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Computer screens couldn't distort his sex appeal. He looked good enough for her to reach out and touch. Charlie had beautiful eyes, so dark blue they appeared navy, set in a deeply tanned face. Memorizing, hypnotizing, drawing you in, and promising all sorts of wonderful things. Not a tease, but most definitely a promise. A woman could drown in those orbs, just sink in, and never come back out again. No doubt she sat gazing at him like some fan girl at a star's webpage.

"So, there are no changes?"

Christine blinked and shook her head, clearing it to answer his question. "For now, no."

"Those are the magic words, I believe, 'for now'." Charlie laughed and something in her stomach curled up all warm and snug. "How many years have we been doing this?"

She had to think for a minute. "It's been just over six years."

Oh yum, the way he smiled. His lips looked better than chocolate and probably tasted sweeter, darker, and more satisfying. "You always call me back at least once with more figures and new orders."

"Buyers change their minds every thirty minutes sometimes. When they change, I have no choice but to call you." So, okay, sometimes she stretched the reason for those calls. Her small monitor web cam couldn't compare to the video screen here at work. Charlie deserved to be on the big screen.

He laughed again and she barely kept herself from touching his face. Such an incredible face, so strong and yet tender. She'd seen him amused and saddened, frustrated and content, everything but satiated. What would it be like to feel his tanned skin in more than a platonic way? "When does your vacation begin?"

She passed a hand over her hair as she struggled to adjust to the change in subject and her raging libido. "I leave tomorrow."

"I wish I could go with you. I could show you such delights."

She hesitated, unsure as always if Charlie meant an innuendo or just conversation. He was a world class flirt, a charmer like none she'd ever encountered, and Christine never felt quite steady around him. For six years he'd seen her as a coworker, then a buddy, then as a good, close friend but not as anything more. Damn it all. "Oh, I bet. You're a world class traveler and adventurer after all. When did you last visit Australia?"

"Eight years ago. You will love it." Charlie leaned back in his chair, the window behind him showing the rolling waves of the ocean. "There's nothing like the Sydney quay and the Nations Row houses in Canberra. I'd love to see your face when you see them."

She sighed. So much for a romantic vacation with him. He meant friendly conversation. It was all for the best really. They'd both seen how rumors regarding coworkers being more than coworkers affected the professional atmosphere. "This has been a dream of mine, especially with Maddy begging me for ages to visit."

"I understand." Of course he did. She'd mentioned the trip several times. Charlie even helped her make the flight arrangements to finally visit her best friend. "No one deserves it more. The last three years have been horrible for you."

"I do need this vacation." So why did it feel so empty to be going alone?

"Don't forget to have fun." He winked. "I could give you some ideas on fun."

Geez, he had to be aware how his wink affected women. Every female in ten miles went all fluttery in the knees. Did he have to use it on her? "Stop flirting with me. You don't need practice. It comes as natural to you as breathing."

"Who says I'm flirting? Your plane flies right over Honolulu. Stop by and see me in person. We could have dinner, see the sunset, and play on the beach. I'll drool over you in a bikini while you feast your gaze on me in a Speedo."

She laughed even as the idea almost took root. Charlie in a Speedo, wet, glistening in the sun with nothing but a few scraps of tiny material between them. Oh heck no. "Like I'm ever going to put a bikini on in front of you? You've had chances to stop here on the east coast and see me. Yet you didn't."

He lost the smile and the teasing light in his face faded. "I did when you needed me most."

She swallowed, wishing she could take back the thoughtless words. "I remember. So much I've forgotten or blocked, but I recall your face and voice. You held me and made me feel safe. Why haven't you visited since?"

"Because I'm obviously a fool." Charlie tapped his long fingers together against his chin.

She felt her gaze widen. He couldn't be serious. But damn, he seemed so intense, leaning forward, navy gaze all but drilling into her. She swallowed again. Maddy always told her to be bold. She could push a bit, flirt back then lick her rejection wounds during the fifteen-hour flight to the other side of the world. "I always have your favorite brand of scotch on hand."

"Do you?"

She shrugged, crossed her legs, and tried to appear nonchalant. Maddy would be proud. "Your favorite scotch, favorite foods, nice clean sheets on the bed, and a jogging trail all waiting for you here."

One finger stroked his full bottom lip then slid down his chin. She'd love to trace the same path with her mouth. "You believe you're so well acquainted with my wants and desires?"

"We've shared years of video conferences, emails, phone calls, and messenger notes." She mimicked his movement, drawing one finger from her bottom lip down her chin and throat then back again.

He stroked his hand over his chin, gripped it, and let go. "One day you can prove just how much more you're willing to learn about me and what I want."

She twirled a strand of hair around her finger. "You'll find I'm no wallflower when I teach you a few things, Mr. Jergens."

His deep laugh felt like a sensual caress waking her from sleep after a night of lovemaking. "A vixen hides under your cool demeanor, doesn't she?"

"Maybe." Hell no, but she could be a great actress.

"An independent, strong woman who is confident in what she wants and how to get it?" His whisper feathered over her skin even through the distance between them, making goose bumps rise on her skin. “Is one of the sexiest, most alluring people on this planet.”

"Aren't independent, strong, confident women vogue now?" Her daughter Anna had said so, after sending Christine some article in a magazine about men and how to attract their attention.

"Ah, Christine, it depends on the woman." His lips lifted at one corner, utterly kissable.

She leaned forward a bit. "I'd say it depends on the man. Confident, sexy, and independent women are your preference, aren’t they?"

"Are they?"

She faltered a second. He'd dated models and movie stars; he could be a model or movie star himself. Of course he wanted a match to his strong independence. "Isn't it?

He stroked his cheek. Had he just shaved? His skin appeared smooth, ready for her to cup and caress. How could any one man be so darned sexy talking about mundane figures and hypothetical situations? "Perhaps cool appearing honey blondes with huge brown eyes and sexy southern accents are more my preference."

Damn. Friendly teasing again. Christine sighed and placed her hand on her forehead as she pretended to faint. "Darn. You described me until the 'sexy accent' part. Le sigh, le moan, le massive disappointment."

"Have you taken a lunch break yet?"

She shook her head, a bit startled at the abrupt change of subject. "No. Why?"

"Consider this your break and off company time. Hit the timer and let me call your cell. I want to say this outside of work."

Ah, hell, had she pushed too hard? He'd call and reprimand her, reminding her they were just friends and to cease and desist. Heart thumping, she pressed the little timer beside her to count down thirty minutes and dug her cell phone from her purse. "We're off the clock, so to speak. What's wrong?"

He flipped a similar timer without taking his gaze from hers. "Give me a second." The computer screen went blank as he broke the connection. Her cell rang moments later. "So, Ms. Independent, how confident are you?"

Not a reprimand or a reminder. Christine breathed again. Just more flirting to see how far she'd go, like she'd challenged him. Fine, she'd flirt back and watch him back down this time. "I'm a mature, responsible woman. I'm not a clueless teenager."

"No, you're not." His voice held a touch of amusement. "Not even your children are teenagers any longer."

His comment irked her. She may be older, but not ancient as his words implied. Besides, he had more years than she did. Why did men get better with age and women simply get old? Damn him. She could flirt and be sexy. "Neither are you. Isn't it a glorious thing I prefer mature men?"

"I'm mature enough to be aware what I want and how to get it." Charlie sighed long and low. "Except, apparently, when it comes to getting you."

Christine all but choked. "Whoa, that’s definitely an innuendo. I'm not the brightest bulb in the pack, but I'm not the dimmest either."

"I would never call you dim. You shine brighter than any star in the sky."

So much for flirting. She stank at it, obviously. One little whispered compliment and she fell apart. Okay, time to laugh this off and take it back to friendly banter. She laughed. "What a line. Does it work all the time?"

"It's not a line. Come to Hawaii, Christine." His murmur was smooth and rich, like melted chocolate drizzled over strawberries, making her shiver. "Let me add to your experiences."

She cleared her throat. If he used this intense voice all the time, no wonder women fell at his feet. But he remained way out of her league. She cleared her throat a second time. The direct approach seemed best. Force his hand, have a good laugh, and then end as friends. "My experiences in travel or in sex and pleasure?"

"Are we talking about sex and pleasure?" The way Charlie said the words 'sex' and 'pleasure' like some pagan promise proved hot enough to make her panties go up in flames. The deep husky sound washed over her like a sensual wave. "Christine, you delight me."

"Perhaps one day I truly will, in every way you can imagine." Ha! Take tha,t lust inducer. He didn't reply, and she wanted to kick herself. Obviously, her flirting fell flat because she'd pushed their friendship past boundaries. Now he'd try to gently let her down.

"I'll take your offer. Are you finally ready for me, Christine?"

No. Oh hell no, she couldn't handle him without exploding. She shouldn't have started this. Stupid, Christine, stupid, stupid, stupid. "I think the question should be, are you ready for me?"

His next words had her squirming. "If you stop in Hawaii, I'll show you. It could be an interesting lay over for you."

"But more so for you." She switched off the timer. He’d had plenty of opportunities in the last few months to make a move and not taken any of them. "Okay, enough silliness. I need to get back to work. I'll email photos and updates from the trip."

He didn't answer for a long moment. Then he coughed, and followed it with a sigh. "Have you had any more night terrors?"

Talk about subject shift. Geez, how could she ever possibly keep up with him and his lightening fast mind? She almost answered no, but he knew she couldn't lie to him. "I've had a few. It's nothing to worry about. You've helped." Each night, he'd send an IM or text to talk to her about fun things and put her into what he'd call 'peaceful repose'. 

This made her begin to fall in— No. She wouldn't even consider such an impossible thing, however tempting it might be. Some dreams weren't meant to come true.

"Come here and I'll show you ways to chase those nasty dreams away forever." He emphasized the word 'come'.

Christine re-crossed her legs. Nothing like wanting a man you couldn't have. "Just being in the paradise of Hawaii could chase any bad dream away. I have to get these other invoices finished. Laci is handling my accounts while I'm gone and I want to leave everything in perfect order."

"Laci?" He sounded like he had no idea who she meant.

"Laci Souter, the blonde, figure-like-a-model, rep you took to dinner last time you were here? Remember now?" Did she sound envious? Probably, since Laci wasted no time the next day at the office telling everyone Charlie performed like a marathon man in her bed. Their supervisor, Jim, had pouted for a week, since rumors also placed Laci in a less-than-professional, very close relationship with him. "Y'all went to a club after, I heard." Then back to her apartment and bed.

"Do I detect jealousy in your tone?" She could all but see his grin.

Devil. She'd been envious, furious, and then heartbroken. But . . . she was over it now. So very over it. Really. She was. "She'll get whatever you need."

He laughed. The low sound arrowed straight through her heart. "I don't need anyone but you, Christine."

She wished she could believe him. Then she wouldn't fly to Australia, but straight to him. "Hopefully, everything will go well. Take care, Charlie." She disconnected. I'll miss you. I so wish things could be different. But it is, what it is. She blew out her breath and put away her cell. Her desk was stacked high with piles of papers and files she had to clear in the next few hours. She'd do better to focus on them rather than on what could never happen.

***
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Charlie cursed after she disconnected. He'd wanted her every moment of the last six damn years, especially the last two. Six, for God's sake, and still he couldn't progress beyond mere flirting and suggestion. What would she say if she knew he couldn't wait for their nightly chats, even if they only lasted one or two minutes? He often searched for hours for a funny joke or story to tell her so she'd laugh that cute little giggle he loved so much. He wanted to take their relationship far beyond simple friendship. She occupied many of his waking thoughts and all of his dreams. He dated a lot, trying to forget her and never could. No other woman measured her standard, her intelligence, her beauty, joy, and sweetness.

He'd never been the type to sit and wait on any woman, yet Christine remained different. He'd wait as long as she needed. He wanted more than just a few nights of sex. He wanted her in his life, cooking meals with him, watching television, jogging, or just reading together. He wanted her face to be the last thing he saw before they slept and first when they woke. He hadn't wanted anything close to that in a long time. What made Christine so different?

He felt like a bloody horny teenager whenever he saw laughter in her deep brown gaze and heard her voice. The mere sound of her reading figures over the phone gave him a raging hard on. She had one of the sexiest voices ever. Lightly accented with a 'southern belle' tone she didn't even realize she possessed. He smiled as he stared at the dark videoconference screen. She'd been shocked the first time he pointed out how many times she'd said 'y'all' during one of their first ordering sessions. He could hear her voice, calling out to him as he suckled her breasts and licked along her creamy smooth skin. He groaned and leaned back in his chair. Was she a screamer? Or would she just sigh when their bodies joined and she climaxed around him?

He tossed a pencil across the room. What the hell? It hadn't been that damn long since he last had sex. He shouldn't be this worked up over simple flirting. They worked together for God's sake. They talked online every night as friends. He hated the word friends. A nonsense word that couldn't begin to describe what they had. He ran a hand through his hair. His own fault really, since he'd given her no reason beyond the flirting to think he needed more. Why hadn't he made some move? Being with her, even just talking, would beat the hell out of berating himself for not taking their relationship beyond friendship. He grinned and booted up his laptop. "Take a chance, Christine, and so will I." He began to type and hoped he didn't appear a fool.

Your Journey begins

And takes you Far from Me

Yet closer than we have been in so Long

Be safe on your travels.

The Path we started Long ago

And the Light which will stay burning

In the window only for You

Until you come safely back Home.

Charlie sighed and read over the lines three times before he took a deep breath and hit 'send'. He leaned back and let his breath out in a long slow stream. He'd either just made a complete ass of himself or set something wonderful in motion. All he could do now was wait and see. He closed his laptop and walked away.

The next day Charlie snarled into the intercom. "I told you to find the figures twenty minutes ago. What the hell is the hold up?"

"You'll have them in five minutes, sir." His administrative assistant switched off her com.

He slammed his fist on the desk. What the hell had got into him? He'd snapped her head off when she didn't deserve it. The figures weren't even needed for another hour or so. He sighed. He'd been in a foul mood ever since Christine departed for her dream trip and hadn't responded to his poem. He understood why. She'd been through hell and back. Taking a chance might still be too much to ask.

He stalked to his window and watched the ocean. Waves met the shore, retreated, and surged forward once more. He felt this way. Each time he made progress with Christine, she retreated. Maybe this time apart would be good for them both. She and her friend Maddy needed the fun of a girls' vacation. But when he dared to suggest she stop by and see him, she'd laughed as if it were the greatest joke in the world.

He leaned his head against the cool glass. His desire to take them from friendship to the next step seemed completely logical to him. He'd not once in all the years since his divorce been tempted to take this leap into another commitment. He wanted Christine, plain as the sunshine outside. He'd seen her glances at him, her pretty little blushes when they flirted and the almost wishful hope in her expression at times. Why wouldn't she take a chance?

He watched as a hand holding couple strolled along the beach. A typical sunny day, warm and pleasant, every bit the paradise travel brochures called this bit of the world. He wanted to share this view, these islands, and their people with his best friend.

"God, Christine," he whispered. "I miss you. I miss your face, your smile, your voice. I miss flirting with you just to see the lovely shade of pink in your cheeks. I miss seeing your ID on my cell and your name on my email or Skype. Couldn't you send even one message? Are you so busy you can't even think of me? Or do you just not think of me at all?"

He had it bad. So bad he talked to himself. A knock thundered on his door. He turned and prepared to apologize to the best administrative assistant any man could ever have.
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Chapter Two
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You seem so Far

I wish You were Near

I wait upon the Path for You

So we may Continue to Find

The Gems buried along the Way.

Come back to Me Soon.

"Well, shoot, woman, it's plain to me. You can't be so dense." Maddy shook her head. Christine squinted in the bright Sydney sunlight as she glanced at her friend. "I asked what you thought he meant by these poems not for a commentary on my mental state."

"Oh, for bloody lord's sake, you asked and I'm telling." As Maddy lifted her hand, the huge square cut diamond on her finger caught the sunshine and sparkled.  "He's wooing you, as in flirting, setting the stage, making the moves." Maddy threw both hands in the air now. "Whatever you Yanks want to call it, he's doing it."

Christine frowned. "You were born a 'Yank' too. And just because he emails me sometimes doesn't mean it's wooing."

"He emails you every day. Not just greetings but poems and other lovely surprises. He's sent something every day you've been here." Maddy reached for her coffee cup on the bench beside her. "Bloody hell, I've been married twenty-five years and don't rate one email a week, yet alone one a day. You and this sex god poet have been together what, five years?"

"Mark doesn't need to email you when he comes home every night." Christine pointed out. "I've known Charlie six years, but we've only physically met twice. And he's not a sex god poet."

Maddy puckered her full, ruby red lips. "The hell he isn't. If you don't want his wooing, pass him over to me."

"Stop it." Christine sipped her coffee. She loved Australian brew, the full, rich flavor and explosion of caffeine on her tongue. "He's a co-worker. Period."

Maddy gave an undignified snort and a teenage girl walking past did a double take. "Yeah, right, I get poems from co-workers all the time too."

"He's just being friendly." Christine insisted and held her cup in both hands.

"Hmmm. My favorite line from one of his poems, besides the 'light burning in the window for you' one, is the one about the gem."

"On Life's Path there are many hidden Gems; May you Seek, Look, and Find; the Gem which is, as always; Right before Your Eyes," Christine quoted. 

Maddy laughed. "Yep, you have them memorized. Sure, he's just a bloody co-worker, and I'm the bloody queen."

"So, I like his poems." Christine sipped her coffee again. "Maybe I have some memorized."

"They're sweet and touching. They make you smile."

And go all fluttery inside. And feel so very special. Christine waved her hand, breathing deep of the tangy harbor air. "He got them out of some book. He's not writing them for me."

Maddy tilted her head. "I don't think so. He's a sex god poet who is wooing you."

Christine shook her head. "He's a friend."

"Keep telling yourself that, mate." Maddy tipped her cup to drink the last of her coffee.

"Well, he is." She looked out across Sydney Harbor. "I love it here. It's a whole different world, so peaceful and calm. The no worries' attitude of the Aussie people isn't a saying; it's a way of life. I wish I could have the same attitude all the time too."

"Nice change of subject." Maddy pushed hair back from her forehead. "You could have the same attitude if you tried hard enough. Or if you moved here."

Christine laughed. "It’s a great place to visit."

"But you'd miss your sex god poet too much to move here." Maddy pointed in the direction of the single opening of the harbor to the open sea. "He's just across those waves."

"I don't miss him." But she did with a desperation that almost scared her.

"Give it up, Christie. This is me, your best mate, you're talking to." Maddy sighed. "You stood on the steps of our awesome Sydney Opera House and right before I took your photo you said you wished Charlie could be here."

Christine shrugged. "He'd love to see the building, the way it soars above you and makes you feel so small and insignificant yet powerful at the same time."

"You stood at the rails of the ferry and wished for him."

Christine couldn't deny it either. She'd felt the rush of wind as the ferry glided through the water, smelled the salt of the sea, and looked to the rocky opening of the Pacific. Across the water lay Hawaii and Charlie, but she wanted him at the rail with her.

"Every shot you took of the Fort you said, 'Oh, I can't wait to show these to Charlie'." Maddy mimicked her voice almost to perfection.

"He loves history." Christine tossed her hair back. "Fort Denison and its infamous convict first settlers is a story he'd dive into with both feet."

"I guess you think he'd say the same about all the street performers?"

"What do you mean?"

"We've walked these brick sidewalks end to end." Maddy rubbed her foot as it rested on her lap and grinned. "Every time you tipped the performers and said how much you wish Charlie could hear their music."

"He loves music. We've heard every sort here. It's beautiful." She breathed deep of the scent of the water again, now mingled with the rich scent of coffee. "Plus, since he's in a big tourist state and likes to meet new people, he'd love seeing the dozens of different nationalities here."

"We do indeed have plenty of those." Maddy gazed out at the people passing them. They both listened for a few moments and heard Chinese, Japanese, Italian, French, and Dutch spoken. "When we climbed the Tower of Harbor Bridge you said what?"

"Oh, my dear God, I must have been crazy to come up this high. Get me the hell down from here."

Maddy chuckled. "After, you said, 'look at the water, how it glistens'."

"It does from that height." Christine gave a shudder as she recalled the terror and then joy at the height letting her see the whole harbor at once. "The Sydney skyline shines in it as do the reflections of those crazy people climbing the massive curved supports up to the top of the bridge."

"We could have climbed too if you wanted." Maddy grinned.

Christine narrowed her eyes and almost smacked her. "The tower was quite enough."

"You wanted him with you on Manly beach too," Maddy said it as casually as if they were still talking about the Harbor Bridge.

She'd looked out at the ocean and wondered what he might be doing hundreds of miles away. "I did. The town of Darling, with all those expensive mansions, is quite a sight."

"We called them divisions here, mate." Maddy corrected. "We almost saw Nicole K. gardening in her yard."

"More likely we'd have seen her in the shops at The Rocks." Christine mentioned the oldest part of the Harbor, filled with exclusive small shops and restaurants.

"What did you buy Charlie from there?" Maddy twisted her gold wedding band around and around her finger.

"The bright yellow jacket emblazed with Australia on it and the driver's cap." Christine almost bit her tongue when Maddy raised her brows.

"I buy presents for all my friends and wish they were with me whenever I go on holiday too." She wagged her brows. "Not."

Christine nudged her. "You never go on holiday."

Maddy shrugged. "We have, just not lately. Why would we need to when we have all this? Point is I've never bought an expensive jacket for 'just a friend'."

"True. All you've ever sent me were postcards of the ancient church on George Street." Christine smiled as she imagined the ancient chapel in the middle of downtown. "It's one hundred times more amazing in person. The open timbers and carved stone altar with all the gorgeous colored glass windows are breathtaking."

"You have no argument from me there." Maddy said nothing for a moment. "He's more than your friend. He has more details about your personal life than I do."

Christine focused on her friend. "No one has more info on me than you."

"He's aware of your kids, their ages, what they do, where they go to college, where you live, where you went to college, your extended family, what you did last Fourth of July, your birthday, your plans for the future, all the home improvement stuff you're doing, and what you eat for dinner every night." Maddy waved her hand. "We've been friends since eighth grade, and you didn't tell me all that."

"You already knew most of it. Plus, you married your soul mate and moved across the world."

"Charlie's almost across the world from you." Maddy pointed a red tipped nail at her. "He's who you go to for guidance and all your questions."

"Not with everything." Christine shrugged. "Some things I needed his advice on
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