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MONSIEUR IS SINGLE

“You’re a delicious specimen, Hugo. I can’t see a reason why any woman wouldn’t want to marry you. Shack up, pop out a couple of cherubs, and start a family.”

Hugo grunted, his warm breath tickling whiskers that had grown on his upper lip over the last three days. “After everything that’s happened with Arabella, I doubt the existence of true love.”

Clemency came to sit on the Italian white leather sofa that Hugo rested against from his vantage point on the floor. Wearing a prim, knee length, pastel green Chanel dress, yellow Hermes silk scarf, and white diamond studs, Clemency blended with ease into the luxury of her surroundings. Both woman and couch were groomed to perfection.

“You make everything sound so simple.”

“Love is supposed to be simple. Mon Dieu! You smell like man. Like beast. One heartbreak and you’ve become immune to showering. Hugo, what am I going to do with you? We’re supposed to be arriving at Poppy and Yves-Jacques’ for dinner, and you look like you’re recovering from a week of partying at Pacha, Ibiza.”

“Grrr, if only,” Hugo said before taking a gulp from the Vodka bottle resting on the antique mahogany coffee table that lay strewn with photos of him and Arabella - kissing, being goofy, eating spaghetti, dancing, holidaying in St. Tropez, and looking a lot happier than he felt right now.

“I meant beast as a metaphor, darling, not in a literal form.” A blonde curl fell loose from Clemency’s bun, tickling her plump, blood red lips.

“Grrrrrrrrrrr!” Hugo pulled his face into a lopsided grin as he drunkenly rose from the floor. Stumbling over a discarded Mövenpick ice cream container, he arched his hands back creating claws.

Clemency stifled a laugh. She didn’t have time for games anymore, Hugo thought - not like when they were kids. With a depressing thump, Hugo was hit with the realisation that both he and Clemency had lost their childlike innocence to the thump, thump, thump of progress.

Paris had drained them of joy, of fun, of their fire. Their careers had become the ignition, and they’d taken off with rocket fuel. The only problem was, it left them cold and stripped them bare. If money and status didn’t bring happiness, then what the hell did?

“I get it, you’re the Stinky Man Beast. Go take a shower, darling, before you go feral.”

“Raaaa,” Hugo screamed like a child. He scooped Clemency off the couch and holding her lithe form in his strong arms, began to swing her in circles, twisting faster and faster the way his dad held him, when he was a young boy, before he’d died.

“Put me down, Hugo!” Clemency squealed. 

“Do you dare question the Man Beast?”

Clemency squirmed like a worm. Hugo didn’t stop spinning. He spun faster and faster until Clemency let go, flung her hands back, and began to laugh. Hugo hadn’t heard that laugh in years, the one that tinkered like a cherubic fairy, playing with a pipe organ. It flooded through his body, boosting his serotonin levels, and fuelling him with happiness that he’d been numb to for so long. Her blonde hair fell loose from its tight bun and swished through the air. The fragrance of rose filled the room.

When the world stopped spinning - window, Banksy art, kitchen, lampshade, books - Hugo dived for the white sofa and found his body cushioned by Clemency’s, slipping like water underneath his. Bodies pressed together, Hugo felt the curve of Clemency’s breasts, firm and pert; she’d had implants last year. They felt incredible pressed to his chest, and her warm body shaking with laughter lay underneath his.

He looked into her blue eyes, flecked with chestnut drops. Light freckles shone through the makeup on her porcelain skin. Hugo could see the little girl he’d grown up with; images of mud fights, hide and seek games, and walks through the forest in Normandy flashed through his brain - summers spent in St. Barth’s, back to school shopping trips at Harrods, London, and warm milk staining their top lips before bed.

Blinded by the beauty of the woman lying beneath him, her lips beckoned. The scent of Clemency, wild flowers, roses, and ash; made him at ease, and more nervous than ever before. Hugo brushed back the blonde curls that had fallen loose over her face.

“You look like one of those Botticelli chicks.” 

“Do you think so?”

“I know so.” Hugo ran his thumb across her chin. He bent down and felt his lips brush Clemency’s. It felt like an electric shock. He bounced back; whiplash caught his neck as he bounded up from the couch. “I’m so sorry, Clem. I shouldn’t have done that.” He brought both hands to his face and pulled them down, stretching his skin. “I’m so hollow; I’m drunk. I’m a mess. Have I broken the friend barrier?”

“Broken?”

“Well, you know, you and I are not like that. I don’t want to lose my best friend over a kiss. You’re not going to go all weird on me, are you? Arabella’s left me. I couldn’t bear to lose you too, Clemency. It’d break me.”

“I’m not going anywhere. I’m an expert on broken hearts.” Her voiced softened, and she searched Hugo’s eyes as though looking for a piece of his sanity. He hated that look - the one where you know someone so well, you could tell what was going through their mind. How much of a complete mess he’d made of his entire life!

“I thought I’d lost you for a moment. You’re the best, Clemency. You’re my best friend in the world. Have I told you that before?”

“Okay, you need a bath.” Clemency switched into her ordered, high maintenance self. This time, there was no hint of the child within shining through. “We can’t miss dinner.”

“Will you chat with me in the bath? Otherwise, I’m taking Mr. Vodka here. We’ve become close.”

“As long as you’re covered in suds. I’ve seen enough of your wild side for one day.”

“I promise to behave.”

Slabs of marble lined the walls and floor of Hugo’s bathroom. A white spa bath sat in the corner, and a jar of rose scented bath salts rested on the marble lip. A giant chandelier that Arabella and Hugo had found at the Porte de Vanves flea market cast shadows over Hugo’s face as he studied his chiselled features in the gilt-framed mirror.

His skin had an olive tanned glow, and gentle crease marks softened the edges of his sea green eyes, running in concentration lines across his forehead. Thick lashes clumped together above and below offsetting his eyes.

He didn’t look bad for thirty-five, his body still toned from his morning runs. He could feel the skin sticking to his muscles, powerful and sharp. At six foot seven, he knew he was handsome, not in the conventional way, but good looking enough for women to take interest. Then why didn’t they stay? He asked himself the dreaded question. Maybe they didn’t like him. Perhaps, he wasn’t enough.

“Considering chopping it off?” Clemency purred, breaking Hugo from his slump.

Hugo looked down at his black silk boxers. “Excuse me?”

“Not that, silly. Your hair! I didn’t think of it earlier. Perhaps, it was too unconventional for Arabella, too bohemian. You look like a scruffy writer.”

“I am a scruffy writer. Besides, Arabella loved my hair.” Hugo ran his fingers through the black-brown, loosely curled hair swinging about his shoulders.

“Does her new lover have long hair?”

“No.” Hugo had no reason to feel defensive, but it felt like Clemency wanted to pick on his already bruised heart, make him squirm. “He’s balding, has a shaved head.”

“So she left you for a balding, chubby, middle-aged   director. Hmmm.”

“Drop it, Clemency. Frederick isn’t middle-aged, he’s thirty- six. He’s not fat either. He’s lean, verging on skinny. His family’s been in the business for generations, and he’s Jewish. And he has two pet beagles, Bluebell and Agynus. I Googled him.”

Clemency walked across to the tub, turned on the hot tap, sifted through Hugo’s cupboards, and poured a bucket load of organic bubble bath into the roaring stream of water now filling the spa. She pulled off her Louboutins and perched herself on the edge, feet dangling into the warm stream of water.

“As my oldest friend, I need you to be honest with me, Clemency.” Raising a thin brow, Clemency scooped up a handful of bubbles and blew them across the room. “Do you think I’m handsome?”

“I think you’re delicious.” 

“I need you to be serious.”

“I am. You define rugged charm - nice eyes, a good body, irresistible. Are you asking me to go to bed with you?” She asked, her voice light and teasing.

“You know I’m not. But I need to know; if you didn’t know me, would you go to bed with me, or date me?”

Clemency paused. “Perhaps. But I have a terrible track record when it comes to men. I can’t help myself. Even you know that. Give me a damsel, or should I say mansel, in-distress, and I go weak at the knees. And if you’re looking for self-pity over your withering good looks, you can forget it. You know you’re handsome, charming even. In our twenties, you ran all over town, sleeping with any girl that battered her lashes at you.”

Hugo looked at himself in the bathroom mirror. The bachelor that delighted in sleeping with an entourage of women had disappeared. He felt used and swallowed up as though his previous conquests now counted for nothing.

* * *

“Darlings, we’re here! What is that vial smell?” Clemency pulled her shoulders inward and sniffed the air like a Sphynx cat. She loosened the scarf around her neck. “It smells like... mould.” Her lips puckered in distaste.

Hugo laughed, “I think its dinner.”

“I heard that,” Poppy said, emerging from the kitchen with a pink silk apron tied around her waist. Her short honey-blonde curls danced about her dainty forehead. Her hands gripped a kitchen knife, covered in blood red tomato juice.

“I meant you too. Mon Dieu! What are we eating tonight? Or should I say who? What have you done with Yves-Jacques?”

A wicked smile flashed across Poppy’s lips. “The question is what haven’t I done with Yves-Jacques?”

“I knew Australians were primitive, but I didn’t think that spread as far as consuming their mates,” Clemency purred.

Hugo raised his brow, sensing the subtle undercurrent of female competitiveness.

“Aussies aren’t primitive.”

“Do you think that is the wisest thing to say to a woman wielding a knife?” Hugo asked, turning towards to Clemency.

“I like to live on the edge. Where is Yves-Jacques? Fancy him not opening the front door for his beloved sister.”

“I’m here,” came a muffled voice from the kitchen.

“What have you done with him, tied him up? He sounds strained. Yves-Jacques, darling. I’m coming.” Clemency stalked past Poppy.

Hugo was left, unsure of whether to keep looking at the scuff marks on his brown leather shoes. Poppy looked ready to cry - either that or gouge his eyes out.

“He’s probably opening a bottle of port,” Poppy said to Hugo.

He stepped forward and kissed her on both cheeks. “You’ll have to ignore Clemency. Being mean to you is part of her game.”

“I don’t want to play games. I want to marry her brother, not murder him, for goodness sakes.”

“Well you could always murder Clemency.”

A smile flickered on the edge of Poppy’s lips. “Thank goodness you’re always so sweet, Hugo. I never know how to handle aggressive people.”

“I always find the best thing is to ignore them. I fear Clemency believes you’ve stolen her brother. Tell yourself, I love and approve of myself, and forget the rest.”

“Out loud?”

“No, in your head. I do it all the time.” 

“Really?”

“Sure, it’s effective.”

“Okay, I’ll try it,” Poppy grinned. “Life’s much easier when you’re around, Hugo. I don’t know what Arabella was thinking.”

Arabella - the name stung like a bullet. 

“Too soon?” Poppy asked.

“I’m trying to let the pain go. I wish she loved and approved of me. The wound is fresh. I feel like I’ll never love again.”

“Come on; I have a plan.”

* * *

Dinner, in Hugo’s opinion, was heaven - savoury crepes, topped with wild mushrooms, marjoram, and fresh cracked pepper. It was a shame he’d lost his appetite.

“The meal is fabulous,” Yves-Jacques said. He leant over and kissed Poppy on the cheek. “My wonderful fiancée, we’ll make a true Parisian of you yet.” 

Poppy’s cheeks flushed with pride at her culinary creation.

“I think she’s already more French than you,” Clemency said. “It’s the la qualité des aliments, that counts.”

“What’s that?” Poppy asked.

Clemency, compliments aside, went back to her meal, ignoring Poppy’s question.

“She’s talking about the quality of the food, darling. I think it may be the first compliment Clemency’s ever offered you.”

“Thanks, merci beaucoup.” Poppy said, a slightly bemused expression slipping across her face.

Clemency shrugged her shoulders, not looking at Poppy. The tension felt crisp, like cool morning air.

“Hugo, did you hear what I just said?” 

“What?” Hugo had been daydreaming. Who cared about compliments and family disruption when the woman you loved had left you for another man? Who cared about food when your heart had been split into a thousand pieces? No one - that’s who.

“I asked how your new book is coming along?” 

“Oh that,” Hugo shrugged.

“What’s it about?” Poppy asked.

“It was about love, finding it. I think I might write about unrequited love now; maybe the lead character could reach some tragic fate, like death from a broken heart.” 

In truth, he hadn’t even lifted his pen. What could he offer the world when his whole being felt hollow? All he had was an empty shell, lying amongst the sand on a deserted island. He’d been carved out, stripped bare, and his soul stolen by the night. Hollowness surrounded him.

“Like Romeo and Juliet,” Poppy said. “My favourite. I love Leo!”

“Who’s Leo?” Clemency purred.

“Leonardo DiCaprio, only the hottest Romeo ever. He’s been immortalised on screen to make every woman’s heart flutter.”

“I thought my brother was supposed to do that? Are you saying that he’s not enough for you?”

“No, I, it’s just a girlish fantasy.” The candle flickered its warm light, causing dips and hollows in their faces. Clemency’s looked sharp and angler, like a wicked witch, thought Poppy.

“Romeo and Juliet is a terrible love story,” Yves-Jacques said. “We read it and begin to believe love is about pain, family feuds, and death. Love, amour, is unconditional, it comes from the heart centre. It’s forgiveness; it’s wanting to live forever; it’s acceptance.”

“Ahh, I love how Frenchmen always speak their feelings,” Poppy crooned. “You’re making me melt.”

Poppy and Yves-Jacques kissed. Clemency rolled her eyes and kicked Yves-Jacques under the table. “Uggh, you two are making me feel ill. Can’t you show some respect? Think of poor Hugo; the love of his life has just left him for another man, his writing has gone to shit, he hasn’t eaten a meal in days, and his house is a mess - all because of love.”

“I can’t help it. I am a passionate man, and when I see something I like, I want to touch it, kiss it, and caress it,” Yves- Jacques retorted.

“Enough,” Clemency said.

“I think I need to go to the bathroom,” Hugo said. The wine had begun to make him feel giddy.

“See what you’ve done?” Clemency hissed, as Hugo made a hasty escape.

“What we’ve done? You’re the one who mentioned Arabella. You stabbed a knife in his already wounded heart.”

“So, would you prefer me to ignore our depressed friend? I thought you said you were in touch with your inner feelings?”


Chapter Two
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ARRANGED BISOUS - KISSES

“Guys, calm down, I think I have an idea,” Poppy said, a mischievous grin playing at the corners of her lips.

“What could you possibly have to say? You hardly know Hugo. You’ve only met him three times. I’ve only known you for three weeks, and you’re marrying my brother.”

“Be nice.” Yves-Jacques said, his voice in a low growl warning his sister.

“Well, it’s true,” Clemency stuck her nose in the air, her lips pursed tight.

“I love Yves-Jacques; therefore, I love Hugo. I want him to be happy. When Hugo is happy, Yves-Jacques is happy. That’s important to me. It wasn’t as though Yves-Jacques and I planned on falling in love.”

“Ughh one trip to Australia and your world turns upside down. This wedding is a monstrueux mistake.”

“You have no right to judge who I marry or when I marry, Clemency,” Yves-Jacques snapped.

Poppy interrupted, diverging the conversation away from her upcoming nuptials. “I was going to suggest that Hugo needs a distraction - a female distraction.”

“Disastrous,” Clemency snapped. “Hugo has terrible taste in women.”

“That’s why,” Poppy said, ignoring the malice in Clemency’s voice, “I thought we should pick the women.”

“Like an arranged marriage?” Yves-Jacques said.

“Yes, and on dating websites, like Emma did in Jane Austen’s, Persuasion, or like The Bachelor on telly. Many people find true love with a bit of guidance. He doesn’t need to marry the woman, but he does need some help in love. Everyone needs a fairy godmother. Think about it; who knows you better than your best friends?”

“The best way to get over somebody is to get under somebody,” Yves-Jacques said.

Both women scrunched up their noses. 

“That’s not exactly what I meant.”

“Men,” Clemency said. “It’s a good idea. I like it.”

“Really?” Poppy said unable to hide the surprise in her voice. 

“Great! My two favourite ladies are getting along.”

“I didn’t say we would become friends,” Clemency’s voice was back to ice. Poppy felt her hopes at forming a friendship begin to melt.

“So we make a bet,” Yves-Jacques said, running his hands through his straight light brown hair, hazel eyes sparkling in the candlelight. The top buttons on his pink shirt had come loose, exposing his cotton white chest hairs. He leaned forward like a poker player, eyeing his sister, no sudden movements.

“A bet? How childish,” Clemency purred, tilting her head backwards.

“Only childish if you are afraid to lose?” Yves-Jacques had his sister where he wanted her.

“Name your stakes.”

“Oh, this is very Mafioso,” Poppy said, ignoring the tension. 

“If I choose the winning woman, you will be nice to Poppy - forever.”

“You can’t make someone like me,” Poppy said shocked that Yves-Jacques would even think of using her as gambling stakes. She felt like bait, the worm on the edge of the line, luring dangerous predators towards her.

“Deal,” Clemency said. “And if I choose the winning woman, Hugo’s forever, I never have to be cordial to Poppy ever again. Plus, I get the villa in Cannes, the one Uncle Oliver left you in his will.”

“Fine, I don’t use it anyway,” Yves-Jacques lied. “As long as you step up to your part of the bargain, you can have the crumbling villa.”

“I don’t have to come to these stupid bonding dinners. I don’t have to buy her a gift at Christmas; birthdays are forgotten. And when I want to see you, Yves-Jacques, you will come without her. I don’t have to say Bonjour when Poppy answers the phone. I can just hang up.”

“Okay, I get it,” Poppy said, feeling like she’d just been slapped in the face. What had she done to deserve such negativity and such loathing? She’d left her life behind in Australia, her clothing boutique, her friends, her family. “It’ll be like I never existed,” she whispered.

“Exactly,” Clemency replied.

“Deal,” Yves-Jacques said, and brother and sister shook hands.

“And if I win,” Yves-Jacques and Clemency stared at one another as Poppy spoke. “If I win, Clemency agrees to come to dinner with me - to give me one chance. I’m not asking you to like me.” Poppy looked at Clemency.

“Make it lunch, and we have a deal.”

“Okay,” Poppy shrugged, a shy grin tugging at the corners of her lips. She had a chance to make things right. She might not know why Clemency hated her so much, but Poppy was an optimistic woman who liked to look on the bright side of life. She wouldn’t have come to Paris if she didn’t believe in true love. She had faith.

“Hugo is taking a long time in the bathroom,” Yves-Jacques said.

“I’ll check on him; after all I am the one who knows him best.” Clemency got up, her heels teetering over the wooden floorboards.

“I can’t believe you just did that,” Poppy said turning to Yves- Jacques once she was certain Clemency was out of earshot.

“What?”

“Played me like a prize in a game of cards. It’s disgusting.”

“I thought it would make you happy to form a bond with Clemency.”

“You can’t force someone to like me. Besides, what if you lose?”

“Don’t worry, darling, I’ve got this. I know Hugo better than anyone. We’ll let Clemency try to like you, and she’ll come around. I promise; who wouldn’t adore you? She’ll learn to love you.”

Hearing the tap of Clemency’s heels, Poppy pursed her lips and didn’t say another word.

Clemency’s face was flushed. “He’s not in there.” 

“I’ll check the kitchen,” Yves-Jacques said.

“I’ll check the coat stand,” Poppy said.

They gathered back in the dining room seconds later. 

“No sign of him,” Yves-Jacques said.

“He’s gone.”

“What?” Yves-Jacques and Clemency both turned to stare at Poppy.

“His coat isn’t hanging in the corridor.”

“And so, my angel wins round one,” Yves-Jacques slipped his arm around Poppy’s waist, kissing her hair.

“Mon Dieu!” Clemency said.

“Where are you going?” Yves-Jacques asked as she turned and picked up her bag.

“To find Hugo.”

“But we haven’t had dessert,” Poppy said, thinking of her soufflés

“Au revoir,” Clemency said walking towards the front door.

Yves-Jacques turned to Poppy with one brow raised, his eyes burning bright with fiery determination. “The competition has begun.”


Chapter Three
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DREAMS

“Charles, can’t you come with me? At least for one week?” 

“Sweetheart, you know I’d love to come and visit your mother in England, but I don’t have the time. We’re closing the deal with The Dragon Property Group in three weeks.” Charles Rupert shrugged his shoulders. His custom grey suit cut in around his waist, highlighting the delicate rim of fat that had begun to form after months of stress-induced eating.

“Can you come in three weeks then? We could travel though the English countryside. We’ll drive to Brighton to visit Mum, and then we could take a weekend in Glastonbury. I know you’ll love it there. The village is full of quirky shops. We’ll have the best time. We can even take the train from London to Paris. I’d love to attend cooking classes together in Paris.” We. We. We, thought Sophia, liking the sound of it.

“You know I can’t leave New York, not while the firm needs me.”

“But this isn’t just a holiday, Charles. It’s about spending time with family. And while we’re on the subject, your mother called. You haven’t visited her in weeks. She’s getting old, Charles; she won’t be around forever, and sporadic visits from her daughter- in-law doesn’t compare to ones from her only son,” Sophia pressed. It broke her heart to tell her mother-in-law that her son was busy every time they met for afternoon tea.

“I guess we could take a weekend break and go to the Hamptons house to visit mother.”

“When have you ever visited the house in the Hamptons, Charles? The only people to step foot in the place are Ollie and I.” That wasn’t entirely true. She and Ollie, her best friend in the entire world, had managed to hold some impressive A-list parties over the summer, some of which Charles had attended. Mostly, the house was as lonely as it was big. “When we got married, I saw us building a life together, having a family - summers in the Hamptons, children, creating a home, a marriage, building a lifetime of memories, not just the Charles Rupert, Architectural Firm.”

“You knew who I was when you married me, Sophia.” 

Charles’s steady brown eyes, the same cool, calm, brown eyes Sophia had fallen in love with no fewer than seven years ago, studied her. They were the same eyes she’d promised to love and obey for a lifetime. Sophia huffed at the thought of a lifetime. She was lucky to him with see his eyes closed, as Charles slept next to her in the morning, breathing softly, smelling of the delicious musk of man that cannot be bottled.

Sophia bit her full bottom lip. She raised her head, black eyes burning, her loose tousled auburn mane flew down her back, and her curls caressed her ample bust. “Before we married, you promised me one thing - time, time to build a life. Now Mum and Dad have moved to Brighton. I feel like I have nothing left. I don’t even have a husband.”

“Sophia, now you’re being unreasonable. You have loads of friends. All you ever talk about is Ollie. If he weren’t gay, I’d be worried the two of you were having an affair.”  Sophia bit her tongue; Ollie and Charles had always disliked each other. Charles’s jealousy was palpable. He didn’t want to spend time with her, but that didn’t mean he wanted anyone else to either. “Don’t you want me to be successful? Most women would kill for your life. All you ever do is complain. But I haven’t heard one word of complaint about your new Hermes Birkin, or the shoes, or the clothes. You love to shop, but you don’t want to support the man bringing you all those things.”

The hairs on Sophia’s back arched. “You think that I all I care about is clothes and shopping? Well, that’s not true. One of these days I’ll prove it to you.”

Charles bent his head to the side. His face handsome face broke into a gorgeous smile.

“What?”

“You’re just so cute when you’re mad.”

Sophia felt her blood begin to boil. “I promised myself I wouldn’t say anything.” She whispered to herself.

“Say what? Darling, what are you mumbling about? You’re so funny, so melodramatic.”

“You think I’m funny?” Cocking her head to one side, Sophia glared at Charles like an angry bull.

“I think that you’re confusing. Is it that time of the month, darling?  Your hormones seem off balance. You should start taking dong quai. My secretary says the stuff is incredible.”

Right, that did it. “All I ever asked for was your love, Charles. It’s all I’ve ever needed.”

Something changed in Charles’s expression. He took on the innocent look of a wounded kitten. His blue eyes opened wide, blinking like a deer caught in headlights. Did he know Sophia knew? Did he suspect what she was about to say? She hadn’t said anything. She’d tried to act normal around him for the last three weeks, playing it cool until the time came when they could talk about it like adults. She hadn’t even told Ollie...

“I found a bra, after the Texas trip.” Sophia bit her inner lip to stop from crying, to stop herself from screaming.

“What nonsense!” He cocked his head to the side and laughed. “It amazes me how you always manifest farfetched lies to get my attention! It’s childish.”

“The A-cup bra was in your Louis Vuitton suitcase, the suitcase I bought you for our third wedding anniversary.”

“Such a silly gift,” Charles grumbled. 

“You’re away so much, it seemed practical.”

“It was most likely your bra, darling. You’re being over dramatic.”

“I’m a Double D. There’s a big difference. How would you like it if you found a tiny pair of men’s underwear in my suitcase?”

“I’d think they were mine. Probably just shrunk in the dryer.”

“You’re going to deny that something happened between you and this invisible woman? With very visible panty hose?”

“For heaven’s sake, Sophia! If you ever suspect a man of not being as perfect as your Mr. Darcy, you start crying like a banshee. I’m not perfect. I know that. I’ve been distracted.”

“Distracted? Is that what they are calling it these days? For the record, you’re nothing like Mr. Darcy. You’re just like Wickham.”

“Who on earth is Wickham?”

“Maybe if you took the time to read some Jane Austen, you’d know.”

Sophia escaped, slamming the front door behind her. She couldn’t stand another moment in that apartment. The air was stifling, hot and sticky with the sap from poisonous words.

“Sophia, be reasonable. Come back; let’s talk like adults. What do you want from me?” Charles screamed at the back of the oak door.

“I want you to want me, to love me. I want a family,” Sophia whispered, back pressed against the entrance to their Fifth Avenue apartment filled to the brim with life’s luxuries - Louis Vuitton suitcases, cashmere throws, and Royal Dolton glassware - all the stuff that was supposed to make a person happy. She knew it was a futile wish. Charles and Sophia’s sex life had whittled down to a stream, so low you couldn’t drink from it. She could hardly blame him for cheating. She’d promised herself she wouldn’t say anything that she’d brush it off. Why did she always open her big mouth?

Educated at Dartmouth and surrounded by the elite of American society, Sophia should’ve had an easy life. ‘Simple as a walk in the park,’ her mother had always said. ‘Ladies marry; they do not fawn over dreams.’

Sophia had no desire to displease either of her parents, grateful for the magical life she led - a world of privilege, etiquette, glamour, expectation, and comfort. After receiving the statutory English degree that would hang in her closet as a rank of achievement for her entire life, she had spent her days planning charity benefits and her nights attending them, clawing her way through the mass of wannabe socialites and successful bankers.

The door handle began to twist. Sophia dashed for the stairs. There was no way Charles would suspect she’d take on the stairs. But today wasn’t like any other day. Avoiding the comfort of the lift, she pushed open the emergency exit door.

Sophia’s auburn curls bounced in front of her eyes as she jogged down the stairs. Her breasts jiggled like jelly on a plate. Her black Herve Leger dress clung to her curvaceous hips and her illustrious beauty shone bright. Fine bones defined her features; she was one of those women whom being a little roly- poly suited. What she did not suit was running downstairs in six inch Louboutins.

She heard the ding of the lifts, Charles bidding a polite welcome to the elderly Smiths on floor six. He’d catch her if she didn’t move faster.

Slipping off her shoes to reveal a neat row of Chanel’s bel argus midnight blue painted toe nails, she thrust the shoes under her arm and bolted. Her chest closed in like a collapsing stack of cards, making each breath create a sharp stabbing pain. It was so deep she couldn’t focus on how ridiculous she felt trying to escape her husband.

There was, of course, nothing wrong with Charles. He was polite, sweet, endearing, a workaholic, and boring. Those were definitely not deal breakers. She pushed down her darkest thoughts into the deepest cavernous depths of her mind, because even though she loved Charles, deep down she knew she wasn’t in love with him.

The light at the end of the tunnel gleamed as Sophia saw the staircase exit. She headed for the heavy door and pushed it open. The lift doors chimed; she’d run too slowly. Charles was bound to catch her. Looking from left to right like a mouse looking for a way out, she panicked, turning back to the stairs. No, she couldn’t go back up; she’d die before taking another step. She needed time to think.

She thrust her back against the concrete wall. Something moved behind her shoulder blades. Something round and uncomfortable pressed back towards the wall against her weight. In horror, Sophia turned to see what she’d leant against. She’d been so distracted to escape Charles and catch her breath that she hadn’t noticed the fire alarm.

Quickly, she tried to pull it back from the wall. Sirens sounded. She covered her ears. It was so loud! Sprinklers from the ceilings turned on, and coated in a layer of liquid she made her way into the lustrous lobby. The world slowed down; time stopped. Sophia strolled through the grand exit, sirens sounding in the distance, humming like strums of a string quartet.

Sophia turned to the elevator, as it chimed and opened to reveal Mrs. Smith clasping onto Charles’s solid form. Her frail body was drenched to the bone. What had she done? Mr. Smith looking paper thin and drenched, clung to the right of Charles. The sun rose over the horizon sending shafts of golden light through the lobby, and it was at that point that Sophia realized just how messed up she was.

“I love you,” Charles mouthed, his saturated tailor-made suit clung to his lean body with perfect symmetry.

Like a stampede of elephants leaving destruction in its path, Sophia could not stop. Waterfalls of broken promises and unshed tears crashed down above Sophia’s head. The fire brigade arrived, and Sophia slipped outside.

“Mademoiselle, are you heading uptown?” Hugo stared, delighted by the woman in front of him. She was spectacular, dripping wet, oozing elegance that a billion Benjamin Franklins couldn’t buy. Sopping wet and looking absolutely mad, she was a refreshing change from the barcodes surging past them on the street. Sophia ignored the man before her, continuing to hail a cab. “There’s no way anyone will stop for you this time of day. Tell me where you’re going, and I’d be happy to offer you a lift.”

Broken from her spell, Sophia turned to the Frenchman dressed in cream pants and a white lined shirt. Chestnut curls floated softly around his face, falling loose below his ears.

“You’re delicious,” she spluttered.

“Why, thank you. I’ve never met a cannibal before. But as they say, expect the unexpected in New York.”

Sophia blinked, her thick black lashes coated in great gallops of mascara opened wide to reveal the most beautiful brown eyes Hugo had ever laid eyes upon.

“Did I say that out loud? I’m having the strangest day.”

“You did! Or maybe I can read minds and I didn’t even know it.” Sophia laughed. 

“Where did you say you were going?” 

“I didn’t,” Sophia said.

“Can I take you there?”

Sophia turned back to the luxury of her Fifth Avenue apartment, the luxury of her life. She needed an adventure more than Alice and her trip to wonderful Wonderland. She had the cake; she’d eaten it. More than anything, Sophia needed a slice of crazy.

“I couldn’t think of anything better.”

He smiled, soft and reassuring. He was devastatingly handsome. Flying down the stairs, Sophia hadn’t known what to expect. She felt suffocated. Charles had said he’d always been faithful. He’d never been a liar, and by all accounts, Sophia was prepared to believe that he was telling the truth.

Yet, here he was, Prince Charming. What self-respecting woman would walk out on a man like Charles Rupert and her perfect life? It was like a scene from all the romance movies she spent hours watching, and here was Hugh Grant.

“Where are we going?”

The gentleman turned to Sophia. She winced at his physical beauty, the soft lull of French tickling the undertones of his English. She was a married woman. Jumping in a car with another man was uncharted territory - uncharted and dangerous.

“Take me to Lexington Avenue, please.” 

“Anywhere,” he said.

Sophia jumped inside the car before she had time to glance back at the apartment. Would Charles forgive her?

As her rump landed on the plush leather seat, her phone gave a shrill ring. Glancing at the handsome stranger swooping in beside her, she pulled it from the pocket of her dress.

“Sophia, it’s me, sweetheart,” Ollie’s voice glided through the phone like a chirpy bird.

“I’m surprised you’re up. It’s nine thirty in the morning. Isn’t this hour uncivilized for you?”

“Darling, I haven’t come down from last night. You wouldn’t believe who I met.”

“Who?”

“The man of my dreams. His name is Wally Waldo.” 

“Wally Waldo?”

“I know, but it’s easy to get past the name if you see the state of his abs. He is a slice of heaven.”

“That’s great, Ollie. I’m so happy for you. I’m a little busy at the moment, sweetie; would you mind if I called you back?”

“Mind? Of course, I’d mind! The Sophia I know is never busy, especially when it comes to gossiping about the love life of her very best friend.”

“Yes, well, I’m sort of in a meeting.” Sophia tried not to look at the adorable, strange man sitting beside her.

“It’s the next right,” the stranger called to the driver. 

“With whom?” Ollie asked.

“No one you know.”

“You didn’t! Oh la la. I’ve been telling you for so long to let go of that fancy-pants Charles and have a little fun. Enjoy the sex life you deserve.”

“Ollie, I said I’m in a brunch meeting.”

“How endearing. You make it sound so formal. I’m getting turned on just thinking about it. What’s he look like? Just give me a clue?”

“Ollie!” He knew her far too well. Was she that easy to read? How would she explain to Charles? She couldn’t and wouldn’t. Just like Charles couldn’t explain the dreaded A-cup bra. Sophia wanted to tell her best friend to not to talk so loud, but that would have made the embarrassing nature of their conversation even more obvious.

“Ciao, Bella, have fun, darling. Go with the flow. I want to hear all about him ASAP. After you’re done, come to my place. We’ll feast on details.”

“Ollie! I’m not...” Ugh, it was hopeless. “I’ll call you later.” “Toodaloo.”

The phone rung dry. Sophia turned to the strange man. “Sorry about that.”

“No worries.” Green eyes swallowed Sophia’s pride. She felt her body shake into a bundle of bubbling nerves. “Where are we going for brunch?”

“Brunch?” Sophia mumbled.

“Well, you did say you were in a meeting. And if one thing is certain, I’m famished.” Hugo’s gaze lingered over the voluptuous beauty sitting before him. She was perfect - everything he could possibly want. She was the antidote to Arabella’s venomous love wounds. She was dripping water all over the Mercedes’ cream leather seats, but what did it matter? She was divine, wholesome, radiating life. And, she was just what the doctor ordered.

Clemency would be proud. She wasn’t another waif that would need to cling to his arm so she didn’t break in the breeze. This beauty was real; he had to have her.
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