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Chapter 1

	Her favourite fluffy throw rug had worked its magic. Somewhere, during the first minutes of snuggling onto the couch watching the first scenes of the movie, she’d drifted off. It was close to 9.00 p.m. when she was woken by the ringing of her phone. The adrenalin pulsed through her body from the sudden return to being awake. She grabbed her phone from the coffee table. Who on earth would be ringing me now? Through awakening blinks, she saw it was Greg Sheppard.

	She sat upright and with a smile said, ‘Hello Greg, what a pleasant surprise.’

	It was the moments of silence that concerned her first.

	‘She’s gone, Kara… she’s dead.’

	A cold chill ran through her, His simple statement was horrific. She knew it was him, but the voice was almost unrecognisable. She grabbed her chest, and swallowed hard, holding herself trapped between wanting to hear the next words, but not.

	‘My God… Greg, what’s happened, who’s dead?’ Panic had risen instantly inside her, her back straightening further. She’d never heard her friend so distressed; he was barely getting the words out. ‘Greg! What’s happened?’

	Between more breaths, she started to hear him let some words escape.

	He just repeated, ‘She’s gone. She’s dead, Kara.’

	It could only be one of his daughters or Tess, that would render him in such an inconsolable state.

	Kara’s voice now rose, reaching fear-filled shrill notes. ‘Greg, is it one of your girls?’

	‘Tess was killed in a car accident.’

	‘Where are you?’

	‘The Royal Adelaide Hospital.’

	Kara immediately felt that swell of the formidable. If he’s at the hospital—Oh God! She drew in a breath. I need to stay calm here.

	Her reply was firm and steady ‘Greg, I’m coming to get you. Stay there. I’ll be there soon.’

	Kara ended the call and jumped off the couch. Greg was the only man for whom she would forsake anything to help. He was the one person who searched for her, found her and saved her, and now he needed her, and this was all that mattered.

	As she scrambled around her apartment to grab clothes, her phone and keys, she thrashed through other thoughts from the day. She’d heard a news bulletin earlier on the radio as she drove from her hometown of Clare to Adelaide. She hadn’t taken a great deal of notice of the terrible news that a forty-four-year-old woman and fifty-nine-year-old taxi driver were the victims of a fatal collision involving a truck on Greenhill Road.

	Surely that isn’t what has happened to Tess? But he said she was gone. My God, it must be.

	That sick, empty feeling started to tremor through her. Kara had never met Tess, but she felt she knew her well. After all, they’d shared the same lover.

	I’ve got to get to him quickly.

	It was only a fifteen-minute drive to the hospital, but all the while her mind was burning with thoughts and the concern for what she was about to find.

	As she pulled up to the emergency entrance, she could see Greg standing outside the hospital entrance. She barely recognised him. The tie discarded, the crumpled jacket, and a shirt more rummaged into his waistband than tucked, said it all. Kara already knew he was a mess. He was just standing there, nearly motionless, clutching what looked like a plastic shopping bag in one hand, while holding his forehead with the other.

	As she approached, her heart lurched at the sight of him. It took only a second to see that her beloved friend was totally wracked in despair. His face, a shocking shade of white, his eyes red mapped and brimming with tears, and hair in disarray. Stooped forward as he leant against the wall, appearing many inches shorter than his six-foot stance. As if his heart had drawn in his stature to shield it from pain. His body simply looked like the spirit that characteristically powered and energised him, had been drained away, leaving a very vulnerable, bare shell, empty of the usually buoyant and enigmatic man she knew.

	Kara parked in the ‘patients only’ pick up zone, next to the emergency entrance, close to where he stood. She jumped out of the car and ran to him. He turned toward her, dropped the bag to the ground and nearly fell into Kara’s outstretched arms. She could feel his whole body shake.

	Kara just held him, saying little more than ‘I’m sorry. I’m so sorry’ repeatedly, until his shaking subsided and he could once again breathe slowly.

	Once she knew he had settled enough to hear her she said, ‘Let’s get you home. My car’s just here.’

	Greg nodded, allowing Kara to lead him by the hand toward her car. She opened the passenger door and Greg moved slowly to sit inside. She shut the door firmly, her action telling him not to dare attempt to get out. Kara ran back to the hospital entrance, grabbed his suitcase, and picked up the shopping bag he’d dropped when she arrived. She glanced inside. It contained Tess’s belongings. She tied up the bag and raced back to the car.

	Greg sat, staring ahead, not saying much at all, other than the address to his and Tess’s apartment. Kara knew he needed sleep, and was in no state to make decisions, or be left alone.

	‘She picked out her wedding dress today,’ he said almost to himself.

	Kara tried to drive with her hand resting on his leg. She decided it best to just listen and ask no questions. As she turned into his driveway he said, ‘And just like that she is gone.’

	Once inside his apartment, she helped him take off his jacket, and said, ‘How about you head to the shower, while I sort us some food?’

	He offered no protest, responding with little more than a nod or ‘Okay’ here and there as if on autopilot. He was obviously still in shock, suspended in that awful state of exhausted numbness.

	While he showered, Kara ordered some food to be delivered, then found a bottle of wine and a couple of glasses. She poured the wine before finding cutlery and plates. There is no way I’m leaving him tonight. He needs someone to watch over him.

	Somehow, she needed to make sure he took the sleeping pills given to him by the doctor that he’d tossed onto the table. I won’t let him sleep in his bed tonight. Not their bed. The bed she suspected he’d woken up in, with Tess beside him, only a few mornings before.
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	Greg took a long time in the bathroom. Before he undressed, he found himself just standing in front of the vanity, staring without focus into the mirror. He took a crumpled card from his pants pocket and the ring. That ring. Our ring.

	He just stood there, staring down at the exquisite diamonds that he had slid onto Tess’s finger less than a year ago.

	How on earth can this have happened? Only what seemed like a few hours earlier, he’d received a text from Tess, obviously excited at having found her wedding dress. She’d also collected the final draft of their wedding invitation from the printers, which he’d found in her bag.

	The same thought kept repeating, over and over. How can the feelings about such special items be changed in an instant?

	Now a ring and this crumpled card served only as bitter reminder of the woman he loved so much and had now lost.

	The dream of what was to be their special day in a couple of months’ from now, had just been obliterated in seconds.

	Today had been Greg’s last day working in Sydney, his time consumed by back-to-back meetings with his clients, the production manager and more, preparing the final details for the filming of a promotion ad, and related TV series launch scheduled for next month. He was travelling back to Adelaide with Matt, the film director, which gave them some last precious hours to finalise the shooting schedule, before arriving back in Adelaide around 6.30 p.m. that evening. On route to the airport around two thirty that afternoon, he had seen Tess’s text message appear on his phone. He didn’t want to call her back with Matt around, but had wanted to send a text in reply. He quickly tapped out his message as they started to take-off.
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	He was pleased she’d had a good day and that he’d signalled he wanted to speak with her. He had to tell her all about Kara, tonight.

	Greg turned the phone to flight mode and dived back into the discussions with Matt. He hadn’t realised until tonight at the hospital that his message had not been sent.

	His phone had been on silent all day, so he had no knowledge of the barrage of missed calls and messages that flooded in once he landed back in Adelaide. There were about ten calls from Tess. This wasn’t normal. A wave of discomfort hit him.

	Something must be up.

	He quickly grabbed his bags, said a hasty goodbye to Matt and then dialled Tess’s number.

	Maybe she can’t get to pick me up after all? He had not contemplated anything else. It wasn’t Tess who answered. It was Monique, Tess’s mum.

	‘Oh Greg, I’ve tried for hours to reach you…’ Then she stopped. The cry she let escape was devastating. Between sobs and deep intakes of breath, she blurted out something about an accident, before more peels of uncontrollable crying rang through the phone.

	‘Mon, what’s going on? Mon? What accident? What’s happened? Is Tess, okay?’

	‘I told them you are… or were, her fiancé… that you’d be devastated… they need to speak to you… Oh, Greg…’

	Mon’s voice wailed, then faded.

	Greg heard the phone rattle and then an unknown voice, deep and somewhat stilted and formal, responded.

	‘Mr Sheppard, this is Constable Porter from SA Police.

	‘I’m sorry to report that Ms Merchant has been involved in a vehicle accident and has not survived. Ms Merchant’s parents are here at the Royal Adelaide hospital and would appreciate if you could meet them here as soon as you are able. They will provide you more information about the events of the accident in person. I am sorry for your loss.’

	Greg barged to the front of the taxi queue, apologising to those he passed. He was already in a vacuum of near panic, with no sound registering, other than the belting of his heart. After uttering ‘Emergency, Royal Adelaide Hospital,’ with a frantic tone, the attendant immediately put him in the next available cab.

	‘This passenger has to get to The Royal Adelaide Hospital. It’s an emergency. Go!’

	Greg arrived at the hospital entrance within twenty minutes.  He stepped out of the cab and into his worst nightmare.

	
Chapter 2

	As he stood in the bathroom now, a few hours later, he struggled to recall any real conversation with anyone when he first arrived at the hospital. It was just odd phrases and words that screamed through him. ‘Tess was gone’, ‘I understand you two were engaged’, ‘A cab, traffic lights, a truck’. These phrases had kept cycling through him.

	He couldn’t really comprehend in any sequence what they were saying. He kept insisting that he had to see her. It couldn’t be true. How could she be gone?

	This wasn’t the first time in his life he had asked this question of himself.

	[image: A black line on a white background  Description automatically generated]

	His thoughts transported back to 1976. His first year of school. As a little boy, after the first few months, he’d finally become accustomed to the weekday routine. He’d awoken to the usual sounds in the house: the shrill alarm. His father’s footsteps down the hallway to make his morning coffee.

	The front door clicked, signalling that his dad had left for work. He was a mechanic at a Service Station, his days always started early.

	He once again heard his mother’s voice, firmly ringing out. ‘It’s time to get up, Greg, come on, hurry now and help your sister’ flinging open his bedroom door, as she briskly continued her walk toward the kitchen. ‘Breakfast time.’

	He’d dressed as usual, woke his sister, helped her to dress, then led her by the hand to the kitchen. His mother was busying herself opening and closing cupboards and putting items into boxes strewn across the floor. He now could recall her vividly, dressed in a blue floral print shift dress and a teal blue cardigan. Her dark shoulder length hair pulled back loosely; held clasped by the same tortoiseshell clip she always wore at the nape of her neck. While seated at the kitchen table, eating his cereal, he could still see her pacing around the kitchen. It was in that moment, his whole life, changed.

	‘Greg, I want you to go to the shop before you go to school this morning. I need you to get some more boxes for me. I have things to sort today. Run along now.’

	He’d done as he was bid and had thought nothing more of it.

	When he’d arrived home that afternoon—his mother was gone.

	No goodbyes. No hugs. No explanation. It was another fifteen years before he saw her again.

	Today had belted his heart with the same unexpected jagged pain, as it had back then.

	When he’d approached the room where Tess lay, he didn’t need the nurse standing with her to lift the sheet which covered her. He could see Tess’s hand. It was hanging limp off the side of the barouche and moreover, he could see the ring. The ring he’d had made especially for her, that signalled she was to have been his wife.

	The doctor spoke. ‘Sir, if you would like to wait in the foyer, we will arrange for Ms Merchant’s belongings to be brought to you. With your consent, we will remove her jewellery and give you the items that came in with her. Her mother has told us you are the person who should have them.’

	Greg had just stared at him, nodded and uttered a quiet, ‘Thank you.’

	He didn’t need to hear the words. The only other woman he’d truly loved unconditionally had gone.

	Again. Without notice.

	There was no chance to say goodbye, to look into those sparkling blue eyes, to hold her or to linger in a last kiss.

	The doctor nodded to the nurse standing next to Tess. She waited until they had all left the cubicle, before removing the ring and her necklace. The nurse could not help but stop and admire the ring. It was exquisite. A ring such as this, clearly symbolised just how much the man who gave it to her was in love and connected to her. This was always so painful to witness. Rather than put this into the bag with the other belongings, she held it in her hand, as if to keep it alive in the warmth of her palm.

	Greg had thankfully stopped himself from wanting to see more of her body at that point. That is my Tess. That is our ring on her finger. Those beautiful fingers that will never touch me again. He’d shut his eyes and saw her face on that night on his boat at the Marina, her beautiful eyes glistening with tears of surprise and her smile filled with love when he had proposed to her. How she had held him so tight. He didn’t want to see or hold a memory of any other image of her.

	The nurse, who had witnessed his shocking realisation that Tess was truly gone, had found him minutes later standing aimlessly in the corridor outside of the cubicle. Taking him by the arm, she escorted him to a private room near the entrance to the hospital.

	‘The doctor would like to speak with you again, but, just for a couple of minutes. I’ll be back soon too, to see how you are going and bring her things.’

	She offered a soft affirming look that rendered him to simply sit and wait. Greg responded with thankful eyes, and barely a nod.

	His gaze fell to the floor, as he sat, head drooped between his lap, elbows on his knees, hands clasped frozen together. He stayed there motionless, noting only the scuff marks on the linoleum until the doctor returned to stand in front of him, clearing his throat.

	As Greg raised his head up to the guttural sound, he barely heard the doctor muttering some obligatory awkward condolences, before quickly handing Greg some sleeping pills and a script for more if he needed them.

	The nurse returned and after the doctor left, quietly stepped forward and handed Greg the bag containing Tess’s belongings. With a knowing sensitivity, she carefully opened her hand, which held the ring and gently placed it into the palm of his hand. As his grip enfolded around it—she said, ‘I am so sorry for your loss.’ She felt her own heartstrings yank as he looked at her. Before he could see the tears starting to well in her eyes, she composed herself and briskly handed him papers to sign to confirm his receipt of the items. There was an awkward silence between them as she instructed him where to sign.

	After signing the release papers, she asked him gently, ‘Do you have someone who might come to get you? It’s not a good idea to be on your own.’

	He had thought for a split second… ‘Err, yes, thank you, I do have someone; I’ll call them now.’ The nurse smiled at him and as she turned to leave, she stopped to face him.

	‘Now promise me to take those pills—you won’t think you need them, but at least for tonight you will.’

	Greg nodded and smiled meekly.

	‘Yes, Okay. Thank you again for everything.’

	Tess’s parents appeared from around the corner. He stood and hugged Mon with tears suddenly freely flowing from them both. ‘I can’t fucking believe this Mon.’ He shook hands with her father, then hugged him. The depth of their loss held and shared in a second. No words were needed. Without anything else that could be said, they left to go home.

	He then took out his phone and rang Kara’s number.

	She was the first friend he thought of, and the only person he wanted to call. Immediately she had responded, as he had known she would. The forever dependable and caring Kara. She had known just what to do and had been there in an instant for him.

	Thank God she’s here now. At least, she hasn’t left me… yet.
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	He undressed and eventually stepped into the shower.

	With Greg safely in the bathroom for a time, Kara could actually breathe for a moment. She’d never visited this place where Greg and Tess lived together. Kara moved awkwardly around the apartment for the first time, now truly realising where she was. She’d been so focussed on wanting to comfort Greg in such a time of need, she had not given a thought about entering this part of his life, into a place where she really didn’t belong.

	This was their place. Tess’s domain. The home Tess and Greg had created for themselves. And of which Kara always considered she never should, or dare not, encroach. In that moment, she felt like an intruder. This was the place where the two of them had created their lives as a couple together. She, his ex-lover, was never supposed to have entered. But here she was, in tragic, exceptional circumstances.

	She called out and poked her head into the bathroom to see that he was alright. He was standing in the shower, water cascading over his motionless body. She stopped to gaze upon his statuesque form. His response to her eyes on his nakedness would’ve always inspired some excitement in them both. Tonight, they both only longed for cleansing.

	‘I’m okay,’ he said flatly.

	As Kara moved around the kitchen to grab some more items in readiness for the meal that would soon arrive, she couldn’t help but notice the many little things that signalled she was in another woman’s home. She saw photographs of them together, the reminder notes and invitations to both of them displayed on the fridge. She was handling crockery and utensils purchased by Tess for their future lives together and saw the piles of brochures and papers about their forthcoming wedding plans on the end of the dining table. A jolt of guilt shot through Kara.

	Stop it. This is Greg’s place. He needs you tonight.

	Before anything else could penetrate her thoughts, Greg emerged from the bathroom as the doorbell rang.

	Kara answered the door, collecting their food delivery. She knew that eating would be the last thing he felt like, but that he needed to, so she served up a plate of food and placed it in front of him.

	She was sensitive to not ask questions directly about the accident or Tess, but chatted lightly. She tried to make it as casual as possible and easy for him to eat, sit and share as little or as much as he wanted. As he poked at his food, he spoke about the work he’d done in Sydney and he listened as Kara told him about what she’d been doing lately. Greg appeared pretty well composed, Kara sensed, while he was verbally responding, yet all the while, his mind was in overdrive in another place. It didn’t matter.

	The only mention of the hospital was when Kara suggested he followed what the doctor had recommended, to take the sleeping tablets—for tonight at least.

	Greg took the tablets and muttered something about ‘probably not needing them really, but I promised the nurse I would…’ then poured himself another glass of wine. Rather than suggest that wasn’t a good idea to drink any more after taking tablets, she decided to wait and remove his wine, as soon as she could.

	Kara cleared the plates, along with the wine bottle and was in the kitchen, loading their dishes into the dishwasher, when she heard him come in.

	‘I’ve got so much to organise; I’ll need to speak with Mon and Trev about the funeral. I hope Mon’s going to be okay? I don’t know how she’ll cope without Tess; she was her baby girl. Tess… er… Kara, can you pass me my notepad please, I’ve got to make a list…’

	Kara sensed Greg was trying desperately to regain some sort of control of what was happening, and to sort his thoughts, feelings and actions. She figured he was running on the last few drops of fuel he had in his tank.

	The sleeping pills were taking effect. Kara knew he needed sleep. Despite his vain attempt to be in control, he was fading fast. The exhaustion and sleeping pills now close to becoming all-consuming.

	She didn’t miss the slip. He’d nearly called her Tess. So understandable.

	She avoided answering him directly, as she emerged from the kitchen, ‘I know you have heaps to sort out, but why don’t you leave the list until tomorrow. It’s okay, you won’t forget.’ She led him to the couch and made him sit. She placed a cushion at the end of the couch and guided him to lay back. All the while he held a deep frown on his forehead, clearly still desperately trying to sort and process and plan.

	Planning. This was what he did best.

	Greg Sheppard could read the situation, the needs of the client, create solutions, anticipate problems, and take charge with bravado and confidence. He was focussed and the outcome would be absolute. Perfect beyond expectation. His work was sorted like compartments—giving each project and client, dedicated focus and precision in the moment, and he attempted to apply this approach to all parts of his life. It was what made him so successful professionally in much of his daily life. It was his instinctive way to deal with anything, or anyone. You always felt like you were all that mattered when Greg Sheppard was with you. However, Kara knew his heart and soul were shattered, and dealing with this trauma would ultimately test him. This was something he could not fix, or initiate a plan B.

	Kara put a throw rug over him and once she had him covered and made him as comfortable as she could, she perched by his side on the edge of the couch and just sat. She stayed very still, just watching and listening. After a while, she gently removed the wineglass from his hand and placed it on the coffee table next to them.

	‘It’s time to rest now,’ she said softly.

	He eventually looked at her, with rather glazed eyes saying, ‘Yeah,’ with a sniff and a nod. Kara took one of his hands in hers and stroked the back of it, softly over and over, hoping that the rhythm of her touch would settle him to sleep.

	Greg started to close his eyes and sink back into the lounge, still half talking to himself. Kara just kept stroking his hand. Opening his eyes, his grip tightened on her hand as he turned his head to face her.

	He looked straight into her eyes and held his gaze for a moment, before uttering softly and slowly, ‘Kara, thank you for being here for me.’

	Kara smiled gently, ‘I will always be here for you.’

	Before she could say another word, he rolled onto his side, slipping into an uneasy sleep. Kara just sat there, staring at him for a long while. She saw his body twitch now and then, but at least he’d crashed for hopefully a few hours. She whispered, ‘Sleep my special man, it’s been a tough day. And you have a horrendous week ahead.’

	She softly walked around, quietly tidying and strategically putting some of Tess’s items away out of sight, picking up her shoes by the door, removing the makeup left on the bathroom vanity, her mail on the desk, to soften the sting of those incidental reminders when he woke.

	Kara thought about the fact that Greg had called her in his hour of need. She knew he truly thought of her as a special friend, but she also knew he would barely recall anything he said or did tonight. As she thought about what he had said, she felt uneasy.

	It was true. She knew if the circumstances were reversed, he would be the first and only person she would want by her side to offer her comfort. She also knew how she’d told him about how connected she was to him and how much she adored him, but never told him how much she still loved him or in what way. He’d shared so much about Tess and his love for her. Despite never having met Tess, Kara had never asked him to leave her or insist that she and Greg spent more time together, although she knew that he loved them both.

	In reality, Kara knew exactly why she had never pressured him. There were many times when she wanted more. No more than when they were first reunited, however, she realised she was so raw, hidden, and alone back then. She’d never had any man treat her or make her come alive in the way that Greg did. Since then, they’d come to understand each other in a very different way. After their initial lust-filled connection, there was more beneath the surface than either of them knew. They’d bonded in a unique way, unlike any conventional relationship between a man and a woman. They both shared the same type of fantasies, lust and openness about their intimate desires and needs. They loved each other, but not in any traditional sense. There wasn’t a category, type or way to describe it. Perhaps only that they had brushed, caressed and fulfilled each other’s secret parts of their hearts and sexual fantasies. They were so easy together, sharing all and the best of each other with a pleasure and trust that let them enjoy and have fun with others, while intensifying their connection as the deepest of friends and lovers.

	But all of that was fine until now. He’d always been so open about his love for Tess, and Kara had never wanted to intrude on that. Now, here she was. In Tess’s apartment.

	Kara resolved in that moment, that she would only ever be here, in this place, as his friend and never as his lover.

	Kara poured herself a wine, found another blanket and pillow from the guest bedroom, then settled on the two-seater couch opposite where Greg was sleeping.

	She sipped her wine slowly, letting her thoughts wander as she watched him. His breathing was slower, finally now in a deep sleep. She placed her glass on the coffee table and curled up. She had better get some rest too. Tomorrow is going to be another tough day.

	Before reaching for the lamp to switch it off, she turned her head toward him and whispered again, to her sleeping friend…

	‘Greg, I do love you. I know that I will never be able to describe it in a way that you might fully understand. It’s nothing like the love that you and Tess felt. I also know you love me in a unique and special way. You must realise that I can never replace or be a substitute for her, or that kind of love. I’m not Tess and never will be. There are so many things that I’d love to say to you about us, but dare not. Especially not now.

	‘Looking at you, I am feeling so much of your pain and already I see you trying desperately to project the façade that you can cope when I know you can’t, and won’t find this easy to deal with. I already dread for you, waking in the morning and those seconds when the pain will flood in with the realisation of what has happened today. It would be so easy to wrap you up in my arms and profess my desire to want to be with you, and protect you always. But that is not for me to do or to even suggest right now.’

	Greg Sheppard was her lover, but equally a true friend. As such, she believed as a bonded mate, she would offer love and care unconditionally, without any expectation of reciprocity.

	As Kara sat there, staring at her sleeping friend, she just knew he wouldn’t really know how to deal with this loss right now. She made a promise to herself.

	As much as you love him and will always want him, Kara, you are not her. You must promise to wait until Greg approaches you and you can see yourself reflected in his eyes and not Tess. Yes, you are his friend for life, but cannot be his lover again until he’s ready.

	She also knew that Greg was not going to sit still. He’d cope best if he was busy and had some sort of routine. But people reacted differently, having experienced trauma, especially so suddenly. There was always the risk he could derail. She would be there whenever he needed her.

	Kara drifted in and out of sleep during the first couple of hours, rousing frequently to check on him, but the enormity of the whole shocking event crept up on her, and she eventually succumbed to a deep exhausted sleep.

	She awoke the next morning around 8.00 a.m. startled and surprised by Greg’s face looking at her as he patted her gently, saying, ‘Good Morning Kara, I’ve made you a coffee.’

	‘Oh, thank you,’ she said, moving to sit up quickly, still adjusting to where she was.

	The realisation of the events of the day before came flooding back. ‘Greg, I’m sorry, I had planned to get you breakfast this morning. Did you get much sleep?’ She accepted the mug of coffee taking a comforting sip.

	‘Actually, I did sleep. I haven’t been up for that long.’ The flicker of a smile appeared, punctuated by the escape of a small sigh.

	Kara noticed that while he looked pale and drawn, he’d already showered, dressed in what looked like his work clothes, appearing a much more composed person than she’d ever expected to see this morning.

	As if he could read her thoughts, he said, ‘I thought I would head to the office quickly to clear some appointments. I expect there will be lots to do today.’

	‘Good idea.’ Kara paused. She knew it was important for him to hear her name.

	‘There will be lots to get through. I’m sure you will want and need to be with Tess’s family today too, but please don’t overdo it.’

	She saw the slight flinch in his eyes at the mention of her name, but she just kept speaking. ‘I’ll head off now and let you get going.’ She had already slipped on her shoes, grabbed her handbag and keys, before rushing up to him, to say goodbye.

	Greg took her by the hand, drawing her into a gentle hug. ‘Kara, thank you so much. I couldn’t have got through last night without you.’

	‘Greg, I am so truly sorry. I know how much you loved her and how much this hurts. I’m here whenever, or for whatever you need me to do. I’m only a call away, remember? So please call me to check in, just so I know you’re okay—for my peace of mind too.’

	The words exchanged clung to each of them, cemented by their gentle embrace. She kissed him gently on the cheek and turned toward the door.

	As she opened the door she said with the hint of cheek in her voice, ‘Besides, Mr Sheppard, you know if you don’t contact me, I will hound you relentlessly to check up on you, regardless!

	Greg gave her a little smile, standing in the doorway, watching as she left toward the stairs. He blinked hard to hold back a tear. He would not let any grief out of its box to take hold of him today. No one, not even Kara, would see him cry.

	
Chapter 3

	For the next two months after Tess’s funeral, Greg buried his head in his work. It’s what he needed, a distraction from the traumatic loss and continuous thoughts of what could have been. He loved his fiancée so much; he knew he would never love like that again. Tess was that ‘once in a lifetime all-consuming love’.

	Just the thought of her would start a beautiful feeling that oozed from his heart. He likened it to heavenly hands clasping his heart and squeezing it till the love burst out to spread through his entire body. It used to take his breath away; his heart would race and he’d grin like a dazed teenager. He would sigh as he imagined those hands, those lips and that body touching him, kissing him and loving him. Nothing else in the world mattered in those few moments.

	However, that exquisite elixir that used to flood through him was now gone. Replaced by a strangulating ache that would intensify to near unbearable pain every time he thought of her. It still squeezed his heart, but now only hurt escaped poisoning his entire body. His knees would go weak and he just wanted to curl up and cry.

	He could see Tess everywhere. He would find himself staring at blonde, slender women, with soft, long flowing hair as they walked along the street or sat in a café, or glimpses of a woman driving past in a black 3 series BMW. He would hear her gentle laugh or see her name written, and without warning she would come flooding back, along with the pain.

	He longed for the day that it became more bearable and he could feel relaxed and at ease and just maybe this pain would subside enough to allow happier and more sensuous feelings to override it.

	Greg knew one day he probably would enjoy the pleasure of another woman, of course, but he also knew that his heart died along with Tess. That he knows without a doubt. For now, he just worked and tried to focus on the only part of his life that he could control.

	During these months he had kept in regular contact with Kara. She would call, text or email him, every couple of days and at least once a week he would call her, talking for ages about everything and anything. Especially in those first days leading up to Tess’s funeral and at those times when he privately felt so sad and alone. Not that he would share that much about his feelings, but she remained the one friend whom he knew somehow understood the intensity of what he was going through. She knew him and also the love and connection he had shared with Tess. They talked a lot when he was away travelling, mostly about things that they both had been doing, seen, listened to, read or had enjoyed. Their communication had remained easy and open and caring. Ironically, given their first connection was at primary school where they had hardly spoken a word, they had now become best friends.
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	Kara’s world had shifted dramatically since that fateful night’s call. She had returned to Clare to her work, but somehow her head and heart were now linked to the city and wherever Greg was.

	She spent every weekend in Adelaide at her Aunt Sarah’s, or the odd occasion crashing in the guest room at Greg’s after a late-night dinner. Those nights were the hardest. She was forever conscious that Greg had not initiated anything that suggested he was ready to rekindle the intimate and sexual connection they’d shared prior to Tess’s death. She kept reminding herself that these were ‘early days’ really. She’d promised herself that she would wait for him however long it took despite her growing desire to touch, be touched and feel him inside her once again. Alone, she would indulge herself, her fingers enticing the butterfly touch to arousal and her memory flight back to the times together, when they were excited by the sight, groans and elated sexual encounters with each other, and with others.

	Together, they’d tasted the world where sharing and exchanging in sexual encounters with others had stimulated them to feel that genuine bond of compersion. Each deriving excitement from watching the other receiving and giving pleasure to others. Rather than evoke jealously, it had intensified their desires for more open, honest expression with each other; building a confidence, the urgent desire to experiment, and express more about their sexual selves.

	So, Kara held back. Waiting. However long it took.

	Her home in Clare had always been her sanctuary. She’d created it out of the ashes of her past life, but somehow, these days, the predictable country town culture, offered no real solace. Neither did her work- which had always inspired her driving force. These days, she found herself in a strange state of inertia, moving along only until she returned to the city. Somehow, being closer to Greg and being surrounded by unknown people and opportunities was all she desired, which saw her marking time during the days until she could return to Adelaide.

	When he worked away, she found herself wandering through her days, suspended in hope that her friend was going okay. Greg had somehow moved into the first priority in her life, and neither of them knew it.

	Greg had landed in yet another city for a job, having maintained a gruelling schedule for himself and his team since his return to work. This time he was in Sydney, preparing for a software launch for an ICT company. Greg was unusually restless. He’d focussed firmly on ‘life ahead’ during the past month, including moving back to his own apartment in North Adelaide. While Monique, Tess’s mum, had told him to stay at Tess’s unit for as long as he wanted, he was conscious it belonged to them and in reality, it had just been too hard to remain there with so many reminders of Tess.

	Having slowly started to regain the rhythm of his work life, the regular trips away gave him a routine that was somehow comforting despite the frantic pace. Part of that appetite for success was also powered by the flavour and delicacy of sex which had always previously featured in his life.

	Those feelings were stirring once more.

	Back in his hotel room, after enjoying a couple of beers to unwind from a full-on day at the ICT launch with his team, Greg finally relaxed enough to allow himself to indulge in some sexy thoughts. He wondered what it was about hotel rooms that initiated those feelings. He already knew that most people play with themselves in hotel rooms, male or female it was just something that seemed to happen. Maybe it was the clean, sterile and pristine room? The feeling of a little indulgent luxury, the crisp clean sheets or even perhaps the naughtiness of walking around naked in an anonymous room? Who knows, but… it happens. Greg remembered how Kara had once told him how instantly ‘naughty’ she always felt when she stayed away in a hotel. He remembered her description of how she touched herself and how it had so stimulated and inspired her to indulge in their first phone sex encounter.

	Greg pondered this phenomenon more, as he felt the urge to stroke himself. He hadn’t even thought of sex or bothered to wank in these past months. As these feelings stirred, he wondered how many others might be engaging in a little self-indulgent pleasure at that same time in that hotel. He then thought that given that there are as many businesswomen in this hotel as men, they have either already done it or were going to when they return from the bar and or restaurant and hop into bed with a toy or some accommodating fingers. By this calculation, Greg considered that reasonably, there should be some of these horny women in the bar.

	Suddenly sparked by these thoughts, he quickly showered and headed down to the restaurant to look for a table and have dinner. He went to the bar, ordered a wine and looked around to find that most tables were taken up with only one person probably overnighting for meetings or work tomorrow.

	He noticed a blonde lady, around his age, playing on her phone while she waited for her meal to arrive. Given that there were no free tables, he felt a challenge arise, and with a little extra confidence from the drinks already consumed, he strolled over to her table.

	‘Excuse me, are you expecting anyone else to join you or are you on your own?’ He knew she was by herself, as there was only a setting for one. He kept talking rather quickly, ‘But please… before you answer, my name is Greg and I would like to ask if I could join you? There are no free tables and I promise I am a nice person, without an agenda. I’m hoping you might simply enjoy some company—as would I.’

	Megan looked up, offering only a hint of a smile. He at least had her attention. He smiled back, continuing, ‘How about this? I will be on a five-minute probation and if I haven’t impressed you enough in that time I will up and leave you be, and just admire your beauty from a distance… and besides… by that time your meal will be here.’

	She smiled at this unusual attempt at a pick-up. ‘Five minutes, hey?’

	He nodded. ‘Yes, just five.’ Her smile widened as a faint glow rose in her cheeks.

	‘Okay, just so long as you don’t try to chat me up. I have no intention or desire to run off and jump in the sack with anyone.’

	‘Sure—deal!’

	‘Then, please join me, I’m Megan,’ as she stretched out her hand.

	‘Nice to meet you, Megan,’ shaking her hand as he took the seat opposite.

	Greg’s smile always made any woman feel comfortable, and Megan had certainly warmed to it. He knew confident professional woman were so much easier to talk to, as often their jobs required them to be outgoing and able to communicate well. He asked Megan all about her work, what brought her here, and the parts she enjoyed about being in Sydney. She told him about her role as a middle manager for a real estate company, how she mostly handled property management and some of their national conferences, which is why she was there. He briefly told her about his job, careful not to disclose too many connections, and played down his position.

	The five minutes had well and truly lapsed, both having slipped into an engrossed conversation. Greg casually asked if he could order and eat with her.

	‘Please do,’ she said, her smile now replaced with a grin, ‘Besides, I think you’ve passed the probation period!’

	Their meals arrived, his being served only a short time after hers. He ordered a bottle of Penfolds 389 and in no time, they were talking freely and openly. They started to talk about the other people in the bar, as they’d spotted a couple of rather intoxicated men, making poor attempts to chat up some other single women.

	‘Hey, would you like to play a game? It’s something I do sometimes when I’m away and sitting in a dining room on my own. It’s just a bit of speculative fun,’ he said.

	‘Sure, why not?’ Megan said, clearly relaxing as she was enjoying her second glass of wine.

	‘Okay, we each choose someone and then we say what we think might be their 1. Occupation. 2. Marital status and 3. How they satisfy their sexual appetite while they are away from home.’

	Megan laughed, ‘Sounds like fun. Who first?’

	Greg pointed out a gentleman sitting nearby. ‘You first.’

	Megan glanced at the man sitting at the table adjacent to them. After only minutes she said, ‘He’s an easy one! He looks like an insurance assessor, works full time and is sick of it. Clearly married. Too boring and programmed to do anything too naughty, but I think he’ll be tempted to watch a porn movie, then have sexy dreams before going home to his wife and assuming the missionary position once a month, if he’s lucky!’

	‘Well done, I have to agree!’

	‘Your turn.’ Megan said. She glanced around the room, spotting a lone woman sitting in the corner of the dining room. She was dressed in a suit, her mid-length dark hair was neatly shaped into a tailored bob reading papers as she ate, stopping between mouthfuls to write a few notes. ‘Okay, what about that woman?’ asked Megan.

	Greg smiled. ‘She’s middle management for sure. Trying hard to make sure she’s ahead of the rest. Probably finance or planning, something where she has to compete with mostly men in her job. She’s divorced and now career focused. She’ll go back to her room, allow herself enough time to use her compact vibrator to escape from her day and to help her sleep.’

	Megan laughed out loud. ‘You’ve certainly done this before, haven’t you? That’s so like how I was thinking! So, who next?’

	Greg looked around the dining room very carefully this time. He singled out a lady, he estimated to be in her forties, attractive, with shoulder length mousy blonde hair.

	‘Let’s imagine her life together this time, shall we?’

	‘Okay,’ Megan said, now clearly relaxed and enjoying the game.

	‘I think she comes from money,’ Megan continued. ‘Just look at that dress, her hair, her jewellery, clearly no expense spared there. I think she’s married by the looks of it. Well-travelled, and away from home a lot.’

	‘She seems pretty comfortable on her own.’ Greg said as he poured Megan another wine. Greg decided to take a risk at this point and boldly asked, ‘So do you think male escort, vibrator or self-love for this woman?’

	‘Vibrator for sure,’ she responded without hesitation. There was a moment of silence while Greg took in Megan’s answer. She blushed slightly, sensing his reaction to her bold, near self-exposing response.

	She hurriedly continued… ‘Anyway, what makes you think she will indulge in pleasuring herself while she is here?’

	‘I think just about everyone touches themselves in hotel rooms when they travel on their own.’ Slowly Megan nodded in agreement, as Greg continued; ‘I think she is a fingers girl. She’s clearly a confident woman and knows exactly what she wants and how to get it.’

	‘Is that right?’

	‘Of course!’ Greg said with a smile.

	‘Hey, would you like me to tell you how I think it would go?’ he asked. ‘I could even describe it for you in detail if you like.’

	Megan’s eyes widened slightly. ‘I’m intrigued.’

	‘Okay. She’ll go back to her room. Everything is exactly where it should be, because she is a perfectionist. As the door closes, she places her glass of wine on the table, still half full, left over from her dinner. She kicks off her shoes, reaching behind to lower the zip of her dress, gliding it down slowly off her body as she watches herself in the mirror. She hangs her dress, and faces the mirror again as she removes her bra, admiring her beautifully shaped breasts. Just this is arousing for her. She runs her hands over them slowly then heads to the bathroom to clean her teeth, enjoying the fact her breasts, while still perky, just sway with the movement of the brushing motion. She quickly removes her make-up, before heading back to the bedroom and slides off her knickers. This time, not placing them in a neat pile, just recklessly kicking them aside. What she has planned won’t require underwear.

	‘She takes a sip of her wine, which is a little tainted by the toothpaste, and stretches out on the bed, laying her head back, and closing her eyes, she thinks of a work colleague she met today. Immediately her hands explore her soft skin. She caresses her breasts, nipples, her tummy, imagining her hands are that of a lover seducing her. While one hand stays clenched to a breast, the other is sliding down her leg toward the creases in her groin. Her legs fall apart slightly, and she brushes her now swelling lips. She is wet and can feel it without touching. She pinches one of her nipples as her other finger caresses her clit for the first time. Sliding it down to her soaked pussy, then gliding up to begin massaging her now firm button. She strokes it like only a woman who knows what and how to turn herself on, can. She rubs it with more pressure and speed until she feels the warmth start to build inside her. As the heat envelops her, she twitches, feeling her ultimate pleasure building inside. Her knees are now bent and wide apart, feeling the ecstasy about ready to leave her soul and exit through her hot vagina. She stops, letting the bubbling orgasm settle, and breathes deeply. She struggles to let her fingers lay to her side and her body calm down, despite wanting more. She waits until her body subsides, until only a hint of arousal remains tingling inside her. Taking herself again, this time aroused to that point, the ultimate place, so much faster than the time before, and so it was only after a short time that she stops her touch again, just poised before her climax. Leaving it a little longer this time, allowing nearly all sensation to subside, knowing the next time she won’t be stopping. Her pussy is still twitching slightly, but her legs have stopped quivering and shaking. She starts again tentatively, anticipating that this will be the one. Her clit is hard, her pussy swollen and her groin so wet. Her head falls back as she builds the rhythm, fighting to keep her fingers moving softly and ever so slowly, relishing in the excitement of knowing this time will be it. Despite the urge to rub hard and fast, she deliberately lifts her hand, positioning it to allow only the slightest and most delicate touch. Her index finger rolls over her like a slow, whisper. How she wished someone was there with her. She breathes hard and deep once more. She’s now desperately concentrating on other thoughts, anything other than what her fingers are doing, allowing only her body to succumb to the sensation. Once again, the heat rises, the tingles rage through her body, starting at her vagina and radiating to every inch of her. She can feel it building so much bigger than the first two. An explosion is sparking, her entire insides are going to exit through her and out between her legs, and she doesn’t care. Her head is fully thrown back, her hips thrusting, as she imagines her colleague filling her. She can almost smell him, taste him, as he pounds deep into her. It started from a place so deep and continues to build till she explodes. She lets out a cry that could have been heard from two rooms away, but she doesn’t care. She feels her pleasure gush from between her legs, her juices flowing, squirting from her pussy, to run down to her arse. The orgasm doesn’t stop as she convulses with total ecstasy. As she slowly returns to earth, still quivering and shaking, she takes some deep breaths. “My God, that was huge!” she whispers to herself.’

	Greg looked at Megan, perched on the edge of her seat, leaning forward to listen. She had barely moved since he first started to recount the story. Her cheeks were now flushed and her mouth agape. Greg just smiled gently.

	Megan eventually found her voice, ‘I am in room 1226. I’ll be ready in about ten minutes, if you’d like to join me.’ With that, Megan stood up from the table, grabbed her bag and headed straight toward the lobby lifts.

	Greg sipped the last of his wine as he intently watched Megan walk off. For a split second he saw Tess in Megan, a sharp pain stabbing him in the heart. He closed his eyes as the pain pulsed through him. When he opened them, Megan was gone.

	He breathed in. ‘I can do this,’ he replayed to himself, as he finished his glass and grabbed the still half full wine bottle to take to her room. He signalled to the nearest waiter, then confirmed the night’s tab for this table to be charged to his room.

	The door was slightly ajar in welcome when he arrived
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