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Synopsis

Claire O’Malley isn’t looking for love. In fact, the
woman she thought she would spend the rest of her life with just
moved to Berlin. Claire’s focus is on mending her broken heart. Not
easy when you find yourself sharing a house with your ex’s older
sister, Kathryn Mercer.

The Kathryn that Claire used to know—frumpy and
boring—has disappeared. These days she walks a little taller, looks
a little slimmer, oozes charm and confidence, and turns heads.

Some things should be left alone. Some rules should
never be broken. But some opportunities are just too good to
miss.
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Prologue

Claire wasn’t night shift’s biggest fan. For the past
few months, she’d switched to autopilot and been running on empty,
with no idea what she was doing with her newly apparent shambles of
a life.

There was something about being an emergency
department nurse—responsible for the welfare of patients ranging
from the acutely ill to the downright stupid—that caused your
closest friends to glare wide-eyed at even the slightest suggestion
you may not be firing on all cylinders. Everyone wanted to believe
nurses were the epitome of good. If doctors were God, then a nurse
was his right-hand man, right?

Wrong.

Claire trudged from the labour ward at three in the
morning after fetching a pair of industrial strength forceps. She
felt so far removed from God she might as well have been in another
realm of reality.

She clocked her reflection in a one-way mirrored
window and shook her head. She was convinced she began her shift
looking professional and capable. Now she resembled a drunkard
pretending to be a nurse at a fancy dress party.

Stalling beyond the ED threshold, she cursed and
inhaled deeply. The acutely ill, she was happy to treat. The
downright stupid though? Really? Of course they received the same
level of professional care, but her snide attitude came free.

Claire swung the curtain open, far wider than
necessary, to reveal a massive, hairy rear end. She knew it was
going to be there, yet was still shocked at the sight.

Unable to resist, she gave the closest cheek a little
tap. “All right, Mr. Sullivan?”

No, tonight God wasn’t enough. Tonight she needed
Jesus, Mary, and all the bloody saints for this delightful
patient.

Mr. Sullivan, a large man in his fifties, groaned.
The only comfortable position he could sustain was on all
fours.

The look Claire exchanged with Dr. Murray, whilst
handing her the forceps, suggested they’d be groaning, too, if they
had a massive eggplant stuck up their rear end.

Upon arrival in the ED, the cranky Mr. Sullivan had
requested a male nurse; bad luck, Mr. Sullivan. He’d also requested
a male doctor. Lucked out there, too. And when he demanded the
entire hospital staff lie to his wife about his self-inflicted
condition, Claire simply smiled. His wife was already on her way,
and even the great Houdini himself couldn’t conceal a sizeable
vegetable firmly lodged up his behind. On all counts, Mr. Sullivan
was buggered.

Claire had long since stopped trying to figure out
why humans harboured an unnatural desire to force large objects
into relatively small holes. She’d seen kids with coins up their
noses, buttons in their ears, Lego men heads in belly buttons, and
now a grown man with an eggplant up his bum.

“I have to admit, Dr. Murray, this is the first
eggplant extraction I’ve assisted in.”

Dr. Yvonne Murray, affectionately known as Murray,
was Claire’s favourite ED doctor and a good friend. The petite
doctor from outback New South Wales said it like it was, earning
respect for her fairness and never ending repertoire of crude
jokes.

They stood at the foot of the bed, bewildered. Dr.
Murray set her hands firmly on her hips, sporting a deep frown,
staring in awe at the severely stretched anus before them. “No
moussaka for a while then.”

Claire sighed. Damn. I love moussaka.

“Right, now, Mr. Sullivan, this might tickle a
little.” With great care and precision, Murray aligned the well
lubricated forceps and gently inserted them into his rear end.

“Shouldn’t you give me something for the pain?”

Claire suspected panic and a strong sense of
vulnerability had finally overridden Mr. Sullivan’s previously
smart tongue.

“No time for that,” Murray lied, applying pressure
and slowly edging the forceps deeper. “And anyway, you managed to
get it in there without painkillers; I’m sure you’ll be a big brave
boy for me now.” Taking pity, Murray turned to Claire. “More
lubrication, thank you, Nurse.”

Claire liberally applied lubrication, the vision
before her momentarily causing her stomach to lurch—the sight was
so horribly unnatural—and Murray continued to slowly insert the
forceps until they sufficiently encased the entrapped
vegetable.

It was when Murray began to explain how Mr. Sullivan
should assist in the extraction by pushing gently, that Mrs.
Sullivan made her grand entrance into the emergency department
shouting loudly. “Young lady, I am the unfortunate wife of the
idiot you have in there. Do not block my way!”

The short, sharp clacking of heeled shoes echoed on
the polished floor, even over the hum and bustle of the emergency
room. A brief look from Murray told Claire to intercept and prepare
the unfortunate woman.

Claire slipped through the curtain and promptly
collided front-first into an attractive older lady, mid-fifties,
perfectly made up, wearing a black velvet tracksuit and bright red
stilettos.

“Mrs. Sullivan, I presume?” Claire attempted a light
and friendly inflection.

“Don’t Mrs. Sullivan me. I don’t care what
state that prick of a husband of mine is in. I want to see him
immediately.”

Claire shrugged. She didn’t care either. She ushered
the poor woman in.

“Not again, Garry, I’m fucking sick of this!” Mrs.
Sullivan screamed at her husband’s exposed and violated backside.
Then, moving to berate him eye to eye, she continued, “You promised
me, you selfish shit. You’re damn lucky I don’t rip those tongs out
of your ass and ram that fucking thing right up to your eyeballs.
This is the last time, Garry. Do you understand me?”

The previously arrogant Mr. Sullivan nodded in
agreement and began to sob.

Claire rolled her eyes. You’re kidding me? She
couldn’t wait for this to be over so she could read his file, see
what else poor old Garry had been up to.

Sighing to indicate she’d had enough, Dr. Murray
appeared keen to end the freak show. “Okay, let’s get this veggie
out of you. Mrs. Sullivan, do you want to hang around for this or
can I get a nurse to call you when I’m done?”

“I’ll stay, thank you.” She curtly eyed her
husband.

“Righto, now just try and relax, Mr. Sullivan.”

Relax? Murray must be kidding if she thought
Mr. Sullivan was even capable of relaxation, especially now his
wife had arrived. Claire watched as Murray braced herself to remove
the foreign object. It wasn’t going to be easy.

It took over a minute to reach the halfway mark.
Murray struggled over the wide girth of the eggplant and beads of
sweat emerged on her brow, although it was nothing compared to the
state of poor groaning Mr. Sullivan.

“Claire, you’ll have to get behind me and help
pull.”

She shot Murray a look. What?

Murray shrugged.

It was stuck.

Although only slight in stature herself, Claire’s
arms could easily encompass the doctor. She stood behind Murray and
grasped her wrists.

“Don’t enjoy this too much, Nurse.”

“I was just about to say the same to you.” Claire
deliberately pressed her whole body against Murray’s.

“That’s not helping, Nurse.”

“Well, it’s certainly helping me, Doctor.”

Murray ignored her and turned her attention to the
task at hand. She encouraged Claire with cries of “pull,” and Mr.
Sullivan with cries of “push.”

Claire wasn’t sure she could eat eggplant again.

With Murray’s encouragement and an enormous cry from
Mr. Sullivan, the slippery eggplant shot out with a slurping
suction noise best described as revolting.

Holding the eggplant aloft, Murray exclaimed, “It’s a
boy!”


Chapter One

Moping wasn’t Claire’s style, which is to say she was
disappointed to find herself lacking motivation—no extra shifts at
the hospital, no running, no t’ai chi, and she couldn’t shake the
feeling that the last four years had been a complete lie and a
waste of time.

The thumping rap at the door offered a welcome
distraction.

“Hi, Claire.” The deep velvet voice of Jess Mercer
was still, to this day, one of the sexiest sounds to Claire’s ears.
She affectionately cupped Claire’s cheek with one hand, kissing her
softly, carefully balancing coffee in the other.

“Hey, yourself. Thanks for bringing coffee. The
thought of instant is dreadful on any day, let alone a
Saturday.”

Familiar with her surroundings, Jess walked the
length of the hall, through the compact kitchen, and into the tiny
but immaculately manicured back garden. “What’s wrong with your
machine?” She set three coffees on the outdoor table beside a
neatly stacked fruit platter. “And where’s Victoria?”

Claire mumbled incoherently about the coffee machine
that used to occupy extraordinary space on the bench. Agitated, she
set down a jug of water and two glasses. “Berlin.”

“Pardon me?” Jess glanced at the third coffee she’d
bought.

“Victoria’s in Berlin. Left in June.”

“June? Wow!” The smile disappeared from Jess’s face.
She swiped long, straggly strands of blond hair from across her
sunglasses, and when they refused to stay in place, she rested her
glasses on her head, keeping every strand restrained. “You should
have told me. I’ll miss you.” Jess smiled before her face
contorted. “Shit, Claire, this is huge. How am I going to break it
to Alex? I assume things have improved between you. Let me guess;
you get the fun job of staying behind until everything’s
finalised?” She eyed Claire. “You loved Germany, didn’t you?”

“I’m not going.”

“What? How come? Has something happened?”

“Nothing happened, other than the fact that she
didn’t ask me.”

Jess’s eyes widened, rendering her
uncharacteristically speechless.

“I’m not moving to Berlin with the woman I was
convinced was the love of my life, Jess, because she didn’t fucking
ask me to go with her.”

A red splash of anger coloured Jess’s cheeks and her
voice lowered to a protective growl. “I beg your pardon?”

“She doesn’t want me there.” Frustration filtered
through Claire’s attempts to remain calm.

“So, what does that mean for you two? I know it’s
been a bit rough this last little while, but moving to Berlin
sounds so drastic.”

“Means we’re over. Done and dusted.” Claire choked
back tears.

“No? Really? Surely there’s something you can
do?”

“I fucked it up.”

“That’s not true.”

“Well, I must have. Berlin is a long way to go to get
away from someone. To get away from me. Ballarat I can understand,
but Berlin.”

“Be honest. You’d have followed her to Ballarat. It’s
only three hours away.”

“You’re not funny and you’re not helping.”

Jess patted her arm. “I’m sorry, but seriously, after
four years, there must be something—”

“Just leave it, Jess. It’s finished for good. And we
both know it wasn’t really four years.”

“You had some good times.”

“Yeah, and I ruined it all.”

“For God’s sakes, you didn’t ruin anything. It takes
two. What did she say to you when she left?”

“It’s not what she said.” Claire couldn’t relive the
day again. Not yet. “She’s gone and she’s not coming back. I drove
her away and that’s all there is to it. I know what you’re
thinking. I know we were considering a break, and I know things had
been better, but…”

Jess shook her head, bewildered. “Ah, Jesus, Claire.
I don’t know what to say. I’m so sorry, honey.”

Claire’s voice crackled, but she held it together.
“What can you do, eh?”

“You should have told me, honestly, Claire, she’s
been gone months.”

“You’ve been so busy and you were in Europe for six
weeks. You weren’t even here.”

“I had my phone. I was only a phone call away.”

“You and I both knew it was a possibility.”

“Well, I don’t know if I’d have predicted a move
quite that far. I can’t believe you didn’t even send a
message.”

“I was fine.” She lied. “Shit happens.”

“Was fine? Are you sure you’re okay now?”

Claire couldn’t face the truth. “Yes, perfectly
fine.”

“So, where’s the coffee machine? Berlin?”

“Her mother took it.”

“Oh for Christ’s sake, she couldn’t even leave the
fucking machine?”

Claire shrugged. She loved that machine. “It’s karma.
That’s what it is. What goes around comes around, you know?”

Jess shook her head and lowered her voice. “It’s
nothing like us, sweetheart.”

Claire fetched the shade umbrella from the neatly
organised garden shed. “So, Madam Crown. For the benefit of the
jury, please explain why, seven years ago when your girlfriend,
Claire O’Malley—hot, sexy, and six years your junior—asked you to
accompany her to Europe, you declined?”

“Claire, don’t do this.”

Claire sighed. “I know my leaving effectively ended
our relationship.” Claire shoved the umbrella through the hole in
the table. “I believe Ms. O’Malley is well aware that you were busy
establishing a career as one of the most respected Crown solicitors
in Victoria—a far wiser option than pissing your life up the wall
in Europe.”

“Is Victoria six years younger than you?”

“Four. Same difference. Don’t worry, you win.”

Jess frowned disapprovingly.

“Either way, I asked you to run away with me when I
was young and stupid, and you turned me down. I was willing to go
with Victoria, and she didn’t want me there. Just bloody
perfect.”

“Do you really want to go to Berlin?” Jess asked.

“Yes, of course.”

Jess raised her eyebrows.

“Well, I at least would have liked to have been
asked.”

“So you could turn her down?”

“No! Well, maybe.”

“Is it your ego or your heart that’s broken?”

Claire wasn’t sure she knew the answer. She felt like
her heart had been breaking for months now, long before Victoria
left. As much as she tried, nothing was ever good enough for
Victoria. She walked on eggshells around her, trying not to upset
her and bear the brunt of yet another bout of silent treatment or
ranting. Something in Claire felt broken, but she wasn’t convinced
it was her heart or her ego. Perhaps she was broken.

Jess kicked the umbrella into place under the table
before pulling Claire into a warm embrace and, like old times,
Claire’s head rested perfectly in the hollow of her neck. “Come
round for dinner tonight?”

“Hey.” Claire playfully pushed her away. “It’s too
late to rescue me now, thanks all the same. I’ve already stopped
sniffing her pillow, and I actually changed the sheets months ago.
I don’t want you inviting me to dinner so you can take full credit
for my miraculous recovery.”

“But you still seem a little…”

“Go on. A little what?”

“Well, sad I guess. You look exhausted.”

Claire was beyond exhausted, if that were possible.
Half the reason why she hated instant coffee so much was that she
drank too much of it. She couldn’t afford a new machine.

“Alex would love to see you. She’s sick of me
whinging every time she touches me.” Jess wiped a tear from
Claire’s cheek. “You’ll get loads of cuddles. She needs
someone to cuddle.”

Claire sighed. “What’s wrong with this picture? My
pregnant ex-lover invites me to dinner with her gorgeous wife, my
ex co-worker, who is possibly feeling neglected because your
hormones are going mental, so my ex-lover offers me up as a cuddle
substitute. Seriously, can my life get any weirder?” The truth was,
even before Victoria had left, it had been months since they had
been intimate, and she couldn’t even remember when they had last
hugged or kissed. Some personal contact with someone other than her
patients was tempting.

Jess simply shrugged and smiled. It obviously didn’t
seem weird to her at all.

Claire ducked inside to switch off the radio; some
old seventies song about a jilted lover was cutting a little too
close to the bone. She froze. The penny dropped. Since becoming
pregnant, Jess had been ill and called less frequently. Claire
sensed trouble.

“What’s up?” Claire emerged from the kitchen,
straight to the point.

Jess frowned.

“Come on, Madam Crown. Spill.”

Jess drew a deep breath. “You know me too well.”

Claire smiled.

“We’re having twins.”

“Wow. Twins is huge. Congratulations!” Reality dawned
on Claire. “Jesus, that’s a lot of nappies.”

“And very little sleep, I presume.”

Sensing there was more, Claire waited patiently.

“The ultrasound showed there’s a strong possibility
one of the foetuses could be abnormal.” She shrugged. “Happens at
my age.”

Claire squeezed Jess’s shoulder. “Oh dear,
Counsellor. You just used the words ‘possibility’ and ‘could’ in
the same sentence. And you referred to your babies as
foetuses. You’d better tell me all the facts.”

Jess finished her coffee, massaging her forehead.
Claire could see by the deep crease of her brow that she was
worried. She allowed Jess time to gather her thoughts. Jess Mercer
was always in control. She was strong-willed and fearless.
She processed information at an alarming speed and her sharp tongue
never failed her.

Claire had long suspected Jess became a lawyer to
justify her argumentative personality. Why simply argue and prove
your point for fun? Crown Prosecutor Jess Mercer was paid
handsomely to do what she loved most—arguing and winning. She would
research a topic then regurgitate the cold hard truth, void of
emotion or feeling. Her love of facts made her perfect for the
job.

Claire had left Jess to travel the world and find
herself. They both knew she needed to lose Jess before she could
become the real Claire O’Malley. At thirty, Jess was the hottest
new solicitor in Melbourne, and dating a twenty-four-year-old
nursing student with grand travel plans had been destined to come
to a head.

Now, knowing her strong reliance on facts, evidence,
and proof won her an alarming percentage of arguments, Claire knew
Jess appreciated the opportunity to put forward her case, her
way.

“The obstetrician reeled off some statistics about
Down syndrome, spina bifida, and cystic fibrosis, but I don’t
remember them; it all seemed to happen so quickly. One moment we
were elated about the babies, next it all seemed to come crashing
down. The doctor made it clear she wasn’t making a diagnosis, just
informing us of the facts.”

“At your age, the chances increase from around one in
two thousand to one in just over one hundred for having a baby with
Down syndrome. I don’t know statistics for the other conditions,”
said Claire.

“She said there were tests, an amniocentesis.
Apparently, it comes with risks.” Jess was barely holding it
together.

“I think the risks are small, but the consequences
can be pretty bad.”

Jess nodded. “That’s what the doctor said.”

“Will you have the amniocentesis?”

Jess half shrugged and half nodded.

Claire cleared her throat, finding courage to ask the
question that Jess really wanted to discuss. “Will you terminate if
it’s positive?”

“It sounds horrific, doesn’t it?
Terminate.”

“It’s okay to talk about it and think about it,
Jess.”

“I feel like a monster.”

Claire took a different tack. “So, what are your
options?”

Jess thought for a moment. “Okay, I have the test and
I know for sure if the baby has Down syndrome at least. I don’t
have the test and I let the pregnancy run its course, essentially
mitigating any risk of losing the baby, or babies, from unnatural
causes.” Jess paced the small grassed area. “But will finding out
alter my decision? If not, then it’s reasonable to deduce that the
test is unnecessary. If yes, then is the risk involved in
the test of lesser or greater consequence than not having the test
at all?” She looked Claire in the eye. “Can I live with insisting
on an invasive procedure and possibly losing my babies? Or can I
live with raising a disabled child?” Jess hesitated. “Or should I
terminate if the test is successful and positive?”

“It’s a tough one.”

“It’s impossible.”

“What would your advice be to me, if I were in your
shoes?”

“I really don’t know, Claire. That’s the problem. On
this one, I just don’t know.”

Claire yanked Jess into the chair closest to her.
“Yes, you do know. You’d give me your best advice based on all the
facts because you love me. So, say you have the test. Say it’s
positive. If you have the baby, it will be disabled. Given that
it’s difficult to know what any of us would do under any
circumstances, what do you think you’d do with this
knowledge?”

“Shit. I’m not sure I know.”

Claire waited for her to analyse and compartmentalise
her thoughts.

Jess focused. “I’ve had the test?”

“Yep. It’s not the best news. It’s positive.”

“My baby will have Down syndrome or some other
chromosomal disorder?”

“Ah-huh, ninety-nine percent certainty.”

“But it’s still my baby?”

“That’s true. Your flesh and blood.”

“And there’s every chance I will give birth to
another normal child.”

“Correct. Scans show your other baby is fine.”

“So, either I take my baby’s life away, or I give it
a fighting chance?”

“That’s certainly one way of looking at it.”

“The average life expectancy for a person with Down
syndrome is over sixty these days.”

“That’s not a bad innings,” said Claire.

“I can give my baby nothing or, on average, sixty
good years.”

Claire nodded.

Jess met her eyes. “I don’t think I need the
test.”

Claire leaned back. “Good decision. Brave
decision.”


Chapter Two

Alex was exactly the type of woman Claire had
expected Jess to fall in love with—same age, equally intelligent,
and perfect to remain at home and raise their children. She was
possibly one of the nicest people Claire had ever met. Jess was
good-looking, but Alex was a stunner.

An air of self-assurance surrounded Alex, and
contrary to Claire’s first impression, it had nothing to do with
her looks. Her confidence and energy was addictive, and Claire
loved it, envying her enthusiasm and warm heart.

If Alex had ever been afraid of losing Jess to her
ambitions, she never showed it, and that was why, Claire suspected,
Jess worshipped the ground she walked on.

Claire rang the bell and ripped the wine from the
tacky brown paper bag Jess had taught her never to arrive at a
dinner party holding. Although relieved she was no longer
twenty-four and lost, she found little comfort in the fact she was
now thirty-one and recently jilted.

“Here she is.” Alex engulfed her in a warm hug. “I
think Jess is right; you do look a little forlorn.”

“I am forlorn.” Claire went along with it.
Surely tired and forlorn could be interchangeable in these
circumstances.

“Bloody Victoria, I never liked her.”

“You said you thought she was lovely!”

“And she was, until she left you. Now I’ve hated her
all along.”

A delicious smell wafted from the kitchen, and Claire
handed over the wine. She’d never walked into this house and been
greeted with normal cooking smells like a roast lamb or casserole.
For all of Jess’s lack of creativity in anything other than the
law, she could cook. The fact astounded everyone except Claire. It
was the single thing, besides amazing oral sex, that Claire had
given Jess—encouragement in the kitchen and a license to mess
up.

“You’ve got her to cuddle all night,” Jess said from
the other end of the hall. “Can she at least come in the door?”

While it took Claire about ten paces to walk the
entire length of her own apartment, Jess and Alex’s place felt like
a school dorm. The front rooms were spare bedrooms, a study, and a
bathroom, while the rear was an expansive kitchen and living area.
Upstairs was the master bedroom, en suite, and another living area.
Alex had decorated of course, light and airy, and with Claire’s
rough estimate, she guessed her two-bedroom place would fit
upstairs with space to spare.

“What’s for dinner?” Claire accepted a glass of red
and stuck her nose over the stove for a sniff.

Up to her wrists in batter, Jess leaned forward to
kiss her on the cheek. “Your favourite, honey. Something to cheer
you up.”

Claire didn’t recognise the dish and wondered how it
could be her favourite. But then she spied a bowl of prawns and her
mouth watered in anticipation—Jess knew how to make her feel
better.

“Throw your keys in the bowl, Claire. Relax and have
a few glasses of wine tonight. I’ve made up the spare bed for you,”
said Alex.

“For me? You have two spare beds and they’re always
made up.”

“Well, perhaps we’re always hoping you’ll stay.” Alex
mimicked Claire’s tone. “Keys in the bowl, please.”

“I thought I was here to be cheered up and
nutritionally sustained, not participate in one of your dirty
swingers parties.”

Jess looked up. “Come on, Claire. The cat will be
fine for one night.”

Claire raised her eyebrows.

“You’re kidding me? She took the fucking cat? Let me
guess, her mother?”

She didn’t even like the bloody cat. But four years
together was four years.

Alex emerged from the linen cupboard and against all
protests, took Claire to the couch to talk. “Come on, I want to
know all about it. Bloody Jess came home with no details this
afternoon.”

“I just feel so stupid. I knew she’d applied for the
damn job. I knew she was short-listed, and the day I found out
she’d already had an interview was the day she told me she’d taken
the job and was leaving. We didn’t even get a chance to talk it
through or have an argument about it. Nothing. Her bloody mother
came charging through the door and started taking things almost
straight away. It was just fucking awful.”

“Murray said you were good at work for the most part,
but in the last few months, she’s been worried about you.”

The week after Victoria left was horrendous, but
she’d worked nights, had a couple of days off, and although the
process was slow, she’d made commendable improvements and was
nearly back to normal. That was until a few months ago. That was
when it all began to go tits up. Twice now she’d been pulled up by
the Nurse Unit Manager on careless mistakes, and on top of being
caught sleeping on the job, she was struggling. It wasn’t like
Claire to struggle. Claire cracked on with things, that was her
nature, that was what made her an outstanding nurse, yet what she
was going through now had snuck up on her, and it was
frightening.

“I know Murray’s worried, but it’s just a glitch.
Honestly, I’m fine.”

“And what’s causing the glitch?”

Claire had no idea what was causing the glitch, but
the aftermath was horrendous. She just wanted it to end, and
tonight she wanted to enjoy the evening and forget about it for a
while. She dodged the question. “Dealing with idiotic patients with
eggplants up their arse is enough to cause any nurse the odd
malfunction.”

“What up his arse?” Jess called from the kitchen. “I
think I need to hear this.”

Delighted her deflection had worked, Claire provided
an in-depth synopsis of Mr. Sullivan’s sordid tale of painful
extraction.

“Look on the bright side,” offered Alex. “It could be
worse; you could be Mrs. Sullivan.”

She had a point.

The phone rang, piercing the air with an intrusive
clangour. Alex shot up to answer while Jess stared at Claire. “You
haven’t been sleeping, have you?”

Claire knew better than to lie. “Barely.”

“Alex and I have talked, and we think you should come
and stay with us for a while.”

“Jess, I’m okay. I’ve been perfectly okay for the
past four months now. My shifts are all over the place, I just need
a few day shifts to get a decent night’s sleep.”

“I know, but I’m worried about you. Worse than that,
Murray is worried about you, and we all know it takes a lot for
Murray to even bat an eyelid at mild inconvenience, let alone
taking the time to be bothered to actually be worried.”

“You’re barely making sense, Madam Crown.”

Jess sighed. “Look, why be lonely there, when you can
come and get over all this here?”

“I’m over it Jess, honestly. I was dumped. I’m not
dying. Not even of a broken heart. This shit happens every day. I’m
not special. I’ll be fine.”

“You’re special to me, to us both. I don’t want you
to hurt.”

Claire moved to kneel in front of Jess. “You can’t
fix this, Madam Crown. I know you fix things and you make them
better. You both do”—she gestured toward Alex in deep conversation
on the phone—“but I’m not one of your clients. Whatever it is I’m
going through, I have to go through, Jess. This process has
to happen, otherwise Victoria was a waste of time, and I can’t deal
with losing her and the past four years of my life all at
once.”

Jess sighed.

Claire knew she understood because it was Jess she
had reached out to when things with Victoria began to go south. She
couldn’t pinpoint the day things began to change, but one day
Victoria stepped back from her, not literally, but emotionally.
Claire had no idea what she had done wrong. She still didn’t.

“That was Kathryn.” Alex returned to the couch and
pulled Claire from the floor to snuggle with her.

“Kathryn who?” Jess looked on blankly.

“Your sister! How many Kathryns do you know?”

“What did she want? How come I didn’t speak to
her?”

“Oh, you will.” Alex was amused.

“I will?”

“Yep. She’s on her way.”

“What?”

“She said she hoped it wasn’t an intrusion.”

“An intrusion? I haven’t seen her for three years,
barely even heard from her.”

“Regardless, she apologised for not phoning ahead,
but called as soon as she landed. She’s in a cab as we speak.”

Jess was flabbergasted. “But she doesn’t even like
prawns!”


Chapter Three

Claire wasn’t even sure she remembered what Kathryn
looked like. Absolutely nothing like Jess was all her memory told
her, although lately, Claire’s memories were a jumbled, fragmented
mess. She struggled to remember a time when she and Victoria had
been happy. It occurred to her that the human brain could fool you
into not missing something you no longer had, just to make the pain
bearable. Had she fooled herself into happiness all those years, or
was she fooling herself out of it now?

Alex cornered her in the kitchen as she poured
another round of drinks. “Talking about it will help, you
know.”

“You know all there is to know.”

“I doubt it. What did she say when she left?”

“It wasn’t so much about what she said, it was what
she did. It was truly awful that I was in love with someone capable
of treating me so badly.”

Alex waited. It was her special skill.

Claire knew she’d have to tell them sooner or later.
Later was her preferred option, but Alex didn’t seem on board with
that. “We watched a movie together the evening before, slept in the
same bed, and in the morning discussed our plans for the weekend.”
Saying the words sent her right back to that morning. It hurt. “She
was eating toast and simply announced she was leaving.”

“What did she actually say?”

“She said our relationship had run its course, she no
longer loved me, and she had taken the job in Berlin.” Alex patted
her shoulder. “Do you know what’s sad though? I actually laughed. I
thought she was joking. I’m so fucking stupid.”

“You’re not stupid, honey. You need to stop beating
yourself up over it.”

Claire wasn’t so sure. She felt as thick as ten
planks. Not one living cell in her body saw it coming. “She took
her phone from her pocket, typed what could have only been one or
two words, and within a minute, the front door crashed open and her
mother charged in and began disassembling the coffee machine.”

Victoria’s mother neither greeted nor acknowledged
Claire and only provided a cursory glance when she yelled at her to
leave things alone and get out.

“I hate myself for it, but I actually begged her to
stay.”

“That’s natural,” said Alex. “You’re human, like the
rest of us. It was a shock. It was a shocking thing to happen. I
actually think you handled yourself well.”

“She walked out without a second glance.” Claire
sighed.

“And you’ll be okay. It might not feel like it now,
but it doesn’t seem like you were meant to be with her. You deserve
someone who loves you for who you are and who will treat you with
the love and respect you deserve.”

“That’s just it, Alex. Maybe she did exactly
that.”

Claire couldn’t imagine what sort of person would
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