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	Sarah’s brother Adam has been educating her best friend Lane in the arts of the Kama Sutra for weeks, all in the pursuit of Lane’s real target, David Bennett. So when Sarah finds herself alone with David at an exhibition, weeping over her own terrible dating history, they strike up a conversation. A budding artist, he wants to paint her, so she agrees in return for a guarantee that he’ll find her a relationship that can last more than three weeks (her rather dismal personal best).

	She reassures herself that she isn’t betraying Lane. After all, Sarah wants marriage and two-point-five kids, and David has made it more than clear he will never want that. Plus he’s going to sleep with Lane any day now. Isn’t he?
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	Avril Tremayne took the circuitous route to becoming a writer, via careers in nursing, teaching, public relations and – most recently – global aviation.

	She hung up her corporate hat in 2013 after returning to her home city of Sydney, Australia, following a three-year stint in the Middle East, turned her mind to becoming a full time author, and has been writing madly ever since.

	When she’s not reading or writing, Avril can generally be found dining to excess, drinking wine, talking about travel, and obsessing over shoes. 


I’ve been lucky enough to land two dream jobs in my life.


	Being an author is one of them – something I’ve longed for ever since I left childhood behind and imagined working for a living one day.


	The other was a dream job because of the industry I was in – global aviation and travel – and the crazy, fabulous people I worked with. Without naming all the lovely folk who came into my orbit during my long career in one of the best airlines in the world, I’ll say that in this moment, I’m specifically looking at you Holly, Dickon, Lloyd, Melissa, Joe, Nicky, Lucinda and Sophia.


	These are the people who contributed the most to one of the best professional years of my life – the year I privately refer to as ‘The Year of Holly’, in honour of my smart, beautiful PR colleague who decided the time had come to find the man of her dreams and stationed the rest of the team along the sidelines to provide romance advice date by hilarious date.

	Which brings me to an acknowledgement that although this book is a work of fiction from start to finish, some of its funniest scenes were inspired by actual events from that time – one reason The Dating Game has become my favourite book.


	And for those of you who like a Happily Ever After…? Well, I can tell you that Holly nailed it when she found Mike during that unforgettable year.


	Thanks guys – all of you! – for the fun and the memories.

	

For Jarrod – my nephew

	Heroes don’t come any more gorgeous

	

CHAPTER ONE

	… but not six days! Six miserly, measly, paltry, pitiful—

	Uh-oh. Fist against mouth. Hold … hold … hooold … aaand … whew! Under control. She was not going to give in to those hideous sobs again, even if she had to stuff her fist down her throat to throttle them.

	Not that it mattered if she bawled herself into a snot-laden seizure, since there was nobody here to witness it. Well, nobody except the bespectacled bronze head on the shelf to her right, and ‘Clarence Donleavy’—his name, according to the plaque affixed to his wooden base—wasn’t going to be tattling.

	In fact, Clarence was regarding her with unwavering apathy, which Sarah decided was the perfect look to carry her out of the storeroom and back to civilization. She swivelled the wheeled footstool she was perched on so she could face him, contorted her face into what she hoped was a matching expression, realized a more scientific approach would be to actually look at herself while she did it, and reached into the evening bag on her lap for her compact.

	But it was her phone that her fingers closed around and lifted out.

	Perhaps she should check the message. To see if she’d misinterpreted. Because she might have, mightn’t she?

	She brought up the text, read the words …

	And her breath eased out like a slowly deflating balloon. Nope. No misinterpretation possible.

	Liam had dumped her. At the six-day mark—a new low, even by her plummeting standards.

	‘It’s a curse, you know,’ she explained to Clarence. ‘I can’t get Lane and Erica to believe me, but I’m definitely afflicted by some sort of anti-love hex. And it’s so unfair, when I try. So. Hard!’ She stamped her foot for emphasis, which proved a little too violent an action for the footstool, which would have shot out backwards from under her if she hadn’t caught it with a lightning-fast shoe-plant.

	And wouldn’t that ice tonight’s cake, to tumble onto the unforgiving concrete floor and knock herself out? Who knew how long it would take for someone to come looking for her?

	Someone.

	Anyone.

	Or maybe, the way her life was going, no one.

	‘Not my big, bold brother Adam, that’s for sure,’ she told Clarence, with a snort of disgust. ‘He’s too busy whipping himself into a jealous rage over Lane flirting with the hot banker guy with dimples. And certainly not Lane, who I’m starting to think is too obtuse to notice anything. I’m telling you, Clarence, never set your friend up with your brother for any reason whatsoever, not even to save them from their own insanity, unless you enjoy watching train wrecks.’

	She was in the mood for another foot stamp, but decided not to tempt fate with the surprisingly agile footstool. The thought of gasping her last breath, unconscious among a collection of mounted body parts while everyone else in the building was hobnobbing with flesh and blood humans, was too depressing. Instead, she was going to find a bathroom, fix the sodden mess that was her face, and return to the party in the art gallery.

	Where, for all she knew, the man of her dreams might be waiting for a newly single Sarah Quinn to find him. And even if the man of her dreams wasn’t out there waiting for her, at least she’d be on hand to stage an intervention should Adam decide to attack the hot banker guy with dimples in a Gladiator meets Walking Dead frenzy.

	But first, she’d send a masterfully crafted text to Liam and close that demoralizing chapter of the book of her life.

	Depositing her evening bag on the floor beside her, she ran feather-light fingertips over her phone keypad, ruminating over word arrangements. She wanted to sound philosophical, but not stoic. She wanted to express wistfulness but not dejection. She wanted to insinuate that although dumping a girl by text was lily-livered, she was nevertheless relieved. That she agreed it was time for the two of them to call it quits; that she’d been on the verge of severing their connection herself; that he’d beaten her to it by mere seconds.

	‘Clearly what I need most is italics,’ she said, and laughed as she caught Clarence’s eye. He seemed to be telling her to stop boring him and get on with it.

	‘Okay, okay!’ she said, and bent her head over her phone to start tapping.

	Thank you so much for your thoughtful mess—

	‘Well, blow me!’

	—age.

	Sarah’s fingers stilled. Had Clarence offered up that ‘Well, blow me’ in a hallucinatory moment?

	Nope, one glance confirmed he was supremely uninterested in being blown by her or anyone else.

	Which had to mean the ‘Well, blow me’ had come from a human. A male human she’d been too preoccupied to hear entering her sanctuary. A male human who was now taking an audible breath in, then out.

	‘This is more like it,’ the male human said softly, presumably to the room at large, since he could have no way of knowing he wasn’t alone.

	Sarah considered doing the sensible thing and walking out of her hiding place with a cheery ‘Hello there’ until she remembered the tear-stained state of her face. Nobody—as in nobody, let alone a guy who, for all she knew, may turn out to be single and ready for a relationship—would be seeing her until she’d visited the bathroom.

	Mystery Man, meanwhile, was on the move, his shoes making a tapping noise on the concrete, which meant they had those steel toe tips on the soles that Sarah equated with quality footwear.

	Tap, tap, tap. Coming closer.

	Sarah’s heart leapt into her throat. She tried to swallow it back down, but it stayed wedged there like a football with a pulse. She waited, listening for where he was heading, hoping he didn’t have a sculpture fetish that would bring him her way, wondering if she could manage to soundlessly extract her compact from her evening bag and check exactly how bad the face situation was …

	Stop.

	He’d reached the row next to her. The one with the paintings. Tap, tap, tap, as he entered it.

	Reprieve!

	Sarah’s heart slowly returned to its usual position as a solution to her problem presented itself: wait him out. No guy was going to stay in a storeroom looking at paintings when he could be drinking champagne at a party. She’d give him five minutes, max, to come to his senses.

	Sarah heard him slide a painting out. There was a pause. Then the painting was slid back in. It happened again. Again. And it kept happening. Painting out, pause, in, as the little clicks of his toe taps on the floor marked his progress up the row. Five minutes passed. Ten. Occasionally, the pause was punctuated by a low murmur. ‘Brilliant.’ ‘Those colours!’ ‘Is that … yes, it’s gouache, but it looks so …’ ‘How did he do …?’ ‘Ah, it’s been smeared off.’

	Fifteen minutes!

	Okay, the guy appeared to be as much of an art tragic as Adam, which meant—face it, Sarah—he wasn’t going to leave until he’d checked out every swirl of paint in the place. After which he’d probably wander her way in search of other treasures.

	The plan to wait him out, therefore, had to be abandoned, leaving only one option: sneak out while he’s too engrossed to notice.

	Sarah looked down at her smack-you-in-the-head chartreuse cocktail frock with its generous scatter of spangles. Then up at the glaring overhead fluorescent bulbs—not what you’d call mood lighting. She doubted she’d make it past the end of the aisle he was in without sending a shaft of searing luminosity to at least a corner of one of his eyeballs, no matter how stealthily she moved or how distracted he was.

	On the other hand, so what if he caught a glimpse of a chartreuse spangle? She wasn’t doing anything wrong! No more wrong than what he was doing himself, sneaking into a space signposted Staff Only. She didn’t have to explain herself. She could sail out the door, face strategically averted, giving him the metaphorical finger if he dared to try and stop her.

	Still, it would be preferable if she were not caught; how embarrassing, after she’d let so much time elapse! It wasn’t like she could pretend she hadn’t heard him, or she’d been taking a quick nap, or she’d only just that second been beamed down from an alien spacecraft.

	Step one, therefore, bearing in mind how the intruder’s steel toe tips clacked on the floor, was to remove her similarly audible ice-pick heels. She slipped her feet, one at a time, out of her gold stilettos, then paused to listen. All she could hear was the whisper of canvases being shifted, interspersed with those murmurs of appreciation.

	So far, so good.

	She bent down for her shoes and felt her dress pull threateningly across her hips. Don’t tear, please don’t … ah, good! She straightened, shoes in one hand, phone in the other, and paused again. The oohing and cooing in the next row continued. Excellent. She took three silent steps, only to remember—duh!—her evening bag. She looked back, saw it where she’d placed it, on the floor beside the footstool.

	Keeping her eyes trained on the end of the row, she edged backwards and adjusted her stance as she considered how best to get her bag while having both hands occupied. Care-ful-ly. She braced her phone hand on the footstool, only to feel another dangerous pull across her hips. This was not going to work. She moved fractionally and the footstool castors gave a little squeak. Uh-oh. Footstool moving. Footstool rolling. Footstooooool—

	‘Oof.’ The sound huffed out of her as she landed facedown on the floor. And then she just lay there. One hand still clutched her shoes. The other was stretched out as if reaching for her phone, which had clattered along the floor and slid to a stop at around the halfway mark.

	For one long moment, nothing happened.

	Had the guy, by some miracle, been too engrossed to hear anything? Cautiously, Sarah pushed up onto her knees … and that’s when she heard those blasted steel toe tips.

	So he’d not only heard her, he was on his way to find her, too. Not hurrying, just heading slowly down his aisle, turning at the end, coming towards hers. Stopping.

	And there they were. His shoes. Black leather. Perfectly laced, perfectly polished. Nonchalantly classy. Could a pair of shoes look at ease? Because his did. Just hanging out at the end of the aisle asking ‘What’s up?’ in their silent, shoe-like way.

	Her eyes moved up, over dark charcoal pants, immaculately fitted suit jacket, tie in red and purple. Red and purple, red and pur-oh.

	She’d seen that tie. She knew that tie. Her eyes kept moving along their upward trajectory anyway, because they couldn’t seem to stop. Chiselled, clean-shaven jaw. Slightly hollowed cheeks with the—gulp—dimples.

	Hot banker guy.

	The man Lane said was so legendary a bed partner, women were lining up for a taste of any body part he cared to offer for their delectation. The man Lane intended to seduce. The man who was, therefore, Adam’s enemy—and by extension, Sarah’s enemy.

	‘It’s Sarah, right? Sarah Quinn?’ he asked, and smiled his I’m-so-charming dimpled smile. ‘Lane’s friend? I’m David Bennett. From the bank. Lane’s colleague. We met out in the gallery.’

	As though David Bennett didn’t know that every woman at the party knew exactly who he was! The moment Sarah had been introduced to him, his classical good looks, elegantly lean frame, perfect hair and those dimples had walloped her over the head and she’d despaired. How was Adam supposed to compete with a guy who not only looked like that, but was also intelligent, debonair, charismatic, and had the impudence to be friendly, as well, despite Adam glowering at him like the Prince of Darkness?

	‘Yes, I remember you,’ Sarah said, and tried her best to inject some hostility into it for her brother’s sake.

	But her attempt must have been unconvincing, because David Bennett dared to smoulder as he started towards her, scooping up her phone without breaking stride. ‘And here you are on your knees, waiting for me. Nice.’

	



	CHAPTER TWO

	David was laughing as he homed in on his quarry—but only on the inside. He didn’t want to make her any grumpier with him than she already was by laughing out loud, but God, how he wished he could. After all his artistic babbling since he’d entered the storeroom, aimed at encouraging her to give up, step out and show herself, in the end she’d done it via a face-plant without any help from him.

	Ah well, the result would be the same. She just didn’t know it yet.

	It had been intensely frustrating knowing he needed Sarah Quinn in the first instant of meeting her out in the gallery, and in the next instant knowing just as surely she wasn’t going to play ball. Just one conscious look from her was enough to tell David she knew he’d been angling to get her friend Lane into bed. Not that every girl would view him as off limits in such circumstances, but coupled with the tempestuous dynamic between Lane and the brother, Adam, David didn’t like his odds.

	He’d wondered whether some concentrated flirting would get Sarah onside, but hadn’t had the chance to find out; she’d hauled Lane away posthaste as though he’d give them both a disease if they stayed in his orbit, had remained frustratingly out of reach for the next twenty minutes, and then pulled a Cinderella and disappeared.

	As much as you could ‘disappear’, wearing a dress that stuck out like a bolt of bright lightning in a sea of drab.

	But David had seen where she was heading and kept his eyes surreptitiously on the path she’d taken as he’d beguiled the bank’s VIP clients for the next half-hour, waiting for her to reappear.

	She hadn’t reappeared, however, so when Anthea from the bank’s investor relations department had made her third beeline for him with seduction in her eyes, he’d finally run out of patience and headed in search of his quarry.

	And here she was. Small but perfectly formed Sarah Quinn. Like a present, gift-wrapped and delivered on her knees—a position he’d happily take himself if it would get him what he wanted faster.

	Not that Sarah was staying on her knees. She was scrambling up—not an easy feat in that dress. And she was looking at him like he was the enemy. He was going to have to change that. Charm, flirtation, seduction. Humour, intellect, intensity. He had no idea what approach was most likely to work, but he was ready to try them individually and severally until he found the right lure.

	‘Yes, I recall what you said about getting blown when you came in,’ she said coolly, and her right eyebrow quirked up in that way that had already intrigued him. Like a sideways question mark, complete with a tiny black beauty spot forming a decisive full stop at the end. ‘But there must have been a lot of women out there proposing service on their knees if you can’t distinguish between the ones who were offering and the ones who weren’t.’

	‘I’d say a few rather than a lot,’ he said, all self-effacement as he battled a smile he knew she wouldn’t appreciate when she was trying so hard to sound disdainful.

	He heard Sarah give a tiny choke, as though a laugh had taken her by surprise.

	Good start.

	He fixed a hopeful look on his face. ‘But are you quite, quite sure you weren’t among the ones offering?’

	‘Quite, quite sure,’ she said, and rolled her bright blue eyes in a way he guessed she thought was condescending—but somehow was not.

	‘Then my hopes are dashed,’ he said dramatically. ‘At least tell me who my rival is.’

	‘Your …? Huh?’

	‘The man you’re waiting for.’ He watched her closely, saw a tiny start. ‘Ah, you’re not waiting for someone, you’re hiding from someone.’

	Sarah shifted from one foot to the other, like she was preparing to take off. Oh, no! That was not happening. ‘I’m not hiding,’ she said, and David was intrigued to see a blush work its way across her cheekbones.

	David hooded his eyes and held his tongue. It was a tactic he’d found useful in getting people to talk—the stare and wait. And he was going to get her to talk to him if it killed him. He could talk a woman into anything if he set his mind to it. Out of anything, too.

	Sure enough, within thirty seconds, she made an indistinct grumbling noise of surrender. ‘All right, yes, I was hiding. But now my cover’s blown, I guess I’ll … you know …’ Another shift from foot to foot as she looked past him towards the exit.

	Nope. Not happening. ‘If you tell me who you’re hiding from, I’ll check if the coast is clear before you go back out there.’

	‘It’s not a “who”, it’s an “it”,’ she said. ‘I was hiding in a generic sense. From the whole …’ waving the phone towards the door ‘… thing.’

	‘You don’t like parties?’ he asked.

	Up went the eyebrow. ‘Who doesn’t like parties?’

	Again, he wanted to smile; again, he battled it back. The dimples had to be kept up his sleeve. So to speak. Emergency reserves. ‘So it’s this particular party that’s the problem?’

	‘No. That is— I mean— It’s not about the party—at least not per se. It’s …’ She leaned in, as though she was about to get confidential and David waited hopefully … but suddenly she seemed to catch herself, and leaned out.

	David took the lean-out to mean he was still the enemy. But he knew he had to be making headway if she could lean towards him in the first place without realizing she was doing it. ‘It’s …?’ he prompted.

	‘It’s … a situation. I needed a bit of time alone to sort it out in my head.’

	‘And have you sorted it out?’

	Silence.

	Which he took to mean ‘no’.

	Sarah looked to the exit again, and then glanced behind her. His eyes followed hers, landing on the glittery little evening bag near the footstool. She tottered over to it on her insanely high heels and started to bend to pick it up—as awkwardly as she’d got to her feet minutes ago. She put out a hand towards the footstool, for support he guessed, but then pulled it back, with an ‘Oops.’

	David moved lightning-fast to retrieve the bag in one low, easy swoop and held it out to her. ‘So your situation isn’t sorted.’

	‘Yes and no,’ she admitted, taking the bag and slipping its chain strap over her shoulder.

	‘Then I’ll help you sort it.’

	She snorted. ‘I don’t think so.’

	‘Try me.’

	Another glance at the exit had David shifting so his body blocked both her line of sight and the path to the door. She’d have to do a full-body-brush past him to get out. She wouldn’t want to do that—but he kind of hoped she’d try it.

	‘Come on, Sarah, tell me why you’re crying.’

	The look of startled dismay on her face was priceless. ‘I’m not,’ she said, and the blush rushed across her cheekbones again as her fingers went to the clasp of her bag.

	‘Telling me, or crying?’

	Fumbling with the clasp. ‘Either or, smarty-pants.’

	‘Smarty-pants?’ He slapped a hand over his heart. ‘Ouch, that hurts.’

	And there was the little choke in her throat as she caught another unexpected laugh. It reminded him of how much she’d been laughing out in the gallery as she crisscrossed the room like a hyperactive Miss Congeniality—right up until the moment Lane had introduced them, which was when things had gone south. But still, he’d bet she spent more time laughing than not, which meant it was time to switch tactics. Seduction was off the table; he’d try laughing her into accepting him.

	‘But that’s not the best you can do, is it?’ he teased. ‘Smarty-pants?’

	‘As a matter of fact, I can do a lot better than “smarty-pants”.’ She was leaning in again, the gaping bag seemingly forgotten. ‘I happen to have a thesaurus for a brain.’

	‘So come on, I’m game. Lay some words on me,’ he invited. ‘I can take it.’

	Her mouth started to open. He waited, intrigued …

	But nope. She leaned back out and gave her head a firm shake. ‘The crying thing. I really don’t cry. Generally, I mean. But in this instance, there are extenuating circumstances.’

	‘Which are?’

	‘Not interesting.’

	‘But they must be interesting if you don’t generally cry and yet you were crying.’ He looked at the phone in her hand. ‘Even more interesting is why you threw the phone.’

	Eyebrow up. ‘This is a new Samsung Galaxy! I didn’t throw it.’

	‘Does that mean an old Samsung Galaxy would have been fair game?’

	‘I don’t know. Yes. Maybe. No!’

	‘I see, multiple choice. So … what? Am I supposed to pick one?’

	Another tiny choke. ‘If you must know—’

	‘Yes, I do believe I must.’

	‘—I was trying to sneak out without you knowing I was in here. Throwing a phone across a concrete floor kind of defeats that purpose.’

	‘But if it were an old phone and I wasn’t here, you might have thrown it?’ he mused. ‘Interesting.’

	‘Not interesting. Stupid. Stupid, stupid, stupid! And I didn’t throw it, because I just don’t care enough to do that. I don’t care, I don’t—’

	Another choke, but different this time. Not laughter. Tears. Sudden, gleaming tears. Well, tears didn’t scare him and wouldn’t deter him. He calmly slid a hand into the inside pocket of his jacket, extracted his handkerchief and held it out with exemplary sangfroid.

	‘Why are you even carrying a handkerchief?’ she asked, blinking ferociously as she took it. ‘I mean, a real one—not one of those pretty pocket squares.’ She nodded at the red and grey scrap of silk peeking out of his left breast pocket.

	‘I always carry a real handkerchief because you never know when you’re going to need a good cry,’ David said, straight-faced. ‘A pocket square is the equivalent of a new Samsung Galaxy in such situations. No snot allowed.’

	And there was the choked-off laugh again, the tears gone like magic. ‘From the look of you, I’d say you haven’t got snot on anything since you popped out of the womb.’

	‘Well, not often,’ he conceded, and watched her as she took a deep breath, resetting her equilibrium, and—dang!—looking towards the exit again before he could manoeuvre himself back into blocking position. ‘Are you going to tell me what happened, Sarah?’

	‘Why do you want to know?’ she countered.

	‘It’s what my ex-wife calls my White Knight Syndrome.’

	‘That’s not a real condition!’

	‘Sure it is. My ex-wife is a psychologist—she knows these things.’

	‘What is it exactly?’

	‘An inability to see a damsel in distress without wanting to throw her across the saddle of my trusty steed and gallop her out of trouble. Metaphorically speaking, since I don’t have a steed currently at my disposal.’ He gave her a small smile—enough for the dimples to twitch, because time was a-marching and he figured he’d better intensify his assault. ‘What can I say? I’m a nice guy.’

	‘What’s that old adage about nice guys finishing last?’

	‘Oh we do, we do,’ David agreed fervently.

	She slanted a narrow-eyed look at him. ‘You see, I have a feeling you don’t finish last. Ever. I’d go so far as to say you finish first. Always. And people who finish first all the time are generally not very nice. They’re generally cold, ruthless, uncompromising—’

	‘Argh, not the thesaurus!’ he interrupted, throwing up surrender hands. ‘Stop, stop, I beg you!’

	And yes! There it was. He’d made her laugh without choking it off. And the relaxed sparkle of it confirmed that laughter was indeed her default setting. It was strangely appealing.

	‘I can see you’re going to need a character reference,’ he said with an exaggerated sigh. ‘Let me get Margaret on the phone.’

	‘Margaret?’

	‘My ex-wife.’ He reached into his pants pocket. ‘Do you want to call her or shall I?’

	‘Hey, no!’ Sarah cried, and then she sucked in a breath that was half-outrage, half-laugh. ‘Oh, you … you villain! I believed you!’

	‘Smarty-pants. Villain. What next, thesaurus girl? Meanie-beanie?’

	‘How about knave?’

	‘Not bad.’

	‘Dastard.’

	‘Better.’

	‘Rapscallion.’

	‘Now you’re talking.’

	‘You weren’t really going to call her.’

	‘No, but I promise Margaret really does think I’m nice. So come on, cheer me up: take advantage of me.’

	She blinked at him. ‘Take what?’

	‘Take advantage of me. Of my niceness. Indulge my White Knight Syndrome.’ He gave her his most innocent look. ‘Why, what did you think I meant? Do you want to take advantage of me in some other way?’ He flexed his dimple-power again. ‘I’m game if you have designs on my virtue.’

	‘You’re being deliberately disingenuous.’

	‘Disingenuous!’ he said admiringly. ‘Can you give me a really hard word, and use it in a sentence? Like, really, really hard?’

	Another of those chokes, but she straightened her shoulders and picked up the gauntlet. ‘“Absquatulate”. Sarah Quinn had been trying to “absquatulate” from the storage room for quite some time!’

	‘I’m such a sucker for a girl with words. Sorry, but you can consider your fate sealed. You’re not absquatulating from the storage room, Sarah Quinn—not without giving me my White Knight fix. I’m saving you whether you want me to or not.’

	‘You’ve ably discharged your White Knight duty by offering me your handkerchief.’ She smiled, proffering his handkerchief on one upturned palm. ‘Which I hereby return to thee with gratitude, Sir David, unused and snot-free.’

	Dang! He was losing her. ‘Yeah, you might want to use it before you face the crowd,’ he said, thinking fast.

	She started to wave that suggestion away—but he twisted his face into a theatrical wince, and that stopped her.

	‘Oh, how could I forget?’ She dropped the phone into her open evening bag and pulled out a compact. ‘It’s why I was trying to sneak out in the first place. Instead, here I am, standing around, talking to you. All I can say is thank goodness you’re not him.’

	‘Er … not who?’

	‘Him. The man of my dr— Oh, never mind!’ She started to open the compact. ‘It’s bad enough that even you should see me looking like— Oh. My. Goodness!’ She stared in horror into the little round mirror for one frozen moment. And then she started manically dabbing at her cheeks with his handkerchief. ‘I need to invest in some waterproof mascara.’

	‘Even though you don’t generally cry?’

	‘Oh, you!’

	‘Here,’ he said, taking the compact off her. ‘I’ll hold it while you do the repair work.’

	‘I can manage.’

	‘Hey, I’m a nice guy, remember?’

	‘Sorry but I’m not sold on the whole “nice guy” thing,’ she said, but she let him hold the compact while she recommenced dabbing at the black-streaked tear tracks on her cheeks. ‘Don’t think I’m not grateful, but shouldn’t you be out there mingling with the bank’s clients?’

	‘I’ve done my quota of mingling.’

	‘Then shouldn’t you be out there looking at the paintings?’

	‘I looked at the paintings out there. Now I’m looking at the paintings in here.’

	‘And you got a bonus—Edvard Munch’s The Scream come to life.’

	‘Except you didn’t scream.’

	‘I was speaking figuratively. I generally don’t scream.’

	‘Generally don’t scream. Generally don’t cry. Don’t throw phones—new ones, anyway. And you know big words. I might be falling in like with you.’

	‘I have more than enough people in like with me already, thank you.’ She dipped into her bag again and pulled out a lipstick. She smeared on a layer of what looked like glossy rust, then rubbed her lips together. ‘It’s the other part I’m missing.’

	‘Other part?’

	‘Never mind.’ She turned her head to one side, then the other, assessing her face in the mirror. ‘I’m going to have to put on more mascara.’

	‘You look fine without it.’

	‘I’m blonde, in case you haven’t noticed. Which means my eyelashes are almost invisible.’ She narrowed her eyes at him suspiciously. ‘Mind you, you’re blond, too. How did you manage to score such dark eyelashes? Are they tinted?’

	‘No they bloody well are not.’

	‘Hey, there’s no shame in an eyelash tint.’ She examined his face. ‘Or a facial.’

	‘My eyelashes are the result of genetics. And so is my skin, so do not mention the word “facial” to me again if you value your life.’

	‘Oooh, touchy,’ she said, and her eyes were doing what he’d never thought possible and dancing. ‘Seriously, though, do you know how much it hurts when a guy gets that combination? Blond, with dark eyelashes?’

	‘Yes. Margaret, who is also blonde, used to tell me all the time. Which is how I know I’m not going to win the mascara fight. So go right ahead and slap it on.’

	Sarah dug in her bag again and pulled out a tube of mascara. David was starting to think that tiny bag of hers had mystical qualities, given how many objects went in and came out of it. She brushed on the mascara with the speed and accuracy of an expert cosmetician. ‘There,’ she said, putting the tube in her bag along with his handkerchief. She batted her eyelashes at David as she retrieved the compact he’d been holding for her, popped it in with everything else and snapped the bag closed.

	‘Hang on, there’s a clump at the corner,’ he said, and reached out to pinch one of her outer eyelashes between his thumb and forefinger. Did she jump a little? He wasn’t sure, but he thought—hoped?—she had. He stood back to examine her. ‘Better.’

	‘Your ex-wife teach you that?’

	‘Let’s just say I know my way around a tube of mascara.’

	‘Oh you do, do you?’

	‘Not from personal use, brat!’

	‘If you say so,’ she sing-songed, and tried to move past him.

	‘Hey—what about my handkerchief?’

	She stopped. ‘You want it back?’

	‘Yes.’

	‘Even though it’s not a Galaxy-esque pocket square?’

	‘Even so.’

	‘Fine. I’ll wash it and … and … Oh.’ Her eyes widened. Surprise? Fear? No—guilt! ‘I’ll wash it and give it to Lane for you.’

	Ah. Lane. The fly in his ointment. ‘I’d prefer you to wash it and bring it back to me yourself.’

	Sarah eyed him warily. ‘Why?’

	Out of options. ‘Because I want you to pose for me.’

	And at last he had her full attention. Which had him questioning why he hadn’t led with that straight off the bat. But he knew why: the possibility of being turned down flat. Her initial animosity had been almost palpable, whereas now, he had something to work with. He’d work with anything she gave him to get her to agree.

	‘Can you repeat that?’ she asked.

	‘I want you to pose for me.’

	‘What does that mean? “Pose”?’

	‘Pose as in for a painting. As in I’m entering the Langman Portrait Prize and I want you to be my model.’

	‘But you’re a banker.’

	‘Who also paints.’

	A moment of staring, and then she sucked in a breath and … and bristled? Yes, bristled. ‘Oh, I see!’

	‘Oh, you see what?’

	‘You want to paint me naked, don’t you?’

	‘Actually, I was thinking more along the lines of—’

	‘Lane mentioned your interest in paintings when she introduced us, remember?’

	What the heck? ‘Lane doesn’t know I paint.’

	‘Or should I say your “etchings”? I’ve heard nudes are your favourite kind.’

	David could actually feel a blush start to heat his face. And he never blushed. Talk about old pick-up lines coming back to haunt a guy! ‘That’s different.’

	‘Are you telling me you don’t want to get Lane naked?’

	‘Yes, I’m telling you that.’

	‘I don’t believe you.’

	‘Let me put it in context,’ he said. ‘I did want to get Lane naked, but now I don’t. It’s what you might call a past-tense situation.’

	‘That sounds like an obfuscation to me. Only an hour ago, I saw you look at Lane in that … that way. And an hour isn’t exactly past tense!’

	‘I may well have looked at her in that “way” an hour ago. But fifty-nine minutes ago, she introduced me to your brother Adam, and it became very clear to me that nobody except him was going to be seeing her naked from now on.’

	‘I’m not so sure about that,’ she said darkly—and she was looking at him like he was the enemy again. Ah well, one step forward, two steps back.

	‘If you want to talk about people looking at each other in a certain “way”, let’s talk about the way your brother looked at me,’ he said. ‘Like he was visualizing tearing me limb from limb with his teeth.’ He gave an extravagant shudder. ‘I have the strongest objection to being gnawed on by jealous men.’

	She looked at him for the longest time, and then said, ‘What if I told you Lane likes you better?’

	‘I’d say you’re wrong.’

	‘What if I’m right?’

	‘You’re not.’

	‘They—Adam and Lane—have a very specific relationship.’

	‘Which has nothing to do with me.’

	‘It might have something to do with you.’

	‘It doesn’t.’

	She made a huffing sound. ‘Look, can you give me something to work with here?’

	Something to work with? One step forward. ‘All right. I’ll say to you that whatever the case, however Lane feels about Adam, or about me, I’m no longer interested in her.’

	‘Why not?’

	‘Because that would complicate things between you and me.’

	She pursed her lips, looking uncertain. ‘You mean …? What do you mean? That painting me is better than having sex with Lane?’

	‘I haven’t done either yet, so that’s impossible to answer.’

	‘Aha! You said “yet”! That’s a prevarication.’

	‘Obfuscation. Prevarication. You’re a tough nut to crack, thesaurus girl. I’ll tell you what. If you’re going to be obsessed with my sex life, there’s an easy solution: have sex with me yourself.’

	She gaped at him. ‘You— I— That—’

	‘That way, I won’t have the energy to think about Lane, and Lane can concentrate on Adam, and all four of us will be happy.’

	‘How do you know I’ll be happy?’

	He gave her his best sultry smile. ‘Because I know.’ Pause, while he let that sink in. ‘So, how about it? Will sex with me get you over the line?’

	She was laughing, but it was more like a splutter of disbelief. ‘Thanks, but I can have sex any day of the week.’

	‘Enough people in like with you, enough people to have sex with. Geez. What’s the missing ingredient?’

	‘Never you mind.’

	‘Tell me the missing ingredient and I’ll get it for you. I’ll get you anything, if you’ll agree to let me paint you. Whatever you want.’

	‘Whatever I want,’ she repeated slowly. Her tongue came out to touch the perfect cupid’s bow of her top lip. One, two, three seconds. And then she popped her tongue back in and took a breath. ‘Whatever I want?’ A question this time.

	‘Whatever you want.’

	‘It’s a very simple thing, really.’

	‘Name it, and it’s yours.’

	‘I want you to break my curse.’


CHAPTER THREE

	‘I see,’ David said—so calmly, Sarah wondered what it would take to freak him out. A zombie apocalypse?

	‘You said you’d do whatever I wanted, and that’s what I want.’

	‘The thing is, my experience of curse breaking is a trifle limited. What are we talking about? Stealing nail clippings? Burning hair? Sticking pins in effigies? Dancing around cauldrons? Eye of newt and toe of frog? That kind of thing?’

	She laughed—couldn’t help it. ‘Not quite that.’

	‘You relieve my mind.’

	‘More White Knight Syndrome, less black magic.’

	‘So, I’m saving you.’

	‘Yes.’

	‘From what?’

	‘Spinsterhood.’

	‘You want to get married?’

	‘Yes, of course I do.’

	‘In that case, there’s a problem,’ he said, all apologetic. ‘I’m not the marrying kind. It’s a been-there-done-that kind of thing for me.’

	Sarah stared at him for a moment, not comprehending. And then: ‘Oh, I don’t want to marry you. No, no, no, no!’

	‘No?’

	‘No! Aside from anything else, I couldn’t do that to Lane.’

	‘I’m very slow this evening, it seems. So let’s leave Lane out of where she doesn’t belong, and perhaps you could simply give me the specifics of what you want me to do.’

	‘Okay, specifically, I want you to analyse why I keep getting dumped, and teach me how to stop getting dumped.’

	‘Getting dumped is the curse I have to break?’

	‘Yes. Tonight was the straw that broke the camel’s back.’

	‘You got dumped tonight?’

	‘It’s why I was crying. Although I wasn’t crying over him, you understand.’

	‘Of course not.’

	‘It’s just that the time frame from the start of a relationship to the finish is shrinking. It used to happen at the three-week mark, and that was bad enough! Really, really bad enough. But then three weeks became two, and two weeks became one, and now this last one? Six days. Six discouraging, disappointing, depressing days! How much abbreviation can a girl take? Soon I’ll be the one-night stand girl, and I will die if that happens!’

	‘I can see how dying after a one-night stand would make marriage difficult, but I’m not sure a divorced man is the advocate you need.’

	‘I regard the fact you’ve been married as valuable augmentary experience. It gives you an extra insight.’

	‘Oh, I’ve got insight into marriage all right.’

	‘And into women. I mean, you know a lot about women, don’t you?’

	‘There’s no way I can answer that without sounding like an egomaniac.’

	She giggled. ‘You do know using the word “egomaniac” unprompted in association with yourself on that subject basically gives the game away, don’t you?’

	‘Dang, you got me. Yes, I’m an egomaniac, a boaster, a narcissist.’ He gave a what-can-I-say? shrug. ‘And I do, in fact, know women.’

	‘I’ll bet you know men, too.’

	‘Not in the biblical sense, I assure you.’

	‘Stop making me laugh! I mean you know what men like when it comes to women.’

	‘Thank goodness! I thought you were going to start talking about facials and eyelash tints again.’

	‘Not all gay guys do that stuff, you know, and not all straight guys don’t. Talk about stereotyping! But if I promise not to ever mention your eyelashes again, will you help me?’

	‘Will you let me paint you?’

	‘I’ll even pose naked—that’s how desperate I am.’

	‘Naked will not be required.’

	‘Okay, not naked. To tell you the truth, that’s a relief.’ She leaned towards him and lowered her voice, despite them being the only two people in the room. ‘I’m not what you’d call Rubenesque.’

	He leaned in too. ‘That’s okay—I’m not Rubens. Nevertheless, I’d prefer you to keep your clothes on.’

	She straightened and thrust out her hand. ‘Then we have a deal?’

	He took her hand, but instead of shaking it he turned it palm up, examining it as he rubbed his thumb across the base of her fingers. ‘The only mistake you’re making is choosing the wrong guys. You do know that, don’t you?’

	‘There can’t be that many wrong guys in the world,’ she said, and peered at her palm. What was so interesting about it? Nothing that she could see, although something about the movement of his thumb was disturbing. So much so, she found her fingers curling up over his thumb to stop it.

	‘I’m starting to think there are a lot of very stupid ones,’ he said softly.

	‘I suppose you’ve never been dumped,’ she said.

	‘Kelly Greaves when I was fifteen. Janet Clarke when I was … How old was I? Eighteen? Yes, eighteen. And then …’ He trailed off.

	‘And then?’

	He let go of her hand. ‘Rebel, when I was twenty-five.’

	‘Rebel …’ Sarah realized she still had her hand held out, and dropped it, rubbing it surreptitiously against her thigh to try and stop its strange prickling. ‘Unusual name.’

	‘Unusual woman.’

	‘What about Margaret, who says you’re so “nice”? Because you know “nice” is how they describe you right before they dump you.’

	‘Margaret and I weren’t a dumping in either direction. We were a parting of the ways—or in today’s parlance, a conscious uncoupling.’

	‘So basically you’ve been dumped three times in your whole life, whereas I’ve been dumped three times in the past two months?’

	‘Er …’

	‘Really?’

	‘Sorry.’

	‘Well, let me tell you something: it’s no fun. I’ve been dumped in person, over the phone, in quiet corners, at large gatherings, at home, from abroad, and now by text.’

	‘Text?’

	‘Text! Next time it happens, I’ll probably find out via Facebook. And if that happens, I’ll be entering a nunnery and taking a vow of silence.’

	‘Yeah, I think the vow of silence might actually kill you.’

	‘And how will you live with that on your conscience, knowing you could have helped me to— Wait! What? Are you saying I talk too much?’

	‘Weeeell …’

	Long, staring moment. ‘Oh my goodness, you’re right, I do! You know, Adam’s tried to tell me that but he’s my brother so it doesn’t count. The truth is, though, that I even talked to Clarence—’ gesturing to the bronze head on the shelf ‘—when I was in here on my own.’ She beamed at David, delighted. ‘See? You’re already helping me! I believe you when you say I talk too much!’

	He started laughing. He was also shaking his head.

	‘Please, David, help me.’

	He looked down into her face, and the laughter faded. He lifted his hand, touched his index finger to her right eyebrow, tracing it all the way down to the little black dot at the end. Half-laugh, half-sigh. ‘What the heck.’

	‘You mean you’ll do it?’

	‘I’ll do it. Sign me up.’

	Squealing, she launched herself at him.

	David stiffened as her arms came around him, but it was only for a fraction of a second—and then his arms were circling her, tightening, bringing her harder against him. She heard, felt, him breathe in once, deeply, then slowly out. She became aware of the scratch of his jacket against her cheek. A waft of scent, dark and unsafe. A flood of warmth transferring from him to her. And then, the other feeling, the hardness of him against her belly.

	The shock of it had her arching into him, head tipping back, eyes colliding with his—only where hers, she just knew, were wide and awed, his were narrowed and watchful, as though gauging her reaction to him. The alertness of that look, while she’d been all about the heat and sensation, reminded her that David Bennett was a man who knew women very, very well. She’d have to be on her guard. The plan was to use him, not fall for him.

	‘Right, then,’ she said, pulling out of his arms and readjusting the strap of her now slightly squashed evening bag. ‘That’s a perfect example of something that needs to be fixed. The way I flew at you just then. Too impulsive.’

	‘Really? Because I kind of liked it.’

	‘Yes, I could tell,’ she said dryly.

	‘You sure I can’t persuade you to have sex with me instead of all this other stuff?’

	‘Tempted as I am, sex isn’t that missing ingredient you promised to get for me. I can use you much more effectively as my … What would you call it? My male girlfriend?’

	‘Er … no. Do not use the word “girlfriend” to describe me!’

	‘For a man who doesn’t look like he’d have any insecurities about his sexuality, you really are touchy.’

	‘Keep mining that vein and I’ll be forced to prove that I certainly don’t have any insecurities in that area. And very few inhibitions if it comes to that.’

	‘Fine. If you’re going to be super sensitive about it, how about wingman?’

	‘Better.’

	‘So, wingman, back to the way I flew at you a minute ago. You need to train me out of being so impetuous, or at least help me camouflage it.’ She pursed her lips, looking him up and down. ‘I need a little bit of what you’ve got going on yourself.’

	‘Which is what, exactly?’

	‘Ennui. It’s quite irresistible to women, as I’m sure you know.’

	‘Ennui?’

	‘A languorous kind of world-weariness. It’s like you’re chronically bored, and yet amused at the same time. Probably by all of us poor fools trying to be the one to shock you out of your ennui.’

	‘I wouldn’t say I’m bored at the moment,’ he said mildly. ‘And I urge you not to try to shock me out of whatever it is I am. It won’t work.’

	‘Yes, I like that about you. Your unshockability.’

	‘On the other hand, I might shock you.’

	‘Oh, I’m quite sure you will, and I’m looking forward to it. I don’t get shocked nearly enough to suit me.’

	‘I hope you still feel that way when I say something that makes you furious. I don’t want you stalking off in a snit when I’m only doing what you asked me to.’

	‘I generally don’t stalk off in a snit.’

	‘And no punching, slapping, kicking or stabbing me, either.’

	‘No punching, slapping, kicking, stabbing,’ she said, giggling at the absurdity of it. ‘Should I be writing these down? I mean, is it going to turn into some giant manifesto?’

	‘Depends how hopeless a case you are. Which reminds me—how long is it going to take? We need to set a time limit. Because I’m warning you now, I’m not hanging around for ever to walk you down the aisle.’

	‘For one thing, I have a father for that. For another, I don’t want to get married right this second. Marriage is a longer-term goal. For now, I’ll be happy to have a relationship that lasts longer than three weeks. Three weeks and one day will suffice.’

	‘Three weeks and one day from when? First date? First kiss? First sexual encounter?’

	‘Three weeks and one day from … the first date, I think. How will that fit with your painting?’

	‘That’ll work. Let’s aim for mutual satisfaction in six weeks’ time. My painting will be finished by then, and if you haven’t already nailed your guy, you’ll at least be on your way to relationship bliss. Does that sound fair?’

	‘Sounds very fair.’

	‘We’ll meet every Wednesday at my apartment—say, 8:00 p.m. You’ll pose, and I’ll simultaneously preach at you while dissecting your dating efforts. But since we’re both here now, I’ll do a bonus round for you and start my expert tutelage straight away. Here’s something for the manifesto: how to deal with guys who dump girls by text message. Unlock your phone and hand it over so I can respond to that text. And if I find you’ve already sent something mealy-mouthed, I’m going to … Well, I don’t know what I’m going to do, but it won’t be pleasant.’

	‘I don’t generally do mealy-mouthed,’ she said, digging around in her evening bag. ‘In fact, there was a guy—DeWayne Callaghan, if you ever come across him, feel free to spit on him—who wrote something disgusting about Lane on Facebook once, and I favoured him with such an excoriating critique of his post he was begging for mercy within a minute—sadly, before I had the chance to raise the subject of his own critical failing.’

	He was regarding her with a fascinated eye. ‘Which was …?’

	‘Premature ejaculation, and how I would have loved to share that all over social media,’ she said, then sighed as she brought out the phone. ‘Ah well, lost opportunities.’

	‘Good to know that premature ejaculation is not excused,’ David said, through twitching lips.

	‘Nevertheless, I’ll delete what I started so you have a clean slate to work with. Aaaand … here.’ She passed the phone to David. ‘What are you going to say?’

	‘I need to read his message first.’ He looked down at the phone. ‘Goodness! Lusty Liam? Really?’

	‘A misnomer, as it turns out, because he was not lusty. More like Lousy Liam, to be brutally honest. Mind you, there was a Randy Rob who wasn’t randy and a Sexy Sam who wasn’t sexy, as well as a—’

	‘Spare me! No, I mean it, spare me!’ He dipped his head and read the message. Shook his head. ‘Good Lord, you really can pick ’em.’

	‘You’re not telling me anything I don’t already know.’

	‘Don’t worry, bluebell, if there’s a guy out there for you, we’ll find him.’

	‘Bluebell?’

	‘Would you prefer rhododendron? What about hydrangea? Agapanthus?’

	‘Fine!’ she surrendered, laughing. ‘Bluebell it is.’

	‘It’s an eye thing. They’re that colour.’

	‘What do I call you, then?’ She peered into his eyes. ‘What colour are your eyes?’

	‘Bluebell is taken, aside from being way too girly—and remember, do not mention my eyelashes.’

	‘Yes your eyes are very blue,’ she said, but as she looked more closely, more intently, she saw they were the most amazingly dark, swirling, drowning indigo. And something about them, framed in those dark lashes and staring right at her, made her heart do a butterfly-like flutter in her chest.

	‘They’re the colour of a bruise,’ David said, looking away from her suddenly. ‘So you can call me Bruiser—a good alpha male name.’

	‘Alpha? A-ha.’

	‘Remember, my eyelashes are not tinted, brat.’

	‘But it’s not very romantic. Bruiser.’

	‘Neither am I—just for the record. Now come on, it’s time to text.’

	‘What am I going to say?’

	‘Depends.’

	‘On …?’

	‘What he means by the “cultural divide” he says is between you. Is he from overseas? Different religion? A lot older? Surely not younger—you only look sixteen yourself.’

	‘I’m twenty-four, thank you. And he’s twenty-eight, which is in perfect proportion. Plus he’s agnostic. And he’s lived all his life here in Sydney, except for three months in Tokyo.’

	‘Then I don’t get it.’

	‘He means cultural as in him liking foie gras while I love pizza. Him being a Moby Dick kind of guy, whereas I’m crazy about Agatha Christie. The fact that he’s an opera buff, but I’m into pop music. I wear a terry towelling dressing gown, and he has a really short kimono, or whatever you call that thing that’s like a kimono only not as fancy. A bit like a— What’s funny?’

	‘Oh goodness, the vision in my head!’ David choked out. ‘He wears a yukata? A mini yukata?’

	‘Is that what it’s called?’

	‘Yep. And I’m guessing that’s his way of pretending he knows all about Japanese culture because he lived in Tokyo for a few months when he probably knows squat.’ He started laughing again, and that set Sarah off too. He tried to take a breath, failed, tried again and managed it. ‘Sorry.’ Another quick breath. One more. ‘Okay, I think I’ve got it under control—now you get it together, or I’ll start laughing again.’

	‘Okay,’ she managed, in a strangulated wheeze of a voice.

	‘Sarah!’

	‘Sorry.’ Choke, breath, choke, deep breath. ‘Right. Fine, I’m fine.’

	‘So that ludicrous message of his is basically saying you’re not cultured enough for him?’

	‘To be fair, he has a point,’ she admitted. ‘Oh, don’t get me wrong. I read literary novels, just not only literary novels. I always dress perfectly for any occasion, I know what cutlery to use, chew with my mouth closed, and can hold my own in just about any conversation—I work in PR and events and have a huge range of clients, so that’s kind of mandatory. But I certainly have what you might call unsophisticated tastes.’ She grimaced. ‘You should have seen Adam’s face when I asked him to add Coke to one of his precious single-malt whiskies.’

	David’s eyes were heading into fascination territory again.

	‘Anyway,’ she went on decisively, ‘it’s now your job to make me worldly.’

	‘If you want to present yourself to the world as a foie gras-scoffing, single malt-swilling opera lover, then yes, I can help you pretend to be that. But there are plenty of pizza-loving Agatha Christie readers out there we can target instead.’

	‘Have you ever read a book by Agatha Christie?’

	‘No, but that doesn’t mean I wouldn’t.’

	‘Ha! You wouldn’t.’

	‘Seriously, I would.’

	‘Ha!’

	‘Enough already with the “Ha!”’

	‘So what do you like?’

	‘I like pizza, same as you. I prefer wine over beer, cocktails and whisky, and blues over either opera or pop music. And most importantly, I do not wear a yukata and pretend to be Japanese. In fact, if you ever hear that I’ve been caught wearing a yukata outside of Japan, and a mini yukata anywhere on the planet, you’re to shoot me dead.’

	‘Shoot you dead,’ she said, eyes brimming with laughter again. ‘Just don’t stab you.’

	‘Brat! Still, knowing about the yukata and the foie gras makes the text reply easy.’ Ten seconds later, he was hitting ‘Send’.

	‘That was quick!’ Sarah said. ‘What did you— No, what did I say?’

	David held out the phone for her to take. The message was short.

	Go kill yourself

	Sarah gazed at David in frank admiration. ‘I don’t swear—not when there are so many more fabulous words available—but I have to say, I like that.’ She looked down at her phone again. ‘That’s that bridge burned, then.’

	‘Do you care, bluebell?’

	‘Not in the slightest.’

	‘Good. Now, before we go any further, just for future reference, in the normal run of things you shouldn’t denigrate one guy’s sexual performance to another guy. That’s one for the manifesto.’ He frowned. ‘You know what? I’ll bet Loser Liam would call something a “manifesto”, so we’re going to go for something simpler. What about the rulebook?’

	‘The rulebook. Done.’

	‘And I hope you appreciate that I’m batting above the average here when it comes to the rules. We haven’t even left the room and you’re up three lessons.’

	‘Are we really?’

	‘Don’t talk your head off; no dissing a guy’s bed performance to other conquests; be as mean as you like when responding to break-up text messages,’ he said, holding up a finger per point. ‘And on that note, I’m going to block Lousy Lustless Liam, so hand over your phone again. And then I’m going to put my number in there, et cetera, et cetera.’ He busied himself with her phone, then used it to call his own number. ‘There, now I have your number too.’

	‘Okay, so now what?’ Sarah asked, taking her phone.

	‘Now, let’s get out there,’ he said. ‘I’m going to shadow you—not obviously, but I’ll be close enough to see what you’re up to. I want to see how you flirt. I’ll give you a sign when we’ve found the right guy for you to pick up.’

	‘Oh, we’re starting now?’ She looked at the exit. ‘Out there? Together?’

	‘We’re on a tight deadline, bluebell. No time to lose.’ He looked curiously at her when she didn’t move. ‘A few minutes ago you couldn’t wait to absquatulate. What’s the sudden problem?’

	‘It occurs to me that I may have got carried away in here. With just you and me, it seemed easy. You have a way of …’ She trailed off, not quite brave enough to suggest he was a master manipulator. ‘Of putting women at ease.’ Nice save, if she said so herself. ‘But Lane and Adam are out there and that … changes things.’

	‘Changes things how?’

	‘I have no idea how they’ll interpret what’s going on with us.’

	‘It’s straightforward. There’s nothing to interpret.’

	‘Think of the relationship intricacies. What if Lane doesn’t end up with Adam? What if she decides she wants to pick up with you where she left off?’

	‘I told you—past tense.’

	‘But Adam won’t want me anywhere near you, regardless, if she dumps him. And he’s not exactly the most forgiving guy on the planet, so he might not want me anywhere near you even if she doesn’t dump him, now she’s waved you in his face like a red flag at a tank.’

	‘I think you mean red flag at a bull.’

	‘Trust me, I mean tank. And I don’t want to have to watch him kill you over something to do with me.’ She covered her face with her hands. ‘And I know I’ll end up hating you if you hurt my brother—if you hurt him emotionally, I mean, because he’d wipe the floor with you physically.’

	‘Thank you for that vote of confidence.’

	‘I might end up hating Lane, too. And even though I want to slap her right now, I love Lane.’

	‘So just wait it out for six weeks and don’t hate either of us until our time’s up. You won’t have to see me again and you can mop up the rest any way you want. I’ll even help you do it.’

	Her hands dropped, and she regarded him with disbelief. ‘It doesn’t work like that with feelings. You hate people, you like them, you love them, but you do it unconsciously. Even if you’re ambivalent, it’s not something you decide, it just happens.’

	‘In my experience, feelings can be controlled.’

	‘I don’t believe that.’

	‘I’ve seen it, first hand. In fact, I’m adding that topic to the rulebook—controlling one’s emotions. Meanwhile, bluebell, the choice is yours: confess all, or keep me a deep dark secret. Won’t bother me either way.’

	‘How can I keep you a deep dark secret when they’ll see us together out there?’

	‘They won’t see us together. Adam dragged Lane off in highly dramatic caveman style ages ago.’

	‘What? No!’

	‘Why so surprised?’

	‘It’s just not him, to go caveman over a woman.’

	‘I promise you, he was Grade A Neanderthal. Now don’t make me get all caveman and drag you out to the party.’ Pause, while he searched her face. ‘Are we good, bluebell? All I’m doing is painting you with your clothes on. It’s probably the most innocent thing I’ve done for nine years. Not worth any angst.’

	He sounded almost bored. And Sarah felt suddenly, painfully gauche, to be thinking there was anything untoward in what they were doing.

	‘We’re good, I guess,’ she said. ‘But I do want to keep it on the down low, at least for now. Until I figure out the … the ramifications, consequences, complications.’

	‘Not that there should be any ramifications, consequences, complications, but okay, “the down low” it is. A phrase I never thought I’d hear coming out of my own mouth.’ He reached out a finger, flicked it carelessly against her cheek. ‘Now, let’s go and get you hooked up.’

	Sarah smiled, but as they walked out of the storeroom, she couldn’t shake the feeling that she’d dived headfirst into dangerous seas; the shore of her old life was already receding, the undertow dragging her out of her depth.


CHAPTER FOUR

	David Bennett: wingman.

	If anyone had told David he’d end a night out trailing after a girl like an anxious duenna after she’d rejected his sexual advances out of hand, he would have laughed his head off.

	And yet here he was.

	He’d thought he’d swayed the outcome towards sex for a moment in the storeroom when Sarah had arched right into his savagely unapologetic boner. But nope. It was as though she’d made him, somehow. As though she’d twigged that he was testing her. It was a novel experience, being caught out, seen through. And what made the situation even more remarkable was that Sarah had resisted him so easily, right in the middle of telling him he was, in fact, irresistible.

	No, he corrected, he himself wasn’t irresistible; it was his air of ennui that was irresistible. And dang if that didn’t make him want to laugh his head off too. Not that laughing deflated his erection; to his surprise, it had the opposite effect.

	He wondered how many of the men buzzing around Sarah like bees around a honey pot were being similarly afflicted in the groin area. The thought made him uncomfortable in a way he didn’t understand. Unless it was that he wasn’t seeing anyone in the gallery worth their effort—as he’d been communicating to Sarah via a strange telepathy she seemed to understand innately. It was amazing what you could achieve with a series of finger twitches, glancing frowns, eyelid flickers and half-shrugs. He probably looked like a palsy sufferer to anyone watching closely, but the silent language seemed to do the job.

	An engineer called Harry—flick. Edward the dentist—flick. Earnest China expert Felix who’d made a beeline for her and actually kissed her cheek—flick. Four others, gone within as many minutes. It was getting ridiculous. There had to be someone in the room who wasn’t a total loser.

	Sarah had obviously reached the same conclusion, because she was converging on him in her tottering-on-high-heels, stopping-for-a-chat, strutting way, with a determined sparkle in her eye. ‘There has to be one who passes muster,’ she said through a too-large smile as she sidled close to him.

	‘If you’d stop hitting on the conservative intellectual types, we might find him. Who are you trying to date? Your father?’

	‘My father is not conservative.’

	‘All right, then don’t deliberately not date your father. Okay, that sounds repellent, but you know what I mean. Either way, no more guys with glasses and pokers up their backsides.’

	‘They didn’t all wear glasses.’

	‘No, one out of ten didn’t wear glasses. And they all, bar none, had the poker shoved high enough to have them singing falsetto. No, don’t argue, just listen: no glasses, no plain blue ties, no supercilious smirks. Okay?’

	She rolled her eyes. ‘Okay.’

	‘And don’t roll your eyes. You know I’m right.’

	‘I said okay, didn’t I?’

	‘It’s how you said it.’ He swept his eyes around the room—in one direction, then back … and stopped. Victim located. He cocked his head to the left. ‘Over there. The guy with the dark hair, on the long side.’ Slight pause. ‘Too long, if you ask me.’

	‘Hello? You’re talking to me about dating my father but from where I’m standing, I could just date you if that’s going to be your attitude. Are you going to check them for tattoos as well as hair length? What if they ride motorbikes, Dad?’

	‘Shut up, brat,’ he said, trying not to laugh. ‘Look at him, not me. Black suit, white shirt buttoned up to the neck but no tie. See? He’s raising his champagne glass to his lips. Good, he’s seen me. He’s coming over.’

	‘You know him?’

	‘His name’s Craig. He works at the bank.’

	‘I thought you said no more conservatives.’

	‘Not all bankers are conservative. I’m a case in point.’

	‘But you’re only half a banker.’

	‘And even a hundred per cent banker would be better than Lacklustre Liam. Who was what, by the way?’

	‘A lawyer.’

	‘Dear God!’

	‘Now who’s being judgemental?’

	‘If it makes you feel better, Craig is only half a banker, like me.’

	‘What’s the other half?’

	‘Jazz singer. And yes, I know pop’s your thing, but at least it’s not opera, so cope with it. Now come here, your lipstick’s smeared.’ He wiped the corner of her mouth with his thumb. ‘There. Better.’

	‘What about my—’

	‘Shhh, he’s almost here.’

	‘Stop shushing me.’

	‘Stop needing to be shushed. Now, shhh.’ He turned abruptly to welcome his long-haired colleague. ‘Craig! How are you?’

	‘I’m fine, just fine,’ Craig said, but although he was ostensibly addressing David, his eyes were on Sarah. ‘I’m counting this evening a great success, so make sure you say nice things to the CEO, David.’

	‘He’s very pleased; he told me earlier,’ David said, and drew Sarah closer. ‘Craig, this is Sarah Quinn, a friend of mine.’

	‘Quinn,’ Craig repeated slowly. ‘Oh! Was it your brother I met tonight? With Lane? He said his sister was here.’

	‘Yes, that was Adam,’ Sarah said, and if her face had gone a little uh-oh, because this wasn’t exactly a sign that keeping things on the down low was going to work, David suspected Craig wasn’t intuitive enough to notice it.

	‘You look completely different,’ Craig said, looking her over.

	‘That’s because she’s a girl,’ David said ironically, and thought, Idiot. Up close, he could see that not only was Craig’s hair definitely too long, it also needed a split end treatment.

	‘Yes, I can see that,’ Craig said, taking the chance for another up and down examination of Sarah’s tiny frame.

	Yep, hair too long and shaggy. Attitude a little sleazy. And it wouldn’t have killed the guy to wear a tie, would it? ‘Craig, mate, you’re giving Superman a run for his money with the X-ray vision.’

	Sarah gave one of those little chokes of suppressed laughter, and followed it up with a pinch to David’s thigh—hard enough to make him wince.

	‘Actually, I take after my mother,’ she said smoothly. ‘Adam overdosed on Quinn genes.’ She cleared her throat. ‘Do you … um … have a lot to do with Lane at work, Craig?’

	‘Not really,’ Craig said, and David could almost feel the relief ooze out of Sarah. ‘I’m in the public relations department, managing sponsorships and events like tonight’s. I wouldn’t know one of Lane’s economic indicators if it hogtied me and threw me in a truck.’

	‘I work in PR too!’ Sarah said eagerly. Too eagerly. David was going to have to tell her to play it cooler. ‘I’m with Frisk & Frolic. We’re doing the PR for the Western Sydney Arts Festival, which is why Lane thought I should come along tonight—in case there were opportunities for cross promotion with this exhibition. It’s travelling around the city, right?’

	‘The city and then all over the country,’ Craig said, and the conversation was off and running.

	So they had something in common, David thought. Good. Great.

	Although working in the same field could end up being a bit yawn-worthy. Maybe Craig wasn’t the best choice after all. David started looking around the room for alternatives, but was brought up short by the sound of Sarah laughing.

	He tuned into the conversation, discovered Sarah was taking humorous issue with Craig’s bozo-ish interpretation of one of the paintings on display, and found himself gritting his teeth. Craig was an ignoramus; she shouldn’t be indulging him.

	Oh goodness, he really was acting like Sarah’s father. He needed to start behaving like a normal, mature-but-not-ancient wingman. Who would not be thinking about knocking a guy’s arm accidentally-on-purpose to get it away from a girl’s bare elbow. Who’d be thinking about getting himself laid, now his mission had been accomplished.

	Anthea. He would find smart, sexy Anthea, who was as determinedly no-strings as David was, and had given him all the signals earlier in the night. Anthea, who had a calculator rather than a thesaurus for a brain, and whose vocabulary he knew from past experience he could scramble, until the only word she could find was his name, screamed out at the point of climax.

	Climax, orgasm, ejaculation. Arrrrrghhh.

	‘I knew you two would have a lot in common,’ David said, and only when Sarah darted a surprised look at him did he realize he’d bowled that out right in the middle of one of Craig’s sentences. ‘I’ll leave you to your PR discussion.’

	He saw Anthea across the room and headed for her, and the promise of sex. Even though the sure knowledge of exactly how it would go with Anthea filled him with … with ennui!

	Enn-bloody-ui.

	***

	Sarah was very conscious of David across the room, flirting with the buxom bottle-blonde she’d met earlier. Anthea, her name was, and she was waving her sizeable boobs in David’s face so enthusiastically, Sarah suspected he wasn’t going to get his eyes off them long enough to monitor Sarah’s progress with Craig.

	A shame, because she’d landed a date with Craig to hear him sing on Saturday night and she wouldn’t have minded letting David know how quickly she’d managed it. After behaving like a lovelorn desperado in the storeroom, her pride could have used the boost. Which, of course, was counterintuitive! If she wasn’t a lovelorn desperado, she wouldn’t have had to ask David to help her in the first place, would she? And really, it wasn’t as though getting dates had ever been a problem. It was what came afterwards she had trouble with. So—reality check—she didn’t have anything to brag to David about yet.

	She thought ahead to how the date with Craig might unfold. Cool city venue. Starting with champagne, served in those old-fashioned coupe glasses—the ones Naughty Noel had told her were based on the shape of Marie Antoinette’s breasts. (And hooray that someone’s small boobs had been celebrated once upon a time!) Craig making his way to the stage. A quick wave to her from there, making it clear to everyone she was ‘with the band’. Craig moving to the microphone. Then that first sound of his voice—deep … sexy … jazzy. Enthralling everyone.

	Maybe they’d go for a walk in the moonlight after the gig. Stop for supper. He’d want to drive her home, but she’d demur. She lived over the Sydney Harbour Bridge in Mosman, it was too far, a cab would be fine, but maybe next time …?

	Or maybe he’d invite her to his place for coffee or a nightcap. Maybe a kiss goodnight would turn into something more. Maybe they’d end up in bed! Just because she’d never gone that far on a first date before didn’t mean she couldn’t. It wasn’t as though holding out until date four or five had ever got her anywhere other than Dumpsville.

	In fact, the more she thought about it, the smarter it seemed to find out sooner rather than later if there was sufficient sexual compatibility to sustain a relationship—or, conversely, if a guy was the type to lose interest in you the minute he got you between the sheets. In both scenarios, you could cut your losses and move on all the faster, instead of wasting six days the way she had with Liam.

	Maybe she’d get David’s perspective on that next week. Which of course wouldn’t help her on Saturday night with Craig. Unless she could somehow check with David tonight …? She turned in David’s direction, only to see him heading towards the exit.

	How could he be leaving?

	‘Sarah?’

	Sarah jumped, hastily refocusing her attention where it was supposed to be. ‘Sorry, Craig, I was hoping to have a quick word with David.’ She gestured to the exit. ‘But I see he’s heading out.’

	Craig glanced over to where David had been stopped on the threshold by Anthea and chuckled. ‘Yeah, looks like he has another engagement.’

	Sarah forced out an answering chuckle, but as David finally left the building with Anthea, and Craig grabbed her a fresh champagne from a passing waiter, she decided that without David present to give her the benefit of his tutelage there was no point in sticking around.

	For the sake of appearances, she waited until she’d drunk half her champagne before making her excuses, by which time she’d skilfully drawn in three other people to ensure Craig wouldn’t feel abandoned.

	She felt vaguely dissatisfied as she hailed a taxi, which didn’t make sense, given everything had gone according to plan. Nevertheless, the dissatisfaction persisted all the way home.

	Ordinarily, Sarah would have stopped in at her mother’s for a Frangelico, divulged her latest plan, and asked for an opinion on whether she’d done the right thing—but yesterday, her mother had left for her Mediterranean cruise with Massimo (who seemed set to become her fifth husband), so Sarah was going to be on her own for the next few months.

	Not that a four-time divorcee was really a trustworthy love guru. Nor was her mother likely to be objective. Sarah could go on a chainsaw massacre through the city streets and her mother would find a way to make it praiseworthy. Talk about permissive parenting! Adam was always warning Sarah that their mother was her enabler, but Sarah had no complaints.

	Well, maybe one complaint, given it had been her mother who’d suggested Adam take on the job with Lane. Not that anyone could have predicted how that would unfold! Adam had been sent to talk Lane out of her insane plan to hire a tutor to teach her to seduce the super-experienced David Bennett; instead Adam had signed up for the job and had been teaching Lane things Sarah didn’t want to know about for the past seven weeks. The mind positively rebelled! Everything had since gone so haywire, nobody knew what was going on! Even Lane and Adam seemed to be playing a clueless game of who liked whom.

	Sarah had been petrified Lane would fall in love with her commitment-phobic brother, but according to Lane’s super-intuitive housemate Erica, Adam was the one doing the falling—which made Lane’s very deliberate introduction of David Bennett tonight cause for grave concern. Was David Bennett in Lane’s past or her future or nowhere? David said past, but who knew what Lane wanted?

	How was a sister supposed to help her brother under such circumstances? Not, it seemed certain, by getting in the middle of it and posing for his enemy, however innocent the intention. Maybe that was why Sarah really wanted her mother just then—to give her the tick of approval she knew deep down she didn’t deserve.

	Or maybe she was more like her mother than she thought. So desperate to find ‘the one’ she’d try anything—even though in her mother’s case ‘the one’ never seemed to end up being ‘the one’ and people like Bertie, husband number four who was just the best, got thrown on the scrap heap for nothing.

	Well, at least Sarah could be certain David’s advice would be less ‘enabling’ and thus more effective than any she’d get from Elvira Quinn-Smyth-Jacobs-Grahame! Which still didn’t assuage her conscience but at least meant she wouldn’t be throwing Lane and Adam on the pyre to no purpose.

	She headed up the side path to her granny flat, hoping her precious home would soothe her spirits the way it usually did. Her flat was something of a showpiece. Her father was the award-winning architect Xavier Quinn, and because he always spoiled her rotten, he’d designed it to within an inch of its life.

	Not to be outdone, her mother—who was a top-notch interior designer—had thrown herself into decorating the space with her usual vivid passion. It might be tiny, but it was exquisite. Kitchen, dining and living areas merging seamlessly. Pale wood finishes. Violet sofa. Crimson coffee table. Hot pink cabinet holding her slightly battered Agatha Christie novels. A wall of shelves displaying her lovingly collected snow domes.

	The bedroom was no more than an alcove, painted chartreuse, separated from the rest of the space by a blind in a glorious shade of magenta. French doors opened from the living room and her bedroom onto a superb garden, designed by Adam himself even though he had a team of landscapers at his firm (because her brother was every bit as indulgent as their parents) to provide maximum privacy from whatever shenanigans were going on up at the main house.

	The whole of it was like one of her snow domes. An intensely private, tiny world where everything was perfect. Coloured the way she wanted, styled the way she liked, cut off from the wider world, protected, controlled. Not many men cared to make the trek to her place. Many men avoided it out of a misplaced fear they’d be under scrutiny, so close to her mother’s house. But that was the way she liked it—a world where she was in charge of picking and choosing who came and went.

	So why, tonight, as she entered and looked around, did she feel out of step with it? Why was she walking around picking up objects then putting them back while trying to imagine what David’s place looked like?

	Something about David suggested he’d been born fully matured, occupying his own loft apartment. It would be sophisticated, sleek, stylish, minimalist. Pale, cool, neutral colours. Funky metal accents. An easel positioned in a well-lit corner …

	Hmm. From that perspective, he was going to hate her place. He was going to think it was nothing but an overblown, over-coloured, schoolgirl’s cubby house. And she wasn’t even going to be allowed to stalk off in a snit when he told her his opinion.

	She realized with a start that she’d picked up her mother’s favourite snow dome—of Rome’s Trevi Fountain—and was giving it a too-frenzied shake. Ha! As though shaking the snow around ever did anything to change the world inside! However manic the shake, the snow still settled to reveal the same idyll. Was that a reflection of her life? Did she need shaking up? Were her insides static? Or maybe there was something significant about the fact that she’d chosen the Trevi Fountain for this abuse? Some deep-seated aversion to her mother’s latest beau, perhaps?

	O-kay—that was all a bit deep and disturbing. Which is what happened when she was left to her own devices, without her mother or Lane or Erica to bounce things off. And since her mother was on the other side of the world and there was no way could she talk to Erica or Lane just at the moment without revealing her David Bennett perfidy, it was time to pack away the second-guessing for the night.

	She was going to soak her dissatisfaction away in her cedar hot tub, purpose built for her minuscule bathroom (and who cared that David Bennett wouldn’t fit in it without having to break two leg bones?) and then go to bed and forget about David until next Wednesday.

	Unfortunately, as she started to drift off to sleep, an image of David, arms circling her in the storeroom, slid into her brain like a serpent that had been biding its time to strike.

	She sat up, snapping on the bedside light, hoping the sudden brightness would dispel it, but the picture seemed entrenched. She supposed the miracle would have been if she hadn’t thought of that particular moment once she was in bed. His erection wasn’t exactly a forgettable entity—not at that size!

	She’d just bet David knew she was thinking of it, too. It’s not as if he’d been trying to hide it. Not that she believed for a second his state of arousal had anything to do with her specifically. The way Lane had described him, he was the type to always be ready. It meant no more than that tossed-out suggestion of his that they have sex. Nothing more than a bargaining chip—I’ll have sex with you if you pose for my portrait. Arrogant sod!

	She giggled suddenly, remembering how he’d described himself: Yes, I’m an egomaniac, a boaster, a narcissist. He had a sense of humour, at least. Which only made him more dangerous.

	She gave her pillow a thump, turned off the bedside lamp, and yanked the covers up.

	No way was David lying in bed agonizing over everything she’d said and done and thought during the evening. He’d be too busy with Anthea. His hands travelling over Anthea’s balloon boobs. Whispering sex words to her, preparing to plunge into her …

	Sarah sat up abruptly and switched the bedside light on again, because the image in her head was wrong. It wasn’t Anthea in bed with David, it was her. Her heart was racing, her muscles were tense, and there was a heavy, pulsing ache between her thighs that made her want to touch herself … and think about David touching her.

	This had to stop! Aside from the fact that fantasising about him was disgustingly disloyal, she had more important things to think about. Like Saturday night. She turned off the bedside lamp and determinedly dragged Craig’s face into focus in her badly behaved brain. Craig kissing her … her, sliding her fingers into his hair …

	Really, Craig’s hair was a little too long; David was right about that. And it needed a good brush. Although she was fairly certain she’d seen a flake of dandruff on his shoulder at the gallery, and who knew what other dandruff flakes a thorough brushing might dislodge? Perhaps that was why he didn’t brush it?

	She sat up and turned on the bedside light again. ‘Really?’ she said out loud. ‘So buy him some anti-dandruff shampoo!’

	Off went the bedside lamp again—and at that exact moment, a sound like the clash of cymbals pierced the air and she jumped half out of her skin with a strangled scream. What the—?

	Oh! Her phone, in its usual place on her bedside table beside the on-again-off-again lamp, had lit up. Except her phone had never clashed like cymbals before.

	She snapped on the bedside light again. One quick glance at the phone told her the clash of cymbals denoted the arrival of a text from David. Or, as he’d listed himself in her contact list, Dreamboat David.

	She wanted to laugh, but found herself strangely breathless. Her fingers trembled as she opened the message. She was wildly curious about what he might say … and a little bit apprehensive. But the message turned out to be prosaic:

	Address for next Wednesday. SydneyScape Apartments #3011

	Before she could start tapping out a response, the cymbals clashed again, making her jump before she could stop herself. She was going to have to change that tone to something less heart-attack-inducing. A job for tomorrow. But for now, she opened the text.

	Be there or be square

	She was smiling as she composed her own text, but the cymbals clashed once more and a new text popped onto the screen before she could send it:

	Or maybe a circle, a triangle and some rectangles

	Again, she started tapping out a text, only for the cymbals to clash:

	Sorry—cubist joke

	Sarah gave up at that point and sent him a simple nerd emoji.

	As she slid back under the covers, it occurred to her that if David was texting her, he mustn’t be in bed with Anthea. Not that Sarah cared. It was just a stray thought.

	She was still smiling as she drifted into sleep.


CHAPTER FIVE

	Five seconds after hitting the intercom outside the glass doors of SydneyScape Apartments, Sarah found herself in an impressive marble lobby. Spying a desk manned by a well-dressed concierge, she headed in that direction, only to be forestalled by the concierge’s regal wave in the direction of the elevators. As she veered obediently, the concierge picked up the phone on his desk—calling David to announce her arrival, Sarah guessed.

	The elevator doors glided silently open; Sarah stepped in; they glided silently closed. After a hushed ascent, the elevator stopped with an almost non-existent whoosh at the thirtieth floor, disgorging her onto a plush beige carpet that muffled any hint of a footfall.

	She felt a laugh bubbling up in reaction to the almost unnatural silence … until the sight of David leaning against the doorframe of his apartment along the corridor immobilized everything about her, even her vocal cords. All she could do was stare. He was wearing well-worn jeans and a T-shirt that fitted him like a second skin, and he looked even more delectable than he’d looked in a suit. She couldn’t quite believe that she’d had the nerve to make a deal with this handsome, poised, intimidatingly perfect man.

	And then he smiled, and Sarah found herself walking, Pied Piper style, towards him.

	‘What’s in the suit bag?’ he asked, when she reached him.

	‘What I’m wearing,’ she said, sounding a little too breathless for her liking. She cleared her throat. ‘For the painting. It wasn’t an easy decision to make.’

	He stepped into the apartment, holding the door open for her. ‘No? Why so hard?’

	‘Well, it’s a portrait.’

	‘Yeees.’

	‘And I want to look … historic. I first thought maybe a business suit, but that seemed kind of boring. Next, I went for a day dress—one with poppies, very cheerful—but who wants to be quite that casual on canvas?’ She stepped over the threshold. ‘I also tried on a basic black ensemble, but it smacked a little too much of a crime writer’s publicity shot, so, I … I … Oh!’ As she took in the big, airy room.

	Bright, exotic rugs scattered across dark wooden floorboards. A couch in a deep, velvety orange. There was a low wooden coffee table, two cabinets holding intriguing treasures and several tables topped with quirky artefacts. The walls were covered with modern paintings of different styles and sizes. There were two groupings of Aboriginal spirit poles in earthy colours each side of French doors that opened onto a deck, through which Sarah could see a beautifully lit sculpture soaring skywards, the twinkling lights of the city almost close enough to touch, and the Sydney Harbour Bridge in the distance. There were doors at either end of the room. Sarah guessed one led to the kitchen and dining room; the other to the bedrooms and bathrooms.

	‘Uh-oh, you’ve stopped talking!’ David said, laying the suit bag across the couch. ‘What’s wrong?’

	‘Your apartment,’ she answered, and then laughed as the rest of what he’d said hit her. ‘Oh, you! I don’t talk all the time, you know.’

	‘Well, I haven’t slept with you, so I can’t say what happens then.’

	‘Ha-ha-ha.’

	‘So what’s wrong with my apartment?’

	‘It’s just not what I expected.’

	‘What did you expect?’

	‘Something a little more Don Juan, only modern.’

	‘The mind boggles at what a modern Don-Juan-style apartment would look like.’

	‘To start with, it would have nude etchings!’ she said smartly.

	‘I’m never going to live down those etchings, am I? Thank goodness I’m not painting you naked or you’d have me pegged as a dirty old man.’

	‘Actually, how old are you?’

	‘Thirty-four—old enough to be deemed decrepit by your peer group. But I’m not dirty, I promise.’ He grinned. ‘Although I can be, on request.’

	‘And how often is that requested?’

	‘More often than you’d believe. Why? Are you sorry you didn’t take me up on my original offer?’

	‘Oh, if I’d known it was dirty sex on offer, who knows what I might have agreed to?’ She gave a gusty sigh. ‘Ah well, lost opportunities—a bit like that premature ejaculator I told you about last week.’

	‘Hey, don’t rope me in with any premature ejaculators!’

	‘Well, I haven’t slept with you, so I can’t rule you out there.’

	‘You’re such a brat,’ he said, laughing.

	She poked her tongue out at him, and then looked around again. ‘Seriously, I love this. It makes me think that perhaps you’re going to—’ She stopped herself. It didn’t matter if David Bennett liked her backyard granny flat. He’d never see it. ‘Never mind. Are any of the paintings yours?’

	‘That landscape.’ Pointing. ‘The dancers.’ Point. ‘And the still life over there.’ Another point.

	She walked closer to each in turn, examining them carefully. They were completely different subjects, but had a common style. Jagged lines, harsh brushstrokes, violent splashes of colour.

	‘They’re sort of … brutal,’ she said.

	David had come up behind her. ‘I was in a brutal frame of mind at the time. But don’t worry, bluebell, I’m not feeling brutal at the moment; you’ll turn out differently.’

	She turned to him. ‘How am I going to turn out? You’re not really going cubist on me, are you? Because I was envisaging something more glamorous, along the lines of Gustave Leonard de Jonghe. Timeless elegance. The kind of portrait you can hang at the top of a sweeping staircase today and it will still look good in fifty years. It’s a matter of … of posterity. I mean, spare a thought for all those people who had their portraits done in the Eighties and now have to look at themselves with mullet hairdos and shoulder pads! Now they could have done with a bit of cubism. But the dress I brought with me has a touch of the 1930s about it, and the Thirties have stood the test of time. Plus, I’m really hoping my feet are going to make it into the painting because the matching shoes are gorgeous.’

	‘I’ll tell you what,’ David said, and his lips were doing that twitch she’d figured out meant he was trying not to laugh. ‘You get changed and show me, and then we’ll see.’ He gestured to the door leading off the room to the right. ‘The guest bathroom is through there, first on the left.’

	‘Okay, but while I’m gone, try to visualize Gustave Leonard de Jonghe’s Dressing For The Ball.’

	‘Just be gone, brat, or the only thing I’ll be visualizing is your backside under my hand.’

	‘Oooh, promises, promises,’ Sarah said, and as he made a grab for her, she yelped and jumped backwards. ‘All right! Going!’ she said, laughing.

	‘Good!’ he said sternly, but he was laughing too.

	***

	David wasn’t sure what to expect of Sarah’s take on a nineteenth-century painting in a 1930s-style dress, but when Sarah re-entered the room with a ‘Ta-da!’ and a twirl he was momentarily speechless.

	She looked good, but in a bad way. An uncomfortable way.

	The dress was a rich, deep ruby, with ruching from bodice to hip that made her shape seem sexier than it had last week. And the red shoes? Six inches of wet dream.

	‘Did you wear that for your date with Craig?’ David asked, before he knew the words had formed. Not that the question wasn’t reasonable—everything about her dates was within range as far as he was concerned. But the challenging tone that went with them, not so much. Because there wasn’t anything to challenge. He’d practically set the date up for her, hadn’t he? She was free to wear whatever she wanted.

	‘Of course not,’ she scoffed, apparently either not noticing or not being offended by his tone. ‘A jazz bar screams basic black. But how did you know about the date?’

	‘Well, duh, we work in the same office. I introduced you. Of course he told me he was taking you out when I … er … accidentally ran into him.’

	‘Accidental, huh?’

	‘That’s my story and I’m sticking to it.’

	‘So I guess you accidentally ran into him afterwards so you know what happened on the date, too.’

	‘He’s interstate this week so no, but— Hang on. Why? What hap—’

	‘And if I had worn this dress, what would you say?’

	‘I’d say it was overkill.’ At least for that dipincredible. ‘So what did hap—’

	‘Where do you want me to stand?’

	‘Not stand, sit.’ He gestured to an armchair. ‘There.’ Pointing to the small table beside it. ‘And up to you, but I poured you a glass of wine to help you relax.’

	‘Thank you,’ Sarah said, sitting. She picked up her glass and took a sip. ‘Now what happens?’

	‘Now you talk while I sketch.’

	‘Talk. Okay. It’s nice and warm in here.’

	‘Reverse-cycle air conditioning.’

	‘I love your couch.’

	‘I’m glad to hear it.’

	‘The rugs, too.’

	‘Glad to hear that, as well.’

	‘So … the portrait. What’s it going to be? Watercolour? Oil?’

	‘Oil.’

	‘Where’s the painting equipment?’

	‘I’ve turned one of the bedrooms into a studio.’

	‘Why don’t we do the sketching part there?’

	‘Because.’

	‘I like the view. Through the French doors.’

	He stopped sketching and looked at her. ‘Okay. Pause it there, bluebell. Are we doing eye of newt and toe of frog, or are we just going to talk about paint colours and fabric swatches?’

	She looked at her lap, tapping one foot, then the other, on the rug, which he assumed was the seated equivalent of shifting foot to foot, which he’d seen her do in the storeroom when she wanted to bolt. And he felt the hairs on the back of his neck stand up.

	‘What happened on Saturday night, Sarah?’ he asked, and he accepted the challenging tone this time because this he needed to know. If that mongrel had stepped out of line with a girl David had introduced him to, he was going to beat the garbage out of him and then make him eat it.

	‘Nothing,’ she said, and sighed. ‘Really, nothing. It’s just … I think it was a failure. Sorry to disappoint you.’

	Stand down, David. ‘Are you going to give me the details?’

	‘I’m not sure there’s a lot to tell. I’m not even sure what went wrong. Or what constitutes an important date indicator, for that matter. So maybe you can ask me questions. For example, does it matter what he wore?’

	An image of Craig in a yukata flashed in David’s head and those hairs on his neck stood to attention again. Not that he cared, even if she’d seen him stark naked … except that he did, dang it! It was too soon. And Craig wasn’t … wasn’t worthy. He should have put a stop to Craig at the gallery the minute he’d assessed the sleaze quotient. ‘Yes, it matters,’ he said, and could tell from the snap in his voice that his temper was on a leash.

	‘Black pants. White shirt. Green vest.’

	And relax. Not naked.

	‘And a fedora,’ she added as an afterthought.

	‘A what?’

	‘A fedora. It’s a hat.’

	David bent his head down, and started sketching. ‘Yes, I know what a fedora is.’

	‘Are you laughing?’

	‘I’m trying, manfully, not to.’

	‘Then maybe control your dimples.’

	‘They’re a law unto themselves.’

	‘Oh, they so are not. But come on, what else do you need to know?’

	‘Did he pick you up?’

	‘No. I live across the Bridge. I never expect to be picked up from home. It’s too inconvenient. Even though Adam says anyone who doesn’t want to come and pick you up for a date isn’t worth the effort.’

	‘I don’t care what your brother says, you don’t let a new guy know where you live. So your answer is right, but your motivation is wrong: it’s not about what’s convenient for the guy, it’s about weeding out the psychos and stalkers for the girl. Rulebook moment.’

	‘Weed out psychos. Check.’

	‘Big check, or I’ll be the one going psycho. Okay?’

	‘Okay. Although Adam seems to think the threat of him beating the living daylights out of any guy who lays a finger on me is enough to keep them in check.’

	‘Violence is never the answer. Avoidance is the key.’

	‘And then of course, I live in a granny flat out the back of my mother’s house, so she’s usually in screaming distance in an emergency.’

	‘Usually?’

	‘Well, she’s jaunting around the Mediterranean at the moment before heading to Italy with her new boyfriend Massimo, so she’ll be away for a few months.’

	‘Now there, you see? You just rattled that off to me without giving it a second thought. If we were at your flat, any curb on my behaviour your mother’s proximity may have had would be instantly negated.’

	‘Oh. Yes. I see. Should I not have told you that?’

	‘You can tell me anything. It’s everyone else you need to be cautious about. Okay?’

	‘Okay.’

	He sighed. ‘So you met him at the bar …’

	‘Yes.’

	‘And, presumably, he bought you a drink before he took to the stage.’

	‘Yes.’

	‘Sheesh, it’s like getting blood out of a stone,’ he said, and stopped sketching to fix her with a no-nonsense look. ‘What did he buy you?’

	Pause. Long.

	‘Sarah?’

	‘All right. Passion Pop. A bottle. For us to share.’

	‘What the actual idiot! Did you drink it?’

	‘Um … yes?’ she squeaked.

	‘Um … no! Unless a guy knows you very well, he shouldn’t order a drink for you without asking what you like. Especially an abomination like Passion Pop—Goodness H Goodness!—but not even a bottle of Cristal—which, incidentally, only a poser would buy for you on the first date.’

	‘You poured me a glass of wine without asking what I wanted, and this is only the second time we’ve met.’

	He bent his head forward to the sketch again. ‘Ah, but that just happened to be the wine I’d opened for myself, and this is my apartment not a wanky jazz bar, and we’re not on a date.’ He stopped suddenly, looked up. ‘And you can tell me—right now—if you don’t like it, and I’ll get you something else.’

	‘I like it.’

	‘You’re blushing. And to prove to you how well I know women, I’ll tell you that I worked out the first time you blushed that you do that when you lie.’

	‘You did?’

	‘I did. Now, for rulebook: hanging out with girls who agree with everything you say and like everything you like is boring. Don’t ever do that unless you really do agree with everything a guy says and like everything he likes. And if you do truthfully agree with everything he says and like everything he likes, dump him anyway. I’m telling you—boring!’

	‘Fine. You found me out. I don’t like the wine. I don’t like Pinot Noir at all. Happy?’

	‘Fine. I’ll get you something else.’

	‘Fine. But am I supposed to like Pinot Noir?’

	‘Fine. Hang on! What?’

	‘I mean, is it unsophisticated to dislike an entire grape varietal?’

	‘Who cares?’

	‘I do.’

	‘Well, Sarah,’ he said, ‘I could bang on about their being Pinot Noirs and Pinot Noirs, but that would make me an insufferable prick. So why don’t you just tell me what wine you actually like? Or do you hate wine, and I need to mix you a cocktail?’

	‘Fine. In white wine, I like Chardonnay, as long as it’s super cold. In red, Shiraz.’

	David laid his sketchbook on the coffee table. ‘I don’t have any Chardonnay quite that cold, so Shiraz it is.’

	***

	As David disappeared through the doorway Sarah presumed led to the kitchen, she contemplated getting up to re-examine his paintings for clues about his ‘brutal frame of mind’. Why brutal? What had happened? It was a mystery. He was a mystery. And she was intrigued—almost enough to not care if he caught her snooping.

	But before she could give in to curiosity, David was back with a decanter and two glasses. He poured a glass for Sarah and one for himself, and as she sipped, he picked up his sketchbook and started drawing again.

	Silence.

	And then he sighed and put down his sketchbook again. ‘Why can’t you sit still?’

	‘Drinking wine requires movement.’

	‘It’s not the wine. It’s this …’ He squirmed, demonstrator-style. ‘You’re fidgeting.’

	‘Maybe I’d better top up my wine. That might help me relax.’

	‘Drink away. But if you slide into a drunken stupor and I have to book you in for AA meetings at the end of this, I won’t be impressed.’

	‘Do not slide into drunken stupor. Check.’

	‘Brat,’ David said, and went back to drawing.

	While he sketched, Sarah pondered the idea of being still. She’d never thought of herself as either still or not still—she just was. ‘Is it a good thing?’ she asked.

	‘What?’

	‘Stillness.’

	‘It’s neither good nor bad. Like Pinot Noir.’

	‘But you like it, right?’

	‘Yes.’ He raised his eyebrows meaningfully at her. ‘Especially when I’m sketching.’

	‘Oh, you! Seriously, is it an attractive quality in a woman?’

	‘It suggests a certain confidence, to be still. And confidence is always attractive.

	‘So, yes.’

	‘So, yes, I guess. Now, back to Craig. What happened post-Passion Pop?’

	‘We talked.’

	‘About?’

	‘Music.’

	‘And what did he think of your preference for pop music?’

	Sarah did the foot tap thing again.

	‘Saaaaraaaah? You did tell him, right?’

	‘It didn’t come up.’

	‘Blushing.’

	Her hand came up to her cheek. ‘Oh, but it’s not a lie. Not really.’

	‘You were at a bar, where he was scheduled to perform, talking about music, and he never asked you what kind of music you liked?’ He shook his head. ‘Not buying it. I mean, he’s a moron but not that much of a moron.’

	‘If he’s a moron, why did you introduce me to him?’

	‘Because I’m a moron.’

	She started laughing. ‘Oh, you!’

	‘It’s true. I’ll choose better next time. Now come on, spit it out. Music.’

	‘The subject really didn’t come up, because …’ Her eyes squeezed shut. ‘Because I told him jazz was my favourite type of music before he could ask me and that was the end of that.’

	‘I see,’ David said.

	Sarah opened one cautious eye, then the other, biting her bottom lip.

	‘Stand up and go over to the glass doors, will you?’ David said.

	‘Why? Are you going to make me jump off the balcony?’ she asked with a nervous half-laugh, clutching her wineglass like a lifeline.

	‘Yes, if you do something like that again. But for now, just move. Okay, stop … right … theeere, good. Turn side-on.’ Sketch, sketch, sketch. ‘What else did you and Craig talk about?’

	‘Golf.’

	‘And?’

	‘Football.’

	‘Okay, I think I can see what went down. You talked about everything that interests him, and nothing that interests you.’

	‘But I told you, I can talk about—’

	‘Anything, yep, got it, PR girl. Face me.’ Pause while he drew. ‘And then he sang.’

	‘Yes.’

	‘Was he any good?’

	‘Truthfully, he was singing in the wrong register.’

	‘So he sucked? Come on, gloves off.’

	‘He was … not good.’

	‘So when he rejoined you, you said … what?’

	‘You don’t really think I was going to tell him how bad he was!’

	‘There are ways, and there are ways.’

	‘Whatever “ways” there are, they’re not my ways, are they? I’ve clearly been doing things the wrong way my entire life.’

	‘Hey, enough with the italics! Just tell me what your “way” was on Saturday night.’

	‘I told him he was brilliant,’ she mumbled. ‘As anyone with a modicum of … of politeness in their character would have done.’

	‘His mother, maybe. No—don’t argue.’ He started sketching again. ‘Rulebook: excessive politeness does not a memorable date make. It’s the same in principle as agreeing with everything a guy says.’

	‘Okay, but he didn’t seem bored.’

	‘Turn a little to the left, but keep looking at me.’ Pause, while he looked between her and his sketch. Then, super-innocent: ‘So he called you on Sunday, I suppose, after you were so obliging as to sing his praises and agree with everything he said?’

	‘No, but I didn’t really want him to. And anyway, they never call the next day, do they?’

	It was a rhetorical question, but David answered it anyway. ‘Yes, Sarah, they do. If they’ve had a great time and they want to have another one, they call you the next day. Sometimes they even call you later that night.’

	‘Or text?’

	‘Or text.’

	‘Like you texted me?’ she said, and laughed.

	Pause, and then David batted that away. ‘Yeah, don’t get too puffed up in your own conceit there, bluebell. It’s Craig who should have been doing it. Craig, your date.’

	‘Well, Erica never seems bothered by it when they don’t call straight away.’

	‘Who’s Erica?’

	‘Erica Wilder. One of my two best friends. Lane’s housemate. She’s a flight attendant.’

	David’s eyes widened appreciatively. ‘A flight attendant?’

	‘What is it with guys and flight attendants?’

	‘It’s a women in uniform thing.’

	‘More like a mile-high club fantasy.’ She took a giant sip of wine. ‘Before you get carried away, I’ll tell you what I told Adam: Erica has a boyfriend. And about a hundred guys waiting in the wings hoping Jeremy drops dead.’

	‘Adam? And Erica? I thought he wanted Lane.’

	‘Long story, which I am not going to go into.’

	‘Well if Erica could get your brother’s eyes off Lane after what I saw of him at the gallery last week, she must be something else. And you’re telling me there’s nothing special about flight attendants?’

	‘It’s not about her job. It’s about …’ waving her wineglass ‘… her.’

	‘Beautiful, is she?’

	‘Very.’

	‘Smart and confident and classy?’

	‘Very.’

	‘Experienced with men?’

	‘Very.’

	‘And these men swarming all over her never call her the next day?’

	‘I … She … They … Hmm …’ She frowned, like she was trying to pull up memories. ‘Maybe it’s that she doesn’t always take their calls.’

	‘Ah, now that’s quite different.’

	***

	David could tell the moment the implication sank in because her eyes bugged out. ‘That means they just don’t call me the next day. Or even the day after that. Or in Craig’s case, four days after! Well if that doesn’t totally … totally … Oh! And those dimples of yours are not helping me feel better about it.’

	‘You’ve really got it in for my dimples tonight. Most girls like them.’

	‘I’m not most girls,’ she said darkly.

	‘You don’t like them?’

	‘Not tonight, I don’t.’ She looked at him. ‘And there they go again! Indenting, in that infuriating way.’

	‘So tell me, bluebell, dimples aside, are you sticking with me, or are you going to sack me as your adviser and hire Erica the paragon of feminine pulchritude?’

	She pursed her lips for a long, thoughtful moment. And then she said slowly, ‘Erica’s advice usually ends with her saying there are plenty of fish in the sea, so get out my rod and reel.’

	‘Good advice, if you’re angling for a cyclothone.’

	‘A what?’

	‘A cyclothone. The most common fish in the sea. They’re everywhere. But you see, I don’t think you want an everywhere fish, bluebell. You want something like a Fan Caulofrino Fin Fish—very hard to find, but once it’s attached to a female, it’s hers for life.’

	‘Hers for life,’ she repeated thoughtfully. ‘Yes, I like that. It’s exactly what I want. Someone for life.’

	‘And now that you’ve let me compare your future husband to a truly hideous-looking fish, I think it’s time we talked about the negs.’

	‘The what?’

	‘The negs. You’ve heard of guys negging girls, right?’

	‘No.’

	‘But I’ll bet it’s been done to you, even if you didn’t know it was happening. Guys do it all the time to good-looking girls, trying to take them down a peg or two in the hope of getting laid.’

	‘Charming.’

	‘Actually, it’s pathetic, but it seems to work.’

	‘Example?’

	He put his sketchpad down. ‘Say we’re in a bar …’ Walking towards her. ‘And I come over to you.’ Stopping in front of her. ‘I’m nervous, because you’re a ten and I’m barely scraping a seven on a good day. So I might look at your hair.’ Looking at her hair. ‘And I nod, as though to say, Not bad. Not good mind you, but not bad. You’re starting to think there’s something wrong with your hair. But then, I say, “Nice,” and you’re feeling better. Maybe even starting to preen. Until I add, “You’re doing the two-tone hair on purpose, right? Blonde with black roots? I didn’t know the 1980s Blondie thing was back in fashion, but you go girl.”

	‘And voila! You’ve been negged. You’re going to speak to me, and it’s not because I gushed about your pretty blonde hair, but because I rearranged our relative social values. I’ve indicated you’re not that special. I’m saying that even though twenty other guys have been kissing your tush all night, I’m not going to. I’m not responding like all those other guys—therefore I have a power those other guys don’t. You want to know why I’m not tripping over my tongue for you. You’re wondering how you’re going to get me kissing your tush like everyone else.’

	‘Well, I’m certainly not wondering if my dark roots are showing, since I’m a natural blonde.’

	‘Maybe you’ll tell me that … but that still means you’re talking to me, doesn’t it?’ And then he smiled, and his eyes dipped to just below where the ruching of her dress finished, low on her belly. ‘Natural blonde, huh?’

	She looked where he was looking and her mouth dropped open. ‘Oh. My. Goodness.’

	Up came his eyes, brimming with silent laughter. ‘See? The conversation is begun, whichever way you want to play it.’

	‘I need to see this in action.’

	‘Any nightclub, any bar, any weekend, you’ll see it. And the thing is Sarah, you can turn the tables and do it yourself. In fact, I want you to do it. To try it, at least.’

	But she was shaking her head vehemently. ‘Sorry, I can’t see myself talking about a guy’s pubic hair, even tangentially. Not going to happen. I need another example.’

	‘Okay. Craig’s fedora—God, the options! But we’ll do an easy one. Something like, “My grandfather always told me gentlemen only wore hats outside—is this a new thing, wearing them indoors?” See? It doesn’t have to be vicious, just something to show him that you’re not going to fawn all over him. Once he knows he has to work to get you, he’s invested. He’ll be plotting to get you out on another date, calculating how soon he can call you.’

	‘Hmm, I think I get the idea,’ she said, but she sounded doubtful.

	He was close enough to smell her, now. To touch her. To … taste her. What would she do if he licked her, just below one of her ears, where the delicious scent she was wearing would be warm and heady?

	Goodness! Where had that sprung from? No licking allowed.

	He hightailed it back to his sketchbook, flipped to a fresh page, and started drawing hard enough to tear through the page. He rubbed a thumb over the tear, as though that would smooth out his own sudden edge.

	‘But it seems a terrible way to live, hurling insults at each other,’ she said.

	Time for a fresh page, some lighter pencilling. ‘You don’t live like that—it’s just how you meet. And the goal isn’t to insult someone. It’s just a way of piquing a little interest where you might otherwise have struggled to be noticed. Once you’ve hooked your fish, you can pack away the bait and start to get to know the other person.’ He looked down at his sketch, then back to Sarah. ‘Face me straight on. Yes, good.’

	‘I just can’t quite believe that tactic could really work.’

	‘Then I guess I’ll have to prove it to you. What are you doing Saturday night?’

	‘Having a drink with Erica, and I can’t not go because she’ll smell a rat.’

	‘Oh, I want you to go! The legendary Erica is the perfect target.’

	‘Perfect tar—?’ She stopped, looking confused … and then suddenly not. ‘Oh! No! No, you’re not going to neg Erica?’

	‘Sure am.’

	‘In front of me?’

	He was sketching again. ‘No point otherwise.’

	‘It won’t work.’

	‘If it doesn’t, I’ll buy you a bottle of Passion Pop.’

	‘Ha ha ha! Anyway, we’ll never know because, I can’t let you try. Not with Erica.’

	He stopped drawing and looked at her. ‘Because …?’

	‘Because of Lane. Not that Lane is going to be there, but Erica knows who you are and she’ll tell Lane. And I …’ She shrugged, looking sheepish. ‘I still haven’t worked out how to tell Lane what’s happening here.’

	‘But I’ve never met Erica,’ David said—and then the truth dawned. ‘Wait! Are you telling me I’ve been discussed between the three of you as a potential lover for Lane?’

	‘Well … yes. But in a highly complimentary way.’

	He started laughing. ‘If I’d known Lane was that interested, I’d have moved faster and nailed her.’

	‘It’s not funny, you … you …’

	‘Mongrel?’

	‘Beast.’

	‘Ouch.’

	‘Animal. Swine, rat, skunk, dog.’

	‘Going the whole barnyard are we?’

	‘Brute, monster—’

	‘Aaand I think we have it covered.’

	‘Maybe you should have moved faster,’ she said hotly. ‘Then I wouldn’t be here now, and Adam wouldn’t be looking so miserable, and I … I … and … ooooohh. You know what? I want to punch you, even though I don’t generally punch people.’

	Could a pixie look fierce? Because that’s what Sarah looked like: a fierce pixie. He wanted to hug her. He threw his sketchpad and pencil onto the coffee table. ‘Come on. Take your best shot. Get it out of your system.’

	‘I’m not going to punch you. I just want to.’

	‘So unclench that fist you’ve got going there, champ,’ he said, and almost laughed again as she looked down at it as if she’d never seen her own hand before. ‘Sarah? Sarah! Listen to me.’

	‘No.’

	‘Yes. It’s important.’ He waited until she looked at him—well, glared at him. ‘Lane and me? It’s ancient history, and I’m not the kind of guy who looks back. So you keep me a secret, even though I think it’s stupid, that’s fine by me, no problem. But I swear, if you start getting all violent and tortured over something that did not even come close to happening …? Then not only am I going to go all cubist on your arse, but I am going to make sure your shoes don’t make it into the painting either. Got it?’

	She kept glaring at him, but finally, with a stamp of one foot, capitulated. ‘Okay! Got it! No need to have a coronary.’

	‘Fine.’

	‘Fine,’ she sniffed.

	‘And I have a solution for Saturday night, so you can relax about that, too.’

	‘What is it?’

	‘I’ll use a false name. What do you think about Lucas Green? It has a suitably MI5 feel to it. Matches the whole “down low” ethos, don’t you think?’

	She laughed then, and he knew she didn’t want to so it charmed him all the more. ‘For a banker, you’re kind of out there, you know.’

	‘Yes, I do seem to be these days. But then again, I’m only half a banker. So, when and where on Saturday?’

	‘I’m meeting Erica at six o’clock at Midnight Madness in Newtown—do you know it?’

	‘Yes, I know it. Unfortunately.’

	‘Hey, what’s wrong with it?’

	‘Let’s just say it attracts quite a young crowd.’

	‘Um … yeah! In case you hadn’t noticed, I happen to be young.’

	The simple comment pulled David up short, and he looked at her, really looked at her, absorbing the truth of that. She was young—in years, in appearance, in outlook. Why was it shocking him to acknowledge that when it was the simple truth? ‘Yeah, I guess you are, aren’t you?’ he said, and stuck on a smile he couldn’t quite make himself feel. ‘Okay then, Midnight Madness it is, and I’ll try to repress my old-man shudders.’

	‘Thank you sooooo much.’

	‘What time should I arrive?’

	‘Between six-thirty and seven?’

	‘Done. Now, lean a little towards me, that way you do.’

	‘What way?’ she asked, and David could only marvel. She really had no idea.

	‘Like you’re going to tell me a secret.’

	‘Like this?’ Leaning.

	‘Perfect.’

	‘I was just thinking …’

	‘Hmm?’

	‘What you said about Craig. What do I do if he calls me?’

	‘You tell him you’re not interested. But you’ll be blocking him anyway, so he won’t be able to call.’

	‘I will?’

	‘You will.’

	‘Then what will you do if he asks you about me?’

	‘I’ll tell him you’re not interested.’

	‘Are we sure I’m not interested?’

	‘We’re sure. We don’t date people who wear fedoras inside bars and then don’t call us for four days.’

	She sighed. ‘Good thing I didn’t follow through on my compatibility plan, then.’

	‘Your what?’

	‘I’ve been weighing up the pros and cons of having sex as early as possible in a relationship. Is it something you do yourself? Have sex on the first date?’

	His pencil stopped on the page. One, two, three beats, and then he looked over at her.

	‘So that’s an affirmative,’ she said—and talk about smug! ‘As I already knew.’

	‘Whoa! Just— Whoa! In my case, they’re called one-night stands, because I’m not interested in a relationship. Your case is completely different.’

	She shrugged—a little too casually. ‘But it still makes sense to fast-track the easy stuff, if you ask me.’

	‘Easy stuff? Sex is the easy stuff?’

	‘Yes. Does the sex work—yes or no? If the answer is no, you can call it quits with minimal time wasted. If the answer is yes, you move on and explore the more emotional areas.’ Another shrug. ‘It’s like snipping off the low-hanging fruit first.’

	‘Low-hanging—?’ David took a deep breath, and then surprised himself by bursting into laughter again. ‘Remind me to keep the scissors and my low-hanging fruit out of your reach!’

	Sarah’s eyes dropped to the front of his jeans.

	‘Thank you!’ David said, when she started giggling. ‘Nice to know my genitalia is the source of some amusement to you.’

	‘I haven’t actually seen it so I can’t say.’ Another giggle. ‘Although I certainly felt it last week in the storeroom.’

	‘It’s a mystery to me why you haven’t been murdered yet,’ David mused, and when she giggled again said, ‘All right, brat, let’s back up a step. Tell me: did you want to have sex with Craig?’

	‘I definitely thought about it.’

	‘So that’s a “no”. Because if you wanted to have sex with him, you would have had it, trust me.’

	‘But he didn’t call me, which has to mean he wasn’t interested in having sex with me.’

	‘Different things, sex and dating,’ he said dismissively. ‘I’ll bet he kissed you goodnight—or at least tried to.’

	‘Well, yes.’

	‘How did he kiss you?’ David asked and then regretted the question. The idea of messy, sloppy, long-haired Craig with his mouth near Sarah was making him feel queasy.

	‘What do you mean, how?’

	Oh goodness. And now he had to get specific with his words? ‘Cheek, mouth, tongue?’ he got out. ‘Did he whisper anything?’ Dear God. ‘Sniff you?’

	‘Cheek. Then mouth. No tongue. No whispers. No sniffing. And I was wearing Jasmin Noir.’

	Okay, that was too adorable not to enjoy. ‘Jasmin Noir and he didn’t even sniff you? Goodness, what a slow top!’

	‘Dimples! I can see them! And stop twitching your mouth.’

	‘Sorry, but it’s funny. So … what did he smell like?’

	She frowned, as though trying to recall, but in the end, shook her head. ‘I don’t think he was wearing any cologne.’

	‘Now there you’re wrong. Craig drenches himself for a regular day in the office, so I’m going to go out on a limb and suggest he wears at least a hint of Old Spice when he’s on a date.’ Which meant what? Not much of a kiss had occurred—that seemed certain! Good. Craig was the worst possible choice, a huge mistake on David’s part. ‘So … what? Didn’t he get close enough for long enough?’

	‘Of course he got close enough. I told you, he kissed me.’

	‘What did he do with his hands? Where did he put them?’

	‘On my shoulders. Hey!’ As David shook his head, disgusted … and relieved. ‘It was a simple goodnight kiss, not a deep-dive tonsillectomy!’

	‘And you didn’t like it, did you?’

	‘It was … all right.’

	‘Wow. That good, huh?’

	‘Well, it wasn’t bad, anyway.’ She sounded exasperated … but then her eyes narrowed slightly and her tongue came out to tap her top lip for a moment. Next moment, she was depositing her wineglass on the closest table. ‘I’ll show you.’

	And as Sarah started walking towards him, David’s mind went completely blank.

	***

	Sarah wasn’t sure what she was doing was a good idea, or even why she was doing it, but she was doing it anyway.

	David had gone as still as a statue. He didn’t move even when she took the sketchbook and pencil from his slack hands and put them on the coffee table. She was close enough to smell him now, in a way she couldn’t remember smelling Craig, and concentrated on trying to define what it was about the scent of him that was so alluring. Patchouli … dark rose … brandy cream. Delectable.

	David’s nostrils had flared, like he could smell her, too. Why, oh why, wasn’t she wearing Jasmin Noir? Maybe then, she wouldn’t be kissing him, he’d be kissing her. Wait! What? No! This wasn’t a real kiss. It was a demonstration.

	Demonstration, she repeated in her head as she put her hands on David’s shoulders.

	She raised herself as high as she could on her toes, and brushed her mouth against his cheek. A quick swirl of impressions assaulted her. That wondrously complicated scent. The raspy feel of the stubble on his cheek, against her mouth. The way his shoulders tensed suddenly under her hands. How his body seemed to lock. Her thumping heart. The slap of need low in her belly. A desire to touch her tongue to his skin, slide her hands over his chest.

	She adjusted her stance, subtly bringing her thighs closer together because she wasn’t sure they wouldn’t go in opposite directions if she didn’t take charge of them, then chastely pressed her lips against his. She wanted to sigh, and lean against him, and keep her mouth there. She had to force herself to count in her head—one, two, three, four, which she judged was the length of time Craig’s kiss had taken—then force herself to come down off her toes.

	‘Like that,’ she said, all breathy. When David only watched, unsmiling, she added, ‘Only if we wanted to be strictly accurate, we’d have to reverse positions. You know, make me the one being kissed.’

	‘So like this?’ David asked. But he didn’t wait for an answer, simply put his hands, heavy and hard, on her shoulders and leaned down.

	Sarah waited, breath held, her heartbeat kicking up an extra notch. An indistinct plea formed in her head for something, some contact. But he didn’t kiss her. Instead, he put his cheek on hers. Rested it there for a long moment, breathing her in. ‘Not jasmine,’ he said, against her ear. ‘Vanilla.’

	She nodded, too full of heightened expectation to speak. And then David shifted, his hands tightening, mouth touching her cheek for a long, lingering moment. Moving to her mouth, staying there for one, two … three … four … five … Oohhhhhh.

	He eased back, looked down at her. ‘So … Did you like that, Sarah?’

	‘It was …’ Beautiful. Intense. Amazing. More, I want more, I want— No! That wasn’t the deal. She had to stop this now. She cleared her throat. ‘Okay.’

	Silence, deep and heavy, as a shiver trembled through her. He touched her hot cheek, as though he were testing the blush she knew was there. Lying—he knew she was lying.

	‘Just okay?’ he asked softly, and something flared in his eyes that was completely different from his usual slightly bored amusement. ‘Then I think we’d better analyse it.’

	‘I don’t unders—’

	‘What was wrong with it?’

	‘N-nothing.’

	‘But nothing was especially right with it, either. Was it too wet?’

	‘No.’

	‘Too dry?’

	‘No.’

	‘Too tentative?’

	‘No.’

	‘Was I too aggressive?’

	Sarah licked her lips as though recalling the kiss—saw his eyes zoom in on her mouth, and found herself licking her lips again. ‘No.’

	‘Taste bad?’

	‘Wh—? No! You tasted like … like wine. At least … Did you? I don’t know. That was a closed-mouth kiss.’

	‘Ah, I see.’

	‘And seriously, there was nothing wrong with it. I just … it just … was okay.’ Blushing hard. ‘Same as Craig.’ Blushing harder.

	‘Same as Craig,’ he repeated, and there was that flare in his eyes again. Danger. ‘I think you know I can’t leave that comparison unchallenged, Sarah,’ he said, and then he smiled—minus any hint of a dimple. ‘So brace yourself.’


CHAPTER SIX

	As David stared down into Sarah’s big blue eyes, common sense nudged at his frontal lobe, telling him he was making a mistake. But it was no match for the roar of blood in his veins urging him to prove he was nothing like that anaemic fedora-wearing idiot Craig.

	David had the moves, he had the technique, and he had the control to employ both with clinical accuracy. He could get a woman halfway to orgasm from one kiss if he chose to. And at that moment, he chose to, dang it.

	He wrapped his hands around Sarah’s upper arms, and the frailty of her, the ease with which he could circle her arms with a hand apiece, sent the warning whispering through his head again: mistake. For a split-second he hesitated—but then Sarah swayed towards him, her eyelids fluttered closed … and taking her mouth became his sole focus. Her breath hitched, and he loved that sound, the vulnerable anticipation of it. When her teeth bit and released her bottom lip, it was the final trigger; he might slow things down, but he wasn’t going to stop.

	He drew her in so their chests were just touching, just—God, the torture—and put his mouth on hers for a long, long moment as he absorbed the feeling of having her there. Half of him wanted to slam her against his body and go for broke—the crazy half. The other half, the part of him that was still sane, was scared he’d hurt her if he let himself lose it; she was so small.

	So he reined himself in hard, comforting himself with the knowledge that there was no need to rush, that it would go further when the time was right, that he could take the time to savour this first real taste of her. He rubbed his mouth softly, inexorably, against hers, waiting for a sign that she was ready for him to go deeper.

	It came, the sign, almost immediately. A soft hum that had her lips puffing open. David sucked her top lip into his mouth, using lips and teeth and tongue to explore and taste. She moved impatiently against him, trying to get closer than he would allow, nudging her mouth against his, urging him on, urging him … in? Yes, in. Ahhh, Goodness, yes. He wanted in. In the next second, his tongue was inside her mouth, licking deep and sure, and she was curling her own tongue around his, and it was thrilling the heck out of him. Harsh breaths mingling, bodies twisting, her hands gripping the sides of his T-shirt in greedy fistfuls.

	In the midst of it all, he became aware of her thigh sliding up his own, like she was climbing him. Climbing, Goodness God! Well, he could help her with that. He pulled her closer, plastering her against him at last, keeping her right there as he battled to control himself … But it was a lost cause; he was going to explode if he didn’t get her edged into a more strategic position. He slid his arms around her, held her closer still, closer dang it, for a red-hot minute, then slid his hands down to grip her bottom. He lifted her against him until the juncture of her thighs was right there, where he needed it, where he was aching, throbbing for her.

	Her hands were in his hair now. He wanted to rip the dress off her, tumble her to the couch, shove himself so deep inside her she’d never forget it. He hitched her again, rubbed against her to the point of lunacy, took a hurried step towards the couch. He was going to have her, take her, right now.

	A bump, a clatter, and the warning leapt into his head: You are not in control any more. No, he wasn’t going to hear it, wasn’t going to stop, didn’t want to stop. One more step, and his foot slipped on something. What was—? Ah, the sketchbook. But … how …?

	Crystal-sharp image of the two of them. Stumbling for the couch, mouths fused together. Sarah, one leg hitched on his hip, her other foot dangling. Her other foot dangling … having hit the coffee table and knocked the sketchbook to the floor without either of them noticing.

	You are not in control.

	He raised his mouth from hers, lowered her until her feet were on the floor, released her, drawing in lungfuls of head-clearing air, struggling against the need to reach for her again as he saw her chest rising and falling in dramatic surges like his, her bead-hard nipples pushing against her bodice.

	One of her hands came up; a trembling finger traced her darkly swollen top lip. And then her eyes dropped to the front of his jeans where he wouldn’t have been surprised to see his zip exploding from the pressure of his epic hard-on. But there wasn’t a heck of a lot he could do about that, short of excusing himself to jack off. Given she’d felt his erection two weeks in a row now, she was probably starting to think it was his natural state.

	Which was better than the alternative—that it was specifically her he wanted, to the point of bursting. A truth he didn’t like, didn’t want, wouldn’t acknowledge.

	‘So, Sarah,’ he said, and welcomed the chill he could hear in his voice. ‘Are you going to tell me that was “okay”?’

	‘That was a little bit more than okay,’ she said shakily, and smiled.

	The smile. Her mouth. So sweet and pliant. Almost too perfect to be real. He wanted to touch it, touch her. Goodness, this was bad.

	‘Rulebook moment,’ he said, very deliberately not smiling back at her.

	‘Rulebook?’ she asked, and something flickered and died in her eyes as a frown slowly replaced the smile. ‘I see.’ She patted the flared skirt of her sexy scarlet dress into place, smoothed a hand over her hair, made a small adjustment to one shoulder strap. And then she smiled again. She’d pulled herself together, it seemed—which irritated David almost enough to kiss her again, because she should not be able to pull herself together like that, not when he was still having trouble keeping his hands off her.

	‘Rulebook,’ she said again. ‘So what’s the takeout? Okay is not okay? Something like that?’

	‘Nothing like that!’ he snapped. And then, more temperate, ‘I mean … yes.’

	‘I see. Not!’

	‘Look, the thing is, you’ll know when it’s time to have sex, and it’s not when a kiss is just “okay”, the way it was with Craig. Not even when it’s “a little bit more than okay” either, like it was just then.’ Liar. ‘You wait. Until it’s tense and electric, and your insides are clenching, and your blood is boiling, and your skin is tingling …’ He was going to die in a minute. ‘And then you’ll know it’s time. Whether it’s the first date or the fiftieth.’ He bent down to sweep the sketchbook up off the floor, then inclined his head towards the French doors. ‘Now, let’s keep going.’

	***

	Let’s keep going?

	How was a girl was expected to ‘keep going’ when her body was screaming for an orgasm? As in screaming for it! If he could get her that far with one kiss, Sarah didn’t want to think what she would have been reduced to if he’d actually got his hands on the good stuff. A begging, mewling, grovelling mess, no doubt!

	Let’s keep going?!?!?!

	Easy for him to say.

	Which of course was the crux of the problem. It had been easy for him to say.

	Rulebook moment. A splash of cold water on a hotplate. The coolness of him, when everything inside her had felt so indescribably hot. At least it had stopped her from flinging herself at him and demanding he not only keep kissing her, but put that supersized erection of his where it could do them both some good! How embarrassing would that have been?

	And how … how traitorous, to not even think of the after-effects, of how she’d face Lane, face Adam, if things had gone any further. All things considered she should be thanking David for stopping when he did, not resenting him for it. And she would be thankful, just as soon as her hormone levels returned to an acceptable level.

	Everything aside, though, that zinger of a kiss proved beyond a shadow of a doubt that David was the right man to break her curse. Boy, oh boy, did he know women! He was so far above Craig as to be in a different stratosphere. He was the apex, the apogee, the pinnacle. The zenith of men. The final frontier. The summit, the high point, the capstone, the climax.

	No! Not the climax.

	She refused to even think of the word ‘climax’ in association with David Bennett, who definitely wasn’t thinking in those terms in relation to her, or he could have had her, right there on the couch.

	The only conclusion she could draw was that his kissing her had nothing to do with him wanting to have sex with her. It probably had precious little to do with the rulebook either. Nope, her best guess was that David had wanted to teach her a lesson because he hadn’t liked being lumped in with Craig as an ‘okay’ kisser. He’d decided to demonstrate his mastery with disinterested precision—warning her to brace herself, positioning her as he’d wanted her, coaxing her to set the pace, bringing the kiss to an end the moment he’d fulfilled his goal.

	A salutary reminder to use him, not fall for him. In fact, she was going to look on it as a bonus lesson.

	But lesson time now appeared to be well and truly over for the evening, because since they’d taken up their respective positions, not a word had been spoken between them.

	Sarah had been consumed with the memory of that spectacular kiss, which explained her contribution to the heavy silence, but what was David’s story?

	He seemed to be in his own world, scowling as he drew. Was his morose silence a temperamental artist thing? If so, she hoped it wasn’t going to be the pattern for the next five weeks. Excessive silence was always so oppressive.

	‘The Langman Portrait Prize,’ she said, latching on to the least controversial subject she could think of, just to hear a voice in the gloom. ‘Have you entered it before?’

	No answer. David simply kept sketching, and brooding.

	She cleared her throat and tried again. ‘I guess you must have. Who did you paint last time?’

	He stopped, then. No, it wasn’t so much a stop as a start—an almost violent one—as he stared down at his sketch. ‘No,’ he said, but it had to be to himself because that was so far from an answer to her question as to be classified a non sequitur. Unless he was a question behind …?

	Sarah was about to ask for clarification when David’s pencil slipped from his fingers and pinged off the coffee table onto the floor. He made no move to pick it up; he didn’t even seem to notice he’d dropped it. Instead, he transferred his troubled gaze from the page to her.

	‘What?’ he asked.

	‘Have you entered it before?’ she asked, figuring patience was obviously required when addressing artists absorbed in their work.

	‘Entered what?’

	‘The Langman Portrait Prize?’

	‘No,’ he answered.

	‘But you’ve painted portraits before?’

	‘Yes.’

	‘Anyone famous? You know, like they do for the Archibald Prize?’

	‘No.’

	And he’d talked about getting blood from a stone? ‘So who, then?’

	‘I …’ He stopped, took a breath. ‘I haven’t painted for a while.’ He blinked, then blinked again. ‘In fact, I’m pretty rusty, so let’s call it quits for tonight and start again next week.’

	‘Can I see?’ she asked, moving towards him.

	He closed the sketchbook. ‘No.’

	‘Why not?’

	‘I’m not happy with it. Maybe next time.’

	He checked his wristwatch, and Sarah noticed that as he did that, he slid the sketchbook behind a cushion on the couch. The move had all the hallmarks of sleight of hand. So! He was definitely in temperamental artist mode; he seriously didn’t want to show her. And now of course she really wanted to sneak a look. Could she, somehow …? She changed direction, heading for the couch, and David shifted with her, blocking her line of sight to the cushion.

	‘You didn’t drive, did you?’ he asked.

	‘No, I don’t have a car.’

	‘Then I’ll call you a cab while you change. Leave the dress here for next time. Hang it in the bathroom and I’ll look after it for you.’

	***

	David expected a sense of relief to flood him once Sarah had left and he was alone in his apartment. Instead, he felt sick.

	It took every ounce of determination he could muster to retrieve the sketchbook from its hiding place and face what he’d done.

	His brand-new sketchbook. For a brand-new painting. A brand-new era.

	He’d told Sarah it had been a while since he’d painted, but that wasn’t true. He’d been painting all along; he’d just been painting badly. And he’d been painting badly because he’d felt nothing. The passion was gone; only the technique remained.

	Nine years was a long time to be barren.

	Barren. Rebel’s word. Those nine barren years he’d transferred to his dying art belonged to Rebel, and he thought he’d never climb out of the slump. But then he’d met Sarah Quinn, and the urge to paint had surged out of nowhere, screaming at him that she was the drought-breaker.

	He opened the book to the first sketch, and started turning pages. As usual, he’d used his pencil to capture single body parts and individual features, like vignettes. Eventually the sketches he’d dashed off would come together in his head, and he’d know he was ready to start drawing the complete picture. He’d experiment with poses, and just keep drawing and drawing until some sixth sense told him it was time to commit his vision to canvas.

	He’d made a good start tonight, the sketches coming effortlessly. Her bright eyes. The angle of her well-defined cheekbones. Her gamine hair with the tiny kiss curls behind her ears and at the base of her hairline. The slender grace of her neck. Her fingers, so small and dainty, around the stem of the wineglass. There was even a drawing of one of her feet, in that sexy red shoe.

	Back to her heart-shaped face. A close-up of her mouth, the prettiest mouth he’d ever seen. The short upper lip, sharply defined philtrum and cupid’s bow, that adorable little tubercle—okay, he was getting anatomical, but he was an artist, it was allowed!

	Another flip of the page, and there was the first coming-together drawing. Sarah, full-length, side-on. Ahead of schedule, but if that was the way it worked out, so be it. One more full-length sketch, front-on. They’d been talking about Craig, about the date, the kiss. He’d been pushing her. How had Craig kissed her? Had he said anything? Where had he put his hands? Had he sniffed her? Sniffed her—God help him!

	Things had been spiralling out of control even at that stage. And then … the kiss. Hands and tongues and sighs and gasps. And he’d sniffed her all right.

	He’d retrieved his sketchbook, ordering her to the French doors as though nothing had changed, as though the world hadn’t just shifted on its axis, as though the only thing on his mind was getting one more sketch. He remembered turning to a fresh page and starting to draw. Had they been talking? He couldn’t remember. He’d been so busy trying not to think about how she smelled, how fine the skin of her cheek had felt, how that delicious mouth had clung to his, how right she’d felt in his arms.

	His tiny girl, so perfect it was almost painful to have her there and yet not have her. And it had been in his head that she’d thought about having sex with Craig four nights ago. Craig, whom he’d wanted to strangle, just because Sarah had contemplated letting him touch her. Right after he strangled himself for putting Sarah in that idiothead’s path.

	Drawing, drawing, drawing …

	The last sketch.

	Time to face it.

	He forced himself to turn the page, and even though he knew what it would be, his breath caught in his throat. There she was. Pencil on paper. Tiny and pretty and perfect …

	And naked.

	A body he hadn’t actually seen, but which he apparently knew well enough to draw anyway. The frail shoulders and collarbones, the slender arms—okay, those things he had seen because they were exposed by the cut of the dress. Fair game. Her narrow waist and hips, which he hadn’t seen but were also fair game, because he knew what they were like from last week’s skin-tight dress. Same with her legs, which were too long for the rest of her—almost coltish in proportion.

	But her breasts? No—the fact that he’d felt them against his chest was no justification for drawing them in such detail. The firm swell, not quite enough to fill his palms. The jut of her nipples, the pale perfect circles of areolae. Her vulva, neat and sweet—and even though he was as certain as he could be that she’d wax the whole package, as every girl seemed to do these days, he’d gone ahead and given her a tidy patch of hair, for no other reason than because that was what he liked.

	And heaven help him, he had another gargantuan boner just looking at the sketch. He marvelled there was enough blood left in his body to do what it was doing to his heart: attacking it like a battering ram. Shove, shove, shoving, hard and fast and loud.

	And he could not—would not—be able to do a blasted thing about it. At least, not with Sarah Quinn. Not as she had him pegged—as belonging to her friend Lane and therefore off limits. Not when what she wanted was a man for life. Not if he wanted to hold the line and keep his eyes on the prize and paint her. And he needed to paint her. Needed it too much to jeopardize it.

	But maybe if he had the itch scratched by someone else …? Yes, that could work. He didn’t usually go more than a week without sex, so maybe what he was suffering from was a simple case of sexual frustration, and that’s what had caused him to draw Sarah naked. Maybe if he’d done the deed with Anthea last week, he wouldn’t be in this predicament.

	Well, that was something he could rectify easily enough. He’d go on the hunt tomorrow night and Friday night, and have sex with the first and second willing women he saw. That should enable him to keep the monster in his pants flaccid enough to see Sarah on Saturday for as long as it took to get the negs lesson out of the way. And with any luck, he’d have another couple of belt notches before Wednesday, which should keep him from progressing to an anatomical rendering of Sarah’s spread-legged sex organs.

	On that discomforting thought, he tore naked Sarah out of the book and ripped her into four pieces. He thought about ripping the page into tinier pieces but that smacked of a loss of control he wouldn’t entertain. And then he stalked to the laundry where he kept his paper recycling bin, dropped the pieces in, and took a deep breath as he closed the lid.

	Better.

	One more deep breath.

	Much better.

	When he thought about it calmly, it was no big deal that he’d drawn Sarah naked. He was an artist. He’d painted nudes before. So what if this time he’d used an artist’s eye to conjure an image rather than painting from life? It was no big deal. And putting it into perspective, he’d only had to destroy one sketch out of a dozen. He could take some comfort from that, couldn’t he?

	Okay, enough self-flagellation. It was time to put the evening behind him and go to bed.

	But as he headed for his bedroom, he found himself pausing outside the bathroom where Sarah had changed. Her dress was in there. He couldn’t leave it in the bathroom; he had to hang it somewhere. He went in, plucked the suit bag from where she’d hung it, and carried it across the hall to the spare room. He slid open the wardrobe doors but the sight of Margaret’s clothes stopped him from going further.

	Margaret had left a selection of suits, blouses and shoes—with his blessing—for those times she stayed with him. There was plenty of space for Sarah’s suit bag, even if Margaret had five times the amount of gear stored there. But it didn’t feel right to put Sarah’s things in with his ex-wife’s. Not that Margaret would care. But … no.

	He pulled back, suit bag in hand, closed the wardrobe, and headed instead for his own bedroom. His wardrobe was much more crowded, but not so bad he couldn’t slip one slim bag in amongst his own suits. A little rearrangement, a bit of squishing, and he managed to slot it in.

	Right. Now it was time for a shower, and sleep.

	Except that once David was in bed, the image of that last sketch of Sarah twanged into his head like a spear into a bullseye and his body leapt to life. Groin tightening. Heart racing. Palms … sweating? Yes! His palms were freaking sweating!

	He sat up in bed, snapping on his bedside light. ‘For the love of God,’ he cried, catching sight of his tense face in the mirrored door of his built-in wardrobe. ‘You’re too old for this.’

	He was about to turn off the light and give sleep another go when he noticed the bottom corner of Sarah’s suit bag sticking out of the wardrobe, stopping the doors from closing perfectly. He couldn’t leave it like that. The dress might crease and that would be no good for the painting, and God forbid her shoes in the bag pocket might get dented. And … and … well, just and.

	He got out of bed and went to adjust the clothes in the wardrobe so that he could close the doors. But he found himself pulling out the suit bag instead. Unzipping it. The vanilla scent of Sarah’s skin floated into his nostrils, but it was cool and unsatisfying, not as he remembered it. It bothered him, so he took the dress out, inhaled deeply. Nope. He held the dress up, brought it close to him, held it against his chest, waiting for some kind of sexual jolt to shock him. The fabric felt silky, but not as soft as he remembered it. Not as warm.

	He was pretty sure he should be happy that he wasn’t having much of a reaction to the dress—but he wasn’t happy. Scent and feel were tangible things he could relate to. The thing that was missing, as he stood with Sarah’s dress in his hands, was something intangible. He didn’t trust intangible.

	He caught sight of himself in the mirror—a naked thirty-four-year-old man clutching a red dress to his chest, and the jolt came. But it wasn’t a sexual one; it was a jolt of disbelief. ‘Now what?’ he asked his mirrored reflection. ‘Are you going to try on her shoes while you’re at it?’

	His face stared back at him, looking tortured—the absolute mongrel of a thing.

	Disgusted, he zipped the dress into its bag and shoved it back into the wardrobe with what was probably unnecessary force, and this time made sure the doors were closed properly. He was going to stop thinking about Sarah Quinn, and her dress, and her shoes, and go to freaking sleep!

	A noble goal, which lasted for approximately three minutes. Because the thought of the red dress kept popping into his head—but with Sarah in it. And it kept merging, then separating, back and forth, with the vision of that last naked sketch of her. And then there was only one image, and that was of Sarah naked in bed with him, under him. And the scent of vanilla that now clung to him was suddenly warm and enticing. So of course his toe surged right up and would not subside, but just kept growing bigger and harder and hotter.

	Goodness. He had to get rid of the scent.

	The dress, the dress! He had to get it out of his room.

	He leapt back out of bed, ignoring the way his erection stood to attention and thanking God he was not a yukata-wearer, because the idea of it poking out between the two sides of such a garment made him want to laugh—and that made him think of Sarah laughing—and the thought of Sarah laughing didn’t help the situation.

	He strode to the wardrobe, wrenched open the door, wrenched out the suit bag, stalked down the corridor to the spare bedroom and wrenched open the wardrobe there. Yep, there was a whole lot of wrenching going on. He slapped the hook of the suit bag onto the hanging rail and wrenched the doors back into place.

	He looked down at his naked body and swore. Erection still standing straight and tall. And it was throbbing like the devil.

	He found he was clenching and unclenching his sweaty hands as he got back into bed, and decided to keep the bedside light on. Darkness would leave his mind too open to infiltration and he did not want to think about Sarah naked when his toe was already pulsating like a vibrator on the high speed setting.

	Oh. My. God. Had he just used the word ‘pulsating’ to describe his own toe? For anyone to use the word pulsating in relation to anyone’s toe was revolting, but to be thinking about his own in those terms …?

	Right. No help for it. He was going to have to jack off. And then he’d see what was pulsating!

	A speedy five minutes later, he was back in bed, and freaking out a little at the prospect that he was heading into premature ejaculation territory.

	Sarah didn’t think much of premature ejaculators.

	Oh for God’s sake.

	‘Sarah does not want to have sex with you,’ he said out loud to his still-frantic reflection. ‘Got it, jerk?’ Pause. Silence. And then, ‘Got it,’ he mumbled, sliding under the covers and feeling a little embarrassed at that uncharacteristically impassioned outburst.

	Wingman, he reminded himself. Male girlfriend. The equivalent of a girl’s gay best friend. He had to keep it light, keep it funny, keep it cute. He’d probably set off her psycho alarm at the end of tonight’s sitting, the way he’d turned all surly and abrupt, practically shoving her out the door.

	So … maybe he should send her a text. Something light, jokey—which was the way they’d started their relationship before his penis had decided to go rogue on him. Just to let her know everything was back on an even keel.

	He reached for his phone on the bedside table. What to say, what to say, what to— Aha!

	He tapped out a short message:

	Wearing a yukata—thought you should know

	He hit send before he could start second-guessing himself the way a lovelorn seventeen-year-old premature ejaculator would do.

	He pictured her in bed, reading the text, giggling …

	Twinkle, Twinkle, Little Star sounded—the ring tone he’d set for her.

	He looked down at his phone, anticipating her reaction, and for a moment, his breath caught in his chest as a feeling suspiciously like happiness flooded him.

	He opened the message. Read:

	Will tote gun on Saturday—prepare to be shot

	David laughed, and snapped off the light.

	He was still laughing as he slipped into a warm, deep sleep.


CHAPTER SEVEN

	Erica gave Sarah a sharp-eyed look—the tenth since she and Sarah had sat down with their drinks. ‘Okay, I want to know why it is that every time I mention Lane you jump like a scalded cat.’

	Sarah jumped in her seat before she could stop herself, managing to spill most of her drink on the floor. ‘Oops. I’ll go and get another,’ she said.

	Eric’s hand shot out and gripped her wrist, keeping her where she was. ‘Not until you tell me what the heck is going on.’

	Sarah started to perspire. It was a widely acknowledged truth that Erica had a sixth sense! All it would take would be a handful of words for her to get a handle on the whole thing. She should have cancelled. She would have cancelled, except she’d already postponed one Adam/Lane gossip session and Erica would have been too suspicious to let her get away with it a second time. How she was going to get through four more weeks of such catch-ups she had no idea. Oh goodness, oh goodness, oh goodness. She needed a fresh drink. A double. A jug.

	She swallowed. ‘Nothing’s going on,’ she said/squeaked, and when Erica released her wrist—more a signal of disgust than trust—Sarah jumped again.

	‘You’re blushing, Sarah. We both know that means you’re lying.’

	‘I just feel a little … a little awkward discussing the Lane/Adam dynamic.’

	‘Almost nine weeks they’ve been at this, almost nine weeks you and I have talking about it, and you’re only feeling awkward now?’

	‘It’s more about what’s going to happen at the end, which is … is imminent. I mean … only one month to go. Lane … Adam … me … D-errr …’ No, she could not say his name. She couldn’t, or the game would be up.

	‘David …?’ Erica said for her.

	‘Y-yes …?’

	‘You’re not sounding sure about that.’ Erica had this thing she did with her mouth, a little moue, when she was disbelieving of something—and she was doing it now and freaking Sarah out completely. ‘You’re holding out on me, Sarah; I can feel it. Is it Adam? Has he told you something?’

	Sarah could laugh at that at least, even if it did come out sounding borderline hysterical. ‘Seriously? I’ve barely seen Adam since they signed that contract.’

	‘Yeah, well something’s changed. They’ve gone from seven nights a week to two. She tells me it’s ‘as per the contract’ and therefore no big deal, but she’s walking around the house like she doesn’t know what to do with herself. Ever since that event at the art gallery.’ Eyes narrowing. ‘You were there. What happened?’

	Swallow. ‘That was the night Liam dumped me. I wasn’t exactly concentrating on anyone else’s love life.’

	‘Even if I didn’t know Liam was an arsehole you were well rid of, and that nobody believes for a moment you were traumatized by that break-up given the relationship didn’t even last a week, I’d have to point out that you’re still blushing, Sarah.’ Pause. ‘So perhaps this is where I tell you that every time I … say … your name … Lane gets all … fidgety. So she’s twisting … her fingers … and you’re doing … the scalded cat … thing …’

	Uh-oh. Those pauses were ominous. Suspicious. Sweat started to break out along Sarah’s hairline.

	‘Come on, Sarah,’ Erica said softly. ‘What don’t I know?’

	‘Oh all right!’ Sarah burst out. ‘Land and I had a disagreement at the event that night.’

	‘Over …?’

	‘Over Adam. Because I think things between Lane and Adam are not as we … you … believed.’

	‘In what way?’

	‘They’re not … romantically inclined.’

	Eyes narrowing to slits. ‘What’s he said?’

	Swallow. ‘H-he?’

	‘Adam. If he hurts her, brother or not, I’m going to hand him his scrotum, contents included, in a shot glass, blended with the worm from a bottle of mescal.’

	‘No! No, you’ve got it wrong. It’s Lane who’s going to do the hurting!’

	‘Lane? I don’t believe it.’

	‘It’s true.’

	‘Evidence?’

	Sarah screwed her eyes closed. This was cutting too close to the bone. ‘She … she introduced David Bennett to Adam in a very … very pointed way.’

	‘Introduced them? But I could have sworn she was over that … She looks so satisfied … loved-up, sexed-up, the works …’

	Sarah opened one eye, saw that Erica seemed to be talking to herself, and opted to shut up and pretend she wasn’t there.

	‘She’s barely had a night off,’ Erica mused on. ‘My love life should be that good. And she hasn’t mentioned David for weeks. It just doesn’t seem … Hmm …’

	Sarah deemed it safe to open her other eye at that point—and then wished she hadn’t because Erica brought her attention right back to her.

	‘So I take it you met David that night, too,’ Erica said.

	‘Yeees!’ Warily.

	‘And?’

	‘And … what?’

	‘What’s he like?’

	‘He’s … as she described him.’

	‘Sex on a stick, huh?’

	‘Um …’ Sarah said, not sure how to give an honest answer to that. Would it be disloyal to Lane, or to Adam, if she admitted out loud the guy was a bona fide sex god, now that she was tied up with him? Worse, that she’d actually kissed him—even if it was only a demonstration and not a real one, the distinction of which would be hard to describe?

	Thankfully, Erica wasn’t looking at her; instead, she was looking around the bar as though searching for an answer to an unanswerable question.

	While Erica was lost once again in a moment of preoccupation, Sarah slid off her stool. ‘I guess I’ll grab that fresh drink,’ she said, wondering if she could steal a moment to text David and tell him not to come anywhere near them.

	But Erica had grabbed her wrist again. Apparently, Sarah wasn’t going anywhere now that something—someone—behind her had snagged Erica’s attention.

	‘Sex on a stick,’ Erica said again—but this time, it seemed she had the stick in sight. And from the dazzled look on Erica’s face, Sarah knew it was too late to text David.

	‘Erica?’ she said, feeling faint.

	‘Sorry,’ Erica said, returning her focus to the table, ‘but there’s a total hottie behind you. Look, but don’t make it obvious. Wait … wait … Now, look now, while his eyes are on the wine list.’

	Obediently, Sarah looked—and kind of wished she hadn’t. David was wearing dark blue jeans, a collarless grey T-shirt with a series of undone buttons at the throat and a mid-blue and navy hound’stooth sports jacket. He looked so effortlessly cool, Sarah was in real danger of drooling. How had he become better-looking in only three days?

	‘What do you think?’ Erica asked, sotto voce. ‘Shall we see if we can get tall, blond and handsome to come and talk to us?’ She punctuated the question with a perfect swing of her luxuriously long black hair over one shoulder. There was a whole lot of look-at-me about that hair swing—a move worthy of a shampoo commercial.

	NO! was what Sarah screamed in her head, because it had been an asinine idea to let David loose near Erica.

	What if David and Erica, in all their mutual hotness, fell in love? David would then have to confess his real name, and Sarah would have some explaining to do.

	Worse, what if Erica and Lane both called dibs on David? Sarah would be stuck in the middle, an engineer of the love triangle.

	Actually, it would be a square, if you added Sarah herself in, because she had kissed him, which would leave both the others demanding an explanation.

	Throw Adam into the mix, and it would be a pentagon—and everyone knew pentagons were satanic. They’d all be blaming Sarah and demanding explanations. Including Erica’s boyfriend Jeremy!

	And the addition of him would make it a hexagonal disaster. What had she been thinking to agree to this?

	‘Actually,’ Sarah said, flicking nervous glances between David and Erica, ‘I thought maybe we should try a different bar. This place … it’s kind of … young, isn’t it? You’ve never liked it. And it’s certainly not … not sophisticated enough for that guy. Just think about the wine. If he doesn’t have a strong constitution he won’t stay past the first sip.’

	‘Maybe, but he’s here and so are we. Come on, Sarah, you’re between men. Again. What’s the harm?’

	‘He’s too … too … um …’ Sarah scrabbled desperately around in her head, trying to locate a valid excuse for running away.

	‘Too divine is what he is!’ Erica said, and as David’s eyes settled on her and his dimples gave a half-flash, she released Sarah’s wrist at last and settled back, ready for his arrival at their table.

	And Sarah knew there was nothing to be done except wait for doom to strike, because there would be no budging Erica now the dimples were in play.

	‘It seems to me he’ll be more interested in talking to you than me,’ Sarah grumbled.

	Erica stared at her for a moment. And then: ‘Oh my goodness,’ she said. ‘You’re giving me the Eyebrow of Disapproval!’

	Sarah muttered something about Jeremy.

	‘The same Jeremy who flirts with you every time he sees you?’ Erica asked, dripping faux-sweetness.

	‘I don’t flirt with Jeremy.’

	‘No, he flirts with you. Everyone flirts with you. Heck, I’d flirt with you if I were that way inclined.’

	Sarah laughed, even as she shook her head in exasperation.

	‘Much better,’ Erica said approvingly. ‘And really, there’s nothing wrong with a little innocent flirtation. In fact, it should be de rigueur to flirt until the wedding vows are said. But …’ She sighed as she cast one more look in David’s direction. ‘I have a feeling that guy could talk a girl out of her current boyfriend and her panties in a red-hot second, which is not at all the same as a little innocent flirtation. And that would not be good, so if you’re really not interested in him for yourself, I’m happy to try somewhere else. Jeremy suggested we should join him at Seagull, where he may have a new guy for you to look over.’

	But David was heading their way with great purpose. It was too late for a strategic retreat. ‘Erica,’ Sarah said, feeling an urgent need to confess all.

	Erica had started gathering her things. ‘Hmm?’

	‘Erica, I have to tell you— Oh, no!’

	Way, way too late, because David had arrived.

	‘Blonde … brunette … Where’s the redhead?’ David asked Erica, voice all husky and suggestive.

	Erica’s eyes lifted to his, an arrested expression on her face.

	‘There has to be a redhead somewhere to complete the set,’ he went on. ‘And I’ll bet you come in small—’ flicking a look at Sarah ‘—large, and … let me guess, you’re the middle of the road model. The average.’

	Sarah choked on a laugh—she just couldn’t help it. Oh my goodness, we are a set, she thought. She, Erica and redheaded Lane. All different heights with her ridiculously short, Lane ridiculously tall, and Erica in the middle. Not that anyone would ever call Erica average.

	Erica’s eyes had widened in disbelief. ‘I don’t meant to be rude, but are you negging me?’

	One freeze-frame moment … and then David burst out laughing. ‘Badly, apparently. Sorry, I’m out of practice. I haven’t negged anyone since I was eighteen.’

	Erica raised her perfectly plucked eyebrows at him. ‘I suspect you haven’t needed to neg a girl to get her attention since you were eight, hold the teen.’ But then she smiled. ‘But if I were in the market, I’d grade that as a six-and-a-half. And because it wasn’t a dismal failure, I’m going to introduce myself. I’m Erica Wilder. The blonde is Sarah Quinn. The redhead—yes, there is a redhead, who comes in a tall size rather than a large—is otherwise occupied tonight.’

	‘And I’m Lucas Green,’ David lied, blink-blinking as he smiled full-bore at Erica.

	‘You’d better pull up a stool, Lucas Green,’ Erica said. ‘Just as soon as you’ve popped over to the bar and bought us another drink. Mine’s a Negroni. Sarah is drinking Pina Coladas this evening.’

	‘My pleasure,’ David said, smoothly depositing his brimming wineglass onto the table before strolling to the bar.

	Erica turned to Sarah. ‘This is either going to be very interesting, or I’m going to kill you.’

	‘What? Why?’

	‘Do you think I’m stupid? You already know him, don’t you?’

	‘What? How do you …? Argh, how do you do that? You’re like a psychic. It’s paranormal, telepathic, clairvoyant—’

	‘Yada, yada, yada. Thank you for the vocab lesson, but it’s simpler than that. First clue? There isn’t a man on the planet who doesn’t give you a second look, so why didn’t he? And second?’ She did a twirly thing with her finger encompassing Sarah’s face. ‘You’re blushing a brighter red than an Anzac Day poppy right now.’

	Sarah threw up her hands in defeat. ‘All right! If you must know, Erica-the-Oracle, he—Lucas—and I have an arrangement.’

	‘Define “arrangement”. You haven’t chucked a Lane and signed him up for sex have you?’

	‘Not … exactly.’

	‘Not exactly?’ She laughed. ‘What the heck? Does nobody date the old-fashioned way any more?’

	‘It’s nothing like that. There is absolutely no sex involved. At all. Ever. Not on. We are completely asexual. Platonic. Non-physical.’

	‘I think I get the general idea,’ Erica said, and if her eyes weren’t exactly rolling, they were clearly wanting to go there.

	‘He’s just … painting me.’

	‘Hang on!’ Erica held up her hands, palms out. ‘Painting you?’

	‘As in portrait.’

	‘Portrait. Okay. Got that. I think, anyway,’ Erica said slowly. ‘Now I’d like to know what that has to do with his negging me in front of you like a used car salesman showing off his wares.’

	Sarah shifted uncomfortably on her bar stool. ‘This is going to sound weird—’

	‘Ya think?’

	‘—but we did a skills trade. So it’s not like Lane and Adam because there’s no money changing hands and it’s not about sex and it’s only for six weeks—well, four and a half weeks now, so it’ll be over before you know it.’ Okay, that sounded a little defensive. ‘It is in that … that vein, however. Like a barter agreement.’

	‘So he gets the painting in return for …?’

	‘In return for giving me lessons on attracting guys.’

	Erica absorbed that in stunned silence. And then: ‘Sarah,’ she said, in a dangerously careful voice, ‘you attract guys just by looking in their direction. You’ve had more boyfriends than I’ve had fancy cocktails.’

	‘But I’m sick of the whole bar pick-up routine, the blind dates, the internet dating, the friends of Jeremy’s I meet at bars you take me to. I don’t want an endless procession of Toms, Roberts and Jeffs who are all a variation on a theme. Not any more. I want to meet—and keep—just one special guy. I keep saying this but you never believe me.’

	‘I do believe you, but Sarah, it’s not like you’re fifty years old. It takes time.’

	‘I’ve dated half the single men in Sydney. I’m going to have to move interstate soon in search of fresh blood.’

	Erica sighed. ‘Okay, I get it. I may not agree with your sense of panic but I do get it. So the neg was a demonstration to help you navigate the dating scene?’

	‘Yes,’ Sarah mumbled.

	‘And were you planning on letting me in on the secret after he’d made a fool of me?’

	‘To be honest, I was pretty sure it wouldn’t work on you. That’s why we chose you. Because you’re an expert, like him.’

	‘Stop it—you’re turning my head.’

	This time it was Sarah reaching for Erica’s hand. She gripped it hard. ‘Erica, that curse is ruining my life. I have to break it, and I need him to do it. He really, really knows women. He knows what he’s doing. I promise you I wouldn’t be doing this otherwise.’

	Erica looked at her as though she were reading every secret in her heart … and then she sighed heavily. ‘Okay, as long as you know this is more dangerous than Lane’s situation. At least we know Adam’s not a psycho—well, we have your word for it at least and your twenty-four years’ experience of your big brother to back it up. But this Lucas … How did it happen? Where did you find him? Online? Or did you just fall over a random artist walking down the street? We need his bona fides. Because I don’t want to be fishing your body parts out of a lake in a few weeks’ time.’

	Sarah’s tongue came out to touch her top lip.

	‘Now that’s a bad sign,’ Erica said, gesturing to Sarah’s mouth.

	‘Is it?’

	‘Means you’re thinking.’

	‘There’s nothing wrong with thinking.’

	‘Thinking as in plotting.’

	Sarah opened her mouth to respond, but gulped instead, as a large hand landed on her shoulder.

	‘So that’s what it means when she does that!’ David-slash-Lucas, announcing his return.

	And Sarah thought, Uh-oh. The gig was about to be up.

	He squeezed her shoulder reassuringly before letting go. ‘So where were we?’ he asked.

	‘We were trying to guess where you two met,’ Erica said.

	‘We met at a bank thing.’

	‘And what was an artist doing at a bank thing?’

	‘The bank thing was being held in an art gallery—serendipity.’ He looked at Sarah. ‘Destiny, fortune, providence, kismet.’

	Erica seemed torn between laughter and alarm. ‘Oh my goodness. Thesaurus and italics together. How … interesting.’

	‘But on a more mundane level, I’m really a banker who paints on the side.’

	Erica peered at David. ‘You’re really a …’ She transferred her piercing gaze to Sarah. ‘Lane’s bank? That bank thing?’

	‘Yes,’ Sarah said, wishing an earthquake would tear through Midnight Madness and rip the floor in half, stranding Erica on the other side of the divide. ‘So, Lucas, where are our drinks?’ she asked too brightly.

	‘Glory said she’d bring them over.’

	Erica was looking at David as though she couldn’t believe her ears. ‘Glory, the bartender, will bring the drinks over? How did you get her to do that?’

	‘I asked her,’ David said, with a shrug that was perfectly, charmingly Gallic.

	Erica gave Sarah a look that was half WTF-is-this and half told-you-so. ‘You see, he really doesn’t need to neg anyone. I mean, if a banker can get that sort of service from Glory …’

	‘Half a banker,’ David corrected, hooking a bar stool with his foot and dragging it closer. ‘And that, Sarah, is a superb example of a neg.’ He hitched himself onto the stool with enviable fluidity. ‘And if I were in the market, Ms Wilder here would have hooked me like a flailing salmon.’

	‘And how would you have responded?’ Sarah asked.

	‘I’d have said something like … “Huh? I’m gone two minutes, and you’re already slagging off bankers? What is it you women have against bankers?”’

	‘Actually, it’s the artist half I don’t trust,’ Erica put in. ‘Or are you going to tell me it’s not a nude portrait you have in mind?’

	‘Not nude,’ David and Sarah said simultaneously, with matching expressions of horror.

	Up went Erica’s eyebrows at that overreaction—at which opportune moment, Glory arrived, plonking their drinks on the table. As Glory hovered, basking in the full-dimple version of David’s smile, Sarah and Erica traded glances—Sarah’s anxious, Erica’s knowing.

	‘Yep, he knows women all right,’ Erica said, as Glory ran out of basking time and reluctantly left them.

	‘You flatter me,’ David said, failing to look the least bit self-deprecating.

	‘No, I’m quite sure I really do not,’ Erica said. She picked up her drink, drained it, and stood. ‘Right. I’m going to join my boyfriend, who’s waiting for me at a place where they actually know how to mix a decent drink.’ One direct look at David. ‘I’m leaving Sarah in your hands. But don’t squeeze her too tightly. I take exception to guys who bruise my friends—any of my friends. Even guys with dimples. Okay, Lucas Green?’

	She transferred her all-seeing gaze to Sarah. ‘I look forward to hearing all about … everything,’ she said. ‘Including all about that “bank thing” at the art gallery and Lane and Adam and David and where everyone … fits, shall we say?’

	There was silence after Erica left.

	And then, David said, ‘One for the rulebook: if you’re going to lie, keep it as close to the truth as you can.’

	‘That’s why you told her you were a banker.’

	‘Correct.’

	‘The thing is, I think because of that she knows who you really are.’

	‘How could she?’

	‘Because she’s like that. It was in the way she said “dimples”. Lane’s mentioned your dimples. Erica knows about “David’s dimples”.’

	‘Lots of guys have dimples, Sarah.’

	‘And when she said “Lucas Green”, it practically had quotation marks around it. And that whole emphasis on the bank function and Lane and Adam and “David”, she actually said “David” with you standing right there and— Oh goodness, I am sunk. I really am sunk.’

	‘Big deal. I don’t care if she knows who I am.’

	‘But I do. I never keep secrets from the girls.’

	‘So now you do.’ His tone was as coolly amused as ever, but there was implacability beneath it.

	‘Now I do,’ Sarah agreed unhappily.

	‘And it was your choice, Sarah.’

	‘Yes, it was my choice, and I shouldn’t have made it, and now it’s too late, the same way it was too late to announce I was in that storeroom when you came in. The time has passed, gone, moved on. Oh goodness, what am I going to do about Lane?’

	David’s eyes hardened. ‘I don’t know how many times I have to tell you that I don’t want Lane. Even if she was suddenly single it’s not going to happen now.’

	‘Yes, but I don’t want it to be my fault that you don’t want her. If Lane changes her mind, I mean. If she still wants … you … to … you know.’ She squeezed her eyes shut. ‘She and Erica would both hate me if I … I stole you from her, for whatever reason, and I don’t think I could bear it, on top of having my brother hate me.’

	‘None of them needs to know why I’m no longer interested.’

	‘But I’d know. It’d be on my conscience. And I’m a bad liar, as you know.’

	He dragged in a breath, held it. Then let it out in one gust. ‘Oh for idiot’s sake, fine.’

	Sarah’s eyes opened. ‘Fine?’

	‘If Lane and your brother split up within the remaining five weeks of our agreement and she wants to have sex with me, I’ll do it. Will that make you happy? Will that make you drop it?’

	‘Yes,’ Sarah said, and wondered if she’d suffered a Pina-Colada-induced brain freeze because it did not make her happy. At. All.

	‘Good.’ David took a sip of wine, swallowed, grimaced. ‘I hate this place. Do you really want to finish that drink?’

	‘No.’

	‘Do you mean that or is it your PR gene talking?’

	‘I mean it, but if you prefer, I can pretend I don’t, as per the rulebook.’ She took a sip, smacked her lips. ‘Yum, yum, this drink is soooo good. Can I have another?’

	‘No you can’t, brat,’ David said, and all his irritation seemed to dissipate with his laughter. ‘We’re going down to The Rocks at Circular Quay. There’s a new bar there that’ll suit our purposes perfectly.’

	‘Our purposes?’

	‘I’m taking you somewhere I won’t have a heart attack no matter who you choose to demonstrate your negging ability on, the way I would in this den of iniquity.

	‘I’m going to neg someone?’

	‘Yes. And you’ll have three levels to choose from, plus the Vivid light festival is on so the place will be packed. If you can’t find a guy there, there’s no hope for you.’

	‘Woohoo! But … wait. Don’t you have a date tonight?’

	‘Yes, you.’

	‘I mean a real one?’

	‘Yes, you.’

	‘Fine. If you can call a negs lesson a date, it’s a date. Let’s go, Dreamboat Dave.’

	He made a face.

	‘Hey, you’re the one who put that name in my phone.’

	‘I’m not complaining about the Dreamboat, only about the Dave. Dreamboat David, if you don’t mind. I beg you, I really beg you, not to make it Dave.’

	‘I guess you don’t look like a Dave, anyway.’

	‘What do I look like?’

	‘Something more European. You know, more Alfa Romeo than Ford. Something more like … Davidoff.’

	‘Given Alfa Romeo is Italian, that would be Davide.’

	‘Dah-vi-deh,’ Sarah said, copying his pronunciation. Then she shook her head. ‘That sounds a little pretentious.’

	‘Yes, it does. So let’s revert to common, garden variety David, as my mother intended.’

	‘Let’s go then, Dreamboat David.’ She tucked her hand in the crook of his arm, smiling sunnily at him. ‘You know, my mother thinks “Sarah” is too common, garden variety.’

	‘What would she have preferred?’

	‘Francesca. Of course, she’s going through an Italian phase at the moment, so that’s probably influencing her.’

	‘Francesca? For you? No.’

	‘I suppose you once dated a Francesca.’

	‘I did.’

	‘Do I want to hear the story?’

	‘Doesn’t matter if you want to or not—you’re not going to. Only cads discuss past lovers. Rulebook: dump any guy who starts talking about his exes or previous flings.’

	‘You mean the way I talked to you about Liam?’

	‘That’s different. There was a lesson in that.’

	‘But what if there’s a lesson in Francesca?’

	‘The only lesson in it was for me.’

	‘And what was that?’

	‘Not to date girls called Francesca. Now if you can stop talking for a few minutes, I’ll give you some examples to use when you start negging the guys in Centurion.’

	‘Centurion? Sounds like a place for would-be gladiators.’

	‘Excellent. You could start by asking a guy if he’s left his leather skirt at home.’


CHAPTER EIGHT

	The Rocks was always packed on a Saturday night, but during Vivid it was crazily so.

	And Centurion, which was about as close to Sydney Harbour as you could get without being on a boat, was the place to experience the verging-on-miraculous light show projected onto the white sails of the Sydney Opera House during the festival.

	David wasn’t surprised to see a sizeable crowd outside, but he’d never been turned away from a bar in his life and tonight wasn’t going to be the first time. And Sarah …? Well, looking the way she did, they’d be salivating to get her inside. She was perfect for the place—hip and cool and magnetic.

	He pulled her to one side. ‘We have to enter separately so people inside don’t think we’re a couple.’

	Sarah snorted. ‘There’s not enough Botox in the world for people to believe that.’

	David’s jaw dropped and stayed that way for a full five seconds.

	‘Nah, you don’t look a day over forty,’ she added and then, laughing, bumped his arm with her shoulder. ‘Negged you!’

	And David couldn’t stop himself from grabbing Sarah and hugging her hard and tight against his chest. A laugh rumbled through him as he kissed the top of her head. ‘Frankly, brat, you make me feel a hundred and forty.’ He released her as suddenly as he’d grabbed her. ‘Now stop hugging me and get in there.’

	‘Hey, you hugged me!’ she protested.

	‘Purely avuncular.’

	‘I don’t think you know the meaning of the word “avuncular”.’

	‘Avuncular: of or pertaining to an uncle.’

	‘Then Arrivederci, Zio Davide.’

	‘No Francesca impersonations, please. And stick to the ground floor level so I can find you easily. It’s like a garden in there, so no hiding behind trees, okay?’

	‘As if I’m going to hide! I’m on the hunt, my man, on—the—hunt!’ She laughed, waggled her fingers at him, poked out her tongue for good measure, and headed for the entrance.

	David waited outside for ten minutes, using the time to get his wayward body under control. Heck, his wayward brain!

	Hey, you hugged me!

	Yep, he’d hugged her. And there’d been nothing familial about it. Uncle, father, brother—nope. He’d just … had to. Had to touch her. After telling himself, over and over for the past three days, that he would not.

	He took a deep breath, trying to clean the scent of her out of his lungs. He’d tried to guess what perfume she’d be wearing the moment he saw her in Midnight Madness. Vanilla, or jasmine? But it had been orange blossom that had infiltrated his senses when he’d joined Sarah and Erica at that poky bar table. Who would have guessed he could be so enthralled by a scent?

	It had taken every ounce of self-control he had to centre his attention on Erica, which didn’t make sense, given Erica’s intriguing beauty. Long black hair, dusky skin, dark eyes, eye-popping curves. Confident, glamorous, sexy. If her boyfriend wasn’t on his knees each night thanking every known deity for the gift of her, he was a fool. Erica was dark midnight to Sarah’s bright sunlight—and David was a midnight kind of guy.

	And yet … he had no idea what Erica had smelled like. It may have been peach or mint or skunk, for all David knew; his head had been too full of orange blossom to notice.

	It was … disquieting.

	Disturbing, bewildering, perturbing.

	Oh, shoot! He really was starting to think like Sarah! Like there was a thesaurus implanted in his brain! He’d be talking in italics and exclamation marks next! Oh dear God! He was already thinking in italics and exclamation marks!!!

	He had to find some balance, a way to get him back to where he’d ended up on Wednesday night: keep it light, keep it funny, keep it cute, keep your hands off.

	The impact of the orange blossom, the need to hug—those were just symptoms of sexual frustration, because he hadn’t done anything to scratch his itch the way he’d planned on Thursday or Friday night. Not for any deep and meaningful reason; he just hadn’t felt like going out when the time came. He’d been too busy playing with paint colours, experimenting with creams, golds and blues for the portrait—which, all right, were Sarah’s colours, but he was painting her, so there was nothing untoward in that.

	The point was that of course he should have expected some testosterone overload, being catapulted into close proximity with two beautiful women in his sex-starved state. Especially given the way they were dressed. Sarah in that clingy, sparkly purple number and the silver high heels. Erica in the … in the … what? Erica in the what? What had Erica been wearing?

	Incredible, incredible, shoot! He had no freaking idea.

	Okay, time to acknowledge the truth. He’d been around two beautiful women, but only one had sucker-punched him.

	And Sarah, strictly speaking, wasn’t beautiful. She was too bird-like to be beautiful. Bright and cute and alert did not equal beautiful. Edgy was not the same as beautiful, either—and she was edgy, all right, with that short cap of hair, the question mark eyebrow and her swashbuckling walk. She had a way of sucking the air out of a place, like she needed every last molecule of it herself just to exist, and you were happy to cede the air to her just so you could watch her.

	Not beautiful … and yet his reaction to her was torturously visceral. Not only did she seem to trigger some weird olfactory reaction that had him snuffling like a truffle pig, but she had his gut churning, his blood humming, his toe straining, his breath jamming, whenever he was close to her.

	He wouldn’t be able to see Sarah every Wednesday night if he didn’t get himself under control. And he needed to see her every Wednesday night for the portrait. The portrait was the raison d’etre for their whole … relationship, for want of a better word.

	Relationship. Alliance. Connection. Association.

	Shoot! There he went again. Thesaurus head!

	A shout of laughter startled him out of his thoughts, and he watched as a group of three young guys, elbowing each other as they pointed out a couple of girls walking ahead of them, entered the bar.

	Laughing guys.

	Carefree guys.

	Young guys.

	David stopped pacing. One of those young, laughing, carefree guys may suit Sarah.

	He did some quick mental calculations. There were five painting sessions to go. If she landed one of those guys tonight and he stuck around for three weeks and one day, then when the last session rolled around, they’d be close enough to the end of their allocated time without David having laid one more finger on her—because one thing he knew about himself was that he wasn’t a sharer (and thank you for that valuable lesson, Rebel).

	If he worked hard on the portrait, he might even be able to finish it ahead of schedule so their goals would be safely synchronized: he’d have his painting, her curse would be lifted, and they could bid each other a satisfied farewell and move on with their lives.

	Relieved at the way he’d set the parameters of their relationship within their allocated time frame, he entered the bar full of purpose. Time to go man hunting.

	Almost immediately, he saw Sarah. She was hunched in a corner being loomed over by a drooling lothario. To say David was thrown by the fact that she’d already snagged a guy without waiting for his guidance would have been an understatement. And especially that guy, whose teeth were practically glistening with saliva. He looked ready to bend her over the nearest piece of furniture right there in the middle of the bar. Heavy on the brawn, light on the brains.

	Sarah was firecracker bright—she had to know she was wasting her time with that grunting caveman. And he was too big. If she ended up having sex with that sweaty-toothed thug, he’d crush the life out of her. Well, it wasn’t happening. Not on David’s watch!

	He looked around, trying to find someone better, someone smarter, someone smaller. But nobody looked good enough. Not even those three guys who’d passed him outside; inside Centurion they just looked sleazy, leering at every girl in the place. Why had he thought this bar was a good idea, anyway? It was too crowded, the lighting was annoyingly hazy, the music too loud, and so what if he could see through the glass walls to the Opera House that was lit up like an underwater fairyland? He could go diving if he wanted to see sea creatures.

	Oh goodness, he really was old. A cravat, prune juice and a walking frame were just around the corner.

	A drink. He needed a drink. And he needed to butt the heck out of Sarah’s pick-up.

	David forged a path to the bar, bought himself a glass of wine and eased himself into a position from where he could watch things unfold between Sarah and the barbarian, in line with his role as her wingman-slash-tutor, without making a jerk of himself.

	A resolve that lasted five minutes, which was when Boofhead put his hand in the small of Sarah’s back … and left it there.

	Dang it! It didn’t look right there.

	Almost before that belligerent thought had finished forming, David was halfway across the floor.

	‘Sarah!’ he exclaimed as he reached her, long-lost buddy style, bold the exclamation mark. ‘Erica and I were just talking about you.’

	She looked startled, but like the trouper she was, played along. Leaning a little closer to Cro-Magnon Man (he was going to have to talk to her about when ‘the lean’ was and wasn’t acceptable), she said, ‘Erica’s a good friend of mine and Lucas’s girlfriend,’ in the guy’s ear. His waxy, hairy, dang ear!

	The brute whispered something to her, too low for David to hear, taking the opportunity to stick his nose in the little kiss curl of hair behind Sarah’s ear. Mongrel wanker.

	Sarah turned to David, looking pleased with herself. ‘Lucas, this is Gareth,’ she said.

	Gareth moved his hand from Sarah’s back to shake hands, then returned it—and David had to actively fight against lifting the guy by the scruff of the neck and depositing him a foot away from her. Because David knew all the moves. The back-touch. The jut and angle of the pelvis. The stick of a rancid proboscis in a girl’s hair on the pretence of leaning in close to hear her over the atrocious music that was coming out of the speakers!

	Breathe, David, breathe. ‘I have a message from Erica for you, Sarah,’ David said, forcing an apologetic look onto his face for Gareth’s benefit. ‘Sorry, mate, but it’s private.’

	Again, Sarah easily rose to the challenge, turning to Gareth with her own apologetic look—a look that seemed a little too genuine for David’s liking. ‘I’m so sorry, Gareth. Just give me a minute to clear this up, okay?’

	Gareth’s lips thinned as he looked from Sarah to David and back. And then he shrugged—yep, he knew his race was run—and melted away.

	‘And that’s the last you’ll see of him,’ David said with satisfaction.

	‘You don’t know that.’

	‘Sure I do—he wants easy prey, and he wants it fast.’

	She looked startled again. ‘Do you know him?’

	‘I know his type.’

	‘And what “type” is that?’

	‘Not your type.’

	‘As in …?’

	‘As in he’ll sample your “sexual compatibility” and then move on pretty dang fast. He’s not the forever type. He’s not even the three-week type. He’s the one-night stand type.’

	‘So he’s your type,’ she said, smiling up at him, and then she shoulder-bumped his arm like she’d done outside. ‘Well, at least I achieved my goal.’

	‘Goal?’ Something close to terror seized him. ‘You didn’t agree to a date with him!’

	‘No, I negged him.’

	And breathe out slooowly. ‘Oh, you negged him.’

	‘He wasn’t paying me any attention until I did it,’ she added proudly.

	‘Okay, lay it on me. What did you say?’ David found himself leaning in close, touching the small of her back, sniffing her, nudging that little curl, just like Gareth the marauding Casanova. Oh goodness. Goodness, Goodness, God. This was so bad.

	‘I said, “You’d better not offer to buy me a martini”,’ she said, edging closer to David. Close enough to have visions of bending her over furniture invade his head. He was as bad as Gareth. He was a dirty old man. He should stay away from her.

	‘What did you say?’

	She looked at him, puzzled, and then leaned closer still, as though perhaps he hadn’t heard her. Incredible. ‘I said—’

	‘I mean what did he say?’ Save!

	‘Oh, well, he asked me why. And I said, “Because my last boyfriend told me martinis made me so naughty, I needed to be spanked”.’

	The laugh burst out of David, surprising him.

	‘Good, huh?’ she asked, nudging him yet again with her shoulder, as though he was her best buddy, her asexual male girlfriend, which only served to make him feel even more like an ageing sex maniac. ‘And he was about to ask me for my number.’

	‘I don’t want to burst your bubble, bluebell, but the spanking thing wasn’t a neg and it would work on any straight guy with half a pulse.’ And David’s own pulse was going off like a sprinter at the starting gun, so he was speaking from a position of authority.

	‘Would it work on you?’ Sarah asked.

	Looking down into her curious face, David found himself picturing her, over his lap, his hand on her tiny backside, not spanking, but sliding, gliding, smoothing. Slipping between her legs, feeling the moisture, hearing her whimper, then moan, then beg him to hurry, to do it, do it now. Please, David, I want you inside me now …

	‘No,’ he said desperately, putting some much-needed space between them. ‘Nine years ago, maybe, but not now.’

	‘Nine years …’ She frowned. ‘What happened nine years ago?’

	Dang! ‘Nothing.’

	Pause, while she looked at him. ‘We both know I blush when I lie,’ she said. ‘But do you know you blink twice?’

	No he didn’t know that. Pause—his—and then he simply said, ‘Nine years ago, I grew up. That’s what happened.’

	Her eyes turned keen and inquisitive. She looked as though she’d touch him, and he braced for it—actually braced for it. And for the questions he wasn’t going to answer. But then she gave her head a slight shake, as though dismissing the subject.

	‘You know, I actually did the spanking thing once,’ she said. ‘And it’s definitely not my scene, so perhaps it’s just as well you interrupted when you did. I’d hate to have to deliver on that if he pushed the issue.’ She looked around the space. ‘Oh, look!’ She inclined her head, and David, following the movement, noted Gareth over near the bar, chatting to a brunette. ‘He’s already moved on.’

	‘Told you he was an insta-sex guy.’

	‘There’s nothing to say that tonight’s insta-sex isn’t going to turn into a marriage in six months’ time, with a white picket fence, the first of two-point-five children on the way and an SUV in the garage.’

	‘And that’s what you want.’ Statement, not question. ‘White picket fence. SUV. Two-point-five kids.’

	‘At the moment, I’d be happy to get to three weeks and one day! But eventually? Sure. I want the whole perfect life. And I’ll be pretty dirty with you, Dreamboat David, if that brunette ends up with her perfect little world before I do.’

	David tried to block the image of Sarah, married and pregnant with Grunting Gareth’s possessive hand on her stomach, from his mind. But it lodged there anyway.

	She nudged him again. ‘So you’d better redeem yourself by finding me a new man to practise my wiles on.’

	David searched the space, seeking out someone who might suit her, even as his hand returned to the small of her back without his permission and stuck there. Bad.

	‘How about the blond guy over there?’ she asked, leaning against him.

	David looked where she was pointing. Hell no! He looked further afield. This was getting ridiculous. There had to be someone.

	‘David? Don’t you think—’

	‘Him,’ he said, cutting her off as he spotted—at last—a guy who didn’t offend him just by living.

	He was the kind of guy who wore cardigans and worked in accounting. Neither short nor tall, on the slender side, narrow shoulders, starting to lose his hair although he had to be under thirty. Not ugly; he just gave off a slightly dweeb-like aura. Sarah would be able to control both herself and him. An ideal choice for her apprenticeship.

	‘Who?’ she asked, confused.

	‘That one.’ With a subtle point in Dweeb Boy’s direction. ‘The guy on his own at the end of the bar.’

	She looked at the guy, who was nervously raising his beer to his lips, then at David. ‘The one with the incipient comb-over?’

	‘That’s a bit harsh. But I like that you used “incipient”.’

	‘Incipient, embryonic, inchoate.’

	‘All he has is a little potential thinning.’

	‘Yeah, that’s past potential, but …’ Her tongue came out to touch her top lip, and David wanted to suck her tongue into his own mouth and keep it there for an hour. Bad, bad, bad. He waited, trying not to shift and twitch, but it was hard when his nerves were screaming at him, when every fibre in his body was urging him to say a big fat Phoo to their whole male girlfriend fiasco of a relationship and seduce her.

	Heck, she’d just said all she really wanted at this stage was three weeks and one day—the husband and kids could come later. Well, she could have three weeks and one day with him, couldn’t she? He could break the curse himself!

	In fact, if she decided she didn’t like the look of the dweeb, he’d take it as a sign and suggest they get out of the bar and go to his apartment and work on the portrait. Once she was inside his apartment, he’d find a way to get their conversation onto the subject of kissing and engineer a way to kiss her again, because just at that moment, he thought he’d implode if he didn’t.

	He looked more closely at the balding guy. Yeah, no way was she going to go for him. They might as well pack it in immediately. ‘Sarah, on second thoughts, let’s just—’

	‘Fine,’ she said, cutting him off as though she hadn’t even heard him. ‘He’s not my usual type, but my usual type hasn’t done me much good so far, has it? So why not go against it? Thank you, Dreamboat.’

	And with that, she gave the tiny excuse for a bag hanging over her shoulder a pat, and headed into the wilds, bouncing on her sky-high heels. What was the deal with the zips down the back of those shoes, anyway? Was she trying to give every guy in the place unzipping fantasies?

	Yes, she was. Of course she was. That was the goal. To attract men.

	So get your eyes off her feet.

	He forced his eyes up. But that brought no relief, because instead, they travelled over her twig-slim calves, up her cling-covered thighs, lingering over a backside that had almost no bloody curve to it and should not have been sexy but was. Up her super-straight back, across her bony shoulders, to her bare neck where those little wisps of hair curled at the base of her skull.

	Stop!

	He ripped his transfixed gaze off her to re-examine the dweeb. A most unprepossessing sight. (Unprepossessing—Sarah would love that word; he’d have to find a way to get it into a sentence.) On the one hand, he knew it was nothing short of sabotage to be pointing out a guy whose looks only a mother could love. On the other, Sarah didn’t seem to mind the guy’s appearance. He couldn’t think of one woman who wouldn’t write that guy off.

	But not Sarah. Going against type, she’d said. Because she wasn’t cynical and jaded and closed off. She was happy and hopeful and open. And trusting him, David, to help her. She had no idea what he was really doing was blighting her husband-SUV-kids fantasy by deliberately making a nasty choice of guy for her.

	At least Dweeb Boy’s posture was undergoing a positive change as he watched Sarah approach. He was straightening, thrusting back his puny shoulders. His eyes were lighting up—at least, David assumed they were lighting up; it was hard to tell from this distance, but the guy would have to be brain dead to see Sarah and not light up since she was so out of his league. One thing was certain: there’d be no negging happening unless the Dweeb was doing it, because he had to be just scraping in at a five on a good day.

	Sarah reached Dweeb. Said something. Dweeb laughed. The laugh became a smile … And David saw that he’d made a serious miscalculation. Because Dweeb had a megawatt smile that bumped him straight to a seven. Okay, to an eight, being completely objective about it.

	As David watched Sarah lean in, he started thinking about the whole sex on the first date thing. Had they arrived at a definitive answer on that? Because the answer was ‘No’. Not with a guy who could transform from a five to an eight with just one smile. A guy who could do that was not to be trusted. He had to get a message to her to make it crystal clear that sex on the first date was not on before things went further.

	He dug his phone out of his jacket pocket and texted:

	No sex on the first date okay?

	David saw Sarah flinch and look at her bag as his text arrived. Yeah, that cymbal clash could cut through metal! He was smiling as he waited for her to excuse herself, knowing some kooky comment would be flying back. Waited … as her fingers went to the clasp on her bag … which she’d open any second now … and dig out her phone …

	But she stopped. Her hand came off the clasp of her bag and instead touched Dweeb Boy’s forearm. Touched his wizened forearm. She said something—something funny obviously, because Dweeb Boy laughed.

	And that was it. Her phone stayed in her bag. Even though she knew that text message was from David.

	For a moment, David stood there, uncomprehending, his smile unnaturally fixed.

	And then the comprehension was there: Sarah had ignored his text. She’d chosen Dweeb Boy over him. She’d chosen a narrow-shouldered, pigeon-chested, chinless, balding dweeb over him.

	And it hit him—really hit him: Sarah was so deadly serious about this project they’d embarked upon, she’d try everyone in her quest to find the one. And she would find the one. Not the three weeks and one day guy David had decided he could be. She’d find a life partner—which David was nine years too old to be. Nine years too lost. Nine years too late.

	He turned abruptly away from the sight of them—right into the path of a pretty redhead who was giving him a look from under her eyelashes.

	Lightning fast, he assessed her. He put her age at around thirty. Slim, but with actual curves. Great rack. He suspected if she turned, he’d catch a glimpse of toned bottom because her arms had the look of a person who worked out regularly, unlike Sarah Quinn’s never-seen-a-dumbbell-in-their-life spaghetti arms.

	Okay, this was promising. It was time, past time, to sexually un-frustrate himself, and the redhead was ideal for the purpose.

	He tried to give his penis a telepathic How about it, fella? prod. No response. Not even a twinge. Not quite believing the situation, he glanced subtly down. Come on! Nope. Nothing happening. As in nothing.

	Which was how he found himself heading for the exit on his own and hailing a taxi. Eight minutes later, he was walking into his apartment. One of the great things about inner-city living was how close you were to everything. Whereas Sarah, on the other side of the Sydney Harbour Bridge, had a bit of a trek between her place and what he’d call a true nightlife precinct.

	Unless Dweeb Boy lived over this side and she stayed at his place …? Then again, The Rocks was practically under the Harbour Bridge. Centurion was a stone’s throw from it. So she could be thinking … Incredible, she’d better not be thinking of taking him—a serial killer for all anyone knew—to her place. He’d have to remind her of that rule. He reached automatically for his phone, formulating a text in his head, but stopped suddenly.

	What if she ignored a second text from him? As in twice in one night? He didn’t know what he’d do, but the word ‘ballistic’ came to mind. Best not to find out. No text, then.

	Instead, he turned on the television, hoping for some distraction—but switched it off after three minutes because he couldn’t concentrate.

	Music. He needed music. He selected his favourite blues playlist. Three minutes—switched off.

	He thought about making something to eat, and decided he couldn’t be bothered.

	He headed for the studio, where he selected a brush, looked at a blank canvas, and then threw the brush down. He was too unsettled to paint.

	Why hadn’t he even tried to pick up that woman in Centurion? Just because he didn’t feel like sex right that second didn’t mean a kiss, a touch, a glimpse of bra, wouldn’t have sparked something. Sex tonight would have set him back on the right path. Straightforward, uncomplicated sex with a woman he didn’t have to see again and who wouldn’t be asking him if she should be having sex on the first freaking date!

	A train of thought that started chug-chugging along the one track in his mind, Sarah-sex-Sarah-sex, eventually sending him hurtling into the laundry to the recycling bin, digging for the sketch he’d torn into four pieces on Wednesday night.

	He breathed out a thank-God sigh when he held the pieces in his hands. Ridiculous to feel relieved, given he’d known the pieces were still there, but nevertheless he was breathing and breathing those thankful sighs … while not actually being able to put the pieces together and look.

	He needed a drink. He needed to be in the kitchen, pouring a drink. He’d be more relaxed there, with a counter to put the torn page on and a glass of wine in hand.

	A minute later, he was carefully placing the pieces of paper facedown on the kitchen counter. He helped himself to a glass of Pinot Noir and—bang—into his head popped an image of Sarah’s pert nose wrinkling as she’d confessed to not liking it. She liked Shiraz, and she liked Chardonnay. Cold Chardonnay. His eyes went to his wine fridge, and almost before he knew what he was doing, he was removing bottles of Chardonnay from storage and stacking them in the normal fridge to chill them.

	And then there was nothing to do except look at the ripped paper on the kitchen counter. His fingers flexed with the urge to turn the pieces face-up. Flexed, flexed, flexed … until, with a strangled curse, he picked them up. Without looking at them, he snagged his wineglass off the counter and headed for the living room. He needed to calm down and take his time, not hunch over her on the kitchen counter like a randy tomcat.

	He did the same careful facedown sketch placement on the coffee table, then sat on the couch holding his wineglass. But before he could take even a sip, his phone pinged. He jumped, spilling wine on his jacket—and then grimaced as it filtered through his over-hyped brain that it was a normal ping, not Twinkle, Twinkle. Well, so what? He did not care that Sarah still hadn’t texted him back. In fact, he didn’t want to hear from Sarah. Especially not with naked Sarah on the coffee table.

	He tugged his phone from his pocket, saw the message was from Margaret.

	Just saying hello

	He smiled as he zipped off a simple reply. And then sat unsmiling as he scrolled through his old messages, telling himself he wasn’t checking to see if he’d somehow missed a text from Sarah.

	When he found himself adjusting the phone volume to make sure he heard his text messages arrive, he deserted the living room for the bathroom, where he splashed cold water on his face. He reached for a towel, and in the slight turn, a bounce of light to his profile revealed a flash of silver amongst the dark blond of his hair.

	No. No, no, no.

	Towel forgotten, he leaned close to the mirror and angled his head, trying to recapture that glimpse of …

	Arrggghhh. Noooooooooo.

	A grey hair, his first grey hair, above his ear.

	Who knew how long that grey hair had been sprouting with him none the wiser? Had Sarah seen it? Was that why she’d made that crack about Botox?

	Dear God, he was now officially old, which made his lustful obsession with Sarah Quinn somehow Lolita-esque.

	On that repulsive thought, he strode purposefully into the living room, picked up the four pieces of sketchbook paper, and tore them, and tore them, and tore them, until they were nothing but confetti.


CHAPTER NINE

	No sex on the first date okay?

	Sarah had David’s text message memorized, so it made no sense to keep turning on the bedside lamp, reading the message, then turning off the lamp, in an endless vexatious cycle.

	What it came down to was a guilty conscience. She was just not the kind of person who ignored text messages.

	Light on.

	No sex on the first date okay?

	The only comfort was in knowing that David wouldn’t have expected her to whip out her phone while she was busy trying to hook her fish.

	Light off.

	But what about afterwards? There was no reason she couldn’t have shot off a quick reply when she and Balding Brandon had left Centurion to go for coffee. It wasn’t as though Brandon wasn’t checking his own phone a thousand times. And he’d responded to two text messages while she was sitting opposite him.

	Light on.

	No sex on the first date okay?

	David may not have appreciated a text at that point, of course. She’d seen him, checking out his own fish—a redheaded decorative koi (and everyone knew koi had a particularly nasty taste).

	Light off.

	What kind of wingman was he, anyway, to be doing that when he was supposed to be keeping an eye on Sarah? And then—poof!—disappearing?

	Light on.

	No sex on the first date okay?

	Okay, okay, it was time to admit it. In not replying, she’d done the text equivalent of stalking off in a snit, which she’d assured David she didn’t generally do.

	The real question was why she’d allowed herself to act like a jealous teenager just because a grown man who wasn’t her boyfriend was eyeing an attractive woman while she herself was homing in on another guy.

	It was ludicrous. Absurd, preposterous, foolish.

	As ludicrous as reading the text over and over hours later, thinking that would somehow change the situation.

	Lamp off. For the last time!

	But before Sarah could even re-wriggle under the covers, the cymbals clashed.

	Bolting upright and snapping the bedside light straight on again, she reached eagerly for her phone—but the noise wasn’t coming from her phone, it was coming from outside; and it wasn’t cymbals clashing, but thunder.

	She jumped out of bed and hurried to open the doors to her private garden to watch the storm develop. She laughed as the first spear of lightning split the sky, and as the rain started falling, she reached out cupped hands to catch the drops.

	She loved the exhilarating wildness of a storm. She wished she could catch it—thunder, lightning, rain, wind, all of it—and pull it into the room with her. Except that then, of course, it wouldn’t be the same phenomenon. It would be something trapped, harnessed, tamed. Like a scene encased in one of her snow domes—a pristine, predictable world under glass.

	It was the predictability of her snow domes that she liked best of all. She even understood the psychology behind wanting to collect them. When you’d spent your childhood never knowing when your home life was going to change to suit a new stepmother or stepfather—and usually your actual bricks-and-mortar home right along with it—being surrounded by tiny worlds where nothing changed was comforting. You controlled how hard you shook them, and afterwards, the snow always settled to reveal … perfection.

	Of course her brother Adam, the cynical one in the family, preferred to think of Sarah’s snow dome collection as a boring metaphor for her dating life! Being picked up and shaken for a little while by one guy, then another, and another, but with nothing ever really changing because nobody could get in.

	Which may be true, but she could get out, couldn’t she? She could walk into the storm that very moment if she wanted to.

	But as if to taunt her, the thunder, lightning and rain ceased abruptly on that thought. As the world resettled, Sarah looked down and saw herself for what she was: naked, cold and alone, standing inside so that she was safe from the elements, with her hands held out to pull a few captured raindrops in with her as though they were all the wildness she could risk.

	She wondered if David would share Adam’s view of her snow domes, that they were boring, unchallenged worlds. David didn’t have the air of a man who’d stayed safely inside all his life while storms raged without. He knew what it was like to be outside with the elements buffeting him.

	Nine years ago, I grew up. That’s what happened. Words that said it all … and yet said nothing.

	Whatever had happened nine years ago, it was something more momentous than the bloodless divorce he’d spoken of so easily. Something deeper, darker. It had triggered his brutal phase—the dates on the landscape, the dancers and the still life in his living room told her that.

	She could have asked him what it was … and yet, she hadn’t. It was as though she’d been too scared to know. She shivered, remembering how she’d felt following David out of the storeroom that first night—like she was out of her depth.

	The truth was, she was out her depth, with him. She was treading water, trying to find her footing, wanting to know how far she could swim if she was dragged out to sea, but looking constantly back at the shore to make sure she was safe.

	Shaken in her snow dome world … but not released from it.

	Something in her wanted, desperately, to be released. To be dragged out from beneath the glass and swept up, tossed and turned and tumbled by a real storm. Someone like David could do that to her. Someone like David …

	Whom she could never have because of Lane, and there was no use staring out at the cold night and thinking there might be a way that she could.

	She closed the French doors, dried her hands, got into bed, and rechecked the message on her phone, determined to treat it as Lane herself would, with clear-headed face-value consideration.

	No sex on the first date okay?

	Okay-with-question-mark. But she had to assume it was a rhetorical question—more of an instruction, with which she could comply or not as she saw fit. Otherwise he would have texted her again, or even called her.

	Ha! As if a man like him would care whether a girl like her texted him back or not!

	It was a moot point anyway, the whole sex on the first date issue, as far as tonight was concerned. For her at least. For David, who knew? He may well be entwined with some redheaded koi-type person right that very second. And that was fine.

	Just fine.

	Safer.

	Safe.

	She turned off the bedside light with a decisive snap.


CHAPTER TEN

	When Sarah, at a hospital fundraising lunch she’d organized on Monday, found herself turning down a date with a perfectly decent, handsome, charming doctor for no better reason than she couldn’t imagine kissing him until her insides were clenching, her blood was boiling, and her skin was tingling, she knew she had a problem.

	What was the point of comparing guys to David in terms of their kissing ability or anything else? As she’d already acknowledged, David was the pinnacle, the Mount Everest of men. He came with an avalanche warning for the general female population, and for Sarah in particular there were all those hidden crevices that made him so unscalable it wasn’t worth even trying to get a grappling hook into him: he was the storm to her snow dome; he effectively belonged to Lane; he was Adam’s enemy because of that; and he was a devotee of one-night stands, which was the last thing Sarah needed.

	Use him; don’t fall for him. How many times did she have to tell herself that for it to sink in?

	Use him, use him, use him.

	And using him meant setting herself up at Everest Base Camp for a mountaineering masterclass. Even though she had no intention of scaling Mount Everest itself, she could apply the skills she learned there when ascending a whole selection of other mountains. There were amazing views to be appreciated from the K2s, the Kilimanjaros, the Mont Blancs and the Mount McKinleys, after all. And should she have to descend to lower foothills, there would still be some delightful steep walks to be had.

	All it was, was a mindset.

	She spent the next two days going over the list of personality modifications in the rulebook, preparatory to trying them out on David. She would be less talkative than usual. She would attempt to be still. She would be less politely agreeable. She would be circumspect when discussing her date with Brandon.

	Simple, really. And if only her mother wasn’t out of reach cruising the Mediterranean and could give her a little reassurance, she’d feel very comfortable in her approach. At least she knew she wasn’t betraying Lane if all she was doing was siphoning David’s expertise, even if her craven avoidance of Lane’s calm voicemail requests to ‘give me a call when you get a moment’ suggested otherwise.

	Erica’s less calm demands for updates were easier to ignore and delete, thanks to the sheer panic they induced in her:

	‘I know something’s going on, Sarah, and I’m trying not to jump to conclusions but radio silence at your end isn’t helping.’

	‘Lane can’t work out why you’re so upset with her—you have to call her and get it off your chest so we can all move forward.’

	‘We need you, Sarah, to make sense of your brother.’

	‘Sarah, pick the heck up.’

	How she wished she’d done what David had suggested and upfront told the girls what she was planning to do right from the start. But it was too late now, too awkward. And truthfully, even the night she and David had made the deal something hadn’t felt quite right about it. It hadn’t felt … innocent enough to share—even though David had assured her it was. No matter how many ways Sarah positioned her relationship with David in her mind, there’d been something about him that had twisted her insides. The way he’d made her laugh despite herself, the shock of being in his arms, his knowing eyes, the stir of danger that had swirled in her as she left the art gallery storeroom with him … There was something about those things had made her feel guilty even before she’d done anything to feel guilty about.

	And since then, she had done something to make her feel guilty. She’d kissed him, and introduced him to Erica under false pretences, and … and dreamed about him and thought about him in ways she knew were wrong. Ways that had stopped her from accepting a date with a perfect long-term romantic prospect.

	No, she couldn’t call Erica, couldn’t explain it to Lane. Not until she’d proved to herself that the thing with David really was one hundred per cent above board. She would do that tonight by being the perfect artist’s muse while demonstrating that she’d taken all his man-hunting suggestions on board.

	As the SydneyScape Apartments elevator zoomed skywards at one minute to eight, Sarah told herself she would impress the heck out of David on both counts. Not that he’d necessarily show he was impressed. With all that ennui clinging to him like a velvet cloak, he was bound to present as his usual urbane, unflappable, amused, sophisticated self.

	The elevator stopped and she composed her limbs for a stately walk along the corridor to David’s apartment. But as she stepped into the corridor, one look at David framed in his doorway had Sarah remembering the artistic intensity that had overtaken him at the conclusion of last week’s painting session. He was rumpled and unshaven, shoeless, wearing slightly tattered jeans and a faded T-shirt. He exuded neither the milk of human kindness nor the humour she’d come to expect of him. In fact, he was looking Byronically temperamental. Attractive but not exactly welcoming.

	She walked towards him, serene on the outside but quaking on the inside, silently reciting: don’t talk too much; be still; don’t be too polite; don’t always agree with him; no snits, tears or tantrums, even if he says something that makes you angry; no punching, slapping, kicking or stabbing—as if he’d ever let me get near enough!

	He held the door open for her, and when they were inside, he just stood there. Irritated, testy, sullen, and … and something else. He looked … unhappy. A strange combination of emotions that couldn’t possibly have anything to do with her, so what had happened?

	‘Is something wrong?’ she asked.

	‘No, why?’ he growled.

	‘You look … I don’t know … grumpy.’

	His eyebrows lowered threateningly. ‘I’m not grumpy.’

	‘Because if it’s the text message thing from Saturday night, I’m sorry I didn’t respond. But believe me, it wasn’t really what you’d call a pertinent question. When I expla—’

	‘I don’t care if you respond to my texts or not.’

	‘So should I not bother adding it to the rulebook—no ignoring texts from Dreamboat David?’

	‘You can add it right after the first rule about not talking too much.’

	‘Or maybe right before the one about not punching you,’ she said, with a big dollop of sweetness to compensate for her flare of exasperation.

	David’s response was to stomp over to the door that led to the bedroom wing and jerk it open. ‘Your dress is in the room across from the bathroom,’ he said.

	‘Fine,’ Sarah said, flinging up her hands. She stalked past him, and the door closed behind her with what could only be described as a controlled slam.

	What was that she’d been telling herself in the elevator about David being his usual urbane, unflappable, amused, sophisticated self? A giggle started to erupt, and she moved quickly away from the door and along the hall lest David hear her and take exception in his current unamused state.

	The way David did ‘grumpy’ was surprising. As though he was both bewildered and displeased by his own bad mood. It made him less perfect. More accessible. A little bit adorable, even. It made her want to pat his hand, and ruffle his hair, and tell him everything was going to be all right. It didn’t quite fit with the image of David Bennett: sex god.

	On the subject of which … Was the room she was about to enter David’s bedroom? Until tonight, she would have expected his bedroom to have a heart-shaped bed with black satin sheets, a mirrored ceiling and a shelf of sex toys. But now, she was picturing something tamer.

	The moment she opened the door, however, she knew this wasn’t his room. There was very little art on the walls, and it had an unused feel, like a rarely occupied spare bedroom. No decorative additions, no en suite bathroom.

	As she changed clothes and shoes, she wondered who used the room. It couldn’t be his hordes of one-night stands, because if they’d slept here, it would have looked like the bedroom equivalent of Heathrow Airport!

	She looked around, hoping for clues, but there was nothing. Except, perhaps, what was behind the mirrored doors of the wardrobe …?

	Which David, as a self-professed aficionado of human females, had to know she’d be compelled to open so …

	She slid the doors open to find not the left-behind negligees and party-frocks she might have expected, but a selection of women’s suits and a row of sedate leather pumps. She moved closer, examining the suits. All the same size, all a similar style. Shoes all the one size, too. Which indicated one regular female visitor. Still on the scene? Yes, she thought so, given one of the suits was current season.

	She tried to remember if she’d seen evidence of this mystery woman in the bathroom across the hall when she’d changed in there last week, but couldn’t. Of course, she hadn’t been looking last week. But this week …?

	Well, there was no use pretending she wasn’t a girl on a mission and it wasn’t as though she didn’t have to check her hair and make-up for the portrait, so without troubling her conscience with futile soul-searching Sarah carried her make-up purse across the hall.

	Within two minutes, she’d unearthed a state-of-the-art hairdryer; shampoo and conditioner (for ‘distressed hair’—oh dear!); gel, mousse and wax (yep, someone’s hair needed more than a little taming!); a criminally expensive facial moisturizer (overpriced); and a bottle of expensive eau de parfum (a scent she’d always thought was cloying).

	There was the evidence!

	But what did it mean?

	Had it been left by the business suit owner? Or by assorted women, who either expected to be asked back or wanted an excuse to call in if they weren’t?

	Sarah pictured herself trying that little manoeuvre.

	Just stopping by for my shoes, David—I forgot them last time I was here.

	Just wondering if you’ve seen my x, y, z.

	Just wondering if I left …

	‘Ugh,’ she said, pulling a face at her reflection. ‘Just wondering if I left my brain at home! Seriously, Sarah? Seriously? We are not launching an assault on Mount Everest, remember?’

	A quick smooth of her hair, an extra coat of mascara to get her eyelashes as long, thick and black as possible, and she was making her way along the hallway, determined to pose with grace and poise and silence and stillness.

	But she only managed to take one step into the living room before David barked at her, ‘Stop! Stay there!’

	The command was so peremptory, she recoiled, banging her funny bone against the doorjamb.

	‘Ouch,’ she complained, rubbing her elbow.

	David’s only reaction was to point to her left. ‘Turn your head and look at the painting above that cabinet and just … stand there.’ He muttered something else that Sarah thought contained the word ‘shoes’.

	She looked down at her feet, and got a snapped out, ‘Don’t move,’ for her trouble.

	Be still, she reminded herself, and forced every bit of muscle, sinew and bone into immobility. She even tried to keep her chest from rising and falling with her breaths, to the point where she thought she might asphyxiate herself.

	She was therefore a little surprised, two minutes later, when David burst out with, ‘What the heck’s wrong with you?’

	‘Huh?’ she asked, mystified.

	‘Have you been taxidermized?’

	‘I’m being still!’

	His irritation practically leapt across the room and slapped her in the head. ‘There’s a difference between being still and being still.’

	She snorted. ‘Yeah, like that makes sense.’

	‘Loosen up. Wiggle your fingers. Shrug your shoulders. Move your head the way you’re always doing.’

	‘Move my head? I don’t move my head!’

	‘You’re always moving your head.’ He moved his own head to show her—angling it one way, then the other, then backwards, forwards. ‘You’re like a freaking bird tracking its prey. And don’t get me started on the way you walk.’

	She drew herself up. ‘It’s not actually possible to walk and be still simultaneously.’

	‘Yes but there’s walking and there’s walking.’

	‘So we’re doing the Pinot Noir thing?’

	‘What does that mean?’

	‘There are Pinot Noirs and then there are Pinot Noirs? There’s still and then there’s still? There’s walking and then there’s walking? You know, that thing that makes you an insufferable … insufferable …’

	‘Are you calling me a prick? Oh no, that’s right, you don’t swear, good little girl that you are.’

	‘Let’s get back to still and still, walking and walking,’ she said, through pinched lips.

	‘Let’s, because the truth is, you get them both wrong.’

	‘Oh! You are so grumpy today!’

	‘I’m. Not. Grumpy.’

	‘Yes. You. Are.’

	‘I just don’t like you being still.’ The words grumbled out of him, as though he grudged them their existence.

	‘Okaaay,’ she said. ‘Then I’ll move. I’ll … I don’t know … walk around the room.’

	‘Except you don’t walk, you bounce.’

	‘So un-bounce me.’

	‘What?’

	‘Un-bounce me,’ she repeated. ‘I’m going to walk around the room while you tell me how I should be walking.’

	‘That’s the stupidest thing I’ve ever heard.’

	‘David, that’s not even the stupidest thing I’ve heard in the past minute! Now come on, you’re supposed to be teaching me how to become more desirable, so if my walk is undesirable, fix it.’

	David’s temper seemed to be hanging by a thread as he looked at her. And then, swearing under his breath, he advanced on the couch. ‘Right. Maybe if I do this, I can stop worrying about you going arse over belly every time you’re out in public.’

	No stalking off in a snit, she reminded herself, and watched with bitten tongue as David pushed the couch, then the coffee table, out of the way, opening out the floor space. Next, he grabbed an armful of cushions and placed them in different spots on the floor. Two table lamps and a ceramic vase followed. He then folded one of the rugs into a bulky strip.

	Her eyes lit up. ‘It’s an obstacle course!’

	‘It is.’ He drew the course in the air with his finger, explaining, ‘Step over the cushions, weave around the lamps and the vase—first in one direction, then the other. The rug will give you a different surface to walk on.’

	‘This is going to be fun,’ Sarah said, and meant it.

	‘Just try not to break your neck,’ he sniped, before flicking his hand out. ‘Come on, what are you waiting for?’

	Swallowing hard on a giggle she felt sure would be tantrum-inducing, Sarah started walking the track. Weaving, stepping, traversing and reversing—all under David’s frowning observation as he gave her terse instructions. ‘Change direction.’ ‘More sway to your hips.’ ‘Slow down.’ ‘Don’t swing your arms so much.’ ‘Do you know what “sway” means?’ ‘Keep your head still.’ ‘Glide, don’t bounce.’ ‘Relax your shoulders.’ ‘Your hips should be swaying, swaaay-iiing.’

	‘In case you haven’t noticed, I don’t have hips to sway.’

	‘I’m sure that dweeb you were with Saturday night would say otherwise,’ David said. ‘Even if they are just a couple of razor-edged bones.’

	‘I was wondering when we were going to get around to discussing Brandon.’

	‘Brandon? He looked more like a Herbert.’

	‘Brandon, who was your choice. And a good choice, actually, because he is very sweet and smart. A gentleman, too. And no, he did not have a problem with my hips, or with the way I walked.’

	‘Which you’re still not doing right. Sway, don’t jounce.’

	Sarah stopped. ‘I have a suggestion,’ she said, fixing David with a steely eye. ‘Why don’t you come over here, put your hands on my hips, walk behind me and feel the way I move. If you reposition me as I walk, I’m sure I’ll get the hang of it faster.’

	‘Not necessary.’

	‘What’s wrong? Scared these razor bones of mine will slice off a thumb?’

	‘I can see better from here.’

	‘Sorry, but you’ve complained about the way I move my hips one time too many, so you’re just going to have to suck it up, get over here, and show me how to sway. I’m not moving until you do. It’s in the rulebook, David—guys don’t like girls who agree with them on everything, remember? So I’m not agreeing with you on this.’

	He closed his eyes as though in pain. And then: ‘Fine,’ he said through clenched teeth. Swearing under his breath again, he came straight for her, glowering.

	‘Gump-er-ama,’ she said in a sing-song voice.

	‘For the last time, I’m not grumpy!’

	‘Two blinks tells me you are. Irritable, cantankerous, petulant, crabby.’

	‘You’re just … doing my head in.’ And with that mini-explosion, David spun her so fast she almost toppled.

	‘That was not my fault,’ she said, as he grabbed her hips and held her steady.

	Sudden silence. And then Sarah heard David suck in a breath as his hands tightened. Her heart started to thud.

	‘Step,’ he said, and Sarah took a step forward. ‘So … Brandon.’

	‘Brandon,’ she repeated, and that seductive smell that clung to David was suddenly making her dizzy.

	‘Step,’ he said, and waited until she’d moved. ‘When you said he was a gentleman, what did that mean? Did he kiss you?’

	‘No.’ Swallow past the sudden dryness in her throat.

	‘Step,’ he said, and this time, when they stopped, he was closer to her. ‘Did he touch you?’

	‘No.’

	‘Step, Sarah.’ Step. Stop. They were at the French doors now, looking out at the night, but seeing their reflections in the glass. ‘Did you want him to?’

	‘No.’ She was wide-eyed, lips slightly parted; David’s face was starkly serious.

	‘Are you seeing him again?’ he asked.

	‘No.’ She could sense the pounding of his heart, in unison with hers. She closed her eyes, enjoying the steady drum of it. He started to ease his tight hold on her hips. Don’t let me go, she wanted to say—but he wasn’t letting go; instead, one hand was sliding up to her rib cage, the other moving down until it was low on her belly.

	She opened her eyes so she could see his hands on her, reflected in the glass. David eased her slowly back, until his chest was hard and warm against her back, his erection pressing into her. An ache jumped to vibrant life between her legs. She felt damp there, and hot, and shifted her legs, opening them slightly, wordlessly inviting him in.

	His eyes dropped to where his hand rested on her belly, jaw hardening, nostrils flaring. She wanted that hand of his to slide down, to cup her, press there. Oh, what would it take to get him to touch her there? ‘David,’ she said, and heard the plea in it; it was only a breath removed from a moan.

	‘Why aren’t you going to see him again?’

	‘His ex. He wants her back. Rulebook. People who talk about their exes …’

	‘Is that the only reason?’

	‘No.’

	‘What else?’

	‘I didn’t want him to touch me. Not like that. Not like … this.’

	He exhaled, long and slow. And then his hands moved to her hips again. He eased her forward. Turned her to face him. Let her go.

	Dazed, Sarah blinked up at him.

	He reached out to trace one of her eyebrows with his finger. ‘Don’t change the way you walk, Sarah.’

	She couldn’t believe her ears for a moment. He’d just turned her to mush, without even kissing her, and now he was touching her eyebrow like that was some consolation prize and talking about her walk? A timely reminder that she was not scaling Everest. She twitched her head to dislodge his finger. ‘Then why did we just go through that?’

	‘Because I was grumpy.’

	‘Oh, you! You …’ she spluttered, trying to be angry, but laughing despite herself. ‘So how about you tell me why you were grumpy.’

	‘When I figure that out, you’ll be the first to know.’ He tugged her in, hugged her hard, dropped a kiss on the top of her head. ‘But meanwhile …’ releasing her ‘… at the risk of being punched, I have to tell you that those shoes of yours are not, in fact, going to make it into the portrait.’

	‘But Frisky Frank said they were sexy. And he’s a podiatrist!’

	‘Oh, well then, he’d know all about sex. Podiatrists always do.’

	‘And if it’s about my walk, I assure you I could perform a gymnastics routine in these shoes and not falter once.’

	‘I’m glad to hear that but it’s not about the walk. I like the way you walk.’

	‘And they go with this dress perfectly.’

	‘Ah, that’s the other thing. The dress.’

	‘What? No!’

	‘Sorry.’

	‘Really?’

	‘Really.’

	‘But it’s my best dress.’

	‘I know.’

	‘And I wanted timeless elegance.’

	‘Sorry.’

	‘Then what about the dress I wore on Saturday night? Or the chartreuse I wore to the art gallery? Chartreuse suits me. In fact, it’s my favourite colour. I have something else, too, in silver. And black. I have lots of black dresses. Do you hate all my clothes? Do I need a new wardrobe? What about—’

	‘Draw breath, bluebell. I don’t hate any of your clothes. It’s entirely possible I love every dress you own. I just thought of something specific I want you to wear.’

	Visions of the suits in the spare bedroom floated in Sarah’s head. She must have looked appalled, because he took her hands in his. ‘Trust me,’ he soothed.

	‘I don’t want to wear a suit.’

	‘That’s convenient, because I don’t want you to either.’

	‘Then what?’

	‘Come with me.’

	So Sarah found herself following him into the hallway, past the bathroom and spare bedroom, past another closed-off room, to the last door at the end.

	‘In,’ he said, opening the door.

	And just as instantly as she’d known the spare room wasn’t his bedroom, she knew this one was. Dark wood furniture. Bedcover and floor rugs in muted shades of blue. A built-in wardrobe, with the same mirrored doors as the one in the spare room. Art everywhere. ‘Which paintings are yours?’

	‘The two landscapes,’ David said offhandedly, and while he went to rummage in the wardrobe, Sarah moved closer to them. One forest, one ocean. Different from his ‘brutal’ paintings in the living room, and yet you could tell they were by the same artist. Abstract. Colourful. Powerful, rather than beautiful.

	‘Here,’ David said, and she turned to find him standing with his hands full of ivory wool. The scent of the wool filled her nostrils before he reached her. Patchouli, dark rose, brandy cream. ‘It’s going to swamp you, but that’s the look I want.’

	His sweater. Sarah took it from him with fingers that were trembling slightly and shook it out. It was a bulky cable knit and so soft to the touch, timeless elegance was forgotten in a twinkling. She could hardly wait to wrap herself in the sweater. His sweater. ‘Do I need my jeans?’ she asked.

	He shook his head. ‘Just your underwear.’ He inclined his head towards a door to the side of the wardrobe. ‘Change in the bathroom through there. And take off all your make-up while you’re at it.’

	‘What?’

	‘All off.’

	‘But I just put it on!’

	‘Off.’

	‘Remember the eyelashes.’

	‘I hope you don’t mean mine, because I warned you about that.’

	‘Mine! And it’s not funny. They’re invisible!’

	‘Take off the mascara, Sarah.’

	‘I’m going to look like a boy.’

	David laughed. ‘Not in this lifetime, bluebell. Now get in there. Make-up off, and wet your hair. I want it flat against your skull.’

	‘I’m not sure my skull is my best feature.’

	‘You have a perfectly shaped cranium.’

	‘Oh, so at least my fontanelle development didn’t let me down! Just so you know, there are nicer compliments you can pay a girl. Even the guy who told me my lips had the tautness of a perfectly cooked calamari ring did better than that.’ Sarah prodded at her bottom lip as David started laughing helplessly. ‘Too bad I can’t kiss myself and find out for sure.’

	‘Next time I kiss you, I’ll make sure I have some calamari on standby for the sake of comparison,’ he choked out.

	Next time. Did David even know he’d said that? Clenching, boiling, tingling, please. ‘I think I have the negs down pat now, so perhaps forget the calamari and move on to some other lesson that will make me kissable. Maybe that I’m cute or smart or funny?’

	‘Yes, but you already know all that,’ he said, and reached out to fiddle with one of the curls behind her ear, making her want to throw herself at him. An impulse she managed to quash when he added, ‘Use some of Margaret’s stuff in the other bathroom to keep your hair in place.’

	Hair in place. All about the painting. Got it. Good. She needed that reminder of what tonight was all about. Needed to get herself under control.

	And then the rest of what he’d said filtered through. Margaret. Ex-wife. Aha! Her things in the spare bathroom. Her clothes, too? Only a saint wouldn’t be curious about that. ‘Won’t she mind? Margaret?’

	‘No. Just let me know if you use it all, so I can tell her she’ll need to restock next time she’s down.’

	‘Oh?’ Super innocent. ‘Down from where?’

	‘Brisbane.’

	‘And she stays here? With you? Often?’

	‘Often enough.’

	‘So … she hasn’t remarried either?’

	‘Not as such. But she has a long-term partner who lives with her. I guess you could say they’re effectively married.’ He smiled slightly. ‘Just no certificate. Not yet, anyway.’

	‘And he doesn’t mind?’

	‘He who?’

	‘Her partner.’

	‘Her partner’s a woman. Her name is Carly.’

	David turned her and used his hands on her back to propel her to the bathroom, where he released her and opened the door. ‘Now, get in there. I’ll get the living room reorganized and pour you some wine, but don’t take all night.’

	Sarah managed to get into the bathroom and close the door, but anything else was beyond her immediate ability, so she just stood there, gobsmacked.


CHAPTER ELEVEN

	David stood outside the bathroom door, fingers on the wood as though he could touch Sarah through it.

	Grumpy? Dang straight!

	He’d been on edge for four days thinking about that grey hair; wondering when he could expect more grey hairs; debating whether grey hair was worse than no hair, a la the guy whose name he now knew was Brandon; stewing over that unanswered text, and whether the reason it wasn’t answered was because Sarah was having sex with that dweeb; annoyed that he himself wasn’t having sex, despite going on a libido-destroying prowl on Sunday, Monday and Tuesday nights; and basically being all-round ticked off that he was … well, ticked off.

	His ticked-offedness had coiled ever more tightly as Wednesday approached, hour by harried hour. Until the sight of Sarah’s smiling face—how dare she be so sunnily normal when he was in such a state?—had made him want to go on an axe-wielding rampage.

	Thankfully, he wasn’t the type to own an axe, let alone wield one. But he’d found a way to get the smile off her face nonetheless, picking at her from the moment she’d stepped inside. Anything to put some distance between them, keep some distance between them, while he tried to get himself around to feeling as normal as she apparently did. Culminating in that asinine idea to put her through her paces like a mare in training for a steeplechase, when there was nothing wrong with the way she walked—except that he liked the heedless swagger of it a little too much. And that annoyed him too, because he didn’t want to like it.

	Grumpy.

	Right up until the moment he’d put his hands on her, and the scent of her, delectable gardenia tonight, wafted up and … calmed him. When he could have sworn touching her was going to have the opposite effect.

	And he’d stayed calm throughout that discussion about Brandon the Balding Mongrel—Had she kissed him? Let him touch her? Did she like him?—because he’d felt the coiled tension in her, and known the man she wanted was him, David.

	The relief of that, of knowing she hadn’t betrayed him, had made him want to whoop and laugh and generally make an idiot of himself. Not that ‘betrayed’ was the right word. That guy, Brandon-Herbert-dipincredible, simply wasn’t the right guy: that was the root of the problem. It would have been an insult if the first guy Sarah kissed after she’d kissed David was that guy. Next time, David would choose a better candidate and step away from the precipice of the axe-wielding rampage. Then he’d be free to focus on his own sex life again.

	He heard Sarah move on the other side of the door and realized he had no idea how long they’d been standing silently on their respective sides. What had Sarah been thinking about? Margaret, probably. She had to have questions, and knowing her, she was going to ask them. The Margaret questions were easy to answer, at least.

	And then he heard the rustle of clothes from her side of the door.

	Clothes. Coming off.

	Naked sketch.

	He snatched his hand off the bathroom door and only just stopped himself from thumping his exploding head against it. He needed help, and a cold shower, and chemical castration—not necessarily in that order.

	***

	Okay, chemical castration had better come first, David decided, as Sarah walked into the living room and the painting jumped to vivid life in his head.

	A surge of testosterone flooded him. It was as though he was touching her, despite being on the other side of the freaking room.

	The sweater swamped her tiny frame as he’d known it would, coming almost to her knees, falling off one pale shoulder. The colour was exquisite on her—almost the same colour as her skin, the same tone as her hair. Ivory wool on cream velvet against silver-gold silk. It made the bolt-blue of her eyes pop and drew attention to that intriguing black beauty spot at the end of her quirky, come-hither, pale-ash eyebrow.

	She looked fragile and artless. Sexy, but strangely untouched. Anyone who saw his painting was going to want to touch her, however. And he had a sudden insight that he was going to want to kill anyone who did.

	‘Well?’ she asked, sounding uncertain. ‘Is it okay?’

	He made do with a nod, and a vague wave towards the couch, because he couldn’t find words that wouldn’t freak at least one of them out.

	Sarah moved to the couch and sat on the edge, yanking self-consciously at the hem of the sweater, while he retreated with his sketchbook to what he hoped was a safe distance.

	‘So,’ she said. ‘Margaret.’

	David opened his sketchbook, clearing his throat to test his vocal cords. ‘What about her?’ Croaky. He cleared his throat again.

	‘I guess I should have expected a guy like you to have enacted a lesbian fantasy, but—’

	‘Lesbian fantasy?’ Not the fantasy that was currently playing in his head.

	‘Don’t most guys have those?’

	He forced the pencil onto the page. Do not draw Sarah naked. Do not draw Sarah naked. ‘I’m not most guys. Turn your head a little to the right …’ Silence for a moment as he sketched. ‘Stop moving your eyes towards me.’

	‘I won’t be responsible for the direction of my eyes until you tell me what happened.’

	He kept sketching.

	‘If you tell me you turned Margaret off men,’ she went on, ‘I’m going to have to rethink your role as my relationship expert.’

	‘My manhood is secure enough to withstand that slur.’

	‘Humph.’

	‘Move your left leg, just a little to the— No! Leave it where it is, that’s fine.’ Holy rubbish, that flash of blue gingham between her thighs was almost more than he could take. Breathe, David, breathe. ‘I met Margaret and Carly in London, when I was over there doing my business degree. Carly—who’s Australian—was studying fine arts. Margaret—British—was studying psychology. I told you she’s a psychologist.’

	‘Yes, I remember.’

	Pause, as he examined his sketch, a total disaster thanks to that quick flash, and flipped a page to start a new one. ‘Margaret and Carly were an item from the moment they laid eyes on each other. Birds were singing, bees were buzzing, unicorns were jumping over rainbows. You get the drift. When it was time for Carly to return to Australia, we had to work out the fastest and easiest way to get Margaret residency, and marriage was it.’

	‘Marriage to you.’

	‘To me. We were living together, only the three of us by then, and we were the closest of friends—in fact, it was Carly who hooked me on art. So I thought, why not?’

	‘Isn’t that fraud?’

	‘Whatever gave you the idea I was a law-abiding citizen?’ He looked at her, then, wanting to see her face. ‘Disappointed in me, bluebell?’

	‘No. It’s just … Well, as it happens, I am a law-abiding citizen. Or at least I’ve never been in a position where I’ve had to decide whether or not to be law-abiding.’ She was frowning. ‘Do you think that makes me dull?’

	‘No, so don’t get any ideas about jewel heists and drug running.’

	‘Hmm.’

	‘I mean it. And don’t get me wrong—even I, reprobate that I am, don’t go around breaking laws left, right and centre. But I love Margaret and Carly. More than a lot of men love their “real” wives. And if Australia could pull its head out of its arse on the subject of same-sex marriage, nobody would need to do what I did.’

	‘I can’t argue with that.’ She reached for the wine he’d left on the coffee table for her. ‘So, you were married for how long?’

	‘Four years. And in anticipation of your next question, we divorced four years ago, when the girls decided to move to Brisbane.’

	‘I can see why you referred to your break-up as a conscious uncoupling. Nice and civilized. But the marriage itself …’

	‘What about it?’

	‘Didn’t you worry that it was … limiting, maybe? What if you’d found someone you wanted to marry for real?’

	‘Then Margaret and I could have divorced earlier. But I already knew marriage wasn’t for me.’

	‘How could you know that at … how old? Twenty-something?’

	David found he was pressing too hard on the paper and forced himself to lighten his grip. ‘Twenty-six. And I promise you, I knew.’

	Silence. And then, ‘Do you have a painting of Margaret?’

	‘Yes.’

	‘Can I see it?’

	He looked at what he’d drawn. Knew, suddenly, what he had to do. Closed his sketchbook. ‘Sure,’ he said—easily enough, although his pulse was kicking like a mule. ‘There’s one in the studio. It’s … time.’ Brief, tight smile. ‘Time we were heading in there.’

	Sarah was looking apprehensive as they approached the door to the studio, so David assumed he wasn’t giving off sunshine and light vibes. But it was too late to stop. He didn’t want to stop. He wanted this done, before he put brush to canvas. It would refocus him on the painting. The painting was all that was important.

	He opened the door and waved Sarah in ahead of him, giving her a moment to look around before following her in.

	The studio had originally been the master bedroom—the biggest of the apartment’s bedrooms, with a large walk-in wardrobe and attached bathroom he’d remodelled into a wash-up/storage area. The studio itself was uncompromisingly plain. It had the same dark wood floors as the rest of the apartment, but its white walls were bare.

	There were two easels, plus a hanging system along one wall for larger canvases. A modern chaise longue in pale beige was set against another wall. The only other furniture was an assortment of utilitarian tabletops and stools. During the day, natural light poured in through three large windows. For working at night, he’d installed a comprehensive series of adjustable lights set on rails.

	David pointed to the chaise longue. ‘That’s where I’ll position you for the portrait.’

	As Sarah walked over to the chaise, he headed purposefully for the canvases stacked in a corner, facing the wall. Sorting quickly, he chose one and placed it on one of the easels. ‘Margaret,’ he said, looking with a critical eye at the fall of gold hair, the shimmering green eyes.

	‘She’s very beautiful,’ Sarah said, detouring to see it.

	‘That painting doesn’t do her justice. She’s more beautiful than that in the flesh. She’s beautiful on the inside too.’

	But Sarah was already doing the bird-head, darting a look at the other paintings.

	It was coming.

	Time. It was time.

	‘Are they of Margaret too?’ Sarah asked. ‘Or Carly?’

	‘No,’ David said. He walked purposefully over to the remaining four paintings and turned them sharp and fast, one by one, leaning them side by side against the wall.

	They were all of the same woman. Stunning, assured, seductive. Naked, and revelling in it. Laughing in one. Sombre in another. Flirty in a third. Sultry in the fourth. A range of poses to match the mood of each—standing with her hands on her hips; kneeling as she gazed at the ceiling; looking over her shoulder; reclining on a messy bed. Glossy dark hair, pale grey eyes, voluptuous curves, full breasts, apple-round bottom. Long, shapely legs—closed in three; open in the fourth.

	David was expecting the squeeze around his heart that always came when he was confronting evidence of her, but for once, it didn’t come. He should have been happy, after waiting so long for that miracle. Instead, its absence frightened him.

	Sarah came to stand beside him, and in that instant, he wanted to turn the paintings to the wall again, pretend they didn’t exist. What was she thinking? Was she shocked? Could she guess? The tension, the waiting, was almost unbearable.

	At last, she finished her examination and turned to him. ‘Who is she?’

	‘Rebel.’

	‘Rebel. The one who—’

	‘Dumped me.’

	‘When you were twenty-five. Nine years ago. Nine … years.’ She pursed her lips, looking from one painting to the next. ‘They’re different. From Margaret’s portrait.’

	‘Well, of course.’ He watched her, needing to push, to taunt, to … hurt? ‘Rebel is naked.’

	She shook her head impatiently. ‘That’s not it. It’s the love that’s different. This love—’ gesturing to Rebel’s painting ‘—is more passionate.’

	‘People do tend to be passionate when they’re twenty-five,’ he said sardonically.

	‘Are you saying you don’t feel that passion any more?’

	‘Sure I do. Four times a week on average.’

	He expected her to laugh but she didn’t. ‘It wasn’t just about sex, with Rebel,’ she said.

	‘But now that’s what it’s all about. And I prefer it that way, Sarah.’

	Sarah bent to peer more closely at the paintings, focusing on the lower right corners, where he signed and dated his works. The last one was dated shortly before Rebel had left him. ‘The start of your brutal phase,’ she said.

	David just stood there, silent, letting the paintings tell their own story.

	‘But the dates … they’re so close to Margaret’s. I would have thought if you could marry Margaret …’ She straightened and looked at him, clear-eyed and curious. ‘Why didn’t you marry Rebel?’

	‘As a matter of fact, I did marry Rebel,’ he said lightly. ‘She was my first wife.’


CHAPTER TWELVE

	Nine years ago, I grew up.

	The words slammed into Sarah’s head.

	Nine years ago, Rebel didn’t just dump David, she divorced him.

	Nine years ago, David had painted like his heart had been ripped out.

	What iron control he must have had to commit the wife he loved to canvas that last time. Naked in his tumbled bed. Legs open in invitation—but no longer for him. And the toll he’d paid was there in the anguished paint. It hurt, to look at it.

	‘I can see why you don’t want to marry again,’ Sarah said.

	He threw her a lightly mocking smile. ‘And why is that, bluebell? Heartbreak?’

	‘It’s obvious how much you loved her. I can’t even begin to understand how much it hurt to lose her. How it must feel, loving someone so much and knowing you can’t have her. So yes, heartbreak. I can see it. And I’m sorry you had to go through it.’

	‘Sarah, Sarah, Sarah.’ Still with that awful smile. ‘Are you turning this into a Shakespearean tragedy? It doesn’t deserve it, I promise you.’ He leaned towards her, and she knew he was parodying her own tendency to lean closer when she was about to impart something important. There was something pointed about the way he did it, something derisive. ‘The shocking truth is, I can have Rebel. Any time I want her.’

	‘But … you said she was the one who—’

	‘Dumped me?’

	‘I was going to say who asked for the divorce, now I know you were actually married to her.’

	‘Dumped, divorced, whatever you call it, I could nevertheless have had her that same day. The day after. Any time in the past nine years. I can have her tomorrow, if I want.’

	‘But you … don’t … want?’ Feeling her way.

	‘No … I … don’t.’ Mocking her. And then he stopped smiling. ‘Her terms don’t suit me.’

	‘Her—?’

	‘But that doesn’t mean I’m not grateful to her for the lesson.’

	‘What lesson?’

	‘Rebel taught me what love really is: sex, wrapped in a layer of sentimentality. The sentimentality is expedient, though. You can discard it when it gets a little tattered, when it stops serving a useful purpose. And once you do that, what you’re left with is plain, straightforward—’

	‘Sex,’ Sarah finished for him, her eyes reverting to that last, painful painting of Rebel. Oh goodness, she could see it. He’d put the ugliness out there for the world to see.

	‘Yep. And not being of a sentimental disposition—well, not any more—I prefer my sex unwrapped. It’s more honest.’

	‘What about Margaret and Carly and the unicorns jumping over rainbows?’

	‘Those two have fewer … complications, shall we say? Long may their unicorns frolic.’

	‘Frolic,’ Sarah said. ‘Frisk & Frolic is the name of the PR agency I work for.’

	‘Yes, I know.’

	‘Frolic is the … the fun angle, we thought.’

	‘Good for you.’

	‘But it’s not fun when you say it.’

	‘That’s because I was being a smart-arse.’ He shrugged an impatient shoulder. ‘And I shouldn’t, about them, because it’s not about fun for those two; they’re deadly serious about each other.’

	‘But you don’t believe in what they have.’

	He sighed. ‘I don’t live other people’s lives—not theirs, and not yours. Only my own.’

	‘But the fact that they’ve found love … Doesn’t that prove it exists? That it’s real?’

	David shoved a hand irritably at his hair. ‘What do you want me to say, Sarah?’

	‘That there’s more to life than swiping left and right on a dating app, deciding on a hook-up.’

	‘And if I say there isn’t more than that? At least not for me?’

	‘There has to be more.’

	‘Says the girl who tells me she can have sex any day of the week.’

	‘Says the girl who only wants to have it with one man.’

	‘Says the girl who’s never been in love.’

	‘Says the girl who wants to be.’

	‘Says the girl who’s been neither married nor divorced.’

	‘Says the girl who’s lived through seven divorces, and still wants to be married.’ She glared at him, furious at his flippancy. ‘And if you really feel life is all about unwrapped sex, isn’t it a little sentimental to take nine whole years to get over a divorce? Mawkish, maudlin, sappy—romantic even? Unless you’re not quite the cynic you think you are.’

	‘Sarcasm doesn’t suit you, Sarah.’

	‘Oh! Well, it does suit you. And th-that’s worse!’

	‘So there!’ Another taunting smile. ‘Bad David, snapping off unicorn horns!’ And then his smile slipped. ‘Now tell me about the seven divorces. Are we talking parents?’

	‘Yes, parents.’

	‘No aunts, uncles and cousins in there?’

	‘Not in the seven, no. Why? What does that have to do with—?’

	‘Because that’s a heck of a lot of true love going down the gurgler for two people.’

	‘The salient point—’

	‘Ah, the salient point. Relevant, significant, leading.’

	‘—is that they don’t stop looking just because one relationship didn’t work out.’

	‘One relationship?’ He hooted out a laugh. ‘I thought you said there were seven divorces?’

	‘Six, strictly speaking,’ she muttered.

	‘Well what is it exactly? Six or seven?’

	‘The seventh is still in progress.’

	‘Oh, that’s different then.’ Another laugh. ‘So that’s how many people all together who haven’t found true love?’

	‘It doesn’t mean they won’t! And divorce can be a good thing, you know.’

	‘Oh, I’m with you there. But what examples have you got for me, bluebell?’ he challenged.

	‘Bryan, for starters.’

	‘Bryan?’

	‘Mum’s second husband. He liked the booze a little too much.’

	‘Is that why your mother dumped him?’

	‘You could say that, I guess.’

	‘But do you?’

	‘I’d say what the booze did was cloud his judgement—enough to make him think he could get away with groping me—and that’s what made her dump him.’

	David froze for a split-second, and then jolted as though he’d been struck by lightning. ‘What the idiot?’ he shouted—actually shouted.

	‘Relax,’ she said, biting back an inappropriate giggle at the startling desertion of his legendary air of ennui. ‘It was fourteen years and two whole husbands ago.’

	‘When you were …’ He seemed to be counting in his head. ‘You were ten?’ Yep, counting back. ‘As in ten, Sarah?’

	‘I might have only been ten, but I was a vicious ten. I stabbed his roving hand with a pair of scissors.’ She nudged him with a playful shoulder, trying to jolly him along. ‘Which I promise to keep well away from that low-hanging fruit of yours.’

	‘What the idiot, Sarah,’ he said at normal decibel level this time, and taking her completely unawares, yanked her under his arm. ‘Stop joking about it, all right?’

	He was shaking. Shaking. She looked up at him in surprise. ‘It’s ancient history, you know. I’m over it. Really.’

	‘Yeah but I’m not. So just … just stay there for a minute. Humour me. Please?’

	Sarah stayed, too flabbergasted to move even if she’d wanted to. ‘If I’d known it would upset you so much, I wouldn’t have said anything,’ she said.

	‘Well you did say it and now here we are. Goodness, Sarah! You’re so small, even now. Back then …? I can’t— Can’t— Goodness H Goodness!’

	She put her arm around him to rub his back, feeling helpless. ‘Are you okay?’

	‘No, I’m not. I want to kill him.’

	‘What happened to “violence is never the answer; avoidance is the key”?’

	‘It doesn’t apply when ten-year-old children are involved.’

	‘Well if you want to kill him, I’m afraid you need to take a ticket and get in line.’

	‘What does that mean?’

	‘You’ve met my brother. He was always Hulk-like, even as a teenager, and if he’d been home when it happened …’ She gave a theatrical shudder. ‘Thank goodness he wasn’t home! But he still hasn’t forgotten his plan for castration-by-carving-knife.’

	‘Okay, I like that.’ He took a deep breath. ‘Okay.’ One more breath. ‘So maybe now you can tell me what did happen to the mongrel.’

	‘Mum arrived home soon after it all went down, and I told her what he’d done, and she called the cops. Anticlimactic, if you don’t count the dinner plate she Frisbeed at Bryan’s head.’ She smiled, remembering. ‘She’s a good shot. For a minute there, I thought she’d decapitate him.’

	‘I like the castration idea better.’

	‘Oh, you artistic types!’ she said, and was relieved to hear him laugh at last. ‘So, are you better now, Dreamboat?’

	‘Getting there. Maybe tell me about husband number three and we’ll see. But if he touched you, I don’t know what I’ll—’

	‘Earl. And no, this one’s a safe story. Funny, even.’

	‘Good.’ Another deep breath. ‘So what was wrong with Earl?’

	‘Way too young. Toy boy young. As Mum had to have known from the start, so what she was thinking is anyone’s guess.’

	‘Yeeaah, I can probably guess.’

	‘Oh, you!’ Giggle. ‘But yes, Earl is what you might call “built”.’

	‘How much younger?’

	‘Fifteen years. Which really wasn’t an issue—until he told Mum she’d given him an Oedipus complex, so she needed to pay for his therapy. At which point, she knocked out one of his teeth.’

	‘No way!’

	‘Way! I was there!’

	‘And who came next?’

	She stiffened before she could stop herself. ‘Bertie.’

	He looked down at her; had he felt the change in her? ‘And what did Bertie do wrong?’

	‘Nothing,’ she said, past a sudden lump in her throat. ‘He just turned out not to be quite right. For Mum, I mean. Not “the one”.’

	‘But he was the right one for you,’ David said slowly.

	Swallow—almost painful. ‘Yeah. I like him. Love him. Dad likes him, too. He … he reminds me of Dad, a little. I wish …’ But she couldn’t find the will to finish that. To expose her fragile underside to a man who thought emotions could be controlled. She pulled out from under David’s arm, covering the awkward disengagement by walking over to the easel with Margaret’s portrait.

	‘So the other three divorces?’ David asked.

	Sarah stared at the portrait without really seeing it. ‘Dad’s. After Mum came Penelope. Or as we liked to call her, the Cinderella stepmother, who laid into Adam with a belt and was packed off fast enough to make your head spin.’ She was still unsettled. She needed to move. So she walked over to the chaise longue, making a tiny adjustment to the cushion on it. ‘And then Miranda, who would have been okay except for cornering me incessantly, trying to get me to tell her about Mum’s peccadillos so she could pass the gossip on to Dad. As if I’d ever dish any dirt, and as if Dad would ever listen to it!’

	‘And then …?’

	‘Jane. Who decided she liked Adam a lot more than she liked Dad.’ She swung to face him, grimacing. ‘How do you do that, David?’

	‘What?’

	‘Get me talking. I mean, I know I talk too much, but not about that. Adam and I just don’t talk about it. It’s just so … boring, really. I mean, who cares, aside from me and Adam?’

	‘It’s not boring and I care.’

	‘Okay, so now you know but it really is ancient history.’

	‘And you don’t talk too much, Sarah.’

	She rolled her eyes. ‘So I walk okay and talk okay and my clothes are okay and I have a perfect head, and … and …’ She gave up, making some sound—frustration, dissatisfaction, disbelief, dismissal, all together. ‘By that reckoning, I should have a proper boyfriend by now.’

	‘Yes, you should, if that’s what you want. The only assumption I can therefore make is that deep down, you don’t want one.’

	She watched warily as he walked towards her.

	‘You see,’ he went on, ‘I’m thinking your curse is not really a curse.’ He stopped in front of her. ‘Or if it is a curse, it’s a product of those seven divorces.’

	‘I don’t …’ Breathe. ‘I … don’t …’ Breathe. ‘What do you mean?’

	‘It’s simple, Sarah. If you really wanted a guy to stick, he’d stick so hard, you’d need industrial-strength solvent to unglue him.’

	She was shaking her head before he’d finished. ‘No. That’s wrong. You know that’s wrong. They dump me.’

	‘Because you deliberately choose the ones who will. And because you want them to.’

	Still shaking her head. Desperate, unconvincing half-laugh. ‘So you’re a psychologist now?’

	‘I’m channelling Margaret. Who’d say it’s not surprising you have commitment problems, given what you’ve been through.’

	‘I don’t have commitment problems—unless you view wanting to commit to someone a problem. You’re the one with the commitment problems.’

	‘This is not about me.’

	She started backing away from him, cautious, edgy. ‘And I haven’t been “through” anything. Nothing in comparison to what other people have suffered. What you’ve suffered, if it comes to that, because my experiences are by proxy, not direct like yours.’

	He followed her step for step. ‘I just said this is not about me. It’s about a girl whose parents—parents she obviously loves—split when she was a child and then proceeded to parade a steady stream of step-parents she didn’t love in and out of her life. One of whom groped her. One who tried to turn her against her mother. One who beat her brother and another who tried to seduce him.’ He paused, raised his eyebrows at her. ‘How am I doing? Do you want me to talk about a mother who throws plates and punches in front of her daughter, while I’m at it?’

	She couldn’t answer. Couldn’t speak. Just kept backing away.

	‘Or will I just move on to the one step-parent you loved?’ he said, soft and warm and sad. ‘Bertie, who was ripped out of your life, not because there was anything wrong with him, but just because he wasn’t quite right. Maybe because he wasn’t … what … Italian? So he didn’t fit with the flavour of the month?’

	Sarah had no idea how she’d ended up back at the chaise longue, but it was lucky, because her legs felt like they’d collapse under her. She sat abruptly.

	‘With those role-model parents of yours, the miracle would be if you had found someone you trusted enough to hang on to.’

	She looked down at her hands, which were on her lap, clenched hard together. She recognized it as something Lane did, to keep herself together, twisting her fingers hard enough to turn white. Lane … Adam. What was going to happen there? What could happen, with Adam the way he was? If Sarah’s curse was the product of seven divorces, maybe … maybe Adam’s was too. A different manifestation, but the same root cause.

	‘Trust,’ she said, and forced her fingers to relax. ‘That’s Adam’s thing, not mine. He’s the one with the commitment problems. And you. Short-term flings, both of you. But I … I do want someone. Someone to belong to.’ She raised her eyes. ‘I do, David!’

	‘Do you? All those boyfriends and not one who’s stuck for more than three weeks? Sorry, it just doesn’t stack up.’

	‘Because there’s something wrong with me,’ she said, trying valiantly to steady her voice. ‘That’s why I’m here, with you. To learn what it is.’

	‘There’s nothing wrong with you, Sarah. It’s just that all those guys that come and go aren’t calling the shots—you are.’

	And she was up again, walking past him, to the portraits of Rebel, looking from one to the next, to the next, to the last. It was as though the clues she was looking for were in those paintings, but she couldn’t see them. ‘Say you’re right—and I’m not suggesting you are, but just say you are. How do I fix it?’

	‘All you have to do is give the guys a chance.’

	She zeroed in on one of the canvases. The flirty painting. Rebel looking over her shoulder. ‘What’s it like?’ she asked.

	‘What’s what like?’

	She held out a hand to the painting, wished she could touch it, wished she could feel the emotion pouring out of it. ‘To want someone that way?’

	He walked over to her, examined the painting, his face devoid of expression. ‘Consuming,’ he said. ‘Intense. Overwhelming. And ultimately … annihilating.’

	‘It sounds almost savage.’

	‘It is.’

	‘But I think you’re lucky, to have had it.’

	‘Being annihilated is lucky?’ He laughed softly. ‘No.’

	‘I want to feel that. I want to want someone like that. To be wanted like that. Even if it’s only once. Even if it doesn’t last. Even if it hurts. Even if I have to go back at the end to somewhere … safe again.’

	‘Well, Sarah, all I can say is be careful what you wish for.’ He put his hand on her shoulder, squeezed.

	And there it was … the thing that kept drawing her back to the paintings, searching for what had captivated David. Something she’d known since that kiss, and tried to argue herself out of.

	What Sarah wanted was him.

	She wanted witty, sexy, charming David Bennett, who could melt her with a look, and disarm her with a laugh, a hug, a kiss on the top of her head, that squeeze of her shoulder that said, I’m here. David Bennett, who’d been so hurt by love, but nevertheless believed in it for Margaret and Carly, and for Sarah herself if that was what she wanted. David Bennett, who was so wearily cynical, and yet could still be horrified by a fourteen-year-old story about a stepfather’s drunken fondle.

	She didn’t want to climb K2 or Kilimanjaro or Mont Blanc or Mount McKinley. She wanted to make the hardest, toughest, scariest climb, all the way to the top of Everest.

	Be careful what you wish for, all right. Avalanche ahead!

	David had just got through accusing her of only choosing guys who’d dump her, and here she was proving the truth of it. Wanting a man who’d made it clear he would never want her back. Who could never want her back, if Rebel was the measure to judge by. Who she could not have regardless.

	‘Let’s try one sketch before we call it a night,’ David said, turning her back towards the chaise and giving her a directional push when she just stood there.

	She somehow made it to the chaise and looked down at it.

	‘Sarah?’

	‘Hmm?’

	‘Don’t look at it, sit on it. And face me.’

	She sort of folded onto the chaise, and waited for him to tell her what he wanted her to do.

	‘Hands on the edge,’ he instructed. ‘Good, now do the lean thing.’

	‘The lean.’

	‘Yes, the lean. Come on! Towards me. Knees together but feet apart and tucked under. No. No, no. Just … sit there.’

	He walked briskly over to her, adjusted her feet, then her hands. ‘Next week, no nail polish, okay?’

	She nodded. How could a person feel numb and tender at the same time?

	He went back to his sketchbook. ‘So, bluebell, who do we have on the books?’

	Sarah stared at him. Her brain didn’t seem to be working. She couldn’t figure out what he meant.

	‘Guys,’ he clarified.

	Snap out of it. She took a deep breath. She had to stop mooning over the impossible and remind herself of the only goal that was achievable. Base Camp. ‘There is one. He asked me out on Monday, but I—I wasn’t sure.’

	‘Why not? What’s wrong with him?’

	‘Nothing.’

	‘So … details?’

	‘He’s a doctor. An intern, more specifically.’

	‘Ah, so he’s going to be financially secure one day. That’s good.’

	‘That’s not important to me.’

	‘It should be.’

	Sarah considered telling David about the obscenely healthy state of her personal finances, but it wasn’t pertinent to her dating woes and there didn’t seem to be much point in volunteering an extraneous detail like that to a guy who was only going to be passing through her life. ‘He’s handsome,’ she said instead—which also wasn’t pertinent or important, but she had to say something that would make sense to David. ‘And smart, obviously.’ She racked her brain for more details. ‘Kyle. His name is Kyle.’

	‘Do I sense a Kinky Kyle coming on?’

	‘Actually, I’ve started a new naming protocol. I’m calling him Kilimanjaro Kyle.’

	‘Kilimanjaro? Okaaay.’

	‘It’s about mountains. Where they rank in relation to Mount Everest. There are a lot of very tall mountains out there, you know.’


CHAPTER THIRTEEN

	Twinkle, Twinkle.

	David, who’d been tossing and turning in bed, went rigid as the song kept going.

	Phone call, not text.

	He sat up, turned on the bedside light, fumbled for the phone and stabbed at the accept button as a trickle of fear etched its way down his spine. ‘What’s wrong?’

	‘I need advice,’ Sarah said in a stage whisper.

	Okay, she was alive and conscious. He could breathe. There was music in the background. Doof doof. What the—? He squinted at the clock on his bedside table—two o’clock—and shook his head to clear it. ‘Where are you?’

	‘In the bathroom.’

	‘Oh for the love of—’ Breathe. ‘In the bathroom where, Sarah?’

	‘At a party.’

	‘On your own?’

	‘At the party? No, I’m on a date. Sort of.’

	The trickle of fear was back, icy. He got out of bed, scanning the room for his clothes. ‘Is he with you in the bathroom?’

	‘No.’

	‘Then why are you whispering?’

	‘Good question,’ Sarah said. ‘Oh, hang on, I haven’t interrupted—’

	‘No, you haven’t interrupted anything,’ he said impatiently.

	‘Oh. Well. Good. I just wanted to ask if you’ve ever done coke.’

	‘What the—? What the idiot did you just say?’

	‘Cocaine.’

	‘I know what coke is.’

	‘I want to know if you’ve ever done it. Used it. Taken it. Whatever the correct term is. Snorted it, that’s right. Oh, why am I even asking? Of course you’ve done it. But I haven’t done it before.’

	The icy fear was infiltrating his veins. He’d located his jeans and reached for them. ‘Are you telling me you’ve done it now?’

	‘No, but the guy I’m with, his name is Mike—or as I’ve christened him, McKinley Mike, you know, after Mount McKinley—seems to think I should. And he has some with him. For me, if I want it. He said it’s all about living life to the hilt. And I … I haven’t, have I? Lived life to the hilt. So I thought I would—but then I had this feeling that I should check with you first.’

	‘What’s the address?’ David snapped out, using his shoulder to jam the phone against his ear so he could start dressing.

	‘Why?’

	‘I’m coming to get you.’

	‘You don’t need to do that.’

	‘Yes I do, Sarah. And when I get there, I’m going to kill Mount McKinley or whatever his name is. You stay away from those mongrels—lock yourself in that bathroom and wait for me.’

	‘But what if someone wants to use the bathroom?’

	‘I don’t give a flying idiot. Now text me the address.’

	***

	Sarah had decided to wait for David out the front of the house as a precaution. If the barely suppressed rage in his voice was any indication, his ennui was slipping badly, and she wasn’t sure he wouldn’t storm through the house like a grenade-throwing commando.

	She felt both relieved and apprehensive when a sporty white two-door BMW (which had to be David’s car—classy but not staid) pulled up with a screech of wheels. On the one hand, she was happy to see him under any circumstances. On the other, that wheel screech did not denote mental stability. Nor did the way David basically threw himself out of the car and stalked around to the passenger side.

	‘I thought I told you to lock yourself in the bathroom,’ he growled.

	Sarah, knowing better than to respond to that, went with: ‘Nice car,’ as she walked towards him.

	‘Nice car?’

	‘Small-ish, though.’

	‘Those of us without two-point-five kids to collect from school don’t need anything bigger.’ He wrenched open the door. ‘Get in.’

	Sarah got in.

	David slammed the door, but instead of walking around to his side of the car and getting in beside her, he started striding towards the house.

	Uh-oh. Sarah fumbled her way out of the car and hurried after him. ‘Where are you going?’ she asked.

	‘Inside.’

	‘Why?’

	‘To kill that mongrel.’

	‘Mike? He left after I called you, when I told him I wasn’t interested.’

	‘Then I’m going to kill whoever owns this house, instead.’

	‘Violence is never the answer. Avoidance is the key. Remember?’

	‘Harass that.’

	‘Please, David,’ she begged, grabbing his arm.

	‘They were peer-pressuring you.’

	‘Nobody was forcing me to do anything. I said no, and that was that.’

	He stared at her, and she thought he might be wavering … But then his eyes hardened and he shook off her hand.

	‘David!’

	‘I won’t kill him,’ he said, as though that were some great concession.

	‘Please!’ she tried again. ‘I’ll be so embarrassed I’ll never be able to see any of them again.’ Mistake. Big mistake. Because David’s eyes lit, as though he didn’t have a problem with that result, and he started storming up the path again.

	‘If you go into that house, I’m walking to the nearest main road and flagging down the first car that passes,’ she called after him.

	David stopped halfway to the door.

	‘I mean it,’ she added.

	He turned. ‘You’re getting into my car and waiting for me.’

	‘No, I’m not. I’m flagging down a cab or hitchhiking my way over the Harbour Bridge, whichever happens first.’

	‘You are a gigantic pain the arse.’

	‘Yes, I am.’

	He came back down the path, strode past her, got into the car, started it, and waited for her to get in after him. And then: ‘Address?’ he snapped.

	‘My address?’

	‘Yep.’

	‘But … are you taking me home? As in … to my house?’

	‘No, I’m taking you to French Riviera! Where the heck do you think I’m taking you?’

	She shook her head. ‘No. It’s bad enough I dragged you out of bed, and for nothing.’

	‘It wasn’t nothing.’

	‘Seriously, just drop me at a taxi rank.’

	David, staring through the windscreen, started drumming his fingers on the steering wheel.

	‘You can even wait to make sure I get a taxi.’

	More drumming.

	‘Fine,’ she said, and almost before she’d finished rattling off the address, the car pulled away from the kerb with another screech of wheels.

	There was silence as David drove. Tense and thick.

	Unbearable.

	‘Seriously I could have called a taxi,’ Sarah said.

	‘Shut up, Sarah.’

	‘I live over the Bridge!’

	‘Even if I didn’t already know that, I would have figured it out from your address, funnily enough.’

	‘Do you ever go over the Bridge?’

	‘Yes, I do, on occasion, drive across the Harbour Bridge. I’m going over there now. It’s not like it’s a four-day road trip across the Nullarbor Plain.’

	‘It’s just that we’re sort of … suburban. In Mosman, I mean. It’s not as exciting as where you live, in the heart of the city. I didn’t expect you to know it. Not intimately, anyway.’

	‘You have a warped idea of excitement, if tonight’s antics are anything to go by.’

	Tonight’s antics? There hadn’t been any antics! But the way he was carrying on, Sarah wished there had been. ‘Hang on a minute!’ she said. ‘Why am I the only one who isn’t allowed to snort cocaine? You’ve done it, I’ll bet Rebel’s done it, everyone in that group in the house has done it, so why not me?’

	‘If you actually wanted to snort cocaine, why did you call me?’

	‘I … It’s just that I … Hmm. Good question.’

	‘Let’s get one thing straight.’ Sideways glare. ‘If you want to experiment, you do it with me.’

	‘Okay,’ she agreed readily. ‘Do you think I’ll like it?’

	‘No.’

	‘Did Rebel like it?’

	‘Yes.’

	‘Ah.’

	‘What’s with the, “Ah”? You’re not Rebel, Sarah.’

	‘But she’s more exciting than I am. Less boring.’ Pause. ‘Am I right?’

	‘Drugs do not make you exciting, they make you tedious. They sure made Rebel tedious.’

	‘Is that for the rulebook?’

	‘Yes, it is.’

	‘Okay, then.’

	‘And just to be clear, you will not be snorting cocaine, or smoking crack, or inhaling ice.’

	‘Unless I’m with you,’ she said, for the sake of clarity.

	‘No, I mean ever. E.V.E.R. And while we’re on the subject, you can forget marijuana, and heroin, and speed, and ecstasy, and—’

	‘It was only one line of coke I was being offered,’ she remonstrated. ‘And a minute ago you said I could do it if I did it with you.’

	‘Well you can’t,’ he snapped.

	‘Okay, but you know you’re not making much sense, don’t you?’

	‘That’s because it’s approaching three in the morning and you almost gave me a heart attack.’

	‘I said okay.’

	‘And because, denied the opportunity to punch some drug-pushing jerk, I’m trying to stop myself from strangling you.’

	‘Oh.’

	‘Now shut up.’

	‘Okay,’ she said again.

	‘And don’t give me any more of those fake meek “okays”.’

	‘Okay. Oops, sorry. Roger that.’

	‘My hands are twitching here, Sarah, at the prospect of wrapping themselves around your neck. Twitching.’

	And with one look at his grim face, Sarah decided discretion was the better part of valour, and shut up.

	***

	Sarah’s stomach started churning when they reached her mother’s house.

	‘Go up the driveway on the right, all the way to the end,’ she instructed. ‘It’s the granny flat. There, you can see it now.’

	David was silent as he parked in her empty car port. He stayed silent as he got out of the car, came around to open the passenger door, waited for her to get out, and followed her to her door.

	Sarah shifted from foot to foot as she dug her keys out of her bag, not sure what to expect. ‘Oh, I didn’t think you were … Although I guess you … are? Coming in, I mean.’ She bit her lip as she looked at him. ‘Are you?’

	‘Unless you want to stand on the doorstep while you explain what you were doing there tonight.’

	‘I thought we’d already discussed that.’

	David checked his watch—very pointed.

	‘Fine,’ she said and, stomach still in full-churn mode, unlocked the door. ‘Actually, I did want you to see my place and … and maybe critique it, from the masculine perspective.’ She stepped inside, turned on the light. ‘You know … is it too girly? Is it … is it … um …’ Words trailing off as David stepped over the threshold and closed the door behind him.

	‘Start explaining,’ he said, and Sarah quailed at the look on his face.

	‘Well, it is Saturday n-night, you know,’ she stammered. ‘And it was a p-party. And I—’

	‘Like parties, yes, I know you do.’

	‘Well, yes.’

	‘Where was Kilimanjaro Kyle?’

	‘Working. We don’t have our first date until Monday, and even then we won’t be exclusive. Not yet.’

	‘Yes, well keep in mind that doctors don’t like dealing with the consequences of drug-fuelled raves, Sarah.’

	‘It wasn’t a drug-fuelled rave. Next thing you’ll be ticking me off because taking recreational drugs is illegal.’

	‘It is illegal.’

	‘Oh, because you’re such a “law-abiding citizen”!’ she retorted.

	‘It’s also stupid.’

	‘Look, it was just a lot of people having a good time and only one or two people doing drugs. And it was fun, the party I mean. It was fun until … until it wasn’t. And that’s when I called you.’ She felt tears start to sting her eyes. ‘And now I wish I hadn’t.’

	‘I suggest you save those tears for when you’ve actually done something stupid like snorting a line of coke rather than just thinking about it, because you’ll need all the girly weapons you have at your disposal then. And in any case, I’m too angry to pat you on the head and say there, there right at this moment.’

	‘Just why are you so angry? Even if I’d done it, it wouldn’t be the end of the world.’ She swiped a hand at her eyes. ‘And I’m not crying.’

	‘I’m angry because I’m contemplating murder,’ he said through his teeth. ‘And I don’t generally do that.’

	He shoved both hands into his hair and started pacing around the room—and the room was too small to take it, frankly. There had to be more to his over-the-top reaction than one unsorted line of cocaine. And then it hit her. The only explanation.

	‘I know what it is!’ she said. ‘Sexual frustration!’ She twirled a finger at his pelvis. ‘You see that? From what I can tell, it’s a permanent affliction. It’s always there. And if it’s getting you all crotchety, I don’t know why you don’t just do something about it.’

	‘I’m too busy trying to stop you snorting coke, and talking you out of having sex on the first date, and directing you away from dating drug lords and jerks and morons, to spare the time for anything else.’

	‘You’re only seeing me once a week,’ she tossed back. ‘That leaves six nights out of seven for you to get that little problem seen to.’

	‘It’s not little.’

	She rolled her eyes. ‘That huge problem seen to. That humongous, gigantic, towering problem.’

	‘And it’s not once a week, is it? The last two weeks it’s been twice a week! And one of those times at—what is it now?—three o’clock in the morning!’

	‘You didn’t know I was going to call you tonight,’ she argued. ‘So you could have had someone in bed with you if you wanted. In which case, a simple, “Don’t snort the coke, Sarah,” over the phone would have done the trick.’

	‘Oh would it?’

	‘Yes. So I suggest you go and get laid!’

	‘At three o’clock in the morning? And where am I going to find someone? Or are you suggesting I visit a brothel? Which I have never done in my whole life.’

	‘Well then, get laid tomorrow night.’

	‘I cannot believe this!’

	She stuck up her chin. ‘Yes, get yourself laid, improve your mood before Wednesday, and put us both out of our misery.’

	‘Cannot. Believe. This.’

	Neither could she! But anger had taken hold of her now, and she couldn’t seem to stop herself, even though those sickening tears were threatening again. ‘You must be getting desperate, to get bent so out of shape over nothing! What’s the longest you’ve ever gone without sex, anyway?’

	‘Not counting the fourteen years from birth to puberty, two weeks and four days. The last nineteen days, to be precise.’

	‘Well, then, it’s no surprise that you—’

	‘And you?’ he interrupted.

	She calculated, came up with Liam, and her eyes went wide. ‘Nineteen days,’ she said faintly.

	‘I’m going to go take a wild guess here and suggest you mean the last nineteen days.’

	‘Yes,’ she whispered.

	‘Okay then,’ he said, and grinned like a wolf, with teeth but no dimples. ‘Time to get laid.’

	‘Yes it is,’ she agreed fervently.

	‘I mean right now, Sarah.’

	‘Right—? What?’

	‘Right now. As in this second. You’re the one who decided to draw attention to my permanent erection. So if it’s time to get laid, Sarah, bring it on. Bring it the heck on.’

	




	CHAPTER FOURTEEN

	In two strides, David reached her, grabbed her upper arms and hauled her onto her toes. ‘Three seconds to tell me no,’ he said. Don’t say it, don’t say it, please don’t. ‘One. Two. Thr—’

	‘Yes,’ she said, and threw her arms around his neck.

	And just like that, they were kissing. Hard, hungry, sucking kisses, broken only to breathe, and David would have given up air at that moment. Hands on her bottom, boosting her until she was high enough, close enough, for their mouths to all but merge. Goodness, her mouth! The shape, the taste, the feel. He wanted to have it all over him. Her hands were in his hair now, fingers winding in the strands, gripping hard enough to hurt and he did not care if she yanked it out by the roots.

	The smell of her was in his blood. She smelled so good, every single time. Musk, tonight. Sexy. He wanted to lick the scent off every pulse point she had. And tonight, he could. Tonight, every scent, every breath, every beat of her heart, was his. And she still wasn’t close enough, dang it. He edged her legs apart as far as they would go in the snug skirt she was wearing and rubbed his aching erection at the apex of her thighs, groaning with frustration and need. Goodness, he needed this, needed her.

	‘Yes, yes,’ she said feverishly, rubbing her mouth against his, trying to lift one thigh high on his hip, as though she’d cram him inside her on the spot. Well, if Sarah wanted him on the spot, by the heavens he was ready for it. One-handed, he fumbled with the button and zip of his jeans, undid them, slid himself free of his boxer briefs, but her sweet spot remained tantalizingly out of reach; her skirt was too tight, no matter how they both tried to get it up, out of the way. ‘Bed,’ she said. ‘Hurry, behind the blind.’

	David thrust his tongue into her mouth almost before the words were out, edging backwards with his arms full of her until his back hit the blind. He needed to stop. Slow down. Find the catch to raise the blind. Proceed in an orderly fashion. Surely he could wait two minutes. He could wait. He could. But as he reached a seeking hand behind him, Sarah slipped fractionally down his body, and the pressure of that one small slide right there nearly sent him insane.

	‘David,’ she cried, sounding as desperate as he felt as he hoisted her higher again. ‘Please.’

	Phoo. Harass the blind. Another step backwards. Long tearing sound. Clatter. David, half-stumbling over the debris, reaching into his back pocket without stopping—please let it be there, yes, thank goodness—until he connected with the bed.

	He all but fell onto it, pulling Sarah with him. Another tearing sound as she straddled him and her skirt gave at last, and the luscious heat of her panty-clad sex connected with his straining cock for the first time. Hot, searing hot. He thrust against her once, twice, again, before he could stop himself, and then rolled them both so she was beneath him, never once losing contact with her mouth, kissing her harder, a fever of hungry lips and delving tongues. In the midst of it all, he managed to control his trembling hands long enough to get the condom on. A shove at the crotch of her panties, and he was there, just inside her. Just.

	It was the tightness that stopped him. Excruciatingly, tauntingly good. ‘Sarah, you are so … Goodness, God, I don’t want to hurt you, but I don’t think I can stop.’

	‘Shut up, David, and just get in there, will you, or I really will punch you.’

	And he was laughing and groaning and kissing her all at once, his heart pounding, blood roaring, his whole body shaking as slid an inch further inside. He held still, poised, desperate to slow it down but he was going to die, he really was, if he didn’t get there soon. Head dropping to her shoulder. Panting. Struggling against the powerful urge to move.

	Sarah, making a noise of frustrated impatience, took the decision away from him and thrust upwards, and he was in her all the way. He groaned, she gasped … a perfect, motionless moment … and then she tightened around him and he went blind with the sheer pleasure of being inside her, grinding out a tortured, ‘Jesuuuuuus.’ He was mouth-breathing through clenched teeth, trying to contain himself. ‘Sarah, I have to move. I have to, you understand? I’m sorry, so sorry, but I have to.’

	‘Then why aren’t you?’ she demanded, hips rolling restlessly, legs shifting, trying to make him. He pulled out, slid back in, and when she moaned out a breathy, ‘That is sooooo good,’ he kissed her harder, wishing he could stay inside her for ever. Her hips were moving again, her tongue lunging hungrily, in, out, in, out, of his mouth, and David realized she was setting the rhythm—what she wanted him to do to her, how she wanted him to thrust inside her. And it was hard, that rhythm. Hard and fast.

	So he let himself go at last, lifting her thighs in the torn skirt around his hips so he could go deeper. Mine, mine, mine was echoing in his head as he thrust to the rhythm she demanded, trying desperately to stay connected to her mouth despite the fact they were both breathing in erratic bursts. Hold back, hold back dang it, he urged himself, but it was coming, he could feel it. So good. Too good to stop.

	She keened out a long, loud, ‘Ahhhhh,’ and he felt her clutching hands under his jacket twisting his T-shirt, her legs tensing, her insides clenching him even more tightly. And then his name, ‘David,’ tore out of her. He loved the sound of it, loved the feel of her body shaking under him, loved the way her eyes went wide, then closed. He was aware of one shimmering thought before his mind went hazy with passion: at last.

	And as the pleasure burst in him a hot second later, and his body flooded with beautifully sated lust, his heart felt like it was melting. Spent. Drained. Consumed. And yet he was holding her even more tightly in the aftermath. He didn’t want to let her go. She moved one of her hands to his face, touching his cheek, and even though he knew he was in deep trouble here, he couldn’t seem to stop himself from turning his head against her touch, just so he could kiss her palm.

	Deep trouble.

	***

	‘David,’ Sarah said, just because she wanted to say his name.

	She didn’t know what she expected in response, but it wasn’t for him to roll off her and just lie there, staring at the ceiling.

	She heard him breathing. Deep, rhythmic, controlled. And then, abruptly, he sat up, swung his legs off the side of the bed, peeled off the condom, and made an adjustment to his underwear and jeans. He looked around the room, eyes coming to rest on the magenta-coloured shambles on the floor—the blind that had been ripped from its mooring in their rush to the bed.

	‘Yeah, about that,’ Sarah said, forcing a laugh in an attempt to lighten the darkly uncertain mood. ‘I asked you to critique my place, not rip it apart quite so literally.’

	There was no answering laugh. ‘I tore your skirt, too,’ he said, his voice completely devoid of emotion. ‘I’m sorry.’

	Pause, during which Sarah felt her heart thudding fearfully in her chest. But she had to know. ‘About the blind, my skirt, or the sex?’

	Eyes to her, over his shoulder. ‘Did I hurt you, Sarah?’

	Not exactly an answer to her question.

	She sat up. ‘I don’t understand.’

	‘I was in a hurry, and I was rough. And you’re so small.’

	Okay, that was getting chalked up on the adorable slate. If that was all that was bothering him, she could deal with it. ‘You know how babies are born, right?’ she teased. ‘Women are made to fit a whole human being through there.’

	There was no lightening of his expression. In fact, the opposite—his eyes, before he looked away from her, were bleak. Something was very wrong. She just didn’t know what.

	‘I need the bathroom,’ he said. Quite the response! ‘Condom.’ Definitely not going on her list of most romantic moments.

	‘Through there,’ Sarah said, pointing. ‘Take your time.’

	As soon as David was out of sight, Sarah threw herself onto her back on the bed and squeezed her eyes shut. Take your time? How long did it take to throw out a condom? Five seconds? Take your time?

	How about, instead, don’t take your time. How about come out here right now. How about talk to me and tell me what just happened was as mind-blowing as I thought it was. Tell me you’re going to have sex with me again tonight, and tomorrow morning, and tomorrow night, and the next day, and the next. Reassure me that I didn’t just betray my friend for nothing more than a one-night stand. And if you can’t tell me any of that, then how about at least promising me I’m not permanently ruined for any other man, the way I think I am. That I’ll get over this. That the women you take to bed always do get over this.

	Cleared throat.

	Sarah stayed as she was, on her back, but she opened her eyes so she could see David, standing in the bathroom doorway all zipped and ready to leave.

	He came further into the room with the air of someone who’d rather be catapulted into a Siberian ice storm. ‘It’s late,’ he said.

	‘And you’re going.’

	He shoved his hands into his hair. ‘Sarah, I …’

	She waited for what he would say, hoping …

	But he shrugged and mumbled, ‘Just send me the details, okay?’

	‘Details of what?’

	He gestured to the blind. ‘I’ll get it fixed.’

	She laughed then. Not funny. That was it? The most earth-shattering sexual experience of her life, and he wanted to fix the blind? ‘How about I get it fixed?’ she said.

	‘As long as you send me the bill.’

	So he was really, truly, actually going to find a way to pay her for what had just happened. Which was only marginally better than the brothel option he’d eschewed. ‘Fine. I’ll send you the bill.’

	‘Fine. Then I’ll …’ Another clear of his throat. ‘I’ll see you Wednesday night.’ Slight pause. ‘As usual, right?’

	‘Why wouldn’t you see me Wednesday night as usual? Nothing out of the ordinary just happened, did it? Nothing special. But don’t worry—as per the rulebook, I won’t denigrate your performance to my next lover.’

	His mouth tightened. ‘Was there something to denigrate, Sarah? Because it didn’t sound like it when you were coming.’

	‘Oh, when I was coming, it was fine.’ Little tinkling laugh as she got off the bed and stood facing him. ‘But let’s just say I’ve been foreplayed a little more comprehensively in the past.’

	Pause as he looked at her, narrow-eyed, and she prayed he would take the blush she could feel hot on her face for whisker rasp.

	‘In that case,’ he said at last, ‘by all means, go ahead and share tonight’s lewd, crude details with Kilimanjaro Kyle on Monday, and then on Wednesday, you and I can compare my disappointing performance to his stellar one, and we can rank him on that sexual compatibility scale of yours.’

	‘How about we do a deal? I don’t tell Kyle and you—’ She had to stop there to take a breath, afraid her voice would break. ‘You don’t tell Lane.’

	‘Lane?’ He took one furious step towards her. ‘Are we really going to talk about …?’ He checked himself there, and his face went soul-destroyingly blank. ‘You know what, Sarah? Deal. Tonight will be our dirty little secret. Lucas Green at your service.’ With that, he walked away—but he wasn’t feeling quite as cold as he wanted her to believe, judging by the savage kick he gave the broken blind on his way to the door.

	And then Sarah was alone, standing near the bed in her torn skirt. And although she didn’t generally cry, she found she was doing exactly that.

	***

	David reversed out of Sarah’s driveway, controlling the car with unusual care in case she was watching. He would not speed. He would not screech. He would not crunch the gears. He would be the cool, calm, unruffled man he always, as in always, was.

	But when he reached the road and knew he was out of sight, he pulled into the kerb and jerked viciously on the handbrake. Because his hands were shaking and there was a manic pounding in his head, and he was not cool, calm and unruffled, and he needed to get it together before he went zooming into the night and killing some innocent person who didn’t know to get out of the way of the madman.

	What the actual idiot had he just done?

	Aside from the actual idiot.

	He buried his face in his hands, only to smell Sarah’s perfume on his fingers and jerk them away with a curse, rubbing them furiously on his thighs.

	He couldn’t see her little doll’s house from the road, but he could remember it. Charming and colourful and exactly her—from that purple couch, to the chaotic perfection of the snow domes filling one wall, to the chartreuse of her bedroom walls, to the mini-sized hot tub and stack of perfume bottles in her bathroom.

	To the bright, bold blind … that he’d trampled into the floor.

	He’d torn he place apart and then he’d harassed her. Screwed, shagged, banged.

	He hadn’t even undressed—him or her. Hadn’t seen her body, hadn’t licked any of those pulse points he’d wanted to put his tongue to. Forget comprehensively ‘foreplaying’ her, he hadn’t foreplayed her at all! All he’d done was claim her. Wham, bam, thank you Ma’am—only without the thanks. Wham bam sex! Him!

	Wham bam …

	So why had it felt so different? Why was it making him feel as though his heart had been wrenched from his chest and mauled, then thrown back behind his ribs bruised and aching?

	Oh goodness. This was not happening.

	Sarah Quinn was not going to be the one to thaw him out.

	A thirty-four-year-old man who didn’t believe in happily-ever-after couldn’t fall in love with a twenty-four-year-old girl who did. Not her. Please not her.

	‘Four more times,’ he said into the awful silence. ‘You see her four more times, as scheduled. You paint her, you keep your distance while you do it, you say goodbye at the end. She keeps her illusions, you keep your disillusions, and you both move on.’

	And with that promise, he reached into the car’s glove box, yanked out the packet of wet wipes he kept there for emergencies, and wiped Sarah Quinn off his hands.


CHAPTER FIFTEEN

	By Monday afternoon, Sarah’s colleagues at Frisk & Frolic Events and PR were tippy-toeing around her. This had never happened before and she wondered why it was happening now when she was taking such pains to be normal … until she caught sight of herself in the mirror in the office bathroom: her usually-sunny smile had a rictus-of-terror quality about it, and her eyes were those of a sociopath. That was what betrayal of a friend, heartsickness over a man and two sleepless nights did to a girl.

	Tuesday morning showed no physical improvement. Of course by then, she’d endured three sleepless nights, so it was hardly surprising she was a little on edge.

	A little became a lot when she answered her desk phone just after nine o’clock and heard her name, ‘Sarah,’ come coolly down the line.

	Lane, sounding her usual imperturbable self … but Sarah could easily envisage her friend’s fingers clutching the phone as though they’d snap it in two, because Lane always carried her freak-outs in her hands. And Lane couldn’t have been as composed as she sounded—not when it had been almost three weeks since they’d spoken, and her last view of Sarah was of her stomping off in a temper at the gallery.

	Then Sarah looked at her hand on the receiver and saw that her own fingers were doing a fine crush-kill-destroy impression. And because Sarah didn’t have the self-control Lane wore like a second skin, when she said, ‘Hi, Lane,’ it came out like a strangled, breathless mumble that she hated. She wanted to add something easy like, ‘Good to hear from you,’ but couldn’t seem to unstick the words from her throat. Because it wasn’t good. It was a disaster to hear from Lane now that Sarah had taken things with David to an unforgivable level! She hadn’t come to terms with that she’d done herself, let alone being ready to seek absolution from Lane for her sin.

	There was a momentary hesitation, like a half-sound of nothing, from Lane’s end. And then, ‘Erica says she’s been having trouble getting through to you on your mobile,’ Lane said, ‘so I thought …’ That sound again. Tentative. Perhaps a hint of … of distress? ‘I thought I’d call you at work. I hope it’s okay, to do that. I mean, I know it’s not—’

	‘For goodness sake, Lane,’ Sarah cut her off, because they never fenced around each other like this and it was excruciating, ‘we’re not all OCD about taking personal calls at work.’ Oh goodness, that was horrible. Just a horrible, jeering thing to say. Tone it down. ‘But … yes, my mobile’s been playing up.’ She felt the heat of a full-scale blush race into her face at the untruth. ‘I’ve been super busy but I’ll call Erica when I get a minute now I know she’s been trying to reach me.’ Liar. Coward. Deceiver. ‘But I’m still super busy, so—’

	‘I’ll be quick,’ Lane, promised. ‘I just wanted to thank you for the introduction to Felix that night at the art gallery. The conference in Beijing has come through. I’m on the panel, and I’ll be flying over there two weeks from today, so … so thank you. I … I hope I’ll see you before I leave. Maybe we could—’

	‘I’m glad it all worked out,’ Sarah said, cutting her off because she did not want to be making plans to see Lane. She knew she should have left it at that, rung off and got back to work, but something, something bad inside her, made her add, ‘So have you got a ride to the airport sorted out?’

	‘A ride? It’s not for two weeks. Or … or are you offering …? No, of course you’re not, are you, you can’t dr—’

	‘I mean you’re still under contract to Adam right, so are you expecting him to take you? Or are you going to ask David Bennett?’

	Sarah heard the breath Lane drew in, and that was a first because Lane’s calm-down breaths were always silent; the fact that this one wasn’t told a terrible story. ‘Sarah,’ she said then, oh-so-calm but she wasn’t fooling Sarah, ‘I don’t really understand what happened that night at the gallery, but I promise you—’

	‘Hang on,’ Sarah said. She covered the mouthpiece then had a faux conversation with the air around her about a new business pitch loud enough for it to filter through her hand to Lane, and she didn’t care that everyone in the office was looking at her as though she’d lost her mind. Maybe she had lost her mind. Or was in the process of waving it goodbye at least. After one minute and three seconds of throwing around phrases like ‘target audience’, ‘publicity opportunity’ and ‘launch strategy’, she uncovered the mouthpiece, said, ‘Sorry, Lane, gotta go, late for a meeting,’ and slammed the phone down.

	Sarah spent the next five minutes reading a document on her desk without taking in one word, then got up, went to the bathroom, locked herself in a cubicle, and burst into tears. Talk about delayed reaction. It had just been so unexpected, that phone call. She hadn’t been prepared for it after three weeks of living in her David Bennett bubble. And she’d handled it so badly. She’d hung up on one of her best friends. Was this the end of their friendship? It felt like it, it really did.

	I don’t really understand what happened that night at the gallery …

	Well Sarah knew.

	She’d stormed off in a temper because Lane had chosen David over Adam, even though Lane had always said David was the end game and Adam was the practice guy—no subterfuge about any of it; and then Sarah had done a deal with David herself with plenty of subterfuge about it; and now the guilt was crushing the life out of her.

	It had been bad enough when it was just the painting involved, but she’d had to go and compound her guilt by having sex with the guy—a blatant betrayal of the girl code and the sister code! Her friend’s crush, her brother’s enemy, and she’d taken him for herself for no better reason than that she’d wanted him so much. And she had no idea what David thought about what they’d done but the way he’d kicked her blind didn’t suggest a repeat performance was likely, and it was all so overwhelming, and she had nobody to ask for advice about it because her mother wasn’t here and her brother would be furious and her friends would never speak to her again if they knew the truth, and she missed them all so much, and she hated herself, and no wonder she was bawling her eyes out. For herself, for Lane, for Adam, for her lost friendships and for a man who only did one-night stands and would never want her again. And she could not stop crying.

	A thousand years later—that’s what it felt like—she came out of the cubicle with no answers but an aching head, feeling brittle enough to break in two if anyone said a cross word to her. She checked herself in the mirror over the sink and saw that she was bypassing sociopath on the way to full psychopath, and although she did her best to effect a repair of her ravaged face, she knew she wasn’t really in a Frisk & Frolic mood.

	Which she proved very ably that afternoon by telling an important aviation client that their safety record was abysmal and no PR stunt would salvage it. When the client called Sarah’s boss directly afterwards to sack them, her boss had told her not to sweat it, despite Frisk & Frolic having bent over backwards to get that client on the books—and Sarah’s misery was complete.

	Sarah prided herself on the fact that however disastrous her dating life, she had always, always been on top of her game at work—and now, for the first time ever, her tough-as-nails boss was treating her with kid gloves. She was an object of pity, a person others made cups of tea for and patted on the shoulder and told not to worry, all would look better in the morning. It was excruciating. Unbearable, agonizing, mortifying.

	Especially since things didn’t look better in the morning.

	After another sleepless night they actually looked worse. She knew that breezing into David’s apartment at 8:00 p.m. as though nothing had happened on Saturday night was beyond her meagre acting abilities.

	In fact, she didn’t really want to breeze in as though nothing had happened, even though she was very sure that would be what David expected. Because something had happened. Something that had been important enough to her that she’d betrayed her friend and her brother. Something that would have been wonderful if David hadn’t stomped out looking like grim death. Something momentous enough to make him look like that. What had it meant to him? What did she mean to him?

	Surely such questions were worth exploring, worth discussing, worth confronting. She had no idea what the outcome of such a discussion would be; she only knew she had to have an outcome. Even if that outcome was that David never wanted to see her again after tonight.

	Okay, maybe she didn’t need precisely that outcome, because the thought of never seeing David again made her want to vomit. Or die. Or vomit and die. But she was as certain as she could be that if they didn’t talk about it, in three weeks’ time, she and David would go their separate ways and never see each other again anyway, and all she would have done was delay the whole vomiting/dying thing. If she were going to vomit and die anyway, she might as well get it over and done with fast.

	But as she was giving herself a pep talk on her way to work—complete with lame assurances that should everything go belly up with David, at least she could take the first steps towards putting her fractured relationships with Lane and Erica back together—Adam called her with a double whammy of bad news that changed everything: Lane’s mother had died, and in all the follow-on stress he’d confessed all to Lane and Lane not only had not forgiven him—or Sarah!—for the deception they’d perpetrated on her, but she’d dispensed with Adam’s services as well (AKA dumped him—and there was nothing of the ‘conscious uncoupling’ about it).

	Adam didn’t have time to talk it through—he was too frantic with worry over Lane—but he wanted Sarah to know so that if Lane called her, she could tell Lane he was trying to get hold of her and to please pick up her phone, answer the door, see him.

	Before Sarah’s head had stopped spinning, Erica called—and this time, Sarah didn’t even think of not picking up.

	‘Have you heard?’ Erica asked without preamble.

	‘Adam just called me. Is she okay?’

	‘No she’s not okay.’

	‘Her mother—’

	‘Yes, and Lane has no one to help her through it because I’m in Hong bloody Kong.’

	‘I’ll go and see her.’

	‘She won’t let you in, Sarah. I’m not even sure she’ll let me in when I get back. Don’t you get it? She knows. She thinks we’ve all been laughing at her behind her back, like the time DeWayne Callaghan posted that garbage about her sexual performance on Facebook. Only this is worse, she says, because her friends did it to her. Idiot! Idiot, idiot, idiot. I told Adam never to let her find out, but he had to go and unburden himself, and now I can’t fly back for two days and she’s on her own.’

	‘Her brother—’

	‘Brad is an absolute mess. I’ve already tried him. She’ll be the one supporting him, not the other way round. Goodness, we’ll all be supporting him soon enough, I can see it already.’

	‘I—I’ll call her, then. And Brad, too. Try, at least.’

	‘Yes, all right, try. Brad might pick up; I doubt Lane will, though. But Sarah, whoever you get, whatever happens, do me a favour and don’t make things worse.’

	Sarah’s heart was racing. ‘How could I make it worse?’

	Slight pause. ‘Okay, listen to me. Adam’s offloaded one lot of guilt onto her, at the worst possible time. If you end up offloading your own conscience onto her too just now, I’ll kill you.’

	Sarah’s legs went to water. ‘You know.’

	‘Of course I bloody know. Come on, that name! Lucas Green? Way too MI5 for a real person. And then of course, there were the dimples.’

	‘The dimples! I told him you’d guessed!’

	‘I did an internet search afterwards to be sure, and there he was on the bank’s website in all his gorgeous glory. I’ve been wondering ever since why all the secrecy about a simple painting, and I think I know the answer to that too. But at this point, Sarah, I do not give a flying idiot about what you’ve been up to, because the other thing I know, and I know it absolutely, is that Lane is in love with your brother, not David Bennett. Lane wants only Adam, and she is going to get only Adam if I have to gift-wrap him and send him by courier. So let’s concentrate on salvaging that relationship as a first step, and everything else, including Mr Bennett, might fall into place if we’re all very lucky.’

	‘And if we can’t salvage it?’

	‘We have to. You have to.’

	‘Me?’

	You started all this by serving up Adam on a platter for her. It’s now up to you find a way to make the meal palatable. I’m counting on you to come up with one of your world-famous convoluted-as-idiot crazy plans.’

	‘But I—I don’t know what to suggest!’

	‘You’ll think of something. I have to go, but don’t let me down on this, Sarah. Do—not—let—me—down.’

	Sarah wished she could go off to the bathroom for another cry after Erica’s call, but she couldn’t afford the luxury. She had a lot to make up for, a lot to think about. All day, various plans formed in her head only to be rejected. Little by little, piece by swirling piece, the right elements started to materialize … only to dematerialize.

	It wasn’t until she reached SydneyScape Apartments that she realized why the plan wouldn’t take a definitive shape: she’d been trying to fit five pieces into the puzzle when there was room for only four. The main puzzle piece was Lane. And Lane was sandwiched between two other pieces—David, as the man she’d wanted all the way through this drama, and Adam, the man she’d hired to help her reel David in. The last piece of the puzzle was sex. Sex was the catalyst for this situation—since it had been a disastrous sexual experience with DeWayne Callaghan that had set Lane on the path to improving her prowess in the first place—and the reward, which was always meant to be sex with David—and the means to an end, which was three months of sex with Adam.

	Sarah’s problem was that she’d been trying to slot herself into the puzzle too, when the reality was it was complete without her. She was the fitter-together of the pieces—nothing more than that. And the moment she arrived at that conclusion, she knew exactly what she had to do.

	But realization was one thing; acceptance quite another—so she was feeling emotionally fragile by the time she exited the elevator on David’s floor.

	When she was confronted by the sight of David waiting for her at his open door as usual, looking elegantly, imperturbably, chronically bored, his casual ease underscored by the glass of wine in his hand, she had to force her feet to keep moving forward. She knew David was well-versed in the art of interacting with females after taking them to bed and it therefore must be second nature to him to be blasé when coming face to face with someone he’d had sex with four nights ago, but the stark contrast between his indifference and her own four-day state of unrelieved chaos was like a slap in the face.

	Almost gagging on a repressed banshee-like scream, she walked into the apartment. She would have liked to have tossed David an unconcerned smile as she passed him, for the sake of her pride, but that was a step beyond her.

	‘I left the sweater in the spare room, so change in there,’ he said, and his voice was as disinterested as she’d ever heard it.

	As far as post-sexual-apocalypse ice-breakers went, it was revealing. Last week, she’d been in David’s room. This week she was in the spare room. Margaret’s room. The room for women David liked, but in whom he had no sexual interest. Rebel, the only woman he’d ever loved, would never have been relegated to the spare anything.

	‘I’m going to need wine,’ she told him.

	‘Already waiting for you in the studio.’

	‘A bottle, not a glass.’

	‘Okay, a bottle.’

	‘Maybe a cask.’

	And David laughed.

	Laughed!

	It was the proof she needed that Saturday night was nothing but history to him. If he could laugh like that the very next time he saw her after that experience, there really was nothing to discuss. All that was between her and David was a painting, and now—more than ever—Lane and Adam. And if she vomited and died in David’s apartment, leaving him to deal with her lifeless corpse on a Wednesday night, he had only himself to blame.

	***

	As soon as Sarah was out of the room, David stopped fake-laughing and drank his whole glass of wine down in one go. And it was Henschke Hill of Grace Shiraz—a wine that didn’t deserve such cavalier treatment.

	He’d been so sure that acting as though nothing had happened between them was the right approach. But the moment he’d seen Sarah walking towards him, pale, anxious, and looking like she’d keel over at any moment, he’d wanted to hug her, and kiss her, and tell her everything was all right. He couldn’t, though, because everything was not all right. Everything was a bloody mess.

	And because the mess was his fault, the onus was on him to fix it, to get them back to where they’d been before he’d moved the goal posts on Saturday night.

	The burning question was how he was going to do that, when the thought of listening to her wax lyrical about her dates with other guys made him want to punch the wall. For all he knew, she could have been out with three different guys since Saturday night. For all he knew, she might have had sex with all three of them, too.

	Oh goodness, he needed another glass of wine.

	He was just raising his refilled glass to his lips when Sarah came into the studio. The sight of her in his sweater shook him, in a worse way than it had last week. Probably because he’d spent the past four days repeatedly fondling it, visualizing her in it, needing to see her in it, wanting her in it, even sniffing it once—all right, twice— in a moment of abject weakness.

	Maybe he should have kept her in the red dress after all. Or maybe he would have actually slept with that, which would have been worse.

	‘The paintings in the spare room,’ she said, as he gulped a mouthful of wine. ‘You changed them. Or added to them, at least. I saw Margaret’s portrait in there, and the two from your bedroom. The landscapes, the ones you painted.’ Her eyes went to the corner where the painting of Margaret, the paintings of Rebel, had been stacked last week. There was nothing there.

	‘That’s right,’ David said cautiously, and waited on tenterhooks for her to ask about the Rebel paintings. Could he lie, say he’d thrown them out? Maybe, if he could control those two giveaway blinks of his, the ones he’d never had a clue about until Sarah had pointed them out.

	But it seemed that no lie, no explanation, would be required, because Sarah didn’t ask about the paintings. And contrarily, that irritated the heck out of him. Why didn’t she ask? She asked about every other thing under the sun all the time. She’d examined those paintings so carefully last week. What had changed? Why was she no longer interested?

	She motioned to the chaise longue. ‘So, I guess …’ She headed over there, sat, and took up the pose he’d had her in last week. ‘Like this, right?’

	‘No, that wasn’t working,’ David said, just because he could, dang it. ‘Try—um—lifting one foot onto the chaise and … and hugging your knee.’

	She did as she was told. ‘Is this okay?’

	‘No,’ he said, because not only had he gotten a fleeting glimpse of lilac polka dotted panties when she moved, but a good length of thigh was now exposed, too.

	‘Wrong leg?’ she asked, changing without waiting for his confirmation, and giving him another flash of the polka dots between her legs. ‘How’s this?’

	He made some weird, strangled ‘Ergh’ sound.

	‘No?’ she said. ‘Just as well, because it’s not comfortable and I don’t think I’ll be able to hold that position for long. Let me try something else.’

	He watched as she shifted on the couch. Legs open (Help me, God). Legs closed (Thank you). Open (Arrggh). Closed (Ahhh). Open (I’m going to have a stroke).

	She kept glancing over at him, looking increasingly stressed as she tried to gauge his reaction, but he was incapable of giving any kind of direction. His mouth had gone too dry to talk. The silence was excruciating in its awkwardness.

	‘Why don’t you come over and position me the way you want me?’ she finally suggested.

	The way you want me.

	And there it was, in his head. Sarah, legs spread, him kneeling between them, mouth at the crotch of those innocent-looking panties, sucking her through the cotton as she grabbed fistfuls of his hair and dragged him closer, arching her back, clamping her thighs to the sides of his head, panting his name, screaming his name. God help him, he was going to have to touch her. Go over there and touch her. Just once. He’d stop then. He knew he could stop. This wasn’t like Saturday night when he’d been on an uncontrolled, testosterone-fuelled bender.

	‘David?’ She was frowning at him.

	He could do this. Taking a deep breath, he approached the chaise. Closer. Closer. Goodness, he could smell her. Something sweet and buttery today, like a sugar cookie. Delicious.

	Clasping his sketchbook like a lifeline, he crouched in front of her, assessing the safest part of her to touch—or if, indeed, there was a part of her he could touch without going one further and falling on her like a starving cannibal.

	She tapped the sketchbook. ‘Can I see? Just one?’

	David flipped through the pages, found one of his favourite drawings, and held it out to her.

	‘That’s just my face.’

	‘That’s the look I want. With that quirk in your right eyebrow.’

	Sarah prodded her eyebrow with her fingertips. ‘To be honest, I’m never quite sure what this eyebrow is doing.’

	He tapped the sketch. ‘It’s usually doing that.’

	And he couldn’t help himself—he had to touch her eyebrow. At least an eyebrow couldn’t be deemed carnal, could it? Maybe not … but from her eyebrow, it was so easy to move his questing finger down her cheek, to her mouth. And her mouth? Well, that was a different story.

	She was staring directly into his eyes, and he was thinking how lovely her eyes were in their clear blueness, when she surprised him by bringing her hands to his face. The dainty tips of her index fingers dipped into his dimples, and he found himself smiling to make the dimples deepen, for no reason other than that he knew she’d like that.

	Sarah smiled back, and his heart squeezed so hard, he couldn’t breathe.

	And there it was.

	Bang.

	Like a maddening kaleidoscope clicking into the right pattern after nine years’ worth of tumbling through the wrong combinations. He wanted to freeze the moment, stop the pieces shifting again, keep them bright and shiny and beautiful, exactly where they were. Beat, beat, beat of his heart, as the truth flooded him—that telling himself he couldn’t fall in love with Sarah Quinn was no longer an option, because somewhere between her eyebrow and his dimples, he’d gone and done it anyway.

	His heart squeezed harder, harder. ‘Sarah …’ he began, not knowing how to finish, searching for the right words, the best words.

	Her eyes widened, her lips formed a dismayed O, and her hands dropped from his face to clutch her belly.

	Not exactly encouraging.

	But then he heard it. A low, rumbling howl. Coming from … her stomach? Yes, her stomach. Saved by the stomach!

	And David started to laugh. He laughed so hard, he had to drop from crouching position onto his knees to keep from toppling over.

	‘It’s not funny,’ Sarah said, but then it happened again and she started laughing too.

	‘Do I need to call a priest to perform an exorcism?’ David wheezed out. ‘Because I think your stomach is speaking in tongues.’

	She slapped his arm. ‘Oh, you! If you must know—’

	‘Yes, I do believe I must.’

	‘—it’s because I haven’t eaten today.’

	He stopped laughing. ‘If you tell me you’re on a diet—’

	‘Are you nuts? I want to put weight on, not lose it.’

	‘Oh, so starving yourself makes sense.’

	‘I didn’t starve myself. Not on purpose. I just …’ She swallowed, looked down at her lap, and then up at him. ‘I was too wretched to eat, that’s all.’

	And there went his heart, squeezing again. Wretched. Over him? He cleared his throat. ‘Will pizza tempt you?’

	‘Maybe.’

	‘Your favourite food and only “maybe”?’

	She looked down at her lap again, picked a tiny piece of fluff off the sweater. ‘The thing is, I’m still wretched.’

	Discarding the sketchbook, David rose to sit beside her on the chaise longue. She leaned trustingly against him, but that wasn’t close enough to suit him, so he scooped her up and sat her on his lap. She rested the side of her face on his chest and sighed deeply, and it was as though she belonged exactly there.

	‘Shall we give it a try, anyway, bluebell?’ he asked. ‘The pizza? Because I’ll have nightmares if I hear that sound again.’ She laughed shakily, and nodded, and he held her a little more tightly for a moment, kissing the top of her head. ‘I’ll order while you go and change into your street gear.’

	‘What about the portrait?’

	He thought of the practice canvas he’d already completed. He’d started it on Sunday, going at it like an obsessive compulsive until it was done. He’d thought of it three days solid in the office—in fact, he’d been so preoccupied with it he’d messed up a real estate portfolio evaluation and had his top client summarily reassigned to one of his corporate banking colleagues for his troubles. So yeah, he was pretty sure he could paint Sarah blindfolded at this point, even if she never posed for him again.

	‘Don’t worry about the portrait,’ he said. ‘Tonight, let’s just eat pizza, and you can tell me what’s made you wretched, and if it’s my fault, I’ll let you punch me. Okay?’

	She nodded again, but made no move to get off his lap—and he sure wasn’t going to let her go a moment before he had to, so he just sat there. It wasn’t until her stomach rumbled again that she slid off his lap. ‘Okay, pizza or the apartment next door will be phoning the priest,’ she said, and headed for the door.

	She stopped there and looked back at him. ‘It’s not your fault,’ she said. ‘At least, it is, but it’s not.’ She looked as though she were about to say more, but in the end, she only sighed, shook her head, and left the room.

	‘It is but it’s not,’ David repeated, and let out a slow breath. ‘Whatever that means.’

	***

	Ordinarily, Sarah would have been interested in seeing a new room in David’s apartment, but she was too on edge to take more than cursory note that the table in the dining room seated six people and the art on the walls was Indigenous—dot paintings in strong shades of black, white and ochre.

	David had set two places on opposite sides of the table, and in the middle were three pizzas sitting in their delivery boxes. Sarah put a slice of each on her plate. No way was she going to allow her stomach to erupt again during the discussion they were about to have, even if she had to eat all three pizzas by herself. But it was hard to coax an appetite when what she really wanted to do was crawl onto David’s lap again and bask in the way he’d said her name. ‘Sarah …’ There’d been something tender in his voice, in the way he’d touched her, the way he’d looked at her, and she wished, wished, wished he’d finished what he’d started to say before her traitorous stomach had interfered.

	But really, what difference did it make what he was going to say and how he looked at her, when all that was between them was a barter agreement and a one-night stand? When that’s all it could be, now?

	She picked up a slice of pizza and choked down a bite as David poured icy cold Chardonnay for both of them.

	And then, ‘So, it’s not my fault but it is,’ David said, taking his seat.

	‘Yes,’ she said.

	‘Let’s start with why it isn’t my fault.’

	And here we go. Sarah put down her pizza. ‘Lane’s mother died last night. A stroke.’

	‘I’m sorry, bluebell.’

	‘It’s not your fault.’

	‘No, but I’m sorry for you, sorry that it hurt you.’

	‘Oh, as to that … Well, the truth is, I couldn’t stand Lane’s mother. I know you’re not supposed to speak ill of the dead, but she really was unbearable and I just can’t—can’t—bring myself to care that she’s gone, except for the fact that it’s made Lane unhappy. And Lane’s brother Brad, too, and although Brad can be a total pain it’s not really his fault the way he turned out so you have to pity him.’

	‘Hang on,’ David said, looking all kinds of confused. ‘I’m not following. You didn’t like Lane’s mother, but her death upset you so much you couldn’t eat today?’

	‘The eating thing has nothing to do with Lane’s mother. Lane’s mother just added to things.’

	‘Added to things. I see.’ But then he shook his head. ‘No, I don’t see.’

	‘If I had to describe the situation, I’d say it was like a freight train of woe, adding carriages as it sped towards disaster. And— David?’ Breaking off, because David had put his elbows on the table and his head in his hands. ‘David, are you all right?’

	‘No.’

	‘Can I get you something?’

	‘Yes. A noose so I can hang myself.’

	‘Oh, you!’ she said, choking back a laugh.

	He took his head out of his hands. ‘Okay, listen. Although I suppose I should have expected Lane to feature somewhere in this discussion since you throw her name around every chance you get, I’m not quite sure how the death of her mother is of any interest to me—with all due respect to the dead—given you’re not upset by it and I didn’t actually kill her.’

	‘It’s guilt by association.’

	‘I don’t—’

	‘Yesterday, Lane called me to tell me about an upcoming business trip to Beijing. It’s a great opportunity for her.’

	‘Yes, I know about it. She asked me for some statistics for her presentation. The Bank’s CEO’s very pleased it all came together.’

	‘You … you saw her?’

	‘We do work on the same floor, you know. We see each other most days.’

	‘I … I … Oh. I—I hadn’t thought of that. So … so how’s she … she been with you? When she’s s-seen you? In the office?’

	‘Hmm, well yesterday, she was so fascinated by what I had to say she said, “Thanks for that, but what I really need is a chart on Chinese investment in Australian commercial property.”’ He rolled his eyes. ‘In other words, so far she’s managed not to throw herself at me and ravish me on the nearest desk despite that secret passion you say she’s harbouring for me.’

	‘Well, she’s reserved. She wouldn’t throw herself at you.’

	‘Oh, is that why she hasn’t molested me? Because she’s reserved? Not because she’s just not interested? Good to know. But go on. Beijing and its ability to steal your appetite …’

	‘It’s not about Beijing.’

	‘Not about Beijing either?’

	‘Well it is … but it’s not.’

	‘Oh goodness.’

	Sarah took a steadying breath. ‘The thing about the Beijing trip is that I should have been jumping with joy for her. Instead, I was awful.’ Another breath. ‘I’ve been awful to her ever since that night at the gallery, when she paraded you in front of Adam as her hot prospect. Because Adam loves her, and I thought that would never happen for him, because he really is commitment-phobic—you know why, all those divorces in the family—and I love him so much, and I wanted him to have what he wanted.

	‘But I love Lane too, even though I’ve been behaving like her enemy instead of like a friend. So when she called, instead of wishing her a safe journey and every success, the way I would have done before I met you, I asked her who was taking her to the airport—Adam or you, even though I knew it wasn’t going to be you, because you said you weren’t interested in her so why should you, right? I was just being sarcastic, and as you’ve said before it doesn’t suit me.’ She put a hand to her forehead. ‘Why did I do that? I wish I hadn’t done that. I hate that I did that.’

	‘So today when you found out about her mother, you felt guilty because of how you were on the phone to Lane yesterday. Is that where we’re heading?’

	‘Of course I felt guilty. I am guilty. And not just because of the phone call. But about how I’ve been to her ever since I met you.’

	‘So this is where I come into it. You were awful to Lane because of me—or at least because of that twisted thing you have stuck in your head about a relationship between me and Lane that never actually existed and never will.’

	‘Yes … but no.’

	David closed his eyes in a God-give-me-strength way. ‘Here we go again.’

	‘You come into it because this morning, Lane dumped Adam.’

	He held up a hand. ‘Hang on. She dumped Adam because you were awful to her and she’s paying you back for that through him? Or because her mother died?’

	‘Because of the contract.’

	And just like that, his head was back in his hands.

	‘Maybe we should just forget it,’ she said.

	Up came his head. ‘Oh, no. Perdition, no. Keep going.’

	Sarah licked nervously at her lips. ‘The thing is, I’m the one who brought Lane and Adam together.’

	‘Good for you.’

	‘But they weren’t supposed to stay together.’

	‘So why bring them together in the first place?’

	‘Because of you.’

	He took a deep breath in. Held it. Released it. ‘So we’re finally getting to why it’s my fault, are we?’

	Sarah looked down at her lap, where her fingernails were absently tugging at the tiny hem of her damask table napkin. ‘This part of the story …’ Eyes up. ‘It’s not really my story to tell, this part.’

	‘I can keep a secret, Sarah. I’ve kept ours, haven’t I?’

	Sarah took a sip of wine, delaying. But she knew she’d come too far now. And she knew where she was going, even if the thought of getting there was making her want to cry. ‘Lane liked you, David,’ she said. ‘As in liked, you know?’

	‘So you’ve been at pains to point out.’

	‘But she … she thought she lacked the necessary … skill, shall we say. To interest you.’

	‘Skill?’

	‘Skill. As in … skill.’

	‘Oh, skill.’

	‘Skill. She wanted someone to … well, to teach her. And I suggested Adam.’

	‘Okaaay. You know this is insane, right? Start to finish insane?’

	‘We all knew it—me, Erica and Adam, I mean. Not Lane. Lane couldn’t see anything wrong with her plan. She’s like that. Prosaic. Need to learn something? Hire a teacher.’

	‘The way you did with me.’

	‘Except you’re not a psychopath.’

	‘And your brother is?’

	‘What? No! But he might have been. I mean, not him, but with Lane being so determined, who was to say she wouldn’t have hired someone who turned out to be a psychopath if we didn’t find a safe option?’

	‘I see. Well … do I see? I don’t know.’

	‘The thing is, I asked Adam to pretend to want the job. He was supposed to be obnoxious enough when they met to scare her off the idea. Instead, he … Well, let’s just say things progressed, and kept progressing, and for almost three months now they’ve been …’

	‘Upskilling each other,’ David offered dryly.

	‘Until today—of all days for it to happen—when she found out that Adam— That I— That we—’

	‘For the love of God, Sarah!’

	‘All right!’ She closed her eyes tight. ‘She found out about the pretend part. That it wasn’t ever supposed to really be. Their relationship, I mean. So now she feels like we tricked her—which I guess we did—and like we’re laughing at her—which we’re not. And it’s all too much, coming on top of her mother’s death. No wonder she’s emotional about it. And now she doesn’t want to see Adam ever again and won’t take his calls and won’t take mine either and it’s all my fault for coming up with the stupid plan in the first place. So I have a double dose of guilt—a triple dose if you throw in what I did with you on Saturday night, even though that was only a one-night stand, and you’re not emotionally involved with me because you know how to control that stuff—and now I have to make it up to Lane and figure out how to help Adam.’

	Her voice had been climbing, getting shriller, so she forced herself to stop. She had to get herself together. Calm down. Focus. She took a breath, another, and at last opened her eyes. ‘And so, I’m thinking …’

	David had gone very still. Scarily still. ‘Go on, Sarah.’

	She looked down at her plate, pushing at an untouched pizza slice with one finger. ‘I’m thinking there’s only one solution, and it … it involves you, actually.’

	‘I’m agog to hear it, in that case.’

	She raised her eyes from her plate, looked across at him. ‘It’s simple. You have to have sex with Lane.’


CHAPTER SIXTEEN

	David reached for a new slice of pizza, even though there was an untouched one on his plate. Chew, chew, chew. It tasted like cardboard. Like sawdust. Like garbage. But he had to do something while he tried to work out what to say. What she expected him to say. Oh sure thing, Sarah—hang on and I’ll give her a call right now to schedule a time?

	At least Sarah had the grace to fidget while she waited for his response. Deciding to let her stew, he finished his slice of pizza and reached for a new one.

	She cleared her throat. ‘You said you’d do it. That night at Midnight Madness, when I was talking to you about how … how it would be on my conscience if … if Lane was suddenly single and I’d somehow come between you. I mean, because you wanted this … this secret deal we have going on more than you … than you wanted …’ Trailing off as her eyes shifted to his hand, which had tightened on the pizza slice until it was mangled between his fingers.

	He put the pizza onto his plate with a care that belied the way he’d crushed the toppings off it, reached for his napkin, wiped his hand, and placed-not-threw the napkin on the table beside his plate. ‘I remember what I said. That if Lane and Adam split up within the life of our agreement and she wanted to have sex with me I’d do it, if only you’d shut up about her.’

	‘Yes, that’s what you said.’

	‘So leaving aside the obvious point that you have not shut up about her, perhaps you can answer this: does Lane want to have sex with me? Because she’s barely said a sentence to me for the past two months that didn’t include a reference to “inflation”, “GDP”, “Beijing” or “interest rates”.’

	‘There’s no reason why she wouldn’t want to. I mean, she wanted to before.’

	‘Before is not now.’

	‘Then you’ll have to find out.’

	Un-frigging-believable. ‘You really want me to have sex with Lane?’

	‘Yes.’

	‘Just to salve your conscience?’

	‘Well … yes.’

	‘Even though I, myself, have done nothing wrong.’

	‘Um …’

	‘I mean, I wasn’t the one who tricked her, and I wasn’t the one who was awful to her on the phone, but somehow I’m the one who has to fix it?’

	‘But—’

	‘And you don’t think Lane’s going to mind taking your leavings?’

	‘Sh-she won’t know about Saturday night. That was the whole point of keeping things secret in the first place.’

	‘Oh, that was the point of keeping things secret! Because you always intended to have sex with me yourself! Funny, since you told me that first night you definitely didn’t want to have sex with me.’

	‘What? No! I mean—’

	‘Because it certainly stumped me, why we had to keep a perfectly innocent arrangement off the grid if that was true.’

	‘Well it didn’t end up innocent, did it?’ she cried, because she couldn’t take any more. And now it was her turn to rip off a chunk of pizza with her teeth, chew furiously, swallow.

	‘What does that mean?’

	‘You didn’t care if I kept you a secret, you said. Feelings could be controlled, you said. The most innocent thing you’d done for nine years, you said. Not worth any angst, you said. I could mop things up any way I wanted at the end, you said. You’d even help me, you said.’ She threw down the pizza. ‘I knew it wasn’t going to turn out to be as easy as you made it sound. I knew it. And now here we are. And I am mopping it up, and you are going to help me! You’re going to have sex with Lane!’

	‘And if I don’t want to?’

	‘Why wouldn’t you want to? It’s just another one-night stand, right, David? Your specialty.’

	‘Your logic is …’ But words failed him.

	‘My logic is sound,’ she said. ‘Lucid, cogent, unarguable.’

	‘Except for one thing, Sarah. Say, for the purposes of easing your conscience, I do it—how’s that going to help your brother?’

	She took a deep breath. ‘Weeeeell …’ Danger ahead, he could feel it. See it, in the nervous way she licked her lips. ‘I thought you could make the experience a little … a little … ho-hum.’

	Tick, tick, tick. ‘Ho … hum.’

	‘Yes, ho-hum. Just think—she finally lands the guy of her dreams, but the experience turns out to be … underwhelming.’

	Silence. He just could not speak.

	She licked her lips again. ‘I thought … think … that might make Lane realize what she’s losing in Adam.’ She did the lean-in, across her plate. ‘Because according to Erica, whatever they’ve been doing, it hasn’t been ho-hum.’

	A tremor of pure rage shook him. ‘And do I get Erica while I’m at it?’

	Sarah stayed hovering over her plate for a moment, eyes wide. Was she frightened? She should be, by the heavens.

	‘She wouldn’t do it,’ she said. ‘To Lane, or to Jeremy.’

	‘You sure about that?’ he taunted. ‘You did it to Lane, after all.’

	She swallowed. Swallowed again as she eased slowly back into her seat. He’d unnerved her. Good.

	‘I shouldn’t have done it,’ she said. ‘And yes I’m sure Erica wouldn’t.’

	She was blushing, but for once he didn’t know if that meant she was lying or if she was just hot with shame.

	‘Let’s see, shall we?’ he asked, smiling coldly. ‘After tonight we have three weeks of our agreement left. At the end of those three weeks, I’ll idiot Lane for you.’ He saw her flinch. Relished the fact he could make her flinch. ‘And then, I’ll idiot Erica, for whom I don’t have to make it ho-hum.’

	‘I told you, Erica—’

	‘I don’t care what you told me. In three weeks, it’ll be none of your business who I idiot.’

	She flinched again.

	‘Don’t like that word, Sarah? Because I have other words for what I’ll do to your friends if you want me to list them for you.’

	‘Fornicate, copulate, yes, yes, yes!’ she cried.

	‘But I think I prefer “idiot”.’

	Flinch.

	He smiled, cold and hard. ‘It seems to fit this situation, at any rate, don’t you think? Idiot.’

	Another flinch. But then she seemed to gather herself up, and fixed him with a stony eye. ‘Just because I don’t swear doesn’t mean it bothers me when someone else does. My brother does. All the time. And Erica! Sh-she s-swears like a trooper, j-just so you know. You two will get along like a house on fire.’ She picked up her glass and tossed back most of the wine left in it. ‘In fact, I think you should paint her for the Langman Portrait Prize instead of me.’

	‘It’s not my intention to get along with her. It’s not my intention to paint her. It’s my intention to harass her.’

	‘Fine,’ she said, throwing her napkin on the table and jumping to her feet. ‘You take the week to think about all those sex words you’re dying to shock me with and I’ll see you next Wednesday.’

	‘I thought you didn’t generally stomp off in a snit, bluebell,’ he said—no, sneered.

	She went stiff as a board and glared at him. ‘Don’t call me bluebell. Not like … like that.’

	‘All right, let’s pick a new nickname. What’s a word that describes a female who takes a guy for a test drive and when she decides not to buy the model, pimps him out to her friends?’

	‘Except that you’re not for sale, you’re strictly lease-only on a short-term basis. You made that clear from the start.’

	‘Reverse our positions. What if it were me selecting a guy for you to mess, because I owed him something?’

	‘It’s different.’

	He laughed, incredulous. ‘Really? How very emancipated.’

	Her face went thunderous. ‘For a start,’ she said, ‘I don’t have sex with different people four times a week the way you do.’

	‘Now you see, I keep remembering that you told me you could have sex any day of the week.’

	‘But I don’t have it like that. That’s the difference between us. And that’s why it was so easy for you tonight, to act as though … as though nothing happened between us on Saturday night. Because you do it all the time!’

	‘I acted like that because I know how you run and I wasn’t going to give you a reason to do that.’ He banged a hand on the table, making her jump. ‘Because I’m telling you now, Sarah, you’re not running out on my painting.’

	‘I don’t run!’

	‘You always run. The guy who falls in love with you is going to have to don a pair of running shoes fit for an ultramarathon to have a hope in heck of catching you. Stud service only, right? Hit and run, run, run. Until it’s time for the sperm donor—then you’ll have to let him catch you, won’t you, if you want the two-point-five kids?’ He felt his mouth twist. Disgust. Pungent, sour, caustic. ‘You could teach Rebel a thing or two, even at your tender age.’

	‘I don’t know why you’re so angry about this.’

	‘Because I am, that’s why.’ Shouting. Couldn’t help it.

	‘All I’m doing is looking after my friend and my brother. And … and you, if it comes to that. Yes, and you! And the more I think about it, the more sense it makes for you to paint Erica instead of me. A new conquest, a better subject for the portrait, a really beautiful one, and only one relationship to ruin, not two, because Erica as the subject won’t hurt Adam the way I will.’

	‘And throw away two weeks’ work?’ He shook his head. ‘Tsk, tsk, Sarah. That’s not thinking about me, that’s just running away. Well, you can run away from whatever the heck you want to—except my painting.’

	‘Stop saying that about running away. It’s not running away. It’s just thinking ahead to when Adam goes to see the Langman exhibition—which he does every year.’

	‘Then you should have thought about that before you said yes because it’s too late to change your mind!’

	‘I thought things would work out, that it wouldn’t matter. But they didn’t work out and it does matter. And now, when I think of how he’s going to feel when he sees a painting of his sister done by the man the woman he loves chose over him, when I think of what he might do, I can’t bear it! It’s for your own protection, David! You should be thanking me!’

	He pushed violently away from the table and stood. ‘You think I’m scared of your brother?’ There he went, shouting again.

	‘You should be! He’s a six foot five wall of muscle and he isn’t the kind of guy to ask questions before punching. Or … or castrating! Remember what he wanted to do to Bryan, what he still wants to do!’

	‘How sad then, that someone got there before him.’

	He saw the confusion on Sarah’s face, saw her mouth open to say something, ask something, but before she could, he was yanking his T-shirt furiously up, unbuttoning his jeans and shoving them down just far enough to expose the ugly white scar low on his abdomen.

	‘Rebel beat him to the attempt,’ he said. ‘If she’d aimed just a little to the left, we wouldn’t be having this conversation.’

	‘Oh my goodness,’ Sarah breathed out, and then she was coming around the table towards him, hand out as though to touch.

	David whirled away, jeans up, T-shirt down. ‘Don’t, Sarah. Just … don’t.’

	‘Why did she do that?’

	‘She didn’t like the idea of my getting married again.’

	‘But you said she dumped you. I mean … she dumped you.’

	‘She did.’

	‘So why would she …? And … and Margaret. Didn’t you tell her about Margaret and Carly? That there was nothing to be jealous of?’

	‘She already knew. We were all friends, close friends, before the break-up, sharing the one flat.’

	He turned to Sarah, saw that she was looking completely bewildered.

	‘Rebel blamed it on the hormones,’ he said. ‘She was pregnant. Not mine.’ His mouth twisted again. ‘And don’t ask me if I’m sure about that.’

	‘I don’t understand any of it.’

	‘Luckily, Sarah, you don’t have to.’

	Silence as they stared at each other. It was like a tug-of-war, the rope taut between them, but neither sure enough of their ground to start the game.

	‘So …’ she said at last, stepping back, cautious. ‘What happens next?’

	‘Well, Sarah, next, you don’t mention Lane’s name to me again. Is that clear?’

	‘But how will I know—’

	‘Is that clear?’

	‘Y-yes.’

	‘All you need to know is that I’ve said I’ll do it, and I will. But after the painting is finished. You see, I’m holding you hostage, Sarah—you have to pose for me three more times.’ He smiled then, so coldly, Sarah actually shivered. ‘Of course, you’ll still get your dates critiqued. But you’d better get your skates on if we’re going to find your fantasy man by the time we’re done.’

	She lifted her chin. ‘I went out with Kyle on Monday night.’

	‘Ah, Kilimanjaro Kyle. Good for you, Sarah. But knowing your track record, I suggest you add a few more prospects before I see you next week. There’s safety in numbers, you know. Better have a couple in reserve.’

	***

	David sat at the dining table, looking at the now-cold, mostly uneaten pizza, for a long time after Sarah left.

	Have sex with Lane.

	Just like that.

	As though Saturday night had never happened. As though his sexual performance had been so ‘ho-hum’ it was no hardship for Sarah not to repeat it. Worse, that its very ho-humness was a virtue, which would send women scurrying back to their more skilled lovers.

	Have sex with Lane.

	Great thing for a guy to hear from the girl he’d fallen in love with.

	He recalled the solution he’d put to Sarah three weeks ago in the storeroom, when she’d first started in on those convoluted arguments about Lane: If you’re going to be obsessed with my sex life, have sex with me yourself. That way, I won’t have the energy to think about Lane, and Lane can concentrate all her energies on Adam, and all four of us will be happy.

	It had seemed simple back then, when it was all about getting her cooperation for the painting. But now he essentially had the painting, now he didn’t need Sarah to finish the painting, he found he didn’t care about the painting. She was more important than the painting.

	And he couldn’t bring himself to let her go, even though in three weeks he’d have to.

	Restless, he left the table, went out onto the deck, breathed in the winter air as he looked out over the city. He was surrounded by tall buildings, so many lights on, signs of life in a busy city, and yet he felt alone. In the distance, he could see the arch of the Sydney Harbour Bridge, normally so subtly lit but tonight glowing bright for the Vivid Festival. And because it was bold and colourful and magical like Sarah, it made him feel not only alone but … lonely. Separated from her on every level.

	Her taxi would be over the Bridge by now. He pictured her in her granny flat. The blind—had it been repaired? And was she was thinking about him now as she looked at it?

	Idiot. Yes, she was thinking of him. Thinking how quickly she could get him into bed with her friend.

	Have sex with Lane.

	He sighed. Yeah, he could do that. Why not?

	Sex was all he was good for, after all.

	***

	As Sarah let herself into her flat, her eyes went straight to the blind she’d had installed to replace the one David had torn down on Saturday night—and for which she was not going to bill him. She’d made a change from magenta to indigo, because indigo reminded her of David’s eyes. But recalling the fire in his eyes tonight, she suspected black and red—rage colours—would have been a better choice.

	At least he’d agreed to the plan. Not without a fight, but he’d agreed.

	She should be happy about that. Should be happy that he was going to have sex with her friend instead of her.

	‘Yep, good job, Sarah,’ she said out loud, hitting the switch to raise the blind so the dark indigo wasn’t … wasn’t looking at her in its reproving, reproachful, admonitory way.

	But when the blind had fully retracted, even her bed seemed to be glaring at her in silent you-are-an-idiot accusation, and she knew there was no way she was going to be able to sleep in it. Instead, she took herself out into her private garden. It was like a walled-in Grecian idyll, a paved square surrounded by luscious plants and trailing vines, the only colours allowed green, white and yellow—a non-compete with the clash of colours in the flat.

	She walked restively around the tiny space … moving from plant to plant … touching an occasional leaf … a winter bloom … Slowing … stopping … breathing the quiet, cold air … Remembering what David had said, how bitterly he’d said it. ‘I know how you run … Hit and run, run, run …’ It was as though he’d almost hated her at that moment.

	What if that was the real reason for what she’d done tonight, to make him hate her? What if she was as commitment-phobic as David said she was, just like her brother? What if her grand plan on behalf of Lane and Adam was her way of running away?

	She didn’t want that to be true, but what if it was? Had she thrown Lane at David as a new sexual conquest, suggested Erica replace her in the painting, threatened Adam as some kind of bogeyman, as a way of separating herself from David? Taking the choice out of her own hands, making sure she couldn’t have him by pushing him away?

	Pushing him away … just like Rebel.

	Stud service, hit and run, sperm donor. You could teach Rebel a thing or two.

	Rebel … Rebel was the key.

	Why had Rebel let David go? And what had David meant when he’d said he could nevertheless have Rebel any time he wanted her? How could that be true? The pregnancy to another man, the violent jealousy—how did they fit? Nothing made sense. Even the sudden disappearance of the Rebel paintings didn’t make sense—not when Rebel was the love of David’s life.

	How must it feel, to be the love of David’s life? To have such power over him that even nine years later, he couldn’t get over you?

	Stud service … hit and run … sperm donor … You could teach Rebel a thing or two.

	Sarah looked down at her hand, saw that the winter primrose she’d plucked was crushed in her fist.

	Oh goodness, what had she done?


CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

	What had she done was a question that haunted Sarah all week.

	Lane still wasn’t taking her calls, and Sarah could hardly complain since she’d spent three weeks dodging Lane’s without offering any explanation.

	Erica had arrived back from Hong Kong, taken the funeral arrangements in hand, listened to Sarah’s plan … and told her it was insane, but that since she had nothing better to offer until she could get Lane to actually open the door to Adam, they’d have to run with it.

	Adam was on the verge of becoming a stalker until, after the initial flurry of calls, texts and home visits (plus a planned turn-up-to-the-office disaster-in-the-making that Sarah only narrowly averted by reminding him how much Lane would hate both the visit and him for subjecting her to the embarrassment), Sarah suggested he alternate his calls to Lane with calls to Erica.

	Erica had used Adam’s first call to threaten him with scrotal death should he cross any line not approved by her, but had thereafter acquiesced to his ‘just making sure she’s okay’ check-ins, for the sake of everyone’s sanity.

	And David …?

	Well, David greeted her at the door the next Wednesday as though nothing had happened—again! But because Sarah had ensured she had three (count ’em, three!) new men to bring the table for discussion, she was ready to match him cool for cool. ‘Safety in numbers’—check. He’d have no reason to think she’d spent the week in a state of abject depression.

	How deflating, then, to have David brush off her three dates almost as though they weren’t worth dissecting.

	Marketing guru Steven’s fate was sealed when she revealed that work commitments had made him half an hour late for dinner.

	‘The only excuse for lateness on a first date is death—his,’ David said. ‘It’s a clear-cut case of dump and block.’

	‘Dump and block?’

	‘As in, dump him, then block his number. Who’s next?’

	The second cab off the rank was Harrison—an author she’d met months ago at a client’s book launch, who’d found himself with a spare ticket to a ballet performance. Unfortunately, one look at David’s face when she imparted the news that Harrison had arrived at the Sydney Opera House wearing a hemp shirt and health sandals was enough to put the stamp on his fate: dump and block, no question.

	And then, there was Julian, whom she’d run into while getting her morning coffee.

	‘Julian,’ he said, with just a hint of eye roll.

	‘It’s a perfectly good name.’

	‘People who don’t have chins are called Julian.’

	‘He has a chin like Tom Selleck. With cleft.’

	‘Yeah, and Tom Selleck is what? Seventy?’

	‘And very hot! Tom, that is. Hang on—and Julian.’

	But David didn’t seem interested in Julian’s hotness, saying only, ‘Move your left leg and try not to flash me.’

	‘Flash?’ Sarah demanded, adjusting her leg.

	‘Yes, flash—and you just did it.’

	‘I did not.’

	‘Did too. Pink roses.’

	‘Oh! Oh! Well, not on purpose.’

	Silence, as David sketched, then cursed as the paper tore under his pencil.

	‘You’re pushing too hard,’ Sarah told him.

	‘Thank you, da Vinci,’ he said, and ripped the page out of the book, tossing it to the floor. ‘So go on. Julian.’

	‘Actually, I know him,’ she admitted.

	David started drawing again, looking at her, then at the sketch, then at her.

	‘We dated a few times,’ she offered.

	More drawing, no response.

	‘Two years ago.’

	Drawing.

	‘Well?’ she challenged.

	He didn’t so much as pause his pencil. ‘You already know the answer if you dated him two years ago and it didn’t work out.’

	‘Do I?’

	‘Dump and—’

	‘Block. But why?’

	‘If he didn’t hang around for more than a few dates last time, what makes you think he will this time? People don’t change, you know.’

	‘You changed,’ she said, and wanted to kick herself the moment the words were out. That was not the plan for tonight, to get personal. The plan was to avoid personal and focus on the painting.

	‘Turn your head a fraction to the left,’ was his response, and Sarah wanted to kick herself with a steel-capped boot.

	But then the pencil stopped. ‘I didn’t change, Sarah,’ he said, keeping his eyes on his sketch. ‘I just came to terms with the fact that there are some relationships I’m not entitled to.’

	‘What does that even mean?’ she asked, hoping for an opening to talk about things other than her stupid dates now they’d gone and cracked the ice. His past, that Saturday night, Lane—if he’d seen her, if he’d thought about what would happen with her.

	But when he looked up, his eyes were shuttered. ‘Do you have anyone else on the list?’

	So that was that. ‘Only Kyle, but that’s tomorrow night,’ she said.

	He smoothed a thumb over the page. ‘And he’s taking you …?’

	‘To the movies.’

	‘What are you seeing?’

	‘A romantic comedy.’

	David recommenced drawing.

	‘Well?’ Sarah prodded.

	‘Well, that seems … unexceptional. We’re done for tonight. Next week, I’m moving on to oils.’

	***

	David knew it was childish to find fault with all those guys, but he hadn’t been able to control it. It was one thing telling himself nothing could happen between him and Sarah, but it was turning out to be quite another to hand her over to some other bozo with a pat on the head and a cheerio.

	Despite the drivel he’d fed Sarah in that art gallery storeroom about saving damsels in distress, he was more black knight than white, taking a mace to the skulls of the other jousters. He’d enjoyed flicking off Stand-me-up Steven, Hippie Harrison and Jilting Julian, and only wished he’d had the ammunition to mock Kilimanjaro Kyle’s choice of movies while he was on a roll. But who could have guessed a guy—any guy—would like chick flicks? Who could be prepared for that?

	Well, whatever it was that had started his mace swinging, it was going to have to stop. Sarah Quinn was not for him. It was that simple. In her mind he belonged to her friend, and she wasn’t at all jealous about that—she hadn’t asked even one question about him and Lane, even though she knew he was seeing Lane at work every day! And sure, he’d told her not to raise Lane’s name, but you’d think she’d try to sneak in one question!

	The fact that she hadn’t tried at least firm David’s resolve to keep Sarah at arm’s length; whatever men she dated during the week, he was going to enthuse over them.

	But when she arrived the next Wednesday and positioned herself on the chaise longue, somehow the black knight came out swinging again.

	Well, how could it not, when the first contender—Porno Paolo—had sent Sarah a photo of his bare chest? Next thing you knew it would be his toe, and then he’d be begging for a shot of her boobs, which she was never going to give anyone, ever. So—dump and block.

	Next was Finn, whom Sarah had met at Lane’s mother’s funeral—a little snippet of information that was provided with a darting look and a quivering lip.

	David had to pause before answering that, and it seemed to him that Sarah leaned slightly forward, eager for what he would say …

	He caught himself just in time and schooled his features into what he hoped was a look of over-it exasperation. ‘Hasn’t anyone ever told you it’s the height of vulgarity to hit on a girl at a funeral? Dump and block, Sarah. Next?’

	And then he saw her face fall, and he found that he couldn’t keep going. He shouldn’t be thinking about his own pathetic need to have Sarah jealous over Lane; he should be thinking of her estrangement from a friend. ‘Sarah,’ he said, and waited for her to look at him. ‘Was everything okay? At the funeral last week?’

	She nodded, and he saw her swallow, the tears start to swim. ‘I’ve always described Lane as valiant, and she was. I just wish … I wish I hadn’t ruined things between us.’

	‘Maybe I can talk to her for you …’

	‘No,’ she said sadly. ‘It’s not your problem to fix. Not … that part. And she did speak to me at least; she even let me hug her. She spoke to Adam, too, although that didn’t go quite so well.’ She started fidgeting with the hem of the sweater. ‘But … but about Adam. Has it …? Has it …’ Another swallow.

	‘Has it happened?’ he finished for her.

	‘More … has it started? Because it should have, shouldn’t it? I mean you don’t just take someone to bed, you have to build up to it, and there’s only one week left and—’

	‘No,’ he said, and even though it was a relief to know she’d been thinking about it, it was agonizing too—the confirmation that she really truly was expecting it to happen. ‘And she flew to China yesterday so you have at least a week to not worry about it, okay?’

	‘But I have to worry about it, because Adam’s miserable.’

	‘Sarah, give me a break. A guy doesn’t hit on a girl who’s just buried her mother.’

	She blinked as that sank in. ‘Oh. Of course, I see. Just because her mother was a cow doesn’t mean Lane’s ready to move on.’

	David felt his lips start to twitch. ‘Something like that, yes.’

	‘Okay. Thank you.’

	‘So … any other dates to tell me about?’

	‘Simon,’ she said. ‘I met him when I was with some of my colleagues at a new bar in Surry Hills, close to my office. I negged him, actually.’

	‘Give me the neg,’ David said, mixing fresh paint on the palette.

	‘I said I’d tell him what my favourite flower was, but looking at his tan—seriously, I’m talking tangerine—it seemed he might be into the fake variety.’

	Okay—he had to laugh. ‘And then what happened?’

	‘We started talking, and it was fun, really. He lives in Surry Hills and he was talking about all the new cafes opening up there and scoring their coffee-making techniques and he has a great sense of humour so it was … yeah, fun.’ Her eyes were starting to do that dancing thing. ‘And you’ll never guess what arrived for me the next day …’

	‘Coffee beans?’

	‘Sunflowers! A massive bunch of them. Only they did, in fact, turn out to be fake. Because it’s winter. Not enough sun, apparently.’

	And then she was laughing, and he was laughing, and he wanted so badly to kiss her, it took every bit of strength he had to stay where he was clutching his paintbrush … while their laughter slowly faded and they smiled at each other.

	‘Dump and block, right?’ she said.

	‘Yep, farewell, Sunflower Simon.’

	‘So I’m back to just one option.’

	‘And …’ Pause, to clear his throat. ‘How’s that going? Doctor Kyle?’

	‘He invited me to a wine tasting at his apartment last night.’

	Hard to find fault with that. ‘Nice.’

	‘To be honest, it was a bit of a disaster.’

	Disaster? All right! ‘What happened?’

	‘There were nine of us altogether, and everyone except me was very knowledgeable. It went well until Kyle decided to do a blind tasting. I’d held my own until that point, but no way was I going to be able to pretend I knew what I was doing for a blind tasting.’

	‘So you sat it out?’

	‘Not exactly. Kyle decided I should choose the wine, since I wouldn’t do the tasting. All I had to do was pick a bottle from the wine fridge, open it, and put a wrap on it so nobody knew what it was.’ Sarah shifted uncomfortably on the chaise longue. ‘Kyle said—I was sure he said—I could choose a bottle from any shelf except the top two.’ Another shift. ‘So I chose one. And they all took a sip and seven of them looked like they’d been transported to heaven. Kyle, however, looked like he was heading in the opposite direction.’

	‘Uh-oh,’ David said, and started to smile.

	‘You know, don’t you?’

	‘I’m guessing.’

	‘Apparently, I was supposed to take a bottle from the top two shelves. Well, of course the wine I chose turned out to be a 1998 Chris Ringland Shiraz—which I’ve never heard of but is apparently worth more than a thousand dollars.’

	David hooted out a laugh, and Sarah gave that little choke he knew meant she was trying not to.

	‘And that’s the end of that relationship,’ he said, trying not to sound satisfied.

	‘Actually … no. Oh, at first Kyle gave me such a look, I wanted to die. But then he saw the funny side and he … he hugged me. He said he was going to book us both on a wine appreciation course.’ She was clearly awed at that turn of events. ‘Can you believe that? I’m being rewarded for a mistake.’

	‘Lucky you,’ David said, but he no longer felt like laughing.

	‘I guess he must really like me. Like, really. So it’s time to go exclusive … maybe. Do you— Do you think?’

	‘What is this, high school?’ he said irritably, choosing to ignore her own question. ‘Oooh, Kyle likes Sarah, does Sarah like Kyle?’

	Sarah blinked—as well she might. ‘Now you mention it, the way you’re scowling at me does remind me of school, the time I accidentally scorched my curmudgeonly old science teacher with the Bunsen burner.’

	He grumbled out some half-arsed sound. Curmudgeonly, that was him. Tetchy, testy, cranky. And old. Too old.

	‘So about Kyle …’ she said.

	But he didn’t want to hear it. ‘How about while I paint tonight, I tell you what I know about wine?’ Because Kilimanjaro Kyle wasn’t the only man in the world who knew about wine. ‘Help you impress the doctor, hmm?’

	She stared at him for a long moment and then shrugged. ‘Great.’ Another shrug. ‘Go.’

	And so he talked, and answered her questions, and counted back in his head to when Kyle had first asked Sarah out. In a week’s time, they would have passed the three weeks and one day mark, and if Kyle was booking that wine course, it didn’t seem likely a split was on the cards. Sarah’s curse was therefore about to be broken. Job done. Goodbye.

	Dang that mongrel Kyle and his chick-flick loving, good-humoured, wine-buffed perfection.

	***

	With only a week to go before the final sitting, Sarah found she’d never been less interested in dating in her life. Contrarily, her apathy seemed to work like a charm on the single men of Sydney, attracting them in droves.

	She felt … compromised. Yes, that was the word: compromised. Because she seemed to be filtering every thought she had, every move she made, every guy she saw, through her perception of what David would think and do and see. Even Kyle—a good-looking, dedicated, warm-hearted doctor (did it get any better?)—wasn’t quite right.

	Or maybe it was that he was too right. So ‘right’ he was verging on unexciting. Like an unshaken snow dome.

	Which was why, three weeks to the day since her first date with Kyle, she bit the bullet and told him it wasn’t working for her and she wouldn’t be seeing him any more. She figured since she was the one calling time on a relationship for once, she might feel a sense of victory on the curse-breaking front.

	But she didn’t.

	All she could think about was what David had said to her about the guy who fell in love with her needing a good pair of running shoes if he had any chance of catching her, and that David was the kind of guy who wore Italian dress shoes that weren’t meant for running.

	While she was in that frame of mind, Adam called to ask her opinion of David Bennett, and was unwise enough to refer to David as the arch enemy of the Quinn family—and Sarah lost it.

	‘Well, I’ll tell you my opinion about David Bennett,’ Sarah said in a dangerously controlled voice. ‘And that is that there’s nothing wrong with him that any woman with eyes in her head can see. If Lane likes him more than she likes you, you have only yourself to blame. Nobody told you to sign that dumb contract of hers.’

	‘But—’

	‘Shut up, Adam! I’ve had enough of you whining about Lane and David and … and life. I’m sorry I ever let you loose near her. None of us would be in this mess if I hadn’t. She’d be happily settled with David and neither you nor I would be any the wiser and we’d both be happy.’

	‘What do you mean “neither you nor I”? You’d know about him. You’d still have met him. She’d be bringing him along on your girly dates, and—’

	‘And I wouldn’t have cared! That’s the thing. I—would—not—have—cared. But because of you, I have to care. I do care. Because of you, my whole friendship with Lane is compromised, and a whole lot of other things I don’t even want to go into with you! So let me give you some free advice that has nothing to do with David Bennett and everything to do with you: if you really want Lane, do the universe a favour, and go and get her. Tell her you love her; tell her whatever you have to tell her to win her. And stop being an arsehole ruining your sister’s life!’

	And she’d hung up—and started crying again.

	Sheesh, that crying. Once you peeled off the seal it was hard to stop.

	So the last thing she needed was for a follow-up call on Tuesday that was even worse—because it was from Lane. At the office again, as though she didn’t trust Sarah to answer her mobile phone, and maybe she was right not to trust her on that, because Sarah started to shake the moment she heard Lane’s voice. The call was brief: Lane was home from Beijing and needed to see Sarah; did Sarah have time for a quick drink after work on Wednesday at Midnight Madness with her and Erica?

	Feeling as though all her chickens were about to come home to roost, Sarah said an unsteady yes, then wondered what the chances were of dropping dead overnight.


CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

	At 5:30 p.m. on Wednesday, Sarah—distressingly undead—was alone in the office bathroom, in her regular spot in front of the mirror, trying on a nonchalant smile. ‘So, Lane, have you heard of the Langman Portrait Prize?’ Smile, smile, smile. ‘Aaaaand no, that sucks.’

	She modified her facial expression to something more matter-of-fact and tried a different tack. ‘You know I’m interested in art, Lane, so when I was asked to be a model by— Ugh. Nope. That sucks too.’

	She pushed at her right eyebrow to make it straighter, made her eyes go I-am-so-innocent wide. ‘After you left the gallery the night of the party, I bumped into David Bennett again—purely by accident—and we started talking and one thing led to another and I—I … Gah!’ She whirled away from the mirror. ‘No more. I’m going to have to wing it.’

	You can do this, she told herself as the taxi dropped her at Midnight Madness.

	She kept telling herself that as she made her way over to Lane and Erica—but with each step the questions raced at her faster and faster. What had Erica told Lane? Whatever she’d told her, wouldn’t it be better for Lane hear it from Sarah herself? Was it prophetic that Lane had chosen a Wednesday for this first meeting? Did Lane know what Sarah had spent the past five Wednesday nights doing and with whom? If she didn’t know, wasn’t it time she did? Should Sarah go further, and subtly prepare Lane for the sexual bonanza that was about to come her way by hinting that David had talked about her? How could she bring Adam into the conversation? How could she subtly encourage Lane had to please, please, please take Adam back?

	Erica, looking as though she had not a care in the world, greeted her with ‘You’re late, Sarah,’ and pushed a full glass across the table to her.

	‘Sorry. I just had … had to … er …’ have a meltdown in the bathroom at work ‘… sort something out.’ She hitched herself onto her stool and battled the urge to vomit. ‘Because I … I have news, actually.’

	‘Me too,’ Lane said—and the unleashed excitement in her voice was a first for Lane, who was never less than calm.

	Sarah looked from Lane to Erica (who had a distinct air of cat-swallowing-the-canary about her) and back. Well, she was enough of a coward to welcome a reprieve. ‘Then by all means, Lane, you go first.’

	‘Your brother is in love with me,’ Lane said, and positively beamed—another first; Lane only ever smiled slightly.

	‘I don’t think that’s exactly news,’ Sarah said cautiously. ‘News would be— Oh!’ As she got it. ‘Ohhh! Oooohhhh!’

	‘Yes!’ Lane said, beaming even more broadly. ‘I’m in love with him too!’

	Sarah stumbled off her stool so fast her cocktail was only saved by the prescient action of Erica, who grabbed it before it could topple. She raced around to hug Lane, then hug Erica, then hug them both together. ‘Why am I only finding out about this now?’ she demanded.

	Lane ran a hand over her ponytail to check that the hug hadn’t disturbed it unduly—a quintessential Lane action. ‘I only got back from China on Monday night.’

	‘Yes, two whole nights ago!’

	‘I wanted to tell you in person. That’s why I didn’t tell you on the phone. I wouldn’t let Adam call you either.’

	Erica stood. ‘You know, it occurs to me we should be drinking champagne instead of these ghastly cocktails, so if you two can bear to be left alone …’ with a speaking look at Sarah ‘… I’ll go and ask Glory for a bottle of the cat’s piss that passes for sparkling wine in this place.’

	Without waiting for an answer, Erica was gone. Sarah returned to her seat, at a loss for what to say for once in her life. She picked up her cocktail. Sipped … put it down … ran a finger around the rim of the glass.

	‘Sarah?’ Lane’s voice had returned to its cucumber-cool best, but she was gripping her glass so hard her knuckles had gone white. ‘Are you happy about it or … or not? Because I know you never intended this to happen between me and Adam.’

	‘Oh, Lane, if only you knew what I—’ But Sarah stopped herself there. This was about Lane being happy, not about her guilty conscience. No spoiling the moment! ‘I’m very happy, Lane. Elated, overjoyed, ecstatic. In fact, on Monday, I all but threatened to excommunicate Adam from the Quinn family if he didn’t bring you into it.’ She reached across for Lane’s hand, held it for a moment. ‘The only thing I’m not happy about is how it all started.’

	‘No—don’t say that. If not for you we’d never have found each other. There’d be no happy ending. I’m not even angry with DeWayne Callaghan any more, because at least he spurred me to be … someone different. And there was Adam, waiting for me.’ She smiled, glowed at Sarah. ‘And now that I know you’re happy about it, it’s completely perfect, it really is.’

	‘How could I not be happy?’

	‘I kept thinking about that night at the gallery when I handled things so badly. It was fear, and … and pride. I was so afraid I was going to lose Adam, but I was trying not to show it, and it seemed to me that if he met David Bennett he might—’ She broke off as Erica returned and deposited a tray loaded with the champagne in an ice bucket and three flutes on the table.

	‘What were you saying about David?’ Erica asked as she poured the champagne—and talk about guile.

	Lane gave a bemused little laugh. ‘It’s funny, but I can’t believe I ever conceived the notion that I was ever interested in David when what I feel for Adam is so—’ Another abrupt break as Erica snort-laughed. ‘What did I say that was funny?’

	‘I just have this feeling Sarah’s happy to hear you say that,’ Erica said, handing around the champagne flutes.

	They clinked glasses, Lane glancing from Erica to Sarah’s stricken countenance. ‘Okay,’ she said in her usual calm way, ‘can one of you please fill me in so I’m not back to being the only one who has no idea what’s going on?’

	‘Sarah’s seeing David Bennett,’ Erica said.

	Sarah choked on the sip of champagne she’d just taken. ‘Did you have to just blurt it out?’

	Erica shrugged. ‘It’s Lane we’re talking to. You know the way her mind works. Clear, concise, just the facts.’

	Sarah turned to Lane. ‘I’m not seeing him. Not like … like that. David is … is painting my portrait to enter in the Langman Portrait Prize. That’s all there is to it.’

	Lane took an unconcerned sip of champagne. ‘I knew he was interested in art, but I didn’t know he painted.’

	‘He asked me to pose, that night at the gallery, after you and Adam left. I didn’t tell you because … Well, I don’t know why, really.’

	‘Because you liiike him,’ Erica put in.

	‘No! Not because of that!’

	‘You’re blush-ing,’ Erica sang gleefully.

	‘It was supposed to be a very straightforward arrangement,’ Sarah said, wishing she was close enough to pinch Erica. ‘I would pose in return for … in return for …’ Oh goodness. She felt the heat in her cheeks deepen. It was not going to sound straightforward.

	Erica turned to Lane. ‘In return for giving her dating advice, with the objective of breaking that curse she’s always moaning about. He was supposed to teach her how to land and keep the right guy. Which appears not to have worked—am I right, Sarah?’

	‘Yes!’ Sarah wailed, and covered her hands with her eyes.

	‘But I’d say the reason it hasn’t worked,’ Erica went on, ‘is because you like David.’

	‘All right, yes!’ Sarah said, and dropped her hands. ‘I like him! I do!’ She grabbed her champagne flute, drained it, slapped it down on the table. ‘I’m sorry Lane, I’m the worst friend in the world, but I like him. A lot. And I had sex with him, too, because I simply couldn’t help myself. Just once, but I did it. And now I really am in trouble, because I can’t even think about another man, even Kyle, who’s a doctor and perfect. So there! I’m done!’

	She poured herself another glass of champagne and downed half of it. ‘Whew, I can’t tell you how good it feels to get that off my chest. I have been feeling so monumentally guilt-ridden over it.’

	Lane was frowning, ‘But why did you keep the painting a secret?’

	That was Lane’s first question? ‘Um … because you were crazy about him?’

	‘I thought I was crazy about him,’ Lane corrected. ‘As it turned out, I wasn’t. But even if I was, why would that mean he couldn’t paint your portrait?’

	Sarah regarded Lane curiously, head on one side. ‘You wouldn’t have been jealous?’

	‘About him painting your portrait?’

	‘About the whole thing.’ No reaction from Lane. ‘The painting, the dating advice.’ Still no reaction. ‘I’ve been alone with him, just the two of us, every Wednesday night.’ Nope—brick wall. ‘Because I was with him, alone, when you wanted to be with him, alone.’

	Lane pursed her lips. ‘I don’t think I would’ve been jealous.’

	This was taking cool-calm-collected to the extreme. ‘What about the sex?’ Sarah asked, unable to leave it as it was; she deserved to be made to feel bad about it, to drown in the shame of it.

	Lane shrugged. ‘What about it?’

	‘Aren’t you angry with me about that?’

	‘No.’

	‘But I violated the girl code. You know? The girl code?’

	‘No, I don’t know what the girl code is.’

	‘Um … thou shalt not covet the guy in whom thy friend is romantically interested?’

	Lane nodded thoughtfully. ‘Okay, I get that. So … when did you do it?’

	‘Three and a half weeks ago. The tenth of June. Well to be accurate it was more like three in the morning on the eleventh of June.’

	Erica laughed. ‘That’s very specific, Sarah. Must have been quite memorable.’

	Sarah wanted to both laugh and pinch her. ‘Yes, as a matter of fact it was.’

	‘Clearly—wouldn’t you say, Lane? You’ve been having some memorable sex yourself, after all.’

	‘Yes, I have,’ Lane confirmed—absently, because she was deep in thought. ‘But … the tenth of June?’ She came back to the moment. ‘I can definitely confirm I’d lost interest in David by then, so why would I mind?’

	‘Er … because I didn’t know you weren’t interested in him.’

	‘It’s still the truth.’

	Sarah looked to Erica at that point. ‘Can you believe this?’

	Erica was grinning. ‘You know she’s weird like that. Analytical not emotional.’

	‘Yeah I could do with a little “analytical” myself,’ Sarah murmured into her half-empty glass, as all her own problems rushed at her. She now had to tell David he was not allowed to hit on Lane, if he’d even listen to her on that subject, since she’d been banned from saying Lane’s name; she still had to try and head off the launch of World War III when she explained to Adam the appearance of her portrait in the Langman Prize, since for all she knew Adam was still jealous over David; and of course, there was the whole agonizing ‘farewell’ scene in a few hours’ time at David’s apartment to contend with, now their time was officially up.

	‘Well, we’re here to help,’ Erica said. ‘Lane can provide the analysis, and I can offer you the benefit of my vast dating experience.’

	‘Dating I can do,’ Sarah said. ‘I’ve been dating like there’s no tomorrow these past few weeks.’

	‘And yet you’re still cursed.’

	Sarah knew she should be confessing that her last break-up, with Doctor Kyle, was her own doing, and that therefore it might not be strictly correct to say she was still cursed, but she didn’t have the energy to listen to why she was stark staring mad for dumping a supremely wonderful man! So, ‘Yes, thank you, Erica, I’m still cursed,’ she said, and concentrated on sucking the last of the champagne out of her glass.

	‘What was the breaking of the curse supposed to entail?’ Lane asked.

	‘David was supposed to guide my …me efforts, so that I lasted three weeks and one day with a guy.’

	Lane paused in the act of raising her champagne glass to her lips. ‘Then isn’t the solution obvious?’

	Sarah looked at her because no, it wasn’t obvious to her.

	Lane lifted one shoulder. ‘Use David to break the curse.’

	Sarah rolled her eyes. ‘Yes, that’s what I was doing.’

	Lane shook her head. ‘No, I mean use David to break it. You said you can’t bear to think about another man, so don’t think about another man.’

	‘You mean …?’ Sarah began, but nope. ‘What do you mean?’

	Another shoulder lift. ‘Clearly you and David get along well, since you’ve already been together longer than I can remember you being with anyone else—longer than three weeks and one day. Six weeks, if we use the gallery event as a starting point. And if he was supposed to break your curse as part of your arrangement and didn’t during that time, surely he remains beholden.’

	‘We’ve been together but not together,’ Sarah said, and then winced. ‘Well, except that one time.’

	‘So make it together again,’ Lane said—and glanced doubtfully between Sarah and Erica when they both simply sat there, speechless. ‘Isn’t it obvious?’

	Erica smiled and raised her glass to Lane. ‘Only to you, my darling, and that’s why I love you.’

	‘And I love you,’ Lane said. ‘I love Sarah too.’

	‘And Adam?’ Sarah asked.

	‘I’ve already told you I love him.’

	‘No, I mean, what will he say?’

	‘About what?’

	‘Me and David.’

	‘Why should he say anything?’ Lane asked.

	Words trembled on Sarah’s lips—Because of you, because of your relationship with David. But she knew the time had come to stop hiding behind that argument. Stop using that argument as an excuse to run away.

	Erica was watching her closely. ‘Do you not want David, Sarah? Because if we’re relinquishing the girl code, I wouldn’t mind going there myself.’

	And do I get Erica while I’m at it? No, you do not, David! ‘Over my dead body!’ Sarah said.

	Erica laughed. ‘So that’s a “no”?’

	‘That’s definitely a “no”, a negative, a veto, an outright ban,’ Sarah said firmly. ‘And anyway, what about Jeremy?’

	‘Hmm,’ said Erica, uncharacteristically bland.

	Lane’s eyes popped. ‘No?’

	‘Well … yes,’ Erica said. ‘But when I see you two girls going all gaga, I wonder if I might be missing something.’

	‘Consuming, intense, overwhelming and ultimately annihilating,’ Sarah said.

	‘What the heck?’ Erica said, awed.

	Sarah shrugged. ‘That’s how David described being in love with his first wife.’

	‘First wife? How many times has he been married?’

	‘Twice, but the second time was to a lesbian.’

	Erica laughed. ‘Incredible!’

	Sarah grinned. ‘Pretty much.’

	Lane nodded sagely. ‘That description of love does sound about right, though.’

	Erica reached for the champagne bottle. ‘Okay, I am definitely missing out. So, let’s not let the divine David Bennett slip through our fingers. What do you think of Lane’s brilliant solution, Sarah?’

	Sarah sighed and held out her hand for the bottle. ‘Just one problem,’ she said. ‘How do I get David to agree?’

	Eric boggled at her. ‘Er … by offering him unfettered access to sex for three weeks and one day?’

	‘But he can have sex with anyone.’

	Erica laughed. ‘Call me clairvoyant, but I have this feeling he wants to have it with you.’

	‘I’m not sure about that.’

	‘Oh for the love of God,’ Erica said. ‘Then let me put it this way: do you want him to have sex with “anyone”—if so, stay here drinking with us, by all means. Or do you want him to have sex with you?’

	‘With me,’ Sarah said, and the certainty of that settled into her bones and cemented itself there. ‘I want him to have sex with me, only me.’

	‘And yet you’re still sitting here.’

	Sarah stared at Erica. Long, long moment. And then she grabbed her bag and jumped off the bar stool. ‘Just one thing,’ she said. ‘No telling Adam! Give me time to work out how to break the news that his arch rival is his sister’s temporary lover. And it’s not like three weeks and one day is forever so maybe he’ll never have to know.’

	‘Secrets are dangerous!’ Erica warned.

	Sarah grimaced. ‘I know, I know. And he’ll have to know something eventually because of the Langman exhibition, but not necessarily everything. And my brain’s too exhausted to worry about the details at the moment. For now—adieu, girls, I am off to take the advice I gave to Adam: I am doing the universe a favour and going to get my man.’

	‘That’s my girl,’ Erica said proudly.

	‘If he turns me down flat, I’m going to kill you both.’

	Erica laughed. ‘Somehow I think we’ll live to see another day.’


CHAPTER NINETEEN

	David looked at Sarah’s half-finished portrait and felt like smacking his head into the studio wall. He’d been on an emotional roller coaster all week and he was over it, frankly.

	And then it struck him that ‘emotional roller coaster’ was a cliché Sarah Quinn would never use, and he thought maybe he should upgrade his head-smashing to aim for the window instead and do some real damage. Cliché—platitude, banality, inanity, insipidity. And trash, whichever way you cut it, because a roller coaster had ups and downs, and he sure wasn’t having any ups. It was downs all the way.

	Down number one was the existence of the perfect Kyle. (In fact, he wanted to punch Kyle’s mother-head in.)

	Number two was David’s impending sexual encounter with Lane. In his wilder moments, he’d been telling himself to scratch ‘ho-hum’ and have such incendiary sex with Lane and Erica and anyone else he could find who knew Sarah, that when reports filtered back, Sarah would be kicking herself for passing him along. But if he couldn’t actually get it up (and with the newly limp state of his stubborn penis whenever it was around other women—indicating he may need to resort to Viagra—that seemed a real possibility) he was going to be suicidal.

	Third came the prospect of getting steamrollered by Sarah’s human tank of a brother for painting a portrait so innocent in its composition, it was almost an affront. Maybe he should have bargained for a nude; that would have made the beating worthwhile—not that he needed any new images of Sarah to add to the pornographic thought jukebox in his head.

	Coming in at number four on the list was the fact that tonight was the last time he would see Sarah. A fact he couldn’t seem to make his brain accept.

	And number five was the reality of the painting itself, which by some strange mental contortionism, he couldn’t bear to look at, and yet couldn’t stop looking at. Sarah’s hypnotically blue eyes staring at him from the canvas (and how sexless was a freaking eyeball!) seemed to have the ability to make his toe leap and his pulse whoosh, whipping him into a frenzy of futile longing to have that one sexual experience over again. To do it right. Make it last. Savour it, since it would never happen again.

	He was standing in the studio, looking at the painting, with the whole leap/whoosh/whip thing happening, when the call came from the concierge to tell him Sarah was on her way up.

	So there was nothing for it but to school himself into a semblance of his usual enn-frigging-ui, open the door and wait for her. Right after he poured himself a drink—whisky this time, not wine, because he needed something strong.

	Sarah threw him a strained smile as she strode past him into the apartment. ‘Don’t tell me that’s single malt without Coke.’

	And David wanted to kiss her and tell her she could have Coke in her Chardonnay if that was what she wanted. Instead, he threw back the whisky and grunted. Grunted! Ah, the eloquence of love.

	‘I’ll get changed, shall I?’ she asked too-dang-brightly.

	Another grunt.

	And then she was out of the room and he was pouring another whisky and tossing it back, then heading into the studio as though marching into battle.

	He was dabbing at the canvas when she came in.

	She stopped just inside the door, and when he pointed to the chaise longue, she shook her head.

	‘What is it?’ he asked, as her take-no-prisoners attitude finally filtered through the quagmire of self-pity in his head.

	‘I have something to say and I need your full attention, and once you start painting …’ She cleared her throat. Repeated: ‘I need your full attention.’

	‘Okay, you’ve got it, for as long as you don’t utter the word “Lane”. But please hurry up so we can get back to the painting.’

	‘It’s just that … Well, this is our last night and it’s time to take stock.’ She waved a hand at the painting as she took a step towards him. ‘The painting.’ Touched a hand to her chest, one more step. ‘My curse.’

	‘The painting is on track,’ he said. ‘As for the rest …’ Oh goodness, did he want to hear it? Did he? Breathe. ‘Are you talking about Kyle?’

	‘Yes, in a way.’

	This is good. You need to hear this. You do. ‘You’re at … what? Time-wise, I mean?’

	‘It was three weeks on Monday since our first date.’

	Which of course David already knew, because he’d counted it out himself endlessly. Nevertheless, hearing her say it out loud, his heart stopped—then thumped once—then squeezed—then pounded. He was not going to cope with this. But he had to. Had to. ‘So today being Wednesday, you’ve broken the curse with a day to spare.’ He tried to smile but suspected it looked more like a circus clown paint job. ‘It’s all worked out, then, on time, for both of us. So now, take up the pose and let me finish the painting.’

	‘No,’ she said, and took a further step in his direction.

	‘I don’t—’

	‘On Monday, I told Kyle I didn’t want to see him again, so the curse is not broken, and I won’t take up the pose until it is, because it’s your fault.’

	‘That’s not my fault, Sarah,’ he said, even as the vice-like grip around his heart released in a euphoric rush.

	One more step. ‘Yes, David, it is, because I’ve lost interest in other guys.’

	Thump-thump-thumping heart. An attempt at a laugh. Failure. ‘And that’s why you’ve dated at least seven of them in the past two weeks, I suppose?’

	‘That was an attempt to rekindle an interest.’ Another step towards him. ‘But it didn’t work.’ Her tongue came out to tap at the cupid’s bow of her top lip, just for a moment. ‘You see, David, the last time I was interested in sex was that Saturday night.’ Step. And now she was only an arm’s length away. ‘With you.’

	He could smell her—frangipani. Goodness, how was he going to resist her? ‘I thought we’d both forgotten that night.’ Uh-oh, he’d blinked twice. Had she noticed?

	‘I’m glad to see those blinks of yours.’ Dang. ‘Because I can’t forget it either. I think it’s ruined me. It may be that I need a sex therapist because of that night. Or maybe all I need is you. So I thought, tonight, I should find out. Before it’s too late.’

	His heart was banging like a gorilla rattling the bars of a too-small cage now. His breath had jammed completely. The memory was there—how it had felt with her. And everything in his body was telling him to go there again. But his head was screaming at him to stop, to retreat, because nothing had changed. All the reasons why he couldn’t have her remained.

	He took a stumbling step back. ‘You said you didn’t need more sex in your life.’

	‘I was wrong.’

	Step back. ‘I don’t do relationships, Sarah.’

	‘We’ve already been in one for six weeks.’

	‘That’s different.’

	‘And we’ve already had sex.’

	‘That’s … different.’ God help him, God help him.

	Pause, while she looked at him, tongue on her top lip. And then she took a what-kind of breath. ‘So be it.’

	‘So be what?’

	‘I’m going to have to break out the weapons of mass seduction.’

	‘What does that— Rubbish!’ Because her hands had gone to the hem of the sweater, and she was raising it. ‘Holy frigging rubbish, Sarah!’ Because the sweater was up, and off, and thrown on the chaise, and she was standing there in black underwear covered in little white skulls with crimson lace trim and who would have thought skulls could be so sexy, so sexy he was going to die if he didn’t touch her, die, holy Mary mother of God die.

	‘So,’ she said. ‘Let’s negotiate a new deal.’


CHAPTER TWENTY

	‘No,’ David said, and took another hasty step backwards. Ooh, tough guy, can’t even handle one tiny little girl.

	She advanced. ‘No?’

	‘No!’ Step back. One tiny little girl in her underwear.

	Sarah stopped, then. Saying nothing. David desperately tried to keep his eyes above her collarbones. Tap, tap, tap went the tongue on her cupid’s bow. She was plotting, planning, scheming. Working out how to get him to do what she wanted.

	And then it hit him that she was using his tactic of silently waiting a person out, waiting for them to break the silence as the tension climbed, waiting for them to talk and give themselves away. Well he’d written the book on that. He wasn’t going to fall for it. Nope. No way. No! Aahhh … dang it! ‘Look, it’s not as simple as you think.’

	Tap, tap, tap, in silence.

	‘It’s not,’ he said.

	Blink, as her tongue slipped back into her mouth. ‘Why not?’

	‘Because.’

	Silence.

	Don’t speak. It’s her turn to speak. Do. Not. Speak. ‘Because it’s not.’

	Silence.

	Shoot! ‘Because you and I don’t want the same thing.’

	‘Don’t we?’

	He made a scoffing/laughing sound. ‘White picket fence? SUV? Two-point-five kids?’

	‘Yes, one day I want those things.’

	Good. Great. Perfect. Vindication. ‘There you go, then!’

	‘But not today,’ she said. ‘Today all I want is sex.’

	‘No, you don’t.’

	‘True, not just today, if we’re splitting hairs. I want sex for the next three weeks and one day. Is that better for you?’

	‘No, it’s not. This whole three weeks and one day fixation of yours is insane.’

	‘Easy for you to say. You’re not the one with the curse of the short-term fling ruining your life.’

	‘Oh I’m cursed all right. And ruined. But short-term flings aren’t the cause, they’re the cure.’

	‘Okay then, all you have to do is look upon what I’m suggesting as a short-term fling. Three weeks and one day and you’re off the hook, no demands made, no questions asked.’

	‘We’ve been through this. You’re the one who won’t stick to a guy. You’re your own curse.’

	She stepped closer. ‘You agreed to break my curse, and whatever the cause of it, it remains unbroken.’

	David stepped back. ‘What about Lane? Where does she fit in all this?’

	‘She doesn’t, so now we really don’t have to talk about her any more. As it happens, Lane and Adam have sorted out their differences. In fact, this …’ sweeping gesture, taking in her body, which he would not look at ‘… was her idea.’

	‘Her idea?’

	‘Her idea.’

	What now? ‘Adam, then. What about Adam?’ Okay, he was sounding a little panicky. Tone it down, tone it down. ‘You didn’t even want him to know I was painting you. What’s he going to say about sex?’

	‘Short of inventing an evil doppelganger you just happened to stumble upon in the streets of Sydney, I don’t have much option about the painting, do I? He’ll see my portrait and he’ll know it’s me, and you’ve only got yourself to blame because when I offered you Erica as an alternative you turned me down.’

	‘Yes, but I didn’t—’

	‘He’ll say what he’s going to say whether you and I are together for the next three weeks and one day or not. Anyway, now his own love life’s sorted to his satisfaction, it’s none of his business.’ Her chin went up. ‘And I thought you weren’t scared of my brother.’

	Unanswerable.

	Another step. ‘Let me put it this way, David. Have I or have I not upheld my end of the bargain and posed for you for the past five weeks?’

	‘Four weeks. That week … the pizza.’ Shoot! Tactical error. He could see it in her eyes. What was wrong with him? He didn’t need that week repaid. Didn’t want that week.

	‘Okay, I owe you one lost week. And I’m happy to make it up to you. It’s the fair thing to do.’

	‘Fair,’ he repeated, testing the word on his tongue. There was a point to that ‘fair’.

	‘And you should do the fair thing in return, shouldn’t you?’ Yep, there was a point and he was being out-manoeuvred. ‘As in, break my curse. And the fastest, most efficient way to do that, given you’ve found fault with every guy I’ve dated in the past six weeks, is to do it yourself.’

	‘I didn’t find fault with Kyle,’ he said, which sounded lame, but was actually true (because wanting to kick a guy’s head in wasn’t the same thing as finding fault).

	‘So he’s the exception that proves the rule,’ she said and shrugged. Shrugged! Poor Kyle—reduced to a shrug. Is that what David would be reduced to when the time came? An easy-come-easy-go shrug? Oh, you mean David? He’s just a guy I had sex with for three weeks and one day.

	Yeah, no thanks. ‘I told you, I’m not into commitment.’

	‘And I told you this isn’t a commitment. It’s more like … like occupying space together in the middle ground for a finite period. It’s not a one-night stand, but it’s not for ever. We’re there only for as long as it takes both of us to get what we want.’

	She shrugged again, so blasé, and David hated it. ‘Like your parents, I suppose,’ he said. ‘How’s husband number four, Bertie, feeling about that, Sarah? While your mother is gadding about with her Italian, is Bertie thinking that’s fine, no hard feelings, because he got to occupy some space in the middle ground with her for a finite period?’

	Sarah started to step back—an involuntary movement, which she arrested halfway. ‘This is about you and me having sex, that’s all,’ she said, and replanted her feet.

	Except, of course, that wasn’t all it was, not to him. It was also about the deal Rebel had put to him nine years ago, which would have fitted beautifully into Sarah’s middle-ground philosophy. It was about nine years of loneliness, during which even his art had left him. It was about falling in love again, and knowing he shouldn’t have done it, because the woman he loved would leave him, and that even if she didn’t want to leave him, he’d make her go.

	He needed the words to tell Sarah he was the problem—not her mother, or her father, or Bertie, certainly not her, but him. All him. It’s not you, it’s me … Words that would make any girl reach for the carving knife and take aim at an artery. He pressed his fingers against his throbbing temples. ‘Look, Sarah …’ he started, and reached for words to say everything while saying nothing, words that wouldn’t come.

	‘Yes, I wish you would look,’ she said, and held her arms wide. ‘Because I feel silly standing here like this. And I’m sorry about my underwear. It’s not the sexiest, and maybe the skulls are a little macabre for a seduction, but I didn’t know I’d be doing this when I dressed for work this morning.’

	David’s hands moved to cover his face. If that wasn’t her sexiest underwear, he was terrified to see the rest. Heart attack waiting to happen.

	‘There’s nothing wrong with your underwear, Sarah.’ He forced his hands down, looked into her eyes, swallowed. ‘I just— Goodness!’ As his eyes dropped to her breasts without his permission. ‘I just don’t need to keep seeing it.’ So get your eyes up, you idiot. Get them up, up, up.

	‘No?’ she said, all innocent—not!—and her hands went behind her back, to the fastening of her bra. ‘Should I take it off then?’

	‘Idiot no!’

	‘Idiot yes!’

	He did a double-take before he could stop himself. ‘You don’t swear.’

	‘Not generally, no.’ She pursed her lips. ‘But do you think maybe I should? Would that make me more interesting? From a rulebook perspective?’

	‘How would that make you more interesting?’

	‘I’ll bet Rebel let rip with an occasional profanity,’ she said. ‘And Rebel was your Fan Caulofrino Fin Fish, so maybe I need to—’

	‘My what?’

	‘Fan Caulofrino Fin Fish? The one you attach yourself to for life? Rebel the coke-sniffing swearer, who scored the naked portrait? Rebel wouldn’t have had to stand around in her underwear begging you to touch her, I’ll bet!’

	‘No, I don’t recall she ever did that.’ Hmm, was that what Sarah wanted to hear, or—

	Not, he decided, as Sarah lips tightened. She took a sashaying step forward. ‘Well, let me tell you, I may not have done drugs, but I can swear. I called my brother an arsehole this week.’ She nodded emphatically. ‘Yes, I did. On Monday, when I was telling him to man up and go and win Lane back. Arsehole. Yep. And I enjoyed saying it, too.’

	‘Oh, for goodness sake.’ Don’t laugh; do not laugh.

	‘And now I’m saying idiot.’ She came right up to him. And jabbed her finger into his chest. ‘Phooy idiot!’ Poke, poke, poke. ‘So there!’ Poke.

	‘Don’t poke me, Sarah.’

	Poke. ‘Harass this.’

	‘Don’t.’

	‘Idiot you.’

	And as she made to punctuate that with another poke, he grabbed her wrist and held it in a steely grip. That was it. Last straw. Limit reached.

	Phooy idiot that he was, he was going to stop telling himself what he couldn’t have and take what he could. Why not? It was a plan he’d considered himself, wasn’t it, that night in Centurion? Break the curse for her? At the very least, he’d have a few extra sexual fantasies to jack off to for the rest of his dang miserable life. And if he was lucky, really lucky, maybe he’d manage to get her the heck out of his system along the way and find he wasn’t irretrievably in love with her after all.

	‘Idiot me?’ he asked, breathing hard. ‘All right, Sarah, you win. Idiot me. As often as I say, for three weeks and one day. And then you get the heck out of my life.’

	***

	‘Deal?’ David asked.

	Sarah didn’t know how it had happened, but the tables had been turned. ‘Deal,’ she said breathlessly, and he released her wrist. ‘Just one stipulation.’

	‘Name it.’

	‘Exclusivity,’ she said.

	‘Done.’

	‘And you? Any stipulations?’

	‘Sex.’

	‘Yeah, I think we’ve covered that.’

	‘I don’t think you understand,’ he said. ‘I want sex all the time.’

	‘Er …’

	‘I’ve had sex once in the past six weeks—just once. Do you know how frustrating that is?’

	‘Um … yes! I’m in the same boat, remember?’

	‘Ah, but for me, a six-week hiatus is like the Atacama drought.’

	‘The what?’

	‘The Atacama drought was the longest drought in the history of the world. It went for four hundred years.’

	‘Well, since we’ll both be dead in four hundred ye—’

	‘A six-week break for me is in the same league as the Atacama drought. In other words, too long. So now, I need to make up the lost ground.’

	‘I don’t—’

	‘I mean, Sarah, that I want sex every night, and I want it every morning, and I want it during the day on weekends, and if we can work out a way, weekdays as well. Which means I need you at my disposal. In other words, I need you here.’

	‘Here as in …?’

	‘As in living here, with me, for three weeks and one day. So tonight, we’re going to your place, collecting whatever you need for a three week and one day sojourn, and driving back here.’

	‘Oh,’ she said breathlessly.

	‘But first, I’d better see what I’m getting, don’t you think?’

	‘What you’re getting?’

	‘Underwear. Off.’

	‘Okay.’ Sarah licked her lips. She’d been about to strip without being asked just a few minutes ago, so it didn’t make sense to feel so idiotically shy. She raised her hands to unclip her bra, but found her eyes darting by reflex to the corner where the paintings of Rebel used to be. ‘I don’t exactly look like … what you’re used to.’

	‘I’ve slept with a lot of women, Sarah, and I can’t think of any body shape I don’t like,’ he said, sounding bored. ‘So, the underwear …?’

	‘I have a thigh gap. Or maybe you’d call it a thigh chasm. Crater, crevasse, ravine.’

	‘Yes, I can see the thigh gap.’

	‘Seriously, you could drive a truck through it.’

	‘It’s not a truck I’m thinking about driving between your thighs, Sarah.’

	Ohhhhh.

	‘So can we move on to something I haven’t seen?’ he drawled.

	‘This is a push-up bra, in … in case you didn’t realize.’

	‘I realize. Now, take it off.’

	‘And I’m unwaxed, unlike … unlike …’ Nope, she couldn’t say Rebel’s name. ‘I mean, it’s not an equatorial rainforest down there, it’s trimmed, but just … just … Gah!’ She closed her eyes, tight and hard. ‘I cannot believe I’m standing here talking to you about my pubic hair.’

	‘One for the rulebook, bluebell: not all guys like a naked mound of Venus.’

	‘Mound of Venus. That is so … ick.’

	‘Got a better word?’

	‘I am not going to go all thesaurus about female genitals, David.’

	‘Want me to start you off?’

	‘No!’

	‘Then quit stalling and let me see what I’m getting.’

	‘I just don’t want you to be disappointed.’

	‘I’ll make a deal with you—you show me your body and I’ll resist the urge to bore you rigid by talking about my lack of a six pack, my inadequate biceps, and the fact that you can’t bounce a quarter off my arse.’

	Sarah started laughing, which made her fingers clumsy enough for it to take three goes to unhook her bra. But when she’d managed to get the bra off, then her panties, the intent look in David’s eyes dried the laughter right up.

	He took his time examining her. His eyes roamed from the top of her head, over her face, across her shoulders, to her breasts … where he paused. Her nipples had already sprung out in their little-pink-shell way, and as his eyes roamed over them, they obligingly hardened even more. Pop—here we are, please come and touch us!

	But his eyes were travelling down again until—wooshka!—they came to a hot stop on her not-naked-just-trimmed ‘mound of Venus’. Goodness, she hated that expression. Hated that she wasn’t Rebel with her perfectly depilated whatever-the-demon-it-was. Pubis! Yeah, pubis. What was wrong with ‘pubis’? Arrrgggh, no that was ghastly. And why was he still looking at it?

	‘Change of plan,’ he said. ‘We’re not going to your place yet. I want you right now.’

	And with that, David hauled her in and kissed her. A long, long moment, in which she could hear his breaths coming short and hard through his nose. Those breaths hinted at desire, hot and strong—and yet his mouth was closed, determinedly so. Pressing, marking, branding, but closed.

	She felt … controlled. It was there in the way he kissed her, the way he was standing a little apart from her, the way he was subtly directing their manoeuvres so she couldn’t get close enough to take over the action, even in the way she was naked and he was fully clothed. Their only physical connection was via their mouths and his hands on her upper arms, and yet her head was spinning, her heart pounding, her body shivering with lust—because that was how he wanted her to be.

	Before she could even try to understand the need for that control, David finished the kiss and drew back.

	‘Go into the bedroom, Sarah.’

	‘Which … one?’

	‘Our room.’

	Our room. Were those the best words in the world?

	‘Turn on the lights and leave them on so I can see you. Get into bed. Wait for me.’

	She nodded. ‘Okay, but where are you going?’

	He smiled, but shook his head. ‘You don’t want to know.’

	She tried to slow her breathing as she walked down the corridor, but it kept hitching. Tried to still the trembling in her limbs, but couldn’t. Please don’t let me disgrace myself by orgasming the moment he comes into the bedroom, she thought, as she entered the room and turned on the light.

	And then she moved to the bed, turned down the covers, and as she started to climb into bed, she saw them.

	Four paintings on the wall, grouped together.

	Rebel.

	***

	David wasn’t proud of the fact that he had to take a few minutes to dampen his raging lust via a quick trip to the bathroom for some self-gratification, but that one kiss that had been meant to test his control hadn’t gone as easily as he’d hoped. In fact, it had been touch and go whether he’d tumble her to the floor. Thank goodness he’d reeled it back; he was not going to have this time turn into a carbon copy of the fumbling experience their first time had been. There would be foreplay—lots of it. He would actually get his clothes off. There would be no falling on her like a madman. And the only way to guarantee all that was to take the edge off first.

	Even with the bathroom stop, he was practically drooling with anticipation as he opened his bedroom door. But one look at Sarah’s face kept him in check. Something was wrong. Something was— Ahh!

	Clearly, with all his blood draining straight to his toe, there hadn’t been enough left to engage sufficient little grey cells in his brain to remember those paintings.

	He’d hung them after he’d arrived home that infamous Saturday night. A reminder that he wasn’t the man to go with Sarah’s white picket fence, SUV and two-point-five kids. Side benefit—they were a lust deterrent. If only Rebel knew one look at her naked body could turn him right off! Oh, the irony.

	Not that he could provide Sarah with either of those explanations, so without saying a word, he lifted the paintings off the wall, bundled them carelessly together, took them down to the spare room, and slammed the door on them.

	‘Better?’ he asked, coming back into the bedroom.

	‘You didn’t have to do that.’

	‘They’ve served their purpose.’

	‘What purpose?’

	‘Not important.’

	‘I know you’re only going to put them back on the wall the minute our three weeks are up, so—’

	‘Three weeks and one day,’ he corrected.

	‘—seriously, you may as well just leave them there.’

	Okay, time to acknowledge he’d stuffed up. ‘Get up, Sarah.’

	‘Why?’

	‘Because I’ve changed my mind.’

	‘You can’t! We have a deal! And I—I don’t care about the paintings. I don’t, I promise I don’t.’

	‘I do, however. Now get out of bed, get dressed, go out to the kitchen and pour yourself a drink. There are no thousand-dollar bottles of wine out there, but you might get lucky and find a five-hundred dollar bottle—and if you want to drink that, have at it. I’ll be with you as soon as I’m packed.’

	‘As soon as you’re … huh?’

	He grinned at her—and knew his dimples were digging deep. He felt as though a weight had lifted from his shoulders. He felt … happy. ‘I’ve decided to move in with you instead.’


CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

	David had given Sarah short shrift on the drive to her place when she’d reminded him she lived over the Harbour Bridge (Which is why I am, in fact, driving over the bridge); that her place was very girly (You are, in fact, a girl); and that it was exceedingly small (I’m going to be all over you like drool on a baby, how much room do you think we need?)

	When he started whistling, Sarah gave up trying to figure out why a sophisticated man like David Bennett would willingly move from an elegant city apartment to a teensy tiny granny flat in someone else’s yard, just because a few paintings had spooked a girl he was going to have no-strings, short-term sex with. It didn’t fit with the whole ‘get the heck out of my life’ sentiment he’d expressed such a short time ago, but so be it. He could whistle Dixie if he wanted, or La Marseillaise, or even go all Rocky and whistle Eye of the Tiger, because she’d got what she wanted—the best lover in the universe, to herself for three glorious weeks and one day. No guilt, no curse, just sex. She could leave her analysis of the situation for three weeks and two days from now.

	It wasn’t until they were inside the flat that he stopped whistling.

	‘First things first,’ he said, nodding at the new indigo blind. ‘How does that thing work?’

	She walked over to the wall and hit the switch to demonstrate.

	But the blind had barely started to rise when she was spun around and crushed in David’s arms, being kissed. If you could call that blur of harsh breaths and heady scents and rushing hands a kiss. The complex taste of whisky and heat; the sure firmness of his mouth; the hardness of his chest; his arms, holding her so easily, exactly where he wanted her; the confident skill of his tongue, as it slid along the seam of her lips, then slipped inside to taste and coax and thrill; his heartbeat, strong and fast. There was a throb between her legs, a hit of moisture, and she moaned, unable to keep it in, not wanting to keep it in.

	David made some tortured sound—frustration, desperation, desire. ‘Tell me you want me,’ he breathed against her mouth.

	‘I do,’ she panted back. ‘You know I do.’

	He kissed her harder. Another spin, a fumbled step, two, and Sarah found herself on her back on the couch, David on top of her, mouth still fused to hers. Hands holding her head still so he could kiss her more deeply. Tiny, tiny breaks to drag in air. Who needed air, anyway? She was kissing him back for all she was worth, writhing beneath him, trying to get closer. Couldn’t he feel it? That throb? She needed him there. There, there, theeeere, hurry! Goodness, she wanted to melt. She was melting.

	‘Tell me you’re ready for me,’ he said against her mouth. ‘Just from this.’

	‘Take off my skirt, rip it off me, and I’ll show you.’ She was so hot for him, she wanted to rip her skirt off herself, but she was too busy trying to touch him, hands slipping inside his jacket, under his T-shirt, feeling the scorch of his skin. That complicated smell of his, the one she was immersed in every time she changed into his cable knit sweater, was so intense she thought she might swoon with lust. She wanted him to consume her, possess her, do whatever he wanted as long as it involved one of his body parts somewhere on her. No, all of his body parts, all over her. She surged upward, trying to spread her legs. ‘Please, please, touch me there.’

	He laughed, an ache of a laugh, and dragged his mouth away from hers.

	‘No,’ she said, hands reaching for his face, trying to bring him back.

	‘Yes,’ he said. ‘Just … God, just a moment, darling one.’ Another laugh, low and tormented. Kissing her, as he eased onto his side, again as he reached down to unbutton, unzip his jeans. ‘I need to do this first.’ Reaching into his back pocket, one more kiss as he tore open the packet. ‘And this.’ Freeing himself, smoothing on the condom, another kiss.

	Next moment, he was rolling onto her again, nudging the lapels of her jacket open wider. ‘And this.’ Moving down to take her small, hard nipple between his teeth through the fine cotton of her shirt and the skull-covered bra. Sucking, biting, as he fumbled with her shirt buttons. Shirt tugged open, bra cups yanked down, mouth closing over an uncovered nipple, sucking hard now.

	She grabbed his head, keeping him at her breast, ‘Oh my G-o-o-o-d, I love that.’

	He switched to her other nipple, licking, then sucking. ‘So do I. You are …’ lick ‘… just …’ suck ‘… so …’ kiss ‘… sweet.’ Hands moving down now, to the hem of her skirt, lifting, hitching, dragging upwards.

	‘David, please, I want to feel you here.’ Bucking. ‘Here, oh God, right here.’

	‘Open,’ he urged. ‘Wider. Fit me in. Let me touch you.’

	Instantly, her legs fell apart, one slipping off the couch. ‘Touch me. Do it now. Now, David.’

	Kissing her mouth, fingers feeling the patch of fabric between her thighs. She was so wet, it should have been embarrassing, but she didn’t care. She wanted him to feel it, to know what he did to her.

	But, ‘Not wet enough,’ he said.

	‘I am,’ she said, reaching for his hand, urging it closer, to touch her harder. ‘I am!’ His fingers slipping underneath. ‘Ah, ah, please,’ she begged, as he circled his fingers through the moisture.

	‘I want you wetter,’ he said.

	‘Oh goodness, Goodness,’ she said. ‘I’m going to come, I really am.’

	‘Then come, I want you to,’ he said, and kissed her again. ‘Come, Sarah, whenever you’re ready,’ as he twirled his fingers expertly around her clitoris.

	No words as she tensed … no words as she strained … no words as everything in her coiled tight … tighter … breathe … tighter … breathe … going to pass out … breathe … And suddenly there was a word, just one. ‘David!’ Keened into the labouring air as she gave her body over to the pleasure … and the whole of herself over to him.

	***

	Could a man climax because a girl said his name?

	David was stunned to find that he probably could. He was certainly having to clench every cell in his body to ensure he didn’t. In his defence, it wasn’t as though Sarah had said his name, exactly. It was more like she’d breathed/gasped/panted/purred/wailed it. Sexy. As. Perdition.

	Nevertheless, it wasn’t a proud moment. So much for taking his time. They were both still basically full clothed. He hadn’t even taken the five extra steps necessary to get to the freaking bed, instead tackling her to the couch before that thrice-cursed blind had finished going up. The couch, where she was still splayed beneath him, hands loose in his hair, eyes closed, breathing slowly returning to normal, while he remained rigid with need, desperate with it, gloved-up, poised at the entrance to her body, ready to bypass a scrap of skull-printed cotton and a twist of crimson lace to slide home. He could do it, one thrust, she’d welcome it …

	No. No, dang it, no. Sweat might be popping out all over his body, his head might be woozy from all the blood that had deserted it to pool below, he might have the shakes bad enough to be mistaken for an alcoholic with the DTs, but he was going to slow down if it killed him. And for starters, he was going to get her to the bed! Sarah opened her eyes then—the pupils enormous—and David leapt up, grabbed her hand, wrenched her up after him, and headed for it.

	‘What is it?’ she asked, stumbling along behind him.

	‘I just …’ Stride, stride, stop. ‘Here, that’s all.’ Clearly his mental faculties were still suffering from the blood draining from his brain straight to Dicklandia, or he might have put that a little more intelligently. Ah, what the heck? This was not the time for words, anyway. So instead, David started stripping her.

	‘I can do that,’ she said, sounding breathily, confidently gorgeous, as he wrenched her jacket over her shoulders and off.

	‘I want to,’ he said shortly, throwing the jacket who-cared-where and moving on to her gaping shirt. He yanked it out from the waistband of her skirt, undid the last two buttons. He eased his hands around her back, under the shirt, all the way to the back of the collar, then dragged it backwards. It pulled her shoulders back, thrust out her breasts, and he had to fight the urge to dive on her there and then. No!

	Teeth actually grinding, he kept working at the shirt, getting it down her arms until it caught at her wrists. Cuffs. Buttoned. Dang it. He didn’t have it in him to stop and undo them, so he simply yanked hard, felt the fabric rip, the buttons pop. Then with one rough tug the shirt was gone, and he faced a more urgent problem—the bra.

	Oh God, the bra! The sight of it—a disordered mess of black, white and red, the cups dragged down so that her breasts popped over the top—was more erotic than nakedness. Half-tumbled, that was how she looked. Well, that was what she was—half tumbled. And David was going to make dang sure the second half, the full tumble, was memorable. Slow, skilled, exceptional.

	Setting his jaw, he turned Sarah abruptly so she was facing away from him—relief! He undid the hooks and eyes of her bra, fumbled with the straps, managed to get the instrument of torture off. While she was facing away, he decided he’d do the skirt. It was safer to do it when he couldn’t see her naked breasts. And in any case, the zipper was there, staring at him.

	Slight sound as it lowered, a sound that made his pulse leap—Goodness, what was happening to him? Push, tug, push, and the skirt dropped around her ankles.

	David stopped to take a breath, then another. Why hadn’t he realized the sight of her cotton panties would send him towards coronary territory? But there they were, pouching around her almost non-existent backside, and it just so happened that the combination of the piratical underwear and her tiny bottom in them was the cutest thing he’d ever seen. How could every part of her be so adorable? He wanted to drop to his knees and kiss every dang skull while his fingers edged inside the trim of crimson lace at her crotch to play with her again. He wanted to make her come on the spot, and come and come and keep coming.

	Get it together. ‘Step,’ he said hoarsely, and she stepped, and kicked the skirt away. Then, ‘Shoes,’ in the same hoarse voice.

	‘Really?’ she asked, and looked over her shoulder at him, her quizzical eyebrow arching up. ‘A lot of guys like girls to keep their shoes on.’

	‘Yeah, well I’m not Frisky Frank the prurient podiatrist,’ he said.

	‘No, you certainly are not,’ she said, and giggled.

	Okay, he had to kiss her. Just her shoulder. Just one kiss. And there it was—frangi-frigging-pani, messing with his head. She shivered, delightfully, deliciously, and he kissed her shoulder again. ‘Another time you can keep the shoes on. Heck, you can walk all over me in them,’ he found himself saying, and turned her to face him. ‘This time I want just you, only you, Sarah, nothing between us.’

	Her eyes widened. She looked … shaken. Well of course she did. He had to stop saying that stupid trash. That stupid romantic incredible. This was not a romance.

	He cleared his throat, stepped back from her. They stared at each other for a moment, and then she nodded, as though they’d actually communicated something, and kicked off her shoes.

	She shrank five inches in the process, which made him smile. It shouldn’t surprise him any more, how tiny she was—he’d known it from the start; it had a lot to do with why he’d chosen her for the painting, the fascination of a fairy-sized human. And he’d drawn her, had her in his arms. He’d had her, for goodness sake. But it hit him hard just then, how much he loved the size of her—and in the next thought, how easily she could be hurt because of that. One too-rough squeeze, one overly enthusiastic thrust.

	Not that Sarah seemed to realize her frailty. She looked him in the eye and gave him smile for smile. ‘So what about your shoes?’

	He looked down at his feet. Elastic-sided boots. He’d put them on, sockless, because they were fast to get into and out of, and he’d been in a rush to get her home and into bed. Now he wasn’t sure how best to remove them. If he bent down, he’d be close to her crotch—dangerous; toeing them off while standing would keep her breasts at arm’s reach—equally dangerous. In other words, he was messed. Deciding her breasts were the safer option, he toed the boots off.

	She gestured to his jacket and when he just stood there salivating, she reached for the lapels to get it off him. He let her remove his jacket, then took it from her and threw it carelessly on the floor. Next, she reached for the hem of his T-shirt, but as she started to raise it, the fleeting touch of her fingers against his lower abs had him shrinking away. ‘No,’ he said.

	She looked confused. ‘No?’

	Laugh—forced. ‘You’d need a stepladder to get it over my head.’ Not funny. Just a random excuse. Something better than If you touch my skin I’ll turn into a cannibal. ‘I’ll be faster.’ Yep, good word choice there, sport. It’s not supposed to be faster, you thick-headed mongrel.

	‘Fast is good,’ she said.

	Don’t tempt me. He reached overhead for the back of his T-shirt. Started tugging.

	‘But you know,’ she went on, ‘I wouldn’t need a stepladder if I’d kept my shoes— Oh. Oooohhh.’ It was breathed out, as his T-shirt landed on the floor beside them. Not that Sarah seemed interested in his T-shirt any more. Her gaze was firmly on his chest; her fingers were reaching out to trail over his pecs.

	She seemed to have run out of words, and he couldn’t have spoken to save his life. So there was silence. Total, fraught, musky silence.

	Her other hand was there now, fingers whispering on his skin. Two hands on him. Hot like a brand, although his nipples had hardened as though they’d just been doused in ice, and they never did that, because they weren’t an erogenous zone for him. It was almost a relief when her fingertips skirted around them … and a disappointment too. Which meant … what? Were his nipples an erogenous zone after all? Not that he would ever understand why it had taken thirty-four years for them to tell him that!

	But then her fingers started heading south, over his abs, lower, and his nipples were forgotten in the clear and present danger of the proximity of her fingers to his toe. A lightning-fast look down showed it poking its latexed head over the top of his undone jeans and half-off boxer briefs. It was practically twitching with need. Ho-ly trash! Do not throw her on the bed, do not, do not throw her on the bed.

	‘Can I touch you?’ she asked in that breathy voice.

	His toe pulsed, as though urging her on, and David had to shake his head to clear the red haze of lust. She couldn’t touch him, not yet. For one thing, he was afraid he’d explode on the spot; for another, he didn’t want the first time she touched him there to be through a condom.

	Okay, there it was. He wanted the first time she took him in her hand to be skin-to-skin. What difference does it make? his penis all but begged. But he couldn’t help it, it did make a difference. ‘Later,’ he said—croaked, really, and busied himself shoving his jeans and underwear all the way down and off.

	He straightened, aware that all that was between them now was one condom and a pair of skull knickers, which would have been funny if he’d had enough spit to lubricate a laugh—but the way Sarah was examining him, so avidly …? No way.

	She licked her lips and he had to close his eyes. He wanted her mouth around him, wanted it so much, pictured it so clearly even with his eyes slammed shut, he really did think he’d go off any second.

	‘What happens now?’ she asked.

	David opened his eyes, but with the hunger coming at him in dark, urgent waves, he couldn’t find his voice.

	She shivered. ‘You do realize I don’t have air conditioning here.’

	‘So?’ he managed to rasp out.

	‘So I’m cold.’

	‘Blushing.’ Yep, talk about your monosyllabic moron.

	‘Okay I’m not cold. I just want you to touch me.’

	That was his Sarah. Irresistible. He snaked out an arm, grabbed her by the wrist, tugged her in. ‘Then come here, brat.’

	‘I thought you’d never ask,’ she said, and settled herself against him. She shivered again as he folded her in. ‘Definitely not cold,’ she said, and kissed his chest, then sighed as she snuggled closer, nestling the side of her face against his chest. ‘I can feel your heart thudding.’ She reached for his hand, brought it to her breast, held it there. ‘Mine is too. Can you feel it?’

	‘Yes.’ Agony. He moved his other hand, cupped the back of her head. He loved her short hair, loved that it left her neck bare to his fingers.

	‘So I guess it’s up to me to start,’ she said. And with that, she turned her face into his chest and licked, close to his nipple. ‘You taste good.’

	He was going to die, die,— ‘Arrrggghh, Goodness, Sarah.’ As she sucked his nipple right into her mouth, and he arched into it and wanted to beg her to never stop, never ever stop. A message she must have received telepathically, because she kept sucking.

	His blood felt like it was on fire. It was raging through his veins, like an unleashed beast. One step, and she was on her back on the bed. One yank and her panties were gone. He dropped to his knees beside the bed, grabbed her legs, tugged her to the edge, shoved her knees apart … and there she was. So perfectly pink, and dewy, and lush. For one searing moment, he allowed himself to look, just look, as excitement built in him like a fever. He was shaking, his breathing ragged.

	‘Touch me,’ she said, and it was enough. He fell on her like the starving cannibal he’d told himself not to be, so desperate was he to taste her. Mouth opening over her, tongue licking flat and hard. She spread her legs wider, clutching at his hair, urging him on. ‘Closer,’ she panted. ‘I want you closer, inside me.’ So he plunged his tongue into her, knowing the perfect angle to make her mindless as he moved it inside her. Yes, yes, yes, was pounding in his head.

	He wanted her to beg for him, scream for him, love him, love him, love him—in this way at least. He lifted one of her thighs over his shoulder, positioning her for his fingers to slide inside now, testing, stretching, preparing her, while his busy tongue lashed the little pearl of her clitoris. Her hips were arching towards his hungry mouth, hands grappling for purchase on the bedcover. ‘I want … I want … oh goodness.’

	‘What do you want?’ Lick. ‘What?’

	‘You … I want … you … I want … Oh, oh, oooohhhh, yes, yes, yes, yeeees.’ Thighs going rigid, hands dragging at the sheet, shuddering as she flew apart, and he wanted, needed, to be inside her so badly he wasn’t sure he’d make it in time.

	One last, long, dragging lick, and he was sliding up the bed, thrusting into her. ‘This is going to be too fast,’ he said into her ear. ‘I’m sorry, darling one.’

	‘Not sorry,’ she whispered, holding him tight. ‘I want it like that, I want this, want you, dear God, you feel so good.’

	Yes! screamed his tortured toe as it gave a little throb of affirmation. Thrust, thrust, giant, striving thrust, and he was coming. Coming as though he’d never stop. Never stop, never stop, never let me go. And as the orgasm finally eased, he put his mouth on hers and kissed her deeply and it was as though all his other senses went on high alert, flooding with the smell, sound, taste, feel of her, in his arms, under him, mouth to mouth. He loved her so much it made him ache. Never let me go. Never.

	Long, long minutes, her fingers in his hair, her tongue in his mouth, lazy now, languid, her thighs going around him, as though she’d envelop him with her body if she could. Which reminded him that he was too big to be lying on top of her.

	He rolled so that he was lying beside her. Which apparently didn’t suit Sarah, because she said, ‘No you don’t, buddy,’ and rolled right after him, ending up on top of him.

	He laughed, put his arms around her, hugged her hard to his chest. ‘You’re bossy tonight, bluebell.’

	‘Someone had to get the action happening. I was afraid for the continuing good health of your phallus if you’d kept that condom on for much longer. You know, gangrene caused by constricted blood supply, or something.’

	He laughed. ‘My “phallus”? Is that the best you can do? How about toe or cock, since you want to swear a little. Or if that’s too naughty …’ choke ‘… manhood?’

	‘I’m not saying manhood.’

	‘So try “cock”. Say, “I like your cock, David”.’

	She buried her face in his neck, and mumbled, ‘I like your cock, David. Oh that sounds so bad.’

	‘It kind of works for me—and my cock,’ he said.

	She shifted so she could look in his face. ‘Really?’ and then, as he nudged upwards. ‘Oh, I see.’ She giggled. ‘Well can you go and get rid of that condom? Because there are more in the drawer of that bedside table if we need them.’

	There are more …

	The words rankled. He didn’t like the double standard, but there it was. He himself was a fanatical condom user, but he didn’t want her to be. He didn’t want any other guy digging around in her bedside table looking for a condom. He didn’t want her to use a condom with any other guy.

	Hmm, no, that wasn’t right. Any other guy had better use a condom or David would tear him apart! What he really didn’t want was for his precious Sarah to have sex with any other guy. She was too small, too fragile, too breakable, to entrust to some jerk only interested in getting his rocks off. And he didn’t want anyone to have her the way … the way he would.

	Jealousy.

	Goodness, what an abominable situation to be in. Abominable. Detestable, vile, repugnant.

	‘Okay,’ he said, sliding her off him and getting to his feet. ‘One condom, coming off.’

	***

	David’s face was set when came into the room a few minutes later and slipped into bed beside her. He propped the pillows against the headboard so he could sit up, then urged Sarah up beside him, and she figured there’d be no condom action happening for a while.

	He threaded his fingers through hers. ‘On the subject of condoms,’ he said, and stopped to clear his throat. Sarah knew that meant he was nervous; this was going to be interesting. ‘How do you feel about them?’

	‘Like any smart, modern woman feels,’ she said. ‘They’re on or it’s not on.’

	‘That’s good. For the rulebook.’

	‘Why are you asking? Are you scared you caught something tonight?’

	She expected David to laugh, but he didn’t. ‘It’s not that. Unless …’ He cleared his throat again. ‘Are you scared? That you caught something from me?’

	‘Well, you do have quite the reputation, you know,’ she teased, nudging her shoulder into his arm. But he wasn’t laughing. He was looking to the side, at the bedside table. Ah, where the condoms were. ‘David, what’s going on? You’re starting to scare me. Are you about to tell me you have a disease that can be transmitted through latex?’

	‘I don’t have a disease. It’s just … I was on my best behaviour tonight.’

	‘Ooh, so I have some bad behaviour to look forward to? Yay!’

	‘You are such a brat,’ he said, laughing at last, then scooped her onto his lap and kissed her hard on the mouth.

	‘Talking about condoms …’ she said huskily, feel him go hard underneath her bottom. ‘Want to grab one right now?’

	‘You’d better believe it,’ he said. ‘But in a couple of days … I won’t want to.’

	She stiffened. ‘You agreed to three weeks and one day.’

	‘Yes, which is longer than I’ve been with someone for the past nine years, Sarah, and I’m not … sure … I’ll always be on my best behaviour.’

	She wriggled off his lap, turning accusing eyes on him. ‘Exclusivity. You agreed.’

	‘I’m messing this up.’ He rubbed his hands over his face. ‘I mean best behaviour with you. This is a small place, and you’ll be close to me in it. And I … I’m going to want you. A lot. And … Okay, listen, the thing is, I might get carried away and slip up. As in forget myself. Forget the condom.’

	The relief, as it started to make sense at last. ‘Oh, I see. You’ve slipped up before.’

	‘No, I haven’t,’ he said, and reached impatiently for her again, resettling her onto his lap. ‘But if we’re going to be together for three weeks … it makes sense to …’ He raised her hand to his mouth, kissed it, rubbed her knuckles against his mouth.

	‘Makes sense to what?’

	He cleared his throat again. ‘What if I said I’d go to the doctor first thing in the morning and be tested for every disease known to man?’

	‘Oh.’ It took her a moment to take it in. ‘Nobody’s ever offered to do that for me.’

	‘So you’ve never …?’

	‘Without a condom? No, never.’ And then she smiled. ‘But I’d like to. With you. Oh wow. Wow!’ Pause, as she thought it through further. ‘What about your peace of mind, though? I mean, of course I’ll get tested too, so not about that, but about pregnancy.’

	He rubbed her hand across his mouth again. ‘Do I need to be worried about that from your perspective?’

	‘No, I’m on the pill. Double indemnity, you know, because accidents can happen. But how are you to know I’m not lying about that? I suppose I could show you the packet, but—’

	‘I don’t need to see the packet, Sarah.’

	She smiled again. ‘I know I’m repeating myself, but oh, wow! It feels kind of momentous. Is that crazy? I guess it does sound crazy to you, since you’ve done it before. Then again, you’ve done everything before.’

	He laughed, kissed her again. ‘Well, how about tell me one thing you’d like to do—as long as it does not involve cocaine—and we’ll see if I’ve done it. And if I haven’t, you’re on, okay?’

	‘Well … There is one thing I’d like to do. Although it might sound dull to a man of your proclivities.’

	‘Oh, my proclivities.’

	‘Inclinations, tendencies, penchants, appetites.’

	‘I love it when you talk thesaurus. So come on, I’m putty in your hands.’

	‘I’d like to have sex outdoors.’

	‘Hmm, yes, well I have done that. Far and wide, in fact, like an all-terrain vehicle.’

	She tweaked the hair on his chest. ‘Oh, you!’ she said, and as he yelped, ran her tongue across his mouth.

	‘Can I get the condom now?’ he asked huskily.

	‘What about my request?’

	‘Well hurry up, would you?’

	‘The thing is, I think I’m a pluviophile.’

	‘A what?’

	‘A pluviophile. I love rain. So what I’d really like to do is have sex outdoors in a rainstorm. Preferably with thunder and lightning as well. Have you done that?’

	‘No, I can honestly say I haven’t done that,’ he said, and laughed. ‘But you do remember it’s winter all through the next three weeks, don’t you?’

	‘Three weeks and one day—don’t think you’re going to rip me off. And so what? Winter is good storm weather.’

	‘Yes but it’ll be cold.’

	‘What about if I promise to keep you warm.’ She leaned close to his ear, sliding one of her hands down between them. ‘Maybe even hot.’ Put her hand around him. ‘Because remember,’ she whispered, ‘I like your cock, David.’

	He shuddered, swore, groaned. ‘Okay, you’ve got your stooooorm, sweet baby Goodness that feels good. If you keep doing it, I’ll throw in a butt-naked rain dance.’

	‘Oh, you are so on!’

	



	CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

	By the end of week two of her new agreement with David, Sarah felt like she was starring in her own private porno flick. It had been hot, sizzling, scorching! Even before their blood test results came back. And afterwards, when they no longer had to pause to think about reaching for a condom? Well, whew!

	That first feel of him, just him, inside her, had been nothing short of scalding. And it just kept getting hotter. They’d had sex all over the flat. Against the wall, in the shower, in the hot tub (a contortionist fantasy come to life), on the couch, on the floor. They’d done it in the car. She’d been on her back, on her front, on her hands and knees, straddling him in a chair. She’d been underneath him and on top of him, as well as hovering over his mouth. She’d been tied up, tied down, and had returned the favour (even though David had laughingly complained she had to tie the scarves more viciously if she expected him not to ease his wrists out of the restraints and grab her). The guy was inventive. And he sure had stamina. Lots and lots of stamina.

	Sarah jokingly asked him over breakfast one morning if he was getting any chemical assistance, and he laughed so hard he accidentally inhaled a piece of toast. Then he took her hand, pulled her into the bathroom, and methodically displayed every pill, toiletry, comb and pharmaceutical product he’d brought with him from his apartment, before stripping off and telling her to touch him—anywhere she wanted.

	She went for his dimples—partly because she loved them, and partly because touching anywhere below the neck might lead to other things (despite their having indulged in some fairly comprehensive morning sex, which should have made any more exertion a physical impossibility); not that she would have minded ‘other things’, but she did, after all, have to get to work.

	David smouldered at her through half-closed lids—a sure sign ‘other things’ were potentially coming up. ‘Look down,’ he said.

	Sarah looked down. Yep, other things were already up. ‘If it’s not something chemical doing that, I think you may have some weird physiological condition.’

	‘I think so too. So what are you going to do about it, bluebell?’

	A challenge? She was so ready for that. She dropped to her knees. ‘How about this?’

	David seemed on the verge of hyperventilation even though all she did was alternate licks of her tongue with pressured kisses up and down the length of him. When her tongue flicked out to lick the tip of him, he let out a low growl, reached for her hair, then stopped as though he couldn’t trust himself to touch her. Instead, his hands shot behind him to grab the basin in a death grip, and a thrill ran down Sarah’s spine at the knowledge he was offering himself to her to do with as she wished. She licked again, then the lick became a sucking kiss.

	‘You’re killing me, Sarah,’ he croaked.

	‘Don’t die yet,’ she said, and took him into her mouth.

	She reached one hand to his hip, pulling him forward, then pushing him back to encourage him to move the way he wanted. He thrust hard, just once before he controlled himself. But she didn’t want him to control himself, not now, so she took him deeper, and deeper again, until his legs were taut, hips thrusting helplessly. A guttural sound tore from his throat and he tried to pull back, but she wouldn’t let him. She felt beautiful, in control, powerful, as he finally pulsed convulsively in her mouth. She stayed with him until the very last spasm, until he slumped against the basin, head thrown back.

	She chuckled low in her throat as she sat back on her heels. ‘I’m not sure I’m going to get through the day thinking about that and knowing I can’t touch you,’ she said. And then, on an impulse, she eased back up onto her knees, put her arms around his thighs, rubbed her cheek against the old white scar, then kissed along it. She hated everything about the scar … except that it had, by a strange twist of fate, brought him to her.

	‘Sarah,’ he said, and his hand was in her hair then, stroking almost reverentially. ‘Oh goodness, Sarah.’

	She looked up at him, saw a look of desolation that had her scrambling to her feet. ‘Was that no good?’ she asked, even though she knew, knew, it had been better than good for both of them. Knew that whatever was wrong, it was something else, something more important than a blow job—even the best blow job in the entire world.

	‘It was beyond good, darling one,’ David said, taking her into his arms, holding her close enough to crush, trembling against her.

	Darling one. Her favourite endearment. She loved it when he called her bluebell, or brat, or even plain old Sarah, but ‘darling one’ was rare. David called her that when he was a little bit out of his mind, lost in passion. But now, when it was whispered like that, almost despairingly, it frightened her. The way he held her frightened her, too, because it felt like a goodbye.

	‘What’s wrong, David?’ she asked, racking her own brain for the answer. Please, don’t let it be that I kissed the scar, please, please, don’t think of her now.

	She counted David’s heartbeats, her hand over his heart, waiting for his answer. Felt his chest expand on a breath that was held, held, held … expelled. A small laugh. And then he released her. ‘You’ve made me late for work.’ A lie—and Sarah didn’t have to see the two blinks to know it.

	He smiled, reaching for the shirt he’d draped over the towel rail. ‘Not that I’m complaining.’

	As though to prove he had no complaints, David arrived unexpectedly at her office at noon to take her to lunch, so completely and cheerfully in control of himself, Sarah thought she must have imagined the despairing tension in that morning’s ‘Sarah. Oh goodness, Sarah.’

	Sarah only wished she were as in control of herself. But the smallest things seemed to get her heart somersaulting in her chest.

	Such as the remorseful way he checked her over for scrapes and bruises, even beard rash, whenever he thought he’d been a little too enthusiastic during sex.

	The way he blushed adorably as he admitted to a secret indulgence—ice cream—as he’d installed his ice cream maker in her tiny kitchen.

	His fascination with her snow dome collection, which had him choosing a different one off the shelf each night to play with while they watched television.

	There was his new addiction to Agatha Christie—as evidenced by his cutting a swathe through her book collection.

	There was the time he’d gatecrashed her weekly catch-up with the girls at Midnight Madness just long enough to say hello, kiss her, offer to find them a more salubrious establishment to frequent for their drinking sessions and confirm with Lane and Erica what Sarah’s favourite movie was (The Notebook), if she had any phobias (birds in gatherings greater than two, courtesy of watching Hitchcock’s The Birds when she was too young to watch horror movies), how many boyfriends she’d had in the past year (too many to count), and whether they considered her a true Sagittarius (yes). Of course, he’d charmed them out of their brains and Erica started mumbling dire predictions about the future of her relationship with Jeremy the moment he’d left.

	There was his reaction when Sarah had nervously shown him over her mother’s house. Given the chicness of David’s arty inner-city bachelor’s apartment, Sarah hadn’t expected him to find anything to like in what was definitely a ‘family’ home—but he’d raved over the views from the upper floor of Chinamans Beach—from the lush parkland leading down to the secluded strip of sandy beach to the occasional yacht dotting the waters of Middle Harbour further out in Shell Cove. He’d also praised the layout of the house, admired each of the rooms, enthused over the ‘artist-perfect’ light, and walked up and down the ‘Grand Staircase’ (as he called it) a ridiculous number of times as though measuring the walls for artwork.

	There were the frequent organizational texts, letting her know where he was, what time he’d be ready to collect her from work for the drive home (the luxury of a car!) or—if he had to go to his apartment to work on the portrait—what time she could expect him ‘home’.

	And the other texts. The cute ones. Asking what colour underwear she was wearing (as if he didn’t know), telling her what colour he was wearing (as if she didn’t know), sending her photos of ice cream flavours they needed to try (good thing she needed to put on weight), speculating who he thought ‘dunnit’ in the Agatha Christie novel he was reading, asking her to use a ridiculous word in a sentence because some stray person had thrown the word at him (as if anyone would throw out words like propaedeutic, dirhinous, or nullibiety—none of which she’d ever heard of).

	It reached the point where the cymbals were clashing several times a day, making everyone in her immediate vicinity jump—and she swore over and over she was going to change that ringtone. Only she never did, because the sound made joy burst sweetly in her each and every time it came.

	And then, with only three days of their agreement left, there was The Moment Of Truth. That was how Sarah would always remember it.

	As they were preparing for bed, David started grumbling about an important meeting he had in two days’ time when he hoped to win back his number one client, for which he’d need space in her bulging wardrobe for another suit and a particular pair of shoes.

	‘So make room,’ Sarah said easily. ‘Take some of my stuff out.’

	‘Well, I guess I could take a few of your things to my apartment, just temporarily.’

	‘Let me grab some things I know I won’t be wearing,’ Sarah said, and went quickly to the wardrobe to remove two suits and three blouses. ‘Is that going to be enough space?’

	‘Maybe,’ he said. He came over to peer into the wardrobe, reached in. ‘But let’s … just … add … this.’ It was the red evening dress he passed over to her, the one she thought of as her ‘Gustave Leonard de Jonghe’ dress, which she’d hoped to wear in her portrait. Next, he bent to the shoe rack in the bottom of the wardrobe. ‘And I might as well take the matching shoes since you don’t wear the dress without them.’

	‘Um … you do know those red shoes are too small for you, right?’

	He looked at her narrow-eyed, a smile lurking. ‘And you feel it necessary to mention this because …?’

	‘Just in case you’re thinking it’s time for your next eyelash tint,’ she said airily.

	He took a menacing step towards her. ‘I warned you about the eyelashes.’

	‘Oooohh, you’re sooo scary,’ she said, and turned to run—but he grabbed her around the waist, turned her, lifted her high in his arms.

	‘You’re so infatuated with my eyelashes, I think you should try them out,’ he said, backing towards the bed as Sarah shrieked with laughter. He sat on the edge, coaxed her legs around his waist, slid inside her in one heady moment. Sarah stopped laughing; David stopped everything. He stayed exactly where he was, inside her, as his smile faded. He was staring at her, his face coming closer, closer, closer to hers. ‘Close your eyes, darling one.’

	Sarah closed her eyes … and felt it. The smallest flutter on her right eye. His … eyelashes? Yes, his eyelashes. Flutter, flutter, flutter.

	‘Open your eyes, Sarah.’

	She opened her eyes, to find his left eye there, in extreme close-up.

	‘Close,’ he whispered.

	Closed them.

	‘Open … Good. Close. Now open … Close.’

	It was the strangest sensation. Their bodies locked, eyelashes merging. Intensely personal, intimate, enchanting.

	And then David shifted so he was kissing her mouth while moving by the tiniest degree in and out of her body. She was full of him, so full. And it was the most amazing feeling, tightening her muscles to keep him exactly where he was inside her, almost unmoving. Arms wrapped around each other, clinging together, mouth to mouth, wordless, kissing deep and lush, hearts soaring up, up, up, and then … there it was … the rush and burst. So lovely, she wanted to cry.

	When David finally pulled back, it was only far enough to put his right eye to her left, eyelashes fluttering, butterfly soft …

	Not a word was spoken as they eased under the covers, as he positioned her on top of him, her head under his chin, his hand on the back of her neck, thumb gliding. No words. Just David’s sigh as he kissed the top of her head.

	And between that kiss, and the next, this time at her temple, as he slid his hand down to press on her spine to bring her closer to his chest, as though he’d merge their hearts, all those things that had been making her heart somersault in her chest came together in one incandescent, beating truth: she was in love with him.

	First time, last time, love—what she’d been waiting for, except that she’d never expected such love to make her heart swell and ache with longing, even when it was so full of him.

	For one split second the magic of it overwhelmed her, tingling her skin, stealing her breath.

	And then it hit her that she had only three days to make David love her back … and no idea how to set about doing it.

	***

	Was there an erogenous zone he didn’t possess?

	That question had been exercising David’s mind since the Nipplegate incident, because everything turned him on. Every dang thing. Everywhere Sarah touched him, however she touched him, whenever she touched him. The heat just kept building and building. But eyelashes? There was a news headline in that: Eyelashes the new Viagra!

	That was what love did to a guy, he supposed.

	But it felt different, this time. Love. With Sarah.

	The passion, the relentlessness of it, was more excruciating than he remembered it being. Maybe because this time he’d known from the start the relationship would be finite, and the need to jam everything he could into three weeks and one day added piquancy, whereas with Rebel he’d been merrily going along with no reason to anticipate the end. There’d been no feverish urgency, no hungry desperation to have her every waking moment. Every sleeping moment, too.

	At least being prepared for the ending had to make the parting easier to handle, didn’t it? If he’d handled it with Rebel, coming out of the blue, when he’d been married to her for four years, surely he could handle it with Sarah, with whom he wasn’t even in a real relationship let alone a marriage, and had been with for only a matter of weeks.

	Not that David knew at this point what constituted a relationship—all he knew was that if what he and Sarah had was a real one, he could have told her he loved her. But he couldn’t do that. It wasn’t fair to do that. In three days, her curse would be broken and so would the strange spell that had bound them together. The spell that seemed equal parts magic and reality and longing.

	Breathe, breathe, breeeaaathe.

	No, forget breathing. Breathing was no dang good. Nothing was any good. Because he didn’t care about the curse, he cared only about her. Sarah Quinn had infiltrated him to the core so that he didn’t belong to himself any more, he belonged to her. He was fooling himself if he thought he was going to get over her. He wasn’t going to get her out of his system. He wasn’t going to handle the end. He was going to be a basket case when he left her. He already was a basket case.

	He didn’t want a life of one-night stands, not any more. He didn’t want a life without the phone calls, the texts, the convoluted thought patterns, rambling discussions and obscure words. He didn’t want a life where he couldn’t reach out and tug Sarah onto his lap and kiss her any time he wanted to. He didn’t want a life where he slept without her sprawled on top of him. He didn’t want to stop talking like a thesaurus, in italics, with exclamation marks! Dang it to perdition! Dang it to perdition!!!

	No, he didn’t want that life, but in three days’ time, that was the life he was going to get. There was nothing he could do about it, because he could not have her.

	And in a blur of sizzling sex and restless sleep and panicked thoughts, three days’ time suddenly became tomorrow, and neither of them had raised the subject of what was going to happen when tomorrow actually hit.

	As they were approaching the bed and it hit him, hard, that this was the last time they’d sleep together, he found himself stopping, unable to take the final steps.

	Sarah stopped, too.

	Together they stared at the bed.

	‘David,’ she said, sounding as lost as he felt.

	But David couldn’t speak. His heart was hurting like the devil. His face felt like a drum stretched too tight from the effort it was taking to stop it from collapse. And the unspoken grief of losing her was suffocating him.

	‘David,’ she said again. ‘Do you think we should discuss what happens when—’ Breaking off. ‘What was that?’ Swivelling to the French doors. ‘Oh. Oh! Thunder.’

	Thunder. A continuous roar of it.

	What about if we do it outdoors in a storm? Preferably with thunder and lightning.

	‘Remember when you promised me a butt-naked rain dance?’ she asked.

	He looked from her, to the French doors, to her, and he saw her eyebrow quirk up—and by some miracle, even though every cell in him was screaming at him to tell her he loved her and was never letting her go, he managed to smile. It was like he’d been given a reprieve from the looming sadness. A chance to give her what she wanted. A last moment.

	‘Yes, bluebell, I remember,’ David said. ‘And I always keep my promises.’


CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

	Sarah started laughing as David headed for the French doors. She couldn’t quite believe he was going to do it. But sure enough, he opened the doors, and despite pausing for an apprehensive, ‘Brrr,’ he stepped out and strode confidently to the centre of the small garden to take up his position.

	‘Goodness, Sarah, it’s freezing out here,’ he called over to her.

	‘Well try not to shrivel up before we get to the sex!’ she called back from where she’d taken up a prime viewing position inside the flat.

	‘Come out here and grab it and I guarantee there’ll be minimal shrinkage,’ he promised, and then he flashed his irresistible dimples, raised his arms and yelled, ‘Yowzer. It’s sooooo cooooooold! Come on rain, hurry up.’ And then, to Sarah, who was giggling uncontrollably, ‘Well, bluebell, here we go. Butt-naked rain dance time.’

	He started by turning a circle, head thrown back, arms raised. He followed that with a feint to the right, then the left. A series of hip twirls came next, a little shuffle forward, back, then he faced Sarah for a few pelvic thrusts that made her almost collapse with laughter. He started a low hum as a musical accompaniment, and then his dancing became sexier, with some slinky shoulder action, come-hither hand gesturing, a series of undulations of the neck, and some fluid twerk-style action.

	Sarah realized he was humming Riders On The Storm by The Doors. Absolutely, insanely, sexily, wonderfully perfect.

	And she had to be part of it.

	She stepped out into the garden and danced sinuously towards him. And when he grinned and opened his arms to her, she glided straight into them. Cold and hot. Arms enveloping her, David’s cheek on the top of her head, his body hard yet yielding against hers, feeling so right. He eased his hold just far enough to take her chin in his hand, tilt up her face. One look, glowing, electrifying, before he bent his head down to kiss her. Oh goodness, it was breaking her heart to love him so much, so much, and have to choke the words back. Fall in love with me; please fall in love with me now.

	It was as though the kiss, her silent plea, triggered the change in the weather they’d been waiting for, because the rain came down hard, like the sudden drop of a curtain.

	David broke the kiss to laugh, then picked her up and spun her around. ‘It’s time, bluebell,’ he said, and as she wrapped her legs around him, he slid into her. ‘No shrinkage there, I hope you’re noticing.’

	She revelled in being filled by him, as she always did—but this was special. This was something to exult in. David, giving her everything she’d ever wanted, uncovering all those things she’d never thought she was. A storm dancer, like him, out of the snow dome. Out in the elements, out of her element. Tossed and blown and turned and tumbled and changed into someone who was his. Body, heart, soul, his.

	She wouldn’t go back, she couldn’t go back; the scene under the glass had changed, the glass had cracked and split and she was free. She clung to him as he thrust slowly and surely into her, with her arms and her legs and her greedy mouth and her throbbing heart. ‘Love me, David,’ she said, and kissed him. ‘Love me, please.’

	‘I will, darling one. Hold on to me, hold me, and I will, I will, I will.’

	***

	Every time David took Sarah, it was as though he ceded a part of himself to her. But during their thunderstorm, he ceded everything he’d already given her all over again, and every last tiny hidden corner of his soul. All because of three little words.

	Love me, David.

	The most wonderful words in the world. And David basked in them. In the words, and in the cold, and in the wet, and in her. He knew her body intimately in all its miniature glory, and he loved it with something close to worship. She was everything he’d ever wanted to touch in his life, all in the one place, here, now, and with those words, she was wholly his. And he was going to brand her with the flavour of his tongue, singe her with his heat, claim her with his body. He was going to imprint himself on her, make her long for him the way he longed for her, make her think about tonight for the rest of her life and miss him, dang it. Miss him the way he was going to miss her. Make her as miserable without him as he was going to be without her. And he didn’t give a harass for the consequences. Consequences were for tomorrow, when she would no longer be his.

	So as the lightning flashed and the thunder crashed and the rain poured over them, he relinquished all thoughts of tomorrow. Tonight was all. Kissing, kissing, kissing, until he couldn’t breathe. Tasting her and the clean, clean rain. Feeling the electricity in the air. Using his fingers to memorise her shape, the texture of her skin. Hearing her whimpers of pleasure and need. Getting her closer, closer, closer again.

	And when Sarah came, in one continuous, lingering wave of mindless abandon, David shuddered his own release, shouting her name into the final growl of thunder. The storm eased slowly around them, as he kissed her even harder. Just one more kiss, one more, one more.

	Mine.

	***

	Sarah woke smiling the next morning.

	What a night. What an earth-shattering night. A magnificent, marvellous, brilliant, bravura night. Not only the thunderstorm experience, but everything that came after as well. David had been like a man possessed, all over her, touching her constantly, hands and mouth and tongue and teeth. She felt very well used. Superbly used. And she wouldn’t have changed one thing.

	She sat up in bed, frowning as she checked the time, listening for David. But he wasn’t in the bathroom as he usually was at this time of the morning. A quick look around showed Death on the Nile was no longer on his bedside table, even though he wasn’t more than a third of the way through the book. The blind between the bedroom and living room, which had been open when they went to bed last night, was closed.

	No.

	She didn’t believe it.

	Scrambling out of bed, she grabbed the robe she hadn’t used for three weeks and one day, pulled it on, tied it closed. She pushed the button to raise the blind. She heard a noise, a movement beyond the blind as it ascended and sagged against the wall. Thank God. And then the blind was up and there he was. David, sitting on the couch.

	She moved towards him, but stopped as she saw his face—expressionless. On the floor beside the couch was the bag he used to ferry things to and from his apartment, which was usually kept in the car. Her eyes flickered around the space. Death on the Nile was back with the other books. The ice cream maker was gone from the kitchen. There was no trace of any of his things anywhere.

	He was still in the flat … but he wasn’t really in the flat.

	‘I thought you’d gone,’ she said through a sudden constriction in her throat.

	‘I wouldn’t do that to you, Sarah.’

	Silence. Each of them waiting for the other to speak. But Sarah was too petrified to utter a sound.

	David cleared his throat, and Sarah forced her knees to lock.

	And then came his words. Two of them. ‘Curse broken.’ Said simply, without inflection. Devastating.

	Sarah swallowed. ‘So that’s it. You’re leaving.’

	‘The agreement was for three weeks and one day, after which—’

	‘I had to get the heck out of your life. Yes, I remember. I just thought … last night … I thought—’

	‘Last night was good.’

	‘Just good?’

	He stood, flicked a finger at the sleeve of his jacket. ‘I mean it was good to have the storm, since it was the one thing you really wanted.’

	She didn’t want to think of the storm as something that was ticked off a list. She didn’t believe it was like that. Knew, deep in her heart, it wasn’t like that.

	And she knew, also, that she had to keep him talking or he’d leave. ‘The portrait,’ she said.

	‘It’s finished.’

	‘Can I see it?’

	‘Sarah, don’t you think—’

	‘At the exhibition at least?’ she asked, cutting him off before he could say he didn’t want to see her again. She wasn’t strong enough for that, not yet. Not yet, please, please not yet.

	Pause. And then: ‘It won’t be hung unless it’s a finalist.’

	‘But if it is?’

	Another pause, pregnant with indecision. And then: ‘Sure, why not? It’s open to the public.’ His voice was that same mix of boredom and amusement that had been there the night they’d met. His infamous ennui was back in place. He could now use it to make himself irresistible to some other woman. Perhaps some other woman he’d take to the exhibition opening, whereas Sarah was now nothing but a painting of a past lover.

	David reached down for his bag. ‘I need to get going. I have to grab some papers from my apartment for a meeting this morning, so I’ve called a cab for you. It’ll pick you up at the normal time. And I—I made you some ice cream. White chocolate mint, your favourite.’

	‘I don’t want ice cream, I want you.’

	‘Don’t do this to me, Sarah.’

	‘I’m not doing anything. You’re doing it. To both of us.’

	‘The ice cream is a safer bet than I am.’

	‘I’ll throw it out.’

	‘That’s your call. Just remember what you said. Three weeks and one day. No demands made at the end, no questions asked.’

	‘I remember. It’s just not as easy as I thought it would be.’

	‘Then I’ll make it easier.’ And he was heading for the door.

	Her heart lurched, screamed at her to stop him. What could she say? What, what? She took a step, two, blurted out, ‘Aren’t you at least going to kiss me goodbye?’

	David stopped, went rigid. ‘Please don’t do this.’

	‘Why can’t you even look at me?’

	‘It won’t change anything if I look at you, and it sure won’t help matters if I kiss you.’

	‘Why are you really leaving?’

	‘Because we had a deal and—’

	‘Is it because I told you I loved you?’

	He spun to face her then, dropping the bag, and throwing up a hand as though to stop the words. Eyes closed. Eyes open. ‘You didn’t tell me that, Sarah. You asked me to love you, as in … as in love you. And I did. I loved you last night, the same way I’ve loved you every night and every morning for the past three weeks and one day.’

	‘I wasn’t talking about the physical side of love.’

	‘I can’t give you more than the physical. I thought you understood.’

	‘I did. I do understand. Been there, done that, one-night stands, short-term flings, hold the romance.’

	‘I told you—’

	‘That feelings can be controlled. Is that what leaving me is all about? Controlling yours?’

	‘It’s not—’

	‘Or is it because I haven’t controlled mine? I’m sorry but I just couldn’t. Even though I knew I was making a mistake falling in love with you, I couldn’t control it. I’ve never been in love with anyone before and I wasn’t prepared for how … how it would hit me. And now I’m not prepared for how much it hurts.’

	‘Sarah—’

	‘I must have been lulled into a false sense of security, because none of my relationships ever lasted. You were right when you said that was my fault, when you said I was the one who didn’t want a proper relationship, that I was the one running. But that was because I didn’t care about any of those guys and didn’t want to care. And I thought this thing with you was going to be the same, but with a predetermined end, which made it even better because I wouldn’t have to run, I could just relax and enjoy it for what it was and wait for the end.’

	‘Sarah, please—’

	‘Except I accidentally relaxed my defences as well, and before I knew it, you were in my head and my heart and my blood, and now I don’t know what I’m supposed to do. I mean, I knew you weren’t likely to fall in love with me.’

	‘Sarah, I’m begging you—’

	‘You had Rebel’s paintings as a constant reminder of who you really loved. They were on your bedroom wall, for goodness sake! How telling was that? And yet I still tumbled, against all the signs, against all hope.’

	‘Sarah, can you please let me—’

	‘And I blame her for the … the hopelessness. I hate her for it. I hate her so much, I want to torture her before killing her. That tells you how … how deranged I am. Because I like people. I do, I like them.’

	‘Yes, my darling one, I know you do, but—’

	‘Still, if she hadn’t dumped you, I never would have had even three weeks and one day, would I? I guess I can feel lucky about that, can’t I? So why don’t I feel lucky? Why do I feel wretched, instead?’

	‘Sarah!’ Shouted.

	She stopped.

	‘For the love of God, will you stop pacing and draw breath?’

	She blinked. ‘Was I pacing?’

	‘Look where you are.’

	She looked around, saw she was in the kitchen. ‘Oh.’

	‘You’ve been crisscrossing the floor like you’ve finally snorted some cocaine. Should I be checking the bathroom for a secret stash?’

	She smiled at that—wanly, but a smile was a smile; she could be proud of that, couldn’t she? ‘There isn’t enough room in there for any secrets. Remember, I know now that the stupidly expensive facial moisturiser in your spare bathroom is yours, not Margaret’s—I saw the travel-sized one you brought with you.’

	‘Margaret got me hooked, I confess. And hey, there’s nothing wrong with a good moisturiser. It’s not the same as having a facial, so don’t go there. And at least there was no hair dye—for my head or my eyelashes!’

	She tried another smile but it didn’t stick. ‘Was I talking too much, David?’

	‘Yes.’ Pause. ‘No.’ Pause. ‘All right, yes.’ His dimples flashed, and Sarah didn’t know how she was going to bear it if this was the last time she ever saw them. ‘But that’s okay, because I like it.’ Pause. And then, softly: ‘Sarah, you’ll find your forever guy eventually. As for me?’ Shrug. ‘I’m just the practice guy.’

	She gazed at him while that settled into her brain, found herself tapping her top lip with her tongue as she turned over the words. Forever Guy versus Practice Guy. Adam had been the practice guy, too, for Lane. And now he wasn’t. ‘Practice,’ she said, thinking fast. ‘What if I need more practice?’

	‘Sarah—’

	‘I still talk too much. And I need more practice in controlling my emotions. And in … in letting go. I need that put in the rulebook. How to let go of someone I love, without any questions, without any demands, the way you do it. If I had that … that ability, maybe … maybe you might have fallen in love with me too. So I need to learn it for next time.’

	‘Sarah, for goodness sake—’

	‘What if I say I’ll settle for another week? You don’t have to love me, I promise you don’t have to, but maybe … maybe this time you could … could pretend to love me, just a little, so I’d know how it f-feels for next time. Or … or maybe this time you can teach me how to fall out of love, because I don’t see how I’m going to do that on my own. It doesn’t even have to be a week. What about three days? Or two? Or just one more day? It doesn’t have to be for ever. Just … just so I can get a little more practice.’ She swiped her hand across her eyes. ‘And I’m not crying.’

	And somehow she was in his arms, and he was hugging her hard enough to break them both. ‘The thing is Sarah, I do want for ever.’

	‘Then I don’t understand,’ she whispered into his chest.

	‘I want it, but you can’t give it to me.’

	‘But I c—’

	‘You can’t give it to me because you’re twenty-four, and you want a white picket fence, and two-point-five kids, and the SUV to cart the kids around in.’

	She looked up then, completely bemused. ‘So, give them to me.’

	‘I can’t!’

	‘No, you won’t!’ she cried, pulling out of his arms. ‘What did she do to you, that you can’t love someone else, that you won’t even try to love someone else, even when you say you want for ever?’

	He grabbed her arms, wrenched her back in, blazing down at her. ‘Dang it, Sarah! It’s not because I don’t love you, it’s because I do. I do, get it? How can you not know that I love everything about you? You can see it in my face, hear it in my voice, feel it every time I touch you. I’d do anything, anything, to have you, but I can’t do anything. I can’t, and it’s killing me, so don’t stand there and talk to me about love. Do not!’

	‘Then why are you leaving me?’ she asked as her eyes overflowed. ‘If you love me, and I love you, why won’t you try?’

	‘Because I want you to have everything you want.’

	‘I want you!’

	‘I’m not enough.’

	‘Is it the SUV? Because that’s just an expression. I like your BMW. If I had a car, I’d have a BMW, just like it. Well, maybe in a colour, not white, but still a BMW; I promise I would. And I don’t care about picket fences either. I like apartments. City apartments.’

	‘That’s not it. Not … exactly.’

	‘Then give me a reason that makes sense.’

	Long moment of rigid silence, and then David let her go, and took a deep breath. ‘All right.’ Simple words, quiet words. Defeated words? ‘All right.’ Taking her hand. ‘All right.’ Another deep breath. ‘Come, Sarah, and sit with me.’

	Her legs were quaking as she went with him to the couch, as he sat, as he tugged her into her regular position on his lap. He tucked her under his chin where she could feel the swallow he took, the rise and fall of his chest as he tried to control his breathing, hear the heavy beat of his heart. ‘It’s about Rebel,’ he said, and gave a harsh half-laugh. ‘As you already know.’ He was stroking her hair, whether to calm her or himself, Sarah didn’t know. ‘Not Rebel herself, although at the time it all happened, in my head she as a person was indistinguishable from her as the wife who wanted to divorce me.’

	‘I don’t understand about the divorce. The why of it, when she loved you.’

	‘We had a disagreement. A serious one. Over children.’

	Sarah was remembering the fight she’d had with David over her insistence that he have sex with Lane. His resentment at what she was asking him to do. ‘Rebel wanted a sperm donor and a stud service on the side,’ she said slowly.

	‘Yes.’

	‘With you as the sperm donor …’ She looked at him, puzzled. ‘But who was the stud? Because you said the baby wasn’t … wasn’t …’

	‘No, the baby wasn’t mine. And you have it the wrong way around, Sarah. I was supposed to take the role of the stud.’

	‘But you were her husband, so that doesn’t make sense,’ Sarah said uncertainly. ‘Or … or does it? Was it because you were only twenty-five and didn’t want children?’

	The hand in her hair stopped stroking. ‘I did want children, Sarah.’

	‘Are you saying …? What are you saying?’ But the answer was there. She knew, she knew.

	‘Goodness, I don’t know if I can do this,’ he said. Next moment, he was moving her off his lap, getting to his feet. He paced away, and back, away, and back, then stopped in front of her, stared down at her. ‘Let me put it this way, Sarah. How many synonyms are there for infertile?’

	A trickle of unbearable cold through her veins, into her bones. ‘You can’t have children.’

	He smiled. A ghastly, remote, lonely smile. ‘I can’t have children.’


CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR

	‘So, Sarah,’ he said, when all she did was look at him. ‘Got some words for me?’

	‘I’m … sorry, I’m too stunned to think of one.’

	‘And doesn’t that say it all.’ David took a steadying breath. ‘How about I give you a few? Barren—that was Rebel’s choice. Unproductive. Sterile. And then there’s blank-shooter. Useless. Dud. Loser.’

	She slapped her hands over her ears. ‘Stop it.’

	‘I thought you wanted a reason that made sense, Sarah,’ he said, loud and cruel. ‘I thought you wanted to know.’

	He waited until she lowered her hands.

	‘So the deal is,’ he went on, ruthless, ‘I carry certain antibodies that make conception highly unlikely.’

	‘Unlikely is not impossible.’

	‘Grasping at straws, Sarah?’ Sigh. ‘No, not impossible, but in my case … Look, it’s a percentage thing and I’m not on the good side of the equation. I’m on the very bad side. It would take something close to a miracle.’

	‘So you’d been trying for a while? You and Rebel?’

	‘Two and a half years. During which time I learned everything there was to know about conception and childbirth. I could write the man’s guide to pregnancy. I’d just need a fully functioning guy to write the final chapter.’

	‘I’m not laughing, David.’

	‘Rebel certainly wasn’t when we found out why things weren’t “connecting”.’ He paused, waiting for what Sarah would say, but when she said nothing, he made some weird sound between a sniff and a laugh, and went to pick up the bag he’d dropped. ‘Anyway, now you know. So I guess it’s goodbye, hey, Sarah?’

	She jumped instantly to her feet. ‘Wait! Wait, David! You … you can’t just … just throw all that at me and expect me to have a quick response or an easy … easy … solution.’

	‘There is no solution.’

	She shook her head. ‘I don’t believe that. Sit down with me, talk to me, and I’ll find it. I’ll make coffee, and we’ll talk. Please, David, please.’

	He sighed. ‘All right, Sarah.’ Another sigh, long and deep. ‘All right.’

	While Sarah made coffee, David took himself over to the shelves of Sarah’s snow domes, staring at the perfect little worlds, wondering if his own monumental imperfection could ever fit in Sarah’s life, but knowing that it couldn’t. What was he doing? Why hadn’t he left as planned, without the complicating declaration of love? What would he gain by staying to talk? Why spill all his secrets, when there was no solution to the problem and neither of them could be happy at the end?

	And yet when Sarah announced that the coffee was ready, he found himself taking a seat at her child-sized dining table and reaching for his cup, because he was too weak to resist the lure of a few minutes more with her.

	‘So, David, let’s put the drama aside and state the facts,’ she said. ‘I love you. You love me. We’ve spent six whole weeks together.’

	‘And one day,’ he couldn’t resist interjecting.

	‘And one very spectacular day,’ she agreed, giving him a brilliant but tremulous smile. ‘Which is longer than either of us has been with anyone for the past nine years.’

	‘Nine years. Think about that, Sarah. Nine years ago, when I was twenty-five, you were fifteen years old!’

	‘So?’

	‘So you can’t compare our relative life stages.’

	‘But I was dating eight years ago, when I was sixteen. That’s when I lost my virginity, just FYI. And I’ve been seriously dating for three years now, so I’m not exactly a sweet innocent who has no idea what she’s doing.’

	David just shook his head.

	‘And you were already married at … at my current age and … and preparing for parenthood.’

	‘Yes, but Rebel wasn’t.’

	‘Wasn’t married at my current age or wasn’t preparing for parenthood at my current age?’

	‘Either.’

	‘Oh.’ Pause, while she stared at her coffee. He saw her swallow, and then she looked over at him. ‘How old was Rebel in the … in the period we’re talking about?’

	‘Thirty-two. Which doesn’t quite constitute enough of an age gap for me to suffer an Oedipus complex like Earl, husband number three.’

	‘Oh. Oh! If that isn’t j-just typical of you. Marrying an older woman. You’re so sophisticated it’s sickening.’

	‘Too bad you’re not an older woman.’ He reached across the table, took her hand, which was wilting on the tabletop. ‘If you were fifteen years older, maybe we could work it out.’

	‘That’s not fair, David,’ she said, and her eyes were swimming again, ‘because I can’t be that. Tell me something I can be, and I swear I’ll be it if it means I can have you.’

	He didn’t know what to say.

	‘Anyway, you always knew how old I was,’ she continued, ‘so what’s with the sudden age hang-up?’

	‘It’s not sudden. It’s bothered me from the moment I started to fall in love with you. It’s about … ticking clocks,’ he said. ‘It’s about the fact that women’s biological clocks do start ticking eventually, if they want children the way you do.’

	‘Rebel was thirty-two and running out of time,’ she said slowly.

	‘She thought so—and she was right to think it, as it turns out. Right to cut her losses. At least she ended up pregnant, with time to spare.’

	‘Pregnant and trying to castrate you!’ Sarah pulled her hand free, pushing her chair away from the table. ‘I can’t listen to this. Sorry, I thought I could but I can’t.’

	‘Dang it, Sarah! I didn’t want to talk about this. You’re the one who wanted me to bare my heart and soul, and now here I am doing it, you do not get to walk out in the middle of it. You wanted to talk, I’m talking—be we have to really talk. Skirting around the tough issues and blocking our ears against the hard parts won’t make them go away.’

	He waited for a sign from her that she was ready to hear him, ready to face reality, ready to let him go. She was shifting from foot to foot. It reminded him of that first night, when she’d been about to bolt from the art gallery storage room. If he’d let her run away then, they wouldn’t be in this soul-aching situation. But it really wasn’t in him to wish away the past six weeks and one day with her. And it hadn’t been in Sarah to run away from a challenge. Not then, and not now. It was one of the reasons he loved her.

	‘I’m sorry,’ she said, and settled back in her chair. ‘Please tell me. I want you to; I do.’

	David took a moment, letting all the old arguments re-run through his head. And then he nodded. ‘You said “unlikely is not impossible”, and that’s what Rebel said, too. She insisted we had options. The easiest one was to wait and see if we’d be spontaneously lucky—but how much longer could we do that before she ran out of time? We also looked at IVF—no guarantees. Adoption—that can take up to six years. Sperm donors—ah, but the complications, should either the child or the father get curious down the track. In the end, Rebel wasn’t willing to waste time on exploration that could turn out to be pointless and risk finding herself five years down the track with no baby and deteriorating eggs. So she suggested an option that was fast and safe.’

	‘The stud and sperm donor option,’ Sarah said quietly.

	‘There was a man who was crazy about her. Jameson, his name was. Wealthy. Smart. Excellent genes. Her age. Good father material. What would I say to a divorce, so she could be efficiently impregnated?’

	‘You said yes.’

	‘What else could I say?’

	‘But what she really wanted, I mean romantically, was you.’

	‘Apparently so.’

	‘And she thought she could have you as well as Jameson.’

	‘Yes.’

	Sarah half-smiled as she looked in his eyes. ‘She didn’t know you very well, did she?’ she said, and he loved her so much just then, it was physically painful.

	‘The way she put it was that since I was her real love, why couldn’t she have me too? But on the side, I had to understand.’ He ran a finger around the top of his coffee cup. Around, around, around. ‘And really, when you looked at it logically, it was so much better that I was infertile, because there’d be no risk of her accidentally foisting another man’s child on her new husband. That’s something to admire; you have to agree. To not want to pass off one man’s child as another’s.’

	‘Oh, David. David!’

	‘Anyway …’

	‘You said no.’

	‘I said no.’

	A minute ticked by, David sipping his coffee just for something to do.

	And then Sarah said, ‘But I don’t have a man in the wings waiting to whisk me off to married bliss. And I’m not thirty-two, so I don’t have a biological clock ticking, either.’

	‘That makes it worse.’

	‘How can it be worse when we have years ahead of us?’

	David took the last sip of his coffee, tasted nothing. ‘Let me put a scenario to you, Sarah. Let’s say you decided today that you didn’t care about having children. That all you cared about was me.’

	‘That is all I care about.’

	‘Okay, so let’s run with that.’

	‘You don’t believe me.’

	‘I believe it today. So … let’s go there. Today, all you care about is me. You’re only twenty-four and you’ve told me kids are a thing for the future.’

	‘But— But I could nevertheless start trying straight away.’

	‘Why should you have to do that?’

	‘For you.’

	‘That’s not the solution, Sarah. Not one I would accept, not at twenty-four. I’d say you have … what? Six years before you intended to start thinking about motherhood?’

	‘I … I guess that was— But now— I don’t know.’ She closed her eyes tight. ‘I don’t want to say the wrong thing.’

	‘There is no wrong thing; there are only the facts.’

	Slowly, she opened her eyes. ‘Okay, then. For the … for the sake of argument, we could say …’

	‘At thirty years old?’

	‘No! No. Earlier.’

	‘Because of me?’

	She said nothing.

	‘Okay,’ he said. ‘Let’s say you had been thinking you’d be ready to start trying at thirty, but now because you know I have this problem, you’re determined to start trying earlier. With me saying an absolute “no” to twenty-four, you’re thinking we could reach a compromise and go with … what? Twenty-eight?’

	‘David—’

	‘You figure that still gives us up to four years to try for a baby without intervention, so you’re way ahead of Rebel. So we try, we keep trying, and nothing happens. At that point, knowing how devastated I was the last time I went through all this, you remember that I’d tried to let you go.’

	‘Yes,’ she said, on the tiniest breath.

	‘But you also remember that you wouldn’t let me let you go. Back then, you knew I loved you more than anything—no everything—in the whole world, and that I didn’t have the strength to resist you, so even though I told you it was killing me, you knew you could talk me into staying with you. And the end result of that was that I did stay with you, and I’d fallen more and more deeply in love with you, because how could I not? So, of course, given all that history, now you’re thinking you’d better stick with me, for a while at least, or you might break my heart.’

	‘Oh, David, please.’

	‘And five years pass, and you’re not twenty-eight any more, you’re thirty-three. And the miracle hasn’t happened. And yeah, we could have a crack at IVF, but is that going to work? How many years do you give it, when there are no guarantees? And I’m now forty-three—so if it really takes six years to adopt, you’re starting to doubt if I’m even going to be in the running for that. I mean, I could be fifty-one by the time it happens. Grandfather age. And all the other would-be fathers out there are so much younger, so they’ll probably edge us out of the running.

	‘And your clock is finally in alarm mode. And you come to me and you say, “David, how about we get a divorce, because I want children, you know I always wanted children, but I love you, I really do love you, and if you can bear to see me taking some other man into my bed, into my life, as my husband, and stand aside as I bear his children, then maybe we can meet for sex every now and then. So how about it, David? After all, it’s just a gradation of occupying space together in the middle ground isn’t it?”

	‘And picture this: I am so besotted with you, so desperate to make you happy, I say “yes”. And then you go and marry someone else, and you have his children, while I’m hanging on the sidelines. Until gradually, your children start to occupy more and more of your time, and of course they need their father and mother to be together because everyone knows that’s the best thing for children, and as I turn a year older, then another year, and another, I see you less … and less … and less …’

	He stopped, then, listening to Sarah’s sobs, forcing himself to absorb them and do nothing to comfort her, because it wasn’t over, not yet. He had to finish this once and for all for both their sakes.

	‘How do you think I’m going to feel, Sarah, when I’m past fifty and have been dumped again for something I can’t help? Only this time, because it’s you dumping me, and I know I’ll never love another woman after you, it’s worse?’

	‘It couldn’t be worse,’ she whispered. ‘It … couldn’t.’

	‘Sarah, look at me. Look at me!’ He waited, until she brought her eyes up to his. ‘I will not survive if it’s you doing that to me. Do you want to do that to me?’

	‘No, I don’t want to hurt you. Ever.’

	‘And I don’t want to hurt you.’

	‘But you are hurting me.’

	‘You’re young enough to get over it, over me,’ he insisted, his heart already pining for her. And the whole spiel he’d given himself last night about making her as miserable as he was going to be disintegrated. He didn’t want Sarah to be miserable. He wanted her to have everything she wanted, even if it couldn’t be him giving it to her. ‘You have to, Sarah, because I can’t bear it to be otherwise.’

	‘No I don’t have to.’ She pushed away from the table again, so violently this time, the chair toppled over behind her. ‘I don’t want to get over you. And I don’t want you to get over me, either. I wish … I wish I had the w-words, the … the words. The words to make you love me enough to stay.’

	He got up, went to her, took her in his arms. ‘Sarah,’ he said, ‘I love you too much to stay. That’s the problem.’

	‘Then love me less and stay.’

	‘I can’t.’

	She was crying again, slumped against him as though utterly beaten. Crushed, lost, vanquished. ‘If you’d t-told me earlier, from the s-start, I would have done all the research, and had all the arguments ready by the time today came around. I’d be ready to t-tell you that you can trust me to stay no matter what.’

	‘I do trust you to stay, my darling—that’s the problem. I trust you to stay, and stay, and stay, until all hope is gone, and you just can’t stay any more.’

	‘But what if I can stay? Always, always stay?’

	‘Then I will be a cruelly selfish mongrel to have done that to you.’

	‘What if I say I’m going to text you and c-call you and … and harass you, until you ch-change your mind,’ she sobbed.

	He kissed the top of her head. ‘I love you so much, Sarah.’

	‘That is not helping to reconcile me. In fact, it makes me want to punch you.’

	He laughed, low and soft. ‘If it makes you feel better to punch me, go right ahead. If you want to harass me, you do it, bluebell. But when I don’t change my mind, you’ll eventually get sick of texting and calling. And then one day, you’ll find the one who can give you all of it and wonder what all the fuss was about with that old half-banker, half-artist guy.’

	‘So that’s it? I’m some kind of … of cyclothone to you? You’ve caught me, tagged me, and now you’re going to release me because I’m not special enough to keep?’

	Against all odds, he started laughing. ‘Of course I have to let you go. It’d be a crime against humanity for you not to breed a bunch of little Sarahs for the world to fall crazily in love with.’

	‘Well I’m not going to “breed”! And you know why? Because that tag you stuck through my skin is like a tattoo.’ She gave his chest a thump. ‘And it’s going to telegraph to anyone who tries to reel me in that they’re too late. It’s going to tell them that I belong to you, David. And all that’s going to happen is that I’m going to come and find you when I’ve hit menopause and can’t have children any more. And if you’re married and happy, I’m going to improve on Rebel’s aim and cut the lot off. The lot! And I’m going to carve those dimples right out of your face while I’m at it. Because I won’t have had sex for more than twenty years by then, and I will be so … so frustrated, I’ll be on a rampage!’ She thumped his chest again. ‘And it’s not funny so stop laughing.’

	‘I can’t not laugh, with you. It’s one of the reasons I fell in love with you. And on that note …’ He kissed the top of her head again, released her. ‘Goodbye, brat.’

	She clutched at his arm. ‘Are you still not going to kiss me?’

	‘No.’

	‘Why not? Scared you won’t be able to walk away after all?’

	‘Actually, yes,’ he said.

	And that was when she dropped to her knees and brought his hand to her mouth and kissed it, like she was begging, and he couldn’t stand to see her like that, so he dragged her to her feet, took her face in his hands, and kissed her, tasting her lips and her heat and the salt of her tears, and it was so, so hard to let her go.

	When he did, at last, release her, he looked at her face for the longest time.

	‘Please don’t leave me,’ she whispered, as the tears kept rolling down her cheeks.

	He smiled, shook his head. ‘Love you,’ he choked out of his tight throat, and then he picked up his bag, left the flat, got into his car, reversed down the driveway, reached the road, and started driving.

	It was only when he saw the Harbour Bridge, and realized it was fuzzy, out of focus, that he realized he was crying too.


CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE

	For the first week, Sarah thought she was doing well.

	Okay, so she couldn’t face any food except the white chocolate mint ice cream, over which she cried so uncontrollably she covered it in snot, rendering it inedible; she was barely sleeping; she spent every spare minute researching antisperm antibodies, IVF, and domestic and international adoption; and her chest was practically disintegrating from the constant threat of all-consuming, grief-stricken tears.

	But she was still arriving on time at work every day instead of wallowing in bed, and that had to count for something.

	She’d also managed a quick catch-up with Lane and Erica without breaking down, convincing them that she was on the hunt for a new man now that her curse was broken. She had no idea how she’d stopped herself from blushing fire engine red as she did it … unless it was because the blood in her veins was really as frozen and lifeless as it felt.

	She’d even gone to Adam’s so the two of them could video call their mother—to hear the news that Elvira Quinn-Smyth-Jacobs-Grahame was not only going to become Elvira Quinn-Smyth-Jacobs-Grahame-Rossi, but was also moving to Italy—which came as no surprise but gave Sarah an excuse to bawl her eyes out and be hugged by her brother (which she desperately needed) without him being any the wiser about her failed love affair with David.

	Plus, she wasn’t bombarding David with texts and phone calls all day long. She’d limited herself to just two texts per day, and one call (which always went to voicemail)—all versions of I love you, I miss you, How are you, Please call me, Waiting for you, interspersed with a snow dome of the day photo, shots of her underwear, and on one occasion, a video clip of an actual rain dance she’d found online. And although David never once responded, she could at least picture him smiling as he read, listened or watched, and that made her feel connected, and she had to stay connected or she really thought she’d go insane.

	At the start of week two, Sarah’s world tilted dramatically when a quick check of her diary revealed her period was two days late. Breathless with hope, she went pelting off to buy a home pregnancy test—and although a quick visit to the staff bathroom produced an unequivocal ‘not pregnant’ result, she remained convinced that she was pregnant, just too newly pregnant for an accurate test reading.

	So she bought another test to take in a week’s time, and meanwhile forced herself to eat regularly for the sake of the baby, abandoned alcohol, and pondered the best way to tell David the news. Once she told David, her life would fall into idyllic place. She just knew it. She opted to skip out of her weekly catch-up with the girls, though—that level of pretence was beyond her until the pregnancy issue was resolved.

	At the end of week two, she arrived home from work to find a parcel on her doorstep and her heartbeat went into overdrive as she caught the hint of patchouli, dark rose, and brandy cream that wafted up from it. Her heartbeat stuttered then stalled, however, when she opened it to find her red dress and shoes on top of the other clothes David had taken from her place to make room in her wardrobe for his suit. She couldn’t believe he’d posted them back to her rather than delivering them in person, and she certainly couldn’t understand why there was no note—for which she’d searched more thoroughly than a crime scene investigator swabbed for DNA.

	It was a dark moment.

	After all her texts and calls, he couldn’t pen one line, even to say, ‘Here’s your stuff back’?

	At that point, Sarah decided it was time to stop pretending everything was okay in favour of some hard-core campaign advice to effect a reconciliation with the man she loved. She needed Lane, the doyenne of cool, calm, collected; she needed the queen of street smarts, Erica the Oracle, and she finally needed to confess all to ‘do you want me to beat the garbage out of him’ Adam, because he was a guy and as a recently reformed commitment-phobe he might have some tips to offer for winning over her own.

	One phone call determined that Lane and Adam were at home, and a second sent Erica haring off to meet her at their place. All that was left to do was grab her new pregnancy testing kit (because she was suddenly feeling lucky) and sally forth in a taxi.

	Adam lived in a lovingly restored historic terrace house in Newtown, which she’d considered one of the coolest suburbs in Sydney ever since she’d gone to university in nearby Camperdown. Adam’s house had been her second home—so different from the soon-to-be ex grand family home in genteel Mosman. But now that Adam and Lane were living together, Sarah knew she could no longer run tame at Adam’s, coming and going at will. It was time to hand in the key Adam had given her and move on.

	When the taxi dropped her off, she took a moment to gaze fondly at the graceful old façade of Adam’s house and say a quiet, private farewell. She felt buoyed and happy at being about to enact the key return scene—a symbolic gesture indicating she was finally all grown up and ready to live not with her mother or her father, and not with her brother, but in a place that was perfect for the next phase of her life. Like, perhaps, a glamorous, inner-city apartment, with a view of the Sydney Harbour Bridge and an artist in residence.

	The buoyant happiness lasted through two whole steps towards the house—which was when the cramp hit low in her belly, doubling her over.

	She knew what the cramp meant. Knew that all her happiness was being torn away in that one irreversible, bleeding moment. Knew that she would not, after all, be living in a glamorous, inner-city apartment, with a view of the Sydney Harbour Bridge and an artist in residence.

	She couldn’t move. Didn’t want to move. Ever, ever, ever again.

	She heard a car door close behind her, then Erica’s husky voice, ‘Sarah, did you drop something?’

	But she couldn’t speak, couldn’t even turn her head. She wanted to vomit. Vomit and die. Because she was never going to see David again.

	‘Sarah?’ Hurrying steps. ‘What is it?’

	‘My period,’ she gasped, and started to cry. ‘I’m getting my period.’

	‘Okay, not sure why that’s catastrophic, but I can roll with it.’ Erica, the perfect person in a crisis.

	Arm going around her. Being led along the path. Firm knock on the door. Door opening. Lane standing there, Adam behind her.

	‘What’s wrong?’ Adam asked, alarmed.

	‘She’s getting her period.’ That was Erica. ‘So we don’t need you, Adam.’

	‘Eahhgh!’ That was Adam, a flash of fear on his face that would have made Sarah laugh, except that nothing would ever be funny again.

	‘Don’t be a toe, Adam.’ Erica. ‘Go and get some whisky, but take your time. Lane, help me get her to the bathroom.’

	‘Through here.’ That was Lane, to Erica. And then to Adam: ‘We’ll see you in the library when you’re brave enough.’

	The library, where all the big discussions were held, all the crises dealt with.

	‘Okay, I’ll get the whisky and see you in … in a while,’ Adam said—which didn’t make sense. He kept the whisky in the library. Should Sarah remind him? No. Too many words needed. And really, who cared?

	Things moving fast. Bathroom. Weeping uncontrollably as she confronted the physical evidence; sobbing while taking care of the physical necessities. The library. Being settled into Adam’s favourite green leather armchair; Erica tucking a rug around her while Lane dragged two other armchairs into position; Erica reaching for one of her hands, Lane taking the other.

	‘So,’ Erica said. ‘The problem is …?’

	‘I wanted to be pregnant,’ Sarah said.

	Erica and Lane exchanged glances. ‘To David Bennett?’ Erica asked carefully.

	Sarah nodded.

	‘But aren’t you on the pill?’ Erica asked.

	‘Yes, but accidents happen, don’t they? Nothing’s foolproof. So when I was late, which I never am, I thought … I thought … Oh goodness.’

	Erica squeezed her hand hard. ‘Okay, the tears are seriously disturbing me, so can you snap out of it?’

	Sarah pulled both hands free and wiped at her eyes. ‘Sorry, you know how much I hate crying, but it’s a desperate situation.’

	Erica and Lane exchanged another glance. ‘Yeah, I would have thought being pregnant to a man you’ve only known for a few months and who you’ve just split up with would be a better definition of “desperate”,’ Erica said quizzically. ‘So what the heck’s going on?’

	Sarah’s bottom lip was trembling again. ‘Nothing’s going on. Nothing’s been going on for two weeks.’

	Pause while Erica and Lane exchanged another look, and then Erica ventured a cautious: ‘Yes, but that was the plan. Broken curse—move on, right?’

	‘Yes.’

	‘But you still wanted to be pregnant?’ Erica asked, bemused.

	‘Yes, because I love him, and it’s the only way I can have him.’

	Erica stiffened. ‘I hope you’re not about to tell us you were trying to baby trap him.’

	‘Baby trap? No!’ And then Sarah frowned. ‘Oh! Oh, well, yes, I suppose I was, in a way.’

	‘Sarah Quinn! Of all the despicable—’

	‘No, no, it’s not like that. David would have been happy. Elated, overjoyed, thrilled—’

	‘God help us all,’ Erica said before she could get a head of steam going. ‘No more synonyms, or I’ll slap you.’

	‘Sarah.’ Lane—venturing in with caution. ‘Perhaps you could start by telling us why you really split up?’

	‘Because he loves me,’ Sarah said.

	Erica passed a hand over her eyes. ‘Okay, now I really don’t understand.’ Erica turned to Lane. ‘Do you?’

	Lane shook her head.

	‘Right, Sarah,’ Erica said, all business. ‘Rewind. Tell us everything, leave nothing—and I mean nothing—out.’

	‘It started nine years ago …’

	***

	There was a long silence after Sarah stopped talking.

	And then Lane said, ‘You know, Sarah, you’re quite lucky in a way.’

	Sarah blinked at her. That was not the reaction she was expecting. Where was the sympathy? The commiseration? ‘How so?’

	‘Think about it. Most couples don’t know they’re going to have a conception problem until it’s too late. They’re already married, and they’ve probably tried to procreate for a couple of years, and that’s when they start thinking something’s wrong. So they go to the doctor and get a nasty shock, and then they have to start figuring out what to do.’

	‘Like David and Rebel,’ Sarah said.

	‘Yes, like David and Rebel. She probably thought she’d hit the genetic jackpot with David, because he’s such a beautiful man. What a shame they didn’t go for fertility testing before they got married, since that was so important to her. It would have saved a lot of time and emotional upheaval.’

	Sarah looked at Erica to see if she was as shocked as Sarah was at Lane’s unfolding argument, but Erica was leaning back in her chair, relaxed and smiling. Appreciative, even.

	‘You, on the other hand,’ Lane continued, ‘can go into your relationship—or not, as the case may be—with your eyes wide open.’ She focused on the painting on the wall behind Sarah, but didn’t appear to be actually seeing it. ‘Hmm, I must try and find some statistics on how many people separate because of infertility.’

	Sarah winced. ‘That’s so … clinical.’

	Lane brought her eyes to Sarah. Calm and steady. ‘Well of course it is. I thought you were treating this as a clinical problem.’

	‘It’s not clinical. It’s emotional.’

	Lane tilted her head to the side, like a curious professor. ‘Isn’t this all about conception?’

	‘No, no, no.’ Sarah waved an impatient hand. ‘Children either come or they don’t.’

	Tilt to the other side. ‘So David is not a sperm donor?’

	‘No!’

	Tilt. ‘So why are you both treating him as though he is a sperm donor? I mean, David thinking he has nothing to offer you if he can’t impregnate you, and you desperate to be impregnated, even though you don’t seem to think children are essential.’

	At that point, Erica burst out laughing. ‘Lane, I love you so much, I wish I could impregnate you myself.’

	‘Hel-lo!’ Adam said, catching the tail end of Erica’s comment as he came into the room carrying a tray with four glasses and a small bottle of Coke.

	Lane smiled as she stood. ‘Let’s do an experiment, since we don’t happen to have any statistics to hand. I’ll ask Adam what he’d do in Rebel and Sarah’s situation.’

	‘But I’m not Rebel,’ Sarah said, and was ignored.

	Lane’s shining eyes were firmly on Adam. ‘Who knows? Maybe he’d tell me to pack my bags.’

	‘Ask Adam anything you like,’ Adam said, ‘as long as you understand upfront there will be no bags being packed, and no impregnation unless I’m the one doing it.’

	Lane walked over to him. ‘You just have to answer one very simple question,’ she said, and kissed his cheek. ‘Would you still want me if I couldn’t have children?’

	Adam smiled into her eyes. ‘You freaked me out me for a minute there,’ he said, but a closer look at Lane, then at Sarah, then at Erica, wiped the smile from his face. ‘Oh, that’s not …? No! That can’t be a serious question.’

	‘That is a serious question,’ Lane said.

	Adam put the tray on the table where the whisky was. ‘Then here is a serious answer.’ He reached for Lane, drawing her into his arms and thoroughly, passionately kissing her. ‘Yes, Lane, I want you any way you come.’

	Which made Sarah start crying again. ‘That is so perfect! Why can’t he want me like that?’

	Erica got up to pour herself a whisky. ‘It seems pretty clear that he does want you like that, Sarah. We just need to work out how to snap him out of his sperm obsession and make him see he can have you.’

	‘Sperm obsession?’ Adam said, looking like he’d just swallowed a glass full of the stuff. ‘Okay, that’s enough.’ He released Lane and busied himself pouring whisky into the three remaining glasses. ‘Let’s keep this simple, Sarah. Just tell me who I have to kill.’ He picked up the Coke. ‘And since I’m voluntarily adding this to my finest single-malt whisky, I’m man enough to ask what getting your period has to do with it.’


CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX

	For the first two weeks without Sarah, David told himself he was doing fine.

	Okay, maybe he hadn’t been doing fine exactly. A person couldn’t stop eating and sleeping, neurotically paint the same woman over and over, and dive for his phone every time a certain ring tone sounded even though he knew he couldn’t accept the calls or respond to the text messages, and still be classified as doing fine. So maybe he was doing sort-of fine rather than straight-out fine.

	Then, on the fifteenth day, the calls and texts stopped, and David stopped pretending he was doing anything remotely close to ‘fine’. He was not fine. He was the antithesis of fine.

	Telling himself it was for the best that their last connection had been severed didn’t have any positive impact on his daily suffering. It didn’t seem to matter how many times he told himself over the following contact-free weeks that now Sarah was moving on and living the life she was meant to live, he himself would soon achieve some semblance of normality. He simply wasn’t normal.

	Unless ‘normal’ equated to wandering around the apartment like a ghost, hating everything about it.

	Unless ‘normal’ meant sleeping with his own sweater, which he refused to launder because it smelled like every perfume Sarah had ever worn—only worse, because the Sarah potpourri was mingled with his own scent, and having the evidence of the two of them trapped in the one place was a special kind of torture.

	Unless ‘normal’ was avoiding Lane at the office—not only because seeing someone who was in Sarah’s life was like physical torture, but also because he didn’t want to risk a breakdown should Lane volunteer any distressing information (like, say, that Sarah was dating some useless idiot). Was it ‘normal’ to run away on three separate occasions when he’d seen Lane walking in his direction? Run away, at work, like a scared little boy?

	Well, he was scared, dang it. Scared he’d start crying like a baby if someone said Sarah’s name out loud. And being scared over that wasn’t ‘normal’, it was pathetic.

	When he received the news that his portrait of Sarah, which he’d titled Bluebell, was a finalist in the Langman Portrait Prize, the first thing he thought of was Sarah on that last morning asking, ‘Can I see it? At the exhibition at least?’ It had been six weeks since he’d seen her, and yet her voice, asking that, was still as clear as a bell in his head.

	Would she still want to see it? If he sent her an invitation to the opening, would she come? Could he bear to see her knowing nothing had changed and he still couldn’t have her?

	After another sleepless night, he caved and asked the organizers to send Sarah an official invitation to Opening Night. And then a whole raft of new questions started thrashing around in his head. Feeble, pitiable questions. What should he wear to the opening? How should he do his hair to hide the grey? What time might Sarah get there? What time should he get there? Should he perhaps have his eyelashes tinted?

	Yes, he was teetering on the brink of madness.

	But when the opening night of the Langman Portrait Prize exhibition finally rolled around four weeks later, and David arrived with his eyelashes blackened (God help him!), scoured to within an inch of flaying the flesh off his body, doused in the scent Sarah loved, with his hair arranged in a perfect state of dishevelment, dressed in his suave-but-not-so-suave-as-to-look-like-a-jerk black pants and a slim-fitting dark blue shirt that matched his eyes …?

	Sarah didn’t turn up.

	It was a night of hectic schmoozing, made all the schmoozier for him when Bluebell was named runner-up, and David had consumed way too much substandard sparkling wine—but he felt flat and dull and despondent.

	Because Sarah didn’t turn up.

	Her brother, however, did.

	There were only twenty minutes left until the event was scheduled to end when Adam Quinn strode into the gallery and parked himself squarely in front of Bluebell as though he had no intention of moving from the spot for the next millennium, or until he was good and ready—whichever came first.

	David, watching him from across the gallery, experienced the same desire to run away as he’d experienced with Lane in the office, but there was no way he could indulge such cowardice man to man. So he simply waited for the summons he knew would come.

	And yep, there it was. A turn of the head, eyes zeroing in on David as though Adam had known exactly where to look. At that moment, David had to marvel at the hundred and eighty degree turnaround in Lane’s taste in men, from him to Adam, because they were as different as the Archangel Gabriel and Lucifer.

	And then Adam smiled coldly, and crooked his finger, and David knew Gabriel was in deep trash. But hot on the heels of that, he realized he actually wanted the confrontation. In a warped genealogical way, Adam was as close as he was going to get to Sarah, and that was worth the risk of public dismemberment.

	So he headed across the gallery, which was starting to empty, and held out his hand to shake. ‘Adam,’ he said. ‘Do I need my shield?’

	‘By all means, grab your shield,’ Adam said, crunching David’s hand hard enough to bring tears to a lesser man’s eyes. ‘As long as you don’t expect it to be any use if I decide to hurt you.’

	That surprised a laugh out of David. ‘Is that what you’re going to do?’

	‘Let’s start talking and we’ll see.’ He turned back to the painting. ‘Don’t bother trying to deny you’re in love with my sister because the proof is on the canvas.’

	David stood beside him, gazing at Sarah’s face. The laughing eyes, the quizzical brow with its defined punctuation mark, the lush creaminess of her skin, the delicate pinkness of her perfect mouth. It hurt, every time he looked at the painting, knowing he wouldn’t touch her again. ‘I wasn’t going to deny it. I am in love with her.’

	‘Then what the heck is wrong with you?’

	‘It’s complicated.’ Slight pause. ‘And none of your business.’

	‘I make it my business whenever my chronically happy sister bursts into my house bawling her eyes out because she’s menstruating.’

	‘Menstruating,’ David said, as his heart lurched. Sarah, crying because she was menstruating. His fault that she had to be sad over it.

	‘Menstruating,’ Adam repeated, with distaste. ‘A word I never thought I’d be saying out loud. I could beat the garbage out of you for that alone.’

	‘If you’re using that word, I’m guessing you know the problem.’

	‘I do. And here’s some free advice for you: get over yourself. It’s not the worst thing that can happen to a guy. You still have working tackle, right? Working well and frequently from what I hear—and the fact that I have heard it, against my will what’s more, is another reason I could beat the garbage out of you.’

	David half-groaned, half-laughed. ‘Can she never shut up?’

	Adam’s mouth quirked up at the corner. ‘No, she cannot. It’s an impossibility. Before you go any further with her, you’d better come to terms with that.’

	‘I’m not going any further with her.’

	Adam made a noncommittal grunting sound.

	David swallowed. ‘I thought she’d be here tonight.’

	‘She thought you wouldn’t want to see her.’

	‘Did she ask you to talk to me?’

	‘She asked me not to.’

	Silence. And then David couldn’t help himself. ‘Is she … okay?’ Goodness, what did ‘okay’ even mean?

	‘Well let’s see, she’s lost two kilos in weight and she looks like a plate of stone-cold death.’ As David sucked in a pained breath, Adam looked him over. ‘In other words, I’d say she’s about as okay as you are. So no, she’s not “okay”.’

	‘Goodness.’ David dragged a hand through his hair. ‘You have to make her eat. She needs to put on weight. Pizza. Ice cream—white chocolate mint.’

	‘Yes, thank you for that advice, Doctor. But she says she’s too wretched to eat. Even pizza or white chocolate mint ice cream.’

	David raised a hand, dropped it. ‘I didn’t want to hurt her.’

	‘And yet, you did hurt her.’

	Up came the hand again. Down. ‘I didn’t think she’d fall in love with me.’

	‘And yet, she is in love with you.’

	Hand up … and down. ‘I just want her to have the life she wants.’

	‘And yet, she doesn’t have the life she wants.’ Adam clapped his hand on David’s shoulder. ‘Keep going, mate, your score so far is awesome.’

	‘She deserves better than me.’

	‘Ah, now that, I can agree with,’ Adam said, and released his crushing grip on David’s shoulder.

	‘Thank you.’ Dry as dust.

	‘Well, seriously, how big a idiotwit can you be? You spring some big secret on Sarah out of the blue, and without giving her time to even think about it you decide that at some undetermined point in the future she’s not going to want you any more, so you leave her? Do you know how stupid that is?’

	David set his jaw. ‘It’s for her own good.’

	‘Is that so?’

	Teeth gritted. ‘Yes.’

	‘Because I’m thinking maybe it’s for your own good. And look, I get it, I do, that need to cling to whatever garbage happened to you in the past as some kind of protection against getting hurt.’ He laughed, short and mirthless. ‘Heaven knows I’ve been guilty of it myself.’

	‘I just want her to have everything she wants.’

	‘Unless what she wants is you, apparently—in which case it’s a straight-out “no”.’

	Unanswerable.

	‘Can you even hear yourself?’ Adam went on. ‘Talking about what you want for Sarah, what you think is good for Sarah. What makes you think it’s your call to choose what’s good for Sarah, without even trying to involve her in the decision? And why the heck are you so focused on what you can’t give her, instead of what you can?’

	‘Sarah told me from day one she wants children.’

	‘Then give her some options, because there are options and you know it.’

	‘What if they don’t work?’

	‘Then that will be a nasty piece of rotten luck. And yeah, maybe one day Sarah will leave you because of it—not that I see it happening but, hey, life is unpredictable. I guess there’s as much chance of that happening as you getting bored and screwing other women, in which case she’ll flick you for that. Or maybe she’ll have an affair, and you’ll flick her. Or one of you could get run over by a bus next week—and if that happens, won’t you be so glad you spent your last weeks on earth apart, tearing your hearts out!’

	‘Enough!’ Breathe. ‘For goodness sake, enough.’

	‘But if you insist on obsessing over sperm—and for the record, they’re Erica’s words, not mine and the fact that I am saying them … well, I really want to hurt you—then I need to ask you a question on Sarah’s behalf. If Sarah was the one with the antibodies, would you dump her when you found out, the way Rebel dumped you?’

	‘No!’

	‘Okay—another question. Is Sarah like Rebel, in any way at all?’

	‘What? No!’

	‘So why are you so sure Sarah would act the same way Rebel did when you say she’s nothing like Rebel? And what makes you think you’re more … quixotic I believe the word is …? More quixotic than Sarah, that she would do to you what you wouldn’t dream of doing to her?’ Long pause. ‘No answer? Then don’t make my sister pay just because you chose the wrong woman the first time around.’

	Silence, as they both reverted to looking at the painting.

	And then Adam smacked his hand on David’s back—a little harder than necessary. ‘You know, if I were you, I’d be afraid, very afraid.’

	‘What the heck does that mean?’

	‘That means that Sarah has a freakish ability to get what she wants. Given you’re what she wants, you should be shaking in your shoes trying to figure out what she’s plotting.’

	‘She hasn’t tried to call me. Not for weeks.’

	‘Aha. Scary.’

	‘You’re a mongrel, you know that?’

	‘Hey, I owe you for Lane.’

	‘Nothing happened with Lane—why won’t you Quinns accept that?’

	‘Doesn’t mean I don’t want to take you down because it might have.’

	‘I appreciate your restraint. Which is why I’m not going to tell you the scheme Sarah had in mind for me and Lane when you two broke up.’

	‘Yeah, I definitely don’t need to hear that.’ Adam closed his eyes briefly. ‘So as a reward for your restraint, I’m going to give you a heads-up that Erica is about to stage an intervention. She has enough single men on the books to guarantee dates for Sarah until the end of the year.’

	David had the strongest desire to stick his fingers in his ears, and repressed it only with the greatest effort.

	That side of Adam’s mouth quirked up again. ‘Don’t like that idea, do you?’

	‘No, I hate it, but I still think—’ He broke off. ‘Goodness, I don’t know what I think.’

	‘Then there’s Sarah’s own nebulous plan to make herself more exciting for the next man in her life.’

	‘What does the nebulous plan involve?’

	‘Nebulous means it’s not exactly defined, doesn’t it?’

	‘Nebulous. Hazy, imprecise, vague, unclear.’

	‘You’re such a goner,’ Adam said, laughing. ‘You might as well throw in the towel immediately.’

	David crossed defensive arms over his chest and shook his head, wanting to run but needing to hear.

	‘Okay, if that’s how you want to play it,’ Adam said. ‘For starters, the plan involves moving this side of the Bridge—which is probably timely, since Mum’s decided to sell the house and live in Italy with Massimo. That’ll leave Sarah homeless so she might as well move closer to me.’

	‘She’s selling the house from under Sarah? She can’t do that.’

	‘Why not? It’s her house? Now where was I …? Oh, yes, moving this side of the Bridge. The next thing is developing something called … ennui? Yes, ennui.’ Both sides of Adam’s mouth were quirking at that. ‘An irresistible quality, I understand. And I think there was some mention of a guy called Mike and his cocaine supply.’

	‘Are you serious?’ David—in a state of near apoplexy. ‘What the heck kind of brother are you?’

	‘The good kind, or I would have broken you into several pieces by now. And on that note, I’m off. If I see you around, David, well and good. If I don’t, have a nice life.’

	‘Wait,’ David said, and Adam stopped. ‘You were joking about the cocaine, right?’

	‘Do you care?’

	‘Of course I care.’

	‘Well, you’ve got a phone. Use it. Ask her. Oh, and, David? One more thing. For goodness sake, lay off the eyelash tint.’

	***

	You’ve got a phone; ask her.

	Really, there were all sorts of things David could ask Sarah.

	If the parcel with her clothes and shoes had arrived safely.

	About the sale of the house.

	Where exactly she was moving.

	Perhaps he could segue into asking why she hadn’t come tonight. If she was coming to see the painting another day. Which day?

	How many dates Erica had organized for her and which ones she was excited about?

	No, harass that. He’d ask her if she remembered their last night together. Did she dream about him the way he dreamed of her? Did she still love him?

	And hell, yes, maybe he would ask her about the cocaine.

	Goodness, how to start?

	It needed thought. A lot of thought.

	So it wasn’t until the next day he tried.

	Five times. No response.

	The day after that, he tried again.

	Seven times. No joy.

	The next day, ten attempts.

	Nothing.

	At which point David knew what had happened. Sarah had blocked him. Like all those jerks he’d told her to dump and block.

	And—bingo! Out came the black knight. He was loading the mace and the broadsword and the siege tower. He was going to steal the damsel from right under the nose of that wimp of a white knight he’d never ever believed in anyway. He was done with wishing Sarah a nice life without him. He didn’t want her to get over him. He didn’t want her forgetting him and moving on. What he wanted, very simply, was her. Any way he could get her for as long as she would stay.

	And for the first time since he’d left Sarah’s flat all those weeks ago, David smiled.


CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN

	The plan Erica had put to Sarah that night at Adam’s had sounded simple.

	• Sarah was to stop calling and texting David forthwith.

	• Sarah would not go and see the painting.

	• Adam—who went to see the exhibition every year—would attend the opening, corner David, and leave him with a few home truths to mull over.

	• Sarah would then block David’s number.

	Erica predicted that the combination of no calls or texts, Adam’s interference, and the blocking, would have David on Sarah’s doorstep within a week of opening night.

	But day eight came and went, and David failed to show.

	At that point, it occurred to Sarah that Erica’s plan might do the inconceivable and fail.

	Over the next seven days, she sought daily advice from all three of her co-conspirators, only to receive vague, noncommittal, placatory, nothing answers.

	So Sarah decided it was time to take matters into her own hands.

	She dug out her brand-new underwear, bought with David in mind—the most delectable, frothy, frilly, tiny French knickers in cream, sprinkled with hot pink dots, and matching bra—and called a taxi.

	***

	It was a scary moment, waiting for Sarah Quinn to arrive.

	It had been eighty-five days since he’d seen her; and sixteen days since Adam had posed the all-important question: Why the heck are you so focused on what you can’t give her, instead of what you can?

	Sixteen days in which David had taken that question, interpreted it, devised a plan, and set the wheels in motion for a flawless implementation.

	Sixteen days in which he’d had increasingly frantic calls from Erica trying to speed the process along, and a less frantic but more deadly office visit from Lane, who’d calmly informed him that ‘statistically speaking’, women fell in love more often than men so he should perhaps think about what that could mean should he continue to take his own sweet time.

	But now, everything was ready. Arranged to perfection.

	It was a Saturday, and he’d been assured Sarah had no specific plans. Adam was on board to get Sarah where she needed to be at the right time, and any minute now, David would hear her footsteps. Any minute now … heart hammering … any minute now … hands sweating … any minute now … God, please don’t let me lick her … any … minute … now …

	Riing.

	Ring. As in phone. Goodness, not now!

	Ears pricked for sounds of Sarah’s approach, David dug into his back pocket, pulled out his phone and checked the caller ID. Uh-oh. This call he had to take. ‘Adam?’

	‘Sorry, mate, but we’re scuppered.’

	‘Scuppered? As in …’

	‘As in scuppered.’

	‘But— You did call her, right?’

	‘Yes—and she was in a taxi on her way to SydneyScape Apartments. Apparently, she had an epiphany and decided to take matters into her own hands.’

	David’s heart seized. ‘What epiphany?’

	‘Incredible, I don’t even know what “epiphany” means.’ Adam laughed—cruel mongrel! ‘The girls did try to hurry you along. We all knew this was a possibility. Sarah isn’t the most patient person in the world, and heaven knows she’s a schemer—look what she did when Lane needed sex lessons. That was my life done. And I got Lane’s brother a bonus prize to factor in. Should I warn you we’ll be spreading that load when Brad goes to university next year?’ Another laugh. ‘Nah, plenty of time to initiate you into that nightmare. Anyway, good luck.’

	David had a silent freak-out after Adam disconnected. He’d probably only missed Sarah by fifteen minutes, and yet everything was over, his plan in ruins.

	He wanted to strangle her. And kiss her. And … laugh. It was just so her. Strangle, kiss, laugh—all at the same time! Goodness, that couldn’t be normal, could it?

	He scrubbed his hands over his face. What a disaster. He was here waiting for her and she was there. She was … she was … Oh!

	She was there.

	On her way to see him.

	Only he wasn’t there, he was here. Still here.

	Two minutes later, he was driving like a maniac while making a hands-free call to the SydneyScape concierge desk.

	‘John? David Bennett here,’ he said. ‘Any minute now, my … my model, Sarah Quinn, you know her, is going to arrive. Yes, the cute little blonde. Don’t let her know I’ve called you, but keep here there. Pretend to call me, or … or hell, do whatever you have to, but do not let her leave or I will kill you. I mean it.’

	



	CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT

	Although Sarah was too keyed-up to relax, she nevertheless acceded to the concierge’s request that she take a seat while he called ‘Mr Bennett’. Then that she keep her seat, while ‘Mr Bennett’ finished doing something mumble-mumble-undetermined, at which time ‘Mr Bennett’ would be available.

	So she sat, and chewed her thumbnail, crossed and uncrossed her legs, and fidgeted. Eventually, nervous energy overcame her and she had to stand to do a little pacing. Towards the elevators (in case they opened and disgorged ‘Mr Bennett’), and back; towards them, and back. The concierge was looking a little frayed, so she thought about going over to him for a friendly chat to take both their minds off the situation. It was what she’d normally do—except that she was now so nervous, she wasn’t sure she had enough saliva to speak without making nasty sticky-click dry-mouth sounds.

	Another five minutes passed, and Sarah started to fear David had forgotten she was in the building. Should she ask the concierge to call and remind him? She took one step towards the desk, but checked herself as the concierge, who’d been watching her, widened his eyes, looking completely panicked.

	A mental picture of what she must look like to the casual observer formed in her head. An uninvited girl, pacing around the lobby, wearing a trench coat like some Mata Hari wannabe. The concierge must think she was on drugs, or mad, or desperate. Thank goodness he didn’t have X-ray vision, because if he could see the underwear that was all she had on under her trench coat, he’d assume she was a sex maniac to boot.

	Of course, for all she knew, the concierge was regularly running interference for David with uninvited women who arrived wearing nothing but underwear beneath their trench coats. Maybe David hadn’t forgotten she was here, but was instead waiting her out, hoping she’d eventually get sick of loitering in the lobby and leave.

	Embarrassing, mortifying, humiliating, debasing thought. Oh goodness. Oh goodness, oh goodness, oh goodness. She had to get out of here before she made an even bigger fool of herself than she already had. She adjusted her shoulder bag in a businesslike manner and addressed the concierge in a clear voice: ‘When Mr Bennett calls down, would you please inform him I had to leave to keep another appointment?’

	‘No!’ the concierge cried. ‘Please, wait.’

	But Sarah was already heading for the exit, and only half-turned to smile and wave an artfully careless hand. ‘I’ve been waiting long enough,’ she muttered under her breath, as she refocused on the exit … on the … on … oh …

	David! She stared. Stared harder through the glass. Was it really him or was that a mirage she’d conjured up?

	Sarah looked behind her where the elevators were, from whence David should have emerged (if he was going to emerge) and then back. But that was definitely him, preparing to swipe his pass key. He was as effortlessly cool as always, in finely checked brown pants, a crisply ironed white shirt and brown suede shoes.

	But he was looking … intense. Scarily intense.

	He barely waited for the doors to slide open before bursting in and steaming towards her. So … had he not been in the apartment after all? Or was there a secret exit/entrance somewhere? Not that she could figure out why he’d use a secret exit/entrance. Or why the concierge would lie to her about where he was.

	And then he stopped in front of her, and her thoughts scattered.

	***

	She smelled of Jasmin Noir—the perfume David knew she classified as her sexiest. Good sign. His heart was pounding, his blood rushing, his hands reaching because he couldn’t stop them, didn’t want to stop, had to touch, had to. A spilt second, that was all it took for her to be in his arms. Another, and his mouth was on hers.

	Goodness, how he’d missed this, missed her. He never wanted to stop. He wanted more, needed more. Hands cupping her bottom, lifting her, grinding against her. She whimpered, he groaned.

	A different sound … Ignore. It came again. No! He didn’t want to hear. A cough. Another. Once more—loud. And at last it filtered through to David’s fuddled brain. John, the concierge.

	David tore his mouth away. Goodness, had he really been about to skewer Sarah in the lobby in front of John? Yes, yes he had.

	Mauling her in the lobby. This was not how he’d planned it. And if John dared to cough again, or so much as squeak, he was going to vault over the top of the concierge desk and smash his face in.

	Sarah’s tremulous smile as she gazed up at him was more than his temper could take at that point. Which was the justification he gave himself for snarling at her: ‘What the heck are you doing here?’

	Her eyes went wide with shock—and then she lifted her fist and punched him in the shoulder. ‘That’s the first thing you can think of to say to me?’ she demanded, in a voice that shook.

	David’s response was to grab her punching arm and start dragging her out of the building. He paused to fling a ‘Thanks for your help,’ over his shoulder at John—who had the good sense to pretend to be doing something other than goggling at them.

	He’d left the car parked illegally on the street, motor running, and that was his justification for dragging Sarah around to the passenger side like she was a sack of potatoes (hey, it was faster than arguing). He yanked open the door. ‘In,’ he ordered.

	One look at his face, and Sarah got in.

	***

	Sarah was shaking. Anger, lust, fear, hope. This wasn’t how she’d envisaged their first meeting. It was more primal than romantic. More wild than sentimental. More caveman than sophisticate. Not that she had a problem with being kissed until she throbbed—God, no. But why was David driving away from the building instead of racing her up to his apartment and into bed? And what he’d said! What the heck are you doing here? What the … the idiot did he think she was doing? Inspecting retail property? Borrowing a cup of sugar? Having an affair with John or whatever his name was?

	Well, she’d be darned if she was going to be the first to break the tense silence.

	Cursed!

	She smoothed the trench coat over her lap, noting that her hands were atremble. She looked out the passenger window, then through the windscreen, then at David, back to the window. Ran her hands over her lap again. Contemplated stripping to her underwear then and there, which would force David to say something. Decided the car was too small.

	And gave up, because she could not take it and she just had to speak. ‘Where are we going?’

	‘Don’t talk, Sarah.’

	‘I think you know I’m going to have to talk.’

	Silence. He just drove, looking straight ahead.

	‘So then,’ she said slowly, ‘if the whole where-are-we-going thing is too hard to answer, how about I ask something easier? Like, why didn’t you answer any of my thousands of phone calls and text messages?’

	‘It wasn’t thousands.’

	‘Oh, so you got them, did you? Nice to know!’

	‘Yes, I got them, all right? Every single one. I didn’t block you.’

	‘I blocked you because … because … Because, that’s why.’

	‘That makes a lot of sense.’

	‘As much sense as not answering my calls, or responding to my texts.’

	‘Goodness, Sarah, can we just … just wait.’

	‘I’ve been waiting. And now I’m done waiting.’

	‘If you’d just waited fifteen more minutes!’ One hand let go of the steering wheel, then slapped down hard on it. ‘Fifteen lousy minutes.’

	‘What are you talking about?’

	‘You’ll see when we get where we’re going.’

	‘Which is where?’

	‘You’ll see,’ he said grimly.

	‘Maybe I don’t want to see, with you looking like a thundercloud and banging steering wheels.’

	‘Shut up, Sarah,’ he said, and put his foot down, staring through the windscreen as though trying to conjure the Northern Lights.

	‘Anyway, I know where we’re going,’ Sarah said five minutes later, as they drove onto Sydney Harbour Bridge and her heart sank. She looked up at the arches overhead. She’d always thought of the Bridge as a barrier—protecting her life, sorting those she wanted in it, from those she wanted to keep at a distance. But for the first time ever, she hated it. It was keeping her in her own world, and she didn’t want to be there any more. She wanted to be with David in the storm.

	By the time David pulled into her street, she was miserable. Defeated. ‘If you didn’t want to see me,’ she said dully, ‘all you had to say was “Go home where you belong, Sarah” and I could have caught a taxi.’

	A laugh burst out of him. ‘As if you would have gone home! You would have stuck like the burr up my arse that you are. And in any case, I did want to see you. And where you belong is with … Well, you’ll see.’

	He pulled in behind a car that was parked in front of her mother’s house.

	‘You did want to see me?’ she asked.

	‘I did. I do.’

	‘Oh.’ Hope shimmering, she looked at him … and found him unbuckling his seatbelt. Okay, that wasn’t right. ‘Why aren’t you driving all the way around to the flat?’

	David’s response was to get out and come around to open her door.

	‘Did you see that car?’ he asked, and jerked his head at the car he’d parked behind.

	‘It’s hard to miss a nice bright chartreuse.’

	‘Your favourite colour.’

	‘Yes.’

	‘So … you like it? The car?’

	‘The chartreuse one? Yes, I guess,’ she said hesitantly. And then, because he seemed to expect her to say more, added, ‘It’s a BMW, like yours.’

	‘You said …’ He cleared his throat. ‘You said you liked my BMW, and that’s the car you’d choose for yourself, only in a colour that wasn’t white.’

	‘And I do, but … Hang on, are you saying this is yours? But …’ Looking from one car to the other—they were identical, except for the colour. ‘Why do you need two cars?’

	‘I don’t.’

	‘So you’re selling one? Well, I guess you must be. So you’re selling the white one? Well, of course you are—that’s the older one, right? Still, I wouldn’t have picked you for a chartreuse car.’

	‘It’s yours, Sarah. I bought it for you.’

	‘But I don’t drive.’

	‘It’s the colour you were wearing that first— Huh? You don’t—?’

	‘Drive,’ she said faintly, stricken, as what he’d done for her, what he’d said, coalesced a moment too late.

	He’d gone very still. ‘You don’t know how to drive or you don’t want to drive?’

	‘I—I— Um …’

	‘Both,’ he said. ‘I see. Oh, well. Oh. Well.’ He smiled, but the dimples didn’t actually indent. ‘Forget the car, and … and come with me into the house.’

	‘The house? Why? It’s been sold. I thought you knew that. There’s nothing in there any more. All the furniture’s in storage, except for the stuff in my flat, and that’s going this week.’

	But David kept walking towards the verandah, so she followed.

	As she watched, bemused, he peered left and right along the verandah. ‘There was supposed to be … Ah, idiot!’ He went to the front door, plucked something out of the join between the door and the doorjamb, and then sighed heavily.

	‘What is it?’ Sarah asked, walking over to him.

	‘Nothing. Something that was supposed to be delivered here wasn’t. Or at least it was but nobody was here to accept it.’

	‘Was it something important?’

	David didn’t answer. He simply dug his hand into his pants pocket, withdrawing a key. A key … to the house?

	‘David, what’s going on?’ she asked. ‘Why do you have a key to the house? Why were you having something delivered here? Adam said the new owner was hoping to meet me here and … Oh! Oh!’ Because it all came suddenly together. ‘Oh my goodness. Oh. My. Goodness. Tell me you didn’t buy this house.’

	He put the key in the lock. ‘I bought this house.’


CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE

	Okay, so she didn’t want the car, despite the custom paint job.

	And okay, the sunflowers—a veritable field of them—hadn’t been delivered because the chump who was supposed to take delivery was chasing Sarah Quinn over the other side of the Sydney Harbour Bridge.

	But she had to be happy about the house.

	A little bit of her world, returned to her, to compensate her for what he couldn’t give her.

	He stepped inside, expecting her to follow him. When she didn’t he turned back to find her on the threshold looking shell-shocked. He frowned. ‘Aren’t you coming in?’

	‘What is this, David? The car? The house? What? Why? I don’t understand.’

	‘I’m sure you know I saw Adam at the Langman launch. He said something … asked me … He asked me why I was so focused on what I couldn’t give you, when I could focus on what I could. And these things, I can give you.’

	‘A house is a “thing”?’

	‘Adam said …’ he began, then hesitated as she sucked in a breath as though breathing actually hurt her. ‘He said you were homeless.’

	‘Oh goodness.’ She covered her face in her hands. ‘Oh, God. He knew you were buying this house?’

	‘Of course he did.’

	‘And he let you?’

	‘I wanted to do it, Sarah. For you.’

	‘That night, when he said I was homeless, it wasn’t supposed to be taken literally.’

	‘So you’re … not homeless?’

	‘Only temporarily.’

	‘Hang on. You knew what Adam was going to say to me that night?’

	Her hands dropped, and she looked at him. ‘Oh, David, of course I did.’

	‘But he said … He said you’d told him not to talk to me, so how could you—’

	‘I did tell him that—but Erica overruled me.’

	It took him a moment to process that. ‘Excuse me if I don’t appreciate the fine print of that.’ He shook his head, as though to clear it. ‘So what you’re telling me is I’ve been team-played by you, Adam, Erica and Lane.’

	‘I had to do something! I … We … We thought … Oh goodness.’

	‘And on the basis of what you all thought amongst yourselves, I’ve bought you a house you apparently don’t want.’

	‘The whole purpose of me being homeless wasn’t for you to buy me a house. I have money, David. Lots of it. I can buy my own house, any time I want. I … have money.’

	‘You have …? Are you telling me you’re rich?’

	‘Sort of. An inheritance, shared with Adam. We don’t talk about it, but … but yes.’

	‘So you don’t need anything I can give you. Not the car. Not the house.’

	‘Not “things”. I don’t need things. The purpose of me being homeless was for me to live with you, David! As in with you. Not alone on the other side of Sydney from you in a house on my own.’

	‘Yes, but it was always my intention to—’

	‘I wanted to live with you because I love you. And I really thought you loved me. Even when you didn’t call me back, when you ignored my texts, I hoped you loved me. I thought you loved me. It almost killed me to block you, you know? But I kept thinking, if you tried to reach me and couldn’t, maybe you’d come and see me. Because that’s what people do when they can’t get through to the person they love. They go a little crazy and they can’t exist until they see for themselves that the person they love is okay.’

	‘Sarah, just listen. It took me a little longer than I planned, but I—’

	‘That’s what I did today, when I finally got sick of waiting. Because I had to see you. Had to. But instead of coming to see me, you bought me a car and a house. Without even asking me if I wanted them!’ She dug into her bag for her phone, thrust it at him. ‘Check the call log, the sent text messages. Add them up. Why was it so hard to respond when you had to know I was going out of my mind trying to find a way to get to you?’

	David tore the phone out of her hand, and without looking at it, threw it over his shoulder where it smashed against the wall and clattered to the floor.

	As Sarah stared open-mouthed at the shattered phone, he dug into the inside pocket of his jacket for the new Samsung Galaxy he’d bought for her. ‘Here,’ he said, holding it out. ‘I bought you a new one.’

	But she refused to take it. ‘I don’t want another thing.’

	‘Take it, curse you. Take it, even though you can buy yourself a diamond-encrusted one! Take it, because everything I wanted to say to you and show you is recorded there. Texts, phone calls, the paintings, all there. Telling you how much I love you, how much I missed you, that I was sorry, that I wanted you with me, that I’d do anything to have you.’

	‘Then what stopped you from telling me?’ she cried, taking the phone but shoving it into her bag without even glancing at it. ‘Not a phone I didn’t even have, but me?’

	‘You know what stopped me. You know. I was—’

	‘Saving me. White Knight style. When I didn’t want to be saved. I just wanted you!’

	‘No! Not that. At least … not just that.’ Deep, shaky breath. ‘I was scared, Sarah.’

	‘So was I! Scared I’d have to live the rest of my life without you. And you let me be scared while you went off on a shopping spree. And now … what? A car, a house, a new phone. What if I say that’s not enough? What next?’

	Oh goodness, what was left? She didn’t need his money. She didn’t need anything he could buy her. There was only one thing left. Himself. What would make her want him? What terms could he offer to make himself acceptable? His barren self. Barren. Rebel’s word. Rebel’s deal. It was all he had left. And for Sarah, he would make himself do it.

	‘I have a deal in mind that might work,’ he said, and hated the flat, resigned desperation of his voice.

	‘A deal? What does it involve? A Lear Jet? A yacht? A private island? A pair of solid gold knickers?’

	‘It’s simpler than that.’ Breath. ‘It’s the same deal Rebel put to me nine years ago.’

	‘I don’t … understand. At least …’ She went white. ‘No. No!’

	‘Why not, Sarah? You, with me, in this house where you were happy once. If all goes well …?’ Shrug. ‘Then all goes well.’

	‘And if it doesn’t?’

	He licked his lips. Goodness, this was hard. ‘If it doesn’t, then I’ll be whatever you want me to be for as long as you like, and you can find someone else to give you the rest.’

	‘Stud and sperm donor,’ she said, her voice cracking.

	His throat felt like it was having a paroxysm, because he had an urgent need to swallow, swallow, swallow—and yet he couldn’t seem to actually do it. All he could do was nod. And wait for her answer.

	‘And why would you agree to this when you wouldn’t agree to it the first time around?’ she asked.

	‘Because I love you.’

	‘You loved her, too.’

	‘Not like … this. Not like this.’

	‘You’ll get over it, over me. That’s what you told me.’

	‘I won’t get over you, Sarah.’ David realized he was rubbing his hand over his aching heart, and couldn’t seem to stop it, even though he knew he must look like a lovesick desperado. Well hell, he was a lovesick desperado—so what? ‘Nine years I was waiting. Lost and lonely, and I didn’t even know it. And then I saw you and there was something about you that I knew I needed. Something that brought me to life and made me want to paint, made me need to paint.’

	‘Oh David, there has to be more than the painting.’

	‘There is more, you are more, you always were, Sarah. Always. My heart knew it. My heart chose you before I knew what was happening, telling me that what I needed you for wasn’t the painting, but for me. And now … Now, without you, my heart is dying. It hurts so much I can barely breathe. I don’t think I want to breathe, without you.’

	‘Don’t say that!’ she said, dashing furiously at her eyes. ‘Don’t tear my soul out if you’re going to offer me a get out of jail free card in the next breath. I don’t want to occupy space in the middle ground while I wait for something else to come along. I thought you didn’t want that, either.’

	‘I want you, Sarah, any way I can get you.’

	‘And I want you! How can you not see I want to be … to be locked in with you, shackled to you, throw away the key?’ She was crying hard now. ‘What will it take to convince you that I’m not her, David? I. Am. Not. Her.’

	‘I know that, Sarah.’

	‘Then stop treating me as though I am. See me! Trust me when I say I love you, only you. Trust me to want you, only you, no matter what. Unless you can do that—and you clearly can’t—then I don’t think I can endure this thing between us.’

	‘Don’t say that.’

	‘I have to, David, because it’s crushing me.’

	‘No, just listen. Just … listen, okay?’

	‘I have to—’ She stopped, choked, waved a distraught hand into the house. ‘I have to go through. Just … to my flat. Can I still go there, now that you own it? Just for a … a minute? To … to think. Or … I don’t know. To think.’

	She didn’t wait for an answer. She walked past him. Into the house.

	But David knew what she was really doing was walking out of his life.


CHAPTER THIRTY

	It was the painting that stopped her, the minute she stepped into the entrance hall.

	The painting at the top of the staircase, of her, in her ruby dress, her red shoes peeping from beneath the hem. It all became instantly, beautifully clear. David had done the painting in the cream sweater for the exhibition, but this painting, in the red dress with her shoes peeking out, was for her. He’d taken her ‘Gustave Leonard de Jonghe’ dress and shoes all those weeks ago not to make room in her wardrobe for his suit for a work meeting, but because he wanted to paint this picture for her. And now that she was seeing it, she knew that what she was wearing wasn’t important. It was the other things—the love, the joy, the fear, the hope—that were important.

	The painting held her spellbound, forcing her to see past herself and see … him. She didn’t know how it could be that she could see David so clearly through a painting of herself—and yet, she could. It felt like it was the first time she was seeing all of him. His struggling need, the towering love that allowed him to risk being hurt by her in a way he hadn’t risked nine years ago. His past, his future, all together. In a painting of her.

	What was she doing, running away because he came to her scarred by the past? So what if he was scarred so deeply he may never fully trust her to stay? Those scars and doubts were what had kept him waiting while she grew up. Those scars had brought him to her when they were ready for each other. Who cared if the future wasn’t all unicorns jumping over rainbows? Unicorns weren’t real. But he was, and she was, and God help her, if he was going to lay his heart out for her to trample on, she could risk him trampling on hers in return. She could stick like the burr up his arse he said she was and prove she was going nowhere without him.

	And the first step was to stop running.

	‘You said, that first night in my apartment, that you wanted timeless elegance,’ David said, coming up behind her. ‘The kind of portrait you could hang at the top of a sweeping staircase. Something that would look good in fifty years. You wanted that dress, and those shoes, and …’ Pause. ‘But I suppose you don’t want the painting, either. Not now.’

	She turned to him, raised drenched eyes to his face. ‘I want the fifty years any way they come, as long as they’re with you. And I want the painting, God I want it, because it shows me you love me, it shows me you. And because of that painting, just there like that, I can’t bear not to have the house—as long as you’re in it. So what do we do, David, to make it work?’

	‘I guess we meet halfway and … try?’ he said. ‘We try, and I keep loving you like crazy, and try to believe you when you say you love me enough to take things as they come.’

	‘I can live with that.’

	‘But I bought you one more “thing”. Well, in addition to the acre of flowers that didn’t get delivered today.’

	‘Flowers?’

	‘Sunflowers. Real, not fake.’

	‘Oh, now sunflowers I can handle.’

	‘Maybe not an acre, though, right?’

	‘I’ll take your acre of real flowers, Dreamboat. Every single one of them.’

	‘This last thing … I hope you’ll like it. I hope you’ll want it.’ He jammed his hands in his pockets, jerked his head towards the mantelpiece, where a solitary snow dome was sitting. ‘It’s there.’

	She walked slowly over to pick up the snow dome and shake it, and as the snow settled she saw that inside was a blond man on his knees, wearing a replica of what David was wearing today—and he was holding out a ring, two-handed. A ring. A life-sized ring. A real ring. A magnificent sapphire ring. And dang, she was crying again. This love thing was a strain on the tear ducts; that was for sure!

	‘The thing is, Sarah,’ he said, coming up behind her again, ‘you’re not just my Fan Caulofrino Fin Fish—you’re every fish in the ocean to me. And you’re the sun, and the moon and stars. You’re all the sunflowers in the world, and every other bloom and leaf and branch and stem and twig, but the only bluebell. And every ice cream flavour is more delicious when I’m eating it with you. I’ll love you all the way to heaven or hell, but I love you most here with me, on earth. I want you so much I’ll do anything, give you anything, be anything you want. So please say yes.’

	She turned, giving the snow dome another shake, waiting for the snow to settle. ‘Well, I would say yes,’ she said, twisting the snow dome around. ‘If I could work out how to get the ring out.’

	‘Oooh, shoot,’ David said, with an almost comical look of chagrin on his face. ‘I didn’t think of that when I commissioned it. I’ll have to take it back.’

	‘Not a chance,’ Sarah said. ‘I’m not waiting one more second for you, so stand clear.’

	‘What are you going to— Oh!’ as the snow dome shattered on the floor.

	Sarah smiled. ‘To tell you the truth, I’m a little over the perfection of snow domes. I needed to break one.’ She stooped to snatch the ring off the tiled floor, and shook off the water. ‘Now I know I’m probably supposed to be ennuied at this moment as the imminent Mrs Bennett, but I’m sorry to have to tell you that’s the one thing you’re never going to be able to teach me to be.’

	‘That’s okay—I’m not feeling so ennuied myself just at the moment.’

	‘Good, so it won’t shock you when I demand that you get that ring on my finger before I have a nervous breakdown.’

	David laughed as he took the ring. But before he could slip the ring onto her finger, she snatched her hand back. ‘Just one thing. Those Rebel paintings have to go.’

	‘See? I knew they bothered you. Which is why they’re already gone. Anyway, they’d served their purpose, dampening my excessive masturbatory tendencies most effectively. Not that I wrote that in the note I enclosed when I sent them to Rebel.’

	‘Oh, so she gets a note in with her returned goods!’

	‘I’m a nice guy. I keep telling you.’

	‘Then how come I didn’t get one when you sent my stuff back?’

	He smiled, touched her face. ‘Because I couldn’t bring myself to say goodbye to you.’

	‘Oh, you!’ she said shakily. ‘I hope you realize your wild oats, barley, rice, corn, and any other grain you care to think of have been sown and harvested, and the farm sold.’

	‘They were sent to market the moment I saw you.’

	‘Yes, but you’ve had almost three months without me.’

	‘Eighty-five days. During which time I looked at your portrait and … well, talking about masturbatory tendencies …’

	Sarah started laughing. ‘With your past comments about the Atacama drought in mind, I’m relieved. Things could have been worse. So, how about we do something to break the drought and curtail your self-help efforts? Although without a bed we might have to get creative.’

	‘Oh, there’s a bed. It’s the only piece of furniture in the house.’

	‘So you managed to get one thing right today, then.’

	‘One day I’ll tell you exactly how much help I had planning today’s fiasco, because it was a four-way disaster.’

	‘I will not believe it was one of them who suggested you get your eyelashes tinted.’

	‘Once! I did it once! They’re already back to natural.’

	‘They were always too black for my peace of mind.’

	‘Brat. Now, get serious. If we’re going to have sex, we need to get onto it right away.’ He checked his watch. ‘We’re meeting my parents for dinner.’

	‘What?’

	‘They want to meet you.’

	‘What?’

	‘Margaret and Carly will be there too—they made a special trip down.’

	‘What?’

	‘All four of them like the Langman painting, by the way.’

	‘What?’

	‘And your father is coming too. And Bertie. Sorry your mother can’t make it but I video called her.’

	‘What?’

	‘Are you going to keep saying, “What?”’

	‘No,’ Sarah said, and smiled evilly as her fingers went to the buttons on her trench coat. ‘First, I’m going to show you my underwear. Prettier than solid gold knickers, I promise, and easier access too.’

	She opened her coat wide and David’s mouth dropped open. ‘Goodness almighty, Sarah, you should have done that slowly. The drought, remember the drought; you have to water a man slowly or his heart can’t take it.’

	‘It’s not your heart I’m thinking about. I’m thinking about another body part altogether. In fact, I’m wondering what might happen if I were to say, “I like your cock, David”. What will that get me, do you think?’

	‘Darling one, say it again and you’ll get just about anything you want. Well, actually, you might have to stump up for the Lear Jet, the yacht, and the private island, rich as you are.’ David reached for her left hand, slid the ring onto her finger, then yanked her into his arms. ‘But the shackles are on me.’
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CHAPTER ONE

	He was late.

	Thirty minutes late.

	Late enough for her to wonder if he’d changed his mind and wasn’t coming.

	Lane tried to get her head around the fact that she may need to go back to the drawing board and find someone else for the job, but she couldn’t bring herself to face that possibility. It had seemed like fate, the way things had fallen so quickly into place and presented Adam Quinn as the answer to her dilemma; she couldn’t give up on fate yet.

	Instead, she recalculated how long it would take him to drive from his house in super-cool Newtown to her house in not-quite-so-cool Mascot at this time of night. Maybe longer than the fifteen or twenty minutes she’d initially thought—especially if he’d got stuck in traffic. That happened sometimes, when people were driving to her place; it was one of the downsides of living near Sydney Airport.

	Maybe he wasn’t even coming from home. Maybe he was coming from some far-flung construction site, where he’d been bricking a wall or laying concrete or … or whatever it was that builders did. There were lots of reasons he could be running late that had nothing to do with standing her up.

	And anyway, she knew he’d turn up because his sister Sarah had said he would. Sarah could get any guy to do anything she asked—and she’d assured Lane that was doubly true of her big brother, who’d been like a one-man vigilante squad smoothing her path in life ever since she’d been born. Sarah had promised she’d laid it all out for Adam and that he not only knew the score, he’d already agreed to the score as well. Tonight was just a formality. Signatures on the page. Therefore he—would—turn—up!

	‘So—stop—freaking—out!’ she ordered herself.

	But despite the stern order, and the cool-headed reassurances she’d given Sarah and her other best friend Erica when she’d shared her grand plan with them last night, she was finding it almost impossible to subdue her roiling insides now the moment was upon her. As evidenced by her hands—always the most reliable clue to her state of mind—which were clenching and unclenching. She wiggled her fingers, trying to ease the coiling tension in them, but it seemed a lost cause.

	She looked around her living room, checking one last time that nothing was out of place, taking a series of deep, silent breaths in an effort to calm herself down.

	She hated being nervous. Hated nerves. Had perfected the art of not letting them show, because the dithery fluttering of them made her look like an unsettled flamingo.

	Logical, rational financial economists weren’t supposed to look like fluttery flamingos. They weren’t supposed to pace floors. Or chew fingernails. Or clench their hands into fists. Logical, rational financial economists stayed unemotional and invulnerable as they crunched numbers and analysed data and predicted market trends with level-headed precision.

	That was how she’d approached drawing up the contract for tonight, how she’d prepared the checklist for each of them to review before the contract was signed. Rationally, unemotionally, with a level, invulnerable head. Because she would not be vulnerable. Not ever, ever, ever again. And okay, that was two more evers than required, which didn’t suggest a lack of emotion, which meant she had to work harder to get herself under control. Like now.

	Maybe taking one more look at the checklist would do the trick. Checklists always soothed her.

	She walked swiftly to her briefcase and slid out the relevant paper-clipped pages. Three of them. Neat. Error-free. Black type on white paper.

	She drew in another one of her silent, secret, calming breaths as she skimmed the introductory description of Adam Quinn she’d compiled from the details Sarah had provided, even though she already knew it by heart:

	• twenty-nine years old

	• works for AQHP, a small architectural construction company

	• no unmanageable character flaws unless you consider ‘obscene’ (Sarah’s word) self-confidence a problem

	• no disgusting habits

	• obsessively clean

	• attractive but with a few rough edges

	• not a psychopath—underlined, because Erica and Sarah’s chief concern had been that Lane would end up with one of those.

	Sarah had summed him up as ‘the quintessential alpha male’, with hordes of women making booty calls with impressive frequency. When Lane had told Sarah she didn’t really believe in the concept of a ‘quintessential’ alpha male, Sarah had laughed her head off and told Lane she’d change her mind within five minutes of meeting her brother.

	‘Not that it matters how we describe him,’ Sarah had added. ‘All that matters is that Adam has all the credentials for the job. You don’t have to look at anyone else, because if he can’t do it, I promise you nobody can. So stop looking. As of now.’

	And Lane had stopped looking—well, she hadn’t had time to even start looking, really, because Sarah had rushed the Adam solution at her first thing this morning.

	It was too late now to start wondering why she’d never met Adam before given he and Sarah were so close. Too late to start worrying that she didn’t actually know him. Knowing him hadn’t seemed important as long as Sarah vouched for him. Looks were immaterial, too, which was why she’d been happy enough with the grainy, out-of-focus photo of him that Sarah had emailed to her, even though it was basically nothing more than a looming dark shape with a white slash where his teeth were.

	But now that she was on the very verge, and she suddenly realized she had no idea what to say to him when he arrived …

	Uh-oh, there went her hands, clenching again. For a moment, all she could do was stand there trying not to crumple the checklist in her convulsing fingers. What if she said something stupid? What if he hated her on sight? What if he didn’t hate her on sight but decided he didn’t like her after they signed the contract? Why hadn’t she put those questions on the checklist?

	The checklist, focus on the checklist. Okay, deep breath, another, another … Better.

	The checklist had everything that was important and nothing that wasn’t. It didn’t include anything about saying something stupid because it didn’t matter if she said something stupid—talking wasn’t required. Liking her wasn’t required either. They probably would like each other, though. Lane liked Sarah; Sarah liked Lane; Sarah liked Adam. Logic suggested there would be a mutuality of liking in there that would encompass Lane and Adam in some way. Especially since she knew Sarah had described her to Adam—looks and personality—and whatever she’d said apparently hadn’t scared him off.

	Or had it?

	Because he still wasn’t here.

	She slid the checklist back into her briefcase, walked to the entrance hallway, and listened carefully at the door for sounds of arrival.

	Nothing.

	She checked her watch. She’d give him ten more minutes.

	She caught sight of her face in the mirror above the glass-topped hall table. Pale—but that was normal. Blue eyes almost too calm—so deceptive. Lips very faintly smiling—nicely controlled. Hair pulled off her face—no stray wisps.

	Perhaps the hair was too severe? She tugged a few strands free of the confining band and tried to arrange them around her face. Hmm. Messy. She removed the band completely and retied her hair into a ponytail at her nape. In the absence of her housemate Erica and her miraculous curling wand, Lane’s normal hairstyle would have to do, so she gave up on the mirror and ran her eyes, as best she could, over the rest of her.

	She hadn’t had a clue what she should wear tonight and had ended up staying in the square-cut navy suit she’d worn to work. Plain. Businesslike. Possibly … boring?

	Ugh. It was just so hard, the clothes thing. Especially in situations like tonight’s. How did you go about styling yourself to look attractive, but not flirtatious? Appealing, but not desperate? Like you weren’t trying too hard, even when you were? Why hadn’t she thought to ask Sarah what he was likely to be wearing? Not a suit, if he was coming from a building site—that seemed certain.

	Oh goodness, didn’t that mean her own suit was a poor choice? He was going to take one look at her and realize she didn’t know how to dress, and he was going to run away before even getting inside the house, which would mean she’d failed before she’d even started.

	All right, she officially hated this!

	She was calling it off. He was too late. It was too late. The whole thing was too rushed. More planning time was required.

	She walked purposefully back to her briefcase and this time she didn’t slide out the checklist, she wrenched it out. The two copies of the contract, too. She was going to get all ‘symbolic’ for once in her life, the way Erica was always telling her to do, and rip every page in half.

	And then it came.

	The sound.

	A car pulling up.

	Stay calm. Breathe.

	Car door slamming.

	Breathe. In—out—in—out. Maybe it’s not him.

	Front gate squeaking.

	Oh goodness, he’s here. He’s actually here.

	Something was muttered—a curse, definitely a curse—outside the front door.

	Oh. Oh, oh, oh.

	The knock was loud and short. Two raps.

	Lane closed her eyes, just for a moment, gathering her courage. To settle herself, she neatened the edges of the pages that were thankfully unripped and positioned them precisely on one end of her glass-topped coffee table …

	And then she headed for the door. He wouldn’t notice the tremors in her fingers, she told herself, as she reached for the door handle. And next minute, the door was open, and there he was, but Lane found she wasn’t quite ready to look him in the face so she kept her eyes down. His feet were challenging enough —the size of them! In tough-looking work boots, so yes, he probably had been on a building site. Except that he smelled like soap. Clean. Obsessively clean. No disgusting habits. Tick and tick.

	She heard him breathe. In—out. And at last she managed to start slowly raising her eyes. Blue jeans … long legs … slim hips … black shirt … broad chest, as in broad, with a tiny peep of dark hair showing where his top two shirt buttons were undone. Strong neck. Chin like granite beneath a five o’clock shadow. Hard mouth. Strong nose. Dark eyes … burning. Ohhhhhhh, God. She was looking up into his eyes—and she was five feet ten!

	Her mind went blank. She was staring. She knew she was staring, but she couldn’t seem to stop. She took in his eyebrows now: bold, dark slashes, one bisected by a fine white scar. And his hair, which was black and close-cropped in a style that seemed to say, Don’t mess with me. He looked … he looked … good. Not conventionally handsome, and—yes—rough around the edges, but so good.

	The whole package seemed to scream at her that the concept of a quintessential alpha male was real after all, and it was mesmerizing to have it personified and standing on her doorstep.

	He waited for her to finish her perusal, unsmiling.

	And then, feeling caught out, Lane said a breathless ‘Oh’ and thrust out her hand to shake. ‘You must be—’

	‘Yes, I must,’ he said, and took her hand—not to shake it but to hold it. As she blinked up at him, he drew her close. Close enough that the soapy scent of his skin slid right into her nostrils. He smelled wonderful.

	He drew her a little closer and she stumbled, catching her heel on the hallway rug. He reached out his other hand to steady her, gripping her arm. Two hands on her now, reeling her in. ‘Careful … Lane,’ he said softly.

	Her heart lurched, then started thumping as their eyes locked. His eyes were so dark they looked black. Laugh lines fanned out from the corners. He must laugh all the time, Lane thought. But he wasn’t anywhere close to laughing now. He seemed about to pull her even closer—could she get any closer?—then stopped. Frowned as though he’d lost his train of thought. Released her and stepped inside, then kept walking without a backward glance, through the hallway and into the living room.

	Lane rubbed at her arm just above the elbow where his hand had gripped her. He hadn’t hurt her, but she’d felt him right through the dermis and down to the bone.

	Squaring her shoulders, she closed the door and followed him into the living room. He was standing in the middle of the room, looking around without any indication he liked what he saw—which was basically her mother’s cast-off furniture.

	Lane saw him glance at the canapés she’d arranged on a white oval platter, centred on the glass top of the coffee table. She fought a blush. It was obvious, now she’d seen him, that Adam Quinn wasn’t a canapé eater; he was the type to consume a whole wild boar thrown on a campfire. And suddenly she felt like she was pretending to be a grown-up. Blue suit. Canapés. What would he expect next? Scrabble board, lap rug, and cup of hot cocoa?

	He turned and faced her. His lips were smiling but his eyes were not. ‘Now where were we? Ah, yes, I must be—’ The smile vanished. ‘Adam Quinn. Reporting for duty.’

	Duty? Reporting for duty? Another deep breath. ‘I was hoping we could approach this situation with a degree of sensitivity.’

	Adam looked down at the coffee table. ‘It will take more than smoked salmon on rye to achieve that.’

	Lane felt her stomach dip. ‘Sarah said you were willing.’

	‘I know what she said.’

	His voice was almost a growl. Like he was angry. That couldn’t be right, could it, when he’d already agreed? She ran her eyes over him again trying to work out what was wrong, and her heartbeat, which hadn’t yet recovered from his entrance, kicked up an extra notch. He wasn’t only tall, he was incredibly big, too. He filled her living room the way an army tank might. The fact that he was watching her just as intently as she was watching him made a funny, jittery feeling that wasn’t exactly nerves erupt in her stomach.

	What was he seeing? Was she the thing that was wrong? Could he tell just by looking at her what a massive job he had ahead of him? Was he regretting telling Sarah he’d do it? Was he going to ask to be let off the hook? Should she just give in and release him without being asked? Hadn’t she just been thinking more planning time would be good?

	Maybe she should look further afield and see who else was out there. Or maybe she could ditch her plan altogether and buy a book or a download a how-to documentary or try an online chat room. There had to be chat rooms for this kind of thing, didn’t there?

	Adam moved his hand—impatient. It was only a small movement but enough to have her catch a waft of his soapy scent, and her nostrils flared as though by reflex. And her mind was made up at that instant.

	She was not going to resort to the internet or a book or a documentary, and she was not going to find someone else. She had her bird in the hand and from the look of him, he was worth way more than two in any bush. He’d already agreed and she was holding him to it. He would just have to suck it up and make do, regardless of what he thought of her. She didn’t care what he thought of her; she wasn’t paying for his thoughts. So he was going nowhere, and she would make that very clear to him!

	She set her jaw. ‘Adam, have you or have you not agreed to help me?’

	‘Yes, but—’

	‘Good,’ she cut him off. ‘Regarding the smoked salmon, I was aware of the inconvenient hour I chose for this meeting, so I thought you might like some refreshments. But of course, you’re late, and I imagine you’ve eaten dinner, so I’m happy to get down to business immediately.’

	Adam crossed his arms over his chest in what Lane assumed was a ‘quintessential alpha male’ pose. ‘By all means, Lane, let’s get down to business,’ he said. ‘Oh, sorry, should I call you Lane? Perhaps you’d prefer Miss Davis? Ms Davis? It’s not Dr Davis, is it? Because Sarah tells me you were some ace university student, so I guess a PhD isn’t out of the question.’

	Lane did not allow even the flicker of one eyelid as she picked up her briefcase and retrieved the all-important paperwork off the coffee table. ‘It’s Ms, but Lane is fine.’

	‘All right. Lane it is.’ He drew out the sound of her name until it was thick and honeyed and beautiful.

	Lane caught her breath before it could hitch in her throat. Checklist. Checklist. Concentrate on the checklist. But her eyes didn’t seem to want to focus on that perfect document in her hand. ‘Then let’s move on,’ she said. ‘We can get away from the smoked salmon by sitting at the dining table. This way, please.’

	She could feel him following, though he lagged several steps behind. The knowledge of him was as pervasive and intimate as a layer of musk oil on her skin.

	She was about to contract Adam Quinn for three months of sex.

	God help her.
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