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Chapter 1

“So, you took yourself off to Greece on a gorgeous holiday, adamant that you didn’t want to meet someone, and you actually met two someones?” My sister, Cat, peered at me from the other end of her couch with what seemed like a mix of admiration and disbelief. I tried not to be insulted by the latter.

“Yep,” I replied, my wine-soaked brain unable to conjure something more eloquent.

I watched her expression evolve into something else. Wait, was that pride? She plonked her empty glass on the coffee table, then flashed me a huge smile. “Well, good for you, Sarah.” Pride it was! I grinned back at her like the idiot I was.

We were ensconced in her London flat—she, the little sister who had lived in the UK for a decade and me, the big sister, who was visiting from Sydney.

Ten days before, I’d embarked on a trip to Greece, sailing around the Greek Islands on a yacht. I’d booked it right after a heinous break-up with Neil the cheating bastard (a.k.a. Neil the fuckhead), hoping to give my tepid, stagnant life a kick up the bum. I’d envisioned sun, sea, lots of reading and thinking, and eating my bodyweight in Greek salads.

What I didn’t expect—and didn’t want at the time—was to meet someone.

When I left for Greece, I was still in the “all men can bugger off and die” stage of post-break-up blues. But it turned out that fate did not get the memo and I had returned from the trip with two “suitors”. It’s an awful word, really, but I’d got it from Gerry, one of my new friends from the trip, and it was actually the perfect way to describe Josh and James—the cute American and the silver fox—because I was romantically entangled with them both.

Josh was on the sailing trip with me, along with five other people, our floating family. We first met on the pier in Santorini, each a little lost and on the lookout for the right sailboat. On board, we became fast friends, his quick wit and thought-provoking discourse winning me over immediately. And then there was the attraction. Even though I’d doused myself in man-repellent, and Josh was single and celibate by choice, our attraction had taken hold.

We were the Ross and Rachel of the Greek Isles, the “will they, won’t they” of our ten-day friendship-cum-romance, driving me, him, and everyone else on our trip a little batty. So, how had we left things? Consummated and confusing. He was back home in Chicago, I was in London (and soon to be Sydney), and all we had were tentative plans to meet up in Hawaii for New Year’s—four months away.

And then there was James, the silver fox.

I first met James in Santorini, too, though I had no idea then that I’d see him again. I was on my own, sightseeing just before joining the sailing trip, and he engaged me in conversation. We chatted for a few minutes, then he told me I was beautiful and invited me to lunch. Yes, really. That may sound somewhat sleazy of him, but he wasn’t like that at all—he was charming and polite. And I was tempted too. James was gorgeous—in the same way that those fifty-something Ralph Lauren models are gorgeous.

In the end, I didn’t show up to lunch—all men could bugger off and die, remember? I didn’t think I’d ever see him again, but guess who was an old friend of our skipper, Duncan? And guess who was in Naxos at the same time as us and wanted to meet up with Duncan and the gang? If you’re terrible at guessing, it was James.

When we encountered each other the second time, surrounded by my floating family, he was amused, and I was gobsmacked. This time, though, I accepted his invitation for a date. We left the others to their after-dinner plans and he took me to meet a friend of his. It was a fun evening, and I discovered that James was an art dealer who travelled a lot, and he was single, with room in his life for “someone special”. I won’t lie—I totally let myself fantasise about being that someone.

And boy could that man kiss.

It complicated things with Josh, of course, but in my defence, we were in a “won’t they” slump at the time—and it was Josh’s doing. Only moments before James showed up, Josh had been extolling the virtues of a life of bachelorhood.

It also complicated things with me.

I DIDN’T WANT TO MEET ANYONE!

So, of course I had met two men—very different from each other, but in their own way, each making me feel … well, making me feel. I’d been sleepwalking through life for months after my break-up with Neil, but I had returned from Greece with a renewed verve for life, and both Josh and James had contributed to that. They’d affected me.

But now I was in the midst of a full-blown love triangle. It was like some terrible modern take on a Jane Austen novel—only it was my life.

“So, now what?” Cat asked as she got up from the couch, taking the empty bottle and glasses with her. She didn’t bother to stifle a loud yawn while she pottered around the kitchen tidying the detritus of our late-night, post-airport-pick-up snack. I didn’t take the yawn personally; it was well after midnight.

“Well, Josh asked me to meet him in Hawaii for New Year’s.”

“Wow, he moves fast.” She snorted a derisive laugh.

Geez, Cat, judgy much? “He just wanted to tee up some plans, to make sure we see each other again. Anyway, I like the idea. We both have time off over New Year’s, and Hawaii’s about halfway between us.”

“Hmm, fair,” she conceded. “And what about James?”

This is where the conversation got a little tricky.

It was early September and Cat, who was a teacher like me, had just started term one. She had begged her principal for a week off during my visit and, through some sort of miracle, she’d got a “yes”. And Cat had plans for us—serious plans that didn’t include a handsome art dealer.

I was going to have to tread lightly.

“Well, what I didn’t tell you was that James lives in London.”

“Oh, that’s brilliant,” she replied as she turned on the dishwasher. Then the penny dropped. “Oh, wait.” She faced me, her eyes narrowing. “So, what does that mean for us? You’re going to drop me to spend time with James, aren’t you?”

I would never have done that. Cat is my best friend in the world, and I only saw her in person every couple of years. Time with her was exceedingly precious to me.

But I did want to see James again before heading home to Australia.

“No, of course not. We can still do all the things you’ve planned—except I thought that, maybe on Tuesday night, instead of going to the pub quiz with you and your friends, I could see James. You’ll hardly even miss me and, besides, I’m not that good at trivia anyway.” We both knew that last part was a lie.

She crossed her little arms—she’s a very small person—and the scowl intensified.

“Sarah Jane,” she started. Uh oh, she was already using my full given name. I held my breath and my tongue. “I barely got to see you before you went to Greece and now that you’re back, I have the whole week planned out perfectly. You know how much it means to me to have you here, and for you to meet Mich and my other friends—”

She was right, but I saw an opening and jumped in. “Well, you’re teaching tomorrow, so I can see James then, right?”

“What?” My logic seemed to baffle her. I think she’d been ready for more of a fight. “Well, yes, of course. I mean, our plans don’t start until Saturday, so …” She cut herself off with a loud yawn. “Sorry, I’ve got to go to bed. I have to be up in six hours.” She crossed the room and smacked a kiss onto my cheek before disappearing down the hallway to her room.

“Goodnight, Cat,” I called after her in a loud whisper. She flapped her hand in response.

I glanced at the pile of bedding next to the couch. Both of Cat’s flatmates were in residence that night, and I had been relegated to the pull-out I was sitting on. Normally, that would have been fine, but a lengthy sisterly debrief, the drama surrounding my suitors, and far too much red wine had curdled into a nasty flavour of exhaustion. I didn’t think I could muster the energy to make up the pull-out.

With a heavy sigh, I dragged myself off the couch and into the bathroom where I brushed my teeth, splashed some water on my face instead of running through my typical three-step skincare routine, and staggered back to the couch. I plopped a pillow on one end and pulled a doona over me as I stretched out along its length. I promised myself I’d make up a proper bed the next night.

As I drifted off to sleep, I realised with a start that I hadn’t responded to the text James had sent earlier, asking when he could see me. In a feat of imperfect timing, it had arrived right after I’d said goodbye to Josh and was in a taxi on the way to the Athens airport, steeping in post-trip blues and already missing the cute American boy.

I flicked my eyes to the clock on the wall. 12:57am. I’d text James in the morning.

*

I woke to the sound of the kettle revving up, the promise of tea the only thing stopping me from smothering myself with a pillow. Whose idea was it to open that second bottle of rioja? Oh, right, it was mine.

“Sez, are you awake?” half-whispered Cat.

I rolled over onto my back and wiped a stream of drool off my cheek. “Yep,” I replied, wincing at the sound of my own voice.

“I’m making tea.” Ah, the Parsons sisters’ motto.

“And here, take these.” She held her closed hand above mine and I gratefully accepted two headache tablets. I knew from vast experience that along with tea, they were the sure-fire way to kerb a massive wine hangover.

I popped the tablets in my mouth and pulled myself to an upright position. Oh, crap. Water. I needed water. As if by magic, a glass of water appeared in front of me. Have I mentioned how much I love my sister?

I swallowed the tablets with a gulp of water and downed the rest of the glass. “How are you feeling, Cat?” She was moving around the kitchen, making up two bowls of cereal with yoghurt while the tea brewed.

“Oh, I’m all right.” I eyed her with concern. Cat didn’t usually suffer from hangovers like I did, but she certainly wasn’t her typical “morning person” self—my doing, I was sure.

“Sorry we drank so much last night—and that we stayed up so late.” I stood slowly, steadying myself before I began folding the doona.

“Pfft, don’t worry about it. I loved hearing about your trip, especially your suitors, as Gerry would say.” She chuckled to herself, clearly at my expense, but I didn’t mind. If she was teasing me, she was probably okay. I put the folded doona onto the pile of untouched linens and added my pillow, then pulled out a stool at the breakfast bar and sat waiting for my tea.

“It was such a wonderful trip, Cat—and not just ’cause of Josh and James.” An unbidden smile broke across my face as I mentally transported myself back to the boat, our “floating home” we’d called it.

Cat handed me a mug of tea and I took a sip—strong and milky, just how I liked it. “Seriously, Greece is sublime. I mean, it’s beautiful. Just being there, seeing those craggy islands with the whitewashed boxy buildings, that pop of Santorini blue, gorgeous bursts of bougainvillea everywhere, it made my heart sing.” We shared a smile across the kitchen counter and I sipped more tea.

“And time just seemed to go slower there, you know. I really felt like I was squeezing the most out of every day, like each one had a hundred hours in it.” I could feel the tea coursing through me, calming me and easing the pounding in my head. Or maybe it was thoughts of Greece working their magic.

“I really needed that trip, Cat, that fresh perspective on everything. I’ve been so stuck.”

“I know, Sez.” Her voice was gentle and her eyes so filled with kindness, I was a millimetre from succumbing to a bout of self-pity and regret. How had I let myself get so lost? How had I let so much time pass without living?

“I’ll have to take you there someday,” I added brightly, shaking off the strong pull of wallowing.

“Next time. We need to work out the timing better, though.”

“Yeah. Sorry ’bout that.” It had been entirely my fault. When I’d booked the trip, I hadn’t even considered Cat’s teaching commitments. All I’d known in that dark moment as I scoured the internet, credit card in hand, was that I needed something to look forward to, something just for me.

“No, that’s not what I meant. I just … I miss you when you’re not here. I wish …”

She left the thought unfinished, but I knew what she meant. It was a shitty thing living across the world from someone you loved.

“Me too,” I replied quietly.

We were back in melancholic territory again and Cat rescued us by changing the subject. “So, what are you and James going to do today?” She pushed a bowl of cereal and a spoon across the counter. There was no one in the world who was a better hangover nurse than my sister.

“I haven’t texted him yet, so I’m not even sure he’s free. And I have no idea where he lives. He said London, but that could be anywhere inside the M25.” I ate a spoonful from my bowl.

“True. But if he’s as wealthy as you say, it’s probably somewhere in the single digits.”

“Mmm,” I said, chewing and covering my mouth. “Single digits?”

“You can’t have forgotten,” she ribbed. “We’re in E14—double digits. He’s probably in Kensington or Notting Hill, could be Knightsbridge, maybe Hampstead Heath. Or, he could live in Richmond. It’s double digits, but it’s posh. Oh, I love Richmond,” she added wistfully.

Cat’s early morning geography lesson was doing my head in and I struggled to keep up. Besides, when we’d lived in London together, our flat was in N8 and that was not a posh suburb.

“Crouch End has a single digit postcode,” I said, through a mouthful of cereal.

“Right,” she acknowledged. “Not exactly posh, but it’s brimming with hipsters now. Anyway, you know what I mean. He probably lives in a central single digit. Or Richmond.”

She was right about Richmond, by the way—it was beautiful. I loved it too, especially the part along the Thames. I had some lovely memories of long afternoons spent at riverside pubs. It also had great charity shops—people with money donate the most incredible things. I’d once snagged a gorgeous, fits-me-like-a-glove, black leather jacket for fourteen pounds from Oxfam on Richmond High Street.

The whole conversation was moot, however, because I had no idea where James lived. “Yeah, maybe,” I replied noncommittally.

Cat seemed to be faring far better than me by the time we finished breakfast. As she tidied up the kitchen, she chatted cheerfully about all the plans she had for us. Meanwhile, I considered it a major accomplishment to keep my breakfast down and my body upright. I tried to concentrate on the multitude of details she was spouting, but my mind kept drifting off.

Finally, and please keep in mind that I adore my sister, she left the kitchen to have a shower and I was plunged into welcomed silence.

Left alone, I turned my attention to the most pressing matter at hand—replying to James. When I retrieved my phone from my (beautiful and much-loved) leather handbag, I realised I had neglected to charge it the night before. Drunk Sarah is useless at remembering such mundane but necessary tasks. Thankfully, though, it still had 15% battery left. I opened James’s text.

Hey beautiful. Can’t wait to see you. What day should we get together? Jx

I took a deep breath and typed my response. Then deleted it, then typed it again. I followed this pattern twice more before settling on this:

Hi. Are you free today?

Before I could talk myself out of it, I tapped the “send” icon. Look at me, casually texting a super-handsome man to make plans for a date.

Who was I kidding? There was nothing casual about a text message that took more minutes to compose than it had words.

I heard Cat leave the bathroom and I grabbed my toiletries bag from my backpack so I could take the next shower. Along with tea and over-the-counter drugs, only a hot shower can complete the hangover cure trifecta.

When I emerged from the shower ten minutes later, feeling somewhat human again, I dried off, then ran some moisturising product through my hair. My plan was to let it dry naturally and I silently begged my curls to behave themselves. Then, wiping steam from the mirror above the sink, I made the joyful discovery that I looked like an extra from The Walking Dead. Thank god for makeup. Yes, Rimmel, I’d love the London look, thank you very much—way better than “zombie chic”. But makeup could wait. I wanted to see if James had replied.

Back in the living room, clad in Cat’s borrowed and far-too-short-for-me bathrobe, I picked up my phone, seeing that the battery was down to 8%. 8%? What the hell had it been doing while I was showering? Computing pi to a thousand decimal places? I needed to plug it in immediately, or it would chuck a huge wobbly, die, then need a two-hour charge before it would turn back on.

I did not want to spend the next two hours fretting over a text message.

I dug the charger and an adapter out of my backpack and looked around for an outlet. My phone buzzed at me angrily. 5%. Argh! Why was it being so infuriating? There! I hurriedly unplugged the kettle, ready to forgo a much-needed second mug of tea, and plugged in the phone.

When I opened my text messages, I saw that James had replied, and my stomach did a little flip.

I was hoping for today, so a yes from me. Where are you and what time can I come and get you?

My heart started racing and it suddenly occurred to me that James was a real person.

I know that must sound weird, but James was The Silver Fox—capital letters intended—and our brief time together had been more like an episode of Sex and the City than real life. He was my very own Mr Big, and all I had to do was send an address and he’d soon be standing at my door. Well, Cat’s door, but you know what I mean.

My little stomach flip evolved into a round-off followed by a handspring. I was beginning to FREAK OUT. Just then, Cat came into the kitchen and caught me looking at my phone as though it was covered in Ebola.

“Uh, Sez?” I blinked at her, feeling the crease between my eyebrows deepening. “What’s wrong?”

I pointed at the phone and she came over and read James’s message. “The silver fox?” she asked. I nodded and started chewing on my thumbnail, something I’d never done before in my entire life.

“Well, great. You get to see him today.” I nodded again. “So, what’s going on? Are you all right?” She looked really concerned, which made me even more freaked out. “Sarah, you’re going out with him, right? You said you wanted to see him again.”

I re-read the message, and it dawned on me why I was so rattled.

“Cat, what if he realises I’m just a silly schoolteacher from Australia, that I’m—” I stopped.

I’m what? Nothing special? No, worse. What if he realises that I’m not the kind of woman who dates the handsome silver fox she met while sailing around the Greek Islands?

Cat was obviously waiting for me to finish my thought. “What if he realises, I’m just me?” I steeled myself for the inevitable sisterly dig. Instead, she put her little arms around me and gave me a tight squeeze.

“If he realises that, then he is a very lucky man, because you are wonderful.” She let go of me and rooted around in the catch-all on the counter for her keys. “Go on the date. Let him spoil you. Have fun.”

“But …” I trailed off.

“But what?” I saw her glance at the clock. She needed to go.

“Nothing. You’re right. I’ll text him back.” She looked relieved.

“All right, I’m off. Have a fantastic time with your billionaire boyfriend.” She kissed my cheek as I started to protest that he was neither a billionaire—just a millionaire—nor my boyfriend, but she ignored me and called out, “Bye-eee,” over her shoulder as she walked down the hall and out the door.

I was on my own once more with my wretched, worrisome thoughts. What I was going to say was, “But, what about Josh?” And what about Josh? Sure, I had plans to see him in December, but I could still meet up with James, right?

Right?

I chewed on my thumbnail again. I was really going to have to stop that. I picked up my phone— now up to a whopping 20% battery—and typed out my response, asking him to pick me up at eleven. That would give me plenty of time to wash my boat-filthy clothes and do something about my zombie face. I added Cat’s address and sent the text.

Moments later, he replied.

Perfect. I know a lovely spot for lunch and afterwards I’ll take you to one of my favourite places in London. See you soon! Jx

So, it was happening, a date with the silver fox. Then it occurred to me—what do you wear to have lunch with a millionaire?

I did a mental inventory of my backpack, but boating clothes and bikinis would hardly do, and eleven o’clock was only three hours away. What on earth had I been thinking? I wasn’t going to have time to wash clothes, fix my face, and find something suitable to wear!

I only had one option. I was going to have to raid my sister’s wardrobe, which would have been fine if I wasn’t five inches taller and several kilos heavier than her.

Crap-a-doodle-do.




Chapter 2

After receiving no less than seven frantic text messages, my sister finally responded to my clothing emergency with excellent news. She’d bought an Alannah Hill dress during her last trip to Sydney and had never got around to altering it. It was in my size!

I found the dress hanging in the back of her wardrobe. It was gorgeous on the hanger, and it looked even better when I put it on. I retrieved my strappy sandals from my backpack—even though I knew the dress would have looked much better with heels, flats would have to do. Before I knew it, it was close to eleven and all I had done for three hours, was get ready and fret.

I wasn’t sure whether I was excited about my date with the silver fox, or nervous, but whatever the feeling was—perhaps a little of both—it was doing some spectacular gymnastics in my stomach. And even though I was expecting it, the bleat of the door buzzer made me leap. A grainy black and white image of James appeared on the wall console and I pressed the button so he could hear me.

“Hi James!” I said way too enthusiastically. Cool it, Sarah. I deliberately dropped my voice an octave. “I’ll be right down.”

“Wonderful!” he said, grinning into the camera. I took a step back even though he couldn’t see me, such was the impact of that smile.

During the elevator ride to the lobby, I attempted to calm myself by breathing in through my nose and exhaling long slow breaths out of my mouth. It was a shorter ride than I needed, though, because Cat only lived on the fourteenth floor.

Why does he make me feel so squidgy inside? I thought, as the elevator announced its arrival at the lobby. Then the doors opened and there he was, in all his glorious gorgeousness. Oh yeah, that’s why.

He smiled at me, reaching for my hand as I approached. I gave it willingly, transfixed by that smile, and he gently pulled me towards him, kissing me lightly on the lips. “Hello, beautiful,” he said, his voice like honey being poured over gravel.

“Hello, handsome,” I replied, as though I was someone way cooler than me. His eyes roved over my face and my shallow breaths reappeared, the traitors.

“We’re just out here,” he said suddenly, seeming to remember himself. He led me out of the building to his car, which was idling at the kerb. I don’t know what kind of car I was expecting him to drive—maybe a Jaguar or Mercedes—but I was pleasantly surprised to see a Peugeot RCZ in metallic marshmallow-white.

I knew what kind of car it was because I like cars—a lot—and the RCZ was at the top of my “if I won the lottery, I would buy this car” list. It suited him perfectly, just as elegant and sexy as he was.

James opened the door for me, and I climbed in as gracefully I could, settling into the soft leather seat. As he got in the driver’s side, he flicked me a look. His mouth turned up at the corner and he reached across to squeeze my hand. It was almost like he couldn’t believe I was there with him.

That made two of us.

As he turned his attention to driving and deftly pulled away from the kerb, I noticed two things. First, James smelled divine. It was the same scent he’d worn in Greece—sunshiny, citrusy and manly. And second, it was a spectacular day in London, which anyone who lives there will tell you, is super rare in early September.

It was sunny, with bright puffs of clouds dotting an azure sky. Glancing at the dashboard, I saw it was 26°C outside—practically a heatwave in London terms, but I was both delighted and relieved. I was wearing a floaty Alannah Hill dress and I didn’t want to freeze to death, or inadvertently flash my bum because of a chilly gust of wind.

“So, how was the end of your trip?” James asked.

You mean the end of my trip where I slept with Josh and maybe fell for him a little and then made plans to see him in a few months? That?

He obviously didn’t know how much of a loaded question he’d asked. He glanced at me, still smiling, and this was when a normal person would reply. I’d have to gather my wits.

“It was lovely. Um, yeah, the last stop, Mykonos, that was, uh, really lovely.” Hardly an eloquent response, but my dastardly wits had abandoned me. How could I avoid talking about one would-be suitor to the other without sounding like a twit?

“Was Mykonos your favourite island?”

“No. I mean, I liked it. It’s beautiful—all the islands were—but I think I liked Naxos best.”

Oops. Naxos was where James and I had officially met, where we’d gone on that sort-of date and where he’d kissed me. It was also where he’d asked me what was going on between me and Josh. I had played it down at the time, but things with Josh had progressed since then and I needed to redirect this conversation—pronto.

“Uh, we had an incredible lunch there at this tiny café with no name.” Food was a safe topic, right?

“One of Duncan’s gems?” Phew. Another safe topic—Duncan.

Relieved that I’d steered the topic away from my romantic entanglements, I leapt back into the conversation with gusto. “Yes, exactly! He seemed to know all these great, out-of-the-way places. And in busy towns, we’d come across a row of restaurants—they’d look exactly the same, but he’d know the best one to eat at, every time. He never steered us wrong.”

“He’s great with local knowledge, always has been.”

“How did you end up hiring him?” Duncan had once worked for James, skippering James’s boat in the Caribbean.

“He answered an advertisement. He was qualified and as soon as I met him, I liked him. It was a good fit.”

I felt a surge of fondness for Duncan the Skipper, wondering if I would ever see him again. I also wondered how things were going with him and his girlfriend, Gerry. They were dating long-distance, and I was heavily invested in their “happily ever after” because they were just gorgeous together. It was also easier than championing my own—and far more likely.

I’d met two men who lived across the world from me. That it would work out with one of them would be a minor miracle, one I wasn’t sure I wanted. Yes, I needed to shake up my life—like Josh and I had talked about in Greece, I wanted my life to be bigger. But that was about reconnecting with my friends, taking more initiative at work, travelling more. It didn’t necessarily mean leaping into a long-distance relationship—with anyone. I wasn’t sure my heart was ready for that.

What the hell am I doing?

I was having some fun, damn it—well-deserved fun.

After a string of horrid men, not one of whom was able to keep his hands off someone else, I was on a date with a seemingly nice man who thought I was beautiful. Where was the harm in that?

Not to mention, that if I wasn’t on a date with James, I would be at Cat’s flat, alone, watching bad daytime TV—is that a tautology?—eating too many digestive biscuits, and googling how to get the boat stains out of my clothes.

I turned my attention back to James and watched him navigate the rabbit warren of inner London roads with ease. He was a sexy driver. He probably looked sexy peeling potatoes too, but there is something attractive about a man who looks both confident and comfortable driving. His tanned hands rested lightly on the steering wheel and he frowned ever-so-slightly when he checked his mirrors.

“So, where are we going?” I asked after a few moments of silence.

“Have you been to The Summerhouse?” he asked. No, I had not. I hadn’t even heard of The Summerhouse, but if the millionaire was taking me there, it was bound to be good.

“No, not yet, but I’ve heard it’s lovely.” There was that word again, “lovely”. I felt like asking if we could make a quick stop at Waterstones so I could buy a thesaurus.

“It’s fairly close to home for me—not overly fancy, but good food and it’s in a nice spot. I think you’ll like it.”

“So, where is home?” I asked, remembering my conversation with Cat that morning.

“Paddington,” he replied. And then he added, “W2,” the way people who live in London sometimes do.

Cat had been right. “Single digit,” I accidentally said aloud.

“Sorry?” He hadn’t quite heard me, thank goodness.

“Paddington’s lovely,” I replied. Good grief.

*

As predicted, I liked The Summerhouse.

It was situated on a canal in an area of West London called Little Venice. I’d been to actual Venice, and the similarities ended with the canal, but it was—dare I say it—a lovely part of London.

The restaurant was bright and airy, with furnishings in crisp white and light wood, and on each table was a small bouquet of yellow flowers. There was even a compact hedge of lush green foliage which made a sort-of wall between the restaurant and the canal. The waterway was dotted with canal boats, some moored and some on the move, and with London putting on some brilliant sunshine, the restaurant and its surrounds literally shone.

We were shown to our table—which gave us a front-row view of the canal—by a petite, dark-haired woman with a severe fringe and a perfect red lip. She smiled politely as she handed me my menu. I glanced over it and just seeing the offerings made me hungry. Thank god my hangover was over.

“You cannot go wrong here. Everything’s terrific,” said James.

“So, you come here a lot, then?” I asked.

He laughed, seemingly at himself. “I do, yes. Probably more than I should, but as I said, it’s close to home and I love the food.”

“James!” A large man in a white chef’s coat called out and made his way across the restaurant, gracefully navigating between the tables.

“Paulie.” James looked up at the chef and they shook hands warmly. I wondered if James was one of those people who knew everyone everywhere he went. “This is my friend, Sarah. She’s visiting from Sydney.”

Paulie turned towards me and took my offered hand between his large ones. “Welcome, Sarah. We’ll have to make sure we dazzle you with something tantalising. You have some incredible seafood restaurants in Sydney.” That may have been true, but I wasn’t the sort of person who frequented the incredible seafood restaurants of Sydney. Still, Paulie didn’t know that and I was dressed in Alannah Hill, so I decided to play along.

“Oh, we absolutely do, but I’m very much looking forward to this lunch. James has raved about your restaurant.” Paulie seemed to like that and when I caught James’s eye, he winked at me.

“In that case, may I design a special menu for the two of you?” I looked at James and he shrugged good-naturedly as if to say, “why not?”

I grinned up at Paulie. “I’d love it.”

“Terrific. Anything you don’t like?” he asked.

“No, not really.”

“Excellent.” He clapped his hands together in a way that was utterly endearing. “James, the sancerre will be perfect with what I have in mind.”

James closed his menu. “Sounds good.”

The dark-haired woman suddenly appeared by Paulie’s side and he murmured something to her. She smiled her polite smile at us, took our menus, and disappeared.

“Maria will bring the wine. You two, sit tight.” With that, Paulie was gone and James and I were left alone. I realised, with some gratitude, that I was no longer nervous. Perhaps our encounter with the larger-than-life Paulie had quelled my nerves. I grabbed the moment to take in more of the view, glad James didn’t feel the need to fill the silence.

“It really is beautiful here,” I said after a few moments.

“The weather helps,” James replied. “Although, it’s just as beautiful on a cold, wet day—only a different kind of beauty. They wind down the awnings, so it’s quite cosy. And, it’s a great place to watch the world go by.”

Just then, a canal boat drifted past. I smiled to myself. “Literally.” I turned towards James. “You know, I used to live in London. Did I tell you that?”

“No, I don’t think you did. How long ago?”

“Quite a while. I was in my twenties. Actually, my sister and I moved here together. I went back to Australia after a couple of years and she stayed.”

“So, London wasn’t for you?” Was he just making conversation, or did I detect something more in his tone? “Uh, I don’t know if I’d put it that way, exactly. I loved my time here—well, eventually. Cat and I arrived with all these grand ideas of what life would be like, but for the first little while, London nearly chewed us up and spat us out.”

“In what way?”

“Well, it’s expensive, even compared with Sydney.” He nodded, but I wondered if a man who was worth millions could truly understand what I meant. “We were lucky—we got work right away. I’d been teaching a couple of years, and Cat was a recent graduate, so we signed up with a teaching agency. But it took a while to get established, you know, to figure out where we wanted to live and to meet people.

“The teaching paid quite well, even though the work was gruelling, so we were able to move out of our bedsit within a month—which was a good thing. I mean, I love my sister, but sharing a bedsit …” I let the thought hang in the air, smiling to myself at the younger Parsons sisters who’d bickered the whole time. “And then we moved into a flatshare with two other girls and it became more fun, less of a grind. I started touring not long after that.”

Maria arrived at our table with two wine glasses and the bottle of Sancerre, interrupting our conversation. One-handed, she placed a glass in front of each of us, then showed the bottle to James. He gave a slight nod, and she nimbly removed the cork and poured a sip for him to taste.

“I’m sure it’s fine, thank you, Maria. Please go ahead.” She poured a glass for me, then one for James and, without a word, disappeared with the rest of the bottle.

“So, you said you toured? I’m not sure what that means.”

“I worked in travel, leading tours in Europe. I started with Ventureseek a few months after we moved to the flatshare, but I kept my room, so I had a home base.”

“So, you’ve seen quite a lot of Europe, then?”

“Yes,” I laughed. “Lots of the touristy parts and I always had fifty other people to worry about, so there wasn’t a lot of time for real travel, to immerse myself. That’s why this trip to Greece was so important to me. It was the first time I’d been there by myself and it was kind of perfect, you know, the pace of it. Lots of time for contemplation.”

I knew I was treading dangerously close to Josh and all our discussions about that bigger life. My delinquent wits finally showed up, telling me to steer the conversation in another direction, but James did it for me. “Did you enjoy it, the touring?” he asked.

“Yes—mostly. And eventually, I wanted to move back to Australia.” I left it at that, and he didn’t press, which I appreciated. I could talk ad nauseum about my touring days, the places I’d been to, the people, the loneliness. Not exactly great date conversation, that last part.

“So, where was the flatshare?”

“Crouch End,” I replied. Then I added, “N8.”

“Oh, Crouch End is terrific. Good coffee.”

I was amused and a little dubious. “You’ve spent time in Crouch End?”

“Of course. It has a wonderful arts scene. I have quite a few artists on my books that I found in boutique galleries in and around Crouch End.” Ahhh, of course.

I took a sip from my neglected wine glass. The Sancerre was delicious.

“To reunions,” said James, holding his glass aloft.

“Oh, sorry. Here I am drinking without a toast. To reunions,” I said, smiling to cover my embarrassment. We clinked glasses and each took a sip. When James placed his glass back on the table, his mouth bore a hint of a smile and he seemed to drink me in with his eyes. My heart sped up under his gentle scrutiny, and I held his gaze unflinchingly.

He truly was a magnificent-looking man.

The night before, I’d told Cat that James reminded me of a salt-and-peppered Richard Armitage. Sitting opposite him, I was seeing hints of Gerard Butler too. That should give you an indication of the level of gorgeousness I was dealing with.

“I didn’t tell you before how beautiful you look today,” he said, out of nowhere. Or maybe he had read my mind and wanted to return the compliment.

Regardless, I blushed. And I don’t usually blush, but I felt the warmth creep up my chest and fill my cheeks. I hoped I didn’t look like I’d just downed a giant bowl of heavy-hitting Tandoori.

“Thank you,” I replied, as graciously as I could. Where was the food?

In a moment of truly perfect timing, two plates of crab cakes and grapefruit salad arrived at the table—exactly what I would have ordered for a starter.

“Happy?” asked James. I knew he was talking about the food, but when I considered my reply it encompassed a whole lot more.

“Absolutely.” I smiled at him and took a bite of crab cake. It was divine.

*

The rest of lunch was just as delicious. Paulie prepared pan-fried seabass for the main course and sent out a cheese board for dessert. I love sea bass—and cheese. Paulie was clearly a genius.

Just as we were finishing the cheese course, I asked James where he grew up. I’d been listening closely to him all through lunch and even though I’m usually good at picking accents, I still hadn’t pinned his down. It seemed to be a hodgepodge of several western European accents.

“I was born here in London—Surrey, actually—and we stayed until I was five, and then every year or so we moved to a new European country—Belgium, Germany, France, Spain, the Netherlands. I didn’t settle back in the UK until I went to university.” So, I had picked it. I skipped my usual self-congratulations, however, because James’s description of his childhood had left me cold.

I couldn’t imagine moving around so much in my formative years. I’d gone to one primary school, which had fed into one high school, and I had friends I’d known since I was five.

“But this is home now, right?” I asked, concerned. Everyone needs a home, somewhere to come back to after the whirlwind and excitement of travel.

I took a tiny sip of wine as I waited for his reply. James was sitting on one glass, because he was driving, and I had limited myself to two, because I wanted to maintain the façade that I was a sophisticated woman, which tipsy Sarah is not.

“London is, yes, although I’ve lived in various places. Paris was a favourite.” Paris was a favourite city of mine too, to visit. The longest I had stayed there was a week. Maybe James will take me to Paris. I put my inner voice back in her box. Wangling an invite to Paris was hardly good manners on a first date.

“And what about you? Have you considered living outside of Australia again?” he asked, his sky-blue eyes staring into mine. Something was making my mind fuzzy. It was either the wine or those eyes, but my fuzzy mind was a millisecond away from saying, “with you?”

I recovered in time to respond like a normal adult person. “To be honest, I haven’t really thought about it.”

His smile was unreadable. Did it mean, “you’re adorable, you unsophisticated Aussie,” or, “I’ve got a villa in France I think you’d like?” Either way, I wanted to change the subject—again.

“So, you said something about taking me to one of your favourite places?”

“Yes, but I’m going to keep it as a surprise until we get there.” He winked at me again and, believe me, he could pull off a wink without being cheesy. In fact, such was its power, I felt a tingling warmth ignite between my legs. I wondered what the protocol was for inviting a silver fox back to my sister’s flatshare for mind-blowing sex. That would be okay, right?

James signalled for the bill. Although I usually went Dutch on a first date—and second and third and fourth dates too—I knew James was not the sort of man who would expect that, or even want it, so I sat quietly while he settled it.

“Thank you for lunch,” I said when Maria left the table.

“You’re more than welcome.”

“Paulie is something of a genius, I think.”

“Did I hear my name?” Suddenly the big man was beside us. How was he so stealthy? James and I stood, and I collected my handbag from under my chair. Paulie shook James’s hand again while James thanked him for lunch.

“And how did we do, Miss Sarah? Did you enjoy your lunch?”

“Paulie, it was divine. Thank you.”

“Excellent! I’m so pleased. We will have to have you and James back again soon.” Before I could respond, Paulie leant down and kissed me on both cheeks.

“I’d love that,” I said, laughing a little at his infectious ebullience. I would love to come back here with James sometime. The thought arrived unbidden, but I was starting to think I’d love to go anywhere with James. Uh oh.




Chapter 3

Riding through the streets of inner London in James’s car, I looked out of the passenger window as we passed pristine rows of terraced houses, lush gated gardens, and pubs that had been standing for centuries, their window boxes brimming with bright bouquets of flowers.

London was putting on a spectacular show, and if I hadn’t known better—that she had dark corners where filth and poverty and loneliness dwelled—it was the sort of day that could make me fall in love with her again.

“I’m taking the long way,” said James as he turned onto Bayswater Road. “I just adore Hyde Park.”

I did too and on that day, Londoners were out in full force sunning themselves and revealing a vast array of flesh. Mums and dads with small children pushed prams with fat little feet poking out; business people walked barefoot on the grass with their shoes in their hands; young women wearing swimsuits sunned themselves on towels; and older men and women sat on benches, fanning themselves with newspapers and tossing chunks of bread to the swans.

Everyone in Hyde Park seemed to be making the most of the early autumn sun.

“Are you really not telling me where we’re going?” I asked.

“Don’t you like surprises?” James asked, flicking me an amused look.

“Not really,” I replied honestly. I didn’t like surprises. I liked to know what to expect so I wouldn’t be blindsided. Sure, some surprises were good, but in my experience, most of them were awful, like finding out your boyfriend is sleeping with your yoga bestie. That was Neil the cheating bastard, by the way.

Still, I didn’t want to appear ungrateful. “Sorry,” I said, glancing at James.

He gave me an understanding smile. “Not at all. We’re going to the British Museum. I have a friend who works there and she’s going to give us a private tour of the Parthenon Sculptures.”

Oh, so it was a good surprise. “That sounds amazing, James.” I meant it, but it sounded feeble to my contrite ears.

“Have you been before, to the museum?”

“Oh, for sure. It’s a favourite of mine too.” When I’d lived in London, the British Museum was one of the places I’d retreat to when I was having a hard time. I’d wander slowly around the Great Court or visit the Marbles from the Parthenon. Mostly, though, I went to the Reading Room, sometimes to read, sometimes just to sit quietly. It was the closest I came to meditation.

“I thought it was fitting, since we met in Greece. Did you get to the Acropolis?” James asked, pulling me from my thoughts.

“Oh, no, not on this trip, unfortunately. The only time I had in Athens was a rather harrowing taxi ride to the airport. I’ve been before, though. I’m guessing not much has changed in only a decade. You know, it being an ancient ruin and all.”

He smiled. “They have made a bit of progress on the restoration, but they also have the most incredible museum now. It’s definitely worth going next time you’re there.” Or you and I could go together. See how my mind gets ahead of itself?

“That museum, do they have many original artefacts? Aren’t most of them here?” I asked.

“About half and half, so there are a lot of replicas in Athens, I’m afraid, but I know Greece is actively campaigning to take ownership again. Valentina will likely know how they’re progressing.”

Ah, Greece. Glorious, beautiful, heart-filling Greece.

It was only days before that I’d been eating horiatiki and basking under the Greek sun. I was already missing it. And Josh, I realised with a jolt. But I didn’t want to think about Josh, especially as James chose that moment to cover my hand with his and give it a gentle squeeze.

Was holding hands cheating? Could you cheat on someone who wasn’t really your boyfriend, someone who had called you his “travel buddy”? The whole situation was too confusing for words and I wanted Josh out of my head immediately.

Thankfully, the familiar cupola of the museum appeared ahead of us and thoughts of Josh receded into the background where they belonged. James pulled into a parking space and turned off the engine, then turned towards me.

“Sarah,” he said, a glint in his eye. God, he was sexy. I tried not to hyperventilate.

“I thought I could wait until later, but that is not going to happen.” He reached over and cupped my chin in his hand and pulled me towards him. His mouth was warm and soft against mine, and he tasted faintly of the wine. I responded to the kiss as though we were somewhere private and not in the middle of London. How far away was Paddington, anyway? Perhaps the Marbles could wait.

We broke the kiss with shy smiles, and he rested his forehead against mine. “Sarah, you take my breath away.” I do? There I was having to steady my breath every time he merely glanced at me and, apparently, I was having the same effect on him. Me!

“And as much as I’d like to skip out on Valentina, she’s a good friend and she’s promised us something special.”

I was siding with skipping out, but then again, I do hate to be rude. “Then we shouldn’t keep her waiting,” I replied before giving him a quick smack on the lips and climbing out of the car. I didn’t know who this super-confident Sarah was, but James seemed to like her. I didn’t mind her either.

The private tour of the museum was incredible and so was Valentina. If James hadn’t been explicit about fancying me, she was the kind of woman who could induce some heavy-hitting jealousy. She was Italian, tall, slim, and blonde. She was also one of the most beautiful women I’d ever seen in person. She greeted me with two cheek kisses—James’s friends were so affectionate—and a warm smile.

“Buongiorno, Sarah. A pleasure to meet you.”

It was a pleasure to meet her too and I hoped I could get through the tour without drooling on her shoes, especially as they were suede. I was forming a serious girl crush.

And I needn’t have worried about James fancying her. Valentina was married to his closest friend from university, Marcus. She also treated James like a brother, teasing him good-naturedly about me.

“James must think very highly of you, Sarah. The last time he introduced me to someone he was dating was two popes ago.” She raised her eyebrows at me and James shook his head, smiling.

Valentina was the fourth of James’s friends I’d met—if you counted Duncan, which I did—and they all obviously adored him. I took it as a sign that he was one of the good guys. Armando, his friend in Greece, had alluded to him playing the field, but Valentina was saying the opposite. And based on the embarrassed look on his face, she seemed to be right. That was both flattering and terrifying. It certainly didn’t play into my “just have some fun” approach to our date. I’d have to unpack it later.

As well as giving us a tour, Valentina snuck us behind the scenes to see a collection of artefacts that had just been uncovered on Crete. She was leading the curation of the collection and it was fascinating to gain some insight into the laborious process of identifying and cataloguing dozens, if not hundreds, of pieces.

She also gave us an update on Greece’s claim on the remaining pieces from the Acropolis, which was that there was no update. Greece still wanted them back and the Brits were still holding onto them. Such an odd, and somewhat heart-breaking, situation.

Eventually, we said reluctant goodbyes to Valentina, who was due at a mid-afternoon meeting. James promised to see her and Marcus soon and asked her to send his love to her oafish husband. She laughed at that.

I truly hoped I would see her again.

As we made our way back through the Great Court, I walked slowly so I could stare up at the glass ceiling and its mesmerising geometric shapes. James took my hand and leant down. “I love watching you take it all in,” he said. And I was enjoying taking it all in. The Great Court is an incredible space. It’s the kind of place that makes you feel small and vulnerable, and grand and capable of anything, all at once.

I pointed at the Reading Room. “I used to spend a lot of time in there after I first moved here,” I said.

“Oh yes?”

“It was a sanctuary of sorts—a good place to collect my thoughts.”

“I can understand that. Would you like to go up?”

I smiled. “I’d love that.”

He led me up the left staircase, still holding my hand. We stepped into the large, round room and without saying anything, we both headed off in a different direction, me to the left and James to the right.

We circled the perimeter of the room slowly, connected only by our eyes.

The room smelled of leather and paper, of humanity, history, and contemplation. Snippets of whispers filled the air, but mostly there was the stillness. It felt familiar, like home. As I embarked on the bigger life I’d promised myself, I knew I would need to find somewhere like it in Sydney, somewhere I could just be.

I kept my eyes on James as we walked, first away from each other, then ever closer. We met on the opposite side of the room, oblivious to the other people in the space. When we were toe to toe, we shared a smile. “Hello,” he whispered.

“Hello,” I whispered back, a tingling sensation rushing through me.

He took my hand again and led me from the room. When we stepped outside, he stopped on the top of the staircase and kissed me fervently and quickly. It lasted just long enough to elicit an, “Ahem!” from someone nearby, but I didn’t care about propriety.

It had been a magical afternoon. Even going to a place I knew, somewhere I
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