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Christa’s Choice

Chapter 1
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Escape. That was her only option. Christa dashed a tear away and told herself to stop being such a baby. What was done was done. She couldn’t undo it. Alex had called off the wedding and nothing she’d said had led him to reconsider. Taking herself out of the picture would be best for everyone.

‘You can’t run away.’ Lani’s voice wobbled.

‘Watch me.’

Christa didn’t pause in her chaotic packing, refused to let her gaze wander to the bedroom doorway where her younger sister hovered. It would have been easier if she’d been gone before Lani returned home from work. A cleaner break. Less complicated. That had been the plan. Leave a note on the kitchen table, slip the keys of the unit they’d been sharing for the past eighteen months into the letterbox. Put as much distance between herself and River Bend as possible by this evening. That way she’d avoid the risk of Lani convincing her to stay.

So much for intentions. Lani finishing work early had put Christa’s getaway timing out completely. Lani had known instantly what was happening. The open suitcase on her sister’s bed was evidence enough.

‘Running away won’t solve anything,’ she said and walked over to sit on the bed. She began removing hangers from the pile of clothing Christa had dumped there, folding each garment carefully. ‘It’ll just make you look guilty. Though how anyone who knows you could ever think you would steal someone else’s bridegroom, especially your best friend’s, I will never understand.’

Neither would Christa. Yet Carolyn, left without a bridegroom ten days before the ceremony, was convinced that was exactly what Christa had done. She’d dismissed outright all Christa’s attempts to explain she’d only ever treated Alex as a dear friend and had never offered more than a listening ear for his doubts and insecurities as the big day approached.

‘If you’re just friends he wouldn’t have called off our wedding because he loves you and not me. You played me for a fool. What best friend does that? You’re despicable. I hate you.’

Christa winced again at the memory of the venom in Carolyn’s voice, the hard glint of anger in her eyes. This wasn’t the warm-hearted, fun-loving woman she’d known since childhood, sharing adventures and secrets through their growing years. Her Carolyn was gone, replaced by a stranger. It showed you never really knew the people in your life.

Christa scooped her makeup off the dresser and into a plastic bag. She tossed it into the case and then sat beside Lani.

Taking her sister’s hand in hers, she stared at the floor before speaking. ‘I’ve already been tried and convicted. Carolyn, the entire Demera family—’ Her voice hitched. She’d considered herself a de facto Demera for years— ‘and all of her friends. Even people I don’t know have branded me a bridegroom stealer on social media. You’ve seen the posts.’

Lani shook her head, made to speak.

‘There’s no point trying to change their minds,’ said Christa. ‘We know the truth. But the rest of them—’ She shrugged. ‘Anyway...innocence, guilt, it makes no difference now. The damage is done.’

‘Where will you go?’

‘No idea. Somewhere. Anywhere. Away. Umm...’  Christa rolled and unrolled the edge of her silk scarf. ‘You do realise I’m using the money I’d saved for our Italy trip? That our plan to go and live in Tuscany for three months will be on hold indefinitely?’

Lani nodded. ‘I didn’t think you had another stash hidden away somewhere. Don’t feel bad. We will get there. Just later rather than sooner and I can wait. I care more about you than our someday Italian adventure. You’ll let me know you’re all right?’

‘Of course. I’ll send you a post card like we did as kids when one of us was at a school camp.’ The laugh came out strangled. Christa choked back a sob.

‘What about Mum? What’ll I tell her?’

‘She knows. I called round earlier and told her I need to go away for a while. She’s worried of course, and she doesn’t want me to go like this, but she understands.’

‘I don’t want you to go either.’

That made three of them. Christa couldn’t say that. It was already hard enough to leave. She turned away so Lani wouldn’t notice how close she was to turning into a blubbering mess and concentrated on zipping up her suitcase.

‘Anyway—’ she began. A car horn honking from outside cut off her words. ‘There’s my taxi.’

She gave her sister a quick hug. ‘It’s for the best, sweetie. I love you both and I’m sorry it’s all such a mess. I’ll call when I sort out what I’m doing.’

She slung her bag over her shoulder, wheeled her case out of the bedroom and along the passage to the front door. She shut it firmly behind her and didn’t allow a backward glance as she headed purposefully down the path and through the gate to the street and her waiting getaway car.

Her vision blurred by tears, Christa barely noticed the driver who took her case and stashed it in the boot of the taxi while she climbed into the back seat and strapped on the seat belt.

She had recovered slightly by the time he took his place in the front and turned to ask, ‘Where to?’

Now that was the million-dollar question. ‘Destination unknown’ wasn’t going to cut it.

‘The station,’ she said. So far her great getaway plan hadn’t got further than Take the first bus or train out of town.

‘Holiday?’ he asked.

‘No.’

‘Work?’

‘No.’

‘Family emergency?’

‘What is this? Twenty questions?’

‘Just being friendly.’

‘I’d rather not chat if you don’t mind.’

‘Suit yourself.’

He didn’t sound offended. Not that it mattered. His feelings were neither here nor there. She had more to worry about than denting a taxi driver’s ego. Leaving family, home and her dream job were top of the list. Losing her best friend was another biggie. Christa groaned. Who would have thought it would come to this? If only she’d been smarter, realised what Alex was reading into their friendship, set him straight before things went so far as him declaring his undying love for her and calling off his wedding to Carolyn.

‘Are you all right?’

‘Perfectly.’

‘You’re sure?’

‘Yes.’ She added a belated, ‘Thank you.’

She glanced up. His eyes in the rear vision mirror were a striking summer sky blue. She averted her gaze. Best not to allow personal contact. Clearly she gave off signals to men that she was unaware of.

There was an all too brief silence.

‘Do I know you from somewhere?’ he asked.

Really? How unoriginal.

‘I don’t think so.’ She’d have remembered those eyes and that smile beaming full power via the rear vision mirror.

Christa shook her head. What? A man had caused all the trouble she was in. This was not the time to be feeling a buzz of attraction to a stranger. This was cut your losses and run time.

He gave a slight shake of his head. ‘I could’ve sworn I’d seen you somewhere.’

‘I’ve just got one of those faces.’

And that was the crux of it. She did have that all-too-familiar look. Generic blonde seen advertising everything from cars to pasta sauce on every second TV commercial. Men didn’t see past her long blonde hair, kiss-me lips, beach babe body and stroke-me smooth skin with its natural year-round tan. Women – well, they simply saw green. Wanted the looks, the body, the attention from every male between puberty and senility. If only they knew the trouble it caused. Being a man magnet was not top of Christa’s wannabe list. It never had been. More so now than ever.

‘Pardon?’ he asked.

‘I didn’t say anything.’

‘Actually – you did.’

Uh oh. Running away from home. Speaking aloud without meaning to. She was in a far worse state than she’d realised. Christa sat up straighter and kept her attention on the view from the back passenger window for the rest of the drive to the station.

Once he’d parked the taxi and removed her suitcase from the boot, he stood on the footpath, studying her intently with that sky-blue gaze that reminded her of summer days by the sea.

She began to fossick in her handbag for her purse. Anything to avoid meeting those compelling eyes.

‘You don’t have anywhere to go, do you?’ he said.

‘Of course I do.’

He raised his eyebrows...and waited.

‘Okay. You’re right,’ she admitted. ‘Destination undecided.’

He gave a brief nod. ‘Knew it. I can spot a runaway at five hundred paces.’

‘Don’t kid yourself that would have taken any great skills as a detective. Suitcase. Tears. Confusion.’

‘I know people,’ he said. ‘You’ve got that look about you.’

Christa sighed. Here we go. If she’d been a nondescript lumpy woman on the wrong side of sixty instead of a leggy blonde twenty-five-year-old, would he have bothered?

‘Don’t sell me short.’

What? He could read minds as well as people?

He gave a mysterious smile and tweaked a non-existent moustache. ‘Call me Mister Chivalrous.’ This was followed with a theatrical bow. ‘Or today’s on-duty guardian angel. Whatever you like. But I am about to change your life.’

It had already changed irrevocably. She didn’t bother to set him straight. The man was clearly a bit of a fruit cake but he seemed harmless enough...and likeable.

‘What do you suggest?’ she asked. Let someone else do the thinking for a bit. She could do with a break from the thought treadmill in her mind. ‘Train? Bus? Plane? Where do I go from here?’

He grinned. Her heart did an unexpected skip. ‘Follow me, milady. I’ll lead you in the right direction.’

Taking her suitcase with him, he headed off along the street.
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Christa hesitated. What was she thinking? She must be nuts. She didn’t know the guy from Adam. He did have a rather sexy butt in those snug-fitting denims, but that didn’t mean he wasn’t some psycho who preyed on defenceless women. Her life was a disaster but she didn’t want to opt out of it. Not yet. She needed to know where they were going. Better still, she needed to change that they to a she. His help was totally unnecessary. She was perfectly capable of running away from home on her own. But not without her case.

‘Hoi!’ she called, hurrying after him.

‘The name’s Reece,’ he flung over his shoulder without slowing his pace.

Christa groaned. The man was setting an Olympic medal record for speed. He showed no evidence of stopping and the gap between them was widening. Christa sped up, only to stumble and almost fall, her high heels totally inappropriate at this pace. If she didn’t catch up to him her case and all her worldly possessions could be on a trip to goodness knew where. It might be the latest “rob gullible travellers” technique. If so, this guy didn’t know who he was dealing with.

Christa slipped off her shoes and sprinted along the footpath. He turned the corner. She hurtled after him – and slammed into an immovable object.

‘Steady on,’ he said, catching her in a rescuing embrace. ‘You’ll do yourself an injury.’

And there was that heart-skipping smile again. Strong, reassuring arms caught her close against a solid chest. She put out a hand to steady herself. Oh my God, was that a six-pack? Christa cleared her throat, disengaged herself and took a hasty step back.

‘I’m – fine,’ she said once she’d recovered her equilibrium and the capacity to breathe evenly. ‘Where are we going?’ And why was she even letting him lead her anywhere?

Another smile. Another heart-skip.

‘We’re here.’ He nodded at the shop front.

Ah. Vintage Travel Boutique. That made sense. She could do with some professional advice on where to go and how to get there.

‘My cousin Megan owns this place.’

So, they were in this together. Taxi Man picked up runaways with nowhere to go and escape on their minds and brought them here where they could get conned into booking expensive travel packages and he could walk away with a finder’s fee. Christa gnawed her lower lip. Or was she being mistrustful because trust and being genuine got you into too much trouble?

‘Yeah,’ he said, making her blink in surprise. She hadn’t spoken aloud – had she?  Then he added, ‘Megs will see you right. You’ll love her. Everybody does. After you—’ He gave her a questioning look.

‘Christa.’

‘Pretty.’ There was laughter in his tone and it sounded suspiciously like he was referring to her rear view as she entered the agency, and not her name.

Christa let out a puff of breath. What was it with men? Could they never see beyond appearance? Taxi Driver might think he was in with a chance because he’d decided to play knight in shining armour to her damsel in distress but he couldn’t be more wrong.

‘Eat your heart out,’ she muttered.

‘What was that?’ he asked as he followed her into the travel agency.

She favoured him with a sparkling smile. ‘Never said a word.’

Just inside the door Christa turned. ‘Thank you. I’ll take it from here. What do I owe you?’

‘I’m still working that out.’ There was a glint of mischief in his eyes. He held firmly to her case.

Really? He wanted to play games? That was the last thing she needed. After the Alex experience she’d done with men for the immediate future. Her judgement was totally unreliable. For sanity’s sake, she’d be keeping her distance from any male past early childhood.

‘Watch him!’ laughed the woman sitting behind the desk closest to the front of the office. ‘He’s a heart breaker.’

No worries then. Hers was safely walled away. Christa ignored the wink he cast in her direction, along with the amused chuckle that followed when she gave undue attention to a travel poster promoting the attractions of Hawaii.

‘How’s it going, Em?’ he asked, casually helping himself to a sweet from the jar on the woman’s desk.

‘Better for seeing you, hon.’

A younger woman with spiked platinum blonde hair was tending to a client at the next desk. She looked up from her computer to smile at Reece before continuing to run through flight and accommodation details with her client.

A third desk at the back of the store was presently vacant.

‘Megs around?’ asked Reece.

A slim young woman looking fresh and cool in a daisy print rockabilly-style sundress emerged from a staff area at the back. ‘I thought I heard a familiar voice. I hoped you’d call in and say – oh. I’m sorry, I didn’t realise you’d brought in a client.’

Reece introduced them with a flourish. ‘Megs – Christa. Christa – Megs.’

‘Actually it’s Megan to everyone except my reprobate of a cousin. Take a seat, Christa,’ she said with a friendly smile. ‘I’ll be right with you.’

Reece sat at the end of a row of chairs set against the side wall, placed Christa’s case beside him, stretched his legs out in front of him, leaned back and settled in to wait.

‘Haven’t you got a job to do?’ asked Christa.

‘I’m doing it.’

‘Shouldn’t you be – I don’t know – looking for other fares or something?’

‘I’m looking after the one I’ve got.’ He waved her towards Megan. ‘Off you go. Take your time. I’m in no rush.’

Christa bit back a frustrated scream. How had she managed it? Out of the frying pan and into the fire. She certainly had a talent for attracting unwanted attention of the masculine kind. Sorting out Taxi Man would have to wait for now. She seated herself opposite Megan, who had completed her urgent task and watched the exchange with undisguised interest.

‘He’s harmless,’ she said. ‘But he does have an overdeveloped rescue gene. You’re obviously his mission of the moment and he won’t rest till he makes sure you’re safe and sound wherever it is you’re going. Which brings me to the point – how can I help you?’

Christa stared at her blankly for a moment. Travel agents had to know where you wanted to go, how you wanted to get there, the length of your stay. They couldn’t work on indecision. But Christa hadn’t experienced a flash of enlightenment in the time it had taken her to get here from home.

‘Um—’ she stared at the vintage travel posters that decorated the walls and the selection of glossy books that filled the shelves behind the desks. Inspiration didn’t strike like a bolt of lightning. She sighed.

‘I’m sorry,’ she whispered, beginning to rise. ‘For wasting your time. This wasn’t my idea. It was Taxi – uh, Reece’s.’ She turned in his direction and frowned.

He was settled in the chair looking decidedly self-satisfied. It sparked a flash of annoyance. Who did he think he was? The man was way too sure of himself and what was right for her. It was time she set him straight. Flicking her hair over one shoulder and directing a no-nonsense stare at him, she took a preparatory breath.

Megan broke into her thoughts. ‘Christa, you’re not wasting my time and I’m sure I can help. Shall we start over?’

Christa’s warrior energy evaporated as quickly as it had arisen. She had no fight left. That was after all why she was taking herself away from River Bend and all the heartache of recent weeks. The vitriolic phone calls at all hours from Caroline and her family. Alex’s impassioned declarations of love and his conviction they were meant to be together. The social media hate attacks. Then, last night, her car being vandalised. She simply couldn’t take any more. Christa turned away from Reece and sank back into the chair.

‘Yes, please. Let’s start over.’
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Megan gave an approving nod. ‘Where would you like to go? And when?’

That was a no brainer. ‘Away. Today.’ To Christa’s dismay tears filled her eyes and spilled over to course down her cheeks.

Megan reached below her desk and brought up a box of tissues as if it were the most natural thing in the world for her clients to burst into tears during travel planning sessions.

Christa dabbed furiously at her face, then gave a shuddering sigh. ‘S-sorry.’

‘Don’t be. We all have our moments. Reece, make yourself useful for a change and go next door and get Christa some coffee and a muffin.’ She turned to Christa. ‘Would you like to freshen up? I can give you a key to the staff rest room. It’s outside in the laneway opposite the supermarket.’

‘Thanks, but I’m okay now.’ Or she would be once that coffee and muffin arrived.

She’d been too upset to eat breakfast and had overlooked lunch in her haste to escape. No wonder she wanted to fall in a heap and howl her eyes out. Enough of the wimpy wobbles. It was no use crying over spilt milk. Christa gave a half laugh. And now she was channelling Great Grandma Edith.

She dabbed her eyes dry. ‘I don’t make a habit of falling apart in public.’

‘Think nothing of it,’ said Megan. ‘Do you mind if I make a suggestion?’

‘Feel free.’

‘What I do when I’m having trouble making a decision is stop over-thinking it. I ask myself the question and answer it with the first thing that pops into my mind. That way it’s coming from my heart, not my head. Does that make sense?’

Christa nodded.

‘Okay, let’s give it a try. Remember, don’t think. Say the first thing that comes to mind. Christa – where do you want to go?’

‘Glasgow.’

Christa blinked. Where had that come from? She’d never had any desire to go to Scotland. Of all her want to visit places in the world, Glasgow didn’t even rate a place on the list.

‘You look surprised,’ said Megan.

‘I am. Why didn’t I say Rome, New York, London or Paris? I could have understood Hawaii or Rio de Janeiro. I have no idea where Glasgow came from.’

‘No family history, distant relatives, friends?’

‘None whatsoever, not in Scotland. I was born in Wales and my parents came to Australia when I was a baby. My grandparents followed not long afterwards, and while I probably do have relatives in the UK, I’m not in touch with anyone.’

‘Interesting. I wonder...’ Megan didn’t complete the thought. ‘Perhaps there’s somewhere else—’

Christa shrugged. ‘It’s as good a place as any.’ Far enough away from everyone who knew her. ‘How soon can I go?’

Megan called up the information on her screen. ‘I can get you on the mid-morning regional flight to Sydney tomorrow and there’s an international flight leaving for Glasgow at 4.45pm. Is that too soon?’

‘Perfect.’

‘Return?’

‘One way. And a month’s accommodation somewhere central while I decide my next step.’

Megan was silent as she searched a few sites.

‘The Grand Central Hotel has vacancies. It’s in an excellent location right next to Central Station, so very convenient for getting around the city. I’ve stayed there myself when visiting relatives. And I’ll give you an insider tip – there’s a wonderful Italian restaurant around the corner. How does that sound? Unless you’d prefer a serviced apartment?’

‘I’ll take the hotel.’ She deserved to spoil herself after what she’d been through. ‘In for a penny, in for a pound, as my great gran used to say.’

Along with, “You’ve made your bed, now lie in it” and that’s exactly what she’d have been telling Christa now if she was still around. Christa bit her lip. She had no one to blame but herself for this present predicament. If she’d been smarter – picked up on where things were headed with Alex – she could have nipped the situation in the bud and avoided the devastating backlash.

Megan interrupted her thoughts. ‘You’ll need an overnight stay for tonight and transport to the regional airport to catch your flight to Sydney in the morning.’

‘Might I suggest—’ said Reece from behind Christa.

‘Uh uh.’ Christa shook her head. Who did the man think he was? Her life organiser? He’d been helpful enough for one day. She could quite capably handle the rest of her getaway.

‘At least let me finish,’ he said with that heart-stopping grin. ‘My mum runs a local B&B in a beautiful quiet spot near the river. It’s the perfect place for you to get a restful night before your long flight. I spoke to her just then and she has a room for you if you want it.’

‘Oh.’ An unexpected yearning tugged her heart at the prospect of being tucked away undisturbed in a cosy room among the trees with nothing but the sound of the river rippling past. ‘That does sound lovely. Tell her yes, please.’

‘Now we have that sorted...ta da!’ He gave one of his flourishes and placed a takeaway coffee mug and a brown paper bag on the desk beside her. ‘One decaf cappuccino and an orange and poppy seed muffin for milady.’

Christa frowned. Had she told him how she liked her coffee and her choice of sweet treat? No. A lucky guess was all, and she wouldn’t give him the satisfaction of knowing he was right. His self-confidence was inflated enough already. ‘Thank you,’ she said briskly.

‘Okay then, I’ll leave you lovely ladies to finish organising the great escape. I have a couple of things to do. I’ll be back in about thirty minutes to take you to Mum’s.’

Christa stared after him
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