
        
            
                
            
        

    
Table of Contents




TITLE AND COPYRIGHT

CHAPTER ONE

CHAPTER TWO

CHAPTER THREE

CHAPTER FOUR

CHAPTER FIVE

CHAPTER SIX

CHAPTER SEVEN

CHAPTER EIGHT

CHAPTER NINE

CHAPTER TEN

CHAPTER ELEVEN

CHAPTER TWELVE

CHAPTER THIRTEEN

CHAPTER FOURTEEN

CHAPTER FIFTEEN

CHAPTER SIXTEEN

CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

CHAPTER NINETEEN

CHAPTER TWENTY

EPILOGUE

SECRET WORDS EXTRACT

OTHER BOOKS BY MIRANDA P. CHARLES


Ray of Love

(Lifestyle By Design Book 3)







By Miranda P. Charles







Copyright © 2013 Miranda P. Charles

All Rights Reserved.

No part of this book may be reproduced, transmitted, downloaded or distributed in any form without the express permission of the author.




This is a work of fiction.  All of the characters, locations, organisations and events described in this novel are either products of the author's imagination, fictitious or are used fictitiously.  Any resemblance to any event, locale or person, living or dead, is purely coincidental.




http://www.mirandapcharles.com




Other Books by Miranda P. Charles




Will To Love (Lifestyle by Design Book 1)

Heart Robber (Lifestyle by Design Book 2)

Secret Words (Secret Dreams Book 1)

Secret Designs (Secret Dreams Book 2)


CHAPTER ONE







"You need to have a haircut soon, Ray," Faye Summers said distractedly as she continued to gaze at the man sitting next to her. The more she looked, the more she found little details she hadn't noticed before - like how his brown hair turned wavy when it was longer than its usual length, or how his deep blue eyes had specks of green in them, or how the right side of his mouth quirked into a cheeky, lopsided smile when he was being teased.

"Yeah, I know. I just haven't had the time to get it done," Ray Thackery agreed, running his sexy fingers through his longish hair. "Is it that bad already?"

"Bad? No, it's not bad, just a little long. You still look hot but you look hotter when you wear it shorter."

"You think I'm hot?" Ray asked in complete surprise, his brows lifting.

"Sure," she responded nonchalantly. "You must know you are. Even Clarise and Jessa think so."

"Oh. And here I was thinking you were flirting with me," Ray commented dryly.

She laughed and hurriedly changed the subject. "Hey, since those two are both engaged now, how do you feel about them taking some time off for their weddings and honeymoons in a few months' time?"

"I hope they're not planning on being away from work at the same time," Ray replied absently before jumping back to their original topic. "So how short should I have my hair cut?"

"Hmm, about a couple of inches shorter, I think, and wear it spiky and a little bit messy like you do sometimes."

He raised an eyebrow and smiled charmingly. "You think it'll be easier for me to pick up women with that 'do?"

"Yeah, absolutely," Faye chuckled.

"Well, it would be nice if you picked me up," he drawled.

"Why don't you have that haircut and I'll consider it." She was surprised at the husky statement that came out of her mouth but it was too late to take it back.

"Okay, I will," Ray grinned.

Oops.

Faye didn't know why she was letting herself have this conversation with Ray. Sometimes her mouth did get her into trouble. She was someone who didn't have problems telling people what she thought or felt. And, oh yes, she was a bit of a flirt.

Ease up, Faye. He might take you seriously, she cautioned herself.

Even for just a one-night stand or a brief affair - no, especially for a one-night stand or a brief affair - Ray was not someone she would consider. She shared too much of her personal life with her best friends, so that a sexual encounter of any kind with him would be complicated.

Her three closest buddies, Clarise Carson, Jessa Allen and Victor Michaels, all worked at Lifestyle by Design Publishing. Based in Sydney, it published one of the most popular magazines in Australia for the entrepreneurial and professional set. Clarise and Jessa were its senior writers and editors, while Victor was its head graphic designer.

And Ray Thackery was its owner.

So why in the hell was she flirting with her pals' boss right now?

Maybe it was the few glasses of wine she'd had. She wasn't a big drinker but they were celebrating Jessa's twenty-ninth birthday and her surprise engagement to Rob Granger.

Or maybe it was because Ray was one of the most attractive men she knew that she just couldn't help herself.

"Hey, guys," Jessa called as she stepped out onto her courtyard that was decked out with portable outdoor heaters. While it was early spring in Sydney, the nighttime temperatures were still cool and the heaters offered welcome warmth for those who lounged outside.

Jessa held out bags to them. "Here are some leftovers for you. Everyone gets to take home some food; otherwise it'll go to waste."

"Oh, excellent. Thanks, Jess. It's really yummy. I still can't believe how much food Rob ordered," Ray replied.

"Is this your way of telling us it's time to go, Jess?" Faye teased.

"Yes," Rob called from inside the house. "My new fiancée just can't wait to properly thank me for giving her a surprise birthday party and putting a ring on her finger." 

Jessa rolled her eyes and blushed.

"We can take a hint," Ray grinned as he stood up and got ready to go. "You sure know how to throw a party, Rob."

"Well," Rob said as he leaned on the door frame, "I wanted to make it as hard as I could for Jess to say no when I proposed."

"As if I'd say no," Jessa replied as she walked over to Rob and put her arms around his waist. Rob hugged her to him with a tender smile on his face and kissed her hair.

"Okay, guys," Faye called out to Clarise, Victor and their partners. "It's time for all of us to go and give these two lovebirds their private time."

As Ray headed for his car, he turned to Faye. "See you after I get my haircut, Faye," he said with a wink.

Faye couldn't help but smile at his playful demeanour. She suddenly became conscious of the fact that it had been a long time since she and Ray were this comfortable with each other. It was good to joke around with him again. She missed that.




~~~~~~~




"So what did Ray mean he'd see you after he gets a haircut?" Clarise asked as she glanced at Faye seated in the back of the car while her fiancé, Will Matthews, smoothly navigated the streets to Faye's apartment.

"Oh, we were just joking around. I kind of said I'll consider picking him up after he gets one," Faye answered dismissively.

"Pick him up? To go where?"

"Not that kind of pick up," she clarified to her confused friend. "We were just flirting around."

"Right. So what does all that flirting mean?"

"Nothing. Like I said, we were just joking around. You know what I think about going out with your boss, Clarise."

"Not interested, Faye?" Will asked, peeking at her through the rear-view mirror.

"If he wasn't my best friends' boss, maybe," she answered with usual frankness. "But he is and I don't want any drama with my closest relationships."

Clarise raised her eyebrows in surprise. "You never said anything about being interested in Ray. When he asked you out sometime last year, you didn't even hesitate to say no."

"I know. I had just met Steve then, remember? Besides, even before he asked me, I'd already considered the complications of having a relationship with him and decided it wasn't worth it. Imagine the drama if I cried to you about my personal issues with him, or if he needed me to listen about work problems involving you guys. It would be very awkward, to say the least."

"But if you're really attracted to him …"

"I'm not that attracted."

"So, you're interested but not interested enough to do something about it?" Clarise quizzed.

"Yes, that's exactly how I feel."

"Okay. You do know Ray might get the wrong impression? We think he might still have a little crush on you," Clarise admitted.

"Really? What makes you think so?"

"Remember about two months ago when you went speed dating? He asked me and Jess where we were going and we said we were escorting you to this speed dating thing. There was just something about his reaction when he discovered you'd broken up with Steve and that you were available again."

"You guys didn't tell me about that," Faye said, her brows furrowing.

"No, we didn't. We knew you weren't looking for anything serious and we didn't want Ray to hope for anything, so …" Clarise shrugged her shoulders.

Faye nodded. It was clear as day that her friends were also protecting Ray's feelings and she could understand that.

Before she met Steve, her last boyfriend, Ray was their frequent lunch buddy. It surprised her that he joined them as often as he did, seeing he was her friends' boss. She eventually learnt that he did make it a point to socialise with his staff to get to know them better. But it also appeared that he had lunch with the four of them far more often than he did with his other employees. It was when he asked her out that she guessed the reason why.

She enjoyed Ray's company and at one point even toyed with the idea of going out with him. But she was also witness to the great relationship her best friends had with him as their boss. Dating Ray could upset that. That was exactly why she decided not to get involved with him.

"I'll be more mindful next time I'm around him," she promised Clarise.

They stopped at a red light and Will reached out for Clarise's hand and lifted it to his lips before setting it down on his thigh. Clarise smiled at him and left her hand where he placed it, stroking him innocently.

Faye sighed silently. It was very sweet and she was happy that Clarise had found the man she was going to spend the rest of her life with. They were so in love. She wanted that, too.

She gave herself a mental shake. It was the impatience in finding 'the one' that got her diving into new relationships before she was truly ready to move on.

No rush. There's nothing wrong with enjoying being single for a while, even at twenty-nine.

After breaking up with Steve four months ago, she'd decided to just date around and not plunge into anything that would mean commitment. Her last three relationships moved into serious territory pretty quickly, and none of them lasted more than a year. She figured part of the problem might be that she was too quick to fall in love with the next guy without fully getting over her issues with the previous one. So this time around, she promised to give herself plenty of time to heal whatever conscious and unconscious wounds she had. For a few months - maybe another six or so - she'd focus on simply having fun while dating and leave it at that. Fun.

With her straight, silky blonde hair, long-lashed blue eyes, flawless skin and slim body with gorgeous curves, Faye was considered stunning by most people. There was no shortage of interested men who would give their right arm to date her.

She just needed to be extra selective so she didn't end up going out with someone who'd be in a hurry for a relationship before she was ready.




*******




Ray discreetly checked out Victor Michaels' office as he walked past it. He spied Victor there with his eyes glued to his computer. Good. That was Victor accounted for. As for Clarise and Jessa, they were out on assignments. Clarise was meeting with the owner of Sydney's fastest growing beauty spa chain and Jessa was sampling the culinary delights of one of the city's newest Japanese restaurants.

None of them was having lunch with Faye today. With a little bit of luck, he would be having lunch with her.

When he found out two months ago that she had broken up with her boyfriend, he had convinced himself not to go down the path of asking her out again. But after spending that time with her at Jessa's birthday party, all that swirled in his head was the question 'why not?'

He shoved his hands in his pockets and strode purposefully out of his office building. It was absolutely silly. Hell, it was crazy. But for the life of him, he just had to give it another try. Maybe this time she'd agree to go out with him so he could either get her out of his system for good or make her fall in love with him.

Okay, who was he kidding? There was only one choice that mattered and it was the second one. After more than a year of searching for a woman who would make him forget about Faye Summers, he hadn't succeeded yet. Now that she was available again, he simply couldn't resist grabbing this new opportunity.

He was still kicking himself for not being persistent enough sixteen months ago. But when she told him then that she just started dating another guy, he backed off straight away. It was clear she preferred the other man and he wasn't desperate for a date. After all, he had his fair share of female admirers.

But how was he to know that he had already fallen for her and was just too proud to admit it? When he realised the extent of his feelings, the relationship she was in was already serious. She seemed happy and he didn't want to ruin her bliss.

He still couldn't believe how he had fallen for someone he hadn't even slept with. Jesus, they hadn't even gone out on a real date! But from the very first time he met her he was totally bowled over, not just by her captivating beauty but also by her personality.

Faye was a confident, funny, outgoing, smart, loyal, caring and straight-to-the-point woman. But beyond that, there was something about her that called to that deep, hidden part of him that no one else had ever touched - except her. She had cast a spell over him and he couldn't seem to escape it.

There were no explanations for how he felt. He had already questioned and analysed his feelings until his brain hurt but he couldn't deny the fact that every time he saw her, even if it was simply bumping into her on the street, his heart raced and he wished with everything he had that he was with her - that she was his.

He'd given up trying to fight it. Instead, he'd resigned himself to the fact that he could be spending the rest of his life feeling incomplete and unfulfilled. That was until he learnt she was single again. And heavens above, he would be more persistent this time in getting her to give him a chance.




He walked to the vicinity of Faye's office, where she worked as a senior career consultant for one of Australia's largest career consulting firms, and stationed himself outside a coffee shop across the road from her building. He got there at exactly twelve noon. He didn't know what time Faye would be taking her lunch break but he would stand there until she came out. He just hoped he didn't have to wait around for too long.

And what if she had brought lunch with her and didn't have to leave her building?

He knew if he missed her today he'd just try again tomorrow.

He shook his head, unable to believe what he was willing to put himself through. But then again, patience, resilience and tenacity were some of his major traits that enabled him to build a highly successful business, even after a number of failed attempts that almost bankrupted him. He was determined to succeed when it came to Faye, too.

It would be mortifying, though, if Faye rejected him again. So for now, he would have to be sneaky and make everything look as if it was pure coincidence.

He checked the time and noticed fifteen minutes had passed. He was tempted to order coffee while he waited for her but a woman walking out of the building he was watching made his heart pound like mad. There was Faye, looking just as beautiful as always, strolling towards the nearby food court.

He sighed with relief and quickly followed her. All of a sudden, he found himself more nervous than he had been for a long, long time.

For fuck's sake, Ray. You're thirty-four, not fourteen. Relax!


CHAPTER TWO







Faye wandered around the food court, trying to decide what to eat. She really craved some fish and chips but after her big Chinese dinner last night, she knew a salad would be better for her hips.

She slowed in front of the fish and chips shop and looked longingly at the counter. She willed herself to continue walking towards the salad place when she heard someone call her name.

"Faye!"

She turned and saw Ray approach with a wide smile that made his already good-looking face even more handsome.

"Hey, Ray! What are you doing here?" She forced her gaze to leave his sexy lips to look into his eyes.

"I was already in the area and I thought I'd get some lunch. Fish and chips, I think."

"That's what I want!"

"Great! Shall we order?" Ray extended his arm, indicating for her to get in front of him so she could order first.

She shook her head. "I'm thinking I should have a salad instead," she explained in the tone of someone ready to give in to her craving. Her eyes went back to the greasy, piping hot chips displayed to tempt hungry people like her.

Ray chuckled. "Tell you what. Why don't you get a salad and I'll share some of my fish and chips with you?"

She glanced back at him and her eyes widened as she noticed something different - and yet familiar - about him. "You had your hair cut!" It was just the way she liked it.

The grin on Ray's face clearly showed how pleased he was that she noticed. "Yeah."

"Looks good."

"Thanks."

Faye wanted to gawk at Ray until the cows came home. But, of course, she mustn't. She tore her eyes from him, only for them to land back at the not-good-for-your-figure food that was definitely taunting her. "Could you, maybe, ask them to give you more chips?" she asked him.

"Sure."

"Thanks. I'll get my salad and find us a table."

As she walked away, she felt Ray staring at her back. Before she could stop herself, she turned her head and found him doing just that. It pleased her immensely.




"Ugh! Why do these chips have to be so irresistible?" Faye complained as she stole another one from Ray's plate and dipped it in ketchup before putting it in her mouth.

"When was the last time you had them?" Ray asked.

"I can't even remember. It was that long ago."

"Well, that's what you get from denying yourself."

"I know. That's why most diets fail, isn't it? As they say, moderation is the key. Problem is, I can't stop with a few."

"You've always looked great, Faye."

She looked down at her plate as her cheeks pinked from Ray's husky tone and appreciative gaze.

Damn it, stop blushing!

She wasn't the shy, blushing type. But for some reason, Ray's compliment triggered some unusual response in her.

That was so totally unexpected, as was her acute awareness of him. It seemed that every cell in her body was attuned to his masculine force. She noticed how soft his lips looked as he spoke and wondered what it would be like to kiss them. She watched how his male chest moved as he breathed and wished she could unbutton his shirt. She admired his long, strong fingers as he cut his food and was sure they'd feel oh-so-good stroking her skin …

She fidgeted in her seat, completely taken aback by the strength of her new reaction to him. Yes, she'd always thought Ray was attractive - very - but in the past, she was perfectly fine with ignoring that attraction. But now, his pull was much stronger and she was finding it harder to push it aside. Much, much harder.

When did that start happening?

"So," Ray said as he leaned closer to her, "do you think I'll get lucky enough to get picked up by you?"

I'd pick you up anytime, anywhere, if only my best friends didn't work for you, was what she wanted to say but her tongue was stuck at the roof of her mouth.

"Faye," Ray said quietly as he reached over the table and grasped her hand with his warm one, making her look up to his bright, blue eyes that were glinting dangerously. "I know you're someone who honestly speaks her mind. If you say you're really not interested in me - still not interested in me - then that's fine. You don't need to soften the blow. All you need to do is say it. But from what I'm currently sensing, there's a little bit of attraction there for me, too? Or is that just plain wishful thinking on my part?"

She took a deep breath and released it slowly before replying. "Yes, I'm attracted to you, Ray," she said softly. "But I don't think it's a good idea for us to act on it."

"Why not?"

"Because my three best friends in the whole world are your employees. You know how close we are and it could become messy, not just for the two of us but also for them."

"Why?"

"What if we ended up having a really terrible experience with each other and I have to download all my negativities and frustrations to my friends? They'd go to work and look at you in a different light, which would be very unfair to them as well as to you. You could still be the wonderful boss you've always been but because of me, they could start to hate you a little bit."

"Right, and I suppose they could also ask you to twist my arm and do favours for them like increasing their salary or giving them bigger bonuses if we ended up together," Ray commented.

"No! They're not like that," she said heatedly, defending her friends. "If you don't know them by now, then you don't know them at all. You know they'd never do anything like that. They'll maintain professionalism and they wouldn't think of using me to get something from you."

Ray grinned widely and nodded in agreement. "That's exactly my point, Faye. I trust Clarise, Jessa and Victor implicitly. If the two of us could handle it, I don't see a reason why they couldn't."

"The difference is that if we end up hating each other, you and I won't need to see each other's faces ever again. They don't have that choice. They work for you," she reasoned.

"If you did end up hating me, why would they hate me, too?" Ray countered. "I hardly think of them as juveniles with no minds of their own. In fact, they're very sensible, intelligent people. They'd understand that whatever might or might not eventuate between the two of us has nothing to do with their relationship with me. Whatever happens, I'm sure we would all cope and adjust."

Faye propped an elbow on the table and rested her chin on her palm as she mulled on Ray's words. The points he made were good. But she still had some reservations.

"Okay, I can see your point on that. But I still think it would be very uncomfortable for all of us if we dated," she said to him.

"So why tell them? Why not keep it to ourselves for the time being? We can go out on a date without them knowing about it, can't we?"

She looked at Ray with wide eyes. "But I tell them everything."

"Everything? Every single detail of every single date you've been on?"

"Well, the important and exciting bits, at least," she answered as she smiled at the thought of how she could make her friends squirm when she tried to extract details of their dates from them. But when it came to her, there was no need for them to force anything out. She volunteered most of the information. If she didn't say anything, they wouldn't prod. They would simply think there was nothing for her to say.

Could she really keep a secret from her best friends? Especially one as fascinating as going out with their boss?

But Ray being their boss was precisely the reason why she was willing to keep it a secret. It would save her having to worry about what they thought and vice versa. And if it turned out to be a big fat mistake, it was better they didn't know she went out with Ray in the first place.

"I think it would be okay —" she began.

"Of course, it would be okay," Ray interrupted eagerly.

She chuckled as she continued, "I think it would be okay as long as I can talk to them about going out with you without them knowing it's really you."

"What do you mean?"

"I can give you a nickname. What about John? So when I share things with them about you, I'll call you John. Would that be okay? I don't want them to know we've agreed to go out on a date until … well, whenever the time's right."

"Yeah, that's okay." Ray leaned back in his chair with a smile of triumph and boyish glee.

"There's another thing, Ray," she added with a stern gaze, still feeling slightly apprehensive. "I'm not ready for anything serious right now. I would love to enjoy your company but that would be all for the foreseeable future."

Ray stared at her with a look that seemed to read her soul. After long seconds, he smiled. "Okay, I understand."

Faye let out a breath she didn't know she was holding. Having made a decision to go out with Ray, she suddenly felt buoyant. She curled up her lips invitingly. "So, Ray, do you like going to the movies?"

"As a matter of fact, I do," he answered with a blinding smile.

"There are a couple of movies I've been wanting to watch. I was wondering if you'd like to see one with me."

"I'd love to." His eyes were smoking hot and his grin sexy as hell. "When?"

"Hm, how about next week? Tuesday night?"

"Perfect. I must say, this haircut really is a chick-magnet. Thanks for the tip, Faye."

Their soft laughter filled the already electrified air around them.




*******




"It looks like we have to find somewhere else to eat," Jessa remarked as they scanned their usual Monday lunch haunt and found it full.

"Sorry, my fault," Faye said. "Finishing that report took me longer than I expected. I can't believe how this place is getting more and more popular."

"I know. Maybe it's time for us to find somewhere new, anyway. For a change."

"So what does everyone feel like? There's an Italian place right there and a Japanese place next to it. They're both on the expensive side but that's probably why they're not full," Victor commented.

"I vote for the Japanese. I have to watch what I eat or I won't look good in that wedding dress I want," Clarise responded.

"I agree. Japanese for me, too," Jessa said.

"Listen to you two. As if you're the only ones who have to look good on both your weddings. We bridesmaids and groomsmen have to watch our figures, too, you know," Faye said with a laugh.




"So, Faye, how did your date with Kevin go last Saturday?" Clarise asked as they settled in the intimate and comfortable environment of the restaurant they selected. Yes, the food was pricey but the atmosphere was so much more conducive to a private conversation.

"He didn't take it too well when I told him I'd like us to see other people."

"Oh, I thought you liked him."

"Sure, kind of. But he was getting too serious. That's why it's time to start dating other men."

Kevin was a genuinely nice guy Faye met on a speed date a couple of months ago. After four dates, she could tell he was already more than halfway in love with her and was keen on officially being her boyfriend. The thought didn't excite her.

"You didn't want to continue giving him a chance? You might develop something deeper for him."

"No," Faye responded.

"Still wanting to play the field to test yourself to make sure the guy's really 'the one' before getting serious?" Victor asked.

"Yes. As you know, I'm taking a different tack this time."

"What if someone you're really into loses his patience and won't wait for you to be ready for something more serious?"

"Well, if I don't run after him, then that means I don't want him enough. It was like how I knew Steve wasn't for me. He had to move interstate and I didn't want to follow him. I thought we loved each other enough but when the test came, it became obvious it wasn't the case," Faye explained with a shrug. "All I know is I got this crazy idea in my head that to find 'the one' I have to date casually for a while."

"So this means it's time for you to find a new date then, huh?"

"Actually," she answered as she traced the flower pattern on the placemat with her finger, "I bumped into this guy in the food court last week —"

"It's Ray!" Jessa gasped.

Faye's head snapped towards Jessa in shock. She didn't think any of her best friends knew she had lunch with Ray.

"Sorry for interrupting, Faye. I just saw Ray enter. I don't think he's seen us yet," Jessa continued as she looked towards the doorway.

They all turned their heads, and Ray had indeed entered the restaurant with another man who made Faye groan softly.

"What?" her friends asked in unison.

"That guy with Ray is a bit of an asshole," she hissed. "He was a client of ours and I used to work on his account. I remember telling you guys about him before. He was the dirty, egotistical pig I almost reported for sexual harassment. I hope they sit far away from us. Don't attract their attention," she pleaded, not only so she wouldn't have to say two words to Ray's friend but also so she could get control of her reaction to Ray. Her heart was already galloping and she could feel the temperature of her body rise with the knowledge he was around.

"Uh-oh, too late," Clarise whispered.

"Hello, ladies and gentleman, fancy seeing you here." Ray had a warm smile for all of them with his greeting. His smile disappeared when his companion spoke.

"Hello, Faye, fancy seeing you here. If I was a betting man, I'd bet you knew I was going to be here and you followed me," the pig drawled with a sleazy grin. He ignored the rest of the people on the table and planted himself right next to Faye.

Faye's eyes slitted. "Arnold, you know how preposterous your statement is."

Arnold laughed. "I'm just kidding around with you, Faye. How've you been?"

"Good, thanks," she responded tersely.

"Oh, I'm glad to see your ring finger is still bare. That means you're still free to have your way with me, just like you've always wanted to," the pig said with a wink.

That's it. This man just has to have it.

"Oh, this finger," she said sweetly as she lifted her left hand with her middle finger sticking out, telling Arnold with that universal gesture to fuck off. "I've always wanted to give you this," she smiled calmly at him.

Arnold's face burned with either embarrassment or anger and he excused himself to go to the restroom.

"Sorry, Ray," Faye apologised. "I didn't mean to embarrass your friend in front of everyone."

"He's not a friend. He's a potential client."

Faye's hand flew to her mouth. "I'm so sorry," she replied, horrified. "That was so unprofessional of me. I hope you don't lose him."

"Are you kidding me? After seeing that little exchange, I don't think I'd want him working with any of my staff."

"Phew, thank God," Clarise piped in. "That was the client you mentioned I could be dealing with, wasn't he, Ray?"

"Yup."

"We definitely wouldn't want him. Faye almost reported him for sexual harassment when she worked with him."

"What?!" Ray's face grew red with anger. "What did he do?"

"Oh, nothing," Faye hastily tried to placate him. "It was all words. Sexual innuendos. In the end my boss put him on the banned client list."

"Well, that's exactly where I'm putting him, too. Excuse me while I speak with him."

They watched as Ray intercepted Arnold on his way back from the restroom and escorted him out of the restaurant.




Their food arrived but Faye couldn't fully savour it. She was worried about Ray. She hoped Arnold wouldn't kick up too much of a fuss and make things difficult for him. Arnold threatened all sorts of things to her boss when he was banned before he finally went quiet.

"So, Faye, getting back to our conversation before I rudely interrupted," Jessa reminded, "you were saying you met someone last week?"

Faye smiled at the unlikely sequence of events concerning Ray. "Yes, I bumped into this guy last week at the food court near our building. He was someone I already met before through … work. I wasn't that interested in him in the past but for some reason, I'm so very attracted to him right now."

"Oooh, what's his name?" Clarise asked.

"John."

"Have we met him before?"

"No, I don't think so."

Faye wasn't happy with the little while lies she was spouting to her friends but she assured herself they'd understand when she eventually told them the reason why.

"When do we get to meet him?" Victor asked. "And what does he look like?"

"Easy, darling. We haven't even had a proper first date yet," she replied with a mysterious smile. "And he is absolutely gorgeous," she added with a sigh.

"So when do you go on your first date and is he as hot as Will and Rob?" Victor prodded.

"I'm going out with him on Tuesday night and yes, he is just as hot as the men our chums here are marrying."

"Phew! You girls snagging all these hunky men." Victor made a gesture of fanning his face as he spoke.

"Don't forget we also have the most gorgeous gay man for our best friend," Clarise added.

"Thank you, sweetie," Victor beamed.

"Hey, John's not my boyfriend, you know," Faye interjected.

"No," Victor agreed. "But knowing you, Faye, if you want him he'll be yours in no time."

"Oh, look, Ray's back," Jessa announced from her unobstructed view of the restaurant's entrance.

Faye scrutinised Ray's expression, wanting to assure herself he was okay after dealing with Arnold. His face didn't give anything away. When he reached their table, she asked with concern, "Did Arnold give you a hard time, Ray?"

He smiled at her soothingly. "He tried to scare me by saying he'd tell everyone how undesirable it is to do business with me. But I told him I can contact your boss to discuss his various misdemeanours and since I run a magazine, it wouldn't be hard to release an article here and there. That shut him right up. I told him if he ever bothers you again, or any of my staff, he knows what he can expect."

Faye's face shone with gratitude. "Thank you. I'm still sorry it ruined your lunch, though."

"Don't worry about it. I was going to join you guys but it looks like you're almost done," Ray said as he eyed their plates.

"Yeah, unless our boss says it's okay to have an extended lunch break today," Clarise quipped with a twinkle in her eye.

In response, Ray pulled up a chair and motioned for a server. When he finished ordering he dialled the office to let his PA know that Clarise, Jessa and Victor had joined him for a lunch meeting.

"So what's this meeting about, Ray?" Victor asked, tongue in cheek.

"Ask Clarise. She was the one who called it." Ray grinned at Clarise's bemused look.

"Well, okay," Clarise said, "since you kindly agreed to meet with us here, it may be a good time to let you know when Jessa and I plan to take time off for our weddings and honeymoons."

"Great meeting topic, Clarise," Jessa acknowledged.

"Okay. Fire away."

"Will and I are getting married in five months, on the second of February. I'd like to ask for six weeks off, starting a week before the wedding, so I can get ready. When I come back from leave, there will be seven weeks that Jess and I are at work together before she takes hers."

Jessa nodded. "My wedding date's on the twenty-seventh of April. I'd also like six weeks off, Ray, if that's okay."

"That sounds all right. I'm quite relieved actually. The way Rob and Will were talking during your birthday, Jess, I was scared you guys were planning a double wedding and the two of you would be away from work at the same time."

"Yeah, we toyed with the idea," Jessa chuckled. "It would have been fun to organise one big wedding but we tossed the idea out pretty quickly. It would be harder all around for everyone. Rob actually wanted to get married earlier - in March - but Clarise and I planned it to a T. Seven weeks between our leaves means we can minimise the disruption with client interviews and things shouldn't be so bad for Mark while one of us is away."

"Who's Mark?" Faye asked.

"Mark Reed, our other senior writer/editor, remember?"

"Oh, that's right."

Ray gazed at Faye. "Do I have the most considerate staff, or what?"

"Yes, you do. And they happen to be my best friends," she said fondly.

"I know," Ray replied, his eyes warm as he looked at her.

The server arrived with Ray's food. Faye was glad for the distraction. She wanted to drown in Ray's deep blue eyes. If it wasn't for the server, she could still be staring at him right in front of her friends. She glanced at her watch to take her heated eyes off him and was startled by the time.

"Well, I hate to miss the rest of this meeting, especially since I'm the proud co-maid-of-honour for both brides, but I'm afraid I have to head back to work."

"Already?" Ray asked with disappointment.

"Yeah. I have a client meeting coming up."

"Enjoy the movies tomorrow night, Faye," Victor called as she prepared to walk out of the restaurant.

She gave them another goodbye wave and grinned as she thought of how intrigued Ray would have become upon hearing what Victor had said. She was sure he would want to know what she'd told her friends about her date - their date.

She still couldn't believe how her attraction for him had blossomed into something so compelling almost overnight. What brought it on? She shrugged, not really caring at this point why things had taken a turn the way they did. All she cared about was that she was going out with him tomorrow night.

Her heart swelled at the memory of Ray's interaction with her best friends. It had been a long time since Ray had joined their gang for lunch, and she had forgotten how warm, open and trusting her friends' relationship was with him. It made her more committed to not letting them know about whatever was going on between her and Ray. There was no point upsetting the great relationship the three had with him if she and Ray didn't work out.


CHAPTER THREE







Ray waited for Faye outside of her building, still arguing with himself if he should have brought her flowers. Since they were going for a quick dinner before heading off to see the latest James Bond movie, he didn't think she'd want to be carrying a big bunch of flowers with her. But thinking about it now, he would have carried it for her.

He laughed at himself. He was acting like a teenager out on his very first date. He'd send her flowers to her work instead. That was a much better option.

He couldn't wait to see her again. He knew Faye well enough to know she had intimidated many men who were interested in her. He could see why. But for him, her sassiness was a turn-on, just as her stunning looks and self-confidence were. He chuckled at the memory of her giving Arnold the finger in the restaurant.

He liked the fact that she'd told her friends about this date they were going on. Of course, they thought it was with someone named John, but it must mean it was important and exciting enough for her to have mentioned it to them.

"Hey, handsome," a voice purred from behind him, startling him out of his heart-warming introspection to stare at the flesh and blood woman who occupied his thoughts.

"Hey, gorgeous," he responded as he gave her a kiss on the cheek. His heart thumped harder as she slipped her hand into his. It felt good.

"Let's go," Faye said, "but do you mind if we walk a little slow? These aren't my highest heels but they're still not made for any brisk walking."

He chuckled. "Did you really think I'd make you walk more than ten minutes in those heels? We'll drive to George Street and park near the cinemas."

"In this peak hour traffic? It will take us longer to get there if we drive."

"Probably, but not by much. And it will save you walking back here in those heels."

Faye looked indecisive.

"Come on." He gently pulled her towards the car park.

"We're really driving there, aren't we?" Faye murmured as she followed him.

"Why do you find that hard to believe?" he asked with a laugh.

"It just seems so indulgent and crazy in this traffic."

He stopped and faced her. "Would you really rather walk?" he asked softly.

"No, I'd really rather be driven there and save my feet from agony. I'm just commenting on the fact that it seems indulgent and crazy. But most of all, sweet."

As long as Faye gave him that lovely smile and thought of him as sweet, Ray knew he'd drive her anywhere, near or far.

"Well, far be it for me to make your feet suffer," he said huskily as he continued to lead them to his car, holding her hand tighter. If he didn't keep walking he'd do something rash like sweep her up in his arms and kiss her with all the suppressed passion he had for her, right outside her office building. That would derail his well-laid plans.

He didn't want to end up in bed with Faye until after they'd dated a few times. Not that making love with her wasn't a big thing for him. It was a mighty big thing. He'd had many a solo act with Faye on his mind. He'd even fantasised about her several times when he was in the middle of sex with other women. But it was more than physical with Faye.

She said she wasn't after anything serious at this point. That was fine. He was happy to take it slow as long as he had the chance to make her fall for him. He wanted her heart first and foremost. He didn't want anything less than that.




They had a quick dinner at a place that Ray didn't think was special enough to take Faye on their first date, but it was close to the cinemas and the service there was fast. They wanted to make sure they made it to their movie session on time. They voted to have their after-dinner drinks inside the Gold Class cinema.

Faye had selected the latest James Bond movie, which he was looking forward to watching himself. Before he knew what she wanted to see, he'd mentally prepared to sit through a chick flick. He assumed most of his attention would be on Faye anyway, so he didn't care what movie they saw.

When they got inside, they reclined their plush seats and Faye snuggled up against him. Her scent was intoxicating. Divine. As she watched the previews before the movie, he kissed the top of her head tenderly as he put his arm around her shoulder. She looked up at him and the invitation on her upturned face was unmistakable.

He lowered his head and revelled in that first moment their lips touched. They kissed for long minutes - lightly, softly, tantalisingly - until the coffee they ordered arrived. Reluctantly, he pulled away. The smile she gave him made his breath hitch and his heart swell.

As the lights dimmed and James Bond filled the screen, Faye went back to her snuggling position while she sipped her coffee. He stared at the screen and followed the story as best as he could, but his focus kept reverting back to the alluring woman whose head was on his shoulder. A couple of times, she lifted her head for a quick kiss, and he was more than happy to oblige. For the most part, though, she was very engrossed in the film.

As for him, he struggled all night with his manhood that didn't want to soften up. When he feared his hard-on might become too obvious, he thought of anything and everything else to try and distract himself. They were watching James Bond but his mind kept playing an X-rated movie in his head with him and Faye as the stars. And, hell, the scenes were scorching hot.




"That was great, wasn't it?" Faye asked as they exited the cinema.

"Yeah, it seemed good," Ray replied with some hesitation in his voice as he reached out for her hand.

"You didn't enjoy it much?" she asked with a frown as her hand clasped his.

"Oh, I did. I like James Bond movies. I just couldn't pay much attention to it, that's all." He smiled at her with a look that said 'drop it because I'm not telling you why'. There was no way he could divulge to her right there in public all the sexy, saucy and naughty things they did together in his imagination.

"Was something else on your mind?" Faye persisted.

"Ah, yeah."

"What?"

He shrugged. "Stuff."

"Were you bored?"

"What? No! I thoroughly enjoyed myself."

"Were you worried about work or something?"

"No."

"So what were you thinking that you couldn't focus on the movie?"

"Will you keep asking me questions until I tell you?"

"Yup. You must know I'm like a dog with a bone if I want to know something," she responded with an unapologetic grin.

"So I gathered," he replied with a chuckle. "I'll tell you about it maybe next week or the week after."

"That long? Why are you making me wait?"

"I have my reasons."

"Well, what are those reasons?"

He laughed out loud. "Wow, you really don't let up, do you?" He'd noticed this trait in her more than once when he had previously joined her and her friends for lunch. One time, Victor wouldn't say what was bothering him and Faye managed to make him disclose what that was. By the end of the lunch, Victor felt much better and was a lot clearer on how to tackle his problem. He admired Faye's relentlessness and no-bullshit way of dealing with things. But this wasn't the time for her to be too curious.

"Nope. I don't let up," she grinned. "My friends would attest to that."

He shook his head, his eyes filled with mirth. "Sorry. You'll really have to wait."

"Okay. I can wait. For about half an hour, maybe."

He continued to chuckle to himself as they walked out of the complex.




~~~~~~~




"That's it there." Faye pointed to a three-storey apartment block at the left-hand side of the street.

Ray sighed quietly as he slotted his car in an empty spot in front of her building. The night was ending much too early for his liking. But Faye said she had an important breakfast meeting tomorrow that her boss sprang on her earlier that day.

He walked her to her door.

"Would you like to come in for a quick drink?" she asked as she fumbled for her keys.

"I would love to, but I better not. You said you need to do some prep work for tomorrow."

She nodded and gave him a grateful smile.

"When can I see you again? Maybe this Friday night?" he asked in a hopeful tone.

"I have dinner with the gang on Friday. What about Saturday night?"

His lips tugged upward happily. "Perfect. Pick you up at six?"

"Sounds good."

He leaned over to kiss her. Just as their lips were about to meet, she put a palm on his chest, halting his progress.

"So what was occupying your mind during the movie?" she queried.

He laughed softly. "I can guarantee you now's not the time to tell you about it." He slid an arm around her waist, pulled her closer and captured her lips. He only intended a short kiss but when Faye's arms crept around his neck, it took all of his willpower not to let loose the passion he was keeping a tight leash on. If he gave himself an inch, he feared he would be begging to get into her apartment for much, much more. That was too soon for his long-term plans.

But Faye felt so good in his arms …

"Faye …" he said against her intoxicating lips.

"Hmm?"

"You better go in."

"Yes, I better. Stop kissing me."

His temperature shot up a few degrees higher when Faye pressed her body more firmly against his, his erection digging into her belly. His lips journeyed from her mouth to that sensitive spot below her ear and he started kissing her neck. Damn it, but he just couldn't help himself.

Faye moaned softly. "I need to go in, so stop doing that," she said breathlessly.

"Push me away. Now," he commanded gruffly.

"Ray …" she whispered but didn't make a move to halt his hot lips and caressing hands that were running heated strokes along her back. Instead, she angled her head to give him more access to her throat and raked her hand through his hair.

"Faye," he groaned as he tightened his arms around her.

"Geez, guys, take it inside," a bemused voice called out to them, making them jump apart.

"Sorry," Faye called out to the woman, who went into her apartment block.

"Do you know her?" Ray asked.

"She lives on the ground floor. I can't remember her name, though."

"Well, you should go in."

"Yes, I'll see you on Saturday." She gave him a quick peck on the lips before disappearing into her building.

Ray ambled back to his car. The next few days would be long and frustrating. He wondered where he would get the self-control he needed to stick to his plan.


CHAPTER FOUR







Faye dumped her purse on the dining table, her body thrumming with unfulfilled desire.

Damn him for making me hot and wet and then leaving. For the second time!

She went to her bathroom and turned on the taps to fill her tub. Her sexual frustration added to her disquiet. Did Ray want her? It seemed like he did, so what stopped him from taking her to bed?

She racked her mind for the last man who avoided having sex with her. She couldn't remember one - apart from Ray. Men she dated in the past became beyond excited when they realised she was ready to jump into bed with them.

Why was he holding back? This wasn't even her first date with him, it was their second. Plus, it wasn't like they'd only just met. They'd technically known each other for two years.

It was a disappointing ending to a date that was wonderful for the most part. He took her to a popular restaurant in Surry Hills owned by a friend of his. They sat at a quiet corner and were treated to the house specialties. The food was fabulous and Ray was a delight to be with. They were so absorbed with each other and their conversation was so stimulating that Ray's friend, the chef, jokingly said he'd have to throw them out as he was closing for the night. She couldn't believe four hours had passed. They chatted about anything and everything and she loved every minute of it.

They drove back to her place and that's when things started to really heat up. But he refused to take it further.

She felt her body respond to the memory of them making out in his car. She had assumed they would go into her apartment and end up in bed together. But when Ray said he had to go home, she couldn't believe her ears. They had such a wonderful time at the restaurant that it seemed fitting to continue enjoying each other's company in her bedroom.

So why didn't he want me tonight?

His body was definitely keen. He radiated heat and yes, he was hard. She felt his already aroused cock jerk when her hand strayed towards his crotch. His hand was burning when he reached inside her bodice and thumbed her nipple through her bra. His mouth was scorching as he kissed her lips, her face, her throat and the valley between her breasts. Oh, she was ready to unzip her dress right then and there so he could take a nipple in his mouth, but then he pulled away and said he'd see her again next week. He got out of the car, so she did too. He walked her to her front door and gave her a very quick and chaste kiss goodnight. Arrghh!

Faye stripped and got into the bath when she remembered something. He said he'd see her next week, but when exactly? He didn't specify a day and time. He was the opposite of what he was at the end of their first date, when he was insistent and more than eager to lock the next one in.

She felt a squeezing in her chest. Did he really want to see her again? Why wasn't he more specific? Was he about to dump her? Why?




*******




"How was your date last Saturday, Faye?"

Faye's heart fluttered as Clarise brought up a subject she had been dying to discuss with her friends but at the same time didn't want to. She was nervous she might say something that would give away who John really was. But she was burning to share her thoughts and feelings with her pals. She would just need to mind her words.

Besides, they were at their usual lunch place on a Monday. It was almost a ritual for them to share all that was 'important and exciting' at this time.

"It was good," she responded. "We went to a restaurant called Dara."

"Oh, Ray's friend owns that restaurant."

"Really?" Damn.

"Yeah. How did you like it?"

"The food was excellent."

Clarise nodded. "We went there for our staff Christmas lunch last year. It's a great place. What happened afterwards?"

She let out a huge sigh. "He got me really frustrated."

"How so?"

"I wanted to sleep with him but he went home instead, even though I know he was as turned on as I was."

Three pairs of eyebrows went up higher than they'd ever gone before.

"You're kidding!" Victor exclaimed. "A man saying no to a very willing Faye Summers?"

Faye pouted. "It happens."

"This is the first time I've heard of it happening."

"Is he a workaholic who has big business expansion goals who thinks being with a woman would derail his plans?" Clarise teased.

Everyone laughed.

"No, Clarise," Faye responded. "This guy's not like Will before he realised he was madly in love with you. Besides, Will didn't want to have sex with you in the beginning because he recognised you as someone who wasn't into casual sex. I made it clear to John I wasn't looking for anything serious. In other words, casual is all I have in mind at the moment."

"Hey, he might have similar reasons. What excuse did he give you?"

Faye scrunched her face. "He just said he needed to get going. That doesn't sound very promising for me, does it?"

"So you're not seeing him again?" Jessa asked.

"I don't know. He said he'll see me this week but we haven't even set up a date yet."

"You really want him?"

"God, yeah. He's hot."

"Well, the Faye we know would do something about it … like call him right now to confirm that date," Jessa responded with a cheeky grin.

"Yes!" Victor and Clarise cried in unison.

"I intend to call him tomorrow or Wednesday if he doesn't contact me before then," she assured them.

"Why not now? If he wanted to see you this week, he'd have to tell you when," Victor declared. "It's not as if you want him to know you don't have anything better to do than wait around for him." 

Faye slitted her eyes, taking Victor's words as a challenge. She didn't shy away from challenges. "Okay." She took her phone out and searched for Ray's number. She was glad she entered his name as 'John'.

Her heart raced as she waited for him to answer.

"Hi, John. How are you doing? … Good, thanks. Hey, I just wanted to know if you still want to meet up this week? … Saturday's not good for me. I have something else on … No, Friday's not good, either. I'm only available on Wednesday or Thursday … Thursday night? Okay, great … Yes, I'm having lunch with my friends … Yes, they are … Well, they reminded me how I needed to get my schedule organised, that's why I thought I'd check if we're on for this week … Great, see you then. Bye."

"Done," she said with a relieved grin.




*******




Ray stared at his phone with a perplexed look on his face. He knew Faye wasn't the type to sit around and wait. She was an instigator. But it surprised him that she called while she was with her friends, since she was at pains not to let them know they were going out. Still, it pleased him that she did. She wanted to see him again and she wasn't timid about it. He really liked that.

They must be talking about him - or rather, John. They might even be talking about their kiss in his car. He snorted. What they shared in his car wasn't a 'kiss'. It was a make-out session.

He shifted in his seat as his pants became too tight at his heated memories. Damn it, but she was making it very difficult for him keep his greedy hands to himself. She wanted him just as much as he wanted her.

It nearly killed him when he went home last Saturday without taking what she clearly offered. He was determined to take it slow so she would know his interest in her went beyond physical. But that determination was quickly crumbling from the sheer need she kindled in him. Even now he was burning for her. If she was as hot for him on their next date as she had been the last time, he didn't think he'd be able to stop.




He racked his brain for ideas on where to take Faye on Thursday night as he headed out to buy himself some lunch. He'd have to check online to see if there were any interesting shows or events she might like to go to. He knew where he wanted to take her to dinner, but he needed to make phone calls and pull some strings for that. The place he had in mind would, no doubt, be fully booked. These days you had to call at least four months in advance to guarantee a table.

He chuckled as he realised it was because of his magazine that that was the case. When a positive article was published about them in Lifestyle by Design, establishments were pretty much assured a huge spike in business.

He thought fondly of Faye's best friends. They were key to the magazine's success. He was happy their new writer, Mark Reed, was proving to be just as good as Clarise and Jessa. Not only was he an added asset for the magazine, but him being there took some pressure off the girls. They were becoming much too busy. As for Victor's graphic design assistant, she seemed to be a bit of a concern. The feedback he was getting was she was more of a hindrance than a help to Victor.

Speak of the devils. He grinned as he saw them walking back to the office from their lunch.

"Where are you off to, Ray?" Victor asked as they got nearer.

"Just going to get something to eat. How was lunch?"

"It was good. Hey, guess what? Faye went to Dara last weekend."

Ray's lips twitched and he had to force himself to look innocent. "Really? Did she enjoy it?"

"Yeah, she said it was great. We should go there again for a staff lunch."

"Sure. You guys really liked it there, didn't you?"

"Yeah, great food, great ambiance."

"I must give André the feedback. Did Faye said what she ate?"

"Apparently they tried a few house specials."

"They?"

"Uh, yeah. She was with a date," Victor answered with some reluctance.

"Oh, right," he smiled in response. Ever since his reddening and stammering a couple of months ago when they talked about Faye going on a speed date, he knew these guys thought he still had a thing for Faye. Of course they were right, but they didn't have to know that. Not yet.

"Great place to take a date," he continued. "I took a date there myself a few days ago."

Three interested faces looked back at him.

"Do we know this person?" Jessa asked.

"Hm. I don't think so."

"What's her name?"

He chuckled as he shook his head. "Ever the curious ones, aren't you?"

"We like meeting your girlfriends, Ray. It's been a while since we last saw you with one."

Ray knew it would be a great relief for all three of them if they thought he had moved on - again - from Faye. "Her name is Jane."

Christ. Couldn't I be more creative? John and Jane. How lame.

"Well, good to know you're dating someone, Ray. We'd love to meet her someday," Clarise replied.

"Sure. So did you guys have lunch again at that Japanese place you went to last week?" He wanted to continue chatting with them. More specifically, he wanted to hear more about Faye.

"No. We were back at our usual. We were there early enough for a table." 

"You guys are creatures of habit. Do you go to the same restaurants on Friday nights, too?"

"Oh, no. We're more adventurous at night."

"So where are you off to this Friday, then?"

"We're not having dinner together this Friday," Clarise responded. "We're all going to my sister's hen's party on Saturday so we thought we'd give it a miss this week." 

A funny feeling settled on Ray's chest. "Oh, right. Well, I'll see you guys back in the office."

Faye said she was busy on Friday. Did she have another date? Jealousy coursed through him at that unpleasant thought. Well, he wouldn't just stand aside and let her slip through his fingers again.




~~~~~~~




Ray chucked the empty take-away container that held his lunch in the bin and got up to make himself some coffee. He preferred to make his own rather than get his PA to do it. It gave him an excuse to mingle with his staff.

Four of his employees were there chatting and waiting for their turn at the state-of-the-art coffee machine. That appliance may have cost his company a fortune but it was well worth it. The office kitchen had become a hub for some staff bonding time. The we-are-a-family feeling he painstakingly fostered certainly helped with teamwork and staff morale which, in turn, increased productivity. He was proud to say most of his staff, bar one or two, really enjoyed working with each other.

His eyes went wide when he saw what Clarise was making for herself.

"A full-strength espresso coffee, Clarise? Not a hot chocolate? Not even a weak latte?"

Clarise laughed. "Yes, I need some caffeine to last me this afternoon. I had a really tiring weekend helping prepare for Megan's hen's night and wedding."

"After that, you'll be preparing for your own wedding."

"Yes, I know," she responded with a glowing smile on her face. "But don't worry. I'm not slacking off the job."

He chortled. "I know you're not."

His phone rang and his heart stuttered when he saw 'Faye' on the screen. He made a mental note to change that to 'Jane' just in case someone happened to glance at his phone.

"Hi, Jane," he said warmly.

There was a pause before he heard her respond in a rather cold voice. "It's Faye."

He grinned. "Jane," he enunciated. "I'm back in the office. I'm just in the kitchen waiting for some slowpokes to finish making their coffee so I can have my turn."

A few pairs of eyes mockingly rolled upward at his words. He waved to them as he walked back to his office to get some privacy.

"Oh, right. So that's my nickname? Jane?"

"Yeah. It goes very well with John, don't you think?" he replied in a low voice.

"Ray! Someone might hear you!"

"No one can hear me now."

"Okay, good. Anyway, I was calling about Thursday night."

"Uh-huh." He hoped she wasn't cancelling on him.

"I was wondering if you'd like to have dinner at my place instead of going out?"

"Your place?"

"Yes. I really want to satisfy your hunger. I promise you'll enjoy it very much," she replied seductively.

Goddamn. She's not talking about food.

Those X-rated images of him and Faye popped unbidden in his mind.

"Sounds good to me," he croaked.

"Great. I'll see you there at seven."

"Shall I bring something?"

"A bottle of red will do."

"Okay. I can't wait. See ya, F — Jane."

Her soft laughter warmed his whole body. "See ya, John."

She'll satisfy my hunger. At her place.

His cock swelled in anticipation. His own commitment to take it slow just got shredded to tiny itsy-bitsy pieces. Faye wanted him. How could he continue to hold back? He couldn't.

He was only human, after all. Made of flesh and blood. A mere male who was in love with her.


CHAPTER FIVE







"Shit, shit, shit!"

Faye stared in dismay at the cup of coconut milk she had knocked over when her buzzer sounded.

Move, Faye! Quickly, she snatched some paper towels and pressed them on top of the spill before running to the intercom.

"Ray?"

"Yup, it's me."

"Come on up." She pressed the buzzer to let him into the building.

She took a deep breath to settle her nerves before propping her apartment door open for Ray. She returned to her kitchen to hastily clean up the mess she created.

This wasn't how she wanted their date to start. She had suggested they stay at her place so she could play the ultimate seductress. Instead, here she was, stressed to the max because she'd only just started to make dinner.

She got home with plenty of time to have a shower and prepare for Ray's arrival. Choosing her outfit took longer than usual but she allowed herself to take her time. She couldn't decide between her little black dress that showed plenty of cleavage or her skimpy tight-fitting blue one that showcased her long legs. In the end, she decided on a red number that had a low-cut back and was the easiest to take off, even with fumbling fingers.

She was even humming to herself when she put on her apron and started laying out the elements for the Thai dinner she planned to make when, to her utter chagrin, she discovered she didn't have all of the ingredients she needed. She could have sworn she had everything. Then she remembered her brother came over on Tuesday night to have a home-cooked meal courtesy of his older sister. Riley had asked if he could grab a few things from her pantry and she'd said yes. She thought he wanted some sugar or salt or something else. It never occurred to her he'd take ingredients for Thai food. Since when had Riley started cooking anything apart from eggs?

She had no choice but to head down to the supermarket and pick up her missing essentials. It was, thankfully, only a five-minute brisk walk away but before she went, she had to change to a shirt and jeans. She couldn't walk fast in the red garb. She silently cursed herself for not checking what Riley took and for taking too long in determining what to wear.

She didn't have much luck at the supermarket, either. The queues at the checkouts were much longer than usual. They only had two lanes open and those who were using self-service were constantly making mistakes and calling the lone staff to help them get going again.

She had wondered whether she should call Ray and suggest they go out instead. But she had been excited to cook for him and she hated changing plans at the last minute.

By the time she came back to her place, she was sweaty, frazzled and running severely late. She freshened up - much quicker this time - and put her red dress back on.

After all that, she was definitely not exuding seductress vibes.

"Hello," a masculine voice called out.

"Come on in, Ray, and could you shut the door behind you? I'm in the kitchen," she called back to him.

A moment later, the gorgeous hunk she had been dreaming about for days appeared in her line of sight carrying a beautiful bouquet of red tulips - one of her favourites - and a bottle of wine.

"Hi," she said, wiping her hands with a tea towel. "Sorry, but dinner won't be ready for another forty-five minutes, at least. I started late," she said apologetically.

"No worries. I'm not in any hurry. Take your time." He put the bottle of wine down on the kitchen counter.

She smiled at him and eyed the colourful arrangement he was still holding. "Are those for me? They're beautiful. You know I love tulips, right?" She was surprised when he moved his hand away to stop her from reaching them.

"No flowers for you until I get my hello kiss," he said with a sexy grin.

She smiled and bit her bottom lip before raising her mouth to meet his. His lips were soft and his tongue was gentle but in just a second, it roused the seductress in her that had been looking forward to this night to the nth degree.

The last time they saw each other he made her wet and wanting, then left her unfulfilled. Well, that wouldn't happen tonight.

What's more, this seductress would make him beg.

She broke the kiss just as she felt him deepen it. Grabbing the bouquet, she ran a finger along his jawline as she said, "Thank you." She turned her back to him to fetch her vase from a cupboard and heard his appreciative whistle.

"That dress is stunning on you, Faye."

She glanced at him with a flirty smile. "Thanks. Wait 'til I take my apron off."

She was glad she took the time to put her hair up. It gave Ray an eyeful of her bare, smooth back. And, oh yeah, she was sure he could tell she wasn't wearing a bra.

"Do you want to open that bottle you brought with you?" she asked him as she put the flowers in water.

"Sure."

"There are wine glasses in that cupboard over there."

She went back to her dinner preparations as Ray poured them a glass of red.

"What are you making?"

"Thai red chicken curry and beef stir fry."

"Oh, yum. Did I mention to you I love Thai food?"

"Yes, you did," she laughed. That was one of the things he shared with her during their last date.

"Well," Ray said as he handed her her drink, "here's to a wonderful night with great food and beautiful company."

She clinked her glass with his and took a sip, holding his gaze. "Hmm. Nice." She leaned forward to place a light kiss on his lips. "Hmm," she repeated as she licked his lower lip. "Nice."

Ray let out a soft growl, crushed her to him and plunged his tongue into her mouth.  Moisture pooled between her thighs. She savoured his kiss for a few seconds before reluctantly pulling back. "I have to get back to my cooking or we won't get to eat tonight."

Ray exhaled harshly and released her. "Can I help you?"

She forced herself to turn away from him. "Do you cook?"

"Uh, sometimes. But it's much easier for me to eat out."

"You can just watch me. I work faster when I do it by myself."

Ray perched himself on the bar stool by the breakfast nook, leaning casually and looking irresistibly handsome.

"Did you come home late from work today?" he asked.

"No. I left the office at exactly five o'clock. But I took my sweet time selecting an outfit to wear and then I found out I didn't have all the ingredients I need so I had to go to the shops. My brother was here on Tuesday. He helped himself to my groceries and I didn't ask him what he took."

"I love your red dress, from what I can see of it. I can't wait for you to take your apron off."

Faye faltered with the chopping of the vegetables. Ray's low, seductive tone heated her up as her body clenched involuntarily.

Damn it! I want to be the seducer tonight, not the one being seduced. 

She gave him a sultry look. "Well, you'll have to wait. If you're good while I cook, I might even let you untie it for me."

He smiled at her, his stare hot and provocative. "If that's the reward, then I better be good."

"If you're better than good," she said huskily, "you'll get something even better."

"Like what?"

"A very special dessert," she replied with a wink.

Ray's face split into a blinding grin.

Oh God. He's just so beautiful.

He stood up and sauntered towards her. "Really?" he asked as he stopped behind her. "What kind of dessert?" His breath was tantalisingly warm against her ear.

Faye went from moist to wet, her body reacting deliciously to him. "Mr. Thackery, you'll have to wait to find out." She whirled around and pushed him away playfully. "Now be a good boy and go back to your seat so I can feed you dinner. The way you're behaving, you won't get anything."

"Okay, sorry. I promise to be good while you cook." His smile was unrepentant.




*******




"Let me help you with the dishes."

Ray took their plates to the sink, rinsed them and loaded them in the dishwasher as Faye transferred the leftovers to a smaller container and put them in the fridge.

"Where did you learn to cook like that?" Her food was so tasty it distracted him somewhat from his other physical hunger, which said a lot about how good their meal was.

"My mum is a wonderful cook and she taught me from when I was little. Plus, I love cooking. Even when I'm by myself, I try to experiment with new recipes."

"It was better than the food I get from my regular Thai place."

"Yes, you told me that already," she chuckled. "Thank you for the compliment."

"No. Thank you."

Now that dinner was finished, nothing was diverting Ray's mind from his other unfulfilled need. He was so goddamn aroused throughout dinner that it took all his willpower to refrain from grabbing and kissing her. She pushed him close to the breaking point when she lightly touched his arm to ask how he liked the curry, or when she accidentally brushed her knee against his thigh when she got up to get water from the fridge or when she innocently licked the sauce that dripped on her fingers. The only thing that stopped him from lifting her off her chair and laying her on floor was knowing she went to so much trouble to cook for him - and the fact that her dishes were absolutely mouth-watering.

He strode towards her, not taking his eyes off her lovely face. He cupped the back of her neck and devoured her mouth. She tasted sweet, spicy and delectably Faye. Heated blood rushed to his groin, making him harder than he'd ever been, as she moaned and pressed her soft body against his muscular one. He snaked his arms around her, trapping her, never wanting to let her go.

"Well, I think you've been really good all throughout dinner," she murmured as his lips moved to her earlobes. "Do you want your special dessert now?" She ground her pelvis against his and undid a button on his shirt.

Holy fuck. Faye for dessert. "Yes, please," he rumbled and hungrily nipped the skin below her ear, her scent intoxicating him even more.

She gave a low, sexy laugh. "Okay." She got out of his embrace, took his hand and led him to the couch. She pushed him down to a sitting position and brought her face inches from his. "Why don't you turn the TV on while I plate it up? You'll like it. It's my special cherry cheesecake."

What? He grabbed her wrist and pulled her onto his lap. "But I thought …"

Her grin was teasing. "You thought what?"

He narrowed his eyes at her. She was toying with him. Probably to get back at him for not taking things all the way during their last date. Well, two can play this game.

With a liquid motion that made Faye's eyes widen with surprise, he had her lying on her couch with him on top.

"I got the impression I was having something else for dessert," he rasped as he rained butterfly kisses on her beautiful face.

She giggled breathlessly. "What did you think we were having?" she persisted.

In response, he pushed her dress off her shoulders, just far enough to reveal the creamy swell of her breasts without exposing her nipples. He ran his lips on her bared skin, licking and nipping as he went along.

"Ray," Faye gasped. She clutched his hair and arched her back, bringing her chest closer to him.

"So how good is this special cheesecake of yours?" he murmured as he thumbed a pebbled nipple through the material.

Faye tried to stifle a moan. "Mmphhh … those who've had it have sworn it's the best they've had," she panted.

He pulled her dress farther down and stared open-mouthed for a few glorious seconds at the perfect rosy peaks he uncovered. Damn. He captured one between his lips and moaned with pleasure as he tasted it with his eager tongue.

"Ahh, Ray!"

Faye's cry of pleasure inflamed him even further.

He had wanted to win their fun little game, had intended to tease her before stopping and saying he was now ready for a piece of her cherry cheesecake but he found himself pleading instead. "Can I have you now, Faye? Please?"

She smiled at him sweetly, her eyes hooded with desire. "Since you asked so nicely … yes. Please."




*******




Faye blinked in confusion when Ray raised himself up from the couch. Didn't I just say yes?

"Come on up, baby," he said, extending a hand to her. "Not here. Bed."

"Oh." She scrambled to her feet as she righted her clothes and led him to her bedroom. Once there, she switched on the light and faced him.

Slowly, she shimmied off her dress, watching the play of desire on Ray's handsome face as his darkened eyes followed her every movement.

"You're so beautiful," he whispered reverently as she stood before him with just her G-string on.

Wordlessly, she took two steps towards him and reached for his shirt buttons. She could feel his heart galloping in his chest as she undressed him, her breath hitching at the sight of his muscular frame.

Whoa, he is mega-hot.

She ran her fingers on his pectorals and down towards his abs. A thrill ran through her as his muscles tightened in response to her touch. "How do you maintain these?"

"Gym. You like?"

She smiled seductively. "Oh, yeah."

Her heartbeat accelerated as her attention focused on the huge bulge inside his pants. She couldn't wait to see all of him. Her fingers made short work of his belt. When she grazed his erection as she started on his pants, he hissed and grabbed her hand.

"Sweetheart, I better do that," he said in a strangled voice.

Gingerly, he unzipped his fly. Before getting out of them, he retrieved a condom packet from his pocket.

Faye knew what she wanted to ask him next. Ray wasn't just anyone. He was a decent guy. She cupped his face. "Do you trust me?"

He stilled. "Of course."

"I'm clean and I'm on the pill. Can I trust you?"

"Yes, you can," he responded with certainty.

"Then we won't need this." She took the condom from him and slid it back in his pocket.

The guttural sound that escaped Ray was in contrast to the sheer tenderness of the kiss he bestowed on her lips, her cheeks, her eyelids, her forehead … Oh, it was so sweet. But she needed more. Much, much more. She was burning for him and needed his attention on certain parts of her body.

"Ray, please." The need in her voice was unmistakable.

He groaned. Her words seemed to snap him out of his self-control. In one swift movement, he was out of his remaining clothing and was guiding her towards the bed. She was on her back so quickly she didn't get the chance to admire his fully naked body. Later, she promised herself.

He reared on top of her and kissed her with such passion it took her breath away. His hand moved to cup her breast, kneading gently, as his lips trailed downwards from her mouth to her neck and her shoulders before hungrily suckling on a taut nipple.

She let out a lusty moan.

"Baby, you drive me crazy," he rasped before laving the other peak with his tongue … and heading southward.

"I need to taste you." He slid her panties down her legs and tossed them to the floor. Spreading her legs apart, he settled himself in between them.

She panted in anticipation, hungry for his touch and his kisses on her area of greatest need.

"Fuck," he croaked. "You're soaking."

"Ray," she whimpered. When his tongue flicked her clitoris, she cried out loud. Her hips moved involuntarily, swaying uncontrollably against his mouth. Ray gave her all the attention she craved, his lips and tongue knowing exactly what to do to take her over the edge.

Her mind blanked as her body clenched in an intense climax. She was still in the midst of it when Ray blanketed her with his body and drove his throbbing erection inside her.

Oh fuck, he's glorious.

The feel of his iron-hard thickness filling her like no other man had before, his loud panting as he thrust hard and fast inside her, his smooth back slippery with sweat as she held him, brought on another incredible orgasm. Stars swam in her eyes as she screamed her release. She barely heard Ray calling out her name as he reached his own peak.




Faye languidly stroked Ray's head that was buried in her neck, both of them breathing hard.

Oh my God. That was incredible.

He lifted his head up and planted a weakened kiss on her lips. "Baby, that was incredible."

She giggled. "My thoughts exactly."

He smiled, his eyes tender and affectionate as he stroked her cheek with a knuckle. "You're so beautiful," he murmured.

"You said that already. Thank you," she answered shyly.

"And you're hot. So goddamn hot."

She blushed. "So are you, Mr. Thackery. Beautiful and hot."

"And have I mentioned you're a bloody excellent cook?"

She laughed out loud. "Are you trying to flatter me? Didn't you notice you got me in bed already?"

"I'm just working towards the next round," he grinned wickedly.

"You're so prepared. But I don't think you need to work too hard. You're still inside me."

He raised his eyebrows as if that fact had escaped him. "So I am. Can I take those words back and use them later?"

"Sorry, no can do." She pulled his head down for a kiss.

After long minutes of gentle kisses, their bodies burned again. In this next round, they took their sweet time getting to know each other in the physical sense.


CHAPTER SIX







"Ahhh!" Faye cried in ecstasy as she bucked on top of Ray, her inner walls clamping his hard cock repeatedly.

"God … Faye … aarrghh!"

She kept on grinding her hips until she felt him relax, then collapsed on him.

They lay there for minutes, unmoving, apart from the laboured rise and fall of their chests as they tried to catch their breaths.

"Hmm. Have I told you how incredible you are?" Ray asked as he lightly ran his fingers on her back.

"Don't tell me you're gearing up for another round," she teased.

He chuckled. "No. Not yet. You've just zapped all of my energy. Give me a few minutes."

She giggled - again. She wasn't normally the giggly type but around Ray, giggles just bubbled out of her.

"I think we should save our energy for another day. It's late and we both have to get to work early tomorrow."

"I suppose you're right," he agreed, glancing at the clock on her bedside table.

He tilted her chin so she was looking at him. "What are you doing tomorrow night?"

She thought for a second. "I've nothing planned."

He smiled in relief. "Can I see you tomorrow?"

"Yes. I'd like that."

"You told me the other day you weren't available. Change of plans?"

"No. I forgot we're not having our usual Friday night dinner because we're meeting on Saturday for Clarise's sister's hen's party."

"Oh, good. What do you want to do? We can go out to dinner, maybe go for a walk somewhere …"

"Can we watch the other movie that I've been wanting to see? But this one's a rom-com, if that's okay with you?"

"Sure. I don't mind."

She braced herself up against his chest as she remembered something. "You never told me what was on your mind the last time we went to the movies."

He grinned salaciously. "We already did some of it."

Understanding dawned on her. "Oh." She laughed softly as she settled herself back in his embrace, feeling sated and sleepy.

"I better go so you can have your rest. It's late."

"Okay. Do you want to have a shower here first?"

"Don't tempt me," he growled as he got out of bed and proceeded to get dressed. "I'll have it at home so we can be sure there won't be another round tonight. I have a busy day tomorrow and so do you." He paused before continuing. "Can I stay over tomorrow night?"

"Yes, but Clarise is picking me up at eleven Saturday morning for the first part of Megan's hen's party. A few of us are going to a day spa with her to get a massage."

He smiled and kissed her forehead. "I'll be gone before then."

She followed him to the door and they exchanged a sweet goodnight kiss that made her wish he was staying.




~~~~~~~




Faye felt so refreshed after her shower that it kept sleep at bay. Her mind insisted on replaying her wonderful night with Ray. 

God, it would be so easy to fall for him. But even though she couldn't slow down her physical attraction, she needed to proceed with caution when it came to her emotions. She had made the mistake of committing to relationships too early in the past, only to find out they weren't her happily-ever-after. Her past boyfriends were all nice, decent guys but after the flames of passion died down, they - and she - didn't have enough devotion to make it work when the going got tough, or when unexpected circumstances were thrown their way.

She didn't exactly know how to cultivate the kind of "for life" relationship that her best friends had found with their partners. All she knew was that she was always gung-ho with falling into a new one. Unlike her, Clarise and Jessa were much more conservative and circumspect with their dating before they met the loves of their lives. Now they were getting married. She wanted to find true, lasting love too, not get stuck in a cycle of passion-then-fizzle.

Could Ray be 'the one'? It was far too early to tell.

She couldn't change her bold personality, but she could curb her impetuousness. One way to do that was to not utter a single word of love until she was absolutely sure that it was indeed love she was feeling and not simply 'mess-with-my-mind' lust.




*******




"Damn, woman. It's just so good," Ray gushed.

He was on his second helping of Faye's special cherry cheesecake that they totally forgot to have the previous night.

Faye chuckled. "I swear you looked orgasmic just then. Is it more delicious than sex?" she asked naughtily.

He gave her a smouldering look. "Nothing, and I mean nothing, could be more delicious than sex with you, baby."

"Oh, you're so sweet."

His body hardened as she sat on his lap and locked her lips with his. Christ, no one else had been able to turn him on as quickly, as easily and as often as Faye had.

He stood up, carried her in his arms, and marched to her bedroom.

"It's time to show you what else occupied my mind in the cinema during our first date," he said huskily.

"But you haven't finished your cheesecake yet," she mumbled against his neck.

"Your fault and you know it."




Ray smiled contentedly as Faye went to sleep with her head on his shoulder and half her delectable body sprawled on top of him.

Once again, their night had been spectacular. It had been so erotic sharing with her more of the X-rated positions he daydreamed about on their first date. Faye was sexy, adventurous and extremely giving in bed - and in the shower. She simply blew him away.

But then again, he was in love with her. Utterly and completely.

The thought overwhelmed him with tenderness and warmth, especially since the object of his affection was sleeping soundly in his arms.

He knew she wasn't ready to speak words of love yet, but he hoped it wouldn't be too long before she fell for him and uttered the three little words he longed to hear.

He was bursting to tell her he loved her, but the last thing he wanted was for her to feel pressured and shy away from him. He consoled himself with the fact that he was dating her this time, unlike before when he thought he had no choice but to forget her. He thanked his lucky stars she was now his.

Well, okay, she was not officially his yet. They still hadn't discussed going steady with each other but surely, judging by the intensity of their lovemaking, she couldn't be thinking of seeing anyone else? He fucking hoped not. He'd kill anyone else who touched her.

He was also itching to stop hiding their relationship. He wanted to be free to show the world how much she meant to him and claim her as his. Was he being too presumptuous? He knew it was too soon but he couldn't help it. He had wanted her for so long.

He'd give her time, maybe another week or two, then he'd broach the subject of them 'coming out of the closet', so to speak.

With that goal in mind, he fell into a deep slumber.


CHAPTER SEVEN







"Okay, tell us all about it," Clarise demanded as she kissed Faye hello.

"Tell you all about what?" Faye responded innocently as she watched three expectant bodies settle down on their chairs at their Monday lunch hangout.

"Your Friday night date with John that you refused to discuss during Meg's hen's party. You were literally daydreaming all of last Saturday."

"Yeah, Faye," Jessa piped in. "John must have given you a really good time that you hardly paid attention to the certified penis model who posed for us that night. I seem to remember you were the one most excited about having a male body to ogle when Clarise was still organising the hen's."

"Hey, I did notice that Mr. Penis Model was quite hunky. But it wasn't as if he was pumping and gyrating in front of us. He just sat there and posed for a still-life drawing. Wasn't it interesting that a couple of Megan's girlfriends propositioned him afterwards? I wonder if he went home with one of them."

"I wouldn't be surprised," Victor quipped. "When he gave that sexy, come-and-get-it grin instead of being embarrassed that his exposed manhood got erect with twelve women and two gay guys staring intently at him, I actually thought more than two girls would want to jump him. How many from our group were still single, by the way? I didn't want to ask the girls directly. It seemed rude."

"Five," Clarise answered. "Well, four, if we exclude Faye," she continued slyly as she raised an eyebrow at her best friend.

Faye chuckled. "Five. There were five of us single women in that group last Saturday."

"So, your thing with John is definitely just casual? You're both still free to date other people? He must be great in the sack, though, judging from your recent dreamy looks."

Drats. How do I respond to that? "Yes," she replied. "Anyway, it was a shame you couldn't join us earlier that day, Victor. I thought that massage we had was really good. What did you girls think?"

"I have a feeling you're trying to change the subject, Miss Summers," Clarise observed shrewdly. "It's very unlike you to be reticent with details of your hot dates."

She blushed because her friend was right. "No, I'm just saying the massage was good," she answered unconvincingly.

"Faye blushing and, I do believe, hiding something from us," Jessa teased with slitted eyes. "Why ever so?"

She sighed. "I really like him. But as you know, I've decided not to get carried away with my emotions too quickly. We're enjoying the sex at the moment, that's all."

"So the sex is good?"

She tried to stifle the ear-splitting grin that formed on her face but failed. "The sex is fantastic. John has a body to die for and he certainly knows how to please a woman with it."

"Hello, guys," an achingly familiar voice from behind her said.

"Hey, Ray," her three friends said in unison.

They were all so engrossed with their conversation none of them noticed Ray walk in the restaurant.

Shit. Did he hear? Faye felt the flush spread to her neck and face. So what if he did, Faye? He's told you the sex was amazing. And surely he knows how good he is in bed.

Disconcerted, she watched as Jessa stood up to greet a pretty brunette who looked vaguely familiar. The next moment, Ray was introducing the woman to the rest of them.

She's here with Ray? Her embarrassment was quickly forgotten as she scrutinised the new arrival. 

"And this is Faye Summers, their best friend," Ray was calmly saying to the elegantly dressed lady.

Faye glanced at Ray. His face was impassive but his eyes were warm as he looked at her.

"Good to meet you, Faye," the brunette crooned in a soft, silky voice.

Faye grasped the hand extended towards her, struggling mightily to smile and look friendly even as acute jealously unexpectedly roared within her.

"Nice to meet you," she managed to blurt out. Who the hell is this woman again? I didn't catch that part.

"You guys enjoy your lunch," Ray said as he waved goodbye and escorted his companion to their table.

"Who was that again?" she asked Jessa.

"Rita Maxwell, the owner of Jezebel."

"Oh." Faye realised why the woman looked familiar. Jezebel was a chain of stores selling stylish accessories for women. She had seen her picture before in a magazine. In Ray's Lifestyle by Design, in fact. She was even on the front cover because she won an award - Businesswoman of the Year, or something. What's Ray doing here with her?

"She's one of your clients, huh?" she asked nonchalantly.

"Yes, we've written an article on her. She's also now a regular advertiser," Jessa replied. "I'm surprised Ray took her here. He usually takes clients to a swankier place."

Victor winced. "I'm responsible for that. Ray and I have a meeting with Alison Costa to discuss graphics and photography at one-thirty. He asked me this morning for a good restaurant that had really fast service and since we all love this place, I suggested it. I didn't know he was taking Rita Maxwell to lunch. I hope they enjoy it here."

"I doubt Rita would mind much where they're eating," Clarise mumbled in a low voice.

"Why do you say that?"

"She's interested in Ray."

Jessa and Victor nodded in agreement.

"Really? How do you know?" Faye was deadly curious now.

"It's pretty obvious. If you watch, you'll notice the way she flirts with him."

She did watch Rita Maxwell. Yes, she did notice the touching of his arm here, the batting of her eyelashes there, the seductive look as she talked to him, the girly giggles when he said something. At that moment, smart and pretty Rita had all of Ray's attention. And she didn't like it one bit.

Suddenly, she had an overwhelming desire to walk up to Ray, sit on his lap and kiss him senseless just to remind him what it was like between the two of them. And to show Miss Businesswoman of the Year that Ray wasn't available anymore.

She shook her head to rid herself of her wayward thoughts. Wasn't she just saying she didn't want commitment yet? Didn't she just tell her friends that she and Ray - err, John - were still free to see other people and were therefore not together?

"What, Faye?" Victor asked, dragging her out of her brainwork.

"Beg your pardon?"

"You were shaking your head."

"Oh." Shit. "I was just thinking that if I was Rita, I would sit on Ray's lap and kiss him already," she said in a joking tone.

Her friends laughed.

"You think she's being too subtle, don't you?" Clarise remarked, buying her line. "Trust me. She can be, and has been, pretty obvious about her interest in Ray. But so far, Ray hasn't taken the bait."

"Well, Rita would be far from happy if she knew Ray couldn't have a long lunch with her because he's seeing an old flame in an hour," Victor commented dryly.

"What do you mean?" Faye asked impassively, although she was anything but.

"Alison Costa, whom Ray and I are meeting with after lunch, used to be our main contract photographer for the magazine. She also used to be Ray's girlfriend. After they broke up sometime last year, she stopped working for us but now it looks like she will be back on board again."

"Really? Why?"

Victor shrugged. "I didn't question Ray about his reasons. She's an excellent photographer, though, and great to work with. And she was much better than her replacement. I think that's why Ray wants her back."

"Well, it's been more than a year since they broke up," Jessa quipped. "Actually, it probably was around the time he asked you out, Faye."

"What? He meant for me to be his rebound girl?"

The three laughed.

"Come on, he did have a crush on you back then, Faye, and you know it," Clarise replied. "Anyway, Ray doesn't exactly divulge his love life to us, so we don't know why he and Alison broke up. But I think they're both professional enough to be able to work together again."

"Maybe he now has plans to date Rita," Jessa whispered loudly.

"Hmm, maybe you're right, Jess," Clarise said. "Although I still don't see him acting interested in her."

"Maybe he's just not into Rita Maxwell at all," Faye said rather unkindly.

"I think you're right, Faye," Victor agreed. "Girls, don't forget Ray mentioned dating someone named Jane a few days ago," he reminded Jessa and Clarise.

"Ah, that's right. I forgot about that," Clarise exclaimed. "In fact, I think he really likes this Jane person. She rang him on his mobile the other day when we were in the kitchen. You should have seen his huge smile and the way his face lit up when he was talking to her."

"There you go," Faye said with a delighted smile. "That's why he's ignoring Miss Businesswoman of the Year. He prefers Jane."

Suddenly, Faye felt a little bit sorry for Rita. It could be totally disheartening to want someone who didn't want you back.

What about Alison Costa? a nasty voice inside her head whispered. She decided to ignore it, preferring to embrace the fact that Ray had split up with the photographer a long time ago.




*******




Ray tried with all his might not to keep glancing at Faye. Of all the restaurants he could have suggested, why on earth did Victor mention this one? He silently scolded himself for not realising this was the place Faye and her friends went to on Mondays. He just assumed they still went to the place they frequented when he used to join them all those months ago. Obviously, they'd changed location since then.

He knew he should have taken Rita Maxwell to a more upmarket place but the last thing he wanted to do was for her to think he was trying to impress her. He didn't want her entertaining thoughts that he was starting to be attracted to her. She hadn't exactly hidden her interest in him every time they had a business meeting.

Besides, he genuinely did need to be back at the office shortly for a meeting and Victor promised this place offered fast service, no matter how busy they got.

Rita gave him another one of her flirtatious smiles and he groaned silently. For an intelligent woman, he couldn't understand why she still hadn't gotten the fact that he wasn't attracted to her. He didn't know what else to do to make her accept his lack of interest, short of saying something to her. But he didn't want to have to embarrass her by saying it out loud.

He just hoped that if Faye was watching them, she'd pick up on the fact that he wasn't returning Rita's come-ons. He didn't want to give Faye any reason to be jealous of anyone.

He shot his secret girlfriend a quick look. She was laughing with her friends. She didn't look bothered at all.

He relaxed slightly. Earlier on, he thought she looked surprised, even put out, to see him here with another woman.

"I really like your watch, Ray," Rita said as she lightly touched his wrist to get a closer look at his timepiece.

He forced his attention back to Rita. Was it his imagination or was she starting to be a little bit bolder?

"I've been getting a few requests from people to extend my range to include men's accessories. I've decided it's not a bad idea," she disclosed.

"That sounds interesting," he answered politely.

"If you were a guy looking for accessories, what would you want to have?"

"Err, I'm not really someone who likes to accessorise. A watch is the only thing I'd wear apart from clothes."

"Not even a ring?" his client asked, batting her eyelids at him.

"No, not unless I'm married and it's a wedding ring." A picture of Faye flashed before his eyes.

"Well, a wedding ring is not exactly an accessory. Hey, maybe I can show you some designs I've commissioned and you can tell me what you think."

"I don't know how I could be of help with you on that."

"Oh, but what you say will be valuable. I plan to ask all types of men and gather all information I can for marketing purposes."

"Right." What else could he say? She was talking business.

"Maybe I'll even bring some sample rings for you to try on. Don't worry, it's one of those manly looking designs. I think you'd be surprised. I just want to see what it would look like on your finger," she said huskily. She grabbed his right hand and inspected his ring finger. "Let me just guess what size you are."

His eyes darted to Faye as Rita stroked his finger. Faye was chatting along, looking totally unconcerned. Did she even notice that another woman was flirting with him?

Suddenly, he became perturbed at Faye's lack of reaction. Here he was, having lunch with another beautiful woman who was obviously flirting with him and she just sat there, uncaring? Was it because she didn't want her friends to notice that something was going on between them? He could understand that, but how could she be completely unaffected? Did he mean anything to her at all? Couldn't she give even just a half-second look of annoyance?

Rita had stopped touching him and had gone back to her food. Jesus, she was a slow eater.

He was still mulling unhappily, hating the insecurity he felt, when his employees and his girlfriend - okay, not officially his girlfriend yet but soon-to-be - came around to say goodbye. They had finished lunch and were heading back to work.

"I'll see you three back in the office, and Faye, I'll see you again soon." He gave her a heated look, not caring if anyone read anything into it.

"Sure, Ray," Faye responded with a friendly smile. A friendly smile.

"It was nice meeting you, Rita," she was saying warmly to the woman who wanted to steal him away from her. "And congratulations on winning your Businesswoman of the Year award."

"Thank you. It was great meeting you, too. I hope to see you all again soon. Perhaps when I see Ray again with some of my new range of men's accessories. I promised to bring him some rings to try on." Rita gazed at him with a smitten look on her face. 

Yes, smitten, not friendly, Ray thought to himself. How do you react to that Miss Summers?

"Oh, great!" Faye exclaimed. "Good luck with that. Hope it's as successful as your current range." She looked sincere.

The two of them continued to prattle on about Rita's new products, joined by the others, and he watched the interaction as his disquiet increased. Surely Faye wasn't blind. Could it really mean she simply didn't care?

His heart felt like lead sinking to his stomach. All that lovemaking didn't mean anything to her?

His mind flew back to when they met at the food court and he remembered her words. 'I'm not ready for anything serious.'

He hid a deep sigh as he processed his thoughts. She clearly meant it when she said she wasn't ready for a relationship. Jesus, why the fuck did he feel so morose all of a sudden?

Okay, fine. If you're not ready yet, that's fine, he grumbled silently. As long as they continued to see each other, he could live with her not loving him back because he planned to make her fall for him eventually. That was what he'd resolved to do the moment she agreed to go out with him, anyway.




*******




Faye dragged her exhausted mind and body back to her office. She had the most tiring day, meeting four of her most emotional clients at four different premises in one afternoon.

Sometimes even the most professional of people cracked under the pressure when they knew they were being retrenched and that their high-powered jobs and commensurate high salaries would be no more in a couple of months' time. It was her job not only to help them find new roles but to also prepare them for the difficult job market they were sure to face.

She walked past reception and said hello to Angela, their receptionist.

"Busy day?" Angela asked.

"Yeah. Any important messages for me while I was away?"

"There were a couple of client calls and I think one of them was from your ex-boyfriend. They're on your emails," she responded. 

Faye raised her eyebrows. She had also diverted her mobile phone to reception for that afternoon. "Who? Steve?"

"Yes."

"Oh, okay, thanks."

She powered on her laptop and checked her messages straight away. It was indeed from Steve. She wondered why he called.

She picked up her phone, took it off divert and called Steve. She hadn't spoken to him for two months. They were still friends and Steve had called a couple of times since they split up to see how she was going.

When he moved to Adelaide because of his job, she was sad that she was losing the closeness they shared. They were together for one year, although he was always travelling for work, so half that time they didn't see each other.

It had been a mutual decision for them to break up when they did. The role in Adelaide was a big career move for him and she didn't want to leave Sydney, her family, her friends and her job to join him there. It was one of those times when other things were more important to them than their relationship.

"Hi, Stranger."

She smiled at Steve's warm greeting. "Hi yourself. How are you doing?"

"Good, thanks. You?"

"I'm good. What's new?"

"Well, I'll be in Sydney for three weeks from this Saturday. Are you free to catch up?"

"Sure, that'll be great. What day do you have in mind?"

"I'm having dinner with Pete and Lisa on Sunday. It would be great if you could join us."

"Oh, that'll be good. I haven't seen them in ages!"

"Yes, Lisa told me. Apparently you haven't seen them since … we broke up?"

"I know," she replied regretfully but didn't say anything else. Pete was Steve's best friend. They'd known each other since they were kids. When they ended their relationship, she got consolation from her friends and she imagined Steve turned to Pete.

"Anyway," she continued, "where are we meeting?"

"At our favourite restaurant in Neutral Bay at six-thirty. Do you want me to pick you up? I have use of a company car while I'm there."

"No, thanks. I'll be fine. I'm popping in at my parents' for lunch on Sunday so I will be coming from there."

"Okay …"

She thought Steve was about to say something else but there was only silence. "Well, I'll see you on Sunday night, then."

"Yeah. See you, baby."

Faye frowned at her phone after she hung up. An uncomfortable feeling came over her when Steve called her 'baby'. Of course, it must have been due to a force of habit since he used to call her that for a year. She was sure she just imagined the emotion in his voice, too.


CHAPTER EIGHT







"I haven't been here for so long I'd almost forgotten how special it is," Faye said softly as they leaned against the guardrail at the Echo Point lookout, admiring the Three Sisters rock formation and Jamison Valley.

Ray stared at her, drinking her in. She looked so lovely, so introspective. Her cheeks were pink from being out in nature for hours. She was just as breathtaking as the sceneries they had visited today, and he was content to simply watch her.

It was late in the afternoon and most of the big tourist buses had left the popular Katoomba destination.  There were still a number of people about but the place had an air of quietude.

He was delighted to discover that Faye liked the outdoors. Last night, he thought long and hard for a good excuse to spend the whole Saturday with her, not just the nighttime. That was when he came up with a plan to drive to the Blue Mountains for the day. Faye loved the idea. He picked her up at eight-thirty in the morning and they'd been playing tourists since then, hopping from one town to another.

He fished his phone out from his pocket and opened his camera app.

"I want to take another picture of you."

"Haven't you taken enough?" she asked with a laugh.

"Of you? No."

Faye turned around so she had the scenic view behind her and smoothed her wind-blown hair. She smiled sweetly for him as he clicked a couple of times.

One of these photos would be the new wallpaper on his phone and laptop.

"Would you like me to take one of the two of you?" a middle-aged woman with an American accent and a cap with NYC on it asked him.

"Sure, that would be lovely. Thank you." He handed the kind lady his phone and guessed she and the man hovering behind her must be tourists.

He planted himself next to Faye and placed an arm around her, pulling her close to him. She embraced him around the waist and placed her head on his shoulder. Our first picture together. He grinned happily and didn't need further encouragement from the nice volunteer when she asked them to say 'cheese'.

They returned the favour and took some shots of the American couple, making small talk with them about their trip to Australia.

Afterwards, they walked for a bit around the area, taking more photos of the vista, talking, laughing and munching on the snacks they brought with them.

"Ready to head home?" Ray asked as they walked back to his car, satisfied they'd had their fill of the place.

"Yes. Do you want me to drive?" Faye offered as he opened the passenger door for her.

He frowned. "No. I'm okay. Do you want to drive?"

"I just thought you might want a bit of relief since you've been driving us around all day."

He smiled fondly at her and kissed her forehead. "Thank you, but I don't mind driving."

"Okay." She tilted her head to one side. "You're not feeling stiff or tired or anything?"

He raised an eyebrow. "No. I'm feeling energetic and relaxed."

"That's good."

His heart thudded at the sultry look in her eyes as she curved her arms around his neck.

"I was thinking you might need a massage when we get home. I'd be happy to give you one after dinner," she said seductively.

He inhaled sharply. "You know what? Now that you've mentioned it, I do think I'm getting stiff in a certain part of my body. A massage from you would greatly relieve it."

She ran her hands on his shoulders and down his chest. "It'll be my pleasure," she purred then got in the car.

He took a deep, steadying breath before walking to his side and getting in the vehicle, wishing home wasn't a long couple of hours' drive away.




~~~~~~~




They had a quick dinner at a nearby pizzeria before heading back to Faye's place.

"Do you want a glass of wine or some coffee?" Faye asked Ray as they walked into her apartment.

"Not really," he replied with a heated look. "I want what you promised me."

"Oh, you mean the massage?" she asked coquettishly. "Sure. But I need a shower first. It's been a long, sweaty day."

"Me, too. I'll join you," he said eagerly, following her to the bathroom.

She turned around and halted him with a hand on his chest. "If you shower with me, I might not get around to giving you a massage." She raised an eyebrow, awaiting his decision.

He swallowed visibly. Damn, this was a hard choice. Sex in the shower now or sex with the massage in bed later.

"Ah, okay, I'll wait 'til you finish showering, then I'll have mine," he answered hoarsely.

She smiled and started stripping off her clothes.

Oh, fuck. 

He hastily left the bathroom before he changed his mind and jumped in the shower with her.




"Lie on your front," Faye ordered in a soft voice.

Ray leapt to the bed, adjusted himself for comfort and lay still with his arms by his side. He was naked and already very horny. This would test his limits - he wanted to bury himself in her right then and there - but he was determined to fully enjoy the massage experience he was about to get. He groaned softly at the thought.

"Eager, are we?" Faye commented.

"Hmhmm," he responded, giving her a wicked grin.

He watched her open a bottle of edible massage oil. She looked utterly desirable wearing only a short satin robe the colour of lavender. He couldn't wait for the feel of her slick hands on him.

She walked towards the bed and settled herself on his upper thighs, straddling him. She squirted a generous amount of oil on her palm, rubbed her hands together and started to work on his back and shoulders. With warm hands and strong fingers, she massaged away the tightness in his muscles.

He moaned his appreciation. She was good. Curiously, it made him both relaxed and aroused.

"Turn around and lie on your back," she murmured.

He did as he was told and enjoyed the smile that played on her lips as she gazed at his erection.

Again, she straddled him and started rubbing his torso.

"Fuck," he ground out as her belly hit his excited cock when she leaned over him.

"What's that, baby?" she asked tantalisingly.

"I said fuck," he repeated breathlessly.

"No. Massage," she teased as she continued her ministrations on his chest, deliberately grazing the throbbing hardness jerking on his belly.

"Yes, good massage," he gasped. "But my stiffest part needs more attention."

"Why, sure," she purred. "Your satisfaction is the measure of my work." 

She gripped his thick member with her slippery hands.

"Aahh, baby," he hissed through gritted teeth.

She stroked, pulled and tugged while he tried to lie still, grunting softly.

"Hmm. I think you need more." She rearranged herself and bent down, putting him in her mouth and sucking and licking and teasing with her lips and tongue.

He groaned loudly, his breath coming out in quick, loud pants. "Oh, baby, no … yes … stop. Stop." He was too close. She had to stop or he'd come sooner than he wanted.

But Faye seemed to have other ideas. She ignored his pleas and carried on pleasuring him with her mouth and hands, moaning as she did so.

Through sheer force of will, he sat up abruptly. In an agile motion, he had her lying on her back.

"I think it's my turn to return the favour," he said in a low voice.

"But … but, I'm not finished with you yet." She clearly wasn't expecting this turn of events.

"We can finish together," he replied with a wink. He untied her robe and helped her out of it.

"On your front," he ordered.

She obeyed with a smile.

"Do you like it hard or soft, sweetheart?" he asked as he squirted oil on her back.

"For tonight, soft, please."

For a few minutes, he massaged her shoulders, back and arms. When he was done he gently nudged her to turn around.

This time, he paid plenty of attention to her breasts. He kneaded and palmed her perfect bosom with hot, slippery hands before thumbing her sensitised nipples.

She whimpered in pleasure, sending shivers of delight down his spine.

"Does that feel good?" he whispered as he laved a nipple with his tongue.

"Yea-mmmhh," she acknowledged with a moan, fisting her hands through his hair.

Smiling, he shifted his attention to her legs. He rubbed and stroked, his cock jerking when he noticed how wet she was at the apex of her thighs.

On the next movement of his hands, his fingers delved in between her soft folds.

"Oh yes, there!" she cried.

He stroked her swollen nub, loving the look of rapture on her face, and slid a finger in her wet core.

"Oh God … Ray," she gasped.

He slid another finger, stroking her inner walls and pressing his thumb on her clitoris.

Faye made keening sounds that aroused him even more.

"I want you inside me, baby," she pleaded. "Now, please."

He regarded the imploring look on her face and discovered he was in as much need as she was. In a heartbeat, he shifted and buried himself to the hilt. He moved in and out of her in slow strokes, determined to make her reach her orgasm first.

Faye writhed and bucked underneath him, urging him with her body to go faster.

"Oh fuck, sweetheart," he grunted. Her obvious desire for him destroyed his self-control. He pounded into her, fast and hard, again and again, over and over until he was only a few strokes away from reaching the crest. He placed his hand between their bodies, found her sensitive nub and rubbed it as he continued to drive into her. 

He felt her tense up. "Yes, come for me, baby," he implored her, his breathing harsh.

With a loud cry of ecstasy, Faye detonated and tightened repeatedly all around him, making him explode inside her as they both reached heaven together.




~~~~~~~




Awareness of his surroundings slowly seeped in as Ray awoke from a deep, relaxing sleep. He was in Faye's bed and he was alone.

He heard a clang from the kitchen and guessed she must be preparing something.

She really is an excellent cook. And a wonderful lover. But more than that, she's just a beautiful person inside and out.

He sighed deeply, knowing how hard he'd already fallen for her.

Smiling to himself, he wondered how he could entice her to get back to bed.

He glanced at the clock and bolted upright when he saw the digital numbers read 9:36. Wow, he didn't realise he'd slept in. He knew Faye had to leave her apartment before lunch. He wondered how long she'd been up.

He quickly showered and brushed his teeth with the toothbrush Faye took out for him last week before padding out to the kitchen.

She had her back turned to him while she whisked something in a bowl. Stealthily, he crept up from behind and slid his arms around her waist.

Startled, she let out a high-pitched yelp.

"God, Ray, you scared me," she said, placing a hand on her heart.

He laughed softly. "That was my intention," he joked.

She twirled to face him and swatted his upper arm but failed to hide her smile.

"Good morning," he continued, placing a kiss on her lips. "Have you been up for long?"

"Only for about half an hour or so. You were still dead to the world and I didn't have the heart to wake you up. You were sleeping so soundly. It must have been from all the activity yesterday."

He smirked.

"I'm making us pancakes for breakfast."

"Hmm, thank you. What time are you going over to your mum and dad's?"

"I have to be there by eleven-thirty but I have to do some grocery shopping first. I promised my oldest brother I'll make him cherry cheesecake today."

Ray nodded his head. He would have loved to go to the shops with her - he needed to stock up on essentials, too - but she might think he was becoming too familiar, even too clingy, too soon. Besides, she didn't invite him to accompany her.

"Do you want me to make us coffee while you make the pancakes?" he offered.

"Yes, thanks. We'll be ready to eat in five."




They'd finished clearing the dishes and Ray knew it was time to leave. He walked over to her. "Well, I better go so you can do whatever you need to do before you go to your family lunch."

"Okay. Thanks for yesterday. I had a really wonderful time," she said with that lovely smile of hers.

"Me, too," he said huskily. "And thanks for breakfast."

"You're welcome."

He gave her a soft, lingering kiss.

"When can I see you again?" he asked when they stopped for air.

She thought for a second. "Friday night? I'm not having dinner with the gang, as Megan's wedding is on Saturday."

"That's my brother-in-law's birthday and my sister's planned a small party for him. Actually, I've been wondering if you would you like to go with me."

She frowned. "To your brother-in-law's birthday party? I thought we're not telling anyone about us yet."

It was his turn to frown. "I thought we're only keeping it from your best friends. They're not going to be there. They don't socialise with my family."

She smiled apologetically. "I think it's too soon to meet your family, Ray. We're not at that stage yet," she replied softly.

He took a deep breath, burying with it a sharp pang of disappointment. "Okay, you're right." He plastered a genuine-looking, fake smile on his face. "As you know I'll be in Brisbane from tomorrow night to Friday morning, so I guess Sunday is the next day we're both available?"

"Sure. I can do Sunday."

"Great. I'll see you then. Although that's too long a time in between seeing you again, if you ask me," he huffed.

She giggled. "It's only a week."

He shook his head imperceptibly. She had no idea how much she meant to him. He had to remind himself he'd had more than a year's head start in terms of developing feelings for her. She probably only started thinking about him as a potential boyfriend three weeks ago, if that. He hoped he didn't have long to wait before she'd consider the two of them a serious couple.

He strolled to her bedroom to retrieve his wallet and keys. "Are you having dinner as well with your family tonight?" he asked conversationally.

"Oh, um, no. I'm going out tonight."

He looked at her quizzically.

"I'm having dinner with some friends," she clarified.

"Not with Clarise, Jessa and Victor?"

"No," she scoffed. "I do have other friends than those three, you know."

He chuckled. "And do they all know each other?" he asked in a teasing tone, relieved it wasn't a date or anything like that.

"They only know Steve. They don't know Lisa and Pete, although they've heard of them."

Ray's ears pricked. "Steve?"

"Yeah," she confirmed.

"This wouldn't be your ex-boyfriend, would it?"

She looked at him in surprise. "How do you know my ex-boyfriend's name?"

His lips twitched lopsidedly. "I might have overheard Clarise and Jessa mention his name a few times when they were having a conversation. It's pretty hard to forget the name of the guy who was the reason you rejected me the first time I asked you out."

"Oh," she said, blushing a little. "Well, as a matter of fact, it is my ex-boyfriend. He's here in Sydney for three weeks and we're meeting up with mutual friends of ours."

Ray felt as if someone reached inside his chest and squeezed his heart ruthlessly. Faye was seeing that Steve, the guy she chose over him once before. The guy she fell in love with and lived with instead of him. While she was with that guy for one whole year, he was longing for her from afar, wishing he'd get over her because she belonged to someone else - belonged to that Steve.

He stared at her, his face expressing hurt and confusion.

Faye touched his arm gently. "Hey, it's just a friendly dinner. We parted on good terms and we're still friends. I see no reason why we can't catch up every once in a while."

"Do you catch up with all of your exes?" he asked in a low voice.

"No. I haven't remained friends with the others."

"I don't want you to see him," he blurted out before he could stop himself.

"What? Ray, I told you we're just friends!"

They stood there glaring at each other for a long moment.

"I hate being told what to do, Ray. Besides, don't forget our relationship is not at the stage where you can even consider asking that of me," she said in irritation. 

"Okay, fine," he spat out, throwing his hands in the air. "See him tonight, if you must. But I want to know - when would I be free to ask you not to see your exes? Or other men, for that matter?"

"I don't know, Ray. We need time to get to that point. If we get there, I'll let you know. I just don't want to be in a hurry to get into a serious relationship with anyone at this moment."

"Are you telling me you'd go out on a date with someone else anytime you feel like it?"

"Both of us are still free to see other people. Remember I said I wasn't ready for anything serious?"

Ray stared at her as a knife twisted agonisingly in his heart, the pain swiftly swamping his whole being.

"Yes, you did tell me that," he said quietly, his countenance hard as stone. "I just didn't know until now exactly what it meant. I thought it was about taking it slow. I didn't think it meant plainly engaging in casual sex and being free to sleep around with others."

Her silence was his confirmation that he hit the mark.

He shook his head as bile rose in his throat. "If that's what you want, Faye, then I can't be with you."

He stalked to the door and walked out.




*******




Faye stared dumbfounded at the door that closed behind Ray. She wanted to cry, she wanted to scream, she wanted to run after him, but all she could do was stand there, dazed and confused.

She'd told him what she wanted in words clearer than she had expressed to him in the past. It was his prerogative to walk away if he didn't want the same thing. If what worked for her didn't work for him, then he was right to end things with her.

So why did she feel like her heart just got violently ripped out of her body?

Tears started oozing down her face. All of a sudden, her apartment felt cold and desolate, just like the hollow where her heart shrivelled in pain.

For long moments, she stood like a statue, unmoving but for the rise and fall of her chest and the blinking of her watery eyes. Finally, her legs decided to move but only just. She lay down on her couch, curled her knees to her chest and sobbed.

Among her friends, she was the one most vocal about taking risks and going for what she wanted. Somewhere along the line, she made the decision to be more cautious and hold back in an emotional sense to see if that would help her improve her chances at finding true love. Perhaps going against her true personality was more of a detriment than a help? She'd definitely messed things up with Ray. How could she have been so hurtful and insensitive to such a wonderful, loveable man?

Could what she felt for him be true love?

With a clarity that shocked her, she realised she didn't want a future without him. That he might never want to see her again scared her like nothing else had ever had.

Oh, how she wished she'd accepted his offer to go with him to his brother-in-law's party, how she wished she'd agreed not to see Steve, how she wished she hadn't uttered those horrible words to him. 'Both of us are still free to see other people. Remember I said I wasn't ready for anything serious?'

The thought of Ray being with another woman tightened her chest even more painfully.

No!

"What in the fucking hell was I thinking?" she screamed out to her empty apartment.

She grabbed her phone and dialled his number. Her hand shook as she waited for him to answer. Finally … it went to voicemail. Her heart compressed. He didn't want to talk to her.

She heard the beep and left a pleading message. "Ray, I'm so sorry. I didn't mean what I said. Please call me. Please?"

She allowed herself another minute of pathetic weeping before she sat up and squared her shoulders.

She had a lot of thinking to do. But this time, it was to plan how she could get Ray to forgive her and take her back.

She just pushed away the best thing that had ever happened to her. She'd hurt him, demeaned their relationship and made him think he meant nothing to her. The worst part was he thought she was okay with sleeping around with other men. Oh, that was bad. Real, real bad.

She knew she had an uphill battle making him believe her again. But she would do everything she could. She had just realised how much she was in love with him.


CHAPTER NINE







"Kane! You're back!" Faye cried as she ran to the handsome, dark-haired man that appeared in her mum's kitchen.

"Sure looks like it," her oldest brother said with a grin.

She smiled at him fondly and gave him a bear hug. Kane lifted her off the floor and squeezed her tightly.

"How was Dubai? How are you?" she asked.

"Dubai was good but I'm ecstatic to be back. Six months is a long time to be away from home."

"We missed you, too." She gave her architect brother another hug.

"Hey, I was told we were having your special cherry cheesecake for dessert. I should have a bigger piece than the rest of you, as this family gathering is because of me."

Faye's face fell. She bit her lip and looked at her brother in contrition.

"What? They finished it off already and you didn't leave some for me?" he bellowed. "We haven't even had lunch yet."

"No. We're not having any. I didn't get the time to go shopping for ingredients and I had to be here to help Mum cook. Sorry."

"Faye! You know your cheesecake's one of the main things I look forward to when I come home. And I've been away for six months," he whinged.

"I'll make it some other time," she said consolingly.

"Is lunch ready soon, Mum?" Kane asked their mother, who followed him into the kitchen.

"In about thirty minutes. Your brothers and your dad are in the games room playing pool."

"Well, that'll be enough time for me to get what Faye needs for her cheesecake, won't it?" Turning to Faye, he added, "Maybe you could make it after lunch? We can have it for dessert tonight."

Faye chuckled. The whole family knew Kane was addicted to her desserts, especially her special cherry cheesecake.

"Okay then, you can go buy the ingredients," she responded. "I'll write them down for you. Just get back here quickly."

"Good. I'll say hello to the boys first, then I'll head out. I've been salivating for that cake for months. There's no way I'm not having it today."

"You could just learn how to make it yourself," she called as Kane strutted to the games room.

Her brother simply roared in laughter at her suggestion.

"I'm ever so glad that as my only daughter you love to cook as much as I do, darling," her mum said to her.

"Maybe I got all the cooking genes, Mum."

Her mother beamed at her.

Out of her four brothers, Kane was the worst in the kitchen. He couldn't even fry an egg. Only Dylan, the second oldest, had developed some reasonable cooking skills. Her younger twin brothers, Riley and Bradley, weren't much better than Kane although, at least they could cook eggs.

She suddenly remembered that Riley had taken some Thai ingredients from her pantry a couple of weeks ago. She must remember to ask him if he'd been trying to improve his culinary skills.

The memory brought Ray back into her consciousness. Not that she'd stop thinking about him since that morning. Kane's arrival just distracted her for a short while.

"Faye," her mum said, eyeing her speculatively. "I noticed you haven't been very lively today. Is anything wrong?"

She sighed. "I've been really stupid, Mum."




Faye was wiping away a tear that escaped when Kane walked back into the kitchen, followed by Dylan.

"What's wrong?" the two brothers asked with concern.

Faye gave them the semblance of a smile. "Nothing."

"Bullshit, Faye," Dylan growled. "Don't give us that. You hardly ever cry. Now what the hell is wrong? It's a guy, isn't it?"

"Is it Steve?" Kane asked ominously.

This time, Faye's smile was genuine. All four of her brothers were protective of her, but Kane and Dylan, being the older ones, sometimes went overboard with it. Their dad had drummed it in their heads to be so when they were little. 'You boys all have to look after Faye. She's your only sister.'

Having four brothers treating you like porcelain could be very smothering, no matter how well-meaning they were. She learned how to be assertive, bold and direct in telling them she could look after herself. By the time she went to university, she had proven to them she didn't need their overprotection. She still loved it when they showed they cared, of course.

"Well?" Kane pressed.

She exhaled loudly. "It is a guy but it's not Steve."

"Oh? You're seeing a new guy and we don't know about it?"

"Hey, you don't need to know each and every single guy I go out with, you know."

"No, only the serious ones you date. If this guy has made you cry, it must be serious."

To her brothers' and mother's horror, she started to sob softly.

"Oh, darling," her mum crooned, leading her to a breakfast stool.

"What's the fucker done?" Dylan demanded.

"Don't call him that!" Faye glared at her brother.

"Well, what's his name, then?" Dylan asked derisively.

"Ray," she said softly.

"So, what's Ray done?"

"Nothing. It's what I've done."

Her family looked at her with bemusement.

"I pushed him away. Now he probably hates me," she continued in a low voice.

"What do you mean?" Kane quizzed.

She recounted her morning's conversation with Ray with as much accuracy as she could remember.

"Let me get this straight," Dylan said. "He found out you're meeting Steve tonight. He wasn't happy with that and demanded you not to see him. Then you told him he had no right to make demands like that because you're not in serious territory yet. In fact, you can still continue dating other people."

"Yes."

"If he likes you, I can see why he'd be upset. But why are you so upset?"

"Did he become violent towards you or something?" Kane asked menacingly.

"No! Don't be ridiculous, Kane."

"Then what, Faye?"

"I love him!"

Her mum jumped in. "So you told him you still want to be free to continue seeing other people even though you love him?"

"Yes!" she cried in frustration. "I'm the world's biggest idiot!"

"Why the hell would you tell a guy all those things if you love him?" Dylan asked in total bewilderment.

"I just told you. I'm an idiot!"

"You're not an idiot, Faye," her mum asserted as she gave her tissues, then went back to the stove to stir her dish before it burned.

Faye stood up to help her but she was shooed away. She sat back down on the stool.

"I thought I wanted to take things slow emotionally," she explained. "We've only been going out for three weeks. In the past, I'd fallen in love with guys in less time than that, only to find out that my feelings for them weren't strong enough for something more permanent. I just thought playing it casual for a while was a good idea. I didn't expect my reaction when he walked out of my apartment."

"So what are you going to do?"

"Get him back. Can you give me tips? If you were in his shoes, what would make you want to talk to me again?" she implored her brothers.

"Was he really angry?" Kane asked.

"He wasn't shouting at me or anything. He was deadly quiet when he said if that was what I wanted then he couldn't be with me."

"It's obvious he likes you."

"I hope so. I'm hoping his feelings are strong enough to want me back even after what I've said."

"Remember you've only known him for three weeks, Faye. Do what you have to do but don't expect too much."

"I've known him for a couple of years now. He even asked me out early last year."

"Oh. You didn't like him then?"

"I kind of did but I had just met Steve back then."

Kane let out a whistle. "And he knew this was the same Steve you're meeting tonight?"

She nodded, biting her lip.

"Ouch."

"Yeah," Dylan agreed. "You need to do something really special to make him know it's him you want and not Steve."

"Maybe you can feed him your cherry cheesecake," Kane quipped.

"I already did."

"And he still broke up with you?" Kane uttered in disbelief. "I'm sorry, Faye, but it looks like you hurt him real bad."

A new wave of anguish enveloped her and tears started falling afresh. What could she do? A thought hit her and she bolted from her seat to get her mobile phone from her handbag.

"I need to cancel my catch-up with Steve, Lisa and Pete tonight."

"Hey, maybe you shouldn't," Dylan said.

"But Ray doesn't want me to see Steve."

"Just hear me out. Why don't you give yourself some time before contacting Ray? At least have dinner with Steve tonight and see whether what you thought you felt about Ray changes in the morning. As you said, you tend to 'fall in love' so readily, only to find out it wasn't strong enough for something more long term."

Faye looked at her brother. Every single cell of her body was pleading with her to go to Ray and comfort him and tell him she loved him. But what Dylan said made sense.

"Okay. I guess that's a good idea."




*******




Steve was sitting by himself at their table when Faye arrived at the restaurant. His face lit up like a lantern when he saw her.

"Hi," she said with a polite smile as they greeted each other with a kiss on the cheek.

"Hi. You look as gorgeous as ever, Faye."

"Thanks, Steve. You don't look too bad yourself. You haven't changed."

"Well, it's only been a few months you know," he said as he pulled out her chair for her. "Pete texted me. They're running a few minutes late. Apparently their son wouldn't settle and they didn't want to leave him until he'd stopped crying."

"Oh, they're not bringing Aaron with them?"

"No," Steve chuckled. "I think they wanted a bit of a break. Lisa's mum is there to look after Aaron."

A server approached and they ordered drinks while they waited for their friends.

"So how've you been?" Steve asked.

"Same old," she answered. "Work's good but busy. How's your new job?"

"It's what I expected. It's pretty full on and I'm travelling most of the time. I'm hardly ever home in Adelaide."

She nodded as she watched Steve's familiar face. She became conscious of the discomfort she was feeling. It was odd. She'd always felt relaxed with Steve, even from the first moment they met.

"You know," he continued, his voice softening, "I thought I'd really enjoy this new job with its new challenges and responsibilities. But I found out I just thought the grass was greener on the other side. Of course, when I got there, I realised that wasn't the case."

She looked at him in surprise. "You don't like your job?"

"It's not that I don't like it; it's more like it probably wasn't worth giving up everything I had here for it," he replied with a cautious look on his face.

"Why not?"

"Well, apart from the money, which is great, it's … it's a very lonely existence. I wondered what I was earning all that money for. I don't even have the time or a reason to spend it."

"Hey, at least you're working for your future financial security," she said with a wave of her hand in the air. She didn't know how else to respond to his confession.

He smiled at her, his stare intense and probing. "Yes. That's true. But I've been a fool, Faye. I was too career focused. I gave up one of the best things that's ever happened to me. You. Our relationship."

Faye's mouth opened in surprise. Damn.

"I'm sorry," Steve said with a twist of his lips. "I didn't mean to spring this on you within the first five minutes of seeing you again. I guess being with you reminds me of how to be direct and upfront. You taught me how to be like that."

"Steve, I … this is so unexpected."

"I know. But since it's already come out of my mouth, what do you say, Faye? Would you give me another chance? Please?"

She gazed at him. This was a man she cared about for a year. Did she still have feelings for him? Did she want him back?

She took a deep breath and closed her eyes. Images of Ray filled the backs of her eyelids. Ray smiling, Ray in ecstasy, Ray frowning, Ray with that sad, hurt look.

She gasped as sharp pain hit her with that last picture. Whatever uncertainty she still had about her feelings evaporated. She was no longer in any doubt. She was in love with Ray. Truly and completely.

"They're here," she heard Steve say.

For a second she didn't know what he was talking about. She opened her eyes and awareness came back. Pete and Lisa had arrived.




Fortunately, the conversation during their meal centred around work and Aaron. As a mother and father to a nine-month-old boy, Lisa and Pete were like most first-time parents. They couldn't stop talking about their baby.

Faye was grateful when the couple announced they'd have to skip dessert to head back home, as Aaron hadn't been well and they wanted to get back to him as soon as possible. She needed to be alone with Steve again to answer his question. She wasn't looking forward to hurting him, but that couldn't be avoided. She wanted a future with a different man. She just hoped that man also wanted to have a future with her.

"We're really sorry we have to run," Lisa apologised as she checked her phone for the tenth time to see if there were any messages from her mum, who was playing babysitter.

"No problem, guys," Steve said.

Faye smiled comfortingly at the concerned mother.

"Why don't the two of you come over to our place next time?" Pete suggested. "That way we don't have to cut short our conversations and you can also see Aaron."

"Great idea," Steve answered. "Let me know when it's convenient for you. I'll be here for another two weekends."

"Yeah, no worries," Lisa answered. "We really have to go, Pete. Mum just texted. Aaron's screaming again."

With hasty goodbyes, the couple left them to await dessert.




"Steve, I think we need to continue the conversation we were having before Pete and Lisa got here," Faye said after another discussion about nothing in particular as they had their dessert.

"Yeah. I was waiting for you to bring it up. Frankly, I'm a little nervous. You didn't seem very excited about the idea of getting back together."

She reached up to cup a hand on his cheek. "I care about you. You know that. We've had some really good times together. But I'm afraid I've moved on. I'm interested in someone else."

Steve frowned as he grasped the hand on his face, bringing it to his lips. "Are you sure, Faye? We get along really well. We have great chemistry in bed. We've already lived with each other and know each other's quirks …"

She gave him a half-smile and pulled her hand away gently. After comprehending the intensity of her feelings for Ray, she knew that what she and Steve had for a year paled in comparison to it. Steve was a good man. But what they had wasn't strong enough. Not for her.

"Steve, we've been honest with each other so far. I know you think I'm what you want but I'm also sure you're not ready to see yourself with me ten, twenty, thirty years into the future," she reasoned with him.

Steve shifted uncomfortably in his seat. "Faye, I love you. I know we've lived together for a year but I've been busy with my career and I travelled a lot then. While I've thought about a future with you, I'm not yet ready for a permanent commitment. But that doesn't mean I couldn't, or wouldn't go there. Just give me a little bit more time to be absolutely sure about - you know - forever. But right now, I know I want to be with you. Isn't that a good start?"

She breathed a sigh of relief. Thank God he's not that crazy about me.

She looked directly in his eyes. "This other guy I'm interested in, I see us there. In the future. Together," she told him quietly.

He gaped at her for a long moment. "You're in love with him."

She gave him a confirming, conciliatory smile, hoping he wouldn't be too upset.

He looked down on his plate. "I guess I missed my chance."

"You'll find her. Someone you'll love more than me."

He glanced at her with sad eyes. "I hope so."

"I'm sure you meet lots of women during your travels."

"I do. But since I travel so much, there's not much chance of developing a relationship with anyone."

"Well, when you meet 'the one', I'm sure you'll work it out."

His lips curled up, looking resigned. "I'm really happy for you, Faye," he said, holding her hand. "We can still be friends, yes?"

"Of course."

"Will you go with to me Pete and Lisa's before I go back to Adelaide?"

"Um, my relationship with Ray is a little bit complicated at the moment and that won't go down well. Can I let you know later?"

"Sure. Everything okay with the two of you?" Steve sounded suspiciously hopeful.

"We've had a little bit of a misunderstanding but we'll work it out," was all she wanted to divulge to him.

"Ray, huh? Where did you two meet?"

"I've known him for a while. He's Clarise, Jessa and Victor's boss."

Steve's mouth formed an 'O'. "Oh, that Ray."

"Yes."




"Let me pay for my share," Faye insisted.

"No, Faye. Let me get this."

Steve was almost pleading so she gave in. After that, they stood up and got ready to go.

"Thank you for dinner. Hope you enjoy your three weeks back here," she said to him graciously.

"Thanks. Maybe we can catch up again soon. I'd really like for us to stay friends."

"Me too, Steve."

They looked at each other awkwardly for a couple of seconds before Steve enveloped her in a warm hug.

"See you, Faye," he murmured against her hair.

"Bye, Steve," she said, returning his hug.

On their way out of the restaurant, Faye didn't notice the woman who was waving at her, trying to attract her attention. She would have recognised her if she saw her. She worked at Lifestyle by Design.


CHAPTER TEN







Ray trundled into the office kitchen, wondering why he just didn't take the day off. He owned the company, for God's sake. He could come and go as he pleased.

Jessa and Elena were there making their coffee. 

Great. Just what I needed, he muttered sarcastically under his breath. He was in a foul mood and didn't relish the idea of making small talk. But he was the boss and he mustn't drag them into his negative state of mind, even though one of them was the best friend of the woman who had a habit of breaking his heart.

"They looked quite sweet together," he heard Elena say to Jessa as they watched dark brown liquid pour into a cup. "I waved to her when they were leaving but she didn't see me —" Elena's voice trailed when she saw him approach.

"Morning, Ray," his hard-working receptionist said. "Had a good weekend?"

"Yes, thanks," he said in an automatic response. "And you girls?"

"Good, thanks," they both replied.

Jessa peered at him. "You okay, Ray? You look a little tired."

He smiled thinly. "Rough night. I'll be fine when I have my coffee."

"Do you want to leave your mug here and I'll make it for you after Jessa's done?" Elena offered.

"No, thanks. I'll do it."

"Okay," Elena said as she proceeded to go back to her workstation. "Jess, say hello to Faye for me."

"Yes, I will. I'll let her know you saw her last night at the restaurant."

"Thanks. Tell her I said her boyfriend's cute."

Jessa chuckled. "I will, assuming it was a boyfriend she was with last night."

"I'd be surprised if it wasn't. She was caressing his face and all."

Each word exchanged by the women was a dagger that dug into Ray's heart.

Fuck, fuck, fuck! Of course, she was out with Steve last night. By the sounds of it, he's no longer an ex. Well, she can damn well do whatever she wants. I'm done with her. I'm done. No more.

"Ray? Ray?"

He was startled out of his dark musing by Jessa's voice.

"Are you okay?" Jessa asked with concern.

"Sure. I just have some problems running through my head."

"Give me your mug. I'll make your coffee."

He watched as Jessa pushed some buttons on the machine.

"Anything I can do to help?" she asked.

His lips curled crookedly. As long as she and all the rest of them didn't talk about Faye whenever he was around, that would be very helpful. He just wanted to get over her once and for all. And fast.

"I'll be fine, thanks," he answered aloud.




~~~~~~~




He was staring at his computer screen, seeing nothing, when his phone rang. 'Jane' it said.

Again? Damn it.

He rejected her call for the second time that morning. He wasn't ready to hear her voice yet. He resolved not to see her or talk to her until he was confident enough that he wouldn't lose it when he did. It might take a while, but hell, he was determined to strike her out of his heart.

It was of utmost importance. Her best friends worked for him so it would be inevitable that they would bump into each other every once in a while. He needed to be comfortable and unaffected around her so they could go back to the easy, friendly association they had in the past. Sure, it might not get back to the level it was back then, but at least he wouldn't feel like his heart was being torn apart every time her name was mentioned.

In hindsight, it was a very bad idea to have gotten involved with her.




*******




"Hi," Victor, Jessa and Clarise greeted Faye in unison as she joined them for their Monday lunch date.

"Hi," she answered cheerlessly. She didn't even make an effort to hide her despondency.

Crestfallen faces watched her take her seat.

"What's wrong, honey?" Clarise asked softly.

"Can we talk about me last? Maybe I'll feel a little better after you guys have talked about your weekends and I've had something to eat."

Her friends dutifully took turns sharing about their weekends as they ate their lunch. Many minutes later, during a lull in the conversation, Victor asked, "Are you ready to talk, Faye?"

She shrugged. "Let's order coffee first, then I'll talk. And let me get some tissues out."

"Oh, darling, is it that bad?"

She smiled sadly and called the server.

As they waited for their coffees, Jessa commented casually. "Ray's in a bleak mood today."

"Tell me about it," Clarise agreed. "He asked me last week to finish a few things so we could discuss it this morning before he goes to Brisbane. When I asked him what time he wanted to see me, he just barked 'not today'. He didn't even look up, so I just slinked back into my office."

"I know. Elena and I were chatting in the kitchen when he walked in there this morning. I commented that he looked tired and he said he had a rough night. He also seemed so lost in an unpleasant thought I had to call his name a couple of times before he snapped out of it. He must have had a bad weekend."

Faye's heart pounded hard as she listened to her friends talk about Ray. Her Ray. The love of her life who wouldn't talk to her. He appeared to be having as miserable a time of it as she was.

She tried calling him again this morning and both times it went to voicemail. She didn't have a choice but to leave more pleading messages for him to call her back. How could she make amends if he didn't even want to talk to her?

"By the way, Faye," Jessa said, interrupting her thoughts. "Elena saw you last night. She was in the same restaurant as you."

"Oh really?"

"Yeah. She said you were with a guy. Does he have something to do with you being this low?"

"Sort of," she responded. Should she tell her friends about Ray? How would it affect their working relationship with him, especially since things had soured between the two of them?

"Was it John you were with?" Jessa prodded in a soft voice. "Elena said you looked sweet with the guy. You were caressing his face or something." 

Faye glanced at Jessa with a horrified look. "When did she say that?"

"This morning, in the kitchen," her friend responded, frowning at her reaction.

"Did anyone else hear?" she whispered.

"Just me and Ray. No one else was around."

Faye covered her face in mortification.

"What's wrong?"

"That was Steve I was with last night."

"What?" three different voices exclaimed.

"Are you back together?"

"What's he doing in Sydney?"

"He's here for three weeks because of work. He wanted us to get back together but I said no. What Elena saw was me breaking it to him gently. I'm not back with him."

Tears started falling down her face. No wonder Ray didn't pick up her calls. She could only guess how hurt and angry he must have felt.

"It's okay, honey," Clarise crooned, rubbing her arm.

"He didn't want me to see Steve. But I told him he didn't have the right to say that because we're not in an exclusive relationship, that we can still see other people."

"Who? John?"

She nodded her head, wiping her eyes and nose with her tissue.

"He said he couldn't be with me because that's not what he wants, so he walked out on me. But I realised I love him and there's no one else I'd rather be with."

"Then you could explain that to him, couldn't you?" Victor suggested.

"He doesn't want to talk to me. And now he must be thinking I'm back with Steve - caressing his face. Oh God!"

"Hang on a second," Jessa interjected, her eyes round like saucers, "Is John … Ray?"

Faye lifted her tear-stained face, took a deep breath and nodded.

Her friends gaped at her in stunned silence.




"Since when have you two been going out?" Victor asked.

"Since I've been talking to you about John."

"So everything you told us about John was really about Ray?"

"Yes."

"Then you must be Jane."

She smiled. "Yes."

"We had no idea," Clarise said, bewildered.

"I know. I'm sorry, guys. I just didn't want you to get caught up in whatever drama we happen to have. You work for him and I don't want the negativities of our relationship to touch you."

She looked at each of them imploringly. "Now that you know, please don't let this affect your relationship with Ray, no matter what happens between the two of us."

"Of course not, Faye. You don't have to worry about us," Jessa declared. "We will be professional when we need to be and we know Ray will be, too. And you don't need to worry that you kept it from us in the beginning. There are things you need to keep to yourself sometimes. You don't need to tell us everything."

Faye smiled through her tears. "I love you, guys. Thank you."

"We love you, too, Faye. And when you want some space and privacy, all you need to do is tell us," Clarise added.

She nodded, feeling somewhat better that her friends now knew the truth. But she was still sick to her stomach that Ray was ignoring her.

She looked at her watch. "He'd be on his way to the airport by now, wouldn't he?"

The other three checked the time and nodded.

"He's back at work next Monday," Victor advised.

"I know," she responded with a bittersweet smile.

"Is there anything you want us to do?"

"No. I'll talk to him and explain everything. I just hope he still wants me."

"After pining for you for over a year, I doubt he could let go that easily."

"I hope you're right. But I think I hurt him really badly."


CHAPTER ELEVEN







"Hi, Ray, good to have you back."

Ray looked up from the paperwork on his desk and smiled at Clarise. "Thanks."

"How was Brisbane? Did you have a good conference?"

"Overall, yeah. Some speakers were boring but a couple of them were of great value."

"That's good. Do you want to have a meeting today? We have thirteen possible businesses we could feature in the next three issues and, of course, we can only select three."

"Um, I don't think I'll have the time. Could you email me your suggestions? I'll go through them tonight."

"Okay."

Ray stared at Clarise's retreating back with a twinge of guilt. The truth was he didn't want to spend too much alone time with her, Jessa or Victor for the time being. They reminded him too much of Faye.

Besides, he trusted Clarise's judgement. She could make those kinds of decisions by herself easily. He only insisted on getting involved simply because he wanted to remain in the loop with the important things that went on in his company. Plus, meeting them one-on-one gave him the opportunity to build a good working relationship with his staff.

But right now, his priority was to unplug from anything relating to Faye. Just until he stopped hurting.

He was making some sort of progress. He hadn't succumbed to the temptation of calling her back. She left a few messages for him during the week but he forced himself to delete them without listening to them. If he heard her voice, he was scared he might beg her for that casual-only relationship she wanted. He missed her so damned much. But he knew a physical-only relationship with her would kill him in the long run.

He couldn't imagine what she could possibly want to say to him. His best guess was she wanted to apologise for leading him on and wanted to make sure things were going well between him and her best friends. She cared a lot about them.

One of these days he'd ring her back and give her the assurance that he was fine with everything that had happened. But not yet. He was still far from fine.




~~~~~~~




His laptop pinged with a new email message. He groaned as he read Rita Maxwell's email inviting him to lunch so she could show him samples of her new range of men's accessories.

He couldn't think of anything more boring. He responded to her email, apologising for the fact that he simply wasn't into accessories and that he didn't want to waste her time.

He wasn't very surprised when Rita called.

"Hi, Ray. I got your email."

"Hi, Rita. Look, I'm really sorry but I think you would be wasting your time with me. It's nothing against accessories but I'm just not into them," he said, reiterating the contents of his email.

Rita gave a nervous laugh. "Well, to be honest, Ray, that was just an excuse to have lunch with you."

"Oh?"

He heard her sigh deeply. "I happen to enjoy your company. I like discussing business with you. It's very stimulating. But I was also hoping we could get to know each other better."

"Right," he responded cautiously.

Rita wasn't the first woman to ask him out. In fact, in the past year, all of his dates were instigated by the women. Apart from his date with Faye. He engineered that one.

"Is that a yes?" Rita asked in a teasing voice.

Could he lead Rita on, knowing it was Faye he wanted to be with?

Whoa, wait a minute. You want to get over Faye, not be with her again. And what's wrong with getting to know Rita better? Who knows where that might lead?

"Sure. Let's have lunch, Rita."

"Great! I'm at one of my stores close to you. How about I pop in your office around twelve and we can go from there?"

"Okay. See you soon."




*******




Faye stopped dead in her tracks when he saw Ray and Rita Maxwell enter a posh seafood restaurant. Rita was hanging on his arm as if they were on a date, not a business meeting.

Clarise had assured her Ray didn't have any lunchtime appointment after checking his online diary that everyone in the office could see. Obviously, this one was last minute - or wasn't business-related.

A cutting ache assailed her. Was he moving on?

She shook her head and forced herself to keep walking towards the Lifestyle by Design building. The plan was she would turn up at his office before she and the gang went to lunch with the hope that she could have a couple of minutes with him. At the very least, she wanted to get a glimpse of him even if they didn't get the chance to talk.

Well, a glimpse of him she did get - with Rita Maxwell's flirty paw all over his arm.




She arrived at Ray's office building, heaving and puffing. It was partly from the fifteen-minute walk from her office and partly from trying her utmost best not to burst into tears.

She didn't know what on earth was the matter with her. Ever since Ray dumped her, she'd been such a cry-baby. It was almost as if she was making up for all those times she didn't cry when everyone else expected her to.

She wasn't used to being this out of control with her tears. Even when she split with Steve, who was the longest boyfriend she'd had, she only cried a little. And it definitely wasn't the sob-my-heart-out kind of bawling she'd been giving in to the last few nights.

She stepped into their reception and saw Elena sitting at her desk. The sight of her almost made her lose it, remembering what Ray had overheard her saying. Fortunately, Elena was on the phone and merely waved to her as she made her way to Clarise's office.

All three of her friends were there waiting for her. Judging by their dejected expressions, they weren't looking forward to telling her Ray wasn't around.

"Hi. I know he's not here," she said as she gave each of them a hug.

"How did you know?" Victor asked.

"Because I saw him walk into a restaurant with Miss Flirty Woman of the Year."

Clarise winced. "Sorry, Faye. It wasn't in his diary."

She smiled her understanding. "Let's go to lunch. Do you guys mind if we go to where they are?"

"What?"

"I don't want to annoy them or anything, but I want to know if they're out on a real date or not. He's not picking up my calls. I don't know how to get him to talk to me."

"You're going to approach them?"

"Just to say hello," she responded weakly, then pressed her hands on her face in frustration.


CHAPTER TWELVE







Faye almost stumbled as she realised where they were going to be seated. There was only one table separating them and the cosy corner table occupied by Ray and Rita. Miss Flirtatious was laughing at something Ray said, and she was batting her eyelashes at him.

Blood rushed to her face as anger, hurt and embarrassment swirled within her.

Desperately, she looked around to see if they could be seated elsewhere. This was much too close for comfort. To her dismay, this was the only table for four still available.

"Hello there!" a female voice called out.

Unfortunately, Rita had seen them, causing Ray to turn around from his chair and look. She saw his eyes widen in surprise.

She felt Clarise squeeze her hand in support as they waved and muttered hello to the duo.

"I can't believe we bump into each other again," Rita was saying.

Out of politeness and respect for the other lunch-goers, they stepped closer to them so they wouldn't have to talk too loud.

"What brought you guys here? This isn't your usual," Ray asked, looking at Victor.

"We felt like something different and we haven't been here for lunch before, so we thought we'd try it out," Victor responded.

Faye thought this was a good opportunity to discover why Ray was having lunch with a woman whose interest in him was obvious. "You guys going through the new men's accessories?" she asked.

"No," Rita answered with a little chuckle. "This isn't a business lunch," she added, looking at Ray with a secretive smile.

Faye's heart stopped and her eyes flew to the same man. He was … looking at Rita with a small smile on his face.

"Well, enjoy your lunch," Clarise said, indicating they should all go back to their table.

"You, too," Rita said, oblivious of the tension going on around her. "By the way, Victor, maybe you would be interested in having a look at my new samples and letting me know what you think?"

Victor reluctantly engaged in a short conversation with their client while Faye stared at Ray.

Look at me, damn it, she screamed silently at him.

But Ray didn't. Even though she was literally standing in front of his table, he ignored her. His focus was well and truly fixed on Rita.

Faye felt Clarise take her arm and escort her away from him. She followed mechanically. She was grateful that Clarise made sure she sat with her back to the couple. She had just found out she couldn't handle watching Ray pay so much attention to another woman for even one minute. A full hour of it would be pure hell.

"What are you ordering, Faye?" Jessa asked.

She shook her head. She wasn't hungry.

"Hey, you need to eat," her friend scolded her.

"This was such a bad idea," she said softly. "I'm so sorry, guys. Now I'm going to ruin your lunch, too."

"Don't be silly."

The server arrived and looked expectantly at them.

"Okay, I'll have the soup of the day," she said with a sigh.




Faye listened to her friends chat about a variety of topics. They steered clear of anything to do with Ray, and she could understand why. Not only did they want to distract her but it was also awkward. They only needed to talk one level louder and their conversation could be heard by Ray and Rita.

But no matter how hard she tried to concentrate on something else, she was stuck on one thought. Ray was moving on. The arrow that went through her heart at this recognition had pinned her in a gloomy place she couldn't get out of.

"Why do some of us humans wallow in our pain and suffering?" she asked in a low voice, to her friends' bewilderment. "I mean, if it was one of you in my position, I would probably already have told you to get over it, to open your eyes to reality, that you'd find someone more special and more deserving of you."

Clarise smiled at her fondly. "Yes, you would and you have told us something similar in the past."

"I know I should move on because obviously, he has. But … I'm finding it hard to give up on him," she whispered as fresh tears escaped her.

"I don't know what to say," Jessa admitted. "You're usually our sage and our coach - the one with wise words that whip us around so we push on even through pain."

"Alas, I'm only human," she said with a self-deprecating smile.

"What would you say to yourself right now, Faye?" Victor queried gently.

"I would say for fuck's sake, move the hell on. There's no point hanging around weeping for something that will never be."

Murmurs of agreement went round the table.

"I think my problem is even though he hardly acknowledged me today, part of me believes it's because he's still hurt. And if he's still hurt, that means he must still feel something for me. And if he does, then how could it be over?"

"What if he ignored you because he has moved on and wanted you to take the hint so he didn't have to tell you to your face?" Clarise asked.

"You think that's what it is?" she asked weakly, discreetly wiping away the tears that fell down unbidden.

"I honestly don't know, Faye. I'm just asking a question you would have asked in this situation."

She nodded, contemplating on the two very different possibilities. "Well, I think I know what I need."

They looked at her with burning curiosity.

"I still need for him to say unequivocally, while looking at me straight in the eye, that he doesn't want me anymore. That's the only way I'll be able to force myself to stop hoping for another chance with him."

She looked at her friends in frustration. "But he won't even talk to me, much less meet with me for an honest conversation."

"Well then, we need to come up with a plan," Clarise said with determination. "And if we're all finished, I think we should get out of here." 

Faye couldn't seem to stop the waterworks.




*******




Ray was surprised at how calm and collected he'd been so far. Apart from the initial shock of seeing Faye and having lunch under the same roof with her, he'd managed to keep a lid on his emotions. He hadn't even looked once in her direction.

He felt the weight of her stare on him when they came over to their table earlier but the mantra he adopted worked like a charm. Over and over, he had said to himself, 'focus on Rita, focus on Rita, focus on Rita.'

He was here with Rita, after all. It wouldn't be fair to her if his self-control slipped. He knew all it would take was one glance at Faye and he wouldn't be able to stop looking at her, so better not start at all. Fortunately, he had his back turned to her group so it made it impossible for him to 'accidentally' look her way.

The conversation with Rita was as boring as if she had shown him her accessories. The woman was nice and pretty but all she could talk about was her damned bling-blings. Frankly, though, he didn't want to bother with anything about Rita. Especially when his heart kept on reminding him who else was in the restaurant.

Stupid heart. You don't know what's good for you.

"You know," Rita babbled in a low voice, forcing him to draw his attention back to her. "I think Farah … Faith … what's her name? The one who doesn't work for you out of those four?"

"Faye," he said a little breathlessly.

"I think Faye's having some sort of problems."

He frowned. "What makes you say that?"

"Don't look or they might notice we're talking about them, but I think she may be crying."

"What?" His heart started to race. "How do you know?"

"Well, she has her back to us but I can see her dab the corner of her eyes with her serviette and the others look like they're comforting her."

He started to shift so he could check it out for himself when Rita grabbed his arm.

"Don't look," she whispered frantically. "You'll be too obvious."

He sighed, debating with himself whether to look or not.

Why the hell is she crying? Did she have a fight with Steve? Did that fucker hurt her? Doesn't he know how lucky he is, and this is how he treats her?

"Oh, they're leaving now," Rita mumbled.

This time he twisted on his chair. Victor and Jessa waved while Clarise smiled her goodbye. Faye was looking down at the floor. Her friends herded her towards the exit as if she was a celebrity needing protection. She didn't look up at all.

"That was kind of strange, wasn't it?" Rita commented. "It was like they didn't want to say goodbye to us." She shrugged. "Maybe Faith was just embarrassed she cried in public."

"Faye," he corrected her tersely.

"Oh, yes," Rita responded dismissively, then beamed at an approaching server. "Oh good. Here come our coffees. Are you sure you don't want to share a cake with me?"

"No thanks. I need to get back to work very soon." He didn't really have to but he wanted to leave. A nagging feeling was starting to bother him.

"Oh," Rita pouted in what she must have thought was a cute expression.

"You can order one for yourself. I just have to go as soon as I finish my coffee. I'll settle the bill on my way out."

"It's okay. Maybe next time. I might as well leave with you and do some work, too."




~~~~~~~




Ray tried to clear his head as he walked the short distance back to his office.

Faye had been upset and it troubled him that she was. He couldn't stand seeing her that unhappy.

But surely, it wasn't any of his business. It would be foolish of him to get involved in her private affairs when he himself was still trying to heal his pain - pain caused by her.

That nagging feeling poked him harder. It kept insinuating he had something to do with her tears. But if that was the case, that would mean she had feelings for him!

His heart danced madly at the thought but his head warned him not to jump to outrageous conclusions. He'd made that mistake before and he'd been so wrong.

They had amazing sex. They shared intimate conversations about their dreams, careers and families. Their dates had been seriously fun.

These things made him think she at least cared enough for him to not want to see other people. Turned out what made his heart soar to the skies meant nothing to her.

If he was wrong on those counts, how could he be right in thinking her tears were caused by him?

No. She must have gotten upset because of something else and not because he refused to talk to her or because she caught him out on a date with another woman.

He marched to his office, determined not to ask about her, even though it might just kill him not to know. He slumped on his chair and swivelled it so he wasn't facing the door.

Thinking about Faye was emotionally draining. But he didn't know how to stop.

He heard a soft knock on his open door. He hastily composed himself and twirled around. 

"Hi, Ray," Jessa said as she stood at the threshold. "Just wanted to let you know Mrs. Collins rang and said their office is already getting inundated with calls due to our feature article, even though this month's edition only came out this morning. She's already booked an appointment with us in two weeks to discuss paid advertorials moving forward."

"That's great," he smiled at Jessa. "You guys do such a great job with your articles we don't even need to sell our advertising spaces. Clients fight for the paid spots because they know we reach their target market. Excellent work, Jess."

"Thanks. And just to confirm, you want Mark to work on the editing of both Rob's and Will's adverts, right?"

"Well, I don't really care if you, Clarise or Mark work on them. They're paid educational articles that will appear under their own business banners so whoever works on them doesn't really matter. It's a question of whether you girls want to work on your fiancés' business marketing or not. I'll leave it to the three of you to decide."

"Okay, great," Jessa replied with a grin. "Rob's already grilling me with his so I might as well work on it."

He smiled his agreement.

"Oh, and Ray," Jessa continued, "sorry we didn't really say a proper goodbye to you and Rita earlier at the restaurant. Faye got a bit upset."

Involuntarily, he took a sharp intake of breath. He blinked a couple of times and swallowed visibly. He didn't expect any of them to openly discuss Faye with him. But of course, they didn't know about him being 'John'.

Despite his promise to himself, he croaked, "Is she okay?"

Jessa shrugged casually but her gaze was penetrating. "She took it quite hard."

Before he could ask Jessa what she meant, his phone rang. He stared at Jessa for a couple of seconds before advising her he had to pick up that call. She nodded and left.

Unbeknownst to him, his eyes expressed more than he intended for her to notice.


CHAPTER THIRTEEN







"Ray's definitely coming, right?" Victor queried as he greeted Clarise and Will, who had arrived at his boyfriend Evan's very first public exhibition of his oil paintings.

"Yes, that's what he told me," Clarise confirmed. "Is Faye here already?"

"Not yet. She said she's bringing Kane with her. Some of Evan's work on geometrics might catch Kane's architect eyes."

"Where's Evan?"

"Oh, he's somewhere in the next room chatting with some people. I'm so excited and nervous for him. I hope he sells some of his paintings."

"He definitely will, Victor. Will and I checked his website and we're interested in a couple of them," Clarise declared then swayed towards her fiancé. "We should go check them out, baby, before someone else buys them."

"Good idea," Will responded.

"Oh, thank you, guys. You're so sweet," Victor gushed.

"No, Evan's good," Clarise grinned.

"Oh, no," Victor exclaimed in dismay.

"What?"

"Guess who just walked in?"

Will and Clarise turned and saw none other than Rita Maxwell arriving with an older woman. The resemblance was unmistakable, and they guessed her companion must be her mother.

"Who invited her?" Clarise whispered to Victor.

"I don't know. The owner of this gallery has a lot of connections. Now what do we do? This could be bad for Faye."

Clarise put a hand on Will's arm. "Honey, can you give me a few minutes? Victor and I need to talk about this unexpected guest."

"Who's she?"

"Someone who's after Ray."

"Oh. So you think with her being here, Faye might not get her opportunity to talk to Ray alone?"

"Rita's very flirty and doesn't seem to care if people see her as being all over Ray. I wouldn't be surprised if she attaches herself to his side all night. We just want Faye to have every chance of speaking with him privately."

"Okay, hope everything works out well for the two of them." Will gave Clarise a quick kiss on the lips and sauntered off.

Clarise and Victor went in search of Jessa. They hadn't verbalised their opinion to Faye, but all three of them were sure Ray felt the same way about her. They had observed him enough at work to know he was hurting because of Faye. But those two had better talk so they could know the truth for themselves.




*******




"You okay?"

Faye looked up at Kane, who looked mighty fine in his expensive suit. They had just parked Kane's car and were making their way to the gallery entrance.

"Yes," she smiled at him. "Thank you for coming with me tonight."

"You do know my services don't come for free. You have to make me dessert this weekend."

"No problem," she chuckled. "You know, you should watch what you eat. You're not getting any younger and all those sweets could blow you up before you even know it." She eyed her brother keenly but had to admit he was in great shape.

Kane's brows furrowed together. "I thought you use light cheese and less sugar in your cakes."

"Yes, relatively speaking. But they're still high in calories."

"I'll just exercise more," he said with a shrug then peered at her closer. "You look nervous."

"Is it obvious?"

"Because I know you well, yes. You usually handle most things with aplomb, so it worries me that you're not only listless but also nervy. Is it because of that guy Ray?"

"Yes," she responded quietly. "He's going to be here tonight."

"Oh, I see. Good."

Faye's head jerked up to her brother's face at his tone. "What do you mean? What are you planning to do?"

"Nothing," Kane replied innocently.

"Kane, please don't do anything that would embarrass me. I can handle this."

"Handle what? What are you planning to do?"

"I just want to talk to him privately. If he really doesn't want me bothering him anymore then … " she paused and gulped before continuing, "that's fine. I just need to hear him say it while he's looking at me instead of giving me the glacial silent treatment. Promise me you won't approach him. Please?"

"Okay," her brother acquiesced, draping his arm around her shoulder. "You know I just worry about you."

"I know," she said to him gratefully and placed an affectionate arm around his waist.

They walked up to the gallery in silence.

When they got to the door, a young girl in a sexy black number greeted them enthusiastically, gave them brochures and invited them to order some drinks at the makeshift bar in the corner.

There were already a number of people inside. Faye felt a burst of pride for Evan. He'd been painting for fifteen years, since he was twenty, and only considered it as a hobby until he met Victor, who encouraged him to show off his work to other people. Now here he was with his first exhibition, filling up three rooms in the gallery with his work.

She glanced around, looking for her best friends, when her eyes came in contact with a pair of piercing blue ones that she had missed like crazy.

Ray stared back at her from across the room with an inscrutable expression.

Her heart pounded. It wanted to leap out of her chest and fly to him. She wanted to leap and fly to him. But something in his stance told her that such actions were unwelcome.

Then she saw her. Rita Flirty-Bitch Maxwell. The woman she had begun to despise curled a hand on Ray's upper arm and whispered something in his ear. She leaned on him too closely, so that her breast brushed his torso while she spoke. He nodded and went with her wherever she wanted him to go.

Fuck.

Suddenly, the room was blurry.

Shit. I'm going to cry again.

"Faye," Kane said softly, putting a comforting hand on her back.

"I need to go to the bathroom. Could you grab me a glass of wine, please?" She put on a brave face for her brother.

"You okay?"

"Yes, I'll be fine. I'll be back shortly."

She spun around and headed for the opposite direction from where Ray and Rita went. She came across a side door leading to the back of the gallery and snuck out. She breathed a sigh of relief as she found herself in an empty, well-manicured garden. She desperately needed to be alone.

She strolled to the farthest side of the garden and spotted a bench underneath a big fig tree. The darkness of the night meant she wouldn't be seen by anyone unless they specifically walked close to where she was. She sat down and let the tears flow.

There was no need for a conversation with Ray. What she saw was enough.

He was looking straight in her eyes when Rita came to whisper something to him. He knew she was watching when Rita almost plastered her body against his. And he didn't give a damn. He didn't even acknowledge her or nod goodbye when he went with Rita to heaven knew where.

Yes, that was enough. If anything, it yelled to her the answer she needed to acknowledge.

He didn't want her anymore. He didn't care. He had moved on. And she had to accept that.

Her shoulders slumped as she wept softly.

How she was going to get over Ray, she didn't know. The pain of losing him was one hundred times worse than the pain from breaking up with all her previous boyfriends combined.

This time, she had truly loved - and lost.




*******




"Kane!"

Kane turned to the person calling him. It was Victor. A smile formed on his face. He genuinely liked all of Faye's best friends.

"Hey, Victor. Haven't seen you for a long time," he said, giving the man a brief hug.

"I know. You just came back from Dubai, I hear."

"Yes, a few days ago."

"Where did Faye go? I saw the two of you arrive and now she's not here."

"She went to the restroom."

"Drats. I can't follow her there," Victor muttered.

Kane sensed something was up.

"What's going on?"

Victor eyed him, appearing to decide whether to divulge a secret to him or not.

"If it's got something to do with your boss, then I know about that."

"You do?" Victor asked, his eyebrows arched.

"Yes. I also know he's here with a girlfriend. Faye saw them together within a minute of us getting here. That's why she ran away to the restroom. She was teary," he said with a heavy sigh.

"Oh, no! Damn it!" Victor cried out loud, attracting the attention of several people around them. "This is one big misunderstanding due to lack of communication," he continued in a lower voice. "Honestly, Ray is a great communicator at work but he sucks at it when it comes to women."

"What do you mean?"

"He's not here with Rita Maxwell - that's the woman you must have seen him with. He came alone and Rita arrived with her mother. Anyway, did Faye tell you about her boo-boo with Ray?"

"You mean when she told him they were both free agents who could date whomever they want?"

"Yes. So Ray gets really hurt by that and since then, he hasn't spoken to Faye. He also started entertaining Rita's flirtations. He wasn't interested in Rita before all this drama with Faye happened. We - Jessa, Clarise and I - think he's trying to move on and Rita happens to be convenient, ready and available to help him with it. But we know he's not over Faye."

Victor sighed before continuing. "Ray doesn't know we know about the two of them. This morning, we carried on a conversation in the office about Faye having her heart broken by John, making sure he heard. By the way, Faye doesn't know about that. We didn't want to raise her hopes up and then have them dashed if Ray didn't do something, even after what he'd heard from us. But we're pretty sure he cares. A lot."

"Hang on a minute--who's John?" Kane asked, perplexed.

"Oh, that's Ray's nickname that Faye gave him. It's a long story. I'll tell you about it later. But getting to the crux of this whole saga, we made Ray think that tonight was important for Faye because she meant to tell John she cared about him. We also acted excited at the thought of finally meeting this John person." 

"But," Kane interjected, "I saw that Rita woman slide up really close to Ray and he didn't seem to mind. Are you sure he's not over Faye?"

"See, I think that was partly your fault, although of course, you weren't aware of it."

"What do you mean?"

"When you got here, you and Faye had your arms around each other. You looked very close and comfortable together. I've been observing Ray tonight. He kept on looking at the entrance. Rita was already here flirting with him whenever she could and he just ignored her. He must have been waiting for Faye to arrive and when she did —"

"She was with another guy who had an arm around her," Kane finished for Victor. "I can see why that would confuse him. And why he'd shy away from her again. He probably had his hopes up that he could fix things with her tonight then here she was, 'dating' someone else again."

"It's so like a bad soap opera that it's giving me a huge headache," Victor grumbled. "What do we do now?"

"Leave it to me," Kane responded.

"What are you gonna do?"

"I'm still thinking. I'll make it up as I go. Faye made me promise not to approach Ray but this is one promise I may have to break. We'll find out once and for all if Ray is in love with my sister. If he isn't, then Faye doesn't have a choice but to move on."


CHAPTER FOURTEEN







Ray shook hands with the gentleman who was about to become his new client. He was Rita's accountant and was interested in placing an ad in his magazine for his professional services business.

He breathed a sigh of relief that the impromptu business networking set up by Rita was over. Having calmed down from his initial shock at seeing Faye arrive with a new date, he was determined to find her and shake the truth out of her.

If what he'd overheard from Victor, Clarise and Jessa that morning was true, then he was a total ass for not calling Faye back. Did he really hurt her? If her friends were to be believed, then Faye had feelings for him. They didn't exactly use the word 'love' but it seemed that she cared a lot about him.

So why did she come here with someone else? That was what he couldn't understand. If she was to let him know that she cared about him, why bring another man here?

If you were in her shoes, wouldn't she be asking you why you were dating and flirting with another woman if you really loved her?

That thought gave him a big jolt.

Fuck. What if she thinks I've moved on, so she's given up on me and started dating again?

Suddenly, he knew that he really was a total ass, a complete jerk and a certifiable moron. He had selfishly focused on his own pain and been so scared of being hurt further that he'd stopped considering what she might have been feeling. Yes, she cut him really deeply but he'd closed the door on her when she wanted to communicate with him.

She had called him and left a ton of messages. He didn't even listen to them. She sent him pleading texts to call her back and he ignored them.

If she thought he wasn't worthy of her because he was such a fuckwit, then she'd be absolutely right.

But he would find her and beg her to forgive a stupid idiot who was so in love with her he couldn't see clearly nor think straight.

He looked around. He didn't spot her among the crowd in that room, but what he did see made his face burn with anger.




The good-looking, dark-haired guy that Faye arrived with was with Rita. And he was flirting with her outrageously.

Rita was enjoying the attention but he didn't care about that. If it was any other man, he would have been very pleased and relieved that she had set her sights on someone else.

But what was this man thinking, picking up another woman when he was here with Faye? What would Faye think if she saw them? She'd be highly embarrassed, perhaps even devastated.

Faye didn't deserve to be humiliated in front of her friends and a gallery-full of people. He'd already hurt her enough. He wouldn't let someone else make her feel worse.

He marched toward the fucker.

"Excuse me, may I have a word with you?" He meant to be civil but his tone came out low and menacing.

The idiot simply raised his eyebrows at him.

"Oh, Ray, we were just talking," Rita simpered, clearly thinking he was fighting for her.

"This is not about you, Rita," he said, not taking his eyes off the other man.

The dickhead even had the audacity to smirk at him as he introduced himself. "I don't think we've met. My name is Kane."

Ray glanced at the hand extended to him for a handshake. Being in a public place, he decided it was best not to cause a scene. He took Kane's hand and gripped it tightly. To his surprise, Kane's grasp was equally strong. "Name's Ray. May I have a word with you, Kane? Outside."

"I would be glad to."

He was momentarily taken aback by the direct, unblinking gaze thrown at him by Kane. The look didn't quite go with the cad he witnessed earlier. He shook his head imperceptibly and swept his arm to his side, indicating for Kane to lead the way.

Kane smiled politely and started heading towards the back door of the gallery.

"Ray, you really don't have to worry —" Rita called.

He stopped and faced Rita. "Rita, seriously, this is not about you and it has nothing to do with you. Please stay here and don't even think about following us."




~~~~~~~




"So, Ray," Kane drawled. "Now that you have me out here, what do you want to say to me?"

"How could you treat Faye like that?" he asked Kane accusingly.

"Whatever do you mean?"

"You know what I mean."

"Maybe I'm slow so spell it out for me, if you please," Kane goaded.

Ray took a deep breath, trying not to lose his temper. "You came here with Faye. Don't you know that you might be embarrassing or hurting her by flirting with another woman at her best friend's partner's event?"

"What do you care, Ray?"

"She's been hurt enough."

Kane's eyebrows shot up. "By whom?"

He stayed silent, unwilling to answer that question.

"Your silence tells me it could be you who hurt her. What did you do? Hit on Rita Maxwell, too?"

Blood rushed to Ray's face. "It's none of your business," he muttered.

"Aha! That's it, isn't? If you hitting on Rita is none of my business, why is my flirting with her yours?"

"Because you're with Faye tonight!" he hissed through gritted teeth.

The self-satisfied grin that appeared on Kane's face annoyed the hell out of Ray. He stepped closer and pointed his finger at the smug man's face. "Look, you may not care about Faye but I do. If you want Rita then, by all means, pursue her, but have the decency to —"

"Hey, what's going on here?"

Both he and Kane jumped at the sound of Faye's voice as she approached them from the back of the garden.

"It's nothing, Faye," Kane replied smoothly.

Ray stepped back from Kane and gazed at Faye's beautiful, concerned face. Lord, how he missed her! He prayed he hadn't completely destroyed all his chances with her.

"Doesn't look like nothing to me, Kane."

Ray felt a pinch in his heart that Faye would look to Kane for an explanation. How long had she known this man? 

"We were just having a little man-to-man talk," Kane replied calmly.

"What about?" she asked, narrowing her eyes.

The easy familiarity evident in their interaction depressed Ray. He wished it was him Faye was scowling at. And fuck, Kane's attitude was aggravating him! He fisted his hands at his side but remained motionless.

"He was the one who approached me," Kane answered a tad defensively.

Faye's intent gaze switched to him.

He wanted to tell her that her date was hitting on another woman while she wasn't looking. But he couldn't.

He eyeballed Kane. "Why don't you answer her question? You're not hiding anything, are you?"

"Okay, fine. I'll answer it," Kane concurred with a sigh. "I was chatting Rita Maxwell up and —"

"You were chatting Rita up?" Faye interrupted in disbelief.

"Well, it was just an act," Kane elaborated.

Ray glared at Kane furiously. How dare this lowlife try to save his hide by lying to Faye? Has he no compunction whatsoever?

He returned his gaze back to Faye, intent on setting the record straight. He found her looking directly at him. The pain in her eyes drew the breath out of his lungs. He couldn't stand that look. It distressed him. What could he say to stop her hurting? Was it in his power to make her feel better?

She spoke before he could. "And you got angry at Kane for hitting on Rita," she stated with sad resignation, her eyes watering.

His heart stuttered as he realised her misapprehension.

"No, Faye. It wasn't like that," he replied hastily. "I got upset because you would have been upset."

She frowned.

"It's true, Faye," Kane confirmed. "He was worried about what you would think."

Ray squinted at Kane in astonishment. What's this guy trying to do?

"I don't understand," Faye murmured, her eyes on him, pleading for clarification.

"I didn't want Kane to hurt and embarrass you," he said, trying to explain the scene she witnessed.

"Why not?" she whispered.

He stepped closer to her, his gaze direct and sincere as he stared into her captivating blue eyes that held sorrow he wanted to dispel.

"Because you don't deserve that, Faye … Because I love you," he whispered.

Faye gaped at him, her eyes wide. "But if you love me and didn't want me hurt, why do you keep avoiding me and … and why are you with Rita?" she asked tremulously, her chin quivering.

He sighed and cupped her face with his hands, swiping the tears that escaped her eyes. "The answer to your first question is because I'm a big fool. As to the second, I'm not with Rita. I'm not interested in her at all. I'm so sorry, baby. I was hurting and I acted like an idiot through and through. But that's no excuse. Please forgive me. I swear I'll make it up to you," he beseeched.

An utterly radiant smile slowly spread over her face. "I have some apologising to do, as well. I didn't mean what I said about being free to date other people. I just want to be with you, Ray. I love you, too."

His heart burst with a symphony of happiness. He pulled her to him and kissed those luscious lips he'd been pining for since he left her apartment two weeks ago.

Faye curved her arms around his neck and, in an instant, their kiss deepened as they passionately expressed their love and longing for each other with their mouths. He tightened his arms around her, joyfully feeling her soft body against him.

"Excuse me," an exasperated voice called loudly, "are you two forgetting you're not alone?"

Faye pulled away and peered at Kane with a suppressed grin. "Since when did you become a prude, Kane?" she teased.

"I'm sorry, but I have absolutely no desire to watch my little sister tongue a man in public."

"Then don't look," Faye retorted good-naturedly.

"Sister?" Ray asked, befuddled, looking from Faye to Kane.


CHAPTER FIFTEEN







Ray looked at Kane with embarrassment as Faye confirmed to him her relationship with the other man.

"I am so sorry, Kane," he said sheepishly. "I pulled you out of there while you were making a move on Rita —"

Kane laughed out loud. "Don't worry about that. It was just an act. I did it to get a reaction from you so I could figure out how you really feel about Faye."

Ray smiled with a hint of self-deprecation. "So you know how asinine I've been in the last couple of weeks?" 

"I kind of understand. I probably would have reacted the same if I was in your shoes."

Ray felt Faye squeeze his hand and he turned his attention back to her.

"You know the night Elena saw me with Steve at the restaurant?" she asked him quietly.

He nodded.

"When Elena saw me touch his face, I was telling him about you. You're the one I want to be with, Ray."

He smiled at her, running his thumb on her cheek to erase the worry on her face. "You don't know how happy that makes me. When I overheard your friends talking about us - I mean, talking about you and John - this morning in the office, I became hopeful but I still wasn't sure. I didn't want to assume anything until I heard the truth from you. Then I saw you arrive with Kane and I just jumped to conclusions. The wrong ones, obviously."

Faye's jaw dropped in surprise. "My friends talked about me and John?"

"Yes. I guess it's time for them to know who John really is," he suggested.

"They already know."

"Since when?" he asked in surprise.

"Since Monday last week."

The two of them stared at each other for a long second before they both burst out laughing, appreciating what her three best friends - and his three best employees - had done for the two of them.

Faye turned to her brother and gave him a big hug. "Thank you, Kane," she said softly, "for interfering, even though you said you wouldn't."

"Hey, we never talked about not interfering," Kane responded in jest as he returned his sister's hug. "I promised not to approach Ray and I didn't. Like I said, he approached me. Anyway, now that my job with you is done, I'm going to walk around the gallery and check out Evan's paintings. Find me when you're ready to go."

"Uh, Kane," Ray said, "I'll drive Faye home."

Kane looked at the two of them and smirked. "Sure."

"But I'll still find you and say goodbye," Faye affirmed.

"Okay," Kane said with a wave of a hand as he went back inside.




*******




"What time can I take you home?" Ray whispered as they walked back into the gallery after a few more minutes of kissing in the garden.

The implied meaning behind Ray's words made Faye's heart gallop hard and fast. She was already hot and damp from their kisses. She'd missed him terribly.

"There's one painting I want to get. I saw it in Evan's catalogue. Let me pay for that and we can leave," she replied breathlessly, hyper-aware of Ray's arm around her waist, his fingers lightly caressing the top of her hip where they rested.

"Okay. There's one I'm interested in, too. Let's be quick and make our exit."

"Impatient, Mr. Thackery?" she teased.

"I've suffered for two weeks without you. Now that I have you back, all I can think of is being alone with you," he stated with blazing eyes.

Her breath hitched and she shivered deliciously. "Just a few more minutes, baby," she replied with a sweet smile. "I need to get the number for my painting. Do you know yours?"

"Ah, no. Let's check yours, then we'll check mine."

Hand in hand, they strolled through the gallery to where Faye's favourite painting was.

"Oh, no! It's sold already," she cried in dismay as she saw the small red 'sold' sticker on the description panel of the painting.

"Looks like Evan's sold a few already," Ray commented as he looked around the room.

"There are a couple of other ones that I liked. I think they're in the other room. Hopefully, they're still available," Faye said. "I really want to get one before we leave. It's Evan's special night."

"That's the one I like over there," Ray said, pointing to a large canvas hanging on a feature wall.

"Oooh, I love that one. I would buy it myself if I could afford it," Faye declared. "Are you getting it?"

Ray smiled at her indulgently. "Yes. I'll go and secure it now and follow you to the other room afterward."

"Okay."

She walked to the next room and made a beeline for one of the smaller paintings. Her heart sank when she saw the red sticker on it, too. She moved a few steps to her other choice - a wavy heart inside colourful geometric patterns.

Yes! Still available.

"Hi, Faye," Victor said, startling her.

"Victor," she gushed. "I want this one. I have to run to the front before it gets sold. The other two I liked were already bought."

"Wait, you don't have to," Victor said, pulling out his mobile phone. He called someone and asked her to reserve painting number 26 for Faye Summers.

"You can pay for it on your way out," Victor advised when he finished the call.

"Hey, that's great customer service," she chuckled.

"I know. Can you believe Evan's already sold eleven paintings so far and it's only the first day of his exhibition? His smaller pieces are the most popular because they're very well priced. He was so worried he wouldn't even sell one!"

"Is he kidding? He's really good. Ray's buying one of his big ones from the other room."

"Really?" Victor asked in amazement.

"Yes. He's paying for it right now."

Victor looked at her quizzically. "You two have had your private conversation?"

She smiled shyly. "Yes. Although it wasn't exactly private because Kane was there. But we've sorted it all out."

"Yay! I'm so glad, darling," Victor replied giving her a big hug.

"I wonder where Kane is," she mused. "Ray and I are leaving shortly, and I want to say goodbye to him."

"Ooh, leaving so soon, huh," Victor teased. "He's in the next room chatting to the others."

They wandered over to where Kane was conversing with Will, Clarise, Rob and Jessa.

"Hey, guys."

"Where's Ray?" Kane asked Faye with a wink.

"He's buying a painting. Did you find one you liked?"

"Yeah. Victor had it reserved for me."

"Everything okay?" Clarise asked Faye as she threaded her arm with hers.

"Yes," she smiled serenely. "Everything's great. You guys didn't tell me what you did," Faye scolded her best friends, but her smile indicated she wasn't at all displeased.

"Sometimes, we just have to keep things from each other," Clarise shrugged impishly.

Faye chuckled. "Yes, since Ray's your boss, I can't tell you everything. It would be weird if I did. I'd have to hold back on some of the details."

"You're right, we definitely wouldn't want to know," Victor agreed with a shudder. "Imagine being in a staff meeting with Ray and having a picture in our minds of what the two of you did on the weekend. I don't think so."

Laughter was ringing out from their little group as Ray joined them.

"What's so funny, chaps?" he asked as he placed a hand on the small of Faye's back.

"They were talking about imagining you and Faye naked during staff meetings," Rob responded cheerily.

"Rob!" Jessa lightly swatted her fiancé's arm then turned to Ray. "No, what we were talking about was how we wouldn't want to be imagining you and Faye naked during staff meetings."

"How did that even come up?" Ray asked in astonishment.

"Remember when I told you before that I tell my best friends everything?" Faye piped in. "We were just discussing the fact that they wouldn't hear the same level of detail they were used to in the past when it comes to you and me."

"Well, that's a relief," Ray responded, giving her a wide grin. "Was your painting still available?"

"One of them was. Victor called to have it reserved for me. I'll pay for it on our way out. Are you ready to go?"

She flushed as she saw the desire in his eyes as he nodded his head in confirmation.




*******




Ray waited with Will and Rob by the gallery front door as their women lined up at the counter with Kane to pay for their purchases.

"Will we see you during the gang's Friday night dinners, Ray?" Will asked him.

"Oh, so you guys join them, too?"

"Yes, most of the time."

"That'll be great - if Faye invites me."

"Unlikely that she wouldn't," Will chuckled.

Ray was already looking forward to it. He loved the thought of being a part of Faye's life in every way. It had an added bonus of spending time with other people he genuinely liked and respected.

"If it's going to be a regular thing, I guess I'll need to change my Friday night routine. I usually go to the gym after work, even on Fridays," he mused.

The other two men laughed.

"Join the club," Rob said. "Will and I have made changes to our normal schedules just for our women. Mind you, we do get great value out of those Friday dinners. We talk business while the others chat about food and girlie things. When you're there we can have a business mastermind session."

Ray grinned. Rob and Will were both sharp and savvy business owners. Conversations with them were always stimulating. "Great! Now I'm —"

"Ray! There you are. I've been looking for you!"

He groaned silently at the unwelcome interruption by a woman who was supposed to be smart but couldn't seem to take a hint.

"I need to take my mum home now," Rita Maxwell continued, "but we wanted to say goodbye first."

He gave her a small smile and nodded politely to her mother. "Goodnight to you both."

"I hope everything's okay with you and Kane, Ray," Rita said coyly. "You know, I only just met him tonight and, well, I didn't want to create a scene by telling him not to bother me. I hope you didn't mind."

"It was none of my concern, Rita. I didn't care that he flirted with you," he said firmly.

"Oh." Rita's face grew beet red. "But I thought …"

"We better go, Rita," the elderly woman said to her daughter.

"Sure, Ma," she responded. "I'll talk to you next week, Ray," she said to him with a doe-eyed look as she followed her mother.

Ray scowled at Rita although she didn't see. Now what the hell would she want to talk about? He looked at the other two guys.

"What do you do when someone just can't take a hint?" he asked them in frustration.

"Tell her the truth in no uncertain terms," Will suggested.

"Yeah, I should have done that in the first place. She's a client and I didn't want her to feel uncomfortable working with me. I thought subtlety would work, but she just doesn't get it."

"I think she gets it but she's not ready to throw in the towel." Rob commented. "It's funny, isn't it? You either thank your lucky stars or you get the shits, depending on which woman doesn't give up on you."

"Yeah," Ray chuckled as his mind transported him back to his thirty-fourth birthday four and a half months ago. 

His well-meaning sister had invited her workmate, Beth, to join their family-only party. Beth was a stunning woman who'd had a thing for him for months. Unfortunately for Beth, he was short on fuse that day, even though it was his birthday. He made cutting remarks about her not getting the picture that he wasn't interested. To his horror, Beth burst into tears in front of his whole family. His sister was so incensed at his lack of sensitivity, and he was truly embarrassed by his juvenile meanness. He vowed then to be a bit more considerate of women who threw themselves at him, including Rita.

He shouldn't have taken his frustration out on Beth that day. But that morning, he saw Faye kiss a good-looking, blonde man on the street near her office building. He thought it cruel that out of all the days he first laid eyes on Steve, it would have to be his birthday. Worse, Steve was kissing the woman his heart couldn't let go of.

Even now his heart still constricted at the memory. Even though Faye had given him assurances that this time around, it was him she chose and not Steve, he was still insanely jealous and highly insecure when it came to her ex-boyfriend. He couldn't help but think that if Steve hadn't moved to Adelaide for work, he and Faye would still be together.

He pushed the pernicious thought aside. Tonight, Faye said she was in love with him. That was what mattered now.


CHAPTER SIXTEEN







Ray strolled arm in arm with Faye towards the parking lot of the gallery. His heart was dancing that they were alone again at last and his body was humming in anticipation of what was to transpire when they got to her place.

When they reached his car, he opened the door for her but she didn't get in straight away. She caressed his face before giving him a soft, sweet kiss.

"I missed you," she murmured against his lips.

Everything about him glowed with loving warmth. "I missed you, too, baby," he responded gruffly as he ran his fingers on her face, tracing her beloved features. "I can't promise never to be stupid in the future but I will try my very best not to shut you out again, no matter how angry or hurt I become. I'm really sorry, sweetheart."

"I'm sorry, too, for hurting you," she whispered, her eyes filled with contrition. "I could see why you didn't want to talk to me after what I made you believe. It was only after you left that I realised I didn't mean any of those things I said."

"Just tell me again you love me. That's all I need to hear."

She smiled at him, sweetly and sincerely. "I love you, Ray."

He breathed a sigh of pure bliss. "And I love you, Faye." He gathered her in his arms and buried his face in her hair, inhaling her alluring, sensual scent.

He felt her arms tighten around his waist and shivered as her lips pressed soft kisses on his neck. He leaned back to look at her. His heart and his cock swelled at the picture of love and lust on her face which, he knew, he mirrored.

He crushed her mouth with his and they kissed avidly, tongues mating, ecstatic at tasting each other again, eager to give and receive in equal measure.

Before long, they were burning. His restless hands travelled down Faye's back and further down to her bottom. He squeezed and pulled her against his burgeoning erection. Faye gasped and ground her body harder against his, lifting a leg and wrapping it around his thighs.

"Baby, you drive me crazy," he moaned as his hungry mouth nibbled her neck.

A loud honking stunned them out of their lustful haze. Ray blinked at the car that stopped in front of his parked one. Unbelievably, they'd forgotten where they were.

"Seriously, guys," Kane called to them, "can't you get home first? Or do I have to follow you to make sure you get there before you're arrested for public indecency?"

"Sorry," Ray replied with a guilty grin. "We're getting in the car now and going home." He released Faye and motioned for her to get in.

Faye gave her brother a cute little wave. "I won't forget about your dessert," she promised as she got in the car.

Kane drove off, shaking his head in bemusement.

Ray closed Faye's door and walked around to his side. He got in and started the engine.

He tried not to, really tried not to, but he wasn't able to stop himself from glancing at Faye. Wrong move. He found her staring at him with undisguised longing.

"Don't look at me like that," he murmured. "We need to get home first."

"Then drive," she answered, not at all altering her expression.

He took a deep breath and put his hand on the gear stick, ready to put the car in motion when he abruptly leaned towards her. "Just one more kiss, baby," he cajoled, "to last me until we get home."

Her smile was exultant. She grabbed his face and gave him a passionate kiss that melted everything in its path.

He groaned as his cock hardened further, desperate for some attention from her, too. "Okay, enough for now and let me drive," he rasped against her lips. "I need to get us home ASAP."

"Uh-hmm," she responded, pulling him closer and arching her back so her chest touched his.

"God, sweetheart, if you don't stop I'll have to take you right here and I won't care who sees us," he croaked even as his hand moved to cup a breast straining to get out of its confines.

"You started it, you stop," Faye breathed teasingly.

"What do you mean I started it?" he countered as his seeking lips travelled to her earlobes. "I opened the car door for you and you started kissing me on the neck. You started it so you stop."

"I got in the car and told you to drive. You were the one who begged for a kiss," she panted.

"Aha! But who started the kiss, hmm?"

Faye giggled. "Okay, okay!" She pushed him back and put on her seatbelt. "Now drive, honey. Take me home before I lose all self-control."

With a chuckle, Ray adjusted himself, put on his seatbelt and drove.

"Can't help it, you know," Faye pouted. "You turn me on so bad, so it's your fault."

Ray inhaled sharply and put his focus on getting them to their destination as fast as he possibly could. There was nothing more arousing than knowing the love of his life was so horny for him.




*******




Faye was panting in anticipation as they got to her apartment, but she tried to calm herself down. She was still feeling slightly embarrassed at her frank disclosure to Ray about how affected she was by him.

She unlocked the door and walked in, followed by Ray, who shut it with a bang and promptly snaked an arm around her waist.

Her breath fluttered as he pressed his front against her back, his erection hot and hard on her behind. He moved her hair from her shoulder and started nibbling and sucking her neck as he lifted the hem of her jersey dress and stroked her bare thigh.

Her breathing grew ragged as fresh rush of moisture pooled between her legs. When he cupped her breast and thumbed a sensitised nipple through her clothes, she couldn't stop the soft moan that escaped her.

Ray's other hand travelled up from her thigh to her lacy panties, stroking her crotch against the material. "Oh, baby," he groaned against her ear, "you're soaking wet for me."

His hand delved inside her underwear, moving down against her smooth mound until his fingers reached her bare wetness.

She groaned as he wet the tips of his fingers with her juices. When he slid them up to rub her swollen clit, her moan was loud and lusty.

She panted and whimpered as Ray continued his delicious attention on her sensitive nub as he ground his insistent cock on her ass cheek. When he slid two fingers inside her and pressed her clit with his thumb, she was lost. She screamed his name as her climax came hard and fast, clamping his fingers like a vise.

Only Ray's arm around her waist stopped her from slumping to the ground, her knees weakened by the intensely pleasurable release he just gave her. She leaned back on him as she caught her breath and realised they hadn't even moved far from the door and they were still fully clothed. Geez, it couldn't have been more than five minutes since they arrived and here she was, already limp from a mind-blowing orgasm.

She became aware of Ray's erection still digging in her behind and smiled sensuously.

My man needs me.

Turning around, she placed her arms around his neck and kissed him passionately.

"That was wonderful," she whispered. "Now it's my turn."

Ray gave her a blinding smile as she led him to the couch.

"Let's get you ready," she hummed as she leisurely unbuckled his belt then proceeded to pop his pants button and undo his fly.

"Aahh," he groaned as her hand grazed his huge bulge. She pushed his pants and boxers down to his knees. With eager movements, Ray sat on the couch and took off his shoes and socks, before getting out of his trousers and undies completely.

She parted his legs and knelt between them, her hungry eyes staring at the magnificent specimen of manhood in front of her, its tip wet with pre-come.

"Baby, please," Ray rasped.

She peered up at him, delighting in his hooded eyes and panting mouth. Licking her lips, she asked naughtily, "Please what, baby?"

"Please put my cock in your mouth. Please suck it and — ahh, yesss!"

Faye felt the thrill run up her spine as she took Ray in her mouth, sucking him, stroking him, tugging him, twirling her tongue on his engorged head over and over. She revelled at the feel of his fingers tugging her hair and his whispered words of approval telling her how good it felt. She took him deeper, feeling the tip reach the back of her throat as one of her hands tugged him near the base and the other caressed his balls.

"Oh, fuck … Faye … Faye!" he cried loudly as he stilled for half a second before exploding gloriously in her mouth.

She sucked him dry and when she felt him relax, she clumsily got up from her kneeling position and climbed on the couch beside him. He draped his arm around her shoulder and they cuddled as he caught his breath.

Faye sighed in contentment as she listened to Ray's heartbeat normalising. But wonderful as their earlier orgasms were, she was still yearning for him. She needed him inside her, needed his hard, throbbing erection to fill, stretch and claim her.

Lazily, she started to unbutton his shirt, loving the feel of his muscular torso beneath her fingers. Oh, how she had craved for his pure male body for the last two weeks!

"I missed this," she mumbled as she placed soft kisses on his now-naked chest.

"Just that?"

"No."

"What else did you miss?"

"This face," she murmured as she caressed his handsome features. "These lips."

"You already had lots of kisses tonight. I thought you were talking about what you haven't had yet since two weeks ago," he said with a smouldering gaze.

She smiled impishly. "Well, if that's what you mean then there is one thing that I'm dying for."

He raised an eyebrow in query, his lips curved in a knowing smile.

"Two actually," she continued with a slight frown.

His smile widened breathtakingly. "Tell me," he urged.

"Well, since you left I haven't had any Thai food or red wine. I'm really missing those," she said with a deadpan expression.

The smile on Ray's face turned into confusion.

"And?"

"And what?" she asked him, trying to stifle the smile that threatened to give her away.

His eyes narrowed at her and a dangerous glint replaced the earlier confusion. He got up from the couch, lifted her up in his arms without effort and carried her to the bedroom.

"Maybe you need a reminder about what else you missed while we had that stupid break," he said as he kissed her face.

"Maybe," she answered breathlessly, already getting excited about how he planned to remind her.

Gently, he put her down on her feet and sat at the edge of the bed, leaving her standing.

"Undress for me," he commanded in a low, sexy voice that had her sex clenching with hunger.

She kicked off her shoes, slowly untied the belt of her dress, pulled the zipper down and shimmied it off while ogling him unashamedly. He looked so utterly hot sitting on her bed, practically naked, with only his unbuttoned shirt hanging off his broad shoulders.

She watched his cock harden and thicken to full erection before her eyes as she stripped in front of him. The sight of Ray ready to go for another round so soon after coming hard in her mouth made her feel very much desired - a powerful aphrodisiac that made her want to immediately insert that beautiful, hard cock in her wet, waiting pussy.

But she restrained herself. She came too quickly the first time. She didn't want to lose control so fast again this time.

She stood before him, naked and wanting. "What next, baby?" she asked huskily.

"Come here," he responded, his eyes dark and molten.

She ambled towards the bed and stood between his parted legs.

Ray ran his hands down the side of her body slowly and appreciatively. "You're so beautiful," he murmured. "How did I get so lucky?"

He pulled her closer to him and placed feather-light kisses along her belly, her arms, the valley between her twin peaks. He cupped her breasts with his burning hands and pushed them closer together. "I love your tits," he breathed before taking an aroused nipple between his lips and sucking and flicking it with his tongue.

"Oohh, baby! I missed that, too," she cried.

Ray's mouth curved up in a pure male, predatory smile. In a swift move, he had her on her back on the bed.

"So what else did you miss, sweetheart?" he purred as he kissed her neck.

"You kissing my neck," she replied with a saucy smile, enjoying their titillating game.

"Hmm. What else?" He moved down to her belly and laved it with his tongue.

"You kissing my belly."

"Uh-huh." He moved further down south and kissed her knees, then sucked and licked his way up her thighs, alternating between the left and the right. "Did you miss this, too? Me kissing your thighs?"

"Yes," she panted. He was getting closer to the apex. Just the thought of him finally kissing her most sensitive part had her squirming with anticipation.

"What else did you miss, baby?" Ray prodded, licking around her pussy but avoiding her swollen nub.

"Oh, please," she gasped.

"Please what, my love?" he rasped as he moved back down to her thighs.

No! Not there! "Please lick my clit. Please taste me," she begged, beyond aroused.

Ray groaned before burying his head between her legs and giving her what she wanted.

Faye keened at the incredible pleasure evoked by Ray's expert tongue. God, she missed that so much. And it felt incredible. But there was one thing she missed the most, and she needed it now.

"Ray, please … oh God … I want … stop," she babbled incoherently, grasping his short hair so he would stop.

He lifted his head, eyes hooded and lips glistening with her juices. "What, baby?"

"I need you inside me. Now, please."

With a low rumble, Ray hastily pushed himself up to cover her with his body. Grasping his erection, he positioned himself at her soaking entrance and slid in slowly, inch by inch.

Faye couldn't help it. Ray wasn't even all the way in and she was already crying out his name as she came all around him. He just felt so good.

"Oh God," he moaned as his own control snapped. He reared over her and thrust inside her like a piston, hot and hard.

She reached for his behind, urging him closer, his exquisite movements bringing her to the brink of another climax. "More, please, Ray. Faster, please."

Ray groaned as he increased his pace, if that was at all possible. "You feel so good, baby … so good," he panted through gritted teeth.

Reaching between them, he put pressure on her clit as he moved in and out of her, his breathing harsh and ragged.

"Oh my God … Ray!" Faye screamed her release as she violently contracted around his thick shaft.

A second later, Ray stiffened, roared loudly and erupted inside her.

Her body was still clenching faintly from her stunning orgasm when he collapsed next to her on the bed. Simultaneously, they turned to each other and she placed her head on his shoulder as he wrapped his arms around her.

"You made me come so hard I thought I was going to faint," Ray murmured weakly against her hair.

She lifted her head to him and smiled. "Me, too, baby."

"I love you," he said, his face shining with sincerity.

Her eyes watered from the tenderness that engulfed her. "I love you, too."

At that moment, she thought life couldn't be more perfect. What could possibly go wrong?


CHAPTER SEVENTEEN







"It's nice of your officemate to organise a birthday dinner for you," Ray commented as they strolled hand in hand to the restaurant that Angela, the receptionist at Faye's work, booked to celebrate Faye's thirtieth birthday with four other workmates.

"Yeah. I wasn't expecting this. It's really sweet of her."

Faye was surprised when Angela informed her just that morning that she and a few other people from work wanted to have dinner with her for her birthday.

She felt a small pang of guilt that she didn't invite Angela or the other people who were joining them tonight to her birthday bash last Saturday. But even though she chatted a lot with them at work, they weren't really close. She only invited family and close friends.

She pushed aside her guilt and decided to enjoy this unexpected gathering to show them she was grateful. Angela was even considerate enough to ask her if she wanted to invite her other friends along. She told Angela to add just one more to the number of people attending. She only wanted to bring Ray with her.

"Just when you thought your birthday celebrations were over, here's another one," Ray commented.

"I know. I had a really wonderful weekend. Last night was the highlight," she said as she released his hand to put her arm around his waist.

"Really? Was it better than your big birthday party last Saturday?" he asked with obvious delight as he hugged her to him.

She giggled. "Are you kidding me? You took me to a candlelit dinner for two at a private room in one of Sydney's most exclusive restaurants with our meals prepared and served by a good friend of yours who happens to be an ultra-famous celebrity chef. How can that not be the highlight of my whole life so far?"

"I'm glad you enjoyed it," he grinned as he kissed her temple.

"I more than enjoyed it. I loved it. Thank you again for such a wonderful birthday present."

They got to the restaurant and a server took them to their table. Her workmates were already there, and she introduced Ray to them.

Faye noticed there was one extra place setting. "Are we waiting for someone else?"

Angela tensed while the others shrugged innocently.

"Can I talk to you for a second, Faye?"

With burning curiosity, Faye followed Angela to a corner away from their group.

"Um, Steve's coming, too," Angela said nervously.

"What?" Faye stared at Angela, wondering if she heard her right. "My ex?"

"Yes. This was actually his idea. I was totally surprised when he called me at work.  He also told me to text him if you bring a guy named Ray with you. He's coming here straight from the airport. He should be arriving soon."

"Why?" was the first question Faye could verbalise out of the many that ran through her head.

"He made it sound like this was some sort of surprise that he didn't want to fully reveal to me. But I didn't know Ray's your new boyfriend. I would have asked more questions if I had known that. I hope this doesn't create problems for you," Angela said worriedly.

Faye took a deep breath, trying to gather her thoughts and stamp down her annoyance at Steve. What the hell is he up to?

"Don't worry," she assured a clearly apprehensive Angela. "I'll call Steve first before he gets here."

She trotted back to their table to grab her phone.

"Everything okay?" Ray asked.

"Yes," she replied with a bright smile. "I just need to call someone. I'll be right back."

Her hands were clammy as she went outside to be extra sure Ray didn't hear her conversation with Steve. She didn't want Steve to come. It would mean trouble in paradise for her and Ray if he did.

So far, she and Ray had enjoyed a wonderful three and a half weeks together since Evan's exhibition night at the gallery. But it was evident he was still very jealous of Steve. The one time she innocently mentioned Steve while she was telling him about mutual friends of theirs, he got up from the couch in anger. He said he couldn't understand why she needed to mention her ex in front of him at all. It took a lot of loving and cajoling before he was back to normal.

"Faye!"

She paled at the sound of Steve's voice. He was there already, pulling an overnight luggage with one hand and holding a small, nicely wrapped gift box, complete with a pink bow, in another.

"Steve, what are you doing here?" she asked in near panic.

"Hey, is that the way to greet a friend who came all the way from Adelaide to wish you happy thirtieth?" he asked with an engaging grin.

She smiled at him contritely. "I appreciate you going to all this trouble, Steve. Really, I do. But you should have told me first. Ray's here."

The smile remained on Steve's face but his eyes lost their warmth. "Great. Can't wait to meet him."

"No, please. Ray's still not comfortable with you. I'm so sorry to have to say this but … I don't think it's a good idea for you to be here tonight."

Steve's face dropped. "But I came here specifically for your birthday. This dinner was my idea."

"And if you told me you were planning this, I could have saved you the trouble," she responded with some irritation.

Seeing the hurt look in his eyes, her annoyance dissipated, replaced by the desire to give him the closure he appeared to need.

"Why did you plan this, Steve?" she asked him quietly.

Steve swallowed as she gave him her don't-give-me-the-bullshit stare.

"I want to win you back," he admitted.

She smiled at him regretfully. "I'm sorry. But you can't."

He inhaled deeply and looked away. "Are you sure?" he queried.

"Yes, I'm sure. I'm sorry," she whispered. She was remorseful that she had to break Steve's heart. She cared about him. But she was in love with Ray.

Steve stared at her for a long moment before voicing his acceptance of the situation. "Right. Well, I guess I'll call Pete and see if he and Lisa are free for dinner."

"Thank you."

"I was going to give you this," he continued as he held up the small gift box he had in his hand, "but it might be a bit inappropriate now. So if you don't mind, I'll take it back with me."

She nodded.

He gave her a sad smile. "Bye, Faye."

She reached out to give him a hug, which he returned warmly. "Bye, Steve. Take care of yourself."

"You, too," he said then he walked away.

Faye watched Steve for a long moment, wishing him well with her thoughts. With a sigh, she turned around to head back into the restaurant, only to freeze on the spot.

Ray was standing by the doorway, his face etched in barely repressed anguish, his hands fisted to his side.




*******




Ray went out of the restaurant to look for Faye, only to find a blonde-haired man holding out a gift box for her before she nodded and reached up to envelop him in a tight embrace.

His world stopped. He couldn't have forgotten that face even if he wanted to. How could he when the last time he saw him, he was pashing Faye. And now he was hugging her.

Blood roared to his head, dimming his vision for a second. Thankfully, the other guy walked away from his girl. There was no telling what he would have done had he lingered around.

His anger was quickly engulfed by lancing pain in his heart as he watched Faye follow Steve with her eyes. She hugged him and now she was staring at his back. Was she pining for him? Suddenly, he was having difficulty breathing.

He shut his eyes tightly while he took a slow, deep breath. When he opened them, he shut the lid on his emotions. If he didn't, he would lose control and he could end up screaming his lungs out like a maniac or bawling his eyes out like a baby.

Faye turned around and he saw the stunned look in her eyes. She walked up to him warily.

"Ray. That was, uh …"

"Steve. I know," he responded in a deceptively low voice. "You know what? I think it might be better if you have dinner with your friends by yourself."

"What? What do you mean?" she squeaked.

"I can't stay. I'll just ruin the night for you."

"No! Wait. Come with me." She took his hand and led him back inside.

He tried to take his hand away surreptitiously but she grabbed his arm and linked it tightly with hers, making it impossible to extricate himself without creating a scene. He didn't want to embarrass her, so he reluctantly allowed her to lead him back to the table.

Five pairs of eyes looked up at them expectantly. He was about to sit in his chair in resignation - it was her birthday dinner, after all - when Faye made a surprising announcement.

"Hey, guys, we're very sorry but we have to go. There's something we have to attend to immediately. I promise I'll make it up to you. I'll buy you guys lunch or dinner next week, but I'm afraid this is really, really important."

"No problem," Angela replied hastily. "Don't worry about us. You guys go."

Faye gave them a grateful smile and dragged him back out.

Shit, this is bad. Is she breaking up with me?




They walked silently back to his car. Faye's grip around his arm had loosened but she didn't let go completely.

His mind kept running different scenarios in his head, the majority of them too painful to contemplate.

"I'm sorry about that," Faye said, startling him.

He gave her a sideways glance. "Sorry about what?"

She sighed somewhat exasperatedly. "Steve being there tonight."

He frowned. The guy obviously came direct from the airport. And he showed Faye a gift-wrapped present that was undoubtedly for her. But Steve left with the box. Did that mean they were meeting up later so they could celebrate together? He forced himself to ignore the swift punch in the gut he felt at the thought.

"What are you thinking?" she asked warily.

"That you could be breaking up with me." He wanted to sound casual and unaffected and he believed he succeeded.

"What?" Faye asked in shock as she stopped in her tracks and stared at him in utter disbelief.

The purely incredulous look on her face made him relax a little and release the breath he didn't realise he was holding. But fear still clutched at his heart.

"Aren't you?" he quizzed, forcing himself to sound nonchalant.

"No! The dinner was Steve's idea. Angela told me when we got there. I went out to call him and ask him not to come because I had a feeling you wouldn't be happy with it. But I never thought you'd think I'd break up with you," she said in a hurt tone.

"So you're not?" he asked, allowing a little hope to creep out.

"Oh, for heaven's sake, Ray," she cried in frustration, "how many times do I have to tell you that Steve and I are over? That I love you?"

He took a deep breath and allowed some tension to leave his body with his exhale. "It's just hard for me to believe that when it comes to him," he said quietly.

"Why?"

He pulled her in his arms and kissed her hair. He didn't want to look at her face when he told her his reason. He didn't want to see any confirmation of his fears.

"Because even though you've broken up, your love for him while you were together must have been greater than what you have for me right now."

She leaned back to gaze at him, frowning in confusion. "What makes you say that?"

"Well, for starters, you'd been together for a year and we only started going out two months ago."

"Ray, Steve very clearly told me he wanted to win me back. I told him just as clearly he couldn't. Because it's you I love, not him. You. Do you understand that?" she asked forcefully, poking her finger at his chest. "It doesn't matter how long I was with him. I love you more than I ever loved him. Do you understand?" she repeated, her eyes moist and challenging.

Ray's face split with a relieved smile. "Yes, baby, I understand."

"You better," she sniffed. "Why do you doubt my feelings for you?"

"I don't doubt your feelings for me. I know you love me. I just assumed that what you felt for him was stronger. But I'm happy to let go of this subject now." He captured her mouth and kissed her tenderly, oblivious to the passers-by that walked past them.

Faye returned his kiss, pushing away the whisper of disquiet that lodged in her mind from this whole episode.


CHAPTER EIGHTEEN







Faye stirred from her deep sleep and instantly reached across the bed for Ray. He shifted slightly when her arm curled around his chest. Gingerly, so as not to disturb him, she placed her head on his shoulder and cuddled closer against his naked body.

"Hello, baby," he said groggily as he wrapped his arms around her and promptly went back to dreamland, no doubt still exhausted from their passionate lovemaking from a few hours ago.

She smiled and placed a tender kiss on his chest. It was wonderful sleeping and waking up next to Ray. She wished she could do that every single night and day, not just on weekends and occasional weekdays.

Sometime soon, she hoped as she closed her eyes, willing herself to go back to sleep. But her mind had other ideas. It took her back to her conversation with Ray on the street last night. It reminded her she was bothered by something he said. What was it? She tried to recall what it was that nagged her.

"Even though you've broken up, your love for him while you were together must have been greater than what you have for me right now."

Faye's forehead creased in thought. She still wondered how Ray came to that conclusion.

"Well, for starters, you'd been together for a year and we only started going out two months ago."

That was a ridiculous reason, of course. If she was to compare her feelings for Ray to her feelings for her past boyfriends, her love for Ray won hands down. Simply put, she loved him with all her heart, completely and utterly. No matter how much she questioned how it could have developed so quickly, it didn't change the fact that it did.

Surely, he wasn't questioning the strength of his love for her based on their relatively short time together.

Or was he?

Was his misapprehension of her feelings for Steve based on his own personal experience?

She jolted in Ray's arms. He mumbled but didn't wake. With careful movements, she freed herself from his embrace and laid on her back, staring at nothing in particular in her darkened room. She remembered another thing he said.

"I don't doubt your feelings for me. I know you love me. I just assumed that what you felt for him was stronger."

Ray loved her. She knew he did. But was his love for her less significant at this point, compared to how he felt for someone in his past? Did he still have strong, lingering feelings for one of his exes?

And why the hell did he sound detached when he said he thought she was breaking up with him? Why wasn't he more upset at the possibility, even if it wasn't her intention?

She had the sudden urge to wake him up and get those questions answered. Her earlier concern was fast becoming a full-blown ache in her chest, as if her heart was being squeezed tightly by unmerciful hands.

She tossed and turned on the bed, hoping to wake him up without making it look like she did it deliberately.

Finally, he stirred and draped an arm around her waist.

"Hi," she said softly as she shifted to face him.

He gave a low rumble in response, keeping his eyes shut.

"Are you awake, honey?" she prodded.

Another rumble.

"I can't sleep."

"What's wrong?" he mumbled sleepily.

"Don't know. My brain's wide awake."

"Just close your eyes and try to sleep."

"Can I ask you something?"

"Hmm."

"Who has been your longest girlfriend?" she asked softly.

"Hmm?"

"I said who has been your longest girlfriend?"

His eyelids fluttered open. "That's a strange question at this time of the night."

She let out a chuckle, trying to keep it light. "Well, I just realised I know nothing about your past relationships, while you already know about Steve."

"You want to talk about this right now?" he asked in disbelief.

"I'm interested in everything about your past," she replied lamely.

He gaped at her. "Sure, but do we have to talk about this now?"

"Well, for starters you can just tell me who you've been with the longest," she pressed.

"You won't let me go back to sleep until I answer you?" he asked with a hint of a smile.

"No," she breathed.

He shook his head in amusement and sighed in resignation.

"The longest I've been with was Alison Costa."

Her heart froze. Alison. The photographer he had invited to work with him again.

"How long were you together for?"

"Um, about ten months or so."

"Oh, almost a year."

"Uh-huh."

"When did you break up?"

"Eighteen months ago."

It didn't escape her attention that Ray didn't even have to think about that answer. He knew it straight away, as if he carried it around in his head every day. She felt a painful pinch in her heart.

"Is that it? Can we go back to sleep now?" he asked drowsily as he closed his eyes.

"What about the girlfriends you had after her?"

"What about them?"

"How many were there before me?"

"Um, three, if you could call them that."

"What do you mean?"

"I wasn't with any of them for longer than two months."

"What about the ones before Alison. How long was your second-longest relationship?

"Uh, about three months, I think. Can we continue this tomorrow, baby? I'm really sleepy."

"Okay," she whispered.

Faye mulled over the new information she was able to extricate as Ray dozed off. Out of all his girlfriends, Alison stood out with her ten months of being with him compared to the three months or less with the others, including her.

Were his feelings for Alison deeper than what he feels for me right now?

If they were, Faye knew there was nothing she could do but to continue to love Ray every day with the hope that someday soon, he would come to love her more than he'd loved anyone else.

She just prayed that no one else would steal him from her before that happened.




*******




Ray watched as Faye greeted more guests who arrived at her parents' big backyard, which was filled with several outdoor settings. It was the perfect place for relaxed and casual twenty-eighth birthday celebrations for Faye's twin brothers, Riley and Bradley.

She looked sensational in her blue sleeveless dress that matched the colour of her eyes. Even with other beautiful women in attendance, mainly friends of her good-looking brothers, she stood out like a glowing fairy. 

His mouth quirked into a smile as she squealed with delight when the twins came out of the house wearing the same light green polo shirts she gave them for their birthday and faded denim jeans. They wore their hair the same and even wore the same shoes. It would definitely be hard telling them apart. Faye told him the twins had a penchant for practical jokes, so he was pretty sure they meant to confuse people as to who was who all night long.

He was glad to see Faye having a great time. Even though she tried to hide it, he could tell she'd been in low spirits for much of the last couple of weeks. It worried him. She was someone who would usually express her thoughts and feelings but, for some reason, this time she chose to stay quiet about whatever was bothering her.

He felt sure he wasn't the cause of it. If he was, she couldn't possibly make love to him with such passion and abandon several times a week, as she had been doing. Still, he'd prefer to know why she'd been downcast lately. But he didn't want to pry too much. She was entitled to some personal space and privacy.

"Here you go, Ray," Kane called to him, handing him a bottle of cold beer.

"Thanks. Cheers."

"You know, I'm plenty annoyed with you," Kane said casually as he took a swig of his beer.

Ray gaped at Kane in surprise and racked his brains for possible reasons why. The only other time he saw Kane was at Evan's exhibition five weeks ago.

"Is it because Faye and I didn't get in the car straight away?" he asked, referring to the time he and Faye got hot and bothered in the parking lot.

Kane chuckled. "Well, now that you reminded me …"

"Oh, so it wasn't that? Is it because I messed up your chance with Rita?" he grinned.

Kane snorted. "You're kidding, right?"

"So why?"

"You made Faye forget about making me cheesecake," Kane said with a grim expression.

"Hey, I'm really sorry, bro," he replied. "You should have said something earlier. I would have saved you a piece."

"She's been making them for you and she's forgotten all about me?" Kane asked incredulously.

"What can I say?" he replied with a big grin.

Kane shook his head. "I need to have a word with that sister of mine."

They both glanced at Faye, who was catching up with a couple of girls. At that moment, a tall, well-dressed, good-looking man approached her from behind and covered her eyes with his large hands. It took her only a few seconds of guessing who he was before she turned around to greet him with a laugh. The man lifted her up from the ground, giving her a big bear hug.

Ray scowled at the stranger. Whoever he was, the prick was being too familiar with his girlfriend and he didn't like it one bit.

"He still loves her after all these years," Kane commented dryly.

"Who is he?" he asked, his voice low and hostile.

"Someone she cares about a hell of a lot," Kane answered with a serious look on his face.

Ray's face darkened ominously, his glower deepening. "Should I be worried?" he asked, directing a deadly stare towards the guy Faye was happily prattling with.

When he didn't get an answer, he turned to look at Kane.

Kane was observing him with keen interest, a knowing smile playing on his lips.

"You got it real bad for her," Kane said with clear approval.

"I do," he replied without hesitation.

Kane clapped him on the shoulder. "That's Dylan, our other brother. Come on, I'll introduce you to him."

Brother? Ray smiled sheepishly, slightly embarrassed that he had jumped to the wrong conclusion yet again regarding another of Faye's brothers.

Kane snickered at his expression. "Hey, it makes me feel better knowing that my sister forgets her promises to me because of a guy who's crazy about her."

Ray chuckled while he walked with Kane towards Faye and Dylan. "So I'm back in your good books then?" he teased.

"Not fully. Not until she bakes me that damned cheesecake," Kane replied with a laugh.




~~~~~~~




Ray felt her before he saw her. When he looked up, Faye was almost by his side, smiling at everyone at their table. While he was thoroughly enjoying conversing with Kane, Dylan and three of their male cousins, he was glad she came over to where he was. It was pathetic but he was missing her a hell of a lot. It was hard to be in the same place as her and not touch her constantly or be by her side. But he didn't want to look like he was hogging her attention during her brothers' birthday party, where she was playing hostess along with her mum.

"How's everything going here, boys?" she asked as she put a hand on his shoulder. He noticed how she discreetly eyed the bottle of beer he was holding.

"Good, baby," he answered cheerfully. "Don't worry, this is my second and last one for tonight. You, on the other hand, can drink to your heart's content."

Dylan, who was sitting next to him, chuckled. "I can see all she needs to do is give you the eye, Ray, and you'll do whatever she says."

Faye swatted her brother on the shoulder. "He's driving us home, silly. Whereas you'll probably end up sleeping upstairs in your old bedroom."

"Don't let her call all the shots, Ray," Dylan continued. "She loves to be bossy, in case you haven't already noticed. Before you know it, you could be completely under her thumb and you'll wonder what the hell happened. In fact, I can see it happening right now before my eyes." Dylan wagged his eyebrows up at his sister.

"Don't scare him away, Dylan," she snapped.

Ray grinned at Faye. "Don't worry, baby, nothing can scare me away."

She sat on his lap and put her arms around his neck. "Nothing?" she asked in a teasing tone.

"Yeah, nothing," he replied with a nervous laugh, slightly embarrassed at this very public display of affection in front of her male relatives.

She smiled in response, with an expression that tugged at his heart. He could only describe it as bittersweet. And was that vulnerability or insecurity he saw in her eyes before she blinked it away? He'd been seeing that look on her for the last two weeks.

"Oh, please, don't do that in front of me again," Kane spoke despairingly.

A bright grin was back on Faye's face.

"Don't worry, Kane. We don't plan to make a spectacle of ourselves here," she said to her brother as she got up from his lap. "I'll leave you guys to continue your male bonding session."

Kane was bombarded with questions about what his comment meant. He pointed a finger at Ray, indicating he should be the one to tell the story.

Of course, Ray didn't want Faye's male relatives to get a picture of how freaking hot and desirable he thought she was, so he gave them a watered-down version of what Kane witnessed in the parking lot.

As the conversation moved on to a different topic, Ray only half participated, his mind firmly on Faye.

Was I responsible for her recent gloominess, after all? What did I do?


CHAPTER NINETEEN







"Hi, Elena, it's Faye Summers. Is Ray available at the moment?"

"Ray?" The surprise in the receptionist's voice was evident. "Sorry, Faye, he's in a meeting. Can someone else help you?"

"Ah, yes, thanks. Could you put me through to either Clarise, Jessa or Victor, please?"

"No problem. Just hang on."

Faye continued walking to the Lifestyle by Design office as she waited for one of her friends to pick up her call. Jessa did.

"I just finished a meeting near your building," she explained to Jessa. "Are you busy? I was wondering if I could drop by."

"Sure. It's almost five anyway."

"Great. Hopefully, Ray won't mind."

Jessa snickered. "Yeah, right. As if he'd send you away for bothering us with fifteen precious minutes to go before official closing time."

"It's not that."

"What? Are you planning to kiss him in front of everyone or something?"

"More like planning to lock ourselves in his office," she joked.

"If that's what you intend to do, I'm sure he definitely wouldn't mind," Jessa responded with a chuckle.

"Yeah, sure," Faye said mockingly. "He hasn't exactly told anyone else there about us. It's still only the three of you who know, right?"

"I think so. But it's not because he doesn't want anyone else to know. It's just that Ray has never been one to talk about his love life at work."

"I know," she sighed. "He must worry a little bit about perceived favouritism if you guys look like you get away with murder just because I'm the boss's girlfriend - especially if I go there and annoy you while you're still working."

"Hey, the three of us always put in more hours than required. Ray knows that and that's the reason why he's very flexible with us, not because you're our best friend. It was like that even before he met you."

"Thanks for reminding me," she grinned. "But just to be safe, I'll pretend I'm there as your friend, not his girlfriend."

She got to their building and took the elevator to their floor. As she walked through, she stopped at reception to have a brief chat with Elena.

"Are you here to see Ray?" Elena asked with a curious look.

"I was going to talk to him about something," she answered. "But I think I'll see Jessa first."

"Okay, that's good. He's still in a meeting and that could take a while," Elena said with a smile.

"No problem. I'll go see Jessa now."

"Can I offer you some coffee or tea?"

"No, thank you. I'm fine."

Faye walked towards Jessa's office, feeling irrationally miffed at Elena's treatment of her. It wasn't the receptionist's fault, of course. She was just doing her job. But it irked her that she was being treated like a client. She wasn't a client; she was the boss's girlfriend, for heaven's sake.

She passed by one of the meeting rooms on her way to Jessa and her steps faltered. There was Ray, laughing at whatever the beautiful, exotic brunette sitting next to him was telling him and definitely looking ultra comfortable as a manicured hand lingered on his arm. His face was turned away from the clear glass walls of the room so he didn't see her, and the brunette didn't take her eyes off Ray.

She forced herself to continue walking, not wanting to attract attention to the sudden burst of jealousy and insecurity that zipped through her. The hairs on the back of her neck stood up, and she was fairly certain she knew who the woman was.

Jessa's office was a couple of doors away and she pasted a big, fake smile on her face as she greeted her friend.

"I saw Ray in the meeting room but he didn't see me. Who's he meeting with?" she asked nonchalantly.

Jessa shrugged but checked her computer. "Alison Costa."

She heaved involuntarily as her suspicion was confirmed and was unable to hide the pain that flashed in her eyes.

Jessa frowned. "You're not jealous of her are you?"

"Shouldn't I be?" she asked in a small voice.

"Faye! They broke up ages ago. Ray's with you now."

She nodded, trying to hold on to rationalism as much as she could. But she couldn't help commenting, "She's very pretty, isn't she?"

Jessa narrowed her eyes at her. "So are you," her friend pointed out.

"If you saw Rob enjoying the company of the ex-girlfriend he'd been with the longest, how would you feel?"

Jessa's face softened. "I've been his longest but if I saw him enjoying the company of any of his ex-girlfriends then, yeah, I suppose it would bother me a bit. But Ray's having a business meeting with Alison."

"Doesn't look like it to me," she murmured.

"What do you mean?"

"Well, they were laughing and she was touching his arm and he was clearly enjoying it."

Jessa shook her head in censure. "You just have to ask him when he comes out, and I'm sure he'll put your mind to rest."

Faye looked down on her hands. Typically, that was exactly what she would have planned to do. But for some reason, when it came to anything remotely involving the possibility of learning Ray had strong feelings for someone else, she'd been holding back. She was too scared she might not like the answer. The truth could be far too painful, so she opted for hope instead - hope that eventually he'd love her enough to forget about anyone else.

"Hey, what are you doing here, darling?" someone called from the door.

"Hi, Victor. Just thought I'd pass by."

Victor saw her face and walked towards her. "What's wrong?"

"What? Nothing. I'm just being silly."

"I'll say," Jessa agreed.

"You waiting for Ray?" Victor asked.

"He doesn't know I'm here."

"He shouldn't be too long. I'm going in there to join them. He just buzzed me."

Her mouth pressed in a sad line.

"Faye?"

"She's jealous of Alison," Jessa informed Victor.

"Why?"

"Don't worry about it," Faye responded. "Like Jess said, I just need to talk to Ray."

"Okay. Well, I have to go. They're waiting for me. We'll talk later, darling." Victor gave her a kiss and trotted off.




~~~~~~~




"Faye."

Faye jumped at the sound of Ray's voice as he interrupted her hushed conversation with Jessa.

"Hi," she replied warily as she drank in the sight of him leaning against the door frame. She saw him two days ago, and as usual, two days was too long without being with him. She missed him so.

"Victor said you were here. Everything okay?"

Her heart drummed painfully at the remembrance that he had just been enjoying Alison's company.

"Yes," she said unconvincingly.

Ray took long, purposeful steps towards her, all along pinning her with his piercing stare. When he reached her, he took her hand and tugged so she would stand up.

"Excuse us, Jess," he said as he led her out of Jessa's room.

"Sure," Jessa replied.

Faye followed Ray as he led her to his office at end of the corridor, ambling to keep up with his long strides. He kept a tight grip on her hand as they passed three other offices, including Clarise's. Faye gave her startled friend a feeble wave.

Ray locked his office door and drew the blinds of the see-through glass walls. He released her hand to arrange two chairs to face each other. He gently pushed her into one and sat in front of her, pulling the chairs closer together so her legs were between his.

"What's wrong, baby?" he asked softly, lifting her chin up so she would look in his eyes.

Faye knew this was the time for confessions. It wasn't like her to keep something bottled up for this long, and it was draining her of energy.

"I'm worried," she admitted to start things off.

"Worried about what?"

She gulped. "About Alison. About you and her."

"Why?"

"Because I think there's a possibility that … that you loved her a lot when you were together."

"I didn't. Not a lot," Ray said firmly. "But even if I did, why should that bother you? We broke up ages ago."

"Steve bothered you," she countered.

Ray gazed at her for a long moment. "Yeah, but I had good reasons."

"Which are also my reasons." The moment she said it, she realised how ridiculous she sounded and she let out a little giggle.

Ray smiled but he looked utterly confused. "Can you explain that to me?"

"Well, you said you were afraid that my feelings for Steve when we were together were greater than my love for you. You based that on the fact that I was with him for a year, while we've only been going out for a short time. I wondered how you arrived at that conclusion, and it occurred to me it could have been from your own personal experience."

"Is that why you asked me all those questions about my past girlfriends a couple of weeks ago at an ungodly hour?"

"Yes. And also, during the night when Angela arranged that birthday dinner for me and you saw me with Steve, the way you asked if I was breaking up with you was so casual - like you didn't care if I did or not." Her eyes stung with tears at the thought.

"Sweetheart," Ray said as he placed a soft kiss on her lips, "why didn't you tell me about this earlier?"

She gave him a watery smile. "I was more focused on not upsetting our relationship to give you more time, so your feelings for me could develop into something deeper."

Ray cupped her face with his big, warm hands. "Don't you know that I already love you more than I've ever loved anyone?" he asked hoarsely, his voice full of emotion.

"Really?" she breathed, her face breaking into a smile.

"Yes. Did you know that I broke up with Alison so I'd be free to ask you out?"

"Really?" she asked again, her eyes widening.

Ray's lips quirked. "Yes. My relationship with her back then was, at best, plodding along. We weren't fighting but there wasn't much life in it, either. She wanted to keep working at it, but I didn't anymore. I'd already fallen in love with you then. But when I finally had the chance to ask you out, you told me to go away because you had met Steve and you'd rather be with him."

She saw the hurt that touched his eyes at the memory. It strummed an answering distress in her and her eyes flooded. "Oh, Ray."

Ray wiped away the fat tears that streamed down her cheeks as he continued.

"That was an ache I carried with me for more than a year. I tried to forget you. I went out with other women but no else really interested me enough to move on from you. Eventually, I became used to the hole in my heart and I was able to function normally. But when I heard you'd broken up with Steve, all I could think of was that maybe I could have another chance with you." He gave her a crooked smile. "And now here we are."

"Oh, baby, I'm so sorry," she cried as she got up from her seat to settle on his lap. She buried her face in his neck and hugged him tightly.

"I was already interested in you back then but I pushed it away because I thought it wasn't a good idea," she explained.

Ray took a shaky breath.

"But I'm glad you didn't give up on me," she continued, looking up at his arresting blue eyes. "I would have missed out on being with the love of my life. I love you so much, Ray."

Ray groaned and captured her mouth, devouring it like a starving man. In return, she took as much as she gave, raking his hair with her fingers and revelling in the mating of their lips and tongues for long, steamy minutes.

She gasped as Ray nudged her out of his lap and sat her on the edge of his desk while he stood between her legs.

"Do you know how many times I've fantasised about making love to you here in my office? Here on my desk?" he said huskily as he nibbled her neck and snaked his hand underneath her blouse.

She made a small moaning sound as his burning hands roamed her bare back, her belly, the creamy valley between her breasts. He unbuttoned her blouse with swift fingers as his avid mouth went back to hers.

Dying to touch him, her hands got busy loosening his tie when she heard a faint ringing of a telephone, followed by an indistinct, inaudible voice.

She froze. "Honey," she whispered urgently against his lips, "this room is not sound-proofed, is it?"

"We'll be quiet," he said as he sucked her bottom lip.

When she couldn't help her gasp when Ray lightly bit her earlobe, she tried to push him away. "People will hear us," she worried.

"Not if we're quiet." Impatiently, he pushed her garment off her shoulders and arms and unhooked her bra.

She bit her lip to stop herself from moaning out loud as Ray kneaded her full breasts. But when he thumbed her hard nipples while he sucked that sensitive part under her ear, she couldn't hold back the moan that escaped her. She pressed her mouth on his shoulder to muffle the sound.

When Ray's kisses started to travel southward, she clutched his short hair hard to stop him and leaned back. "We can't, Ray. Not when there are people outside."

He gaped at her with eyes darkened from his dilated pupils.

"They will hear us," she said in a pleading tone.

He gave her a wicked grin. "Couldn't you be quiet, baby?"

She sighed. "No, not if you do those things that make me scream."

"Damn, woman. Don't put the picture in my head if we're not going to do it." He took a deep breath and pushed himself away from her.

She gave him a sexy smile as she started to put her bra back on.

"Wait." Ray stilled her hands and brought them to his lips. "Can I at least suck your nipples? I've been dreaming about doing that here for so long," he rasped as he sucked her fingers.

Faye's breath hitched and she licked her lips. Her panties were already soaked but she just got wetter. Oh, he was so wickedly tempting. But she had no doubt she would lose all self-control the moment his hot mouth landed on her excited nipple. And she had a feeling he was already so aroused that he was ready to throw caution to the wind.

But she was not at all keen to have Ray's staff, including her three best friends, hear them have sex in his office. She knew damn well how loud and out of control they both got at the height of passion.

She had to be strong for their sake so she shook her head and pulled her hands from his grip. She laughed as he pouted. "We can do it when there's no one else around," she suggested as she slid off his desk.

He perked up. "Okay. We'll have dinner first, then we'll come back here. The cleaners are usually finished with this floor by eight," he said, mollified, as he plopped down in a chair beside her. He watched her with heated eyes as she got dressed.

"You look just as sexy when you're putting your clothes on as when you're taking them off," he said appreciatively. "But of course, I prefer the latter."

She gave him a cute grin and reached down to fix his tie. "I should have messed up your clothes a little bit more. At least you would have something else to do than just stare at me."

"I have something else to do. I have to pull my tent down." He glanced down at the still huge bulge in his pants.

"I'd love to help you pull your tent down with my mouth," she said huskily.

He swore under his breath. "You're not helping me, baby. I think you better go have a chat with your friends so I can cool down here."

She ran her hand over his muscular chest before reaching down and stroking his steely erection.

"Oh fuck. Honey …" he groaned softly.

"Can you be quiet?" she breathed in his ear as she knelt between his legs and unbuckled his belt.

"Uh … yeah … maybe …"

He hissed as she made quick work of his zipper and lifted his hips to help her push his pants and boxer briefs down to his ankles. His delicious cock was free and unyielding right in front of her face.

She peered up at him through her long lashes as she pumped him with her hand. "Do you want me to continue, baby?"

"Oh God, yes," he whispered through gritted teeth.

She leaned in and licked the underside of his hardness as she cupped his balls.

His pelvis lifted closer to her mouth.

"Mmmm," she moaned softly as she licked the dew that formed on the head.

He stifled a moan and gripped the arms of the chair tightly.

She put him in her mouth, sheathing her teeth with her lips, and sucked him as deeply as she could. As she pulled him out, she twirled her tongue around the swollen head, making him hiss louder. She kept one hand around the base, tugging as her mouth worked, while the other one caressed his warm balls. She repeated her actions, going harder, going faster. It wasn't long before he was panting hard, his gasps becoming harsher.

"Baby, I'm coming," he rasped. With a choked groan, he erupted in her mouth and she lovingly licked him dry.

"Wow, you can really turn the sound down if you want to," she remarked with a grin.

He pulled her up to his lap and gave her a tight squeeze. "Sure, but half my mind was focused on making sure I kept quiet. I still prefer losing control with you. But … that was still great. You're absolutely amazing. Thank you, baby." He kissed her temple.

"My pleasure," she murmured against his neck.

"Do you want to try being quiet?" he asked as he ran his hand under her skirt, stroked her thigh and skimmed his fingers against her sex.

She fidgeted on his lap. "No. I don't want to take the risk. I'll wait until after dinner."

"Okay. It's a pity, though. I really feel like burying my face between your legs right now."

"Tease," she said with affection as she stood up and straightened her clothes.

"You love being teased," he smirked as he put his boxers and pants back on.

"I'm going to the bathroom," she announced when they were both decent. She walked to the door and silently mouthed, "I love you" before opening it.

"I love you," he called out loud to her with his door wide open.


CHAPTER TWENTY







"I'm so excited! I've been wanting to do this for ages," Faye cried as she threw her arms around Ray, who laughed in delight at her reaction. She sighed contentedly as he held her tightly and buried his face in her hair.

It was three days before Christmas and Ray surprised her with his early Christmas present - a twilight climb of the Sydney Harbour Bridge.

"I'm glad you haven't done this before. But even if you had, I thought you'd still want to do it again," he said to her.

"No, this is my first time," she responded.

Her heart thumped harder as Ray stared at her with that look that made her feel so special, so desired, so loved. Even in the requisite shapeless one-piece suit they were made to wear for the climb, he looked so hunky that she couldn't stop herself from reaching up and kissing his soft lips.

"Have you done this before?" she whispered to him.

"Yes, about five or six years ago."

"Did you enjoy it?"

"Yeah, it was a great experience. But I'm sure this one will easily eclipse it. I wasn't with you then."

Faye smiled sweetly at him. He always said things that made her melt. Her brothers had teased Ray about how she had him wrapped around her finger - which he surprisingly agreed with - but she was sure it was the other way around.

"So this is your big surprise for today," she said to him. He'd been acting strange all day, like he had a big secret he wouldn't divulge but could barely keep to himself.

He smiled enigmatically. "One of them."

"You have another one apart from this?" she asked in astonishment.

He twitched and looked unsure. Faye squinted her eyes at him, wondering what he was up to.

Ray exhaled with relief as a loud voice boomed to gather the climbers together.

She listened intently to their guide's safety instructions. After a long preparation, they proceeded to the catwalk below the road-deck of the famous bridge.

This was what she wanted in her life - to share moments like this with Ray. Geez, it seemed she wanted to share every single minute of her life with him.

Officially, they'd only been going out for three months. To some people's minds, that was too short a time to know if you wanted to be with someone for the rest of your life. But ever since Jessa's birthday party, she had become conscious of a need in her that she quickly realised could only be assuaged by Ray alone. That need was now an eternal flame, consuming her and yet, making her feel alive … and whole.

A short time later, they reached the foot of the arch and started climbing, which to her surprise was actually easy. The view was fantastic! At that moment, she was humbled to be living in such a beautiful city.

But even more breathtaking was the fact that she was experiencing this with Ray. Every once in a while he would lean in for a quick kiss and she would melt yet again.

They continued their ascent to the summit and when they got there, their guide called for everyone's attention. Ray put an arm around her waist as they listened.

"Everyone," the guide said cheerily, "we are all about to witness a very special moment. What is it, you ask? Well, let me tell you … love is in the air," he said mysteriously as he waved his arms theatrically.

A few gasps went around the group and Faye felt Ray stiffen beside her. Her heart pounded madly. She read on the website that marriage proposals happened at the top of this bridge. Was that his other surprise?

Her head whipped to look at him, her eyes alive with hope and excitement. She found Ray looking totally uncomfortable and chagrined.

"Ben," their guide called out to a dark-haired man who looked so nervous you'd think he was about to jump off the bridge.

Faye's heart sank as she realised it wasn't Ray, but a guy named Ben, who was doing the proposing to his girlfriend. She watched as Ben knelt in front of a very pretty lady with jet-black hair and swallowed her disappointment.

How silly can you be, Faye?

She bit her bottom lip as she tried to contain her mortification. The yipeee-you're-proposing-to-me look she gave Ray was so obvious. Now she'd ruined this special experience. She made Ray feel awkward and embarrassed.

Ben's girlfriend said yes and everyone clapped and cheered.

Faye turned to Ray and gave him an apologetic look. "Sorry, baby. I didn't mean to make you feel uncomfortable. I just made a huge assumption. But don't read anything into it, please?"

He simply smiled and kissed her forehead.




~~~~~~~




Faye gave Ray a furtive glance as he drove them back to his place. She'd been staying there for most of the last three weeks. Ever since that night they first made love in his office, they'd only spent a total of six nights apart. Practically half her clothes were already in his wardrobe.

They hadn't officially moved in together yet, and she still had her apartment. If he asked her to, she wouldn't hesitate to say yes ... just like she wouldn't have hesitated to say yes if he had asked her to marry him at the top of the Sydney Harbour Bridge - or anywhere else, for that matter.

But she resigned herself to the fact that it might be a while before Ray got around to proposing. Judging by his silence and discomfiture during their bridge descent and their dinner at another exclusive restaurant, she didn't think he'd be broaching the subject of getting married anytime soon. He just seemed truly disconcerted at the idea.

She knew she was being impatient. Three months wasn't a long time to be dating. It was just that deep inside she knew Ray was 'the one' and she wasn't the type to be able to simply sit still and wait for what she knew she really wanted.

They got to his house and he pressed his automatic garage door opener. When he shut off the engine of his car he glanced at her and she saw him gulp nervously. She grabbed his hand to alleviate whatever concerns he had and found it moist and clammy.

"Honey? Is everything okay?" she asked in a soft tone laced with anxiety. "You seem so nervous."

"A little bit," he admitted.

"Why? If you're worried about my reaction on the bridge earlier, please forget it. It didn't mean anything."

"It didn't?" he asked hoarsely.

"Well, it did, but nothing you should be worrying about. I mean, if we've been together for three years and you still haven't proposed, I'll probably start hounding you. But I know it's only been three months for us."

"I got really annoyed when that guy proposed to his girlfriend at the bridge today," Ray said quietly.

"Really? Why?"

Instead of answering, Ray got out of the car. She sighed and grabbed her handbag. He waited until she was by his side before opening the door leading to the house. To her surprise he led her towards the formal living area at the front instead of heading up the stairs to his bedroom.

Her jaw dropped and her eyes popped out at the sight that greeted her.

The big room was aglow with tealight candles. There were so many of them she couldn't even begin to guess how many. And rose petals were scattered all over the plush carpet and leather lounge.

In the middle of the designer coffee table was a huge bouquet of long-stemmed red roses, possibly three dozen of them. Beside the vase was a box of her favourite chocolates, a bottle of expensive champagne and two crystal glasses. The room was absolutely gorgeous and filled with such wonderful fragrance.

She was flabbergasted. Totally blown-away. This was the most romantic thing anyone had ever done for her.

"What do you think, baby?" Ray asked nervously.

She couldn't take her eyes off the vision before her. "Ray, it's amazing," she said in a voice full of wonder.

He took her hand and led her to the sofa.

"Who? … How? …" She couldn't even articulate her question properly. She couldn't think straight. She was overwhelmed by the gesture.

"I asked your best friends to arrange it for us. I gave them a key and texted them that we were heading home before we left the restaurant. I wouldn't be surprised if they only left a few minutes ago."

"This is so sweet, Ray," she said sincerely. She smiled at him and pulled him close. "So this is your second surprise. What a wonderful Christmas present. I'm afraid my present to you will pale in comparison."

Ray smiled enigmatically. "Fancy some champagne and chocolates?"

"Yes, please," she purred, giving him a loud smooch on the lips.

Ray opened the bottle and started pouring while she lifted the lid on the box of chocolates. For the second time in the span of five minutes, her jaw dropped and her eyes popped out. She turned to him in utter surprise and saw the love in his eyes.

Ray reached into the box, picked up the stunning object amongst the sweet treats and knelt on one knee. "I love you, Faye Summers, and I want to spend the rest of my life with you. Marry me, please?"

Her vision blurred as her face shone with the widest smile she'd ever given. "Yes," she whispered as happy tears coursed down her face.

Ray put the oval diamond ring on a platinum band on her finger. It was more beautiful than she would have dared pick for herself. Then he kissed her with so much tenderness, so much reverence, so much love that she didn't think her chest could accommodate her expanded heart.

"I was worried that Ben, the guy at the bridge, stole my thunder," he murmured in her ear. "When I saw your face full of hope that I was the one proposing on top of the harbour bridge, my heart sank. I was worried you'd see this as a poor proposal in comparison."

"Oh, baby, I wouldn't have it any other way. This is perfect," she assured him as her fingers worked on the buttons of his shirt. "This is far more special, and we're all alone in a very romantic setting."

"You catch on fast," he grinned as he tugged on the zipper of her dress. "Why do you think I wanted to do it at home? In a room we haven't made love in yet?"

Her laugh was sensual as she lunged herself at him and kissed him thoroughly.

They came up for air and he cupped her face. "You have just given me the best Christmas present ever," he said gruffly.

"We're even then."


EPILOGUE







Three Years Later…




"You feeling okay, baby? You up to this?" Ray asked with concern as they walked towards the modern double-storey house with pink, purple and yellow balloons tied to a potted plant near the front door.

"That's about the twentieth time you asked me that since this morning. I'm fine, honey. You worry too much," Faye answered with a laugh.

"Just making sure," Ray responded with a crooked smile. He leaned in to kiss her lips before pressing the doorbell.

A few seconds later, the door opened and Faye cried out in delight.

"Rachel! Happy birthday, sweetie!"

The adorable toddler's face split into a shy smile, showing her cute baby teeth, as she gazed at the visitors while perched on her father's arm.

"Come to Auntie Faye," she coaxed, holding her arms out to the child. Rachel buried her face in Rob's neck and held on tightly to her daddy.

"Come on, sweetheart," Rob said softly to his daughter. "Auntie Faye and Uncle Ray just want to give you a hug."

Rachel shook her head stubbornly.

"Will you give them a hug later?"

After a couple of seconds, the tot nodded her head enthusiastically and the adults chuckled.

"Not in the mood yet," Rob grinned.

"Later then," Faye said, kissing Rachel's hair and Rob's cheek.

"Come on in, guys. Everybody's out the back."

They made their way through the big house and out to the vast backyard decorated with balloons and fairies.

Jessa rushed to greet them, bouncing with excitement and happiness and no doubt thrilled to be celebrating her beautiful child's first birthday. After exchanging pleasantries with some people they were introduced to by Jessa and Rob, they made their way to Clarise, Will, Victor and Evan, who were waving to them from a corner table.

"Excuse me if I stay seated," Clarise said with a grin as the men got up to greet them. "I just found a comfortable position in this chair." 

"How are you, darling?" Faye asked as she leaned down to kiss her friend.

"Good, thanks. But I'm looking forward to not being pregnant anymore," Clarise said with a sigh.

"Well, you won't be in another two weeks or so," Victor said cheerfully. "Do you think there's a chance of you having the baby before your due date?"

"There's always that chance," Clarise responded.

"As long as it doesn't happen within the next five days," Will said with a worried frown.

"Don't worry, honey. I don't think our son's ready to come out yet," Clarise comforted her husband.

"Just don't do anything that might hasten it," Will said. After a slight pause, he squinted his eyes at Clarise. "Maybe I'll cancel my Perth trip. I don't want to take any chances. There's no way I'm missing out on the birth of my son."

"You can't do that, Will," Clarise cried. "You know you have to be there. Your staff needs you for the official branch opening and I don't want you going after the baby's born. Besides, you're already flying out tomorrow. Everyone's already expecting you there."

Will grimaced, seemingly not pleased with his options.

"What's going on, guys?" Rob asked as he and Jessa joined them at the table.

"Will's worried I might go into labour while he's still in Perth," Clarise answered.

"I was a week overdue with Rachel," Jessa quipped. "Apparently, it's common for first babies to be late, although, of course, there's no way to tell if your baby will be early or late."

"I remember you telling us you tried all sorts of things to induce labour, Jess," Faye remarked.

"Yeah, we did. I was so uncomfortable I couldn't wait for her to come out."

"We're pretty sure it was all the sex that did it," Rob said cheekily. "So you better abstain tonight if you don't want to risk Clarise going into labour while you're gone, Will."

"Really? Sex could induce labour?" Will asked in astonishment.

Ray laughed. "Didn't you know that? Even I knew that."

"No. No one told me." Will looked at Clarise. "Did you know that?"

"Yes. I thought you knew. It's common knowledge."

"So why did you let me make love to you last night, then?"

Clarise blushed and smacked Will's thigh for sharing too much information. "I'm not due yet. The baby's not ready to come out."

"Well, no sex for you tonight," Will growled at his wife.

"Okay," Clarise responded with a smile that said it was Will who was more likely to suffer with that decision. She turned to Jessa and changed the subject. "How does working from home work for you, Jess?"

"Oh, it's great. I'm really enjoying it. I edit or write when Rachel's asleep or when Rob's around. And going out for a couple of hours once or twice a week to do interviews helps break up my week," Jessa responded. Glancing at Ray, she asked, "Is this arrangement working well for you Ray?"

"Yes, it is. It's working out better than I anticipated. I must admit I was worried when the two of you told me you wanted to work from home more after your maternity leave but the new structure is working well."

Clarise giggled. "Isn't it funny that I went on maternity leave just as Jess came back from hers? It was like when we were getting married. We made sure I was back on board before Jess took time off for her honeymoon."

"You didn't plan your pregnancies around what would work for me, did you?" Ray asked, looking horrified.

The women laughed. "Hey, we love you, Ray, but not to that extent. No, it just happened that way," Clarise replied.

"Good," Ray muttered with relief.

"Speaking of maternity leave," Faye interjected, "expect Ray to take some paternity leave in a few months' time."

A collective look of surprise, then absolute delight, went round the table and everyone was talking at once.

"Wow, you're pregnant?"

"You're pregnant! Woo-hoo!"

"Congrats, guys. That's wonderful!"

"That's great news! How far along are you?"

"This is so exciting!"

"Our kids can all play together!"

Realising they were babbling at the same time, they stopped. For a couple of seconds there was silence as they looked at one another. Then they all burst out laughing.

"We're ten weeks pregnant, so we thought we could tell you guys already," Ray said with a wide grin as he put an arm around Faye's shoulder.

"We kind of suspected it when Faye complained of not feeling too well and being rather tired lately," Victor commented.

"Yeah. I've been having some bad morning sickness. Hopefully it will ease up in my second trimester. But there's a reason for that and the extra tiredness," Faye said, her eyes twinkling and her face aglow with happiness as she smiled at her husband, who was looking at her with utter devotion.

"We're having twins."




###
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The love story of Jasmine Allen and Kane Summers




CHAPTER ONE







"No, no, no!" Jasmine Allen cried softly as she stared at the bold handwritten 'Out of Order' sign stuck to the door of the ladies' bathroom. Hoping against hope that a prankster put up the notice, she twisted the knob. Locked. Damn it!

Had she known that the car trip to Sydney's Royal National Park would take more than two hours, courtesy of the broken-down truck that created a traffic jam on the main highway, she wouldn't have drunk all that lemon and ginger tea for her sore throat before they left her sister's home.

She squinted at the map someone pinned to the door showing the directions to the nearest available ladies' room. It indicated it was about a five-minute walk away. But with her bladder close to bursting, she didn't have five minutes.

Well, there's the men's room, she thought desperately.

She walked around the small red brick building that stood amongst gum trees and chirping birds, hidden from the view of the picnic area where her sister Jessa, her fiancé Rob, and their friends were gathered for Rob's birthday.

She tried to listen for sounds from inside the men's restroom but couldn't hear anything. With fingers crossed that no one was inside, she cautiously placed her hand on the door to push it.

She let out a short yelp as the door was yanked open from the inside. Her eyes opened wide as they landed on a dark-haired man whose blue eyes stared back at her in horrified surprise.

Jasmine's mind went blank, forgetting for a moment why she was there. There was no other way to describe the man in front of her. He was a total hunk. She gaped at him for a long second, until her body reminded her she needed to go. Now.

"I think the ladies' room is around the corner to your right," Mr. Hunk said, seemingly recovered from his shock.

"It's out of order," she squeaked as she shoved him out of the way and ran for one of the cubicles.

Relief flooded her as she let go, followed by a sense of acute embarrassment. Did she just rudely push someone so she could go to the toilet? In the men's room? She felt her face burn. The fact that the guy she jostled was mega-hot and attractive didn't help her dignity and sense of femininity.

She finished her business and crept out of the cubicle, relieved that no one came in while she was there and disappointed that Mr. Hunk was gone. Well, what was she expecting? That he'd wait around for her?

She thought of blue eyes that belonged to a handsome face as she washed her hands. Maybe he was here on a picnic, too. If he used this particular bathroom, he must be hanging around close to her group's spot. Didn't her sister say they chose this part of the park because it was a lot quieter? A smile formed on her face at the possibility of bumping into him again.

The sound of male voices coming from outside prodded her to hurry up and leave the room she wasn't supposed to be in. She hastily turned towards the door, eager to get out, when she felt her left foot slip from underneath her.

"Oww!" She landed on her butt awkwardly, her arms thankfully managing to stop her upper body and head from hitting the floor.

Gingerly, she braced herself up and tried to stand. Pain shot up from her ankle and her face contorted in an ugly wince just as the door flung open. To her delight and chagrin, there he was again. Mr. Hunk. How freaking embarrassing!

"Are you okay?" he asked.

"Uh, I think so. I didn't notice the puddle."

"Here, let me help you up." Her knight in sexy blue jeans leaned down to give her a hand.

She smiled her thanks as she accepted his assistance.

"Ahem," a voice intruded, causing her to look away from Mr. Hunk's handsome face to find a middle-aged man poking his head inside the restroom.

"Excuse me. May I go in now?" the man asked.

"Yes," Mr. Hunk answered. "Thanks for waiting."

She gave her new friend a quizzical look.

"I told him not to go in until you came out," he explained.

"You were guarding the door for me?" she asked in disbelief.

"Yeah. I thought you might need a little privacy while you invaded the men's room," he said with a teasing grin.

"Thanks. That's very kind of you."

"No worries. There's not many people around in this part of the park and a pretty girl like you shouldn't be found in the men's room. It always pays to be careful," he said quietly, then turned his head towards the cubicles. "Not that I think you're dangerous, sir," he called out loudly to the older man.

"I understand," the other guy responded.

"Aahh," she cried softly as she put weight on her left foot.

"Your ankle?" her knight asked.

"Yes, I must have sprained it." Her eyes watered from the pain and the predicament she found herself in. She prayed her ankle wasn't too bad. Her sister's wedding was next week and she didn't want to be a limping bridesmaid on the day.

"Where do you need to go?" he asked.

"To the sink first. I need to wash my hands again."

Her heart raced as a muscular arm went around her waist as he helped her hobble to the washbasin.

"Why don't I help you walk back to wherever you need to be?" he offered. "You probably shouldn't be putting much weight on that foot."

"How do I know you're not dangerous?" she asked with a smile that conveyed she was joking. She felt safe with him already. But was that being too naive?

He laughed out loud. "How about I introduce myself first? My name's Kane and I work for Krand Architects. I'm definitely not an axe murderer."

"Where's your proof?" she asked with a mock frown.

He took his wallet from his back pocket and fished out a business card. "Here. See? Ar-chi-tect," he said with exaggerated enunciation as he pointed to the title 'Director and Head Architect'. 

She chuckled at his playfulness and snatched the card from him. "Glad to meet you, Kane … Summers? Are you related to Faye Summers?"

"Yes," Kane replied in surprise. "I'm her oldest brother."

Oh. She checked him out with new eyes. She could now see the resemblance between him and Faye - one of her sister's best friends - especially their blue eyes and the fact that they were both extremely good-looking. 

"And you are …?" Kane prodded.

"Oh, I'm Jasmine Allen."

He lifted his eyebrows. "You're Jessa's younger sister?"

"Yes."

He grinned at her. "Well, then, now you know for sure I'm not an axe murderer. You live in Melbourne, right? When did you arrive?"

"Yesterday. I'm here for five weeks."

"Wow, that's a good length of time to be away from work. What do you do?"

"I'm a corporate trainer. My boss wants me to consider moving here to Sydney to fill a position that will be vacant in three months. Since I have plenty of annual leave up my sleeve, I thought I'd take it now so I could see if I'd like living in Sydney while I house-sit for Jessa and Rob when they go on their honeymoon. Plus, I also wanted to come early for Rob's birthday. Speaking of which, we should head back to the party."

As Kane escorted her out of the men's room, she tried to hide the wince that formed on her face. She was in more pain than she would like to admit.

"Do you think I should carry you?" Kane asked tentatively.

"Ah, no. I think that would be too awkward," she replied, her cheeks turning pink. The thought of being in his arms heated her up all over and made her heart pound hard. This guy was doing crazy things to her system.

"Okay," Kane said. "But you shouldn't use your left foot at all until you've had it checked by a doctor. Hang on to me and I'll help you hop along with your right foot."

"Thanks." She put her right arm around his shoulders as he kept a tight grip around her waist and held her against his side.

Whoa, this position won't help me cool down. Not at all.

"I hope I can walk all right by next week," she babbled, keen to distract herself from her ridiculous physical reaction to this man. "I wouldn't want to ruin Jessa and Rob's big day by being on crutches during their wedding."

"I'm sure you'll be fine as long as you don't do silly things while your ankle's healing," he consoled her.

Yes, just continue to hold me and I'll be fine.

She decided not to respond in case something totally inappropriate came out of her mouth.




Jasmine exhaled her disappointment when they neared the place where the rest of their group was busy barbecuing, chatting and laughing. Kane Summers would have to let go of her soon.

She couldn't understand it. Why this intense attraction? He might be one hell of a looker, but he was just one of the many handsome guys she knew. What made him the most magnetic of them all?

"Nearly there," Kane said.

She wanted to swoon at the husky tone of his voice. Instead, she forced herself to focus on keeping her left foot raised while she hopped with her right.

"Jaz! What happened?" She looked up to see Jessa's worried face.

"I slipped and sprained my ankle," she answered.

"Oh, no! Are you okay? Where did you slip? In the bathroom?"

"Yes," she responded in a small voice.

Their group gathered around them, wanting to see what was wrong.

"It's just a sprained ankle, guys. Please don't worry," Jasmine pleaded.

"Maybe we should take you to a doctor," Rob said.

"Rob, seriously, I'm fine. I'll just put my foot up and relax. Please carry on with your party. You'll only make me feel bad if you fuss over me."

"You sure?"

"Yes. Please." She looked around with embarrassment as about fifteen pairs of eyes stared at her. She didn't even know who a few of the others were. She had run straight for the bathroom as soon as they got there.

Fortunately, Jessa remembered to make the introductions before shooing her friends back to what they were doing. "It's all right, guys. We got this," Jessa said.

Kane led her to the nearest bench and helped her sit down. He squatted before her, gently picked up her left foot and took off her shoe. He lightly caressed her swollen ankle and oddly enough, his touch made it feel a little better.

"Do you girls know how to treat a sprained ankle?" he asked Jessa and Faye, who stood on either side of him.

"You need to put ice on it and bandage it up," his sister responded. "But I don't think we have bandage."

"We have ice!" Jessa went to the portable drink cooler and gathered ice cubes. When she walked back to them, Kane held out his hand for the cubes, wrapped in a tea towel.

"You want to do this?" Jessa asked in surprise.

"Sure. I'm already holding her foot," Kane responded, taking the makeshift ice pack from Jessa.

Jasmine flushed at the meaningful look exchanged by Jessa and Faye. She wondered what they were thinking. Would they have a problem if she and Kane dated?

Whoa, Jasmine, slow down. You're getting ahead of yourself here.

At twenty-seven, she had dated plenty of guys. But even though her family thought she fell in and out of love too often, the truth was she hadn't fallen in love with a single one of her past boyfriends. She didn't see the point in extending the relationship when she was sure it had nowhere to go.

With her sister's upcoming nuptials, her desire to find that special someone had become stronger. But finding that one guy might have become harder due to her fear of exposing her little secret - a secret only two other people in the world knew about. She hadn't even told Jessa, although there were times she had wanted to open up to her only sibling. But she still wasn't prepared for the repercussions.

She had a mental picture of people - of Kane - finding out about her secret activity and shivered at the thought.

"Too cold?" Kane asked, his concerned look quickly warming her up.

She shook her head and smiled at him.

"So did you two meet outside the bathrooms?" Faye asked.

"I heard Jasmine yell so I went back in and found her on her bottom. Then we introduced ourselves to each other," Kane answered, his eyes still fully on her flushed face.

"Back in?"

Kane grinned while her face reddened even more. He raised an eyebrow at her. She shrugged and gave a resigned chuckle.

"Jasmine slipped in the men's room," Kane stated.

"What?" Faye and Jessa exclaimed.

"The nearest ladies' room was out of order and I was desperate to go," Jasmine explained. "So I used the men's. I slipped as I was about to come out and Kane heard me. He was waiting outside to make sure no one else went in while I was in there."

"That's so sweet of you, Kane," Jessa said. "Thank you."

"Aww, it was nothing. I'm just glad I was there or one of your bridesmaids might not be able to walk down the aisle on your wedding."

"If Jaz is still in pain next week then she doesn't have to walk. Things don't always work out as planned," Jessa said pragmatically.

"Don't say that, Jess! I want to be fine for your wedding," Jasmine insisted.

"Well, then, you have to make sure you rest your ankle until it's recovered. It doesn't look too bad but we'll stop by a medical centre on our way back home."

"If you're going to sit around for the rest of the afternoon, you better sit on a picnic blanket so you can keep your ankle raised," Kane suggested.

"Good idea," Jessa agreed. "You can lie down and read a book or something so you won't get too bored while the rest of us play games. But I'll sit and chat with you most of the time."

"Don't be silly, Jess. I'll be fine reading. You guys should be enjoying yourselves with Rob and not worrying about me. It's his birthday, and all I have is a sprained ankle."

"Okay. We better help you move to the blanket, then."

"I'll carry her," Kane said. With easy movements, he scooped her up in his muscular arms and sauntered towards one of the picnic blankets under the shade of a tree.

Good heavens, this man is literally sweeping me off my feet.




*******




Kane's heart thundered in his chest and his body hardened. There it was again, that delicious reaction to Jasmine. He'd known her for less than twenty minutes and he already craved being close to her. What was this called? Instant chemistry?

He pressed her closer to him, wanting to bury his face in her long black hair that smelled like some exotic flower.

He was glad he had stayed behind and waited for her while she used the bathroom. He'd always been a sucker for damsels in distress, especially when the damsel was as beautiful and attractive as the one in his arms.

He gently laid her down the blanket and immediately felt bereft when he released her.

"All right?" he asked.

Jasmine nodded, her eyes locking with his with a look of wonder that seemed to reflect what he was feeling. Did she feel it too? That irresistible pull between them? She looked so mesmerising and vulnerable sitting there that he had a great urge to kiss her.

"Here, put your foot up on this, Jaz," Jessa said, placing a rolled-up jacket underneath Jasmine's left calf and breaking the spell that encapsulated them.

"Stop fussing. I'll be fine," Jasmine told her sister. "All I need now is my handbag so I can read from my phone, then you can look after your birthday boy. He looks lonely without you over there."

"Which one is your bag?" Kane asked, wanting to continue to do something for her.

"Uh, that red one next to the white one," Jasmine replied, pointing her finger at the location of her purse.

He went to retrieve it for her. On his way back, he noticed the curious looks Faye and Jessa were throwing at him. You're being too obvious, he berated himself.

If things were different, he wouldn't have cared if anyone thought he was interested in Jasmine. But he was in a messy, difficult situation with Hannah and he needed to fix things with her before he could move on. Faye knew that and, knowing how close his sister was to her best friends, he was certain Jessa knew that, too. He would be frowned upon if he pursued Jasmine at this time, and he couldn't blame them if they did.

He smiled at Jasmine as he handed her her purse then went to join the boys by the barbecue table. Right now, it was all too complicated. So he knew what he had to do. Stay away from Jasmine.
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