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For Neil.

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

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

‘Watch me.’

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Lani shook her head, made to speak.

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

‘Where will you go?’

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

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

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

‘What about Mum? What’ll I tell her?’

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

‘I don’t want you to go either.’

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

‘Holiday?’ he asked.

‘No.’

‘Work?’

‘No.’

‘Family emergency?’

‘What is this? Twenty questions?’

‘Just being friendly.’

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

‘Suit yourself.’

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

‘Are you all right?’

‘Perfectly.’

‘You’re sure?’

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

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

There was an all too brief silence.

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

Really? How unoriginal.

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

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

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

‘I’ve just got one of those faces.’

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

‘Pardon?’ he asked.

‘I didn’t say anything.’

‘Actually – you did.’

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

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

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

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

‘Of course I do.’

He raised his eyebrows...and waited.

‘Okay. You’re right,’ she
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