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When love is their only common ground, will they have the courage to meet each other in the middle?

Neve’s battered heart isn’t ready to love again. But when she accidentally charges in on her brother’s best friend while he is buck naked, she starts to see him in a new light—far from the brother-figure he used to be.

For Anders, fighting the demons that tell him he’s not deserving of love is an ongoing battle, but he is ready—he wants marriage, kids, the whole package. He just never thought he would want all of that with Neve. She is his best mate’s little sister and, for that reason alone, she is off limits.

But falling in love is always a risk. Will Neve gain the courage she needs to open her heart again before it’s too late? And can Anders be confident enough in himself to fight for what he deserves?

Set in the small town of Wattle Valley, a new rural romance about taking big risks for the sake of love from up-and-coming star Jacquie Underdown.
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Chapter 1

Neve fell into an easy jogging rhythm, passing cosy homes set upon huge properties. Plumes of smoke puffed from chimney stacks, filling the air with a subtle smoky scent.

Wattle Valley was waking to the chirping melody of rosellas and cockatoos. The distant chug of tractors drifted on the frigid wind. As Neve wended through the long, broad streets, each jerky outward breath was synced to her footfalls on the frost-bitten road.

She rounded onto Wattle Lane, the longest road in this small town, where many of the original homesteads still stood. But halfway down the street, a dark, four-legged creature caught her eye.

To find kangaroos or wombats on her morning run was not unusual, but the subtle clench in her belly told her it was neither of those animals.

A cattle dog loped out from the early morning shadows cast by a tall eucalyptus. The dog lifted its head from a patch of grass it was idly sniffing and looked at her.

Neve stopped dead.

Her body tightened, heart raced. A dog off the leash, with no owner in sight, was not what she needed right now. Especially a cattle dog. Only a year ago, one had barked at her then chased her, puncturing the back of her thigh with its sharp teeth before the owner noticed and called it back. Needless to say, she didn’t run that route anymore.

But Neve didn’t know if this dog was dangerous. She hesitated, lightly stepping from one foot to the other, trying to decide if she should keep going or turn back in the direction she had come and hope it didn’t chase her.

She calmed her breathing as best she could and took one slow step forward. It held her gaze steady, but upon her step, its ears pricked.

All of that old fear she had held about dogs, this type of dog, had her skin prickling. This breed was protective. A working dog with boundless energy. Was she about to encroach on this dog’s territory? A territory it wanted to guard with its teeth?

Outsprinting this beast was impossible.

One house back was her brother’s good mate’s home. She glanced behind her to see if any lights were on. A dull glow illuminated the front windows. Anders was awake. If she could make it there and get inside before the dog was upon her, she would be safe.

But what if his door was locked or he took a long time to answer it? Meanwhile, the dog could latch onto her front leg and be halfway through chewing it off.

No choice. She had to try. Neve spun and sprinted, faster than she had ever run in her life. Images flashed in her mind of calves being bitten from bones and frenzied growling as the dog tore at her flesh. This spurred her on.

She bounded off the road onto the green lawn to take a shortcut across the yard. The front door was ten metres ahead. She propelled towards it like it was life or death.

One glance over her shoulder to see the dog, his open mouth, ears pinned back and fast sprinting legs. For a medium-sized dog, it sure looked enormous to her now as it charged across the grass towards her.

A squeal sprang from her throat as she shoved down on the front door handle. It swung open and she staggered inside, then slammed the door shut behind her. Silence but for her breathing and drumming pulse.

She leant her head back against the door and sighed.

‘What the bloody hell are you doing?’ came Anders’ deep, frantic voice.

His eyes were wide and his mouth was parted in surprise. His dark hair was wet and he was, completely, as the day he was born, naked.

Just long, tanned flesh, fully exposed.

In that split second, as they stood there frozen, she saw everything.

Ev-er-yy-thing!

He flinched and cupped his hands over his …

Her hands flung to her face and she covered her eyes before quickly spinning around. ‘There’s a dog out there. I was so scared …’

Anders cleared his throat. ‘What the hell are you talking about?’

Her mouth was parched. Her breathing fast, and not only because she was almost eaten alive. She spun back to face him tentatively. He had managed to cover himself with a couch cushion. Her cheeks flooded with heat, so she turned back to face the wall.

‘A dog chased me here. It nearly tore my throat out.’ Despite her best efforts, her voice cracked. Her eyes were misting.

Shock. Too many unexpected encounters in the one morning.

‘Did it hurt you? Are you okay?’

She shook her head. Nodded. ‘I managed to get away from it. Just.’

A long exhalation. ‘Let me get some clothes on, and I’ll deal with the dog.’

She nodded. ‘Thank you. I’m so sorry to come barging in … but there were no other options … I didn’t know you’d be n-naked.’ She turned again and peered at the beige cushion held steadfastly against him and narrowed her eyes. ‘Why are you naked?’

He pointed up the hall, then to the pile of washing sitting on the dining table in a basket. ‘I just showered. My clothes are down here.’ His eyes were wide and his words were fast. Every muscle in his body was flexing as he tried to conceal himself. His expression was one of mortification, shock and …

A laugh exploded from Neve. Of all the moments she had to storm into this house unexpectedly, it happened to be the moment he dashed from the bathroom to the dining room—naked.

‘What’s so funny?’

She laughed even harder until she could barely breathe, let alone answer him. She pointed to the cushion and back to her chest, giggles bursting from her. ‘This,’ she managed, breathless. ‘Now. You. Naked.’

He narrowed his eyes, raised his finger and circled it in the air. She turned around again, her shoulders still shuddering.

Rapid footsteps followed by the hasty sliding of clothes over skin. ‘Okay,’ he said.

When she spun back to face him, her delirium had eased somewhat, though her eyes still watered. Anders was dressed in a pair of jeans and a pale blue long-sleeve jumper that hugged his biceps and accentuated his deeply tanned skin.

Her mood sank a little. Strangely, even under such circumstances, she much preferred him naked. She shook her head, banishing those wicked, utterly absurd thoughts.

Anders was her older brother’s best friend. He had been a familiar face to their family for as long as Neve could remember. In all that time, she had never seen him naked. Of course she hadn’t. Why would she have?

She tried not to think how that was a damn shame because Anders was a lean, tanned and muscled specimen from his face all the way down to his toes.

She shook her head to clear those inappropriate thoughts away. Anders was her brother’s best friend. Going there, anywhere there, was ridiculous.

He pulled his shoulders back. ‘Now, where’s this dog?’

Her heart thumped harder again, remembering what had chased her here. She pointed to the door. ‘Outside.’

He nodded, his brows lowering and his lips drawing into a serious line, then pointed to behind the lounge. ‘Stand back there.’

She stood directly behind him instead, peeking around his shoulder as he opened the door.

Sunlight burst through first. She squinted.

And sure enough, there it was. The dog. Sitting on the front step, tongue hanging out of its mouth, panting hard.

It didn’t move when it saw Anders, thank god.

Anders looked back at her. ‘Is this the dog?’

She nodded. Her heart rate was speeding out of control.

Anders narrowed his eyes as he faced the dog, then looked at Neve again. A small smile crept over his lips. ‘This dog? This happy dog wagging its tail?’

She peeked further around his shoulder and noted the tail wagging and the joyful demeanour the dog now had. She grimaced and shrugged. ‘I think so. It looks the same, but I’m certain it was after my blood a moment ago.’

Anders crouched and patted the dog around his ears. ‘What are you doing outside, boy? Chasing girls up the street?’ His voice was a coo. The dog wagged its tail harder, so his entire backend was moving from side to side. ‘Come on—’ he gripped the dog by the collar, ‘—let’s get you back home.’

Anders turned to her as he started out the door. ‘He belongs to the old man next door. He wouldn’t hurt a fly. Though, he’s never usually out on the street like this. He must’ve escaped without Don knowing.’ His hazel eyes found hers. ‘You coming with me or are you going to cower inside?’

She rolled her eyes. ‘I’ll come too, I guess. Now that I know he’s not going to rip my throat out.’

Anders laughed. Neve followed him next door, skipping to keep up.

Anders looked at her and spoke calmly, though there was an underlying urgency. ‘Take the dog.’

She did, unthinkingly, linking her fingers under the dog’s collar.

He pointed ahead to the side of the house. ‘There’s a gate. Put him behind there. Then call an ambulance.’

She blinked. Shook her head. ‘What?’

Anders raced towards the left side of the yard where the long gravel driveway was. She glanced to where he was headed. A body was lying on the ground, blood pooling from his head staining the gravel red. A man, eighty or so years old, not moving.

She gasped and threw her free hand over her mouth. The edges of her vision blurred. Breaths were hard to draw in. Myriad memories of her mother collapsed on the ground, drool sliding from the side of her mouth, filled her mind.

‘Dog behind the gate. Ambulance,’ he said over his shoulder as he picked up the pace and jogged towards the body.

His words penetrated through her shock. She ran the dog up to the fence and shoved him into the backyard before closing the gate hard behind her. Her phone was strapped to her arm, so she grabbed it out of its case, dialled triple zero with shaky hands, and was directed to the correct area.

Her heart was hammering and her head was light as she made her way over to Anders.

‘I need an ambulance to … to …’ She looked around for a house number. A big black 2 followed by a 5 was stuck to the façade of the house near the front door. ‘Twenty-five Wattle Lane.’ She was willing, forcing herself to be calm, but she couldn’t hide the jumpiness in her voice. ‘An old man has fallen over on his driveway. It’s steep. He’s hit his head.’

She remembered the same conversation nearly two-and-a-half years ago about her mum. The fear that had consumed her from the inside out to see her beautiful mother in that defenceless, defeated condition.

‘Is he conscious?’ asked the nasal voice on the end of the phone, snapping her out of her reverie.

Anders was assessing the man, feeling his pulse, and checking his airways. ‘Is he conscious?’ she asked him.

‘He’s got a pulse. Unconscious. Looks like a head injury. I’m performing first aid now.’

Neve repeated what Anders said to the calm voice on the other end of the line. A voice so contradictory to how she, herself, felt.

‘An ambulance has been dispatched. If you could have a list of any medication he is on ready for the officers when they arrive.’

She nodded, then remembered she had to actually speak. ‘I’ll see what I can do. Thank you.’

After the call ended, she shoved her phone down her bra, unsure if her shaking hands would see it back into her running pouch. She stared at Anders as he applied first aid to the man with unflinching professionalism and compassion. So calm. Neve was the exact opposite, so she stood back.

Sirens sounded in the distance and she sighed with relief. ‘They’re on their way. I can hear them.’

‘Good work, Neve.’

The ambulance pulled up a few minutes later and Anders assisted the crew, explaining what he could about the man’s state. The man woke as he was being hoisted onto the stretcher and groaned.

‘Don. Don?’ Anders asked, leaning over him as the paramedic unwrapped a green whistle and shoved it in the old man’s mouth. He inhaled hard but shakily on it.

Don’s rheumy eyes looked at Anders.

‘You’ve had a fall, mate. The ambulance is here and is going to drive you to the hospital. They’ll take good care of you there.’

Don nodded and sucked hard on the whistle.

‘Do you need me to call anyone for you?’

A tear fell down the man’s face, and he shook his head.

Anders put his hand over Don’s. ‘That’s fine. I’ll pack some clothes and toiletries for you and bring them up soon. I’ll take care of your dog, all right?’

Don nodded.

The paramedics pushed the stretcher into the back of the ambulance. One jumped in to sit next to Don for the trip. The other shut the doors, thanked Anders and climbed in the front before driving away slowly.

‘Oh my god,’ Neve said. She held up her hands; they were trembling. ‘Will he be okay?’

‘I hope so.’

‘How are you so calm? I feel like crying.’ As she said the words, a film of tears clouded her eyes.

He shook his head. ‘I’m not sure. I just did what I had to do.’

She wiped at her cheeks, knowing the truth in those words. When her mum had her stroke, Neve was the one who found her. Nerves or not, she was the one that had to call the ambulance and keep Mum company until they arrived. She was the one who had to travel in the back of the ambulance to the hospital. She had to do what she had to do.

Anders slung an arm around her shoulders. ‘Come on, I’ll make you a cup of tea. You’ve had a rough morning.’

No kidding.


Chapter 2

Anders pushed through the front door of his home and gestured Neve take a seat at the dining table, then he quickly moved the basket of clean laundry.

‘A cup of tea?’ he asked.

She nodded.

Poor Neve’s face was pale. She hadn’t uttered a single word as they had made their way back from Don’s. For his day job, Anders coached kids, so he had completed myriad first aid courses over the years. All that training kicked in the moment he saw Don collapsed on the driveway.

Neve, on the other hand, didn’t have that training and considering the traumatic experiences she has endured over the past few years, it had obviously crept up and shaken her about.

The blood pooling on the driveway wouldn’t have helped. Especially after the dog incident. Not to mention the humiliating fact that Anders was naked when she charged into his house earlier.

Heat rose up his neck and into his cheeks remembering the moment she burst through the door. He had frozen on the spot, everything hanging out for all the world to see. It wouldn’t have been an issue with any other person, but with Neve, it seemed to transgress unstated but firmly set boundaries.

She was Jager’s little sister. He had known Neve since he was twelve years old. Sure, she was a grown woman now with all the grown-up womanly components, but it still felt … wrong?

Don’t misunderstand him, Neve was gorgeous—long blonde hair, big blue eyes and a strong, curvaceous body—and under normal circumstances, he’d love a sexy woman to burst through his front door and catch him starkers. But Neve wasn’t any usual beautiful woman—there was a big complication. Namely, her big brother.

He shook his head to clear the thoughts away. Don had been taken to the hospital and here he was fixating on the fact his best mate’s little sister copped an eyeful of him in his birthday suit.

Priorities, Anders.

He made two cups of tea, placed one in front of Neve. Her eyes were clearer now—that was a good sign. And the shaking had stopped, judging by the firm hands gripping the teacup.

He took a seat opposite her at the dining table and cradled his cup. ‘Feeling a little better?’

She nodded. ‘I … I’m not great with dealing with this kind of thing anymore. Not since Mum. Not since my car accident.’ Without her even seeming to realise, she traced a fingertip along the pink scar that ran from her forehead, through her eyebrow and farther down her cheek to the top of her lip.

Neve’s mum had suffered a major stroke two-and-a-half years ago. From what Jager had told him, Neve was the one who had found her. Mrs Mitchell had survived, which, considering the barely functioning shell she was now, requiring full-time nursing care, may not have been the kindest outcome.

Then, barely six months after that, Neve and her ex-boyfriend were in a major car accident. She was lucky to come out of that alive, though she didn’t escape the scars. Scars that were not only physical going by today’s reaction.

‘That’s understandable, Neve. Don’t beat yourself up. Don is now in the best of care. And you had a big part to play in that.’

Neve blew out a long breath. ‘You were so calm.’

He chuckled. ‘On the inside. I felt a bit robotic, to be honest.’

She shook her head. ‘You were great.’

He lowered his face to hide the heat of modesty creeping along his cheeks. When he met her gaze again, tears were wetting her eyes. He frowned.

Her watery chuckle held a strong edge of self-consciousness and apology as she rubbed her hands across her eyes, wiping the tears away. ‘I’m so sorry. This is ridiculous. I hadn’t realised it was all sitting below the surface. Seeing Don kinda brought it all back.’

He leant over the table and placed his hand on top of hers. ‘Neve. It’s okay. I understand.’

She glanced at their hands. Her attention amplified the heat of their connection. To touch her, even in this small way, felt like … more. He slowly withdrew his gesture and smiled sympathetically.

Neve sipped her tea. ‘So you’re going to head up to the hospital later?’

‘I’ll give them time to treat Don and book him in. I could swing by and pick you up and we can go together if you like?’

She shook her head. ‘I’d rather avoid hospitals if I can. Please text me, though, to let me know how Don is once you’ve seen him?’

‘Sure. No worries.’

Neve sighed deeply, pushed her chair back and stood. ‘I better get home.’

‘I’ll drop you off, hey?’

‘Thanks. I’m not much in the mood to run anymore.’

Anders drove to Jager’s house, which Neve had lived in with him for the past eighteen months. It was a quaint three bedroom low-set brick house with the endless countryside as their backyard. He pulled into the long gravel driveway and dropped the gearstick into neutral.

‘You won’t tell Jager about seeing me naked, will you?’

Neve laughed. ‘It wasn’t your fault I barged in …’ She looked away.

‘I know, but Jager might read something into it if he knew. You know what he’s like.’ Massively over-protective where Neve was concerned, especially since the car accident. Neve’s ex had been drink-driving. To say Jager’s level of trust when it came to men who dated Neve was low was a massive understatement.

‘I won’t tell him.’ She stepped out of his ute and leant back in. ‘Thanks for your help with the dog.’

‘No worries. Anytime. Except for the whole naked thing, maybe we could, you know, skip that next time.’

She giggled. ‘See ya.’

‘Bye.’

And she shut the door.

The last thing he wanted to do and tried to stop himself from doing was ogle his friend’s little sister as she made her way to her front door. But Neve was gorgeous, dressed in tight black running pants and a snug-fitting hoodie. Her blonde hair was pulled into a messy ponytail that hung to the middle of her back.

She was fit yet still held onto curves. All at once, a thousand images flooded his brain of gripping those curvaceous hips in his hands—preferably minus her clothes.

Where the hell did that thought come from?

Anders slammed his palm against the steering wheel and groaned, but he accidentally hit the horn and it blared in the silent morning.

Neve spun, a questioning look on her face.

‘Bloody hell.’ His face was hot as he lowered the window and stuck his head out. ‘Nothing, it was an accident,’ he called out to her.

She nodded, waved and turned back towards the house.

As he drove away, despite what his body was saying, he declared that Neve was off limits. No matter how gorgeous she was, he didn’t need that sort of complication in his life.

***

ANDERS: I went to see Don. He’s doing well. He bumped his head pretty hard and has a concussion, but the doctors think he’ll be fine soon enough. I’m going to head to the hospital again tomorrow for a visit.

NEVE: Oh, thank goodness he’s okay. Thanks for letting me know! [image: image]


Chapter 3

Neve’s stomach twisted with that familiar sinking dread as she and Jager drove to the nursing home to visit their mother. And always mixed with that feeling was a tangled dose of guilt. Not once did these feelings evade her.

‘Nervous?’ Jager asked, taking his eyes off the road to look at her.

She frowned, nodded. ‘Always.’

‘Me too.’ Neve could tell. The entire thirty-minute drive, she hadn’t missed her brother’s deep exhalations, almost like a sigh, every time his mind obviously wandered towards their mother.

They found a park outside the tired, boxy building and headed up to Mum’s room. These long halls of squeaky linoleum and offshoots of rooms always smelled the same—a mixture of cleaning products, boiled meat, veggies, and the faintest hint of urine.

Neve’s belly wobbled as she rounded into Mum’s room behind Jager. Only a small, square room filled with a couple of chairs, a big metal-framed bed with a side table, and some bookshelves.

‘Hi, Mum,’ Jager said cheerily. But beneath that jovialness was an undercurrent of grief. Neve could recognise it in her brother because it existed within her—the loss that always struck her when she saw the shrunken, twisted form of her mother and remembered the beautiful, quick-witted woman she once was.

Such a strange contradiction of emotion to miss someone who was right in front of her.

‘Morning, Mum,’ Neve said, rushing over to her sagging frame as she sat in a wheelchair by the window. Mum’s head moved in that undirected way that had no purpose other than to let Neve and Jager know that she knew they were there.

She kissed Mum’s forehead and pushed stray strands of greying hair off her face. Hair that was once the vibrant blonde colouring of Neve’s.

The left side of Mum’s face and body were paralysed and the right side was at odds with that. Though she was barely fifty-years-old, these days she looked twenty years older.

Neve’s heart tugged as all the sentiments she had felt since her mum’s stroke churned through her mind: what a waste, what a terrible shame that this had happened to someone as beautiful, kind and loving as her mother.

‘We’ve missed you these last couple of days,’ Neve said, turning Mum’s chair around and wheeling it closer to the spare chairs next to the bed.

She took a seat beside Jager. His ankle rested on his knee, the bottom leg bouncing up and down.

They chatted to Mum, letting her know about the mundane moments in their lives over the past couple of days since they had last visited. Mum couldn’t manage words anymore due to the paralysis and her compromised swallowing function, but she did make sounds enough that they knew she understood.

‘You want me to do your hair?’ Neve asked.

Mum’s movements were emphatic, and Neve smiled at her brother. They both knew Mum loved getting her hair done, even now. Especially now.

Mum was an actress back in the day. She never did anything more than a few commercials and small-time appearances on a couple of TV shows, but make-up, hair and dressing-up were always a passion. All the old family photos were snapshots of how beautiful Mum was.

Right up until the stroke, Neve would notice how men couldn’t help but turn their heads when she strode by.

Neve’s throat bobbed, hurt—always did when she thought about how one small blood clot could lodge in the brain, cause so much damage, and wither away the most important person in her life.

Neve stood behind her mum and gently brushed her hair for a long while. Jager filled the silence with moments from his week and little memories of when they were all a happy unit, together.

For as long as she could remember, it had always been the three of them. Dad hadn’t been in the picture since Neve was four; she couldn’t even put a face to his name anymore.

Neve slid the brush from Mum’s forehead all the way down to the ends of her hair. Mum used to do this for her when she was a little girl, and Neve would love the attention and intimacy. Too soon this role had now fallen to her. Much too soon.

‘So, Mum, would you like me to put your hair up?’ Of course, she didn’t expect an answer, so started to work the thinning strands into a loose ponytail then tied it off with a hairband. She sprayed some hairspray.

Neve always kept a small make-up purse here for Mum with her favourite lipsticks. She could barely recall a day that her mum ever left the house without a different coloured lipstick on.

‘Coral pink today, Mum? What do you think? It’s quite on trend at the moment,’ Neve said, rummaging through the purse for the right colour and a lip brush.

As Jager continued to make one-sided conversation, Neve brushed a light coating of lipstick across Mum’s misshapen lips. She brushed up her brows with a little clear gel and dusted her cheeks with pale pink blush.

Stepping back to assess her mother, she ignored the push of painful emotion that pinched the back of her throat and forced a smile. ‘You look like a beautiful actress again.’ She kissed Mum’s cheek.

They sat together for a while longer until Mum drifted off to sleep, then they made their leave.

The drive home was solemn as it always was. No hope existed anymore, not where Mum was concerned. Neve had been too late to find her that day. Too much damage had occurred before Mum got the medical help she needed.

The long-lasting consequences—an endless parade of complications and infections—and the high risk of having another stroke, meant for their mum, it was simply a matter of time before the lights went out.

Neve’s heart hurt to think about what she had ahead of her to endure. She wasn’t ready for it. Even though she had lost a version of her mother already, she would never be ready to say goodbye for good.

The endless green paddocks that flanked the road sped by behind a blur of tears.

Jager rested a hand on her shoulder. He didn’t say anything and she didn’t look at him, but his touch was a comfort.

With Mum emotionally and physically unavailable, Jager was the only family she had left. They had banded together and tried to withstand this part of their lives the only way they knew how.

Back at home, Neve’s friend Emily was already parked in the drive, sitting on the hood of her car. She waved when Jager pulled into the drive.

Neve shook off the day, fixed a smile on her face and waved back. She was good at this—pushing aside that endless ache inside and simply getting on with the act of living.

‘Hi, Emily,’ Jager said, climbing out of the car. ‘Good to see you. Getting nervous about the big day?’

Emily had met the love of her life, Wil, on a reality dating show called Catch Me a Cowboy two years ago. They were going to marry in a fortnight, and Neve was not only the contracted make-up artist but one of the bridesmaids.

Emily grinned. ‘Not nervous at all.’

‘Good to hear.’

‘I’m not too early, am I?’ Emily asked Neve.

Neve shook her head. ‘Not at all. Come on inside.’

They headed into the house and hovered in the living room as Neve put her bag down and Jager unloaded his pockets of his wallet and keys.

‘So, I’ve decided that I’m going to pair you up with Anders for the wedding,’ Emily said. ‘Seeing as you both know each other already.’ Anders was Wil’s cousin and they were really close. Wil had asked him to be one of the groomsmen.

Neve’s heart thudded. After the naked-Anders incident earlier this morning, she felt like she had a dirty little secret to keep. But, also, knowing she was about to spend an entire day with Anders gave her a small rush of excitement that startled her.

Emily lowered her voice, narrowed her eyes, looking much more intently at Neve’s reaction. ‘Is that okay?’

Neve managed a nonchalant smile and an easy-as-it-goes voice. ‘Of course it is.’

‘I’ll have to give him The Talk beforehand,’ Jager said.

‘You will not be having a talk with anyone,’ Neve said. ‘Gees, Jager, it’s a bloody wedding, not a date.’

Jagers’ lips twitched; he chuckled. ‘It was a joke.’

Neve looked sidelong at Emily, too aware now of her overreaction, which anyone could see was most likely due to Neve having an incredibly new, teeny tiny, completely superficial crush on Anders.

But who wouldn’t after seeing him in all that tall, tanned, sculpted glory. It wasn’t like she was going to pant after him now like some puppy. She could simply appreciate the nuances of that ridiculously carved body of his.

She wondered how he would look on the day of the wedding, standing at the end of the altar, dressed in a suit—tall and broad and …

‘Anders is a top bloke. I trust him,’ Jager said.

Maybe that was the real reason for this incy wincy crush. This morning, Neve had witnessed a selfless, caring and calm-under-pressure side of Anders she hadn’t seen before. Sure, he was always friendly, but this was different.

He had, without question, gone to protect her from that dog even though he believed, initially, thanks to her inaccurate account, it was a rabid beast. And then there was the Don incident and how Anders made sure Neve was okay afterwards.

She’d be lying if she didn’t admit that in those moments, to her, he was a bit of a hero. Anders and hero had never entered her mind before, nor the fact that she found his strength as sexy as all hell.

Neve turned to Emily. ‘Let’s get started on this make-up, shall we?’

Emily touched her hand to Neve’s forearm. ‘Just quickly. While we’re on the topic of Anders and the wedding. I’m going to have an impromptu get-together after the rehearsal, so we can all get to know each other better.’

‘Right. Okay. So, like, what, a few drinks or something?’

Emily tapped the side of her nose and grinned mischievously. ‘Nope. It’s a surprise.’ She glanced at Jager and laughed at his dubious expression. ‘It’s nothing bad, Jager. All above-the-belt.’

Not that above-the-belt didn’t leave a lot of really great stuff to work with where Anders was concerned. After a lifetime of playing and coaching AFL, he had spectacular arms and shoulders …

Neve cleared her throat and turned away to hide the heat creeping up her cheeks. ‘Sounds like fun. Now let’s get started on your make-up.’

Neve opened the door to her studio and Emily’s smile grew wider. Tall lighting was set up around the room. A camera focused on two chairs and a long desk, both placed in front of a big blank screen that hung on the wall. Myriad eyeshadow palettes, lipsticks, foundations, eyeliners, primers, beauty sponges, brushes and setting sprays were ordered in containers, boxes, and drawers. The perfumed powdery scent of cosmetics filled the room.

‘Have I ever told you how much I love this room?’ Emily said with a squeal. ‘It’s like make-up heaven.’

Neve grinned as she surveyed the room. ‘Isn’t it just?’

This kind of set-up was always her dream and even after so many years of it now being her reality, the wonderment she experienced as a little girl still filled her.

Her favourite memories were from when she was six or seven and she would sit beside Mum in her bedroom at a desk that had a mirror with a border of lightbulbs. The bench chair they sat on together was pink satin and to Neve’s young mind, fabulously luxurious.

Neve would watch her mum, step by step, apply make-up and Neve would copy her with her own kid’s make-up kit. Mum would do Neve’s hair and put it up in a beautiful French roll or a braid. Neve always thought that they looked so glamorous.

Of course, Mum never let Neve go out with a face full of make-up at that age; it was all for the fun of it. But as Neve grew older, that fun turned into a passion. And now that she was an adult, a profession.

She ran a mobile make-up artistry business here in Wattle Valley, though she serviced most of the Gippsland region too. And out of this very room, she made make-up tutorial videos for her YouTube channel.

That’s what Emily was here for today. They were going to record her trial wedding make-up session and upload it to Neve’s channel as a part of the wedding series she had running.

Neve gestured Emily take a seat while she strode around the room setting up the lighting and adjusting the camera and monitor. She took a seat beside Emily and organised all the palettes and brushes she would need for today.

‘You ready?’ she asked Emily with a smile. Those excited nerves she always got just before shooting a video were storming in her belly.

‘As I’ll ever be.’

‘You’re not camera shy, are you?’

Emily arched a brow and smirked. ‘Oh, please. You forget I spent three months in front of the camera getting my life picked apart on Catch Me a Cowboy. I can handle this.’

‘Perfect.’ Neve had a beautiful canvas to work with today. Emily was gorgeous, with flawless skin, the most jewel-like honey-brown eyes, and strong symmetrical features.

She pressed a hand to the scar on her own cheek, feeling the knotted indent beneath her finger. Flawless, Neve wasn’t anymore. Her car accident had left many scars, not only on her face. But that was okay. It could have been worse—she could have died. She could have ended up like Joshua, her ex, who had never quite shaken off the damage of the brain injury he acquired.

Neve planted a smile on her face and allowed herself to fall into that fizzy artistic zone that was her bliss. ‘Lights, camera …’ She hit record on her laptop. ‘Action!’


Chapter 4

Thursday afternoon, Anders stood on the football field in the late afternoon sun. Sunny days were life-giving during the winter months, though it didn’t do much to shake off the cold.

A bunch of six-year-olds chatted, laughed and buzzed around him, interspersed with parent helpers, haphazardly kicking footballs to each other and doing their best to mark them.

These were his current group of Auskick kids. Despite their young age, AFL in Victoria was serious business. Until he was twelve, Anders had lived in Queensland. He learned quickly that in places like Wattle Valley, AFL clubs were the lifeblood of small Victorian towns. And since picking up his first Sherrin mere weeks after moving here, it became his lifeblood too.

Football had shaped his life—still did.

He announced to the kids to line up in two rows facing each other and to stand a little closer. They never stopped moving, either rocking their bodies from side to side, jumping up and down or twisting their hands together. Their eyes shifting from him to a bird, to the clouds, to their mate behind them, back to him.

Anders demonstrated to them again, the correct handballing technique. How to swing the arm forward, punch the footy off the top of their closed fist, and where to aim.

A young girl put her hand up high.

‘Yes, Renee.’

‘My mummy said she comes to my Auskick so she can watch you.’

‘Is that right? Well, I’m just glad you’re here learning how to play AFL.’ He tried his hardest not to make eye contact with Renee’s mum who was standing on the outskirts of the group, but he couldn’t help it. Her cheeks were flushed pink.

He gave an ‘I get it—kids are big mouths’ look, but her gaze skittered away and she was suddenly deeply interested in a spot on her jumper sleeve.

‘My daddy said you couldn’t make it in the big AFL, that’s why you’re here coaching us,’ said Johnny, the smallest boy on the squad. His dad wasn’t much bigger. As a tall man, it was these guys he tended to cop the most flak from. But, whatever, he’d dealt with worse. And, in a way, it was true; he hadn’t made it in the AFL. No use getting defensive over things he couldn’t control.

‘Well, aren’t you all lucky that happened because now you have a coach who loves to teach you everything you need to know about footy?’

The kids all nodded and grinned.

Meredith put her hand up. ‘My mum says her boobs are pikelets … I mean pancakes—’

‘All right!’ Anders said. The kids burst into laughter. ‘That’s enough. We won’t learn anything standing around and talking all day.’ He definitely did not make eye contact with Meredith’s mum.

The kids began the drill, and he walked along the rows watching their performance and giving praise or help where needed. He noticed Short Dad kept his distance and Meredith’s mum now preferred to watch from her car with the sun visor down.

Mostly, Anders loved his job—AFL coordinator for the local region. He travelled to all the schools on a six-week rotation offering AFL clinics for high schools and ran Auskick for primary schools. A few times a year, he also coached weekend AFL clinics for development squads, and he ran training and organised try-outs and testing days.

Half-sized footies were flying everywhere, few of them making it to the chests of their partner, and when they did, fewer caught them. But this age group was his favourite. Egos, embarrassment, and obviously a filter, weren’t a part of their brain structure yet. He loved to watch their little serious faces as they worked with their growing bodies, trying to get it to do what their minds could picture so clearly.

He ended the session with a quick half-field game, where the kids swarmed whoever managed to get the ball like a flock of seagulls chasing a chip. But they were laughing and giving it their best, which, at this age, was what he liked to see most. Skill would come with time and practice, but the love for the game needed to happen first.

Anders dismissed the kids to their waiting parents and rushed to the locker rooms to change his clothes before training. He was ruckman and captain of the local club, the mighty Wattle Valley Lions.

A few teammates were inside already, in various stages of undress. Change rooms in country towns weren’t anything flash—this one was no different—a cement floor, plain Besser block walls painted white and a bench seat that ran the length of three walls.

‘Anders, mate, how are ya?’ Jager said as he sat on the long bench lacing his boots. Jager was half a head shorter than Anders—still tall by any measure—though more solidly built. His hair was sandy blond and his eyes were blue, just like his sister—traits they both inherited from their mother.

‘Good,’ Anders said.

They were getting to the pointy end of the season, only a couple of months until the finals. They may get there this year. A few seasons had passed since they’d come close, but they had managed to keep most of their team’s players together for a good few years now and had some young talent coming up from the juniors, so they had a decent team that worked well together.

Anders stripped off his jumper and shirt and threw on a long-sleeved training jersey. He rummaged through his bag for his footy boots, took a seat and started changing his joggers over.

‘I heard you were going to be partnered with Neve for Wil’s wedding,’ Jager said, not meeting Anders’ gaze, instead focusing on lacing his boots.

Anders had received a call from Emily last night to let him know. He was happy with the combination; he didn’t really know the other bridesmaids as they were friends of Emily’s who lived in Melbourne.

‘Yeah, that’s right. Should be a good day.’

Silence entered the change rooms. Anders kept his head down for as long as he could, too aware that Jager wanted to get something off his chest. When he couldn’t, with self-respect, avoid Jager’s attention any longer, he lifted his head.

‘And what’s this get-together Emily has organised?’ Jager asked.

Anders shrugged. ‘Not sure. She didn’t give any details. Said it was a surprise. Something about needing our interactions to be natural because the crew from Catch Me a Cowboy are going to be recording some footage and taking photos. Not sure what type of poses they are expecting from us, but you know how weddings go.’

Jager nodded, his lips never moving out of a semi-frown.

Maybe Anders was reading the room wrong because, let’s be honest, he felt a tad guilty about Neve having caught him naked. Like he’d crossed a boundary. ‘That okay, mate?’

Jager nodded, offered a wry smile, but there was a serious undertone to it. ‘I don’t need to tell you to approach Neve with the respect she deserves.’

Anders’ chest flared with the heat of anger, and it caught him off guard. Fine, he got it, Jager had a right to be protective. Neve’s ex was a dick. And because of Joshua, Jager nearly lost his sister months after his mother’s stroke. But he wasn’t Joshua in any way. And Jager damn well knew that.

‘And maybe you need to back off a bit. I’ve never disrespected Neve in the past. I’m not going to start now because we’re attending a wedding together. That doesn’t suddenly turn me into some type of brute.’

Jager stood and came closer, standing over him. Anders didn’t change the dynamics by standing up, as much at it infuriated him more, because, at the end of the day, Anders was his mate. He had a right to look out for Neve, even if this was over-the-top.

Jager gave Anders’ shoulder a few manly smacks. ‘Just making sure we’re on the same page.’

‘You’ve nothing to worry about.’

Jager nodded. ‘I know. See you out on the field.’

Anders growled low in his chest once Jager was out of earshot. Jager knew him better than anyone else. They had been mates since the first day of grade seven when Anders turned up at Wattle Valley Primary School, lost and unconfident.

Jager never gave him shit because he didn’t have it all together; he liked him regardless of his flares of anger that hid the pain of his past. Their friendship never wavered, and they didn’t keep anything from each other.

Had Jager intuited what Anders wasn’t willing to admit—that he had entertained some intimate thoughts about Neve?

Get her out of your head, Anders, because this will not end well if you don’t.

***

ANDERS: Hi Neve. Don was released from hospital today. He’s doing well and is resting up at home.

NEVE: Great news! Thanks for letting me know. I’ll try and pop in to see him over the weekend. See you at rehearsals tonight. [image: image]

ANDERS: Looking forward to it.

***

The wedding rehearsal was held at the local Wattle Valley Uniting Church—a well-maintained but quaint timber building set on a large block in the centre of the small town.

Generations of local residents had been married in this church. Anders would too when the time came. A pleasant aim despite the zigzagging route he’d taken so far trying to achieve it.

Marriage was a big deal. It wasn’t an arrangement to be taken lightly, and he planned to do it only once.

His parents separated when he was ten, and his mum fled to Victoria, back to her parent’s dairy farm to find her feet. Anders didn’t see his mum for two years after that.

His dad, a berry farmer on the Sunshine Coast in Queensland, was a rough, domineering man. He was also a mean, ugly, often violent drunk and had refused Mum access. But Anders didn’t know that at the time. He thought Mum had deserted him.

There was no greater tragedy than believing your own mother didn’t want you anymore.

Three weeks after the divorce had settled, his dad had met and married his new wife—a stern woman, Maggie, whose small, delicate frame was in contrast to the overbearing personality housed inside. They clashed—mostly because it felt like Maggie didn’t want him around. In hindsight, he was right to believe that.

When the discontent in his home leaked into his school life, and barely a week passed without him getting into schoolyard fights and causing all kinds of trouble for his teachers, his fed-up father packed Anders’ bags and sent him on the first flight out of there.

He was anxious to see his mother again and furious at her, but the moment he stepped into the arrival’s lounge of the airport and her eyes brightened when she saw him, and she ran to him, embracing him with such voracity he thought he would be squeezed to death, and she cried and laughed with such relieved jubilance, confirmed that she had never stopped loving him.

Life got better from then on. Mum had a new partner—Tony—an honest, fair and kind man, who had a big impact on Anders. He finally got to witness how real families operated, how they loved each other, and how real men behaved. He learned the benefits of loyalty, compassion and trust. From then on, he knew that he must settle for nothing less than that for himself.

To see Wil and Emily interact tonight during the rehearsal with reverence and adoration in every glance and touch, they epitomised all that Anders wanted and cemented his own desires for a stable, loving relationship.

When the rehearsals were over, the small bridal party of eight stood in the car park, the damp and frosty night air needling through their clothes. Anders was curious about what Emily had planned for them.

He cast a sideways glance at Neve, who, despite being rugged up in jeans, boots, a thick jacket, scarf and a beanie, was bouncing up and down trying to stave off the winter chill. He had the sudden urge to move closer, press his body to hers and wrap her in his arms for warmth.

Where did that come from?

He squeezed his eyes shut and blew out a long breath as he stepped farther away. All through the ceremony rehearsal, he had been so good, barely giving Neve any more consideration than would be expected from friends who were thrown together for one day only as partners in a wedding.

After Jager’s confrontation at training yesterday, he wouldn’t dare give himself or Neve any reason to believe that he had been having ideas that they could be something more than friends.

How wickedly flimsy and unpredictable was his primal biology that after one naked encounter with Neve, the entire way he viewed her had changed. Sure, he had always known she was a beautiful woman, but it was as though he’d not allowed his mind to see past the fact that she was his friend’s little sister.

Untouchable little sister.

Just how touchable she was now screamed at him.

‘All right, as you know,’ said Emily, ‘I’ve organised an activity for us all to get to know each other better before the wedding. Everyone into the minivan.’

They loaded themselves into the van, Anders choosing a seat beside one of the groomsman. Anders’ Uncle, who was Wil’s dad, was designated driver, so they could all indulge in some light drinking.

They were driven down Main Street, which at this time of night was only lit up by dim streetlights. They headed along the beaten road that cut through countryside, washed in the shadows of night. The van’s headlights stirred puffs of mist that floated above the road and surrounding paddocks.

Before too long, it was obvious they were headed to the Parker Family Farm—specifically Wil and Emily’s house.

When there, they were shuffled out of the van and towards an enormous shed Wil had on his property—the location of the wedding reception next weekend. The shed wasn’t like normal farm sheds. No, this was built-in, lined, heated, fitted with a long bar, and functional for entertaining only.

With many of the scenes in Catch Me a Cowboy being filmed in this very shed and telecast to Australia, it was practically iconic.

Neve strode up beside him as they approached the shed and narrowed her eyes quizzically at him. ‘What are we doing?’ she mouthed.

He shrugged. ‘No idea.’

As they made it to the door, Neve pressed her hands to his hips, her chest to his back and peered around his shoulders at what awaited them inside.

The heat of her touch travelled all through his body, setting him ablaze. He ached to nestle back into her warmth and lose himself in this embrace.

‘Come on in,’ Emily said, beckoning with her hand. ‘Let’s get started.’

‘Nude drawing?’ Neve guessed, coming to his side, though her hand still fluttered lightly at his back.

Four easels with a big blank canvas on each were spaced throughout the room. ‘Could be,’ he said with a shrug.

She grinned wickedly and her mouth drifted closer to his ear. ‘You could be our muse. Something I’m sure you’d be good at.’ She ended with a laugh, and he couldn’t help but chuckle himself.

‘Cheeky.’

She tapped his butt and strode off ahead of him into the toasty warmth inside.


Chapter 5

Each couple had taken a seat on a stool facing one another. Artists sat before the canvases, their view of each couple blocked by a big screen.

‘Blind portraits,’ Emily said with a giggle as she placed a bottle of champagne on a small table set up beside each pair. ‘And lots of champagne.’

Neve met Anders’ gaze and smiled, but her cheeks flushed with heat.

‘You’ll take turns describing your partner to the artist so that your artist will be able to paint your partner’s portrait as accurately as possible.’

‘Okay, I can see how this would allow people to get to know each other,’ Neve said, the nerves in her belly tight as a band. She could foresee the intimacy in tracing every part of Anders’ face with her gaze, then him doing the same to her.

‘Of course, there will be prizes for the most accurate portraits.’

Anders’ brows arched high—his competitive spirit shone in his eyes. ‘We’ve got this.’

‘Yep.’ She cleared her throat and shifted on her stool as she pressed a finger to her top lip—at the hard meshing of scar tissue.

Anders frowned, shuffled his stool closer. His hazel eyes found hers with a seriousness she wasn’t anticipating. ‘You okay about this?’

Was she okay? She assumed she would be because she had made peace with her appearance. But that was when she wasn’t being inspected close up. All at once, the weight of her scar grew.

It wasn’t a small thing, nor something she could cover with make-up or melt away under the right lighting. This scar, one of many—the others were hidden under her winter clothing—was, despite the skin grafts and post-op creams, prominent.

It had altered the shape of her brow, her cheek, her lip, skewing her features slightly. Usually, she was okay with that because behind the scar was still her. Her eyes, her expressions, her smile. And she was alive. Healthy. She was still Neve.

A part of her wanted to make sure that’s who Anders saw. Only her. Not the scar and all it represented.

She forced a smile. ‘Of course. Why would you think I wasn’t?’ Okay, she was putting him in a difficult position, but she wasn’t about to admit her insecurities. Her mum had always said that when you pointed out your own insecurities, it gave the wrong type of person permission to use that against you.

Not that she thought Anders was the wrong type of person, but you never knew. Her radar had proven wrong in the past.

‘You looked … scared.’

She laughed. ‘Really? Because I was actually remembering you naked.’

‘Thank you,’ he said with a chuckle. ‘I’m so sorry to have horrified you like that. Luckily for you, we get to do this with clothes on.’

She giggled. ‘So lucky.’

Emily came up beside them. ‘Of course with clothes on. What kind of peep show operation do you think I’m running here? Seriously, after the way Jager grilled me, I wouldn’t dare.’

Anders’ head tilted to the side as his brows rose. She waved away his curiosity. ‘It was nothing. You know what Jager’s like.’

He nodded emphatically as though, yes, he knew very well what Jager was like.

Emily pointed to the champagne. ‘Anders, if you could open that bottle and pour yourselves a glass, we’ll get started.’

He narrowed his gaze at Emily, but the corner of his mouth quirked into a grin. ‘Are you trying to get us drunk?’

She placed a hand on his shoulder. ‘Not drunk. Friendly. Got it?’ She winked.

‘Of course. Friendly. I’m sure I can find that in my bag of tricks somewhere.’

He glanced back at Neve and his smile held a hint of ‘you sure you’re okay about this?’, but she didn’t acknowledge that undertone, merely smiled back as confidently as she could.

Drinks were poured. The room was hushed.

‘Did you want to go first?’ Anders asked.

She shook her head. ‘I’ll do you first. I mean, um, I’ll … you know what I mean.’

He grinned, sat up straighter. ‘Go ahead.’

Her gaze, at first, didn’t want to rest on any one particular feature. Having to describe someone to an artist who had never and would not, for the length of the activity, see that someone, forced her to notice so much more than she ever had.

‘A rectangular face,’ she began. ‘But the jaw is broad. Right where the jaw hinges together is prominent. His face narrows to a defined chin.’

Anders smiled and shifted in his chair. He actually looked a little self-conscious.

His smile made her focus on his mouth. ‘Broad, full lips. The top thinner than the bottom.’ He had a small, pale scar on the right side of his bottom lip. ‘What happened there?’ she asked, leaning over and touching that faint line.

‘Under 17s football. A parent ran on the field and laid into me. Knocked me out cold.’

She gasped, held a hand over her mouth. ‘Are you serious?’

He nodded.

‘Why didn’t I know this?’

He shrugged. ‘It made the local paper.’

She shook her head. ‘I hope he was charged.’

‘He was.’

‘Good.’

The artist cleared his throat.

She smiled. ‘Sorry. Got a little sidetracked.’ She focused again on Anders. ‘Two deep dimples when his smile is generous. But only the left one is visible when his smile is smaller.’ Perfect dimples. ‘About three days’ of dark, stubbly growth on his chin, upper lip and jaw.’ Her focus drifted back to his mouth as she imagined how that sharp stubble would feel against her skin if she were to lean over and kiss him ever so lightly.

She licked her lips, a growing desire burning inside her to do exactly that.

She hadn’t noticed how great his skin was. How deeply defined and strong each of his features was. ‘Great symmetry. His nose is long, but not too big. A slight bump at the bridge.’

Those eyes. There was something in the way he was watching her—anticipation, and dare she say it, affection.

God, she wanted to kiss him. Her lips were tingling, willing her to do it. Why the hell was this happening all of a sudden? It was as though a light switch had been turned on in her brain and all she could see after so many years of knowing Anders was how gorgeous he was.

How had she not recognised that before now? ‘There’s a fierceness to his eyes I’ve never noticed. No, not fierceness, determination.’ She moved her stool closer, so she could see his eyes more closely. There was also a hint of sadness; it surprised her to see it hidden in their depths. She thought it best not to mention that to the artist. ‘Hazel, like a leaf that is starting to gain its autumn colours. The outside ring is darker. Tiny little flecks of honey.’

His breath was warm on her face. His chest was rising and falling more sharply. ‘Sorry,’ she said with a wry smile and shifted her chair back.

He shook his head. ‘Don’t worry. Do what you need to do.’ His voice was a little deeper and it strummed on the strings of desire in her belly. ‘Dark lashes. Quite long for a guy. I’m jealous.’

He grinned.

She ran a finger along her lashes. ‘I have to pay for mine.’

‘They’re beau … fine.’ He cleared his throat, then reached for his champagne, downing half the glass in a single mouthful.

‘Upturned eyes with wonderful lids.’ As a make-up artist, she noticed that kind of thing. The shape of the eyes and lids determined how she applied the shadow. ‘Thick brows, but well groomed. A nice arch. A few crease lines in his forehead. A scar that runs horizontally through his right brow. How’d you get that?’

‘Head clash. Under 19s.’

She shook her head. ‘I should have guessed it was another football injury.’

‘Comes with the territory.’

Her focus moved to his hair now. ‘Thick, dark brown hair that’s clipped short at the back and sides. Longer on the top. A fringe that has been swept upwards neatly. And just your everyday, normal looking ears. Not too big. Not too small.’

He sighed and his shoulders relaxed. ‘That wasn’t so bad.’

She arched a brow. ‘You were worried?’

‘Maybe a little bit. It’s weird being studied like that.’

Her own nerves about undergoing such scrutiny swelled in her belly. ‘Be kind.’

‘You’ve nothing to worry about. You’re stunning.’ He held her gaze for what felt like long minutes, while she wondered how to take that compliment, then he looked away. ‘Sorry, that was probably overstepping …’

She shook her head. ‘It was lovely.’

Emily swung by and filled Neve’s champagne glass. ‘How are we going here?’

‘Finished with mine,’ Anders said.

‘Excellent. Strike a pose, Neve, because you’re up.’

Neve swallowed a mouthful of champagne, quenching her nerves. Why was she so anxious? Did she really care so much about the possible words Anders would choose to describe and define her?

Get a grip. He’s like a big brother to you.

‘You’re thinking about me naked again?’ Anders asked with a smirk.

Heat crept up her cheeks. ‘Not quite.’

‘It’s just that you had that look of fear in your eyes again.’

She blew out a long breath and wiggled her arms to try and stem the flow of anxiety through her body. ‘Nope. All good. Let’s start.’

He studied her for a moment, then smiled.

‘I’m ready when you both are,’ the artist piped up.

‘Hmmm, okay. Where do I start?’

‘Face shape would be good,’ the artist said.

‘Her face is oval.’

Neve watched him as his gaze roamed over her in concentration. He was right; to be so seriously studied was a strange sensation, but she wasn’t sure if that was because Anders was the one looking or if it would feel this way with anyone.

‘Small, rounded chin.’ His focus drifted upward to her mouth. He licked his lips and those emotions she saw earlier in his stare returned. ‘Short, but full lips. The top has a defined bow and the bottom is like a ripe peach—plump and with a crease down the centre.’ He stopped to take another mouthful of champagne, then his gaze settled on her face again.

‘High cheekbones. A narrow nose.’

She wanted to turn her face when she recognised the heat in his eyes. He ran his hand through his hair as he inhaled deeply. ‘Pale blue eyes, with a deep blue ring around the irises. Almond shaped. Long, curled lashes.’ His focus moved upwards. ‘Perfectly sculpted brows. A blonde fringe that sweeps across her forehead and the rest is tied up into a ponytail that hangs over her left shoulder.’ He finished with a self-satisfied grin. ‘How did I do?’

‘I think you missed one important feature.’

‘Oh, yeah, her ears are small and cute.’ His schoolboy grin followed.

She didn’t want to, but her finger lifted to her face and fluttered down the length of her scar. ‘And perhaps this.’

‘Of course. A silvery pink scar that starts at her left eyebrow and finishes just above her lip. Gives an overall sexy bad-ass vibe.’

For a moment, all she could do was stare at him, lips parted. Even after replaying his words and his expression over in her mind, she couldn’t find a trace of insincerity.

He was still smiling. ‘See, not so bad, hey?’

She shook her head, her lips quirking upwards. ‘A sexy bad-ass vibe?’ They weren’t the words she would have used to describe her scars, but she had to admit, she liked it.

His smile broadened. ‘Yeah, like a Bond girl.’

Neve tipped her head back and laughed. ‘And my make-up brushes are my murder instruments of choice. So watch out if you see a blusher in my hand.’

‘I can only imagine what you’d do with a lipstick.’

She giggled, lowered her focus to her lap. When she looked back into his eyes, she whispered, ‘Thank you.’

He shrugged, but his lips were curled. ‘I just tell it how I see it.’

When the rest of the bridal party were finished with their descriptions, they were allowed to finally see the portraits for themselves.

The artists clipped the paintings to the screens and spun them around for each couple to see.

The paintings were good but predictably generic. Of course, without seeing, the artist didn’t capture their innate characteristics, but the attempt deserved credit, nonetheless.

‘Not bad,’ Anders said.

The best man, who was Wil’s brother, and his partner for the wedding, Xanthi, who was Emily’s best friend from Melbourne, took out the prize for the portraits bearing the most likeness.

Anders frowned as he finished the last of his champagne. ‘Rigged,’ he yelled, followed by a deep boo.

The room of strangers erupted into laughter and for the first time tonight, everyone relaxed. Neve could understand now the importance of this activity. If it had taken this long for them all to get comfortable with each other in a comfortable environment, it would be worse on the high-pressured wedding day. Particularly as the crew from Catch Me a Cowboy would be there to show Australia that they had produced a romantic success story.

As they sat around together, chatting and laughing deep into the evening, those excited flutters for the wedding grew. Yes, she was happy about Emily getting married, but she was also excited about spending the day with Anders. Even more so after tonight.

He may be her brother’s best mate, and until only a short time ago she had seen him as nothing else, but now, maybe, she was seeing more.

She wasn’t expecting anything serious between them. Perhaps just a kiss or two. Maybe even a night together.

Since her accident, she hadn’t slept with a man. Sure, there were undercurrents of physical desire, and she’d kissed a couple of guys, but when intimacies progressed, she pulled back hard because she hadn’t been emotionally ready to take that step with anyone.

Could she risk her brother’s friendship with Anders for something that could never be serious, though? After all, Jager had a stake in this. A bigger stake than her own. One that was formed well before this moment.

She had to acknowledge the potential dangers of pursuing Anders and be sure to tread with light but sure feet.


Chapter 6

Sunday, as Anders dragged himself out of bed in the small hours of the dark, frosty morning, his entire body was aching from yesterday’s footy match. Ruck was a physical position, and he usually came away from each game with scrapes and bruises.

His eyes were stinging with the need for more sleep. He never slept well after a match—his body ached too much and the adrenaline took too long to leave his bloodstream. But he promised his stepdad that he would do the morning’s milking. He did this about once a month, so Tony and his mum could have a lie-in—something that was impossible for dairy farmers.

He layered up in warm clothing, threw a beanie on, thick socks and boots, and made for the front door.

The sun was a slow-burning ember in the distance when he arrived at his parent’s farm. Each of his movements was loud—the car door closing, his feet on the gravel—in the startling silence of the morning. The beasty scent of the Holsteins, mud and manure greeted him.

The loping milkers began their march towards the fence from deep in the paddock. Sparse lows of impatience became a part of the shadows. They were ready for milking to relieve their udders that would be full and tight after a long night.

‘Good morning,’ he said to them. Tony always insisted he treat his girls with the utmost care and patience. No stressed cow was ever going to let down their milk. But Anders hadn’t needed to be told this; he had a soft spot for these social creatures with their big eyes, long lashes and trusting natures.

Another couple of cars arrived—regular employees and two agricultural students Tony employed for extra hands in exchange for some pocket money and experience. They nodded their greetings and started on setting up the enormous milking shed with homegrown silage for the cows to munch on while in there.

Before long, he opened the paddock gates and went in. ‘Come on now,’ he said and the cows began their unrushed parade out of the pasture and up the fence ramps that led them into the milking shed.

‘Come on now.’ One after the other, they marched out of the gates.

The sun was bleeding with bright orange and pink as it made its way higher in the dusky sky, highlighting the endless green paddocks. Cockatoos and rosellas were waking from their slumber, letting off squawks and cheeps in the distant trees.

With all the girls heading along the fenced ramps, filing into the shed and onto the carousel, Anders put on an apron and boots, and set about cleaning and sterilising their teats with the other farm help. Suction cups were secured into place and the milking process started, one by one up the line.

Nothing romantic about a milking shed; it was noisy and busy, and by the end of the rotation, the floor would be covered in piss and cow shit, but despite all that, he found the scents, activity and intermittent chug of the pulsators nostalgic, for they represented the happier side of his childhood.

As each cow had let down all they could for the morning, he walked along the carousel unplugging the suction cups, disinfecting the teats and directing each cow out into a new pasture where they’d spend the day grazing on fresh grass with their herd.

He helped hose out and sterilise the shed, ran tests on the milk, filled out paperwork, and organised the transfer of the cooled raw milk into big tankers ready to be transported to the nearby processing plant.

Dairy farming could be his life if he chose—he would be the third generation to run it. But as much as he enjoyed the work, it wasn’t what he saw for himself.

A little after nine, Anders headed up to the farmhouse. His stomach was hollow and grumbling. Waiting for him would be a strong coffee and a cooked breakfast.

He took his boots off and strode into the house. He had already washed up in the sheds. ‘Good morning,’ he bellowed, making his way down the hall.

The scent of bacon, eggs and sausages spoke to his hunger, stirring it more.

‘In here,’ Mum called.

He was smiling when he rounded into the kitchen. Mum was turning bacon over in a frying pan. Tony was in charge of coffee.

‘Come here,’ Mum said, holding out her arms, still clutching the tongs. She kissed his cheek as he cuddled her comparatively much smaller frame. There wasn’t too much about him that resembled Mum, except for his eyes. He got his height and colouring from his father—some characteristics he could be thankful for.

‘Hi, Mum.’

She leant back and showed him her loving smile. ‘So good to see you.’

‘You too.’

He went to Tony and shook his hand. ‘Good to see you.’

‘Yeah, you too, mate. Thanks for helping out in the shed this morning. All go okay?’

‘Good as can be expected. One of the raw milk tests came back a bit iffy, though. I’ve quarantined the cow and left the details in the office. Not sure if you want to call a vet in to take a look at her or not.’

‘I’ll keep an eye on her.’

‘Great game yesterday. Another win,’ Mum said.

‘Oh, you were there?’

‘We got there a few minutes into the first quarter. But we had to leave straight after the game, so we couldn’t catch up with you afterwards.’

He shook his head. ‘That’s okay. Tough game, though. I’m bloody sore today.’

‘That other ruckman was a monster,’ Tony said.

‘Tell me about it. And he kept sinking the knee in every bloody time he jumped.’

‘You didn’t back down, though.’

‘Not in my nature to. Couldn’t let him have that over me, no matter how much it hurt.’ He chuckled. ‘And I didn’t want to cop stick from my teammates.’

Tony shook his head as he laughed. ‘I’d give anything to be twenty-eight again.’

‘You and me both,’ said Mum with a giggle. ‘It’d make keeping this place running easier.’

Anders knew it was said light-heartedly with no shaming or blame whatsoever, but a surge of guilt struck his heart. He should be helping them out more because young blood and enthusiasm were what this farm needed. Not that his mum and Tony ever pushed it onto him; but there was always an unstated hope he’d take over.

He pushed his guilt down. ‘What can I help with?’

‘You can set the table.’

Before long, the table was set, breakfast was dished up, and they took a seat around the small kitchen table. His stomach rumbled as he eyed the crisp bacon, scrambled eggs, mushrooms and tomato.

‘I can hear your stomach from here,’ Mum said. ‘Dig in.’

‘So how’s Jager going?’ Tony asked as he layered farm fresh butter onto toast. ‘He had a good game yesterday.’

‘He did. Kicked four goals and two behinds. He’s a big asset.’

‘How’s his mother?’ Mum asked. In a small town like this, the population less than a thousand, everyone knew everyone in some way. But Mum and Tony had run in different circles to Mrs Mitchell. Mum had always sensed Mrs Mitchell wanted more than this town, which was a strong contradiction to how Mum felt about it.

Mrs Mitchell was so glamorous and a little too eccentric to be truly accepted in Wattle Valley.

‘No change, as far as I’ve been told.’

‘I only ask because I ran into Neve yesterday at the game.’

He put his knife and fork down. ‘Oh, she was there?’

Mum nodded. ‘She sat with us for a while. A lovely, lovely girl. So beautiful like her mother. A face full of make-up, though. I don’t understand why young girls insist on covering their youth with expensive cosmetics. She hardly needs it.’

Defensiveness sat behind his rib cage. ‘It’s her job. She’s a make-up artist.’

Mum rolled her eyes. ‘Hardly a reason to plaster your face every day. It was a football game, not a bloody wedding. Anyway, it’s neither here nor there. I shouldn’t be tough on her. The burden of responsibility for Robyn must be enormous. It breaks my heart, that’s all.’

‘So, how was Neve?’ he asked as nonchalantly as possible, not able to meet his mum’s eyes.

‘She seemed well. Said you and her were partners at Wil’s wedding next week.’

‘Emily thought it best to pair us up as we know each other already.’

‘Makes sense,’ Tony said.

‘I think you two will look gorgeous together. I can’t wait to see you in your suit. You know, I didn’t have high hopes that Wil would meet anyone on that reality dating show. But he proved all of us wrong. I’ve never seen him happier.’

‘Maybe I should go on one,’ Anders suggested, tongue in cheek.

‘You wouldn’t bloody dare,’ Mum barked with a twisted expression of horror on her face.

Anders laughed. ‘No, I really wouldn’t.’ But, after his dismal track record with relationships, it was looking more and more of an attractive option.

Sure, he was only twenty-eight, but he expected he’d have settled down by now and even started a family.

Tess was his first ever serious relationship. They’d known each other while at school but didn’t start dating until he was nineteen. When he was twenty-three and had just landed his new role with the AFL, she went on a tour around Europe. He wasn’t able to take time off work yet, so he couldn’t join her.

When she came back, something had changed between them, as though, while away, she had realised this small-town boy wasn’t what she wanted anymore. Not long after coming home, she ended up moving to London to work.

Then came Yasmine, who he met barely three months after Tess left. She was new to town after being employed by a local radio station. They had a great time together for the next two years until she accepted a job at a commercial radio station in Melbourne. It took barely six months for the long-distance mode to break down the feelings that were once so strong.

That was nine months ago now. He had to admit, he had been hesitant to jump into anything new. Getting through a break up wasn’t for the fainthearted. But the last month or so, his hesitations had lessened. He was ready.

They finished breakfast and Anders helped clean up while Tony headed out to complete the day’s farm duties.

Before Anders left to drive home, Mum gave him a Tupperware container filled with food.

‘What’s this?’ he asked.

‘It’s for Don. I want you to drop it off for him on the way home.’

He took the dish and kissed Mum on the cheek. ‘No worries. I’ll see you later.’

Once home, he parked in his drive and walked up to Don’s. The day was freezing cold and all he wanted to do was have a long, hot shower and not move for a few hours. He knocked on Don’s front door.

‘Anders,’ Don said with a grin as he opened the door. Warmth and the scent of wood smoke drifted out.

‘Hi, Don. I won’t keep you long. Mum made you a meal that she wanted me to drop in.’

‘Come in. Have a cup of tea.’

As much as he wanted that shower, he couldn’t say no. He followed Don down the hall. ‘Forgive me if I stink. I helped Mum and Tony out in the dairy, and I haven’t had a chance to shower yet.’

‘Believe me, at this age, I barely smell anything anymore. You could have bathed in cow shit and I’d be none the wiser.’

Anders laughed.

‘Go put that in the fridge for me, will you? And I’ll get you a cup of tea.’

‘I can make the tea,’ Anders said. ‘You take a seat.’

Don’s house was pokey, much like many of the original houses in the area—small homes were easier to keep warm in the winter months. The carpets were threadbare and the paint on the walls was worn, but it was otherwise tidy and clean.

They made it to the living room—a square space with an original fireplace, embers smouldering in the hearth, and fitted out with decades-old leather chairs and a boxy TV.

Anders did a double take when he noticed out the corner of his eye someone sitting on the lounge.

His eyes widened and he grinned. ‘Neve.’

‘Hi, Anders.’

She was stunning, dressed in a pair of tight jeans, cowboy boots that came up to her mid-shin, and a brown leather jacket. Her blue eyes shone from the small flames in the fireplace.

‘You two obviously know each other,’ Don said. ‘Dating, aren’t you?’

Anders shook his head quickly. Neve was doing the same. ‘Just friends.’

‘Oh, I thought because you two were together when I had my fall—’ he waved his hand, ‘—anyway, never mind.’

‘I was jogging past his house when I saw your dog …’ Neve said.

‘And she freaked out and barged inside to get away from him …’ Anders continued.

‘Anders was completely naked and I saw everything, but it was nothing, it was an accident, you know?’

Don’s eyebrows arched. ‘Yeah, sure, I know how it is. Naked, you say? How unfortunate.’

Neve nodded and smiled as though satisfied with that response.

Anders knew better—the old sod was making fun of them, quite obvious from the suppressed smirk.

Was the fireplace too hot in here? It was a small house after all. ‘I’ll put this in the fridge, shall I?’ He strode away to the kitchen, put the dish in the fridge, and flicked the jug on to boil. ‘Everyone right for drinks?’ he called out.

‘We’re fine, thanks,’ came Neve’s voice.

Cup of tea in his hand, he met Don and Neve in the living room and sank down onto the spare seat beside Neve.

‘I dropped a meal off for Don too,’ she said.

Anders faced Don and smiled. ‘That should keep you fed for a few nights at least.’

‘I’m very appreciative.’

Anders remembered then that he smelled like a literal beast. Inconspicuously, he shifted a little further away from Neve and sniffed at his jumper.

‘I ran into your mum and dad at football,’ she said.

Anders sipped his tea a little too deeply and it burnt his throat. He did his best not to wince as his mouth was all but scolded. ‘Yes, they mentioned that. I didn’t realise you were there.’

‘I wanted to watch Jager play.’

‘I didn’t see you after the match. I would have come and said hello.’ Would he have? He had never done that before unless he bumped into her in passing.

He glanced at Don from the corner of his eye. He was watching their exchange with amused interest.

‘I had an appointment booked with a client, so I had to leave straight after.’

He nodded, had another sip of tea, making sure he didn’t gulp it this time. It was still too hot against his lips.

‘You played really well. Your centre clearances were vital to you guys winning.’

Warmth flushed his neck and cheeks, and he wanted to drown his face in his scalding tea. What was he, twelve years old? ‘Thanks.’

She smiled. ‘Ah, anyway, Don. I won’t keep you any longer,’ she said, standing. ‘I’m really glad to see you out of hospital and doing well.’

‘Thanks for stopping by. No need to wait until I’ve knocked myself out to do so.’

‘I won’t. I hope you enjoy the curried sausages. They’re Mum’s recipe, so fingers crossed I’ve done her justice.’

‘I’m sure they’ll be wonderful.’

Don tensed his hands on the armrest, ready to stand, but Neve waved at him to stay put. ‘I can find my own way out. Have a good afternoon. See you next weekend, Anders.’

She gave a short wave and strode away. When the front door closed, Don looked at him with a teasing grin. ‘I may not be able to smell, but I can still see. And I could see from three miles away that you are very fond of that young woman.’

Anders leant back against the couch, his shoulders sagging. ‘Don, I think you may be right about that.’


Chapter 7

Neve stepped through the church doors at the head of the long aisle decorated with flowers. Rows of pews filled with people adorned in lovely dresses and suits bordered the long stretch of carpet towards the altar.

Xanthi, the matron of honour, strode down the aisle first, the centrepiece for every guest’s focus. After a well-timed gap, Neve began her ascent, wearing a long mauve vintage dress and holding a bouquet of peonies (early bloomers imported from Western Australia).

Wil awaited his bride, his torso held high, chin angled with pride. He wore a vintage suit and suspenders, which fit his enormous frame well. A white cowboy hat, the very same that made millions of viewers of Catch Me a Cowboy swoon, sat atop his head. Anticipation shaped his handsome face.

But the groom wasn’t where Neve’s attention flittered. No, her focus was on Anders—tall, upright and so deliciously broad in his matching vintage suit. His dark hair was combed back in a sleek retro twenties style.

His strong square jaw was cleanly shaven. Under the church lighting and amidst the streams of colourful daylight coming through the lead-glass windows, his hazel eyes blazed.

She tried not to look at him, but she couldn’t help herself. He watched her too, and it was as though they were captivated by one another.

Maybe it was the emotion of the day, the magic of a wedding, or that they all were dressed in their very best, but Anders was making her breathless and full with desire. At the end of the aisle, she smiled at him. He grinned back, dimples flashing.

She was taking her position with the other bridesmaids when there was a collective gasp and all the heads in the pews turned.

The bride had entered the room.

Emily stood dressed in an enchanting white vintage dress, close fitting and simple. On her feet, she wore white cowboy boots that came to her mid-shin and were studded with glittering diamantes.

The exaltation on Wil’s face, the shiny tears in his deep blue eyes, as he watched his beautiful bride walk towards him, music filling the room, was enchanting.

Neve looked out over all the guests and stopped when she found Emily’s mum. Tears of joy filled her eyes. Her grin was unfaltering as Emily’s dad kissed his daughter’s cheek and gave her away to Wil.

A deep throbbing pang filled Neve’s chest. She tried to ignore what that painful heat was saying, but the more she evaded it, the stronger it became. A tight achiness worked up her throat. Tears pricked.

When it came time for Neve to get married, she wouldn’t have any parents watching on. A deep surge of loneliness moved through muscle and bone, hollowing her out.

She searched for her brother, needing that one connection to the life she used to have when her mum was well. Jager was already watching her, a frown on his face. He mouthed, ‘You’ve got this’.

Neve drew a deep, steadying breath in and wiped the tears that had fallen onto her cheeks. I’ve got this. I’ve got this.

The ceremony began with the pastor welcoming everyone in attendance. Neve turned her focus to the bride and groom and allowed herself to be wrapped up in the occasion and admire the love that pulsed so strongly between Wil and Emily throughout the entire ceremony.

Vows exchanged, the newlyweds made their way down the aisle, hand in hand. The guests clapped and cheered and some dabbed their wet cheeks with tissues. Each bridesmaid lined up with a groomsman and followed behind the newlyweds, exactly like they’d practised at rehearsals.

‘You look beautiful today,’ Anders said, linking his arm with hers.

She held tight to all that hard strength beneath his suit jacket. The heat from his body flooded her with tingly warmth. ‘Thank you. You look great too.’

He grinned, deep dimples creasing his cheeks. His smile was big and generous and completely gorgeous—changed his entire face. How had she not seen it before?

She turned towards the guests and caught Jager’s eye. He was watching her with slightly narrowed eyes. She poked her tongue out at him and broke through his steely gaze because he laughed and inconspicuously flipped her off.

***

After general photos in the church lobby with a private photographer and by the Catch Me a Cowboy film crew, the bridal party were driven, each couple in their own vintage car, to the Parker Family Farm for more outdoor, scenic pictures.

Champagne in an ice bucket along with two crystal flutes awaited Neve and Anders in the backseat. In an enclosed space like this, Anders’ size was pronounced. His head almost skimmed the roof and his shoulders seemed to occupy all the space inside the car.

‘Drink?’ he asked.

‘Sure. Seems like the type of day to celebrate.’

He grinned as he handed her both flutes. The cork released with a soft pop into the palm of his hand. Anders poured the amber champagne and held his glass up. ‘Cheers.’

She chimed the crystal against his. ‘Cheers.’ She leant back in her seat as she had a sip of the fruity bubbly. ‘I’m so glad I was paired with you now.’

His brows rose. ‘Glad to hear it.’

‘Can you imagine how awkies it would be travelling with a stranger all the way out to the farm? I know we did the blind-artist night, but still, it wouldn’t be as fun.’

He smiled but only enough that his left dimple creased. ‘Imagine if you hated the person you were partnered with. This entire day would be some kind of hell.’

‘Oh god, yes. I don’t even want to think about it.’ She lifted her glass in the air. ‘To great coupling, um … pairing, you know what I mean.’

He tipped his head back and laughed. ‘Here, here.’ Then he chimed his glass with hers and had a mouthful. ‘I’ve had a bad wedding experience like that.’

‘Oh, no. Really?’

‘I was best man for a good mate, and we all flew up to North Queensland for the wedding. The bridesmaid I was with was super shy. I didn’t know her at all, but by the end of the night—’ he grinned, ‘—I didn’t know her any better.’

Neve giggled.

‘She spoke no more than three words to me the entire day. Honestly, I tried. But it was awkward and my voice would drift off to a whisper then silence because she gave me zero indication she was even listening. I was starting to wonder if I stank or something. She ended up drinking too much and vomited all over my lap during the reception.’

‘Oh my god. That is horrendous.’

‘And the smell of vomit gives me raging headaches. So, head pounding, I had to take my pants off in the toilets and wash them in the sink. I had people coming in and looking at me as though I was some kind of moron standing there in my jocks, trying to dry my trousers under the hand dryer, which was never going to happen.’

Neve burst out laughing.

‘I had to go back out to the reception with completely soaked trousers, wet drops dripping into my shoes and I was leaving water marks on the chairs. I was too embarrassed to leave my seat because people thought I had some kind of bladder problem. So my partner gets a second wind after her vom session and starts kissing one of the other groomsmen like they are teenagers right beside me.’

Neve laughed so much her stomach ached. ‘I think I heard about that. Jager was there too?’

‘Yeah. He gave me so much stick because he was paired with this lovely, bubbly girl who was heaps of fun. I ended up going back to the hotel early.’

‘How horrible.’

‘When Wil asked me to be in his bridal party, I was honoured. Really I was. But my guts churned, thinking I was going to have to endure another night like that.’

‘The joys of weddings. Some are so much fun but most are boooooring.’

‘Wil promised the speeches will be short.’

‘Thank god.’

‘What about you? Any horrible wedding stories?’ he asked.

She shook her head. ‘Not yet. Until today I was a virgin.’

Anders nearly choked on his champagne but managed to get it down.

‘Of bridal parties, that is,’ she said quickly, then almost snorted with laughter. ‘Of course I’m not a virg … I meant it’s my first time as a bridesmaid.’

‘Of course.’ He winked and her belly flipped because it was the sexiest thing she’d ever seen. ‘I knew what you meant.’

‘And I promise if I start to feel sick like I might vomit, I’ll lean away from you.’

He chuckled loudly. ‘Good to know.’

She elbowed him lightly in the ribs. ‘And I may let you talk to me. You know, if I feel like it. I’ll see how it goes.’

They arrived at the Parker Family Farm and met the others outside Wil and Emily’s homestead—a beautiful two-storey brick home replete with a stone chimney and a big front deck lined by colourful flowers in hanging baskets.

The first photo session was with the private photographer. Regular group shots: standing in front of trees in linear formations; standing in front of the mountain views in an arrow formation; standing in a field of grass behind the bride and groom as they kissed; standing in a row with each person slanting to opposite sides as they smiled for the camera.

But then the photographers and film crew for Catch Me a Cowboy arrived and much of the attention was focused on Wil and Emily. The rest of the bridal party stood together and drank champagne until each pair was taken aside one and a time to perform what was required of them.

It wasn’t until Neve was lifted onto the back of a horse with Anders behind her, his arms wrapped around her waist and other regions determinately and solidly pressing against the small of her back, she could see how knowing him made her that little bit more comfortable.

To be honest, to feel him so close, his big body enclosed around hers, she was burning, despite the freezing cold. Her throat was dry and her breaths were coming harder; she’s amazed the photographer didn’t ask if she was about to hyperventilate.

‘I’m sorry,’ Anders said, trying to wiggle backwards, ‘but the saddle is slanting towards you and well …’

‘I’ve been in worse situations.’

He chuckled, his warm breath on the back of her neck making tingles fan along her flesh. ‘If we hadn’t known each other before now, we sure would be well acquainted by the end of it.’

‘Let me know if I’m too … I don’t know … invasive of your space.’

‘Oh, I’d say any space between you and me is non-existent at this moment.’ Not that she minded. In fact, she was rather enjoying how it felt being wrapped in such strong, comforting arms.

The photographer lifted the camera to his eye. He was a middle-aged man with a growing waistline and thinning hair. ‘Okay, if you could lean back against him.’ Neve did so. ‘That’s it, and relax your head on his shoulder.’ Her whole body sighed with what this was doing to her. ‘And you, sir, if you could look straight ahead. No smile, just a relaxed face.’

Click. Click. Click.

‘Now, sir, if you could look down and, miss, if you could slant your head back and up to look at him.’

The female producer who had been directing everyone the entire afternoon marched over and drew the photographer aside. An unheard conversation took place between quick glances back at Anders and Neve.

‘What do you think they’re talking about?’ Anders asked.

‘No idea.’

Soon enough, the producer strode away and the photographer joined them again. ‘We need to do those shots again but from a different profile.’

‘No fuss. Either profile is fine,’ Anders said.

‘No, I meant, miss, maybe you’d like to get your photographs taken from a different angle?’

Neve knew what he was saying—the side without the scar. She cast a look to the rest of the party who were thankfully talking and laughing amongst themselves that they hadn’t heard. ‘I’m happy with this side.’

He lowered the camera and huffed. ‘I’m trying to be sensitive here. The producer insists. Believe me, once the images are out there open to public scrutiny, you’ll be glad we got the better angle.’

All the breath rushed from Neve’s lungs and a deep flush crept up her cheeks. Her heart was racing with anger and mortification. Anders’ body tightened behind her, then he calmly slid off the horse, though his breaths were growing deeper.

She climbed off after him and scurried to catch up as he marched to the photographer.

Anders leant down as he stood almost nose to nose with the man. He lowered his voice to a harsh whisper. ‘You’re far from sensitive. In fact, you’re a right rude prick.’

The photographer took a step back. ‘I’m just trying to do my job.’

‘You’re lucky I don’t want to ruin my cousin’s wedding because otherwise, you would no longer be standing. If you think either of us is going to let you take our photograph now, then you’re mistaken. Go back and tell your producer, she will not be getting anything more from us.’ Each word hissed from between his lips like venom.

The photographer swallowed hard and nodded, though he still had the nerve to look affronted.

Wil rushed towards them, his grin faltering and eyes narrowing as he took in the scene. ‘Everything okay?’

Neve nodded and mustered the most convincing smile she could. ‘Everything’s fine. No problem.’

Anders rested a hand on Wil’s shoulder and smiled, though Neve could see the tension beneath and that his chest was still rising and falling sharply. ‘All good, mate.’ Then he grabbed Neve’s hand and led her towards the rest of the party.

Her entire body burned with embarrassment—not so much because of what the photographer and producer wanted, but whom it all happened in front of. It was shameful to have people reduce her to an imperfection in front of the man she was really starting to like.

The fact that this reality TV crew had assumed her scar was too horrible to capture and allow the public to see, made Neve cringe.

She could be as fine about her scars as possible, but she still lived in a world where others were judged on how they looked, particularly women.

‘Are you okay?’ Anders whispered.

She waved his concern away. ‘I’m fine. A little embarrassed, but I’m sure I’ll get over it.’

He tugged on her hand gently to stop her before they had reached the others and turned to face her. ‘Just for the record,’ he said quietly, ‘I don’t understand how anyone would want to hide any part of you.’

Again that creeping heat flushed her cheeks. ‘Thanks.’

‘I mean it, Neve. You are so beautiful, it does my head in to even think they could have asked that of you.’

His eyes were full of earnestness and his tone was genuine, but her heart sped up for different reasons altogether. Of course Anders’ intentions were well-meaning, but, at that moment, she had had enough of people judging her for how she looked, whether they thought she was beautiful or ugly. How she looked was no-one else’s damned business.

Says the woman who applies make-up for a living. Gah, she was a walking contradiction.

‘Thanks, but I’d rather just have the attention taken off my appearance.’

Anders frowned. ‘Got it.’

‘I don’t want to make a big fuss out of it for Emily and Wil’s sake. So let’s forget it ever happened and have a good night, hey?’ She forced a smile, though she was vibrating inside.

He nodded, still frowning. ‘Sure.’


Chapter 8

The shed on Wil’s property was legendary—the location of many good nights with friends and family. Tonight it looked better than Anders had ever seen it, decorated with a rustic country feel: raw timbers and native flowers. Fairy lights were strung from the rafters overhead.

The bride and groom were announced to the hundred or so guests seated throughout the room on round tables. Progressing into the evening was dinner, speeches, the first dance and cake-cutting.

Thankfully, the Catch Me a Cowboy crew had pissed off not long after the incident on the horse, leaving Anders space and time to slowly reduce his boiling anger to a slight simmer.

Guests were well-doused in alcohol. Anders’ share was fizzing through his bloodstream, clouding his brain. The DJ churned out songs, the lights were dimmed and people took to the dance floor, the bride and bridesmaids included.

Anders sat on the sidelines watching on with Alec, the best man, when Wil joined them.

‘How are you two holding up with groomsman duty?’ Wil asked as he took a seat beside Anders.

‘All good. I’m having a great time,’ Anders said.

Alec rested his elbows on his thighs and looked across at his brother. ‘It’s been an honour. It really has. Seeing you and Emily tonight … I couldn’t wish you guys more happiness.’ He grinned. ‘And, I’m feeling pretty cocky that I was responsible for you guys hooking up.’ From what Anders had been told, it was Alec who convinced Wil to originally apply to be the cowboy on the reality dating series.

Wil laughed. ‘Forever grateful. Even if I do have to stare at your big head until it deflates.’

Dancing her way across the room was Alec’s wife, Sandra. She grabbed her husband by the hands. ‘Come on. You’re not getting out of sharing a dance with me.’

‘The boss has spoken,’ he said over his shoulder as he was dragged onto the dance floor.

‘Your turn next,’ Wil said, leaning back in his chair.

‘To dance?’

Wil chuckled. ‘To get married.’

He sighed. ‘Mate, I’m trying. Not quite making any inroads, though.’

Wil slapped his back. ‘All in good time. It’ll happen when you least expect it.’

A cheer sounded out as a new song came over the speakers stealing their attention for a moment.

‘I better go dance with my wife.’ Wil grinned like a man who had everything he could ever hope for. ‘I didn’t know that would feel so good to say.’

‘You’re a lucky man. Get out there and enjoy yourself.’

Neve spotted Anders from the dance floor and beckoned him with a curl of her finger. He looked behind each shoulder and pointed to his chest. ‘Me?’ he mouthed.

She strode to him, hips rocking from side to side, and grabbed his hands. The most adorable grin was curving her lips and her eyes glinted with cheekiness. He was glad she’d managed to put the photography bullshit behind her.

‘You’re not getting out of it that easily, mister.’ She tugged on his hands, and he rose from his seat without resistance, laughing. After all, he liked to dance it up with the best of them; it had nothing to do with the fact that the most gorgeous woman in the room had asked him to.

He spun her under his arm when they made it onto the dance floor and Neve burst into giggles. Emily and her bridesmaids cheered.

Neve’s face was alight with happiness—so beautiful. Eyes looking square into his, her hands rested on his shoulders while he held the soft curve of her hips. Bursts of heat shot through his body to feel her warm, soft body at the rounded juncture of her waist and hips. And when she swayed those hips from side to side, he moved a little closer, held her a little tighter.

They swung, spun, and whirled to the music, song after song after song. Her body drifted closer until she was pressed against him, and the brush of her warmth ran all the way from his thighs up to his chest like trails of fire. He didn’t object. Couldn’t.

He wrapped his arms around her, drawing her to him. Her heat was a force, her sweet perfumed scent a drug, and that way her blue eyes looked up into his, her lips gently parted, he had to kiss her.

All it would take was for him to lower his head, close this small gap between them, and find her sweet mouth. He couldn’t look away. Every inch of him was hard and straining, resisting and willing, all at once.

The music went dead and the MC’s voice blared from the speakers. ‘All the single ladies in the room, can you make your way to the dance floor because our beautiful bride is about to throw the bouquet.’

Anders smiled at Neve and reluctantly untangled himself from her arms. ‘Good luck,’ he said with a wink and reclaimed his seat on the sidelines along with the other excluded guests.

He was breathless. Aching. He had nearly kissed Neve—so close. And it would have happened in front of all these people.

His parents were here.

Jager. He searched the shed and came face-to-face with his friend.

Stupid, Anders.

He didn’t hold Jager’s gaze; instead, pretended to focus on the women gathering behind Emily on the dance floor. A flicker in his peripheral alerted him to Jager zigzagging through the many tables towards him.

Jager took the empty seat beside him, rested his elbows on his knees and linked his fingers together. He turned the full force of his gaze upon Anders. His nose wrinkled and the shadow of a smile on his lips wavered. ‘Looked like you had a bit of a moment with my sister.’

Anders sat up taller. ‘We were just having fun. It’s a wedding. People dance.’

Jager was silent for a long while, his brows knitting together. ‘Do you like her or something?’

He had never outright lied to Jager before, and it made his chest tight and sore. ‘I don’t like her that way.’ As a football player, he had learnt from a young age to be a team player—to always put his team first. And, he’d never been presented with a reason not to. Before now.

He did like Neve, and he wanted to see if something might develop between them, and, quite obviously, he was willing to lie to his best friend in order to make that happen.

Jager’s shoulders loosened as he blew out a long breath and nodded. The painful tightening in Anders’ chest increased.

In his mind, all the moments of their long friendship flashed, from the first nerve-wracking day of school when Jager took him onto the school oval and taught him how to kick a football. Then when they were thirteen and walked through the high school gates together. He was eighteen and had an arm slung over Jager’s shoulders, grins broad on their faces, their graduation class behind them. He was twenty-three, the miserable day Tess left for London, and Jager was there to shout him a consoling beer at the pub and tell him everything would be okay. He was twenty-six, and he was the one shouting a defeated Jager a beer after his mother’s stroke.

If he kept on this path, all that would end. Could he risk losing his good mate? He had invested so much into this friendship; it meant too much for him to lose it over what was, at its essence, a possibility.

Anders shook his head and sighed. ‘I’m sorry I gave you the wrong idea. Maybe I was flirting a bit. I’ll … back off.’

Jager tugged a hand through his hair. ‘I hate being like this, but I can’t help it. After what Joshua did to her; I will never be responsible for something like that again.’

‘You were hardly responsible for the car accident.’

Jager slapped his chest. ‘He worked with me. I was the one who introduced him to Neve.’ His posture crumpled. ‘You don’t know how that feels, to have trusted someone and then learnt that they were violent ...’

‘What? Violent? What do you mean?’

‘I haven’t told you the full story.’ His words were slurring. Only now had Anders noticed that his friend was drunk. ‘I’ve been too ashamed.’

‘What?’ Anders’ jaw clenched so hard his teeth ached. ‘What happened? What did Joshua do?’

Jager stood, swaying slightly. ‘It’s not the place to go into this. Please, just promise me you’ll leave Neve alone.’

Anders’ mind raced. His chest was tight and hot but, eventually, he nodded. ‘I’ll back off.’

‘I can’t give in on this. I’m sorry.’

As Jager walked away, Anders turned his attention to the rabble on the dance floor. He caught the scene as Emily was throwing the bouquet behind her to the waiting women. Arms shot up along with a chorused gasp of anticipation.

Neve all but weaved out of the path of the bouquet as it arced towards her, allowing a taller woman behind to snatch the flowers from the air above Neve’s head.

Anders didn’t believe in this outdated superstition, but seeing Neve dismiss the bouquet completely, struck his heart in a way he couldn’t put words to.

The crowd of women dissipated from the dance floor, the lights were dimmed and the music resumed.

Neve marched to where Anders sat and took the chair beside him, their thighs touching. He slowly moved his leg away, as difficult as it was, not wanting to give what had happened between them any more room to grow.

Her smile was so wide, jovial, it crushed his heart not to get wrapped up in it. ‘Did you see the look on Macie’s boyfriend’s face when she caught the bouquet? Priceless. He was so scared.’

Anders could never understand this fear some people had of commitment. Sure the heart needed to be ready, but why be with someone if only to have the intention of breaking their heart in the future or waiting until someone better came along? It seemed a monumental waste of time.

‘You didn’t seem too keen on catching it yourself,’ he said before he could stop himself.

She grinned. ‘Marriage isn’t at the top of my priorities at the moment. If ever.’

To hear that lit a torch in his chest, burning away at the possibility of a ‘them’. ‘I’m the opposite.’

The smile slowly faded from her lips. As she looked at him, her eyes narrowed.

‘Does that surprise you?’ he asked.

She shook her head. ‘Not really. You seem like you’re an all or nothing guy.’

He chuckled. ‘Uncompromising, you mean?’

She shrugged. ‘Maybe.’

‘If it meant enough to me, I’d compromise.’

She arched a brow, and he withdrew his gaze.

‘I wanted to thank you for sticking up for me earlier with the photographer. I hate that I froze like that. I was shocked and—’

‘It’s okay.’

‘—I’m sorry I snapped when you said I was beautiful.’

He shook his head, waved her apology away.

‘Honestly, it meant a lot to hear you be so open with me.’

‘I know it might not seem so, but I do understand what it’s like to be judged on appearance. Of course not quite the same way you are.’

Her forehead furrowed and she gestured at his chest. ‘You? How could all this be judged?’

His smile held a hard edge. ‘I’ve been judged plenty, still am. When I was away in Melbourne playing for the VFL, some teammates were brutal.’

She shook her head. ‘I don’t understand.’

‘They nicknamed me pretty boy, Ken, supermodel, anything they could come up with. A lot of them would muscle up to me and put me down …’ He groaned and all the shame he carried warmed his cheeks.

His words couldn’t portray how serious and insidious the bullying got. When he went to his coaches about it, he was laughed at and told to let a few pounds of pressure out of his big head.

Unwanted memories flashed in his mind. Hot breathing behind him. Rough hands on his back. His face shoved into the mattress.

He shook his head to rid himself of those thoughts, but already their attached emotions were storming through his veins. His mouth went dry.

Neve’s lips parted. ‘Wow. Really?’ She frowned. ‘Jager never told me that.’

‘Jager doesn’t know. My mother doesn’t even know. You’re the first person I’ve admitted it to.’ And even still, Neve was only hearing half of the story. There were things about that time he would never admit to anyone.

Sympathy shone in her eyes. ‘I’m really sorry that happened to you.’

He shrugged, though inside he was vibrating. ‘It’s all in the past.’ He could say that now with some conviction. But for years afterwards, he suffered deeply from that trauma.

‘People need to seriously stop being such judgemental arseholes,’ she hissed.

‘I couldn’t agree with you more.’ On the outskirts of his mind was a thick, encompassing blackness. It was pressing in on him. He stood, needing to go. He shouldn’t have opened up. ‘Anyway, Neve, I thought I’d hit the road.’

She frowned. ‘Oh, no. I’m like the vomit girl, aren’t I?’

He shook his head. ‘Of course not. I’ve had a great night. I’m just tired. A little out of sorts, actually. Too much to drink, I think.’ All lies, and he hated himself for it. But if bending the truth meant preserving her feelings and maintaining his friendship with Jager, then that’s what he’d do.

‘Oh, okay. Sure.’

‘Thanks for a great time. I’ll catch up with you later.’

She nodded. ‘Have a good night.’

‘You too.’

After he said goodnight to the rest of the guests, he climbed into a cab and headed home. He had to outrun the gloom or it would take him over. It had been so many years. He hit his fist against the seat and rested his head back, breathing deeply.

He shouldn’t have opened up; it created a small hairline crack, allowing long-suppressed memories to slowly seep through. But he could handle it with a decent night of sleep. And distraction.

The best thing … no, the only thing Anders could do was to stay the hell away from Neve. For her sake. For Jager’s sake. So, that’s what he would do.


Chapter 9

Neve climbed onto the bed and curled up beside her mother, lifting the blankets over both of them. Outside, the clouds were tinged with grey, casting a dark shadow in the room despite the bright fluorescent light overhead. The cold of winter was hanging around too long this year.

When Neve woke this morning all she wanted was her mother. The mother she used to be. The mother who would talk, console and offer advice.

Her mother still existed inside this broken shell—she simply couldn’t access her. But she could lay here and cuddle into the warmth she still gave.

A tear rolled down Neve’s cheek. She didn’t stop it. ‘I miss you,’ she whispered and her mum’s arm rose and shook about.

She stayed like that for a long while, wishing she could have a conversation—just one, where Mum would answer and contribute and they would laugh together like they used to.

The hours passed and Neve soon became an obstacle for the nurses who had duties to carry out—medicine, bathing, changing bed sheets—so she kissed Mum’s cheek and said, ‘I’ll see you in a couple of days.’

The drive back to Wattle Valley was sombre as though weights were placed on her shoulders and back. But as she neared the local football oval, she shut the compartment door, as much as was possible, on that part of her life. The only way she could cope with this reality.

Today’s football games were being held at the local field, and she had organised to watch them with Emily who was back from her honeymoon.

Neve wanted to support her brother. With the Wattle Valley Lions sitting second on the league ladder, the finals were in sight, which was exciting for the town. And, if she were to be honest, she wanted to watch Anders play too.

She had not seen Anders or spoken to him since the wedding ceremony three weeks ago. Highly unusual. So unusual, Jager had noticed his absence. He questioned last night while settling in for the Friday night AFL game on TV—something he and Anders watched together most weeks—if Anders may have been avoiding him.

His absence had left Neve with a sickly feeling in her belly that she had overstepped the line by nearly kissing him at Wil and Emily’s wedding. Because of this, she had the horrible sense that it was really her who Anders was avoiding.

She had opened her mouth to ask Jager if he thought the same, but then she would have to admit that she had rumblings of feelings for him, which would complicate matters even more. Not to mention make it awkward.

So, instead, she, in a way that sneaky sisters could do, made Jager think it was his idea that they hold a barbeque for the team at their house tonight. And if the captain of that team, one Anders Adams, didn’t show, then she didn’t require any more evidence that he was avoiding her.

Emily was already at the grounds when Neve arrived a little after lunch. The reserve grade had already taken the field and was losing dismally. Hopefully, that was not an indication of how the A-grade team would go.

They sat on a long bench on the big timber deck protruding from the clubhouse. The sun crept from behind the clouds, which made sitting outside more bearable, though Neve had prepared for the chill with thermal undergarments and a thick maroon, blue and gold supporters scarf.

This time of the season, most people sat in the clubhouse or stayed in their cars that were parked in a ring around the enormous grassed oval, and they would beep their horns in lieu of cheering when a goal was kicked.

‘So exciting,’ Emily said, rubbing her hands together. ‘How was Jager this morning? Nervous, I bet?’

She smiled. ‘He was pumped. Up early carb loading like he’s a professional athlete.’

Emily laughed loudly. ‘Nice to hear he’s taking it seriously. They will be the kings of Wattle Valley if they pull a premiership off this season. Twelve years since the Lions have done it.’

A shot of excited energy shot through Neve’s body. ‘There will be one hell of a party afterwards, that’s for sure.’

‘I wonder how Anders is,’ Emily said. ‘Must be a lot of pressure for a captain.’

Neve shrugged. ‘Not sure to be honest. I haven’t spoken a word to him since the wedding.’

Emily’s mouth fell open. ‘What? I assumed after the way you two were dancing together that I’d come back from my honeymoon to find you a couple.’

Neve shook her head, her shoulders sagging. ‘Nope. It was all a bit weird at the end of that night—he left early. I don’t know what happened.’

‘I did think it a bit weird he was leaving so soon when he came to say goodnight.’ She arched a brow and gave a cheeky grin. ‘I could get Wil to ask him if something happened.’

Neve shook her head hard. ‘No, no, that’s fine. It’s no big deal—’

‘Oh, please. I can tell you like him. Why do you think I paired you with him for the wedding?’ She finished with a devilish giggle.

‘You didn’t?’

She smiled. ‘You don’t spend three months on a reality dating show and not learn a thing or two about matchmaking.’

Neve blew out a long breath. ‘I might like him.’ She held her hand up, squeezing her thumb and finger almost together. ‘A teeny tiny bit. If only I hadn’t seen him naked, then I think I’d still—’

‘What the hell, Neve? You saw him naked? When? Where?’ She lowered her voice and narrowed her eyes. ‘How?’

Neve laughed. ‘It was purely by accident. Nothing … intentional.’

Neve told Emily about the incident and they were both in hysterics by the end of it as Neve recounted the look on Anders’ face when she charged through his front door.

‘He must have been—’ Emily cleared her throat, ‘—um … impressive to look at.’

Neve sighed. ‘My god, you have no idea. But the fact that he’s Jager’s good mate and Jager is super over-protective, makes it so risky and complicated.’

‘You’re how old? Twenty-six?’

Neve nodded.

‘I’d say that qualifies you as being an adult who is capable of making up your own mind, and well enough time for your big brother to butt out—’

‘Honestly, I know that. But if I start something with Anders … That’s if he’s even interested—’

‘He’s interested. Believe me. No guy looks at a girl like he’s about to devour her if he’s not keen.’

‘Like the way Wil looks at you?’

‘Exactly. That’s why I know these things. And plus, even a seven-year-old could see there’s a little something going on between you two.’

‘So, let’s say he makes a move and we spend a bit of time together and then it turns sour. I’m hurt and both Jager and Anders are left in a really complicated situation. I don’t want to ruin their friendship.’

‘You’re overthinking things.’

‘Really? Overthinking things? That’s not at all like me.’

Emily laughed. ‘Look, what if you and Anders spend a bit of time together and it goes really well? Full stop.’

Neve waved her hand and shook her head. ‘I’m getting ahead of myself. For starters, he’s avoiding me. And I’ll prove it when he doesn’t turn up to the barbeque Jager’s holding at home tonight.’

‘Trust me on this, he’ll turn up.’

She ignored Emily. ‘And secondly, he’s not really what I’m looking for. He’s a jump-in-and-get-married type. I’m not ready for that. Perhaps not even ready for a serious relationship.’ Her scalp tingled as she recalled the conversation they had after the bouquet was thrown at the wedding. She groaned.

‘What?’ Emily asked.

‘I think I know why he’s keeping his distance.’

‘Fess up.’

‘Our timelines aren’t compatible. He wants to get married and have children and I want something a lot less serious.’

Emily looked sidelong at Neve and smiled a smile that was almost smug. She opened her mouth to speak, but the circle of cars parked around the oval started beeping their horns. Neve and Emily’s heads spun to face the footy oval.

Typical Neve style—she had talked her way through to the end of the reserve grade and now the A-side was running onto the field.

People around them cheered in chorus with the honking.

Neve jumped to her feet and clapped and cheered for the team. Her focus was drawn to the man leading the pack and lingered on his tall and powerful form as he jogged towards the centre of the ground.

In his short-sleeved jersey and shorts, his muscled arms and legs were on full display. A breathtaking embodiment of athleticism.

He had to be nervous, though she couldn’t tell as he ran through warm-up drills with his team, and he went to each player one by one giving them their individual pep talk.

The sirens sounded and the players took their positions, some giving a few pushes or shoulder bumps to their opponents. Excitement tingled through Neve’s veins.

The game started with a centre bounce and the two ruckmen charged then leapt towards the falling football. Her body thrilled as Anders punched the ball towards their goal-end, the midfielder collecting it and offloading it via a long kick that Jager answered with a mark right on the border of their fifty-metre line.

Neve jumped in the air and cheered. ‘Come on, Jager. You’ve got this!’

Jager set up, jogged a few paces and booted the footy, sending it flying high and long until it sailed between the centre posts for a goal.

Neve squealed with excitement in time with Emily’s.

She grew up around weekends at the AFL grounds, travelling from country town to country town within the region to watch Jager play. It had been a major part of her life, and she had learnt to love it.

The next centre bounce went up and there was a lot of physical body-against-body power playing this time. The opposite team gathered the ball and handballed it off. The next player sprinted but was brought down by a massive tackle before he was able to dispose of the football.

‘Ball!’ screamed the crowd.

Wattle Valley Lions were awarded possession.

The game didn’t slow down for one moment. Every Lions’ player gave it their all, and when the final siren sang signalling that the Lions had won by eleven points, all the spectators cheered, clapped and beeped their car horns.

The team jumped and hugged one another as they jogged from the field, their uniforms plastered with mud and sweat.

‘Same time next week?’ Emily asked.

Neve beamed. ‘Absolutely. I’ve got a wedding party to do make-up for in the morning, but I should be done by lunchtime.’

‘I better get home. I’ve got some follow-up calls to make for an open house I held this morning.’ Emily was a real estate agent. Which was how she and Neve met. She was hired to sell the family home, so the proceeds would fund full-time nursing care for Mum. And she helped Jager buy his house for a great price.

‘I’m not going to hang around either. I need to drive out to Traralgon and grab a few things for tonight.’

Emily kissed Neve’s cheek. ‘Make sure you tell me how it all goes. Shoot me a text if Anders shows up. I want all the details.’

Neve grinned as she rolled her eyes good-naturedly. ‘Fine.’


Chapter 10

Today’s football match was the toughest game they’d had all year. Anders’ muscles were a little shaky as he showered and dressed, barely able to lift his arms. Not to mention the various bruises and scrapes he received. But there was no greater feeling than the blissful exhilaration and deep body ache he got after a winning footy game.

Cheerful banter was spraying around the locker rooms. Never had he heard his team sing their club song with quite so much vigour. Wattle Valley Lions not only making the finals but winning them, was becoming a belief.

‘See you blokes later,’ he said to the stragglers left in the change rooms and headed outside.

‘Wait up.’

Anders stopped and allowed Jager to catch up.

‘What’s up?’ Anders asked.

‘Just double-checking that you’ll make it to the barbeque tonight?’

‘Sure, mate. I’ll be there.’

Anders went to start walking again, but Jager didn’t follow. He stopped and turned back to him.

‘Are you ignoring me or something?’ A deep frown tugged at Jager’s lips.

Anders’ stomach twisted. ‘Of course not.’ He forced a smile and slapped Jager’s shoulder. ‘I’ve been so busy with work the last few weeks, I’ve had no time for anything.’ Achy heat filled his chest, for that was the second lie he had offered Jager in a matter of a few weeks. ‘I’ll see you tonight.’

Jager nodded and Anders walked off to his car.

In hindsight, it was wrong to have avoided Jager, aside from training and football matches, these last few weeks, but he needed the space to quiet the memories he had stirred. But mostly, he wanted time to understand these feelings he was developing for Neve. He wasn’t even dating Jager’s sister and yet his friendship was already being affected.

Later that evening, he was in his room, throwing on some jeans and a jacket when his phone buzzed with a message. He grabbed his mobile off the bed and glanced at the screen.

JAGER: Bring your golf clubs, we’ll go have a hit tomorrow.

Anders looked up to the ceiling and sighed. Usually, if he and Jager were having a few drinks, they’d crash at each other’s place to save on organising taxi’s home. If he wanted to get things back on track, he was going to have to keep up their rituals.

ANDERS: Sure thing.

Before he left the house, he packed a spare change of clothes, a few toiletries, and slung his golf bag over his shoulder. As he walked out the door, the tight swirling in his guts had him considering if he should give some lame excuse not to go. But he didn’t listen.

He arrived at Anders’ house and Neve greeted him at the door.

Seeing her again was like a punch to his chest—she was breathtaking, especially with her long blonde hair let down, tumbling over her shoulders and back. Her eyes were intensely blue. But those lips, the ripe plumpness of them had him wanting to turn and walk as fast as he could away because how in the hell could he pretend he didn’t want to kiss her?

‘Hi,’ he said and below his words was an apology for ignoring her these last few weeks. She was the last person who deserved that kind of treatment. Now that he was gazing at her beautiful face and hesitant smile, he knew he had been a major arsehole.

‘Come in. I wasn’t sure you’d make it.’

An offhand statement that had many more unstated questions attached.

‘No, of course … it should be a good night. It’s great to see you,’ he said, stepping through the door, thankful he had his golf clubs and bag occupying his hands because he wanted too much to lean in and kiss her soft cheek.

‘You too.’

‘I’ll just put these in the spare room out of the way.’

She nodded. ‘Sure. Everyone else is out the back.’

The deep muted murmurings, music and laughter drifted inside from behind the closed back doors. He rushed to the spare room and placed his gear inside like he had done countless times before, only this time he felt … awkward.

On his way out, when striding down the hall, Neve was heading up. They danced from side to side, trying to rush out of each other’s way.

She giggled. ‘Sorry. I’ll stand still.’ And she stood there with a grin on her face and flushed cheeks.

‘Thanks.’ He smiled and stepped around her, hating himself for making it like this between them. At least before he developed emotions, they were buddies. Nothing awkward or forced, just casual ‘Hi, how you doin’?’ ‘Yeah, I’m good, thanks’ interactions.

He scrubbed a hand down his face as he strode away, out to the back patio. About ten of his teammates were already there, some with partners, some on their own, sitting around the various chairs that circled the perimeter of the closed-in patio.

Overhead heat lamps worked hard to warm the space, as the outside temperatures were still in single digits.

His teammates all boisterously greeted him and Jager jumped up and got him a drink from the fridge and a stubby cooler. ‘Glad you made it, mate.’

‘Of course.’

‘Go the mighty Wattle Valley Lions,’ Jager bellowed, holding his drink up once Anders settled into a seat beside him.

The rest of the crew raised their drinks and cheered.

‘Did Michael tell you about the grasshopper incident last night?’ asked Marissa, Michael’s wife, with a cheeky smirk on her face.

Michael had been good mates with Anders and Jager at school—a keen footballer like both of them. Their team’s fullback. He started dating Marissa in year twelve and they had their first child only a few months after graduation.

Michael lowered his head into his hands. ‘Do we have to go there?’

Marissa nodded emphatically. ‘We absolutely have to go there. Your team needs to know what a big sook you are.’

Michael groaned. ‘I’d like to say that what my lovely and supportive wife is about to tell you is all lies, but unfortunately, I can’t.’

‘So to remind you all, our eldest, Jemima, is nine,’ Marissa said.

The crowd nodded, expectant smiles on their faces.

‘I was at swimming classes with Samuel, and I got home to magazines, toys, you name it, all over Jemima’s floor in her bedroom. I asked her why the hell her room was so messy and told her to clean it up. Honestly, it looked like someone had ransacked it. I thought for a moment we had been broken into. And then I remembered that we live in Wattle Valley, so there had to be another reason.’

‘It wasn’t that bad,’ Michael said, his face flushing with colour.

‘Jemima tells me that they had just experienced the Great Grasshopper Incident. And I was like, “what does that even mean?” After some more probing, it turns out that a massive grasshopper flew through the front door and made its way into Jemima’s bedroom. And you can probably guess what the only insect Michael hates is?’

‘Grasshoppers,’ they chorused.

Anders chuckled, seeing where this was heading.

‘So Jemima comes screaming out of her bedroom telling Michael that a grasshopper is in her room. And he tells her to shut the door because the room now belongs to the grasshopper.’

Anders chuckled.

‘He said to Jemima that she was going to have to sleep forever more on the couch now.’

Michael smiled sheepishly. ‘Common sense, really.’

‘Jemima knows that if this grasshopper isn’t out of her room, she is going to have to be roommates with it. So she manages to convince Michael to help a little bit. Which means, Michael stands guard at the door, in case he has to close it quickly to trap the grasshopper inside, Jemima too if it came to that, while she crept to the window and opened it. They then threw anything they could find towards the grasshopper to try and stir it up enough that it might fly out the window. Of course, the grasshopper didn’t budge.’

Marissa took a sip of her drink as though to refuel and shifted forward on her seat. Anders found himself doing the same. He noticed Neve coming out to the patio and taking a seat as far away as physically possible from him in this small space. All his self-control was used to not look at her.

‘Poor Jemima pleads with Michael to get rid of it, but she knows there’s no moving him. This is the truest of grasshopper phobias.’

‘How old is Jemima again?’ Jager asked Michael with a teasing smirk.

‘Nine,’ Michael said, then frowned.

‘So, Michael suggests that Jemima get the broom and try and coax the grasshopper onto it, so she can shake it out the window. And Jemima knows she has no choice but to try. Michael grabs a chair, sets it up outside the bedroom door, and takes a seat for moral support. He plays Eye of the Tiger on his phone really loud as motivation. And poor Jemima, our courageous nine-year-old, uses the broom and finally coaxes the grasshopper outside.’

The room erupted into laughter.

‘You can go toe-to-toe with the biggest of men on the footy field and yet you crumble before a tiny grasshopper,’ Anders said.

‘Mate, you should have seen the size of this thing.’

Jager laughed. ‘Truly a monster, I’m sure.’

‘Isn’t this supposed to be a barbeque?’ Michael asked, his face red. ‘How about we end this subject and get some snags and hamburgers cooking.’ He bent down and kissed Marissa’s cheek. ‘Thank you, honey. I really appreciated those kind words.’

Marissa dissolved into laughter.

The night got underway, Jager taking charge of the cooking and soon the barbequing meats permeated the air with a delicious smoky scent. Anders shared the standing room beside Jager at the barbeque, talking about the game, and about their day-to-day life in Wattle Valley.

Country tunes hummed from the surround speakers and drinks flowed. Chatting and laughter filled the room.

Most of the team got on together, on and off the field; that was their biggest asset. That’s why this season they were working so well together and winning. How bloody stupid of him to risk driving a wedge between himself and Jager. Not only would their friendship suffer but the entire footy team.

Anders grabbed another drink from the bar fridge and took a seat. He risked a glance at Neve and it was as though everything he had convinced himself of merely a second ago was worth risking.

What the bloody hell was wrong with him?

She had made it well and truly clear at the wedding that their paths were very different—he wanted to settle down, she had no intention of doing so—so why was he incapable of accepting that and moving on?

It had to be a simple case of wanting what he couldn’t have.

‘What’s the matter with you?’ Jager asked, taking a seat beside him.

‘Nothing,’ he said as brightly as he could manage. ‘Bloody starving.’

‘Just going to give the snags another couple of minutes.’

‘Nothing worse than a raw snag.’

‘So how’s your mum and Tony going? I feel like I haven’t seen them for ages.’

‘They’re doing okay. They were just asking the same of you recently. Maybe you could come round and help me out at the dairy one weekend.’

‘That means a big breakfast afterwards, right?’

Anders nodded.

‘I’m in!’ He sprung to his feet then. ‘I better get back to this food.’

The platters of food were spread out over the table and everyone helped themselves to meat, salads and bread rolls.

After dinner, they kicked back for the rest of the evening. With the number of drinks Anders had, he almost managed to dull his always-present desire for Neve and convince himself that it didn’t exist in the first place.

A little after midnight, everyone trickled away. He was glad now that all he had to do was walk up the hall and he would be able to crash. Wearing the full force of fatigue from football today, plus the alcohol this evening, the sooner he found his pillow the better.

He helped Neve and Jager clean up the necessities—though, there wasn’t too much to do. Every time he had the urge during the evening to sit and talk with Neve, he would, instead, clear the table of cans and bottles and get some fresh air by carrying them out to the recycling bin.

With a quick goodnight, he headed up to his room. He brushed his teeth, changed into a pair of comfy shorts and fell into bed.

One after another he heard Neve and Jager’s doors close too. His eyes were drooping, but his mind and body were alert as he stared up at the ceiling through the dark shadows.

A hundred times he had slept in this room since Neve came to live with Jager and not once did he feel her presence all over him like he did now. Knowing she was but a few metres away left him taut and aching. He was certain he had never wanted anything or anyone quite so much in his life.

His mind kept flashing with images of her face from the wedding, the way her lips had gently parted and her eyes had held his with such anticipation and promise. Kissing her had seemed the only thing in the world that was right.

But he hadn’t kissed her. He really really wanted to now, though. His lips tingled with the need. His body was blazing and alive.

He sat up and rubbed his face with his hands. He was never going to get to sleep while thinking about Neve. He swung his legs over the side of the bed and sat there for a moment, not knowing what to do with himself.

In the end, he headed to the kitchen for a drink. It was better than sitting here thinking and wanting.

He noticed the light was on as he drew closer, but he barely gave it a thought. When he rounded the corner to the kitchen, still dressed in just his night shorts, and found Neve standing at the sink in her pyjamas, drinking a glass of water, he jolted.

She flinched and nearly spilt her water when she noticed him. ‘Jesus, you scared the hell out of me.’

The corners of his lips curled upwards. ‘I’m sorry. You scared me too. I wasn’t expecting anyone out here.’

She arched her brow a little testily and finished the remaining water before placing the glass in the sink. ‘Well, at least it’s got you talking.’

He frowned. ‘What do you mean?’

She pressed a hand to her hip and turned to face him. ‘Gee, I don’t know, the fact that you’ve steered clear of Jager and me since the wedding, and then you barely grunted more than three words to me all night tonight.’

He lowered his head and sighed, guilt swelling. ‘I’m sorry.’

‘So you admit that you have been ignoring me?’

He didn’t answer for a long while. ‘Maybe a little.’

‘Maybe completely.’ She shook her head. ‘I don’t understand. Did I do or say something to upset you?’

‘Not at all. It wasn’t anything you did.’

She took a step closer. ‘Did Jager say something?’

‘Let’s not do this now.’

‘Do what? Geez, Anders, I’m just trying to understand why you’ve been so cold.’

‘It’s nothing. Everything is fine. I won’t be a prick anymore.’

‘I’m lost. Maybe if I knew why you were to start with. Didn’t we have a good day together at the wedding—?’

‘Of course—’

‘And then you left early. And I haven’t spoken to you since. Was it because of what happened with that photographer—?’

‘Definitely not.’

‘Because I know it’s hard for people—’

He groaned, scrubbed a hand through his hair. ‘Jager told me to stay away. Okay?’

Her mouth snapped shut. She remained quiet, looking up at him with hurt in her eyes. ‘He told you to stay away from me?’

He exhaled noisily, hating that he was throwing Jager under the bus, which was at odds with his desire to be truthful with Neve. ‘Yes.’

‘And you agreed. Obviously.’

He closed his eyes as he winced. ‘Yes.’

A flash of hurt crossed her features. ‘You’ve been close to this family for so long, I can understand why you don’t want to ruin that. I don’t want it to be uncomfortable between us.’

His chest squeezed. Why did this have to be complicated? Any other person and he’d be right in there. ‘Hey, it’s all okay.’ He was the one to take a step closer this time, couldn’t help it.

He reached for her but hesitated mere centimetres from touching her face. In the end, he couldn’t bring himself to back away. His fingers stroked her silky soft cheek and it was electric. As his hands slipped further to her nape, where his fingers entwined in her hair, each movement ignited a trail of heat through his body.

She smelled incredible—like perfumed creams and lotions. Their eyes met and he knew his expression was giving all his feelings away because they were reflected in her blue eyes, in the part of her lips, and the way her gaze every now and then dipped to his mouth.

He couldn’t resist this woman. Just one kiss. That’s all. One kiss. It wouldn’t hurt anyone. Her chest was rising and falling more sharply as she peered up at him. She licked her bottom lip, and to see that slammed into his growing tangle of desire, burning each thread to hot, smoky cinders.

He closed the gap between them, pushed his free hand around her waist and drew her closer to him. Against his bare chest, the heat of her body made him fever high. His blood flowed faster through his veins. His heart was beating hard against his ribs.

Holding her snug to him, he tugged her gorgeous face gently to his nearing lips. She grasped his shoulders and trailed hands down his arms and back up again. She set him ablaze. Made him ache with the want of her lips.

He closed the final distance and, at last, his lips pressed to hers. He wanted to groan from the darts of pleasure shooting through him. Her lips were soft and warm and much more than he ever imagined. He opened his mouth and offered his tongue to take this kiss to higher heights. She met his demand, tasting him.

Tight pulses in the deep pit of his stomach worked his blood lower.

Her hands stroked upwards to his shoulders, to his neck, then held his face. He gripped the hair at her nape gently and with his arm around her waist, tugged her more tightly against him. Her soft curves did wicked things to his body.

A heavy thud from behind a closed door.

They both tore their mouths and bodies away and stared, wide-eyed and breathless at each other.

‘Jager?’ she whispered.

He nodded, waiting, listening for more noise that would indicate he was coming out of his room.

Another thud.

‘I better go,’ she said.

His heart wrenched, but it was the right move. It was one thing to be standing here and having a conversation with Neve and quite another to be kissing her silly right under Jager’s nose.

Neve tiptoed away. He clasped his hands behind his head, elbows out wide, and blew out a long breath. What they did right now was going to change everything. He knew it.

Jager didn’t make an appearance, so Anders grabbed a quick drink of water then rushed back to his own room.

Laying on his bed, he closed his eyes. No doubt he had well and truly crossed the line tonight. The only problem was with the way their kiss ended so abruptly, he didn’t know where he now stood.

But, no matter what, he would never regret kissing Neve.


Chapter 11

Neve rose from bed much later than she normally would. All because her brain and body wouldn’t shut down after that incredible kiss with Anders.

She changed into her winter exercise gear, and despite the mid-morning chill, she was desperate to run some of this tension out of her body.

Tiptoeing, she crept down the hall. Jager and Anders’ bedroom doors were closed. Good. She wasn’t ready to confront Anders yet. She needed time to process it all.

Without making too much noise, she pushed her earphones into her ears, pressed play on her jogging playlist and headed outside into the cold yet sunny morning.

She pounded up the street, taking her usual route that ran a lap right around the perimeter of the neighbourhood. This wasn’t suburbia with all the houses squeezed in tight. Each house was set on enormous yards, none smaller than an acre. Trees and paddocks littered the landscape. Sheep, goats, horses, ducks, and chickens were a regularity.

In the distance, magpies carolled, and, every now and then, a long deep lowing from the cattle raised on a nearby farm sounded.

Last night, kissing Anders seemed like the only thing that mattered. Now, with the way her stomach was tensing, it was possible she made a big mistake. But what hot-blooded woman could resist a man with a body like that, dressed only in a pair of—let’s be frank—incredibly revealing shorts.

Available men were few and far between in a small town like Wattle Valley. So to have Anders standing before her with that incredible body, housing such a sweet, kind and caring man inside, was almost impossible to find.

Neve had never been kissed like that. Her face flushed with the memory and her body swelled with the desire to experience his delicious lips again. But that one-hundred-and ninety-five-centimetre tall obstacle—her brother—kept suppressing her willingness to take things further with Anders.

‘Bloody, Jager,’ she mumbled between deep breaths. Emily was right to say that Neve was well and truly an adult and in charge of her own life. She acknowledged that. If Anders were any other man in Wattle Valley, she’d not hesitate, no matter how much Jager disapproved. She would manage Jager’s overprotectiveness. But when it came to Anders, Jager was here first. He held the biggest stake.

Neve cared deeply for her brother and after all the loss they had both suffered these last few years, she simply could not risk causing a rift with Jager because, at the end of the day, he was all she had left.

She rounded onto Wattle Lane and did a quick scan for any unsupervised dogs. With the vicinity safe, she jogged down the street. When passing Anders’ house, she forced herself not to look at it.

With her resolve growing stronger with each metre gained, by the time she arrived home, she had convinced herself that what happened with Anders last night would not happen again. Ever.

Pushing through the front door, breaths still heavy, she stopped by the kitchen for a drink of water. Empty coffee cups sat in the kitchen sink and Jager’s golf clubs, which he hadn’t moved from the corner of the dining room for the last month, were gone.

‘Good,’ she said. Not at all disappointed that she didn’t get to see Anders this morning before he left. ‘Good,’ she repeated as she headed to the bathroom for a long, hot shower.

Even after Neve’s reasoned resolution to keep things platonic with Anders, a part of her—her long-evolving human nature—had hoped for some acknowledgement from him that their leg-weakening, breath-stealing kiss had happened. But, during the week, Neve didn’t hear from him. He had obviously decided that their kiss meant little and that nothing further would eventuate. All for the best, really.

Thankfully, she had to go to Melbourne on Monday for a make-up video collaboration with an influential YouTuber. She got to test the new make-up line from Lavish Beauty and had so much fun shooting the video.

She stayed in the city a couple of nights because she was running a free two-day workshop—the second one she had held since her accident—for people with facial injuries, burns and scarring. She joined forces with a nurse who spoke about hygiene after operations and when it was okay to use make-up again, while Neve gave practical tutorials on how to best work with, and be creative around, facial injuries and scarring.

Through her YouTube presence, she was able to gain donations and sponsors who offered sample cosmetic bags and helped cover the costs of each attendee’s make-up on the day. In the end, the only expense she had was her time and hotel accommodation.

When back at home on Thursday, her calendar was free. She got her morning jog and housework out the way and settled in to use her free time to edit then upload the footage she captured during the workshop and create new content for her various social media platforms.

What she really needed to do, though, was film a make-up tutorial video. Her fans expected content each fortnight, and she was already a couple of days behind because she was stumped coming up with a creative new make-up look she hadn’t done before or that wasn’t already doing the rounds on the internet.

A knock came at the front door mid-afternoon. She was waiting on some make-up samples to arrive. If they got here today, then sampling and reviewing them would be a good direction for her video.

Neve jumped from her chair and raced out to the lounge to answer the door. Her heart sped up when she found Anders standing on her doorstep. He smiled, and her breath caught in her throat because those dimples, lips and hazel eyes were everything.

She smiled back. ‘Hi? Are … you here to see Jager?’

Jager came up behind her then, and Anders’ eyes widened to find him at home. His farm management job usually had him out of the house by 5.30am, six days a week.

‘Come in,’ Jager said, opening the door wider.

‘I would, but I’ve got to get to the footy fields for Auskick. Wil came over last night with photos from the wedding and asked if I could drop Neve’s off to her. I didn’t realise you’d be home from work.’

‘A bloody migraine. I’m feeling a little better now, though.’

A yearly migraine was something Jager had been having for as long as Neve could remember. He’d go down with it pretty fast, spend the day in a dark bedroom trying to sleep it off until he vomited. Then after more sleep, he’d rise again a little fatigued but as though it had never even happened.

‘I better let you rest up then.’ Anders passed a big yellow envelope to Neve. ‘I think you’ll like them.’

She smiled, trying not to read anything more into this surprise visit than the explanation Anders gave. ‘Great. Thanks for dropping them over.’

‘No worries. Have a good afternoon. I’ll see you both later.’

Jager closed the door and nodded towards the envelope. ‘Let’s have a look.’

She opened it, slid out the photos.

The first one was a group shot of the entire bridal party dressed in their vintage clothes, the backdrop of the rolling green paddocks behind them. They were all laughing hard, some leaning over, others with their heads tilted back, hands on stomachs. Emily was almost crying with laughter, head on Wil’s shoulder, hand on his chest. Wil’s mouth was wide with a grin as he looked at his bride.

Neve handed it to Jager to see.

The next photo was of the bridesmaids with Emily outside the church, each holding their bouquets and standing in a line.

The last one was of her and Anders on the horse. A Catch Me a Cowboy logo was printed in the bottom left corner. Neve was gazing up at Anders and he was peering down at her. His expression of honest affection reached into her chest and squeezed her heart.

She drew herself up straighter, trying to hide the way this photo was affecting her and handed it to Jager.

Jager looked at the photo for a long moment, then back to her. He tapped it with his finger. ‘That’s a really nice photo.’ A hint of curiosity lingered in the background of his words. He opened his mouth, but he shook his head instead of speaking and smiled.

‘Thanks.’

Jager handed the images back. ‘I’m going to head back to bed for a while. Just until I kick this headache completely.’

She nodded. ‘Sure thing.’

Back in her studio with the door closed, she laid the photos out in front of her. Her attention kept being pulled to the image of her and Anders on the horse. She considered every part of that photo, from the way his hand intimately held her waist, and how her body fit so well against his big, broad chest.

What she couldn’t ignore was her own expression. She remembered being completely present in that moment—her true and honest self. That look on her face had to be real. And what that look said, spoke so much about what she hadn’t been willing to admit: she was attracted to Anders, big time.

She collected the photos quickly and slid them back into the envelope. Here she was meant to be working and, instead, she was ogling a man who could never be anything more than a friend.

For the next hour, she distracted herself by creating catchy images and posting them onto Twitter and Instagram. Her edited footage from the workshop finished uploading and went live on her YouTube channel.

As usual, when she released new content across her platforms, her notifications went crazy. But what she hadn’t expected to see was an Instagram notification from Anders—they weren’t following each other on any social media.

He had liked a photo … from eighteen months ago. She rolled her head back and laughed. He had obviously been trawling through her account and accidentally tapped the photo, which automatically sent a notification to her. She giggled again. The old photo was from a rural mental-health fundraiser. She was dressed in a long, sleek, tightfitting red gown.

She typed out a text and sent it to him.

NEVE: I noticed you liked one of my Instagram photos. You weren’t Instastalking me, were you?

She shouldn’t tease him, but this was too much fun to ignore.

ANDERS: Merely ‘Insta-curious’ about your work.

She laughed at his unconvincing excuse. He was totally busted. Without a doubt, he had been stalking her account.

NEVE: You could always ask and I’d gladly show you in person what I do for a living.

Cheeky, yes, but she was curious how he would respond to that.

ANDERS: When can you squeeze me into your schedule?

She stared at the screen, excited flutters in her belly.

NEVE: Tomorrow morning at about ten?

Surely if he was playing her, he’d reveal his cards now.

ANDERS: Looking forward to it.

She leant back in her chair, eyes closed, and pressed her phone to her chest. It dinged again.

ANDERS: Did you like the wedding photos?

NEVE: Loved them.

ANDERS: Me too. I thought they were beautiful.

Her heart stuttered and her lips curled into a wide grin. Deep breaths, Neve. Don’t go making this a bigger deal than it really is.

NEVE: We are talking about the photos on my Instagram account, right? ;)

An Instagram notification dinged. From Anders. A picture of her from October last year where she had used make-up to turn her face into an old, haggard witch. It was a horrendous look, but perfect for Halloween.

She burst out laughing.

ANDERS: Both. But maybe the wedding photos a little more.

Again her heart fluttered. Until another message came through.

ANDERS: Because I was in those too. And, you know, I didn’t earn the nickname Supermodel for nothing.

Another laugh filled the otherwise silent room. How to reply to that? She started typing only to delete her text at least five times until she decided on:

NEVE: The angle obviously worked well for you.

Her body grew hot with regret. Why bring up the arrogant photographer and producer’s stupid behaviour again? And why do it in such a way that would make Anders need to defend his previous text?

Was she fishing for compliments? For reassurances? Or maybe, and this was most likely, she was trying to sabotage this light-hearted, flirty moment between them.

His reply dinged. Her stomach lurched. She inhaled deeply before she read the text.

ANDERS: All jokes aside, I loved those photos. Because you made them beautiful. No matter what angle the dickwad photographer took them.

She released a long sigh, a sigh that spoke of how much she had needed him to say that and how much she hated herself for needing to hear that from him.

NEVE: I’ll see you tomorrow.

ANDERS: Looking forward to it. [image: image]

***

All of Neve’s flirtatious prowess flew right out the window when Anders arrived the next morning well after Jager left for work.

Anders stood tall and broad in her doorway dressed in a pair of jeans and a stylish navy-blue knitted jumper. His eyes flashed in the morning sunlight that was a haze behind him. A thick spattering of dark stubble covered his jaw and upper lip.

‘Good morning,’ he said in his deep voice.

‘Good morning. Come in.’

Since waking, Neve had spent the morning convincing herself that there was no ulterior motive to inviting Anders over today other than to show him her work. Exactly as he had requested. Her sole motivation was to appease his curiosity.

Deep down, she knew the real reason. The same reason she texted him yesterday to tease him about trawling through her social media pictures. The same reason she let him kiss her last Saturday night. Her heart flourished with the answer, but her mind was many paces behind and not ready to play catch-up.

He stepped through the door. When they were this close and she had to tilt her head back to look into his eyes, she realised how tall he was compared to her. How easy it would be for him to lift her into his strong arms …

‘Coffee?’ she asked.

‘I’m not about to say no to caffeine.’

Her giggle was too high-pitched. She was nervous, which was silly. She had made coffee, dinner, you name it, for Anders over the years, many times, and spent countless occasions with him.

But Neve had come to understand the only time she was ever nervous was when she was trying to prove that she was something other than who she truly was. Fear of letting the act slip was what triggered the nerves.

The solution was simple—be herself. But that was difficult to do when she was suppressing how she felt about this man.

Anders followed her into the kitchen and stood at the bench—a towering form in this small space. His presence made everything else diminutive in comparison.

‘No migraines for Jager today?’ he asked.

She read between the lines: are we alone?

She smiled and shook her head. ‘He came good early yesterday evening.’

‘Good to hear. So how has your week been?’ he asked, as she ensured the coffee machine was stocked with richly aromatic coffee beans and water. Again, it was what he wasn’t saying that she heard: How do you feel about our kiss?

She didn’t know why people tiptoed around the real subject, but it was human nature. She could come out now and directly confront him about that night, but she was just as guilty of side-stepping the real issues too.

‘I had the best week.’ She told him about her annual workshop she ran and all the amazing people she helped.

‘That must be really rewarding,’ he said.

‘It is. And sad too. Many of these people have experienced a lot of trauma. Some have been disfigured in domestic violence situations, house fires or glassing incidents at clubs. And it’s like these scars are constant reminders of it. It’s tough sometimes, but I like that I can help them in this small way I know how.’

Sure, there was a large portion of the population who disagreed with her—evident from the trolls who left comments on her social media. They believed she thought people were ashamed of their differences and that she promoted they hide behind a mask or pretend the facial disfigurements didn’t exist. If that was their opinion, she wasn’t about to argue because everyone had their own path to tread. All she knew was that it was her love for the art of make-up that got her through what was one of the most difficult times in her life.

When you could never be considered normal and were constantly given reminders—by stares or comments or questions—it was lovely to participate in normal activities like applying a beautiful face of make-up each morning.

She should not be barred from that because her canvas was different. And she shouldn’t be told she was doing it to hide.

‘I think it’s great. If it makes people happy, there’s no harm in that.’

She smiled. ‘Exactly. So what I’m going to show you today is how I earn a little extra money outside of my make-up artistry business and how I fund my workshops.’ She set the machine to grind enough coffee beans for two espressos.

‘I always knew what you did—I mean, you talk about it and Jager mentions it from time to time—but I’ve never known exactly how you operate it. Your Instagram account is incredible. I see why you call yourself an artist. You’re like an entirely different person by the end of your tutorials. Such vibrant colours and looks.’

She nodded, a smile on her face. ‘I love it for that exact reason. Body art has existed for millennia in so many different cultures.’ She poured milk into a small metal jug and began frothing it. ‘People have always been into it. Look at how many people have tattoos and piercings. Fashion is enormous. Not many people dress for purely practical purposes—it’s about expressing and presenting yourself in a certain way.’

‘I’ve never looked at it that way before.’

She shrugged. ‘No different to make-up. Except people argue that it’s all about this suppression of women by imposing unobtainable beauty standards. And I get that, but that’s not what I’m about at all. For me, it’s about appreciating what you have and looking good for you—so you can go out into the world confident and happy.’

The milk was to temperature, so she turned off the steamer and poured the hot milk into the expressos. The scent of fresh coffee filled the kitchen.

‘That’s an honourable approach.’

‘I think so.’ She pushed Anders’ mug towards him. ‘There you go.’

‘Thanks.’

‘Come on, now that we have our caffeine hit, let me give you the tour.’


Chapter 12

Anders held the hot mug of coffee between his hands as Neve led him down the hall to her studio. He’d been in this house countless times and always smelled the soft-scented cosmetics that drifted down the hall and seen, in passing, what was inside Neve’s studio, but he never gave it much attention.

She gestured with a wide sweep of her arm that he head inside. He stepped into the room and his eyes darted all around, to the camera, the lighting, the big screen hanging on the wall. But his focus was pulled to the long desk jam-packed with more make-up than he had ever seen other than in a big department store.

‘Wow,’ he said, eyes wide, as he took it all in.

‘Take a seat,’ she said, gesturing to the chair seated at the desk, the camera focused upon it. He did so as she put her coffee down and shuffled behind the camera, adjusting the height and a few other knobs.

She flicked on the laptop and he could see himself in the monitor. He looked away immediately. After being harassed endlessly in his late teens about his appearance, he had trained himself to never show attention to how he looked in front of others unless in a joking or self-deprecating way.

‘The camera likes you,’ she said and flicked on the lighting. She dragged a spare chair over beside him. ‘This is where I record all my videos. I do all my own editing, which is probably the most boring and time consuming part. Sometimes I get sick of hearing myself and wish I earnt enough to pay someone to do it for me. Fingers crossed, one day that will be a reality.’

‘That’s a goal for you? More so than your business?’

She nodded. ‘For sure. It never used to be. It was always a hobby that I did in my spare time. Hardly anyone watched my videos, but I had a small, dedicated following. I wasn’t making any money back then. After my accident, I gave up on it completely. You have to bare all of yourself online, so it took me a while to feel safe enough again to make another video.’

He arched a brow. ‘Safe enough?’

‘The internet can be full of some really nasty people, and I was battling my own demons, I didn’t need them adding to the pile.’

He shook his head, rumblings of anger making his muscles tic. ‘Seriously? I don’t know why you’d bother dealing with that.’

She gave a sad smile. ‘For a good twelve months, that’s exactly what I did. But I missed it. And then I thought, why can’t I be a part of something that I enjoy because I no longer look like all the other people on YouTube? So, I decided to be myself, be honest about what happened to me, show my face completely bare, and make videos about being confident enough to be your true self even if you’re outside what society perceives as normal. The response was so surprising. My subscriber numbers climbed and continue to climb. I began to see this as a real career possibility.’

‘That’s incredible. I’ve not seen any of your videos.’ Sure, he’d checked out her Instagram posts and cringed with the memory of accidentally liking one of her photos. His first instinct was to unlike it, but she would receive the notification regardless, and then it would have really looked obvious.

She called his bluff in the end, and, if she hadn’t, he wouldn’t be here right now.

‘They’re just me going through the process of creating different make-up looks. I try and make them funny and interesting. It seems to be working so far.’

She opened YouTube on her laptop and started playing one of her latest videos where she applied Emily’s make-up for the wedding.

‘Much more professional than I was expecting.’ There was an intro and great graphics. The video was edited incredibly well.

‘That’s how I treat it—as a job. And I take it seriously.’

He rested back against his chair and crossed his arms over his chest. ‘So what kind of goals do you have?’

‘Continue to grow my fan base. But, beyond all that, I’ve always wanted to create and market my own line of cosmetics for people like me.’

‘That’s … massive.’

She giggled. ‘I guess it is.’

‘Could even take you out of Wattle Valley.’ He tried to conceal the unease in his voice.

‘It could. I’d never leave as long as Mum is, you know, still here. But I’m okay with moving if that’s where this takes me.’

He hid his disappointment by looking away, pretending to cast his attention to the equipment in the room. Of course he supported her goals and wanted her to achieve all the successes she deserved, but to hear that she wasn’t considering Wattle Valley as her long-term home, saddened him.

He looked back at her. ‘I hope it works for you, Neve. You’re obviously dedicated and have worked very hard.’

Her cheeks flushed with pink and she lowered her gaze to her lap. ‘Thanks.’

An awkward silence entered the room.

He had been like a schoolboy today knowing he would be seeing her. He had wanted to talk about what their kiss meant and if there might be a chance for more in their future.

Yes, Jager was still a problem, but he had hoped that in time, he might come to see Anders as a good option for his sister. And, yes, Neve had admitted she wasn’t looking for something serious, but he thought he might have a shot of changing her mind. Maybe she just needed to meet the right man.

But knowing she anticipated moving away from Wattle Valley eventually was another red flag that pointed at their incompatibility. He wanted to settle down, have kids, plant his roots in this town that had offered him so much. She wanted a life that looked very different.

‘Let’s make a video,’ she said, a broad grin curling her lips.

His nose wrinkled, eyes widened, and she burst into laughter.

‘Come on. It will be easy. I’ve been wanting to shoot something different and I couldn’t come up with an idea.’

He shook his head hard. ‘You are not putting make-up on me. Do you even know the type of flack I’d cop—?’

She laughed again. ‘I’m not putting make-up on you. I want you to put make-up on me.’

He wasn’t sure if that was a better option than the first. ‘I have not one clue how to put make-up on.’

‘Good. That will make it all the more fun. We can have you watch one of the tutorials that I’ve already filmed, and, following that step by step, you can re-create my make-up look.’

He stared at her for a long while, waiting for her to admit this was a joke. It didn’t come; those beautiful but pleading eyes kept beckoning him. ‘I … I don’t know. I’m not good in front of cameras.’

‘Believe me, Anders, you are perfect in front of a camera. You just don’t know it yet.’

He blew out a long breath. ‘I tell you now if I cop shit over this, you’re to blame.’

Neve waved her hand dismissively as she stood. ‘No-one you know watches my channel. My audience is predominantly young women. And certainly, no-one who plays for the Wattle Valley Lions is watching. Honestly, Anders, the make-up world is incredibly open and respectful of all genders and sexualities. Seeing a straight white guy put make-up on a straight white girl is the least strange thing my audience will have encountered.’

It wasn’t her audience that he was worried about, but mainly the real people here in town. But, as she said, none of his mates would be watching it. ‘Fine. What do I have to do?’

‘Be yourself and follow my lead.’

He closed his eyes as he sighed.

‘It’s not that bad. Honestly. It’ll be fun.’

He looked into her smiling face, and bright, excited eyes, and he couldn’t say no. This had to be the most ridiculous thing he’d ever done for a woman.

The little red light on the camera flashed when Neve hit record. She looked into the camera.

‘Welcome back to Face Art by Neve. You may notice that I’m already smiling. That’s because I have a special guest with me today. Anders is a long-time family friend. Say hi!’

Anders managed a tense smile. ‘G’day.’

‘We’re going to jump right into unknown territory here. Anders is rather reluctant about appearing on my channel because, you see, he’s a complete make-up novice.’

His brow furrowed as he looked sidelong at Neve. She bumped his shoulder with hers and laughed. ‘A novice in both in the wearing and the application. But, seriously, guys, don’t you agree that if you looked like this—’ she pointed her thumb at him, ‘—you wouldn’t change what you’re blessed with at birth.’

He shifted uncomfortably in his seat. What the hell had he gotten himself into?

‘You look terrified,’ she said with a loud laugh.

‘I am.’

‘It’s just make-up. It doesn’t hurt unless you get it in my eyes or stab me with one of the applicators.’

‘I’ll try not to do that.’

‘We’re going to be doing something a little different today. I want to see how well a novice can apply make-up under the direction of one of my past tutorials. It’s a little crazy, but let’s put to the test how well I can teach. Did you do art at school, Anders?’

He shook his head.

‘Any painting at all?’

‘Nothing as precise as a face.’

‘As I said, a complete novice.’ She pressed her lips together and furrowed her brow. ‘I’m a tad nervous. I could come out of this looking like a complete clown.’

‘I can’t make any promises.’

She giggled and he found himself chuckling because this really was ridiculous. But Neve had a relaxed and easy nature, and the tension was slowly leaving his body.

She turned to him and smiled, almost apologetically. ‘Thank you so much for this. You’re doing great, honestly. So much of what we film, I’ll edit out, so if you want to stop, we can. The cameras will keep rolling, but I’ll play with it later and only put up what works.’

He nodded.

She spun back to the camera. ‘I’m going to let Anders choose a look he likes best from my collection. Remember, I’ll put details to all the cosmetics and applicators we use today in the notes down below.’

Anders scrolled through her list of videos and chose a random one. ‘Neve’s natural Summer Beach Look,’ he said with a chuckle. ‘Despite the fact that it’s winter and we’re about an hour from the nearest beach.’

‘But by the end of it, you’re going to be convinced it’s thirty degrees outside and you can hear waves crashing against the shore. The power of make-up, baby, don’t doubt it.’

He laughed again, almost forgetting now that they were talking to a camera and not between themselves.

Neve went about grabbing all the cosmetics and brushes they would need and laid them out in easy reaching distance across the desk.

‘They are foreign objects to me,’ he said. ‘I have no idea where to start.’

‘Well, press play on my Summer Beach Look video and let Past Neve show you how to work with all this.’

He hit play and watched Neve on the laptop monitor talk about make-up needs during the hotter months—much more involved than he had believed possible.

‘I’ll splice the relevant parts of that video into this one, so feel free to pause it while you complete each task,’ she said.

Video Neve ran through prepping the skin with primer. He hit pause and turned to her. ‘Primer, it is.’

She handed the tube to him and squeezed a little onto the back of his hand as she had done in the video. ‘Just with my fingers?’ he asked.

Neve turned to the camera. ‘Folks, Anders thoroughly cleaned his hands with anti-bacterial wipes and all my applicators and sponges have been treated too. Hygiene is really important especially if you’re recovering from surgery. And as I always say, if you have any remaining open wounds, I would recommend waiting until you’re completely healed before returning to your make-up routine. If you’re unsure if your skin is ready yet, please ask your doctor for advice.’

Anders smiled at her professional yet light-hearted persona. He could tell from this small time with her today, she truly cared about this profession and her audience.

‘Here we go,’ he said, realising that this was about to be quite an intimate act. He drew himself up taller, trying not to let his feelings show.

She held her face still as he dipped his finger into the white, creamy primer and dabbed spots of it onto her nose, forehead, chin and cheeks. He began at her nose, blending it in, spreading it to her right cheek.

Her skin was warm and silky soft under his fingertips. The way her lips relaxed into a natural pout stirred memories of last Saturday night when he got to taste those lips. Desire surged anew and he had to turn his attention away from her sweet mouth.

He circled the primer with his fingers to the left. When he rubbed gently over her scar, she flinched. He drew his hand back quickly. ‘I’m sorry, did I hurt you?’

Her gaze didn’t meet his. ‘No. No, that wasn’t …’

When she finally looked into his eyes, he could see they were glossing.

‘What’s the matter?’

She shook her head. ‘I’m sorry. It’s so silly.’

‘It’s not silly, Neve. What is it?’

She stayed silent for a long while, focusing on her lap.

‘Neve?’

‘Other than doctors and myself, no-one has touched my scar before.’

‘At all?’

She nodded, finally looking him in the eyes. ‘I thought I was okay, but I guess I’m worried about how you think of me and if it feels … repulsive to you.’

His eyes widened. ‘Repulsive? Really?’

‘That was probably too strong a word choice.’

It was, but that choice of word told him a lot. ‘Neve.’ He rested his hand over his heart. ‘I don’t mean this in a negative way, but I think the way you look at your scar and the way I see it, are very different. I’m a footballer. My mates all have various forms of scars. I have a stack of scars—’

She opened her mouth to cut in, but he kept going.

‘Not like yours, I know that. But it’s not a big deal to me. Like … at all. I mean, I see it, but I see it the same way I see you have a freckle here,’ he said touching her nose. ‘And that you have a grey hair here,’ he said tugging her hair gently.

She gasped. ‘Grey hair? I don’t have grey hair.’

He rolled his head back and laughed.

She smiled along with him. ‘I fell for that, didn’t I?’

‘Hook, line and sinker.’

Her small smile was bashful. ‘Just when I think I’m doing well, something new reminds me that I still have some work to do.’

He shrugged. ‘You’re human.’

‘Yeah, I sure am.’ She turned to the camera and frowned. ‘I’m still a work-in-progress.’

‘Did you want to keep going?’

She nodded. ‘I’ll be brave. Promise.’

He pressed the rest of the primer into her skin and when he circled over her scar, she didn’t flinch. He had never known how much courage it took for her to show her face to the world through her videos but also to him. If this type of work is what gave her power and happiness, then he supported it.

‘Next step,’ he said, flicking the tutorial video on so he could see what to do next. Concealer.

She handed him the concealer and the sponge he needed to blend with.

Every step, he completed. Between watching the video and applying make-up, it took a little over an hour. The eye area was the most time consuming because he was afraid of getting eyeshadow and mascara in her eyes.

Lipstick and gloss were to be applied last of all. She passed him the lipstick and lifted her chin, her lips relaxed and gently parted. He leant in closer, steadied his hand, and swept the colour across her top lip trying to keep between the lines, then over her plump lower lip. It moved with the glide of the colour before shifting back to its natural position.

All through his body was a rush of heat. His breathing and pulse hastened, and he could tell by the way she was looking at him that she had noticed.

He wanted to kiss her so badly, he ached with need. To have touched her face and been up close with her, her scent consuming him, had been fuel to his fire.

When finished with the lipstick, he sat back, gathering his breath and wits.

But she smacked her lips together to spread the colour evenly and he lost his composure. The crease in her bottom lip was even more pronounced with the bright red shade he applied.

He was like a bull with the way her wickedly red mouth was calling to him. The camera didn’t exist. In the room was only him and Neve. And right now, all he cared about was kissing her.

‘I don’t know if I’ve done a great job here or not, but I want to kiss you so much right now.’

Her eyes widened, followed by a slow, seductive grin. ‘I dare you,’ she whispered.

He didn’t need any more invitation than that. He cupped her face with his hands, leant in close and pressed his lips to hers. Her soft mouth against his was like a flame to kindle, and he wanted more—so much more.

He deepened their kiss, coaxing her tongue to taste his. She obliged willingly and he sighed against her mouth. Warmth and electricity sparked each time their tongues met, swelling fire deep in his belly.

Heat, hands, touch and need, so much need.

Her palm pressed to his side, the other hand caressed his neck. Fingers through his hair, along his jaw. They kissed and kissed, sucking, licking and tasting until his body was engulfed in flames. Boiling blood. Dancing, pinging darts of pleasure as her caress moved under his jumper onto bare skin.

Crackling.

He gripped her waist, needing her whole body pressed to his, and tugged her to him. She obeyed, lifting to her feet and swinging the camera so the lens pointed away. She sat on his lap, her legs spread either side of him. To feel her there, everywhere there, he was instantly hard, and when she rocked against him, he knew she was well aware of that fact.

A frenzy of soft and hard caresses, gentle and urgent kisses, sucking, kissing and tasting of soft, salty skin. He couldn’t stop. Every muscle was hard and engaged. His blood was racing through his veins. His heart pounding away in his chest. She was exquisite, her taste, kiss, and electric touch. He never wanted to let her go.

In time, the pace slowed until Neve eventually pulled away, resting her forehead to his as she caught her breath. The only other direction this was headed was to the bedroom and, despite being physically willing, there was a lot to negotiate before they took it to that level.

His lips were tingling as she pressed a final kiss to his mouth and climbed off his lap. He drew a deep breath in, trying to displace some of the sexual tension surging through his system. He was still so hard, he ached.

Neve glanced at her watch. Her sigh was almost anguished and he understood that breathy sound because he too hadn’t wanted to stop kissing her.

‘We better finish this video. You’ve got work this afternoon, right?’

He nodded. ‘And footy training after that.’

She straightened her hair as she turned the camera back at them and sank down into the seat beside him. She smiled at him, then stared into the camera. ‘Time for the big reveal.’ Her voice still held an edge of lust-fuelled huskiness. ‘Just so you know, I’ve not seen how my face looks yet. Can you pass me that mirror?’

He slid the silver hand-held mirror to her. She lifted it in front of her, her eyes widening when she saw her reflection. The corners of her mouth curled and her gaze slid to his.

‘What?’ he asked.

She pointed to her lips, where the red had been smudged around her mouth, then held the mirror up for him. The rest of that lipstick ended up around his mouth. His hair was dishevelled. He burst into laughter.

‘Look at my eyes,’ she said, her mouth opening wide as she practically cackled. ‘Oh my god, Anders, you are never doing my make-up again!!’ She barely made it through the sentence before dissolving into giggles.

He assessed her face properly for the first time. All over were traces of just how juvenile his efforts were. ‘I told you this wasn’t a good idea.’

Tears were rolling down Neve’s cheeks as she lost it. He had never seen her laugh like this; it was contagious.

‘You can’t blame me for the lipstick,’ he said with a chuckle.

She was almost whimpering as her shoulders shook. Reaching for a tissue, she grabbed one and dabbed at her wet cheeks. ‘No, I can’t blame you for that …’ And then she lost it again.

Anders couldn’t help but laugh along with her.

When she was able to manage more than a sentence, she faced the camera. ‘Folks playing along at home, I think I’ve learnt a lesson today – no matter how good the teacher is, the student has to practice. But thank you so much, Anders, for helping me out today. I really enjoyed myself.’

‘Surprisingly, so did I.’

‘So that’s it, guys, if you want to try my beach make-up look for yourself, I’ll post the link down below. Don’t forget to subscribe to my channel so you don’t miss a thing. Also, if you haven’t seen my Instagram account, I post lots of content I think you’d enjoy, so please, check me out there. And, of course, Twitter. Thanks again, Anders, for joining me today, and thank you all for watching. I’ll see you next time.’

‘Bye,’ Anders said.

Neve ended the recording and smiled at him. She parted her lips to speak, but her phone buzzed on the desk. Jager’s name flashed on the screen. ‘Hang on a tick. I better answer this.’ She lifted the phone to her ear. ‘Hi, Jager, what’s up? Yeah, I finished shooting a funny video. Oh, okay. On the kitchen table?’ Her eyes darted to Anders’, wide and frantic. ‘How far away are you? Okay, I’ll see you in five minutes. Bye.’

She hung up. ‘Jager forgot his wallet. He wants me to run it out to him when he swings past to pick it up.’

‘So, I better get out of here?’

She winced but nodded. ‘I think that’s best. Don’t you?’

He hated hiding and not being allowed a few moments to talk about where they were headed, but, at this stage, it was best for him to leave. ‘I do.’ He kissed her lips. ‘Thanks for showing me what you do.’

She smiled, but there was nervous energy behind it. ‘My pleasure.’

He stood. ‘I’ll talk to you soon.’

She nodded quickly.

And he strode out of the room.


Chapter 13

‘What’s up with you?’ Jager asked after he and Neve had finished their dinner of spaghetti bolognese in the front of the television. He was still dressed in his football training gear, his fork resting in his empty bowl.

Neve shook off her daze. ‘Nothing. I’m fine.’

She had been in a semi-dream state all afternoon—her attention focused on memories of her morning spent with Anders. Every time she remembered her body pressed hot and hard against his, her belly twanged with renewed desire.

No denying now that this was a mutual crush. And no denying from their scorching kiss that they had a labful of sexual chemistry.

‘You’re … quiet.’

‘I didn’t notice.’

He frowned. ‘You worried about Mum?’

The last impression she wanted to give Jager was that she was concerned about Mum. Of course she worried about Mum in the background of every single day, but, at the moment, nothing out of the ordinary.

Jager always tried to take on her emotional pain and worry for her, even though he had just as much to deal with. But that was the type of guy he was—the protector, the caregiver, the man who stepped up when their mother, through no fault of her own, had to step out.

She loved him dearly for that. Without him, she had no idea where she would be. After her car accident, she spent nearly two months in hospital recovering and then had two operations for skin grafts on her face and arm in the months that followed. Work was sporadic, if not impossible.

Her credit card debt grew and, in the end, Jager offered she live with him until she was financially stable and healthy again—no matter how long that took. Sadly, it had been eighteen months so far and she still had a few more payments to make until her debt was eliminated.

‘It’s not Mum,’ she said with a sigh. ‘I guess I’m worried that I might be getting under your feet here.’ Not that he ever gave her that impression. Maybe the reason she was feeling this way now was because she could see that this living arrangement would make starting a romantic relationship difficult. ‘You’ve been single for twelve months now. I hope I’m not getting in the way.’

‘Believe me, you’re not the reason I’m single.’ His brow furrowed as he shook his head. ‘And if this wasn’t working any longer, I’d talk to you about it.’

She nodded, knowing that he was right—he wasn’t the type to hide how he felt.

‘What’s brought his on?’ he asked.

‘No reason. I was thinking, that’s all.’

‘I’ve told you before and it’s still true—I’m more than happy to see you get things on track.’

She smiled. ‘I really appreciate it. Maybe I don’t say that enough.’

‘You don’t have to say that at all. We’re family. Family looks out for one another.’

She got to her feet, went to him and cuddled him hard. ‘Thank you.’

He grinned up at her.

‘I might have a shower and head to bed early. I think I’m tired, that’s all.’

‘I won’t be far after you. The race towards the finals is hammering my body.’

She went to the kitchen and rinsed out her bowl. On her way up the hall, Jager called out to her. She stopped.

‘You’d tell me if something was bothering you, right?’

She forced her voice to sound bright. ‘Of course.’

‘I’ll see you tomorrow.’

‘Yep. Good night.’

A little later, she climbed into bed with a good book in her hand. She was almost at the point where her eyes couldn’t stay open any longer when her phone vibrated on the bedside table.

A gentle tug in her belly. She knew who it would be.

ANDERS: You awake?

NEVE: Nope. Sound asleep. ;)

ANDERS: Is it too late to call you?

She rolled onto her side and rested her head on her hand, elbow bent.

NEVE: Not at all.

His call came through immediately and she quickly answered it so Jager wouldn’t hear it from out in the living room.

‘Hi,’ she said, voice hushed.

‘Hi,’ he said, voice equally soft and she grinned because it wasn’t essential he was quiet too.

‘What’s up?’

‘I’ve been thinking about what happened today, and I feel like we never got a chance to … talk.’

Her cheeks flushed with heat. All this from hearing his voice and knowing that he had been thinking about her. ‘I’ve been thinking about it too. Your make-up skills have left me slightly traumatised.’

He laughed, and she giggled softly. She knew he wanted to be serious, but she needed to work her way up to that. After all, barely a month ago, they would never be having these clandestine conversations and certainly not kissing.

‘I hate that I had to run off as I did.’

‘I think we both understand it was the only thing to do.’

‘I know. But it doesn’t sit well with me to have kissed you and then left so abruptly.’

‘It would have been … I would have liked …’ She found herself tongue-tied.

He chuckled. ‘I feel the same, Neve.’ A noisy exhalation. ‘There’s something going on between us that we can’t ignore. I don’t want to ignore these feelings.’

She closed her eyes and rolled onto her back, phone still pressed to her ear. She could stay silent and keep her own feelings trapped inside or she could speak her thoughts and allow for some rational conversation about how to navigate this crush.

Neve drew on her courage, squeezed her eyes closed and whispered, ‘I can’t ignore this chemistry either.’

A relieved sigh. ‘Good. We’re on the same page. That’s a start. So how should we move forward?’

‘Slowly,’ she said a little too quickly.

‘As fast or as slow as you want. You set the pace.’

‘It can’t ever be serious between us, Anders. We have to face that fact.’

Silence. ‘I could handle Jager—’

‘No. Not yet.’ Jager wasn’t really the main obstacle, it was her own mind. The trauma of her past taught her to be gun-shy when it came to love.

Sure, falling in love was easy, that wasn’t the problem; it was the immense pain when love was lost. Having lost love twice in quick succession, firstly with Mum, then with Joshua; she knew too intimately how breath-stealing and life-altering that pain was.

To love anybody was a risk; it wasn’t something to be hurried, nor taken lightly. And while her heart remained battered, she remained hesitant.

Not that her feelings for Anders were in the vicinity of ‘love’, but there was always that potential. ‘Let’s see how we go first. We may not even have to tell him. Ever.’

‘I’m not the type of guy who goes around lying to my best mate.’

‘I know. I’m not either. But, please, I want to see where we stand with each other first.’ While she was still gun-shy, there was no point bringing her brother into this.

‘You want me to be your dirty little secret?’ he asked with a taunting lilt.

She was grateful to him for trying to lighten the mood. ‘Exactly.’ And despite the light-hearted direction their conversation had taken, thinking of Anders as a dirty little secret had her belly fluttering.

‘When can I see you again?’ he asked.

‘I’ve got a busy schedule tomorrow, and I’m going to see Mum on Saturday morning.’

‘Come to watch my game on Saturday afternoon. I’ll meet you afterwards.’

She smiled as excitement swelled. ‘Sounds good.’

‘I wish I was there to kiss you goodnight.’

‘I wish you were too.’ Her words were breathless, and the way her skin was warm and her blood was flowing hotter, there was no doubt it was the truth. She wanted to say that she couldn’t wait until Saturday, but she stopped herself.

Slow and cautious steps, Neve. Protect your heart.

‘Good night, Neve.’

‘Good night.’

She hung up and placed the phone on her bedside table. How could she possibly sleep now?


Chapter 14

Coming off a loss didn’t feel great. Especially when the difference in the scoreline came down to five points.

In the locker room after the game, the team was deflated, but Anders reaffirmed them of the positives—that the opposition was top of the ladder, and they almost beat them, which made winning the grand final more than possible.

He then blasted his team for losing effort in the last ten minutes of the game—not good enough. But, mostly, his anger was self-directed for not leading his team to a win at the most crucial time of the season.

As he showered and changed, he reminded himself that he was going to be meeting up with Neve, and that made the loss much more bearable. The last two days had been intolerable—trying to forget about a kiss like the one they shared was impossible.

Outside the front of the change room, Michael strode quickly to catch up with him. ‘What are you doing tonight? Want to stick around for a beer?’

Jager was a step behind them. ‘Yeah, man. I’m in. Got nothing else planned.’

Anders scouted his thoughts for a believable excuse. ‘I’m feeling a bit sore to tell you the truth. I might head home.’

‘Sore and sorry.’ Jager pressed a hand to Anders’ shoulder. ‘Come on, Ando, you’re too hard on yourself. Our loss was a team effort, and you’re right—our work rate in the last quarter wasn’t good enough. We’ll get them next time.’

‘Or we’ll die trying,’ Michael said.

Anders nodded. ‘All right. One beer.’ He looked around the footy grounds for Neve. He found her striding towards them from the clubhouse and his bad mood was forgotten. He smiled.

She lowered her head, but not before he saw her grin.

‘Didn’t realise you were coming to watch the game today,’ Jager said to Neve when she joined in step beside him. ‘I would have got you to drive me in.’

‘I decided at the last minute. I’m scared I’ll miss something.’

Michael chuckled sardonically. ‘Could have skipped today’s match.’

‘A loss, yes, but probably the most exciting game of the season,’ Neve said. ‘I don’t think I sat down the entire game, I was too busy cheering.’

‘And scalding, I’m sure,’ Jager said teasingly.

Neve grinned. ‘Sometimes.’

‘I’m fucking tired,’ Michael said, shaking out his arms.

Jager put a hand on Michael’s shoulder and edged him forward. ‘Let’s go get this cold one and take a seat.’

‘You all going to have a drink?’ Neve asked.

All three men nodded. Until now, Anders had tried to remain out of the conversation, lest he give Jager the wrong (right) impression.

‘Mind if I join you?’

Jager put his arm around his sister. ‘May as well commiserate with us.’

Anders continued to watch the ground as they strode to the clubhouse. When almost there, he couldn’t help but cast a glance at Neve only to find her sneaking a sidelong look at him too.

He smiled.

She grinned back and his heartrate galloped—her beauty amplified every time he saw her.

Inside the clubhouse was comparatively warmer to the cold afternoon air. Tables and chairs were full of rowdy supporters and players from the matches throughout the day. An AFL game played silently on the TV screen in the corner but was no match for the banter, laughter and deep murmurings of conversation. The scent of beer and spirits wafted.

As they strode in, frowns of commiseration were offered. As captain, he couldn’t help but shoulder a sense of obligation to the supporters and the club. It was his team winning that drew juniors to the club and kept the supporters coming each week and spending money here.

Yes, it was the smallest of losses today, score-wise, but it was still a loss. They had to do better next week.

‘Go grab a table, I’ll get the first shout,’ Jager said.

Anders followed Michael and Neve to a table.

‘I’m going to head to the toilet,’ Michael said and strode away.

Grateful for a few moments alone, Anders sat beside Neve and looked into her blue eyes. ‘Sorry, but your brother roped me into a few drinks. I couldn’t come up with a good enough excuse he’d accept for me not to.’

She shrugged, smiled. ‘That’s okay.’

He lowered his voice. ‘But I want to spend time alone with you.’

‘Me too,’ she whispered.

He glanced at Jager who was still up at the bar and then behind him—Michael was on his way back. ‘I’ll have a couple of beers then I’ll leave early. You could stop by my place on your way home?’

She managed a nod before Michael was sinking onto the stool beside him.

‘Got any plans this weekend?’ Michael asked the both of them.

Neve shook her head. ‘Nothing concrete. Might just take it easy, I think.’

Anders nodded. ‘I think I’ll be doing the same. What about you?’

‘Marissa wants to take the kids to the snow tomorrow. So we’re driving up to Nicola for the day.’

‘Sounds like fun. Don’t go breaking your bloody ankle, though. We need you fit and healthy out on the field stopping goals.’

‘I know. I won’t be skiing. I’ll be supervising the kids instead.’

‘Good. And at least you can be sure in the snow you’re not going to run into any grasshoppers.’

Michael smiled bashfully. ‘I’m never going to live that down, am I?’

Neve and Anders chorused, ‘Nope.’

Everything seemed so tedious when all he wanted to do was spend time alone with Neve. He wanted to kiss her again so much, he could barely sit still.

When Jager came back with their drinks, they eased into a casual conversation, but the topic of today’s game soon popped its head above the parapets and they each took aim. The mood lowered considerably.

Anders was conscious of boring Neve with AFL talk—his girlfriends in the past hated sport and their eyes glossed over when the subject was raised, which was difficult when football was what he did for a living—but Neve was right in there with them, talking shop, and just as passionate and knowledgeable as his teammates were.

As they chatted, he couldn’t take his eyes off her. When she spoke, he listened intently, wanting to learn as much about her inner-workings as he could.

So strange that he still didn’t know her well, considering they had been in each other’s lives since he first moved to Wattle Valley fifteen years ago. Deep regret filled him for not having paid attention to this obviously intelligent and beautiful woman simply because she was his best mate’s sister.

Not that he did that in an arrogant way, as though he was somehow better than her, but more so because he had subconsciously set firm boundaries—she had always existed in sister territory, not someone with whom he was itching to be intimate with.

Another teammate, who was at the barbeque last week, came over with his girlfriend and another woman Anders hadn’t met before.

‘Mind if we join you?’ Connor asked. He was a midfielder, one of the shorter men on the team, though he could outsprint anybody over any distance.

‘Pull up a seat,’ Anders said. ‘Good to see you, Winnie.’ Winnie had gone to school with Jager and Anders. She was Anders’ first ever girlfriend when they were thirteen. First kiss too—not that a closed-mouth, embarrassed peck on the lips in the middle of the basketball courts before they both blushed, stammered and walked quickly away, was what he could classify as a real kiss.

No, his first real kiss was with Julia Murphy while at a school camp in Ballarat. He had kissed her on the bus with no embarrassment whatsoever and all the eagerness of a fourteen-year-old boy.

Winnie pulled up a chair beside him and asked Michael to move one seat down so her friend could take his seat. Michael obliged.

‘Great game today, Anders,’ Winnie said, then frowned. ‘Shame about the result.’

Each time the scoreline was mentioned was like a boot to his guts. ‘Yeah, it was disappointing, for sure.’

She smiled somewhat bashfully. ‘Let me introduce you to my cousin Samantha.’

Samantha was sitting tall in her seat and grinning. He could see the familial similarities—long brown hair, same tall, slender build.

‘Hi, Samantha,’ he said, reaching across and shaking her hand. ‘Good to meet you.’

‘Samantha just moved to town, so I’m trying to bring her up to speed on all the goings on and people.’

‘Welcome to Wattle Valley. Where are you from originally?’

‘Brisbane.’

‘Queensland. You must be finding the difference in weather a shock then?’

She nodded. ‘Very much so. I feel like I’m constantly chilled to the bone.’

He had never forgotten that jolt of experiencing cold for the first time when he moved here all those years ago. Now, he wasn’t sure he’d handle the heat of Queensland again.

Winnie bumped her shoulder against his and lowered her voice to a whisper. ‘Samantha said she’d noticed you around town a couple of times and thought she’d like to meet you. You’re still single, right?’

His heart thudded and he cast a glance at Neve who was no longer talking with the others but watching this interaction intently. ‘Um … yes, I am single, but, you know, I’m …’ he hesitated, unsure what to say that would not upset Samantha or Neve. ‘I … am sort of seeing someone.’

Winnie’s eyes widened. ‘Really, who is she? A local? Do I know her?’

‘You’re seeing someone?’ Michael asked loudly, alerting the others at the table of this big lie.

‘Since when?’ Jager asked. ‘Way to keep that to yourself.’

He wanted to drown his head in his beer to escape as all eyes focused on him. Anders shook his head, waving their curiosity away. ‘It’s nothing really. May not be anything yet.’

‘Who? Since when?’ Jager asked, leaning forward, a big grin on his face. ‘No wonder you’ve been quiet. I should have guessed, you cheeky bastard.’

He made very certain not to look at Neve and kept his face neutral. ‘You don’t know her. She lives in Traralgon. A mother of a school kid I coached.’

‘What’s her name?’ Jager asked.

His mind raced to think of a name, but when put on the spot, something so easy, was embarrassingly difficult. ‘Pen—elope’ he stammered, realising too late how old-fashioned that name was. ‘Penny for short.’

Michael nodded. ‘Nice. And she’s a mum, you say?’

He shrugged, nodded. ‘It’s not serious. We’re taking it slow at this stage.’

‘At least slow is a start. I wouldn’t mind a slow relationship.’ Jager laughed. ‘Be one up from no relationship.’

‘From the sounds of it, Jager,’ Neve said, ‘Samantha here is single and ready to meet new people.’

Anders looked at Neve, eyes slightly narrowed, certain he had heard an undertone of anger. When Neve turned to him, she didn’t hold eye contact for longer than a fraction of a second. She was frowning.

One more beer, he told himself, and he would make an excuse to leave. Then he and Neve could actually talk. All this lying was making his head spin.

‘So how long have you been seeing Penny?’ Connor asked.

He shook his head, hating that he was going to have to keep up this charade. ‘About a month.’

‘Since the wedding?’ Jager asked.

He scrambled for timelines, knowing Jager would be doubly upset if Anders had nearly kissed Neve while also dating someone else. ‘No, after that.’

‘When do we get to meet the lucky lady?’ Winnie asked.

He had a long swallow of beer, nearly finishing the bottle. ‘She wants to keep it under wraps for a while because she’s got a kid and all.’

Winnie nodded. ‘Makes sense. Must be a tough situation.’

‘Yeah, I think it is.’

Jager grinned at him and lifted his beer bottle up. ‘Well, early days, but congrats, mate. I hope it works out for you.’

Every lie was accumulating as a twisted feeling in his guts, but he raised his beer and clanged it against Jager’s. ‘Thanks, mate.’

Anders managed to get away without too many questions. A fake girlfriend was a great alibi it turned out, so maybe that wasn’t such a bad story to have concocted. Though, how long he could get away with it was yet to be determined.

Back at home, he couldn’t keep still, wondering if Neve would show or not. For a moment this afternoon, he sensed some animosity.

Surely she didn’t believe that he was seeing someone else?

He shook his head as he rounded the corner into the laundry where he loaded his dirty socks and warm-up shirt along with some other clothes into the washing machine.

Of course she wouldn’t have believed that to be true.

He sighed as it dawned on him—was she upset that Winnie had introduced him to Samantha? But he had no control over that. As long as he was lying to their friends that he was single, this sort of thing might occur.

He tugged a hand through his hair. This was going to get much too complicated—he could feel it. But Neve was important to him, and she wanted this secret kept, so that’s what he would do. No matter the cost.

A knock came at the front door and a sharp thrill of excitement rushed him.

He opened the door to find a smiling Neve on his doorstep.

‘Oh, thank goodness you’re dressed this time,’ she said, eying him up and down.

How long ago that day felt now. ‘Thought I’d be polite.’

She stepped inside and when the door was closed, practically launched herself at him. He caught her in time, holding her up as she threaded her legs around his waist and kissed him hard on the mouth.

‘I’ve wanted to kiss you all day long,’ she whispered against his mouth before her soft and perfect lips pressed to his again and her tongue found his tongue. Shocks of pleasure shot through him.

She drew her face from his and looked him in the eyes. She was a little breathless. ‘You’re a good liar.’

He groaned. ‘I don’t like it, Neve, truly I don’t. I didn’t know what else to say.’

‘And I don’t like strange women being introduced to you as potential love interests.’

‘I’m sorry, I had no idea that was going to happen.’

She shook her head and kissed him again. ‘I know. It really sucks.’ Her next kiss was long and slow, such soft and tender motions, but she soon pulled away, unwound her legs and stood on the floor.

He exhaled—hating that all of her wasn’t pressed to all of him.

She took his hand in hers and threaded her fingers with his. That touch eased his need somewhat. ‘She kept looking at you like she wanted to eat you,’ she whispered.

‘I’m sorry,’ he said again.

‘It’s not your fault. I completely understand why she was.’

He arched a brow, gave a teasing grin. ‘Oh really?’

She nodded. ‘It was how I was looking at you in the wedding photo. It’s how I feel right now.’

‘There is only one person I want to …’ he stopped himself, realising how awkward what he was about to say would sound.

Neve arched her head back and belly laughed, loose and powerful. ‘Eat you?’ she asked, then burst out laughing again.

‘Okay, it came out wrong, but you know what I meant.’

She stretched up onto her tiptoes and kissed him. ‘I know exactly what you meant.’


Chapter 15

Neve looked up into Anders’ handsome face, into his hazel eyes. Her stomach was tensing with delightful anticipation as they stood in the entrance of his home.

‘Would I give you the wrong idea if I asked if we could go to your bedroom?’

‘After a conversation like that?’ he asked with a smirk.

She nodded. ‘Even after a conversation like that. I really really want to kiss you—’ and touch you and press my body to yours and get to know the slopes and inclines of that incredible body, ‘—and I think your bed might be the most comfortable place for that.’

His breaths were short and deep. ‘I told you that you’re the one setting the pace. Bedroom or no bedroom, we’ll go as far as you want.’

Which indicated to her that he’d be more than willing to take it all the way, right this minute, but Neve wasn’t ready just yet. Despite how her body felt, the part of her brain left over from caveman days was telling her to tread cautiously.

To sleep with Anders while her brother still didn’t know about the relationship, seemed to take things into a realm that she couldn’t come back from. It seemed to be the line that if crossed had the potential to blow everything up. Kissing was kissing—it could be excused. But sex was sex and it held a lot of power.

Anders tugged on her hand—such a big hand in comparison to hers, much like his body. The mere thought of that gave her a thrill.

He led her up the hall. Her cheeks grew hotter as her blood flowed faster, readying her body for more than a little kissing despite her conviction to keep the pace slow.

They rounded into his room. She had never seen it before or much of his house, really. It was tidy, clean. No decorative items, just the essential furniture—a big bed with a newish masculine-coloured doona cover, bedside tables and a set of dressers.

She arched a brow at him and smiled. ‘Did you make your bed because you knew I was coming over?’

He laughed and it was a rough rasp of sound. She liked the way arousal changed his vocal cords. ‘I never knew how cheeky you were.’

She shrugged. ‘I try.’

‘But no, I make my bed every day. Force of habit.’ He frowned then and she wondered what memories something as innocuous as making a bed could be attached to.

Despite knowing him for many years, their relationship had been superficial. All the intimate details were buried inside him and she hadn’t had many chances to know about them or where each was hidden. Realising that was enough to confirm that treading lightly until she knew exactly what type of man he was, was the right thing to do.

All of her relationships had started with the superficial, then deepened inevitably as time went by. Sometimes she could meet the most attractive person and the moment they spoke and revealed their inner-world, the outside form would dim and tarnish until each symmetrical line was defective.

Same in the opposite way, ugly becoming beautiful as a kind-hearted inner-world made everything else shine. She made sure she gave people enough time now because first impressions weren’t always correct.

But with Anders, so far, his outer- and inner-worlds were compatible, and she was willing and curious to see what he would reveal to her in time.

Anders gripped her hips between his big hands and slowly walked her backwards to the bed where she sat down on the firm mattress, looking up into his smouldering eyes.

His smile was gone; in its place was a look that evoked basic instincts within her—desire like a tide rushing to meet her. First, it lapped at her ankles and then as he carefully, yet commandingly, nudged her to lay back on his bed, and his big body crawled over her, arms resting either side of her head, legs spread and framing her hips, the waves crashed violently.

The desire was hot and encompassing. A growing, tingling warmth filled her up. He lowered himself, holding most of his weight on those strong arms until his lips reached hers and he took her mouth with tenderness and reverence, such a contrast to his big, powerful frame.

She gripped the muscled broadness of his shoulders, her palms and fingertips hot. Strength, so much strength as her touch slid down his arms, wandered to his tight waist, caressed the strong slopes of his back.

His kiss deepened, his tongue a force of pleasure, warm, soft, and exacting. He kissed her like she had never been kissed. And it was a kiss that was so much more—it was an intimate, sexual act, in and of itself, and every slide, press and suck was felt in her breasts, her belly, and between her thighs.

She gave a pleasured whimper and it only made him more potent, as though that small sound fed his own desire and amplified it like embers finally catching to kindle and exploding with heat.

His mouth left hers and she took her first full breath. Burning lips pressed to her neck, followed by tongue and teeth, gently biting and sucking. A hand slid up her side, under her shirt, leaving a scorching trail.

He lowered more to her, his pelvis resting against her belly. She rolled her body, completely instinctual and out of her control, to feel that hard length of him more thoroughly.

Her moan was out of her mouth before she could stop it, but what this man was doing to her, and how he made her feel and want, was all so new. She was blazing and he was the fuel that kept them both alight.

He lifted up, his biceps straining, and stared down at her face. His eyelids and jaw were relaxed, and it was that expression of arousal that undid her. She pushed his chest and rolled him onto his back. Hands on his shoulders, pinning him to the mattress, she climbed on top of him and parked right where that powerful erection sat so solidly.

She kissed him as though she was starved and wasting and his mouth was a life force. She caressed every part of him, pressed herself to him like it was the first and last time she would ever touch anyone again.

Frenzied pops and sucks as they devoured one another filled the air. The rustling friction of clothes. The smooth glide of hands against skin. His scent was everywhere, all over her, and it amped up her need and drove her to the brink …

She lifted her head, sat upright and ran her hands through her hair, attempting to gather her breath. ‘Oh my fucking god,’ she whispered. ‘I’m sorry, but—’ you’ve unhinged me, made me ravenous, ‘—I’ve never felt like this.’ She climbed off his lap, rolled off the bed and paced across the floor, trying to gather her breath.

Everything, even her brain now, wanted to take things further with him. She was burning up with the need to feel him inside her. She was unstitching right down the centre, wanting him to see all of her.

He chuckled softly, reached a hand for her. ‘Hey,’ he said gently, and his voice was a deep rumbling sound that only made this more difficult.

She looked at that big paw and her body panged to have it roaming over her flesh again, awakening every inch of her.

‘Come here.’ And with those two words, she heard the understanding but also the protection. He would make it okay. He wouldn’t push or take her beyond where she was capable of going. But he wouldn’t leave her alone to deal with it either.

She climbed back onto the bed beside him, facing him. He kissed her once on the lips as his hand played with a lock of hair that had fallen over her ear.

‘Some kiss, ha?’ he said with a smile.

She inhaled deeply and nodded. ‘I wasn’t quite ready for that intensity.’

‘Me either.’ A slow, lazy smile. ‘We’ve got plenty of time, okay?’

She nodded.

‘No rush.’

His words were already calming her down.

When she was ten, their next door neighbour bought a horse, which was a little unruly and not yet broken in, for his son. After it had tried to kick his son off for the tenth time, he had organised a horsemanship practitioner to come around to the yards and develop the horse’s trust in humans. This man’s calming and gentle nature as he worked with the horse had mesmerised Neve as a young girl.

Anders had that same gentle, emphatic nature.

‘How do you do that so well?’ she whispered.

‘What’s that?’

‘Calm me down.’

He looked away from her and that frown she had noticed earlier returned. ‘My stepdad had a lot to do with it. He showed me how to recognise when my own emotions were getting out of control and how to deal with that. I wasn’t the best kid—a bit angry. Fought a lot.’

Her eyes widened. ‘I would not have thought that of you. You come across as so level-headed.’

He smiled. ‘Good. It means I’ve left that kind of behaviour behind. I think to be able to recognise the emotions in myself, I can see it in others too.’

She leant in and kissed him gently. ‘Thank you.’

That frown returned. ‘I would never make you do anything you’re not ready for.’

She nodded. ‘I know. I mean, I think I know. I don’t know you so well, even though we’ve been in each other’s lives for a long time.’

‘Where does that hesitation come from?’

She exhaled, not knowing if she was ready to glimpse her baggage let alone throw some his way. ‘Mum. Past relationships. Taught me to be cautious.’

He rubbed his hand over her shoulder and down her arm but didn’t say anything for a long while, letting her words float between them. ‘I’ve been a little curious about that actually.’

Her brow furrowed. ‘About what?’

‘About what happened with Joshua.’

Her stomach tumbled. She sat up, crossing her legs under her. ‘What do you mean?’

‘At Wil and Emily’s wedding, Jager told me to stay away from you, which, I have to admit, made me upset. He’s my best mate and yet he doesn’t trust me.’

She wriggled on the bed, knowing where this may be headed.

‘I couldn’t understand why he felt he had a say in who you date. So I pressed him about it. He was a little drunk, I realised.’

‘What did he say?’

‘He admitted that he felt responsible for what happened—the car accident. He hinted that maybe Joshua was violent.’

Neve sucked in a sharp breath as all that old emotion impinged, a bit like looking in the mirror and seeing a scar, only this time she was looking at an old memory and feeling the emotional wounds. ‘He told you that?’ she whispered.

He nodded but didn’t say any more.

‘I can’t be sure because my memory of the incident isn’t great. But after the accident, I was scared to be near Joshua again. I was scared to even think of him. My body would start shaking.’

Anders went still as he listened. His face was blank, but his breathing was slightly accelerated.

‘The night of the accident, I’d been with friends having dinner. He came to pick me up because I had had a few drinks. One of my friends had told me about a rumour that Joshua had been cheating on me. It confirmed suspicions I was already having, but I wanted to give him the benefit of the doubt and a chance to explain. So, on the way home in the car, I confronted him about it.’ She shuddered to remember the look in his eyes, how big and black his pupils were, and the spittle that flung from his mouth as he roared.

‘I never anticipated how he would fly off the handle. He denied it and denied it, so aggressively. But it was the way he was denying it that made me doubt him. He had flipped it somehow to make me the bad person for even asking. I didn’t know that he had been drinking that night. Quite heavily, according to the blood tests taken after the accident. And I can’t know if I remember it right because my memories of the accident are hazy, but I swear he yanked on that steering wheel on purpose and ran us off the road into that tree.’

Anders’ fist closed as his hand rested on his hip. His jaw was tight enough that she could see a pulse.

She touched the scar on her face. ‘The car rolled and the windscreen shattered. A tree branch broke through and sliced my face open. Joshua fared worse than me because his airbag exploded and shrapnel went through his eye and lodged in his brain.’

Leaving Joshua with the intellect of an eight-year-old boy.

‘I lost a few so-called friends because I gave up on Joshua pretty quickly and a lot of people, especially his mother, thought that I was heartless. I couldn’t even defend myself by saying that I was now petrified of him because my gut feeling was that he tried to kill us, because I didn’t know for sure.’ She lowered her focus to the bed and sighed. ‘It’s kinda screwed up. I told Jager about it and he hasn’t been able to forgive himself for introducing me to Joshua in the first place.’

Anders rolled onto his back and looked up at the ceiling. ‘It makes sense now that he’s so over-protective.’

She nodded. ‘And it’s also why I’m cautious. I didn’t see the red flags with Joshua. Looking back, there was a box full of them, but I was head over heels for him and mistook his manipulation for love.’

‘You weren’t in a great place at that time, admittedly,’ he said.

‘No. Mum had nearly died from pneumonia, and we had made the decision to put her into full-time care. It felt like Joshua was all I had. He took advantage of my vulnerability.’

Anders blew out a long breath and scrubbed his hands over his face. Seems he wasn’t so great at controlling emotions in all instances because she could feel the anger rolling off of him.

‘It’s over now,’ she said. ‘And I’m getting on with my life.’

He rolled back on his side, smoothed his hand over her knee as he looked into her eyes. ‘I’m really sorry that happened to you. And if I’d known—’

‘Joshua is not Joshua anymore,’ she said quickly, anticipating where he was headed. ‘Jager soon realised that after he confronted him …’ She shook her head. ‘It didn’t end well. I think Joshua cried and pissed himself and Jager ended up looking like a thug.’

‘At least I can understand where Jager is coming from now. It might help when I …’ he stopped, smiled a little. ‘If I have to have a conversation with him about us.’

Her heart rate sped up—she wasn’t ready for an ‘us’. As wonderful as Anders was, this was merely explorative. ‘Not yet. Please. Let it just be you and me for a while longer.’

He nodded. ‘As I said, you’re setting the pace.’

She laid back down beside him and touched his cheek, feeling the rough stubble beneath her fingertips. She didn’t want to talk anymore, so she leaned in and kissed him because when her lips were pressed to his, nothing else in the world mattered but the two of them.


Chapter 16

Anders’ parents’ property was silent. No breeze. The sun was drenching the early morning sky, lining the base of the clouds in orange, pink and yellow.

Anders leant back against the front of his ute, arms crossed, taking a long moment to be among the space and stillness before the rest of the crew arrived. The trees in the distance were still in shadow, long, gnarled branches appearing black against the sky’s lighter canvas. Magpies carolled and soon other birds joined in.

When the first car pulled in beside him, he shifted gears and got to work. The silent farm soon awoke to the chug of robotic milkers, mooing, munching and quad bikes roaring up and down the aisles preparing the troughs with fodder.

By nine-thirty, this part of the routine was over and he awaited a good breakfast with Mum and Tony. But when he got to the house, he was only met by Mum.

‘Where’s Tony?’ he asked.

‘His arthritis is giving him grief. Thought he’d sleep in a bit longer than usual.’

Anders didn’t know who was more shocked, himself or Mum.

‘So just you and me.’

Anders took a seat; everything was already cooked and laid out on the table under alfoil covers. He liked the idea of having some alone time with Mum. As much as he hated to admit it, he didn’t drop in enough to see her. But with work, football and now Neve, it didn’t leave a lot of downtime.

‘Dish up,’ Mum said, gesturing at the platters.

He didn’t hesitate a moment longer; his stomach was achingly hollow. Having such an active job and lifestyle meant he needed to eat … a lot.

‘How have you been?’ Mum asked as he scooped scrambled egg onto his plate.

He went for bacon and sausages next. ‘Busy.’

‘I took some meals around for Don yesterday arvo and planned to drop in afterwards to see how your game went.’

He stopped his arm mid-air as he went for the mushrooms. ‘I didn’t hear you knock, but I may not have been home yet. I did stay for a couple of drinks after the game with the team.’

‘You had a visitor,’ she said, a brow arched. ‘Neve Mitchell’s car by the looks of it. Going by the personalised number plate that basically spells her name out.’

His shoulders slouched. ‘Ah, yeah … she,’ he scrambled for a believable excuse, but he was done with lying about this, and he drew the line at looking into his mother’s eyes and not telling her the truth. ‘We’re kind of seeing each other.’

‘What do you mean by kind-of?’

‘It’s not serious.’

She closed her eyes a moment and took a deep breath. ‘I’ll pretend I don’t understand what that means. So what does Jager think about this?’

‘He doesn’t know.’

She blew out a long breath. ‘You’re hiding this relationship because you know you shouldn’t be kind-of seeing Jager’s sister?’

‘Not exactly. It’s complicated.’ After what Neve admitted to him yesterday about Joshua, he had found himself in an even tighter position than he had assumed. For Jager, guilt, fear and regret were involved, and they were emotions Anders dreaded dealing with when it came time to tell Jager about this relationship. ‘And, as I said, it’s not serious.’

‘A mother doesn’t want to hear that. And to be quite honest, it’s not like you.’

‘It’s complicated.’

‘So you keep saying.’

He lowered his gaze and finally managed to pile the mushrooms on his plate. He tucked into his breakfast, hoping for some silence and a change of subject, but he sensed now that Mum knew the basics, she was going to want more.

‘Those kids are troubled,’ she said.

He put his knife and fork down. ‘One, they are not kids. They’re adults. Like me. You know, adults who make their own decisions and live their own lives. And two, they are not troubled. Seriously, they do well on their own. Great jobs. Kind, caring, good people. And thirdly, I’m already a part of their lives. Jager’s my best mate, remember?’

She sighed. ‘A friendship is much different to a relationship.’

He was beginning to see that, but it didn’t change his mind or reduce his defensiveness. ‘Jager is a top guy. He’d have my back in a second. And Neve, she’s amazing. Strong, intelligent, determined. Incredible work ethic. To come through so much and to still be so well put together, is admirable. Those two are the sole carers of Mrs Mitchell, and I’ve not ever heard them complain. Not once.’

His mother looked at him for a long moment and he realised he was breathing heavily.

‘I think this thing you have with Neve sounds a little more serious than you might be willing to admit.’

He rubbed his jaw, shook his head. ‘I hope it will be. In time.’ He was certain of that. He could see a future with her. It was up to her now to allow for that. But with her reservations and trust issues, for the time being, he wondered if he should be holding a part of himself back. Self-preservation, just in case he couldn’t break down those walls.

His mobile phone buzzed in his pocket. He pulled it out and checked the screen.

NEVE: I will be in the neighbourhood in about an hour. I could stop in if you’re home.

A slow smile spread across his lips before he could stop it. He caught it once he noticed and drew his lips into a long line and punched out a reply.

ANDERS: See you in an hour.

He shoved his phone back in his pocket and didn’t look at his mum; instead, continued to eat his breakfast.

‘That was Neve, I presume?’ Mum asked.

He didn’t give an answer. ‘I’ll have to leave as soon as I’m done here.’

‘Be careful, Anders. That’s all I ask. And, please, for god’s sake, use your head.’

He rolled his eyes and regretted it because he wasn’t a fifteen-year-old boy anymore.

‘Don’t give me that,’ she hissed.

‘I’m sorry. Of course, I’ll use my head. But honestly, just because you had your own problems with Mrs Mitchell, doesn’t mean that Neve is that same person.’

‘I’m not suggesting she is.’

He shrugged. ‘I don’t get it. Why don’t you like her mother? She always seemed nice to me.’

His mum’s spine straightened and she got that look on her face when she was trying to appear composed. He knew better—underneath that impartial expression was a storm. ‘I guess it’s probably a good time you learned. When you first came here to live with us and Jager befriended you, Mrs Mitchell paid me a visit. She insisted that you stay well away from Jager. Seems she had heard rumours about your father’s tendencies, and with you being so volatile when you first got here, it only added to her concerns.’

Anders’ eyes grew wide. He shook his head. ‘What? Really?’

‘Yes. So I told her to get off her high horse because Jager wasn’t perfect himself. And if she was so pig-headed to judge a twelve-year-old boy and not give him a chance to make his own reputation, then she would no longer be considered a friend to me.’

Explained the hours spent in the milking sheds on the weekends. The endless football training. All to run that energy out of him. The painstaking time and patience Tony took to show him what it was to be a good man.

Anders knew well enough that Mum was a lion when it came to him—always had been, going in to bat when he couldn’t. And she was more capable of holding grudges than anyone else he had ever met.

She had been hurt plenty by Dad and was determined to never be taken advantage of ever again. So if you crossed her, she cut you out of her life for good.

‘I can promise you, Mum, Neve and Jager are the least judgemental people I know.’ He looked away as he remembered how adamant Jager was when he told him to stay away from Neve. His stomach cramped.

Deep down, did Jager believe Anders wasn’t good enough for Neve? Did Jager know him well enough that he saw a side of him Anders wasn’t able to see in himself? A side like his father?

No, couldn’t be. This was his own demons coming to play now. Demons he thought he had left well behind him.

‘I hope so, Anders,’ Mum said. ‘Because you deserve so much. The way you’ve grown into a good and decent man. I’m really proud of you and all that you’ve achieved. And I want to see you happy.’

‘Thanks, Mum.’

‘I mean it. And if you need to talk about anything. I’m always here, okay?’

He smiled. Mum only had his best interests at heart, but where Neve was concerned, she was worrying over nothing.

***

ANDERS: I’ll leave the garage door open, so you can park in there.

NEVE: Okay. [image: image] I’m five minutes away.

***

Anders opened the door to Neve, who was dressed in a pair of tight jeans and a white, long-sleeved shirt with a brown leather jacket. She barely had the jacket off and hanging on the rack near his door and he had only managed to put the garage remote back after closing the door before she jumped into his arms and kissed him.

Her warmth and sweet powdery scent slammed into him, overwhelming him in the best kind of way. As her lips moved against his, he managed, ‘Is this how we greet each other from now on?’

She reared her head back from his and a cheeky grin lit up her face. ‘It works quite well, don’t you think?’

His hand went to the back of her head, the other firmly holding her body up, and he tugged her face back to his. ‘Absolutely,’ he whispered just before their lips crashed against each other’s again.

He didn’t need to be asked to take her to his bedroom. When there, he laid her on the bed and crawled on to nestle beside her. The anticipation of her hot lips on his had him as hard as a rock. His blood flowed hot and fast through his veins.

Sure, she wanted to take things slow, but his body didn’t get the memo; it was acting as though there were no such thing as brakes.

‘You are gorgeous,’ he whispered against her ear and pressed kisses to her neck. Her scent was so feminine—powders and perfumes—it drove him swiftly over the edge. He drew that fragile flesh of her neck between his lips and he swelled, even more, when she sighed in response. That sound tore him apart.

Needing to touch every part of her body, his hand crept under her shirt meeting silky smooth skin. The searing heat of her belly undid him. He ventured higher, higher, gently, until, with his thumb, he grazed her breast covered in soft lace. Back and forth. Her nipple hardened at his touch.

She gasped, and her mouth fell away from his. That heavy-hooded look of pleasure was what he craved to see. He nudged the shirt higher, helped her lift it over her head, then unclasped her bra, sliding the straps from her shoulders.

Her breasts were bared, and he had to stop himself with a breath at how gorgeous she was.

‘You okay?’ he asked, needing to know she was good to continue.

She nodded, her hand cupping his face as she shuffled closer and kissed him deeply, the soft warmth of her chest pressing to his. He snuck a hand between them and almost groaned as he held her breast, its fullness filling his palm. Soft, soft skin and the hard peak of her nipple grew with his touch, igniting his desire. He stroked his thumb gently over her nipple and her breaths deepened.

So sensual she was, and his mind was fogging from arousal, shutting all else out but Neve.

A knock at the front door.

He ignored it; too lost.

‘Oi, you home, Ando?’

They pulled away from each other, and Neve scrambled for her bra and shirt.

Jager.

‘Did you lock the door?’

He shook his head, climbing out of bed and straightening his hair.

‘Does he have a habit of just coming in?’ she asked, threading her arms back through the straps of her bra.

‘Sometimes.’

‘He can’t know I’m here. Go answer him.’

He couldn’t think straight. He had a more than noticeable hard-on, so he took a few deep breaths as he waited at the bedroom door, hoping it would subside a little. He was in the lounge room when the door handle clicked.

‘Hey, Ando, you home?’

‘Yeah, mate. What’s up?’ he said, opening the door wide.

‘You okay?’ Jager asked. ‘You look flushed? Oh, shit, I didn’t catch you in the middle … I didn’t see a car …’

Anders shook his head. ‘I was just cleaning the shower. Got this new cleaning stuff …’ He hated how easily these lies were rolling off his tongue now that he had started.

A sigh of relief. ‘Grab your gym gear and let’s go for a session.’

Anders shook his head. ‘Mate, I’m still sore from yesterday.’

‘Don’t be a fucking soft-cock. If we want to win this final, we need to work for it. You think Maffra are sitting at home today cleaning their fucking shower? No, they’re working on winning next week already.’

Anders grinned, liking this passion from Jager, even though it was getting in the way of his own.

‘Now go get your gear ready and I’ll meet you in the car.’ He didn’t give Anders time to answer and strode out the front door.

Anders shut it behind him and rushed back to his room. Neve had been hiding in his walk-in-robe and crept out when she heard him. ‘Is my brother always that demanding?’

Anders chuckled. ‘Not usually. But I think he’s taking the loss yesterday personally. He knows he didn’t give it enough in the dying minutes.’

‘Go with him. You’re the captain. You can’t let your team down.’

He went to her and held her hips, planting a kiss on her lips. ‘But I also don’t want to let you down, and I would much rather spend the afternoon with you than with sweaty men at a gym.’

A slow, seductive smile. ‘Me too.’

‘I’m more than happy to tell him to go without me.’

A couple of honks sounded from outside.

‘No.’ She lowered her gaze, her teeth grazing her bottom lip. ‘Go. It will look suss otherwise. I’ll let myself out.’

He tilted her chin up, so she was looking at him. ‘Everything okay?’

She nodded. ‘More than okay.’ She lifted onto her toes and pressed a soft kiss to his lips. He was certain he could never tire of how amazing that felt. ‘I’ll give you a call later?’

‘Sure.’

He quickly threw on some gym gear and shoved his joggers in a bag, then rushed out the door to meet Jager.


Chapter 17

Neve parked near the big four-bay sheds at the back of Wil and Emily’s property and headed up to the house. Emily had already swung the back door open and was standing there with a smile on her face as Neve trudged over gravel towards her.

‘To what do I owe this pleasure?’ Emily asked with a smirk. ‘Romance troubles, perhaps?’

Neve laughed. ‘I’ve got a feeling, you’re kinda hoping that’s the case.’

‘Perhaps,’ Emily said, then narrowed her eyes. ‘Is it the case?’

Neve’s shoulders slumped and she sighed. ‘It certainly is.’

‘Luckily, I’ve opened a fresh bag of coffee beans and my schedule is clear. Come on inside.’

They headed through the back foyer to the kitchen. This space wasn’t big, but it was bright and homely. Emily and Wil’s house was stunning—raw timbers, stone, and classic country furniture gave it a rustic rural vibe.

Mundane talk about the weather and family was where they ventured while coffees were made and poured until they took a seat in the living room.

‘So,’ Emily said leaning forward, cupping her mug in her hands. ‘Tell me about Anders.’

‘I’ve just come from there.’

Emily sat up straighter, eyes wide. ‘Wow, so things have progressed quite a bit since the barbeque kiss.’

Neve nodded and sipped at her hot coffee. ‘We’ve spent a few afternoons together—just getting to know each other.’

Emily suppressed a grin and nodded. ‘Which involves?’

‘Lots and lots of kissing. Some talking.’

‘Some talking? Right, of course. You couldn’t kiss the whole time.’

Neve laughed. ‘Exactly.’

‘So what’s the problem?’

‘We haven’t told Jager yet.’

‘Okay.’

‘And, this afternoon, it was getting pretty heavy, and Jager decided to drop into Anders’ house unannounced—’

Emily gasped. ‘Oh, no, he caught you two—?’

Neve quickly shook her head. ‘Not quite. He didn’t know I was there.’ She placed her mug on the table in front of her. ‘I’m glad Jager interrupted us.’

‘Oh. Right. Because?’

She sighed. ‘Because I’m petrified.’

Emily’s voice took on a serious note. ‘Petrified of Jager?’

‘God, no. Not at all. Honestly, Em, Jager’s an excuse. If I really wanted to openly date Anders, then I’d tell Jager to butt out, and I know he would accept that.’

‘So what then?’

‘The more time I spend with Anders the more I like him. Really really like him. I feel these emotions coiling inside of me so tightly, but along with that emotion is fear. I’m scared I’ll open up to him, and I’ll get my heart broken again. I’ve lost so much in my life that I’m scared one more heartbreak will be enough to throw me over the edge.’

‘I see,’ Emily said.

‘I try not to show it, but I’m barely hanging on with Mum. Every time my phone rings, I think it’s the call that she’s passed away or had another complication. I’m invading Jager’s space, but I can’t move out just yet.’ She sighed, shook her head wearily. ‘Maybe I’m better off ending it now before it goes too far. I thought I’d be able to tread carefully and slowly, but the more I’m with him the more I like him, and the more I like him the more my brain screams at me to run away before I’m in too deep.’

Emily sighed and patted Neve’s knee. ‘I do understand how you feel. I’ve been exactly where you are—not for the same reasons, but I had similar wounds. I still fight with them now. I mean, just how screwed up I was played out on national television; it’s no secret. And I don’t know what advice I can give you because we all need to confront our own scars in our way, but maybe ask yourself if he is worth the risk of at least trying to see if it could work.’

Neve didn’t want to say it out loud because of how self-defeating it sounded, but Anders deserved more than she could give. All she had to offer was a bruised heart that was too afraid of breaking again.

‘I don’t want to hurt him.’ And she truly didn’t. He was a really great guy who didn’t deserve that.

‘Of course not. And maybe you won’t ever have to.’

She exhaled noisily. ‘I should end it now. I really should.’ But those words burnt her tongue to speak them. She should end it now, but could she?

Emily looked at her out the corner of her eyes. ‘Don’t you at least want to sleep with him? All this sneaking around with no reward.’

‘So much. But it’s like the final line, you know?’

Emily arched a brow, shrugged a shoulder. ‘Who cares about lines and boundaries and all that bullshit? Just do it. Get him out of your system. Who knows, he might be a complete dud and you’ll be glad you found out before it was too late.’

‘I’ve seen him naked, remember?’

‘Yeah, but big doesn’t necessarily mean he knows how to use it.’

Neve laughed, but soon her mouth drifted into a frown as she considered the consequences of sleeping with Anders. ‘I don’t know if I could do that. It doesn’t feel right.’

‘Oh, please, men have been doing it to us for millennia. It’s all about equality, isn’t it? Besides, I really don’t think he’s going to mind in the slightest. And if you do fizz and burn out in the bedroom, no big deal, right?’

‘I don’t know. I would hate to think he would do something like that to me.’

‘I don’t mean for you to be secretive about it. Of course you need to be upfront from the beginning. If he agrees, then he agrees. If he doesn’t, you go on your way. Two consenting adults getting a little sexual tension out of their systems. Can’t hurt.’

Her body awakened to the possibility and she bit down on her smile. ‘No, it certainly wouldn’t hurt.’ But could she have that conversation with him?

She had to.

Either she told him they were done and dusted before they had even started or she asked if he was okay with a little casual sex. Either conversation would be awkward, but one had a happier ending than the other—literally.

Later that evening, Neve used the excuse that she was in the middle of a great book, so she had to go to bed early to finish it. Truthfully, she wanted to ring Anders—get the casual-sex conversation out of the way, so she could sleep tonight.

Her stomach had been in knots all afternoon. Sure, she was an adult who had a strong sexual history, but the thought of talking to Anders about sex made her feel like she was a schoolgirl again trying to muster up the courage to ask out the cute boy.

Guys love sex. Any kind of sex, she had to keep reminding herself.

After a long, hot shower, where she did everything she could to push her upcoming conversation about casual sex out of her mind, she dressed in her pyjamas and climbed into bed. She needed the security of her blankets over her before she made this call.

Jesus, Neve, you’re not sixteen. You’re a grown woman.

No more procrastinating. She had to get this over and done with. She sent a quick message.

NEVE: Hi, Anders. You awake?

His reply didn’t come back for thirteen minutes and in that time, Neve’s nerves grew more tangled.

ANDERS: Hi! Yep. Just jumped out of the shower.

She rolled onto her back and covered her eyes with her palm. Did he have to mention getting out of the shower? She knew how he looked after climbing out of the shower.

She drew in a deep breath for courage, exhaled and pressed dial.

He answered after two rings.

‘Hi,’ he said in his deep voice that made her belly twist. This little crush was getting well out of hand when the mere sound of his voice had her body reacting like this.

‘Hi. Hope you don’t mind me ringing this late. I know you had an early morning at the dairy and all.’

‘It’s okay. I’m glad to hear from you. I hate when we don’t get a chance to talk. It feels like I’m always running off.’

‘I know. It makes things difficult.’

Silence. ‘But not too difficult, right?’ His voice had a cautious edge to it.

‘Nothing we can’t handle with a little ingenuity.’

‘Glad to hear it.’

She squeezed her eyes shut as a cringe crawled up her body. ‘Um, Anders?’ Trepidation was a strong undertone.

‘Yeah?’

God, how did she even start this conversation? ‘I was thinking this afternoon …’ she trailed off, remained silent.

When the silence dragged on too long, he asked. ‘You still there?’

She rubbed a hand down her face. ‘Yep.’ Her voice was tight.

‘Everything okay? You sound nervous.’

She closed her eyes. ‘I’m just going to come right out and say it, okay?’

He chuckled. ‘That might help.’

‘Let’s have sex.’

A low chuckle again. ‘Like now? Over the phone?’

She winced. ‘No. Not now. I mean, when we feel like it.’

‘Sure. I’m up for that. But you wanted to take things slow, right?’

‘Not anymore.’

‘Okay,’ he said drawing out the syllables.

‘I want to have sex. With you.’ She slapped her forehead with her free hand. She was sounding like a moron. Just get it out, Neve.

‘I like the words that are coming out of your mouth right now. But I’ve got to admit, I’m confused.’

‘Remember I said that a relationship wouldn’t work between us?’

‘I remember.’

‘How do you feel about sex with no-strings-attached?’

Silence. ‘It’s not usually my thing. Remember, I’m the all or nothing guy.’

‘Yes, but you also said you were capable of compromise in some circumstances.’ She held her breath, waiting for his reply.

‘I did say that, didn’t I?’

‘You definitely did.’

‘Maybe this is taking “dirty little secret” to a place I’m not comfortable with. I mean, Christ, I’m already sneaking around behind your brother’s back because he thinks I’m not good enough for you. I don’t really want to confirm that he was right all along. I want to be good for you, Neve.’

Her eyes widened to hear the heat in his voice. ‘This has nothing to do with Jager. This is what I want. And I needed to be upfront with you about it, so we are both aware of where we stand.’

A long, exasperated sigh. ‘I don’t like it. I’m sorry.’

She shook her head. Bemused. Men were supposed to be into this type of arrangement, weren’t they? ‘Why?’ She wasn’t going to beg him to agree, but she did want to know what was holding him back.

‘Because I was hoping for strings-attached.’

She closed her eyes. The disappointment in his voice reached into her heart and squeezed it. She hated her heart at that moment—her stupid, scared heart. She hated it for caring so much and hated it for being afraid.

‘I can’t give you that,’ she whispered through her tightening throat. ‘And I’ve only ever been upfront about that.’

Silence. ‘I know. It was stupid of me to think I could change your mind. I can’t agree to casual sex, Neve. As much as I’d love to, believe me, I could think of nothing more I want right now, but it’s not me. So, maybe it’s best if we just end this here before … while we’re both still intact.’

All the air streamed from her lungs as though his words were a strangling cuddle around her ribcage.

Neve knew what she could do and say to make this right between them but that involved ignoring the fear in her heart, and it was too loud and potent to turn away from. ‘I understand.’

Maybe this was for the best. No use wasting someone else’s time, especially when you cared enough to know they deserved much more. ‘I’m sorry,’ she whispered and hated that her voice sounded hurt and weak.

‘I’ll see you around, Neve.’

‘You too.’

She hung up the phone and let it fall from her hand onto the bed beside her. A cold sensation of regret filled her from her toes to her head.

But there was no use getting upset about this. There were only two outcomes to this scenario and she had known it before she dialled his number—they break up or they have casual sex until they eventually break up. Both circumstances, the outcome was still the same.

So why did it hurt so much?


Chapter 18

Anders laid awake that night barely able to find sleep. What a fucking blow, like Neve had taken her shoe and kicked him fair in the guts. Never was there a more roundabout way of saying that she wasn’t interested in him as a person, though his body would do just fine.

Her suggestion that they have sex with no-strings-attached took him straight back to when he was living away from home, playing in the Victorian Football League.

He was reduced to that sensation of being treated like he was nothing more than a body, which was all he ever felt like during that time in his life.

Was his body jumping high enough, agile enough, fast enough, skilled enough?

The sensation worsened as the constant hounding and picking away at how he looked by a few of the other guys increased until he was no longer inside his body anymore—he was standing on the outside of it, looking in and assessing it. Always assessing it.

Were the coaches happy with his body as it sprinted, handballed, tackled, and kicked? Were his teammates jealous of this body of his? Was he standing out too much after his haircut? Were his muscles growing too big from all the training that others would call it out?

Neve’s phone call had sent him back there again.

Then the memories came with a rocketing thud as they slammed into his brain. Memories he had pushed way down inside him. The rough hands pinning him down to the bed, shoving his face into the mattress so that he could barely breathe and was terrified he would die. The tearing at his boxer shorts, the hot, rough body behind him, trying to push inside him.

And then the rage that had been long suppressed, rising like gas bubbles from a carcass surfacing from the murky depths of a mire. The roaring in his chest as he managed to get free and overpower his attacker—Jonathon, the teammate who was relentless in his bullying.

The repeated thud of Anders’ fist as he smashed it, over and over into Jonathon’s face until it was bruised, bloody and swollen and his fist was gaping.

He remembered looking at Jonathon as he lay on the ground, struggling to breathe and feeling such hatred. Hatred that he had brought this side of him out again. This side of Anders that he learned from his father. The side of him he detested and was ashamed of.

Anders cited personal problems and soon left the training squad. Jonathon lied that he had been beaten up on the way home from a night out. He never told another soul, not even his mother, what had happened, and said he was dropped from the team for underperformance.

He was ashamed to have been the target of an intended sexual assault, but also ashamed by who he had become as he fought to get away.

He wanted his mother to keep believing he was a good person. He wanted to keep believing that he was a good person. But for years, he couldn’t be that man again. Jonathon had stolen away who Anders always believed himself to be and left him an angry, guilt-ridden shell.

As he laid in his bed, staring up at the ceiling through the dim shadows, he ached. It was irrational to equate Neve’s suggestion with what happened when he was eighteen. They were not one and the same. One merely stirred memories of the other.

A part of him was tempted to take Neve up on her offer—what hot-blooded male wouldn’t be. But he didn’t want to be ‘just a body’ to her. He couldn’t be that for anybody ever again, not even Neve. He needed Neve to want to be with him in all the ways he wanted to be with her.

He needed to be the good guy, for Neve and Jager’s sake, and not be the type of man who used his best mate’s sister for sexual gratification and lie to everyone about it to hide that fact. It was bad enough Jager already assumed him subpar for Neve—he didn’t need to make that an actuality.

***

Tuesday afternoon, Anders’ kids at AFL were rowdier than usual or maybe his patience was worn thin. By the time he got to training and some of his team were running through the drills as though it was a Sunday walk through the park, his blood was boiling. Did they not care about the finals at all?

Still, he managed to keep himself under control until …

They were doing warm down laps around the footy fields. On their second lap, he overheard a teammate’s conversation.

Damien had moved to town last year. This was his second season playing for the Wattle Valley Lions. Anders had never gelled with him, but he was a good footballer, so he made an effort to tolerate him for the team’s sake.

‘Yeah, Neve’s hot, mate,’ Damien said to another teammate. ‘I’d have a go. You could always push her face into the mattress as you fucked her, so you didn’t have to look at the scar.’

A tremble started in Anders’ chest and it vibrated through his limbs. A haze descended over his mind that spoke only of violence. Before he could give it any rational thought, adrenaline was beating in his blood, making his muscles tic. He charged at Damien and smashed his shoulder against his.

‘What the fuck?’ Damien yelled as he was flung sidewards. His legs hastened beneath him as he tried to right his balance, barely managing to stay on his feet. He marched back to Anders and squared off in front of him, his lips twisting with anger and bemusement. ‘Why’d you do that?’

Anders shoved him hard in the chest, the sound of his palms against flesh was a loud thud and sent Damien hurtling backwards. ‘Because you need to watch your fucking mouth.’

Damien managed to find his balance and held himself straighter, puffing his chest out, arms wide. ‘I’ll say what I want.’

Anders’ fists clenched at his sides—all he wanted to do was punch the shit out of this guy until he was battered on the grass below his feet. All those old feelings that were once so strong were surging through him, and he was struggling to contain himself.

He charged at Damien but rough hands were around his chest and shoulders, restraining him. Jager and a few other teammates. Blokes were pushing Damien out of the firing line too.

Anders’ breaths were heavy. His focus held sharp to the excuse for a human in front of him. Men were shouting, telling them both to stand down, but it was on the periphery of everything—a mere rabble of voices.

Then the coach was there, face red with anger. ‘What the fuck is going on here?’

‘Nothing,’ Anders said, finally snapping back to reality.

‘Like hell it was nothing. You’re on the same team, you stupid pricks. We play in the first preliminary final this weekend, and you morons are almost punching on.’

‘I did nothing!’ Damien yelled defensively. ‘I was jogging and this hero had a go.’

‘You, head back to the change rooms that way,’ the coach said to Damien while pointing an angry finger towards the left of the field. ‘You, head back to the change rooms that way,’ the coach said to Anders and pointing to the right.

He came in close as Anders was about to jog off. ‘You’re the bloody captain of this team, Anders. I expected more from you.’

Anders didn’t reply, simply jogged off, Jager keeping stride beside him. When they were out of earshot of the others, Jager asked, ‘What the hell was that about?’

He closed his eyes, wasn’t going to say anything, but he had nothing to hide anymore. ‘He was talking shit about Neve.’

Jager went rigid. Stopped jogging. ‘What did he say?’

Anders shook his head. ‘Don’t worry about it. Not worth repeating.’

‘Tell me—’

‘Don’t worry about it. I think he got the message.’

‘Man, I thought you were going to kill him.’

‘I thought I was too.’ And then he jogged off ahead of Jager, no longer wanting to talk.


Chapter 19

Football training nights were Neve’s night to cook; it made it easier for her brother. But she ended up eating alone after an hour of waiting for Jager and put a dish aside for him under cling film in the fridge.

When Jager stepped through the front door, he sighed.

‘Why so late?’ she asked, curious now considering the deep frown on his face.

He shut the door behind him, shaking his head. ‘Have you seen Anders lately?’

Her heart thudded against her ribcage. Had Anders admitted everything to Jager? Or did Jager find out another way?

She shook her head slowly. ‘No, not lately. Why?’

He sat on the couch beside her. ‘He was not himself tonight.’

Her stomach lurched, remembering their last conversation, the coolness with which it ended. ‘How so?’

‘He nearly punched one of his teammates. If we hadn’t broken them up, he would have done some serious damage. I’ve not seen him lose his shit like that—not for a long time.’

‘Oh my god. Do you know why? Did the other guy do something?’

Jager blew out a long breath. ‘Supposedly he said something crude about you.’

‘About me?’ she repeated, pointing to her chest.

Jager nodded.

‘Who was it?’

‘Damien Walters.’

Neve rolled her eyes. ‘That explains it. He’s a major wanker. He tried to crack onto me one night at the pub. He wasn’t exactly happy when I turned him down. Why, what the hell did he say that would get Anders worked up like that?’

‘Anders wouldn’t tell me. Just said it was crude.’

She pressed her palm to her forehead and winced. ‘How embarrassing.’

‘Don’t worry about it. Anders took care of it.’

‘This isn’t going to cause trouble with the team, is it?’

Jager stood, shaking his head. ‘It’ll be fine. It will be water under the bridge by training on Thursday night. Anyway, I better go have a shower,’ he said, thumbing in the direction of the bathroom.

‘Sure. There’s a bowl of tonight’s dinner in the fridge for when you get out.’

‘Thanks.’ He strode out of the room but as he got to the hall, he turned around and poked his head back in. ‘I understand why Anders did what he did tonight, putting Damien in his place. Knowing Anders like I do, he would never let anyone get away with talking shit about someone he or I cared about. But there’s something about the way he reacted, the fierceness and volume of it, which I can’t understand.’

Neve’s heart sped up. She forced her expression to remain nonchalant as she shrugged. ‘Not sure, Jag. Maybe he’s got something else happening that’s upset him.’

Jager considered that then nodded. ‘Perhaps. I’ll give him a call later on to check on him. He might be willing to chat when he’s had time to clear his head.’

When Neve heard the shower was on, she texted Anders.

NEVE: I heard about what happened tonight at training. Is everything okay?

ANDERS: Everything’s fine.

NEVE: I’m worried our conversation may have upset you.

ANDERS: No. That had nothing to do with it.

NEVE: Nothing else is bothering you?

ANDERS: No. It’s fine.

NEVE: Thanks for sticking up for me. I appreciate it.

ANDERS: No worries. Have a good night.

NEVE: You too.

She leant back against the couch and sighed. All the warmth had disappeared from his texts and it struck her heart. Everything inside of her wanted to type out another message and apologise for what she had asked of him the last time they spoke. That stupid suggestion was all she had been able to think about these last couple of days.

She sat up taller, opened her messages, thumb floating over the keyboard, but she shook her head and turned the phone off instead. Better to let it go.


Chapter 20

Anders woke early, despite tossing and turning all night. With his adrenaline sparked, it kept his mind active for hours after the altercation with Damien.

He didn’t regret chipping Damien for what he said, but he did regret how he went about doing it. Thinking about the off-handed, nasty way he had spoken about Neve still had his chest hot with disgust.

Bleary-eyed, he dragged himself from bed, desperate for a coffee, only to find he had no milk. He groaned as he looked at his bare fridge. How ironic, considering his parents produced milk by the hectolitre a mere thirty minutes away. But, when he wasn’t thinking with his head (despite assuring his mother that he would) in his haste to get home to see Neve on Sunday, he hadn’t grabbed a bottle.

He would have to head down to the shop, but he opted for a long, hot shower first, letting the water ease the tension in his back and neck muscles.

Damien had rung and apologised last night, admitting that what he had said about Neve wasn’t good enough. It didn’t ease Anders’ anger completely, but it had helped somewhat.

Everything that came out of Damien’s mouth that afternoon at training was disgusting, but when he had mentioned pushing Neve’s head into the mattress, Anders couldn’t breathe. He knew what that felt like, he’d had it done, and picturing Neve, arms flailing, trying to drag in air, simply because she had a scar on her face, had his vision coated with red and his blood fiery hot.

Dressed in a pair of jeans and a hoodie, he jumped in the car and headed for the local bakery on Main Street—the only shop open this early that would have what he needed.

The signs of a new season were everywhere—calves and lambs in the paddocks he passed. Vibrant green foliage revived bare tree branches.

On his way back, a cold bottle of milk on his passenger seat, up ahead was a blonde-haired girl jogging alongside the road.

Neve.

His heart stuttered as he passed her. She turned her beautiful exercise-flushed face to him, and he gave a polite wave—short and to the point—and kept on by.

His heart wrenched anew at how strong his desire for her was. She was stunning, funny, kind and perfectly willing to share his bed, yet here he was saying no to that because it wasn’t enough.

Any other man in town would jump at her offer. It was only a matter of time before she found someone else more than willing to share her bed. Someone, perhaps, who didn’t care about her as much as he did.

He shook his head and slammed his palm against the steering wheel.

What the hell is wrong with me?

Before he knew what he was doing, he had done a U-turn and was heading back up the street. There she was, the woman of his dreams, jogging towards him, and he could be with her most intimately, except he had said no.

Was he a fucking lunatic?

He parked off to the side of the road, and she stopped jogging. Two lines of tension sat between her brows as she stared at him.

‘Hi, Neve,’ he said, lowering the window.

She pressed her hands to her hips. Each breath was heavy. ‘Um. Hi.’

‘Can we talk?’

She glanced up the street and then back the opposite way. ‘Here?’

‘You could jump in and we could head back to my place if you like?’

Myriad expressions crossed her face as she obviously fought to make the right decision. ‘Sure.’ Jogging to the car and opening the passenger door, she looked at the bottle of milk on the seat. ‘Looks like this seat is already taken.’

He smiled and moved it to the back seat. ‘Sorry, the seat may be a little cold now.’

‘Can’t be any worse than this weather.’

‘True.’

They drove in silence for the short distance back to his place. When he parked in his garage, he asked, ‘Have you had your morning coffee yet?’

She shook her head. ‘I tend to get my run out the way before anything.’

Inside, Neve took a seat at his dining table while he made coffees. He handed her a cup and took the seat across from her.

She cradled her coffee between her hands and sighed. ‘I’m so sorry about what I suggested the last time we spoke. I have felt like such an idiot since. To ask that of you and of myself was, honestly, Anders … it was completely out of character. I’ve never ever considered having no-strings-attached sex before.’

‘I’m sorry too. For overreacting.’

‘You acted how anyone should react. I was insensitive to how it could make you feel.’ She frowned. ‘I couldn’t bring myself to end what we had started, and yet I was scared about how fast my emotions were developing.’

Anders was silent for a long moment. ‘You have feelings for me?’

‘Of course I do. It scares the hell out of me. And I know that sex isn’t a promise of a future, but it felt like a ‘next step’ that I could handle.’

Here he was thinking she had no feelings for him at all, apart from superficial lust. He was the world’s biggest arsehole for how he overreacted, but it was hard not to with a past like his. ‘I don’t want you to be afraid of what you feel. But I do understand why you are scared of commitment, and the way I reacted was insensitive about that.’

She scrubbed a hand through her hair. ‘God, Anders, I wish I was the old me, the less complicated me, and this wouldn’t be so hard. But I’ve tried and I don’t think I can ever be that girl again.’

‘I like the Neve you are now.’ He had known Neve since she was ten, all through young-adulthood, up to now, yet it was only now that he had ever felt this pull of attraction.

He wasn’t sure why—maybe it was her maturity, maybe it was his own, or perhaps he was finally ready for someone as wonderful as Neve, like he had started to believe that he deserved her. ‘I think we are making this harder than it has to be.’ He rubbed the back of his neck. ‘I do want to be with you, Neve. I really don’t care how, as long as there is some way.’

‘But don’t you want to be good for me?’ she asked, reminding him of what he so adamantly told her over the phone.

He wanted to be good for everyone—that was his problem. ‘Of course I do. But perhaps that means being who you need me to be, rather than what I think you need.’

She shook her head sadly. ‘I’m not sure I even know what I want.’

‘You’ve actually been pretty clear about what you do and don’t want. It’s me who hasn’t been listening. And, sure, I have my own reasons for that, but I’m not sure they’re the right reasons.’

A slight smile curled her lips; a faint blush coloured her cheeks.

‘So, if that means being a sex toy …’

She laughed.

‘… then that’s how it has to be. I’ve been in worse situations.’

Her grin fell from her face. ‘Are you certain, Anders?’

He nodded. ‘I am.’

‘Because I don’t want to start something …’

He was on his feet.

‘… that you’re not comfortable with.’

He walked around the table to her, her big blue eyes watching him.

‘This needs to be something we both want.’

‘I want this.’ He took her hands in his and lifted her from her chair. ‘I want you.’ He hoisted her into his arms, and she wrapped her legs around his waist. ‘I want you so much, I can’t wait a second longer because three long days of knowing that I could have said yes to sex with you but didn’t, was long enough.’

She giggled. ‘I agree wholeheartedly.’

He opened his mouth to say more, but he couldn’t find words, not when her lips were so close and her body was hot and ready against his. Instead, he kissed her, and he didn’t stop kissing her as he walked her to his bedroom and laid her on his bed. Any and every doubt he ever had about this arrangement vanished and all the reasons why making love with Neve was utterly right exploded between them.


Chapter 21

NEVE: Definitely not a dud in the bedroom. Big AND able to use it.

EMILY: Jesus, Neve, I’m with a bloody client. I had to fan myself.

NEVE: Just needed to get that off my chest.

EMILY: I’ll call you later this afternoon to talk finer details.

***

Concentrate, Neve.

Neve was editing the video she and Anders had made together, but her mind was misbehaving. Each time she looked at his face in the video, her lips tingled with the memory of kissing him, of how his hungry mouth and tongue had tasted every part of her body.

She hadn’t predicted the distraction value this sex agreement would have on her life because she never anticipated that sex with Anders was going to be so explosive. Like fireworks, dynamite igniting, earth-quaking amazing.

The residual effect on her body from this morning was taking a long time to leave. With every flickering memory, her belly tugged most deliciously.

All she kept thinking was how long she had known this guy and how much time was wasted not sleeping with him until now.

Looking at him as he laughed and played up for the camera as he put make-up on her, she was finding it difficult to concentrate. Especially as the video was ending and she saw that gleam in his eyes right before they kissed. That look as though he wanted to devour her and at the very least fuck her senseless, had her body welling with hot blood.

Without a doubt, if he were here, that’s exactly what she’d let him do.

With the incriminating bits and pieces cut out, she uploaded her video to her channel. Her samples sent courtesy of Michelle’s Make-up Solutions had arrived yesterday, so she was going to quickly get a review done before the products hit the shelves on Monday.

Other YouTube artists out there were paid to give biased reviews of products, and she had been given offers to that effect, but as enticing as the money would be—her credit card balance would thank her for it—she always wanted to be upfront with her audience.

They appreciated and respected her for that.

Her tumble between the sheets with Anders this morning had inspired a new look she wanted to create: the just-got-out-of-bed tousled look. Puffy, glossy cherry-red lips, sheer foundation, and moody, bedroom eyes.

She filmed her new routine without distraction—these videos could take hours otherwise and doubly so when it came to editing. Time she didn’t have. This latest video had to be polished and uploaded today because she was teaching a make-up course at a nearby TAFE college the rest of the week as well as hopefully squeezing in some Anders time.

Now, more than ever, she wished she had her own place. But, if she were to look at the positive side of living with Jager, he was going to put some much-needed brakes on this arrangement she had with Anders.

An arrangement that had the potential to get well out of hand otherwise.

When finished, she took some photos of her completed make-up look and posted them to her social media accounts. She snapped another one, with a seriously suggestive pose—lips parted, finger in her mouth, seductive gaze—and sent it to Anders.

ANDERS: You’re trying to torture me, aren’t you? I’m at a high school running an AFL workshop and you’re sending me pics with your lips looking like that?

She grinned cheekily.

NEVE: I don’t know what you mean. Just a simple, unremarkable pic, with zero innuendo or suggestion whatsoever.

ANDERS: I need to kiss you again or I may literally die here on this oval surrounded by sweaty, pimply teenage boys and girls.

NEVE: Is ‘kiss’ code word for what we did this morning?

ANDERS: It’s code word for whatever you want it to be.

NEVE: What time do you finish up?

ANDERS: I’ll be home by six.

NEVE: I’ll meet you then.

***

When Neve pushed through the garage door into Anders’ house, he was there waiting in the hall for her, his hair still wet from a shower, dark and messy.

‘I arrived a little too late,’ she said, with a brow arched, taking in his shirtless form, a pair of sweatpants hastily pulled on and hanging low on his hips. His shoulders were round and taut, his stomach bearing the slightest of six packs, tapering down to exactly where she wanted to go.

‘That depends,’ he said, reaching for her and pulling her to his still-warm body. He smelled like soap and hot, steaming man. Her breath caught in her throat and she moaned as his mouth fell upon hers.

He nudged her backwards until she butted up against the wall, and he kicked the door shut, his mouth never leaving hers.

‘Lock the front door too,’ she whispered between frantic kisses.

He dragged his lips from hers, hurried through to the foyer and flicked the lock, before rushing back and kissing her again. ‘I’ve thought about this All. Day. Long,’ he whispered against her lips.

‘Me too. You’re more distracting than I had planned.’

He lifted her into his arms. ‘Good.’ And he carried her to the bedroom.

What had started in the hall as frenzied groping and kissing soon turned into something much different. He undressed her, piece by piece with care, taking the time to kiss and caress each new body part exposed.

And when they were both naked, hot and writhing, with his mouth, tongue and hands, he set her alight, incrementally taking her higher, making her hotter until she thought she would combust. The intensity of pleasure was incomparable to any other sexual experience she had ever had.

But it was the way every slow slide of his hand, warm lick of his tongue, long gaze into her eyes, was done with such attentive tenderness—almost like reverence—that undid her.

She had never been on the receiving end of anything like this.

As his mouth fell upon that warm place between her legs and he brought her to the edge, he backed away, left her panting, only to quench her need by pushing his cock deep inside of her. As he filled her up, again and again, his big strong arms holding most of his weight as he balanced above her, she met his demands.

Her hands drifted across his back, caressed the strength of his shoulders, gripped his arse and pulled her harder to him. They kissed and kissed until her breathing was too heavy to taste him anymore.

He cradled her face with his big hands and looked deeply into her eyes. Those hazel eyes burned into hers, whispering so much. And instead of feeling used or hurried, she was elevated, wanted, cared for.

Her vulnerability slipped away. With Anders’ strong and protective body hot and heavy on her, he had led her willingly to that soft place inside her heart, and she opened it for the briefest of moments, allowing him not only inside of her body but also her heart. And it felt so wonderful to be joined to someone wholeheartedly.

The pleasure built like a storm. She was falling over the edge right alongside Anders, and she exploded into a billion blissful pieces of ecstasy.

As she lay in his arms afterwards, running her fingers up and down his hard chest, she tried to close off her heart again, put the walls back up, because she would end up falling for him and then where would she be when it all came crashing down?

One thing she had learnt in her short years on Earth was those she loved had so much power to hurt her.

Once upon a time, she was so naive. So sheltered from the truths of life. She never considered that anything terrible could happen to her, let alone again and again. First Mum and then Joshua, all within the space of a couple of short but incredibly difficult years.

To willingly be vulnerable was something she wasn’t ready for—not for long lengths of time anyway. This moment with Anders was a slight slip. She couldn’t do that again.

He kissed the top of her head. ‘Let me make you dinner.’

She sat up, covering her breasts with the sheet. ‘I’d really love to, but I probably better get home. I told Jager I was trying out a Zumba class. He might get worried if I’m late.’

Anders frowned but nodded. He knew the rules—no-strings-attached. And so did she, yet she had let him strum the strings of her heart tonight.

She kissed his lips. ‘Let me know when you’re free next.’

He rubbed a hand down her shoulder and looked up at her, his face serious and sombre, but he nodded. ‘Sure.’

She raced around, dressing back into her clothes, blew him a kiss, and left.

Out in the cold night, she dragged in lungfuls of air, trying to still her racing heart. What had she gotten herself into?


Chapter 22

Mum had asked Anders to head around for dinner Thursday night. An unusual request mid-week, especially on a training night, but she said it was important.

When he arrived at the farmhouse after training and went inside, he could already smell the tell-tale scents of a roast. ‘Mmmm, something smells good,’ he said, marching up to the kitchen.

Mum was stirring gravy in a big tray at the stove. Tony was sitting at the table.

‘Hi,’ he said, kissing Mum on the cheek.

‘Hi, son, glad you could make it.’

‘No worries.’ He turned to Tony. ‘How are you feeling? Arthritis still playing up?’

‘I’m not a hundred per cent.’

‘Geez, that’s no good.’

Not long after, big servings of roast chicken and vegetables were dished onto plates and they sat around the table to eat.

‘Thanks for having me around, Mum, this is so good,’ he said pointing his fork at the mounds of food on his plate. After a long day of exercise, he wasn’t about to say no to a good meal.

She smiled, though it didn’t quite meet her eyes. ‘Our pleasure.’

He sat up taller, looked from Mum to Tony and back to Mum. ‘Is something going on?’

Mum glanced at Tony and Tony gave a small nod. After a deep breath in, Mum said, ‘We have a proposal for you.’

His heart thudded hard against his ribs. ‘Um, okay.’

‘Now, I don’t want an answer right now. I want you to take a couple of days, at least, to give this some consideration.’

He nodded.

‘Tony and I want to retire. It’s time.’

His heart sank to his stomach, but he did his best to stay upright.

‘We would love more than anything to keep this farm in the family. As you know, your grandfather cleared the paddocks here, built the road into this place and started this dairy from scratch.’

‘I know,’ he said and found his voice was weak and scratchy. A sense of impending doom descended over his mind.

‘We want to pass the dairy on to you. All of it. We’d be honoured to pass it down to family. The farmhouse, the equipment, the stock, the business. Everything. You’d just have to cover stamp duty to transfer the title and all we want is to take over one of the old worker’s cottages to live in.’

He opened his mouth to protest, but she held her hand up.

‘It’s my farm, handed down to me by my father in exactly the same way. You could have a real life here, Anders. The business is strong. Yes, there are hiccups, but all life, no matter where you are or what you’re doing, has hiccups. There’d still be an opportunity to train and play club football. And when you have children, you’d be able to coach them if you wanted. So you wouldn’t have to give up AFL altogether.’

His heart was racing. This was too real. Too much. The look on his mum’s face, the seriousness, the pleading eyes, needled into his heart. ‘Why now? You are both still young.’

Mum squeezed her lips together, looked away for the time of a breath. ‘It feels like the right time.’

‘For you too, Tony?’

Tony nodded. ‘Yeah, mate. We’re not getting any younger. These past few weeks—’ he slowly splayed his fingers then fisted them again, ‘—it’s been painful. We can’t do this for much longer.’

Anders blew out a long breath. This was all so sudden. ‘What happens if I say no?’

Mum shrugged. ‘That’s a very real option. You get to choose this, okay. I’m not going to force it on you.’

‘Yes, but what if I say no?’ he repeated.

‘We sell up,’ Tony said.

Mum wasn’t looking at him, just focusing on her plate as she pushed a piece of chicken around with her fork.

‘Take your time and give it due consideration,’ Tony said.

Anders coughed, trying to ease the tension in his throat. ‘I will give it thought.’

‘Good. We’d appreciate that,’ Tony said.

Mum nodded and forced a tight smile. ‘Now that that’s out the way, everyone eat or this is going to get cold.’

Despite his ravenous disposition a few minutes ago, he had to force himself to finish what was left on his plate.

Their proposition wasn’t mentioned again for the rest of the night, though it sat in the background of everything, and Anders felt it in his guts like a hard stone.

Anders spent the entire trip home in his head, navigating on auto-drive. In a way, he resented having to make this decision. Until now, the obligation had always remained unspoken yet glaringly present.

He always knew there would come a time when he would be not only asked but expected to take over; he just never knew it would be so soon.

He loved his job, loved being part of such a great family-oriented sporting community. It saw him meeting people all around the region that he otherwise wouldn’t get to mingle with if he were stuck out on the farm day in day out. He earnt a decent living from it—enough to be managing the repayments on his house and car.

His chest grew tight again—the dissonance of not knowing what to do. Did he follow his heart in the direction of his current passion and continue doing what he loved to do?

But that meant he would have to stand by and watch his parents as they sold the farm off to some investor who would never understand the sentimentality of that place.

Or did he follow his heart back to the farm, honour his parents, and recognise what that place did to change his life—bring him calm and work ethic and responsibility?

He had to talk this through with someone or his head was going to explode. He needed the mind of someone who wasn’t inside this confusion with him, but rather had an eagle’s view.

His first thought was Neve, but he wasn’t ready to tell her about this. No, he needed someone who knew him inside and out and wouldn’t be afraid to tell the truth.

He asked his car assistant to dial Jager’s number.

Jager answered after a few rings. ‘Hey, mate. What’s up?’

‘Ah, hi.’

‘Everything okay?’

‘Not really. I know it’s getting late, but do you feel like meeting me at the pub for a couple of beers?’

‘Yeah, sure. Give me twenty minutes. I’ll see you there.’

Anders arrived at the pub on Main Street, headed to the bar for two bottles of beer, then found a seat. For Thursday night, there weren’t too many people here. A few nods in his direction from residents who knew him, which he returned with as convincing a smile as he could manage.

It wasn’t long until Jager strode through the doors, wearing a worried expression, and spotted Anders at a tall table.

He pulled up a stool across from him and Anders slid his beer along the table.

Jager caught it. ‘Thanks.’

‘Thanks for coming.’

‘What’s the matter? Did something happen?’

He took a long swallow of his beer and sighed. ‘Mum and Tony asked me to take over the farm.’

Jager’s eyes widened. ‘From when? Now?’

Anders nodded. ‘They want to retire. They’re going to give me the lot.’

‘And I take it you don’t want a bar of it?’

Anders rubbed a hand over his cheek. ‘My first reaction is to say no. And then I think about how generous an offer it is and how long the farm’s been in the family and I feel like I have to.’

‘Have to, but don’t really want to?’

‘I don’t bloody know. Fuck! I don’t know. What do you think?’

Jager shrugged. ‘Mate, I’m not sure I can tell you what to do here. I know that’s not much help, but it has to be your decision. I know what I’d do. I’m a farm manager, and I love my job. If I had a relative come along and offer me a fully functioning dairy, I’d jump, both feet, without a second thought. But you’re not me. And I know you love your AFL work. And I know you’re good at that. But I also know you enjoy keeping your hand in once a month at the farm too.’

He shook his head. ‘It’s such a tough industry. Doesn’t leave a lot of downtime.’

‘It is. Not gonna lie about that. A lot of ups and downs. And, yeah, the hours are long.’ Jager rested his elbows on the table and leaned forward. ‘You worried about what this new girlfriend’s going to think?’

Anders lowered his brow, confused. Did he know about Neve? And then he remembered that Jager still thought he was seeing the single mum. ‘No, that fizzled out.’

Jager frowned. ‘I’m sorry to hear that.’

He shook his head, waved Jager’s concern away. ‘It wasn’t anything serious.’

Jager looked at him for a long while with an assessing gaze.

‘What?’

He had a sip from his beer bottle. ‘I’ve never known you to go after a woman you weren’t serious about. So it’s strange to hear you talk like that.’

Anders wanted to groan, sick and tired of these lies, but he kept his face impartial. ‘Full of surprises, I guess.’ He swallowed a mouthful of beer and lowered the bottle to the table, twisting it from side to side. ‘What am I going to do?’

‘Take some time. I’m sure you’re not expected to give an answer immediately. You’ll work out what’s right for you. Because at the end of the day, it’s your life, your future—so you have to do what’s best for you. A decision you’re not going to resent or regret.’

‘But you think I should take over the farm?’

‘I’m not saying that at all. I would. In a heartbeat. But you’re not me. Think it over tomorrow when you’re fresh. Work out which decision you’re going to be able to live with.’

Anders inclined his face to the ceiling, closed his eyes for a long moment. ‘What decision I’ll be able to live with.’ Anders knew what that was—the farm. He hated to disappoint people he cared about, especially his mum and Tony. To say no to them and watch them sell the farm would kill him on the inside. Guilt he didn’t want to live with.

And yet, would he wake up in ten years’ time and resent his parents for making him choose a life he didn’t think was right for him?

‘Fuck,’ he hissed.

Jager gave a sympathetic chuckle. ‘Yeah, mate. It’s a tough one.’


Chapter 23

Neve piled all her make-up cases into the back seat of her car and sunk into the driver’s seat. A text from Anders was waiting on her phone.

ANDERS: How was your workshop?

She smiled.

NEVE: Loads of fun.

ANDERS: Glad to hear it. Feel like winding down at my place tonight? But you have to stay for dinner, at least. There are limits to just how no-strings I can go. Running away straight after sex may have been it.

It still twisted her insides the way she had raced out on him, but, like always, with her growing emotions came growing fear. Fear she was deeply embarrassed by because it was the antithesis to the woman she used to be.

What a flaw to have in this world to be afraid to love.

NEVE: I’ll stay for dinner.

ANDERS: Good. I really hope you know how to cook. ;)

NEVE: Very funny!

ANDERS: Don’t worry, I’m capable of throwing something together. I’ll see you when you get here.

She stopped by her house first for a shower and a change of clothes.

A little after seven that evening, she arrived at Anders’ place. He met her at the side door with a smile, but there was something in the background of his expression, a sadder emotion she couldn’t decipher.

‘How are you?’ she asked, reaching onto her tiptoes to kiss his lips.

‘I’m good. You?’

‘Great.’ She laughed. ‘This is the most formal I think we’ve ever been.’

‘The least handsy.’

The smile drifted from her mouth as she watched him, the slight downward curl of his lips. ‘You sure everything’s okay? I mean, I’m your friend after all. If something is up, you can talk to me.’

‘Everything’s fine,’ he said, coming closer and cradling her face between those big hands of his. His mouth reached hers and he kissed her with teasing tenderness. ‘I have wanted to do that for three long days,’ he whispered when their eyes met again.

‘Me too.’ So much.

‘You hungry yet?’ he asked with a teasing glint in his eyes.

‘Starving.’ She would have happily forgone dinner and had him instead, but it was getting late and the scent of something richly delicious wafted through the house.

‘Good,’ he said.

She followed him to the kitchen where a big pot was heating on the stove top. The red, bubbling sauce on top hinted at bolognese.

‘Spaghetti?’ she asked.

He nodded.

‘My mum made the best spaghetti bolognese.’

He arched a brow. ‘So I’ve got high standards to meet?’

‘You definitely do.’

‘I think you’ll like it.’ A palm ran over his stomach. ‘I’m going to dish up because I’m seriously bloody hungry. I can never get enough food into me.’

‘I wish I had that problem.’

His bold gaze travelled up the length of her. ‘Believe me, you have no problem at all.’

Her cheeks flushed.

‘Where do you want to eat?’

‘I’ve been on my feet for three days’ straight, so let’s take it into the living room and relax, hey?’ she suggested.

‘I couldn’t agree more.’

He dished up two big bowls and poured a glass of red wine each. They took a seat side by side on the comfortable lounge.

‘Jager said he was meeting you for a beer last night. He wasn’t home by the time I’d gone to bed, so I couldn’t secretly ask him all about you.’

Anders chuckled. ‘Just some quiet drinks. Felt like I hadn’t been spending any time with him outside of football.’

‘I got the impression that something might have been wrong?’

He shook his head. ‘Nope.’

She smiled. ‘Good.’

‘Eat up,’ he said and shovelled a huge spoonful of spaghetti into his mouth.

She did the same before moaning. ‘This is so good.’

His grin was a little smug. ‘Good to hear.’

‘I wouldn’t have pinned you as a good cook. I thought I was going to have to try and lie through my teeth about how great this was.’

‘What can I say? I’m a surprise package.’

You’re definitely that.

‘So tell me about these lessons you give.’

She giggled because she was certain he was prompting her to talk so he could heap more food down his throat. ‘I developed the program myself and asked that I run it at TAFEs in the local area. I try to do the course once a year at each of the six TAFEs in the region.’

‘And you get a lot of students?’

She nodded. ‘My class this week had eighteen. Mostly young mums and school leavers. Everyone really wants to be there and learn, and I get to make some spare cash.’

He looked at her over a forkful of spaghetti. ‘You’re really dedicated, aren’t you?’

‘I want to make something of myself. And besides, I’ve got bills to pay. The quicker I can get out from under Jager’s feet, the better.’

His brow furrowed. ‘Has he said he wants you to move out?’

She shook her head. ‘Not at all. And I love him to pieces, but I think I’m starting to outstay my welcome. He’s a single guy. He doesn’t want his sister cramping his style forever.’

‘I suppose not. Though, if it makes you feel any better, he has never mentioned that he doesn’t want you there or that things are getting cramped. Not once.’

‘That’s good to know. Thanks.’

She rested her fork on her bowl and had a sip of wine.

‘How is it?’ he asked.

‘Really good.’

He winked. ‘Glad to hear it.’

They finished their dinner and Anders brought out the bottle of wine from the kitchen and topped up their glasses.

‘Thanks, I might have to stop here if I want to drive myself home tonight.’

‘You could always stay the night,’ he said, hazel eyes glinting with promise.

How those words moved through her body like caressing hands. She imagined how it would feel spending the night beside Anders and waking up to that big, hot body pressing against her tomorrow morning. Roiling anticipation in her belly.

‘I’ll see how I feel after this glass,’ she said with a giggle, though she could hear how her voice was a little breathless with arousal.

He sat beside her and moved closer until their bodies were touching, his heat becoming her heat on this cool spring evening. He lifted his arm around her shoulders, as though they had done it a million times before, and she tucked into him, resting her head against his chest.

‘You’re trying to soften me up,’ she whispered with a grin.

‘Not at all. I like being close to you.’

Good answer. He was full of them. She sipped her wine, enjoying the fruity pepperiness. Barely onto her second glass, and it was already going to her head. ‘We always seem to talk about my career. I want to know where you see yourself with your career.’

She felt him hold his breath, his entire body tightening against her. ‘I haven’t really given it much thought,’ he finally managed.

‘Do you see yourself doing it for a while yet? Don’t you have a Bachelor of Education or something?’

‘Yeah, I do. I don’t know how long I’ll stay in it. I guess as long as I love it and my body can handle it.’

She wiggled out from beside him. ‘In my head, I always saw you taking over the farm. You’d look pretty hot in a pair of coveralls and gumboots.’

His smile was tense and it sparked her curiosity. ‘It’s still an option.’

‘Believe it or not, I actually thought about going into farm management like Jager.’

He sat up taller. His eyes were wide. ‘You?’

She laughed. ‘Don’t be fooled by all this,’ she said pointing to her freshly made-up face. ‘I’m not a princess. Well, not always a princess. When I was in high school, I loved staying at my next door neighbour Rachel’s house because we got to help her dad with farm chores. They raised sheep and some cattle. It was so different from my life. I was jealous she got to live on that big property with all those animals.’

‘I would never have guessed, though the passion must have come from somewhere for Jager to head in that direction.’

‘I think your parent’s farm was what gave him the bug. He would come home after a weekend spent with you and tell us all about how he helped milk beautiful long-lashed cows. Mum thought we were both mad. She could never see what we saw. Mum was from the city, and I can see now that she never truly adjusted to living here. But for two kids, Jager and I couldn’t have asked for a better place to grow up. Mum was always saying that we would be packing up and leaving as soon as the time was right. And I remember feeling so upset when I went to bed at night and would wish that we could stay just another year more. But we never did leave. When I told Mum I was thinking of farm management, Jager was really supportive of the idea, but Mum didn’t think her daughter should be doing laborious work.’

‘So you chose make-up artistry for her?’

She shook her head. ‘I would have chosen agricultural management if I thought it was right for me, regardless of what Mum said. But, by then, I saw how tired Jager was by the time he got home and seriously considered if I was cut out for it. I loved make-up and I had a talent for it, so, in the end, I thought it was my best fit.’

‘Are you happy with your career choice?’ he asked.

‘I am. I love it. In a way, after my car accident, I think it saved me. I’m not sure any other profession could have. I get to give back and that makes what happened to me not feel so pointless.’

He looked her in the eye, something serious yet unspoken was reflected in his gaze. ‘I think you’re an incredible woman, Neve.’

Her cheeks flushed with heat. ‘Thank you.’

She nestled back under his arm and tucked in close to his body while they finished their glass of wine. Sitting here with him, chatting, was warm and snuggly, and so very safe.

When he got up to open another bottle, she didn’t resist. Her mind was made up—she would stay the night. While he was in the kitchen, she sent a text to Jager, so he wouldn’t worry about her when she didn’t come home.

NEVE: Staying at a friend’s place tonight. See you tomorrow.

With that, she flicked the phone onto silent and tucked it away in her bag.

For hours they talked, drank wine, and laughed so much her stomach ached. He was so easy to be around. As they chatted deep into the night, she became more and more aware of one thing—she wanted Anders so much she ached.

He looked at her then, his eyes burning with desirous intensity. Gaze never faltering, he grabbed her wine glass from her hand and placed it on the coffee table.

Gentle fingers coaxed her hair off her shoulder and he rested his hand on the nape of her neck. The other firmly held her waist.

Leaning in close, until she could feel the warmth of his gentle breath on her face, he tilted his head just right and kissed her.

He tasted so good, like wine and everything she wanted right now, and with her irrationality muted by the dull warmth of alcohol sloshing through her veins, there were no other thoughts.

Darts of heat swamped her as he laid back on the couch and pulled her on top of him. The passion between them ignited. He was hard already, straining against his jeans and pushing into her thigh.

They kissed for so long, her lips tingled. When they no longer could bear the distance their clothes gave their bodies, they peeled them off, one by one, pausing to explore what lay bare beneath.

‘Shall we take this to the bedroom?’ he panted.

She nodded.

He stood, clasped her hand and lifted her from the couch. By the time they made it to his room, she was a ball of desire, flushed, wet and ready.

Lying together on his bed, he touched her like she was the most valuable object he’d ever had in his possession. He treasured her. And she did the same to him, with her caress, each turn of her tongue, every kiss, she valued him.

With her inhibitions dulled, she had more courage, felt free, taking him deep into her mouth until he was groaning, opening herself wide when his tongue met the heat between her thighs. She breathed and moaned and whispered against his body.

When he entered her, she was floating, in sync with his powerful movements, building the pressure and pleasure between them, and she wondered why she was fighting this man.

Did she seriously think that she could go her whole life never loving anyone again?

She looked into his hazel eyes, soft from arousal, and opened her heart a little more to him. She allowed herself to feel all of him and consider him in her life now and into the future.

Ahead of them lay bright possibility. She didn’t question that he was good and right—nothing like Joshua.

‘You are so beautiful,’ he whispered before taking her mouth with his.

She kissed him deeply, loving his taste, letting him in that little bit more as he took her higher towards the stars. Bliss. Like living again. Like obeying the laws of the universe that said love was inevitable.

She remembered how it felt to be open and careless with her heart. She remembered what it was like to feel with all of her. And for this moment, as long as it would last, that’s who she allowed herself to be.

She saw them holding hands, late nights cooking together, watching movies on the weekend, and, dare she say it, love, so much love.

Could she do this again?

A powerful sensation built in her core. She was close. She gripped to him tightly, tore her mouth from his, and breathed through her climax, eyes closed, blissful.

When she opened her eyes, he was watching her and all she had imagined—the love and affection—was everywhere in his gaze.

But then he was coming inside her and his look transformed into one of pleasure.

He lowered his body, still holding most of his weight on his arms, his head at her neck, his deep breaths against her flesh. He felt so good, the weight and the encompassing enormity of him—like everything she had ever wanted.

Anders was in her reach, she just had to stretch her arms and take him.

Could she?

He rolled onto his side and she tucked herself under his arm, head on his shoulder. His breathing was laboured, chest rising and falling.

She had to try, didn’t she?

‘I think I’m falling for you, Anders,’ she whispered, then held her breath as she awaited his reaction.

He was still for a long time bar the gentle rising and falling of his chest and heavy thud of his heart beneath her ear. She lifted onto her elbow to look at him. He was smiling.

She couldn’t help but grin too, because this was something she should be happy about. The fear still sat there on the edges, dampened by the effects of wine and these newly acknowledged emotions, but she had to ignore it. He’d given her no reason to fear him. Not one. Ever. And she’d known him a long time.

‘I didn’t expect to hear that especially after the way you ran away last time.’

She sighed. ‘That’s why I ran away.’

He pulled his arm out from under her and rolled to face her. His hand slipped from her bare shoulder down her arm. ‘I’m falling for you too, Neve. In fact, I think I already have.’

She blinked. Blinked again. ‘Whatever this is,’ she said pointing from her chest to his, ‘has really got away from us, hasn’t it?’

‘Or we’re exactly where we need to be.’

‘I’m still scared,’ she whispered, hating herself for this side of her.

‘So am I.’

‘So what do we do about that?’

‘Nothing. I think it will become less important.’

‘What are you afraid of?’ she asked.

He lowered his gaze to her lips before he looked her in the eyes and said, ‘That you don’t want me as much as I want you.’

Her stomach tensed to hear such honesty. ‘I don’t want you to be scared of wanting me.’

‘Then let me fall as hard as I need.’

‘How? How do I do that?’

‘Don’t close yourself off. Don’t shut me out. Add some strings.’

‘I’ll try,’ she whispered.

‘That’s all I can ask for.’

They made love again and this time she did as he asked. She opened her chest for him and let him reach inside to hold her heart. And what she found was that he held it with such care and grace as though it was the most precious jewel of all.


Chapter 24

Everything Anders had ever wanted was beside him as he woke. Neve’s warm body sank against him as he wrapped an arm around her sleeping form and cuddled her to him. He kissed her shoulder, her neck, the back of her head.

Already he was hard, and he pushed that sensitive erection against the curve of her backside, trying to stop himself from groaning when the pleasure bit instantly.

He wanted her again and again and again. This desire was endless, insatiable. She stirred and pushed back against him, and he let out a gruff sound of pleasure.

His hand slid upwards towards her breast and he cupped the supple mound. Her nipple hardened, pressing into his palm. He couldn’t wait, rolled towards his dresser for a condom, then was right back against her.

He ran his finger along her entrance—she was already swollen and wet. Her hips tilted towards him and that was all the agreement he needed before edging himself deep inside her. The pressure, the slickness and warmth, sent a pleasurable ache all through his body.

He moved, slow at first, but when she made small sounds of pleasure, he quickened the pace, overcome. Usually, he would take his time, but he wasn’t mentally or physically capable this morning.

She was so tight and giving, it destroyed his composure. His breaths hastened. A hot trail of desire rocketed through him and he quickened his pace, pushing harder. She tilted her hips more, taking him deeper, and he groaned against the back of her neck.

‘I could come already,’ he whispered, lifting her leg in the air and slinging it over his elbow. With his finger, he reached around to circle her clit, not letting up. He was getting close.

And then she tightened and moaned and not a second too soon because he spilt himself deep inside her, his mind going hazy as his body bucked and pulsed.

Three loud knocks sounded at the front door.

‘What the bloody hell now?’ he hissed between pants.

‘Ignore it,’ she whispered.

The knocks came again, loud and insistent.

‘Fuck,’ he said, reluctantly pulling out of her.

More knocks.

‘Anders! Anders!’ It was Jager. His words held urgency.

‘Does he know you’re here?’ he asked.

She shook her head as she sat up.

He dealt with the condom and rolled out of bed. ‘I better answer it.’ He threw on a pair of sweatpants and shut the door behind him as he rushed out to the foyer.

The knocks didn’t let up, and his stomach twisted. This was not like Jager. Something had to be wrong.

He opened the door wide to find Jager standing there, his face ashen, a mixture of fury and a frown shaping his lips.

‘What’s going on? Everything okay?’ Anders asked quickly, still a little breathless.

Jager stepped inside, scrubbing a hand through his hair. ‘The nursing home rang me. Mum’s had another stroke. I’ve been at the hospital with her all night; it’s not looking good, and I can’t get a hold of Neve. She needs to be there. I need to get back before … Emily sent me a text just now saying Neve might be with you. I mean, I don’t understand. Is she here?’

Anders scrubbed his jaw with his palm. ‘She’s here, mate.’ He turned and went to stride back up to the bedroom, but Neve was on her way out, dressed in one of his t-shirts.

Anders only then remembered Neve’s clothes were strewn across the living room floor. His gaze flittered to the carpet.

Jager’s eyes followed his, then he looked from Neve to Anders and back again. ‘What the fuck is happening here?’

Neve didn’t answer just shook her head. Tears were in her eyes. ‘What’s wrong with Mum?’ Her voice sounded strange—strangled.

Jager sighed. ‘She’s had another stroke.’ He had managed to make his voice calmer, more sympathetic. ‘It’s bad. She’s … it doesn’t look like she is going to make it. You need to get there—we need to get back there, so you can say goodbye.’

‘You’ve been there all night?’

He nodded solemnly. His lips were shaking and his eyes were welling with tears. ‘I tried to get in contact with you, but you didn’t answer your phone.’

She rushed into the living room and picked up her clothes. ‘I had it on silent. Let me get dressed and we’ll go.’

He nodded, and she dashed up to the bedroom.

Jager looked at Anders, not with disgust or anger, but with hurt. That expression enclosed around Anders’ heart like a squeezing fist. Guilt swarmed his bloodstream.

‘Do you want me to drive you there? Or bring you some coffee or breakfast—’

Jager’s mouth twisted into a snarl. ‘If we miss the last moments of our mother’s life because of you, I will never forgive you. Ever. You’ve been lying to my face this entire time …’ he trailed off, shook his head. ‘I’ve got more important things to worry about right now.’

‘I’m sorry,’ was all Anders could say. And he was, from the bottom of his heart, sorry to see the two people he cared so much about going through this.

Neve came rushing past him, dressed in last night’s clothes; her hair was all over the place.

‘Let’s go. Quickly,’ she said.

‘If you need anything …’

She looked back at Anders, face filled with pain and fear and something that bruised his heart—shame. He wanted to take her in his arms and be there for her, but with how this all played out, it was complicated beyond belief.

Jager gently nudged her towards his waiting car, engine idling, exhaust puffing steam in the freezing morning air, and he didn’t look back.

Anders stood there in the doorway, the chilled air needling into his bare arms and chest, and had a horrible sinking feeling that whatever he and Neve had just shared last night was now over. And so too was his friendship with Jager.

He cleared the tightness creeping up his throat and shut the door behind him.

‘Fuuuuuucccccckkkkkk!’ he roared to the silent room. ‘Fuck, fuck, fuck, fuck,’ he said slamming his palms against the door.

Why hadn’t he told Jager from the start?

‘Fuck!’

He rubbed his hands down his face and let them drop to his sides. His shoulders rolled inward on his long exhalation. Why did he make Neve spend the night? She could have been there with her mother, not here with him.

But he was selfish and couldn’t bear to have her run out so soon again, and he knew if they had a few drinks, she wouldn’t be able to drive home.

The night was perfect, but it was wrong, and if she now missed out on saying goodbye to her mother because of him, not only would Jager never forgive him, but Neve wouldn’t either. And he would never forgive himself.

He marched to his room and found his mobile beside the bed. He had switched it to silent like he did every night before he went to sleep. There were twelve missed messages from Jager at various stages during the night. His best mate had needed him and he had been too busy selfishly creeping around behind Jager’s back with his sister.


Chapter 25

Neve’s mum passed away at three in the morning, five days after her stroke. As Neve left the hospital the morning of Mum’s death, Jager put his arm around her shoulders and pulled her closer to him as they walked to his car. He kissed her head. A kiss that said, ‘It’s now over.’

She could barely put one foot in front of the other, nor hold herself upright. Each muscle was leaden, aching from the lack of sleep for the past week and momentousness of what happened.

They took shifts in the end, always one of them staying the night so at least someone was there for Mum. There were signs that the end was close, and Neve had time to race to the hospital, in the dark and cold night, and spend the last hours with Mum.

And yes, that part of the story was over, but an entirely new chapter was ahead of them now—a future without their mother in it. It was difficult to look into that future yet.

A mass of grief was sitting beneath her skin. It never let up on reminding her that it wasn’t far away. Each breath was painful like her lungs were on fire. Like her heart was a lump of hot coal sitting in her chest.

The silence on the drive home seemed louder this morning or maybe that was because the world was missing the most important person in Neve’s life. That realisation was enough to send her mind hurtling towards that place she didn’t want to visit.

This was real. Completely and utterly real, and she would never see her mother again. A sob bellowed from her as she observed her world now with its constant black void where her mother should be. Every part of her body ached, her lungs, throat, head, chest. It hurt so much, she could barely draw breath and she had to rest her palm against her searing heart to make sure it was still beating.

She couldn’t stop sobbing, big hiccups, until tears were streaming down her face and her throat was sore. Jager put his hand on her shoulder as he drove, intermittently wiping his own tears away.

Neve made herself and Jager a cup of tea when they arrived home. They drank it at the dining table. Neve could barely remember what they spoke about or if they even spoke at all.

‘I better make phone calls,’ Jager said when his teacup was only half empty and strode into the living room.

Neve didn’t want to call anyone, but she knew she had to. So systematically, she rang her friends—Emily first. When she got off the phone, wet-eyed and trembling, she lowered her face into her hands, trying to gather her breath.

She overheard Jager say Anders’ name, and she lifted her head. Her heart thudded and ears pricked.

‘Hi, Anders, um … yeah, I’m calling to let you know that Mum passed away this morning … Yeah, thanks … it is tough, but we’ll get through it … Neve and I were there with her.’ He cleared his throat. ‘Yeah, it has been difficult … I appreciate that … yes … If you could give your mum and Tony a ring, that would be helpful. Thanks. Bye.’

Neve closed her eyes. Her heart was so fragile, she hadn’t been able to contemplate Anders this past week. She had collected her car from his garage, but she had kept their interaction brief. He had rung her a number of times after that, but she never answered, so he left voice messages to let her know he was thinking about her and that he was here if she wanted to talk or come over for a break.

His words had been everything she had wanted to hear, but she never acknowledged his kind gestures.

And that was the wrong thing to do—hurtful and cruel. He didn’t deserve to be ignored especially at a time like this when he would be so worried about her. She had heard his anxiety in his tight, wavering voice on the messages he left, and it was like a punch to her heart despite everything else that was going on.

But she was frozen, ever since she walked out of his door the morning Jager came to get her and she had glanced back at him. At that moment, witnessing the concern and confusion in his gaze, fear had overwhelmed her. Yes, about Mum, definitely, but also fear that he could be taken from her life too just as easily, and she would not be able to bear it.

The hard casing that Anders had helped her slip from these last couple of months had rebuilt around her, enclosing her solidly within—stronger than ever.

Neve snuck away to have a long, hot shower while Jager finished with his calls. She couldn’t be there listening to him say over and over again that Mum had passed away. It kept making her jolt as though with every recount, she was experiencing afresh the realisation that Mum was gone.

As she stood under the warm stream of water, she wrapped her arms around her middle and stared at the tiles beneath her feet. Despite the heat of the water, she couldn’t shake the cold shuddering through her.

The images she held of her mother’s final moments would never leave her thoughts—the sunken eye sockets, the sagging mouth, the thin, wasted frame. In the end, she didn’t even look like Mum, as though she was already gone and her body needed to realise her.

It was the only time in Neve’s life that she had ever begged her mother not to be so strong. She had laid beside her and told her that she and Jager would be okay and that it was fine if she wanted to slip away.

Despite how difficult it was to see her mother like that, Neve would never take back being with her in those final moments.

By the time she dressed into some warm, clean clothes, Jager was sitting on the lounge in the living room. His eyes were red and glossy from welling tears.

She went to him and threw her arms around him. For a long while, they held each other close, saying nothing, as they both cried.


Chapter 26

Anders set the phone down on the lounge beside him. He had organised a bunch of flowers to be delivered to Neve and Jager’s home. He wanted to visit in person, but he didn’t know which way to turn at the moment. At a time like this when two people he cared so much about had lost their mother, he should be there for them.

His ears still rang from the silent treatment he received all week. Of course he didn’t expect a three-hour long conversation, merely an update as to what was happening.

He could understand Jager’s cold shoulder—he had caught Anders in a huge lie. Anders had said to Jager’s face that he wouldn’t pursue Neve and yet he had. Nothing was more obvious with Neve’s clothes strewn across the living room floor. No lies could cover that up.

But after what he and Neve had confessed to each other, and now she had barely spoken a word to him, he was baffled and wounded. He didn’t know what this silence meant.

If he went to see Neve and Jager, would it cause more hurt for them?

He leant back, his head resting against the couch, and huffed. His heart was heavy for his friends and what they must be going through. Anders hadn’t experienced that level of grief. He’d lost his grandparents a few years apart five or so years ago, and that was really tough, but to lose a mother would be a completely different experience altogether.

He would try one more time with Neve, not a voice message, she didn’t respond to those, but a text, hoping that she might reply.

ANDERS: I’m so sorry about your mum. I understand this is such a difficult time for you, so if you need anything at all or want someone to talk to, I’m here. Thinking of you. Love, Anders. xx

After ten minutes sitting, staring at his phone, willing her to reply, he understood that she wouldn’t.

He dragged himself to his feet and sighed. His prediction had been right that it was over between them. Maybe there was nothing there to start with. Maybe in his lust-fuelled eagerness, he had read far more between them than what was there in reality.

But how does that explain what she said to him, that she was falling for him? Unless she was humouring him.

He shook his head, berating himself for being such a selfish prick. Her mum died today and here he was worrying about their brief love affair—if that’s what he could even call it.

He shoved his phone in his pocket, grabbed his keys and wallet and headed over to Mum and Tony’s. He had decided what he was going to do about the farm, and he wanted to tell them face-to-face.


Chapter 27

Neve searched for Jager’s car keys and found them on the dining table amidst the funeral plans and empty tea cups. They jangled as she picked them up. Her car was still parked at the hospital; she hadn’t the wherewithal to go back to that place yet.

‘Going somewhere?’ Jager asked, striding into the living room. His eyes were bloodshot, his hair dishevelled. She wondered if she looked in as sorry a shape.

‘Do you mind if I borrow your car for half an hour? I really should go see Anders.’

Jager’s posture stiffened. He shoved his hands into his jeans pockets and cleared his throat. ‘We probably should discuss that elephant.’

‘I’d rather not. What’s done is done.’

‘How long?’ Jager asked.

‘How long, what?’ She knew what he meant, but she was drawing it out for as long as she could get away with.

‘How long have you been sneaking around together?’

She closed her eyes for a moment. ‘I don’t know. Not long. A few weeks. It’s nothing serious.’

‘It looked like it had become serious to me.’

She shook her head.

His brow furrowed. ‘Do you like him, Neve?’

She flinched. ‘It doesn’t matter. It’s over.’

Jager took a step closer. ‘Over?’

‘Yes, but I owe it to him to end things face-to-face.’

He tilted his head back, looking up at the ceiling and rubbed his eyes with his palms. ‘I still can’t believe he lied to me. He looked me fair in the face and lied to me.’

Tears pricked the back of her eyes as she heard the unstated ‘and you lied to me too’.

Jager looked at her again; he was frowning and deep lines creased his forehead. ‘Did he ever have a girlfriend or did he make her up too?’

She winced, then drew in a shaky breath. ‘He made it up—’

‘Bloody hell—’

‘He did it for me because I asked him to keep it secret.’

Hurt flashed in his eyes. Her heart pounded and stomach clenched to know that she had caused it.

‘Why? Why not be upfront with me?’

She shrugged. ‘I was worried you wouldn’t approve. You were fairly forthright with Anders that you didn’t.’ That had always been the excuse. But Jager disapproving of their relationship was the least of her concerns. Quite the opposite.

Deep down, Neve had known she was always going to back out. Time and time again she had proven her seamless ability to self-sabotage in order to keep her heart intact.

The trouble this was causing them all now was inevitable. And right from the start, she knew that. To keep this a secret from Jager was to ensure that his and Anders’ relationship didn’t end too.

But circumstances didn’t go quite to plan.

‘He’s my best friend, Neve, and it all feels so wrong.’

‘Please don’t make a big deal out of this. I can’t take any more guilt-tripping for the moment.’

He shook his head, face apologetic. ‘I don’t mean to make you feel guilty.’

‘Well, it does. Because you needed me and Mum needed me and I was with Anders …’ her voice wavered, tears pricked her eyes.

‘As you said, what’s done is done.’

She nodded, wishing she hadn’t been so weak to get involved with Anders to start with. He deserved more than her. He deserved someone whole-hearted not broken. She wiped at her cheeks then pointed her thumb in the direction of the front door. ‘I better get this over and done with.’

‘You’re breaking up because of me?’ Jager asked.

‘No, Jager, this is for me.’ But in a way, this was her protecting them all. Anders too. If it felt like this now, she could only imagine the pain when they had passed the point of no return. ‘I’ll be back soon.’

Jager sighed. ‘Sure.’

Neve jumped into her brother’s ute and drove to Anders’ house. But when she knocked on his front door, there was no answer. She tried the handle—locked.

‘Damn it!’

She went back to the car and sat in the driver’s seat, gripping the steering wheel, nerves beating in her belly, and waited.


Chapter 28

Anders found his mother in the office, inputting the farm accounts. Her glasses were perched on the end of her nose as she looked from the invoice in her hand to her laptop.

‘Hi, Mum,’ he said from the doorway.

She flinched, then spun to face him, hand on her chest. ‘Oh, Anders, I didn’t hear you come in.’

‘I called out.’

‘I was in my own world.’

‘Tony down in the sheds?’

‘No, he’s in one of the paddocks.’ She frowned. ‘So terribly sad about Mrs Mitchell. I’ve sent Neve and Jager a bunch of flowers. I was wondering if I should take a stew over for them. The last thing they’ll want to be doing is cooking. But I might wait until tomorrow. Give them a day to themselves.’

He frowned. ‘It’s tough.’

‘How are they coping?’

He shook his head. ‘I couldn’t tell you. They’re not currently speaking to me.’

Mum’s face dropped and she sighed. ‘I told you to keep away. Sneaking around like that was only going to cause trouble—’

He put his hand up. ‘Please, Mum, I don’t need to hear it right now.’

She sighed. ‘No, I suppose not.’

‘I’ve actually called in to let you know my decision. About, you know, your proposition.’

She ordered the paperwork quickly and stood. ‘Right. Good. How about I make us a cup of tea?’

‘Sure. Maybe we should get Tony to join us too?’

She shook her head, waved his request away. ‘I’m perfectly capable of relaying it to him later.’

In the kitchen, Mum set about making cups of tea. They sat together at the dining table, a tray of biscuits in the middle of them.

‘So, out with it, what’s your answer?’ Mum said finally.

He frowned because this was the most difficult decision he had ever made. Nerves flickered in his guts and worked up to his chest, tightening his ribcage.

‘Um, Mum, as generous as the offer is—I can’t see a future for me here at the farm.’

His words hung in the air between them for a long moment as loud and as damaging as a swinging axe.

‘Oh,’ Mum said, fiddling with the tablecloth. ‘Right. Yes. Of course.’

A sharp lump sat in his throat. ‘I am so sorry.’

She forced a smile, though it was tight and strained. ‘No need to be. It’s your choice. Not something Tony or I wish to push onto you.’ She continued to straighten creases in the tablecloth that weren’t there.

‘I don’t want to see you sell the place either, though.’

She smiled sadly. ‘Neither do I. But we can’t have it both ways, I guess.’

‘I’m not sure why you’re retiring. You are both still young. I would have thought another five years at least before you considered it.’

She frowned; her bottom lip was trembling. His heart throbbed. When she looked at him, her eyes were watery. ‘Timing isn’t really important. If you don’t want the farm, it doesn’t matter if we retire now or in ten years.’

He reached over the table and rested his hand on top of hers. ‘I’m sorry, Mum. But it’s not my dream.’

She blinked quickly and nodded. ‘That’s why we gave you the option. It would have been nice to hand the farm over to family.’ She laid her free palm over her heart. ‘I would have been really proud ...’ Her voice cracked and tears rolled down her cheeks. ‘But I was also prepared not to if need be. It’s fine.’

Anders slumped back in his chair and sighed. He was finding it hard to breathe.

For days and days, this proposition had been at the forefront of his mind, but it was all tangled up and obscured by sympathy and concern for Neve and Jager.

When Jager had rung him this morning to tell him his mother had passed, the answer Anders had been wavering on was suddenly clear: he had to follow his own path.

But if this was the right decision, why did it now feel so wrong?

‘I’m sorry,’ he said again, not knowing what else he could do to make this better. But there was nothing else he could possibly do; he had broken his mother’s heart.

Anders drove home in a daze. For the past few weeks, with all his lying to his mates, and then the fight with his teammate, he was already scared he was a broken excuse for a man.

But nothing catalysed dread in his veins more than what he had just done. He had looked his mum in the eye and told her he wasn’t going to run the farm, cementing the knowledge that he was completely selfish.

He was going to stand by and watch Mum and Tony sell the dairy, which had been in the family for two generations, to some unsympathetic investor, all because he wanted to keep pursuing his own career.

He slammed his palm against the steering wheel and yelled, his harsh, angry growl filling all the space of his silent car. That decision could never be taken back, not completely; it would always hang there as a signal to his parents that their son was a selfish prick.

He turned up the radio, blasting it, so he could drown out his own mind.

When he arrived at his house, Jager’s ute was parked in his driveway. His stomach lurched. He had no idea what awaited him—a mate who wanted to talk and needed support or a distraught man who wanted a fight.

He parked in beside the ute and climbed out, preparing himself for both outcomes, though feeling like he couldn’t handle either right now.

When Neve climbed out, his shoulders relaxed. Her blue eyes met his, and he took the first full and deep breath since she had walked away from him that cold morning.

‘Neve?’ he said, quickening his pace towards her. ‘Hi. I didn’t expect you.’

She smiled sadly. ‘Yeah, I probably should have texted first.’

He threw his arms around her. ‘I’m so sorry about your mum.’

‘Thanks,’ she whispered against his neck, but too soon she pulled out of his embrace. ‘Um, Anders, can we have a talk?’

The muscles in his back and shoulders tightened. Those words, said in that way, never foretold a good outcome. ‘Sure. Come in.’

When inside, he offered her a drink, but she declined. Another bad sign—this was going to be short and in no way sweet.

They shared a seat beside each other on the lounge. ‘How is Jager? How are you?’ he asked.

‘Truthfully, not great.’ She rubbed her lip nervously. Her eyes were red and watery. ‘I thought I owed it to you to speak with you face-to-face. You know, after everything.’

He nodded, but trepidation was creeping under his skin.

She stared at her hands as they rested on her lap. ‘Um, Anders … I think we should end it here between us. Not that it was serious or anything, but it’s best if we’re on the same page.’

His exhale was a groan. ‘Did you want to give it some time first, you know, let you get through this difficult—?’

She shook her head. ‘I don’t think so.’

He flinched.

‘I’ve made up my mind. It’s not going to change. I just don’t think you’re … right for me.’

All the air gusted from his lungs like she had booted him fair in the stomach. ‘Right? What does that mean?’

‘We’re two very different people.’

He shook his head. ‘I’m not sure I understand because I thought we were pretty damn compatible.’ He was conscious of pushing her at a time like this when emotions were frayed, but he needed to understand why. ‘Did Jager convince you otherwise?’

‘No. He’s barely spoken about it. But I can see where he was coming from. This was never going to work.’

‘But it was working.’

‘It was always meant to be a no-strings-attached arrangement, Anders. Okay? I’m sorry if I made you think it was more. But I’d had a few drinks that night, and I wasn’t thinking clearly.’

Her words sliced him like scalpels, sharp and neat but effective. ‘Right. The wine.’

‘I’m sorry. I really am.’

His limbs were so heavy. His heart was a dead weight in his chest. ‘No. That’s fine. I get it. Completely. I was never going to be good enough for you or Jager. That was made real clear up front.’

He silently willed her to tell him he was wrong, that he was good enough. He needed that so much right now, his body ached.

Her eyes welled with more tears, but she blinked them back and stood. ‘Right, well, sounds like we both know where we stand.’

His heart broke a little more.

‘I better head home,’ she said.

He got to his feet, marched to the door and opened it for her.

‘The funeral will be held next Wednesday at 10am,’ she said on her way out.

He closed the door behind her and leant back against it, eyes closed, breathing through the pain. It gutted him to have had his deepest fears confirmed—too much of him was unlovable.

As much as it hurt, Neve had made the right decision. She deserved someone who wasn’t a liar, who wasn’t selfish, and who didn’t lose control. After everything she had been through, she deserved the best type of man. And he wasn’t that person.

His dad had set him up to fail early on and then Jonathon came along and stole every last scrap of worth he had managed to claw back.

He slumped forward, face in his hands, and yelled a long anguished groan. Tight coils of pain wound around his veins, making every limb throb.

He had been right to be scared because, in the end, he had wanted Neve so much more than she had ever, could ever, want him.


Chapter 29

Saturday morning, Neve hauled herself into the shower and spent long moments with the warm water streaming over her, allowing some semblance of functionality to be reinstalled.

Afterwards, cooking breakfast for Jager and herself was a distraction, but hunger was evading her lately, so she couldn’t handle much from her own plate. Jager was playing football today. How he could possibly drag himself around a field for four quarters when she could barely drag herself out of bed was mind-boggling.

‘I need the distraction,’ he said at the kitchen sink as he rinsed off his empty plate. ‘I need to think about something else. I know that probably doesn’t sound right, but it’s me trying to cope with all this. Roughing up the other team will be a good release. Besides, it’s the semi-final, and I can’t let the team down.’

Perhaps it was a testosterone thing—needing a different outlet.

By midday, after Jager raced out the door with his sports bag slung over his shoulder, thoughts of Mum swam back to the surface. The silence and solitude made them louder. But she couldn’t bear to look into that pit of emotion. She’d visited that desolate place too much these past few days and she had shed too many tears. So she called Emily and asked if she would like to meet her at the only local café in Wattle Valley.

Emily was waiting for her on one of the outside tables when Neve arrived. Main Street on Saturday was going through rush hour, which, for Wattle Valley, meant one of two cars every now and then. Most with cattle dogs tied to the trays, farming equipment, or loads of feed in the back.

As soon as Neve spotted Emily’s deep sympathetic frown, it was enough to set the tears off. She had done away with trying to hide them.

Emily’s eyes were glossing by the time they drew each other in for a hug. ‘Darling girl, I’m so very sorry. Heartbreaking, I’m sure, to lose your mother.’

Neve offered a watery smile. ‘Thanks.’

They took a seat across from each other and Neve wiped the tears from her cheeks. No make-up today—another pointless feat if she was inevitably going to cry it off. Maybe that’s what her next video could be about—a make-up look that could withstand grief.

How incredibly entitled she used to be, to not only have the time but the emotional wherewithal and patience to spend long minutes applying make-up every day. But not even make-up could hide this pain, so she didn’t even try.

‘How are you going, all things considered?’ Emily asked.

‘I’m up and down. Each and every minute is so hard. Sometimes I can be distracted for a while and then I’ll smell something or a memory will hit me and grief is never too far away.’

‘In time, your heart may not feel quite so broken. I know it’s a platitude, but one I deeply hope is true.’

She crossed her fingers and held them up. ‘Seems impossible at the moment, but I live in hope.’

‘How have you been sleeping?’

‘I had some tablets prescribed, so if I use them, my sleep isn’t too bad. But their effectiveness seems to be wearing off a little already.’

Emily nodded and sighed. ‘I wish I could shoulder some of this for you.’

‘I wouldn’t wish it on anyone.’ But grief was something everyone was going to encounter at some time in their life.

The teenager employed as a waiter stopped by their table and asked if he could take their orders. He patiently waited while they quickly perused the menu and decided on their meals.

‘So,’ Emily said when he had left. ‘Has Anders been good to you? I’m sure he must be a great comfort at this time.’

Neve startled at the mention of his name because with his name came a flood of memories and conflicted emotions. She lowered her eyes to the table. ‘Um, I haven’t really seen him.’

‘Oh,’ Emily said, sitting up taller. ‘I’m sorry. I didn’t know that.’

‘I broke it off. I’m not in the right headspace for a relationship.’

Emily nodded, her lips drawn into a sympathetic line. ‘Makes sense. He caught up with Wil last night for a beer. Wil mentioned that Anders wasn’t himself. I presumed he was upset about deciding not to take over the farm—’

Her mouth fell open. ‘The farm?’

Emily’s brow furrowed. ‘You didn’t know?’

Neve shook her head. ‘Not a thing.’

‘Mrs Adams offered the dairy to Anders. She wants to retire.’

‘And Anders said no?’

Emily nodded.

‘He didn’t mention any of that.’

Emily shrugged. ‘Maybe he didn’t want to burden you with it.’

‘Maybe,’ she said, though it didn’t stop the punch of hurt for him not confiding in her. Then again, she hadn’t given him the time of day to do so.

She recalled their last night together where she had sensed something wasn’t quite right with him. But when pressed, he didn’t give over any details. Was this decision about the farm the cause of his underlying sadness? But why wouldn’t he have said something then?

‘How long have you known about this?’ she asked.

‘I only found out when Wil arrived home from the pub last night. Mrs Adams is really upset, supposedly.’

Neve frowned. ‘I can imagine she would be.’

‘Anders is in pretty bad shape,’ Emily said with a deep frown. ‘Wil said he was really flat.’

Her pulse quickened. She cocked her head to the side. ‘How so?’

‘After a few beers, he got quite negative. About himself.’

Neve sighed, lowered her face into her hands. ‘Shit.’

‘What?’

She lifted her head and looked at Emily. ‘When I went to see him to break things off, he said something that caught me by surprise. He mentioned that he never felt like he was good enough for me or Jager. I didn’t give him the impression otherwise.’

‘Oh,’ was all Emily managed.

‘Yeah, I suck. You don’t need to say it.’

Emily reached over the table and rested her hand on Neve’s. ‘You don’t suck. You’ve got a lot to deal with at the moment.’

‘I don’t believe he’s not good enough for me at all. The opposite. I thought if I agreed with him, he’d let me go without a fuss. Then he would be able to find someone else who wasn’t so fragile when it comes to love.’

Emily’s eyes widened. ‘Love? We’re talking about the L-word already?’

Neve shook her head quickly. ‘Of course not. It was never serious.’ If she denied she felt anything for him, especially love, then she could convince herself that it was true. Tears sprung to her eyes and escaped down her cheeks before she realised she was crying. She wiped at her face and sniffled.

‘Honestly, Neve, this is such a tough time for you. Please just concentrate on working through your own battles for the time being. Anders will get through his, okay?’

She nodded, but it didn’t stop the guilt pinching her heart.


Chapter 30

Today, Anders would be captaining the biggest football game of the year so far. If the Wattle Valley Lions won, they were guaranteed a spot in the grand final.

The catch was, they were up against the number one team—the team they lost to last time they met. He was trying not to let the pressure get to him on top of everything else that had happened these past couple of weeks.

He had to keep his mind focused and positive on leading the team to a win. That meant, pushing down how much he missed Neve.

By the time he led his team onto the oval to the beeps and cheers from the local crowd, his body was buzzing with adrenaline—each muscle flickering and ticing as they ran through the warm-up.

Huddled together, he gave his team words of encouragement and reminded them that today they had Mrs Mitchell watching over them and they were playing for her as well as each other.

He touched the black armband on his upper arm, something the whole team was wearing to acknowledge Mrs Mitchell’s passing, as he ran towards the centre circle ready for the first bounce. ‘Come on,’ he said under his breath. ‘We’ve got this!’ he yelled to his team.

His body was electric, crouching low opposite his opponent. He would give everything today until there was nothing left of him. If they had to carry him off the field, so be it.

The whistle blew, the umpire bounced the ball hard and it flew into the air. Anders charged towards it, stretching as high as he could and punched it hard to his team member. His body collided with his opponent, knee and torso, with a smack. The pain rejuvenated him, enlivened him, and let the other ruckman know he wasn’t here to play soft.

But even with all the team’s effort, they lost the first quarter. And the second. By halftime, they were down eighteen points, and the coach screamed at them in the change rooms to do what they could to turn the game around in the second half.

A renewed focus, a few position changes, and they took the field again. They were down six points at third-quarter time—but playing catch-up footy was exhausting. The team were red-faced and breathing hard. Anders’ limbs felt leaden.

But they kept up the momentum, the focus, the pressure, the animal drive to win and they got it back to two down in the dying minutes.

Jager took a spectacular mark right on the siren. The crowd erupted. Anticipation rocketed through Anders and the rest of his team; he could feel it in the air. A few teammates smacked Jager’s arse and gave him words of encouragement as he lined up to kick a goal. If he nailed this, they won and were into the final next week. If he didn’t—season over.

This weight was what nobody wished on any teammate, especially one whose entire week had been one big pressure cooker.

The opposition lined up in front of Jager, jumping and sledging, doing everything to put him off. Then one loud voice, a deep baritone, sounded over the rest of them as Jager set himself up to make the kick. ‘Your mum was a whore.’

Jager flinched and the ball dropped awkwardly, hitting the side of his boot. It sailed off at the wrong angle, not even going near the goals.

His team ran from all quarters of the field towards the guy who had sledged and a brawl erupted. Fists and shoves and jumper punches were flying.

By the time Anders got to the end of the field shouting for them to ‘let it go’, umpires and team members from both sides were already breaking up the melee and the huddle of angry men soon dissipated.

All that remained as the opposition jumped, laughed and cheered with each other was the realisation and impact of knowing his team had lost.

Anders dropped to his arse onto the grass below, legs bent, elbows resting on his knees and breathed deep, ragged breaths. He was exhausted beyond belief and gutted that their season ended here.

They were so close.

So close.

But as the captain, he had to lead this team in sportsmanship and grace, so he dragged himself to his feet and, along with his teammates, they shook every opposition player’s hand and uttered their congratulations, even though, deep down, they all wished it were the other way around.

The coach had his arm around Jager’s shoulder, talking to him, as they walked off the field. On any normal day, missing a goal like that would hurt, but on top of everything else, it was going to feel like jagged glass filleting him.

In the change rooms afterwards, Anders and his team sat around in a circle on the benches, shirtless, red-faced, slumped shoulders and sagging heads. Despite the harsh sprays from the coach during the game, he was more composed as he spoke to the team.

When they finally got out of there, Anders headed up to the clubhouse, inhaling deeply before he went inside. Despite knowing that they all gave it one-hundred-and-fifty per cent today, he couldn’t help but shoulder the responsibility of losing.

He stopped by the bar for a beer then joined his team at a huddle of tables that had been dragged from around the room and pushed together. ‘Good job today, boys. Regardless of us coming away with a loss, as a captain, I couldn’t ask for a greater effort. All season.’ He held his glass up. ‘To the Wattle Valley Lions.’

The team in a deep bass of sound all chorused, ‘To the Wattle Valley Lions.’

As the afternoon turned into evening, myriad empty glasses and coasters were scattered across the tables. The conversation had shifted from football, after hours of commiserations, and finally ventured towards life after and outside of this season.

When there was a lull in banter, he pulled Jager aside to talk to him. It was eating him up that their friendship had been non-existent, especially at a time like this. He pulled up a spare chair beside him.

‘How you going?’ he asked.

Jager shrugged. ‘I’ve been better.’

‘The coach said you took what happened pretty hard. I want to let you know the game was already lost by the time you took that mark. We played four quarters of footy before that kick, and it should never have come down to us needing a goal on the siren.’

He inhaled deeply and blew it out. ‘I know.’ He slowly got to his feet. ‘Anyway, I’m going to get another beer.’

Anders cleared his throat. ‘Right, well, okay.’

Jager left for the bar, leaving Anders sitting on his own. He hated what had happened between them. Their friendship had to be made right again, but he didn’t know how. An apology didn’t seem to cut it.

He tipped his glass to his lips and skolled the remaining beer. These last couple of weeks had been hell, and honestly, he wanted to wash his memory clear of it.

Anders followed Jager to the bar but stood a distance away, understanding well enough he wanted space. But while a fresh pot of beer was being poured, a tall, slender woman came to stand beside him. ‘Hi, remember me?’

He turned to face her. She was smiling. ‘Of course. Samantha, right? Winnie’s cousin.’

Her grin grew wider, showing perfectly straight white teeth. ‘Yeah, that’s right. So sorry about the loss today.’

He shrugged, shook his head. ‘Not the first. Won’t be the last.’

‘No. I guess not. Still sucks though, right?’

‘Brutally.’

The barman placed his pot on the countertop. Anders grabbed for it and thumbed in the direction of his team. ‘I better get back there.’

Samantha smiled.

Anders practically collapsed into a seat and groaned; his legs were aching and his muscles were already starting to stiffen. He dared to glance at Jager who was halfway through his next beer already. This was not going to end well. He could feel it. His intuition told him to leave now before one of them said or did something they regretted, but he swallowed it down.

As the hours flew by, the words that had gone unsaid between Anders and Jager about all that had happened, thickened and grew until there was a palpable tension in the air.

But they had been mates for fifteen years, surely what happened between him and Neve could not possibly be big enough to come between them.

Today’s game was forgotten in the lateness of night as alcohol slipped through Anders’ veins like a salve—numbing him to the disappointment. With his team, they sang, laughed and spoke about their latest exploits.

His head was swimming. His muscles no longer even ached as he went to the bar for another beer. Each time he stood, he could assess how drunk he was. Judging by his zigzagging path to the bar, he was almost pickled.

The heater inside was a little too hot with all the warm bodies and drink, so he carried his next beer outside. He needed a break from it all—some time for drunken contemplation. Mostly, he missed Neve. He wished more than anything that tonight, he was going home to her soft, giving body.

He went around the side of the clubhouse away from the smokers and leant back against the cold bricks of the building. The fresh, chilled air filled his lungs. His overheated body cooled and his head cleared—as much as was possible after the amount he’d drank.

His attention turned upwards to the immense night sky overhead. Little pinpricks of stars glinted against the film of blackness. Such distance and space, and yet he felt cloistered by all that was happening around him, as though his big world was slowly shrinking towards something he could no longer even recognise.

‘Mind if I join you?’ came a female voice.

He baulked, his brain turning that voice into Neve’s. His heart warmed to think she was here and willing to speak to him, but when he looked, it wasn’t Neve but Samantha.

It took all his control not to let the devastation show on his face. ‘Um, sure.’

She smiled and nestled in beside him, her arm and hip pressing against his. He closed his eyes, trawling through his alcohol-muzzled mind for some semblance of a conversation he could have with this woman he barely knew.

‘Pretty night,’ she said. ‘I’m always awed by the way the sky looks out here in the country. The stars are so bright and present.’

He nodded. ‘Sad to say, but I think I’ve taken that for granted.’

‘A stint in the city would soon change that.’

‘So how’s your stay? Not missing the big smoke just yet?’

She shook her head, her top teeth grazing her bottom lip. ‘This town seems to have everything I want.’

He didn’t miss the innuendo behind her last comment. Under normal circumstances, he might find it flattering. But all she did was remind him of who he wasn’t with and who he ached to be with right now. ‘Um. Samantha, I’m not … I’m not looking to get into a relationship right now.’

She smiled as she glanced up at him. ‘I’m not asking for a relationship.’ Her hand drifted to his waist and she pressed her chest to him as she came to stand in front of him. She took his beer, placed it on the ground, and reached for his jeans button. ‘Maybe a blowjob for a start,’ she whispered.

Fuck! He moved her hands away. ‘Samantha. No. I’m not interested.’

She tried again. ‘I’ve never heard any man say no to that before. I promise I’m very good at it.’ His top button snapped open, and she started on his zipper.

Memories boomed in his head. Heavy breathing in his ear. Pressure at his back. Rough hands on his body.

He flicked her hands away with more insistence this time and attempted to button his fly back up. But her fingers were there again. As he turned, looking for an escape route, he spotted Jager about five metres away, glaring at him.

‘Shit,’ he hissed. ‘Samantha, just fucking leave!’

She lifted her hands, took two steps back. ‘Fine. Geez. You country boys are hard to figure out.’

Jager made his way towards him while Samantha strode away.

‘It’s not what it looks like,’ Anders said, finally getting his button sorted.

‘Keeping it classy, Anders. Good to see. A blow job behind the clubhouse. You have reached a new low, haven’t you?’

‘I came out here for some space. She followed. Nothing happened.’

‘Why the hell would I believe a single word that comes out of your mouth?’

He lowered his gaze and sighed. He didn’t have an answer to that because, all in all, he had been lying to Jager for the past few weeks.

‘Didn’t I just find my sister at your house, her clothes all over the floor, barely a week ago? Have you no respect? I thought I knew you, Anders, but I honestly don’t know who the hell I’m even looking at right now. Who is this guy who lies to my face, screws my sister, then moves on as though she meant nothing?’

‘That’s not what happened. I’m sorry I lied to you. We thought it best to—’

‘Not let her brother find out because he’ll know what a sneaky, using fuck you are.’

Anders sighed. ‘Look, if that’s how you feel about it, obviously nothing I say is going to change your mind.’ He went to leave, but Jager pushed him hard in the chest, and he staggered backwards. How he managed to stay on his feet was beyond him.

He lifted his arms up, fingers splayed, to let Jager know that he wasn’t going to fight over this. ‘I’m heading home. We’ll discuss this tomorrow if you want.’

Jager shoved him again, but he was ready for it this time and barely budged. ‘I’m not going to fight you.’

‘You’ve got no fucking choice,’ Jager yelled and swung his arm. Anders weaved and managed to dodge the main impact of the punch, Jager’s fist grazing his ear.

Jager swung again with a left hook and collected Anders’ jaw like a solid brick. His head flung to the side, ears vibrating, brain ringing with the impact. Another fist flew at him, but he ducked and sprung forward, gripped Jager by the throat and smashed his back against the building.

He pinned him there with his body and raised his fist, knuckles clenched, ready to smash it into his nose. His breaths were heavy.

‘Fucking hit me. Do it! Do it!’ Jager yelled. ‘Do it! Put me out of my fucking misery!’

Anders’ arm strained as he fought for composure through his drunken haze. Flashes of the past flickered—his fist beating over and over again into Jonathon’s face.

He shook his head and forced himself to look harder into Jager’s eyes. So much pain and sadness existed within them.

He loosened his hold around Jager’s throat. He wouldn’t hit him, no matter how much Jager was goading him. ‘I was serious about Neve,’ he hissed, close to Jager’s face. ‘I was always fucking serious. But Neve didn’t feel the same. I never disrespected her, ever, do you hear me? In the end, she didn’t want me!’

He gave a final shove and Jager slid down the wall until he was sitting on the grass, chest heaving.

‘I’m sorry. I didn’t want to lie to you. I hated every second of it. But what Neve wanted from me meant more.’

Jager rolled his head back so it was resting against the wall and closed his eyes.

‘I’m going home,’ Anders said, and he didn’t look back as he strode off into the darkness.


Chapter 31

The full day ahead of Neve loomed over her, and she shuddered knowing she had to get through each long hour without her mother. After a coffee and a little breakfast, she dared to turn on her phone. Invariably, there was some kind of message waiting, either on her social media accounts or texts, reminding her of her enormous loss.

But today, four days after Mum’s death, all was quiet. Only one message sat on her phone, unread, and it was from Anders, sent at 11.45 pm last night.

ANDERS: I know you’re hurting so much right now, but you owe it to Jager and you owe it to me to set the story straight.

Her stomach twisted. What the hell had happened?

Jager had come home late last night, sounding like an elephant the way he clanged around getting himself to bed. He was obviously incredibly drunk.

Neve sighed. Anders was right. She had to explain everything to Jager. Her whole intention right from the beginning was not to come between him and Anders’ friendship and, yet, here she was, allowing that to happen.

Jager groaned as his bedroom door creaked open. When he slowly made it into the living room, his hair was sticking up at all angles and his eyes were bloodshot.

‘You look like shit,’ she said with a giggle.

‘I feel like shit. Worse than shit,’ he said, palm pressing to his forehead.

She jumped up from the couch. ‘Let me make you a coffee.’

‘Oh my god, yes, please. You’re an angel.’

She set about fixing him coffee and one for herself.

‘Big night?’ she asked, handing him his cup and taking a seat on the couch opposite him.

He nodded, sipped at the coffee and moaned. ‘Tried to drown all my sorrows. Wish I hadn’t now.’

‘It always seems like a good idea at the time.’

‘I missed the final goal,’ he said, guilt flickering across his face.

She nodded, frowned. ‘I heard that. I’m sorry. Maybe under better circumstances …’

He shrugged. ‘Maybe. Can’t be undone now. Except for me constantly replaying it in my mind. In a morbid way, it’s a good distraction from what hurts more.’

Neve’s heart squeezed to hear the pain in his voice. ‘Who would have thought that losing the semi-final in the dying minutes could be the better option?’

He sipped at his coffee again, eyes closed. ‘I don’t want to talk about it anymore. All I did was bloody talk about it. Everyone kept bringing it up, telling me it was fine, that they didn’t care. But I had to sit there and see their frowns of disappointment at every other moment.’

‘They had many opportunities to get you guys into the lead before that.’

A small smile flittered on his lips. ‘Yeah, that’s what Anders said.’

Every time she heard his name, she experienced a deep bodily throb; it felt a lot like regret. ‘He’s right.’

He shook his head and lowered it into his free hand. ‘I had a fight with him last night. I’m not proud of myself. It got ugly.’

Neve gasped. ‘I was wondering what happened. Though, with everything going on, I shouldn’t be too shocked. Kind of felt inevitable.’

He shrugged. ‘Maybe it was. He infuriated me. I caught him outside of the clubhouse with a woman.’

All the air streamed from Neve’s lungs. Her heart picked up pace, beating hard against her chest. ‘He was with someone else?’ Her words were weak, mouth dry.

Jager shook his head. ‘No, he wasn’t. I mean, he was out there with her, but nothing happened. I made assumptions and I turned feral.’

She swallowed hard. ‘What was he doing out there with her?’

‘Nothing. She was trying to come onto him. He wasn’t having a bar of it.’

‘And you know this how?’

‘Because that’s what he told me, though I didn’t believe him at the time. But his story checked out with Samantha when I spoke to her later.’

‘Samantha? Winnie’s cousin?’

He nodded.

Jealousy surged through her veins, catching her by surprise. ‘Well, I guess he’s available now, so he can do what he likes.’ Though, even she could hear the lack of conviction in her words.

‘Not really, Neve. Seriously, he was with you a mere bloody week ago.’

She nodded but didn’t say anything. A different type of fear was creeping through her now for the realisation that one day, he would be with someone else. And he had every right to be. She wasn’t sure how she would cope with that.

‘It doesn’t matter anyway,’ Jager said with a shake of his head. ‘Nothing happened. And I made an arse of myself.’

‘Did he tell you what’s going on with him at the moment?’

Jager’s eyes narrowed as he looked at her. ‘No. Why? What?’

She told him about what Emily had said yesterday about the farm.

Jager placed his coffee down and swore under his breath. ‘He had told me about the farm, but he hadn’t made his decision yet.’

‘We’ve all got so much going on.’

‘Tell me about it,’ he said, a deep frown slanting his lips.

‘And maybe I’m making it worse.’

Jager flinched. ‘How could you be making it worse?’

‘I got a text from Anders last night telling me that I owed it to you to set the record straight. He must have sent it after your fight.’

Jager’s eyes widened a fraction, but it was obviously too much for his headache because he winced and pressed his hand to his head. ‘Set the record straight, how?’

Her eyes stung with tears, despite her efforts to remain composed. ‘I told him right from the beginning that he was to keep our relationship a secret from you. He didn’t want to and had all intentions of telling you, but I asked him not to. I thought if we kept it a secret then when it ended, you would still have your friendship.’

‘When it ended?’

She frowned, the tears coming harder now. ‘I always knew it would be a short-term deal. And I let him know that from the beginning.’

‘And he was okay with that?’ Jager asked, clearly confused because he knew Anders well enough to know that he wouldn’t go for that.

‘Not really. He didn’t want to continue, but, in the end, he agreed—if that’s what it took to see me, then that’s what he’d do.’

Jager blew out a long breath. ‘He said last night that he was always serious about you, but you weren’t ever serious about him. I hadn’t believed him.’

Her heart swelled to hear that. ‘I guess, in a way, I always knew that.’

‘Why Anders? I don’t understand. Why would you string him along like that?’

‘I don’t know. Maybe I hoped that this time it would be different … I would be different. But I’m so scared to love anyone again.’

Jager recoiled. ‘Love? You love him?’

‘It was heading towards that.’

‘Jesus, Neve.’ He frowned, shook his head. ‘No wonder he was so worked up. And you ended it? Like you always knew you would?’

She held her chin higher, hiding her shame for playing with Anders’ heart like that. ‘Yes.’ But her voice cracked and tears fell down her cheeks. ‘And I know that was so wrong because he is such a great guy. The best type of man. Honestly, Jager, you had no reason to worry about him hurting me. You should have been warning him about me. I’m the one who knowingly stomped all over his heart.’

‘Maybe me being over-protective made things worse.’

She smiled through her tears. ‘It didn’t help.’

He sighed. ‘I didn’t want to see you get hurt. After Joshua, I was scared to be responsible for that. Anders is my friend. I wouldn’t cope if he hurt you.’

‘And yet I was the one who hurt him. And now he thinks the reason I’ve broken up with him is because we both think he’s not a decent human being.’

Jager winced, squeezed his forehead between his thumb and finger. ‘I can see how he might have got that impression.’

She told Jager about what happened when she went to see Anders last, where she didn’t dispute his assumption that he wasn’t good enough for her.

‘I’m going to have to apologise, aren’t I?’ Jager asked.

‘Yep.’ So would she and set the record straight with him too, so he knew for certain that not once did she or Jager ever believe he wasn’t good enough.

‘Ideally, I’d like to wait until after the funeral. I’m dreading it. It’s like when it’s over, this will all be real, and knowing I’m heading towards that …’ he broke off when his voice cracked.

She shuddered and rubbed her arms for warmth. ‘I know what you mean.’

‘But after how I acted last night, I owe it to him to apologise now.’

‘Probably best to get it over and done with. Can it go back to how it used to be between you two?’

Jager looked away, considering her question. All the while her stomach looped, waiting, hoping that his answer was yes.

‘I’m not sure. I guess that depends on how this talk with him goes. Maybe he’ll want to punch me in the face, for real this time.’

Neve gasped. ‘What? How bad was this fight?’

Jager shook his head. ‘If Anders had wanted to participate, I’m pretty sure he would have put me in hospital. I’ve seen him fight and, last night, I had riled him up …’ He felt around his throat with gentle prodding. When he spoke next, his words were mumbled. ‘If I were him, I would have hit me.’

Neve’s eyes widened. Here she was thinking it had been a verbal argument—not physical. Guilt twisted in her belly like a fist had gripped her insides. She pointed in the direction of Jager’s bedroom. ‘Get dressed and go and see him before it’s too late.’


Chapter 32

Anders didn’t know what to think when Jager’s ute pulled into his driveway. He went to the front door and opened it wide, double-checking it wasn’t Neve again. But when Jager stepped out, face all serious, his body tightened with residual anger from their fight last night.

He braced himself for another deluge.

But as Jager made it to the doorstep, he smiled apologetically and Anders blew out a sigh of relief.

‘Mind if I come in for a chat?’ Jager asked.

Anders nodded and moved aside to let him in. ‘Want a drink?’

‘Ah, no. I’m fine, thanks.’

Anders squeezed his eyes shut, hating how awkward this was. Friends for fifteen years and here they were behaving like they were distant associates.

He gestured towards the lounge and they both took a seat.

Jager leant forward, resting his elbows on his knees and linked his hands together. ‘I apologise for last night. That was really not cool what I accused you of. Nor was how I reacted.’

Anders nodded.

‘It’s no excuse, well, actually it kind of is, but between grief for Mum and embarrassment about the game yesterday, I was so fucking angry. And I took that out on you.’

Anders blew out a long breath. ‘I was waiting for it, to tell you the truth.’

‘Yes, well.’ He met Anders gaze head-on. ‘I’m sorry.’

‘Thanks.’

‘Honestly, mate, I don’t give a shit about the fact that you and Neve had a thing going for a while. Yeah, it’s weird and awkward because she’s my sister, but—’ he shook his head, ‘—what I’m angry about is how you went about it. The lying.’

‘You didn’t leave us much option. It was pretty clear you didn’t approve. But I always intended to tell you eventually.’

Jager’s lips twisted. ‘Don’t put this on me. I have every right to look out for my sister.’ He smacked his chest with his palm. ‘It all comes down to me now. I’m it.’

‘I see the honour in that, I do, but have you ever thought that Neve is capable of making her own decisions?’

Jager glowered. ‘Of course I have. I know she is.’

‘But you believed I wasn’t good enough for her. I get it. I do. I wish I was, then maybe I could have stood a chance with her.’

Jager’s face screwed up with anger and incredulity. ‘It’s not that I don’t think you’re good enough. That was never the issue. You could have been the local pastor or the town’s doctor and my knee-jerk reaction would have been the same. I was scared. But I would have got over it. If you were upfront with me and told me that you were really serious about Neve, and she felt the same, then all the best to you both.’

Jager frowned. His eyes were brimming with sadness—the same depth of emotion Anders saw in them last night. ‘I’m sorry that it ended with Neve. And, for the record, I believe you when you say it was always serious for you. I mean, that’s you—all or nothing. I hate to think that I had a part to play in it not working out. That wasn’t my intention. I just want to see Neve happy.’

Anders’ stomach sunk and his heart wrenched because Jager’s words were like a fresh knife twisting in his side, reminding him he wasn’t the one who could make her happy. ‘Unfortunately, I’m not the man to do that.’

‘I think it’s more complicated than that, but I’m not here to speak for her. I’ve done enough of that already and look where it got me. But, mate, if you’re as serious as you say you are, don’t give up on Neve.’

He lifted his head, eyes narrowed. Was that how Jager saw this? As Anders giving up on Neve? He leant back against the couch and scrubbed a hand through his hair. Here he was waging war on everyone else, and yet he wasn’t out there fighting for her.

‘I respect her decision,’ he said, but what a cop out. He respected it, yes, but he didn’t like it. He shouldn’t have thrown his hands in the air and let her walk out of his life without so much as an argument. But he did, and he would, because in the back of his mind, he believed she deserved more.

Jager leaned forward, his eyes narrowed. ‘What is it?’

Anders shook his head.

‘Mate, I’ve known you since you were twelve, I can see when the cogs are spinning in that head of yours.’

Anders blew out a breath. ‘I’ve felt out of control lately. I’ve made some stupid decisions.’

‘Like what?’

‘I told Mum and Tony that I didn’t want the farm.’

Jager’s brows quirked. ‘I did hear about that.’

‘Now I look like the selfish arsehole that I am.’

Jager shook his head ‘You were being honest.’

Anders winced at the word honest. ‘I’ve been lying through my teeth to you—to nearly everyone for weeks. I nearly fucking killed Damien after what he said at training. And then last night with you—I wanted to hit you so bad my teeth ached.’

Jager rolled his head back and laughed. ‘What does that say about me? I actually threw a couple of punches. Believe me, if the roles were reversed, I would have definitely hit back.’

‘I don’t want to be that person, Jager, can’t you see that?’

‘We’re all that person if given enough fuel. You’ve got a hell of a lot going on and you did what you thought was right. You’re not just going to let everyone walk over-the-top of you or speak badly about my sister. That’s not you. That’s never been you.’

‘I can’t be my father. I can’t be someone I despise.’

‘You’re not your fucking dad. Jesus Christ, is that what all this is about?’

Anders rubbed the back of his neck. His forehead furrowed as he frowned deeply. ‘I think I need to tell you something about me I’ve never told anyone before.’

Jager stilled, an expectant expression shaping his features. He wiggled closer to the front of the couch, elbows on his knees again. ‘I’m all ears.’

Anders drew in a deep breath for courage and after so many years bottling it up inside, he finally admitted to Jager, the first person he had ever told this story to, that he was almost sexually assaulted but fought off his abuser.

He explained how the beating he gave Jonathon was the first indicator in many years that lurking inside him were the traits of his father—brutal and unforgiving.

‘Since then I’ve been petrified to ever lose control again. And then when you told me to back off from Neve and how Neve never wanted to commit to anything long-term, I was starting to think that maybe you could see that side in me.’

Jager considered him with disbelief. ‘I am horrified that happened to you. That’s the real reason you didn’t go any further in the AFL?’

Anders nodded.

‘Bloody hell.’ Jager shook his head. ‘I don’t even know what to say. That’s such bullshit that you had to give up a promising career doing what you have always loved because of some twisted pervert.’

‘I can’t dwell on that fact. I’ve loved my career since then, regardless.’

‘Let me put it this way. If I walked in on what happened to you, I can tell you right now that sick fucker would have received exactly the same treatment from me. It’s our survival instinct. Our natural form of justice. Sure, you acted up when you were a kid. Makes sense. You were still immature—you obviously didn’t know how to deal with what you and your mum had been through with your father. But nothing you have told me makes me believe that you are even remotely like your dad. The fact that you’re scared to be him is indication enough that you’re not.’

‘But what about with Damien? And you last night? I’m spinning out of control.’

‘What did Damien say? Come on, tell me, so I can be truthful about all this.’

Anders reluctantly told him about how Damien said he could push Neve’s head into the mattress as he fucked her so he didn’t have to look at her scar.

Jager was on his feet in a second, fists clenched at his sides as he paced along the carpet. ‘Mother fucker!’ he screamed. He spun to face Anders, his face twisted into a snarl. ‘If I had have known, I wouldn’t have pulled you away from him. I would have let you at him.’

‘Is it our place to beat people up, though?’

‘No, probably not, but it sure as hell isn’t Damien’s place to speak about Neve that way either.’ He sat down again, his leg bouncing with agitation. ‘I don’t know how you did it, how you walked away from Damien, then managed to keep that locked away inside of you until the season-end. You deserve a medal for self-control. Does Neve know what he said?’

Anders shook his head quickly. ‘I would never hurt her like that. She doesn’t need to know.’

Jager sat back and looked at Anders for a long time. ‘You have real emotions for her, don’t you?’

Anders sighed but nodded.

‘I think you’re good enough. I really do. You wouldn’t have been my mate for so long otherwise, and I would have hit you a bit harder last night …’ His lips quirked into a teasing grin.

Anders shook his head but managed a tense grin. ‘You’ll keep.’

‘Forget about all this other stuff you’ve just told me. You’re not your dad. And I’ve never thought you were like him. Ever. Honestly, Ando, just keep being you.’

Anders’ chest warmed and tightened with emotion. ‘Thanks. It means a lot to me to hear that.’

‘And, for the record, if you and Neve manage to patch things up somehow, I’ll support you both.’

‘Thanks.’

‘We’ve been mates too long to let all this come between us.’

Anders smiled. ‘I agree.’

After a small silence, Jager pressed his hands to his knees and smiled. ‘Anyway, mate, I better head off.’ He got to his feet and made to leave.

‘Thanks for coming over today.’

‘No worries.’

Anders followed Jager to the door and opened it for him. ‘Did you want me to meet you at your place the morning of the funeral, and I’ll drive you both?’

Jager slapped a hand to Anders’ back. ‘I’d appreciate that.’


Chapter 33

Anders collected Neve and Jager for the funeral, though Neve could barely recall the moments driving to the church, nor sitting in the front pew as her mother laid in a white coffin before them. Everything was surreal and hazy like she wasn’t alive but an actress in the worst kind of movie.

She could hardly remember sobbing through the short ceremony as pictures of the family they once were flashed on the screen and the saddest songs sung from the stereo. She could barely recall the poem she read or the heartfelt eulogy Jager delivered with a shaky voice.

And then it was over and she couldn’t wait to breathe in the fresh air outside, but so many faces were there, offering their condolences and hugging her, and it was lovely, but she wanted to turn the movie off and her mum to still be there.

The hot aching compression in her chest was unbearable and wouldn’t let up. How would she endure this for a moment longer, let alone for a lifetime?

Afterwards, Anders drove them to the wake, which was held at the local community hall: a small and old, stuffy smelling building off Main Street. She drank tea and chatted with friends and family. But it wasn’t long before a profound weariness settled in her muscles, working deep into her bones—as though she had been kept awake for a week while she waited for this day, and now that it had arrived, all the lost sleep was making itself known.

Mostly, she couldn’t shake the feeling that she was lost. Her anchor had been removed and now she was set adrift and unable to find anything to cling to. Mum was gone and all that was left was the endless ocean.

Existing from here on without Mum was too punishing a torture to endure.

The mourners cleared out at a respectful time. Neve and Jager waited until the very last then piled into Anders’ ute and headed towards home.

Neve leant back against the passenger seat and sighed. It was over. This long, dreaded, most terrible day was over.

Not one of them spoke on the ride home; Neve was grateful as she looked out at the shadowy countryside speeding past from her window.

The scent of Anders’ cologne drifted through the car’s heating and it ignited something in her brain. She turned to face him and watched his strong hands grip the steering wheel.

Crashing over her was an intense craving and understanding that he was the only person in the world right now who she wanted to be with. So powerful a sensation that it almost stole her breath away.

She wanted to go back to his place and lay in bed beside him, letting the comfort of his big body next to hers lull her into sleep. He was safety, warmth and compassion. He could fill the little fissures and cracks that had opened up in her life.

Where had this suddenly come from?

They pulled into the driveway and Anders didn’t cut the engine.

‘Thanks for your help today,’ Jager said, giving Anders’ shoulder a squeeze, then climbing out of the car.

‘No problem.’

‘Um, Jager, you go in, I’m going to talk with Anders for a little bit,’ she said.

Jager nodded and strode into the house leaving them in the driveway under the darkening sky. The first blinks of stars were visible.

‘I’ve missed you,’ she whispered.

Anders closed his eyes and his throat bobbed as he swallowed.

She reached over to him and placed a hand on his hand as it rested on his lap. ‘I had this sudden urge to go back to your place and spend the night. Would you like me to?’

He exhaled noisily, turned his frame to face her more and looked her in the eyes. ‘I would honestly love nothing more than that …’

Her body throbbed.

‘But you’ve made it clear it’s not what you want. You’ve been through an incredibly difficult day, and I don’t want you making decisions that you’re going to flip-flop on later when you’ve had a chance to consider them more.’

She leaned in closer to him, allowing the scent of him to fill her up. Memories shifted behind her eyes, such beautiful memories of them laughing, talking, touching, and she wanted to taste that again with him.

Against this backdrop of pain, that kind of happiness was as intoxicating as a drug. ‘I know what I want, Anders, and it’s you.’ She leaned in closer still, her lips nearing his, but he turned his face away.

She shifted back, her heart racing.

‘I’m sorry, but I won’t do this.’ His voice was weak, hoarse.

‘But I want to. Truly, I do.’

‘I don’t. Do you understand? I’ve been willing to let this play out, the no-strings, the lies, everything, so I could be with you. I convinced myself that I wasn’t a good enough person, so I only deserved what you could give. But I won’t do that anymore. I need an even playing field—one where emotions are reciprocated. I deserve that.’

She stared at him, mouth gently parted, for a long moment. Her chest ached and her throat squeezed around a hard, grief-filled lump. ‘You think I used you?’

He shook his head hard. ‘I don’t think that was your intention. And you were always upfront with me. But we came at this from two different angles and couldn’t quite line it up in the middle. I’m getting my heart broken because you don’t want anything serious, and I won’t do it anymore. I know your reasons why and I completely understand them, but I want more.’ He looked away and groaned. ‘It fucking kills me to say this today of all days.’

Tears pricked the back of her eyes, but she blinked them away. ‘I’m sorry, I never meant to hurt you.’ Her words were strangled by black emotion.

He pressed the heel of his palms to his eyes. When he looked at her again, he whispered. ‘I’m sorry too.’

‘I … I better get going.’

He nodded.

She opened the car door and when her feet touched the ground, her legs were shaking and feeble. ‘Thanks for your help today. I appreciate it.’

‘Any time. Truly. Regardless of anything, if you or Jager need anything at all, please call me and I’ll be here, okay?’

She nodded. ‘Thanks.’ Her voice was so soft, she could barely hear it over the engine. ‘Good night.’

‘Good night, Neve.’

She shut the car door behind her and walked on unsteady legs to the house, not looking back. When she stepped inside and closed the door behind her, she burst into tears.

These tears, this time, were not for her mother, but because she understood now that she had lost the man she loved with all her heart. And she hadn’t realised how much he meant to her until he pulled completely away.

Jager raced to her and placed an arm around her shoulders. ‘Hey, what’s up? What happened?’

‘I’m so stupid. Anders is the most amazing man and I underestimated him.’

Jager frowned. ‘How so?’

Tears were rolling down her face. Her words were choked. ‘He was right to think he wasn’t good enough because that’s exactly how I treated him. I thought he would let me keep running to him without ever making a commitment, but he … he has too much integrity for that. How could I have treated him like that? God, you should have seen his face, Jager. I am the worst. Seriously, the worst.’

Jager wrapped her in his arms and held her as she cried and cried.

‘It’s all too much right now,’ she wailed. Her heart was breaking in two.

‘I know,’ Jager said. ‘It’s been a long week and an even longer day. You can’t be getting all worked up over this right now. Give it some time. Wait for all this dust to settle and see how things are then. You’re exhausted. Please, just give yourself some time.’


Chapter 34

Anders reversed out of the driveway as fast as he could. His skin sat too tightly to his flesh and bone, every muscle vibrating, urging him to run inside after Neve and tell her that, yes, he would love her to spend the night with him.

After all the pain and emotion of today, he wanted nothing more than to be a comfort for her. Sparks of warmth had filled him to hear that he was needed.

But he couldn’t. And he wouldn’t. He had to preserve his emotional wellbeing. A part-time romance wasn’t healthy, nor was it right. He deserved and needed more.

Anders pressed on up the road. He was heading to the farm.

With the words he spoke to Neve tonight, at the back of all that, another set of realisations exploded in his brain and darted under his skin. He had to get to the dairy and make things right before it was too late.

He arrived at the property in the pitch darkness. His headlights cleared a path through the darkness as he wended along the lengthy dirt track. Blackened paddocks bordered the road. Rocks and sticks clinked under his tyres.

Soft light lit up the windows of the farmhouse. He swung around the back of the house and parked beside Mum and Tony’s ute.

His stomach clenched with nerves as he knocked on the back door, then let himself inside.

‘In here,’ called Tony from the living room.

Anders headed up the hall. He found Mum and Tony seated on their respective armchairs, the TV softly humming.

Mum’s eyes narrowed. ‘Hi, son, what’s going on? Is everything okay?’

He shook his head, hating that his throat was so tight he didn’t know if he could manage words.

‘Do you want to go into the kitchen? I’ll make us all a cup of tea, hey?’

He nodded.

When they were seated around the table, cups of tea before them, he blurted, ‘I take it back.’

Mum shared a glance with Tony, then they both stared at him.

‘I take it back. It was the wrong decision, I can’t even begin to explain.’

Mum’s eyes widened as she rested a hand over her heart. ‘The wrong decision? About the farm?’ Hope glowed in her voice and his shoulders relaxed the tiniest amount to hear it. Perhaps he was capable of rectifying this situation.

‘I made my original decision the moment I heard from Jager the day Mrs Mitchell died. The answer was so clear, I thought it had to be right.’ He shook his head. ‘But it wasn’t. I know that now.’

‘How can you be sure?’ Tony asked, then sipped at his hot cup of tea.

‘I’ve loved this farm from the moment I moved here. How this place makes me feel, working up close with the animals, the scent, the sound, the sense of peace it gives me …’ He slapped his chest with his palm. ‘It’s everything to me. My saviour …’

Mum’s brow furrowed. ‘Your saviour? I don’t understand.’

That tightness moved from his throat down into his chest. His stomach tumbled. ‘I need to tell you about something. Something that happened to me that I’ve not ever had the courage to admit.’ All that ancient shame and anger prickled under his skin, made his blood burn. This would upset his mother; he knew it, but he could no longer hide it. He needed it out in the open, so he could move on from it once and for all.

‘When I was living away playing football, I was bullied.’ He shook his head, lowered his gaze, hating how that word sounded on his tongue. It held so many attached connotations—he was weak, worthless, undeserved.

Mum shifted in her chair. Two lines of tension sat between her brows and she gripped her mug tightly between her hands.

He inhaled deeply, mustering all the courage he had. His tongue felt thick and dry. The words were so hard to form.

‘What is it, son?’ Tony asked.

His brows shot up—Tony had never called him son before. Tears pricked the back of his eyes, but he blinked them away quickly.

Mum reached over the table and rested her hand on his. ‘We’re not here to judge you.’

He wiped at a lone tear with his free hand. ‘A teammate, the one who made my life hell … He, um, one night, tried to …’ Anders swallowed down the sharp plum-sized stone in his throat. ‘He tried to rape me.’

Mum gasped, her hands flinging to her mouth.

Tony’s eyes widened.

‘I managed to overpower him. I beat him. I hurt him … severely.’ He lowered his gaze. ‘Growing up with a father like mine in those early years affected me more than I’ve shown or admitted. After I came back from Melbourne, I was no longer myself. I was afraid to be me. Because I was afraid I was like Dad. I felt so out of control. I had so much shame. I could barely look you both in the eye. But mostly, I thought I had deserved what happened to me.’

Mum shook her head. Her eyes were red and wet from tears.

‘So I moved out. I needed to get some control back and thought that if I was the one making all the decisions, living my own life, I could do that. And that way I didn’t have to look you both in the eye every day and feel like I wasn’t good enough for you.’

‘Oh, Anders.’ Mum frowned. ‘You need to know … Look at me.’

He lifted his gaze.

Mum looked him straight in the eye; sympathy and pain sat in their depths. ‘I would never, and I have never ever, looked at you and seen anyone other than a kind, compassionate, strong, sensible man. You are more than I could ever have hoped for. And I love you with all my heart. That won’t ever change, you hear me? Ever.’

Anders blew out a long, wavering breath and nodded.

‘Same goes for me,’ Tony said. ‘The best thing that has ever happened in my life was becoming a part of this family. You’ve been a son to me through and through. It has never mattered that we’re not blood. And not once did I think you weren’t good enough. Not once.’

Anders nodded. ‘I couldn’t see it. I had too much—’ he tapped his head, ‘—bullshit in here, clouding my thoughts.’

Mum stood and came around the table. She pressed her hand under his arm, urging him to stand. He did so, and she threw her arms around him. Her head pressed against his chest. ‘I’m so sorry you went through that. And I’m so sorry that I wasn’t there for you afterwards.’

‘You didn’t know,’ he said into her hair.

‘I should have known. I should have seen.’

He shook his head. ‘You are not to feel guilty over this. No-one is. I hid away. You weren’t to know. That’s the way I needed it to be at the time.’

She lifted her head from his chest and looked into his eyes. Tears streaked her cheeks. ‘Thank you for telling us. I know that was difficult for you. But together, we can work it out. We will help you any way you need, okay?’

He managed a watery smile. ‘I’m going to get some professional help. I think that’s the first step.’

She nodded. ‘I agree.’

‘But I also want to take you up on your offer about the farm.’

She took a step back from him. ‘Are you sure?’

‘Very. My original decision came from a place of fear and shame. I said no because I didn’t want to risk letting you guys down. Taking over this farm is an honour, but it’s also a big task. Third generation. I can’t screw it up. But I’m ready. I want this. It’s my true path. And it’s my true passion.’

Mum’s shoulders relaxed. Her words were breathless. ‘You don’t know how much I have wanted to hear that.’

He chuckled. ‘You and me both.’

‘I think it’s the right decision,’ Tony said. ‘And, of course, we will help you for as long as you need with the transition. We’re not just going to throw you in the deep end.’

‘Thank you,’ he said. ‘Thank you, both. This means a lot to me.’

Mum threw her arms around him again. ‘To me too.’

Over the next few weeks, Anders started seeing a counsellor, gave notice to his employer and set about doing maintenance to his house, so that it was in the best condition to sell. No use keeping his home when he would be moving into the farmhouse. Besides, he needed to untie the funds to pay for the title transfer costs.

Mum came over during the week and added splashes of femininity where required, in the form of fresh cut roses in colourful vases, pictures and a more neutral bedspread to appeal to the broader market.

She spoke with him at great lengths about what happened to him in Melbourne, and in a way, the more he gave it voice, the better he began to feel.

Saturday morning, he invited Emily over to inspect the property, take photos and make notes. They discussed a market price and signed contracts.

‘Work your magic, Em,’ he said when finished and he had walked her out to her car.

‘I’ll try my absolute hardest.’

‘And tell Wil I’ll catch up with him tomorrow. I want to see what I’m up against if I want to diversify on the farm, kind of like what he’s done.’

‘He’ll be more than happy to offer advice.’

She drove away and he headed back inside. The silence in his home closed in around him. He missed Neve. He always missed Neve.

Often, he hated himself for standing so strong on refusing to be strung along in a relationship that didn’t have a future, but he needed to get on with his life. It had taken a long, hard road to realising that he deserved to be loved in return. Now, he would accept nothing less, no matter how much Neve meant to him.

Easier said than done.

Anders filed his paperwork away, then headed up to Don’s place to let him know that he had listed his house on the market, so Don didn’t get a shock when he saw the For Sale sign.

Anders was sad to be leaving Don and this area. It was like everything was changing all at once and nothing he could do would stop it, so he had to get on the offensive and outrun it.

The dairy would be a new frontier for him, and he wanted to grab it by the balls and do his best. Kind of how he approached everything in his life.

Everything except Neve. But that was an entirely different, much more complicated scenario. That situation involved emotions and hearts and heavy baggage, and it cast a dull glow over all else.

As he strode back from Don’s, his heart wrenched thinking about her. Nothing hurt more than loving someone who didn’t love you back.

It wasn’t until he was halfway up the driveway and he had focused enough on his surroundings, rather than the whirling thoughts in his brain, that he saw the woman sitting on his doorstep.

Neve.

She was dressed in her exercise gear, blonde ponytail gathered over her left shoulder. When she lifted her blue eyes and met his gaze, his heart throbbed. Would it ever get easier? He wasn’t sure it would.

‘Hi,’ she said, getting to her feet and dusting off her pants.

‘Hi.’

‘Do you have time to talk?’

His first instinct was to say no—to admit that he couldn’t bear to have another chat that always ended with him hurting—but when he opened his mouth, he said, ‘Sure. Come on in.’


Chapter 35

Neve’s heart was racing as she followed Anders into his house. Inside smelled clean and floral. Every surface was clean. Every cushion was straight.

‘Wow, you’ve been busy,’ she said, eyeing the new decorative items and artwork.

‘Yeah, Emily just left. She’s put it on the market.’

‘So it’s really happening?’ Jager had told her a few weeks ago that Anders had decided to move out to the dairy to run it.

He nodded. ‘No going back now.’ He gestured towards the lounge. ‘Take a seat. Did you want a drink?’

‘Yeah, a coffee if you’re making one.’

She opted to wait for him in the living room as he set about making coffees for them, clanging and tinkling coming from the kitchen. It gave her time to steady her nerves and prepare herself for what she had to say to him.

It was spur of the moment that she even came here, though she had been thinking about Anders constantly these last few weeks.

She had set out for her morning jog only to find that when she got to his place, she couldn’t go any further. That’s what she was trying to tell herself anyway, that this was spontaneous and the result of their talk today didn’t mean so much.

Except it did. Deep down it meant everything, yet she feared she was too late.

Anders smiled as he handed her a mug of coffee. Her heart stuttered to see his handsome face, that deep left dimple. The aching pang throughout her body told of how much she had missed him.

She cupped the mug and settled back against the couch.

‘So,’ he said, ‘how are you holding up?’

‘I have my days. It’s not easy. But I’m getting through it.’

He nodded. ‘Good.’

‘Um … Anders, I need to confess something, and I don’t know if I’m too late or if you even want to hear it.’

His lips pulled into a serious line. ‘I can decide that once I know.’

‘I’m really sorry about how I treated you—’ he opened his mouth to interrupt, but she held her hand up to stop him, ‘—please let me finish.’

He nodded.

She circled the rim of her coffee mug with her finger, trying to ease her nerves. ‘I hadn’t realised how all my demands were making you feel. It took you to explicitly say it for me to see. And maybe that’s because, as sad as it is to admit, I was thinking about myself more this whole time. Well, at least, thinking about how I was feeling. Of course you’re not going to feel great about yourself when all you’re hearing from me is that I’m willing to use your body—’ Her voice cracked, so she stopped and re-centred herself with a breath, ‘—yet not accept you as a whole person—not in a romantic sense anyway. So I am, from the bottom of my heart, sorry for that.’

‘Thanks. I know it wasn’t your intention.’

She shook her head. ‘It really wasn’t. Not one bit. All I could see was my fear. Nothing else. And that’s so ridiculous to even consider thinking that way now.’ She stopped and had a sip of her coffee, avoiding looking at his attentive and kind face, so she could gather her thoughts and explain this clearly. There was no margin for miscommunication here—two hearts were on the line.

‘That morning, which feels like so long ago now, when I heard that Mum had another stroke, all that fear kicked in, stronger than ever. It was like someone was in my ear screaming at me to run and never look back, and I listened. But since Mum has passed, and I’ve had time to feel and think about the real implications of that, I’ve realised my fear was misplaced.’

His eyebrows quirked upwards, yet he still remained silent.

‘It was always about Mum. I’ve been living for the last two years in a constant state of fear, waiting for the moment for her to pass away. It’s a horrible all-encompassing state of being.’

He nodded.

‘It’s excruciating and it clouded every part of my life. I always believed that I would never be able to come to terms with Mum dying. That I wouldn’t be strong enough. So it was as though, while I waited and waited, my heart stopped beating. In a way, I stopped living. But here I am. And in no way is this grief over, but I’ve come through so much, and it hurts, but I’m coping. And I know that I’m strong …’ Her words wavered as emotions impinged. Grief sat, always present, in the background of everything.

Anders shifted, so he was sitting beside her. He pressed a hand to her back and rubbed gently. ‘You are definitely strong.’

His delicious scent consumed her. His warmth and proximity were like a blanket. Her gaze found his. ‘What I’m saying—really trying to let you know—is that my fear wasn’t about us. And all those feelings I said I had and how I said I was falling for you, that was real. But it got overshadowed by everything else that was happening. My feelings for you are so strong—’ She pressed a hand to her chest, ‘—I can feel them. Like my heart has awoken because the worst thing I thought could ever happen, has happened, and yet I’m still here, and I’m okay, and I’m getting through it, day by day.’

She firmly held his gaze; his eyes brightened with his relief. To witness that reaction, allowed for the same emotions to flourish inside of her.

‘Are you certain?’ he asked.

His doubt had her relief flittering away. Of course he would doubt her because she had told him such things in the past and seized them back.

She set her coffee cup on the table and took both of his hands in hers. Her eyes wanted to close when sparks of electricity surged through her. ‘I have never been more certain. Looking back on my life, I don’t regret one moment I spent with Mum. Not one. Even when she was sick. It took so much courage to see her like that. It would have been so easy to run. But I don’t ever want to be a coward, Anders. Can you imagine if I had been? I would have missed out on saying goodbye, and I would never have forgiven myself. Ever. So, I know, without a doubt, that I don’t want to keep running from you.’ She looked into his eyes and whispered, ‘I love you. I know it with all my heart. And I don’t want to waste a moment. Not a single second without you.’

Anders’ breaths came faster. His eyes burned with affection. ‘You don’t know how good that makes me feel to hear you say that.’

She smiled. ‘In a way, I needed all this to happen to finally realise what this is all about—life, relationships, love. In the end, it’s being brave enough to love. And I am. I know I am. And I do. I love you.’

He framed her face with his hands and looked her deep in the eyes. ‘I love you, Neve. I love you so much.’ He pressed his lips to hers and it was as though an entirely new and solid anchor had been launched, and it was sinking fast, finding purchase on the sand below, pinning her to Anders and the life she could have with him.

She drew away, so she was looking at his face, and smiled. ‘I want to be with you with my whole heart.’

He grinned, both dimples etching lines in his cheeks, and it was the sexiest thing she had ever witnessed. ‘I want exactly the same.’

‘And Jager is just a small blip on the horizon. He has no say in this.’

Anders nodded. ‘Good.’

‘I’m sorry it took so long before I was ready to love you.’

He shook his head. ‘We got there in the end.’

‘We finally met in the middle.’

He stood and scooped her from the couch, lifting her up until her legs threaded around his waist. Their gazes fixed to each other’s as their lips curled upwards with joy. He pressed a lingering kiss to her mouth, solidifying her conviction that loving Anders was right. It always had been, but she had been too distracted by fear to see it.

Being in his arms, his lips against hers, their bodies warm and flush together was all that she wanted. Her heart was open and she now possessed the courage needed to hand it over to him completely. Neve held no doubt that Anders would hold her heart with such devotion and care, exactly like she would do with his.


Chapter 36

Four months later

Neve sat in the passenger seat as Jager drove them to the dairy. He pulled his ute into the long dirt driveway and headed along the straight track towards the farmhouse. Rocks and sticks clinked and crunched under the tyres.

Neve watched through the windscreen, realising that all these green paddocks and endless space would now be her home. Her home with the man she loved more than anything else in the world.

Bouncing along the track behind them was a trailer carrying Neve’s minimal possessions.

‘I’m going to miss you,’ Jager said with a nervous edge to his voice.

‘I’m going to miss you too. But I’m not far away and now you can get to work on finding yourself a girlfriend without having to worry about me cramping your style.’

He grinned but shook his head. ‘You never cramped my style, but I can see how much better it will be when I don’t have to admit to a date that I live with my sister.’

Neve laughed. ‘Exactly.’

Jager parked near the big sheds and Anders came racing out the back door to meet them. His smile was so broad and excitement shone in his eyes.

For a short moment, she had wondered if it was too early to be moving in together, but they practically already did anyway. With Anders’ new role at the dairy, she spent many nights every week with him here at the farmhouse. So it was a no-brainer that she lived with him full-time.

Seeing Anders’ face now, his big, bright smile, she knew this was exactly the right decision.

Mrs Adams stood in the door frame, smiled and waved as Neve climbed from the car. She was partway through a wave back when Anders was upon her and lifted her in the air, twirling her around. ‘How did you go getting everything packed?’

‘Easy peasy.’

He rested her feet on the ground and kissed her lips. ‘I can’t wait until I get to wake up with you beside me every morning.’

‘Me too.’

‘All right, all right. Brother present,’ Jager said with a teasing laugh as he walked past them.

Neve unfurled herself from Anders’ embrace and playfully hit Jager in the arm.

Jager pretended to be wounded, rubbing his arm, but a huge grin filled his face.

When Neve went inside, she kissed Mrs Adams on the cheek. It had taken a couple of months and a lot of persistence to break through Mrs Adams’ hard exterior and convince her that she was right for her son. But they got there in the end, and Mrs Adams had become a wonderful support and friend.

‘Hi, Tony,’ she said, throwing her arms around him and kissing his cheek.

‘Welcome home,’ he said with a grin.

Tony and Mrs Adams had purchased a caravan. They were heading off tomorrow for a trip touring Australia, something they had always wanted to do but had never had the chance.

They planned to spend time up north in the hotter climate soaking in the sand and sun. Then, when they arrived home in a couple of years, they would renovate one of the workers’ cottages and live in that on the property.

Anders had moved into his new role with all the determination she would have expected from him. No doubt, he was an all or nothing guy and that’s how he approached the dairy too. It was the characteristic she loved most about him because she always knew where she stood.

From the very first day, he gave this farm his all. When Neve helped him out some mornings in the milking sheds or out in the paddocks testing soil, she would watch him, his calm, considered and contented demeanour, and she was saddened that it had taken him so long to realise that farming ran thick in his blood.

But she understood. Anders had confessed everything to her about his father and the sexual assault when he was younger. Seemed he had scars of his own, only they were less physically apparent.

The farmhouse was Anders’ and Neve’s domain now, and they were able to do what they wanted with it. It was thrilling. A whole new life in a way. A wonderful new beginning after so much heartache.

All she needed in the meantime was a room she could turn into a studio and high-speed internet for her business, which Anders had already organised for her.

For the next hour, they carried all her possessions inside. When she cuddled Jager and said goodbye, a tear rolled down her cheek. Even Jager had to blink quickly to hide his emotions. She was now out from under his wing. But it was the right move for them both, and they would be fine from here on out.

Tony and Mrs Adams made an excuse to head out for a while—citing they needed to buy last minute items for the trip tomorrow—to give them some privacy in their new home.

Anders pulled Neve to him and wrapped his strong arms around her. ‘It’s just you and me from now on.’

‘Sounds like heaven.’

‘I’m so glad you’re here.’

She looked up at his smiling face, his two big dimples, and grinned. ‘Me too.’

‘I love you so much,’ he said and kissed the tip of her nose.

‘To think we almost didn’t make it.’

He shuddered and shook his head. ‘But we did, and that’s all that matters.’

‘I love you so much, Anders,’ she said and pressed a soft kiss to his lips.

She looked around at the big house and they were the only two. ‘So, what do we do with this privacy we’ve been so generously given?’

‘I can think of one or two things that would pass the time.’

He took her hand and led her up the hall towards his bedroom. She giggled as she tried to keep up with his long strides. ‘I like the way you think.’

‘This has nothing to do with thinking.’

‘Oh, I know.’
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