
	Can Colin and Ronan rekindle their relationship? While he’s waiting for his green card to go to the USA, he discovers—you can take the boy out of Australia, but you can’t take Australia out of the boy...

	 

	 

	Colin McDermott goes home to Sydney, Australia, to await his Green Card, which will grant him legal residence in the US. When the process drags on, he’s worried he’ll be denied, but he’s also financially stressed. He’s still paying his bills back in LA and coping with a sub-leased apartment in Kings Cross, the famed red-light district.

	Forced to take a part-time job in a Darlinghurst cafe, Colin comes face to face with the past he’d fled and the childhood he sought to forget. And there’s one other thing—he’s reunited with the Ronan Hensley, the man he thought he could love until Colin shamed himself on a disastrous date ten years ago.

	Can these two men rekindle their relationship? Can old wounds be forgotten and forgiven? As Colin walks the streets of the Cross—which, like him, clings to its shameful past—history comes back to life. He realizes so many things, but mostly that you can take the boy out of Australia, but you can’t take Australia out of the boy.
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Chapter One

	 

	 

	Finding Ronan again was a fluke. A damned fluke. If I hadn’t met Bruce, who introduced me to Lindsay, and if she hadn’t introduced me to the uber-cool, prize-winning author Inez Douray... And if I hadn’t sub-leased her Elizabeth Bay pad...

	Okay, deep breath. I stared at the slip of paper in my hand and re-read the message a third time. It still said the same thing.

	It wasn’t my imagination.

	Ronan Hensley called. Will call back at noon. Said he can’t wait to speak to you.

	I gulped. Did he really mean it? Would he call back?

	So far, my life back in Sydney sucked, and I mean sucked the big one since I’d returned to await my green card. I hardly slept most nights worried that the American government would find some reason not to give me full immigrant status allowing me to return to live and work permanently in the U.S.

	I was so stressed out I could taste it in my mouth.

	Metallic. Nasty. Fear.

	And now, a moment of genuine sweetness. A man from my past had reached back to the future and made contact. I read the note again.

	Could something be going right at last? My cat and dog were back in West Hollywood, California, being cared for by a sub-tenant, and now I was one, too. I’d been here for sixty-four days in Elizabeth Bay, the posh end of Sydney’s notorious red-light district of King’s Cross. I was paying exorbitant rent on one continent and a mortgage and car lease on another. In Sydney, I juggled a part-time café job as I continued to pump out stories for my magazine back in the US.

	But this... Man oh man, this was the stuff of fantasies. I’d dreamed about Ronan Hensley for ten years. And now he’d called me.

	I read the note again. Yep. It was real. I was so excited I didn’t know what to do with myself.

	Take a deep breath, Colin. And another. Come on. People don’t like anxiety served up with their coffee. They prefer to add their own.

	I shoved the note into the back pocket of my jeans and moved behind the cappuccino machine that took up a big portion of the front counter at Café Rebuzzi. I started working on the two lattes that I knew my favorite cougar and her hot young boyfriend were about to order. My hands shook. I’d been an hour late for work, and I knew my boss, Frank Rebuzzi, was mad that I’d taken time off to visit the US Consulate.

	He didn’t want reminders that I was here on a temporary basis. How temporary, neither of us new, but I hoped it wouldn’t be much longer.

	Emptying the coffee cradle, I inhaled the tang of ground espresso beans and ran over this morning’s conversation in my mind. The friendly clerk at the consulate had just told me it wouldn’t be much longer for my paperwork to be approved. I’d given them everything they wanted, including blood tests. I’d had to prove I had a clean bill of health.

	I’d waited each day for news from the consulate and finally had to go in to have my visa renewed after a sleepless night worrying they’d deny me. The minions at the Martin Place offices all knew I was a wreck. The clerk had even made me a cup of chamomile tea to calm my nerves. He’d assured me the long wait was standard. A year was even considered normal.

	A year? I didn’t have a year! I had to get back to my life!

	As I heated the milk, I could hear Frank coming on hard, embarrassingly so, to some tittering woman whose response to his question, “Where have you been all my life?” was the bone-crushing, “Well, for the first half of it, I wasn’t even born.”

	If I had to spend a whole year with crazy Frank, I’d rapidly lose the will to live...

	My tenant back in LA was getting restless. He wanted a definitive return date because he needed to find new digs. He’d also told me last night that my cat, Butter, had torn up the house. She was a one-man feline. And that man was me.

	I chewed over my early-morning meeting. My bank had forwarded the US government three years’ worth of my checking and savings account statements. These had been scrutinized by the Department of Homeland Security before I’d even left the US for The Long Wait.

	“There will be a short delay because Australia Day is next week,” the clerk told me after he brought my tea.

	“But Australia Day’s on a Saturday,” I’d responded, trying not to sound whiny.

	He’d given me yet another four-week extension on my US work permit, the almighty visa that gave me permission to earn an income in America. I’d been told twice before that each extension would be my last, which was why I was here in the first place. I’d been forced to apply for a green card, but the government had played so nicely with me granting me three short extensions.

	But this was it. Big swallow. No more leeway. I had to get my green card.

	My publisher paid me bi-weekly via Paypal, but I still had to take extra work because I’d discovered in the ten years since I’d left Oz that it had become the most expensive place in the world to live.

	And so, I juggled, trying to keep all my balls in the air. I didn’t want to lose my job at Movie News, the biggest weekly entertainment magazine in America. On the plus side, I interviewed local celebrities in Sydney if and when I had time. But with my current work schedule, time was rare and precious.

	The clerk had sensed my despair. “You know how public holidays work. Give or take a day on either side of the holiday, it might be a couple of weeks before we have a response, but you shouldn’t worry, Mr. McDermott.”

	Yeah. Don’t worry. Be happy. I hated that song. Especially since I’d learned the US government used it to torture prisoners in Guantanamo Bay.

	Lady Cougar approached me with a big smile on her face. “You are the best worker,” she said. “Perfect coffee. If I had a business, I’d employ you.” Her voice dropped. “I’m opening a restaurant soon. I’ll be in touch.”

	She winked at me, and I slid the latte glasses toward her. My hands didn’t shake now. And she was right. I’d produced the perfect coffees. Frank was particular about the coffee. He liked me to go heavy on the grounds. His brother, Nunio, a real penny-pincher, did not.

	I smiled at her, hoping it looked sincere. I wasn’t surprised when she didn’t put money in the tip jar. Nobody tipped in Sydney. I couldn’t remember the last time somebody had put actual money in the jar, though somebody tipped me a Fantale my first week. I’d taken it back to the flat with my little Sydney souvenirs that I planned to take home to L.A.

	It had delighted me that my favorite childhood treats, these chewy, chocolaty candies still existed. I’d even read the fan tale. What I could anyway, without untying the candy wraps. It had been about Normie Rowe, an old-time Aussie rocker. Was he still alive? How did he make ends meet?

	Did he worry? Was he happy?

	Cutting a glance to my right, I noticed Frank lounging against the counter, watching me.

	“What’s the smile for?” he griped.

	“Just happy to be alive.” I wiped down the foaming milk nozzle on the cappuccino machine. Boy, was he grouchy. Ever since he and our cook, Quirinne, had broken up, things had been really unpleasant at Café Rebuzzi. I’d tried to tell Frank dipping his wick into company wax was a really bad idea. Now I was stuck working half the day in the kitchen and half the day on the cap machine.

	And Quirinne had up and left, taking a job at a nightclub in the Cross.

	“So, who’s Ronan Hensley?” he asked.

	I stopped wiping. I glanced out of the window. It was grimy. Not a good look, but then the café was on Crown Street on the corner of Stanley, in the middle of Darlinghurst’s Little Italy. The historic heart of Sydney had many of the terrace houses built by the very first convicts banished to Australia. Each had preservation orders on them. Our building was one of the first offices they’d built, and its conversion to a restaurant, decades ago, meant that Frank and Nunio couldn’t do much to change its appearance without causing a huge legal kerfuffle. The glass wasn’t dirty. It was just old. And they couldn’t replace it without permission. In triplicate.

	So both the café and I lingered in red tape hell. Or, as I liked the call it, the Land of Whatfuckery.

	“How did he sound?” I asked. Talking about Ronan brought so many emotions to the surface.

	Frank gaped at me. “How did he sound? You big, bloody girl! He sounded like a man who wanted to leave a message and get off the bloody phone.”

	I nodded. It was a little after ten. Two hours to wait for Ronan’s alleged return call.

	“So, who is he?” Frank asked again.

	I was superstitious by nature but anxious to tell somebody. Did I really want to discuss this with Frank? He had absolutely no interest in anyone’s life but his own unless it involved sex. And I understood this because he was Italian and I was Greek, and a preoccupation with sex comes with the dark hair, olive skin and the urge to dance at the first strain of a string instrument.

	Unlike Frank, however, my family name had been anglicized, and it sometimes took a lot of explaining to people who wondered how I’d wound up with the surname McDermott.

	“You know I’ll keep nagging ‘til you tell me,” Frank said. “Get it over with.”

	“Ronan
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