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Chapter One

 


Anna Derwent kept her eyes low as she
scooped up the last of the floral tributes, ignoring the wave of
nausea exacerbated by the heady fragrance of the oriental lilies.
She drew in a deep breath, straightened her shoulders and kept her
eyes trained straight ahead as she hurried towards the exit of the
gymnasium where the wake had been held. Her heels clicked on the
wooden floor as she hurried to avoid the last of the mourners who
had come to pay their respects. Taking a deep breath, she stepped
into the hall and paused.

The door to her father’s office was
closed and she hesitated before crossing the dark hallway and
turning the handle. The familiar smell of leather and liniment
suddenly became suffocating and as the door closed behind her, she
closed her eyes to steady herself as the room began to spin.
Gripping the oak desk for support, she re-opened them and distanced
herself from the pain that had attached itself to the room.
Although, thankfully, she did not experience the actual sensation
of pain, her hand instinctively flew to her chest. She gulped down
a wave of nausea as her knees buckled beneath her. Before her
eyelids fluttered closed, a shadow filled her vision and she sank
to the floor with a soft moan.

“Anna!”

Firm hands caught her before she hit
the floor and lifted her gently. The owner of the unfamiliar voice
placed her on the leather chesterfield that had been in the corner
for as long as she could remember. She opened her eyes as the
strange voice permeated the fog.

“I’ll get you some
water.”

The room swam around her and she
frowned; everything had changed since she had last visited Dad.
Only the couch she was lying on was familiar. It was as though Jake
Derwent had never existed.

“I’m fine.” She said to
the man hovering over her. Her fingers gripped the cold leather.
She tried to push herself up but the weight of his hand on her
shoulders prevented her from moving. His touch was firm, but gentle
and her already palpitating heart skipped a beat when she looked up
into his eyes.

“Who are you and why are
you in my father’s office?”

“I’m Derrick Corel,” he
answered in a voice oozing raw sensuality.

She gazed into the face of the
stranger and her breath hitched. His tailored suit accentuated his
muscular form and the stitches strained against the bulge of his
biceps. But she had met plenty of buff men in her day and it was
not his muscles that forced a gasp to her lips, it was his eyes.
The bluest eyes she had ever seen. Unbelievably blue eyes that held
her gaze and robbed her of rational thought. She absently ran her
fingers through her shoulder-length copper curls as she admired his
perfectly coifed hair.

“Have we met Mr. Corel?”
She asked with a shiver, suddenly aware of his icy hands on her
shoulders. She doubted whether she would have forgotten meeting
such a striking looking man as Derek Corel. Even with his square
jaw set in a concerned grimace, his movie star features shone
through and his eyes … a woman could get lost in those eyes. “Where
you at the funeral?”

“No, we haven’t met, Anna.
I was … unavoidably detained so I was unable to attend your
father’s funeral. I can’t tell you how sorry I am for your loss.
Jake will be sorely missed in both the fitness community and the
town. He was a great man.”

He lifted his cold hands from her bare
shoulders and stood gazing down at her with his penetrating
eyes.

“Yes he will.” She swung
her legs down off the couch and rose, strangely missing the skin to
skin contact of the handsome stranger. She moved towards the door.
“Now if you’ll excuse me. I’ll like to be alone.”

Derrick picked up the flowers that
Anna had dropped by the entrance and passed them to her.

“Of course. Please allow
me to walk you to your car.”

Anna held her palm to her
throbbing forehead and closed her eyes. “You misunderstand me. I
was asking you to
leave.”

“Oh, then that makes it
rather awkward,” Derrick answered, his eyes intent on hers. “You
see, Anna. This is my office.”

Anna’s eyes flew open and she took a
step away from the door as she stared up at him. Her mouth opened
but words didn’t come. She turned around and stumbled back to the
desk. She shook her head as she surveyed the room. There was
nothing in this room that was remotely familiar, nothing—apart from
the old leather couch—that reminded her of her father, nothing but
the emptiness of his passing. She turned to face him, leaning
heavily on the desk in an effort to support her weight as he
approached. With each step he took closer to her, the pain in her
head increased. By the time he had reached her, her thoughts were
swirling in confusion and excruciating pain.

“I’m sorry, Anna. I
thought Jake’s attorney contacted you this morning to explain the
situation.”

Anna slowly shook her head and the
pain intensified. “I let the call go to voicemail. I thought he was
calling about a will and I had enough on my mind with the
funeral.”

“Understandable.” Derrick
nodded. “And you’ve had a long drive getting here so you must be
exhausted. I’ll give you some space to rest for a while.” He walked
to the door and opened it. “This conversation can wait.”

A rush of adrenaline propelled her
towards the open door. Pushing herself between Derrick and the
door, she slammed it shut and thrust her hands to her hips. “You
can’t just drop a bombshell on me like that and then walk away.
We’ll discuss this now.”

“Are you sure you are up
to it? You did just have a fainting spell.” He pointed out with a hint of
concern in his voice.

Heat burned her cheeks. “I am not in
the habit of fainting, Mr. Corel. As you said, it has been a long
day and the shock of seeing this office…” She took a deep breath
and forced the sob from her throat.

“You don’t like the
office?”

“Of course I like the
office, it’s beautiful but … don’t change the subject, I want to
know what claim you have on my father’s business. When did this
become your office?”

He cupped her elbow and motioned for
them to return to the couch with his other hand. Anna pulled away
and strode ahead of him. She flopped onto the couch and crossed her
arms as he sat beside her. Darkness crept over the room and she
shuddered. A familiar feeling of dread wormed its way into her
consciousness. Not a good sign.

“Were you aware that your
father was having financial difficulties?” His words cut straight
to the point.

Anna bit her bottom lip and
nodded.

Of course she was aware.
She was the reason for them.

“I was in the market for a
Dojo and this business had a lot of potential, so, I offered to buy
into it. We signed a partnership agreement and became co-owners,
sixty-forty.”

“So, you own forty percent
of dad’s business now?”

“No, Anna. I own
sixty.”

Anna squared her shoulders and
frowned. “And I’m expected to just take your word for
that?”

“No. Of course not.” He
reached into the inside pocket of his jacket and handed her a
business card. “The papers are filed with this office. You should
give them a call.”

She snatched the card from his hand.
“You bet I will.” Staring down at the small white card she pondered
out loud. “So, where does that leave me?”

Anna cringed. Her words sounded too
desperate; too flustered. This place had been her sanctuary; her
father had been her anchor. Now they were both gone and she was
alone.

Derrick sighed and ran his fingers
through his dark hair. “This would have been less painful for you
if the lawyer had spoken with you first. I really think we
should—”

“I asked you a question.
Where does this leave me?”

“It is entirely up to you.
Either you sell me your share of the business—”

“Not gunna happen. Next
option.”

“Or we work
together.”

Interlocking her fingers to still her
shaking hands, Anna sighed. How could this ever work? He oozed
self-assurance while her confidence had hit rock bottom. There were
too many memories in this town, bad memories, but what choice did
she have? She had quit her other job as they had refused to give
her time off for the funeral. She was trapped.

“I don’t play well with
others,” she said slowly. “I am a very private person and I don’t
like sharing. How would this work?”

Derrick smiled. Dimples creased his
cheeks as he told her, “There is a way we could make this
work.”

Anna furrowed her eyebrows. “I’m
listening.”

“My classes are at night
and I run another company so I’m not here in the day. You can have
the office from six a.m. and I’ll take over at six p.m. Does that
suit you?”

“Don’t you want to ask me
if I am qualified to run a gym? You know nothing about
me.”

“I know enough, Anna. Your
father spoke of you often and he told me that you are a certified
gym instructor with a diploma in business management. I think
you’ll fit in fine.”

He offered his hand which she
reluctantly shook. The chill sent another shiver down her arms and
she controlled her voice. “I guess I’ll see you bright and early
tomorrow morning then.”

“No, you won’t.” He
reminded her with a look that prickled the hairs on the back of her
neck as he turned and walked away.


Chapter Two

 


The doors to the elevator opened and
once again, Anna came face to face with Derrick Corel. She hadn’t
expected to see him at the solicitor’s office as he had already
signed off on his part of the agreement. The lawyer had explained
all the legal details and given her the death certificate and deeds
to the house along with a personal letter from her father. She was
anxious to return home to read it and the appearance of her new
partner meant an annoying delay.

“Hello, Anna.”

“Mr. Corel.”

He frowned and his eyebrows knit.
“Look, if we are going to work together, don’t you think you could
call me Derrick?”

“Fine … Derrick. What are
you doing here anyway?”

“I thought you might need
a lift home. I expect this has not been an easy morning for
you.”

Anna reached to lift the
sunglasses down from the top of her head and lowered them back over
her eyes. Of course the morning hadn’t been easy, especially since
she had broken down in tears in front of the solicitor. Her eyes
were still stinging so they were likely to also be puffy and
bloodshot. Just great.

“Thank you, but I’m quite
capable of getting home.”

The elevator ride down to
the carpark was painfully silent except for the irritating piped
music and Anna hurried out when they reached their floor, anxious
to be alone with her letter, and pleased to leave the confined
space of the elevator. There was something about Derrick that made
her uncomfortable. A dark shadow seemed to surround him. Her throat
felt dry and swallowing became difficult. Invisible fingers
tightened around her neck as though the oxygen was being sucked
from her lungs. Got to get
home.

“Goodbye, Mr. … I mean
Derrick,” she called over her shoulder as she hurried through the
darkened carpark and into the comforting rays of the morning sun,
leaving him standing beside the elevator. Surprisingly despite him
making her uncomfortable, distancing herself from Derrick left her
feeling empty and somehow… lost. For a moment she stood by the boom
gates, contemplating returning to the elevator to apologize for her
rude behavior but as she turned, the boom gates lifted and a black
Porsche with heavily tinted windows drove slowly past. She expected
the driver’s window to lower but the car left the car park and sped
up the street without stopping.

Anna watched the away, pondering the
sinking feeling in her stomach, then turned and bumped into a tall,
well-dressed—and unfortunately—very familiar figure.

“Anna?”

She took a deep breath as she
attempted to step around him. “Hello, Patrick.”

He grabbed her arm and she spun around
defiantly, pulling away from his grasp as she glared up into his
face.

“Is that all you can say?
Hello?” He reached towards her with his arms extended for an
embrace. She pushed him away.

“Oh, I’m so sorry.” Anna’s
pulse raced. Heat flooded her cheeks and ran down her neck. “Was I
being rude? It must be my small-town mentality because I’m not sure
of the correct etiquette for addressing one’s former fiancé.
Someone who leaves her standing at the altar reading a note to
inform her that she isn’t quite up to his standards. Perhaps you
could suggest a more appropriate response?”

“I guess I deserved
that.”

“You think?”

“We were young, Anna. I
know that’s a pretty lame excuse but I realized that I wanted more
out of life than to be saddled with one woman for the rest of my
life.”

Anna gazed into the face of the man
she’d once loved. True, there was a hint of sincerity in his
expression despite his insensitive remark. His eyes were bright
with excitement and his smile spread from ear to ear. He looked
genuinely pleased to see her. Wrinkles creased his forehead and the
corners of his green eyes. He looked older. It had been seven years
since she had seen him. The eve of their ill-fated
wedding.

“Saddled? I’m not a horse,
Patrick. And if memory serves, you
were the one who proposed.” She turned abruptly
to leave, needing to put distance between them.

“Wait. Please,
Anna.”

He reached out and touched
her hand and Anna sank her teeth into her quivering bottom lip
before rage could consume her. How dare
he?

“I have to go.”

This time she didn’t give him the
chance to stop her. Too much pain for one day. Salty tears burned
behind her eyes as she left him in her wake. None of this was fair.
There was no way she would allow herself to break down in front of
Patrick Miller. She wouldn’t give him the satisfaction of crushing
her twice. Sure, he hadn’t witnessed her heartbreak after reading
how he left on their honeymoon with some bimbo he picked up in a
bar the night of his buck’s party.

He hadn’t been around to observe the
looks of pity she received for weeks after the cancelled wedding
and he certainly wasn’t there with an offer to help compensate her
dad for money wasted on a reception that didn’t take place. If it
wasn’t for Patrick Miller, she wouldn’t have moved away from her
dad for seven years. Seven years she would never get back. She
picked up the pace of her steps until she had run all the way home.
Her heart pumped heavily against her chest wall and her breathing
was labored as she opened the front door. Once inside, she slumped
onto the couch and took a large swallow from a bottle of water that
she had left on the table, although, she considered opening the
cask of wine in the fridge.

The sound of the landline ringing
startled her. She had forgotten that her dad refused to use the
mobile phone that she had given him. He complained that carrying a
phone was a yuppie habit. Instinctively she reached for the phone
but then decided to let the answering machine take the
message.

Beep: “Anna. Are you there? Please pick up. Oh, whatever. We
really need to talk. I know you’re still upset with me and with
good reason but I have a business proposal for you. If we could
just—”

Anna snatched up the receiver and
answered curtly. “What do you want, Patrick?”

“Oh, you
are there … good. I was
wondering if you would like to have dinner with me tonight. We
could—”

“You said something about
a business proposal.”

“Yes. I’d prefer to
discuss it over dinner.”

“I’d prefer not to discuss
it at all but if we must, we’ll do it now, over the
phone.”

“Oh, come on, Anna. You
have to eat. Let me buy you a really nice dinner at
Stefano’s.”

“If you think one dinner
in an expensive restaurant will make up for what you did to me,
you’ve—”

“Give me credit for some
sense. Let’s just call it a peace offering. Come on, you have to
eat.”

Anna pictured Patrick’s face as he
pleaded his case. He had a way of pouting his lips when he begged,
an expression that always melted her resolve to stay angry. He knew
that she was a sucker for a sob story. She was glad he couldn’t see
the effect he still had on her, even after all these
years.

“All right. What time will
I meet you there?”

“I’ll pick you up at 7
p.m. Thank you, Anna. You won’t be sorry.”

You won’t be
sorry. Anna shook her head as she put down
the phone. She was already sorry. Sorry that, because of him, she
had moved far from the beach to the city where a day at the beach
meant a four-hour return journey. Sorry that the only way she could
communicate with her father was by phone. And sorry that despite
being glad to be home, it took the death of her father to bring her
back. Patrick had ruined her life and made it impossible for her to
form another romantic relationship. Hell, she could barely form a
friendship. He had left her feeling worthless and inferior and,
since that fateful day, she had never trusted another man. She
balled up her hands and pounded her knuckles against her
forehead.

Why did I accept his
dinner proposal? Hadn’t she promised
herself she would never have anything to do with that cockroach
again?

She leaned back in her
seat and considered her options. She could ring and cancel the date
but that might make him suspect that she still had feelings for him
and there was no way she wanted him to believe he still had the
power to hurt her. The other option was to allow him to pay for a
big expensive meal and then make it clear that she had moved on. At
least that way she could keep her dignity. She smiled to herself
but the smile soon faded when she realized that she had nothing
suitable to wear to a fancy restaurant like Stefano’s and little
money to purchase a new outfit. Decide,
Anna. Which is more important? Food for the rest of the week, or
make Patrick squirm? Grabbing her handbag,
she headed out the door.

****

The search for the ideal dress proved
harder than she had anticipated but finally, in the fifth boutique,
Anna found the perfect outfit for revenge.

“That dress suits you to a
tee.” The initially snobby shop assistant exclaimed as Anna watched
her mentally calculate the commission. “Your man will be
mesmerized.”

Anna studied her
reflection in the mirror, surprised how good she looked, even with
her current pallor. The back of the dress dipped low, almost to her
waist, showing off the lats that she had worked hard to shape and
the deep sapphire blue color contrasted nicely with the paleness of
her eyes. Although quite large for her petite frame, her breasts
held their shape beneath the folds of the silky fabric without the
support of a bra. She ran her hands down her waist, checked the
split that rose to her right thigh then turned, inspecting her
bottom in the mirror. Not too bad, although she would need to wear
a G-string in order to lose those panty lines. Maybe I should really drive him wild and go pantie-less
altogether? She shook her head and rolled
her eyes, dismissing the idea outright. With her luck, a sudden
breeze would probably steal the last smidgen of self-respect she
had left. She grimaced as she read the price tag. The dress was
perfect but the price would cripple her budget. Even reduced to
half price, the dress was well out of her price range. Was
torturing Patrick really worth $300?

“So? Should I wrap it up?”
the hopeful saleswoman enquired.

“What the
hell.”

Anna handed over her MasterCard and
stepped back into the dressing room. Silently she prayed the card
wouldn’t be declined. It must have been very close to maxed out by
now. As luck would have it, Anna left the store with her new
purchase in an ostentatious carry bag and thanked her lucky stars
that she already had a pair of shoes in a color that would
coordinate with the dress. If all went well, Patrick would be
cursing his own bad judgement at deciding to jilt her and the
evening would be topped off with, hopefully, a huge delicious meal.
With what would probably be a week of toast and vegemite as her
staple diet, she hoped that tonight’s dinner was going to be worth
the sacrifice.

****

“Wow.”

Anna inwardly smiled as she stepped
into Patrick’s Silver BMW. His eyes glazed a little and he blew out
a breath. She knew she had achieved the ‘look’ she was
after.

“Wow.” He repeated. His
lips parted slightly as he licked his lower lip.

“You already said
that.”

“I’ll say it again. Wow,
Anna, you look gorgeous.”

“I’d be tempted to thank
you if you hadn’t sounded so surprised.”

“Not surprised, just
impressed.” He fastened his seatbelt and pulled away from the curb.
“You never wore dresses like that when we were
together.”

“You’d be surprised what
things I do now.” She flinched at the double-entendre, knowing that
Patrick would use it against her. She was correct.

“You could bring me up to speed.” Patrick
looked Anna up and down. His hungry expression turned her stomach
and when he stroked her leg, she knocked his hand away.

“You gave up that right
seven years ago.”

“I’m sorry. Force of
habit,” he mumbled. “By the way, I was sorry to hear about your old
man.”

Anna nodded but remained
silent. Not sorry enough to attend the
funeral.

“I heard you inherited his
business.”

So that’s what this was
about. Patrick wants something to do with the gym.

“I inherited less than
half of the business.”

Anna waited for a response that didn’t
come. Patrick remained silent for the rest of the trip and she too,
had no inclination to make idle conversation. She could sense his
disappointment at discovering that she had not inherited a gold
mine and despite her resolution to forget him, the revelation still
stung. When the car pulled into the driveway of the fancy Italian
restaurant, Patrick suddenly reanimated, as if motivated to make an
impression. A broad smile spread across his face and his eyes
widened with enthusiasm.

“Here we are.”

He bolted from the car to open the
passenger door and offered Anna his arm before throwing his keys to
a parking attendant. She declined his assistance, preferring to
walk unescorted up the stairs to the restaurant. Hungry and
impatient to find out what Patrick was planning, she took the
stairs faster than a woman in six-inch-high heels should attempt
and when she reached the top step, she caught her heel in the hem
of her dress and stumbled forward, bracing herself for a
humiliating face plant into the marble tiles.

“Careful
there.”

A large hand shot out to support her
elbow, catching her effortlessly as she fell, saving her from
injury to both her face … and her dignity. The diamond cufflinks
were a dead giveaway. Derrick Corel was making a habit of catching
her.

“It would be a shame to
ruin such an exquisite dress,” Derrick supported her arm with one
hand while unhooking her trapped heel with the other. “And yet, as
beautiful as it is, I fear it still doesn’t do you
justice.”

Unaccustomed to compliments and
unprepared for the rush of blood to every cell in her body, Anna
lowered her head. Words eluded her.

“Anna, are you all right?”
Patrick came dashing up the stairs as Derrick brushed dirt of the
hem of the dress, his hand resting for a moment on her
thigh.

“Patrick Miller, I’d like
to introduce Derrick Corel … my business partner.”

“I know Mr. Miller,”
Derrick informed her as he turned his back on Patrick and reached
for her hand.

She shivered at his touch as he lifted
her hand to his lips. His lips were as cold as his hand. “If you’ll
excuse me, Anna, I’m late for an appointment. Enjoy your
meal.”

Anna stared as Derrick
walked past them into the restaurant. She could see the maitre’d
escort him to a private booth where another elegantly dressed man
was already waiting. Although he had saved her from humiliation,
Derrick Corel had completely snubbed Patrick. She could hardly
believe his attitude. He didn’t seem like the type to look down his
nose at others. She sensed hostility between them. Her interest
piqued. Did they have a history? Was
Derrick aware that Patrick had jilted her? Why was this man getting under her skin?

“Shall we?” Patrick once
again offered his arm and this time Anna chose to accept his
support. She had no intention of repeating the fall, especially
while the waiter led them past Derrick’s table. Both Derrick and
his guest watched with obvious interest as she walked by and she
could feel their eyes on her as she deliberately sashayed her
hips.

“That’s his
brother.”

“What?”

“The man sitting with your
partner … that’s his brother, David.”

“Oh. I didn’t know he had
a brother.” She glanced back. Both men were watching her with
intensity. The brother raised his glass and smiled at her. A blush
warmed her cheeks. Something in their gazes suggested more than
admiration of her dress. What are you up
to, Derrick Corel?

“I bet there’s a lot you
don’t know about Derrick Corel.”

The irritated tone in Patrick’s voice
reminded her that she was staring back at the brothers. She turned
her attention back to her date. His frown spoke volumes.

The waiter drew out a chair for Anna
and she waited until he had handed out the menus and taken the wine
order from Patrick, almost afraid to ask the question that was
burning in her mind.

“I’m assuming there’s
something in particular you want to tell me about,
Derrick?”

She took a roll from the basket on the
table, broke it in two and was about to spread butter on one half
when Patrick reached over and laid his hand over hers.
Instinctively, she pulled away almost knocking over the basket of
bread. His eyes lowered. He slowly withdrew his own hand and began
to tap his fingers on the table.

“Let’s have dinner first.
I have a feeling that the conversation may upset our
appetites.”

Anna nodded. As desperately as she
wanted to know more about Derrick Corel she couldn’t ignore the
rumbling in her stomach. After maxing out her MasterCard on the
dress, she wasn’t about to waste a free feed. The waiter brought
the wine, and held it out for inspection.

“Ceretto 2003 Brunate
Barolo Nebbiolo, sir.”

Patrick checked the label of the
bottle and nodded. The waiter poured a small quantity into a glass
which Patrick swirled, making a grand gesture of sniffing before
tasting. Screwing up his nose in a gesture of distaste, he
addressed the waiter.

“I expected better for
$79.”

“Put the bottle on my tab,
Mario…”

Anna shivered as cold hands rested on
her shoulders. Derrick’s touch was intimate, hinting at a
relationship. She was tempted to brush them away, until she noticed
Patrick’s expression. His nostrils flared and the vein in his
temple throbbed. She bit her bottom lip to hide the threatening
smile and allowed Derrick’s hands to stay where they were as he
addressed the waiter.

“And please be so kind as
to bring a decanter.”

Mario smiled and made a short huffing
sound at Patrick as he left the table leaving Derrick to inform
him, “I believe the flavor of the wine will improve if you allow it
to breathe, Mr. Miller.”

“Oh, yes. How careless of
me to forget. I must have been distracted by my beautiful
companion.”

Anna suspected that Patrick had no
idea of how to treat a good wine. He was no more a connoisseur than
she was. The contempt on his face as he stared at Derrick’s hands
provided a measure of satisfaction. His gaze still fixed on the
hands that hadn’t moved from her shoulders.

Derrick’s thumbs traced lazy circles
on her skin yet despite the chill that spread across her skin and
the electricity that prickled every nerve-ending in her body, she
made no attempt to shake him off. Closing her eyes, she
concentrated on the energy emanating from him.

Yes, there was definitely something
dark about Derrick but nothing threatening. She couldn’t imagine
him hurting her. Despite his cold touch, she sensed warmth in his
soul, kindness. She trembled as a strange feeling ran through her.
It was almost a tug at her thoughts, as though someone was trying
to read her mind. Anna instinctively blocked the invasion with the
protective barrier she had been forced to use many times before.
She opened her eyes and the coldness of Derrick’s skin forced her
thoughts back to the morgue where her father lay lifeless and
waiting for identification. She had been warned that his skin would
feel cold but nothing could have prepared her for the icy sensation
or the solid smoothness of the husk that had once been her father.
Jake Derwent’s soul was gone. She had tried to take comfort in that
while she made funeral arrangements, convincing herself that she
was not cremating her father, but the body he had once inhabited.
Now, faced with the same bitter sensation, she wondered about
Derrick’s soul and the darkness that surrounded him.

“I can understand your
loss of concentration, Miller.” Derrick ran his fingertips up and
down the outside of Anna’s arms, sending wave after wave of goose
bumps through her body as he continued his conversation with
Patrick. “Anna does indeed interfere with a man’s capacity to think
clearly.”

Anna’s eyelids fluttered and her body
warmed to his touch.

“Thank you for the wine,
Mr. Corel. I don’t want to keep you from your guest.” Patrick
hissed. His eyes remained focused on Derrick’s hands.

“Yes, I suppose I
shouldn’t keep my brother waiting.”

To Anna’s surprise, he bent down and
kissed her cheek, his lips lingering tenderly on her face, his cool
breath ticking her skin. “I’ll see you tomorrow, Anna,” he
whispered in her ear.

As Derrick returned to his table,
Patrick stared daggers at the back of her partner’s
head.

“You should stay away from
that man, Anna. For your own good.”

“That sounds remarkably
like a threat, Patrick.”

“No. Oh god, no. Of course
not.” Patrick stuttered over the words of his apology. “You know I
would never hurt you, Angel.”

“Once upon a time I would
have believed you, but we both know that isn’t true, don’t we?” She
raised her hand to silence Patrick before he could argue. “No
excuses, Patrick. You hurt me. You really, really, hurt me. Because
of you, I felt obligated to move away from everything and everyone
I loved…”

There were many things she wanted to
tell this man. Words she had practiced over and over until she knew
them verbatim. But, she didn’t want to make a scene in the
restaurant and if she finished with the often rehearsed “storming
away” scene, she would miss out on her only decent meal of the
week. As the waiter returned with the decanter, she waited until he
had poured the contents of the bottle into the crystal receptacle
and left them alone before she finished her speech.

“This isn’t the time or
the place to finish this conversation, Patrick, so I will wait
until a time when we are alone.” She accepted a glass of wine from
him and continued. “But don’t you ever call me Angel again. You
gave up any right to endearments years ago.”

“Okay, Anna.” He picked up
the menu and read silently.

Anna did the same, disappointed to
find the list in Italian, a language she had never learned. Never
having travelled and with no real desire to venture abroad, there
wasn’t much point in learning a language she would never need,
until tonight. Tonight, she wished desperately that she had some
idea what she could order. Something tasty and hopefully very
expensive would serve Patrick right.

“Would you like me to
order for you, Ang … Anna?”

“Thank you, that would be
nice.” Under the table she crossed her fingers, hoping that he
wouldn’t order something with tentacles or smothered in garlic
sauce.

****

“So that’s the infamous
Anna Derwent? Cute.”

“Are you blind, David?
She’s breathtaking.”

David laughed and raised
his glass. “Yes, Derrick, she’s definitely a keeper.” He took a sip
and gestured back at Anna’s table. “What do you think
that is
about?”

“They have a history.
Maybe he’s offering his condolences.”

“Or maybe he’s offering
something else?”

Derrick glared at his brother. “He’d
better not try.”

“Calm down. I’m only
pointing out the obvious.” He kept his eyes locked on the couple.
“We both know what that rogue wants and I’m sure he won’t give up
until he gets it. He obviously believes he can entice Anna into
helping him convince us to agree to his proposal.”

“Anna has more sense than
to get involved with him again.” Derrick told his brother while he
kept a watchful eye on Anna’s companion. “Jake told me that the
bastard crushed her spirit when he left her at the altar. It was
his fault that Anna felt compelled to leave town. It almost broke
Jake, both financially and emotionally.”

“They look pretty chummy
to me,” David observed.

“Looks can be deceiving,
brother. We both know that very well.”

“I do know. And we both know that a woman in love does
not always act in her own best interests.”

Derrick nodded and drained his glass
of wine, staring at the empty glass as his thoughts drifted back to
a time long ago. He understood the implications of his brother’s
comment only too well. Their sister had died at the hands of the
man she loved. A man she had trusted.

“I’m sorry, Derrick, I
shouldn’t have said that but you should stop beating yourself up
about it. There was nothing we could have done to foresee what
happened and you aren’t the only one who feels guilty. As the
eldest, I should never have left you and Isabelle to follow my
dreams in Paris but what’s done is done. We can’t bring our darling
sister back. You should be focusing on what’s happening over
there.” He motioned over to Anna’s table where Patrick appeared to
be going out of his way to impress his date. “That Miller is a
persistent little bugger with a reputation for always getting what
he wants.”

Derrick slammed his glass down on the
table. “Well he can’t have Anna.”

“Calm down.” David patted
his shoulder. “When it comes to charisma and persistence, no-one
can out-charm a Corel.”

****

Anna’s stomach protested
the large quantity of wine she had consumed in order to drown out
the taste of the greasy, sauce covered whatever the hell that was that
Patrick had ordered for her. As she brushed her teeth and swilled
water in her mouth to remove the horrid taste, she remembered her
father’s term for fancy food. Mucks and messes he used to say. Give
me a good old mixed grill any day. She could almost hear his voice
reminding her that she had brought this on herself.
No good can come from revenge.
Despite how much heartache Patrick had caused;
she had been foolish to believe that she could convince him that
she had moved on. This so wasn’t worth eating toast and vegemite
for a week, Anna despaired as she leaned over the bathroom
sink.
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