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      The Casanova

      

      Hunter’s life has never been so perfect, until he meets the spinster Clarice Mason. He accidentally impregnates her, then confesses to the whole world that he wants to sleep with her again.

      

      Knowing Clarice will think he’s the same playboy Casanova as always, Hunter is determined to prove her wrong by being the perfect partner and father for their baby. But nosy people tend to crop up where he least expects them, out to destroy his chances.

      

      The Spinster

      

      All Clarice Mason’s thoughts are preoccupied with her unborn baby. When Hunter comes barging into her life, claiming he’s taking responsibility as the father, it’s like he’s grown three heads. She can take care of herself. It is her baby after all. If the father of her baby is this Casanova, then she would prefer he’s not involved at all. But when Hunter begins displaying all the traits she so desires in a man, she knows her heart is in grave danger.

      

      How can Hunter prove to her that he is utterly and undeniably in love with her? That he’s giving her his heart and soul for all eternity? All he wants to say are those three words that will bind him to her forever… 
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      “Owwww!” Hunter whined in pain, then glared at his friend.  “Would you be careful, Fern?”

      “I’m sorry,” Fern said as she applied less pressure on Hunter’s head with the icepack. “How did you get a bump on your head anyway? I thought you only got slapped in the fight?”

      “I tripped and fell when I was chasing Clarice.”

      “Does it hurt?” Fern asked worriedly, which prompted a scold on Anton’s face, who was busy surveying the pair interacting with one another.

      “You bet.”

      “Did Clarice get away?”

      “Yeah,” Hunter grumbled sadly.

      It wasn’t supposed to come out that way. He just panicked when he thought she might confess to Anton, and now his whole secret with Clarice had been exposed. He didn’t really care about himself, because his name had always been linked to the media, but for Clarice, it was a different story. She was so innocent. He bet the only time she was ever linked to any media would be her accomplishments in dentistry.

      Now what was he going to do?

      “And what are you going to do?” his cousin asked, as if he could read his thoughts.

      Anton wasn’t very happy as he continued to sit nursing his bruised cheeks, staring at the image of Fern doctoring his cousin. They were very close, way too close for his liking. Inside his heart, he felt a little seed of jealousy begin to sprout. After all he went through, even receiving a few slaps from Caroline and Fern herself, he didn’t even receive any icepack treatment on his cheeks, let alone a thank you from Fern.

      Anton snorted, turning away from the image in front of him, grumbling silently to himself. It was fine by him anyway. He could manage by himself. He didn’t need or want her help. He was just being a perfect gentleman.

      Except he was lying to himself. Of course he wanted her help. Otherwise, he wouldn’t be sitting here grumbling to himself like an idiot.

      When did this feeling of needing someone by his side take shape? He knew Fern was always in his peripheral, but he didn’t realize his feelings could accelerate so quickly, to the point of being jealous of his own cousin.

      Anton didn’t want to feel this way, causing a defect in his cool façade, but now that it did happen, he realized he couldn’t deny it any longer. He liked Fern. But those feelings got pushed aside for now because at that moment, he had to act like the responsible older cousin.

      But what the hell was Hunter thinking anyway, spouting a line like that in front of all the paparazzi? And Clarice. He couldn’t imagine Clarice being the one to facilitate their relationship. She just seemed so innocent in this whole affair. It must be his goddamn cousin. He must be the one who enticed Clarice into his wolf’s den. He wondered when Hunter had slept with her, or even began to like her anyway. A little corner inside him hurt a little. Once again, Hunter had brought shame on their family name and to the woman Anton had planned to court too. When would he stop his ridiculous wild ways?

      “I don’t know.” Hunter turned his sad face to his cousin then.

      “Seriously, Hunter. What a perfect way to confess,” Anton shouted in fury, not just over the issue regarding Clarice, but also because of his jealousy with Fern too.

      Anton was sick of it. He was sick of babysitting his cousin, sick of being the one who had to deal with every single messed-up piece of his cousin’s life. For once, he craved to be his own man, to not be related to Hunter, to not be overshadowed by all their wealth. But looking at his cousin’s sad face now, he didn’t have the heart to break their alliance. “When and where did you sleep with her? I didn’t even know you liked Clarice that much, the way you were always calling her avocado and giving her such a hard time.”

      Hunter didn’t know what to say so he just let Anton lash out and reprimand him, taking it in like a good little boy who knew he’d done wrong. But thank God that was all Anton mentioned. If his cousin knew Clarice was also pregnant as a result of his mistaken one-night stand with her, he would never hear the end of it.

      “I have to go to Clarice. I have to apologize to her on your behalf. It’s my responsibility,” Anton said once he’d finished his lecturing. Then he got up and walked towards the door.

      “What?” Hunter stood too and approached Anton hastily, gripping his cousin by the shoulder to turn him around to face him, his face a prominent dark mask. “Clarice is my problem.” He spoke seriously, without his usual trace of amusement. “Don’t even talk to her or apologize to her on my behalf. I did this to Clarice, and I’m the only one who will fix it.”

      “Are you saying you’ll take responsibility?” Anton asked, his eyes seeing a ray of light shining shyly on his cousin’s head, a symbol of hope that his cousin was slowly changing. “The world now knows that Clarice is your next girl. What are you going to do about that?”

      “I’m going to fix it.” Hunter glared at his cousin. “And I’m taking full responsibility.”

      “You damn right should take full responsibility.” Clinton Silverton came in, his booming laughter echoing around Anton’s office, licking the last of the icing from his face. Betty came in after him, shaking her head in disapproval at her husband’s lack of restraint with those white cupcakes.

      Apparently, when Clarice ran away with Hunter in hot pursuit, Anton had announced to everyone that the ball had concluded, so everyone went home early. And what happened to Clinton? He went straight back to cupcakes and indulged himself for a good twenty minutes until Winton informed him of his son’s news being all over the internet. And now here he was, laughing away at the happy events, because Clinton did ask for such an event to take place. Here his son had used the R-word, and Hunter had never used the R-word before.

      “Your news is all over the internet, son,” Clinton said as he came over. “So you better do a good job of that responsibility you’ve claimed you’re going to take. And, um… son, who’s this girl anyway? She’s quite cute. What does she do?”

      Hunter didn’t reply to his father’s question. He was too busy thinking about Clarice, about kissing her, about her welfare. He couldn’t believe he was so consumed with Clarice’s presence that even under the eyes of the paparazzi, he’d forgotten his whereabouts.  He didn’t know how many shots they took. But he knew one thing for sure. News like this was fish bait in a river full of piranhas. Of course they’re going to snap up the juicy flesh, swallow it whole, and exaggerate everything about their story.

      Hunter snatched Winton’s tablet from the poor’s man hands and read the article, his eyes skimming through the headlines. He was pleased to know they didn’t say anything about Clarice’s pregnancy. Although after he finished reading it, he couldn’t stop several profanities from escaping his lips.

      God, he felt sick. He could feel this churning, gnawing feeling in the pit of his stomach and his tongue tasted like he’d eaten something bitter. He knew these symptoms were the byproduct of his stress and concern for Clarice.

      He had tainted her—her reputation, her body, her mind, and her soul. He could feel his heart beating a thunderous cadence for her, feeling a sudden ominous sadness descending upon him. Then he looked upwards to the bright chandelier in Anton’s office, his hands fisted tightly by his sides and a sharp determined glint in his eyes.

      It’s time to grow up, Hunter. He spoke silently to himself. It’s time to take full responsibility for your own actions.
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      “Aaahhh,” Caroline screamed. The sound of her voice was like a ghost wailing. She threw the newspaper across the room, which now lay scattered on the floor, its two headlines in big bold letters.

      

      
        
        Heir to Silverton Enterprises Beds Another

        Cat Fight! Caroline Bass, Heir of Bass Enterprises, Needs to Up Her Meds if She Wants Young Silverton

      

      

      “How dare they?” she screeched again. “How dare they write stuff about me like that? Hunter is mine. No one else will have him.”

      When she’d heard Hunter’s confession, she couldn’t take it. Hunter was hers. She loved him. She couldn’t imagine anyone else loving Hunter more than her. Her father was rich. Of course she could have any man she wanted, but Hunter was the one for her. She’d planned it many years ago. And now when she thought he would be hers, this old hag made Hunter confess that he wanted to sleep with her… again. No, she must do something. She must get rid of that hag. Caroline crushed her hands together. Whatever it took, she must get rid of her.
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      Whitney almost had an epileptic fit when she came to work early the next morning, bearing two cups of coffee because her damn personal assistant, Sara, had resigned yet again, saying Whitney was the mother of all tyrants and she would never understand how her underlings worked so hard for the company.

      Working hard for the company? She couldn’t believe her ears. That lazy cow! It was great that her ex-PA had resigned in time or else she’d fire the hell out of her.

      What’s with the chatting online with those boyfriends—plural—of hers during working hours anyway? She’d also caught her selling XXX. It was damn unacceptable. And when she confronted the woman, all she said was she wanted to impress those damn brutes and earn some extra cash because the pay here was too low.

      Too low her cupcakes! If she would pick up her slack, then she might get a raise, or better yet, she could have saved up a good amount already, since the woman had been working for the company for over five years now. Whitney hadn’t even been here as long. But no, that ex-PA of hers had to spend money on those damn brutes. Those damn high heels and designer clothes she wore cost thousands. That’s why she complained about having no money left. Served her right.

      Sheesh. Women these days, dominated by all men, dressing themselves like peacocks with bright colorful feathers, wanting to attract the males’ attention. And for what? Just so those filthy men could look at them? That’s why she insisted on covering herself like a gothic maiden.

      There were numerous rumors that she was called “The Witch” in the company because of those outfits and the behavior she exuded, but she didn’t care. She was happy with her style. She wasn’t going to be forced to wear those skimpy short skirts that displayed her long legs just because she was judged wrongly. In fact, “The Witch” was the perfect name to call her. That was how Max always referred to her, and she admitted she liked it.

      As she was walking towards her office, she could hear the many murmurs among her staff, quietly whispering into each other’s ears about The Witch, her news of arriving in the company so bright and early this morning spreading faster than wildfire. Her witch-like persona took effect right away as they shivered in their heels, their eyes downcast, saluting her with their usual morning greeting of, “Good morning, ma’am.”

      Typical, Whitney thought. But this didn’t faze her one bit. Instead, she just twisted her mouth and smiled a wicked smile, greeting them with her usual stoic, “Hello.” Then, just to stir the pot, she asked, “Were you talking about something? Dare to elaborate?”

      Her questions only made them shiver even more, until one of them had the guts to look her in the eyes and with a shaky voice dare to lie that she looked very beautiful today.

      Typical again. Gossiping behind her back and then pretending to be nice to her face. She couldn’t wait until someone dared to ridicule her to her face. She’d whack the hell out of anyone who dared take that step. This would show them firsthand what a witch’s behavior is really like.

      Good riddance. Whitney fumed, dropping her persona when she arrived in her office, shutting the door. Next time she’d just hire a male secretary and an all-male staff. At least they would listen to her and not make snarky remarks like those women. And if they’re not happy about anything, they can at least have the guts to say it to her face.

      Whitney was still seething, thinking now they’d have to put in another ad for another secretarial position. She was pissed off even more when her two cups of coffee decided at that moment to slip out of her hands and spill onto her morning newspaper, The Auckland Daily Times, which she liked to read before working.

      “Cupcakes and fudge pie,” she cursed, sitting herself down in her plush office chair. She mustn’t let the staff rattle her.

      Suddenly, her eyes landed on the headlines. Now she didn’t just simmer silently. No, she actually exploded and went into a mini epileptic seizure, her hands fidgeting and her mouth gaping like a fish out of water, her brain trying to make sense of those words crawling across the headline.

      “Cla… Cla-rice…” She couldn’t even say her friend’s name properly, dribbling out the word in single syllables instead. “What in the chocolate fudge cake happened last night?”

      So she was on auto speed dial to Elise right away.

      “Hello,” Elise answered.

      “It’s me.”

      “Yes,” Elise said calmly. “You don’t usually call this early? What’s the emergency this time?”

      “It’s not just any emergency, E,” Whitney shouted into the phone. “Did you see the paper? Did you go online this morning?”

      “No, I’m busy with my flowers. What’s the gossip this time?”

      “It’s Clarice.” A note of panic and sheer surprise was evident in her voice.

      “Clarice?” Whitney heard a smash followed by many colorful curses before heavy breathing came on again.

      “What the cupcake just happened?” she asked her friend.

      “Sorry, I dropped my vase, but no matter. What happened to Clarice? Did she receive another award for her contribution to the community?”

      “No. The ba-by,” Whitney stressed.

      “The baby?”

      Whitney could imagine her friend’s scrunched-up face as she asked this.

      “Yes, the baby,” Whitney emphasized again, wanting to explain the situation, but nothing else would come out of her mouth.

      “What about the baby?” Elise’s calming voice asked again. Then Whitney heard flowers snipping in the background.

      “The baby isn’t Anton’s. It’s this Hunter guy’s instead.” There, she finally said it. And damn, she heard another smash of something in the background, followed by more colorful profanities. Must be another vase.

      “Whitney, tell me you’re lying, right? You mean to say Clarice didn’t sleep with Anton, but slept with some stranger instead?”

      “Not just some stranger, E. He’s the actual heir of Silverton Enterprises,” she explained as she read the wet newspaper.

      “You’re jesting with me, right? Tell me this is a joke.”

      “I’m not lying. Go online now,” Whitney instructed.

      After a few minutes of silence, her friend came back on.

      “We have to go to Clarice’s house right now,” Elise said in a panic.

      “Hell yes,” Whitney said, wedging her glasses back up her nose. Then she rushed off to her car again, her heels clip-clopping down the hallway like a witch making her departure from her lair.
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      Max was busy cooking on his billy with a sausage in his mouth when one of his friends came over, exclaiming that his cousin, Clarice, was all over the internet.

      “You’re kidding,” he said, laughing at his friend, not believing a single word. But when he saw the image of Clarice kissing Hunter, he almost flipped and was on the phone right away, but Clarice wouldn’t pick up. So he called Elise instead, who by this time had already received the news from Whitney. Since Max was stuck here on campus and wouldn’t be able to leave for a few days, he decided to call his cousin constantly. That would be the only way he could redeem himself.
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      As for Whitney and Elise, they both marched directly to Clarice’s house, only to find the door locked. Luckily, both had spare keys so they let themselves in and stalked to the second floor and banged on Clarice’s bedroom door.

      “Clarice, open this door right now,” Whitney shouted, her voice so loud even the dead would be awakened. “I know you’re in there, so open up. Time for some questioning.”

      “Go away. I don’t want to talk to anyone,” Clarice mumbled from under her duvet.

      “Clarice, open this door right now. We have to talk,” Whitney emphasized again.

      “There’s nothing to talk about, guys,” Clarice shouted back. “I want to sleep. Go home. We can talk later.”

      “No. We have to get this straightened out now,” Whitney shouted. “Who’s this Hunter you’ve kissed? I thought it was Anton?”

      “Does that mean the father of your baby is this Hunter guy?” Elise asked quietly.

      This prompted Clarice to open the door and stare at both of her friends with her puffy red eyes. “I don’t care anymore. I have my baby, so please, could you just leave me alone and go away?” she shouted, then shut the door in her friends’ faces.

      But Whitney was quick to wedge her foot in the door and shove her way in, followed closely by Elise.

      “Cupcake, your eyes.” Whitney came to hug her.

      “Oh, Clarice, let me get you a cup of soup,” Elise said, then went downstairs to raid her friend’s kitchen for that soup her friend liked whenever she was feeling down.

      “Tell me what happened,” Whitney prompted.

      All Clarice could do was wail like a baby on Whitney’s shoulder.

      “He confessed, Whitney,” Clarice said between her sobs. “He confessed.”

      “Who confessed?” Whitney asked, rubbing her friend’s back to soothe her.

      “Hunter!” Clarice cried even louder. “I can’t believe he confessed to me in front of everyone like that. He shouted out for the whole world to know. Now how am I going to show my face?”

      “Clarice, are you telling me it’s really this Hunter guy that slept with you and not Anton?”

      “Mmmm.” Clarice nodded and sneezed into the tissue Whitney gave her.

      By this time, Elise came back in with the cup of hot noodles for her.

      “Thanks, Elise. You always know what I need most.” Clarice sniffled, then started drinking her noodles, sighing in satisfaction before she rushed to the bathroom to empty her stomach again.

      Damn this morning sickness! Why now?

      “Clarice!” both her friends shouted at the same time, rushing to rub her back.

      Once her stomach was empty, she was tucked into bed with both her friends on either side. Then she explained the whole situation to her friends, why she was stuck in this state, her eyes puffed out like a bee had stung her.

      “Did Max call you?” Elise asked, holding her hand after Clarice completed her tale.

      “He did, but I ignored it. It’s great he’s still on campus because if I see him, I’ll strangle his neck for sure.”

      “Oh, Clarice, I’m sure he didn’t mean it like that,” Whitney said, rubbing her friend’s hand for comfort.

      “Has the witch gone all soft on little Max?” Clarice asked with a weak smile on her lips.

      “I know he loves you, that’s all. And he had the best intentions.”

      “I know.” Clarice sniffled again, but she willed herself not to cry. She was an adult after all. And adults don’t cry.

      “I agree with Whitney,” Elise said. “Are you going to hate him now?”

      “Of course not,” Clarice uttered, digging herself deeper into her pillows. “I’m just in my moment of madness right now. He’s still going to be my cousin after all. And to tell you the truth, I think it’s all my fault. I was the one who drummed it into you guys that I wanted Anton’s sperm. Max was just helping me out. Plus…”

      “Plus?” Both Whitney and Elise were intrigued.

      “Plus… I was too consumed with lust.”

      “What?” Whitney and Elise gaped in horror.

      “For real?” Whitney asked.

      “Yes.” Clarice nodded. “I couldn’t control myself. I should have realized something was off, but it didn’t register. And all this time, I thought it was always Anton.”

      “Wow, that’s a revelation,” Whitney commented.

      “So what about your baby, then?” Elise breached the subject that was on the tip of all of their tongues. “What are you going to do about it now, now that you know your baby belongs to this Hunter and not Anton?”

      “My baby will still be my baby,” Clarice answered. “My baby is still a part of me. So no matter what, I’ll still love my baby. Wasn’t that my goal from the very beginning?”

      “Oh, Clarice,” both her friends said happily.

      “Let me be your baby’s godmother,” Elise offered, happy that her friend didn’t inflict self-harm like she tried three and a half years ago.

      “Me too,” Whitney added.

      “Of course, of course,” Clarice said, smiling while receiving a crushing hug from her friends.

      “And… um… about Hunter, then?” Elise asked.

      Clarice paused. “What about Hunter?”

      “What are your feelings for him?”

      “Feelings?”

      What did she feel for Hunter? She knew she was attracted to him, but never in her life could she imagine him raising a child with her. And from the way he was calling her avocado all the time, there was no way he was in love with her. That night of passionate lovemaking back in Queenstown was a product of misunderstanding and lust. It would never amount to anything like love. Yes, she had decided. Her child would be hers alone. She would raise her child alone. If the father of her baby was a Casanova, she preferred not to have one at all. For the next seven months, her baby would be her first priority, the only thing that would occupy her thoughts.
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      This wasn’t how she envisioned her day. It was supposed to be filled with baby thoughts. Waking up to be bombarded by her friends was fine. Then having morning sickness was fine too, since it was the normal symptoms of pregnancy. But receiving the call from Anton’s assistant stating that the presentation she was to give that afternoon was to be postponed—it had ruined all her plans. And then the true icing on the cake, just to ruin her mood even further, she’d also discovered she was on the front cover of E Magazine, her face smooched up to Hunter’s.

      Ahhhhh. How embarrassing. Headache, headache, headache. It was all that Casanova’s fault. If he hadn’t blasted out his confession on the microphone for the whole world to hear, then she wouldn’t be in this predicament.

      But why was she blaming him? It was her fault too. If she hadn’t succumbed to his temptation that night, she wouldn’t be in this mess.

      Looking at her image now, she couldn’t believe how a desire for one single sperm ended up producing this kind of result.

      Why E Magazine? Why the world-renowned magazine? Now everyone was going to know she was that Casanova’s latest conquest. She was sure Hunter wouldn’t be affected by this drama since he was labeled the number one Casanova of the year in Australasia, but it was her, the innocent thirty-year-old woman who had always led a sheltered life. Now how was she to show her face? And what of her reputation? The dental community was a tightknit society, and one flicker of flame, like her news right now, would spread like wildfire, even across to Australia. And her parents, what would they think of her when they found out? Their only daughter was now some young man’s paramour.

      And then there was Max.

      Max, that rascal cousin of hers, had been texting her every three minutes, apologizing, and had even threatened that if she didn’t reply he would start calling instead.

      Ah, she doubted it. Max was away on campus, thank heavens. Otherwise, there would be no peace and quiet.

      Clarice massaged her temples to dispel the headache that was coming on.

      Baby thoughts, baby thoughts—she should focus on baby thoughts instead of this wasteful drama. What to buy? Where to buy? There were so many stores that sold baby accessories nowadays. Maybe she should start first with stocking up on nappies.

      Suddenly, her phone rang.

      “Cuz!”

      “What?”

      “I’m sorry.”

      “You’re forgiven.”

      Then she slammed the phone down.

      She swore if there were another distraction right now, she would breathe fire. Now back to baby thoughts and more massaging of her temples.

      Should I start buying those ABC books? Maybe I should start collecting them now so when my baby comes into the world, I’m all prepared. She chuckled at the thought.

      At that moment, the phone rang again. And she snapped.

      That’s it, Max. You’re getting it now.

      “What is it? Didn’t I tell you to leave me alone?”

      “Chantee, is that you?”

      Oh, help! It was her mum.

      “Mum, is that you?” She spoke softly again, remembering it was her mum and not her cousin that had caused this havoc.

      “Chantee, what happened?” her mum asked, her voice slightly breaking due to the phone service in the remote part of Cambodia. “How did you end up all over the internet?”

      My news is all over the internet now? She swallowed in fright.

      Of course, why wouldn’t her news be on the internet? It was the twenty-first century, for heaven sake. If her news had been published on E Magazine, of course the media would post it up online.

      How stupid can you get, Clarice? She whacked herself on the forehead.

      “What news are you talking about?” she asked her mum, hoping it wasn’t her news about Hunter’s confession.

      “About the heir to Silverton Enterprises,” her mum told her. “What’s all that about sleeping again?”

      Oh dear, how was she going to tell her mum this? She hadn’t even told her yet about her pregnancy and now this. But before she could control her mouth, it stupidly decided to surprise her by saying, “I’m in love, Mum, and we’re having a baby together.”

      Dear heavens, shut your mouth, Clarice!

      “You’re in love?” her mum asked in astonishment. “And a baby on the way too?”

      Oh God, oh God, Mum is going to lash out at me now.

      She sat swallowing, her throat dry, waiting for that impending moment when her mum would reprimand her for sleeping with a man before marriage, since this wasn’t the traditional Cambodian way, but all she heard was the sound of laughter and giggling.

      “Chantee, I’m so happy for you, honey.” Her mum laughed. “I can’t wait to get back home to see you.”

      “Mum, you’re not mad?” she asked cautiously, just in case it was all an act before her mum came out with a tsunami of advice about getting pregnant before marriage.

      “Why would I be mad?” her mum asked. “You’re at the age now where you can decide for yourself. All that matters now is you love him and are faithful to him and him to you, of course. Oh, and my first grandchild too. I’m so excited. I can’t wait to come back to see you, Chantee, but your father and I have to go to another village and won’t be back for another four months. Is that okay? Could the girls and Max look after you for me? I promise to be quick and come back to help you.”

      “Oh, Mum, I’m fine. I’m only four weeks pregnant now,” Clarice replied.

      “Yes. Oh, you take care, Chantee. I have to go now. Your father is urging me again. We have to hurry. I have to tell your father all about the good news. I wonder what’s on the agenda next. Marriage?” she heard her mum mutter to herself randomly. And then with a quick, “Bye, dear, and I can’t wait to meet your partner,” her mum was gone, leaving her with mountain-sized guilt when she realized she’d just lied to her mum about being in love with Hunter.

      Oh, this was bad. Really bad. How was she supposed to bear this weight of guilt on her shoulders?

      Clarice sat silently on the couch, staring out into space, assessing her feelings for Hunter, all thoughts of baby books vanished to the back of her mind. There was definitely no denying it. She had a strong craving for Hunter.

      Yes, it was lust. Pure hormones. A byproduct of her imbalanced hormones wreaking havoc because she was pregnant. But could it also be love?

      No, of course not. How could someone love someone that much younger than them? Well, age was no factor in general, but it was to her. She wanted her man to be older than her. Then there was also the time factor. They’d only known each other less than four months. It was way too short for her to develop any sort of deep affection for him, especially since she despised all men that were Casanovas.

      Speaking of Casanovas, that guy should be given a trophy. She couldn’t picture herself raising a child with the likes of him. One night here, one night there. Oh, it was too much of a headache. She was sure a person like Hunter wouldn’t want to bind himself to her just for the sake of their baby.

      Clarice calmed down and her gaze flittered to the front cover of E Magazine. Suddenly she had the urge to kiss Hunter, even in his picture.

      “Oh, it’s all because of you.” She jolted awake from her delirium and jabbed her finger at Hunter’s face on the magazine. “You! You! You! You’re the one who made me feel like this. You’re the one who made me lie to my parents, and now Mum expects me to introduce you to them. What am I going to do?” She fumed at the magazine. “It’s all your damn fault.” And then because she was so pissed off with her own behavior, she threw the magazine across the room, wishing it would burst into flames. Except it didn’t. It only lay neatly on the floor.

      “Arrgghhhh.” She stomped to the pick up the magazine again and tossed it out the window.

      Be gone! Out of my sight!

      But then she heard a loud cry from outside, like someone had been hit with a flying object.

      Who is it? Who’s out there?

      Wanting to know who had trespassed on her property, Clarice wandered to the open window and poked her head out. Her eyes scanned the surroundings. There was no one. Suddenly, she heard a knock on the door.

      “Who is it?” she called out.

      “It’s me, Hunter. Open the door.”

      “Hunter?” Her heart jumped when she heard his voice. She ran to the door and peeked through the eyehole. Standing there drumming his feet like patience wasn’t one of his virtues was that playboy in the flesh.

      Help! Her pulse just shot through the roof. No, I’m fine. I’m just fine. She calmed herself down. The door was between them so she should be fine. She should be safe from that indecent yearning.

      She inhaled deeply, trying to calm her breathing pattern, and then yelled through the door, “What the hell are you doing here?” Oh my Lord, I swear. “What do you want? You’ve caused me enough damage already. Go away.”

      “Clarice, open your door right now,” Hunter demanded impatiently, banging on the door again.

      “No!” she shouted back.

      “I said open this door,” Hunter demanded again. “If you don’t, I’m going to smash it open with my bare hands.”

      “As if.” She laughed, knowing full well that Hunter could never break through her front door. “That’s pure mahogany,” she shouted. “Now go away. I don’t ever want to associate with you again.”

      “Open this door right now, Clarice,” Hunter repeated, his voice increasing by another octave. When Hunter only heard her laughing, he shouted, “Fine, I’m going to smash open this door now.”

      “Go ahead. Smash it,” Clarice challenged.

      “Okay. Here goes,” Hunter said. “One! Two!”

      He’s really going to come in? Clarice blinked at the startling realization. That man isn’t lying?

      As she waited for the third number to be called out, all she received was the sound of the wind howling. She waited for four more seconds. Well? A little piece inside her felt disappointed, such a contrast to what she should be feeling, which was a sense of relief, knowing now he was gone.

      So Hunter is nothing but a little coward, she thought when she opened the door to confirm her suspicion. And she was right. Hunter was nowhere to be seen.

      All words but no action. Typical of a classic Casanova.

      “Huff,” she puffed out in annoyance. “Stupid Casanova.”

      As she was about to turn back into the house, a hand came over to clamp her mouth shut and pulled her back inside the house.

      “Let mmme go. I said let meee goooo.” Clarice managed to draw out her shout while being captured.

      Her captor wouldn’t let her go so she used the one ultimate woman strength she possessed: her teeth. Opening wide, she bit into flesh.

      “Owww,” her intruder howled. And when she turned around, it was none other than Hunter, standing right before her with no door or wall to separate them.

      Heaven help me! Like an unexpected shot jabbing into her forearm, she felt a sizzle electrocuting her when she looked at Hunter. This sensation tortured her so much that her heart jumped and started beating heavily against her ribcage, followed by a sudden yearning to touch those lips again.

      “Wh… what are you doing here? How did you get in?” she asked in surprise and agitation.

      “Your window, Avocado.” Hunter flicked his eyes to the open window while continuing to blow his hand gently. “God, you have such sharp fangs.”

      “I am a periodontist.”

      “More like a vampire lusting for her mate.”

      “What did you say?” she scolded. “And what are you doing here? I don’t remember giving you permission to enter my property. Didn’t I tell you I don’t want to see you again? You have embarrassed me enough.”

      “I’m here to claim what is rightfully mine. And I’m taking it with me,” Hunter declared.

      “What is rightfully yours?” she asked, aghast. “What belongs to you in this house?”

      “My baby,” he announced.

      Clarice gasped for breath.

      His baby? What does that Casanova mean by his baby? As in his baby in my womb?

      A sudden pink blush blossomed on her cheeks once she realized what he meant. Now wait a minute…

      “Your baby?” She giggled like she found the whole subject funny, which in truth, she was just trying to hide the uneasy feeling gnawing at her. That was so unexpected. Never in a million years could she imagine Hunter spouting a line like that. “Excuse me? But this baby belongs to me. And my baby stays with me.”

      No way, José, not in a million years would she give up her baby just because Hunter said so.

      “Well, then you’re coming with me,” Hunter said instead and went to grab her hand, dragging her towards the door again.

      “Wait! What? With you? Where?”

      “To my apartment.”

      “To do what?” she asked, astonished.

      “To live there, of course. So we can look after our baby together,” Hunter explained.

      Clarice was shocked silent for a full minute. Then she shook her head when she realized Hunter was still holding her hand. “Let my hand go.”

      She swatted away his hand. Just touching Hunter already caused her hands to heat up. She couldn’t imagine what would happen if she were to stay with him like he proposed. She wiped her warm hands uneasily and looked directly at him. “What are you proposing?”

      “I’m proposing we cohabitate so our baby can benefit from having both parents together.”

      “No, I will not be moving out of my house. You have no right to interfere in my life. Plus, we will not cohabitate. I am no animal. Now leave.”

      No way, no way in hell could she cohabitate with Hunter. Just staring at him standing in her house made her go all gooey inside. How was she to handle herself if she moved in with Hunter too? Wouldn’t she just want to tie him up and kiss him silly? Now she felt like a dominatrix and this just shocked her.

      “If you don’t leave with me, then there’s no way around it,” Hunter declared.

      Clarice smiled in victory. Thank heavens, he gives—

      “I’m moving in.” Hunter burst her bubble.

      What… what… whaaat?

      Clarice was shaking like a leaf. If her body were a washing machine, she would be on the spin cycle by now. But she composed herself, and with a firm determined stride, she walked to him and poked him in the chest. “Did you hit your head so hard last night that you’ve got a concussion? You are not moving into my house.”

      “But I am moving in,” Hunter repeated firmly.

      “No. No, you are not. You can’t,” Clarice repeated. She was starting to get irritated with him. Why won’t he listen? “Listen, Hunter. I will not allow some man I don’t know to live with me. I will not be paying extra money feeding another person.”

      “But you do know me. We slept together that night in Queenstown.”

      Why did Hunter have to remind her of that accident? If she hadn’t slept with him, they wouldn’t be having this conversation in the first place.

      “So what? It was an accident,” she said through gritted teeth.

      “So then I’ll pay for board. Since you’re so concerned with money. I have plenty.”

      The mention of money caught her off guard. Not that she was greedy or anything, but she wasn’t an extravagantly rich person like he was, born with a silver spoon in his mouth. No way would she allow someone to live in her house for free. She had to think about the hot water she had to pay for.

      “How much will you be paying?”

      “Two hundred?”

      “That much? Why don’t you go back to live in your own apartment?”

      “Okay, four hundred, then.”

      “And food?”

      “And food too, then. I’ll put in an extra two hundred for food each week. How’s that sound?”

      “Well, it is very tempting…” Wait, what am I thinking? She almost let him lure her into accepting his offer for the sake of an extra six hundred dollars in her bank account every week. “No, no. That’s not it. You’re not getting the point. I can raise my child by myself. There’s no need for your help.”

      Hunter had enough. Here he’d come all the way to her house to propose this deal to her for the sake of their baby. He’d even offered to pay for boarding. What else did she want? He knew all too well what it was like not to have a complete family. He didn’t want his child to grow up like him. Living with a single parent was very heart-wrenching for any child. He didn’t want his child to experience that too. Plus, there was also the fact that he had come to like Clarice. He didn’t know when that feeling had started, but after their mistaken night together in Queenstown, he couldn’t stop thinking about her. Even in his dreams, he couldn’t escape her clutches. And despite not knowing she was his mysterious goddess, he still yearned for her.

      The idea of cohabiting with Clarice emerged as he was looking through Winton’s tablet. No matter how many times he told himself it was a ridiculous idea and there were other means to solve this particular problem, his heart and brain wouldn’t let the idea drop. Inside, he felt a sudden burst of happiness at the thought of living with her, to share the same food, the same living space, and maybe the same bed. And so here he was, proposing to her that they live together.

      But why was she being so stubborn? He was a hot guy, a rich, hot guy, who every girl on the planet wanted a piece of. And news like this, if he were to propose to another girl, would spread like wildfire. All the girls would pretend to be pregnant with him just so they could live with him.

      Clarice was running through basically the same train of thought. Why did Hunter deliver this proposition? No matter how many times she asked herself this, she couldn’t find the answer. The only answer she got when she lifted her eyes from the carpet was the intense electric charge running through her being. And of course, the sudden desire to jump on him and kiss him senseless.

      “You can’t,” she said, looking everywhere but his eyes. If she allowed him to live with her, she might as well declare herself insane and check herself into the mental institution. Hunter was a complete threat to her wellbeing and her sanity.

      “Shouldn’t you be happy that I’m taking responsibility?” Hunter asked. “And for God’s sake, look at me when I’m talking.” He held her face between his palms.

      “I don’t need you to take responsibility. I’m capable of looking after my own baby.”

      “Well, too bad. The baby is half mine.”

      Hunter had his eyes locked with hers, and then like magic he was pulled into that string of desire again, watching her tongue poked out to wet those lush ruby lips. Without realizing, his face moved ever so closer towards her, until…

      “Let go of my face.” Clarice yanked Hunter’s hands off her cheeks, allowing her heart to beat normally again.

      That was close, too close for her liking. It was like she was being pulled by an unknown force and was leaning into him unintentionally. Turning her back to him, she spoke. “Haven’t I told you already? The baby is mine. I didn’t want your sperm. I wanted your cousin’s sperm. But somehow my rascal cousin got you mixed up. So there.”

      Hunter stomped to her and twirled her around to face him. He invaded her private space until his nose was only an inch from hers and then he hissed into her face, “Too bad. You’ve gotten me.”

      “Argh, get out.” Clarice plastered her palm in his face and shoved him away. There was no point in arguing with him anymore. If she allowed him to continue with this useless conversation, her temper would surely explode. “It’s impolite to stay in someone’s house without their permission. So go. I’m relieving you of your responsibility.”

      “I don’t—”

      Flash!

      Hunter was suddenly blinded by white flashes reflected from the window.

      “Wait, what was that?” He immediately pulled Clarice into his arms, holding her protectively, while his eyes scanned from left to right in search of the perpetrator lurking in the shadows.

      Damn, he knew for sure it must be one of those annoying paparazzi hoping to get some sweet photos of him and Clarice for their next big feature.

      “What?” Clarice asked, wide-eyed, gripping Hunter’s sleeve.

      “Someone is taking pictures of us. I bet it’s one of those paparazzi again.” He cursed.

      “Then get out quickly.” Clarice pushed him away when she realized she was using his body as her shield. “I don’t want to be on the front page again.”

      “Then you have to let me stay. If they see me leave your house now, they’ll assumed we’re lovers, and when they find out you’re pregnant with my baby too…”

      Hunter left it at that. He hadn’t a clue as to what the paparazzi would do. But when he saw Clarice’s stark-white face and big, round frightened eyes, his face stretched in a big fat grin. He knew she was stuck in his trap. He had to thank that stalker later, but right now, he used this situation to his advantage. He decided to blackmail her, conning her into letting him stay, even if it was just for the night.

      “So you better let me stay tonight. Otherwise—”

      “Fine!” Clarice finally gave in. One night with Hunter should be okay. She could control herself. She could even lock herself in her room. That way she could prevent herself form attacking Hunter in his sleep. “You can stay. For one night only. And under one condition.” She smiled like a sly cat.

      “What is it?”

      “You sleep on the couch.”

      “On the couch? But?”

      “Take it or leave.”

      “Fine by me,” Hunter said, agreeing on the spot. Tonight he’d sleep on the couch; tomorrow night he’d sleep in her bed. All he had to do was con her again. He smiled slyly at his intended plan. And then he kissed her, smack on her lips.

      Did… did that Casanova just kiss me?

      Clarice was so shocked she neglected to notice Hunter walking outside to retrieve his suitcase from the car.

      Oh, heaven help me. What am I going to do with Hunter living under the same roof as me? And then the startling conclusion dawned on her. The definition of cohabitation was “to live together in a sexual relationship, especially when not legally married.”

      She smacked herself on the forehead. Did I just agree to have sexual relations with Hunter for the sake of our baby? Even for one night?

      Hell no! Lock the door now and throw the key out the window.
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      Cohabiting with Clarice wasn’t supposed to be this uncomfortable, Hunter thought as he smashed the lumpy, rock-hard pillow with his fist a few times when it still refused to give him the comfort he craved. And the couch was the same, hard as a piece of wood.

      “Argh,” he growled, frustrated with his sleeping arrangement. God, he was so damn uncomfortable. He was sure to have a crick in his neck in the morning. Then he hit the pillow with his fist again before tossing and trying to sleep in a different position.

      It was no use, absolutely no use. His body was made only for the luxury a soft, feathery bed could provide.

      Shit! He should have brought his custom-made pillow with him. At least that would be soft enough to sleep on, not this lump of rock. Then he smiled as he remembered a certain soft pillow he could get access to at this time of night.

      Hunter took out his cell phone and checked the time—1:30 a.m. Perfect. Clarice would be asleep by now. He could maybe tiptoe into her room and sleep with her for maybe a good six hours before coming back downstairs to pretend to sleep on the couch. Wasn’t that what his intention was in the beginning, so he could sleep with her again?

      Yes. He smiled. So with that thought in mind, he tiptoed to her bedroom upstairs and turned the doorknob.

      Shit, she locked the door.

      He tried the knob a few more times just to make sure it wasn’t just his eagerness to sleep with her and he’d misjudged the locked door, but no, the damn door was still locked.

      Fantastic, Hunter! Just bloody fantastic! Now he was condemned to sleeping on that rock for the rest of the night. The thought wasn’t tempting at all.

      Feeling defeated, he hung his head low and, with his shoulders sagged, headed back downstairs to the stiff plank-like couch, hoping to get in some sleep while waiting for dawn to arrive.
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      “Ahem…” Clarice pretended to cough to wake Hunter up. The damn man sleeps like a log, she thought. No, he looked more like a dog, a shaggy blond dog that sleeps like a log. Even when she came downstairs early this morning to make breakfast, all the while banging and turning her whole kitchen upside down in hopes he would wake up and leave her house, he still didn’t stir.

      Coughing louder, she still couldn’t rouse him.

      This called for drastic measures.

      “Hunter, wake up!” she shouted into his ear.

      “What? How? Who? When?” Hunter jolted upright, then slumped back on the couch and fell promptly back to sleep.

      My God, what was this man made of? It was already 7:30 a.m. What was he doing? Sleeping the day away? Even though she didn’t have work today, she still needed to go grocery shopping. So the sooner Hunter left, the sooner she could get the shopping done.

      “Hunter!” Clarice shouted loud enough to wake the dead.

      “No, Betty. Wake me at noon,” Hunter moaned in his sleep. “Want to sleep a bit more.”

      “Betty?” she exclaimed. “Who’s Betty?”

      Clarice straightened herself, coughing again.

      “Dori, not yet. I want to sleep a bit more. Too sleepy.”

      My God! This man! She gasped as she came to the startling conclusion.

      She just couldn’t believe her ears. How could she sleep with him back in Queenstown? He had his own harem of women to cater to all his needs. First it was Betty and now it’s Dori. His women were countless.

      Clarice was all riled up at this knowledge and was about to bonk Hunter on the head when a wave of lust hit her like a speeding train.

      My gosh, heaven help me.

      Clarice moved back a bit and bit her lip. This wasn’t good. She was just like one of his women, affected by his male pheromone.

      No, it’s not. She debated with herself. It’s just my pregnancy hormones going haywire. Hunter is just hot. That’s why I’m in this bizarre condition. It’s best if I stay far away from him.

      So she tried testing that safe distance. After walking backwards and forward, she came to the conclusion that three meters was the perfect distance for her body to behave normally.

      Then another problem cropped up. How was she to wake Hunter when he was so far away?

      Being the bright girl she was, an idea popped into her head, and she smiled, going to the closet where she kept all her cleaning supplies. Picking up the long broomstick, she went back into the lounge, and making sure that she was a good three meters away, she poked Hunter in the ribs.

      “Oh, what the hell!” Hunter jolted upright, his eyes flying open, now fully awake.

      “About time.” Clarice heaved a sigh of relief. “Now do get dressed and proceed out the front door,” she instructed with her broomstick in hand, pointing it directly to the exit.

      Hunter didn’t pay any heed to her words. He was too mesmerized by the sight of Clarice’s curvaceous body early this morning. My God, she looked amazing in that dress. Do all pregnant women look this sexy? Or was it just Clarice in particular? Did she just turn sexy overnight?

      “Hunter, did you not hear what I said?” Clarice shouted again. Hunter looked like he was still in a dream, staring at her.

      Hunter smiled like the Cheshire Cat. “Is that any way to wake the father of your child?” He just couldn’t help teasing her this morning. Somehow, just seeing her affected by his presence really turned him on.

      “Excuse me?” She scoffed, gawking at his strange behavior at this early hour. “When…?”

      Hunter decided at that moment to sit up. As soon as his feet hit the floor, Clarice jumped back a meter.

      “What?” Hunter asked when he saw her reaction. “Why are you so far away from me? Scared I might eat you?”

      “Yes.” Wait, did I just say that out loud?

      “Don’t worry. If I wanted to eat you, I would have done so last night.” He smirked.

      Damn! Why did he have to mention last night? If only the door wasn’t locked, then he would’ve had his soft pillow to sleep on already. Blast, he could feel his neck muscles aching already. He might need to go see a therapist after this.

      “Stop smiling like a cat with a bird. I think it’s about time you get out.” Clarice held the broom in defense mode, just in case Hunter advanced towards her. If he did, then bam! A bump would appear on his head.

      “Are you going to hit me with that broom, Avocado?” Hunter’s voice shattered her illusion and brought her back to reality.

      “That’s just in case you do anything nasty,” she said squarely.

      “Like I want to.” Hunter lied while his hands moved to massage his strained neck.

      “Then get out.” Clarice pointed to the door again.

      “I will. You don’t have to keep telling me,” he snapped. He wasn’t happy that he had to leave already. His plan of having a good night’s sleep on her soft lap was looking dimmer and dimmer as the sun shone brighter and brighter. “Have to think of another way to stay,” he mumbled to himself.

      “What are you muttering about now?”

      “What? No, nothing.” And then a thought struck him. “I was just thinking it would be great if you let the father of your child stay a little longer. At least to freshen up and eat breakfast.” Yes, killing two birds with one stone. If he could at least have a shower to relieve his aching muscles and stay with Clarice a bit longer, he would be on cloud nine.

      “You’re lucky I’m feeling generous this morning. Yes, you may use the shower and share my breakfast, but once you’ve eaten, out you go.”

      Hunter mischievously stepped closer to Clarice and snatched the broomstick from her hand. “Are you really sure you want me to leave?” he teased.

      “Of course. Now go and freshen up or leave now.”

      “Okay. But aren’t you going to give the father of your child a good morning kiss?”

      “What?” Clarice shouted. “As if. Now go!”

      Clarice had enough of Hunter teasing her. Plus, she hadn’t a lot of time for dilly-dallying. She needed to go grocery shopping, and if she were to delay that task, she was sure it would be noon before she could get any shopping done. So with all of her might, she pushed Hunter upstairs. Hunter, though, was having too much fun teasing her, so he continued to play their little game. He dug his heels into the floor, preventing his body from moving forward. But when he saw Clarice huffing and puffing from exertion, he reluctantly obliged and went upstairs willingly.

      Still laughing, Hunter went into the guest bedroom. Just as fast as his fit of laughter came on, it dissipated.

      “Oi, Clarice, come here. What’s the meaning of this?” Hunter shouted from above.

      Clarice, who was busy cooking her breakfast, stormed all the way upstairs.

      What’s with all the ruckus now? she wondered. She should’ve bonked his head way before he woke up. At least that way she could have some peace and quiet. But it wasn’t likely to happen now.

      “What?” she asked as soon as she got upstairs.

      “How can you let me sleep on the couch when there’s a perfectly made bed here?” Hunter accused her.

      Clarice looked at the available bed in the guest room. She turned back to Hunter and said, “Not allowed.”

      “Why? I’m a guest, aren’t I?”

      “No, you’re an intruder.”

      “So? You allowed me to stay.”

      “On the condition that you sleep on the couch, and you agreed.”

      “But that’s because I didn’t know you had an extra bed. Now I have a sore neck. I can’t move. I have to go to physio to get it looked at. It’s all your fault.”

      “No. It’s your own fault. You’re the one who invited yourself to stay here.”

      “That’s because I’m a man who owns up to his responsibility.”

      “Why are we arguing over something that can’t be changed? It’s already done. Go take your shower.”

      “Bossy!” Hunter muttered under his breath before heading into the bathroom.

      Clarice could only shake her head at Hunter’s childish antics. It was like she was talking to a five-year-old child. Complaining about having a sore neck just because he had to sleep on the couch. Boo-hoo. What kind of man is he if he can’t even take that much hardship? And here he says he’s a man who owns up to his responsibility. Shush. What a pack of lies!

      Clarice was about to turn and head back downstairs when another alarming shout from Hunter made her rush back into the guest room. And what did she see upon arrival but Hunter holding her father’s clothing in his hand, with a scolding look on his face.

      “Who are all these clothes for? Are you having an affair behind my back?” He accused.

      “What?” She was flabbergasted. That man! How could he accuse her of sleeping with another man? She was a virgin after all, until she gave him her prized possession. “Those clothes you’re holding belonged to my dad. He comes to visit me sometimes.”

      “Oh, right. Sorry.” Hunter managed to look apologetic, but then his eyes landed on brightly colored Spiderman boxers near the guest wardrobe. His eyes snapped back to Clarice and he gave her another accusing glare. “You are having an affair. Even your dad wouldn’t wear this.”

      “They’re Max’s.”

      “Oh.”

      “Any more questions?”

      “No, that’s all.”

      Hunter couldn’t help the grin that appeared on his face. When he saw the men’s clothing in the closet, he almost had a heart attack. He’d thought Clarice might have other men sleeping in her house. But now after her explanation, he realized she was the same innocent, sweet, but slightly spicy woman he’d come to know. Overcome by this joy, he abruptly hugged her.

      “Let me go, Hunter,” Clarice demanded, struggling within his hold. She didn’t like being hugged by Hunter. Her hormones were going haywire again and she must stop her body from reacting before it was too late.

      “Sure,” Hunter said casually, letting her go. But instead, he kissed her cheek and strolled off to the bathroom.

      “You!” Clarice was at a loss for words.

      “I’m having a shower, Avocado. But if you wanna join me, I’ll be more than pleased.”

      “Over my dead body.”

      Hunter watched Clarice stomp back downstairs, her lips pursed in a tight, thin line. He couldn’t help but chuckle as he closed the door behind him. That woman would be the end of him. He didn’t need another woman to entertain him ever again.

      As he was about to take off his clothing in preparation for the shower, he spotted something hanging on the shower rail. His eyes zoomed in on that particular article of clothing that clearly belonged to Clarice. Immediately, a large grin appeared on his face, stretching from ear to ear. And then he started laughing until his body was shaking.

      So that’s her size, he thought as he lost himself to another fit of laughter.
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      It was only May, but New Zealand kissed autumn farewell quite early this year and welcomed winter this morning. Clarice shivered slightly and turned on the heat pump to full, emitting soft, warm air around the room. She had to tell herself it wasn’t because of Hunter, that he might be cold after his shower, but it was because she was cold.

      Since knowing she was pregnant, she’d begun to notice she was sensitive to so many things. Reacting to Hunter’s outburst was one of them. The chill down her spine was another.

      Thoughts of Hunter flittered through her mind. What was his motive for wanting to stay with her last night? Luckily, she’d locked her door so Hunter couldn’t get in. But she knew inside that it wasn’t Hunter she couldn’t trust. It was herself. Being pregnant in this state, she knew she was vulnerable to so many things, and Hunter was her biggest weakness.

      “So warm in here.”

      And speaking of the devil, he appeared.

      Clarice was shocked to see Hunter’s face cleanly shaven. He looked handsome. But the worse bit was…

      What was he wearing? Or rather, what was he not wearing?

      “Why are you wearing the bath towel around your waist? Go put on some clothes.”

      “No, it’s warm in here. And I like my skin to dry naturally.”

      “No, go put on some clothes now. I don’t want my neighbors to see a naked man parading around my house.”

      “You can always close the curtains. That would prevent anyone from seeing me.”

      Oh, she had just about enough of this man. She dragged Hunter all the way back upstairs and told him to stay put. She rummaged through his belongings to find him some suitable clothing to wear.

      For goodness sakes! What is he doing? Does he want me to have a heart attack or something? Why did he have to appear in only a towel? Does he not know I’m weak to his beauty?

      “Put on these clothes, then come downstairs.” She handed him a pair of jeans and a white T-shirt.

      Hunter only grinned and saluted at her. “Yes, Madam Avocado.”

      She ignored him and went back downstairs to finish breakfast.

      “So what do you think this time? Do I look presentable now?”

      Clarice glanced up at the sound of Hunter’s voice and she almost had the wind knocked out of her.

      Why the devil does he have to look so hot? It’s a sin. No normal man could sport a pair of old faded jeans and a plain T-shirt like this.

      That plain white T-shirt hugged his body to perfection, showing of his flat, juicy abs and taut but muscular, lean body. And those jeans, my God! Hunter should just sign his name on the CK website and get advance payment because there was no denying those legs were to die for.

      Oh heaven, I’m in trouble now. I’m lusting over young Hunter. A cougar lusting over young Hunter. I should stop staring right now. I should really blink right now. But I can’t. Hunter just looks so… so…

      “So hot!” she blurted out.

      “What? Did you say I look hot?”

      “What? No. I’m referring to the room. I think I turned up the heat pump too high.” She lied and then made her escape to turn down the heat.

      “Oh. For a minute there I thought you said I looked hot.” Hunter chuckled and began rubbing his hair dry.

      “In your dreams!” she couldn’t help but retort.

      Clarice made quick work of their breakfast, chopping up the fried eggs on the chopping board, although once in a while she would steal a few glances Hunter’s way when she was sure he wasn’t looking.

      Hunter had to chuckle to himself. What was she pretending to be? A ninja? If she wanted to look at him, she should just look. His beauty was to be shared. He wasn’t stingy in that aspect. In fact, he’d been around enough women to know when they looked at him like that, they were simply captivated by him. He guessed what she didn’t know was that he too was captivated by her. And right now, his eyes were zoning in. Not her face in particular, but another part of her anatomy.

      “So what are they made of?”

      “Eggs,” Clarice replied.

      “No. I mean your… um… your…” Hunter couldn’t say the word. He could only stare at them, mesmerized. They were so cute and adorable, so round and perfect, just like two soup bowls that would fit perfectly in his palms.

      Clarice was starting to get ticked off. What was Hunter referring to? And was it her imagination or was Hunter really staring at her chest? Upon further observation, she found he really was staring at her breasts.

      “Hunter!” she snapped.

      “What!” Hunter barked.

      “Stop staring at my breasts.”

      “Sorry. Just couldn’t help it. They just look so perfect.”

      “Hunter!” she growled.

      “What?” He chuckled.

      “Stop laughing. What’s so funny?”

      “I never realized you’re a C-cup.”

      “Hunter!” she warned.

      “Sorry, sorry. I’ll stop laughing now.”

      “And stop looking too.”

      “Yes, sure. I won’t look at your C-cup breasts.”

      “Hunter…” She gritted her teeth to prevent herself from yelling at him again. It wasn’t good for her health. But Hunter didn’t seem to care. He was outlandishly laughing right in front of her just to piss her off. “I said stop laughing at my breasts.”

      “I’m sorry,” he apologized after his fit of laughter. “I just never realized they were that big. You sure you didn’t get plastic surgery or anything? Usually, Asian women have small breasts.”

      “Shut. Up.”

      “Thought they were much smaller, what with all those clothes you’re covered in all the time.”

      “If you don’t shut up right now, I’m going to send you home without breakfast.”

      “Okay, sorry, sorry. I’ll zip my mouth now.”

      Hunter gestured a zipping motion over his lips and tried to stay silent, but the grin on his face just wouldn’t disappear. Once or twice, he flicked his eyes to her breasts and wished Clarice would stop acting all tough so he could kiss her again. Trying to distract himself from thinking about her body any further, he turned his attention to the food at hand.

      “So what’re you making?” he asked, this time his attention on the food in front of him instead of Clarice’s anatomy.

      “Rice porridge.”

      “It looks like rice glue to me.”

      “If you can’t stomach that, then don’t eat it.”

      “Sorry, sorry. I’ll eat it,” he said. After another spell of silence, he opened his mouth again. “So do all Cambodians eat these kinds of breakfasts?”

      “I don’t know. I was brought up with rice porridge for breakfast. Plus, I like it.”

      “Okay. I’m very eager to try it, then,” Hunter said.

      When the food was cooked, he grabbed a bowl and spooned some for himself. “Mmmmm. Not bad. But it tastes a bit bland, don’t you think?”

      “It’s supposed to taste bland. You’re supposed to eat it with salted fish or eggs to help enhance the flavor. That’s why I’ve fried the eggs.”

      “Oh.” Hunter nodded, then went back to his chair.

      With a bowl of porridge in front of him, the plate of shredded fried eggs positioned at the center of the table, and Clarice sitting in front of him, Hunter couldn’t help that nostalgic feeling welling inside him.

      “Don’t you think we’re like a family already?” he asked Clarice while spooning the rice porridge into his mouth.

      Clarice eyed Hunter suspiciously. “How so?”

      “Like this.” He gestured to his surroundings. “You sitting in front of me, having breakfast, and I’m talking to you about random stuff like breasts and bra size.”

      Clarice wanted to drum Hunter’s head for bringing up that topic again, but he did have a point. Strangely, the atmosphere had somehow changed. Yes, she did feel it. It was a homey feeling. The only time Clarice had ever dined with anyone during her morning meal was when her parents were here, or whenever Max decided to stay over, but to have another man inside her house like this, sharing her meal, it did feel kind of cozy.

      Ring! Ring! Ring! Ring!

      “Oh Shit. Sorry. My phone.” Hunter excused himself and picked up his phone. Pressing his ear close, he spoke. “Hello.”

      Fern’s voice came on the other end of the line immediately. “Hunter, how’s everything? Fern is worried. How’s Clarice? Did you get to talk to her?”

      Hunter flicked his eyes to Clarice who was eating her rice porridge. She wore a grouchy mask, her lips pressed into a thin line, and she was stabbing her spoon into the porridge every so often.

      Why was Clarice acting like that? Maybe she was having one of her mood swings again. All pregnant women go through mood swings like candy floss. So he dismissed the thought and turned back to Fern.

      “Don’t worry. I’m doing well.”

      “How’s Clarice, though?”

      “She…” He flicked his gaze to Clarice again. She still had on her grouchy mask. A sudden impulse to tease her washed over him. With a broad smile on his handsome face and his eyes still on her, he spoke. “Don’t worry. Everything is under control. I have it all sorted. It’s you, sweetheart, that I’m worried about. You have to take care of yourself. I’ve missed you like crazy.”

      It was like lightning was about to strike and a storm was about to erupt because once he said the word sweetheart, Clarice’s face contorted into a steaming volcano. The result far exceeded his expectation. Clarice was jealous. That’s why she had on that grouchy mask. And so, to end this charade with perfect closure, he said, “Bye for—”

      He didn’t get to finish his sentence. The phone was literally snatched from his fingers and was now safely in Clarice’s pocket.

      “No talking on the phone while having meals. This is one of my house rules. Now eat.”

      “And my phone?”

      “I’m confiscating it for now.”

      Homey feeling. Clarice fumed. Homey feeling my backside. What a contradiction. Before, he was talking about feeling like a family and now, not a minute later, he was talking to one of his girlfriends. Tsk! What did she expect? He was a Casanova after all.

      Hunter only held a bemused expression as he watched Clarice shove more rice porridge into her mouth. In a flirtatious tone, he said, “You know I was talking to someone important. Why did you snatch the phone?”

      No reply. More rich porridge shoved into her mouth.

      “When can I have my phone back?”

      Still no reply. More rice porridge into her mouth.

      “By any chance are you jealous?”

      Clarice dropped her spoon, snapped her eyes to Hunter, and gnashed out, “Enough talking. Get out of my house.”

      “But I haven’t finished eating yet.”

      “Doesn’t matter. Get out. Now!”

      Hunter didn’t even get to put on his boots before the door was slammed shut behind him.

      “Oh, grouchy,” he muttered to himself. Next time, he would be sure to remember to never, ever play this trick on Clarice again. Especially during the early morning like this. Or else he’d suffer the consequences of having no breakfast. But it did please him to know Clarice held some sort of affection for him.

      Back inside the house, Clarice closed her eyes and tried to calm her breathing.

      That stupid Casanova! Why did he have to talk about his woman when she was starting to feel all warm and cozy inside?

      “Argh,” she growled in annoyance. “You’re a strong woman, Clarice. Wasn’t that your plan from the very beginning? You don’t need a man like him to look after your child.”

      To calm herself down, Clarice started cleaning the dirty dishes. Domestic work always helped settle her nerves. Once everything was neat and tidy, she locked the door and departed for the grocery store.

      Was it just her imagination that she kept seeing Hunter wherever she went? Maybe she was really obsessed with him, and she kept seeing glimpse of him everywhere, even in this supermarket.

      Shaking her head to rid herself of his image, she picked up a bottle of milk and was about to put it in her trolley when she saw—

      Soy milk? She didn’t pick up any soy milk. So why were there three cartons of soy milk in her trolley?

      Shaking her head again, she went to put the three cartons of soy milk back in its place, but when she returned, there was another set of three soy milk cartons in her trolley again. And this time, there were also a bag of carrots and a bag of red tomatoes.

      Dear heaven! Had she lost her memory? Or had she gone senile already?

      She liked the carrots, so they could stay, but as for the tomatoes, no, she didn’t like them. So with the three cartons of milk and tomatoes in hand, she went back to return them to their original aisle. This time when she came back, she knew it wasn’t her mind that had gone senile. Someone was deliberately playing with her. And she didn’t like it one bit. In her trolley now there were a bag of tomatoes and yellow and green capsicums.

      All right! Who’s playing cat and mouse with me?

      She snapped up her head and surveyed her surroundings, scanning for any suspicious person that might be lurking behind the tall shelves.

      Clarice was right. Someone was playing a game with her, someone who was lurking behind in confectionery aisle. And that someone just happened to be Hunter, who was thinking he was doing an excellent job hiding his massive frame between the thin aisles, when in actual fact he was doing an awful job. His long, lean legs were visible to anyone who happened to walk across. When he saw Clarice going back to put the soy milk and tomatoes in their designated places, he got another bag of tomatoes and a carton of soy milk ready. When she was out of sight, he crept over, then deposited the items in Clarice’s trolley.

      “Hunter!”

      The voice trapped him mid-action.

      “Hey, Avocado.” Hunter laughed uneasily when he saw Clarice marching towards him. “Fancy seeing you here. I didn’t know you were shopping.”

      Clarice came up to Hunter and poked him in the chest. “So it was you all along. Why are you putting these foods in my trolley?”

      “Oh, I did?” Hunter scratched his head, feigning ignorance. “Sorry, I thought this trolley was mine.”

      “Well, now that you know it’s not, go get your own.”

      “Oh, well, actually, they ran out of trolleys.” He fired another excuse.

      “So you’re using mine?” Clarice drummed her foot on the linoleum, not believing a single word that came out of Hunter’s mouth.

      “Yeah,” Hunter said, nodding nimbly.

      He is such a bad liar, Clarice thought. Even she could tell that he was lying. He was fidgeting nonstop and he couldn’t stand still for one second.

      “What a lame excuse. Do you think I believe that? Put these away now. I don’t want them in my trolley,” she said.

      “Look. I’m sorry. Okay? Just don’t put them back.” Hunter held on to the food items as if they were precious gold, pressing them inside the trolley so Clarice couldn’t get her hands on them.

      “Why? I don’t like tomatoes. I only need one carton of soy milk. Why are you putting all these foods in my trolley? If you’re planning on buying them yourself, then we have to separate them.”

      “No,” Hunter admitted loudly. “They’re for you.”

      “Like I said, I—”

      “They’re good for our baby,” Hunter blurted out. “I read it in a book somewhere that as a pregnant woman, you have to eat your fill of vegetables. Red, orange, yellow, and green.”

      “So you decide to go for a bag of red tomatoes, orange carrots, and yellow and green capsicums?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Ha!” Clarice scoffed at Hunter, but in fact, she was simply hiding her smile. A little piece of her heart swelled up at the knowledge that Hunter took such great care in researching pregnancy.

      “I’m glad you’re happy now,” Hunter interjected, pushing the trolley along as Clarice started walking. Clarice could only shake her head at that and smile. “And I’m sorry about this morning.”

      “This morning?” she asked, turning to look at Hunter. “What happened this morning?”

      “This morning. You know. I’m sorry I looked at your breasts.”

      “Hunter!” She gasped and looked around in embarrassment. “Why did you need to blurt out something random like that? Don’t say such things in public.”

      “Okay. I’m sorry. But I promise I won’t look at your breasts anymore until you let me.”

      “Stop saying the word breast,” she hissed.

      And true to his words, Hunter did stop spouting that destructive B-word. In fact, Hunter was now like a big golden retriever loyally following his master. The master at hand happened to be Clarice, who was busy picking and putting items into the trolley as her golden retriever trotted happily behind.

      Upon approaching one particular aisle, Hunter glanced around and saw an item that he thought might be useful to Clarice when their baby came along. Not sure if he should ask, he mumbled and twitched until he could no longer ignore the burning question and interrupted Clarice.

      “Clarice?”

      Clarice, who was basking in her happiness, was only too willing to turn to the man who was following closely behind. She couldn’t fathom that this blond Greek god, the man every single female in the entire store was gawking at, was giving her this much attention. She was so happy that her body felt like it was a giant feather, floating away in the air. She knew it was early yet, but it seemed like there was a subtle change in Hunter’s behavior. This made her smile a permanent feature on her face. But upon seeing his troubled expression, his eyes nervously skittering about, she got worried.

      “Hunter, what’s wrong?”

      Hunter was deliberately avoiding making eye contact with her. He continued to nervously look around the place, glancing at different people walking past them. Clarice didn’t like this reaction. What was troubling him? Was he sick? Maybe he was hungry.

      “Hunter, tell me,” she prompted.

      “I know you don’t want me to speak the word, but I need to ask you something.” Hunter fished for reassurance. “Is that okay?”

      In her dental practice, Clarice liked to adopt her professional manner. When this aspect of hers surfaced, she always used her calming voice. This voice helped comfort patients before she did anything drastic, like apply local anesthetic. Right now, she thought it would be good to use this tone with Hunter, since he looked so stressed out.  “What is it? Say it. I don’t mind,” she said soothingly.

      “Okay,” Hunter reluctantly let out. And with a loud voice that could be heard all the way to the front of the supermarket, he asked, “Say, will you be breastfeeding our baby?”
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      “Say, will you be breastfeeding our baby?”

      Upon hearing those words, Clarice’s face went beetroot red and she wished she could just sink into the linoleum floor and disappear right there. It was pure mortification. Everyone’s eyes were on her, more like gawking at her, as if she were the star of some show. She didn’t like this at all. Not one bit.

      Clarice fired her blazing gaze at the man who was responsible for making her feel this way. The perpetrator looked so blasé, like he hadn’t a clue as to what he’d done wrong, that it made her angrier. Her hand itched to ring his ear and her voice begged to have a shouting match with him. And she was about to action that when a sugary voice from the distance stopped her.

      “Hunter!”

      Clarice turned to look at the approaching woman who was running toward them. Actually, running wouldn’t be the word to describe this woman. With heels as high as five inches and a skirt as short as a boy’s short, the woman approached them like a little penguin waddling to its mother. Upon reaching Hunter’s side, the woman locked her arms around him and stood on tiptoe to kiss him on the cheek.

      Clarice was stunned. Hunter was gobsmacked.

      Who is this woman? Hunter wondered. And why is she kissing me?

      Hunter racked his brain of all the women he’d dated in the past. One came up resembling her face. Now what is her name? Was it May or Moo? He wasn’t sure, but he did remember it starting with the letter M.

      Ahhhh… Hunter wanted to scratch out his brain. What is it?

      “Ma… Maisy?” He took a wild guess.

      “It’s Mary, you handsome you.” Mary corrected Hunter’s mistake, tweaking his nose, and then gave Hunter another peck on the cheek. “You remember, Virgin Mary,” Mary said in a suggestive tone, reminding Hunter of the night they’d spent together and when he started calling her Virgin Mary early the next morning. “O-M-G. I missed you so much.” Mary nestled her head against Hunter’s chest, then asked, “Did you miss me, my darling, my sweetheart?”

      Hunter wasn’t too happy with the turn of events. He wrinkled his eyebrows together, a look of annoyance written on his face. Here he was almost that close to getting the information out of Clarice, when this woman came out of nowhere and interrupted him.

      Glancing at Clarice, Hunter could see a dark frown had already appeared between her brows, wrinkling her forehead. She bit her lips silently, her face shockingly pale, save for her cheeks, which were as red as an apple.

      Hunter’s heart ached when Clarice wore that expression. He just wanted to push Mary away and deny her existence, but it was a bit too late now, since he’d mentioned her name already.

      Hunter missed Clarice’s radiant face. That smile made his heart glow. Wanting to see Clarice smiling again, he decided to use his witty comments to cheer her up. Nothing like a good old dental joke to perk up her mood and loosen up the dire tension between them.

      Feeling Mary’s lingering limbs on his arm, Hunter felt a sudden revulsion running through him. He flinched and wanted to fling those arms away from him, when instead he smiled, turned to Mary, and while pulling those claws off his arm none too gently, he spoke. “Mary, don’t be too sweet or I might get tooth decay.”

      Hunter glanced at Clarice then, a dashing smile on his face. His smile dropped the minute he saw her expression. The dental joke didn’t work. Clarice still had that dark frown between her brows. Okay. That wasn’t how it was supposed to turn out.

      “What tooth decay? I don’t understand you.” Mary’s voice broke through his thoughts. “But what I do understand is that I need you. You didn’t call me after that night. I missed you so much.” Mary started rubbing her head on Hunter’s shoulder like a wee kitten showing affection to its master, totally ignoring Hunter’s silent body language, which could easily be translated as piss off. “How long as it been?” She continued. “Two, three months?”

      Hunter didn’t answer, nor did he look in her direction at that point. His mind and eyes were completely elsewhere.

      Why didn’t Clarice even smile at his dental joke? Didn’t she find it funny? Even he had wanted to laugh at his own joke. He even wanted to give himself a pat on the back for coming up with such a witty line like that.

      Shit. What could he do to cheer her up? Damn that Mary woman. Why did she have to come and ruin his chance of wooing Clarice like that?

      When Mary wouldn’t stop tugging at his arm, he turned his attention back to her and said none too sweetly, “Well… yeah… I don’t usually call people up.”

      While the two conversed with each other, Clarice was left standing there like a bystander observing the two lovers fawning over each other, fuming on the sideline, her mood darkening like the stormy clouds rolling in from the west.

      Oh, she’d had enough of this. Clarice snapped. Now she knew for sure that Hunter was nothing but a Casanova. Here she thought he’d changed, even a little bit. What with his gentle kindness just a minute ago, pushing the trolley behind her and following her around like a loyal dog and then telling her that he’d read all of those books about women and pregnancy. Wait. Was that only an act, then? Of course it was only an act. That stupid Casanova. Why did she even believe him anyway?

      Without saying another word, Clarice wheeled her trolley to the cashier. When Hunter saw this, he made a move to follow her but was caught off guard when Mary embraced him again.

      “Clarice, wait. Wait for me,” Hunter called out.

      Clarice obviously didn’t wait. As for Mary, she was being very persistent, latching onto his arm like a leech. He tried to unlock them. “Let me go.”

      “But, Hunter, babe, I missed you,” she droned on, preventing Hunter from escaping from her clutches. “We have to go out tonight. Have dinner and then—”

      “No, no, we are not.” Hunter spoke in quick succession. He wasn’t going to get caught with Mary while Clarice was within his reach.

      After much effort, Hunter was able to tear her claws off his arm and run after Clarice.

      If only I could run away, Clarice thought in her maddened state, but she still had a trolley full of food to pay for, so she blindly settled into one of the checkout lanes, the dark frown still on her face.

      When she saw the capsicums, tomatoes, soymilk, and carrots that Hunter had put in her trolley, she took those out and told the cashier, “I don’t want these. Please put them back.”

      The cashier serving Clarice was about to put the items back behind the counter when a pair of strong hands stopped her.

      Hunter took the items into his hands and said, “Leave them.” His reply only ticked off Clarice.

      “No, put them behind the counter. I don’t want them,” she told her without looking at Hunter.

      “I said leave them and ring the items through,” Hunter told her.

      Clarice now was very ticked off and turned her attention back to him, staring at him like she was about to shoot him down.

      The cashier was very conscious of the number of people standing in line, waiting to ring their supplies through, but this husband and wife was holding up the queue. So mustering up her courage, she tweaked out, “Ugh. So do you want these or not?”

      “Yes, we do. Put them through. And hurry at it,” Hunter replied instead of Clarice, his tone very demanding and mean.

      What a jerk, the cashier thought. No wonder his wife is mad at him.

      Clarice, seeing that the little cashier girl looked quite upset, spoke softly to her.

      “Sorry about this. My little brother is a bit crazy. He hasn’t taken his medication yet. So forgive him for being a moron.”

      “Clarice, I’m not your little brother,” Hunter bawled out when he heard her tell the girl he was her brother. What was she thinking? His pride was all wounded. And he wasn’t sick.

      The cashier just cringed. They didn’t look like brother and sister at all. Clarice was a beautiful black-haired beauty who looked of Asian and European descent. As for Hunter, he looked full European. And when he said that, it only confirmed the fact that they weren’t siblings. So this shot the cashier’s guessing game out the door. If they weren’t husband and wife and were definitely not siblings, then what were they?

      As if Hunter could read her silent questioning, he told her with a straight face, “I’m her partner. We’re lovers. And she’s carrying my baby.”

      Clarice’s eyes almost popped out of their sockets. She turned to look at the cashier, whose eyes almost popped out too.

      Clarice could feel her face growing hotter by the second. And her temper was gradually rising by the second too. Any minute now, she was going to explode. And she didn’t want to combust inside the supermarket, so she spoke gently to the girl. “I’m sorry for troubling you, but I don’t want the food in this trolley anymore. Can you put it away?” And then she walked off.

      Hunter only stared at Clarice’s back like she was some kind of zombie that had literally walked into a foreign warzone.

      “Sorry, but don’t put them away. Could you deliver them to this address?” Hunter quickly scribbled down Clarice’s address and smacked five hundred-dollar notes on the counter, then ran after Clarice.

      The cashier looked at the wad of cash lying on the counter. Two thoughts ran through her mind then. This guy is definitely loaded. And, Do we even do deliveries in this supermarket?
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      Outside the market, the ghastly high wind combined with big droplets of rain pouring from the sky hit Clarice like little bullets, whipping at her until it seared her skin to a pale white color and soaked her right down to her bones. This weather was the perfect companion to her current mood, dark and stormy. Clarice wanted to be like those raindrops, clawing at Hunter’s skin for making her feel this way.

      Shivering, she slammed the door shut and literally blew her top once she got inside her car.

      This whole shopping trip was a disaster. She screamed inside her head. What was she expecting? For Hunter to woo her and deny he didn’t know that Mary woman. He had even let that girl kiss him right in front of her. But the one thing that really hurt her most was the fact that Hunter was so oblivious to her feelings. After Mary had smooched him, he’d shouted for the whole world to know that Clarice was pregnant with his baby. How could Hunter ruin her reputation like that? He was a Casanova. She was a quiet, respectable spinster with a baby on the way. They weren’t supposed to be linked in any way.

      It was all Max’s fault. No, it was all her fault. If only she didn’t tell her cousin and friends about her lonely feelings and how much she’d wanted offspring, then none of this would have happened. Her feelings and irritable mood wouldn’t even have to exist. But now it was too late. Her feelings were involved.

      Taking a deep breath to calm her nerves, Clarice turned the ignition and was about to drive home when a face appeared out of nowhere and plastered itself to her car window, startling her so much that it almost sent her soul to heaven.

      Dear heavens! It’s that dratted man. What in the world was he doing, squashing his face like a pancake on her car window like that? Trying to get her attention? Well, tough Becky, she was going to ignore him.

      When she was about to start the car again, she heard a slam and Hunter appeared in the passenger seat.

      “What are you doing inside my car? Get out!” she yelled, unable to hold on to her rage any longer.

      Hunter was about to pay his apologies to her when one look at Clarice turned his libido to full intensity. His pulse shot up and his eyes opened an extra notch. With her wet black hair clinging to her face and her clothing all drenched from the rain, Clarice looked like a drowned mouse, but a very sexy drowned mouse at that. His eyes couldn’t look away from the sight of her wet dress sticking to her body, outlining all her curves and valleys.

      Hunter swallowed slightly, feeling that sudden sexual tension oppressing him. In fact, he couldn’t even register what Clarice was yelling about. All he could focus on was her red lace bra showing beneath her white wet dress. Uttering like he’d lost his sense of speech, he repeatedly spoke, “Clarice, you’re all wet. So wet. So very, very wet. And so round, like a soup bowl.”

      “Hunter, are you even listening to me?” Clarice yelled. When it looked like Hunter wasn’t responding to her, but was continuously staring at her breasts while uttering those embarrassing lines, she decided to yank his hair to grab his attention.

      “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to say that out loud. Please let my hair go.” Hunter apologized, moving closer to her.

      Clarice was all flustered from being too close to Hunter. Her mind was all boggled up. She blinked and moved away. She wasn’t sure if Hunter was referring to his perverted behavior or for the time he had allowed Mary to kiss him. But she did let his hair go and turned her attention elsewhere to calm her nerves.

      “Get out, Hunter,” she finally said once she regained some sense again.

      “I’m sorry, Clarice.” Hunter went to touch Clarice’s hand again. “I didn’t mean for Mary to kiss me. She just appeared out of nowhere and I wasn’t prepared.”

      Hunter’s fingers were like hot iron, burning her skin, searing straight to her heart. Not wanting to feel this sensation, she flicked her hand away. “Why are you even apologizing to me? We are nothing to each other. You can do whatever you like. Let whoever kiss you. It doesn’t affect me.”

      If Hunter wasn’t too bogged down with trying to convey to Clarice that he was the perfect father figure for her baby, then he would have noticed her reaction was actually a sign of jealousy.

      “No,” Hunter said, his tone a little too loud. “I’m the father of your baby. I shouldn’t be allowed to do such things.”

      “Stop saying you’re the father of my baby. You just happen to be the guy I accidently slept with. I told you. I wanted Anton’s sperm, not yours.”

      “What’s so good about Anton anyway? Why did you want his sperm so much?”

      Hunter got riled up too. Mentioning his cousin like that made him uncomfortable. He knew Anton was superior in all his traits and he was the inferior one in their relationship. Shifting in his seat slightly, he eyed Clarice, preparing to battle out any negative traits she might heave at him.

      “Anton is everything you’re not.” Clarice started her narration on the perfect man. “He’s smart.”

      “I’m smart,” Hunter countered, defending himself. From what he could remember, he had always been smart, even in high school and university. He’d just been too lazy to do anything with his degree since his family had everything already.

      “Yes, you’re smart. A real smart mouth.” Clarice retaliated.

      “No, I’m not,” Hunter retorted stubbornly.

      “Yes, you are.” Clarice pressed her point, gritting her teeth at Hunter’s stubborn attitude.

      “Name one time when I’ve been a smart mouth, then.” Hunter wanted proof. How could Clarice prove this? He only said what came to his mind.

      Clarice didn’t even need a minute to think. She fired back her answer immediately. “Like before. What’s with you saying the word breast all the time when I specifically asked you not to say that word out loud in public.”

      “That’s because I wanted to ask whether you would be breastfeeding our baby or not,” Hunter explained. “I saw the formula on the shelf. That’s why I asked.”

      “Fine, then.” Clarice dropped that subject and moved on to the next just as quickly. “But Anton is a man that has achieved so much,” she stated. “He takes his responsibilities seriously. And you—”

      “Of course Anton has achieved so much.” Hunter interrupted Clarice before she even finished her sentence. “He’s thirty-one and I’m only twenty-three. There’s an eight-year difference between us. He’s had eight years ahead of me to accomplish those things. How could I compare to him?”

      “Age isn’t a factor for success.” Clarice pointed out his fault. “Look at your behavior compared to Anton’s. He shoulders all his responsibility, and you… you…”

      “I what?” Hunter asked, his ego slightly bruised.

      “All you do is wander around kicking the wind.”

      “Wander around kicking the wind?” Hunter asked, a baffled look on his face. “What kind of expression is that?”

      “That just means you don’t do anything productive. You just waste your time doing nothing.”

      Hunter was taken aback. “I’m not doing nothing. What do you mean? I’m here right now, aren’t I, looking after you?”

      “Looking after me?” Clarice scoffed. “I can look after myself, thank you very much.”

      “But you’re pregnant.” Hunter fired his lame excuse.

      “Yes, pregnant, Hunter, but not disabled.” Clarice finally had enough. They were merely going round and round with their debate. Whenever she outlined one flaw, he would always retaliate with an excuse. “Now get out.”

      “But you’re pregnant.” Hunter pressed on again. “You need me to look after you.”

      Clarice clenched her fists and closed her eyes. Why did he have to keep saying the word pregnant? What was so wrong with being pregnant without having a companion to look after you?

      “What do you want, Hunter? Seriously, just tell me what is it you want from me.”

      “I want you.”

      The sound of the rain stopped. Clarice could only hear her own heartbeat and those words that were now repeating inside her mind. I want you. I want you.

      “I mean I want to live with you.” Hunter corrected himself

      Her softened heart hardened in a millisecond, and she yelled out, “Why?”

      “Because I want to see our baby born into a loving environment.”

      This tugged at her heartstrings. Again!

      Clarice sat a little straighter in her seat and listened.

      “I know what it’s like to live a life with no mother. I only grew up with Anton and Dad…”

      Did Hunter really grow up with no mother? When he cried, did he have no mother to hug him?

      Despite growing up in the refugee camp in a poor living environment, she’d always had her parents’ love. What had Hunter gone through? Could his behavior be the case of a poor little rich boy who grew up with unloving parents?

      “I don’t want our baby to grow up like me.” Hunter continued. “Lacking in affection and love from a mother, having no warm breasts to hug when I’m happy or sad—”

      “Again with the word breast.” Clarice’s pity for Hunter was shoved to the back of her mind and her moody temper flared up once again. “See, how can I take you seriously? Every single word that comes out of your mouth is so perverted. Breasts, bra size, sex.”

      “That’s only three words.”

      “You aren’t getting the point, Hunter.”

      “And your point is…”

      “That you’re a perverted playboy who isn’t suited to be the father of my baby.”

      “I’m not suited?” Hunter asked, shocked. It was like someone had poured ice-cold water on his head, not that he wasn’t already wet from the rain. But truly, what quality did he lack?

      “Yes. It doesn’t matter how many times you tell me this baby is yours. I will not accept it. You have no quality as a father whatsoever.”

      “Name my faults, then.”

      “You’re a playboy who pounces on any human within two feet.”

      “You make me sound like an animal.”

      “And you’re not?”

      “Of course not. I don’t pounce on men. I’m not gay, you know.”

      “So you admit that you do pounce on women, then.”

      “Well, yes… wait, no. That was before. Now I’ve changed.”

      “Changed? What about Mary? How do you call that changed?”

      “Mary was my fan.”

      Clarice cringed when she heard Mary’s name. “Fan? Are you a celebrity or something, Hunter? Because I don’t ever recall you being on TV.”

      “No, I’m a socialite. I’m the hottest guy here in the southern hemisphere.”

      “Oh please. Stop showing off. That’s the one quality I can’t tolerate from you, Hunter. You think too highly of yourself. Yet you can’t even accomplish anything. Look at Anton. Look at how much he has achieved in his life. Look at how sensible—”

      “Why are we back to discussing my cousin again?” Hunter whined. He was starting to get irritated.

      “Because he’s perfect and you’re not.”

      “No human is perfect. Anton has his flaws too, but you just can’t see them.”

      “Maybe he does have some flaws, but not to the extent of yours.” And then Clarice started listing his flaws again: playboy, immature, irresponsible, all of the undesirable traits that Hunter didn’t want associated with his name.

      Hunter’s mouth tasted bitter. Hearing his own flaws outlined to him like that, even he wouldn’t date himself if he were a woman.

      “But…” Try as he might, he couldn’t seem to counteract her words. He was like an inflated balloon that just kept plummeting farther and farther, smaller and smaller, until it sizzled into nothing. He was really a player, he guessed, and it affected Clarice’s view of him a lot. Finally, in a last act of trying to salvage his manly pride, he burst out his one and only secret. “But I haven’t slept with anyone else since we last slept together in Queenstown. See, I am totally abstaining from sex.”

      “Hunter… you…”

      Clarice didn’t know what to say. Did Hunter just confess that he’d been abstaining from sexual intercourse since the last time they slept together? Could she be that special someone that had changed him?

      Clarice didn’t want to believe it. He was lying again. Just like reading all those pregnancy books about women and eating healthy food. So instead of kissing and making up with him, she yelled at him. “Hunter… you’re seriously not even listening to me. I’ve had about enough of you today. I’m all wet. I want to go home, get in bed, and sleep.”

      “Yes. I agree.” Hunter nodded. “Let’s go home. Get in bed and sleep. I’ll cuddle you.”

      “Hunter!” Clarice wanted to smack his head. Why was he being so ignorant? “You are not going home with me. You will not get in bed with me, nor will you sleep with me. Now go home, to your own house. Stop following me. I forgive you for our mistake. I won’t claim anything from you anymore. We are essentially adults now. It’s over. Just… go back home.”

      “Clarice. No!” Hunter suddenly grabbed her hand, frightened that the inevitable might happen, that Clarice would push him out of her life. “I won’t allow it.” He adamantly added, “It’s not over. I want to be there at our baby’s birth. I’ll show you I’m a changed man.”

      “I don’t believe you.” Clarice stubbornly refused to acknowledge his declaration.

      “I’m going to show you so you’ll believe me,” Hunter said seriously.

      Hunter’s eyes spoke volumes. Leaning closer until his lips gently brushed along her lips, he spoke. “I’m going to kiss you now, Clarice, and I will show you how serious I am about you and our baby.”

      “Hunter, no not—”

      And he kissed her, clamping her mouth shut before she could voice her protest. He threaded his fingers through her silky black tresses, cupping her cheek, pulling her body closer to him, hugging her so he could feel her heart beating the same rhythm as his beating for her.

      Hunter didn’t stop kissing her, didn’t stop pouring out his passion, until he was out of breath. When he reluctantly pulled back, he saw her lips glistening with wet dew from his own lips and her face flushed crimson.

      Hunter wanted to kiss her again. He really wanted to kiss her again. But he didn’t. He let Clarice go and watched her as she breathed in air slowly, trying to fight the desire that had mounted inside her, just like the demon that had settled inside him, wanting so much at that moment to ravish her.

      “You kissed me,” Clarice spoke after she caught her breath.

      “Yes, I did. I’m sorry I made you mad, but I’m not sorry I kissed you.” Hunter apologized softly, his voice still holding a faint trace of desire. Taking her hands together, he held them within his own and with a serious face, spoke. “I really want to live with you and look after our baby together.” Then he pulled her face forward until his lips were a hairsbreadth from her forehead. “Please believe me when I say this.”

      Only one gentle kiss pressed to Clarice’s forehead, but it was enough to provide a thin haze over her mind. After that, she didn’t remember driving home. Nor did she remember getting out of the car and fumbling with the lock at the front door, until Hunter’s voice pierced through her fogged mind, like a spear knifing through her subconscious, bringing her back to reality.

      “We’re home, Clarice.”

      Clarice blinked awake and spun around to see Hunter, his wet clothing clinging to his skin, his massive broad chest blocking her view, a silver lining surrounding his slender frame.

      Had the rain stopped? She blinked again. Then she remembered why Hunter was at her house. But she was too tired to even think properly anymore, what with all the emotions toiling inside her. She simply said, “You don’t have to follow me home. I can manage by myself.”

      “I just want to see you safe and sound. Out of that wet dress and into something warm.”

      Hunter made a move to touch her arm, but Clarice moved away until her back hit the door.

      “I said go home. I’m fine,” Clarice spoke, her voice quivering slightly. She didn’t like Hunter being all serious like this. Somehow it made her feel uncomfortable, like he would seriously change his playboy behavior just for her.

      No, Hunter would never change. They were polar opposites. Hunter lived in the fast lane, whereas she lived in the slow lane, never to meet and never to collide. She needed to escape from Hunter’s presence; she needed to get into the house. So she turned the doorknob and was about to enter her house when Hunter grabbed her arm, her escape dissolving like steam.

      “Clarice, wait,” Hunter spoke, his voice soft and caring. “I will prove to you that I’m a changed man. I will show you I’m serious about this baby of ours. You just wait and see.”

      Clarice paused, then lifted her eyes to look up at him. “Okay. I’ll wait and see.” Then giving Hunter a final glance, she went inside and closed the door. She rested her head against the doorframe and closed her eyes, sighing heavily.

      What a day, she thought, breathing slowly. From the homely feeling to the rage when she saw that girl kissing Hunter to the moment he said he was a changed man.

      Hunter said he hasn’t sleep with anyone since we last slept together back in Queenstown. Is it really true?

      Clarice placed a hand to her chest. She could feel her heart beating wildly. Suddenly, a little thought niggled at the back of her mind, telling her she’d forgotten to do something important. What is it? Then it came to her. She’d forgotten to take the key out of the lock at the front door.

      As this thought flitted through her mind, she heard the tumbler turn.

      Clarice panicked.

      In a flash, she swung the door open and stared at the now empty porch and the now unoccupied lock.

      Dear heaven! That Casanova. He stole my house key!
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      Despite the cool breeze in the office, Anton fumed silently. If they wanted to taunt him by talking about Clarice and remind him of how pathetic of a man he was that he couldn’t even get the girl he was going to court, then what in God’s name were they doing in his office? And they were his damned cousin Hunter and Fern.

      Anton continued to grumble to himself while he worked on some documents. At least have the decency to talk somewhere else, he thought. Their voices were so loud he couldn’t help eavesdropping on their conversation. A few fragments had caught his attention, and one of them was, “Clarice…”

      Anton found himself sitting very straight on his seat, gripping his pen tightly and holding his breath, as if he were waiting for their conversation to continue. When he heard Fern laughing, he realized all thoughts of work were no longer on his mind. His curiosity won over as he sat himself more comfortably in his chair and turned his ear like Dumbo the elephant to hear what they said.

      “Hahahaha.” Fern, who was sitting on the edge of Hunter’s seat, was laughing her head off. “Oh, Hunter, I thought you had more guts than that.”

      “That’s not funny, Fern.” Hunter moaned.

      “I’m sorry, but you’re just too hilarious.” After some time, Fern ceased her laughter and spoke plainly. “So do tell. I want to hear everything.”

      Hunter flicked his gaze to his cousin, who was sitting across from him at his desk. The man was slouching a bit, his head down, his perfectly cut hair covering his eyes. His cousin looked so focused on his work.

      A little ping of pain slashed at his heart. Clarice was right. Anton looked to be the perfect man for their baby. Hunter was just an accidental sperm donor that her cousin Max had mistaken to be the real thing.

      But he was glad Max had mistaken him as Anton that night, because he’d never been so happy before. He would change his ways and try to be the best father to their little baby. But overall, he would show Clarice he wasn’t going to be the man she thought she knew. He would no longer be the number one Casanova of Australasia. He would be the number one partner in the whole world.

      Flicking his eyes again to Anton, he realized he was still in his cousin’s office, talking to Fern. Hunter stopped his rambling and turned back to the present situation.

      Hunter knew Anton wasn’t the type to pry into people’s affairs, but he somehow still felt afraid to tell Fern about his predicament in front of his cousin like this. What would happen if he accidently blurted out that Clarice was pregnant with his baby? Wouldn’t his cousin just kill him on the spot?

      Hunter knew now not to blurt out random confessions on impulse, not since accidently spilling their news to that cashier about their odd relationship. Clarice had reprimanded him and now he’d learned his lesson.

      Ushering Fern so she stood, he gestured for both of them to exit Anton’s office.

      Fern wiggled her brow in confusion at Hunter’s request, not sure why they must speak elsewhere, but then complied anyway. They both went to the little conference room farther down from Anton’s office.

      “I think I’m in love,” Hunter confessed once his friend was all alone with him.

      “You’re in love?” Fern asked, smiling, already knowing where this was going.

      “Yes.” He nodded glumly.

      “Congratulations.” Fern went to hug her friend. “I knew something was up, what with the confession onstage and you pretending to be the blind old man like that.”

      When Fern pulled back, Hunter was still looking glum.

      “Why the gloomy face? I thought people who are in love would be on top of the world.”

      “I know. I know.” Hunter brushed aside his friend’s comment. He went to the long conference table where the staff usually had their meetings and sat on its surface. As if to prepare himself before he spilled out the next big secret, he inhaled some air and then turned to look at Fern. “But there’s something you should know first that should explain why I’m in this gloomy state.”

      “Okay. I’m listening.” Fern nodded her head in understanding, her eyes and ears all open for Hunter’s next confession.

      “I… I…”

      Should he tell his friend this? Hunter started questioning himself again. Of course he should tell his friend. He debated with himself. He mentally kicked himself. Fern had always helped him in the past. She’d always been a shoulder to cry on if he passed or failed. For this current problem, she would help console him too. Yes, she’d help him out. With this thought, Hunter tried again.

      “What is it?” Fern interrupted before he could proceed. She just couldn’t stand the suspense any longer. Hunter’s agitated look and shifty eyes were starting to worry her. “Hunter, tell me.”

      “I’m pregnant,” Hunter puffed out finally.

      “What?” Fern asked, aghast. “Males don’t get pregnant.”

      “No… urgh…” Shit. Why was he mumbling? He’d never been this nervous before. This was Fern, after all, his best friend whom he could tell everything to. “I’m… I mean, I made her pregnant.”

      “You…”

      “Yes.” Hunter nodded again.

      “You… O-M-G.” Fern gasped in shocked surprise and touched her lips. “So can I guess who this someone is?”

      “Yeah.”

      “You made Clarice pregnant?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Congratulations, my friend. So why the glum face, then?”

      “She doesn’t want me.”

      “How so?”

      “I’m undesirable as the father. I don’t have the qualities that make a good father.”

      “Oh.” Fern wasn’t surprised at all that a woman like Clarice would reject her friend. Hunter was a playboy after all.

      “See what I mean,” Hunter drummed in. “Even you agree to that statement. Am I really that lame as a father?”

      “Well, you are a playboy,” Fern stated seriously, tapping her chin.

      “See, even you think I’m a playboy. What am I supposed to do now? I told her I’ve changed, but she won’t believe me. Fern, what do I do? I’m at my wits end here. Help me.” Hunter slumped on the next available chair, his shoulders drooping, not having the energy to fight anymore.

      Yeah, Hunter thought. He did say he would change, but where to start and how? In all his life, no one had ever told him of these bad qualities, not until Clarice came along, and now it was almost too late. He was in love with her, but she didn’t see him as her potential partner, even with their baby as his bargaining point.

      Fern, on the other hand, also found herself a chair and sat down. At present, she was contemplating her friend’s problem. She didn’t answer Hunter’s question right away. Instead, she sat tapping her temple and closed her eyes, thinking of a way to help her friend out. Hunter, though, did not get the message and assuming his friend wasn’t listening to his problem, he suddenly exploded.

      “Fern!” he shouted, awakening her from her thoughts. She almost slipped from the chair. “Are you asleep or even listening to me? I need help here.”

      “I’m thinking, Hunter. Let me think for a bit.”

      “Fine. Take all the time you need. But not too long, though. I have an appointment to attend to after this,” Hunter told his friend, his eyes staring at his wristwatch.

      “What appointment?” Fern asked, piqued at the change of subject.

      “Forget about my appointment for now. Right now, just think,” Hunter demanded, then went back to his worry.

      “No need, Hunter,” Fern said, getting off the chair and standing to her full height.

      “You have an idea?” Hunter sat up straighter, his interest piqued. “Explain, explain. I want to hear it.”

      “Ahem.” Fern cleared her throat before beginning. “Listen well, Hunter,” she began, then started walking around the little conference room, her hands poised behind her back like she was a teacher in a classroom, about to give a lesson to her students. “The female species is like a very delicate flower. They’re like a rose. They may look soft and beautiful, subtle and elegant—”

      “Would you just get straight to the point?” Hunter burst out, his patience running dry. “What’s with all the descriptive speech here?”

      “Hunter.” Fern reprimanded her friend. “If you want to woo a girl, get with the story. Now listen to me and stop interrupting. Now, where was I…? Yes, a woman is like a delicate flower, like a rose. They may look soft and beautiful, subtle and elegant, but they have thorns, so if you hurt them, they will fight back.”

      “How is that analogy supposed to help me with my life?” Hunter questioned with a strange look.

      “Because you might hurt Clarice,” Fern concluded, sitting back on the chair next to Hunter.

      “How so? I don’t understand.”

      “Because you’re a playboy, as I have stated previously. Clarice has already seen you in action, right, with lots of girls flaunting around you?”

      “Urgh, yeah.” Hunter scratched his head, embarrassed to admit the truth. He now realized why Clarice was acting like this. At the supermarket, Mary had come to kiss him and he’d continued to allow her.

      “So…” Fern carried on. “You’ve got to make sure you’re serious. Don’t play with girls anymore. Act serious. Show her you’re serious.”

      “I told her already that I’m serious, though. I told her already I’m a changed man, but she wouldn’t believe. She said she’ll wait and see.”

      “Well, let her wait and see. Show her, Hunter. Show Clarice you’re a changed man. Make her fall in love with Hunter. Woo her and make her fall hard.”

      “Woo her and make her fall hard,” Hunter repeated absently.

      “Yes. We women like our men to chase after us. Woo Clarice and make her fall in love with Hunter. Make it so she can’t live without you. And then when that day comes, she’ll be like a fish that can’t live without water.”

      “Fall for me. Like a fish without water,” Hunter repeated again.

      “Yes, and then confess,” Fern confirmed with a nod of her head.

      “Make her fall for me and then confess?” Hunter asked dumbly, as if that were the secret recipe for love.

      “Yes.” Fern nodded, liking her own idea of a male chasing a female instead of the other way around.

      “Yes.” Hunter nodded again, his eyes shining bright. In fact, Hunter was so happy that he looked upwards in triumph and determination.

      A few seconds later, he heard his friend ask him, “Hunter, how long are you going to stare up at the ceiling? My neck hurts.”

      “Oh, sorry, Fern.” Hunter turned to his friend then and grinned. “I’m just so happy. Thanks a lot for helping me out.”

      “That isn’t a problem. I’m only too happy to help. And I want to see Clarice again and have a proper chat with her.”

      “Yes. I will arrange something in the future, but for now, this Casanova has a woman to catch.” Hunter smiled brightly at his friend.

      “That’s the Hunter I know.” Fern patted his shoulder.

      Hunter felt like a heavy weight had been lifted. He felt the key in his pocket and hoped he could woo her that way. If he couldn’t live with her, the least he could do was watch over her. With that thought, his eyes glinted again.

      “Shoot. I better dash off.” Hunter suddenly remembered his appointment. It was already approaching four o’clock. “I have to find Dad. I hope he hasn’t gone off home yet.”

      “Why are you looking for Senior Silverton?” Fern asked curiously.

      “I’ve got a job I need to find. Wish me luck.”

      “Yes, Hunter. Good luck. I will support you.”

      “Thanks, Fern.” And then Hunter dashed off to the exit door.

      Fern looked around at the conference room now that she was alone. It was a very nice setup for a group of eight to ten people. It was nice and cozy when Hunter was here chatting with her, but now that she was all alone, a sense of loneliness welled up inside her.

      Fern smiled drily at herself. She couldn’t help thinking that if only someone were to pursue her like Hunter did Clarice, then she would be on cloud nine by now. Then this loneliness wouldn’t gnaw at her heart so much.

      Feeling disappointed that the only person she liked didn’t even so much as notice her, she decided to help Hunter and Clarice get together instead, and then she might head back to the US.

      A sharp pain pierced her heart as the thought processed through her mind. She definitely knew now that she liked Anton a lot, even to the point of love. But being a girl, how could she confess that she liked him?

      Fern touched her heart and shook her head. If a guy can’t even notice me for my beauty, then what else is there to look at?

      Feeling defeated, Fern sharply opened the door, wanting to get out of her lonely cage, when a huge body came colliding inwards, crashing into her.

      “Jesus Christ,” a voice cursed.

      Fern opened her eyes and saw—

      “Anton,” she exclaimed when she saw Anton holding her tightly around the waist. “What are you doing hiding behind the door?”

      “I… urgh…” Anton was tongue-tied. “I wanted to know what you two were talking about.”

      Fern smirked and a glint lit her eyes. “I thought you two were cousins. If Hunter wanted to tell you something, then Hunter would have done so himself already.”

      “Well, he’s not telling me anything since the night of the pre-conference ball. Can you tell me?” Anton asked. In all of his life, Anton had never asked a woman for assistance before. This would have to be a first.

      “You want me to tell you?” Fern, on the other hand, couldn’t help questioning. Anton had never been the one to approach her in any conversation before. Anton must be getting desperate, she thought.

      “Yes,” Anton admitted blankly, trying to suppress the eagerness that was showing on his face. But in truth, it was already leaking out, a raw and apparent expression that caught Fern’s attention. Suddenly, a light bulb lit inside Fern’s head.

      “Surely a bargain like this would require some type of incentive.” Fern smiled and wound her arms around Anton’s neck, pulling him closer. With her wearing high heels, she and Anton stood face to face.

      “What incentive are you after?” Anton narrowed his eyes, afraid of Fern’s catlike behavior.

      Pulling Anton even closer still until their noses almost touched, Fern said, “Take me out on a date.”
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      Whether divine intervention really did exist, Hunter was more than pleased when he set foot in his father’s office to find his father busy wolfing down sweets again. There was an assortment of cakes displayed on his office table where office supplies and documents should have been.

      Clinton looked up and was also surprised to see his son in his office. It took him a full thirty seconds to register that it was really his son standing there, not a mirage or a delusion he’d conjured up just because he wanted his son to come to work in the hotel.

      “Dad.” Hunter took the sweet delicacies away from his father’s hand. “Didn’t the doctor say not to eat too many sweets? Your cholesterol might play up again.”

      “All right! All right!” Clinton slapped his son’s hands away from his other treats. “Enough about me. You don’t even come into work, yet you come in to order me around.” Clinton mumbled to himself, shook his head, and snatched the remaining cheesecake in his son’s hands to wrap it in its box. He then placed all his goods in his secret stash drawer for when his son wasn’t here to witness his little feast later. “What exactly are you after, son? Has hell frozen over?”

      Hunter had the nerve to turn red all the way down to his neck. Inside, he was feeling a little guilty. Unless global warming had reached an all-time high and the ice had totally melted off the Antarctic, he would never step foot inside this office. That was why his father questioned him so. He guessed that was one of the qualities Clarice didn’t like about him. He’d never had to work hard in his life.

      “Dad, I want to work here. Please teach me.” He went straight to the point.

      Clinton looked up at his son and then started laughing, his face blowing red like a raspberry, his body shaking like a mini earthquake trembling through his being.

      “What’s so funny? Why are you laughing, Dad?” Hunter asked, annoyed.

      “I’ve never seen you do anything except ask for an extended limit on your credit card so you could spend all that money on your women.” Clinton continued to laugh after the explanation.

      “Dad, I’m serious here.”

      “You are serious, right?” Clinton coughed before his laughter died down and he suddenly realized his son wasn’t joking.  Had his mother up in heaven finally decided to correct their son’s brain and now he was fully committed to acting like an adult?

      “How serious are you?” Clinton asked, testing his son’s sincerity on a scale of one to ten.

      “As serious as when you took Elmo from me and hid him in the garage when I was young.”

      “Oh, yes, that was very serious indeed.” Clinton reminisced on the day in which he took his son’s favorite toy from him and hid it in the garage because the boy wouldn’t focus on studying. “I can still remember you crying until you got your toy back. You wouldn’t eat or study.”

      “See. Of course I’m that serious.” Hunter grabbed the seat in front of his father’s desk and sat. “You’ve got to give me a job, Dad. It’s my lifeline.”

      “You sound desperate,” Clinton added.

      “Of course I’m desperate,” Hunter put in. “I need this job like I need air.”

      “Does this have something to do with that confession you made at the pre-conference ball?” Clinton eyed his son suspiciously. “It’s that woman, isn’t it?”

      “Well… yes,” Hunter admitted to his father shyly. All the women he’d slept with in the past had never made him shy when talking to his father, but talking about the one girl he was in love with made him all flustered, like a teenager in love again.

      “Are you going to marry her?” Clinton asked, looking all delightful at once, liking the idea that his son had become serious because of this woman.

      Clinton’s mind wandered to his secretary. He had to get that report off Winton. He told Winton to check for an updated status on that girl his son was so interested in, but it had been a few days now and still the information wasn’t on his desk.

      Turning back to his son, Clinton asked, “So when are you proposing?”

      “Dad, I’m not marrying her yet,” Hunter said and folded his arms. He told his father already that he liked Clarice, but that was all he was saying. If he told his father that she was pregnant with his baby too, then the wedding invitations would be sent out before he could even blink an eye.

      “So you will marry her, then?” Clinton pressed the matter further, not allowing his son to escape this topic.

      “Yes, but not until she says she loves me first.”

      “So the truth is she doesn’t love you.” Clinton tried to grasp the whole situation. “You fell in love with her first.”

      So complicated these young children, Clinton thought to himself. When it was his time, he confessed right away to Hunter’s mother. Even with Betty, his love life was smooth and easygoing, not the “I like her, but I don’t want to marry her yet until she says she loves me first” game.

      “Well…” Hunter thought in response to his father’s questioning. How to explain this? “I don’t know, but I know I like her and I want to be with her.”

      “You are serious, then.” Clinton slumped back to rest in his chair, finally understanding why Hunter was acting like this.

      “I am serious this time,” Hunter drummed in again to emphasize his point.

      “Are you sure, though?” Clinton couldn’t help but ask, just to make sure.

      “Why are you grilling me like this? Of course I’m serious. I’ve told you countless times already.”

      “Well, you always go around to different women. No matter how much I’m disgusted and have told you about your behavior, you never listen to me,” Clinton muttered.

      “But this time I’m serious, Dad, so that’s why I need your help. I need a job. I want to learn the skills.” Hunter begged his father. “Please.”

      “And will this job make her like you?” Clinton asked.

      “Yes. Definitely. That’s what she said. She wants me to make a living with my own two hands. Not to rely on other people. I want to prove to her that I’m a good man to be with.”

      “Okay,” Clinton said happily, fully satisfied with the answer. “I’ll give you a job.”

      Clinton was so happy at that moment that he thought he deserved another piece of the cheesecake hidden in his drawer. He would make sure to reward himself later when his son left.

      “But I have a request,” Hunter announced, which wiped the smile from Clinton’s face.

      “Request?” Clinton opened his eyes wide. “What request? In all of my life, I’ve never heard of an employee asking for a request immediately after they accepted a job.”

      “Well, it’s just a simple one. I’m sure you’ll help me out.”

      “What is it?”

      “I want to work part time only. From 9:00 a.m. to 2:00 p.m., four days a week.”

      “Why?” Clinton asked, suspicious again.

      “Because I have other duties I have to perform.”

      “Like what?”

      Like shopping for food, tidying up the house, making sure Clarice is all comfortable when she comes back home from work. All the duties that a househusband should do when his wife is pregnant. But Hunter didn’t say any of those things out loud. Instead, he said, “So will you agree to this deal?”

      “It depends on how sweet you want the deal to be,” his father prompted.

      “As sweet as the deal can get,” Hunter challenged.

      “You do know, son, that if the deal gets really sweet, it can turn into a wedding cake?” Clinton hinted. If he agreed on whatever his son asked of him, then Hunter had to compromise and marry the woman.

      Hunter, who knew the underlying message, only smirked and said, “Let’s not go into a deal that is as sweet as a wedding cake.”

      “Okay, how about as sweet as this chocolate cream bun?” Clinton pulled out his sweet delicacy and showed it to his son.

      Hunter eyed the chocolate cream bun in his father’s hand. The sugary aroma wafted into his nose.

      Hunter knew the chocolate cream bun was sweet, but not a sweet enough deal for him yet. The chocolate cream bun would represent more time in the workplace and less time with Clarice. Right now, his main priority was to spend the minimum amount of time at work and the maximum amount of time by Clarice’s side. Drawing back in his chair, Hunter turned to his father and said, “Sweeter than that.”

      “This chocolate mud cake, then.” Clinton pulled out another cake and presented it to his son.

      “Yes, I think that deal would be sweet enough.” Hunter nodded and smiled, looking at all that rich chocolate sweetness within the cake. Not to mention the number of calories.

      “Son, do you know how sweet this thing is?” Clinton gasped and pulled back, retreating the chocolate mud cake to put it back into his drawer. “Do you know how many calories are in this thing? If I eat that, my hygienist would blame me again for always eating sweet things. Plus, this deal is as close as a wedding cake.”

      “Fine. We’ll just settle for a carrot cake, then, if you have one stored in your drawer.” Hunter agreed, slumping back in his chair.

      “Deal. A carrot cake means you work under Anton and have to listen to everything he says. He’s your supervisor. And anything you need help with, talk to Winton.”

      “Not Winton.” Hunter moaned in displeasure. “You know how I don’t get along with him. He’s always shifty looking and too polite. It gets on my nerves.”

      “You’re the one who wanted the skills. If you don’t agree on the carrot deal, then you work full time here, from 8:30 a.m. to 5:30 p.m., five days a week. You’ll be treated like all employees. Normal sick days for you and annual leave. And you don’t get the privilege to be my son when you work here,” Clinton declared, not backing out of this deal.

      “Fine. Deal.” Hunter reluctantly agreed, extending his hand for his father to shake. If he didn’t agree, he would never get a job.

      “Great, son. You just landed yourself a job. Report to Anton first thing tomorrow morning at 9:00 a.m.”

      Hunter managed a grin at his dad. “Fine by me,” he said, then got up and left like a swift tornado before Clinton could bat an eyelid.

      Like the wind, children these days, Clinton thought to himself when he was all alone again. When they want something, they come to you, and then when they’ve got what they wanted, they disappear again. Well, at least now he could enjoy his cheesecake in peace.

      Clinton pulled his secret stash drawer open again and retrieved the cheesecake. The sweet scent made him salivate. Not wanting to waste another minute of his time staring at it, he sank his teeth into the delicacy, blasting his cholesterol to hell.
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      One goal achieved, now on to the second goal, Hunter thought as he raced to his car. Not ten minutes later, he found himself dashing into the first florist he came upon. When he went in, a young woman with blond hair and blue eyes smiled warmly up at him and said, “Welcome to Only You. How may I help you?”

      Hunter was caught off guard for a second. “Only You,” he repeated.

      The young woman smiled up at him and said, “That’s the name of our shop.”

      “Oh.” Hunter smiled back and said, “I’ve never heard of a florist with that name before.”

      “Yes. It’s a name I made up,” the woman said with a melancholy expression on her face, and then as if suddenly realizing she was serving a customer, she looked up again and pasted on her brightest smile. “I’m sorry. How can I help you today?”

      “I’m looking for flowers that represent apology. I want to apologize to someone. Do you have any in mind?”

      “Ah, then you will need a red and white rose bouquet.” The young woman walked Hunter to a stand of colorful roses that decorated one side of the shop like a mural.

      “Roses are the perfect flowers to give to a friend, family members, or for a lover.” The woman eyed him for a second when she said this and then went into her explanation mode again while her hands went to pick up the red and white blooms. Then she took them back to the counter to start wrapping them into a bouquet.

      “White roses represent truth and chastity,” she told him, “whereas red roses represent affection and fidelity. Combining both colors, I think you can’t go wrong with this bouquet,” the woman said, then handed the bouquet to him. “Whoever you want to apologize to will forgive you in an instant.”

      “Wow. That’s perfect.” Hunter couldn’t believe he could find the perfect bouquet that fast. “Thanks so much… Miss…” Hunter tried to read the name on her badge, but it was written in a weird, almost Japanese font that he couldn’t make out.

      “It’s Elise. You can call me Elise,” the young woman answered.

      “Thanks, Elise. I’ll be sure to come back with more apology flowers or confession flowers,” Hunter said before paying and then walking outside. But before he could take one step out the door, though, he heard Elise call him.

      Hunter paused and turned around.

      “Excuse me. I’m so sorry to do this to you, but have we met before? It’s just your face looks very familiar, like I’ve seen it somewhere.”

      Of course, she must have seen his face. He was a popular billionaire after all, face plastered on every available advert, even on soya sauce bottles.

      Wait! Was Elise flirting with him? Especially with that lame pickup line?

      But based on his past experiences, Elise didn’t look like the type of girl to flirt, nor did her character speak of someone who would want to flirt with him. Elise didn’t play with her hair, nor did she continue to flutter her eyelashes at him to gain his attention and affection. In fact, Elise’s face showed an expression of seriousness. Her blue eyes lit up, but her pupils didn’t dilate. These were all signs that she was clearly not interested in him in a sexual way.

      “No, I don’t think we’ve met before,” he replied immediately.

      “Are you sure?” Elise asked again, as if the knowledge of Hunter’s identity was so important that she must know.

      “Definitely.” Hunter laughed.

      It was weird, though, because if he was like his previous self, then he wouldn’t mind this line and he knew Elise would be within his grasp in one or two days. But he had Clarice now and that’s all he needed. But Elise’s kind gesture and gentle manner didn’t go unnoticed, so he decided to explain the situation to her, to ease her burden.

      “I have this girl that I love, you see,” Hunter explained. “I made her mad, so I want to apologize to her.”

      Elise’s face softened at once and her eyes looked almost teary.

      Shit. What did he do wrong? Did he offend Elise? Had she fallen so hard for him already? But they’d only just met? Did he have such strong charisma as to make her fall in love with him already? Oh, this was getting out of control.

      “I’m sorry.” Hunter quickly sent his own apology. “I didn’t mean—”

      “It’s okay.” Elise interrupted, willing her eyes not to shed those crystal-like tears at the corners. “I love hearing other people’s love stories. It’s so magical. I’m so glad you came into my shop. I feel now I’m able to help you out a bit.”

      She sounded very much like Fern. Even though Fern chattered nonstop like a broken record, they both exuded a sense of warmth.

      Hunter watched as Elise went to another pot of blooms and picked one. The flower that she was holding now, he couldn’t distinguish whether it was another rose or not.

      “This is another type of rose,” Elise said, giving the pink flower to him. “A bouquet of roses to ask for her forgiveness and a single pink rose as a confession of love. To tell her how beautiful she is in your eyes. To tell her that only she would make your heart happy. To tell her that it’s only her that you love.”

      “Only her,” Hunter whispered.

      Who was this woman Elise? Why was she so helpful? He felt like he could talk to her about anything. He felt like he could be her friend, that she was someone he could trust.

      Hunter could now understand why Elise had named her store Only You. The woman was an expert on helping her customers convey messages. She made it so each and every single recipient would feel so special that the ties connecting the receivers and the givers would be even stronger, whether they were friends, family members, or lovers. Each thought she poured in, each messages she passed across, each flower she selected only meant one thing to her, to relay the message that particular recipient needed to understand.

      After some time of speechless silence, Hunter managed to say, “I… I don’t know what to say. Thank you.”

      Elise gave another bow and smiled warmly at him again. “It is my pleasure. I hope she forgives you and the next time you come in here will be to ask for flowers for a proposal.”

      “Yes. I hope so too.” Hunter nodded, feeling his chest was about to burst with excess happiness.

      With the bouquet of roses in one hand and the single pink rose resting on top, he cradled them gently and walked out.

      His mood was a complete contrast to the shower spraying lightly onto his face. He was as bright as all the blooms in Only You. With a job under his belt and the bouquet of roses in his hand, he was sure he was that much closer to being the man that Clarice would desire.

      “Clarice,” he said, determined, “you just watch. Before you know it, you’ll fall head over heels in love with me.”
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      At first, Clarice thought she was being burgled because her usual jade plants she had neatly arranged on the front porch were placed in a different position. And then she thought her house must be on fire because as soon as she got inside, there was a faint wisp of smoke in the hallway.

      Dear heaven, maybe I’m being burgled in broad daylight and then the burglar decided to put my house on fire too.

      Scrambling to make sure she could at least salvage her family photo album, she rapidly rushed into her office, which lay deeper inside the house, only to realize what a stupid mistake that was. Her house was on fire, for God’s sake. Hadn’t she learned anything in emergency fire training? Personal safety was the number one priority. Personal possession came last.

      Too late now, Clarice snatched the photo album from her office and dashed back out, only to come into a completely smokeless hallway.

      Huh? Where has all the smoke gone? she asked herself, confused.

      Clarice sniffed the air around her. There was still a lingering scent that distracted her nose, as if something had been burned, but other than that, the smoke had all dissipated.

      Suddenly, she felt goose bumps on her back, a gentle cool breeze climbing up her spine.

      Clarice turned and saw the window in the lounge was opened, sending in a fresh, cool breeze to waft around the room.

      Dear heaven, is my house haunted?

      Clarice cursed herself silently when she thought this. She’d lived here for over five years now and she’d never experienced any paranormal activity before.

      But who opened the window, then?

      That burglar must still be inside her house, she concluded. Then she heard banging and clanging from inside the kitchen.

      Clarice tiptoed like a mouse to the edge of the kitchen door, peaking inside.

      There was a man there, a hot-looking man with a broad back and a tall, lean body. What he was doing in her kitchen? She never kept any valuable possessions in the kitchen.

      Maybe he was one of those burglars who like to steal junk. But the only thing that was valuable would be her Hot-Hot knives that she got from an advert TV commercial, because her usual knives were never sharp enough when she tried to cut her ciabatta bread, although she wouldn’t consider her Hot-Hot knives a piece of junk.

      If the burglar stole her knives, he could maybe get a few dollars out of them, but it wouldn’t be any use if he didn’t take the Hot-Hot knife sharpening stone too, which she had stored in the garage.

      At that moment, though, she didn’t really care what he stole. She had more pressing matters to deal with. Like, why did her burglar have to be so hot? She whimpered miserably. This burglar spelled G-O-R-G-E-O-U-S. And that’s just from the back. What if she got a good look from the front too? Heart attack. That was what it was going to be. A simple heart attack, and then she’d just die on the spot.

      Dear heaven. She moaned silently and looked heavenward, as if God could no longer help her in this dilemma. Her desire to pounce on a man now was escalating to such a grand scale that she herself could not even predict who would be next. Not even a burglar standing in her kitchen could be spared. And she thought it was just Hunter that had this effect on her.

      Clarice placed her family photo album on the hallway table quietly. Then grabbing her umbrella in the hallway where she usually kept her wet weather equipment like scarves and mittens, she approached the kitchen door again.

      Taking charge and ignoring her oncoming desire, she swiftly glided on the carpet like she was a flying goddess, her little dainty feet not touching the floor at all until she got behind him. She somehow made a sound that alerted him to her presence, which made his body go rigid, much to her disappointment.

      Oh, great. How was she supposed to surprise attack him now? Faster than a bullet train, his head snapped around and their eyes met.

      Sky-blue eyes. Blond, dusty corn hair.

      Clarice’s eyes flared open, and at that moment, every single object in the room was suspended except for her weapon, moving in slow motion, making aim at the burglar’s head. She did try to retrieve that weapon—really, she did—before it hit his head, but it was already too late now, because it had already made contact, making the burglar yelp like a dog.

      “Ow.” Hunter rubbed his head as soon as the umbrella hit him. “Are you trying to kill me, Clarice? That hurts.”

      “Hunter.” She gasped and dropped the weapon. “What… what are you doing in my house?”

      “I’m trying to cook some dinner for you. Thought you might be hungry after work. And what did I get? A crack on my head as a reward.”

      “Hunter, I’m sorry. Did it hurt?” Clarice asked worriedly, grabbing Hunter’s head without permission. Hunter ended up bending over forward to accommodate Clarice’s action.

      God, Hunter was so tall. Just in this position, her back was hurting her.

      “Come to the sofa so I can inspect to see if there’s any damage done,” Clarice offered.

      Hunter couldn’t refuse on that offer.

      “Okay, okay. On the couch, then,” he quickly put in before Clarice could change her mind.

      “I’ll get some bandages or something first.”

      “Forget about the bandage.” Hunter gripped Clarice’s hand before she could get the first aid kit. “Just look at my head quickly.”

      “But the bandage—”

      “Oww.” When he noticed Clarice backing out, Hunter gave an extra whine to emphasize he was in pain. “I think it’s bruised. I can feel throbbing already.”

      “Okay. Come over here.” Clarice dragged Hunter to the couch and deposited his head on her lap for further inspection.

      Hunter could barely contain his gleeful smile, but he fought to sustain a rigid face. Otherwise, Clarice would think she was being played, because the truth was the umbrella only made mild contact with his head. It wasn’t even painful.

      Ah, right now he was in heaven, lying here on Clarice’s lap, so soft and comfortable. This was where he belonged, feeling those fingers threading through his hair. It felt so good, so nice. He could just fall asleep right now.

      “Hunter, I don’t feel any bump.”

      “Are you sure? I can feel a throb. It’s painful. Can you look for it again?” Hunter pretended to groan painfully.

      “Okay. Okay. I’m feeling around now.” Clarice hastily ran her fingers through Hunter’s hair, feeling every single inch of his head, looking for that particular lump that might form so Hunter didn’t have to suffer too much pain. But try as she might, she just couldn’t seem to find any lump or bump. “I still don’t see or feel any lump.”

      “It’s here. Right here.” Hunter randomly pointed to a spot at the back of his skull. “It hurts right here.”

      “I still can’t find the bump, but I know what to do.” Clarice dropped Hunter’s head and walked into the kitchen again.

      Hunter groaned at the loss of warmth. He wanted those fingers back threading through his hair. He wanted that lap back beneath his head. But Hunter grinned again when he saw Clarice coming back into the lounge, holding on to some sort of bottle.

      Clarice, without thinking, held Hunter’s head gently and placed his head back on her lap. Then she started smearing something onto his head.

      “What the hell did you put on my head? It stings.” Hunter jerked his head from Clarice’s lap when the scent reached his nose and the sting penetrated into his skin.

      “It’s Tiger Balm. It helps to heal lumps and bumps. That’s what we Cambodian’s use,” Clarice said, holding the bottle for Hunter to see. “It’s very effective. I put it on all the time.”

      “Does it have to smell? I don’t like it,” Hunter mumbled to himself.

      “There’s no other way,” Clarice said.

      “Fine. But massage it a bit more. I like it when you massage my head.” Hunter lay back down for more.

      “I am massaging it,” Clarice grumbled, smearing more balm onto Hunter’s head. She suddenly realized the one guy she was lusting for was actually on her lap, her performing such an intimate task like they were lovers. Her abnormal symptom came back and she snapped right back into her rigid mode.

      “Get off my lap,” she told Hunter, trying to control her voice so he couldn’t tell she had the hots for him.

      “But it’s comfortable here. Can’t you rub it in a bit more? I kind of like the smell now,” Hunter grumbled.

      “Do it yourself,” Clarice said, handing the balm to Hunter, then stood and shook herself to rid this emotion.

      “Okay.” Hunter reluctantly got up from his position and sat on the couch. But he didn’t use the balm. Instead, his hand caught hold of Clarice and he dragged himself up, using her body as a pillar.

      “Hunter, let me go.”

      Clarice struggled within his grasp, but it wasn’t successful and they both went sprawling back on the couch. Now Clarice was sitting on Hunter’s lap, his arms tightly encasing her.

      “I don’t want to sit on your lap. Let me go.”

      “But I want you to sit on my lap.” Hunter tightened his hold.

      “No. Let go.”

      “Could you just stay still for a second? I just want to apologize to you.”

      “Apologize?” Clarice sat very still.

      “Yes,” Hunter said. Then he laid her on the couch beside him and ducked off somewhere.

      That man, Clarice thought. What had gotten into him? Didn’t he say he wanted her to sit on his lap? And now he just dropped her and disappeared.

      Clarice was pissed off. So what if Hunter decided to go home now?

      But Hunter didn’t go home. In fact, he came back holding a bouquet of red and white roses and a single pink bud. Her favorite color. Like those from Elise’s shop.

      “Clarice.” Hunter sat beside her and spoke. “I want to apologize for my bad behavior from before. I want to start over. Can we start over?”

      “Hunter… I…”

      “I want to take care of you and our baby.”

      Clarice sighed and turned to look at him.

      “Hunter, we’ve been through this before. I just can’t take it if you cheat. I’ve never had a boyfriend before, nor a lover. But still, being faithful to me is the number one priority. I know it’s hard for you since you’re the number one playboy in Australasia. So don’t bother. It’s okay. I can look after my baby by myself. I’ll be fine. You don’t have to hold yourself responsible.”

      “Clarice,” Hunter snapped, his voice serious, an icy fierceness within him. “Why are you so stubborn? I’m willing to change my ways. I’m willing to try. Why can’t you give me this chance?”

      Give Hunter this chance? Give Hunter this chance to show he can change. She could if she wanted to, but she knew in the end, she would be the one that would suffer and hurt the most because she knew she would fall in love with him. Not now, though, but she knew if she stayed near Hunter any longer, she would. Hunter was just her kind of man. Perfect. Funny. Cute. Handsome. Kind. His only fault was his playboy behavior. And that’s the one thing she couldn’t stand. She just couldn’t have that.

      “Fine. Hunter, you want a chance. I’ll give you a chance,” Clarice snapped. “You want to look after me and our baby, then that’s fine. But you must abstain from sex. Until our baby’s born. You can’t have sex with me or with any other women. And no flirting with any other women.”

      “Clarice, Jesus. You won’t let me stay near you, yet you won’t let me cheat. How am I supposed to abstain that long?”

      “I don’t know. That’s your problem. These are my conditions.”

      Clarice knew she was being selfish, but she must threaten his male ego. If he saw she was winding him around too tightly, then he would back off and let her go. It was his obsession. But she knew if he stayed with her and continued to flirt with other girls, it would hurt her too much. That was just the type of girl she was. One man for life or no man at all. And right now she was testing him.

      “If you want to test me, then fine. I accept. I’ll prove to you that I’m the man for you and our baby.”

      “What? You’re accepting?” Clarice twisted her head when she heard this.

      This shocked her. This wasn’t the answer she was expecting. Hunter should’ve been out the door by now.

      “Yes.” Hunter nodded and went to grab Clarice again, but she scooted to the other side of the couch before he had the chance.

      “But… but…” Hunter wasn’t supposed to accept this deal. What to do, Clarice? What to do?

      “But what? What other condition have you got for me?” Hunter drummed his feet on the floor, his arms folded, waiting for whatever ridiculous condition Clarice could come up with.

      “You… you… your feet must be three meters from mine.” Clarice suddenly remembered her three-meter rule she’d made up. “If you want to stay here and look after our baby, then your feet must stay on the floor and be three meters from mine.”

      “You can’t get anymore ridiculous than this, can you, Clarice?” Hunter asked. “Three meters? Come on. Is that some random number you picked?”

      “Yes… I mean, no. I’ve calculated and that’s the perfect number so I don’t—” Crap she almost spilled her lustful thoughts for him to hear. But she was relieved when Hunter only focused on the words three meters and not her reasoning behind it.

      “Come on. It’s like we’re not even in the same room,” Hunter argued.

      “That’s the point, isn’t it?”

      “Then why am I even staying here, then? What happens if you’re unwell?”

      “Then we can call that an exception, but if there are no walls or tables to separate us, you stay three meters away.”

      “Jesus, Clarice, all these rules.”

      Hunter was willing to submit to any ridiculous rule Clarice put up, but he didn’t imagine he would have to bargain with the three-meter rule. What other condition would there be next? Talking on cellphones when they were in the same house?

      “My house, Hunter, my rules. You don’t want to stay, then there’s the door.”

      Hunter gritted his teeth. “God, you really want me to leave that much?”

      Clarice looked at Hunter seriously and was about to respond when he saw that look on her face, like she was about to say yes.

      “Fine. Fine.” Hunter hastily agreed.  “I’m sorry. I agree. But come on, three meters? Isn’t that a bit too much?” Hunter tried his plead again. Maybe if he argued a bit more, he could reduce it to two or one. That way he could still touch her.

      “No, it’s not. I think that’s the perfect number. Now what will it be?”

      “Fine,” Hunter said grumpily. And then an idea lit up in his head as he saw Clarice standing right behind the couch. He smirked. Without so much as giving Clarice prior notice, he hopped on the couch and kissed Clarice on the cheek, then jumped off the again and said, “I just kissed you. Now deal with that.”

      Clarice couldn’t respond. She was too shocked.

      “Hun… Hunter, you kissed me?” Clarice said, touching her lips, still in her little shock cocoon.

      “Yep!” Hunter grinned. “That I did.”

      “And you broke the rule.” Clarice awoke and started chasing him.

      “That I didn’t.” Hunter ran around the couch, trying to get away from her. “I stood on the couch. My feet aren’t even on the floor, so the three-meter rule doesn’t even apply here.” Hunter grinned while dodging her chase. “Next time, Avocado, if you want to make a rule, make sure you state it clearly, because I’ll always find a loophole.” He laughed.

      Clarice was frightened. Not so much of Hunter, but for her wellbeing. What if Hunter decided to cling to walls like Spiderman or stand on furniture? Then she would be in mortal danger of getting kissed by him all the time. And she knew her wall of willpower would slowly crumble like shortbread after one bite. No, she must not have this. She must punish him. So she continued to chase him.

      “Get back here and get your punishment, Hunter,” she screamed, and then she felt herself getting a stitch in her stomach. Oh crap.

      Clarice bent over and with haggard breath, she found the couch and sat herself down. Hunter, who was into the whole love chasing game thing, was too busy laughing for a few seconds extra, with his head thrown back for full effect, that he didn’t notice Clarice on the couch, with a pained expression on her face, until he bent forward again and saw her holding her stomach. He immediately went to her side, forgetting all about their personal space rule.

      “Oh God. Clarice, are you all right?” His face grew pale at the sight of his beloved in pain. He cradled her back and touched her stomach. “It’s my fault. I shouldn’t have made you mad. I’m sorry.”

      Clarice was about to turn to Hunter, to tell him she only had a stitch, when her stomach decided to answer for her first. It gave out an embarrassing but hungry growl.
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      Dinner that night consisted of Cambodian takeaway since the microwave food that Hunter made got smoked up and overcooked.

      Hunter apologized with a little boy’s grin on his face.

      “Sorry, Clarice, I didn’t mean to burn your house down. I just thought I’d buy you something but then thought I’d cook something instead. Then I realized I can’t cook, so I microwaved some packaged food… and then realized I can’t even microwave the food properly, so now we’ll just eat takeaway. Is that all right, my sweet?”

      Clarice almost bit her own tongue.

      “My sweet?” she asked, her eyes as round as marbles.

      “Or would you rather I call you baby? Actually, I like that name better. Baby. Baby.” Hunter tested Clarice’s new name on his tongue.

      “Clarice would be just fine,” Clarice said and forked the satay dish into her plate.

      “Clarice and baby, then. I’ll use them interchangeably.” Hunter chose to ignore Clarice’s sharp tongue. “So…” He began again when Clarice didn’t respond. “Do you like the flowers?”

      Clarice eyed the bouquet of red and white roses in the vase. So beautiful. It reminded her of that day when she delivered the flowers to Hunter’s house by accident. Clarice eyed the single pink rose in the middle. How did Hunter know that she liked pink roses?

      “I got it from this florist. Oh, here, read this message.” Hunter took the card hidden between the blooms and handed it to her.

      

      Clarice,

      I’m sorry I made you mad. I hope you forgive me so we can start fresh, like this bouquet of roses.

      A white rose represents truth and chastity, whereas a red rose represents affection and fidelity. That’s how I feel about you. And with the single pink rose, I want to tell you, you are beautiful, the only woman in my eyes. You are the only one that makes my heart happy, the only one my heart needs. So I’m sorry. Please forgive me.

      Love, Hunter. XOXO.

      

      Clarice looked at the note and then at Hunter, her eyes going glassy. Could she? Had she fallen in love with Hunter already? Her heart was wavering. Her strong barricade around her heart was starting to crumble down.

      Should she? Would she dare to stand up right now and kiss him and tell him to forget all about the three-meter rule, forget about everything, and pretend they were lovers? Because basically speaking, she was starting to get sick of all these lustful thoughts going through her head. She knew her morals said it was wrong, but dear heavens, her body was yelling for her just to go for it. Hell or not, at least she could get a taste of this heaven again before her baby was due. So just one kiss. One little kiss to appease this hunger within her.

      Clarice was about to stand on wobbling feet to proceed with her action when Hunter’s next comment stopped her and she came crashing on her seat.

      “Don’t you like the message? The beautiful florist said all that, so I just copied the meaning from her. She was so nice.” Hunter spoke absentmindedly and continued chewing his food.

      So he just copied the message from the florist, Clarice thought, fuming, as she took another spoonful of her food, not tasting the delicious peanut sauce and crunchy broccoli, but a metallic and foul element, possibly her own blood since she’d been biting her lips because she was so mad.

      Here she thought it was all from his heart. What a despicable man. Tricking her like this. And she almost fell for it. Almost allowed her wanton feelings to win over her morals.

      Her strong fort that was crumbling before was now resurrected in a split second. And this time she even put a lock on it. No more soft words and heartfelt feelings.

      After dinner that night, Clarice sorted through her mail, but her concentration was already lost due to the male sitting in her lounge, casually watching TV like this was his own home.

      Hasn’t he got a house to go to?

      She thought since she’d finally caved in to allow him to care for her during her pregnancy that he would magically go home, since that was what he was always droning on about. But now since they’d finished eating their dinner, he was still in her house.

      “You have an appointment with the doctor tomorrow? I’ll go too.” Hunter spoke from behind her shoulder. His hands went to lightly touch her shoulder as he peeked into her private space to look at her calendar.

      “No need. I can go by myself.” Clarice twisted away her shoulder so Hunter would stop touching her. She was still feeling a little raw after he said all those things about that blond-haired woman from the florist shop. She should have put on another condition too. Don’t talk about his women in front of her.

      “But I want to come. It’s my baby after all.”

      “And it’s my body after all.”

      “And it’s my baby after all. So since my baby is in your body, I’m responsible. I’m taking you.”

      “Fine,” she yelled. There was no use arguing with Hunter. Whatever he wanted, he got. “Now, can you go?”

      “That’s my baby.” Hunter smiled cheerfully, then picked Clarice up into his arms like a bride on their wedding night.

      “Hunter, what the hell are you doing? Put me down at once.”

      “Oh, you looked like you needed a pickup. All that scowling makes you look old. You don’t want to grow older before me now, do you?” Hunter laughed. “I’ve got a lot of catching up to do if I want to surpass you, so you better stay young-looking for me.”

      “Hunter! I mean it. Put me down right now.” When Hunter continued to laugh, she resorted to blackmailing. “Look, just because I agree that you can be the father, you have no right to do as you like with me. The three-meter rule, Hunter. Remember the three-meter rule. You’re not obeying it. You’ll get your punishment.”

      “Ooooh, I can’t wait to get that punishment from you.” Hunter laughed animatedly. “Ha, what will it be? A smack on the bottom?”

      Hunter carried her around like one of those historical romance novels where the hero picked up the heroine and dropped her onto the saddle of his large stallion before whisking her off to a faraway land where they would live happily ever after. But because there was no stallion, he dropped her on the couch instead and jumped on top of her.

      “But it doesn’t matter because I’m willing to let you punish me. As for now, though, it’s time to kiss you,” Hunter shouted before playfully kissing her on her face, chin, lips, and cheeks.

      “Hunter, Hunter!” Clarice almost had a heart attack. Her head was spinning and her heart was jumping. Then in the next second, full-on laughter burst forth from her lips when she felt her feet being tickled.

      “And now I’ll make you sing with your laughter too,” Hunter shouted playfully and started tickling her again.

      “Hunter, stop it. I said stop it.” Clarice managed to speak between laughter.

      Hunter stopped and lay on top her. “You see. You look really beautiful when you laugh. Stop making that grouchy face. I don’t want our baby to have a grouchy face when he or she comes into this world,” Hunter said, his fingers removing wet, sticky strands of hair from Clarice’s face. Her laughter made her all sweaty and sticky. She looked so alluring. And at that precise moment, he couldn’t control himself and he found himself leaning down.

      Clarice’s pupils dilated. This was her chance to escape, to push him back, but she didn’t because she wanted Hunter too. So she allowed Hunter’s head to descend until his lips hovered just above hers.

      At that moment, she continued to take deep breaths, as if she were stuck in this trance that bound them together. She wanted this. Oh God, she needed another mouthwatering kiss from Hunter because even though she told herself countless times that she wouldn’t soften her barricade, but just one look from Hunter and her self-control would come crashing down.

      So, Hunter, please, Hunter, kiss me. Just kiss me, she begged silently as she pursed her lips.

      As if Hunter could hear her thoughts, he bent forward a little farther too… until—

      “Oh my God! Clarice! Big bro! What are you guys doing?”

      Both Clarice and Hunter snapped out of their trance and turned to look at their intruder.

      As for the intruder, he was so shocked that his mouth gaped open all the way to the floor.

      “Max!” Clarice and Hunter both said simultaneously.
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      Max chewed his lips worriedly as he approached his cousin’s house. It’d been a week now and he’d been released from camp. God, now I feel like a prisoner.

      Of course it felt more like a prison than a camp. After knowing the news about Clarice and Hunter together, Max didn’t have the energy to participate in any camping event, but spent most of his time plotting and planning for the perfect apology so his cousin wouldn’t hate him. And now he’d come up with the perfect plan. He would just have to talk to her, head on, and explain everything. In fact, he came as soon as the bus dropped him off at school.

      So now here he was, his heart drumming so loud he could even hear it beating. Once he approached the house, he knew immediately that Clarice would be inside because her car was parked in the driveway.

      “Hello,” Max called out softly as soon as he walked in. “Cuz, are you there. Your car is outside. Hello.”

      Max didn’t hear any reply, which was rather strange because usually, Clarice would run up to greet him. But then again, this wasn’t one of those normal circumstances. She was mad at him after all. So maybe she was hiding somewhere.

      “Hello,” he called out softly again, approaching the lounge. “Clarice, I’m sorry, okay. Where are you?”

      And then he arrived and his eyes almost burst out of their sockets at the sight of his cousin and the man he called big bro entwined together on the couch.

      “Clarice? Big bro? What are you guys doing?”

      “Hunter, Hunter, get off me. I said get off me.”

      Max watched his cousin as she swatted Hunter on his back so he would get off her.

      Hunter hastily got off Clarice and she hastily sat herself down, straightening her clothes.

      “What… what were you guys doing?” Max asked again, his face blushing red all the way down to his neck.

      Oh God. Did my plan work to that extreme? Max thought. It was a mistake after all. And now, look. They’re head over heels in love with each other.

      “Max!” Clarice’s sharp voice sliced through his thoughts. “So the conductor finally arrived back from camp.” Clarice stood and advanced toward him with her predatory gait. “What am I going to do with you?”

      “Make me your baby’s godfather,” Max suggested timidly.

      “Ha. That’s a good one, Max.” Hunter burst out laughing.

      “Shut up, Hunter. This is between me and my cousin. Now you be quiet and stay out of this.” Clarice scolded Hunter.

      “Sorry. I’ll keep quiet now. You guys just talk. Just pretend I’m not here.” Hunter relaxed himself on the couch.

      Max gave Hunter a pleading look. “Big bro,” he called out. “Help me.”

      “What? It’s your fault for dragging me into this mess. You’re the one who thought I was Anton,” Hunter bit out, then picked up a random book to start reading.

      “But why weren’t you a gentleman?” Max shouted back, getting angry when Hunter ignored his plea. “You should have left the room when you realized Clarice wasn’t the woman you intended to sleep with.”

      “What?” Clarice turned around to face Hunter now. “So the night you slept with me you thought I was someone else?”

      Clarice’s laser death beam was now directed at Hunter, and no, he didn’t like it one bit. The soft and subtle lusty eyes were nice to look at, but not the laser death beam eyes. No, he needed help here.

      He looked to Max, who was standing there with a smug look on his face like the cat had just stolen cheese and the blame was now shifted to someone else. “I… ur… Hey, Max, would you help me out a bit, little buddy?” he pleaded.

      “Too bad. You didn’t help me when I asked for it,” Max said, smirking. Then he turned to his cousin and said, “Clarice, chop him into little bite-size pieces and feed him to the sharks.”

      “Hunter, why didn’t you tell me this?” Clarice said with a wounded expression. “I know you went to my room because Max pushed you in, but I didn’t know you thought I was another woman.”

      “That was before, all right.” Hunter stood, having enough of Max blaming him. “I told you right afterwards. I couldn’t sleep with anyone else. I couldn’t stop thinking about you. Now I’ve changed.”

      “Changed, big bro. Really?” Max mocked him.

      God, right now I just want to shut the kid up with a sock or something, Hunter thought.

      “Of course I’ve changed.” Hunter defended himself. “You haven’t been here for the past few days. I’ve changed a lot.”

      “Well, I’ll have to wait and see, then,” Max said. And then he narrowed his eyes at Hunter. “But don’t expect me to help you with anything else. Especially about that case when you pretended to be that blind old man so Clarice couldn’t confess to the real Anton that she was pregnant with your baby.”

      Clarice snapped her head to Hunter. “You were that blind old man that fell on my lap? I thought he was real.”

      “Of course he was the blind old man, cuz. He blackmailed me to help him. I had no choice.” Max had to add more fuel to the already burning fire.

      “Shut up, you little rat. You dressed up as that Japanese anime character, so you tricked Clarice too. Clarice, he tricked you.” Hunter pushed the blame back to Max.

      Clarice snapped her head to her cousin again and gave him her laser death stare. “You were that Japanese boy? You helped Hunter?”

      Max put up his hand in surrender, cowardly denying the fact. “Cuz, I told you he blackmailed me. If you knew I was the one that got you the wrong sperm, you’d kill me for sure. And big bro, he lit that flame. He scared me. So I didn’t know what to do but help him out. Don’t hate me, cuz. Don’t hate me.”

      “I did not. I only told you the truth. Clarice would kill you for sure if she knew,” Hunter snapped back.

      While the two argued back and forth, a headache began to brew in Clarice’s head.

      Really, it’s all in the past now. I got my sperm. I’m pregnant now. That’s all I asked for. So what if I got the wrong sperm? At least now Hunter is taking responsibility.

      So not wanting to hear the shouting contest between the two anymore, she shouted, “Shut up, you two. God, I’m getting headache. I’m going to bed.”

      “Clarice, wait. I’m sorry.” Hunter held her back, preventing her from leaving him alone with Max. “Let’s not shout at each other. We can talk to each other in a civilized manner. Can you manage that, Max?” Hunter eyed the younger boy.

      “I can manage that, big bro. The question is, can you?” Max retorted with his own sarcastic comment.

      “Of course I can. I just said that,” Hunter argued.

      “Oh yeah, then let’s start talking in a civilized manner,” Max shouted again and thrust his chest out to show he wasn’t intimidated by Hunter’s domineering stature.

      And before Clarice knew what was happening, they both went into another round of argument.

      “All right, enough, you two. I don’t care anymore. Shout all you want. When you’re done, don’t forget to lock the door on your way out.”

      With that said, Clarice stomped all the way upstairs and slammed the door to her bedroom before collapsing on the bed.

      “God, such a headache.” She massaged her temples and closed her eyes.

      Downstairs, both Hunter and Max stood staring at each other like they were mortal enemies, until Hunter let out a deep sigh.

      “I’m sorry.” He raked back his hair. “I was overreacting. I did blackmail you. I really like Clarice a lot and I don’t want to lose her. She just agreed for me to take care of her, and it’s a responsibility I don’t want to lose. It’s a chance I don’t want to miss.”

      Max stood staring at the floor, his big hazel eyes blinking.

      “I’m sorry too, big bro. I didn’t mean to push the blame on you either,” he said, twiddling his thumbs.

      “I guess we can both forgive each other, then,” Hunter suggested, extending his hand.

      Max stared at Hunter’s big hand and grinned.

      “I was going to say that.” And he took Hunter’s hand and shook it. “Friends, then?”

      “No.” Hunter winked. “Future cousin-in-law.”

      “You’re kidding?” Max shouted in excitement.

      “Not kidding, rat. Not kidding at all. But not a word. I need her to say she loves me first, and then booyah, wedding cakes and invitations.”

      “Seriously, big bro?” Max had to ask again because his excitement was on the verge of overflowing.

      “Seriously, Max. Seriously.” Hunter nodded in confirmation.

      “Oh shit. I’m so happy. I’ll help you out, big bro. Whatever you want to do, I’ll help you out,” Max offered.

      “Excellent. Thanks in advance, Max, but we have another hurdle we have to overcome first before I can call you my cousin-in-law.”

      “What’s that?” Max asked.

      “We must do something to make Clarice happy again.”

      “Pfffh,” Max scoffed. “Pipsqueak, I know the trick.” He then went to rummage through Clarice’s pantry.

      “What are you looking for?” Hunter asked from behind.

      “Cup noodles,” Max said. “My cousin is crazy for noodles. If she’s upset, then that’s the only way to cheer her up.”

      Max was in the pantry for some time and he still hadn’t come out. Hunter was wondering what was taking so long. It’s just cup noodles. Surely you can just pick one out and be done with it.

      So because he was too curious, Hunter yanked the pantry door open too and there stood Max, assessing all the packaged food. Except now he was inside the pantry too, staring with his mouth gaping open like a fish out of oxygen.

      “Holy mother of God,” he let out in astonishment. In all of his life, he’d never seen stacks and stacks of cup noodles like this before.

      Aligned on one side of the wall, from floor to ceiling were cup noodles. From egg noodles in a cup to rice noodles in a cup. Then there were buckwheat noodles and potato noodles in a cup. Shit. There were all sorts of noodles in a cup. It was like a grocery store filled with cup noodles.

      What have I gotten myself into? Falling in love with a woman who’s obsessed with cup noodles.

      “Oh my Lord.” Hunter let out another curse.

      On the other side, there were stacks and stacks of noodles too. Spaghetti, lasagna, more rice noodles, egg noodles, buckwheat, udon, and even ramen. If there was a noodle shortage in New Zealand, he was sure Clarice would be to blame. She could survive on these noodles for over six months.

      “Where’s the rice? I don’t see any rice here,” Hunter asked when he didn’t see any bag of rice anywhere. He thought Clarice was part Asian, so she should eat some rice, right?

      “My cuz don’t like rice all that much. She keeps some, but not a lot. I think she ran out. I might need to get another bag for her,” Max muttered. “Which one shall we pick for her, big bro?”

      “How the hell am I supposed to know? I thought you stayed with her more. I’ve only just gotten to know her.”

      “So you have to know what she likes, then,” Max said as if lecturing him. “You should write this down. Rice noodles with a hot spicy soup for cold days. Buckwheat noodles with hot chili paste for hot days. Egg noodle stir-fry for any given day, as long as she’s hungry, and vermicelli for rainy days.”

      “What’s vermicelli?” Hunter asked.

      “They’re wee thin rice sticks. They taste very nice,” Max added.

      “She’s upset, so which one do we pick?” Hunter asked.

      “The hot rice noodle soup,” Max said, picking it up.

      Back inside the kitchen, they boiled some water and Max raided his cousin’s fridge.

      “Clarice doesn’t like to eat plain noodles. She likes to add in a mixture of vegetables and meat. Seafood, especially seafood.”

      “Clarice likes seafood?”

      “Yep. Like really likes-likes. Check this out.”

      Max opened the fridge door wider, and Hunter was once again gobsmacked. There were muscles, squid, prawns, shrimp, crab meat, and surimi.

      “And that’s not all. She loves bean sprouts. And tofu. In fact, she’s obsessed with tofu.”

      “Are we going to put tofu in the noodle soup too?”

      “No. Too much hassle. I’m too lazy right now. Let’s just add the seafood and bean sprouts.”

      Hunter and Max worked as a team to get the noodle soup ready for Clarice. Once they were done, Hunter stood back and said, “I don’t know if she’s going to go for it. We just had our dinner.”

      “Don’t worry. When it comes to noodles, there’s no wrong time or place for it. Clarice will be like a little hungry rabbit. Eating and nibbling everywhere and anywhere.”

      And they did treat Clarice like a little hungry rabbit with their bait of hot noodle soup in a cup. They both went up to her room and stood right outside her door, Max holding on to the bowl of soup.

      “Why do we have to bring the soup here? Can’t we just tell Clarice to come down and eat? Why do we need to lure her out with this?”

      “Shh,” Max hushed. “Listen to me. This is the only way.”

      “Fine.” Hunter shook his head, then waited for whatever Max was up to.

      Max pressed one ear near the door and listened. He heard nothing.

      “Why are you pressing your ear to the door?”

      “Shh.” Max hushed Hunter again. “Just wait. All will be revealed in a second.” Then he gestured for Hunter to open Clarice’s bedroom door a crack.

      “Is that enough?” Hunter mouthed to Max.

      “A bit more. Just one more inch.”

      Hunter pushed the door a little bit wider, all the while making sure there was no sound.

      “That’s enough. Now hold this bowl,” Max instructed, giving the bowl of noodle soup to Hunter while he peeked in to look at his cousin’s sleeping form.

      “Is she asleep yet?” Hunter whispered since he couldn’t really see what was happening inside.

      “No. She’s only pretending to sleep. I bet she’s waiting for us to leave.”

      “Well, I’m not leaving that easily.”

      “Me too.”

      And they both grinned at each other like two mischievous little kids looking for trouble.

      “Okay, big bro. Now lift the lid a little more. Let the aroma waft into her room.”

      Hunter did as the boy bid. Then he shifted his position so he could see the effect of the soup in action. “She’s still pretending to sleep,” he whispered in disappointment.

      “Let’s see.” Max stood and leaned over Hunter, his hands pushing on Hunter’s head for support.

      “Watch where you put that hand, you little rat.”

      “Sorry, big bro,” Max said, retrieving his hand and leaning against the doorframe instead. “Big bro, lift the lid a bit more.”

      Hunter lifted the lid a bit more, and more of the scent of the red-hot soup wafted into his nose, making it twitch. And it didn’t help either when Max constantly waved his hand around to try to push the hot and spicy scent into Clarice’s room.

      “What are you doing, Max?” Hunter almost choked on the chili scent going into his nose. “I’m about to choke here.”

      “I’m sending this scent to Clarice so she knows we’ve cooked her favorite noodle dish.”

      “Right. Go for it. Put all your strength in it. I’ll just not breathe for a second, then.”

      Max continued to wave his hands around above the bowl of noodle soup, like he was a magician, until miraculously, as if watching a dead animal come to life, her head started twitching.

      “Max! Max!” Hunter couldn’t contain his excitement. “She’s moving. Her head is moving.”

      “Let’s go. Let’s go back downstairs.” Max pulled Hunter up and dragged him back downstairs.

      “Why are we going back downstairs?” Hunter was perplexed at this whole apology scheme.

      “Because she will come looking for it. Like a rabbit starving for food. You’ll see.” Max gestured for Hunter to place the bowl of noodles on the dining table. “And you might want to hide somewhere where you can see her face when she starts eating.”

      Not a second after Max said this, they heard footsteps coming downstairs.

      “Oh crap! She’s coming down now, big bro. Hide! Hide quickly!” Max screeched before he plunged himself underneath the dining table where the yellow tablecloth would cover him.

      “I’ll hide underneath the table too.” Hunter pushed his head in, only for Max to push his head back out again.

      “No, big bro. Not enough room. Find somewhere else. Quick. She’s coming.” That was all the warning Max gave before he dropped the long tablecloth back in place, covering his body from everyone’s view.

      “Oh shit. Where to hide? Where to hide?” Hunter looked around the room like a deer trying to find a place to hide from the hungry wolf, his eyes scattering everywhere, scanning for any obscure spot that could act as a barrier to hide himself.

      Hunter had never felt this flustered before. This was even worse than taking his oral exam for his final year at university. And then as if by magic, he saw the door to the pantry was open. He jumped in just as Clarice walked in.

      “Thank God. They’ve all left.” She smiled in relief. “And Max even made me my favorite noodle soup.”

      Clarice couldn’t contain her hunger. Nothing would make her feel better than noodles in a cup. She approached the dining table with ease and lifted the lid.

      “Oh, Max, my sweet little cousin. Thank you,” she whispered under her breath and sat down.

      It was just simple food, but Clarice looked so happy that Hunter couldn’t help smiling himself. God, she looked so beautiful when she was happy like that.

      Hunter wanted to kiss her then. So he tiptoed out and walked to Clarice, then surprised her with a back hug and a kiss on the nape of her neck.

      “Forgive me,” he said.

      Clarice dropped her chopsticks and turned to Hunter, her lips smeared with a layer of greasy film due to the soup.

      “I… I…” Clarice couldn’t word her acceptance. Here she thought Hunter and Max had already gone home and by way of apology had made her the bowl of noodles. She had been gorging on her noodles like there was no tomorrow, slurping and sucking, thinking no one was here to witness her awful table manners. And now Hunter had just seen her with her lips all greasy.

      “Forgive me?” he asked again, looking at the happy woman in his embrace. “Say yes. Please say yes.”

      “Come on, cuz. Just say yes.”

      “Max.” Clarice searched the room for her cousin. “Where are you?”

      “I’m here.” Max crawled out from underneath the table. “I think you should get a bigger table, cuz. I can hardly fit in there anymore.”

      “Max,” Clarice called out, all stunned again.

      “Please, cuz. Just forgive us. I feel so bad right now. And so is big bro. We really want to see you happy again. We don’t like to make you mad.” Max begged his cousin.

      “Please. Please.” Hunter begged too.

      “Yes, please, please, please.” Max begged again.

      Clarice couldn’t help it. They were begging her like little lost puppies. They were so cute that she started laughing. First, it started with a little hiccup of a laugh, then progressed to head-thrown-back laughter. Before long, her whole body shook and she couldn’t help herself. Clarice’s laughter was so contagious that both of the boys ended up laughing too. Once the laughter died down, Clarice smiled with a twinkle of love in her eyes.

      “So all forgiven?” Max asked his cousin, massaging her shoulder as added incentive just in case Clarice said no.

      “All forgiven,” Clarice said, ruffling his hair.

      “You know I don’t like you ruffling my hair, but for the sake of your forgiveness, I’ll let you ruffle it one more time.”

      “You rascal.” Clarice laughed and ruffled Max’s hair again.

      “And me.” Hunter stood by her side, waiting patiently for the two cousins’ playful game to stop. “How about me? Do you forgive me too?”

      Clarice turned to look at Hunter and gave him a smile too.

      “Yes.” She nodded.

      “Yes, Max. Clarice said yes. Give me a high-five, little man.”

      “Little man?” Max was wounded. “Big man… say big man if you want me to high-five you.”

      “Yes, big man. My big man.” Hunter laughed. “Now give me a high-five.”

      “That’s more like it.” Max slapped Hunter’s hand in celebration.

      Nearing midnight, Max took his leave, but Hunter was still standing there, watching Clarice eating her noodle soup.

      “It’s getting late,” Hunter said impatiently, looking at the time.

      “Yes, it is.” Clarice dropped her empty bowl into the sink. She started washing it and then put it into the dishwasher. Then she turned to Hunter, indicating maybe it was time for him to leave too.

      “So, umm, where do I sleep?” Hunter coughed out.

      “Sleep?” Clarice opened her eyes wide.

      “Yeah, where do I sleep?” Hunter nodded his head.

      “I thought you were going home. I thought you were only going to come in when you wanted to.”

      “Clarice…” Hunter laughed uneasily. “Are you pulling my leg here? When I say I want to look after our baby and look after you, do you expect me to run back to my house every single night? I’m living here, staying here to look after you.”

      “What?” Clarice had horror on her face.

      “Why do you look so shocked?” Hunter asked, surprised.

      “Because I thought… I thought…”

      Dear heaven, she was in mortal danger now. How could she be so stupid and naïve? Here she thought Hunter was going to go home every night. This wasn’t supposed to happen.

      “Then… then you sleep on the couch,” Clarice put in before Hunter could suggest anything else.

      “On the couch?” Hunter asked in disappointment. “No, not the couch, please. How about a bed? I’m good with a bed. I can even take that guest bed. Actually, your bed sounds even better.”

      “No. On the couch. If you want to stay here, then it’s on the couch or nothing at all.”

      “But if anything were to happen to you at night, how am I going to know?”

      “I’m just upstairs. It’s not like we’re miles away. Plus, if I have any problem, I’ll just call you on my phone.”

      “You’re kidding, right?” Hunter asked, gobsmacked.

      The things that came out of her mouth, it was just so unexpected. Here he thought she couldn’t come up with any more ridiculous conditions, but she had, and man, it was the most stupid and absurd condition he’d ever heard.

      “You’re crazy?” Hunter face-palmed himself. “You are absolutely crazy. Why in God’s name would we need to talk to each other via cellphones if we live in the same house?”

      “Because… because…”

      “Because what? I might jump on you and do things to you at night when you’re at your most vulnerable?”

      You’re absolutely right, Hunter. That’s what Clarice thought, but she didn’t tell him that.

      “Whatever you think, but that’s my other condition. You want to live here, so it’s the couch. Take it or leave it,” Clarice stated, before turning on her heel and walking off, leaving Hunter staring at her back.

      God, she’d gone loopy. But what was even crazier about their whole situation was that he was actually the crazier one because he’d just fallen in love with the most adorably crazy woman. One who eat noodles in a cup for all sorts of moods and weather, one who demanded he abstain from sex until their baby was born. And on top of that, she suggested they talk to each other through cellphones and stay three meters away from each other when they live under the same roof. Yep, he thought. There was no denying that fact now. He was definitely the crazier one in their relationship.
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      Hunter eyed the couch like it was his long-lost nemesis. There was no way he was going to sleep on that thing again. He could still feel the pain in his neck from the last time he stayed at Clarice’s house.

      Hunter glanced at the stairs, then back to the couch again. Then a smile appeared on his face. He went to sit himself on that couch and flicked on the television. His plan could not be accomplished until Clarice was finally asleep. Oh, he couldn’t wait.

      At 12:30 a.m., Hunter almost had to cello tape his eyelids to keep them open. He was damned tired. The light from her office was still on. He assumed she was still working.

      Is she not going to work tomorrow? He himself had to report for work at Anton’s office tomorrow morning, so he would need his sleep.

      Hunter gritted his teeth and went back to the lounge. Shaking his head to stop himself from dropping off right there, he went to the main bathroom and washed his face.

      “You will not give up, Hunter. Stay strong,” he said to the mirror and slapped his cheeks a few times to wake himself.

      Walking back to the lounge, Hunter had to pass Clarice’s office. It was dark.

      Dark? Yes. It is dark. Clarice must have gone upstairs to sleep.

      Yahoo! Running back to the couch in excitement, he jumped on it and sat watching the clock.

      Fifteen minutes. He was going to give Clarice fifteen minutes to fall asleep, and then he’d put his plan into action.

      Time crawled by like a snail on a racetrack. He was damn near agitated; his eyes wouldn’t stop twitching. Once the long hand reached the fifteen-minute mark, Hunter jumped off the couch again and walked like a burglar to Clarice’s bedroom upstairs.

      Inching the door opened, he crept to Clarice’s side and then slid between the sheets.

      “Clarice,” he whispered, shaking her shoulder. “Can I sleep here for the night?”

      “What is it?” Clarice responded groggily, turning to face Hunter, her eyes drowsily opened.

      “Can I sleep with you for the night?” he again asked sweetly.

      “Oh, sure, but just stay on your side,” Clarice said, turning back to sleep.

      Really? Hunter couldn’t believe his luck. Here he’d imagined she would kick him out of her bed by now, but instead, she’d asked him to sleep next to her. Wow, what a jackpot.

      When Clarice fell back into slumber, Hunter inched closer and was about to plant a kiss when her voice froze him in place. He thought he was about to have a heart attack, caught in action like that. But the words Clarice said next blew his mind completely out the window, and his libido shot to the ceiling.

      “Kiss me, Hunter.”

      Hunter couldn’t believe his ears. Here he’d thought only to cuddle next to her until morning, but Clarice had asked him to kiss her. That was beyond unbelievable.

      Clarice still has her eyes closed, but she’s talking to me. Is she sleeping or awake? he wondered.

      “Kiss you? What, like right now?” he asked, unsure.

      “Yes,” she moaned.

      She moaned. Clarice just moaned for me to kiss her.

      Hunter slid a sloppy kiss on her lips, so excited that he made a judgmental error on the location because it was so dark.

      That wasn’t my best one, he thought. But when one’s partner is asleep, it’s hard to make it passionate.

      Clarice, though, didn’t seem to care.

      “Again please,” Clarice muttered, pouting her lips forward to receive another kiss.

      Hunter seriously couldn’t believe his luck tonight. One kiss was fine, but two? That was intentional.

      Ha-ha. Hunter gave an evil laugh. Clarice, you ripe avocado, I’m going to eat you tonight.

      “All right. As you wish, my queen.” He sniggered. And then this time he gave her a heart-dropping kiss on her lips.

      God, I’m such a rascal, just like Max, Hunter thought. But he couldn’t help taking advantage of Clarice when she was asleep like that, all vulnerable and mellow, all soft and sweet, unlike the usual stubborn woman from whom he had to steal kisses just to appease his sexual appetite.

      “More, Hunter, more.” Clarice wrapped her arms around him and clung to his neck tightly, then brought her cheeks to brush against his rough stubbled jaw, like a little kitten rubbing its master for affection. She mewed in satisfaction. “I like your rough jaw. It feels so nice against my cheeks.”

      “Oh God, Clarice, you’re driving me insane here,” he muttered between more kisses.

      Clarice lay limply in his arms then, allowing him to kiss her, which was strange, and then her arms slid off his neck.

      “Clarice, are you dreaming?”

      Clarice fluttered her eyes open and gazed at him through heavy-hooded eyelids, her pupils all hazy, a thin film of desire masking her vision.

      Hunter cupped her cheeks and asked in his thick voice, “Baby, are you dreaming?”

      “Hunter,” Clarice moaned softly. Her hands went to cling onto his neck again. She pulled his face forward until his lips were hovering just above hers. Then she spoke. “I didn’t tell you to stop kissing me. I want you, Hunter. Make love to me.” And then she initiated the kiss.

      “Oh, baby, why can’t you be like this when you’re awake?” Hunter finally concluded that Clarice must be dreaming when she closed her eyes again. “I will make love to you. I’ll make sure you feel lots of pleasure tonight.”

      Hunter kissed Clarice’s lips again and then her cheeks, chin, and forehead. He trailed kisses all the way to her collarbone, sucking her flesh and licking at certain spots. He was rewarded with pleasure when Clarice shuddered and cried out his name in her sleep.

      “Baby! Baby!” Hunter repeated, his voice thick with lust, a tremble of desire coursing through his body. He could feel himself breaking into sweats. Kissing her collarbone yet again, he started unbuttoning her pajama top, when his hand abruptly stopped.

      No. No. I can’t take Clarice when she thinks this is all a dream. In his mind, he’d imagined they would make love in sweet passion. This was wrong, so wrong on so many levels.

      Hunter will make it his mission to break Clarice’s stubbornness. He loved her—he really loved her—but more than anything, though, he needed to prove to her that he was a gentleman. And gentlemen do not make love or take a woman while she’s asleep.

      Hunter sighed and smiled longingly. He traced her plump lower lip and kissed her there, then said, “Oh, baby. I’m going to make sure you admit you want me when you’re awake. And then I’ll make love to you.”

      Kissing Clarice on the forehead for the final time that night, Hunter walked back to his old nemesis, the couch, and dropped himself onto it.

      “Well,” Hunter said, sliding his hands behind his head as he looked up at the intricate brocade ceiling, “it’s just you and me now, couch. I don’t know when I’ll be able to sleep on a bed again, so let’s just get along, shall we?”
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      Clarice got up the next morning craving sex.

      Is this even normal? she asked herself. Of all the things to crave, why does it have to be sex? One would normally crave sour food, sweet food, or exotic food during pregnancy, but in my case in must be sex? That just doesn’t even make sense.

      Dear heaven, she just wanted to dig her head in the sand and die in shame because she didn’t just crave sex with anyone. No, she had to crave sex with that Casanova Hunter.

      How lewd could she get? Even the three-meter rule didn’t help. This was bad, really bad. She just couldn’t think of anything else except Hunter. It was like he dominated her whole mind, filling up all the capacity inside her brain. And last night she’d even dreamed of Hunter cuddling and kissing her.

      Yes. It must be because of that lewd dream from last night. That’s why I’m feeling all hot and bothered so early this morning.

      Surely in dreams no one would get hurt. That was what she remembered thinking in her dream. And because everything was only in her subconscious mind, she’d behaved outlandishly. She’d begged for Hunter to kiss her again and again. Not only that, but she’d asked him to make love to her too. But now that effect had somehow transmitted into real life, and she couldn’t stop thinking about him. She could still remember his face like he was right there in front of her, kissing her lips and forehead. And his jaw, she could still feel his short stubble prickling her skin, making her feel all tingly even now.

      Oh, this is pathetic. Why do I have to tiptoe around the house like I’m a burglar? This is my house after all. But she couldn’t help avoiding him. He was her complete downfall.

      Hunter was lying on the couch, sleeping peacefully, as she entered the lounge. Just seeing him like that, all rough and raw with his blond hair all jagged around his face, raised her body temperature. Thoughts of the dream from last night flooded back into her mind.

      Oh, this is bad, really bad. Her symptoms started up again. That reduced breath, the increase in heart rate, and her itchy hands. She felt like a tiger wanting to pounce on him.

      Does he know how I feel right now? Of course not. That damn man is still asleep. Damn, chocolate, where is that chocolate?

      Clarice rushed into the kitchen to look for chocolate. She could remember watching a film mentioning sex and chocolate. If one were to crave sex, she could get the same pleasure just by eating chocolate.

      Yes, that would be her answer. She could just eat chocolate instead. That should stop her craving for sex with Hunter.

      Now where is that chocolate? She grumpily thought to herself as she looked through the pantry.

      “Why is it every time you need something, it’s never there?” Clarice growled. “Chocolate, where are you?”

      Clarice rummaged through her pantry once more, through all the cup noodles, until she found some, right at the back.

      Ah… almond chocolate. My favorite.

      Unfolding the wrapper, she took one small bite.

      Ecstasy! That’s what it is, she thought as she closed her eyes while chewing the delicious sweet, letting her taste buds detect all of the delicious scent and flavor. Then she took another bite. That small bit of chocolate melting on her tongue was like a trip to heaven. Tasting that sweet goodness, she imagined it was Hunter’s lips she was sinking her teeth into.

      Is this what sexual pleasure feels like? It was so long ago that she couldn’t remember anymore.

      “Why are you binging on chocolate so early in the morning? I thought eating sweets was bad for your teeth,” Hunter asked just as he opened the pantry door to reveal Clarice inside, gorging on chocolate like she’d been starving for a century.

      “I know, but I have a sudden craving for sex—”

      Crap! Clarice opened her eyes and there right in front of her was Hunter, dressed only in his pajamas pants and his white tank top, showing off his abs that were flat as a surfboard.

      “Sex?” Hunter asked, amused at Clarice’s flustered state.

      Clarice swallowed the remaining chocolate in her mouth.

      “Sex? Dear Lord, no… no…” She waved her hand around in denial. “I mean chocolate.”

      Hunter lifted one eyebrow as if he didn’t believe a word that came out of Clarice’s mouth. “You’re craving chocolate? And it’s 7:30 in the morning.”

      “Well, I am pregnant after all. Pregnant women crave weird things.”

      “So not sex, then?”

      “No, not sex. Chocolate. I crave chocolate.” Clarice eyed Hunter. She wished at that point that she didn’t, because another shot of desire rushed through her. She bit her lip, wincing inwardly, trying to suppress a moan from escaping her lips.

      “Whatever you desire, baby.” Hunter brushed aside Clarice’s ailment and went into the pantry and grabbed a box of cereal and a banana, then some nuts and milk from the refrigerator to make his breakfast for Clarice and himself. Turning back to Clarice, he saw she was watching him with a look of unbidden desire.

      Hunter smirked but said nothing, simply ignoring the strong desire between the two.

      “Hunter,” Clarice said quietly.

      “Mmmmm,” he mumbled, placing the two round bowls side by side, and started pouring in all the ingredients in his attempt to make breakfast.

      “I really think you should leave.”

      Hunter snapped his head to Clarice. What has gotten into her today? He thought they’d sorted out their relationship. Or was it because of last night? Did she remember?

      “Why? Haven’t we sorted out I’m to be here until our baby’s born?”

      “I know, but—”

      “But what?” Hunter cut in, hoping Clarice wouldn’t mention last night.

      “But…” Oh heaven, how was she supposed to tell Hunter she wanted to sleep with him, that she wanted to ravish him right there and then. Forget about it. She felt her cheeks growing hot. “Oh, never mind. I’m going to work now.”

      “But you haven’t changed out of your pajamas yet, nor eaten breakfast.”

      Clarice stared at herself. Dear heaven. She face-palmed herself and went upstairs to change.

      When Clarice came back downstairs again, her breakfast was already made. Hunter made sure Clarice had her food first, but because she was in such a hurry, she only had two spoons full before rushing out the door.

      “Why in such a hurry?” Hunter asked as she was flapping around looking for her shoes.

      “I have surgery today. My patient’s coming at eight thirty,” she said while putting on her shoes, avoiding eye contact.

      “It’s only eight in the morning. You still have half an hour. Go back and eat breakfast properly. It’s not good for your health. Think about our baby.”

      “I know. But I really am in a hurry. Traffic is no good if I leave too late.”

      “Fine. I forgive you for not eating today. But only for today. You must have an early lunch. Or even better, have an early morning break.”

      When Clarice was done, she finally turned her gaze to Hunter looking all domesticated in her rose-print apron. Hunter lifted his eyebrow at her in a questioning gaze.

      “What?” he asked.

      “Well?” Clarice asked, tapping her foot on the wooden porch outside.

      “Well what?” Hunter replied.

      “Aren’t you going to leave? I have to lock the door you know.”

      “I can lock the door for you,” he said proudly, like he was the owner of the house and Clarice was the guest.

      “But—”

      “But what?” Hunter cut in again. “You don’t trust me? I have the key to your house. If I wanted to steal anything, I would have done so ages ago. Now go to work and stop flapping around like a chicken. You’re an avocado remember, not a chicken.”

      “Hunter, you—”

      Clarice didn’t complete her own retort, as Hunter surprised her with a kiss on her cheek.

      “Hunter… you… you… opportunist,” Clarice growled, her face growing red again. “Stop kissing me or I’ll kick you out of the house.”

      “You don’t have time to kick me out of the house now.”

      “Oh, yes, I have time,” Clarice argued, her eyes glaring at Hunter, but her cheeks were still red.

      “Tick-tock, tick-tock.” Hunter waved a finger in front of her face. “The hand on the clock is moving. You’ll be late, very late. Bye-bye now.”

      “Oh, dear heaven. My 8:30 patient. Surgery.” Clarice suddenly remembered her surgical case and rushed away to the car, her arms flinging around just like a chicken. If Clarice had feathers, Hunter was sure they would have fallen off by now, what with the amount of flapping she was doing.

      “Don’t forget our appointment later on today at the clinic. I’ll see you there,” Hunter shouted as Clarice climbed into the car.

      “I know,” Clarice yelled back, her head poking out of the car to put in her last words.

      Hunter only chuckled as he watched Clarice drive off. He guessed Clarice was almost at her breaking point too.

      He wondered how long they were both going to pretend they weren’t attracted to each other. But he would make it his mission that Clarice would be the first one to cave in. And when that time came, he’d be the first one to jump on the marriage wagon.
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      If Clarice were the chicken, then he was the rooster, Hunter concluded as he tried to navigate all the files in the computer database. If he continued to flap his arms around like this any longer, he was sure to be wingless.

      After the debriefing with Anton, Hunter confirmed that he would act as Anton’s secretary, following in his cousin’s footsteps until he got the ropes of how the company ran.

      Except following in Anton’s footsteps and acting like his secretary started at the very bottom of the chain. That included work such as organizing files and imputing documents into the database, a task he found so mundane that he tended to nod off.

      Tasks like these really wound him up and flared his temper, especially when coupled with interruptions. And interruption number one came in the form of an unexpected phone call. As Hunter wedged more files into the back drawers because the surface was too messy to look, he heard his phone ring.

      Hunter had been neglecting his phone these past few days, since he started courting Clarice, so he hadn’t a clue as to how many messages had accumulated through his absence.

      Picking up his phone, he snapped, “This is Hunter.”

      “Hunter. Is that you?”

      Didn’t I just answer with my name? Why the need to confirm? Hunter wanted to scold that person. Instead, he growled back, “Who’s this?”

      Hunter disliked strangers calling him during work hours. In fact, it was all hours. Period.

      “It’s Caroline.”

      Caroline! That woman! The one that slapped my beloved Clarice on the cheek at the pre-conference ball. The once innocent maiden that somehow, with a flick of a finger, transformed into an evil witch. He still hadn’t had a chance to break even with her yet. The gall of this girl, calling for him.

      “What do you want?” he lashed, a little too rough around the edges, just for her to get the hint that he didn’t want to talk to her. Caroline, though, didn’t seem to get the message.

      “Where are you?” she asked. “I’ve been calling you and texting you nonstop, but you wouldn’t pick up.”

      What’s this? Hunter speculated. Is she my girlfriend or something? Calling and texting me? That’s just super creepy.

      “I’m not available. What do you want?” he hurled back.

      “I was wondering if you have some time to have lunch today.” Caroline continued. “Your father wants me to talk to you about some things regarding the company merger.”

      “I’m busy. Anton would be more suited to have this discussion with you. Book an appointment with him.” He shut the phone before Caroline could say another word.

      Not a second later, the phone rang again.

      “Shit!” Hunter hurled another curse when he saw the same phone number. He gnashed his teeth in disgust and snapped his phone shut.

      What’s with her? Hunter shook his head, angry that all his concentration had been drained because of that single phone call. Cursing again, he stared at the work piled on his desk that he had to complete before four. Clarice’s checkup appointment was this afternoon, so he didn’t want work to hold him up.

      Keeping to his appointment with Clarice was a sign of his commitment. Even working here in the office was a way to prove to Clarice that he was a man worth gold. Although, if he had a choice, he would rather learn about the ropes of negotiation instead, but since he’d made a fool out of himself back in the States some time ago, Anton had cautioned him to learn about filing before attempting his next deal. But at this stage, with the amount of interruptions, he wasn’t sure if he could get anything done at all.

      And not a minute later, after his concentration began to resurface again, the door to his office had to open, revealing interruption number two in the form of his very own cousin, Anton.

      Now what?

      Hunter twisted his head, knitting his brows together to show his irritation.

      “Now that business talk is done, I want to talk to you about a personal matter.” Anton came to sit on his desk.

      “Yes.” Hunter lounged back in his chair, waiting for Anton to continue.

      “Where were you these past few days?” Anton got straight to the point.

      Shit. What’s going on here? Why are people so interested in my whereabouts? Can’t I have some freedom here?

      “Oh. Here and there,” Hunter said, swaying the topic so as not to give a direct answer.

      “And where is here and there?” Anton probed, wanting specifics.

      “Oh, hotels and motels,” he said, not giving any specific locations.

      He hadn’t been in his apartment.

      “You do know we have our very own hotel here. You’re the heir to this company. You do have the right to stay here. Yet you never checked in. You also have an apartment in Herne Bay, but instead, you went to sleep at other people’s hotels?”

      “Come on, Anton. We’ve talked about this already. You’re the heir and I’m not. I don’t want to talk about this anyway. Now go back to work,” Hunter  shooed him off his desk. “I’m busy here.”

      “Hunter,” Anton reprimanded. “I’m not talking about the heir thing again. I’m here to talk about why you’re not at home. Where were you?”

      “I told you, hotels and motels.” Hunter swayed the topic again.

      “And where are these hotels and motels?” Anton probed further.

      Hunter had never lied to his cousin before, but this one would be deemed exceptional.

      “Our competitor’s hotels. I was only doing research. Knowing what our competitors are up to would be beneficial to our company.” He made up the lie on the spot.

      “Okay, then. And what did you find out from our competitors?” Anton asked, folding his arms, testing Hunter, interested to see the type of answer or lie his cousin would come up with.

      “That the couch was hard to sleep on. It strained my neck.” Hunter stated, rubbing his sore neck.

      “You went to our competitor’s hotel to sleep on their couch?” Anton asked in disbelief.

      Shit. Hunter realized his mistake. It was Clarice’s couch that strained his neck.

      “The couch was hard to sleep on, but the bed was comfortable.” Hunter laughed drily, correcting his mistake.

      “And how is that research going to help our hotel grow?” Anton asked with a straight face. God, my cousin is so bad at lying, he thought.

      “Not to invest in hard couches,” Hunter pointed out. “Only go for the soft ones. One you can sleep on too.”

      If Anton’s behavior was anything like Hunter’s, he would have face-palmed himself by now. Instead, he just sat there and stared at his cousin in bafflement.

      “Okay, then. Next question. Can we talk about Clarice? You ran after her that night at the pre-conference ball. I’ve wanted to ask you about this, but you always seem to disappear on me.”

      Shit. Is Anton still pining for my girl? Hunter thought, fretting. If that were the case, if he knew Clarice was pregnant with his child, wouldn’t Anton strangle him alive? Or worse yet, cut their blood ties?

      Anton wasn’t like his dad, whose behavior was seen as carefree. In fact, his dad would encourage him even more if the old man knew he’d made Clarice pregnant. No, Anton was more of the silent brooding type, the type that would punish him if he did something bad. At this point, though, Clarice had agreed to let him live with her, but she hadn’t admitted that she loved him. So what if she changed her mind? What if she went back to Anton? Hunter didn’t want to think about it. Just that thought alone frightened him half to death.

      “No, Anton. No time to talk about Clarice. It’s working hours here. I don’t want dad to say I’m incompetent at the task you’ve given to me,” Hunter answered, pretending to shuffle all the documents around his desk, trying to look busy when in fact he hadn’t a clue as to what he was doing. God, I am so out of touch. Should I go back to business school and start from scratch?

      “It’s good that you can identify your weakness.” His cousin’s voice made him snap up his head, his demon temper returning again. He made a grouchy face and turned to give Anton a nasty look.

      “I’m trying my best here.” Then he turned back to enter more data, typing furiously on the computer to show his cousin he was annoyed.

      Anton only shook his head and headed out the door.

      I should have agreed on the spot to go on that date with Fern, Anton thought to himself. Now no amount of pleading with his cousin would leak any information regarding Clarice.

      Flipping his phone open, he punched in Fern’s number, his last resort, and breathed uneasily as he heard the ring tuned to his own heartbeat.

      “Anton. Why, hello.” Anton heard her sugary voice through the phone. “How unexpected. You’re not the type of person to call someone like me. What can you be after? Oh wait, can I assume you need my help.”

      “Yes. I need your help.” Anton got straight to the point, ignoring the furious beat in his chest.

      “And how can I help today?” she replied.

      “I want to talk about Hunter. He’s not talking to me. He’s shutting me out.”

      “Oh. Well, what can I help you with? You did turn me down the last time I suggested we go out.”

      Damn this woman. Anton ground his teeth. She was blackmailing him again.

      “I’ll go,” he struggled to say.

      God, he knew he must stay away from her because he liked her, but he was too bloody scared that she might catch on to his feelings. But in this case, he had to agree. Hunter had been acting so strange these past few days. And it had him worried. He’d even asked his uncle, but all the man said was, “Just go ask your cousin yourself.” And he did, but the boy just wouldn’t budge, only giving him vague answers and lying to him about sleeping at some hotel. He knew his cousin was somehow linked to Clarice, but he didn’t know how. Now the only way to find out would be to go through Fern. Again.

      “You did turn me down last time. What made you change your mind this time?” Fern’s voice taunted, bringing his mind back to the present.

      “You don’t want to go? We could just cancel the whole thing,” Anton threatened her back.

      “No. No. I will go. Tonight, then. 6:00 p.m.”

      “Sure.” And he snapped his phone shut.

      Oh, dear Lord, that was too much already. Anton rubbed his face in weariness. He just hoped by tonight he would be calm enough to speak with the woman civilly without his forehead breaking out in sweat.
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      If he didn’t want to bite the bullet and collect information about his goddamned cousin, then Anton wouldn’t be here right now facing Fern, sweat pouring down his forehead like a damned waterfall, in the most expensive restaurant he’d ever dined. But it was too late now. And he was never one to shy away from a challenge anyway. And this was one of the challenges he was facing—not stuttering like a fool or glaring at Fern like he was a block of ice.

      Fern, though, didn’t seem to notice Anton’s lack of comfort or his internal battle. All she did was smile at him like a girl gushing over her first love, to the point it was almost overflowing, fluttering her eyelashes furiously.

      “Finally, you have time for me,” she said, smiling.

      Anton nodded and gave a grunt, then turned to look at his menu. He ordered his meal when the waiter came over and sipped his water, refusing wine when Fern poured one for him.

      “Such a gentleman,” Fern commented, hand underneath chin, looking up at Anton in that weird way again, which only made Anton’s heart beat like horses’ hooves on an open field.

      Anton coughed to hide his discomfort. Before long, the food was put in front of them and Fern still didn’t utter another word, apart from her first two comments. She continued to smile in that weird way of hers, flicking her hair back once or twice.

      Anton cleared his throat again. Then once the waiter left, he took action. He asked, “You have some information regarding Hunter. Any idea where your friend went to? He hasn’t been home lately.”

      Fern flicked her seductive gaze at Anton. But instead of answering him, she went to cut up her medium-rare steak into little bite-size pieces. Once satisfied it was in perfect immaculate squares, she pressed her fork into one and popped it into her mouth, chewing it ever so seductively so as to lure Anton into her charm. Her goal was successful, as Anton couldn’t stop staring at her mouth.

      “Anton.” Fern eyed Anton beneath her lashes after she swallowed that small piece. “If you were to ask me, who am I supposed to ask?”

      “You’re his best friend. I’m sure he might tell you something.” Anton tried ignoring those red lips chewing the steak, but it was getting really hard.

      “Unfortunately, Hunter did not say anything,” Fern said as she tried to chew another little piece of meat.

      When trying to swallow it, she found the piece was still too big and too tough, and it got caught in her throat. She thumped her chest, but it wouldn’t dislodge. Her eyes went glassy through tears and her face went red.

      Help. I’m choking. And it has to be in front of the man I like. What a way to die. These were Fern’s last thoughts as she continued to thump her own chest.

      Anton, immediately judging the situation, automatically went to her side and wacked her on the back. With a thud, the piece of meat flew out of her mouth like a tiny red UFO, all the way across the room, until it landed perfectly in a random man’s champagne.

      Oh the humiliation, Fern thought after she recovered. Her plan would’ve been successful if not for that stupid meat.

      “You should have chewed it properly.” Anton scolded her, worried, as he sat back on his seat.

      “I didn’t know it wasn’t cooked properly,” she snapped back, refusing to look at his face.

      Why is he so mean? Fern grumbled silently. She was almost choked to death a minute ago and here he was yelling at her in front of everyone like she was a child.

      “You asked for medium-rare. That’s why it’s not cooked on the inside,” Anton yelled even louder.

      “I… I… umph.” Fern bit her lips, trying to stop a retort from escaping. Tiny crystals of tears were already forming at the corners of her eyes, but she refused to shed them. Instead, she jabbed at her red steak, pouring all her stress and anger into it.

      Anton was also jabbing at his own piece of meat. He chewed it roughly before swallowing, not tasting the succulent beef because all his attention was focused on Fern.

      She’s even worse than a child, he thought. What was she thinking getting choked on a piece of meat like that?

      “You sure you don’t have any other information regarding Clarice or Hunter?” he asked in annoyance, jabbing yet another piece of meat and plopping it into his mouth.

      “No,” Fern replied brusquely, giving her own steak another small stab to relieve her anger.

      This isn’t how it’s supposed to happen, Fern thought sadly. All of her good mood was demolished because of that one humiliating accident, and now Anton was angry with her because she’d embarrassed him. Does he really like Clarice that much? Going on and on about Clarice. Asking about Clarice this, Clarice that.

      The atmosphere during dinner was colder than arctic. With both glaring at each other like mortal enemies, they continued to chew on their food until they finished their meals. Anton finished first and started packing up.

      Fern suddenly realized she didn’t want to depart with Anton feeling this way. Worrying he might disappear right after their meal, she feigned a stomach ache. Anton, who hadn’t a clue, thought it was food poisoning. Fern was only happy that Anton showed some consideration for her. Maybe he does care a bit about me, she thought.  So with both parties misunderstanding the situation, Anton led Fern to Auckland’s hospital.

      “First, you didn’t chew your food properly, and now, you have a stomach ache. What am I going to do with you?” Anton muttered as he drove her to the hospital. “If someone were to be your boyfriend, they would have grey hair by their next birthday.”

      Fern was fuming when she heard this. At first she thought he cared for her when he led her into his car. She lashed back with her own retort. “At least they would be old enough to look after me. Unlike someone who’s always yelling at me.”

      “Oh, my dear,” Anton said sarcastically, flicking his cold gaze to her, “you do need someone who’s old to look after you, what with the way you’re always acting like a child. First, you didn’t chew your food properly, and now you’re sick. I think you’ll need an old man who has all the time in the world to look after you.”

      Fern was furious. Why was Anton so mean to her?

      “Forget it. Just forget it,” Fern said, tugging on her seatbelt to release it. “Take me back to the hotel. I want to go back to the hotel. I’m no longer sick.”

      “Stop being a child. You’re sick. I’m taking you to the hospital. And don’t you dare remove that seatbelt. I’m driving here.”

      “I said I’m no longer sick. Take me back to the hotel. Now!” Fern ignored Anton’s warning and removed the seatbelt.

      “Oh, bloody hell,” Anton swore when he saw her release her seatbelt. He slammed his foot on the brake to stop the car and glared at Fern.

      “Stop demanding. I’m not your chauffeur. And I told you not to remove your seatbelt. Why did you remove it?”

      “I am not demanding. I’m only pissed at you for acting like this. Secondly, I want to go back… umm.”

      Anton suddenly found his mouth clamped to Fern’s. He didn’t know how that happened. All he could remember was thinking he had to stop her mouth from moving. It was distracting him. Those red lips. And before he knew it, he’d locked his lips to hers. And now, kissing Fern, he found it to be so breathtaking and intoxicating that it almost had him toppling over backward with desire.

      “You kissed me. You just kissed me,” Fern said breathlessly after they broke apart.

      “Yes. I think I did,” Anton said, his breath haggard.

      What have you done, you old brute? Anton growled at himself. You kissed a girl who’s a decade younger than you. You old bastard.

      “Why?” Fern asked, a shiny hope present in her eyes.

      “I think I like you,” Anton confessed through his hazy state.

      “You like me?” Fern asked, also slightly hazy.

      “Dear Lord, did I just confess to liking you?” Anton shook his head to dispel this spellbinding haze.

      “Yes, you did.” Fern nodded, a slow smile spreading across her lips.

      “Dear Lord, I think I did. Can I take it back?” Anton eyed Fern.

      “No. Please don’t. I… I have something I want to tell you too.” Fern suddenly became shy, twiddling her thumbs like a child about to make a speech.

      “What is it?” Anton asked, turning to look at Fern’s plump red lips again.

      “I like you too. A lot, actually.”

      Anton chuckled and ran his hand through his tidy hair. “Really?” he asked in disbelief.

      “Yes. Since the beginning.”

      Anton chuckled again. “Seriously?”

      “Yes.” Fern looked up at Anton’s surprised face. “Is it so surprising that I like someone like you, Anton?”

      “I don’t know,” Anton answered. He looked out the window. Where were they? Yes, they were in an isolated residential area.

      “So can I be your girlfriend, then?” Fern asked when all was silent.

      “What?” Anton was surprised, turning back to stare at her.

      Anton was a traditional man. He wasn’t used to women asking him out or to be their girlfriends. So when Fern asked him this question, the only thought that went through his mind was, Shouldn’t the man ask the girl to be his girlfriend?

      “I asked if I can be your girlfriend. You like me, right?” Fern asked again when Anton didn’t reply.

      “I… I do. But shouldn’t I be asking you this?”

      “It doesn’t matter who asked. I like you and you like me. That’s all that matters,” Fern stated.

      “I’ll… I’ll have to think about it, then,” Anton answered in a stammer.

      “Don’t think too long. I’m waiting.” She wound her arms around Anton’s neck, fully comfortable getting close to him again.

      Anton chuckled and leaned in to kiss her on the lips.

      “I won’t. Just give me some time to get used to your behavior.”

      “You don’t like the way I behave?” Fern asked, taking the subject seriously.

      “Well, I’m a very traditional man. I don’t like seeing my woman hugging and kissing men like she belongs to every single man on this planet.”

      Fern planted a kiss on Anton’s cheek. “I will not behave like this again. So what do you say? Be my boyfriend?”

      Anton only chuckled, gave Fern another kiss on the lips, and ignited the car engine.  “Come on. I’ll take you to the hospital. Get you all checked out, just to make sure you’re fine.”

      “See, the benefit of being my boyfriend is you can kiss me anytime you want,” Fern pointed out, which only made Anton laugh even louder.

      God, can my life get any more convoluted than this? Anton thought. Wanting to court Clarice, thinking she’s the perfect girl for me, but ending up with a redhead who speaks in third person and is over a decade younger. What a perfect way to end my bachelorhood.

      As the car took them to the hospital, Fern hadn’t the heart to tell Anton her true condition. Seeing Anton in such a high spirit like this sent her heart soaring too. It would be a shame to ruin the atmosphere, but when the car arrived at the hospital, Fern had to confess.

      “I… I was lying before. I’m really is fine now,” she said.

      Anton, though, didn’t seem to hear because his eyes and mind were preoccupied elsewhere.

      “Am I seeing things, Fern?” Anton asked, thinking what he’d seen was just a mirage.

      “What do you mean?” Fern asked, turning in the direction Anton was looking.

      “I just saw Hunter and Clarice holding hands, walking into the hospital.”

      “Seriously?” Fern snapped out of her mushy, sweet love mode and into her sassy mode again. “Let’s get out and investigate.”

      Inching closer to the couple holding hands, Anton took Fern’s hand and hid themselves behind a pillar, like ninjas, trying to get a good look at the couple just to appease their curiosity.

      “Is it them?” Fern asked, peeking from behind Anton’s shoulder.

      “I’m not sure,” Anton replied.

      Because Anton couldn’t hide his curiosity anymore, he yelled out to the couple as he got closer to them. “Hunter? Clarice?”

      The couple near the elevator turned to look at Anton, and upon seeing him, recognition flared in the male occupant’s eyes. He only said two words.

      “Oh shit.”
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      “Hello again.”

      Dr. Flint’s friendly smile irked Hunter immediately. Clarice, on the other hand, was smiling in blooms. In fact, she was paying more attention to that colorful doctor than him sitting beside her.

      “You are doing great for a pregnant woman.” Dr. Flint commented on Clarice’s healthy complexion. “You haven’t been feeling down or anything? No cravings or morning sickness?”

      “Morning sickness, yes. In the beginning,” Clarice commented, “but now, no.”

      “But there’s cravings, doctor. There’ve been lots of cravings,” Hunter had to add just so he wouldn’t feel left out of the conversation.

      “Cravings? What sort of cravings?” Dr. Flint turned his attention to him.

      Hunter only smirked as he stared at Clarice, his eyes lighting up.

      “Oh, you know… chocolate… and… se—owww!” He recoiled in pain as Clarice jabbed her elbow into his stomach to stop him just before he burst out saying that forbidden word.

      “Don’t you dare say that word out loud,” Clarice hissed.

      “Okay, okay, I won’t say it.” He nodded nimbly. “But she has been acting a little violent as of late. Is that normal, Dr—owww!”

      Another elbow in his stomach.

      “See what I mean?” he stated. “She’s gone all feisty.”

      “Hormones can play a huge part.” Dr. Flint nodded, his eyes twinkling at the loving couple. “Apart from that, you’re all in good health. Make sure you, Mr. Mason, look after her.”

      “Oh, don’t worry. I can look after her. It’s Clarice you should worry about. She doesn’t want me to look after her.”

      “Would you stop talking, Hunter?” Clarice warned.

      Dr. Flint only chuckled and stood up. “Well, that’s all for today, then. I’ll see you next month. Here’s a list of midwives you can choose from. And here’s my business card. Any concerns at all, just contact me.”

      Dr. Flint handed the information to Clarice, but it was Hunter who took them and shoved them in his pocket.

      “If that’s all, then thanks for today, doctor. We’ll get going, then. Clarice, baby, I’ll help you out of the chair.”

      “I’m not disabled, Hunter. I can get out of the chair by myself.” Clarice gritted her teeth in embarrassment.

      “I’m practicing now so when you do swell up like a balloon, I’ll know how to handle you.”

      “Hunter, do you want another jab in your stomach?” Clarice hissed again.

      “You two look like you’re so in love. I’m sure the little one will be so happy to have such loving parents.” Dr. Flint laughed.

      “Oh, I love my wife a lot.” Hunter nodded, taunting Clarice even further.

      “Adios, then.” Dr. Flint smiled before letting them out the door.

      Once they were outside, Clarice boxed Hunter’s ears.

      “How can you say that? Exposing all my weaknesses.”

      “Well, he did ask whether you’ve had cravings. I was only telling him the truth. Binging on chocolate and all that.”

      “The chocolate was fine, but why did you need to mention the…?”

      “Oh yes, the sex.” Hunter finished Clarice’s sentence. “So did you really crave such things, or is it a general thing that all women go through when they’re pregnant.”

      “I was not craving sex.” Clarice denied the truth, her face going red. “I was craving noodles.”

      “Noodles? But you were eating chocolate,” Hunter mused, laughing at Clarice’s expense.

      “Whatever.” Clarice turned away and started walking back to the car. Her mood right now could only be described with one word. Irritation.

      “Wait, wait, wait.” Hunter halted Clarice by clasping her hand to prevent her from walking any farther.

      “What now?” Clarice turned and gave Hunter her sour face.

      “Have coffee with me.” Hunter perked up, trying to make Clarice smile. “Talking about these cravings of yours makes me crave coffee. Come on. Let’s go next door.”

      “But I don’t want to drink coffee.”

      “Then you can have hot chocolate. They make good chocolate there.” Looking at Clarice’s hesitant expression, he said again, “Come on. At least let me apologize for making you mad.”

      Clarice still eyed him, assessing whether she should go.

      “Come on,” he persuaded. “Their hot chocolate is very good, you know. You are craving chocolate, right? Have a chocolate drink with me? Hmmm? Say you’ll come?”

      Clarice couldn’t resist Hunter begging her like this. He just looked too adorable.

      Adorable? What am I thinking? Being thrown off guard by her thoughts, she straightened and answered with a curt, “Fine,” and with a shake of her head, she stalked off right ahead of Hunter to hide her red flaming face.

      The health center was right next door to the main hospital building, where the little café resided, so with only a short walk, they were there.

      “Why do you need to hold my hand?” Clarice asked, getting further embarrassed and annoyed. “I’m not a child, you know. I won’t get lost.”

      “I know, but I want to be the loving partner.” Hunter grinned. Then, as if thinking Clarice would be pleased with his behavior today, he asked, “And can you guess how I spent my day today?”

      “Kicking the wind,” Clarice automatically answered.

      Hunter only made a scolding face.

      “No,” he whined, a little upset that Clarice would accuse him of such behavior. Before, yes, he would spend all his time kicking the wind, out playing and having fun, but now, no. “I will have you know that I’m a very responsible man now, Clarice,” he said, thrusting out his chest proudly. And then he whispered into her ear, as if sharing a secret, “I work now. Just like Anton.”

      Clarice’s ears pricked up and a smile formed at the corners of her lips.

      “You’re working now?” She gave him a sideways glance.

      “Yes, I am,” Hunter replied gleefully.

      “Where?” Clarice asked, intrigued.

      “At the hotel. Dad offered me a job.” Hunter was literally bouncing on his feet now.

      “That’s great.” Clarice smiled.

      It was only that one smile, but by golly, he’d been waiting to see one for ages. All of his bad mood from earlier today, which included that phone call from Caroline, had completely vanished, only to be replaced by this warm feeling inside.

      “I know, right?” He agreed proudly.

      “Did you enjoy it?” Clarice asked.

      “It was boring. But I’m going to try my best so that can see I’m a good man. So are you proud of me?” he asked, the ultimate question.

      Hunter’s heart leapt in anticipation, waiting for Clarice to respond.

      “Oh, Hunter.” Clarice giggled. “Of course I’m proud of you, but you don’t need to do it for my sake. I’m sure when our baby’s born, you’ll be sick of me by then.”

      “No,” he burst out, his hands immediately latching onto Clarice’s. “The reason I’m doing this is because I want to prove to you that I’m a good man. I want to show you I’m able to look after you.”

      “Okay.” Clarice laughed again, her irritation dispersed. Seeing Hunter looking all emotionally lost and stressed out like this made her smile. “You look stressed out. Let’s just go for coffee, then.”

      “I’m serious about you, Clarice,” Hunter whined again, tugging at her arm, just like a child would when asking for his favorite toy.

      “Okay, okay. Let’s go get you that coffee. Surely little Hunter is hungry for caffeine. That’s why he’s behaving like this,” Clarice added playfully.

      “I’m not little, you know,” Hunter stated, threatening Clarice with his tall stature, his body straightening to his full height, towering over Clarice’s little frame.

      “And that I can tell.” Clarice agreed, staring up at Hunter.

      They both walked into the foyer of the hospital, hand in hand. They were now standing at the elevator, and while Clarice was musing over whether to take the elevator or walk the stairs, Hunter heard their names called from behind.

      “Hunter? Clarice?”

      Hunter whipped his head around in the direction of that voice. At that moment, he could only suck in his breath, his eyes flaring open, because staring right back at him were Anton and Fern, his cousin and best friend.

      “Oh shit!” he swore, immediately swallowing a gulp of panic.

      Before Clarice could turn around, he grabbed her hand and made a run for it.

      “Hunter, why are we running? Stop dragging me. I thought we were going to the café.”

      “I have people chasing after me,” he said as he ran up the stairs.

      “Who?” Clarice asked, panting after Hunter. “What did you do wrong? Why are they chasing you?”

      “Debt collectors, baby. I have debt collectors after me.” He said the first thing that came to his mind.

      “You’re rich, Hunter. You have a hotel in every city. Why do you have debt collectors after you?”

      “Because I’m the heir and everyone wants a piece of me.”

      Okay, that reasoning just doesn’t even make sense right now, Hunter thought. But who cares? Anton was after them. He had to escape. He didn’t want Anton knowing about Clarice’s pregnancy. Worse yet, he had a strange suspicion that Anton liked Clarice and that thought alone was already unsettling. There was no way he was going to hand his woman over to Anton. Cousin or not, for this one, he didn’t care.

      “Hurry, baby, hurry!” Hunter dragged Clarice farther.

      “Hunter! I’m pregnant here.” Clarice managed to yank her hand out of his grip. She went to rest against the wall and closed her eyes. After regaining her breath, she turned to stare at Hunter. “I’m not supposed to be running like this, you know.”

      Crap. He almost forgot Clarice was pregnant. Through his panic attack, he’d literally dragged her up these stairs. But if they couldn’t run, then they would have to hide. Where were they supposed to hide, though, in this wide-open staircase? Then an idea came to him like a lightning bolt into his brain.

      Hunter advanced toward Clarice and trapped her with both his arms against the wall. Clarice’s eyes grew wide with the sudden intrusion.

      “What are you doing, Hunter?” Her voice rose in panic as his face loomed closer.

      “Do me a favor, baby,” he spoke. “Kiss me. Please kiss me, baby.”

      “What?” Clarice screeched. Why, of all places, would Hunter ask her to do such a thing here? Public affection was not her forte. No way was she doing it. And what was his motive anyway? “Why?” she asked, her eyes scattering to look at the passing public, to see if they were looking in her direction. Thankfully, they were not.

      “Because when someone doesn’t know where to escape or hide, they kiss each other and the bad guys walk off. Like those soap operas on television.”

      “Where did you get such an idea?” Clarice asked. Hunter isn’t one to sit in front of the TV and watch soap operas.

      “Fern told me about it,” he answered.

      “Well, my answer is no. This is a public place. Don’t you go messing around with me.”

      Clarice eyed the many people now climbing the stairs. Yes, no way am I letting Hunter kiss me in a place like this. And who is Hunter running away from? And by golly, she didn’t believe a word that came out of his mouth about debt collectors.

      “But I asked your permission already. Shouldn’t you agree and let me kiss you?” Hunter said in a hurry, his eyes alert, flicking back towards the stairs just in case Anton or Fern came running after him.

      “Just because you keep on stealing kisses from me and now you ask my permission, do you think I will say yes?” Clarice hissed. “No, Hunter, my answer is still no. This is a public place.”

      “So what you’re saying is I should just kiss you without asking for your permission.” Hunter clarified. He flicked his eyes back to the stairs again. They weren’t here yet, but they would be soon if he didn’t do anything quick. God, he was starting to get impatient.

      “That’s not the point, Hunter,” Clarice said, shaking her head. “And stop looking at the stairs. Look at me when I’m talking to you.”

      Hunter was forced to turn his attention back to Clarice, but then he couldn’t keep his heart from panicking at the sudden thought that Anton would appear any minute. He diverted his eyes back to the stairs. Just one last time, he thought.

      Oh shit. He could see Anton’s head bobbing up the stairs now.

      Panic! Panic! Panic!

      Because he was running out of time and options, he skipped the permission bit and plunged his mouth onto Clarice’s, sealing their lips together.

      Clarice was taken aback, but she kissed him anyway, enjoying those lips, forgetting all about her dislike of public affection.

      Hunter wasn’t expecting Clarice to be this cooperative, but she really mellowed. And as time moved on, he found he was still kissing her.

      Deep in this intoxicating trance, Hunter was awakened again as he felt a hand fall upon his shoulder.

      Oh crap! His body stiffened. Caught in action, kissing my girl. What am I going to do now?

      Hunter looked like a little boy who was about to be scolded for stealing a cookie from the cookie jar. He was now sitting beside Clarice, his hand clasping hers his only security, as he stared timidly at his cousin sitting in front of him.

      Anton directed a silent, frosty glare straight at Hunter’s face.

      Hunter didn’t like that look. He felt nervous all of a sudden. His mouth went dry and his heart pumped much too fast for his liking. He clenched and unclenched his hand, the one that was now connected to Clarice.

      Clarice wasn’t sure what was going on. She wasn’t sure why Hunter looked so scared of Anton. And the way Hunter was clasping and unclasping her hand was making her feel uncomfortable. She wanted to retract that hand, but Hunter only gripped tighter, like this particular action was his life support.

      What Clarice didn’t know was this action was Hunter’s only life support. She glanced his way again, and again she saw that scared look in his eyes, which made her heart contract in pain.

      Why is Hunter so scared? she wondered. And why is my heart feeling this pain?

      “Care to explain what’s going on?” Anton’s voice had her looking at him instead.

      “I know. I know. I can tell you, Anton.” Fern, who was sitting beside Anton, jumped up excitedly from her seat.

      “I’m not asking you, Fern. I’m asking my cousin.” Anton lectured the girl beside him.

      Fern only retracted back in her seat, a disappointed look on her face. She then turned to Hunter and said, “It’s all right, Hunter. You tell Anton. I have your back.” She reassured her friend, then turned to look at Clarice and smiled warmly at her before putting her hand on Clarice’s. “All will turn out well, Clarice.”

      “What is going on here?” Clarice asked, even more confused.

      A gentle squeeze on her hand had Clarice averting her gaze to Hunter again.

      Hunter looked so tense. She saw his eyebrows knitted together in concentration, as if he were thinking hard, his jaw clenched tightly.

      Right now, no one spoke. The silence was clear enough.

      “Clarice is my woman.” He slammed his fist on the table and stood, threatening his cousin when he couldn’t endure this silence anymore. “So you better back off, Anton, or I will disown you.”

      At Hunter’s sudden attack on the table, all Anton could do was stare in puzzlement, his eyes flicking between Clarice and his cousin. Is Hunter really that serious?

      “What?” Clarice glared at Hunter when she heard his outburst. “I’m nobody’s woman.”

      “Yes, you are, Clarice. You’re mine,” Hunter shouted back, possessively wrapping his arms around her waist and bringing her forward. “So if you think about going back to Anton, I won’t let you.”

      “Hunter, I’m not your woman. Nor am I Anton’s,” Clarice repeated, trying to remove Hunter’s grip on her waist.

      Hunter didn’t listen to Clarice. Instead, he was hell bent on letting Anton know Clarice belonged to him and only him. So he let Clarice go and turned his attention back to his cousin. “Don’t think about touching my woman. I gave you the title of heir to the Silverton Enterprise already, and this is all I ask of you. Don’t touch my woman. She belongs to me. And only me. I saw her first. Everything about Clarice belongs to me. Even the baby she’s carrying is mine, so don’t even think about asking her to be yours.”

      “What did you say?” Anton stood, all the fog clearing now. “You got Clarice pregnant?”

      Oh crap! Hunter face-palmed himself. At that moment, he just wanted to put a sock in his mouth so he would shut up. The things he spurted out when he was mad.

      “I… I…” Hunter couldn’t say anything to save himself.

      “You made Clarice pregnant?” Anton growled again. And when Hunter didn’t respond, Anton started on his preaching. “I told you one of these days something like this would happen. Does Uncle even know about this? What are you going to do now? You’re hardly a grownup.”

      “I’m twenty-three.” Hunter lifted his head and responded. “Of course I’m grown up.”

      “An immature twenty-three-year-old, Hunter. That would be you. This is a serious matter. How are you supposed to look after Clarice?”

      “I work now,” Hunter put in.

      “Today was your first day at work.” Anton carried on. “I’m talking about the future. How are you supposed to support her if you don’t have Uncle to back you up?”

      “I’m working on it,” Hunter said before being slashed down by Anton.

      “Seriously, how did you get Clarice pregnant?”

      “That’s enough, Anton.” Hunter struck back.

      “No, that’s not enough. Hunter,” Anton fired. “I’ve pampered you too much. I’ve never reprimanded you before, so this should be a lesson for you and for me.”

      The atmosphere now held an icy, eerie tone. Clarice wasn’t listening to Anton’s rambling lecture to Hunter. She was too busy taking in Hunter’s reaction.

      She couldn’t understand why it hurt her so much to see Hunter in this vulnerable state. He was taking it all in without saying a single word. Once or twice, he tried defending himself, but all he could do was squeeze her hand for support.

      Why did I get involved with these two? Clarice asked herself. Why has my idea of wanting a little sperm caused such a catastrophic effect on the cousins? She didn’t want to be the main cause for their fight. But more than anything, she wanted to stop this pain gnawing at her heart. She wanted Hunter to smile for her again. She wanted Hunter to tease her again or kiss her without permission. And so without thinking, she suddenly spoke, interrupting Anton’s lecture.

      “Hunter didn’t make me pregnant,” she said loud and clear for everyone sitting at the table to hear. “I wanted to be pregnant. I love Hunter. That’s why I chose his sperm.”
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      I love Hunter.

      As soon as Hunter heard this, he froze. Everything in the café ceased to exist and his vision zoomed in only on Clarice.

      “So don’t blame Hunter. He’s very dear to me. I’m sure whatever obstacles will come our way; we will deal with it together.” Clarice finished off by winding her arms around Hunter. “Isn’t that right, Hunter? We love each other. That’s why we made this baby.”

      Hunter was still standing like a statue. Inside his heart, he couldn’t begin to describe the feelings that flitting about in there. His heart just pumped and pumped, yet it combined with a fluttering effect like he was a little butterfly about to fly off into the clouds.

      “Isn’t that right, Hunter?” Clarice hardened her voice when he didn’t respond. This time, though, it awoke him from his dreamlike state.

      “Yes… yes.” Those were the only words he could squeeze out in his perpetually tumultuous state.

      Could it be true? Had Clarice finally admitted to herself that she’d fallen in love with him?

      “Yes. Yes, we are,” Hunter finally fired back with a renewed sense of determination and enthusiasm now that he had Clarice backing him up. “So you don’t have to worry about me anymore,” he said to Anton, who was still sitting there with his mouth gaping open. “And regarding any romantic feelings you might harbor for my woman, I suggest you look elsewhere because this one is taken.” He turned to Fern, who was eyeing him so proudly. “Fern, I entrust my cousin to your hands. Find him a nice girl or something so he doesn’t have to act like a grouchy grandpa all the time.”

      Once Hunter had finished, he all but dragged Clarice from his cousin’s penetrating gaze and headed back out into the car park.

      Clarice almost had the wind knocked out of her lungs when she felt Hunter’s crushing bear hug. He tucked his head between her neck and shoulder and inhaled her scent.

      “Say that again, Clarice.” Hunter’s voice trickled into her ears, laced with so much emotion. “Tell me again that you love me. Say it so I can hear it and believe it with my own ears.”

      “Hunter, I…” Clarice couldn’t form any words. She tried forcing them out, but it wouldn’t come out. Her body was in a state, too shocked to comprehend what Hunter had just asked.

      “Clarice, you love me, don’t you? You really love me? Tell me,” Hunter breathed into her neck, making her skin tingle and her breath shudder. “Tell me again that you wanted my sperm. I want to hear it. Then when we get home, I’ll make love to you. Tender and sweet. Slowly and passionately. To prove I also love you.”

      “Hun-ter.” Clarice squeezed her eyes shut, feeling a damp arousing heat penetrating her body. Her knees felt weak and her breath became shallow. Her mind was in a turbulent storm as she felt his hand gliding to her back and slowly drawing lazy circles. She gripped his shirt to balance herself and stilled her beating heart, for any more of that touch and those soft whispers of nothingness into her ears would have her knees buckling in no time. She was weak to his seduction, and right now she wanted…

      Dear heaven, this mad Casanova is seducing me in the car park.

      Clarice managed to tear Hunter off and regained her strength. She stood back and gave a fake laugh.

      “Oh, Hunter.” She feigned. “Of course it’s not true. It was only an act.”

      “An act?” Hunter’s lips pursed into a thin line, a straight match to his emotions right now, a very thin thread that was barely holding him together.

      “Of course,” Clarice said. “How could I tell Anton he was the guy I wanted as the father of my baby?”

      A sharp pain stabbed at her heart when she saw Hunter’s hurt expression.

      Oh, what had she done? Why did she have to say that? Now Hunter was hurt even more.

      She’d only wanted to make Hunter feel better, so she’d pretended to love him in front of Anton, to spare him from Anton’s wrath and reprimanding ways, but she didn’t expect him to be so upset.

      Hunter looked so wounded right now that she wanted to hug him, but then she remembered he was dangerous, very dangerous, and he could turn her perfectly normal self into a wanton nymph. He almost had her. So she did the only thing she could think of, which was step back and look at the gravel pavement of the car park and reflect upon her previous bad behavior, for making Hunter hurt and for almost allowing herself to indulge in that carnal desire in the car park.

      Clarice heard a boisterous laugh. She jerked up her gaze and saw Hunter holding his stomach like he was a lunatic, laughing so manically that he had to hold on to the hood of her car to stabilize himself.

      “What are you laughing at?” Clarice asked, confused.

      He just continued to hold his stomach until his laughter slowly died down.

      “I don’t care what you say, Avocado.” Hunter smirked and looked up at her with a twinkle of delight in his eyes. “For now you may say it’s only an act, but in the future, I know you’ll fall for me.”

      “Why are you so sure of yourself?” she asked.

      Hunter leapt forward unexpectedly, thrust Clarice into his tight embrace, and brought his face down to her level.

      Clarice gasped at the sudden action but didn’t remove herself. Instead, she just stood there, staring at him with her big midnight pupils.

      Hunter looked into Clarice’s eyes and said, “I’ve never been so sure of anything before, but for once, I have a good feeling you’re going to fall in love with me.” Hunter rubbed his nose to Clarice’s before finally releasing her and pinching her nose playfully. “It’s just a matter time; that’s all.” And then Hunter kissed her on the cheek and said, “See you at home, baby.”

      Clarice was left standing there in the car park, watching Hunter as he drove off in his red Ferrari, her thoughts consumed with what he’d said. You’re going to fall in love with me… It’s just a matter time.

      “How long do I have before I fall in love with you?” Clarice asked herself with a hand on her heart as it beat thunderously within her chest.
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      “Have you fallen in love with me yet?” Hunter kissed her on the forehead.

      “No.” Clarice pushed his head back and sat up. “And where have you been all this time?”

      “Were you worried?”

      “No,” Clarice said, averting her eyes.

      She’d told Hunter a lie. Of course she was worried. Worried sick, in fact, when he’d just disappeared right after their doctor visit at the hospital this evening. She thought maybe he’d gone back to his home, but when she tried calling him, he didn’t reply.

      It was approaching midnight when her worry was at its peak, but knowing she couldn’t get him to answer his phone, she thought of going to sleep instead to try and ease her mind. But her mind would not be eased as a thousand scenarios played inside her head. She tossed and turned, but sleep would not come.

      Maybe his car broke down and he’s stuck outside somewhere. All these thoughts ran through her head like a hamster in its wheel. And now, just when she was about to fall asleep, he’d woken her with a kiss.

      “Well, it won’t be too long before you do,” Hunter muttered and then brought out a bouquet of roses from behind his back.

      “You like them?” he asked, a puppy dog look on his face, waiting for Clarice’s approval.

      Clarice couldn’t say anything. Had Hunter gone to buy another bouquet of flowers for her? Was that why he didn’t arrive home as promised? But what took him so long?

      Clarice didn’t reply. Instead, she turned her back to Hunter, pulling the blanket up to her neck to cover herself, afraid of her feelings. With a trembling voice, she spoke. “I’m tired. Go to sleep.”

      Clarice heard rustling from behind her, and then another kiss was dropped onto her forehead before Hunter said, “I’m sorry for making you worry. My phone ran out of battery. I’ll put these flowers downstairs for you to enjoy later. Good night, baby. You have a good sleep.” Then the door was gently closed behind him.

      “Hunter…” Her voice quivered when she spoke again. “What are you doing to me?” she asked before slowing falling into a restless sleep.
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      Clarice’s little stage act she pulled off in front of Anton and Fern really had Hunter increasing the number of kisses per day, in turn making her internal thermostat increase a few more degrees.

      Clarice really didn’t know how long she could tolerate Hunter’s presence in her house. Waking up seeing him, going to bed seeing him, kissing each other good night, eating breakfast together—it was like they were a newlywed couple, yet they were not. Every time Hunter came near her, her breath would shudder involuntary because he would remind her constantly that she was going to fall in love with him soon. And it scared her. Even though Hunter had promised he wouldn’t do anything to her, it was she herself that she couldn’t trust. She just wasn’t sure when her willpower would snap and her body would pounce. And if that did happen, she would prefer to jump off a cliff rather than die of the embarrassment of being called a cougar.

      Tonight was no better. She’d been lying awake, thinking about what he’d said. It had already been a week since that day, but her mind just couldn’t rest. Her thoughts drifted to the image of Hunter hugging her at the car park that evening of the hospital visit. She could remember his words clearly inside her mind.

      Then when we get home, I’ll make love to you. Tender and sweet. Slowly and passionately. To prove I also love you.

      Just replaying that sentence inside her head had her body in havoc, her mind clogged up with images of Hunter in different positions, naked, making love to her.

      Her mouth was feeling all sticky and dry. She shut her eyes and squeezed out those disturbing images from her mind, but the more she tried to throw away those thoughts, the more illicit her thoughts became.

      “Dear heaven.” She breathed out slowly, fighting the throbbing need inside her. Why must it be now? In all of her thirty years of life, she never thought much about this lustful deed.

      “I need…” she said to herself, getting up. “I need…”

      You need Hunter, a small voice inside her said. That only encouraged her traitorous mind to pour out more illicit thoughts of Hunter in various acts and positions.

      She shook her head.

      “I need… chocolate.” She scrambled to raid the pantry again.

      “Crap.” All her strong will was rapidly drained from her body, her mouth giving out an amorous moan, when she saw Hunter sleeping on the couch as she entered the lounge.

      Look for that chocolate, you idiot. She forced her feet to swallow the remaining distance to the pantry, but instead, she found herself moving in the direction of the couch, toward Hunter.

      What are you doing, Clarice? Get your damned chocolate and get out of this damned room. Be gone. Now. DO IT NOW!

      Her body, though, wouldn’t listen to her mind. Just seeing Hunter lying so peacefully and innocently like that drew her to him like a moth to a flame.

      Her heart pounded as her steps took her closer. She knew she shouldn’t be doing this. She knew it was wrong, but she couldn’t help it. Hunter was so close, just a few steps away. He would be asleep by now, so even if she decided to take action, he still wouldn’t notice. Right? Her hand reached out to touch him to make sure he was asleep.

      She yanked her hand back when she felt a burning sensation running through her already throbbing body as the tips of her fingers touched Hunter’s cheek. It burned her, seared her skin all the way to her heart. But at least she knew now that Hunter was really asleep. He didn’t move when she poked him in the face.

      Clarice sat on the floor, watching Hunter sleep. She cocked her head to one side, her eyes assessing his beautiful features.

      God, he was so beautiful. Would their baby look this beautiful, like him? she wondered.

      Without realizing what she was doing, her hand went to trace his short stubble and brushed aside a little of his hair to reveal his sleeping eyes. He had such beautiful long lashes. Why hadn’t she noticed this before?

      She breathed a sigh as another wave of desire hit her like a bulldozer.

      Dear heaven! She wanted to kiss him right now. She felt like that lion that just wanted to pounce its prey. She was burning, burning from within.

      No, stop yourself this instant, Clarice, she told herself. But ignoring her mind, her body had already taken action, brushing her lips across Hunter’s.

      It was perfect. Absolutely perfect. The touch of his lips upon hers, unmoving yet so soft.

      More. A bit more. I just want a little bit more, she told herself.

      “Just stay like this a bit longer, Hunter,” she whispered before kissing him. “Stay like this a bit longer.”

      She eyed his sleeping face, her eyes smothered with so much desire that if Hunter were to open his eyes right now and see her, he would surely take her right there and then, making love to her on the couch. But thankfully, he was asleep, so Clarice took this opportunity to her advantage and set out to do what she’d wanted to do all along, one mouthwatering kiss.

      God, this is beautiful, she thought as she planted that kiss on his lips. Just perfect. Absolutely perfect. She could kiss him every day like this.

      It was magical. It was amazing. It rocked her entire foundation. This was her antidote. This was what she’d needed all along. Not a kiss on the cheek, but a mouthwatering kiss right before going to bed.

      So she gently held his face between her palms as she planted kiss after kiss all over his face and jaw, right along to his throat, until her breath became shallow and she needed to heave in for more air in her lungs. And then she went back to Hunter’s face.

      “Why did you allow your phone to run out of battery?” she muttered between kisses. “I was so worried. Don’t ever do this to me again.”

      What started off as one small kiss to appease her illicit hunger had now led to a rain of affection on Hunter’s face, until Clarice realized no single space was left untouched by her lips.

      Clarice gasped and jumped back. What have I done?

      She opened her eyes in shocked realization. You’re in love with him. You’re in love with Hunter Silverton.

      This shook her resolve. And she knew it wasn’t just the physical attraction she was feeling right now. It was also the last few weeks that Hunter had lived with her that proved it. She’d experienced all kinds of emotions with him, from anger to worry to love. And this was what it rooted down to. Love. She was in love with this man.

      No, no. She must not fall in love with him. Hunter was a playboy, a Casanova. If she fell in love with him, she knew she would never make it back to being a human again, because when she fell, she would fall hard. She didn’t want to have one simple affair with Hunter and then part ways. She wanted to spend the rest of her life with him.

      But Hunter was a playboy. Yes, he’d shown some signs that he was a good man, but the timespan was too short. That was why she’d given him until their baby was born to decide if this was the life for him. But she already knew by that time, Hunter would part ways with her. No young man like Hunter wanted to be stuck to a woman that was almost a decade older than him, with a child as part of the package. So she ground her senses back into place.

      She stood on weak legs. She wanted to go to sleep, to enter dreamland where her love for Hunter could roam freely without the restriction of reality, dreaming of Hunter making love to her like that night she’d dreamed he came into her room. But she found she couldn’t move. She just stood there watching Hunter’s sleeping form.

      “My baby,” she said sadly, rubbing her slight bump. “I think I’ve fallen in love with your father.”

      She gazed at Hunter one last time before turning back to go upstairs, thinking about her impossible attraction and love for the man that was the father of her baby, the one man who could never fully give her his heart.

      Hunter’s sleeping form shifted a bit as she made her way upstairs. Those eyes opened slightly and those lips tilted to form a smile.

      Hunter heard what Clarice said. He was awake all along.

      He was happy, really happy. He was over the moon. Even his heart was dancing to the tune of a happy jingle. Clarice had kissed him of her own free will, and she’d said she’d fallen in love with the father of her baby, which was him.

      This was the beginning, the beginning of a life with the woman he was in love with. Clarice had fallen in love with him, and he would make it his mission now to prove to her he was the best partner for her and father for their baby.
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      “You called me at this hour for this kind of emergency?” Whitney asked Clarice in astonishment, looking up at the gigantic poster announcing a seventy-five percent off clearance sale, right in front of BabyLand store.

      “God, cuz. At least tell us in advance,” Max said, rubbing his sleepy eyes. “I didn’t even get to sleep until 2:00 a.m.”

      “It’s your own fault for playing Halo,” Clarice simply told her cousin, ignoring his evil glare. Her mind and thoughts were only focused on one thing—to buy as many nappies as deemed possible at this sale. She smiled at the thought.

      Clarice really didn’t get that much sleep either, after finally realizing her true feelings for Hunter last night. Going back to bed, all she did was toss and turn, like a worm in a mud flat. Instead, to clear her mind, she’d logged onto her laptop and started flicking through the many websites, diverting her mind to babywear instead.

      She had to start thinking about getting together her baby’s accessories, like nappies and clothing. She was still in her first trimester, so she still had the energy and time to browse around the stores, stocking up on her baby’s items. She knew when she reached her third trimester, she would be too tired to walk around the different stores, looking for sale items.

      Clarice was lucky last night. As soon as she logged onto her computer and started browsing, she saw the advertisement for BabyLand. That meant she could stock up early. Right away, she’d texted her friends in the middle of the night and told them to meet her in front of the store at 6:00 a.m. sharp.

      She told them a little lie. She’d texted that it was an emergency. But then again, if they didn’t call this an emergency, then what was? Thinking of all the money she could save for her baby’s future by just buying sales items made her smile. This was perfect. At least she could stop brooding about that damn man.

      “Come now. Stop blaming Clarice. It’s good to get some exercise at this early hour.” Elise defended her friend.

      “At this hour, Elise?” Whitney snapped her attention to her other friend, staring at Elise like she’d sprouted a pair of devil’s horns. “It’s freckin’ six in the morning. I don’t usually wake up until eight. And you call this exercise? The only exercise I’m getting is my teeth chattering. It’s so damn cold. I wish I had my blanket with me.” Whitney moaned, then turned to Clarice, threatening her friend. “If my enamel breaks because of you, Clarice, you better restoring it free of charge.”

      “Stop moaning, Whitney. Of course this is exercise. And if you manage to break your enamel, then I’ll take full responsibility. Now get your trolley, everyone. The door is about to open,” Clarice urged them, her adrenaline all up and pumping. “And grab an extra trolley, Max,” she yelled at her cousin.

      “What for?” Max yelled back. “I can put all of my godbaby’s stuff in one trolley.”

      “It’s for another person who’ll be coming soon.”

      “You have another person to help you buy all this stuff?” Whitney asked, her eyes almost popping out of their already tired sockets. She couldn’t believe her friend was that stingy with money.

      “Yes.” Clarice nodded and smiled, shivering slightly in the cold morning air.

      “The skimpy prude,” Whitney muttered to herself, shaking her head. “What are you keeping all that money for? For your honeymoon with that Hunter guy?”

      Clarice bit her lip, trying very hard not to think about Hunter, but why did Whitney have to bring him up now? She could still remember his face from this morning, all adorable like, and she just wanted to kiss him senseless again. But she was able to control her urges this time and calmed down. She snuck away so quietly that she was sure Hunter would still be asleep right now while she’s standing out here in the cold waiting for the store to open.

      Turning back to Whitney, she stated, “For my baby’s education, of course.”

      Max gave out another yawn and said, “You owe me big time, cuz.” Then he went to grab two trolleys from the parking lot.

      “I don’t even know why we have to collect the trolley now. BabyLand isn’t going to open for another half hour,” Whitney muttered when she came back with her trolley, all the while rubbing her hands together to stop them from getting numb.

      “Just stop complaining already.” Clarice told Whitney off. “Didn’t you say through thick and thin you’ll help me?”

      “Yes, I remember, Miss Clarice. That’s why I’m here.”

      Whitney saluted her friend like she was a princess. Elise only giggled as she saw Whitney in her playful mode again. Max only stood on one side, yawning at random times and shaking his head to stay awake.

      He finally asked, “Who’s this person you’ve asked to help?”

      “You’ll see.” Clarice smiled.

      Not a minute later, a bright-purple Porsche parked next to them. Two long, lean legs flanked out of the driver’s seat, clip-clopping heels walking toward them.

      Max had a huge grin on his face as he saw that person approach. “Fern!”

      Max all but ran to the tall woman and bear-hugged her.

      “Long time no see, Max.” Fern smiled down at him.

      “Same here, Fern.” Max’s eyes lit up.

      “Hello, everyone,” Fern said when she extracted herself from Max’s hold. “I’m Fern. Very nice to meet everyone.” She smiled at Clarice and went to stand by her side.

      “Guys, this is Fern, my new friend,” Clarice announced. “And she will be that extra person to help me collect my baby’s stuff today.”

      “Hello. Welcome to the spinsters group,” Whitney spoke.

      “Whitney, we are not a spinsters group.” Elise swatted her friend’s arm and turned to Fern. “Don’t mind Whitney. She has these alternate personalities.”

      “Yeah, a bit like the being possessed. But in her case, it’s the witch possessing her.” Max butted in, pointing to Whitney.

      “Keep your taunting to a minimum, Maxy boy.” Whitney glared at Max. “Otherwise, you’ll be in for a hard time later.”

      “Just chill, Whitney.” Max grinned, then turned back to Fern to give her the trolley. “This is for you.”

      “So what would you like me to do today?” Fern smiled to Clarice. Although she was smiling, she was still a little puzzled as to why Max had handed her the big trolley. “I was so excited when you texted me to come to help out. I need more girlfriends. Hanging out with Hunter all the time can be boring.”

      “To help me buy my baby’s accessories,” Clarice replied.

      “Oh.” Fern smiled. “I’m very excited, then.”

      Clarice only smiled at Fern, and then everyone fell into silence. The morning air was so cold, everyone’s breath came out in puffs of fog. Whitney continued to rub her hands together to keep warm. Elise stood quietly to the side, deep in her own thoughts. Fern was smiling like an idiot because this was her first time hanging out with so many girls. And Clarice just kept her eyes out for the door to open.

      “Remind me again why we’re here so early,” Whitney whined when her hands were starting to go numb. “I am freezing right now. Can’t we go back inside the car?”

      “And risk people taking our trolley?” Clarice threatened her friend. “No. Any minute now, people will start tumbling through that gate.”

      “Seriously?” Whitney asked, annoyed.

      “Yes. Seriously,” Clarice said, her eyes still averted to the store entrance.

      Not long after Clarice said this, a swarm of people drove their vans and trucks into the parking lot. Out emerged all sorts of women, big and small, tall and short, varying in different sizes and ethnicities. It was making her head spin. And most of them were obviously pregnant.

      Clarice laughed, feeling proud of herself for arranging for her friends to arrive early to collect the trolleys, when the newcomers all scrambled together to get their hands on trolleys but ran out.

      “See. I told you we were at an advantage by arriving so early.”

      Once everyone had collected their trolley, the whole car park was somehow transformed into a racetrack, crowds of people standing with their own trolleys, ready for the ultimate race when the door opened.

      “This is Halo, cuz. Pure Halo,” Max said, looking at the people around him squeezing him to the corner of the building.

      Elise was staring uncomfortably at everyone. Whitney couldn’t believe how many people turned up for this sale, and Fern still smiled like an idiot, a shining light in her eyes.

      Before the door opened, Clarice huddled her friends and cousin together to relay her message.

      “Now, you know what to do when the store opens, right?” Clarice asked. “Remember what I’ve told you. Be as swift as a fly and grab whatever is necessary. Whitney, the bedding.”

      “Yep.” Whitney nodded.

      “Elise, the books.”

      “Mm-hmm.” Elise nodded.

      “Max, the toys.”

      “Got it, cuz.” Max nodded.

      “And, Fern, the clothing.”

      “Oh, Clarice, do not worry. I will make sure your little baby is dressed to the max with the latest fashion available.”

      “Great, Fern. Thank you. And I’ll be going for the nappies,” Clarice said with determination. “Now just one more time—”

      “For the thousandth time, yes,” Whitney drew out, losing her patience. “Just grab whatever is necessary for our godbaby.”

      “I’m going to get little cuz a toy gun. I’m sure he would like it,” Max muttered to himself.

      “No, Max. No toy guns. I don’t want my baby to turn into the next Maxy boy who likes to play on his PlayStation twenty-four hours a day,” Clarice warned Max.

      Max only made a grouchy face and muttered a forced okay.

      “Hey, Max. How do you know my godson is a boy?” Whitney asked, changing the direction of their conversation.

      “Just intuition,” Max replied. “It’s a male thing that the witch wouldn’t know about.”

      “Why you…” Whitney wanted to go over and ring Max’s ears before Elise intervened.

      “Right, right, you two. Stop it. Clarice wants us to help her out, so you two better behave.” Elise intervened.

      Fern eyed the trio with interest. She inched closer to Clarice and whispered into her friend’s ear. “Do those three always act like that?”

      “Mm-hmm.” Clarice nodded. “And all I do is stand back and watch. They’re my real-life TV drama. It’s fun watching them interact.”

      “Yes.” Fern smiled too as the three continued to chat with one another animatedly.

      Just then, the door swung open, jerking Clarice into action.

      “Guys, the door!”

      Just like Survivor, they all stood with the trolley right in front of them. They all eyed the other contenders, beholding their desired section, finding the path of least resistance. And when the door opened, they all stampeded to their specific sites.

      Max raced his way to the toy section. On his way, he spied the bottle section. So he swirled his trolley to that department instead. Now he was playing soccer, dodging people left and right, trying to sneak his hands here and there between the big adults, hoping to get his hands on one of those cool bottles. Except he didn’t expect to be stuck sandwiched between two chubby ladies.

      “What are you doing, little boy? If you’re here to use up space, then think again,” one of the ladies told him.

      “Sorry, ma’am, but I do have a son.” Max lied.

      “But you’re very young,” the other one said, shocked, as she took in Max’s teenage profile.

      “So I have a son. You got a problem with that?”

      The chubby lady had one look at Max and backed off slowly, seeing him put on his warrior face.

      Huh! he thought as he grabbed the bottle.

      But Max’s dream of that bottle for his little godbaby wasn’t successful just yet, as a big burly man came and took it off him.

      “Hit it, kiddo. We’ve got sales items here to buy.” The burly man shoved him to the side.

      “Hey, old man, you wanna fight?” Max said, his eyes glaring at the man with his bountiful wife standing beside him.

      “You look like you don’t have a kid. What are you doing here?” the woman asked politely, unlike her rude husband.

      Not again, Max thought. Damn all these people. Why were they judging him just because he looked young?

      “Just because I look like a kid, I can’t get this bottle?” he asked in a pissed-off manner.

      “No. Give it here. That’s the last one. Plus, you’re old enough to drink milk out of a cup. Give it to me,” the old man said instead and tried to snatch the bottle back from him, but Max’s reflexes were faster.

      “Oh yeah? Well, I’m drinking out of this bottle.” And Max sucked the nipple to show he indeed could drink out of a baby’s bottle.

      “You’re disgusting,” the burly man said before threading his arm through his wife’s and went off to find other sales items.

      God, Max thought, eyeing the husband and wife now walking away from him. He hoped Clarice didn’t see him sucking the bottle. Otherwise, there would be no end to her teasing.

      Speaking of Clarice, she’d told him he was in charge of buying toys for her baby. Max was so busy arguing with the husband and wife that he almost forgot to buy the limited Elmo, which would be a perfect toy for his little godson.
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      When the door opened, all the ladies raced to the many different aisles, collecting as many items as possible. Clarice was one of the numerous mentioned above. She only had her eyes on one site—the nappies.

      Fighting to gain traction on the slippery tile floor, she raced to get to the end of the aisle where all the assorted nappies were on display. But there were so many people clamoring in front of her that it was hard for her to grab even one package.

      “Oh my heaven!” Clarice yelled when she got squeezed and pushed to the back of the line. “I want my nappies. No one is keeping me away from them.”

      With the energy of a rhinoceros, she wedged her way through, on of the benefits of being small. She pulled one package after another when she got to the display stand, tossing them in her trolley.

      One more, just one more, she thought. But then an avalanche of nappies came toppling over her.

      Clarice closed her eyes and waited for death to come.

      Dear heaven, what a pathetic way to die. Crushed by nappies.

      It was all her fault. Now she wouldn’t even get to see her baby born or Hunter’s face again. At that moment, images of Hunter flashed before her eyes. His smiling face, his teasing face, his scolding face, all directed at her, all making her knees weak. And now she felt her knees buckling, ready for death to take her.

      But did heaven ever feel so warm like this before? She wasn’t sure. She’d never been dead before. But if she knew heaven would feel like this, all soft and cozy, then she wasn’t sure if she wanted to go back to Earth at all.

      “Are you okay?” someone asked her from far away.

      Is it God?

      Clarice couldn’t respond. She was still too shocked over the prospect of dying.

      “Are you okay?” that voice asked again, a little louder to wake her from her shocked state. “Answer me.”

      Slowly, it came back to her. That steel wall that embraced her from behind, those arms encircling her waist, protecting her from the fall, was in fact a man. Her savior.

      Clarice shook her head, bracing her soft back against the stranger. Somewhere inside her head, she knew she had heard that voice before.

      “I’m… I’m… okay.” She spoke after she’d overcome her shock.

      Opening her eyes, she realized her savior was still behind her, holding her amongst the nappy avalanche. She wanted to thank her savior. If he wasn’t here right now, she could have been crushed. And then she wouldn’t get to see her baby. So she flicked her head to him, her smile and expression of gratitude already plastered on her face. Except that expression of gratitude fell flat when she saw her savior, and her heart decided at that moment to thump like crazy.

      Oh no! Not again. Why does he have to be my savior?
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      “Shit! Where is she?” Hunter growled as he searched the whole house inside out. It was only ten past six in the morning, but Clarice had disappeared. And it was a Saturday, so obviously she wouldn’t be at work. So where the bloody hell is she?

      When he suddenly awoke to the sound of a clicking door, he went prowling, searching for her. And now half an hour later, his search was fruitless.

      The truth was he didn’t sleep too well last night. Thinking about Clarice’s indifferent behavior had him lying awake the whole night. Maybe she was upset about him breaking his promise that he would be straight home when they parted ways. But because he was so happy, he wanted to surprise her with another bunch of flowers and some cup noodles to show he really cared for her, even if the confession she’d announced in front of Anton and Fern was fake.

      Everything was going fine. With a bouquet of roses and the variety of cup noodles in the backseat, he’d thought Clarice would be happy. Except disaster had to strike first. His car decided at that moment to break down in the middle of the road. It was such a great hassle. By then, he’d called AA Road Service. They’d come, but only after some time. And if Murphy were trying to piss him off even more, last night his phone decided to die too. By the time he got all the paperwork sorted out and his car working again, he’d driven home well past midnight.

      He thought by presenting the flowers to Clarice, she would forgive him for not showing up as promised. Perhaps she was worried. However, she didn’t even bat an eyelid when he presented the beautiful flowers. The woman was as stubborn as ever. God, she was so hard to break. And now she’d disappeared out of her own house.

      Hunter was getting frustrated. But what was really eating at his heart was his worry. He was on the verge of having a breakdown. He realized Clarice meant a lot more to him than anything else he’d ever valued in life. He realized now that he couldn’t live without her. Even if he woke up with a sore neck every day, he would continue to tolerate it so long as he got to see her face every morning.

      Hunter slumped down on the white couch, which he now kindly referred to as his best friend after all the neck and body abuse he’d endured. He was restless, rubbing his tired eyes that weren’t fully awake yet.

      “Oh God.” He shifted from one position to the next, deep in thoughts of all the possible avenues Clarice might be in.

      Could Clarice be going to the dairy to stock up on milk? He wasn’t sure, but at the thought, he jerked up from the couch and stalked to the fridge. There were two cartons of milk, so Clarice going to the dairy was definitely out of the question.

      Strange thoughts continued to run through his head. Could she have run away from him because she no longer wanted to live with him? But then again, he’d never heard of anyone running away from their own home. If she was so dissatisfied with their living arrangement, why didn’t she say so?

      Hunter prowled from the fridge to her office, searching for any possible clue to her whereabouts. Clarice’s laptop was on sleep mode when Hunter entered her sanctuary.

      At first, he neglected the laptop, letting it hum by itself, quietly tiptoeing around the room, looking for any brochures, leaflets, or any handwritten note that might indicate to where she’d disappeared. But sadly, no signs of were visible anywhere in the room.

      The humming of the laptop continued and one of the pictures shown in the slideshow caught his attention.

      What’s a picture of the florist girl doing on Clarice’s laptop?

      He snapped over to the laptop at once.

      On closer inspection, he saw the picture consisted of Elise, Clarice, Max, and one other girl he remembered had been in the nightclub with Clarice the night they met.

      Hunter stood looking at the picture when an idea struck him.

      Oh shit. Could these be her friends and she went to hide herself there to escape from me?

      Hunter marched closer to the laptop and moved the mouse, knowing what he was doing was against the laws of privacy, but this counted as an emergency. Clarice had disappeared off the face of the earth, and he needed help.

      The laptop came alive again and showed the last webpage she’d viewed.

      Hunter stood staring at the screen, a huge heading on BabyLand’s site with a sales pitch of seventy-five percent off all babywear and accessories. He wrinkled his eyebrows, deep in thought. Suddenly, another idea bolted into his head, and he, in turn, bolted to his car, foregoing breakfast, downing only tasteless soymilk to appease his hunger.

      Arriving at BabyLand, his jaw almost dropped to the pavement. There was absolutely no car park anywhere. He had to compete against an old Toyota for a space.

      “Hey, move it, pal,” he yelled out his car window when the Toyota was trying to reverse into his space. “I got here first, so scram.”

      The driver of the old Toyota seemed to understand, so he zoomed away to find another spot. Hunter victoriously parked in the space and hastily disappeared into the store. It was now nearing 7:30 a.m.

      Dear God, please don’t let Clarice be in this crowd, he prayed as he entered the automatic door.

      “What the hell is this?” He flapped his mouth open when he was inside. His eyes scanned the crowd. Wait, this isn’t a crowd. This is a god freckin’ war zone. Just like Black Friday in America.

      Hunter stood at the entrance, his eyes scanning for Clarice. He knew Clarice’s small form would be swallowed up by this crowd already, so why the hell was he not moving and searching for her?

      Hunter knew this store was large, but no matter what, he would find her. Even if his eyes couldn’t see her, his heart believed she was here somewhere.

      Hunter stalked from one aisle to the next, dismissing the many women, single and married, who managed to bump into him or run their hot gaze all over his body.

      There were a few females standing on one side of the aisle, their eyes lusting after him, not afraid to show their true intention. One of them managed to ignore the resistance of the rest and marched over to him, breaking away from the lustful throng of onlookers.

      Oh shit, here it comes. He rubbed his face again, tired of this game already.

      Hunter knew he looked hot, even with his unkempt appearance. Shaggy blond hair, tired, bloodshot eyes with bags underneath them, deep azure irises that lacked any shine—his current appearance only served to elevate him to the epitome of a bad boy in every woman’s dream. But even in his better state, he’d always seemed to attract a throng of females. It had always been that way. Now, though, it only served to annoy the hell out of him.

      “Hey, you seem in a hurry. Looking for someone?” she asked, automatically linking her arm through his like it was a normal thing to do between two strangers in a babywear store.

      “Yeah.” Hunter smirked sarcastically, twisting his torso so the action would detach her arm from his. “My wife, actually. Have you seen her?”

      It was a complete shoot down for the woman. On the other hand, Hunter just wanted to laugh when she turned on a sour face and walked away, totally defeated.

      Grateful that the bee was now out of the bonnet, Hunter’s eyes scanned the aisle again as a sudden commotion at the nappy display stand some distance away caught his attention. His eyes zoomed in on the site. He noticed there were all sorts of women reaching for the nappies. And one of them… Could it be…?

      “Clarice!” he called out, his heart beating faster now that he’d found her.

      But Clarice didn’t respond to Hunter’s calling, as she was too busy loading her trolley with nappies, one after another.

      “What the hell is she doing?” Hunter stormed toward her. A few times, he got blocked off by some old folks or big burly men that looked to be better suited for a pub than the baby store.

      “Hit it, buddy,” he said, shoving one man aside when he stood in his way. As he almost reached her, he called out her name again, but the damn woman was so consumed with her mission that again she didn’t hear his call.

      Hunter hissed, gritting his teeth, his face now even darker.

      Clarice stood on tiptoes, trying to get one more package nappies, when above her, the stand started to wobble and tilt. Hunter saw this and his heart slammed against his ribcage.

      “Oh shit.” His heart was now in his throat. He took action before the avalanche of nappies fell on top of Clarice. His legs were quick as they ran to protect his love.

      Cradling her in his arms just in time before the avalanche of nappies fell on top of her, Hunter hugged her close to him, protecting her from the crash. He didn’t care that with this action, packages of nappies fell on top of his head instead, one after another, hitting him like damn basketballs at full force. All he cared about right now was Clarice’s safety.

      His heart drummed against his chest when he felt her soft, warm body pressed up against his chest. Hunter was able to breathe easily again, but because his fear of losing Clarice was so great, when he was able to speak, his voice shook.

      “Are you okay?” he asked. He turned her to face him.

      Hunter almost died at that moment. His Clarice, his beloved avocado, was so pale that she looked like she was in shock. He pulled her forward for a hug, worried to death about her condition. When she didn’t respond to his question but continued to stare up at him like she saw a stranger, he repeated his question, this time a little louder. “Are you okay? Answer me.”

      He pulled her back and cradled her face with his palms. His fingers stroked her supple cheeks, feeling her smooth skin against his fingertips. He only wanted to comfort her and also reassure himself, for his own peace of mind, that his beloved Clarice was fine.

      Clarice looked up at the person who owned that voice. At first, she couldn’t recognize Hunter, her eyes blinking, seeing him, but not recognizing him. After the second questioning, something hit her and she went into shock for a second time.

      “Hu… Hun… Hunter, what are you doing here? I thought you were sleeping,” she asked, blinking her eyes open like a little wee doe, seeing Hunter’s hot, rough, but gorgeous face.

      “The question is, Clarice, what are you doing here?” He pulled her in for another hug. Then when he realized people were jostling Clarice and him around to get the packages of nappies on the floor, he gently took her away from the commotion.

      Once in a quiet spot, his worry escalated. He started touching Clarice in random places, running his hands up and down her body just to make sure all her bones were intact and she was safe and well.

      Clarice went red in the face at the way Hunter was touching her so intimately in public. She kept scanning her eyes around, seeing the many females glaring at her. She ignored their stares and turned back to Hunter when she heard him speak.

      “Are you hurt anywhere? Is it sore?” Hunter started firing questions at Clarice, his hands lingering on her forearms, feeling for any broken bones there. “Tell me if it hurts.” He applied a bit more pressure there.

      “Hunter.” Clarice grabbed his hand and removed it from her forearm. “I’m fine. You don’t have to worry.”

      “Don’t have to worry?” Hunter’s mood turned foul. All of a sudden, he was angry. “How can you tell me not to worry when you’re out here in this goddamn war zone? I cannot believe you would attempt something like this. That was dangerous, Clarice, totally uncalled for. What happens if you got crushed in that avalanche of nappies? What would I do?”

      “Hunter, are you angry with me?” Clarice asked, not understanding why Hunter would be mad. She was only preparing for her baby’s arrival, so what was the problem here?

      “Of course I’m angry with you?” He fumed, answering her with a stamp of his foot to show he was fully upset about this whole situation. “How could you do something like that? You left the house without telling me. I was searching the whole house for you. Did you even know if I couldn’t find you here, I was considering calling the police to report a missing person?”

      Clarice couldn’t even reply. Hunter was really furious with her. And here she thought he was only playacting.

      Clarice had never seen Hunter this upset before. He was like a twister, going on and on about how mad and worried he was, to the point of their situation being more amusing than serious. She wanted to bury the smile that was threatening to light up her face, but somehow a trace fell through, followed by a burst of giggles leaking past her lips.

      Hunter immediately glared at Clarice, a storm darkener than the southern sea apparent on his face.

      “What are you laughing at?” he snapped. “This isn’t fun and games. You can’t go traipsing out for this kind of trip. It’s totally unsafe. Especially for you and our baby.”

      “Oh, Hunter.” She couldn’t help laughing when he scolded her. “Stop it. You’re so funny acting like this. It’s so unlike you.”

      Hunter was so damn mad that right now his face was red and blue. His lips squeezed tightly together, forming a firm line, as if to show he was serious in this business. His eyebrows knitted together, almost like a rigid dark line had been drawn on his forehead, to show he was mad and was giving her a good dose of advice. But the desired outcome only made Clarice laugh even more, because Hunter looked just like a little kid having a tantrum.

      Hunter gritted his teeth. Here he was so worried and concerned about her welfare, but she’d only returned the favor by laughing at him. He couldn’t believe Clarice would behave like this. Doesn’t she care for my feelings at all? Is she that oblivious?

      He gripped his fist and wanted to manhandle her, to give her a good shake, but then an idea clicked inside his head. He hid his smile, in turn pursing his lips forward, the expression almost like that of a child pouting.

      “Uh-oh, are you pouting, Hunter? Is little Hunter so mad that he’s pouting?” Clarice laughed again. This time she had to hold on to the display stand to balance herself.

      “That’s it. Do whatever you want. I’m leaving.” He dismissed Clarice, deliberately turning on his heel to leave.

      “Wait. Hunter! Hunter!” Clarice called after him when he walked away. Was Hunter really that mad with her? She supposed she did go a bit too far, laughing at him like that. But he was so cute pouting his lips. He was like a little dog sulking at its master.

      Clarice shook her head, thinking she needed to apologize to him for her rude behavior. She had hurt Hunter’s feelings, and the feeling just didn’t sit right with her. So she decided to chase after him, hoping to woo him back to the old and affectionate Hunter.

      Just as Clarice disappeared after Hunter, a suspicious man emerged from the aisle where he was hiding. He stared at his camera, an image of Hunter and Clarice together in one frame. He chuckled to himself and then started flicking back through the pictures he took of the couple. There was Hunter holding Clarice, Hunter hugging Clarice, and Hunter brushing Clarice’s cheeks.

      He patted his camera affectionately, a malicious smile appearing on his face. Then he disappeared, running after the couple he was paid to pursue.
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      Max was glad that he got many toys for his godbaby, but he still felt a little sour that the limited edition Elmo was taken by the other kid. Such a shame.

      But no use crying over spilled milk now. Max was always the optimistic type, seeing everything as glass half full. So he went out into the parking lot to wait for the others.

      While waiting in the chilly wind, he thought he saw Hunter’s car driving away with his cuz in the passenger seat. He wasn’t sure, but when the car returned and drove right past his eyes, he smiled, fully sure now that it was no apparition.

      He guessed this big bro was serious with his cousin after all. And he was glad. He smirked, shook his head, and waited for the others to arrive.

      “Where’s Clarice?” Elise asked when she didn’t see her friend coming out of the shop after everyone had assembled outside.

      “Don’t worry about Clarice,” Max said, smirking like he had a secret to hide. “Someone special came to collect her. She’s already gone home.”

      “The skimpy prude. Leaving us with all this stuff while she’s gone off with her lover boy,” Whitney whined.

      “Stop it, Whitney.” Elise reprimanded her friend. “I’m sure when you meet your one true love, you’ll be even worse than Clarice.”

      “Yeah. You might even elope with him,” Max added, adding more fuel onto the already burning flame.

      “I will not elope with anyone,” Whitney shouted. “And you, Max, stop saying things like that. I’m never going to get married. I’m going to stay a spinster forever.”

      “Huh! I’ll wait and see, then.” Max laughed.

      “Just you wait and see.” Whitney pointed a finger at Max and Elise. “I will not get married. Fern, you be my witness.”

      “Why me?” Fern asked Whitney.

      “Because everyone here is conspiring against me,” Whitney replied. “You’re the only one that can be my witness.”

      Fern only giggled. “Okay, okay. I’ll be your witness when the time comes.”

      Once Whitney managed to cool down a bit, she turned to the mountain of baby’s supplies in her trolley and asked, “So what are we going to do with all of this stuff, then?”

      Max also turned to his trolley. His was piled high with toys. Spiderman, X-man, the Hulk, all sorts of action figures that he could get his hands on. The only two trolleys that weren’t filled to the brim were Fern’s and Elise’s. Fern’s trolley only contained a few of the beautiful designer baby clothes, whereas Elise’s held only one single book, not worth even wheeling a trolley around.

      “We could drop them at her house later,” Elise suggested.

      “I agree. I want to visit Clarice’s house,” Fern added in excitement.

      Now that their conversation was over, they didn’t know what else to say. Whitney knew the day was too bright to go back to sleep now, so there was only one solution. Glancing at her new friend and the others, she asked, “Coffee anyone?”

      “Absolutely.” Max hyped up right away, dragging all three ladies to the nearest coffee shop so he could fully rejuvenate himself before they all dropped their godbaby’s stuff at Clarice’s house later that day.
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      “Dear heaven!” Clarice exclaimed, turning to face Hunter as if she’d remembered something. Her eyes were shining bright and alert as she sat in the front passenger seat of Hunter’s car, staring at him. They were now on the main road, travelling to a destination unknown as yet to her. “I forgot about our baby’s nappies. They’re still in the trolley.”

      “It doesn’t matter.” Hunter shook his head, his eyes still focused on the road, his mouth still in that grim line. “I’ll take you to buy those nappies elsewhere.”

      Okay. So that’s where they were going. But why was Hunter not smiling? Why was he still brooding? She did apologize to him when she caught up to him. But all he’d said was to get in the car. She’d followed through, hoping he would be happy, but obviously he was not. Now he was even speaking in that tone that made her feel she had committed a crime.

      Clarice wanted to moan. Since realizing she loved Hunter, she didn’t like him acting like this. She preferred him all childish and playing games with her, or when he acted like a puppy, always asking for a pat on the head. This Hunter was way too serious.

      “But my car,” she whined to get Hunter’s attention. “I forgot my car too.”

      “Leave it there. We’ll pick it up later,” Hunter said in a sharp tone. Then he jerked the car around a corner, completely ignoring her yelp.

      Clarice snapped, “Look, Hunter, are you still mad at me?”

      “I’m not,” he said impassively.

      Although Hunter didn’t say he was mad at her, his facial expression spoke clearly enough. Hunter was still angry, and she knew it. His jaws were clenched tight and his eyes shrewd, his piercing gaze focused on the road, glaring at any passing object with intense concentration. Yet the one object onto which he was supposed to provide that intense concentration he neglected.

      “Where are you taking me?” Clarice asked softly this time, changing her tactic. Perhaps if she were to speak nicely to him, he might forgive her and mellow out.

      “To BabyWorld,” he drew out in the same impassive tone.

      “Could you take me to breakfast first? I’m hungry. Please,” she suggested sweetly.

      “Fine,” he said in that offbeat tone again, which irritated Clarice’s system. Then off they drove, elucidating another yelp from Clarice when Hunter bent the car around the curve too sharply.

      Clarice grunted and turned away. Wow. Maybe Hunter is very sensitive after all, she thought, chewing her lip. She couldn’t have Hunter acting like this toward her. She wanted him to put that smile on his face again. Then she decided to make Hunter feel better. By the end of this day, she planned to have his forgiveness.

      When they arrived at one of the cafés that Hunter liked to frequent, Clarice acted even sweeter than sugar on a cake.

      “Hunter, would you like some eggs?” she asked, holding out a piece of egg on her fork after their meals were delivered to their table.

      “No.” Hunter pouted and turned away.

      Clarice tried again. “Come on. It’s very nice.”

      “Only if you feed me,” Hunter said, not a trace of amusement on his face. “Then I’ll consider it.”

      When Clarice hesitated, Hunter said, “You asked, didn’t you? So feed me.”

      This damned stubborn man. Clarice fumed. How much more did she have to do before he was satisfied and forgave her? But nonetheless, it was all her fault. So she would abide by his law.

      Clarice threw her morals aside and did as Hunter suggested.

      “Okay, open wide, then.” She smiled, pretending to sound cheerful, and forked the egg into his mouth. The fork lingered for a few seconds extra before he let it go.

      “Well, is it nice?” she asked, watching his facial expression to see whether she had pleased him. Obviously, it didn’t because his face still held that vexed look.

      “It tastes okay.” That was all Hunter said before he shoved some more food into his mouth, completely ignoring her.

      Humph. The ego of this man. Clarice wanted to bonk his head with her plate, but then she remembered she was supposed to act sweet so he would forgive her.

      So sweeter than Manuka honey and softer than cheesecake, Clarice used all her charm to please Hunter. Passing water to him, feeding him more eggs. But by the end of their meal, Hunter was still in that brooding mood, not giving her any clear indication on whether she was forgiven or not. And then at BabyWorld, she thought she had succeeded in her goal of making Hunter smile, but he only helped her stock up on nappies.

      That was it. Still in that awful mood, he dropped her off at BabyLand’s car park once they finished their shopping.

      Clarice arrived home first.

      Hunter wasn’t there.

      There were only bags and bags of baby supplies. She had completely forgotten about her friends. She should make it up to them later. Maybe invite them out to lunch or something. Fern too.

      The thought only had her smiling for a few minutes when she remembered the subject of Hunter’s strange behavior.

      Clarice was starting to get worried again as time passed and Hunter still didn’t return home.

      Did my laughter really make him that mad?

      Obviously. The man wasn’t even home.

      She texted him.

      There was no reply.

      She called him.

      He didn’t pick up his phone.

      By this stage, guilt was eating her alive.

      By nightfall, Clarice had ripped out more than twenty or so letters of apology. None sounded right. The first letter started of with…

      

      Dear You Casanova,

      

      No that sounds bad. She ripped it out and threw it in the waste bin.

      Next one.

      

      Dear Hunter,

      I’m sorry for hurting your sensitive feelings.

      

      That sounds like crap.

      Next one.

      The following twenty or so letters sounded pretty much like the previous ones, until number twenty-one.

      

      Dear Hunter, my beloved,

      

      Clarice, what is wrong with you? She cursed herself when she realized what she’d written. This is not a love letter. This is a letter of apology.

      Next one.

      

      Dear Hunter,

      

      Oh, dear heaven. She couldn’t write anything at all. Maybe it would be best to show her remorse. Yes, didn’t some philosopher say action speaks louder than words? So she must act.

      That night, Clarice finally decided to use her ultimate weapon. Tonight, when Hunter came home, she would act out her apology and hope to heaven he would yield and forgive her.
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      Hunter arrived home at exactly 10:30 p.m. Clarice knew this because she had her eyes on the clock.

      It was the sound of his car that first caught her attention. She jumped into bed, dabbed on some juicy lip-gloss and, making sure all was in place, she relaxed against the headboard.

      Slowly, she heard his footsteps walking up the stairs, heading to her bedroom. She was sitting in her bed, waiting for him, her heart jumping with nerves and droplets of sweats pouring down her temples, a different picture to the one she exuded right now, her shoulders squared and her back rod straight.

      Hunter walked in at that moment, his face still plastered with that impassive expression.

      “Hunter,” she demanded, using an authoritative tone, which she’d seen Whitney use when she visited her friend at the office. “Come here at once.”

      She could see Hunter was surprised. Good. Very good. If Hunter continues to act all meek like this, I’m sure my plan will work.

      With slumped shoulders and feet that seemed to weigh over one hundred pounds, Hunter dragged his feet toward Clarice.

      Clarice smiled. Almost there. A few more steps now, Hunter. Just a few more steps.

      As soon as Hunter got to her, she grabbed his neck and…

      Smashed her lips against his, awakening him from his impassive state. Her lips molded to his, employing all the force and action she could muster, blocking his mouth from escaping. Her tongue delved in deeper.

      Hunter struggled, but Clarice held him tight, her fingers bracing his head from behind, refusing to let go. It wasn’t until she was running out of oxygen and feeling slightly feeble that she finally let him go.

      “Clarice.” Hunter was out of breath after that attack, collapsing on the bed. “What the hell was that?”

      “It was… was… an apology kiss.” She panted, also out of breath. “So will… you… you forgive me now?”

      “I…” Another gulp of air went into Hunter’s starved lungs before he could speak any further.

      “Look, I’m sorry.” Clarice interrupted before he could continue, her breath ragged. “I didn’t know laughing at you would cause you to brood for so long. I’m sorry. So in return, I gave you a kiss. And I’m willing to amend our contract.”

      “You gave me a kiss and are willing to amend our contract?” Hunter clarified, recovered from that surprise attack.

      “Yes.” She nodded.

      “In what way?” Hunter squinted at her suspiciously.

      “From now on, I will allow you to kiss me good night,” Clarice declared proudly.

      “Kiss you? Haven’t I been doing that already?” Hunter asked.

      “Yes, I know, but this time I give you permission. On the lips.” Clarice announced her ultimate weapon by tapping her lips with her finger.

      Hunter looked like his eyes were about to fall out, staring at her succulent lips like that.

      “On the lips?” He repeated for clarification, his eyes still drawn to her lush plump lips.

      “Yes, a good night kiss on the lips,” Clarice repeated. “Every night before bed. As part of the contract, until our baby is born.”

      “I don’t know, Clarice. It sure hurt a lot when you laughed at me like that.” Hunter started turning away from her.

      What? How can this be? She thought by allowing Hunter to kiss her on the lips, he would forgive her and she and he would go back to the way they were before, the Casanova and the spinster, cohabiting for the sake of their baby, but now…

      “I propose we change the contract a bit.” Hunter turned back. “You will allow me to kiss you on the lips in the morning and at night. Plus—”

      “Plus what?” Clarice opened her eyes wide. This wasn’t going the way she had planned at all. What other clause did Hunter want to put forth?

      “Plus, I get to sleep on your bed.”

      “No!” Clarice said automatically. No way José would she allow Hunter to share her bed. She didn’t want him to know she was madly in love with him. What happened if she had another dream of Hunter kissing her? Then, because she couldn’t restrain herself, she would attack him in her sleep. No, she was a very dangerous threat to Hunter. Plus, what would her staff at Smile Dental write in their weekly news blog that would be distributed around New Zealand if they were to catch wind of their situation?

      “Newly turned thirty, Clarice Mason, the spinster periodontist at Smile Dental, attacked a hot male stud last night while in bed, ravishing him alive because of a dream. Now taken into custody for questioning.”

      Ah, no. This won’t do. It won’t do at all.

      “No, Hunter. I cannot accept that clause,” she said.

      “Then you don’t have my forgiveness.” Hunter spoke, about to turn away.

      Clarice grabbed his arm and pulled him back down.

      “But I’ve given you a kiss. Isn’t that enough?”

      “That’s not enough. I want a good morning and a good night kiss. And more importantly, a proper bed to sleep on.”

      “Okay, you can have the guest bedroom, then.”

      “No, your bed.”

      “No, Hunter, I can give you the morning and good night kisses, but…”

      “But what? It’s only a bed, Clarice. How tough is it to share a bed? I’m not going to attack you. If you’re so afraid of me jumping on you, we can just use that body pillow there to separate us? Happy?”

      Clarice wasn’t worried about Hunter jumping on her. She was more afraid of herself jumping on him. Chewing her lip, she contemplated this possibility. Deciding she wouldn’t know if she didn’t try, she nodded.

      “Fine. But you must promise.” Clarice finally gave in.

      “I promise.” Hunter nodded.

      “Pinky swear on it, then.” Clarice held out her little pinky finger.

      “My God, Clarice. What are you, a kid? Only kids do pinky swear.” Hunter turned away again.

      “I don’t care. Let’s do a pinky swear,” she pushed.

      “Fine.” Hunter finally relented.

      They both laced their little fingers together.

      “Now, for my good night mouthwatering kiss.” Hunter smirked like the devil had finally come out of that impassive face.

      Clarice blinked, shrinking back into the blankets, not sure if she’d unleashed the devil from hell. “But I thought I’d given you one already. Just now. You don’t remember?”

      “What, that?” Hunter laughed. “The one where I almost died due to suffocation?”

      Clarice nodded meekly.

      “Baby, that was an amateur kiss. That wasn’t a mouthwatering kiss.”

      “So what are you proposing, then?”

      “I’m proposing that I kiss you properly. The mouthwatering type.”

      “Okay, fine.” Clarice pouted her lips forward, waiting. “I’m ready.”

      It was so sensual, so toe-curling when Hunter’s lips touched hers that she almost floated out of her body. Dear heaven, this was it. This was her antidote. This was what she’d planned from the beginning. Hunter had finally fallen into her trap. What she wanted was his forgiveness, but more than anything, she needed her antidote. And she didn’t think she could ever survive again without that type of kiss before bed.

      “How was that?” Hunter asked, his voice shaking with so much emotion.

      “Amazing.” Clarice spoke in a spellbound haze.

      “Glad to be of service. Now I’ll just go and get my pillow from downstairs and I’ll be up in a jiffy, baby. You just wait for me. Don’t go to sleep yet.”

      Clarice was in a daze. She tucked herself under the blankets and exhaled slowly. She placed a hand on her chest, feeling her heart thumping really fast.

      Clarice smiled. Inside she was happy and overjoyed that she’d gained Hunter’s forgiveness. Not only that, but she’d also been served her antidote. Yes, Hunter’s good night kiss was her antidote, an antidote that would stop her from pouncing on him. Smiling, she closed her eyes and fell into a deep sleep, not registering that Hunter would be coming back to sleep with her later.

      Unbeknownst to Clarice, Hunter stood outside her door, grinning like an idiot. He was so absorbed in his own wicked thoughts that only his phone ringing jerked him back to reality.

      “Hunter speaking,” he snapped into the phone, annoyed at the interruption.

      “Hunter, next time, if you want to play mad with Clarice, go to your own apartment. I don’t have time to hide you here,” his cousin shouted through the phone.

      Hunter could only chuckle and reply in his playful tone. “Is that because someone is lonely because so-and-so wasn’t here to entertain you?”

      “Shut up, Hunter,” Anton said.

      There was a quiet spell. Hunter didn’t know what to say. And Anton didn’t really speak either, until Hunter decided to destroy the awkward silence.

      “Anton, I’m really sorry for yesterday,” he said. “I know I should have spoken to you when I was at our house, but I just don’t have the guts. But now, I want to apologize. I love Clarice. I don’t want to lose her.”

      There was a long pause before Anton said, “I’m not stealing her from you, Hunter. I’m glad you’re acting this way. I hope you’ll continue to love her.”

      “Don’t worry, Anton. I’ll love Clarice lots,” Hunter said, looking at the closed door of Clarice’s bedroom. Even when he snapped his phone shut, he was still staring at her door.

      “Forgive me, Clarice,” Hunter whispered at the closing door, the grin on his face so wide. “I was only pretending to be mad to test you. And it showed you cared for me too.” Then he swiftly dashed off to grab his pillow from downstairs.

      When he got back, Clarice was already asleep. Kissing her forehead, he nestled her within his arms and slowly he fell asleep too, dreaming about making love to her until morning broke through.
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      Hunter was essentially digging his own grave. The plan for wanting Clarice to show a bit of care for him by conning her last week had only backfired on him tenfold, because now he’d fallen so deep into her that those kisses every morning and night weren’t enough to appease his sexual hunger anymore.

      Worse yet, to be able to sleep next to her but not be able to touch her or make love to her when they were both in the same room was simply pure torture, especially for his little brother downstairs. And it was all because of that damned pillow separating them.

      But who was to blame but himself, since it was his big mouth that had suggested the idea in the first place? Now Clarice was only following through with his suggestion. Each night when she tossed and turned, he would wish she would kick aside the pillow. But no, that damn rigid avocado, she was so subtle in her movements that the pillow remained where it was in the middle of the bed.

      He knew if their situation continued to pan out this way, he would for sure spill. And last night had proven that theory. It’d all started with him wanting to tease Clarice before going to bed. He was having so much fun teasing and kissing her when suddenly—

      “Ah, shit. Sorry, baby, I gotta go.” He had scurried off to the bathroom just in time before his little brother released its potent power.

      So now here he was sitting in the kitchen, his eyebrows creased into a frown, his eyes glaring at the ceiling, hand propped underneath his chin, deep in thought. He’d decided from last night’s experience that he could no longer be satisfied with a nibble. What he needed was a full main course, from entrée straight to dessert. But he needed a plan, a plan in which she would agree for him to devour her. After all, he was a lion, and lions require a full meal, not just a little nibble on a piece of lamb like Clarice had offered him.

      But no matter how hard he thought, he just couldn’t seem to think of the perfect plan for her to agree. Thinking about that little rat, Hunter thought perhaps he could help. And one phone call later had Hunter sitting in front of Max and Clarice’s two best friends.

      “So you’re the infamous Hunter that made Clarice pregnant,” Whitney accused Hunter right off when he arrived at the café.

      “Yes and no,” Hunter said, sitting down.

      “Humph.” Whitney huffed, eyeing Hunter suspiciously, and then turned to Elise to whisper into her ear. “He’s awfully young-looking, isn’t he?”

      Elise only laughed. She turned to look at Hunter and said with a smile, “Glad to officially meet you. So I assume all those flowers you got from Only You were for Clarice?”

      “Yeah.” Hunter smiled, pleased to see his friend from the floral shop.

      “Big bro here has some problem and would like us to help him solve it. Right, big bro?” Max butted in.

      “You could say that,” Hunter commented, scratching his head in frustration at his unresolved dilemma. “The deal is your cousin isn’t returning my feelings.”

      “You wanna elaborate on that, big bro?”

      “She… she… It’s frustrating. I kiss her and tell her I love her constantly, but she’s so stubborn. She only allows me two kisses a day, in the morning before she disappears off to work and at night before we part ways to bed. She lets me sleep on her bed, but we have a pillow to separate our territory. I don’t know what to do anymore.”

      “And you want more than that?” Whitney asked, an accusing finger directed at Hunter.

      “Well, as the father to our baby, I think I deserve more than two kisses a day,” Hunter muttered sadly.

      “Men are stupid. Inside their brains, they’re all clogged up with lust. God, I hate them,” Whitney grumbled, folding her arms in annoyance.

      Elise patted her friend’s hand and turned back to Hunter to give him a sympathetic smile. “Have you tried talking to Clarice about this?”

      “I have, but she won’t give in. She said she’ll give me until our baby is born to prove I’m worth it, but apart from those two kisses a day, I’m not getting any more incentive from her.”

      “Tell me again why we’re helping this man,” Whitney prompted, standing, obviously fed up with Hunter’s behavior.

      “Sit back down, Whitney.” Elise dragged her friend back into her seat. “We’ve known Clarice since she was young, and this is her happiness.”

      “Her happiness, E?” Whitney asked, incredulous. “He’s clearly a man prowling in lust. How could you say it’s Clarice’s happiness?”

      “Because have you ever seen Clarice let anyone live with her or allow anyone close to her before?” Elise asked. “Remember Clarice had been bullied since she was young, losing her self-esteem. It was only when she met us that she was about to open up. I’ve never seen her this cheerful before. Don’t you want her to experience this happiness at all?”

      “Clarice was bullied when she was young?” Hunter asked, butting into the friend’s private conversation.

      “You don’t want us to talk about it. Otherwise, you’ll lose your man power,” Max commented.

      “Why?’ Hunter asked.

      “Because all tales end the same way. Tears and snots.” Max reclined in his chair and sipped his orange juice. “Urgh.” He made a disgusted face. “This orange juice tastes horrible. Why can’t they make it like Clarice does?”

      “Clarice makes good orange juice?” Hunter asked.

      “You bet. She makes the best,” Max answered.

      “Have to taste her orange juice sometime, then,” Hunter added. “But back to my current dilemma?”

      “Yes. Well, the current dilemma…” Max began, twirling the straw in his orange juice before taking a sip. Then he eyed Whitney and Elise.

      “There’s only one way around it,” they all said in unison.

      “And that is?” Hunter asked, looking at all the three sitting in front of him.

      “Don’t give her any more kisses.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Clarice was restless. The day was as uneventful as watching paint dry. There were so many errands to run, yet she didn’t accomplish anything. Baby outfits, clothes, shoes, socks, merino underwear. The list went on, but she just didn’t know where to start. To top it off, she was told to read all the books and pamphlets about babies. Hadn’t she already read enough about this subject? She did plenty of research before she thought of having a baby. So why did that person ask her to read them all again? And just thinking about that person, he came in her door at that time.

      She eyed him as he walked into her lounge like he practically owned the house, so comfortable in his new living environment. He came and gave her a peck on the cheek, as if that were what one would do when they loved each other. Then that person went to the fridge to take out her freshly squeezed orange juice she’d just prepared for Max, poured a glassful, smiled his cheesy grin at her, and downed it all in one go. Once he was finished, he rinsed the glass, put it in the dishwasher, and came over to sit beside her, then rested his head on her lap.

      “I can see why Max likes your orange juice, Clarice,” he said. “You sure make the best. Much better than any I’ve tasted.”

      Hunter wasn’t supposed to behave as the loving husband. Dear heaven, they weren’t even married. She could feel her mood plummeting in a dark spiral, distracted and foul. She didn’t want him to do this to her. Because she realized she had fallen in love with him and she was sure before the nine months was up, Hunter would pack up and run away from her.

      “Could you get off my lap now, Hunter?”

      “Is my head too heavy?”

      “Yes.” She lied.

      “Sorry.”

      Hunter only got up and resumed what he was doing, leaving her all alone in the living room.

      That was strange. Why didn’t he give her his usual pecks? Was he sick of their kisses already?

      What Clarice didn’t know was Hunter was busy scheming to get her into bed that night, with her consent. He was deliberately making himself enticing so she couldn’t resist him any longer and would break down.

      Later on that night, Hunter put his plan into action, deliberately sneaking into her room and using her shower. Removing all his clothing, he made sure it was exactly 10:30 p.m. when he turned on the shower and entered.

      Hunter knew Clarice’s daily routine like the back of his hands. She woke up exactly at 7:00 a.m. She went to work at exactly 8:30 a.m., and she did not arrive home until 5:30 p.m. Routine meals usually happened at 7:00 p.m.

      “Oh, sorry I used your bathroom, Clarice. The guest bath didn’t have any hot water. I hope you don’t mind,” Hunter said, deliberately showing Clarice his full frontal package as she walked into her bathroom as predicted. “I won’t be too long now. You want to use the sink to wash your face?”

      Clarice’s eyes opened so wide that her eyeballs could have dropped to the floor. She could only open and close her mouth like a gasping fish, as she was too shocked seeing Hunter in her bathroom, naked.

      “Clarice?” Hunter probed again when she continued to gawk. “Do you want to use the sink?”

      Clarice swallowed but tried to regain her senses when Hunter called out to her. Was she meant to answer him? Her brain had completely lost all function when she saw his male anatomy in full view.

      “I’m… I’m fine. I’ll… I’ll… wait until you’re finished.” Her face blushed red when she took in all of Hunter’s glory, her breathing labored. She realized if she stayed here for a minute longer, she was going to explode. So she quietly exited into her room and went into her bedroom. Once there, she closed the door and inhaled a deep breath. Climbing into bed, she closed her eyes and calmed her breathing, trying very hard to forget the image of Hunter out of the shower, but…

      Oh, dear heaven. His body was trickling with droplets of water. His hair clung to the back of his neck and some stuck to his cheeks. He was a god. Hard, taunt, and chiseled in all the right places. Hunter… he… looked… looked… so…

      Alluring.

      Her breath shuddered. Oh, God, please help me. She’d never felt this lustful in all of her life. Everything came crashing down all at once. And then she realized one thing. She was aroused. Very, very aroused.

      It’s okay, though, she told herself. She’d have her dosage tonight. Hunter would kiss her and then she’d be fine again. As long as Hunter kissed her, then she should return to sanity again.

      With this thought, Clarice lay in bed, waiting for Hunter to come by per his usual routine, kissing her on the lips before sleeping on his side of the bed.

      But tonight, though, something was off. Hunter didn’t turn up at his usual time.

      Clarice pondered this and then became agitated. She started chewing on her bottom lip.

      What if Hunter doesn’t want to come up to say good night anymore? she thought. What if he is tired of me already?

      Clarice was about to get up to investigate when the door to her bedroom squeaked open. She hastily ducked underneath the blanket again. Once her aroused body was fully covered by the blanket, she turned to Hunter and eyed him with lusty intent.

      Hunter wanted to snicker when he saw Clarice looking at him with big doe eyes. But he couldn’t. He had to keep up the pretense. Instead, with a straight face, he went to sit beside Clarice on the bed and fluff up her pillow.

      Why is he not touching me? Clarice thought again when Hunter continued to fluff the pillow, totally ignoring her presence.

      “Hunter…”

      “Mmm. What is it, baby?” Hunter asked innocently.

      “Nothing,” she said, her face flushing before turning the other way.

      There is no way I’m going to ask him to kiss me. No way at all.

      Hunter took a deep breath. He too was trying to hide his desire, but obviously it was starting to wear him down. Nonetheless, he must even though it was very difficult. He knew Clarice wanted him. He just had to wait for a bit longer. Clarice was just stubborn. But she would yield; he was sure of that. She was already eating out of his hands with the way she reacted in the bathroom.

      Clarice gazed at Hunter with seductive allure, her eyes filled with lust, her face flushed red with desire that she almost could not contain. She was so tempted to just ravish him right there and then, but her small string of honor kept her together. But she didn’t know how long this honor of hers would uphold. She bit her trembling lip, stopping them before they released a desperate moan.

      Hunter almost broke loose too. Clarice looked so captivating that he just wanted to jump at her at this point, but he kept himself on a leash. It’s almost time. Clarice is almost at her breaking point now.

      “Hunter,” she spoke quietly with a strong hint of desire, her little finger tugging at his shirt for attention.

      Hunter glanced at her gesture. Was she asking him to stay with that little gesture? He smiled. Had his plan worked out already?

      “You look flustered. Have a good rest. I won’t disturb you.” He continued to act ignorant.

      “Hunter.” Clarice tugged his shirt harder now, which just pleased him even more.

      “Yes.” Hunter turned back, trying ever so hard to turn on a straight face when in fact he just wanted to smile broadly.

      “You… you… you’re not going to kiss me good night?” Clarice asked in embarrassment.

      Please, just one little kiss to dispel this urging desire within me. That’s all I ask for. And then her moral sense kicked in. Are you bonkers? What in heaven’s name? Stop it right now.

      “No. You look sick. I don’t want to disturb you,” Hunter said.

      “But.” Clarice couldn’t hide her disappointment. It wasn’t Hunter’s fault that he didn’t want to touch her. She told him specifically not to have sex with her. So he was only obeying her law.

      “Is there anything else you need? Water?” Hunter glanced at the water jug on the side table. “If not, I’m going to my side of the bed now.”

      “Ah?”

      “Yes, baby?” Hunter pretended to act like he didn’t know what she needed.

      Clarice bit her lip. How low could she get? She was practically begging. She’d gone that lascivious.

      “You seriously don’t look well, Clarice. Maybe I should take you to see Dr. Flint tomorrow,” Hunter said, putting his hand to her forehead.

      Clarice tore away his hand, muttering under her breath, “Stop worrying about my general health for once and start worrying about my sexual health. I’m dying here.”

      “What did you say?” Hunter asked.

      “I’m just saying I’m fine,” Clarice said with a trembling voice laced with so much need.

      “Your voice sounds raspy too. You should sleep now.”

      “But, Hunter!” Clarice shut her eyes. Was he really playing a game with her here? “Are you seriously not going to kiss me good night?”

      “Not until you’re well. Then I’ll—”

      Clarice snapped. She violently wrapped her hands around Hunter’s neck and pulled him down to lock his lips to hers.

      “Hey, Clarice. Don’t blame me if you—ummm.” Hunter couldn’t finish his sentence because Clarice attacked him with another spellbinding kiss.

      “It’s all right. Just kiss me. Please kiss me,” Clarice let out when she unlocked her lips from Hunter’s. “I give you permission. Just kiss me please.”

      “Are you sure? I don’t want to impose—” Again, he was cut off midsentence. But he didn’t care because his plan had worked out.

      On the other hand, Clarice was cursing herself. Oh my God. Clarice, you are a cougar pouncing on young Hunter. But it doesn’t matter because tonight, Hunter will be mine. I’m finally at my limit and I don’t care anymore.

      Tonight is the night I’ll get my full course, Hunter thought.

      And both smiled at the prospect.
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      How long have I waited for this moment? Hunter thought as Clarice hungrily devoured his lips. How long have I waited for Clarice to give me her consent, waiting for her to fully submit to me?

      The wait was too long, far, far too long. But now that he was here in the action, Clarice giving him free rein to do as he wished, the only thought running through his mind was that he wanted this experience to be special to her. He wanted to make love to her, to tell her through his actions that he loved her.

      Sure, he had many experiences in the past, properly winning him the trophy of being the number one best male stud in sexual pleasure, something he wasn’t so proud of now. But Clarice was innocent in this area. It was only her second time.

      The first time she had offered her body to him, she’d thought he was Anton, so that didn’t really count. Tonight would be the very first time they would cross the boundary fully aware.

      Tonight he wanted Clarice to remember everything about him. Every single touch, every single taste, every single scent—he wanted to embed those memories in her mind. He wanted this whole night to revolve only around him so she could never forget him, never live without him. So bit by bit, he took it slowly.

      Hunter started off kissing her lips gently. He then nibbled, dropping kisses along the way until he reached her earlobe. He took a small nip there and then whispered his sweet sentiment into her ear. “Clarice, baby, you’re my goddess. My sweet goddess.”

      The thrill of those kisses sent shockwaves up Clarice’s spine. But she took it all in full stride, like a tidal wave washing into the shore of the sandy beach; she allowed his sweet whispers to wash into her ears, welcoming the sweet pleasure of this intoxicating trance.

      This was the point of no return. She’d surrendered fully to her desire and banished her morality out the window, but she knew she would never come to regret this decision. And when Hunter flicked his tongue at the junction of her earlobe again, her back arched and an amorous moan escaped her lips.

      That soft moan was all the permission Hunter needed. He gently grabbed her chin and kissed her vigorously again.

      “Clarice, what are you doing to me?” he muttered between kisses. “You’re killing me slowly here.”

      “Ngh… umm… Hunter,” Clarice mumbled between kisses too.

      Somewhere in this dreamlike state, she thought she heard her voice moaning out Hunter’s name. And when she fully became aware of this fact, she tried to clamp her lips closed, to hold down her voice, but obscene whimpers still somehow managed to escape her lips, echoing around the four walls. Even the display of roses Hunter had brought her earlier this morning seemed to shy away underneath the moonlight beams, the petals closing up at the display of the two human bodies writhing in bed.

      “Umm… Hunter…” She whipped her head to the side, still in her own trance, feeling the heat building up from inside her core, feeling like her body was cloaked in a blazing furnace.

      Wrapping her up so not a breath of hair could separate them, Hunter connected his lips to Clarice’s with passionate hunger, increasing the fire burning within her center. With one hand roughly threading through her hair, the other hand crawled to her two rosebuds, gently flicking them and pinching them until they blossomed and grew hard under his command.

      “Hunter.” Clarice’s voice hitched. She tore her lips away from his and pleaded, “I’m burning. Help me.”

      “You’re hot, baby,” Hunter huskily whispered into her ear. “Let me take off your clothes.”

      Without disconnecting from her lips, Hunter expertly unbuttoned her top to expose her breasts. And with one swift movement, he tore the top and threw it across the room, removing her pants and underwear too.

      The chilled night air clung to Clarice’s skin immediately, cooling her body for a split second before her world was once again filled with the heat of Hunter—arms, legs, lips, hips, wrapped and trapped.

      “Hunter,” Clarice gasped when he squeezed her breast within his palm.

      “You’re perfect, baby, so perfect,” Hunter muttered lost in his own spell, feeling that soft bosom in his hands, completely natural. This was real; this was perfect. He urgently needed to taste, and it took less than a second when his lips found those buds.

      He rewarded himself with a little lick and then he enclosed his lips tightly around the bud, swirling his tongue around it, licking it, and sometimes nipping at it until his sexual hunger had increased at a rate he could no longer ignore. He roughly sucked at it, alternating from one bud to the other, like he’d starved for her over a century.

      There was an urgent need, an explosive passion that Clarice could also no longer deny. The need was so spontaneous, so urgent, that she could see firecrackers beginning to light up before her eyes. She roughly shoved her fingers into his hair, gripping the strands tightly, trying to suppress the explosion that was about to erupt from her body.

      Hunter wanted her to explode beneath him. He wanted her to reach her peak in front of his eyes. He wanted to see her face bloom with white-hot passion, her eyes filling with ecstasy as he thrust into her and she climaxed. So like a smart burglar, his finger slowly crawled to her hidden jewel and with one swift action, he plunged in, making Clarice arch her back, a screaming shudder exploding from her mouth.

      “Ahhhh,” Clarice screamed, her breath coming out in heavy fits. “Hunter… do something.”

      “Baby,” he whispered heavily, his lips on her hot throat. “Tell me what you want. I can give it to you.” As he said this, his fingers continued to thrust in and out of her passage.

      “Mmm.” Clarice couldn’t respond, but only released little whimpers. And when she did find her voice, all she could mutter was, “Hurry, Hunter. Please. Stop this flame. It’s burning me.”

      His lips were once again burning at her skin and his finger drove her insane. With each touch against her inner wall, her entire body lit up with that burning ember, the ember that needed to be extinguished fast before she melted like a candle under his ministration. And right now, she knew she was melting because Hunter ignored her plea.

      Hunter inserted another finger into her passage, making her body involuntary arch up to meet him, her hands rushing forward to thread her fingers into that shaggy blond hair of his for balance. Her world was colliding, her head spinning, but all Hunter continued to do was increase the fire within her. She was upset so she jerked his hair roughly, to get his attention.

      Hunter felt the slight pain of his hair being pulled, but he focused all his energy on the present task. He used fluid, controlled movements to make Clarice plead for him more. In and out. In and out. It was almost time, but not the perfect time yet. He could make her wait a little longer. Give her a bit more time to enjoy this pleasure before they both rode into the sunset together.

      Hunter could feel his own desire stirring. He cursed himself. He too could wait a bit longer. Tonight, it was all about making Clarice feel special. Tonight, he wanted her to scream out his name, to yell out that she wanted him.

      Quickly increasing the pace and friction, he thrust in his fingers again and again until Clarice couldn’t take it anymore.

      “Hunnnnterrr!” Clarice moaned, raspy. “Please do something.”

      This was the time, Hunter decided.

      “Tell me what you want again,” Hunter huskily asked, his hot and heavy breath resonating against her sensitive skin.

      Sleek with a sheen of sweat, her body rubbed up to Hunter’s even closer, wanting to feel more of him, wanting to tell him with her own body language that she wanted him. But when he was still breathing hot air onto her skin, obviously not following her order, she finally spoke out her most inner desire. “Hunter. I want you.”

      “Your wish is my command, my goddess.” He chuckled huskily as the plan to seduce the woman he loved now succeeded.

      Making quick work of his own clothing, he threw them aside and focused all his attention on the pleasure at hand. He parted her legs gently, enough to accommodate him but also so she was comfortable. And with one small movement, he inched himself in and slowly thrust forward.

      Clarice gasped, feeling the tip of Hunter inside her entrance. Once her ragged breath came right again, Hunter took this opportunity to inch himself in a bit more. She clung to him for dear life as each inch went deeper and deeper into her core. On and on they went like this until he reached her core, his member finally at its hilt. Clarice held her breath.

      “Okay, baby?” he whispered softly when she stayed silent.

      “Mmmm,” she mumbled, deep in her own world, feeling a deep emotion welling up inside her breast.

      Hunter couldn’t describe the feeling settling inside him either. To be inside her, that was the most perfect feeling ever. She closely wrapped herself around him, her wall encasing him tight like the perfect fit of a glove. In this lifetime, at that moment, he vowed to never be with another woman again. In this lifetime, Clarice was the only one for him.

      After the initial preparation, Hunter slowly repeated the process, thrusting in and out, grinding his hips into hers to increase the pleasure for both.

      Clarice shut her eyes and let Hunter take over, overwhelmed by all the emotion inside her. To laugh, to cry, she wasn’t sure anymore.

      “Open your eyes, baby,” Hunter whispered. “I want to see you looking at me.”

      Clarice submitted and fluttered her eyelashes open, staring at the azure-eyed man, his eyes gazing into her own. She saw the way he was touching her skin, wiping the sweat off her forehead.

      Oh God, did he know how much he affected her? Did he know that little action made her love him all the more? She wrapped her arms around his neck and pulled him closer, her body clinging to him for love and support.

      Somehow being in this position, sandwiched between the sheet and Hunter’s strong body above, she could feel her senses heightened. Each strands of Hunter’s hair seemed microscopically enlarged. The feel of the fabric beneath her somehow felt softer than normal. The prickling sensation of Hunter’s stubble rubbing against her skin was slightly sharper, better defined, as if blades of grass were grazing against her cheek. But she liked this sensation so much that she continued to rub her cheeks along his jaw.

      Hunter watched his beloved, her black hair pooling around her delicate face like black satin. He watched those eyes gazing at him, those molten midnight pearls hazy with need, her hands grasping his neck. He couldn’t deny those lips another minute as he plunged in again, savoring what he could, offering what he could. Again and again, he tasted her while he continued to thrust into her, increasing the speed and friction.

      The pressure of Hunter’s thrust slowly intensified, driving her wild. And with each thrust, Clarice reciprocated with a matched rhythm. Together, they were dancing to a fine tune, writhing between the silk white sheets.

      “Hunter, Hunter.” With her entire body in ecstasy, she lost all control of her voice, shouting and moaning Hunter’s name again and again, her mind drifting in and out of consciousness, not knowing anymore what was real and what was not. Until before her eyes, a spark of white light flooded her vision and she screamed. And in that split second, when she thought the world was going to crumble beneath her feet, when she was standing near the edge of the cliff, ready to plunge into the deep angry sea below, Hunter, the blond angel with white wings, flew and caught her within his arms and they both flew to heaven together.

      Together they soared across the ocean, up high into the sky, their bodies wrapped around each other’s, arms and legs tangling like they were one entity, twisting and turning, flying and swirling in the endless starry night sky.

      When they finally sank back to earth, sated after their exhausted interlude, Hunter only wished for one thing as he lay with Clarice nestled in the crook of his neck, his arms embracing the woman he loved. Please, he wished, please don’t let tomorrow come just yet. Please let me stay here like this with my beloved in my arms for a little while longer.

      With this final wish, Hunter finally succumbed to his exhaustion, resting his eyes and falling back into a deep sleep in the embrace of his woman’s arms.
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      Clarice opened her eyes and saw naked chest. In fact, her face was only an inch away from that chest. She found her arms had wound tightly around that mass of body too.

      Who? What?

      She somehow vaguely remembered seeing that chest many times before in the past. But where was it?

      To satisfy her curiosity, she ran her eyes up until they landed on the junction of that person’s jaw. There was rough stubble there along the chin and jawline.

      Clarice had a distance memory of running her cheeks along that jaw.

      But when and where?

      Clarice started chewing her bottom lip, still oblivious to the situation she was in. She didn’t notice her arms and legs were still wrapped around that person’s body like an octopus’ tentacles sucking its prey. Moving her eyes up farther, she landed straight on that face.

      What in heaven’s name?

      Clarice panicked and jerked away, causing the male occupant next to her to rouse from his sleep.

      “Why so early?” Hunter groggily asked. “Clarice, hug me a bit more. I’m cold.”

      “Hunter! Hunter!” Clarice shook him until he was fully awake. “What are you doing on my side of bed?”

      Hunter smirked and captured Clarice. Now she was struggling within his arms.

      “Let me go? What are you doing?” Clarice swatted Hunter’s hands, trying to free herself from his grasp.

      “Morning, baby,” Hunter said, kissing the top of her head, ignoring her swats. “Did you have a good sleep last night?”

      “Stop touching me. Let me go.” Clarice continued to berate him, pinching him on the arms when he chose to ignore her.

      Hunter gave an audible chuckle. He hugged her even tighter and whispered into her ear, “Come on, baby. No need to be all shy. You touched me. I touched you. We touched each other. Why do you need to be shy now?”

      “Hunter, stop saying such things. When did I ever touch you?”

      “Back in Queenstown and…” Hunter paused for effect.

      “And?” Her eyes grew wide, waiting for his answer.

      “And… last night,” he announced.

      “I… I… don’t recall,” Clarice said shyly, refusing to turn her head to the naked Hunter behind her.

      “You just chose to forget, that’s all.” Hunter laughed, letting her go.

      “Stop arguing with me and get dressed,” Clarice shouted, although inside she was beyond mortified.

      What happened last night? Did I really do it with Hunter? Did I finally succumb to my wonton feelings? Oh, the thought wasn’t even bearable.

      “I want to stay like this for a bit longer. Cuddle you for a bit longer.” Hunter jerked her backwards and hugged her again, surprising her, and she ended up sprawling on his lap.

      “Hunter,” she scolded, scooting herself off him until her back was pressed against the wall. Then she pulled the blanket off Hunter and pushed him off the bed. He ended up falling off the bed with a loud thump.

      “Ow,” Hunter howled, rubbing his head, a playful smile still lingering on his lips. He got up and stood straight and tall, deciding to show off his naked body, subtlety indicating their reunion last night was real, hence the nakedness.

      As for Clarice, though, all she could think of was…

      Dear heaven. I really did do something to Hunter last night. I… I…

      “Hunter, you’re naked,” she screeched when her eyes landed on his male anatomy.

      “I am,” Hunter said proudly, showing off his prized possession. “I told you we did it last night, but you—”

      Poof! A flying pillow hit Hunter’s face.

      “Ow.” Hunter moaned again and snapped his eyes to Clarice. “What was that for?” he whined.

      “Get dressed!” Clarice ordered and turned around to face the wall instead. It saved them both the embarrassment. She didn’t want Hunter to see her crimson cheeks and she in turn didn’t want to see Hunter standing there in all his naked form in broad daylight.

      “Right! Right!” Hunter just chuckled and jumped back on the bed again, so suddenly that it almost made her pulse plummet.

      Hunter was even cheeky enough to try and steal another kiss from her lips. At this stage, though, Clarice was so shocked that all she could do was just blink and blink.

      “And for the record.” Hunter spoke. “It was you who begged me to take you. I didn’t start it. All the blame goes to you.” He chuckled and stole another kiss from her before running into the bathroom, butt naked.

      Clarice’s face couldn’t flush a brighter red. She peeked underneath the blanket and confirmed the fact herself. And… she was naked like the very first day she was born.

      “Oh, my baby,” she said, pulling the sheets over her red-hot face in embarrassment. “What drug did Mummy use last night to seduce your father?”
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      Clarice walked downstairs some thirty minutes later, her state of mind still numb and in chaos. She just couldn’t believe she was the one that had initiated the whole thing. When she got to the dining table, Hunter was already laying out the cornflakes for her to eat.

      “Eat up.” Hunter winked, then kissed her on the cheek before saying, “For your stamina.” He indicated the bowl sitting on the dining table. “You’ll definitely need it after last night… and more nights to come.”

      Clarice eyed him as he performed his tasks like a househusband, cleaning the kitchen after making breakfast, knowing she hated her kitchen being messed up.

      When Hunter sat on the chair, all his tasks complete, Clarice asked, “Hunter, did we really do it last night?”

      “Yep, baby.”

      “Really?”

      “Yep.”

      “Did I really go that far?”

      “All the way.”

      “Would you stop?” Clarice berated in annoyance. She dug out a spoonful of cereal and chucked it into her mouth just to stop herself from yelling at Hunter again. It didn’t taste nice like her usual rice porridge, though, but that would do for today. After that startling revelation this morning, she didn’t feel like cooking. It was a Saturday after all.

      “Why do you look so glum?” Hunter asked. “Shouldn’t you feel all radiant after doing it, like me?”

      Of course, Hunter’s face was bright and radiant, like he’d sucked out all of her energy last night. In fact, he believed he did suck out all her energy last night. Clarice looked so exhausted, whereas he felt like he was a lion ready to attack her again.

      “I… I…” Clarice turned a brighter shade of red. “Can we talk about something else?” She turned away her face, clearly embarrassed.

      Hunter took a deep breath and led her to the couch. He sat himself down, then pulled her to sit on his lap. He then wound his arms around her and pulled her close to his body for a tight embrace.

      “Clarice, I’m not sorry we did that last night. It just showed that you want me too.” He rested his head at the nape of her shoulder.

      Clarice was quiet, in deep thought about their new situation.

      “Why are you not saying anything?” he asked after some time.

      “There’re too many things I want to say that I don’t know where to start.” She sighed.

      “Start from the beginning. I’ll listen to whatever you have to say. About us. About our future.” He eyed her, giving her his full attention.

      Clarice was quiet for a second more and then she turned her head to face Hunter.

      “Hunter, I have values.” She began. “The reason I asked you to not have sex with me up until our baby is born is because I’m scared.”

      “What are you scared of, baby?” he asked, gently squeezing her hand to reassure her he was right here, that she didn’t have to be afraid.

      “I’m scared you might leave me,” she said. “And if I were to give you my body, then I would dishonor myself. I’ve been brought up in the traditional Cambodian way. We value our bodies. I can only give my body to the person I love.”

      “Oh, Clarice.” Hunter sighed, hugging her body closer to him. “I would never leave you. I love you.”

      “But what if you see another woman?” Clarice argued.

      “My eyes can’t see another woman.” Hunter reassured her, hugging her closer. “My eyes can only see you. I would never cheat on you. I know I’m used to being a Casanova, but not anymore. I promise you I’ll be faithful to you. Even if you don’t believe me now, give me until our baby is born. I want to prove to you that I’m your man. I’m all yours. My heart, body, and soul—it’s all yours to keep.”

      “Hunter.” Tears glazed her eyes. “Even just up until our baby is born?” she asked softly, displaying her true inner self, trying to get a firm grip on their new situation.

      “Yes, baby. I promise I’ll be all yours,” Hunter said, brushing his lips against her neck.

      Hunter was happy, basking in the glory of being in love and being loved back. But then something sparked within him.

      “Baby, you said your culture only allows women to sleep with the man they love. Does that mean you—”

      “Oh, Hunter, what shall we have for lunch?” Clarice cut him off just in time. She couldn’t have him finding out she loved him. She was too shy to say it out loud right now.

      Hunter smiled, letting the subject go. He’d wait until she was fully confident in his loyalty. Then he’d force her to say it. Instead, he gave her a spellbinding kiss. Clarice welcomed the kiss with both hands, molding her lips to meet Hunter’s. After the intoxicating kiss, she drew back and giggled.

      “What are you laughing at?” Hunter asked.

      “Nothing.” She shook her head. But Hunter didn’t believe her as he punished her with more kisses all over her face and neck.

      “Okay, okay. Fine then,” Clarice said as she tried to wiggle herself away from Hunter’s kisses. “I guess I have to throw away that three-meter rule, and that pillow of course.”

      “Definitely, baby. That pillow has to go.” Hunter agreed and trapped her again with more kisses.

      Clarice giggled again, worming her way out of his embrace, but Hunter only held tighter, trapping her within his arms, kissing her cheeks, lips, eyes, ears, and nose until he was satisfied.

      “Admit it, Clarice. You like me doing this to you, right?” Hunter asked when he was well sated.

      Clarice giggled even more as Hunter now decided to blow kisses and grazed his teeth against her naked skin at her shoulder when she didn’t reply.

      “No. I’m not going to admit it.” She giggled even louder. “So don’t even try to kiss me there again.”

      “Really? You won’t admit it?” he asked cheekily. Hunter had an advantage. After that little nip on her shoulder, Clarice laughed. He knew this must be Clarice’s sensitive spot. And because Hunter had decided she was turning stubborn again, he didn’t stop with his punishment until she gave in, this time giving her more bites along her shoulder.

      “Okay, fine, fine. Would you stop doing that biting thing already? I’ll admit it,” Clarice said shyly.

      “Aha. Say it. Admit it, then.” Hunter stopped and waited for her reply.

      “I enjoyed it. A lot.”

      “You…” Hunter couldn’t stop laughing. “Oh, baby, you’re driving me crazy. Let’s do it again. Come on.” He tugged at her, wanting to take her upstairs to their bedroom.

      “What!” Clarice whipped her head to meet Hunter’s eyes. “No way. It’s broad daylight, Hunter. We can’t do it right now.”

      “Okay. Then tonight. How about that? When it’s dark and cold, I can come to warm you up and then…”

      Clarice swatted his hands when he squeezed one of her breasts.

      “Sorry, Clarice.” He cheekily apologized but then went back to gently squeeze her breast. “See, baby. After last night, my hand is starting to misbehave. It wants to touch you. Especially right here.” His hand lightly touched the tip of her breast. “See, I can’t control it. It just wants to keep on touching you. There it goes again,” he said as he removed his hand from that particular site and stared at his own hand. “Stop it.” He smacked his hand with his other hand. “I said stop.” He pulled his hand out and reprimanded it, then turned back to Clarice and hugged her again, rocking her body back and forth. “I’m sorry, Clarice, my hands just love touching you too much. Even my lips want to kiss you again. Can I kiss you, Clarice? Can I? Can I?”

      What was the point of asking permission when he was already kissing her and hugging her, even touching her breasts? But her stomach couldn’t help fluttering at Hunter’s odd behavior. He really was being like a child. But he was so sincere and sweet that she had to give up. Wanting to give him permission, but too embarrassed since it was in broad daylight, she deliberately turned away, giggling and nodding her head.

      This shy and stubborn avocado, oh how I love her, Hunter thought, wanting to scream out his devotion for her.

      And life after that was full of flowers blooming for him. Clarice mellowed right into his hands and he himself had never felt so much happiness running through him. This was definitely love.
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      The delicate vase with the intricate floral design that was backdated to the twentieth century smashed against the wall after Caroline hurled the object in her moment of rage. She turned her fierce eyes on to the man who had brought her the news that caused her tantrum. The man stood meekly to the side, his shoulders hunched forward, giving off a nervous vibe.

      “How long has this been going on?” she screeched at the man, her hands holding on to the many pictures of the man she loved and the woman she so despised in the same frame together, all taken at different places and times. For a while now, she knew something was up, but she didn’t expect the man and woman to feel this deeply for one another.

      Her guy replied timidly, “For a while now, Miss Caroline.”

      Caroline hurled another piece of fine china in the direction of the man. He scarcely made a break as the china grazed his left cheek. A small amount of blood leaked out from the wound.

      If he wasn’t so scared of losing his job, he would have quit many months ago. He didn’t need to be treated this way. But because the economics in New Zealand were at its downtime at the moment, finding another job in the investigation task force would be like finding a needle among the haystack. The position in itself was almost impossible to find. He was only lucky enough that Caroline had chosen him to investigate this man and woman.

      He wasn’t sure what relationship Caroline had with these two people, but looking at that contorted and angry facial expression of hers, he knew she wasn’t on good terms with the two people in the photograph.

      Caroline didn’t care about the mess she’d made, her eyes focusing instead on those pictures. There was one picture in particular that caught her attention. It was of Hunter and that woman hugging each other. Others were simply of them talking to each other. The most recent one was taken when the two were at BabyLand. That one had him cuddling the woman in a tight embrace, which fired her up even more, wanting to chuck yet another piece of fine china at the man.

      Caroline gritted her teeth and willed herself to calm down, but the more pictures she flicked through, the more she couldn’t help hurling china in the direction of investigator. Luckily, he escaped in time before anything hit him again. Sadly, the china got smashed into pieces against the wall.

      “What other news have you got for me?” she demanded under her breath when she calmed down a bit.

      The man could only shiver and respond, “He’s living with her now, apparently.”

      “For how long?”

      “At least a month now.”

      This time the man knew to escape, scurrying away like a frightened cat before Caroline could release her inner demon on him again.

      Caroline, who was usually quite timid in her manner, only showed the deeply mentally affected personality when she was alone. What presented as the pleasant girl was only her public outer appearance. At the moment, her other personality shone through.

      By herself now, her body trembled and her hands shook. She flicked through the pictures until she got to the last image. Glancing at that shot of the two, her heart wrenched in pain as she saw the man she loved, the man she had fallen for in college, kissing that woman on the cheek. Her hand gripped the photograph fiercely and fire lit up her eyes.

      “Hunter,” she said, caressing the image, “how could you do something so stupid? I thought you said no woman could ever tie you down. I guess I’ll have to visit the old hag myself. See why she’s so special to you.”

      

      
        
        THE END
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       The Casanova

      

      Cooking, cleaning… List all the household chores a housewife can do, and Hunter can do them better. In fact, his life has made a complete one hundred eighty-degree turn, from being the number one Casanova of Australasia to the number one partner for Clarice. And he loves his new life.

      

      But as the days leading to the birth of their child lessen, someone is planning to tear them apart. Will he ever hear Clarice say, “I love you,” or will the forces of his past reputation ruin his chances at this one happiness?

      

      The Spinster

      

      Clarice is basking in her happy glow. Having Hunter by her side on the day of their baby’s birth is all she’s ever wished for. But when she witnesses Hunter with another woman, her world shatters. 

      

      Now she must ask herself, should she risk the heartbreak of losing the man she loves or continue to live as a spinster with her baby forever? 
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