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As a reader, you may wonder why some words seem misspelt, but as an Australian writer, I use English spellings rather than American ones. So, NO! I am not a poor speller, and I have used the spell check, but with an Australian slant.
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Jenna struggled up the steps, the shopping bags banging against her legs. The last thing she wanted after a busy week was grocery shopping, but if she didn’t stock up now, she would have to spend the whole weekend eating takeout. Once Jenna heaved the bags onto the kitchen counter, she began sorting the packages into the pantry or the fridge, depending on what they needed. When the phone rang, she looked at the remaining boxes and cartons, decided to answer, and put away the non-perishables after the call. As Jenna read the caller ID, she regretted her choice; it wasn’t that she didn’t want to talk to Sienna, but she knew what her friend wanted to discuss. With a sigh, Jenna answered the phone.

“Hi, Sienna. How was your day?”

“Great, and my night is going to be better. We have an invitation to a party at the Toliver mansion; dress flashy, and I’ll pick you up at seven.”

“Sienna, you know I hate those parties. Everyone will be drunk or high by nine o’clock, and I can never think of anything to say in a room full of strangers. Enjoy your night out, but you’ll have to go without me.” 

“No can do, girlfriend. I need a wingman and a designated driver. If you hate the crowd, you can enjoy the landscaped garden, which I hear is spectacular.”

Jenna groaned. “I wanted to spend the night curled up on the couch with a movie showing and a few glasses of wine.”

“If you want to be a couch potato, you can do that tomorrow night, but tonight, I need your company. Get dressed, girlfriend; I’ll be there at seven.”

Before Jenna could invent a better excuse, Sienna hung up.

As she packed the remaining shopping away, Jenna grumbled to herself. She knew what would happen tonight: Sienna would wade into the middle of the crowd and get lost for the rest of the night, while Jenna would hug the walls and stand alone. After eating a small meal, Jenna went to her bedroom to find something Sienna might consider fancy. Her first instinct was to grab jeans and top them with a shirt, but she knew Sienna would practically strip her before rifling through the wardrobe for something dressier. Jenna reluctantly hunted through her closet until she pulled out a deep blue dress. The dress had a flirty skirt and a modest bodice, and paired with a pair of heels, she should pass her friend’s scrutiny.

The knock at the door heralded Sienna’s arrival, and Jenna grabbed her bag and headed towards the door. Her friend greeted her with a hug and a thumbs up when she saw Jenna’s outfit.

“It’s been some time since we saw that dress. It still looks great.”

“Yeah, well, it was Ethan’s favourite, and since I wanted no reminders of that cheat, I pushed it to the back of the cupboard. It’s not the dress’s fault that Ethan liked it, so I resurrected it.”

“Good thing you did; that’s a kiss-ass dress. Do you want to drive? I’ll give you directions so you know how to get home if I’m beyond helping you.”

When they arrived, Jenna found a parking spot, and seeing what seemed like fifty or more cars made her stomach knot. As she assumed, this crowd was not a small party but a vast gathering. 

“Gosh, there are hundreds of people here.”

“Everyone who is anyone wants to attend a party at the Toliver mansion; he throws the best parties if you get my meaning.”

Sienna winked at Jenna.

“Does that mean lots of alcohol and drugs?”

“Yeah, but don’t worry; alcohol is my drug. I don’t mess with that other stuff.”

Jenna sighed; she knew exactly what to expect. Sienna might not take drugs, but half the people here would be stoned, and the others drunk.

Sienna and Jenna approached the open front door, Jenna carefully picking her way. Heels were not her favourite type of footwear, so Jenna rarely wore them and landing in a heap if she tripped would be embarrassing. As they entered the house, Sienna paused for a moment, assessing her options. Then, she pushed into the crowd gathered in the lounge room. Jenna considered following her, but by the time she decided, Sienna was nowhere to be seen. Jenna headed for the kitchen, assuming this was where the drinks were. When she was proven correct, she grabbed a can of cola and looked around the room. Groups of people gathered in the room, and from the secrecy surrounding some of the clusters, she assumed they were either dealing drugs or imbibing. Jenna rolled her eyes and began to retreat when a man approached her. He was tall and relatively good-looking, but the glazed look in his eyes told her all she needed to know.

“Hi, sweet cheeks. Do you want to join me? I have some blow if you’re interested, and we could have a little fun.”

“Thanks, that’s a great offer, but I’m here to meet someone.”

The man shrugged and walked away, but when three other guys propositioned Jenna, she decided she’d had enough of socialising. Approaching the open doors that led onto the deck, Jenna left the noise and smoke behind and wandered along the wraparound deck. A set of stairs led into the garden, and Jenna decided she was less likely to have to fend off unwanted advances if she was out of sight. When Sienna was ready to go home, she'd check the garden first, knowing Jenna’s dislike of large crowds.

Jenna could make out the shape of a garden bench; this section of the garden was dark, and once she sat, it occurred to her that this might not be the safest place to be. Movement from across the path started her, and she said,

“Whose there?”

A deep voice said, “Another refugee wishing for asylum in a quiet place. Give me a minute, and I’ll turn on a light so I can see who I’m talking to.”

As the man returned, Jenna got a whiff of a spicy scent, which she assumed was his aftershave. Considering the men she had met tonight all smelled of alcohol or drugs, this man’s scent was a nice change. Jenna blinked as a light lit up a section of the garden, but the light was filtered, leaving her and her companion in the shadows. They sat silently until the man said, “Who are you, and why are you here?”

His voice was deep and sexy, and although she couldn’t see the man well, she wondered why the drunken or wasted men hit on her, but the well-dressed, sober men like this one were never interested.

“Hi, I’m Jenna, and I’m here at the party because I’m the designated driver for my friend. I am in the garden because I’m not fond of crowds, especially when most are drunk or wasted. I got tired of being propositioned by drunk or wasted men who seem to think I might be a good option for a quickie.”

The man chuckled. “I am Liam, and I wonder why these people think a party is a free-for-all.”

“I wonder if the homeowner is concerned about the cops arriving? Every second person in there is either selling drugs or taking them.”

The man gave a noncommittal answer, and Jenna thought their conversation would end there, but she was wrong. Neither offered any personal information, but they seemed to have lots to discuss as they sat in the semi-darkness and talked. Jenna was unaware of the passing time, and when Sienna staggered out, she was surprised to see how late it was.

“I guess you are ready to go?”

Sienna smirked. “I could get lost for a while if you want more time with your friend?”

Jenna was glad the semi-dark hid her blush, but she said, “Liam, it was nice to meet you. I enjoyed our talk, but I’d better take my friend home.”

Liam didn’t rise but said, “Maybe we’ll meet again.”

Jemma smiled and steered Sienna towards the house and the front door.

Once Sienna buckled up in the car, Jenna climbed into the driver’s seat.

“Tell me you got his phone number.”

“Ah, no. We weren’t flirting; we were talking.”

“Do you know who that was?”

Jemma screwed up her face and kept her eyes on the road.

“No, but I’m sure you will tell me.”

“That was Liam Toliver. He’s a millionaire or something, and he is supposed to be one of the country’s most eligible bachelors.”

“If that’s the case, I’m sure he has enough women fawning over him without me hitting on him in the garden, even if I had known who he was.”

“I don’t understand you. You have a sexy man who is either a millionaire or a billionaire, and you spend the night talking? Are you nuts?”

“Sienna, I didn’t know who he was, and even if I had, I don’t do one-night stands. If I were that desperate, I could have spent the night up against the wall or in a bedroom; three drunk, wasted guys propositioned me, but trust me, that doesn’t interest me. Can we leave the subject of my sex life alone? You wanted me to accompany you, and I did. Subject closed.”

When Jenna dropped Sienna off, she watched as her friend staggered up the front stairs, and when Sienna disappeared inside, Jenna drove away. They would have to sort out the car in the morning, but for now, Jenna wanted a hot drink and a warm bed. Her rent-controlled unit was basic; the landlord didn’t add frills when he rented it out, but for a university student, it served its purpose. Jenna was not a social butterfly like Sienna and rarely needed to pull out the futon for guests.

As Jenna readied herself for bed, she recalled the ease with which she had connected with Liam. Talking with him felt natural, and she wondered if he was more relaxed because she couldn’t see his face, so they were both anonymous. Jenna had responded to his voice’s smooth, deep tones, and her response surprised her. She could imagine what a turn-on that voice would be in bed. After learning his full name from Sienna, it surprised Jenna that no women were swarming over him in the garden. Is that why he sounded angry when he asked her why she was in the garden? 

Jenna climbed into bed and tried to block the remembered sound of Liam’s voice as she lay in the dark. There was no point regretting what might have been; it was unlikely that their paths would ever cross again.
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