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   Note: This book has an Australia main character, as such it uses Australian/UK spelling and some Australian slang. Although you should be able to understand the novel without a glossary, there is always fun to be had in learning new words. Generally, temperatures are in Celsius, weight is in kilograms, and distance is (generally) in kilometres (although we still have some slang which uses miles).
 
   Arse: Ass.
 
   Bench: Counter.
 
   Bitumen: Asphalt. 
 
   Bonnet: Hood.
 
   Boot: Trunk.
 
   Bottle-o: Bottle shop/liquor store.
 
   CAMS: Confederation of Australian Motor Sport.
 
   Cock-ups: Fuck-ups/mistakes.
 
   Dob: Tell on. 
 
   Doona: Blanket/comforter.
 
   Face Washer: Face cloth.
 
   Fairy-Floss: Cotton candy.
 
   Footpath: Sidewalk.
 
   Fours: Cars with a four-cylinder engine. 
 
   Gobful: Mouthful
 
   HANS: Head And Neck Support/system. A device used to support the racer’s neck while driving.
 
   Message bank: Voicemail. 
 
   Newsagency: A shop which sells newspapers/magazines/lotto tickets. Similar to a convenience store, but without the food. 
 
   Pap: Paparazzi.
 
   Panadol/Paracetamol: Active ingredient in pain-relievers like Tylenol and Panadol.
 
   Phone/Mobile Phone/Mobile Number: Cell/cell phone/cell number.
 
   Real Estate: All-inclusive term meaning real estate agency/property management firm.
 
   Rego: Registration (general); cost of vehicle licence.
 
   S bends (and into the Dipper): Part of the racetrack shaped into an S shape. On Bathurst track, the Dipper is the biggest of the S bends, so called because there used to be a dip in the road there before track resurfacing made it safer. 
 
   Shout (referring to drinks or food): Buy for someone. “Get the tab.”
 
   Silly Season: Off season in sports. Primarily where most of the trades happen (e.g. driver’s moving teams, sponsorship changes etc). 
 
   Skerrick: Scrap.
 
   Slicks: A special type of racing tyre with no tread. They’re designed to get the maximum amount of surface on the road at all times. Wet weather tyres have chunky tread to displace the water from the track. 
 
   Skulled: (can also be spelled sculled and skolled) Chugged/Drank everything in the bottle/glass. 
 
   Soft Drinks: Soda/pop.
 
   Stiff Shit: Tough shit/too bad.
 
   Sunnies: Sunglasses. 
 
   Taxi: Cab. 
 
   Tossers: Pricks/assholes/jerks.
 
   Tyres: Tires.
 
   Year Twelve: Senior.
 
   Wag: Ditch school.
 
   Wank: Masturbate
 
   Wankers: Tossers/Jerk-offs. 
 
   Weet-Bix: Breakfast cereal brand.
 
   Whinge: Whine/complain.
 
   Uni: University/college.
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THE PHONE IN my pocket vibrated again, seconds before the not-so-dulcet tones of my favourite band blared from the speaker. I bit my lip and walked faster as I ignored the call. 
 
   Again. 
 
   Fuck. Dad was going to go mental when I finally answered. And that was nothing compared to how he would react when he found out where I was and where I was going. 
 
   In the time since I’d arrived at the airport, I’d counted no less than fifteen text messages and three phone calls already. If only he could chill and back off for a little while. It wasn’t like I was planning on avoiding him forever. Only long enough that by the time he learned of my plan, it would be too late for him to do anything to stop me. 
 
   In an attempt to shake the feeling of dread stealing through my limbs, I focused on the flight ahead. I tugged my phone out of my pocket, being extra careful not to answer it accidentally, and checked the time. Ten minutes left to check in. After that, I had another half hour before I would be able to board. 
 
   While I made my way to the check-in desk, I scrolled through the missed calls and texts on the silent-for-now phone. Dad’s tone had grown less patient with each text. I checked the one sent minutes before the call I’d ignored. 
 
   Call me now. 
 
   I rolled my eyes. Seriously, it was like he expected me to disappear in a puff of smoke if I didn’t report back every hour. I looked at the time again and weighed my options. If I gave him too much notice of my intention, he might still be able to call in some favours and cancel my flight. I had to wait until the last possible moment. 
 
   “Checking in for the Sydney flight,” I told the lady behind the check-in desk when it was my turn. 
 
   She gave me a polite smile that held no warmth. The sort that was guarded and full of judgment as her eyes roamed my face. Well, fuck her. It wasn’t my issue that she was too old and crusty to appreciate the streak of pink in my mahogany hair. Filling my gaze with challenge, I levelled my stare at her. People like her didn’t intimidate me. Little did. It was hard to be intimidated by small-minded people when you grew up like I had—surrounded by cameras and misogyny. 
 
   My phone beeped again. Ignoring the lady—it wasn’t like she was paying me any attention anyway as she went through documents with a fine-tooth comb—I checked the new message. 
 
   Call your father, please, Phoebe? 
 
   Mum. Damn. It was getting serious now. Dad was bringing out the big guns.
 
   Now that she’d gotten involved, there was going to be twice the trouble when I finally did call back. 
 
   Fuck it. 
 
   I blew out a breath and replied to her. Or stalled her at least. I’m in a movie. I’ll call Dad when I’m out. 
 
   The snooty cow behind the check-in desk gave me another once-over before placing my boarding pass on the desk between us and insincerely wishing me a safe flight. 
 
   “Fuck you very much,” I said with the sweetest smile I could muster before snatching my pass and yanking my carry-on up from the scales and onto my back.
 
   My phone chimed. Dad. Again. 
 
   I know you’re not at the movies, Angelique called here for you. Where are you? 
 
   It was damn tempting to ignore the message, just like I had every other time the phone had gone off, but I couldn’t keep ignoring it much longer, or Dad would call the police. And the Coast Guard. 
 
   Fuck, knowing his overprotective arse, he’d probably call Interpol, the FBI, and the KGB despite the fact they were all in different damn countries. 
 
   The overprotective streak he’d had since turning up in my life when I was four only seemed to be growing thicker as my eighteenth birthday approached. It was possible he was experiencing some sort of advanced empty-nest syndrome or some shit. 
 
   My four younger siblings should have been enough to stave that away—Nikki, the youngest, was only eight months old after all—but apparently not. True, Nikki had been a late surprise for Mum and Dad, but looking after her should have been enough to keep him off my case. 
 
   But no. It had left him three times as clingy. 
 
   Maybe it was the fact that Nikki had been born sick, like I had been, and reminded him of the fact that he hadn’t been there to support Mum when my twin brother, Emmanuel, and I were born. Or maybe it reminded him of the statistics surrounding my life. Survival statistics that looked bad on paper but none of us dwelled on because it was more important to live and take care of myself than to worry about any potential for future issues. I didn’t know. All I knew was that I needed space. More than anything, I needed to get out of the fucking house for a while. 
 
   I was too many things to too many different people, and I was fucking sick of it. 
 
   When I found my way to the gate, I pulled out my phone and dialled a number I should have called long before this point. Would have, if I didn’t think she’d have warned Dad of my plan. 
 
   “Hey, Pheebs, what’s up?” Eden’s voice wiped away the tension that was building in me. She was great like that. Even though she lived in a different state, she’d always been the one I could turn to when I needed to talk. She’d never driven a race car, but she’d had her start around the track—almost as young as I had—working with her uncle, my dad’s former boss. She understood the track and the misogynistic pigs that I’d had to contend with ever since I’d started racing in karts. The vulgarity I heard at the track. The general boys’ club attitudes I faced every day. 
 
   “I’m coming to visit,” I said as I lifted my legs onto the plastic seat opposite me and slunk down in my own. It was far easier to give a “fuck-off and don’t talk to me” vibe that way. 
 
   “Terrific. When?” 
 
   “My plane leaves in twenty minutes.” 
 
   “What?” 
 
   For the first time, I worried that maybe she’d say it was too much of a hassle, and I shouldn’t bother. That she’d revoke her permanent invitation. “You don’t have to pick me up. I can get a cab.” 
 
   “You’re coming today?” 
 
   A nervous chuckle slipped from my lips. “C’mon, Aunt Edie, I thought you were faster than this. Yes. Today. Now.” 
 
   “When were you planning on telling me?” 
 
   I chewed on my lip for a moment. “About now.” 
 
   “What if I wasn’t here?” 
 
   “It was a risk I had to take. I had to get out of the house.”
 
   “And do your parents know you’re coming here?” She had her take-no-shit tone on. I had to win her around, or I was going to have as shitty a time at her house as I was having at my own. 
 
   “They will.” 
 
   “Uh-huh.” 
 
   “Honest, Aunt Edie, I’m calling them as soon as I get off the phone to you. Cross my heart.” 
 
   She sighed. “Your dad is going to kill me. You know that, right? He’s not going to believe that I wasn’t part of the conspiracy.” 
 
   “You worry too much. Dad is a pussycat really. He just needs to learn when to back off.” 
 
   “Did you two fight again?”
 
   I sighed and flicked my head forward, playing with the chunky pink strip in my hair. “He just doesn’t get it.” 
 
   “You might be surprised what he would get if you’d talk to him about it.” 
 
   “He hid the keys to my bike.” It was what had finally pushed me over the edge. Three days earlier, he’d taken them from my bedroom and cut me off from my one escape. It was a fucking betrayal—especially after all I’d done for him and Mum lately. 
 
   “What?” 
 
   Unable to contain the frustration anymore, I stood and started to pace the length of the row of seats. “Said it was a fucking death trap. I mean, the guy’s made a living out of racing cars, but heaven forbid I jump on a Ducati.” 
 
   She chuckled. “He’s just worried about you. He doesn’t know bikes.” 
 
   “It’s not like Flynn and Luke would’ve given it to me if I didn’t know how to handle it.” Flynn had been a surrogate father to me for the first four years of my life and Luke was his partner, an actor who had been a rising star when they’d met and was gaining bigger and better roles under Mum’s management. 
 
   Although Dad had stepped readily into the role of fatherhood when he came back into Mum’s life, Flynn had never really backed off completely either. Of everyone, he was the one most likely to keep my secrets and let me get away with stuff. He was the only one who knew about the way I’d circumvented the rules to get my bike licence. 
 
   “I know, baby girl, but that won’t stop your dad from worrying. He knows the safety of a ProV8 car first-hand. It’s not like your bike has a roll cage.” 
 
   I didn’t need her trying to convince me of the many reasons why I shouldn’t ride my bike as well. She was just like Dad when it came to cars versus bikes. They just didn’t get it. “I thought you’d understand.”
 
   “I do, but I also think you need to consider your dad’s point of view.” 
 
   “Are you going to be home or not?” On my next pacing lap I met the gaze of a teenage boy watching me walk. He nudged his friend as his eyes trailed the length of my leather pants before lifting to cop another eyeful of my boobs. The cotton T-shirt I wore did nothing to accentuate my C-cup, but it did nothing to hide it either. Great. Either they recognised me or were regular run-of-the-mill teen perverts. I needed to figure out which one if I was going to deal with them properly. 
 
   Eden sighed again. “What time does your flight get in?” 
 
   I gave her the details before hanging up, relieved that she’d come around in the end. Not that I’d doubted it. She’d always been there for me. 
 
   Once I’d hung up, I kept my phone in my hand and prepared myself for the next phone call. The one I was dreading the most. Anything I said—any explanation I gave—would disappoint Dad, and I hated that thought. I despised doing things that made him anything other than proud, but I needed to get away from his shadow for a while. 
 
   From the whole situation at home. 
 
   My finger was on the Call button when I heard a voice behind me. 
 
   “Excuse me?” 
 
   I turned and met the eye of teen creep one. “Yeah?” 
 
   “Are you . . .” He trailed off and looked at his shoes. 
 
   When he lifted his gaze to meet my eyes again, he gave a shy smile. There was no doubt the colour of my irises had confirmed his question long before my words ever could. After all, comments about my unique turquoise eyes that were “just like my dad’s” were probably the second most common thing I’d heard. 
 
   “Are you Phoebe Reede?”
 
   And there’s the first. 
 
   For a long time, it had been, “Are you Declan Reede’s daughter?” 
 
   But over the years, as I’d started to make my way through the classes in karts and production cars, I became a little more known in my own right. Especially among boys my own age. After all, I was a walking wet dream for them. It didn’t matter what I looked like, what I wanted in life, or what my passions were. All that mattered to them was I had boobs and the ability to drive. 
 
   And without wanting to sound like a braggart, put me near an engine and I could make it sing. It didn’t matter what. Two wheels to eighteen, I was always in perfect control.
 
   Of course, the tabloid sensationalist stories about my apparent stream of boyfriends didn’t help either. So many guys thought I would be an easy score, which only added to the interest.
 
   Arseholes. 
 
   Unfortunately for the raging hard-on posing as a normal kid in front of me, I had no patience for those attitudes after everything I’d been through. I drew myself up to my full height and clenched my fists. “What’s it to you?” 
 
   “Whoa, sorry I asked.” He raised his hands in surrender and walked away. 
 
   Yeah, keep walking, buddy. 
 
   I might have been good with cars, bikes, and trucks, but wasn’t nearly as good with people. I didn’t need to be. They didn’t keep me company during the hours at the race track. Only the motors did that. People tended to be a source of disappointment in the long run.
 
   Knowing I’d sufficiently kept the oglers at bay, I pushed the Call button on my phone. It didn’t even ring twice before Dad’s voice came down the line. 
 
   “Where the hell are you, young lady?” 
 
   “Hi to you too, Daddy.” 
 
   “Don’t ‘Daddy’ me. You had your mother worried sick; where are you?” 
 
   I scoffed. As if it were Mum who’d been worried. He just couldn’t admit that he’d been panicking. “I went for a ride.” 
 
   “I thought I told you that you weren’t to ride that bike again.” 
 
   “Yeah, you did. I just didn’t listen.” 
 
   “Where are you, Pheebs?” 
 
   “Out.” I’d intended to tell him my plans when I’d called, but his over-the-top reaction pushed the right buttons to make me bite back rather than cooperate. 
 
   Before I could say anything else, or get him off the phone, the first boarding call for my flight sounded over the loudspeakers at the airport. It was the warning that they were seating business class and families, but the advantage to flying on the company dollar was that I could book business. 
 
   “Are you at the airport?” Dad’s tone told me I’d be in a lot of shit when I got home, but it didn’t matter. All that mattered was getting away. At least for a night or two.
 
   “I’m just going to see Aunt Edie. I’ve already arranged it with her.” 
 
   “And when were you planning on telling me? Or your mum?” 
 
   “Now?” I’d been able to say it with some authority when I’d said it to Eden, but the anger in Dad’s voice disarmed me. “I’m sorry. I just need some space. I’m nearly eighteen; I can’t be in a house full of kids.”
 
   It wasn’t like I hadn’t lived with Eden before on and off, usually around race meets that would take me to Sydney for a few weeks. I even had ID with her address on it . . . which was how I’d been able to get around Queensland’s tighter rules for getting a bike licence. No way was I going to wait until I was eighteen to even apply. 
 
   “Phoebe, please, come home? We can chat about what you need—” 
 
   “I will. I just need this first, okay? Love you.” I hung up the phone while he was still talking. 
 
   For the first time since I’d planned my getaway, I debated not following through. Audrey, the travel clerk at Emmanuel Racing, would probably get in some shit over the fact that she’d booked me a flight. Again. It wasn’t like she’d broken protocol this time. After all, she’d been told not to book anything I asked for, but Dad had never forbidden her from booking flights in my name that came from his email. Not even emergency bookings with less than twelve hours’ notice. 
 
   I was sure there would be another tightening of the procedures now that I’d found the loophole and hacked his emails. 
 
   Another tightening of the noose around my neck. 
 
   My phone started to ring again, but I rejected the call and turned off my mobile entirely. I slung my bag over my shoulder and headed onto the plane. I’d deal with the fallout of my decision when I came back home, just like I had every other time I’d run away.
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“DO YOU HAVE any idea how much trouble you got me into?” Eden asked as she reached for my backpack when she met me at the airport. I tried to ignore the people bustling around us and focused solely on her.
 
   After letting her claim my bag, I wrapped my arms around her waist and hugged her tight. She was tall and willowy, but I’d caught up a little more since the last time I’d seen her. “I love you too, Aunt Edie.” 
 
   Three people bumped into us as we stood in our embrace, but thankfully it didn’t look like any had their cameras out to snap photos so it didn’t appear the paparazzi were aware of our presence. Yet. 
 
   “Don’t think I don’t know that you just bust out the aunt word when you want to get on my good side.” 
 
   I drew back from her and grinned. “Is it working?” 
 
   A begrudging smile slipped onto her mouth, and she chuckled. “God, you are so much like your father. It’s no wonder you two can’t agree on anything.” 
 
   I looked down at my hands as she said the words that were so familiar, and fucking scary. Everyone talked about how much I was like Dad. It was supposed to be a compliment—and in some ways it was—but I knew all the stories about him. About what he’d done to Mum before I was born. He’d made up for it in spades over the years, and I didn’t hate him for it. But it always left me wondering whether maybe that same gene tainted my blood. That same need to run. 
 
   After all, I’d heard the stories of Dad’s father cheating on Nana Reede. I came from a long line of commitment-phobes. 
 
   Was that why I’d never had a relationship that lasted longer than the magazine article announcing it? Was there some flaw in the genetic make-up of us Reedes that made us run whenever people tried to get close to us? 
 
   Ever since I’d started noticing boys, and they noticed me back, the fear of letting anyone close enough that I could hurt them stopped me from even trying for anything more. Especially with the knowledge I could probably never offer the normal things people wanted—marriage, kids, a long life, and growing old together. 
 
   “Hey, kiddo, where’d you go?” Eden cut into my introspection, drawing me back to the noise of the busy terminal.
 
   I shrugged and picked at the black polish on my nails. I’d painted them after my last race—around the same time I’d coloured the streak in my hair. Sure, the black polish was clichéd and tacky, but it fit the part I was trying to portray to the world: the girl whose soul was jaded and best represented by her dye job and black nails. Of course, the feeling of crap on my nails was more irritating than anything else, so bit by bit I’d been chipping it all away. 
 
   Eden nudged my shoulder. “I am glad you’re here. It’s been too long since I last saw you.” 
 
   I gave a half-hearted grin. “You were up for Christmas while Max was with Morgan.” I hated mentioning their most recent break-up. Eden and Morgan were great, and perfect for each other, but they weren’t without their problems. During the many years they’d been married, they’d spent almost as many apart as they had together. 
 
   Three times, Morgan had moved out while Max was at school. It was part of the reason Max had spent so much time at our house, and also why he had an intense fear of saying goodbye. 
 
   “Yeah, but Christmas was five months ago now. That’s a long time to not see my favourite non-niece. I missed you.” 
 
   “I missed you too.” Wrapping my arm around her waist and leaning my head on her shoulder, I let her lead me through the airport and toward the car park. 
 
   When we reached her car, she threw my backpack into the backseat and climbed in. I slipped into the passenger seat.
 
   “I, uh, have to warn you about something before we get back to my place,” she said as she started the engine. 
 
   “Okay?” 
 
   “Well, it seems our little Maxie is, uh, growing up.” 
 
   I frowned. “Okay?” 
 
   “What I mean is that he’s discovered girls. More specifically, he’s discovered . . .” She trailed off and with her expression seemed to beg me to understand. “Well, you,” she added, almost silently. 
 
   “What?” I thought about it for a second, trying to piece together what she was saying. “Do you mean to say that he, Max—that is Max, who’s like a little brother from another mother, has been . . .” I coughed, as unable to say the words as Eden had been. 
 
   “Evidently. When I was cleaning his room, I, uh, found your calendar underneath his bed with some other supplies. I thought I should warn you. Once he’s found out you’re going to be at home, he’ll probably be at your side the whole time. It wouldn’t surprise me if he brought a gaggle of his friends around too.” 
 
   “But that calendar is just me in a race suit. It’s not like there’s anything sexual about it.” 
 
   “According to Morgan, when he was that age he could get himself off to a Better Homes and Gardens magazine.” 
 
   I slumped back against the seat. “Fucking great.” 
 
   “You really should watch that mouth of yours. You know how your parents feel about your swearing.” 
 
   I pulled my legs up onto the seat and hugged my knees. “Well, I can’t see them around here, can you?” 
 
   “You know they really don’t deserve to deal with that chip on your shoulder. Not now. Not with everything going on with Nikki.” 
 
   I dropped my forehead to my knees. Eden was never one to shy away from the cold, hard truth. Her words should have shaken me to the core, but they didn’t. For good reason. It wasn’t anything I hadn’t already been telling myself. It wasn’t as though I liked leaving them in the lurch. “I know that, Aunt Edie, and I don’t mean to do it to them. It’s just . . . Dad’s so suffocating. Help with the kids, cook dinner, get on the track, stay off the bike, keep up the apprenticeship. There’s just too many expectations heaped on me.” 
 
   “You should stay off the bike though.” 
 
   I rolled my eyes. “Dad’s let me blast around the track in the ProV8, I think I can handle a little bike. It’s not exactly high powered.” 
 
   “What I mean,” Eden said, talking over me, “is that you haven’t got your bike licence yet, have you? Weren’t you complaining about the fact that you couldn’t get it until you were eighteen the last time I saw you?”
 
   “Oh, right.” I hadn’t told anyone but Flynn and Luke that I had my bike license. Eden would have been the first to blab to Dad. Flynn had accepted it and bought me the bike as an early birthday present on the proviso I told Mum and Dad about my licence. I was going to. I just hadn’t . . . yet. “But that only matters if I’m caught.” 
 
   “And if you are, what will that do to your career?” 
 
   “Now you’re starting to sound like Dad.” 
 
   “I’ve never been so insulted before in my life.” She leant across the car and nudged my shoulder before chuckling. “But really, do you want to race?” 
 
   “Of course I do. It’s what I’ve been working toward for as long as I can remember.” 
 
   “But?” 
 
   “But I don’t know if I want to do it because I want to, or if it’s just because it’s what Dad wants.” 
 
   “Well, that’s easy enough to figure out.” 
 
   “How?” 
 
   “Don’t race anymore.”
 
   I frowned. It wasn’t that easy. I had commitments, a championship, plus I needed to be on the track—it was the only place I was really free. There, and blasting up country roads on my bike, but I wasn’t allowed to do that anymore.
 
   She smirked at me. “That little bit of panic in here,” she lifted her hand off the wheel long enough to point at her chest, “when I said not to do it, is exactly how you know that it’s what you want.” 
 
   “I guess.” 
 
   “No. There’s no guessing. You love it, and even if you step away, you’ll come back to it eventually. I mean, look at your dad.” 
 
   Dad’s comeback was famed—and part of the shadow I’d lived under most of my life. After a meteoric rise and an excruciating fall, he’d returned to racing by claiming third place at Bathurst in a spectacular fashion. Then he’d used that momentum to start his own team. 
 
   Even after he’d formally retired when I was ten, he’d continued in the enduro races and out on the test track for years. In fact, just last week, he’d taken the ProV8 out for a few test laps to get his mind off Nikki’s surgery. 
 
   “Why don’t you take some time off? Come stay with me for a few months. Get the space you need before your next race.” 
 
   “Maybe.” The doubt was clear in my voice. Was that what I wanted?
 
   I’d done it before and had enjoyed the breathing room. Maybe a break from the pressure cooker at home would help. It was just . . . I wanted something more. 
 
   “You obviously flew down here for some reason. So what was it?” 
 
   I shrugged. “I didn’t know where else to go. No one else gets it, you know? Not really.” 
 
   “What about Angel?” 
 
   Angelique had been my best friend through high school. If it weren’t for her, I wasn’t sure I would have made it through the experience alive. The kids there were vicious and found every reason they could to hate me. The senior boys thought I’d be easy because of my promotional shoots and hated me for being “frigid” and an “ice queen.” The popular girls accused me of being a prick-tease because the boys were more interested in me than them. 
 
   Everyone else caused problems because of things outside of my control. Not only was I the daughter of the infamous Declan Reede, and out of class more often than I was there because of my racing schedules, but as a June baby, I was also one of the youngest in my grade. 
 
   Angel had stepped into my life midway through year ten and taught me not to give a fuck what other people thought. She was a unique soul. Beautiful as the day was long, but smart as a tack and loyal to a fault too. It was impossible to get her down, and she saw the good in almost everyone. Unless someone fucked with her or her friends, then she’d rain hellfire down on them. 
 
   On the first day we met, she decided we’d be lifelong BFFs, and insisted I sit next to her. She’d shared all her notes when I wasn’t able to go so I didn’t flunk out of any classes. She stuck up for me and before long, we’d even started to cultivate the rumour that we were together just to get the boys to leave us both alone. Of course, the thing about rumours was there was often some degree of fact beneath the lies. 
 
   Mum and Dad hadn’t always approved of Angel, especially not after they met her mother the first time, but along the way they began to appreciate that Angel had helped facilitate an easier transition for me. Under her steady friendship, I’d blossomed from awkward teen to young adult. 
 
   “Angel is great, and I love her to death, you know that, but she doesn’t totally get it either. Aside from Mum, you’re really the only one who knows how Dad can be.” 
 
   “And what do you mean by that? Caring? Dedicated? Passionate?” 
 
   “An arse.” 
 
   She chuckled. “That he can be, but did you stop to consider why? Especially at the moment.” 
 
   “I know. Nikki’s surgery went okay though. She’s resilient.” Even as I said the words, I shrank back away from them. It was what I’d forced myself to say, even when I didn’t entirely believe it. Words I had regurgitated to Mum and Dad whenever they’d shown signs of their stress. A statement I still wasn’t sure I entirely believed. She wasn’t completely out of the woods yet after all. 
 
   Glancing out the window, I saw we were already at Eden’s house. 
 
   After she pulled the car into her garage, she turned to me and rested her hand against my head. “It’s just, well, her life so far has been a reminder of his mistakes.” 
 
   Mistakes that included me. 
 
   I tucked my chin to my chest so that Eden wouldn’t see the tears that sprang to my eyes, but it was too late. 
 
   “Hey, you know I didn’t mean it like that. Dec, well, he regards leaving your mum as the biggest mistake of his life. That and not being there for you when you were sick. Those are the things he would take back if he could. Not you. He’s never once regretted you.” As if she didn’t think I believed her, she grabbed both my hands in hers and stared into my eyes. “Not. Once.” 
 
   “I know.” She was right in some ways of course. Mum and Dad had never shied away from their past, ensuring I knew all the details because it was mostly available for public consumption anyway. 
 
   For as long as I could remember, Dad had ensured I felt loved. Cared for. He’d never made me feel like I was a mistake or that he regretted my existence. More often than not when it came down to it, he’d usually side with me over anyone else—even Mum. None of that changed the truth though. The fact remained I was an accident. Both Emmanuel and I were. We hadn’t been planned and had been a source of worry and stress long before we were born. Mum and Dad weren’t even together at the time Mum found out about us. 
 
   At the thought of Emmanuel, the chasm in my chest opened up. Fuck, I missed him. I had no idea if it was even possible to miss someone you never really knew, but I did. Maybe it was stupid because we were both barely days old when he died, but whenever I thought of him, it felt like someone had scooped out parts of me, and no matter what I did that gap was impossible to fill. Like part of my life was missing, as ridiculous as it might have sounded. 
 
   I hadn’t noticed her climb from the car, but Eden was at my door an instant later. She drew me into her arms as she helped me from the car. I clung to her, resting my head against her chest as the sobs started. Her words, not intended to be cruel or cause hurt, had opened up the floodgates I barely realised I’d erected, but that had been the source of all my angst over the last few months. 
 
   “I was so scared when I found out Nikki needed surgery,” I admitted in a near-silent voice. “And the whole time leading up to it, I was terrified she wouldn’t make it. I couldn’t talk to anyone about it because Mum and Dad needed me to be strong. They needed me to be put-together for everyone else. And I tried, Aunt Edie. I held on to it all for as long as I could, but I can’t—I can’t be strong. Not anymore.” In some ways, their stress was a glimpse into the future as well as the past. Even from a near-perfect match, a donor kidney had a limited shelf life. Would I put them through that stress again when Emmanuel’s gift to me started to fail? 
 
   “Oh, sweetie,” Eden said, brushing her hand over my hair. “No one expects you to be strong all the time. You’re only seventeen.” 
 
   I pulled away from her; I didn’t want her pity and comfort. Not when I was being a shitty daughter and a craptastic sister. “I just need some alone time.” 
 
   She nodded and handed me my bag. “Take your usual room, and stay as long as you need.” 
 
   I slung my backpack over one shoulder and headed through the house. Morgan was at the breakfast bar in the open kitchen, staring at me in shock as I walked past, almost as if he hadn’t expected me to be there. Maybe he didn’t. Maybe Eden hadn’t told him yet. 
 
   Even though it made me feel worse than ever, I didn’t acknowledge him. If I did, it would invite a conversation, and I wasn’t ready for that. Not yet. 
 
   Instead, I averted my gaze and stalked down the hallway to my temporary room. 
 
   As soon as I’d closed the door behind me, I dropped my bag to the floor, pulled out my earbud headphones and put them in before plugging the other end into my phone. I scrolled through my playlists to find the angriest, most angst-filled shit I could and turned the volume up. 
 
   “What’s she doing here?” Morgan’s question, full of confusion but not malice, was the last thing I heard before the music blasted into my skull. I rolled onto my side and closed my eyes, letting myself get lost in the tunes as the sobs took over.
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IT WAS DARK when I opened my eyes again. At some point, I must have fallen asleep because the earbuds had fallen out and the music was echoing from them in a series of tinny beats. 
 
   I ran a brush through my hair and pulled it up into a ponytail before checking out the damage in the mirror. My eyes were bloodshot and red, my cheeks puffy and blotchy. Feeling the burn of embarrassment build from my feet up as I thought about the way I’d fallen to pieces when I’d arrived, I drew in a breath and tried to force it back down. Morgan and Eden were like family. In fact, we were closer than some families I knew. For a moment, I debated pulling out my make-up and fixing the canvas as best as I could before trying to find some dinner. 
 
   Fuck it. 
 
   My physical appearance wasn’t going to be anyone’s greatest concern. After smoothing down my ponytail once more, I headed out toward the kitchen. As soon as I pulled the door open, I could smell the intoxicating aroma of bacon cooking. I followed the scent and the crackle of the fat sizzling in the frying pan to the kitchen. 
 
   “Told you, Edie, food always gets them to come running,” Morgan joked, turning to wink at me. 
 
   The sound of footsteps behind me drew my attention, and I turned to see Max coming up behind me. Eden’s words in the car came back to me, and I tried to avoid looking down—just in case he was as excited to see me as most other teenage boys were. 
 
   “Hey, Pheebs,” he said, his voice bright and cheery, even if significantly deeper than it had been the last time I’d seen him. 
 
   “Hey, Maxie.” 
 
   He bristled at the nickname. 
 
   “It’s just Max now,” Morgan said. It was clear from the slightly sarcastic edge to his voice that Max had reamed him out at least once for continuing to use the nickname. The fun of teenage boys. 
 
   “Sorry, Max.” I grinned at him. The fact was, despite his apparent newfound urges, Max and I had always been as thick as thieves. He’d been another brother in a lot of ways. We’d never been quite as close as he and my brother Brock, but only because their birthdays were only a few weeks apart.
 
   I wrinkled my nose at the thought that maybe my baby bro was having the same urges. At least Brock wouldn’t be looking at my calendar to get himself off. The thought sent another shudder racing down my spine. 
 
   “So, how long are you in town for, Pheebs?” Morgan asked. 
 
   “For as long as she wants,” Eden answered for me. 
 
   “Of course.” Morgan smirked at her as she snatched a piece of bacon out of the pan. “You know you’re always welcome, little missy.” He pointed the spatula at me. 
 
   Choosing to ignore the little missy part of his comment, I asked, “What’s on the menu?” 
 
   “Bacon and eggs.” 
 
   I nodded. “Breakfast for dinner. I can dig it.” It was the sort of thing we’d do at home, especially lately. In the last month, Mum and Dad ended up caught at the hospital or at a specialist appointment with Nikki more days than not. Whenever that happened, I’d been responsible for feeding three fussy kids. With all their disagreements, there were a few certain winners: eggs, spaghetti, or baked beans on toast. 
 
   I found a seat at the table, and Max took his usual position opposite me. A moment later, Morgan slid a plate of bacon, eggs, and toast in front of me. 
 
   “Smells divine,” I said, leaning forward and closing my eyes to appreciate it. It’d been too long since I’d eaten. Even longer since I hadn’t been the one to cook it first. 
 
   When I opened my eyes again, Max was staring at me. Our gazes met for a moment. He gave a breathy sigh and shifted in his seat as he looked away. 
 
   Great. 
 
   During my self-imposed seclusion in the bedroom, I’d actually considered taking Eden up on her offer of a few months in Sydney with them. 
 
   The idea was far less appealing if Max was going to spend the whole time as a walking hard-on around me. Knowing other boys who had that reaction, he’d probably end up dragging his friends around to ogle the beautiful freak of nature who had a pussy but could also control cars they could only touch in their wettest dreams. 
 
   “Your dad’s going to be here in the morning,” Morgan said before Eden elbowed him in a clear warning to shut up. 
 
   “You weren’t supposed to tell her yet,” she murmured with murderous intent. 
 
   I crossed my arms and shot her a warning look. “When were you going to tell me then?” 
 
   “Oh, I don’t know,” she shot back, “I was thinking of maybe giving you as much warning as you gave me.” 
 
   My expression turned a little sheepish, and I ducked my head. “I guess that’s fair.” 
 
   When I looked back up at her through my lashes, her brows were pinched together, her expression one of concern and not anger. 
 
   “He’s not coming to drag you home kicking and screaming,” Morgan said, reaching out to give my hand a reassuring pat. “He just wants to talk away from everything else.” 
 
   “Okay,” I said. Despite the fact that I understood everything they’d said, and was actually happy that Dad was coming down to Sydney to meet me, I still lost my appetite. I had no doubt Eden had informed him of our conversation, and he was probably drawing the all-too-familiar cloak of guilt around himself as I sat there, a thousand kilometres away. 
 
   I pushed the food around on my plate for a while before giving up and retreating to my room. 
 
   Almost as soon as they thought I was out of earshot, Morgan and Eden started taking shots at each other about who was right and wrong in the situation—whether they should have told me or waited. I hid just around the corner in the hallway and closed my eyes. Of course, I’d make them argue again when they’d only just found their way back together. 
 
   Did everything I touched have to go to shit? 
 
   Why was it so hard to tell Dad how I felt? It wasn’t like he was one of those arsehole tyrants who forbade me from doing anything . . . except when it came to my bike. 
 
   “Are you okay?” Max’s voice drew my attention and forced me to open my eyes. When I did, I met his baby blues. 
 
   I nodded, hoping he’d move on if I didn’t give him much. 
 
   “What’s wrong?” he pressed. 
 
   “It’s hard to explain.” 
 
   He drew himself straighter, as though an extra half-inch of height would grant him mystical powers of perception. “Try me.” 
 
   “Really, you wouldn’t understand.” 
 
   He reached for my hand. It was an action he’d done hundreds of times before. Completely innocent. When the three of us were little, I’d often have his hand in one of mine, and Brock’s in the other. 
 
   Instead of letting his fingers find mine, I tugged my hand away. 
 
   “What is it?” he asked, stepping closer. 
 
   I slid along the wall so that he didn’t box me in—I’d had that happen before at the track, and it was never pleasant. “It’s just . . . I need some space.”
 
   He narrowed his eyes at me. 
 
   “From home, I mean,” I added to keep him calm. It wasn’t that I was scared of him—I’d done enough self-defence to take down most threats—rather that I didn’t want things to get more awkward than they already were. All I could picture when I looked at him was his extracurricular activities, and I didn’t want to add more crap to the pile. 
 
   “But there’s this, I don’t know, this thing between us. It’s never been there before.” 
 
   Yeah. Your thing. “Your mum told me . . . about the calendar.”
 
   He stood staring at me. A second later, his blue eyes widened. He gaped, opening and closing his mouth as if trying to figure out what to say. His mouth snapped shut, and he flushed from head to toe. Even the tips of his ears turned pink. 
 
   “It’s okay,” I said, trying to wipe away my careless words with something to soften the blow. “I mean I get it. There are some people that—” I cut off my explanation that I’d found relief in similar ways when he grew redder than ever. Without another word, he spun and walked away. 
 
   “Max,” I called after him. “Wait. I’m sorry, I shouldn’t have said anything.” 
 
   He spun around, his fury evident in every sharp motion. “No. It’s Mum who shouldn’t have said anything. She shouldn’t have even been in my fucking room.”
 
   “Please, Maxie, I don’t want things to get awkward between us.” 
 
   “Yeah right. You just accused me of jerking off to your picture. How could it be awkward?”
 
   In spite of the situation, I found myself smiling. He inherited his sense of humour from Morgan, and it was wicked—even when he was just being a sarcastic arse. “You know what I mean. I love you—” 
 
   In the next instant, he spun, reached for my arm, and tugged me against him. Before I could react, he pressed his lips against mine in a weird not-quite-chaste, but with no tongue kiss. The way a thirteen-year-old might kiss. Which was accurate I supposed. 
 
   I grabbed his shoulders and shoved him away from me. “Maxie!” 
 
   “What? You just said—”
 
   “I was going to say I love you like a little brother. You’ve just turned thirteen for God’s sake.” 
 
   “So? It’s only five years difference. Five years is nothing.” 
 
   “Five years is everything. I mean five years ago, I had not long started high school, and you were still wearing pull-ups at night.” 
 
   He pinched his eyes together and glared at me. It was a low blow, using his long-term bed-wetting against him, and I knew it, but I needed to do something. 
 
   “C’mon, Maxie. You’ve always been like a brother to me. What the fuck brought this on?” 
 
   “All the guys at school—”
 
   I pinched the bridge of my nose. “You don’t have to be like all the guys at school. You’re a sweetheart, but this”—I waved my arm between us—“isn’t going to happen. It’d be as weird for me as trying something with Brock.” 
 
   A look of utter devastation washed over his face. I could understand it. For whatever goddamned reason, I was his teenage crush. Very few people got to meet their idols, let alone had one staying at their house. Maybe he’d gone the wrong way about things, but that didn’t mean he needed to have his young heart shattered.
 
   “At least you can tell the guys that you got a kiss in,” I said, attempting a lame joke. 
 
   His chest stopped heaving, and his fingers stopped clenching and unclenching. “What?”
 
   “Well, I’m not happy about what just happened, but there’s no reason you can’t get some street cred for it. I know what it’s like, being the youngest in class and the child of someone famous but not quite famous enough. It just gets you teased. It can make your life hell.” 
 
   His gaze fell to his shoes and he blushed again. 
 
   “You don’t have to pretend to like me to be cool.” 
 
   He glanced up at me from beneath thick black lashes—the sort girls would have paid good money for—and gave me a coy smile. “It wasn’t pretend. I mean, you’re Phoebe Reede.” 
 
   I rolled my eyes. “I swear to God, the next person who says my name like it makes me some sort of grand fucking prize is going to cop my knee in their nuts.” 
 
   “You know what I mean, Pheebs.” 
 
   I wished I could say I didn’t, but I did. 
 
   It was part of the problem, and it was always the same thing. I was the Great Declan Reede, hero to little boys everywhere, but with a pussy and a pair of tits. It was something I’d dealt with ever since hitting puberty. Since I was about fourteen, I’d been propositioned around the track, with everything from catcalls of what they’d do to me if we were alone for a few minutes to genuine, sweet offers. 
 
   Of course, it was impossible to know whether those sweet offers were people actually interested in me for who I was and wanted to be, or if my suitors were only interested because of the legacy that overshadowed me daily.
 
   It was systematic and ruled my life. I was a piece of eye candy and had to work three times as hard as anyone else at the track. Everyone disregarded any success I found in a car. It was the least they could expect from Declan Reede’s daughter, after all. 
 
   And any failure was apparently my genitals’ fault, as if lacking a personal gearstick made me somehow less capable of driving well. I had no problem fighting for what I wanted, but the constant battle from every side was too much. 
 
   I couldn’t be what everyone wanted. Not anymore. 
 
   “You know what, Maxie, you’re right. I’m Phoebe fucking Reede. But I’m done being her, at least for a while.” Before he could respond, I headed back to my temporary bedroom. 
 
   Shoving my earbuds in again, I opened a book on my phone and started to read through a few pages of some romantic comedy. Just as the heroine found out about the secrets the hero was keeping, I had an epiphany. 
 
   Something had to change. 
 
   Soon. 
 
   I needed to figure out who I was—and who I wanted to be.
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“HEY, PRINCESS.” 
 
   Before even attempting to open my eyes, I pushed my hair—now no doubt a brown and pink haystack—off my face. Then I blinked in the bright morning light and lifted my head off the pillow. “Dad?” 
 
   “You scared me, disappearing like that yesterday. Especially taking off on that damn bike.” 
 
   I closed my eyes and dropped my head back against my pillow. “Did you really fly a thousand k’s to lecture me?” 
 
   Instead of getting upset with my cheek like I expected him to, he chuckled. “God, you’re so much like me when I was your age.” 
 
   “So I’ve been told.” Repeatedly. 
 
   He rested his hand on my arm. “Eden said you mentioned Nikki’s surgery yesterday.” 
 
   I shrugged, feeling like an arsehole for even bringing it up. Any stress I’d felt over her hospital visits and surgery was nothing compared to what Mum and Dad had gone through. They’d kept it hidden as best as they could, of course, but both the bags under Mum’s eyes and the weariness on Dad’s shoulders had grown exponentially as the weeks passed by. Watching their baby go in for open-heart surgery hadn’t been easy on either of them. Plus, it had to be dredging up a ton of memories for Mum. 
 
   Dad was quiet until I sat up. Then he ducked his head so that I had to meet his gaze. His eyes—the same odd turquoise as mine—filled with a swirl of emotions. He rested his hand on my knee and attempted a comforting smile. “I’m sorry if you felt like your mum and I have been putting too much pressure on you. I know it’s not right, but sometimes it’s easy for us to take you for granted because you’re always there for your brothers and sisters.” 
 
   “That’s not the reason I left.”
 
   He levelled his stare at me, not trusting my words. 
 
   “I mean, it’s not really that. I don’t mind helping out. I just . . . Seeing the stress wearing Mum down. Hearing her cry in your arms. It’s a reminder that I did that to her as well.” 
 
   “Hey, kiddo, you didn’t do anything to her. You were born. That’s all you did, and I give thanks every day that you were. If it weren’t for you, Lys might have moved away and married someone else. Then where would I be? There aren’t too many people who would put up with me.” He winked at me. 
 
   I wiped my eyes with my sleeves as an involuntary chuckle left me despite my tears. “That’s true. You can be a handful.” 
 
   He indicated with his head that he wanted me to scoot over, so I did, moving closer to the wall. When I had, he moved next to me, wrapping me in his arms so I could rest against his chest. As soon as I did, I felt like a child again, being comforted over some fear that seemed insurmountable at first, but insignificant with the benefit of hindsight. 
 
   “You’re my miracle, and I don’t want to lose you. Why do you think I hate that damn bike of yours?” 
 
   I wrapped my arms around his waist. “You won’t lose me, Dad. I wouldn’t be on the bike if I couldn’t control it. You know that.” 
 
   “It’s not just about the bike though. My biggest fear is to lose you to indifference or hatred. There’s a reason I’ve never hidden my past from you, Pheebs, and it’s not just so that you don’t stumble across it by accident. I refuse to make the same mistakes my father did and end up with a chasm between us that’s too big to repair.”
 
   “You don’t have to worry about making his mistakes. Mum would kill you if you even thought about it.” 
 
   It had been a while since I’d heard him give such a carefree laugh. Probably almost twelve months. I hadn’t heard him laugh properly since before the doctor had given him and Mum the news about Nikki’s condition during a routine ultrasound check-up while Mum was still pregnant. “You’re not wrong there,” he said as soon as the peal of laughter died in the air. “Plus I’d have Edie and Ruby on my case in a heartbeat, and those two are damn scary.” His eyes sparkled with mischief as he spoke of his best friend and sister-in-law. 
 
   Thinking about the shreds both of them would tear off Dad if he even thought about cheating on Mum made me laugh aloud. 
 
   “Not that I’d ever have to worry about that. I’m still as much in love with her as I was when you two crashed back into my life.” 
 
   “If I remember the stories correctly, it was you doing the crashing,” I teased. 
 
   His eyes narrowed at me for a second, as if warning me to watch it, before he chuckled. “So what’s this really about then? If not Nikki’s surgery.”
 
   I sighed. “It’s about that. And it’s not. It’s about everything and nothing. I just feel like I’ve hit this age where I’m almost an adult and yet I don’t know who I am.”
 
   “No one knows who they are at eighteen. God, I certainly didn’t.” 
 
   I picked at the polish on my nails again. “But I don’t even know if I’m heading in the right direction or whether I’m being led astray.” 
 
   “What do you mean?” 
 
   “Everyone has this expectation of me. I never know if people are being nice to be nice or because of who I am and the connections I have. Then there’s the boys.” 
 
   Dad grimaced, no doubt remembering what he was like at my age. “Do I want to know?”
 
   “Not like that, Daddy.” I used the term specifically to put his mind at ease. Not that I’d go admitting it to him, but I was a long way off sharing that much of myself with anyone. The closest I’d come was second base with a friend in the back of a classmate’s VE Commodore. The opportunity had been there plenty of times, but I didn’t want to regret my first time. It had to be with someone I knew wanted me for me, and not for Phoebe Reede. 
 
   “Then what is it?” 
 
   I decided not to raise the topic of my fear that I’d only hurt someone if I tried to care for them and talk about the other issue instead. “How am I supposed to know who to trust?” 
 
   “I thought I taught you that much at least,” Dad said, ruffling my hair. 
 
   I laughed as I fought him off. “Yeah, yeah, I know. When it comes to boys, trust no one because they all just want to get in your pants and will say and do anything necessary to achieve that goal,” I recited from a conversation we’d had when I turned sixteen. 
 
   He chuckled, the sound reverberating in my ear. As the subject turned more and more to growing up and sex, I felt less comfortable drawing solace from Dad. He seemed to feel the same way because he moved to lean against the small desk in the room. “Exactly.” 
 
   “But you know what I mean. How do I know who wants to be with me because of what’s up here”—I tapped my forehead—“instead of the fact that I’m apparently some pin-up chick in a hot car? And don’t get me started on the ones who seem to think bagging me will somehow give them a link to you.” 
 
   He screwed his nose up in disgust and opened his mouth ready to argue, before snapping it shut, no doubt understanding that I wasn’t just making up scenarios. There were actual instances that had occurred: boys who thought dating me would get them into the pits to watch a race at Queensland Raceway or a chance at an apprenticeship. 
 
   “I thought racing is what you wanted?” 
 
   “It is.” 
 
   “But?” 
 
   “But I don’t know why I want it anymore. How am I supposed to know that when I don’t know who I am?” 
 
   “You’re a big sister to four gorgeous kids if I do say so myself. You’re a rising star on the track. You’re a sweet and driven young lady.” He thought for a second and then smiled. “You’re my daughter.” 
 
   “Ugh, exactly!” I threw my hands up in resignation as I climbed off the bed and started to pace the small room. 
 
   “What?” 
 
   Spinning around to face Dad, I ran my hands through my hair, pulling it up into a makeshift ponytail before letting the strands slip through my fingers to fall back around my face. “I’m your daughter.” 
 
   “I don’t understand.” 
 
   “Dad, I love you, but your shadow is big enough to swallow the sun. I don’t know who I am away from that. Away from you.” 
 
   Once again, his mouth opened, as if he had a ready answer, but then he frowned and snapped it shut. That happened a couple more times. Each time his eyes grew just a little sadder and the frown a little deeper. “I didn’t realise having me as a father was such a bad thing.” 
 
   Tears welled in my eyes as I moved closer to him. “This is why I didn’t say anything, Dad. You take so much personally; accepting guilt long before it’s offered. This isn’t a you thing. I’m so proud of you, and everything you’ve built. Everything you’ve done. Coming from that background has made getting into racing that much easier for me. And that’s part of the problem.” 
 
   “What is?” 
 
   Unable to meet his gaze, I glanced down at my hands. “Do I even deserve to be out there?” 
 
   “Of course you do. You didn’t get a spot in our junior production cars three years ago because you’re my daughter. You got it because you were the best driver there.” 
 
   I threw my hands in the air and spun away from him, taking up my pacing again. “But how do you know that?” 
 
   “Because I wasn’t involved. I had independent people make the selection.” 
 
   “Independent people whose salaries you pay, you mean?” 
 
   “Well, yeah, but they can’t exactly fake times. You beat everyone else hands down.”
 
   “Because I’ve been doing this for as long as I can remember.” I sank back onto the bed and buried my head in my hands. 
 
   “But that’s nothing to do with Emmanuel Racing. Even if I’d never climbed into another ProV8 after reuniting with your mum, I probably would have had you out on the track. And I think you’d have paved the way anyway. It’s in our blood.” 
 
   “Maybe. It doesn’t really matter though, does it? That’s all hypothetical. You did get back in the car. You did start Emmanuel Racing. And I don’t know me away from all that. Or away from being a big sister.” 
 
   “What do you need?” 
 
   “Space.” 
 
   “Oh.” He frowned. 
 
   I brushed my fingertips through the ends of my hair repeatedly, trying to undo the tangles left from sleep—wishing it was as easy to untangle the knots in my stomach and around my heart. “I just want to go somewhere where people don’t know me. Not forever. Just for a while.” 
 
   “Don’t know you, or don’t know me?”
 
   I smirked at his perception and gave a small shrug. “Both.”
 
   “I can have a chat with Danny if you like? I think he’s still got his flat in London.” 
 
   I shook my head. “No, you don’t understand. I want to do something that’s just me. All me. Only me.” 
 
   “Like what?” 
 
   “I don’t know, just jump on—” The words “a bike” were on the tip of my tongue, but I swallowed them because they wouldn’t help my case. “—uh, in a car and just drive somewhere.” 
 
   “I don’t see how that will help. Most people in Australia will recognise you.” He looked thoughtful. “Your manager has done a stellar job at getting you in front of the public and the sponsors, after all,” he added, talking about the work Mum had done ever since I’d expressed an interest in driving professionally. 
 
   “I was thinking of maybe heading to the States.” The idea wasn’t entirely new. In fact, it was something I’d been daydreaming about for a while, but it wasn’t until that moment that I understood how desperately I wanted it. 
 
   “I’m not sur—”
 
   “I can use my savings,” I said to cut him off. “That way it won’t cost you a cent.” 
 
   His brow dipped before he looked away. “It’s not the cost I’m worried about.”
 
   “What is it then?” I challenged, certain there wasn’t much he could say that I hadn’t thought of before. 
 
   “You aren’t even eighteen yet.” 
 
   “I will be soon.” 
 
   “How are you going to hire a car? Most places will need you to be twenty-five.”
 
   “So I’ll use public transport, or go to a place that does rent to younger people. Or better yet, I’ll find a beater online and drive it around.” He didn’t need to know that it would likely be a bike, not a car.
 
   He raised a brow. “You’ve thought about this a lot, haven’t you? You’ve got an answer for everything.” 
 
   “Daddy, you’ve taught me to take care of myself. To live as much as I can in the time that I have. I can do this. Please?” 
 
   His lips stretched into a grin. “I’ll tell you what, let’s run it by your mum. If it’s okay with her, then I guess it’s okay with me.” 
 
   It was obvious that he was banking on her to be his get-out-of-jail-free card. That way he could agree and play the good cop, so that when Mum said no, she’d be the bad guy and I would take it out on her. He didn’t know that I had a trump card for getting my way with her, something I didn’t use often but would drag out if I needed to in this situation. Guilt.
 
   Well, guilt and her desire for me to have a normal life despite the challenges I’d faced long before I was aware they were challenges. 
 
   With that agreed, he left the room so that I could get organised to shower and change. When I finished getting ready, I found him deep in conversation with Morgan about the changes they were facing with Eden’s uncle retiring and passing over the reins of Sinclair Racing to Eden.
 
   We stayed in Sydney for another day before flying home together. As I boarded the plane, I smiled and thought that maybe, just maybe, it wouldn’t be the last one I’d be on for a while.
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AFTER WE LANDED, Dad arranged for a truck to come and grab my bike from the airport parking garage, refusing to let me ride it home. Instead, I ended up in his Commodore. When we got home, the house was in typical full swing. Mum was in the kitchen getting dinner ready, or at least doing the best she could with Nikki balanced on one hip. Brock and Beth were at the table with their homework books open in front of them, but they were trying to out annoy one another rather than study. 
 
   Parker was sitting on the couch, deeply engrossed in a car racing game. Either he’d already finished his homework, didn’t have any, or had convinced Mum to let him have a break somehow. 
 
   “Here, let me take Nikki,” I said, reaching for my baby sister after kissing Mum’s cheek to say hello. When I had Nikki secure in my hands, I lifted her into the air and spun her around. 
 
   “Careful, you don’t want—”
 
   “Relax, Mum, I’ve got her,” I said, cutting her off before she could launch into a rant about not overexciting Nikki and not letting her get hurt. It was ridiculous. I knew the rules, and I wasn’t going to do anything that would endanger her, but I wouldn’t stand by and watch Mum and Dad surround her with a bubble of safety either. I knew firsthand just how frustrating that could be. My earliest memories were of being wrapped in cotton wool, at least by Mum. 
 
   Just as she’d started to let go and understand I was okay despite the rocky start to my life, Dad’s protectiveness had kicked up three notches. He never had a problem with me climbing behind the wheel—he understood those cars were built for safety—but started trying to gain control over other aspects of my life. 
 
   Leaving Mum and her worries behind me, I balanced Nikki on my hip and headed to see the rest of my siblings. Dad passed me on his way into the kitchen to greet Mum. It was always the same with them—whether they’d been apart for a day or a few weeks. The first few minutes were always spent sucking face. It was almost sweet how in love they still were, but that didn’t mean I wanted to stand around and watch it either. 
 
   As I walked past Brock and Beth, I flicked each of them on their left ear to stop them from kicking each other under the table. 
 
   “Hey!” they both exclaimed, one after the other as I struck. 
 
   “Homework,” I said pointedly as I nodded at the table. “Before dinner or you don’t get dessert.” 
 
   “Yes, Mum,” Brock said with an eye-roll. 
 
   “You need to go easy on Mum; she’s been under a lot of pressure lately.” 
 
   “Yeah, because you ran away. Again,” Brock retorted. 
 
   “I didn’t run away,” I lied. “I just went to visit Aunt Edie.” 
 
   Brock perked up at that. “Did you see Max too?” 
 
   I tried to keep my face neutral as I told him I had. The information I’d discovered didn’t have anything to do with Brock, after all. 
 
   “No fair. I wanna go see Max.” 
 
   “Well, maybe you can ask Mum to convince Edie to bring Max with her when they come up to Queensland Raceway in a few weeks.”
 
   “You think she’ll let him stay here?” 
 
   “I’m sure she’ll be far more likely to say yes if you’ve done all of your homework.” I rubbed my hand over his short, shaven hair. He’d demanded Mum give him a buzz cut after the kids at school started teasing him for being a ranga. She’d tried to explain that Dad had the same problem when he was younger and that it had become almost a trademark trait, but Brock refused to listen. In the end, they’d relented because Mum and Dad had learned a long time ago that with as many kids as they had, it was better to pick their battles, and a hairstyle wasn’t worth the fight. 
 
   “Yeah! He can stay in my room.” 
 
   “Yay,” I said the word under my breath. I’d be happy if I didn’t see Max again for a while. A year or two might suffice. At least then, I might have a place of my own. 
 
   “Phoebe, did you really go on a plane all by yourself?” Beth asked. Sweet little Beth. She was the spitting image of Mum. I was too, almost. It was only my inheritance of Dad’s eyes that set us apart. Beth, however, had lucked out genetically and had Mum’s honey-brown ones. It made it so much easier for her to blend into the background. 
 
   “Sure did.” 
 
   “Can I go on a plane by myself?” 
 
   “Don’t you go giving her any ideas,” Dad said, coming back out from the kitchen with a goofy smile on his face. At least the time alone with Mum had put him in a good mood. 
 
   “Not until you’re an adult,” I said to Beth, making sure Dad knew I wasn’t filling her head with dangerous thoughts. 
 
   “You’re not an adult.” 
 
   “I’m not a kid either.” I winked at her. “I’m almost eighteen.” 
 
   Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Dad frown. Great. I’d just reminded him of my upcoming birthday, and the fact that he was so certain he was going to lose me after that. The way he talked about it, anyone would have thought I had my bags packed and waiting by the door for that magic birthday. It was pointless trying to tell him that legally I could have moved out almost two years ago. I think my upcoming birthday reminded him that he’d already been living his dream alone in Sydney by my age—and that Mum had me before she’d hit the magic one-eight mark. 
 
   I met Dad’s gaze and went to reassure him I wasn’t planning on either moving or kids just yet. Before I got a word out, Nikki grabbed at the pink streak in my hair and tugged it toward her mouth. I gave a small cry of surprise before lifting my hand to prise her fingers away from my hair. “Let’s go get you settled for a bit, shall we?” I asked as I swung her onto my other hip. 
 
   I walked to the living room. For a moment, I watched Parker tackling the race onscreen. His brow furrowed and his tongue poked out the corner of his mouth as he focused his entire concentration on the car. Glancing at the TV, it was clear he was a long way behind the leader and even with the rubber-banding the game did, it didn’t seem likely he’d get up into any decent placing. 
 
   “You need to hit the racing line better,” I said, sitting beside him and swinging Nikki onto my lap. “That way you can brake and accelerate more efficiently.” 
 
   He huffed out a breath. 
 
   “See, there,” I said as he took a corner with too much speed and oversteered his way out of it. “You carried too much speed through that corner. If you’d slowed down a little to hit the apex, you would have actually gone through faster.” 
 
   “I just don’t get it!” Parker cried, passing the controller to me and leaving his car stalled in the middle of the track while the computer AI competitors raced past to lap him. I wrapped my arms around Nikki to make sure she didn’t run off and then held the controller tight as I set about making up the lost ground. 
 
   For the first few laps, I just got into the groove until I’d gained back the lap and was catching back up to the other cars. 
 
   “You wanna hit the corner in the way that best maximises your speed while minimising the time you’re turning,” I said to Parker as I demonstrated on the screen. 
 
   “But how do you know where that is?”
 
   “You read the track. See, this one is a sweeping bend, so I don’t have to brake much at all. I want to start on the outside, and then drift around the curve carrying as much speed as I can.” 
 
   He looked between the screen and the controller in my hand as if some magic secret would reveal itself in the motions I made. “I just don’t see it.” 
 
   Dad appeared then and plucked Nikki off my lap. I glanced away from the TV to watch him, wondering why he’d come to help me out. I was doing okay. In fact, I was enjoying being with my brothers and sisters again. Even though I’d only been gone a couple of days, I’d missed them. I hated to think how bad it would be if I was away from them longer. Like going overseas to the US for a decent holiday. My mouth curled downward. 
 
   “It’s bath time,” Dad said in explanation after seeing the expression on my face. 
 
   It seemed pointless to tell him my frown had nothing to do with him grabbing Nikki and everything to do with worrying about going overseas because he’d be inclined to tell me not to go. 
 
   I nodded and then turned my full focus back to the track. By the time the race ended, I’d fought back from being down a lap to coming third in a pack of twelve cars. 
 
   “I still don’t get it,” Parker complained. To emphasise his point, he crossed his arms over his chest and pouted. 
 
   “Climb over here,” I said, moving my hands so he could sit on my lap. He was barely seven, so was still rather light and compact. 
 
   I held the controller out to him. Once he’d grabbed it, I wrapped my hands around his. For the next fifteen minutes, I guided him through the different turns on the track, telling him the best track position to be in for each one, and showing him the right amount of brake and accelerator. 
 
   “Make sense?” I asked when our combined effort got us to first place. 
 
   “Not re—”
 
   “You’ll never explain it to him. He’s a thickhead!” Brock said, interrupting him. 
 
   “Brock Curtis Reede, you do not say things like that about people,” I admonished. “Especially not about your brother. Family is important. Without them, you have nothing.” 
 
   I looked away from him to see Mum smiling at me with her nostalgic face on. I wondered if she was reliving the past, a time before she thought she’d ever have more kids. For a long time, she’d expected me to be an only child. It was only during my most selfish moments, when I felt like the whole world was against me, that I ever regretted that I wasn’t. Despite the fact my siblings could drive me crazy in a way no one else could, I loved them all.
 
   “Listen to your sister, Brockie,” Mum said. “That sort of advice will keep you out of trouble.” 
 
   “Don’t call me Brockie, Mum, it’s a baby name.” 
 
   The statement was so similar to Max’s that a shudder ran through me. Was Brock . . . I decided I didn’t want to know and pushed it far out of my mind. 
 
   “Well, you’re my baby,” Mum said. 
 
   “Nah-uh, Nikki is your baby.” 
 
   “She’s my baby baby. But all of you kids are my babies. You always will be.”
 
   “Even Pheebs?” Beth asked. 
 
   Mum met my gaze. “Especially Pheebs.” 
 
   While Brock went off on some tangent, Beth slid in beside me and wrapped her arms around my waist. “I missed you, sissy.” 
 
   “Me too, baby girl, me too.” As I rested my cheek on the top of her head, a queasy sensation grew in me. Could I really leave this, my family, behind and go overseas? 
 
   Could I not? 
 
   After all, just two days earlier it had gotten to the point where the arguments, shouting, and constant noise of my siblings had driven me out of my mind. If I ever wanted to work out what I wanted from life, I needed to be away from it all, from every expectation and appointment, to try to figure it out. If I didn’t, if I never worked out who I was and wanted to be, how could I ever be happy? 
 
   We made it through dinner, baths, and bedtime stories. Eventually, between Mum, Dad, and me, we’d wrestled the youngest three into bed. Only Brock was still awake, but he’d disappeared into his room. After the encounter with Max, I didn’t want to know whether he was in there playing with his iPad or something else. 
 
   Mum offered me a mug of warm Milo and led me to the dining table. I sat down at the head of the table, and she and Dad sat side by side along one edge. 
 
   “So Dad says you want to go to the States?” 
 
   Nothing like getting straight into it. “Yeah. Well, maybe. I don’t know. I just want to get away for a while, you know? Find some space and find me.” 
 
   “And you thought disappearing on a bike you’ve been banned from riding to fly to Sydney with a stolen plane ticket was the best way to get us to listen to your request?”
 
   Dad sat behind her with a smile fixed on his face and one eyebrow raised. Probably happy that he wasn’t the one on the receiving end of Mum’s redressing for once. Over the years, she’d developed a way of quietly asking questions to guilt the other person into confessing everything. 
 
   “No, of course not. I just needed to get away for a bit. It’s suffocating having to be on all the time.” 
 
   Mum leant forward and placed her hand over mine. “I probably understand that more than you think, honey. When your dad first came back into our lives, I saw pretty quickly what life was going to be like at his side. I mean, the very first family outing he took us on, he was mobbed by fans wanting autographs.”
 
   Dad’s smile fell, and as if she saw it—despite him being behind her—Mum’s hand left mine and reached for his. It was a reminder of how in tune they were, even after more than fourteen years together. Maybe because of it.
 
   “Not that I minded, of course,” she said as she turned to give him one of the smiles she reserved just for him. “This life. Everything we have, it was worth it. But that’s a choice I made, and racing was a choice your dad made. You never really had the opportunity to choose this life. Not the fame part of it at least. It was thrust on you long before you were ready, and yet you’ve stepped up and faced every challenge with such grace.” Her eyes were soft as she looked at me, all the things she hadn’t said burning in her gaze.
 
   The sight made my throat close over with emotion. Despite the petty issues I had, I really did have awesome parents, role models in every sense. That wasn’t enough to make me want to change my course, though. If anything, it made me want to do it more. I wanted to be sorted, to know what came next before I did something wrong. 
 
   “And that’s probably why we load you up with stuff far more than is fair. You’re a lot like your dad.” 
 
   I rolled my eyes and sank back into the chair at the all-too-familiar statement.
 
   Mum chuckled. “Because,” she emphasised the word to stop my temper. “You both internalise so much. When you’ve finally had too much, you snap. It’s not a bad thing, honey, just how you are,” she added when I frowned at her. 
 
   It was like she knew me better than I knew myself. She probably did—she’d been dealing with both me and Dad long enough.
 
   “I think one other thing we’ve taken for granted is how wonderful you really have been. We’ve never had to put up with any massive arguments or teenage rebellion.” 
 
   Dad looked like he was going to argue. 
 
   “And pink hair dye and black nail polish don’t count as rebellion,” Mum said, countering his argument before he even issued it. 
 
   Even if I hadn’t known his distaste for my chosen hair colour, his reaction to her words—slumping away again as if he had nothing else to contribute—spoke volumes. 
 
   “And?” I prompted, waiting for her to reach the conclusion I knew we were speeding toward. The “we don’t think you’re old enough to go to the US alone” conclusion.
 
   “And I think that a couple of months alone overseas will be good for you.” 
 
   “But—” The arguments I’d been preparing during her speech left me. “What?” 
 
   “What?” Dad exclaimed at the same time, clearly demonstrating his irritation at Mum’s betrayal. It was odd for Mum to side with me over him—usually, he’d take my side in everything, which meant Mum either agreed with us both or he would fight her for me. Despite his assurance that if Mum was okay with me going overseas, he’d be okay with it too, it was evident he wasn’t even close to okay. 
 
   “Really?” I all but squealed before remembering most of the kids in the house were asleep. 
 
   “On the proviso that you find someone to go with you. And that you’re back in time for your next race at the end of July, because you’ve got a commitment to the team.”
 
   I couldn’t stop grinning as I leapt from the table and wrapped my arms around her neck. “Thank you!” 
 
   Before he could argue, or try putting his foot down, I moved to Dad and gave him a hug too, repeating my thanks. 
 
   “I’m going to call Angel and see if she can come with me!” I took off before either of them could change their minds. If I had my way, I’d have my tickets booked before I went to sleep that night. At least that way, there could be no changed minds, not without lost money at least. 
 
   “Hey, girlie.” Angel’s standard greeting was more than welcome in my ear. “What’s up?” 
 
   “What’s your schedule like between now and mid-July?” Since school had finished, she’d been concentrating on her modelling career. With her tall but athletic frame, her bikini body was nothing short of amazing, and she tended to get the majority of her bookings over the warmer months. She was sure that would continue until she broke into the Milan fashion scene or something like that—she had a different dream every month. Long-term they all revolved around fashion design or photography, but she was flaunting it while she had it until she got there. 
 
   “Um, nothing I can’t cancel. Why?” She couldn’t hide the suspicion in her tone. Maybe she wasn’t even trying to. 
 
   “Because I need to ask you a huge favour.”
 
   “Uh-huh, what trouble have you got yourself into now?” 
 
   “Mum and Dad are on board with me going to the States!” I practically screamed the words at her. We’d discussed the idea of a US trip after graduation during our last year of high school, but hadn’t got there yet because of our conflicting schedules. Well, our conflicting schedules and the fact that I’d been positive Mum and Dad would never let me leave the country without one of them accompanying me.
 
   “No way!” 
 
   “Uh-huh.” I ran my free hand through my hair as I spoke to her, needing to do something to dispel the nervous energy racing through me. “With a couple of conditions.” 
 
   “Let me guess, the first is that you need a chaperone.” 
 
   I grinned. She knew me too damn well. “And you were the first person I thought of.” 
 
   “I’m not sure if I should feel flattered or used.” I could almost picture her reaction, the pursed lips and hands on her waist. 
 
   “Flattered, my angel, always flattered.” 
 
   “When are you leaving then?” 
 
   “As soon as possible. Two weeks?” 
 
   She hummed, and the sound of turning pages came down the phone. Despite being modern about everything, she still kept an old-fashioned appointment book for her schedule. I couldn’t do that, even if I wanted to because there were too many contingencies and other people involved. Instead, I relied on the blips and beeps of my phone’s calendar to keep my appointments on track. 
 
   “Doable,” she said after a moment. “What are you thinking? Road trip?”
 
   “Kind of . . .” I trailed off, unsure how to tell her my actual plans. 
 
   She laughed, no doubt understanding my intention. “You want to ditch me the moment we land, don’t you?” 
 
   I joined in with her laughter. “Maybe not the exact moment. But this is something I need to do alone.” 
 
   “As if I haven’t had to listen to that conversation a thousand and one times.” 
 
   “That’s not true!” I exclaimed. “It can’t be any more than a thousand.” 
 
   She laughed. “Count me in. I’ll try to line up some meetings with agents and fashion houses for when you ditch me.” 
 
   We discussed possible flight itineraries and dates, and I grabbed all of her passport details so I could get Audrey to book the flights for us. It was Audrey’s job to arrange all travel for Emmanuel Racing; she had enough contacts to get a far cheaper deal than I could alone. 
 
   Once I disconnected the call with Angel, I ran back downstairs to where Mum and Dad were sitting in the middle of what seemed like a heated conversation. I pressed my cheek against the wall, trying to make myself as invisible as possible as I listened in. 
 
   “I don’t understand why you’d agree to this, Lys,” Dad said. His voice belied the anxiety he felt, and his irritation that Mum had acted opposite to how he’d obviously expected her to. 
 
   How I’d expected her to as well, to be honest. 
 
   “I don’t see what the problem is. You’d already agreed.”
 
   “No. I told her that it was okay if you said it was okay.” 
 
   “That’s as good as agreeing.” 
 
   “No, it’s not.”
 
   I held my breath as I waited for Mum’s reply. 
 
   Mum sighed. “I’m not always going to be the bad guy, Dec, and it’s not fair of you to try and make me be. Besides, I think she needs this. It’s not going to hurt her.” 
 
   “It could,” Dad said. “I mean, there are so many guns. And they drive like lunatics. And don’t even get me started about the muggers and rapists.”
 
   “She could walk across the street tomorrow and get hit by a bus.”
 
   “I don’t understand how you can be so blasé about this,” he groaned. 
 
   I glanced around the corner just in time to see Mum move to sit in Dad’s lap. He opened his arms out to accommodate her straight away. Despite their disagreement, they weren’t fighting. Their natural, easy affection was something of a staple from my childhood and it comforted me to see it now.
 
   “It’s not blasé,” she said. “But we do have to realise she’s growing up. She’s not our little girl anymore, as much as we want her to be. If we put our foot down now, she’ll likely disappear as soon as she hits eighteen and we can’t stop her.” 
 
   Dad rested his head against Mum’s heart. “I’m not ready to let her go.” 
 
   Mum rested her cheek on the top of Dad’s head. “I don’t think either of us will ever be, but we can’t punish her for that. And we can’t deny her the chance to live her life to the fullest while she’s able to either.” 
 
   They still hadn’t seen me. Tears pricked my eyes as I debated what to do. I could pretend I’d only just come down the stairs and ignore what I’d heard, crawl quietly back up the stairs and try to forget it, or confront it head-on. 
 
   Pushing off the wall, I cleared my throat to announce my presence. One glance at my face no doubt revealed how much I’d heard. Instead of looking ashamed that she’d been caught talking to Dad about me, Mum simply opened her arms, leaving a space for me to join their embrace. I willingly stepped into her hold. 
 
   “I’m sorry,” I said. “I’m not trying to hurt you guys.”
 
   “I know, but it’s not easy watching your little girl grow up,” Dad said when I wrapped my arm around his back. 
 
   “You know I’d stop if I could,” I said. 
 
   He chuckled and the solemnity of the moment passed as we all seemed to reach a silent understanding. 
 
   “So?” Mum prompted, releasing me from her hold. 
 
   “She’s on board.”
 
   Mum and Dad both chuckled and I grinned at them. Now that it was actually happening, now that I was actually going to get a chance to explore me with no one else around, I felt like a weight had been lifted off my shoulders and the crushing sensation in my chest had dissipated. 
 
   “So, Dad, do you think you’d be able to get Audrey to book the tickets?” I asked. 
 
   “So you’re not going to hack my emails and ask her to book tickets yourself this time?” 
 
   “Well, I mean, I can do that if you think that’ll be easier,” I teased as I nudged him with my elbow. 
 
   “I’ll do it,” Mum said. “At least that way I know I’ll get a copy of the itinerary.” 
 
   Both Dad and I laughed. There had been far too many times we’d both forgotten to pass on details of our schedules. It wouldn’t have been so bad if Mum weren’t our manager as well and didn’t need the details to ensure we weren’t double-booked or hadn’t booked a flight out too early. 
 
   Over the next half hour or so, the three of us sat around the table and worked out as many details as we could without having specific travel dates. 
 
   The rest would have to wait until Monday.
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WITHIN TWO WEEKS, I had all of my paperwork organised and packed away and was waiting with Mum at the airport. Dad had stayed at home with everyone else. Before I’d left the house, I’d gone around and had teary goodbyes with all my siblings for most of the morning. The only ones unaffected were Brock and Nikki. Brock simply asked if he could have my computer if I died, and Nikki had mashed her teething rusk into my hair when I’d hugged her goodbye. Beth, on the other hand, had to be prised off me as I climbed into the car. 
 
   I’d already checked my travel pack, crammed full of my clothes and everything I might need on the trip, and just had a small bag that contained my passport, ticket, prepaid credit cards, affidavit from Mum and Dad about me being a minor travelling overseas alone, and medicine that I’d need during the trip. To my embarrassment, Mum had added a packet of condoms to the top of that bag just before we got out of the car. “Just in case,” she’d said before moving on to the next topic to avoid an awkward conversation, for which I was thankful. 
 
   “I can’t believe we’re going to miss your birthday,” Mum said. It was the umpteenth time she’d said it, but I figured it was still playing on her mind that it would be the first birthday ever that she wouldn’t be with me to celebrate. 
 
   “It’s okay. We can video chat. You won’t even notice I’m missing.” 
 
   “But it’s your eighteenth.”
 
   I leant against her side and held her around her waist. “I know. But that’s why it’s better I’m away. Could you imagine what the boys at Emmanuel Racing would arrange for me? I’d probably be drunk for a week afterward. Maybe two.”
 
   “I don’t think you being away for your birthday will stop that happening. They’ll find a way to take you out and get you pissed. Or at least as much as they dare without incurring your dad’s wrath.” 
 
   I snorted. “Yeah, you’re probably right. I’m only postponing the inevitable.”
 
   “Exactly.” 
 
   A moment of silence passed between us.
 
   “We’ve just never been apart on your birthday before,” Mum added, wringing her hands together. “Never.” 
 
   “You’ll still do that favour for me, won’t you?” I asked, partly to change the subject and partly because I’d asked her to make sure Emmanuel’s eighteenth wasn’t ignored just because I wasn’t there. Usually, I insisted we have a separate cake for him and wrote him a card the same as I did for the rest of my siblings. 
 
   She nodded. 
 
   “Promise?” 
 
   “Of course, sweetheart. I know how much it means to you for your brother to get a chance to celebrate too.”
 
   A stillness fell over both of us after the mention of Emmanuel. Just like always, I imagined I felt his presence near me. Comforting me and giving me strength as I prepared for the journey ahead. 
 
   I’d even taken the time to go visit his grave the day before to speak to him. It was the first time I’d been in a few years. As a kid, I’d headed to see him regularly with Mum. As I’d grown older, I’d asked Mum if I could stop going. 
 
   By thirteen, I was insistent that I stay away. At first, she hadn’t understood, especially when I hadn’t been able to explain my reasoning well enough. The fact was it was weird for me to visit there; to think of the remains of a days-old baby underneath the dirt; to look at the tiny, life-sized cherub on the top of the grave, because that wasn’t who Emmanuel was to me. 
 
   In my mind, he’d grown with me, supporting me along the way. Late at night, and in times when I was completely alone, I could almost swear I felt his hand holding mine. Maybe it was the fact that part of him was still alive and well inside of me—and working constantly to keep me alive. 
 
   If it weren’t for his kidneys, I would have been the one under the dirt, and I would never forget that. 
 
   The tears that I’d finally managed to stow just an hour earlier flowed in earnest again. Each excited thought sent a wave of guilt through me. Nikki still wasn’t entirely in the clear, after all. Mum and Dad would still have to deal with three other children as well as caring for her. My trip was just adding extra pressure. Pressure they didn’t need. 
 
   It was selfish of me to even consider going. And yet, it would be impossible to stay, ticking away inside like a time bomb that might explode at any time. 
 
   Mum wrapped her arms around me and let me cry against her shoulder. She didn’t tell me that it was okay if I didn’t want to go anymore. We’d already had that conversation the night before. She didn’t try to increase my guilt or tell me it was silly to feel that way. 
 
   Instead, she just sat with me while I worked through my own emotions. 
 
   “Oh, I think I spy something that might make the rest of the wait easier,” Mum said after a while. 
 
   I looked up to see the statuesque figure of Angelique coming through the terminal. Even in a pair of yoga pants and slouched top, she looked fan-fucking-tastic. 
 
   “Angel!” I squealed, not caring how many people turned and looked at me as I leapt to my feet and hurled across the terminal at her. 
 
   It might have only been a couple of months since we’d seen each other, and we might have talked on the phone more nights than not, but it was still exciting to see her in person again. Especially considering seeing her meant we were that much closer to the moment we’d be on the plane out of the country. 
 
   We crashed into each other in a tangle of limbs and held on tight as we twisted back and forth, squealing the whole time. 
 
   After we released each other, she pinched the pink clump of hair behind my ear between her fingers. 
 
   “Interesting dye job,” she said as she took in the bright stands. “Your roots are showing though.” 
 
   “Fuck you too, bitch.” I yanked my head away from her hand. “Better than being a bottle blonde.” 
 
   “Please,” she said with a roll of her emerald eyes, “this is totally my natural colour.” 
 
   I snorted. “Sure. Maybe when you were six.” 
 
   She laughed. “That’s beside the point, little punk.” 
 
   “God, I missed you, you cow.” 
 
   “You’re the one who’s been travelling all around the country, getting all hot and sweaty in the cabins of those cars, forced to spend so much time with all those boys in the pit . . . actually, what am I saying? Sign me up!” 
 
   I chuckled. “Slut.” 
 
   “Whore.” She kissed my cheek and slung her arm around my shoulder. I matched the pose. “It’s going to be great starting this trip with you,” she said as we walked back toward Mum. 
 
   “Shh, don’t say that too loudly.” 
 
   “I know, I know. According to your parents, we’re going to be joined at the hip the whole trip. Even if the reality is that you’re going to dump me like last night’s dinner the instant we land.” 
 
   “Well, can you blame me? Fourteen hours stuck next to you with no escape.” It was too easy to fall back into my natural sarcasm with her. She understood me like no one else did. At school, we’d traded insults like no one’s business because it lessened the sting of any other barbs hurled our way. “You’ll be lucky if I don’t throw myself from the plane halfway across the ocean.” 
 
   “If you decide to do that, let me know. Those doors can be hard to open, and I’d like to lend a hand. It’d be a shame to waste the opportunity after all.” 
 
   “What are you girls talking about?” Mum asked. 
 
   “Just plotting our itinerary, Mrs Reede,” Angel said in her sweeter-than-honey butter-wouldn’t-melt voice. I think my parents were among the few adults who saw straight through it, but that didn’t stop Angel from using it on them. 
 
   Mum smiled indulgently and gave a nod before turning to me. “Did you want me to stick around still, sweetie?” 
 
   I wanted to say yes just as desperately as I wanted to say no. I settled for a half-hearted shrug. 
 
   “I’m sure she’d love you to, Mrs Reede,” Angel said. “But if we go through customs now, we can get a decent feed before getting on the plane.”
 
   “Okay. You girls have fun. And look out for one another, okay?” 
 
   “Of course,” Angel said. 
 
   I nodded as Mum wrapped her arms tightly around me. The stoic mask she’d worn all morning fell away as she whispered, “I’m going to miss you, so much.” 
 
   Tears filled my own eyes again as I nodded against her shoulder. “Me too.” 
 
   We must have hugged for half a minute or more before either of us let go. It was the first time we’d go more than a week or two without seeing each other. My flight home wasn’t until the first week of July, in around six weeks. 
 
   When we broke apart, she cupped her hand around my face. “You have a good birthday and a good trip. Whatever happens, come home to us.” 
 
   I touched my hand to hers. “Of course.” 
 
   After the moment passed, Mum pulled Angel into a hug too. “And you have a great time. Look after her.”
 
   “I won’t take my eyes off her.” 
 
   I wasn’t sure whether Mum believed her, or was just willing to pretend to, but she smiled and nodded. “Thank you.” 
 
   She took a few steps away from me before turning around and blowing me a kiss. 
 
   “Your parents are awesome. You know that, right?” Angel said as she linked her arm in mine and led me to customs. I wasn’t a stranger to overseas travel, having gone to New Zealand a couple of times with Dad’s race team, but somehow it was different branching out on my own. 
 
   “Yeah, they’re not bad. I mean, as far as parents go, at least.”
 
   After passing through customs and finding our gate, Angel and I grabbed some lunch before cruising duty-free for a while—or at least she did. I wasn’t allowed to look at the alcohol because I was still underage. Even if it was only by a few weeks. We ended up not buying anything though because we’d both be underage when we hit the States, and it wasn’t worth the questions or hassle. 
 
   With a half hour remaining before the first boarding call, we settled into the uncomfortable chairs in front of the gate. As we chatted, our legs found their natural position, intertwined with one another’s as we chatted about anything and everything and waited for the minutes to tick by. 
 
   We were well aware the position made us look a little more “familiar” with each other than we actually were, but we were just touchy-feely and always had been. It had been the cause of some interesting rumours at school, especially after our hot and heavy session in the back seat of Logan’s Commodore. But we’d welcomed those because they’d ultimately helped develop our fuck-off-vibe when it came to boys we weren’t interested in. 
 
   Regardless, it tended to keep the walking hard-ons at bay. Or at least, kept them far enough away that we didn’t have to talk to them while they ogled us and fondled themselves at the sight of two attractive women together. 
 
   Angel told me about her break up with her last boyfriend. They’d been together for almost four months, but he’d left her because she wouldn’t give it up. Apparently he’d thought she was a freak for still being a virgin at eighteen and argued that she owed it to him to screw him after he’d put so many months into the relationship. 
 
   “He’s an arse. And he doesn’t deserve you,” I said when she’d finished her story. 
 
   “I know that, why do you think we’re not together anymore?” She laughed. As always, it started almost normal, but the longer we joked around and laughed with each other, the more it turned into a cackle that drew the attention of everyone around us. “So how about you? Still no boys on the radar?” 
 
   I shrugged. “Not really. The usual dozen propositions at every race meet, but how can I trust those?” 
 
   “Yeah, how many of them secretly want to screw your daddy but will take you because he doesn’t have the equipment they want.” 
 
   “Exactly. Gross, but exactly.” 
 
   “Well, you know if I didn’t think we’d kill each other within a week of moving in together, I’d snap you up.” 
 
   I leant my head on her shoulder. “I know. But you know we would.” 
 
   “Oh, we so would. You and I, the best we’d ever have is a night or two of fireworks.” 
 
   “It’d be a good night or two though,” I added. 
 
   “Absolutely stellar. Which is why it must never happen. We’d ruin each other for everyone who came after. Forever doomed to watch each other from a distance, knowing we can’t be together, but struggling to be apart.” 
 
   “I love you, you know that, right?” 
 
   “You too, girlie,” she said. “You too. And don’t worry, you’ll find someone one day. When you least expect it.”
 
   “Yeah. I know. I just hope when it happens that I’ll be able to figure out whether I can trust him.” 
 
   “You know what your problem is?” she asked a second later. 
 
   “What?” 
 
   “Your parents.” 
 
   I bristled at her words, and I had a hundred defences ready on my tongue. Maybe they could be overbearing and oppressive at times, but my parents were the best. 
 
   She laughed. “Don’t get your knickers in a knot. It’s just that they’re this perfect couple. They’ve set the bar far too high for you. Given you unrealistic expectations.” 
 
   Her parents were the exact opposite. Without me and my parents there through her senior years at high school, her parents’ lessons would have taught her to fight hard, fuck hard, and hope that you made it out alive. Her mum was an example of what might have become of Dad if he hadn’t given up the alcohol for Mum and me—an empty husk of a human, able to walk and talk, but not feel or love. 
 
   “Maybe,” I conceded Angel’s point, “but that doesn’t mean I want to be some pussy for hire down at the local track either.” 
 
   “My dear, I pity anyone who tries to use you as a pussy for hire.” 
 
   
 
 
   
THE JOURNEY over the Pacific was pretty uneventful. Angel and I watched a few movies, including laughing along together at the ridiculous plot of some cheesy romance movie, and then we tried to get some sleep. She found it easier than I did because of the tablets she washed down. Between Dad’s stories, the amount of medication I’d been on over the years, and wanting to be careful with my brother’s gift, I wasn’t overly keen on using any medicinal sleeping aid. I had some in my bag just in case, but I was content to close my eyes and listen to the music on my phone instead. 
 
   When we landed in LA, it was early that same morning; four hours before we’d taken off, in fact. 
 
   “Look at us,” Angel said with a laugh as we waited by the baggage carousel. “Put us together long enough and we can achieve anything. Even time travel.” 
 
   An hour later, we’d fought our way through the terminal with our baggage and headed to find a taxi to take us to our first destination—the one place we would be together during the trip, at least until New York and the flights back home. 
 
   The first part of our trip was a gift from my parents actually—a week-long stay at Disneyland. I think it was Dad’s way of reminding me that even though I was out of the country on my own, I was still his little girl. 
 
   And always would be. 
 
   
 
 
   
“SO GIRLIE, are you enjoying the freedom of the trip so far?” 
 
   I chuckled. “It’s been all of . . .” I glanced at the clock on the bedside table of the hotel. “Seven hours, Angel. I think I need a little more time to decide whether I enjoy my freedom.” 
 
   All we’d managed to achieve so far was a taxi ride to the hotel, a shower each, getting some food—in the form of Mickey Mouse shaped waffles from the themed restaurant downstairs—and settling into our hotel room. That included an argument over who would take which of the two queen-size beds. We managed to settle it by agreeing to share the one we both wanted—the one closest to the window. 
 
   She threw herself onto the bed, rested her hands behind her head, and crossed her legs at the ankles. “Well, I have to admit it was nice not having everyone flock around us, chasing a piece of the great Phoebe Reede.” 
 
   She winked, no doubt trying to temper her words and show me she wasn’t completely serious. Still, there was enough truth in her statement to cause my stomach to twist with excitement. There hadn’t anyone here asking about Dad, trying to get my autograph, or expect anything of me. It was refreshing. 
 
   I climbed onto the bed and curled in beside Angel, tucking my head against her shoulder. “You know what, my Angel. You’re right. And I think I’m going to have the time of my life while we’re here.” 
 
   
 
 
   
AFTER THE week at Disneyland, where Angel and I ate far too much crap, rode on far too many rides, and just generally enjoyed our time together, I left her to her own devices while I flew to Sacramento to pick up the bike Flynn had arranged for me. 
 
   I was going to be collecting and paying for it and then shipping it home at the end of the trip so Flynn could fix it up and sell it off for a decent markup. It was one good thing about the business Flynn and his brother, Cain, owned together—a smash repairer that was always well recommended—they had car and bike enthusiast contacts all over the world. They’d both done it plenty of times before, always with a profit. It was my first time being involved, and I was just giving his latest find a slight detour on the way home. 
 
   When I arrived at Flynn’s friend’s house, and he led me around to the shed, a tragic sight greeted me: a 1979 Honda CB750K that someone had left to rot. Probably in the back of a shed somewhere, or worse—out in the open in a paddock. 
 
   What a goddamned waste. 
 
   As I took my time to examine her, running my hands over the neglected contours of her body, I could see why Flynn was interested. Underneath the dust and surface rust was an absolute beauty. 
 
   “Does she run?” I asked Flynn’s contact, Henry.
 
   “We had it going earlier. It definitely needs a bit of TLC though.” 
 
   He tossed me the key, and I stuck it in the ignition, ready to start the bike. After a couple of spluttering attempts, she kicked into life. “So long as it can get me where I need to go, that’s all that matters I guess.” 
 
   “Where are you headed?” 
 
   “I’m not really sure yet,” I said with a laugh. “But I’m due to meet a friend in New York in a little over a month and have a few things I want to check out on the way there.”
 
   We talked a little while about some of the better roads for riding before I handed over the money and grabbed the receipt. It meant half of my physical cash spending money was gone because I could only bring so much into the country, but I had my debit card to top up my funds if I needed to. And worst-case scenario, if I tore through the money in that account, I’d just have to call Mum and Dad in a few weeks and tell them I was having too good a time. I’d get a lecture about being more responsible with money but then they’d help me out. They always did. 
 
   Once the transaction was finished, I redistributed what I could among the storage on the bike and strapped my half-empty bag to the sissy bar. Then I started her up and took off. 
 
   Completely free and unaccounted for, for the first time in my life.
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“YOU’VE GOT TO be kidding me!” I dropped the kickstand and climbed off the bike. 
 
   I’d made it all of twenty miles before the bike had spluttered, choked, and died. 
 
   At the side of the road, I tried some basic diagnostics, but through the dirt and caked-on grease, it was too hard to tell exactly what was causing the engine to stall. I should have known better than to try taking the bike out for a good run without cleaning it up first. 
 
   I tried the engine again; it burbled to life, and my hope soared, only to fall again less than a minute later when it spluttered once, coughed twice, and died again. 
 
   Fuck. 
 
   I had very few choices. I could either return to Henry’s and beg the use of his garage for a few days to get the parts, or try to find alternate transportation across the country. Either one would take time and money. I’d have to have a word with Flynn about checking out the ride-ability of bikes before sending people off to collect them for him. 
 
   Grabbing my phone, I dug out the number I had for Henry. As I pressed the buttons, I could only presume I was dialling it right. I’d set my mobile to international roaming at Dad’s insistence. Seeing as though he was footing the bill, I didn’t mind. I just couldn’t remember whether I needed to use the country code or not. After I pushed in the number I’d been given, I hoped for the best.
 
   When he answered, I explained what had happened. He apologised, telling me he’d only got the bike a few weeks ago and hadn’t worked on it. That he was just flipping it because he didn’t have the money or time to do it properly. It was probably exactly the reason had Flynn grabbed it, but it meant I was stuck with a bike that was utterly fucking useless. 
 
   There wasn’t much I could do but wait until Henry came to tow me and the bike back to his shop—and then hope that it wasn’t anything too serious. 
 
   When he turned up, he was still genuinely apologetic. Not that it was his fault really, he was just doing what a hundred other dealers did when they found a semi-decent barn find. It was a risk I’d known could eventuate, even if I’d been hoping for the best. 
 
   “I’ve got other bikes,” he said on the second day. “You can take one of them if you like? Bring it back after you finish your trip.” 
 
   “Nah, Uncle Flynn has this beast booked on a ship in New York the day after I fly out, so I really need to get it fixed.” 
 
   “Okay, let me know what I can do to help.” 
 
   I nodded, secretly hoping the fix would be something small. The last thing I needed was to waste most of my trip on repairs. Especially when I had a few things booked for later. 
 
   
 
 
   
I’D HAD my bike for almost two weeks but still hadn’t done any cross-country travelling yet. The damned thing had needed more work than any of us had known, so I’d spent the better part of the last ten days working on it at Henry’s garage. Every time I’d diagnosed and fixed one problem, another would crop up. 
 
   At least Henry was a good sort. He let me camp up in the corner and use whatever tools I needed. He’d even gone so far as to order the parts in for me at cost and let me sleep in the sleep-out upstairs. 
 
   Of course, working in the shed left me open to a constant flow of pickup lines from his team of helpers. Each of the attempts consisted of just two unoriginal thoughts. The first was linked to me coming from “down under” and then discussing either their down under or mine, and the second comprised entirely of offers to use their “tools” to help “tune my engine.” 
 
   Suffice to say none of them won my heart or a date. In fact, all their stream of catcalls earned them was my ire. I was already irritated enough because my limited days were ticking away and I hadn’t even seen any other states. 
 
   When I got the word that the new clutch cable had arrived, on my birthday of all days, I was over the fucking moon. It was the last thing—the last piece of the puzzle. Almost every other component of the engine had been stripped down and machined, replaced, or cleaned to within an inch of its life before being ready to return to its rightful position. For some bizarre reason, the clutch cable had been the hardest thing to find. 
 
   I was in the middle of fitting it and putting the finishing touches on the bike, bopping and singing along to a song on the radio—one of my favourite songs by a slightly obscure punk rock band, Robbin’ Blind—when Mike, one of the panel beaters, approached me. 
 
   “You like this song?” 
 
   I grinned. “Yeah, it’s one of my favourites of theirs. Although ‘Take It All’ probably tops the list.” 
 
   “You know they’re playing tonight at Barb’s Shack, don’t you? It’s just a few miles up the road in the hills.” 
 
   “No way!” I wiped my grease-coated hands on a nearby rag. 
 
   He grinned at my enthusiasm. “Yeah. I don’t suppose you want to go?” 
 
   Is this his way of asking me on a date? My excitement dipped a little and I watched him as I said, “I guess. I mean, I’d love to see them live.” 
 
   “They’re so good.” 
 
   The fact that he wasn’t pushing me for an answer left me a little less suspicious. “You’ve seen them before?” 
 
   “Yeah, they play at Barb’s all the time.” 
 
   “That’s awesome. Maybe it was fate that the bike was so jacked up.” 
 
   “So you wanna go?”
 
   “Yeah!” It was impossible to contain my enthusiasm because I was finally old enough to go out to the sort of places those bands tended to play—ones with liquor flowing freely and an age limit of eighteen. 
 
   Then it hit me like a Mack truck. The drinking age was twenty-one in the States. Did that mean that I would be so close to seeing Robbin’ Blind and not be able to see them? 
 
   “Wait,” I added. “It’s not a nightclub is it? What I mean is, does it matter if I’m not twenty-one yet?” 
 
   “Nah, they keep the restaurant open, so it’s all good. You just won’t get a wristband, that’s all.”
 
   “Well, count me in!” 
 
   “Good, I’ll tell Brittany we’ve got one more for the night, she’ll be thrilled. There aren’t too many Robbin’ Blind fans around these parts.”
 
   “Brittany?” 
 
   “Yeah, uh, my girlfriend.” 
 
   “Oh.” I was actually a little relieved that it wasn’t a date. I hadn’t come to the States looking for love any more than I’d come to spend two weeks in a garage fixing a bike. 
 
   “You didn’t think it was a date, did you?” 
 
   “No. Of course not,” I lied as smoothly as I could, although I could feel the heat rising up my cheeks.
 
   “Uh, aren’t you into girls anyway?” 
 
   My eyes flared at his words. Was he really suggesting . . .? 
 
   “Why? Because I can fix and tune a bike?” With the wrench gripped tightly in my hand I pointed at my accomplishment. Without thinking, I advanced on him and poked him in the chest. “I can’t get grease under my nails and still like guys? Is that what you’re saying?”
 
   “No. I didn’t mean that.” 
 
   “Funny, because that’s exactly what it sounded like you meant.”
 
   “I just prefer girls who are into having make-up on their face rather than grease.” He pointed to a spot on my cheek, which was no doubt coated with the grease and grime that came with working in the shop. “Most guys are.” 
 
   “I’m not feminine enough, is that it?” 
 
   He held his hands up in surrender. 
 
   I shook my head as I threw the wrench back into the toolbox. I should have expected it really. 
 
   “Don’t get me wrong, it’s been a blast having you around the shop.”
 
   For every guy who turned into a head-to-toe hard-on watching me around an engine, there were at least two who thought I had to be a lesbian just because I liked getting in the thick of it. As though getting dirty were somehow linked to sexuality. 
 
   “Whatever. I’m kinda glad it’s nothing more. The last thing I need is any potential for attachments on this trip.” 
 
   “We cool then?”
 
   I shook off the irritation. It had pissed me off when I thought he wanted a date, so it would be hypocritical of me to be annoyed that he didn’t. “Yeah, we’re cool. What time should I get there tonight?” 
 
   “I can pick you up if you like?” 
 
   What a ridiculous suggestion! “Are you kidding me? You said it’s up in the hills, right?” 
 
   “Yeah, so?” 
 
   I glanced pointedly at my bike. “Do you honestly think I’m going to miss the chance at letting her stretch her legs a little before we take off together?” 
 
   He chuckled. “Okay, okay,” he relented, before giving me directions. “Be there at seven.” 
 
   “Awesome. Thank you for the invite.” As I finished up the last touches on my bike, including cleaning up her bodywork as best as I could, I thought about the fact that the night would mark the real start to my trip. 
 
   I couldn’t wait. 
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THE NIGHT HADN’T exactly gone the way I’d hoped. I’d left the garage and checked into a motel for my last night in Sacramento. Then I’d dressed up in my nicest leathers and a floral blouse. It was subtly feminine, but with enough edge not to stand out in the crowd of punk rockers. 
 
   When I’d arrived at Barb’s Shack, Brittany and Mike had invited me to sit with them over dinner. It was halfway through the meal that it became apparent they’d screwed up the nights and Robbin’ Blind weren’t actually playing. They’d hung around for a while, long enough to eat, but then had decided that an early night was in the cards. Apparently the country band setting up wasn’t to their taste—a notion I could totally understand. 
 
   Because it was not only the first night I’d actually been able to do something, but also my birthday, I’d chosen to stay. When they’d left, Brittany and I had slipped into the bathroom, and she’d wiggled out of her armband and given it to me so I could order from the bar for the night. It meant I didn’t have to wait for the servers to decide to grace my table, which had been happening less and less frequently after our dinner plates had been cleared away. 
 
   Mike’s mistake had left me alone in a bar on my birthday, dressed perfectly for a punk rock show when a bunch of hillbilly rockers took the stage. Overall, it was not my idea of a good night, but I didn’t have anything else to do other than go back to the motel, and I wasn’t ready to turn in just yet. That would be tantamount to admitting I didn’t know how to have fun whatever the situation. 
 
   I was sitting at the bar when three guys in the middle of a conversation that I could barely follow came over and stood near me. Their chatter grew louder as they waited for the bartender. Something about quarterbacks and intercepts and God knows what else. Two of the guys were so similar looking, with black hair and hipster beards, that they must have been brothers. The other one stood a good head taller than them both, with sandy-brown hair and an aura of clean-cut wholesomeness. Too bad he was an oaf, taking up three times more space than he needed as he swung his arms around, splashing his drink as he did. 
 
   “Oi, watch it, mate!” I shouted as the klutz stepped back in the middle of his boisterous storytelling, bumping the drink in my hand and nearly tipping it over me. 
 
   After he’d turned to me, he inclined his head. “Sorry, ma’am.”
 
   I didn’t acknowledge his words for a moment because the world had stopped spinning as soon as I met his eyes. Galaxies had less complexity and beauty than the swirling amber and chocolate that battled for dominance in his irises. His sharp jaw and pronounced chin spoke to places deep inside me and filled me with the urge to trace my fingers across them as I drew his lips to mine. Something stronger than butterflies burst to life in my stomach, threatening to tear me apart from the inside if I kept staring at him. 
 
   “Whoa.” The guy’s eyes widened as his gaze trailed over my face and down my body.
 
   I wasn’t ashamed to admit that I stood a little straighter, shoving my chest out under his appraisal. Mostly because he wasn’t looking me over because he’d seen me in some catalogue or magazine. I’d caught his eye just for being me—at least momentarily. 
 
   “Are ya all right there, darlin’?”
 
   His words were enough to shake me from my stupor. What the fuck was I thinking? Anyone would think I’d never seen a hot guy before. Then again, there was something about his wide shoulders and the wiry, muscled forearms barely covered by the rolled sleeves of his flannelette shirt that screamed for my attention. “Yeah, I’m fine. Just, uh, watch where you’re stepping next time, please. I don’t think this bar is big enough for your tales.” 
 
   “And where’s that cute li’l accent of yours from, darlin’?” 
 
   I could have sworn his accent grew more pronounced with every word of his question. Maybe he could see the way my lips parted and hear the way my breath sped at the sound of his lazy cowboy drawl even over the loud music. He must have been in for the band. 
 
   “Uh, Australia,” I answered when I remembered that I needed to speak if we were going to have an actual conversation. “And before you say anything else, don’t even bother with the down under pickup lines. I’ve heard them all by now, and none of them work.”
 
   He chuckled but didn’t get to say anything more before his friends drew him away from our fledgling conversation. 
 
   I sighed and tossed back my glass of Coke before ordering another. Although I’d hoped for an evening of dancing and fun, the opportunity to be quietly introspective while I thought about my eighteenth wasn’t entirely unwelcome either. 
 
   Half an hour later, I was still nursing the same glass of warm Coke, thinking back on home, when I felt someone move close to me. Too close. I turned to say something, and found myself beside the oaf from earlier. 
 
   “What’s eatin’ ya, darlin’?” 
 
   I debated not answering, but then I sighed and spilled. “It’s my brother’s birthday today.” 
 
   “And you’re sad ya can’t be with him to celebrate?” 
 
   I shook my head. “He’s dead.” 
 
   “Oh. I’m sorry.” 
 
   “Don’t be. It happened a long time ago. I’ve come to terms with it, but days like today are a little harder than others.” 
 
   “Ya know, I don’t think a pretty young thang should be alone on her brother’s birthday. You’re more than welcome to join me and my friends if ya wanna?” He pointed his drink in the direction of a table full of loud and loaded frat-boy wannabes.
 
   “Thanks, but I’m actually enjoying the solitude.” I looked down from his eyes into the depths of my glass of Coke. “He was my twin.” 
 
   I didn’t know where the words came from, but they were out before I knew it. I couldn’t even pass it off as an alcohol-induced slip because I hadn’t consumed any. The only reason I could think was that the stranger’s damn eyes momentarily hypnotised me. 
 
   “Ah, fair enough—wait, what?”
 
   My eyes filled with tears, but I kept my head ducked to stop Mr Hot Stranger from seeing. I might have been trying to find myself, but I knew enough about me to know that spilling my deepest, darkest secrets to a stranger in a bar wasn’t like me. 
 
   “You’re alone on your birthday? I can’t decide if I should take pity on ya or be jealous.” 
 
   “Jealous?” 
 
   “On my last birthday, my workmate busted out the Daisy Dukes.” 
 
   “Okay?” I wondered how short shorts could ruin a birthday. 
 
   He pointed toward the table he’d retreated to earlier. “See the big ol’ hairy one? That’s my workmate.” 
 
   I chuckled. 
 
   “Wait,” my new friend said, sliding onto the bar stool beside me. “Do that ag’in.” 
 
   I frowned. “Do what?” 
 
   “The thang you just did.”
 
   He’d well and truly lost me. 
 
   He chuckled. “Ya made an odd sound, and your lips did an odd thang I ain’t seen since the first time I laid eyes on ya. Turned up in a funny little way. ’Most like, oh heaven forbid, was that a smile? Maybe even a laugh?” 
 
   “Nope. Definitely not.” My lips fought against my urge to keep them set in a hard line, twisting up at the ends without my permission. 
 
   “It suits ya better than that other expression. Makes ya look younger.”
 
   I scoffed. “Are you saying I looked old?” 
 
   “No, just that pretty girls like you should smile.” He rolled the word pretty around in an odd way, making it come out sounding like purdy.
 
   “Seriously?” I rolled my eyes as his words rolled into a hundred similar statements over the years. “Look, if you’re going to sit there and spout misogynistic crap, then you can just scamper back to your friends and find some girl willing to fawn over you to hear it.” With a wave of my hand, I indicated he should move along.
 
   “I don’t reckon I ever met no one like you before.” 
 
   I turned back toward him just long enough to say, “I know you haven’t.” 
 
   “Can I buy ya a drink?” 
 
   “Thanks, but no thanks.” 
 
   “You’re makin’ it very hard to make small talk.” 
 
   I gave him a sideways glance and a half smile. He earned some points for persistence if nothing else. “That’s kinda the point.”
 
   “Well, I ain’t leaving your side ’til I get a name.”
 
   I went to answer out of habit, but then I realised that I didn’t have to be Phoebe Reede here. I could be anyone. 
 
   “Just call me Dawson,” I said, using Mum’s maiden name. It wasn’t an outright lie after all; it was a name that appeared on my birth certificate. 
 
   “Mighty fine to meet ya, Dawson.” He took my hand in his, lifted it to his lips, and kissed the back of it. When he released it, I let it linger in the air for a beat too long as I sat dumbfounded by the strange behaviour. He winked at me and then stood to leave. 
 
   “Wait!” The word left me so fast, I didn’t have a chance to think it through. When he turned back toward me, grin firmly in place, my heart pounded. Now what? I had no idea how to act, what to say, what to do. I swallowed hard. “Don’t I deserve a name in return?” 
 
   “I wasn’t sure ya wanted it.” 
 
   “I do.” The words came out a fraction too fast, and far too eager. God, I was acting like some love-struck teenager. I guess in a way, that’s what I was. Fuck. I tugged at the hem of my blouse. 
 
   “It’s Beauregard,” he said, letting me off the hook embarrassment wise—at least temporarily. “But my friends call me Beau.” 
 
   I leant against the bar, resting my head in my hand. A wistful sigh slipped from me. “So what should I call you then?” 
 
   His breath hitched, and the expression that overtook his features left me ready to toss the rest of my trip out the window to spend it in bed with him. “Darlin’, keep lookin’ at me like that, and you can call me anythin’ ya like.” 
 
   The words were the reminder I needed to straighten up. I wasn’t in the States for romance or to be hit on in bars. I knew the sort of guys that picked up girls in places like the one I was in—and I knew the sort of girls they wanted. 
 
   Maybe that would have been the easy path, open my legs and let the world in, and part of me definitely wanted that with the cowboy. But I also wanted my first time at least to be special, and I didn’t think it was too much to demand. 
 
   Besides, when morning came, I was getting on my bike and hitting the open road. I didn’t need to take any additional emotional baggage on my journey. 
 
   I shook myself out of my stupor and stood. “I’ve got to head off. Big day tomorrow.” 
 
   He pressed his hand over his heart and tipped his head to one side. “You wound me.” 
 
   “How so?” 
 
   “I thought I was finally breakin’ through that tough exterior, but ya shut me down pretty fast. I gotta admit, I ain’t used to it.” The way he said finally—fine-lee—made me smile despite myself. 
 
   To stop myself from getting carried away in his country charm again, I quirked my brow. “Let me guess, you’re used to girls falling at your feet, ready to do your bidding.” 
 
   He shrugged. “Occupational hazard.” 
 
   The question of what he did burned my tongue, but I stopped it in time. The more I engaged him, the more likely it was I’d do something I’d regret later. I didn’t really want my first time to be with a random hook-up in a bar after all. 
 
   Did I?
 
   The longer I talked with him, the further the answer was leaning toward yes. Which was why I had to put a stop to it sooner rather than later. “Thank you for your words, Beauregard. They kept my mind off things for a little while.” 
 
   He stepped closer to me, so close that I could feel the heat from his body. The scent of his cologne filled my nose, and clouded my mind, making it impossible to think. 
 
   “I think perhaps I’d like it if ya could call me Beau,” he said, watching the curtains of hair that fell around my face. In one smooth move, he traced the tips of his fingers over my cheekbones, capturing my hair and pushing it back behind my ears. “And that face shouldn’t be hidden away.” 
 
   I went to tell him off for making my looks the most important thing about me, but he silenced me with a smirk. 
 
   “I mightn’t know ya well, and I can see you’re far more than a pretty face, but that don’t mean I can’t find you beautiful.” Like most other words falling from his mouth, he added an unusual sound to the word “can’t,” adding an i to the middle that didn’t exist. His accent did things for me that I couldn’t even explain. 
 
   My brain failed to perform every function it was supposed to do for me to survive. I stopped breathing, couldn’t swallow, couldn’t move. All that I had left was my heart, pounding against my ribcage, the butterflies swarming my stomach, and my eyes, which roamed his face as if trying to memorise every detail. After a moment, my lungs burned and reminded me of the need to breathe. I sucked down a shaky breath and smiled. 
 
   “Smooth,” I squeaked before remembering how to swallow and gulping down my emotions. “Really smooth.” 
 
   He chuckled. “At least let me walk ya out?” 
 
   I found myself nodding in agreement. 
 
   When I moved near him, he placed his hand on the small of my back. Rather than being put off by the overly familiar touch, I relaxed against it. It was different to other touches guys had tried over the years: protective, not predatory. 
 
   The walk outside was over too quick for my liking.
 
   “So, Dawson, won’t ya please rescue my ego just a little and tell me this ain’t gonna be the last time I see ya.” 
 
   “Sorry, cowboy, I’m leaving in the morning.” 
 
   His lips pinched together, and his brow dipped. It was as if my statement had forced something bitter into his mouth. The sight was enough to make me want to reel the words back in even though they were the truth. 
 
   I should have just turned and walked away, but I didn’t. Instead, I sighed and offered him a small smile. “You know what? I don’t really have anywhere I need to be, but I do need some peace and quiet. Maybe we can go somewhere together and talk?” I didn’t know which Phoebe had taken over my vocal cords, but I wasn’t sure I liked her. Fuck, I was going to regret this. 
 
   A slow smile spread across his lips. “Sure thang. I know the perfect spot. I’ll let the guys know I’m fixin’ to head off.” 
 
   Don’t bother. I’ve changed my mind. I want to ride off alone like I’d originally planned. All the words I should have said disappeared as I nodded. “Sounds good.” 
 
   While I waited, I moved nearer to my bike while still staying close enough that I could be seen in the light coming out of the doorway. 
 
   Moments later, Beau came rushing out. “So, d’ya have a car? The spot I got in mind is a li’l too far to walk to.” 
 
   “No. I don’t.” I took another step closer to my bike. “I don’t have a spare helmet either.” 
 
   “That’s all right, it ain’t far.” 
 
   “Here, you wear this then.” I offered him my helmet. 
 
   “No way. This ol’ head of mine’s taken plenty of knocks and one more won’t hurt. Your purdy li’l head though, now there’s a thang that needs protectin’.” I was sure it wasn’t just my imagination that left his accent thicker as if he were trying to use it to impress me. 
 
   “So I get the possibly life-saving safety equipment just because I’m a girl.”
 
   “No. That ain’t why, but if you’re gonna insist . . .” He trailed off as he headed into the night—away from me. 
 
   “Wait!” I might have been ready to walk away earlier, but now I found myself unwilling to let go. What the fuck was going on with me? 
 
   “Relax, darlin’. I’m just gettin’ a spare helmet from Cash’s car.” 
 
   “Oh. Okay.” I had no idea who Cash was, or why he’d have a spare helmet in his car, but figured it was a buddy of Beau’s and that it wasn’t really all that unusual to carry around spare safety equipment. After all, my family were never far from a spare helmet or three, either at home or out and about. 
 
   With a chuckle, he disappeared. A few minutes later, he came back into view wearing a helmet and buckling up as he walked. 
 
   “There, now we’re both protected.” The way he accented his words—hitting the pro far harder than necessary—just raced through my body, igniting a burn I wasn’t used to. 
 
   My eyes dropped down to his groin as his final word registered in my mind. I did have protection . . . in the side bag of the bike where I’d left them with my first aid kit. 
 
   Why would you even think about that? My mind was in the gutter as I thought about this stranger’s voice and what it did to me. Was it possible I was about to disappear with him to screw him silly despite how long I’d avoided the issue of sex? Sure, he was the first guy to show interest in me for me and not because of Dad . . .
 
   Thoughts of my father, of home, were like a bucket of icy water over my raging libido. Beau and I were going to a quiet place to talk. That was all. 
 
   Isn’t it? 
 
   “So where to?” I asked, trying to wrestle control of my thoughts away from my pussy. 
 
   As I said the words, I climbed onto my bike and settled into the driver seat, leaving no doubt that I was going to be the one in control. 
 
   He pointed to the highway. “Follow this road ’til the next mile marker, then turn left into the hills. Follow that through to the end.” 
 
   “Okay.” I started up the bike. 
 
   When Beau made no immediate attempt to move, I patted the seat behind me. Despite it being clear that he was welcome to hop on, he didn’t move. 
 
   “What are you waiting for?” I asked. 
 
   He shook his head as if to clear some thought. “Sorry, darlin’, it’s just . . . well, that there’s an image I’m gonna have to work very hard to get outta my head.” After closing the distance between us, he slid onto the seat behind me. “Not that I want it outta my head,” he murmured as he slipped his hands around my waist. 
 
   I tried to pretend to be unaffected, but my body was traitorous and shivered in his hold. 
 
   He chuckled. “Cold?” 
 
   I wasn’t, but I wasn’t going to admit that either. Before he could tease me for my reaction, I gunned the engine and took off hard.
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AFTER I’D TURNED off to follow the route Beau had indicated, I found myself on a road that twisted and bent to the curves of the hill we were climbing. When I hit the corners, I couldn’t help myself, I leant into them and upped the throttle. Beau’s bodyweight was a little bit of an adjustment, but I could easily correct for it—especially when he seemed to understand the physics and leant into the corners with me. 
 
   We practically floated up the mountain, springing nimbly from one corner to the next with barely any time upright in between. I pushed the bike faster and faster, without ever letting myself forget that it was a second-hand beast, and I was still testing its boundaries. I may have been an adrenaline junkie, but I wasn’t stupid and wouldn’t do anything too reckless. The engine and suspension were in fine form though, if I did say so myself. 
 
   I’d slowed down considerably by the time we reached the top of the hill then pulled over to the side of the road and took my helmet off.
 
   Beau followed suit and tugged his helmet off too. 
 
   “So where to?” 
 
   Beau grabbed both our helmets and twisted to secure them to the sissy bars. The movement caused his thighs to brush along my arse. Once he had the helmets secured, he leant around me to grab the handlebars. Normally, I would have lost my shit at someone else taking over control, but he was the one who knew where to go. Plus the feel of his chest pressed against my back, and his chin resting on my shoulder stole my breath. It may have been my imagination, but his arms seemed to squeeze a little tighter than necessary as he guided the bike around. 
 
   Before long, he’d brought us to a stop near a grassy area that overlooked the city of Sacramento. 
 
   For a moment, I rested my feet on the ground and just stared at the view, unwilling to get off the bike just yet. The lights stained the night sky with reds and whites. The moment was so magical—so surreal. 
 
   “Wow,” I murmured. “Spectacular.”
 
   “Yeah, ya are.” Beau’s voice murmured near my ear. 
 
   My stomach clenched at his words, tightening into a ball that sent spikes of desire shooting downward. I wasn’t sure whether he intended me to hear them though. In fact, he’d uttered them so quietly that I doubted he had, so I chose to ignore them. 
 
   He cleared his throat and spoke a little louder as he climbed off the bike. “I gotta admit, I ain’t met many people can handle a bike like you. ’Specially with the extra weight; but you, darlin’, you were flawless.” 
 
   Climbing off the bike and following him toward the end of the car park, I blushed at his words. I’d heard similar things before, but they were usually followed by, “but I guess that’s to be expected, with who your father is,” as if my every achievement had been manufactured by him. 
 
   When I glanced back up at him, he was staring at me as if he didn’t believe I could be real. Our gazes locked, and time froze. It was like my mind had taken a snapshot of the moment and continued to play it long after reality had passed. 
 
   After a moment, we both looked away. 
 
   What the hell am I doing? Why was I out there in the middle of nowhere, alone with a stranger? 
 
   Only, Beau didn’t feel like a stranger. It was more like I’d known him my whole life, even though I had never seen him before. 
 
   He cleared his throat again. 
 
   “Would you like a lozenge?” I asked. Mum had done her usual trick of packing the equivalent of a small chemist into my bags on top of my normal medication, and I’d indulged her—and kept her close to my memory—by packing it into my side bag. Together with the condoms. At the thought, I regretted offering anything. 
 
   “Huh?” 
 
   “Nothing. I thought you must have a tickle.” I rested my hand against my throat. His gaze followed the path of my fingers. “In your throat, I mean.” 
 
   “Oh, uh.” He cleared it again. “No. I’m, uh, I’m actually wonderin’ where ya came from, and where ya been all my life.” 
 
   I laughed. “Oh my God, that’s got to be the corniest thing any guy has ever said to me.” His earnest expression faltered and fell. “Fuck, no, what I mean is, it’s the sweetest too.” 
 
   “Ya know ya got a bit of a gutter mouth, don’tcha?” 
 
   I tilted my head. Of course I knew, but it wasn’t often people who weren’t related to me brought it up. Most just rolled with it or had a worse vocabulary than mine. “I get it from my dad,” I said with a laugh. 
 
   “I ain’t never understood the appeal myself.” His gaze shifted between my mouth and my eyes.
 
   Did he have a problem with my swearing?
 
   “But I gotta say ya make it almost sexy.” 
 
   I frowned as I analysed his words, trying to work out if they were a compliment or not. “Thanks. I think.” 
 
   He shook his head, chuckling, and I had to smile at him. 
 
   “Wanna get a better view?” he asked, offering me his hand. 
 
   “There’s a better one?” I took another glance out at the open vista. 
 
   “Maybe better ain’t the right word. Closer?” 
 
   I could think of something I wanted to get closer to, at least physically, but didn’t say anything. Instead, I slipped my hand into his in silent acceptance. 
 
   My breath caught at the feeling that built in my chest when his large hand wrapped around mine. I was certain my face was scarlet as he led me out onto the grass. We walked a few metres down a crest to come to a little area that would have been perfect for a picnic. 
 
   After another couple of steps, Beau let go of my hand and sat on the grass, patting the spot beside him. I glanced back at my bike. Was it too late to run to it and race back to the hotel? Why are you out here alone with him? Do you want to be murdered? 
 
   Only, Beau didn’t feel like a threat. 
 
   After all, would a murderer be so casual and goddamned sexy? Probably, I conceded. I remembered hearing somewhere about the best serial killers having a ton of charisma. 
 
   He turned to glance up at me. “What’s wrong? I ain’t gonna bite.” 
 
   “I was just wondering what the hell I’m doing out in the middle of nowhere with a complete stranger.” 
 
   “I’m guessin’ ya don’t make a habit of it?” 
 
   “No, but would you prefer if I did?’ 
 
   He frowned. “No, I don’t think I’d like that.” 
 
   In one steady movement, he rose to his feet again and covered the small distance between us. 
 
   “Are ya scared of me?” He glanced down at me with an amused smirk on his face. 
 
   “No.” Looking into his eyes, I really wasn’t. There was something hidden in his irises, dancing just beneath the amusement and pride, that left me comfortable in his presence. It was hard to pinpoint exactly what it was, but it made me smile.
 
   “Good. I don’t want ya scared, darlin’. I just wanna . . . actually, I can’t even say what.” Another carefree laugh left him. “All I know is there was no way I coulda let ya walk off tonight without talkin’ some more.” 
 
   Feeling confidence bloom in my chest, I walked over to where he’d been sitting moments before. “So, how do you know about this spot?” I asked as I lowered myself to the ground. 
 
   “Few years back, we were here, and I needed some space. I stumbled ’cross it.” He sat beside me. 
 
   “So you don’t live here?” 
 
   “No, ma’am. I hail from Georgia. I’m in town for two nights for my buddy’s birthday, and then I’m on a plane to Michigan.”
 
   “You travel a lot?” 
 
   “A bit, yeah.” The amusement in his features sparkled as he spoke as if there were some great secret about his travel that I didn’t know but perhaps should have. 
 
   “And this friend, did you ditch him for me?” 
 
   “Well, a pretty li’l thang like you beckons, who am I to refuse?” 
 
   “Now I feel bad that I dragged you away on his birthday.” 
 
   “Darlin’, don’t feel bad. His birthday was two days ago. Tonight is all about you. Relax. Lie back. Enjoy the night.” 
 
   “That sounds exactly like what I need.” I relaxed backwards to lie on the grass.
 
   He laughed. “I didn’t expect ya to actually lay down.” 
 
   I closed my eyes and smiled. 
 
   “Ya ain’t like other girls I’ve met.” 
 
   “I told you I wasn’t.” 
 
   A moment later, I sensed him move to lie down beside me. 
 
   I opened one eye to glance at him, expecting him to be mimicking my position. Only he wasn’t. He was lying on his side, with his head resting on one hand, his gaze focused on me. 
 
   “What?” I asked. 
 
   “Nothin’.” 
 
   Raising a brow, I rolled onto my side to match his position. “Stop it.” 
 
   “I ain’t doin’ nothin’.” His lazy smile grew, showing off the lopsided dimples on his cheeks. 
 
   “You’re looking at me.” 
 
   “Just admirin’ the view.”
 
   I swallowed hard to try to stop the butterflies that fluttered through my stomach. Then I blew out a breath and found a new confidence. Instead of telling him to stop again, I played his game and let my gaze trail his features. With his strong jaw, stubble, and eyes that started as a dark chocolate in the centre and faded to a soft amber at the edges, he definitely wasn’t hard to look at. The way he rested his head on his arm caused his bicep to flex and his flannel shirt to hang open, revealing a tee that didn’t quite cover the smattering of sandy brown hair over a sculpted chest. 
 
   As if he realised what I was doing, he grinned. “And how’s your view?”
 
   I made a face and lifted my free hand to say so-so but then smiled to show I wasn’t being serious. 
 
   “I really like this,” he said as he lifted his free hand and touched his thumb to the place where the corner of my mouth turned up. Warmth rushed from the point of contact to course through my body. I held myself completely still as his gaze focused on his hand—or maybe it was my lips—as he continued his movement to trail the knuckle of his index finger over the edge of my smile. 
 
   For a moment, it seemed he was totally unaffected by the touch, but then he released a shaky breath, and his eyes met mine. Like it had as we climbed off the bike, time stood still. 
 
   “And your eyes, darlin’, they’re as mesmerizin’ as the sea.” 
 
   At least he hadn’t said they looked like Dad’s like everyone else did. 
 
   “I, uh, yeah,” I said, rolling onto my back but tipping my head to watch him. “This is so not what I expected from tonight.” 
 
   “Me either, darlin’, me either.” He sighed and lay on his back as well. “So how long are ya in town for?” 
 
   “Tonight’s my last night. I’ve been stuck while waiting for parts for my bike. But now it’s fixed, I’ll be taking off.” 
 
   “Where to?” 
 
   I drew one leg up so my heel was against my arse and laid my arm over my forehead. “I actually don’t know.” 
 
   “Ya don’t have a plan?” 
 
   “Not as such. I mean, I’ve got things I want to get to and some that I have tickets booked for, but I don’t really have a specific itinerary. That’s the point of this trip, actually. The last four years have just been work, work, work, and doing everything expected of me. This is my time to just be me.” 
 
   “I can’t imagine being that free,” he confessed.
 
   I chuckled as I thought back to just over a month earlier. I wouldn’t have thought it was possible either. “You should try it sometime. It’s great.” 
 
   “Ya meet all sorts of interesting people?” 
 
   “Definitely. I mean, I might meet even more if I could make it out of Cali.” 
 
   “Ya ain’t found anyone interestin’ in California?” he asked.
 
   “No one that lives here.” I wasn’t sure whether I wanted him to catch my drift with both hands or let it pass him by. 
 
   “Why, li’l miss, I do believe that was a compliment.” I could hear his smile in his voice. 
 
   I rolled over so I was facing him again, only realising at the last second that it took me so close to him. 
 
   Too close. 
 
   And somehow not close enough. 
 
   An instant later, his arm shifted to curl under my neck. Instead of pulling away from the increasingly intimate touches, I rolled onto my back at his side, laid my head on his chest, and stared at the stars above us. 
 
   There was nothing above us but the open sky. Moonlight beamed down on us from beyond, as if the man on the moon approved of our meeting and granted his blessing. 
 
   The moment was so peaceful. 
 
   So still. 
 
   I’d never experienced anything like it before. With so many younger siblings, there was always noise. And when I wasn’t at home or school, I was on the track. 
 
   The only sounds I could hear in that moment were his shaky breaths and racing heart. 
 
   I closed my eyes and swallowed down the worry that this wasn’t going to end well.
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“THIS IS REALLY nice,” I said after the silence had stretched a little beyond comfortable. “A much better birthday than the one I had planned.” 
 
   With a slight tilt of my head, I met his gaze and time did the weird stopping completely thing again as our gazes locked and he licked his lips. My tongue slicked across my own lips in response. 
 
   One of his hands came to rest on my cheek, and he rolled so that his body was flush alongside mine, and then an instant later I was under him. I barely had time to draw in a breath before his lips were on mine. Demanding but patient, all at once. Needful but restrained. 
 
   Within a fraction of a second, all doubt and confusion washed out of me, and I lost myself to the moment. It was the sort of kiss I’d only ever dreamed of. It rolled through my body in waves, rushing from my lips right down to my toes. As it moved through my body, it dragged a blissful tingling with it so that it wasn’t just my lips kissing his; it was my entire being. 
 
   I’d never kissed anyone that way before. Only one other kiss came close, and even that was in a different league. When his tongue trailed a little path across my lips, seeking entrance, I gasped. The tiny parting of my lips was all he needed. My whole body lit from within as his hands caressed my face and his tongue explored my mouth. I mewed and moaned as his skilful lips twisted mine into place. 
 
   Because of our position, I could feel the way the kiss was affecting him. His cock was rock hard against my hip, pressing against me with the same force as his belt buckle. 
 
   Taking courage from the way the kiss burned through my fear and doubt—he wasn’t kissing “Phoebe Reede,” he was kissing me—I moved my hand to the hem of his shirt, intending to wrap myself in his embrace and lose myself entirely in his kiss. 
 
   When my fingertips brushed against the skin between his shirt and his pants, he gasped and pulled away. 
 
   “Oh, darlin’, what’re ya doin’ to me?” He sat and dragged his hands through his hair as he said the words. 
 
   “I don’t know,” I admitted. 
 
   When I spoke, he glanced back at me and his thumb found his bottom lip where it traced a slow line back and forth—as if he were trying to imprint the memory of the kiss. 
 
   “Everything tonight is so far outside of anything I’ve ever done before,” I continued. “I don’t usually leave pubs with strangers.” I didn’t feel the need to add that I’d never really been into a pub before to be able to leave with someone. After all, the sentiment remained the same whether we were talking about a seedy dive or the guys who hit on me at the track. 
 
   “Well, I am mighty relieved to hear that, because it can be a dangerous pastime.” His statement seemed guarded, but I wasn’t sure if that was because he was familiar with the process. 
 
   I needed to know. “Is it one you partake in often?”
 
   “No, ma’am. I, uh, I’m actually savin’ myself for marriage,” he said. “Maybe it’s odd that I’m twenty-four and still ain’t done the deed. But the way I figure it, the right lady will be worth the waitin’.” 
 
   His words should have calmed me because they were an indicator that he wouldn’t expect anything more that night, but they didn’t. Instead, I just kept hearing him say his age over and over. Six years older than me. Fuck, Dad would have kittens if he found out. True, Flynn was almost ten years older than Luke, and Mum and Dad accepted that, but I’d learned long ago that things worked differently for me than for their friends and other family. 
 
   “I’ve, uh, got to go.” I leapt to my feet and was back at the bike in an instant. 
 
   “Wait!” he shouted as I turned the key. “Hey, wait up.” He charged up the hill toward me, an expression of panic on his face so endearing that I had to wait for him. 
 
   “If that scares ya off, well, I can understand that. It ain’t the first time it’s happened. But ya brought me here, remember?” 
 
   “It wasn’t like I thought we were going to have sex!” I was horror-struck that he might think that was the only reason I’d left the bar with him. The thought might have crossed my mind once or twice, but it wasn’t like I’d decided or that it was the only reason we’d come out to the quiet spot. 
 
   He chuckled and crossed his arms over his chest. “No, I mean I ain’t got another way home if ya don’t take me back to my friends. Cell reception out here ain’t exactly fantastic.” 
 
   “Oh. Shit. Of course. Hop on.” 
 
   “We are talkin’ about the bike now, ain’t we?”
 
   “Ha ha. Funny. Get on or I’ll leave you here.” 
 
   He slung one leg over the back of the bike and breathed against my neck. “Yes, ma’am.” 
 
   As I rode, I had to squeeze my legs around the seat to focus my attention on the task at hand. By the time we got back to the pub, my body was shaking, and I didn’t want the ride to end. I even debated circling around and heading straight back up into the hills. With growing disappointment that it would all end soon, I pulled into the car park and stopped the bike. 
 
   Beau climbed off and pulled his helmet from his head, resting it on the hood of the car he’d pointed to when I was pulling in. 
 
   “So, darlin’.” His hands reached out to guide my helmet off my head. “Is this it? The end.”
 
   “Yeah. I guess it is.” 
 
   “Ya got a number?”
 
   “A number?” 
 
   “Ya know, ya digits. A cell phone number.” 
 
   “Oh! Um, only my one from Australia, but I’m not sure how to dial it from here.” It was a lie, but a convenient excuse. 
 
   “How ’bout Facebook?” 
 
   I was about to tell him yes, but that would mean giving him my real name. It would mean slipping back into the Phoebe Reede mantle and risking the one encounter I’d ever had where I didn’t have to worry about whether it was me or me that he was interested in. 
 
   What would come up if he searched for me from the States? The usual calendar shoots, modelling gigs, and my track records. Would my online presence intimidate him? Or worse, would his eyes turn to dollar signs faster than my name came up on Google? Would he believe all the apparent hook-ups I’d had? If the gossip articles were to be believed, I’d had my heart stolen by no less than fifteen people—everyone from Luke to my high school classmates. I’d even been linked romantically to Angel on more than one occasion. 
 
   I shook my head. “No, I don’t use it.”
 
   “Ya must be the only person on the planet who doesn’t. Or maybe you’re just itchin’ to ditch me, but don’t know how to let me down easy.”
 
   His statement, while untrue, was also too uncomfortably close to the truth for me to acknowledge it. I didn’t want to ditch him, but I’d rather have the night seared into my memory as the one perfect evening when I wasn’t shackled by any expectation than reveal who I really was. 
 
   It was a little too late when I finally responded. His face had fallen, and anything I could say just sounded like a platitude. “No, it’s not that. It’s just . . . God, how can I explain this? The whole purpose of my holiday here is to get in touch with myself. To be alone. I can’t do that if I have the weight of expectation of future contact hanging over me.”
 
   “I ain’t ’specting nothin’, darlin’, ’cept to not let ya disappear so soon.”
 
   “Still, I don’t think it would be a good idea.” 
 
   “Where are ya stayin’ tonight?” 
 
   I stared at him, wondering why he could possibly want to know that. 
 
   “I ain’t gonna stalk ya there to take advantage if that’s what you’re worried about. I told ya, remember, marriage.” He winked at me. 
 
   Yeah, I remembered. I also remembered he was twenty-four. Still, I couldn’t stop my tongue from wagging long enough to give him the name of the motel and room number. God, I was an idiot. Although, there were worse things that could happen on my holiday than having a hot cowboy refuse to give me up so easily. 
 
   “Well, Dawson, I guess this really is the end.” 
 
   Or maybe he was willing to let me go that easily. 
 
   Why did I feel like crying when he said it like that? It sounded so final. I grabbed my helmet off him. “I guess it is.” 
 
   He took my helmet back, but only long enough to rest it on the seat of my bike. My eyes followed the path of his hands as they lifted away from the safety gear to my face to caress my cheeks. The tips of his fingers trailed back into my hair, guiding my gaze upward to meet his. 
 
   For at least half a minute, he stared into my eyes while holding me steady. Then with a pace that was both agonisingly slow and too fast all at once, he dipped down to press his lips to mine. Once more, the kiss travelled through my body and coaxed the tiniest mews and moans from my throat. 
 
   Remembering the motions from our last kiss, my lips moved with his to draw out matching sounds from him. One of his hands slipped further into my hair, and the other trailed down my back to press me tighter against him. His cock was back in action, pressing into my lower stomach. He rolled his hips forward as he pressed against my back once more, pushing me closer to him. 
 
   My breaths grew shallow, and I needed to pull away to get some more oxygen, but I somehow knew that the moment our lips parted it would be the end of the night. Deciding to forget trivial things like breathing, I surrendered myself to his hold, wrapping my arms around his back so that I could cup his arse. 
 
   Sliding my hand over the curve of his jeans, I felt his muscles clench and release under my soft touch. With a whimper and a moan, he pulled away. 
 
   “Worth the wait. Worth the wait.” He muttered the words under his breath. 
 
   “What’s that?” I asked. 
 
   He flashed me one of his time-stopping smiles. “Uh, nothin’.” 
 
   Feeling emboldened by his reaction to my touch, I grabbed the collar of his flannel shirt and pulled him closer. “Tell me.” I pressed my lips to his in a soft kiss and looked up at him through my lashes. “Please?” 
 
   A nervous chuckle escaped him, vibrating against me where my hands rested on his chest. “’Twas somethin’ I started doin’ when I was a teen facing temptation of the worst sort. When I was at my weakest and ready to give in to lust, repeatin’ those words would help reaffirm my choices.” 
 
   The words stirred so many conflicting emotions within me, and it took a while for me to sort through the inner turmoil to see what rose to the top and what settled back down. I was temptation of the worst kind? I took that as one of the biggest compliments anyone had ever paid me. 
 
   “I haven’t had to utter them for at least six years, but you, darlin’, you’re testing my will in ways I ain’t never felt before.” 
 
   His gaze trailed a lazy but obvious path over my body, causing heat to rise in my face. I was certain my cheeks were the same colour as the streak in my hair. 
 
   “Ya sure ya ain’t the devil in disguise?”
 
   I raised an eyebrow at him as a smirk curled my lips. “I never claimed not to be.” 
 
   He laughed. “Well, that explains it then, my li’l devil.” He wrapped his arms around my shoulders. 
 
   My good mood fell, and I wrapped my arms around him, trying to cement the feel of his body into my memory banks. Despite the fact that I didn’t intend them to, tears welled in my eyes. “I don’t know if I’m ready to say goodbye.”
 
   “Ya sure ya ain’t gonna give me a number?” 
 
   I buried my head against his chest. “I’m sorry.” 
 
   The moment had long passed into awkward and I should have let go and left, but I couldn’t bring myself to do it. 
 
   “Is this one of them thangs where I’m supposed to say ‘you hang up,’” he teased, drawing a giggle out of me. 
 
   “No, you,” I said, stepping backward to grab my helmet off the seat and then sliding it on. I flicked my leg over my bike and started the engine.
 
   He grabbed my hand and kissed the back of it, before following me closer to the bike. “No, you.”
 
   “You,” I said, trying to keep my voice steady as I tilted my head back to look up at him.
 
   With a sad smile, he bent to give me one last, chaste kiss. 
 
   “Thank ya for tonight,” he said as he stepped back away from the bike. 
 
   It was only at the very last moment that he released my hand. I let it fall to my side as I spent a moment drinking in every detail of the night. 
 
   “You too.” I put the bike in gear and circled it around to leave the car park. As if the sound of my bike had signalled the start of some drunken race, his mates spilled out of the pub door as I drove off. Perhaps they’d been waiting inside, watching for the moment I left. 
 
   The last thing I saw of Beau, he was standing in the middle of his group of friends with both his hands pressed against his heart and his head tilted to the side as he stared after me. 
 
   Dammit, how was my trip supposed to get better than that one perfect night?
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ON A HIGHWAY on the outskirts of California, just before the border crossing into Nevada, I pulled my bike to a stop in an emergency stopping bay. There was something I needed to do before I went any further. 
 
   I climbed off the bike and reached into the side bag where I’d stored the little gift waiting for me when I checked out of the motel that morning. It was a small box, no bigger than a brick, wrapped in blue paper printed with cartoon cowboys—the sort of paper you might use to wrap a three-year-old’s gift if they were obsessed with the country. 
 
   A gift tag attached said only, No expectations. 
 
   Suspecting who it was from—and oh so happy that I’d let my room number slip—I hadn’t wanted to open it in front of the person at the desk of the motel. Even though I didn’t think it would contain anything bad, I wasn’t sure what my reaction would be to whatever was inside. Based on the night of tossing and turning I’d had where I couldn’t push Beau out of my mind, it could have gone either way. Excited squealing or a tearful explosion. 
 
   After I’d finished checking out of my room, I’d put the present in my side bag, strapped my backpack to the passenger seat, and taken off. 
 
   If I hadn’t, I might not have left the state. I probably would have headed to the nearest airport in the hope of catching another glimpse of Beau, despite having plenty of glimpses of him in my dreams during the night. 
 
   When I unwrapped the gift, I found a mobile phone box inside. On top was a note, in the same handwriting as the gift tag. 
 
   My number’s programmed in. Just in case you decide not to ditch me after all. 
 
   I slid the cardboard inner out of the thin sleeve and looked at the mobile. A feeling of warmth spread through my chest as I considered the effort he’d gone to in order to get the phone for me. 
 
   At that moment, I wished Angel were with me so I could squeal with her and do our victory dance over getting the attention of the guy we were crushing on. Usually, she was the one who got to do the dance, but that didn’t mean I wasn’t dying for my turn. 
 
   Except he was twenty-four and would probably think our girly ritual was incredibly immature. I decided for a muted celebration instead, crushing the box against my chest and letting a tiny squeal rush from me.
 
   When my hands stopped shaking long enough for me to control the small buttons on the side of the phone, I turned it on. 
 
   The first thing that greeted me once it had turned on properly was a text message. I know I said no expectations, but if you’re reading this, that’s one step closer to hearing from you again, Dawson. Now for step two . . . 
 
   I smiled at the message before my lips turned back down into a frown. Even though I didn’t really have a plan for the trip, getting involved with a guy, even casually by phone, definitely wasn’t part of it. 
 
   There was no way he’d know whether I’d read the message or not, so I could just ignore it. Turn the phone off, bury it in the bottom of my bag, and forget about Beau and our one perfect night—at least until I got home and could cling to the memory of the guy who’d fancied me for everything that was just me and no one else. 
 
   If I contacted him, I risked him finding out the real information and learning that I’d effectively lied to him. Or at least omitted the truth, which was just as bad. 
 
   Still, one text couldn’t hurt. Could it?
 
   I typed it out before I could second-guess myself again. Step one achieved. Step two . . . we’ll have to see.
 
   Once I’d sent the message, I turned the phone off. Beau obviously hadn’t charged it before leaving it with the motel reception, so it only had a small fraction of the battery left. I also wanted it turned off because it would reduce the temptation to check it for messages every few minutes. 
 
   I dug around in the side of my backpack for my other phone. My actual phone. Because I didn’t know how often I’d get the chance to charge it, I’d left it off as much as I could, but it was probably time to check in again. It’d been almost three days since I’d last spoken to Mum or Dad. 
 
   I switched it on and waited for it to come to life. When it had, I checked my messages and missed calls. 
 
   There were a pile of missed calls and a text, all from the one number—Dad’s. 
 
   What’s the point of international roaming if you don’t turn your phone on while you’re roaming?
 
   For a moment, I debated calling home, but couldn’t remember the time conversion so just sent him a text letting him know I was okay instead. A few seconds later, my phone buzzed to life with his name on the screen. 
 
   “Hey, Dad,” I said. “How’s everything there?” 
 
   “Why have you had your phone off?” 
 
   “I didn’t want to waste the battery when I wasn’t near my hotel room.” 
 
   “But what if we needed to contact you in a hurry?” 
 
   The stress in his voice sent my mind straight down one path. Nikki. Had something gone wrong? Had there been a complication or infection after the surgery? “What’s happened? Is Nikki okay?” 
 
   “Nothing’s happened. Nikki’s fine.” Dad grew a little calmer. “I’ve just been worried about you.” 
 
   “There’s nothing to worry about, Dad,” I said, trying to push the thought of me leaving a bar with a twenty-four-year-old stranger from my mind when no one else knew where I was going or who I was with. What was I thinking? “I’ve just been busy. There’s so much to see here, and because Angel and I are road-tripping now, we’re keeping our phones off as much as we can to save power.” 
 
   “Uh-huh, so you and Angel are together right now?” 
 
   I was walking into a trap. Did he know I’d ditched Angel shortly after landing? 
 
   “Not right now,” I said. “But we will be again soon.” 
 
   “Pheebs, wasn’t it a condition of your trip that you had to have a companion?” 
 
   “Dad, c’mon, I’m eighteen now. I can do this. I’m actually enjoying my time alone. You trust me out on the track. Trust me with this. Besides, I had a companion for the journey over here. That was technically the agreement.” 
 
   “We’ll talk about it when you get home, but that’s also why I was trying to call you. For the last two days, I might add. And why I called Angel’s phone on your birthday.”
 
   “Dad, you didn’t have to worry.” 
 
   “I wanted to wish you a happy birthday, baby girl.” 
 
   Guilt ate at me that I’d denied them talking to me on my birthday. 
 
   “We all love you, and you really shouldn’t have had to spend it alone.” 
 
   I almost admitted that I hadn’t been alone, but stopped myself before it was too late. I really didn’t want to get into the ins and outs of my encounter with Beau. “Thank you, Daddy. But being alone for a while was the best thing I could have done.” It might have been true, but that didn’t stop the pang of homesickness twisting through my stomach. “Even if I do miss you guys so much.” 
 
   “Us too, princess. We’re counting down the days until you get home. We had a party for you and Emmie like you asked.” 
 
   The longing I felt to see everyone again blossomed into a chill that filled my body despite the bite of the northern summer. Tears filled my eyes. “Thank you, that—that means a lot to me. How is everyone?” 
 
   “They’re good, but we really do all miss you.” 
 
   We spent the next couple of minutes chatting about what had happened in my absence. Because it was early in the morning, most of my siblings were still in bed, but I did get to speak to Mum for a little while. By the time I hung up, I was feeling more than just a little homesick. 
 
   In fact, I was practically ready to ride straight back to LAX and take the next flight home. 
 
   Needing to cheer myself up, or maybe depress myself further, I reached for the other phone. I wanted to read Beau’s message again but was surprised to find a new one there already. 
 
   Step two already achieved. You contacted me. Step three underway as we speak, a text conversation. 
 
   After reading the message, I replied before I could talk myself out of it. So, what’s step four? And how many steps are there in total?
 
   Almost the instant I pressed Send, the phone rang. My teeth sank into my lip as I saw his name above the green and red icons on the screen. Blowing out a breath, I touched the green icon and slid it across the screen to answer the call. 
 
   “Why, darlin’, I do believe we’ve just achieved step four,” he said before I even had a chance to say hello. “An actual conversation.”
 
   “Doesn’t a conversation generally require at least two parties?” 
 
   “Answering the call was the initiation of conversation.” 
 
   “If you say so.” 
 
   “Darlin’, I know so.” 
 
   “That doesn’t answer my second question though.” 
 
   His chuckle carried down the line to me, and I smiled as my mind offered up memories of his face to accompany the sound. “I, uh, didn’t actually read your message. I wasn’t going to risk ya going silent on me again.” 
 
   “Sorry, I didn’t want to use up all the battery so I turned it off.”
 
   “And then ya turned it back on?” I could hear the cocky grin lighting up his voice. My mind willingly offered up an image of him with that grin firmly in place, stretching to reveal the dimples on his cheeks—the left one just slightly larger and deeper than the right. 
 
   “Yeah, so maybe I did. What of it?” 
 
   “Why’d ya turn it back on?” 
 
   I closed my eyes, hoping to keep the edge of embarrassment out of my voice. “Because I wanted to.” 
 
   “Because ya wanted ta what?” His accent was the thickest I’d ever heard it as he teased me. 
 
   “Because I wanted to read your message again,” I admitted in a rush. “It was sweet of you to get me the phone so we could stay in contact while I’m in the States.” 
 
   “Nothin’ sweet about it, darlin’. Simply savin’ my own sanity.” 
 
   “How do you figure?” 
 
   “Well, the thought of not speakin’ to ya again, even if it’s just on a cell, would’ve made me go plumb crazy.” 
 
   “But why? You don’t know me.” There was a strange series of beeps.
 
   “And there’s the shame, darlin’. ’Cause I wanna, and I can’t even say why.” 
 
   “Okay. So what do you want to know?” 
 
   “Oh, that’s a dangerous question. Let’s start with—” 
 
   His voice cut off. I pulled the phone away from my ear and looked down at the black screen. Fuck! The battery was dead. 
 
   I couldn’t even get his phone number and call him on my other phone. With a sigh, I made sure both phones were secure, had a drink and a protein bar and then climbed back on my bike to head into Nevada. 
 
   As I pulled the bike back onto the highway, the memory of Beau’s voice played in my head. I could almost feel the weight of his arms wrapping around me on the bike, the warmth of his breath against the back of my neck. 
 
   It was stupid. I’d known the guy less than eighteen hours, and yet I could remember the way he looked, the way he felt, and the smell of his cologne—or maybe it was a scent that was uniquely him—better than I could recall similar details about people I shared classes with in high school. 
 
   It was as if the draw of him, whatever it was that made time skip and trip whenever he smiled at me, had anchored the memory of him firmly into my mind. It didn’t matter though—thoughts of him or not, there wasn’t much I could do until I checked into some accommodation and could charge the phone. 
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FROM THE SEAT of my bike, I saw everything from cities to barren desert, had driven through towns and canyons and spent my time just enjoying the road as best as I could. Because there were so many side trips and detours I’d planned, I wound lazy trails in and out of small towns all the way to Vegas. 
 
   My meandering journey made the trip take almost twice as long as it would have if I’d driven straight through, but it was worth it. At one point, I’d even managed to stop in to book a rafting tour of the Grand Canyon for the next day, securing the last spot at a discount price. 
 
   By the time I’d actually found my way into my Vegas hotel room, almost sixteen hours had passed since I’d packed up and left Sacramento. I was beyond tired and stressing about the fact that I had to be ready to go at four the next morning. My thoughts were solely focused on getting to bed and catching a few Z’s. I had a quick shower and then fell straight into bed. 
 
   It was only when my wake-up call rang the next morning that I remembered my phones. I’d completely forgotten to charge either of them before bed. I raced around to set up the chargers and plug both phones in, but because I had to leave so soon, there wouldn’t be time to wait for them to get juiced up. They’d have to stay at the hotel and Beau would have to hold his horses a little longer. 
 
   With that done, I showered, dressed, and headed out for my day of adventure. 
 
   For the next seventeen hours or so, I moved between a coach, a raft, a helicopter, and then the coach again to return me to the hotel. It was another awesome day on my trip, and more than made up for my slow start. 
 
   When I came back, I was wet and thoroughly thrilled. I took another shower to wash off the river water, and then headed to bed with a smile on my face. I started to drift off before jolting back awake. 
 
   Shit! I still hadn’t contacted Beau to apologise for the phone cutting off.
 
   I turned it on and it beeped with a few messages. 
 
   Were we disconnected, or did you hang up? 
 
   I flicked to the next message. It had come in almost six hours later. 
 
   Oh, darling, please don’t leave me hanging. 
 
   Had he spent the whole six hours wondering? My stomach twisted at the thought that he might think I was deliberately torturing him. 
 
   I flicked to the next message. I know I said no expectations, but can we at least go back to step three?
 
   Step three? I ran back through the messages to figure out what that was. A text conversation. I checked the time of the most recent message. He’s sent it that morning. Would he have assumed I wasn’t going to contact him just because I hadn’t yet? 
 
   I thought about texting him to let him know why I hadn’t called, but decided to go one better. It was only eight o’clock after all; surely that wasn’t too late to be calling. 
 
   The phone didn’t even ring once before he picked it up. “Dawson?” 
 
   “Hey.” 
 
   “Oh, darlin’, ya don’t know how good it is to hear your voice.” 
 
   “It’s only been a day and a half.” 
 
   “Time spent thinkin’ I’d said something to make ya disconnect. I asked a question and ya never responded.” 
 
   “Sorry, the phone died and I only just had a chance to charge it this morning.” 
 
   “Is that so?” 
 
   “Yeah, and I couldn’t call you today because I was white-water rafting through the Grand Canyon.” 
 
   Laughter echoed down the line. “As excuses go, li’l miss, that’s gotta be one of the most original I’ve heard. Did ya have a good time?” 
 
   “I had so much fun. First, we were on a bus down to Peach Springs and rafted down the river. It was just, wow, so beautiful and an absolute rush. Then we went on a helicopter back up to the top of the canyon. I’ve been on a helicopter before, of course, but going up out of the canyon like that it was such an experience.”
 
   There was silence on the other end of the line. 
 
   “Beau?”
 
   “Sorry, darlin’, I was just listening to ya and got lost in the beauty of it all.”
 
   “Stop it.” A blush crept up my cheeks. 
 
   “I could listen to your voice all night long,” he said. 
 
   “You’re cute.” 
 
   A sound echoed down the line that sounded suspiciously like the little groans and moans he’d made when we’d kissed. “Darlin’, do ya even know what that accent of yours does to me.” 
 
   A smile lifted my lips. “I’m not the one with an accent, cowboy.” 
 
   “Ya are ’round these parts. That perfect little down under accent.” 
 
   “Now let me guess, you’d like to know what it’d be like to have my accent down under?” 
 
   He laughed, a hearty sound full of genuine mirth. “What’s that even s’posed to mean?” 
 
   I joined in his laughter. “Honestly? I don’t know. It was one of the come-on lines tried on me the nights before we met. But I would think someone talking while they’re down there kinda defeats the purpose. After all, wouldn’t keeping my mouth busy with other things be the point of going ‘down under?’” 
 
   A choking sound echoed through the phone before he started to cough. I’d actually forgotten that most people probably didn’t have the same sense of humour as me and my friends. Plus, it was impossible to have grown up the way I had with my family, and not end up with a dirty mind and twisted sense of humour. Or a very clear knowledge of what went on behind closed doors gleaned from conversations around the track. 
 
   “Are you all right?” I asked. 
 
   “I’ve been propositioned and invited to do all sort of things, but I ain’t never heard a woman talk like that in casual conversation.” 
 
   “You must be hanging out with the wrong women.” 
 
   “I’m startin’ to think ya might be right.”
 
   I couldn’t stifle the yawn that fought its way out. 
 
   “Oh, darlin’, ya sound exhausted.” 
 
   “Yeah, I am a little. In fact, I’m already in bed.” 
 
   Another little groan came down the line, and he muttered something that sounded suspiciously along the lines of an accusation that I was trying to kill him. 
 
   “I didn’t want you to keep thinking I was deliberately avoiding you.” 
 
   “Now why would I go and think a thang like that?” he teased. “This call has been, uh, enlightenin’. How long’re ya hangin’ ’round for?” 
 
   “I’m in the States for another two weeks, give or take. I’ve gotta be in New York by the seventh.” 
 
   “Please tell me you’ll call me ag’in before ya go?” 
 
   “If you want me to.” 
 
   “Darlin’, I’ll take anythin’ ya wanna give me.” 
 
   “Anything?” 
 
   He chuckled. “Was that a dangerous offer?” 
 
   “Little bit. After all, I’m a dangerous girl.” 
 
   “Yeah, I’m startin’ a see that. ’Til next time, Dawson.” 
 
   “’Til next time.” 
 
   When I hung up the phone, I drew it to my chest. How could a few minutes of conversation with a stranger make me feel like I’d come home? I smiled as I sent him a text. 
 
   I’m turning the phone off again, but I’ll call you when I can. Sleep well.
 
   I waited until the message tone pinged and then glanced at the phone again. 
 
   Sleep well, or by the time you get this, hello gorgeous.
 
   My grin stretched wider as I read the words. You think I’m gorgeous? 
 
   You were supposed to be turning the phone off.
 
   I wanted to see if you’d text back. I’m turning it off now. Night.
 
   It was crazy how giddy I felt as we had our ridiculous text conversation. There was just something about him that made me want to talk to him again and again. Maybe it was the honesty. I could trust every word he said because I knew he wasn’t seeing me through some ridiculously inflated view of Phoebe Reede—daughter of ProV8 legend Declan Reede. 
 
   A moment later, a new text came through. You still have it on, don’t you? 
 
   I giggled. Maybe. 
 
   I ain’t complaining. I could talk with you all night, but you need sleep.
 
   I wanted to argue, but I still had to check in with home, and it was getting late. 
 
   Okay, I’m going for real now this time.
 
   I set the phone down on the bed next to me while I grabbed the one that would connect me with home. There wasn’t a steady flow of messages like I’d thought there might be, just enough to let me know they were checking in and hoping I was okay. They wouldn’t be my parents if they left me completely alone. I sent a quick message to them to let them know I was okay and give them a rundown on what I’d done so far—at least insofar as sight-seeing went. They didn’t need to know about Beau. 
 
   Then I picked up the phone and called Angel. While I waited for her to answer, I rolled over onto my stomach and ran my fingers through my hair. 
 
   “Hey, girl!” 
 
   “God, it’s good to hear your voice, Angel.” 
 
   “You too! Did your dad get a hold of you? Sorry, I had to tell him that we weren’t together. He started asking questions I couldn’t answer.” 
 
   “Yeah, he did. I spoke to him earlier.” 
 
   “And?” 
 
   “And he’s a little miffed, but said we’d deal with it when I got home, which is Dad-code for ‘it’ll be forgotten by the time you get here,’ so it’s all good.” I rolled onto my back again. “How’s New York treating you?”
 
   “Can’t complain. Got a few new contacts that might turn into something. If they pan out, I might have to move over here with a little more permanence.” 
 
   “Wow, that’d be awesome. It’d give me somewhere to stay next time I head Stateside at least.” 
 
   “You know wherever I live in the world my door will always be open, and my bed will always be free.” 
 
   “Your bed, Angel? Kinky.” 
 
   “I told you before, sweetie: fireworks.” 
 
   I hummed as I imagined the sort of fireworks I might have had with Beau if I’d been a little more willing. “Maybe.” 
 
   She gasped in mock indignation. “I’ve been downgraded to a maybe? Is there someone else?”
 
   I was quiet. 
 
   “Okay, girlie, spill! I want details. As gory as they come.”
 
   “There aren’t many gory ones to tell. I met a guy at a bar on my birthday.” 
 
   “Shit, I knew I was having too good a time. I totally forgot to call you. Shitty friend here, table of one.” 
 
   “It’s okay. You wouldn’t have been able to reach me anyway. I wasn’t really in a chatty mood. Or at least, I didn’t think I was, but then Beau—”
 
   “Oh, he has a name? It’s not just admiration from a distance?” 
 
   “Yeah, he has a name.” I sat up in the bed as images of Beau’s face and the memory of his voice stirred in me. “And an accent,” I continued. “God, his voice alone makes me want to come on the spot.”
 
   “You didn’t . . .?”
 
   “No. We talked. We kissed.” A dreamy sigh I didn’t intend to release left my throat. 
 
   “Oh my God, you’ve got it bad for him.” 
 
   “No, I . . . well, maybe just a little. His good ol’ country boy charm has a certain appeal, that’s for sure.” I did my best impression of his accent as I said my last sentence. 
 
   “Do you think he feels the same?”
 
   “Yeah, I think so. Or at least, he seems interested and for once, I can trust that it’s real. He’s got no ulterior motive, and he’s not trying to get with me because of what I do. I can just be me around him.” 
 
   “I’m happy for you.” 
 
   I rolled back over. Chatting with Angel about it all was making me see just how hopeless it was, despite the rush of pleasure I felt at being in contact with Beau again. “Ugh, I’m not.”
 
   “Why not?” 
 
   “Because it’s not going to last, is it? The most I can hope for is a summer fling.” 
 
   She laughed. “Babe, if I had a hot cowboy coming after me, I’d be flinging all over town until we were both well and truly flung.” 
 
   “Well, thanks for that visual.”
 
   “Oh, come on, you were dying for it.”
 
   “Except now I can’t stop picturing riding—” I cut off as the mental image grew stronger. I’d had plenty of self-induced orgasms since going through puberty, but never had I had such a strong fantasy about actually having sex with a specific guy. I could imagine everything. My breathing sped as I pictured him whispering words of passion while I rode him. Of his calloused hands trailing the soft skin of my body. I bit my lip to stop myself from moaning. 
 
   “Yeah, I know exactly what you want to ride, you dirty, dirty girl.”
 
   “Stop it, or I’ll hang up on you.” 
 
   “I’ve gotta go anyway, girlie, it’s almost midnight here.” 
 
   “Oh, shit, sorry, Angel, I didn’t even think of the time difference before I called.” 
 
   “That’s okay. Besides,” she said, “I’m sure you’ve got something else to think about. Maybe a little finger-fiddling to do.” 
 
   “I’m not going to . . .” I trailed off. “Okay, so maybe my fingers’ll do a little fiddling.” We both burst into laughter. 
 
   “I wouldn’t want to disrupt a good night of finger-flicking fun so I’ll let you get back to it.” 
 
   “You’re a funny girl, Angel.” 
 
   “I know. If the whole modelling thing doesn’t work, maybe I can go into comedy.” 
 
   “Night.” 
 
   “Night. Oh and Pheebs?” 
 
   “Yeah?” 
 
   “Yee-haw!” She hung up. 
 
   I chuckled as I checked the phone for any reply messages from Mum or Dad. Then I went in search of the other phone. I must have buried it with my movement as I’d spoken with Angel. 
 
   When I found it, my heart stopped. There was an active call—to the only phone number on the mobile. 
 
   Fuck! 
 
   How much had Beau heard? I lifted the phone to my ear. “Hello?” A thousand and one apologies and explanations were ready on my tongue. 
 
   There was silence. Had he realised it was a butt-dial—or whatever body part had actually called him—and put the phone down? If so, how far into the conversation had he listened? 
 
   My face flushed with heat as I wondered whether he’d heard me admitting that I would be flicking the bean to thoughts of him. Somehow the thought of him overhearing that was a thousand times worse than admitting it to Angel. Did it matter in the end? Couldn’t I just turn the phone off and never hear from him again? Dump the phone in the hotel trash. 
 
   Of course, I wasn’t so out of touch with my emotions to know the exact reason both of those ideas made my chest ache and my stomach twist. I wasn’t ready to say goodbye yet, even though I knew I would have to eventually. 
 
   My fingers were poised to type an apology before I decided to just leave it alone. See if he brought it up next time we spoke. After all, he might not have heard anything. 
 
   I plugged both phones back in to charge and rolled over to try to get some sleep despite the dread that had settled over me.
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THE NEXT FIVE days saw me cross through three states, riding roads I’d only imagined in my wildest dreams, as I moved slowly toward the east. Each day offered new experiences—some that I’d booked and a few that I’d lucked out and got tickets for. I’d never forget any of them. I’d gone dune jumping in the Little Sahara National Park, skydiving over Texas, and parasailing in Oklahoma. Each time I saw a new activity I thought might get my heart racing, I’d stop to see if I could get a spot. I even managed to call home a couple of times to wish both Dad and Brock a happy birthday on the right days, for them at least. 
 
   What I didn’t experience over those days was a single conversation with Beau. I’d tried calling him a couple of times, but each time his phone was either off or rang out. I tried to keep the tone of my text messages light and airy, but his responses were short and clearly fired off with little thought. 
 
   Despite the fact that I’d all but given up on him, I couldn’t find it in myself to turn the phone off. As soon as I was plugged back in with a current sending life into my phone, I’d turn it on and watch it while I waited for his call. It was pathetic really. 
 
   On the fifth night, a Tuesday, I’d practically given up on talking to him again. All I could think was that he’d heard part of the conversation with Angel and hadn’t liked what I’d said. 
 
   Maybe our fling had flung, and he was put off by my crass mouth and inability to filter. If that was the case, then fuck him. I didn’t need to spend time with someone who didn’t let me be me. 
 
   Just when I was about to turn the phone off and give up entirely, it rang. 
 
   “Found a moment in your busy schedule to call me then, did you?” I asked, my tone perhaps a little too snippy. I was acting like a jealous, possessive girlfriend even though I had no claim over him. 
 
   “Heh, sorry, darlin’, I didn’t realise ya’d miss me so much.”
 
   What was I supposed to say to that? Either I had to admit that I’d been eagerly waiting for his call every night, or tell him a lie. “What can I say? You’re the most interesting guy I know in the States.” 
 
   He chuckled. “Ya sure I ain’t the only guy ya know?” 
 
   “That too.” 
 
   “Thought so.” 
 
   “I did miss you though,” I admitted. 
 
   “Sorry. Got caught up with a work thang. It was unavoidable.” 
 
   “So long as you weren’t avoiding me on purpose.” Heat rushed my cheeks the instant the words were out. Damn my inability to filter fucking words before they fell out of my mouth. 
 
   “Dang, sweetheart, I could never avoid you. You dunno how hard it was to get things done this weekend with visions of you dancin’ in mah head.” 
 
   “Yeah?” 
 
   “Yeah, uh, especially after the last phone call.” 
 
   My first instinct was to run our last conversation through my head but then realised he probably wasn’t talking about the last time we spoke. “What about our last phone call?” I asked around the fear clumping in my throat. 
 
   “Oh, darlin’, don’t make me say it.” 
 
   “Say what?” I needed to know how much he’d heard. 
 
   “I, uh, well, I heard ya talkin’ to your friend. And y’all were talkin’ ’bout me.” His voice softened and revealed a hidden vulnerability when he said the last two words. 
 
   “Oh. Yeah. Umm, about that, I didn’t mean to call you. It was an accident, but then I wasn’t sure how to bring it up in a message. ‘Did you hear me talking about how I was going to masturbate over you,’ didn’t really feel like a great way to—”
 
   I cut off when he did the weird choking-cough thing again. “You what now?” 
 
   My face fell. “Oh . . . You didn’t hear that part?” 
 
   “No, ma’am. I was in the shower when the phone rang. I started listening to the voice mail and realised it was an accidental call. I hung up when ya started talkin’ ’bout your friend being kinky, and about meetin’ me. That’s when I stopped listenin’; I felt bad for intrudin’ on your privacy.” 
 
   “Oh. Well, just forget what I said just now then.” 
 
   “Not sure I can do that, Dawson. Those words are stuck in my brain now.” 
 
   “I can’t be the first girl to suggest that you make her want to fuck herself?” 
 
   “Well, now that ya mention it, no, ma’am. As I said before, occupational hazard. But, ya are the first that I’d love to watch while she does it.” His words were low and full of need, sparking their counterpart in me. 
 
   “Fuck,” I murmured. “That’s so hot.” 
 
   “Oh, darlin’, what are you doin’ to me? I used to be such a good ol’ country boy.” It was clear his words weren’t accidental. He’d at least heard me say that his voice made me want to come on the spot. 
 
   I was emboldened by his admission. “I don’t know about the watching part, but maybe you can listen?” 
 
   “Not sure I follow.” 
 
   Rolling onto my back, I held the phone to my ear with one hand and let the other trail a path over my body. “Hmm, really? That’s a shame. Maybe I need to spell it out clearer. Maybe I need to tell you exactly where my hands are going right now . . .” 
 
   I rolled one of my nipples between my fingers, and my breathing sped at the pleasure that rushed through me as I imagined his hands taking over.
 
   “Sweet Jesus, are you . . .”
 
   When he trailed off, I let out an exaggerated moan before bursting into laughter. “I’m not quite that easy, cowboy. You’d need to buy me dinner first at least.” 
 
   He hummed. “Well, I’d need to see ya ag’in to do that.” 
 
   “Now, that’s true. And I don’t even know where you are at the moment.” 
 
   “My second home. North Carolina.” 
 
   I rolled onto my stomach. “You’re still half a country away then.”
 
   “Where are ya?” 
 
   “Oklahoma.” I couldn’t help but sing the first line of the musical by the same name. 
 
   He chuckled. “Well, I’ve learned one thang about you, ya ain’t no singer.”
 
   “Funny, cowboy, I’d like to hear you do better.” 
 
   “One day, li’l darlin’, one day.” 
 
   “Yeah.” My voice was wistful when I said the word. I really would have liked to see him again before I finished my trip, but with his apparently crazy itinerary, and my journey having no specific plan, it didn’t seem likely. “One day.” 
 
   “So no promise of another date? Dang, woman, ya make it hard to court ya. Can’t ya give me somethin’ more?”
 
   “Like?” 
 
   “Like, maybe your last name?” 
 
   “Umm . . .” I didn’t know what to tell him. Admit I’d been lying? Simply refuse to answer him? It wasn’t like I was going to see him again, despite the phone and conversations. 
 
   “Dawson Umm. I like it. Has a nice ring to it.” 
 
   “Funny.” 
 
   “Seriously, darlin’, what is it that has ya so scared?” 
 
   “What do you mean?” 
 
   “Well, it sounds as though ya still talk to your family, and ya don’t look like you’re the sort to be in trouble with the law, so what is it? What has ya running?” 
 
   I sighed as I thought of the easiest way to answer him. “Me.”
 
   “Ya lost me ag’in,” he admitted. 
 
   “I’m running from me. From who I am and what’s expected of me. Haven’t you ever wanted to forget all your obligations and worries just for a while?”
 
   “Please don’t tell me you’re married, darlin’, ’cause that might just break mah heart.” 
 
   I laughed. “No, nothing like that. No kids either, well, unless you count my little brothers and sisters. I help look after them all.”
 
   “How much younger?”
 
   “Mum and Dad had me really young, so there’s a bit of a gap. My youngest sister is eight months. Actually, no, she’d be nine months by now.” A lump rose in my throat at the thought that she was growing older every day while I was away. 
 
   “Thank you,” he said, distracting me from the pangs of homesickness. 
 
   “For what?” 
 
   “For sharin’ part of yourself. I was startin’ to think you’d disappear before ya gave me anythin’.” 
 
   “I’m not being deliberately obtuse. I promise. I just . . . Well, that world and my trip here, they can’t collide. I’m not her while I’m here.” 
 
   “Did she do something terrible? Or is it like a Cinderella deal, wicked stepmom and a stack of chores?”
 
   I laughed. “Actually, no. A terrific home life and a job I love, working with my dad.”
 
   “Ooh, sounds dreadful, darlin’, I can understand why ya ran away,” he teased. 
 
   “Shut up,” I said through my laughter. 
 
   “Ya know no matter how far ya run, ya can’t outrun yourself.” 
 
   “I know. I just need to figure out who I am away from all of that, that’s all.” 
 
   “The woman I’m speakin’ to right now, is she who ya are away from all of that?” 
 
   “Yeah.” 
 
   “Then I think ya should stay away from all of that, ’cause I kinda like her.” 
 
   My lips twisted into a smile I couldn’t have fought even if I wanted to, as butterflies raced each other in laps around my stomach. “Yeah?”
 
   “Oh yeah. I kinda like her a lot. In fact, I’d kinda really like to see her ag’in before she vanishes to become who she was before.”
 
   “Do you really mean that?” 
 
   “That ‘one day’ wasn’t a hypothetical for me. I wanna do it if it’s at all possible.” 
 
   A thousand emotions I’d never felt before burst to life in my chest, leaving me barely able to breathe. The fluttering of my heart stole my voice as I said, “I think I’d kinda like that.”
 
   I had no idea how we’d work it out, but the more I spoke to him, the more I wanted to. 
 
   There was a sharp intake of breath as my words hit home. “Yeah?” 
 
   “Yeah, I came to the States for an adventure. And I’m starting to think that adventure might be you.” 
 
   The silence on the other end of the line was deafening. For a moment, I thought we’d been disconnected, but then I heard his speeding breath. I worried my lip with my teeth as I waited for him to say something. 
 
   “What are ya doin’ to me, darlin’?” he asked eventually. 
 
   Probably nothing compared to what I want to be doing. I stamped down the words, figuring the conversation had probably had enough of me pushing the boundaries. 
 
   “I ain’t ever felt this way before,” he added. 
 
   “Me either, Beau, me either.” 
 
   “G’night, sweet darlin’. We’ll work out details tomorrow.” 
 
   “Tomorrow?” 
 
   “Yeah, I need to go now, and it gives me a ’scuse to talk to ya ag’in soon.”
 
   “You don’t need an excuse,” I said. “I’ll talk to you anytime.”
 
   With a heavy heart, I wound up the phone call. By the time I’d finished getting ready for bed, my body tingled at the thought of seeing him again. The butterflies were dive-bombing, and my lips were stuck in a smile. 
 
   God, I was pathetic.
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AFTER I’D CHECKED out of the motel in Oklahoma, I drove the bike in a lazy circuit of the town. I had no idea when Beau was going to call, and I didn’t want to miss it when he did. I’d been puttering around for almost two hours before I wondered whether perhaps he’d wait until the evening because that’s when we’d always talked before. 
 
   Instead of waiting—and driving myself crazy in the meantime—I pulled out the mobile phone and called him. 
 
   “You’re callin’ a li’l earlier than I woulda thought,” he said as a greeting. “Anyone’d think you’re anxious to speak to me.”
 
   “Not at all,” I lied as smoothly as I could—which wasn’t very. “I’m just trying to figure out which direction I should point my bike.” 
 
   “Lucky for you, I got it all figured out, darlin’. Providin’ ya can make it to Orlando by the third. Uh, that’s in Florida.” 
 
   “I know where Orlando is. And you’re in luck because Florida’s on my list of places to visit.” 
 
   “I reckon that sounds like fate.” 
 
   “Maybe. So what are you thinking?”
 
   “I gotta work down that way the weekend before, but I’d love to stay on and meet ya for a bit of R&R afterward.” 
 
   “That sounds great, and actually fits my plan perfectly.” 
 
   “I didn’t think ya had a plan?” 
 
   “I don’t, not really, but there are certain things I wanted to see.” There was a stock car race down in Daytona that I wanted to check out, but I wasn’t about to admit that to Beau. He no doubt already thought I was odd enough for my ability to handle my bike. If I admitted wanting to go to a race meet alone, he’d probably think I was completely weird. 
 
   Or car obsessed. 
 
   Maybe I was, but it always intimidated men if I let them know that too soon. Even Mike back in Sacramento had proven that theory. 
 
   “Well now, I reckon that works for both o’ us,” he said before giving me the details of a theme park he wanted to take me to on July third. 
 
   The Fun Spot. A thousand jokes were on my tongue about other fun spots we could explore, but I let them die because of his earnest excitement. 
 
   “My treat and I won’t take no for an answer,” he insisted. 
 
   “Okay, I’ll see you then.” 
 
   “Oh and Dawson?” 
 
   “Yeah?” 
 
   “Ya can call me before then if you’d like to.” 
 
   “We’ll see.” 
 
   He laughed. “You’re such a tease.” 
 
   “Always.” 
 
   Once we’d finished the call, I turned the phone off and then checked the other one to make sure things were still good at home. Then I climbed onto my bike and started my journey toward Florida. I had almost a week to get there before the race on the second, and yet that seemed far less important than ensuring I was in Orlando just a day later. 
 
   
 
 
   
MY TRIP to Florida was faster than most of my meandering travels across the country. Probably because I was so keen to get to the end. To see Beau again, as crazy as it was. The only time I’d stopped was for a steamboat ride up the Mississippi River. Other than that, my only entertainment was taking my bike up some scenic roads and just enjoying the time alone. 
 
   I timed a call home so that I was able to chat with everyone and tell them all about my travels. After listening to Beth sob down the line about how much she missed me, I was glad I had some plans, or I would have probably cashed in the rest of the trip to book a seat on the first flight home. 
 
   When I told Dad about heading down to the race in Daytona, he joked around that I should get on the track and show them how it’s done, and then went on to make a joke about the shape of the track. “Those yanks don’t know how easy they’ve got it,” he said with a laugh. “Turn left. Turn left. Turn left. Turn left. And you’re done.” 
 
   “Should be interesting to see how it compares with a race meet in Australia,” I said. 
 
   In the background, I heard Mum’s voice murmuring something to Dad. 
 
   “Mum said to get some photos of the sponsorship signage. Maybe we can incorporate some ideas into the ER team.” 
 
   I chuckled. “I’ll try, but I’m not guaranteeing anything. I’m on holidays, remember? While I’m here, I’m not Phoebe Reede racer extraordinaire. I’m just me.” 
 
   “Okay, Just Me, have fun, won’t you?”
 
   “Yeah, I will, Dad.” 
 
   “And be safe.” 
 
   “Always.” 
 
   After I hung up, I headed out to get something for dinner, settling on a takeaway hamburger. As I sat on the beach enjoying the food, I longed for home. For fish and chips from a local takeaway at a table overlooking King’s Beach, or a family BBQ at Bondi with Eden, Morgan, and Maxie together with our horde. 
 
   I stopped eating and started picking at my food as I thought of them. What was I doing, agreeing to meet with Beau again? Hadn’t it been just weeks ago that I’d told Max that the almost five years between us was too much, and yet I was chasing after a guy with a similar—bigger—age gap. 
 
   Only, it felt different. 
 
   After all, I was an adult, not on the cusp of entering adolescence. I was comfortable with my sexuality and ready to make the decision to have sex, even if I wanted to wait until I could experience it with someone who mattered to me. 
 
   The thoughts turned over in my head for far too long, and the burger was well past cold when I started picking at it again. I took a couple more bites before giving up. Standing, I brushed the sand off my arse and then found a bin for my rubbish. 
 
   It didn’t matter too much, I decided. After all, Beau had said himself that he was saving himself for marriage, and I wasn’t thinking about that with the guy. Well, I was, but only in my fantasies. I was able to distinguish between that and reality. It was a bit of fun, a chance to flirt a little with a hot guy. Besides, he’d suggested we meet in a public place, so I could trust him . . . 
 
   Couldn’t I? 
 
   There was still one day before our date, and in the meantime, I had my trip to the Daytona International Speedway to take my mind off it.
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“ANGEL, I’M DYING.” 
 
   I groaned to emphasise my point. 
 
   I’d woken up too early for my day at the track with the worst stomach cramps. Within half an hour, the cramps had progressed to full-blown hurling, leaving me hunched over the toilet. Over and over, I lost the contents of my stomach until there was nothing left but bile to gag around. 
 
   Despite the agony twisting through my insides, I’d managed to crawl to my phone and call Angel. Mum had long ago ingrained in me to let someone know when I was sick. The medications I’d been on my entire life, which included an immunosuppressant, could easily make something as simple as the flu a deadly situation. I’d spent many nights in hospital under observation. Ultimately, it was always better to be safe than sorry. 
 
   “That better just be your dramatic butt way of saying you’re sick because if you die on my watch, your parents will kill me, and I am far too young to go yet.”
 
   I moaned in response to her sass. 
 
   “Shit, girlie, are you being serious?” 
 
   “I think I had some bad—” The rest of my sentence cut off as I brought up the contents of my stomach again. 
 
   “Oh, Pheebs, are you going to be okay?” Angel asked when I crawled back to the phone and groaned to let her know I was there again.
 
   “No. I told you, I’m going to die.” 
 
   “Let’s try it again without the dramatics. Are you going to be okay?” 
 
   I rested my forehead against the cold tiles. “Probably, but can you check in on me just in case?” 
 
   “Of course.”
 
   I told her where I was staying and my room number in case I couldn’t get to my mobile phone. “If I don’t answer, I’m dead.” 
 
   She chuckled. “It sounds like you’re going to be fine. Put on some TV and try to take your mind off it.” 
 
   I grunted at her lack of empathy. The truth was, I wasn’t good when I was sick. I hated being ill and became a pain in the arse to everyone around me. Mum, Dad, and Angel had all borne the brunt of it often enough to be mostly immune. Dad always joked that it was when I stopped complaining that he started to worry. 
 
   Taking some tablets for the pain, I crawled back into the hotel bed—relieved I wasn’t due to check out that morning like I would have been if not for the race I wanted to go to. 
 
   Once I’d buried myself under the blankets, I turned on the TV to listen to the race I was missing. The one event I’d specifically wanted to get to on my trip. It wasn’t fair, but it was Murphy’s Law.
 
   As often as I could, I snuck peeks around the blankets to watch the race, but each time I did, it was nothing but a reminder of what I was missing. Because I’d been around the track since I was little, I knew the thrill of the race was always so much better live and in person. Regardless of when or where, there was always a buzz that filled the crowd; an undercurrent of excitement that we were all present to witness something magical. History was made in the blink of an eye during a race. 
 
   And I was stuck in bed, watching snippets on TV. 
 
   The announcer called out the current placings, but the names meant nothing to me. I didn’t generally follow the sport. The meet would’ve been my first experience with it. And I was missing it because of some dodgy food. 
 
   There was a knock on the door. “Room service.” 
 
   With a groan, I tossed my blankets off and padded over to open the door. I was in nothing but my boy-leg undies and a tank—without a bra underneath—and my hair was crazy, but it didn’t matter. I was too sick to care. 
 
   “I think you’ve got the wrong room,” I murmured through the small opening I’d made before moving to close the door again. 
 
   “No, miss, although I was told you might say that. We had an external phone call with an urgent request to deliver these items to you.” 
 
   There was a bottle of water, a can of Sprite with a glass, some dry crackers, and a teddy bear. 
 
   “Thank you,” I said, managing a weak smile at the guy. I opened the door wider to let him bring the cart in. He put the tray down on the small table in the room and then just lingered. For a moment, I stared at him, blinking, wondering what the fuck he wanted. Then I remembered. 
 
   “Shit. You want a tip, don’t you?” 
 
   The “duh” look he gave me wasn’t entirely appropriate for someone in the hospitality industry, and if I hadn’t felt like crap, I might have given him a piece of my mind. Instead, I hunted for the bag I’d packed the night before when I’d thought I’d need my purse and money for the trip to the raceway. When I found it, I bent over to grab my purse from inside. I stood back up and caught the tail end of the glance he’d given my arse. 
 
   “Here’s your tip.” I shoved a five-dollar note at him so hard that he had little choice but to move back toward the door. “And I’ll give you another for nothing. Ogle my arse again and I’ll kick yours into next week.” 
 
   He held his hands up as he walked out the door. Punk. He was just lucky Dad wasn’t there. He’d kick the arse of anyone who objectified me like that. It made it hard sometimes when Mum started talking about ideas for promotional activities after my eighteenth. After all, a significant portion of them would require me to get my tits out a little—at least in a bra or bikini. Dad hated the idea. Mum was indifferent to it, and I was willing to do whatever I needed to in order to build my profile, get sponsors on board and money in the bank. None of the shoots were really any different from the catalogues and calendars I’d already been in. They just required a little more of a sexed-up attitude. 
 
   Trying to force the idiot bellhop out of my mind, I moved to the tray of goodies Angel had sent. Leaving the Sprite open so it would go flat, I had a few sips of the water and, when I kept that down, a tentative bite of the crackers. Then I grabbed the teddy bear and my phone and headed back to the blanket fort I’d constructed. I sent Angel a text thanking her for the care package. I didn’t mention the porter though. After all, it wasn’t her fault her generosity had come in the arms of a jerk. 
 
   
 
 
   
AT SOME point, I must have drifted off because I jolted awake to the sound of applause. Apparently some guy named Miller had come first, followed by another guy named Hargrave. When the reporter cut to the winner, I buried my head under my pillow. His accent was just like Beau’s, which reminded me that our date was the next day. 
 
   If I survived that long. 
 
   Ignoring the TV, I got up to have the glass of now-flat lemonade. I took slow sips to ensure it didn’t send my stomach back into purge mode. When I was certain everything was staying down, I took my medication. 
 
   After checking in with Angel again, letting her know I was marginally better, I sent Beau a text, telling him I was heading to bed so wouldn’t be available to talk but that I was looking forward to catching up the next day. The word “date” felt too formal—too much—to put in writing. 
 
   I didn’t wait for a reply before crawling back into bed to sleep.
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BY THE TIME I woke the next morning, I felt a little less like death. At the very least, the tremors that raced around my body and coursed through my stomach no longer had anything to do with food poisoning. By the time I blasted down to Orlando on my bike, my whole body shook, my mouth was dry, and I couldn’t suck down enough oxygen no matter how hard I tried. But none of that was due to my sudden illness the previous day. 
 
   What am I doing? 
 
   I pulled my bike into a park and killed the engine. Glancing around the car park, I wondered if he was already there. Would I even know it was him? I had an image in my head, but was that really what he looked like? We’d had a few short hours in the dark, and that was weeks earlier. Surely my mind had inflated the mental image I’d had of him in the time since? 
 
   Closing my eyes for a second, I pictured the face I remembered. The square jaw, proud chin, and dash of stubble. The lopsided dimples and slow, easy smile. My breathing sped as I let it fill my mind. He couldn’t be quite as handsome as I remembered, could he? 
 
   Opening my eyes, I double-checked the little bag I’d packed for the day. My hand sanitiser, medication, and sunscreen were all still where they had been the last three times I’d checked. I was halfway through checking my passport and travel documents were still safely tucked away when the sound of a throat being cleared nearby made me jump. 
 
   I glanced up and met a pair of sunnies covering what I recalled were a fantastic pair of eyes. A baseball cap shaded his face, but it was the one I remembered. A nervous smile spread over my face as I realised I’d been wrong, so wrong, about my imagination overinflating his attractiveness in my memory. The opposite was true. He was far better looking than I recalled. All man—tall and broad—and standing a good three feet away from me looking awkward as fuck. 
 
   It was almost as if he were trying to reconcile what he saw with his own mental image, just like I was. I wondered how the reality stacked up for him. My hand found my ponytail and my teeth grazed my lip. 
 
   As I met his gaze, and the cautious expression in the set of his mouth, I understood his awkwardness. On one hand, the conversations between us had become familiar and fairly sexual in the short time we’d known each other, and yet we’d only seen each other once before. For all intents and purposes, we were strangers. 
 
   “Hi,” he said. One corner of his mouth lifted into a shy smile. 
 
   “Um, hi.” I moved closer to him. “What’s with the shades?” 
 
   “Uh, late night. Celebratin’ with some friends.” 
 
   A pang of jealousy struck me, but I pushed it aside. What right did I have to be jealous, after all? I didn’t have any claim on him. We were nothing more than casual acquaintances, and there was no guarantee we’d progress from there. 
 
   He lifted his shades, revealing a slightly bloodshot but otherwise perfect set of eyes. Just like I remembered, but had started to doubt, they started as a dark chocolate near the irises before dancing to amber by the edge. 
 
   I wondered what I should do next. What was the best way to greet the person I was slightly infatuated with but didn’t really know? Kiss him? Shake hands? Hug? 
 
   He reached out and grasped both of my hands gently in his own. For a moment, his gaze dropped to my lips, and I wondered if he were having the same internal debate. 
 
   “You ready for this?” he asked. 
 
   Did he mean the theme park or whatever we had brewing between us? Because the answer to one was yes, but as for the other, I had no freaking clue. 
 
   He chuckled as if he understood my nerves. Maybe he did. 
 
   I blew out a breath and nodded. “Yeah. I think so.” 
 
   One of his hands entwined with one of mine, and he led me in the direction of the gates. As we walked, he tugged the brim on his hat down and slipped his shades back over his eyes. 
 
   “So—”
 
   “How’d—”
 
   We’d both spoken at the same time. I chuckled and looked away, playing with the ends of my ponytail as I tried to fight the butterflies that had overtaken my stomach. 
 
   “What happened to the brazen girl I’ve been speakin’ to?” 
 
   I glanced up at him before dropping my eyes away again. “She’s in here, just a little more reserved when she can see the reaction her words have.” 
 
   Turning to me, he offered me a cheeky grin. “Part of me wants to kiss ya to get the awkwardness outta the way.” 
 
   I laughed. “I don’t think I’d complain about that.” 
 
   He brushed his knuckles over the corner of my mouth. My eyelids fluttered closed at the sensation the light touch sent rushing through me. He moved closer until his mouth was just centimetres from mine and I could feel his breath brushing over my lips. 
 
   “Hmm, but the other part has a better idea.” 
 
   Damn it! I sighed and opened my eyes again. With his eyes hidden by the dark wraparound sunnies he wore, it was impossible to see what he might be thinking.
 
   “Much as I hate disappointin’ ya, darlin’, I do love that you’re disappointed.” 
 
   “Ugh, you would.” 
 
   “There’s a hint of the spark that has me burnin’ for ya. When that’s back in full, then we’ll talk about kissin’.” 
 
   “I could just kiss you,” I said, my brow raised in challenge. 
 
   “Ya could indeed.” He grabbed my hand again and we headed for the gate. “But you’ll only do that when the spark is back anyway. Don’t ya think?”
 
   My gaze trailed to his lips before lifting back to meet his eyes. “Maybe.” 
 
   “Shall we?” he asked before leading me to the park. 
 
   
 
 
   
FOR THE better part of the morning, we’d dragged each other from thrill ride to thrill ride, roller coaster to roller coaster. Despite our ready grins and easy laughter, there was still something stopping us from being completely comfortable around each other. The atmosphere between us was stilted. Awkward. Almost as if we were on a first date. 
 
   Even as I had the thought, the truth of it echoed through me. We were effectively on our first date. Beau had even paid. For everything—despite my protests. 
 
   Well, if it was a first date, there was little I could do but relax and enjoy it. 
 
   “Follow me,” Beau said as he led me toward the Ferris wheel with a smile on his face. 
 
   His expression hinted at a devious plan, and I guessed it at once. 
 
   I glanced up at the slow-moving ride and swallowed hard. 
 
   “What’s the matter?” He reached over and brushed my cheek with his fingertips, drawing my eyes to him. As the day had worn on, and he’d gotten some coffee into him, he’d stowed his sunnies into the collar of his shirt, but still left his baseball hat pulled over his face. He only took that off as we joined the line for the Ferris wheel. 
 
   “I can’t help thinking that of all the rides in the park, this one might be the scariest.” 
 
   His gaze was soft as he took in my concern. “Ya got a thang about heights?” 
 
   I shook my head. “Expectations.” 
 
   “Expectations?” 
 
   “Yeah. A slow ride. Romantic. Locked away in private together. Anything could happen, right?” 
 
   He looked sheepish as he gave a little chuckle. “Heh, so ya guessed at my plans then?” 
 
   “Sneaking in a kiss on the Ferris wheel has to be about as clichéd as it comes. Which sounds exactly like what I know about you.” I nudged him with my shoulder. 
 
   He hummed, and I thought he was going to turn away, or try to deny his plan. He didn’t though, because an instant later, one of his hands was just below my ponytail and his lips were on mine. A moan of delight left me long before my mind caught up with what was happening. I relaxed into his kiss. Warm and tender, demanding and gentle; just like I remembered. 
 
   Fuck. 
 
   I could get lost in him so easily. 
 
   My breath caught as his kiss blazed through me like a match dropped into the tinder set by my hormones. I wrapped my arms around his neck and kissed him back. My mind screamed “more!” and my heart pounded against my ribcage. 
 
   The person behind us in line made a sound of disgust, and we broke apart with a chuckle. 
 
   “There,” he said. “No ’spectations left no more.” 
 
   “Oh, there’s still expectations,” I replied with a wink as I moved forward with the line. “Only now, the bar’s set a little higher.” 
 
   “And there she is.” He stared into my eyes with such a blistering intensity that I swallowed and lost my breath again. “Welcome back.” 
 
   “I—uh—I’ve been here all morning.”
 
   “Maybe, but now ya got a look in your eye to match the conversations we’ve had. Ya ain’t like other girls.” 
 
   “You don’t know the half of it.” 
 
   “Really? You might have to explain yourself a li’l more on that one, darlin’.” 
 
   “Hmm, I think that sort of information is reserved for a second date at least.” 
 
   “Ah, so this is a date?” 
 
   “Maybe.” My lips twitched with a grin. We moved forward with the line, getting dangerously close to the front of the queue. 
 
   “But wouldn’t that make it our second?” he challenged. 
 
   “Well, no, because our first meeting wasn’t a date. We just met.” 
 
   “We met in the bar, but then we went out together. Don’t that make it a date?” 
 
   “I guess. If you want to get technical.” 
 
   “Darlin’, I ain’t nothing if not technical.” 
 
   “Well, then, I guess it’s information reserved for a third date.” 
 
   He laughed. “I’ll get one of those out of you before you go home if I have anything to say about it.” 
 
   “As much as I’d love to argue that point, I don’t think I can. Mostly because I don’t want to.” 
 
   He squinted as he tried to sort through what I’d said. “I think that’s a good thang?” 
 
   I nodded. “It’s a good thing. Or at least, it bodes well for you scoring another date.” 
 
   We moved forward again, waiting for our carriage to come next. 
 
   “That’s great, darlin’. How’s tomorrow work for you?” 
 
   “Tomorrow?” 
 
   “My buddies drove down with me, but they’re flying back to North Carolina because I wanted to make sure ya weren’t alone for the Fourth of July—if you’d let me.” 
 
   “Oh, shit, that’s a thing here isn’t it?” 
 
   He laughed. “Yeah, ya could say it’s a thang.” 
 
   The attendant waved us forward, and Beau slid into the seat first, moving over to make room for me. As soon as I stepped forward, he smiled and lifted his arm—making it very clear where he wanted me to sit. 
 
   I tried to hide my smile as I moved into the offered position. My hands shook as my expectations rose to dizzying heights. The attendant still needed to empty and refill half the carriages, so we would be having a slow ride to the top. 
 
   “So whadda ya say? Ormond Beach tomorrow. You and me.” 
 
   “Ah, so it’s not so much wanting another date as wanting to see me in a bikini.” 
 
   “I never mentioned nothin’ ’bout bikinis, darlin’, but I ain’t gonna complain if that’s your chosen attire. Ya might wanna bring a sweater for the night though. It could get mighty chilly.” 
 
   I can think of other ways to warm up. The words almost escaped, but I managed to bite my lip to stop them. 
 
   The carriage jerked to a stop and swung in place as another one behind us was emptied and reloaded. The jolting motion sent me crashing closer to Beau, and my hand fell against his thigh. My gaze instantly travelled to my hand, just inches away from his cock. I went to move away, but he placed his hand over the top of mine. 
 
   “You can leave it there if ya like.” 
 
   The position left my lips close to his. Another time-stopping, body-shaking, stomach-fluttering moment passed between us where I couldn’t decide whether to focus on his eyes or his full lips. His breath hitched as I moved my hand a little to allow me to twist closer to him. Taking his approval of my accidental hand placement and movement as encouragement, I closed the last of the distance between us. 
 
   I kissed him softly at first, gentle, chaste caresses to get the taste of him again. When both of our breaths grew shorter, I became bolder and added my tongue into the mix. The little sounds that my kiss drew from Beau’s throat made me braver still. My hand caressed his leg in a small circle across the front of his thigh. Each time I reached his inner thigh—closer to his cock—he shifted in his seat and his breathing grew more ragged. 
 
   He turned his body and his hand moved to my side. The shift in his position meant that the next time my hand traced its path, it hit his cock, rubbing it through the material of his jeans. He broke off the kiss and tilted his head back. 
 
   “Dang, woman, what’re ya doin’ to me?” 
 
   I smiled. “You ask that a lot, you know?” 
 
   “Because I can’t figure it out.” His palms caressed my face, and he drew my forehead to his lips. “I can’t figure you out,” he admitted in a soft whisper before pressing his lips against the middle of my forehead. 
 
   “I’m not that hard to work out,” I said. Who knew that such an innocent place, such a soft kiss, could ignite flames in me that would be impossible to put out? 
 
   I know a hose I wouldn’t mind trying to put it out with. 
 
   I was so lost in the moment, that I barely realised my hand was still moving until Beau moaned something that was halfway between a plea for me to keep going and a request to stop. 
 
   “Sorry,” I said. “I was kinda enjoying myself.” 
 
   “Me too. A little too much for a park with so many li’l uns ’round. ’Specially . . .” He trailed off and met my gaze. A sigh slipped from him, and he turned to look off into the distance. “’Specially when you’re still trying to run from yourself,” he added in a murmur. 
 
   His words were the reminder I needed to be discreet. People in the States may not have known me, but I was still ultimately something of a public figure. I couldn’t be feeling up practical strangers on a Ferris wheel in the middle of a fun park. 
 
   I went to pull away, but he held me close. “Is this okay?” he asked, pulling my back against his front. 
 
   “Yeah. It’s perfect.” And looking out over the view, it really was. I’d never been on a better date. True, I barely had any to compare it with, but it was still far and away the best.
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AFTER OUR MISADVENTURE on the Ferris wheel, we went to the arcade and played a few games. Then Beau spotted a photo booth. I didn’t even have a choice in the matter, and a second later, I was in the small booth with him, pulling faces and kissing him as the photos rolled one after the other. 
 
   “I need somethin’ to remember this by when I get home,” he explained as he took a strip of the photos before handing me the second. “I don’t wanna have it fade to a dream.” 
 
   Looking at the photos, my heart fluttered and my stomach loop-the-looped. The look in his eyes was hungry, tender, needful. I glanced up to meet his gaze and thank him for giving me a set too and was treated to a real-life version of the look. 
 
   “Keep looking at me like that, cowboy, and I won’t be held responsible for what happens next.” 
 
   For half a second, he looked like he was about to pick me up and pin me against the wall, but then he blew out a breath, muttering something under it as he did, and turned away. 
 
   “Where next?” he asked after he’d composed himself.
 
   I shrugged. “I could eat.”
 
   He grinned. “Let’s see what they got, then.” 
 
   An hour later, with full bellies and laughter on our lips, we headed back out from the food to find some more fun—preferably something that didn’t involve going upside down, considering the greasy food twisting in my still sensitive stomach. Our conversation over lunch had focused on the stuff I’d done on my trip so far, it was the safest topic for me. At least it meant I didn’t have to reveal anything more about who I was or where I’d come from. 
 
   “I’m sure I saw something about karts, didn’t I?” I hinted. 
 
   “I believe ya might’ve.” 
 
   “That’s where I want to go next,” I said, grinning at the thought of getting some speed on again. 
 
   When we got close to the karts, I practically jogged the last of the distance. 
 
   “Why, li’l miss, I ain’t ever seen a girl so excited by go-karts.”
 
   “Just look at it! It’s got multiple levels. We’ve got to go on it.” 
 
   “If ya think ya can handle it.” 
 
   My expression fell, and I gave him the best version of bitch brow I could muster. “Are you fucking kidding me right now? Just because I’ve got a pair of tits, I couldn’t possibly know how to handle a kart?”
 
   He held his hands up in surrender. “I never suggested no such thang, darlin’, just that ya said you’ve never been on one with different levels.” 
 
   “Just shut up and let me at ’em!” 
 
   He chuckled. “Okay, whatever ya say. But don’t get upset when I beat ya, ’kay? When I get behind the wheel, I can’t stop my competitive streak, not even for you, li’l lady.” 
 
   “Oh, buster, now you’ve done it. Loser shouts dinner.”
 
   He tilted his head in confusion. “What’s the point in that?” 
 
   “In what?” 
 
   “Shoutin’ dinner.” 
 
   I was confused. Surely he’d had a friendly wager before? “Well, it’s a bet, isn’t it?” 
 
   “But why?” 
 
   “To add some sport. Loser pays, you know? It’s a pretty standard bet.” 
 
   He frowned. “You said ‘shouts.’” 
 
   I saw then that it was just a breakdown in communication. “Yeah. Don’t worry, it’s an Aussie thing. Are we on?” 
 
   “If ya wanna risk your spending money, that’s your loss, li’l darlin’.” 
 
   I tried to hide my smirk as we lined up for the multistorey track. Yeah, he wouldn’t even know what hit him. 
 
   By the time we were lined up and ready to go, I was in my element. The smell of petrol and oil. The heat of the track. I may have graduated to cars a few years earlier, but I’d spent so much time in and around karts that I had no concerns about beating Beau. 
 
   It’s almost unfair really, I thought as I hit the throttle. 
 
   Except he beat me. Not by much, but he slid home a second or two before I crossed the line.
 
   “Whew, woman, you can drive,” he said as he pulled off his helmet. 
 
   “Not well enough evidently.” 
 
   “I did tell ya not to be disappointed when I won.” 
 
   “No, you don’t understand, I can’t lose. I don’t lose. I’m—” I cut off before I could say I was Phoebe Reede and Phoebe Reede didn’t lose at the track—not when non-racers were involved. I’d even handed Dad his arse often enough to know I could handle this track, and Beau. “Never mind,” I continued, brushing it off. “I just don’t like to lose. Best two out of three.” 
 
   “Ya sure are a glutton for punishment,” he said with a clear challenge in his eyes. 
 
   “Is that right? Are you willing to put your money where your mouth is?”
 
   “You’re already hollerin’ for dinner, what else do ya wanna pay for?”
 
   His slip-up helped break the tension, and I couldn’t help the peal of laughter that rushed from me. “Shouting, not hollering.” 
 
   “Same thang.” 
 
   “No, it’s really not. You can’t holler a round.” I chuckled at the thought of him saying something like that to Dad or Morgan. “But why don’t we go double or nothing? Loser pays for dinner and breakfast.”
 
   “Why, li’l lady, if I didn’t know no better, I’d suspect ya were fixin’ to steal my virtue.” 
 
   I blushed as a chuckle escaped me. “No, nothing like that. I just, well, I—I-want-to-spend-as-much-time-with-you-as-I-can.” The words all ran together as I let them slip in a nervous rush. 
 
   He looked as breathless as I felt as I made the confession. Then his slow smile spread over his mouth again, lifting the corners of his lips as he watched me. 
 
   “I am mighty glad to hear that.” He pressed his lips to mine. 
 
   My eyes sank closed as I relished the taste of him, but even his kiss wasn’t enough to distract me from the need to prove to myself that I hadn’t lost my touch on the track. 
 
   I pulled away and nodded toward the karts. “Shall we?”
 
   “You’re on, but when I win this race, and, darlin’, I will win this race, you’ll owe me two meals.” 
 
   “Don’t be so confident.” I poked his chest. “This one’s mine.” 
 
   When we were back in the karts, I was ready. I’d been a little lax during the first race, assuming I’d be able to beat him without trying like I did with most people on the track. This time though, I would go hard. I would drive as if it was an actual race. As if my very career depended on it. My pride was on the line, and that wasn’t something I gave up easily. 
 
   I took off hard and got to the first corner first. Taking the aggressive racing line, I cut across his nose and rushed down the inside. The barriers whizzed past, and I relished the feel of being so low to the ground. Much as I loved racing cars, the bike and the kart were better in some ways. They both had one thing in common—something I loved. The connection I felt when it was just me and the motor. Nothing between me and the road, almost as if my very spirit were free to soar at top speed. 
 
   When I approached the next corner, I took the aggressive line again, braking at the last moment and turning into the corner to shoot through the apex. From time to time, I saw the wheels of Beau’s kart in my periphery. Each time, I’d adjust my line to close the gap and force him to back the fuck off. 
 
   By the time we finished the session, I was grinning from ear to ear. The passion for racing that had been buried underneath everything else when Nikki’s diagnosis came through, was back in me. The petrol in my veins. The feel of the kart. God, I wanted to call Dad and demand he put me in the ProV8 a year earlier than we’d initially discussed. Of course, that would mean pushing a damned good driver out for me before he was ready to go, but in the sweet throes of victory, I didn’t give a shit. 
 
   As soon as we’d brought the karts back into the pit area, I climbed out of mine and ran to Beau. I wrapped my arms around his neck and threw my head back as he twirled us both around.
 
   “If that’s how ya act when ya win, perhaps I should give ya the last one.” 
 
   “Don’t you dare,” I said. “No one lets me win. Not if they know what’s good for them.” 
 
   “Who says I didn’t let ya win that one?” 
 
   I gave him another bitch brow. “Don’t even try that, buddy. Just because your fragile male ego can’t stand losing to a girl, doesn’t mean you ‘let’ me have anything.”
 
   “Ya ain’t never gonna know.” 
 
   I squared my jaw and stared at him. “The hell I won’t. Admit that I won. Fair and square.” There was no way he’d let me win; he’d been fighting for the finish just like I had. 
 
   “Heh, I’ll admit ya can drive okay. For a girl.” 
 
   “Did those words really just leave your mouth?” I narrowed my eyes at him in disbelief as his statement became the focus of my entire being. I was already miffed before he said the words, and they just supercharged my anger. My fists clenched as I pressed my tongue against the top of my mouth to stop myself from chewing him out the way I wanted to. 
 
   Fuck. I should have trusted my first instincts—he was just as bad as every other bloke out there. Short-changing my achievements, just because of the gap between my legs. 
 
   “Uh—”
 
   Whatever he was going to say went into the ether as my technique to still my tongue failed, and the words shot from me. “Here I was thinking that maybe, just maybe, I’d found the one guy who didn’t think that my lack of a penis made me somehow lesser than him.” 
 
   My lips curled into a snarl as every bitter emotion I’d bitten back over the years poured through me and out at Beau. 
 
   I wasn’t nearly finished. “Who thought I mattered not because of what I could do, or who I was, or any of that crap. Who not only liked me for me, but also thought I was worthy exactly as I come—pussy and all.” Halfway through my rant, I saw a look of shock and disbelief on his face that made my anger burn into cold and bitter disappointment. “You know what, whatever,” I said, throwing my hand in his face as I turned around. “I’m used to guys letting me down, so just, ugh, whatever.”
 
   I stalked away from him, glad I had my bike and no need to rely on him for anything. What a fucking waste of my time. I just wished it didn’t hurt my chest so much to think about walking away and leaving whatever it was we’d shared behind me. 
 
   “Dawson, wait!” He chased after me and clamped his hand around my wrist. 
 
   I shook free of his hold. “I’m not even angry at you. Just disappointed with myself.” 
 
   “Darlin’, stop.” He shadowed my every step, brushing his hands over my arms, starting at my shoulders before trailing them down to my hands and holding on to coerce me to stop. “Please?”
 
   “Why, Beau? So you can lay on some country charm crap and try to convince me that you’re not like all the others?” 
 
   “No, because I upset ya an’ I dunno why. I really wanna know so I don’t do it ag’in.”
 
   I raised a brow at him and fixed him with my best are-you-kidding look. 
 
   “I know what I said’s part of it, but that ain’t all of it, is it?” 
 
   Why aren’t I just walking away? I sighed. “Yes. No. Ugh, maybe. It’s just . . . well, do you know how many times I’ve heard things like that in my life? Like every little fucking thing I achieve is undermined just because I have a pussy. Oh, you fixed up your bike really well, for a girl. Oh, you can ride hard, for a girl. Oh, your track record is great, for a girl.” I growled. “I can outride, outdrive, and out-mechanic more than half of the guys I know”—with each “out” I poked his chest—“and yet it’s always written off as being good ‘for a girl’ or expected because of my father. How would you like every single damned achievement you’ve ever had reduced to that?”
 
   “I’m guessin’ it ain’t great.” 
 
   “Give the genius a gold fucking star.” 
 
   “Dawson?” 
 
   “What?” 
 
   “I think you’re pretty danged perfect, and I’m kinda glad you’re a girl.”
 
   His statement was clearly intended to draw a smile, but it wasn’t that easy for me to let go of my anger. “Don’t, Beau. I don’t need compliments and platitudes. That’s not why I’m upset.” 
 
   “Am I right in guessin’ this is part of the reason you’re here in the States?” He frowned and then reached for my hands again. Even though part of me wanted to pull away, I didn’t. Mostly because he wasn’t trying to talk over me to tell me that I was being ridiculous like so many others had when I’d raised the issue. In fact, he seemed to want to understand. 
 
   I wasn’t sure how much more I was ready to admit though. Anything else would make it easier for him to find out the truth. In fact, I’d already said too much. “Yeah, you could say that.” 
 
   “I have a question.” 
 
   I rolled my eyes. “What is it?” 
 
   “Do ya like, ride bikes for a livin’ or somethin’?” 
 
   His words were too close to the truth for comfort. “Of course not,” I said. “How many people do you know who make a living out of racing bikes?” 
 
   A knowing smile crossed his lips, and he looked like he was going to say something. Then he stopped himself and met my gaze. “I am mighty sorry I upset ya with my careless joke.” 
 
   “Are you sorry you said it, or sorry I got mad?” 
 
   “Um, both?” The frank expression on his face drew a smile from me. 
 
   “At least you’re being honest, I guess,” I said, forcing my stance to soften.
 
   He used his hold on my wrists to draw my arms to his side before wrapping them around his body. When he let go, I had the choice to let my arms fall back to my side or hold on to him. Even though the idea sent flutters through my chest and made me need to swallow down the butterflies rising from my stomach to my throat, I rested my hands on the back of his jeans.
 
   His hands lifted to my face, caressing my cheeks and forcing me to meet his eyes. “I am very sincerely sorry that any of my words hurt ya, li’l darlin’. That was certainly not my intention.” 
 
   I should have backed away and followed through with my desire to leave, but I didn’t. Instead, I closed my eyes and allowed myself to enjoy the sensation that filled me at his touch. With the emotions rolling through me, I almost forgot why I was angry. 
 
   “I guess I ain’t used to losing,” he said.
 
   I laughed and met his eye. “Yeah, me either.” 
 
   “Let me try this ag’in. I’ll admit you can drive dang good.” 
 
   I raised my eyebrow as I waited for the rest of the sentence. 
 
   “And that’s where I stop talkin’.” 
 
   I couldn’t contain my laughter. 
 
   “Now, that’s more like it, darlin’. Can ya promise me one thang?” 
 
   “What?” 
 
   “If I say something to upset ya, please tell me. I’m just a man. I don’t always think thangs through.” His face dipped to be closer to mine. “I know you’ve told me this thang . . . This, whatever this is, is just a blip on the radar of your life, but I don’t want it to end sooner than it has to.” The distance between us grew smaller with each word, and after the last, his lips touched mine. The kiss wasn’t deep, or mind-blowing like others we’d shared, but it was still enough to steal my breath away. Halfway through, I tugged on his hips to bring him closer to me. 
 
   I wanted to reassure him that it wouldn’t be just a blip on my radar, that I was already certain the memories we’d shared would be seared in my mind for the rest of my life, but I couldn’t do that without giving him false hope. It would be easier for both of us to say goodbye if we didn’t even consider the future. Besides, it wasn’t fair of me to ask for anything more from him than our summer fling.
 
   “You really are a sweet talker, aren’t you?” I accused with a smile as his lips left mine. 
 
   “I can’t help it around you.” His thumb moved to trace a path over my cheek. “Ya make me softer than I’ve ever been before.” 
 
   “Really?” I wiggled my hips, pressing against his growing erection. “It doesn’t feel like you’re all that soft.” 
 
   “Dang girl, ya know how to drive me crazy.”
 
   Despite the danger I could see in the suggestion, I nodded toward the kart track. “We agreed on two out of three. Whaddaya say?” 
 
   “I say that I don’t wanna push my luck. I’ll holler for dinner. Breakfast too, if that’s still in the cards.” He chuckled. 
 
   I laughed. “I told you, it’s ‘shout.’” 
 
   “I know, darlin’, but I hoped to see you smile again.” His thumb caressed the corner of my mouth. “Ya wanna head out?”
 
   “Yeah, I think I’m ready to go. I’m sorry today kinda went off track. I did have a good time, though.”
 
   “I am mighty glad to hear that.” 
 
   We headed out to the car park. 
 
   “So where do you want to meet up for dinner?” I asked as he walked me to my bike. 
 
   “Why do we have to meet up?” 
 
   “Well, I don’t want to leave my bike here.” 
 
   “I got my truck. We can load your bike up and head off together if ya like?” 
 
   “Now who was fixin’ to do what to your virtue?” I mimicked his accent as best as I could as I repeated his words back to him. “It seems like you came awfully prepared to take me with you.”
 
   He flushed red. “It ain’t like that, darlin’, I swear. I got bikes on my ranch so my pickup has a chock and ramps in the back.”
 
   “Oh. So you weren’t expecting anything?”
 
   “Other than having a good time with ya here and maybe being lucky enough to spend tomorrow with ya? No, ma’am.”
 
   “Sorry, I guess I thought . . .” I trailed off. 
 
   “You were makin’ assumptions based on the fact that I’m a man?”
 
   I played with the end of my ponytail as his steady gaze assessed me. “Yeah. I guess I was. Sorry. I know how much that sucks.” 
 
   “’S okay, darlin’. I’m used to dealin’ with certain stereotypes too.” 
 
   “Really?” 
 
   “Of course, li’l miss. Anytime I say the word virgin, there’s an assumption that there’s somethin’ wrong with me. Like I don’t have the same urges or somethin’.” 
 
   A wry smile lifted my lips. “Well, we both know that assumption is incorrect.” 
 
   “’Specially ’round you.” His words were so quiet it was easy to pretend I didn’t hear them. Or at least it would have been if heat didn’t rise over my cheeks, no doubt dragging a hint of red with it. 
 
   Yeah, I know the feeling.
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WITH ALL THE equipment and proper strapping Beau had, it didn’t take long to load my bike onto his gorgeous custom Chevrolet Silverado. When he’d first mentioned the truck and the fact that he used it around his ranch, I’d expected to see a beater. Only it wasn’t. It was an almost brand-new, red-and-chrome beast. 
 
   “Fuck, a truck like this could make a girl cream on the spot,” I murmured as I ran my finger over the chrome roll bar while he strapped down my bike. “What have you got under the bonnet?” I asked when we’d climbed out of the tray. I moved around to the front, waiting for him to open the bonnet. 
 
   He looked confused for a moment, but then his eyes widened as something clicked. “You wanna see what’s under the hood?” 
 
   I nodded. “Hell yeah!” 
 
   He popped the bonnet and ran me through the specs of his V8 beast. Even though the height of the car left me barely able to see into the engine bay, I could tell that the work that had been done was integrated almost seamlessly. He started to run through some of the modifications he’d done to the intake and exhaust, and the custom chip he’d had installed. 
 
   “And it’s ’bout now that most girls’ eyes glaze over as the boredom takes hold.” He looked almost bashful when he met my gaze. As if he thought he were boring me or something.
 
   “I told you already, I’m not most girls,” I said with my head still buried in the engine bay. “Did you do the mods yourself?” 
 
   “Heh, some, but I also have a crew I can trust with that sort of thang.” 
 
   “Well, pass on my appreciation, will you? It’s a shit-hot ride.” 
 
   “Thanks, li’l lady. Ya ready to go?” 
 
   I nodded and headed to the passenger door.
 
   “So, I’m guessin’ you’re a bit of a car enthusiast?” he asked.
 
   I laughed. “Yeah, you could say that. I’ve been around them for as long as I can remember. Some of my earliest memories are of being with Dad down in the back shed in our old house in Sydney working on his classics. Of course, things are easier on them. No chips or computers to worry about.”
 
   “Is he a mechanic or somethin’?” 
 
   Or something is right. “Yeah, kinda. And one of my uncles part-owns a panel shop. Well, he’s not technically my uncle, but he was like a father to me for so long that we’re closer than most real families. His shop is one of the best in Australia. Between the two of them, I didn’t have a choice about being into cars.”
 
   “Wow.”
 
   “Yeah. I love it though. It’s tangible, you know? So many hobbies you just end up with nothing to show for it, but with cars and bikes, you can see the time you’re spending. Especially if you know what to look for.” 
 
   “Was it your daddy that got ya into kartin’ too?” 
 
   “Yeah.” I frowned as I thought about my family. Then tears welled in my eyes. 
 
   “Hey, now, darlin’, what’s wrong?” 
 
   “Nothing. I just miss home. I thought I needed to get away from it all to find who I am, but all it’s done is make me miss them all.” 
 
   He reached across the cabin and grabbed my hand. “I can understand that. Whenever I think ’bout Georgia, I find myself missin’ Mabel and Abby somethin’ fierce.”
 
   “Are they your sisters?” 
 
   “Mabel’s my, uh, my foster mom. My mama died shortly after my seventh birthday. I never did know my daddy. I went from house to house, causin’ a ruckus at each one, but I arrived at Mabel’s when I was fourteen and, uh, somethin’ happened.” 
 
   “What?”
 
   “I fell in love with her daughter, Abby—Abigail.” 
 
   My throat constricted and my brows pulled into a frown. “What?” 
 
   He chuckled. “Yeah, I fell head over heels. An older woman by two years, and boy I woulda done anythin’ and everythin’ to impress her. Mabel, well, she used that to her advantage and had Abby ordering me around like some cut-price male Cinderella. It worked though. My grades picked up. I started helpin’ ’round the house. I stopped gettin' into trouble with the law. My reward was an old speedway car. Mabel said I could race it if I could fix it. I thought it’d impress Abby, so got to workin’ straight away.”
 
   “So what happened?”
 
   He chuckled. “I learnt how to fix a motor real quick.” 
 
   I frowned. He wasn’t giving me the information I wanted. “I mean with Abby.” 
 
   He glanced at me and the nostalgic smile on his face turned almost wry. “Why, li’l lady, do I detect a hint of jealousy?” 
 
   “No.” The word was too fast, too guilty. “Uh, I mean, no, of course not. I’m just wondering, that’s all.” 
 
   His fingers played over the back of my hand. “One night, ’bout a year after I moved in, I decided that it was time to make my move. I was certain I’d earned Abby’s attention, that her tellin’ me to do the right thang proved she loved me too. Mabel was going out to a PTA meetin’ and I thought I had my chance for romance. I set the mood for seduction the best I could, cookin’ the fanciest meal I knew, gettin’ all gussied up, had flowers, dessert, the works.” 
 
   I pictured the sort of things he might do if he was putting in a massive effort and pulling out all stops. It would be something I wasn’t sure I could resist. “And?”
 
   “And I waited ’round for two hours. Abby never showed. Mabel got home first, walked in the front door, took one look ’round and guessed at my plan. She sat me down and told me ’bout her late husband Ern, and how they’d fallen in love. She tol’ me that it was important to save yourself for the right someone. That I’d likely fall in and out of love a dozen times before findin’ her. I promised Mabel that night that I’d wait ’til I found that gal. The special one.” 
 
   I swallowed as I thought about how difficult a conversation it must have been at fifteen. Especially with no prelude. Mum and I had discussed sex a few times, but she and Dad had been so open that it was never an awkward topic. It was the reason I’d been on the pill since I was fifteen. Not that I’d attempted to talk to Dad about it. In his eyes, I would always be his princess and no guy would ever be good enough. 
 
   “When I saw Abby the next day, she was gushin’ about her new boy and what they were going to do when they went off to college the next year. I saw that what I felt wasn’t requited.”
 
   “I’m sorry,” I said, even though I wasn’t sure why I said it. The thought of him with another woman made my eye twitch and my stomach churn, and yet I felt terrible for the fifteen-year-old him who’d had his heart smashed by the woman he’d had feelings for. 
 
   Like I did to Max. I frowned. 
 
   “Don’t be. I realised pretty quick that Mabel was right. I didn’t really love Abby.” He moved his hand away from mine and back onto the steering wheel. “At least, not as anythin’ more than a friend, and eventually a sister.” 
 
   “What made you see that?” I wondered if it was something I could share with Maxie, to make him see that his crush was misplaced with me. 
 
   “Lou-Anne Sumners.” He laughed. “Nothin’ better to help ya get over heartbreak than movin’ onto the next pretty thang.”
 
   “Have you been in love much?” I asked, trying to stop the words coming out as disgusting as they felt in my mouth. 
 
   “Heh, ya know if ya’d asked me that a few weeks ago, I woulda said yes.” 
 
   “And now?” 
 
   His gaze travelled out the window and his jaw flexed; the tiny muscle beneath his ear rippling as he pressed his teeth together. “Now, I’d say I never really understood love before. Not the sort Mabel spoke of.” 
 
   I tried not to overanalyse his words, but I couldn’t stop myself from turning them over in my head again and again wondering if he could really mean what it sounded like he was saying. 
 
   He cleared his throat. “Anyway, let’s move on to happier topics.” 
 
   “Happier? I thought you said you missed them.” 
 
   “Yeah, I do.” His expression closed and he didn’t say anything more. He shifted in his seat, turning away from me. 
 
   I watched his movements closely, recognising how similar they were to Dad’s when he was upset. 
 
   “Beau, if you want to talk about anything, I’m a good listener.” 
 
   “I’m sure ya are, darlin’, I’m sure ya are.” He didn’t say anything more though, and I hardly had the right to push for more information. Especially when I was hiding so much myself. I still hadn’t even told him my real name. 
 
   Should I? The thing was, I’d grown fond of Beau, fond enough to want to spend some more time with him. What would he think if I told him the truth? Would he push me away? What future could we possibly have? 
 
   “Beau?”
 
   “Yeah, Dawson?” He sounded tired when he responded as if the weight that had settled over him were physical and draining him more by the second. 
 
   “Why’d you have to be so perfect?” It made it so much harder to keep the truth from him. I wanted to open my mouth and let every part of my life spill out. He’d probably understand, but to what end? 
 
   He laughed. “I ain’t hardly perfect, but thank ya for the compliment.” 
 
   A hush fell over us both as he hit the highway. 
 
   “Where are we heading?” I asked after a moment. 
 
   “Huh?” 
 
   “Well, I’m just wondering where you’re taking me tonight, considering my hotel room is in Daytona Beach, and I’ve still got to get back there tonight.” 
 
   “You’re stayin’ in Daytona?” 
 
   “Yeah, why?” 
 
   “Well, I’m down in Daytona too. I was gonna take ya out somewhere in Orlando, but if ya’d prefer we can head straight to Daytona. There’s a great Indian place. My boys and I went there the other night.” 
 
   “Sounds good to me.”
 
   “So, why were ya in Daytona?” he asked. 
 
   I might have minded the question if it weren’t for the fact that his curiosity had wiped away the traces of sorrow that had rested heavy on his brow. He glanced over at me when I didn’t answer straight away. 
 
   “Darlin’?” 
 
   “It’s a little embarrassing,” I admitted. “But I came down for the stock car race.” 
 
   “Why’s that embarrassing?” 
 
   “Because it’s not what people expect. Plus, I didn’t get to the race. I was stuck in bed sick all day and only got to watch bits of it on TV.” 
 
   “Oh, that sucks, li’l darlin’. It was a great race.” He had an odd smile on his face. 
 
   “You were there?”
 
   “Ya could say that. I take it ya don’t follow the sport though?”
 
   I gave a small headshake. “Is it that obvious?” 
 
   He laughed. “A little.” 
 
   “How?” 
 
   “D’ya see the winner on TV?”
 
   “No. But I heard the end of the race. Some guy named Miller won, right?” 
 
   His smile grew even bigger as he chuckled. Then he offered me his hand. “Beauregard Miller, at your service, ma’am.”
 
   “Miller? No way! You mean you’re . . .? So when you said you had business, you meant you were in town for the race?” 
 
   “Told ya I was celebratin’ with friends last night. We had a big win. One-two.” 
 
   “Uh-huh,” I said, still trying to process the fact that this man drove cars for a living. It explained the damn kart race and how he’d given me a run for my money. A tiny voice in my head echoed something I’d heard somewhere about girls falling for guys who were just like their dads. Only, I wasn’t falling for him. And he was nothing like Dad. Was he? “So you’re a race car driver?” 
 
   “That’s why I figured ya don’t generally follow the sport. No spark of recognition. No desperate need for an autograph. No urgent requests to get in my pants. It’s also why I suggested The Fun Spot ’stead of somewhere like Disney. Quieter, ya know? It’s been so danged refreshin’ not havin’ to be the Beau Miller that the public ’spects. Know what I mean?”
 
   I was about to say that I did when he continued speaking. 
 
   “It’d be hard to understand ’less ya been there.”
 
   “Yeah, it would be.” It was probably the perfect opportunity to admit the truth, but I couldn’t bring myself to say the words. Not when he’d given me such an easy out. 
 
   “I’m glad that ya know the truth now though; there ain’t nothin’ I hate more than lyin’.” 
 
   I swallowed down the rising bile in my throat. He’d never lied to me; I’d just never asked what he did for a living. Whereas I’d lied to him. Flat-out given him a name that wasn’t my own, knowing the whole time that I was being dishonest. 
 
   “What’s wrong, darlin’?” he asked, glancing at me with a worried look. 
 
   “I’m just not feeling very well,” I said, curling around on myself like a ball. “I think I’d like to head back to my room instead of dinner.” 
 
   “Are ya sure?” 
 
   “Yeah, I’m not really in the mood to eat anymore. I just need some sleep. Big day tomorrow, right?” I fought back tears as I said the words.
 
   His expression fell flat. “Is this ’bout what I said?” 
 
   I shook my head. “No. I’m just feeling a little off.” The lie slipped from me as easily as my first had. 
 
   “’Kay.” He might have been agreeing, but it was clear from his frown that he wasn’t convinced. 
 
   I gave him the hotel name, and he drove me there in silence. The mood in the car had shifted with my cancellation of our dinner plans, moving from comfortable and pleasant to stilted and stifling. I needed to get out of there, to get away from him, and think about what the hell I was doing. Why did I care if he hated liars, just because I’d lied to him? It wasn’t like we were going to be together forever or anything. 
 
   The most we could hope for was a summer fling, and he’d made it clear he wasn’t interested in flinging with just anyone—and I wasn’t either for that matter. Although, for him, I might have, and that was exactly the reason I needed to run. How could I take what he wanted to give to someone special knowing that I couldn’t commit that way? 
 
   When we reached the hotel, he helped unload my bike and then set it to rest to say goodbye. He grabbed my hand, and I closed my eyes to stop the tears as he did.
 
   “’Til tomorrow,” he said, kissing my hand before tugging on it to guide me closer.
 
   His palms moved to caress my face, but I pulled away before he could try to kiss me. “Sorry, I don’t want to pass it on.”
 
   “’Kay.” The uncertainty in him was clear in his voice, in his mannerisms, and everything. Even though I barely knew him, it was clear I’d left him muddled. “I can pick ya up here tomorrow mornin’ if ya like?” he offered. “Saves taking both my truck and your bike up to Ormond.”
 
   I bit my lip and nodded. “Sounds good. Night, Beau.” 
 
   “Night, Dawson.” 
 
   I flinched as he said the name—part of the reason I needed to go. 
 
   Without looking back at him, I rode my bike down to the parking garage and parked it in the spot for my room before heading to find some food in the restaurant attached to the hotel. I could have ordered room service, but I wasn’t quite ready to be alone in my room. There was stuff I needed to process first. 
 
   I was halfway across the lobby when I heard his voice. “I ain’t got her last name.” 
 
   With my heart between my teeth, I glanced over at the check-in desk. Beau was standing there talking to the clerk. He ran his hands through his hair as a frustrated sigh slipped from his lips. 
 
   “She said she was sick, and I wanna check on her, that’s all.” 
 
   “I’m sorry, sir, I can’t find anything listed under Dawson as a first or last name.” 
 
   He turned around and his gaze fell on me. 
 
   “Dawson, I am mighty glad I caught ya.” 
 
   My heart pounded as I crossed the hotel lobby. “What are you doing here, Beau?” I asked him, ignoring the clerk behind him. 
 
   “I decided I couldn’t leave ya alone while you were sick. I’m here to nurse ya back to health.” He offered me a winning grin. 
 
   “That’s really not necessary. I’ll be fine. I think I just need some food and some sleep.” 
 
   “Ya do know we were headin’ toward the food part, don’t ya?” 
 
   “Yeah, I know. I just—”
 
   “Stop.” He stepped closer to me. 
 
   I stepped back away from him. “What?” 
 
   “Stop, darlin’. Just relax a danged minute.” 
 
   I frowned. 
 
   “There’s somethin’ going on in that pretty li’l head of yours. I don’t need ya to tell me what, but can ya at least admit that much?” 
 
   My lips twitched upward at his perception. As soon as they did, he stepped closer until he could circle his arms around my waist. 
 
   “And if I was to guess a second time, it’s somethin’ to do with what I do for a livin’.” 
 
   His gaze was too intense for me to meet any longer and I turned away. How did I even begin to explain that I knew exactly what he’d meant when he said it was nice not having to be the glorified, media-friendly version of himself? That maybe I knew it even better than he did because I had the added expectation of being my father’s daughter, and growing up under a spotlight—the one that lit up my life with so many benefits but also threatened to burn me to a cinder if I hadn’t escaped it when I did. 
 
   Saying the words seemed like the easiest thing in the world and saying them to him—someone who might actually understand—easier still. 
 
   Only, doing so would change everything. It would be admitting that I was more than who I was in the States. It was giving him a way to contact me when I went home. But that wasn’t what I wanted. Even though I wanted it desperately. 
 
   More than anything else, I wanted this slice of life—of real life, however manufactured it might be by lies and fabrication—and I wanted it to be separate from everything else. Untainted. I wanted to be able to go home and know that for one moment, with one other person, I was more me than I’d ever been before, or could be again. 
 
   “Don’t overthink this. Please? Let’s just be you and me. Beau and Dawson.” 
 
   His use of the name I’d given him sent a new spike of guilt through my heart. I wanted to pull away, but he was so intoxicating that all I could do was nod. 
 
   “Now, let’s see about some food, shall we? I believe I was shoutin’ dinner.” 
 
   “Beau—”
 
   “If your next words are anythin’ to do with me leavin’ your side before I know you’ve eaten and are okay, I ain’t gonna listen to them.”
 
   “You’re not going to take no for an answer, are you?”
 
   He shook his head. “I really ain’t. Now, shall we?” he asked as he offered me the crook of his elbow. 
 
   “I don’t really want to be around other people,” I said. “I was just going to get some food to go.”
 
   “Hmm, tell ya what. Run upstairs and have a shower. Meet me down here in a half hour. Give my name at the restaurant. I’ll show ya the sort of quiet dinner I prefer.”
 
   Despite the suggestive edge to his words, I didn’t think he’d meant them that way. He was celibate after all. 
 
   I still wasn’t sure it was a smart thing to do, but I was too fascinated with him to say anything but yes.
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OUR DINNER CONVERSATION was awkward. I didn’t know what to say to him, and he seemed just as uncomfortable with every topic of small talk. 
 
   By the time I’d arrived at the table—a private place far away from all the other patrons—he had a bottle of wine for us to share and had already ordered our meals. 
 
   “I hope ya don’t mind me takin’ the liberty,” he said. 
 
   I shook my head but used the excuse of still not feeling that well to avoid having him pour me a drink. Despite my joking with Mum about what the boys at Emmanuel Racing might do to celebrate my birthday if I’d been home, I really wasn’t a drinker. And it wasn’t only because I’d been underage before I’d left. That wouldn’t have stopped Dad or Uncle Morgan sharing a bottle of beer with me. 
 
   Instead, it was because I didn’t want to risk damaging the gift Emmanuel had given me. I couldn’t. That was why I tried to eat right and stay healthy, avoided alcohol and too much coffee, and had never turned to energy drinks to help get me through despite how much I needed them some days. It was also why I was religious about taking my medication and didn’t take chances when I was sick. I didn’t want to do anything to shorten the life of his kidney. 
 
   Of course, explaining all of that to Beau was just another can of worms I wanted to avoid. It was far easier to shake my head each time he offered to pour me a glass.
 
   “So—” I started after our food came out before realising I had no way to finish the sentence—only a desire to talk away the awkwardness. 
 
   His gaze lifted to mine and a smile crossed his lips. “Are ya ready to admit that you were tryin’ to give me the slip?” he asked, his tone light and casual despite the weight behind the words. To anyone else listening, he might as well have been asking about the weather. 
 
   “I’m sorry,” I murmured, pushing my food around my plate. “It just surprised me to find out that you race cars for a living.” 
 
   “It ain’t that unusual a profession is it?” 
 
   A bark of laughter ripped from me. It was loud enough that the people at the tables around us all looked in my direction. 
 
   Beau cocked his head to the side, looking like a bemused cocker spaniel. 
 
   “It ranks up there in the unusual stakes,” I said. “Along with astronaut, rock star, and movie star. Something lots of kids want to be, but there aren’t too many who actually get the chance.”
 
   “I’ll give ya that. Is that the issue then, does that mean ya wanted to be a driver and never got the chance?” 
 
   “I never had a choice about my career,” I said, avoiding the question. Thoughts of Dad’s patient tuition on the kart track, in the garage, and at Emmanuel Racing headquarters all crossed through my mind and made me smile. In addition to my track time, I’d even completed a third of my mechanical apprenticeship—under Dad’s orders. He argued that it had been invaluable to his success. Technically, I’d done everything I needed to complete it, but because I’d been a school-based apprentice, Dad couldn’t sign off for more than the third. “Not really at least. It was all decided by Dad long before I really understood what I wanted.” 
 
   “Ya obviously don’t hate what ya do though,” Beau said, reaching his hand across the table to run his knuckle over my small smile as if to prove how much I enjoyed it. 
 
   “No. I don’t. In fact, I love it and I can’t imagine doing anything else. It’s just . . .” I leaned away from his touch, and he dropped his hand back to the table. My gaze moved to where my fingers played with the edge of the cloth napkin on my lap—anything to avoid looking in his eyes and losing my nerve again. “Expectations.” 
 
   “Yeah. Expectations.” He seemed thoughtful for a moment as if the wheels of his mind were clacking over to draw a conclusion that had eluded him so far. “Is that what did it?” 
 
   “What?” 
 
   “Made ya want to run from me.” His tone made my breath catch as he murmured the words low—husky and needful. “Too many expectations?” 
 
   I owed him an answer to that at least. “I can’t explain it, Beau. All I can say is I reached a point where I couldn’t stay in the car a second longer. I don’t even know if I can do this.” I indicated the restaurant around us with my hand before meeting his gaze. “And yet here I am.” 
 
   “Why’d ya say yes if that were the case?” 
 
   “You said you wouldn’t take no for an answer.” 
 
   His stare was level, unwavering. “Ya don’t strike me as the type to accept that. If ya really wanted to say no, it’d be a no.” 
 
   I sighed because he was right. “Okay, it’s because I can’t seem to stay away from you either.” 
 
   “Ya make that sound like a bad thang.” 
 
   “It is.” 
 
   He looked hurt as he leaned back and stared at me. “Why?” 
 
   I sighed. “Because it can never last, can it? I have to go back to Australia in a few days, and then what? A long-distance relationship? How? Your schedule must be crazy, and my work keeps me just as busy. How could it ever work between us?” 
 
   A chuckle left him. “That’s what you’re worried about? The future?” 
 
   “The future. The past. Everything. I’m not sure I’m ready for this . . .” I waved my hands in the space between us. “Whatever this is. It’s too big. Too much.” 
 
   His expression softened and he leaned forward. “It’s okay to be a little scared, darlin’. Lord knows I’m terrified.”
 
   “Really?” 
 
   “Heck yeah. Ya have me questioning promises and decisions I made a long time ago. Ya have since the first night I met ya.” 
 
   I was going to ask for an example, but the blazing lust in his gaze put my question to bed. And very nearly convinced me to go there as well. 
 
   “It’s more than just that though,” I said, breaking away from his hungry stare. “You don’t even know me.” 
 
   “Are ya sure ’bout that?” 
 
   “Of course I am.” Everything I’d hidden from him danced beneath the surface. 
 
   “You’re carin’ and warm.” 
 
   “Anyone can pretend to be that around someone they barely know.” 
 
   “Yeah, but ya don’t pretend,” he said. “It’s in them tiny moments that it becomes obvious. Like the way ya made sure I had enough ketchup for my fries at lunch and got enough napkins for the both of us.” A low throaty chuckle left him. “Actually, ya got enough napkins for a small army.” 
 
   His laughter drew a smile and laugh from me. “I’m used to needing a heap of spares with my brothers and sisters.” 
 
   “Which leads to my second piece of evidence. Ya haven’t spoken much about your family, but when ya do, there’s this lightness about ya. A reverence almost. They’re not a burden to ya, at least not most of the time. They’re a treasure. That’s a rare thang to see.” 
 
   “There are times they can be a burden,” I argued, before sighing. “You’re right though. I couldn’t imagine life without them.”
 
   “That smile right there, that’s what I mean.” He nodded in my direction. “Plus, ya feel everythin’ so completely. When you’re sad, it’s clear on every inch of ya.” 
 
   “Yeah, so I wear my heart on my sleeve. That doesn’t prove that you know me.”
 
   “I know you’re passionate ’bout thangs ya care about. Like women’s rights.” He laughed, no doubt recalling the multiple times I’d had a go at him for his misogynistic comments.
 
   “Well, it’s hard not to be passionate about that when you’ve grown up in a male-dominated industry.” 
 
   “You understand motors and cars in a way that proves you’re a little obsessive.”
 
   “So? There are other girls who know about motors.”
 
   “I never said there weren’t. I’m just sayin’ I know you.”
 
   “But all of those are just observations; none of it means you know me.” 
 
   “Ah, but what is knowledge but a collection of observations?”
 
   I lifted my brow. “That’s very philosophical, cowboy.” 
 
   He shrugged. “There was a time when I thought no one would understand me, but Mabel cut through that.” Once again, sorrow passed over him at the mention of her name. I wanted to ask more but didn’t feel I had the right when I hadn’t even told him my name. “It had nothin’ to do with my last name, my past or anythin’ else, and everythin’ to do with her seein’ me. Observin’ me.” He leaned back again, and looked off to the side, staring into the distance for a moment—as if trying to collect himself. “So maybe I don’t know your last name, but I do know ya, darlin’.”
 
   “First name,” I admitted quietly. “You don’t know my first name.” It wasn’t technically a lie. After all, Phoebe Dawson was the name on my birth certificate. 
 
   The smile that lit up his mouth made me want to spill everything else. “See, if I knew everythin’, I’d never get the thrill of learnin’ anythin’ new ’bout ya. And, li’l miss, it is mighty thrillin’.” He winked. “That’s enough for me.” 
 
   “Really?”
 
   “Ya fascinate me, and I can’t get ya outta my head, but I promised ya no expectations, and I keep my promises. I ain’t lookin’ forward to the day ya leave, but I ain’t gonna pressure ya into more than you’re ready for either.” 
 
   “So this is just what it is?” 
 
   “Just you and me, darlin’. Just you and me. That’s enough, ain’t it?” 
 
   Unsure what I could say that would top the things he’d said, and the space he was giving me even while refusing to let me push him away, I simply nodded. “I think I’ve had enough to eat.” 
 
   “You don’t wanna look at dessert?” 
 
   I shook my head. “I kinda just want to head up to bed. I’ve got a lot to think about.” 
 
   “Okay, let me get the check and I’ll walk ya to the elevator.” 
 
   My heart pounded against my ribcage as Beau called over the server and settled the bill. The night was so different to what I’d expected when I’d climbed out of his truck. Once everything was settled, Beau slipped his arm around my waist and guided me toward the lifts. 
 
   “How much wine did ya have?” he asked as he pulled me to the side rather than letting me push the call button. He rested his body against the wall beside me, wrapping one arm around my waist.
 
   “None.” 
 
   He frowned. “Hmm, in that case, I don’t reckon I should drive right now,” he said. 
 
   “Is this just a ploy to spend more time with me?” I asked. 
 
   One of his hands caressed my cheek, his thumb tracing a line over my cheekbone. 
 
   “I’d love to spend more time with ya. All the time ya have left here, if ya’d let me, but it’s not that. I won’t get behind the wheel after too much drankin’. Not even if I’m only a little light-headed.” 
 
   “That’s not a bad rule to live by.” I’d seen enough wreckage in Cain’s smash repair shop to know the dangers of driving drunk.
 
   The frown that crossed his features darkened. “Yeah, it ain’t worth the risk. An hour or two, and I should be good to go.” 
 
   “If you’d like, you could come up to my room.” 
 
   “I ain’t sure that’s a good idea either, darlin’. Maybe I should go for a walk to clear mah head.” 
 
   My expression fell. I might have only made the suggestion because he needed to sober up a little before driving, but it still hurt to know he didn’t want to spend time with me alone—only in public places. 
 
   “Ya get the wrong idea so easily,” he said before pressing his lips against mine. The kiss warmed me from the inside. A hint of the red wine he’d had lingered on his tongue, the taste rich and heady. “It would be a bad idea ’cause I don’t know how long I can resist your allure.” 
 
   “My allure?” 
 
   “You’re mighty allurin’.” 
 
   “Just come up. I promise I won’t try anything.” 
 
   He leaned into me, pressing me against the wall. When he ducked his head to whisper in my ear, his cheek brushed against mine, and his breath grew more ragged by the second. “That ain’t a promise I can make.” 
 
   His lips pressed against the column of my throat and a strangled moan left me. One of his arms moved beside my head, boxing me in so I couldn’t escape his teasing tongue—not that I was trying to. 
 
   “Darlin’, I may be celibate, but I ain’t no saint. If I come up with ya now, I’ll be tempted in the worst way.” 
 
   The fingers of his free hand trailed up my side, teasing my waist before brushing over the swell of my breast. Every place he touched was on fire, and only he could extinguish the flames. It sealed the thought in my head. I wanted him. Would take anything he was willing to offer. 
 
   “I really think you should come up,” I said in a breathy moan as his fingertips danced over my nipples. Without moving too fast and risking him stopping his perfect assault, I edged closer to the call button. 
 
   His mouth moved to mine again, and his kiss was desperate. Hungrier than any other between us had been, exploring and probing as if it would be the last time he ever could. Our position against the wall, with my legs spread wide enough to accommodate his body, left our hips connected. The growing bulge in his jeans rubbed against me in the most wonderful way, and I tipped my head back with a moan as I rolled my hips forward to meet him. 
 
   A low, needful growl issued from somewhere at the base of his throat, an ancient sound harking back to the most primitive times. The sound was gasoline to the fires of my desire. I wrapped both of my arms around his neck and claimed his mouth in a passionate kiss. Leaning forward, I wrapped my calves around his, lifting off the ground so that his cock had nowhere to go but to press firmly against me. 
 
   The ding of the elevator’s arrival sent him scuttling away from me, and I staggered to get my feet under me. He blew out a breath and trailed his hands through his hair. I used the opportunity to move to the elevator and press for access to my floor. 
 
   When he turned back around, I expected him to have found his grip on himself, but he hadn’t. Instead, his eyes travelled the length of my body again before meeting my gaze and holding me hostage with the intensity in his stare. 
 
   “I think I should come up.” The words had barely left him before he covered the distance between us and had me pinned against the elevator wall. 
 
   I pulled myself loose of his hold as the door slid closed behind him. “Are you sure?” I asked. 
 
   “No, but I’m sure I don’t wanna walk away right now either. We don’t have to do nothin’, but I need to be near you right now, darlin’. So bad it hurts.” His mouth crashed to mine again, and I was swept away to the place where nothing else mattered but his lips, his tongue, and the soft way his fingertips teased at the hem of my shirt. 
 
   The elevator ride was the shortest I’d ever been on, probably because I wanted it to last forever. I was certain when the doors opened, Beau would grab hold of the self-control that had kept him a virgin through his teenaged years and break away from the kiss. Only he didn’t. 
 
   Instead, he pulled my body against his and dragged me from the elevator. There was something primal about his movements. It made me ache in the best and worst ways all at once. 
 
   “Which room?” he asked in a low growl that rushed through me. 
 
   “Four eleven,” I breathed between kisses, pointing in the direction of my room. 
 
   His hand cupped my arse and he half carried me to my door. When we reached the room, he didn’t stop kissing me to let me open the door. Instead, he pressed me up against it, pinning my body to the smooth surface. No longer needing to support me, his hands trailed paths over my body as his lips moved on mine. 
 
   I fumbled in my pocket for the key card, shoving it into the lock as soon as I found it. I pushed the handle down, freeing the door and sending us both tumbling inside. Before I could fall, Beau’s hand snaked around my waist, and he kept us both upright as he renewed his gentle attack. 
 
   Needing to take a breath, even though it seemed like a waste when I had the choice to keep kissing him, I pushed Beau back a little. He retreated a step or two until his back hit the wall. Then he leaned against it with a goofy smile on his face. 
 
   “Jesus, darlin’, what is it you do to me?”
 
   I blew out a breath and chuckled. “Tell me about it.” 
 
   I glanced up and met his gaze. In an instant, his smile fell, and he moved toward me until his lips were on mine again. 
 
   My stomach flipped as his hands climbed my body, slipping under the hem of my T-shirt and climbing higher.
 
   “Is this okay?” he asked, breathless, as he lifted his lips from mine. 
 
   I managed a strangled, “Yes!” 
 
   I was just glad it didn’t come out the way it ran through my head: repeated on a loop, louder and needier with each pass. My skin flickered and twitched wherever his hands traced. Goosebumps rose across my stomach as his fingertips crept higher and tickled my sides. 
 
   His hands moved around to brush over the front of my bra, his palms teasing my nipples through the lace of the cups as his lips traced the column of my throat. On his next path, he pushed the cups up, freeing my breasts into his touch. When his fingers traced across my bare nipples, the moan that left him was as desperate as my own. 
 
   He claimed my lips again, his breathing fast and hard as his hands caressed and explored. 
 
   “Fuck,” I moaned as his mouth left mine. 
 
   “Darlin’, I need you.” 
 
   You have me, Beau. You have every piece in your hands. Please be gentle.
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I NEED YOU. 
 
   The words hung between us as I met his eyes. I understood what he was saying at once, but he’d been clear how he felt about the subject. I couldn’t ask him to give up his promises for me, could I? Especially when I’d be giving him the same things in return. Was I ready for that? Could I do it? 
 
   God, I wanted to. 
 
   “Are you sure?” 
 
   “Never been surer ’bout nothin’ before.” 
 
   “What about—”
 
   “Please, darlin’?” 
 
   “Beau, I—” 
 
   “Please?” His voice was low and breathy as if asking me to claim him for myself on the spot. “I . . . I know I said I was savin’ myself, but I can’t let this opportunity pass without somethin’ more. I can’t let ya walk away. I want this. I want to share this with you before ya have to leave. And I’m sure it’s worth it.” 
 
   “No, Beau, I—”
 
   “Unless ya don’t want me?” The cocky smile on his lips told me he knew that I did. As if the fact we’d teetered on the edge so much lately hadn’t tipped him off to that fact. 
 
   “I do. But, it’s just, well . . .” Just spit it out, Phoebe! “It’ll be my first time too.”
 
   He blinked at me as if he didn’t understand the words. “Ya mean you’ve never . . .? Wow, that’s a twist I never saw comin’.” 
 
   I met his eye again as I cocked my brow. “Are you trying to say I look easy?” 
 
   “No, ma’am, I’m just sayin’ it’s a wonder.” He trailed his lips along my neck as his hands teased at the hem of my T-shirt. “Do ya want me to stop?” 
 
   “No. I want this.” I’d never been particularly sentimental about losing my virginity. I didn’t want to throw it away with just anyone, but I didn’t care about waiting for marriage either. This was exactly the sort of situation that I’d been waiting for, even if I hadn’t consciously considered it. 
 
   “Do—do ya think we mighta been savin’ ourselves for each other?” 
 
   The way he said it, as if he were justifying it to himself, made me want to agree, but I couldn’t go further without knowing he was certain. 
 
   Before I could push and demand a reassurance that he wasn’t going to regret it later, he met my gaze. “The right woman will be worth the wait. That’s what Mabel tol’ me. This. Here. This is what I’ve been waitin’ for.” As he spoke, he trailed his fingertips over my skin. “I can see that now. If I let ya walk away without at least seein’ where this thang between us might go, I’d regret it for the rest of my days.”
 
   His words and gentle touches travelled straight to my pussy, making it clench. “Fuck.” 
 
   “Heh, that’s a little more crass than I woulda put it, but that’s what I intend to do if you’ll let me.” 
 
   God yes! Now. Do it! My teeth buried themselves deep into my lip as I nodded. 
 
   “Thank you,” he whispered as if I’d given him the best gift in the world. He picked me up and carried me to the bed. 
 
   Without taking his eyes off me, he pushed off his boots one at a time and then emptied his pockets onto the nightstand. A wicked grin crossed his lips as he pulled out his mobile phone. 
 
   I wondered what he was doing when he unlocked the screen and played with it. Then the first bars of a soft country song played through the speaker. He turned away from me to dim the lights. 
 
   Fuck. Was I really going to do this? 
 
   “I just need a minute,” I squeaked before leaping to my feet and racing to the bathroom. I slammed the door behind me, trying to calm the nerves that raced around my body. The first thing I did was take my medications so that I didn’t forget later. Opening the bag that contained them revealed the box of condoms Mum had forced on me at the airport. 
 
   Thank you! It was something I hadn’t even considered in the heated moment outside. Seeing the protection, though, made it all real but also gave me a new confidence. 
 
   It assured me I was ready. Maybe I didn’t know Beau as well as I could, but he was right about one thing. I’d regret walking back out to him and saying no. I wanted him—needed him—more than anyone else I’d ever met. 
 
   I ripped open the box and grabbed a twin pack. 
 
   After splashing water over my face, I decided I needed to make a bold move. I ripped my shirt off over my head, wiggled out of my shorts, and then fixed my bra so that it was covering all the essentials. A quick glance in the mirror gave me another confidence boost. The regime of healthy eating and exercise certainly hadn’t done me any harm. 
 
   After another second of debate, I pulled my hair out of its ponytail. I combed my fingers through it to shift the awkward bump from the hair tie and tried to get it to curl nicely around my shoulders. For the first time since I’d dyed it, I wished I’d left my hair alone. I loved the attitude of the pink streak, but I wanted to be completely me for what was coming. 
 
   Too late. 
 
   Wearing nothing but my bra and lace boylegs, I headed back out from the bathroom. Without looking in Beau’s direction, lest it shatter my confidence and stop my plan, I moved to place the twin pack of condoms next to his phone on the nightstand. 
 
   I didn’t look at him, but I heard Beau’s hiss of desire when his gaze found me. As soon as I’d placed the protection close to hand, I turned to find Beau again. He was sitting in the one armchair in the room, his shirt already discarded. His body was everything I’d imagined it would be from the glimpses I’d gotten and the feel of it through his clothing. His chest was hard and his stomach lined with washboard muscles. He still wore his jeans, slung low on his hips, but that just made the whole package more alluring, especially where the smattering of hair on his chest ran down into a happy trail that vanished under his waistband. He’d removed his belt and buckle while I was gone. 
 
   “Come here,” he commanded in a soft but demanding tone. 
 
   Blowing out a breath, I moved closer to him. He held one arm out in invitation, and I willingly offered him my hand. He used it to guide me to straddle his lap before placing my hand on his shoulder. I complied and wrapped it around the back of his neck. The position left him at eye level with my boobs, but he wasn’t taking advantage of that fact—yet. 
 
   Instead, his gaze met mine. The emotions that swirled between the chocolate and amber made my heart clench and my throat tighten. Everything I felt—the fear, the anticipation, the need—echoed in their depths. 
 
   I wanted to collapse against his chest and just revel in how breathtaking the moment was. None other could compare. No one would. 
 
   “You’re so beautiful,” he murmured as he lifted one of his hands to caress my cheek. The other traced small circles on my hip, just above the waistband on my panties. For a moment, we sat like that—each drinking the other in without anything but innocent caresses. 
 
   It felt right. 
 
   Perfect. 
 
   Don’t get your expectations up, Phoebe, it’s likely to suck. Two people trying out steps neither of us had danced before wasn’t exactly a recipe for a fantastic performance, and yet even before we’d touched, it was the most mind-blowing, enthralling experience of my life. 
 
   As the thought crossed my mind, I bent down to press my lips to his. My kiss was slow, patient, designed to prolong what came next even as it propelled us forward to that moment. 
 
   With my gaze still locked with his, I saw a struggle within him. I wanted to know what he was thinking. I wanted everything laid bare between us, but couldn’t open my mouth to say the words or ask what he was worried about. 
 
   In the end, I didn’t need to. After a moment, he gave a staggered sigh and the fear in his eyes grew. 
 
   “I love you,” he said, ensuring his eyes never left mine as he issued the quiet statement. As the words came out, the terror in his gaze reached new heights. “And I know I told ya I’d thought I felt that for others, but I ain’t never meant those words more than I do now. You—you’re special, darlin’.” 
 
   His words sent my heart fluttering. They were perfection, and I wanted to bottle the moment. But then, the reality in them, the naked truth, struck with an intensity that threatened to send me clamouring backward away from him. 
 
   Was that what it was? The crushing ache around my heart and lungs when I thought about walking away, was that love? Tears pricked my eyes as I wrapped both arms around his neck and held him tighter, so I didn’t run away. 
 
   “I think I love you too.” As soon as the words were out, the pressure in my chest grew claws and tore into my heart. The truth in the words echoed through me. 
 
   I loved him. 
 
   Somewhere over the course of a few ridiculously short weeks of texts and phone calls, it had crept up on me. The insidious vines of love had twisted through my heart. Now they were poised and ready to strangle the life out of me if I walked away.
 
   When. 
 
   Not if. 
 
   I had no choice. I had to go home. Had to leave him. 
 
   A sob left my lips.
 
   “Hey now, darlin’, love’s s’posed to be a happy thing.” His own eyes were moist with tears, belying his words. 
 
   I shook my head and broke away from his eyes. “Love can destroy you. I’ve seen it happen.” 
 
   He touched his index finger to my cheek, guiding my face back to meet his eyes again. 
 
   “This doesn’t have to. Let’s just celebrate us, okay? We know this ain’t gonna last forever, but I’ll be darned if I let you walk away a moment before ya have to, or spend our last days together in tears.”
 
   Even though I agreed with his sentiment and wanted to comply, fresh tears flooded my eyes. 
 
   “Oh, darlin’, I see you’re intent on makin’ it difficult for me.” 
 
   “I’m sorry. I just . . . I’ve never felt like this before. How can I feel this way, Beau? We hardly know each other. It can’t be love.” 
 
   “Love don’t know nothin’ of time, darlin’. Or knowledge. It just is.”
 
   I laughed through my tears. “There you go being all philosophical again, cowboy.” 
 
   “I’ll be as philosophical as ya like if it makes ya smile and laugh. I love your smile.” 
 
   “You love me,” I said, my lips twisting upward even further as the words settled around me. 
 
   “That I do.” He swept away my tears with his thumb and pressed his lips to mine.
 
   Somehow, the moment grew heavier. The expectations for what came next pinned me in place. 
 
   Beau ran his hands across my cheeks and into my hair, just like he had the first night we met. He drew my lips to his in a kiss that was half-chaste, and half a promise of things to come. His hands trailed through my hair and then continued down onto my shoulders. 
 
   A shudder of delight raced through my body as his fingertips danced between my shoulder blades. My mind was still racing with so many thoughts—all my fears, doubts, and desires—but I tried to focus solely on his touch. If we only had a limited time together, I didn’t want to forget a second of it. 
 
   His lips left my mouth and followed the lines of my body downward. His hands and mouth moved in sync, his fingertips trailing along my back as his tongue traced my throat. 
 
   Tipping my head back, I pushed my hips forward. With my legs spread wide over his lap, I could feel the hardness of his cock pressing against his jeans. Gaining confidence from the guttural noises he made at the contact, I rocked my hips back again before pressing them forward, feeling every muscle in his thighs tense under me as I did. 
 
   I was so lost in the pleasure that exploded through me with each pass of my pussy over his covered cock that I didn’t notice his fingertips had reached the clasp of my bra until he’d undone it. The cups fell forward, freeing my breasts to his touch. 
 
   “Oh my God!” It was the only thing I could think to say as he drew one of my nipples between his lips. The move forced a spike of pleasure through me, unlike any I’d experienced before. My hips bucked forward in response, and the twin pressure of his gentle suction and his cock against my clit were too much to contain silently. I cried out and arched my back into his touch.
 
   Spurred by my reaction, he grew bolder, adding his teeth and tongue into the mix. The sensation was too much. Overwhelming. I couldn’t breathe; my heart exploded against my chest. 
 
   He moaned against my skin, the sound somehow encompassing everything I felt. 
 
   His tongue explored my body. My breathing sped. His fingers teased. My world contracted down until nothing existed but him and me. 
 
   I wrapped my hands around his shoulders, tethering myself to him as new sensations and emotions buffeted my body. His hands came to rest on my arse, his fingers kneading the muscles as he controlled the movement of my hips to his own rhythm. 
 
   A moment later, he lifted me into the air as he stood up. With a squeal of surprise on my lips, I wrapped my legs around his waist as he carried me the few steps to the bed. 
 
   “More room,” he grunted as he laid me down gently over the comforter. 
 
   I scooted backward to give us plenty of space. 
 
   When I stopped, I rested back on the pillow, letting my hair fan out behind me. Despite being in nothing but my panties, I felt more confident than ever as he climbed onto the bed to join me. While I waited for Beau to cover the distance to me with his slow, watchful crawl, my breathing sped. Halfway across the bed, he stopped and trailed his eyes over my curves. I would have thought it would have made me feel self-conscious, but it didn’t. The look on his face made it clear he was ready to fall to his knees at what he saw. I’d done that to him. And it wasn’t because I was purely some long-time fantasy who’d walked off the pages of a magazine. He’d seen parts of me no one else had and wanted me because of them all. 
 
   His eyes trailed slow paths over my body as he licked his lips. The way he looked at me sent the fires in me blazing again. Fuck. It was almost as good as actually feeling his touch. Almost. That didn’t mean I wasn’t desperate for him to touch me again.
 
   “Please, Beau?” I panted, even though I didn’t know what exactly it was that I needed. 
 
   “Patience, darlin’.” His voice was strangled and desperate. 
 
   I lifted my head and met his gaze. Doubt and even fear danced in his eyes. “What is it?” 
 
   “This is as far as I’ve ever been with anyone before.” He crawled closer to me before lifting my leg and resting my foot on his chest. His tongue traced a path over his lips as his hands slid down my calf. “I’m tryin’ to savour the moment.” 
 
   He lifted my other leg and placed it on his chest as well. When his hands traced over the outside of my calves, the position left me hyper-aware of what was about to happen. My breathing sped, and I arched my back as he leaned forward, pushing my legs and lifting my hips off the bed. 
 
   I bit my lip to stop myself from crying out again, but it didn’t completely muffle the sounds I made. Fuck, I was that turned on, that excited, and he’d barely even touched me. What would it be like when he took me to the height of bliss?
 
   He leaned forward further, tracing his hands down the outside of my thighs. His fingertips ran a path to the side of my boylegs. When he hooked his fingers under the cotton on my hips, a low growl of primal need built in his chest and vibrated through the soles of my feet. 
 
   As slowly as his hands had travelled the path down my legs, they dragged back up again, taking my panties with them. The feeling of being exposed, completely naked and vulnerable in front of him was heady—enough to make me drunk with need. 
 
   Instead of focusing on my pussy, like I’d thought he might, his gaze locked with mine. 
 
   When his hands, and my underwear, reached my feet, he lifted my legs away from his chest one at a time, just long enough to free the material from my body, before tossing my panties aside. 
 
   The song playing changed to one about heartbreak and longing. As the singer crooned about roller coasters and lost love, Beau’s eyes finally broke away from mine. His breath hitched as his gaze travelled another slow path over my body. 
 
   He wrapped his arms around my legs, coaxing them apart so his body could fit between them. Before I could prepare myself, he moved forward so his weight came to rest against me and then he pressed his lips to mine. 
 
   One of his hands trailed to my nape, and he used his hold there to guide my mouth closer to his. His tongue probed at my lips before slipping between my teeth to dance with mine. 
 
   Because his hips spread my legs wide, I could feel every inch of him pressing forward against his jeans. Needing to touch him, I pressed my hand against his heart, feeling the rapid beat against my palm. Without allowing myself to second-guess my actions, I let my hand trace over the sculpted muscles of his chest. Drawing in a steadying breath, I pushed my tongue forward into his mouth as I trailed fingers across his chest, onto his stomach, and down over the V that pointed the way into his jeans. 
 
   With my free hand, I fisted my fingers through his hair and used the hold to tilt his head backward so I could get access to his throat. I trailed my tongue and lips over the stubble on his jaw, revelling in the low, throaty moans he made in response. 
 
   When he tipped his head back down to claim my lips with a renewed passion, I slipped my hands down into his jeans. My fingertips brushed over his length through the cotton of whatever he wore underneath. 
 
   At the touch, his lips moved from mine, and he attacked the spot just beneath my right ear with his teeth and tongue. The action shot through me like a dart, aimed straight at my clit. 
 
   “Holy fuck!” The words flew from me seconds before I cried out with need. 
 
   “Oh, darlin’,” he murmured against my skin. 
 
   “I—I think you’ve got far too many clothes on,” I panted. I moved both of my hands to the button of his jeans. When I ripped down the zipper, he lifted his hips just enough to shift the unwanted clothing. As he settled back between my legs, I almost cried out in frustration at the feeling of cotton against my pussy. At least until he bucked his hips forward, brushing the covered head of his hard-on against my clit. Then I was beyond words or sounds outside of the strangled moans of pleasure that came from my throat. 
 
   His breath tickled my skin as his kisses dipped lower, running from the column of my throat down to my collarbone and then onto my chest. When he reached my breasts, he spent time exploring each one, tasting and touching until I could do little more than clutch his hair and writhe beneath him. 
 
   It was torture. 
 
   Exquisite, erotic torture. 
 
   And we still hadn’t even really started. 
 
   His lips moved again, peppering soft kisses against my stomach. As he shifted, his hips backed away from mine and I felt the loss immediately. An empty chill replaced the warm fullness I’d felt until then. 
 
   He hummed as his chin brushed over the trimmed hair that covered my pussy. He twisted to one side and French-kissed my inner thigh. My mind went into overdrive imagining what that sensation would feel like against my clit. I moaned as if his mouth were actually on me. 
 
   Instead of the satisfying touch I imagined, his breath blew across my skin as a quiet chuckle fell from him. 
 
   It took me a moment to catch my breath enough to speak, but when I did, I glanced down at him. “It doesn’t do much for my self-confidence if you’re laughing at my pussy.” 
 
   He laughed again, a little louder this time. “I ain’t laughing at that.” 
 
   I pushed myself up onto my elbows. “Then what is it?” 
 
   “Ya got a birthmark, d’ya know?” 
 
   “Ugh. Yes, I’m aware!” I fell back onto the bed with my arms over my eyes. Of course he’d spot the birthmark. 
 
   “D’ya know it’s shaped like a love heart?” 
 
   I was about to give him a snarky reply when his tongue traced the outline of the mark before his lips rested against it momentarily. 
 
   I whimpered at the sensation it sent through me. 
 
   “I like it.” Even as he said the words, his fingers traced the mark again. 
 
   They didn’t stop there. They travelled down to my pussy. Ever so softly, he brushed his hand down over me. The initial jolt of pleasure from his touch was so strong. It was too much. I tried to shove myself up the bed to escape it, but Beau’s other hand held me just tight enough to keep me in place. 
 
   “Tell me if you want to stop,” he murmured as his hand trailed the path again. 
 
   “No. Don’t stop! I need—” My words were lost in an indecipherable mess as his fingertips opened my lips and his tongue touched against my clit. “Holy Christ!” 
 
   Another chuckle left him, but I knew it was because of my reaction and not anything else. I defied anyone to have his mouth on their pussy and not issue a thousand blasphemous statements though. 
 
   He continued his perfect kiss, his tongue brushing my clit over and over in long, slow strokes. My hips arched higher—needing more. With a gentle motion, he slid one finger over my entrance. He grazed his teeth lightly over my clit as he pushed the finger inside me. 
 
   “Oh God!” I tossed my head back and grabbed at the comforter with both hands, needing to hold on to something so I didn’t float away on a cloud of bliss. 
 
   He moved his finger, slowly feeling his way inside of me. 
 
   I bucked forward to meet his motions. 
 
   “I take it you approve?” he asked, whispering the words against my thigh. 
 
   “Uh-huh—holy shit!” I was going to agree but he slipped a second finger inside while I was speaking. 
 
   “I wanna see ya come undone, darlin’. Can ya do that for me? Can ya let go?” 
 
   I couldn’t answer because my teeth were firmly in my lip; every muscle in my body tensed and needing. I felt him move, but didn’t care because his fingers didn’t stop their perfect motion. 
 
   The tension in my body coiled tighter and tighter. I could barely even draw a breath into my lungs with the weight of my building orgasm crushing me. 
 
   The sound of something light hitting the floor beside the bed distracted me momentarily, but then he added his thumb to the mix, brushing it against my clit. Foil ripped and then a strange sound filled the air, but all of it was lost to the pure pleasure of his fingers moving within me. 
 
   I wanted to squeeze my legs shut, to trap the sensation between them forever, but before I could, he drew his fingers out. I whimpered at the loss of his touch until something new replaced them. Smooth and warm, something rubbery slipped against my clit. 
 
   My eyes shot open and I looked down my body. Beau had his condom-covered cock in his hand and was guiding it up and down my slit. 
 
   “Are ya ready?” he asked, teasing the tip in and out of my entrance. Each motion sent a fresh jolt through my body. His other thumb brushed across my clit and I was so close. 
 
   Every muscle in my body coiled so tightly there was nothing I could do but beg for release. 
 
   With my lip between my teeth, I nodded. Before I had a chance to change my mind—not that I wanted to—Beau had thrust his cock hard into me. The cry that left me was mostly pain as a sharp sensation tore through my pussy, and yet there was pleasure too because he’d had me teetering so close to the edge that the feeling of fullness set off the strongest orgasm I’d ever experienced. The duelling surge of pleasure and pain was unlike anything I’d ever felt before, or probably would again.
 
   Before my cry had even finished, Beau’s weight was between my legs, one of his hands was in my hair, and his lips were on mine. My body twitched and shuddered beneath him, and around him. I panted through the sting and the orgasm as tears pricked my eyes. 
 
   “I’m sorry,” he murmured as he broke away from the kiss—still buried to the hilt, waiting for my body to adjust. 
 
   “It’s—it’s okay,” I said. And it was. It was better than okay actually. Sure, it stung, and I wasn’t sure how long the ache would remain, but the feeling of his body all around me, inside me, was more than worth the pain. 
 
   He touched his lips back to mine, kissing me over and over. I could taste my own arousal on his tongue, and the thought of the way it had felt to have his mouth down there made me buck my hips. When I did, his length slid inside of me.
 
   “More,” I pleaded, bucking back and forth again. 
 
   He took the motion as his cue that it was okay to move again. As he moved, his lips played with mine, shifting between fast, light pecks, and deep kisses that stole my breath away. 
 
   He hooked one arm behind one of my knees, lifting my leg and increasing the depth of his penetration. 
 
   “Dang,” he exclaimed as he began to move faster. 
 
   I wrapped my arms around his neck. “I believe fuck works much better. Or maybe—” 
 
   He drew himself almost completely out before rushing back in. 
 
   “Oh God!” I cried. 
 
   A wicked grin twisted his mouth. 
 
   “Yeah, that,” I added, panting, as he drew me closer to the edge again. 
 
   I trailed my hand down his back, feeling each of his muscles contract and flex under my fingertips in time with his powerful thrusts. My hands dragged down to his arse, gripping tightly as I tried to push him harder and faster. 
 
   His hands came to rest beside my head and he screwed his eyes shut. I clung to his body, letting his lust drive him as hard as he needed. The sound of his body slamming against mine soon drowned out the music from his phone—at least in my ears—and a second wave of tension rolled through me, desperate for release. 
 
   Above me, Beau tipped his head up as his eyes screwed tighter shut. His mouth mashed together and the muscles down his back flickered in time with my touch. 
 
   With a roar, he found his release. The pulsing of his cock inside me was too much, sending me tumbling over the edge again—lost in the oblivion of him and me. 
 
   An instant later, the tension left his body and he collapsed on top of me in a panting heap. His forehead rested against mine, and his lips traced mine in a series of lazy, sloppy kisses. 
 
   I squeezed my eyes shut and wrapped my arms around him. The moment felt surreal as if it were nothing more than a dream. Only, the ache between my legs and the bliss racing through my veins proved that it wasn’t. 
 
   “Dang it, woman,” Beau murmured after a moment. “What’ve I been missin’?” 
 
   A peal of laughter burst from me.
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BEAU WALKED HIS fingers up my spine and pressed his lips against my shoulder. 
 
   Without opening my eyes, I smiled and gave a little noise of approval to let him know his soft touches weren’t unwanted. After our first time, we’d had a shower together. It was my first chance to actually drink in all the finer details of his body. The way his V ended right at the base of his cock. How each tiny muscle along his spine was as defined as the next. The way his cock hung long when it was flaccid, not lengthening but hardening and widening as he’d grown excited again. 
 
   We’d settled in for round two without waiting to dry off completely—dragging a few extra condoms with us . . . just in case. 
 
   Now, I was satiated but still couldn’t get enough of his gentle touches. Lying on my stomach, with one of his legs wrapped around mine as his body half covered me, I was in heaven. 
 
   Even though it was getting late, I had no desire to sleep. Sleeping meant missing out on precious moments with Beau. 
 
   When his trailing fingers reached my arse, he caressed the cheek with his palm and groaned. His cock, pressed against my thigh by our position, started to harden. His lips moved from my shoulder to my nape. As his kisses moved along my back, he shifted so that his body completely covered mine.
 
   Pressed against the bed, with his cock resting between my thighs, made my nerve endings sing. My body was on fire with need. 
 
   “Fuck, how do you do that?” I asked, as my breath was stolen away. 
 
   “Do what?” he asked, pushing my hair up to access more of my skin. 
 
   “Touch me and turn me on so much. It’s like your fingers, your lips, everything, have a direct line to my pussy.” 
 
   He chuckled. Because his weight still pinned me in place, I felt the motion of his body echoing through me. I pushed my arse back against him.
 
   “I ain’t never been turned on by crass words and dirty talk.” 
 
   I cringed, wondering if my frank mouth was pushing him away. 
 
   His breath tickled across my shoulders. “But on you, it’s so gosh darn sexy.” 
 
   He pulled away from me and reached for the bedside table. I didn’t need to ask what he was after because it was obvious. A second later, he confirmed my thoughts with the ripping of foil and the now familiar sound of him rolling a condom over himself. 
 
   “Really,” I asked, half rolling to laugh at him.
 
   He looked up from his cock and gave me one of his slow, blinding smiles. My breath caught in my throat at the sight. 
 
   “It’s what you do to me, darlin’. You’ve turned me into some sort of fiend.” 
 
   “A sex fiend?” My laughter was easy and carefree. 
 
   He settled back over me. I spread my legs to allow him access, and he lined himself up and pushed into me. Then he leaned forward and wrapped his arms around mine, holding my hands in place above my head. Although the position wasn’t as deep as some of the others we’d explored, it reached new places inside me. Between that, the feeling of being pinned in place and unable to move, and the pressure of my clit against the bed, I was panting and ready for release in almost no time. 
 
   “You feel so good,” he murmured against my neck as he rocked us both with each thrust of his hips. 
 
   Needing something more to tip me over the edge, I shifted my legs closer to each other. When it resulted in a fuck-hot groan from Beau, I did it again, squeezing my legs together. The sensation was enough and sent me flying over the edge, glad for his hold on my hands and the weight of his body to keep me grounded in the moment as wave after wave of release coursed through me. 
 
   “Holy—” 
 
   He stilled and stiffened behind me as his teeth sank into a fleshy part of my neck, biting just hard enough to send a fresh wave of my orgasm rolling over me. A second later, a spasm rushed over his body and his cock twitched with release inside me. 
 
   When his teeth released my skin, he chuckled. “Sorry, darlin’, I was hoping to go a bit longer than that.” He pushed himself off me, giving me enough room to spin around so that we were face-to-face. 
 
   “It’s okay,” I said. More than okay. “It’s not like I didn’t come first.” I reached out for the back of his head, guiding his lips to mine. 
 
   After he’d left me breathless again with his gentle kisses and soft touches over my body, he stood to clean himself up. 
 
   “So, I was thinkin’,” he began when he returned from the bathroom. 
 
   “Sounds dangerous,” I replied with a laugh. 
 
   “You know how I suggested we spend tomorrow—”
 
   “Today,” I interrupted, pointing at the clock to show it was now after midnight. 
 
   “Today,” he confirmed. “I know I said we should go to Ormond Beach, but I’m wonderin’ whether you’d be up for a change of plans?” 
 
   “I’m up for anything. I do need to start heading to New York soon though. My flight from there to LA leaves in three days.” Even as I said the words, my heart sank. How much more time did I have with Beau? I’d need to start counting down the minutes soon. 
 
   He was back at my side in an instant, his hand caressing my face. 
 
   “Hey, now, none of those,” he said, swiping his thumb over my cheek to wipe away a tear that had fallen. Despite telling me not to cry, his voice broke as he said the words. “Remember, just us. No thoughts of goodbye. Not until we have to.” 
 
   I rolled over against him and buried my face against his chest so he wouldn’t see the tears that grew fatter and fell faster at his words. Instead of comforting me again, he wrapped his arms around me and held me in place. 
 
   The sound of his heartbeat echoed in my ear, and I focused on that to calm me and stop my tears. Maybe I would have to say goodbye soon enough, but it wasn’t now. We still had a little while longer. 
 
   “I was thinkin’ I might take ya home with me,” Beau said after a moment. 
 
   “Huh?” 
 
   “For the fourth of July. I was thinkin’ of taking ya home. Show ya how it’s done proper.” 
 
   “It’s a bit of a hike from here though isn’t it?” 
 
   He chuckled, the sound surrounding me and making me feel like I was at home. “Only eight hours or so.” 
 
   I laughed. “Only.” 
 
   “I’d love to show ya this piece of me if ya’d like?” He pulled away from me and brushed my hair off my face. He looked so young, so innocent and earnest. Saying no would break his heart, so I couldn’t—not that I wanted to. 
 
   “Mmm, yeah, I think I’d like.” I curled back against him. 
 
   For a moment we lay like that, slowly drifting off to the sleep I’d been willing to fight an hour or more earlier. Then I shocked awake. “Will your family be there?” 
 
   “What’s that, darlin’?” Beau mumbled, clearly closer to sleep than I had been. 
 
   “When we go to Georgia . . . will your family be there?” 
 
   “Anyone’d think ya were a’scared a meetin’ ’em,” he murmured against my hair, his voice a sleepy garble. 
 
   Instead of continuing the conversation, I moved closer to him—unwilling to admit how close he was to the truth. I closed my eyes and tried to find some sleep. 
 
   
 
 
   
WHEN I woke the next morning, the bed was cold. Empty. 
 
   A gasp escaped me when I saw I was alone. Beau had been in my arms when I’d fallen asleep. Where was he now? 
 
   “Beau?” I called out, thinking maybe he’d headed into the shower. Only there was no water running, and the door stood open. I thought about our night and wondered whether something had changed for him. Although a tiny part of me considered the fact that maybe he’d done a runner in the middle of the night, it just didn’t seem fitting with what I knew about him. True, that wasn’t much, but it was enough. 
 
   Silence was the only reply. 
 
   His phone was gone. The items of clothing that had been scattered around the room—both mine and his—were tidied away. My clothes were on the armchair where our night had started. 
 
   Maybe he had left. 
 
   His boots were gone. Every trace of him was absent. Every single one except the bin in the bathroom filled with torn condom packets and tissues that I knew to contain used condoms. 
 
   I glanced over at the clock and saw I had less than an hour to get ready, pack, and check out of the hotel room. Shit! 
 
   It left me no time to fuck around worrying about Beau. I’d have to work that puzzle out when I could. 
 
   Running around, I threw everything back into my backpack and grabbed out a new outfit. I left my clean clothes on the bed as I raced into the shower, quickly washing my hair and rinsing off my body. As I trailed my soaped-up hands over my body, I couldn’t help but think of Beau’s hands and lips tracing the same path. 
 
   There was still a slight ache between my legs. It wasn’t pain as much as an awareness that things were different. Like I could still feel the fullness and stretching sensation of Beau’s cock rocking within me. 
 
   Where could he have gone? Why did he go without saying goodbye? 
 
   I flicked the water off and grabbed one of the towels we’d used the night before. I patted myself dry and then flicked my hair forward, wrapping it in the towel. After I’d deodorised and moisturised, I ducked my head down again to pull the towel off my hair. As I walked back into the bedroom, I scrunched my hair in the towel to get rid of the last of the moisture. 
 
   “Well, there’s a sight I could certainly get used to.” 
 
   I screamed before I realised it was Beau who’d spoken. He was sitting on the bed next to my clean clothes, watching me with a hungry gaze and a smile on his lips. 
 
   “Shit, Beau, you scared me.” I held the towel in front of my body. Somehow being naked in front of him, in the cold light of morning and while he was fully dressed, felt completely different than it had the night before. 
 
   “Sorry, I didn’t intend to do anythin’ of the sort.” 
 
   “You were gone when I woke up,” I said, trying to fight the accusing tone in my voice. I took a step closer to him but didn’t drop my hold on the towel. 
 
   “Both regrettable and unavoidable, I’m afraid.” He stood and was in front of me in two steps. His hand reached out and clutched the towel. With a gentle tug, he coaxed it from my hold. “Very regrettable, in fact,” he murmured as he traced his knuckle along the now familiar path over the corner of my smile. 
 
   His gaze trailed down my body, slow and steady as if committing every inch to memory. 
 
   “Where’d you go?” 
 
   “I was stayin’ in Daytona Beach too, remember?” 
 
   “Yeah, so?” A second after I’d said it, I realised. “Oh! You had your own hotel room.” 
 
   “Bingo.” 
 
   “I’m sorry that you didn’t get to use it.”
 
   His eyes met mine and he grinned. “I ain’t.” 
 
   My smile widened and I chuckled. “Well, truthfully, I’m not either. Last night was—” I couldn’t think of a word that was adequate. I dropped my eyes, staring at his boots, and swallowed. “It was everything.” 
 
   “Heh. Yeah.” He cleared his throat. “I got coffee. But I didn’t know how ya liked yours.”
 
   “I don’t usually drink it,” I admitted. “But thank you.” 
 
   “I got a hot chocolate too. And tea.” 
 
   “I’ll have the hot chocolate,” I said before I scrunched my brows. “Wait, tea?” 
 
   “Don’t ya drink tea down under?” 
 
   I glanced over to the container with four cups and chuckled. “Some people do, but I think you’re thinking of the Brits.” 
 
   “I just wanted to make sure ya had what ya needed.” 
 
   “Thank you, Beau. But really, I’ve got everything I wanted right here.” I pressed my hand against his chest, pushing him back down onto the bed. 
 
   He reached out for me, but I stepped away from his hold. 
 
   “Wait up, cowboy, I’ve gotta get dressed or I’ll be heading to check out of the room in nothing but my birthday suit.” 
 
   “Seems a dang shame to have to cover all that up.” His lips lifted as he teased me. 
 
   Knowing that we were running on limited time, I resisted the temptation of his lips, his arms, every part of him, and started to get dressed. Still, I couldn’t resist teasing him just a little. I picked up my sensible cotton undies and slipped them on. As I did, I danced in a little circle, rotating my hips and sashaying as if I were performing a strip tease in reverse. 
 
   Then I reached for my bra, sliding each arm through slowly and pulling the cups over my breasts. Despite being perfectly adept at clasping my own bra, I moved backward until my back was right in front of Beau. 
 
   Realising what I wanted, his fingertips brushed my skin as he grabbed the two ends and clasped the hook-and-eye fasteners. 
 
   “This is way more fun the other way,” he murmured. 
 
   “Well, if you do this now, maybe you’ll be lucky enough to get to do it the other way later.” 
 
   “I’ll be holdin’ ya to that promise.” 
 
   I slipped into a turquoise sundress—one of the few dresses I’d packed for the trip. 
 
   “That dress matches your eyes,” he murmured. “And barely covers your—”
 
   I pressed my lips to his to silence him. As I did, I grabbed his hands and circled them around my waist. When he deepened the kiss, I guided his palms down over my arse to the point where the hem of the dress flittered against my skin. With the slightest adjustment, his fingertips were underneath the dress and caressing the elastic of my underwear.
 
   “Oh,” he said, understanding why I was wearing the dress. 
 
   “I’ve got a pair of jeans to slip on before we go, but for now, this works, doesn’t it?” 
 
   He slipped his hand further around, using the hold to pick me up and rub my pussy against his cock. 
 
   “Oh yeah, this works.” His gravelled tone told me that it was a shame I didn’t have the room for another night.
 
   He kissed me long and hard before placing me back on the floor. 
 
   “I’ve gotta go check out now,” I said as I grabbed the last of my toiletries and did a final check over the room. “Did you want to give me directions to your home town?” 
 
   “Directions?” 
 
   “Yeah, for me to get there. Or have you changed your mind?” 
 
   “Darlin’, it’s an eight-hour drive. If you think I’m letting ya out of my sight for that long when we have so little time left, you’re crazy.” 
 
   “So what’s the plan then?” 
 
   “You’re comin’ with me.” 
 
   I tilted my head to the side. 
 
   “Not scared of a little time alone, are ya?”
 
   Even though I kind of was, I shook my head. “Of course not.”
 
   He reached into his pocket, pulled out my bike key, and tossed it to me. “It’s on the back of my truck.” 
 
   My mouth twisted in distaste as I frowned. “You loaded my bike without asking?” 
 
   “I’m sorry, darlin’, I just assumed . . .” 
 
   “You just made my decision for me, you mean.” 
 
   He took a step backward. “I didn’t . . . I mean, it wasn’t like that.” 
 
   “How would you like it if I moved your truck without asking?” 
 
   He frowned but didn’t say anything. 
 
   “Exactly,” I said. 
 
   A smirk slipped across his lips. 
 
   “What?” 
 
   “I just got the image of a lifetime. You. In control of my truck. Your hands on my gearstick.” He groaned. “Now, that’s something I can’t wait to see.” 
 
   “Don’t change the subject to your gearstick.” 
 
   “If I recall correctly, you quite enjoyed my gearstick.” 
 
   “Well, it was a rather firm gearstick,” I said, moving closer to him. My hand came to rest on his groin. True to his words, he was growing hard. “Good thrust.” 
 
   He eyed the bed and reached out his own hand, rubbing across the cotton that covered my pussy. “What time’s checkout?” 
 
   “In about ten minutes,” I said. “So we have to go.” 
 
   “Ten minutes?” He slipped his hand under the waistband of my panties. 
 
   Without thought, I widened my stance. 
 
   Two of his fingers explored my pussy, slipping down over my clit. “Sounds like a challenge.” 
 
   “Speed isn’t really something to aim for when it comes to that,” I teased, trying to remember the reasons I needed to stay strong and get moving. They were scattering more with every passing second. Driven away by his skilful fingers. 
 
   “Maybe you’re right,” he said, drawing his fingers back out and lifting them to his lips. Meeting my eye, he sucked on the tips of his fingers and hummed. “That’ll have to do for now.” 
 
   God, it was hot watching him taste me. “Fuck. Do that again and the check-out time can be damned.” 
 
   He laughed. “We really should get on the road if we wanna get back and secure a good spot for the fireworks.”
 
   “Maybe we should celebrate with a different type of fireworks,” I said, pressing my lips to his. 
 
   “Dang, woman, you’ll be the death of me.” 
 
   My expression fell because he might not have been wrong. At least, walking away was going to be the death of me. I turned away from him and grabbed my bag before he could see my expression. If he did, I was sure he’d do or say anything to try to reassure me that it would be okay. 
 
   It wouldn’t though. After Georgia, I would have to leave. What else could I do? 
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AFTER GATHERING ALL my things, we headed down so I could check out. Because I didn’t need to be on my bike, I decided to forgo the jeans under my dress. It was far more fun to tease Beau without them. 
 
   Once I was all checked out of the room, I turned to Beau. “So, considering you denied me the fun of riding my bike up to Georgia, I think the least you can do is let me drive your truck.” I walked backward so I could shoot him my best version of puppy-dog eyes. 
 
   “Uh-uh, sweetheart. Much as the thought of you behind the wheel is hot, no one drives my truck.” 
 
   “No one touches my bike.” 
 
   His brows pinched in confusion. “But ain’t it just a temporary ride?” 
 
   “It was supposed to be. But then I put my blood, sweat, and tears into making it run properly. Now it’s my bike.” 
 
   “Sorry.” He looked genuinely contrite as his mouth twisted to the side in thought. “I didn’t realize.” 
 
   “Well, now you do. And you’ll let me drive your truck to make up for it.” 
 
   “Nice try, darlin’.” He swung his keys around his finger and caught them in his palm before heading off in the direction of the door. 
 
   I had to stride to keep up with his long gait. “Well, at least let me pick the music.” 
 
   “Why?” 
 
   “’Cause you’re going to put on more of that country stuff, and I’m not sure I can listen to hours and hours of that.” 
 
   He burst into laughter as we passed through the revolving door to leave the hotel. “That’s the only music in these parts. Especially in my truck. ’Sides, I don’t recall you havin’ any complaints last night.” 
 
   “Well, last night, there were other . . . distractions. If I’m not driving, I’ll have nothing to focus on but the music.” 
 
   “Ya could talk to me.” He winked. “Tell me ’bout yourself.”
 
   “For eight hours? I’ll run out of things to say. I’m really not that interesting.” 
 
   “Tell ya what, I’ll give ya choice of music until we stop for lunch if ya answer some of my burnin’ questions.” 
 
   “That could get dangerous,” I said. “Maybe you should just unload my bike, and then I won’t need music, distractions, or questions.” 
 
   “No deal on that one. I’m not letting ya out of my sight.” 
 
   I raised my brow and readied my arguments that if I wanted my bike, he’d best give me my damned bike. 
 
   He held up his hands in surrender. “Bad choice of words. If ya absolutely insist on ridin’, of course ya can have your bike, but I don’t think ya really want to insist.”
 
   Knowing he was right, I offered a small smile. “Maybe I don’t.” 
 
   “And I’d really like to have ya in my truck.” I wasn’t sure if I had imagined the emphasis he put on the word have. He grinned and pulled open the door on his truck. 
 
   Climbing up into the cabin, the desire to drive it raced through me again. I wanted to know how the thing handled. It felt like it was on rails as a passenger; was it as easy from the driver seat? 
 
   When he climbed into the driver seat, it was clear there was no further argument allowed. Deciding to take the music selection into my own hands, I grabbed my phone out and plugged it into the stereo via the USB port. 
 
   Before I could start the music, Beau’s hand came to rest over the screen of my phone. “What if I allow ya to choose not to answer anything ya don’t wanna?” 
 
   “I guess that might be okay. But you have to answer my questions too.” 
 
   “You got yourself a deal.” He started the truck and pulled away from the curb as I selected the most heavy metal, filthy playlist I had. 
 
   “What is this?” he complained before the band had even hit the first chorus. He tilted his head as though the music were causing him pain. “This ain’t even music.” 
 
   I put on the most innocent expression I could. “What do you mean?” 
 
   “This. It ain’t music. It’s just noise. You can’t even understand what he’s sayin’.” 
 
   “It’s my pump-up playlist.”
 
   “Pumping up for what though? Murder? Satanic rituals?” 
 
   It was impossible not to laugh. I’d put that playlist on with the intention of getting a reaction, but it was funnier than I’d imagined it would be. The way Beau’s nose curled up was too cute. It was as though he expected the music to physically reach through the speakers to assault him. “You should see your face right now. Hang on, I’ll put my favourite list on.” 
 
   The list I picked was the same one I’d played when I arrived at Eden’s weeks earlier. Loud and emotional, but with understandable lyrics. 
 
   “That’s a little better, but you really prefer this to mine?” 
 
   I shrugged. “I’ll listen to a bit of everything. Music speaks to my soul. Given the right playlist, I can do just about anything.” 
 
   His gaze drifted between me, the rear-view mirror, and the road. “What ya were playin’ before talks to souls all right: the ones already in hell.” 
 
   “You’re so funny.” 
 
   We were both quiet for a moment, and I settled into the music, singing along to the lyrics. Beau’s lip twitched as he watched me, but he wisely kept his mouth shut on my inability to carry a tune. It wasn’t like I didn’t know I was tone-deaf. It wasn’t like it mattered really. I’d never wanted to be a singer; I knew my limits. He earned a few brownie points for not asking me to stop though. Not like Brock, who would usually try to reach across the back seat to shove his hand against my mouth or pinch my lips to stop my singing. 
 
   My mood fell at the thought of my brother, and my whole family. I was torn between being excited to be heading back home to see them in a few days, and wanting to prolong this thing with Beau, whatever it was, as long as possible. To fight off the falling mood, I turned the music up a little more. 
 
   “So, what’s it get ya pumped up for?” he asked, barely audible over the music. 
 
   I turned the music down again. “Huh?’ 
 
   “The noise list. Ya said it’s your pump-up music. What’s it get ya pumped up for?” 
 
   “Oh! All sorts of things. A run. A test. And I always listen to it when I’m getting ready for a race.” 
 
   “A race?” He glanced at me with piqued interest. 
 
   Shit. I’d been so into the moment that I’d completely forgotten how little I’d actually told him. Fuck it, it’s balls-to-the-wall time now, I guess. 
 
   “Yeah. That’s what I do.” 
 
   His eyes trailed my body. “Like running?”
 
   “Ha! No. I run for fun, but a professional track and field athlete, I am not.” 
 
   “But not bikes?” he asked, no doubt recalling our conversation at the Fun Spot. 
 
   I shrugged. “From time to time, but not professionally.” 
 
   Not too often though because Dad pitched a fit every time he saw me on two wheels. Beau’s smile grew, spreading across his mouth like molasses. “Karts?” 
 
   It was clear he was thinking of our near disaster at the karts the day before. “Used to. Graduated up a few years ago.” 
 
   “To what exactly?”
 
   It was too late to stop talking, even though that’s what I wanted to do. “Production series.”
 
   “And that is?” 
 
   “Right now? I drive a V8 Ford Falcon. She used to be a ProV8 car a few years ago, I guess you’d say that’s the elite level in Australia, but when it became outdated, she was refit to run the production series. It’s a chance for the team to get another couple of years out of her before they put her out to paddock.” 
 
   He didn’t speak. Instead, he just stared at me. 
 
   “What?” 
 
   “You drive cars for a livin’?” 
 
   I met his eye, wondering why it seemed like such a big deal for him. “So do you.” 
 
   “Yeah, but look at you.” His gaze trailed over my body again. 
 
   “Look at me, why?” 
 
   “You’re a tiny slip of a girl.” 
 
   “So? There’s plenty of power in these guns.” I lifted my arms, curling them to show off my biceps. They might not have been big, but they did what I needed them to. 
 
   “Wow,” he said, before squirming in his seat. 
 
   “What?” I asked again, wondering why he was having such a hard time accepting it. Not that I should have wondered really—most guys did. 
 
   “I can honestly say I ain’t never been more turned on than I am right now.” 
 
   “Ugh.” I rolled my eyes and turned the music up. 
 
   He reached over and twisted the knob to turn it back down again. 
 
   “What?” I asked again, my tone snippier than it had been. 
 
   “Ya don’t approve of me approvin’ of your career?” 
 
   “You don’t get it.” I turned the music back up. 
 
   His hand was on the knob instantly twisting it back down. “Tell me so I do.” 
 
   “You won’t get it.” I reached for the stereo again. 
 
   He placed his hand over my fingers to stop me. “Make me understand, darlin’, I wanna.” 
 
   I released a low sigh when I saw he wasn’t going to let it go. “I grew up around the racetrack. It’s all I’ve ever known really. My dad was a driver before me.” 
 
   “Okay?” 
 
   “And from the very first time Dad took me out in a car, I’ve been told how ‘cute’ it is that I wanted to drive ‘just like my daddy.’ As I grew older, that changed. At some stage, right around when I sprouted boobs, it stopped being ‘cute’ and started being ‘so damn sexy.’” I clenched my teeth. “Do you know what it’s like having forty-year-old mechanics telling you how sexy it is when you can control a car like that?” 
 
   “Well, no, I can’t say that I do.” 
 
   “At fourteen, I was asked whether I could handle all gearsticks that well, while the guy held his dick. It was fucking disgusting.”
 
   “Aw, dang, darlin’, ya shoulda said somethin’. I wouldn’t have teased about that earlier,” he said, obviously recalling our flirting before we left the hotel.
 
   “No, I don’t mind. I mean, not always. Most of the time, I can deal. And I’m not a prude. I just hate that somehow my career, my sexuality, my very personality, are all defined by two things. My father and my tits.” 
 
   “Not sure I follow anymore.” 
 
   “You won’t. Don’t worry about it. Just forget I said anything.” 
 
   “Is that why you’re here in the States, not bein’ you?” he asked.
 
   Fuck, he could be perceptive. No matter how much of myself I tried to keep tucked away from him, it all bled through enough that I felt he could see the real me. 
 
   “It’s part of it. I’ve just had a few things all clash in the last few months, and I needed space.” I couldn’t believe how much I was telling him. It was like I’d opened the door and I couldn’t shut it until the flood had passed. “My baby sister was born with a hole in her heart. After a few months of monitoring and talking around in circles, they put her in for surgery a few weeks back. Which meant Mum and Dad were at the hospital and with specialists for long stretches of time. I had to look after my other brothers and sisters in the meantime. All this happened soon after leaving school and going full-time into racing. Top it all off, I’ve been having to try to keep on top of my mechanic apprenticeship even though I know it all already. It just felt like I hadn’t had a break since . . . well, since forever.” 
 
   “What d’ya study in college?” 
 
   “I haven’t made it to uni yet. I don’t know if I’ll bother. I mean, I just finished high school and—” 
 
   The truck swerved as Beau turned to me, wide-eyed. “What?” 
 
   I frowned. “What do you mean what?” 
 
   “How old are ya, darlin’?” 
 
   My eyes widened as I realised what it was that worried him. He’d met me in a bar while I was wearing a band reserved for over twenty-ones. It was only natural for him to assume I was over the legal drinking age in the States. “Um, eighteen.” 
 
   “Sweet Jesus.” He muttered the words under his breath as he tugged on his hair. It was the closest I’d ever heard him come to swearing. “What were ya doin’ in a bar?” 
 
   I shrugged. “Having a drink.” 
 
   “It ain’t legal.” 
 
   I couldn’t help rolling my eyes. “It’s hardly the crime of the century. Besides, I wasn’t drinking drinking. I just had Coke.” 
 
   “Do you have any idea the sort of field day the press would have if they found out I was drinkin’ in a bar with a minor? That I was winin’ and dinin’ one in private? I’d be lookin’ like a horse’s hind end.” 
 
   “I’m not a minor.” I bristled. “Just underage for your stupid drinking laws. I’m legal in Australia.” 
 
   “Ya know how much trouble I’d be in if the press ever caught wind of this? I mean, six years! You’re six years younger than me! And barely legal. Jailbait, they’ll call ya.” He turned to me as he said the last words, but I didn’t think he was actually talking to me—ranting to the world at large instead. 
 
   I dropped my head as tears filled my eyes. “I’m sorry. I didn’t think it was that big a deal.” 
 
   “Ya told me off for making your choices for ya, but isn’t that what ya did to me?” 
 
   He was right. After all, I’d known his age from that very first night. “I know. I should’ve told you. I’m sorry.” 
 
   He scrubbed his hand over his face and then turned to look at me. For a moment, his face was set in a frown, but then he released a sigh and shook his head with a nervous chuckle. “Gosh, ya really are full of surprises.” 
 
   I lifted one shoulder in a half shrug. “Well, life would be a little boring without them.” 
 
   “There ain’t nothin’ more I need to know?” 
 
   “Nothing that springs to mind. Besides, a girl has to keep some mystery, right?” 
 
   He frowned again, making the line of his brow pinch together. “Not if it risks my career. I can’t risk that over a temporary thang.”
 
   The way he said the word temporary was an arrow into my heart. It might have been a fact, but it still hurt to hear. My bottom lip quivered. “I understand.” 
 
   “Understand what exactly?” 
 
   “You can let me out here if you like. I’ll just get my bike and go.” I fought off the shuddering sob that threatened to race through me. 
 
   “Go?” He sounded panicked. 
 
   “Yeah. I don’t want to cause you any problems, Beau; not when we’re so temporary.”
 
   He swerved the truck over before pulling it up on the side of the road. Once we’d stopped, he turned in his seat and then grabbed my face in his hands. “The heart wants what it wants, and mine wants you. I’m just tryin’ a think thangs through.”
 
   He opened his mouth as if he were going to say something and then closed it as he turned his head to look out the windshield. The moment he wasn’t looking at me, the words left him. “I admit, it woulda been nice to have some warnin’, somethin’ I could tell my publicist case anythin’ came out, but it’s water under the bridge now. The paparazzi can be vicious, and I don’ want ya getting’ caught up in it.” 
 
   I scoffed. “Yeah, I know a little something about that.” 
 
   He frowned in confusion. 
 
   “It’s a long story, but let’s just say my family has never been far from the public eye.”
 
   “How’d ya mean?”
 
   “You said yesterday that it was refreshing to not have to be the Beau Miller that everyone expects all the time. But you’ve been at this for how long?” 
 
   “’Bout four years, give ’r take.” 
 
   “Well, I’ve been Phoebe Reede since I was four. My entire life has been chronicled from the moment my father’s career fell into the shithole and he came back to Mum.”
 
   When I glanced back over at him, Beau was smiling. His grin stretched wide across his mouth, and he looked more excited than ever. 
 
   I was going to demand to know what had him smiling like a loon when he spoke and answered the question before I could ask it. 
 
   “Phoebe,” he said slowly as if trying my name out for the first time. 
 
   My stomach dropped because he was. I’d willingly—if accidentally—given him the last piece of me I’d kept in reserve. 
 
   “Phoebe Reede, huh, Dawson?” He raised his brow at me. 
 
   The muscles in my chest tightened around my heart, squeezing the life out of it, and I pulled away from his hold. He wasn’t supposed to find out. I wanted us to mean something. To be more than a footnote in the Phoebe Reede story.
 
   “Please don’t google me,” I begged in a voice that was quiet and filled with the fear that coursed through my body. 
 
   What would he think of me if he did? Would he see the poor transplant recipient who needed to be treated like glass? The slutty girl who was with a new boy every few months, even though most were nothing more than friends and I’d never slept with any of them? The ball-breaking feminist driver? Or worse, would he see the chronicles of Dad’s shame, and think I was cut from the same cloth? Would he assume I was a fuck ’em and chuck ’em kind of girl? 
 
   The last thought twisted in my stomach. That’s exactly what I had to be where Beau was concerned. 
 
   “Now that’s a promise I don’t think I can make,” he teased. “You ain’t so free with the information, so I just might hafta take it into my own hands.”
 
   “Please?” I begged, my voice quiet and pleading. 
 
   “Ya got some deep, dark secret ya don’t want me knowin’?” 
 
   “No, it’s just, there’s so much, and not much of it is true. None of it’s me. Dawson, the girl you’ve been talking to? That’s me. That’s who I am—who I want to be.” 
 
   “Okay, Dawson. I understand that. And if ya leave me your Australian phone number, I promise not to google ya.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “Because I want to keep in contact with ya.”
 
   The words spread a warmth through my chest, but I couldn’t let myself sink into it. “It’ll never last.” 
 
   “Don’t matter.” 
 
   “We’ll never get to talk to each other anyway.” 
 
   He chuckled. “Don’t matter.” 
 
   “Of course it fucking matters,” I exploded. “I can’t have casual with you, Beau. I want all or nothing, and it’ll kill me talking to you on the phone knowing that I’ll never see you again.” As soon as the words were out, my cheeks burned with heat. How could I have said so much? So candidly. I was a fucking idiot. 
 
   Before anything more could be said, I shoved open the door. I needed to be free from the stifling cabin. Free from the way Beau looked at me—like what we had could last through it all. 
 
   I paced to the back of the truck. There was only one way I could be free. 
 
   My bike. The wind against my body as I pushed her as fast as she could go. 
 
   Wasn’t I just leading Beau on by staying with him any longer? 
 
   I’d barely reached the tailgate when Beau caught up with me. 
 
   “What’re ya doin’?” 
 
   Tears burned at my eyes. So much of what I’d tried to keep hidden was on the table. The slice of life I’d hoped to keep separate had just smashed into the rest of my world because of a stupid slip. The tiny pieces of myself I’d managed to keep tucked away—Emmanuel and his gift to me—were all the reasons I needed to keep myself aloof.
 
   “I have to go.” I reach for the tailgate to be able to get my bike free, but it was locked. 
 
   Beau reached for my hand and guided me around to face him before placing my palm over his heart. “Ya have to stay.” 
 
   “Why? This can’t last. Why torture ourselves?” 
 
   “It ain’t hardly torture spendin’ time with ya.” He brought my palm to his lips. “I take back what I said. If ya don’t want to leave me a number, ya don’t hafta. But please don’t walk away now.” 
 
   He bundled me into his arms. 
 
   “The problem is, I do want to,” I whispered against his chest. “I want to give it all to you, Beau. But it’ll break my heart when it’s over.” 
 
   “Darlin’, I’ll miss your touch and your smilin’ face somethin’ fierce. I can’t guarantee that we’ll have forever, or even anythin’ more than a few months ’fore we drift apart ’cause our schedules never align, or somethin’ happens that neither of us can stop, but I do know I don’t want to let ya go in a couple of days. My heart can’t. It won’t.”
 
   “How do you think it’s going to go over if the press finds out you’re having a phone and Internet relationship with a minor?” 
 
   “Like ya said, ya ain’t a minor,” he said with a chuckle. 
 
   “I’m not.” I turned sombre as the truth echoed within me. “But it’s something you’ll have to consider. You know it’ll be considered even more insidious than an in-public, in-person relationship. They’ll paint you out to be some sort of pervert.” 
 
   “It’s less likely to come out though too. It can be our little secret.”
 
   “Secret, like what we have is wrong?” Another stabbing sensation filled my chest.
 
   “Not wrong, darlin’.” He held my hands in his and stared into my eyes. “Secret ’cause neither one of us needs the press doin’ us harm.”
 
   He had a point, not that I was worried about it. It’d be just another story for them to fuck up. 
 
   “So will ya stay?” 
 
   I nodded. “For now.” 
 
   “And then?” He was persistent, I’d give him that. 
 
   “We’ll see. For now though, we should probably get back on the road if we want to make it to your place before the fireworks you promised.”
 
   When we were both back in our seats, he pulled the truck back onto the highway. After a few moments where it became clear neither of us had any questions or anything to say at all really, I turned the radio up and tried to drown out the thoughts in my head while Beau studied the road ahead with stern concentration.
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WHEN WE DROVE through the tiny town of Lakemont, Beau turned the radio down. “This is me. This is home.” 
 
   “So, what is there to do in Lakemont?”
 
   “Nothin’ much, and far too much to show ya in a night and a day, so let’s focus on the fireworks and then see where the night goes.” His gaze trailed my bare thigh as he said the word. Obviously, he’d had time to process his concern over my age and had decided not to be bothered by it—or at least not to let it affect us. 
 
   I lifted my leg a little higher, letting my dress slip right down so there was no way for him to avoid seeing my panties. “You know what I think?”
 
   “What’s that?”
 
   “I think that once you’ve seen one fireworks display, you’ve seen them all.” I reached for his hand and moved it to rest on my exposed thigh. “And I’ve seen a few.” 
 
   “Hmm, that is true,” he said, his eyes shifting focus back and forth between the road and my body. His hand slid up and down my thigh. After the high emotions that had been flying around earlier, it was a relief to feel his touch. His fingers slipped higher and higher with each pass, and my breathing grew shallower. 
 
   “Really, I’d rather see some typical Southern hospitality,” I added. 
 
   He traced his fingers over the top of my pussy. 
 
   “Something finger lick—” My thought trailed off to a low groan as his fingers found their way into my panties.
 
   When I met his gaze again, it was as hungry as I felt. “Ya really don’t want fireworks?” he asked. 
 
   “I never said that,” I said, pushing forward against his fingers. “I said I didn’t need to see a fireworks show. I’m more than happy to make our own.” 
 
   “That’s it, darlin’,” he said. “Maybe it’ll ruin your experience here, missing out on Fourth of July, but I’m takin’ ya home and treatin’ ya right.”
 
   “I won’t complain.” I relaxed into his touch as he continued to stroke my skin in gentle trails while he drove through town. I was so desperate for him to touch me everywhere that I could barely think straight. That was why it took me so long to wonder where we were staying and ask the question. 
 
   “I own a little bed and breakfast up here. I stay there whenever I come this way.” 
 
   “Are your family going to be there?” I wasn’t sure I was ready to meet the folks—or meet the foster mum and sister, as the case may be. 
 
   His mouth turned down and he pulled his hand back into his own lap. He left my question hanging in the air, unanswered. The closed-off expression that he’d worn the last time he’d talked about them was back in place. 
 
   “What’s wrong?”
 
   He moved as far away from me as he could without stopping the truck and climbing out. 
 
   “Are you fighting with them or something? Didn’t you say you missed them?” 
 
   He sighed. “I do.”
 
   “What is it?” 
 
   “It’s a long story, and it ain’t a pretty one.” 
 
   “If you want to talk about it, I’m here.” I rested my hand over his to lend him my support. When he pulled away, I let it fall back onto my lap.
 
   He turned to assess me for a while. Then he looked away, and I thought the conversation was over until I heard the low rumble of his voice over the music. “When I was nineteen, we went down to Atlanta. By the time we were fixin’ to head home, it was late. Still, I insisted on drivin’ back rather than spendin’ the night in a motel.” 
 
   The way he’d started the story, a slow recount as if every word were seared in his memory, told me this was more important than I could image. Despite being uncertain how exactly it was an answer to my question, I let him keep talking rather than interrupt with more questions. 
 
   “I was tired and me and Abby were arguin’ about her latest boy. He thought it was okay to slap her around, and when I told her it wasn’t, she defended him. I was so mad—so distracted—I didn’t see the other car ’til it was too late.”
 
   His gaze remained fixed out the window on his side of the car as if he couldn’t stand to look at me while telling his story. 
 
   “All I saw were headlights, and then I heard the noise that I won’t ever forget. When I woke up, I was in the hospital. Alone.” 
 
   “What happened?” I asked, hoping he’d understand that I meant why and how, not what. It was clear enough that there’d been some type of accident. 
 
   “The other driver had been drinkin’,” he muttered. 
 
   My heart ached for him, and I understood his reluctance to get behind the wheel the previous evening. It was a smart decision at the best of times, but one that was impossibly easier when living a life touched by the tragedy of a drunk driver. 
 
   “Not long after I woke up, the sheriff came by to tell me that Mabel had passed instantly at the scene and that Abby was in the hospital with me.” 
 
   “My God, Beau,” I said, resting my hand on his arm again to provide him comfort. 
 
   At first, he flinched away, as if he’d forgotten I was there. Then he relaxed, but the weight of the story was still heavy on his brow. 
 
   “I’m so sorry,” I added. 
 
   He shrugged off my concern. “It was almost enough to swear me off drivin’ fer life. It was impossible to even imagine gettin' behind the wheel again, let alone go racin’.” 
 
   “What happened?” 
 
   “Mabel’s will. She’d set up life insurance that was to be split between Abby and me. When the money came in, ’nough to ensure I could live my dream, I saw it was her way of tellin’ me not to give up on it. Or myself. It’s why I’ve been so careful not to break my promises to her. How could I ask for forgiveness when she ain’t here to give it no more?” 
 
   My heart ached. I knew all about promises to the dead. Wasn’t that exactly the reason I’d always taken such good care of my body? Okay, I hadn’t been old enough to actually promise Emmanuel anything before he died, but part of me always felt like I owed him that much at least. 
 
   Yet, I’d been the reason Beau had broken his promise. Would he hate me for it when we parted? I swallowed my guilt. It wasn’t the time or place for it. Beau certainly didn’t need it. There would be time for conversation around that later. For the moment, I had another burning question. Something he hadn’t said, and despite the fact that I wasn’t sure I wanted to ask, I heard myself say, “So what happened to Abby?” 
 
   He rubbed his eyes with his hands. I wondered whether it was because he felt the sting of tears, or whether it was a frustrated gesture. Should I shut up and stop pushing him on it all? 
 
   “She ain’t never been the same since. She’s awake, but she ain’t aware. Her share of the money went into a trust, and now it pays for the best care I can get her.” 
 
   “I’m so sorry,” I said again, and I really was. Not only for what he’d gone through but for the way I’d acted and all the things I’d said. I’d been yapping on about my family, and my problems, when he had this tragedy in his past. I wanted nothing more than to wrap him in my arms and never let him go. 
 
   He cleared his throat. “Yeah. Me too. Ya woulda loved ’em both,” he said, finally looking at me. “And they woulda loved you. Ya woulda definitely earned Mabel’s stamp of approval.” 
 
   “Really?” 
 
   He shook off a little of the sorrow and gave me a watery smile. “Oh yeah, she always had a soft spot for the troublemakers.”
 
   “Hey, I’m not a troublemaker . . . okay, so maybe I am, but only a little.” 
 
   “Ya know, it’s funny,” he started before trailing off as he turned down a long driveway. 
 
   “What is?” I prompted. I watched the side of his head rather than our surroundings. How was it possible that I’d only known the man for a few short weeks, had spent less than forty hours with him in total? It seemed impossible. 
 
   “I ain’t told too many people that story,” he continued. “It’s too personal to talk ’bout with just anyone. Especially when so many tabloids would love to know the details.” 
 
   I could understand. Tragedy and the media never mixed too well. Every few years, some journalist or another dug up the details about my history, or Dad, and rolled them out for public comment again. Was it the same for him? 
 
   “But I’m, uh, actually glad I told ya.” He reached for my hand, tracing his thumb across my knuckles. His eyes met mine, and I was struck dumb by what I saw. The emotions burning in his chocolate and amber irises made me ready to give everything up for an hour or two more with him. He cleared his throat. “Well, this is us.” 
 
   I’d been so enthralled with him that I’d barely acknowledged we’d stopped. Even now that we had, I couldn’t willingly turn away from him. My heart pounded in my chest and my breaths were shallow, not from need or desire, but from the completely overwhelming sensation that had built within me as I watched his pain echo across his face. I wanted to help ease it for him but didn’t know the right words.
 
   I didn’t know how to do any of this. 
 
   Breaking our eye contact, I was finally able to draw in a deep breath, but it shuddered through me. Nothing else mattered but him, and yet to give him the space he needed, I turned to look at the “bed and breakfast,” which was more a multi-star resort with multiple accommodation options and a stand-alone restaurant. I wasn’t sure what I’d expected, but I was gobsmacked by what I saw. There was a series of buildings and cabins dotted over the property, all close together but still far enough apart to offer each one some privacy. 
 
   One was clearly the original house, a quaint little building hidden slightly from the others by a screen of tall oak trees, white picket fence, and shrubbery. It was a miniature version of the sort of plantation houses I’d seen in movies and on TV.
 
   Stretching from there were three standalone cabins, each one with the same rustic charm. Finally, at the end was a more modern building with a wall made almost entirely of glass. I turned to see what view could possibly warrant so much glass. 
 
   At first, I was unable to see it properly because of the thick forest, but then I saw a concrete footpath that weaved between the trees, leaving an uninterrupted glimpse at what would be visible from those windows. I gasped at the sight of the small, old, wooden boathouse and smooth concrete jetty set on the crystal-clear lake. On the other side of the lake, the treeline quickly yielded to a mountain view. 
 
   Halfway to the lake was a huge open campfire area, which looked like it had regular use. 
 
   “Wow. This place is just . . .” 
 
   “Wow?” Beau teased, his lips pulling up into a smile. 
 
   “It’s so beautiful.” I had my bag slung on my back so that I didn’t have to worry about doing another trip later. 
 
   He shrugged. “It’s home. At least, when the occasion calls for it.” 
 
   “Does anyone else live here?” 
 
   “Joe and Mitch are the caretakers; they live in the big glass monstrosity.” It looked like he was going to say more, but then his hand closed around mine. “Come. I’ll show ya ’round the inside.” 
 
   He led me into the semi-screened, private house. 
 
   After showing me where to leave my bag, he took me on a tour of the modest three-bedroom home. It was surprisingly barren of photos and mementos. At home, our walls overflowed with photos of all of us kids, pictures of all our various placings and successes—including mementos of Dad’s many wins, and between the custom helmets we’d worn over the years and trophies we’d all won in various sports and events, every shelf in the house was just about bursting at the seams. 
 
   When I casually let slip that I thought there’d be more photos, Beau gave me a sad smile. “I only bought this place a few years ago, and I’m only here when my schedule allows, which isn’t as often as I’d like. So the boys add it to the roster of available rooms when I ain’t usin’ it. Plus, after Mabel passed, when Abby was sick in the hospital, I had to pack everything we owned away. Since then, it’s been too painful to try to bring ’em back out. Most of it’s up in the attic. Some’s with Abby.” 
 
   Unsure what to say, I rested my hand on his forearm. 
 
   “I’m gonna let Joe and Mitch know I’m here an’ rustle up some food from the kitchen in the restaurant. D’ya think ya can keep yourself entertained for a while?” 
 
   “After eight hours in the car, I’m sure I can think of something.” 
 
   He smiled before lifting his hand to the back of my head and drawing me in for a kiss. Almost the second his lips touched mine, the kiss reignited the fires that had been slowly ebbing within me since climbing from the truck.
 
   “I’ll be back soon,” he promised as he pulled away. When he reached the door, he glanced back at me and smiled
 
   After he’d left, I had a shower and changed into something comfortable. Then I returned to the couch in the living room and read for a while. When almost an hour had passed and Beau still wasn’t back, I turned on my phone and rang home.
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I WAS MIDCONVERSATION with Dad when I heard footsteps outside. The last thing I wanted was to be caught on the phone if Beau came in calling out a joking, “Honey, I’m home,” or something to that effect. 
 
   “I’ve gotta go,” I said, cutting Dad off midsentence. “Room service just arrived. I’ll talk to you later.” 
 
   “Okay, sweetie.” Dad seemed a little put off, but didn’t make too big a deal of it. Maybe because he knew I would be home in just a few short days. Too short. “I love you.”
 
   My gaze met Beau’s, and I chewed on my lip as I debated whether to respond the way I usually would. Normally, I’d fire off an I love you without hesitation, but between Beau’s family situation and being a grown-arse woman, it didn’t seem right, so I turned away from Beau and settled on, “Yeah, me too. I’m counting down the days ’til I get home.”
 
   I swung around again to find Beau standing in front of me with a bemused expression on his face. “Room service?” 
 
   “Sorry, I panicked. I didn’t know what else to say.”
 
   His mouth mashed into a hard line as he assessed me. “Who were ya on the phone to?” 
 
   “That was, uh, Dad. And he’d freak if I told him I’m in the house of a hot cowboy I’ve known for a few weeks and we’re likely going to stay up most of the night screwing each other’s brains out.”
 
   Beau burst out laughing. “Whenever I think I’ve grown accustomed to your frankness, ya always say somethin’ to surprise me.” 
 
   “It’s all about the shock and awe,” I admitted as I swallowed my anxiety. “That way you don’t see that I am so far out of my depth it’s not funny.” 
 
   “That makes two of us, darlin’.” He moved toward me and kissed the top of my head. 
 
   It was ridiculous how off balance he was able to set me with the tiniest touches. 
 
   “Ya hungry?” He placed the box of goodies he’d brought back down onto the kitchen bench, lifting out a few items and tossing them into the fridge before turning around to lean against the cupboards. As he did, his hips thrust forward, and his gaze settled over me. The jeans he’d had on had worked their way lower down his hips, showing off his perfect V in a sliver of skin between his under-tee and the faded denim. 
 
   “Famished,” I murmured as I fought to gain the courage I needed to do what I wanted. 
 
   Something in my voice must have tipped him off to the fact that I wasn’t talking about food, or maybe my intentions were printed across my face in a bold typeface. His hips pushed forward a little more, and he held his arms out for me. I stepped forward as if I were going to accept his invitation, but when I was within striking distance, I reached for the buckle of his belt instead. The instant it was in my hands, I started unthreading the leather. 
 
   “Darlin’?” he questioned. 
 
   My response was to step into the gap between us and bring my lips to his throat while I continued to fight his belt. His hands moved to caress my hair, but I guided them back to his sides. Taking his cues from me, he clutched the wooden counter. 
 
   When I’d released the belt, I made short work of his jeans, pushing them down to his knees together with his boxer briefs. With my breath speeding and my heart stuttering, I stepped away and glanced at the image of him clinging to the bench with his hard-on pointing straight at me. Not letting myself second-guess what I was going to do, I fell to my knees and drew the silken skin of his erection into my mouth. 
 
   As I began to move my mouth back and forth over his length, a series of noises escaped from Beau, not quite words but more than noiseless grunts. I had no idea what I was doing really, but he seemed to be enjoying it anyway. 
 
   After a while, I grew more daring, running the tip of his cock over my tongue before drawing in his length again. One of his hands released the hold it had on the counter and found its way into my hair. His hips moved in time with my actions, sending his cock deeper into my mouth. A few times, the motion triggered my gag reflex, but Beau just pulled away and waited for me to make a move. Each time, I took him back into my mouth and hummed. 
 
   He gave a garbled cry that almost sounded like his watered down version of a cuss word. When he did, I glanced up at him to make sure I wasn’t doing something wrong. Our eyes locked and his burned with need and passion. It spurred me on, drawing him in until I could feel him against the back of my throat. 
 
   The fourth time I sucked him in that deeply, he issued a “Sweet Jesus,” and tried to pull away. I realised why a second later when a gush of warm liquid spilled down my throat. All through high school people had joked about girls who spit versus those who swallowed. Part of me had always wondered which I’d choose in the moment, but right then, I didn’t have a choice. 
 
   His knees buckled and both of his hands moved back to the counter to steady himself as his cock continued to pulse in my mouth.
 
   When he’d finished, I sat back on my heels, watching as Beau became a puddle of goo. It was a powerful feeling to know that I’d been the one who’d done that to him. After a moment, I moved back up his body, pulling his clothing back into place. 
 
   “You were right,” I murmured as I slid the zipper on his jeans up. 
 
   “Huh?” he asked, his breath still little more than desperate panting and with a small, dreamy smile plastered on his lips. 
 
   I did up the top button on his jeans. “It’s not as much fun this way.”
 
   He chuckled and reached for me, pulling me against his chest. “That was, wow. And I’ll be sure to pay ya back the kindness, right when my brain comes back online.” 
 
   I joined his laughter and wrapped my arms around him, leaning so that my weight held him in place against the counter. He rested his cheek against the top of my hair. 
 
   “Ya know, you’ve given me so many images I never dreamed of, but that I know will be locked away up here for all of mah days,” he said after a moment. 
 
   “Was that one of them?” 
 
   “Oh, darlin’, your stunnin’ eyes looking up at me like that is definitely one of ’em.” 
 
   “What are some others?” I asked as curiosity burned in me.
 
   “The first night we met, seeing the anger on your face when I ran into ya.” 
 
   I laughed. “You almost made me spill my drink.” 
 
   “You on your bike,” he continued. “The feel of ya beneath my hands as ya raced through the hills. Man, you know how to handle the curves.” His hands traced over my waist as he said the words. 
 
   “You’re not so bad with the curves yourself,” I murmured. His soft ministrations were flaming the fires of need that were already racing through my body. 
 
   His hand moved to caress my cheek and he guided my lips to his. If he cared about the fact I tasted like him, he didn’t say anything. His tongue probed, tangling with my own in a dance that did nothing to lessen my desire. 
 
   In a fast motion, he swung me around and lifted me up so my arse was on the wooden counter. Then he filled the space between my legs with his body. His other hand moved to my other cheek as his kiss grew hungrier. 
 
   When he pulled away, he looked disappointed rather than turned on. 
 
   “What’s wrong?” I asked. 
 
   He rested his forehead against mine and closed his eyes as he murmured, “How am I gonna let ya go?”
 
   I moved my hands to his cheeks, holding him in place. Hadn’t I asked myself the same question often enough? 
 
   “Can’t I just keep ya?” he asked, opening his eyes and looking at me through his lashes. His expression was so innocent, so desperate, that I wanted to say yes. I wanted him to sweep me off my feet and leave my old life behind. 
 
   Except I couldn’t. My family meant too much to me, including the extended ones linked by bonds of friendship forged in the fires Dad had endured when I was younger. For every smile Beau had claimed from me, my family owned a thousand. As much as I would miss Beau when I left, he wasn’t ingrained in every part of my life, my very being, the way they were. 
 
   I flinched away from his words. 
 
   “Sorry, darlin’, I know that ain’t a fair request.” He pulled away and gave me a small smile that echoed the sorrow in his words. “Not after I promised no expectations.” 
 
   “I can’t, Beau. I wish I could, but I can’t survive without my family.” As soon as I said the words, I realised how insensitive they were. Especially considering where we were. “Oh, God, I’m yapping on about family here of all places. I’m such an arsehole. I’m sorry.” 
 
   His fingers traced my cheek before dropping under my chin to lift my eyes back to his. “Don’t go apologizin’ for being you.” 
 
   “Why don’t we put the groceries away and head to your bedroom?” I wrapped my legs around his waist.
 
   “Anyone’d think you’re eager for more.” 
 
   “What can I say, I’m an eager beaver, or at least I’ve got one.”
 
   With a chuckle, he lifted me off the bench and carried me out of the kitchen. 
 
   “What about the groceries?” I asked as we reached the hallway.
 
   “They’ll keep.” 
 
   Once we were inside his room, he dropped me on the bed a little unceremoniously. I would have been upset, except he covered my body with his own before I even had a chance to take a breath. His lips were on mine a moment later. 
 
   We spent some time wrapped around one another. Then when evening was well and truly on us, Beau set a fire in a small firepit in the fenced-in backyard of his house, so we were away from any guests. He threw together some of the stuff he’d grabbed from the restaurant’s kitchen, cobbling together a meal we could cook over the embers. It started with toasted cheese sandwiches and moved on to chicken tacos. 
 
   When we’d finished eating, we curled up together under a blanket on a sunlounger in front of the fire. The crackle of the flames, the smoke lingering in the air, and Beau’s body underneath my head had me completely relaxed. 
 
   “Are ya ready for dessert?” he asked.
 
   I placed my hand on his chest. “You ready again already, cowboy?” 
 
   He leaned over, touching his lips to mine. My lips met his readily, and my tongue pressed forward to tangle with his. He groaned before pulling away and holding up a packet of marshmallows.
 
   “Always ready for more, darlin’, but I meant actual dessert. Some good ol’-fashioned American s’mores. Have ya had ’em afore?” 
 
   I shook my head as I sat up so that he had the room. He grabbed a packet of some type of wheat biscuit and placed one on my palm before laying some chocolate over the top. When he lifted his hand away, he frowned at the chocolate left behind on his fingers. 
 
   Grabbing his hand, I drew his fingers into my mouth and licked the chocolate off. “Did you leave it a little too close to the fire there, cowboy?” I teased as I let him go. 
 
   Despite the heat in his gaze raging hotter than the fire nearby when he’d watched me clean his fingers, he kept moving and roasted one of the marshmallows until it was golden brown. Then he placed it onto one of the crackers before sandwiching another on top.
 
   “Voilá,” he said with a grin. 
 
   Taking my time to ensure I didn’t burn myself, I took a bite. His gaze never left my mouth as I hummed with appreciation. “Different. Not bad.” 
 
   “Not bad? Darlin’, they’re from heaven.” He turned to prepare one for himself.
 
   I took another bite. “I could definitely see them being a little addictive.” 
 
   When he turned back to me, his gaze fell to my mouth again and he smirked. “You’ve got a bit of chocolate,” he said. “Right—” His lips grazed mine, and his tongue darted out to trace a spot on my lower lip. 
 
   I whimpered at the taste of his kiss mixed with the sweetness of the chocolate and warm marshmallow. 
 
   “—there,” he finished as he pulled away. His tongue traced his bottom lip. “Hmm, they taste even better that way.” 
 
   “Really?” I traced the s’more over a small section of my bottom lip, dragging the melted chocolate across my skin as I did. He leaned over me, and his tongue was on the spot a moment later before he sucked my lip into his mouth. Another whimper escaped me as he gently trailed his teeth over my skin. 
 
   “Definitely,” he said, meeting my gaze. In the depths of his eyes was a burning hunger that had nothing to do with the chocolate. “Hmm, maybe a different dessert is on the menu after all.” He shifted us around so I was lying beneath him on the sunlounger. Then he grabbed the s’more off me and trailed it over my collarbone, following the path with his lips straight away. 
 
   He continued to work his way down my body, pushing my clothes out of the way so he could coat different parts of me with the chocolate and marshmallow mix. Each time the now cooling treat touched me, his tongue or lips followed to clean the mess. 
 
   Eventually, he dropped the treat—probably when it stopped offering any chocolate—and continued to move down my body until his tongue found my pussy. When it did, he kissed me hard and full of raw passion that made my whole body sing—the same way he kissed my mouth. By the time he added two fingers into the mix, I was already teetering on the edge. 
 
   His tongue traced my clit again, and I tumbled into oblivion. It was only when the ringing in my ears and the pounding of my heart started to die back down that I heard a fizz and a bang smash through the night. The source of the sound was obvious at once, and I couldn’t help my laughter. 
 
   “Oh, God, fireworks!” I said, dropping my head back against the cushion. 
 
   “Heh, couldn’t have timed it better if I tried.” 
 
   “Were you trying?” 
 
   “Maybe a little.” Beau winked before climbing back up beside me. He wrapped one arm around me and pointed through the trees down to the lake. “I found out what time the festivities were planned for tonight and hoped for the best. It’s not like seeing it live, but if you look really close, you can see them there.” 
 
   I snuggled into him. “This is so much better than sitting in some crowd.” 
 
   “I have to say I agree.” 
 
   The fireworks display didn’t last for long, but it was still nice to watch it from Beau’s arms. 
 
   While I watched the lights dancing in the sky, I could feel his gaze on me. The intensity of it was as frightening as it was comforting. Truth was, I could see myself by his side for much longer than we had. Twisting my head slightly, I met his eyes. When I did, the breath left my body. 
 
   Staring back at me wasn’t just the face of someone in love, it was the face of someone who couldn’t imagine another minute alone. 
 
   It was the way Dad looked at Mum, and she in return. 
 
   The passion was intense. Almost suffocating. 
 
   “D’ya hafta leave tomorrow?” he asked. 
 
   After giving it a moment’s thought, I shook my head. New York was around twelve hours away, and I needed to be at the airport midmorning on the seventh. It was doable to stay just a little longer. “I can probably stay another day.” 
 
   It would mean a hard drive to New York, with one overnight stay close to the airport, but his smile as I said I could stay made it worthwhile. 
 
   “Darlin’, I can’t tell you how happy that makes me.” 
 
   I guided his lips to mine. “You don’t have to tell me. I can see it.” 
 
   He rolled over so that he was resting on top of me as we both got lost in the kiss. 
 
   When I felt his cock digging into my hip, I laughed. “And I can feel that too.”
 
   With one last kiss, he dragged himself away from me. “Come on, li’l miss, let’s get ya cleaned up.” 
 
   He lifted me into his arms as soon as he was standing. The movement was so fast, I couldn’t help the squeal that left me. 
 
   “Only if we can get dirty again as soon as we’re done,” I whispered against his jaw. 
 
   He touched his lips to my forehead. “That’s the plan.”
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WHEN I WOKE the next morning, it was to find Beau’s arm tucked around my naked body, his nose pressed against my hair, and his cock hard and ready against my arse. I twisted in his hold so that I could get a better view of him. God, he was breathtaking. It wasn’t his looks though. 
 
   He was handsome, yes, but that wasn’t what held me captivated. There was warmth and charm that rested light and breezily on his features. His lips sat ready to curl into a lazy smile at any second. The corners of his eyes crinkled with happiness even as he slept. He might have been in his midtwenties, but he could have easily passed for younger. 
 
   I let my gaze trail his face, absorbing every inch. My fingers twitched at my side, desperate to follow the same paths. It was getting so close to the end of us, and I needed to memorise every detail so I would never forget him. 
 
   As my mind fully returned to consciousness, something grew far more pressing than paying attention to Beau—my need to pee. Taking care not to disturb him, I dragged myself out of the room and padded across the hall to the bathroom. 
 
   Returning to the bedroom to find Beau still asleep, I grabbed the flannelette shirt he’d worn to our private Fourth of July date the night before and a pair of panties. I pulled the items on as I moved through the house to the kitchen. 
 
   Once I’d wrapped the soft shirt around me, I drew the collar close to my face and inhaled the intoxicating scent. If only I could bottle that smell, I’d never forget a single second of our time together. 
 
   It struck me as I moved through the house how quiet the whole resort was. It seemed odd because Beau had mentioned they were almost fully booked. I wondered whether it was because it was still too early in the morning for most people. Or maybe the layout of the other buildings just afforded his house enough privacy that it didn’t matter whether there was one or one hundred other people vacationing. 
 
   It was peaceful and perfect. 
 
   The following morning, I’d have to put it all behind me. 
 
   Around two days after that, I would be back home. Back among my family. I was dreading it just as much as I was looking forward to it. 
 
   Not wanting to bang or crash around the kitchen to find the bowls and cup while Beau was still asleep, I headed out the back to the sunlounger we’d enjoyed the night before. I lay back in the seat, tugging Beau’s shirt down to cover my panties. Resting like that, completely relaxed, I almost fell back to sleep. The air was fresh and carried a slight chill to ease the sun that already had a bit of bite to it. 
 
   Breathing deeply, I let my eyes sink closed and stretched my hands above my head. 
 
   “Darlin’, that there’s a sight I could get used to.” 
 
   “Shit!” I cried out as the sound of Beau’s voice behind me startled me. I twisted around onto my side to look at him, the action pulling the shirt up. 
 
   “D’ya know how danged sexy you look in my shirt?”
 
   I shook my head. “It’s not your shirt.” 
 
   He raised an eyebrow at me in question. 
 
   I rolled over onto my back again before lifting the collar to my face and breathing in once more. “It’s my shirt now.” 
 
   “That right?” 
 
   I tilted my head up to give him a teasing grin. “Yep.” 
 
   He pushed himself off the doorframe and stalked toward me. “That hardly seems fair.” 
 
   Following his path with my eyes, I shifted back to allow him room to sit in front of me. My breath grew short as he closed the gap between us. “Why’s that?” 
 
   “You don’t get to claim a piece of my clothing without givin’ me somethin’ in return.” He lifted my legs so he could sit close to me. He sat facing me with one leg off to either side. Once he settled, he reached for me with both his hands. His fingers found my hips and gripped. Before I realised what he wanted, he’d tugged my body closer to his—pussy to cock. 
 
   I lifted my legs and rested my calves against his shoulders. “I thought I’d given you plenty of memories.” 
 
   “Hmm, memories fade though.” 
 
   So would the scent of him on the shirt. 
 
   His fingertips played at the side of my hips. Then he dragged my panties down my legs, leaving me exposed to the chilly breeze. “I think I’ll keep these,” he said as he pulled them away from me. 
 
   “My underwear? Really?”
 
   “Why not?” he challenged. 
 
   “Isn’t it a little clichéd and borderline creepy?” 
 
   He grinned at me. “You don’t reckon turnabout’s fair play?” 
 
   I slipped my legs from his shoulders down to his waist and then drew myself up with my arms so I was in his lap. “If it means that much to you, you can keep them.” 
 
   “You mean that much to me.” He stared at me with the same intensity he had the day before. “Can I keep you?” 
 
   Goddammit, how was I supposed to keep things casual?
 
   “Beau, I—”
 
   He touched his finger to my mouth to silence my apology. “I know.” 
 
   My lips turned down, and tears brimmed in my eyes. I could easily see me spending the next twenty-four hours alternating between crying and taking solace in his arms. 
 
   “Darlin’, let’s not mope ’round here all day.” He played with the buttons on the flannelette shirt as he spoke “What d’ya say to headin’ out for the day? I can show ya the sights.”
 
   Attempting to stow my tears and sorrow for both our benefits, I nodded. It would be far easier to deal with our impending end by not thinking about it. 
 
   “Maybe I can show you ’round the property? I can get Mitch to put together a picnic for us.” 
 
   My heart was in my throat and I had to force my words around it. “Sure. Just give me a moment to get dressed.”
 
   The instant the words were free, I dragged myself from his arms and then raced inside. It was almost impossible to hold myself together, but for him, I needed to. I spent a few minutes rummaging through my bag for the perfect outfit for our last day together. Not that I knew what that might be. Something demure, a little feminine maybe. Something he would be sure to remember once I’d left. 
 
   “I was thinking,” Beau said, leaning in the doorway. 
 
   “That could be dangerous,” I quipped, to cover the fact that my heart was still breaking that we were into a countdown of hours rather than days. 
 
   He grinned but then kept talking as if I’d never spoken. “Maybe we can head out onto the lake for a while when we’re done. If ya’d like?”
 
   “Sounds great.” I couldn’t manage any more words than that. 
 
   “You should bring your bathin’ suit then.” 
 
   Standing upright to stare at him, I chuckled as my sorrow was pushed aside. “Did you really just say bathing suit? I thought you were twenty-four, not one hundred and twenty-four.” 
 
   He frowned. “What would ya prefer I say?”
 
   “I don’t know. Togs.” 
 
   “Togs?” He lifted a brow. “Really?” 
 
   “Well, how about you call it what it is then? A bikini.” 
 
   “I am mighty fond of that word.” 
 
   “An itty-bitty bikini, in fact,” I teased. 
 
   “Let’s see it then,” he challenged. 
 
   I turned back around and dug through my bag again before pulling out the string bikini I’d brought. The top consisted of two rectangles strung between two pieces of cord. The rectangles were just large enough to cover my boobs, although when it was on, there was a certain amount of spillage out the sides and visible cleavage in the middle. If the top was tiny, the bottom was even more risqué, with just a tiny scrap of material covering the patch between my thighs and a triangle that barely covered my crack of my behind. Those flimsy pieces were held in place by some criss-crossing cord. 
 
   I held the two pieces up for Beau’s inspection. 
 
   “I meant on,” he breathed. 
 
   Without breaking eye contact, I threw the bikini on the bed and then slowly peeled off the flannelette shirt. I tossed that on top of my bag, ready to pack away when I left because I hadn’t been lying when I’d said I was keeping it—or at least, I was going to follow through now that Beau didn’t seem to mind. 
 
   While Beau’s gaze ran hungry paths over my skin, I pulled on the bottom of the bikini and adjusted all the straps to sit in the right place over my hips. Despite the appearance, it was actually quite comfortable to wear. The only drawback was the odd tan lines. 
 
   I walked over to Beau as I wrapped the top over my breasts, turning on the spot at the last possible second to get him to help me do it up. Because of the butterfly clip on the back, it was actually pretty easy to do up myself, but it was more fun to get him to help. 
 
   He grabbed the two ends of the clasp and linked them together, but he didn’t release his hold. If I stepped away from him, my top would come undone. 
 
   A breathy sigh left him as his fingertips traced over the straps. 
 
   His hands trailed around my body to tease the side of my boobs before continuing down over my stomach. He wrapped his arms around me and pulled my back to his front. 
 
   His chest flexed as he held me safe and secure in his hold. 
 
   “Whatever ya wanna call them, those are dang sexy.” His fingertips teased over my stomach, and his lips skimmed across my shoulder in tiny kisses as he spoke. Slowly, he worked his way up my throat to kiss under my ear. 
 
   “If you start that, I don’t think I’ll be leaving this room,” I warned. 
 
   “I might try that later,” he breathed against the shell of my ear as his fingertips trailed down my waist. 
 
   “What?” His light touches were dragging my concentration away from his words. 
 
   “I’m still determined to find some way to keep ya,” he murmured against my nape before planting a soft kiss there. 
 
   A shiver raced down my spine, and a soft chuckle slipped from him in response. He went to spin me, but I stepped away from his hold. Not letting myself look back at him, I pulled on the floral top I’d worn the first night we’d met and a pair of denim cut-offs. When I met his gaze after I’d finished dressing, the things I saw made me want him to keep me too. 
 
   Damn him for making it so hard.
 
   My gaze lowered, trailing over his pyjama bottoms—which proved it was hard on him too. 
 
   “So, are you going to show me around, or not?” I asked when he stood staring at me. 
 
   “Oh, uh, sure, just lemme—” He pointed toward his wardrobe. 
 
   I held up my hands in mock surrender. “Don’t let me stop you.” 
 
   “And you’re gonna . . .”
 
   “Yep.” I sat on the bed and made it clear I was going to enjoy the show. 
 
   Meeting my eye, he slowly peeled off his pyjama bottoms. I bit my lip and squirmed as he balled the pants up—each muscle on his abs, chest, and arms moving and twisting with the action. I tried to keep my eyes north of his waist so I didn’t get distracted and drag him back to bed. 
 
   He threw the bundle away and turned to grab some clothes. It was only the second time I’d seen his naked back on full display, and the first I could truly sit back and appreciate his form. I caught sight of two dimples just over his arse cheeks. The sight sent me into overdrive and I wanted to trace them with my tongue. 
 
   There was so much about him I still didn’t know. So much I still wanted to explore. 
 
   And our time was almost up. 
 
   I dropped my gaze to stare at my hands in my lap. For a moment, I wondered whether it would make it easier to leave him if there were some mystery left between us. Some things I didn’t know so not every piece of him would haunt me. 
 
   The sight of his feet in my field of vision told me he was ready, but he didn’t speak to confirm it. When I lifted my gaze to find his, I expected a thousand questions on his tongue for my fallen mood, but his eyes contained the same sorrow. 
 
   With a slow smile, he offered me his hand. 
 
   Our first stop was the restaurant, where Beau led me around to the back door into the commercial kitchen. One of the guys with hipster beards, who had been at the bar with Beau the first night I met him, was standing over a griddle top that contained an impressive quantity of pancakes, bacon, eggs, and an assortment of other breakfast foods. To one side, a deep fryer hissed as it cooked whatever was inside.
 
   “Mitch, Dawson, Dawson, Mitch,” Beau said almost casually, waving his hand between us as he made his hurried introductions. It didn’t escape my focus that he’d given the fake name I’d used. For a moment, I wondered why, but then it struck me. He was trying to give me what I wanted—the piece of me separate from the rest of my life. It told me that he understood why I’d lied to him initially. That he knew about the pressure of always being “on” and wanted to save me from that. That one simple action proved that he was readily willing to offer me the one thing I’d never been able to find before in my real life—the ability to just be me. The more people who knew my name, the harder it would be to hide from who I was at home. 
 
   “Pleasure to meet ya, Dawson.” Mitch gave me a typical hospitable smile, one that stretched across his mouth but didn’t quite reach his eyes. 
 
   Beau released my hand and shifted his entire focus to the griddle. He moved toward it and then slid a bite-sized piece of bacon off. Once the strip was in his hand, he juggled the clearly hot food for a second or two before tossing it into his mouth. 
 
   “Breakfast?” he asked, looking back to me. 
 
   “Sure.” I couldn’t really argue even if I’d wanted to. He’d already grabbed two plates and was picking some prime pieces of bacon. 
 
   “Hey, get off it!” Mitch said. “That’s for the actual payin’ guests, not layabouts fillin’ our best room in peak season.” There was a jokey undertone that made me believe he wasn’t being serious, but I still felt bad. 
 
   Beau clapped him on the back. “You’ll manage, Mitch, ya always do.” He winked at me. “I’d be lost without Mitch and Joe takin’ care of this place.” 
 
   Mitch chuckled. “Fixin’ all the issues you create, ya mean.” 
 
   “Don’t believe a word he says, darlin’. He’d say anything to look like he’s the better man.” 
 
   “Keep talkin’ like that, and I’ll be ’specting double the Christmas bonus this year.” 
 
   Beau laughed as he offered me one of the plates he’d put together. “Let’s leave the ol’ grump to his precious cheffin’.” He indicated I should head back outside, but stopped. “Dang it, almost forgot. I’m gonna need one o’ your special baskets today, Mitch. I got me a date with a mighty pretty lady who’s madly in love with me.” 
 
   “When’s she turning up then?” I asked, causing Mitch to laugh. 
 
   Mitch grabbed two sets of cutlery wrapped in paper napkins and placed them on Beau’s plate. “Sure thing, boss. It’ll be ready by one.” 
 
   “Have someone bring it up to the lake, would ya?” 
 
   Mitch nodded. Then he saluted me with his spatula. “See ya, Dawson.” 
 
   “Nice meeting you, Mitch.” 
 
   Beau led me to a little picnic table near the edge of the forest that ringed the resort. 
 
   “Your staff seem to love you,” I said as I started on the food. 
 
   “They ain’t my staff. Not really. Mitch and Joe are shareholders. Jus’ ones who keep the place goin’.” 
 
   There was so much I didn’t know about his life. Too much he didn’t know about mine. It was impossible to learn that much in the less-than-twenty hours we had remaining. Instead of focusing on what I didn’t know, I focused on what I did. 
 
   “What’s your favourite thing about racing?” I asked. 
 
   He glanced up to meet my eye. I could tell the exact moment he saw the question for what it was—a way to distract myself from the dreadful clock ticking down every second. 
 
   “Probably the freedom. Or maybe the control.” He continued to debate the different aspects of racing that he loved. As he answered my question with an obvious passion, it was amazing how similar his responses were to my own. We were so different, and yet so alike all at the same time. It was easy to see myself sitting with him at the dining room table as Mum and Dad did, talking about our day and sharing affectionate touches.
 
   After we finished breakfast, he led me down to the lake and onto the pier. There sat a rickety old boat that looked like it could go under with the slightest addition of weight.
 
   “All right now darlin’, climb on in,” he insisted.
 
   “I don’t know if that’s such a good idea. It doesn’t look seaworthy.”
 
   He chuckled and nodded toward the crystal-blue lake. “That ain’t hardly the sea.” 
 
   “You know what I mean.” 
 
   “What’s a matter? Ya skeered?” he asked with a smirk on his face.
 
   “Are you challenging me, cowboy?” 
 
   “Would it get ya in that there boat?”
 
   I moved over to the boat and nudged it with my foot. It rocked precariously from side to side, looking like it was about to capsize. “I’m not sure it’s—”
 
   Beau picked me up around the waist and carried me onto the boat. Water splashed over the side, and the wood groaned under our combined weight. 
 
   “Beau!” I squealed as I resisted the action. “We’re gonna go under.” 
 
   “We will if ya don’t stop fightin’.” The amusement was clear in his tone. 
 
   “Put me down, and I’ll stop fighting.” 
 
   He held me close as I found my feet. “Is that better?”
 
   “Mmm.” I wasn’t convinced. 
 
   “Take a step over the seat.” 
 
   While he held my hand to keep me steady, I followed his instructions. The boat rocked again as he cast off the rope securing it to the pier and then followed me over the seat. Each new pitch of the boat drew a fresh squeal of laughter from me.
 
   “I got ya,” Beau said, letting go of me to find his way to the seat. Once he was sitting, he grabbed my hips, spun me around, and guided me onto his lap. “See, that ain’t so bad, is it?” 
 
   Burying my head against his neck, I shook my head. It was just another adventure after all—one that left me alone with Beau. 
 
   “It ain’t so bad at all.” He picked up the oars and started rowing out onto the lake while I clung to him.
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THE LITTLE WOODEN rowboat spun in a lazy circle on the water. It wasn’t so fast that I felt sick lying on the floor of the boat, but there was a discernible spinning motion as I stared up at the cloudless blue sky.
 
   Under my back, the blanket Beau had laid out stopped me from getting splinters and offered at least a little cushioning. The U-shape of the hull kept my body pressed firmly against Beau’s. The seat was just a little too close for us to stretch out fully, the gap underneath it a little too small for both our legs to stretch through, so Beau had taken the space and I curled my legs over his hips. 
 
   “What are ya thinkin’, darlin’?” he asked. 
 
   I shifted my gaze from the sky above to his face. I’d become so accustomed to him watching me, it didn’t even surprise me when it became clear he’d been doing so again. It was odd how his stare didn’t bother me as much as so many others’ had. “I’m just thinking how great this trip has been.” 
 
   He shifted position so he was more on his side—his hand tickling over my stomach—and the boat rocked wildly with his motion. 
 
   “Watch it!” I grabbed blindly for the top of the boat, running my hand over the old wood and gaining a splinter through my finger as a reward. “Fuck!” 
 
   Beau moved again, this time to grab hold of my hand. The shard of wood was a decent length. “Let me,” he murmured. Reaching out, he took my finger between his and lifted it to his lips. He sucked at my finger, and all pain from the splinter was forgotten as I got lost in the perfection of his touch. 
 
   “Oh, God!” I groaned as the sensation tugged at the pit of my stomach and travelled all the way down to my pussy. 
 
   When his lips left my fingertip, I sighed at the loss of contact. He touched his tongue to his finger, leaving the splinter on the pad. “Ya have to watch yourself ’round old wood,” he said. “Ya can’t go grabbin’ ’round blindly.”
 
   “What about new wood?” I asked, reaching my hand down to stroke his hip. With his hard-on pressing against me, I couldn’t resist the joke. 
 
   He chuckled. “Ya shouldn’t go grabbin’ ’round blindly there either. Someone could get hurt.” 
 
   “So no more grabbing wood?” I pouted as I teased. 
 
   “I didn’t say that. Ya just need to do it with lots and lots of care.” 
 
   “Hmm, like this?” I ran my hand over his arse and around his hip. 
 
   “Mmm, just like that,” he mumbled as he rolled to allow me the space I needed. The motion sent the boat rocking again, and my hand instinctively grabbed for the nearest thing to hold on to. “Or not,” he squeaked as I squeezed. 
 
   “It’s not my fault you keep rocking the boat.” 
 
   He chuckled before deliberately rocking the boat again. I closed my eyes and grabbed on to his shoulders. 
 
   “What’re ya ’fraid of, darlin’?” 
 
   There were so many ways I could have answered him, but instead, I just let a smile dance on my lips.
 
   He grinned in response. A dangerous sort of smile—one that hinted at mischief. A second later, he rolled onto his knees with his legs straddling my body. The action made the boat rock harder than ever. 
 
   “Beau!” I screamed as I grabbed his hips. “You’re going to capsize us.” 
 
   Stilling his movements, he leaned forward to press his lips against mine. Then he reached up to hold the sides of the boat and rocked it again. 
 
   “Stop!” I squealed through my laughter. 
 
   “You’re an odd one, li’l miss.” 
 
   “Why do you say that?” 
 
   “White-water rafting down the Coloradah . . . easy. A rowboat on a perfectly still lake with me—” 
 
   “Terrifying,” I finished for him, knowing he could feel the truth in the word.
 
   “’Cause?” He sat back onto the seat before reaching down to help me up. 
 
   “Because . . .” I sighed, knowing he’d guess what I was going to say. “Expect—”
 
   “—tations,” he finished the word at the same time I did. 
 
   “Exactly.” 
 
   He sighed. 
 
   “That water looks inviting,” I said to break the tension settling over the boat.
 
   With a chuckle, Beau shook his head. “Ya really are an enigma. Ya don’t want me to capsize the boat accidentally, but ya want in the water.” 
 
   After standing, carefully so that I didn’t rock the boat, I tugged my shirt off over my head. Then I reached down and grabbed the bottle of sunscreen from beneath the seat and placed it on his open hand. “What can I say?” I shrugged. “I like things done on my terms.” 
 
   He spun sideways on the seat to make room for me to sit in front of him. “I’m startin’ a see that.” 
 
   Even as the words left him, he rubbed the cream into my shoulders. My eyes sank closed as he massaged me, his fingers working the muscles as he went. The feel of his fingertips was divine. Moans of delight slipped from me. 
 
   He issued a matching one, and his hands slipped from my shoulders to play over the top of my bikini. I tipped my head back against his chest as his lips found the spot just below my ear. 
 
   With a slight twist of my head, I captured his lips with my own. His mouth opened and his tongue met mine readily. I twisted around to hold him, but the movement sent the boat rocking. It was a precarious balance between wanting more and needing to stay in control.
 
   Somehow it seemed like the perfect metaphor for our relationship. 
 
   My mind raced and my mood plummeted. Although I tried to ignore it, it was impossible to hide from my own mind and the creeping doubt that lingered within. I needed to shake it off or our last few hours would be miserable. 
 
   I stood and tugged off my shorts. “I think it’s time to jump right in.” 
 
   His gaze roamed my bikini-clad body. “I was thinkin’ the same thang,” he murmured. At first, I thought he was referring to things between us, but then he tugged off his shirt, winked at me, and jumped into the water. 
 
   The moment his feet left the boat, it rocked so wildly from side to side that my footing started to slip. Terrified of falling and getting splinters in my arse, I took a step and leaped into the water too.
 
   Almost the instant my head broke the surface, Beau was there treading water beside me. He reached for me and crashed his lips to mine. Between the heat of the sun, the chill in the water, and the feeling of his body against mine, I was in sensory overload. His hands crept under the bikini cords on my back.
 
   The only other people on the lake were close in to shore—too far away to make out details without a pair of binoculars or a telephoto lens. 
 
   “You’re not worried about getting caught by the paparazzi out here?” I asked when his lips moved down the column of my throat while we both treaded water. 
 
   He grinned. “They ain’t allowed nowhere near here. It’s private property for miles.” 
 
   “But what if your neighbours let them onto their properties?” 
 
   He smiled and shook his head. “Won’t happen.” 
 
   “How can you be so sure?” 
 
   His lips found my skin again. “My private property,” he mumbled between kisses. 
 
   “Oh.” 
 
   For a while, we swam and splashed together, but as I grew tired, I saw the flaw in the plan. 
 
   “Beau, how do we get back in the boat?” 
 
   “Li’l late to worry ’bout that now, ain’t it?” 
 
   “I’m serious. I don’t think I can swim back to shore.” 
 
   He chuckled and swam a lazy loop to the back of the boat. Then, clutching a rubber handle on the side, launched himself out of the water far enough to grab the blanket from inside and tugged it to rest over the side. Then he took a deep breath and ducked under the water, surfacing on the other side a few seconds later. 
 
   “Well, come on then.” He nodded toward the boat. 
 
   “If I try and get in here, I’m going to capsize the boat.” 
 
   “D’ya trust me?” 
 
   Despite it only being a few weeks since I’d met him, I did. I swum a little closer to the boat. 
 
   “How exactly do you expect me to get in?” 
 
   His laughter rang out between us. “Ya just grab on and pull yourself right in.” 
 
   I grabbed the side of the boat, realising he must have put the blanket where he did so that I wouldn’t get splinters. Not wanting to look like an idiot, I used all my upper-body strength to haul myself out of the water. 
 
   With some effort, I got my chest over the side and rested on my belly, precariously balanced on the side of the boat. Then I was stuck. I couldn’t go back without falling into the water, and I didn’t want to push myself forward any further or I’d likely topple over and land on my head in the bottom of the boat. My arms shook with the effort of holding myself out of the water. 
 
   I wiggled my hips forward a tiny bit, an inch at a time so I didn’t lose my balance until I could swing my legs around. Grunting and groaning from the effort, I managed to spin around enough that I could get one knee over the side. 
 
   Then I slipped. I was damned thankful for the blanket over the side as I toppled and only half controlled my slide to the bottom of the boat. 
 
   When I looked over to Beau, he’d lost it. His laughter shook his body and rocked the boat. 
 
   “Stop it!” I complained although the indignation was lessened by my own laughter. 
 
   “That had all the grace of a horse tryin’ a climb a ladder.” 
 
   Refusing to move in case I rocked the boat too much, I crossed my arms and glared at him. “I’d like to see you do better.” 
 
   “Stay over there, and I will. The boat’ll still rock. Are ya settled?” 
 
   Before I’d even answered his question, he put both his hands on the side of the boat and launched himself over the side in a graceful motion. The boat rocked wildly, and he howled with laughter as I tried to find a hold. 
 
   I narrowed my eyes at him. “Arse.” 
 
   Beau settled above me and grinned down at me. The water that soaked his hair ran in rivulets down his face, dripping onto me. 
 
   I squealed at the cold and turned my face away from the water, but Beau didn’t relent. He teased me with the droplets while I writhed beneath him. His laughter echoed with mine as he shook his wet hair out like a dog. 
 
   “Stop, Beau, stop!” I giggled again. “You’re getting me all wet.” 
 
   The moment the words slipped from me, his mouth was on mine and his hands moved over my body. Before we could take it too far, Beau sighed. “We best be heading back in.” 
 
   
 
 
   
THE LUNCH spread Mitch and the kitchen staff had packed for Beau was nothing short of gourmet. Cheese, fruit, and water crackers for starters, a bottle of red wine for Beau, and sweet tea for me—and they weren’t lying about the sweet part. 
 
   Following that was fresh bread rolls, salad, and pulled pork. Then for dessert, there was a huge slice of chocolate mud cake. 
 
   By the time I’d made it through the first two courses, I didn’t have room left for any more. But when Beau coaxed the cake into me mouthful by delicious mouthful—interrupted by regular, sweet, chocolate-and-wine tasting kisses—it was hard to refuse. 
 
   “It’s a good thing I wasn’t with you for my whole trip,” I told him after the last morsel had disappeared. “Or I would have put on at least ten kilos.” 
 
   “Darlin’ ya could gain that and then some and still turn me on,” he replied. “You’re the perfect woman for me, what with the bike handlin’, racin’, and the way you shift my gears.” He gave me a light squeeze as he kissed the top of my head. 
 
   “And you could be the perfect man for me,” I said. “If only you didn’t live thousands of kilometres from home.” It was true. Too true, and the thought scared the shit out of me.
 
   He sighed. “If only.” 
 
   For a while, he sank into silence, and I was left to dwell about the rapidly dwindling hours I had left with him. Too few to enjoy, but I couldn’t allow myself to let them pass unfulfilled.
 
   “So, uh, there’s somethin’ I need to do this afternoon.” His voice was filled with a fear I’d only heard once before—in the instant before he’d told me he loved me. “If ya don’t mind, I thought, well, maybe you’d like to come with me. You can say no if ya want.” 
 
   Leaning back to take in his expression, I asked, “What is it?” 
 
   “Whenever I’m home, I go for an evenin’ walk.” He swallowed hard and met my eye. “With Abby.” 
 
   “Abby?” Surprise caused me to parrot her name. 
 
   “She’s got a cabin here and a live-in nurse. It was the best care I could get her. I look in on her as often as I can when I’m home. That’s where I went yesterday, to say hello. We always take a walk by the lake. Won’t ya join us?”
 
   I thought about the way he’d clammed up before telling me about the accident and how he’d said Abby was awake but not aware. For him to invite me along now was a huge deal—so huge my first instinct was to say no. Meeting the family was one step too far, especially when all we had was the rest of that day. I wanted to thank him and leave him to do what he needed, but the gentle pleading in his eyes and the way he chewed on his lip stopped me from forming the words. 
 
   “Sure,” I said after a moment, hoping I wasn’t making a mistake.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   
 
 
   
[image: ] 
 
   
 
 
   
THE WALK BACK to the cabin that housed his sister and her nurse wasn’t long or difficult, but it seemed harder because of the expectations that weighed heavier on me with every step. 
 
   “Are you sure I should come in?” I asked as we neared the door. “I can wait out here if you’d prefer.” 
 
   “’S okay, darlin’.” The innate calm in his voice seemed to belie the situation. 
 
   “But—”
 
   He spun to me, placing one finger on my lips. “No buts, I’m glad you’re here.” His hand moved from my mouth to trace my cheek “Don’t be nervous. She’ll love ya.” 
 
   Giving me a reassuring smile, he knocked.
 
   “Though not as much as I do,” he added, staring straight ahead. 
 
   Just then the door swung open and Beau reached for my hand, drawing it into his own. 
 
   The woman, who was easily in her early forties, looked between Beau and our joined hands. “You’re late.”
 
   He shrugged. “I got a little distracted. Dawson, this is Rosemary. Rosemary, Dawson.” 
 
   “It’s a pleasure to meet you, Dawson.” The look on her face indicated it was anything but. 
 
   “You too.” 
 
   Beau squeezed my hand tighter. 
 
   “She’s not quite ready yet because I wasn’t sure if you were actually coming because of your visitor. Would you like to give me a hand?” Rosemary asked as she led Beau into the small cabin. 
 
   “Course.” He followed as though it was a well-practised dance. Perhaps it was. 
 
   I followed through into the living room, instantly seeing the personal touches Beau had spoken of the day before. In a framed photo over the mantle, an obviously younger version of Beau stood with his arm slung around a pretty redhead. The freckles that dotted across her nose blazed in the sun. Behind the pair was a half-finished speedway car. 
 
   In other frames around the room were photos of the same girl with various other people. Trailing a few respectful steps behind Beau and Rosemary, I followed them down the hallway. 
 
   The bedroom they walked into was basically a hospital room. An assortment of hospital paraphernalia littered the room—everything from blood pressure monitors to an emergency defibrillator. In one corner was a cabinet that looked well stocked with medication. It was clearly a room where no expense had been spared to keep the inhabitant alive. 
 
   There was nothing else to look at but the bed that stood in the middle of everything. The redhead from the photos lay on the bed with her hair fanned out on her pillow as she stared blankly at the ceiling above. When she blinked, it was slow and steady, almost deliberate. 
 
   After Beau had told me his sister’s story, I’d begun to imagine twisted scars, extensive physical damage all over her broken body. Instead, there was nothing. It was the same girl—now a woman—staring up at the ceiling with an almost serene expression on her face. 
 
   As I watched, Beau lifted her frail body out of the bed and gently placed her into a waiting wheelchair. The nurse buzzed around him, checking equipment and sorting wires and tubes. She shifted the IV drip to the stand attached to the chair and fastened a portable oxygen tank to the tubes that ran beneath Abby’s nose. 
 
   Beau shifted around his sister, rearranging her nightie and placing her feet on the wheelchair footrests with an almost tender affection. Once he was satisfied, he stood. “I’ve got it from here, Rosemary.” 
 
   The nurse shot me another narrow-eyed glare and then left us alone. 
 
   Beau dipped behind Abby and whispered in her ear, “Abby, I’d like ya to meet Phoebe. The woman I love.” 
 
   While my stomach twisted around his words, his admission of his love to this woman who clearly meant a lot to him, I nodded. It didn’t escape my attention that he’d given my real name to her. “It’s lovely to meet you, Abby.” 
 
   There was no response, not that I’d expected one after what Beau had told me. There was something a little unsettling about talking to someone who gave no reactions to the simplest stimuli. Yet, Beau didn’t seem affected at all by the lack of reply. 
 
   “Shall we head out?” he asked. The question was directed at Abby, but then he smiled up at me and I nodded. He pushed her chair out through the cabin and down a ramp at the back door. 
 
   I trailed along behind the pair, uncertain whether my presence was welcome or not. Was Beau regretting asking me to join him? If he did, he wasn’t saying anything. Instead, his mouth fired off as he spoke to Abby. 
 
   “I told ya how I felt ’bout this un yesterday,” Beau said to her, nodding in my direction. “But I didn’t tell ya ’bout our first night or our dates.”
 
   I wrung my hands together, not sure what to say or do while he spoke to her about me. 
 
   “Ya shoulda seen the way she tol’ me off for nearly spillin’ her drink the first night I saw ’er.” 
 
   As I trailed behind them, listening to him tell her about his feelings the first time he’d seen me, I was lost for words. 
 
   His accent was the thickest I’d ever heard it. Not because he was showing off, or trying to flirt, but because he was able to be himself. Completely himself. It was as though being there at the resort, and being with Abby more than anything, stripped away every layer of the perfectly constructed public persona—the perfectly put-together cowboy look, the obvious vocal training, and the impeccably trimmed stubble that had grown almost half an inch longer since we’d met at the Fun Spot. It was clear he was as much of a product of his PR team as I was. 
 
   And he was letting me see the real him. It was a view I was certain not too many people were able to see. In the public eye, it was hard to know who to trust.
 
   “Ain’t that right, Phoebe?” 
 
   My gaze shot to his as his words drew me out of my musing. I had no idea what he’d said, but I nodded anyway. Then I closed the distance between us and rested my hand over his, helping him to push his sister on their walk. 
 
   Before long, he was reminiscing about their adventures and misadventures. As he spoke, he pushed her down the wide cement paths that had clearly been designed for this exact purpose. 
 
   About half an hour after we’d left the cabin, the three of us were at the end of the concrete pier. 
 
   He pushed her chair near to the end and set the brakes. Then he gave her cheek a tender stroke as he moved to dangle his legs off the end. 
 
   “It really is so beautiful out here.” It was the first time I’d said a word since we’d left her cabin. 
 
   My mind was on the boat, trailing slow circles in the sun. It was watching the sun sinking ever closer to the horizon, marking the end of my last day with Beau. It was with Beau’s sister and her suffering. It focused on the pain he must have felt every time I spoke about my wonderful family while we were together. I was wracked with guilt over having a full family who were able to show affection, and who I’d selfishly abandoned to find myself. 
 
   I stared out at the water confused because in my escape from my real life, I’d found Beau, in whom I could see pieces of the real me. At the same time, Abby had struck something in me that made me miss everyone so terribly, and I longed to hear the tales of their own misadventures while I’d been away. I was torn between wondering how I could say goodbye and how I could not. 
 
   One thing was becoming clearer by the second. Leaving Beau was going to be one of the most painful things I’d ever have to do. 
 
   “It really is. Abby loves it,” Beau beamed, breaking me from my trance. He leaned forward against the railing that enclosed the space. “I know ya probably think I’m silly for sayin’ it ’cause of the situation. But I can tell she does.” 
 
   I sat down beside him and rested my hand over his. “Who wouldn’t? The sun, the breeze, the crystal-clear lake. It’s like walking into a postcard.”
 
   “That’s why I turned it into what it is. It used to be owned by this ol’ geezer who didn’t let no one near the lake.” He chuckled. “Abby and me used to sneak up here anyways. She’d usually bring a boyfriend, and I’d coerce some poor girl to come up as well, and the four o’ us’d swim until the ol’ coot came out to shoot at us.” 
 
   He glanced up at Abby and the corners of his smile fell just a little. The change was almost imperceptible, and to anyone else he might have still looked happy, but there was an undercurrent of sorrow in his gaze when he turned and looked beyond the lake. 
 
   “Thank you,” I murmured, moving closer to him and resting my cheek against his shoulder. “For letting me come.” 
 
   He threw his arm around my shoulder and held me closer. I didn’t want to leave, but I had to. As much as I’d found myself, I was missing the old parts of me that were waiting to spring at the chance of returning to my family, and to the track. Even if I didn’t have the deadline of my return home, there were things we’d need to discuss before I could ever even consider anything serious with him. 
 
   The three of us sat like that for a while before Beau kissed the top of my head and moved to stand. He held his hand out to help me up and then surprised me by embracing me. His hold was wonderful and stifling at the same time. I loved the way my body fit against his, and the security I experienced when I was with him, but it all had to end. 
 
   Too soon.
 
   “We should be getting back,” he said. “Nurse Rosemary will be cross with me if I keep ya away for too long, won’t she, Abs?” 
 
   After he’d twisted her chair around so it was facing the right direction, he turned to me and grinned. “Pheebs, why don’t ya tell some stories on the way back?” 
 
   “What?” 
 
   He grinned. “Well, you’ve heard some of the wicked things Abby and I got into. Surely ya have some stories of your own.” 
 
   “I see your game,” I said, narrowing my eyes at him. 
 
   “No game, just sick of hearin’ myself talk. Why don’t ya tell us how ya got into racin’?” 
 
   I smiled as I recalled my earliest memories of Dad taking me to the kart track. It was a fairly safe topic, so on the walk back to the cabin—taking the same long-way-round path—I told them both the story about how Dad got me into karting. 
 
   By the time we got back to Abby’s cabin, almost two hours had passed. The nurse didn’t say anything about how long we’d been gone, so I assumed that must have been about the same length of time Beau usually took on his walks. 
 
   I stood back while Beau and the nurse went through the routine of shifting Abby and her various bags, tubes, and wires back onto the bed. 
 
   Once they were finished, Beau came back and grabbed my hand. “I’ll see ya before I leave, Abby,” he said. “See ya, Rosemary.” 
 
   “See you later, Mr. Miller.” 
 
   I gave her a smile and waved goodbye, but she pretended to not notice me. 
 
   Beau led me out of the house. 
 
   “I’m sorry ’bout Rosemary,” he said. His lips twisted in distaste. “She’s been with Abby for eighteen months now and is a little protective of her and me.” 
 
   “So what was it about?” 
 
   “She’s upset I brought ya to see Abby.” He wouldn’t meet my eye. “Given the short-term nature of our circumstances. Says Abby needs stability.” 
 
   “Beau, maybe I shouldn’t—”
 
   Taking a few big steps, he got in front of me and turned to walk backward. Then he touched his finger against my lips. “I know it sounds weird, but I believe Abby can understand what’s happenin’. That she knows I’m there. That’s why I talk to her so much. And I know she woulda wanted to meet ya. Because you’re special to me.” 
 
   When I didn’t keep up the argument, he spun back around to walk at my side. 
 
   “’Sides, we’ve got other things to worry ’bout. Our hours are dwindlin’ mighty fast.”
 
   I sighed because he was right. One more evening, and then I’d have to leave. Even if all I wanted to do was stay.
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BY THE TIME we got back to the house, we were both ready for a shower so we shared one before dinner, although we spent far more time concentrating on each other than on getting clean. 
 
   “I’m supposed to go make an appearance at the bonfire tonight,” he said out of the blue as if he’d been avoiding telling me for a while. Perhaps it was because he didn’t want me upset that in the few hours we had left, he was leaving me. He explained the tradition at the resort to have regular camp-style bonfires for all of the guests, and it grew clear the idea had been his. It was as if his property had become the playground of a boy who’d never been able to go away to camp. 
 
    “’Cause it’s your last night, you should come too,” he said as he handed me a towel. 
 
   It was another chance to get a glimpse into his world. My last chance. “I’d love to come. What’s the dress code?”
 
   “Come as ya are.” 
 
   “As I am?” I teased glancing down at my matching bra and panties. “That might be a little scandalous.” 
 
   His arms wrapped around my waist as he chuckled. “Ya ain’t gonna hear me complainin’.”
 
   “You might once some of the guests start turning up.” 
 
   “Ya got a point there, li’l miss. Maybe ya need to wear the shirt ya procured from my closet.”
 
   “No dice,” I said. 
 
   He gave me a questioning look, and I blushed, not wanting to admit the reason I didn’t want to wear the shirt too much before I went home. 
 
   “It smells like you,” I muttered. “I don’t want to lose that any earlier than I have to. I want to be able to go home and wrap myself in it. Pretend I’m still here with you.” My last words were almost silent and if I’d lingered over them, I was certain tears would have formed in my eyes. 
 
   He groaned as if my words were the sexiest thing ever. “Oh, darlin’, I can’t deny ya that.” He disappeared before returning a second later with another shirt from his wardrobe. “Ya should wear this one. Then I’ll have one that smells like you.” 
 
   “I can hardly deny you that,” I said as I slipped the shirt on. It was too big for me, just like the other one, but that didn’t matter. 
 
   “This’ll be my favorite shirt from now on.” His fingers worked to button the shirt from top to bottom as he spoke. 
 
   When it was buttoned halfway, I told him to stop. I grabbed the two corners and twisted them into a knot across my stomach. Then I went to reach for my jeans to finish the outfit, but when I bent over, Beau’s moan stilled me. 
 
   “Oh, darlin’. That there is one more image that’ll stick with me.” His hand trailed over my arse as he said the words. 
 
   When I moaned with need, he shifted his hand to caress my pussy. Another moan slipped past my lips as I pushed back against him. His fingers shifted the cotton covering me and slid along my body. 
 
   I parted my legs as his fingers explored and played. 
 
   “Phoebe, can I—”
 
   “Yes,” I moaned as I reached out for the bed in front of me for support. I was so ready for him; I would have agreed to almost anything. He held my complete trust. 
 
   The word was barely free before he’d drawn my panties down my legs and stepped close behind me. One of his hands played against my hip, his fingers dancing and rubbing small circles against my skin. 
 
   A gasp left me as his other hand guided his cock against me. The warm, wet head brushed against my clit. 
 
   I bit my lip while he traced the same path again and again. Each time he ran himself over my pussy, a whimper escaped me. There was something wanton about bending over in front of him, of being half-dressed and desperate for more. 
 
   Just when his soft stroking was driving me insane, he pushed himself into me. Inch by blissful inch. The sensation was different from anything before. Having him inside me, hot, hard, and bare, was like nothing else. 
 
   “Oh, darlin’.” The words slipped from him when he buried himself deep inside me. 
 
   He stilled. Both his hands found purchase on my hips, and he used the hold to rock me against him. 
 
   The pace he set was almost agonisingly slow, and yet it was enough to see me teetering on the edge. Each time he dragged me backward, it was like he was trying to find new depths. 
 
   “Beau, I . . . I . . . oh God!” I was so close and ready. The angle. The knowledge that it was just him and me, there was nothing between us. 
 
   His grip on my hip was soft enough not to leave a mark but secure enough so that I was certain he’d never let me go. It was enough. It was everything. 
 
   With a groan, he sped up. His breath grew rough and I lost it, tumbling over the edge as he moved within me. 
 
   “Oh, sweet Jesus,” he muttered as he felt me come around him. 
 
   An instant later, he was gone. The absence of his body was a noticeable void behind me. His next breath carried a sound that proved how close he’d come to releasing inside of me. Using my jellied legs despite not having any trust in them, I moved to the bed and spun around to sit on the edge. 
 
   Beau stood just inches from where I’d been before; his eyes screwed tight and a towel clutched over his crotch. 
 
   He opened his eyes and caught me staring at him with a smirk on my lips. “What’ve ya done to me, darlin’?”
 
   I fell back on the bed in laughter. 
 
   
 
 
   
ONCE WE were dressed, we headed down to the bonfire, held on the shore of the lake. When we arrived, everyone was already set up. There were three chairs and three long logs set up around a firepit. Beau helped me to a place on one of the logs before moving across to take a seat in the middle chair. He’d warned me of the seating arrangement, and the reason for it. Instead of being upset at having to sit by myself, I was looking forward to it. As he’d told me about the evening—before we’d become waylaid by our desire—he’d reminded me of his promise to show me he could sing one day. 
 
   For a while, there was general conversation while Mitch and his brother, Joe, arranged dinner. It was a similar fare to what Beau and I had shared the night before. 
 
   After dinner, they served s’mores. When Mitch slipped one of the constructed desserts into my hand, I found Beau watching me with a lustful expression. No doubt the previous night’s adventures were playing in his mind just like mine. 
 
   A blush crept up my cheeks as he licked the edge of the s’more in his hand. I clenched my thighs together as need flooded through me. 
 
   I was barely recovering from the s’mores when a guitar was dragged out. Mitch handed it straight to Beau. 
 
   “Now, usually Joe and me would go first, but Beau’s in town for jus’ a couple o’ nights.” 
 
   There were clearly a few regulars in the crowd because as soon as his name was mentioned, there was a cheer among a few of the women. An unfamiliar emotion burned in my stomach. It took me a moment to recognise it. Jealousy. 
 
   “And we hear he’s hankerin’ to turn in early.” 
 
   My blush grew. 
 
   “So he’s gonna take the first set and then hand ya over to us for afterwards.” 
 
   Because the setting was so close, so intimate, Beau didn’t need a mic to amplify his voice. He strummed the guitar and closed his eyes. The song was vaguely familiar, and when he started to sing, I knew why. It was the song that had played the first time we’d made love. Hearing it in his voice—which was far better than I’d expected the first time he’d teased me for not being able to sing—brought back memories of that night, and every moment since. 
 
   I was transfixed. Seeing him lost in the song, lost in the words, was like watching him make love. The way his fingers played along the neck of the guitar with such grace and dexterity reminded me of the way they danced over my skin. I shifted in my seat as I squeezed my thighs together. 
 
   My lips parted as I stared at him through the flickering flame. When he hit the chorus and starting crooning about roller coasters and things ending too soon, he opened his eyes and met my gaze and offered me one of his slow, steady smiles. 
 
   Once the song finished, he moved to another. One about a girl being all in his head. Whenever his eyes were open, he was staring at me. 
 
   I had to admit his voice was pretty damn good. He even made country music worth listening to.
 
   Without pausing, he moved to a third song. His fingers hesitated over the cords a little, stumbling more than he had on the other two songs. When he started singing, I almost thought he was making the lyrics up on the spot—they related to our situation so perfectly. 
 
   The song was slow, steady, asking for one more day. 
 
   Just one more day. 
 
   What I wouldn’t have given for it too. I thought about how much of my trip I’d spent away from Beau’s side, and wondered what it might have been like if we’d had that time together. Would we have had the same adventure if we hadn’t gotten to know each other with our flirtatious phone calls and messages first? 
 
   He stumbled over a couple more cords, obviously not as practised with the song as with the others, but he played through it. He didn’t once meet my eye as he sang the final song, instead keeping his eyes screwed shut the entire time. His whole performance was far less polished the rest of his set. 
 
   As he neared the end of the song, his voice broke and his breath hitched. When he finished the song, he practically threw the guitar to Joe and brought his hand to his eyes. He whispered something to Joe and then stepped away. 
 
   I jumped up to follow him into the darkness of the trees while Joe announced that they’d be continuing with some more traditional camp songs. 
 
   Beau’s long stride carried him away faster than I could walk so I had to jog to cover the distance between us. 
 
   “Beau?” I questioned, touching his shoulder when I reached him. 
 
   He spun and grabbed hold of my hips, pressing his lips to mine in an almost punishing kiss. He backed us up until my back struck a tree, but even then his tongue and lips continued to move against mine. 
 
   As he gathered control of himself again, he caressed my cheeks with his palms, rested his forehead against mine, and released a staggered breath. “Sorry, darlin’.” 
 
   I wrapped my hands around his head in return, laying my palms behind his ears so he couldn’t pull away from me. “There’s nothing to be sorry for.” 
 
   “I just . . . I didn’t ’spect th’ song to stir up so much . . .” He sighed and squeezed his eyes shut again—blocking me from the heartbreak I saw within. “It’s an emotional song for me. I thought I’d make it through. I wanted to sing it for ya.” 
 
   “It . . . it was beautiful.”
 
   “It was Mabel’s favorite song. After Ern passed, I mean. The last time I sang it was at her funeral.” 
 
   “It was perfect.” 
 
   “D’ya wanna go back to the bonfire? I think I got myself together ’nough.” 
 
   I shook my head. “I kinda think I just wanna spend my last few hours alone with you, if that’s okay.” 
 
   His lips curled up into a smile, but the happiness didn’t reach his eyes. 
 
   We headed back to his house and found our way to the sunlounger to lie in each other’s arms. 
 
   My head spun, and my heart pounded as his voice and the meaning behind the three songs he’d sang all ran through me on repeat. How would I be able to leave in the morning? How could I look into his eyes, meet the heartbreak that I saw in them before, and still walk away? 
 
   And I would have to be the one who walked away. If I asked, I didn’t doubt Beau would let me stay for as long as I wanted. 
 
   “How’d you get so good at singing and playing the guitar?” I asked to try to break the heaviness that had settled over us. It was like every heartbeat was another second on the clock racing us toward the end. 
 
   “Before Mabel took me in, the only thang I had to my name was a beat-up guitar. I dunno how I even got started, I just did.”
 
   “Did you ever think about doing it professionally?”
 
   “Heh, I ain’t that good. ’Sides, I can’t read sheet music. I just see the music. In here, ya know?” He tapped his head. 
 
   “I’m glad I got to hear you play before I left. My talents all lie on the track, not in my vocal cords.”
 
   “Don’t I know it,” he teased, drawing me closer as he said the words. “Does that mean I’m gonna convert you to some decent music then?” 
 
   “Hey, my music rocks.” I elbowed his ribs.
 
   He held me tight as we both fell into silence. 
 
   “So, I was thinkin’,” Beau said after a while, “maybe we could keep this thang goin’ just a little longer.” 
 
   I hummed in question. 
 
   “Well, I thought maybe I could drive ya up to New York.” 
 
   I twisted around to look at him. The lyrics he’d sung around the bonfire were at the front of my mind. God, how was I going to say goodbye if he took me right to the airport? We couldn’t even leave to go to a bonfire without pawing each other first. “Oh, no, Beau, I couldn’t ask you to do that.” 
 
   “Ya didn’t ask. I offered.”
 
   Spinning fully so that I was facing him, I grabbed his hands. “You can’t; it’s too far.” 
 
   Dragging his hands from mine, he cupped my face in his palms. “I want to, darlin’. You’ve taken hold of every part of me and I’ve given it willingly. Give me this little bit back, please? Let me stay with ya, as long as possible. I ain’t ready to say goodbye.”
 
   Despite wanting to spend every second I could with him, saying goodbye at the airport was too serious. A relationship-level step I wasn’t sure I was ready for. Plus, it meant dragging him away from Abby sooner than he had to leave. “I don’t—”
 
   Beau silenced me with a look. “At least think about it before ya say no. Please?” 
 
   “I guess I can give you that much,” I said, leaning into his palm. 
 
   I relaxed back against him, but the calm didn’t last for long. His request to drive me to New York played in my mind. The day had been far too heavy already. 
 
   Abby. The lake. The realisation that I’d found someone who understood exactly what I’d been searching for since leaving home. The emotion he’d shown when he was singing about wanting me to stay. Everything had been perfect. 
 
   At least on the surface.
 
   Underneath the veneer was a time bomb ticking away and getting ready to blow up in both our faces. 
 
   Maybe I needed to do a little controlled detonation to avoid outright disaster. 
 
   It would be like backing off and letting an aggressive driver have the corner. Giving them the place, but keeping the car intact. The safer bet. It would help us both to avoid a collision with a cement wall. 
 
   “It’s getting a little chilly, I think I need to go inside,” I said, tugging away from his hold. 
 
   His brow dipped for a moment, and it looked like he was going to say something more, but he stopped himself. I gave him a watery smile and pulled open the door.
 
   “Phoebe,” Beau called out before I could move inside.
 
   God, why did it sound so damn nice when he said my name in that southern drawl? “Yeah?” 
 
   “Will ya tell me why you don’t want me to take ya?” 
 
   I sighed. “I do want you to take me.” I wanted it far more than I really should, and that was exactly the reason I didn’t want him to. “I just think it might be better if we keep what we had here. Private.” 
 
   “So it’s the paps that worry ya?” 
 
   “Huh?” 
 
   “Are they the reason ya don’t want me to take ya to the airport? ’Cause if it’ll make ya more comfortable, I can just drop ya off and go.” 
 
   “It’s not that. I mean, sure I don’t want you to face a scandal when I’m gone, but it’s not that.” 
 
   “If it’s ’bout what I said yesterday when ya told me how old ya are, forget it. I shouldn’t have said it. I don’t care what anyone else thinks. Besides, my rep’s so squeaky clean, I’m prob’ly due for a scandal or two.” 
 
   “Really, it’s not that.”
 
   “Somethin’s buggin’ ya.” 
 
   How could he read me so damned well? Better than my own parents. Possibly better even than Angel. “No, I’m just thinking about it. Like I said I would.” 
 
   “Was it the songs?” 
 
   I squeezed my eyes shut and shook my head. “No. Really. It’s nothing. I just need to relax for a bit. Tomorrow’s going to be a big day.” 
 
   “It’d be an easier one if ya had someone to share it with.”
 
   I leaned against the door and assessed him, unable to stop my lips from twisting upward at his words—and his persistence. 
 
   “I do love that smile. It ain’t quite as wide as I like it, but it’ll do for now.” 
 
   My stomach clenched at the L word. 
 
   It was undeniably true. 
 
   And mutual. 
 
   And still doomed from the beginning. 
 
   My lips fell back out of their smile. 
 
   As soon as they did, Beau was in front of me, wrapping his arms around my neck. “Whatever it is, it’s okay. I won’t let anythin’ hurt ya.”
 
   Clinging to his shoulders, I didn’t tell him the one thing I knew to be true. He may not let anything hurt me, but because of him, my heart would be shattered and raw by the time I had to go home. Every second I spent at his side, I fell deeper in love with him. Further into the rabbit hole that was impossible to escape from. 
 
   I needed to put a stop to it before it could hurt either of us more. 
 
   There was no way I could let him take me to New York, and there was only one way I knew of to stop him. 
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GIVING UP ALL thoughts of sleep, I climbed from the bed and moved to stand beside the window. The sun, just cresting the horizon, filled the room with pinks and purples, throwing a romantic light over the space that was fucking unfair given what was going to happen soon. 
 
   Leaning my shoulder against the windowpane, I tried to find what comfort I could from the rising sun, but it only brought the pain of knowing what I had to do. I twisted back around to look at my own personal sun, the man who’d brought warmth and life into the last few days of my trip. Who’d introduced me to his sister, despite the obvious emotional toll it had taken on him to share that part of himself. Who’d brought me to a place that was heaven on earth and let me experience true freedom. 
 
   “Oh, Beau,” I murmured, needing to fill the silence in the room. “Why did you have to be so perfect?” 
 
   Tears pricked my eyes. They’d been a near-constant threat for the better part of the night. Even through my tears, I smiled as I watched him sleep. 
 
   My eyes trailed his face, drinking in all the features and locking them away in my memory. His sandy hair was messy from falling into bed while it was still wet. The stubble on his chin was steadily progressing toward the beginnings of a beard after our three days together. A small, dreamy smile played on his lips, making me wonder what his dreams might contain. 
 
   “Why did the last few days have to be so wonderful?” I whispered. 
 
   My lip quivered as the pressure of what came next built in my chest. My gaze sank lower, over his broad shoulders and sculpted chest, down over the smattering of dark blond hair on his pecs and stomach, leading to a happy trail that headed under the white sheet tangled around his waist. 
 
   Beneath that, the bedding wrapped through his legs in a pattern indicating he’d been tossing and turning for most of the night. I couldn’t blame him. I hadn’t slept much myself. In just a few minutes, the curtain would fall on everything we’d shared. He didn’t know that yet but had definitely sensed me pulling away ever since his offer to drive me all the way to New York. Maybe he understood what I’d started planning before we’d even reached his bedroom the night before. There was no way I could stay. It wasn’t fair to him, nor was it fair to me. 
 
   Even when we’d made love, for what would be the last time, I’d been building the walls around my heart that would allow me to leave him. With his sweet talk and gentle touches, Beau had made them almost impossible to construct. 
 
   The truth was, I might have decided to leave him sooner rather than later, but that didn’t make it any easier. How was I supposed to walk away from the one thing that had made my entire trip worth taking? 
 
   But with everything that came next, how could I not? What could we do? He had a life in the States, and I had one in Australia. As much as I’d loved my time with him, as much as I would have loved to stay, there was a longing in my chest I couldn’t ignore. A need to be home, to see my family. To hold my baby sister in my arms again. To listen to Brock and Beth bicker like they always did. To help Parker with a damned computer game. To hold tight to Mum and let her make the pain better like she always could. She’d have quite the job of that when I saw her again because I’d never before felt an agony so keen.
 
   My vision hazed over as my eyes flooded with tears. I’d gone overseas in search of who I really was, and I’d found her in Beau’s arms. Despite that, I was still the girl with the expectations and responsibilities. I’d been away for long enough that I’d actually started to miss her. 
 
   Beau moaned and thrust his hips as he slept before turning again. A reminder of everything he’d given to me. Nothing more than I’d given in return, and yet somehow so much more because I’d never had the specific notion of saving myself for marriage. All I’d wanted was for it to be something special with someone I loved, and that’s what I had.
 
   Beau had lived by the ideal of waiting for marriage, and yet I’d taken everything he’d offered knowing that not only were we only a temporary thing but that he didn’t even know me. Sure he had my name, and knew what I did for a living, and had his list of observations, but he didn’t know me. 
 
   Not really. 
 
   Not the me who was up at four in the morning to hit the treadmill or elliptical trainer to keep up my cardio strength. The me who was at the track an hour earlier than needed so I could help the mechanics do the final safety checks on the car. The me who had dressed up in fancy outfits and race suits for promotional calendars so often that being in front of the camera didn’t faze me anymore. It was all just modelling work to build my portfolio and consumer appeal. 
 
   Those were all things that made up my real life. What I would be walking back into when I returned home. It was what I’d been running from, but I was ready to walk back into it all. I was just selfish and wanted Beau too. But not if all I could have was screen time and phone calls.
 
   Trying to turn my mind away from the impossible, I started to run scenarios through my head of what might happen next, like I would if I was on the track. 
 
   Sometime soon, he’d stir and beckon me to him. I’d go willingly because I was incapable of refusing anything he asked of me. He’d wrap me in his arms and whisper his perfect words to me, and offer to take me to his house again. It would end in another long road trip with him where I’d tear deeper into my heart and let him burrow in. 
 
   After that, I’d have to look in his eyes and remind him we were out of time. That I had to race up to New York to catch my flight. He’d ask me to stay again. Beg me for my contact information again. I’d relent and then I’d face the torture of being in contact with him knowing that we could never be together with our lives as full as they were with our careers and families. 
 
   He stirred. “Dawson.” 
 
   The name slipped from him as if it was only natural, but just like every other time he’d issued it over the weekend, it was like a punch to the gut. He’d only just learned the name Phoebe Reede. He only really knew Dawson. 
 
   And Dawson had to disappear at the end of the trip. 
 
   Knowing I didn’t have the strength to face him, to break his heart while I looked in his eyes, I gathered my things as quietly as I could. It was the coward’s way, but the only way I’d be able to leave without tearing us both apart when we said goodbye. I carried my bag out to my bike and strapped it down. 
 
   When I came back into the bedroom, Beau’s mouth had turned down into a frown, and his brow dipped and furrowed as he dreamed. 
 
   I found a piece of paper and wrote him a note. 
 
   
Beau, 
 
   
I love you. Those words seem ridiculous given the time we’ve known each other, but they’re true. 
 
   
As much as there’s a part of me that wants to stay, I can’t be happy here. I can’t be whole. I’m sorry I left this way, but I have to, or I don’t think I’ll be able to leave at all. Every minute I spend with you, I fall further under your spell, and I’m not strong enough to walk away from you while you’re awake. I can’t have you take me to New York or I might never get on that plane. And it would seem like the best thing, but in the end, it would destroy everything you love about me. 
 
   
Know that I will always hold the memory of you and our time together close to my heart. You shone a light on the best parts of me, and now it’s up to me to keep them bright on my own.
 
   
I ask that if you love me, even a little, you’ll let me go. It will hurt far too much to talk to you again. Keep these days as a memory of a perfect love, one that time and distance can’t tarnish. 
 
   
Love always, 
 
   
Dawson. 
 
   
I WAS tempted to sign the note with my real name, but I couldn’t. It would be my permission for him to contact me. He needed to remember her, Dawson, the girl he knew first. It was better for us both to end it before it got worse. To cling to our shared experience and leave as unscathed as we could with only our memories remaining. 
 
   After folding the note in half, I crossed the room and placed it on his bedside table together with the phone he’d given me. 
 
   With that task done, I caressed his cheek. He smiled as he leaned against my hand. My stomach clenched tighter than a fist as I leaned forward to press my lips against his one last time. The gentle scrape of his stubble against my cheek was almost enough to make me want to give up my plan and tumble back into bed with him. 
 
   A sleepy moan issued from his throat as he kissed me back, and for a moment, I thought I might have taken it too far and woken him. When I pulled away though, he was still asleep, and his smile was firmly set. 
 
   It was the last thing I wanted to do, but I pushed myself up from the bed and turned away from him. My eyes stung and my lungs burned from the pressure of keeping my sobs contained deep inside my chest. Without letting myself doubt my course, I raced to my bike and started it. The instant the engine kicked into life, I throttled it and took off up his drive. 
 
   Using one hand to steady myself, I lifted my visor on my helmet and wiped one hand over my eyes to clear away the tears.
 
   I risked one last glance back at the house, which would be printed forever in my memory, and gasped when I saw Beau standing out front, one hand clutching the sheet he’d dragged outside with him, no doubt at the sound of my bike’s engine kicking over. 
 
   At the sight of the utter devastation on his face, my tears started anew and an uncontrollable sob left me. As much as I wanted my memories to be of all the happy times, I knew deep down that every time I thought of him, it would be that look—one of horror and betrayal—that I would see. 
 
   It was only when I turned from his driveway onto the road that I understood something with perfect clarity. It was something that had only been a fear for me until then. I was exactly who I’d always worried I would be. I was just like my daddy. Just like my grandfather. 
 
   I was poison, and I hurt those who fell in love with me.
 
   Despite needing to stop to give myself a chance to cry out the knots in my chest, I gunned it and retraced the route we’d taken to the highway. Eventually, I’d have to stop for directions, but for the moment, I figured if I headed north and east, I’d eventually get somewhere close to where I needed to be. It was at least half a day direct to New York, maybe more if I fucked around not knowing where to go, so I had a tough choice. Either hit it straight and end up in town far too early or try to find somewhere to hole up for the night. Both options had their drawbacks, but knowing Beau and his damned tenacity, he was probably already in his truck trying to cover the distance between us.
 
   If I arrived at the airport too early, he’d likely try to find me there. 
 
   The thought made me hunker down on the bike and go as fast as I dared. 
 
   For hours, I rode hard and fast—taking my emotions out on the bike. It was reckless and stupid, but fuck I needed it. After a while, I couldn’t take the crushing agony that stole my breath away. I hit tipping point when I saw a sign for a fucking pair of cowboy boots, of all things. The tears I’d held at bay until then burned my eyes, and I had no choice but to find somewhere to rest. Too much grief and too little sleep were acting together to make me more erratic than a drunk. 
 
   I found a motel off the highway with off-street parking. The clerk gave me an odd look as I checked in, but I didn’t give a shit what he thought. As soon as I was in the room, I shoved my earbuds in and cranked up my emo playlist to drown out my own thoughts. 
 
   Only, it didn’t work. 
 
   For the first time ever, my infallible list of “cry it out” songs just irritated me. I yanked at the cord to the earbuds before tossing the phone onto my bed. Needing something to distract me from my thoughts, I picked up the remote and flicked on the TV. I channel-surfed for a while until I hit a music video for a country song. The guy in the clip looked nothing like Beau, and yet he reminded me of him. 
 
   The flannel shirt. The faded, dusty jeans. The buckle and boots. Everything. 
 
   My tears flowed in earnest, and I hugged the pillow and tormented myself with the twanging accent of the country singer. It reminded me of Beau’s campfire performance. 
 
   As the songs faded into one another, the tossing and turning from the night before finally caught up with me and my eyes drifted closed. 
 
   
 
 
   
THE DOOR to the motel room swung open. A stream of sunlight burst through the space, silhouetting the man who’d barged into the room uninvited. Without a word, he stepped in and slammed the door shut behind him. 
 
   Before I could even react, he’d crossed the room, swept me off the bed, and had me pinned against the wall. 
 
   My breath caught in my throat as I looked down at Beau’s strong features. 
 
   “Why’d ya do it?” he asked, his voice gravelled and pained. 
 
   “You know why,” I said. 
 
   He silenced me with a punishing kiss that flared through my body. Every part of me responded as desire flooded through me. The instant I kissed him back, he pulled away. 
 
   “You don’t deserve that.” 
 
   “Beau?” 
 
   “You’re poison. How could ya do it?” 
 
   The heat of desire drained away, replaced instantly by a chill that sank deep into my bones. 
 
   “We could’ve been perfect, you and me.” His tone was accusatory and made me want to back away. Only there was no escape. “But you’re a coward.” 
 
   “No. That’s not it, I—”
 
   He sneered at me and grabbed my shoulders, shoving me against the wall. As he did, Beau disappeared, only to be replaced by me. It was my hands on my shoulders, pushing me against the wall. My mirror image holding me captive. 
 
   “Coward!” she shouted as she shoved me again. 
 
   I jolted awake with a scream. On the TV, some woman was wailing on about someone who broke her heart, or someone whose heart she’d broken. I couldn’t follow it because the pounding of my heartbeat in my ears blocked out the sound. My tongue was three sizes too big in my parched mouth, and my eyes stung from crying myself to sleep. 
 
   “You’re a fucking mess,” I muttered to myself as I dropped my head back down onto the pillow and tried to go back to sleep.
 
   Early the next morning, I gave up any attempt for more sleep and checked out of the motel, ready to get back on the road again.
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STANDING IN THE terminal at the airport, I felt like my entire world had fallen apart. I had my passport and boarding pass in hand, my bag checked and ready to go back to LA before heading on to Australia, and yet I felt like nothing more than running back to the freighting company where I’d dropped the bike off an hour earlier and demanding it back. 
 
   If I did that, I could find the piece of me I’d left behind. By the time morning came again, I could be back with Beau. 
 
   Just as the compulsion to rush back to him somehow was at its bursting point, I heard a familiar squeal. 
 
   Glancing in the direction of the sound, I saw Angel’s smiling face. One glance at her joyful expression and I broke down. By the time she reached me, I was a sobbing mess. 
 
   “Oh, girlie, what happened? Don’t tell me someone hurt you or I’ll have to hunt them down. Fuck, your daddy is going to kill me.” 
 
   I shook my head. “No one hurt me,” I whispered, unable to find any volume. “I—” My sobs stole my voice entirely. 
 
   Angel dropped her bag on the ground and took me in her arms, drawing my head to her breast. I treated her as a substitute for Mum and held her while I let my rage and sorrow battle for release. When I was finally able to compose myself, she brushed her hand over my head. “I’ve just got to check my bags, but then we’re getting hot chocolates and talking some more, okay?” 
 
   I nodded. 
 
   “Are you going to be all right until I get back?” 
 
   I shrugged. I couldn’t lie to her and say yes. While she joined the queue to check her bags, I reached into my carry-on and grabbed my mobile. For the first time since I’d called home from Beau’s, I turned it on. There were a few messages from Mum and Dad. I sent a reply letting them know I’d hit New York safely and was getting ready to board the plane back to LA. I didn’t need to tell them the rest. When I pushed Send, I thought about the fact that I’d given Beau back the one thing I had that might have enabled me to contact him again. 
 
   You could always google him. I tried to ignore the little voice that niggled in my mind. I’d left for a reason. If we stayed in touch, we’d fester. Everything good that we’d had would slowly turn into reasons to resent each other. The distance would be our death knell. 
 
   Even as I had the thought, I glanced around—seeking out familiar eyes and sandy-brown hair. Part of me was convinced he’d try to follow me to the airport. That same part wanted him to. For a good fifteen minutes, I watched every person I could see, examining any potentials in depth just in case. His name was on my lips and ready to be called the instant I spotted him. 
 
   I shrieked as someone linked arms with me, calming almost instantly when I met Angel’s concerned gaze. 
 
   She kept her questions and comments in check until we’d made it through security and found a small coffee shop to order some hot chocolates. We grabbed a table, sitting close enough to each other that I could lean my shoulder on hers and draw comfort from her while I prepared to tell my story. 
 
   “Who is he?” she asked. 
 
   “What?” 
 
   “Well, someone or something has you knotted up and I can only assume it’s a guy. A summer fling maybe? Did you take my advice?” 
 
   At her words, I burst into tears again. “It—it was more than that,” I said. “But less all at the same time.” 
 
   “You’ve lost me; let’s start at the beginning.” 
 
   “His name’s Beau.” 
 
   “Beau? You mean barfly Beau that you met in Sacramento?” 
 
   “Yeah.” I smiled through my tears. “We kinda kept in touch a little and he begged me to spend a few days with him, and I did.” 
 
   “You didn’t?” she asked. Her tone and wide eyes made it clear that she wasn’t asking whether I’d gone to his place or not, but rather whether I’d handed in my V-card. 
 
   I nodded. 
 
   “Oh, God, Pheebs, this is huge.” She hugged me. “Are congratulations in order? Or do we write out a memorial card? I don’t know the appropriate way to celebrate.”
 
   Her words had their no doubt desired effect of drawing a laugh out of me. 
 
   “Seriously though, how was it?” 
 
   My mind replayed image after image. “It was . . . perfect.” 
 
   “Tell me all about it. Spare me no detail. I want to live vicariously through you. How did you meet again? What happened?”
 
   I gave her a rundown on everything that happened from the time he almost spilled my drink until our reunion at the Fun Spot. 
 
   “I gave him a fake name.” 
 
   “Harsh, but I can understand. After all, you’ve always had a bit of a trust issue when it comes to boys. Did you fess up in the end? You never could lie. Not for long.” 
 
   I told her about the phone calls, about the sweet things Beau had done and said, about the trip to his hometown, and everything that happened there. I didn’t spare any details because we never had before and it felt cathartic to get it out. 
 
   At one point in my tale, a pair of old ladies chose to sit near us, but it was clear they were within earshot when they stood up, gave me a filthy look, and then stalked away. 
 
   By the time I finished the story of the way things just worked between Beau and me, Angel was grinning. 
 
   “It sounds bloody perfect,” she said. “And doesn’t explain the tears.” 
 
   “I left him yesterday without saying goodbye.” 
 
   “You didn’t!” 
 
   “I couldn’t face him, Angel. He’s got these eyes . . . and this smile.” My lips curled upward as I said the word. “And when I’m in his arms, I just feel . . . well, I feel like I’ve found my home in the world.” 
 
   “Oh my God! You don’t just have it bad, you love him.” 
 
   My smile fell and tears pricked my eyes again. “Is it that obvious?” 
 
   “Honey, I know you. I’ve seen you crushing on boys, I’ve seen you frustrated as hell with their attitudes, but I’ve never seen you so knotted up from the inside.” She wrapped both her arms around me and I rested my head on her collarbone. “Why aren’t there more guys like that at home?”
 
   A bark of laughter left me. “Why aren’t there more guys like that, period?” 
 
   “Truth. So is our night of fireworks a possibility again now?” 
 
   “Give me a few weeks to get over this first, and I’ll be all over it.” 
 
   “You and I both know you’re not going to be over this in a week. You’re too much like—”
 
   “My dad, yeah, I know.” 
 
   “I’ll bring you all the ice cream you want. I’ll have to take it easy on it though.” 
 
   “Why’s that?” 
 
   “’Cause I’ve got a job!” she squealed. 
 
   “Oh, fuck, Angel, you should have said. Here I am rabbiting on about my heartbreak, and you’ve got good news. Tell me all about it.” 
 
   We spent the rest of the time before we had to board going over the role she’d been offered as a spokesperson for a swimwear line back home in Australia. 
 
   “It’s crazy isn’t it? I have to go all the way to the States to get a job back home,” she said as we moved to the gate when the airline called our boarding group. 
 
   Our flight from New York to Los Angeles was fairly cruisy, even if I did have to force myself to think about anything but Beau. Trying to find something else to concentrate on ended with me telling Angel all about my adventures while criss-crossing the US and her teasing me about being an adrenaline junky in return.
 
   The wait in LAX for our flight home, and then the flight home, were a little more unbearable, especially after Angel slipped into sleep mode, putting in her earbuds and slipping on a mask. The time alone left me with too much time to think. To turn every memory, every moment, over in my head. 
 
   By the time she woke from her nap, I was in tears again. 
 
   “God, I’m pathetic,” I said.
 
   She held me tighter as she promised me I wasn’t. 
 
   It was only when the announcements came that we were almost ready to prepare for landing in Brisbane that it hit me that I was almost home. I sat up a little straighter as the excitement of that thought ran through me. 
 
   “You’re looking a little more chipper,” Angel said, watching me from the corner of her eyes.
 
   “I get to see everyone soon. I mean, Mum, Dad, Nikki, all of them! I’m just really excited for that.”
 
   She nodded, offered me a smile, and turned back to her movie. 
 
   Once the plane had landed and we’d fought our way through baggage collections and customs, we were finally free. Home. 
 
   Angel nudged my shoulder. “You know it’ll work itself out, don’t you? The whole Beau thing, I mean.” 
 
   “What’s to work out? We’re done. Over.” 
 
   “Maybe.” 
 
   “Angel, this isn’t some romantic comedy movie where he’ll make some grand gesture to prove that we can overcome anything. He lives thousands of kilometres away. Our schedules will conflict more than they’d align. It’s just not practical.” 
 
   “Okay.” She didn’t sound convinced. 
 
   “It’s not.” I wasn’t sure whether I was more concerned with convincing her, or myself. “Even if he does google me and manages to track me down, what then? A few hours on the phone when we can? It just wouldn’t be enough.” 
 
   “All or nothing. I get it.” 
 
   “It’s not like I can just put everything on hold and move over there to find out whether there’s a chance we could make it without the bullshit of distance.” 
 
   “No, definitely not.” She fixed me with an icy stare, her emerald green irises sparkling. “It’s not like you have a transferable skill that can be done pretty much anywhere in the world. Or that there’s an entire sport in his country dedicated to your exact skill. Oh, wait, there is,” she said with a raised brow. 
 
   “Pulling out your sarcasm doesn’t change anything. What about my family?” 
 
   “They’d miss you, sure, but I’m pretty sure they’d want you to be happy?” 
 
   “Yeah, but—” I cut myself off when I couldn’t think of another argument against her suggestion. It wouldn’t work. It wasn’t possible. Was it? “It doesn’t matter anyway. I took the walk of shame, and he probably hates me right now.” 
 
   She shrugged. “I’m just saying, don’t rule it out entirely. Let your heart lead for once.” 
 
   “You’re so much better at that than I am though.” 
 
   “I wouldn’t say that. My heart’s never led me into the bed of a sexy cowboy.” 
 
   I glanced around. “You wanna say that a little louder? I’m not sure they heard you in the long-term parking bay.” 
 
   “It’s not like your—”
 
   “Daddy!” I screamed when I spotted him through the crowd. My feet moved faster as I raced toward him. Halfway to him, I saw the pram in front of him. Nikki was there too. I craned my neck and saw Brock, Beth, and Parker. 
 
   Once I’d spotted them all, nothing could hold me back. If it wasn’t for the suitcase I was dragging behind me, I would have sprinted to them. As it was, I raced as fast as the suitcase wheels would allow me to go. When they spotted me, Beth and Parker both charged to meet me too. 
 
   When they were close, I dropped into a crouch and threw my arms out to catch them both. “I missed you guys so much,” I said as I held them to me. 
 
   “We missed you too, Phoebe,” Beth said, resting her cheek on my collarbone. 
 
   Parker got bored first, pulling himself from my arms and wandering back over to Dad. 
 
   “C’mon,” I said as I let go of Beth. “I need to say hi to everyone else too.” 
 
   She clutched my hand, and I used the other to drag the suitcase behind me. 
 
   I let her hand go when I was close to Dad. When he pulled me into a hug, I took the same position Beth had with me, resting my head over his collarbone. “I missed you, Daddy,” I said. 
 
   “Me too, baby. Everyone’s glad you’re home.” 
 
   “Where’s Mum?” 
 
   “I’m right here,” her voice called from beside me. 
 
   “Mum!” I let go of Dad and gave Mum the same type of hug. 
 
   “I had to escort someone to the little boys’ room,” she said as she wrapped her arms around me. 
 
   “I’m not a little boy,” Max grumbled. “And I told you I didn’t need an escort.” 
 
   Mum let me go and cast him a stern look. “When you’re in our house, you live by our rules. Anyone under the age of sixteen gets an escort, especially in places as big as this. If you were lost, your parents would never forgive me.” 
 
   Max looked like he was going to grumble some more, so I tried to disarm the situation. 
 
   “Hey, Maxie,” I said, reaching out to ruffle his hair. “How’s it hanging?” 
 
   “You found her again then?” I heard Dad ask Angel with his mock-stern voice. 
 
   “Yeah,” Angel replied. “She’s not hard to find when you know where to look.” Her eyes danced with amusement when they met mine. “Like a rodeo in Georgia.” 
 
   I gave her a death stare. 
 
   “You went to a rodeo?” Max asked. “That’s pretty cool.” 
 
   “Uh, yeah,” I lied. “Didn’t understand a thing that was happening though, so I can’t really tell you about it.” 
 
   “Liar!” Angel mouthed the word to me and I wanted to give her the finger, except I knew what she was trying to do. She figured if she forced me to reveal what happened with Beau, it was likely to help pave the road to something more. She was a hopeless romantic despite her own disastrous love life. 
 
   “Back off,” I mouthed back. 
 
   “Okay, let’s get this show back on the road, shall we?” Dad asked, thankfully missing our exchange. “Now who’s going in what car? Angel, do you need a lift?” 
 
   “That’d be awesome. Thanks, Mr. Reede.” 
 
   “It’s just Dec,” he said. He’d told her the same thing for years, but Angel’s mother had ingrained manners into Angel with her fists. Without waiting for a response, he grabbed my bag and Mum reached for Nikki’s pram, but I got there first. 
 
   “Your mum isn’t coming today?” Mum asked. Because Mum always tried to find the good in people, Angel’s mum’s shittiness never failed to surprise her. 
 
   “Knowing Mum, she’ll be at the bottom of a bottle somewhere and won’t even know it’s time for me to come home.”
 
   “Sorry, kiddo.” Dad rubbed her back in a comforting way. He knew the draw of the bottle, having fought it himself so long ago. Thankfully, he’d won. 
 
   “It’s okay. I got some good news on the trip,” she said. “I got a job. It’s going to involve travelling all around Australia and a couple of trips back to the US.”
 
   “That’s terrific,” Mum said. “I know Pheebs will miss you whenever you’re gone.” 
 
   “I’m right here, Mum.”
 
   “I don’t know,” Angel said as Dad loaded my suitcase into the boot of Mum’s Mazda. “I think she’ll have something else to occupy her thoughts.” 
 
   “Angel!” I snapped.
 
   Once Dad had grabbed her bags too, she shrugged and climbed into the passenger seat of the Mazda. It might have looked like she was taking liberties to anyone who didn’t know, but she understood me enough to know I’d want to sit in the back with whoever came with us in Mum’s car. Especially after being away from them for six weeks. 
 
   “What was that about?” Mum asked when we had a second alone. 
 
   My skin flushed with heat. “I’ll tell you later.” 
 
   “Are you all right?” 
 
   I nodded. “Fine. Ready to head home.” 
 
   “I wanna go in the car with Phoebe,” Beth shouted. 
 
   “But that’s where I sat on the way here,” Max complained, his gaze cutting to me. “You were in the other car.” 
 
   Brock slapped his chest. “Dude, it’s not that big a deal. We’ll go in Dad’s car. He’s a better driver anyway.” 
 
   “Hey!” Mum protested. 
 
   “Sorry, Mum, but he’s right,” I said with a laugh. 
 
   “I should make you walk for that crack,” she said. 
 
   “You probably should, but you won’t.” I kissed her cheek and climbed into the car.
 
   As Mum manoeuvred out of the carpark, I stared out the window and wondered how real life could possibly compare to the trip I’d had.
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LESS THAN A day after getting home, the reality of being back in a house filled with kids struck hard. It came with a squealing wake-up call as Beth raced through the house. 
 
   I shoved my pillow over my head and tried to block out the sound. After weeks of practical solitude and silence in the mornings, it was a rude awakening. Especially when it tugged me from a dream of being back with Beau. Of his arms wrapping around me and his stubble tickling my fingertips. 
 
   Because I’d been a zombie on my feet by the time we got home the night before, I’d simply showered and headed straight to bed. No one had the chance to ask about the trip, so I’d managed to avoid the conversation with Mum about Beau for a little longer.
 
   Just when I thought that maybe the noise outside my door had stopped, Beth raced back up the hallway, rushing in the other direction screaming at Parker. 
 
   “Would you two knock it off!” Brock shouted from his room. 
 
   I wrapped both my arms around my pillow, wondering how tightly I could squeeze it around my ears without suffocating myself. 
 
   “Phoebe!” Beth screamed, knocking hard on my door. “Phoebe, Brock’s being mean to Parker.” 
 
   With a growl, I tossed my pillow onto the mattress and climbed from the bed. “How did you guys cope without me for six weeks?” I muttered under my breath. 
 
   I followed the noise to Parker’s room. When I found them, Brock had Parker pinned against the wall. 
 
   “Brock, leave him alone.” 
 
   While keeping Parker pinned to the wall, Brock turned to me and shouted, “He started it!” 
 
   I put my hands on my hips and gave him a pointed stare. “He’s seven and he’s half your size. There’s no excuse for you pinning him against the wall.” 
 
   “He was teasing me.” 
 
   “Big deal. Put him down and apologise.” 
 
   Brock narrowed his eyes at me before shoving Parker away. “I’m sorry,” he said, sounding anything but.
 
   “Parker?” I prompted. There was no way I was going to let him go without apologising too. 
 
   “What? It’s not my fault that Brockie has a girlfriend.” 
 
   Brock shoved him again. “I don’t have a girlfriend.” 
 
   Letting them both know with a stern glare that I meant business, I said, “Just stop it. Both of you. I haven’t even been back a day, and I don’t need this.” I spun on my heels and crashed into someone who’d come into the room behind me. 
 
   Max threw his arms out to catch me, wrapping them around me at the last moment. 
 
   “Oh, Maxie,” I said, stepping out of his hold as fast as I could. “Sorry, I didn’t see you there.” 
 
   “’S all right.” His gaze trailed my body, making me hyper aware of my barely dressed state. Everything was covered, but without a bra, the outline of my breasts was very clear beneath the threadbare T-shirt I’d slept in. 
 
   I crossed my arms over my chest, hiding my nipples. With my frown, I let him know I’d seen the path of his gaze and that I wasn’t happy about it.
 
   He flushed red and glanced away. 
 
   Brock punched his shoulder as he walked past us. “C’mon, let’s go back to my room.” He gave me a foul look. 
 
   Fucking moody teenagers. 
 
   “Parker, you can’t tease your brother,” I said after Max and Brock were gone. “He’s going through some stuff.” 
 
   “Like what?” 
 
   “Like stuff that you’ll understand in a few years. But for now, it’s just easier if you don’t tease him about girls, ’kay, bud?”
 
   “’Kay, Pheebs.” 
 
   “You two should go have some breakfast.” 
 
   “We’ve had some,” Beth said. “You should have some.” 
 
   “I should,” I agreed. “I’ve just got a couple of things to do first.” 
 
   With that sorted, I headed back to my room, half closing the door behind me. I put my suitcase on my bed and started to unpack. I started a pile of dirty clothes and put all the gifts I’d bought for everyone on my bed. As I moved, I found a place in my room for each of the personal mementos I’d picked up. 
 
   After I’d finished unpacking the big things, I grabbed all the pamphlets, brochures, and souvenir photos I’d collected and started to sort through them. When I shifted the pile, a strip of photos fluttered to the floor. 
 
   When I bent to pick them up, my breath caught in my throat. Even though I knew they were the photos Beau and I had taken at The Fun Spot, I hadn’t adequately prepared myself for the memories that came flooding in at the sight. Wasn’t even sure I could adequately prepare myself for them. 
 
   It was ridiculous how knotted up my insides were over him. The tender expression on his face as he’d stared at me still sent my stomach fluttering. My eyes trailed the photos, taking in every detail. I sat on the bed as my thoughts went to Beau. How had I walked away? I hadn’t though; I’d raced away, too much of a coward to face everything head-on. Why hadn’t I let him talk me into staying in contact? What could it have actually hurt? Why had I been so sure we’d be better off this way when he looked at me like that? 
 
   I was lost in my memories, with tears fighting to come to the surface over the fact that I’d never see Beau again, when a knock on the door pulled me back to the present. I dropped the photos back onto my bed.
 
   “Phoebe?” Mum pushed the door open. 
 
   Blinking back my tears, and swiping away the traces of the few that had fallen, I offered her a smile. “Hey, Mum.” 
 
   “Thank you for this morning. Dad had to duck out and I was trying to feed Nikki.” 
 
   “It’s no biggie. Although waking up to that was a bit of an adjustment after so much quiet.” I moved over so she could sit beside me. 
 
   She laughed. “I bet. Did you have a good time?” 
 
   “It was great, exactly what I needed to recharge my batteries.” 
 
   “Yeah?”
 
   “Yeah. I mean, of course I missed you guys, but I found new parts of me.”
 
   “That sounds interesting. Is that what Angel was hinting at yesterday?”
 
   There was no point trying to deny it. “Yeah.” 
 
   “And also what’s causing the tears?”
 
   I should have known better than to think I could hide my tears from Mum. Offering a coy smile, I nodded. 
 
   “Wanna tell me about it?” 
 
   Did I? 
 
   Mum and I had never kept secrets from each other. There had never been a need. A little part of me wanted to keep Beau to myself though. It wasn’t that I thought Mum would be unhappy I’d found someone who’d made me smile. In fact, I was sure she’d be beside herself. 
 
   It wasn’t even that I didn’t want to admit I’d given him my virginity. I didn’t even think Mum would care about that—so long as I’d done it safely. After all, she’d had me before her eighteenth birthday, so could hardly advocate abstinence. 
 
   No, it was shame that glued my lips together. How could I admit I’d found something that felt so perfect and had walked away? Would she think less of me if I told her the truth about how it ended?
 
   My face fell and a sob slipped from me. 
 
   Mum’s arms were around me in a second. “Oh, Pheebs, darling, what is it?” 
 
   Her use of that name, the one I’d grown so accustomed to hearing in Beau’s southern twang, pushed me over the edge. 
 
   “I—I met someone, and—” I cut off as I tried to get my thoughts in line. 
 
   She held me, staying silent while waiting for me to find the right words. She’d been with Dad enough years to know that was what he needed the most, and I was so similar to him.
 
   “He was wonderful, Mum.”
 
   “Cute?” she teased, no doubt trying to make me comfortable so she could draw more out of me. 
 
   It worked and drew a smile from me. “So cute. Although, maybe that’s not entirely the right word. Sexy might be more appropriate.”
 
   “Oh really?” 
 
   “He was very—” I cleared my throat “—fit.” 
 
   “Tell me all about him.” 
 
   I spent the next ten minutes giving Mum the PG, non-bike-riding version of the story of Beau and me—ignoring the part where I gave him a fake name. 
 
   “Sounds very romantic. So can we expect him to call for you soon?” 
 
   “No. I, uh, left him without giving him my phone number.” 
 
   “Why?” 
 
   “Because it was doomed from the start, wasn’t it?” My tears filled my eyes. “My schedule barely leaves time for socialising with people in my own time zone. And his is worse.”
 
   “Is he at college?”
 
   A mirthless chuckle slipped past my lips as I shook my head. “He races cars.” 
 
   Mum’s returning laughter was full of the amusement I couldn’t find. “Of course he does.” Her laughter grew.
 
   “Stop it,” I said, fighting my own smile. “You’re not going to cheer me up. Not when it’s all over.” 
 
   “It doesn’t have to be. Even the hardest relationships can find a way.” She held me tighter and ran her hand over my hair. “If you want to get back in contact with this boy, you know I’ll support you and help where I can.”
 
   I cleared my throat. “He, um, he wasn’t really a boy.” 
 
   “What do you mean?” 
 
   “He’s, ah, twenty-four.” 
 
   “Oh. Twenty-four, huh, wow.” She was silent for a while. “Maybe leave that bit out when you’re telling Dad, hey?” 
 
   “Why? Luke’s ten years younger than Flynn and Dad doesn’t have an issue with that.” 
 
   “Flynn isn’t his daughter. Telling him you fell in love overseas is bad enough, don’t you think? You don’t want to give him more reasons to freak out.”
 
   “Did I though?” I asked. 
 
   “Did you what, honey?” 
 
   “Fall in love. How do I know that’s what it was? I mean, I’m eighteen. Can I be in love at eighteen?”
 
   “Your Dad and I were.” 
 
   I scoffed. “Yeah, and that worked out so well for you.” 
 
   “It did . . . at least, eventually. Besides, only you can know the answer to that question.” 
 
   “All I know is that my chest feels like it’s getting crushed every time I think about Beau, and there’s nothing I want more than to be back in his arms even though it’s impossible.”
 
   “That might be your answer.” 
 
   I buried my head in my hands. “I don’t know how to feel something this big.” 
 
   “No one does. Why do you think your dad ran when we were in high school?”
 
   “Do you wish he didn’t?” 
 
   She drew back a little to look at me. “Parts of me do. It was rough when he first left. And then to find out I was pregnant on top of that, I’m not going to lie, it was hard. Not the hardest thing I’ve had to face, of course, but hard enough at seventeen. 
 
   “Without that space, without the time apart, I don’t know what might have happened between us. When he came back, well, it was different. Like we knew we could face any challenge together because we’d experienced being apart and neither of us wanted that again. I think our love was deeper the second time around. More.”
 
   “How can you feel more than this?” 
 
   She rested her cheek against my hair. “Maybe you won’t. Or maybe someone will come along that proves what you’re feeling now is only a fraction of true love.” 
 
   “This is already too much. I don’t want it.” 
 
   “I know, sweetie. I felt the same after your dad left.”
 
   “Am I broken?” 
 
   “What do you mean, broken?” 
 
   “I walked away. It hurt, but I did it. And I did it without saying goodbye. Normal people don’t do that.” 
 
   She frowned at me, and I couldn’t help but wonder whether it was because she saw the truth in my words. Maybe she saw the parts of me that were sharp and cut everything—everyone—to pieces.
 
   “I think—” She cut herself off and fell into a thoughtful silence. “You and your dad are very similar. I think you both feel things too keenly.”
 
   “So, I am broken.” 
 
   “Not broken. Passionate. But it’s that passion that lends you both to a career on the track. You’re good at what you do because you care about what you do. It is easy for people to dismiss it as an impossible career, or a dream, but it brings meaning to your life. I think for you, love, family, friends, it’s all the same. It’s what draws people to you.” 
 
   “Until I push them away.” I grabbed the strip of photos and stared at his face. 
 
   She held me tight. “You were just doing what you thought was right. And you’ll do what’s right next too. Whatever that might be. And your dad and me, we’ll be here right beside you the whole way.”
 
   “Thanks, Mum.” 
 
   “Anytime, sweetie. I’m here for you, always. You’re never too old to stop being my little girl.” She glanced down at the photos in my hand. “Is that him?”
 
   “Yeah, that’s Beau.”
 
   “Oh, he is cute,” she said, taking the photos from my hands. 
 
   “You’re not supposed to say that!” 
 
   “Why not?”
 
   “Because you’re my mum; you’re not supposed to find guys I’ve been with cute.”
 
   She stiffened slightly, and I saw the accidental admission in my words. I wasn’t sure whether I should admit Beau was the entirety of that list, but she made it unnecessary when she said, “Well, I’m sure everyone else is more than ready to find out more about your trip. Are you up for a show and tell?” 
 
   “Yeah, I think so. I’ve got presents for everyone too. Oh, except Max. I didn’t know he was going to be here. How long is he here for?” It wasn’t overly unusual for Max to stay with us—just like it wasn’t unusual for me to stay with his family. Knowing what I did about his crush I was a little uncomfortable to have him in the house. 
 
   “Just until the weekend, but he’s going to be back and forth between here and home for the rest of the year. Morg and Edie are going to be back and forth a fair bit with the takeover.” 
 
   I nodded. Eden was obviously still in the process of taking over Sinclair Racing from her uncle, Danny. Technically, it meant she was going to be Dad’s competition, but Sinclair and Emmanuel had always been more like sister teams rather than true competitors. To keep the peace and make everyone else’s life easier, I could deal with him coming and going over the next few months. 
 
   “Can you help me with these?” I asked, before passing Mum some of the presents when she nodded. 
 
   Before I grabbed the rest, I glanced at the photo strip and slipped it into the frame on my bedside table. Then I grabbed one of the knickknacks I’d bought for myself. I couldn’t exactly give everyone else a gift and not Max. 
 
   I headed downstairs, ready to spend some quality time with my family and get back into my normal life.
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TWO WEEKS AFTER I’d come home from my holiday, things were almost back to normal. 
 
   Everything that had happened with Beau felt like a dream. Mum had asked once or twice whether I was going to contact him, and Angel had harassed me about it almost endlessly. They were the only two I’d told about Beau, so other than their questions, I could return to normality. 
 
   Mum had even promised to keep the secret from Dad until I was ready to tell him myself. I think she was secretly hoping I’d break down and find some way to contact Beau. Both Mum and Angel hinted often enough that it would be easy enough to get Beau’s contact details from the web. That he might even understand why I’d left like I had. 
 
   I wasn’t so sure. And I wasn’t willing to put my heart back on the line to find out. Not when I was coping fine with my emotions turned off and tucked away, buried with my memories of the trip. 
 
   So instead of sitting and daydreaming of what might have been, I slipped back into my routine like a comfortable pair of socks, all while wondering whether it was time to find a place of my own. I had the money coming in to pay for an apartment, after all, but I wasn’t overly comfortable with the thought of it sitting vacant while I travelled around the country for my race commitments. 
 
   “Phoebe, is that you?” Mum called from the kitchen when I unlocked the front door. 
 
   “Yeah,” I replied, heading toward the sound of her voice. 
 
   “Something arrived for you today.” 
 
   I found her in the kitchen cooking dinner with Nikki playing in her playpen nearby. As soon as Nikki saw me, she lifted her arms into the air and pumped her fingers in and out to form tiny fists. It was her way of requesting I pick her up, and I readily obliged.
 
   “Something?” I asked Mum as I gave Nikki a little cuddle. “Care to elaborate?” 
 
   Mum gave me a secretive smile. “A package. It came in your fan mail.” 
 
   I frowned. Usually the fan mail was redirected to work where one of the PAs would sort it, remove the ones from creeps, and then leave the rest at work for me. “From who?” 
 
   Mum’s smile grew. “I left it in your room. Figured you wouldn’t want anyone else opening it before you got it.” 
 
   “But what is it? Who’s it from?” 
 
   “Well, you’ll find out when you go open it, won’t you?”
 
   “But why do you have it? Why here?” 
 
   “I asked Renee and Linda to keep an eye out for something I hoped might come, that’s all.” 
 
   My curiosity burned my insides. Despite the fact it made her fuss and whinge, I put Nikki back in her playpen and headed to my room. 
 
   On the bed was a smallish box, just like Mum promised. My heart leapt into my throat when I took in the US airmail stickers on it.
 
   It can’t be . . . Can it?
 
   Approaching the box slowly, as if it might suddenly leap at me with fangs bared, I crept forward, pushing my door shut behind me as I went. The return address in the top corner stilled my breath. I willed myself not to read too much into it, but the name Mr. B. Miller was impossible for me to miss. 
 
   I snatched up the box and ripped the tape from the edges. Once I’d removed enough that I could open the lid, I tore into the parcel—desperate to see whatever was inside. The first thing I saw was another box, and then the envelope on top with the name Dawson printed across in a somewhat untidy scrawl. 
 
   Placing the box on the bed beside me, I reached for the note. My pulse raced as I tore open the envelope and unfolded the letter inside. I swallowed down the rising hope before letting my eyes find the words. The very first thing was the address from the front of the box, and then a phone number. 
 
   Then the words that made my heart soar and my lips curl upward.
 
   
Dawson, 
 
   
Or should I say Phoebe? 
 
   
Either way, I hope this finds its way to one of you. Ideally into the hands of whichever part of you will be most likely to respond. 
 
   The first time I gave you this, I said no expectations. It was a promise I tried to keep, but it was impossible around you. This time, I won’t make the same guarantee. 
 
   
I won’t make that mistake again. 
 
   
Instead, I am begging you to contact me, but warning you that if you do, I’ll have expectations. In fact, they’ll be set so high I might just refuse to let you go again. Maybe all we can have is phone calls and video chat, but I’ll take it. All of it.
 
   If you really don’t want me, then I’ll leave you be. I’m a big boy, and I can take rejection. What I can’t do is leave this thing behind me without at least trying to talk to you again. 
 
   
In case the phone don’t work, I’ve left my phone number and address at the top of this note. 
 
   
I look forward to hearing from you. 
 
   
Or not. 
 
   
But I hope so. 
 
   
Love, 
Beauregard
 
   
I CLUTCHED the note to my chest. He didn’t hate me. More than that, he wanted me to contact him. How had I thought I’d be able to walk away? That either of us would be able to.
 
   I picked up my phone and programmed his number in. 
 
   Then, with my heart pounding in my throat, I dialled it. 
 
   It rang. And rang. For what seemed like an impossible amount of time, it rang. Just when I was about to check the number again, someone picked up. 
 
   “Hello?” the voice that answered was slow, tired, and full of concern. As if pulled out of sleep in the early hours of . . . 
 
   “Shit, what time is it there?” I’d been so excited by the note and contact details, I hadn’t even stopped to think that it might not be a reasonable time for him. 
 
   “Dawson?” His voice was sharper, a little more intent. 
 
   “Phoebe. It’s definitely Phoebe.” 
 
   “Ya don’t know how good it is to hear your voice, darlin’.” 
 
   I rested back on my bed as my smile grew at his familiar voice. Had it really only been a few weeks since I’d spoken to him? “Actually, I think I do.” 
 
   “I take it ya got my package.” I could picture him in my mind, rolling onto his stomach and rubbing his hand over his face to wake himself up, his package well and truly ready to be received. 
 
   “Yeah. I did. Thank you.”
 
   “I didn’t even google ya either. Just guessed at a website address, and there ya were. As pretty as ever. Although, you don’t know how tempting it was not to look up more.” 
 
   “Actually, I do. I’ve had my fingers poised over the keys so many times to plug in your name.” 
 
   “Ain’t nothing interesting about me on there,” he said. 
 
   “Fuck, I’ve missed you.” 
 
   His light chuckle echoed in my ear. “Me too, li’l darlin’, me too.” 
 
   “You didn’t answer me though, what time is it?” 
 
   “Uh, it’s, um,” it sounded like he was pulling the phone away from his face, “a little after four.”
 
   “In the morning?” 
 
   “Yes, ma’am.”
 
   “Shit. I’m sorry. I didn’t even think. I got your note and was so excited I called you straight away.” 
 
   “Hmm,” he mumbled in his sleepy tone. “’S okay, I need this more than I need sleep anyways.” 
 
   “I think I can understand that. I’m really sorry for the way I left.” 
 
   Another sleepy hum came down the line. It was clear he wasn’t really present in the conversation. 
 
   “Hey, I’ll let you get back to bed. Call me back when it’s a more reasonable time for you. Or let me know that it’s okay to call you. Whatever works for you.” 
 
   “What time’s it there?” he mumbled. 
 
   “A little after six. At night, I mean.” 
 
   “What time’s your bedtime now that you’re home, li’l lady?” 
 
   “’Round ten, I guess.”
 
   “Why don’t we rendezvous ’round three and a half hours from now then?” 
 
   “Yes!” Any attempt to hide my enthusiasm failed long before I could even try. 
 
   “And this number’s yours?” 
 
   “Yep. It’s my mobile, so I have it with me all the time.” 
 
   “Actually, have you got Skype?” he asked. “I kinda need to see your pretty face.” 
 
   The butterflies that had returned at the sight of his address on the box came back in force. “Yeah.” I gave him my screen name.
 
   “Okay, I’ll Skype you in a few hours.” 
 
   “Okay. Bye, Beau.” 
 
   “Bye, darlin’. For now.”
 
   I hung up the phone and then pumped my fists in the air. After flicking Angel a quick text, I raced back to the kitchen and threw myself at Mum. She must have asked the girls to keep an eye out for any fan mail from the USA. 
 
   “Thank you!” I squealed as I wrapped my arms around her neck from behind. 
 
   “I take it you like whatever arrived.” 
 
   “Yes. God, yes! I just spoke to him. I spoke to him and we’re going to Skype later, and he doesn’t hate me, and his voice is as perfect as I remember.” 
 
   “Spoke to who?” Dad asked. 
 
   “To her boyfriend,” Brock teased from behind Dad, no doubt trying to get a rise out of me.
 
   “Actually, yeah,” I said with a growing smile, causing Brock’s brow to shoot upward toward his hairline and his mouth to gape open. I’d never admitted to anything of the sort before. Beau and I hadn’t really discussed anything like that, but I was happy to think of him that way. I loved him. I wanted to give us a go, even if any us was only going to be via technology for the foreseeable future. “My boyfriend. In the States.” 
 
   “You don’t have a boyfriend,” Max chimed in. 
 
   I rolled my eyes. “I think I’d be the one to know if I had a boyfriend or not.” 
 
   Dad looked at Mum behind me. “Is this something to do with the shit-eating grin you had on when you came by the office today?” 
 
   “Maybe,” she replied in a coy tone. 
 
   “Well, I guess you better tell me all about him then,” Dad said to me. 
 
   “Oh, Dad, he’s so wonderful!” On a high from talking to Beau again, it was easy to gush about him as I led Dad to the table to tell him the story. “And you’d like him. He drives in stock car.” 
 
   “Really?” Dad asked before casting Mum a meaningful look. “And if he’s so wonderful, why am I just hearing about him now?” 
 
   “Because I thought we were over when I had to come home, but we’re not. He wants me to keep in contact with him, and he proved it to me with a parcel that arrived today. And I didn’t think I could do it, but now I know it’ll be harder not to.” I couldn’t have stopped the word vomit if I’d tried.
 
   “I take it you think he’s pretty special.” 
 
   “I love him.” The words left me so easily because I was no longer afraid of them. I had no idea what it meant in the long term, but I loved him and he loved me. I told Dad the details I’d already told Mum, all except Beau’s age, while Mum called everyone down to dinner. 
 
   When the conversation turned away from Beau and me, I was left with my thoughts. My gaze kept moving to the clock, watching as the seconds ticked away. Each one took too long, making it seem like nine thirty would never arrive. 
 
   When eight o’clock rolled around, I helped Mum and Dad get Beth and Parker rounded up for bed for no other reason than to waste another half hour. Once they were settled and I’d read Parker a bedtime story, and let Beth read me one, I headed for a shower. 
 
   Even though it was impossible, I tried to still the nervous energy zinging through my body. At nine, I booted up my laptop and spent a moment trying to work out the best camera angle. Maybe it was a little vain, but I wanted to present my best front for our virtual reunion. 
 
   First, I sat at my desk but decided it looked too staged. 
 
   I moved my laptop onto my bed, resting it in my lap, but the angle shot straight up my nose. Just as I was moving to lie down on my stomach, my computer blipped and my heart flipped. 
 
   I dropped the laptop onto the mattress and pushed to accept the contact request. Almost the second I’d accepted, he rang. 
 
   With a huge grin stretched across my mouth, I pressed to answer the call despite not being quite ready. After a second, Beau’s face flashed up onto the screen. When it did, my breath caught. 
 
   Fuck. He was able to take my breath away even over WiFi. His gaze roamed my face, lingering on my hair. In the days after arriving home, I’d gone to the hairdresser, who’d stripped the colour from it and returned the whole lot to my natural colour, the same chestnut shade as Mum. 
 
   “Hi,” I breathed, trying to fight the nerves. The guy had seen me naked, and yet inviting him in like this—bringing him into the personal space of my bedroom even just by camera—felt like a leap to the next level. Exactly what I’d been trying to avoid when I’d run from Georgia.
 
   His smile lifted in the slow way it did, blossoming across his features until everything lit up. “Howdy.” 
 
   “You’re early.” 
 
   “You’re beautiful.”
 
   “You’re sucking up already?” 
 
   “I just wanted to remind ya of that in case no one else had today.” 
 
   My bedroom door swung open behind me. “Are you talking to your boyfriend?” Brock teased in a loud, sing-song voice.
 
   I jolted around and threw my pillow at him. “Fuck off, Brock.” 
 
   Brock shot me an evil smile and swung off the door. “Mum! Phoebe swore at me.” 
 
   “Phoebe, don’t swear at your brother. Brock, leave your sister alone, you know she’s waiting for an important call,” Mum said as she swept past my door, leading Brock away as she did. A second later, my door closed. 
 
   Fuck my life. This was exactly the reason I’d wanted the memories of the States to be separate from my home life. I was certain I’d turn back to the screen and see Beau either annoyed at the interruption or just gone. 
 
   Instead, he looked like he was trying not to laugh. 
 
   My eyes pinched. “Don’t.” Even as I said the word, my lips twitched in response to his amusement. 
 
   He sniggered and offered his best innocent expression. “Don’t what, darlin’?” 
 
   I was sure my face was beet red. “It’s not funny.” 
 
   “It’s kinda funny.”
 
   “It’s really not.” 
 
   “So you’re waitin’ for an important call from your boyfriend?” 
 
   I buried my head in my hands. “I’m going to kill him.” 
 
   “He looks a lot like ya.” 
 
   I was sure Beau had selected his words to draw me back into the conversation when I just felt like cringing under the covers, and I was willing to go along with him. “Brock? Nah, he takes after Dad way more than I do.”
 
   “Y’all got the same colored eyes.” 
 
   “Yeah, we were the unfortunate two who inherited Dad’s eyes.” 
 
   “I’d disagree on the unfortunate part. I love your eyes.” The way he said it made my stomach clench and I bit my lip. 
 
   “It’s just they’re so unique, you know? It’s hard to hide them. Everyone else got Mum’s light-brown colour. Much more . . . normal. Hang on.” I reached behind my laptop to get the most recent photo I had of my family. “See? That’s Mum and Dad, and Brock, Beth, Parker, and the baby is Nikki.” It was only when I’d pointed each one out that I realised how lame I was being. “Fuck, I’m sorry. You called to talk to me and I’m doing show and fucking tell.” 
 
   “Don’t be sorry, darlin’. I told ya I want to know ya. I want to know all about ya. No more hidin’. No more coy. ’Kay?” 
 
   My lips were aching from how huge my smile was, and how long it’d stayed plastered across my face. “Okay.” 
 
   “Now, what else do ya got to show me? Anything else near where that photo was?” The corners of his lips curled up into a cheeky grin. 
 
   “No, why?” I leaned over to put the photo back. “What do you think—”
 
   I’d pulled halfway back to my lying position when I saw the path of his gaze. His eyes lifted when he heard my voice stop.
 
   “Oh, I see your game,” I teased. 
 
   “Hmm, well, I can’t lie and say I wasn’t enjoying the view.” 
 
   “You’re terrible. Skyping younger women just to ogle their goodies.” 
 
   He chuckled and raised his hands in surrender. “Guilty, ya honour.”
 
   “God, I miss you. Even now, I can see you, and talk to you, but it’s not enough.” I didn’t voice my other thought, that the longing ache I felt in my limbs was exactly what I’d worried about when I’d left him in Georgia. Part of me had known if we kept in contact, we’d reach a point where the little we had wasn’t enough. I hadn’t expected it to be during our first online date. 
 
   “I know, darlin’, me too. I didn’t ’spect for it to be this hard.”
 
   “It’s always going to be like this though, isn’t it? More and more longing, a greater regret, and then we’re going to drift apart.”
 
   “That don’t have to be the way.”
 
   “Of course it does.”
 
   He looked like he was going to argue, but then he stopped and grew thoughtful. “Ya know what I wish more than anythang?” 
 
   “What?” 
 
   “I wish I knew that woulda been our last night together.”
 
   My expression fell. We had to talk about it sooner or later, but I’d been hoping for later. Or never. Either one worked for me. 
 
   “Hear me out, darlin’. I just woulda held ya a little tighter. Kissed ya a little longer. Done everything in my power to make sure ya remembered me and the way we were together.” 
 
   I picked at the doona, playing with a loose thread. “I remember,” I murmured, unable to meet his gaze. “I remember everything.” I looked up at him through my lashes. “I don’t think I’ll ever forget. Your fingerprints are branded on my—”
 
   A knock on my door cut me off. I sighed as the moment passed. 
 
   “Give me a minute,” I said to Beau before climbing off the bed. I opened the door a little, not wanting to give anyone the chance to intrude. 
 
   Beth stood in the hallway, swaying shyly from side to side. “Pheebs, I heard voices in your room.” 
 
   “Yeah, I’m on the phone.” It wasn’t exactly accurate, but it was close enough. 
 
   “But I heard someone else talking.” 
 
   Why didn’t I just use headphones? Next time. That was definitely on the agenda. “Yeah, I’m on the phone on my computer. On Skype, like we do with Dad when he’s away for races. Or like you and me have.”
 
   “Who are you talking to?”
 
   There was no way I could juggle the conversation with her and Beau at the same time. “If I let you say hello, will you go straight back to bed?” 
 
   She grinned and nodded. 
 
   I’m sorry, Beau, I thought as I opened my door and let her in. She ran straight across to my bed, jumping onto it at the last second and almost sending my laptop flying. 
 
   “Sorry, I have someone desperate to say hello, even though it’s way past her bedtime.” 
 
   “Howdy,” he said, giving her one of his charming smiles. “Ya must be Beth. Phoebe’s tol’ me all ’bout ya.” 
 
   He scored some major brownie points for remembering her name. 
 
   Beth giggled. “You talk funny.” 
 
   “Beth, that’s not very polite. I let you come in here to talk to my friend and that’s how you act?” 
 
   Her smiled dropped into a frown. “I’m sorry.” 
 
   “That’s a’ight, li’l lady, I ’spect I do sound funny ta ya,” Beau said, putting his accent on more than ever. “In fact, y’all over there sound funny ta me.” 
 
   “Even Phoebe?” 
 
   “Especially Phoebe,” he said with a wink. “She’s got the cutest dang accent of the lot.” 
 
   Beth giggled again and started to say something else. 
 
   “I think that’s enough, missy,” I said, cutting her off. If she got on a roll, she’d be there all night, and Mum would already freak if she found out Beth wasn’t asleep yet. “You’ve got school in the morning.” 
 
   “But I wanna—”
 
   “Bethany Eden Reede. Bed. Now.” 
 
   She opened her mouth again. 
 
   “No buts,” I said to stop any further argument before it could come. 
 
   “Fine.” 
 
   “Night, li’l miss,” Beau said, giving her a little wave. 
 
   I caught her on her way past and kissed her cheek. “Night, Bethie.” 
 
   “Whatever.” She pulled out of my hold, clearly unhappy with me for kicking her out of the room. 
 
   As I closed the door behind her, I shook my head. Clearly she was coming into her teen ’tude too. Just what the house needed—another Reede filled with raging hormones. 
 
   “Sorry about that,” I said as I got comfortable on my bed. “Thank you for being sweet to her.” 
 
   “Ain’t no bother. She’s a li’l sweetheart, just like her big sis.”
 
   “She has her moments. Do you see now why I needed some time to myself? This is what it’s like here. All. The. Time.” 
 
   He chuckled. “Well, if ya ever need more time alone, I happen to know a really good, really private bed and breakfast in Georgia.” 
 
   “Is that an invite to share your bed, cowboy?”
 
   “Darlin’, that invitation is open-ended, but ya can even stay in a hotel room there if ya like.”
 
   “You don’t know how tempting that is.”
 
   A smile lit his face. 
 
   “But it’s impossible. The holiday I just had is really the last I can take for a while. Between my last few races, jumping in as co-driver for the enduros later in the season, my apprenticeship, and everything else I have between now and the end of the year, I’m booked pretty solid for the next six months.” 
 
   “I understand. It’s like ya said, my schedule keeps me busy, and yours is just as bad.”
 
   “Yeah. Now do you see why I didn’t want to open ourselves up to these wounds? Why I tried to leave it where it was.”
 
   “They’re set backs, that’s all. Temporary, darlin’. If it’s meant to be, we’ll get through it.” 
 
   “Are you—”
 
   Nikki’s cry pierced the night, rolling through the house. 
 
   “Fuck. I need my own place.” 
 
   “Do ya need to go?” 
 
   “No, Mum or Dad will get her. It just never stops, you know?” I probably sounded like an arsehole to him, like I hated my family. It wasn’t that, not at all. Just that I was getting older and felt like it was time to be starting my own life, not still babysitting everyone else’s. “Sorry, it’s not fair to dump that on you.”
 
   “Are ya kiddin’? This Skype session has been like gettin’ my eyes opened to the real you.” 
 
   “Yeah, this is me. Annoying siblings and all.” Despite wondering whether he was going to call the whole thing off in the next second, I cracked what I could of a smile.
 
   “What I’ve seen is the girl I met here, but more. I still love ya, Phoebe. And if you’re willing to try the long-distance thang, I’m more than ready.”
 
   “I want to, Beau. I really do.” I sighed. 
 
   His brow furrowed. “But?” 
 
   My heart leaped into my throat as I wrung my hands together. “I just don’t know if I’m cut out for it. This family, the way I grew up, it was—” I cut myself off with another sigh as I tried to find a way to articulate my concerns. “The best examples I have of loving couples, well the only ones really, are all openly affectionate. Even after being together for fifteen years, Mum and Dad can’t keep their hands to themselves most of the time. They’ve never done anything inappropriate in front of us of course, but they’ve never hidden that affection either. They kiss and cuddle in front of us. That’s what I want. I want to be able to hold the person I love when I tell them I love them.”
 
   His frown deepened, and his lips turned down. I could practically see his thoughts running through his mind. 
 
   “And what future do we have? You have a career there. I have one here. It’s not like I can just up and leave. There are sponsorships in place. Contracts. My family. What we shared was stamped with an expiration date before it even began.” And he didn’t know the worst of it.
 
   “Maybe we need to rewrite that date.” 
 
   “I don’t understand.” 
 
   “What I’m sayin’ is I hear all your concerns. And they’re all understandable, darlin’, but what I don’t hear is a genuine reason not to stay in contact. Maybe you’re right and we’re not destined to end up together, but that’s no reason to deny me the chance to stare into those beautiful eyes of yours. Maybe I can’t hold ya like I long to. Or kiss ya like we did, but ain’t this better than nothing?”
 
   “What are you saying?” 
 
   “I’m sayin’, don’t cut me out. At least, not because you’re afraid of us never goin’ anywhere. ’Cause here’s the thing ya gotta see: if we end this now, it definitely ain’t goin’ anywhere. At least this way, we have a chance.”
 
   “Yeah, I guess. Maybe.” 
 
   “When ya called me earlier, you were pretty dang excited.” 
 
   “I thought you’d hate me for running like I did. The parcel proved you didn’t.” 
 
   “And how’d that make ya feel.”
 
   A dreamy smile lifted my lips. 
 
   “Precisely, darlin’,” he said, not missing it. “That’s how I feel when I think of you too. Even if I do miss ya something dreadful.” 
 
   “Okay. So you’re telling me to stop overthinking it,” I confirmed. Easy. I sighed. 
 
   “Exactly. But I do have to go now; I’m already runnin’ late for work.” 
 
   “Shit. Sorry I kept you on for so long.”
 
   “Don’t be, darlin’, this was worth being tardy for. Can I call ya at the same time tomorrow?”
 
   It went against every logical part in my body—the bits of me that didn’t want to get hurt when it inevitably exploded in our faces—but I nodded and smiled. “Please.” 
 
   “’Til tomorrow then, Phoebe.” 
 
   Fuck, my name sounded a thousand times better in his voice. I said goodbye as well and signed off. After I’d packed my laptop away, I sat on my bed and wondered whether I’d made the best decision of my life or the worst. 
 
   Only time would tell.
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THREE WEEKS AFTER Beau’s parcel had arrived, I was the happiest and most miserable I’d ever been. For the stolen moments I was able to talk to him, I was reminded of all the reasons I was willing to try to do the long-distance thing—all while being tortured by the fact that I couldn’t touch him like I wanted to. Couldn’t kiss his soft lips, or feel his fingertips brush over my skin like I needed. We were in a holding pattern—not quite in a relationship but not just friends either. The truths I needed him to know always danced on my tongue, but I didn’t see the point in voicing my worries about the future when I wasn’t even sure we had one together.
 
   Whenever I complained to Angel, she told me to just let go and take whatever I could. She even tried to convince me to get a lock on my door and invest in a good pair of headphones to take advantage of vocal cues if I couldn’t get physical ones. The idea had passed through my head on more than one occasion, but I didn’t think either Beau or I were quite ready to explore the option of screwing ourselves in front of each other. Yet.
 
   As time had drawn on, my Skype sessions with Beau had grown longer, but the number of days we could talk lessened. In the twenty-one days since our first “date,” we’d spoken a grand total of seven times. Three of those were the first three consecutive nights after I’d received his parcel. Then his schedule had kicked back in, and mine had gone crazy. We kept in contact as much as we could by email and text, but it was so delayed—sometimes with twelve hours or more between sending and receiving—it was hardly ideal. 
 
   The one highlight of that shitty week was when Flynn called me to tell me my bike had arrived. Not that it was really my bike. As agreed, I’d put up the initial cash, and Flynn and his brother, Cain, were going to do the bodywork at cost, and then we were going to share the profits. 
 
   When I arrived at Eastern Smash Repairs early in the morning, it became apparent that the bike had arrived a few days earlier, and they’d already worked on it. The thing looked brand new. The metallic grape-purple paint that coated the straightened body gleamed showroom fresh. 
 
   “Fuck, she’s a beauty,” I said, running my hand over the freshly polished leather seat. Memories of riding her through the US ran through my mind. “Shame she’s got to go.” 
 
   “If you’re going to get into the business of flipping, you can’t form any emotional attachments, kiddo,” Flynn teased. 
 
   “I know. It’s just, well, I had some good times with her. She’s not just some bike I bought to flip. During her difficult time in Sacramento when I had to rebuild her, we bonded.”
 
   He smiled down on me, a fatherly grin that told me he’d suspected as much and possibly had something planned. “I figured you’d feel that way. Pick one.” He nodded toward my Ducati at the back of the shop—where it had sat since Dad had it towed there after my jaunt to Sydney. 
 
   “What?” A thrill raced through me. Was he suggesting what I thought he was? 
 
   “Well, the Ducati was a gift from us. The two bikes are worth about the same; if anything this Honda here nudges a bit ahead in those stakes, so pick one. Whichever you pick will be yours; the other will be sold.” 
 
   “Are you kidding? There’s no choice!”
 
   “I didn’t think there would be.” 
 
   “You’re not upset that I’d pick this over the one you gave me?” 
 
   “Nah, means a little of me rubbed off on you. You’ve got my good taste. Between all of us, we’ve raised you right. The Ducati is great, a real speed machine, but this baby”—he patted the seat—“she’s got a certain je ne sais quoi about her.” 
 
   “That she does.” My heart was pounding with excitement as I trailed my fingers over the newly shined sissy bars. 
 
   “Have you told your mum and dad that you rode across the US yet?” 
 
   “Ha ha, you’re funny, Uncle Flynn.”
 
   He raised his eyebrow at me. “I’ll take that as a no.” 
 
   “The fact that I’m still alive is evidence of that being a no. They were miffed enough that I didn’t have Angel with me the whole time.” 
 
   “You should trust them more.” The disappointment in his voice made my heart stop and leap into my throat. I wasn’t sure I’d be able to sweet talk my way out of it like I normally would. “If you want them to treat you like a grown-up, you have to act like one. That includes telling them about your bike licence and the fact that this was your ride overseas. Otherwise Dec isn’t likely to understand why you want it.” 
 
   I kept my eyes fixed on the gleaming metalwork—better than looking at the disappointment in Flynn’s eyes. “He thinks all bikes are death traps though.” 
 
   “He’s just trying to protect you. Why don’t I give you a lift home and help you tell them?” 
 
   “Let me guess, if I say no, you’re going to hold my bike hostage until I do?” 
 
   His lips stretched into a Cheshire cat grin. “Am I that easy to read?” 
 
   “I know you too well.”
 
   “You promised me you’d tell them last time. Instead, Luke and I ended up getting reamed out over the irresponsible gift we gave an apparently unlicensed driver. I won’t always take the fall for you, Pheebs.” 
 
   “I know.” 
 
   “So?”
 
   I sighed. It wasn’t going to be a fun conversation, but Flynn was right. I needed to talk to Mum and Dad more, about everything. It wasn’t like they were unreasonable monsters—at least not all the time. “Fine.” 
 
   
 
 
   
“HOW COULD you be so damned irresponsible?”
 
   I hung my head at the tail end of Dad’s lecture. For over fifteen minutes, he’d gone on the exact tangent I’d expected over the fact I had my bike licence from New South Wales and the fact that I’d ridden across the States without warning them. “I’m sorry I lied, okay. But I wasn’t being irresponsible. I was being safe. I know how to handle a bike. Angel knew most of my plans, and I had my mobile on me the whole time.” 
 
   In fact, the most irresponsible thing I’d done the whole trip was agree to meet Beau—and neither of them had expressed any concern about that. True, they didn’t know all the details, but that was beside the point.
 
   “Pheebs, not telling us was irresponsible,” Mum added. She held my hand to lessen the impact, but it didn’t stop the bile rising in my throat. “What if we’d had a phone call that you’d come off your bike? We wouldn’t have believed it was you.”
 
   “Not to mention getting your licence in such an underhanded way!” Dad added. 
 
   A snigger drew my attention. When I glanced toward the sound, I caught Max and Brock ducking out of sight. Of course they’d be listening in. I wanted to shout at them to fuck off, but it would only get me in more trouble. Instead, I sucked down a breath and met Dad’s eye. “I know, but you don’t understand, Dad. When I’m on a bike, I’m free in a way I can’t be in a car. It’s stupid that on a Queensland licence I’m allowed to drive alone but not ride alone. I just sped things along a little.”
 
   “What sort of example are you setting for your brothers and sisters?” 
 
   “Hopefully one where they are willing to take a stand against injustice.”
 
   In my peripheral vision, I watched Flynn trying to hide his laughter. It was testament to his relationship with my parents that they hadn’t kicked him out before starting their lecture. He was wise and didn’t make a sound though. 
 
   “Nothing I did was illegal,” I added, looking up at Dad through my lashes in the way that usually got me what I wanted. “Not really.” 
 
   “She does have a point,” Mum conceded. It was almost bizarre to have her on my side when Dad wasn’t. Other than the trip to the States, it had never happened before. All I could put it down to was her understanding I was an adult, and Dad still seeing me as his little girl. 
 
   “What about insurance?” Dad continued. “What would have happened if you’d had an accident?” 
 
   “The bike’s listed on the policy. I’m listed as a driver. I’m licenced for it. It would have been fine.” 
 
   “And while you were gallivanting around the US?”
 
   “Uh, I had a policy on the bike, and we made sure she was covered by her travel insurance as well,” Flynn said. 
 
   Dad turned his gaze on Flynn, making it clear with the fury buried in his turquoise eyes that he wasn’t out of the doghouse. 
 
   I blew out my breath in a relieved sigh. Dad was not only clutching at straws now but also directing his anger at other people—it meant he was near the end of his puff. 
 
   “I’m not overly happy with you keeping this from us, either,” Mum admonished Flynn. 
 
   “It’s my fault,” I said. “I promised him I would tell you. He nudged me often enough.” 
 
   “Why didn’t you?” Dad asked. 
 
   “Are you kidding? With your stance on bikes? How could I tell you?” 
 
   “My stance?”
 
   “That they’re all death traps.”
 
   “They are all death traps. You come off one of them, and what’s stopping your face from colliding with the bitumen?” 
 
   “Nothing. That’s why I won’t come off. It’s also why I ride like I think everyone else on the road is gunning for me.” 
 
   “She’s a natural on the bike, Dec,” Flynn said. “Almost graceful.” 
 
   A grateful smile lifted my lips and I mouthed, “Thank you.”
 
   He winked at me. Flynn had never been afraid of Dad and had never been willing to back down when it came to me. 
 
   “I’m telling you now because I want to do the right thing. I’m an adult now, and as much as that scares the heck out of me, I need to start acting like one.” 
 
   “This Beau boy seems to be a good influence on you,” Mum said.
 
   “Yeah, maybe,” I said. Talk of Beau just depressed me. It had been over five weeks since I’d last shared his bed. Since I’d held him in my arms and kissed him. 
 
   “Beau?” Flynn asked. 
 
   “Oh, she didn’t tell you about the guy she met while she was overseas?” 
 
   Mum started to fill Flynn in on all of the information she knew. I pleaded with Dad with my eyes to get him to stop it, but he shrugged as if helpless. He probably was. Mum and Flynn could go on for a while when they got onto a tangent. 
 
   “Well, if you two are happy to discuss my love life without me, I’ll just head to my bedroom then.” 
 
   “I hope you mean metaphorical love life,” Dad said, giving me a stern look. 
 
   I raised my brow at him. “Do you really want to know the answer to that?” 
 
   His lip curled up into a sneer as his discomfort flickered across his face—perhaps at my unwillingness to give him the answer he wanted to hear straight out; not that I could without lying to him. “No. Actually, I think I’d prefer not to know.” 
 
   “That’s what I thought.” 
 
   “Thank you for talking to us,” he said reluctantly, drawing me into a hug. “You’re right though; as much as I hate to admit it, you’re an adult now and have to make some of these decisions for yourself. Just be careful on that death trap, won’t you?” 
 
   “Yeah, of course.” 
 
   I headed to my room and saw a missed call on my computer and a text message on my phone. 
 
   I’m here for the next fifteen minutes or so if you’re free to talk before I go to bed. I miss you. 
 
   I checked the time the message arrived. Ten of the fifteen minutes had already slipped away. Even though it barely seemed worth it for a couple of minutes—in fact, it’d probably do more harm than good—I called him. 
 
   “Hiya,” he said. “I was worried we’d miss each other again.” 
 
   “Me too. How are you?”
 
   “Exhausted.” He looked it too, with bags growing under his eyes and his voice weary and slow. 
 
   “That’s not good.” I wanted to be able to help, but there was nothing I could do for him while I was so many thousand kilometres away. “I hope you can get some sleep before your next race.” 
 
   “Me too. Seein’ you helps though.” 
 
   I smiled. “Guess what arrived today? Well, actually it arrived a few days ago at least, but I got it today.” 
 
   “What’s that, darlin’?” 
 
   “My bike. She’s a beauty. All the panel work has been straightened and painted. You’d hardly recognise her. I’ll get some photos and send them to you.”
 
   A dreamy smile played on his lips. “Hmm, those images of you on your bike have never left me. It was a sight to behold, and that was before the bike was done up. I can only imagine it now.” 
 
   “Is that right?” I said. “Maybe I should get some photos of that. Maybe even some clothing optional ones.” 
 
   His breathing sped and his eyes widened. “Clothing optional?”
 
   I bit my lip. “No promises, but maybe I can arrange it if I can get my family out of the house for a few hours. Or find somewhere else to do it.” 
 
   He started to say something, but I was distracted by a knock on the door. 
 
   “Just a sec, Beau,” I said getting up to answer it. 
 
   Flynn’s smiling face poked around the door. “All right, Pheebs, I’m going to head off now, it was great spending time with you again today.” 
 
   I hummed as I hugged him. “You too. We need to do it more often.”
 
   “You know anytime you wanna stop in, you’re always welcome.” 
 
   “I know. Maybe next Saturday we can spend the day together?” 
 
   “It’s a date,” he said before heading off. “Love you.” 
 
   “Love you too.” 
 
   When I got back to my computer, Beau had disconnected the call and his profile was offline. I tried it anyway, just in case something had happened, but it just rang out. 
 
   I picked up the phone and there was a text waiting from him. Sorry, called away. Talk soon. 
 
   With a sigh, I shut the laptop lid and headed back out to find something to do for the rest of my Saturday. After nothing came to mind, I called Angel and told her about the bike, and about Beau’s request. She was at home for a few weeks, and we were overdue for a catch up anyway. 
 
   “Are you really going to take nudes with your bike?” 
 
   “Nudes? God no. Trust me, I can’t afford to have that anywhere on the net, but there’s nothing wrong with a few bra and panties shots, is there?”
 
   “It’s nothing worse than what’s been asked of you recently anyway.”
 
   “Exactly. So, are you free to help me out?” 
 
   “Getting to snap photos of you in your bra and panties? Like I wouldn’t jump at that chance. It’ll be a good addition to my portfolio.” Her latest crusade around her modelling shoots was to become a photographer—to get money from both sides of the camera, as she put it. 
 
   “Awesome, I’ll come around this afternoon and we can get some sunset ones.” 
 
   “Yeah, that’ll be hot. Do you have a bra or bikini that matches the bike? Or, better yet, bring your sexiest black bra. And your leathers too.” 
 
   “You’ve put way too much thought into this, Angel,” I teased. 
 
   “Don’t you know it, you sexy beast.” She made a throaty roaring sound.
 
   “See you soon.” 
 
   I rummaged through my bra drawer and settled on a black lacy number with sky blue ribbons woven into the top of the cups. The blue didn’t exactly match the bike, but I didn’t figure Beau would complain about the conflicting shades. Especially not when it was the right shade to draw out the colour in my eyes. 
 
   Once I had that sorted, I grabbed my leathers and a plain black tee and headed for a shower. After shaving, drying, moisturising, dressing, and pulling my hair into a braid, I headed down to grab my keys. 
 
   When I had them in my hand, Dad raised his brow at me. “Where are you going?” 
 
   “I’m going to show Angel my bike.” 
 
   “So, I give you my grudging permission this morning, and you’re already taking advantage.” 
 
   “I’m glad you understand,” I said as I kissed his cheek and pocketed my keys. I was out the door before he could argue. 
 
   An hour later, I was in Angel’s backyard, draping myself over my bike in a series of provocative poses. We’d done some fully dressed to start with, just in case I chickened out about sending the others. Then I’d slowly peeled off another layer of clothing with each series of shots. As we went, Angel showed me what the camera captured and some of them were hot. 
 
   “Fuck, Pheebs, if these don’t get him touching himself, the man’s got issues,” she declared at the latest shot. She’d taken it angled up at me from the ground near the front wheel of my bike. Leaning forward, with my arms draped over the handlebars, I was sure the photo showed off my push-up enhanced boobs perfectly. 
 
   I sat up to change poses. “That’s not why I’m sending him . . .” I trailed off when she lifted her brow. 
 
   “Yeah, right. If you weren’t hoping for that, you’d just send the first lot and be done with it.” 
 
   I wiggled forward on the bike, taking care with my balance as I lay backward on the seat, and swung my now-loose hair over my shoulder before reaching back to hold the sissy bars with one hand. “Okay, so maybe I’m hoping to give him something to make sure he doesn’t forget me.”
 
   Angel moved a few strands of my hair and adjusted the cup on my bra. “I doubt he’d forget you. Not after the lengths he’s gone to in order to keep you around. Twice.” 
 
   “I know. I just, I really like him, Angel”—she snapped a couple of photos while I was talking, no doubt trying to capture the smile on my face as I thought of him—“and I know that this distance thing won’t work long term, and that scares me.”
 
   She shrugged before taking another shot. “So don’t do the long-distance thing.”
 
   I laughed at the ridiculousness of the statement. “Sure, I’ll just up and move to the States tomorrow.” 
 
   “Well, maybe not tomorrow, but why not?” 
 
   “What?” It wasn’t the first time she’d said something of the sort, but it was still just as impossible as ever. 
 
   “Except for your family, who will not only cope without you but will be easily contactable, what’s keeping you in Australia right now?”
 
   “My career.” The words were out instantly, an instinct. The only reason outside of my family that had stopped me from climbing onto a plane. 
 
   “Pheebs, I know you’re getting your first year in the enduros this year, but taking a break is hardly going to stop you from achieving your goal there. You’ve got more than a year before you’re due to take the ProV8 over, right?”
 
   I nodded, unable to say anything more as the thought took root. 
 
   “Is it really going to hurt to be overseas until that happens? And if things work out with Beau, well, it’s not exactly the end of the world if you don’t ever race in the ProV8, is it? Drivers clamour to race for your dad’s team so it’s not like he couldn’t find someone to take over instead of you.”
 
   “But what would I do?”
 
   “Gee, I don’t know. It’s not like there are any racing categories in the US you could try out for instead . . . oh, wait.” She put her hands on her hips and raised her brow at me, trying to get her point across—as if her heavy-handed sarcasm wasn’t quite enough. 
 
   I sat up as my stomach fluttered and my palms grew sweaty at her words because she was right. Besides loyalty and my family, there wasn’t really much keeping me from going overseas, at least for a while. I didn’t have to go forever, but it could be the chance to see where things might go with Beau. To tell him how I felt and explain everything that could be in store for me in the future and see whether he was willing to accept me, flaws and all.
 
   “I think we have enough.” Angel pulled the memory card out of her camera and dropped it down into my bra.
 
   When I protested the move and clutched at my boobs, she giggled. 
 
   “Wanna go somewhere for dinner?” she asked.
 
   I fished out the tiny card and slipped it into the slot of my phone. “Sure, give me a sec.”
 
   “Are you texting him right now?”
 
   My thumb hovered over the image gallery. “What?”
 
   “When texting your man your slutty photos is more important than getting dressed, you’ve got it bad.” 
 
   “Hey, they’re not slutty.” 
 
   “No, they’re not. They’re beautiful. If they ever get online though, you know they’re going to cause a riot.” 
 
   “They wouldn’t end up online. Beau wouldn’t . . . he’s too much of a gentleman to do that.” 
 
   “You know the guy, I don’t. I’m just saying you should probably warn him before sending through something like that. You might give him a heart attack otherwise. He is an old man after all.”
 
   “Fuck off, he’s only twenty-four.” 
 
   “You’re too easy when it comes to him. It’s almost unsportsmanlike to take pot shots at you. Oh wait, ‘you’re too easy.’ There’s another one and I wasn’t even trying.” 
 
   I flipped her the bird as I selected one of the less provocative photos that still showed enough skin to hint at what he was missing, and clicked to share it. 
 
   Miss me? I texted along with the picture before grabbing my T-shirt and slipping it over my head. “Okay, so where to?” 
 
   “Well, maybe a steakhouse. It’s pretty clear you’ve got a big ol’ slab of meat on your mind.” 
 
   I figured if she wasn’t going to give it a rest, I might as well join her in the gutter. “Don’t you know it? If you’d tasted the buffet, you’d be hankering for a great big sirloin too.”
 
   “Hmm, now you’re just being mean. Unless, of course, you’re offering to share.” 
 
   “Aw hell no. Cowboy is mine.”
 
   She pouted. “He certainly sounds big enough to go around.” 
 
   “I’ll pass along the compliment.” I winked at her. “You gonna sleep over tonight?” 
 
   “May as well.” She cast a look over her shoulder toward the house. “Mum’s already out of it.” 
 
   While she went into the house to gather up some things, I texted Mum to let her know we’d have a guest, and checked to see if Beau had replied, even though I didn’t expect him to. He should have still been sleeping after all. 
 
   Heard the message tone, had to check it. Mighty fine pic. 
 
   I grinned. That’s not even the best one. I’ll send you another when you Skype me next. 
 
   If all the pics are like that one, I’ll be Skyping you first thing in the morning.
 
   The fact that he seemed so appreciative made me feel powerful. That one is tame compared to the rest. 
 
   Nine thirty your time, don’t be late. I could almost hear the raspy tone of his voice while he said it. 
 
   “What are you grinning at?” Angel’s voice startled me and I almost dropped my phone. 
 
   “Nothing.” 
 
   “You’re sextin’ Mr. Howdy Doody, aren’t you?”
 
   My cheeks heated. “No. We were just making a date, that’s all.”
 
   “Sure, a date to get fah-reaky.”
 
   “Well, considering it’s for tonight while you’re at my home, I don’t think we’ll be getting freaky.” 
 
   “Don’t let me stop you. In fact, let me know when it’s starting, so I can have the popcorn ready.”
 
   “Ha ha. You ready to go?”
 
   She climbed behind me on the bike and pretended to swing a lasso. “Giddy up.” 
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“RUNNING LATE, RUNNING late!” I left Angel to fend for herself with my family as I raced in the door. I was already twenty minutes late for my Skype date with Beau. Angel had decided to have a couple of drinks with dinner and then had taken to the dance floor. I’d found her at nine and tried to drag her off just as our song came on. So of course, I had to join her for a dance. One dance became three, and before I knew it, it was already after nine thirty. I’d dragged her away despite her pouting and protests. 
 
   I raced to my room and slammed the door behind me. Without stopping, I grabbed my laptop, pushing the Power button as soon as I opened it. Climbing onto my bed, I set my laptop up on my lap. The instant Skype was online and Beau’s name popped up, I pressed to call him. 
 
   A second later, Beau’s face was in front of me and the stress I’d had while racing home just melted away. “Howdy, darlin’, I was startin’ to think ya stood me up.” 
 
   “Never. I just got caught up getting hot and sweaty on the dance floor with a friend.”
 
   A shadow passed over his features, but he shook it off and grinned. “Well, now you on the dance floor, there’s an image I’d like to see.” 
 
   “When we see each other again, we’ll definitely have to go dancing.” 
 
   “The question is, will it be my music we’ll be dancing to? Or that noise you call songs?”
 
   After the dinner with Angel, and all our usual flirty talk rather than having to babysit my siblings, I was feeling a little friskier than usual. “You wanna see me doing some boot-scootin’, cowboy?”
 
   “Aw, dang, yeah! I could see ya in some Daisy Dukes, your hair in pigtails, a pair of leather boots on your feet.”
 
   I played with my hair while he spoke, a smile teasing my lips. “Sounds like you’ve been having some fantasies there, mister.” 
 
   “When ya send me pictures like the ones ya did, can ya blame a guy? I spent over half the night dreaming of you.”
 
   “Oh, and that wasn’t even the worst—” I bit my lip. “Or should I say best one.” 
 
   His gaze roamed my face and his smile turned wicked. “That’s right, you promised me more, didn’t ya?” 
 
   “I did. Unless of course, you’d rather the live action replay.” 
 
   He shifted in his seat as his gaze trailed down onto my chest before lifting back to mine. “What’re ya doin’ to me, darlin’?” 
 
   “It’s not what I am doing, but what I want to do.” I trailed my hand over my tits. “If I was there right now, fuck neither of us would be unsatisfied.” 
 
   He made the choking sound I’d heard on the phone so often. The out-of-his-depth expression on his face at the same time was too damn cute. 
 
   “But I have a visitor here for a sleepover and I can’t be too long, so let’s just settle for the photos, shall we?” 
 
   I fished my phone out of my pocket and sent the images to my computer. 
 
   Without sending them to him just yet, I started looking through them. “Damn, that one’s hot.” I glanced at him from the corner of my eye, making sure I still had his attention. “Oh, wow, would you look at my tits in that one.”
 
   He groaned. “The suspense is killing me here, li’l miss.”
 
   “You promise you won’t share them with anyone? It’s showing a great degree of faith to send these to you. They’d be worth a fortune to the Aussie tabloids.” 
 
   “Heh, trust me, darlin’, no eyes will see them but mine.” 
 
   “Okay good. What do you think of this one?” I sent him one of the ones from the bottom angle, where my tits were practically leaping out of my bra. 
 
   His smile grew as he opened the file and waited for the download, and then his jaw fell slack. “Dang.” He shifted in his seat. 
 
   Pride filled me that I was able to draw such a reaction from him. 
 
   “Or this one?” 
 
   He gave a low whistle as his eyes roamed the picture. 
 
   “You like that one?” 
 
   “Oh, yeah.” He looked back at me. “I mean, the bike turned out real nice, didn’t it?” 
 
   “Sure, the bike.” 
 
   “Yep, it’s definitely the bike that gets my attention.” 
 
   “And without looking at it again, can you tell me what colour the bike is?” I indicated with my fingers that he should keep his eyes focused on me so he didn’t cheat.
 
   “Seafoam,” he muttered. 
 
   “Huh?” 
 
   “That’s all I see when I look at that picture, darlin’, your pretty seafoam eyes. And that make-up ya have on just makes those babies pop.”
 
   “You really like my eyes, don’t you?” 
 
   “I have very good memories of your eyes. They were the first thing I noticed. They were also one of the last things I saw. Then there was that other memory ya gave me.” He blushed.
 
   “I wish you were here,” I said. “The things I’d do to you. The things I’d beg you to do to me.”
 
   “You’re gonna make me late for work again, aren’t ya?”
 
   Taking a deep breath, I lifted my shirt off over my head. “Would it be worth it?”
 
   A gasp left his lips as my move caught him off guard. “Sweet Jesus, darlin’.”
 
   I glanced down at my bra before looking at him through my lashes. “You like?”
 
   “What’s not to like?” 
 
   “I dunno.” I tugged on one of the straps. “I mean, you could take exception to the bra?” 
 
   “Isn’t that the same one in the photos?” 
 
   A grin crossed my lips. “You noticed that did you?”
 
   “There ain’t much that escapes my attention.”
 
   “Except the colour of the bike,” I said with a laugh. 
 
   “Maybe I shoulda said there ain’t much that escapes my attention when it comes to you.”
 
   “So, it wouldn’t escape your attention if I did this?” I reached behind my back and unclasped my bra. 
 
   “No, li’l lady, I can honestly say that wouldn’t escape my attention.” He sat forward and his tongue slicked over his lips.
 
   “What about this?” I slid the straps off my arms and crossed my arms over my chest. My breath was coming hard and fast at the thought of the intimacy of getting nude in front of him. Somehow, even though he’d seen me naked before, stripping for him in front of the camera felt like baring my soul. 
 
   His gaze trailed over my bare chest. “You’re givin’ me plenty to pay attention to, that’s for sure.” 
 
   With a shy smile playing on my lips, and my heart pounding so fast it was ridiculous, I uncrossed my arms. “Like this?” 
 
   “Lord help me, darlin’, I—” A female voice called his name in the background. Beau frowned and then turned away from the camera. “Dang it, I gotta go.” 
 
   The call disconnected a second later before I’d even had a chance to say goodbye. I frowned. “Umm, bye then I guess.”
 
   My cheeks burned as I thought about how dismissive he’d been as he left me. It was the second time he’d just disappeared on me. And who was the girl?
 
   I slipped my clothes back on and went to find Angel. When I found her in conversation with Mum and Dad, I asked if she wanted to head back out. She took one look at me and agreed. 
 
   It was only when we arrived back at the pub that I spilled about what had happened. 
 
   “Maybe he was just running late for work?” Angel offered as a reason for his fast dismissal. 
 
   “Maybe. But who was the girl?” 
 
   “An assistant?” 
 
   I hummed with uncertainty. 
 
   “Of all people, you know how easily things can be misinterpreted. Just look at your parents. If your mum hadn’t trusted your dad, how different would things be now?” 
 
   “I guess. It’s just hard. I mean, what if—” 
 
   She rolled her eyes. “Just leave it for tonight, and ask him when you speak to him next.” 
 
   “You’re right.” 
 
   “I know I am; now let’s go dance.” 
 
   I let her lead me out onto the dance floor where we were soon surrounded by a throng of people. The perfect place to let my worries go and just relax. We stayed out late and partied hard. Well, Angel partied and drank while I kept a close eye on her. At least until the paps turned up and snapped photos of Angel and me dancing in a throng of guys. No doubt my face would be all over the tabloids accompanied by “Party girl takes after her daddy” or some similar headline. 
 
   Just before I went to bed early the next morning, after riding home with a drunk chick on the back of my bike, I checked my phone and found a text from Beau. I came back on as soon as I could and you were gone. Hope you had a good night’s sleep. 
 
   At least he hadn’t totally forgotten me. Got lonely and headed for a night out with a friend. Just going to bed now.
 
   It took almost five minutes for the next message to come through. Okay, sleep tight, darlin’, talk soon.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   
 
 
   
[image: ] 
 
   
 
 
   
“MY MOUTH TASTES like arse,” Angel moaned from the trundle bed we’d rolled out before she collapsed the night before. 
 
   “But whose arse?” I quipped as I rolled over to get a better look at her. It was still fairly early in the morning—long sleep-ins were an impossibility with my family regardless of the time we’d gone to bed—but I felt pretty good. Better than Angel did at least, I was certain. 
 
   She groaned and threw her pillow at me. 
 
   I rolled off my bed, landing on all fours over her. 
 
   Another groan escaped from under the blankets. 
 
   “Are you not feeling well, my angel?” I asked, using a voice a little louder than necessary just to bug her. 
 
   “Go away.” 
 
   I wrapped my arms around her and rested my head against what I thought was her chest. “Do you want me to get you some breakfast? A nice big plate of bacon and eggs?” 
 
   She groaned again and gagged a little. “Ugh, fuck off, Pheebs.” 
 
   Sitting up, I drew the blanket down just enough to see her face. Her eyes were squeezed tightly shut. 
 
   “How about a giant coffee?” I offered, a genuine offer this time and not just trying to shit-stir her. 
 
   Her eyes cracked open and she gave me a tired grin. “Now you’re talking.” 
 
   “Okay.” I leaned back down and held her again. “I’ll be back soon.” 
 
   Instead of being able to bring Angel back her coffee, I was cornered by Dad in the kitchen. 
 
   “Angel had some interesting ideas she wanted to talk to us about last night,” he said. The way his arms crossed his chest and his jaw was set, it was clear he wasn’t entirely happy about what she’d discussed, or the fact that he needed to talk to me about it. 
 
   I swallowed around the rising dread in my throat. “Okay?”
 
   “She seems to think we’re being monsters keeping you away from your one true love.” He raised his brow at me. “She said we need to be doing more for you. That we should be doing all that we can to help you at least explore where it could go.” 
 
   My heart pounded in my chest as I set her coffee down on the bench. 
 
   Meddling cow, I thought, but I couldn’t really be angry with her. She only had my best interest at heart. 
 
   “What do you think?” 
 
   “I think I would have liked it if she’d discussed it with me before discussing it with you.” 
 
   Dad’s lips quirked with amusement. “We all have our interfering angels in our lives. Mine’s Edie. Is she right though?” 
 
   I shrugged. 
 
   “I’ve noticed a change in you since you’ve come home from your holiday, Pheebs. I may just be your dad, but I’m not so unobservant that I can’t tell this boy has some sort of hold over you.”
 
   “A little.”
 
   “Does he deserve it?”
 
   “W—what do you mean?” 
 
   “I know a thing or two about guys willing to string girls along.” He frowned, no doubt recalling his own past. There was a time he was the sort of guy he’d murder if they dared come within fifteen feet of me. “The type who will do or say anything and everything to get a girl into bed. Is that the sort of guy he is, or is he one of the good ones?” 
 
   I leaned back against the counter and considered it as best as I could. “That’s the problem,” I admitted after a moment. “I don’t know. I mean, how can you tell after a couple of weeks?” 
 
   “I think you can get an idea, and then you have to go off what your gut is telling you.”
 
   Angel came into the kitchen, pulling her hair into a messy topknot as she walked. “My gut’s telling me I need coffee.”
 
   “Rough night?” Dad asked. 
 
   “Too many cocktails,” I said, nudging her hip before passing her the coffee I’d made before Dad had waylaid me.
 
   She climbed up onto the bench and cradled the mug in her hands. “So what are you two talking about?” she asked after taking a sip. “And where’s everyone else?” 
 
   “Brock went to a friend’s house and Lys took Nikki, Parker, and Beth out for a walk,” Dad said. “And we were talking about some of the points you raised last night.”
 
   She had the decency to look embarrassed about butting into my life.
 
   “How about we take this convo somewhere more comfortable?” Dad suggested. 
 
   After shooting daggers at Angel once again, I nodded and followed him to the table as Angel disappeared back into my room to give us some space.
 
   For the next half hour, we talked about Beau, about what possibility there was for a future. Dad was surprisingly level-headed about it. More than I would have guessed he could be. 
 
   “If distance and everything you’ve talked about wasn’t an issue, what would you want?” Dad asked. 
 
   I didn’t want to break Dad’s heart, but there was only one answer. “I’d want to know what’s possible. I’d want to know whether what I feel is real. Whether it can last.”
 
   “What if it’s not and it doesn’t?” 
 
   “That’s what scares me,” I admitted. “You and Mum, you’re perfect for each other. And I know that road hasn’t always been easy, but it was real. What if I find out that I feel all this, but it means nothing?”
 
   Dad nodded thoughtfully. 
 
   “But it scares me more to think this could be something, and I might walk away from it because of a few inconveniences.” 
 
   “The proper thing for me to say as a parent is probably to point out that you’re young, to say that it can’t be real because you can’t possibly know what you want at eighteen, and that you’ll feel this way for someone else.” Dad grinned and his eyes sparkled. “But I’ve never really been a proper parent, and I knew what I wanted at seventeen. I just wish I hadn’t been so afraid of it.”
 
   “What I feel is terrifying.” 
 
   “Baby girl, only you can know whether it’s worth it. If you think that this is worth pursuing, then what can I say other than how can we help?”
 
   “What?” I couldn’t fight the grin that twisted my lips. “Really?”
 
   He leaned forward and took my face in his hands. “As much as it pains me to admit it, you’re not my little girl anymore. You don’t even need our permission to do this if it’s what you want. But I don’t want you doing something you’ll regret later. That’s why your mum and I have agreed that we’re willing to do what we can to help you. For years, we’ve been talking about ways to expand Emmanuel—” 
 
   “No way!” I cut him off, seeing exactly where he was going. “You’re going to find a way for me to race over there, aren’t you?” The tone of my voice pitched higher and higher with each word. It took everything in me not to jump from the seat and do a celebratory dance. 
 
   “All I ask is some patience while we get it organised.”
 
   “So no skipping the country to elope,” I teased. 
 
   “That’s exactly what your mother and I are trying to avoid by supporting this.” 
 
   My jaw fell slack. Did they really think I would do that? “I—I wasn’t really going to.” 
 
   Dad stood and ruffled my hair. “I know, but we didn’t want you to get desperate and think it was your only option. We’ll talk more about it once we’ve done some research. We just wanted to find out if you’d be amenable before we started any investigations.” 
 
   I jumped up as well and threw my arms around his neck. “I’m amenable. So damn amenable.” It was only after the words left my mouth that I frowned and sank back into my seat. “But that still means leaving all of you.” 
 
   Dad cupped my cheek. “I trust you to stay in contact, sweetheart. It’s the hardest thing I’ll have to do, but I need to let you go. I won’t let your family be the reason you didn’t get to follow your heart. We’ll always be here for you, and I know you know that.” 
 
   “Thanks, Daddy.” I squeezed him a little tighter. 
 
   When I made my way back to my room, I found Angel playing on my computer. 
 
   “Thank you for your interference, you meddling bitch,” I teased as I walked up behind her and started rubbing her shoulders. 
 
   “Did he go psycho on you?” She tipped her head forward as my fingers worked their magic. 
 
   “Actually, no. Surprisingly, he was actually really supportive. I don’t know what you said to him and Mum, but they’re going to look into getting me into a stock car.” 
 
   “That’s exciting.” 
 
   “I know.” 
 
   “And you’re sure you want to do this?”
 
   I paused while I thought about her question. “I think I’ll regret it more if I don’t.” 
 
   “So when are you going to tell lover boy?” Her breathing sped and she leaned back into my touch. 
 
   My fingers continued to work her shoulders while my mind turned over the question. “I don’t know if I should until I know for sure what’s happening. I mean, I couldn’t imagine the disappointment I’d feel if he told me he was coming to visit me and then didn’t. Or couldn’t.” 
 
   “Yeah, I get that. Just make sure you keep him interested.” She winked. 
 
   “I’m pretty sure those photos you took will go some way toward that goal.”
 
   She spun around to face me. “Ha, yeah, they’d keep anyone with a pulse interested.” 
 
   “Maybe we can do some more?” I suggested. “Maybe even a few slightly more risqué ones.” 
 
   “Name the time and place, and I’m there.” She waggled her eyebrows at me.
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BY THE TIME October rolled around, I physically ached with my need to see Beau again. And yet, it was more impossible than ever to talk to him. 
 
   It was crazy how deeply he’d been able to bury himself in my mind in just the few weeks we’d been together. Now, months later, I couldn’t stop thinking about him. Because of the enduros, the planning and conference calls involved in trying to secure a place on the stock car track, and the logistics of my family around that time of the year anyway, Skype conversations with Beau were almost non-existent. We existed as a couple solely via text messages and increasingly risqué photos. 
 
   At least from my side. 
 
   I still hadn’t been able to get anything more from him than a few photos of his smile.
 
   To try to soothe the burn of desire, I’d taken to listening to all of the songs he’d introduced me to on repeat. If Mum and Dad thought it odd that the sounds of country rock were coming from my room rather than my usual emo music, they didn’t say anything. 
 
   During the precious few moments we had been able to speak, I’d hinted that I hoped for a change the following year. He’d asked for more details, but I’d played coy, telling him that I was excited for a new challenge. I’d taken the opportunity to push things a little further each call, getting as far as letting my fingers explore while he watched and directed my touch. Still, it was never enough. 
 
   Finally, fresh home after Bathurst weekend, where I’d had my first ever win in a ProV8—even if it was only as a co-driver—I was able to Skype him for the first time in over a month. I just had to put in some face time with my family, including Max, who was back up in our house for a few weeks while his parents dealt with the fallout of their first Bathurst as team owners. 
 
   Because Mum had been at home with the rest of the kids during the race, she hadn’t seen Max until we walked in the door when we got back home. 
 
   “God, Max, you’ve grown about a foot since you were here two months ago,” Mum said, pinching his cheek. She wasn’t wrong. With the new inches he’d grown, he was the same height as me.
 
   It was too much to hope that his sudden growth spurt and new baritone voice had come with added maturity. Based on his behaviour on the flight home, I would say that wasn’t the case. I’d caught him openly staring at my body no less than four times. Each time, he’d flushed when caught and spun away from me, only to gravitate back a few moments later. 
 
   “Must be all the veggies, right, Mrs. R?” he quipped with an easy smile and a flash of his baby blues. The truth was, he was cute enough for his age. He’d definitely inherited his dad’s looks and charm. Why he was still obsessed with me when he could probably have his pick of eighth graders at his school, I’d never know. 
 
   “Can I help with anything?” I asked Mum. 
 
   “You could help with Nikki.” Mum nodded toward the table where Nikki was happily feeding herself some banana. “Her lunch is in the microwave.”
 
   After grabbing her meal from the microwave, I moved to sit with Nikki. She reached for the spoon with her banana-coated fingers. Grabbing the cloth, I wiped her down and then started to help her with her food. 
 
   “Max, you’re right to set yourself up in Brock’s room, aren’t you?” Mum added as she turned back to point out something on Parker’s homework. 
 
   “Sure thing,” Max said, slinging his bag over his shoulder. 
 
   Once Max had disappeared to the bedrooms, Mum came up and hugged me from behind, wrapping her hands around my neck and kissing the top of my head. “Congratulations on the win. Your father and I are so proud of you. Stepping out in the ProV8 like that, doing everything the team needed to get the result at the end of the day. It was a big ask of someone so young, and you did it perfectly.” 
 
   A blush crept over my cheeks. “I was just doing what Dad taught me.”
 
   “But you did it. Many young drivers have fallen apart in similar situations.” 
 
   “It was fun.” 
 
   “What will you do if we can find a way for you to get over to the States next year? We’ll have to have another co-driver for the enduros.”
 
   “Maybe I’d be able to fly home?” 
 
   “Sweetie, have you seen the schedule for stock car? It’s intense. There are a lot more races overall than in ProV8.” 
 
   “Oh. Well, I guess I’ll just have to do what I can.”
 
   “Have you considered what you might do if we can’t organise a car?” Mum asked, her tone gentle. 
 
   I frowned as my hope sank. Was this her way of telling me they’d been having issues? “I don’t think I’ll have any choice but to stay here, will I? I need to keep sharp or I can’t expect to take the reins of the ProV8 when Steve retires.”
 
   “And what will happen with Beau?” 
 
   I shrugged. Truthfully, I didn’t want to think about it. How much longer could we go on only seeing each other on the computer once every few weeks? Especially when being with him had opened my eyes to desires I’d never fully comprehended. Sure, I’d scratched my own itches in the past, but I’d never needed or ached the way I had since I’d come home from the States. Getting the balance right between us was becoming harder all the time. 
 
   “Here, let me take that over,” Mum said. “I’m sure you’ve got a boy to contact before he heads to bed.” 
 
   Her words reminded me of the date I’d arranged with Beau in the minutes after I’d won at Bathurst. He was going to be waiting up for me to call him. I raced upstairs to my room but stopped cold when I saw my door was open. I’d definitely shut it when I left a few days earlier, and considering I usually did my own cleaning, Mum wouldn’t have needed to open it. It meant someone else had to have gone into my room. 
 
   Annoyed at being unable to have any privacy, I pushed through my door. As it creaked open, I saw Max near my bedside table. He stood up ramrod straight and spun to face me. 
 
   “What are you doing in my room, Max?” 
 
   “Just, uh, looking for a pen.” 
 
   I frowned. “There’s none here. They’re in the study.”
 
   “Oh, my bad.” Once again, I noticed how his voice was far too deep for his age. “I’ll, um, just be, uh, getting out of your way then.”
 
   I stepped out of the way of the exit and narrowed my eyes further. Any ease we’d had with each other over the years vanished a little more with each visit. “Yeah, that’d be great.”
 
   He moved to the door but lingered before leaving. “So that guy you were talking to in the States . . .” 
 
   “Beau.”
 
   His eye twitched. “Yeah, him. So are you still, like, seeing him?”
 
   “I don’t see how it’s anything to do with you.” 
 
   “Oh, of course, it’s not, but I was just wondering. I mean, it’s got to be hard with him being so far away, right? Wouldn’t you rather someone closer? Someone right in front of you.” His eyes implored me to understand his request. 
 
   I did, but I wasn’t about to admit that to him. 
 
   “Get out and please don’t come in here again.” It took everything in me not to say what I really wanted to say, but telling him to fuck off would only get me in trouble. 
 
   Trying to shake the irritation caused by Max’s intrusion in my personal space, I booted up my laptop. I was anxious to speak to Beau and was ready to spend as much time with him as possible before he had to go to bed. 
 
   At least, that was the plan until another woman answered his Skype. 
 
   Despite my surprise at seeing the petite blonde, I managed to stammer out, “Is Beau there?” 
 
   “Ah, he’s in the shower, sweetie.”
 
   It was almost impossible for my mind not to go straight to the worst-case scenario for why she was in his house and he was in the shower. Is she the same girl as last time? I tried to remember the voice, but it’d been too many weeks and I couldn’t recall. 
 
   “He’ll probably be—”
 
   A door behind her opened, and Beau came rushing out with a towel around his waist. 
 
   “Be right out, I guess,” the girl said with a chuckle as he plucked the laptop from her hold. 
 
   A few seconds later, the laptop was back in his room. 
 
   “Hi!” he said with a mile-wide grin and a flash of excitement in his eyes. 
 
   “Hey.” I couldn’t fight my own grin if I wanted to. “You’re in a good mood.” 
 
   “Why wouldn’t I be? I heard my girl did some great thangs this weekend.” 
 
   The warmth that spread over me at hearing him say my girl dispelled the shock of another woman answering his Skype. “It was so good, Beau. I’ve won before, obviously, but nothing like this. This is huge. A career making type thing. Even if I was only the co-driver, it was amazing.”
 
   “Co-driver?” 
 
   With our ships-in-the-night schedules, I hadn’t had time to explain to him the ins and outs of the endurance races, or how a big deal it was for me to be stepping up into the ProV8 category for the first time. I gave him a quick rundown on it all. 
 
   “Sounds like a thrillin’ event.”
 
   I shifted in my seat and grabbed a toy car that sat above my desk—a little replica of the first Emmanuel Racing car decked out in the livery Dad had worn when he placed third at Bathurst during his comeback. “It is, especially when it’s the reason for all of this. For Emmanuel Racing. For everything.”
 
   “Not sure I follow you, darlin’.”
 
   “Sometimes I forget how little you know.”
 
   “How little you’ve told me.” It was impossible not to read more into his tone than was actually there. The emotional void between us seemed to gape a little wider with each week that passed. It was exactly what I’d worried would happen. Proof that I was right to run like I had in Georgia, and that I should have resisted the lure of an attempt at long-distance.
 
   It made me feel like a three-year-old getting in trouble and I frowned.
 
   “You were the one who asked me not to google ya, remember?” 
 
   “I know and I’m glad that you haven’t. There’s so much bullshit on there. It’s just that most people I know are well aware of all the history,” I babbled. “Emmanuel Racing’s start is a bit of a local legend in Australia.” 
 
   “That’s the team you work for?” 
 
   I swallowed. Would he be okay with what I was going to say next? “It’s the team my parents own.” 
 
   “Oh, wow. They own the team?”
 
   There was a flash of something familiar across his face. Something I’d seen so many times before and it killed me to see it on his features. Combined with the intrusion of Max and the thought that someone else could potentially be taking my place in the ProV8 for the enduros the following year—or worse, that I’d be stuck away from Beau for longer—it raised my hackles faster than one of my Bathurst laps. 
 
   “I earned my place in that car,” I snapped, my voice full of the defences I’d built over the years. It was one thing to question myself on my worthiness to be in the car from time to time, another entirely to have Beau’s silent accusation. It was clear in his look that he was about ready to accuse me of benefiting from nepotism, and that pissed me off. 
 
   “I never said ya didn’t.” 
 
   “You didn’t have to say anything. You don’t think I haven’t seen that exact same look in the eyes of almost everyone at the track?” 
 
   He held his hands up in surrender. “I didn’t mean anything by it, darlin’.” 
 
   It didn’t escape my attention that he didn’t apologise. “It’s the goddamned karts all over again,” I snarled, recalling our disaster race in the States. “I should have known then that you weren’t any different.” 
 
   “Darlin’, I didn’t say a single dang thang.” His voice was just as raised as mine. 
 
   “I know what you’re thinking though. Track princess only in the car because of who her daddy is. Couldn’t possibly have deserved it.” 
 
   “If you’re so quick to think that’s what I’m thinkin’, then maybe it’s your issue, not mine.” 
 
   “Yeah, maybe it is my damned issue, but that doesn’t mean it isn’t exactly what you were thinking.” 
 
   His smile had long since fallen, and now his features dragged into a frown. “If that’s your opinion, I ain’t likely to change it now, am I?”
 
   “Tell me I’m wrong. Tell me that there wasn’t even some part of you that questioned, even for a second, whether the only reason I’m in a car is because of my family.” I wanted him to smooth it over like he had at the Fun Spot. To tell me that I hadn’t seen the look, that he didn’t think I was only on the team because of nepotism. 
 
   He remained silent. 
 
   “You can’t, can you?” I bit my lip to stop the tears that wanted to fall. 
 
   “Well, ya have to admit it ain’t common for someone to be in a car at an elite level at eighteen.” 
 
   “Dad was about the same age when he got his start.” 
 
   “But that’s my point, if you come from a legacy of drivers, what d’ya ’spect?” 
 
   “Legacy of drivers? Are you fucking kidding me? Dad started Emmanuel Racing, for your fucking information.” My tears burned my eyes even though I couldn’t really say why his words had made me so furious. Maybe because it felt like Beau was effectively discounting Dad’s hard work—and therefore mine too. 
 
   “Whoa, darlin’, there ain’t no need to get feisty.”
 
   “Emmanuel is my twin,” I said as tears pricked my eyes. I didn’t even know if he’d remember the significance of the words—the first night we met. “The team was named for him. Our family has sacrificed and put our blood, sweat, and tears into that damn team.” 
 
   Beau frowned and went to say something more, but I cut him off. 
 
   “All I wanted to do was celebrate my win with you, but I guess that was too much to ask. Well, thank you for ruining this for me. I should fucking come over there to prove my position was earned.” 
 
   He was about to reply when his door opened. 
 
   “Beau?” The blonde from earlier came into the room, carrying a mixing spoon coated with something chocolatey—a cake or pudding mix, or maybe the frosting. 
 
   “What do you want, Cass?” he snapped at his guest. 
 
   She leaned against the doorjamb and licked the spoon. “Just wondering how much longer you’re going to be?”
 
   “Don’t let me keep you,” I said, leaning forward to reach the disconnect button.
 
   “Wait,” he said, his gaze rushing back to me. The instant before I cut the call, I saw his hurt echo in his eyes. 
 
   “Arsehole,” I muttered under my breath as I slammed the laptop closed.
 
   A second later, my phone chimed. Please come back online so I can talk to you. 
 
   I wasn’t ready to do that yet. My heart still pounded in my ears and I could practically taste my disappointment in Beau on my tongue. Why would you want to talk to a track princess who didn’t have to work for her place on her team? 
 
   Barely a minute later, his reply came. You know that’s not what I meant. Please, call me so we can talk. 
 
   Sorry, Beau, I’m going out tonight. Maybe I’ll find someone who will be happy for me while I’m out. It was a cheap shot, but I wanted to hurt him like he’d hurt me with his assumptions. Without the benefit of his touch to soothe me, it felt impossible to calm my rage.
 
   I am happy for you.
 
   I was tempted to throw the phone out the window to stop him replying. By then, I didn’t want him to calm me down. Funny way of showing it. By the way, who’s the girl? 
 
   A friend.
 
   His short reply only served to piss me off more. Sure. I’ve got plenty of friends who come to my house and make baked goods right before bed. Enjoy your fucking frosting. 
 
   Instead of texting me back, Beau called. Knowing we’d only get into an argument with the mood I was in, I rejected the call and then turned my phone off. 
 
   Angel arrived a little over an hour later, after I’d had time to shower and change for our night out. Once I’d filled her in on what had me in a foul mood, she commanded I leave my phone at home, insisting that Mum and Dad could reach me on hers if they needed me.
 
   After admonishing me for my possible overreaction—even though she understood why it had happened—she helped me put my mind at rest over the girl at Beau’s house. After all, if it weren’t innocent, wouldn’t the woman have questioned why another woman was Skyping him? 
 
   Unless it’s a common occurrence.
 
   Fuck. 
 
   Angel let me wallow for precisely the length of time it took for us to have dinner. As soon as I’d finished eating, she declared the rest of the evening a drama-free zone. Then she did her best to distract me. The only thing she couldn’t control were the guys dancing around us and the paps circling the dance floor.
 
   By the time we got back to my house, I was ready to call Beau to apologise. I picked up my phone from my dresser and scrolled through to his name, but Angel put her hand over mine. “Let him stew for a few more hours and call him in the morning. I’m tired.” 
 
   
 
 
   
THE FOLLOWING morning, Mum and Dad came in to drag Angel and me to a celebratory breakfast with the whole family. I grabbed my phone and shot Beau a quick text apologising for the night before. It was only when I’d taken my first bite of food that I wondered why my phone had been on when I grabbed it. I frowned as I recalled turning it off before we went out, but that it had been on when I picked it up later that night. 
 
   Maybe I hadn’t turned it off after all. It wouldn’t have been the first time I pushed Restart instead of Power Off. 
 
   “We have a surprise for you!” Mum said over the table, putting the thoughts out of my mind.
 
   “We’ve secured a car,” Dad said before waiting for her to finish her announcement. 
 
   “You said I could tell her,” Mum said. She pouted her lip, catching Dad’s eye.
 
   “I couldn’t help myself,” he said as he leaned over to kiss her. 
 
   “Hey, can we focus on me for a moment? You were saying?” 
 
   Dad shot me a cheeky grin but still touched his lips to Mum’s for a brief kiss. 
 
   “We were saying you’re US bound if you still want to be,” Mum said. 
 
   While Mum and Dad had been working on the deal, we’d kept everyone else in the loop so it wouldn’t be a surprise if it happened. Neither Mum nor Dad believed in secrets. 
 
   “Are you kidding me?” A tingle of excitement built within me that I could see Beau again. That I could apologise to him in person. That we could actually give us a red-hot go without worrying about the distance or trying to align our crazy schedules. “Of course I want to! Is it really all arranged?”
 
   “We’ve had Fleur Amelia get behind the car already. They’re offering a significant package to have you on the track, and that’s given us the leverage to find you a team.” 
 
   “The florists? Really?” I was surprised that they were getting into racing sponsorship. 
 
   “Are you kidding? I’ve never had an easier sell. With your history here and the information that you were going overseas to pursue young love, they jumped at the chance. I think they’re hoping for corporate sponsorship and coverage of the wedding.” Mum finished with a giggle. 
 
   My heart leapt and a chill raced along my skin. Dad choked on what he was eating. 
 
   “I think it’s too early to be talking marriage,” I said. 
 
   “Agreed!” Dad said after swallowing his mouthful.
 
   “Who’s getting married?” Beth asked. 
 
   “Phoebe’s getting married, you ninny,” Brock said. 
 
   Max shifted uncomfortably and stared steadfastly at the plate in front of him.
 
   “No one’s getting married,” I said, glaring at Mum for her careless comment. 
 
   “No one’s getting married, but Phoebe will be leaving us for a little while,” Mum added. 
 
   It was only when Mum said it that it really hit me. I was going to be leaving home. Moving out, for at least a year. “When?” I asked, my voice holding no volume. “Where?”
 
   “Well, we needed to talk to you about that.” Dad shot Mum a saddened look. 
 
   “They want you over there for the last few races of this season,” Mum finished for him.
 
   “Oh, that soon?” 
 
   “And they have a number of TV spots and photo shoots they want done throughout the off season,” Mum added. 
 
   “So over Christmas?” My blood turned to ice. “I’ll be away from everyone for Christmas?” I couldn’t help the tears that pricked at my eyes.
 
   “We’re hoping to be able to get you home for Christmas, but it might not be possible.”
 
   “Oh, wow. Oh, God.” My mouth went dry so I downed the rest of my Coke. It didn’t help. “I don’t know if I’m ready for this.” 
 
   “You still have a little time to change your mind,” Mum said. “But we do need to get everything signed pretty quickly to ensure it’s all stitched up ready to announce.” 
 
   I looked over at Angel, who was nodding encouragingly. Dad put his hand on mine. 
 
   “I know it’s scary, and if you wanted to stay at home, no one would think less of you,” he whispered in my ear. “But if you even think you might regret it later, it’s worth taking the chance on. It’s only a year-long commitment for now, after all.” 
 
   I wasn’t sure if he was talking about the car or Beau, but either way, he was right.
 
   “Let’s do this,” I said with a smile growing on my face. Yes, it would be hard saying goodbye to my family, but it was going to be worth it. Not only for the chance to see where things might lead with Beau but to also forge a name for myself in a series that Dad hadn’t been involved in before. Mum told me a little bit about the team, just the basics like the team name and where they were based. 
 
   Once we’d finished breakfast, everyone else went on ahead, leaving Angel and me to get my bike home. “I can’t believe this is really happening for you,” she said. 
 
   “I owe it all to you. If you hadn’t pushed Mum and Dad, I don’t know if I ever would have found the courage to do it myself. 
 
   “I think you would have. Or they would have. Someone would have realised it was the only logical plan.” 
 
   “Can’t you just take a compliment?” 
 
   She screwed up her nose. “Nah, it’s easier to make you work for it. So on a scale of one to just jizzed in my pants, how excited do you think Beau will be when you tell him?” 
 
   “I don’t know, but I can’t wait to tell him.” My mouth twisted into a smile at the thought.
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AS SOON AS Angel and I returned home, I charged straight for my room and opened Skype. When I saw Beau’s light on, I breathed a small sigh of relief and pushed to call him. It was only then I realised he still hadn’t texted back. 
 
   It’d been almost twenty-four hours since we’d last spoken. Too long considering how we’d left things. 
 
   Instead of Beau’s face though, the blonde batter-maker’s face filled my computer screen. “You got some nerve callin’ here,” she said. 
 
   I couldn’t believe her nerve. “Excuse me?” 
 
   “You don’t even care, do ya? Are you happy ruinin’ folks’ lives? How could ya do this?” 
 
   My heart beat against my chest. What the fuck was she talking about? “Who the hell do you think you are?”
 
   “I’m—”
 
   “Cass, don’t.” Beau’s voice was heavy and commanding. “Let me talk t’her.” 
 
   She gave me a death stare before giving up the space in front of the computer. 
 
   When Beau’s face came onto the screen, it was worlds away from the one I was used to. His eyes were bloodshot, his hair dishevelled, and his expression cold. He barely mumbled a greeting. 
 
   “Hi,” I said, knowing the single word was grossly inadequate for all the things I needed to say. To apologise for. 
 
   He waved off my concern. “What d’ya want, Phoebe?” 
 
   A knot twisted my stomach at the defeated sound in his voice. “What?” 
 
   “Why’re ya botherin’ to call me?” 
 
   “Because I wanted to speak to you.”
 
   “It don’t matter what ya want. Not no more.”
 
   “Is this about what happened yesterday?” I asked. “I’m sorry. It’s just something I’ve had to deal with for years, and it’s hard for me not to react.” 
 
   Again, he ignored my apology. “Did ya think this, us, was serious?” 
 
   My pulse galloped around my body, pounding in my limbs and through my head. “I thought—”
 
   He sighed and cut me off. “I mean, we ain’t been exclusive, have we, darlin’?” 
 
   What was he saying? I was trying to figure it out, but I felt like I was missing something. Then it struck me, and I couldn’t shake the image of frosting girl out of my head. 
 
   “There have been other people?” I asked. Because I was trying to force the words out through a throat that felt three sizes too small, they came out with almost no volume. Did she think I was trying to muscle in on her territory? Is that why she was so pissed? 
 
   His jaw ticked as he nodded. His expression, already tired and drawn, turned resigned—his irritation clear on his features. 
 
   “I don’t understand,” I admitted. “I thought we both knew what this thing was.” 
 
   “So did I, darlin’, so did I. I thought it was obvious. That it didn’t need to be spelled out. Shoulda known our li’l arrangement couldn’t last though.” 
 
   Was I nothing more than an arrangement to him? Why hadn’t he just let me go if he’d never had any intention of anything serious? I’d have had months to get over him by now if he had. And the sting of leaving him that night in July was nothing compared to the burning ache that coursed through my body. “You were the one who pursued me, Beau, don’t forget that.” 
 
   He gave a derisive laugh. “How could I possibly forget that? How could I forget that pretty face of yours?”
 
   I’d thought he’d cared about me, that he’d fallen in love with who I was. But he hadn’t. It was all about my looks. 
 
   “What are you saying, Beau? That this is it? We’re over?” I thought of everything Mum and Dad had said that morning. Everything they’d done to get me to the States because I’d been so insistent that what Beau and I had was the real deal. I was such a fucking fool. 
 
   “You don’t honestly ’spect me to hang ’round any longer, d’ya?” He glanced away for a moment as if steeling himself. When his gaze turned back to me, it was hard—like something inside of him had broken. “It’s been real fun, darlin’, but I’m done. I ain’t gonna be pinin’ over it.” 
 
   Tears burned my eyes, but I wouldn’t give the arsehole the satisfaction of letting them fall. “If that’s what you want. If it all meant that little to you, then fine, I guess. I’m not going to fall apart just because you can’t handle who I am.”
 
   “Meant that little? Are ya—” he cut himself off and clenched his jaw. “No, you’re right. I guess it meant nothin’, and it don’t hurt to remember that.” 
 
   If he’d shot me through the heart with a bullet, it would have been less painful. Still, I held myself together enough to say, “Fine. I guess this is goodbye then.” 
 
   “Guess so.” 
 
   I disconnected the call right before my tears burst from me, unable to be contained even a second more. How had I been so stupid? I’d thought he was different. Thought he’d meant all the crap he’d told me about us being special. About him being a virgin. Had that even been true? Had it just been a way to worm his way into my heart? Was it all a fucking game to him?
 
   I picked up my phone to send him a text because I wasn’t sure I’d be able to find my voice and talk to him again. I don’t know how things got so fucked up, but I need to know you won’t share the photos you have of me. I can’t stand the thought of them ending up online. 
 
   It was almost five minutes later that a reply came. It’s too late for that, and you know it. It ain’t like you actually meant them for my eyes only. I know all about women like you. 
 
   My stomach fell and I scrambled for my computer. Bile rose in my throat as I did a Google image search on my name. Sure enough, at least half of the photos I’d sent Beau—including one of me with only my own hands covering my breasts—were some of the first results. Fuck. My hands shook as I slammed the laptop shut. 
 
   The betrayal rocked me to the core, and I was too numb to feel the sting of rejection. I’d never felt so stupid. So used. Dad was right. All men were arseholes, and would do whatever necessary to bed the girl they wanted. And now Beau had risked tanking my career on top of it all. 
 
   Knowing that Mum and Dad were waiting downstairs to see what Beau had thought about my news, I tried to pull myself together. How could I admit to them how stupid I’d been? They were finally treating me like an adult, and look how badly I’d fucked up my first big decision. How could I back out of the contracts Mum had spent so long arranging? How could I admit that I’d been taken for a sucker by an arsehole and turn back on everything? 
 
   Trying to find some inner peace, enough space to sort through my swirling thoughts, I glanced around my room. All around me were the reminders of my US trip. My gaze fell on the strip of photos from the Fun Spot photo booth. Looking at the images, it was easy to see why I believed Beau had felt something for me. Either he was a damn good actor or that look was one he’d granted a number of girls. His words circled through my head, “We’re not exclusive are we, darlin’?”
 
   Feeling a surge of anger rush through my limbs, I reached for the photo. Just as I was about to tear it in half, there was a knock on my door. 
 
   “Hey, girlie, you decent?” Angel called out, no doubt thinking I might have let excitement over being so close to being back at Beau’s side manifest into a virtual sex session. If only she knew. 
 
   I didn’t answer her, choosing instead to cross the room and open the door wordlessly. 
 
   “I’ll take that as a—shit, Pheebs, what happened?” She stepped into the room and closed the door behind her. 
 
   It was only when she asked the question that I realized my whole body was shaking. No tears fell, but I was cold and my skin felt too tight—like a dress three sizes too small—and tremors raced through me. One look at her worried face and my tears came flooding back. 
 
   “We—we—we’re over,” I sobbed when I found my voice. 
 
   “What? Why? Didn’t he want you to go to the States?” She moved onto my bed and I crawled up beside her.
 
   “I never even got the chance to mention it,” I admitted as I wrapped myself around her body to draw the comfort she offered. 
 
   She leaned her head against the top of mine. “Tell me what happened.” 
 
   I told her all about the confusing conversation from start to finish, including telling her about the photos ending up online. 
 
   “It’s a good thing he doesn’t live in Australia, or I’d fucking kill him,” she said. 
 
   “You’d be in line behind a few others.” 
 
   She held me tightly. “I’d muscle my way to the front. No one takes the wind out of my girl’s sails without dealing with me.” 
 
   “What am I supposed to do though?” I asked. “Mum and Dad have worked so hard to get me in one of those cars. They’ve pulled in contacts and favours from all over the place. Can I really back away from that?” 
 
   “They’ll understand. Your dad will probably go crazy and try to get over to the States to kill the guy that hurt you, but they’ll understand.” 
 
   “How did it all become such a mess?” 
 
   “Because men are arseholes.” 
 
   “I should have just stuck with you, my Angel.” 
 
   She kissed the top of my head and tangled her legs through mine. “You and I both know it would never work. The way you felt about Beau in the beginning is proof of that. Even if he’s an arse, don’t let that break you. Don’t let him break you.” 
 
   “You’re right.” I sat up a little straighter. 
 
   “I am?” 
 
   “I can’t let him break me. I need to do this.” 
 
   “Do what?” 
 
   “Show him I won’t be fucked with. Show him a bit of the Reede attitude.”
 
   She pulled away from me. “Do you mean go to the States?” 
 
   “Yeah.” I pushed myself up. How dare Beau lead me on like he had. I would make him explain himself, and if his explanation wasn’t satisfactory, I would make him pay. 
 
   “Are you sure?”
 
   “Never been surer of anything. Maybe it’s all a misunderstanding, and if it’s not, at least I can kick him in the nuts when I’m within striking distance.” 
 
   “What are you going to tell your parents though?” 
 
   “Nothing. As far as Mum and Dad will be aware, I’m doing what I planned to do originally. I’m heading over to follow my heart. I just hope they don’t stumble onto the photos that have gone up online.” 
 
   “Are you sure?” 
 
   “When have I ever let anyone fuck with me?” 
 
   She chuckled. “Never. I think you need to tell your Mum about the photos though. She’ll be able to get PR onto it to minimise the damage.”
 
   “Yeah, you’re probably right.” Even as I said the words, I had no intention of admitting to Mum that I’d been stupid enough to send photos to a man who was callous enough to post them online. 
 
   
 
 
   
THE FOLLOWING morning, after everyone had gone to school and work, Mum pulled me into her home office. Nikki sat in the playpen in one corner, playing relatively quietly until she saw me. Then she reached out to be picked up, her little fingers pumping in and out of fists as a whine crossed her lips. 
 
   “Did you want to tell me something?” Mum asked as I lifted Nikki from the playpen and sat with her on my lap. 
 
   “Um, no.” 
 
   Mum’s eyebrow lifted. “Try again.” 
 
   “Yes?” It was clear there was something that she didn’t like and wanted to discuss, but I had no idea what that might be. It was impossible that she had found out about Beau’s deception already. “Do you want to give me a clue what though?” 
 
   She sighed and reached for her tablet. When she unlocked the screen, I saw it. Or, more specifically, I saw me. Me draped over my bike wearing nothing but a bra. 
 
   Without saying a word, Mum flicked the screen to another photo. And another. All the photos I’d sent Beau. All of them on Mum’s tablet. I shifted Nikki off my lap and back into the playpen. 
 
   While I had my back turned, I took a deep breath and prepared myself to try to explain. Angel was right. I should have said something. Fuck. 
 
   My throat tightened as I grabbed hold of the tablet under Mum’s watchful gaze. 
 
   Mum didn’t say a word. I almost would have preferred her screaming at me than the silent reproach she offered with one look at her face. Everything with Beau, with the cars, with going overseas, all just hit me hard. A tear slipped from me and dropped onto the screen. I couldn’t form words, not even to tell her I was sorry or ask how she’d found out. 
 
   A sob left me. 
 
   “Those photos all hit Google last night. The PR team got an email and we’ve been trying to do what we can to minimise the damage, but they’ve been shared and reposted a number of times already. And they’re the number-one story on the Gossip Weekly site this morning. Sweetie, what’s happening?” 
 
   “I was stupid,” I said. “I thought they’d stay private.” 
 
   Mum grabbed her tablet off me and went to grab Nikki—whose whimpers had turned to full-blown shrieks for attention. 
 
   “Pheebs. I know what it’s like to be young and in love.” Her voice was a quiet admonishment. “But you’ve been raised to be more savvy than that. Nothing on the web is ever private. Thankfully it hasn’t appeared to ruffled too many feathers with the sponsors yet, although we have had to field some calls. All I can say is at least they were tastefully done and weren’t full-frontal nudes.”
 
   I nodded, unable to say anything else. I’d watched her deal with the fallout from nude scandals in the past—sometimes spinning it into a positive, but sometimes not. 
 
   “Fleur Amelia won’t stand behind you if too many more scandals like this come out. As a major sponsor, we need to keep them happy or the whole thing will fall apart. Can you promise me there’ll be nothing else like this?”
 
   “Of course. I’ll be more careful in the future.” Even though I was responding to her question about the photos, my promise was to myself too. I’d never let myself fall in love with the wrong person again. 
 
   “Okay. Now, what did Beau say when you told him the news?” A sly smile played on her lips as she asked. We hadn’t had a chance to talk about it alone since my conversation with him. 
 
   “What? Oh, ah, he was really excited.” The lie rolled off my tongue too easily. 
 
   “Did you tell him the team name?” 
 
   “Yeah. He, uh, he said it’s a really good team. That I should fit in perfectly and have the time of my life.” 
 
   Her smile grew wide. “It’s going to be the biggest adventure of your life.”
 
   She could say that again. 
 
   “I’m so proud of you.” 
 
   That made one of us. 
 
   
 
 
   
A WEEK later, Mum and I were in the study with the paperwork that would see me heading to the States. After she closed the door, she went straight into manager mode. Running through the contracts, she pointed out the positives and negatives in as much detail as she could. Emmanuel Racing would have ultimate control over the car, but would be leasing staff and a car from a US-based team. That way they could have the expertise of the local crowd while getting a foot into the new market. They’d done it successfully a few times before with smaller overseas races. Usually they used local drivers, but they were putting their faith in my ability to keep the car straight and the team running. 
 
   It was a lot of pressure at eighteen, but also proved the trust my parents had in me—and increased my desire not to let them down. 
 
   Once we’d gone over all the details, she handed me a pen. “Are you sure you want to do this?” 
 
   It wasn’t a plea for me not to, just a clarification before I signed my life away on the new contract that would see me overseas for at least twelve months, with plenty of options for renewal. 
 
   “I think I have to. Dad’s right. If I don’t, I’ll probably turn around in a few years’ time and wonder why I didn’t take the chance.” It was almost too easy to pretend to be okay. My guilt twisted in my stomach as I said the words, but they weren’t a complete lie. If I didn’t try to get some payback, some closure, I would always regret it. 
 
   “I understand.” She started to offer me the pen but hesitated. “And you’re sure about Beau? I mean, I’m all for supporting you, whoever you love, but I don’t want to see you get hurt.” 
 
   Not letting her see the worry in my gaze, I reached forward and grabbed the pen, initialling and signing all the places I knew I had to as I said, “Beau won’t hurt me, Mum.” I mean, he can’t hurt me more than he has. “That’s the one thing I’m sure of. He’s a little clueless about some things”—like how much he hurt me and how I’ll make him pay—“but I’ve got to do this. I’m sure of that much.” 
 
   Mum leaned across the desk and ran her fingers over my cheek before cupping them under my chin. “I’m glad to hear it.” Her mouth flattened into a hard line as she stared at me and then a tear slid across her cheek. 
 
   I understood because whatever else, it had always been us. From the time I was born, it was her and me. Even though I couldn’t remember much from the time before Dad came back, I’d learned most of it in the time since, in stories repeated so often they were part of me. In all of them, Mum and I had always had each other, even when she’d had no one else. 
 
   And now, she was having to say goodbye. 
 
   True, it wasn’t right that minute, but it felt like it. 
 
   After the contracts were signed, it would be full swing trying to find a place to live and get everything organised for the long-term trip. My last act before I left home would be to lie to everyone and convince them that I was going to my happy ever after, when I was really heading into the unknown. To a fight to prove to the man I loved that he was an idiot for treating me the way he had. 
 
   “I’ll stay in touch,” I said as my own tears started to form. 
 
   “I know. And so will we. It’ll just be different.” 
 
   We both stood and moved around the desk to hold each other. 
 
   “I just can’t believe how grown-up you are now.”
 
   How grown-up Emmanuel would have been. I heard the words she didn’t utter—a silent understanding between the two of us that we would never forget him.
 
   “Make sure you wear your bracelet all the time,” Mum said as we pulled apart. 
 
   I fiddled with the bracelet on my left wrist. The reminder of Emmanuel’s gift, and the one thing that could save my life in an emergency. 
 
   “Always,” I confirmed. It usually only came off for photo shoots and charity events at home. There was no reason being overseas would be any different. 
 
   “I’ve got your plane tickets organised.”
 
   “You didn’t even know I’d sign the contracts.” 
 
   She gave me a sad smile. “I know you too well, Phoebe. You don’t change your course once it’s set. You’ll fly out on the twenty-ninth.” 
 
   “So soon?” It was only a few weeks away, and only a week after Nikki’s first birthday. 
 
   “Sorry, honey. That’s how soon they want you.” 
 
   “Wow.” It was hard to believe I would be saying goodbye to everyone so soon. 
 
   “You should probably go Skype your boy before it gets too late. Tell him the good news.” 
 
   I forced my lips into a smile. “Yeah, I should.” 
 
   “Phoebe, is everything okay?” 
 
   My smile was watery at best, but I nodded anyway. “Of course, Mum. Why wouldn’t it be?” 
 
   After all, I was only leaving behind everything I’d ever known for the certainty of heartache.
 
   
 
 
   
TO BE CONTINUED . . .
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Happily Evan After (Fall for You #1)
 
   Available Now
 
   
Evan is a reluctant cupid.
 
   
Facing an unknown term of servitude to repay his debt to the world, it is his responsibility to guide couples together. Despite initial hesitancy, he has learned to handle every case with care and he now basks in the afterglow of new-found love and relishes in the energy it provides him. But his end goal is still the promise of paradise in return for his penance.
 
   
It's all going according to plan until he receives an assignment that is inconceivable to him. He has to find a mate for Becca, within whom lives the reincarnated soul of his one true love. Bound by his duty to find her a match, he must resist her charm and suppress his own desires. It is his job and he cannot fail, even if his own paradise now seems lost.
 
   
For a cupid, falling in love is against the rules.
 
   
Isn't it?
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All Amity Allows (Fall for You #2)
 
   Available Now
 
   
Amity is a disillusioned angel. 
 
   
For countless millennia, she's helped her assignments find truth in their experiences and improve their lives. Once, she'd been tender and caring, but humanity's misuse of free will and her own missteps have left her jaded. 
 
   
Now, all Amity allows is the truth. Get in, get out, and never let them know that she’s there. That’s the motto she's lived by for years. She considers her latest assignment nothing more than the next in a long line of jilted lovers that she’s had to help. When her presence exposes more than either of them was ready for, will they be able to find the truths hidden deep within the other? Or will the fallout leave them both in tatters? 
 
   
The truth will set them free. 
 
   
Won’t it?
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Through the Fire (Daughter of Fire #1)
 
   Available Now
 
   
Evie Meyers’ life is one spent on the run. Every minute of every day, her life is in danger if anyone should suspect the truth about her ancestry. Her father was willing to risk everything to keep the truth hidden, even from her, but the lies he fabricated were exposed when her high school crush, Clay Jacobs, inadvertently stumbled upon her secret. His discovery puts Evie at risk from a secret organization tasked with washing the world clean of nonhumans—and Clay is one of its deadliest soldiers. Forced into a war she doesn’t understand, all because of what she is, Evie is left with no choice but to flee with her father to escape persecution.
 
   
When Clay reappears in her life, battle scarred and mysterious, Evie is unprepared and terrified as he forces his way back into her heart. When the battle catches up with her, and a tragic accident tears apart the peace she discovered, she finds herself alone and without the protection of her father, or her lover. Now, she needs to keep her secrets hidden and learn to survive on her own in a world that wants her dead, all while searching for the missing piece of her heart.
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Besieged by Rain (Son of Rain #1)
 
   Available Now
 
   
Clay Jacobs harbors a dangerous secret. Evie, the object of his teenage obsession, isn’t human. But instead of destroying the supernatural threat, as he’s been instructed by the Rain—the organization he belongs to—he let her escape. 
 
   
The memory of the one who got away not only haunts him but holds him captive and assaults him nightly. Unable to escape the visions, and the guilt, he races across the country to locate her and correct his mistake. Instead of the monster he expects, he finds a woman who ensnares him with her charms. In her embrace, Clay dares to imagine a different life. One free of the constant need to kill. 
 
   
His family—and the oaths he made to them—is not so easy to escape though. When the past catches up to him, it won’t only be his happiness but also the life of his lover at risk. What will it take to free himself from the grip of the Rain? 
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Among the Debris (Son of Rain #2)
 
   Available Now 
 
   
Clay Jacobs and Evie Meyers are on the run. Together. Being hunted is almost worth it, so long as that remains true. It’s too much to hope that it can last.

Only weeks after their reunion in Salem, his family strikes, and Clay is torn from his lover’s arms once again. Alone, his certainty in their love falters. Everything he thought was true is called into question. Could his family be right? Could he have been caught in Evie’s spell?

Clay’s obsession with finding the truth leads him on a hunt across the globe. The answer will either bring him closer to freedom or destroy the remnants of his shattered heart. His quest may prove more difficult than he imagines when some people will go to any lengths to keep the truth hidden.
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