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Fallon

“Holy shit Fallon. Check this out.” My best friend Becca’s excited voice drew my attention away from the flyer I was attaching to the noticeboard outside the local Post Office. 

Given her level of enthusiasm, I was guessing she’d just found the winning ticket for Lotto pinned there. I stabbed the last thumb tack into the flyer I was attaching and shifted closer to see what had her nearly jumping  up and down with excitement. 

‘Must Love Cats..’

The three words seemed to leap off the page, grabbing my attention, but before I could begin to read the rest of the bright yellow notice pinned to the board amidst ads for cars, washing machines and TV’s for sale, Becca began reading it to me. 

“Roommate wanted to share my home with me. Must be neat and tidy. No party animals. Prefer someone with a friendly personality, but most of all, must love cats as I have 6 of them. 

Rent is $65 a week including electricity and gas. The successful applicant will be expected to babysit my cats when work takes me away from home for a few days or weeks. Please call...”

Below the wording were strips of paper, each with the same number written on them. A few of them already missing I noticed.

“Oh my god Fallon. This sounds perfect. This person loves cats. You love animals. You have your own pet minding business after all. This has to be fate.”

“Or the answer to yours and Michael’s problems on how to get rid of the free loading friend who sleeps on your sofa bed.” I grinned. 

Becca’s excitement dimmed. “You know that’s not it. Michael and I don’t mind having you stay with us at all, but you keep saying you want your own space. The problem is, you can’t afford your own space yet. This could be perfect.”

I sighed. “Yeah. I know. The rent is really low and at least I’ll be able to surround myself with pets, even if they’re not mine.”

“Is it a man or a woman I wonder?” She peered closer at the ad. “There’s no name.” She tore one of the numbers off. “Here. Give them a call. No harm in looking after all.”

What? Right now?” I asked as I took the small strip of paper from her fingers. 

“Why not? You know at least four other people have taken the number. You might miss out before you even get to have a look.”

“You also know why I get nervous about sharing a place with someone again. Look what Steve did to me.”

“Steve was an asshole. Not everyone will be like him Fallon. This person likes cats at least. Hell, he or she has six of them. Steve didn’t like animals at all. That should have been the first red flag. He wouldn’t let you have a pet either. He was an asshole live in landlord really. You should have gone to the police about him trying to get in your pants. He did that to you,  then threw you out because you wouldn’t let him have sex with you? He’s the one in the wrong. I still think you should have said something.”

I sighed. We’d had this conversation many times over the last eight months that I’d been squatting in her and Michael’s home. “And do what exactly Bec? He’s a Sheffieldian. Born and bred. I’m the foreigner. Who do you think they’d believe?”

It was her turn to sigh. “I know. I know what you’re saying, but it still pisses me off that he tried to get in your pants and then throws you out, but it’s you paying the price for that now? It’s not fair.”

“When has life ever been fair?” I asked. 

Bec groaned. “Ooh, 23 years old and already so cynical.”

“Life has been challenging. You know that. It just keeps kicking me in the ass too.  Who’s to say that this paragon of virtue on paper won’t be a serial killer or axe murderer?”

Becca laughed. “Well, he or she is a cat loving serial killer or axe murderer, so that has to account for something.”

One eyebrow shot up at her words. “And that something would be?”

My friend slapped me on the arm. “Oh shut up. Just ring the damn number woman. You’re only ringing to enquire. You’re not committing to anything. I can come with you if the room is still available. I can be the optimist to your pessimism.” 

“To balance things out?” I smirked. 

Bec laughed again. “Something like that. Come on. Live a little. Call the number.”

––––––––
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LUCA

My mobile had been ringing on and off all day. Mostly women. The majority not at all interested in renting a room in my house. Not if the purring, sultry voices down the line were any indication. 

Word had gotten out I was after a roommate and now the local single women thought that translated to one of Sheffield’s last eligible bachelors wanting a wife. Or a woman willing to whore herself for a slice of whatever she thought she’d get with me. Fame. Fortune. A cut of my inheritance. Maybe all of the above. I was cynical enough to believe that I was the last item on their wish list. 

When the screen of my phone lit up and that familiar melodic tune of my ring tone started up again, I felt compelled to toss the damn thing, or at the least, change my ring tone. 

Like the fucking sucker I was, I did neither of those things. Nonna had always drummed manners into me as a small child, and with her voice sounding in my head, I answered my phone. 

I spat out the usual ‘hello’ and waited. Silence. Following that, was that awkward moment where I wondered if we’d been disconnected, but a quick glance at my phone showed that wasn’t the case. 

“Hello.” I tried again. “Is there anyone there?” I knew there was, but whoever it was on the line had three seconds to respond or I was hanging up. 

“H...Hello?” The voice over the line was hesitant. Uncertain. Definitely feminine. Not just feminine, but a surprisingly low, husky kind of voice. Almost like she was whispering. Or maybe this was another hopeful trying to get me interested. Maybe make my dick hard. Good luck sweetheart. I’d been dead inside since my parents died in a horrific car accident. Caused by a drunk driver in a fucking truck no less. 

Sure I still had sex, but only when the need became powerful enough, and only for the release, not to get a girlfriend out of it. If this woman on the other end of the line now had aspirations of being anything more than my roommate or a place to put my dick, then she was fresh out of fucking luck. 

“What can I do for you?” I asked, forcing down the dark thoughts that plagued me constantly. Doing what my dear sweet Nonna would have asked of me. I forced myself to be pleasant and polite. 

“I’m...I’m ringing about the room? I saw your ad. Is it still available?”

“Are you a genuine cat lover?” I countered her question with one of my own. 

I was greeted with silence. It wasn’t a trick question. It looked like this was going to be another one who thought they could tie me down. Or force me to give up the only things that kept me sane these days. 

“I wouldn’t call myself a cat lover as such.” Her voice was stronger now, but still had that pitch to it, that I felt in my briefs. Something that irritated the hell out of me. 

“Well, at least you’re honest, but as the ad says, I need a roommate who doesn’t mind living with six cats. With that number likely to increase. And who doesn’t mind occasionally caring for them when I’m out of town.”

“You misunderstood me.” Her voice was stronger again. “But then, you didn’t really give me a chance to continue.” She replied, and I realised this one had some balls on her. “I love all animals, but cats are my thing.”

“Cats are your thing?” I parroted. “What does that mean exactly?”

“Look, you sound unreasonably hostile and I don’t think you’re quite the kind of roommate I’d want.” She said, shocking the shit out of me. 

I heard another voice in the background. Feminine. Excited sounding, and I suspected this unknown female was pushing sultry voice to ask more questions. 

“I’m sorry.” I forced as much emotion into my voice as I could, to make her think I really cared that I’d in anyway insulted her. “Please explain what you mean about cats being your thing.”

I heard a long sigh over the line as if she were growing weary of me. That makes two of us sweetheart.

“Look, I have a Certificate II in Animal Care. I have my own business as an animal carer. I do a range of things relating to animals. I clean cages at the local vet for them. I mind people’s pets when they’re away. I feed them if that’s all I need to do for the owners, and I give those animals some love that no one else wants. My specialty are cats though. I love cats. That’s why when I saw your ad...” She trailed off, and I didn’t need her to clarify. As far as that went, over the phone, and on paper, she would be ideal. 

I needed to see her though. Just to be sure this wasn’t an attempt to worm her way in. She could be telling me what she thought I wanted to hear, when her real intention was to win me over, not my cats. 

“When can you come over?” I asked. 

Again the voice in the background said something to the woman on the phone. “Now? Is that too soon?” She asked.

“Not at all.” Although her response surprised me. 

“I’m bringing my friend. Just to be sure...it’s all ok.” She added, and I realised that she was already different to most of the calls so far. 

She was cautious and smart enough not to come alone. Just in case I was a serial killer who lured women in to murder and stuff into the walls of my home. Shit, my imagination was seriously disturbing at times.

I rattled off the address to her and after an awkward kind of silence, she mumbled goodbye and hung up. It was only once I put my phone down, that I realised I hadn’t asked her name. Not that she’d asked for mine for that matter. Turning I met the yellow gaze of Tom. He was a Persian and typically always had that pissed off kind of look going on. I could relate. I felt much the same as him. I just had to keep it concealed most of the time if I didn’t want my business to fail. 

Life in Australia had been a kick in the teeth in a lot of ways. My parents had sold the family business in Italy and moved us here when I was just eleven years old. They’d wanted a quieter life to live out their remaining years. They could easily afford to do that given what the business had sold for. They’d invested some once we’d settled in Australia. A portion was for them to comfortably live the rest of their lives on, and some was put in trust for me. 

The family business had been a plantation of 800 acres of olive trees. Passed down from generation to generation. It had been the family’s source of income for decades. Once olive oil became as popular as it did, then the money had really rolled in. It had been incredibly lucrative. 

There were full time staff who took the olives from the trees, right the way through to bottles of the virgin olive oil. Grown, produced, and bottled on the farm. The old traditions mixed with the new, in the form of a factory which bottled hundreds of varieties of the olive oil. From the virgin oil to bottles infused with herbs and spices to give it a flavour that had become more and more in demand. 

Our home had been a huge sprawling residence set in the middle of the property. My nonno and nonna had lived on the land in their own modest home since before I’d been born. 

Nonno had died when I was four years old and after that, nonna had come to live in the home with my parents and I so she wouldn’t feel alone. Losing her husband had devastated her. It had devastated us all for that matter. 

Quite unexpectedly, or so it had seemed to me, my parents announced that they didn’t want to spend the rest of their lives working their asses off on the farm. Neither did I. Even at the tender age of ten, I knew I didn’t want to spend my life farming olives. It didn’t interest me at all. Their decision to sell, was a huge relief to me. Although, there was a certain amount of trepidation over stepping into the unknown. 

My parents had their sights set on Australia. Tasmania in particular since they’d heard it was a popular destination for Europeans to settle there. So, they’d sold the olive farm and we’d made the big move. Taking nonna with us of course. 

Sadly, she only enjoyed life in a new country for five years before she died. I had missed her terribly. I’d loved to listen to her speak. The stories of her childhood had always held me captive. Plus I’d been an eager student, absorbing the wisdom she so determinedly but kindly instilled in me. 

I hated death. Everyone I’d loved had been lost to me. Nonno, nonna and my parents. By the age of twenty two, everyone who had meant anything to me, was gone. 

For a couple of years after inheriting everything from my parents, I’d spiralled out of control. Nearly destroying myself in the process by abusing my body. Drinking to excess. Popping prescription medication and nearly putting myself into an early grave. Until Tom came into my life. 

He was my first cat. My first rescue. I’d found him as a tiny feral kitten at the side of the road. Chewing around on some half rotten roadkill. Scared, matted fur and far too young to be alone. He’d tried to run, but he’d had sores on his feet and couldn’t get away from me fast enough. 

I’d saved him, but in turn, he saved me, and from that moment on, I was a convert. A cat lover. Determined to save more like him. To surround myself with animals that loved me without expectation. Who accepted me without placing unrealistic conditions on me. 

Over time I’d saved more cats. Some were those senior cats from the RSPCA that no one wanted. I’d saved many, and lost many too. Adopting old cats meant we were always living on borrowed time. The heartbreaking reality, but worth the pain to see those old cats experience love, companionship and to feel safe for those last weeks, months or years that they had left.  

My business was never a planned thing. I just sort of fell into it. I’d started posting photos of my cats on my social media pages. I’d even given them their own pages, and when that became more popular than I could have ever imagined, I moved onto having my own blog. 

On it, I gave daily accounts of my cats. Their history. Their lives. Their antics. Those that I saved. Those that I cured, and those who I lost. I posted everything about them. Bringing a kind of human element into their daily lives. What I never expected was how successful it became. 

When my blog began making serious money, I’d started Paws for Cause. A charity that raised money for animals. Although I adored cats, it wasn’t just for them. It was to help all animals that needed it. It was to pay towards the food and maintenance of animals in care. It  paid desexing and immunisation costs to low income families, so they could have pets without consequences. 

With my own contributions since I had close on a ten million dollar inheritance from my family, the charity had raised around fifteen million dollars over the four years it had been in operation. 

My blog gave people a chance to be part of the lives of my cats. They got to be part of the process of those animals saved by their donations. It made the whole thing more personal. It wasn’t just money going to a faceless, nameless entity. They were part of it, and from them and my cats, a hugely successful business was born. 
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Fallon

“Is this it?” Becca’s voice was hushed as if we were in a library and had to keep our voices down. When I looked at her, she was staring at the home we’d just pulled up in front of, with a look of awe on her face. That’s after we’d driven down some long rural drive first that is. 

“Apparently so.” I replied, kind of shocked by what I was seeing too. 

“Holy shit girl, this dude has money, and lots of it by the looks of things. Kind of makes you wonder why he needs a roommate then? He could just hire someone to babysit his cats while he’s out of town.”

“I don’t know, but the low rent is making more sense now. He doesn’t need the money. I think it’s more to do with having someone to care for his cats when he’s away.” I said, my eyes still on the huge sprawling home. “Unless of course I was right, and he’s going to be a serial killer or axe murderer, and is looking for his next victim. Maybe he’ll feed us to his cats.”

Becca opened her door, the look she shot me saying it all. She thought I was nuts. “Come on then. Let’s go check it out, and him. Maybe get murdered and fed to his cats. Whatever comes first.”

I gave her my best dramatic eye roll before turning hesitant eyes on the huge home again. Once bitten, twice shy was my new motto. This was beginning to look and sound too good to be true. There was going to be something fishy. The owner of the kind of sexy deep voice I’d heard over the phone was going to turn out to be a serial killer or maybe some sort of creep anyway. 

“I’m not so sure Becca. He might be a serial killer after all. He probably lures young women in to murder and make a suit from their skin or something like that.”

My friend laughed. “Enough with the scenarios where we die. You watch too many horror movies girl. Come on. We just go in. Look. Ogle the grandeur of this incredible house, then leave. No harm. No commitment. Nothing to lose.” She said, climbing out of her car. 

I sighed, as I got out of her little Hyundai Getz too. “If this goes wrong and we both get murdered, I’ll never forgive you.”

Grinning over the roof of her car at me she replied. “You’ll be dead. It won’t matter whether you forgive me or not.”

“I’ll haunt you.” I countered. 

“If I’m dead too, I don’t think a ghost can haunt another ghost.”

“I’ll be the first then, trust me.”

Becca rolled her eyes. “Come on then. I’ll take my chances.” She said as she walked towards the gate that led up to the biggest house I think I’d ever seen. When she opened the ornate iron gate and walked through, I had no choice but to follow her. Not that I was done freaking out that this might be a bad idea. 

“But we’re on a rural property.” I argued. “Right back off the road and this place looks to be surrounded by a lot of land and a hell of a lot of trees. Something’s fishy.” I was still nervous about approaching the house. 

None of this made sense, that someone who lived in a home like this needed a roommate. My guess was, he didn’t need the rent to help him pay the mortgage. 

“Oh for crying out loud Fallon.” Becca’s voice sounded much like a parent who was at the end of their rope with a rebellious child. “Come on.” She grabbed my arm and began dragging me towards the farm house, that was like a farm house on steroids. 

It was impressive. Long, sprawling, expensive looking. Gardens filled with lavender and roses ran the full length of the front of it. While hanging baskets dangled from various points between each verandah post. Pretty displays of colourful flowers trailing over the sides of them. 

Made of weatherboard, the house was clearly old. Solid construction but obviously at some stage beautifully and lovingly restored. With the weatherboards painted a smoky grey and white on the trim around the huge front windows and doors, it certainly drew the eye. Combine that with the solid white posts that held up the verandah roof, the handrails and picket posts in both white and grey, the wide staircase that matched the handrailing and picket posts, and this house was a visual treat. 

“Are we going to the door or are you just going to stare at it for the rest of the afternoon?” Becca’s smart ass tone drew my focus away from the house and over to her, where she stood, hands on her hips smirking at me. 

“Shut up Bec.” I shot back, poking my tongue out at her. “I was just admiring this place. It’s a beautiful old  home.”

“Just think, if you knock on the door, we might get inside and then you can admire that too.” Again, I got that Becca smirk. 

“Very fucking funny.” I tried to hide my grin, but failed. “Fine. Just be ready to hit him with something if necessary. Ok?”

In response, Becca dug around in her bag, pulling out a small tear shaped device with a button mounted in the middle of it. Waving it in my face. 

“Where the hell did you get that?” I asked. “And what is it?”

She rolled her eyes. “It’s a personal alarm. It makes a noise that’s about 120 decibels I think.”

“Impressive.” I nodded. “So how loud is that? Give me something to work with.”

“I could just push the button and show you.”

My eyes widened. “You can’t do that here. The crazy cat man might hear and come out to murder us or something.”

“No he won’t because I’ll just push the button and scare him off. Now, are we going to continue with this inane conversation, or will you go and knock on the man’s beautiful but rather imposing front door?” Bec asked. “Oh, and the noise this thing makes is nearly as loud as a plane taking off.”

“Really?” I stared at the small device with a new found respect. “Jet engine or propeller?”

“Seriously Fallon?” Becca began. “Enough.” She dragged me up the stairs and to the front door, not letting me distract her with any more time wasting comments. 

Before I could stop her, she grabbed the heavy brass door knocker and knocked that sucker hard several times. I held  my breath. Surprised at how loud it sounded and worried that it might have been rude beating the man’s front door down like that. Even though technically, Becca had just given it a firm beating. Still, that’s what door knockers were designed for, weren’t they?

I was spared any more insane pondering by the door suddenly being reefed open. So hard, we both jumped, and a man appeared in the opening. A lot of man appeared. More man than either of us expected if Bec’s expression was any indication. 

Beads of water ran down the biggest and broadest chest I think I’d ever laid eyes on. Trailing over an expanse of smooth tanned skin that seemed to have a kind of hypnotic effect on me.

Helplessly, I watched one particularly fat drop follow a pathway between solid looking pecs, down clearly defined abs, before soaking into the towel that circled his lean waist. 

My suddenly mute state must have gotten my friend’s attention because I grunted when she dug a bony elbow into my side. The look she shot me was a mix of both daggers and a shifty eye movement. I could see she was desperately trying to get me to focus on something besides the broad chest in my immediate vision, and speak to the man. 

I was focused, for sure. That water drop was mesmerising, but I don’t think that’s what Bec was trying to convey with the daggers and frantic eye swivelling. 

Shaking my head, I forced my attention to rise higher than the man’s chest. Over a solid neck, to a jaw covered by a trim dark beard, a pair of perfect lips that seemed to be tightening the longer I stared at them. High cheekbones and finally a pair of rich chocolate coloured eyes, with a kind of deep honey coloured centre around the pupil. Surrounded by the longest, thickest lashes I’d ever seen on a man. Finishing on an untidy mess of really dark hair, that was dripping everywhere, clearly from the shower he must have just taken.

It was thick hair. Long on top. Long enough that it fell into his eyes, but cut short on the sides and at the back.  I stared up at him, frantically trying to kickstart my brain so I didn’t continue to stand before this man, like the proverbial stunned mullet. 

Finally the cogs began turning and words blurted out of my mouth. “Why did you have a shower when you knew we were coming to look at the room?” 

The minute they passed my lips, I wanted to somehow snatch them back. What the hell kind of question was that? The man was a stranger. A gorgeous, sexy as sin stranger, but a stranger none the less. 

Before he could answer, I began babbling. “I don’t think this is a good idea. This isn’t going to work. Thanks but I’m sorry I wasted your time. Come on Bec. We should go.” I grabbed her arm and tried to drag her away from the silent giant still standing in the wide doorway of his home, dripping water everywhere. 

For someone who was only 5 feet 2, she suddenly turned into an immovable object. She didn’t follow me, and she clearly had no intention of doing so. In fact, her focus was still on the incredible hulk in the doorway. It was like she’d been struck dumb all of a sudden. 

“If you’re the one  who called earlier, are you going to at least come in?” I shivered at his voice. It was deep. Seductive. It was downright sexy and to make it even more of a panty dropper, he had an accent.

Before I could answer him, he continued. “And to answer your question, the reason I’ve had a shower even though I knew you were coming, was because Suzi chose to vomit on me only fifteen minutes ago. So, I had the option of answering the door covered in puke or showering as quickly as I could. I made pretty good time, but not quite good enough.” He gestured to the towel. “Obviously.”

“Suzi?” That was the one thing that jumped out at me from what he just said. 

“My tortie girl. She’s eight. She tends to vomit a lot. It’s like a lucky dip each meal, as to whether she will or won’t. There is no obvious medical reason for it. She’s just a cat who is prone to vomiting. No matter what I try and how many fancy, elevated and tilted bowls I try her with.

“Ah.” The single word wasn’t my finest moment, but at least it was an acknowledgement of what he’d said. 

“Come in, and look around while I go slip into something a little less casual.” He shot us both the barest hint of a smile, before turning and walking away. 

Bec and I looked at each other, then the open doorway, and when she stepped in, I followed. I was torn with the desire to see the place and the room, but with a certain degree of trepidation at stepping into a strange man’s home. No matter how drool worthy he was. 

“Oh my fucking god.” Becca’s tone was hushed and at first I thought she was reacting to the grandeur of the foyer we found ourselves standing in. “The man is a fucking God. You lucky thing getting to possibly live with that.”

“I haven’t said yes. I haven’t seen the room. I haven’t spoken to him and he hasn’t said he wants me.” I pointed out. “Plus, let me remind you of Michael. You know, the boyfriend you live with.”

“Oh shut up. I can look and drool. I’m not touching. No harm in looking after all.”

“Fine, but perhaps try and not let your tongue hang out so much when he comes back.” I suggested. 

“Well come on. He said we can look around, so let’s look around.” Bec grabbed my arm and dragged me through a huge doorway into a massive room. 

This  thing was gigantic. I’d never seen such a big open area in a home before. To the left was what looked like a more formal sitting area. To the front of that, was a dining area. To our right was a huge living room. Far more casual looking than the area to our left. 

Then, smack bang in the middle was the biggest kitchen I think I’d ever laid eyes on. Like it was calling to me, I walked towards it. My focus on the gorgeous black and white marbled looking granite benchtops. The gleaming stainless steel appliances and the shining off white cupboards that ran the length of it. 

There were cupboards everywhere. Both floor mounted cupboards and a row of cupboards that ran to the ceiling. Built into the short section of wall behind it. As we approached, the first thing that grabbed my eye, was the island. 

It was about ten feet long by about six feet wide. There was a stove top mounted in it, and along the side that faced us, were a row of black leather bar stools. 

I damn near drooled over the eight burner gas stove top with the rangehood that hung from the ceiling over  it. While on the other side of the island, a large oven was revealed that looked more like a commercial one, than one for home use. 

Tearing my gaze away from the kitchen, I took in the row of floor to ceiling French doors that ran along the length of the room. The glass furthest from where Bec and I stood turned out to be a floor to ceiling fixed window, with a glass and aluminium framed trapdoor cut into it, that was standing open. Anchored to the opening was a long, framed rectangular kind of tunnel, which ran across the massive deck to a wired in structure about the size of a three car garage sitting on the back lawn. It was clearly an indoor/outdoor play area for his cats. 

From what I could see without a closer look, it had an open area at one end with what I think was a real part of a tree positioned in it. There were various platforms attached to the solid timber frame for cats to climb or sit on. The other end was covered with ramps leading up to a selection of cat beds, plus a boxed in row of sleeping compartments for the cat who wanted more privacy. Another section had walls that ran to the ground and a few litter trays were there, obviously positioned to protect them from the weather. 

I could see toys on the floor of the pen and hanging toys for the cats to swat, dangling from a few places inside it. Not to mention several scratching posts, both vertically and horizontally mounted to suit any cat’s preference. This setup he had for his cats was like the Hilton of the cat world. It was five star feline luxury. Hell, I’d lived in crappier setups than his cats had. 

“As you can see, I have  an indoor/outdoor arrangement for my cats.” That deep, sexy, accented voice momentarily stopped my heart before it began a wild thundering in my chest. 

The man had frightened me with his stealthy approach, but that voice was like liquid gold to me, and I realised this would never work. My senses, my emotions. Hell, everything wouldn’t be able to handle the daily assault this man would have on them. 

––––––––
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LUCA

It was hard to get a read on the woman standing before me. She wasn’t looking at me with adoring eyes, or like she was about to jump my bones which made for a change. If anything she looked uncomfortable and seemed reluctant to look at me for any length of time. It was a vastly different reaction to what I was used to. 

It was also apparent that the reason she worked with animals was because she didn’t appear to be all that intelligent. Not if the blank look she occasionally shot me, or the seemingly limited vocabulary were any indication. 

She didn’t have an accent, so I presume she spoke English. She’d been speaking it over the phone. Hell, English was not my first language and I still seemed to have a better grasp on it, than her.

Her friend must have thought her behaviour odd because she elbowed her quite firmly in the ribs, making her gasp. Or maybe she just needed someone to give her some prompts, so she’d at least speak. 

Hell, I had no desire for a boarder who talked my ear off, but this woman was lacking even the most basic of communication skills. I needed to be able to converse with her over the cats, medications, and dietary requirements when I was away for work.  Which usually involved me meeting up with donors who gave large amounts to Paws for Cause, or for the opening of a shelter or sanctuary that donations from my charity had paid for. 

She was disturbingly beautiful, and I’d have preferred someone who wasn’t as attractive to be honest. Not that I necessarily worried that I’d be tempted to fuck her, but she certainly had a depth of beauty that was far more alluring than I would have liked. 

Taller than her friend, she had a beautiful mane of dark, shining hair that hung down her back. Curling softly to a little below where her bra strap would be. It was a rich chocolate colour. Like those Belgium chocolates nonna liked to secretly indulge in. 

The chocolate colour shot through with streaks of a lighter shade of brown, which I think was natural. Although, when it came to women’s hair, who knew for sure?

Her eyes were grey. A startling contrast to the dark hair and light tan that coloured her skin. Solemn grey eyes though. Eyes that reflected something I was familiar with. Pain.  

Something told me this woman knew pain. That she too had experienced too many tragedies in her short life. Which  led to my next question. How old was she?

“What’s your name?” I started with the basics. 

“Fallon.” She said in that low, husky kind of sultry voice. “And you are?” She tacked the words on like they were an afterthought. 

“Unusual name.” The words were out of my mouth before I could stop them. Making the eyes widen on both ladies. “Luca.” I added. “My name is Luca.”

“I’m Becca.” The other one seemed to decide that it was necessary for me to know her name too, although quite frankly I didn’t give a shit. “I’m Fallon’s best friend.” And the sharing just kept on going. 

I forced a smile to my lips. Hoping it didn’t look like the grimace I felt it was. “So, you’re an animal lover? How old are you?” I finally found an opportunity to slip that question in. 

“Twenty three and yes I am. I’ve always loved animals, I just haven’t been fortunate enough to be able to have my own pets. Your ad sounded perfect really. A way for me to shower my love onto someone else’s animals when I can’t have my own.”

“What has stopped you being able to own your own pets?” I was curious about her comment and the sadness I saw in those big grey eyes. 

“I don’t know that my life’s story is any of your business.” She replied. “But I will say, I’ve not been fortunate enough to own my own home and rentals aren’t always pet friendly. Plus the last place I shared wouldn’t allow me to have a pet. Plus...” She trailed off, looking suddenly uncomfortable. 

When her friend grabbed her hand, squeezing it, I knew there was a story there, that I wasn’t going to hear today. If ever for that matter. Despite her earlier enthusiasm to see the place, now she was here, her reaction seemed to have cooled considerably. 

“I’m sorry.” I pretended to be contrite. “I was wondering before I show you what might be your wing, if you’d like to meet my cats? I think if this is to work, it’s not just how we get along, but how my cats receive you.”

For the first time since they’d arrived, Fallon’s face lit up and her eyes danced around the room, as if one of my cats were about to leap out and make his or her presence known. 

It was going to take more than that. Most of them were an unsociable bunch. Some had no time at all for strangers. Mostly it was just plain indifference. Getting through to them was going to take some work on Fallon’s part. 
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Chapter Three
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Fallon

“Of course.” I tried to respond calmly and not let my inner voice that was screaming ‘wing’ have a say.

My friend was as subtle as a brick. “Wing?”

I glared at Becca. I nearly swallowed my tongue over the wing bit too, but I wanted to pretend that hearing it was a wing, and not just a room, was almost like an everyday occurrence for me. 

“Yes, wing.” Luca answered Becca. “I’m sure it’s no surprise that this house has separate wings. If you are successful at being selected to share my home with me, you will have your own wing.”

“Why do you need such a big home anyway?” I asked. “Don’t you live alone?”

He nodded. “Yes, but when I first moved into this home, I was not alone.”

“So where did they go? Did they all move out?” Becca jumped in and I shot her a warning glance, to try and stop her launching into her interrogation style of questioning. I swear my best friend could drill a person for so much information, I’m surprised she didn’t get out the thumb screws. 

I felt Luca stiffen. His face like a blank canvas. Completely devoid of any sort of emotion. “They died.” He snapped. His accent more pronounced in his efforts to hide the pain I heard in those two words. 

“You were going to introduce me to your babies.” I said to try and fill the awkward silence that followed. “Tell me about them.”

“What is your accent?” Becca interrupted before Luca could begin telling me about his six cats. “Italian? Is it Italian?”

The look he shot my friend was filled with what looked like barely controlled frustration. “Yes. Si. I’m from Tuscany.”

“Ooh, how exciting.” I could tell from my friend’s expression that she was preparing to bombard him with a round of questions, and I needed her to stop. 

Much as I loved my best friend, subtlety was not her strong point. I could tell this line of questioning was hitting a nerve with the man. Pain lingered in those brown eyes. Pain he tried to hide, but with that glimpse into the pain, it showed he was human after all.  It brought out an unexpected desire to protect him from the kind of blunt questioning I knew Becca was capable of. Enough for me to shoot her a warning look to shut the fuck up. 

Knowing that Luca was Italian explained the dark to nearly black hair. The olive complexion and of course the accent. He was an unbelievably attractive man. Tall. Towering over me, and I wasn’t tiny. At 5 feet 9, I’d always been taller than most of my friends. 

He was a work of art under those clothes, but dressed looked mighty fine on him too. The well-worn jeans moulding his body almost lovingly, combined with a black t-shirt, that had been washed so many times, it had faded to dark grey. The soft fabric pulled across his wide shoulders, outlining those bulging pecs, and smoothing its way over the washboard abs I knew were beneath it. 

When he turned to walk towards a hallway, we followed, and the man looked just as good from the back as he’d looked at the front. Even Becca nudged me, pointing to the firm buttocks as Luca walked. 

He turned unexpectedly, and colour flooded my cheeks over the embarrassing reality that he’d probably seen us both ogling his ass. Fortunately, he didn’t say anything, but his expression spoke volumes. This man didn’t like women checking him out for some reason. A rare thing as so many men seemed to have huge egos, and would probably smirk knowingly, or see it as an opportunity to try and come onto one, or both of us. 

We followed Luca down the hallway, and I nearly ran into the back of him when he stopped unexpectedly. Turning and walking into a huge room. Following him, neither Becca nor I were able to contain our gasps at what was before us. 

This man seriously loved his cats and everything about this home was for them. The room was long. Not overly wide, but quite long. Running the length of one wall were numerous shelves. Not that big, but positioned like horizontal stepping stones which I recognised as steps for the cats to climb up. 

All along the expanse of wide windows were window seats. Each one with three cat beds sitting side by side. More cat beds than cats if he really only did have six of them. 

At the far end of the room was what looked like a tree, similar to the one in the outdoor run. It wasn’t a real tree. I don’t know what it was made of,  but it had branches sprawling out in all directions that would satisfy the most adventurous kitty. 

Positioned randomly around the rest of the room were various sofas and at each corner, I noticed water set up for the cats, but no plain old bowls for them. No, they were the water fountains, so the cats could drink the water as it circulated or for those who loved drinking the flowing water, they had the option of lapping at that. 

Against the wall behind us, were the litter trays. Spread out for them. About eight from what I could see at a glance. The set up for these cats was amazing. I’d never seen anything like it before. Right down to the various hammocks suspended from corners, or positioned at vantage points in the manmade tree. 

“This is incredible.” My voice was filled with awe, but then I was in awe of all I was seeing. “I want to be one of your cats.” The words tumbled from my lips before I could stop them. 

Luca laughed. HE laughed. I barely knew him, but I could see he was a serious person. Tragedy, evident in his expression when Becca had asked about who once lived in this house. The darkness I saw in those chocolate coloured eyes, told me this man had either forgotten how to laugh, or sadly had nothing left in life to laugh at. 

“These cats are my family. They have also become an unexpected source of income. Not just these ones but the many cats I’ve had over the years. I tend to adopt cats that no one else wants. Old cats, or sick cats. I’ve saved some feral ones too. Tom was my first cat. I found him eating road kill at the side of the road. He was tiny. Far too young to be fending for himself.”

“Where’s Tom?” I asked. My eyes scanning the room as if the cat in question would put a paw up and beckon me over. 

I could see patches of fur here and there around the room as cats slept in this perfect haven for them that Luca had created. 

“Over there.” He pointed to a smoky coloured cat curled up asleep on one of the cat beds towards the corner of the room. 

As we began moving towards him, I watched other cats in the room start to sit up, as if word were spreading telepathically, that there were strangers in their midst.

Tom got wind of our approach too and a pair of yellow eyes studied us over the edge of his bed. 

“Oh, he’s a Persian.” I exclaimed. “How did a Persian end up as a feral kitten I wonder?” I held my fingers out to him and let him sniff them. Which he did. In fact he sniffed every inch of my hand with the same level of dedication the police would frisk someone.  

“I don’t know.  Who knows how any of these poor animals end up fighting for their lives? I’m guessing someone dumped his mother at some point, or maybe him and his siblings. We’ll never know, and Tom isn’t big on sharing the details of his past.” That fleeting smile touched Luca’s lips again. 

“This is quite a set up you have here.” Becca was still staring around in open mouthed wonder. 

“Can I say hello to the others?” I asked. 

“Of course. I’ll introduce you.  You’re a stranger to them so they might not roll out the welcome mat for you. Most of my cats are seniors when I get them, or have had some sort of illness or behavioural problem.”

He began pointing to each cat. “Suzi, the tortoiseshell is eight years old. She has digestive issues that lead to her vomiting quite a lot. There is no obvious health problem apparently. She’s just a pukey kind of cat.

I’ve tried elevated dishes. Angled dishes. Elevated and angled dishes. I’ve gone through every cat food known to mankind. It’s still a lucky dip with her, but she’s healthy and happy, as you can see.”

“Cats can be random pukers I know.” I smiled. “Guess that’s why there are so many memes related to cats and vomit.”

“Are there?” Luca’s expression wiped away my smile. He didn’t give a shit about memes, obviously. This man was difficult to read most of the time, and for every tiny bit of ground I thought I made, he cut my legs out from under me again. 

“So, who are the rest?” I figured it wasn’t worth the effort of small talk with Luca. Just get on and meet his cats, since this was nothing more than a test to see if they liked me. Plus there was something else being tested here, although I wasn’t quite sure what at this point. 

For someone who claimed he wanted a roommate, he was what I referred to as a loner. This man didn’t want a roommate for company. He wasn’t lonely. He wasn’t a social person at all, so the need for a roommate was confusing. 

One only had to look around and not even that thoroughly to see the man had money, so a roommate wasn’t for financial reasons. It sure as hell wasn’t as company, so it had to be purely for a babysitter to his cats and he could pay someone to come in and do that. Hell, he could have paid me to do that. 

“This is Sootie.” He stopped near a little black cat. “She’s the baby of this lot.  Just a year old. As you can see,  she lost an eye. When she was found, she had a terrible infection in her eyes. The vets saved one, but the other one was too bad and had to be removed to save her life. She’s sociable, but doesn’t really like having the top of her head patted. You can scratch her chin, but otherwise, limit contact to her body.”

“Ok.” I reached out, letting Sootie sniff my fingers, before slipping a couple under her chin and scratching gently with my fingernails. She immediately rewarded my efforts with a loud, rattling purr. 

Luca’s eyes swung to mine, but he said nothing. Something told me he was surprised that his cat had accepted me so quickly though.

“Ooh, she likes you.” Becca’s excited voice made me jump. In all the tension between Luca and me, and the little bit of anxiety over meeting his cats, I’d momentarily forgotten my friend was here.  

Luca had one hell of a presence. It was easy to forget everything while in close proximity to him. He was intense and intimidating. His darkness like a cloak around him which seemed to descend on anyone who got too close. I felt it when I moved nearer to him and it was like he was sucking all the joy out of me. 

It wasn’t enough at this point to have me running for the door, but if I agreed to move in here and he offered the room, or should I say wing to me, it would probably be beneficial to stay as far away from him as possible. Something I suspected would make this man happy anyway. He definitely was not a people person. 

Pushing on, despite the uncomfortable vibes I got from Luca, I walked over to a pretty little ginger and white cat who was eyeing me off with a wary look.

“That’s Nala.” Luca said, appearing beside me. “She’s a feral I rescued a couple of years ago. People in the area where she was found said she’s had numerous litters of kittens. She’d been shot when I got her, and it was touch and go as to whether she’d lose her leg. She’s fine now, but not the most people friendly cat. I can pat her, but she will often hiss and growl. You can’t pick her up though. She’s all claws then. I got shredded by her the first time I tried that.”

“She’s so pretty.” I said, keeping my voice soft and gentle around the wary cat. “It’s not that usual to have a ginger cat that is female either.” I added. 

Luca’s head swung to me. “You know that? It’s not a hugely known fact about gingers.”

“Yeah.” I smiled, carefully holding a hand out to Nala. She sniffed and hissed, but it was all for show, I could tell. When she didn’t show any signs of mounting hostility, I gently began patting her. Long strokes over her head and back. 

When she abruptly stood and began butting her head into my hand, I was so surprised. Delighted really, but when she moved forward, stretching up to me, with her front paws on my chest, I didn’t hesitate, despite Luca’s earlier warning. I simply picked her up. 

She tensed for a fraction and I suddenly remembered what I’d been told. Waiting for her to become a furry missile, attacking me with claws and teeth, but it never came. 

“Holy shit Fallon. She likes you.” Bec’s voice was low. She clearly got it that this was not the time for excitable yelling in the presence of the cats. 

My eyes rose to Luca’s who was staring at me like I’d grown an extra head. “She’s never done this before.” His focus shifting from me, to the sweet cat in my arms who was now purring up a storm. “Why is she letting you hold her? This is not characteristic behaviour for her.”

I shrugged. “She likes me. Do we need to analyse it?” I continued scratching a spot on the side of Nala’s face, that had her tipping her head in a clear indication she didn’t want me to stop. “Is it possible she doesn’t like men?”

Luca frowned. “I don’t know. I can’t say I’ve given it a lot of thought. I’m the only person who has cared for her since she came to live here.  She was a handful for the vets, but what animal loves the vet?”

“Well, she likes me, so that’s great. Especially if I am successful and you allow me to rent the room from you.”

“Wing.” Luca corrected and I shrugged. I’d ask to see this wing he talked of once I’d finished meeting his cats. 

“So, who’s next?” I asked, reluctantly putting Nala back down  on her bed. 

“We have Bella.” Luca stopped near a sleepy faced black and white cat. “She’s around three years old. She was found dumped at the local tip. She was almost dead. So skinny, we didn’t think she’d make it for a long time, but as you can see, she did.”

I went through the usual process of allowing Bella to sniff my fingers since our presence right near her bed had finally woken her up. She sniffed me, but she was still a bit wary. Nothing I feared I wouldn’t be able to overcome at least. Not that it should be a prerequisite that Luca’s cats all loved me. I just needed them to accept me enough for those times when he was away, doing whatever it was that he did for work. 

After Bella, we moved on to the last of the cats in this amazing room. Tigger was a nine year old tabby cat with pretty white paws. He was a huge cat. Long too. He was lying stretched out on an old lounge, but as we approached, he jumped down and ran off. 

“Tigger isn’t good with strangers.  He is a food orientated cat though. So he can be won over by appealing to his stomach.”  Luca explained, and I grinned. 

“The way to a man’s heart  is through his stomach.” I shot him a smile, but the look he gave me ripped that smile straight back off my face. 

“Maybe for this cat. It would take a lot more than that with me.”

Bristling a little at his attitude, I snapped. “Just as well I’m not trying to win your heart isn’t it? Although, it would be easy to assume you don’t have one, until I see you with your cats, and realise something is capable of making you love it.”

“Fallon.” Becca’s tone held a note of warning. Maybe she was worried I would either argue my way into being rejected for the wing, or that I might anger this man who was a stranger to us, and given we were in his home on a large rural property, we really could find ourselves victims of an axe murderer. A really sexy, brooding axe murderer. 

After what felt like a lifetime of tension filled silence, Luca turned, heading for the door to the hallway again. Before he got there, he swung around to face us. 

“Come. I’ll show you the wing and the other areas of the house you are permitted to enter.”

When he turned away, I mouthed his words back at him, before poking my tongue out in an act of childish rebellion. Briefly his head came around, probably checking to see we were following, and I nearly got caught poking my tongue out at my possible landlord.

Following him past a few more doorways. One being an opulent looking bathroom. A generous bedroom with a queen bed in it, and what I think was a library, given the wall to ceiling bookcases packed with a mind blowing number of books.

He finally turned towards the rear of the house, and entered a room that looked like a smaller, cosier living room. With more of the French doors this house had an abundance of, opening out to spectacular views across to the mountains. 

It had a scattering of comfortable looking lounges arranged throughout it, and to one end, there was a beautiful open fireplace. This house was like the house that kept on giving. There was no end to it. Was this part of the wing?

Luca didn’t stop though, and we hurried after him as he moved into a short hallway. At the end of it, was the most amazing bedroom I think I’d ever seen in my life. I’d lived in apartments the size of this room. 

A king size bed dominated the vast space. Not just a king size, but my dream bed. It was a canopy bed. Solid ornate posts rose up to join the timber frame at the top. The headboard more ornate timber. Carved with what looked like roses  into  the wood. 

Beautiful cream lace hung from the timber top, all the way around. The bed itself covered in a rose pattern quilt of cream, dusty pink and green. With numerous plump cushions arranged before the pile of pillows that adorned the bed. 

The floor was polished hardwood, but a huge cream patterned rug lay beneath the bed, and a couple of smaller ones were positioned around the room. 

A set of French doors led out to what looked  like my own private deck with a small outdoor setting there. The walls of the room were covered in a pretty wallpaper of small pink roses that almost matched the linen on the bed, on a backdrop of a rich cream, with accents of green from the leaves of the flowers. 

Either side of the bed stood two bedside drawers, matching the timber of the bed. At the foot of it was a large wooden chest. There was a chest of drawers in the room. Plus an empty bookcase, and mounted to the wall, was a generous sized flat screen TV. There was even a small air conditioner positioned on the wall in the space above the French doors. 

I’d never seen anything like this. If the room had a kitchen, I almost wouldn’t have to leave it. 

Two doorways led off from it. One to a walk in closet and the other an ensuite with a long double vanity with dark timber cabinets. A colour that matched the timber of the huge bed. There was a shower with two shower heads. One wall mounted and an overhead rain shower head that was about a foot in diameter. 

Staring at it, I had to wonder how much water it used and given this was a rural property, then Luca had to be on tank water. That shower head alone looked like it would rapidly drain a tank. 

There was a beautiful clawfoot bath and behind a half wall at the end of the room was the toilet. On the other side of the doorway, and before the long vanity, was a linen cupboard, stacked high with fluffy towels. 

The walls and shower were lined with floor to ceiling tiles in a cream colour with accented tiles dotted throughout the room. Adorned with roses that closely matched the bedroom wallpaper. Did he get everything custom made because it was looking a lot like it. 

The floor tiles were plain, but quite large, and in a green that matched the leaves of the roses  in the wall tiles. The attention to detail in this place was amazing, and this was to be all mine for however long I wanted it. Or until Luca threw me out. Whichever came first. Not that I’d deliberately try to get myself kicked out, but after Steve, I was gun shy when it came to sharing homes with men. Even tall, dark, sexy, brooding Italian men.

“Wow.” Becca’s one word expressed exactly what I was thinking. 

“It’s beautiful.” I felt compelled to add, rather than just stand there with my mouth hanging open. “You could rent this place out as a bed and breakfast.”

Luca’s expression was momentarily horrified. “NO.” He snapped. “God no. People coming and going. It would be a desecration of my par-” He stopped abruptly, swallowing hard. “No. It would scare the cats.” The words falling from his lips before he turned abruptly, and I watched as his long strides carried him out of the beautiful bathroom. 

He was standing with his hands stuffed into the pockets of his jeans when Becca and I emerged from the ensuite. “So, this is the wing. You get the bedroom, bathroom, closet and this living room is yours, so you have your own place to relax.”

“Ok.” I said, hesitantly. Suddenly overwhelmed that I could basically have the equivalent of my own apartment for as little as $65 a week. 

“Come. I’ll show you the rest of the house.” He didn’t wait to see if we were following, before walking rapidly from the room. 

Almost breaking  into a run to catch up, we trailed after him. Back  through the main entrance, living room, dining, and kitchen, before entering yet another one of these mystery tour hallways.  This place was unbelievable. It just kept going and going. 

He showed us a study where he said I could access the internet if I needed to. There was a large laundry with state of the art appliances in it. There was even a mud room. I’d heard of these rooms but never seen one. 

It was the main access to the back of the house where another verandah ran the length of it. Following the ‘L’ shaped bits that made up the wing I’d have, and the other wing which we were told was his, but he didn’t bother showing us. Not that I expected him to anyway. 

The whole house had a mass of windows and huge doors that opened up to the decks. Clearly with the intention of taking full advantage of the amazing views out the back. 

Although we’d entered on flat ground from the front, the back of the property sloped down on a gentle incline to what looked like a long line up of cages. Some miscellaneous sheds and another huge shed, which appeared to be a garage. A big one too, given the line up of roller doors along the front of it. 

Luca took us out on the deck to take advantage of the last of the sunlight which was just beginning to dip over the tree covered
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