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			Aussie construction king Logan Holmes never sleeps with clients. Especially not hoity-toity English girls wearing caftans and ordering soy chai lattes. But when Hope McWilliams hires him, he discovers they have one thing in common—chemistry hotter than the Australian sun!

			Soon all Logan can think about is every sinful way he can pleasure her. And she’s offering and demanding more than he ever imagined. Exploring each other in the bedroom is one thing, but venturing into her café-culture, vintage-fashion world is more than he signed on for. What’s wrong with sports bars, anyway? Still, he has to admit spending time with the gorgeous music teacher is anything but dull!

			Logan always moves on before things get serious, though. And he’s already planned his getaway. But suddenly he’s not so eager to hit the road. He knows he’s getting in too deep, and his heart is in serious danger, but something about Hope makes him want to stay when he should walk away...
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			CHAPTER ONE

			LOGAN SHOULDERED OPEN the heavy glass door to the trendy café in inner Melbourne and froze.

			He didn’t belong in this artsy-fartsy place.

			Hipsters with wispy beards, rimmed glasses and tight clothes jostled for position alongside whip-smart professionals in designer suits, studying their mobile phones with the usual self-absorption. Garish art reminiscent of a kindergartener’s finger-painting dotted the walls, while muted jazz added to the cacophony of the baristas’ raised voices shouting out names for take-out double decaf soy lattes and spicy chais with extra cream.

			His skin prickled with discomfort as he pushed up his rolled shirt sleeves and stepped inside. The comforting aromas of coffee, cinnamon and toasted sandwiches did little to ease his wariness as he scanned the packed tables.

			He couldn’t see her.

			It didn’t surprise him that Hope McWilliams would be late. She’d sounded hoity-toity on the phone and it had nothing to do with her posh British accent. An annoying mix of aloof and condescending, she’d insisted he be the one to quote the renovations to her music studio and not one of his subordinates. He could’ve blown her off. He should’ve. But his foreman had injured his back last week, meaning Logan needed to stick around town for another month before Rick was back on deck.

			It pissed him off, being confined to this city when he’d rather be on the road. He’d built his construction company into one of the best in Australia and he’d done it by travelling the length and breadth of the country, ensuring his clients were happy with his sub-contractors. He trusted his team but he’d learned through sheer hard work and determination that being the boss didn’t entail delegation; he needed to take full responsibility for every job too.

			A woman standing in the far corner of the café caught his attention; more precisely, her exaggerated arm-wave, making her look like a seaman waving in a fighter jet on a carrier. A quick glance over his shoulder confirmed she must be beckoning him and he strode towards her through the ridiculously tiny tables. The closer he got, the more he could see: tall, slim, blonde, pretty. But it was the goofy kaftan thingy she wore that captured his attention most: pale pink, covered in music notes. Bizarre.

			He stopped short of her table and stuck out his hand. ‘Logan Holmes.’

			‘Hope McWilliams.’ She shook his hand tentatively, as if she didn’t want to get dirty.

			That irked. It had been a few years since he’d been on the tools alongside his workers and he hated how narrow-minded people labelled men who worked with their hands as ignorant, grubby tradies. They took one look at steel-capped boots, shorts and a fluorescent work vest and immediately thought ‘Neanderthal’.

			He didn’t like her supercilious stare either so he responded with a smirk. ‘Taking the music theme to extremes, huh?’

			Her tight smile slipped as she sat and gestured at the seat opposite, a stupid, tiny wrought-iron thing that barely held his weight. ‘I’m a music teacher. It pays to advertise.’

			Okay, so the ice princess had a sense of humour. He liked that. He could work with that.

			‘From your email and our discussion on the phone, you’re looking to expand your current space into a custom-built recording studio?’

			One imperious eyebrow rose, instantly adding to her air of superiority. ‘You don’t waste any time, do you?’

			‘I’m here to give you a quote.’

			‘We could have a coffee first?’

			This time when she smiled, he almost reeled back. When she relaxed, her heart-shaped face transformed from severe to breath-taking. He’d tried not to notice her beauty when he’d first seen her, because that was another assumption some people made: that all tradesmen were lecherous creeps who wolf-whistled at any woman walking past a work site. So he’d practised showing no reaction other than politeness with women from the time he’d first picked up a hammer as an eager eighteen-year-old apprentice.

			But with Hope staring at him with those wide green-grey eyes and her full lips parted in a genuine smile, his famed poker face slipped and he couldn’t help but gawk.

			‘Coffee to go would be great.’ He stood, eager to get away from the disarming blonde. ‘I’ll get it.’

			He’d taken a step before belatedly realising he hadn’t asked her what she wanted. ‘What would you like?’

			‘A soy chai decaf, regular.’

			Figured. He hated fancy fake coffee blends almost as much as pretentious cafés like this.

			‘I’ll meet you out the front,’ she said, reaching for her wallet on the table.

			‘This one’s on me.’ He held up his hand and walked away before she could argue.

			His flaky father might not have given him much growing up but he’d instilled in him old-fashioned values about how to treat a woman, such as paying for meals or beverages, being respectful and active listening. Pity his old man hadn’t practised what he preached after he’d married.

			It took a surprisingly quick five minutes for the barista to make their coffees and as he wound his way through the tables towards the door he spotted Hope waiting for him outside. It gave him time to study her and this time he reacted to more than her pretty face. His cock hardened as he realised that ugly kaftan ended mid-thigh, exposing glorious long legs, which were surprisingly tanned given her pale English skin. Smooth. Lean, with a hint of muscle, testament to a subtle strength, perfect for wrapping around him...

			Fuck, what the hell was wrong with him? He didn’t ogle prospective clients, especially ones who made him feel inferior with a single glance.

			Scowling, he bumped the door with his hip and backed out, carefully balancing the takeout cups. He didn’t think she’d be impressed if one drop of chai froth bubbled up onto the rim. He could smell the awful spicy blend and it tickled his nose.

			‘Here you go.’ He sounded gruff and cleared his throat when she turned and flashed him another one of those smiles that made him stare.

			‘Thanks.’ She took a sip, followed by a soft appreciative moan that made him want to shove her up against the nearest wall and see if he could coax a few more out of her.

			Instead, he took a gulp of his straight black and burned his throat.

			‘My place isn’t far from here. Shall we go look at it now?’

			What the fuck? Why had she insisted they meet here and not at her studio if it wasn’t far?

			Another thing he hated alongside frou-frou coffees, artsy cafés and glitzy inner cities: game-playing.

			‘If you’re wondering why we didn’t meet there, it’s because I wanted to get a feel for you first.’ She laughed, a little self-consciously. ‘Not literally, of course, but websites and recommendations can be misleading and I wanted to see if you were the right man for the job before I showed you what I want done.’

			He refrained from pointing out the obvious—they hadn’t really talked much yet so how did she know he was right for the job?—because her tone had taken on a husky edge and for an irrational moment he wondered what she really wanted done.

			It wouldn’t be the first time horny women had confronted him on jobs before. First as a naïve nineteen-year-old, when he’d rocked up to a new house to check the kitchen cupboard installation and the home owner’s new girlfriend had greeted him at the door in a loosely belted robe which she’d proceeded to undo when he stepped inside. He’d bolted.

			The second time he’d been a fully qualified carpenter on his first job, building a pergola for a rich couple in South Yarra. He’d been on a ladder in the back yard when the wife had stepped out of the pool house, naked, and invited him to take a swim. He’d been deferent and polite, but building that pergola had been the hardest job ever because she’d been a stunner with a body to match. Thankfully, he’d never forgotten his first boss’s advice—‘Don’t screw where you glue’—and it had served him well.

			So what was it about this woman that had him forgetting liquid nails and contemplating nailing her?

			‘It would’ve been easier to meet at your place,’ he said, sounding rude as he fell into step beside her. He tempered it with ‘So what is it you want done exactly?’

			Her startled gaze flew to his and he bit back a chuckle. He hadn’t meant to sound remotely flirtatious but he needed to regain the upper hand, to show her that he jumped to nobody’s tune, so he’d lowered his voice, knowing she could misinterpret it. The fact she had meant one of two things: she was smart or she felt the unexpected buzz of sexual attraction too.

			When he returned her stare, deliberately guileless, she tilted her nose in the air and picked up the pace. ‘I’ll show you when we get there.’

			‘I’ll bet,’ he muttered, so softly she couldn’t hear, unable to stop a smug grin breaking through.

			Not many women challenged him. Because he moved around a lot he dated sporadically, but never longer than a few weeks.

			He never, ever, wanted to leave a woman waiting for him to come back, the way his mother had constantly, tragically, waited for his father.

			‘Don’t you love Melbourne?’ She reverted to distant and cool as she gestured at the graffiti-covered walls they strolled past. ‘So many hidden gems like this.’

			Personally, he didn’t get the appeal of the laneways that criss-crossed the city. Some Einstein had thought spraying a bunch of ugly murals and opening up dive bars, hole-in-the-wall cafés and boutiques with crazy clothes would spruce up the place.

			‘It’s messy,’ he said, taking another gulp of coffee and ignoring her glare that read ‘you’re a Philistine’.

			She didn’t speak after that so he filled the silence by whistling his football club’s song. That was one thing he did love about this city: Aussie Rules, and the North Melbourne Football Club in particular. He attended every game he could because for those all too brief few hours when the elite athletes kicked an oval ball around the field he remembered the one and only thing he had ever bonded over with his dad.

			Stupid, he knew, but he didn’t hate easily. It was a wasted emotion. So he preferred to remember the good times rather than the bad. Eating pies and drinking soda while cheering for a long fifty-metre goal on the run rather than sitting at the kitchen window in their shitty two-bedroom weatherboard in the middle of outback Victoria, waiting for his dad to come home. Something Stephen Holmes had rarely done.

			‘My place is just around the corner.’

			He stopped whistling as they rounded the final block, wishing he hadn’t been thinking about his dad. It always made him tetchy and he needed to focus on giving the princess a quote then heading over the West Gate Bridge to Williamstown to oversee a new project.

			‘Here we are.’ She threw her arms wide and he found himself glancing at a hint of cleavage before dragging his gaze towards the glass-fronted shop, the window filled with music memorabilia and an ornately scrolled Hope and Harmony etched across the top.

			‘I take it the harmony angle refers to your music and not a twin?’

			‘I’m an only child,’ she snapped, her curt response belied by a hint of sadness.

			Great, he’d touched a nerve. This got better and better.

			‘This is prime real estate.’ He pointed to the park opposite, flanked by apartments. ‘Inner city with the feel of suburbia.’

			‘I like it.’ She shrugged, as though the fact a twenty-something woman could afford to teach music from an expensive place like this meant nothing. The fact that she wanted a quote on renovations meant she didn’t rent, she owned it, making it all the more startling.

			Yeah, Hope McWilliams intrigued him, so the sooner he focussed on the job at hand the better.

			‘The quote will work better if you show me around.’

			He expected her to bristle again so her chuckle disarmed him. ‘The renovations I want done are out the back.’

			She unlocked the door and punched in an alarm code before locking the door behind them. ‘Follow me.’

			As they moved further into the shop, he couldn’t help but stare. The regular, square shop front opened into a hexagonal room that housed a grand piano, a cello and a drum kit. The wooden floorboards glowed, the walls were covered in framed sheet music and light poured into the room via an expansive skylight. His immediate impression was one of peace, and not many places made him feel peaceful these days.

			‘You teach those instruments?’

			‘No, I like the way they look in the room.’ She rolled her eyes and he barked out a laugh. Sarcasm. He liked that.

			Her nose crinkled. ‘Sorry. It’s just that I’m tired of teaching and I want to do something more, hence the need for renovations.’

			She opened the double wooden doors at the back, revealing darkness. ‘What I need you to build is through here.’

			When she flicked a light switch, Logan gaped. If the hexagonal room was unique, this one was truly odd. Sandstone floor, three roughly concreted walls and one brick, scattered with mediaeval light sconces and a glass-domed ceiling with more cracks than a plumber’s convention.

			‘I need this converted into a soundproof recording studio.’ She faced him, hands on hips, a worried frown slashing her perfectly shaped brows. ‘Is it doable?’

			‘Anything’s doable.’

			And there it was, the unmistakable flare of excitement in her eyes.

			He hadn’t imagined it earlier.

			She was into him.

			Considering he hadn’t got laid since he’d arrived in Melbourne three weeks ago, ruffling the princess to the point of unravelling could be fun.

		
	
		
			CHAPTER TWO

			HOPE SILENTLY CURSED her fair English skin as heat surged to her cheeks.

			Damn this man for making her feel more flustered than she had in years.

			No man rattled her, not any more. She’d only been foolish enough to fall for a guy once before and the lessons learned seven years ago courtesy of her first—and only—love ensured she didn’t sweat the small stuff. What she’d endured with Willem, and the resultant fallout, had hardened her to the point of complete and utter cynicism.

			Sure, she dated. She hadn’t completely given up hope of finding a genuine guy. But her in-built self-protective mechanism ensured that whenever a guy got too close she found herself picking faults, picking fights or being picky in general, doing whatever it took to sabotage the relationship. Not a great trait for finding any kind of lasting happiness; then again, Willem’s deliberate destruction of her naïve love meant she didn’t believe in anything long-term so it didn’t fuss her.

			No man perturbed her; she didn’t let them get close enough. Yet Logan bloody Holmes, with his broad shoulders, smouldering blue eyes and cheeky grin, had made her discombobulated since the moment he’d strode into her favourite café as if he owned the place.

			She’d first learned the phrase ‘sex on legs’ when she’d been fourteen, after smuggling a bag of illicit romance novels into her room. Nothing got past Mrs Folsod, the housekeeper, a woman who Hope assumed to have been an off-the-books operative for MI6 because the battle-axe had been that good at snooping and ferreting out secrets. But those fabulously eye-opening books had made it past the old bat and Hope had devoured them, savouring every saucy page. She’d learned a lot from those glorious books: the art of self-pleasuring, how raunchy sex could be beyond the boring sex-ed classes at the snobby private school she had attended and many intriguing terms, including the one that described Logan perfectly—sex on legs.

			Muscly legs too, from what she’d glimpsed beneath his denim. The fabric outlined a sensational butt too. As for those forearms...corded with muscle, tanned, with a fine dusting of dark-blond hair the same colour as that on his head.

			It looked as though he hadn’t had a haircut in a while, the shaggy surfer style suiting him, drawing attention to those cut cheekbones and jaw, accentuating the unique blue of his eyes. They reminded her of a Yorkshire sky on a perfect summer’s day, which was crazy, considering she hadn’t been home in five years.

			‘Hope?’ He snapped his fingers in front of her face and she wrenched her attention back to him.

			He’d said ‘anything’s doable’ in a tone so loaded with innuendo she’d clenched her thighs, like she had thirteen years earlier reading that first racy novel.

			Sure her cheeks must be a fiery beacon to her embarrassment, she mustered a disinterested expression. ‘I want to know if you can turn this space into a state-of-the-art recording studio.’

			When he grinned, she knew she hadn’t succeeded in fooling him and she almost sagged in relief when he stopped staring at her with those too-knowing eyes and glanced around the room.

			‘This is one quirky space.’ He pointed to the cracked glass ceiling. ‘Looks like a few birds ended up with a headache up there.’

			‘It was like that when I bought it.’

			‘How long ago was that?’

			‘About a month after I arrived in Australia, five years ago.’

			‘Yet you still sound like the Queen.’

			She laughed at his lame impression of a British accent. ‘I love living here but I can’t quite manage a “no worries, mate” yet.’

			‘Takes practice.’ He winked and that heat in her cheeks spread to every inch of her yearning body.

			God, it was embarrassing how long since she’d last had sex. One year? Two? She’d given up counting around the time she’d had her third putrid date via an online app one of her students swore by.

			Her unintentional celibacy had to be the reason she wanted to push this rugged, sexy Aussie down onto the floor and mount him.

			‘Are you okay?’

			To make matters worse, he took a step closer, bringing him within touching distance. He smelled good too, like cut grass on a rainy day. Earthy. Wholesome. It made her wonder what he would taste like...

			Crap. Thinking about those old novels wasn’t good.

			‘I’m fine, it’s a tad hot in here.’ She refrained from fanning her cheeks, just.

			‘Really?’ His gaze locked on hers and she knew without a doubt he was toying with her. ‘I guess it’s better than the initial chill.’

			The corners of his mouth quirked into a cute smirk; he wasn’t talking about the ambient temperature.

			‘I’m reserved when I first meet people,’ she said, annoyed by the compulsion to justify herself but needing to get this guy onside because he was the best for her needs. The needs of her studio, that was, and the first step to really proving herself in the music industry. Her story, and she was sticking to it. ‘I can come across a little cold.’

			‘Brr...try freezing.’ He mimicked a shiver and rubbed his arms, drawing her attention to his fine biceps and pecs straining beneath the simple white cotton of a button-down shirt.

			Seriously rattled by the urge to keep ogling him, she gritted her teeth. ‘Do you want this job or not, Mr Holmes?’

			‘Uh-oh, the thermostat got turned down again.’ His teeth fake-chattered and she bit back a laugh. ‘And for what it’s worth I don’t give a fuck about this job. I run one of the top specialised construction companies in the country. I don’t advertise because word of mouth recommendations will keep me busy with potential business for the next few decades.’

			He took another step closer and she held her breath. ‘So let’s get one thing straight. The real question here is whether I choose to do your job and whether you can afford me.’

			Nobody spoke to Hope like this, ever. From the moment she’d been born into the illustrious McWilliams family, everyone around her had kissed her aristocratic ass. She’d thought it the norm until she’d grown older and wiser, around the age of seven, when one of the maids’ daughters had called her a stuck-up prig. She’d been shocked to be disliked for the first time in her life and hadn’t liked it. Her parents had deferred to her and the domestic staff had too; even her teachers had been politely fawning.

			The problem with everyone pandering to her meant she could never fully trust when someone liked her for herself. And she’d made a monumental mistake in her personal life because of it.

			She couldn’t tell the difference between suck-ups and sincerity. So she really admired those who didn’t kowtow to her. Like Logan.

			‘Sorry if I offended you.’ She offered the same smile she’d used to great effect over the years when wheedling exactly what she wanted out of her parents. ‘I revert to my English roots all too quickly when I’m bamboozled.’

			‘I have that effect on you?’

			Damn, in her efforts to calm him she’d slipped up and said too much. ‘I meant the upcoming renovations and my eagerness to get them done quickly.’

			She gestured at the walls to emphasise her point but by the glint in his eyes he knew her excuse was BS.

			‘Right, the renovations,’ he drawled, sticking his hands into his pockets and following her line of vision around the room. ‘Here’s what I see. You’ll need a complete revamp of the space. New roofing for a start. If you want to keep the glass dome, it’ll need to be double-glazed. But if you want this to be completely soundproof I’d ditch the glass. The flooring will be an easy fix and the walls not too hard either.’

			She could listen to him talk all day, his deep voice with the broad Australian accent as intoxicating as the rest of him. His eyes lit up as he explained the renovations, demonstrating true passion for his work.

			How would he look indulging in other passions?

			When she caught him staring at her oddly again, she quickly cleared her throat. ‘How much?’

			‘I’ll outline all the proposed changes and costing in a formal quote I’ll email to you later, but from what I can see, including materials and labour, you’re looking at a ballpark figure of around sixty grand.’

			Hope tried to hide her surprise and failed. She wasn’t a complete novice and had obtained quotes from two other companies, both coming in at about half of Logan’s. But a fellow music teacher who also played violin in a major touring orchestra had recommended him to her. Apparently Logan’s company had constructed their rehearsal spaces to a standard higher than that of anything in which her friend had practised around the world and Hope had known then that she had to have him. Renovate, that was. That clarification was important for her howling libido that hadn’t quit since she’d first laid eyes on him.

			‘Done.’

			His eyebrows shot up and his lips thinned, as if he was clamping them together with all his might to prevent from blurting that she was crazy for accepting his first offer.

			‘I’ll settle for nothing less than the best and I know what I want.’ She stepped into his personal space, almost toe to toe, done with him toying with her. Time to regain the upper hand. ‘And I want you.’

		
	
		
			CHAPTER THREE

			LOGAN KNEW HOPE was referring to him doing her precious bloody renovations when she said ‘I want you’ but it took a second or two for his eager cock to catch up with his logic.

			He’d been rock-hard since he’d set foot in this room and she’d become animated, like one of those wind-up ballerinas in his mum’s old jewellery box that whirled when wound up.

			He’d tried to get a rise out of her several times, to tease her into lightening up, to see what was beneath that frosty exterior.

			He hadn’t expected her to turn the tables on him.

			She stood too close, some exotic flowery fragrance reminiscent of newly budded roses teasing him to bury his nose in her neck and inhale. Close enough he could feel the heat radiating off her, as if she’d been standing next to a radiator too long. Her cheeks were flushed, her lips parted and tiny jade flecks glowed in her eyes.

			For a second he almost lost it. He imagined backing her up against the nearest wall, flipping up that short kaftan, tearing off her panties and burying himself in deep. Or having her kneel before him, that prim and proper mouth wrapped around him, sucking him off...

			‘I accept your offer. When can you start?’

			Logan blinked, his X-rated fantasy instantly obliterated by her coolly polite question.

			Of course he had to accept the job now, even after throwing out that ludicrously inflated price. He’d done it to see her baulk and had looked forward to bargaining with her. She had a hidden fire beneath the frost and it had come out several times already when she’d returned his quips. He sure as hell hadn’t expected her to agree to it so fast.

			But he couldn’t recant now, not without appearing unprofessional, so he nodded. ‘I’ll do the preliminaries and get my team set. We can start Monday if that suits?’

			She grimaced. ‘Monday is my busiest teaching day and I don’t want my students disrupted. Can you start Tuesday?’

			Usually he called the shots on where and when his crew worked but residual guilt over the exorbitant quote for a fairly routine job made Logan nod. ‘Sure, but you’ll need to reschedule the following Monday, because a job of this magnitude may require two weeks to complete. Plus we need to factor in unforeseen hold-ups like bad weather.’

			‘Understood.’ She twisted a strand of hair that had come loose from her elaborate topknot, gnawing on her lip absentmindedly. ‘I knew there’d be some disruption but maybe I’m better off closing and changing all my appointments for the next fortnight.’

			He nodded. ‘It would make life easier on us. We take occupational health and safety very seriously and having people around during renovations is a hazard we’d rather avoid.’

			‘Okay.’

			He eyed her suspiciously, wondering why she sounded so meek, as though the ice princess had melted into a submissive little snowman.

			‘I really need this to work,’ she murmured as she headed back towards the room with the instruments, winding that strand of hair tighter around her finger. ‘It has to.’

			Intrigued by her glimpse of vulnerability, he followed, stopping only to turn out the lights and close the double doors. He found her slumped on the piano stool, eyeing him with open speculation.

			‘I have it on good authority you’re the best at what you do.’

			While he didn’t need the validation these days, it was always nice to get praise. ‘My company only takes on a limited number of boutique jobs, meaning we focus on one at a time per city, ensuring quality and attention to detail.’ He shrugged. ‘When you’re the best, word gets around.’

			‘So I heard.’ She pinned him with an astute stare. ‘And you charge accordingly, so it seems.’

			‘That’s right. Supply and demand.’

			Though in this case he was quadrupling his profit margins because he’d been a smart-ass trying to get a rise out of her and it didn’t sit well with him. Too late to back down now.

			When she continued to stare at him as if she could see right through his BS, he distracted her by pointing at the instruments. ‘You play and teach all these?’

			‘Yes. Viola and double bass too.’

			‘Wow, talented.’ The only thing he played was the fool. ‘My music tastes extend to good old country and western, that’s it.’

			‘I’m an indie girl myself, hence the recording studio dream.’ She pointed at the closed doors, managing to surprise him once again with her eclectic taste in music.

			‘I picked you for classical.’

			The corners of her mouth drooped. ‘I’m not some cliché. The indie scene is huge in Melbourne, which is why I want to record my own songs and then branch out into recording other artists.’

			Damn, he’d trod on a minefield without meaning to. ‘Sounds admirable.’

			‘Are you mocking me?’

			Fuck, she really was testy about her music. ‘Not at all.’ He held up his hands. ‘Hey, the only musical talent I have is playing the washboard back in Rally-Doo and even then I was only ever mediocre.’

			Her forehead crinkled in confusion. ‘Washboard? Rally-Doo?’

			‘It’s a tiny town near Swan Hill, in the middle of nowhere, really, where I grew up.’

			Even saying the name made him clear his throat like he’d done as a kid when the summer dust grew so thick it clogged in his nose and the back of his mouth. ‘As for the washboard, how can you call yourself a musician if you don’t know the finer points of dragging a metal brush against a piece of corrugated iron, redolent of the old washboards used in years gone by?’

			Her forehead cleared and a small smile played about her mouth. Good. He much preferred her like this rather than in the maudlin mood that had been hanging over her the last few minutes. ‘You Aussies are inventive, I’ll give you that.’

			‘That we are.’

			They locked gazes and in that moment something in the air between them shifted and shimmered, a hint of the forbidden, straining to drag them together.

			Logan should resist. He never got involved with clients. But there was something about this woman that begged to see how far he could delve into this subtle attraction.

			‘Maybe if you’re lucky, I’ll play you some time?’

			Her eyes widened at his innuendo as he mock-slapped his head. ‘Sorry, play for you some time.’

			She continued to stare at him with those big, expressive eyes and he waited to see if she’d change the subject or spar for the sheer hell of it.

			‘Playing any kind of instrument takes concentration, you know.’ She patted the space on the stool next to her and he found his feet moving towards her. ‘Precision. Timing. Talent.’

			He sat and her smile was pure devilry. ‘But the most important is practice. Hours and hours of practice. Listening to your instrument. Feeling your instrument. Stroking your instrument. Caressing your instrument—’

			He kissed her. He couldn’t fucking help it. All that talk of feeling and stroking and caressing had got to him.

			Her mouth opened to him and her tongue sought his, teasing his, taunting, demanding to give whatever he could. And fuck, did he want to give her everything and then some.

			She clutched at him, her hands pawing his chest, and when her fingers slid between the buttons of his shirt and grazed his chest he felt as if he’d stuck a sander into a tub full of water.

			She moaned as he palmed her ass and dragged her onto his lap, grinding her against the fly of his jeans, leaving her in no doubt how far he wanted this to go.

			When she started to writhe against him, as if she wanted to get closer, he slid his hands under her kaftan, encountering the soft, smooth skin of her thighs, then slid higher to her...bare ass.

			Hot damn. The prim princess went commando.

			‘Fuck, you’re full of surprises,’ he said, squeezing the perfect handful of ass.

			‘I’m not who you think I am,’ she murmured, nipping his ear with a sharp bite that bordered on pain, until her tongue darted out and licked it all better. The touch of her tongue lapping at his earlobe sent a jolt straight to his rock-hard cock.

			Eager to feel her wetness, he slipped a hand over her hip and between their bodies, when the blast of a trumpet made him jump.

			‘Shit, that’s the entry bell, which means my next student is here,’ she said, scrambling off him and tugging down her kaftan. ‘You have to go.’

			He stared at her standing in front of him, wild-eyed, flushed and dishevelled, and thought he’d never seen anything sexier.

			‘Hey, calm down—’

			‘Don’t you dare tell me what to do.’ Her lips pursed in disapproval as he watched the woman who’d been willing and wanton on his lap a moment ago morph from warmth to cold disdain.

			‘Fine.’

			But it wasn’t, and as he stood and readjusted himself so he could actually walk out he shot her a curious glance. How could someone change like that so quickly? He was an open book. Upfront to the point of bluntness, people knew what to expect from him. It pissed him off when people said one thing and did another, or vice versa.

			When she turned her back on him and started flipping through a music book, he said, ‘For the record, you came onto me.’

			She spun around to face him, that spark back in her eyes. ‘Go. Please.’

			She almost whimpered the last word and rather than push the issue he took pity on her. She had a student waiting and, by the way she vacillated between poised and uncertain, she needed time to pull herself together.

			‘I’ll email you the formalised quote.’ He headed for the door leading to the front of the shop and paused. ‘And I’ll be here Tuesday morning to get the boys set up.’

			She gave a brief nod, her gaze riveted to his mouth. Yeah, this one was full of contradictions. Fire and ice. Unexpectedly scorching one minute, frigidly chilling the next. The contrast only served to pique his interest further.

			‘Unless you want to see me sooner?’

			He could’ve sworn the corners of her mouth twitched before she shooed him away. ‘Go.’

		
	
		
			CHAPTER FOUR

			HOPE WENT THROUGH the motions of teaching piano to an uninterested, average student. The reluctant teen hadn’t practised since their last session so it made the forty-five minutes even more torturous than usual. Parents who pushed their kids into learning instruments when they’d rather be skateboarding had a lot to answer for.

			She should know. Her parents had pushed her into horse riding and polo and chess when she would’ve much rather been jamming with the local kids in the village. Sure, they’d encouraged her interest in piano and violin but had been horrified when she’d mentioned the D-word. Apparently drums weren’t the preferred instrument for an aristocratic McWilliams’ child.

			So she’d learned in secret, using some of her generous allowance to pay a teacher in the village, an ageing rocker who still toured on occasion. Harry Remme had been more attentive to her music career than her folks and posh music teachers put together. He’d introduced her to a world beyond Mozart and Chopin, to a world filled with guitar riffs, drum solos and the deep bass rhythms that she felt all the way down to her soul.

			She’d been hooked.

			From that moment she’d known what she wanted to do: create the kind of music that changed people’s lives, the way Harry’s music had changed hers.

			Harry’s band hadn’t conformed. They hadn’t done covers. They’d written original material, recorded it in a tiny studio outside of London and distributed it online to whoever was lucky enough to hear it. She’d spent countless hours listening to their quirky songs and loving every minute of it. Harry had fostered her love of unusual music while teaching her everything he could about the drums. She’d been thrilled to be accepted into a premier international music college in Paris once she finished school but what she’d learned at that prestigious place hadn’t come close to fuelling her creativity the way Harry’s music had.

			It broke her heart that eventually he’d betrayed her like everyone else in her life.

			She’d never recovered from his deception so close on the heels of Willem breaking her heart but she’d always be indebted to him for encouraging her to break free of her parents’ expectations and choose her own path. If she’d done what her mother and father had wanted she’d be married to some uppity earl named Charles Butterworth with a brood of kids by now, a nanny, housekeeper and chauffeur, living down the road from her parents in a palatial country house.

			They’d humoured her love of music by accepting she’d attend the college in Paris, never imagining she’d follow her dream all the way to Australia. They’d threatened to disown her, to cut her off. She hadn’t cared.

			They’d lied to her like everyone else.

			She benefited from her granny’s trust fund, meaning she never had financial worries. Sure, things might be different if she didn’t have that safety net, but she doubted it. Nothing would stop her from pursuing her dream.

			Not even some six-four gorgeous guy who kissed like a pro and who’d almost made her come by groping her ass.

			Heat flushed her cheeks at the memory of how turned on she’d been. If that student hadn’t arrived she would’ve screwed him on the piano stool.

			Never in a million years would she have expected him to discover her dirty little secret: that she didn’t wear underwear most days.

			Being so daring was her one concession whilst living a well-ordered life. It made her feel a little bad when her entire life she’d been so very good. A way of cutting free from the constraints of her past. A way to prove, albeit to herself, that she held all the power and was in control of her own destiny.

			The more refined guys she usually dated had been repulsed by her lack of constraint. Logan had been turned on big time, the focus being on big.

			He’d felt huge through his jeans and she’d been so close to riding that bad boy. She needed the release so badly...

			The throb between her legs became insistent so Hope did the only thing possible: she locked up, picked up her mobile and headed for the bathroom.

			It didn’t take her long to find what she needed: the picture of Logan on his company’s website.

			The photo didn’t do him justice. Neither did the suit. She preferred how he’d looked today: a little rough around the edges with his scruffy dark-blond hair skimming his collar, his shirt sleeves rolled up, that denim hugging his ass and those eyes so penetratingly blue she could’ve sworn he could see right through her.

			She leaned against the hand basin and stared into those eyes, remembering how he’d looked at her the moment before he’d kissed her. As if he wanted to ravage her.

			She’d enjoyed taunting him, had liked how he stood up to her and gave as good as he got.

			Her gaze drifted to his mouth as her hand drifted lower, her fingers seeking her clit. She was so wet, thanks to him.

			She stared at his lips and remembered the feel of his tongue in her mouth, skilled and sure, and imagined what it could do where her middle finger zeroed in on now. Her pulse raced, the lightness in her chest making her feel as if she were floating as she circled her clit over and over, her excitement escalating too quickly. She didn’t care. She needed a release and, with the man who’d wound her up gone, she needed it now.

			Breathless, she started panting a little. Her eyes drifted shut for a moment as she imagined Logan’s fingers touching her, Logan’s tongue licking her, Logan’s dick inside her... She tensed and came on a soft moan, sagging against the basin.

			When she opened her eyes, he was still there, staring at her from that photo, looking way too smug and self-controlled.

			He’d got her so wound up that she’d just masturbated away from home for the first time.

			Time to ruffle him as much as he’d ruffled her.

		
	
		
			CHAPTER FIVE

			LOGAN HAD DOUBLE-CHECKED the quote twice before firing it off to Hope an hour ago.

			Considering he’d already fucked up by kissing her, he didn’t want there to be any potential problems with this job.

			Not that he expected any, as she’d been as into that unexpected make-out session as he had, but it still didn’t sit right that he’d crossed the line with a client.

			‘Hey, bozo, what’s happening?’ Rick, his foreman, slapped him on the back as he slid onto a bar stool opposite. ‘You know I can’t drink when I’m on pain meds so why the hell did you ask me to meet you at a pub?’

			‘To torture you, of course.’ Logan raised his schooner in a cheer. ‘What are you having? Lemonade? Cola? Soda water?’

			‘Fuck you.’ Rick flipped him the bird. ‘Get me a light beer. That way I’ll only get half-pissed when it mixes with the meds.’

			‘Dickhead.’ Logan headed for the bar and ordered Rick a lemon, lime and bitters, glad he’d invited his old mate here tonight. He needed the distraction. Sitting here rehashing what he’d done with Hope wouldn’t help anybody, least of all himself.

			When he placed the drink in front of Rick on the small round table between them, his friend groaned. ‘You’re not my mother. Get me a real drink.’

			‘No can do, mate. You’re the best foreman in the country and I need you on deck sooner rather than later, so let the meds do their work and that means sticking to soda for you.’

			Rick grunted, took a sip and wrinkled his nose. ‘Fucking lolly water.’

			‘Bottoms up.’ Logan took a gulp of his beer and ignored Rick’s woebegone expression.

			‘So what do you think of the new job I emailed you?’

			Rick gave a thumbs-up. ‘Looks good. We’ve done a few of those recording studios now. You must be getting a reputation.’

			A bad one, if Hope ever blabbed to anyone about that kiss.

			‘They’re lucrative, that’s for sure.’ Rick took another sip and made a gagging sound. ‘Though the quote seemed high. Is there a problem?’

			Logan shook his head. ‘The owner was being a bit of a smart-ass so I upped the ante, expecting she’d cave. She didn’t, so now we’re going to make a healthy profit.’

			‘Uh-oh.’ Rick’s eyes narrowed. ‘You’ve got the hots for her.’

			‘Don’t be a dumb-ass,’ Logan said, unable to meet his mate’s eyes and opting for looking into his beer glass instead.

			‘You do like her!’ Rick made an odd triumphant, crowing sound. ‘You always like the ones with the smart mouths because they challenge you, so if you charged her that much she must’ve really got to you.’

			‘Maybe a little,’ he admitted begrudgingly, unable to stop the grin spreading across his face. ‘She’s a firecracker all right. Ice princess one minute, fiery the next.’

			Rick imitated playing a violin. ‘Look at you, all smitten kitten.’

			‘Bullshit.’ Logan downed the rest of his beer. ‘Don’t mind me while I go get another alcoholic beverage.’

			Rick flipped him the bird again and Logan laughed. He liked the company’s Melbourne jobs for this reason: he got to hang out with his best mate. They’d known each other for twelve years, after he’d met Rick on the first day of his apprenticeship in the city. He’d been a naïve eighteen-year-old who loved building stuff; Rick had been a thirty-year-old electrician on the same job. They’d been mates ever since. Logan trusted Rick when he didn’t trust many people in this world.

			When his construction company had started taking off, he’d offered Rick the job of head foreman on all jobs in Melbourne. It gave him peace of mind, knowing Rick had his back when Logan travelled the country doing quotes. He had a good, reliable work team in each major city but Rick was the only guy who would never screw him over.

			‘Seriously, mate, how’s the back?’

			Rick screwed up his nose, held up his hand and wavered it side to side. ‘The anti-inflammatories did the trick in the first week and I’m weaning myself off the pain meds now. I’m seeing Madame Lash, the torturous physio, three times a week, and Doc wants to review at the end of the week.’

			‘Cut the cookie-cutter medical spiel.’ Logan rested his forearms on the table and leaned forward. ‘How are you feeling?’

			‘Shitty from being cooped up at home and not on the job site but otherwise okay. The back really is improving.’

			Logan nodded. ‘Good to hear.’

			‘So tell me more about this client.’ Rick slipped his mobile out of his pocket and scrolled through his emails. ‘Hope McWilliams. Fancy-schmancy name.’

			For a fancy-schmancy woman. Logan had never met anyone like her. Sure, he mingled with the rich on occasion. Being a successful CEO of a major construction company ensured he got invited to all the right parties, particularly when he had so many satisfied customers. People talked and he hadn’t been bullshitting Hope when he had said he didn’t have to advertise. But even the refined women he met in those circles weren’t like Hope. Those women looked at him as if he was a curiosity, as if he was a wild pet they needed to tame. Hope hadn’t looked at him like that. When she’d dropped her frosty exterior and thawed, Hope had looked at him as though she’d wanted to devour him whole.

			‘She owns a piece of prime real estate on the outskirts of inner-city Melbourne, so she’s loaded. Didn’t baulk at my asking price either.’

			‘I’m not interested in her bank balance, doofus.’ Rick rolled his eyes. ‘What’s she like?’

			Logan searched for the right word to describe Hope, coming up with a lame ‘Interesting.’

			‘You’re pathetic.’ Rick took another sip of his drink and mock-barfed. ‘I can’t drink this shit, it’s too sweet. I’m going home to have a beer.’

			‘Hey, you can’t—’

			‘Take a chill pill, dude. I’m messing with you.’ Rick stood slowly, unkinked his back and winced. ‘But I am heading home. I’m just as keen to get back to work as you are to have me there, so it’s exercise time for me. Keep me posted on the McWilliams job, okay?’

			‘Sure. I’ll email you updates—’

			‘And for fuck’s sake, don’t screw the crew.’ Rick made a gun with his thumb and forefinger and shot him.

			‘She doesn’t work for me.’

			‘But she’s a client so close enough.’ Rick slapped him on the back. ‘I’m serious, bro. Tread carefully, okay?’

			‘Yes, Mum,’ Logan muttered, knowing he had no intention of adhering to his friend’s advice.

			As Rick shuffled towards the door, the screen of Logan’s phone lit up with a text from Hope.

			Need 2 C U 2nite 2 discuss quote. Please.

			‘That’s weird,’ Logan muttered, staring at the message. It looked as though she’d added ‘please’ as an afterthought, as if she doubted he’d want to see her.

			He knew what he should do. Make an excuse. Blow her off. Because seeing her tonight, hot on the heels of their unexpected make-out session earlier, could be playing with fire.

			Then again, since when had he backed away from a challenge?

			I’m at Golden Treble, Nth Melb. Can U come now?

			As his thumb hit the send button he realised how that last sentence read. He hadn’t meant it as an innuendo but, considering how they’d bantered earlier, she might mistake it for such.

			Her response pinged.

			I’m coming.

			And she really would be, in the not too distant future, if he had any say in it.

		
	
		
			CHAPTER SIX

			HOPE LOVED THE vibe of inner Melbourne and its surrounding suburbs: Carlton, with its lush parks and Little Italy on Lygon Street; Albert Park, with its lake and accompanying restaurants; and Brunswick, the bohemian capital of the city jam-packed with alternative boutiques, bars and comedy clubs. But she rarely ventured into North Melbourne and discovered she’d been missing out. Trendy eateries lined Curzon Street but as she followed the instructions of her trusty satnav she found herself in the back streets where a small, grungy pub sat on a corner.

			It figured Logan would ask her to meet him here.

			He had a thing for throwing her off-guard. Maybe he wanted her to feel out of place. Maybe he’d already labelled her as some rich bitch wanting to slum it. Neither could be further from the truth because as she found a parking spot not far from the front door and entered the pub an immediate sense of coming home enveloped her.

			This place reminded her exactly of the small pubs Harry used to play in.

			Dark wood panelling adorned the walls roughly three quarters of the way up, with a deep crimson paint finishing the walls to the roof. A small elevated stage was tucked into one corner, a cluster of tiny tables in another, with the mahogany bar dominating the back wall. A few tall tables and bar stools were tucked away behind the stage and that was where she spotted Logan nursing a beer and fending off a buxom bar girl. Not that she blamed the woman. If she had DDs like that she’d be deliberately resting them on Logan’s arm as she cleared the table too.

			Unfortunately, her average Bs would barely make a dent in his biceps so she’d have to settle for wowing him with her scintillating wit.

			That, and the fact he already knew she didn’t wear underwear.

			A tingling swept up the back of her neck at the memory of his hands on her, the slight rasp of his fingers against her bare ass... She’d been so turned on it wouldn’t have taken much more rubbing against his crotch for her to come. It was why she’d had to take the edge off in the studio’s bathroom. But it hadn’t been enough, not nearly enough, and she’d asked to meet him for the simple fact she wanted to have sex tonight.

			She’d never done this before, so brazenly approach a guy with the sole intention of screwing him. She didn’t care that he was a direct adjunct to achieving her dream. She didn’t care it might muddy their semi-working relationship. All she cared about was getting off with him tonight.

			As she wound her way towards him, her soles stuck to the navy carpeted floor. Yeah, pubs like this were the same the world over. Despite regular cleaning, the spillage of many pints of beer over the years took its toll. She inhaled, savouring the smell of bar snacks predominantly featuring fried onions, and the yeasty aroma of beer.

			Harry had been a stout man. She’d tried the stuff once and almost vomited. She’d stuck to her G and Ts after that. He’d never baulked at her under-age drinking; not that she’d had more than one drink and only after she’d turned seventeen. He hadn’t lectured. He’d supported her, nurtured her talent and had been the father she’d never had.

			Until he too had betrayed her trust.

			He’d died during her final year at the music college in the middle of her exams. She would’ve attended his funeral if he hadn’t shattered their relationship a year earlier.

			She’d never forget the day she had discovered the one person she’d thought she could trust was just as duplicitous as the rest of the people in her life.

			Harry had been her go-to person when her first love had gone pear-shaped. She’d cried buckets over Willem, had poured her heart out to Harry, confiding in him in a way she’d never felt comfortable doing with her emotionally repressed parents. Yet a scant month later he’d crapped all over her regardless. He’d stolen more than her songs from her. He’d taken her ability to trust and turned her into a hardened cynic.

			Everybody lied. It was a fact of life, a human frailty. She should’ve been immune to it, growing up with parents who stretched the truth whenever it suited them; with so-called friends at boarding school who only told her what she wanted to hear in order to suck up; with her only serious boyfriend, Willem.

			But she’d expected better of Harry. He’d been her idol, her friend, her confidante and he’d screwed her over regardless.

			Hope blinked several times to dispel the moisture from her eyes and continued traversing the pub. A few old men sat at the bar, locals probably, from the way they bantered with the barman. Logan caught sight of her and stood. He didn’t wave. He didn’t smile. He just stared at her, jaw set, gaze steady, and she felt that damn jolt again arrowing between her legs.

			She’d made the right decision in coming here.

			She needed one night.

			One night of fast and furious sex to dispel this weird fascination for him.

			Then she could return to furthering her goal in setting up the best indie record label this city had ever heard.

			She strode towards him, intent on appearing poised, when in fact the closer she got the more her confidence fled and her legs wobbled like just-set jelly. The empty sensation in her stomach intensified when she reached him and a slow, knowing smile spread across his face, as if he could see into her horny soul.

			‘You wanted to see me?’ He pulled out a bar stool for her and she slid onto it, relieved to have it holding her up rather than her traitorous legs.

			‘Yes, thank you for agreeing to meet me.’ She sounded so stilted, so formal, his grin widened.

			‘Every time you open your mouth I feel like I’m being addressed by royalty,’ he said, leaning in to murmur in her ear. ‘Except when you kissed me, of course.’

			‘You kissed me,’ she said, intent on reprimanding him when in fact her voice came out breathy.

			‘So I did.’ He chuckled and straightened, and she immediately wished he’d return to whispering in her ear. ‘Got to say, Princess, you surprised me.’

			‘The underwear thing?’

			‘Yeah. That.’ His eyes darkened to indigo as his jaw clenched. ‘Pretty fucking hot.’

			His husky tone rippled over her like a caress and she squeezed her thighs together. It did little for the ache only he could assuage.

			Here went nothing. ‘That’s actually why I wanted to see you.’

			His eyebrows shot up but he remained silent, meaning she’d have to spell it out.

			‘I...um... I want to finish what we started in the studio.’

			The words tumbled out in a rush and she held her breath. Mortification tightened her stomach and a tingling swept up the back of her neck. Fantasising about riding him was one thing, articulating it quite another.

			His lips curved with amusement—he knew exactly how uncomfortable she was—and she clamped down on the urge to bolt.

			‘You mean the quote?’

			He was being deliberately obtuse. She could see it in the teasing glint in his eyes, and hear it in his taunting drawl.

			‘I’ve approved the quote and already wired a deposit so, no, I don’t mean the quote and you damn well know it,’ she said, ending on a huff. ‘Do you need me to spell it out for you?’

			‘Yeah.’ He stepped in close again and trailed a fingertip down her forearm. ‘I want to hear you say it.’

			Her breath hitched when he reached her wrist and circled her pulse point, over and over, slow and concentric, before moving on to her palm and doing the same thing. Her skin prickled all over, like tiny zapping stings from touching one of those weird static electricity balls.

			He lifted her palm to his mouth and pressed an open-mouthed kissed to it. ‘You want me to fuck you.’

			She nodded and mimicked him, her voice barely above a whisper. ‘I want you to fuck me,’ she said, and bit her bottom lip to stop from moaning as his tongue darted out to give her palm a little lick before he released her hand.

			‘Good, because I can’t stop thinking about it either,’ he said, resuming his seat. ‘I like a woman who speaks her mind. Game-playing gives me the shits.’

			She laughed at his typically blunt Aussie response. ‘So you’re up for it?’

			He shot a glance at his groin and she did the same, delighted to see that sizeable bulge. ‘I’ve been up since I felt you up.’

			Laughter burst from her lips again. It was rare for a guy to amuse her this much. She usually found the half-assed flirting guys used as foreplay rather tedious. With Logan, his words were getting her as hot as his touch. ‘So how do we do this?’

			‘The polite way would be for us to have a drink, talk a little, before going back to my place or yours.’

			‘And the impolite way?’

			He took a moment to answer, his smouldering gaze dropping to her mouth. ‘I take you out the back and fuck you up against one of those artistic alley walls you love so much.’

			Hope’s mother had lectured her from a young age that gaping wasn’t ladylike but she couldn’t help it. No man had ever spoken to her like this—and she liked it, a lot.

			Apart from her habit of going commando, she’d never done anything remotely adventurous sexually. She liked the act itself and if she got off with the guy she considered it a bonus. Willem had been a considerate lover but bland. He’d never gone down on her but expected she blow him regularly. His selfishness right there should’ve alerted her to his asshole ways. And the six guys she’d screwed since had been vanilla all the way. None of them had wanted her so badly they did it up against a wall, let alone in public.

			Resisting the urge to squirm, she eyeballed him. ‘I’m not thirsty and I think we’re all talked out.’

			His eyes widened in surprise, with a healthy dose of respect for her brazenness thrown in. ‘Are you saying...?’

			‘Time for you to show me exactly how impolite you can be.’ She stood and grabbed his hand before she could second-guess this crazy impulse. Her heart jackhammered at the thought of having sex in public, a potent mix of excitement and panic at the thought of being discovered. But she couldn’t walk away from him now, not when she craved him so badly she almost trembled.

			He scrambled to his feet so fast they collided and she would’ve stumbled if he hadn’t steadied her, bringing her flush against that gloriously muscular chest. She rested her palm against it, over his heart, feeling the racing thud matching hers.

			His eyes blazed a scorching indigo. ‘You strike me as a hearts and flowers kind of girl. You sure you want this?’

			Her palm slid up to rest on his shoulder, an anchor for the out-of-control lust slamming through her. ‘I thank you for being a gentleman and giving me an out, but I’ve never been surer of anything. I want you. Inside me. Touching me. I want...it all.’

			Saying it made her want to writhe against him and she gritted her teeth against the urge to squirm.

			Doubt clouded his eyes as he gave a little shake of his head. ‘You deserve satin sheets, not a graffiti-covered wall at your back.’

			‘I deserve...this.’ She slid her free hand beneath their bodies and cupped him, vindicated when he groaned.

			No one told her what she wanted, not any more. Taking back control of her life involved more than moving a million miles from home five years ago. Her independence stretched to knowing exactly what she wanted.

			Right now, she wanted Logan.

			After what seemed like an eternity he nodded and tightened his grip on her hand. ‘Let’s go.’

		
	
		
			CHAPTER SEVEN

			LOGAN DIDN’T BREAK stride as he wound his way through the pub towards the back exit.

			He should stop this madness, despite her bold assertion. But he had as much hope of reining in his rampant libido as he did of staying put in one city: absolutely none.

			He’d had his fair share of women, some who’d worn their sexuality more overtly than Hope. But he’d never had any of them articulate so precisely what they wanted.

			‘I want you. Inside me. Touching me. I want...it all.’

			Fuck, her cultured voice reverberated through his head.

			She wanted it all? He’d give it to her.

			He understood. She wanted one fast fuck with a guy who was opposite to her. The princess slumming it with the fabled bad boy. Her walk on the wild side. Opposites attracting and all that crap.

			He’d been intent on shocking her, throwing out that comment about alley sex as a challenge.

			He’d never expected her to accept.

			When they reached the door that opened out into the alley, he gave her one last chance to back out.

			‘Once we go out there, it’s game on,’ he said, tugging her flush against him and grinding himself into her pelvis.

			Defiant, she tilted her head back and their gazes locked. Her eyes glowed in the dim light cast from a single globe hanging from the ceiling and he saw her desire matched his.

			‘Bring it on,’ she said, pushing him at the same time so that his butt hit the door and he backed through it.

			Having her take control was a huge fucking turn-on and he grinned for the hell of it when she shoved him a tad hard against the wall and the back of his head clunked.

			‘Shit, I’m sorry,’ she said, her stricken expression making him laugh.

			‘Babe, I’m fine.’ He knocked on the top of his head. ‘This one’s as hard as the one in my pants.’

			Her face cleared and she managed a rueful chuckle. ‘I’m so bad at this.’

			‘No you’re not. You’re refined and cultured and not used to being corrupted by a horny tradesman with one thing on his mind.’

			Her eyebrow arched. ‘And what’s that?’

			‘Fucking you.’

			She slammed her mouth against his and his head clunked the wall again. He didn’t care. The pain barely registered when she had her tongue in his mouth and her hand on his zipper.

			‘Not here. More private,’ he said against the corner of her mouth, guiding her towards a sheltered nook he’d first discovered as a horny teen during his first year in Melbourne.

			‘You’ve done this before,’ she said flatly, some of the fire draining out of her eyes.

			‘I’ve made out with a girl here once, when I was nineteen.’

			She took a moment to respond and when she did he knew it’d be a zinger by the quirk of her lips. ‘Practice for the real thing now.’

			He laughed. ‘Something like that.’

			Her smile faded as she slid her hands up his chest to rest on his shoulders. ‘I have no idea what’s gotten into me but I need this, you, so badly.’

			There was a hint of wistful forlornness in her voice, as if wanting him confused her.

			Join the club, lady. No woman had ever got under his skin so fast.

			Taking her hand, he did a quick visual check of the area. Empty, apart from used kegs stacked neatly at the alley’s dead-end, creating the perfect nook he remembered. Back then, he’d wanted to go all the way with his date but she’d been a reluctant virgin. This time, he had a confident woman in his arms who had demanded what she wanted.

			He tugged on her hand and eased her into the nook. As soon as they were shielded from the possibility of prying eyes from a late-night stroller at the other end of the alley, she was on him. Hands pawing, mouth devouring, leg hooked around his waist as if she wanted to climb him.

			He grabbed her ass and lifted her, pinning her against the wall while her legs wrapped around him. She whimpered as he kneaded her ass and kissed his way down her neck, nipping at the tender skin and following it with a lap of his tongue. With every bite and lick she rocked against him, her breathing short and choppy.

			‘Oh, yeah, so good,’ she murmured as he found her nipple through the thin material of her kaftan and playfully bit it.

			She arched, her head flung back against the wall, eyes closed, the column of her neck smooth and pale in the wan moonlight. He’d never seen anything so beautiful, so erotic.

			Gently easing one of her legs down, he backed away slightly. Her eyes flew open. Clouded and dazed, she stared at him, disoriented.

			‘Why did you stop?’

			‘Because I want to be inside you when you come.’

			Approval glittered in her eyes as he lowered her to her feet, unzipped and made fast work of a condom from his wallet.

			‘I knew you’d be big,’ she murmured, the tip of her tongue darting out to moisten her lower lip as she stared at his cock. ‘You felt huge back at the studio.’

			‘Wait til you feel me inside you,’ he said, taking his cock in his hand and rubbing the tip against her clit.

			‘Ooh...’ she sighed when he prised her thighs apart and slid his cock through her wet folds.

			‘So good,’ she whispered, biting her bottom lip as he angled his pelvis to align with hers and nudged her entrance.

			‘You’re so fucking wet.’ He slid in slowly, using every ounce of his shredded willpower to take this slowly when he wanted to pound into her.

			As if reading his mind, she said, ‘I need to come. Now.’

			Logan didn’t have to be asked twice. He lifted her thigh so she hooked a leg around his waist, opening her wider as he slid in to the hilt. She gasped as he slid out and did it again, savouring the feel of her tight pussy squeezing him.

			‘More,’ she demanded, soft and breathy, so he obliged. Sliding out and driving in, over and over, knowing this wasn’t the place to prolong things but wishing he could.

			She started panting and writhing so he slipped a hand between them and pressed his thumb to her clit.

			‘Yes. Now. Please...’ Her head started rolling side to side as he circled her clit, the beginnings of his own orgasm clawing at him, tightening his balls, pooling in his lower spine.

			‘Yes, yes, yes...’

			He covered her mouth as she came apart, swallowing her cry of release as he thrust one last time and followed her into an orgasm that rocked him to his core.

			Logan had no idea how long it took his mind and muscles to work in sync again but as he eased away to look Hope in the eyes he knew one thing.

			One fast and furious fuck with this woman wouldn’t be enough.

		
	
		
			CHAPTER EIGHT

			HOPE CLUNG TO Logan’s hand as they re-entered the pub’s back door. She needed the support, considering her legs hadn’t recovered from that pounding he’d given her in the back alley.

			Even now, after she’d come down off the high of that earth-shattering orgasm, she felt wobbly and a tad off-centre.

			She’d never had sex in a public place before, had never contemplated it, but this crazy out-of-control yearning to have Logan had made her lose her mind.

			And for the first time in her life she didn’t care.

			Despite moving to the other side of the world to escape her parents’ overt disapproval, inside she was still the model daughter doing everything right for fear of being judged and found lacking. She never did anything outrageous and, discounting her penchant for not wearing underwear, she was conservative to her core.

			So what she’d just done with Logan left her reeling, but in a good way.

			He hadn’t spoken since they’d disengaged but the fact he’d taken her hand meant he hadn’t intended to ditch her as soon as the deed was done. Not that she’d blame him if he did. She’d made it more than clear what this was: a quick screw to satisfy an urge and thankfully, he’d obliged. They’d part ways inside the pub and she’d see him Tuesday morning when he arrived with his crew. No problems.

			As they entered the main public bar, she heard the haunting strains of a guitar being strummed. Her feet slowed as the soft melody washed over her. Original. Untainted by commercialism.

			Craning her neck, she spotted the sole guitarist perched on a stool, one leg outstretched, the other resting on a rung. He wore denim and a flannel shirt, and sported a buzz cut and five rings in his right ear, the only unconventional thing about him. When he started to sing, the hairs on her arms snapped to attention.

			‘What’s wrong?’ Logan stared at her, confusion creasing his brow.

			When she flashed a beatific smile, the creases deepened. ‘That guy is amazing.’

			Logan gave a little shake of his head, as if he didn’t understand what the big deal was about. ‘Do you want to have a drink and listen to him for a while?’

			‘I’d love to.’ Her feet were already moving towards the elevated table and bar stools they’d vacated not that long ago.

			‘What’ll you have?’

			‘G and T, please,’ she said, her attention riveted to the tiny makeshift stage and the guitarist.

			His lyrics were average but that voice... Goose bumps peppered her skin and she rubbed her arms. He was exactly the type of talent she wanted to foster with her indie label.

			Lost in the lush timbre and captivated by his masterful strumming, she jumped when Logan touched her on the arm. ‘Here you go.’

			‘Thanks,’ she murmured, unable to tear her eyes away from the guitarist.

			‘You’re giving me a complex, you know,’ Logan said, clinking his beer bottle against her glass. ‘I thought what happened out in that alley was pretty fucking great but now you can’t take your eyes off that dude playing a lame-ass song nobody’s ever heard of.’

			She bit back a grin at the hint of vulnerability in his tone. ‘You’re a musical neophyte if you think that guy is lame.’

			‘He is. Give me good old country and western any day.’

			‘Each to their own.’ Hope smiled and patted his forearm. ‘Don’t be jealous. I’m only interested in him for his music. And you’re right; what happened outside was pretty damn fantastic.’

			‘Good to hear,’ he said, clearing his throat to ease the gruffness. ‘So, my musically talented friend, what’s so great about this guy?’

			‘We’re friends?’

			He rolled his eyes and she chuckled. ‘There’s something unique about his voice. And his song writing isn’t bad. Throw in the fact he plays a mean guitar and he’s the kind of talent I’m after when I launch my recording label.’

			His eyebrows shot up. ‘You think this guy’s going to be a star?’

			‘It’s not about being a star. It’s about being heard...’ She trailed off, remembering using the same words to convince her parents why she had to follow her dream.

			They’d scoffed and berated and lectured, completely clueless that her passion for music stemmed from more than teaching, that she too ultimately wanted to be heard.

			Not for fame or stardom, but for the simple fact that if one person got as much pleasure from listening to her music as she had from Harry’s, she’d feel vindicated.

			Harry had understood. It was why he’d fostered her talent and love of music. Or maybe that had been more about his desire to plagiarise her songs than any real interest in furthering her musical career. Bastard.

			‘There’s a story in there somewhere, right?’

			She nodded. ‘I’m classically trained. Attended the best music conservatory in Paris. My folks expected me to return to England and take up a position in a world-class orchestra they would’ve used contacts to get me into.’

			‘You didn’t want that?’ His intense stare unnerved her. Why didn’t he down his beer and leave? If she’d found the rugged tradesman sexy, this softer, intuitive guy had the power to make her unravel.

			‘No, I wanted freedom. To be my own person. To make my own choices. To follow my own dreams.’

			‘I can understand that.’ Tension bracketed his mouth and he swiped a hand over his face, but not before she glimpsed pain. ‘So this recording studio you’re setting up is the real deal?’

			Rather than bristling at his suggestion she was doing nothing more than dabbling, she took a sip of her drink. ‘Yeah, it’s real. I want to record my songs and songs like this guy is playing. Not for the masses, but for the simple listening pleasure for people who enjoy the indie scene.’

			He tilted his head, studying her as though he couldn’t figure her out. ‘You’ve already proven you’re not stereotypical, but what made you change from the classics to this?’

			He wrinkled his nose and gestured at the guitarist, who’d moved onto a soulful ballad of loss and heartbreak. The lyrics spoke of untold sadness and she could identify. She’d been despondent once, to the point of losing her appetite and her focus. She’d trusted Willem, incredibly starry-eyed and optimistic in the throes of first love, and he’d upended her well-ordered life.

			He’d deliberately targeted her, not that she’d known it at the time, and made her fall in love. It had been a magical, whirlwind three months that had come crashing down when she’d discovered the truth.

			That he’d never loved her; that he’d used her as a means to an end; that she was expendable.

			Music had been her saviour. It hadn’t been the first time she’d turned to music for comfort but in those weeks following the break-up with Willem it had provided her with the impetus to get out of bed in the morning. She’d written songs, listened to her favourites on repeat for hours and spent days watching Harry jam with his band, when she hadn’t been moaning about her imploded relationship, that was.

			Harry had known what Willem had meant to her, had known what those songs she’d written soon after represented. Yet he’d betrayed her regardless.

			Her eyelids grew hot, her throat scratchy, as she quashed the memory of lost love and shattered friendship. Tears burned the backs of her eyes and she blinked. This wasn’t good and she had to give Logan something so he’d stop studying her so intently.

			‘There was a guy...’

			His lips compressed and his eyes narrowed slightly, and for a moment Hope wanted to laugh at the thought of a guy she barely knew being jealous. It was nothing more than a typical male reaction, needing to be dominant and front and centre in her mind.

			‘Harry was like a dad to me.’ She bit her bottom lip to clamp down on the urge to bawl. ‘When my parents said no to me learning drums, Harry taught me on the sly. He was an old rocker who lived in a village near us and his band toured the country playing at pubs like this.’

			She swallowed, willing the urge to cry to subside. ‘He got me hooked on the indie movement, the kind of music that doesn’t conform, the kind of music that can change things.’ She thumped a fist over her heart. ‘In here. It’s magic.’

			She’d been so caught up in the euphoria and the way Harry had brought music to life that she hadn’t seen him for what he was—a clever liar—until it had been too late.

			Even now, all these years later, she couldn’t fathom how he’d been able to do that to her. How he could have taken four of her original songs and passed them off as his own.

			She’d been young, naïve and starting in an industry that terrified as much as enthralled. She’d trusted him implicitly, especially after the balls-up of her relationship with Willem, another narcissistic liar.

			Those songs after the break-up with Willem had been good. Heck, she could say objectively they were brilliant. Harry had thought so too, enough to steal them and obliterate her trust in people once and for all.

			‘It may sound corny but music doesn’t just inspire me, it’s my life,’ she said, her voice wavering with emotion and she hurriedly cleared her throat.

			Logan stared at her, wide-eyed, the silence filled with the guitarist’s crooning. He leaned forward to whisper in her ear, ‘You have no idea how turned on I am right now by your passion.’

			It was just the distraction she needed from her mawkish thoughts and this time, when she nibbled on her bottom lip, it was to stop herself from nibbling on him.

			‘I love what I do,’ she said with a bashful shrug. ‘Not many people understand the dream. They see me as some rich bitch dabbling in music because I can. They don’t take me seriously because I have the money to back me if I fail.’

			His eyes blazed with fierceness. ‘Don’t let the dickheads drag you down. You have a dream. You go for it.’

			His unexpected protectiveness made her want to snuggle into his arms, so she defused the situation. No good could come of wanting to get closer. ‘And I will, if your company is as good as you proclaim at getting the job done right.’

			‘I’m the best.’ He winked, as if sensing her need to lighten the mood. ‘As I’m sure you can attest to.’

			‘We’re not talking about your construction skills any more, are we?’

			‘There can be a tool belt involved next time if you want.’

			She arched an eyebrow, deliberately provocative. ‘There’s going to be a next time?’

			‘Only if you’re lucky,’ he murmured, trailing a fingertip down her bare arm, leaving a trail of goose bumps.

			Their eyes locked and in that moment, with the heat from their earlier encounter still pulsating through her body, the guitarist’s soft melody filling her with yearning, and Logan’s teasing touch, she really wanted to get lucky again.

		
	
		
			CHAPTER NINE

			LOGAN HAD PICKED up the phone to call Hope over the weekend because the passion she’d shown at the pub four nights ago intrigued him.

			Not solely because of the alley sex, which had been beyond hot, but because he’d never seen a woman so into her work. She’d practically glowed when she’d talked about her music. This, after he’d watched her listen to that guitarist, transfixed, eyes wide, mouth open, like she couldn’t get enough. He hadn’t been lying when he’d told her it was a turn-on. Seeing her so completely in the moment, after the sensational sex, ensured he’d been hard every time he thought about it. Which had been too often over the weekend.

			When they’d parted at the pub, he’d sensed her withdrawal. She’d been cool and aloof, shaking his hand after he’d walked her to her car. Shaking his fucking hand, as if he was some inconsequential acquaintance. Considering the way she’d come onto him in the first place, then later shared all that stuff about her music, he’d expected more.

			He’d got bupkis.

			After the way they’d hooked up he’d expected her to call, and when she didn’t he wanted to. Three times. More. So he’d settled for a text, a brief greeting with a ‘How are you?’ kind of thing. She’d responded with a terse ‘Fine, see you Tuesday’, which had put him firmly back in his place.

			It surprised him, her ability to have sex like a man. Then again, what did he really know about her? She’d been cool initially, had morphed to hot, then reverted to cool again. Maybe this was a game she played with all guys? More to the point, why did he care?

			He had to be thinking with his dick. The sex had been phenomenal so he wanted more of it; it stood to reason. But he couldn’t ignore his insistent voice of reason that made him remember how much he’d enjoyed seeing her light up while listening to that dude in the pub, meaning she intrigued him beyond the sex.

			Dawn streaked the Melbourne sky as he pulled up outside Hope and Harmony. His team was arriving at seven so he’d made sure he got there at six. Stepping from his ute, he shrugged into a suit jacket and adjusted his tie. He hated getting dressed up, preferring the good old days when he’d been on the tools, wearing shorts, a T-shirt and a high-visibility safety vest. But he always arrived on the first day of any job in a suit, intent on being the model CEO instilling confidence in the clients, and this job would be no different.

			However, as he knocked softly on the glass door and glimpsed Hope moving through the shadows at the back of the shop, he knew he was kidding himself. The instant hardening of his cock and the accelerated heart beat meant that seeing her again after what they’d done in that alley behind the pub ensured this job was different.

			She unlocked the door and let him in, locking it behind him. ‘Did you have to get here at the crack of dawn?’

			Even bleary-eyed and frowning, with her hair caught up in a messy ponytail and a raspy voice that wouldn’t win any singer of the year contests, she was gorgeous with that just-tumbled-out-of-bed look that had him hankering to take her back there.

			‘Not a morning person, I see,’ he said, resisting the urge to kiss her cheek as the faintest waft of her rose fragrance tickled his nose.

			‘I’m a muso. We keep late hours. What do you think?’ She continued grumbling under her breath as she stalked ahead of him, doing some weird stretching thing with her arms and shoulders. ‘Coffee’s on if you want some.’

			‘Would love a cup.’ He followed her, checking out her ass. She wore grey yoga pants and a matching hoodie. But what captured his attention was the VPL. A visible panty line meant she didn’t go commando all the time. Or was she trying to send him some unspoken signal that what had happened between them had been strictly a one-off?

			‘Help yourself,’ she muttered as they entered a small kitchenette and she pointed to a state-of-the-art coffee machine tucked into the corner of the narrow bench top. ‘I need to inhale this caffeine otherwise I’m not fit to be around humans.’

			She sat at a table for two, picked up a mug and cradled it between her hands. She lifted it to her face and inhaled the steam first before taking a slurp. ‘Ah...so good...’

			Logan gritted his teeth and turned away before she spotted his boner, her appreciative moan for coffee eliciting a clear memory of how appreciative she’d sounded when he’d made her come.

			He poured himself a large coffee and joined her at the table. The thing was tiny and their knees jostled, before she surreptitiously slid her chair back a fraction. That subtle movement away from him confirmed it. She wanted to re-establish distance between them despite going at him behind the pub. Fine, he could do cool and aloof too, and as they sipped in silence he inwardly cursed his stupid expectations that in arriving early they might get back on solid ground.

			When she’d emptied the mug, she set it down and eyeballed him. ‘Right, now that the caffeine has jump-started my brain, what are you doing here so early?’

			He couldn’t admit the truth—that a part of him had hoped to take the edge off his usual morning boner—so he settled for ‘I always scope out a job on the first day before the tradies arrive.’

			‘Bollocks,’ she said, the English version of ‘bullshit’ making him grin. ‘And why are you wearing a suit?’

			Damn, he liked how she wasn’t backward in coming forward. Most women he’d been involved with casually would hedge around questions and play stupid mind games that made him lose his shit. Hope was different, but he’d already figured that out considering the way they’d fucked in an alley.

			‘I’m the boss.’ He flicked an imaginary fleck of lint from his lapel in mock fastidiousness. ‘It pays to make a good impression with the clients.’

			‘You’ve already done that,’ she murmured, meeting his eyes without qualm, the jade flecks glowing with unexpected fervour.

			‘Do tell.’

			He threw it out there as a challenge, wanting her to articulate how good they’d been together up against that alley wall, and how badly she wanted to do it again, like he did. Instead, her gaze slid away and he quelled his disappointment with a gulp of coffee.

			‘Are we still on track for the job to be finished in two weeks?’ She reverted to coolly distant and he wanted to rattle her out of her deliberate temerity so much his teeth ached.

			But he settled for an equally sedate ‘Absolutely. My men are the best and when we give timelines we stick to them.’

			She toyed with a crumb on the table top, her forefinger pushing it around. ‘Will you be here every day?’

			‘No.’

			Fuck this; he never played games and he wasn’t about to start now. His hand snaked across the table and covered hers. She jumped and her startled gaze flew to his. ‘Unless you want me to be.’

			Her tongue darted out to moisten her bottom lip and his cock twitched. He glimpsed excitement in her eyes before she snatched her hand out from under his. ‘No, that’s fine, I was just wondering.’

			Now it was his turn to call bullshit. ‘What’s up with you?’

			She focussed on the cupboard above his right shoulder. ‘Nothing.’

			‘Okay, have it your way.’

			Disappointed, he stood and headed for the sink, where he dumped the rest of his coffee and rinsed the mug before placing it upside down on the rack to drain.

			‘Hey.’ Her hand touched his waist and he resisted the urge to spin around, lift her onto the sink and bury himself in her. ‘I’m sorry for being an idiot.’

			‘Maybe you can’t help being one,’ he said, turning to find a smile playing about her mouth.

			‘At the risk of sounding like the idiot you think I am, I don’t do well with unexpected outcomes. I’m a planner. I have clear goals and lists. Having sex with you disrupted my plans and my sleep and now seeing you again today makes me flounder and I don’t like feeling out of control—’

			He slanted his mouth across hers, a soft, tender kiss when he wanted to devour her. But she needed the reassurance and he wasn’t an emotionless dickhead who took advantage of a situation.

			Because he didn’t know her well enough, he’d had no idea her aloofness was the result of confusion. He’d pegged her for a reserved ice princess at the start and assumed she’d reverted to type. If he hadn’t been able to get her out of his head all weekend, maybe she’d been the same.

			She made a soft mewling sound and slipped her arms up around his neck, angling her mouth to give him better access. She tasted of coffee with a hint of vanilla. Delicious and enticing and addictive.

			When she pressed against him he claimed her mouth with deeper precision, his hands drifting to her ass, loving the way the globes filled his palms.

			She eased away too soon. ‘I have a room, a miniature recording studio off the main teaching area.’ Her eyes glittered with intent. ‘It’s soundproof,’ she added.

			Not that it mattered. While it was only the two of them here, he had every intention of making her scream.

			‘You know I didn’t come here early just for this,’ he said, taking her hand when she offered it. ‘I wanted to make sure everything was okay between us after what happened at the pub.’

			‘Liar. You wanted to get laid as badly as I do.’ Mischief twinkled in her eyes. ‘But don’t sweat it. We’ll be respectable by the time your crew arrives.’

			Grateful for her bluntness, he made a grand show of glancing at his watch. ‘So that means I have forty-five minutes to allow you to disrespect me?’

			‘And I intend on making every one of those minutes count.’ She squeezed his hand and led him out of the kitchenette.

			He’d meant it when he’d said he hadn’t come here early for sex—though the thought had crossed his mind several times since waking with a boner and knowing he’d be seeing her shortly—but having her clearly articulate she wanted to fuck made him glad he’d arrived before his tradesmen, as she led him past the grand piano and into a tiny room that could barely fit them.

			‘This is snug,’ he said when she nudged him to one side in order to close the door.

			‘That’s the whole idea.’ She grabbed the lone chair and turned it around before guiding him to sit. ‘All the better to be closer to you.’

			‘What are you, the big, bad wolf?’

			‘Yeah, and I’m going to gobble you all in one go.’

			She knelt at his feet and reached for his zipper. He imagined her mouth wrapped around him, those lips moving over his cock, sucking him...

			‘Wait.’ He stilled her hand and tugged her up until she straddled his lap. ‘Don’t get me wrong, I love a blow job like the next bloke, but I’ve fantasised about being inside you all weekend so that’s what I want.’

			Her lips parted and her tongue darted out to moisten her bottom lip as she gave a brief nod. ‘Okay.’

			He liked this about her—no fuss, no need for extraneous explanations—as she stood and shimmied out of her yoga pants, taking purple panties with them, leaving him a glorious view of her neatly trimmed pussy at eye level. The alley sex had been hot but he liked this way too, being able to see her. As if sensing his need, she unzipped the hoodie and slipped it off, revealing small, pert breasts with perfect pink nipples. No bra. Nice.

			‘You’re beautiful,’ he said, reaching for her.

			She waggled her finger at him. ‘I want to see you too.’ She pointed at his fly. ‘Unzip.’

			Glad she didn’t want him to go through the whole rigmarole of taking off his tie, shirt and jacket too, he unzipped, pushed his trousers and jocks down a fraction and slid his hand in to free his cock. It sprang to attention and she moaned.

			‘Wow.’ She reached out to touch the tip of his cock and it jumped as he used every last ounce of self-restraint not to haul her down and impale her.

			He slipped his wallet from his back pocket, grabbed a condom and had the foil torn in record time. She watched as he pinched the tip between his thumb and forefinger and rolled it on. He’d got about halfway when he saw her hand drift towards her pussy. Fuck, watching him was turning her on and she was going to touch herself.

			‘I did this the other day, after our first kiss,’ she said, her hand sliding lower with a torturous slowness. ‘I was so turned on I masturbated in the bathroom here, imagining you doing this.’

			Blown away by her admission, and so fucking turned on his balls ached, he slowed down the rolling action, mesmerised as her middle finger slid between her folds. His throat tightened as her finger moved, in and out, and he slid the condom the rest of the way, desperate to be inside her.

			‘You are something else.’ His voice sounded halfway between a rasp and a growl as he reached for her and she spread her legs either side of his thighs. She lowered herself onto him, inch by exquisite inch, pleasuring herself all the while. When he reached for her she swatted him away.

			‘Interlace your fingers behind your head,’ she said, her voice husky, her eyes wide green pools he could easily drown in.

			Liking her take-charge attitude, he did as he was told and she smiled, a purely provocative curve of her lips that made him want to yell with the joy of having this sexy, wanton woman issuing orders.

			‘Now, sit back and relax as we enjoy the ride.’ For emphasis, she picked up the pace, sliding up and down as her fingers played with her clit, so fucking hot.

			He went into sensory overload, watching her tits bounce in his face, her fingering her clit and her pussy, sliding up and down his cock. He wanted to taste her so badly, to feel her, but as he leaned forward she pushed him back with her free hand and continued to ride him until the first ripples of orgasm built.

			She bounced harder as her finger moved faster, her pussy clenching him as she came on a cry that made him want to shout in victory. He followed a second later, his back spasming with the force of it, his mind effectively wiped.

			She leaned forward, resting her forehead against his, as he unlocked his fingers and slid his arms around her waist.

			He couldn’t get over the contrasts of this woman and wondered if that was the main attraction...

			Followed by a more sobering thought. So far, she’d been the one calling all the shots. Which either made him a dumb schmuck being led around by his dick or a guy so smitten he was happy with whatever scraps she tossed his way.

			They needed to talk.

			Starting now.

		
	
		
			CHAPTER TEN

			HOPE HAD NOWHERE to run this time.

			The guitarist at the pub had been a good distraction after the alley sex to fend off any possible awkwardness but this time she couldn’t flee, considering this was her place and his crew would be arriving in half an hour to start work on her dream.

			And he had a look in his eyes as she re-dressed and he took care of business, as if he wanted to ask her questions she had no intention of answering. So she deflected as usual, using a mechanism honed from years of practice when avoiding any kind of deeper connection with a guy.

			‘Want to hear a song I wrote over the weekend?’

			He hesitated before nodding. ‘Sure.’

			She padded into the music room and sat at the piano. Immediately her muscles relaxed and her shoulders unkinked, the tension of their post-sex interlude draining away to leave a welcome calm in its wake. When she rested her fingers on the keys, she entered her happy place, the smoothness of the ivory lulling her. It had always been like this, from the first moment she had sat at her parents’ Steinway, like magic had enveloped her and swept her away to a better world.

			Her parents hadn’t understood when she’d tried to explain it. They’d labelled her imaginative and dismissed her feelings as fanciful. It made it all the more special somehow that only she could experience this kind of euphoria.

			Her fingers drifted over the keys, plucking at middle C, B and D, setting the tone for her voice. She knew he wouldn’t understand the meaning behind the words, just as her parents hadn’t understood all those years ago, but she needed to sing now, needed to get grounded in a world frighteningly topsy-turvy.

			Thanks to Logan.

			She’d never been so captivated by a man before.

			Since the moment they’d met last week he’d filled her every waking thought, and her sleepless ones too. She hadn’t been this hung up over a guy since Willem and that thought alone should’ve sent her running, doing her usual sabotaging trick before anything could develop.

			That was what the frantic alley sex had really been about: showing him she was bold, in control and good for a quickie only. That kind of overt come-on turned some guys off; she should know, she’d done it before. But with Logan her deep-seated desire to push him away hadn’t worked. If anything it had intensified her fascination for him, so to distract herself over the weekend she’d composed this song.

			The notes filled her and burst out of her mouth, pure and melodic. Lyrics filled with wonder, excitement and the newness of hedonistic pleasure. She sang without pause, without fault and when her hands struck the final chords before drifting into silence she let the calmness wrap her.

			Her eyes had drifted shut at some point and when she opened them Logan stood before her, leaning against the piano, looking like a model in that slick suit. He stared at her in open-mouthed shock and she crashed back to earth in a big way.

			Embarrassment flooded her; her skin prickled, making her want to itch. What had she been thinking, revealing so much of herself to him? If she’d been uncomfortable standing naked in front of him in that room before, it had nothing on the mortification sweeping over her now.

			‘That was...incredible.’ He gave a little shake of his head, as if trying to wake up. ‘You’re better than half the pop stars rocking the charts today.’

			‘Thanks.’ She resisted the urge to press her palms to her flushed cheeks. ‘Music is my go-to place.’

			He nodded, as if he understood, but she could tell by his dazed expression he didn’t. ‘The pub’s mine.’

			She laughed, interlocked her fingers and stretched her arms overhead. ‘We all have our different escape mechanisms.’

			When she lowered her arms, he was studying her with a quizzical slash between his brows. ‘Is that what you needed to do over the weekend? Escape?’

			Crap. She’d left herself wide open for that one. He was far too intuitive. She needed to distance herself, pronto.

			‘It’s what I do most weekends. Song-write. Tinker.’ Feigning indifference, she stood and busied herself dusting off the keys. ‘I’m really living it up, in case you didn’t notice.’

			‘Hey, you’re more adventurous than you think.’ He touched her arm and just like that her synapses short-circuited again and she imagined him touching her all over. ‘Are we going to talk about the sex?’

			Hell, no. She squeezed her thighs together to guard against the instant throb elicited by him even saying the damn word.

			‘What’s there to talk about?’

			The corners of his kissable mouth quirked. ‘The fact we like doing it? The fact we’re explosive together? The fact I want to keep doing it for however long I’m in Melbourne?’

			Of course Logan was transient. She’d found a guy to give her the mind-blowing pleasure she craved and he’d be moving on. Figured.

			She should be glad, as any kind of relationship wasn’t part of her grand plans. Short-term, sizzling sex with a hot guy was doable. So why the tiny zing of disappointment?

			‘How long are you staying around?’

			‘Probably a month, max. I don’t stay in one place long, preferring to do quotes in person for jobs around the country.’ His response sounded rote and determination darkened his eyes. ‘I’m not a long-term guy, if that’s what you’re asking.’

			‘I’m not asking anything of the sort,’ she said, clipped and frosty, sounding as if she actually cared about his wanderings. She didn’t. She liked the sex; she didn’t have to like the guy.

			Liar, her conscience screamed. She already liked him beyond his obvious talents. She wouldn’t be talking to him now if she didn’t. She would’ve dismissed him, employing her icy persona she used to great effect when distancing herself from men who wanted more than she was willing to give.

			She hated Willem for hurting her to the point she could never let any guy get too close. He’d really done a number on her and she’d been clueless until the end. He’d pursued her and wooed her with a relentlessness that should’ve alerted her to the fact that everything about him, from his five-hundred-dollar Italian leather shoes to his designer suits, was fake. She’d loved him, she’d depended on him and he’d abused her trust regardless, leaving her a duped fool. She never, ever wanted to feel like that again.

			‘You sound pissed off,’ he said.

			‘I’m not,’ she snapped, and he chuckled and held up his hands, as if he had nothing to hide.

			‘All I’m saying is I’m probably in town for another few weeks, so if you want to keep hanging out that’s fine with me.’

			She snorted, hating the traitorous lurch of her gut that said she’d like nothing better. ‘Is that what men are calling sex these days? Hanging out?’ She made air quotes with her fingers. ‘Because I’m okay with admitting the sex is great and I would like to continue, if that’s suitable.’

			Damn, she sounded so stilted and formal, the exact opposite of how she felt around him when he got that look in his eyes. The one that made her feel wanton and wicked, like a sex goddess capable of anything.

			For someone who hadn’t had a lot of sex over the years—and what she’d had had been lacklustre at best—there was something about Logan that set her alight with a simple glance.

			‘It’s certainly suitable,’ he said, the corners of his mouth twitching.

			‘Stop mocking me.’ She huffed out a breath that served to make him laugh.

			‘You’re full of contrasts,’ he said, tapping her on the nose like a benevolent uncle. ‘Fire and ice. I like it.’

			‘Most people don’t,’ she said, masking her wistfulness with an abrupt cough. ‘Okay, so we’re dating while you’re in town?’

			‘Yeah.’

			‘Monogamous?

			Anger pinched his mouth. ‘Yeah.’

			‘Hey, just checking.’ She turned away to stack sheet music before he could see the importance of his answer written all over her face.

			She’d had a fling before, with an up-and-coming indie band’s lead roadie. She’d fallen headlong into lust before realising she wasn’t the only woman he’d been plugging his lead into. She wouldn’t make the same mistake again.

			‘I won’t jerk you around, Hope.’

			He laid a hand on her shoulder and spun her around. ‘I’m a stand-up guy. I know what I want and I call it. No bullshitting. And, while I’m in Melbourne, I want you.’

			An insane urge to blubber swept over her so she kissed him, plastering herself so hard against him that his butt hit the piano keys in a resounding clash of mismatched notes. He laughed and gently eased away, holding her at arm’s length.

			‘While I’m happy to do you every which way wherever and whenever you want, I don’t think banging on your precious piano is a good idea.’

			She smiled, relieved they’d moved past the awkwardness of their conversation. She loved his sense of humour. She didn’t laugh often enough and she knew it.

			‘I’m not very good at this...’ She trailed off, feeling as if she owed him some semblance of truth for her swiftly changing behaviour but regretting bringing it up the moment he pinned her with that astute stare he did so well. ‘That’s why I back off sometimes. I get spooked and embarrassed and—’

			‘You’re a sensual, empowered woman embracing her sexuality. Don’t ever be embarrassed by that.’ He cupped her chin so she had to meet his eyes. ‘You should be proud.’

			‘See, this is what I mean.’ She shoved his hand away. ‘I’m no good at this. At you understanding me. At you being kind. Ah, fuck...’ She rarely swore and it only served to make her feel further discombobulated. ‘I’m not even a vamp, though you might think so with the commando thing. But that’s more about me doing something completely out of character than any great plan to seduce guys. I just feel...out of my depth around you.’

			His expression softened and she wanted to bawl again. ‘Do you have any idea how rare it is to have a straight-talking woman articulate exactly what’s going on in her head?’

			He tapped the side of her temple. ‘Contrary to popular belief, us guys have no clue as to what goes on in there. We wing it and hope for the best that we don’t make complete asses of ourselves.’

			He winked. ‘So thanks for letting me know what’s going on in your think tank but seriously, don’t over-analyse this. We’re two people insanely attracted to each other who are having fun. That’s it.’

			‘Okay,’ she said, nodding, but she couldn’t help a wistful sigh escaping her mouth a second before he claimed it.

			She liked fun. She needed fun.

			But what if, for the first time in her well-ordered life, she wanted more?

		
	
		
			CHAPTER ELEVEN

			‘WHAT BUG CRAWLED up your ass?’ Mike, the lead electrician on Hope’s job, nudged Logan in the back with the blunt end of a screwdriver. ‘You’re never this moody.’

			‘Leave it alone, dickhead,’ Logan growled, snapping his fingers at two apprentices who were dilly-dallying over measurements. ‘Get a move on.’

			‘Shit, you’re in one foul mood, boss, and it ain’t pretty.’ Mike jerked a thumb towards the open door. ‘Hopefully, the foreman can get you to lighten the hell up.’

			Logan scowled and glared at the door where Rick stood, sporting a giant shit-eating grin as if he knew exactly what had precipitated his mood. He strode over to his mate and jabbed him in the shoulder so he had no choice but to back up. Once they were outside, Logan slammed the door. ‘What the hell are you doing here? You’re supposed to be resting up.’

			Rick’s grin broadened at his overt rudeness. ‘I came straight from a physio session; thought I’d check the job out.’

			‘You’re not supposed to be here, so fuck off.’

			Rick mock-winced and held up his hands. ‘What’s up with you?’

			‘Nothing,’ Logan said through gritted teeth, mentally counting down the minutes until his head carpenter would arrive so he could get the hell out of here.

			If arriving early to see Hope had been a bad idea, sticking around afterwards had been worse.

			When he’d heard her play that song...man, he’d been blown away. He’d never heard anything so beautiful and he felt as if she’d reached a hand into his chest, wrapped her fingers around his heart and squeezed. He’d been out of sorts ever since.

			He didn’t do deep and meaningful conversations, especially not with women who knew the score. But she’d been so damn vulnerable he hadn’t been able to help himself. He’d wanted to reassure her that he wasn’t the kind of guy to break her heart, yet that was exactly what he’d do.

			He could see it playing out all so clearly. Despite telling her he would move on shortly, he had seen the gleam in her eyes: she wanted more. More than a guy like him could ever give any woman.

			So he’d taken his foul mood out on his workmen, something he never did. For all he knew, Mike had probably called Rick and ordered him here to calm him down. He’d fire Mike’s sneaky ass if the guy weren’t a shit-hot electrician.

			‘Is Hope the woman I spied through the front glass of the place?’ Rick smirked, annoyingly smug. Yeah, he knew exactly why Logan was edgy and out of sorts.

			‘Yep.’

			‘Try using bigger words next time.’

			Logan flipped Rick the bird.

			‘She’s pretty, in that English rose kind of way,’ Rick said, oblivious to the minefield on which he trod. Logan was all talked out for today.

			‘Leave it alone—’

			‘You like her.’ Rick studied him, uncomfortably appraising and nothing like his usual jocular self. ‘I’ve never seen you like this on a job, so it has to be about her.’

			Logan knew he’d have to give his friend something or he wouldn’t let up. Rick didn’t tolerate bullshit, yet another thing they had in common. ‘We’re hanging out. No biggie.’

			Rick guffawed and slugged him on the shoulder. ‘Never thought I’d see the day, the great wanderer falling for a woman.’

			‘We’re fucking, that’s it,’ Logan said, instantly regretting the declaration, feeling disloyal to Hope for belittling the sensational physical connection they shared.

			‘Yeah, right.’ Rick shook his head. ‘You’re such a schmuck. What’s wrong with admitting you like her?’

			‘Because we’re not in grade school, dickhead.’

			Besides, if he admitted it out loud to his mate, it made this strange, out-of-control desire to spend time with her beyond the sex all the more real. And he was in enough of a funk since hearing her sing and would prefer not to exacerbate it.

			She’d said all the right things about continuing their sex-capades yet keeping it casual and he should be rapt. Instead, he couldn’t shake the feeling he’d taken on too much with this one.

			‘Heard from your dad lately?’

			And, just like that, Rick transformed a bad situation into a shitty one. He knew why his friend had changed the subject and what he was alluding to: that Logan had never had a serious relationship with a woman because of his past, tangled up in a big ball of resentment towards his dad.

			So he never wanted to foster ties that always ended in disappointment. To have a woman wait around for him while he travelled, her discontent and frustration growing until their relationship inevitably imploded. Or, worse, bring a kid into the situation, the kind of kid he’d once been, hero-worshipping his dad only to be kicked in the fucking heart by the constant let-downs.

			No, he didn’t want any of that. Besides, he was happy. He had a kick-ass company, enough work to keep him busy for decades and a bank account that ensured he didn’t have to work if he didn’t want to. Long-term relationships bred nothing but unhappiness and heartbreak. Not for him.

			‘No, haven’t see him,’ Logan said, his voice clipped and brooking no argument. ‘I really need to get back to supervising the guys...’

			‘They’ve done a thousand of these jobs without you standing over them, I’m pretty sure they’ll cope for another few minutes.’ Rick folded his arms, disapproval radiating off him. ‘Doesn’t he live in Melbourne? Why don’t you—?’

			‘Rick, you’re my best mate, but if you keep spouting this drivel I’m going to have to deck you.’

			Not that he would; Logan had never hit anyone in his life. But, if talking about Hope wasn’t high on his list of discussion topics, talking about his dear old dad fell into a definite no-go zone.

			‘You need to see him some time,’ Rick said with a shrug. ‘Might put the rest of your life and this warped view you have about relationships into perspective—’

			‘That’s it, I’m done.’ His hands curled into fists as he pushed open the back door to Hope’s property so he could escape into a world of hammering, sawdust and drilling. Familiarity with his work would ease the confusion, courtesy of his friend’s too accurate assessment of why he didn’t do relationships. ‘Go rest up and I’ll see you soon.’

			Logan didn’t wait for his mate’s response. He’d had enough.

			If thinking about his earlier reaction to Hope had him reeling, mulling over Rick’s unwarranted advice regarding his dad had the potential to send him into a tailspin.

			Time to focus on work like he always did. And a few stolen hours here and there with Hope when he could. Keep things simple. Uncomplicated.

			Just the way he liked it.

		
	
		
			CHAPTER TWELVE

			WHEN HOPE WANTED clarity she visited her favourite place, the Victorian State Library. Entering through the giant marble arches on Swanston Street flooded her with peace.

			It had been the first Melbourne landmark she’d explored when she’d arrived five years before, her love of books undeniable. When she walked through these arches, her muscles slackened and her limbs loosened as any residual tension drained away. She loved strolling through the Red Rotunda and seeing the nineteenth-century paintings and sculptures, followed by a tour of the Blue Rotunda with its twentieth-century portraits of artists, authors and other notables who were part of Victorian history.

			If she yearned for a history fix, she’d spend a few hours in the Redmond Barry Reading Room, poring over non-fiction journals featuring musical legends she had listened to on occasion. The library soothed her soul and calmed her mind.

			Except today.

			Today, Logan had accompanied her and she had no freaking idea why.

			It had been bad enough yesterday, coming to terms with the fact she’d agreed to a short-term fling while he was in town. This, hot on the heels of scorching sex in the confines of her mini-studio, followed by her revealing far too much of herself by playing that song she’d written about him. Not that he knew it. The lyrics could’ve applied to anyone yearning for a real connection. But then she’d come clean about feeling out of her depth around him and he’d been way too understanding and sweet.

			Rugged, tough guys like him shouldn’t have a soft core. It made him all the more appealing. She could cope with viewing him as a sex object, a gorgeous guy to shift her out of her comfort zone, to shake up her rather mundane existence. But since the moment he’d shown a genuine sincerity yesterday she’d been mulling ‘what if?’

			What if she’d made a big mistake in letting this guy in a little?

			She’d done a fine job of protecting her heart since Willem. But in the short time she’d known Logan she’d already spent too much time thinking about him and that didn’t bode well for when he left in a month. Guys she’d dated before had never had this impact on her. She’d deliberately kept them at bay and ended things quickly if they wanted more.

			Thinking about Logan so much made her re-evaluate the wisdom of her choice. Maybe the smart decision would be to end this fling now.

			‘Why did you come here with me today?’

			He didn’t flinch at her blurted question, which bordered on rude. ‘Already told you. This library has the most famous dome in Melbourne and I want to get a few ideas to see if we can soundproof yours while restoring it to its former glory.’

			Why did he have to sound so damn logical? His reasoning sounded plausible but deep down she would’ve preferred him to say he wanted to spend time with her.

			It was crazy having those kinds of delusions, because they weren’t dating and she had no expectations. But when he’d heard she was coming here and he’d asked to accompany her, she hadn’t been able to help but hope he liked her for more than her body.

			‘The dome is rather spectacular,’ she said, relieved she managed to sound offhand despite her whirling thoughts. ‘Have you been here before?’

			His lips compressed and a shadow scudded across his hooded gaze. ‘Once. A lifetime ago.’

			‘School excursion?’

			‘Something like that,’ he said, half-turning away so she couldn’t read his expression. But she heard the tightness in his voice, as though she’d hit a sore spot.

			She should drop it. That would be the smart thing to do. But she’d stopped being smart around the time she’d demanded he screw her up against an alley wall at the back of a pub.

			‘You mentioned growing up in a small outback town far from Melbourne. Did you go to school there too?’

			He took so long to respond she wondered if she’d really stuffed up. After what seemed like an eternity, he said, ‘Rally-Doo is too small so I went to school in nearby Swan Hill. A small, unknown public school. You wouldn’t have heard of it. Hills High.’

			She hadn’t. ‘I’m ashamed to say that, though I’ve lived in Melbourne for five years, my Australian geography is lacking.’

			‘You haven’t done the touristy thing and travelled around?’

			She grimaced and shook her head. ‘I’ve been to Sydney and the Gold Coast, both times for an indie music concert; that’s it.’

			He’d lost the haunted look and the corners of his mouth quirked into a teasing smile. ‘And you call yourself an honorary Aussie.’

			Glad he’d lightened up enough to tease her, she tapped her chest. ‘I love living here but I’m still an English girl at heart.’

			‘Let me guess. You prefer toasted muffins over donuts, you drink tea over coffee, use a fine porcelain cup and do it like this.’ He held up his pinkie and wiggled it.

			She laughed. ‘I’m far from clichéd.’

			‘Don’t I know it,’ he murmured, so softly she barely caught it, the sudden heat in his gaze making her aware of her quickening heartbeat. ‘Seriously, though, you need to sightsee. Travel. See more of this wonderful country.’

			The fluttering in her chest elicited by the intent behind him alluding to her being anything but clichéd, combined with his sizzling look, had her inadvertently leaning into him, craving his touch.

			But they were in a public place and there was a huge difference between a back alley and one of Melbourne’s most prestigious landmarks.

			‘I will travel, once I get my recording studio up and running.’

			A blatant lie, because she knew once she started recording she intended to be busy into the next decade, fostering the talent of unknown musicians while producing her own music and sharing it with the world. It was what she’d always wanted to do. It had been her secret dream and she’d only ever shared it with one other person—who’d proceeded to take her prized songs and record them as his own.

			The kicker was that she would’ve gladly shared her songs with Harry if he’d asked. Instead, the one person she’d thought she could trust in the world had callously shattered her illusions, like everyone else before him.

			Logan eyed her with scepticism, as if he knew her profession of plans to travel in the future was a load of bollocks, before snapping his fingers in an apparent epiphany. ‘We should go camping.’

			‘I’d rather stick a fork in my eye.’

			Her loathing of sleeping under the stars in a tent had nothing to do with her privileged upbringing, during which she had only holidayed in the best five-star resorts, and everything to do with her fear of Australian snakes and spiders. She’d watched enough documentaries to know that she preferred solid walls between her and the creepy crawlies, not thin canvas.

			She shuddered at the thought and he chuckled. ‘Have you ever done it?’

			‘No and I’m not about to start now.’

			An eyebrow rose in blatant challenge. ‘Bet I can change your mind.’

			‘Bet you can’t.’

			He leaned in, close enough she could smell his addictively clean crispness mingled with something decidedly earthy—a heady, tantalising scent that had imprinted on her receptors and made her hormones go a little crazy.

			‘One of the benefits of camping is the closeness of snuggling in a sleeping bag.’

			Her nipples tightened at the thought of being up close and personal with him that way but she still wasn’t convinced. Tiger snakes, funnel-web spiders and any number of nasty critters with eight legs could slither and crawl into a sleeping bag.

			‘A bed can be just as snuggly.’

			‘Granted, it can.’ The pale blue flecks in his eyes glowed as a wicked grin curved his lips. ‘But you should know, guys love nothing better than a challenge, and I’m going to make sure you live a little over the next few weeks.’

			‘Hey, I’m not some hermit. I get out.’

			To the supermarket, the occasional yoga class and the arts centre for an infrequent recital. Though all that was on a need-to-know basis. She already sounded like an unadventurous recluse.

			‘To places like this?’ He threw his arm wide, his teasing smile making him even more irresistible.

			‘Yeah. And I wander through the laneways, dine at the trendiest restaurants and attend dingy clubs to listen to music.’ She sounded too defensive, well aware he’d hit a sore spot. Being a loner had its down sides: namely daydreaming about what it would be like to open herself up to a real relationship rather than shunning any connection beyond superficial. ‘What of it?’

			‘Whoa.’ He held up his hands, his smug grin infuriatingly gorgeous. ‘I just meant that you need to step out of your comfort zone. And if camping is too much too soon maybe you can start with a footy game?’

			He smacked his lips together in an exaggerated parody of hunger. ‘Nothing like a hot meat pie drenched in tomato sauce while cheering on the Echidnas.’

			Another thing Hope hadn’t paid much attention to since she’d moved here: Aussie Rules football. She knew a few of the teams, including the Eastern Echidnas, but that was about it. She’d never been a soccer fan back in the UK so watching Aussie Rules wasn’t high on her agenda.

			And what did he mean by suggesting she needed to live a little...? Damn, she almost slapped herself upside the head.

			He wanted to spend time with her.

			Outside of the bedroom.

			She should protest, insist that she wanted nothing beyond his dick. Or was she reading too much into this? Was he just a guy who liked to tease her, to have some fun when they weren’t screwing?

			Or did he like her enough to want to get to know her beyond the sex?

			The latter terrified her. She didn’t want to let him get close. But there was something utterly appealing about this man that had her wanting to throw caution aside and have fun.

			Whatever his rationale, in that moment she came to a decision.

			She would make the most of their time together.

			She wouldn’t second-guess her impulsiveness, mull over his motivations or sabotage this as she had every fleeting connection that had come before him. She’d enjoy Logan, for more than his body, and wave goodbye at the end.

			Simple.

			‘Okay. Take me to the footy.’

			His eyes glittered with approval. ‘Great. They’re playing the Sylphs in Melbourne this weekend. It’s a date.’

			‘You know, if you’re taking me out of my comfort zone, maybe I should return the favour.’

			‘What do you mean?’

			‘I’m taking you on a laneways tour of the city.’

			He rolled his eyes. ‘Why would I want to stroll through a bunch of graffiti-covered alleys?’

			‘You’re not averse to all alleys,’ she said, with a wink, and he laughed.

			‘Okay, drag me through the city. But I get to pick the place we eat.’

			‘Deal.’ She stuck out her hand, unprepared for him to tug her towards him when he took it.

			‘You’re incredible,’ he said, slanting a soft kiss across her lips that made her melt against him. ‘I love sparring with you.’

			‘I can feel how much.’ She pressed against him, glad they were sheltered in an alcove off the library’s main entrance. ‘We better go check out that dome.’

			‘The dome’s not really that important,’ he said, holding her upper arms and easing her away. ‘I only tagged along to spend some time with you.’

			Stunned by his admission, and quelling the instinctive urge to flee because of it, she stared at him.

			‘Because we’ve basically fucked twice and that’s it,’ he continued, sounding endearingly bashful. ‘I wanted to show you I really do want to hang out while I’m around.’

			She searched for the right response to convey how much she appreciated his effort without alerting him to how the thought of getting closer by ‘hanging out’ struck terror into her heart.

			When she came up lacking, she settled for ‘Thanks, I like spending time with you too.’

			‘So shall we check out the dome or leave?’

			Her body clamoured to leave but she had this gorgeous guy alongside her in one of her favourite places; she’d be a fool to pass up this opportunity to enjoy his company.

			‘Dome, but we’ll make it quick.’

			He nodded his approval and took her hand. It felt surreal as they took the elevator to the sixth floor, walked out onto the highest level of the La Trobe Reading Room and surveyed the stunning room below, eight long tables fanning out like the tentacles of an octopus.

			She loved the reverent hush, the whisper-quiet of students lining those tables, heads bent over books, backlit by green lawyer lamps.

			‘Impressive,’ he said, barely glancing at the tables below before the dome above drew his attention. He gaped a little and she knew the feeling; the massive soaring architectural feat never failed to make her feel insignificant in the grand scheme of things.

			‘This is one of my favourite places,’ she said, pointing to the ancient books in shelves that lined the alcoves of the room. ‘There’s over thirty-two-thousand books in here alone and I wish I could curl up and read every one of them.’

			‘I can barely bring myself to read the newspaper,’ he said, an odd wistfulness lacing his tone. ‘My mum was the bookworm.’

			She noted his use of the past tense and dithered over whether to ask him about her or not. She knew nothing about him beyond his job and the small town he’d come from. If they were going to spend time together, maybe it wouldn’t hurt to know more.

			‘She died when I was eighteen,’ he added, before she could question him further.

			‘And your dad?’

			‘He’s around but we don’t get on.’

			From his clipped tone and deep frown, she could tell there was a world of untold angst there, but his clenched jaw and the visible cording of the muscles in his neck alerted her that now probably wasn’t the best time to delve.

			Time to change the subject. ‘Now that you’ve seen the dome, can we do a quick tour through the red and blue rotundas before we leave? They house some fabulous paintings from the nineteenth and twentieth centuries.’

			He visibly relaxed, his shoulders lowering and his expression easing into curiosity. ‘You really are an artsy-fartsy cliché,’ he said, sounding amused rather than judgemental. ‘Okay, let’s go look at these paintings.’

			However, his mobile buzzed at that moment. ‘Excuse me,’ he said, fishing it out of his pocket and moving slightly away to answer. He spoke in low tones so she couldn’t really hear the conversation but one look at his lips compressed into a slash and his narrowed eyes told her she’d lost her library partner. He grimaced when he hung up and thrust the phone back into his pocket, cursing under his breath.

			‘Sorry, I have to go. There’s some glitch at the council with a permit that needs sorting. Rain check?’

			She hid her disappointment and nodded, tilting her face up for his incoming kiss. It was all too brief, a bare glance of his mouth across hers, before he eyed the door.

			‘I’ll call you,’ he said, touching her lightly on the arm.

			‘Okay.’

			Then he was gone, leaving her feeling giddy, hopeful and looking forward to the next few weeks with him way too much, while pondering what lay beneath the surface of this enigmatic man.

		
	
		
			CHAPTER THIRTEEN

			IT HAD BEEN way too long since Logan had seen Hope at the State Library: four long days.

			He’d intentionally stayed away because he felt like a bastard for lying to her.

			There hadn’t been a glitch with a permit.

			There’d been a glitch in the form of his father calling.

			The second he’d heard Stephen Holmes’s gravelly voice in his ear, he’d known he couldn’t hang around Hope for the rest of the day. Dear old Dad always put him in a foul mood so he’d begged off and left. She hadn’t seemed fazed, but he’d maintained his distance for the rest of the week, not because he wasn’t clamouring to see her but because he knew he wasn’t fit company for anybody for days following his dad’s calls.

			He’d had to give in today because he’d invited her to this football game so he’d swallowed his resentment at his father and manned up.

			‘The team’s about to run out,’ he said, nudging her carefully so she wouldn’t drop her meat pie.

			‘We’re barracking for the Sylphs, right?’

			Her eyes twinkled with mischief and he clamped down on the urge to cover her mouth with his. She had this way of lightening everything around her and he needed that today. His dad’s pleas still rang in his head days later and this time it was taking him longer than usual to get over his funk.

			‘You know very well we’re supporting the Echidnas.’

			Her eyes widened in mock surprise. ‘Oh yeah, we’ve already been over all this. Eighteen men on the field per side who can kick, hand-ball and mark the ball, along with tackling each other, with the ultimate aim being to kick goals.’ She pointed at one end of the stadium. ‘Through the big sticks is a goal, through the big and small goalpost is a behind.’

			She grinned and tapped her temple. ‘See? All that useless information you spouted earlier is stored up here.’

			He laughed, her teasing just what he needed today. ‘You can’t live in Melbourne and not support a footy team. It’s un-Aussie.’

			‘Lucky I’m a Brit,’ she said, blowing on her pie to cool it. ‘Though I am partial to these pies. They’re delish.’

			Her contrasts never seemed to surprise him. Considering her privileged background—he’d looked her up online—he’d expected her to be a Michelin-star kind of girl who’d think the humble Aussie meat pie was gross. But she’d demolished one and was onto her second before the game had even started. Intriguing indeed.

			‘Did you get your permit issue sorted?’

			Great. Now he’d be forced to lie again. ‘Yeah.’

			Unable to meet her curious gaze, he focussed on the players warming up on the stadium’s pristine grassy surface. Who knew watching a bunch of athletes running through warm-up stretches could be so fascinating?

			‘There was no hitch, was there?’

			Damn, how did she do that? He hated lying; he had no tolerance for it after his childhood. But telling her the truth could result in more questions and he had no intention of discussing his warped family life. Even now, days later, he still couldn’t forget his father’s pleading tone asking to meet. Asking for a second chance.

			His gut churned with repressed anger. He owed his father nothing, even after he’d digested the startling news of how close he’d come to losing him.

			When she continued to stare at him in open curiosity, he knew he had to come clean.

			‘My dad called. He never fails to rile me and I often end up yelling at him. I didn’t want you privy to that so I begged off to talk to him in private.’

			He prayed silently she wouldn’t delve further as thinking about their last call made him want to thump something.

			Stephen Holmes had survived a cancer scare.

			And the fact Logan had learned about it after the fact rammed home how shitty their relationship was.

			His choice, of course. Once his mum had died—and Logan had found out the real cause—he hadn’t wanted anything to do with his father. He’d been blaming his dad for years for abandoning them so it hadn’t been difficult. What had been hard was his father’s constant overtures to mend their relationship. No matter how many times Logan hung up on him, or yelled or called him names, Stephen persisted. His father never gave up despite not being able to get through to him. Until last Wednesday, when Logan had learned about his father’s battle with testicular cancer, and how he wouldn’t have known until he got a call from the hospital if things had gone south with his dad’s op.

			It made him feel like shit.

			Maybe Rick was right. Maybe it was time to confront his dad and lay the past to rest. But every time he contemplated it he developed an eye tic and he sweated bullets. He’d already lost enough sleep over the years, mulling over his father’s callous abandonment and subsequent overtures to make up for it. He’d be damned if he developed an ulcer over his dad’s latest attempt to reunite.

			But he couldn’t get the C-word out of his mind. Cancer. What if it returned? What if his father died before Logan said all that needed to be said?

			He’d dealt with his anger and bitterness over the years, usually by wielding a hammer at work. But he’d been off the tools for a long time now and his dad’s latest call kept playing over and over in his head like a damned earworm.

			‘You mentioned you didn’t get on with your dad before.’ She laid a hand on his forearm, the tiniest speck of ketchup dotting her thumb. ‘Want to talk about it?’

			‘No,’ he spat, tempering it with a sigh when she withdrew her hand. ‘Sorry, force of habit. I have this theory that if I don’t mention him he doesn’t exist.’

			He risked a glance at her, not surprised to see a raised eyebrow. ‘Childish, I know, but it’s complicated.’

			‘We all have complicated family tales but if yours is affecting you this much maybe you should do something about it.’

			He wanted to chastise her for the psychobabble but didn’t want to spoil their day out. This was supposed to be fun, exposing her to a taste of Melbourne culture, to something new she’d never done before. He should never have mentioned his father.

			‘The game’s about to start,’ he said, raising his beer to his lips and wishing he could down the whole thing in one go to ease the tightness in his throat. ‘Go Echidnas.’

			She stared at him through slightly narrowed eyes for what seemed like an eternity before averting her gaze and focussing on the field.

			Relieved, he slumped into the hard, uncomfortable plastic seat and took another slug of beer. He should be enjoying himself. He had a beautiful woman by his side, he was watching his favourite football team and he intended to celebrate with her later back at his place. Instead, the beer burned a trail down his throat and settled in his gut like acid.

			‘You need to face me some time, Son.’

			That fucking phrase reverberated around his head, impossible to dislodge no matter how hard he tried. Football, beer and sex: it should be a no-brainer for clearing his head. But if the football and the beer weren’t doing the trick maybe he needed to fast-forward to the sex.

			He rested a hand on Hope’s thigh and leaned across to murmur in her ear. ‘Want to get out of here?’

			‘But the game’s only just started.’ She stared at him like he’d lost his mind.

			‘Yeah, but maybe I want to get started in a different way.’

			She liked his bluntness. She’d told him so. But this time he knew what she’d say before her mouth opened because it pursed in disapproval and a tiny frown slashed her brows.

			‘As much as I want you, I won’t be any guy’s temporary diversion.’ She tilted her nose in the air in the characteristically snooty move he usually found endearing. Not today. ‘I want to watch the game.’

			Okay, so she was paying him back for freezing her out about his dad. But how could he articulate all the shit he’d endured because of that man to a virtual stranger when he could hardly face up to it himself?

			He itched to get the hell out of there, to leave and go drown his sorrows somewhere else. But he wouldn’t run at the first sign of the tough stuff.

			He wasn’t his old man.

			When she continued staring at him with that all too probing stare, he nodded. ‘Fine. We’ll stay.’

			But he’d ruined the day and not even an Echidnas victory by forty-five points or her apparent enthusiasm for his team could salvage what he’d screwed up.

			When they left the stadium and headed for his ute, he felt compelled to ask, ‘Do you fancy having dinner somewhere?’ even though the thought of spending an evening across a table from her seemed unpalatable, considering his mood. She didn’t deserve this.

			‘No thanks. Take me home please.’ Her clipped tone alerted him to exactly how unimpressed she was by his behaviour and he didn’t blame her.

			It took less than twenty minutes to get from the Docklands Stadium to her place and when he pulled up outside the front of Hope and Harmony she already had the ute’s door half-open.

			‘Hey.’ His hand shot out to still her. ‘I’m sorry.’

			‘For what? For acting like a jerk all day? For not speaking to me? For treating me like a hanger-on you couldn’t wait to ditch?’

			He winced and scrubbed a hand over his face. ‘I deserved that.’

			‘Yeah, you did.’ Her tone softened and he felt the rigid muscles of her shoulder relax under his touch. ‘Look, neither of us signed up for a relationship. We’re having fun for a short time not a long time or whatever other kind of fling cliché you’d like to use. But today wasn’t fun for me and by that residual scowl on your face I’m guessing it was shitty for you too.’

			She gently removed his hand from her shoulder. ‘So why don’t you sleep on it? Deal with whatever’s bugging you? And we’ll catch up some other time.’

			Logan managed a terse nod, appalled he’d treated her so badly but unable to salvage something from it, not in his current mood.

			‘I’ll call you,’ she said, broaching the gap between them to place an all-too-brief kiss on his lips.

			Then he watched the woman who invaded his every waking thought get out of his car and head inside her place without looking back.

		
	
		
			CHAPTER FOURTEEN

			HOPE DIDN’T HAVE much time for social media, other than using it to post video clips of her music online. But she hoped it would prove fruitful when she researched Logan Holmes. Something major had gone down with his dad for him to act so out of character yesterday. The fun, flirtatious charmer had been nowhere in sight; instead, he’d turned into a brooding, glowering shadow of his former self.

			It had unnerved her, the need to comfort him when they weren’t emotionally invested, so she’d responded in kind, feigning interest in the game while casting surreptitious glances at him every few minutes. It had been one hundred and twenty minutes of sheer torture. To make matters worse, he’d asked her out to dinner from obligation rather than any real desire to spend more time with her and it had been the last straw.

			So she’d called him on it. Told him to get his shit together. But would he?

			Guys weren’t so great at facing feelings and it looked as if he had a whole carousel of baggage regarding his father.

			She knew all about the burdens of family. Even now, five years after she’d left England, her parents alternated between patronising and interfering, condescending and threatening. They would say anything to get their own way and she’d learned that way too young. Her parents lied without compunction and ultimately that was what had driven a wedge between them a long time ago.

			If she’d known the truth about her grandmother’s trust fund she would’ve cut ties earlier and followed her heart into a music career. Instead, they’d lied and said she’d be penniless when they cut her off if she persisted in her ‘frivolous nonsense’.

			So she’d done what had been expected of her, a stupidly naïve, frightened eighteen-year-old following the path set by her parents.

			Ironically, it was after another person she’d trusted had betrayed her that she’d learned the truth. Willem had done his research well in order to ingratiate himself and had alerted her to the fact she had a small fortune waiting for her courtesy of a long-dead grandmother.

			She knew her parents loved her in their own way but their lack of compassion for what she wanted out of life and the lengths they’d gone to in order to control her never failed to grate.

			It had taken her a long while to be able to have some kind of relationship with them no matter how fraught, and her music had helped.

			She hoped Logan would find peace with his father too. And while it had nothing to do with her—getting emotionally involved with the rugged CEO wasn’t on her agenda—she had to know what was bugging him so she wouldn’t inadvertently tread on any virtual landmines again.

			She’d resisted the urge to pry into his life last night but after minimal sleep she had no such compunction this morning. Firing up her laptop, she sipped at her favourite breakfast tea. A few seconds later, she put her cup down and typed ‘Logan Holmes’ into the search engine. Stacks of hits popped up but most were in association with his business. He had no social media accounts. Bummer.

			Feeling like a snoop, she typed in another name, ‘Stephen Holmes’, and bingo. Stephen had a bio on a major entertainment website, describing him as a stand-up comedian. She clicked on the link and perused the scoop on Stephen, gleaning more from a few paragraphs than Logan had divulged in several conversations.

			Stephen toured the country, performing in small venues for the comedy club scene. Considering his extensive CV, he must’ve started before Logan had been born. He’d won a few awards in the early days for his routines and had performed in Vegas twice. There was mention of a son, but no name, and a snippet on a recent health scare. It also mentioned that Stephen currently resided in Melbourne.

			She checked out a few more links but didn’t learn anything new. If Stephen lived in Melbourne and had had a recent health scare maybe that call had been him reaching out to Logan. But what was so dire in their past that Logan couldn’t forgive his father and had made a mere phone call rattle him to the point of withdrawing like he had yesterday?

			She shouldn’t interfere. She wouldn’t. But she knew what it was like to resent a parent and sometimes it helped to share. Harry had been her sounding board; who did Logan have? For whatever time they would be shagging, maybe she could be his.

			Picking up her mobile before she could second-guess her decision, she fired off a text.

			U free?

			The answering ping surprised her with its speed, as she’d expected him to leave her hanging.

			Depends.

			On...?

			What U R wearing.

			She smiled and responded.

			Come over & find out.

			His response came swiftly.

			B there in 30.

			Okay, so the text flirting was good. He’d moved on from yesterday. But as she quickly showered and dressed, she couldn’t help feeling guilty for luring him under false pretences. He would be thinking this was a booty call.

			She had something else in mind first.

			 

			‘Tell me again why you’re dragging me through the back streets of Melbourne.’

			Logan sounded like a whiny kid, deliberately baiting Hope because he knew she loved this. This was the fifth alley she’d shown him and, despite his fake indifference, she saw the gleam of interest in his eyes.

			‘Because this is culture,’ she said, pointing at a giant ebony mouth in a scary crimson face plastered across a laneway entrance. ‘You showed me yours yesterday; today I’m showing you mine.’

			She waggled her eyebrows and he chuckled. ‘I’m talking about the essence of Melbourne, in case you were wondering.’

			He ducked down, his lips grazing her ear and sending a shiver of longing through her. ‘I’d much rather see something else of yours,’ he murmured, nipping her ear lobe before soothing it with a flick of his tongue that sent a jolt straight to her nether regions.

			‘Later.’ Her grip on his hand tightened as a silent promise of things to come. But for now she had to come up with a smart way of broaching the sensitive topic of his dad without alienating him. ‘Did you do anything last night after you dropped me off?’

			He stiffened but didn’t pull away. ‘Went back to my place and emptied the mini-bar, which I keep stocked for my occasional trips to Melbourne. Easier than having a regular fridge.’

			She didn’t know if that jibe about him being transient was directed at her, a pointed declaration that he wouldn’t be around for long so she should shut the hell up. It didn’t stop her but she didn’t want to sound judgemental. ‘It’s always more fun drinking from those teeny, tiny bottles.’

			‘It’s what’s inside that counts.’ He sounded resigned rather than bitter and she hesitated, searching for the right words to ask what was bugging him. ‘It’s not like a hotel mini-bar. I stock regular sized cans in there. Much more effective for kicking back and forgetting everything.’

			Before she could say anything, he continued. ‘I’m not an alcoholic. I’ve had a rough few days and I apologise for my shitty behaviour yesterday.’ He huffed out a deep breath. ‘I’m not some dickhead trying to jerk you around, so maybe if I give you a little insight you might actually forgive me.’

			‘Hey, there’s nothing to forgive.’ She lifted his hand to her mouth and pressed a kiss on the back of it, trying to clamp down on her curiosity and failing. Thankfully, she hadn’t had to pry much at all and he seemed ready to divulge snippets of his past.

			The tension bracketing his mouth lessened but the haunted shadows flitting across his eyes didn’t. ‘My dad wasn’t around much when I was growing up. He tried to make it as a comedian so was on the road a lot. Mum and I missed him a lot, particularly Mum.’

			His eyes turned flinty as he hesitated, as if struggling to find the right words. ‘She was a different person when Dad was around. She’d light up, and then when he left again she’d clam up. I thought that maybe she had depression but she wasn’t on any meds and didn’t display many of the symptoms when I looked it up.’

			Hope clung to his hand, wishing she could infuse him with strength. She understood more than he knew. Having a physically present but emotionally absent parent could be just as hard as not having a parent at all. She’d often felt invisible around her parents, or worse, regretted, as if they’d never wanted a child and didn’t really want her around. They tolerated her, doing their utmost to bend her to their will, to make her their clone.

			When she hadn’t acquiesced, they’d lied to force her into it and, while she might have forgiven them, she’d never forget.

			‘So what happened?’

			His brows pulled in as he cleared his throat. ‘Dad started to make some serious money when I was in my teens so he barely made it home. Mum got worse to the point she pretty much ignored me most days.’

			He stiffened, his expression contorting with pain. ‘Then she died.’

			Sadness tightened Hope’s throat as she leaned in and rested her head against his shoulder. ‘That must’ve been heart-breaking.’

			‘It was.’

			Two short, sharp words that hinted at sorrow, pain and devastation. Her parents might be narcissistic liars, and she would mourn them out of obligation when they eventually passed, but the audible anguish in Logan’s gruff voice told her exactly how much he’d loved his mum.

			He remained silent for a long while and she waited out his pause, surprised by his candour, relieved she didn’t have to pry it from him but regretting causing him pain by his recounting of the tale.

			‘I blamed Dad for her death. At the funeral, he stood up in front of everyone in the town and waxed lyrical about how much he loved his family, how everything he did was for me.’

			His upper lip curled in a sneer and his eyes hardened to a steely blue. ‘Bullshit. He happily abandoned us because it suited him. It was always about him. His career, his opportunities,’ he spat out, bitterness lacing every word as his face reddened. ‘He tried to reach out to me after the funeral, saying we should catch up more often now that I was moving to Melbourne for my apprenticeship; saying how the men of the Holmes family had to stick together, how we had to look forward to the future together. I told him to shove it up his ass.’

			He stood rigid, his nostrils flared, a vein pulsing at his temple, and Hope slipped her arms around his waist and buried her face in his chest, trying to convey silent comfort. He held her but his arms were unyielding, his back stiff beneath her hands.

			‘The other day when he called and I was with you he told me he’d had cancer.’ His voice cracked a little and he cleared his throat before continuing. ‘He’s okay but he laid a heavy guilt trip on me and I’ve been mulling it over ever since.’

			Helplessness filled Hope as she released him. She’d wanted to know what was behind Logan’s funk; it looked as though she’d got more than she’d bargained for. She had no idea whether Logan wanted comforting or to be left alone. His body language screamed ‘hands off’ but the torment in his eyes gutted her.

			‘What are you going to do?’

			‘Fucked if I know.’ His mouth twisted with resentment and she had her answer right there. He didn’t want her comfort. Which was probably a good thing because anything she could offer would be lame and ineffectual in the face of his dilemma. ‘The thing is, I can’t see how meeting up is going to change anything. He’ll always be a selfish asshole to me. But then I think about how shitty I’d feel if he died before I got to say a bunch of stuff...’

			‘Then I think you’ve figured out what you need to do.’ She rested her palm against his cheek. It was a simple gesture she hoped would convey that she understood and wished she could do more. ‘See him. You might purge the past and move forward. At the very least you’ll get to voice your opinion. And who knows? You might even find yourself reconnecting—’

			‘Not going to happen,’ he said through gritted teeth, his lips flattening. ‘But, yeah, I think it’s time.’

			‘Do you want to do it now?’

			‘Hell no.’ He pulled her into his arms again and squished her so hard she could barely breathe. ‘Thanks for listening. I’m not a sharer but it kinda felt good to get all that off my chest.’

			Hope hugged him right back and they stood that way for a long time. She’d never been into overt displays of affection as a kid—no great surprise given that her folks considered an air-kiss on birthdays more than enough—but being able to convey so much by wrapping Logan in her arms felt good. They might not be indulging in anything more than a fling but she hoped he derived some comfort from confiding in her and knowing she’d happily be his sounding board if needed.

			When he released her, he stared at her with a tenderness that made her ache.

			‘You sure you don’t want to call your dad now?’

			‘No. I want to do something else.’

			She couldn’t fathom the determined spark in his eyes but it was better than the pain of the last few minutes. ‘What?’

			He lowered his head to whisper in her ear. ‘I want to do what I should’ve done last night with you.’ His tongue traced the whorl of her ear in a slow, deliberate swipe. ‘And it doesn’t involve watching a footy replay.’

			Hope almost felt guilty as relief seeped through her. This, she could do. She understood their intense physical connection. The riotous confusion of emotions him having confided in her elicited, not so much.

			‘Oh?’ She arched an eyebrow and struck a provocative pose with her hand on her hip, responding in kind to his switch to a playful mood.

			His wicked laugh rippled over her, loaded with intent. ‘Ever checked into a hotel for a quickie?’

			A wave of heat swamped her at the thought, most of it pooling in her cheeks that had to be a beacon for the surge of excitement making her skin pebble. ‘No.’

			His fingertip grazed her blazing cheek before trailing along her jaw, her chin, eventually tracing her bottom lip with deliberate lightness. ‘Well, we’re in the heart of the city, surrounded by a billion hotels, so why don’t we save the laneways tour for another time?’

			The old Hope would’ve been appalled by such a suggestion. But the new Hope she’d become through letting go of her old insecurities one layer at a time leapt at the raunchy thought of ducking into a hotel with the sole intention of having sex.

			‘These laneways aren’t going anywhere,’ she said, glancing up at him coyly from beneath lowered lashes. ‘We should definitely do our bit for inner-city tourism and check into a hotel.’

			‘I love how spontaneous you are,’ he said, grabbing her hand and tugging her close for a quick kiss that did little to assuage the sudden burning of her body. ‘Let’s go find the nearest one.’

			She didn’t have to be asked twice and they almost stumbled from the dark laneway in their quest to find the nearest hotel. Thankfully, it wasn’t far; they both spotted the sign on the corner of the next block at the same time.

			‘Fortuitous,’ she said.

			At the same time he said, ‘Fate.’

			They laughed and picked up the pace, almost bounding up the three concrete steps and pushing through a heavy glass door into a cool interior. The lobby had a shabby, understated elegance to it, like an old lady who’d seen better days. Faded chintz sofas were strategically placed around mahogany coffee tables, with fringed lamps casting a warm glow over the place. The polished parquetry floor and the brass-lined check-in desk appeared faded, but Hope didn’t care. All she cared about was getting naked with Logan as fast as humanly possible.

			‘Be right back,’ he said, squeezing her hand before releasing it.

			As Hope watched him check in, her impatience growing as the receptionist dropped his credit card twice, she wondered what had got into her—but she didn’t care because soon it would be him.

		
	
		
			CHAPTER FIFTEEN

			THE HOTEL WAS A DIVE.

			Logan had stayed in fancier places in smaller towns around the country. But he needed to obliterate the ache clawing at his chest like a trapped animal desperate to escape. The ache that talking about his father had elicited. Sex with Hope was guaranteed to do that.

			He’d never talked to anyone about his dad. Rick knew a fair bit of what had gone down because they’d been friends when he’d first moved to Melbourne and had been privy to the conversations—more like yelling matches—when his father had reached out several times after his mum’s funeral. But he’d never divulged the truth to a woman before and the fact he’d done it with Hope spoke volumes.

			He was in too deep.

			Since when did a fling signify a real connection for him?

			He’d dated extensively around the country over the years. Tradesmen held a certain appeal for some women and as CEO of a booming company with a healthy cash flow, he’d become popular with women in general. It didn’t make him a bighead to admit it; it made him a realist. Women were attracted to money and ruggedness, and he had both.

			Except Hope didn’t give a fuck about his fortune; she had more than enough dosh of her own. As for his looks, she trumped him in that department too. Even now, as he palmed the key card from the hotel receptionist and strode towards Hope, she stared at him with those big grey eyes, all-seeing, all-knowing. She wore funky faux leather pants today, with a green flowing top that set off her eyes. He’d been hot to trot from the moment he’d seen her. Then he’d blurted all that stuff about Stephen to explain his shoddy behaviour towards her and had felt like shit ever since.

			Logan didn’t depend on anyone. He’d been his own man for a long time and confiding in Hope had been an anomaly. It mystified him in a way he didn’t like. The last time he’d felt this befuddled had been at his mum’s funeral and he hated feeling out of his depth.

			He liked being in control. He didn’t like vulnerability. Revealing too much about his family, having Hope listen, discuss with and support him, had shown that he had a weak spot and that didn’t sit well with him.

			He didn’t want her getting too close: it would only end badly for her. Bonding while they fucked was one thing; feeling comfortable enough around her to reveal too much was another.

			He had to get this semi-date back on track and that meant focussing on the sex. But she was right. He had to see Stephen. Settle this once and for all.

			But what if seeing his dad after all these years made everything worse?

			Spending all his time on the road wasn’t just about enjoying the spoils of being CEO of his own company. It wasn’t about keeping his hand in with the building industry. It wasn’t about being a demanding boss who had to oversee the commencement of projects personally.

			It was about not growing close to anybody.

			More importantly, not having anyone depend on him.

			Because that was his ultimate fear: that he was more like his dad than he cared to admit and disappointing anyone who got too close because of his fear of commitment would be inevitable.

			He’d seen what his mother’s dependence on his father for her happiness had eventually done to her and it hadn’t been pretty. The emotional rollercoaster Stephen had inflicted on her had taken its toll and he’d been privy to the fallout. It made him resent his dad all the more because somewhere deep inside, in a place he hated to acknowledge, he’d begrudged his father his ability to escape.

			Stephen hadn’t born the brunt of his mum’s mood swings, Logan had, and it made him determined never to become so emotionally invested in a relationship that it produced an unhealthy dependence that always left one partner worse off. No fucking way.

			Logan never wanted to be responsible for any woman’s happiness, ever. Flings that lasted no longer than a month before he moved on suited him fine.

			Gritting his teeth against the urge to call this off because of his mood, he forced a smile. It must’ve come out a grimace because that fucking pity was back in Hope’s eyes and it slayed him all over again.

			‘Do you really want to do this—?’

			‘Come on,’ he growled, grabbing her hand and holding on tight.

			He strode towards the lift, determined to douse his moroseness with a warm armful of woman. They rode to the fourth floor in silence but he was acutely aware of her: the heat radiating off her skin; her light floral fragrance faintly reminiscent of roses and vanilla; the brush of her hair against his arm.

			When the elevator doors slid open, he spied their room number two doors to the right. She squeezed his hand when he fumbled the first card swipe and he cursed. He got it on the second try and pushed the door open, immediately regretting this decision as a faint, musty odour tickled his nose and he caught sight of the room.

			Hope deserved better than this.

			She’d be a five-star kind of girl and he’d brought her to this dive because...what? Because he wanted to use her to eradicate his over-sharing regarding his father, when he should’ve had the balls to confront him a long time ago?

			‘Stop over-thinking this,’ she said, slipping in behind him and closing the door. ‘It’s okay.’

			‘This place is a shithole,’ he muttered, leading her further into the room, which only cemented his first impressions. Worn carpet the colour of English mustard, pale blue bedspread torn in one corner, a small scratched desk, a single chair with scuff marks on the legs and heavily kinked olive drapes that sat askew, partially hiding the view of the brick wall of the apartment building next door. ‘It was a mistake bringing you here—’

			‘Shh...’ She pressed her fingertips to his mouth, silencing him. ‘I’m not a princess.’

			She lowered her hand and gently nudged him backwards towards the bed. ‘And I want to be with you.’

			She palmed his cock with one hand as his knees hit the back of the bed and shoved him down onto it with the other. Determination glittered in her eyes as she stared at him, daring him to put a stop to this.

			He should. His mood, this place, it was all wrong. But when he opened his mouth to say so she increased the pressure on his cock, tracing the rigid outline with her fingers, massaging him. Fuck, he was a goner.

			‘This is going to be good,’ she said, not breaking eye contact as she knelt at his feet and nudged his thighs apart, her hand continually stroking his cock through his jeans, making rational thought impossible.

			All the angst of the last twenty minutes faded as Logan watched her unzip him. Anticipation made him light-headed as he propped himself up on his elbows as this amazing woman slid her hand into his jocks and took out his hard cock as if it was the most precious gift she’d ever unwrapped.

			Yeah, this was exactly what he needed. Sex with a hot woman. No time to think or feel. Just live it.

			When she swiped her tongue across the head in a slow, languorous sweep, he couldn’t think about anything beyond this moment. Fucking perfect.

			Her tongue circled him again as her hand gripped his shaft, strong and confident, and he gave himself over to enjoying this. Having her stare at his cock like she couldn’t get enough was a huge turn-on and he thrust his hips up a little.

			She didn’t need the encouragement and when her lips enclosed the tip the feeling of her hot mouth encasing him ripped a groan from the back of his throat. She slid her lips over him, her hand rising up to meet her mouth. Sucking and squeezing. Up and down, over and over again, blanking everything but the hot moistness of her mouth and the strength of her grip.

			His hips bucked as she sped up, sucking and squeezing, until the delirium of release overtook him. It felt as if his balls lifted up clean into his body as he thrust into her mouth and came, the milking of his release so strong his ass arched off the bed.

			She didn’t speak as she slowly slid him out of her mouth. But she kissed the tip of his cock and he trembled again, his super-sensitive skin tuned to her every touch. She stood and sat next to him on the edge of the bed, tucking him back into his jocks when all he needed was some time to get back in the game.

			When she rested her head on his shoulder and didn’t speak, he had no idea what the hell was going on. He reached for her and she held a hand to his chest to stop him.

			‘This was about you,’ she murmured, snuggling into him when he wrapped his arm around her. ‘I can wait.’

			He didn’t want her to. He wanted to bury himself in her. He wanted to annihilate the uncharacteristic ache in his chest that her unselfishness elicited.

			He wanted to fuck and forget.

			His cock had better get with the programme because the faster he recovered from her sensational blowjob, the faster he could focus on what he did best. Fun for a short time, not a long time, then leave.

			Anything else, anything remotely resembling an emotional connection, wasn’t an option.

		
	
		
			CHAPTER SIXTEEN

			HOPE HAD NEVER brought a man to her apartment so the fact Logan currently lay sprawled in her bed, fast asleep, spoke volumes.

			As if she hadn’t already known he was different from all the other guys she’d dated.

			She’d learned to guard her heart in England when her relationship with Willem had imploded and she’d discovered the truth: that trust is easily broken and lies are cheap.

			Having her heart broken had been bad enough but it had been a hard lesson learning of her parents’ lies close on the heels of Willem’s deception. And Harry’s betrayal soon after had cemented what she’d already learned: never trust anyone.

			Ironic, considering her parents had tried to instil that very value into her from a young age, but for a different reason. The McWilliamses’ fortune ensured they had dealt with usurpers sucking up their entire lives. They’d wanted her to spot the have-nots wanting to take advantage of the haves, to question everyone’s motives. It meant she’d rarely dated as a teen and at twenty had fallen hard for Willem, naïvely optimistic. She’d been a prime target for a jerk like him.

			In a warped way she’d been grateful to him. Her momentary lapse in trusting him and having him crap all over her meant she’d never make the same mistake again. People were fickle, whether they were related to you or not. Lesson learned.

			So she’d hardened up when she’d landed in Melbourne five years ago. She didn’t emotionally invest and she never fully trusted. Expiration dating suited her just fine and resulted in less angst.

			This thing she had with Logan was casual. And she had to keep it that way, which was why inviting him here, into her home, could signal a change of heart she might not be ready for.

			Discouraging trust-building meant not letting anyone get too close. It was why she’d never brought any of the other guys she’d slept with to her place. But inviting Logan here had seemed like a good idea at the time. They hadn’t stayed in the grungy hotel long. Not because she had an aversion to dirt—okay, maybe she did—but he’d revealed so much of himself to her when talking about his family that she’d wanted to put him at ease.

			She’d seen how fraught he’d been after divulging the truth about his past and had wanted to distract him. Giving him a blowjob had been a start but she’d wanted to do more, which was why they’d ended up at her place. She’d hoped that by showing him her personal space it would return the favour of revealing a small part of herself and make him less angsty about disclosing so much of himself.

			However, him falling asleep while she showered hadn’t been part of the plan because having him here, touching her things, seeing more than she’d revealed to any other guy, made her too vulnerable and she seriously wanted to jump his bones to get this fling back on track. But when she’d seen him spread-eagled on her lemon bedspread, his expression more serene than she’d ever seen it, she’d let him sleep.

			It would give her time to compose a few songs. She’d been lagging lately, consumed by travelling all over Melbourne to her students, rather than them coming to her for lessons, because of the renovations. The moment her new recording studio was up and running she wanted to lay down enough tracks for an album. The sooner other local indie musicians heard her work, the more interest she could drum up and hopefully launch their careers too.

			She paused in the bedroom doorway and glanced at Logan one last time: the tough guy with a marshmallow core. He snored softly, his lips emitting small puffs of air as he slumbered, oblivious to how much she liked seeing him in her bed. He dwarfed the small space, which had barely enough room for her queen-sized bed, matching side-tables and a dresser. Yet he fit somehow, as though he’d spent many nights here instead of this being his first.

			The first of many.

			The moment the thought popped into her head she spun on her heel and padded into the lounge, where she’d set up one corner as a mini-music-room.

			Logan wouldn’t be around for long. He’d made that perfectly clear. So that stupid stab of pain in the vicinity of her heart at the thought of him leaving couldn’t be more unwelcome. She knew the score. It was why she’d started up with him in the first place. He was exactly like the rest of her short-term fixes for the loneliness that plagued her at times. But the more time they spent together the more he sucked her in with a hint of susceptibility beneath an iron facade. The bad boy with a soft centre. Irresistible.

			With a sigh she sat at her desk, picked up a pencil and took out a clean sheaf of paper. She already had the lyrics to this new song hovering at the edge of her consciousness.

			Pierce my heart...

			Make me ache...

			It’s just the start...

			Please don’t take...

			They made no sense in their current format but as the first strains of a haunting melody filled her head she started writing. Slowly at first, mixing quavers and semi-quavers, alternating tempo. C-C-D-E-B-B-C. As she jotted the notes, the words started to coalesce and she wrote the first few stanzas in total free-flow. She loved this part of the creative process, letting everything pour out of her, words and music, in a frenzied burst that she could refine later.

			She had no idea how long it took but it seemed like the blink of an eye when she’d completed the first song and moved onto the second. And the third. And the fourth. By the time her fingers cramped from clutching the pencil so tightly, she’d written four songs that leapt off the page. Her fingers itched to play and she swivelled on her seat towards the keyboard next to her desk.

			Not wanting to wake Logan, she plugged in her headphones and let her fingers take over, gliding across the keys, getting a feel for the new songs. As each song flowed into the next, effortless and real, Hope knew she’d stumbled onto something special, something almost magical. She’d never been this inspired, had never experienced the sheer joy of getting her songs right the first time.

			She usually scribbled down a few notes and words and took a break, before returning to her writing when the inspiration struck. She’d never written four songs in a row and certainly hadn’t played them like this: as if her fingers were one step ahead of her brain.

			She could attribute her new-found creativity to any number of things: the stars aligning, her musical talent finally coming to the fore, the balmy spring weather. But she knew the real reason behind this flawless creative streak—and he currently resided in the middle of her bed.

			Swiping her hand across eyes gritty from studying sheet music too long, she headed for the sofa and curled into a corner. A sudden chill overcame her at the realisation her creative happiness might depend on a guy who’d leave sooner rather than later, and she reached for the cashmere throw on the back of the sofa and drew it around her.

			This couldn’t be good.

			Flowers inspired her. Melbourne’s artistic laneways inspired her. Watching loved-up couples inspired her. Long walks through the Royal Botanic Gardens, strolling through the museum and listening to jazz on the banks of the Yarra River inspired her.

			A rugged, sexy construction king destined to break her heart shouldn’t.

			The moment the thought that he had the power to break her heart popped into her mind, Hope stifled a groan and hung her head. Resting her forehead on her knees, she tried a meditation technique she’d learned at yoga to wipe her mind and blank it of all thoughts of Logan.

			It didn’t work.

			The thought had lodged front and centre in her impressionable brain and she couldn’t dislodge it no matter how many low-level chants she internalised.

			She’d never depended on anyone for her happiness. Her parents were typical upper-class refined English gentry. Children were raised by a well-paid, well-educated nanny and only seen at mealtimes, where they’d mind their manners and respond when spoken to. She’d never known any different until she’d hit her teens and had started escaping to the local village to hang out at the pubs with Harry. Back then, books had made her happy. Music made her happier. People, not so much. Then she’d met Willem and had never known joy like it. Which had made it all the harder when he’d hurt her.

			She’d been a loner ever since and it had served her well.

			Until now.

			What was it about Logan Holmes that had her in a tizz?

			She should go to him. Should wipe away this uncharacteristic dwelling on emotions with a rousing bout of sex.

			Instead, she tugged the cashmere throw tighter around her, slid down the sofa and rested her head on a cushion. She needed some time to mull over this latest realisation because if she woke him now on the pretext of having sex he’d probably take one look at her face and know there was something going on.

			She’d wake him in the morning and by then she would’ve eradicated the odd ache in her chest, ready to get physical with the guy who’d rocked her world without even trying.

		
	
		
			CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

			LOGAN HAD NO idea how long he’d been asleep but his eyelids felt gritty and his mouth dry when he woke. Worse, when he glanced to his side, Hope wasn’t tucked next to him and he lay on top of her fancy coverlet, not under it.

			‘What the fuck?’ He pushed into a sitting position and swung his legs over the side of the bed, swiping a hand over his face to wake up. He blinked several times in the semi-darkness, trying to remember how he had ended up in Hope’s bedroom—not having sex.

			He remembered strolling the laneways, blabbing about his dad, a mind-numbing blowjob then coming back here and...crashing. She’d taken a shower. He’d rested his eyes. And she hadn’t woken him.

			Way to go pleasing a woman, dickhead.

			He padded to the bedroom door and opened it. Moonlight cast a glow over the lounge, along with the reflected city lights scattered outside her window. Her apartment, situated on the tenth storey of an upscale building in Parkville, looked like something out of a magazine, all sharp angles and shiny chrome and designer furnishings. He’d felt uncomfortable the moment he’d set foot inside. Not because he couldn’t afford a place like this—he could buy this entire apartment building if so inclined—but for the fact it looked exactly like something he didn’t want: a real home.

			Hope had put her personal touches everywhere, from the red tulips in elongated vases strategically placed throughout the room to the geometric black-and-white shaggy rug beneath the glass-topped dining table for four. Music magazines were stacked neatly on the coffee table, jostling for space alongside biographies of long-dead musicians and the occasional thriller, with an open notebook covered in scrawl taking pride of place on top of the lot. Plump cushions of various size and colour lay scattered across the furniture, managing to appear artistic rather than messy.

			It brought a lump to this throat, looking around this room, because his mum had had the same talent for taking a hotchpotch of things and making them appear elegant. He remembered trawling the local secondhand shops with her, being dragged from one to another, acting as a packhorse for her purchases. He hadn’t minded, despite his token protests, because decorating their house had made his mum happy and that had happened less frequently as he’d grown up. Later, she’d let slip that she’d been doing it for his father, thinking that if she made their home pretty maybe he’d return more often. When Logan had heard that he’d wanted to take a knife to all her cushions and slash them to pieces. Stephen hadn’t deserved a home, let alone a good woman to keep it nice for him.

			Rubbing his chest at the inevitable burn that thoughts of his dad elicited, Logan moved into the lounge in search of Hope. A small lamp caught his eye to the left and he walked over to a desk covered in paper. By the looks of it, she’d been working while he’d been sleeping. He didn’t mean to pry but his glance landed on the top page, a song called ‘Yearning’. He skim-read the lyrics and was damned if that lump in his throat didn’t swell. He had no idea who the guy was in the song but he hoped to God it wasn’t him.

			He could never be any woman’s ‘everything’.

			Swivelling away from the desk, he spied Hope curled up on the sofa. Her eyes were closed, her breathing even and, with a pink rug draped over her, she looked like a sleeping fairy. Feeling like a voyeur, he drew closer, watching her. She wasn’t classically beautiful—her nose was too large and her eyes too far apart—but that mouth... Discounting the wicked things she could do with it, she had a smile that transformed her face to pretty in an instant. Her lips were parted slightly and he’d never wanted to kiss a woman so badly.

			But she’d let him sleep so the least he could do was return the favour.

			For now, he had something important to do, something to get him out of this funk once and for all. Blurting out truths about his past to a woman, falling asleep rather than fucking... He really needed to get his head back in the game.

			He padded back into the bedroom, closed the door and slipped his phone out of his jacket pocket, where it hung on the back of a chair.

			He didn’t care about the early hour. It would be the best time to call his father as he remembered Stephen always liked to sleep late so leaving a message rather than talking to the old man suited him just fine.

			He didn’t have Stephen’s number in his contacts list but he’d saved every one of his father’s messages over the years: forty-five in total. Initially, Logan did it as a reminder of the pain Stephen had caused, a self-flagellation tool in case he ever weakened and let his father back into his life. But more recently, after he’d heard the news of his dad’s cancer battle, those messages had become a symbol of something more.

			A reminder of his foolishness if his dad pegged out and he maintained his distance until it was too late.

			Calling his dad to arrange a meeting could only be a good thing. Purge the past. Confront the lies. And maybe, just maybe, move on without the guilt of his hate eating away at him.

			He scrolled through his recent call history and saw the familiar number. His thumb hovered over it for what seemed like an eternity before he tapped it.

			His chest tightened and his breathing grew choppy as he held the phone up to his ear, clenching it so tightly his fingers spasmed. After two rings, the voice mail kicked in and Logan exhaled in relief.

			‘This is Stephen. I can’t take your call right now because I’m busy making people laugh. So, if you want to make me chuckle, leave a message.’

			Something twanged in Logan’s chest. His father hadn’t changed his message in years. He’d heard the same cheery recording many times as a kid, when his mum had encouraged him to call Stephen so they could maintain a strong bond.

			What a fucking joke.

			If Stephen had wanted to maintain a bond with his son he would’ve come home more often rather than staying away for fifty-one weeks of the year. Asshole.

			Logan dragged in a breath and blew it out before speaking. ‘Hey, Dad, it’s me. Been thinking about a lot of stuff lately and maybe we should meet up to discuss it. I’m busy this week but one day next week should suit. I’ll text you the details.’

			Logan hit the ‘call end’ button before his father heard the tremor in his voice. He hated himself for allowing long-suppressed emotions of the past to bubble up now and threaten to consume him. He needed to get a grip. Confronting his dad might be long overdue but it was a start.

			The bedroom door creaked open and he quickly shoved the phone into his pocket. The last thing he needed was Hope asking who he was ringing and why.

			Not that she’d given any indication of being the clingy type but since he’d revealed too much of himself to her he’d been on edge.

			‘You’re awake,’ she said, swiping a hand across her sleep-filled eyes. ‘Okay, so that was an obviously stupid thing to say.’

			She looked so goddamned cute standing in the doorway, wrapped in that fuzzy pink rug, wearing a long black T-shirt that hung halfway down her thighs, one barefoot balanced on top of the other. Her hair frizzed around the crown like a halo and a deep sleep-wrinkle slashed her cheek where she’d been pressed against the armrest, but even sleep-tousled she was the most captivating woman he’d ever seen.

			His chest twanged and there was only one thing he could do to get rid of the uncharacteristic sappiness.

			‘I’m glad we’re both awake so we get to finish what we started earlier.’ He crossed the short space between them and swung her up into his arms.

			‘Hey, I’m heavy, put me down—’

			‘You’re a lightweight and when I put you down I’m going down,’ he said, laying her on the bed gently, rucking up her T-shirt and settling between her legs.

			‘Oh...’ That one muttered syllable gave way to a drawn-out moan as he swiped her pussy with his tongue, the first taste going straight to his head. Sweet. Addictive. Yeah, this was exactly what he needed to obliterate feeling and focus on doing.

			He slid one hand under her ass and lifted her to his mouth, using the other to spread her slick folds wide. Her pussy glistened, inviting him to explore. So he did, thrusting his tongue into her over and over, alternating with grazing her clit with his teeth until he had her writhing.

			‘So good,’ she muttered, her hand resting on his head and when he raised her a little higher her fingers convulsed, tugging at his hair. He didn’t mind a little pain mingled with pleasure but he must’ve made some kind of sound because she lifted her head to look at him.

			With her eyes wide and her lips parted, she looked wanton, ready for anything.

			‘You like me fucking your pussy with my tongue?’

			He deliberately baited her with his crudeness to see what she’d do. She didn’t disappoint.

			‘Lie on your back and put your hands behind your head,’ she commanded, surging into a sitting position and scooting back on the bed.

			‘Why?’

			He threw the question out there, not caring for her rationale, because he liked this take-charge woman and the way she owned her sexuality.

			‘Because I’m going to sit on your face.’

			No murmur, no whisper, just a blatant statement that had him obeying her command in record time.

			‘You’re so fucking hot when you’re bossy,’ he said with a smug grin. ‘You know that, right?’

			‘I know you’re about to stop talking.’

			She spread her legs either side of his head, giving him another up close and personal look at that pretty pussy as she lowered herself until she had her clit positioned just right over his mouth.

			He inhaled her muskiness as the tip of his tongue grazed her clit in a feather-light tickle designed to tease. He did it again, and again, until he heard her whimper.

			‘Logan...please...’

			Only then did he increase the pressure, lapping at her with quick little licks, faster and faster until she was practically grinding her pussy into his face.

			That was when he sucked the sensitive nub of nerve endings into his mouth and bit gently. She came apart on a raw, primitive yell that raised the hairs on his arms. So fucking hot.

			When his tongue darted out to lave her clit again she trembled and scooted down his body.

			‘You are a master at that,’ she said, her expression of bliss making him grin. ‘Condom?’

			‘In my wallet. Left pocket of my jacket.’ He made to get up and she pushed him back down.

			‘Let me.’

			Thankfully, she made quick work of finding it while he unzipped and pushed his jeans and jocks down. It would’ve taken too long to get undressed completely and with the taste of her still on his tongue he needed to be inside her now.

			Sensing his urgency, she rolled the condom on with skilful precision, her firm grip reminding him of the way she’d handled him in the hotel, the way her mouth had felt on him...

			‘I need to fuck you,’ he said, reaching for her, but she slapped his hands away.

			‘Put them back behind your head,’ she said, swinging a leg over him. ‘I’m calling the shots.’

			‘Yes, ma’am,’ he drawled, doing as he was told and settling back into this real-life fantasy of having this sexy, uninhibited woman taking what she wanted.

			‘That’s better,’ she said, positioning her pussy over his cock before slowly lowering herself.

			She’d only taken him in an inch and he gritted his teeth against the urge to drive upward. With deliberate slowness she peeled her T-shirt up, revealing those beautiful breasts and rigid nipples that begged to be sucked.

			‘I want to taste you, to touch you—’

			He bit off the rest of what he was going to say when she impaled herself on him, taking him in to the hilt. Enclosed in velvet heat, he found he had nothing else to say as she started to move up and down, riding him with a resoluteness that soon had his hips bucking of their own accord.

			‘If I can’t touch you, you do it,’ he growled, thrusting up as she drove down, the delicious friction sending him nuts.

			‘I’m the one in charge but I’ll give you this one.’ She slid her hands up her torso until they cupped her tits, before proceeding to tweak her nipples, rolling them between her thumbs and forefingers.

			‘Fuck yeah, just like that.’

			His throat tightened with lust and he bordered on panting as she licked one thumb, then the other, before resuming plucking at her nipples.

			‘Fuck me,’ he muttered, his balls tightening in pre-release.

			‘Only because you asked so nicely,’ she purred, jamming down onto him with renewed vigour until he was blinded to everything but her.

			When she reached down to touch herself she grazed his cock with a fingertip and he fell into the abyss, coming with a ferocity that tore a shout from deep within.

			She followed him a second later, their cries mingling and echoing as the spasms subsided. She collapsed forward onto him, her hair tickling his nose, but he didn’t push it aside. He liked having his face covered so she couldn’t read his expression.

			He didn’t want her seeing the longing.

			Longing that he could prolong this mind-blowing physical connection they shared beyond a few weeks.

			Ironic that he’d blasted away the maudlin thoughts about his dad with a rousing bout of scintillating sex, but in doing so he’d come to a startling realisation.

			He could never have a long-term relationship with Hope, with any woman, but for the first time ever he would miss this when it ended.

		
	
		
			CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

			HOPE STOOD IN the middle of her new recording studio and spun a slow three-sixty.

			Magnificent.

			It was everything she’d imagined and more, and she couldn’t wait to thank Logan in person. He’d worked a small miracle in getting his crew to finish the renovations in just over a week, giving her the opportunity to kick-start her dream sooner rather than later.

			It went some way to earning her forgiveness, considering he’d snuck out of her apartment in the early hours of the morning three nights ago, leaving nothing but a barely legible scrawled note.

			Crazy, considering she was the one who usually absconded from a guy’s bed to avoid any mushy stuff the morning after. But the sex with Logan had been incredible and she’d wanted more, so finding he had gone had left her oddly deflated. He’d loved it when she’d taken charge and it had got her off in a way she’d never imagined. As she’d tumbled into sleep she’d expected to wake next to the sexiest man alive and do it all over again. Instead, she’d found he was gone in the morning.

			They’d spoken twice on the phone since: the first time when she’d rung him to ask why he’d snuck out early and he’d cited work as a lame excuse she had no option but to accept in order not to appear like a clingy girlfriend; the second when she’d called to invite him out to dinner tonight, when she intended to present him with her surprise.

			It had been ingrained in her from childhood that doing something special as a thank you would ensure you were remembered.

			With what she’d bought Logan, she hoped he’d never forget her. They might have put an expiration date on this fling from the start, and she might have gone into this with her eyes wide open, but now that his impending departure grew closer she couldn’t help but feel a tad lost.

			Because another thought struck her as she checked out her new studio. Had he instructed his crew to finish this job sooner rather than later because he couldn’t wait to get away?

			His motivation for finishing ahead of schedule shouldn’t bother her, but it did. It made her second-guess her decision-making. She’d wanted a hot fling, and she’d got one, but had lines blurred somewhere along the way? Had she invested more than her body?

			She didn’t like the implications of that, not one bit. She’d never trust a guy with her heart again. But what if it was too late?

			Her mood soured so she did what she always did when confronted with something unpleasant: drew her shoulders back, lifted her head and focussed on the positive.

			Starting with dinner tonight.

			Logan had said he’d meet her at the Melba Room, the Langham’s signature restaurant that boasted fabulous views of the city and equally fabulous food. She’d quelled her initial disappointment at not travelling to dinner together, ignoring the niggle at the back of her mind that insisted he had already started distancing himself. Though it was more than a niggle, considering the way he’d snuck out of her place the other morning. Maybe he’d already started laying the groundwork then and that was the real reason he’d absconded before dawn.

			Or maybe he knew she was a phoney.

			She hated herself for not owning up that she’d been awake when he’d called his dad. She’d felt him watching her so had pretended to sleep, waiting for him to come to her, willing him to kiss her awake, sweep her into his arms and carry her to the bedroom. But when she’d overheard his phone call, she’d realised he’d been checking up on her to ensure he wouldn’t be disturbed.

			Considering what he’d told her it had been a momentous step to contact his dad, and she hadn’t wanted to get in the middle of all that, so she’d feigned sleep after he’d hung up, waiting a few moments before entering the bedroom. He’d appeared startled to see her and in that split second between her opening the bedroom door and seeing his stricken expression she’d known what he needed.

			Someone to distract him, to take away the pain and focus on the good stuff, so she’d released her inner vamp and gone for it. The sex had been phenomenal as a result but when she’d woken to his terse note she’d cried a little.

			The tears had been for him and the upcoming confrontation with his father and nothing at all to do with acknowledging she already cared too much for this man and wished she could be there for him while he went through the impending emotional upheaval. Yeah, right.

			As she entered the restaurant, she spied him at the cosy corner table for two that she’d requested when she’d made the booking. She wanted privacy tonight for what had to be said.

			The hostess led her to the table and it gave her a few brief moments to study him. His handsome profile: strong jaw; long eyelashes; slight bump on the bridge of his nose that prevented him from being too perfect. An accident with a hammer in his apprentice days, he’d explained when she’d asked about it. She’d traced that bump with her fingertip before kissing it. And she yearned to explore every inch of him with her mouth again.

			The first song she’d written the other night had been about him. ‘Yearning’. Because that was what he made her feel. He’d never know it, but she’d never felt like this about any guy, and by pouring her soul into her music she had some chance of getting him out of her system when he left.

			She might not be willing to trust him fully with her heart but she hoped that after tonight she would’ve taken the first monumental step to admitting that maybe, just maybe, she might be willing to try.

			He chose that moment to glance up and their gazes locked, the instant sizzle of heat arcing between them tugging them together like an invisible string.

			Right then, she knew she had no chance in hell of a song helping her forget him.

			Resisting the urge to smooth down her chartreuse silk halter dress, she fixed an upbeat smile on her face and strode towards him. His gaze started at her coral-painted toenails and travelled upward in a slow, languorous sweep that made her skin prickle with heat.

			He stood when she reached the table and kissed her cheek. ‘You look amazing.’

			‘Thanks,’ she said, fighting a rising blush and losing as he pulled out her chair, waiting until she sat before sliding it in.

			‘Do you always dine in fancy places like this?’ He gestured at the elaborate buffet featuring mouth-watering cuisines from around the world.

			‘Frequently. I like feeling special.’

			It sounded lame but she couldn’t tell him the real reason: that cooking for one lost its appeal fast and coming here reminded her of visiting the Langham in London with her parents every birthday. They might’ve ignored her for most of the year but they’d always made a big fuss on her birthday and being here helped her focus on good memories rather than bad.

			‘A classy woman like you deserves that.’

			The compliment sounded offhand but it wasn’t the first time he’d alluded to the supposed class divide between them. Considering the gift she intended to give him, it needed to be addressed.

			‘Do you think there’s some kind of socio-economic gap between us?’

			His eyebrows shot up and he held up his hands. ‘Whoa. That’s heavy talk on an empty stomach.’

			‘You didn’t answer my question.’

			‘That’s because it’s irrelevant.’ He shrugged, his nonchalance forced, considering the way his fingers gripped the water glass in his right hand. ‘We’re having fun. So what if you’re the English princess slumming it with the Aussie builder?’

			She was right and it annoyed her that he thought he was her plaything when he was so much more. She hoped her gift would prove that. ‘Technically you’re a CEO and I’m certainly not “slumming it”.’

			He laughed at her overt snootiness, which completely undermined her refuting the ‘princess’ tag. ‘Hey, it’s okay. We’ve got a good thing going on. Don’t let the motivation get in the way of a good...fuck.’

			He’d been about to say something else and the fact he’d ended with deliberate crudeness while unable to meet her gaze told her so.

			‘Pity there hasn’t been much of that going on this week.’ She met his gaze boldly, challenging him to tell her the truth about why he’d left in the wee small hours several days ago. ‘I didn’t like waking to find you gone.’

			He grimaced and swiped a hand over his face. It didn’t eradicate the tension bracketing his mouth nor the creases around his eyes. ‘Sorry. I needed to be on the job site early to personally oversee a delivery.’

			His guileless smile didn’t fool her for a second. ‘But you’re pleased with the results and the fact we finished ahead of schedule, yeah?’

			‘I’m thrilled.’

			He’d given her the perfect segue so she slid her hand into her bag to grab the box. ‘And, to show you how much I appreciate the amazing job you’ve done, here’s a little something to say thanks.’

			She handed him the gift-wrapped box, hoping he liked it. She’d never bought a gift for a...lover before. Heck, it felt weird labelling him that, even in her head. But what was he? More than a friend, less than a boyfriend—lover seemed to fit even if they hadn’t done much of the physical loving this week, worse luck.

			‘You didn’t have to do this,’ he said, taking the gift tentatively, as if handling a ticking bomb. ‘I provided a service for you, nothing more.’

			Even though he was referring to renovating her studio, that stung. Was that how he viewed their relationship too?

			Swallowing her disappointment, she pointed at the box. ‘Go ahead, open it.’

			He took a painstakingly long time tugging on the crimson bow, sliding his thumb beneath the tape on either side before lifting the wrapping and finally undoing it completely. He slid the box out and smoothed the embossed ebony gift-wrap, as if he didn’t want to open the box.

			Hope bit down on her bottom lip to stop from blurting, ‘hurry up.’ She held her breath when he finally lifted the hinged lid on the box.

			When he caught a glimpse of the gift inside, his jaw dropped.

			‘This is too much.’ He shook his head, a disapproving frown slashing his brows as he placed the box on the table and nudged it towards her with his forefinger. ‘I can’t accept this.’

			The breath she’d been holding whooshed out in disappointment as he averted his gaze from her and the box, his mouth compressed into an unimpressed line, his eyes narrowed.

			He didn’t like it.

			‘I bought it for you. I can’t return it—’

			‘Yes, you can.’ He snapped the box shut so loud she jumped. ‘You’ve spent twenty grand on a watch for me and you don’t think that’s over the top?’

			‘I can afford it...’ She trailed off, realising her mistake when he pushed his chair back from the table and stood, his expression resigned.

			‘I can’t do this, Hope.’ He held up his hands as he backed away. ‘The fancy restaurant, the expensive watch...this isn’t me.’

			To her mortification tears sprung to her eyes and he muttered, ‘Fuck,’ when he saw them.

			‘I have to go. I’m sorry,’ he said, spinning on his heel and striding towards the steps leading to the marble exit.

			She wanted to go after him, to explain how they were more alike than he thought, two loners with major trust issues searching for a way to fulfil an emptiness in their lives for however long it lasted.

			She wanted to tell him that the watch was nothing more than a thank-you gift and it was more than she’d given any guy since Willem.

			She wanted to assure him that she had the end date in sight too, that no man could convince her to put her heart on the line ever again, that she didn’t want anything from him bar his body.

			But she didn’t.

			She reached for the watch, placed the box in her bag and gestured a waiter over.

			She would order the most expensive wine on the menu, choose her favourite dishes and finish with a melt-in-the-mouth crème brûlée.

			She might have the safety net of her grandmother’s trust fund, but she made her own money and spent it the way she wanted to, and she’d be damned if some guy with a hang-up would make her feel guilty for enjoying the spoils of her success.

			And she sure as hell wouldn’t have her memories of this wonderful place ruined by an insensitive clod.

			Time enough to kick his ass later.

		
	
		
			CHAPTER NINETEEN

			LOGAN HAD ACTED like an asshole yet again. But that fucking watch had been a trigger for a deeply repressed anger, even if Hope didn’t know it.

			The moment he’d lifted the lid on that box and seen the glittering silver and gold wristband, the mother-of-pearl face with exquisitely detailed numbers, he’d been catapulted back in time to his fourteenth birthday.

			Stephen had actually come home for once, making a special trip for his birthday. Logan had been annoyed and ecstatic simultaneously: annoyed that his mum would spiral yet again when Stephen left and ecstatic because his dad might love him after all. Because his present proved it, right?

			They’d never had a lot of money so when his dad had gifted him a shiny new watch that had cost more than the family’s second-hand car Logan had been blown away. He’d considered that watch a symbol of hope, that if his dad could afford something so expensive he must finally be succeeding with his career and would be home more often.

			His euphoria had lasted a week.

			Not only had Stephen left in the middle of the night, he’d taken Logan’s prized watch with him.

			His note had been brief: he had a golden opportunity to travel to New Zealand to do a stand-up show in Wellington that could propel his career internationally, but he couldn’t afford the airfare so needed to pawn the watch, promising to get it back as soon as he had the money.

			Logan never saw the watch again.

			And he hadn’t wanted to. He hadn’t wanted tangible proof that his father was a shallow, narcissistic bastard who only cared about his own needs and didn’t give a flying fuck about his son or wife.

			That had been the beginning of the end for Logan. On his father’s next visit home, Logan had made himself scarce. He hadn’t been able to stomach seeing the man who had killed his dreams of actually having a father who cared; and who’d eventually killed his mum too with his callous disregard.

			Seeing Hope’s gift brought all the old resentment flooding back.

			Was her gift a way to buy his affection too?

			It stuck in his craw, the way she tried to suck him into her world. The elegant apartment, the posh restaurant, the exorbitant gift. Not that it was her wealth that bothered him—he had more than enough zeroes in his bank account to match hers—but that whole moneyed scene left him cold.

			He didn’t need tangible proof to know he’d made it. Give him a night in his humble two-bedroom house in front of the TV watching the football and nursing an ice-cold beer rather than any of the fancy palaver in Hope’s world.

			But he’d reacted badly to the watch and even now, two hours later, shame made his gut gripe. Or maybe that had more to do with the four lagers he’d downed on an empty stomach. He’d tried watching a football talk show, a replay of last week’s game, even the last quarter of the Echidnas’ last grand final win. Nothing soothed him.

			He should apologise to Hope, but what was the point? They were over. He’d be moving on to Sydney next week to quote a new job. Better they end it now.

			Before...what? Before he felt something more than lust for her? Before he divulged the whole truth behind his moods lately? Before he blurted out that she was the only woman he’d ever met who made him contemplate doing the unthinkable: staying put for once?

			He couldn’t say any of that let alone admit it to himself so he lashed out at the nearest inanimate object, an old armchair, giving the rickety leg a resounding kick. The resulting throb in his big toe wasn’t worth it. Cursing his stupidity, he crushed the empty beer can in his fist and lobbed it into the rubbish bin in the corner as a loud pounding started on his door.

			Nobody visited him, ever. In fact, not many knew his address, apart from Rick and the post office, which redirected his mail more often than not. And he certainly didn’t receive visitors at ten p.m.

			Disgruntled, he trudged to the door and yanked it open, shocked to see Hope glaring at him with open hostility.

			‘You’d better let me in.’ She jabbed a finger in his direction. ‘Otherwise I’ll throw stones at every one of your windows, not caring if they break or not.’

			Logan bit back a smirk. While he wasn’t pleased to see her, was there anything more magnificent than a riled woman in full confrontation mode?

			Her eyes flashed fire, her cheeks were flushed and her chest heaved, her breasts straining the silk of her dress. Her rigid nipples stuck out like emblems of her passion—even if it was anger in this case—and his dick reacted even while his head yelled, Down, boy.

			‘Come in.’ He opened the door and stepped back, waving her in with an exaggerated flourish. ‘I don’t intend to call out a glazier in the middle of the night.’

			‘Wise choice.’

			She sailed past him, leaving a cloud of her expensive floral fragrance in her wake. He loved that smell, a heady mix of jasmine, rose and something deeper, maybe vanilla mixed with musk... Whatever it was, whenever he smelled those flowers in the future he’d think of her.

			He closed the door and followed her into his humble lounge, barely big enough for the both of them. Before she could speak he held up his hand. ‘Don’t waste your breath talking about the watch. It was a nice thought but I can’t accept it, end of story.’

			A frown slashed her elegant brows. ‘It was nothing more than an expression of gratitude, that’s it.’

			‘You’re talking about it when I asked you not to.’ He shook his head, hating that he felt compelled to justify himself and knowing he couldn’t, not without telling her too much. ‘How the hell did you find me?’

			She flashed a sickly sweet smile. ‘Your foreman is a lovely man.’

			‘I’ll kill the prick,’ he muttered, knowing this would be Rick’s idea of matchmaking. Dickhead. ‘Now that you’re here, do you want a drink?’

			‘No thanks.’ She clasped her hands together and stood in the middle of his lounge, a bright splash of colour against the drabness. It made the contrast between his life and hers all the more vivid. ‘When are you leaving?’

			Her bluntness startled him. Most women played games and skirted around the tough stuff. Not Hope. She was assertive both in and out of the bedroom.

			‘Early next week. There’s a job in Sydney I need to quote. A music recital hall.’

			‘Your reputation for producing fine acoustics is preceding you.’

			‘The indirect promotional grapevine is the most effective,’ he said, sounding like a stilted marketing advertisement as he gestured for her to take a seat. ‘So please feel free to tout me to any colleagues.’

			‘But that might mean you’ll return to Melbourne.’ Her hand flew to her mouth in mock horror. ‘And, oh my, we might even get to hook up again.’

			He had no idea if she meant it as a flippant remark or was testing the waters to see if he’d be amenable to the idea. Either way, he had to shut this down.

			No way in hell would he ever have a woman waiting for him to return, her happiness dependent on him.

			He wasn’t his fucking father.

			So he dredged up the worst insult he could, ensuring that by belittling what they’d had she’d never want to see him again.

			‘Being a refined Englishwoman, you’ve probably never heard the term “hit it and quit it”?’

			She might not have heard the term but she understood the meaning, if her thinned lips and blazing eyes were any indication. ‘I said that in jest. I’m not an idiot, Logan. I know this thing between us was nothing more than a fling and that you wouldn’t look back once you “quit it”.’

			She’d got the message. Good.

			Why did it make him feel like the lowest slime?

			‘What are you really doing here, Hope?’

			If he deflected this onto her, it might stop him from hauling her into his arms and giving her the explanation she deserved.

			‘I don’t like being walked out on. First at my apartment, then tonight at the restaurant.’ She took a step towards him, chin high, glaring and defiant. ‘Unlike you, I finish what I start.’

			Another step brought her within touching distance. ‘And, seeing as we’re almost at the quit part, don’t you think it’s only fair we have one last “hit”?’

			Logan stood his ground, gritting his teeth, his fingers curling into fists by his side.

			He didn’t want to be responsible for hurting this woman more than he already had. He wasn’t a fool. He’d seen the pain in her eyes several times now, pain he’d caused in his lousy attempts to push her away. So no matter how badly he yearned to have her now, he wouldn’t initiate it.

			‘Hope, this isn’t a good idea—’

			‘Shh.’ She placed a fingertip against his mouth. ‘I’m calling the shots.’

			‘You always have,’ he murmured, experiencing a jolt as her fingertip traced the shape of his mouth.

			‘What can I say? I like being in charge.’

			And she set about proving it by pushing him down onto the sofa and straddling him. Her dress was rucked up, revealing smooth thighs he had previously explored in great detail. Her skin glowed in the light cast from the sole lamp he’d switched on, pale and luminous. She rested her hands on his shoulders, pinning him to the back of the sofa.

			Blood pounded in his head, drowning out any last resistance. He averted his gaze and swallowed, trying to regain control of his rampant libido when it came to this woman, and losing as she writhed against him a little and his cock throbbed.

			‘You want this as much as I do,’ she said, grinding against him again, determined to make him lose it.

			He sucked in a breath as their eyes met, her raging desire no match for his splintering resistance.

			He shifted his pelvis so he was pressed against the spot he wanted to be and surrendered. ‘Fuck yeah.’

			‘Good.’ She flicked her hair so it draped over one shoulder in a flowing golden cascade. ‘If this is our last time, let’s make it count...’

			He surged forward to claim her mouth, anchoring her with his hands on her waist, desperate for skin-on-skin contact. His fingers plucked uselessly at the silk and sensing his need she eased her mouth away and untied the knot behind her neck. The top of her dress slithered forward to reveal the tight buds of her nipples and he groaned, lowering his head to swirl his tongue over one, then the other.

			They puckered to rigid nubs as he sucked and licked, flicking each nipple with his tongue before blowing on them. Her chest arched forward, thrusting her tits into his face, leaving him in no doubt that she loved what he was doing.

			‘More—’ He cut off her demand in a searing kiss that made him lightheaded. She might enjoy being in charge but he got off on making her crazy just as much. He plundered her mouth as he tweaked her nipples, plucking at them with the barest pressure, her soft cries of encouragement spurring him on.

			His right hand trailed down her taut abdomen, teasing her with a feather-light touch that raised goose bumps on her skin. She wriggled in an attempt to get closer to him and he smiled against her mouth. ‘Easy, babe, there’s no rush.’

			‘Yeah, there is,’ she said, her voice husky. ‘We had phenomenal sex the other night then you left before we could have round two and I’ve been fantasising about doing it again ever since.’

			He didn’t want to think about that night he had snuck out of her apartment after calling his dad, or the fact that Stephen hadn’t called him back, so he nuzzled the column of her neck, nipping gently with his teeth. She shivered and reached between them, covering his rigid cock with her hand, rubbing him.

			‘You want that?’ He thrust up into her hand, rewarded by a smug smile curving her lips.

			‘Oh, yeah.’ She scooted back, giving her access to his fly.

			He held his breath as she unzipped him, slid her hand inside his jocks and wrapped around him, her grip firm. So fucking good. Then she took him out and her hand started to move up and down his length, sure and skilled. She watched from beneath lowered lids, the tip of her tongue poking out between her lips.

			He pushed her dress up so the entire thing bunched around her waist, leaving her gloriously bare. With her legs spread wide her pussy glistened, so fucking beautiful, and he pressed his thumb to her clit, making her jolt.

			He stilled her hand on his cock. ‘Sit back and enjoy,’ he murmured, wanting her to watch him get her off.

			She complied, straightening and leaning back a fraction. He kept her anchored with one hand on her waist, the other between her legs slick with her juices. His thumb circled her clit slowly as he slid one finger into her, another, mimicking a lazy pumping action that quickly had her writhing and panting.

			Beads of perspiration dotted her skin as he increased the tempo until she was riding his hand with abandon. Her head flung back, elongating her neck, her tits thrust towards him; she was seeking pleasure and proud of it. She gave one final gyration before coming on a cry that sent a jolt of longing to his cock. He loved this about her, her sheer wanton enjoyment, in stark contrast to the prim exterior she presented to the world.

			He made fast work of digging a condom out of his wallet and rolling it on so that when her eyes finally fluttered open he was ready for her.

			‘You are...’ She shook her head, like waking from a daze. ‘There are no words.’

			‘Good, because I’m not one for talking.’ He guided his cock to her pussy, nudging in exquisitely slowly.

			‘Watch,’ he said, and when she looked down he surged all the way in, letting rip with a low growled ‘Fuck!’ as she tightened around him.

			He flexed his hips upward, grasping her ass with his hands to guide her. She didn’t need it. She matched him perfectly. As he thrust up, she bore down, riding him with an expertise that made the tension pool in the base of his cock all too fast.

			It had been like this that night at her apartment, wild and hedonistic, her enjoying the control that being on top gave her, him loving every fucking minute.

			Everything began to blur into one erotic kaleidoscope as she rode him frantically: her sexy, throaty moans; the slide of her against his cock; the musky scent of their bodies joining.

			His fingers dug into her ass as he gripped her tight, moving her faster, his hips pistoning as the fucker of all orgasms clawed at him. She arched back and the change in friction drove him over the edge with a brutal ecstasy that robbed him of everything.

			‘That was so hot,’ she murmured, bringing him back to the present, and he blinked rapidly to dispel the fog clouding his brain.

			All he could manage was a trite ‘Yeah,’ because he knew, deep down in a place he rarely acknowledged, that no matter what they said it would be hard to walk away from a connection this strong.

			They’d meant it as a goodbye fuck.

			But what if he wasn’t done with her yet?

		
	
		
			CHAPTER TWENTY

			HOPE WASN’T ASHAMED to admit she liked the finer things in life. Aged Shiraz, vintage champagne, hand-made chocolates. She worked hard to be able to afford her luxuries, keeping her granny’s trust fund money for major purchases like the studio and her apartment and their maintenance. She’d never been ashamed of her wealth but she hadn’t flaunted it either, considering it had attracted the wrong sort of male attention in the past.

			Because she didn’t trust easily she never knew if guys liked her for her or if they were more interested in her money. She’d been on great dates that ended in one of two ways: the guy feeling intimidated and emasculated because of her wealth and begging off, or the guy not offering to pay because he felt entitled. Both scenarios were incredibly unattractive.

			She’d felt safe in the knowledge that Logan wasn’t like those other men. A self-made millionaire, he wasn’t interested in her for her money. In fact, he’d gone to great lengths to explain their relationship was nothing more than transient.

			So why did the obvious poverty of his home leave her questioning if he’d been entirely truthful with her?

			She could tolerate many things, but lies weren’t one of them, and the thought he might’ve withheld the truth from her set off a deep-seated panic.

			She hated the anxiety clawing at her common sense, a small insistent nagging that Logan could be yet another person she’d let into her heart who would ultimately lie and betray her.

			Could she ever really trust anybody again?

			As he showered, belting out some ancient rock classic, she strolled through his home. All six rooms of it: a lounge, a kitchen, two tiny bedrooms, a dingy bathroom and a makeshift sunroom tagged onto the back. The size surprised her but not as much as the shabby air that clung to the faded surfaces.

			The kitchen decor hadn’t been changed since the seventies, with every cupboard and tile a burnished orange. The stove top resembled an antique, the mini-fridge the same. The sunroom was empty bar an old rocking chair with a frayed purple cushion.

			She hadn’t taken much notice of the lounge when he’d been pleasuring her but now she took her time studying it: an old brick fireplace with a bluestone mantel, a dull grey carpet worn threadbare in patches, an ancient box TV and a sofa with two matching chairs covered in a chintz print. She’d stuck her head in the master bedroom door for a quick glance, having time to take in a modest double bed and a side table. That was it.

			The sparse furnishing could be a guy thing, considering he spent a lot of time on the road for work. But the overall air of abandonment, of an empty shell of a house filled with old, ugly furniture, didn’t gel with her image of Logan.

			Why would a successful CEO of his own company reside in a place like this?

			Unless he had money problems. A secret gambling addiction? Debts? Alimony?

			The doubts started building, swamping her. She’d been in this position before—discovering a man she loved had duped her, had gained her trust by careful manipulation, only to rip the blinders from her eyes in the cruellest of ways.

			Loved?

			Crap. She couldn’t love Logan. A self-confessed wanderer would not a good boyfriend make. Besides, love meant opening her heart completely when she entered into a relationship, trusting him one hundred percent, and Hope seriously doubted she had the ability to trust anyone that explicitly.

			She’d tried before. Even after Willem had broken her heart she’d put herself out there, hoping to find someone who would change her mind and make her a believer again.

			But when it looked like a hook-up with the right guy had the potential to develop into something deeper, she’d sabotaged it every single time, too terrified to trust.

			So she couldn’t love Logan. She wouldn’t. But what if she already did?

			Anger at her stupidity made her want to lash out and unfortunately he chose that moment to stroll back into the lounge, wearing soft cotton boxer shorts and a smug grin.

			‘Why is your place a hovel?’ she snapped, falling into that age-old pattern of sabotage, desperate for him to push her away before she fell any deeper.

			His grin faded and sudden fury sparked his eyes, as intended. ‘I prefer “understated” but, hey, nice to know what you really think.’

			She tried not to wince and squared her shoulders, preparing for a battle she’d lose. She didn’t want to do this but she had to. It was the only way to salvage anything when she walked away as she always did.

			‘I’m curious as to why...all this?’ She swept her arm wide, gesturing at the furniture. ‘You’re a CEO, living in a very humble dwelling. It doesn’t make sense.’

			She hated herself for prodding at an obvious sore spot with him and he reared back as if she’d poked him in the eye. ‘What’s it got to do with you how I live?’

			What could she say? That she wanted to know more about what made him tick because she’d fallen for him? That she wanted more than a fling? That he’d wheedled his way into her heart without trying and she knew it would take a long time to get over him?

			She had no answers so she reached for a little white lie. ‘I’ve had a guy lie to me before about his monetary status. I didn’t care for it.’

			‘Listen to yourself.’ He sneered, his upper lip curled in derision as he folded his arms in a classic defensive posture. ‘I didn’t care for it,’ he mimicked, shaking his head. ‘Who the fuck do you think you are?’

			Hope knew exactly who she was: a foolish woman who’d fallen for the wrong guy. A woman so damn terrified of telling him the truth because he could turn out to be as untrustworthy as every single person in her past. A woman hurting so badly her throat seized with the effort of withholding her feelings for him.

			He started pacing and she couldn’t help but ogle the flexing of his back muscles rippling beneath that splendid expanse of tanned skin. ‘You contact my foreman to get my address. You turn up here like a stalker when I obviously didn’t want to see you. Then you act like you’ve stepped in dog shit because my house isn’t good enough for you?’

			He marched into the bedroom with a resounding ‘Fuck,’ followed by a wardrobe door slamming.

			She should be happy: objective achieved. She’d pushed him away before he could wangle his way any closer, tempting her to blurt out the truth. But happiness was a far cry from the pain making her chest ache.

			When he stomped back into the lounge she lamented the loss of all that beautiful skin. He’d tugged on jeans in a hurry, leaving the top button undone, and shrugged into a white T-shirt that highlighted the muscular chest beneath. ‘I want you to leave.’

			Yeah, she’d got what she wanted all right. She disgusted him so much he couldn’t wait to see the back of her. But her feet couldn’t move. She willed them to but they remained rooted to the spot as she struggled not to blab the truth.

			‘I said leave. We’re over.’

			He almost yelled the last part and she flinched. Not from the cadence of his voice but from hearing the finality of those two words. Words she’d provoked him into saying but words that tore her apart regardless.

			‘Goodbye, Logan.’

			He couldn’t meet her eyes and stared at the TV relic in the corner. Stupidly, she wished he’d look her in the eyes so she might glimpse something, anything that proved he felt half of what she was feeling for him.

			She wished he’d question her on her irrational behaviour, that he’d push for answers. Because she loved him she might’ve told him the truth about everything.

			Instead, he backed up a few steps and opened the front door. Only then did he meet her gaze, defiant and challenging. But behind the defiance she glimpsed hurt. A world of pain she knew too well.

			She understood pain. She’d channelled hers into being a productive, proud human being who’d broken free of the disappointments of her past. Yet a flawed one, because by falling for Logan she’d screwed up in a big way.

			She couldn’t trust him with the truth; she couldn’t trust him, period. And while that choice was all on her it left her alone, devastated and yearning for something she could never have: a man to love.

			So she did what had to be done.

			She walked out the door without looking back.

		
	
		
			CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

			LOGAN SLUNK INTO the comedy club and found a seat in the darkest corner. The buzz of happy voices filled the air, mingling with the soft pop playing in the background. There were plenty of empty seats scattered around the periphery of the small room. He’d guess his dad wasn’t as popular after all these years as he used to think he was.

			Stephen had never known that Logan had scoured the newspapers and online sites for any snippet in relation to his dad. There hadn’t been a lot in the early days but as Stephen Holmes had become better known on the comedy circuit the mentions had increased. Logan had systematically printed out those articles, no matter how innocuous, and pasted them into a scrapbook.

			Which he’d burned after his mum’s funeral.

			Stephen had been dead to him; why keep a physical reminder of the man who had consistently let him down his entire childhood?

			He shouldn’t be here. Not when disappointment still clogged his chest an hour after he’d ended things with Hope.

			She didn’t get it. Didn’t get him. She’d taken one look at his house and virtually accused him of lying about his wealth. Fuck. Just because he didn’t flaunt his money she’d labelled him a douche, or something akin to it.

			If she’d given him a chance to explain, he might’ve taken it. He might’ve opened up about how the humble weatherboard in Footscray was the only place he felt truly at home. That he’d purchased it after saving for two years on his meagre apprentice’s wage. That he purposefully kept it simple because it reminded him of where he’d come from.

			He might not have been back to Rally-Doo since he’d packed his bags after his mum’s funeral and headed down to Melbourne, but every time he set foot in his place he felt like he’d come home again.

			He hadn’t picked Hope for a snob. So the fact she’d misjudged him so badly rankled and he’d overreacted.

			The sex had been phenomenal as usual but there’d been something more this time...a deeper connection that had terrified yet exhilarated. He couldn’t stick around in Melbourne for her, and he certainly wouldn’t have her waiting around for whenever he lobbed into town, but while he’d showered he’d actually contemplated various scenarios as to how they could make this work.

			Then she’d looked down her snooty nose at his place, he’d exploded and that had been the end of that.

			He should be glad. They’d had a clean break. No emotional declarations, no drawn-out goodbyes. He hated fuss.

			But he wasn’t glad. The hollow ache in his chest testified to that. He felt empty, like the day he’d discovered his mum dead on the kitchen floor, as if the only good thing in his life had been wrenched away.

			A waitress approached and he shook his head. He didn’t want a drink. He wanted to confront the demons of his past and finally get some closure. Having this unresolved tension with his dad, combined with the guilt that he wouldn’t have known about Stephen’s cancer until after he’d died, didn’t sit well. He would meet with his father and have the conversation they should’ve had over a decade ago.

			Stephen had returned his call, leaving a message about potentially meeting up next week.

			Logan hadn’t been able to wait that long.

			He preferred the element of surprise and turning up to one of his dad’s shows for the first time, with the intention of confronting him afterwards, would have to do.

			A few more patrons filtered in as show time grew closer. The eclectic crowd, ranging from old hippies to young yuppies, made him feel out of place. He preferred a simple pub to this faux trendy club with its black tables, black carpet and silver-draped walls, the small stage taking pride of place front and centre featuring the clichéd crimson velvet curtain drawn shut.

			It was stupid to feel this nervous as the lights dimmed. Logan would soon see his father for the first time in twelve years and his throat tightened. His heart pounded in time with the introductory music blaring through speakers around the room and his mouth grew dry.

			The curtains drew back ridiculously slowly as Logan wiped his sweaty palms down the front of his jeans. Now that the moment had arrived, he wanted to make a run for it.

			Then his father stepped forward to the microphone stand and Logan held his breath. His chest caved in on itself, as if all the air had been sucked out of the room. Tears stung his eyes and he blinked rapidly, willing the urge to hyperventilate away.

			This was crazy, his over-the-top reaction. Grown men didn’t feel so weak.

			Then his father grinned, catapulting Logan straight back to his fifth birthday, when his dad had presented him with a massive hardback dinosaur book and smiled at him just like that.

			Rage made his hand shake as he dashed it across his eyes. This man had stolen so much from him. What could they possibly say to each other now that would erase the pain of the past?

			But Logan had never been a quitter so he sat through his dad’s show.

			With every joke, every anecdote, his anger faded until he found his mouth reluctantly quirking into a semi-smile. Stephen was good. He commanded the room and held the audience captive. He delivered punch lines with impeccable timing. He related everyday incidents and made them funny. But what captured Logan’s attention the most was his dad’s self-deprecation—because he had the same sense of humour.

			When the show wound down and Stephen gave a mock bow to signal the end, Logan couldn’t believe an hour had passed. Raucous applause filled the room and he found himself clapping too. As waitresses moved through the room, taking drink orders before the next act, Logan knew the time had come.

			Time to confront his father.

		
	
		
			CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

			THE FIRST THING that caught Hope’s eye as she entered her apartment was the letter propped against the fruit bowl. Stupid, how her parents still favoured snail mail in this age of cyber speed. She’d tried guiding them towards video-conferencing, even simple calling, but they stuck to their fancy embossed stationery to connect with their only child thousands of miles away.

			Now probably wasn’t the right time to read the letter, considering she’d cried all the way home from Logan’s after her sabotage and his curt dismissal of their short-lived relationship, but she needed comforting and a tenuous connection to her old home might provide that.

			She slipped off her shoes, picked up the letter she’d left there since yesterday and curled up on the sofa. Sticking her finger beneath the flap, she wiggled it a little, then yanked, tearing open the envelope. As she slid the thick sheets of paper out, the faintest waft of lavender tickled her nose. Her mother’s signature perfume. And just like that tears stung her eyes again.

			Blinking, she unfolded the sheets, three in total, and started reading. Her parents’ letters were always the same. Her mum wrote the first page, her dad the second and her mum finished off the third. They gave her mundane updates of their life in an English country manor: the housekeeper’s grandson had started walking early at ten months of age; the gardener’s wife had been caught flirting with the mayor at the pub; winter promised to come early this year.

			These trivialities usually annoyed her but Hope found herself re-reading the letter, deriving some comfort from the familiarity of it all. Some things never changed and her parents’ reliance on the traditional made her feel warm and fuzzy this time rather than intolerant and bored.

			Interesting that she’d urged Logan to confront his dad when she hadn’t visited her parents in five years. At her parents’ continual insistence she visit, she’d given the excuse that she was establishing a business and her students relied on her, and asked them why they couldn’t visit her. They begged off flying the twenty-four hours from London to Melbourne, yet would happily fly first class around the world on a whim.

			She’d taken it as yet another sign they didn’t give a fig about her, that they never had. But their letters arrived monthly like clockwork and they obviously read her emails, by their written responses. They weren’t demonstrative and a touch of approval on her head as a child had been the most she’d been able to hope for, maybe a hug to accompany the usual air-kiss on her birthday. It made her wonder, was she emotionally repressed too?

			She didn’t think so. She wouldn’t have responded to Logan so openly and wholeheartedly if she were. But there was a world of difference between physical openness and acknowledging emotions.

			She’d been more than happy to have sex with Logan but when she’d had the opportunity to explain herself an hour ago she’d clammed up and walked away without a backward glance. She could blame her parents’ lies, Willem’s too, and Harry’s ultimate betrayal, but emotional obtuseness was in her DNA.

			They’d all changed her in a way, but she’d been more optimistic than her parents...until Willem. He’d been the one really to change her. To shatter her faith in love and following her heart, then to devastate her completely by revealing the truth of her parents’ duplicity when she hadn’t given him what he wanted. She hated him for it.

			With her resolve to stay away from Logan wavering, this would be a good time to remind herself of exactly why she couldn’t trust those she let into her life.

			Sighing, she stood and stretched out the kinks in her back, before padding into the bedroom to get her memory box, her one concession to sentimentality. She hadn’t looked at it in years but kept it as a reminder of who she’d been and how far she’d come. The trusting, naïve young woman had morphed into an independent cynic. She should be proud of how well she’d protected her heart.

			So what had gone wrong with Logan?

			Standing on tiptoe, she tapped the top shelf of her wardrobe, encountering the long, flat box tucked away beneath a stack of jumpers. She gripped it and slid it forward carefully until she could grab it with both hands. A little larger and longer than a shoebox, it hardly weighed a thing. Her keepsakes were scarce but meaningful.

			Plopping down in the middle of her bed, she jiggled the lid of the box until it gave, revealing reminders of a time gone by. A programme from a play in Hyde Park; a menu from high tea at a posh London hotel; a matchbook from an overnight stay at a luxurious B&B in Bath.

			Willem had been extravagant, wooing her with high-end dates and expensive gifts, inveigling himself into her life as if he’d been born to it. But he hadn’t been. He’d used her. He’d duped her into believing their three-month relationship had been real, only for her to discover his potent feelings and unwavering attention had been a sham. An elaborate lie perpetuated by an unscrupulous freelance journalist who’d gone to any lengths in order to get the story he wanted: in her case, an exclusive interview with her parents, the reclusive and wealthiest family in Yorkshire.

			He’d wanted a story and hadn’t cared how low he had to stoop to get it, unrepentant that he’d hurt her in the process. He hadn’t cared about her and he certainly hadn’t loved her as he’d professed two weeks into their whirlwind romance. Despite watching people suck up to her parents because of their money her entire childhood, she’d fallen for a swindler. A stupid, gullible fool, taken in by smooth words, a charming smile and a man who’d appeared to be her equal in every way.

			When she’d lashed out, he’d served up the truth about her trust fund as a parting gift. She hadn’t wanted to believe him and had confronted her parents, demanding answers. To her horror, they hadn’t baulked or shirked from the truth. Hell, they hadn’t even apologised. In their eyes, they’d been entirely justified in lying to her in order to bend her to their will.

			‘It’s for your own good, dear,’ her dad had had the audacity to say, while her mum had looked on, dry-eyed, as Hope had crumpled in the face of their deception.

			A month later Harry had recorded her songs and passed them off as his own to the world, cementing what she already knew.

			Never trust anybody, ever.

			She knew the screw-ups in her past were the reason she had pushed Logan away earlier. Seeing the overt poverty of his house had set off something inside her; the thought he might have fooled her too, that everything they’d shared to date might be based on a lie, had seemed too unbearable to contemplate.

			But what would Logan hope to gain by pretending to be a rich guy? He’d made no moves to gain access to her fortune. He didn’t crave a cushy lifestyle. He was a man’s man who enjoyed the simple pleasures. He’d appeared uncomfortable when she’d taken him to the State Library and the Langham. He’d been more at home at the football and in his favourite pub.

			It didn’t seem like a ruse but then, she’d been duped before.

			‘Screw this,’ she muttered, slamming the lid back on the box. Reminiscing about the past wasn’t helping her gain clarity about her future.

			As she shoved the box back in its spot, she realised something. She had no keepsakes from her time with Logan. Nothing but memories.

			It saddened her. She’d have to make do with the studio, and remembering him every time she recorded a song.

			She’d never forget him.

			That would have to do.

		
	
		
			CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

			AS LOGAN WOUND his way through the club’s patrons, he had plenty of time to second-guess his decision.

			But he’d come this far; he had to go through with it.

			A burly bouncer stopped him from slipping backstage so he gave his name and asked to see Stephen Holmes. The bouncer eyed him with suspicion before heading off, reappearing a few moments later and beckoning him to follow.

			The air backstage smelled musty, making his lungs seize. Though that probably had more to do with stopping short when the bouncer pointed to a red door at the end of the corridor.

			‘Thanks,’ he said, earning a grunt from the bouncer as he headed back to the stage door.

			Logan glared at the damn crimson door, all too aware that what lay behind it was worse than anything he’d ever confronted before. He had no idea how long he stood in that dimly lit corridor but eventually he willed his feet to move and he trudged the remaining steps towards the door. Sweat beaded on his forehead and trickled down his cheeks as his fingers curled into a fist, ready to knock. But his arm rose halfway before the door opened and his father smiled that smile. The one he’d seen on stage. The one that made him feel five fucking years old, filled with hope and joy to have this man in his life.

			His dad.

			What a crock of shit.

			Stephen Holmes didn’t deserve the title and never would.

			‘Good to see you, Son.’ Stephen held the door wider, nothing but guileless expectation on his face. He’d aged gracefully, with creases fanning from the corners of his eyes, grooves bracketing his mouth and greying at the temples the only signs of him being fifty-something.

			He wore a stylish black open-necked shirt and black denim with cowboy boots, adding to his agelessness. But when Logan met his gaze, he glimpsed the same mix of emotions rioting through him—fear, regret, sorrow—and saw that what his father must’ve recently gone through with the cancer scare had aged him.

			‘Wish I could say the same,’ Logan growled, steeling his resolve as he pushed past his dad without a handshake.

			He couldn’t do this.

			What had he been thinking?

			The rage had returned, swamping him in a suffocating wave that had him clawing to the surface, desperate to eradicate the past and forget he even had a father.

			He dragged air into his lungs, willing the breathlessness compressing his chest to ease. For a horrifying second he felt faint and clamped down on his anger by focussing on something good... An image of Hope, sexy and sated at his place, sprang to mind. Fuck. The last thing he needed now was to think about her.

			‘I’m glad you’ve dropped in unexpectedly,’ Stephen said, and gestured to a seat. ‘We’ve got a lot to talk about—’

			‘Do we really? Because from where I’m standing there’s nothing you can say that will change a goddamn thing.’

			Logan shook his head, desperate to clear it. A roaring filled his ears, as if he’d held shells up to them and could hear the ocean. ‘I came here for one reason only. To say what I should’ve said years ago but didn’t, out of some warped respect for the man who gave me DNA and little else.’

			Stephen’s expression crumpled a little but his eyes were defiant. Logan knew that look. He’d seen it in the mirror too many times to count, when one of his dad’s promised visits had never eventuated.

			‘Son, I know I screwed up with you—’

			‘Screwed up? Is that what you call it?’ Logan barked out a laugh devoid of amusement. ‘You ripped our family apart. You abandoned us for your own selfish reasons and didn’t give a shit.’

			His voice had risen but he didn’t care. He had to get this out. All of it. ‘You swanned in whenever you felt like it, lifting our hopes, before tearing us apart all over again. Mum...’ Logan’s throat clogged with emotion but he continued. ‘She lit up when you were around, then spiralled into moroseness when you weren’t. She shut down with me too so I actually lost a mother as well as a father.’ He thumped his chest. ‘I became the primary carer in our house. Me. I had to do everything and it pissed me off that you didn’t bloody care!’

			Tears filled Stephen’s eyes but Logan wasn’t done yet. Not by a long shot.

			‘You killed her, you know. That heart attack was precipitated by ongoing stress, considering she had no other risk factors. So how does it feel to know you’re responsible for that?’

			Logan didn’t care that he was yelling now. He wanted—needed—to get a reaction out of this man, whose stoic acceptance of the accusations flung his way riled Logan even more.

			‘I’m sorry for a lot of things I’ve done, Son, but I can’t change the past.’

			Of all the things his father could’ve said, Stephen’s half-assed apology achieved nothing.

			Logan slow-clapped. ‘Wow, great insight. Any other pearls of wisdom you care to share before I leave?’

			‘I love you, Son.’ A lone tear trickled down Stephen’s cheek as he took a step forward. ‘I always have. That’s why I kept returning to Rally-Doo to visit even though it would’ve been better for your mother if I had made a clean break.’

			The roaring in Logan’s ears intensified to the point he couldn’t hear a thing. Spots danced before his eyes and he found himself being guided into a chair by his father. When his vision cleared, he flung up his arms to dislodge his father’s grip. ‘Get your fucking hands off me.’

			Sorrow darkened Stephen’s eyes as he released him and backed away, taking a seat opposite. The dressing room was so cramped their knees almost touched. To his father’s credit he remained silent, giving Logan time to process what he’d revealed.

			Stephen’s infrequent visits home had been because of him?

			He had to ask, even if he didn’t want to know the answer.

			‘What do you mean?’

			‘I didn’t want to have to tell you any of this.’ Stephen scrubbed a hand over his face. When it lowered, it appeared as though his dad had aged years.

			‘Your mum knew I had dreams to become a comedian when we met. It’s all I ever talked about. But she was a born and bred country girl who hated leaving Rally-Doo even for a day trip. So, after a month, I tried to break it off. She didn’t take it well.’

			Stephen bit down on his bottom lip. ‘She rang constantly, left messages, turned up at my parents’ house. I thought by confronting her one last time she’d get the message, and she seemed more reasonable and very sweet so we ended up...’ His father blushed. ‘Anyway, two months later she was on my doorstep, announcing she’s pregnant. In a town the size of Rally-Doo unwed mothers are destined for a hard life, so I married her.’

			He halted, as if struggling to find the right words, before continuing. ‘I didn’t love her, and I doubt she loved me, but I had hopes we could make a go of it. Then you arrived...’

			His dad’s voice broke and Logan waited, unsure whether to be appalled by this confession or thankful he was finally learning the truth behind his dad’s flakiness.

			‘You were the best thing to ever happen to me,’ Stephen said, his tone fierce as he pinned him with a glare. ‘I would’ve done anything for you, so I did.’

			Confused, Logan shook his head. ‘By leaving me?’

			‘I wanted to take you with me so badly.’ Stephen’s fingers dug into his thighs where his hands rested in his lap. ‘But it would’ve killed your mother. She had obsessive tendencies that started with me and morphed into things like magazines and soaps and...well, anything.’

			Stunned by the revelation, Logan racked his memory. He’d once tried to move his mum’s staggering stacks of magazines tucked into every corner of the lounge and she’d gone berserk. He hadn’t thought much of it at the time because those magazines brought her comfort when his dad wasn’t around. She’d sit for hours with them spread across her lap, flicking through pages at random. He’d found it quirky but not testament to a deeper-seated problem.

			As for the countless cakes of soaps in the bathroom cabinet, the many tubes of untouched lipsticks and the teetering pile of cookbooks in the kitchen, he’d put it down to his mum being a hoarder clinging to memories of the past.

			‘She wouldn’t acknowledge her problem let alone see a doc, so to stop from fighting a losing battle I distanced myself. Physically. I thought by removing myself from our sham marriage she’d be happier and in turn your life would be easier.’ Sombreness down-turned Stephen’s mouth. ‘No kid should grow up in a tension-filled household. I thought I’d done the right thing when I visited and saw how happy she was and how rapt you were to see me.’ He tapped his temple. ‘I had it all figured out up here. Visit when I could, keep everyone happy.’

			Stunned, Logan stared at his father in disbelief. ‘Is that what you really believed?’

			‘It’s what I saw. Even though I didn’t love your mum, I saw she loved you as much as I did, so when we played happy families for however long my visits lasted I thought it was the right thing to do.’ He clasped his hands together so tightly his knuckles stood out. ‘If I’d had my way, you would’ve lived with me. But a nomadic life is no good for a kid and I’d seen evidence of how obsessive your mum could be when I wanted to break up with her; I didn’t want to risk setting her off again. If I’d taken you, she would’ve become obsessed with getting you back, and who knows what that kind of instability would have resulted in or what she would’ve done to have you? I didn’t want you seeing that side of your mum so I stepped back.’

			Logan needed time to process the revelations that kept on coming, overwhelming and stifling. ‘So why did you stop visiting as I grew older? Why did you stay away if you loved me so much?’

			Stephen sighed and pinched the bridge of his nose. His spine bowed, a man defeated, before he slowly straightened his shoulders. ‘Because you were a smart kid and you started eyeing me with suspicion and anger rather than excitement and anticipation.’

			‘You mean you couldn’t buy me off any more with toys and books?’

			‘What I mean is, you were starting to ask me the hard questions and I couldn’t disparage your mother, not when she was doing a good job of raising you.’ His jaw clenched and he looked away. ‘So I made you hate me by staying away deliberately.’

			‘What the...?’

			‘It almost killed me. In here.’ Stephen thumped his chest over his heart. ‘I loved you, but I made a choice. I wanted you to have a stable home life, not be dragged from one town to the next, living in seedy motels and eating greasy fast food. I wanted you to be happy, your mum too. But there wasn’t a single day I didn’t wish I had you with me.’

			Sadness filled Logan, expanding until he felt as though he’d explode with it. His eyes burned and his throat tightened, but he managed to ask the one question that had plagued him his entire life.

			‘Then why didn’t you stay?’

			‘Because I didn’t want you growing up resenting me, hating me, and that’s what would’ve happened if I’d stuck around—trapped in a marriage I never wanted, dying on the inside while trying to fake happiness on the outside. You would’ve seen straight through me and I wanted you to be happy with your mum, even if it meant you and I could never have a real relationship...’ Stephen ended on a sob and to Logan’s horror he felt like bawling too.

			He didn’t have it in his heart to tell his father that he had ended up hating him regardless. Because he didn’t. Not really. He understood his father’s warped motivations, even if he didn’t like it.

			‘Why didn’t you tell me this years ago?’

			Stephen dashed a hand across his damp eyes. ‘I tried to reach out many times, Son, but you didn’t want a bar of me. I hoped that would change in time. Then the cancer hit and I knew I had to do something to repair the breach between us.’

			A jumble of emotions whirled through Logan and he couldn’t process it all. He needed time. So he settled for ‘I’m not sure if I can forgive you. But I’m glad you told me everything.’

			Stephen nodded, stood and held out his hand. ‘All I’m asking for is a chance.’

			Logan stared at his father’s outstretched hand for a long time, before finally standing and taking it.

			His father’s grip was strong, firm, his hand as icy-cold as his. Logan was glad Stephen didn’t try to embrace him.

			For now, the handshake was a start.

		
	
		
			CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR

			IT HAD BEEN a whirlwind week for Hope. She’d recorded her first five songs, ones she’d written months ago in preparation for this opportunity when she had her studio up and running. And another song she’d intended to keep private but couldn’t resist recording: ‘Yearning’. When three of her students had given feedback, insisting it was her best work, she’d released it online last night to a surprisingly high number of downloads. She knew, because she’d been checking compulsively ever since.

			A crazy, bad-for-her compulsion, similar to cherry-choc-fudge sundaes, but she couldn’t resist. Because every time she heard herself singing the lyrics she pictured Logan: strutting into the inner-city café the first time they met; wiping tomato ketchup off her chin at the football; screwing her up against the alley wall behind the pub; donning a tool belt for an all too short time when one of his workers had called in sick with gastro.

			So many moments with a man she needed to forget but couldn’t.

			It was slowly but surely driving her crazy.

			She wanted to call him. Swallow her pride and make the first move. Apologise, tell him the truth and set the record straight.

			And, okay, maybe slake her insatiable lust for him.

			That was the worst of all, the constant dreams and fantasies. Despite her mind trying to forget him, her body wouldn’t get with the program. She craved his touch, his tongue, his dick, like she’d never craved anything in her life. It was nonsensical, irrational and totally mind-messing.

			She should know. She’d spent the entire morning trying to draft new songs and only had twelve sheets of screwed up paper to show for it.

			Her muse had left the building along with the sexy tradesman-CEO.

			Then a few hours ago she’d had a phone call from a radio station asking to interview her. Not one of the majors, but a small station focussing on indie artists. She’d been rapt. So she’d waxed lyrical about her new recording studio in Melbourne, putting a call out for indie artists.

			And had been inundated. She’d booked her first two to start recording next week with another three for the weeks after. It had taken time, listening to the artists’ songs, wading through all those who had contacted her, but she had high hopes that the ones she’d chosen would help launch her humble studio on the indie scene.

			But first she needed more songs of her own.

			However, after another hour of random doodling and staring at blank sheet music with a pencil poised in her hand, she admitted defeat.

			Something wasn’t right. She’d never had trouble composing before. Even when Willem had broken her heart she’d sought solace in her music. The familiarity of her favourite songs had soothed her back then and, when the initial shock of Willem’s deception had worn off, her creativity had taken flight. The music and words had flowed out of her and she’d barely been able to keep up with getting them down on paper.

			So what was wrong now? Her love for Willem had been intense, passionate and heady, and she hadn’t allowed herself to feel anything remotely like it for Logan. He’d been her fling: her short-term sexy time. It didn’t make sense that walking away from him would affect her creativity if Willem breaking her heart hadn’t stopped her producing songs.

			Maybe the excitement of the last twenty-four hours had sapped her energy.

			Or maybe your creativity is tied in to your happiness and you haven’t been happy since you ended things with Logan.

			Damn her voice of reason. She was a real bitch.

			Hope didn’t need a man to feel happy. Not any more. Willem had put paid to that particular fantasy.

			But that was the kicker in all this, that by falling in love with Willem she’d learned how incredible it could be: the giddiness, the excitement, the sheer optimism that everything in the world seemed brighter because of that person.

			And, despite all her proclamations that she’d never let any man get that close again, she knew deep down she might have opened her heart to the possibility of something more with Logan and that was why she felt so damned off-kilter now it had ended.

			This was why she didn’t depend on anyone to be happy. It was much easier being bold, confident and independent.

			So why the glumness that wouldn’t quit despite her apparent overnight success?

			She needed to shake things up. Get out of here. Try writing somewhere else.

			However, as she gathered her writing tools and slid them into a leather satchel, her mobile rang and one glance at the screen had her heart stalling.

			Logan.

		
	
		
			CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE

			THE MOMENT LOGAN heard Hope’s voice singing those haunting lyrics, every hair on his body snapped to attention.

			His hand clenched his almost empty beer schooner as he glanced over his shoulder, half-expecting to see her on the makeshift stage in this working man’s pub in the back streets of Sydney’s Darlinghurst. Wishful thinking; his gaze landed on the empty stage and his disappointment was almost palpable.

			Her voice, husky and sexy as all fuck, drifted from speakers set up strategically around the room. Most of the patrons, the yuppie office crowd who’d just finished work, were oblivious to her soulful voice. Only he seemed to be listening and he wanted to clamber on the nearest stool so he could plaster his ear against a speaker.

			‘She’s great, huh?’ The barman, polishing a clean glass, gestured at the speaker he’d been staring at. ‘Some new indie artist. I’m a big fan of the scene and this song got posted online last night and has gone viral.’

			‘Really?’

			Wow, good for her.

			Pride made him sit straighter, until he realised he had no claim on her. He’d made damn sure of that after the way he’d spoken to her at his place, effectively ending any chance of civility.

			‘Yeah. Everyone’s been asking me to replay it.’ The barman wrinkled his nose. ‘Though the lyrics are a bit too sappy for my liking.’

			Logan remembered the lyrics. He’d read them, first-hand, that night he’d stayed at Hope’s apartment. They’d made him feel an uncharacteristic surge of emotion then and had the same effect now.

			When he’d first read them, for a stupid, delusional moment he’d thought she’d been referring to him. Back then, it had scared the shit out of him and he’d continued putting up barriers because of it.

			But now, as she sang of fresh starts, aching hearts and yearning, he wished he hadn’t been such a dickhead.

			When the barman glanced at him quizzically, expecting him to say something, Logan responded with ‘She’s very talented.’

			And not just in the singing department. His cock thickened to half-mast thinking about the many ways she’d got him off and her sheer enjoyment of sex. Not many women were that uninhibited. Hope had matched him in every way, always turned on, always up for it. Man, just thinking about that alley sex...

			Relieved the barman had moved on to serve other customers, Logan fished his phone out of his pocket. He’d ended things badly with Hope, deliberately pushing her away so they wouldn’t have the awkward break-up when he moved on. But he’d been in Sydney an entire day and he couldn’t shake the feeling he’d done the wrong thing. He’d confronted the past and his dad last night, and the immense relief afterwards ensured he’d had the best night’s sleep of his life once his plane had landed here.

			He had no idea if the relationship with his father was salvageable but Logan found he was willing to give him a chance. It also made him ponder: his parents had never been in love. His mum had virtually trapped Stephen into marrying her and he’d stood by her when he hadn’t had to. His mum being dependent on Stephen for her happiness had been all on her. She’d created the family she craved, but at what cost? She’d had a kid who had become a burden once his dad had left. She’d spiralled into further obsessiveness when Stephen hadn’t given her the love she’d wanted. It wasn’t his dad’s fault that his mum hadn’t been able to live a joyful, independent life without him.

			Which made him wonder: had he made a big mistake in blaming his parents’ dysfunctional marriage for his resultant fear of commitment?

			Stephen’s infrequent visits and consequential abandonments had ensured that Logan never wanted to disappoint anybody in the same way. He sure as hell didn’t want a woman’s happiness dependent on him, and moving around, being a nomad by choice, ensured he’d never have to fully commit to anyone.

			But what if Hope’s happiness wasn’t dependent on him?

			She’d never given him any indication she hung on his every word. She hadn’t called or texted him daily, even when they had been fucking. She hadn’t made demands on his time or slyly probed for information about the future, all things he’d tolerated with other women he’d casually dated.

			Instead, she’d let him...be.

			And he’d fucked it up royally by being an emotionally unavailable prick who was petrified of commitment and all it entailed.

			He’d blamed his dad for his hang-ups for so many years—knowing deep down that he might be more like his father with his quest to avoid ties than he cared to admit—that it took him a few moments to realise he didn’t have that piss-poor excuse any more. He knew the truth about Stephen and why he’d done what he’d done.

			His dad had had a valid reason for doing what he’d done.

			Did Logan?

			He feared commitment because it fostered dependence, disappointment and ultimately resentment. He moved around because of it and he never let any woman get too close.

			While Stephen had done it out of some warped sense of duty, Logan avoided entanglements because of...fear.

			And he was through letting it rule his life.

			Which left Logan with two options: carry on with his plan not to be tied down, to keep moving, to not have anyone depend on him ever; or to take a chance.

			Entering a committed relationship would be the hardest thing he’d ever done. More terrifying than taking out a loan to launch his business all those years ago. More gut-wrenching than losing his family, if it went pear-shaped.

			But he’d always been a risk-taker. And, now that he had more insight into his dysfunctional past, he wouldn’t allow it to taint his future.

			He wouldn’t make the same mistake his father had, leaving behind a person he cared about.

			He’d give Hope the opportunity he never had.

			Before he could second-guess his decision, he tapped on Hope’s number and held the phone up to his ear. His gut churned as he waited for her to pick up, the ringing tone harsh and taunting. After five rings, his call went through to voice mail.

			‘Hi, can’t take your call right now. Leave your details and I’ll get back to you.’

			Hearing her posh English accent made his insides clench with longing and he cleared his throat.

			‘Hey, Hope, it’s me, the rude prick that blew you off. Anyway, I thought you might like to hear this.’ He held the phone away from his ear and directed it towards the nearest speaker for a few moments, before pressing it to his ear again. ‘You’re amazing, you know that, right? Congrats on releasing your first song. I’m in Sydney quoting a job and this pub can’t get enough of you. Anyway, I’ll be back in Melbourne later tonight and was hoping you’d see me tomorrow. Call me, okay?’

			He hung up before he could sound any more desperate and cursed under his breath. He’d rambled, almost gushed. Dickhead. He should’ve hung up and called back later, waiting until she picked up. Then again, considering how he’d ended things between them, she might never pick up. He didn’t blame her for screening his calls.

			Now all he could do was wait.

			Though, if she didn’t return his call by tomorrow, he had a sneaking suspicion he’d be paying a visit to Hope and Harmony.

			He wouldn’t quit.

			What he had to ask her was too important.

		
	
		
			CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX

			AFTER PLAYING BACK Logan’s message for the eighth time, Hope admitted it.

			She’d let him back in a little.

			Hearing the deep timbre of his voice made her tingle and she replayed it several times just to get that buzz before actually listening to his words.

			He thought her song was great.

			He wanted to see her.

			She should be ecstatic. And a small part of her was. So ecstatic, in fact, that after hearing the message for the tenth time she sat down and a song poured out of her. Which pretty much confirmed what she already knew: he made her happy and when she was happy she composed much better.

			Her muse was such a fickle bitch.

			She wrote three more songs before she called him back. He answered on the second ring. Eager. She liked that.

			‘Hey, thanks for calling me back.’

			‘No problem,’ she said, managing to sound cool and aloof while she clenched her thighs together at the sound of his voice. ‘So you’re in Sydney?’

			‘Yeah, finished up a quote today. I’m at the airport now.’

			Hope bit back her first impulse to blurt an invitation to come see her when he landed. She couldn’t sound desperate, not when she wanted to do this right.

			But what was right? If she invited him to her place, they’d end up in bed before they had a chance to talk. And she couldn’t go to him, not after the last time at his house. He wouldn’t appreciate it if she booked them into a fancy hotel. Unless...

			‘How about we catch up when you get back?’

			‘Tonight?’

			He sounded surprised. Not as surprised as he’d be when he saw what she had in mind. She intended to keep their reunion simple, no frills, appealing to the heart of the man who’d captured hers without trying.

			‘Yeah. I’ll text you the details of where to meet me. It’s not far from the airport.’

			He hesitated before responding. ‘Okay, sounds good.’

			She exhaled in relief. She intended to do this right and not screw up like last time.

			‘And, Hope?’

			‘Yes?’

			‘I’m looking forward to seeing you.’

			He hung up before she could respond, leaving her breathless with anticipation.

			She’d been mulling over her plan since the previous evening and his call today had confirmed she was right in following through. Logan mistakenly thought she was shallow and hung up on wealth because she’d let him believe it at his place. So she intended to prove the opposite before divulging the truth, all of it.

			She knew a simple roadside motel in Mickleham, which would be perfect for what she had in mind. A date. No frills. Just the two of them, confronting this thing between them and articulating all that they’d left unsaid.

			She fired off the details to him, surprised when he didn’t respond with more than a thumbs-up emoji. He had to be curious. Or maybe he’d taken one look at the motel’s name and address and thought all she wanted was a quick fuck. When actually she wanted so much more this time.

			She wanted time.

			Time for her to learn to trust.

			Time to explore this connection between them.

			Time to develop resilience against her fear of betrayal.

			The next three hours dragged. Anticipation fizzed in her blood, making her light-headed as she cleaned her apartment, showered, chose a simple outfit and headed for the motel. She made a quick stop on the way to pick up their supper. She fully intended to make Logan see that she wasn’t so different from him despite what he thought.

			She’d booked a suite at the motel because the pictures on the website showed it had a dining table and sofa, items conducive to talking. Booking a room with just a bed would give him the wrong idea. Not that she didn’t want him but that could come later. Talk first.

			As she checked in, she heard the roar of a descending plane at nearby Tullamarine. It drowned out her doubts momentarily, until she realised Logan’s plane would’ve already landed and he would be on his way here.

			She hoped to God she was doing the right thing.

			The suite didn’t disappoint. Clean, plain, with a simplicity that she craved. The faintest aroma of vanilla hung in the air, courtesy of a dispenser plugged into an outlet. Her gaze fell on the bed, covered in a daffodil-yellow spread, the one bright spot in the room. She had high hopes for that bed.

			Slipping off her flip-flops, she closed the door and laid the food parcel in her arms on the dining table. The smell of fish and chips soon overpowered the cloying vanilla and her mouth watered. She hoped Logan was hungry. For more than food.

			A knock sounded at the door and she jumped, the butterfly farm in her stomach taking flight. Shaking out her arms did little for the sudden buzz zapping through her body so she dragged in a deep breath, let it out and opened the door. And promptly sagged against it, that damn buzz making her knees weak.

			An unshaven Logan wearing a plain white T-shirt and denim, with a wild look in his eyes, overloaded every damn thing she’d planned to say when she first saw him.

			Instead, she grabbed at his T-shirt, hauled him inside and slammed the door. Then he was on her, his mouth seeking hers, his hands grabbing her butt, hoisting her up so he could carry her to the bed. She clawed at him, desperate for skin, losing her mind a little when he nibbled his way down her neck to the hollow between her collarbones. Her pelvis arched of its own volition as his mouth trailed lower and, when he captured a taut nipple between his teeth, she almost came.

			‘So responsive,’ he murmured, untying the knots of her cotton dress at her shoulders and sitting up long enough to tug the whole thing off her body. ‘So beautiful.’

			He lowered his head again and this time he zeroed in on where she wanted him most. Her thighs fell open as he settled between them, the intensity in his gaze making her heart jackhammer.

			‘I’ve missed you,’ he said, a second before his tongue swiped her. She whimpered and he did it again and again and again, long, slow sweeps that had her writhing, panting and clutching at his head. He lapped at her clit like he couldn’t get enough and, when he changed the pressure from soft to hard, she came apart, bucking her hips like a wild thing. It was her fastest orgasm on record and she didn’t care. This reunion wasn’t about slow and steady. She craved him with every cell in her body and she wanted him now.

			Thankfully, he didn’t give her time to recover. She didn’t want it. She wanted more; everything he had to give. He stood, whipped off his T-shirt, unzipped his jeans and pushed them down to the floor along with his jocks. His cock sprang out, thick and long, and she licked her lips in anticipation.

			She throbbed with wanting him and as he rolled on a condom she couldn’t wait any longer. She surged up to meet him but to her surprise he steadied her and slowly lowered her to the bed.

			‘I want to take my time savouring this,’ he said as they lay face to face. She couldn’t read the expression in his eyes, or maybe she didn’t want to. She’d never seen him like this, laid bare, his emotions simmering beneath the surface.

			‘I want this to be special.’ He hooked her knee over his thigh and slid into her, inch by exquisite inch. ‘I want you.’

			He wasn’t just talking about the sex and they both knew it. But with him filling her, and her body clamouring after another release, she didn’t want to analyse or speculate. He’d said, ‘I’ve missed you,’ which in the throes she’d assumed meant he’d missed the sex.

			But his gaze told her differently and as he started to move, slowly at first, sliding in and out with the single-mindedness of a man hell-bent on pleasure, Hope knew something had shifted between them. Something momentous. Something that could give her the future she wanted no matter how much it terrified her.

			His eyes never left hers as he started to thrust harder, the delicious friction making her heart pound. He grasped her hip with one hand, the other cupping her cheek, the heat generating from their sweat-slicked bodies making her face burn.

			His mouth tightened as his eyes widened and she knew he was close. With a saucy move, she slid her upper leg tighter over him, changing the angle of their pelvises, and he groaned, driving into her like a man possessed.

			When she strained forward to kiss him he slid his thumb over her lips and held her face in place so he could see her when he came. With two more thrusts he stiffened, his face contorting with pleasure, his groan so deep it reached down into her soul and tugged something free.

			He knew it too, because he’d seen it in her eyes, seen every damned thing she was feeling.

			But instead of running like he had every other time, instead of closing off like she still half-expected him to, he brushed a tender kiss across her lips before wrapping his arms around her and holding her tight.

			In that moment, Hope knew she’d made the right decision in taking another chance on this guy.

			He could be her future.

			Time to let it happen.

		
	
		
			CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN

			‘YOU SURE KNOW the way to a guy’s heart.’ Logan swiped a chip through a puddle of ketchup in the middle of their newspaper feast. ‘Who knew fish and chips could be just as delicious lukewarm?’

			‘I prefer them hot.’ Hope wrinkled her nose as she popped a piece of fish into her mouth. ‘You haven’t had real fish and chips until you’ve tried the ones from our local village where I grew up.’

			She rubbed her stomach and made appreciative moaning noises that had him hard in an instant. ‘Just the right amount of salt and vinegar, and piping hot. So good.’

			‘I’d rather have lukewarm if it means I can have you first.’

			A blush stained her cheeks as she flashed him a coy smile. ‘I think I could get used to that too.’

			A shadow passed over her face and her smile faded. ‘I’m glad you contacted me.’ She dabbed at her mouth with a napkin. ‘I think it’s a good idea we talk.’

			Just like that, his appetite vanished. Crazy, considering that was exactly why he’d called, but now that the time had come he found the words lodged in his throat like a fishbone.

			‘Yeah, we need to talk.’ He gestured at the newspaper between them. ‘Finished?’

			She nodded so he balled up the remains of their supper and stuffed it into the bin. Pulling back the tabs on their sodas, he passed her one and downed half of his. It did little to ease the tightness in his throat.

			‘I saw my dad,’ he blurted, not surprised when her eyebrows shot up. ‘I went to one of his shows, then caught up afterwards.’

			‘How did it go?’

			‘Awkward. Tense.’ He shrugged, the memory of his father’s eagerness and his own recalcitrance making him want to wince. It had been painful but cathartic and, if it enabled him to move forward with Hope, it had been a good thing. ‘But it was something I needed to do in order to confront my past and move on.’

			‘Good for you.’ She nodded, tenderness softening her features. ‘It can’t have been easy.’ She gave a short, sharp laugh. ‘I moved halfway around the world to get away from my parents.’

			He wanted to ask about her background, about her desire to leave her family behind, but if he lost momentum now he’d never say what had to be said.

			‘Facing up to my dad made me realise a few things.’

			‘Like?’

			Curious, her head tilted to one side as she studied him, causing a lock of hair to tumble over her face. His fingers itched to reach out and tuck it behind her ear, but if he touched her now his brain would fry as it usually did whenever he touched her, and he had to focus.

			‘That he wasn’t the selfish asshole I pegged him for. That he had reasons for leaving.’ He huffed out a breath. ‘That while we’re probably more alike than I care to admit I’m not going to make the same mistakes he did.’

			She didn’t speak, giving him time to continue, and he started to sweat. It broke out along his forehead and his palms grew damp. Fuck. Why was this so hard?

			‘I want you to come with me.’ The words tumbled out on a growl and he cleared his throat. ‘I latched onto the way you reacted to my simple place as an excuse to drive you away. But in reality I ended things between us because I didn’t want you waiting around for me, your happiness dependent on me, like I thought my mum’s was dependent on Dad. But I see things differently now.’

			He scooted his chair closer to hers and reached for her hand as she stared at him in open-mouthed shock. ‘I want you, Hope. You’re incredible and I’d be a fool to walk away from you for fear I’ll end up in a messy relationship like my folks. But my job’s on the road and I want you with me.’

			He lifted her hand to his mouth and pressed a kiss on the back of it. ‘What do you say? Care to take a risk on a wanderer?’

			She stared at him in wide-eyed wonder so he saw the exact moment his dream died, the expectation and excitement in her eyes replaced by sadness and regret.

			He released her hand and when she lifted it to touch his cheek he reared back.

			‘I’m sorry, Logan, I can’t—’

			He didn’t wait around to hear the rest.

		
	
		
			CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT

			HOPE WOULDN’T LET him walk away. Not this time.

			She flung open the door and almost ran into his back. ‘Please come back inside so we can talk.’

			‘Nothing to say.’ His gravelly voice hinted at a world of pain. Pain she’d caused. ‘I’m calling a cab.’

			‘You’re more like your dad than you know,’ she said, reaching for the lowest blow in her arsenal to get him to stay. ‘You’re a quitter. How many times does this make that you’ve walked away from me when things get tough?’

			He spun around so fast she stumbled back and would’ve fallen if he hadn’t steadied her. ‘I’m no fucking quitter.’

			‘Prove it.’

			She tilted her head up, daring him to follow her back inside.

			‘Fuck,’ he muttered, releasing her so she could open the door wider.

			‘After you,’ she said, with exaggerated sweetness as he barged past her.

			As she closed the door and studied his rigid shoulders from behind, she realised she’d never met a more infuriating man—and that was one of the things she loved about him. He challenged her. He infuriated her. He confounded her. But she couldn’t let that derail her from what needed to be said.

			He’d asked her to go away with him, to hit the road like some gypsy. And, while her heart longed to take the plunge and see what kind of an adventure that could bring, she couldn’t do it.

			If it was in his DNA to run, it was in hers to prove her independence no matter what the cost.

			‘Logan, look at me.’ She approached him carefully and held out her hand, as if confronting a wary dog.

			This time, when he turned to face her, she saw his anger had given way to hurt. Bewilderment. As if he couldn’t fathom how she’d turn him down.

			Damn it, she had to make him understand this had nothing to do with him and everything to do with her own insecurities.

			‘I want you too.’ Her hand dropped to her side. ‘I’ve been miserable without you.’ She gave a self-deprecating snort. ‘Heck, I couldn’t even write a song without you around, that’s how crazy I am about you. But I can’t put all my faith in you and walk away from my dream, and that’s what you’re asking me to do.’

			A spark of hope flared in his eyes. ‘But you can write songs anywhere. Play in pubs and clubs. Get your work out there first-hand—’

			‘Stop.’ She shook her head, hating that he had this all figured out in his head and that she’d have to stomp on his dream in order to get hers. ‘This isn’t just about me. I want to foster talent, get unknown artists the recognition they deserve, and to do that I have to be here, in Melbourne, in my new studio. Surely you can understand that?’

			He seemed to deflate before her eyes, his shoulders slumping as he thrust his hands into his pockets. ‘I understand that your work is as important to you as mine is to me. But I have to be on the road. Quoting jobs takes me all over the country and my company would lose momentum if I was stuck in one place.’

			She understood what he was implying: that her business was a start-up and wouldn’t suffer if she postponed. Or maybe she was being overly sensitive. But Hope had been betrayed by too many people close to her before and what he was asking was too great. Logan might be nothing like Willem, Harry or her parents but she couldn’t ignore her own desires and sacrifice her dream for his.

			Sensing she may be prevaricating, he took a step forward, broaching the distance between them. ‘This is a big deal for me, sweetheart. I’ve never lived with a woman let alone wanted to be with one for more than a short time. But I hate the thought of leaving you and we’re so great together—’

			‘Shh.’ She pressed her fingertips to his mouth. ‘You have no idea how tempted I am. But I can’t throw away everything I’ve worked so hard for.’

			What she really meant was even now, when I know I love you, I can’t fully trust my own judgment and, in turn, you.

			But she didn’t say it. Instead, she lowered her hand. ‘Why don’t we trial long-distance for a while? See how that goes?’

			His lips compressed in a mutinous line and he shook his head. ‘Never works.’

			His gaze darted away, evasive, and she knew right then her dream of him giving her time to trust, time to develop their connection, was just that—a fanciful dream.

			‘I get why my dad left us, and my mum had demons that had nothing to do with him, but I won’t put myself in a similar situation of you sitting around, waiting for me to show up in Melbourne whenever it’s convenient.’

			His tortured gaze finally met hers. ‘You deserve so much more than that.’

			She wanted to rant at the injustice of this. She’d finally been willing to open herself up to trust a guy and he couldn’t compromise. She loved him. He loved her enough to want her with him all the time. Yet they couldn’t make it work.

			Fuck trust and relationships and this incredible man who’d made her fall in love with him without trying.

			‘I understand,’ she said, sadness making her voice quiver at their stupid impasse.

			He wanted her with him.

			She had to stay.

			And she hoped to God she wouldn’t regret this decision for the rest of her life.

			‘So that’s it, then?’ He removed his hands from his pockets and reached for her.

			She let him haul her into his arms where she rested her cheek against his chest. His heart thudded beneath her ear, strong and steady, like the man himself, a reminder of what she was giving up in sticking to her principles, in holding on to a deep-seated fear that could ruin any chance she ever had at lasting happiness.

			‘You’re so special to me,’ she murmured, wrapping her arms around his waist and hanging on tight. ‘I wish I could be with you.’

			‘I wish for that too, babe,’ he said, burying his face in her hair.

			Hope had no idea how long they clung to each other, silently wishing for things that could never be.

			But this time, when he released her and headed for the door, she didn’t stop him.

		
	
        
			CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE

			‘IT’S GOOD TO have you back on deck.’ Logan shook Rick’s hand. ‘You must’ve done a number on that physio to get early clearance to return to work.’

			‘My back’s fine.’ Rick did a twist and side-bend to demonstrate. ‘Good as new.’

			‘Yeah, well, take it easy for the first week back on the tools. I can’t afford to lose you again.’

			Ironic, that those latter words were what he’d envisaged saying to Hope yesterday. Instead, he’d ended up blurting his proposal for her to accompany him on the road, she’d turned him down and he’d been reeling ever since.

			How had his plan to confess his feelings been so monumentally fucked up?

			He could blame his upbringing, how he’d learned to suppress his feelings young, but that was bullshit and he knew it. He wasn’t his mum, he wasn’t his dad; he had to take full responsibility for this cock-up. It was all on him.

			‘So what’s this meeting about?’ Rick wedged into the booth opposite Logan. ‘I’ve read all your emails and seen the plans for upcoming jobs. No need to roll out the welcome wagon personally.’

			Logan took a deep breath. Here went nothing.

			‘I want to talk to you about shaking things up a little.’

			When Rick’s brow furrowed in confusion, he clarified. ‘With the company structuring.’

			Rick shook his head. ‘You’ve lost me, mate.’

			Logan hoped this hare-brained idea wouldn’t sound as stupid articulated out loud as it did in his own head. ‘I want to delegate more jobs and install you in a higher management role.’

			‘You’re giving me a promotion?’ Rick’s eyebrows shot up, before his mouth eased into a lop-sided grin. ‘Maybe I should take time off work with a crook back more often.’

			Logan clasped his hands together and rested them on the table between them. ‘I’m making a few changes for the benefit of the company, that’s all.’

			‘Bullshit.’ Rick thumped the table. ‘You’re a control freak. That’s why you insist on quoting every new job personally, no matter where it is.’ He guffawed. ‘So the fact you’re even talking about delegating means something major has happened.’

			Logan should’ve known his oldest friend wouldn’t buy the professional spiel. The last thing he wanted to do was discuss his relationship with Hope but after he’d got home late last night he’d spent a sleepless night re-evaluating his priorities.

			He wanted her, but on his terms.

			She’d refused.

			So what did he have to do to convince her that his feelings were beyond the physical?

			He’d mulled over various scenarios, discounting them all, until he came up with one he hoped she’d find doable. If not, he was plain out of options.

			‘Fuck me.’ Rick snapped his fingers. ‘This is about that woman, Hope, isn’t it?’

			‘Maybe.’

			Rick didn’t buy his offhand shrug for a second.

			‘Never thought I’d see the day, my friend.’ Rick leaned back and folded his arms, his wide grin annoying as fuck. ‘You’ve gone and fallen for a woman for longer than a nanosecond.’

			‘Fuck you,’ Logan said, his grouchiness more to do with the fact he was so easy to read these days than his friend’s intuition.

			Rick laughed and fake knuckled his eyes. ‘Quit bellyaching and tell me what your grand plan is.’

			‘No grand plan,’ Logan said, managing to sound offhand. ‘I wanted her to travel with me, but she’s starting up a new business so that’s not possible. So if I delegate more jobs, that means I can stay in Melbourne more often.’

			Rick mouthed, Wow, and Logan balled up a napkin and flung it at him.

			‘You’re actually thinking the C-word?’ Rick continued mocking him. ‘You’re actually committing?’

			Logan flipped him the bird and he laughed again.

			‘Seriously, mate, this is a good thing you’re doing. Why the change of heart? For as long as I’ve known you, you’ve determinedly avoided staying put in any one place and hooking up with a woman...oh.’ Rick lost the goofy expression. ‘You saw your dad?’

			Logan nodded. ‘It helped clarify a few things.’

			‘Good for you.’ Rick studied him. ‘Can I ask you something?’

			‘No.’

			‘You know I’m going to ask regardless,’ Rick said. ‘You’re not planning on sticking around Melbourne permanently?’

			‘That’s right.’

			‘So what happens if things get serious between you and Hope? What then?’

			‘Fucked if I know,’ Logan muttered, well aware that was a major flaw in his plan.

			But at least he had a plan, when after leaving Hope last night he’d had nothing. This new plan involved making her see that he wasn’t some spoiled brat who expected her to give up everything to be with him, that he didn’t only want their relationship dependent on his way or the highway.

			This way, he was making sacrifices too. He’d stay in Melbourne some of the time, she could accompany him on the road some of the time. Win-win.

			Now all he had to do was convince her.

			‘Just so you know, women rarely change their minds, mate.’ Rick held up his hand, the gold wedding band on his ring finger shining in the morning sunshine. ‘And you don’t need one of these to know it.’

			Logan hoped to God he could convince Hope to change hers. ‘Hope and I are on the same page. She wants to be with me; she said as much last night. But she doesn’t want to give up her business, and neither do I, so this should work for both of us.’

			Rick held up his hands in mock surrender. ‘Hey, I’m not the one that needs convincing. But if your relationship does take the next logical step towards long-term commitment, be prepared that one of you may have to give up everything.’

			Logan didn’t want to contemplate that yet. He knew he was in for a fight trying to sway her to accompany him on the road even some of the time. And he had to do it. He wouldn’t be the only one compromising but spending longer periods of time in Melbourne would be a good start. He wouldn’t do long distance. It hadn’t worked for his folks and it sure as hell wouldn’t work for him. He wanted all of Hope all the time and if that made him a selfish prick so be it.

			This plan was doable. Time in Melbourne for her life, time on the road for his. Simple.

			So why did his gut gripe at the thought it was anything but?

			‘Good luck, mate.’ Rick slapped him on the back. ‘Hope it works out for you. And in the meantime, I’m ready to step up in the company in any role you need me.’

			‘Thanks, I couldn’t do this without you.’ Logan pulled Rick in for a man hug that lasted the requisite less than five seconds. ‘I’ll email you the revised job description and the upcoming quotes I’ll need you to do.’

			An uncharacteristic sombreness made Rick hesitate. ‘Do you want to wait and see what your girl says before you go ahead with the company restructuring?’

			It had crossed Logan’s mind that Hope might still say no to his new proposal. But he hadn’t got this far in life by second-guessing decisions. He’d left home at eighteen to live in a big city, supporting himself. He’d embarked on his career with gusto. He’d launched his company with loans and a will to succeed. If he’d dithered over any of those life choices he’d still be stuck in Rally-Doo mourning his mum and hating his dad.

			So he wouldn’t hold back on this plan with Hope. He was all in. And if he failed he’d deal with the fall-out then.

			‘Regardless of what happens with Hope, I think it’s time I cut back on the constant travel and put down some roots for a while.’ He pointed at the rolled up newspaper on the table they’d just vacated. ‘Dad’s done an interview featured today. He’s got some gigs in Melbourne for the foreseeable future so I thought it wouldn’t hurt to spend more time here, getting to know him.’

			‘That’s great.’ Rick’s goofy grin returned. ‘You’re a changed man and I like it.’

			When Rick held out his arms again, Logan waved him away. ‘Cut the sentimental bullshit and get back to work.’

			‘Sure thing, boss.’ He snapped a quick salute. ‘Let me know how it all goes.’

			Logan nodded, determined that nothing would stop him from presenting his plan to Hope and convincing her to agree.

		
	
        
			CHAPTER THIRTY

			IT HAD TAKEN Hope five long, lonely days to figure out what she really wanted out of life.

			Her song ‘Yearning’ had gone viral, with downloads increasing exponentially each day, and the resultant airplay and feedback equally astounding. She’d launched a new song for an unknown artist that was already climbing the indie charts. And she had enough bookings for her recording studio to keep her busy for the next year. She should be floating.

			Instead, when she walked into her apartment at the end of a long day and toed off her shoes, the emptiness crashed over her. She loved her place, a sanctuary from the increasing demands of her job. Ironic, that in launching her dream she’d achieved what she’d always wanted—an endless stream of music and almost every hour of the day filled with creative energy—yet it wasn’t enough.

			She craved...more.

			And that more was in the shape of one very tall, very hot, very rugged, Aussie builder-cum-CEO.

			So, after her sixth sleepless night in a row, she’d instigated steps to satisfy her craving.

			She knew several musician junkies in the indie scene in Melbourne and she’d just interviewed her third for the day. She needed a part-time manager, someone to shoulder the load alongside her, freeing up more of her time to chase another dream.

			Happiness.

			She gave the interviewee the usual wind-up spiel and walked him to the door, leaping back in surprise when it flung open to reveal a mussed, unshaven, crazy man on the other side.

			Logan.

			‘I’ll be in touch,’ she said to the interviewee, managing to keep her voice from quivering when every nerve ending in her body had gone on hyper alert at the sight of Logan.

			The guy nodded and skirted around Logan, who stood on her doorstep like an avenging angel, shoulders squared, heat blazing from his eyes, his hair bristling from some unseen energy force.

			‘What are you doing—?’

			She didn’t get to finish her sentence as his mouth claimed hers in a toe-curling kiss that left her clinging to him and making embarrassing pleading noises in the back of her throat. He tasted of coffee and mint, the challenge of his tongue entwining with hers so familiar she wanted to cry.

			But Hope couldn’t do this any more, this weird push-pull where they ended things then started up because of a sizzling sexual chemistry. She wanted more and, despite the way she’d refused his last offer, she hoped he still did too.

			Placing her hands on his chest, she pushed gently and eased her mouth from his. ‘Stop.’

			He stared at her in wild-eyed confusion, as if he hadn’t meant to kiss her but had got carried away. ‘I came here to talk but seeing you does crazy things to me.’

			He made loopy circles at his temple. ‘Completely bat-shit crazy.’

			She laughed and led him in, closing the door behind him. ‘Actually, I’m glad you’re here.’

			‘You may not be when you hear what I have to say.’

			That sounded ominous but Hope didn’t let it discourage her. She knew what she wanted. Him.

			She’d spent the last five years pushing men away, trying to prove that she didn’t need anybody; that trust was overrated and she could do just fine on her own; trying to prove that she earned her breaks and didn’t get them handed to her on a silver platter despite her entitled upbringing. In a way, that was what the recording studio was all about, her final fait accompli to show how far she’d come from a privileged life in a gentrified English manor. The pinnacle of her independent achievements, a real ‘up yours’ to the people who’d ruined her faith in practically everybody.

			She’d achieved her dream, but at what cost if she couldn’t have the man she loved too?

			And she did love him. Wholeheartedly, unreservedly, the kind of love to make her take a risk on fully trusting again, the kind of love to inspire grand acts of passion. Like this.

			‘That guy you saw on the way out? He’s my new manager for the recording studio. So I can come with you sometimes when you hit the road. If you still want me too...’ She trailed off, her babbling cut off by the shock bracketing his open mouth. ‘All that stuff I said when you asked me to go with you still stands. This studio is my dream, and I want it to flourish, but this week has been hell without you regardless of my musical success so I want to be with the man I...love.’

			She almost whispered the last word but he heard. To her relief his face relaxed and his lips eased into a goofy grin.

			‘You love me.’ A statement, not a question, reverent and not smug in the slightest. ‘That’s great, because I love you too, and I came around to tell you I’ve promoted Rick so I can stay around in Melbourne for longer periods.’

			Hope flung herself at him and smothered his face with smoochy kisses, laughing and almost crying at the same time. Her heart ached with joy as he wrapped his arms around her waist, picked her up and swung her around until they were both breathless.

			‘Are you for real?’ He lowered her carefully until her feet touched the floor but didn’t release his clamp-hold on her waist.

			‘Yeah, I wanted to be with you, and sticking to my principles born of fear would’ve left me heartbroken,’ she said, basking in the wondrous affection from his steady gaze. ‘And before you ask, yeah, I’m a big old scaredy-cat when it comes to trusting people. My parents lied about my trust fund for years. My first serious boyfriend was faking his feelings to get an interview with my parents and broke my heart in the process to the point where I deliberately sabotaged any possible relationship since. And my oldest musician friend, Harry, who I’ve mentioned before, plagiarised my songs after I’d confided in him for years.’

			Concern quickly gave way to outrage in his expressive eyes. ‘Is that the real reason you didn’t agree to hit the road with me, because you don’t trust me?’

			She bit her bottom lip and nodded. ‘The thing is, I’ve learned to trust myself. At some point, I need to take a chance on my feelings again and I want to do that with you.’ She paused, hoping he understood the enormity of what she was telling him. ‘I may need you to be patient with me, because it’s hard for me to trust anyone implicitly. But I know you love me, and I feel the same way about you, so let’s do this.’

			He placed a hand over her heart. ‘You can trust me. I won’t let you down.’

			‘You’d better not,’ she said, giving him a playful shove. ‘Thanks to my past I’ve been so fixated on my trust issues and fears that I didn’t realise I don’t have to give up my independence to be with you, I just need to tweak it a little.’

			He nodded. ‘And I figured that relinquishing control of my company doesn’t mean my world will become dependent on you. And that I’m more fearful of failing at a relationship than making an actual commitment.’

			‘We’re a couple of goofballs,’ she said, unable to keep a grin off her face. ‘You know that, right?’

			‘I also know I love you and I’m sticking around to prove it.’

			He cupped her face and lowered his lips to hers in a tender sweep that left her blinking furiously to stem the flow of tears.

			‘We’re going to be together,’ she murmured, awestruck that this incredible man was all hers. ‘All the time. On the road and here. Think you can handle that?’

			‘Yeah, babe, I can handle anything with you by my side.’ He slid his hands lower to caress her butt. ‘And I’m thinking of getting a grip on this handling thing starting now.’

		
	
		
			EPILOGUE

			One year later

			FROM THE SOCIAL PAGES, Yorkshire Gazette.

			The esteemed Mr And Mrs McWilliams of Hedge Manor, along with renowned Australian comedian Stephen Holmes, were proud parents at the nuptials of their children yesterday.

			Hope McWilliams, raised in Yorkshire but residing in Melbourne for the last six years, wore a strapless ivory chiffon dress embossed with tiny silver treble clefs as she wed Australian construction tycoon Logan Holmes.

			Logan, a native of Rally-Doo, a small rural town in outback Victoria, surprised his wife with a serenade of her hit song ‘Yearning’ at a small reception at the McWilliams estate.

			Five-hundred-pounds-a-bottle champagne flowed freely alongside boutique Australian beers, while guests dined on beef Wellington, fish and chips, fruit pavlova and Tim Tam cheesecake. A true melding of cultures indeed.

			White lilies, pink roses and Australian natives blended seamlessly as table centrepieces, while potted eucalypts decorated the entrances. A local band, started by the late Harry Remme over a decade ago, played a foot-tapping mix of original jazz and pop tunes, some of which were written by the bride, who has gifted copyright to the band.

			‘Harry fostered my love of music for many years and I’m proud that his band continues his legacy in singing some of my songs,’ the bride said.

			Guests danced the night away before retreating to their rooms in the manor.

			The newly wed Mrs Hope Holmes also had this to say: ‘This has been the happiest day of my life. I’m so glad I followed my heart to Australia and found this amazing man. He’s my home, my love, my everything.’

			At that point the groom, Logan Holmes, burst into a rousing rendition of his wife’s newest hit ‘Love of my Life’ that didn’t leave a dry eye in the house.

			Melbourne Morning Chronicle:

			Fresh from a tour of London following a family wedding, popular comedian Stephen Holmes has announced an upcoming project with his son, construction king Logan Holmes.

			After acquiring prime land on the outskirts of Melbourne’s CBD, Logan’s company will construct a state-of-the-art, purpose-built comedy club to showcase up-and-coming young talent.

			Stephen, a veteran of the stand-up scene in Australia, will personally mentor the comedians lucky enough to be a part of this venture.

			A proud Logan had this to say about his father: ‘Dad pursued his dream when it was the hardest thing he’d ever had to do, and I’m so proud of him now for fostering the dreams of others. I’ll be in the front row on opening night for all his shows and those of his protégés.’

			When asked for a comment, Stephen said this: ‘While I love my job, and am looking forward to this new challenge, Logan is my greatest achievement. He makes me smile better than any joke I could ever tell, and I’m looking forward to coming up with some new, innovative knock-knock jokes to tell my first grandchild.’

			Hope chuckled and stabbed at the article in the paper. ‘Is your dad trying to tell us something?’

			‘He’s turned into a sentimental old fool,’ Logan said, snatching the paper from her and rolling it up before gently tapping her naked butt with it. She loved their Sunday morning lie-ins, when the glorious Melbourne sun poured through the blinds and bathed them in warmth. ‘Besides, it’s not his fault he doesn’t know that we intend on doing a lot of practice first before we get to the baby-making stage.’

			‘Practice is fun.’ Hope wiggled her eyebrows and winked at her husband. ‘How about another session?’

			He picked up the sheet and glanced under it. ‘It’s only been five minutes but give me another two to recover and you’ve got a deal, Mrs Holmes.’

			‘Lucky me.’ She batted her eyelashes and snuggled into him, revelling in their total skin-to-skin contact.

			‘I’m the lucky one,’ he said, brushing soft kisses across her eyelids, the tip of her nose and finally her lips.

			‘You are my world,’ he whispered against her mouth, his breath tickling her lips.

			With her heart full to bursting, she started humming her song with the same title. His eyes lit up because he knew. Every song she wrote, every word she sang, was about him and for him.

			The love of her life.

			Her muse, her partner, her husband, her world.

			Lucky, indeed.
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by JC Harroway

			Drake Faulkner wanted to marry Kenzie Porter, but his best friend got there first. Drake’s avoided Kenzie in the years since her husband died, but when she turns up wanting a job at his hotel their powerful chemistry makes it harder to stay away...

			Make Me Yours
by Katee Robert

			Fitness instructor Becka Baudin gave me the sexiest night of my life. Now she’s pregnant with my child. While she agrees to live in my Manhattan penthouse, and we resume steamy nightly activities, getting into her heart is a different game!

			Take Me On
by Dylan Rose

			Kenzie Fox wants to sell her stake in a rum distillery...until she meets the buyer, Antonio Navedo—the sexy stranger from her hotel room. She proposes that if she revives the business, she keeps it. If not, he gets her shares—and anything he wants...

			On Her Terms
by Cathryn Fox

			My number one dating rule is no emotions. Until I see Luca Marino at a wedding. The aristocratic Italian sex god once humiliated me—and he doesn’t recognize me. Now’s my chance for delicious payback, but it means breaking my golden rule...
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			Good Girl

			by Christy McKellen

			CHAPTER ONE

			Juno

			ALESSANDRO RICCI IS phenomenal in bed.

			At least that’s what I’ve heard other people say about him. Unfortunately, I wouldn’t know, for two reasons: firstly, I’m a virgin, and secondly, he refused to sleep with me when I asked him to.

			It wasn’t my finest hour.

			The first time we met was at my father’s fiftieth birthday party. Even amongst the plethora of filthy rich, gregariously glamorous socialites that had been invited he stood out like the Sirius star system on a clear night.

			I was making my way, head ducked, through the throng of partygoers to a quiet corner to hide out for a while, needing a break from the excruciating, polite conversation that my bully of a father demanded I make with his friends and associates, when my shoulder bumped against something solid and unyielding. Turning to flash whomever it was a look of apology, my gaze locked with a dazzling pair of eyes and my whole world came to a screeching halt, air whooshing from my lungs and a wave of heat rushing up my neck to flood my face.

			You see Alessandro Ricci isn’t just handsome—he’s beautiful. Stop-you-in-your-tracks, steal-your-words beautiful. His features appear to be perfectly symmetrical, though I know that’s not physiologically possible. No one’s face is perfect. But he’s as close to perfection as you can get. His bone structure looks as though it’s been carved by a master sculptor; every feature of his face is exactly the right shape and size. As if someone’s taken the best bits of all the most attractive men in the world and put them together to create him.

			And his body. It was enthralling to behold. Broad shoulders tapering down to narrow hips and long, athletic legs. He was a good few inches taller than me, and I’m no shorty, so I guessed he was well over six foot. He was wearing an exquisitely tailored suit, which clung to his body like it loved him, and a crisp white shirt open at the collar to reveal a V of tanned olive skin and just the merest promise of dark, downy hair on his muscular chest.

			If you asked me to produce an image of the picture-perfect male figure, he’s exactly what I’d draw.

			Caught in that moment, like a wraith between worlds, I found it intensely difficult to look at him—he was that dazzling—but at the same time I couldn’t bring myself to look away.

			He in turn looked back at me—or rather assessed me—as if he was stripping me naked with his eyes.

			Those incredible eyes.

			It makes my body rush with a prickly sort of heat just to think about them now. They were a bright, iridescent green that seemed to glow with a deep, secret knowledge. As though he knew exactly what to do to me to turn me into a gibbering wreck. Instinctively I knew they’d be things I’d never experienced before. Hot, dirty, sinful things.

			My whole body throbbed with an unfamiliar sensation that made me clench my trembling hands into fists in an attempt to centre myself.

			No one has ever made me feel like that before. Not even Adam.

			I’m sure it’s something Alessandro must do to all women, though. According to the people I’ve asked about him, he’s reputedly a world-class seducer and an incorrigible playboy but, even so, when he smiled at me like that it made me feel somehow special and most unusually—attractive. I’ve always been compared unfavourably to my beautiful older sisters—I know I appear washed out and pale in comparison to them, like a photo that’s faded in the sun—and this knowledge has rather knocked my confidence when it comes to attracting men.

			I do have one outstanding feature, though—my hair, which reaches all the way down to the middle of my back and is a warm chestnut colour. But, honestly, I’ve never really liked it. It makes me stand out too much. I like to be able to position myself quietly on the sidelines and watch what’s going on around me rather than thrusting myself right into the middle of things like Maya and April do.

			I know—logically, and away from Sandro’s mesmerising charisma—that the whole encounter had been a purely physical reaction I’d had to his pheromones, rather than a cerebral connection. I’m usually attracted to someone for their intelligence and enterprise rather than something as superficial as their looks—but it hasn’t stopped me from still wanting things from him.

			Wanting him to do things to me.

			What exactly those things are, I’m not entirely sure, but I’d bet my first-class degree he’d know exactly what to do to push my buttons. He certainly had that air about him, as if he’d been born with the ability to give women pleasure and was more than happy to utilise it.

			The scientist in me makes me suspect he’d make a fascinating anthropological study subject.

			Anyway, after I finally managed to pull myself away from his tractor-beam gaze, I hid away in the nearest bathroom and attempted to bring my racing heartbeat under control. Staring at my flushed face in the mirror, I thought about the way he’d looked at me with such intense interest that I’d felt the sensual effect of it all the way down deep inside me. It had made my blood thrum and my skin goose-bump and I’d had a sudden impulsive craving to master that skill myself. As I reflected on how powerful having this ability would make me feel, a germ of an idea began to form in my mind.

			After recently living through the pain of being rejected by the man I’ve had a planet-sized crush on for the past year—a man who has one of the greatest minds of our time and with whom I’m lucky enough to work alongside in the cardiovascular research department at St George’s University of London—I’d decided it was finally time to do something about my sexual immaturity. I had to stop letting life happen to me and actively do something about getting what I wanted. I needed to ‘woman up’, as my sister Maya would say, no matter how terrifying the idea of that was. And here, in Alessandro Ricci, I just might have found the perfect person to help me.

			So that, my patient friend, is how Sandro came to take a starring role in the sorry tale of my mortifyingly misjudged attempt to lose my virginity.

			 

			It happened at a private party in Chelsea.

			It’s not the sort of place you’ll usually find me on a Saturday night. Most weekends I’ll either be at home working on my PhD thesis, or hanging out with a friend, eating fine food and having involved conversations about the state of the world. So walking through a dark, sultry room writhing with half-naked bodies all gyrating to a thumping dance track was definitely not on my usual ‘things to do on a weekend’ agenda.

			Maya had given me the tip-off that Alessandro was going to be at the party that night after I’d confided in her about my interest in him and she’d suggested it might be a good place to catch up with him. She’d warned me that it definitely wouldn’t be my usual scene, but I’d assured her that it was probably the ideal setting for what I had in mind. There would no doubt be a dark and seductive atmosphere and I’d hoped it’d provide an opportunity for me to get close to him with the bare minimum of conversation required.

			Don’t get me wrong; I might sound flippant, but I was terrified about the whole idea. So terrified I’d already drunk three straight shots of vodka before I’d even arrived at the party and had stashed a hip flask in my handbag in case I needed a top-up later. I’m not usually a drinker, so my head was pretty fuzzy as I pushed my way through the throng of hot bodies, all now swaying in time to a pulsing ambient techno track, searching for any sign of Sandro.

			I’d deliberately worn the same outfit I’d had on at my father’s party, in the hope that Sandro would be more likely to remember me, but I was already too hot in it and totally overdressed compared to the rest of the guests. The crepe top stuck to my overheated, sweaty skin and the band of the black ankle-length skirt that had fit me fine only a week ago dug uncomfortably into my middle. I’d been stress-eating up till the day of the party and I cursed my weakness as I tugged the button at the back of the skirt open to give me a bit of relief, pulling my top down to cover the gape of the material at the back.

			Unable to locate Sandro in the next room, which was similarly besieged with partying guests, I was making for the door, intent on escaping to the bathroom to regroup, when I saw a familiar striking figure stride past the doorway to the hall.

			It was him.

			Shouting unheard apologies into the throbbing air as I pushed past the other partygoers, I dashed after him, reaching the doorway just as he began to climb the sweeping staircase at the end of the hallway, his long legs making short work of the stairs. He moved with such enigmatic grace that I stood transfixed for a moment and watched him, until it occurred to me I was going to lose him if I didn’t grab his attention.

			I tried to call out his name, but my throat was parched and scratchy from the overwhelming heat of the party, so I pulled the hip flask out of my bag and took a quick swallow of the fiery alcohol in an attempt to soothe it as I darted up the stairs after him. The liquid burned my throat and I inhaled sharply, the acrid fumes of it flooding my windpipe, making me splutter and gasp for breath. Eyes stinging, I gripped the banister and attempted to get a hold of myself as the alcohol rushed through my blood, mixing with the adrenaline the choking reflex had produced. I felt spaced out as my intoxicated blood pounded heavily through my veins and for one fleeting moment I considered turning around and running out of there, back to the safety of my quiet, comforting flat...

			A warm hand gently pressed my shoulder, jerking me out of my whirling thoughts, and I lifted my head, my cheeks already flaming with the heat of my embarrassment to be caught like this, only to meet the gaze of the last person I wanted to see me in this state.

			‘Are you all right?’ Sandro asked in a deep, husky tone, only made more appealing by the warm timbre of his Italian accent.

			All I could do was nod stupidly, my eyes brimming with tears and my throat still on fire from the alcohol. ‘I’m fine,’ I forced myself to croak when he gave me a concerned frown. ‘Just swallowed the wrong way.’ I waved a finger vaguely at my throat.

			‘Would a slap on the back help?’ he asked, his dazzling eyes searching mine, one dark eyebrow quirked.

			‘No, that’s okay.’ I swallowed hard and gave a small cough to clear my airway. ‘Technically, you only need to do that when someone’s got a foreign object lodged in their windpipe, otherwise you’re just assaulting them for no reason.’

			An indignant expression flashed across his face, as if I’d just rudely shot down his perfectly reasonable offer of help and basically called him an idiot in the process. I shook my head, frustrated with myself for sounding so prim and schoolmarmish.

			‘I’m Juno. We met—well, not met, exactly—bumped into each other—at least I bumped into you—on Wednesday night,’ I said quickly to cover my gaffe. ‘I don’t know if you remember?’ I added rather inelegantly.

			I wondered what had happened to me. I wasn’t usually like this. The mixture of alcohol, nerves and Sandro’s befuddling presence appeared to be messing with my neural pathways.

			‘I remember. At Maxim’s party,’ he said, seeming to forgive me as a slow, sexy smile broke across his handsome face.

			My insides did an excited flip. ‘Oh, good, I was afraid you wouldn’t. I’m not usually that memorable,’ I said stupidly. This really wasn’t going as well as I’d hoped. My plan to appear mature and sexually alluring had already metaphorically face-planted at his feet.

			‘You had your hair down then, though,’ he said, kindly ignoring my flustered unsophistication.

			I raised my hand to touch the base of my neck where my hair was nestled in a tight bun. I usually wore it like that, or in a plait, to keep it tucked away. I wear my long fringe swept across my forehead, though, so I can hide behind it if I need to.

			‘Yes, it was. But it’s too hot to have it down here tonight.’ I flapped a hand across my face. ‘It’s positively steamy in here.’

			He gave me a quizzical smile, then reached out his hand to push my fringe out of my eyes. It was such an intimate, proprietary move, I sucked in a breath of surprise.

			There was a movement out of the corner of my eye and I glanced round to see a man walking quickly past us, looking down at the mobile phone in his hand. I had the strangest impression that he’d just taken a photo of us talking, but I quickly dismissed the idea. Why would he want a picture of me? The gossip magazines seem to have absolutely zero interest in featuring me on their pages any more, unlike my glamorous sisters. Thank goodness. I can’t think of anything worse than being hounded by paparazzi and having my personal life constantly picked over by the general public.

			‘Why so jumpy, Juno?’ Sandro murmured.

			When I turned back to look at him, his bright gaze tangled with mine and my stomach did another somersault.

			‘I’m not jumpy,’ I squeaked.

			‘Really? Because you seem a little edgy to me. Is something wrong? Has something happened here tonight?’ He stood a little taller. ‘Has your date abandoned you?’ His mouth tensed as if the idea of that angered him.

			‘No, no, nothing like that.’ I took a deep breath, keenly aware that this would be a great opportunity to ask for his help. My heart gave an extra-hard thump as nerves rattled through me. ‘Actually, I...er...came here on my own hoping to bump into you.’ It didn’t come out sounding quite as seductive as I’d hoped—in fact I sounded more like a mouse with a sore throat—but at that moment I was just pleased I’d been able to get the words out.

			‘Me?’ He looked surprised, though I was pretty sure it was a feigned reaction. I imagined women must turn up at parties all the time hoping to bump into him.

			‘Yes. I have a proposition for you.’

			‘A proposition?’ His eyes flashed with a teasing sort of mirth, but I could tell I’d piqued his interest from the slight tilt of his head and the way he moved fractionally closer to me. This gave me the confidence to carry on.

			‘I was hoping we could talk somewhere privately,’ I said as a group of people spilled out of the nearest doorway and rowdily made their way past where we stood in the middle of the staircase.

			‘Okay, I’ll admit, I’m intrigued. Let’s find a quiet room upstairs.’ He gestured for me to climb the stairs in front of him. ‘Ladies first.’

			I climbed the stairs in front of him on shaky legs, intensely aware of his dominating presence at my back. I imagined I could feel the heat radiating from his powerful body, even though logically I knew that wasn’t possible. Every nerve ending in my body was on high alert and it was clearly messing with my sensory perception.

			Heart thumping hard in my chest, I walked into the nearest bedroom, relieved to find it empty of people. He followed me in, closing the door behind him.

			There was a small lamp on by the side of an enormous bed, bathing it in a low, warm light. I swallowed hard, suddenly terrified. A dissenting voice in my head was telling me I was crazy to even think of doing this but I knew I had to be brave and take action if I was ever going to get past my hang-ups about sex and men.

			I dropped my bag at my feet and turned to look at him.

			He was standing proud and tall a few feet away from me with his hands casually by his sides, giving me a respectful amount of personal space. The man was clearly a gentleman, which heartened me. Everything I’d heard about him had pointed towards this, but it was comforting to have it confirmed. Especially as I was now alone in a closed room with him.

			‘So, what can I do for you, Juno?’ he prompted when I failed to say anything. I’d been so busy psyching myself up I’d left an uncomfortably long pause hanging in the air.

			Clearing my raw throat, I pushed back my shoulders in an attempt to project confidence.

			But no words would come. I began to panic. How the heck were you supposed to seduce someone—someone you barely knew anything about? I had absolutely no experience in these matters.

			In desperation I thought back to the sex scenes I’d seen on TV, where women who want to initiate sex simply strip off in front of the guy and he seems to know exactly what she wants without her having to say a word.

			My blood was thumping so hard in my head by this point, I was afraid Sandro would be able to hear it in the quiet of the room. He was certainly looking at me as if he was concerned about something.

			‘Are you okay?’ he asked, his brows knitted together.

			‘Mmm-hmm,’ I murmured, sucking in a steadying breath then grasping the bottom of my crepe top in my shaking fingers. Knowing I had to act fast before I lost my nerve, I attempted to slip it over my head seductively. Unfortunately, I managed to get the neck caught round my hair bun and ended up struggling to get it past my chin. The zip at the top of my skirt, which was already loose, decided to choose this moment to undo fully and the whole thing slithered down my legs and pooled at my feet, leaving me flashing my underwear-clad body at him while my head was still trapped in my top.

			Needless to say, it wasn’t the elegant disrobing I’d been aiming for.

			Finally, I managed to get myself untangled and dropped the offending article onto the floor, my face now flaming with embarrassment.

			‘What are you doing?’ There was amusement in his voice, but I ignored it, desperate to get past this humiliating preamble and on to what I’d come here for.

			Unfortunately, it seemed I was actually going to have to say the words.

			I swallowed hard, my throat now as arid as my sex life. ‘I want you to...to...have s-sex with me.’

			He stared at me for a moment, then the corner of his mouth kicked up into a bemused smile.

			‘Just like that? No getting to know each other first?’ He folded his arms. ‘Why the rush?’

			‘Because I’m a virgin and I don’t want to be any more,’ I blurted, taking a shaky step closer to him and managing to kick my bag in the process. My small silver hip flask slipped out of it and slid onto the floor between us.

			He looked down at it, then back up at me with one dark eyebrow raised.

			‘Are you drunk?’ he murmured darkly.

			‘No,’ I lied, kicking the hip flask back under my bag and taking a couple more sauntering steps towards him, hoping to distract his attention away from it.

			‘I’ve heard you’re amazing in bed and I thought you’d be the perfect person to help me out. I want to learn from the best,’ I said in as confident a tone as I could muster, desperately hoping that appealing to his vanity would yield results.

			He leaned one shoulder against the wall, his arms still folded. The insouciant slouch he affected only made him look more intimidatingly sexy.

			‘So you’ve come here tonight because you want me to get rid of your virginity for you? Is that what you’re saying?’ he asked, his eyes assessing me so thoroughly now a delicious sort of shiver shimmied across my bare skin.

			I screwed up all my courage and forced myself to meet his gaze. ‘Yes, that’s exactly what I’m saying.’

			He let out a low, baffled breath. ‘Why me? We don’t even know each other.’

			‘Because when you looked at me at the party on Wednesday it seemed like you found me attractive. And I find you attractive, in a physical way, so I thought it might be mutually agreeable...’

			There was an awkward pause before he spoke again. ‘Agreeable?’

			‘Yes. Um, fun. And...er...sexy.’ I could barely believe I’d just let those awful words out of my mouth. And I was supposed to be the genius of the family.

			‘Well, if you find me attractive in a physical way, how could I possibly refuse?’ he asked, deadpan.

			Once again I cursed my lack of confidence in these matters. Get me on my subject and I could talk with utter self-assurance for hours, but here I was just steadily digging myself into a deep, dark hole with no idea how to pull myself out.

			I decided being honest was the only way forward from here.

			‘No. Look, sorry, this is coming out all wrong.’ I pulled my arms around my body, intensely aware of how exposed I was. ‘As I’m sure you’re painfully aware, I’m really not experienced at negotiating this kind of thing.’

			‘You don’t say.’ The drawl of his words made his amusement very clear.

			I tried to shake off my frustration. Getting het up was unhelpful. I needed to be cool, like my sister Maya would have been if she’d been in this situation. I attempted to channel her as I forced myself to stand a little taller and saunter up to him, looking him right in the eye.

			‘I feel like there’s a connection between us. Chemistry,’ I murmured, trying not to sway on the spot.

			He frowned, looking confused, and opened his mouth as if he was going to refute what I’d just said but then closed it again. There was a tense pause while he stared hard at me, his dark brows drawn together tightly.

			My blood was pumping so hard through my veins, I could hear the swoosh of it in my ears.

			‘Look, Juno, you seem like a lovely woman, and I take it as a huge compliment that I’m at the top of your list, but it’s a no,’ he said finally. ‘I don’t sleep with virgins. Especially not drunk virgins. I prefer to go to bed with women who know what they want and can handle having sex just for fun.’

			Disappointment made my eyes sting with held-back tears. ‘It could be fun with me,’ I fired back, desperation straining my voice.

			He just shot me a look that clearly said desperation was exactly what he was trying to avoid getting entangled in.

			Frustration surged through me. I’d made a total fool of myself tonight and for what? A big, fat negative result.

			‘God! What is it with me and men? How am I supposed to get experience if no one will sleep with me?’

			I took one last stumbling step towards him, pressing my hand against the wall next to him to steady myself. His wonderful, spicy scent flooded my senses, making my mouth water and my head swim.

			‘Please, I’ll do whatever you say. Whatever you want. Just name it. Is there a favour I could do for you? Or would money help? Or—er—something else?’ I asked hurriedly, agonisingly aware that offering him money was a stupid and offensive thing to do. ‘L-l-like a promise to help you out when you next need it?’ I rushed on, hoping he wouldn’t take umbrage at my slip.

			‘You’re offering me money?’ His eyes were narrowed now in distaste.

			‘No, not money. Ignore that. I didn’t mean it the way it came out—’

			‘You didn’t mean it to sound like you were hoping to pay me to have sex with you?’ His voice was filled with reproach.

			Shame crawled up my spine. In that horrible moment I imagined I could actually sense his male pride putting up its fists.

			‘I’m sorry...’

			He waved away my apology with a dismissive sweep of his hand before I was even able to finish it. ‘Even if I do find you attractive, I wouldn’t stoop to sleeping with someone who thinks so little of me,’ he said, his voice dangerously low. ‘I think you should go home before you say something stupid to someone else here. They might not be as forgiving of your crassness.’

			Before I could utter another word, he’d marched out of the room, leaving the sound of his disgust ringing in my head.

			I was so humiliated I wanted to cry. I couldn’t believe I’d handled that so badly. Made such an utter mess of it. Because I had. A total mess. In fact, I don’t think I could have done a worse job at persuading him to help me.

			Which was why I was absolutely astounded when I picked up a voicemail message from him the next afternoon asking me out for a drink.
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