moves with me, pushing herself off her hands and back onto me so | go deeper
into her and then we move and writhe and moan and finaly, after a few
excruciatingly intense moments, we come together with each other’s names on our
lips. Louisa straightens up and turns around and we wrap our arms around each other
and stand beneath the spray of water that way until we get our breaths back. Finally,
we break apart and then we finish up in the shower and get out, each of us wrapping
ourselves in one of Louisa's large, fluffy towels. We go through to her bedroom
where | sit on the bed and watch her as she blow dries her hair.

When her hair isdry, she brushesit through and then she opens a drawer inside of her
wardrobe and pulls out a pair of short shorts and a vest top. She drops her towel to the
ground,and | watch as she pulls on the shorts and the vest top and comes over and



gets under her comforter.
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| say goodbye and end the call, and then | text Luke and tell him what | have chosen
for us to do for the evening and checking he is ok with us going on a double date. He
texts back confirming that’s fine and that he would like to get to know a friend of
mine.

| wish | could introduce him to Louisa. More than that, | wish | could tell Louisa
about him. | could go into aton of detail with her that | just wouldn’t feel comfortable
discussing with Justin, and | know she would be so excited for me. But | can’t tell
her. Not yet. Not when I’'m meant to be her. She might be ok with it, but she might be
really mad at me, and | know | should havechecked with her before | let anything
happen between Luke and me, but | was determined | wasn’t going to let anything
happen and by thetimeit did, it was too late to check in.

| hope when my internship is over, Luke and | can laugh about the name thing one

day, and | hope Louisa and | can do the same thing. Until then, | have to keep Louisa
and Luke apart, but there' s definitely no harm in him meeting Justin.

Chapter

Twenty-Six

LUKE

Although I’'m happy to be meeting a friend of Louisa's because | take it must mean
that she thinks we are going to last, | must admit | was kind of hoping we would

spend the evening just the two of us. Having said that, Justin and Emily are both nice
people and the four of us have been getting on really well and having a good laugh



together, and | can’t say I’ m not enjoying the night.

“To good company and good food,” Justin says, raising his glass.

Me, Louisa, and Emily all raise our glasses and repeat the toast, clinking our glasses
together and drinking. The food has been redly good too, he is right about that. |
haven't been here for years, but | think it might become somewhere | come more
often. It could even be somewhere | would bring potential advertisers for a working

lunch if it’s open lunch times. | will have to check the website tomorrow.

We still have dessert to go, and I'm already full, but | have no intention of missing
out on the cannoli I’ ve ordered.

“Please excuse me,” Emily says, pushing her chair back. “I have to use the ladies
room.”

“I’ll come with you,” Louisa says and the two of them leave the table together.
| watch Louisa as she walks away, and | glance quickly at Justin and see him
watching Emily. It seems those girls have both of us wrapped around their little

fingersand if Emily iseven alittle bit like Louisa, she doesn’'t even know it.

“Y ou know you' re not good enough for her, don’t you?’ Justin says when the women
are out of sight.

“Excuse me?’ | say, keeping my voice level because although he has pissed me off, |
don’t want to show it at the moment because I’ m sure | must have misheard him.

“1 said you' re not good enough for her,” Justin says. “ She should be with me.”

“What about Emily?’ | say, purposely not commenting on Louisa because I'm afraid



that | will punch hisfaceinif | do and | really don’t want to do that in the middle of a
restaurant.

“Emily’sacool girl,” Justin says. “But she'sno Louisa.”

On that one, we agree, but | don’t say that.

“Well, you' d best get used to being with Emily because Louisais mine,” | say.

“You're just keeping her warm for me mate,” Justin says with a grin. “We were
together before, and we will end up back with each other. You're just awild oat that
needed to be sowed first.”

“You're delusional,” | say. “And if you lay so much as a finger on her, | won't
hesitate to knock you out.”

I’m sure Justin would have had some sarcastic come back to that, but he has to keep it
in because the ladies are back, and he doesn’t have the balls to say it in front of them.
| do, but | choose to let it go because | don’'t want to embarrass Emily, although Ido
wonder if | should warn her. | decide not to. | don’t know her and their relationship is
none of my business.

Our desserts arrive as the women are sitting back down and we all focus mostly on
them, eating quietly except for the odd comment about how good the dishes are.
Louisa tops everyone's glasses up from the shared bottle of wine on our table and
uses up the last of it. I'm glad because I'm ready to get out of here the second, | can
do so without looking rude.

“Anyone want coffees?’ Justin asks. | shake my head and so does Emily. Louisa
doesn’t seem to have heard him. “Tia? Coffee?’



L ouisalooks up then and glares at him.

“Shit, sorry,” Justin says. “Tia was an old nickname | had for Louisa when we were
dating. She had this phase where all she drank was Tia Maria and the name just
stuck.”

| raise an eyebrow at Louisa who just looks down at the table and refuses to meet my
eye. Emily looks about ready to punch Justin, and | guess I'm not the only one who
didn’t know before tonight that these two used to date.

“No one for coffee. Ok. I’'m going to go and grab us a round of Sambuca shots
instead then,” Justin says. “That’s much more fun anyway isn't it.”

He seems awkward and embarrassed, and | think the shots are just an excuse to leave
the table, which he does, so quickly, he amost knocks his chair over as he gets up,
but he catches it at the last second.
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“I’ll come and help you carry them,” Emily says, and she gets up a bit more calmly
than Justin and the two of them go towards the bar.

“When were you planning on telling me that Justin is your ex-boyfriend?’ | ask when
Louisaand | are alone.

Shefinally looks at me.

“Truthfully? | wasn’t planning on telling you at all. It's ancient history, we weren’t
good together as a couple, and we are just friends now,” she says. “It’s not something
| really think of so it’s not something that would have come up.”

| figure if Louisa was still into Justin, she wouldn’'t have chosen to introduce me to
him, but I'm still kind of angry that she hid that from me. Especially in light of what
he said to me while the women were away from the table.

“He'sdtill into you,” | say.

“No, he isn’'t,” Louisa says. | go to interrupt her, but she goes on, ignoring my
attempt to butt in. “And even if he is, it doesn’'t matter because | am not into him. |
am into you.”

Most of the anger goes out of me at that. How can | be angry at her for not telling me
something that she doesn’'t deem important, and her not deeming it important is
actually apoint in my favor too. I'm still angry at Justin, but he’'s not important to me
and | decideto just let it go. He can be as bitter and as crude as he likes. I’ ve still got
the girl.



| glance up to see if he and Emily have been served yet and see the bar is empty. |
look around and see them beside the bar in a quiet corner of the restaurant. It looks
like they are arguing, because their arms are gesticulating wildly and Emily, who is
facing towards us, looks absolutely fuming. | nod subtly towards the arguing couple.

“It looks like Emily isn’t taking the news too well,” | say.

“Hopefully she will get over it, because Justin actually said to me earlier that he
thinks she’' sthe one,” Louisa says.

| have to hand it to Justin; he is good. He's letting Louisa believe that he only wants
friendship too, that he has moved on and found this amazing girl, and the whole time,
he isjust biding his time, waiting to get her on the hook again. I'm not stupid enough
to voice this thought to Louisa.

“Oh no, she's storming off,” Louisa says.

| look back up in time to see Emily reaching the door and leaving the restaurant.
Justin doesn’t go after her. Instead, he heads back to the bar and picks the drinks he
must have already purchased up, and he comes back towards the table with the four
shotsin his hands. He sits down and seems to deflate as he does so.

“l was going to say Emily had a family emergency and had to leave, but what’s the
point in lying? She has ended things with me and left,” he says. He flashes a grin at

Louisa. “I guess she feels she can't live up to you.”

“Should | go after her?” Louisa says. “Tell her how things are with us, that she has
literally nothing to worry about?’

Justin looks even more deflated as he shakes his head.



“No, let her go. If she's going to throw a tantrum whenever she doesn’t like
something, I’ m better off without her,” Justin says.

“It was hardly a tantrum,” | interject. “She just lost trust in you because you lied to
her, that’s all.”

“Luke,” Louisasays. “Do you have to be so blunt? Justin is upset.”

“Sorry,” | say. “I didn’t mean it to come out like that.”

I’m not sorry in the least and | definitely meant it to come out like that. The only
reason | toned down what | said was because | didn’t want Louisa to think | was
having adly dig at her because she hadn’t told me about Justin.

Justin pushes a shot towards me and one towards Louisa. He picks up the other two.

“To being single and getting an extra shot,” he says, and he downs the two shots one
after the other.

| shrug and swallow mine and Louisa does the same, grimacing at the taste as she
swallowsit.

“Maybe we should call it anight then,” | say.

L ouisa nods her agreement, but Justin shakes his head.

“Don’'t go yet Louisa, please,” he says. “I redly don’'t want to be alone at the
minute.”

Louisalooks at me begging me with her eyes to understand.



“Do you mind?’ she saysto me. “You can go if you want to, and I'll get a cab later.”
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“Sorry,” Luke sayswith agrin. “We got a bit carried away there didn’t we?’
“You think?’ | tease him.

“Y ou should come by the shelter one day,” Justin says. “Bring Louisa. It’ll be nice to
see you both and maybe those big pockets can extend to help the shelter a bit when
you see the place.”

“Sure, I'm up for that,” Luke says, and | nod my agreement too, glad that they have
found some common ground and seem to be getting along. The conversation also
seems to have taken Justin’s mind off Emily too.

We order another round of drinks and now Luke and Justin have moved on to talking
about other things and some of the stuff, | join in with. | can still sense a bit of an
underlaying atmosphere between the two men, but for the most part, they seem to be
getting along quite well, and even I’'m surprised at how much they actually have in
common.

“Same again?’ Justin says when we finish the round.

| shake my head.

“Not for me thank you. | have work tomorrow and | want a clear head. In fact, | think
it's probably time | called it anight,” | say.

“It'sbarely ten o’ clock,” Justin says.



“I know. But like | said, | have work tomorrow,” | repeat. “I’ll make it up to you |
promise.”

He looks ready to argue the fact, but Luke stands up and starts to put his jacket on
and | follow hislead.

“Can we drop you anywhere?’ Luke asks Justin.

“No, it's ok, I’'m not far from here. I'll just walk,” he says. “I might call Emily on the
way.

We head out of the building and Luke and | are going to be heading for the parking
lot and Justin is going the other way so we say our goodbyes. Justin and | hug and
L uke shakes Justin’s hand.

“We haveto grab lunch one day,” Justin saysto me, and | nod.

“Of course,” | say. “ Text me later in the week and we' Il arrange something.”

He nods his agreement, and something comesto me.

“Oh, walit,” | say. “You two should exchange numbers and meet up one evening for
drinks or whatever and discuss your animal stuff further.”

| can see both men trying to think of a reason to not exchange numbers, but it seems
neither of them can come up with anything and so they do the exchange while | look
on approvingly. If they spend a bit more time together, | think Luke will see that
Justin is a good guy and stop worrying about supposedly him liking me as more than
just afriend.

| feel like they’ve only really exchanged



numbers to appease me, and | will probably have to push Luke to reach out to Justin,
but | really want them to get along. | only have two real friends here and Justin is one
of them, and | can’t introduce L uke to the other one yet, so it really is quite important
to me.

Chapter

Twenty-Eight

LUKE

My cell phone pings and my top desk drawer rattles with the vibration. | open the
drawer and take the cell phone out and see | have an unread text message. | smile,
expecting it to be from Louisa. | open the message and my smile fades because the
text message isn’'t from Louisa or anyone | would want to hear from really. It's from
Justin and he' s asking me if | want to go for adrink with him tonight.

My first instinct is to text back and just say no but | know L ouisa wants Justin and me
to get dlong and | don’t want to be the one who seems to be getting in the way of that.
Plus, | know Justin doesn’'t like me anymore than | like him, and | am curious as to
why he's extended this invitation. | guessit’'s so he looks like the good guy in front of
Louisafor reaching out first and if | say no, it's even more brownie points for him.

Tonight is actually a good night for me to go out with him. Last week, Louisa joined
a book club because she wants to get to know more people in the city and she enjoys
reading so itseemed like a good fit. The host for this week had to cancel and Louisa
offered to host the meeting at her place and it’ s tonight.

Fuck it, | think to myself, and | text Justin back.

“Sure. Anywherein particular?’ | send.



Justin texts back the name of a pub I' ve never heard of, and | Google it. It's not that
far from my place and it's as good a place as any other to go to, | guess. | text him

back agreeing and saying | will be there around seven thirty to which | get a thumbs
up emoji back.
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It doesn’'t work though. | walk in the direction of my place, knowing Justin’s place is
in the opposite direction. | hear the pub door open and close, and Justin follows
behind me. I’'m not even to the next building yet and | don’t want this creep following
me any further. | stop walking and turn around.

“Seriously. Why don’'t you just fuck off?’ | snap.

“Why don’t you take your own advice?’ Justin says. “Fuck off away from Louisaor |
will make you sorry.”

“Isthat so?’ | say with araised eyebrow.

“Damnedright it is,” Justin says.

He slurs something else | can’t make out, and then he’s coming at me. | reach out to
shove him, shocked he's taken things this far. What a fucking loser he is. | can’t
believe | thought he was an ok guy, even for a moment.

Chapter

Twenty-Nine

TIA

Ihad a really good time this evening with the people from the book club. We talked

about the book we've just finished, Blindness by Jose Saramago, and afterwards, we
just chatted in general. We drank wine and ate the snacks | had prepared, and |



definitely think the night was a success. I'm already looking forward to our next
meeting when we will discuss our next book, The Turn of the Screw by Henry James.

The meeting went later than | thought it would and it's now almost eleven o’ clock
and I’ ve just finished washing the dishes and tidying up after the last guests left. I'm
tired, but pleasantly so, the sort of tired you feel after agood meal or afun time.

I’m debating between whether to shower now and have an extra fifteen minutes in
bed in the morning, or whether to just crash now and shower in the morning. I’ m still
debating it when my intercom buzzes.

At first, | think one of the book club group members must have left something
behind, but | can’'t see anything that doesn’tbelong, and | can’t see anyone coming
back at this time of night for something left behind anyway. | smilewhen | realizeit’s

most likely Luke finished his drinks with Justin and decided to pop in. | go over to
the intercom and press the talk button.

“Hi,” | say.

“Hi Tia. Can | come up?’ avoice says.

It's not Luke and it takes me a second to place the voice. Justin. He' s obviously alone
because he called me Tia not Louisa. He sounds a bit tipsy, and | don’t particularly
want to let him in drunk at this time of the night.

“I’m just about to go to bed,” | say.

“Please Teeg, it’simportant,” he says.

“Five minutes,”" | relent with asigh | hope Justin doesn’t hear.



| press the button to unlock the door and when | hear it open, | release the button. | go
to my apartment door and unlock it and open it. | go back to the living room to wait
for Justin to appear.

| don’t have to wait long. | hear my front door close and then he’s in the living room
doorway and my jaw drops when | see him. Both of his eyes are black and swollen.
His nose looks dlightly crooked, and blood slowly trickles from it, although judging
by the front of his shirt, it was gushing out a lot faster than that when it first
happened. He has a small cut above one eyebrow and his bottom lip is cut and
swollen.

“Wheat the fucking hell happened to you?’ | say.

He waves my question away with the flick of one hand and then he winces at the
movement.

“It doesn’t matter. | just came to see if you have any painkillers. | know | don’t have
any in,” he says.

“Go and sit down at the dining table,” | say, pointing to the door to the kitchen and
dining room in one. “While | go and have a look for some painkillers, gauze and
steri-strips.”

Justin does as | say, and | go to the bathroom. | open my bathroom cabinet and pull
out a bottle of painkillers and some gauze and a packet of steri-strips. | go to the
kitchen and run the tap and fill a glass with water. | take the glass and two of the
painkillers to Justin. He takes them and thanks me. While he's swallowing the
painkillers, I go back to the sink, and | fill a bowl with warm water. | go to the table
and sit down beside Justin. He sees the bowl and the gauze and shakes his head.

“You don’'t have to do any of that,” he says.



“Shush,” | tell him.
He tries to smile but winces instead.
| start with the cut above his eyebrow first because out of all of hisinjuries, it looks

the least painful and the easiest to deal with. | dab it gently with wet gauze and see
it's barely more than a deep scratch when the dried blood washes away.
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| go to his nose next and begin to clean all of the dried blood off histop lip and chin.
He keeps sucking breath in between his teeth when presumably | hurt him, but he
doesn’'t moan or pull away and | try to get on with it quickly to get it over with for
him.

| dab at the cut on his bottom lip next. This one is pretty deep, and | get up and get a
pair of kitchen scissors. | cut the steri-strips into small strips, and | hold the wound
together and stick the strips over it to keep it closed. When I'm done, Justin looks a
fair bit better, but it’s still clear to see he has taken one hell of a beating.

“What happened to you?’ | ask again.

He just shakes his head.

“Where was Luke when this happened?’ | say, trying another tactic.

Justin just looks down at the table and refuses to look at me. It makes me wonder
what state Luke isin and if Justin got him into some sort of fight and doesn’t want to

have to admit it to me.

“Look I’'m obviously going to find out,” | say. “If you don’t tell me, I’'m going to call
Luke.”

“No, don’t do that,” Justin says, looking up finaly.

“Then you tell me what happened,” | say.



He's quiet long enough that | don’t think he's going to tell me, but then he starts to
speak and | kind of wish he hadn’t told me.

“Lukedidit,” he says.

| have to have misheard him, surely. Or misunderstood him. Yes, that must be it.
Maybe it was Luke who got Justin into afight. That doesn’'t seem likely either, but it
must be what he means.

“Did what?’ | say.

“This,” he says, pointing to hisface.

“What? No,” | say shaking my head. “Luke wouldn’t do that.”

He wouldn’t. Not Luke. He' s not the sort of guy to be getting drunk and fighting.

“Why would he do that?’ | ask.

“Because he's jealous. Because he knows | still want you and | think he knows deep
down that you still want me too,” Justin says.

| want to believe Luke couldn’'t be capable of doing such a thing to someone |
consider a friend, but | have seen his jealous side once or twice myself and while he
has kept it under control, maybe this time, he just saw red. If Justin said to him what
he just said to me, | could see L uke being almighty fucking pissed off. But to do this?

It doesn’t make sense to me that Luke would go this far, even if Justin wound him up.
But at the same time, Justin was out with Luke and clearly someone has done this to
him.



“Please don't talk like that Justin,” | say. “We ve been over this, and we both have
agreed we're better as friends.”

“I know. I’'m sorry,” he says. “I worded that badly. | just think Luke thinks that’s
what’ s going on.”

I’ve done nothing to make Luke think that | want anyone else but him. | know |
haven't. But | have to wonder what lies Justin has been feeding him. Nothing is going
to be resolved until | speak to Luke, and as much as | want to speak to him now, |
don’t want this to be a conversation we have over the phone. | want to be able to see
Luke when | confront him so that | can see his expression.

“I"ll call youacab,” | say to Justin. “And | will talk to Luke about this tomorrow.”

“Thanks,” Justin says.

| go and get my cell phone from the living room and quickly call Justin a cab. | go
back to the kitchen and tell him it’s on its way. He stands up.

“Thank you, Tee,” he says. “For sorting this out.”

He points to his face as he saysiit.

“Of course,” | say. “I would tell you to go to the hospital with your nose, but | know
you won't.”

“I’ll be ok,” he says.
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“At least take these,” | say, holding out the bottle of painkillersto him.

He takes them and puts them in his pocket and thanks me again. He starts towards the
door, and | follow him out. He opens my front door and moves into the corridor.

“l hate to say this, but | really think you should break up with Luke,” he says.
“You've seen now what he's capable of. What if next time he gets annoyed or
jedlous, it's at you?’

“Good night, Justin,” | say, not wanting to go into that with him.

“Good night,” he says, accepting my decision to not discussiit.

He walks away and | gently close and lock the door. | turn around and lean back
againgt it. | sigh and shake my head. Idon’t know what has happened tonight, but |
will get to the bottom of it, and | will decide from there what happens with Luke and
me. He at least deserves a chance to explain his side of the story, and no matter how
angry he happened to get, | don’t for a second believe he would hurt me.

Chapter

Thirty

LUKE

llook up from my desk, shocked when my office door opens. No one knocked and
everyone knows to knock. Besides that, | didn’t even know anyone else was at work



yet. It's only just gone half past eight and mostly, people come in for nine. My shock
and dlight annoyance at the fact that my visitor didn’t knock on my office door fades
away when | see Louisa coming in. | open my mouth to say good morning to her, but
something in her expression stops me and | frown instead.

“Areyou ok?’ | say, standing up.

She nods her head and closes my door.

“Sit down please,” she says. “I need to talk to you. It’s not about work which is why
I’m here outside of work time.”

| sit down and she sits down opposite me.

“Did you beat the crap out of Justin last night?’ she says.

I’m not sure what | was expecting, but it certainly wasn't that. What the hell has
made her think that?

“Of course not,” | say. “Why would you even think that?’

“Because Justin said you did,” Louisa says.

“Oh, and Justin is the picture of honesty, is he? If Justin said it, it must be true,” |
snap.

“There’ s no need to be like that about it,” Louisa says. “Justin turned up at my place
last night and he had been beaten badly. And he said you did it. | don’t want to
believeit’'strue, but | had to ask.”

“Justin isafucking liar,” | say. “I didn’'t beat him, but given the trouble he has stirred



up, I’'m not going to lie. | kind of wish | had.”

“That’s an awful thing to say,” Louisareplies. “His face was a mess.”

| shrug my shoulders, and she shakes her head at me. I’'m not going to pretend I'm
too upset at Justin getting the smack he deserves, especially not when he used the
experience to try and cause trouble between Louisa and me.

“What did happen then?’ she asks.

“I have no idea,” | say. “But if | had to guess, | would say he started running his
mouth to the wrong person. We were having a perfectly pleasant evening and then |
think he got a bit too drunk, and he started saying he had you first and he was going
to get you back and | should just step aside. | was annoyed, but | didn’t want to cause
ascene, so | got up and left the pub and | thought that would be the end of it. But of
course, it wasn't, because Justin followed me outside and continued to taunt me. |
shoved him away from me when he came at me and that was it. | left then and he
stayed put. Obviously, something happened after | had left but | don’t know what.”

“OK,” Louisa says. She looks less angry and more confused now. “I’m sorry, but |
had to ask you. Y ou understand that don’'t you?’

I’m pissed off that she felt like she needed to ask me actually, but at the same time, |
can see it from her point of view, andl guess if the roles were reversed, | would have

asked her what happened. | nod.

“1 believe you, but | just can’'t see why Justin would lie. Do you think maybe he got
jumped from behind and he thought it was you?’ Louisa says.

| shake my head.



“He lied because he' s fucking toxic. Why can’t you see that?’ | shout.
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| didn’t mean to shout at her, but | can’t help it. | do get why she asked, but | also get
the impression she only half believes me, and she's still looking for excuses for
Justin’s lies. | can feel my anger rising to the surface and if Justin was here now, |
think 1 would punch the bastard.

Chapter
Thirty-One
TIA

“He’'smy friend,” | snap back at Luke when he asks me why | can’t see that Justin is
toxic. He isn't toxic, as | said, he's my friend, and | really hate the way Luke is
constantly judging him. Something obviously happened last night, and Justin
obvioudly thinks Luke was involved somehow, and even if he wasn't, that doesn’t
mean Justin isn't just genuinely mistaken.

“Oh, open your fucking eyes. He' s not your friend. He is hanging around hoping you
decide to get back with him,” Luke shouts.

He doesn’'t wait for an answer although I’'m already shaking my head when Luke
stands up. | really want to believe Luke had nothing to do with Justin’sinjuries. | do
believe him in fact. But it’s strange that Luke has just said exactly what Justin told
me was the reason he beat him up.

L uke storms past me and heads for the door. He throws it open.



“Luke, wait ...” | say, standing up, but he ignores me and |leaves the office, and slams
the door behind him leaving me standing there looking at the space where he stood
only seconds ago.

| pushed him too far; | know | did. | should have been a better girlfriend and made it
more clear to him that | believed him. As much as | do believe that Justinis my friend
and only my friend, and for that reason, | want to defend him, given the choice, |
would take Luke's side over his, and | don't think | showed that at all during that
conversation.

What also convinces me that Luke is telling the truth is the fact that Louisa insists
Justin is a creep. She didn’t like him when we were dating, and she didn't like it
when | decided to remain friends with him. When she found out he was in Chicago,
she even said she thinks he only moved here because | did, and he wants to get back
with me. Maybe there is some truth to it. Isit too much of a coincidence that the two
people | am closest to both think the same thing about Justin? Am | somehow blind to
hisreal motives?

| decide to give Luke a couple of hoursto cool down or whatever it is he needs to do,
and then | will come back this afternoon and apologize to him and make him see | do
believe him, and | will stop seeing Justin if that’s what he wants. | won’'t lose him
over this. | can't bear the thought of it. | just have to hope that Luke is willing to
forgive me.

| get up and leave his office, swallowing back tears. Whatever happens, | am not
about to burst into tears at my place of work. | draw the line at that.

| go down to the web development team’ s working space, and | sit down and open up
my laptop and go back to making the tweaks in the coding I’ ve been working on. |
force myself toconcentrate only on my work and not let myself get distracted by any
of my thoughts of Luke, and for the most part, | manage it, only looking up from my



screen to greet Karl and the rest of the team as they come into work.

I’m making decent progress on my task, and I’'m glad it's something | have to really
concentrate on and not have a chance to let my mind wander.

“Louisa,” Karl says, and | look up from my screen.

“Yeah,” | say.

Karl laughs.

“That’ s like the third time I’ ve called your name,” he says.

“Sorry,” | say.

“Don’t apologize for being engrossed in your work,” he says with a smile which |
return.

| must have been deeper into my work than even | realized for him to have called me
three times, but then again, it's easy to tune out background noise and still hear your
name, but of course Louisaisn’t my name. If he had said Tia, | probably would have
acknowledged him the first time.

“Luke wants to see you,” Karl says.

“Ok,” | say. “Thanks. I'll go along on my lunch break.”

Has he seen sense or is he going to tell me it's over between us and my internship
with it?

“He said it's important and to tell you to go now,” Karl adds.



“Oh, umm, ok,” | say, and | lock my laptop screen and get up and head up to Luke's
office.

| guess he's dumping me after all then because if he wasn't surely, he could have
waited until my break and not demanded to see me now. | reach Luke's office door
after smiling in at Mel, and | realize I’'m once more on the verge of tears. | look up
and blink them away and take a deep breath and then | knock on the door.

“Comein,” Luke shouts.

| open the door and go inside and shut it quickly. If I'm about to be yelled at and
dumped and fired, | don't need Mel to hear every word of it. | don’t know if she
knows we' re together even, but | don’t want her to have afront row seat to us ending
things. Luke hasn’'t spoken yet and | go and sit down because my legs feel unsteady,
and | don’t want to embarrass myself by falling down.
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He shakes his head again but he' slaughing,

“I'm going to go out on a limb here and say Mél is probably suspicious about
something happening between us at this point,” he says.

“Or shejust thinks you' re absolutely mental,” | add.

“Or that,” Luke agrees.

“So, I'm forgiven then | takeit?’ | say.

“Of course,” Luke says.

| stand up.

“1’d better get back to work then,” | say.

“Wait, | haven't actually showed you what | called you here to show you,” Luke says.
“Oh. | thought you called me here to dump me,” | say.

“To dump you? What? Why would you think that?’ Luke says and he looks
genuinely puzzled.

“l didn’t think I’d made it clear enough that | did believe you,” | say. “And | figured
you didn’t want to be with someone who doubted your word.”



L uke thinks for moment and then he looks up at me.

“Admittedly, | did think you only half believed me, but | didn’t want to dump you. |
could understand from your point of view why you were struggling because Justin is
your friend,” Luke says. “I went to get proof to show you. I’m still going to show you
it, but I'm glad that we had this conversation first, because now | know for sure you
believed me fully before | show you this.”

“l don’'t need to seeit,” | say. “Redly.”

“1 know you don’'t need to see proof to believe me now, but aren’t you curious about
what really happened to Justin?’ Luke saysand | nod. | definitely am. He shows me a
thumb drive. “Thisis CCTV from outside of the pub we went to. | went to talk to the
owner. Don’'t tell anyone you’ ve seen this because really, he's not supposed to give it
out to anyone other than an officer of the law, but it’s funny what promises of secrecy
and a nice little cash incentive can make people do.”

He puts the thumb drive into the side of his computer and clicks to play the file. He
fiddles around until he finds out how to skip it forward, and he does this afew times.

“We're due to come out at any moment,” he says.

| expect the images to be grainy, but they aren't at al. The damned thing is
practically in HD. The door to the pub opens and | tense up, but it's a stranger.
Seconds later, it opens again, and this time, Luke steps out. He looks both ways and
then turns and starts to walk.

He reaches out and pauses the footage.

“1 was going to call a cab, but | heard Justin coming behind me. He had already told
me he was into you and all of that shit, that’swhy | walked away, and | didn’t want to



discussit further and | figured | would walk at least so far home and flag down a cab
and he would walk the other way and avoid any further confrontation,” Luke explains
and then he hits play again and the images start moving once more.

Luke walks a few more steps and then the pub door opens again and Justin steps out.
He looks a bit unsteady on his feet but there’s no bruising on his face. | wonder if he
managed to fall and hurt himself, but that would be some epic fal to do that much
damage to hisface. | keep watching.

Justin stalks along behind Luke and then Luke turns around. There' s no audio, but |
see his mouth moving and he's pointing. Justin says something back and then he goes
for Luke. Luke pushes him away before he can do any damage and then Luke turns
around and walks away, leaving Justin leaning against the wall of the pub. Luke
pauses the footage again.

“That’s the last | saw of him. | walked the next block or two and flagged down a cab
and went home,” Luke says.

| look at the time on the display.

“That’s only about half an hour before Justin arrived at my place. Say fifteen minutes
for the cab ride. What the hell happened in the next fifteen minutes?’ | say.

“Maybe he went back inside and got himself into trouble,” Luke says.

“Let’'ssee” | say.

Luke hits play again and for a moment, Justin just stands there and then he pushes
himself up from the wall he's been leaning against. He stands in place swaying and

then he says something which we can’'t hear. | gasp as | see what comes next. Justin
punches himself in the face.



Luke and | look at each other in shock and then we both look back at the screen.
Justin spends the next few minutes punching himself hard in the face, samming his
face off the side of the building, and just generally beating the hell out of himself.
Finally, he stops the onslaught and gets his cell phone out which is, | assume, when
he calls the cab to bring him to my place.
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L uke reaches out and stops the footage.

“Well fuck. | didn’'t expect that,” he says.

“Me neither,” | say. “God he'sareal fucking psycho, isn't he?’
Luke nods his head.

“1t’s not normal to go to those lengths to get someone to break up with their partner
so he can muscle his way in,” he says. “I know he's your friend and | would never
say you can't be friends with someone, but please Louisa, promise me you won't see
him alone.”

“There’s no way | want to be friends with him after this,” | say. “It's ... far too
much.”

“That’s a nice way of wording it,” Luke says, and we both laugh, and | feel a bit
better, although | still feel a pit of dread in my stomach. Justin isn’'t normal. Luke
warned me about him and L ouisa warned me about him, and | chose to ignore both of
them, only to see for myself what a giant creep Justin is. I'm glad I’ve seen it for
myself now though so | can make sure to cut off all tieswith him. “Are you ok?’

“Yeah,” | say. “I'm just a bit freaked out that | was ever friends with this guy. I'm
glad now that Emily left him for her sake. Oh wait, they might get back together, |

should warn her.”

“They aren’'t getting back together. Justin refused to apologize to her,” Luke says.



“He told me before he turned weird.”

“That’s something at least,” | say. “I have to get back now; Karl will think | got lost.
What should I tell him you wanted?’

“A blow job,” Luke says.

“Hahavery funny,” | say.

“1 thought so,” Luke grins. “Just say we were discussing your progress as an intern
and that I'm very happy with your work and that you're happy on the team.
Assuming you are happy there?’

“I am,” | confirm.

“Don’t forget to pop in and see what Mel wants on the way out,” Luke says, and |
feel myself blushing just at the thought of it.

“1 hope she hasn’t been watching for me coming back from the bathroom,” | say.

“Don’t worry,” Luke says. “Even if she has put the pieces together, she’s discreet.”

Chapter

Thirty-Two

TIA

It's my lunch break and I’ ve eaten my tuna salad bow! and a chocolate muffin. | pick

up my cell phone and search through my contacts for Justin’s name. | find him and
touch the screen and choose text message. | was going to call him and ask for an



explanation for what happened, but | have decided that there isn’t anything he can say
that | will accept as a plausible reason for what he did. For that reason, | have also
decided that he doesn’'t deserve a phone call. He can have a text message and he's
only getting that because | want him to know that 1 know what he's done and that |
choose Luke over him and would do the same thing a thousand times over.

| stare at the blank screen of my cell phone for a few seconds while | gather my
thoughts and then | start to type.

“1 know Luke didn’t do that to your face. | know what you did, and | can’t be friends
with someone who could do something like that and then lie about it. | wish you well,
but please don’t contact me again,” my text message says.

| reread it and | hit send. | was careful not to say I’'m sorry we can't be friends
anymore or anything along those lines because while it might have softened the blow
abit, if Justin thinks there’s even asmall part of me that’s sorry to see him go, | don’t
think he will leave me aone. | do think the bit where | wish him well might soften the
blow a bit and stop him from replying and being argumentative though.

It doesn’t stop him from replying. Within seconds of me hitting send, my cell phone
beeps, alerting me to a new text message. | already know who it will be from, and |
reluctantly pick up my cell phone. | half and half want to just ignore it, but | know |
won't be able to put this behind me until | have read his reply. | open the message.

“Please don't do this Tee. | know | was afool, and | regret what | did. | know it's no
excuse, but | was drunk and drunk me thought it was a good idea. Sober me would
never have done such athing. | only did it because | love you though. Forgive me. Be
mine once more and | will spend forever making this up to you | swear x,” the

message say’s.

It's actually alot less aggressive than what | was expecting, but it has no more effect



on me than if he had told me to fuck off. There was atime if he had told me he loved
me, | would’ ve had some sympathy for him at least, but not now. Not after what he's
done. | can't feel anything for him but a deep didlike.

| start to reply to the text message, but | decide against it. Every reply Justin gets,
regardless of what | say, will only spur him on. If he thinks I’'m still bothering to
reply to him, he will think there’'s a part of me that still cares about him, a part he can
manipulate into coming around to his side of things. There isn't and there' s nothing
he can say to make me feel sorry for him now, but | really don’t have the energy to
waste on arguing with him. | lock my cell phone screen and put it back away.

By the time I’ve cleaned up after myself in the break room, there’'s another two
messages beeped in. By the time I’ve used the ladies' room and headed back to my
workstation, another one. By the time Karl tells me to either answer my cell phone or
put it on silent, another four messages have comeiin.

| apologize to Karl and pull my cell phone out. | switch it to silent and take a quick
look at the messages. All of them are from Justin as | suspected and all of them are
variations of him telling me he's sorry, he loves me, and he doesn’t want to lose me
from his life. He even offers to apologize to Luke. | put my cell phone back away
without replying. If he keeps going, | will just block his number.
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| check my cell phone again an hour or so later and | see that having it on silent has
lulled me into a false sense of security. There are over thirty messages now. | don’t
have time to read all of those right now and | don’t know if | want to. | open the last
one and | instantly wish | hadn’'t. Justin has gone from trying to get me to come
around to threatening me.

“Watch your back Tee because thisisn't over. | will do whatever it takes to get you
back and if that means making your world burn to do it, trust me, | have a match,” the

message say’s.

| block Justin’s number and put my cell phone away. | start to feel better pretty much
as soon as | start working again. Justin is just blowing off steam. He can't make my
world burn because the only two people in my world who know him wouldn't trust
him as far as they can throw him.

Now, he's blocked, and | won't have to see any more of his bullshit messages. | can
just concentrate on work and tonight, I’m going to Luke's place for dinner. When I'm
not concentrating on the lines and lines of code in front of me, | will focus on that.
Chapter

Thirty-Three

LUKE

I’m going about my afternoon when there’s a knock on my office door and when |
shout comein, Mel comesin.



“Sorry to bother you,” she says. “But there’s someone here to see you. He doesn’t
have an appointment, but he says he’s a personal friend and it’simportant.”

| can’t think of which of my friends would drop into my place of work to tell me
something, even something important, without at least calling me first.

“Did you get this person’s name?’ | say.

“Justin Martin,” Mel says. “ Should | send him away?’

My first instinct is to say yes, but for Justin to have made the effort to come here, |
must admit he has my interest piqued. What does he possibly have to say to me at this
point?

“No, I'll seehim,” | say.

“Ok,” M€l says.

She ducks out of the door, leaving it gjar and | hear her walking away. She returns a
few minutes later and opens the door wider.

“Mr Martin to see you,” she says, and she gestures with her hand and Justin steps into
my office.

“Thanks Mel,” | say, and she nods to me and closes the door. | turn my attention to
Justin. His faceisamess and | ailmost wince when | think about how painful it must
be, but then | remind myself he did this to himself and tried to frame me for it and
any empathy | was feeling for him disappears. “I didn’t expect to see you here.”

“1 would have called, but | didn’t think you’ d answer,” he says.



“You're probably right,” | concede. | nod at the chair opposite mine. “Why don’'t you
take a seat and tell me why you're here.”

Justin walks over and sits down. He clenches his hands together on my desk in front
of himself. He smiles at me, an awkward smile that doesn’t reach his eyes.

“1’m not sure where to start or even if | should be here,” he says.

| shrug one shoulder. | don’t particularly want him here and | don’t want him to feel
encouraged to keep dropping in, but | do want to know why he’s here.

“Start at the beginning,” | say.

“Her. She was the beginning. | fell in love with her the moment | saw her. | know that
sounds crazy, but | did. | couldn’t believe it when | asked her out and she said yes. |
thought we were good together, but she had other ideas, and | see now that she
manipulated me into loving her and then she dumped me like trash but kept me on her
hook. She's toxic Luke. That's what I'm saying. | see it now. | wish | had seen it
earlier, and | wish that someone she had destroyed before me had warned me. So here
| am warning you,” he says.

| feel myself starting to get angry. This pathetic little man has lost Louisa, and thisis
his last resort. To try to ruin things for us so she feels as empty as he does. Maybe he
even thinks that she will go back to him eventually if I’m out of the picture.

“That’s enough, Justin,” | say.

“No, it’s not, because you don’t believe me,” he says.

“Does it matter?’ | reply. “You've done your bit by telling me. Your conscience is
Clear.”



“She’s lying to you, you know. About everything,” he says.
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| know | shouldn’t bite, but | can’t help it.
“1 think there sonly one liar in thisand that’syou,” | say.

“She didn't tell you I'm her ex-boyfriend, did she? Not until | let it slip a the
restaurant that night,” he says.

“No,” | say. “But not because of any reason except it’'s irrelevant. Do you think |
have sat and told Louisa about every girl | ever dated?’

“Tia,” he says. “Her nameis Tia, not Louisa.”
“No, that’s your little pet name for her,” | say.

“No, it isn't. That's the cover story | used when | slipped up and called her Tia in
front of you. She ...” heisstill talking but | talk over him.

“That’s enough,” | say. “I think it’stime for you to leave.”

“Because you're starting to wonder, aren’t you?’ he says. “Come on. Do you really
think that girl isa Sanchez? Sheisabout asLatinaas| am.”

| want to tell him he's being ridiculous, but is he? | mean he's certainly not wrong
about her not looking like a Sanchez.

“So what? Thisisjust some girl off the street that heard Louisa had an internship here
and decided to take over her life and her job? So where is the real Louisa in al of



this?’ | say.

“She’s not just some random girl. Tia and the real Louisa are best friends, and thisis
some scheme they cooked up betweenthem. Honestly, | said Tia is manipulative and
sheis, but sheisn’t near as good as Louisa,” Justin says.

| don’t want to believe him, but little things are starting to add up. Like how she told
me Sophia wouldn’t acknowledge her in the board meeting. It wasn’'t because she
didn’t want to draw attention to them being sisters, it was because Sophia isn’t her
damned sister. She probably doesn’t even know her. And all of the times someone
has called her name, and she hasn’t replied and then pretended she was miles away. Is
that because Louisaisn't her real name, and she didn’t realize they meant her. It even
happened on her first day when | called on her in the meeting to stand up. And that
time Enrique wanted to talk to her on the phone and she ran from the room rather
than speaking to him. Did she really have to use the bathroom, or did she just not
want the ruse to be up?

| hate to think badly of her, especially after Justin set me up and | felt the pain of
having Louisa — Tia? — only half believe me, but it does all make sense. And why
would Justin come up with such aridiculous lie if it isn't true? If he wanted to say
something to make me think Louisa is a bad person, surely, he could have chosen a
lessfar out therelie.

“1 can see that you're starting to believe me. Do you want more proof? | can call the
real Louisaright now,” Justin says.

“Just get out,” | say. “Get out of my office. Get out of my building and never come
back unless you want to leave in handcuffs.”

Justin stands up and he has the sheer audacity to smile down at me.



“I'll leave,” he says. “You were right earlier. My conscience is clear now. If you're
cool with going along with someone who has done nothing but lie to you, that’s on
your head now.”

He turns and walks away, and | quickly call through to Mel.

“Make sure that man leaves the building. Follow him. If he doesn’'t go straight out,
don’t approach him, just call me,” | say.

“Is everything ok?’ Mel asks.

“Just go,” | say.

| wait a few minutes and the knock I’m expecting comes. | call to come in and Mel
comesin, her face a mask of concern.

“Who was that guy? Areyou aright? You look ... | don’t know. Shocked!” Mel says.
“Heleft by the way.”

“Sit down,” | say.

Mel sits down and | find myself telling her everything that’s happened with Louisa
and me and where Justin fits into it all, and then his accusation about her not being
who she says sheis.

“What do you think?’ | ask.

“l don’'t know what to think,” Mel says. “There have been occasions where Louisa
hasn’t responded to her name the first time to me too, and that time Enrique called
and she ran from you, she put him through without going through me and | went to
remind her not to do that, but then she said the caler was Enrique. | was surprised



because | never would have suspected the caller was her father the way she was so
formal. She gave me the line about separating family and business, but it struck me as
odd. But her pretending to be someone else all seems a bit too Twilight Zone for me.”

“What do you think | should do? Hire someone to look into her background?’ | say.

Mel thinks for a moment.
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“How serious are you about her?’ she asks.
“I'minlovewith her,” | say.

“So will this make any difference either way?’ Mel asks.
| nod.

“Yes. | can't see myself being with someone who has lived a lie the whole time
we' ve known each other,” | say.

“But assuming Justin is lying, you want to stay with her?” Mel saysand | nod.

“Yes, of course,” | say.

“Then don’t hire anyone. Ask her yourself. You'll know by her reaction whether she
islying or not. And if she’s not, you two can have alaugh about it and you won't lose
her. If you hire someone and she finds out, you're done,” Mel says.

“Thanks Mél,” | say. “That’s sound advice.”

“l have my uses,” Mel says with agrin. “Do you want me to call down and have her
come up and talk to you?’

“Yesplease,” | say.

| wait until Md has left the room and closed the door behind her and then | start



pacing back and forth in my office while | wait. | have areally bad feeling about this,
but | have to know for sureif it’s true or not, and | do think Mel was right about the
problem with hiring someone to find the answers for me. Also, that takes time, and
L ouisawould know straight away that something was off with me.

| stop pacing and go and sit back down when there’'s a knock on my office door. |
want to look like I’'m calm and in control of this situation, even though | feel like I'm
the complete opposite of both of those things.

“Comein,” | say, and Louisacomesin and smilesat me.

“Sit down,” | say, and her smile turnsinto afrown | presume because of the cold tone
of voice | used on her.

She sits down.

“What's up?’ she says.

“I’ve just had Justin in here telling me how you're toxic and he wished someone
would have warned him to stay away from you right from the start,” | say.

“The same Justin who beat the shit out of himself and blamed you for it,” Louisa
points out.

| nod.
“Yes. And at that point, | told him to get out of my office, but then he said something
else. Something so crazy | should have just laughed him out of the building. Except |

have to admit that parts of it made sense ... Tia,” | say.

| wait for her to ask who the hell Tiais, or why I’'m using Justin’s pet name for her,



but she doesn’t. Instead, she just stares at me for a second and then her face crumples
and she covers it with her hands as tears spring from her eyes. | hate the fact that
she's crying, and | really hate the fact that I’ m the one who made her cry, but | guess
it's confirmation of what Justin told me being true.

| give her a minute to get herself under control and when she sniffles and uncovers
her face, | hand her atissue. She takes it and wipes her eyes and then blows her nose.
She looks more like herself again except for her red nose and blotchy cheeks.

“Start talking,” | say.

“Louisais my best friend. Her father wanted her to do this internship. She didn’t want
to do it. | needed ajob and so we came up with the idea of me pretending to be her,”
Louisa, sorry Tia, says. “It sounds so silly now, but at the time, it made perfect sense.
I’m so sorry for lying to you about who | was, but | had never even met you when we
concocted the plan. | never would have dreamed we'd end up dating and | did try so
hard to stay away from you that way. | hoped | could finish my internship, then come
clean with you and see where things went from there.”

“S0, our whole time together, you’' ve been someone else,” | say, trying and failing to
get my head around that.

“No,” Tia says, shaking her head. “No, it's not like that. | have been using someone
else’'sname, but that’sit. Therest of it istherea me. I’ve never actually pretended to
be Louisa. You know that yourself because Enrique warned you what Louisa would
be like, and | am nothing like that.”

“l don’t even know what to say,” | admit.

“Say you'll forgive me,” Tia says. “Even if you can't do it right now. Say you'll
forgive mein time, and that we can get past this.”



“As much as | would like to say that | can’'t, because it’s not true,” | say. “I just ... |
can't even look at you,” | say and that’s the truth. The thought of her not being in my
life hurts like fuck, but the idea of staying with her and knowing she lied to me all of
thistimeistoo much. | can't do it.
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“Luke, please ...” Tiasays, and tears are running down her face again, but | can’t let
them sway me. | shake my head.

“I'm sorry Tia. Really, | am, but we're done here. Don't make it any harder than it
needsto be,” he says. “And don’t bother coming back to work tomorrow either. | will
see that you get your last paycheck.”

She opens her mouth to argue with me | assume, but instead, al that comes out is a
sob. She slaps her hand over her mouth and gets up and practically runs to my door.
She opensit.

“1 really am sorry,” she says and then she leaves and closes the door behind her, and |
feel as though my whole life has fallen apart with the closing of the door.

The imagery of her closing the door to me as | closed my heart to her isn’t lost on me
and it does nothing to make me feel better. | have to keep myself under control
because | have afeeling Méel will be along in a minute to see if I’'m ok, and then once
I’ ve dealt with her, I’m going to leave early and maybe go for a run or go to the gym
or something to get rid of all of this pent-up anger and upset.

Mel has beenin, and | gave an Oscar worthy performance of convincing her that | am
totally ok. She finaly accepted it andleft my office. My leaving early is probably
going to set her off again, but I'd rather that than sit here stewing. | stand up and go
to grab my jacket when my desk phonerings. | amost ignoreit, but | just can’t do it —
it must be something important for Mel to have connected the call, especially now -
and | find myself picking up the receiver.



“Hello,” | say.

“Don’'t you hello me you fucking clown,” my caller says.

I’m taken aback for a moment. | mean how else would | answer their call but with a
hello? And why the rudeness? It hits me that the caller is Enrique, and | get a sinking
feeling in my stomach. | guess I’'m not the only person Justin has dropped a Tia
shaped bomb on today.

“Enrique,” | say, and | have no idea where I'm going after that. | don’'t want to say
too much in case something else has happened that | don’t know about, and | drop
this on him myself. I'm actually grateful when he interrupts me, although I’'m not
happy about what he has to say.

“1 ask for one simple favor, and thisis the best you can do. You're afool and | will be
calling an emergency board meeting as soon as I’'m back in the country and you will
befired, | guaranteeit,” Enrique says.

“But ...” | start, but the dial tone sounds in my ear. Enrique has ended the call. | sigh
and replace the receiver.

| would love to know how the fuck Enrique has decided this is my fault, but | guess
he needs someone to blame and it's not going to be his precious princess, and it
wouldn’t be a good look for him to go after Tia either. So, | get the shit. Me, who
built this company from the ground up, going to be removed from my position at the
helm of it. We'll fucking see about that.

| grab my jacket and put it on and grab my things and get out of my office before
anything else can stop me. | pop my head around Mel’s door and tell her to hold my
calls and that I'll seeher tomorrow. | don’'t give her a chance to start asking if I'm ok
again. | say goodbye to Rachel on the way past and she replies and then I’'m in the



elevator and then I'm down to the lobby. | crossit and get in my car, and | feel safe
here that | won’t have to talk to anyone else. | slam my hands on my steering wheel.

“Fuck,” | shout as| doit. | do it again. “Fuck.”

| pull my cell phone out and send atext to Tia.

“Congratulations. It's not just you getting fired because of this mess you caused.
Y ou're taking me down with you,” | write.

| don’t even know why | sent it. It's not like she wanted to get me fired. | guessI'm
just being a bit petty. | feel bad because of something she did so | want to make her
feel bad too. Her reply comesin fast.

“I’ll fix this. | promise,” it says.

| don’t bother to reply.

Chapter

Thirty-Four

TIA

Itexted Louisa earlier and asked if | could come to her place and talk to her, but she
said she was out and that she would come to mine once she was done. It's just after
six 0'clock and she's here now. | kind of hoped to catch her within the working day
so | could ask for her help in getting her father to not fire Luke. Whatever

consequences there are for Louisa and me are deserved because we did this. Luke did
nothing wrong.



| press the unlock button on the intercom and open my front door and wait for Louisa
to come up. | can hear her heels clicking on the stairs and then she's there and | feel
tears prickle in the corners of my eyes at the sight of her.

“The shit has really hit the fan Lou,” | say.
“Yeah, tell me about it,” she says.

She comes towards me, and | think she's going to hug me, but instead, she just walks
past me and goes into my living room. | close my front door and start to follow her,
but then | think of a better idea, and | pop to the kitchen and grab a bottle of left
overChablis from my book club meeting and two glasses and then | go to the living
room. Louisa and | sit in silence while | pour the drinks and then | finally force
myself to look at her.

“How did you find out?’ | say.
“My father called me. | missed his call, but he left a voice mail giving me the basic

gist of it. | haven’t called him back yet. | figured it would make sense to get the full
story first. So, what happened?’ Louisa asks.
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“Justin fucking happened. Y ou were right about him. He wanted to get back with me,
and when | refused, he decided to implode my whole life,” | say.

“Wait, | don’t get it. How did Justin know?’ Louisa says. My face must say it all.
“Oh, | see.”

“I"'m sorry. It just kind of slipped out,” | say.
L ouisa shrugs.

“1t’s ok. Y ou thought you could trust him. But | still don’'t get how he thought getting
you fired would make you want to get back with him,” Louisa says.

Here comes the tough part. | take a big gulp of wine.

“Well, you see, the thing is, | don't think that was his main aim. I’ve been seeing
Luke, and Justin wanted to break us up. Hetried ...” I’'m saying when Louisa cutsin,
her face amask of anger.

“Wait. You're dating Luke? While he thinks you're me?’ she snaps.

| nod.

“1 wanted to tell you, but | didn’t know how you would react,” | say.

“Do you know Neil and | nearly broke up because of you?’ Louisa says. She's
getting really angry now. “He half knows Luke. They move in similar circles. And he



heard a rumor that Luke and | were dating. He thought | was cheating on him. In the
end, the only way | could prove my innocence was to tell himthe truth — that Luke
doesn’t even know who | am and if anyone asked him, he would point to you.”

“I"'m so sorry,” | say. “God I’ ve really messed everything up.”

| try to stop myself from crying, but | can’t. Sobs wrack my body, and | just want to
go to bed and curl up in aball and stay there.

“No, come on Tee, don't cry,” Louisa says. “I'm sorry. | know this was my idea not
yours so if anything, all of thisis my fault.”

“1I"'m the one who told Justin,” | say.

“And I’'m the one who talked you into doing it,” Louisa says. She smiles at me. “How
about we agree that we both fucked up?’

| smile back and nod.

“Areyou and Neil ok now?’ | ask.

“No,” Louisasays. “But it’s not because of this. We just kind of fizzled out.”

“I"'m sorry,” | say.

“I'm not,” Louisa says. “Let’s not waste any more time talking about him. That's
another mess that’ s been cleaned up, just like this one.”

“What am | going to do about Luke though,” | say.

“1 can save hisjob easily enough. Let me talk to my father real quick, and as for you



two being together, | guess you just have to hope he likes you more than he hates
what you’'ve done,” Louisa says.

It'sall | can do redly, but | kind of hoped Louisa would have some miracle solution
for me. | top up our glasses and sit back and sip my wine while Louisa gets her cell
phone out and calls her father.

“Hi Daddy,” she says, putting the call on speaker phone. “How’ s Europe?’

“Never mind bloody Europe girl. | know about the stunt you pulled. And | say you
because | don't blame Tiafor asecond. | know thiswas al you,” he says.

| feel abit better for that one. At least Enrique isn’t mad at me too.

“l can explain,” Louisa says. “I know you think I’'m work shy or whatever, but that
justisn't true.”

“And you thought having someone pretend to be you and doing the job | got for you
would provethis, did you?’ he snaps, not sounding convinced. | have to say he makes
agood point, but Louisaisn’'t done yet.

“That’s it, though. The job you got for me. | would have aways felt like | was being
judged as your daughter rather than as myself. So, | found my own internship and |
didn’t tell you because | was afraid that | would fail, so | let you think | was doing the
one you got me, and | haven't failed. | have actually got an offer from them too and
I’m trying to choose between them. And | knew Tia needed an internship as much as
| did so | offered her the one you got me,” she says.
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My cell phone pings, and | take it out of my pocket. It's a text message from Tia
which | almost ignore, but | decide to read it. | aso decide it's time to change her
name from Louisa in my contacts list. | almost change it to liar, but | can't bring
myself to do it, and | just put Tiaand then | go and read her text.

“Louisa and | have spoken to Enrique. He has calmed down and sees this isn’t your
fault and he’ s not going to try and get you fired. Also, | had no idea he was personally
paying my wages, but he has said he doesn’t want the money back,” her text message

says.

| ponder this for a moment. | was going to send Enrique the money myself, but | had
no intention of taking it from Tia. She earned every cent of that money, and it should
be hers. This gets me to thinking. Personally, | can never trust her again because she
lied to my face about her identity. But professionally, she hasbeen such an asset to the
team, and | know Karl wants her as a permanent fixture.

The main reason | was holding back from making her a job offer was because we
were dating, but now we're not and if | separate the personal from the professional, |
can see that | should do what | can to keep Tiaworking with the company.

| think for a minute and then | start to write atext back to Tia.

“OK, thanks for the head’s up. | feel like | overreacted dightly throwing you out of
the building earlier. Would you be willing to come in tomorrow morning for a

meeting with me?’

| hit send before | change my mind and the response comes quickly.



“Of course. What time?’

| text back and tell her nine thirty am and when she texts back thanking me, | don't
reply any more. | wouldn’'t say anything further to any other employee at the end of
such a conversation and | have to start thinking of Tiaas just another employee.

A knock comes on my office door at fourteen minutes past nine am and | don’t know
how | feel about it. | have butterflies in my stomach at the thought of seeing Tiaagain
after thinking yesterday | would never see her again, but | have to remain firm and
not let her beauty get to me. | take a deep breath and call out for her to comein.

She opens the door, comes in and closes it behind her. She stands in the center of the
floor for a moment, and she looks so lost that | want to go to her and hold her in my
arms and tell herl’ll be her anchor, that she will never be lost again. But | can't. |
won't.

She's wearing a royal blue shift dress and heels. Simple, professional, and on her,
absolutely gorgeous. It brings out the blue of her eyes and her white-blonde hair sits
on her shoulders, looking even shinier than ever against the darker back drop. Am |
really going to just let this girl leave my life? | don’t want to, but | have to. How can |
be with someone that | don’t trust to tell me the truth? How can | be with someone
who | doubt every time she speaks? It'ssimple. | can’'t. It wouldn’t be fair to either of
us.

“Sit down,” | say, and she does, sitting on her hands like a child. “Would you like a
drink?’

“1 could use atriple gin right about now,” she says, and she smiles and despite myself
| smile with her. “But no thank you.”

“Then let’s get down to why | asked you to come here today,” | say. “Throughout



your time here, you have impressed both me and Karl with your work ethic and your
skills. | would be crazy to have you walk away from the company without at least
trying to get you to stay.”

“You want me to complete the internship?’ she says. “lI would love that, because |
feel like I’ ve let Karl down by not finishing the task he gave me.”

“l don’t want you to complete the internship. I’ ve seen enough,” | say. “I’m offering
you a full time position on the web development team. If you accept, you can hash
the details out with HR.”

“Have you ever offered an intern a position half way through their time before?’ she
asks.

The question throws me for a second, but | answer it. | shake my head.

“No,” | say.

“Then | must decline the offer. | don’t want any special treatment,” she says.

| shake my head.

“Thisisn't special treatment because of what you and | had,” | say. “I’m making this

offer because you're an asset to the company. It’s not just me saying so, it's Karl too.
He was begging me to make you an offer within a few days of you working with

him.

“Really?’ Tiasays.

“Really,” | confirm. “The only thing that stopped me was because we were dating,
and | felt like it might be weird. | planned on talking to you after your internship was



up about it, but here we are. And just to further put your mind at ease, if | was basing
this off of our personal relationship, | wouldn’t let you within a mile of the company,
but basing it purely off your work, the job is yoursif you want it.”

Chapter

Thirty-Six

TIA

The job offer from Luke is amazing, but his final words really burst the bubble of
excitement inside of me. Not so much the part about him not trusting me based on our
personal relationship — | completely get why he would feel that way right now — but
the part about how he hadn’t offered me a job because we were dating, which implies
he doesn’'t date staff, and now he is offering me the job, which makes me think heis
pretty much saying there is no hope for us.

For that reason, | want to turn the job down. To tell him that | want that door to be
kept open for us, that | will do anything to make him forgive me, but the truth is, |
can't afford to do that unless | want to be homeless. Plus, it would feel like akick in
the teeth to Enrique too who has basically paid my wages for the time I’ ve been here
to just walk away now.
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“Then | accept the offer. Thank you,” | say.

“ After this conversation, there can be no mention of us dating. We will have the same
relationship as any two peoplewho work together. But first, | have to ask you one
thing,” Luke says. He looks at me and | nod for him to go on. “I get why you and
Louisa did what you did in some ways. And | can understand that you felt no loyalty
towards me at that time. But once we started dating, why didn’t you tell me the truth
then? Did you not trust me?’

“l trust you with my life,” | say, purposely using the present tense to let Luke know
he might have given up on us, but my feelings for him are still very much there. “I
wanted to tell you so badly, but | had to push the idea away, because | knew if | did
tell you, even if you took it well, | couldn’t possibly stay working here as Louisa once
| told you because that would implicate you in the lie.”

“And I’'m not Louisa. I'm not a trust fund kid. | don’t know my father and my mom
died while | was at college, so | have no one to fall back on. If | left thisjob, | would
have essentially been making myself homeless,” | say.

“Ok, | guess | understand your fear. And | want to be able to move past it, but | can't.
Never the less, I'm sorry about your mom and about your situation. | had no idea,” he

say’s.

| smile sadly at him.

“1 could never tell you. But | guess none of that matters now,” | say.



“No, | guess not,” Luke agrees.

For a moment, he looks sad, and | just want to hold him, but | know he won't
welcome my touch and so | stay where I am, and the moment passes, and Luke is all
business again.

“Go and get on with your work. Tell Karl you’re late because | was making you ajob
offer. Make his day. I'll call down to HR and get the ball rolling and they’ll be in
touch when they have a contract put together,” he says. “And it will be in your true
name, so | suggest you start telling people who you really are. Tia...?

“Lake” | say.

Hejots it down and then he just looks at me without saying anything else and | stand
up, aware that I'm being dismissed.

“Thank you,” | say again and then | stop talking, because there is so much | want to
say and none of it is appropriate and I'm scared if | say so much as another word, it
will al just spill out of me. | don’t want to make Luke regret giving me this chance
and so | scurry from his office without a backwards glance.

Chapter

Thirty-Seven

LUKE

It's been amost two weeks since everything fell apart with Tia and me. | have
purposely avoided her where | can at work, getting only progress reports from Karl

who continues to be pleased with her work. We have had another one today and |
have told him he doesn’'t have to keep coming to me now, that Tia is a member of



staff, and he will be responsible for her just like the rest of histeam.

| miss her so much, and the thing is, the more time passes, the more | think that |
could get past her lying about her identity, because when | think about it, the only lies
she told me were her name and that Enrique and Sophia were her family but from
what I’ve gathered after the event, Tia is as good as a part of their family, so it
literally isjust her name she lied about.

No one but me seems to have a problem with it. It's kind of a running joke between
Tia and the rest of the staff and even Enrique seems to be in on the joke. He called
yesterday and was laughing as he asked how his surrogate daughter was settlinginto
her new role. I know none of these people have such an intimate relationship with Tia
as| had, but even so, I’'mreally starting to think that | overreacted.

Of course, | overreacted. | see it clearly now. | want Tia back, and | don’t care about
the stupid lie she told when she didn’'t even know me. | know everything else about
her was genuinely her, and | really feel like this woman is my soul mate. I’'m not
going to lose the love of my life over something so stupid as my own stubbornness.

The trouble is, | have made a ton of effort to avoid her, and she must have noticed
that. And when our speaking to each other has been unavoidable, | haven't exactly
been nice to her. | haven't been awful either, I’ve been cold and indifferent, and |
think that can be worse than being horrible. Being horrible would have showed her |
still felt something for her — hence the reason | didn’'t do it — but cold indifference
must have made her think I’ ve moved on.

God, | hope she hasn't moved on and found someone else. In some ways, | think it
would serve me right if she had, but I’'m not going to let myself even consider it. |
know if | want her to take me back, I’m going to have to do something epic to make
her be able to get past the way | have treated her since we broke up.



| wonder if Mel has any ideas of what | could do. I’'m sure she will have. | go to stand
up, but then a better idea comes to me, and | text Enrique asking him for Louisa's
number saying | want her advice on something. He sends it to me, and | write out a
text to Louisa

“Thisis Luke Jackson. I've been an idiot, and | need your help. I'm in love with Tia,
and | want her back, but I’'m afraid | may have waited too long. Do you have any idea
what | can say or do to win her back?’

| reread the message and send it, crossing my fingers that | get a reply, and that
Louisa agrees to help me. I’'m starting tothink she's just going to ignore me when a
text comesinand | seeit’sfrom her. | read it quickly.

“1t took you long enough to work that out! Luckily for you, Tiais still very much into
you, and you have me to help make this reunion special for her. Meet me at the mall
at six. We need a few things to make this work. Oh, and if you ever hurt my best
friend again, | will cut your balls off,” the message says.

| can feel my smile growing wider the more | read. Tia still likes me and Louisa, her
best friend, thinks | have a chance and she's willing to help me. Even when she
threatens to cut my balls off, I’'m happy. Tia deserves a best friend who will do that
for her, and | will never ever hurt that girl again, so my balls are safe.

“I’ll bethere,” | write and send it back.

Chapter

Thirty-Eight
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TIA

I’ ve just got into my car to head home from work. I’'m looking forward to a weekend
of chilling out in my pajamas, watching movies, eating junk food and wishing | was
with Luke. | know it's kind of pathetic at this point, but | just can't let go of him. It
probably doesn’t help that | work at his company, but we really don’t see that much
of each other there and when we do, we speak to each other like we' re strangers and
God that hurts me. | would rather Luke shout and scream at me and tell me how much
| hurt him than him just be cold to me. But | brought this on myself, and | understand
that | don't get to tell him how to handle it. | just wish | could make him be mine
again, but it's probably too late to even try now. Even if he somehow decided he
could forgive me, he probably has anew girlfriend by now.

| can’'t stand the thought of that, but it's still likely a redlity. | turn the radio on and
blast the music to try and drown out my thoughts and | put my car in drive and head
home. | stop off ata fried chicken place and get a bargain bucket and then | drive
straight home.

| go inside and go to my apartment. | change into my pajamas, put some chicken and
some fries on a plate, and then | go and choose a movie to watch while | eat. | want to
watch something scary or an action style movie, but | find myself drawn to the
romantic comedies, another rather annoying side effect of my breakup. I'm turning
into such a cliché. | might as well just give in, buy a tub of ice cream, and eat the
whole thing while crying.

I’ ve just about finished my food when my cell phone pings. It's atext from Louisa. |
open it and read it.



“Hey you. No more moping. I’ ve left you to wallow in self-pity for aslong as | can.
There's a party on my building’ s rooftop. Nothing too wild, just some friends having
drinks and relaxing and you’' re coming. Meet me up there at eight or I’'m coming to
your place to drag you here,” the text says.

It's typical Louisa and my instinct is to reply telling her |1 don’t want to come to a
party, | don’'t feel ready for a party, | know she won't accept no for an answer when
she gets to this stage, and she will go through on her promise and come and get me
and drag me there if | don’t show up. In the long run, it will be easier and much less
embarrassing to just go. | can show my face, have a drink or two, and then make my
excuses and leave. Or maybe | can actualy just stay and have fun. That's probably
pushing it abit. Another text message pingsin.

“Dressto impress. Love you.”

“I’ll be there. Love you too,” | send back.

Considering it's only supposed to be a few friends chilling with a drink, | fail to see
why | need to dress up. Oh yes, because Louisa is lying. Her building's rooftop
parties are always packed with people.

| poke my last French fry into my mouth and chew it slowly and then I check the
time. It's amost seven o’ clock and so | get up and go and shower. | dry my hair and
put my makeup on and then | debate what to wear. | choose a short black dress with a
puff ball bottom and shiny black heels. | add silver earrings, necklace and bracelet to
the look, and spritz myself with perfume and I’ m good to go.

| get asilver purse from my closet and then | go to the living room and transfer my
wallet to the purse. | call a cab and then slip my cell phone into the purse. | leave the
apartment and add my keys to my purse, and I’'m good to go. | go downstairs to the
lobby to wait for the cab. | don’'t have long to wait.



We pull up outside of Louisa's building and | pay the driver and get out. Louisa's
building is alot better than mine, and it even has a door attendant. He knows me now
and he smiles a greeting and releases the door lock for me.

“Good evening, Tia,” he says. “Y ou look nice tonight.”

“Thanks Stan, good to seeyou,” | say.

| go to the elevator and get in and | hit the button for the roof. The elevator goes up
and up and up, eventually pinging open on the rooftop. The air is chillier up here and
| shiver dlightly but | will soon warm up when | get a drink or two into me. It's that
thought that makes me realize I’ ve stepped out of the elevator onto an empty rooftop.
There’s no music, no bar, no people. | step away from the tower where the elevator
shaft resides and ook around.

Behind me, the rooftop is covered in pretty white fairy lights. | wonder if Louisais
hosting this party, and she has asked me to come early to help her set up. | start to
walk toward the fairy lights and soft music startsto play.

From seemingly nowhere, but obviously from the shadowy edge of the roof, a figure
emerges. For a second, | think it's Louisa, but it's not, it's Luke. He's dressed in a
suit and a whiteshirt and it’s not like his work suits. It's a proper black tie style suit.
He comes towards me, and | stop, not knowing what’s going on or what I’ m meant to
be doing.

He closes the gap between us some and when he's a few feet away from me, he gets
down on one knee. | gasp and put my hand over my open mouth.

“Tia, my love. | am so sorry for the way | have treated you these last few weeks. |
know it's not an excuse, but | think it took me so long to get over what happened
because | care so deeply about you, and | had to be sure it wasreal. And itis. | love
you more than life itself. Will you marry me?’ Luke says.



Tears spring to my eyesand | nod.

“Of course | will marry you,” | say.

Luke getsto hisfeet and fumbles a small, red velvet box from his pocket. He opens it
and | gasp again. Inside the box is a large diamond sitting atop a golden band. The
diamond is a solitaire cut, and | know straight away Luke asked Louisa to help with
choosing the ring as well as setting this up, because | have shown her variations of
thisring for yearstelling her it's my dream engagement ring.

Luke slips the ring onto my finger and then he looks into my eyes. | try to look back
at him, but my own eyes are full of tears and he's just a blur of color. Luke leans
down and kisses me and nothing else matters in that moment. | wrap my arms tightly
around him like I never want to let go, and when we stop kissing, Luke keeps me in
his arms and starts to waltz me slowly around the rooftop. | let him lead me and | lean
back abit so | can look up at his face.

“I will never lieto you again, | promise,” | say. “I love you too, and this has made me
the happiest woman alive.”

“I'm glad you said the happiest woman and not the happiest person, because we
would have had our first argument as anengaged couple if you'd said that, because |
have already claimed that title,” Luke says.

We kiss again and my body responds to Luke’ s kiss like it always has, only this time,

| don't try to hold back when | feel the attachment and | realize something that |
should have known all along. Being in Luke's embrace feels like coming home.

Epilogue

TIA



Two Years Later



