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    ADULTING


    Architect Ethan James's life is a mess. He's juggling being a single dad while fighting his infuriating ex who's trying to get full custody, while at the same time he's barely keeping his head above water in the job of his dreams. When he meets Mia Sullivan at a friend's engagement party, her bright spirit and kind heart shines a light into his life when he needs it most. With so much coming at him from all directions, he relies on Mia’s support but makes the heartbreaking mistake of not cherishing her love. Mia sees the writing on the wall and pulls back before her heart is shattered. Ethan can't lose the woman who makes his life complete, and shows her he is man she needs him to be.
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  SEE ME


  CHAPTER 1

“That sounds promising,” I mumbled into the phone, as I died inside.

“She’s amazing. Gorgeous, fun, and not too high maintenance,” Jensen said.

I could tell he was smiling. After years of loving him, I knew when he was happy, sad, distracted. And now, he was infatuated.

I held my tongue, not able to manage a response without betraying my emotions.

“Mia, are you there?”

“Sorry, getting ready.” I pulled the phone away so it didn’t sound like I was anything but busy.

Jensen fell for it. “That’s right, you have your boss’s engagement party tonight at that fancy winery. You splurged on a new dress, right?”

It was interesting that he remembered details of a previous conversation, but not the details of moments we spent together.

“Yep. A classy green number.”

I inspected myself in the mirror. It was classy, and fun and flirty. I liked to think I was all three of those things, but right then, being stuck on the phone with Jensen as he brutalized my heart felt awkward and raw.

“You look beautiful in anything.” Then, “I better let you go.”

I squeezed my eyes shut. His easy affection got me every time. “Later, Jensen.” I hung up and threw the phone on the bed. Why did I do this to myself? Being friends with an ex was stupid. It was practically common law.

A car horn honking outside my window took me out of my musings and I looked at my watch. Shit. I grabbed my coat, added perfume, and put my phone, lipstick, and keys into my clutch, then raced down the stairs and out the door.

“Hey, girl,” I said to Viv as I got in her car.

The smell of her perfume and the disgusting strawberry mints she ate filled my nostrils, a familiar and comfortable feeling. I had known Viv for years. We’d worked and had lived together in Melbourne before we both ended up here in the country town of Bright.

“You’re ready?” She gave me a disbelieving look.

I rolled my eyes. Though, she wasn’t off for asking. Notoriously late, usually I did my makeup on the way to wherever we were headed—I was a gold medal champ at putting mascara on in peak-hour traffic.

Before Jensen had called and plunged me back into the past, I’d been amped for tonight and had started getting ready early instead of trolling Pinterest for throw pillow ideas. Viv and I were headed to a party for two people who were in love, which was worth getting excited about.

I made it my mission during the short drive to leave Jensen behind. I’d gotten to a place where I was happy with his friendship. His new woman had thrown a wrench in my emotional works, especially because he talked to me about her. All. The. Time. But after four years, I needed to let it go. I had my own Mr. Right out there somewhere. No point living in the past, thinking about what couldn’t have been. I was going to have a good time and wait for the one.

Viv parked the car in the winery car park, which was filling quickly. This promised to be the event of the year in Bright.

“Pretty fancy,” I muttered to Viv, as we walked up the wide stone steps, to a huge renovated butter factory that was now a winery.

The spring blossoms were glowing pink in the dusk, and the trees lining the path were lit with lanterns. Outside wide barn doors, a fire pit roared, and as we approached I heard a live band playing Jazz and caught a whiff of the delicious food. The closer we got, the more nervous I felt. I loved parties, but tonight everything seemed heightened.

“I would expect nothing less for Hannah’s engagement,” Viv agreed quietly, as we made it to the landing and took in the vineyard.

She was right, of course. Hannah demanded a lot out of the Universe, worked hard for it, and was rewarded. She was engaged to one of the best-looking men I’d ever met, and I had made it a point to meet as many men as I could. This party was something we’d all been looking forward to, and it had been the topic of conversation at work for weeks.

We walked inside to find the space filled with people, as waiters in crisp white shirts and black pants ferried wine and canapes throughout the crowd.

“It’s fancy, all right,” Viv whispered.

I grinned, loving being dressed up. Since moving to the country, my high heels and shapewear had been collecting dust. But tonight, I was ready for some fun.

When my phone buzzed in my bag, my gut tightened because I could guess who it was.

“What?” Viv asked, after seeing me frown.

I pulled my phone out and wasn’t surprised to see it was a text from Jensen, asking me to send him a picture of the winery.

“Jensen?” Viv asked.

I nodded, grimly. “We’re friends.” I maneuvered us to a high-top table.

She knew Jensen and how bad I’d been after it had ended. I’d moved on from loving him, but now we had some sort of strange friendship that made me feel worse. Viv didn’t like it, but she squeezed my arm and said no more. She took a stool, but I’d paid big bucks for this dress, and remained standing so everyone could appreciate the full effect.

“Mia.”

At hearing my name, I turned to see Carol and Leslie, two managers from work, heading toward us. They were a cute couple, and excellent to work for. Leslie was a demon on the dance floor, and I would no doubt be joining her later, provided my feet held up in my new blush patent pumps.

“You both look lovely,” Leslie remarked.

“You, too.” I scanned the room.

I knew most of the locals, but there were lots of people I hadn’t met. Some of them were stuffy, no doubt from Howard’s side of the family. Hannah was marrying a construction mogul who could afford to buy his own island. He was great, but his family was stuck-up and then some.

My gaze snagged on Howard, and I grinned at him looking like an Armani model—his jet-black suit with a thin black tie and his hair quaffed to perfection. Then I looked at the man he was talking to and was struck dumb. The rest of the party melted away as I stared. The guy was a little younger and slightly shorter than Howard, and was the most handsome man I’d ever seen.

They had their heads bent, talking quietly, but I could tell he was beautiful. His wavy blond hair was cut short and minimally styled to look like it was naturally that awesome, and stood out against his tanned skin. His solid square jaw was covered with the perfect amount of stubble around sinfully full lips. Long hands gestured as he spoke, his focus on what he was saying to his friend. Howard’s suit was mint for sure, but this guy was striking in a navy jacket and slacks, with a white shirt open at the collar. My heart was racing as I openly stared, unable to look away from the bronzed fantasy.

“Mia?” Carol asked, bringing my attention back to the group.

“Huh?” I didn’t care that I’d been caught ogling.

“I see you’ve spotted Ethan,” Leslie said, smirking.

“Ethan.” I sighed before taking the wine she was holding, and drinking a giant gulp.

“He works with Howard.” Leslie chuckled.

I nodded.

“You should get Hannah to introduce you.”

I needed pull myself together. Chill. Tread carefully.

“I might, but my experience with men that incendiary… he isn’t interested in relationships. He doesn’t have to be. Women fall at his feet, give him what he wants, and he moves on.”

“Harsh,” Carol said.

“Reality. I’m not being melodramatic. Men who want a relationship are hard to find. Trust me, I’ve been looking. I’m the hopeless romantic who falls for guys who don’t want that. Now I assume the worst, flirt to keep my skills sharp, and wait for the one.” I shrugged.

“Well, I don’t know how you’re going to flirt with that one,” Viv said. “He looks as serious as Howard.”

“And he’s even quieter, if you can imagine that,” Hannah joined the group, grinning. “But if anyone can get him to smile, it’s you, Mia.”

“I like a challenge.” I winked.

We clinked glasses before we turned to watch Howard and Ethan. When Howard’s head came up and he caught sight of his fiancée, he smiled, transforming his serious expression into pure love and dedication. I looked at Ethan to find his curious, arresting green eyes on me.

Oopmh. Having his gaze directed on me made me stumble back.

His deep emerald eyes were intense, and I couldn’t look away. Our gazes stayed locked for a beat before he lowered his. Howard walked toward us, and whatever he said to Ethan had him swallowing hard, then following.

“Ladies,” Howard greeted, as he reached us, and pulled Hannah close for a kiss. “Let me introduce Ethan, my Director of Design.”

We made space for them at the table, and Ethan ended up beside me.

If my body had hummed from watching him across the room, having him close sent it into overdrive. Heat licked over my skin as my heart beat double time.

We all said hello, and Ethan nodded a greeting, seemingly overwhelmed by the gaggle of women staring at him.

“Are we set for some dancing later?” Leslie asked Hannah.

“You bet. Howard might even join us. He can dance, you know.”

Howard shrugged, noncommittally.

“What about you, Ethan? Do you dance?” I asked.

“Not really,” he replied, quietly, and glanced at me before returning to his beer.

Well, shit. I wanted those eyes on me more.

“Be careful,” I warned. “We get rowdy, especially when Bruce Springsteen comes on. We’ll be roping as many people as we can into the mix.”

He looked back at me, his face expressionless except for a brow crease. He was going to be a tough nut to crack.

“That’s right. I said Bruce Springsteen. Hannah, Annie, Leslie, and Carol are obsessed.”

His lips quirked.

“It’s contagious. If you aren’t a fan of the Boss, you’re about to be.”

“Sounds serious,” Ethan said, his voice soft and low.

“It is. I grew up with Billy Joel, but that’s a red flag here, Bruce is on top, followed by Bon Jovi.”

“I don’t hate Billy Joel, but he isn’t the same.” Hannah sighed with mock exasperation.

“What did you grow up with?” Carol asked him.

“Ah…” He looked around, frowning as he took in all the expectant faces.

I felt for him. It seemed Ethan was shy, and it only made him sexier. He had a quiet calm about him.

“Is it that bad?” I whispered loudly, leaning in close in support.

He almost smiled at this. “My parents liked Elton John,” he said, sounding unsure.

“Right, that’s it. Where did you find him?” I asked Howard, who was chuckling.

“Ethan, it’s best to like Bruce Springsteen,” Howard said. “These ladies, despite their youthful ages, live in the past and demand that we join them.”

I looked at Ethan to find him taking us in, like he wasn’t sure he was in the right place.

Discussion around the table resumed, and he eventually relaxed a little, enjoying the banter. I stole a few glances, seeing him watch us with sadness, like something kept him removed. Yet he filled his suit well and stood tall and proud beside me. He smelled good, too. Yet another thing that had my body reacting to him. It was hard to concentrate with my heart thumping and desire coiling. I was such a weakling.

The next time he looked at me, I couldn’t help but smile, and wanting him to return it. Instead, he furrowed his brows like he was trying to figure something out, then gave me a small, lip lift. Miniscule but glorious, and I was taking that as the first victory of the evening. By the time we finished up, he was going to laugh. That was a promise.

***

At the end of the day, I was glad I went. I should’ve been going to parties, doing something social on free weekends. I never trusted I would have the weekend to myself when I left Sadie with my ex, Miranda, all weekend.

Typically, Miranda rang because she had something better to do, or Sadie called and begged to come home because her mother had given her a lecture on how she needed to be a better ten-year-old. Now, finally, we were back on track with Sadie’s school, and our routine was set. Miranda needed to calm down and back off, but as always, anything I said was met by angry accusations in a shrill voice. Hence, the reason I’d given up having a social life.

Normally, I was exhausted because I worked extra hours on days Sadie was at her mum’s. Howard was my relatively new boss, and he’d said I should come to this party, so I did.

Earlier, when he wasn’t on party duties, we’d discussed plans for their renovation, but I think he’d invited me because it meant something to him.

I was out of practice at being with adults in a social setting, especially with people like this. Happy people. I preferred to be alone and keep my private life private—so much easier that way.

“They don’t bite unless you want them to,” Howard had whispered as he led me over to Hannah, who was standing with a group of women that were all watching us.

I drew in a fortifying breath. She was there. The woman in the green dress. I’d noticed her as soon as she’d entered the room, and I hadn’t been able to stop watching her, getting a hit of something sweet, sexy, and long forgotten. She was stunning, with soft curves, masses of light brown hair, and a full smile that said happy, free, and she wanted to have fun.

When she looked at me with interest, my body came alive. For the first time in years, I looked at a woman and felt desire. Perhaps it was those hazel eyes framed by long lashes, or the delightful dimples that appeared when she grinned, but it felt like a gift to feel this again. It was also a curse because my response was futile. I didn’t date.

As I continued to meet Howard’s friends, and saw how the usually quiet man came alive, I envied him. Like me, he’d had his share of family issues, but he was free of that and had found sanctuary with Hannah. Today felt like I was living in an alternate reality being around people who were genuinely interested in your wellbeing and not working an angle. I couldn’t quite relax since I knew I would have to return to my life.

Finally, I was introduced to Mia, my girl in green, who up close was even more breathtaking. She was the stuff of fantasies, with a mouth that begged to be kissed. She had a wicked gleam in her eye and could make anyone laugh. Well, almost anyone.

The other women in Hannah’s inner circle were funny, if not a little unusual. Their penchant for Bruce Springsteen was no joke, although when Mia leant in close and whispered in my ear that she liked “Rocket Man,” I appreciated she was trying to include me, and when those hazel eyes locked on mine, I wanted to stay frozen in time.

Knowing I shouldn’t, but doing it anyway, I found myself moving closer, wanting to bask in some of her sunshine. The group thinned as people walked off in different directions to mingle, leaving only the two of us. She started to talk about her work, laughing and telling ridiculous stories. I prompted her as she spoke, not wanting her to stop. It was refreshing to hear someone talk with passion and humour. When Howard’s Aunt joined us, a pall fell. Rina was part of Howard’s firm and was exactly the woman my ex would be when she was older and more bitter.

“Ethan, you’ve made a lot of effort to come all this way,” she said, ignoring Mia.

“It’s no effort. Rina, have you met Mia? She works with Hannah.”

“You’re a do-gooder, too, then?” Rina asked Mia, who was sipping her wine.

Mia snapped to attention and I moved closer, wanting to protect her. But I had it the wrong way around.

“We’ve met. And yes, I am a do-gooder. Although, I tend to be more of a nine-to-five humanitarian. I’m a heathen on my own time, except for now because I need to do a community service.” She gave me a cheeky look that make my dick twitch.

“Community service?” Rina asked.

“Yeah, I’m here to save Ethan from the likes of you.”

Rina’s mouth dropped open in shock. Mia linked her arm in mine and drew me away, leaving Rina spluttering.

“Sorry, but if you knew the story of Hannah and Howard,” Mia said, “then you’d understand. Rina’s a fascist, a bigot, and as fake as they come.”

We stopped at a counter near the windows, where she grabbed a beer and a wine from a passing waiter.

“Not a fan, then?”

She looked at me with big eyes before she bust out laughing, putting a hand on my forearm to steady herself. I swallowed hard, loving the feel of her touching me, my body coming to life.

“King of the understatement, and an apt observer. I bet you see a lot because you’re shy.” She gave me a grin.

I nodded because she was partially correct. I was an observer, but I wasn’t shy. But I didn’t need to talk all the time.

“Have you known these people long?” I asked, taking in the room.

Her gaze followed mine. “Hannah, Howard, and the work crew for about a year. Viv, the redhead who’s drooling over the new winemaker, worked with me in Melbourne before we moved here.”

“Why did you move?”

“I wanted a fresh start because I wasn’t enjoying life in the city. When Viv came home to help look after her mum, I decided to move, too. I’m surprised how much I like it. I still get to be social, but I also get peace and quiet. I dream about building a house here, having an edible garden, drinking wine and looking at the sunset. Right now I can’t build or garden, but I can drink and watch sunsets.”

“It is beautiful.”

There were views of the rivers, the mountains, and the trees, along with undulating hills, which meant every landscape had something to offer.

“You’re an architect. What would kind of house would you build here?”

We got to talking about modern houses, and her attention went from me physically to the topic at hand. It turned out that she had a keen interest in interior design, and given her genuine unique look, I imagined she would be good at it.

When food came around, she always made sure I had some, filling my plate as she quietly tended to me. Watching her try to talk about indoor fig trees and reclaimed wood while she ate a chicken drumstick made me want to laugh, but I liked that she was involved in the conversation, and wasn’t worried about appearances. Before I knew it, we were well into the evening, a few glasses deep, and I hadn’t checked my phone once.

We’d gravitated closer, our forearms often touching, the space between us nearly nonexistent. Being with Mia made me feel like we were alone, despite her introducing me to her friends as they walked past and stopped for a chat.

Watching her interact with people she cared about had me thinking about my life at home, which consisted of a ten-year-old girl, work colleagues, teachers, dance instructors, a swim coach, a singing coach, my parents, and a ruthless ex. These people, especially Mia, didn’t seem to carry the weight of the world. They weren’t worried about what Sadie was going to take in her lunch, or if the ex was going to use custody of their daughter to further her financial ambitions.

The last ten years with Sadie had been wonderful, but there had been moments where I thought I would lose her, and now I was constantly battling with my ex to keep control.

“Those must be some heavy thoughts,” Mia commented when I’d been quieter than usual.

She liked to talk, which was good because I liked to listen to her. It was peaceful in a way, except for when she was being funny, which was downright fucking sexy. She probably thought I was bored, but I was nowhere near it. I was lost in my own head again.

“I was thinking about how everyone gets along really well.”

“We’re an eclectic bunch. What are your friends at home like?”

She looked up at me with those hazel eyes and I fought a wince.

I didn’t have friends, not really. Howard was the first person I’d had a drink with in years. It was easier if I kept to myself and focused on Sadie. I didn’t want to introduce new people into the mix. Life was hard enough.

“I’m not a social person,” I told her. “I like being out, but I don’t do it that often.” My gut tightened when I saw she wanted to know more.

“Why not?”

“Well, my life is complicated.” I hated how lame that sounded.

I didn’t want to get into Sadie and Miranda. I never really talked about it unless I had to or I knew the person was going to be in my life in a significant way. The story changed how people looked at me, and while I was proud to be a dad, I didn’t like talking about my ex, why we broke up, or about what happened after. In that moment, I was enjoying Mia’s attention, and wanted to keep it.

“Yeah?”

“Yeah.”

I could see a tinge of hurt cross her face. She had been open and forthcoming.

Sighing, I continued. “I have a challenging family situation and it’s taken up a lot of my time in recent years.”

She gave me a soft smile. “Well, you’re in luck.” She grinned.

“Luck?”

“Yeah, luck. Lots of us have really complicated families. You’re safe.”

She squeezed my forearm, sending a bolt of electricity to my heart and a surge of lust to my groin.

I wasn’t sure I was safe at all. We were close. I could smell her, see each individual eyelash, and feel her breath as she talked. It was the perfect moment to kiss her and I wanted that. Looking at her mouth had me anticipating what it would feel like. But before I did something I would enjoy and regret, I remembered why I wasn’t going to get involved. There was zero room in my life for romance.

“This is getting way too deep and heavy,” she said upon seeing my retreat. “We’re at a party, and given you’re a hermit, it’s high time you got amongst it.”

She tried to hide her disappointment, and I wanted to tell her I felt the same. She finished her drink and put it down like she was ready to leave.

“Um…” I wasn’t sure what was happening or how to make her see I wanted her but couldn’t have her.

“Ethan, you’re quiet. I get that. But I’m a social hand grenade. Sometimes it’s messy, often it’s random, but it’s always fun. The band has played their first Bruce Springsteen song and it’s time to get into the fray.” She took my hand and squeezed.

Fuck. I didn’t dance.

“You look terrified, but it’ll be okay. Come and stand with the other stiffs and watch the lunatics at play.”

She pulled me along as I fought a smile. She led me to Howard, who was standing with a giant blond guy called Erik, who, by the looks of him, chopped wood, pillaged, and most certainly didn’t dance.

There was no conversation, but it wasn’t awkward because all eyes were glued to the dance floor theatrics. Before long, they were having a dance-off. Each participant had to do a style of dance to an unrelated song, and when I saw Mia start Irish Dancing to “My Sharona”, I couldn’t stop my laughter. When she glanced at me, she gifted us all with her bright smile and did a fist pump, acting like she’d won something. I shook my head and looked to see Howard and Erik watching me with interest. Shit.

Sadly and luckily, I didn’t need to fend off their knowing looks because my phone buzzed twice with text messages. I pulled it out to see one from Miranda, telling me we needed to talk about Sadie’s rude behavior. And the other was from Sadie, asking me to pick her up. I deflated as a feeling of inevitability returned. This was exactly the reason I didn’t share my story far and wide. I hated the drama.

The last few hours with Mia had been the best I could remember, outside of my time with Sadie. But my daughter was miserable and I couldn’t do anything about it, other than talk to her and try to get her to make peace with a woman who was trying to mold her into something she didn’t want to be.

“Everything okay?” Howard stepped close.

“Sadie’s with her mum, and as usual it isn’t going well.” I sighed.

Howard had met Sadie a few times and understood that my hands were tied because Miranda and I shared custody.

“Can I help?” he asked.

“No, I’m going to go to my hotel to talk to Sadie. It’s all I can do. Thanks for a great evening.”

He nodded. My gaze wandered back to the dance floor to see Mia, Annie, and Leslie doing the running man, in reverse. Mia was smiling, her hair coming loose to frame her face. She looked, wild, sexy, and free. As she should.

I left. As I should.


  CHAPTER 2

I did my best not to let on I was hurt that Ethan had left without saying goodbye, but Howard wasn’t fooled when I emerged from the dance floor to find him gone. I reminded myself we were only two people chatting at a party, nothing more.

But Ethan was different. I’d felt a connection, something more than lust or desire. When we’d touched, my skin started to tingle, along with other parts, and I was unable to stop my gaze from focusing on his mouth. The emotional connection was strong, too. He was quiet, interesting, and attentive. When I spoke, he listened, like what I had to say was important.

I took Sunday to process his rejection and move on. Perhaps I was lucky that nothing had actually happened. Perhaps I shouldn’t have expected anything to happen.

At work on Monday, we dissected the party and I went for self-preservation, because clearly Ethan wasn’t interested. It left me feeling flat, but I put on a brave face, making jokes and redirecting the conversation. I was good at it, even though it was exhausting. But when Jensen called me on my way home from work, my disappointment over Ethan morphed into misery with life.

“Hey, Jensen.” I felt misplaced comfort knowing he wanted to talk to me.

“Mia, honey, how are you?”

“Ticking along nicely.”

“How was the party?”

“Fantastic, thanks.” I went for glib, hoping he’d drop it.

“Meet anyone?”

“Nope. How was your weekend?” I could hear him smile.

“It was amazing. You know that woman I mentioned, Tiffany? Well, we went out for dinner and it was great. I want to see her again, and this time do something interesting. What would you do to spice things up?”

I sucked in a breath, desperately wanting not to care. “What about a wine appreciation course? Or a walking food tour?”

He proceeded to tell me how brilliant I was, and I wanted to tell him to fuck off.

I went to bed that night feeling off-kilter. Jensen had met someone, and while it had been two years since we were together and one year since I’d given up romantic hopes for us, I still didn’t like hearing about his new love interest. I felt brittle when I thought about Ethan, and stupid. I’d only known him for a few hours and it wasn’t like he’d professed his undying love. That was my problem. I always saw romance when others saw basic conversations. I needed to get my head straight.

But when he’d spoken to me, I felt like there was nowhere else he’d rather be, and that feeling was addictive. And when I’d finally got him to laugh, he looked younger and sexier and I wanted to do it again. We had a few lust-filled moments where we touched and I experienced that delicious anticipation of what his hands would feel like on my body or how he would feel under mine. Being a masochist, I went to sleep thinking of Ethan’s smooth, tanned skin and intense green eyes.

Later that week, our world at work exploded. We saw the managers sequestered in the meeting room with government officials. We assumed it was because of the looming accreditation visit, but we couldn’t have been more wrong. When we were invited to join and I sat between my friends Kate and Viv, I hadn’t expected them to say that kids in our foster program had been sexually assaulted. Nothing could’ve prepared me for hearing Kate say that she, too, had been assaulted by a man who donated money to our charity and who I had encouraged her to spend time with. Hearing her talk about what had happened and say that she was afraid to speak up had broken my heart clean in two. I’d done my best to comfort her, but that night I lay awake in bed, crying all night.

After that, it had been all hands on deck to manage the media storm that followed, as well as being there for Kate. Aside from her grandmother, she was alone, and since we’d become close friends, I wanted to be there for her however she needed. And being there for her made one thing clear—my pity party about Ethan was unwarranted and inconsequential.

As much as I hated to admit it, Jensen had been a help in the weeks that followed. He’d listened, checked in every day, and even sent me flowers. But this meant he was doing it again. Being my boyfriend without being my boyfriend. I loved it and hated it.

After the initial shock about Kate wore off, and she let me know that she was managing in her own way, life returned to a regular rhythm, including my romantic musings and sexy dreams about Ethan.

Now that it was the weekend, Kate was in a better place, things had died down at work, and I was home on a Saturday afternoon, my mind idle and able to wander in dangerous directions. I had plans for dinner and drinks with my work team, but in that moment, I was bored. Viv was with family and Kate was in the process of getting Ben back in her life, leaving me with limited avenues for distraction. Bored wasn’t good for me. It gave me time to dwell and fixate, and Ethan occupied my thoughts.

As I sat on my porch drinking tea, my neighbor Lorna called, “What has you glum, love?” She walked out of her front gate, cup of tea and biscuits in hand.

We often did this, impromptu catch-ups on one of our porches. She was in her late sixties but young at heart and had spent her years smiling and laughing. She was a good listener and wise. Despite her small stature, her personality filled the room. Her ability to wrangle information was second to none.

“Honestly? Men,” I replied, flatly.

“Men?” She sat on the wicker chair next to me and put the biscuits between us.

“Yep. Or rather the lack of good, interested men.”

She nodded. “That Jensen bloke still annoying you?”

“Not annoying me. He’s been great with all the stuff at work.”

“I see.” She smirked.

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

“He is mighty friendly.”

I sighed. “He doesn’t feel that way about me.”

“No?” She seemed genuinely confused even though I’d explained what happened.

“No. In fact, he’s been asking my advice about a new love interest.” I winced.

“The man you loved is asking your advice about other women?”

I sucked in a breath and held it. “I don’t love him anymore.”

“That’s not the point.” She patted my hand.

“What is the point?” I bit into a homemade wagon wheel, more than ready for some chocolate goodness.

“Why does he ask you?”

“Because I know what he likes and I’m an excellent all-round person?”

She shook her head. “It’s because he wants to know you still care.”

“I’m not sure about that.”

We were silent as we ate chocolate-coated biscuits in the spring afternoon sun.

“Well, this is depressing, love,” Lorna grinned at me.

I huffed a laugh. “How’s Bunyip?”

Bunyip is her daughter’s Great Dane, and Lorna’s been minding him.

“Ridiculous dog. He’s too big for me to exercise, and Jim’s been flat out, so he’s restless.”

“I’ll take him. I need something to do.”

“Would you, love? He only needs a bit of exercise. But be careful when he pulls. You need to brace.”

“I’ve got it.”

I didn’t have much experience with dogs, but surely I could hold a leash.

In my bright white trainers, blue leggings and cute new floral sporty jacket, I’d walked down the street toward Bright, like the consummate dog owner. Then Bunyip started to pull as we neared the river. I wasn’t an overly fit person, and this dog had horsepower. As we approached the Great Alpine Road to cross over toward the creek, all hell broke loose when Bunyip saw ducks and bolted. He moved with such force that the leash snapped and he ran across the road, in front of cars. I screamed, but the big lug was on the hunt and I sprinted as best I could behind him. I ignored the tooting horns and my name being called out as I chased after the dog, holding the frayed leash aloft. It wasn’t pretty. I really should’ve worn a sports bra. Eventually, he slowed when the ducks flew off as he got close to the water. I was breathing hard after the sprint and had to rest my hands on my knees to catch my breath.

Bunyip started to sniff around and stealthily, I approached him, solely focused on grabbing the remaining part of his leash. I was close, even had it in my hand, when another duck flew past and he lunged to chase it. He didn’t go far, but I was sent flying and hit the sodden ground, my arms outstretched as he dragged me a foot before stopping. As I rolled to my back, I winced and closed my eyes, trying to catch my breath.

“Stupid bastard,” I muttered, as Bunyip came back to lick my forehead.

My back hurt, but I started laughing because his wet nose and whiskers tickled my face.

“Piss off, Bunyip.”

“Are you okay?”

I stopped laughing and snapped my eyes open to look into mesmerizing green ones, which looked concerned and amused.

Fuck.

***

I’d been hoping to see Mia, to apologise for not saying goodbye. But I hadn’t anticipated this. Seeing her run in front of my car, chasing one of the biggest dogs in the history of hounds, had surprised me, then scared me.

Cars were tooting and we all had to slam on the brakes to avoid hitting them. I pulled over to see her sprinting with half a dog leash in hand. I called out, but she didn’t hear. I got out and followed, finding her creeping up on the dog like she was in a spy film. She grabbed the leash and I could see her relax. Then something caught the dog’s attention and she went flying. There was nothing
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