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        Lovers don’t finally meet somewhere,

        they’re in each other all along.

        Rumi

      

      

      

      
        
        This book is written in Australian English.

        Therefore the spelling of some words may be slightly different from US English.

      

        

      
        And being Aussie,

        the slang tends to be a bit different too!

        Just saying, mate.
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      Oliver Blake adjusted his bow tie and took a step back. A smile hovered on his lips as he surveyed his reflection in the full-length mirror. From the pleats of his dress shirt to the immaculate cut of his Ralph Lauren suit, right down to his Givenchy shoes, everything was perfect. He was all set for the most important day of his life.

      His wedding day.

      Despite all the seminars he’d given around the world—heck, he’d spoken at the London School of Economics, and at Harvard—the truth was, nothing could prepare you for the day you said those two special words, “I do”, to the love of your life.

      He leaned forward. Was his tie a little uneven on the left? Had the bow drooped a fraction? Would anyone notice?

      A self-deprecating snort escaped him. Leonie constantly teased him about his desire for everything to be just so. Lately, he had the sense it had been irritating her slightly. “For heaven’s sake, Oliver,” she’d said last week when he’d neatened up her last-minute wedding notes and secured them with a bulldog clip, “do you have to be so OCD?”

      He watched now as his reflected fingers hovered, the urge to undo his tie and start again like an itch spreading down his arm. Deliberately, he moved his hand away from his collar, the gold cufflink that had belonged to his grandfather glinting as he flicked up the sleeve of his jacket and checked his watch.

      Ten more minutes and his brother Aaron would be knocking on the door. The limo was already waiting outside his Sydney apartment.

      A sharp little ra-tat-tat intruded on his efforts to retain his inner calm.

      Damn it. Aaron was supposed to come exactly on time. Early was not called for.

      “Come in,” Oliver called, swallowing a stab of irritation. In the mirror, he saw the door open a crack. Delicate pink-tipped fingers curled around the edge, followed by a pale face. Two wide blue eyes.

      Definitely not Aaron.

      Oliver swung round. “Leonie! Darling, you know we’re not supposed to see each other before…” The words hung suspended as Leonie stepped inside and closed the door. “What the—”

      Her eyes were wild in a mottled face. Her blonde hair, usually luxurious, hung limp around her shoulders. And what in god’s name was she wearing? Jeans and a T-shirt. Oliver’s heart lurched. “Leonie, sweetheart, what’s up?” In two strides he was across the room, ready to soothe and reassure. “You’re not even dressed—”

      Leonie’s arms shot out, palms towards him, holding him off.

      Perplexed, his attention caught on the way her hands were shaking… the fact that there was… there was…. now he could barely breathe. There was no engagement ring on her left hand.

      His voice when it came was no more than a whisper. “Leonie?”

      They faced each other for what seemed like forever. Finally, Leonie said, “I can’t do this.”

      “I’m sorry?”

      “I can’t marry you.”

      Oliver’s head shook slowly, as if someone had pulled a lever that moved it from left to right. Because everything else was paralysed. His thoughts, his emotions, his senses; like a fly drowning in a pot of honey. What was supposed to be the sweetest, most beautiful day of his life, he realised with sudden numb clarity, was teetering on the edge of destruction.

      “No, no, no…” He heard his voice rising. “Look, it’s understandable, you’re nervous.” He barked out a sharp laugh. “And, god knows, so am I—”

      She backed away, dark shadows smudged beneath her eyes. She hadn’t even put her make-up on. How on earth were they going to get to the church on time?

      Panic clawed at his throat. He took a step forward, his hand extended in a plea. Leonie stepped back.

      “Please don’t touch me, Oliver.” Twisting past him, she dived onto the bed, scooted up to the headboard and clasped her hands around her knees. Oliver winced. She wasn’t even wearing her best Calvin Kleins, these were the jeans she wore around the house.

      “Please, just listen to what I have to say.”

      He pinched the bridge of his nose. “Okay, okay, I’m listening.”

      “You know I’ve been tetchy lately.”

      “Yes, but that’s normal in the circumstances.”

      “No! No, it’s not normal!” It was almost a shout. Leonie never shouted. “I’ve been realising more and more these past weeks, maybe even months, that I don’t—I don’t want to spend my life with you.”

      “Not spend your life with me,” Oliver parroted. For a guy who could read the stock market before there was even a whisper of change, he was having enormous trouble comprehending those few words, spoken in plain English.

      Leonie’s face crumpled, her eyes squeezed shut. “I’m so sorry,” she whimpered.

      It was weird, how fascinated he suddenly was with the smallest of details. The shiny tip of her nose. How the knuckles clasping her knees were completely white. How the hem of her jeans had frayed on one leg more than the other.

      “Oliver, could you at least say something?”

      Slowly he raised his eyes to hers. He knew his lips were moving, but a rock seemed to have descended on his throat, obliterating speech.

      Finally, with immense effort, he managed a cracked, “Perhaps you could elucidate on that point.” For Christ’s sake, he wasn’t fielding questions at one of his financial freedom seminars. He was trying to comprehend why his life was disintegrating.

      Leonie’s pretty features twisted into an expression that he’d seen more frequently of late. Half exasperated, half… what? Suddenly it struck him. Pity.

      “It’s… it’s just…” She stalled.

      He dipped his head and tried to force her eyes to meet his. “Just?”

      “Just— too— perfect.”

      Oliver grimaced, swallowed hard. “What does that mean?”

      Leonie shrugged, twisting her fingers together around her shins. “Us. Our life, everything we do. It’s all so wonderful.”

      “Yes, that’s why we’re getting married. Because it is wonderful.”

      “You don’t get it,” she groaned. Her forehead thumped repeatedly onto her knees. He really should stop her, she might hurt herself. Finally, her agonised gaze met his. “Look, I couldn’t do this to you on the honeymoon, or—" she gave a brittle laugh, “do a runner at the altar like in the movies. And I know Aaron will be here any minute so I need to make this really quick, because I have to leave and…”

      “Leave!”

      “Yes, my bags are packed, the Uber’s waiting.”

      She bounced off the bed and stood in front of him, not close, not within touching distance. The reality of the situation was sinking its teeth into him, but there was no blood to draw. Shock had sealed his veins tight.

      They stood facing each other, all stiff angles, like complete strangers, and all he could hear was the pulse pounding at his temple. “I can’t live like this, like I’m in a goldfish bowl of wonderfulness the whole time, Oliver. It’s sapping the life out of me.”

      “Oh god, is that all? We can easily change that.” His face cracked into a relieved smile. “Whatever you want, we’ll do. What do you want, Leonie? Trekking in Nepal? Base jumping off Niagara Falls? Sleeping in tree houses in Botswana? You say the word, and I promise, I’ll make it happen. We’ll sell the apartment, buy a camper van…”

      “Please. Stop. Oliver.” He stared at her, bewildered, as she tugged repeatedly at a strand of her long hair. “It wouldn’t matter what we do, because it’s about you and me.” Her lips turned down. “Well, more about you actually.”

      Something stabbed him hard in the solar plexus. They were supposed to be a We. A team. Oliver and Leonie, set to conquer the world.

      “Me?” It was his turn to pull desperate fingers through his hair.

      As clear as the church bell that was supposed to be ringing in their commitment to each other, Leonie’s words pealed sharply. “You are too perfect Oliver.”
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      “Tiger nuts.”

      The word was delivered with haughty authority and a toss of ash-blonde hair.

      Oliver stared blankly at the woman seated across the desk. “Sorry?”

      “We’re going to invest in tiger nuts—aren’t we Duncan?” Sonia Jaycock swivelled towards her husband and pinned him with a Devil-Wears-Prada stare.

      Oliver smiled politely. The Jaycocks were clients his father had passed on to him, with the words, “You’ve always been good with a challenge.” And then, he’d added, with an awkward kind of paternal camaraderie, “Besides, it’ll keep your mind off…” This was accompanied by a look that clearly said: “we both know what I mean”.

      Thanks, Dad.

      Sonia turned her attention back to Oliver. “I assume you’ve heard of tiger nuts?”

      “Can’t say that I—”

      Sonia’s feline green eyes widened. “They’re a superfood, Oliver. Everyone’s talking about them.”

      “Like goji berries?” He tried to sound interested. In truth, nothing interested him. Not his forthcoming book, not his business, not even his brother’s wedding—heck, least of all his brother’s wedding—which just proved he was a mean-spirited prick.

      And certainly not tiger nuts.

      “They’re a thousand times more nutritious than goji berries.” Sonia dumped a handbag the size of a small suitcase onto the desk and started to forage. “I have the information for you right here.”

      If he had any hope of saving Duncan from going spectacularly broke, Oliver knew he needed to be on his toes. Trouble was, his toes—and every other part of him, for that matter—felt like dead wood. Completely numb. He tried to waggle said toes, and registered only a tenuous connection to his brain.

      C’mon man. Get a grip.

      Sonia brought out a glossy brochure with a flourish. As she handed it over, Oliver noticed her nails.

      Shiny shell pink with those unmistakable white tips. French manicured. Leonie’s favourite.

      Clunk. Oliver’s heart swung in his chest like a broken gate hanging off a rusty hinge.

      It was pathetic, the way his mind went on these miserable feedback loops, memories of Leonie triggered by things that would normally go unnoticed—the flick of honey blonde hair on a TV commercial, the sway of a woman’s hips as she walked past.

      A French fucking manicure.

      With superhuman effort, he focused on the brochure.

      “See that.” Sonia leaned forward in a waft of perfume and prodded the photo on the front of the brochure with one of those damn fingertips. “That’s the plantation site.”

      “Right. So where is this exactly?”

      “It’s a patch of dirt just past Geraldton,” Duncan muttered.

      Sonia glared at him. “It’s not dirt, Duncan. It is exactly the right location. Michael has done all the research, the soil analysis, everything’s perfect.”

      “Yes, well… Michael’s research…”

      Sonia sliced one shapely leg over the other. “It’s sandy, well-drained soil, which is exactly what tiger nuts need. They grow in California. I mean, hello guys, equivalent climate.” She flapped a hand between her husband and Oliver like they were pesky flies.

      “Could we at least get a return on our last investment with them, sweet-pea?” Duncan parried feebly.

      “Which one?” Sonia said.

      “That app thing that measures the contents of your stomach.”

      Sonia looked like she’d swallowed a lemon. “You make it sound disgusting. The micro-nutrient analyser is still going ahead—in synergy with the tiger nuts. It takes time, Duncan. We can’t possibly expect to see a return on investment yet.”

      Oliver wouldn’t be surprised if Sonia was sinking a lot more than her husband’s money into Davenport Inc. He flipped the brochure over, only to be met by the white teeth and swept-back hair of the health and vitamin entrepreneur, Michael Davenport.

      Oliver had seen enough. He passed the brochure back. “It might be beneficial in the first instance to discuss your individual comfort levels for financial risk. I’m thinking a growth plan mixed with conservative might be a good compromise.”

      He shot a reassuring smile at Duncan, who struck him as a man exhausted by the vagaries of a wife twenty years his junior.

      Maybe Oliver should think himself lucky. Singledom had its benefits. In a few more months perhaps he’d work out what they were. Right now, even when he lay in bed and racked his brains as to why Leonie had left him, he came up with negative returns.

      “Great advice.” Duncan let out a resigned sigh. “My love, I think we’ll arrange another appointment with Oliver before I agree to sink any more money into this scheme.”

      As Oliver escorted them out, Sonia bristled like a Persian cat and even the padding in Duncan’s sports jacket couldn’t mask the fact that, after a lifetime of manufacturing sliding doors, the poor guy was sliding into retirement with a wife who was determined to bleed him dry.

      Having organised another appointment, done the hand pumping and suffered an air kiss from Sonia, Oliver returned to his office and flung himself into his chair.

      Had it been a good idea to leave his life in Sydney for a job in his dad’s financial advisory business here on the west coast? Sure, he’d needed a break, but had running back to the city he grew up in really helped?

      Perth held painful memories.

      But now Sydney held worse ones.

      No, he reminded himself firmly. He’d needed to escape the media storm. The humiliation. The double page spread New Idea had planned to run about their wedding had turned into a piece entitled “Life not adding up to happy ever after for finance guru, Oliver Blake”. But it was the headline in the Sydney Morning Herald social pages that really took the cake: “Oliver Blake’s fiancée decides he’s a bad investment”. And don’t even get him started on the social media hashtags…

      A groan escaped him. At least here in Perth, he could quietly take up space on the top floor of Dad’s huge house on the river, be fussed over by his stepmum, Andrea, eat her beautiful food when he could summon an appetite. Go for long runs, pounding the path along the river every morning, desperate to forget.

      He stood up abruptly, strode over to the window. Sweeping views of the city met his gaze, the cars like ants crawling along the edge of the river and the sparkling buildings around Elizabeth Quay making Perth look like a toy town. A toy town with toy people, going about their toy town business.

      He’d given himself an open-ended time frame, but maybe after Aaron and Alice’s wedding he’d return to Sydney, put the apartment on the market, then take off with a backpack and climb Machu Picchu. Meditate in a monastery in Tibet. Skydive out of a small plane and hope his parachute failed to open.

      Stop. Just stop.

      He ran a hand through his hair. He wasn’t going to become one of those miserable glass half-empty types. Looking back only gave you a stiff neck. As of now, he was moving forwards.

      His intercom beeped.

      Hayley, their receptionist, chirped, “Aaron on line one.”

      Oliver hesitated. It would be another call about the preparations—could you organise this or do that, pick up the bonbonnieres. Like seriously—sugared almonds? Leonie would have said they were so yesterday…

      At which the word “Fuck!” spurted out of his mouth.

      “Is everything okay?” Hayley, who inhabited a world filled exclusively with rainbows and unicorns, sounded confused.

      “Ignore that Hayley, just seen a dip in the price of iron ore. Put him on—hi mate, what’s up?”

      “Are you busy?”

      “Just finished with my last client.”

      Aaron rushed on. “You wouldn’t be able to pick up Felicity from the airport by any chance? My car’s got some bloody oil leak happening and Alice’s dress fitting is running over.”

      Oliver stifled his annoyance. Felicity was part of the English contingent and Alice’s first cousin. He had nothing against any of them—in fact, he was looking forward to meeting Alice’s father, Henry Beacham Brown, a professor of English at Cambridge University. Intelligent conversation was Oliver’s gig. But he’d been an informal tour guide often enough to know that educated humans appeared to lose most of their grey matter at the prospect of seeing a kangaroo in the wild. And koalas. “What? No koalas in the city? You’re kidding me, I thought they were everywhere.”

      He pulled himself up short. There it went again, that carping monologue inside his head. He needed to focus on someone else’s happiness. Aaron and Alice’s. He was the MC, for god’s sake, he had to do meet and greets and kangaroo sightings with a good grace.

      “Sure. No problem.” He smoothed any tension from his voice. “I’ve finished here, so I’m free any time.”

      “The flight arrives in one hour.”

      Oliver looked at the ant cars, now bumper to bumper on the freeway below.

      “Sorry about the short notice, but you know… we didn’t want Felicity catching an Uber after she’s flown all that way.”

      “I totally understand,” Oliver soothed. Aaron was sounding frazzled. “I’ve got your back.”

      “Thanks bro, you’re a star.”

      “Just remind me what she looks like.” Alice had shown Oliver photos of her newfound family after her trip to the UK to meet them all, but he hadn’t really taken in the details.

      “You can’t miss her.” Aaron had a smile in his voice. “Red hair. Always wears bright colours.”

      “Right.”

      “It’s kind of her ‘thing’.”

      Oliver felt his lips twitch. “Hard to spot then.”

      “Yeah, wear sunglasses. We’ve left a message on her phone telling her to look out for you.”

      For some reason he found himself asking, “And what did you say I looked like?”

      “Tall, dark and handsome. Alice’s words, mate, not mine. I think you’re ugly as shit.”

      Oliver couldn’t help a smirk. “Feeling’s mutual, bro.”

      As he said his farewells and pocketed his phone, his smile lingered. A year ago, they wouldn’t have joked like that. They would have been lucky to exchange a few words without rubbing each other the wrong way. There, see? When you chose to see the positives they were all around you.

      The afternoon light on the windows reflected his image back at him. Flimsy, yes, but there was still an upward tilt to his mouth as he straightened his collar and flung his jacket over his shoulder. Oliver flicked his fingers through his dark hair, rubbed at his jaw. He still looked okay, despite feeling like he’d been shattered into a million pieces.

      For a moment something warmed inside his frozen chest.

      Red hair.

      Bright colours.

      Ridiculous that the thought could lighten his mood, but somehow, strangely, it had.
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      Baby Alfie’s howls almost drowned out the intercom message. Air turbulence, the flight attendant announced, which meant a bit of a bumpy descent into Perth. Please return promptly to your seats, she said in her chipper Aussie voice, and fasten your seatbelts.

      As Alfie’s mum, Mandy, tried to wrestle the seatbelt around his squirming little body, Alfie’s screams challenged the sound barrier.

      Bump. Bump.

      Mandy’s eyes flew to Felicity’s. “Is that normal?”

      “Absolutely.” Felicity nodded sagely. “It’s just the wheels getting ready for landing.” She felt so sorry for Mandy, she looked absolutely wrung out. “Do you need a hand there?” she volunteered. Maybe she could charge the airline a fee to top up her kindy teacher salary. Toddler tamer, available for long-haul flights.

      Mandy cast her a grateful look. “Could you? I think he’s sensing my anxiety.” Felicity leaned over and jiggled her beads in front of Archie, making cooing noises. Within seconds his face went from tightly scrunched to tear-drenched wonderment, and one pudgy little paw stretched out and grabbed her necklace. Seizing the moment, Felicity clicked Alfie’s seatbelt in place.

      Now all that remained was to find his teddy, which Mandy had hidden after Alfie had gleefully used it as a missile to terrorise the man in front of them. Her movements hampered by Alfie’s stranglehold on her beads, Felicity finally located teddy wedged down the side of the seat. A quick game of peek-a-boo and she was able to swap her beads for the toy. With Alfie now contentedly sucking on his teddy’s ear, Felicity settled back into her seat, clipped on her seatbelt, and gingerly straightened her left leg. A sharp pain migrated from her knee up her thigh.

      Pressing her back into the seat, she closed her eyes and breathed. Focused on the air in her nostrils. Don’t fight it. No matter how often she stood and stretched and walked the aisles, there was no avoiding it: after flying halfway across the globe, it was going to play up.

      As the passengers filed out, she remained seated and waved Alfie goodbye as he grinned from over Mandy’s shoulder, and they disappeared.

      When the plane was empty, Felicity retrieved her bag from the overhead locker and made her way down the aisle. By the time she reached the terminal the pain had receded, replaced by bubbles of excitement in her belly.

      She was here. In Australia! A land of endless beaches and blue skies, of sunshine and adventures. Already through the windows the bright afternoon sun greeted her, casting a heat shimmer on the tarmac and glinting off the wings of the planes. So different from grey English winter skies.

      The airport was dinky compared to Heathrow, which thankfully meant less walking, the walls covered in photos of bikinied women swimming with dolphins in impossibly clear waters, and hikers gazing up at palm-fringed waterfalls.

      As she reached the passports queue—not really a queue, not by British standards, even though a few people were grumbling about the wait—she got her phone out of her bag to check for messages.

      Nothing happened. Oh, bollocks, the battery must have gone flat. Not to worry, Alice had her arrival details, she’d be here.

      Through baggage collection and customs in no time, the automatic doors of arrivals whooshed open. She scanned the waiting faces. Scanned them again. No sign of Alice’s heart-shaped face and big round glasses. Maybe Aaron was here instead? But no… you couldn’t miss his perfectly styled blonde hair.

      Slowly, Felicity wheeled her pink suitcase past all the hugging families. She got out her phone and stared hopefully at the screen. What did she expect, that it would magically have recharged in her pocket? Another minute passed, then two, then five. The crowds were dispersing, leaving her feeling like a worried meerkat in a strange new land. Still no sign of Alice, but there was a gift shop close by. She could ask them if there was a recharge point somewhere. As she drew closer her eye caught on a stand of hats. She’d forgotten to bring a hat, she realised, and with the look of that sun and her fair skin… a bright pink floppy one in a soft fake straw fabric drew her like a magnet. She slapped it on her head, gave a quick glance at her reflection in the mirror nearby and decided it was perfect.

      “Suits you,” the shop assistant smiled. “Do you want a bag?”

      “Oh no, I’ll wear it.” Felicity presented her credit card and gave herself a liberal squirt from a perfume tester while she waited for the sale to go through. “Can you believe I forgot to bring a hat with me?”

      The woman handed back her card “You’ll be a stand-out on the beach in this. Don’t forget to slip, slap, slop.”

      “Sorry—what?”

      “Slip on a T-shirt, slap on a hat and slop on the sunscreen. Cancer prevention. Gotta think about that with your lovely skin.”

      “Oh—yes, I’ll remember to slop and… slip…” She fished out her phone. “Is there anywhere in the airport I can recharge this?”

      The woman pointed to a café on the other side of the airport. “They’ll a have charging point you can use for sure.”

      Thanking her, Felicity stuck the hat on her head at a jaunty angle and made her way towards the café.
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      Oliver loathed being late. And yes, he was aware it was illogical to the point of neurosis to be so strung up about it. But now, as he sat in the bumper-to-bumper traffic, the familiar twitch started up in his jaw.

      The one that seemed to have got worse since Leonie and he—

      Shut that thought down.

      Grinding his molars, he focused on working the clutch, edging the Porsche forward another few centimetres. For Christ’s sake! Perth was supposed to be a big country town, not vying with Sydney and Melbourne for international city status.

      He’d texted Felicity to let her know he was running late. Nothing had come back. Maybe her flight had been delayed. Except he’d checked before leaving, and the plane was scheduled to land exactly on time. He reassured himself that passports, baggage collection and customs would all take a while, so he’d probably get there as she walked out. A tad more relaxed, he finally swung the Porsche into the airport and headed for the pick-up zone, where he knew from bitter experience that a ticket collector prowled like a rabid dog and booked you the moment you went over your five minutes.

      This once, he was prepared to take a gamble.

      As he strode into the terminal, he glanced up at the arrivals screen.

      Flight QA 344 had landed. The arrivals area looked ominously empty. There was no-one waiting at the gate, no passengers streaming through the glass doors.

      Okay, all he had to do was find a redhead in bright clothing. Hardly rocket science. As if on cue, he caught sight of a woman in a bright blue and yellow geometric patterned dress standing next to the hire car sign. Her auburn hair was swept into an elegant bun, and she was talking on her phone. With her back to him, he couldn’t tell how old she was, possibly late twenties. He strode over and gently touched her arm. “Felicity?”

      She turned and he realised she was well over forty. “No.”

      When he apologised and backed away, she called out after him, “Wait, aren’t you the finance guy? Oliv—”

      “Definitely not,” he growled and took off for another lap of the arrivals hall.

      This was exactly why he always made sure he was on time. To stop things turning pear-shaped. He used to hate how Leonie insisted they wait in the car before functions so they could be what she liked to call fashionably late. He’d pretend he was all breezy and casual about it, but inside he’d feel like a pressure cooker ready to explode.

      Now he stalked across the tiled foyer towards a group of shops selling stuffed koalas and hats with corks around the rim and bumper stickers that said “I’ve done Down Under”. Pulling out his phone, he started to stab in another message as he walked.

      Boooph.

      His body collided with something warm and soft and recognisably human. A squeal, a scurry, a waft of floral perfume. Oliver uttered an apology, regained his balance and stepped back.

      His foot landed on something soft.

      Looking down, he realised it was a hat. A floppy bright pink hat. Probably even more floppy now. He bent and picked it up, then took his first look at the human he’d collided with.

      Fiery red hair, a pointed chin, a small nose peppered with freckles.

      Two ridiculously bright blue eyes blinked owlishly back at him, before she said, “Oh dear, I think you just squashed my new hat.”

      Oliver grimaced as he dusted off his footprint and handed it back. “My apologies.”

      She plonked the hat on her head, and the price tag dangled over her left eye. This had to be her.

      “Is your name Felicity by any chance?”

      “Yes!” A wide grin swept across her face, revealing a little gap between her front teeth.

      “Great!”

      Now a wrinkle puckered her nose, bunching the freckles into a golden mass. “I, um… You’re—”

      “Oliver.” She blinked, uncomprehending. “Aaron’s brother,” he supplied, trying not to stare as amusement replaced his irritation. She reminded him of an elf. He was almost tempted to push the hat off her head again to see if her ears were pointy.

      “Oh, Oliver, yes.” She swivelled the hat, and now the tag was over her other eye. “I was expecting Alice.”

      “Her dress fitting ran late, and Aaron’s car has a problem so he asked me to come instead. You didn’t get my messages?”

      “My phone went flat on the flight.” That elfin grin again. “I don’t deserve to be a millennial, I’m so useless with technology. I just came in here to ask where I could charge it and then I saw this hat and I realised I don’t have a hat, so I bought it.”

      “I can see. It’s still got the tag on.”

      She went a bit boss-eyed. “That’s what that thing is.” She giggled, swivelled the hat so the price tag was at the side. His fingers itched to remove it, but he thought that might come over as paternalistic.

      “I’m sorry I tripped you up,” she said.

      “I’m sorry I trod on your new hat. Can I take your bag?”

      He reached for the handle and their hands overlapped briefly, then her eyes slanted past him, surprised.

      He turned his head to see the woman in the geometric dress smirking at his shoulder. “I knew it. You are Oliver Blake.” A hand shot out in greeting. “Jessica Burman, Perth Today.”

      Oliver felt his hair follicles tighten. “Ah, look, it’s not a great time right now, Monica.”

      “Jessica.”

      “Sure, Jessica. I’m just picking up my—” What exactly should he call her? Almost cousin? Stray elf? Jessica pounced into the gap.

      “I shouldn’t have barged in, but I couldn’t miss such an amazing opportunity.” She smirked at Felicity. “I’ll leave you two alone. But do at least take my card, I seriously would love to interview you.” She thrust a business card into his hand and sashayed off.

      Oliver was tempted to drop the card and grind his heel into it, but shoved it into his pocket instead.

      When he turned back to Felicity, her blue eyes were even rounder than before. “Wow! That was very Hollywood celeb.”

      He shrugged. “Egh, really, it’s nothing. Big fish in a small pond. Let’s get out of here before we have any more misadventures. I’m parked out front.”

      As he wheeled her case, he sensed her appraising him from under the brim of her hat. “You advise people how to get rich, don’t you? I remember Alice telling me.”

      “That makes me sound very mercenary.” He managed to produce a relaxed sounding laugh. “It’s more like how not to stay poor.”

      “I could do with that. Can I have some advice?”

      “Sure. Free for family.”

      “I’m not family yet.”

      “Okay, we’ll wait five more days.” His lips twitched, despite his mood.

      As they walked out onto the pavement she halted abruptly and turned her face up to the sun. “Just feel that Vitamin D fix.”

      When he clicked the remote, her gaze flew to the Porsche, mouth agape. “OMG, is that yours?”

      “It’s my father’s,” he explained, trying not to sound like a smug prick. “I drive it when I’m in Perth.”

      “Hooley dooley, Felicity Green has arrived in a land of endless sunshine and Porsches.” She gave a squeal of glee before the breeze took her hat for a joyride. “Oh, my giddy aunt!” And off she darted after it.

      He watched her, a garish splash of colour in her turquoise dress with its wide orange belt and all that bright hair around her shoulders. She was slender but slightly clumsy, and knock-kneed like a young colt. With a dive, she grabbed the hat, slapped it back on her head and returned with a grin pinned on her face. His lips tilted and he realised he was grinning back, actually grinning, when he felt a tap on his shoulder. Christ, what now?

      “Is this your car?”

      Small eyes surveyed him triumphantly above puffy cheeks.

      “Yes.”

      A ticket waved in front of his face.

      “You’ve overstayed in drop-off and pick-up. That’s a $50 dollar fine.”
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      Felicity snuggled into the plush leather seat of the Porsche and tried to ignore the low-level burn in her thigh. Dashing after her hat hadn’t helped, and neither had trying not to limp as she walked sedately back.

      Because you didn’t limp in front of guys like Oliver Blake.

      Out the corner of her eye she could see his hands on the steering wheel, long tanned fingers with neatly manicured nails, the sleeves of his crisp white shirt casually rolled up to display sculpted forearms with just the right dusting of dark hair. Arm porn, Evie would call it, because Evie had an eye for these things, being a sculptor. Felicity let her gaze sneak higher, to his tanned neck. The back of his wavy black hair just touched his collar, styled to look deftly casual.

      There was no denying it, he was insanely good-looking. The kind of guy you saw on monochrome ads for Cartier watches, and Armani suits. With his exotic almost-black eyes and high cheekbones, and that mouth… you’d have to describe that level of sensuality as sinful. Not that she’d ever been swayed by a guy’s looks. She went for personality, someone who could make her laugh.

      And frankly, he did seem rather uptight. He’d given the journalist short shift. And as for the parking ticket, she’d noticed a muscle jump next to his ear before he crumpled it and stuck it in his pocket. He might be eye candy, but you could bet he only wrote with a Montblanc fountain pen and colour-coded his socks. A giggle bubbled up her throat at that thought, and she slammed her mouth shut to contain it.

      Thankfully Oliver’s next question distracted her. “How was the flight?”

      “A lovely mix of crying babies and re-runs of Seinfeld, interspersed with the excitement of discovering what treats were in my plastic food tray. You know how it is.” Derrrr Felicity, he probably always travels business class.

      “I’m lucky enough to travel business most of the time,” he said, navigating the car out of the parking lot.

      “Well, it was worth it, because I’m finally here,” she managed, eyes watering from trying not to let the giggle spurt out again. Clearly a subject change was in order. “There were so many beautiful photos of Western Australia inside the terminal.”

      “Yes, we’re probably Australia’s best kept secret here,” Oliver replied smoothly. “When you grow up somewhere you tend to take it all for granted. It was only when I left that I started to appreciate it.”

      “Where do you live now?”

      “Sydney mostly.” He paused. “But I’ve been in Perth for the last few months.”

      “Oh, really. Business? Pleasure?” It was hard to remember all the deets on Alice’s and Aaron’s friends and family. That would change pretty soon, when she met everyone in person.

      “A bit of both.”

      “It must be lovely to be here for all the excitement.”

      “Excitement?”

      “You know, the lead-up to the wedding.”

      “Yes.”

      She carried on blithely. “And is your partner here?”

      Silence except for the purr of the engine. Somewhere in the lower echelons of her brain a memory like a sleeping dragon stirred, then roared into life, practically deafening her with her massive faux pas. Oh, shit balls. The conversation she’d had with Alice came flooding back, about the swanky wedding she was going to in Sydney—Aaron’s brother’s wedding. What was it, six months ago, roughly? To be followed shortly after by, “Wedding called off last minute. Poor Oliver, he does NOT want it talked about.”

      Abort, Felicity. Abort.

      “Urm, your business partner, is he, she… I mean are they… you know… do you have offices based in Perth, as well as Sydney? Lots of staff, that kind of thing?”

      He cast her a weird look and she hoped her cheeks weren’t as red as they felt. “I don’t have a business partner. It’s just me.”

      “Right. You must be busy.”

      “I have a PA. And a publicist,” he clipped out. “Who I will toss that journalist’s card to deal with.”

      A sharp little jab in her thigh made her wince. Weird how it wasn’t just movement that set off the pain, it could also play up when she got over-excited or emotional, or even before it rained. She took off her hat and put it over her knee, then straightened her leg out under it. At least her stockings hid the scar, but sooner or later, like on every summer holiday since she was sixteen, she’d have to brace herself to show her leg to the world and try not to care about the pitying glances.

      “Everything okay?” Oliver asked. They’d stopped at the traffic lights and he cast a glance at her.

      She flashed a smile. “Just a little stiff from the flight.”

      She felt his gaze move up to her profile. Self-conscious suddenly, she tucked a strand of hair behind her ear and cast him a sideways peek from under her lashes. He was staring quite intently at her ear and her finger flew to the lobe. “Have I lost an earring?” She hoped not, they were her favourite turquoise ones, and they matched her dress.

      “No.” His lips twitched. “All good.”

      After that, Felicity decided it was best to stick to the scenery. It seemed Oliver thought much the same, as he pointed out landmarks—the casino, a kind of modern-day Egyptian pyramid, and the Bell Tower, a glass edifice with a pointy top that apparently now housed the original Bow Bells from London’s East End. That prompted her to remark that it was good to know she wasn’t the only artefact to have arrived from London recently. Oliver cast her a baffled glance and Felicity pinned her mouth shut. She had a tendency to babble random nonsense when she was over-excited and, it seemed, when she was jet lagged. But when they drove along an expansive stretch of river glittering in the sunshine, she couldn’t stop from exclaiming, “Oh, it’s so beautiful. I had an image of Australia as sun-baked earth and kangaroos hopping around everywhere.”

      “Believe me, we have plenty of them.” He laughed, less forced, more relaxed, she thought. Maybe her banter hadn’t been off-putting after all. “Civilisation is just a thin strip around the coast before you get to the outback, which is what most tourists consider iconic Australia.”

      “I can’t wait to see it.”

      “How long are you here for?”

      “Nearly three months. I’ve taken a term out of my teaching job.”

      “So what’s top on your list?”

      “Oh, you know, the obvious choices—the Opera House, and Uluru and the Great Barrier Reef.” She caught her breath. “Actually, I’m thinking of driving across to Sydney.”

      An eyebrow arch. “Really?”

      She nodded.

      “You might prefer to fly between cities—Australia’s a big place. Then take a backpacker group tour into the outback.”

      She sighed internally. Truth was, going on a tour meant struggling to keep up with people who could hike for hours and carry backpacks and… right now she did not need to explain why that wasn’t a good option for her.

      “Anyway, getting back to kangaroos…” she said brightly, casting him another glance. “Where’s the best place to see them in the wild? It’s just, I’ve promised to send photos to my friends back home.”

      The muscle twitched in Oliver’s perfectly chiselled jaw.

      Oh dear, Felicity wondered, what had she said wrong now?
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      By the time the Porsche drew up outside Alice’s house, Oliver wasn’t sure whether he was amused or totally bemused. Quite possibly both.

      Felicity had kept up a lively patter, about the passing scenery, about her travel plans—how she’d toured through Europe with her friend Evie in a kombi van and Australia couldn’t be harder than that, could it? Then she’d proceeded to inform him that she’d grown up on a pig farm and if a girl could survive tramping through mud to help her dad with the sows in heat, meeting Australian wildlife would not faze her one iota.

      He’d been tempted to point out that crossing Australia meant she had two choices: driving on a long straight road with knee-high scrub on one side and an ocean full of sharks on the other, or heading along an even rougher long straight road into the centre, with nothing but desert and spinifex grass and the odd hungry dingo. And being February, the heat there would be intolerable.

      There was no getting around it: Perth was the second most isolated city in the world, after Honolulu. Getting to the next city was best done in something that had wings, not wheels.

      But he decided it wasn’t his job to burst her bubble. He’d leave that to Alice and Aaron.

      “I’ll get your bags,” he clipped out instead. He needed to get home, change and go for a run to get the antsy feeling out of his veins. If he was honest, it wasn’t anything to do with Felicity. Listening to her had made him laugh several times, but… Jesus Christ, he was like the Christmas Grinch at the moment. Or maybe, more aptly, the wedding grinch.

      A squeal of, “Hooray!” and Oliver’s head shot out of the boot of the car to see Alice hurtling down the garden path, glasses crooked on her upturned nose, ponytail bobbing down her back. “I can’t believe you’re actually here!”

      He watched the two women hugging, for all the world as if they’d known each other all their lives, not just found each other for the first time a year ago.

      He needed to remind himself of the good stories in the world. Just look at Alice now; radiant, confident, happy. Gone was the anxious girl who worked in her mum’s bookshop and was so shy she’d blush when customers spoke to her, the girl who never quite seemed like she knew who she was. And then out of the blue, Alice had found her father and everything in her life had changed for the better.

      He managed a genuine smile as Alice turned to him now and hugged him tight. Ever since Aaron and Alice had become friends nearly seven years ago, Oliver had been sure she was the perfect woman for his brother, and a few timely interventions—well, more aptly, socking Aaron between the eyes with a metaphorical baseball bat—had finally proved it.

      Alice and Aaron were a match made in heaven.

      And Leonie and he, clearly, were not.

      “Where shall I put this?” he asked, bumping the pink suitcase up the steps into the house.

      Alice showed him to the front bedroom while Felicity exclaimed how pretty it all was. He arranged the case neatly in a corner of the guest room, where it fitted well with the fuchsia pink walls and bedspread splashed with purple and yellow flowers. The fact that the colour scheme made him feel nauseous was not his problem, he reminded himself.

      Next thing a loud “Yoo-hoo” echoed through the house and Alice’s mum, Rowena, bounded in, a mass of salt and pepper hair and silver bangles, wearing an oddly incongruous apron emblazoned with a full-frontal image of a bikinied woman.

      More hugs and exclamations. Meanwhile, Oliver wondered if a vault through the bedroom window was do-able.

      Until Rowena unlocked her arms from Felicity and beelined straight for him.

      “Nice apron.” He managed a swift sidestep.

      Rowena batted her eyelashes. “Just call me Nigella,” she tinkled. “Dear boy, it was so kind of you to pick up Felicity, the seamstress just couldn’t get the lace to sit right over Alice’s boobies. Now, you really must stay for dinner.”

      He shook his head and glanced past her to see Felicity wearing the slightly stunned smile you got after flying for thirty-six hours across six continents—not to mention being hugged half-unconscious. “Thank you for the lovely offer, but I’ll let Felicity settle in and see you—”

      Rowena placed her hands on her hips. “When exactly, Oliver? I’ve barely set eyes on you since you got back. You’ve been a complete hermit.”

      Oliver heard himself making weak excuses.

      “Okay, but after the wedding you are having lunch with me. No—wait, I’ve got something for you. Alice, where’s that book I said was a must-read for Oliver?”

      “Not right now, Mum,” Alice said with a fierce little frown. But Rowena was on a roll. “You know, the Elisabeth Kübler-Ross one, I put it somewhere safe… oh, damn my menopausal memory. Let me go find it.”

      As she dashed out of the room Alice grimaced and mouthed “sorry” at him. Next to her, Felicity looked like she’d suddenly woken up. For the briefest second his gaze connected with hers and it felt like an understanding zapped between them, a connection that sizzled along his nerves like electricity.

      She knew all about it, didn’t she? The break-up.

      Of course, Alice would have told her. He’d kind of suspected on the drive, after her flustered cover-up. Who was he trying to kid here that he’d got through this shit, when all he’d done was slap a bandaid over a festering wound? One glimmer of sympathy from a pair of bright blue eyes and he was at risk of bleeding out. Stomach churning, Oliver muttered a lie about having somewhere to be and headed for the door, just as Rowena reappeared waving a slim volume. “Here it is.”

      She sandwiched his hands around it and squeezed. “It’s about the five stages of grief. It helped me when…” She glanced at Alice, “When Henry and I… Well, anyway, I’ve been thinking it might do the same for you.” She stretched up and whispered close to his ear, “This too shall pass.”

      Oliver swallowed hard. It was well-intentioned, but right now all he wanted was to get the hell out of here. Fast.

      “Very… thoughtful of you.” He bared his teeth in an attempt at a smile, forced a farewell through rigid lips and practically sprinted out the door.

      Knuckles tight around the book, he couldn’t help feeling that two bright blue eyes were beaming into his back. Nor, as he drove away, could he shake the sense that this bubbly, slightly kooky English girl understood all about pain.

      That, or maybe he was going mad.
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