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5 days ago – April 2000

Rex – 25 years old 

Somewhere in the South Pacific

Rex Cassidy’s night was a restless one. He’d awoken many times, although it had been 1am when he’d actually put his head down. It was now just after eight. 

He lay in a large bed in a chic suite he’d been staying in for the past two weeks. The room boasted lavish decorations, elegant furnishings, and a panoramic view of the coral reefs outside. 

He rolled to his side to observe the body that lay next to him. Her fiery red hair was splayed out over her pillow as she slept serenely, calmness on her milky white face. She looked so sweet and innocent, which was a far cry from what she was. 

Rex rolled back to face the ceiling. The intricate patterns on the ornate chandelier caught his gaze. He closed his eyes for a few seconds, wishing he wasn’t there. He longed to be in his bed at home, with the woman he loved more than anything in the world. 

Not this woman. Not Ocean Webber. 

Ocean was stunning, there was no doubt about that. She was in her late 20s, had big brown eyes and the shapely body with what might be termed a ghetto booty if she’d been black. She was as fiery in bed as was her hair. Very demanding yet also very giving. 

But she was no Vanessa. No one could ever match the perfection of the woman he longed to be with. The love of his life. Nobody could ever satisfy him like she could. No matter how hard they tried. He felt an emptiness without her; a gnawing void no amount of physical pleasure could fill. 

Ocean stirred. Her eyes fluttered open and when she saw him, she shuffled towards him. Her soft fingers ran over his chest. ‘Such nice muscles...’ she murmured, her voice a sultry purr. ‘But you know which one I like best.’

‘Yeah, I think I do.’ He did his best to muster some enthusiasm. ‘You want me for my brain.’
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‘Don’t play games with me. You know what I want.’

Rex wasn’t in the mood. She’d kept him up most of the night, round after round and he didn’t want to go another. Not with her. If it were Vanessa, no problem. He loved their all-nighters and would gladly give her as much as she wanted. The emotional connection they had was so deep that every intimate touch, every kiss and caress drove him to want more. 

But once again, Ocean was no Vanessa. Far from it. 

Ocean’s eyes grew cold. ‘Please don’t tell me you can’t handle me. A powerful guy like you? So fit. So well built. So big. I thought you were something special.’

Rex forced a smile. ‘I’m always up for a challenge.’

‘That’s good. You better be. Because if you can’t keep up then you’re not much use to me.’ She ran her finger down his chest. ‘But I think you can. You’ve just never met a woman like me before, have you?’

‘I sure haven’t.’ That wasn’t necessarily a good thing but hopefully she wouldn’t expect him to elaborate. 

‘Nor a woman that drives you to excel as I have.’

He wanted to laugh. Vanessa did that for him every day. She made him want to excel. Ocean didn’t. ‘You’re one in a million.’ 

Vanessa was one in a gazillion.

Ocean smiled and slid up on top of him. ‘Oh yes... show me what you’ve got. You’re gonna go way beyond that.’

Admittedly, it wasn’t hard to get aroused by this woman. She rubbed herself against him some more, her warm, smooth curves enticing him. 

Her slender fingers caressed his face. ‘Such a pretty boy with an amazing body. Deep blue eyes... long eyelashes... chiselled jaw...’ She continued to grind her lower body against his. ‘Kissable lips.’ She leant forward, pressing her ample breasts against his chest, and kissed him, opening her mouth. Rex allowed her tongue to enter and he kissed her back. 

‘Oh yes...’ she said, breathing heavily. ‘You are something special alright.’ 

Forty-five minutes later, he’d showered and dressed in a fine black suit. The fabric was smooth against his skin and the fit, impeccable. As he adjusted his tie, he looked at himself in the mirror. He looked just like a businessman. His goatee was neatly trimmed and the rest of his face smooth. He was the reflection of a polished, composed exterior hiding the turmoil inside. 

Ocean had already left for breakfast, leaving him alone in the suite at last. The room was silent except for the distant hum of the air conditioning. He gazed at the unmade super-king bed he’d spent the night in; the sheets tangled and pillows askew. Ocean’s clothes from yesterday were strewn on the floor, a vivid reminder of the night's events.

He longed for the use of a phone right now but hadn’t been permitted access to one. It had been three weeks since he had seen Vanessa - last spoken to her, last touched her. It ate away at him. He’d never gone this long without her except for two two-year periods when they were kids. Those times had been forced upon him. 

These three weeks were his choice. 

Their seventeenth anniversary was coming up. Seventeen years since they had first declared their love for each other - at the community centre, in 1983. When they were both eight. Vanessa had made him a card with felt cutouts, hearts and glitter, telling him she loved him. Then he’d made one for her, too. It was hard to believe so much time had gone by and their love had remained so strong. Their desire for each other always burning.

No.

It wasn’t hard to believe at all. 

Vanessa was the most wonderful, beautiful woman in the world - kind, smart, funny, caring and so many more fantastic qualities besides. She fought to keep them together during that very dark time in the early 90s, when they thought they’d lost each other for good.

It pained him to think that he would not be there for their anniversary. 

He took one last look in the mirror, running his fingers through his short, wavy dark hair, and headed for the door. He stepped out into the corridor and paused to admire the Polynesian artifacts and artwork lining it - the vibrant colours and intricate designs. 

Greg Winstone appeared up ahead, a man in his early 40s, dressed in a similar type of suit as Rex. He was of a hefty build, with wiry black hair and a neatly trimmed beard.

‘There you are,’ Winstone said. ‘Did you just come from her room?’ He let out a deep sigh, rubbing the back of his neck as his eyes narrowed. ‘Did you sleep with her again last night?’ 

‘Not like I had much choice,’ Rex said, trying to keep his voice even. ‘She insisted.’

Winstone shook his head, running a hand through his hair. ‘Shit, man, that’s not good. If Webber finds out, you’re dead.’

‘So, what do I do? Seems to me I’ll be dead if I don’t keep his daughter happy. It’s a Catch-22 situation.’

Winstone stepped closer, his voice dropping to a harsh whisper. ‘You need to be more careful. If the wrong person finds out, then it’ll get back to Webber. I gotta tell you man, this happened with her previous bodyguard, Greg. He paid the price.’

‘Murdered?’ Rex’s pulse quickened.

Winstone shrugged. ‘I don’t believe so, but it wouldn’t have been pleasant. And he hasn’t been seen since. Ocean didn’t care. She got what she wanted out of him. Once she’s done with you, she’ll spit you out.’

‘What choice do I have? I have to go with her wishes. I’m employed to keep her safe and keep her happy.’

Winstone’s eyes hardened, and he grabbed Rex by the arm, pulling him closer. ‘That doesn’t mean fucking her!’

Rex jerked his arm free. ‘Tell that to Ocean.’

Another man in a suit marched up to them and halted in front of Rex. ‘You...’ he said coldly. ‘Webber wants to see you now.’

Tension spread through Rex’s body. ‘Is something wrong?’

‘Yeah, something’s wrong alright and you better come now.’

Rex turned to Winstone, his heart pounding as he tried to gauge the seriousness of the situation. ‘Greg, do you know anything about—’

Something hard dug into Rex’s back and he froze for a second. He slowly turned to see the other man holding a gun.

‘Sorry, pal,’ Winstone said. ‘But I did warn you.’

The man with the gun motioned him along the hallway. ‘Let’s go see Mr Webber.’
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12 days earlier 

Vanessa – 25 years old 

St Heliers, Auckland, New Zealand

Vanessa Danté couldn’t relax. She’d tried all day but regularly paced back and forth across the lounge. Sleep was eluding her at night. Constant worry filled her head. What was he doing? Was he okay? Why hadn’t he made contact?  

She stopped to stare out the window beyond their swimming pool to the view of the ocean and, off in the distance, Rangitoto Island and its dormant volcano. She normally loved the view but today it gave her no joy. Not even the memory of her and her beloved taking a ferry ride there and exploring it. Its native bush and dried-up lava fields had made it an exciting and romantic rendezvous. Although every place they went to ended up being romantic for them. Even if it wasn’t meant to be. 

She continued to gaze out the window, her fingers drumming on the windowsill. ‘Where are you, Rex? Where are you?’ 

Not knowing was driving her crazy. He could have been a few miles away, somewhere in Auckland city, or maybe a thousand miles away, like in London, where he had been for two years when they were twelve. Back then, she’d felt so alone without him, just like she did now. Although this time it had only been two weeks. 

Their anniversary was coming up. They were supposed to do something. Go out to dinner, dancing, something. Maybe it would have been a few days away somewhere romantic, like camping in the bushes. Or like the previous year, where they spent a couple of nights in a hotel up on Mt Ruapehu. Each evening, they’d soak in a hot tub out on a private deck, sipping champagne overlooking snowy ranges.

This time, it seemed as though she was going to be home alone, pining for him. 

The doorbell rang, causing her to jump.

Vanessa hurried to the door. She wasn’t expecting anyone, but was glad for the distraction. Even if it were Jehovah’s Witnesses, she’d probably welcome them in and get them into a big debate on their wacky beliefs. That was always good for a laugh. However, it wouldn’t be the same without Rex being there too, asking them difficult questions they couldn’t give straight answers to. 

A familiar face greeted her at the door, one she was glad to see. ‘Andy! Oh my God, come in. I’ve been thinking you’d never come.’ 

Andy Morris was tall, close to 6 foot 3. Pretty buffed too, with very short brown hair and friendly brown eyes. His presence was solid, comforting. Andy had been a good friend and work colleague of Rex’s for four years. Someone they both trusted. 

She rushed into the lounge and he followed. She planted herself down in one of the easy chairs. ‘Please tell me you have a message. I’ve been worried sick.’ 

Andy didn’t smile as he sat on the couch and immediately turmoil filled her. 

‘Please, Andy...tell me you’ve heard something. Anything.’

Andy winced. ‘He was supposed to meet me in Hamilton yesterday, but he never showed.’

‘Hamilton? Why not here in Auckland?’ She leaned forward, gripping the armrests.

‘I can't discuss all the details, but I’ve received no messages from him in a week. The fact is, he didn’t make it, and we have no idea if he’s okay.’

Vanessa’s heartbeat quickened. ‘He’ll be okay, right? Maybe he just got stuck somewhere. Maybe he couldn’t get the opportunity to call you.’

‘Yeah, that may be the case. Don’t get alarmed. We’re doing our best to find out where he is, but it’s not easy.’

Her voice trembled. ‘Surely you have some idea where he is?’ 

‘He could be abroad. Maybe somewhere in the South Pacific but we don’t know for sure.’

‘The South Pacific?’

‘Yeah. He never contacted us to say he was leaving the country. Maybe he never got the chance. So, we’re in the dark over this.’

‘I’ve got to know he’s okay! He... he...’ She couldn’t hold back this time, tears spilling over. ‘He’d never be okay about going this long without contacting me. Never!’

‘Well, these are unusual circumstances and none of us can afford to take any risks. You understand that, right?’

‘So how do we find out if he’s okay?’ She wiped her tears away with the back of her hand, trying to steady her breathing.

‘We’re working on it.’

‘Work on it harder!’

‘Don’t worry, we are.’ He rose to his feet, straightening his jacket. ‘Look, I can’t stay any longer, but I’ll be in contact. As soon as I know something I’ll call you, okay?’

‘Okay,’ she whimpered, rising too but she was still shaky.

He faced her for a few seconds, a frown on his face. ‘You gonna be okay?’

‘Yes.’ She sniffed. But she was anything but okay.

‘Hang in there, Vanessa. Don’t lose hope, okay?’ He patted her on the arm. 

‘I won’t.’

‘Rex is strong and smart. I’m sure he’ll be fine.’

‘Okay.’

‘I’ll go now... but hey...’ As he stepped out the door he reached into his pocket and pulled out a slip of paper. ‘This is my private number. Ring me if Rex manages to contact you, okay? If he’s in trouble, we need to do whatever we can to help.’

‘Of course.’ 

Andy departed and Vanessa slumped into her easy chair. She buried her head in her hands as horrible thoughts flooded her mind. What if he were lying in a ditch? Bleeding to death? Or worse? 

There was no way she’d be able to cope. ​
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Fine Print
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July 1995

Rex – 20 years old 

Parnell, Auckland, New Zealand
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Rex stepped out from his bedroom in his boxers; fresh clothes tucked under his arm. None of the girls were up yet. That suited him fine as it meant he could claim the shower before one of them did, saving himself a half-hour wait time.

The light flashed on the answer machine on the dining room bench, so he pressed the play button. 

‘Hey, Rexy!’ 

Immediately his morning flooded with sunlight - the emotional kind. 

‘Arrggh, so sorry I couldn’t ring you last night. Got back too late from the girl’s night on the town. Sydney’s great. I had so much fun! Some of my new model friends are so gorgeous! Sigh. I so wish you’d been there. Anyway, gotta get to bed now as I have the big cover shoot tomorrow morning. Wow, I still can’t believe it. Me on the cover of an Aussie fashion magazine? Must be a wild dream. I’ll ring you tomorrow to tell you how it went. I love you so, so much! Bye!’

Rex got a kick out of knowing Vanessa was going to be on the cover of Consummate Pro magazine. A way bigger deal than the TV commercials and billboard ads for soft drinks, sportswear and shopping centres she’d done before. Much more exciting than doing shoots for clothing catalogues. 

He was so proud of her.

Smiling, Rex headed for the bathroom for his shower. Once in the cubicle, he turned on the hot water, closed his eyes and allowed it to run down over him. 

Five minutes in, the door to the bathroom swung open and a dark-haired beauty entered, dressed in only a towel.

‘Morning, Sexy Rexy. Mind if I join you?’ She dropped her towel, revealing a very shapely, nicely tanned body.

Rex let out a deep sigh. ‘Renee, put the towel back on.’ She was one of their three flatmates; all models Vanessa knew. They’d offered her the room because of her friendship with them. ‘Drokk, why the hell doesn’t this bathroom have a lock on it?’ 

Renee stepped up to the shower and opened the glass door, her large brown eyes twinkling playfully. ‘Locks would just ruin our fun.’

Rex turned off the water, reached for his towel and wrapped it around his waist. ‘This isn’t happening, Renee.’

‘Oh, come on, Vanessa’s in Australia.’ She stepped closer. ‘You know she won’t mind. She’s not the jealous type.’

‘Yeah, I know she’s not, but that doesn’t mean I’m doing anything with you.’

‘Oh come on, Rexy...’

‘And please don’t call me that. You know that’s Vanessa’s pet name for me. It’s special between us. Always has been.’

‘That’ll screw up my song I’m writing about you. “Sexy Rexy”. My bandmates are gonna love it.’ She slipped into the shower cubicle with him and tried to press herself up against him. 

He slid around her and out. ‘No, Renee.’

She pouted as she stepped out after him. ‘Don’t you think I’m hot?’

‘Renee, you’re hot as hell but I’m not cheating on Vanessa.’ He picked up her towel and held it out to her, turning his eyes away. ‘Please cover up. You’re making this really difficult.’

‘Good!’ She took the towel from him and threw it back into the cubicle. She stepped around in front of him.  ‘I met one of your friends at yours and Vanessa’s twelfth Love Anniversary party...’ She paused for a moment. ‘Who the hell has Love Anniversaries anyway?’

Rex stared up at the ceiling. ‘We do.’ 

Renee grabbed his head and gently guided it to look down.  ‘There was a woman there you used to go to school with. What was her name?’

He struggled to keep his eyes away from her, but it was so hard. 

His eyes gave in. ‘There were quite a few women from high school there. We keep in contact with them.’

‘Mandy, I think. Yeah, Mandy. Said you two used to have an open relationship at high school and saw other girls. Both of you. And Vanessa encouraged it.’

‘Yeah, but we ended that years ago. I don’t want anyone but Vanessa.’

‘Why not?’

‘It’s nowhere near as good and it’s never satisfying. Just makes me wanna be with her.’

‘I guarantee you I’ll satisfy you.’ She stepped up and ran her hand down his chest to his washboard abs. 

He took her hand and pushed it away. ‘Not gonna happen, Renee, and you need to stop this.’ He walked over to the bathroom door and opened it. ‘Please go. I don't want Vanessa and me living here to be a problem.’

She huffed. ‘It’s only a bit of fun. I’m not trying to take her place. It’s just that you’re so smoking hot.’

‘Thanks. Can I have my shower in peace now?’

She pouted again and left the room.

Rex let out a sigh, but couldn’t help but give a little chuckle. Everywhere he went, there were girls like this, trying their luck. Fortunately, his other two flatmates hadn’t tried anything.

‘Vanessa, Vanessa,’ he whispered to himself as he returned to the shower. It was she who had insisted they stay at this place while they looked to buy a house. With gorgeous flatmates who were all single women.

He was sure she’d put Renee up to it. This was Vanessa’s game, a fun challenge to see if he could resist. If he gave in to Renee, Vanessa would do a little dance of glee and claim victory. But he wanted to win and show her even more that there was nobody who could measure up to her.

He chuckled as water showered onto his chest. People would say she was testing his loyalty, but they didn’t know Vanessa. This wasn’t some trust exercise; it was just another piece of her beautifully warped sense of humour, the same teasing, maddening charm that made him crave her even more.

If only she were there now. 

––––––––
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July 1995

Vanessa – 20 years old 

Sydney, Australia
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‘That’s great, Vanessa, that’s great.’

Vanessa struck a pose in her pink skirt and top, her voluminous tousled hair fluttering from the fan. She felt like a rock star as the cameras whirred. 

There was a crew at work - some women, but mainly men, adjusting lights and angles.

The art director, Tom Ridley, called for a halt. ‘That’s awesome, Vanessa, you’re amazing. Beautiful. Sexy. Now, we have another top here we want you to wear but first, I want some shots of you holding it over your front.’

[image: ]

He presented her with a satin camisole. It was the type she had at home to wear to bed when she wanted something sexy rather than just bare skin.

‘Lose the top you’ve got on and place this one across your front. Like you’re about to put it on and are checking it out first.’

‘I don’t have a bra on,’ Vanessa replied, her voice steady but firm.

‘Of course. We don’t want straps. We want your shoulders bare.’

Vanessa stared at Tom for a few seconds, her mind racing. She weighed her options quickly, considering the potential fallout. ‘I’ll pass.’

Tom jerked back, surprise and irritation flickering across his face. ‘What?’

‘I don’t do nudity. It’s in my contract.’ She crossed her arms over her chest.

‘You won’t be nude. You’ll be covering your breasts with the top.’

‘It also includes any nudity off camera.’

‘We’re all professionals here and we don’t have time for modesty. This is for Consummate Pro Magazine. You’re gonna be on the front page of this thing.’

‘Well, I guess it’s not happening then.’ She wouldn’t compromise her principles even though it was a high-paying job with huge exposure.  

‘You signed a contract.’

‘Yes. And so did the magazine. Which means I don’t take any clothes off in front of you, okay? Talk to my agent if you have a problem.’

He scoffed. ‘I don’t believe this. What, do you think we just want to see you naked or something?’

She shrugged. Yes, she thought. 

‘We’re not gonna take sneaky pictures or videos of you.’

‘I can go and change into that top if you want me to but I’m not doing it in front of you.’ She could feel the tension in the room, the weight of everyone’s eyes on her. It was uncomfortable, but she wouldn’t give in.

‘You’re being very difficult. There are hundreds... thousands of models who would jump at the chance to be on the cover of this magazine and they wouldn’t be so uptight.’

‘Give them a call then. I don’t care.’ She really didn’t. Her principles mattered more than any magazine cover. 

‘You have a contract.’

‘And your company agreed to the fine print.’

He huffed. ‘Why is this such a big deal for you?’

She hesitated, bristling at having to explain herself but many eyes were on her, waiting for a response. And some of them were female. ‘Being naked in front of someone is an intimate thing for me.’

‘What about in a woman’s dressing room?’

‘That’s different!’ 

Tom scoffed. ‘Okay, this is getting beyond a joke.’ 

‘I know, right?’ Vanessa shot back, a touch of sarcasm in her voice.

‘I’m gonna talk to Robert Herbert about this.’ He turned to his colleagues. ‘I’m sure he has another model we can put on the cover.’

He barged out, leaving a tense silence in his wake.

The main photographer, Hal, stepped over to her. ‘Looks like you’ve upset him.’

Vanessa rolled her eyes, exhaling a frustrated breath. ‘I’m not giving in just so he can see my tits.’

‘Is that what you think he wants?’

‘Most likely. I’ve seen the way he looks at me. I’m not a dumb bimbo. I’ve heard what some photographers are like. That’ll just be the start. Surely, he knows about my contract stipulations. Consummate Pro agreed to them.’

‘Yeah, but there’s a grey area here. Because you’re not gonna be photographed naked. You’ll be covered up.’

‘The clause is there whether he likes it or not. It includes off-camera nudity or people expecting me to get undressed in front of them. I’m here to model in outfits not provide him with a strip show.’

‘Robert will listen to him. Tom has a lot of sway. He’ll have you off this shoot.’

Vanessa threw her hands in the air. ‘Fine. I’d sooner not do this shoot at all if it’s a problem. Seriously. But I won’t be in breach of contract.’

Fifteen minutes had ticked by when Tom re-entered the room, breathing heavily. ‘Will you put on a strapless bikini top? That way you won’t be topless. It’ll just look like you are.’

‘I can do that. I often wear strapless bikinis.’ Bandeaus were her favourite and Rex loved her in them.

‘You should find some your size in the dressing room.’

Vanessa stood. ‘Does that mean we’re continuing with the shoot?’

‘Yes!’ Tom moved closer and lowered his voice. ‘Robert won’t put anyone else on that front cover but you. He’s telling me I’ve gotta keep you happy.’ He snorted. ‘You must be something really special for him to give you that sort of leeway.’

Hal chuckled. ‘Yeah, man. With her on the cover, this magazine is gonna sell a record number of copies. I guarantee it.’

Vanessa left the shoot later in high spirits, especially knowing that the big magazine editor was so keen to have her on the cover. Her agent had said the magazine really wanted her after seeing her on the catwalk at a fashion show. She’d never dreamed they’d wanted her this badly. She just thought her agent had great negotiation skills.  

She got on the phone to Rex and told him all about it.

‘Vanessa. You’re awesome. I knew they’d love you. And good on you for standing up to that douchebag.’

‘Well, he might have just been doing his job, but he can go jump. That guy and his buddies were not gonna see my boobies. They’re for your eyes only. And your hands. And your mouth. I want them on me when I get home tomorrow.’

‘You got it.’

‘How are things with our sexy flatmates?’ Vanessa asked, feeling a playful spark.

A chuckle came back. ‘There was an incident with Renee.’

‘Oh really?’ She was so glad he couldn’t see her smiling. She’d never have been able to hold a poker face like he could. ‘Now what did that little minx do?’

‘Walked in on me when I was in the shower.’

Vanessa burst into a fit of giggles. ‘Oh my God, she really did it!’

‘Hmm. I’m guessing you put her up to it?’

‘I kind of hinted at her to do it after she told me what Mandy had told her at our party. So, did you give into her?’

‘Nope. I resisted. I was determined to win the challenge! You lose, babe!’

Vanessa grinned. ‘You really resisted her. My God, you have some willpower. And here was me thinking she’d surely be able to break down your defences.’

‘All I have to do is picture your butt and suddenly even babes like Renee lose their appeal.’

‘Aww, you are so sweet,’ she replied, feeling a warm glow inside.

‘Do you know about a song she’s writing about me for her band?’

‘She mentioned something about it. “Sexy Rexy”. She reckons it’s gonna become their first big hit single.’

‘God help me.’

Vanessa burst into another cacophony of giggles. 

Rex snickered. ‘You’re loving this though, aren’t you? Putting me in a house with three sexy flatmates then taking off to Australia for several days, leaving me with all this temptation and depriving me of you.’

‘I expect you to ravish me as soon as I get back.’ 

‘I’ll need to. Seriously!’ He laughed. 

‘I know, right? My diabolical plot is working.’

‘You never needed such an elaborate plot. All you need to do is walk through the door.’

‘But plots are fun.’

Rex chuckled. ‘Yeah, they are.’

​
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CHAPTER 2:
Getting Noticed
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Journal Entry Excerpt 

#1

I met our new recruit today. Started on the job a couple of weeks ago. Rex Cassidy is his name. Quite the guy. Has a model for a girlfriend. Only twenty years old and graduated near the top of the heap at Police College. Won the Physical Training and Defence Tactics Award. Around 6 foot 2. Twenty years old. Ripped. 

Got paired up with Mara Habermann as his senior partner. She’s thrilled. Thinks he’s gorgeous. Yeah, if I were gay, I’d go for him. 

Guys like him irritate the hell out of me, though. Not only does he have a model for a Mrs, but he also has women fawning all over him. I was only in General Duties for a couple of hours but it was sickening the way the younger female officers kept flirting with him. 

Guys like him have all the breaks. Looks. Physique. Brains. Sex appeal... In high school, he was the guy you either thought was a great dude or you hated his guts because he was so damn great at everything. 

I would’ve hated his guts. 

He’d be the one to get the girl you had your eye on. He’d have his fun then move on to the next girl. Probably another one you were lusting after, who never gave you the time of day, yet would jump at the chance to hook up with him. 

Yep, I reckon I’m gonna hate this guy, but I’ve been told he’s the man to watch, especially after his work on the Carman’s raid. Could be a firm recruit for the CIB. Seems to have the aptitude. Just needs to get some experience under his belt. I may end up working with him. I guess I'll just have to suck it up for now.

At least temporarily, anyway. Ha ha.

With guys like him, things tend to go wrong. And it’ll be on the job when he’s working undercover or attending some investigation involving gangs or something like that. That’s when it’ll happen. One little slip-up and his cover is blown or he ends up with a knife in his ribs. 

Yeah... this guy will end up the same way as those other pieces of crap.  

I’ll make sure of that.

July 1995

Rex – 20 years old 

Carman’s Club – Auckland Central – New Zealand

It was time. Rex was ready. 

The rain drummed against the roof of the police van as it idled in the alley behind Carman's. The dim red glow of the club’s neon sign cast eerie reflections on the wet pavement. Inside the van, the team of eight officers, including Rex, listened intently to Detective Sergeant Don Dory, a curly red-haired man.
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‘Remember, this is a gay bar,’ Dory began, his voice steady and authoritative. ‘We have to be extremely careful. Everything needs to be done by the book. We don't want any accusations of homophobia. Our focus is on the owner, Sid Draiman and his exploitation of migrant workers. Understood?’

The team nodded in unison. 

A mixture of anticipation and nerves struck Rex. This was his first raid, and he knew the importance of handling it correctly. He glanced at his senior partner, Mara Habermann, whose calm demeanour provided some reassurance. The blonde constable, in her early thirties, had big grey eyes and a slightly crooked smile - attractive in its own way.

‘Stay close to me, Rex,’ Mara said quietly. ‘Follow my lead, and you'll be fine.’

Rex nodded.

Across from them, Dory’s eyes swept over the team, lingering on Rex. His command was sharp and clear. ‘Team A, head to the back exit now. Team B...’ He motioned to Rex’s unit. ‘Move in on my count!’ 

Once Team A had disappeared from sight, Dory nodded and motioned forward.

They burst through the front door of Carman's Club, Dory leading the charge. 

The smell of cigarette smoke and beer hit Seth. Their presence caused immediate chaos. Patrons screamed and scattered, tables and chairs overturned. 

‘There!’ a fellow officer shouted. He pointed to Draiman, a man in his early thirties with a medium build, brown permed hair and a beard. Draiman attempted to slip out through a side door flanked by two other men. 

Dory sprinted after him, another two officers in tow.

Inside, they got to work making arrests. The bar bouncer took a swing at one of Rex’s allies, connecting with his head and sending him flying. He hurtled into a pool table and ruined a game between two men, who quickly dodged out of the way.

Rex launched at the burly fellow with a karate kick to the chest, sending the guy smashing into a bar table. Rex grabbed him, rolled him over, dug a knee into his back and slapped cuffs on him. 

One of Draiman's henchmen grabbed Mara and used her as a human shield, a knife placed against her throat. ‘Everyone back off, or she gets it!’
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For a moment, Rex got a flashback of Vanessa in the same position three years earlier with schoolmate, Luke Shirley. That time, Rex was the target of the knife-wielder’s hatred. It had enabled Vanessa to break free, grab his arm and allow Rex to get there to take him out. This situation was different. This guy was desperate, not calculating, unpredictable. 

Mara remained frozen, her eyes wide, but otherwise she remained calm just as Rex expected from someone of her experience.

He took a step forward, his eyes locked on the perp. ‘Easy there,’ he said, his voice calm and steady. ‘You don't wanna do this.’

The henchman's grip tightened, his eyes flickering down at Mara for a second. That was Rex’s opening. With lightning-fast reflexes, he moved, grabbed the guy’s wrist and twisted it, causing him to cry out in pain. The thug released the knife and it clattered to the ground. 

Without hesitation, Rex spun, using the momentum to bring his right elbow up, striking the man in the jaw. The blow stunned the man, causing him to stagger backwards, releasing his hold on Mara.

In a fluid motion, Rex spun around with a high roundhouse kick. It connected with the man's temple and sent him crashing to the floor, where he lay unconscious.

Another officer rushed in to secure the henchman, and Mara took a deep breath, regaining her composure. ‘Thanks, Rex,’ she said, her voice shaky. ‘That was too close.’

Rex nodded. ‘Just glad you're okay.’

Dory approached. ‘Dangerous moves there, Cassidy.’

‘I had to act quickly.’

Dory nodded. ‘Be careful with that martial arts stuff. We don’t wanna be accused of excessive force.’

‘I’ll remember that, sir.’

‘Still. Quick thinking. If you hadn’t did what you did things could have turned out way worse.’ He flashed a smile. 

‘Thanks, Sarg.’ 

As they brought Sid Draiman and his henchmen to the police van, Draiman glanced Rex’s way for a moment and scowled as he was bundled into the paddy wagon. Hopefully, Rex wouldn’t be seeing that piece of crap again.  

Rex entered the police station for his shift the next morning. The station buzzed with activity - phones ringing and the constant murmur of conversations blending with the occasional tapping on keyboards. 

He moved through the main office area, exchanging nods and greetings with fellow officers. A CIB detective sergeant, Andy Morris, stepped up and patted Rex on the back. ‘Nice work last night, Rex. You have some great moves.’

‘Thank you, sir!’ 

Rex arrived at his desk, which was directly opposite Mara. She’d been on the job for close to ten years now. 

‘Morning, Rex.’ She greeted him cheerfully. ‘Great work last night! You were a star. So much so that one of the CIB senior sergeants wants to meet you this morning. Check you out.’ She chuckled a little. ‘Usually, it’s the women eying you up and I can understand it.’ She delivered him a cheeky smile. ‘But this guy is someone you should get to know. A senior member of the CIB. Impress him and you might get yourself transferred in a year or two.’

‘Sounds good.’ Rex settled into his chair and glanced at the stack of reports waiting for him. 

‘Too bad he’s not female. All you’d need to do is flash that smile of yours and you’ll have him weak at the knees.’

Rex grinned. ‘I’d rather get promoted on merit.’

‘I would’ve thought a guy like you might be willing to flirt his way to the top.’

Rex opened one of his files. ‘There’s only one woman I wanna flirt with.’

‘Ahh, your darling, Vanessa.’

‘You got it.’

Mara tapped a pen on her lip. ‘I was only joking, by the way.’

Rex delivered her a wry smile. ‘What’s this CIB guy’s name, anyway?’

‘Dave Shelley.’

‘Looking forward to meeting him.’

‘He was around somewhere... oh, here he is now.’ 

A tall, athletic-looking guy in his mid-30s, with spiky brown hair and a goatee, sidled up to their desks. He wore jeans and a plain blue T-shirt with a black corduroy jacket. ‘Morning. You must be Constable Rex Cassidy.’ He didn’t smile. 

‘That’s me.’ Rex rose to his feet and extended his hand.

‘Detective Senior Sergeant Dave Shelley.’ He shook Rex’s hand but still offered no smile. ‘I understand you might have some interest in the Criminal Investigation Branch.’

‘I do, sir.’

‘I also heard you were a real star last night in the bust at Carman’s Club.’

‘I did what I had to do, sir.’

‘Why don’t you join me for a coffee before the morning briefing? I like to talk to all our new recruits who may have detective work as a career goal. We can talk more about that and perhaps I can answer some of your questions.’

‘That’d be great.’

Rex followed Dave through the station, weaving between desks and officers deep in conversation. The walls were lined with bulletin boards covered in wanted posters, departmental notices, and crime maps. They reached the break room, a small but busy area with a few tables, chairs and vending machines. They both grabbed a coffee and found an empty table in a quiet corner. 

Dave eyed him for a moment as he sipped from his mug. He had slightly beady eyes and lines on his face, which made it look as though he rarely smiled. However, a brief twitch at his lip gave Rex the idea that a smile may not be impossible. ‘So I hear you were quite the whizz kid at the Police College.’ His voice sounded almost contemptuous.

‘I put all my effort into it,’ Rex said, as the coffee machine gurgled away in the background. ‘Wanted to prove myself.’

‘Wanted to look like more than just some pretty boy who spends his spare time in the gym, huh?’

‘I hit the gym regularly, but I’m no bodybuilder, sir. Just been doing it for a long time now.’ Rex delivered him a wry smile. ‘I played rugby at high school but don’t have time for that now. My lady and I are looking at buying a house in St Heliers. Then we can do a few beach runs together.’

‘St Heliers, huh? That’s a ritzy area. Reckon you can afford a place like that on a cop’s salary?’

‘Luckily, Vanessa makes more than I do.’ He swallowed a mouthful of coffee.

‘Ohhh, so you’ve got yourself a sugar momma.’

‘She’s the same age as me.’ Rex grinned. ‘What do you call one of them?’

Dave held up his cup. ‘A sugar wife maybe?’

‘Not yet.’

‘Not a keeper then?’

‘Oh, she’s a keeper, but we’re happy with things as they are at the moment. We’re gonna buy a house together. That’s a bigger commitment than marriage.’
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Dave nodded thoughtfully. ‘I’m a traditional man myself... not married but I do agree that getting a divorce is way too easy these days. Splitting up assets is the problem, especially if you have a mortgage. So what line of business is she in?’

‘Modelling.’

He scoffed. ‘No wonder she’s raking in the money.’

‘She does. She’s very sought after.’ 

‘Some guys have all the luck, huh?’ There seemed to be a sneer this time. At least briefly. ‘Wealthy, beautiful girlfriend.’

Rex didn’t bother telling Dave that his own family was rich and that recently his grandmother on his father’s side had passed away, leaving a large inheritance, some of which had filtered down to him.

‘A sugar darling,’ Dave said. ‘Maybe that’s what you could call her.’

‘She’s definitely my darling and sugar sweet too for that matter.’

Dave remained straight-faced as a couple of officers trotted by. ‘You know, relationships can be tough when you’re in the force. Especially if you get into detective work. A lady at home gets to worrying a lot when you’re out there on the beat... or may be involved in a dangerous investigation involving hardened criminals. Things can happen sometimes.’

Rex shuffled in his chair. Dave’s tone made him feel uneasy, as if he were over-scrutinising him. The way he looked at him now, with his piercing eyes, didn’t help. 

‘I trust that our relationship is strong enough to handle it,’ Rex said. ‘We’ve been together a long time.’ Sometimes he worried, though. Was he doing the right thing with his chosen career? If anything did happen to him, would she be able to cope? She’d shown in the past that she couldn’t. She seemed to be a lot stronger now and a lot more independent, but they both still had a strong dependency on one another. They couldn’t bear to be apart for too long. 

Dave pointed his mug at Rex. ‘You will be tested, I can assure you of that. And if you ever did join the CIB, you have to realise there may be times when you’ll be apart for long periods. Especially if you’re undercover or, for whatever reason, must travel to other parts of the country. Or maybe even overseas.’

‘I get that.’

Dave continued to stare at him for a few moments, causing Rex to shift again in his chair. 

‘So, you’re a rugby player, huh? You’ll have to join the games we have once a month. The CIB vs the Uniforms. Reckon you can take us on?’

‘I’ll be keen to give it a try.’

‘That’s good. Maybe if you’re a good enough rugby player we’ll take you on at the CIB.’ He chuckled.

‘Is that how you get promoted around here?’ Rex grinned. ‘Winning at rugby?’

‘Knowing the right people helps. But the big question is are you CIB material? At the moment, you’re not, because you’re a rookie and a bit too trigger happy with the martial arts. But prove yourself here and you can go places.’

‘I fully intend to.’

‘Good. You’ve got the right attitude, I’ll give you that, brother.’

They continued to chat and the tension finally dissipated. By the end, Rex had found out a lot of details from Dave about the CIB and how it operated. 

When it was time for the morning briefing, they rose to their feet and Dave extended his hand. ‘Well, it was nice talking to you, Constable. No doubt we’ll get a chance to talk some more again.’

Rex shook his hand. ‘Thanks for the chat, Sergeant. It was very enlightening.’

‘You’re welcome, brother.’ 

When Rex arrived home that evening, he was eager to catch up with Vanessa. And as it so often was when they hadn’t seen each other for a few days, they ended up straight in the bedroom, making wild, passionate love. 

Sometime later, they lay there in each other’s arms, cuddling. He could stare at her for ages - those sparkling, sapphire blue eyes, heart-shaped lips, slender neck, flawless skin and dazzling smile. 

She was a work of art. A masterpiece. A goddess.

Rex's mind wandered to the last few days, the stress of the job, and the endless parade of new faces at the station. But being here with Vanessa always grounded him. The softness of her touch, the warmth of her body—was all he needed to feel whole again.

‘I missed you so much, Rexy. I so wish you could come with me on my jobs sometimes. Especially to make creeps like that art director nervous.’ She giggled, a sound that always made his heart lift.  ‘Just your sheer size alone is enough to keep jerks on their best behaviour.’

‘You can tell them your guy is a cop. That might deter a few of them.’

‘Maybe!’

Rex gently caressed her cheek, admiring her full red lips and then circled his finger around her diamond nose stud, something he’d bought her years ago that he always felt made her even sexier. ‘Maybe, instead of being a cop, I should be your bodyguard.’

‘Now there’s a thought.’ She snuggled into him and rested her head on his chest. 

Rex glanced around their bedroom, taking in the soft glow of the bedside lamp, the faint scent of her jasmine and orange blossom perfume lingering in the air. One of their favourite photographs was framed on the wall with them kissing in the tranquil waters of the New Caledonia Island of Lafou, amongst the coral reefs and tropical fish. 

‘I met one of the CIB sergeants today. One of the guys who looks for new recruits. Strange fellow. Didn’t quite know what to make of him. One moment he’s friendly and the next he’s kind of cold. But I think we ended our chat on good terms.’

‘Sounds like maybe he’s a guy you might have to impress.’

‘Maybe. I’ve been introduced to a few CIB people today so I’m not sure who I should be impressing. But you know I do have one big concern about joining the CIB...’

‘I know... the danger it might put you in.’

‘That too but something else.’

‘What?’

‘Being undercover I might have to do bad things.’

Vanessa nodded. ‘Yeah, like being part of crimes and that sort of stuff.’

‘Stuff, yeah.’ Rex ran his fingers through his hair. ‘I might find myself having to get friendly with other women. I... I don’t like the thought of doing anything like that. It would feel like cheating.’

Vanessa caressed his arm. ‘It wouldn’t be. It’d be part of your job...gaining trust, gathering intel, taking down the bad guys. Rex, I know this kind of thing could happen. It comes with the territory. And, let’s be honest, you’re ridiculously hot. Women are gonna want you, and some of them may be in a position of power.’

Rex winced. ‘I know. Maybe I need to say I’m gay or something? One of your tricks to try to deter unwanted attention by members of the opposite sex.’

‘Then you’d have gay men in power putting pressure on you.’

Rex shuddered. The thought of that appalled him. 

‘I know you wouldn’t want that.’ She grinned. ‘Rexy, no matter where you go or what your job is you’re gonna have women wanting you, putting pressure on you. You know I’m not gonna have a problem with it if you have to get close to some woman. It comes with the territory and you know I wouldn’t be jealous anyway.’

‘It still feels wrong.’

‘I know and I love you for it. But it’s just sex, right? It means nothing when no emotions are involved. I trust us. I trust the bond we have between us and you do too...’

‘I do. It’s never gonna be like this with anyone else. Never has been.’

‘Exactly! So there’s no problem. If you have to get with some woman as part of your job then you do it. I just hope for your sake, she’ll be someone hot and you’ll actually enjoy it.’ She grinned.

Rex chuckled, shaking his head. ‘I’ll be trying to avoid it anyway.’

‘It’s okay. Just go with the flow. Whatever’s best for you to gain trust and stay safe. I don’t want you riling up the wrong person.’

Rex figured that could happen no matter what he did but he didn’t say his thoughts out loud. He didn’t want Vanessa to worry. ‘Well... there are no guarantees I’ll ever make it into the CIB anyway.’

‘Are there any female senior sergeants?’

‘Yeah, there is one.’

‘There you go! Get in her good books. Whatever you have to do, darling. You know I’ll be behind you. Even there with you if she’s cute.’

Rex shook his head in amusement. ‘I am so not gonna seduce my way into the CIB.’

They both burst out laughing.

‘But anyway, Ness, what’s on the agenda for this weekend? House hunting?’

‘That’d be great.’

‘There are a couple of places in St Heliers I’ve found you might like.’ 

‘Great.’ Vanessa ran her slender fingers through his hair. ‘I just can’t wait for us to get our own pad. Just like we always dreamed. You and me and nobody else to bother us.’ She grinned cheekily. ‘I can strut around nude whenever I want to.’

‘Damn straight. The problem is if that happens, we’ll be forever having sex and not doing anything else.’

‘I know, right?’ 

The two of them laughed.

She fingered the silver chain around his neck. It was one she’d given him when they were fourteen years old. It had a heart with their names engraved on it. ‘Now that I’m earning lots of money. I need to upgrade this.’

‘No, you don’t,’ Rex said. ‘This is very precious to me. It was something you gave me to show your commitment to me. I wouldn’t want it to be replaced.’

‘Just like the nose stud you bought me.’ The sparkling jewel complemented her incredibly cute celestial nose. She ran her
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