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Chapter 1

	 

	 

	One of the man’s most dreaded nightmares came true right before his eyes, as he stared in through the restaurant’s window, feeling dizzy.  He saw Lana at a table by the wall, in a black silk dress, bright and beautiful, just as the old lady had described her. Only she was not alone. She was with a man. They sat across from one another, and the man looked tall and well built, even while sitting down. He had black or dark-brown hair, as far as Hayden could tell from the outside. His forehead was partly covered by his longish, unkempt hair, and the profile of his nose was straight and masculine. To Hayden, he certainly seemed far too handsome and laughed far too much. Lana laughed as well. They were apparently intimate because Lana reached over the table to ruffle his already disheveled hair playfully, and then tugged at his collar a little, at which they both laughed heartily.

	Hayden’s world turned upside down at the sight, and he lost the ground from under his feet. He turned away from the window and leaned against the wall with his back. He ran his fingers through his hair, and then rubbed his eyes with his palms vigorously, as if he could not believe them. He did not know what to think of this. Lana was accompanied by another man he had never seen before. They were visibly having a great time, and it was also obvious they were familiar with one another. The man was certainly not Ben Jones. He’d surely recognize that guy. How could it be? How could it be that shortly after their date was cancelled, she was having dinner with a man, what’s more, in her favourite restaurant? Could the bond between them be of so little value? Could he mean so little to her? If he could not come to meet her, would she go out with someone else without hesitation? He couldn’t believe she was doing this to him, yet, it was difficult to doubt his own eyes. Was he once again mistaken? Was it possible that he had so terribly misunderstood her gestures? He was once again planning their future, and meanwhile, she was dating other guys behind his back.

	He turned back, and although the world was swirling around him, he fixed his eyes on the table beside the wall once again. The two people were visibly absorbed in conversation and were no longer laughing. Lana tapped the man’s hand, at which he reached into his pocket and took out a small, rectangular object and put it on the table. She became very excited and reached for the box. Hayden, fighting a wave of nausea, forced himself to keep watching them masochistically. Now Lana opened the box a little bit and playfully peeked inside. Then the man said something and took it away from her. He took something out of the box and held it towards Lana expectantly. What exactly the object in his hand was, Hayden could not make out, but he was certain it was some kind of jewellery. He thought it must be a ring. Lana looked delighted, and reached for it. 

	This was too much for Hayden. He was unable to watch the scene any longer. He held onto the wall for support with one hand. He was breathing hard, and his head was about to explode. There was a big lump in his throat, and he was overcome by nausea. He had only one thought: Out! Out of here, now!

	He pushed himself away from the wall, fixed his gaze on the ground and without thinking, headed in the direction he had come. He pressed his hand hard against his forehead, as if the gesture could erase the events of the last five minutes from his mind. But the images he had just seen were burnt into his memory. He could not escape them and no matter whether he opened or closed his eyes, he could only see Lana and that other man. He barely noticed as he nearly knocked over a young, red-haired woman who was about to enter the restaurant, and who stared back at the strangely upset figure indignantly.

	Dark clouds gathered over his head, which brought storm and destruction. The demons of hurt pride and jealousy took to dwelling in his mind, and painted his thoughts black. Who is this woman? Is she some kind of a witch who has put a spell on me? I’m addicted to her like a damned druggie. I can’t escape from her. It’s as if she’s my personal brand of heroin. For a day of happiness with her, I have to pay so dearly that no man in his right mind could bear it! This is too much… I can’t take this any longer! This is enough! Enough! – His wounded dignity screamed inside.

	At the next corner he gave up. Bending over, he vomited, then went to buy himself a few mini whiskey bottles at the kiosk. He wandered the streets almost unconsciously and cursed himself under his breath for letting himself be fooled. He was convinced that Lana had been playing some sort of duplicitous game on him, and as time passed, he was pulled deeper and deeper into the bottomless whirlpool of blind jealousy. Finally, he reached the point where he doubted everything that had happened between them in the past weeks. The immense pain weighed on his soul so much that it became nearly unbearable, and the alcohol did not bring any relief at all. Finally, he wanted nothing else but to shout into her face, make her realize that she had been caught, and then perhaps crash into the first cement wall he could find at full speed, and that would be it. 

	He had no idea how he’d unconsciously wound up at Lana’s apartment. He collapsed onto the last step of the staircase leading up to the entrance and buried his face in his hands. He sat there like some homeless person. The rain slowly started to drizzle, but his heart was already covered in thick ice.

	It was about half past eleven when Lana turned the corner in her car, looking for a parking spot. She got out of the car, and although the rain had stopped, she wound the silk scarf around her neck one more time and neared the front door at a quick pace. She already had her keys in her hand when she saw a stooping figure sitting on the ground. She gave a little shriek and started back. But as the person lifted his dark eyes, she recognized Hayden. He looked really terrible as he sat there with his wet hair and soaked suit. Lana was now truly frightened and covered her mouth with her hand.

	‘For goodness’ sake, Hayden! What happened to you? You’re all soaked through!’ Her voice was full of concern. She crouched in front of him, and with one hand, she lightly stroked his wet hair. With the other hand, she wiped the water off his face and looked straight into it. ‘Speak up! Did you have an accident?’ The man’s features hardened, his lips began to form a thin line. ‘What happened to you? And how come you’re here at this hour anyway?’

	Hayden just stared at her, thinking, how well she played her role, how concerned and caring she was. Her hand on his cheek, her eyes open wide, full of worry… as if he really meant something to her. He closed his eyes for a moment and considered the tempting idea to just let it go and allow this cruel and cunning angel to keep playing her games with him. On and on, until his heart stops beating.

	‘Is something wrong?’ she tried again, more and more desperately. ‘What are you doing here in London anyway? Wasn’t it that… didn’t you say you couldn’t come back today? I thought…’

	This was the point, when Hayden dismissed the previous thought, opened his eyes, and icily glared at her.

	‘You didn’t expect me to come back, did you?’ he said in a coarse voice, and Lana didn’t know what to think of his tone of scorn.

	He pushed her hand away, stood up and stepped back to distance himself from her. Lana also straightened up, eyeing him uncomprehendingly and vexed. 

	‘Are you drunk?’ she asked hesitantly. 

	Hayden laughed out with bitterness, but didn’t respond. ‘What’s with you? How long have you been sitting here?’ she continued, stepping closer to him.

	‘Stay where you are!’ he answered coldly. ‘It’s pointless now! Can’t you see that?’ He backed another step, and clenching his teeth, he groaned in a pained voice, ‘Why do you do this to me? Why do you play with me?’

	‘What are you talking about?’ Lana now raised her voice. ‘Would you please tell me what has happened and why you are acting so weird? Did I hurt you somehow?’

	‘Oh Lana, please!’

	Hayden turned, and then he sighed deeply, turning his face up to the sky and laughing bitterly. His voice was on the verge of hysterics, which terrified Lana as well.

	‘I swear I have no idea what you’re talking about.’

	He turned back to her and slowly, coldly spat his words at her: ‘I saw you.’

	She just stood there in complete confusion and waited for him to continue. When he did not, she merely repeated what she had heard from him. 

	‘You saw me? What do you mean? What the hell are you talking about?’

	‘Oh, just quit acting, for fuck’s sake! I saw you.’

	Lana felt she was verging on madness and was completely at a loss for what to say. She searched her brain frantically. She strained her nerves as she tried to understand what Hayden was talking about. He was beside himself, just like a few weeks before, at the IHIN party, where they had met again.

	‘Please, don’t do this to me! You’re scaring me,’ she said in a faltering voice, nearly crying.

	She looked at him pleadingly, but he suddenly stepped threateningly close to her. ‘I saw you tonight at Zafferano. I saw you with that man at the table. I saw everything, understand? Everything!' he breathed heavily in outrage.

	For a while they stood face to face, wordlessly glaring at one another. Then Lana stepped back and turned her back to him. She buried her face in her hands. Suddenly, everything became clear. She understood what had happened and why Hayden was so outraged. She tried to gather herself together and what she had slowly realized, saddened her deeply. Then she heard Hayden’s accusing voice again, coming from behind her back.

	‘I assume you didn’t expect me to be here. Admit it!’

	Lana lowered her head in sorrow and felt a teardrop run down her face. She couldn’t believe this was really happening to them.

	‘So, you saw me?’ she asked quietly, turning towards Hayden. ‘You saw me with a man after you cancelled our date. You made me think that you missed your flight, only to have a chance to spy on me?’

	Her voice grew stronger and louder as she spoke. Her whole body tensed. Her hands were clenched with emotion. Haydn swallowed with embarrassment, and answered with a less certain voice.

	‘No, it’s not like that. It turned out at the last minute that I could still make it back, but I couldn’t let you know. You didn’t answer any of my phone calls, so I just came here. I rushed straight here from the airport, like some idiot, but you’d already left.”

	Lana shook her head astounded and pressed her hands against her mouth. 

	‘My phone… had powered down…’

	‘The old lady from the ground floor told me you had left, dressed elegantly. Zafferano was the only place I could think of to look for you.’ Hayden’s voice cracked with pain, and it made Lana shiver. ‘And I did find you – except you were not alone,’ he finished with a groan, and mirthless, scornful laughter rose from his lips.

	Lana shook her head in despair. Every single unfair word was a slap in her face. 

	‘You’re ruining everything. You don’t trust me,’ she moaned in a faint voice. ‘And you never will.’ She wiped the tears off her face, gathered her strength, and straightened herself. She looked at Hayden straight in the eye, and began to talk bravely, but with pain. 

	‘The man you saw me with tonight… whom I was sitting with at the table… that man was my brother, Robert.’

	Hayden’s mouth twitched as if he was trying to say something, but was too lost for words. He had the feeling a dumbstruck silence had filled the street.

	‘I finally wanted you to meet. After all this time, I was finally able to organise for all of us to be at the same place, at the same time. I booked the table at Zafferano,’ she sighed dejectedly. ‘It was going to be a surprise, but you cancelled the evening, and I thought if Rob had been in town anyway, we could at least see each other. If you’d spied on us just a little longer,’ she went on reproachfully, ‘you would’ve also seen Veronique, Robert’s girlfriend join us. Only she was a quite late. She was also coming to London from work.’

	Hayden was completely dumbfounded. He saw Lana as she stood there across from him. He heard her voice, but the words only reached him sluggishly, in a drawl. The vast darkness that had held him captive for the last two hours was beginning to fade, but the enduing panic that took its place was even worse. He desperately strove to fit the pieces of the puzzle together.

	‘But the box… the ring…’ he stammered desolately as it slowly became clear to him what he had done.

	‘Oh, yes, the ring,” Lana exhaled with resignation. ‘Veronique’s engagement ring. My brother had bought it, but he only wanted to give it to her on her birthday. Well, yes, he wanted to ask my opinion. He wanted to know whether I liked it, and if I thought Veronique would like it as well.’ As she looked at Hayden standing there, broken and astonished, disappointment and pain filled her heart to the brim. She looked at him reproachfully. ‘And you see me with a man who shows me a piece of jewellery, and you immediately jump to the conclusion that…’ She could not continue, her voice broke with emotion.

	Hayden groped his hair with despair and dropped his head onto his chest. As it slowly dawned on him what had happened, he was filled with ice cold fright. He could read obvious hurt and outrage in her eyes, and he knew she was right. He couldn’t feel much relief over the explanation of who the unknown man had been, because he knew he had made a critical mistake. He had screwed up again! He had treated Lana rudely, even though he had sworn every morning never to offend her again in this life. He started to walk up and down anxiously, cursing the whole situation. He cursed the misunderstanding that had interfered with their lives again. He cursed himself, his suspicious nature for letting him be overcome with blind jealousy. He felt he had gone too far, he had lost his temper. He saw that he had lost control over himself again. Instead of thinking it through soberly, he made a big scene like some lunatic. He rubbed his temples with his fingers, not daring to look at her. Finally, he began to speak with bitterness.

	‘If I could only explain. Oh, Lana! There’s no bigger fool in the universe than me. I was totally devastated when I thought I had to spend another night in Dublin. I had given up all hope that I would see you today. I didn’t hope to get back at all, when this opportunity came with the private jet. I was nearly beside myself with happiness, and when I got here, I ran to you like a madman. And when it turned out that you were not here, I had no idea what to do.’

	‘Oh Hayden,’ Lana moaned helplessly.

	‘Then some strange feeling pulled me to Zafferano. And then I saw you. You sat there, with him, and it all seemed so confidential, so intimate. Then I… for me, the world ceased to exist. Again.” He sank to one of the steps and buried his face into his palms. ‘I was pulled further and further into this whirlpool, and it pulled me deeper and deeper – just like back then. And then there was only the pain and disappointment left – then the anger and the thirst for revenge.’ He looked up at her in agony. He was completely shattered. ‘I’m unspeakably sorry for all I’ve said. I’m truly sorry, Lana. I screwed up again.’

	She nervously began to walk up and down.

	‘The worst is that it’s not only about tonight. But seriously, Hayden,’ she looked at him sharply, spreading her arms, ‘have I ever been unfaithful to you while we were together? Have I ever cheated on you? Have I ever flirted with other men?’ she leaned closer to him, while he just shook his head with frustration. ‘I can’t recall any occasion when I gave you cause for jealousy.  Isn’t that so?  Answer me!’ she raised her voice.

	‘It’s true,’ he said and lowered his head in defeat.

	‘And yet you treat me like some slut who runs from one man’s bed to the next, and who cannot be trusted.’

	‘Don’t say that!’ he moaned.

	‘And yet it’s fucking true,’ she raised her arms, then dropped them beside her body. Tiredly, she dug into her hair, and continued with a deep sigh. ‘You don’t trust me, Hayden. I don’t think you ever will. The very first time a dubious situation arises, when you should trust me, what do you do? You immediately believe the worst about me. What does this mean, then, about us?’

	Hayden’s heart sank when he saw how offended Lana was.

	‘Lana,’ he moaned her name with agony.

	‘You know what?’ she laughed out bitterly. ‘I don’t even think you can do anything about it. With our past, with everything that we have been through, I don’t think it would be possible for us to establish a healthy relationship.’

	He looked at her in anguish. He was helpless. He saw no way out. He was terrified by what he also felt: that Lana was right.

	‘I have forgiven the past. I swear to you that I have done everything in my power to leave it behind me. You must believe that I don’t blame you any longer!’

	‘I believe you.’ She opened her arms with resignation and collapsed beside Hayden on the stairs. As she turned to the side to look at him, her gaze was much tenderer, and the anger had left her voice too. ‘But you see, it’s not really helping us. I really don’t understand it either, but there must be something in me, something that affects you negatively. I always get you into trouble, though I swear it’s the last thing I ever want to do. I keep thinking that I’m doing you good, and then the whole thing just winds up in complete chaos. What’s more, there’s no one in this world who could hurt me and cause me so much pain as you do.’

	Hayden continued softly.

	‘And there is no one in this world who could cause me as much pain as you can. Whenever I feel that I’m losing you, I lose control over myself. I fight, and I wrestle, and destroy everything around me. When I am with you, Lana,’ he reached for her hand expectantly, and she allowed him to fold their fingers together, ‘I feel heavenly happiness. I have never in my life craved for anybody the way I crave for you.’ He swallowed audibly as he finally was able to look into Lana’s eyes and saw the tears he had caused to fall. ‘But I have never been so distraught because of anyone but you. I hurt you again, unjustly, because I thought that you too were tricking me, and I felt my heart would be torn out of its place. And I don’t know what to say. I thought I would never have to ask this again, but… forgive me!’

	Lana shook her head helplessly. Her anger had died down, and it was replaced by deep sadness and cluelessness. 

	‘I’m not… angry with you,’ she continued, hanging her head. ‘But we are like two immature teenagers. This won’t lead anywhere.’

	 

	Hayden closed his eyes tight and clasped his hands around his head. He dreaded what was coming, because Lana’s words sounded too resigned, and it felt like she was going to say something final. He had no idea what he would do if Lana was to break up with him. He didn’t have a plan B. And he couldn’t even blame her if she wanted to do that, as he had obviously acted like a savage.      

	‘I think we’re both scared to take the risk again. I think we’re both afraid that we’ll be disappointed and we’ll cause suffering again,’ she said, lifting her eyes to the sky, sighing. ‘It’s all too complicated. I just don’t know…’

	The truth was, Hayden knew all too well what he wanted. For ten years, ever since he met Lana, he had known what he wanted, but the time wasn’t right to talk sentimental nonsense. After what he had just done, he stood a good chance that she would give him a good kick in the arse.

	Lana stood up and began to chew on her nails with nervousness. When he stood up too and lifted his appealing eyes on her, she quickly looked away. Tell her. Come on, tell her you idiot! – He urged himself, because he felt that things were getting out of his hand. He just couldn’t let it end. I would die if he lost her again.

	‘Lana, I –‘ he began, but she started talking at the same time.

	‘This won’t work, Hayden. I thought things might take a different turn this time, but you can’t trust me, and feel like I can’t control these ups and downs between us. For me, this is too… much. Too intense,’ she shook her head, and the lump in her throat was so big, she could hardly swallow.

	Hayden’s face turned white as a sheet. He sensed that he was late.

	‘It’s best if we… simply remain friends,’ she breathed almost inaudibly. 

	Hayden stared at her dumbfounded, motionless. Friends? For real? Suddenly, he didn’t know what to think of this idea. This option hadn’t even come up in his head. Lana Bell was the last woman on the planet whom he wanted just as a friend. Her lover? Her boyfriend? Fiancé? Husband? Hell, yes. Just her friend? No way, damn it.

	‘Friends?’ he moaned with shock.

	‘Yes. That way, the issue is not too complicated, and there’ll be no more misunderstandings between us,’ she shrugged, although her heart was full of doubt. ‘You’re free, and I’m free,” Lana continued, thinking how much she loathed being free and how she loathed the idea of setting Hayden free.

	This was, however, the best solution she could think of. Hayden’s wild blaming made her heart bleed, and she could have screamed at the thought that he couldn’t trust her, yet, she was unable to fully let him go. She thought that if she allowed things to continue between them as they had been, then they would totally burn each other up. It seemed that romantic love wasn’t working between them, but she couldn’t bear the thought of never seeing him again, either. Friendship was the solution, the way in-between. At least, she tried to convince herself that it could work. 

	‘Freedom,’ he repeated dizzily. ‘You mean, we would still meet, we won’t demand explanations for anything, and we’ll stand beside each other like friends should?’

	‘Yes,” she agreed, but with every word he uttered, she grew more and more uncertain.

	They looked at one another sadly, listening to the noises of the night, and trying to figure out how to go on. Hayden was confused, although he had to admit, he had come out of the mess much better than he had deserved. This friends issue was still better than if Lana never wanted to see him again. Even though he hadn’t the foggiest how it would work in practice, he didn’t have a choice. 

	‘I’m glad we sorted this out,’ he said awkwardly, kicking at the stone railing, hands in his pockets. 

	‘Yes, I’m glad too,’ Lana replied with little conviction, and shivered, as if she was cold.

	Hayden moved to put his arm around her waist and pull her closer with an automatic protective gesture, but then he remembered that he could not. If he embraced her and pulled her close, then no rational reasoning in the world could keep him from caressing and kissing her madly right there, in the middle of the street. That, however, was totally not appropriate for friends to do. The ideas and desires that came to life inside him at the mere sight of Lana’s bare skin were light years from the concept of friendship, so he just took a step back and began to observe his shoes.

	‘It’d be better for you to go inside. It’s quite late, and I’m afraid you’ll catch a cold,’ he said with a controlled voice, and he had no idea where it had come from.

	‘Hmm. You’re right. I’d better go. But you’re soaking wet. Make sure you don’t get pneumonia. You should go home immediately and take a hot bath!’ she said, and when she saw that Hayden was staring at the cleavage of her black top, slowly licking his lower lip, she blushed.

	Well done, Lana! Any other suggestions for him to get naked? – she rolled her eyes mentally, because the image of a naked, wet-skinned Hayden didn’t help her in the least to deepen friendly feelings for him. She quickly turned her head and began to look for her keys in embarrassment. 

	‘All the best, then,’ she mumbled, wondering if she should embrace him, or maybe kiss him goodbye. Definitely not a good idea, she decided quickly, and sending a puzzled little smile in his direction, she starting climbing the steps.

	‘I’ll call you,’ he said uncertainly, and she gave him a nod.

	Her hands were trembling so much that she could hardly put the key into the hole. In the corner she spotted a withering rose bouquet, and immediately guessed that Hayden must have brought it that evening. She looked back at the man who was still standing there, hands in his pockets, dejected. Crying clasped her throat, but she didn’t want to collapse in front of him. She stopped looking and walked up to the lift with shaky knees. Reaching her floor, as if carrying weights of lead, she entered her flat. She locked the door, kicked off her shoes, and dropped herself onto the sofa. Then she numbly stared into nothingness for a long time. 

	




Chapter 2

	 

	 

	Hayden spent some time in the Ravensdale house in Cornwall for the first time in ages. Cornwall, England’s westernmost county, which is practically a peninsula, is a breathtakingly beautiful place. It has the pleasant effects of the Gulf Stream to thank for its temperate, sunny climate. Hayden felt that he truly needed the cleansing, healing effect of the endless rocky seashore and the constant ocean wind. 

	The large white house built on the rocks was surrounded by abundant greenery and mighty trees. The terrace offered a wonderful view of the ocean, and he could not have found a better place to retreat from the world than this house which blended in with the natural surroundings so well. There weren’t any close neighbours, and from the estate only a steep narrow winding path led down to the rocky seashore. Hayden had loved to come here as a child. The closeness of the sea and the numerous opportunities for entertainment offered by the place pulled him like a magnet; if he had been free to choose, he would have spent all his school holidays here. After the death of his brother, the house naturally lost much of its charm for him. For a long time, every rock and every secret little place reminded him of Jacob, and he came here much less often. All the more so, because his father, Edward preferred his other house in Nottinghamshire. He called himself a landlubber jokingly, and true enough, the seashore held little appeal for him. Edward Ravensdale had bought the villa as an uncommonly generous engagement gift for his future wife. Victoria, a Spanish girl whose family stemmed from an area near the beaches of the Mediterranean, loved to spend time in the beautiful seashore villa and enjoyed the weather, which was warm and dry compared to other regions of England. Though she enjoyed the scenic but rather desolate landscape of Cornwall, the livelier and noisier Brighton, where they had another house, appealed to her much more.

	 

	Hayden, after he had made sure his mother was not there, escaped to Cornwall from the suddenly suffocating air of London. He went jogging for hours along the beach. He swam a lot and attempted to restore his upset emotional balance. He tortured himself on the rowing machine which was set up in the spacious living room, while he stared at the BBC. Very little of the information ever reached him; although his eyes watched the screen, his thoughts were constantly elsewhere. He considered everything again and again that had happened since he had met Lana a few months ago. He reflected once again on Lana’s disappearance seven years before and the explanation she had given for it. He came to understand her reasons and did not blame her any longer. The method with which she had tried to resolve their problems may have been questionable, but she was certainly led by goodwill. He had blamed her unjustly, and Lana did deserve his forgiveness and trust. He felt all the more guilty for reacting so irrationally whenever any issue emerged concerning her person. He had to admit she was also right in saying that she never acted provocatively and never tried to deliberately hurt him while they were together. She never flirted, even though she had all the qualities necessary to seduce any man. If he had been jealous, it was only to due to his own roundabout nature, not her behaviour. Why was it then, that he couldn’t trust her? The very first time they wound up in an ambiguous situation, he immediately questioned her honesty. He accused her in such a rude manner which she did not deserve in any way. No matter how many times he convinced himself that the old shock was over, every time Lana passed out of his view, he grew uncertain. Whenever he left a room where they had been together, or when he didn’t see her for more than a few hours, panic took over him. Why couldn’t he relax and handle their issue in a cool manner? Will there ever be a time when he would stop having butterflies in his stomach when they were near one another? He couldn’t imagine ever getting used to her closeness. Even after he and Lana had been dating for two years at university, he would still knock at her door in the dormitory with shaking knees, and nearly forget to breathe when she finally stood in front of him and smiled at him. He could not find the slightest trace of habit or routine in their relationship.

	He enjoyed the breath-taking, glowing red sunset sitting on a rock at the beach. He let the soft wind ruffle his hair and tug at his white, long-sleeved, linen shirt. He imagined the wind blowing through his whole body as if he were only a sieve, and taking with it all the dirt that had piled up inside him in the last years like a thick layer of dust. He imagined as his mind and thoughts became cleansed by the salubrious sea wind. He had no intention to banish Lana from his thoughts. He knew this would be a futile attempt anyway. He loved her from the deepest depths of his heart, and knew from experience his love would accompany him to the grave, regardless of his possible future relationships.

	 

	#

	 

	At the beginning of the following week, he appeared in the London headquarters in a fairly relaxed mental state and a fully recharged and fit physical state. There was a lot to do, and after Giselle showed up in his office with heaps of files, he spent the rest of his day focused on his work and with overseas business phone calls. In the afternoon, Christian showed up too. He also had a lot to discuss. They ordered coffee and sandwiches and never left the office until the evening. In a few weeks, the longest business trip of the near future was to take place. Among other things, a meeting had to be organised with his American partners and investors, whom he had met not long ago in London. In this case, he didn’t even consider sending Christian to represent the company instead of him. Why would he have done such a thing? He felt he had no reason to stay, especially since he and Lana were only mates. Although he tried to stay calm and sober, and always kept himself occupied, her absence left a gaping void in his days.

	 

	Since that embarrassing incident they had not spoken to one another except for a few text messages. Lana briefly related what she was doing, and Hayden also informed her of how he spent his days in general. They were polite and friendly to one another, just as they had agreed. They decided they would certainly meet one evening, not alone of course, but in the company of some other friends. Hayden, now that he didn’t spend all of his free time with Lana, once again devoted more time to sports. He deliberately pushed himself until he was ready to drop.

	He took up playing squash every week again with Antony. One night, just when Hayden would have most needed something to occupy him in the evening, Antony called him to cancel the game. He had long promised to go bowling with his children, and this coincided with their playing time. But all was not yet lost, since Antony invited Hayden at the same time to join them. His wife, Sylvie, had also invited one of her friends, and Antony hoped he could convince Hayden to come with them, so he wouldn’t be the only man in the group.

	‘It’d be great if you came, mate!’ he tried to persuade him on the phone. ‘At least we can talk for a bit. I’m sure the twins would be glad to see you again. We’ll have a drink, chat, and just chill out. Sylvie’s bringing one of her friends,’ he added quietly, knowing that Hayden hated to be faced with such surprises. He didn’t want all of this to seem like some sort of blind date. This truly was not what they intended.

	‘I haven’t seen Sylvie or the twins in a long time. True, it would be nice to see them’ Hayden answered.

	‘That’s what I like to hear, mate! You know what? Bring your mysterious Lana too! Frankly, I’m very curious to meet her after all you’ve told me. I’m beginning to doubt she actually exists,’ he howled.

	‘Tony!’

	‘Sylvie also keeps pestering me that she wants to get to know Hayden’s mysterious girlfriend.’

	‘Lana’s not my girlfriend… not in the way you think.’

	‘Well, is she your girlfriend or not? You haven’t fallen out already, have you?’

	Hayden sighed tiredly and began to scratch the glass surface of his desk, deep in thought.

	‘I’ve done something stupid,’ he confessed with regret in his voice. ‘But no, we haven’t fallen out. It’s much more complicated than that.’ He exhaled loudly. ‘We’re friends,’ he shrugged his shoulders.

	‘Friends?’ Tony asked, furrowing his brow, as the picture didn’t seem to make sense, based on how Hayden used to talk about the woman, but he didn’t want to pursue the matter on the phone. ‘Well, it’s all right then. A problem-free evening. A real friends’ get-together. Friends bring their friends, and everyone will have great fun. Well, what do you say?’

	Hayden laughed into the phone bitterly, and said, giving in, ‘All right, Tony, I’ll mention it to her but I can’t promise anything.’

	‘Okay. Agreed then. Let me know, and take care, mate.’

	‘Take care, Tony.’

	 

	Hayden hung up with a sigh and wondered what Lana would say to the invitation. It would be the perfect occasion for them to meet again without the situation becoming too intimate. The circumstances would be neutral since they would not be alone – this would be the safest way to meet. He took his mobile in his hand and selected Lana’s number. He gripped the small device ever stronger as he waited for the connection, and he tried very hard not to lose his nerve, to have control over his voice. In spite of all his effort, when Lana picked up the phone after a few rings and he finally heard her voice, a bitter lump in his throat prevented him from talking. It took him a few seconds to collect himself.

	She felt the same way when she saw the name of the caller. Her heart was up in her throat when she thought of meeting Hayden again. She realized then that she was to meet Pamela Masters on that evening, and shared this fact with him with poorly disguised disappointment in her voice. Hayden was also at a loss for words for a moment, then he suggested she bring her friend along as well. It would be an informal friendly gathering, and there would be several people present who wouldn’t know each other anyway. Lana promised to ask Pamela whether she would like to join them, and she secretly hoped that her friend would not let her down.

	 

	#

	 

	That evening Lana parked her car in front of the bowling centre in drizzling rain, and she stared at the entrance through the jeep’s windscreen with a troubled expression. She got out of the car slowly. Pamela put her arm through Lana’s and elbowed her teasingly as they approached the entrance.

	‘Oh, the things I do for you! Just so that you could see your knight again.’

	‘Pamela, please! I have already explained to you that Hayden and I are just friends,’ she said indignantly. ‘And this will only be a nice friends’ get-together, where we’ll have good fun, and we’ll get to know new people. Is that clear?’

	‘Of course, it is. Clear as daylight,’ Pam rolled her eyes. ‘You’re just friends, and this is simply a friends’ evening. Is that correct?’ She glanced back at her giggling. ‘At least you believe what you’re saying…’ she murmured to herself.

	‘What? What did you say?’

	‘Nothing, hon. Nothing.’ Pamela waved her hand and arranged a few wayward strands in Lana’s hair. 

	‘Okay, we’re here,’ Lana said, stopping briefly at the entrance. ‘Calmly then, everything is perfectly all right,’ she said, while breathing deeply, trying to keep her increasing anxiety in check.

	Although she was looking at her and speaking to her, it was still clear to Pamela that Lana intended the soothing words for herself. Pamela was eager to meet the man who had such a magical effect on her friend. 

	They went over to the counter where shoes were rented and looked around the noisy room expectantly. Pam was chatting away about how she should have brought her own bowling shoes, when, following her friend’s fixed glare, she understood why she was not answering. A tall, brown-haired, markedly handsome man in his thirties, with a sun-tanned face, wearing a white shirt and blue jeans approached them. His face was serious as he looked straight at Lana. As soon as he reached the counter, he gestured to the assistant and declared that the ladies were his guests. He stood in front of them and smiled for the first time. Pam watched the man with an open interest for a while, then turned to Lana, and spoke in a subdued voice, but with significance, ‘Oh. Everything’s clear now.’

	Lana was finally able to tear her gaze from him and turned to her friend reproachfully. She coughed a few times with warning, and, unobserved, firmly squeezed Pamela’s hand.

	‘Pam, this is Hayden Ravensdale, an old friend of mine, whom I have told you about.’ Her tone implied a warning, telling the other to behave. ‘Hayden, this is my friend, Pamela Masters.’

	Pam got the message and politely held out her hand to Hayden.

	‘Mrs Masters, it’s a great pleasure to finally meet you. Lana has spoken very well of you.’

	‘I bet,’ she smiled and winked at Lana. ‘By the way, please call me Pamela.’

	‘I take it as a privilege, Pamela.’

	Hayden cast a charming smile at her, then let go of her hand and turned to Lana.

	‘Hi Lana. It’s been a long time.’

	‘Y… yes,’ she moaned, as it seemed to her that the past two weeks had felt like an eternity.

	They kissed one another on the cheeks like friends do, and the woman was sure the temperature of the room had risen to its double. Hayden looked so damn good that the sight sent a hot wave of lust down her whole body. This would have been no exaggeration, because the few days spent outside certainly did him much good. His newly tanned skin made him look younger and even more rugged, and Lana was sure she was looking ahead at a damn long and difficult evening if she was to keep up the pretence. When they finally disentangled themselves from the kiss, Hayden looked at her as though he wanted to rip her clothes off. And by all means, if he had done so, Lana wouldn’t have protested. Hayden cleared his throat and turned away.

	‘It would be best if we joined the others,’ he said pointing in the general direction where he suspected the rest of the company to be.

	He started walking between the two women, and he began to explain to them who everyone was along the way.

	‘I told you a lot about Tony earlier. He’s the loud guy with the bald head and the golden heart. The brunette beside him is his wife, Sylvie. She’s very outgoing and friendly. I think you’ll like her.’ He smiled at Lana encouragingly. ‘The twins, Cruz and Bella, are nine years old, and… well, you’ll see!’ he waved, and the ladies laughed. ‘I’ve known them ever since they were born, and I can tell you, I have no clue how Sylvie didn’t go mad beside them.’

	Pamela, who herself was a mother of a four-year-old little girl, could not refrain from interjecting, 

	‘Oh do you think that the ideal mother never loses her temper? We just try to time such scenes in a way that not too many people witness them.’

	‘Pamela would know,’ Lana added. ‘Her daughter is like a little whirlwind when she gets started…!’

	‘I can’t argue, Pamela. The amount of experience I’ve had with children is next to none. I’ll give all my due sympathy to you,” said Hayden half-jokingly, giving a heart-melting smile. 

	Lana and Pamela exchanged a quick glance, and Pam genuinely pitied her friend. They had hardly arrived, but the air was apparently charged with electricity between Lana and Hayden. Pam never bought the “friends” story for a moment. Lana was melting every time she looked at the man, and the other way around, it was even worse. The guy was practically devouring Lana with his eyes.

	‘Sylvie’s brought along a friend of hers; I’ve only just met her as well. All I know about her is that she is called Grace. The rest is for you to find out, ladies!’ Hayden finished his intro, and by this time they had arrived at the designated lane.

	The next few minutes were spent with introductions. Pamela realized with a surprise that she and Sylvie’s friend, Grace had already met somewhere. They soon figured out that their children used to go to the same afternoon playgroup, and that was where they had met a few times. Grace thoroughly checked Lana out, who did not have the feeling the woman liked her very much. Whom she was obviously drawn to, however, was Hayden. After a while, Lana noticed that Grace’s voice changed every time she spoke to Hayden; she used a very gentle, affectionate tone. She was divorced and probably a few years older than Lana. Although she laughed a little too loud, with her short-cropped black hair and feminine figure she must have looked very attractive to men. While Lana was introducing herself to the twins and was with her back to the rest of them, Tony gave a thumb up and Sylvie pretended to be fanning herself, thus signalling to Hayden that they found Lana absolutely charming. Hayden oppressed a bitter grin, as his friends’ enthusiasm brought to his mind again what it was he was missing. Lana wasn’t his girlfriend, and he knew very well what a loss that meant for him. After this little scene, Grace took action with even more élan. Lana teamed up with Antony, Sylvie, and Bella, while Hayden was with Grace, Pamela and Cruz. The children were enthusiastic from the beginning and fought with all their effort, but the adults were also soon overcome by a determination to win. 

	Lana, after a weak start, soon got the hang of the game, and when she hit a strike, she and Sylvie even burst into a loud ovation. They immediately got along very well, just as Hayden had predicted, and they cheered wildly whenever they managed to hit even one pin. Hayden was also at his best, and the two teams progressed in a tight race. The only disturbance was caused by Grace’s behaviour. She did everything in her power to capture Hayden’s attention, and Lana had to admit to her annoyance that she was very attractive and really hot. She acted like a poor girl who needed help with every single thing in the game and looked at Hayden with admiration whenever he gave her advice. Later on, when she questioned Hayden about the right posture and the best way to roll the ball, she pressed so close to Hayden that Lana had to turn away. Pamela looked at her inquisitively, but Lana only shrugged by way of answering. The woman’s behaviour was driving her crazy, even though in the meantime she knew she had no right to feel jealous. In the end, Hayden’s team won, but only by a very little, and before they played a second round, they ordered pizza and lemonade, according to the children’s wishes. Lana sat between Pamela and Sylvie, across from Hayden, beside whom, naturally, Grace beamed. Every once in a while they smiled at one another, and once their hands even touched when Hayden poured some lemonade into Lana’s glass. It was as if an electric current had passed through them, and they both pulled their hand back at the same time. Seeing this, Pamela shook her head, and Antony was apparently of the same opinion. Grace, however, kept talking to Hayden all along, so he had barely any time to speak a word to anyone else. 

	In the second round, Hayden and Lana did wind up on the same team, and both tried their best to act as good friends. This evening Hayden was certainly more successful at this. Lana wondered whether this was a result of Grace’s appeal or whether he simply had grown comfortable in this new neutral situation between the two of them. As for her, she knew only one thing for certain: the more she tried to look at him as friend, the more she wanted him. Her face turned scarlet red as her gaze settled on Hayden’s mouth, and remembered all the places on her body this lustful mouth had touched.  No, she did not want to think about this.

	Once it was Lana’s turn, and she was examining the balls trying to decide which would be the best choice for her. Pink or green? Pink or green? – She pondered, but her thoughts wandered elsewhere, somewhere under the man’s shirt. Just then, Hayden stepped beside her unexpectedly.

	‘It’s a hard choice, isn’t it?’ he asked with a grin. She looked at him, and smiled a little in embarrassment. Hayden reached for her hand and placed it gently on the green ball. His skin touched hers with scorching heat, as if he had a fire burning underneath it. Lana hissed and closed her eyes for a moment.

	‘It’s important that it shouldn’t be too heavy, so you can lift it without strain. But it shouldn’t be too light either, or else you can’t roll it with enough force,” he explained gazing at her straight, without a quiver.

	‘It’s more complicated than it seems,’ Lana added, but she wasn’t sure what she was actually talking about.

	‘Yes, it really is’ he answered, and then let go of her hand.

	 

	It was nearly ten o’clock when Sylvie declared that it was time for the twins to go home and asked them to say goodbye to the adults. Of course, this decision was not welcome by all, but no matter how the twins begged, Sylvie would not change her mind. The Costas parted with Lana in a friendly way, and they made Hayden promise he would bring her to their place for dinner soon. Hayden didn’t protest, only smiled. He wasn’t against the idea, although he wasn’t sure it still fit the frame of friendship which was the official term for his relationship with Lana. Anyway, common sense told him to keep a distance from her, because programmes like this only made the situation more difficult for him. Common sense, however, was never his friend when it came to Lana Bell.

	After the Costa family left, Grace suggested they could go and have a drink somewhere. She said she knew a nice place where the music was not too loud and where they could have a nice chat. Lana was in no humour at all to keep enjoying Grace’s company. For this reason, she refused the invitation politely. Grace, of course, accepted her refusal almost immediately, which completely ticked her off. Oh sure, she thought with annoyance, she’s dying to be left alone with Hayden at last!

	Naturally, Pamela joined her, and the two little groups parted. Lana intentionally kept the goodbyes short as she was afraid that she could not control her voice or her gestures much longer, and the last thing she wanted was for Hayden to see her disappointed. In the rear-view mirror she could see Hayden staring after them for a while, and Grace next to him, putting her arm through his tightly.

	‘Just friends, right?’ Pamela broke the silence, scanning her friend’s face inquisitively in the semi-darkness.

	Lana only shook her head and bit her lip in frustration. Her voice was close to tears as she said, ‘Pam, not now, please!’

	Pam felt the depth of her pain, how much the evening had tormented her with this totally unnatural situation between her and Hayden. She didn’t even question her about the matter anymore. She patted Lana’s hand kindly and tried to change the subject.

	 

	Once at home, Lana did what usually worked for her when she felt upset: she let some hot water into the bathtub and soaked herself for a while in the bubbles. But she could not find peace from her overwrought thoughts. She felt frustrated and unsure about the whole Hayden issue. She tried to tell herself she wasn’t jealous, but the thought that Hayden was probably spending the night with the sexy Grace, made her want to scream. She wanted it this way, the whole friendship issue was her idea, she couldn’t blame the man for anything, and yet… she finally took a pill for her headache and went to bed with a book to change her train of thought. When her phone rang on the bedside table, her heart almost jumped out of her chest, and as she spotted Hayden’s name on the display, she was genuinely surprised. After leaving him in Grace’s company, his call was the last thing she expected.

	‘Lana? It’s me.’

	‘Hayden!’ she gasped, taken by surprise.

	‘I hope I didn’t wake you,’ he started in embarrassment. 

	‘I wasn’t asleep yet. It’s just that… I didn’t expect you to call me tonight,’ she answered hesitantly. The reply was a quiet mumble, and Lana held the phone a little away from her ear, blinking at it with wonder, as if it would help her understand Hayden’s reaction. What could he want? What could this mean?

	‘I just really wanted to tell you… ehm,’ he coughed, ‘how happy I was that you, both of you, could come tonight. Pamela’s so cool! Such a spirited, straight forward woman – someone who cares about you.’

	‘That’s true. She’s a very good friend.’

	‘Antony and Sylvie were absolutely charmed by you. They want to see you again as soon as possible. And by the look of it, the twins loved you as well. But I’m not surprised. I knew it would be like that,’ he said, and Lana could clearly hear the smile in his voice.

	‘That’s very nice of you.’

	‘I mean it.’

	‘I liked both of them very much as well. They are just the sort of friendly, cordial people I imagined them to be, based on your descriptions. And the twins… well, I hardly know what to say…’

	‘I know,” laughed Hayden. ‘They are quite exuberant, in every sense of the word.’

	‘Exactly,’ she laughed as well, because she could not have found a better fitting description for the two energetic nine-year-olds.

	Hayden sighed as if he still had something to say, but didn’t know how to start.

	‘I don’t want to keep you long, I just wanted to know that you got home safely, and just one more thing.’

	‘Yes?’ Lana said, sounding a bit too excited.

	‘We could maybe… have lunch together sometime next week… if you…’ he cleared his throat in embarrassment, ‘if you have time, and if you’d like to, of course.’

	Lana paused for a bit. Although she was beside herself with joy, she didn’t want to answer too enthusiastically. Clearly, this wasn’t the best idea if she was to cool her feelings for Hayden. It was very risky for her to accept a mid-week meeting like that in their complicated situation, but she was also unable to say no to him. She knew that she was just torturing herself, but she unspeakably longed to see him. She swallowed and said yes, defying all rationality. They said goodbye without mentioning Grace even once during the whole conversation. Lana had a strong feeling that Hayden wanted to let her know, though without words, how the rest of the evening turned out for him. He was at home, and he was alone. She suddenly felt much better, and although she was aware that her reaction was totally illogical, a huge rock had rolled off her heart.

	 

	What Lana could not know was that Hayden’s persistence lasted only until he entered his apartment. The challenges of the evening had worn him out completely, and as a result, he was upset and frustrated. He could not have said when he suffered more: when he could not see Lana for days on end, or when he was near her but could not act as he wished to. He longed to take her in his arms, push her against the wall and kiss her until she would beg for mercy. He did everything in his power to make things run smoothly between the two of them, but it was awfully difficult to play the role of a friend beside the woman whom he had been in love with for ten years. He had to admit, however, that Grace’s obvious flirting had come in handy for him and made things a good deal easier through the evening. He tried not to encourage her too much. He attempted to be merely moderately polite. All he could do was hope that Grace didn’t take the rejection too much to heart when he took her home and dropped her off in front of her apartment. Now that he was alone at home and no one saw him, he no longer had to pretend. His frustration broke forth, and the bathroom mirror suffered the ill effects. His fist barely bled, and the pain was not strong enough to distract him from Lana. The next day, Giselle made sure that the mirror was replaced.

	 

	#

	 

	The preparations for the trip to the USA were going at full speed. The employees at the publishing house were busily planning and organising so that as many meetings and deals as possible could be completed in the short three weeks their boss would be spending overseas. There were days Hayden could not get off the phone for the whole of the morning. One phone conference was followed by another. They planned to launch a new paper, which would deal with daily economic events in a way that was understandable to laymen, and they also had a number of tasks in relation to the expansion in Ireland. Hayden tried to be present everywhere at the same time, if not in person, at least through video calls. At these times, Christian took a great deal of weight off Hayden’s shoulders. Fortunately, there were other trustworthy people as well, like James Harris, who were able to make responsible decisions on their own. He had to acknowledge, however, that though he still liked his job and enjoyed working, he was no longer able to find in himself that exclusive enthusiasm for the company that he’d had earlier. There was no question what, or who had caused this change. Lana’s reappearance had overturned his well-organized life completely. It showed him there could be more to life than hard work; the only problem was that this more was slipping further and further away from him. Thus, it was as if he was floating in an emotional vacuum. He let go of something that had been a foothold for him, and he hadn’t found anything else he could cling to.

	 

	That week his lunch with Lana was his first and only lunch break when he actually left the office and had more to eat than a sandwich. Although they would not have admitted this for the world, both of them had prepared for this friendly lunch together as if it were the most important event of the year. At 12:00, Hayden waited for Lana in front of the entrance of the Masters Law Office with his stomach quivering. He had suggested the little Thai restaurant they intended to go to, and Lana had no objections. On the way there, they talked about the past weekend and the Costas. Hayden made no secret of his regard for Antony, and entertained Lana with some anecdotes from their shared past. It reassured Lana to know that Hayden had such people, such sincere friends around him. She knew that people in a position like Hayden Ravensdale were often surrounded by fake friends who only wanted to exploit the connection for their own benefit. She was pleased to see that Antony Costa stood by Hayden selflessly as a friend from childhood, without other personal interests. She had a suspicion that in the doctor Hayden saw his brother whom he had lost very early. Tony was someone for him whom he could trust unconditionally, and who had nothing to do with his role in business whatsoever. Hayden’s life revolved around business ninety-nine per cent, and he lacked the loving and supporting family she had.  

	By the time they arrived at the restaurant, the subject of conversation had become more intimate. The topic was Lana’s family. Hayden was still ashamed of his behaviour at Zafferano’s, and the events of that evening still haunted him like a nightmare. He was convinced that Rober Bell and his girlfriend must consider him a raving madman. He did not know how much Lana had shared with them about the scene in front of the house, and he didn’t dare think about it. In truth, he was curious to see Lana’s brother, and though one half of him was eager to become acquainted with him, his other half feared it. He had no doubt the Bell family knew all the sad details of their relationship, so he wouldn’t have been surprised to learn that Lana’s loved ones did not approve of their reunion. Plus, he also knew Lana had always held her parents’ opinion in great regard.  Of course, we’re only friends now, Hayden thought bitterly. To this, they could hardly object.

	They were just about to order, when the ringing of Lana’s phone disturbed them. She took out the device reluctantly, apologized to Hayden, and pressed the green button.

	‘Hello? Yes, it’s me.’

	‘…’

	‘Oh, hello Ken. What? But what happened?’

	‘…’

	‘What?’ Lana’s face turned gloomy. ‘Is it serious?’

	‘…’

	‘I’m in London but…. When did it happen?’

	Hayden leaned back in his chair with ominous premonitions, and worriedly watched Lana’s gradually darkening face.

	‘Of course I’ll go. Where exactly…? Yes. Thanks, Ken.’

	After the conversation had ended, she still held the phone hesitantly for some time, and languidly stared at the bluish light of the screen.

	‘Is something wrong?’ Hayden asked, though he already expected the answer.

	He felt from her silence that something had happened that closely concerned her, and would most probably end their afternoon idyll. She shook her head and forced a smile.

	‘No… I mean, yes. Something did happen. It was Ken, from the band.’ 

	Hayden’s stomach convulsed as he realized that Lana was talking about Rush. By that time he was certain he would not like what he was about to hear. 

	‘Ben’s been in an accident. He’s in the hospital and wants to see me,’ she blurted out.

	Hayden thought for a moment, pondering how he should feel about the issue. He wasn’t sure it was a good thing, but eventually the homo sapiens inside him conquered the situation.

	‘Oh. That’s not good. An accident,’ he repeated thoughtfully. ‘What are you going to do?’

	‘I think I have no choice really but to go there,’ she shrugged uncertainly. ‘He wants to see me.’

	Of course, he wants to see you, he sulked inside. Then, he took a deep breath and answered with the voice of sobriety.

	‘Right. I mean it’s clear that you can’t really do much else in this case,’ he murmured. ‘But what actually happened? Is it serious?’

	‘I have no idea,’ Lana shook her head. ‘Ken wouldn’t tell me anything more on the phone. I’m very sorry about our lunch,’ she said and began to get ready to go.

	‘Oh, forget it! It’s not your fault.’

	‘I hope we can repeat it sometime.’

	‘Certainly,’ Hayden replied, wondering if Ben Jones had telepathic abilities to know when to have an accident to ruin the time he was going to spend with Lana.

	Lana looked around uncertainly, while Haden explained to the waiter what had happened and tipped him generously for the inconvenience caused.

	‘Can I be of any help?’ he asked politely as they were leaving the restaurant, but he did not actually expect a positive answer to his question.

	Lana looked at him gratefully, and answered with hesitation, ‘Well, I really don’t know. In fact, I have no idea what to expect.’

	She was biting her lower lip and looked completely at a loss. He stopped, took Lana’s elbow, and turned her towards him. Even if he had tried, he would have been unable to conceal the affection burning in his eyes. He would have done anything for her.

	‘What can I do for you? Ask anything, I’ll do it,’ he said.

	Lana considered the offer for a short while. What could Hayden do for her? For example, he could pick her up and run with her somewhere, perhaps to a desert island, where they could be alone until the end of time, Yes. She would have loved the idea, but it would have sounded rather silly if she had come up with it. She was fixing her eyes on the man’s tempting lips, and came to the conclusion that a kiss would have sufficed in this situation, although she didn’t have the right to ask him, due to their agreement. She should simply let him go, and she should leave for the hospital alone. Yet, she blurted out the following answer:

	‘Well… if you could take me to the hospital… I’d be grateful for that.’

	The whole issue was terribly embarrassing, as Ben Jones was her ex-fiancé, and Hayden most probably had better things to do than play taxi driver for her in the middle of the afternoon.

	‘Of course, I’ll take you there, no problem,’ he replied quickly, urging Lana towards the car immediately. 

	While Hayden drove the car deep in thought, Lana called Stephanie to tell her that she would not get back to the office until later. Hayden was very surprised at Lana’s request. He was not sure what could have motivated Lana to ask this of him. Was it possible that she already entertained such purely friend-like feelings for him, that she would take him even to her ex-lover if it was necessary? This option filled him with pain and disappointment. He wanted to be her friend, support her when she needed help, but if Lana was going to cry her heart out about Ben Jones on his shoulder, then he would probably run away. 

	In the car, they were mostly quiet. Neither of them knew what would be the most appropriate conversational topic under the circumstances. Lana stared out the window with mixed feelings and had no idea what would be waiting for her at the hospital. Mentally, she was prepared for the worst, and she was a little ashamed of herself for not being more upset by the bad news. She didn’t feel romantic about Ben anymore, she felt that she had already dealt with her feelings for him, and considered her relationship with Ben a closed matter. And this was so even if, as she suspected, Ben might still have feelings for her due to his often repeated calls. It also soothed her conscience that her breakup with Ben had nothing in the world to do with her reunion with Hayden. The problems with Ben had become clear to her well before she met Hayden again. Of course, she couldn’t have been a hundred percent sure that Hayden’s person wasn’t fundamentally related to the fact that her relationship with the musician didn’t work. She was aware that thousands of women would find her decision utterly incomprehensible, but there was nothing she could do about her emotions, or the absence of them. To put it simply, he was not the right one for her, that’s why she couldn’t get herself to marry him.

	As they pulled up in front of the main entrance of the hospital, Hayden speedily walked around the car and opened the door for her. He looked at Lana with an expressionless face, even managed a little smile. Lana could do nothing but adore his serene stare, troubled brow and his every move, all speaking of confidence. She also knew what was under the surface.

	‘Go ahead! I’ll just park the car, then I’ll come back. I’ll be waiting for you in the hall. Don’t worry about the time. Stay as long as you feel necessary! I’ll be waiting downstairs.’

	‘Really, I can’t ask this of you,’ she protested. ‘Surely, you have so many other things to do. I can’t expect you to sit here until –‘

	Hayden tiredly closed his eyes indicating that all further explanations or polite excuses were unnecessary. His eyes were filled with pain as he looked at her. His voice was serious, dark.

	‘There is only one thing that could make me leave you here alone. That is, if you want me to go. If you wish to be alone with… him,’ he gulped, ‘then I’ll leave at this very moment.’

	Lana’s hand was shaking with emotion as she squeezed Hayden’s, and she shook her head. ‘I don’t want you to go. Please, stay!’

	He nodded, and inhaled deeply, nervously. Lana turned and walked inside through the large revolving doors. She looked back only once to catch his sad look still following her.

	‘Thank you!’ she whispered so that he could read it from her lips.

	 

	She hurried to the reception desk and inquired after Ben Jones’s room. The receptionist eyed her suspiciously, and then declared that not everyone could just walk in on Mr Jones. Lana answered with a deep sigh that she was well aware of that. She asked the woman to take a look at the VIP list prepared by Mr Jones’s agent. While the receptionist, looking irritated, found the afore-mentioned list, Lana looked behind her, and noticed several groups equipped with cameras in the spacious hall. I certainly don’t miss this! She sighed to herself, because she was convinced that these people were waiting here to see Ben and take a few lucky snapshots. The receptionist, to her disappointment, had realized that Lana’s name was in fact included on the exclusive list, so she showed her the way with a bitter smile on her face. The last obstruction was Little Bob, Ben’s 6’3, 265-pound bodyguard, who was seated, reading a newspaper. On seeing Lana, he got up and grinned broadly.

	‘Holy shit! Lana Bell! I haven’t seen you in ages.’

	‘It’s very nice to see you too, Little Bob. You look great.’

	‘Thanks.’ The behemoth cleared his throat ‘And you look gorgeous as always. Ben will be over the moon.’

	Lana smiled and would have liked to inquire about Ben’s condition beforehand. Little Bob, however, had already knocked and immediately opened the door for her. He ushered her in and attentively closed the door behind her.

	 

	The room was semi-dark because the blinds were drawn, so Lana couldn’t see much of Ben as she approached the sickbed near the window very carefully. The room was full of the scent of fresh flowers, and it was full of balloons covered with various get-well notes. She stopped a good two yards from the bed and cleared her throat. Is he asleep, or could he be so unwell that he’s unable to react? – Lana wondered. A few seconds later, she heard someone move under the blanket, and heard a familiar voice calling her name.

	‘Lana, is it you? Come closer!’ He turned over in the bed and looked at her with a pained smile. ‘I’ve missed you.’

	‘Ben, for heaven’s sake, what happened to you?’ Lana asked, ignoring the latter comment.

	 ‘Wait, I’ll pull the blinds so it won’t be so dark. Come closer, let me see you!’ he said, pushing aside his blanket. Then he sat up and reached for a little remote control.

	‘Stay. I’ll do it,’ Lana said, and she was already at the other side of the bed.

	At the push of a button, the blinds before the window started to rise. As the light spread in the room, Lana turned back to take a closer look at the patient. Ben squinted at the sudden brightness. With one hand, he shaded his eyes, while the other stretched towards her. Although she did not touch his hand, she pulled a chair close to the bed, and sat down. For a while, they gazed at one another in silence. Lana noticed a few bruises on his face, and she now also saw that his right leg was in a cast. She could not find, however, any medical instruments that implied he was in critical condition, or had serious internal injuries. 

	In the end, Ben broke the silence. ‘Thank you for coming, Babe. This means a lot to me.’

	After she assessed that she didn’t need to fear for Ben’s life, and his injuries didn’t seem to be too hard to recover from, she pulled a grumpy face. Why the hell was he calling her Babe? She didn’t like it even back when they were together. And now he has absolutely no reason to call her that.  

	‘Of course I came, Ben, what were you thinking? Ken called me and said you’d had an accident and were in the hospital. He wouldn’t say anything more, only that you wanted to see me.’

	‘I’m sorry if he scared you. Initially things looked pretty bad, there was no way for them to know how serious it was, or whether I had internal injuries, and so they did all they could to fulfil my last wish,” he said, giving a conspiratorial smile.

	‘Ben Jones, you are impossible!’ she sighed.

	‘Just a silly stage accident. Could have been worse. I was lucky.’

	While he talked and explained the details of the accident, Lana listened, deep in thought. The musician was certainly an attractive man, even with his pale face and broken leg, bed-ridden. He was very handsome with his shoulder-length dark hair and blue eyes. Yet, she found him attractive in a very different way to Hayden. Ben had some boyish playfulness about him with that mischievous glint in his eyes, and the way he could never be completely serious, not even in the most critical moments. There was something mellow about his whole being that Hayden lacked. Whether it was stage life that taught him this, or whether it was an innate part of him, Lana was not sure. She did not know either, whether in Hayden’s case it was the childhood traumas, the quick growing-up process or the huge responsibility on his shoulders that made him the way he was. Ben’s charmingly easy-going manner was coupled with talent and success, and she could perfectly understand the women who were in love with him. It was during the time with him that she could be farthest from her past, and she was often quite happy. For a while, she even thought that she had got over Hayden, and was close, very close, to submitting herself to this relationship. The problem was, however, that she had given her heart away years before, and never could get it back fully. And she knew it wasn’t Ben’s fault that their relationship never became complete.

	As she stood there now, so close to him, and he looked at her with his ever-smiling blue eyes, Lana came to understand he did want to get her back. She hoped they had been past that phase, but he didn’t seem to have given up so easily. But she could never love him like… she could never love him deep enough, and Ben had to understand that. They just shouldn’t meet again after this. He had to get over their relationship as she had done long ago.

	‘It seems you really were lucky, Ben. As always!’ she smiled back at him. ‘What do the doctors say? When can you leave the hospital?’

	‘They’ll probably let me out the day after tomorrow. Frankly, I have nothing against a few days of forced rest. I had a bit too much going on recently.’

	‘Ben,’ Lana began seriously, and then stood up to move over to the edge of his bed with a deep sigh. ‘We need to talk!’

	‘Why do I get the feeling I won’t like what I am about to hear?’ he asked with a grim smile.

	‘I suppose because your intuitions have always been good.’

	‘Stop it, Lana.’

	‘Be honest with yourself, Ben. We’ve tried it together several times, but it’s never really worked.’

	‘For you, maybe,’ he cut in.

	‘It couldn’t have been working for you either,’ said Lana with a sad smile. ‘We’ve given us enough chances, it’s time to move on. It doesn’t work, Ben. And you know that too.’

	‘Lana, I don’t want to lose you. I don’t want you to disappear from my life. I love you, and I’m just not capable of –‘

	‘Oh, but you are, Ben! I am not the one. I never could, and I never would be able to give you what you really want. I couldn’t make you happy. This must have become apparent to you as well while we were together.’

	‘I love you.’

	‘I know. I loved you too, but –‘

	‘But not the way you love him,’ he said in a temper.

	At this unexpected statement, Lana was taken aback. She pulled her hand out of his grip. She blushed deeply.

	‘The way I love him?’ she repeated incredulously, because she couldn’t imagine where Ben could have got the idea.

	She had never shared with Ben in detail what role Hayden Ravensdale had played in an earlier part of her life. She had only mentioned fleetingly that she had been a serious relationship before.

	‘Oh Lana!’ he snorted bitterly, rolling his eyes. ‘Even though you never told me everything, I’m not stupid enough not to notice when my girlfriend has her mind somewhere else.’ Dejected, Lana was gripping the corner of the blanket with her fingers. What could she have said to this? ‘And you still don’t want to tell me about it, do you?’ he asked reproachfully.

	‘I’m sorry, Ben,’ she shook her head.

	‘There’s someone else,’ he observed in a blank voice.

	Lana looked up at him, and gave him a tired little smile.

	‘There is. There’s always been,’ she sighed. ‘If I want to be honest with us, I have to admit that there’s always been somebody else. But not in the way you think!’ she corrected quickly, afraid that Ben might misunderstand. ‘Not physically…’

	‘But in your heart, in your thoughts. Somehow, I have always felt that I was never alone with you, if you know what I mean. I hoped that in time I could make you forget that someone else.’

	‘I hoped that too,’ she said, shrugging her shoulders with resignation.

	She squeezed his hand, and looking straight into his eyes, she continued. ‘It’s time for you to move on. I have, and it’s now your turn. I know you, Ben. You’ll soon find a woman who will be very happy to be with you and with whom you will be much more content than you could have ever been with me. I’m fully convinced of this, Ben.’

	‘Lana!’

	‘Please listen! I don’t want you to call me ever again or send me messages. I won’t answer. And I won’t visit you again. Look at me, please!’ 

	Ben was stroking the back of Lana’s hand with his thumb, and it was apparently very difficult for him to accept what he had just heard. ‘You’ll get over it soon. Be happy, Ben. I know you will.’

	She leaned over to him, who was now sitting up in bed, and they embraced one another. This filled Lana with a pleasant feeling. It was the warm sensation of relief mixed with just a little bit of sadness. When they released one another, Lana straightened up and began to make her way for the door.

	‘I won’t forget you.’

	‘All the very best, Ben, and thank you for everything.’ 

	‘Lana!’

	‘Yes?’

	 ‘I envy the bastard, whoever he may be,’ Ben said in a little lighter tone with a lopsided smile. ‘But my next song will be dedicated to you.’

	Lana shook her head with a grin, and just waved at him.

	‘God bless you, Ben Jones,’ she said, and after the door closed behind her, she heaved a deep sigh. She knew Ben wouldn’t be ruined by this farewell. He would soon start a new life – with someone else by his side.

	 

	She was remarkably relieved when she stepped out of the lift in the hospital hall. She immediately searched for Hayden with her eyes, but instead she caught sight of a paparazzi-like couple with cameras. One of them looked at her, so Lana quickly ducked her head and hurried in the other direction. The bald paparazzo turned to his partner and whispered something to her, after which she too began to search for Lana with her eyes. By then, Lana had noticed Hayden in a chair by the window. He was sitting with his back to her, leaning forward, his elbow on his knee. He was holding a medical magazine he had picked up at random from the newspaper stand, but he was flipping through the pages way too fast to actually read or grasp any of its contents. Apparently, this was only a mechanical activity for him, his thoughts were elsewhere. Lana stood a step away from him, and he looked up suddenly in surprise. 

	‘Lana! I thought… I mean, I hope the situation is not too serious. I didn’t expect you so soon.’

	Lana glanced at her watch, and realized that she had indeed finished very quickly. She had been with Ben no more than twenty minutes.

	‘Thank goodness, everything is all right. We have sorted out everything.’ 

	She smiled at Hayden, who was still no less puzzled. ‘But I think it would be best if we got out of here as soon as possible. There are some paparazzi here,’ she indicated with a move of her head, ‘who must be hunting for Ben, and I don’t want them to recognize me or misinterpret my presence.’

	Hayden looked around with a furrowed brow and noticed the bald man with his partner approaching them.

	‘You’re right. Let’s get out of here,’ he decided quickly.

	He put his arm protectively around Lana’s back and led her towards the exit. She leaned against him perhaps a bit more devotedly than necessary, trying to make the most of the situation.

	Seconds later they were out the revolving door, and if the two paparazzi had taken pictures of them, they only showed their backs. In the car, they both felt relieved, and the atmosphere was now much more relaxed. Lana openly shared with him the details of the accident, and didn’t leave any doubt regarding the fact that Ben Jones belonged to her past, which she considered a closed matter.

	‘Ben really is a nice guy – funny and very optimistic. He often cheered me up. This might be one of the reasons I was with him for so long.’

	‘I’m sure a lot of women are crazy about these… popstar-type blokes,’ he looked at her from the driver’s seat and, with no small effort, forced himself to smile.

	‘Undoubtedly,’ she said, sending him a smile. ‘Of course, he has his darker side as well. He can be very selfish sometimes. Occasionally he behaved as if he were the centre of the universe. What’s more, the big fuss that normally surrounds him only enforces this false notion in him.’

	‘It can’t be easy to stay sober when everyone around you keeps saying that you rule the world!’

	‘Yes, I suppose,’ Lana shrugged, glancing to the side. ‘The only problem is, the opinion of the public keeps changing too quickly and easily. If your self-image is not right, and you judge yourself based on your fans’ opinion, it’s a very dangerous game. They might worship you today, and forget you tomorrow.’

	‘Hasn’t this life before the public eye ever tempted you? Like, the publicity, the celebration, and all that comes with it…?” Hayden suggested looking at her inquisitively.

	Hayden shivered at the thought of seeing, or even imagining, Lana as the love of some other man, or in someone else’s arms, but he knew he couldn’t say anything. He had even got married, after all! True, it was without love, but this perhaps made things even more tragic. And Lana was such a beautiful and breathtakingly attractive woman. The mere fact that she had not married yet was a wonder.

	Lana sighed, and thought a little before she answered. 

	‘Well, I’d be lying if I said it had never affected me. What woman wouldn’t be flattered if a celebrity tried to win her love? Yes, at first it must have influenced me somewhat… a little. But then you get to know your partner. You get familiar with his faults that drive you crazy, his doubts, his madness… I mean, the stage is only a small part of the story. Ben had more to him than I first expected. You know how mistrustful I am,’ she shrugged jokingly. ‘The title of pop star would not have satisfied me if there hadn’t been more behind it.’

	‘And now?’ Hayden asked, staring out the windscreen blankly.

	‘It’s over. Our last breakup really was the final one, and he must accept that. He must have thought I’d come back to him as I had several times before. By calling me here today, he took his one last chance of winning me back.’

	‘You mean… he set up this whole thing and there had been no accident?’ Hayden asked indignantly.

	‘Oh no, of course not. Something had really fallen on him when he was onstage, only it’s not at all as serious as they presented it on the phone. He has always liked to exaggerate,’ Lana shook her head.

	‘It seems our celebrated star musician will soon be back on his feet, and can go on breaking women’s hearts,’ Hayden said cynically.

	‘It seems so…’

	They were silent for a while before Lana closed the conversation. 

	‘He won’t call me again. I wished him all the best for the future, and he wished the same for me. And with that, we closed matters between us.’

	The car stopped in front of the Masters office, and leaning back in the seat, Hayden exhaled loudly.

	‘Well, here we are.’

	‘Hayden,” Lana turned to him, and saw him close his eyes and hold his breath for a moment. ‘Thank you so much for taking me there and for staying with me and well… for everything. It was so good that I didn’t have to stay there alone. You are –‘ here she hesitated, not knowing the right adjective for the man who meant the whole world to her, ‘a wonderful… friend. Thank you.’

	Hayden nodded slowly, and made a bittersweet smile. He really didn’t know how to answer, and the air was on fire between them in the car, so he chose to get out and rush over to the other side. He opened the door and helped Lana out. They stood close, side by side as Hayden had only stepped back a little, leaving very little space between the car and himself. Hayden’s lips quivered. His desire to kiss her bordered physical pain. He moved back a little, and finally answered her words. 

	‘You know I would do anything for you. All you have to do is ask.’

	Lana inhaled sharply. She quickly looked away from the man’s lips.

	‘I have an idea. I know how I could repay you for your favour today,’ she said cheerfully, at which Hayden raised his eyebrows in expectant surprise. ‘Emmy’s coming over to visit me this weekend. You know how much she loves to cook. Though it doesn’t always turn out as she planned, she really enjoys experimenting. And now she’s found a brand new recipe she wants to try. What if you had dinner with us? Saturday maybe, if you have time? Emmy would surely love to see you again,’ she added quickly, and began to twist a curl of hair around her forefinger with embarrassment.

	This movement attracted Hayden’s stare like a magnet. He couldn’t take his eyes off it, and eventually lost control. He embraced Lana, and his agitated gasps made his chest heave wildly. 

	‘I admit it’s very appealing, especially when I remember Emmy’s cooking!’

	‘Mind your words!’ Lana lifted her forefinger with menace. ‘You’d better not mess with the cook!’

	Hayden laughed and pushed her away reluctantly. He was once again serious as he replied, ‘I’ll be there if I have the chance, but I can’t promise anything, unfortunately. I might have to go to Nottinghamshire to deal with some long-delayed family matters.’

	‘No problem, I understand.’

	‘I’ll let you know how things turn out.’

	‘All right, and… thank you again,’ she whispered while Hayden leaned into her and pressed his lips against her forehead.

	 

	That afternoon at the chancellery, her work was not very effective. She found it very difficult to concentrate after all that had happened that day. She finished early, and went to a café with Stephanie after work to have a drink and a chat. Lana told her most of her unexpected meeting with Ben Jones in the hospital, but she omitted the details regarding Hayden. Their relationship was so complicated and tangled, that she herself could make neither heads nor tails of it, let alone explain it to someone else. In spite of this, the cogwheels of her brain were still spinning over the happenings of the day when she exhaustedly entered her apartment at eight in the evening.

	 

	#

	 

	As the weekend neared, it became clear to Hayden that he could no longer delay his tasks concerning family matters. The manager of the Ravensdale estates called him again and again. He was needed to sign rent contracts, and to give his consent for the planned budget. His attempt to pass these duties on to his mother and ask her to make the necessary decisions was also in vain. Victoria had recently refused to take any responsibility for these matters, and it was her explicit request that her son deal with them. Hayden, though he wasn’t particularly happy about this, knew he had no choice. As his business trip to the United States was also approaching rapidly, he couldn’t delay the issue any longer, and was forced to devote his weekend to the matters concerning the Ravensdale estates.

	He fantasised what it would be like if Lana could come with him to the estate. It all would feel much less burdensome, and he would be happier to do his tasks. If only he could do all this together with Lana, and he could go to sleep by her side at night… foolish illusions. 

	 

	 

	He immersed himself in his miserable thoughts while he dialled her number to cancel dinner on Saturday. Then he realized that things would probably work out for the best in the end. At least he would spare himself another painful occasion where he would have to pretend at just being a friend. Why torture himself? Why spend another evening with her if he couldn’t act as he wished, couldn’t say what he wished? The whole situation was a hopeless trap. He suffered every time he saw her. And if he didn’t see her? He suffered even more, tortured by all kinds of dark thoughts. He leaned back exhaustedly and rubbed his forehead while waiting for Lana to pick up the phone.

	 

	#

	 

	A week later, Hayden pulled up in front of Lana’s apartment with his car, which had a cardboard box full of children’s magazines in it. The five-hundred copies were a donation from Ravensdale Publications to the Foundation, and they were planning to send them to the sponsors together with the fresh newsletters. Of course, Hayden could’ve arranged one of his employees to go and deliver the material, but his evening suddenly turned out to be free, and the temptation was too big to see Lana again, so he came in person.

	He wasn’t sure Lana would be home, but he took a risk. He thought, if Lana wasn’t in, he would simply leave the package by her door. He gathered the box in his arms, and while climbing the steps towards the gate, he remembered what a fool he had made of himself last time he had been there. 

	Lana was at home and buzzed the door open for him. As he walked towards the lift, his heart was beating faster and faster. When he got out of the lift and started towards her door, the lump in his throat was so huge that he was almost suffocating. He didn’t understand why he, as an adult man, could not keep calm in her presence, not even after many years of acquaintance.

	 Lana looked at him with wonder from the open door, and smiled at him so sweetly that Hayden seriously considered the option of fleeing.

	‘I didn’t think you’d bring it in person. Come in!’ she said, and opened the door wide.

	‘I don’t want to bother you. It turned out that I had a little free time, and I thought I’d just come over with the package. If you weren’t here, I could have just left it at your door,’ he said, scratching the back of his neck.

	‘You’re not disturbing. It’s so kind of you to bring it yourself. It’s lucky that you still found me at home. The thing is, I’ve got to go and buy a few things. There’s not a bite of food left here, the fridge is just a gaping hole. 

	Hayden set the box down on a chair and, leaning against the doorframe, asked in a hoarse voice, ‘Y… you want to go shopping now?’

	‘Yes, and I was just about to go when you buzzed. Can’t you see I’m especially dressed for grocery shopping?’ Lana asked, and turned around playfully in front of him.

	She was wearing a pair of simple white linen trousers, a red T-shirt and a tight, dark-blue sweatshirt. Her trainers left no doubt that she had thrown aside elegance for the evening and chose light sports style for the little trip to the market. Hayden looked her over from head to toe so intently, that Lana began to feel embarrassed. 

	She brushed her hair back, cleared her throat and said, a little ill at ease, ‘Well, yes, this is what I look like without a skirt and high heels. If you don’t want to experience a similar surprise again, you’d better check with me on the phone beforehand.’

	‘You’re charming,’ he whispered blankly, because he honestly had no idea what Lana could possibly find worth criticism in her looks.

	He found her gorgeous in her casual outfit with her long pony tail. At the sight of her tentative smile, Hayden even forgot to breathe for a little while. He felt his determination that he would keep clear of this woman, dispel like mist, in a split second. He had no idea how to tell her, but he would have very much liked to keep her company on her evening shopping tour. The mere idea that they could do such a simple and mundane thing together as shopping, filled him with incredible excitement. He imagined that they would walk side by side like sweethearts, or even as a married couple, going through their daily routine. But how could he tell her all this without sounding too obtrusive?

	‘And tell me…’ he ran a finger along his stubbly chin, ‘is there anyone who could help you with the heavy items?’

	She was listening to him with a furrowed brow, and tried to guess what he was aiming at. Does he mean he wants to come along?

	‘The thing is, I’d appreciate some help. Would you like to come along?’ Lana asked hesitantly while sweeping her doubtful eyes through the man’s suited figure. 

	She trembled at the thought of unexpectedly spending a few hours together. No matter how hard she tried to keep away from him and stay on the side of the friendship they had agreed to, she felt she was duelling with windmills.

	‘I’d love to…’ he responded, even though he knew he was only torturing himself.

	‘Wonderful,’ Lana answered, a tad too enthusiastically perhaps, so she repeated what she had just said somewhat more calmly, ‘Wonderful. Aren’t you worried about your suit?’ she raised her eyebrows inquisitively, eyeing the tailor-made, super expensive jacket.

	Hayden took it off, laid it onto the back of a chair, straightened himself and said, ‘I’m ready to go.’

	 

	Lana took her backpack, and they were on their way downstairs.

	‘You know, I don’t go to the market very often either, but when I do, I can take quite long. It’s like some queer, recurring hobby for me.’

	She fell silent and looked at Hayden. She wondered whether her eyes betrayed her. Could he read from them how precious these shared minutes were to her?

	‘A hobby?’ Hayden asked, lifting his brows.

	‘Well, I suppose I should warn you that this won’t be some pleasant walk in the park. You’d better be aware that the market is a very serious thing, and it can be quite exhausting as well. I’ve never met a man who could bear it for more than half an hour,’ she joked.

	‘Really?’ he laughed at her grave statement as he opened the door for her. ‘It seems you’ve misjudged me! Don’t you know I have been training regularly for a while? I work out, go jogging and play squash. Yesterday I did a tough session with my kick-box instructor. Wouldn’t this prepare me for some shopping?’ He winked at Lana as he ushered her to his car.

	‘We’ll see.’ She winked back, but did not follow him.

	‘What’s wrong?’ He turned back.

	‘Where are you going?’

	‘I’m parked there, to the left.’

	‘No car,’ she answered, creasing her brows. ‘It’s an ancient tradition that one doesn’t go to the market by car. Didn’t you know that?’

	Hayden smiled hesitantly, not sure whether she was kidding or serious. ‘But…’ he tried again feebly, pointing to the car, but Lana stepped up to him and took him by the arm.

	‘The bus stop is that way.’

	‘Bus stop?’ he repeated slowly.

	‘Why should you be so surprised? Don’t tell me you’ve never taken the bus!’

	‘No. Yes. I mean… of course I have,’ he replied. At some point when I was a child, he added mentally. ‘I just wasn’t sure if you were serious or just kidding me.’

	‘Why would I be joking?’ She shrugged. ‘You see, you’re discouraged by the very first obstacle,’ she teased him kindly. ‘I warned you it wouldn’t be easy!’

	‘Apologies, you’re right. I’m a wimp,’ he laughed.

	‘I always go to the market without my car. It’s a habit. This is the way we always did it with my mother back home. And the habit stayed with me.’
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