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    SYNOPSIS


    


    


    The Beautiful Series are standalone romances, each with their own HEA. They can be read in order or on their own.


    


    New Adult romance, for 18+ only due to sexual content and adult themes.


    


    It's never easy to go back. That's something chef, Bradley Rae, is sweating bullets about as the date of his kayaking team’s reunion draws near. When his old school friend and teammate, Elliot Roberts, convinces him to go, he thinks he'll be fine going back there. After all, chances are, she won't be there at all. It’s been seven years. Maybe she’s moved away. Maybe he won’t see her at all...


    


    Dakota Morgan is a girl with many regrets, and Bradley Rae is on top of that list. You see, she didn't wait five minutes, and that tiny amount of impatience changed the course of her life forever.


    


    When her father sets up a fundraising reunion for their family owned kayaking club, her heart beats out of control when she sees Brad's name on that list. Part of her wants to refuse to go so she doesn't have to face him. But a larger part of her needs to see him, even if it's just a window into what might have been...


    


    When Brad and Dakota meet again, will sparks fly, or will the past remain firmly in the past? And what about secrets? Can they survive the reality of what that one split decision, made all those years ago, has done? Or will they let it all go again?


    


    

  


  
    Beautiful Series Reading Order


    


    A series of Standalones and companion novellas (The Beauty in Between). Each story can be read on its own. Although, for readers wanting to follow the series from the beginning, it can be read in the following order -


    


    Too Close – The Beauty in Between


    A Beautiful Struggle


    Phoenix – The Beauty in Between


    A Beautiful Forever


    Commitment – The Beauty in Between


    A Beautiful Melody


    A Beautiful Rock


    Devotion – The Beauty in Between


    A Beautiful Star


    A Beautiful Taste
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    DEDICATION


    


    To every woman who has overcome suffering to find joy


    


    

  


  
    Foreward


    


    Brad has been on my mind a lot since writing A Beautiful Star, as I knew his story and wanted to show you all what a wonderful man he is. Personally, I’d like a little Brad for myself to keep in my pocket to pull out and hug occasionally.


    In Star, Sandra’s mum made a comment that he sounded like Superman, and I guess that was quite a good definition of his character. Brad is a protector at heart who wants to keep everyone he loves safe and with him.


    What I struggled with in this story was how to show his love interest, Dakota’s, struggle with her past. It wasn’t an easy headspace to be in, and for those of you who have had any sort of abuse in your past and need a trigger warning, this is it. For those of you who can handle reading about a girl who overcomes adversity–then please read forward and meet Dakota, as a young naïve girl who falls hopelessly in love with a boy three years her senior, before circumstances pull them apart then bring them back together seven years later.


    Brad and Dakota are strong and sweet together. I love her innocent mind and his need to be strong, and I hope you all do too.


    Oh! Before I go, you’ll see one of our favourite Beautiful Series characters as a teenager in the beginning scenes. Enjoy xoxox
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    “And once the storm is over, you won’t remember how you made it through, how you managed to survive. You won’t even be sure, whether the storm is really over. But one thing is certain. When you come out of the storm, you won’t be the same person who walked in.


    ― Haruki Murakami


    


    


    

  


  
    Chapter 1


    


    

  


  
    TEN YEARS AGO…


    

  


  
    Brad


    


    “I think it’s going to be strong enough,” I say, pulling back on the rope I’ve just tied around the tree branch I’m sitting on. I look down at my new group of friends. “Hey, Elliot, swing on it. If it can hold you, it’ll hold us all,” I laugh, teasing him in a good natured way because he’s the biggest and most solid out of all of us, and I know he won’t take my comment to heart.


    “Aw, fuck off!” Elliot grumbles, before laughing as he walks toward the rope. He pulls at the oversized t-shirt that covers his slightly rotund build. I don't think he should care as much as he does, and My Aunt Sara says it’s just ‘puppy fat’, and that he'll grow into ‘a very tall¸ very good looking man’. I think it's creepy that she's nearly eighty, and she's looking at a sixteen year old like that, but she reckons it's just an observation.


    “Just do it, Eli!” one of the other guys yells, even though Elliot is already preparing to test the rope’s strength.


    “Looks good to me,” Elliot says, hanging onto the rope and lifting his feet off the ground.


    “Bounce up and down,” I call down to him, and he does. The branch doesn't even move. I tap the smooth grey bark of the eucalypt and swing down. “Thanks buddy.” I slap Elliot on the back and take the rope from his hands, preparing to be the first one to swing into the water just in case it does break at the last minute – I don’t want anyone else getting hurt.


    It’s a stinking hot day in January, and I’m about a week into this summer program at the local kayaking club that my Aunt Sara enrolled me in ‘to keep me out of trouble’. I don’t know how effective that’s been, because as a group of sixteen year olds, we find plenty of mischief to get up to in our downtime.


    I stand as far back from the water’s edge as the rope allows, and everyone counts down from ten before they yell, “Go!” and I lift my feet.


    “Whooohooo!” I yell, as I swing through the air until the rope reaches its apex then I let go and backflip into the water, feeling a great sense of joy and freedom in my actions.


    As the water envelops my body, it feels like heaven against my heated skin. When I surface, I pump my fist in the air and hear a cheer from the bank. Then the next person uses the rope and swings into the water, splashing in not far from me.


    There are eleven of us, and we spend the next hour taking turns with the rope and seeing who can land the furthest, or do the most outrageous flip into the water. Well, all but one joins in – the coaches daughter, Dakota, is the only one staying out of the fun.


    “It’s awesome,” I say, holding my dripping wet hand out to her, as I smile and pull at my lip ring with my teeth. It’s a bit of a habit I’ve had since getting it when I finished school last year, and I notice her big brown eyes shift down to watch. Then she licks her lips, and I feel really good about that. I like the way she looks at me. I raise my eyebrows and glance at my offered hand then she slips hers into my palm, and it feels comfortably warm against my cool flesh. “Come on, sweetheart, you’ll want to have a turn of this.” I pull her up from the dry patch of grass she was sitting on then release her hand.


    “I’m not wearing my bathers,” she says suddenly, gesturing down to her denim shorts and the pink stretch tank top she has on.


    My eyes move slowly down her curvaceous body. “That’s no problem. It’s over forty today–you’ll dry in no time.”


    Her friend Stacey runs over to her, sopping wet and giggling. “Are you finally having a turn?” she asks excitedly.


    “Looks that way,” Dakota laughs.


    Stacey grabs her hands and pulls her toward the rope so they can wait their turn. I stand back and watch them as they talk and laugh to each other, while Elliot comes and stands beside me. “Was that a cock block I just saw?” he asks quietly.


    “Shut up,” I laugh, jabbing him in the side with my elbow. He grunts a little from the pain, but laughs along as well.


    “You sure you want to pursue the coach’s daughter? It seems like you’re asking for trouble to me.”


    “Who says I’m pursuing her?” I fold my arms across my middle and watch as she takes a hold of the rope then steps back, cautiously over the muddy ground.


    “It’s pretty obvious you’re into her, dude. But if I’m wrong and you really aren’t, you won’t mind if I ask her out on the weekend.”


    I glare at him. “Don’t.”


    He grins and slaps my shoulder. “That’s what I thought.”


    Rolling my eyes, I turn away as one of the other guys calls out, “Yay, Cody!” as she leans back on the rope and lifts her legs to swing into the water.


    My mouth falls open, as she loses her grip and lands in the centre of the mud with a thud. “Holy shit!” I gasp, as I race over to where she lays stiff on the ground. I think she’s had the wind knocked out of her, because she doesn’t react when the rope swings back to the bank and drags a long line of mud up the centre of her body. Most of the others laugh at her.


    “Stop laughing you bastards. She might be hurt,” I yell, as I crouch down beside her. She squeezes her eyes shut tight and mumbles under her breath.


    “Wake up, wake up, wake up.”


    “What was that, sweetheart?” I ask with a smile, wiping away some of the mud on her face as I reach around to cradle her head in my hand. “Did you hurt your head?” I check for any noticeable bumps, and finding none, I help her to sit up.


    Finally she opens her eyes and looks into mine. “Your eyes are so blue,” she comments.


    I chuckle. “Yours are very brown. Are you sure you didn’t bang your head?”


    She shakes her head, and I run my hand down her long brown hair, using the pretence of looking for bumps again. But really, I just wanted to touch it.


    “I’m fine. I think I just need a shower.”


    I slide my arm around her waist. “Are you OK to stand?”


    She nods, and I help her up, although her legs are shaky so I ask again if she’s OK. She just looks at me.


    “Cody? Did you hear me?”


    “Huh?”


    “I asked if you can stand on your own.”


    “Oh, oh sure,” she stutters, placing her hand on my chest to steady herself. She leaves behind a muddy handprint. “I’m so sorry!” She looks stricken, but I just laugh.


    “Don’t worry about it. It’s nothing a little water won’t fix.”


    She looks down at herself. “I think I’ll need more than a little.”


    “That, I can do,” I say, searching the ground. Eucalyptus trees are always dropping branches, and I spot a nice thick one and pick it up, breaking it over my knee.


    “What are you doing?” she asks, as I tie it into the rope.


    “Do you trust me?” She nods, and I smile. “Put your feet on that then hold onto the rope.”


    She does as I say, and I hold my arm around her, as I walk us backward on the rope swing. “Are you ready?” I ask close to her ear, and she nods again. Then I reach one hand up to grip the rope above her head, and I hold tight to her waist before I let us both go, laughing as she squeals with delight. Together, we fly through the air, and I keep a hold of her waist until we hit the water and need to swim.


    As I tread water, I watch as she runs her fingers through her hair, before wiping the water from her face. She has a massive grin on her face as she swims next to me then glances back when she hears Stacey squeal and land in the water behind us. She looks back at me, still grinning. “Thanks,” she says.


    “Now you’re all cleaned up and as pretty as ever,” I tell her with a wink, before I swim back to shore while she splashes in the water with her friend.


    As I climb back up the bank, I squeeze the water out of my black hair then turn back to watch Dakota and Stacey playing in the water as the hot sun continues to beam down upon us. Elliot moves to stand beside me. “Nicely done. No one will ever know you’re into her now,” he laughs.


    


    


    

  


  
    Chapter 2


    


    

  


  
    Dakota


    


    “So what’s going on between you and Brad?” Stacey asks, a few days later as we’re getting changed after training in the boatshed bathrooms. The program runs Monday to Friday, from 7am to 4pm, and after that, we shower and everyone goes home. Well, except me. I have to stay here until either my mum or dad finishes work. You see, my family owns this whole complex and runs the club that supports the sporting team. It’s a huge amount of work that consumes almost all of my parent’s time. It’s why I have to do this summer camp every year, even though I’ve been paddling ever since I was old enough to fit in the cockpit.


    “Nothing, why?” I ask with a smile because secretly, I’ve had a crush on Brad since he arrived on the first day. He’s beautiful to look at–tall and fit with dark hair and clear blue eyes, and he has that streak of danger about him, because he has that lip ring he’s always biting, and he’s already quit school at sixteen. Mum says he’s got some sort of apprenticeship in a restaurant, and he goes to work every night after training. He’s so dedicated, and he’s really good at kayaking too–a natural born paddler my dad says. Training seems to come easy to him, and he even has a gentle side because he helps out those who are struggling with training by encouraging them to push through. I watch him when we’re running, and he sticks with Elliot, helping to push him to keep going and get his fitness up. I think all the girls like him. I’d like to think he likes me though, but I don’t know. He could just be being nice to me because I’m the coach’s daughter…


    “We’ve just been wondering. You two seem to get along really well, and I catch him watching you.”


    A grin creeps over my lips, as I push an earring through the hole in my lobe and secure the back. “Really?”


    “Yeah, and I heard one of the others say he’s thinking of asking you out.”


    I try to pretend I’m not bursting with hope and excitement by pressing my lips together.


    “Oh, I don’t know about that,” I reply. But when I’m sitting outside on one of the picnic benches not far from the car park, I’m on high alert, knowing that he’ll be ready to leave for work at any moment.


    This is always the time I get to spend with him on my own. Everyone else has gone home, and his bus arrives on the main road just after five.


    “Hey Cody, do you ever get to go home?” he asks, as he exits the boatshed wearing his new chef’s uniform. He’s recently been promoted from dishwasher to kitchen hand, and as a result, instead of wearing jeans to work, he now wears black and white checked pants and a white cotton t-shirt. He makes a very unfashionable outfit look hot.


    I shrug, wrinkling my nose a little, as I play with the end of the long dark braid that falls over my shoulder. “I’m pretty much always here. I don’t leave until mum or dad does, and most times, that’s never.”


    He lowers himself to sit beside me and places his bag on the ground. I feel a tingling in my thigh, as he sits only a centimetre away. It’s like I can feel him, even though we aren’t really touching. “They don’t trust you at home on your own?”


    I shake my head in response, nerves swirling in my stomach, hoping that Stacey was right, and he is about to ask me out. I want him to ask me out. I know that adults are always saying that teenage boys only want one thing, but I don’t get that feeling with Brad because even though I have a decent sized chest, he’s still looking at my eyes.


    “So what do you do once we’ve all gone home?”


    “Nothing much. Most of the time I help out in the office or something. You know, taking inventory and shit.”


    “Sounds fun,” he laughs, and I roll my eyes.


    “So what do you do at your job? Dad said you’re training to cook or something?”


    “I’m training to be a chef. But I started before Christmas, and they’re only just trusting me to peel potatoes, so I think I have a long way to go.”


    “It must be nice not to have to go to school anymore.”


    “Why? Don’t you like school?”


    “Not particularly. I’m not really the most popular girl in town.”


    He reaches out and gently tugs on my braid; the simple gesture feels amazing. “That’s just because you’re prettier than all of them.”


    I can’t help it–a giggle escapes my lips. “Do you really think so?”


    “Prettiest girl I’ve ever seen,” he replies, looking at me with those beautiful blue eyes of his.


    A heat creeps over my cheeks, and I drop my gaze, the compliment feeling amazing and difficult to believe all at the same time. But I want him to watch me all the time, even though it kind of makes me feel embarrassed.


    He leans against me, nudging my arm. “Maybe you could come to the restaurant I work at some time? I generally work the dinner shift but maybe…”


    “Rae!”


    The gruff voice of my father causes me to jump then feel as though I want to crawl under a rock. Now I’m really embarrassed. “Can I speak with you?”


    Brad nods then turns back to me. “Hold that thought.”


    “Now,” dad commands, and my heart begins to thud heavy in my chest.


    Please don’t ruin this for me. Don’t embarrass me.


    “Ah, sure, Coach.”


    Brad leaves his bag on the ground next to me and jogs toward my father. “What’s up?” I hear him ask. My dad turns him, so I can’t see his face then looks over at me with a disapproving glare. This doesn’t look good.


    


    


    

  


  
    Chapter 3


    


    


    

  


  
    Brad


    


    Leaving my bag on the ground next to Dakota, I jog over to coach. “What’s up?”


    He glances over at Dakota and steers me so my back is facing her, before he begins to speak quietly. “It’s nothing huge. But, I wanted to have a chat to you about how you’re going in the program. I’ve noticed you’ve become a bit of a leader among the group.”


    “I don’t know about that. I just get along with everyone, I guess.”


    “I’ve noticed, and I’ve also noticed that you’re one of the more mature guys in the program, and you’ve been really encouraging to everyone with their training–I appreciate that.”


    “Ah, thanks,” I say, looking at my watch and wondering where this is going. I have a bus to catch.


    “Sorry, I know you have a job to get to, and I know I'm holding you up. I just wanted to ask you a favour, because the others seem to listen to you. Do you think you could keep an eye on Dakota for me? I know she hangs around with you all a lot, and well, she’s only thirteen, and I was hoping you could make sure the others–particularly the guys, remember that she’s still a kid. So she’s off limits, OK? ” He looks at me pointedly.


    “Thirteen?” I glance back over my shoulder to where Dakota is still sitting and watching our interaction with concerned interest.


    “She didn’t tell you?”


    I shake my head. “We all thought she was the same age as us.”


    He chuckles. “In her mind she’s thirty. But can you do that for me? Can I trust you to keep an eye on her?”


    Swallowing hard, I nod, feeling uneasy about the fact that I was just about to ask a thirteen-year-old out on a date. I feel like a complete arsehole. “Of course. I will,” I tell him, setting my jaw, as all of the times I’ve flirted with her flit through my mind.


    Smiling, he slaps me on the back in a friendly manner. “Thanks. I knew I could count on you.”


    Nodding again, I excuse myself before walking back to Dakota and picking up my bag, mumbling something about being late for the bus.


    “Is everything alright?” she asks nervously, as I sling my bag over my shoulder.


    “Everything’s fine.” I keep my eyes down, feeling unable to look at her right now.


    “Do… do you still want to have lunch?”


    I work my jaw and shake my head, my mouth twisting in the anger I’m feeling right now. Then I finally look up at her. “My work isn’t the kind of place you can take kids.”


    “I…what?” Her cheeks flood with colour, and her eyes go wide.


    I feel sick.


    “Thirteen, Dakota. You’re thirteen. Why wouldn’t you tell me?”


    Her mouth moves but nothing comes out. I want to hear some sort of reason as to why she’d do this. I want to hear her say she told me, and I didn’t listen–something to explain why I didn’t know. But there’s nothing, and I feel hurt, and I don’t want to look at her anymore. I shake my head and begin to walk away.


    She chases after me. “I didn’t think it mattered. It’s only three years.”


    I keep my eyes forward. “Three years that, if things went too far, could get me arrested, Dakota. It makes a difference.”


    “Brad, please.”


    I stop walking and glare at her. “Leave me alone. I need to go to work, something you’re not even old enough to do.”


    I spit my words at her, and she gets a look on her face that’s like I just punched her in the gut. Well, now she knows how I feel. Her age is important. She should have told me. Not saying anything is as bad as lying, and now I look like some sort of lecherous pig who’s into young girls.


    I keep walking away. She doesn’t follow me this time, and I don’t turn back. But I do hear her sobs. And it breaks my heart, even when I’m angry, I don’t want her to cry.


    ***


    I sit on the bus on my way home from work and close my eyes, dropping my head against the back of the seat, landing it with a firm thud. My stomach twists and sours as I continue to replay the conversation over and over again in my head. It’s been stuck in my head on repeat since this afternoon, and I feel like absolute shit.


    She’s only thirteen…she’s only thirteen. What the hell does that say about me?


    “How was work tonight?” Aunt Sara asks, when I finally walk in the door. It’s just after midnight, and the last thing I want to do is speak right now.


    Without answering, I walk into the laundry and empty my gym bag into the washing machine, before pulling off my uniform and dropping it in there as well. Then I set it up to start a wash and dry cycle in an hour’s time.


    My aunt appears in the doorway, her wavy grey hair, hanging loosely around her shoulders, as she looks at me questionably. Most people think she's my grandmother, but to me, she more like my mum. She’s my real mother’s great aunt, and she’s been taking care of me since I was ten. We have the same blue eyes, and she’s the nicest woman on the planet. I get sick of people asking me why I don’t live with my mum. I get sick of explaining how my mother didn't want me. To me, it’s of no consequence, Aunt Sara is the only family I need.


    “Do you want to talk about it?” she asks.


    I'm standing in my boxer shorts, leaning against the washing machine, as I clench my teeth and shake my head.


    “Did something happen at work?”


    I shake my head again.


    “At training?”


    I move past her and grab a towel from the linen press. “I don't want to talk about it,” I growl, feeling instantly bad because she’s just trying to help. But, there isn’t much she can do without a time machine.


    After my shower, I go to bed and try to sleep, but every time I drift off, I start dreaming about Dakota. It's the same dream I've been having for the last couple of weeks, and I'm pissed that my subconscious doesn’t understand she's off limits now. I spend the night tossing and turning instead.


    Eventually, I quit trying to sleep, and I get up and make blueberry muffins for Aunt Sara to have for breakfast when she wakes up. Then I write her a note to say sorry for being a jerk, set the timer on the coffee pot, and get ready for training.


    


    

  


  
    Chapter 4


    


    


    

  


  
    Dakota


    


    “Can I talk to you?” I ask, the moment I see Brad getting his gear together the next morning.


    He keeps his back to me. “There’s nothing to say.” His voice is flat, and when he finally turns to look at me, his eyes are cold too.


    “I think there’s a lot to say,” I argue, wanting to clear the air, so we can at least be friends.


    “Nothing that’s going to change anything.”


    He moves past me and goes to sit by Elliot and starts stretching. I sit down beside Stacey, and it’s hard not to notice that the squad are all looking questionably between us.


    “Are you two having a lover’s tiff?” Elliot asks, as he reaches forward to grip his foot and stretch his hamstring.


    I glance over at Brad, who keeps his eyes down, and I shake my head. “Everything is fine,” I lie.


    Brad laughs. “No it isn’t. Tell them all how old you are, Dakota.”


    I look around the group of expectant eyes trained on me, waiting for me reply. I don’t want to tell them. I never feel like I fit in anywhere, and finally, here’s a group of people who I get along with well–a group that accepts me for me, and before yesterday, I felt like I was about to experience my first love. But, if everyone finds out about my age then I’ll be different. I’ll be a kid.


    “How old are you?” Stacey asks.


    “I’m thirteen,” I mumble, dropping my eyes to my feet in embarrassment.


    “Thirteen!” I don’t know who yells it, but there’s this sudden cackling, as some of the other boys begin to mock Brad for being a ‘cradle snatcher’. Stacey places her hand on my back in comfort, and when I glance at Brad, he’s fuming and Elliot is saying something to him quietly as the noise continues. They seem to find it so hilarious that the guy who seemed as though he could do no wrong was about to date a ‘little girl’.


    Their mockery stings, and heated tears burst from my eyes. I cover my face with my hands to hide it then get up and run into the girl’s bathroom. I don’t want to sit there while they all laugh at me. Stacey follows me in, and together we listen as Brad yells at them all.


    “Yeah. That’s right, she’s thirteen. And because she’s thirteen, I don’t want to hear a word from any of you fuckers about how she looks, or any of those shit comments you guys like to make about the girls. You don’t talk about her that way–ever. And if I see one of you touch her, try anything on her, or even look at her the wrong way, you’re going to have my fists to deal with–do you all understand?”


    There’s a collective murmur saying they all understand. Stacey looks at me and raises her brow. “I hope you weren’t planning on dating anyone.”


    I wipe at my tears and sniff. “Didn’t you hear? I’m too young to date anyone.”


    She squeezes my shoulder. “I know. It was just a joke that wasn’t really funny.”


    I shake my head. “Even if I was old enough, the only person I want to date now hates me.”


    “He doesn’t hate you. He’s just angry that he’s too old for you. Give him time, he’ll calm down.”


    “Maybe in three years when I’m sixteen.”


    “I think you’ll find he’ll calm down before then. He doesn’t seem like the kind of guy who’s only interested in sex. I think you’ll find that you’ll be friends again in no time.”


    “Friends is all we can be,” I mutter.


    She shrugs. “It could be worse.”


    ***


    “What’s wrong with you? You’ve barely touched your food,” mum comments, as we eat dinner together in the office that night. I’d just spent an awkward day trying to stay out of Brad’s way. Although, being in the same training squad, that was really hard to do.


    After he’d warned all the boys away from me, they didn’t play around with me the same way they normally do. When we played touch footy after lunch, only the girls chased me down. It meant that I was great at scoring goals, but it took all of the fun out of the game. I ended up pretending I had a cramp and pulled out early.


    “Dad told one of the guys I’m only thirteen, and now everyone knows.”


    “Why is that a bad thing?”


    I poke at my food with my fork. “I didn’t want it to matter. I didn’t want them looking at me like I’m a little kid.”


    “From what I understand, the boy your dad spoke to, seemed a bit keen on you.”


    “So?”


    “Well, he’s a sixteen-year-old boy, and really, you’re still a girl. He needed to know, Cody. It wasn’t fair for you not to tell him.”


    “But if we like each other, why does it matter?”


    “Because you’re only thirteen, and he’s sixteen.”


    “Why is that the only answer? So, just because it’s illegal for us to have sex, we shouldn’t have any sort of a relationship at all?”


    She presses her lips together and touches her forehead lightly, as if she’s getting a headache. “You can be friends, and there’s no real law against you dating. But believe me when I say, if there’s one thing you’re not allowed to do, it’ll be the only thing that matters, and eventually you’d do it anyway and not only are you too young for that, but he could end up with a record because of it.”


    “I’m mature enough to say no, mum.”


    She gently touches my chin, her eyes soft and understanding. “I’m sure you are. But the real mature thing here, is taking a step back and being happy with a friendship.”


    “I don’t want to be happy with a friendship.”


    “Then you’re just proving that what your father did was right. Because, if you can’t see why we don’t want you dating an older boy, and you can’t see why Brad is upset with you for hiding your age from him. Then, you’re not as mature as we all thought you were – think about that.”


    


    

  


  
    Chapter 5


    


    


    

  


  
    Brad


    


    Maybe I’m taking this protection thing a little too far. We’re at a regatta out at the Sydney International Regatta Centre, or SIRC for short, and Dakota is sitting quietly off to the side, listening to her iPod and staring out across the course. It’s been three months since our altercation, and I’ve done little more than be cordial to her at training. The others seem to have followed my lead, and they aren’t talking to her either–although, maybe the fact that I threatened to punch them in the face if they looked at her the wrong way has something to do with it.


    A sudden wave of guilt washes over me as I watch her. She doesn't deserve this. I'm being a jerk.


    “What time is your race?” I ask, as I walk toward her and stand right in front of her.


    She pulls out an ear bud and looks up at me with a surprised expression on her face. “I'm sorry?”


    “I asked what time your race was.” I actually know exactly when her race is. I'm just trying to mend fences. I shouldn't have treated her as badly as I did. I didn't ask her age, and she didn't tell me. So really, we’re both at fault. I shouldn’t have assumed.


    “It's at twelve-fifteen,” she replies cautiously, and I nod.


    “I’ll cheer for you from the side.”


    “Won’t your girlfriend get a bit pissed about that, or won’t she care because I’m just a kid?” she sneers, not letting me off too easily.


    I press my lips together and look toward the spectator stands where my current girlfriend, who works as a waitress at the restaurant I’m apprenticing at, is waiting with some of her friends to watch me race. I probably shouldn’t have brought her, but dating someone my own age makes me feel better about being attracted to Dakota in the first place. Although, it doesn’t help alleviate the pain in my chest every time I look at her…


    “She’ll cheer for you too.”


    Dakota rolls her eyes. “Don’t do me any favours.”


    She replaces her ear bud and looks back over to the course, showing me that it's going to take a lot more than a gesture to win back her friendship.


    ***


    For the next couple of years, our friendship is somewhat stilted. I try to get over my attraction to her, but most of the time it seems impossible. It just makes me feel guilty and wrong, and I hate that about myself. I go through numerous girlfriends to distract myself from the discomfort I feel with Dakota in my daily life, and I’m ashamed to say that my protectiveness over her doesn’t lessen. If anything, it gets worse. I can’t stand it when another guy shows any interest in her, and as a result, I’m quite the jerk.


    “What is your problem!” she shrieks at me one day, jabbing me in the chest while I’m washing and polishing my recently purchased racing kayak. She’s fifteen now, and I’m eighteen. She’s more beautiful than ever. I’m still looking at something I shouldn’t be looking at, at all.


    “I don’t know what you’re talking about.” I throw the sponge that I was soaping the hull with, in the bucket, acting nonchalant as I reach down for the hose.


    She beats me to it.


    “Don’t ignore me.” She holds the hose behind her back and glares at me.


    “I’m not ignoring you. I’m simply washing my boat.”


    She continues to keep a hold of the hose. “Explain to me why I just got dumped? Explain to me why he said some tattooed thug told him, he’d castrate him if he touched me?”


    “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” I repeat, holding my hand out for the hose.


    “You’re denying it was you?”


    I shrug my shoulders and keep my hand out steady. “You’ve got the wrong guy.”


    “The wrong guy with a Day of the Dead tattoo all up his right arm, and a lip and eyebrow piercing?”


    I pull my piercing into my mouth. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.” I reach out for the hose, and this look crosses her face that speaks of sheer frustration. She actually stomps her foot.


    “Well, maybe this will help you remember!” She pulls the trigger on the hose and douses me with ice cold water.


    I let out a yelp, as it hits me in the chest and hold my hands up to unsuccessfully block the blast. Then I reach out and grab the handle, trying to wrestle it from her hands. The water sprays up between us, and she squeals as it drenches her as well. For a moment, we fight over it, and our yelps turn into laughter. Then all of a sudden we stop. She releases the trigger, and we’re staring into each other’s eyes. My arm is around her waist, and hers is pressed up against my chest–we’re both still holding the hose.


    Something passes in the air between us, and we’re both breathing quickly. I’m stupidly thinking about crossing that line that was the whole reason for our problems in the first place. Why does she have to be so…so…


    I close my eyes and clear my throat, releasing her and removing the hose easily from her hand. “He wasn’t right for you,” I state, before turning away and hosing the suds off my kayak. In my periphery, I see her standing there for a while before she turns away and walks off without another word.


    I throw the hose on the ground. What the fuck is wrong with me?


    


    

  


  
    Chapter 6


    


    


    

  


  
    Dakota


    


    I quit trying to date boys my own age from school. Not only did Brad warn them away from me, but they were only interested in one thing, and it was one thing I wasn’t willing to give – at least not to them. I feel ready – I mean, I’m sixteen now, so I’m old enough to go all the way if I want to. And I don’t think it’s that big of a deal. Many of the girls at school have already given up their V-cards and they seem happy about it. They seem more grown up too–like having that carnal knowledge is some sort of key to adulthood.


    But I guess I’m not like them. I don’t want to be with just anyone. I want my first time to be with one person in particular. But, I’m not sure that’s ever going to happen. I’m not sure if he still sees me that way, or if he’s just super protective of me because he still sees me as a kid.


    It’s probably the latter of the two, because he’s always got some girl following him around. He’s finished his apprenticeship now, and his work has become more demanding, so he isn’t at training as much as he used to be. But, when he is, I catch him looking at me, and I wonder if maybe those feelings are still there for him like they are for me.


    For me, they never went away. How is it possible to feel so in love with someone you hardly talk to? I don’t know why I do. I just feel it so strong in my chest every time I look at him, and every time he meets my eyes, my stomach flips, and my heart pounds. I know I’m probably too young to really know what love is, but that feeling hasn’t lessened a bit in three years. In fact, it’s grown more intense–that has to mean something, surely…


    It takes a lot of talking to myself in the mirror to convince myself to go to him. But, when Brad’s Aunt Sara dies, I want to go to him. I want to comfort him and let him know I’m there for him.


    Taking a deep breath, I smooth my hands down the front of my dress and lift my hand up to knock, praying that some blonde bimbo doesn’t answer the door in her underwear. I’d die if that happened.


    “Cody. What are you doing here?” Brad frowns, when he answers the door. I’m flooded with relief. Then my eyes travel down his bare chest to the V shaped muscle that seems to point below the waist of his pants.


    I look up to meet his blue eyes. “I’m sorry about your aunt. She was a nice lady.”


    He looks down and nods. “Yes, she was. The funeral was last week.”


    “I know. I was there. I wanted to come up to you, but I wasn’t sure…” I stop talking and press my lips together, the tension mounting in the air beaten us, making this moment uncomfortable.


    We stand there for a moment without saying a word then he inhales sharply and looks back up. “Thanks.”


    He moves to close the door, but I put my hand on it to stop him. “I’m sixteen now,” I blurt out. It’s a stupid thing to say but my brain has gone dead. All I can think about is having him kiss me and hold me, and what it would be like sucking on his lip ring and…I’m a terrible person.


    He shakes his head as if trying to wake from a dream. But, I know he feels what I do. I feel sure of it. “I told you. It doesn’t matter. I’m too old for you, Cody.”


    “Will you be too old for me when I’m twenty-three? You’ll be twenty-six–will that be too old then as well?”


    He shrugs, his expression pained, and his voice quiet–sorry. “It’d be different then.”


    “How? It’s still three years. When I’m twenty-seven and you’re thirty, it will still be three years. Why does that matter when we’ve already waited three years? How long do I have to wait, Brad? I’m in love with you now. I’ve been in love with you all along. And I think you love me too.”


    He steps back from the door, shaking his head. “I don’t,” he says. But his voice shakes, and I know he’s lying. I step after him and place my hand on the door so he can’t close it and refuse this conversation.


    “Don’t lie to me!” I yell. “I see the way you look at me. I see this pain in your eyes when you’re close enough to touch me, and those girls you keep dating, you’re with them but you’re looking at me. Don’t lie to me and say it’s not true. You’ve just spent three years protecting my virtue and getting in my way and being a general pain in my arse. And you did it all because you love me.”


    “No. That was because…”


    “Don’t, Brad. Don’t say you did it for my father. You did it because you couldn’t stand the idea of any other boy spending time with me. You did it because, as my protector, it meant that you were the only boy who could safely be near me.”


    He closes his eyes. “Stop,” he growls.


    I step closer and get in his face. “Or what? You’ll pretend there’s nothing between us for another three years? Just admit it–tell me you love me!”


    “It’s true,” he whispers, and when he opens his eyes, I see a struggle cross his features. The air between us crackles then all of a sudden, he’s kissing me. Hard. And it’s everything I ever dreamed it would be. It’s a kiss that has me pressed against the wall, moaning and whimpering as I try to touch all of him at once. It’s a kiss that goes further than either of us intended it to go. It’s a kiss we can’t seem to stop–one that’s filled with every bit of longing and want that’s been between us since that first moment we fell for each other. It’s a kiss that turns me into a woman. A kiss that’s supposed to be our beginning. But instead, it’s the beginning of our end…


    


    


    


    

  


  
    Chapter 7


    

  


  
    Present day


    


    


    

  


  
    Brad


    


    I hit the bell in the kitchen. “Order up!” I yell, shaking my head as the wait staff is being ridiculously slow tonight. It’s Saturday night, and as per usual, Quay is booked out.


    Quay, is a restaurant on the water at Circular Quay in Sydney, and is one of the hottest gastronomical destinations in town. However, we didn’t get that reputation by being slow with our table service.


    I hit the bell again, and a couple of servers finally appear. I give them a burst regarding my dissatisfaction then tell them to hurry up and get the food out.


    “Where the hell is Ruby?” I growl, wondering where our head waitress is. It’s her job to make sure the floor is running smoothly. She should be here. I turn around to the kitchen staff and bark out a few orders, before I remove my cap and apron and venture out to the floor in search of her.


    When I appear, there are a few hushed comments. I don’t normally walk out on the floor as the head chef–I’m generally too busy in the kitchen. But when I do, the patrons are always very curious about me, because I’m regularly featured in the food section of the country’s newspapers and magazines.


    I intercept one server on her way back to the kitchen. “Where’s Ruby?” I ask.


    She looks at me, and her eyes move as if she’s keeping something from me.


    “Tell me,” I insist.


    “She…she’s outside.”


    Frowning, I shake my head then walk back into the kitchen so, I can exit through the employee’s door in search of her. When I find her, she appears to be arguing with some guy who’s dressed in baggy jeans and a wife beater singlet. He has more tattoos than I do; they’re all over his arms and across what I can see of his chest, as well as up his neck and on his hands.


    “Ruby,” I call out as I approach.


    She glances over at me, her flame red hair pulled into a bun at the nape of her neck, her makeup minimal as she wears her uniform of a white blouse, black vest, black skirt and apron. “I have to go. I’m at work,” I hear her tell him.


    He grabs her arm roughly, and I see his fingers biting into her flesh as he says something close to her ear. She nods then turns around, snatching her arm back.


    Releasing his grasp, he looks over at me and shrugs his shoulders. “Sorry, big boss man. I was just trying to spend some time with my girl on her break.”


    I place my hands on my hips, not liking this guy one bit. I wonder what a nice girl like Ruby sees in this dickwad. “Her break is over.”


    Holding the door open, I wait for her to walk inside. She wipes her finger below her eye when she thinks I can’t see her. But, I do, and it makes my stomach sink as a result. Ruby has been working here since I started nearly three years ago. I consider her a good friend, and I don’t like seeing some guy treat her like shit.


    “I’m sorry,” she says once we’re inside. “I lost track of time. It won’t happen again.”


    I nod, feeling conflicted about speaking up about the uneasy feeling I got about that guy. “Ruby, wait.”


    She turns and tilts her head to the side in question.


    “I know this isn’t my place to say anything since I’m your boss and all. But, as your friend, I don’t like what I saw out there tonight.”


    “I’m sorry. I won’t let my private life interfere with work again.”


    “No. It’s not that–well… it is. But it’s more than that, it’s…” I let out my breath. “Is he treating you alright?”


    She frowns and her eyes shift sideways. “You’re right. It isn’t your place to say anything. Now, if you don’t mind, I need to get back to work.”


    


    ***


    

  


  
    Dakota


    


    “Table seventeen wants a serving of cheese fries to share, and table twenty is just about ready for their bill,” I tell Ronnie, the seventeen-year-old girl who’s taking over from me. I stand in front of the touch screen, so I can print out my end of shift paperwork and sign everything over to her.


    “It’s busy tonight,” she comments, looking out at the full dining room at the Sydney Kayaking Club. “Your dad must be happy.”


    “I don’t think he’ll ever be happy.” I joke of my father who owns this club, and while he loves mixing his business with his love of sport, this hasn’t been an easy road for our family over the years, as we pretty much live and breathe this club and all of its ups and downs. At times, it’s been my salvation, and at other times, it’s been my burden.


    Ronnie laughs, knowing the grumpy, but endearing man that is my father, very well. “I’m sure he’ll crack a small smile when he sees tonight’s numbers.”


    Finishing with the print out, I untie my apron and send Ronnie on her way, as I look out at the busy room. Ronnie is right. Dad will be happy about tonight’s takings. He’s been knee deep in renovations over the past twelve months, and now that the restaurant has reopened, along with the newly refurbished function rooms and bar area, we’ve had a wonderful response, with the dining room busy every night.


    Sydney Kayaking Club, fronts the water along Lane Cove River and consists of a club building, and a boat shed which houses all of the kayaks and training facilities for our kayakers. We’re one of the biggest exclusive kayaking clubs in the state, but even then we have trouble keeping our doors open, and our equipment up to date. Dad has re-mortgaged everything we own to give this place a facelift, so he’s really holding his breath, waiting to see how our proceeds go long-term, so we can turn the business around again.


    I push my way into the office to count out my receipts. “Hey mum,” I say in greeting, as I drop my things on the table and begin counting. She’s working back of house tonight.


    She looks up from her work and holds her hand out to me. “You look exhausted,” she states, concern in her brown eyes.


    “It’s busy tonight. My feet are killing me.” I hand her my receipts. “Are you sure you don’t want me to go through them?”


    She shakes her head. “It’s fine. Go home to Riley. Get some rest.” Pressing her lips together in a tired smile, she begins to sift through the receipts.


    I lean down and press a kiss of gratitude to her cheek. “Thanks mum.”


    “Oh, before you go. Do you have the list for the fundraiser?”


    I stop in my tracks, my heart thudding in my chest, because this fundraiser has been my greatest dread since coming to work here full time. We do them every year but this year is his year. This is the year I might have to finally face my past. Every day, I’ve been watching the RSVP notifications come in, and so far, his name isn’t there. It’s a mixture of sadness and relief–I’m not sure which one yet….


    “Almost. I’ll update it tomorrow and give it to you.”


    “No problem. I’ll see you later.”


    


    


    

  


  
    Chapter 8


    


    


    

  


  
    Brad


    


    “Can I talk to you?” I ask Ruby, once the restaurant is closed, and most of the staff have left for the night. Quite often, it’s just she and I left behind, doing the last of the paperwork and inventory for the night. Although more often than not, I’m the last one to leave, as I stay behind experimenting with new dishes. But tonight, I want to talk, because I can’t get the image of that guy grabbing her out of my mind. After being raised by a woman who escaped an abusive marriage, any sort of violence toward women is an abhorrence that I can't abide.


    “Sure. Is something wrong?” she asks, sliding the cash drawers into the safe in the office. She keeps her back toward me as she speaks.


    “About earlier,” I start.


    She spins around. “Listen, I know what you saw, and I get that you’re concerned because you’ve known me for so long and all that. But everything is fine. I promise.”


    I step toward her. “You’re right. I am worried about you. And in the three years I’ve known you, never once have you dropped the ball while at work. Then the first time you do, I go outside and find some guy grabbing you by the arm. Look at your arm, Ruby–the marks are still there.”


    She glances down and rubs her hand over the faint bruises appearing on her skin.


    “Is he always like that with you?”


    Her eyes rise to meet mine. “No. This is just a mistake–I…I pulled back too hard…”


    “Ruby. If he’s hurting you…” I start, stepping forward again, but she holds up her hands.


    “Don’t Brad. Please. Remember that you’re my boss. We don’t get to be too personal.” She closes the safe and picks up her things, telling me goodbye as she pushes past me out the door.


    For a moment, I close my eyes, her words biting at me as I remember giving her the colleague speech about a year ago, when she made her interest known to me. We’d kissed one night after work. I don’t even know how it happened, or who instigated it, but it happened, and immediately, I regretted it. We’re colleagues. I’m her boss. Any sort of relationship between us would have been inappropriate. I’d thought she was fine with it–fine with me. But after that comment, obviously not…


    ***


    “So you really think this guy is hurting her?” Elliot asks, as we paddle side by side through the water on our surfboards at Bondi Beach early the next morning. The sun is only just starting to light up the sky, and we share the water with a few other dawn surfers.


    Over the years we’ve kept in touch, and these days, instead of being the overweight teen, he’s the fittest looking guy I know. He stands an inch taller than me and keeps his light brown hair cropped short against his head. He works as a personal trainer, and makes good use of his access to the gym, so he's also a hell of a lot broader than me too. I'm lean like a sprinter or a cyclist, but Elliot is verging on body builder size.


    Even though neither of us paddles anymore, we still train together occasionally for fun. And most Sundays, an early morning surf is exactly what’s needed after a hectic week of work, so we catch up here more often than not.


    I dip the nose of my board and dive below a wave, answering when we have both emerged from the other side. “Yeah. Maybe. I don’t know for sure. My gut says yes though. I just don’t know what I’m supposed to do. I consider her a friend, but I definitely made it clear to her that we were only friends at work in the past. So I’m not sure she’s going to admit anything to me, even if there is something going on.”


    “This one’s yours,” Elliot says, as a wave begins to peak. I nod and turn my board to catch it, pulling my arms through the water to pick up speed. When I feel myself rise, I jump to my feet and hold out my hands, loving the rush that riding a wave gives me. As the wave peters out, I drop off the back of it and wait until Elliot arrives off the back of the one he caught coming in behind me.


    “I don’t know what advice to give here, man. I mean, you can’t force her to confide in you. Especially after you already friend zoned the girl. Maybe just let her know you’re there for her if she needs you. Just be her friend–not her protector. You know what happened when you went all protector over a girl before.”


    I nod, lifting my hand to rub over the scar in my eyebrow. The last time I tried to protect a girl, I ended up losing my mind, and my eyebrow piercing in the process.


    “How could I ever forget,” I mumble, looking out to the horizon, as we sit beyond the breakers and bounce over the waves.


    “Although, speaking of girls that bring out your inner caveman, did you get the invite to the fundraising reunion at our old kayaking club?”


    “Yep,” I say, wiping my hand over my board as I’m reminded of Dakota. We waited so long for our chance, and it ended so abruptly that I’ve never fully recovered. I never found out what happened, even though I called her house and harassed her father a million times.


    “Are you going?”


    “I don’t know. Probably not.”


    “Come on, Brad. We have to go. If it wasn’t for Morgan and that club, you and I would have hated high school.”


    “I’d left high school by then, remember?”


    “Oh yeah–well the club still gave you something–”


    I cut him off. “Heartache.”


    He rolls his eyes. “I was going to say ‘purpose’. But, if you want to mope over a girl you knew nearly a decade ago, that’s your business. Who’s to say she’s even going to be there?”


    “Her family owns the club.”


    “So? She could be living in another state or another country. She could be married with kids, and so far away from your fantasy that you’d never recognise her. You’ve got to let it go, man. This isn’t healthy.”


    “That isn’t helping.”


    “It’s not supposed to help–it’s logic. You need to get over her. It’s been years and things change–people change. You should go just to see everyone regardless of whether she’s going to be there or not.”


    “I’ll think about it,” I say.


    “It’s next weekend. You have to RSVP.”


    Spotting a decent break, I call it and paddle to catch the wave. “I’ll think about it,” I call out again. Elliot laughs. He knows me. I always do the right thing.


    


    ***


    

  


  
    Dakota


    


    While updating the club’s website, an email alert slides in from the top right corner of my screen. Just seeing the sender’s name makes my heart stop for a moment, before it starts beating wildly against my chest. The date for the fundraiser is only a week away, and since he hadn’t RSVP’d yet, I’d thought he wasn’t coming. I’d thought he didn’t want to see me.


    I click over to my email client and stare at the name–Bradley Rae, his status, confirmed. I let out my breath and wonder if there’s any way my dad will be OK if I don’t go that night. After all these years, I still don’t think I can tell him what really happened that day when I should have waited, that day I should have listened. But, as per usual, I did whatever I felt like doing, and as a result, I never saw him again. I couldn’t...


    “The movie is at ten-thirty,” Riley says from the doorway, breaking into my thoughts.


    I blink and run my hand over my face, closing down my email and turning around with a smile.


    “Great. Is mum coming with us?”


    He shakes his head. “She said she has to go to the club.”


    Nodding, I spin back around to face the computer as I update the handwritten list of attendees for next weekend’s fundraiser. I swear my hand shakes as I print the letters of Brad’s name. “I’ll be out soon. OK?”


    “OK.”


    


    

  


  
    Chapter 9


    


    

  


  
    Brad


    


    “Shit!” The crashing of glass precedes the cry of a female voice, as I finish up in the kitchen on Sunday night; I’m experimenting with a dish, which is something I like to do after hours.


    I stop what I’m doing, and rush toward the sound. I’d thought I was the only one remaining; most of the staff have finished their shift and left already.


    “Ruby?”


    I find her crouched on the ground, trying to collect the largest pieces in a pile of smashed glassware.


    She sniffles and shakes her head. “I’m fine. I’m fine,” she asserts. “I’ll clean it up.”


    Crouching down beside her, I can tell she’s crying, but she keeps her face away from view.


    “I said I can do it. I don’t need your help.”


    I reach out and begin to help anyway.


    “Brad! I said I can do it!” she yells, finally looking at me, her eyes streaming tears. She throws the glass in her hands at the ground, smashing it further. I put my hand out instinctively to shield myself from any debris and feel small pieces of glass imbed themselves into my palm.


    Tensing my jaw, I stand and look at the damage, removing the largest pieces and dropping them on top of the mess that’s already on the floor.


    “Oh no. I’m so sorry. You’re hurt. I shouldn’t have done that.” She looks stricken.


    “It’s fine.”


    I turn, holding my hand so I don’t drip blood on the floor, and head to the washbasin. The cool water hits my hand and soothes some of the stinging, and my blood washes away in streaks of light red on white porcelain.


    “Here, I have the first aid kit,” Ruby says from behind me. I turn to face her, taking the towel she’s offering to dry my hands, before I move over to the warming bay and flick on the light to inspect my hands. With every movement, I can still feel tiny shards lodged in there.


    “Can I have it?” I ask, holding out my other hand to take the kit.


    “Let me help you. It’s the least I can do. I… I shouldn’t have behaved that way.”


    Glancing up at her, I hold out my cut hand, indicating that she can help. She opens the kit and pulls out a set of tweezers, and a small wound cleaning kit. Then she takes a hold of my hand and begins to pull the debris from my palm.


    For a moment, I just watch her, wondering if things would have worked out if I’d taken a chance and dated her after we’d kissed. I mean, I’m attracted to her–she's of a small stature, with green eyes, porcelain skin, and elfin features. She colours her hair a bright shiny red that gives her this ethereal quality, and on top of that, we simply get along–it's easy to be in her company. We probably would have had a good time; maybe we would have made something of it. I don’t know. I just know that where women are concerned, I tend to play things safe. I’ve fallen for the crazy passionate relationship before, and while I was very young when it happened, I still got my heart broken when it didn’t work out. I don’t want to do it again. I don’t want to take risks. I try to date with my head instead of my heart. Not that it’s working out for me…


    “Am I hurting you?” she asks quietly, her hand poised above mine as she pauses and looks up at me.


    I shake my head. “I’m fine. Why were you crying?”


    She drops her gaze back to my hand and shrugs a shoulder. “It’s not important.”


    “In the three years I’ve known you, Ruby, I’ve only seen you cry twice.”


    “The first time was because you were being a jerk to me,” she says, placing the tweezers in the plastic tray before running her fingers gently over my palm, testing to see if the glass is clear.


    “And this time?”


    She places the dish beneath my hand and squeezes saline over the small cuts. “It’s a different jerk this time.”


    “The guy I saw you with outside?”


    She nods, drying off my hand before dabbing the cuts with antiseptic cream. “He’s just… he’s troubled–I suppose is the best way to put it.”


    “Is he hurting you?”


    She pulls at her lip with her teeth and wraps a gauze bandage around my hand.


    “He’s your boyfriend, right? He should be treating you like a queen.”


    Breaking off a piece of white tape, she secures the bandage on my hand. “I don’t really know what we are anymore,” she explains, as she begins to pack everything back into the red first aid kit, before she drops the small dish into the bin.


    “Thanks,” I say, turning my hand from side to side and moving it, testing to see that there’s nothing remaining inside my cuts. They aren't deep and they'll heal quickly.


    She shrugs. “It’s the least I could do.”


    I stand and grab a broom, as she carries the bin over to where the glass is all over the floor and help her clean up.


    For a while we work in silence then she stops after she dumps a pile into the rubbish and looks up at me. “Why do you care anyway? I mean, why now?”


    I frown and continue to sweep. “Because I do,” I say simply.


    “It’s not because you think I’m unavailable and suddenly that interests you? Are you having regrets all of a sudden?”


    Leaning on the broom, I let out a sigh. “I thought we’d moved past all that and stayed friends.”


    She stands and empties the dustpan into the bin and glares at me. “I don’t know, Brad. Have we?”


    I place the broom to the side and step toward her. She steps back, and when she lands against the wall, I stop and place my hand on the wall beside her head as I look into her eyes.


    “Don’t turn this around on me.”


    There’s this defiance in her eyes, and I wonder if she’s going to slap me or try to kiss me. Either one isn’t going to happen, because right now, this isn’t about me, it’s about her being angry with some other guy, and I’m the one who’s here that she can lash out at. I’m the one she feels safe with.


    She grips the front of my uniform and moves toward me as if she’s going to kiss me. I stay still, looking her in the eyes questioningly.


    What game is she playing here?


    Just before she makes it to my mouth, I speak. “Whatever it is he’s done, this will only make it worse.”


    She stops and looks up at me. “You’re an arsehole.” Her eyes fill with tears, and she shakes her head.


    “No Ruby, I’m your friend.”


    “Just leave me alone.”


    I stand there and watch her walk away. “Call me if you need to talk.”


    “Fuck you,” she says, and I close my eyes as I hear the outside door open and slam closed.


    


    


    

  


  
    Chapter 10


    


    

  


  
    Dakota


    


    "Bradley Rae." The sound of his name leaving my mother's lips causes me to freeze in my tracks. I close my eyes, hearing the sound of the paper in her hands as I take a deep breath.


    "Yes?" I ask, as I turn to face her, keeping my features straight. My mother has no idea I was involved with Brad when I was younger. I mean, she knew I had a crush on him. But, my father had made it very clear that the kayaking boys were off limits and went to great lengths to enforce that rule. To a teenage girl, that rule was like waving a red flag at a bull. And Brad was my target.


    "Is he the young chef whose recipes are in that Voyeur Magazine?"


    Yes. He is. I've been collecting them.


    I drop my gaze. "I don't know. Maybe," I lie.


    She looks at his name on the list of attendees at the fundraiser. "I'm sure I remember your dad saying that guy used to paddle here. You were friends with him, weren't you? I wonder if he'd be willing to donate his services for a night. We could sell tickets to it in the silent auction."


    "I'm sure he's too busy for that, mum."


    "Can’t hurt to ask. Do you think you can do that for me? I’ve got a million things to do tomorrow, and the reunion is only a week away."


    I open my mouth to protest, but she walks away before I get the words out.


    ***


    Stacey’s mouth drops open. “She wants you to call him! Holy wow, I mean, does she have no idea what happened between you two?” she asks, as I walk her down to the water’s edge holding her paddle. Stacey has been my best friend since I was thirteen. She's been one of our top female competitors in all that time, and she was here when Brad was, and knows all about our history and everything in between.


    “No, and I want to keep it that way.”


    “Why not tell her? It's been years, and they probably don't even care anymore.”


    She slides into the cockpit of her kayak and holds onto the pontoon for balance, as she tightens the waterproof skirt about her waist. Then I hand her the paddle.


    “They don't have a hell of a lot of respect for me as it is. Best not to make it worse.” I look out over the water as a seagull paddles past, and I scrunch up my nose.


    “That's ridiculous. Why do you think they don't respect you? Because you and Riley are still living with them?”


    I shrug. “Partially. I don't know. I guess I just feel like a disappointment. I'm twenty-three, still living at home and working the same job I had when I turned fourteen and nine months.”


    “I think you're being too hard on yourself. Your parents would be lost without you and Riley around. Think about all the work you do with the club–they can't do that on their own. No, I think you're exactly where you're supposed to be, and I'll bet if you tell your mum that you and Brad had something before Riley came on the scene, she's likely to make that phone call in your place.” She pushes away from the pontoon to start her training session.


    “Or, you could do it for me?” I call after her, a hopeful smile on my face.


    


    ***


    

  


  
    Brad


    


    “Stacey? As in Stacey Wright?” I ask, after my female caller has identified herself as being from the Sydney Kayaking Club, where I’m to attend this reunion on the weekend.


    “You remember me?”


    “How could I forget? I only saw you every day until I was nineteen and gave up the sport. How are you?”


    “I'm good–still training, still competing. So not much has changed. Listen, I'm actually calling about this reunion the club is putting on. You’re coming, right?”


    “Ah, yeah, I am.”


    “Great, listen, you know it’s a fundraiser too, so we’re going to be asking you to throw some cash at the club, right?”


    I smile to myself, liking that she’s still as blunt as she always was. “Yes. I figured as much.”


    “Well, Coach and Mary were kind of hoping that instead of giving money to the club, you'd be willing to donate your services to the club for a night. They've just upgraded the restaurant, and they could raise a lot of money in the silent auction for a culinary evening with the one and only Bradley Rae.”


    I chuckle into the phone, kneeling down to pick up my runners, sliding them onto my feet as I continue the conversation. “Wow, they don't waste any time in asking.”


    “Yeah well, that’s Coach and Mary for you. But, listen, I know it's a lot to ask, and if you can't do it, it's fine. They're just trying to keep their heads above the water, so to speak.”


    “Heads above water? Why? Are they struggling to keep the club open?”


    She hesitates before responding, and I know she’s said a bit more than she should have. “Ah, well, it’s um… it’s not common knowledge but…shit, you can’t repeat this OK?”


    “Of course.”


    “Well, Coach put everything they own up for collateral to get a loan to refurbish. The reopening has been good, but not as great as they’d hoped. Mary’s in a bit of a panic because she worries that once the novelty wears off, the crowds will disappear and they won’t be able to make their repayments.”


    “Christ, that doesn’t sound good. I don’t know that cooking there for a night can stop that from happening, but I’ll do it. At the very least, we can raise some extra money and get them a little press.”


    I can hear the smile in her voice. “Thanks, Brad. You’re a lifesaver.”


    “No problem.” Then I ask the thing I’ve really wanted to ask since I heard her voice. “Listen, will, um… will Dakota be there?”


    I hold my breath, waiting for the answer, and once again she hesitates. “I’m not sure,” she responds.


    “I’d like to see her again. Even if it’s just to say hi and see that she’s OK.”


    “I’ll let her know.”


    “Thanks.”


    When we hang up, I don’t really feel like I have the energy to go for a run anymore. But, I put my ear buds in and head off anyway, turning the music up loud enough so that even I can’t hear my thoughts about what seeing Dakota again is going to be like. We were only young, but there was a time when she meant everything to me then she was gone, and I never knew why...


    


    

  


  
    Chapter 11


    


    

  


  
    Dakota


    


    “I need the banners set up, and there's a delivery that needs to be brought upstairs. Also, someone needs to finish putting the stage together and moving all these chairs.”


    I run through the list I've printed off on my clipboard and allocate different jobs to the squad members who are acting as waiters and ushers for the evening. This fundraising event is a huge undertaking that we do every year. Its purpose is to raise enough money to fund the sporting side of the club by purchasing new equipment, paying for security on the boat sheds, keeping the coaching boats maintained and helping toward the cost of competing for our athletes, as well the education of our coaches. We invite sponsors, and those who have been kind enough to donate to the club before each time, and each year we invite the past members from a decade before. There is always a point in the night where we put up a slide show with photos from ten years before, which allows past members to have a look back at their past glory and be reminded of how much they loved coming here. It's a good way to get them to dig deep into their pockets to keep the club going for future athletes to have the same opportunities they did.


    Normally, I love the reunions, because I get the chance to see people I haven’t seen since I was a kid. But this particular reunion is the one I haven’t been looking forward to at all, because ten years ago is when I met Brad. At thirteen, I immediately had a crush on the boy who wore an earring in his brow and one in his lip. He was sixteen at the time, and to me, he looked like a bad boy, which at thirteen meant that he looked like a lot of fun.


    I had purposely not told him how old I was, because I didn’t want him to think I was too young for him to date. So when my father intervened and revealed my age to him, all flirtation between us ended rather abruptly, and Brad was more than a little angry with me.


    Needless to say, I was devastated. But as time went on, Brad began to calm down, and while our friendship never returned to what it was, there was still that underlying current in the air between us, and I knew that despite our age gap, we were meant to be. I just needed to bide my time. I probably should have waited longer than I did. I pushed the issue of our attraction when I was only sixteen, and looking back, I know I was too young to handle the kind of connection we had back then. I should have waited until I was eighteen and he was twenty-one. But I pushed the issue, felt all grown up and mature when it went my way, and then made a really stupid decision as a result.


    But I’ve never forgotten the way we were when we were together. A lot of girls I know, said that their first time was painful and disappointing. But mine was beautiful. It was like our own private heaven, and there are times that I feel as though I would do anything to get it back. Anything to be with him again. But sometimes, we make a choice, and we have to live with it for the rest of our lives. Sometimes, we have to put someone else’s happiness before our own.


    I’ve made the decision to do that tonight. When I see Brad again, I’m not going to tell him what happened. I’m going to leave the past in the past, putting his happiness before my own. It’s been so long since we were together, he doesn’t need me dredging up the past. For all I know, he’s already moved on and is happy with someone else…


    “Hey, Dakota, where do you want these?” Ronnie asks, as she stands in front of me with a box filled with fairy lights.


    It snaps me out of my thoughts, forcing me to focus on the job at hand, instead of reminiscing over a time long past. I raise my hand and point toward the balcony doors. “They're getting set up out there,” I state, before clearing my throat and checking over the list again, my stomach filling with butterflies as the time to begin draws near.


    


    ***


    

  


  
    Brad


    


    “Paige wants to know if you want to car pool,” Elliot asks over the phone. I'm at Quay helping my sous chef, Gus, get everything ready for the night. Friday and Saturdays are our busiest evenings, and it's rare that I take one of these nights off if I can help it. But the team is so well trained, that I have no worry that things will run smoothly in my absence.


    I gesture to him, letting him know I’m leaving the kitchen and he nods, waving me off and holding up his thumb to signal that he's all good.


    “I've got a few things to check on here so I might be a bit late. I'll meet you there,” I tell Elliot before disconnecting the call.


    I walk through the restaurant, checking the sky over the harbour through the large glass windows that Quay is famous for. It looks clear and blue, far too happy for the amount of nerves I’m feeling.


    I wave down Ruby as I head to the front of house; she's overseeing the table settings and excuses herself before she makes her way over to me.


    “Are we OK?” I ask her. I've barely had the chance to speak to her all week after our altercation last weekend.


    She nods. “Of course we are. I was just upset, and I took it out on you. I'm sorry. How's your hand?”


    “My hand’s fine. I've just been worried about you. It's seemed like you've been avoiding me.”


    “I've just got a lot on my mind. But everything's fine, and it won't affect my work, I promise.”


    I look at her for a moment, seeing the lie in her eyes and knowing that she isn't OK at all. “I'm off tonight, but if you need me, call, OK?”


    She breaks eye contact and laughs. “Why would I need to call you?”


    I place my hand on her shoulder, and she flinches slightly as if in pain. I pretend not to notice it, but it definitely causes my concern to increase. “Just…just in case you do, OK?”


    She nods and goes back to her prep work then I oversee one last check through of everything for tonight, before I head home to get ready, while I try to ignore the beating of my heart that sounds a lot like a name…


    Dakota


    


    

  


  
    Chapter 12


    


    

  


  
    Dakota


    


    “He's not here,” Stacey says quietly, as I nervously scan the room. I can't seem to stop fidgeting, and it's giving my nerves away.


    “What if he doesn't come? What if he does? What happens if he won't talk to me? And worse still, what happens if he does want to talk to me?”


    She places her hands on my shoulders, and her blue eyes look into my brown eyes. “Calm the fuck down. OK? Freaking out doesn't help anyone, and you’re making yourself sweat. And that's not hot.”


    I close my eyes and take a breath. “I just don't know what I'm going to say.”


    “How about you get out there and mingle with the people who are here? Have a glass of wine and calm the hell down. You’re no good to anyone if you’re all worked up.”


    I let out my breath and nod. “OK, you’re right. I’m freaking out, and that isn’t helping.” I smooth my hand down the front of my dress. I’d tried on so many different styles and colours, that it took almost an entire day shopping to decide on the right one. The entire time, I tried to tell myself that I wasn’t doing it to try and look good for him. I tried to convince myself, when I chose an emerald green dress that hugged my curves and flared out when I spun around, that I hadn’t chosen that colour because I knew he liked it. But I did. Of course I did. Despite all the years and everything that has happened in between, I’ve still thought about him every day.


    Maybe I should tell him…


    


    ***


    

  


  
    Brad


    


    Running my hand over the stubble on my face, I wonder whether I should shave or go as I am. If I’m freshly shaven, will I look like I’m trying too hard, or will leaving the stubble make me appear as though I don’t care, or trying too hard to look like I don’t care?


    I let out my breath slowly. I’m making this way too complicated. But then, things between Dakota and me always were complicated. There was the age gap, and the continued tension between us despite that age gap. There was the guilt I held inside because I couldn’t stop thinking about her, and the fact her father had entrusted me of all people to keep an eye on her. I’d often wondered if he was purposely trying to torture me.


    There’s also the fact that I broke that trust, and when I thought he was keeping her away from me, I confronted him. He was infuriatingly calm as he worked on repairs on the engine to his speedboat. He simply told me to go home and calm down. I did go home. I also never went back. Tonight will be the first time since that day.


    After showering and shaving, I dress in a pair of black pants with burgundy braces and a white button down shirt that I roll up at the sleeves, revealing all the tattoos over my forearms. I pause and look at them, the colourful images representing life and death, reminding me of all I’ve lost, my only family, my only love. Aunt Sara died of old age but my mother left simply because she wasn’t interested in raising a child. Then Dakota left too, although that was for reasons that are unknown to me.


    As I nervously drive out to Lane Cove, I wonder if I should just let it all go. What happened between us was over seven years ago now. Surely she’s with someone else, and she’s probably forgotten all about me, just like my mother did. So when I pull into the parking lot, I’ve decided that I’ll say hello to her and treat her the same as everyone else. I won’t go in there looking for answers, there probably aren’t any that I haven’t already thought of myself. At the end of the day, she probably regretted her decision to come to my house that afternoon, because she left, and she never came back. Elliot is right, I really need to move on.


    Even though my brain has made its decision, my body seems to be acting on its own. And I spend some time sitting my BMW, gripping the steering wheel as I try to work up the courage to go in there.


    I’m being ridiculous. I know I am. People see their exes all the time, and they manage just fine. I mean, I haven’t seen Dakota since I was nineteen, and she was sixteen. It’s been years and so much has happened in between. This shouldn’t matter now–we’re adults. We can be civil, and we don’t even have to rehash the past.


    “Just move forward,” I say to myself, as I open the car door and head toward the kayaking club. I can smell the damp earth of the water’s edge, as the gravel crunches under my feet.


    In the distance, the sun is setting, and as I approach the club’s entrance, I can hear the music and the pinging sound of poker machines from inside. I drag my hand through my dark hair, feeling strange coming back here after so long. For three years, my world was cooking and kayaking–they aren’t the most cohesive of couplings, but it worked for me. I was happy back then because my life was filled with everything I loved.


    As I step through the door, there’s a sign that instructs me to go to the ‘White Water Function Room’. I look around, seeing that everything is the same, but different because of the renovations. My unsettled feeling grows.


    “Are you lost?” a young girl of barely eighteen asks me when I continue to stand in the foyer.


    “Ah…um… I’m here for the fundraiser.”


    She smiles at me and points down the hall. “It’s right down there.”


    I thank her, even though I knew where it was. The White Water Room was here when I was. It’s the room we had award nights in, and where all previous fundraisers have been held. Although, back then I was one of the kayakers.


    Walking down the hall, I push the door open, and a girl with a clipboard asks my name and hands me a name tag. She says something else to me as well, but my eyes are too busy scanning the room. Then I find her, and that whole pep talk I just gave myself means absolutely nothing. I feel like I’m sixteen all over again, and I want answers.


    


    

  


  
    Chapter 13


    


    


    

  


  
    Dakota


    


    “Cody?”


    I turn to the sound of a male voice, and when I turn, it takes me a moment to recognise him.


    “Elliot?” I confirm, as I take in his cropped hair, his broad shoulders, and his massive height. He still has those iridescent blue eyes, so I know it’s him, but I can hardly believe it at the same time. He’s about twice the size I remember him, although it’s all muscle. He looks amazing.


    He smiles and gives me a friendly hug. “It’s been a long time. This is my wife, Paige.”


    The obviously pregnant woman at his side gives me a beautiful smile and holds her hand out to shake mine. She’s a little taller than I am at five-foot-eight. She has beautiful brown curly hair, and interesting amber coloured eyes, which give her an otherworldly quality. They’re a stunning couple, and I feel as though I’m staring. But I can’t stop.


    “It’s lovely to meet you. Elliot’s been telling me all about his time here. Sounds like you all had a lot of fun,” Paige says, when she withdraws her hand from mine.


    “We did,” I confirm. Then have a brief conversation with them to catch up on the last seven years of Elliot’s life. “Sounds like you’ve been really busy. Have you kept in contact with anyone else from your squad?” I try to slip the question in there naturally.


    He smiles knowingly. “I still talk to Brad. He should be here soon. He just had a few things to do at work before he could come.”


    “Oh, I didn’t mean…”


    He pats me on the shoulder. “He wants to see you too.”


    The blush creeps up my cheeks before I can stop it.


    “Elliot!” Paige reprimands. “You’ve gone and embarrassed the girl.”


    I shake my head. “It’s fine, really. And he’s right. I am asking about Brad. I don’t know how much you know, but it’s been a long time and things didn’t exactly end well. I’ve been worried he might still be angry and wouldn’t want to speak to me.”


    “It was a long time ago,” Elliot says, kindly. Then another male voice speaks up from behind me.


    “It feels like yesterday being back here though.”


    I freeze at the sound of his voice and stay that way, as he greets Elliot and Paige before turning to me. He smiles. I can’t breathe. He still looks the same but the lip and brow rings are both gone. There’s a small scar in his right eyebrow where the ring was torn out.


    That scar is my fault, I think, as my eyes graze over him, noticing all of the tattoos covering his forearms. One side is new. He didn’t have both sides done before. The realisation of missing out on so much of his life hits me in the chest and twists like a knife. I wish things were different, I really do…


    “Dakota,” he says, and my name rolls off his lips like a fine piece of music. I long for him to call me Cody like he did back then.


    “It’s so good to see you. How have you been?” I ask breathlessly. My heart beats in my ears, and I feel incredibly warm, and a little shaky.


    He drops his gaze to the floor for a moment and slides his hands into his pockets. “I don’t want to small talk with you, Dakota.”


    I’m a little taken aback. “You don’t?”


    He shakes his head. “No. Will you walk with me?”


    I have to force myself to swallow as a fear grips my heart. If I tell him now, he’ll go away forever. I just got him back. I want to keep him for a moment…just a moment. Then I’ll let him go.


    “But…but there’s dinner… and… and…”


    He holds out his hand. “I don’t want to wait any longer than I already have.”


    Apprehensively, I slide my hand in his, knowing that mine will feel warm and clammy to him. How is he acting so calm?


    As his hand closes around mine, I close my eyes, taking a brief moment to acknowledge that it feels like home. It feels right. It feels the same.


    He escorts me out to the balcony then down the stairs that lead to the pontoon. He releases my hand at the bottom and slips his hands back in his pockets again.


    Before I was feeling warm–now I’m suddenly cold.


    “I guess you brought me out here for some sort of an explanation,” I state, as we walk along in silence for a few moments.


    “Well, it is the great mystery of my life. It’s supposed to be the guy who ditches and runs, not the girl.”


    It’s his attempt at a joke, but neither one of us laughs. I think we’re both caught in the same memory; the last time we were together before he asked me to wait for him, and I didn’t…


    


    “Are you OK?” he asks, lying beside me, as he holds a warm compress between my thighs.


    I nod and lightly run my hand down the side of his face, my finger touching the ring in his brow and ending at the ring in his lip. He’s so beautiful. He’s everything I’ve wanted or even hoped for.


    He turns slightly and kisses my fingertips.


    “I’m perfect,” I whisper.


    He smiles, leaning down to lightly kiss my lips. “Yes. You are.”


    “I love you,” I tell him.


    “I love you,” he whispers in return, taking my mouth in his…


    


    “I don’t know what to tell you,” I say, trying to blink away the tears that sting my eyes when I remember what we lost.


    “How about you just tell me what happened?”


    I take a deep breath, thinking back to that day, and wanting to tell him–even if I just tell him that I didn’t leave him. I was forced away…


    I look at him, my mouth opens to speak but all I manage is “I…I…”


    “You what?” he presses, and I clamp my mouth shut before shaking my head.


    “Cody,” Stacey interrupts, holding out my phone. “It's Riley. He's saying he needs you to go home.”


    I wince because Brad doesn't know about Riley.


    Stacey glances over to Brad. “Oh, uh…hi, Brad, I didn't know you were here.”


    He looks from me to her, and there's a ticking in the side of his jaw. “Actually, I was just leaving.”


    


    ***


    

  


  
    Brad


    


    I don't really drink. Well, I do, but I'm not known to hit the bottle when I'm pissed off or upset over something. Instead, I cook. And right now, my kitchen looks like I've just created Quay’s entire menu ten times over, and my Instagram feed looks like foodie heaven.


    Really, I shouldn't be upset. It's been years. Of course she's moved on; of course she's with someone. And I can't blame her. I haven't exactly been celibate. There have been other women since her. Now that I know she’s with someone else, maybe I can finally put her behind me and move on properly. Maybe I can finally get over her and become more serious with someone else...I don’t know what I’m going to do. I just know that I thought I’d finally get some answers tonight, and all I did was come home with more questions.


    Placing the finishing touches on a salted caramel mousse, I hold my phone up and prepare to take another shot. Just as I'm applying a filter, there's a knock on my door.


    It causes my heart to jump up in my throat, as I remember the last time she knocked on my door. It was the day she gave me her innocence. It was the day we admitted how we felt. It was also the last time we saw each other until tonight…


    The knocking sounds again. “One minute.” I grab a tea towel to wipe my hands then head to the door, taking a deep breath before opening it. I gasp. “Holy shit! Are you alright?”


    


    


    


    

  


  
    Chapter 14


    


    


    

  


  
    Dakota


    


    “You know I was working tonight, right? It was kind of important,” I say to Riley, as I walk into the bedroom and sit on the side of the bed. I remove my earrings before I set them on the bedside table then pick up the copy of Gulliver’s Travels.


    “I know. But Nora is the worst babysitter ever. She sends me to bed at seven-thirty. Seven-thirty! I’m six and a half now, not four. I’m not even tired at seven-thirty.”


    I straighten up the blankets and tuck him in a little tighter. “OK. But is that really such an emergency that you needed to call me away from the fundraiser? I’ve just left nan and pop there to deal with it all by themselves.”


    He folds his arms. “You know, I think they can manage without you for one night. After all, it’s their club, not yours.”


    My mouth forms an O shape, and I try to fight my smile. My son has obviously overheard one too many arguments between my parents and me.


    “Well, my sweet boy, who acts way too old for his age, that’s not really something for a young boy to be worrying about, much less repeating. And you’re forgetting the rest of it–one day, the club will be mine to run, and I can make all the decisions myself if I want to.”


    “Yeah, if poppy doesn’t run it into the ground before then,” he scoffs, and I have to bite my lip. Where does this kid come up with this stuff?


    “I think we need to make sure these ears of yours aren’t turned on when we’re having grown up discussions.”


    “You can’t turn your hearing off, mum. It’s always on.”


    Reaching out, I run my hand lovingly over his sandy blond hair. “Did you read any of this?” I ask, holding up the book.


    He shakes his head. “Nora didn’t want to read it. She thinks it’s too old for me.”


    “Nonsense. I’m going to have to have a chat with her before she looks after you again.”


    “Or, you could just let me stay home on my own.”


    “Nice try. Now skooch over; I’ll read to you until you fall asleep.”


    I open the book and read until my throat feels hoarse. I’m not sure at what point Riley falls asleep, because I put all of my attention into the pages of the story, anything to stop myself from thinking about my altercation with Brad. And when I finally stop reading, I lay quietly for a while with my son, wondering if it’s a good thing that he called when he did. Telling Brad now wouldn’t make any difference. What’s done is done. I can’t change that.


    


    ***


    

  


  
    Brad


    


    “Oh god, Ruby. What happened?”


    “Can I come in?” She struggles to speak around her swollen lip. I’m horrified by the damage she seems to have sustained to her face and quickly move to the side, ushering her in and quickly checking the outside hall on my floor to make sure no one is there following her.


    “Do you need a doctor?”


    She shakes her head, moving toward my kitchen as though she’s aching. “I just need ice and some pain killers. Maybe something to drink.”


    I race to the freezer and pull out a tray of ice cubes then dump them into a tea towel before holding it up to her face. I pause, not sure whether I should place it at her eye or her mouth.


    “Thanks,” she says, taking it from me and placing it over her left eye. It’s completely swollen shut.


    “Who did this to you?” I ask, grabbing some paper towel and running it under the water to dab at the small trail of blood that’s coming from her split lip.


    “Tony,” she states, her one good eye looking up at me and filling with tears that spill down her cheek. “What have I gotten myself into?”


    Wiping away her tears with the soft damp paper towel, I furrow my brow at her response. “You haven’t done anything wrong. There is nothing in this world that can excuse this kind of behaviour.”


    Continuing to cry quietly, she nods and turns her head away from me. I give her a moment to collect herself and move to get her some Nurofen from the cupboard above my fridge, as well as a bottle of water.


    She takes them with thanks then holds up the water. “Do you have anything stronger than this?”


    “Of course I do,” I answer softly. “What would you like? I have wine. I have bourbon, whisky, vodka, brandy–pretty much anything you can think of really.”


    “Vodka would be perfect. With soda if you have it.”


    “Of course.” I move over to the bar between my kitchen and my living room, and I fix her a drink before returning it to where she stands in the kitchen, surveying the multitude of prepared dishes.


    “Are you expecting someone?”


    “No. Just experimenting.” I hand her the glass and she takes it, wincing a little when the sting of the alcohol touches her swollen lip.


    “It’ll kill the germs,” she comments, glancing at me with her good eye, as she continues to hold the ice against her other. I stand by quietly, as she spends a few moments, walking around my kitchen, surveying my many creations for the evening, while sipping her drink and wincing each time.


    She stops at one dish and leans down, inspecting it closely. “What’s this?”


    “Foie Gras Cassis.”


    “Foie Gras? You had Foie Gras in your kitchen?”


    “You don’t?” I respond with a smile.


    “What’s that under it?”


    “It’s apple. They’ve been caramelised, placed on toasted brioche, and the sauce is sour blackcurrants.”


    “Sour blackcurrants?” She looks back up at me. “May I?”


    “Of course,” I say, opening a drawer and giving her a fork. She places her drink on the benchtop and presses the fork into the neatly piled food to cut off a small mouthful. She struggles a little to get it in her mouth, but once it hits her tongue, I know, because she closes her eyes and just experiences the flavour.


    “Oh my god,” she moans. “That was amazing. Will you be putting it in the next menu?”


    “I don’t know. I’m just trying out flavours at the moment. Feel free to try anything out.”


    She moves around the kitchen, taste testing as many dishes as she can before she cups her hand to her mouth and shakes her head. I can tell she’s in pain from her lip.


    “We need to call the police about this, Ruby. You need to report it.”


    Taking another sip of her vodka soda, she shakes her head. “Can we not talk about it just yet? I kind of want to forget it ever happened and pretend that I’m not standing in your kitchen with a beat up face. Talk to me about the food. Tell me what inspired each dish.”


    Feeling uneasy about dropping the subject, I let it go, deciding that I’ll press her for more information later. Then I spend the next few hours explaining all that I’ve made, and the reasons for my choices. She listens intently, and eventually I offer to make up a bed for her so she has somewhere safe to stay.


    “Thanks for letting me stay,” she whispers, as I bring her a towel and one of my t-shirts so she can shower and change if she likes.


    I nod and point to the ensuite door off her room. “You can stay as long as you need to. It’s what friends are for.” I kiss her on the forehead. “Get some rest. I’ll be just across the hall if you need me.”


    She thanks me again, and I exit her room, promising myself that I’ll convince her to go to the police in the morning. That douchebag boyfriend of hers needs to go down for this. Real men don’t hit women. He can’t get away with this.


    


    

  


  
    Chapter 15


    


    

  


  
    Dakota


    


    Nervously, I approach Brad’s apartment the next morning. It’s taken an entire night of not sleeping to decide this, but I do feel as though it’s time to explain what happened, and why I suddenly disappeared from his life. I couldn’t stand the hurt look on his face when Stacey said Riley was on the phone for me. At the time, I hadn’t wanted him to know about Riley at all. But after going home to my son and spending a creepy amount of time watching him sleep, I knew that despite the circumstances surrounding his conception, he was my proudest achievement. I shouldn’t be hiding his existence. He’s far too important to me for that.


    Closing my eyes or a moment, I take a deep breath before raising my hand to knock. For a moment, I don’t think he’s home, because it’s too quiet. Then I hear the sounds of feet on the flooring, and the scraping of the deadbolt before the door opens.


    I frown, taken aback by the sight of a woman with a bruised face standing before me, peering at me questioningly with her one good eye. She's tiny, with flame red hair and a fine boned stature–kind of like if you crossed Ariel the mermaid with Audrey Hepburn, you'd get this woman. She's pretty, and I mean, really pretty–even with a swollen face, she's intimidatingly pretty.


    I take a step backward.


    “Can I help you?” she asks.


    My mouth opens and I shake my head. I must have the wrong place. “I, um… I’m looking for Brad. Are…are you OK?”


    “Oh,” she says. “My face.” She reaches up and touches it gingerly. “Don’t worry. Brad isn’t responsible. I’m actually a female cage fighter. I got these puppies in the fighting ring.”


    She holds up her fists and jabs at the air. It’s then that I take in her attire. A man’s shirt. I close my eyes, feeling as though I’m in an all too familiar situation. I feel like I’m fifteen all over again, interested in a man who is too busy with every other woman because he's too old for me.


    “I see. Listen, I’ve obviously come at a really bad time. I’ll…I’ll just…” I point over my shoulder and back away, ready to make my way back to the stairwell, before I see Brad walk into my line of sight wearing a pair of track pants and nothing else–well, besides a few tattoos I haven’t seen before. He’s towelling off his dark hair, looking as though he just stepped out of the shower.


    My eyes move between them, and all of a sudden I feel sick.


    I mumble something about being late then turn to walk away, thoroughly regretting thinking that maybe Brad was still interested in clearing the air, and maybe starting fresh with me after all these years. I’d obviously burned that bridge long ago, and I’m never going to get the chance to fix it.


    “Cody?” I hear, just as I reach the top of the stairs. I turn back and see Brad just outside his door, staring down the hall toward me.


    Hesitating, I move forward to leave then backward to stay, several times. Eventually deciding to stand and face him.


    I raise my hand and wave like a gimp.


    “What are you doing here?”


    Behind him, the girl from the door is looking on with interest.


    I shake my head. “I was…um…I was just dropping by to let you know that… um… that my dad really appreciated you donating to the auction. He wished he had the chance to talk to you, but you left so suddenly, and…um… yeah. That’s all.”


    He furrows his brow. “You came all the way into the city just to tell me that?”


    I shrug and place my hand on the wall, moving my finger as I focus on a small paint chip. “I was in the neighbourhood, so…”


    “I see. And how did you get my address?”


    “What is this? Twenty questions?” I attempt a laugh. But, when I look at him, he isn’t smiling. I swallow down the lump in my throat. “Elliot. He gave it to me.”


    “I see.”


    “But I’m leaving. You’re obviously busy here.” I point to the girl, and as he looks over his shoulder, she quickly withdraws from view. I take the opportunity to leave, rushing down the stairs as fast as I can, thoroughly regretting coming here.


    


    ***


    

  


  
    Brad


    


    “Who was that?” Ruby asks, as I head back inside. I move about the kitchen, setting up the coffee machine for a morning pick me up.


    “Just someone I used to know,” I say quietly, reaching up to take a couple of mugs down. I hold one out to her, and she nods.


    “An old girlfriend?”


    I shake my head. “No. We never got to that point.”


    “That’s a shame. She’s pretty.”


    Shrugging my shoulders, I dismiss the conversation by asking her about going to the police.


    “Do I have to? I mean, can’t I just end things with him and pretend none of this ever happened?”


    “Sure. If you think it’s all right for him to beat on some other girl or better still–stalk you and obsess over you until you give in and go back to him. I think that’s definitely the better plan of action.”


    She lets out a sigh. “OK. I get it. I’ll go to the cops then. I’ll report him.”


    I glance at her over my shoulder. “Good. And if you need it, the spare room is available for you until you feel safe going back to your place.”


    “You don’t have to do that.”


    “Yes I do. You can’t go back to your place on your own until we’re sure this guy is going to leave you alone.”


    “Won’t I be in your way? I mean, what if that pretty blast from your past wants to rekindle something? She seemed a little upset to see me here.”


    “She did? I don’t understand why. She’s got some guy called Riley in her life now. No. Things between Dakota, and me are well and truly in the past.”


    


    

  


  
    Chapter 16


    


    

  


  
    Dakota


    


    “You’re back early. Did you even go and see him?” Stacey asks, when I get back home, hanging my bag on the back of a dining room chair before I kiss Riley on the top of his blond head and go to sit next to her.


    I put my head in my hands. “I did. And he was with someone, so…” I shake my head, trying to ignore the stinging that’s threatening me behind my eyes.


    “Oh, Cody…” she says, placing her hand on the centre of my back.


    “It’s fine. I’m fine, really. I don’t know what I thought was going to happen. I was being stupid.”


    “Going after a guy you’ve loved for most of your life isn’t stupid. It’s brave as fuck. And if he’s not married, I think you should try again. Who cares if he has some fuck buddy?”


    “Stacey!” I say, cutting my eyes in the direction of my son.


    She covers her mouth and produces a muffled apology from behind her hand.


    I look at Riley who seems to be too engrossed in watching Adventure Time to have noticed Stacey’s slip up.


    “And who’s to say she’s his… friend with benefits?” I whisper, trying to keep my voice down.


    Stacey shrugs. “When have you ever known Brad to have a serious relationship?”


    “Things might be different now. Things could be serious between them.”


    “There’s nothing on his Facebook profile about a girlfriend.” She pulls out her phone and begins scrolling through.


    “You’re friends with him on Facebook?”


    I reach out and snatch her phone from her hands and begin looking for myself.


    “Of course I am. You probably would be too if you set up an account.”


    I shake my head. “I don’t want to be on Facebook. There’s too many voyeurs out there,” I say, as I greedily absorb every post he’s put up recently.


    Stacey chuckles at me. “Yes. There are, aren’t they.”


    I glance up, realising that she’s talking about me. “Oh, shoosh. It’s not like I do this all the time.”


    His feed is mainly pictures of food, and the people at the restaurant he works at. There are a few he’s been tagged in of some band he obviously went and saw called Matiari. I spot Elliot and his wife, Paige, in the group photos, and there’s one where he’s talking to a gorgeous blonde girl who is tagged as Sandra Haegan. Curious, I click on her name, but her profile is set to private. Although, there a couple of public pictures that show her standing with this really well known actor, Jonathan Masters.


    “Well, she’s no threat,” I mutter to myself, feeling kind of impressed that Brad knows people attached to someone as famous as that. When I go back to the photos on his timeline, I see that he’s also pictured with Marcus Bailey, who is one of my favourite musicians and his crazy wife, Leisel. “How the hell does he know all these people?”


    “Who?” Stacey asks, leaning forward to peer at the large screen on her iPhone 6+. I show her the photos of him standing with a group of beautiful people. “He probably cooked for them or something. Or maybe Elliot knows them. He’s there too. He might be their personal trainer or something. I don’t know.”


    Curious about how much his life has changed since he was mine for that brief moment, I continue to flick through his photos. Eventually I come across a picture of him standing with a girl, who I feel sure is the one who answered his door, although I can’t be positive because of the bruises and the swelling.


    “I think this is the girl he was with,” I tell her, and she studies the image, waving it off as unimportant.


    “Looks like she’s just some girl he works with.”


    I frown at their image; they’re standing with their arm around each other, smiling as they hold a plate with some fancy looking food on it between them.


    “She said she was a professional fighter. Her face was all bruised.”


    “Bruised? You don’t think… I mean, Brad would never–right?”


    “No. I couldn’t imagine he would.” The only time I’ve ever heard of him actually fighting was with another guy and from what I was told, it was because that guy was saying something really crude about me. “He’d fight a guy to protect a girl. But he’d never hurt one.”


    Stacey takes the phone from me and taps at the screen, swiping her finger across it, as she makes interested noises and nods.


    “What?” I ask.


    “He must be protecting her.”


    “From what?”


    “From this guy. He looks rough.”


    She shows me a photo of the girl. Her name is Ruby Garvan, and she’s kissing a really rough looking guy covered in random tattoos and piercings. I know Brad used to have piercings, and he has both of his arms sleeved now, but this guy isn’t like that. His tatts remind me of gangs and prison. He looks like the kind of guy you’d run away from in a dark alley. I wonder why a girl like Ruby is, or hopefully, was, going out with a guy like that.


    “He gives me the creeps.” A shudder rolls down my spine as something about the look in his eyes really gets to me. I hand back the phone.


    “Me too, but at least this means she’s not his fu– I mean, friend with benefits.”


    


    ***


    

  


  
    Brad


    


    After hours at the police station, a report has been filed against Tony Ryder, and we’re hoping the he’s going to be picked up sometime in the next twenty-four hours, so Ruby at least feels safe enough for us to go back to her place and pick up some clothes.


    While we wait for the call to let us know he’s been taken in, I ask her how she managed to get mixed up with a guy who treated her like that.


    “I don’t know. I was out with friends when I met him, and we got talking. He was one of those guys who made this decision that we were going to be together. And there was something about the way he was so sure I was the answer to all of his prayers that really sucked me in. But then…”


    I wait quietly as she obviously runs through some of her memories of their time together–how something that was so good to begin with, suddenly went very bad.


    “Then he started to become really demanding and bossy. He tried to tell me what I could and couldn’t do, and where I should be and shouldn’t be. He basically took over my entire life, and when he started to say that I couldn’t work at Quay anymore, we started fighting. I don’t know what his problem was. I think it was because the restaurant is so exclusive that he couldn’t get in there to check up on me. And he hated not knowing where I was and what I was doing. So, eventually, the fighting got worse and worse until…” She lifts her hand and points to her face.


    “Please tell me that you’ll never go back to him. This kind of thing only gets worse as time goes on. You can’t risk yourself by trusting that he’ll change.”


    “No. Not after this. I’ve already blocked his number so he can’t call me. I don’t want anything to do with him. Although, you seem quite knowledgeable on the subject.”


    “My Aunt Sara, the one who raised me, left an abusive marriage. It went on for years, and by the time I went to live with her, he'd had a heart attack and died. But she had nightmares for years. I'll never forget the sound of her screams.” I shudder at the memory of running to her in the night to console her and promise her she was still safe.


    “She never left him?”


    “No. She was my great aunt, so she was married in a time when you didn't leave your husband.”


    “That must have been hard for her.”


    “She was just glad they never had kids. I guess that's something she missed out on which is why she happily took me in.”


    “She sounds like she was a wonderful woman. How old were you when she passed away?”


    “Nineteen. She was eighty and just passed in her sleep one night.”


    She offers her condolences and we chat for a little longer about mine then her family life, or lack thereof. It amazes me that she's so well adjusted considering her background. And the conversation only stops because her phone buzzes.


    “They’ve got him.”


    I drive her back to her unit in Chatswood, and walk her in to collect some things so she can continue staying in my spare room.


    “Are you sure you don’t mind doing this? I mean, I could stay with someone else or get a motel room.”


    “I don’t mind at all. I wouldn’t offer if I did. Come on, I’ll even cook you dinner that doesn’t involve much chewing tonight.”


    She laughs then all of a sudden she’s crying. I put my arm around her shoulder and pull her into a hug.


    “I’m sorry,” she says. “I don’t know what’s wrong with me.”


    “There’s nothing wrong with you.”


    “It’s just that you’re being so nice to me, and you don’t need to be cleaning up my messes.”


    “Hey, you came to me for a reason. You came because you knew I’d help you. That’s what I’m doing. You’d do the same for me.”


    “You wouldn’t be stupid enough to get yourself beaten up like this.”


    I point to the scar that runs through my eyebrow. “You never know. I’ve done it before, and I lost my piercing during it. I used to have a lip one too, but I took that out not long after.”


    “Worried about getting into a fight and losing that one too?”


    “A little. But I took the lip one out for other reasons.”


    “Girl reasons?”


    “Everything was about a girl back then.”


    She hands me a duffel bag then slings her backpack over her shoulder. “One girl or multiple girls?”


    “Mainly just one. I lost my head over her for years.”


    “What made you find it?”


    I laugh. “I’m really not sure that I did.”


    


    


    

  


  
    Chapter 17


    


    


    

  


  
    Brad


    


    On Sunday morning, I leave the apartment quietly so I don't disturb Ruby when I go surfing with Elliot. I needed to work Saturday night, so after I helped Ruby carry her things into her temporary room, I immediately got myself ready and raced to make it to the restaurant on time. My phone had been blinking all day, and I’d been ignoring my messages while helping Ruby. So when I walk along the sand at Bondi beach and drop my board near Elliot, he’s a little surprised to see me.


    “I thought you’d dropped off the face of the planet. You disappeared at the reunion, and you haven’t answered your phone or your texts. I was almost not going to come.”


    “Sorry, mate. One of the girl’s from work needed my help. I was tied up at the police station all day.”


    “Shit. Was it the girl you were worried about last week?”


    “Yeah, her boyfriend decided to use her as a punching bag. It’s not pretty.”


    “Jeez. What are the cops going to do?”


    “I’m not sure. They’ll charge him with assault and hopefully put out a restraining order. But I don’t know what good that’s going to do. I don’t know what his record is like. So, unless he’s got some sort of priors, and his three strikes are up, he could be released. I really worry for her safety.”


    “I don’t blame you. But what can you really do? The judicial system is pretty stacked in the offender’s corner.”


    “You’d know better than most.”


    “It’s half the reason I quit practicing law. I couldn’t stand the loopholes.”


    We pick up our boards and walk toward the water. “I have her staying in my spare room.”


    He stops walking and stares at me with an open mouth. “Are you nuts? Isn’t he some gang member or something?”


    I stop as well. “What was I supposed to do? She came to me for help.”


    He shakes his head. “I don’t know, man. But this just all feels like it’s a huge risk to you. I mean, you aren’t sleeping with her or anything are you?”


    “No. Why does it have to be about sex?”


    He shrugs. “You do go through women pretty rapidly.”


    “It’s not like that with Ruby. We’re friends. We’ve always been friends.”


    “That’s what you used to say about Cody.”


    I walk into the surf. “That was a completely different situation. I was in love with Cody.”


    ***


    


    The air is still cool in the city when I return to my apartment and carry my surfboard up from the parking garage. There’s a lift in my building, but it’s old and unreliable, so most tenants choose to take the stairs.


    “Brad.”


    As I hit the foyer, I hear my name, and it surprises me to find Dakota standing there, looking as perfect as always in a summer dress that flows down to her knees. It takes me a moment to catch my breath.


    “You’re here again? Shouldn’t you be spending Sunday with your erm…what was his name? Roger? Riley?”


    “Riley. He’s my son.”


    I physically step back. “Your son?”


    She nods. “He’s six. Well, six and a half. I should have told you that on Friday when he called but...”


    “He’s six and a half?” My heart thumps in my chest as I do the math…I was with her just over seven years ago; a baby takes nine months so that age is right. Oh my god.


    Her lips press together, and a sadness crosses her features. “He’s not yours.”


    I nod, and it seems as though my heart drops, landing in my stomach with a thud. She has a six and a half year old child with someone else. Suddenly things make a hell of a lot of sense.


    She steps toward me. “Do you….do you think we could maybe go and grab a coffee or something? I’d like to try that reunion conversation again–without either of us jumping to conclusions and letting our emotions get in the way. I’d really like to clear the air.”


    My head aches, and my instincts tell me to walk away. I don’t want to know any more than I already do. I don't want to know about her and other men. But I find myself nodding, knowing that I need this to finally get my heart over her.


    “Just give me a chance to get cleaned up and put this away,” I say, lifting my board a little and looking down at my attire. I’m still in my wetsuit that’s tied around my waist and an old stretched out t-shirt–and my hair is full of sand. I need a shower.


    “Of course,” she says and moves to go and wait beside the foyer door.


    “You can wait in my apartment if you like.”


    


    ***


    

  


  
    Dakota


    


    When Brad goes into the bathroom, I’m sitting in his lounge room, trying not to be a snoop. But the moment I hear the shower turn on, I give up on the pretence and begin to sift through the books on the coffee table. There’s a few magazines, and a book with pictures of French landscapes, as well as a Men’s Health Magazine. I’d expected there to be one of those hardcover cookbooks or something here considering his profession. But there isn't.


    I stand and walk around the space. It’s very contemporary in design with a dark wooden floor and navy painted walls. His couch is black leather, but it has this vintage look about it. I stop at a bookcase and run my finger along the spines of the books there. There’s a mix of thrillers and fantasy novels, as well as a few different books on foods from various countries, and I smile because this is definitely something I’d expect.


    There’s a photo in a frame of Brad and his Aunt Sara, but it’s small, and it’s the only picture that is here. I pick it up and look at the photo, knowing exactly when it was taken because I was there, watching as he held the medal in his hand and posed with her after winning the state championship for his age category.


    “That’s his aunt,” the girl who answered the door yesterday says. I glance over to her. She’s dressed in a pair of leggings, and an oversized t-shirt, and her face isn’t quite as swollen as it was the last time I saw her.


    I smile. “I know. It’s his Aunt Sara.” I place the photo in its silver frame back on the shelf and turn to face her. “Ruby, right?”


    She nods. “And you’re Dakota?”


    “He told you about me?”


    She wrinkles her nose a little. “Not really. He seemed a bit upset that you’re in a relationship. But he didn’t say much else.”


    My eyes drop to the floor as I remember the look on his face when I told him about Riley. “I’m not in a relationship. He misunderstood. It was my son who called.”


    “You have a son? What happened to his dad? It’s not Brad’s is it?” she asks in quick succession then she shakes her head. “I’m sorry. Forget I asked. It’s really none of my business.”


    “It’s fine. I get asked about his father all the time. He’s not Brad’s though, and I don’t know where his father is.”


    “A bit of a jerk, huh? I know all about that kind of guy. My dad took off when I was twelve and didn’t look back.”


    “Can I… can I ask what happened to you?” I ask, pointing at the bruising on her face and her cut lip. “I’m pretty sure you’re not really a cage fighter.”


    Ruby laughs. “Sorry about that. The lie just sounded way better than the truth at the time. I just picked the wrong guy to hang out with.”


    “I’m sorry.”


    She shrugs. “Better to find out now than later on down the track when I’m trapped in a marriage with kids or something. And I’m lucky that Brad’s such a good friend. I don’t know where else I could have gone if it wasn’t for him.”


    “He’s always been a good guy, even when he’s trying to be a jerk, he’s still good at heart. He can’t stand men who disrespect women.”


    Ruby nods and steps toward me, looking at the photo of him with his Aunt. They look so happy, and you can see how proud she was of him. She doesn't even look at the camera, she's only interested in her boy. “He is a very good man,” she says quietly, and it makes me wonder how much they really mean to each other.


    “Have um…you and Brad?”


    She looks at me blankly for a moment, as if she was caught in a memory and didn’t hear me at all. “Have we what? Oh! No. Never. We’re just friends. You have nothing to worry about from me.”


    


    

  


  
    Chapter 18


    

  


  
    Brad


    


    “Is here, OK?” I ask, as we reach a small café not far from my apartment block.


    “Anywhere quiet is fine,” Dakota responds, walking in ahead of me when I open the door for her.


    I move my hand, about to place it on the small of her back but I stop myself. We’re not in that place anymore–actually, I don’t think we were ever in that place. Our relationship has been filled with wanting from afar a hell of a lot more than it has ever involved physical contact. I find it strange that the wanting has never left me. I’m still feeling that same craving desire to reach out and touch her–to take her.


    Sliding my hands into my jean pockets, I look toward the counter, tearing my mind away from the thoughts that are threatening to turn racy in my mind. I clear my throat then we order our coffees, and she orders a slice of banana bread, while I get a ham and cheese toasted sandwich.


    We find a seat toward the back of the coffee house and place our order number on the table.


    “So…” I say, folding my arms as I look across at her.


    Her lips curve in a small smile. “Here we are,” she returns as the air between us seems to fill with all of the questions that time hasn’t been able to push aside. My emotions feel almost as raw as they did all those years ago, because it seems as though something I’d always feared had come true–she really was with someone else that night.


    There aren’t many people here at this time on a Sunday morning, so our coffees are brought over almost immediately. It’s a welcome distraction, but it isn’t getting us anywhere.


    “You were telling me about your son,” I prompt, as I tear the top off a sachet of sugar and sprinkle half of it inside my mug.


    “Riley,” she says quietly.


    “He’s six and a half,” I state, looking at her and watching her reaction as we go through the facts that I know.


    “He is.”


    “And I’ve done the math. So, if he isn’t mine that means you were with someone else. It means that the guy I beat up for telling stories about you might have been telling the truth after all. Do I know this guy–the father?”


    Our food is placed in front of us, and the number is taken away. I watch as she quietly spreads butter over the warm bread. Then she meets my eyes.


    “I don’t even know him.”


    My brow furrows. “What does that even mean?”


    She places her knife on the side of her plate. “It means that when I didn’t wait for you, I made the worst decision of my life.”


    Something about the way she’s talking is making me feel uneasy, almost fearful. My mind recoils, knowing that what's about to come is going to change everything. “Tell me what happened.”


    


    ***


    

  


  
    Dakota


    


    This is the conversation I’ve been dreading for years. It’s a truth that very few people know, because after it happened, I basically dropped off the face of the earth. I couldn’t deal with the world. I couldn’t stand people knowing things and asking how I was. Because I wasn’t fine at all. I was terrified. I was broken. And no one could fix it. Not even the boy I loved most. Not even Brad…


    After Brad and I had experienced the magic that two souls in love can create, I’d been on an absolute high. We’d made promises to each other that spanned the rest of our days. We felt as though we had overcome the worst of it, and that nothing could come between us.


    “I have work,” Brad had groaned. He’d wanted to stay in bed with me as much as I wanted to stay with him. But I had to get home. There was no way that my father would have been alright with me spending the night at Brad’s–he was already against me dating, and Brad was three years my senior and in my dad’s eyes, Brad was a man, and I was still a child.


    Brad was already running late for his shift, and his boss was going to have a fit. “Give me five minutes to shower and change, and I’ll drive you home.”


    “It’s fine. I walked here. I can walk home.”


    He’d wrapped me in his arms and kissed me softly, telling me that he didn’t want me walking in the dark. “Give me five minutes,” he insisted.


    I should have given him that five minutes. But I didn’t want to be the reason he was even later to work. I knew how important becoming a chef was to him.


    So I walked. I wrote a note that I left on his table–it was a simple ‘I love you!’–and I walked.


    I made it maybe a block away before I began to get this uneasy feeling. There was an old yellow Datsun that I was sure I’d already seen drive past me. It slowed down as it passed again, and I quickened my pace, my heart beating rapidly in my chest as fear sped up my breathing.


    When I was only two streets away from my home, they turned around again. I knew in the cold grip of fear in my heart what was about to happen to me. So I ran, knowing the distance wasn't great, praying that my legs could carry me. If I could just make it to that corner...If I could just run fast enough...


    I didn’t get far.


    Two men with those Scream masks jumped out of the backseat and grabbed me. I’d tried to fight and scream but they were too strong. I was no match. Then they punched me in the side of the head.


    As I retell the events of that night to Brad, I struggle to look him in the eye. This is so hard for me to recount, as I’d rather think that it didn’t happen at all. But there are times in the middle of the night that I still scream out, and it feels like that moment is never going to end.


    “The next thing I knew, I was waking in a hospital room with several broken bones after being severely beaten and…” I swallow hard. I don’t want to say the words. Brad reaches across the table and takes a hold of my hand. I can tell by his expression that he knows what I’m not willing to say.


    “I’m so sorry,” he whispers. “I’m so sorry.”


    I swallow again, needing to continue, needing him to understand that I didn’t leave him. I didn’t cheat on him. “They…they said there was more than one who… who…” I close my eyes and push my way through the knowledge of what they’d done. “They took samples, and I had to go through all these tests. I didn’t remember anything but flashes, as I drifted in and out of consciousness, and I wasn’t any help. They couldn’t catch them. Their samples didn’t match anyone known and…” I let out my breath and wipe at the tear that’s fallen from my eye. “And they got away with it.”


    “I had no idea,” he breathes, looking as though he’s about to cry himself.


    “No one knew. I quit school, and I wouldn’t leave the house or talk to anyone. I was supposed to take tablets and go to these tests to make sure they didn’t give me anything…” I try to put it delicately. “That could transmitted in that way. But, I guess I was in denial, and then I waited too long. I didn’t want to know about any of it. I didn’t want to face what they’d done to me. And while they didn’t give me any diseases, they did get me pregnant. By the time I found out, I was already three months along, and it was too late to terminate. I’d tried to convince myself that maybe it was yours, maybe something happened, and it was your baby I was carrying. But I knew we’d been careful…so I kept hiding. I thought if I could just make it through, I could put the baby up for adoption and it’d all be over. I’d be free and I’d find you again and…” I shake my head, remembering the day I delivered Riley via C-section. “I’d been so sure I wanted to give him up, but toward the end of the pregnancy, when I could feel his movement, and his tiny hiccups in my belly, I began to wonder if I could give away half of me. Then when I had him, I looked down at his beautiful face, and his tiny hands and feet, and I couldn’t. I just couldn’t. Despite the circumstance behind his creation, he was innocent and he was mine. I couldn’t give him up, so I kept him. I named him, and I’ve spent the last six years, loving him with everything I have in me. And he’s healed me. It’s been hard. But he’s healed me. So much, that I finally feel brave enough to tell you what really happened.”


    


    

  


  
    Chapter 19


    


    

  


  
    Brad


    


    “She gave birth to her rapist’s baby?” Ruby asks, once I’ve recounted the details of Dakota’s story to her.


    I look at her and nod my head gravely before I lean forward and wipe my hands over my face.


    “I shouldn’t even be telling you this,” I moan. “I just don’t know what to do or how to react.” My stomach hurts just thinking about it. It’s so hard to wrap my head around, and I feel so much pain and guilt for the resentment I’ve held toward her over the years. I’d been so angry and disappointed that she’d left me that I’d been so focused on my own pain. I never once considered that something so horrible had happened to her. And now, I feel like a huge arsehole.


    “What did you say when she finished telling you?”


    Sitting back, I look at the ceiling and let out a sigh. “What could I say? I said I'm sorry that it happened to her. She kept apologising for not waiting for me, and I kept saying that it wasn’t her fault. She couldn’t have known that would happen to her. I asked her why she didn't tell me in the first place, and she simply said she couldn't stand knowing I was in as much pain as she was.”


    “Shit. Then what happened?”


    “She left. She said she just wanted to clear the air with me; said she’d see me when I cook for the night at the club then she left.”


    “I can’t believe she kept the kid. There aren’t a lot of women who could go through that and be strong enough to love the child.”


    “I know. I’m amazed. But then, she’s always been a special person.”


    “You know, she said the same thing about you earlier.”


    “She did?”


    “Yeah, I get the feeling she’s a little in love with you.”


    My chest aches when I think about all the years and the pain she’s had to go through on her own. I take a deep breath to keep a hold of my emotions.


    “How do you feel about her?”


    I close my eyes and picture her through the years before opening them again and looking over at Ruby. “The same way I always have.”


    “Then make sure you take things really slow.”


    


    ***


    

  


  
    Dakota


    


    “Did you tell him?” Stacy asks, when I get back to her place to pick up Riley. I’d left him with her, because I didn’t want my parents knowing where I was going. They like to pretend the attack on me never happened. I think it’s the only way they can reconcile the fact I kept Riley. Forgetting, for them, is the only way they can look at him as their grandson and feel the love for him they need to get by. And I understand that. For me, I can’t escape what happened because it’s what my nightmares are made of. But I can still look at Riley and see him as my son and mine alone. As far as I’m concerned, a seed is just a seed–it’s the conditions and the care that make it grow into strong tree.


    “I did,” I say, sitting across from her while looking outside to where Riley is running around in her backyard with her German Shepard pup.


    “How did he react? I want to know whether I should give you a shot of tequila or a coffee.”


    I smile, feeling a little numb after retelling the story. It doesn’t get easier. Each time is as hard as the last.


    “He reacted how I expected him to react. At first he thought that Riley might have been his. Then he wanted to know who the father was. I could tell he was trying to control himself. He thought I’d slept with someone else. Then I told him what really happened and…and he looked as though he was in pain. He just kept saying sorry like he could have stopped it.” Tears start spilling down my cheeks as I picture the tortured look of anguish on his face and in his eyes. “It was more than I could bear, and as soon as I finished telling him, I booked it out of there so fast.”


    “Oh, honey,” she says sympathetically, as I sit in front of her and cry and sniffle. She hands me a box of Kleenex. “I know how hard this was for you.”


    I nod. “I’d wanted to tell him in a public place because I didn’t want to break down crying. But god, it was so hard–harder than I thought it was going to be. Maybe it would have been better if I just left it. I don’t know.”


    “Do you really believe that? Do you really think you could have gone the rest of your life without trying to work things out with Brad?”


    “It’s been so long…” I start.


    “And he still looks at you the same way he did all those years ago. You didn’t see him at the reunion with my eyes–when he thought Riley was the man in your life, he looked like someone hand punched him in the gut. You still have a chance to make your life the way you wanted it to be. True love never dies, you know.”


    I can’t help but laugh. “And you’re the expert on this are you? So you know it when you see it.”


    “Of course,” she answers with a straight face. “I’ve seen The Princess Bride at least a hundred times. Brad is totally your Westley–time, nor a fire swamp filled with rodents of unusual size could stop him. Just wait and see.”


    I dry my eyes as a smile plays on my lips. Then we look at each other, and at the same time we both yell, “As! You! Wish!” Then we both dissolve into fits of laughter. And just like that, my best friend has done what she does best–she said exactly the right thing to make me feel so much better.


    


    

  


  
    Chapter 20


    


    

  


  
    Brad


    


    Two days later, I had to travel to London to do a guest position at a big celebrity chef’s restaurant.


    Making contacts and expanding my industry knowledge base is part of my job, and cooking with some of the best in the business is one of the best ways to keep Quay one of the most sought after dining locations in Australia.


    I used to date a girl who works for Voyeur magazine. She’s currently their foreign correspondent, as she travels the world with her partner, and Aussie movie star export, Jonathan Masters. They were recently in London for a film, and Sandra recommended me to a chef she was talking to. One thing led to another, and my stay was booked meaning the interest in my cooking and me as a chef, grew. Because of that, I now have a regular feature in Voyeur, where I share one of my favourite recipes for home cooks to try out.


    There was part of me that wanted to call the trip off. But, after talking over everything with Ruby, I came to the realisation that taking a couple of weeks to get over the shock of what had happened to Dakota is probably a good thing. I need to take things slow with her and follow her cues. If anything is ever going to happen between us again then I need to make sure that it’s exactly what Dakota wants, and that it’s all on her terms and her timeline.


    I texted her and told her that I’d be out of town and hoped we could talk again when I got back, and she’d texted to say she’d see me when I worked the kitchen at the kayaking club. I don’t know whether to be encouraged or disappointed by that response, but I feel that I should just play it by ear. In my heart I want for us to be together–the way we should have been back then. My heart only feels alive whenever I’m around her. It’s always been that way, and I’ve already waited a decade. I can stand to wait a little longer–time gives us perspective.


    


    ***


    

  


  
    Dakota


    


    “Jeez, who knew that Bradley boy was such a good cook,” dad says, as we stand outside the function room. We’re collecting tickets and handing out printed menus for the evening’s stomach filling entertainment. We have all of the kayaking kids here acting as waiters.


    I’m yet to lay eyes on Brad. He met mum here yesterday to see the kitchen so he knew where everything was, but I wasn’t working, so I missed him. He did call me afterward though, and it was wonderful to hear his voice rumbling through the phone. We talked about his trip to London, and he asked how I was and even how Riley was. It was so normal, which may not sound super romantic, but to me, it was everything. There was a comfort between us, even after all our years apart, that left me smiling all night and has meant that I feel eager right now. I want to see him. I want the life back that was cruelly taken from me. I’m ready. It’s taken seven years, well, ten from the first moment we saw each other, but I’m ready. I'm ready.


    “He’s one of the top chefs in the country, dad.”


    “He is? But he’s not very big. You know what they say about skinny chefs.”


    I laugh and turn my attention toward another guest, as I check their ticket and get one of the kayakers to take them to their table.


    “I’m sure he works out, dad.”


    “Don’t know why he quit paddling then. Would have kept in him great shape.”


    I shrug, knowing he quit not long after everything that happened with me. From what Stacey had told me, one of the other guys had said something lewd about me, and Brad had flipped out and attacked him, telling him to take the comment back. He wouldn’t and began to spout falsities regarding my character, saying that I was a ‘known slut who loved nothing more than being on her knees’. It took Elliot and two others to pry Brad off him.


    “You suspended him for fighting not long before he quit, remember?” I remind my father, and he rocks back on his heels, his hands tucked into his pants pockets.


    “Oh yeah, he was tearing into one of the others over a girl. How did I manage to forget that?”


    “It’s been a long time,” I reply, knowing that he chooses not to remember because, he has a mind block in place concerning that period of our lives. A father’s anguish over not being able to protect his daughter was almost too much for him to cope with. He’d gone through a phase where he’d wanted to sell everything and move away to put this all behind us. But even I didn’t want that. The kayaking club had been his life’s work, and it was where all of my best memories were. We couldn’t let a group of cowardly thugs take that away from us. So we stayed on.


    “I suppose it has,” he says, turning toward me and giving me a small smile. There’s a sadness in his eyes, and I know he’s just remembered that time.


    I reach over and squeeze his hand. “Looks like everyone who’s coming is here. You want to go in and do your whole ‘thanks for supporting the club’ spiel?”


    “Sure, princess. Are you OK finishing up out here?”


    “I’m fine. I’ll get some of the kids to help pack this up for me then I’ll meet you in there.”


    Once we’re done, I make my way into the kitchen, where my mother is giving all the paddlers who are helping us tonight a pep talk on how they’re to conduct themselves. They all stand around looking as interested as teenage boys and girls can, and as I look through the gaps in the stainless steel shelving of the serving area, I can see Brad in there with our regular kitchen stuff. His head is down as he flips something about in a large frying pan. It smells amazing, and I find myself getting lost just watching him work.


    He turns to reach for something and somehow, he looks up and catches my eye. A smile spreads across his lips, and I lift my hand to wave, laughing at myself because he’s making me feel like a kid again. I signal that I’ll see him later and he nods, giving me a wink before he throws out some instructions to the staff and continues to prepare the meal for the packed dining room.


    


    


    

  


  
    Chapter 21


    


    

  


  
    Dakota


    


    Stolen glances. Secret smiles. Meaningful looks. This is what makes up my evening. It feels like it always did and sets my heart fluttering in my chest. It’s the best night I’ve ever spent at work.


    As hard as it was to tell Brad what really happened to me all those years ago, I’m so glad I did. It’s this horrible weight that’s been hanging around my shoulders and holding me back from where I’m supposed to be. But not anymore. Not now. Now I can finally move forward.


    “Did you get a chance to eat?” Brad asks, as he sees me walk into the kitchen after everyone else has finished for the night. We’ve both purposefully stayed behind, helping out the cleaning crew after all the guests have cleared out, and even mum and dad have gone. Although, my mother hesitated slightly and told me to be careful, because she doesn’t ‘want to see me getting hurt’. I assured her I’d be fine. But mother’s sense things. I noticed her looking between Brad and me with worry in her eyes.


    I reach the place where Brad’s standing before I answer. “I ate before I came tonight. I’m glad I did. The food smelled so wonderful that I may have stolen someone’s plate.”


    “I saved you some dessert if you’d like some.” There’s a glint in his eye, as he tilts his head in question. My eyes drift down to his lips where his piercing used to be. I miss that piercing.


    I wonder if he notices me looking, because he pulls his lip into his mouth like he used to when the ring was there. It’s still just as sexy.


    “I’d love some dessert.”


    He smiles and leans down, producing a foil covered plate with a slice of decadent looking chocolate and sour cherry cake.


    “I had to hide it,” he explains, as he balls the foil up and throws it toward the bins. He gets it in easily.


    “I’m honoured. Will you share it with me?”


    He nods, his eyes smiling as I move to the freezer and pull out the tub of ice-cream we served with it earlier.


    “Did you make this too?”


    “No. My sous chef made that. It’s the best vanilla ice-cream I’ve ever tasted, and I’ve travelled a lot so…”


    He hands me a spoon, and I scoop out a blob of ice cream then lick the spoon as I replace the lid. My eyes go wide.


    “Wow.”


    He smiles. “Right?” He uses his spoon to break the corner off the cake. “Now try this.”


    I lean forward, opening my mouth as he raises the spoon to my lips. I close my eyes as I slowly suck the cake off the spoon, savouring the decadent chocolate and cherry taste as it melts over my tongue and explodes within my mouth. “Mmmmm,” I moan. “That’s the best cake I’ve ever eaten. And I’ve eaten a lot, so…”


    He chuckles, and I smile.


    “This is nice,” I comment, after we’ve taken a few bites in comfortable silence.


    “It is,” he responds, as he places his spoon on the almost empty plate. “Would you like to take that walk again? I promise not to take off in a jealous huff this time.” ”


    “A jealous huff? You were jealous?”


    “I thought you were married or something. I thought it was too late.”


    My voice goes quiet. “Too late for what?”


    He takes a moment to answer as he looks into my eyes. “For us.”


    My breath catches for a moment, and my heart swells in my chest before I close my eyes and admit I’d been feeling the same way too. “I was worried about that too. There were so many times I wanted to call you and tell you, but it just seemed so hard. Then when I was forced to see you at the reunion, I was having a panic attack thinking you’d hate me, or worse–that you were in love with someone else. I didn’t know if I could take it, knowing that your heart belonged to another.”


    He reaches up and gently runs his fingers down the side of my face. “There’s this quote from Johnny Depp that I’ve seen many times over the years because it circulates Facebook a lot. And it says, if you’re in love with two people, you should always pick the second one because you were never in love with the first one to begin with. And every time I see that quote, I think of you. Because there’s been no second love for me. There’s only been one. You.”


    His other hand moves up, and with both of his hands he cups my face and looks into my brown eyes with his deep pools of blue. My heart beats so fast I can barely breathe, and this burst of desire rolls through my insides.


    He whispers to me. “I want to kiss you, Cody. But I want your permission, because I want you to know I’ll never do anything you’re not comfortable with.”


    I nod, a tear of both joy and sorrow sliding out of my eye. Joy because this is exactly what I’ve wanted and sorrow because that carefree way we had that first night is gone and may never be found again. I’m scared of what comes next.


    “I want you to kiss me,” I whisper in return. And he does. It starts as a soft brush of his lips against mine, a gentle suck of my bottom lip that causes me to gasp and part my lips, returning the kiss as I wrap my arms around him and luxuriate in the feeling of his tongue against mine.


    The only perfect experience I’ve had, has been with this man, and I’d been so worried that what happened would have marred that moment we had forever. But that gang could never replace the emotion, and the power of the connection that Brad and I share. My most vivid memories are of being in his arms. They've kept me warm on lonely nights, and are my most treasured moments. This is where I belong.


    


    ***


    

  


  
    Brad


    


    Her tongue is smooth against mine, her mouth demanding. She smells like a bouquet of wild flowers mixed with an evening full of carrying plates of food. She smells like my world. She smells like she’s mine.


    She moves her hands over my chest, pulling at my shirt, pressing her body closer to mine. My mind swirls with emotions that have lain dormant within me for some time now, and I feel as though I’m nothing in this moment but restrained desire. I’m trying to hard not to devour her in an attempt to reclaim her.


    I close my eyes, forcing my mouth away from hers before pressing a kiss to her forehead, my breathing unsteady as I wrap my arms around her and feel her trembling against me.


    She lets out a gasp and holds onto me tight. And we stay like that for quite some time, just breathing. Just being. Then we slowly release each other, and I take her by the hand.


    “How about we take that walk now?”


    She nods. “I’d like that.”


    We go outside and follow the path by the river, walking hand in hand as we talk, and talk, then talk some more. We have what feels like a lifetime to catch up on, and she loves hearing about all of my travels. We talk like new lovers. We talk like old lovers. We’re getting to know each other, even though there’s so much we already know. We’re learning to be together again, and we’re celebrating the fact that this is finally happening. Ten years down the track, we’re finally beginning.


    


    

  


  
    Chapter 22


    


    

  


  
    Dakota


    


    “He’s asleep,” mum whispers, after Brad has dropped me off at home. The house is dark, and the only light is the nightlight in Riley’s room.


    “Why are you sitting in the dark?” I ask, also in a whisper as I place my bag on the couch and walk toward her. She’s sitting at the kitchen table.


    My eyes adjust to the darkened room, and I can see that she has a coffee mug in front of her. “I’m just waiting up to make sure you got home safely.”


    “It’s two in the morning.”


    She shrugs. “I worry.”


    Pulling out the chair next to her, I sit down and take her hand in mine. “You don’t need to worry. I was with Brad.”


    She nods and releases a shaky breath. “I know. I know. I’m just…I guess I’m not used to you staying out like this.”


    “I know.”


    She clears her throat and pulls her hand from mine, wrapping her hands around her coffee mug before she tilts it up and looks inside it. “So you like this Brad?”


    “I do. Very much.”


    “Isn’t he the boy your dad warned away from you when you were thirteen?”


    “He is. I loved him then, and I’ve loved him ever since.”


    “Oh honey,” she says, reaching out to gently touch my hair. “What do you know about love? You were a virgin when it all happened.”


    “No mum, I wasn’t.”


    “But when they examined you…”


    “I was with Brad right before. It was just the once, I instigated it. He never once tried anything on me, and he was a complete gentleman.”


    “Then is it possible that Riley?” she asks hopefully.


    I shake my head. “No. We were safe.”


    “I see.”


    Pressing my lips together, I close my eyes, the disappointment in her voice hurts. I understand her hope. I had it too for a time.


    “I told him,” I say, opening my eyes again. “I told him what happened and about Riley.”


    “Why?”


    “I didn’t want him to think I’d been with someone else. I didn’t want him to think I left him for someone else. He needed to understand.”


    “And does he?”


    “I believe he does.”


    She shakes her head and raises a hand to wipe at her eye. “This all scares me, Dakota. The idea of you dating someone–it scares me.”


    “It scares me too mum. But I feel like my life has been on pause for so long. This is how my life was supposed to be. I’m supposed to be with Brad.”


    She takes a hold of my hand. “Just be careful, please.”


    “I will. I promise.”


    


    ***


    

  


  
    Brad


    


    “Well, well, well. Someone has a big smile on their face this morning,” Ruby comments, as I move about the kitchen and prepare coffee and toast.


    I smile at her in greeting. “Do you want some? I can add a couple of extra slices of bread.”


    She nods and moves to take over making coffees. “Ah, you don’t kiss and tell. I can understand that. But you can at least say how it all went. I heard you get in at two last night, and since the evening was due to finish around ten, I’m assuming you stayed back to spend time with Dakota.”


    Dropping two extra slices in the toaster for her, I continue to smile. “Yes, I did spend some time with her. We talked.”


    “You talked?”


    “Yes. We talked. A lot.”


    She grins and lifts herself up so she’s sitting on my stainless steel benchtop. “That’s kinda romantic.”


    I move over to where she is and pull two plates out of the cupboard. “It was a good night.”


    She grins, and I can tell she’s dying to ask me more, but she just hops off the bench and pours the heated milk into two coffee cups.


    “You’re bruising is almost gone,” I comment, indicating her face where the only real evidence of her attack is some yellowing bruises, and the healing cut on her lip.


    She reaches up to touch her face. “I was thinking that it might be alright if I went back to my own place.”


    “Do you think that’s a good idea?”


    “Yeah. I do. I’m actually getting a roommate, so it will be great.”


    “A roommate?”


    “Yeah. I advertised for one.” She shrugs. “I figured I couldn’t stay here forever, and I am paying rent on my place, so…”


    I eye her dubiously. “What do you mean you advertised for one? Did you check them out at least?”


    “Yes. Of course I did. I interviewed them and Facebook stalked them and Googled the crap out them.”


    “Did you police check them?”


    She laughs at me. “Of course I did. It’s the first thing I did.”


    Breathing a sigh of relief, I smile in return. “OK, I’ll help you move back in later if you like.”


    “Want to check them out yourself, huh?”


    “Maybe,” I laugh.


    “You have such the overprotective big brother thing going on.”


    “Do you blame me?”


    “No. I guess not.”


    


    


    

  


  
    Chapter 23


    


    

  


  
    Dakota


    


    “French toast! Yes!” Riley yells, as he runs into our small seventies style kitchen on Sunday morning. Mum and dad are at work, and it’s just him and me today.


    “And strawberries and syrup,” I say, as I slide the cooked bread out of the pan onto his plate. It’s his favourite breakfast, reserved only for these special times when it’s just the two of us.


    “Can we go to the park today?” he asks, as he climbs onto his chair, picking up his knife and fork eagerly.


    “The sun’s out. So I think that can be arranged,” I say, as I place a slice for me in the pan. It sizzles as the egg hits the heat, and the scent of butter rises to my nostrils.


    My mobile phone rings.


    “I’ll get it!” Riley calls, jumping down from his chair and running over to where my phone is on charge.


    “Thanks buddy,” I say as he places it in my hand. It’s Brad. I swipe my finger over the screen and smile as I answer. “Hey you.”


    “Hey yourself,” Brad’s voice rumbles down the line. “I was wondering if you’re free today. I’d like to take you out for lunch.”


    “I’m not working. But I do have my little sidekick to take care of. Rain check?”


    “How about he tags along? We could have a picnic by the river or something.”


    “Really? You want to meet him already?”


    “Of course I do. He’s a part of you, so I’ll bet he’s an amazing kid.”


    I glance over at Riley, as he shoves a giant piece of French toast into his mouth, and his cheek bulges as he chews.


    “Yeah. He’s pretty great,” I say with a laugh.


    “So yes?” he asks hopefully.


    “Just so happens he was talking about going to the park only a moment ago. So yes. I think he’d like that very much.”


    “Great. I’ll pick you up at twelve, sweetheart.”


    “See you then.”


    Hanging up, I smile to myself, my heart feeling light after talking to him and having him call me sweetheart just like he used to before. And I don’t realise how long I’m there holding my phone against my chest like a lovesick teen until Riley calls out to me.


    “Mummy! Your French toast is smoking!”


    


    ***


    

  


  
    Brad


    


    “Did you know I have a matchbox car just like your car?” Riley says, as he slides into the backseat of my black BMW M6. It’s the first thing the little blond boy with wide brown eyes and freckles across his nose says to me.


    “I did not know that. You’ll have to show me some time,” I reply, as Dakota slides in next to me. I smile at her, noticing the faint line of freckles across her nose that matches her son’s. They also have the same big brown, innocent looking eyes. I’m loving that she’s wearing another sundress with her brown hair in a long braid over her shoulder. I want to lean across and kiss her, but I settle for squeezing her hand. She mouths ‘hello’ and smiles at me as her son continues to chatter.


    “I wanted to go inside and get it. But mum says I’m not allowed to take toys to the park because I’ll lose it. Did you know that I lost my first tooth at a park? We couldn’t find it, so the tooth fairy had to go all the way to the park to find my tooth, and then fly all the way back to my room, and leave a dollar under my pillow. Do you realise how hard that would be with her tiny wings? I’ll bet she was tired. Which is probably why I only got a dollar for my first tooth, instead of five dollars like my friend, Paul, got. I’ll bet she was mad because I made her tired. But I didn’t mean it.” He pauses to wipe his nose with the back of his hand at this point. “So the next tooth I lost, I wrote a letter to her to say sorry. But she still only gave me a dollar. I don’t think she likes me.”


    I’m trying not to laugh, as this boy I’ve just met spills out this wildly entertaining story. “I’m sure she likes you fine, Riley. A dollar is plenty of money for a tooth. I only ever got twenty cents.”


    His eyes go wide. “Boy, she really must have hated you.”


    Pulling away from the curb, I chuckle with laughter and drive us the short distance to a picnic spot by the river that has a park for Riley to play.


    When we open up the boot of the car, I pull out the picnic basket, the blanket, and two other bags.


    “What’s in there?” Riley asks, pointing at the bags.


    “Food.”


    “You must eat a lot!” he replies.


    I look at a smiling Dakota and shrug. “I may have gone a little overboard.”


    “I think it’ll be just fine. Come on Ry, let’s help Brad carry some of this stuff. I can’t wait to see what he’s brought for us to eat.”


    “I hope it’s not broccoli. I hate broccoli.”


    “No broccoli,” I confirm.


    “Phew!”


    We walk along the grass until we find a nice shady spot, where we can see the water and the playground easily. Then we set up the blanket.


    “You know something? My mum wouldn’t let me eat any snacks after breakfast because she said I wouldn’t be hungry for lunch. So now I’m hangry.”


    “You’re hangry?”


    “Yeah, hangry. It’s when you’re super hungry, and it makes you feel a bit angry.”


    “Are you feeling angry?”


    “No.”


    “Oh.”


    I frown slightly and glance over at Dakota who has a very amused smile on her face. “He’s a character, this boy of yours,” I comment.


    “He’s the smile on my face,” she says, looking at him lovingly.


    As we work together to pull out the containers of food I’ve packed, I watch how Dakota interacts with her son. She shows him what’s inside different containers and explains what things are if he doesn’t know what it is. I can see that he’s her world, and knowing how he came to be, I’m so filled with admiration for her choice, and her ability to love with all her heart. She’s an amazingly special woman, and watching her makes me glad I never got over her. I mean, how could I? She’s the light in the sky during the daytime, and the reason the moon and stars shine at night.


    “Have you decided what you’d like to eat?” I ask Riley. “I didn’t know what you liked, so I packed the things my aunt used to make for me when I was a kid.”


    “Why didn’t your mum make it for you?” he asks, obviously not one to miss a beat.


    “My aunt was kind of like my mum. She raised me and treated me like her son.”


    He squints as he looks at me. “Where was your mum?”


    “I don’t have a mum,” I explain, using the easiest explanation I can think of.


    “I don’t have a dad,” he states.


    I nod. “Me either.”


    “Really?”


    “Really. But my aunt was all the family I needed, so it didn’t really matter. And, she was a great cook, and she taught me everything she knew. I used to like her sausage rolls. Would you like to try one?”


    “Sure!”


    I offer one to him, and he bites a tiny bit off the corner and scrunches up his face as he slowly chews it. Then, deciding he likes it, he devours it in two big bites.


    “What else did your aunt make for you?” he asks, looking about the containers eagerly. For the next hour, we sit together talking and eating, simply enjoying each other’s company until we can’t eat anymore although, there’s still enough food left over to feed us individually for a week.


    “It’s possible you did go a little overboard,” Dakota laughs, as we seal the containers and place them back in the bags.


    “I may have been a little nervous.”


    “Nervous?”


    “Cooking calms me.”


    “You must be easy to work with in the kitchen then.”


    “So I’m told,” I say, lying down beside her on the rug and watching as Riley runs around with another little boy about his own age.


    “He likes you,” she says, turning her attention to me.


    I reach over and take her hand.


    “He’s a good kid. Looks like you’re a fantastic mum.”


    “I try.” We sit quietly together for a moment, simply holding hands and enjoying each other’s company. “Thanks for mentioning you don’t know your dad,” she says, after a while. I shrug like it’s no big deal. “He’s asked a few times about his.”


    “Do you think you’ll ever tell him?”


    She shakes her head. “What good would it do? At the moment, I just say he doesn’t have one. I don’t know how long that will work out though.”


    I lift her hand and press my lips to her knuckles. “I guess that’s just something you’re going to have make a decision on as he gets older.”


    She nods, watching her son as he and his new friend see who can spin the fastest on the spinning discs. Then she turns to me and presses a kiss to my cheek. “Thank you,” she says softly.


    “For what? Making so much food that your son could very well throw up if he keeps spinning like that?”


    She laughs. “No, for treating him like any other kid, and for understanding me. I know you would have been angry with me over the years because you never knew why I stayed away from you. I just want to say thank you for not giving up on me.”


    “How could I? That day you fell in the mud was the day you owned my heart.”


    She laughs. “That moment? It was so embarrassing.”


    “You were…” I pause, pulling at my lip with my teeth, as I remember the way she laid there, covered in mud, willing herself to wake up as if it was nothing more than a bad dream. “Adorable,” I finish.


    “Adorable?”


    I nod. “Yeah, in the best way. And the thing that really did it for me, was when you said you trusted me–you barely knew me, but you trusted me enough to try out that damn swing again, and let me put my sixteen year old hands all over you.”


    She grins at the memory. “Yeah, but you didn’t try to cop a feel at all. I think that’s when I knew you were special–your hands stayed where they were supposed to.”


    “Aunt Sara taught me well,” I say, stretching back with my hands folded behind my head.


    She looks back at me, and smiles. “Yes, she did.” Then she leans back, and she kisses me.


    


    


    

  


  
    Chapter 24


    


    

  


  
    Dakota


    


    “I have news,” I say into the phone when I call Brad a few days later. I’ve been walking around with a permanent smile on my face since seeing him on Sunday. My parents must think I’ve gone mad, but I’m just happy because my life is going right for a change.


    He was so wonderful when he dropped Riley and me off at home on Sunday afternoon. He gave us the rest of the food for Riley’s school lunches and came inside for a coffee, which he drank while listening intently to Riley talking all about his matchbox car collection. Then when he left, he kissed me in a sweet, beautiful way that left me wanting more and eager to see him again.


    If we could, we’d see each other all the time. But we both have jobs, and I have Riley, so we settle for a text and a conversation over the phone when we can, which is why I’m so excited when I call him.


    “What news?”


    “I have a night off coming up, and, it’s a Monday, which I recall you mentioning is generally your night off. So, I’ve organised a babysitter. Are you up for some grown up only fun?”


    He chuckles into the phone, and the sound of it warms me from the inside out. “I would love nothing more.”


    “Fantastic. I’m going to meet you at your apartment and we can go from there.”


    “You don’t want me to pick you up?”


    I laugh. “No. If Riley sees you, he won’t let us leave. He thinks you’re the bomb right now.”


    “Alright, I’m looking forward to that knock on my door.”


    “See you then,” I say, my chest swelling in anticipation. I can’t wait to see him again.


    “See you then, sweetheart.”


    ***


    

  


  
    Brad


    


    It’s a nervous day waiting for that moment when my door sounds with a knock at 6pm. I’ve booked us a table in a little Italian place off George Street at seven.


    Opening the door, I bite down on my lip appreciatively as my eyes travel over her from head to toe. She’s wearing her long chocolate brown hair out, and it falls in stylised waves over her shoulders, sitting gently against her milky skin. On top, she’s wearing a sleeveless silk blouse that has pearl buttons up the front of it. She’s left the top one open so I can see the delicate silver chain she’s wearing but the rest is up to my imagination. On the bottom, she’s wearing a bronze coloured skirt that hugs her figure and flares out slightly at the base just above her knee, and there’s this fabric bow that ties about her waist that my fingers are itching to tug on just to see if it opens. On her feet, she wears a pair of patent leather peep toe heels that make her at least three inches taller so she almost meets my eyes.


    “You. Are a beautiful woman, Dakota,” I tell her in appreciation.


    “I’m glad you like,” she says with a smile, and I invite her in by taking her by the hand and urging her inside.


    “I want to kiss you but I don’t want to ruin your makeup,” I murmur, as she stands against me.


    “I brought extra,” she whispers, tilting her chin upward. I smile then lean down to meet her mouth, gently sucking on her lips before wrapping my arms around her waist and pulling her against me. The kiss deepens, our tongues sliding against each other, investigating every corner of our mouths. She tastes like mint and smells clean and fresh, and my body responds by craving for more. So I stop, even though she seems to want to keep going.


    My hands grip her waist, and I drop my forehead against hers, my chest heaving, every molecule in my body screaming for this woman–my mate.


    “Can I get you a drink?” I ask, forcing myself to step just a little further away. She slips her hand in mine.


    “I should say yes. But what I’d really like is to keep kissing you. Is that a little too high school?”


    I turn to her and lightly brush my fingers along her jawline, loving the way she leans into my touch. “I’d love that but I think I need a moment to calm down. That was quite a kiss, sweetheart.”


    “I love it when you call me sweetheart.”


    I smile. “Well then, sweetheart, humour me and say yes to the drink. Our reservation is at seven, and I promise to kiss you often throughout the night, but just give me a moment’s pause to regain my control. You’re the only woman I’ve ever felt this strongly about, and just having you alone is…” I let out my breath. “Do you understand how stunning you are?”


    “I’m beginning to get the idea,” she whispers.


    I take her hand again and lead her toward my bar. “What’ll it be?” I ask.


    Her eyes scan over the well-stocked glass shelves that affix onto a dark panelled wall with down lighting to give it an authentic feel. Then she slides onto one of the metal stools that line the other side. “What do you recommend?”


    “Well I make a pretty epic apple martini.”


    “Sounds perfect.”


    She watches as I mix the drinks. “Where’s Ruby?”


    “She moved back to her place.”


    “What about the guy who beat on her?”


    “For now, he’s out on bail. But there’s a restraining order, and from what she’s said, he hasn’t tried to make contact with her. I told her she’s always welcome to use the spare room if she needs to.”


    “Well, I hope she takes you up on that if she feels frightened.”


    “It wouldn’t bother you if she was staying here again?”


    “Is there anything going on between you two?”


    “No. We’ve only ever been friends.”


    “Then what’s there to worry about?”


    I pour our drinks in martini glasses and hand one to her. “I think we should toast,” I suggest.


    She leans forward and holds her glass up. “What to?”


    I think for a moment. “To second chances.”


    “To second chances,” she says, tapping her glass against mine before taking a sip and humming to signal she enjoys the taste. “This is ridiculously delicious.”


    “Would you like to drink it on the balcony?”


    “There’s a balcony?”


    “Of course.” I laugh, as I take her hand and lead her out through the glass door that looks more like another panel in the floor to ceiling window that spans one entire side of my apartment. Through it, we can see the entire Botanical Gardens and part of the harbour as well.


    We place our glasses on the ledge that runs along the rails of the balcony, and I watch her serene expression as she looks out over the view and lets out her breath. “This is beautiful. I think if I lived here, I’d be out here all the time.”


    “I was when I first moved in. It’s a bit of a change from Aunt Sara’s place.”


    “Yes. It was a nice house though. We have some good memories there.” She lays her head on my shoulder, and I slide my arm around her waist.


    “I still own it. It’s empty though right now. I had it as a rental, but it’s getting old so we vacated it to make repairs. It’s a long process, probably would have been cheaper to tear it down and start again. But…”


    “It’s special.”


    “It is.”


    “Do you think you’ll ever live in it again?”


    “I don’t know. For the last few years, I really haven’t been thinking I was going to do the whole wife and kids thing, so an apartment in the city seemed to make sense, because my life was my work.”


    “Didn’t you think you’d find someone?”


    “Well, I had found someone and she was gone. And I never got that feeling again around another woman. So, I kind of gave up looking… I’m sorry, I shouldn’t talk about other women with you.”


    “It’s OK. I honestly expected that you’d be married by now, or at least in a serious relationship. I didn’t expect that your feelings would stay the same toward me.”


    “Love doesn’t fade, Cody. It gets put on hold and pushed to the side at times, but it never fades. Not the real thing anyway.”


    “Do you think that’s what we have? The real thing?”


    “Don’t you?”


    She lifts her head from my shoulder and turns to face me, her eyes moving between mine, studying my face. “For me, there’s never been anyone but you. Not when I was growing up and not in the years that have gone past. You have been my one and only. There is no doubt in my mind, and I trust you above all men. You’re the only one who’s ever shown both care and respect.”


    Sliding my hands around her waist, I pull her closer and take her mouth in mine. She responds immediately, letting out a delicate hum as she reaches up and wraps her arms around my neck, and slides her fingers in my hair. I let her need guide our embrace and the depth of the passion behind the kiss, being mindful not to push for anything more than she’s willing to give.


    We stand there, with the cityscape below, the sounds of traffic and nightlife drifting up from the streets, and we make out like a couple of kids who don’t have a care in the world.


    Our hands move gently over our clothes as our bodies heat. I’m doing so well until she presses against me just a little too hard, and the friction, well, let’s just say it got my attention.


    I pull back. “OK,” I pant. “OK. We’d better get going because our table…” I glance at my watch and realise it’s twenty past seven. “Shit.”


    “What?” she asks, grabbing at my wrist to look at the watch then she covers her mouth and giggles. “We just made out for a whole hour. Who does that at our age?”


    “Plenty of people, I’m sure. And I for one, rather enjoyed it–even if it did cause us to lose our table.”


    “Perhaps we could just order in and eat here.”


    “But you got all dressed up. The least I can do is take you out on the town and show you off.”


    She steps toward me again and slides her hands over my chest, looking up at me with those big brown eyes that have always made me feel like I’ll agree to anything she wants.


    “I got dressed up for you. I’m not interested in impressing anyone else.”


    “I’d be interested in you if you were wearing a potato sack.”


    “You know how to say all the right things,” she giggles then I take her back inside.


    “I need to feed you,” I say, heading for the kitchen. But she stops me.


    “No. We can call for delivery. You’re not cooking for me tonight.”


    “Why? I have food. And from what I hear, I’m quite good at it.”


    “Yes. But it’s your night off, and you cook for a living. Let’s just order Chinese, sit, talk, make out some more and see how we go?”


    “See how we go, huh?”


    “Yes,” she says, pulling me toward the couch, and of course I go with her. At this point, I’m willing to do whatever she wants.


    


    

  


  
    Chapter 25


    


    

  


  
    Dakota


    


    “Come out and paddle with me,” Stacey says, when I see her at the kayaking club the next day. “I want to hear all about your date.”


    “I don’t have a suit,” I counter, waving my hands up and down to showcase the fact that I’m wearing my work uniform of a black skirt and a blue button up with the club emblem on the left.


    “So borrow one of mine. I always have a spare. Come on, I have work later, and I need to train, so I have to fit gossip in somewhere.”


    “How about I walk with you while you get ready?”


    “Fine,” she says dramatically, and I let one of the other staff members know I’ll be back soon then step outside with her. “So, spill,” she urges.


    I grin, remembering how wonderful it felt to be in his arms again. “It was amazing.”


    “Amazing? So what? Did you, you know?”


    I shake my head. “Not yet. We kissed and touched a little on the outside of clothes.”


    She laughs. “It sounds like a couple of fifteen year olds,” she teases, making light of it all, which I appreciate because everyone is making such a big deal about me dating. It’s like they all think I’m made of glass and will shatter if a man comes near me. And my parents, especially, need to trust that I’m capable of deciding when and with whom I’m ready to be intimate.


    With Stacey, it’s different; she talks to me about the men she’s with, and what sex is like with them in a very normal way. So in turn, she makes me feel as though I’m normal too, and the fact that I’m interested in sex after what happened isn’t something to be scared of. What happened to me was an attack. It was about power and oppression and fear. There was nothing intimate about it.


    “Being with Brad was nice. It was beautiful. He told me before we started dating that he was going to let me call the shots, because he didn’t want me to think that I had to do anything before I was ready. And I don’t know, I do feel ready with him, I mean, he’s the guy, you know? I just don’t want to rush into all this because what if I do freak out? I mean, I only remember flashes of what happened in the attack, so I’m scared that going all the way may trigger some sort of memory that I really don’t want to face.”


    “Well what happens in your head when you look after yourself?” she asks blatantly, when we reach the change rooms, where she puts her things in her locker, keeping only her water bottle, cap and sunglasses with her.


    My cheeks burn. “Oh…I don’t…I don’t do that,” I stutter, feeling incredibly awkward in this conversation.


    Her eyes almost pop out of her head. “Are you serious?” she practically shrieks, and I frantically wave my hands in front of her face and tell her to shush. And she begins to laugh at my reaction. “I can’t believe you’ve never done that! What have you been doing all these years?”


    “Nothing,” I mumble, my cheeks burning even further.


    Her mouth gapes open, and she now looks like a bug eyed fish. “Dakota Morgan! Self-love is the key to unlocking your body and your mind. It teaches you what feels good and what turns you on.”


    I laugh. “You sound like a women’s magazine.”


    “Well I’m right. Masturbation isn’t just for boys you know.”


    My face is going to burn off. I look around as her voice carries through the open space of the boatshed as we walk toward her kayak.


    “Would you stop yelling about it!” I hiss.


    She lets out a chuckle, as she lifts the kayak off its perch. “Relax, there’s no one around, you worrywart. But seriously, Cody, I think you should try it. It will be good for you so you know what to expect when your mind goes to that place.”


    “I wouldn’t know where to begin,” I admit.


    She smiles at me. “Start with a bubble bath, get all relaxed and just…see what feels nice. You were with Brad once; I’m assuming he did more than just stick it in.”


    My blush deepens. This is the most uncomfortable conversation of my life. “Well, yeah…”


    She shrugs. “So do what he did. Trust me, you’ll see.”


    We reach the pontoon, and she lowers her kayak off her shoulder and places it in the water.


    “Maybe,” I say, as I wring my fingers in front of me. The thought of touching myself and getting caught scares the shit out of me. I’ve seen American Pie. There’s no way I want anything like that happening. It would be a nightmare. “I’d better head back up to the club.”


    She nods, and I turn to walk back up the hill. “Hey Cody,” she calls out when I’m half way up. I stop and turn to face her. “Go home and touch yourself!”


    “I’m going to kill you!” I yell back. But I’m laughing, and in the back of my mind, I’m seriously considering taking her advice.


    


    ***


    

  


  
    Brad


    


    “You’re looking like the happiest man on the planet. I’m assuming everything is going well with Dakota,” Ruby asks, when she arrives at work on Tuesday night. This is her first shift back with us, and her face is looking perfectly made up for work. If I didn’t know any better, I could probably imagine that nothing horrible has ever happened to her–her same smile and happy disposition is still there. It’s just that newfound pain behind her eyes–the knowledge that there’s a darkness in this world that preys upon women–that gives it away.


    “It is. It’s been a long time coming, she and I.” I glance down at the chopping board, as I run my knife through a thick free-range chicken breast, slicing it into thin pieces to add to a marinade.


    “Well, you work so hard. You deserve to be happy.”


    I stop cutting and look up at her. “Work’s kind of the thing that’s making it hard at the moment. We both have a lot of time consuming commitments, so we’ve only seen each other a couple of times in the last few weeks.”


    “That’s got to be hard. You should just skip to the moving in part. You’ve known how you feel about her for years. So it’s not like this is a new relationship, right?”


    I shrug. “Right. But we’re not at that point yet. We have quite a way to go before that’s on the cards, and I don’t want to mess with her boy’s life too much just yet.”


    “What’s he like? Have you met him?”


    A smile spreads across my lips as I think about the barrage of energy and information Riley is. “He’s great–smart, funny–very much his mother’s son.”


    She lets out a sigh. “I just admire her so much,” she muses.


    Nodding, I change the subject. “And how about you? How’s that new roommate of yours? Coral isn’t it?”


    “Yeah, Coral. She’s good. I think she misses London. But, she’s over here for a few months to see how things go with her boyfriend, Shane.”


    “And what’s he like?”


    She shrugs. “He’s nice enough. He’s just your typical Aussie bloke; he’s into surfing and eating more than anything. You’d probably like him.”


    I laugh, as I return to my cutting. “I’ll have to stop by.”


    “Well, you can come at any time. He practically lives there. He’s in a share house with three other guys, so they’re always at my place.”


    Raising my brow, I look up at her. “Feeling a bit crowded?”


    “Meh,” she shrugs. “I’m just used to living on my own. But it’s OK. She’s only here for three months.”


    “You never know, it could be forever if they get married.”


    “Don’t say that,” she laughs. “I need my space and my life back at some point.”


    


    

  


  
    Chapter 26


    


    

  


  
    Dakota


    


    I stand in front of the mirror as the bathtub fills, naked, except for the towel around my body that I’m clutching to my chest. For a moment, I close my eyes, my nerves flitting through my chest like a frightened butterfly. I remind myself that I’m alone. It’s Thursday. It’s my rostered day off. My parents are at work, and Riley is at school. On top of that, every door in the house is locked tight. No one is going to walk in on me.


    Why is this so hard?


    Releasing my breath, I open my eyes, willing my hand to open and drop my towel. This sounds crazy, but I Googled how to do this, and I found this whole website about empowering yourself with self-love. And there was actually a video where a woman explained how to create the right atmosphere so that you feel safe and able to relax. Then she gave tips on how to go about the experience.


    Maybe I’m making this a little too technical. But I’m twenty-three, and the only time I’ve had an orgasm was that time with Brad…and maybe a couple of times in my dreams. And I just feel the need to have some sort of guide to follow, so I don’t get frustrated and feel as though I’m doing it all wrong.


    Inhaling deeply, I let my eyes scan over my body, trying to keep my critical voice at bay. Normally, I’d look at myself, and I’d see the unevenness of my full breasts, and the stretchmarks that cover my sides. I’d see the extra flesh about my middle, and the C-section scar along my abdomen, and I’d sigh, knowing that my body will never be what it was.


    But this time, I’m trying to look at myself with the eyes of a lover. I’m trying to see the softness in my curves as a good thing. I’m trying to see myself as having a body that’s desirable.


    Reaching out, I switch off the bath then hit play on my iPod in the dock. As the music starts, I slide into the warm bath, concentrating on the sensation of the water as it surrounds my body.


    The thrumming heartbeat of Jeff Buckley’s ‘Everybody Here Wants You’, flows out of the speakers, and I close my eyes and breathe, letting the beat roll through my chest, as I let his ethereal voice convince me that I’m wanted. Immediately, the image of Brad’s face, his eyes filled with desire, presents itself in my mind, and my breathing quickens because I know he wants me. I know he desires me, just as I do him.


    Pretending it’s his hands on my body, I slide my hand over my stomach then up to brush beneath my breast. My heart rate quickens along with my breathing, and I try to do what the video said and relax as I move my hand up to cup my breast and squeeze. It feels nice, and I can feel a heat begin to bloom deep within my belly. My nipples peak and I roll one between my fingers, slowly releasing my breath as I feel the tingle of arousal between my legs.


    This is the part that makes me most nervous; so I keep my mind focused on the music, and continue to imagine Brad then slowly reach downward.


    I can do this. This feels good.


    My hand slides through my curls then down between my thighs. Even in the water I can feel the slickness of my arousal, and I begin to tremble in a good way as I run my finger down to my opening then back up to the hard little bump that seems to be containing most of the throbbing.


    I’m beginning to get into it, this coil of heat building inside me, as I gently explore my intimate area then the track changes and Damien Rice begins to sing a song called Uncomfortable with Melanie Laurent.


    I open my eyes and stop what I’m doing, letting out a groan because even my playlist finds what I’m doing odd and it’s shuffled in order to tell me. And it’s right, this is just uncomfortable. I feel stupid.


    Letting out a sigh, I pull the plug out of the bathtub and get out, wrapping my towel back around me as I reach out and hit stop on my iPod. Then I look in the mirror and see how flushed the arousal has made my face–it looks kind of beautiful.


    As I absorb my flushed state, I hear my phone going off outside the bathroom and rush to answer it in case it’s Riley’s school. It isn’t. It’s Brad. So much better.


    “Hey,” I say with a smile, wondering if he somehow sensed I was thinking about him the way I was.


    “Hey, gorgeous, I was just thinking about you.”


    “Me too,” I smile, feeling the heat of a blush creep up my cheek as I think about him seeing me in my current state.


    “Good thoughts I hope.”


    “Very,” I reply. Then I make a decision before I have the chance to over think it. “Are you working right now?”


    “Not yet. I start at five.”


    “Well, do you… um… would you like to come over? I’m free until three.”


    “Sure. You want to get some lunch or something?”


    I take a deep breath and close my eyes, willing myself to have the same level of courage I once had with him. “I don’t want food. I just want you,” I practically whisper, and even I can hear the invitation in my voice.


    There’s a pause, and for a moment, I wonder if he’s going to say no. Then I hear him clear his throat. “I’ll be there in fifteen minutes.”


    


    ***


    

  


  
    Brad


    


    I pace back and forth in front of her door several times before I raise my hand to knock. I’m wondering whether she’s really calling me here for what it sounded like she was calling me here for, or if I’m completely mistaken. I feel like I should tell her to slow down, that going from kissing to…to this might be too fast this time around. But I don’t want her to feel like I’m rejecting her when all I want to do is protect her.


    But just as I’m about to rap my knuckles against the pine door, she opens it for me, wearing one of her pretty sundresses. Her cheeks are flushed. Her long hair is loose. I swallow hard.


    “What are you doing?” she asks with an amused smile on her face.


    “Pacing?” I answer, although with the tone of it, it comes out as more of a question.


    “How about you pace inside?”


    She steps back to let me in, and I hesitate a little, wondering if this is a good idea. She looks like she’s about to pounce, and as much as I want her, I don’t want her to regret this.


    Reaching out, she takes a hold of my hand and pulls me inside, and immediately, she’s on me. She kisses me with a ferocity that makes my head spin, and all of my senses come alive at once as I respond to her insistent kisses and frantic touches. She reaches down and pulls at the base of my shirt, urging me to take it off, and I do. Just as we make it into her room, she pushes me so I fall backwards on her bed. It’s a bit of a shock, and it takes me a second to catch my breath. Then she stands before me and reaches down to lift her dress.


    “Stop,” I say suddenly, and it’s the hardest thing I think I’ve ever done. She’s called me here, and she obviously feels she can do this. But something inside me is telling me that going this fast will be a mistake.


    The expression on her face drops as she releases her dress and steps back. “You don’t want this?” She looks crushed, and I scramble from the bed, and bring her into my arms. She fights me. “Don’t!” she yells.


    “Shhh, calm down. I do want this. I do,” I assure her, letting her go but moving to cup her face in my hands. She closes her eyes so she can’t see me, and I run my fingers through her hair. “So much.”


    She opens her anguish filled eyes. “Then why did you stop?”


    I slide a hand back down and around her waist and continue to run my fingers through her hair then gently along her jawline as I speak to her. “Because I don’t want you to regret jumping into this. I’m not going anywhere. We can take our time. It doesn’t have to be this frenzy. There’s no pressure from me. We can wait.”


    “But I’m ready now. Why does everyone keep telling me to be careful? I know what happened to me. There is no way I can forget. But you promised we could go at my pace, and my pace is that I want you now.”


    I smile and rest my forehead against hers. “You don’t know how much I want to take you up on that.”


    “Then do it,” she whispers, sliding her hand over my chest and looking up at me with those eyes. God. They make my chest ache. “I want the last person I was with to be you. You’re the only one who’s ever made love to me and I want that back.”


    Her words hit me in a way that makes emotion prick behind my eyes, and I move, pressing my lips against her forehead. My mind racing, I want to fix this for her. I want to give her everything she wants. But, everything inside me is telling me to slow this down.


    “How about we take it one step at a time? We can draw this out–enjoy ourselves. So when the time does come for us to go all the way, you’re going to be so ready for me that you can’t think or even dream about anything else.”


    She looks up at me with watery eyes and nods. And a sense of relief floods my body, knowing I made the right call. Never in my life have I wanted someone more than I want her now. And never in my life have I understood the importance of holding back.


    “OK,” I smile, brushing my fingers along her jaw then down along her slender neck. I move across her shoulder where I slide my finger just beneath the spaghetti strap of her dress. I lean down and kiss her shoulder, then the curve of her neck. “I want to love you in every way possible. Don’t ever think I don’t want that. And I have a long list that I’ve built up over the years. So let me start with the simplest thing, and we’ll slowly work through all of them, and you can tell me everything you like so we can do it all over again.”


    “I like the sound of that,” she gasps. Then I pull her tight against me and kiss her slowly and passionately before lowering her to the bed and climbing on beside her.


    “I want to start with simple touching,” I say, running my fingers from her cheekbones, down along her neck then over her shoulder and along her bare arm. Her alabaster skin is so soft beneath my touch, and I feel goose bumps rise as I continue along her forearm then down to her fingers. I lift her hand and press my lips to her fingertips, before I press a kiss to the pulse point at her wrist then again in the crook of her elbow. I kiss her again on her neck beneath her jaw, as my hand moves to her waist, and I whisper in her ear. “Sometimes, keeping your clothes on can be just as fun as taking them off.”


    Her breathing increases as I slide my hand up her ribs to just below her breast.


    “You can tell me to stop whenever you want, OK? I promise I’ll listen,” I remind her when she sucks in her breath and tenses slightly.


    She turns her head so she’s facing me. “I want you to touch me everywhere,” she whispers. “I want you to make my body shake like you did our first time.”


    And I smile, loving her candid nature, loving her. “I can do that for you,” I murmur, kissing her gently. She rolls so she’s against me and wraps her arms around me. As I move my hands over her body, her cotton dress shifts beneath my palms. I follow the curve of her spine, all the way down to her thigh where the fabric ends, and her soft skin begins. She bends her knee, sliding it over my leg, entwining our limbs as my hand slides back up her thigh. Her dress has slid up higher, and the first piece of fabric I hit is the satin feel of her panties. An uncontrollable groan rumbles through my chest, and it causes her to press a little closer, her other thigh rubbing up against the hardness between my legs. I groan again, my fingers moving high enough to grip the flesh of her arse cheek.


    I move my hand higher, our mouths still connected, working together sensuously as my hand slides over her dress toward her breast. I cup her soft mound, rolling my palm over the hardened peak of her nipple as it pushes up through the thin fabric.


    “Oh,” she moans into my mouth, causing a surge of desire to flood through me. She rolls over to her back, leaving her knee bent, and her legs slightly parted as she urges me to roll with her, her hands roaming over my body, while mine continue to explore hers.


    I love her curves. I love the feel of her as I slide my hand from her neck, down to her breast then down over her rib cage. I run my fingertips over the dip at her waist, the rise at her hips, and the curve of her behind. Then I continue to explore–to touch, right down to the smooth skin of her thighs. My fingertips are on fire as my body heats with the passion I feel having her so close.


    She lets out tiny moans and moves her hips in this way that is begging me to touch her. And I want to; I desperately want to bring her to the heights of pleasure. But right now, I’m more nervous than I was during my first time. I don’t want to do anything that’s too much for her.


    Moving my hand up to her bent knee, I lightly run my fingertips down the inside of her thigh, my kiss lingering on her lips as I do. Then I pull back, watching her reaction as I trace the line of her panties then brush my fingers lightly between her legs. She keeps her eyes on mine, her lips parted as my touch becomes firmer.


    With desire in her eyes, she looks up at me, as I slowly move my fingers back and forth, massaging her between her legs. I can feel her wetness through her panties as she rocks her hips against my hand, and I increase the pressure again, feeling her hard nub beneath my fingers.


    I groan, feeling so turned on as I watch her expression changing as she begins to get lost on her way toward climax. I can see her try to keep focus, but she struggles to maintain eye contact when it hits her. It’s beautiful to watch as her hips rise and press against my hand and her mouth falls open, releasing a low moan as her body trembles beneath me, her hands digging into my arm and my chest, as she gets lost in the moment. When I feel the pulsing beneath my hand lessen, I slow my hand before keeping it completely still, but leaving it where it is.


    Focus returns to her eyes, and she gasps before moving a hand to the back of my head, where she grips my hair and pulls my mouth against hers, kissing me like her life depends on it. When we come up for air, I’m smiling. “Feeling better?” I ask, as she looks up at me with a satisfied grin on her face.


    She nods. “Much,” she says with a laugh, looking flushed and beautiful as I lie on the bed beside her.


    “Good,” I say, leaning over to press a soft kiss against her lips before I pull her against me so she lies on my chest.


    I run my hand up and down her back, and she brushes her fingers back and forth over the smattering of hair across my pecs.


    “Would you, um… would you like me to do something for you?” she asks, moving so she can see my face. I lift my head, watching her as she nods her head a touch to indicate the strain in the crotch area of my jeans.


    “It’ll go down,” I assure her, hugging her against me. She settles in against my chest, her ear over my heart, and slowly, her breathing evens out. I press a kiss to the top of her head as she sleeps in my arms. While I lie wide awake, I’m willing my throbbing cock to behave and go back down, so I can keep being the gentlemen I want to be for her. But it’s hard when everything you’ve ever wanted is curled up in your arms. Except she’s not the girl you knew before. Now she’s broken, and it’s going to take time to make her whole again, and I want to make her whole. I never want her to feel afraid again.


    


    


    

  


  
    Chapter 27


    


    

  


  
    Brad


    


    Her scent is on my hand as I drive home from her place. It’s equal parts torture and pleasure, because it’s all I can smell. My pants are feeling way too tight. I swear my cock remembers her like a dog does its master. It’s like I’ve taken Viagra or something, and it won’t go down–even after I get home and take a cold shower.


    “You’re being ridiculous,” I say to it. I’m talking to my penis like a crazy person, as the shower spray needles against my skin. Even washing away her smell and turning my body cold won’t make it quit. It just stands there proudly, mocking me. It annoys me that I have such a lack of control. But, I can’t go to work like this.


    Admitting defeat, I turn the heat on then grip my shaft as I lean my arm against the wall. Then I picture her face as I slide my fist back and forth. It doesn’t take much. I’m so worked up from today’s activities with Dakota that I find my release with a sudden shudder, as the pressure leaves my body. I release my cock, my chest heaving as I calm down. And slowly, my erection begins to soften.


    “Thank god,” I grumble, looking down at the one part of my body that isn’t in agreement with the rest of me. “Now stay down,” I tell it. Then I get myself ready for work.


    


    ***


    

  


  
    Dakota


    


    “I hope you’re calling to tell me you finally touched your feminine flower,” Stacey deadpans, when she answers the phone later that night. “I’m just about to watch Arrow, and unless this is going to be a good phone call, I don’t want to miss out on watching Stephen Amell kick some arse.”


    Sitting in my room, I grin, my hand touching my heated cheek as I talk softly so no one can hear me. “It’s a good phone call, I promise.”


    “So, you took my advice?”


    “Well, kind of, but it got all weird with the music choice, and then Brad called and well, I asked him over and…”


    “Oh wow. Are you OK? You know I was only teasing you about that fifteen-year-old stuff, right?”


    “Of course, I know,” I laugh. “And I love that you’ll still talk to me about this stuff.”


    “Sometimes I should probably shut my mouth.”


    “No. The way you talk about it like it’s no big deal is exactly what I need.”


    “OK, well, as long as you didn’t rush out and do something you weren’t ready for.”


    “We kept our clothes on,” I tell her quickly. “So it wasn’t that.”


    “You..? Oh! I see, we’re sixteen now.”


    I can’t help but laugh. “He just…” I close my eyes and remember the day I spent with him. “He was so good about everything, Stace. I totally threw myself at him when he came in the door, in this really embarrassing way. But he slowed it down, and it was all about making sure I was enjoying myself and…” I sigh. “It was amazing.”


    “Let me get this straight–because you’re talking all PG at me, and I don’t quite understand. So you called him over for a booty call, and you kept your clothes on while he got you off, and he did nothing for himself?”


    I grin. “Yes. And he held me afterward, and I fell asleep in his arms. I feel amazing, Stacey. It was so wonderful to feel like that again.”


    “Jeez Cody.”


    “What?” I ask with concern.


    “I just fell in love with your boyfriend.”


    “Stacey!” I laugh, knowing she’s not even remotely serious.


    “You know I wouldn’t do that to you,” she says. “But Cody, you have to know I’m really happy for you. This is huge.”


    “Yeah, it is, and I’m happy too.”


    


    


    


    

  


  
    Chapter 28


    


    

  


  
    Brad


    


    As the weeks go by, Dakota’s and my relationship progresses at a steady rate. On the weekends, we try to find some time to sync our work schedules, so I can spend time getting to know Riley. It’s important that we do this, because I’m not planning on going anywhere. At some point, I’ll be in his daily life. That means he needs to know me, and we need to get along.


    On Monday nights, she gets her parents, or her friend Stacey to babysit Riley, and we get a night where it’s just us. Every now and then we go out, but most of the time, she comes to my place, and we watch a movie and mess around a bit. We’re still working through my list of things I’d like to do to her, and so far, she hasn’t once had some sort of trigger reaction that could take her back to the moment of her attack. It makes me think she might actually be as ready as she says she is. But I still worry. I’m nervous that I’m going to do something that’s going to scar her and cause her to retreat, and the last thing I want to do is drive her away. So, to be safe, I’m still insisting we take things slow.


    Normally, she won’t let me cook for her, because she’s insistent that I can’t step a foot in a kitchen on my day off. Most of the time, I humour her, and we get take out or delivery. But tonight, I’m cooking, because frankly, I love cooking, and I love watching people enjoy my food.


    “What’s that smell?” she asks, when she comes through the door and presses her lips to mine. I’ve given her a key so she can let herself in when she wants to.


    “I cooked.” I smile and take her hand, glancing back at her as I lead her to the kitchen.


    She’s so beautiful that it hurts my chest. I love everything about her. And I especially love these dresses of hers. She seems to have an endless wardrobe full of different summer dresses that she wears every time I see her. I’ve never seen the same one twice. The current one is a pale yellow, and has a halter neck that exposes the smooth skin on her back when she stops and removes her wrap cardigan. She drapes it over the top of her handbag and leaves both on a chair at the dining room table.


    “I thought this was our night off from any sort of work.”


    “Cooking for you isn’t work. It’s pleasure, believe me.”


    She blushes a little, which is something she does every time I give her a compliment. It’s kind of adorable and reminds me just how innocent she really is. Which only serves to remind me of her fragility, and the fact that I’m worried I’ll break her. I don’t want to mess this up.


    “What is it? It smells like some sort of barbeque marinade or something…”


    I grin. “Well, after you commented on how much you like ribs the last time we were out, but didn’t order them because they’re too messy, I thought I’d make you some so we can have them here, and you can get as messy as you like.”


    She looks down at her light coloured dress. “You’ve never seen me eat ribs. I’m might need a bib.”


    Laughing, I press a kiss to the side of her head then pour her a glass of shiraz before holding it out to her.


    She takes it and we clink glasses, before taking a sip. She stands beside me, as I place my glass down and go back to chopping up the salad I was working on, before I heard her come in.


    “Is there anything I can help with?” she asks, leaning against the benchtop.


    “How about you take the wine to the table on the balcony. This is the last thing I have to do, so you can sit down if you like.”


    Finishing up in the kitchen, I prepare our plates then carry them out to the table I’d set earlier.


    “My god, look at that,” she exclaims, as I set her plate in front of her. “How do you get ribs to look like art? Do you serve this at your restaurant?”


    “No,” I reply. “Although you never know, our menu changes with the seasons, so I could always fancy it up a bit and put it on there.”


    “Fancy it up a bit?” she points at her plate, indicating the neatly placed pork ribs nested on a bed of salad and topped with shredded lengths of crispy potato. “This isn’t fancy enough?”


    I laugh as she picks up the potato with her fingers and pops it in her mouth, smiling and nodding, as she crunches and pulls an amused face at me.


    “It probably is. But I do have to be careful. Our menu is all about Australian tastes. So we take things that are local and work with those flavours to be as innovative as we can. It’s about staying cutting edge, I suppose, which is why I travel a lot to learn what the world is eating and share some information about Australia.”


    “Sounds a lot more exciting than what the chefs make at the club. It’s all roasts and calamari. There’s rarely anything too exciting on the menu.”


    “How is the club going these days?”


    She shrugs. “It’s OK. The press we got when you came helped buoy the numbers for a while. But they’re slowing down as summer comes to an end. I keep telling dad that he should make the restaurant a bit more exciting. But he’s more focused on coaching, and the bottom line of the club to worry about taking any sort of risk with the restaurant.”


    “I could always have a chat to your chef if you like; maybe go over the menu with him. We could see if there’s a way to make some changes that will keep people coming back through the doors? He seemed like a nice bloke when I was there, so I don’t think he’ll have a problem with me approaching him.”


    “You’d do that?”


    “Of course. I’ve got a bit of experience under my belt you know.”


    “That would be great,” she says, as she cuts into meat that slides from the bone when she touches it. When she puts some in her mouth, she closes her eyes and savours the flavours on her tongue. It’s beautiful to watch. “Oh my god. Please teach him how to make this.”


    I laugh. “I’ll slip him the recipe as long as he promises never to share.”


    While we eat, we talk for a while about anything and everything. Our conversation flows naturally, and even when we’re quiet, looking out over the city, it feels natural too. It feels like it’s a moment that I want to freeze in time. But that’s how I always feel when I’m with her–like I never want this to end, and I have the fear in my chest that it will, and that fear won’t go away.


    


    ***


    

  


  
    Dakota


    


    “And you didn’t even need a bib,” Brad teases, as we carry the plates and glasses back inside from our dinner.


    “Thank heaven for small mercies,” I respond, as I help him load the dishwasher companionably. I watch him as he rinses a plate, his white button up shirt rolled up to his elbows. He’s always so well dressed–always in dark slacks or jeans with a button up or a crisp looking t-shirt. At times he even wears braces in place of a belt, and it’s sexy as sin. I used to think they were really old-fashioned looking, but on Brad with his dark hair and lean build, they look just right. The only casual thing he does, is wear Vans on his feet–I like that about him; it says he isn’t always serious and reminds me of the fun guy he was back when we were teens.


    He closes the dishwasher and steps toward me, wrapping his arm around my waist, pulling me up against him. There’s music on in the background; some sort of bluesy sound coming from the bookcase, and he begins to step side to side slowly with me, encouraging me to dance.


    “I’m not sure I’m any good at this,” I whisper, as he moves us together to the music.


    “You don’t have to be,” he murmurs in return. “You just have to go with it.”


    His hands move to clasp mine, and he steps away, pushing gently against mine before he spins me around in a circle then brings me back in so I’m pressed against his chest. My heart skitters about in my chest, and I can’t keep the smile off my face.


    “I love those dresses that you wear,” he murmurs next to my ear, as we sway from side to side. “They have been begging for me to dance with you, just so I can twirl you around.”


    I grin. “Are you trying to look up my skirt, Bradley Rae?”


    He shrugs. “Maybe,” he replies with a wink.


    I laugh in response and settle into the dance, following his lead with ease. He’s good at guiding me without making me stumble or trip on my own feet. It’s like he’s telling me what to do with his hands.


    “Who taught you to dance, anyway?”


    “Aunt Sara. She liked the old radio stations.”


    I rest my head against his chest. “I wish I’d been able to meet her probably. She seemed so nice when I saw her at the club.”


    “She was.”


    “How old were you when you went to live with her?”


    “Ten. I remember thinking it was the worst thing in the world being sent to live with an old lady–she was seventy-two at the time. I thought she’d make me learn to knit or something. I didn’t realise she’d be the best person I ever met.”


    “Sounds like she made a big difference to you.”


    “She did. She could have sent me to live with some foster family or something, but she took on the job herself, and I can tell you that it wasn’t easy. I wasn’t the simplest kid in the world to raise.”


    “Well, you turned out alright.”


    “That’s all her,” he insists.


    “I don’t know. I think maybe you just have a really good heart.”


    “Maybe. But I don’t really believe in that nature versus nurture stuff. I think it’s all about your circumstances. I was a right little bastard when I went to live with her. I haven’t told you much about my mother, have I?”


    He spins me again. “No, you haven’t,” I say, as I land once more against his chest.


    “Well, she wasn’t really present. She was always busy trying to get some guy to marry her. Didn’t have a lot of time for me. So I was a bit of a latchkey kid, and I basically raised myself. Although, I didn’t do a very good job of it,” he laughs. “Aunt Sara had her work cut out for her.”


    “Do you know what happened to your mother?”


    “Not a clue,” he states. “She didn’t even show up for Aunt Sara’s funeral. She was her aunt, so my great aunt, and she was only person who had any time for either of us. But she just dumped me and ran off with some guy, never to be heard of again.”


    “That’s sad.”


    “I don’t think so. I’m a much better man because of Aunt Sara’s influence. I wouldn’t be who I am today without her.”


    “You really think that?” I ask, wondering if he really does believe that the traits from his parents don’t matter–it was his upbringing from a woman who loved him unconditionally that made the difference.


    “I have no doubt in my mind,” he confirms, pressing a soft kiss to the top of my head.


    

  


  
    Chapter 29


    


    

  


  
    Brad


    


    “Up for some dessert?” I ask, murmuring the question against her lips when we break for air after our dancing turned into kissing, which led to us heading to the couch, which led to things getting a little heated.


    Her hands pull on my shirt, as she sucks my lower lip back into her mouth. She’s driving me crazy in the best possible way.


    “Only if there’s an item on your list that involves chocolate sauce or whipped cream,” she whispers in my ear.


    I grin and pull back a little so I can meet her eyes. “You want me to eat whipped cream off you?”


    She shrugs, and I see that blush creep over her cheeks a little. I love it. “Or chocolate sauce, or even honey…” She pulls at her lip with her teeth, nervous about her boldness, but brave enough to put her desires out there.


    I drop my head, pressing my mouth against hers to suck on the lip she’s biting. Then, releasing it slowly, I pull my head backward. I smile as our lips part, and she moves like she wants me to do it again. There’s a hunger in her eyes that I feel the need to satisfy.


    “Well,” I murmur, moving so I’m kissing her neck and her chest. “It just so happens that it is on my list, but it’s a fair way down. We’ll be skipping over a few other fun activities.”


    “I want this one,” she gasps, as my hand moves to grip her breast, kissing the soft flesh just above the neckline of her dress. “I’m ready.”


    My heart beats faster in my chest as I think about what she wants me to do. While we’ve moved on to the point where I’m bringing her to orgasm with my hands beneath her clothes, and even entering her with my fingers, we haven’t actually removed her clothes before now.


    This feels like it’s jumping too far ahead.


    I close my eyes and take a deep breath; just the smell of her is putting me on edge.


    My body wants her. What the hell is wrong with my mind?


    “Brad,” she whispers, her fingers sliding through my hair, as I continue to pay attention to her breasts.


    I inhale again, focusing on how wonderful this feels, as I slide my hands around her body and lift her off the couch.


    I want to give her pleasure.


    Carrying her to the kitchen, I sit her on the steel benchtop and stand between her parted thighs. Her breathing increases and her skin heats, as I run my hands up her back to the halter that’s tied behind her neck. I pull at the bow, and the long yellow straps fall loose in front of her. She sucks in her breath, arching forward as I move back around to take hold of her zip, slowly pulling it down until her dress falls open to her waist, exposing her breasts. It’s my turn to suck in my breath.


    I swallow, my mouth feeling incredibly dry, as I look at her sitting before me, half naked, beautiful.


    “Take it off me,” she whispers. “Take it all off.”


    Then she lies back along the length of the island bench, holding my hands and placing them at her waist, where all I have to do is hook my fingers into her panties and pull them with her dress to the ground. Then I’ll have her naked.


    My hands shake.


    My cock throbs.


    My mind worries.


    “It’s OK,” she whispers. “I want this.”


    Swallowing again, I nod, curling my fingers against her skin, as I take a hold of her clothing and slowly drag it down her legs, letting it drop on the floor beside me.


    “You are just so beautiful, sweetheart. So damn perfectly beautiful.” I reach up and run my fingers reverently down the length of her body, skirting the edges of her breasts, and her most private area. She shakes beneath me, letting out tiny erotic moans that cloud my mind and want me to forget my common sense. I reach out and open the fridge, pulling out the cream I’d prepared to go with our dessert. “Are you sure you really want this.”


    She nods. “Take off your shirt.”


    I place the bowl beside her, and pull my shirt free from my pants before undoing the buttons quickly from my neck until I’m all the way through. I can’t believe how much I’m shaking when I’ve been with this woman before. I’ve seen her naked. I took her virginity. I have worshipped every part of her. Yet, I’m still nervous, because that was before...


    She reaches over to the bowl and dips her finger in. Then, as if my body takes over my mind and clouds my doubts, my hand shoots out and wraps around her wrist. I bring her finger to my mouth, slowly sucking the cream off, causing her to moan and arch her back, her breasts rising up, her nipples hard and tight, even though the air is warm and humid.


    I drop of dot of cream on her chest, then one on each nipple, and three more leading downward, creating a line toward her dark curls. Her chest rises and falls as I lean over her and kiss her, the taste of vanilla bean cream in my mouth. Then I begin to move down her body, licking and sucking, starting at her chest then down to each nipple, spending enough time sucking and swirling my tongue around each bud, until the taste is all gone, and I can only taste her beautiful flesh.


    “You taste better than cream,” I say, as I kiss between her breasts, running my tongue along the valley then up to the opposite peak to suck at the cream. Then I move to the first of the three dots of cream that point toward her mound, and her fingers slide through my hair, her body writhing and arching beneath me.


    “Keep going, please,” she begs, when I reach the last dot of cream. Her hands urge me downward, and her legs are open and inviting. I lower myself to my knees and kiss her lightly on the inside of her thigh. Then I look at her beautiful pussy, glistening, aroused, and I lean in, taking that first taste.


    “You definitely taste better than cream,” I murmur, as her arousal hits my tongue, sweet and perfect, causing my cock to feel unbelievably hard–like it’s never going to go down when this is through.


    Her fingers curl in my hair, and she moans long and low, as I run my tongue down between her folds to the tip of her opening then back up again. Swirling it around her clit, I suck back, as she closes her thighs around my head, trapping me against her. She pulls my hair and writhes against my mouth then she explodes, her clit pulsing beneath my tongue.


    She’s in a complete position of power as she locks me in place, limiting the amount of air I can get into my lungs. But I keep going, enjoying the fact that she’s coming so hard, and so openly.


    As the pulsing subsides, she releases me, her hands pulling at me as she sits up and catches my face in her palms, guiding me as I rise to meet her hungry lips.


    “Kiss me,” she whispers, pulling my mouth against hers, before she wraps her arms around my neck and presses her naked chest against mine.


    Her skin against my skin causes me to moan softly into her mouth, my tongue demanding against hers, as I allow my passion to get the better of me for just a moment.


    “Make love to me,” she whispers. “Please, Brad. I’m ready.”


    “Not here,” I say, wrapping my arms around her. “In the bedroom. I want you in my bed.”


    Lifting her up, I carry her into my room, kissing her and touching her at every step. When we make it to the bed, I climb onto it with her naked form still wrapped around my middle. Then I slowly lower us down, grinding myself lightly against her core.


    I let out a moan.


    “Take off your pants,” she gasps, reaching down to undo my trousers.


    I hold myself over her as she works the button then my zip, before reaching her hand inside to take hold of my rock hard shaft.


    “Oh Cody,” I moan, as her fingers wrap around my girth, stroking me, touching me.


    “I want you to come inside me,” she whispers.


    And something about her words causes me to pause, as the lust cloud that had been obscuring my judgement clears away. All that’s left behind, is a blind panic as my heart beats so fast it feels like it’s in my throat.


    “Not yet,” I say, pulling away, my dick sliding out of her hand. I hear her make a noise in protest, and I press a kiss to her stomach as I slide off the bed. “We’re not up to that on the list.” I say it with a smile, as I button up and zip my fly, trying to mask the fact that I just freaked out at the thought of being inside her.


    What the hell is wrong with me?


    She’s looking at me with a confused and hurt expression on her face, as I move around to the side of the bed and slide my arms beneath her to scoop her up.


    “But we are up to the part where I run you a bath to get all of the sticky cream off you.”


    She places her hand on my chest. “Stop, Brad. Put me down.” Her voice is flat but commanding, and I do as she requests. “Look at me.” I do, keeping my eyes on her face. “No,” she says. “Look at me. All of me. Tell me why you don’t want me the way I want you.”


    I close my eyes, feeling like absolute shit, but not knowing how the hell I’m supposed to talk to her about this. “I want you. You know I want you. Just not yet.”


    “Not yet?” she sighs, and walks over to the chair next to my dresser where there’s a dress shirt draped over the back and wraps it around her body.


    “Cody,” I whisper, letting out a sigh of my own, feeling awful and confused and aroused, because she looks so damn sexy in that shirt.


    “Talk to me, Brad. Because I need to know what this is about. When we started dating, you said you wanted this to be slow, and I love that–I love that you care so much about making sure I feel loved and worshipped, and I do. I love you so much, that I want to give you some of the pleasure you’ve given me. But the most you’ll let me do is touch you through your clothes, and even then you stop me. I thought it was because you didn’t want to ruin your pants but now…” She shakes her head. “I just don’t understand. I’m ready to take the next step, Brad. I trust you, and I love you. Why don’t you trust me to make that decision for myself?”


    Placing my hand on my hips, I look up at the ceiling and swallow my emotion as the truth bubbles just below the surface. It’s such a quiet whisper that I don’t even want to recognise it in my own mind. But I’m hurting her by not being honest, and that’s the last thing I want.


    I move to the chair and sit down, placing my head in my hands. “It’s me who isn’t ready,” I admit, my stomach twisting as I release the words, because it sounds ridiculous–what red-blooded male doesn’t jump at the chance to have sex with his woman?


    “You aren’t ready? I…I don’t understand.”


    I sit up and look at her, holding my hands out in a plea. “I’m scared.”


    She kneels down in front of me and places her hands on my knees. “Scared of what?”


    “Of hurting you.”


    


    


    

  


  
    Chapter 30


    


    

  


  
    Dakota


    


    “He won’t have sex with you?” Stacey asks, when I reveal to her the events of this evening, after I return home earlier than expected. I don’t do the whole kiss and tell thing, but I do tell her enough to give her an overall picture of what happened before Brad put everything on hold.


    “No. He’s scared that if he does then I’m going to remember the attack while he’s inside me, and he can’t handle the idea of doing anything that could cause me any harm.”


    She tilts her head to the side a little. “Well, that’s kind of a legitimate concern. You’ve had that worry yourself during all this too.”


    I nod. “In the beginning, yes. But we’ve been building up to it for weeks now, and I feel so ready to be with him. Every time I think about him, and the way it felt my first time, I get those excited butterflies going on. There’s no fear at the thought of him being inside me at all.”


    She holds up her hand. “That’s a little TMI. But I get what you’re saying.”


    “What do you think I should do?”


    “Well, he’s been working on this slow build up for you, right?”


    I nod in response.


    “Then how about you do the same for him? It might just be what he needs to come to terms with everything. Don’t forget, it was his house you left before you were attacked. And you were only there after dark because you were having sex. I’m sure he’s kicking himself for taking that shower, or not taking the whole night off work to spend with you. I’m sure there are a million scenarios he’s run in his head that all end with you not getting attacked at all. There will be some part of him that blames himself for what happened to you.”


    Frowning, I shake my head. “But it isn’t his fault. It was a shitty thing that happened at random, because I decided to walk instead of waiting. It was just bad luck.”


    She presses her lips together and gives me a small smile. “I know that, and you know that. But don’t forget that you had years of therapy in order to come to terms with what happened to you. And to Brad, this is all very new, and his feelings about it are probably still very raw.” She reaches across to me and squeezes my hand. “I wouldn’t worry too much. All this means, is that mister perfect is human after all, and he obviously loves you very much. Why don’t you call him tomorrow and try to talk it out? I’m sure it will make you both feel a lot better.”


    


    ***


    

  


  
    Brad


    


    “I froze,” I tell Ruby the next day. I asked her around for coffee because I needed to talk. She’s the only one who knows enough details about Dakota and me to understand why I’m struggling to make myself go all the way with her. “I don’t know what’s wrong with me. I don’t know why I can’t get past my own worry and give her what she wants. I’m messing this up, and I don’t know how to explain to her that it’s a problem in my own head and not with her. I tried, and all I did was get her upset and make her feel confused.”


    She presses her teeth into her lips sympathetically. “Did you tell her all of this?”


    I stand up and walk over to the glass wall and look outside. “I tried. But I think I just made it worse. She went home upset.” I glance back at her. “All I want to do is protect her,” I say softly.


    “Maybe you should be telling her all of this? Remember what you said to me when you first found out about the baby and the attack? You said you felt like it was your fault, and that if you had’ve turned her away, she would have been home before the attack even happened. She needs to know that’s how you feel. She needs to know that you wish that little boy was yours instead of a faceless attacker’s. She needs to understand how deeply affected you are by all this too. It’s a tragedy for her more than anyone, but you’ve been touched by this too. Those attackers took something from you too.”


    I turn around to see something, but stop when I see Dakota standing a short way inside my apartment. She still has her bag on her shoulder, and her keys in her hand. I can see the tears in her eyes from here.


    “Cody,” I say, taking a step toward her. Ruby turns behind her, and her mouth drops open in surprise. Neither of us heard her come in.


    Her face creases, upset. “Is that how you really feel? You wish you’d turned me away so we were never together?”


    “No. No. I don’t wish for that at all. I just think if we’d waited…”


    She shakes her head and backs away, before turning toward the door. I go after her.


    “Cody, don’t go. Stay and talk to me. Please.”


    She opens the door and turns to me, her face set in a scowl, as a tear rolls out of her eye and streams down her cheek. “You told her about Riley!” she cries, the hurt in her voice stabbing at my chest, constricting my heart.


    “Oh god. I’m sorry. I just…I needed to talk, and…”


    She shakes her head–she doesn’t want to listen to me. “That wasn’t your secret to tell,” she whispers. Then she steps outside and pulls my door shut with a bang. I drop my head against it and close my eyes.


    “Fuck.”


    “I’m so sorry, Brad,” Ruby says from the couch. “I didn’t know she was there.”


    “Fuck,” I repeat, this time lifting my head and dropping it back against the wood.


    “I mean, I never would have said anything if I’d known…”


    “Fuck.” Thump.


    “Brad?”


    I reach over to the hall table and grab my keys. “I’m going after her. Lock the door when you leave,” I say, as I pull open the door.


    


    ***


    

  


  
    Dakota


    


    “I know you’re in there Dakota. Your car is outside,” Brad says, from outside the front door.


    I stand on the other side, torn between opening it and staying put. I can’t stop crying. I can’t believe he told her about Riley’s parentage. People can think what they like about me. But I don’t want them thinking anything cruel about my son. He is my son. I grew him in my body, and I raised him with my mind, and my heart, and I’ve loved every part of him.


    “Please, Cody. Don’t do this. Talk to me.”


    He’s pleading, his voice pained as he speaks through the door.


    “Leave me alone,” I call out, wiping angrily at my tears as they slide down my face.


    “I’m not leaving until you talk to me.”


    “Fine,” I yell, reaching out and pulling open the door. Although, I leave the security screen locked and talk to him through the wire.


    “Let me in,” he pleads, his voice soft as he leans against the screen with his fingers, holding onto the curved aluminium that patterns the door in diamond shapes. “Please.”


    “No, Brad. I went to your place to talk to you about what happened yesterday. And I walk in to find you talking about our sexual problems with another woman, and on top of that, you’ve told her who Riley’s father was–you had no right, Brad. No right.”


    “I know, and I’m sorry. She was staying with me on the day you first told me, and after spending almost seven years thinking you dumped me, I was in shock to learn the truth. I know it’s no excuse, Cody–I should have kept it to myself. But I just needed someone to talk to and…”


    “It should have been me,” I state, my throat feeling tight with emotion as I speak.


    He opens his mouth to say something, and I can see the sorrow in his pure blue eyes, red rimmed and watery as he struggles to find the right words to say. But no words come out. It’s because there are no words right now. He’s broken my trust.


    “If you needed to talk, it should have been with me, Brad. It should have been me,” I reiterate, and then I close the door, covering my face as a fresh bought of tears spills from my eyes.


    


    


    

  


  
    Chapter 31


    


    

  


  
    Brad


    


    “You look like shit, man,” Elliot says, as I walk toward him on the beach on Sunday morning. The weather is grey and there’s drizzle in the air–it matches my mood.


    “I feel like shit,” I comment, as I drop my board on the sand next to him, where he’s prepping his board for traction.


    “Want to talk about it?”


    As I pull my wetsuit up over my arms and zip up the back, I look out at the surf filled with whitecaps and rolling waves–it’s a surfer’s dream. Pity I don’t feel as though I have the ability to have fun at the moment. I haven’t seen or heard from Dakota since Tuesday, and she won’t answer my calls or return any messages.


    I glance down at Elliot, who is still looking up at me, waiting for an answer, and I shake my head. “Talking about it is exactly what got me into this mess.”


    “Problems with Cody?”


    I nod. “She overheard me talking to Ruby about her. I fucked up.”


    “Jesus. What did you say?”


    “Things I shouldn’t have said–I know that. But it was stuff I really needed to talk about, and Ruby’s been a good friend of mine for years…I guess I just needed to talk to another women to get a female perspective...I don’t know…Cody went through some pretty fucked up stuff before she disappeared, and I didn’t know how to deal with it–so I asked Ruby’s advice on a couple of occasions, and the last time, Cody walked in at the wrong moment and overhead.”


    Standing up, he lifts his board and runs his hand over the surface. “Ouch. That’s not good. No woman wants her personal stuff being spread about, man–you know that, right?”


    I let out a sigh. “Of course I do. And the thing she’s most upset about, under normal circumstances, I’d never say a word. But I found out when Ruby was staying with me, and I was in shock, so when I got back home it all just spilled out from my mouth. And I’m kicking myself because I can’t take any of it back.”


    He pulls on his wetsuit and pulls at the zip as well before strapping his board to his ankle. “Can I give you some advice?” he asks, as he rights himself.


    I shrug. “Let me guess–give her time?”


    He shakes his head. “No, mate–be persistent. Paige doesn’t talk about it a lot, but she had a pretty horrific life that I didn’t even find out the half of until after we were married. It took her years of counselling to come to terms with it all. And when we were first together, she did everything she could to try and push me away. But I wouldn’t let her. I knew we were right for each other. She just didn’t think she deserved happiness. But she does–we all do.”


    I lean down and pick up my board, ready to go and catch some waves. “I hope you’re right. I don't think I can stand to lose her again.”


    He slaps me on my back. “Then don’t,” he says, as he runs toward the surf.


    


    ***


    

  


  
    Dakota


    


    “I hope that the fact I haven’t seen you in a week, means you worked everything out with Brad and have been luxuriating in his loving arms,” Stacey says, the moment she walks inside the house on Monday night.


    “Oh shit. I forgot to call you and tell you I didn’t need you tonight!” I exclaim, as I watch her drop her bag on the couch then reach up to twist her long blonde hair into a knot.


    “You did not just say that. Please tell me you haven’t gone and messed this all up,” she says, holding her hand up dramatically and closing her eyes as she speaks to me.


    I release a scoff from within in my chest and move about the kitchen after cleaning up from Riley’s meal. “I didn’t do anything. He messed this up all by himself.”


    “How? How did the one man you’ve been in love with since you were thirteen destroy your relationship?”


    I wipe down the benchtop vigorously, scooping crumbs into my hand before dropping them into the flip top bin. “Well, I went to talk to him, and when I got there, I overheard him talking to that girl he works with, Ruby, and they were talking about me. And worse than that, they were talking about Riley.” I lower my voice at the last part so he doesn’t overhear from his room where he’s playing.


    “Well, exactly what did you hear them say?”


    I run the sponge under hot water and wring it out before placing it in the strainer and wipe my hands on a tea towel. “Oh, I don’t know. It was something about him telling me how he feels about what happened to me, and that he hates that I had you-know-who because of it.”


    “What? He said that?”


    “No. She did. Which means that he’s been talking to her about it before. And I don’t want people knowing, Stacey. My attack, my son, and Brad’s and my sexual issues are none of her damn business.”


    She nods in agreement, making me feel vindicated in my anger. “I see,” she says, and I continue my rant.


    “If he needed to talk about those things, he should have been talking to me, instead of running off and telling other people–especially another woman.”


    “Isn’t Ruby just his friend?”


    “Yes. But…what?” I ask, registering the look on her face. There’s a hint of disapproval there, like she wants to say something but she isn’t.


    “Nothing,” she says.


    I place my hands on my hips. “No. It’s not nothing. What?”


    She lets out a sigh. “It’s just…what are you doing right now?” she asks, lifting her hand to point at me.


    I look around. “I’m cleaning the kitchen,” I state, not understanding where she’s going.


    “No. Not that. What are you doing with me?”


    “I’m talking to my best friend.”


    “Yeah. You are.”


    “So?”


    She rolls her eyes and walks over to me. “Why is it OK for you to tell me everything that goes on between you, but it isn’t OK for Brad to talk to one of his friends?”


    “Because he’s talking about me.”


    “And you’re not here talking about him? This is his relationship too. He loves you and anything that happens to you, now, in the past, or in the future as long as you don’t fuck this up, matters to him. Do you expect him to never tell anyone he’s close to about his problems ever again?”


    “I…” I start, but I clamp my mouth shut, my cheeks flaming with anger. “Why are you doing this? You’re supposed to be my friend. You’re supposed to understand.”


    She folds her arms across her chest. “I am your friend, Cody. I’m your best friend. And I’ve been by your side from the moment this all started. I was there when you met him. I was there while you loved him afar, and I was there when you loved him close up. I was there for you after the attack. I was there for you when you cried over your broken heart and your broken body. I was there when you found out you were pregnant. I was there when you brought the baby home. I have been here, Cody. Every. Step. Of the way. And I’ve loved you like a sister, and I’ve never once been untruthful with you. So when I stand here, and I tell you that you’re being unreasonable, you can trust that I’m telling it like it is. You love Brad. Brad loves you. And now, you have the chance to finally be together, and you’re going to fuck it up because he sought the advice of a close friend–because he did exactly what you’re doing right now? I’m sorry, Cody, I love you, but that’s bullshit, and I won’t be standing by you this time.” She turns around and picks up her bag. “I’m going home,” she says, as she slings it over her shoulder. “Make sure you have a good time tonight. Sanctimoniously alone.”


    I stare after her, my mouth wide open as my eyes burn with angry tears.


    She was supposed to understand.


    


    

  


  
    Chapter 32


    


    

  


  
    Brad


    


    I’m a man of my word. So when I said to Dakota that I’d talk to the chef at the club about his menu, that’s what I do. It also doesn’t hurt that I have an ulterior motive for being here.


    “Can I have a word?”


    “Of course,” Mary, Dakota’s mother, says as she stands aside and holds her hand out to invite me into the office. She closes the door behind me and offers me a seat. “What can I do for you, Brad?” she asks with a smile, as she takes the seat opposite me.


    I clasp my hands in front of me and take a deep breath before speaking. “As you probably know, I’m in love with your daughter,” I state.


    She smiles as she leans her elbows on the old desk. “I think I knew that before you did, Bradley. You’ve had eyes for Dakota from the very beginning.”


    “Yes. But, I assure you, I never tried anything with her when we were young. I waited until she was ready.”


    “I know that. She was my only child. I knew everything there was about her. I also know that she went to your house the afternoon before her attack.”


    I clear my throat. “I see,” I say quietly, feeling the wind knocked out of my sails a bit. I’d hoped to enlist Mary’s help in getting Dakota to talk to me, but if she blames me for what happened then I don’t know how we’re going to get past this.


    “You know, she used to call out your name in her sleep. She would call for you to come back because she loved you.” She looks into my eyes and gives me a sad smile. “And here you are, all these years later. When she started seeing you, I’ll admit I was scared at what it would do to her. I didn’t think a man could come into a relationship that was ruined by such atrocities and still hold that same love for the woman, as well as find a way to love the boy who was born from it. I thought she would end up hurt and tortured because you wouldn’t be able to understand. But then I saw how happy she’s been with you. You know, I followed you to the park one Sunday. I wanted to see how you were with Riley. I watched you together for hours, and that’s when I knew. I knew that you were everything she needed–you are her heart. Now, I don’t know what’s going on with you two at the moment, Brad, and I’ve had Stacey assuring me that my daughter is being stubborn and self-sabotaging.” She stops and chuckles before she continues. “She’s a character that one. But she calls it like it is, so I’m inclined to believe that it’s true. So whatever it is, you need to work it out. I’d hate to see you both old and filled with regrets because you let something a pack of masked cowards did years ago get in the way of what’s real in your hearts.”


    “I don’t want that either, Mary. I want to spend the rest of my life with her, and I love Riley – I want him in my life too. And I want to work things out with her, but she’s not taking my calls, and I need to see her. I need your help, Mary.”


    She nods. “It may take some convincing where her father is concerned. He’s fiercely protective of her. But I’ll do my best. What do you need me to do?”


    


    ***


    

  


  
    Dakota


    


    “And then, my friend, Paul, kicked the ball so high it went over the fence and onto the road–it’s not even a kicking ball! And you’ll never believe what happened next–you have to guess,” Riley says from the kitchen as I walk in the door after work.


    I’m about to announce that I’m home, but I hear a male voice speaking to him softly. I freeze, my hand still wrapped around the handle of my handbag as I listen.


    “It rolled all the way down the street and into the drain. It’s probably in the middle of the ocean by now–in a whale’s stomach! I’ll never get that ball back.”


    “Maybe Paul can bring a ball to play with next time,” Brad suggests, and the sound of his voice makes my heart stop.


    What is he doing here?


    I close my eyes, lowering my bag and releasing it so it lands on the couch. Then I slowly walk toward the sound of their talking. I find them in the kitchen. Brad is chopping up carrots and adding them to a pot as Riley sits on a chair that’s pulled up to the bench on the other side, regaling him with tales of his school day.


    “He doesn’t even have a high bounce ball. He lost them all, so his mum won’t buy him any more.”


    “How did he lose them?”


    “Kicking them, throwing them. I don’t think he’s very clever because he doesn’t learn his lesson.”


    Brad chuckles and hands him a piece of cubed carrot. Riley takes it and puts it in his mouth without a fuss.


    He never eats carrot.


    I watch them from the archway that leads from the lounge room to the kitchen and dining room. I watch how easily they chat, and how much Riley loves having Brad to talk to. I watch how Brad takes care of my son, and he’s not doing it for show. He hasn’t even realised that I’m here yet. He’s giving him his full attention, and not because he has to. He’s doing it because he wants to.


    I think about everything that’s happened between us. I think about Stacey’s hard truths. And I realise she was right. I’m a hypocrite. I’ve been angry with him for talking to a close friend, when I’ve been doing the exact same thing. He loves Riley. I can see that plain as day right in front of me. And he loves me. He wouldn’t be here if he didn’t.


    Pressing my lips together, I take a deep breath, and I walk across the room, kissing Riley on the top of his head before I ruffle his blond hair and he says hi.


    “Brad’s cooking spaghetti for us,” he says with a smile.


    “I hope that’s OK,” Brad says quietly from the other side of the bench. “I thought we could eat and maybe later we could talk.”


    His eyes meet mine, and they seem to be filled with all the sorrow, and the longing that I’m feeling. I walk around the bench and stand in front of him for a moment, feeling my emotions swirling around in my stomach, and my chest, as I look up at him. He looks at me curiously. Then I wrap my arms around his middle and hug him tight. “I’m sorry,” I whisper, breathing in deep, filling my lungs with his familiar scent.


    “So am I,” he whispers, wrapping his arms around me too as he kisses me on top of my head.


    This is when Riley decides to pipe up. “Do you two love each other?” he asks.


    Brad answers. “Yes we do, very much.”


    


    

  


  
    Chapter 33


    


    

  


  
    Brad


    


    “You know, I should have twigged when my parents both decided to take the night off without putting me on shift,” Dakota says, as she sits with me on the couch after Riley has been put to bed. The TV is on but it’s muted, and she’s sitting sideways with her legs across my lap.


    I’m massaging her feet, and her calves because she’s been at work all day, and she’s playing with my hair, running her fingers over my scalp as we talk.


    “I got them a table at Quay, and it’s possible your mum sold it to your dad as a prize they won. From what I hear, he wasn’t too keen on leaving someone else in charge. But your mum booked a hotel room and gave him a bit of a hard time about spending time with her.”


    “Wow, they’re eating at Quay–that’s very fancy I hear,” she teases.


    “I can take you there whenever you like. You’d enjoy it.”


    “I know. I just feel weird about going with you to work on your day off. You work such long hours as it is. Don’t you get sick of the place?”


    I shake my head. “See, that’s what you’re not understanding. I love my job. I love cooking. And Quay is like a part of my family. I’d love to show you around and show you off.”


    She presses her lips together and nods. “I haven’t really been listening to you, have I?” she says, after a moment’s thought.


    Letting out a sigh, I reach out and take one of her hands, bringing it to my lips before pressing a kiss to her knuckles. “I think we’ve both been lacking in the listening department.”


    “I don’t know. I think you’ve been pretty amazing all round, actually. You kept thinking about me, and what I wanted, even if it wasn’t in line with what you wanted. I’m the one who’s been pushing you in the opposite direction.”


    “Are we still talking about me cooking on my nights off?”


    She smiles. “A little. But mostly, I’m talking about the way I’ve been pushing you to have sex with me, and the way I reacted when I overheard you talking to Ruby about Riley and our relationship. I shouldn’t have done that.”


    “No, you had every right. It was wrong of me to tell her. It was all about circumstance that I told her anyway. But, if I could, I’d take it back. And I’m sorry I upset you.”


    Shaking her head, she moves her fingers with mine, looping them back and forth. “You don’t need to be sorry. Stacey made a very valid point the other day. She reminded me that I’ve been talking to her all along, and it’s only fair that you get to talk to someone you trust and value the opinion of as well.”


    I groan inwardly. “You told Stacey what’s going on with us?” I ask, experiencing what Dakota felt when she overheard Ruby and me. There’s a deep pit of embarrassment forming in my gut.


    “Not every detail, just the basic issue. And she raised some really good points.”


    “She did?”


    “Yeah, she said that I needed to understand where you’re coming from. For years, you just thought I left you, so the attack is new for you. For me, it happened seven years ago. So as much as it’s still a part of my psyche, I’ve had counselling, and the support of my family and friends to help me through the last seven years. Because of that, I feel like I’m ready to have something with you. But for you, you’ve only had a couple of months to come to terms with it. I have to understand that you’re still getting over the shock. And I need you to know that’s OK. If you want to talk to me about how you feel, or if it needs to be someone else–a friend or a professional–it’s OK. I understand now that you need that. Those men took from you as well when they hurt me.”


    I let my breath out slowly, feeling as though she’s the most beautiful person in the world, both inside and out. “That’s what I hate about this. I feel robbed, and I hate that I feel that way because you’re the one they hurt. And every time I think about being with you–every time you pull me on top of you and ask me for more, I get this image in my head, and I feel like I’m just going to remind you of what happened. I don’t want that in my head. I mean, I want you. I want you so much. But I’m fucking scared, and I feel like a total arsehole because you–the one they hurt–you’re ready, and it’s me that’s not. What kind of a man am I that I can’t give the woman I love what she wants?”


    


    ***


    

  


  
    Dakota


    


    Listening to the way Brad talks about how learning of my attack has affected him, I find myself understanding how he’s feeling. Stacey was right. He blames himself for not protecting me, and he feels as though he’s failed me. On top of that, he’s hurt that I cut him out of my life, because he would have been there for me–we could have gone through it together. We spend a long time talking, and at times, crying, about this topic we’ve been avoiding since I first told him–a topic that has caused our relationship an enormous amount of pain. It was something that never should have happened. But it did, and I can never regret the child who was born as a result of it. So I’ve had to accept it in my mind to move forward. It’s the only way I could survive. The whole thing is fucked up, and the only way to get past it is to accept that it happened and talk about it, just like my therapist had told me to do. I need to let Brad talk about it as well.


    I tell him, in more detail, the state of my mind after the attack, and in the months that followed. I apologise for shutting him out, and he says he understands as he listens to me talk and talk and talk. And I do the same, listening to him, crying with him, until our tears have dried up, and our voices are hoarse, and we’re both exhausted.


    He picks me up, and carries me into my bedroom like I’m a child, and I let him because he makes me feel safe, and loved, and complete. He has my trust. He has my heart. And everything else will come in time when we’re both ready, whether it’s soon or if it’s later. We have our life together to experience it all.


    “Will you stay with me tonight?” I ask, as he sets me on the edge of the bed. “Just sleeping. I want to wake up in your arms.”


    “I’d like that,” he murmurs, lowering to his knees in front of me and giving me a soft kiss. “Where you do you keep your pyjamas?” he whispers.


    I point to the top drawer in my set of rustic pine tallboy, and he rises from the floor then moves to open the drawer, selecting a pale blue singlet and pink and white striped shorts for me to sleep in.


    Closing the drawer, he turns to stand in front of me, looking at the cotton clothing in his hands, before he looks up to meet my eyes. “I want to be the one to take care of you, Cody. I want to be by your side, and have you by mine. I know we have a long way to go, but that’s what I want.”


    “I’d like that too,” I say, understanding by the look in his eye what he wants in this moment, as he keeps a hold of my nightwear and kneels before me again.


    His breathing increases slightly as his fingers move up to the top button of my work shirt, working his way down until it falls open around me. Gently, he reaches up and pushes the fabric off my shoulders, his fingers brushing lightly over my skin as he slides it down my arms.


    Placing the shirt on the bed beside me, he reaches around and unclasps my bra, once again, gently skimming his fingers over my skin as he slides it down my arms, his eyes on mine. “Arms up,” he whispers, picking up my singlet and rising so he can slide it over my arms and head then down my torso. He doesn’t once try to touch my breasts, yet it’s sensual, it’s loving.


    “Stand up for me,” he instructs, reaching behind me to undo the zip of my skirt, as I do as he asks. Then he presses a light kiss to my lips before hooking his fingers into the waist of my skirt and my panties, pushing them down to the floor. He keeps one hand on my hip to steady me, as he crouches before me, and I step out of the crumpled fabric. I stay standing as he reaches for my pyjama shorts and holds them out for me to step into. Then he stands as he slowly lifts them up my legs and over my buttocks to my waist, where he slides his arms around me and takes a moment to kiss me slowly, softly, and intensely.


    I place my hands on his chest, sliding them over his firm pecs and up to the button closest to his neck. “And I want to look after you,” I whisper, undoing that button and the next. “I want to be the one to take care of you.” I continue to work my way down his shirt. “I want to be your family, I want to be your friend. I want us to be everything to each other.” With my hands sliding over his broad shoulders, I push his shirt down the length of his arms, until it falls to the floor in a pillow of white material. I take a moment to admire the shape of his torso, the definition of his muscles, and the contour of his tattooed arms. One sleeve is a colourful Day of the Dead design, and the other has a scene prominently featuring an angel at his shoulder, and an aging man standing over an old style timepiece as the main viewing points. They’re so beautiful, and I run my fingers lightly over the intricate design, looking at every image around the main focal points. It reminds me of a black and white renaissance painting.


    He remains still and quiet as I study the artwork on his body, and when I finish, I lift his hand and gently press a kiss to his palm. “I want to love you always,” I whisper. Then I reach down to his pants and pull open his belt buckle, button, and the zip. The weight of the belt causes his pants to drop to the floor with a thud, causing us both to laugh a little before I look back up at him. “We can take care of each other.”


    Nodding, he moves to pull down the blankets of my bed, waiting until I’ve climbed in before he gets in beside me and wraps me in his arms before pressing his lips to mine. “I love you, Cody,” he whispers.


    “I love you too,” I whisper back, before closing my eyes and falling fast into a deep, dreamless sleep.


    


    


    

  


  
    Chapter 34


    


    

  


  
    Brad


    


    I wake around 4am, to the sound of the first bird singing and release a contented sigh as Dakota wriggles in her sleep and snuggles up against me. Her face is pressed into my chest, and her legs entwined in mine.


    As she moves, her thigh brushes between my legs, causing my morning erection to jump and nudge against her leg. I close my eyes and grit my teeth, willing my hard-on to go down, and when I open my eyes, she’s looking up at me with an amused smile on her face.


    “I didn’t do that on purpose,” I assure her, as she moves a little and it jumps again. She giggles a little, and I chuckle. “You need to stay still.” She moves a little again, and suddenly our laughter ceases when she brushes her lips against mine.


    All it takes is a moment for the mood to change as the brush of our lips becomes an intense kiss that has my hand sliding down to her arse, as I pull her firmly against me. Her fingers drag down my back and instead of rolling so I’m on top like she normally would, Dakota moves in a way that urges me to roll so she’s on top of me, her legs still entwined with mine as her pelvis presses against my cock.


    “I want to be the one to give you pleasure,” she whispers. “Just like you’ve done for me. And I want the same rules to apply–if you say stop, we stop.”


    I let out my breath and nod, trying to relax as she takes control and slowly slides her way down my body. I tense up slightly when she kisses just above my boxers then tucks her fingers in the elastic waistband and pulls them downward.


    Nerves skitter about in my stomach as I feel my cock spring free. It’s that mix of anticipation and worry that’s been causing me to call a halt to all of our other encounters. But the moment her mouth closes over my shaft, all of that trepidation flies out the window, and all I can do is fight to maintain control, so this isn’t over the second her hand joins in and pumps my length.


    “Holy crap,” I hiss, as she pumps her hand back and forth, and she swirls her tongue lightly around my tip. “Sweetheart, I can’t…” I moan, straining to keep hold because this feels so damn good.


    My hands slide into her hair, and I move to pull away or I’m going to blow in her mouth. But, she holds on tight and soon, all my control is gone, and I’m finding my release in the warmth of her mouth, as I pulse my orgasm down her throat.


    When I’m done, she sucks hard as she slowly removes her mouth from my shaft. I groan slightly, and she moves up my body to lie beside me. I smile, gently touching her face. “That was…” I start.


    “Incredibly arousing,” she whispers breathlessly, and I nod because I’m still hard as a rock.


    


    ***


    

  


  
    Dakota


    


    The space in between my legs throbs with both need and want. I never thought doing that for him would feel as amazing as it just did. But I’m feeling on edge, and I want nothing more than to slide my leg over to straddle him. Inside I ache, and I’m longing for him to be inside me again just like he was my first time. But, I don’t want to be pushy–I’ve already pushed him so much.


    I’m squirming against him, pressing my legs together to try and calm some of the pulsing between my thighs. But it doesn’t do any good. “I guess I’d better get up,” I whisper, looking into his blue eyes as my head swims with arousal. He nods, but his arm moves around my waist and tightens.


    I move against him, feeling his erection pressing against my thigh, before his fingers move to slide just beneath the edge of my pyjama shorts. “I want you,” he murmurs.


    “I want you,” I whisper in return. His fingers slide my pants down my legs, his hands moving back up my thighs until he’s at my waist, gripping me to guide my movement so I straddle him.


    I gasp as my core brushes against his cock, my body quivering in anticipation. I lift my singlet off and drop it on the floor beside the bed.


    “Condom?” he asks, and I shake my head.


    “I just want you. I’m on the pill.”


    He nods and holds my hips, as I reach between us and guide his long shaft to my opening. We lock eyes, and I slowly lower myself down his thick length, feeling myself stretching and adjusting around him in the most achingly wonderful way.


    A groan escapes his throat as I begin to move over him, gasping and panting, a pressure building within me as my insides push and pull and stretch.


    “Oh god, Brad,” I moan, feeling the coil tighten before I explode around him. He grips my hips again them flips me onto my back, moving inside me so he’s driving his cock into me deeply. It makes my orgasm come in waves, and I struggle not to yell in ecstasy. “Oh!”


    He pushes inside me once more, and I feel his throb as he spills himself inside me. I pulse pleasurably around him, before suddenly, I feel tears build behind my eyes then spill out onto my cheeks. I turn my head, trying to hide them from him, not wanting him to think he’s hurt me. But he sees anyway.


    “Oh god, no. Are you alright? Cody?”


    I shake my head, and wipe at my tears. “I’m fine. I’m fine. I’m just happy.”


    “You’re crying because you’re happy?”


    I nod. “I can’t help it, they’re just falling out by themselves,” I laugh, trying to wipe at them and stem their flow.


    He leans down and gently kisses my lips. “Are you sure you’re alright?”


    “I promise,” I assure him. “In fact, I’d like it if you did that again.”


    


    

  


  
    Chapter 35


    


    

  


  
    Brad


    


    After spending the night talking to Dakota, revealing all of our thoughts and fears regarding our relationship, it was as if we both finally accepted that we each found our relationship equally important. And it made taking that final step so much easier. I think it meant a lot more because we were on the same page emotionally.


    In a way, we were both scared of doing something to ruin things and send the other away again. But now, we know that this is our time, and neither of us is willing to let it go. We’ve made a promise to always be there for each other, to always take care, and that’s what we’re going to do.


    Tonight, I’m finally taking her to Quay to show her one of the most important parts of my life.


    “Everyone’s really looking forward to meeting you,” I say, as I walk her up to the front door.


    “No they aren’t,” she laughs, nudging me in the side with her body as she walks alongside me, holding my hand.


    “They are. I talk about how amazing you are all the time. They want to know who this woman is who makes me so happy.”


    She smiles and blushes, and I lean down to kiss her on the cheek before I hug her against me.


    Ruby greets us, and leads us to a quiet table before leaving Dakota and me alone. “I kind of organised all of this during the day, so they’ll just bring everything out to us. I want you to taste all of my favourite dishes. Is that cool with you.”


    She smiles. “Of course, I’m honoured you’re going to so much trouble.”


    I laugh. “Well, my staff is.”


    “I’ll be sure to thank them.”


    Enjoying the view of the harbour, we sit and talk comfortably as we eat our way through tasting portions of the entire menu. She tries everything and her favourites are the Congee of mud crab, and Slow cooked duck. To top it all off, we drink a glass of Gembrook Hill Pinot Noir, which is my personal favourite from the restaurant’s wine list.


    “I had to come out and meet this lady for myself,” Gus, my sous chef says, as he arrives at our table with Chocolate ethereal for our desert. “You know, ever since this man started to see you, he’s been whistling constantly.”


    “Whistling?” Dakota asks with a laugh. “That must drive everyone crazy.”


    “No,” Gus says. “We just join in. We’re like the thirty dwarves, whistling while we work. How are you enjoying your meal?”


    Dakota runs her hand down the front of her black silk dress. “It’s been amazing. Thank you. Brad tells me your ice cream is the best in the world.”


    “Oh, I don’t know about that, but the recipe has won some awards.”


    “My son thinks it’s heaven. I snuck him some from Brad’s night at the kayaking club.”


    “I’ll make him a tub all of his own.”


    Gus makes his excuses and leaves the table, shaking my hand and kissing Dakota’s.


    “You whistle?” she asks with a laugh, and I shrug.


    “You make me happy.”


    


    ***


    

  


  
    Dakota


    


    When dinner is over, I’m full of food and feeling a gentle buzz from the wine. I’m smiling, I’m happy, I’m on the arm of my love, and everything in the world seems right for once.


    “Brad!” We hear as we exit through the front door of Quay. The city air has a chill in it this close to the water, and Brad and draped his jacket over my shoulders.


    Turning, we see Ruby jogging toward us. “What’s up?” Brad asks, as she reaches us.


    “Nothing, I just haven’t got the chance to talk to you both since Dakota walked in on us talking at your apartment.” She looks at me. “I just want you to know that I’m sorry, and that I would never, ever share that information with anybody.”


    I reach out and pat her on the arm. “It’s fine, Ruby, you don’t need to be sorry. I overreacted–you did nothing wrong.”


    “I just wanted to make sure we were cool. I don’t want any weirdness going on. Brad and I have been friends for a long time, and I’d hate to cause any problems.”


    “You didn’t. It’s fine. I’m glad you’re looking well. How are you feeling?”


    She shrugs. “I’m OK. I have a restraining order, and he’s being charged so…”


    “Ruby.” The voice cuts through the night, hitting me in the base of my spine and travelling upward. “Can I talk to you? It’ll only take a minute.”


    Brad stiffens. Ruby seems upset. My heart thuds in my chest and a flash of memory flicks in my mind.


    ‘Hold her down. It’ll only take a minute.’


    That voice.


    Slowly I turn around and see the man the voice belongs to. Ruby is telling him to go away. That he can’t be here. And Brad is doing the same. I can’t take my eyes off him. That voice. Those tattoos–the gang sign on his neck…


    “Oh god,” I whisper, grabbing a hold of Brad’s arm, holding on as tight as I can. “B…B…Brad,” I gasp out his name, barely able to speak as my body begins to shake. “B…Brad.”


    “Ruby, go inside and call the police,” Brad says, moving me behind him protectively as she runs back into the restaurant.


    “Mind your own fucking business,” the guy yells.


    “Get away from here,” Brad demands, before turning back to me and gripping my arms. “Go back inside with Ruby.”


    I latch on tight, not wanting to let go. “Brad. It’s him. It’s him. He’s one of them.”


    With his brow furrowed, he looks at me. “What?” Then his eyes grow wide as realisation dawns on him, and a growl emanates deep within his throat. I barely get the chance to register the movement before Brad lets go of me and lunges at him.


    “Brad!” I yell, afraid that he’s going to get hurt, as I see the gang member attack him with a ferocity unlike I’ve ever seen before.


    But Brad meets him blow for blow, fuelled by his anger and hatred for what was done to me. Then suddenly, there are two other guys joining in against Brad.


    I don’t know what comes over me, but I run in too, removing my heels just before I reach them and hitting the spike into one guy’s back. He howls and turns to me, his arms shooting out to connect with my chest. The blow sends me flying backward, and I land on my arse with a thud.


    Somehow, Brad breaks free of them and rushes to my aid, but they’re charging, and I scream. Nothing happens. Instead, they freeze and look toward the restaurant.


    “Wanna see how fast we can de-bone meat?”


    I turn to the voice, recognising it as the sous chef, Gus. But I’m surprised when it isn’t just him. It looks like the entire kitchen staff is standing there, holding a variety of knifes, or mallets–one even has a fire extinguisher.


    The group of attackers take a look between each other, obviously weighing up their options.


    “The police are on their way. I don’t think you can take on all of us,” Gus says, as Brad helps me up from the ground.


    “Are you alright?” he whispers, and I nod, clinging to his arm.


    “I’m OK. I’m not the one bleeding.”


    He’s taken quite the beating, although, he shakes it off as though a split lip, a grazed jaw and a cut cheekbone aren’t a problem for him.


    “Yeah, run you fucking cowards!” one of the kitchen hands yells as the three men disappear into the crowd.


    


    

  


  
    Chapter 36


    


    

  


  
    Brad


    


    “They did a good job cutting open your cheek,” Dakota comments, as she pinches my skin together and places a Steri-Strip over it to close the wound. “Maybe we should have taken you to emergency to get stitches.”


    “You have a little boy to get to school in the morning. We would have been there all night,” I say, watching the concern in her eyes, as she surveys the damage done to my face and knuckles from fighting those three guys. Never have I wanted to kill someone as I did in that moment when I was fighting that scum, Tony Ryder. Perhaps I would have if those other two hadn’t joined in. And now I’m pissed because they got away.


    When the police came, we all gave our statements and Dakota told them that she recognised Ryder as one of her attackers. We were assured that they’d bring him in for questioning and get an order to retrieve a DNA sample. But either way, he’s going to get put away. Just adding the violation of his restraining order to his long list of priors means he is going to do some time.


    By the time we were done, it was midnight when we walked in the door of my apartment.


    As she cleans up the cuts of my knuckles, I take her hands in mine. “Are you OK?”


    She shrugs one shoulder and reaches for the can of spray bandage that’s in my first aid kit. “I just hope they catch him. I just want at least one of them to pay for what they did.”


    She sprays the sealant over the grazes on my knuckles and blows on them lightly.


    “They will,” I whisper, wincing slightly from the sting. “I’m sure of it.”


    Standing, I take the spray from her hand, and place it on the benchtop before wrapping her in my arms and pulling her against me, needing her close because tonight, more than any other night, has taught me how powerless we are in some situations. And I hate the fact that bastard has been walking free for so many years, and he’s now hurt two women in my life. God only knows how many others he’s attacked during that time. I shudder to think about it.


    “Come on, it’s getting late. I’ll drive you home.”


    “Will you stay with me?” she asks, as she picks up her bag and we begin to walk toward the door.


    “If that’s what you want.”


    “It is. I don’t want to sleep without you. Not tonight.”


    


    ***


    

  


  
    Dakota


    


    Throughout the night, I sleep fitfully, glad every time I wake with a start and Brad is there to comfort me and lull me back to sleep in his arms. His heartbeat comforts me as I listen through his chest, and his arms make me feel safe.


    By morning, I wonder if he’s slept at all, because he seems even more exhausted than I am as he stands in the kitchen, yawning and waiting for the coffee to brew.


    “Good morning. I didn’t realise we had a visitor overnight,” mum says, as she walks out in her dressing gown and slippers and opens the fridge to get the milk.


    I’m preparing toast and cereal before I go and drag Riley out of bed, and I place everything on the dining table.


    “It was all PG, I promise,” Brad says, as he accepts the milk from her hands and pulls out another mug to make a coffee for her too. “We just had a bit of a rough night.”


    “I can see that,” she comments, taking in the bruising on Brad’s face. “What in the world happened?”


    “I saw one of the men who attacked me, mum,” I say, and her face pales in response.


    “I thought you didn’t know what they looked like,” she whispers, confused and in shock.


    “I don’t, well, I didn’t. But I recognised his voice and his tattoos. It was him, I know it was.”


    “Well, did you tell the police?”


    Brad answers. “We did. He’s known to them because he’s been hauled in for assault before. They just haven’t had cause for a DNA sample, but they’ll get a court order to get one when they bring him in.”


    Mum sits down at the table and chews on her thumbnail. “God that’s just terrible. I hope they catch him and lock him away in the deepest darkest dungeon they can find.”


    “So do I,” I say, as I walk toward Riley’s room to get him out of bed.


    “Brad!” he yells excitedly as soon as he sees him in the kitchen. He runs over and throws himself against him, wrapping his small arms around his waist.


    “Good morning, Riley,” Brad smiles, genuinely happy to see him.


    “Did you sleep over again?”


    “I did. Is that OK?”


    “Sure it is. You can sleep over every night if you want. Then you can make me breakfast and dinner and maybe some of those sausage rolls. And you could take me to school and to the park. It would be really cool because my friends could see your car. What happened to your face?”


    “I got into a bit of a fight.”


    “Did you win?”


    “Not really.”


    “Then you probably shouldn’t fight. Pop says, if you’re going to fight, you should make sure you win it.”


    “I’ll keep that in mind.” Brad chuckles and scruffs him on the top of his head, as I walk over to them and guide Riley toward the breakfast table.


    “Alright, buddy, time to get you ready for school or you’ll be so late that no one will even know you’re there, let alone see Brad’s car.”


    “Is Brad taking me?”


    “Sure, I will. If mum doesn’t mind of course.”


    He glances at me, and despite being exhausted from last night, in this moment, I feel completely happy. “Of course, as long as I can come too to show Brad where to go.”


    “Good idea,” Riley says, as he bounces to the table and sits down on his regular chair. He pours his own cereal, and I pour his milk, controlling the amount of sugar he adds. And with cohesive movement, by the time I’ve finished with Riley, Brad is placing coffee and hot buttered toast with vegemite in front of me.


    Mum, who doesn't eat breakfast, picks up her coffee with a thank you and heads for the shower because she’s about to go to the club when dad gets back. He would have gotten up at five to take his squad out on the water for training, but he’ll come home for breakfast and a shower before the official work day starts.


    When breakfast is done, Riley rushes off to put on his school uniform and brush his teeth, and I get up from the table to make up his lunch box. Brad helps, and we chat as we move about each other.


    “I like this,” I comment, as he hands me an apple from the fruit basket.


    “Me too,” he agrees with a smile. “Actually, I’ve been thinking, when you’re ready, perhaps we could make this a more permanent thing.”


    “What? You mean move in together? Where would we go–you’re apartment?”


    He shrugs. “If you wanted, or Aunt Sara’s house is vacant, remember? The repairs are almost done, so if you’re comfortable there, it’s a big place with a yard–lots of rooms…”


    A grin creeps across my face. “Really? You want to do this every day?” I ask, as Riley yells out asking for a pair of socks.


    He nods. “Yeah. I do. I love the both of you, so why wouldn’t I?”


    “I suppose we’d get to see a lot more of each other,” I say, stepping toward him.


    “I could cut down on the nights I work so I’m home more. Gus is dying to have more to do with menu creation and running the show.”


    “We could organise our days off so we’re home together.”


    “We could get married.”


    “We…what?” I ask, making sure I heard right.


    He smiles and looks a little nervous about saying it again. “I said we could get married.”


    My heart beats heavily in my chest. “Is that what you want?”


    Nodding, he reaches out at takes my hands in his. “Yes. It’s what I want. We’ve been in love from the moment we saw each other, and it’s lasted through years despite age and shitty events that kept us apart, and now, at twenty-three, and twenty-six, none of it matters anymore.”


    I look up at his handsome face, his dark hair just that little bit too long so it falls forward and brushes his face, still messy from a restless sleep. His normally smooth skin is bruised, red and swollen in sections from the fight, and his full lips are even fuller than normal from being split open. Even like this, even looking a mess, he’s the most beautiful man I’ve ever known, and I find myself nodding. “That’s what I want too,” I whisper.


    A grin spreads across his face and he glances around the kitchen, before grabbing the burgundy twist that belonged to the loaf of bread. Then he loops it in a circle and drops to one knee, holding the ring shaped wire in front of him.


    “I promise to get you a real one today, but for the sake of formality, will you marry me, Dakota?”


    Tears spring to my eyes, and I hold out my hand as I nod happily. “Yes, Brad. Yes. I’ll marry you.”


    He slides the wire and plastic ring onto my finger and stands up in front of me, wrapping his arms around my body and pressing his lips to mine.


    “I love you, Dakota. We’re going to be so happy.”


    “I love you too, Brad, and I already am.”


    I kiss him softly, being careful not to hurt his mouth when I pull away. Then I see Riley standing there in his school uniform with a huge grin on his face.


    “Does this mean Brad is going to be like my dad, just like his Aunt Sara was kind of like his mum?”


    He looks so excited and I nod, reaching out to pull him against me and he squeals with joy and hugs the both of us.


    “Just wait until I tell everyone. I’ve been praying to God and Santa Claus and the Easter Bunny for Brad to be my dad, and Paul said they weren’t real, but it’s happening so it is real!”


    He’s yelling and talking excitedly, so we don’t notice when my mother comes out and finds us all smiling and me crying happy tears.


    “What’s happening?” she asks curiously.


    I hold up my hand. “Brad’s asked me to marry him.”


    “I’m getting a dad!” Riley yells.


    She looks at the twisted wire tie around my finger, and I can see mixed emotions on her face. “Congratulations,” she says, reaching out to kiss both my cheek and Brad’s. “I’m sure you’re both going to be very ha–” She chokes back a sob as she shakes her head. “I’m sorry. I’m happy for you, really I am.”


    Pressing my lips together in empathy, I reach out and hug my mother. “I know you are, mum.”


    “I’m proud of you,” she whispers, as she holds me tight. I know her tears are because there was a time when she didn’t think I’d ever find happiness. She nursed me through my broken years, and she cared for and protected, and supported me as I began to heal and return to the world. And I know they’re because after all that, we have a bond that’s closer than mother and daughter. She’s crying because she’ll also miss our daily routine.


    The front door opens and my father walks in. “Who the hell died?” he asks, when he sees us hugging and crying.


    We release each other from our embrace. “No one died, Kyle,” Mum says, wiping her tears. “Our daughter is getting married.”


    He looks between Brad and me. “Well, I had a feeling this was coming. Congratulations,” he says, reaching out to kiss my cheek then shake Brad’s hand. “Mind telling me what the beat up face is about?”


    “I’ll fill him in,” mum says. “You two get this little boy off to school.”


    


    

  


  
    Chapter 37


    


    

  


  
    Brad


    


    “Pick whichever one you want,” I tell Dakota, as we stand in front of a jeweller, looking through the window at their display of engagement rings. We dropped Riley off at school and drove into the city, where I immediately led her to the Tiffany store on the corner of Martin Place and Castlereagh Street in the city.


    As much as she claims to like the bread tie on her finger, it’s not really going to stand the test of time like diamonds and platinum will.


    “Oh, I couldn’t choose,” she says, shaking her head as she looks through the glass. There’s a feel about her demeanour that makes me think she desperately wants to make a choice, but she feels uncomfortable for some reason.


    I tighten my arm around her waist and press a kiss to the top of her head. “This ring will live on your finger for the rest of your life. I want you to have exactly what you want.”


    She turns to me, pulling at her lip with her teeth as she looks over the diamonds. “They’re all so expensive,” she muses.


    “Is that what you’re worried about–the cost?”


    She wrinkles her nose up before she answers and tilts her head to the side. “A little. I mean, it’s Tiffany. I’ve never even been inside one of these stores, let alone actually owned something from here. And I don’t want to go in there and point out a ring I like and have it cost a fortune.”


    Smiling, I wrap my arms around her and talk quietly in her ear. “How about, we go in there and you point out every single ring you like the look of, from the smallest to the largest and everything in between. Then I’ll go in and select one of those. Does that work for you?”


    She takes a deep breath and looks back through the window. “OK, I can do that.”


    “Then it’s settled,” I say, taking her by the hand and leading her inside. For close to an hour, we inspect all of the different rings in the store, and I watch her closely as she tries on the different designs and shows them to me. It’s obvious after only a few rings which one she favours. It’s a princess cut diamond that’s just under a carrot in size. It sparkles like the night sky, and is set on a delicate platinum band within a claw setting.


    “Are you going to show me?” she asks, as we leave the jeweller, and I’m holding the small gift bag in my hand.


    “Oh, so now you’re all eager,” I laugh, holding it out of her reach.


    “I am a girl you know.”


    Leaning down, I kiss the end of her nose. “Just wait five minutes until we get back to my apartment.”


    She smiles. “If I have to.”


    


    ***


    

  


  
    Dakota


    


    Brad walks me over to the large floor to ceiling windows in his living area where we can see the Botanic Gardens. But if you stand in the right position, you can see all the way out over the water and the top of the sails of the Sydney Opera House.


    He smiles. “I’m setting the scene,” he says, as he reaches into the bag and pulls out the turquoise box. “I know you’ve already accepted. But, I want to do this properly…” He kneels down before me. “Dakota Morgan, will you do me the honour of becoming my wife?”


    Nodding, and tearing up as much as I did this morning, I whisper, “Yes,” as he places the one ring I loved most out of all the designs we saw. It’s simple, beautiful and elegant, and I love the way it looks on my finger. “How did you guess this was the one?”


    He stands and kisses my hand. “It’s the only one you chose.”


    We both laugh as he tilts my chin up and takes my lips in his, kissing me softly. “And now, it’s official.”


    I slide my arms up and clasp my fingers behind his neck. “Mrs Dakota Rae, I like the sound of that.”


    “You do, huh?”


    “I do. In fact, I’m pretty sure I have a notebook from high school that shows just how much I like that name.”


    He laughs and reaches down to lift me off the floor. I wrap my legs around his waist. “I like the sound of it too.”


    Kissing him deeply, I inhale his masculine scent and feel my body melt into his. I don’t know how to explain it, but it’s like my body wants to be a part of him. And that feeling makes me sure that soul mates exist. There doesn’t seem to be any other way to explain this physical and emotional connection. My mind and my body know him, trust him, desire him–he’s my home, my shelter, and I want nothing more than to be married to him and wake up to him next to me every morning.


    “Make love to me, Brad,” I whisper.


    “As you wish,” he murmurs with a sexy glint in his deep blue eyes.


    Carrying me to his room, he lowers me onto the bed and kisses all the way down my body before lifting my dress and hooking his fingers into the edge of my panties.


    “There’s still a long list of things I want to do with you,” he says in a low voice, thick with lust. It makes my stomach skitter lightly in anticipation.


    “I want it all,” I whisper. “With you, I want everything.”


    Slowly, he begins to pull my panties down, but he pauses when his house phone begins to ring.


    “You have a house phone?” I whisper, as if they could hear me if I spoke in my normal voice.


    He frowns. “Yeah, but I rarely use it.”


    “I feel like they can see us,” I whisper with a giggle, as the answering machine cuts in. Brad laughs in return.


    “We’ll ignore it. It’s probably just someone trying to sell me something,” he says, as he lowers his head and runs his tongue along the very top of my panties, as we listen to Brad’s basic greeting on the machine. But, he freezes when the caller begins to speak.


    “This is a message for Bradley Rae concerning a Miss Ruby Garvan. You’re listed as Miss Garvan’s emergency contact. Mr Rae, I’m calling to inform you that she’s been brought into St Vincent’s hospital this afternoon…”


    I barely hear the end of the message because Brad is up in a flash, grabbing for the handset to let the woman know he’s there. Pulling my dress back down, I sit on the end of the bed and watch him as he rakes his fingers through his hair and walks back and forth, listening to the caller and asking questions of his own.


    When he hangs up, he comes straight back into me. “She’s unconscious,” he states, shaking his head and swearing under his breath.


    “Was it him?” I ask carefully, and he nods.


    “The nurse didn’t say, but it makes sense. Jesus, I should have chased him down. I should have...”


    I interrupt him. “Stop. Don’t do that. Don’t blame yourself. It’s not your job to catch criminals, Brad. What if they killed you? Then where would I be?”


    It’s at that moment my phone begins to ring in my handbag.


    “You’d better get that. It might be Riley’s school.”


    I nod and head to where my bag is, touching Brad lightly as I walk past him. “I love you, OK?”


    He nods and keeps his eyes on me as I pull my phone out of my bag and see a number I don’t recognise. “Hello?” I ask as I hold it to my ear.


    “Hello, is this Ms Morgan–Dakota Morgan?” a courteous male voice asks.


    “Speaking.”


    “I’m Senior Constable Peters with the Chatswood Police. I’m calling regarding a recent statement you make concerning the identity of a man you believed to be involved in an incident you were victim of seven years ago.”


    “Yes?” I ask, my heart thudding in my chest as Brad moves closer to me with a curious look in his face.


    “Ma’am, we have who we believe to be the man you described in custody. Would you be willing to come down and identify him in a line up?”


    “Yes. Absolutely,” I say, feeling a surge of hope and relief as he gives me the details I need to get there. “Can I ask how he was found?”


    “He was brought in, in conjunction with another assault.”


    “It wasn’t Ruby Garvan, was it?”


    “Ah, can I ask how you know that name?”


    “She’s a friend of a friend, and we just heard she’s in the hospital.”


    “Well, I’m sure you can see the need for us to get a positive ID on this guy. I’ll see you soon, Ms Morgan. Ask for me at the desk when you come in.”


    I disconnect and relay the details to Brad, who immediately picks up my bag and grabs his keys.


    “Let’s go.”


    “Wait, what about Ruby?”


    “I’ll call the hospital, and ask them to call me if she wakes up before we can get there, and I’ll call her flatmate to go to her as well. I’m sure she’d rather I go with you to ID your attacker. I’m not letting you do this on your own.”


    


    

  


  
    Chapter 38


    


    

  


  
    Brad


    


    “Hey you,” I say quietly, as Ruby’s swollen eyes open to a slit.


    “Hey,” she whispers, her voice sounding dry and crackling. I stand and offer her water, helping her by placing the straw against her lips. She takes a sip. “How long have you been sitting there?”


    “Not long,” I say with a small smile, although I’ve been waiting beside her bed for hours. “How are you feeling?”


    “Like I have really shitty taste in men.” She tries to laugh but it only serves to hurt her broken ribs. “Where’s Dakota?”


    “She had to go home to Riley. She’ll come back as soon as she can.”


    “Good. I want to talk to her. It was him. It was Tony.”


    I place my hand on hers. “We know. The police arrested him at the scene. Cody went and identified him as one of her attackers, and they’re in the process of getting a court order for a DNA sample.”


    “Good. I hope he rots in prison.”


    “I think we all want that. The police are going to want to talk to you too.”


    She nods. “I can’t believe I fell for a guy who could…” She gasps out a sob and shakes her head from side to side. A tear rolls out of her eye and she lifts her unbroken hand to wipe it away.


    “It’s OK. You can’t blame yourself. There was no way you could have known what he was like at first. Even the devil was an angel once.”


    She closes her eyes and just cries, and I sit beside her, holding her good hand, my heart in sorrow for my broken friend.


    


    ***

  


  
    Dakota


    


    After identifying Tony Ryder as one of my attackers, the police use my statement as well as his vicious attack on Ruby to threaten him with the maximum amount of time behind bars when his DNA results come back as a match to one of the samples taken after my attack.


    In a bid to bargain for less time, he gives up the names of the three other men involved, and when I’m asked to come down to the station, I’m shown all of their mug shots and asked if I recognise anything about them.


    “They all had masks on so I’d need to hear their voice,” I tell Senior Constable Peters, as I look over their photos. I don’t recognise any of them, but there is one picture I linger over, feeling the sickness in my stomach boil up and burn in my throat.


    “Are you alright?” Brad asks gently, placing his hand in the centre of my back, as I stare at the only blond man out of the four men.


    I nod even though I’m not alright. All of a sudden, the man who fathered my child is placed in front of me. I scan the details beneath his photo and one word jumps out at me. Deceased.


    “What happened to this man?” I ask.


    Senior Constable Peters looks at the photo of the man called Saxon Monroe. “He was gunned down during an altercation between one of the bikie gangs, and the Brotherhood a few years ago.”


    “The Brotherhood? Is that what that symbol they all have tattooed on them is for?”


    He nods. “They’re a defunct gang now, but they were very prominent about a decade ago. We’ve always suspected that your attack may have been an initiation ritual for new recruits to show their loyalty.”


    “What kind of a group would do that?” I gasp, shaking my head and hating the crap that goes on in this world at times.


    “One with very little respect for women, I think. I’m sorry this had to happen to you, Ms Morgan.”


    “I’m sorry I couldn’t be of better help here.”


    “It’s no problem. We’ll get DNA samples from these two, and if they’re a match, which we expect they’ll be, then we’ll be going to trial to get them put away for a very long time.”


    “Thank you, officer.”


    “Thank you.”


    I shake his hand, and so does Brad as we stand to leave and hopefully never enter another police station again. The moment I step out into the cool autumn air, I let out a sigh.


    “You OK?” Brad asks, as he takes my hand and we walk to his car.


    I nod. “He’s dead, Brad.”


    “You think he’s the one?”


    “I do. I could tell by his photo. Is it wrong that I’m happy about the fact a man was gunned down?”


    “Sweetheart, if I could’ve, I would have gunned him down myself. I would have gunned down the lot of them, so if you want, we can go throw a party and go and dance on his grave. The important part here is, that those men are finally behind bars where they belong.”


    “I just hope that’s where they stay.”


    “They will. This time, they’re not getting away with it. There’s too much evidence against them.”


    “Take me home, Brad.”


    “Gladly. But I’m going to take you to my home. Riley can have the spare room. I’m not living or sleeping without you again.”


    I inhale deeply, my heart feeling as full as my lungs, and I nod. “That’s my idea of perfect.”


    


    


    

  


  
    Epilogue


    


    

  


  
    6 months later


    


    

  


  
    Brad


    


    Reaching out, I take a hold of her left hand. “Dakota. The moment we met, you became my light–the woman who held my heart and my happiness and guided my way. We were too young at the time, but over the years, that light never faded, and it burned steadily within my heart until the day we could finally be together and cement our future as a single unit moving forward. I promise to love you endlessly, to cook for you on my days off, and love Riley as my own. I promise to share my life, my happiness and even my sorrow. To me, you are everything.”


    Riley smiles up at me as best man, and he hands me the ring to give to his mother. “Great speech,” he whispers loudly with a wink. The congregation overhears him and a chuckle rolls over those in attendance.


    I wink in return and slide the ring down Dakota’s finger. She smiles at me looking like everything that’s good in this world in her cream silk wedding gown that flows softly around her body like a dream. She has her hair curled and piled on top of her head, fixed with a jewelled hairpin that also attaches her veil. In a word, she’s stunning.


    “Now the bride would like to say her vows,” the reverend announces, and Dakota’s cheeks flush pink, as she takes a hold of my left hand and looks up into my eyes.


    “Bradley Rae. I too, fell in love with you the first moment I saw you. You had this look about you that promised me the ride of my life, while at the same time assuring me I’d be safe with you. Over the years, you’ve been my friend, my protector, and eventually my partner. You are also my light and during my darkest years, you were shining brightly at the end of that tunnel, waiting for me until I was ready. I feel so blessed that your heart never strayed, as mine has always been yours and always will be. I promise to share my life with you, Brad. I promise to love you from the moment you open your eyes in the morning until the moment you close them to sleep. Then I promise to love you in my dreams and until the end of time.”


    Lifting her hands, I press a kiss to her knuckles, feeling my throat tighten with emotion as Stacey hands her the gold band, and she slides it over my finger.


    I look down at the ring on my finger, as the reverend begins the official exchange of vows. I feel a surge of joy flood my heart as her lips move and she says, “I do.”


    Today, I’m getting everything I ever wanted. I’m getting a family. And they’re mine. They’re mine forever. I’m never letting go.


    


    ***


    

  


  
    Dakota


    


    “This is my room?” Riley asks in shock, as he turns in the middle of the large room in our new home in Lane Cove. We’ve just moved into the house Brad inherited from his Aunt Sara. It’s the house where we first made love, so to me, this move feels very special. It’s the only thing I think about when I walk through the front door.


    “Yep. This is yours. Do you like it?” Brad asks, standing right next to him.


    “I love it! It is all my favourite colours and there’s an Xbox. Just wait until Paul sees this!” He runs around the room, commenting on different features, which have all been specially designed for him. Brad had someone come in and custom build everything so we could move in after the wedding. This was Brad’s gift to us for the start of our family.


    “You’re spoiling him,” I say, as Brad walks toward where I’m standing at the door.


    He shrugs. “He’s my only son.”


    The comment is so simple and innocent in his delivery. It’s a statement of fact. And I realise that’s exactly how Brad sees him–as our son. I suppose being raised by his aunt gave him the ability to understand that sometimes your family doesn’t come directly from your own blood.


    He turns to me. “And what do you think of our room?” he asks.


    Slipping my hand in his, I lead him inside and look around at the well-lit room with its large windows, walk in wardrobe and ensuite bathroom. The last two were additions during the recent renovations, which took place while we all lived together in Brad’s city apartment. I planned the wedding, and he planned this. It’s all coming together perfectly.


    I move toward the king sized bed that sits in the centre of the room with dusty blue bedding and matching throw pillows. It’s sitting in an antique heavy wood frame and has matching bedsides and chest of drawers.


    “I love the entire house. You could have gone into interior design if being a chef didn’t work out for you, you know,” I say, wrapping my arms around his waist as I rest my head against his chest.


    He chuckles lightly as he hugs me back. “You know, I just worked from all of those pictures you clipped out of Home and Garden, right? This is basically everything you hinted at.”


    “Oh, was I that obvious?” I ask with a big grin on my face.


    “Just a little,” he says, as he presses his lips to mine.


    I kiss him deeply, inhaling his scent as I mentally count the hours down until tonight, when we’ll get the chance to use this bedroom for its intended purpose. Making babies. It’s on the top of our to-do list now that we’re married, and I want nothing more than to have Brad’s child, and to give Riley a sibling to run around this big backyard with.


    “I think we’re going to be really happy here,” Brad says, and I have to agree. Ever since my attackers were arrested, I’ve felt as though everything is going right for us. After having their DNA matched to the evidence, they all admitted to what they’d done and when that DNA matched them to a few other attacks, they were each sentenced to extended prison time. I can’t imagine them getting out in my lifetime, and I’m grateful to finally close that chapter of my life, so I can look forward to everything that’s wonderful about loving Brad.


    “I think this is the perfect place for us. We started here. I’d like us to grow old together here too.”


    “I like the sound of that, sweetheart,” he murmurs, bringing his mouth to mine.


    And when he takes my lips in his, I close my eyes and hold him tight, knowing that we are both finally home in this house, and in each other’s arms. It’s exactly where we belong.


    


    


    


    The end…or is it?


    


    The Beautiful Series continues with Ruby’s story in A Beautiful Danger, releasing late 2015


    


    Visit http://www.lillianaanderson.com/a-beautiful-danger.html for preorder information
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