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            About This Book

          

        

      

    

    
      A cheating fiancé, a one night stand, and a lost Jimmy Choo…

      

      After Claire Bower, a sensible and practical bakery owner, finds her fiancé of five years in bed with another woman, she kicks him to the curb with a face slap, some cathartic personal property destruction and a few choice words, then heads to Melbourne for some well-deserved retail therapy and decadent food indulgences. She never expected to wake up in a strange (but luxurious) hotel room with a total blank of what had happened the night before.  She also didn’t expect to spend the following night in the company of  the charming, delicious and swoon-worthy  Ben Donovan.  Her short stint in Australia’s food and wine capital has her meeting not one, but two exciting men who see her as more than the plain and boring Claire she has always thought herself to be.

      

      When Claire returns to her ‘real life’ on the Sunshine Coast, she finds herself torn between two men, one a mysterious stranger she cannot for the life of her remember, but has nonetheless started a strange but fun text relationship with; and the other, a dreamy, sweet and ridiculously rich Brisbane lawyer who seems to adore her.  If that’s not bad enough, she is also on a mission to save her floundering business and finds herself the object of affection for an obsessed stalker.  Maybe being a ‘plain Jane’ wasn’t so bad after all.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Author’s Note

          

        

      

    

    
      Walk of Shame takes place across three very real places in Australia - Melbourne, Brisbane and the Sunshine Coast.

      Australia happens to be in the Southern Hemisphere, and as such, the seasons may be different to what you’re used to.  Summer in Australia happens at Christmas (December to February), the new school year begins in February and finishes in December and the final year of high school is Grade 12.  Tertiary education is usually University or TAFE (Technical And Further Education) or other vocational training.

      Boxing Day is celebrated on December 26 and started as the traditional day for servants and tradesmen to receive their ‘Christmas Box’ from their bosses or employers.  It is a Public (or Bank) Holiday and has become synonymous with big retail stores sales.

      

      Other fun facts about Australia:

      - We use the metric system for measurement (millimetres, centimetres, metres and kilometres)

      - We use Celsius for temperature (30℃ is equal to 86℉)

      - We use dollars and cents for currency

      - Yes, we have some of the most dangerous creatures on earth living in our country

      - No, we don’t have koalas, kangaroos and wombats as pets

      - We like our beer cold (and our wine too)

      

      This book uses UK/Aus English so you may notice some alternate spelling.  And since this story is set in Australia, you may also stumble across some Aussie slang words.  If you’re unsure of their meaning, a quick Google search should clear it up for you.
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      This is a revised edition of Walk of Shame.

      

      Walk of Shame was the very first book I completed and the first full-length novel I published.  It will always have a special place in my heart and I love the two characters as if they were my own children (okay, I feel that way about all my characters).

      

      I spent time revising this book (as I will do with the rest of the series) because with a couple of hundred more hours of writing under my belt, I knew I could make it better.  The story is the same, I just cleaned up plotting and removed some of the more glaring ‘first novel’ plotting mistakes.

      

      The original idea for this book came from a P!NK song of the same name.  I heard the song on the radio and Claire popped into my head fully formed.  Songs inspire a lot of my writing and I’ve written more than one book because of a song.

      

      When I was writing this book me and my family were going through a really tough place.  My daughter-in-law (who was born with Cystic Fibrosis) was facing some significant health challenges.  She needed a double lung transplant and although initially the surgery and recovery went well, she died a few months later.  She didn’t live to see it published.

      

      Not only were we living through our worst nightmare but we were also facing financial challenges.  In the story Claire owns a bakery—we owned a cafe, two in fact, one of which was in the very spot that I set Claire’s bakery.  A lot of the issues Claire faces with her bakery I was facing in real life and it helped to write about it.

      

      I made a lot of mistakes in the first iteration of this book and I am so thankful for those first readers who bought the book and saw past the fumbling attempts of a novice.  I know my craft has improved and I have those early readers to thank for encouraging me to stick with it.

      

      If you read my author notes at the end of my books you will know that I always thank my husband, my children and Kathryn.  Kathryn was one of the very first people to ever read the completed manuscript and she has read every book I’ve written since then—even my husband hasn’t read all my books (or any, really :/ ).  Kathryn’s continual encouragement has helped me keep writing even when I didn’t think I would ever get anywhere with it.

      

      I also want to take a moment to thank Brooke.  Without her superb word wrangling, this revision would be nowhere near as good as it is.  I was so nervous to send it to her, but just like always, she took my words and lovingly moulded them into something that I am proud to publish.

      

      I know this is a long foreword, but I wanted to give some context for this book.  This new version will be re-released on the third anniversary of it’s original publication and I just wanted to give you, the reader, a little insight into why this book is so special to me.

      

      Thank you to all my readers.  It truly is amazing to have you all read my words, wherever you are in the world.

      

      Emma xxx

    

  


  
    
      For Kari-Lee

      This is not your story, one day I will write that.

      Your life inspired me to reach for the stars and this is my attempt to live the way you did,

      fearlessly pursuing your dreams

      Thank you for teaching us all what it meant to live with passion

      We will miss you forever
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      Oh God.

      It was the hangover from hell.

      Claire Bower’s first thought when she fought her way to consciousness was that she must have died and gone to hell.  If it wasn’t for the soft, cloud-like quality of the bed she was on, she would have definitely thought that she had been run over by a truck—and not just once.

      The temptation to let herself fall back into the numbness of sleep was strong but something niggled in the back of her mind, something that wouldn’t let her be dragged back under into the blissful darkness.

      Knowing that it was going to hurt, Claire squinted her eyes open and groaned as the bright light speared her brain.  Her stomach rolled over and she whimpered, closing her eyes again and swallowing down the bile that rose in her throat.

      What had she done last night?  And where the hell was she?

      From the quick glimpse she’d had of the room she was in, she knew this wasn’t her room and she very much doubted it was even her hotel.  Everything was just too…shiny.  Maybe it was because the sun was glaring at her through the windows with a disapproving stare, making everything in the room sparkle as some sort of punishment.

      Her brain finally caught up with the situation and she froze.  If she wasn’t in her room, then whose room was she in?

      She gingerly snuck a hand across the bed, holding her breath, waiting for the moment when she would encounter warm skin.  Nothing but cool sheets.  She sighed audibly and grimaced with the spike of pain that speared through her head.  She pulled her hand back and realised something else disturbing.  She might be alone in the bed, but she was naked.

      She breathed through the panic.  It wouldn’t do any good to lose it right now.  She just had to think.  What had happened last night?  Think, Claire, think.

      She squeezed her eyes shut and tried really hard to remember.  Nothing.  The night was a complete blank.  She had absolutely no idea how she had gone from her hotel to this one or what happened in between.  A complete blackout.

      Well.  It seemed like the morning was full of firsts for her.  First time waking up in a strange hotel.  First time waking up naked—ever.  First time she got so drunk that she couldn’t remember the night before.

      She knew exactly who to blame for her current situation though, even if she couldn’t remember how she managed to get here.  Oh yes.  The blame could be laid squarely at the feet of her ex.  There was no other explanation for Claire to act so out of character.

      Before she could continue the diatribe she was just warming up to, she heard a door close somewhere else in the suite.  She held her breath and strained to hear.  Was the door in this suite or in the one next door?  She crossed her fingers and pleaded with the universe that it was the room next door, but as soon as she heard the shower start she knew her prayers hadn’t been answered.

      She swore in her head.  She was in a strange room in a strange hotel with a stranger.  Not good, Claire.  Not good.

      Knowing that she only had a finite amount of time before whoever was in the shower would come looking for her, Claire rolled out of bed, landing on all fours on the floor with a loud thump.  She froze, waiting to see if anyone heard her.  When she didn’t hear anyone coming to investigate, she stood and immediately looked for her clothes.

      Her cheeks burned as she saw her brand new bra hanging from the light fitting.  Holy crap!  What the hell had she done last night?  The dress she had spent a fortune on was flung haphazardly over a chair in the corner and her panties…she looked around and groaned when she saw them.  Her panties were hanging limply from the bed post like some sort of spoil of war.  She cringed inwardly, embarrassed for drunk Claire and mortified for morning-after Claire.

      The sound of the shower being shut off galvanised her into action.  If she wanted to make a clean getaway without any of the awkward morning after conversations then she needed to move…now.

      She slipped her panties on and pulled her dress over her head, sans bra.  She crawled around on the floor hunting for her Jimmy Choos. One was under the chair where her dress was, the other was missing in action.  Conscious of how little time she had to make her escape, she was torn with spending the extra time looking for the shoe that cost way more than she could afford, or getting out before she came face to face with whoever she spent the night with.

      Escape won.

      She tucked her bra into her clutch, shoved her lone Jimmy Choo under her arm and tiptoed over to the closed door.  She listened for a moment and when she thought the coast was clear, she opened the door and peeked out.  When she didn’t see anyone, she made a beeline for the front door.  She took a quick glance around the room - how could she not?  It was gorgeous and way above her pay grade.  She spied a mess of paper on the coffee table that looked like artists sketches, but she was too far away to see what they were of.  A sound from behind a closed door brought her back to the mission at hand.  Escape.  Without looking back, she snuck out the door and let it close softly behind her.  But she wasn’t safe yet.

      She speed-walked down the corridor until she found the lift and punched the call button repeatedly.  The door finally opened and Claire took a step back, shocked to see another woman in the elevator.

      “Sorry,” Claire said as she stepped in and the doors closed.  She punched the button for the lobby and snuck a look over her shoulder at the other woman only to realise that the other woman was just her reflection.  “Holy crap,” she breathed, taking in the state of her hair and makeup in the mirrored walls of the elevator.  Could this day get any worse?

      

      Claire kept her head down as she strode through the lobby of the hotel.  The only witnesses to her walk of shame were the night manager and the cleaner polishing the marble floors.  She didn’t make eye contact, her sights set firmly on the front doors and freedom.

      She couldn’t think about what had happened, not now.  The recriminations would come later, she knew, but for now her focus was on getting back to her hotel and standing under a hot, pounding shower before falling back into bed and escaping into sleep.

      She took a deep breath of the cool, autumn air.  She loved this time of year, with the leaves turning and the sky clear and crisp.  But she couldn’t enjoy it this morning, not with the knowledge—or lack thereof—of what she had done last night.

      The Melbourne streets were deserted and the sky was nearly light.  She looked around, trying to get her bearings, but she had no clue where she was.  This was her first time in the Victorian city and she had only familiarised herself with the few streets around her hotel and the route to the building where she was attending a marketing seminar.  Not much help to her now.

      She saw a cab approaching and with a sigh of relief she flagged it down.  She crawled into the back seat, gave the cabbie the address of her hotel, and closed her eyes.  She was so disappointed in herself.  Going back to a stranger’s hotel room was just not something she did.  Admittedly she had never been so drunk that she blacked out before, but still, where was her sense of self-preservation?

      Regardless of what this weekend was supposed to have been, she shouldn’t have let it get to her to the point where she had turned to alcohol to numb her pain.  She was better than that—although apparently, she wasn’t.

      It was all Chad’s fault.  The lying, cheating, rat bastard.  He was the reason she had done something so off the charts.  He was the reason she ended up in an unknown hotel with an unknown person.

      The taxi came to a stop and Claire paid the driver before dragging herself out of the car and in through the front doors of her hotel.  She kept her head down once again and headed directly for the bank of elevators.  She pressed the call button and let out the breath she was holding, knowing she was finally home free.

      “Ms. Bower,” the concierge called to her, and Claire groaned inwardly.

      Not so home free after all.

      She turned and tried to smile at the woman.  “Yes?”

      “These came for you last night,” she said, picking up an enormous bunch of flowers and walking towards Claire.  “I didn’t know you were getting married today.”

      The elevator dinged and the doors opened.  Claire snatched the flowers from the surprised concierge’s hands and stepped into the lift, hitting the button for her floor.

      “I’m not,” Claire growled as the doors closed.

      She tipped her head back against the wall of the elevator and swallowed around the lump in her throat.  She refused to cry.  She was done with crying.  She was done with feeling sorry for herself.  She was done with Chad and his philandering ways.  She would not waste another tear on him.

      The elevator stopped and the doors opened.  Claire gathered herself together and stepped out, striding to her door and stepping into her room.  It was nowhere near as fancy as the suite she woke up in, but she wasn’t going to think about that or who she’d spent the night with.  Instead she tossed her shoe and her clutch onto the nearest chair and then slammed the bunch of flowers down on the ground.  Not satisfied with the less than impressive destruction she had achieved, Claire then began to stamp her feet on the poor defenceless flowers.

      It was just like Chad to rub salt into the wound.   She didn’t need to even read the card to know he was the one who sent them.  The flowers were the exact colours of the ones she ordered for her wedding bouquet, and he knew it.  She looked down at the multi-hued mess beneath her feet and took a deep breath.  She thought she was over him.  And she was.  Finding him naked and tangled in the sheets with another woman had a particularly effective way of severing any feelings she thought she had for him.  But anger…that was a whole other thing.  She was still angry.  She didn’t love that rat bastard any longer but she was still furious with him, and bitter about the five years she wasted with him.

      Claire stepped daintily away from the flowers and smoothed her hair back behind her ears.  She took a breath and closed her eyes for a minute.  She was fine.  Everything was fine.  This was Chad’s sick idea of a joke and she refused to let it get to her.  She had one last day in Melbourne and there was no way she was going to let her ex ruin it for her.

      She turned her back on the flowers and everything they represented and headed for the ensuite.  A nice hot shower was exactly what she needed and then she could crawl into bed and sleep for a couple of hours.  Everything would look so much better after some shut eye and a couple of ibuprofen.

      

      Claire was starving when she walked into the restaurant with Sophie and Marla.  The three friends had spent the morning shopping—not something that Claire did very often.  Her feet hurt, she was fast on her way to becoming hangry, and her credit card was making an awful death rattle as it wheezed under the pressure of the charges she put on it.  But it was worth it.

      She couldn’t remember the last time she felt so relaxed and happy.  It wasn’t spending the money, although there was a lot to be said about retail therapy.  She loved her job, she really did, but the pressures of being a small business owner had been piling up on her and somewhere along the way, she lost her joy.  A few days away from it all had done wonders for her mental health.

      As the maître d’ showed them to their table, Claire could feel eyes on her.  Not in the creepy sense or even the embarrassing sense that maybe she had her dress tucked up in her underwear, but she could definitely feel someone watching her.  Trying not to be too obvious, she glanced around and nearly tripped on her tongue when she met his eyes. Oh. My. God.  Those eyes.  Even from across the room she could tell that they were green.  Heat flushed her body and she ducked her head to hide the blush that warmed her cheeks.  Why would he be looking at her?  She took another peek and met his eyes again.  The tiniest hint of a smile lifted the corner of his lips - fat, plump, kissable lips - before he turned back to the person who was talking to him.

      Claire drew in a shaky breath as she took her seat.  As much as she loved to read romance books and watch romcoms, she never really believed the whole ‘their eyes met across a crowded room’ thing.  But, holy crap, he was hot and he had been looking right at her and it hadn’t just been a passing glance.  The man had checked her out.  It was an oddly curious sensation.  No man had ever looked at her like that before, not even Chad.

      Her mind closed down like a steel trap.  She wasn’t going to think about him today—or any other day.  Chad had stolen enough from her and she refused to give him a moment more of her life.  After her shower and a much needed nap earlier, she had cleaned up the mess she made of the flowers he’d sent and made herself a promise.  Chad and the woman she’d been when she was with him were in the past.  This was the new and improved Claire.  This was the Claire who was taking control of her own life.  Onward and upward.

      “I’m so hungry I could eat everything,” Sophie groaned as she opened the menu.

      Claire picked up her own menu and scanned it, but her eyes stuck on the crispy skinned duck with fondant sweet potato and a balsamic reduction.  Claire was no slouch in the food department, as her generous curves could corroborate, and duck was her absolute favourite.

      “Claire.” Marla kept her head down and her menu in front of her as she leaned toward Claire and whispered her name.  “I think that guy is looking at you.  Do you know him?”

      Without even looking up, Claire knew who Marla was talking about.  Every time he looked over at her she could feel it like a caress and her skin prickled in awareness.

      A waiter approached, stopping Claire from answering Marla.  What could she say?  She didn’t know him but she felt like she should.  She smiled distractedly as she gave the waiter her order and reached for her water glass.  Taking a generous sip, she tried to tune into what the other two were talking about.

      “I’ve got so many ideas to take back home with me,” Sophie said, wiggling in her seat with enthusiasm.  “I can’t wait to get stuck in.”

      Claire felt the same.  The small business seminar was exactly what she needed to take her mind of her aborted wedding and refocus her on her business.  Her little cafe was struggling, but she just knew she could make it work.  Now that Chad was out of her life she could pour all her energy into it.

      “I got some really great marketing ideas,” Claire said.  “Now I just have to work out how to implement them.”

      Further discussion was interrupted when a waiter approached them with a bottle of wine.

      “We didn’t order that,” Marla said, a frown drawing her eyebrows together as she looked at the bottle.

      Claire wasn’t exactly a wine connoisseur, but the bottle looked expensive.

      “Compliments of Mr. Donovan,” the waiter said, and Claire looked up to find the man with the green eyes looking at her with a grin.  “He also asked me to give you this.”

      Claire took the note the waiter handed to her and unfolded it as he poured the wine into their glasses.

      Have dinner with me tonight - Ben

      Claire had to read the words several times before they penetrated her brain.  She looked up to find him still staring at her and she ducked her head quickly, looking back down at the note and the really nice penmanship.

      “What does it say?” Sophie asked, peering over Claire’s shoulder.

      Claire resisted the urge to hold the note closer to her chest so Sophie couldn’t see.  “He wants me to have dinner with him.”

      Sophie let out a little squeal and Claire’s cheeks burned.  She could feel her pulse spike and a weird fluttering in her stomach.  These things didn’t happen to her and she had no context as to how to respond.  Could she actually go out to dinner with a complete stranger?  She’d gone home with one last night, so maybe…

      She shook her head and refolded the note.  She couldn’t do it.  She lifted the glass of wine and sipped it, her eyes closing as the bright flavour danced across her tongue.  He had really great taste in wine.

      “What are you going to do?” Marla asked.

      “I can’t go out with him,” Claire whispered.  “I don’t know him.”

      The three of them lifted their eyes to look at the man in question.  It was one of the rare times that he wasn’t looking at her and it gave her a chance to study him.  He was wearing a shirt and tie, his suit jacket hung over the back of his chair, and seemed to be in a business meeting with other suit wearing men.  His shirtsleeves were rolled up and a chunky watch glinted from his wrist.  He had long elegant fingers and Claire watched, mesmerised, as he lifted his hand and ran it through his short cropped dirty blonde hair.

      Her silent contemplation of him was disrupted when her food was placed in front of her.  She managed to lose herself in the delicious richness of her meal, although thoughts of Ben were not far from her consciousness.  She didn’t remember the conversation with her friends because she was too preoccupied trying to not think about him.  And then, before she knew it, they were leaving.

      Claire followed her friends to the counter to pay for her meal, her mind still on Ben and his invitation.  She was tempted.  It was her last night in Melbourne and she would never have to see him again.  She was trying to be the new and improved Claire and going out with a perfect stranger was something the old Claire would never have done.  It was just one night.  A night that she could pretend to be someone else - someone elegant and classy and self-confident - all the things she wasn’t.

      “What do you mean?” she heard Marla say, snapping her out of her reverie.

      “Your meal has been paid for,” the woman behind the counter said.

      “I don’t understand…”

      She felt him before she saw him.  “If you won’t let me take you to dinner then at least let me pay for your lunch,” he said, his voice rich and dark like melted chocolate.

      Claire turned and looked up at him.  His eyes were even greener up close and he had the longest eyelashes she had ever seen on a man.

      “You don’t even know me,” she said, her voice barely above a whisper.

      “No, but I’d like to.”

      She couldn’t think while he was standing so close to her.  His citrusy aftershave filled her nose and she could feel the warmth of his body even though they weren’t even touching.  Her skin prickled and she bit her lip as she looked up at him.  His eyes darted to her mouth and he leaned toward her - or maybe she leaned toward him.

      “Okay,” she breathed.  “Dinner.”

      A smile broke across his face and she blinked at the brightness of it, like stepping out into the sun.

      “Where will I pick you up?” he asked.

      “Oaks on Lonsdale,” she said, barely believing that she was agreeing to this madness.

      “I’ll see you at seven,” he said, turning away.

      “Claire,” she said, and he turned back with a quirked eyebrow.  “My name is Claire.”

      He smiled at her.  “Nice to see you, Claire,” he said before walking back to his table and the men who were watching him curiously.

      Nice to see you?  That was a bit weird.

      “Oh my god,” Sophie whispered furiously in her ear.  “What are you going to wear?”
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      Claire smoothed the beaded fabric of her dress over her hips and tried not to fidget with her hair or her earrings.  She checked the time on the clock by the bed and sighed.  She was ready too early, it was her curse.

      To waste a bit of time, she paced around the room, straightening things as she went.  She had already packed her bag for her early flight in the morning, leaving out her toiletries, pyjamas and the clothes she would wear home on the plane.  Her bed was made and she had rinsed the few dishes she had used and they sat draining on the small kitchen sink.

      She checked the time again.  Still too early.  She sighed and sat on the edge of the armchair, conscious not to crush her dress.  In some ways she felt like she was in a dream - or a nightmare.  What if this was some elaborate hoax and she was going to get stood up?  It was absurd, but she wouldn’t put it past Chad to do such a thing.  For all she knew, Ben could just be a decoy and it was in fact Chad who would arrive to pick her up for dinner.  She shuddered at the thought.  It was horrifying and absolutely ridiculous.  Chad had moved on, just like she needed to.

      Unable to stand her own company for another minute longer, Claire stood and swept up her purse, checking that she had her room key and her phone.  The screen was lit up and she pulled it out to check.  There were several Facebook notifications and a text message.  A text message from a number she didn’t know.

      Her stomach cramping with anxiety, she tapped the screen to open the text message.

      I enjoyed last night.  I hope we can do it again soon.

      The message had been sent earlier that day - in the morning in fact.  How had she missed it all day?  Oh, that’s right.  She rolled her eyes.  She had been avoiding her phone because she was sure she would be inundated with pity messages from her friends back home.  They all thought they were being supportive, but she really just wanted the day to pass without being reminded about the Vera Wang gown that still hung in her closet and the Louboutins that were nestled in the tissue paper in their box.

      Should she reply?  She rolled her eyes again.  Of course she shouldn’t reply.  She didn’t even remember the guy.  She didn’t know his name or what he looked like or even what they had done.  It would be best just to ignore it and hope he lost her number.

      She closed the message app and another Facebook notification popped up on her screen.  She grimaced.  It had been a good call to avoid her phone.  By the looks of it she had hundreds of messages from people who wanted them to know they were thinking about her.  She turned it off and shoved it back in her bag.  She was not going to think about that or Chad.  Tonight was all about the new Claire.

      She swept out of the room and into the elevator, leaving the anxiety of her cancelled wedding behind.  She set her mind firmly on Ben and what the night might yield.  She was determined to be fun and carefree.  It didn’t matter who she pretended to be tonight, she would never see Ben again.  She could be whoever she wanted to be.

      The elevator slowed to a stop and she plastered a smile on her face as the doors opened.  She didn’t care if she was early.  She went to step out into the foyer when she saw him.  He turned at the sound of the elevator and smiled at her.  Her breath caught in her throat and she froze on the spot.  He was gorgeous.  She knew that already but had somehow forgotten just what effect he had on her.  She felt her heart pound in her chest and she licked her suddenly dry lips.  How the hell was she going to get through the night sitting across from him?

      “Going up,” the disembodied elevator voice said as the doors began to close.

      Jerked out of her stupor, Claire reached forward to stop the doors closing just as Ben did the same and their hands connected, shooting a tingling sensation through Claire that had her gasping softly.  He grinned at her and tucked her hand through his elbow as he led her out of the elevator.

      “You’re not going to get away from me again that easily,” he said, and she suppressed the urge to shiver as his voice skimmed her skin.

      Claire knew she should say something in reply but her mind was blank.  She turned her head to look up at him and was struck by his strong profile.  The man could have modelled for Michelangelo.

      Aware that the silence between them had gone on too long and desperate to find something to say so that she didn’t look like a complete idiot, Claire blurted the first thing that came to her head.

      “Where are we going?”

      He turned to grin down at her.  “That’s a surprise,” he said, opening the door for her.

      She stepped out into the cool evening air and saw the town car waiting at the curb, complete with uniformed chauffeur.

      “Is that for us?” she asked, turning to him and trying not to gape.

      “It certainly is,” he said, stepping forward and opening the door for her before the chauffeur could.

      Claire took his hand as he helped her slide into the car and she felt the tingles again, stronger this time.  He closed the door and moved around to the other side, giving her a moment to catch her breath.  Claire was starting to wonder if maybe she hadn’t fallen and hit her head somewhere along the way.  Ever since she had woken up in a stranger’s bed her life had taken on the quality of a weird, alternate reality.

      The other door opened and Ben slid in beside her.  His shoulder brushed hers, and then his thigh touched hers, and Claire didn’t care if it was an alternate reality or a coma dream.  She was all in.  Whatever was going on, Claire was determined to get swept up in it and in Ben.  It was just one night, right?  She was long overdue for some magic in her life and Ben was just the man to give it to her.

      

      “Oh my God, seriously?”  Claire looked at Ben, her mouth open in surprise.

      “You don’t like it?” he asked, his brow adorably furrowed as he looked from her to the small plaque that announced, in an understated way, the name of the restaurant.

      “Woodland House?” she said, barely believing that she was actually standing outside one of the restaurants that was on her bucket list.

      “Ah…” Ben looked at her again, uncertainty in his eyes.  “We can go somewhere else—”

      Claire reached out and laid her fingers across his lips to stop him talking.  “Ben,” she said, finally understanding that her reaction had thrown him.  “This is amazing.  I’m…” she couldn’t find the words.  “I’m just so surprised and thrilled and, and…”

      His frown eased and he smiled.  “Shall we go in?”

      Claire turned toward the restaurant set in a refurbished Victorian era house and sighed.  Ben’s hand rested on the small of her back and she practically melted into a puddle at his feet.  He ushered her along the garden path that was lit with fairy lights and up the stairs.

      The maître d’ greeted them with a polite smile and led them to a table set with crisp white linen, sparkling crystal glasses, and shiny silver flatware.  The restaurant used the rooms as small, intimate dining rooms and Claire couldn’t stop gawking at the decor.  It was so elegant and beautiful and she felt like she had tripped down the rabbit hole.

      “Are you okay?” Ben asked, leaning across the table to whisper to her.

      “I’m…” she shook her head and smiled at the man who somehow knew her even though they had barely spoken two words to each other.  “I’m a little overwhelmed,” she finally admitted.

      “My offer stands,” he said, sitting back.  “We can go somewhere else if you want to.”

      “Shut your mouth,” she said with a smile.  “This is wonderful and amazing.  I’m just having a hard time actually believing I’m here.  There is like a month long waiting list to get in here.  How on earth did you manage it on such short notice?”

      “I know a guy,” he said with a cute shoulder shrug.

      “Of course you do,” Claire said under her breath.  How on earth had she stumbled into this fairy tale?

      A waiter approached and explained the degustation menu to them and Claire settled comfortably into her seat as each mouth-watering dish was described.  She didn’t care how she got here, all that mattered was that she was here and she was going to enjoy every single minute of it.

      “Your first course will be out momentarily,” the waiter concluded as he poured their wine.

      Claire lifted her glass and Ben followed suit, tapping his glass against hers.

      “What are we toasting?” she asked.

      “My good fortune,” he replied.

      She lifted her eyebrows in question.  “Really?”

      He sipped his wine and placed the glass back on the table.  “I was just about to die of boredom today at lunch until you walked in.”

      Claire flushed and took a sip of her wine to cover her pleasure at his words.

      “You looked like you were in the middle of some pretty heavy negotiations,” she said.

      He shook his head and smiled.  “Not at all.  Our business had been concluded.  We were just hashing out the last few details, nothing earth shattering.”

      “What do you do Ben?” she asked, and he looked at her curiously.

      “I’m a lawyer.  Corporate law.  Not quite as sexy as trial or criminal law,” he said, his cheeks pinking.

      “I don’t know,” Claire said, relaxing back into her chair and lifting her wine to her lips.  “Gabriel Macht makes it look pretty sexy in Suits.”

      He laughed and the sound skittered over her skin leaving thrill bumps in its wake.  Oh, the man had a delicious laugh.  She wanted to hear it again.

      “I wouldn’t say that Suits is an accurate representation of what I do,” he said.  “Although I wouldn’t mind Harvey Specter’s album collection.”

      Their conversation was interrupted when the waiter bought the first course.  Claire’s eyes widened as she looked at the pieces of perfection on her plate.  She picked up her fork and speared some of the delicate scampi, closing her eyes as she placed it on her tongue.  She may have even moaned.

      Ben coughed and she opened her eyes to find him watching her, his eyes dark.

      “Good?’ he asked, his voice rough.

      “So good,” she replied and slicked her tongue across her bottom lip.  Ben’s eyes followed her tongue and he groaned in the back of his throat.  “Try some,” she said.

      He stilled before lifting his eyes to hers.  Claire sucked in a breath at the intensity she saw on his face.  Instead of trying the scampi, he lifted his wine glass instead.

      “Have some more,” he said, his voice dark.

      Claire speared a mussel this time and lifted it to her lips, Ben’s eyes greedily following the path of her fork.  She closed her eyes as she closed her lips around the fork.  The morsel was delicious but she was more aware of the effect she was having on Ben.  For the first time in her life, food paled in comparison to the company she was in.

      “God, Claire,” Ben rumbled softly as he shifted in his seat.

      She opened her eyes and smiled at him.  Who was this woman she had become and what had happened to the old Claire?  She didn’t care.  Having Ben look at her like he wanted to devour her was better than a molten chocolate lava cake.

      “Are you going to try some?” she asked, using her fork to indicate his untouched plate.

      “It’s more fun watching you,” he said.

      She felt her cheeks warm and something big, hungry, and needy unfurled in her stomach.  She clenched her thighs together and fought down the desire to squirm under his heated gaze.

      She reached across the table, barely believing what she was about to do.  She pierced a particularly juicy piece of scampi and raised it to his lips.  He didn’t take his eyes off her as he closed his mouth around the fork and pulled the meat free.  Claire sucked in a breath as she watched him swallow.

      “Delicious,” he said, and she didn’t think he was talking about the food.

      

      Ben took Claire’s hand as they left the restaurant.  The food was amazing—even better than she ever imagined it would be—but it was the company who made the night special.  Ben was so easy to talk to and Claire found herself telling him things that she’d never shared with Chad.

      “You’re quiet,” Ben said as they came to a stop on the footpath where the car waited for them.

      Claire smiled up at him and took a deep breath.  “Tonight was wonderful,” she said.

      “It was,” Ben agreed, lifting a hand to tuck a stray curl behind her ear.

      His fingers lingered on her cheek and Claire closed her eyes, his touch making her shiver.

      “I don’t want it to end,” she breathed, and then opened her eyes to look up at him.

      “It doesn’t have to,” he said.

      Claire searched his eyes, tempted by his offer.  Ben made her feel beautiful and desirable, but this was just a fairy tale.  This wasn’t real life.  The hours were counting down until she would be back in her real life and she knew that Ben just wouldn’t fit.

      “Ben,” she whispered and leaned her head on his chest.  “I can’t.”

      He tucked a finger under her chin and raised her face to his.  He was so close.

      “I can take you back to you hotel if your like,” he said, “or…”

      “Or?”

      “We could go for a walk along the river.”

      She wanted to prolong the evening.  In fact, she didn’t want the evening to ever come to an end.  She could spend hours with Ben, just talking, maybe some hand holding, a little kissing…  But she knew that the longer she drew the evening out, the harder it would be to say goodbye and she would have to say goodbye.  Ben didn’t belong in her world and she didn’t belong in his.

      “If the walk doesn’t sound tempting, we could go dancing,” he said with a tilt of his lips.

      Dancing with Ben sounded wonderful.  Who was she kidding, doing anything with Ben sounded good to her right now.

      “I would love to, but…” she looked away from the intensity of his green eyes and took in the quiet street.

      “But?”

      She sighed heavily.  “But I have an early flight,” she said.

      He looked like he wanted to try and convince her further, but he held back and Claire didn’t know whether to be pleased with his easy acquiesce or sad that he didn’t try and push for more.

      His hand slid to the small of her back and he ushered her toward the car.  They sat close on the drive, her thigh brushing his.  She rested her head on his suit clad shoulder and breathed in his citrusy scent, determined to imprint as many memories of the night on her brain as she could.

      The car came to a stop and Claire lifted her head, seeing her hotel through the window.  She sighed with regret that there couldn’t be more between them and she wished things could be different.

      “Stay there,” Ben said as he got out of the car and walked around to open her door for her.

      He took her hand and helped her out, not letting go of her hand when they stood facing each other on the footpath.

      “I want to see you again,” he said.

      “Ben,” she pleaded, not wanting to say no to him but knowing that it would be for the best if she did.

      “Claire,” he whispered.  “We only live an hour away from each other.”

      He was right.  While Claire lived on the Sunshine Coast, he lived in Brisbane, only an hour’s drive from her.  The fact that they met two states away from where they both lived could be construed as destiny or fate, if Claire believed in those things.

      Claire looked up into his eyes and wanted to give him the world.  She wanted to say yes and have him sweep her off her feet, but did she have room in her life for a relationship?  Her business was struggling and she had to find a way to turn it around or she would lose everything.

      “I don’t know, Ben,” she said, and bit her lip.

      He cupped her face and slid his thumb along her bottom lip, tugging it from between her teeth.

      “Don’t say no,” he said softly.  “Give me a chance.”

      He lowered his mouth to hers and brushed his lips across hers.  Claire’s eyes fluttered closed and she leaned into him, her hands going around his neck and her fingers threading through the short hair at his collar.  Ben’s hands encircled her waist and pulled her against his body and Claire sighed as she moulded herself against him.  He took advantage of her capitulation to deepen the kiss, his tongue swiping across her lower lip tentatively.  With a soft moan, she opened to him and her body lit up as his tongue slid against hers.

      The kiss was a gentle exploration but it walked the line.  Claire almost begged him to take it over the edge into something more.  For the first time in her life she was tempted to ask a man to come up to her room.  She hadn’t slept with Chad until they had been dating for several months, but here she was ready to drag Ben by his tie up to her room so she could have her way with him.

      Before the kiss could become indecent for the public space they were in, Ben pulled away.  His eyes were dark as he looked down at her and his lips were wet from kissing her.  Claire squeezed her thighs together as something dark and primal swirled in her veins.  She wanted Ben.  She wanted him more than she had wanted anything in her life - even dark chocolate molten lava cake.

      “Don’t say no, Claire,” he said, his voice husky.  “Think about it.”

      Then he was gone and sliding into the car.  Claire felt the cool autumn air brush her sensitive skin and shivered as she watched the car pull away from the curb.  Think about it?  She didn’t think she could even make her brain work after a kiss like that.  She turned and walked into the lobby of the hotel wishing she had thrown caution to the wind and invited Ben up to her room.
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      Ben closed his eyes and leaned his head back against the seat, stifling a groan.  Claire.  He had never met anyone like her and no one he had ever dated had made him feel the way she did.  Who knew that a simple kiss could affect him the way it had?  He could have stood there and kissed her all night, exploring her mouth and committing the taste of her to memory.

      He sighed and opened his eyes.  It hadn’t taken him long to realise that she didn’t remember him.  He had an inkling when he’d spoken to her at lunch, but it wasn’t until he picked her up tonight that he was sure.  She didn’t remember him or that she had spent the night in his hotel.

      Nothing had happened, not that he hadn’t been tempted.  Claire had been far too drunk and he would never take advantage of a woman who couldn’t give explicit consent.  But she captivated him from the first moment he had laid eyes on her.

      He hadn’t wanted to go to the little jazz club, but Brooks insisted.  He was a long-time client and they were friends of a sort.  Brooks wasn’t in the country very often, as his business interests took him all over the world.  He had convinced Ben to go out the night before, but was then called away by some emergency, leaving Ben alone at the club.

      Then he’d seen Claire.

      She was with a group of people, but he couldn’t tear his eyes away from her.  He’d eventually gotten up the nerve to ask her to dance and while she was shocked at first, she eventually said yes.  They spent the rest of the night dancing and talking.  When the club started to close, they were the only two left and Claire was too drunk to remember where she was staying.  All her friends had left and he was too much of a gentleman to leave her to fend for herself, so he took her home.

      But she didn’t remember any of it.  He should have guessed after her stealthy exit that morning.  She managed to escape while he was in the shower and he’d been left wondering if the night had all been some fantastical dream.  Seeing her walk into the restaurant at lunch was a sign.  They were meant to see each other again.

      The car came to a stop and he slid out, thanking the driver before heading into the hotel lobby.  He was leaving in the morning too, and he really should be going over the contracts one last time to make sure there were no amendments before he left, but his brain was stuck on a loop.  He couldn’t get the feel of Claire in his arms out of his head.

      He took the elevator to his floor and walked into his suite, tossing his suit jacket on the nearest chair and rolling up his shirtsleeves.  He didn’t think he would be getting much sleep tonight.

      He poured himself a whiskey and moved over to the arrangement of couches.  The coffee table was littered with paper, his hand-drawn sketches of Claire looking back at him.  Stalker much?

      He sighed and sipped his drink, his eye going to the lone shoe that sat on the side table.  She left it behind in her haste to exit the room and the cleaning lady had found it.

      When he’d brought her back to his hotel the night before, she did a little strip tease for him and it took all of his self-control not to take what she was offering.  Her curvy little body taunted him all night and the only way he could keep himself sane was to commit it to paper.

      He’d sat up most of the night drawing her while she slept soundly in the next room.  He’d been a bit rusty at first—he hadn’t done any drawing since he was at university—but it didn’t take long for it all to come rushing back.  His hand seemed to know exactly what to do even if it took his brain a little longer to catch up.

      Ben picked up one of the sketches and looked at Claire’s face smiling back at him.  He had only seen one side of her the night before.  Tonight had been a revelation - like opening a gift on Christmas morning.  The more he got to know her, the more he knew he needed to see her again.  She might be a far cry from the usual women he dated, but there was something about her that called to him on a deeper level.  He purposely kept his relationships superficial, but Claire had him wanting to break all his rules.

      He looked at the shoe again and smiled.  He had nearly taken it with him to return to her, but now he was glad that he didn’t.  He picked it up and turned it over in his hands.  He knew how much a shoe like this cost and he was sure that Claire would want it back.  Would it be wrong of him to hold it for ransom?

      He took out his work phone and snapped a picture of the shoe.  He’d texted her earlier in the day from this phone, so he pulled up her number and sent her a text, attaching the photo of the shoe.

      B: Don’t worry about me.  I’m fine.

      He sat waiting for a reply but when he didn’t receive one after several minutes, he sighed and pushed himself to his feet.  He really needed a shower and then some sleep.  He too had an early flight in the morning.  He wondered what the chances were that he would run into Claire at the airport—slim to none was his only answer.  He would just
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