
        
            
                
            
        

    
Mistaken Engagement

[image: publisherlogo]

www.escapepublishing.com.au
  

Mistaken Engagement

Jenny Schwartz
 

Saul knows he crossed the line when he claimed a surprise engagement with Grace. But her hysterical denial – and the way she’s avoided him ever since – has made things awkward, but it can all be worked out. The Australia Day long weekend down at her family’s beach house is the perfect time to show everyone that they’re friends, with not a broken heart between them. But can a fake engagement become life-changingly real?
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Chapter 1
 

“Go away.” Grace Nguyen tried to push the door shut, but her five foot nothing frame was no match for the six foot surfer god pushing from the other side. Her bare feet slid on the old wooden floor.

Saul Wharton let himself into her home. Then he politely closed the door behind him.

“I hate you.” She glared up at him.

“I’m not feeling too fond of you at the moment, either.” He strolled down the hallway and into the sunny modern kitchen. “Coffee? Good.” He poured himself a mug.

She folded her arms, but retreated step by step as he strolled around the island bench and into the casual living area. She sat abruptly on the arm of a large leather sofa.

It wasn’t that he was menacing or she was afraid of him. It was just that he overwhelmed a person. She’d seen it happen time and again. What Saul wanted, he got. She studied his back resentfully as he stood at the French doors and stared out into the courtyard with its green, leafy jacaranda tree.

He stood with his legs apart, balanced, ready even at rest to spring into action. One hand was hooked in the pocket of his jeans. The faded denim pulled taut across his muscled butt and thighs.

Guiltily, she jerked her gaze away.

As a med student, she’d seen enough male anatomy that one sexy package shouldn’t have the effect of iron filings to a magnet. Besides, she was angry with him. He had no right to meddle in her life or make her look ridiculous. “Why are you here?”

He turned back to her. With his sun lightened blond hair, you expected he’d have blue eyes. But Saul’s eyes were a rich, dark brown. They’d lured more than one woman to foolishness. Just now, though, his eyes were cross. A frown marred his forehead and drew his eyebrows together.

“You’ve made me the bad guy.”

“Me?” she squeaked, and stopped to draw a steadying breath. Anger wasn’t nearly as impressive when your voice went shrill. “You’re the one who claimed we were engaged.”

One eyebrow lifted and his mouth twisted in ironic observation.

It infuriated her. “And don’t say you were saving me. I didn’t ask you to play Galahad.” All the hurt fury of two months ago surged up, as raw as ever. “I don’t believe you even did it for me. You were worried about Carrie. You didn’t want me and my feelings to spoil her day.”

“Carrie can look after herself,” said Carrie’s loving cousin.

The fact that he was right only annoyed Grace more. Carrie was her stepsister, one year older, tall, ash blonde, a friendly socialite princess who dabbled in public relations. She shared a family trait with Saul; what she wanted, she got.

Last December, she’d wanted Ryan Holland.

Grace pushed a strand of black hair out of her eyes. Usually she wore it coiled tightly in a bun, a severe style that she hoped made her seem older and more professional, more worthy of being entrusted with other people’s health. Life as a student doctor was frantic. She didn’t need to waste time assuring patients that no, she wasn’t some visitor’s teenage daughter, and yes, she was qualified to treat them.

Tiredness weighed down her muscles. The hours of a student doctor were long. She’d worked through Christmas and New Year. Other people had families; whereas she wanted to avoid hers. Now with the Australia Day public holiday falling on a Monday, her supervisor had insisted she take the Friday off, too. She’d earned a four day weekend, he said.

She planned to use it to sleep. She grimaced. Yeah, that was her. A real party girl. No wonder Ryan had preferred Carrie. She cut off the thought.

“Believe it or not, I thought I was helping you,” Saul said. “You looked…defenceless.”

She shuddered. The whole evening had been a nightmare. She’d arrived late to her mum and stepfather’s tenth wedding anniversary. She hadn’t told anyone that a patient had died or that she was late because of the time she’d spent with the boy’s family. She’d been feeling vulnerable though.

It had been the best surprise to see Ryan across the room. He was a recently qualified architect, newly arrived in Perth. She’d met him at a local coffee shop, falling into conversation because, well because he looked nice. She’d invited him to one of Carrie’s parties as a way for him to meet new people. He had a quiet way of talking and an easy friendliness that helped her conquer her shyness.

Then she’d barely seen him for a couple of months. Her shifts had changed and they didn’t run into one another at the coffee shop.

Across the crowded patio of her parents’ riverside house, she’d smiled when she saw him. But she’d done her duty first. Found her mum, gave her a hug and a kiss and a small gift. Hugged Stuart, her step-father, who made her mum happy.

“There you are.” Carrie had pounced on her as their parents were claimed by other guests. The music went up a notch. Through the hidden speakers came old favourites her parents enjoyed and that everyone could hum along to, or dance to.

Ryan stood beside Carrie.

“Hi.” Grace smiled. He really was nice. It would be heaven to relax with a nice man like Ryan and let the stresses of the day just float down the river.

“We’re not making the announcement yet,” Carrie lowered her voice, but the joy bubbled through it. “It’s a total secret till Dad and Kylie have been toasted, but … Ryan and I are engaged.”

Grace couldn’t forgive herself that she’d physically flinched. Sure, she’d been tired. It was no excuse for such a self-betrayal. No one needed to know that she’d woven dreams around — her stomach roiled — Carrie’s fiancé.

In the whirling universe, a hard arm slid around her waist. She looked up blindly and saw Saul. Watchful, powerful Saul who’d been like an older brother to Carrie. But he was beside Grace now, holding her up. She leaned into his strength, unable to trust her own. There was concern in his eyes and she felt protected. For once, despite everything, she felt as if she belonged in the loud, gregarious Wharton clan.

“Now, there’s a coincidence,” Saul drawled. “Grace and I are engaged, too.”

“What?”

But she barely heard Ryan’s exclamation. Her eyes were on Saul, stunned. She searched his expression and the final blow fell. The floor under her feet opened with agonising shame.

The expression on Saul’s face was pity.

She tore herself out of his arms. “We’re not engaged.” Her voice rang out. Heads turned. “There’s no way we could ever be.”

And though she didn’t run, no one had stopped her determined exit.

A giggling teenage Wharton cousin later told her that Saul and her drama had definitely upstaged Carrie’s announcement.

“Everyone thinks we broke up and I’ve driven you out of the family,” Saul said now. He lowered his voice till it stroked over her skin like a caress. “I never thought you were a coward, Grace.”

Nor had she. But she’d faced the truth that night and every day since. Not only was she not engaged, she wasn’t in love, had never been in love, and couldn’t bear the kindly meant intrusion of her family.

She’d been an A-grade focussed student and was a dedicated doctor, but being a woman seemed to have eluded her. Where Carrie flirted and beguiled, Grace withdrew to focus on her own goals: education, independence and career ambition. Since high school she’d striven to become a GP. Now she was nearly there — and it wasn’t enough.

She wanted to be the centre of someone’s world, and she wanted to give them that same gift. She wanted to build a life with a man who would laugh with her in the good times and hold her in the bad.

“The family missed you at Christmas and New Year,” Saul said.

The Wharton clan gathered at Eagle Bay every summer holiday. They’d been going there for years, before it became fashionable. When her mum married Stuart, she’d joined them. She’d gotten used to the lazy summer idleness, a short break in her determined study schedule.

“I was busy at work,” she said. “Christmas and New Year are peak times for the Emergency Department.”

“Yes, your mum repeated your excuses.”

“They’re not excuses.” Her temper flared up. “I’m not Carrie,” she said nastily. “I don’t flit around like a butterfly doing pointless make-work. I have responsibilities.”

The scorn in Saul’s eyes stopped her.

She dropped her gaze, ashamed. Carrie had never been anything but kind to her. Her kindness had been of the careless variety, but it had been genuine. She’d done nothing to justify this attack on her. Nothing except…

“Carrie didn’t steal your precious Ryan,” Saul said. “He fell in love with her.”

“I know.” Grace slipped off the arm of the leather sofa and curled into its seat. She didn’t need Saul telling her she wasn’t loveable.

“You’ve got to face them some time.” He sat beside her on the sofa.

“Why do you care?”

He stretched his long legs in front of him. “Like I said, everyone thinks I’ve driven you away. If you come down to Eagle Bay with me this weekend, they’ll see there’s no strain between us. You’ll make Gran and your mum happy. They both worry about you.”

Her guilt became tinged with suspicion. “Why do they worry about me?”

“All work and no play make Gracie a workaholic.” He tugged at her hair.

She flicked it away. “I planned to stay here and … do laundry.”

He laughed. “The laundry can wait. What’s the good of a long weekend if you use it to be sensible?”

“Spoken like a playboy.”

“I’ve never been that.”

But she ignored his sudden seriousness. She frowned, recalling his assumption that she had the whole long weekend off. How had he even known she’d be home this morning?

“You pack your bags and I’ll pick you up early tomorrow morning. I’ll fly us both down to the bay.”

“Saul, why are you assuming I have the whole weekend off work?”

“Because I checked with your supervisor.”

Her eyes widened at his gall. “You didn’t.”

“You bet I did. Gran’s donating a whole wing to that hospital, in Pop’s memory. The least they can do is tell me your schedule.”

She bounced up from the sofa. Her hands went to her hips. The old yoga pants she wore had slid down. She angrily hitched them up. “You arrogant, manipulative … You didn’t just ask for my schedule, did you? You made sure I had the whole weekend off.”

Infuriatingly, he relaxed into a grin, holding his palms up in a gesture of innocent, misunderstood goodwill.

“Ooh.” She picked up a cushion and threw it at him. She’d spent years proving that she was herself, and not Stuart Wharton’s stepdaughter. She’d worked for everything she had. But with Saul throwing his weight around the hospital, they would all look at her differently.

“It’s not so bad, Grace.” He put the cushion aside and stood. “The family wants you at the bay, and you look like you need a holiday. Come and celebrate Australia Day with us. I’ll pick you up at six o’clock tomorrow morning.”

She fumed silently.

“And the two of us will show everyone we’re the best of friends,” he continued remorselessly. “Pack your bathing suit.”

“I won’t go surfing with you.”

“Then you can sit on the beach and admire my style.” A finger tapped her nose.

She nearly went cross-eyed watching it approach and retreat.

He grinned and let himself out of the house.
  

Chapter 2
 

“Best of friends. Ha.” Grace stalked through the old house, resisting the urge to watch Saul drive away. A moment later, she heard the roar of the engine. The acceleration had all the hallmarks of his style; effortless control. “But not me. He needn’t think this is about him.”

She’d join the family at the bay for her mum and Gran’s sake, her step-grandmother was a lovely person. She didn’t want them worrying about her.

It was infuriating that they all worried that Saul had hurt her. None of them thought it could be the other way around.

“Saul the Invincible.” But that wasn’t fair. She knew he was genuinely kind, though he hid it from most people outside the family. For those he loved, he would do anything — even coax and emotionally blackmail an unattractive workaholic like her into holidaying with him.

The first time she’d visited Eagle Bay, she’d been out of her depth. After her father died, her mum and she had been alone for four years. To be suddenly thrust into the noisy chaos of the Wharton clan had left her bewildered, and as always, when she felt insecure, she withdrew.

Saul had rescued her, had saved her from setting up a dynamic in the family where she’d have been the poor little outsider. Oh, she still felt like that sometimes, but she knew the Whartons considered her one of theirs now.

In that long ago summer, when she’d been a skinny fifteen year old and he’d been the glamorous older man (all of twenty one), he’d organised a game of no rules water polo that had drawn her in despite her shyness. Then he’d hustled everyone to Gran’s house for ice cream and by the end of the afternoon, somehow, she belonged. Quiet, yes, but accepted.

She’d have gotten over her crush a lot faster if he hadn’t been kind.

He would ask after her studies and tell her a bit about whatever the latest technology or emerging industry he was investing in. They’d wrangle in a friendly way about politics and philosophy. But she’d always been aware he was out of her league: wealthy, successful, gorgeous and sexy.

“Enough.” She locked the front door.

She was house-sitting for her godparents. They were actors, as her dad had been. When their latest show had proven wildly successful, they’d gone on tour, leaving her in charge of the cute cottage conveniently close to the hospital.

She was not going to go down to the bay and play the poor little girl discarded by Saul.

“Friends.” She snorted. She’d show him friends.

She walked down the hallway to her room and studied her wardrobe. No inspiration there. Drab. Sensible. The opposite of provocative.

Provocative? Her eyebrows flew up. Was she really thinking of provoking Saul?

It might be possible. She knew how he liked his girlfriends to look. Her dad had been an actor for heaven’s sake. Surely she could fake the other women’s cool sophistication?

Common sense made a grab for her, but she slammed the wardrobe door on it. Every woman was entitled to be wild at some point in her life. The way Grace suddenly saw it, she was long overdue. The next time a man saw her, his gaze wouldn’t skip on to other women. She was going to be all woman: curved, sassy and ready for fun.

Saul didn’t notice when his brain stopped. He wouldn’t have noticed if a tank had thundered over his sports car parked in the street. Grace was wearing a pair of shorts that redefined the concept of indecency. They hugged her bottom and showed the hint of curved derriere when she stooped to pick up her weekend bag.

“Here, give me that.” He took it from her. But all that got him was a look straight down the tight shirt she was wearing, mostly unbuttoned. She’d tied the ends of it to expose a bare midriff and a cute bellybutton. Not that he cared about bellybuttons. Grace’s bra was red lace.

“Thanks.” She smiled and turned to lock up the house.

He found himself leaning closer, inhaling a tantalising feminine scent of lemon and lavender and spicy enticement. Abruptly he realised just how asinine he must look, and strode down the path to stow her bag in the car. He held the passenger door open for her and his gaze snagged on her bare legs. He usually dated tall women, but Grace’s legs had him rethinking that decision. They were smooth and toned, a runner’s legs.

“You must work out.”

“At the gym. But I also like to run when work allows it. Um. You can shut the door.” Her smile jolted him into moving.

He gave himself a quick reality check as he walked around to the driver’s side and slid in. This was Grace. The girl he’d saved from embarrassment at her parents’ anniversary party. True, his intervention had only opened up a new avenue of embarrassment, but he’d meant well. It wouldn’t do either of them any favours if he suddenly started noticing how good she looked. This weekend was about convincing the family that Grace and he had both moved on. They were friends again. No hard feelings.

It was important, not just because he hated featuring as the bastard at the family gatherings, but because he genuinely wanted to move on with his life. The feeling had coalesced on New Year’s Eve.

“If we show everyone we’re friends, the family will forget about our supposed broken engagement and we can move on.”

“Move on?”

He could feel Grace staring at him, though he kept his gaze on the road. “Yes. I want to be able to introduce my fiancée to the family without them worrying about your broken heart.”

“You’re engaged?” Her voice squeaked.

“No. But I aim to be.”

“So … what … where … who is she?”

“I haven’t met her yet. At least I don’t think I have.”

There was a long silence in which he cursed himself for sharing his private plans with Grace, well, he didn’t know what she was thinking.

She replied, “I take it you’re thinking of getting married, but now you just have to find the woman of your dreams.”

The tinge of sarcasm annoyed him, but he was grateful for her quick understanding. Grace had always been clever.

He moved his hands on the steering wheel, trying to work out what he wanted to say and if he wanted to share his motivations with her.

“I spent New Year’s Eve alone,” he said.

“Unusual.”

“Hmm. I sat on the balcony of my Cottesloe apartment. I could hear the revellers in the street. Drunk, laughing, happy. Young.”

“You’re not that old, Saul.”

He shrugged one shoulder. “I’m old enough that I’ve done everything a kid dreams of. Built a fortune. Dated models. Risked my neck in stupid adventures.”

“Now you sound old.” Laughter lilted in her voice. “I remember you telling me a person didn’t feel truly alive till they risked everything. You were contemplating sky diving as I recall.”

“I was running scared,” he said. “Physical risks are one thing. Emotional risks take a whole different sort of courage.”

Their arrival at the airport gave him a chance to avoid elaborating on the point. Grace waited inside while he ran through the pre-flight check. When he entered the lounge to collect her, he found two men talking with her, and blatantly admiring her as the beautiful and sexy woman she was.

The wave of possessiveness that ran through him intensified when Grace saw him and started forward instinctively. The other men fell back, acknowledging his claim.

“Stupid shorts.” She tugged down the scraps of nothingness as if they might stretch to cover her smooth thighs.

“I didn’t think they looked like your style.”

She glared at him.

Probably because he’d sounded too happy. He liked Grace when she looked normal. Casual, friendly and welcoming were normal for Grace. To see her as a sex goddess was unsettling. Every male instinct clamoured to answer the challenge she so naively presented. Instead, he let her climb into the plane by herself; no helping hand, no lingering touch. Okay, so he stood there and let his gaze linger on her cute butt. He was a guy. That was allowed.

Grace puffed a little breath of embarrassed relief. She hadn’t known how to handle the interest of the two men in the lounge. At least Saul didn’t look at her as if he was mentally stripping her. She hiccoughed a laugh. On the contrary, the way his eyes had bulged at the house, he would have liked to wrap her in an oversize caftan.

Acting like a sexually confident woman, rather than a shy workaholic, was a tough gig. And wasted effort. She no longer felt the need to resist Saul’s well-meant manipulation. Who could blame a guy for wanting the best for his family? Besides, his admission that he wanted a wife had thrown her.

Saul was all grown up. If she’d wanted to play games, she was too late. “Why did you tell everyone we were engaged?”

The headphones drained the emotion from their voices and replaced it with electronic precision. In some ways, that would make this whole conversation easier.

“I saw the moment when you noticed Ryan at the party. You’d been looking determinedly cheerful despite the shadows under your eyes, and suddenly you looked genuinely happy. Then I realised you were looking at Carrie’s boyfriend.”

He adjusted the controls. Below them, the south west corner of Australia stretched out. There were burnt patches, blackened areas where the devastating summer bushfires had raged.

Wildfires were terrifying. They were giant, devouring monsters. Fortunately, although a couple still burned, the authorities said they were contained.

Emotions could be just as destructive.

Saul glanced at her, but sunglasses disguised his expression. “I was standing near you when I heard Carrie say she and Ryan were engaged. You’d been smiling at him with dreams in your eyes. It seemed cruel to leave you alone and devastated.”

She winced at his insight and the picture of vulnerability he drew.

“Carrie and Ryan didn’t notice your feelings,” he said. “And even if they had, your rejection of our ‘engagement’ distracted everyone.”

“I guess you meant well.”

He grinned. “Damning with faint praise.”

“No. I mean, thank you. And I’ll play up to you, show everyone we’re friends.”

He took a hand off the controls of the small plane and touched her knee. He squeezed lightly. “Thanks, Grace.”

She wanted to curl up and cry. Forever the good friend, never the bride. But then, the engagement between Saul and her had never been real. Just like her dressing up like this wasn’t real. She could pretend to be sexy, but she lacked the true confidence in herself that made ordinary women stunning. Knowing she was loved made a woman glow. Grace wanted that happiness, that inner certainty of knowing she belonged somewhere, with someone.

“It was watching you with Ryan that made me realise what I was missing,” Saul said abruptly. “It haunted me. I want a woman to look at me with dreams in her eyes, not dollar signs or lust.” He shook his shoulders, like a dog shaking off water. “Well, lust is definitely okay. But I want more.”

“You’ll find it,” she said. He was too great a guy, under all the glamour of good looks and success, to stay on the shelf once he decided to marry. His quiet protectiveness would make any woman feel treasured. It wouldn’t be her. For all the fiction of their short engagement, she and Saul were worlds apart. A sad, wild longing sent a shiver of cold over her skin. She folded her arms tightly, hugging herself.

“For a while there, I didn’t think it existed. My parents’ marriage was a warzone.”

She nodded. Although his parents had been divorced for a couple of decades, the Whartons still spoke of the destructive fireworks in that marriage. She decided to match him honesty for honesty. “I never loved Ryan. I just thought he was … nice. The sort of guy you could build a life with.”

“I’m not nice.”

“No.” She smiled. “But you have other qualities.”

“Oh yeah?”

“You can fly.”

He waggled the joystick and the plane wobbled.

She laughed. “Okay, so maybe not very well, but I won’t tell anyone.”
  

Chapter 3
 

It was a short drive, as country drives went, from the airport to Eagle Bay. Typically, the Whartons left a communal car at the airport for the family to use to get them to the coast. The kids who’d only just gotten their licenses were typically happy to ferry the car back and forward. Other times, someone who’d driven down, would collect flyers from the airport.

Still, Grace hadn’t expected Ryan to meet them.

Judging by his scowl, nor had Saul. “Where’s Carrie?”

Ryan ducked his head. “She’s sleeping.”

“Thanks for driving in to meet us,” Grace said.

“No problem.” He smiled at her. He had a lovely smile, quiet and genuine.

“Where’s your car?” Saul asked. A swing of the bags he held suggested they get moving.

“This way.” But instead of leading the way, Ryan fell into step with Grace. “How have you been? I thought I’d see you at Christmas.”

“I had to work. Christmas is a busy time at the hospital, and other people have families, kids. I volunteered to work over the holidays.”

”You always think of other people.”

Saul’s broad shoulders twitched. He coughed, a wordless, pointed sound of disbelief.

Okay so her reasons weren’t that selfless. She’d been in hiding. But she had considered other people’s needs.

They arrived at Ryan’s car and while Saul finished stowing the bags in the boot, Ryan opened the passenger door for her.

“Grace will sit in the back with me,” Saul said.

She glanced at him as he slammed the boot shut.

His mouth was tight with displeasure and the look he slanted at Ryan was both challenging and critical. “If Carrie were here, she could sit in the front with you.”

Carrie.

Grace’s emotions see-sawed. She’d been braced to feel some strong emotions at the sight of Ryan. Disappointment, perhaps. At a minimum, embarrassment that she’d thought he might be interested in her. Instead, she’d felt relaxed and unpressured. Meeting Ryan again was simply like meeting a friend.

But Saul’s attitude hurt. Obviously he’d picked up the same hints of strain in Carrie and Ryan’s relationship that she had. However, he couldn’t have thought she’d do anything to intensify those strains? As if she would. As if she could! She’d never been competition for Carrie.

She fumbled with the handle of the back door, got it open and slid in. To her shock, Saul slid in after her, and she had to shuffle along the seat. His large body made the back of Ryan’s compact car seem stiflingly small. He raised an arm and stretched it along the back of the seat. It was a space-invading, male-claiming gesture that annoyed her — because he didn’t mean it. He was just giving Ryan a message.

“How are you, Ryan?” She glared at Saul.

Saul held her gaze and shifted his arm. Now his hand touched her neck. He moved his thumb with tantalising strokes.

She would have reached up and grabbed his wrist to stop him, but she caught Ryan watching in the rear view mirror.

“I’m not as busy as you, but busy enough. I have a new re-modelling project.”

“That’ll be challenging,” she responded at random to Ryan. Her skin was over-sensitised, lighting responses through her body at Saul’s touch. “Are the clients nice?”

“Nice is over-rated,” Saul said. Echoes of their conversation in the plane reverberated. His thumb caressed the soft skin behind her ear.

Ryan cleared his throat. “Actually, they are nice. A middle-aged couple who have just married. They’re joining their households.”

“A new relationship and a remodelling project. They’re brave.” Grace wondered if she sounded as inane as she suspected. Think bedside manner, she told herself. Small talk kept society functioning.

Yet the conversation faltered and lapsed, killed by the men’s unwillingness to talk to one another.

In the silence, Saul stopped caressing her, but his hand curving warmly around the ball of her shoulder had its own distraction. With every breath she took, the slight shift of her body against his arm mesmerised her. It was intimate, this being together in quiet. She could hear and feel him breathing beside her. If she turned, she could put her hand to his chest and measure the even beat of his heart. She laced her hands together in her lap.

“You’ll have to direct me to your house, Saul,” Ryan said as he drove into Eagle Bay.

Saul’s directions were simple and clear. The short driveway opened into the clearing around the modern house. Ryan killed the engine.

“Thanks.” Saul withdrew his arm from around Grace and got out of the car.

She scrambled out and inhaled the fresh air off the ocean. Her nose wrinkled. The morning breeze came from the east, not off the ocean, and it carried the smell of smoke. She didn’t like the reminder of bushfire season. She’d seen another contained fire as Saul circled and brought the plane in to land. The fire trucks had looked tiny against the immensity of blackened ground and red flames.

“Um, I thought I’d be driving Grace to her parents’ house?”

She turned and saw that Saul had extracted her bag as well as his from the boot.

“Grace is staying with me,” he said. “You and Carrie are company enough for her parents.”

“But.” Ryan’s car keys rattled as his arm jerked. “It’s her home. Grace, your mum’s expecting you.”

She met Saul’s determined gaze.

He’d put her in an impossible position. If she stayed with him, the family would think there was something between them. If she insisted on going with Ryan … she had a feeling Saul wouldn’t let her. He seemed awfully intent on protecting Carrie.

All the lovely shivery sensations his touch had woken froze.

“Mum and Stuart are just down the beach. I’m sure I’ll see them plenty. But Saul’s right. He has plenty of room and this way you and Carrie will have some privacy. Tell Mum I’ll drop in as soon as I’ve unpacked.”

Saul picked up both bags and started for the house. “We’ll see you around, Ryan.”

“Thanks for the lift.” She hesitated, then decided on discretion. She followed Saul to the house. “Bye.”

Gravel splattered as Ryan drove off.

“You really don’t have to protect Carrie from me,” she said to Saul as he shouldered open the front door. “I wouldn’t get between her and Ryan, even if I could.”

An uncivil grunt was her only answer. He put their bags down and turned to the control panel set in the wall beside the door. A moment later the shutters on the windows started rolling up. The rumble precluded further conversation.

She remembered when Saul built the house. The land was a gift from his dad, parcelled off from Uncle Greg’s sea-front plot. Saul had got in an architect and had it designed to function as a holiday home. That meant shutters for security, but also polished concrete floors for practicality and built-in furniture and conveniences.

The floor plan was equally unpretentious and after she’d joined Saul in opening windows and doors to air the house, she took her bag to the larger of the two guest bedrooms.

Her reflection in a mirror caught her by surprise. She’d forgotten her new skimpy clothes. She winced. Not that her mum was a prude. Kylie would be pleased to see her getting into the holiday spirit.

An imp of mischief made her reflection grin. Speaking of the holiday mood…

She unzipped her weekender bag.

“Freaking fire bells.” Saul spilled his glass of water down his shirt. He brushed at the stain, most of his attention on Grace who had slipped out a side door — avoiding him.

She’d also changed her shirt and shorts for a dress. What a dress. The minuscule hem rivalled her shorts for indecency and the spaghetti straps that held it up were an incitement to lust. One twitch of their ties — and he’d bet cautious Grace had double knotted them, so maybe it would take more than one twitch — and the whole dress would fall down.

He grinned. There was no way Grace had had this dress tucked away in her wardrobe. The all-over print on it was an enlarged version of the Australian flag. This dress had been bought especially for this weekend. Which made him wonder if she’d bought her shorts and shirt especially, too. It made him curious what else lurked in her bag.

He liked the thought that after his visit to her yesterday, she’d gone out and bought new clothes.

Or had she bought them for Ryan? Those cute flirty clothes that said, “Yeah I’m a woman. What are you going to do about it?” Those clothes, her whole attitude, which made him want to show her how he treated a woman, his woman.

He swore, and went to change his wet t shirt. He needed to borrow a car and get some groceries in the house.

Grace swung unhappily in the hammock seat hooked to a beam on the veranda of her mum and Stuart’s house. She’d stayed for lunch, grateful to escape more time with Saul, and dismissing her mum’s suggestion that they phone and invite him.

“We’re friends, Mum. That’s why I’m staying with him.” She crossed her fingers behind her back. “We want to show everyone that there’s no broken heart between us. Saul was just kidding about our engagement.”

Carrie and Ryan had both looked interested at that bit of news.

“Seems a strange thing to joke about,” Stuart said.

Grace smiled at her stepfather. “Well, Saul is strange.”

Her mother laughed, sounding relieved. “I’m just glad he flew you down here to join us. You work too hard.”

“It’s worth it,” Grace said.

But over lunch the conversation had drifted to plans for Carrie and Ryan’s wedding. Stuart had the money and Carrie had the inclination to turn it into a social circus. That Ryan didn’t share her enthusiasm was quietly obvious.

Grace had been glad to escape to the veranda and sit and watch the view. The ocean was beautiful. The wind had changed direction and now blew in off the water, fresh and cool.

“You look peaceful,” Ryan said from the doorway.

“I’m on holiday.” She kept her smile low key, polite but no more. She was beginning to think Saul was right. Friendship between her and Ryan wasn’t possible, not when he was plainly dissatisfied with his engagement. She couldn’t be a confidante for his troubles. Carrie was her stepsister. There were bonds of family, loyalty and love that she wouldn’t break.

“And apparently when she goes on holiday, she forgets her common sense.” Saul appeared around the corner of the house. “You forgot your key.”

She blushed. She hadn’t forgotten. She’d deliberately slipped out of the house and the gleam in his dark eyes said he knew it.

“Fortunately my landlord is the understanding type,” she said.

“Don’t believe it.” He dangled a key. “Consider it your one and only warning.” His gaze flickered to Ryan and back. “I’m going to visit Gran. You coming?”

“Yes.” She uncurled her legs. His invitation obviously excluded Ryan. “See you later.”

“Yeah. Later.”

Saul’s hand clasped hers and drew her down the private path. It was wide enough for two people to walk abreast, or for Gran to drive her golf buggy.

They left Ryan standing alone on the veranda.
  

Chapter 4
 

“I’ll do that.” Saul took the bucket of wet sand from Grace and turned it upside down on the top of the sandcastle’s tower they were building.

”I could have reached. I’m not that short,” she grumbled.

“You’re wearing red knickers,” he said under his breath.

She gasped and tugged down her tiny skirt.

“Not that I’m complaining, you understand.” He enjoyed her look of confusion. He liked her hot and flustered. He liked how her gaze snared with his and her hand froze a second on that ridiculously short skirt. “But there are children here.”

Children of friends, family and neighbours. Gran kept an open house. But for a few moments they all faded into the background as sensual awareness locked Grace and him in their own world. His body tensed as her lips parted in a natural pout that magazine models tried and failed to emulate; all invitation and longing.

Then a kid shrieked.

“I never thought I’d be building a sandcastle.” Grace glanced down at her dress, which thanks to her pulling had stretched to near decency on her thighs, but at the cost of a provocatively low neckline.

She hitched up the neckline.

“You should know to expect the unexpected from Gran.” He added another bucket of sand to the approval of the busy kids. He liked occupying the littlies, even if he was currently wishing for an empty beach and time to explore that moment with Grace.

“I think I’ll supervise,” she said.

“Spoilsport.”

She sat in the shade of an umbrella and a tired three year old immediately curled up near her. Grace put her arm around him.

The scene tugged at Saul’s heart. He wanted his kid to have that; a soul-deep trust that he was loved and wanted. He knelt there, bucket half-filled with sand, watching Grace smile down at the boy and smooth the dark curls that lay against the curve of her breast. His gut tightened.

“More.” An imperative childish treble recalled him to his castle-building duties.

A game of beach cricket for the older kids — and adults — finished the afternoon. He and Grace stayed for a barbeque dinner. He noticed her high colour on occasion when a particularly tactless relative studied them together — the formerly engaged couple who couldn’t even agree on whether they’d been engaged. But despite how the family grapevine had gossiped, there seemed to be a general acceptance that things were okay now. He and Grace were friends again.

“No, seriously, Auntie JayJay. I couldn’t eat any more. I shouldn’t have even had the second slice of cheesecake.” Grace tried to ward off more food. Auntie JayJay wrote cookbooks and was always looking for guinea pigs.

“I had thirds,” Saul said smugly.

“Piglet.” Grace jabbed him in the ribs.

In laughter and friendly chatter, the party broke up. He helped with the clean-up and went to haul Grace out of the kitchen. “I thought you were full.”

“Oops.” She looked up guiltily from the chocolate truffles she’d been snacking on. ”These are good. Try one.”

She pressed the chocolate to his mouth and his lips parted instinctively. The chocolate was sweet, but what exploded in his belly was the feel of her finger and thumb at his mouth.

Her eyes widened, as if she’d shocked herself with the impulsive action.

Before she could snatch her hand away, he caught her wrist. He chewed the chocolate, watching her all the time, swallowed and said, “Crumbs.”

“What?” She sounded dazed.

“Do I have chocolate crumbs?” He dabbed at his mouth with her finger.

“Oh.” She got the idea. Her finger trailed along his upper lip, outlining it. “Just here and here.” She pressed her finger to the centre of his lower lip before lifting her finger to her mouth and sucking off the chocolate.

It was so damn sexy, he growled.

Instantly, she spun away, making a big deal of covering the plate of truffles and tucking it in the second fridge. Her face was flushed. She completely forgot not to bend over, and he was gifted with a flash of her red knickers. “I guess we should get going.”

Probably. Gran’s kitchen wasn’t the place to seduce a woman, or be seduced by her. Especially not Grace, who was special.

Neither said anything as they started along the beach.

Saul shoved his hands in the pockets of his shorts. He’d walked back to his house with other women. Not many. Eagle Bay was for family. Casual dates didn’t get an invitation. But none of the other women had generated the confusing mix of familiarity and uncertainty, desire and disbelief that Grace caused in him.

She was his step-cousin. He’d felt protective of her from their first meeting when she’d been a cute, shy kid wary of the boisterous Whartons. Now she was all grown up, a doctor and a woman, an attractive, sexy woman.

Ryan had noticed she was a woman.

Saul’s possessive response to the younger man’s awareness of Grace surprised him. He hadn’t planned on insisting she stay with him at his house. However, there’d been no way he could stand her driving off with her step-sister’s fiancé.

She claimed she didn’t care about Ryan. What was it she’d said? Something about wanting a nice man.

“The beach is magic.” Grace slowed and looked out to sea. Moonlight glinted off the softly lapping waves. “Next stop, Africa.”

“It would be a long swim.”

“I’d hitch a ride on a whale or maybe on one of those giant tortoises.”

He wasn’t in the mood for whimsy. “Grace.”

“Yes?”

“Oh hell.” He abandoned common sense, second thoughts and all attempt to regulate his chaotic emotions, and reached for her.

She was shorter than him, but the sand was uneven and he lifted her onto a low ridge, bringing their mouths almost level.

“Is there a problem?” she asked, breathless from his nearness.

He moved his hands from her waist to her hips. “Not if you kiss me.”

The moonlight showed her expression. Surprise. Confusion. Sudden decision. She touched his face and he stood still for the slow caress. She shifted slightly, rising on tiptoe, and fitted her mouth to his.

He forgot to breathe.

Her mouth was soft, warm and sweet. Tender.

Slowly he took control of the kiss from her. He coaxed her lips apart, licked and sucked the plump lower lip, then slid his tongue into her mouth.

She moaned and twisted her hands in his hair.

He widened his stance and fitted her between his thighs. She was leaning forward now and he was taking most of her weight, glorying in it. Her skirt ruched up and he cupped the fullness of her bottom, kneading it and enjoying the way she writhed in response, rubbing against him.

She sucked on his tongue and his hips jerked in unstoppable instinct, but it was a mistake. Precariously balanced as they were, the action set him staggering. He might have kept his balance, if he’d released her. Instead, he let himself fall backwards and she toppled with him into the shelter of the dunes.

”Are you okay?” she asked huskily. Her hands could have been checking him for injuries. But that little arch of her hips, that full body shiver, that was pure turned-on pleasure.

“Never better.” He tugged at her dress, lost patience and broke a strap. One small, perfect breast tumbled free. He lifted her up, positioning her in total, selfish greed and sucked on the tight nipple.

The world exploded around them and lighted up the beach.

Grace yelped and pulled away. She grabbed at her dress and held it up. Behind her, fireworks lit up the sky.

“Fireworks.” He closed his eyes a moment in frustration. It was fairly obvious the mood was broken, but his body was still in the zone. He exhaled deeply, trying to unclench muscles ready for action. “Damn kids.”

With the bushfire risk, fireworks were banned, but a few idiots always seemed to find some anyhow — and let them off.

“Anyone could have seen us,” Grace whispered.

He decided he resented the horror in her voice. It would have been embarrassing, but not the end of the world. “We’re in the shadow of the dune.”

She scrambled to her feet awkwardly since one hand still held her torn dress in place. “That was a mistake. I shouldn’t have kissed you. You shouldn’t have asked me to.”

More fireworks exploded.

She must have seen his grim expression. “Are you very upset?”

”Upset?” He caught her elbow and started them walking again. A fast march, this time. “As you said, this was my idea. There’s no reason I’d be upset, is there?”

She regarded him doubtfully, then faced forward and they completed the journey home in silence. In equal silence, they separated at the door and went to their lonely beds.

Saul frowned at the ceiling. He hoped Grace had enjoyed a cold shower because he sure as hell hadn’t.
  

Chapter 5
 

Grace woke early but lay listening to the small sounds of Saul moving around the house. Only when she heard him leave did she get up and see about her own breakfast. Thank goodness he was a surfer and the lure of the waves never failed. She didn’t know how she’d face him this morning.

Last night she’d been shameless. It was as if every fantasy, even the really forbidden ones, had been possible and she’d gone after them like a wild woman. The simmering attraction between her and Saul had exploded and she’d been all over him.

He’d been all over her, too, but then he’d have had his reasons. For herself, she’d learned that moonlit beaches were treacherous and enthralling in equal measures. They encouraged fantasies of romance that were downright dangerous.

She poured a bowl of cereal, spooned yoghurt over the top and sliced a banana over that. It was tricky, but she juggled the cereal bowl and a mug of coffee as she opened the door to the courtyard. The sheltered nook had a stone table and benches that looked out over the bay. Seaside daisies framed the paving. It would have been perfect, except for the lingering smell of bushfire smoke in the air and her thoughts.

“Good morning, Grace.”

“Ryan. Good morning.”

Her stepsister’s fiancé paused awkwardly, then left the pathway that linked the houses to join her at the table. “I saw Saul had gone surfing.”

The implication being that he’d timed his visit to find her alone. Awkward. She pushed aside her empty cereal bowl.

“Would you like a coffee?”

He shook his head. “You and Saul …”

”It’s too early in the day to talk about relationships,” she said firmly.

“Too early — or too late?” His mouth twisted and he reached a hand across the table to cover hers. “Grace, we were friends. When I met Carrie, she was so different. Her frivolity appealed to me. She’s glamorous.”

“Carrie is also kind and loyal.” She tried to withdraw her hand, and was shocked when his hold tightened. The smoke seemed to thicken in the air, that or the tension. She stared at him.

“I made a mistake.”

Saul surfed at least twice a week. It was why he’d bought his city apartment on the coast. He wouldn’t call surfing meditation, but it served the same purpose. Riding the waves, you lived in the moment. He made his best business decisions while surfing.

After his restless night, he’d barely waited for dawn to pull on a wetsuit and jog down to the beach.

If the fireworks hadn’t intruded, Grace and he would have made love. It would have changed everything between them. Neither of them was into recreational sex … so where had that burst of passion come from? She’d been as hot as him, and he’d been burning up.

He’d never felt anything as intense as his need for her.

He fell off the surfboard. Automatically he collected it, then sat on it to think. The waves moved him slowly to shore.

A man could be logical, even about emotion. In December, he’d impulsively claimed Grace as his fiancée. He’d been being kind, no matter what she thought. Then on New Year’s Eve, he’d stayed alone and reached the momentous resolution that this was the year he’d find a life partner. A wife. Then last night he’d kissed Grace on the beach as if he were starving for her.

Even a stupid man could connect the dots.

“I’m in love.”

A seagull paddling nearby ignored him.

He struck out for shore.

In love. That was why he couldn’t let Grace ignore him, couldn’t let her chat with Ryan, Mr Nice Guy. That was why he’d meddled in her hospital scheduled and basically kidnapped her.

He walked up the beach with the surfboard under his arm and water streaming down his body. He halted at the top of the path, staring at the tableau in his courtyard.

Ryan sat across the table from Grace, and he was holding her hand, saying. “I made a mistake.”

Saul set down the surfboard and the slight sound caught their attention. Two shocked faces gaped at him. “Don’t make a bigger mistake now,” he advised Ryan harshly.

The younger man released Grace’s hand instantly. “I … um...” He glanced at her, but she was very busy collecting her cereal bowl and mug. Without her support, he trailed off miserably. “I have to go.”

“Yes, you do,” Saul said grimly. He opened the door for Grace.

She stepped past him, careful not to touch him, and rinsed her dishes in the sink.

He leaned against a kitchen bench.

“You’re dripping.”

“That’s why the floor is concrete. It’ll survive.” A pause. “He wants you back.”

“Ryan never had me.”

“You thought he was your dream man.”

She smiled slightly, sadly. “No. I was lonely. I wanted to believe I could be important to someone.”

“Grace —” He started toward her, but she evaded him, putting the bench between them.

“You know how dangerous loneliness is,” she said. “You must have seen it last night. The way I responded to you.” She blushed but met his eyes. “Pathetic to be that eager. It took me by surprise.”

He froze. “Are you saying you used me last night? I don’t believe it. We weren’t anonymous bodies on the beach. You were responding to me.”

“I know. You’re gorgeous and I had a crush on you as a kid.”

”What?”

“I hid it.” A one shoulder shrug. “A romantic moonlit beach, my teenage hero.”

“Don’t. Don’t mock what we had.”

“I’m sorry, Saul. I’m apologising because you’re a good friend. Arrogant maybe.” Her attempt at a laugh failed. She glanced down at the yellow and green singlet and shorts she wore. “You made me so mad when you threw your weight around at the hospital, then used emotional guilt to get me here. I went out and bought a new wardrobe just to show you and everyone that I wasn’t the pathetic one in our supposed broken engagement. I even thought I could make you want me as a woman. I guess I did.”

His stomach was one tight, cold knot. “Is that how you see me, so arrogant and manipulative that you can play with me as if I have no emotions?”

“No!”

“Saul.” The shout preceded running footsteps. Alex, one of the teenagers, skidded in. “Your phone’s not working. They want you at the SES centre. There’s a new bushfire. Uncle Stuart’s waiting for you.”

“Ten minutes,” Saul said. He had to get rid of the wetsuit that was cold and clammy on his skin. Or maybe that was shock.

Grace didn’t love him. Hell, it sounded as if she didn’t even like him.

“I’m coming, too,” she followed him down the hallway. “First aid. There’ll be lots of smoke injuries. Can I borrow a t shirt?”

He found one of his tighter ones, left here over Christmas, and threw it at her.

“Saul.”

“Get dressed,” he said and began unzipping the suit.
  

Chapter 6
 

The SES centre was its usual organised chaos. People, Grace hadn’t seen in months greeted her cheerfully and asked about her medical studies. Cups of tea and sandwiches were available. The St Johns Ambulance officer accepted her offer of help. She’d worked with him before, even taken courses with him, and he knew she was accredited to assist. They bathed smoke-reddened eyes and dressed minor burns.

The bushfire had apparently sprung out of nowhere.

”Fireworks,” more than one man growled. They wore their orange overalls and heavy boots and accepted Saul as one of their own. He’d been volunteering for years.

The SES chief was Tanya Ashanto and she ran a tight ship. Saul was sent out to the West Road sector.

Grace and Saul had driven to the centre with her stepfather, and his presence had effectively prevented them talking.

Her chest hurt, and she didn’t think the tightness was from the smoke in the air. She’d hurt Saul and she hadn’t meant to — she hadn’t thought she could.

What had she been trying to do? Prove to him and to herself that he wasn’t important?

The hours slipped by. The severity of the injuries increased and the easterly wind wouldn’t stop blowing. It was blustery and potentially lethal, driving the fire in huge jumps that laughed at the SES workers’ containment lines. Houses were lost and livestock burned alive.

Her stepfather came in with smoke inhalation. Nothing too dangerous, but there was no way he could go back out. She phoned her mum and had her come in and drive him home. He went, protesting.

Saul remained out in the West Road sector.

Grace took a five minute break and studied the latest chart. The fire was dangerous there. Chief Ashanto was talking of bringing the crews in.

The radio message silenced the centre.

”Truck overturned. Fire … West Road …”

“Saul!”

Her fellow St Johns Ambulance officer gripped her arm, keeping her upright, then keeping her from dashing off. “Wait,” he said harshly.

Chief Ashanto snapped out commands. She refused to let Grace accompany the rescue crew. “You’re too emotionally involved.”

The other first aid officer went, leaving Grace to tend injuries on auto-pilot. Her whole being strained to hear the news through the radio.

It was the worst time for mobile phone coverage to fail. One of the towers must have been damaged by the bushfire.

Some people laughed at the patriotism shown on Australia Day and questioned what it was the holiday celebrated. As Grace waited agonisingly for news of Saul, she could have told them. Australia Day was about the community supporting one another. Mateship meant more than sport and school friends. It was about being there for one another.

She shared her terror for Saul with everyone waiting at the SES centre for news of their friends and family members.

And she cheered and cried with them as the news came through.

“No fatalities,” the rescue crew reported over the crackling radio. “Repeat. Everyone’s alive.”

The bad news was broken bones and burns. A helicopter couldn’t land in the middle of the inferno, but the rescue crew and the surviving truck crew were ferrying everyone else out.

In one of the ironies of nature, the wind swung to the life- and property- saving westerly sea breeze as the rescue expedition limped in. Ambulances met them to carry the most badly injured to hospital. Cars waited to transport those who could walk.

Saul jumped down from the driver’s seat of the surviving fire truck.

Grace ran up and hugged him. She was crying too hard to say anything coherent. They stood there for minutes, not saying anything, just holding each other tight. Then she wiped her eyes on his dirty uniform and punched him. “Don’t you ever, ever do that again.”

“Do what?” He didn’t even pretend to flinch at her blow. His thumb smeared the tears along her cheekbone.

“Make me think I’d lost you.”

This time his hug nearly cracked her ribs. He smelled of smoke and sweat and she didn’t care. She didn’t care that she was snuffly with tears. She kissed him as if he was life itself, and he kissed her back.

An hour later Saul had finished his de-briefing and Grace had handed over to two other first aid officers. The fire wasn’t under control, but thanks to the change in wind direction, it was getting there. Grace had her stepfather’s car keys. Saul took them from her and opened the passenger door.

She was shy with him. Her red-rimmed eyes avoided looking in his direction.

He caught her chin. “I love you.” He closed the car door and walked around to the driver’s side.

Her wide-eyed gaze snagged on him as he got in.

“I’m sweaty and stinky and I need a shower in the worst way. This isn’t how I ever thought I’d tell a woman I love her. But I do, Grace. I love you.”

Since she seemed incapable of a response, he started the car, edged out of the crowded parking area and headed for home. Her response could wait because he knew how she felt. She’d admitted it with her desperate hug and tears.

They reached his house before she said anything, and then her voice was overly calm, almost detached. “You’re ready to settle down. You said so yourself. You want marriage and kids and everything. You think I’m the sensible sort of woman who —”

He stopped her with a kiss. “No, Grace, I fell in love with you, and then I had to work out what the weird feeling meant.”

She turned away from him, getting out of the car, then walked with him to the back door.

He opened it and stooped to unlace his boots. He kicked them off and stepped out of the scorched overalls. His cotton t shirt and shorts clung to him.

“Does being in love mean being scared and euphoric and not being able to imagine smiling without you?” She watched him with eyes that ate him up.

“Yes. And it also means wanting to romance you, but knowing that being with you, here, now, in unromantic reality is far more important.”

Her lovely smile dawned. “It’s real between us, isn’t it?”

“Real and forever.”

Grace felt the muscles on his back shift and strain as he lifted her. She wrapped her legs around his waist. “Where are we going? Bed?”

“Ultimately.” He kissed her deeply. “Shower first.”

“Mmmhmm.” His mouth did impossible things to her self control. She loved the flavour of him. “Did I say, I love you?”

“No.” He bit her lower lip. “I thought I’d make you scream it.”

She shuddered at the sensual threat.

In the bathroom, he let her slide down his body, then stepped back to strip off his shirt and shorts.

She fumbled with her own clothes, more concerned with what he was revealing.

He was already aroused and grinned as he saw her looking. “I want you.”

Naked, they stepped into the shower. The water pounded down on them, sliding into their kiss and over their skin.

“Let me just scrub off quickly,” he said.

The soap slid over him, tracing a pattern she wanted to follow with her hands and mouth.

He watched her watch him, and tossed the soap away. “Come here.”

The water ought to have steamed. Everywhere he touched her came to screaming sensitivity. His mouth was torment and promise.

“Please, please, please.”

Only his arm held her up as his free hand teased her to orgasm.

“You’re beautiful.” He slammed shut the water as she panted for breath.

“Saul!” Her eyes opened in protest.

“Condom. Bed.” The monosyllables and flush across his cheekbones proclaimed his arousal. He held her hands away from him. “No! Don’t touch me. Otherwise it’ll be over too soon. I want you so much.”

He carried her into his room and dropped her onto the bed, following her down for a hard kiss before rolling on a condom. A moment later he was inside her.

Her whole body arched at the ecstasy of the rhythm he set. When they came, together, nothing had ever felt that good. Nothing ever would. “I love you.”

“Yeah.” He smiled, arrogant, macho, gorgeous — and hers. “I heard your scream.”
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Excerpt from Rescue Heat by Nina Hamilton
 

First days on any job were terrible, but in this job, other people’s first days were even worse.

Dr. Brigid Adair looked out the door of the swaying helicopter to the small sea platform below. The white caps of the waves and the rush of wind against her face said this rescue could turn into a special type of hell. For the patient and the dive master below, hell had obviously already arrived. The patient had gone from having the dive of a lifetime in North Queensland’s usually sparkling waters, to coughing up blood while a helicopter circled overhead.

The tension in the close confines of the helicopter was running higher than usual and it wasn’t just the uncertain conditions that had everyone on edge. They had a new crewmember onboard. Unfortunately, for Brigid’s peace of mind, she was going to be strapped to him while being lowered on a wire. Their destination was the wildly rocking sea platform below.

All rescue teams hated the first week for new team members. The training regime was fierce and no incompetence would ever be allowed into a team as elite as helicopter rescue but, when your life depended on each other, trust was not automatic. A helicopter crew only attended the most serious of medical situations. They worked against the clock and learned to anticipate each other’s actions.

Brigid did a secondary check on the contents of her medical bag as she waited for the pilot’s confirmation that the rescue was actually going ahead. Dave, their pilot, always had the final say on any rescue attempt. While she was responsible for the life of the patient on the platform below, Dave’s first responsibility was to the lives of everyone on board the helicopter. Today, those lives numbered herself, Chris the aircrew winch operator and Matt, their new rescue paramedic.

As they waited for Dave’s final call, Brigid looked over to Matt, sitting in the jump seat opposite her. At least his eyes were calm and there were no obvious first-day jitters. In fact, she couldn’t see any emotion whatsoever in those fathomless dark eyes. He was strapping the harness around him, keeping his gaze on the conditions below.

His demeanour had a constant watchfulness that was the mark of a professional. Awareness was crucial as any change in the weather conditions could endanger their lives and the life of the patient they were here to save.

Thinking of that patient Brigid couldn’t help the warning that popped out of her mouth. “Once we get on the platform we immediately need to get the oxygen on the patient if his breathing is as compromised as reported.”

“That’s protocol. So yes, I’ll be able to do it,” he answered.

From the bite in his tone, her attempt to keep the doubt out of her voice wasn’t entirely successful. Well, he would have to lump it. Out here, no-one’s abilities were taken for granted; no matter how highly decorated a medic they had been in combat.

The final check came through the intercom.

“Rescue Doctor ready,” confirmed Brigid.

“Rescue Crew Member One ready,” said Matt.

It was still slightly jarring to hear Matt’s American accent, coming through her headphones on the helicopter’s intercom. She couldn’t help but note it was an extremely masculine sound, deep, with just a touch of Texan drawl. The confidence she could hear must be a remnant of his US Army background.

At six foot two, Matt pushed the height restrictions of the rescue crew and his body, while obviously strong, was sleekly muscled rather than bulky. Brigid was not sure how comfortable she was with the appeal she found in his square jaw and closely cropped dark hair. It was a strict policy of Brigid’s not to date men she worked with. She had grown up watching her surgeon father create hurt and havoc by treating the nurses he worked with as disposable sexual playthings. That experience made her policy non-negotiable. Anyway, as she had to remind herself, she was not into overly confident men.

“We’re a go,” said pilot Dave, finally. “I’ll drop Brigid and Matt on the corner opposite the patient. That way we won’t hit the guys on the platform with too much updraft.”

Matt stood against the doorframe and clipped Brigid’s harness onto his own. She stepped out of the door after him and allowed the harness to take her full weight. No matter how many times she did this she couldn’t help feeling that, with the two of them on the winch, they were breaking the laws of physics.

Chris, the wire operator, slowly released Matt and Brigid down, face to face, with only the heavy medical bag between them. Suspended on the wire, they were totally buffeted by the wind and considerable updraft. This was often the most perilous part of any air rescue operation.

Not many people had to get this physically intimate with their co-workers. Then again, not many people had to trust their co-workers not to drop them into the sea from a height of twenty metres.

“Right?” Matt had to put his mouth almost on her ear in order to ask the question. She nodded her agreement.

Matt’s feet touched down on the platform first and he guided Brigid to stand beside him. At once, she couldn’t help but be grateful for the protection his supple strength offered.

When Brigid’s feet touched the deck she knew the success of the next part of the mission depended on her. She was now in charge of this rodeo.

Brigid walked across the unsteady dive platform with unfailing balance. Who would have thought a talent for gymnastics would have become so useful in her practice of medicine?

She glanced across to Matt. He too was moving without hesitation, carrying all the equipment they were going to need in the next few minutes. The waves crashed onto the platform and the resulting sea mist stung at Brigid’s eyes.

When they got to the patient and the man standing over him, Brigid was glad the dive master was someone she recognised. Trent was from a reputable, safety conscious local dive company and was well trained enough to have oxygen already on her patient.

Of immediate concern was that the patient’s scuba suit was still on. It was now twenty-five minutes since the dive boat had called for help. He was still clad in wet rubber, which meant his condition had certainly not improved.

“What happened?” Brigid asked Trent, as she knelt to get a closer look at the patient. The patient was around fifty and she suspected he normally looked fit when he wasn’t pale, blue-lipped and in obvious pain.

“Joe was having a normal dive when he started looking panicked and began ascending way too quickly. Once he got to the surface he was gasping for air and soon after he was complaining of chest pains and coughing blood,” said Trent, his voice was matter of fact.

“Did you see any of his bubbles on the way up?”

“No,” was Trent’s definitive answer. The grave look on his face reflected Brigid’s fears. A scuba diver who ascends too quickly and doesn’t breathe on the way up encounters a potentially fatal hazard that even the best safety practices can’t protect against.

Brigid looked over to Matt. He’d already retrieved the spinal board that the crew had lowered and signalled the pilot to put the helicopter into a holding pattern. The movement of the helicopter gave the platform some distance from the sound of the engine’s roar.

She leaned down to the patient. “Hey Joe,” she said. “We’re going to make you feel better soon, so I want you to relax and try not to talk.”

“One, two, three.” On Brigid’s call, they rolled Joe onto his side. With difficultly, Brigid managed to get the zipper of Joe’s scuba suit halfway down. However, it was clear that without their patient able to help, they were going to have to cut him out of the suit.

Matt was even now pulling scissors out of the bag, knowing she would need to access the man’s chest for the most basic of assessments.

Matt’s ability to judge the actions needed in this situation relieved Brigid. Going by the bluish tinge to Joe’s lips, they needed to get him to the hospital, fast.

Brigid pulled back the suit as Matt made swift cuts. Within seconds they had Joe’s chest exposed, and the suit cut down to his waist.

Brigid used her stethoscope to listen to Joe’s chest.

“Decreased breath sounds on his right hand side,” she recorded to Matt.

Matt had quickly attached equipment that allowed them to measure both blood pressure and oxygen stats.

The results were borderline. In a hospital environment, she would probably perform an emergency procedure. Here, out at sea, she was glad that action was not going to be forced upon her.

On a three-by-three metre, rocking platform that was attached by a chain to the deep seabed she was less than inclined to stick a large bore needle into this man’s chest cavity. Knowing the patient would be able to wait until they reached the sterile and better-equipped environment of a major hospital was a relief. “Probable pneumothorax. It’s a scope and run,” Brigid said to Matt.

She communicated the same information to the helicopter, via the two-way radio attached to her flight suit.

She gestured for Trent to move away as she and Matt strapped their patient tightly to the spinal board stretcher. She discarded the dive boat supplied oxygen mask, and put on the one from her kit. She hoped to push up Joe’s oxygen stats, making him more comfortable for the ride back to the hospital.

The helicopter moved back into position, this time directly above their heads. The crew dropped the wire, complete with patient transport hooks, to where Matt could easily catch it. They secured the stretcher to the hooks and Matt to the stretcher board. It was his job to be winched with the patient. He needed to make sure the difficult manoeuvre of the stretcher through the helicopter doors came off as smoothly as possible. Matt would then come back down and collect Brigid and the medical equipment.

As Matt got their patient safely to the chopper, Brigid made sure all the equipment was secure. Medical equipment was far too expensive for them to drop it into the sea. When Matt swung himself back to the platform, she could see the quick and sadly familiar look of surprise that she already had the heavy bags in her arms.

You didn’t last long in this job if you couldn’t pull your weight. Since her first day as flight doctor, Brigid had very deliberately put five kilos of muscle onto her slim five foot eleven frame. She helped Matt with the backpack and then stood passively as he latched them together again.

The wind had picked up, so the wire swung as the winch took them skyward. With a casual move that underplayed the sheer physical strength needed, Matt locked his leg around hers and twisted. This action ensured that if they crashed into the side of the helicopter, because of an unfortunate gust of wind, his body would bear the brunt of any impact.

The action caught Brigid by surprise. For a long moment, she was distracted by a simple appreciation for the hard thigh against her own. Another hard jolt of the dangling wire quickly brought her brain back to life. She was not sure how she felt about this act of almost casual chivalry. While it was Matt’s job to maintain the safety of all crew and patients on down wire operations, it was not his job to put himself between her and danger.

Brigid did not have long to ponder that thought, as all her concentration was needed to clamber though the door of the helicopter. This was something that always required a certain amount of physical dexterity.

Between Matt and herself, they quickly had Joe hooked up to the available monitors. If something was going to go wrong with your patient in-flight, you wanted to know fast. Minimal room to move limited their options, so advance warning was essential.

It was a fifteen-minute flight from the Outer Reef to Cairns Hospital so all Brigid could do now was monitor his vital signs. Luckily, they seemed to be holding steady, and under the pressure of the more efficient oxygen mask, his oxygen stats were even improving slightly. The bluish tinge was still there, but the look of panic in Joe’s eyes had lessened considerably.

Brigid settled back in her seat and picked up her radio. She dialled the direct line to Cairns Base Hospital.

“Dr Brigid Adair from Cairns Rescue One speaking. Confirming incoming patient with suspected pneumothorax. ETA seven minutes, coming in to helicopter landing pad.”

It was days like this you could see the real need for the Emergency Management Queensland Helicopter Rescue Service. No helicopter availability would have meant Joe would only now be beginning a two-hour boat ride back to shore, on a dive boat without medical supervision.

Yet Brigid was not ready to congratulate herself until the helicopter had touched down and she had successfully transferred a stabilised Joe to the Cairns Emergency Department.

She could see the rapidly approaching coastline and Cairns Base Hospital rooftop. Cairns Base Hospital was one of the few hospitals in the country right on the water’s edge. This came in handy, in moments like this one, as it allowed for the quick transfer of patients from the islands or reefs.

Their helicopter landing pad was on the stretch of grass between the hospital and the marina. The surrounding outer reefs protected Cairns’ beaches, so the waves that had pounded the dive platform were non-existent here and the water had the famous Queensland sparkle.

Dave brought the helicopter expertly over the hospital grounds and down smoothly onto the clearly marked landing pad. They were doing a hot transfer, so they kept the helicopter running while transferring the patient. When the helicopter door opened, air generated by the still rapidly swirling blades blasted their faces.

A nurse and two orderlies came over a with a hospital trolley. Between Brigid, Matt and two extra pairs of hands, they successfully transferred Joe to the hospital trolley. Once a safe distance from the helicopter, Brigid gave the crew the thumbs up and signalled for them to head back to base without her.
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Excerpt from What Love Sounds Like by Alissa Callen
 

THE ICING on her day-from-hell cake strode into her office like he owned it.

Mia Windsor pushed back her chair and came to her feet. It didn’t matter that the broken air-conditioner rendered the room hotter than a furnace. It didn’t matter that her spilt glass of water had soaked the front of her shirt and turned the client notes she’d been reading into an ink-washed landscape worthy of framing. She was again secure in her comfort zone: she knew how to deal with a man who appeared a carbon-copy of her father.

This client may be a stranger but she knew the exact shade of his power-gold silk tie, the exact angle of his proud chin. The chill of her blouse soaked into her soul. She also knew the meaning of the two body-lengths of distance between him and the wide-eyed child who trailed behind him.

She took a moment to ensure her words emerged clear, concise, perfect, then she stepped out from behind her desk and extended a hand. ‘Welcome to Little Poppies Speech Pathology, Mr. Reid.’

Eyes as blue as an endless outback sky met hers. Masculine lips moved in a barely-there smile before his tanned fingers grasped hers with a surprising gentleness. Too late she felt the weight of the top-knot she’d secured with a pencil shift. Her hair spilled around her shoulders. She closed her fingers around his and squeezed as if her life depended on it. As if her professional hat hadn’t tumbled to the floor along with her makeshift hairpin.

An indefinable expression darkened his eyes before his features again settled in rigid, remote lines. ‘Thank you for seeing us on such short notice, Ms. Windsor.’

The velvet-smoothness of his voice washed over her, doing strange things to her sensible knees. His tone was softer, more human, than she’d expected. Strange, since she’d seen the chiselled features of an ice sculpture exude more warmth. ‘Don’t mention it. But after five minutes in this heat you might be retracting your thanks.’

Without waiting for his reply, she turned her attention toward the blonde-haired girl who’d reached her father’s side and now stood as close as possible to his leg without touching him. Anxious fingers tangled themselves in the folds of her white cotton dress.

Compassion melted Mia’s heart. She knew how many butterflies would spread their wings in Tilly’s stomach, how they’d soar to her throat as soon as she tried to speak. And the sickness that would replace them once no-one understood a single word of what she’d uttered.

She’d once been this child.

Mia placed her hands on her knees and bent so her gaze was level with the little girl’s. ‘Hello, Tilly. I’m Mia.’ She smiled. ‘It’s lovely to meet you.’

Large grey eyes fixed on her. Uncertainty anchored the corners of the child’s tiny mouth into a downward curve. In her peripheral vision Mia saw Mr. Reid adjust his tie, with quick, impatient tugs. Her fingernails bit into her skin. So what if such a gesture was as familiar as the freckles across her nose? Just because her father had performed the same action when she’d attempt to talk to him was of no consequence. She relaxed her death-grip upon her knees. Her childhood lay behind her. Dealt with. Finished. She was Mia Windsor. Speech pathologist. Not Amelia Windsor. Stammerer. Failure.

She straightened. ‘Now before we start, Mr. Reid, I must apologise for the temperature. Yesterday’s power surge knocked out the air-conditioner.’

‘Let’s just keep this short and the heat won’t be a problem.’

‘How about we allow Tilly’s needs to dictate this appointment’s length, shall we?’ Despite her best intentions disapproval cooled her words.

‘Fine. But even out here,’ he glanced out the window to where heat mirages would shimmer instead of glass skyscrapers, ‘time is money.’

‘In a population of under a thousand, money soon loses its shine.’

He arched a dark eyebrow as if such a possibility was as likely as a flying pig adding excitement to her dehydrated, red-dust view.

‘Bush spirit is founded on mateship, not millions,’ she added through tight lips. ‘The only currency of any importance this far west of the mountains is…people.’

‘That’s all very commendable but in my experience money is king. The world can’t work without it.’

She looked at the motionless figure standing lost and alone beside her father. Mia’s annoyance ebbed. Just as well in her world people were the only thing that mattered. Not money. Not power. ‘In this temperature any world would have trouble working. So, let’s get started.’

She crossed to the play area brimming with bright toys, selected a pony from the top shelf and returned to Tilly. ‘It feels hotter than an oven in here, doesn’t it?’ Mia fanned her face with her hand. ‘If I was a cupcake, I think I’d be very overcooked.’

But the child didn’t smile let alone answer. The only movement in her statue-still body was from her eyes as she looked at the toy pony. Mia tilted Stardust so that the overhead light danced in the pony’s iridescent mane.

‘This is Stardust. Her favourite things are rainbows and purple glitter. I was going to make her a pool to cool off in but I’m not very good at putting blocks together. Maybe you could help me?’

Still Tilly didn’t move. Didn’t speak.

Mia lowered her voice. ‘What colour blocks do you think she’d like? Blue or green?’

The small girl looked from the pony to Mia and then back again. But she didn’t answer.

‘Maybe your father could help us decide?’

Tilly’s mouth trembled. Her expression crumbled. With a sob, she buried her face against the masculine trouser leg beside her. Dismay needled Mia’s conscience. What had she said? What had she missed? She had no idea what crucial client details lay drowned beneath her water.

‘It’s all right, sweetheart,’ she soothed, fighting the urge to draw the fragile, shaking body close. ‘I really don’t think Stardust will mind what colour blocks we use.’

‘Ms. Windsor, I thought I’d made everything clear in the intake notes.’ Annoyance set the carved line of Mr. Reid’s jaw in granite. ‘I’m her uncle.’

Guilt kick-started a dull tattoo behind Mia’s eyes. It didn’t matter that the spilt glass of water had obscured the details on Tilly’s file, she’d made a mistake. And not just a wrong file in the wrong colour-coded folder mistake. She’d made a mistake that caused a vulnerable child pain.

‘My apologies for the misunderstanding.’ She concentrated on ensuring that her voice remained smooth, composed. Professional. ‘Before we go any further I’ll reacquaint myself with your niece’s details.’

Tilly’s weeping drowned out Mr. Reid’s clipped reply. Mia took a step toward her. Tilly mightn’t be his child, but surely he could see that she needed comfort. The seconds stretched. Tilly’s sobs echoed around the airless room. Finally Mr. Reid moved. His left hand lowered, hesitated and hovered just above the little girl’s head as though awaiting a puppet master’s instructions.

Mia folded her arms to prevent herself taking hold of his hand and super-gluing it onto Tilly’s head. What was it about proud, powerful men that rendered them incapable of emotion? It must be a pre-requisite that they barter humanity and empathy for privilege and position. A trade her father had made in a heartbeat.

Mr. Reid’s hand lowered further to pat Tilly upon the head with the same enthusiasm as a person pacifying a teething lion cub. His hand then fisted and disappeared into his trouser pocket.

Mia spoke into the tension that was almost as cloying as the heat. ‘Tilly, I’m sorry I made you sad. Stardust is feeling upset today too and needs someone to look after her. Would you mind taking care of her while I check something on my desk? I know she’d be happy with you.’

Tilly gulped in ragged breaths as she turned to centre wet-lashed eyes on the pony. The damp stains that marred her uncle’s perfectly creased charcoal suit would remind him of his niece’s sadness long after her tears had dried. Just when Mia thought Tilly would again hide her face against his leg, the little girl gave a hesitant nod.

‘Thank you.’ She pressed Stardust into Tilly’s tiny, cold hands. ‘I won’t be long.’

‘Now, Mr. Reid, what would you like while I re-acquaint myself with Tilly’s file?’

‘I’m fine.’

She blinked. If she didn’t know better she’d swear all colour had leeched from beneath his tan. Ridiculous. One thing her past had taught her was that words like panic and uncertainty didn’t feature in the vocabulary of success-stamped men like her father or Kade Reid. In their power-driven worlds there simply wasn’t any room for such emotions.

‘Are you sure? I can’t offer you another pony but perhaps a toy truck would be more to your taste?’

‘I don’t need anything.’ Deep grooves bracketed his mouth. ‘I’ve never had time for toys.’

‘Little boys love to build things. Push things. Make car noises. You must have had some favourite toy in your childhood, Mr. Reid?’

‘Call me Kade. And, no, I didn’t have a favourite toy.’

‘No obligatory toy train set? No ferocious dinosaurs? No remote-controlled car?’

He shook his head. She glanced to where Tilly’s pale fingers combed themselves through Stardust’s long, silky mane. How could this man not have a beloved toy? Something to love and to cherish.

He spoke again. ‘My father believed time spent on play could be better served learning. At four I had my first share portfolio.’

She searched his impassive features for any sign of humour. She found none.

‘No toys? Only shares?’

‘It did me no harm. Children with idle minds get up to mischief.’

Oh joy. Parenting advice from a man allergic to the entire spectrum of human emotion.

‘So what about adults then? What will keep you out of mischief for the next three minutes?’

A ghost of a grin shaped his mouth. It vanished as quickly as it appeared. His broad shoulders swung toward the room’s coffee-coloured sofa.

‘A seat and a speedy assessment.’

Could it be any hotter?

Kade eased himself back into the leather couch. He ignored the clammy fingers of sweat exploring his skin and ran a hand along his stiff jaw. His muscles felt like they’d just survived boot-camp. It must have been a while since he’d last smiled.

Before him Ms. Windsor sat on the floor with his niece, a pile of blue blocks between them. The speech pathologist speared him a stern look from over the top of her severe glasses. ‘I really do think you’d be more comfortable seated in the waiting room.’

He didn’t back down from a thrown gauntlet. Even when in danger of passing out from heatstroke. ‘Thank you. I’m quite comfortable.’

‘Fair enough.’ Ms. Windsor’s curt reply was accompanied by a frown.

He kept his gaze above her shoulders. His wondering how the water from the empty glass on her desk had ended up over her blouse wasn’t going to make the appointment end any sooner. Just like his noticing how the wet shirt clung to her curves like a second skin wasn’t going to diminish her displeasure.

Another smile threatened. It was as though he’d trodden in something pungent and trekked it all over her beige carpet. He couldn’t remember the last time anyone had regarded him with such aversion. But she needed at least another thirty years to carry off a stare which would make his old headmistress proud. And even then Ms. Windsor would still be too pretty. Far too pretty.

All amusement fled. Attractive women were a permanent fixture of his world, a by-product of his status. They were never a novelty or a distraction. So what’d just happened? When Ms. Windsor’s auburn curls had fallen around her face when they’d shaken hands all he could breathe in was the scent of apples. All he could do was stare. Then just when his self-control had righted itself, she’d smiled at Tilly. A smile so gentle, so accepting, he forgot about the room’s high temperature. Forgot about where he was and why he was there.

He folded his arms across his chest. This infernal heat was taking a blowtorch to his composure, melting his sanity and liquefying his focus. He needed this assessment wrapped up. Fast. He needed a verdict and a course of action. He needed his life back. He shifted on the seat. The sofa leather creaked in protest.

‘Feeling restless, Mr. Reid? My secretary could provide you with a glass of iced water? Tilly, you’ll be fine here with me, won’t you?’

He barely registered the instant nod of his niece’s blonde head. A fleeting memory teased his subconscious. Ms. Windsor and her razor-sharp stare reminded him of someone.

‘I couldn’t leave and miss the fun.’

‘Sorry to disappoint you but Tilly and I’ll be the ones having fun.’ She swept a hand over the pile of blocks as if displaying a prize on a game show. ‘Unless you’d like to join us?’

Join them. His fingers tugged at his tie which suddenly choked like a silk noose around his neck. That would mean interacting with Tilly and bracing himself for yet another assault upon his ordered world. ‘As I said before I’m quite comfortable where I am.’

Ms. Windsor’s only response was a slight lift of a fine brow before she again turned her attention to building a rectangular-shaped pool with Tilly.

He shrugged off his jacket and draped it beside him. He refolded his arms against the urge to retrieve his handkerchief and mop his forehead. With luck Ms. Windsor would attribute the sheen covering his skin to the sauna-high temperature and not to bone-numbing dread.

How could such a tiny figure like his ward create such chaos? His life had never been so out of control. With every clutch of Tilly’s hand on his trousers, with every sob that shook her shoulders, the noose around his neck tightened. He was so battle-weary. So tired from fighting to keep his and Tilly’s lives separate. So exhausted from feeling out of his depth.

When Ms. Windsor appeared unfamiliar with Tilly’s details, panic had hit him like a mini tsunami. He’d been assured by the city expert that she was the best person to deal with his niece’s unintelligible speech. She had to know what to do to help Tilly, for he sure didn’t. He knew nothing about children and even less about parenting. Business ventures, yes, but the terrifying world of rainbow ponies called Stardust, no. It was as though Tilly inhabited some foreign country and spoke a language he didn’t understand. A country that was filled with nothing but fairies, furry animals and…feelings.

He closed his eyes and withheld a groan. Why had Brad chosen him as Tilly’s guardian? He didn’t even know his younger brother had married, let alone had fathered a child.

Kade’s eyes opened to the sound of Tilly’s halting speech as she instructed Ms. Windsor on where to place the next block. At last his ward was talking, or trying to. The sooner she could be assessed, the sooner she could learn to speak and he’d be able to employ someone more qualified than himself to raise her.

The sooner the noose would slip from around his neck.

Mia stared at the sea of names and dates swimming before her on the computer screen. Diagnosing Tilly’s speech delay with her substitution of ‘t’ for ‘k’, and ‘d’ for ‘g’, had been the easy part. Finding enough time to work with her was going to be the problem. She attempted to swallow but her dry mouth had already consumed its quota of moisture. She needed to end this appointment and not only because of the heat. Tension rippled along her vertebrae. She had to get this mirror image of her father, and all that he represented, out of her office.

She swivelled on her chair to look at Kade. He’d removed his jacket and loosened his tie but otherwise he reclined on the sofa as though he were sitting in an air-conditioned Sydney penthouse.

She strove for civility. ‘How long are you planning on staying out west?’

‘However long it takes for Tilly to receive the help she needs.’

Mia blanked out the surprising seriousness of his reply. She might have had less trouble believing him if his expression didn’t equal the chill of her air-cooler when working and if he’d been able to comfort his niece.

‘We might rival Dubai with the heat but you do know there’s no seven-star service out here.’

‘My needs are simple. Food, sleep and…’ he eyed off the contrary air-conditioner, ‘cool air.’

Now was not a good time for laughter to gleam in his blue eyes.

‘Summer here,’ she said in what she hoped passed as a comment and not a snap, ‘only has one temperature setting and today is just a taste of what will be on the weather menu.’

Stiffness reclaimed his features. ‘Is warning me about the weather your way of saying my niece is too hard to work with?’

‘No, not at all.’ She looked toward the play area where Tilly made splashing sounds as Stardust leapt in and out of the pretend pool. ‘Tilly does have a speech delay but with appropriate therapy a positive outcome is achievable.’

‘How long…until my ward’s speech can be understood?’

Had a ragged note of desperation torn through his words? Impossible.

‘With all speech therapy it’s important we retain perspective. Even though Tilly is close to five, she hasn’t mastered the three-year old sounds ‘k’ and ‘g’ that occur at the back of the throat. So she substitutes the easier sounds ‘t’ and ‘d’ instead. Hence ‘Kade’ becomes ‘Tade’ and ‘goat’ becomes ‘doat’. Her programme would involve mastering the ‘k’ and ‘g’ sounds and then, like a ladder, progressing up a series of steps. A single step may take over a week to achieve and I must warn you we can only work on one sound at a time.’

His lips thinned.

Mia gritted her teeth. She was in no mood to be patient with yet another man who demanded an instant fix. ‘This is the outback town of Whylandra, not the Sydney CBD. And this is a child we’re discussing, not a business negotiation. There are no bonuses for reaching targets early.’

‘Believe me, I know.’ He speared a hand through his thick hair. ‘I’m only trying to do the best that I can for my ward.’

Astonishment held her silent. The sincerity of his voice, the earnest line between his brows, he appeared almost…human. She studied the computer screen. The heat was melting her defences, sucking the life out of her common sense. For a nanosecond she’d actually considered the possibility a heart beat beneath his designer shirt.

She’d once thought the same about her father.

‘Have you finalised a place to stay?’ she asked after a long moment.

‘Yes. Berrilea.’

An edge hardened his voice as though he were telling her information she should have already known. The accommodation details must have been in the unsalvageable paragraphs of the client notes.

Berrilea. She’d heard of little else but the historic property and its helicopter-flying city owner who was returning to the family home. Rumour had it that Whylandra’s only hair salon had doubled its business in the last week. Wait until the bush telegraph got wind that the very eligible bachelor had a ward in tow. Every maternal instinct in the district would be taken off the shelf and polished until it shone. Just as well her interest would be one of strict professionalism.

She bit the inside of her cheek and looked across at Tilly’s sweet flushed face as she played with Stardust and softly hummed. Exhaustion smudged dark bruises beneath her eyes. A single meeting with Mia would sentence the little girl to a three-hour round trip.

‘You couldn’t have picked a further away place to stay,’ she said. ‘Berrilea’s quite a drive from here.’

‘Yes, I know. That’s why your flexibility is much appreciated.’

What was he talking about? She was a speech pathologist, not a gymnast.

‘Of course,’ he said, ‘it goes without saying that I’ll make your co-operation financially worth your while.’

There it was. The single universal truth of her father’s world and of this man’s world. Money solved everything. A world she’d worked so hard to distance herself from.

‘That won’t be necessary.’ Mia was past caring if her words sounded abrupt. ‘It’s my job to help your niece the best way I can.’

She scrolled through the computer time-table. Blood throbbed in her ears. Her frayed nerves were unravelling as fast as the heat dried her blouse. She had to complete this assessment and get this man out of her office. She had to plug the leak on her memories.

On Monday she was heading to Sydney for a fortnight to work with a child called Matilda. Her old university mentor had sent an SOS that Mia hadn’t been able to ignore. Yesterday’s power surge had knocked out the internet as well as the air-conditioner and her travel details and paperwork were trapped in her inbox. But it would be safe to assume she’d have an opportunity to see Tilly before she left for the city.

‘Right, Tilly’s first appointment can be nine o’clock Monday morning.’ She threw Kade a quick glance. ‘Is that suitable?’

He nodded.

She entered Tilly’s details onto the computer. ‘The next appointment will be in two weeks, again at nine o’clock. We can discuss further dates then.’ She typed in the second appointment details and stood. Relief rendered her light-headed. ‘I believe we’re done.’

Kade too came to his feet. ‘Not so fast. I understood our arrangement provided more than a single initial appointment?’

‘Pardon?’

‘I understood that Tilly was to receive back-to-back intensive therapy?’

She squared her shoulders. His sub-zero tone wasn’t going to work on her. ‘We don’t have an arrangement.’

Other than for all future appointments you’ll be in the waiting room.

‘Didn’t you receive an email outlining the change in plans?’

‘Change of plans? I’ve received no email. The power surge didn’t only take out the air-conditioner, the internet is down too.’

His gaze narrowed before amusement kindled in his blue eyes.

She pulled her heavy hair off her forehead and fought the slow burn of her short fuse. The loss of her cyber-lifeline to the world had been no laughing matter. Today was day two of battling email-withdrawal symptoms.

‘Well, when it is working be sure to check Dr. Sheldon’s email,’ Kade said.

Her hair slipped through her fingers to fall around her face. ‘Dr. Sheldon? Dr. B–B– Bruce Sheldon from the University of Sydney?’

She didn’t need the return of her childhood stammer to confirm what every beat of her racing heart told her. She’d been again catapulted out of her comfort zone.

‘Yes, that’s the one.’ The left corner of Kade’s mouth lifted. He turned to his niece. ‘You’re looking forward to Ms. Windsor coming to stay at Berrilea with us for a fortnight, aren’t you, Matilda?’
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Excerpt from Unforgettable by Elise K. Ackers


 



In Case of Emergency

 



Emma was only in Connor’s life for as long as he was asleep. The moment he opened his eyes, figured out where he was and remembered who was to blame, he’d cast her out.

Again.

Her guilt shadowed her from room to room, slept beside her in bed. She’d taken up a daily vigil of suffering in the hospital alongside him. For as long as he was here, she would be.

As he slept in the recovery ward, she waited in the cafeteria. Cutlery scraped against ceramic, chairs groaned over the tiled floor and people spoke quietly, ever mindful of where they were and what that meant. Sickness lingered in the air, mixed in with the scents of food, cleaning products and people. Everything about Zouki Café offered an attractive distraction, from the roof tiles that looked like puzzle pieces to the letters carved in the backs of the chairs, but it couldn’t make people forget…especially when a man shuffled to a table wearing a white gown, dragging after him an IV stand on a mobile pedestal.

Emma turned from one of the many televisions to watch him. He held a mobile phone with both hands, clearly waiting to receive a call. He shifted every so often, checked the screen. Sighed quietly. She wished she knew his number.

It was raining outside and everyone within the walls of the Royal Melbourne Hospital appeared to know it, even if they hadn’t seen the sky in days. It was a long, wet Sunday and some people had tried everything on the varied Zouki menu by now. People like Emma.

Today she’d packed lunch. She couldn’t face another slice of cake or stuffed croissant and all the hot food was starting to look and taste the same. She’d been coming here too long. Long enough, in fact, to know which seats caught the sweet aromas of the flower shop down the hallway. Roses, gerberas, Australian natives. She’d bought a bunch yesterday and taken them home. Connor wouldn’t have wanted them. Or even known they were there.

Just as he wouldn’t know about the horrid purple bear sitting on one of the visitor seats, or the naff ‘Gone but not Frog-otten’ card that his colleagues had signed. If he could open his eyes he would cringe. They were an eyesore and an insult to taste.

“Are you still thinking about that bear?” her best friend Affni asked.

Emma spooned a scoop of yoghurt into her mouth. It tasted sour. “That purple hurts my eyes.”

“It could have been worse. She could have bought the blue.”

Emma conceded this point with a nod. The blue was infinitely uglier.

Four nurses seated themselves at the table beside them. Each looked weary, and Emma wondered how many hours they had been tending the sick. One of the women began to speak in fractured English, gesturing wildly with her hands. Spanish slid in and out of her sentences as the others listened on, eating their meals and cradling their coffees. The man in the gown struggled to his feet and left. His phone hadn’t rung.

“This place is sucking the life out of me,” Emma grumbled. “Everyone’s waiting for something. Waiting to leave, waiting to die.”

Affni’s fingertips brushed against her wrist—mocha against vanilla. “You’ve been here every day for a fortnight. Maybe you should take a day off. Recharge.”

Emma shook her head. “I shouldn’t complain.”

“You’ve every right to. He won’t know, Emma.”

“I’ll know.”

Affni squeezed the back of Emma’s hand then began cutting up her schnitzel. She hid her eyes behind her liquorice-coloured fringe, but Emma didn’t need to see them to know there was judgement there. Affni didn’t approve of Emma’s guilt.

They ate quietly for a time, then Affni said, “I saw Asha in the gift shop again.”

“Maybe she bought him a pillow with his name on it today.”

“Maybe.”

Emma pushed her yoghurt aside and snapped open her container of carrot sticks. They didn’t taste good either.

A grey-haired woman in a white patterned dressing gown walked past, a loaded plate of stir-fry in her hands and two chattering friends in tow. The three sat down and began discussing grandchildren, a neighbour called Maggie and Donna’s crook hip. Combined they had the appetite of ten men.

“What will you do when he wakes up?” Affni asked. She kept her head down, her focus on her lunch.

Emma stopped chewing and considered. That question had haunted her since the accident, and her answer had changed every day. “I don’t know. Maybe I should just buy one of those God-awful cards from the gift shop and apologise in that. Should I even be here?”

Affni looked up. “I don’t know, Em.” She poked at her potato, as if unsure whether to continue. “Not because it’s your fault, but because of who you are.”

“Explain it to me again,” Dana insisted.

Emma struggled to control any sign of her impatience. She didn’t have time to repeat herself; a truckload of steel would be turning into Southbank Boulevard any minute, and she still needed to brief the Auditorium’s General Foreman. But pushing against the client wouldn’t get her out of this meeting room faster, so she took a steadying breath and started again.

Dana Vickers watched her through narrow pink-rimmed glasses. Her hair tumbled about her face in a kind of controlled chaos, and the enormous peacock broach on her collar winked and glittered in the light. It had been distracting Emma for over an hour. Dana took notes as Emma spoke, her handwriting utterly illegible to Emma’s eye, and made soft sounds in her throat whenever she agreed or understood something. Ten minutes later Emma had heard that sound only twice.

People around them were beginning to fidget, and some were bold enough to check their watches. Dana was unmoved.

“If the subcontractor proceeded on the assumption that the technical drawings were unchanged, then they are clearly at fault. The cost should not be absorbed by the project.”

Emma nodded, not in agreement, but to show that she had listened. “Be that as it may, it is a dangerous step to punish NJK for attempting to keep up with the fast-track program. It sends a bad message. The subcontractors are taking risks for us to keep things moving. If we slam a twenty k bill on their heads for their trouble we could lose a lot more in the long term. Dana, I don’t mean to be rude, but I need to wrap this up. I’m happy to discuss this offline with you but right now I have somewhere I need to be.”

Dana angled her chin. The woman might have been twenty years her senior, but she didn’t have the authority to question Emma’s priorities. She nodded, and fifteen chairs slid back from the table.

Another weekly consultant meeting out of the way, at last. Emma hurried to her desk, hoping to intercept Mark before he headed over to site. She dropped her notepad and pen next to her keyboard, scanned her unread email subjects for anything that couldn’t wait, then seized her phone and dialled Mark’s number. It rang in her ear and on the desk nearby. She cursed and ended the call.

Connor had never left his phone behind—it had been practically grafted to him—but his replacement had a tendency to forget things, like his phone, safety glasses or reporting structure. Whatever her feelings towards Connor, he was good at what he did. Mark was not. So the sooner Connor dragged himself out of bed and back to work the better life would be for everyone.

Emma hadn’t had a chance to slip out of her high-visibility vest since first putting it on at seven o’clock this morning. She added a hardhat to her ensemble and hooked her safety glasses around the back of her neck.

A single beep made her turn. Mark stepped through the security door, returning from the toilets, and spotted her. His expression was neutral as he approached. At twenty-eight, Emma was ten years younger than Mark, and she suspected that he was loath to report to her, but that had not yet come up between them. She supposed that her being a woman was a source of consternation for him as well, but he wisely kept this to himself, save for the odd disparaging look or long-suffering sigh.

“How did the toolbox meeting go this morning?” she asked him. She clipped a radio to the loop in her jeans and pocketed her phone. “Were the subbies briefed on what to expect this afternoon?”

He nodded. “Damo gave them the spiel then Artie laid down the law. I think he was expecting you to be there.”

“I can’t split myself in half, Mark. What questions were raised?”

“None.”

Damn. There would have been questions had she been there. The subbies felt comfortable enough with her to speak their minds, but something about Mark made people hold their tongues. Maybe it was his attitude and the fact that he strode from place to place with an air of urgency, always on his way to somewhere else. Tell him quick. Don’t hold him up. It was utter rubbish, because the man had nowhere else to be except where he was. As General Foreman of the Auditorium, he stalked the Stalls, Circle and Balcony levels, and most recently the platform atop the birdcage scaffold. If he wasn’t in one of these locations. he was supposed to be at his desk in the project office.

She missed Connor.

The thought startled her. Feeling a little off balance, she struggled to find the right answer. Had Mark asked her a question? Damien Long, or ‘Damo’, was the project’s Safety and Environment Manager. Ever diligent, she imagined his briefing would have been a dot-point account of what could go wrong and what had been done to avoid it. He wasn’t the most optimistic of people, but Emma supposed she’d be hardened too if she’d seen the things he had. Arthur Strange was the Site Manager, and his efficient enthusiasm would have been a nice balm over Damo’s sombreness. She wondered what role Mark had played. Had he said anything to bolster the team? Had he had questions of his own? He’d only been on the job a fortnight, after all, not long enough to have found his feet.

Undoubtedly pride would have kept him mute.

“I want to have another look at the scaffolding before the steel gets here,” Emma said, “and I want your opinion on a few things. Let’s head over.”

She didn’t miss the way he bristled before he strode off to get his things.

Connor, too, had at first grumbled about reporting to her, but they had worked together for so long that there hadn’t been any heat in his complaints. They’d started together on this project almost a year ago, and they had been a stellar team. She missed the half-language they had adopted, the way they had come to anticipate one another. He’d made work easier for her, even fun. She’d lost count of the times she’d heard his booming laugh and found herself smiling too.

Someone moved to stand at her elbow and she turned. It was Lara, the ever smiling office manager. The pair had become immediate friends, linked by their love of sugar, bad television sitcoms and dirty jokes. Lara held out a small white bowl stuffed full of jelly snakes.

Emma grinned and reached for a yellow one. “Thanks.”

“You look like you’re having a crap day.”

Emma nodded. “I’ve been justifying myself all morning.”

Lara’s voice dropped. “Is he giving you a hard time again?”

The woman saw everything, Emma thought. She looked over at Mark standing by his desk and gearing up, and said, “He’s trying.”

“Good luck.” She began to back away, conscious of Emma’s need to move on. “Give me a call when the crane’s about to drive through? I want to get some pictures to mark the moment.”

“Will do, but that won’t be until Wednesday.” She smiled and raised the snake. “I needed this.” She bit its head off as she left the office, Mark on her heels. As they crossed the pedestrian bridge and circled the Theatres Building, she thought to make conversation, but found she couldn’t be bothered. The man was a trial at the best of times, but her silver lining was that he would be gone soon enough that she needn’t trouble herself to make him feel comfortable.

Their steel-capped boots thudded against the paving. Thunderclouds bruised the sky, but the weather bureau hadn’t predicted rain until tonight. She hoped they were right. There was much to do today.

They reached St Kilda Road, and the large grey drum slid into sight. Hamer Hall—Melbourne’s premiere concert venue—her place of work for the next twelve months and her favourite project to date. She’d been involved in a number of new builds and one other redevelopment prior to this one, but Hamer Hall had found a special place in her heart. The building alliance that was running the redevelopment project gave her a headache sometimes—working conditions unlike anything she had experienced before—but she was so damn proud of the work they had done so far that she came to work every day thirsty for more progress.

Unfortunately, progress hadn’t been so easily forthcoming without her star team member.

Wake up, Connor, she thought irritably. Get out of that damn hospital and get back into the Auditorium. Send Mark back to head office in a deluge of sarcastic comments. Put him in his place and get back into yours.

They climbed the steps leading onto the upper terrace then eased through a gap in the temporary fencing on the lawn area. Mark stopped to talk with a subcontractor and Emma chose not to wait for him. She tugged her safety glasses from around her neck and slipped them on before stepping through the new penetration and onto the ramp that stretched down to the working platform of the birdcage scaffold. Orange was everywhere. Workmen bustled about, preparing the area for the technical zone steel that was soon to arrive. She could hear block workers on the Stalls level, sixteen metres below her feet. Somewhere out of sight a man worked with a blowtorch. Blue light and gold sparks flashed.

She felt a vibration in her pocket and reached for her phone. She didn’t recognise the number.

“Emma Kitchener speaking.”

“Ms Kitchener, this is Renee from the Royal Melbourne Hospital.”

Emma’s heart constricted. Then it began to beat very fast. “Yes?”

“I’m calling to let you know that Mr Abbott is awake.”

Something inside of her loosened. Ecstatic, Emma grinned. “That’s brilliant news.”

“Are you aware of our visiting hours?”

“Can I come now?”

“Of course.”

Renee sounded pleased. It must be fun to make these kinds of calls, the kind that made people stutter with joy.

Emma turned on her boot heel and strode up the ramp. The looming storm obscured the sunshine. There wasn’t a scrap of blue sky in any direction, but her day had just got brighter.

Renee’s tone shifted slightly. “The doctor has asked that you speak with him prior to seeing Connor.”

Emma stopped walking. “Why?”

“You’ll need to speak to his doctor, I’m afraid I can’t give you that information over the phone. You’re listed as his emergency contact. Are you family?”

“No.”

There was a moment’s pause. “Do you know the contact details of any family members?”

“He doesn’t have any family.”

Another pause. “No worries. We’ll see you when you get here, then.”

Emma hung up and stared ahead. Her intuition flared. Connor was awake at last but something had clearly taken the doctor by surprise. Renee’s interest in contacting his family was not the best of omens.

She was listed as his emergency contact only because she’d filled in the forms the night he’d been rushed into emergency. She’d been covered in blood that had stained the admission pages, and she hadn’t had the information she’d have needed to fill out the forms any other way. She had access to the information now, however much she hated to use it.

Emma crossed to Mark and the contractor from NJK. He took his sweet time acknowledging she was there, but she was too distracted to care. “Connor’s phone, please.” She offered her hand, palm up.

What Mark saw in her expression she couldn’t guess. He handed it over. The moment the plastic touched her skin it rang. She rejected the call then thumbed through the menu button. She scrolled through his address book, past her name that still read ‘ICE Em’, and stopped when she reached the name ‘Singh, Asha’.

She connected the call and walked over to the balcony edge. Below her, activity was under way preparing the riverfront for piling works. Rock breakers drilled into the earth, shuddering against the bedrock. In a few months time, the team would begin rebuilding the deck.

The phone rang and rang. Then, “Connor?”

She cleared her throat. “Uh, no. It’s Emma.”

“Why do you have Connor’s phone?”

“It’s a work phone, Asha. It went to the guy that replaced him. Listen, I’m calling because Connor’s awake. But it sounds like something’s up. I’m heading over now to find out what, but I thought you should know.” She closed her eyes. “Did you want to meet me there?”

“Don’t you dare go in without me.”

“I wouldn’t dream of it. I’ll wait at reception.”
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