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      Autumn

      

      Today was going to be the beginning of something new. My life over the past few years had been officially crap. From now on, I wanted some of the good stuff. As far as I was concerned, it all started today with the arrival of my best friend, fellow doctor and partner in crime, Grant. He had seen me at my lowest over the years, and now he could see I was on the way up. Who knew what the future held? Maybe, hot men, lots of sex, and a world away from worry, stalkers, and ex-husbands.

      The buzzer to my apartment pinged, and my heart thumped that Grant was here with family at long last. I opened the door to see him standing there as handsome as ever. He had always been able to get the ladies but had just been my friend.

      He grabbed me around the waist and swung me around. When he stopped and my feet touched the ground, I almost toppled over.

      “Sorry, Autumn. I keep forgetting you pirates with one leg can fall over,” he said with a smirk.

      “You know if anyone else said that I’d be giving them a good punch or a black eye. Of course, as a doctor, it would be unethical. I see you haven’t changed and are as sassy as ever.”

      He blew me a fake kiss, and I shook my head.

      “I know you’ll never resort to violence, no matter how annoying I am. You know you love me.”

      “It’s sad but true. But I might put a laxative in your coffee.” I straightened out my clothes now I had stopped wobbling. I noticed his partner standing in the corridor. “It really is wonderful to see you again. It’s been too long. Now introduce me to your lovely lady before you disappear back off to the States.”

      He stood aside as a gorgeous brunette walked in.

      “This is Charlotte. The kids are at Mom and Dad’s.”

      “I’m so glad to meet you at last.” I hugged the stunning woman with the lovely smile who had brought happiness to Grant’s life. She got bonus points from me for doing that. He had some rough times over the years. Then again, we all had.

      “I’ve heard lots of wonderful things about you, Autumn,” she said.

      “All the good things are true. By the way, I’m still amazed Grant found a woman who is willing to put up with him.”

      “Don’t listen to anything she says, Char. I could tell you some stories about her that would turn your hair white. Now me, I’m pure as the driven snow.”

      Charlotte laughed. This woman made Grant smile so I liked her already.

      “I’ll just grab my purse from the bedroom.”

      I took one last look in the full-length mirror. It was amazing how quickly I had gotten used to sourcing clothes that hid my disability. If life throws you lemons, then make lemonade. This expensive pantsuit did the job perfectly. It had cost nearly a month’s pay so it should. It was a dark red color that showed off my wavy black hair as it hung around my shoulders. It had long flowy sleeves and dipped at the front to show off just a little bit of cleavage.

      The pants were long and wide but curved over my hips. I might not have two feet, but I had a good butt and my ex, Jonathan, could cry about what he had lost. One day I might actually get the courage to show my body to someone again. That was enough introspection for now, I needed to make a move so headed back to the lounge room.

      “I’m ready. Now we need to head off or we will be late.”

      The taxi ride was full of laughter and memories and then we pulled up.

      The venue for the reunion was one of London’s smart hotels. My hands became clammy as I followed Grant and Charlotte into the ballroom. I glanced around, steeling myself for the evening. I could do this. If Grant had not been visiting, I probably would not have come. It was why I needed change. I loved London but needed to get out of this city and start living again. There were too many memories here.

      Charlotte touched my arm. I jumped. I needed to get a grip. Where had my positive vibe from earlier gone?

      “You, okay? You look like a mouse waiting for a cat to pounce.”

      I took a deep breath. I had to deal with this and stop the panic attack threatening to pounce.

      “I’m sorry. To tell the truth, I’ve not been going out a lot recently.”

      “Since the accident?” This woman I didn’t know peered at me with sympathy in her eyes. I tended not to let people in and coped with my pain on my own. This time I thought I should take the help offered. I knew Grant had told her about what had happened because he had asked if he could.

      “Yes. It’s just easier to go to work or stay home and study. Grant had probably told you I don’t do well with people taking pity on me.”

      “He just says you are one of the strongest women he knows.”

      I glanced around the room again. “It’s not just the accident. I’m doing pretty good coping with my injury.” I took a deep breath. “I haven’t seen my ex, Jonathan, since the divorce court and he will most likely be here tonight. Grant may have mentioned I have a way of choosing incredibly good-looking men who cheat on me. It’s a knack. Everyone since high school so far. I should be in the Guinness book of records.” I laughed, but inside my heart ached at the truth of the statement. I would not wallow though. I would drink champagne.

      Charlotte shook her head at me.

      “Okay, let me stop you right there. You do realize that you’re an amazing-looking woman? He didn’t appreciate what he had—a great lady with a fantastic mind and body to match. I love the natural elegance you have about you. I can never get that, no matter what I wear. I noticed more than a few guys turned their heads when you walked in.”  She wagged a finger at me.

      “You are right. I just need to toughen up,” I said as we sat, and I was poured a glass of champagne. I was tempted to skull in straight down. “It’s not true though, you look incredible in that dress. Grant can’t keep his eyes off you.”

      “Thank you for that but I’m not being kind. It’s the truth. Ask Grant. I say what I mean. You are great.”

      “I am loving this mutual appreciation society we have going on here. Does she give you what-for, Grant? You always were a rogue.” I wanted to get the conversation away from me.

      “Char has me wrapped around her finger.”

      “There’s definitely a story here that I need to get out of you two,” I said. “I will just have to ply you with wine till I find out.

      “I want all the gossip about what Grant was like at medical school when you were training as well,” Charlotte asked.

      “Don’t tell her anything, Autumn. What happens at medical school stays at medical school.”

      I was just about to tell Charlotte about a Christmas party where we dressed up as elves and made the most alcoholic punch I had ever drunk in my life when someone said my name.

      “Autumn.”

      I didn’t need to turn around to recognize that deep voice. Jonathan had tempted me from the first day we met all those years ago. Now, that voice had no effect on me at all. That was what I was telling myself anyway.

      No, that was not true. It was still as sexy as all hell. You never forget someone who meant something to you, even if they were egotistical pains in the ass. Sometimes you just had to protect yourself from them the best you could. I would not close my eyes and remember all those times we had made love. It would only cause pain.

      I put on my best smile as I turned to face him. He had a beautiful redhead holding onto his arm. Of course he did.

      “Jonathan. Hello.” My throat was suddenly dry.

      He leaned in and kissed my cheek.

      I remembered his smell. I had bought him that aftershave. Damn him.

      “Autumn, you look great. Let me introduce my fiancée, Geraldine.”

      Fiancée. That didn’t take him long. He certainly wasn’t hiding his light under a bushel. He rambled on about his promotion and how he was now living on a country estate that Geraldine’s first husband had left her after he died. Wow, all I got was my CD collection when we broke up. Geraldine seemed lovely, and Jonathan was a good doctor, I couldn’t deny that even if he was a shit husband. I wanted to hate him but I couldn’t. After tonight, I would leave all thoughts of him behind. I would create a new Autumn.

      The two of them wandered off, and I drained my glass. The waiter came and refilled it. They had better bring food soon or I would be plastered. It didn’t matter I had survived the meeting.

      “You did well,” Charlotte said as she grabbed my hand and squeezed. “Now forget about him and have a good time.”

      The food was great even if the award presentation went on forever. I even managed to dance a bit at the end of the night and not fall over. A couple of guys even asked for slow dances that boosted my morale. Neither got my number. I would not be in town much longer anyway.

      I was having a good time. It was not in my nature to detest people. Not Jonathan and not even Kevin, the man who had stalked me after the accident. I considered him to be mentally ill, not evil, and could not bring myself to hate him. That aside, I was glad to be going away.

      As we all drove home later, I wanted to have a quiet moment to talk.

      “How are you going after seeing the world’s greatest doctor, Jonathan? Well, in his own mind anyway,” Grant asked.

      As always, my friend could see through my smiles. Darn him.

      “I’m good. I’m glad you made me go. It was fun catching up with people, and I think I needed to see Jonathan so I could move on.” I took a deep breath before speaking again, unsure how they would react. “I wanted to tell you both earlier, but the moment never came up . . . I’ve taken a job in Australia.” After the shock registered on their faces with their mouths hanging open, they both smiled.

      “That’s amazing. When do you leave?” Charlotte asked.

      “Two weeks. And for the first time in ages, I feel excited. I would never have contemplated doing something like this if not for you, Grant. Seeing what you did moving to America gave me strength. By the way, I really hope you’ll visit me down under as they say.”

      “We will,” Charlotte said and hugged me. “I’ve always wanted to go.”

      “I think I’m a bit mad. Do you know Australia have twenty-one of the world’s top twenty-five most venomous snakes? Let’s hope if one ever goes for me, it will bite my fake foot. Who knew having a prosthesis could be a positive thing.”

      “I’m sure I saw a conference on in Sydney that I’d like to attend. I’ll let you know when I’ve checked it out,” Grant said. “If not, we will just come and annoy you anyway.”

      “It would mean a lot to me if you did come.”

      “It’s the least we can do. I always felt bad I couldn’t come back when you had the accident and then that stalker business.”

      “You had your hands full with your own family. I’m a big girl and can look after myself.”

      “Of that, I have no doubt.”

      The taxi pulled up at my apartment block, and we all hugged each other goodbye.

      I would catch up with them again while they were in London, but after tonight, I was ready to move on.

      Australia, here I come.
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      Ryan

      

      Okay, it was time. I had been playing the field for long enough without a checkup. Trouble was, I hated going to the doctor for anything. I believed a strong shot of whiskey cured most things, right?  I’m an Aussie, and tough. Okay, that was cocky bullshit.

      Look, I might have shed an odd tear over some sad movie, but I would usually claim I had dust in my eyes like any decent bloke would. Growing up, I was always getting bumps, scratches, and worse, so I could cope. I mean, who wanted to hire a carpenter who bawled his eyes out if he hit his thumb with a hammer? The thing was, a bruised hand I could cope with, the idea of a sick dick, though? That was something I did not want to contemplate. Sometimes you just had to bite the bullet and get on with it.

      My throat was going dry, and I didn’t feel tough at the moment. My stomach churned, and I wasn’t sure I would keep my bacon and egg roll down. It was a simple well-known fact to all that men did not like it when people messed about with their junk. Well, that was not completely true. I was quite happy a lot of the time if it was a lovely lady willing to play with my privates. Going to the doctor was another thing altogether. I avoided them at all costs. Doctors were for sick people.

      I had lived in the Blue Mountains for four years now since moving from Melbourne, and Doc. Wilson had been my guy. He was a rusty old codger. I even had the old prostate test a while back. If I could cope with a digit up the butt, I could cope with this. If that was the case, then why did I feel like I was about to throw up?

      I sat in my pickup at the front of the doctor’s surgery, tapping my fingers on the steering wheel. Shit, the sound was even starting to annoy me. I needed to get a grip and being such a kid. My appointment was in three minutes, and I would need to ring now if I was going to back out. But I never backed out of anything.

      I thought back to when I was in high school. My mate, Jamie, had dared me to run naked across the footy oval with him. We were only sixteen but full of testosterone and stupidity. The pair of us were on cleanup duty for ages at the school after that, but it was worth it. We both lost our virginity that month as well. So, some of the girls must have liked what they saw. Good job it was a warm day and I hadn’t looked too insignificant.

      I couldn’t see any perks coming from today’s events. Well, that wasn’t completely true. At least I would be able to tell the ladies I had a clean bill of health and we could get down and dirty. I wasn’t into relationships but loved sex. I mean, who didn’t?

      I could not deny my younger days had been pretty wild. Jamie became an actor and went on to make lots of money as a movie star in LA. I worked out, but maybe I should do some weights and get my body in better shape. Maybe I could end up on the big screen one day. Now, I just needed to get this over and done with so my dick was in great shape too.

      I got out of my pickup and looked back at my reflection. My body was okay. Jamie had just been lucky. Maybe I could send a picture to an agency and make a shit ton of money. For now, I needed to concentrate on the job at hand. I was stalling.

      Why was this so hard?

      I walked through the surgery door and headed to the reception counter. “I’ve an appointment with Doctor Wilson.”

      The receptionist peered at me as if I was some strange being asking her an impossible question. “Doctor Wilson had to leave for an emergency. We can rebook your appointment or Doctor Blake is available.”

      What the hell?

      It had taken everything I had to get in the door. I was under no misconception that if I left now, I would not be coming back. Well, not for a while anyway. The thought of my dick dropping off was not a good one. I hoped this Doctor Blake had warm hands.

      “Yep. I’ll see Doctor Blake.”

      I sat and was just about to take out my cell phone and check if I had missed any calls when someone called my name. It was a female voice with an English accent.

      I could do this. After all, I could get my junk out in front of a woman anytime. I had done it more times than I could remember in fact. Difference was, this woman was not expecting prowess in the bedroom. She was checking if I had some dreaded disease or crabs. I had not been itchy, so I didn’t think it was that. Shit, I was no good at this crap.

      An attractive woman with black hair pulled back in a bun at the nape of her neck stood before me. I tried to ignore the fact that despite the severe look, she was stunning. This was a good thing because I could tell a woman like her would be way out of my league.

      I tried to imagine she was a strict schoolteacher. That didn’t work at all.

      I would let her smack me with a ruler anytime. Stop being a dick.

      I followed her down the corridor to the consulting room. This Doctor Blake looked about my age, around thirty. She limped, not much but I picked it up. I noticed stuff. It was a knack, but one that had not helped me in any way. I watched people but not in a creepy stalker way. I just liked to be prepared. It had helped me at times growing up. People’s bodies could give you a clue about what might happen next. A wink, a fisted hand.

      This doc would probably not appreciate the fact I was staring at her legs right now. My gaze moved up. She had a good ass too. Round and firm in her smart pants.

      I sat in the consulting room and took a deep breath. Fuck it. Too late to run. I was going to vomit. Doctors were cool with that, right? I should have kept thinking about her butt. Then again, maybe they couldn’t do the test if I had a hard-on. She would take it as a compliment, right?

      Doctor Blake sat down and peered at me. “Hello. I’m Doctor Blake. So, how can I help you today?” She smiled and briefly looked at her computer and my medical profile.

      All doctors said that statement about helping you. Were they taught at medical school to have that as an opening line? I want you to check out my dick was most likely not the response she would expect right now.

      “I was . . . I mean . . .” I ran my finger around the neck of my shirt even though it was not tight. Fuck. It was suddenly hot in here.

      “If you want to talk about something personal, I can assure you it will be in complete confidence.”

      Was I that obvious? The walls of the room were closing in on me.

      “I need to get my junk checked out.” As usual, my mouth had run away before my mind was in gear. There was a slight curl of her lip as she almost sniggered. Maybe she was not so straight-laced under that cool veneer after all. Don’t go there.

      “Is there any reason you would like a sexual health check at this time? Do you have any current symptoms that are concerning you?”

      Again, with the smile. How did doctors do that? They could ask questions about something like sex or your privates, and it came out as if they were asking if you wanted sugar in your coffee.

      “Sorry. I didn’t mean to say it like that. Bit nervous, I guess. I haven’t got any symptoms but thought it might be a good idea. Try and be a bit responsible and all. It’s been a while and Doc Wilson kept telling me I should.”

      “That’s very admirable. I wish everyone thought that way. Let’s start with taking your blood pressure and you can tell me a bit about your sexual history.”

      The gorgeous Doctor Blake took my blood pressure. I could cope with this.

      “Well, let’s see, I suppose I’ve had about twenty sex partners over the years. It isn’t that many, is it?” Perhaps I should not be asking her that. I might not like the answer. Some of my mates had had less, but some had had more, a lot more. I was in about the middle.

      She typed into the computer, and I was tempted to take a peek. Maybe she had put down ‘randy bastard’. Nah, that would be unprofessional, and she looked like a stickler for the rules being correct. She asked a few more questions and checked my pulse.

      “I think I have all the information I need. I’ll let you get undressed so we can do the examination.”

      She left me behind the curtain to strip off and get on the examination table so she could take a swab. The idea of her staring at my dick didn’t worry me, but sticking a swab up the end was another thing altogether. I covered my middle with the paper sheet she had given me. At least I was not standing to attention so far. She might have a cold spoon out there she could deflate me with.

      Doctor Blake pulled back the curtain. She had gloves on. Shit, this was getting serious. I laid back and shut my eyes. I would have been happy with a blindfold at this point. But that would have been a bit kinky, and I needed to be a little bit sensible. This woman was going to have my privates in her hands. I did not want to annoy her at a time like this.

      “This won’t take long . . . all I need to do is take a swab from the end of your penis.” She smiled. “You know, it’s a good idea if you keep breathing. I don’t want to have to call an ambulance because you asphyxiated on the examination table.”

      I opened my eyes and sucked in a gulp of air. The lovely doctor had a bit of a smirk on her face again. She probably thought I was being a big kid, which was true.

      I could just see the death certificate. Patient died because he held his breath while swab was taken from his dick. It would make the local press and everyone in town would laugh. Katoomba was not a big place, but at least my demise would bring some joy.

      One big inhale and five seconds later, it was done. It had made my eyes water a bit, but my imagination had been a lot worse. For some reason, the vision in my head had been of a red-hot poker. The lovely doctor examined my balls and then covered me up.

      “I’ll give you a form for a urine and blood test. That way we are checking for all the common sexually transmitted diseases. Doctor Wilson will give you a call when he gets the results back. I’ll let you get dressed.” She pulled the curtain back around.

      I had never gotten dressed so quickly. Now the deed was done, I wanted to be on my way even if Doctor Blake was gorgeous. I sat and fidgeted as she typed her final notes and gave me the forms.

      “Is there anything else you would like me to help with?” She smiled again.

      “Nope, I’m good. I’ll be honest—I hate doctors. Nothing against you. Had a habit of getting into a lot of scrapes as a kid and spent more than my fair time in emergency departments. My brother and I drove our mother mad.”

      “I won’t take it personally. It was nice to meet you.”

      I went to reception and paid my bill. What was the good doctor’s first name? I picked up the practice pamphlet. Doctor Autumn Blake. What a beautiful name. I loved autumn, or fall, as my American friends called it. It was my favorite time of year, especially here in the Blue Mountains. The eucalypt trees stayed green, but there were lots of deciduous trees that gave the landscape a brown and gold hue mixed in with the different shades of green. Perhaps that was why I loved my job so much—I had a passion for trees, whether growing in the ground or being carved into something new through my carpentry.

      As I walked to my pickup, my mind went back to the lovely doctor. I probably wouldn’t stand a chance with someone like her, but I could dream. I was rough and ready, swore, drank too much, and she was now aware I messed around. At least it would mean I knew what I was doing. I had definitely had enough practice.

      There was something about her though. Alluring—that was the word. Hell, I didn’t know where it came from but that was her. The woman definitely had a sense of mystery about her. She looked like she could be in some fancy medical practice in Sydney with her posh clothes. How come she was out in the country? I could only hope she needed something to be fixed. I would offer to be her handyman anytime and let her see how good I was with my hands.

      Three hours later, I could not get those dark brown eyes out of my mind. I imagined pulling the pins out of that neat little bun and letting her hair fall around her shoulders. That British accent was such a turn-on. It would be much better for me if Doctor Wilson came back or I might be making an indecent proposition to my temporary doctor. That was enough daydreaming for now because I needed to get back to work if I wanted to earn any money today.

      I had a job to do, fixing up a handrail for Mrs. Jenkins. She lived across the street from the two cottages I had bought. The steps down to her beloved rose garden at the front were getting a bit wobbly and she was not as steady on her feet these days. Her name was Dorothy, and she would supply me with biscuits and tea while I worked. As usual, I would not charge her full price, which was mad as her house was probably worth a million dollars. My supervisor and dog, Bluey, sat and watched me work with an occasional bark of encouragement. He also liked all the nibbles Dorothy gave him.

      Once I finished the handrail, I would spend the afternoon working on my place. It had been a great investment to buy the two rundown miners’ cottages next to each other. They had whitewashed, thick walls and low red-tiled roofs. And beautiful solid oak front doors with small stained-glass windows and old iron knockers. I had even put a white picket fence out the front of one with lavender and rose bushes. Dorothy had helped, of course. The cottages always brought a smile to my face when I pulled up.

      One was finished, and the real estate agent said he had someone coming this afternoon who might rent it. I had spent a lot of money, time, and energy on it, so I was keen to get some cash back to put it into my place. I was currently living in a mess with building materials all over. If I didn’t get next door rented soon, I would be moving back in there just for the comfort.

      I looked at my phone and saw It was getting on for four and would call it a day. I had a busy week ahead and would take the opportunity to finish early. My work at Dorothy’s was done when a car pulled up across the road. The vehicle had the real estate logo on the side. Dereck got out and waved as he walked across to me.

      “Glad to catch up with you, Ryan. I’ve someone keen to rent the cottage. They’re looking for six months to possibly a year rental, which would be perfect.”

      “I’m glad to hear that. Give me a call later and let me know how you go.”

      I grabbed my tools and headed back to my cottage. I got Bluey his food, grabbed a beer from the fridge, and went out into the rear garden to sit. Both cottages backed onto a paddock and the bush beyond. It could be a bit scary in a bushfire, but I was pretty sure I had enough of a firebreak. I even had a friend come around from the local country fire service, and he said it was all good. If a fire got really bad, I would get out early. You could replace houses but not people.

      I sat on the bench I had made a while ago and listened to a kookaburra. Life was good and I could not complain. I ran my fingers over the grain in the wood. I just hoped my results came back clear.

      Voices drifted over from the garden next door. One I recognized as Dereck, and the other sounded British and female. I could not keep the grin off my face. Surely the prim doctor was not moving into my cottage? I walked across and had a quick peak over the fence. Sure enough. It was her.  If she was, I might ask if she would pay me an after-hours visit. Then again, my place was a tip, and she would probably tell me to take a hike.

      I stared out at the paddock as I took another gulp of beer. A kangaroo and her joey were hopping past the end of the gardens. The mother stopped and looked up as if to check out who was there, and then bounded off with her baby following behind. It was about that time of the day that you would see the kangaroos gather.

      “Oh, my god. That’s it. I have to rent this place. Trust me, it’s just what I need. I can sit here with a cup of tea and watch the local wildlife go by,” the good doctor said.

      A kookaburra cackled away again, flew over, and landed in the gum tree in the next-door garden. It was as if I had ordered and trained the local wildlife to gain me a tenant. It would not have worked with an Aussie though. They would have been aware there were plenty of animals around if you went looking. Some of them not as cute as a koala. The bird reminded me I needed to get some chicken wire to go on the pond in the backyard next door before I put fish in it again. The bloody kookaburra had eaten all the last ones before I had a chance to cover it over.

      The back door shut, and I finished my beer. As I wandered inside to shower, my cell phone pinged. It was my mate, Drew. There was a bunch of us meeting at the local pub at seven. I didn’t need an excuse for a drink but would celebrate my possibly good test results. The place was only a five-minute walk away so I would not have to worry about being pulled over by the cops for drunk driving.

      When I came out of the shower, there was another message. This time it was from Dereck.

      

      Dereck: You have a new tenant who has signed a contract for six months with the possibility of extending to a year. She should be moving in tomorrow afternoon. Let me know what time I can pop by to get you to sign the contract. Obviously, from now on you will need to arrange any visits for repairs to the property through me.

      

      This was great. With the extra money coming in I could get my place finished. Damn. The back-door lock on next door’s cottage was broken. I couldn’t rent it like that. If someone broke in, I would never forgive myself.

      I had bought the darn lock weeks ago and kept meaning to do it but had forgotten. I would pop in tomorrow morning and replace the old one before she moved in.

      Yep. A new tenant, a new lock, and most likely a clean bill of sexual health.

      What could possibly go wrong?
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      Autumn

      

      I adored the cottage from the first moment I saw it and did not want to spend another night in the motel. The motel owner had found out I was a doctor, and I could see a long list of ailments that were looming. I wanted to help but needed to relax when I finished work at the end of a day.

      In the long run, it would save me money to move. The place was vacant, and I had a key, so I might as well take advantage of the fact. The real estate agent had not specifically said no, he hadn’t said yes either to moving in early. I would deal with the problem if it came up.

      I had teared up when I arrived at the cottage. It was silly and sentimental, but I thought it was calling to me. Coming to the other side of the world had made me go daft. It had a picket fence and a beautiful garden full of what I assumed were Australian native plants mixed with roses and lavender. One of the plants had little white flowers on it and smelled like honey as I brushed past. I wasn’t much of a gardener but could appreciate the time and effort that had gone into the place.

      It had whitewashed walls, and some of the roses were trailing around the window. It could be on an advert for the Blue Mountains it was so quaint. I hoped it had heating and cooling because I had been told the area experienced extreme seasons. The thick walls would help though.

      Inside the furniture was modern and functional. The kitchen looked as if it had been made by a craftsman and with love, and I admired the granite worktop. I was not much of a cook but could appreciate a great workspace when I saw one.

      There were two bedrooms and one bathroom, which was plenty as I didn’t intend on having many visitors. The shower was in the bath which was a pain. It meant I would have to struggle to get in and out. Oh well. Beggars can’t be choosers. And I was not exactly roughing it here, but I was paying a great price, which meant I could do other things like travel. Maybe I would get to see the Great Barrier Reef.

      I walked around the cottage again trying to take in the atmosphere of the place. It was peaceful and I needed that. I ran my fingers along the mantlepiece. It was made of a beautiful piece of wood with intricate knots and a little bird had been carved into each end. Whoever made it was a real craftsman. I stopped for a moment and took a deep breath. I shut my eyes and let out a big sigh. This was going to be good.

      It would be dark soon, and I needed to get back to work. I was lucky I only had my suitcase to move. My trunk with my other items would not be arriving for weeks yet, but I would cope.

      Later, I sat on the couch and sipped my hot chocolate as my body relaxed for the first time in months. I had found my safe haven. No ex-husbands, no stalkers, and for now, I would forget about the spiders and snakes lurking around the place. I needed to talk to someone so I Facetimed Grant.

      He came online and beamed at me with his handsome smile as usual. His strength and happiness had kept me going on more than one occasion over the years. I needed to do this on my own this time though.

      “Hi, Grant. I had to call you. I’ve found this fantastic cottage. I’ll send pictures—I even have kangaroos out the back. I had a laughing kookaburra but haven’t seen a koala yet.”

      “Out the back. You sound like an Aussie already.” He laughed. “I knew it was the right thing for you to do. If I tell Hudson, he will want to come over tomorrow. So, how is the job going?” Grant asked as Charlotte walked by behind him and waved.

      “Hi, Autumn.”

      “Hi, Charlotte. It’s great, and not too stressful. I think this is going to be just what I need.” I wanted to say something but hesitated for a moment. “I wanted you to know I am so thankful that you believed in me when I was at the bottom. You helped me find my way back up again. I couldn’t have done this without you.”

      Grant wagged a finger at me. “You don’t have to thank me. I always feel I should have done more. I do know you can do anything. Listen, I don’t have much time to chat as I have to get to work. We are short on staff, and I have to cover for one of the other surgeons. Let’s talk again soon and I’ll let you know when we can visit. In the meantime, send lots of pictures but no snakes or giant spiders.”
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      I got ready for bed and made sure I had my crutches close by. I didn’t want to get up for a wee in the night and end up face-planting on the floor.

      I slept like a log on the comfy queen-size bed. It was amazing for me as I never slept through the night. Well, not since the accident and the stalking. I tried to control the anxiety, but it was always there, lurking in the background. I expected every little noise to be someone trying to break in. I did remember hearing a door shut late last night and a dog barking, but it was probably my neighbor coming home. From what the agent had said, the guy who owns this cottage was living next door and renovating that one too. I would pop around after work and say hello. It was always a good idea to be friendly. You never knew when you might want a cup of sugar or a bottle of wine.

      But right now, I was running late and needed a shower before I headed to the practice.

      I placed a chair from the kitchen next to the bath. I always used my crutches to move first thing in the morning. It was easier to pop my prosthesis on after I had showered. It was next to the bath along with my clothes. One thing I found was that I had learned to be methodical since the accident. It would take a while to work things out in this new space, but I would get there. I would have my little routines.

      I stood and wobbled as I pulled back the shower curtain and reached across to turn on the taps. It was my firm belief that everyone in the world hated shower curtains with a vengeance. I could not be the only one. They always stuck to your body and should be banned from all existence. I would also get a non-slip mat to go in the bath. Dear God, I seemed like some old grandma, but I had to be sensible. Back in my flat in London, I could get in and out of the shower with no problem. I hated the idea of having to kit out a house with special needs equipment, but it did make life easier. It was silly as I told patients to do it all the time but would not admit I needed it myself.

      I sat on the chair and put my good leg over the rim of the bath. It was one of the pretty old ones with claw feet. It looked dramatic and suited the surroundings but wasn’t the most practical for me. I pulled myself across so I could stand and balance on one foot. This was good. I was adaptable and could make this work. I could do anything. Had Grant not said that last night?

      The water pounded against my skin, helping my muscles relax. This was a new beginning, and I would wash away all the tension, along with the bad memories. At least there was good water pressure here.

      “Bugger.” I dropped the soap and leaned down to grab it.

      Then everything happened so fast—I was flying backward as my leg slipped forward. A scream left my lips though no one would hear it. I instinctively grabbed onto the shower curtain as I fell. It slowed my fall for a bit. I cringed and bit my lip as I watched each clip at the top of the curtain pop off one after another.

      “No!” The last one pinged across the room as I scrambled to hold on to anything.

      My butt hit first, and I screamed as the pain jolted up my back and through my body.

      Before I could think straight, the door to the bathroom swung open.

      I screamed.
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      My alarm went off. Shit. I had left the curtains open, and the light was streaming in right on my face. I squinted and was tempted to turn over and go back to sleep.

      That was what happened when you had a beer too many and fell asleep as soon as your head hit the pillow. I had a busy day of jobs ahead and needed to get next door sorted before I headed off. Lazing around here was not an option, no matter how much I wanted it to be.

      I let Bluey out the back to do his business. I needed to clear up his little bombs later before he stank out the neighborhood or my new neighbor complained.

      It didn’t take too long, and both my dog and I were fed and watered. Now I had something in my gut and painkillers on board I was feeling better already.

      I headed to the other cottage and opened the door. I assumed I would need to give Dereck my spare key later. I would give him a call. I glanced around, I had done a good job with this place and hoped the Doctor Blake liked it. Maybe I would come around with some chocolates and say hi, later.

      I walked through the cottage to the rear. I loved these big old timber doors, but the lock was old and rusted. I got to work on removing the lock which came out way too easily. It definitely needed replacing and would have been too easy for someone to break in. My drill powered away until I had made a hole big enough for the replacement. I put the drill down. Damn it, there was water running somewhere. It didn’t sound like a trickle either.

      Shit. That was all I needed. A new tenant and a water leak. Or worse, the whole place flooded after all my hard work. If I didn’t find the darn thing now, the place could be wreaked by the time she moved in. My cell phone pinged. I didn’t have time to check it now. I had a leak to fix and had better do it faster than a cut snake.

      I opened the cupboard doors, but the kitchen sink seemed okay so that only left the bathroom. As I walked down the hallway, someone screamed. What the hell? There was someone in the house and from the sound of that scream, they were in trouble.
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      Autumn

      I never screamed at anything. Well, spiders, but everyone did that.

      Where the hell did this guy come from?

      That face. I knew that face. Oh hell. It was one of Doctor Wilson’s patients from yesterday. The guy, Ryan, who had requested a sexual health checkup. Dear God, I was mortified. Here I was, naked in the bath with only a shower curtain giving me any modesty as it clung to me like a second skin. I would rather have been on my own and struggled for an hour to get out than face this. They said pride came before a fall—mine was coming after.

      “What are you doing here? I’m naked. Get out. Get out,” I shrieked.

      “It’s obvious to anyone with half a brain you need help. Plus, you saw me naked yesterday, so I say we’re quits,” he said as he stood next to the bath.

      “Don’t look at me,” I yelled.

      He immediately closed his eyes but still offered his hand to help me out of the bath while he laughed.

      Could this be any more embarrassing?

      He shook his head. “Seriously, Doctor Blake. I think I’m going to feel more of you with this braille technique I’m using than if I open my eyes and help.”

      “Okay, you can open them, but be quick.” I wanted to curl up and hide in a corner. “It’s not the same anyway. I saw you in a medical capacity. I’m naked in my bathtub,” I said as I clutched the flimsy see-through shower curtain. It did nothing to help hide my modesty. It might be covered in butterflies but was essentially see-through.

      He turned off the water, grabbed a towel from the rack, and covered me. For that one action, I would forgive him almost anything.

      I still was not happy he was here though.

      Since the divorce, I had not let anyone see me without my clothes on. Heck, I did not even like looking at myself in the mirror.

      Damn it, but I needed him at this moment. Ryan pulled the shower curtain away as I grabbed the towel. “You’re taking it off me,” I squealed.

      “I’m doing the best I can. You did a good job wrapping yourself up like a Christmas present. All you need is some tinsel and a star on top.” He chuckled.

      “Very funny.”

      “Put an arm around my neck and lift your butt so I can maneuver the curtain out.”

      I placed one arm around his neck while I kept the towel covering my breasts with the other. The curtain fell free, but I could feel the cold air on my ass. I could feel my face going red at the same time.

      He smelled good now I was close. That sort of all-male smell mixed with a fruity aftershave. Johnathan’s aftershave had always been so overpowering. Why the hell was I thinking that now? I might be naked in a bathroom with this guy, but there was certainly nothing romantic about this situation. He was still smirking, and I couldn’t blame him given my ridiculous circumstances. I wriggled as best as I could to help him but was probably making the situation worse. As parts of me kept getting revealed.

      I had noticed Ryan’s good looks yesterday, but now I noticed the muscles on his arms. How could I not when they were right before my eyes?

      My rescuer scooped me up, and as he turned around, the reflection in the mirror above the sink showed the towel covering only half of my body, with my backside on display in full glory. He grinned as he peeked in the mirror. My face was bright red as I expected and not from the heat in the bathroom. Why couldn’t the mirror be steamed up?

      Ryan placed me on the chair next to the bath. As he did so, he kicked my prosthetic foot across the room so it hit the toilet with a clang. He picked it up and placed it next to me.

      “Oops, I’m sorry,” he said awkwardly as he stared at me wide-eyed, clearly trying to hold back a laugh.

      I ached all over and would have bruises coming out everywhere in the next few days, including a bump on my head. That aside, the look on his face made me crack up. He was like a naughty boy who had been caught with his hand in the candy jar. I started to laugh, just a chuckle at first, but then I could not stop. Ryan joined in, and the two of us were almost crying with hysterics.

      I took in big gulps of air and held my tummy. It had been a long time since I had laughed like this and it was as if a pressure had been released.

      When we stopped, Ryan straightened up and the moment was gone.

      “I’ll wait outside. I was fixing the back door, by the way. I didn’t break in. Now, try and stay upright. Deal?” he said, giving me the thumbs up which looked so corny and yet somewhat adorable at the same time.

      “Deal. And thank you.”

      He shut the door. I tried to take in what had just happened. The fall in the bath I understood. It was the laughter. It seemed silly, but my whole body seemed lighter. All I had needed to perk myself up was to fall over in a bath and have some gorgeous stranger come and rescue my naked butt.

      That aside, it was time to get dressed and go out and face him. There was no point in pretending he had not seen my boobs, my pussy, and my amputation. In some weird way this might be the start of a good friendship. I mean, after all, I had seen him naked as well, even if only in a medical capacity.

      I dried off, put on my prosthesis, and got dressed. I could see a lump the size of an egg coming out on my forehead. At least I had not blacked out so I would be okay.

      I took a deep breath and went to face the music. I found Ryan working on the back door. He stopped and turned his charming smile on me, but not before I managed to get a look at his taut butt in his workman pants. He probably had women falling all over him. Oh well, I could look anyway.

      Ryan peered down at my leg. “Sorry about the foot thing. I didn’t break it, did I?”

      “No, you didn’t. Can I make you a coffee, and then you can explain why you are in my house?”

      “Love one. I own it.” He smirked. “That’s why I’m here. So, essentially, you’re in my house. I live next door and I’m doing renovations.” He waved a screwdriver in the air. “To make some cash to pay for it, I’m renting this one out. The agent told me you weren’t moving in until tonight even though I had signed the agreement. So, I came to fix the lock.” He picked his cell phone up from the counter. “I just checked my phone, and he had sent me a message saying you were moving in sooner. I didn’t see it. I’m really sorry.”

      There was something refreshing about Ryan. There was no pretense, and he had a ‘what you see is what you get’ air about him. What I could see was extremely hot and handsome.

      His medical notes stated he was thirty but still had a boyish charm about him. I was the same age and felt twenty years older. It was not just the responsibility of the job. It was me. My spontaneity had gone out the window a long time ago. If I was going to make the most of this year away, I should attempt to get it back. I just wasn’t sure where to start. I handed him a mug of coffee.

      “I should be mad, but if you weren’t here, I would still be lying in the bottom of the tub, and I could have knocked myself out. I only just moved here and don’t know anyone, so it’s nice to know I have someone who can watch my back.”

      “Or butt, boobs, and anything else you have on display.” He winked at me.

      I shook my head at him for bringing up the scene in the bathroom.

      “Thanks for pointing that out. If I wasn’t so professional, I’d be calling you back to the surgery for a six-week course of painful injections and rectal examinations.”

      He put his hands up in the air. “You win. I’ll play nice. I hate needles and definitely not the rectal thing. Look, I think you and I have started off on the wrong foot. Sorry.” He burst out laughing again as he glanced down at my leg.

      “That’s not funny. Has anyone ever said you have a sick sense of humor?” I could not help but laugh with him though.

      “All the time. So, what I was trying to say is . . . can I make it up to you for invading your privacy? Even if the scene is indelibly printed on my brain—especially the boob bit and maybe the butt too. Let me take you out to dinner.”

      I bit my lower lip. I shouldn’t. Should I? But then, he was not officially my patient, and it was just dinner. “I’d like that very much. Not having to get pots and pans out sounds good to me.”

      “So, the incredible kitchen I’ve built will go to waste?” Ryan shook his head and pulled a sad face. “I’ve finished here for now. I’ll grab my tools and pick you up at seven. Thanks for the coffee.”

      Then he was gone.

      I had only known him since yesterday, and yet, the place seemed empty without him in it. There was something larger than life about Ryan. Well, he had to be at least six feet with wavy brown hair and hazel eyes. Yes, I noticed a lot about my hot neighbor.

      No. I was being silly and probably a bit homesick and should just concentrate on my job.

      As I drove to the surgery, I could not keep the smile off my face. Grant would crack up when he heard what had happened. He would be the only person I would ever tell. I should have sworn Ryan to secrecy as well. The bottom line was this guy made me laugh and smile, and it had been a long time since anyone had done that.

      When I arrived at work, there was a long list of appointments. My day would go fast, and I could lose myself in my job. When all else failed in my life, work always grounded me.
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      As I drove home, I considered what to wear. I should have checked with Ryan where he was taking me. It might be to the local fast-food joint for all I knew. He didn’t come over like a five-star cordon bleu type of guy, but I could be wrong. I was smiling like a silly schoolgirl. It was a thank-you dinner, not a date. Just because he had seen me naked did not mean he fancied me.

      Did I fancy him? Hell, yes. Who wouldn’t? The guy was hot with big guns. I chuckled to myself.

      I turned the car into the driveway and peeked across at the other cottage. Ryan stood at the gate and waved to me. He was not alone. A tall leggy blonde stood next to him. She was wearing shorts, and I sighed as I stared at her perfect legs. The girl leaned forward and kissed Ryan on the cheek.

      Well, that answered my question. It was definitely not a date. His date was just leaving. Ryan had probably told her he was taking the boring doctor from next door out for dinner. The two of them had probably laughed over the bath experience. What did I expect?

      Get over yourself. Get out of the car, go inside, and get ready.

      I could put my professional face on. It was a mask I was used to wearing.
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      I wanted to impress Autumn, which was weird for me. I usually just hankered after the sex and never had a problem finding someone as eager as I was. I sure as hell liked the idea of Autumn being eager but considered the chances of that were rare. She was a doctor, and I was just good with my hands at making stuff. She saved lives.

      Tonight would be something special, and I hoped she would appreciate the evening I had planned. Maybe it would convince her to have a second date. Her body was beautiful, even if I had only seen it for a brief moment. I knew I wanted more if I could get past her steely exterior. She had laughed as much as me, though I got the impression she was usually more serious. I liked seeing her laugh.

      I had been more worried about her taking off her fake foot and throwing it at me this morning. I probably deserved it for cracking up at her misfortune. Of course, I could run and she would never be able to chase me. I could not see that getting me in her good books or her bed, either.

      I knocked on her door and hoped she would not be dressed too fancy. Both times I had seen her, she had been wearing flat shoes. Could you wear heels with a fake foot? I wasn’t sure and had no intention of asking. I put on my best smile. It was not hard as I was excited to see her again.

      Autumn answered the door, but there was no smile.

      Uh-oh. What had I done now?

      She was wearing pants and a pretty red top. It dipped between her breasts, showing cleavage. From the moment in the bathroom, I was aware she had decent-sized boobs, and her butt was not too shabby either. I mean, you could not blame a bloke for looking.

      I had better raise my eyes back up before she said something.

      “Hi there, Autumn. You look lovely.”

      “Thank you,” she replied abruptly.

      “Well, let’s go. I’ve booked us in at the local carvery, then I have a surprise for you.”

      “That’s very kind of you, but I don’t like surprises,” Autumn replied as she followed me down the garden path to the white picket fence.

      “Trust me, you’ll like this one. It will bring out the kid in you.”

      Autumn raised an eyebrow as she stared at me and shook her head. Her bun was gone, and her hair flowed around her shoulders. I wanted to run my fingers through it.

      “It’s no good looking at me like that—I’m not going to tell you where we’re going. Now how was your day?”

      “I can’t say. It would be unprofessional.”

      Grumpy voice.

      “That’s reassuring to know you haven’t been discussing my nether regions with the neighbors.”

      “I hope you haven’t been chatting with anyone about this morning either.”

      Okay, so was that why she was so tetchy?

      “Let’s see, who did I tell about your butt and boobs? Well, to start off with, Dorothy across the road. She is great if you want something spread around the neighborhood fast. Then I popped into the local bakers. The customers all gathered ‘round to listen. Some felt sorry for you but most just cracked up.” I chuckled. “Then my mate’s sister popped in. Wanted to chat about the surprise workshop I’m building for her hubby. Seems even she was more interested in your backside than the work I’m doing for her.”

      I glanced across and could see a smirk forming as the corners of Autumn’s mouth started to curl. Boy, this woman had a tough exterior but that was okay. I had a whole load of hammers I could chip away at her with. My charm, my good looks, my amazing skills in the sack. I would say my great cock as well, but she had already seen that—but not when it was in action.

      “Okay. I get it. Touché. I did notice a leggy blonde at your place when I got home from work.”

      “She is leggy, isn’t she? But completely off-limits.” I opened my pickup door for her to get in. “She is mad for her husband who is in the army. He’s over six-foot and built like a super robot. She wants to surprise him when he gets back with a workshop. They have an old garage I’m doing up for her.”

      I liked the fact the lovely Autumn had noticed me talking to someone else. There was hope for me yet.

      I pulled up outside the carvery and rushed around to open the door for her. She shook her head.

      “Don’t tell me my effort at being chivalrous is wasted. I’ll look around for muddy puddles to carry you over. After all, I wouldn’t want your fake foot to get wet and rusty.”

      “You know I’ve killed people for saying less.”

      “And I’m sure the police are still looking for the bodies.” I offered my elbow, and she slipped her arm through it. I would get her to soften if it was the last thing I did.

      The place was busy as usual, but we found a table near the back. It would be around town anyway that I had taken the new doctor out to dinner. The waitress came and took our order. I hoped Autumn  was not vegetarian.

      “You’ve seen my medical history so you know all about me, but I thought we could chat and get to know each other as we are neighbors. Dereck, the real estate agent said you wanted the place for six months to a year.” She smiled, so hopefully this was safe territory.

      “I have the job for six months and can possibly extend it. Then I could try somewhere else in Australia or just travel. Sometimes in life you need a break and a change of pace. I lived in London and it can be a bit mad at times. This seemed like a great opportunity.” She sipped on her wine.

      “I’ve never been overseas. Kept saying I would but never got around to it. Done most of Australia, though. So, what do you have planned while you are here?”

      “I haven’t decided yet. I like to schedule things, but not this time. I just needed to get away.” Autumn went quiet as our food arrived.

      Did she think she had said too much? It didn’t seem that bad a question, but she had clammed up again. Everyone runs away from something. Hell, I had.

      I chatted on about the cottages and what I intended to do to them. I wanted her to be comfortable around me, and it was an easy topic that did not require much response.

      “I’m building a new pantry and kitchen for a client. Cabinet making is a part of the job I like, along with making garden furniture. I love using recycled wood I collect when doing renovations. I’ve sold a few pieces but need a bigger workshop.” I took a drink of my wine. “Working on chairs and other pieces of furniture is my downtime. My latest work of art is a wooden archway with a swinging seat. Sorry, I’m probably boring you to death with this.”

      “No, you’re not. I understand having a passion. It’s the way I feel about medicine. Did you carve the birds on the mantelpiece?”

      “Yes. They are blue wrens and pretty little things. You might see some around the garden sometime.” She smiled, and I felt so proud of myself. “By the way, the food is great but I assume this isn’t the surprise.”

      “Nope. Why don’t you like surprises anyway? Sorry, again. You don’t have to answer that.”

      “You know, you’re very nosey for someone who has only just met me. Okay. I came home sick one day from work and found my husband having sex with someone. Go figure, I haven’t liked surprises ever since.” She smirked and raised a glass.

      I almost choked on my food. That would teach me for asking questions. Me and my big mouth. Maybe she thought as we had seen each other naked, she could come out and say stuff like that. I wondered if that was why she was here—to get away from her ex. Was she still married? There was no ring on her finger. I liked sex but not with someone else’s woman.

      “Fuck. That would kill me for surprises too. I don’t have many morals, but cheating is shit as far as I’m concerned. Not together anymore, I assume?”

      “Nosey again, but no. The divorce came through, and he’s now engaged to someone else and currently living on an estate in the Scottish Highlands,” Autumn said with venom in her voice and then took a large gulp of wine. There was still some pain there, and I was not surprised.

      “He’s roughing it, then.”

      Autumn laughed.

      Her ex-husband had been a dickhead. I didn’t know how she had lost her foot, but it was obvious she had been through a rough time. Being cheated on as well was the pits. Since Autumn knew about my active sex life, she probably thought I was talking a crock of shit.

      “I was pretty much like you until recently, Ryan. I’d never traveled much. Did the Channel Tunnel thing to Paris for a weekend but that was it,” Autumn said. “Spent way too much money on clothes and shoes.”

      I refilled our glasses with wine. “Paris sounds pretty out there to me.” I considered I had been boring so far in comparison. “The craziest thing I did was up in Queensland. Went white-water rafting down the Tully River. The rapids were insane, and the guide on our boat told us that when he shouted ‘hold on to your tits’ it meant a big rapid was coming. I held onto my tits a lot. Of course, if you had been there, I could have held onto yours.”

      She did that raised-eyebrow-and-pursed-lips look again. On anyone else it would have been disapproving, but on her, it was damn sexy. She could reprimand me any time she wanted.

      “Just because we’ve seen a lot of each other’s bodies does not give you any entitlement to my breasts.”

      “Okay, but just because some other fool didn’t appreciate them doesn’t mean I can’t.” I smiled, and Autumn went bright red, and the blush went in blotches down her neck. It was adorable, and I intended to make her blush more. The crap her ex-husband had given her meant she deserved some wonderful surprises. I set myself the task of delivering them, and if I was lucky, I might do so in and out of the bedroom.

      “I think we need to get this discussion back onto a more respectable topic. So, tell me about how you ended up in the Blue Mountains. You said you came from Melbourne, didn’t you?”

      “Funny you should ask. It’s a bit like you and why I hate cheats. Found out my fiancée was pregnant with someone else’s kid. Kick in the pants for me, so to speak. I couldn’t stay around and watch the two of them together so I got out.” There were other reasons, but she didn’t need to know the shit about my family.

      “Well, you chose a beautiful place to come to. It has an energy about it that is almost calming.” She took in a deep breath and sighed, then looked up and smiled. “Let’s not talk about our pasts. I hope to travel a bit while I’m here, so what do you recommend?”

      I would have loved to get the subject back on her breasts but would take the hint for now.

      “You should start with Sydney. You could see a show or go to the Opera House. It’s showy, but the harbor is amazing, and you could climb the bridge.”

      “You did notice I have only one foot?” She shook her head and chuckled.

      “People do it all the time. If you struggle, I could chuck you on my back.”

      “That is never going to happen, but I will set it as a goal to do before I go back to the UK. Deal?” She put her hand out to shake on it.

      I shook her hand. “Deal. In the meantime, you should see more of the local sights. How are you with heights?”

      “I’m awful.”

      “Great, then I can see some torture coming up.”

      “I could just say no?”

      “You won’t. I recognize another stubborn person when I see one. You hate it when something beats you.”

      Autumn stared into her wine glass.

      Oops. I had obviously hit a sore spot. Me and my big mouth again.

      She eventually glanced up. “You’re right. There’s no point in going to the other side of the world and just working. I could do that back in London. I’ll take you up on your offer of seeing the local sights, but I reserve the right to say ‘no way in hell’ if anything is too much.”

      “Fine. I’ll cancel the bungee jump then. Not sure the band would fit on just one foot.” She burst out laughing so at least I hadn’t overstepped the mark. “I think it’s time we go to your surprise if you’ve finished.”

      “I hope I’m not going to regret this,” Autumn said as she stood.

      “You probably will, but you’ll do it anyway.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            SEVEN

          

        

      

    

    
      Ryan

      I insisted on paying the bill, and we headed back to my pickup. It was dark, and she held onto the door as we turned down an unsealed track and the vehicle shook. There was a light and a farmhouse up ahead, and I could see Autumn still looked perplexed. About ten people of all ages were waiting in a shed where there was tea, coffee, and biscuits.

      Autumn was giving me that piercing gaze again. “What is this? Why are we in a farm shed? As surprises go, it’s a bit odd.”

      “You’ll see.”

      A woman walked in. “Hello, everyone. I’m Maureen, the owner. Once you have finished your drinks, we’ll head off. I’ll walk at the front and my husband, Joe, will be at the back. Stay close and on the track. We don’t want any phones or lights, and once we get there, we will all stay still with the flashlights off, and you’ll see the glowworms.”

      I peered at Autumn, who had a big grin on her face.

      “So, you do like the surprise then.”

      “It’s wonderful. I’ve never seen them. Stay close though, I don’t want to stumble in the dark. Being on unsteady ground can be a nuisance sometimes.”

      I was more than happy with her request. I would have put my arm around her waist, but that was probably being a bit forward. I should have probably thought about walking in the dark with her unsteady leg, but she didn’t seem to mind. I was still glad I had chosen this.

      We followed everyone out of the shed, through a gate, and across a paddock.

      “Don’t worry. If there are any crazy animals, I’ll throw you over my shoulder and run for the gate. You walk in a cow pat though and you clean it up yourself.”

      “I thought you wanted to be chivalrous?”

      “I nearly chuck just cleaning up after Bluey. You doctors are used to smells, aren’t you?”

      “It is a part of the job that’s true. It doesn’t mean I like it.”

      We continued through a thicket of trees and then along beside a rockface. Autumn stumbled and grabbed my arm.

      “You, okay?”

      “Yep.”

      She kept hold of my arm as we marched higher and the path became windier.

      Eventually, Maureen stopped. “I’ll turn off my flashlight, and if you all look to the rocks and let your eyes acclimatize, you’ll be able to see them.”

      Autumn stood so close I could smell her perfume. It was floral but light and reminded me of the jasmine climber I had on the side of my cottage. When you brushed against it, the smell would waft over you. I wanted to brush against her.

      Autumn gripped my arm tighter. “Look, I think I can see some.” She pointed in front of us. There were oohs and ahhs coming from all around as people started to see the twinkling lights before us.

      I didn’t think I was soppy, but there was something magical about the whole thing, even if it was just nature. All you could hear was a rustle of leaves in the trees. The smell of the eucalypts danced in the breeze, and the tiny bugs looked like Christmas fairy lights. It was as if everyone was sharing a special moment together.

      After about thirty minutes, Maureen and her husband turned their flashlights back on, and we headed down the hill to the shed. Autumn held onto my arm all the way, and I enjoyed every moment of it. I was sure once we got to the bottom she would let go.

      We thanked the couple and got in the pickup.

      “Thank you, Ryan. That was fantastic and something I would never have dreamed of doing.”

      “So, am I forgiven for bursting into the bathroom now?”

      “I think you are. Do you know, Maureen was saying the bugs get caught in spider webs and they still glow? Their glow attracts others to the web and they get caught too. I thought it was sad. But then I hate flies and spiders eat flies.”

      She was changing the subject from the bathroom and nudity, then. Pity.

      “I’ve never been bothered by spiders, so you can always come and knock on my front door if you find one in the bathtub.”

      “That is very gallant of you, but I’ll keep a large can of bug spray in the kitchen too.”

      I pulled up outside the cottages. Bluey was barking at the sound of the pickup.

      “Do you want to come in for a hot chocolate?” Autumn asked. “I’d offer you a nightcap, but I don’t have anything. I should have picked up something duty-free when I came over but didn’t think of it.” She was rambling.

      Was she nervous about asking me in?

      “I’d love one. I’ll just let my dog, Bluey, out for a pee and then be right there.”
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        * * *

      

      I stood by my back door. Damn, the dog was taking a long time to do his business. I would go around the yard in the morning and make sure I cleaned up everything Bluey would have left.

      Once Bluey was back inside, I headed back next door.

      It was only hot chocolate, but we were having fun with each other. I thought her stiff when I had first met her but could now see she wasn’t and wanted to find out more.

      I sat on the other end of the couch as she brought over the mugs of hot chocolate. She had even popped some marshmallows on the top. She had my heart already.

      “Marshmallows. Now I know you are the perfect woman.”

      “Just drink. I was thinking about what you said earlier about traveling. I want to go to Queensland and see the Great Barrier Reef. I can’t dive but could go out in one of those glass-bottom boats.” Autumn sipped on her hot chocolate.

      “There’s a town I stayed at long ago. It’s called Airlie Beach. I think you’d like it and you can get boat trips out to the reef. It’s a bit bohemian.” I was keen on the idea of her being more adventurous. It would mean we could do things together. “I don’t know, one evening with the glow worms and you want to take on the world.”

      “I wouldn’t go that far. I’m not a brave person when it comes to most things. I hate going on rides at theme parks unless they are extremely sedate and no thrill at all. I will have a go at the bridge climb though. I have some friends possibly coming over in a few months and could do it then.”

      “Well, as long as Doc Wilson doesn’t find something horrible on my tests, I’d like to go on the adventure with you.”

      “I think that would be great, but I will be the slow one at the back.”

      “That’s okay. I don’t mind coming up the rear.” Shit, now I had that image in my head and it was a good one. Her butt in the mirror had looked gorgeous.

      Autumn shook her head and laughed. “I can’t believe you just said that. No. I take that back. After knowing you a short while, I’m not surprised at all.” She placed her empty mug on the coffee table. “On that note, I think it’s time for bed for me. I have an early start and a busy day.”

      “Me too. I’ll be over the road at Dorothy’s. My waistline will be twice the size by tomorrow night from all the cakes she gives me.” I finished my drink, stood, and followed Autumn. Darn it but I wished I could stay.

      “She seems a sweet lady. I had a few words with her yesterday.” Autumn undid the latch on the door and turned, almost bumping into me. There was that perfume again. The corridor was narrow, and I could bend in and kiss her without much effort. I didn’t. For the first time in my life, I was not going to rush things. When I got a kiss from the lovely Autumn, I wanted it to be more than a peck on the cheek.

      Instead, I edged past her, walked down the path, and waved back.

      “Goodnight, Ryan.”

      “Goodnight, Autumn.” For now, I would go home and lie in bed thinking about all the ways I could make her happy with surprises that would stimulate as well as excite.

      I drifted off to sleep contemplating a hot dream with the doctor where she could use her bandages to tie me to the bed. I would need a long cold shower in the morning.
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        * * *

      

      My cell phone was ringing. I must have fallen asleep. It was still dark and only phone calls you didn’t want to get came at this time of night. It was my brother’s number. Damn.

      “What’s up, Jake?” My stomach turned as I asked the question, dreading the answer.

      “It’s Mom. She called me earlier—said she didn’t feel well. By the time I got there, she was burning up. I rang the ambulance and they’ve taken her to hospital.”

      “It’s her kidneys again, isn’t it?”

      “Seems that way.”

      “I’ll drive down overnight and see you tomorrow.”
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      Autumn

      

      I was settling into life in Katoomba. My job filled my days, and my evenings were spent working on a paper I would present at a conference in Sydney. Okay, so I had not seen much beyond the town, but that would come. One day I would go on a bushwalk as they called it here. I would have said a hike back in England. I still wanted to go to Sydney too. It was only a couple of hours’ drive, but I didn’t want to leave my little cocoon that I had here in the Blue Mountains.

      There was one thing, or rather, one person I was missing. My next-door neighbor, Ryan. He’d sent a message saying he would be away in Melbourne because of a family emergency. I hated to admit dependence on someone, but he had made me smile. I had looked forward to seeing him when I got home. Poor guy would think I was being a pest.

      I hoped everything was okay with his family but didn’t want to intrude. It was the doctor in me. The two of us might have had a close moment in the bathroom, but I didn’t know much about him apart from the fact he was hot and useful around the house. I needed to stop daydreaming and get back to work.

      My next patient was waiting. Even after just a couple of weeks here, a few older patients were working their way into my heart. I tried to stay analytical, but sometimes they’d say things that made me melt. My neighbor Mrs. Jenkins was coming today.

      I walked out to the waiting room and called her name. Dorothy got up and strode over with a bounce in her step. She was eighty years old but was still sprightly. I hoped to have just as much pep when I got older.

      Dorothy sat across from me and grinned. She didn’t appear sick, but as a doctor, I knew sometimes that looks could be deceiving.

      “Hello, Dorothy. I’ve seen you across the street, tending to your garden. I’m Autumn Blake, and I’m here to replace Doctor Farley for the year, while she is on maternity leave. How can I help you today?”

      “I want to have you look at my hands. I’m struggling a bit with my garden. I don’t like to complain as I know other eighty-year-olds who can’t do much. It’s just that I struggle opening jars and bottles as well. I made scones the other day for Ryan, and I couldn’t open the strawberry jam.”

      I had watched my neighbor sing as she worked on the flowers in her garden. It made me smile and my heart ache. I was getting soppy. I could see how not getting the jam open would have been a calamity.

      I took Dorothy’s right hand and ran my fingers over the skin which was dry but unbroken. The finger joints were swollen and hot. The symptoms pointed to arthritis. As a doctor, I was amazed she had not asked for pain relief before. Her fingers were so inflamed that she struggled to straighten them out.

      “You’ll need to have an X-ray to exclude rheumatoid arthritis, but in the meantime, I’m going to recommend you get some hand therapy. I will prescribe anti-inflammatory drugs, and you can use some heat on your joints. Come back and see me next week and we can discuss a long-term action plan once we get the results of your X-rays.”

      Dorothy pursed her lips. “I hate taking tablets, but I will if it means I can stay in my garden.” She placed her hands back in her lap. “I’ve always loved the cottage you are living in. Ryan did a good job with the garden. I helped a bit too with choosing plants. You know what? You should come and have a cup of tea and cake with me.”

      “That would be lovely.”

      “I noticed Ryan has been away again. It’s probably his mother. She’s been sick, poor lady.”

      “I’ve only just met him but I’m sure he will be back soon.” I felt uncomfortable talking about my neighbor who had been my patient, even if only once. If he wanted to tell me about his family he would in his own good time.

      “Well, I should let you get on with your work. I’ll see you for a cup of tea later.”

      “Um, okay.” I saw Dorothy back out to reception. I could tell she was a woman who did not take no for an answer.
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        * * *

      

      That was how I found myself eating cake at five o’clock that evening on the balcony at the front of Dorothy’s house. I had been on my way into my cottage and ready to put my legs up when I heard the call from across the road. The cake was good—homemade carrot cake with lemon icing and a big dollop of cream on top. I could feel it adding inches to my waist with each mouthful. The house was beautiful as well, both inside and out.

      “So how long are you here for and what are you running away from?”

      I choked on a mouthful of cake.

      Dorothy jumped up—active for one of her age—and smacked me on the back. “My son always ate his food too fast. I got used to giving him a whack on the back.”

      The hit worked, and I was able to inhale a larger breath. I was still in shock from the question. So much for the sweet, old lady across the street. This one had teeth of steel.

      I could get up and walk home because I did not have to answer. Something deep inside told me to take a chance and say something. Heaven knew I could do with a few friends. Dorothy came back with a glass of water for me.

      “I didn’t mean to shock you like that, but as lovely as the Blue Mountains are, I can’t imagine it was the first choice for a woman like you.”

      “So, in answer to your first question, I have a great contract with a possibility to extend. As far as the second one goes, I left an ex-husband, a stalker, and a job that was a lot of hard work and only just okay. I felt something was missing and I really needed a break. Sydney would have been too like London. I needed something completely different.”

      Dorothy laughed, then took my hand. “I had a husband once. Should have gotten rid of him long before I did. Was useless when it came to stimulating a woman in the bedroom. It was all business to him and had to be efficient, but he had money. That was all he ever talked about. The divorce meant I could buy this place, so there can be silver linings.”

      I liked her candor; it was refreshing after dealing with colleagues who hid their true feelings. “I didn’t get much money when we split because I bought him out of his share of the apartment, but I’m glad to be free.” I peered up at the beautiful facade of this house. It had a Victorian feel about it. “You chose well, this house is amazing. I love the stonework and the big wooden front door, and of course, the garden,” I replied as I inhaled the aromas of the flowers around me. There was lavender, rosemary, and roses.

      “Thank you. The interior is beautiful, but the high ceilings make it hard to heat in winter, though the thick walls make it cool in summer. The garden is my haven. I can while away hours here. I even have an Instagram page for my flowers. I have quite a few followers.” Dorothy sighed as she gazed at her garden.

      I loved that Dorothy was up with modern technology.

      “You’ve beat me then. I don’t use social media much. Most doctors don’t.”

      “Was your husband good-looking?  My Roger was. Tall, dark, and handsome. Had all the girls after him and I couldn’t believe he chose me. I believe I was the first one to say no and he swept me off my feet.” Dorothy shook her head and tutted to herself. “Trouble was, the women were still after him when we were married, and it didn’t stop him. Bad marriages happen, but how awful for you being stalked.” Dorothy placed her hand on mine and gave it a squeeze. I was not used to personal contact but didn’t pull away. Her actions came from a good place.

      “Your ex-husband, Roger, must have been distantly related to mine.” I laughed. “I have to admit the stalker was awful, especially as it was someone from work.” I didn’t want to talk about it and shivered when I thought of Kevin. He had been a person with a smiling face that had hidden his mental instability. Dear God, I was glad he was on the other side of the world. I probably should have gotten some counseling, but I didn’t want to rehash it all over again.

      “Well, they are all far away now. So why the Blue Mountains?” Dorothy asked as she poured another cup of tea.

      “It is beautiful and a million miles away from what I was used to. Sydney and Melbourne were too like what I had left. I didn’t want to work in a big hospital so this suited me.”

      “Don’t underestimate this place. There are more goings-on here than you know. What I could tell you—”

      “Please, don’t tell me. The people you mention may come in as my patients tomorrow.”

      She laughed. “My lips are sealed.”

      Ryan’s pickup pulled in across the road. I tried not to notice but caught the wicked smile forming on Dorothy’s face.

      He headed inside. Maybe I could knock on his door later and ask if he would like to pop around for a drink. Then the doctor in me resurfaced. The poor man had dealt with a family trauma and would not want me visiting. Five minutes later he was back out the front of his cottage and heading down the road. He didn’t look our way, and I was not going to attract his attention. I bit my lip and then hoped Dorothy hadn’t noticed my observation.

      No such luck.

      “He has his own demons, as do we all, but as I said, my lips are sealed.”

      “I’ve had enough of demons. I think I am due some angels.”

      “So, what do you want from this year?”

      I sipped on my tea while I thought. Initially, it had just been for a break, but in the last few days since my neighbor had been away, I was feeling different. I wanted more.

      “Sex.” There, I had said it out loud. My vibrator was my best friend, but I wanted to have sex and enjoy waking up in the morning with someone’s arm around me. They did not need to profess love but had better know what to do in the sack. My ex was a pain, but he had been good in bed. Just not always with me. I couldn’t believe I was telling Dorothy this. I hoped her lips were sealed where I was concerned too.

      “I’m the first one to admit I’m nosey, but I was not expecting that. Sex is good. I’m getting on in years but still have a few men after me. Or maybe they’re after the house. It doesn’t matter. Ryan is a fine young man. Stupid sometimes if he drinks too much and gets all giggly, but he is good. You could do worse than having a vacation fling with him.”

      “You mean use him for sex.” Dorothy was surprising me again. I was starting to wonder if she had put something in the tea.

      “I think it might be mutual. I saw the way he looked at you when he had a blonde at the gate the other day. He likes what he sees.”

      “That was a client he was working with. You’re wicked, Dorothy, you do know that?”

      “I am, but that is our secret. At my age, you can get away with it. Think on it. You could do worse.”

      I said my goodbyes and headed home.

      I worked on my medical paper until I got too tired to focus and started to yawn. Then sat with a hot chocolate and my Kindle. I was reading a romance that gave me ideas for new positions. Next time I was naked with Ryan it would not be because I had fallen over in the bath.

      As I sipped my drink, Bluey started to bark. Ryan must be home. I assumed he had gone to the local pub and the best thing would be to go to bed and leave him to his drunken oblivion. As I brushed my teeth, the sound of glass shattering and a loud thump made me jump.

      The vision of him lying dead in a pool of blood in the morning had me rushing for the front door. He might be drunk, but I was a doctor. I had to go.

      His cottage was open, and Bluey ran to meet me as I pushed the door wide. The dog whimpered and stuck close to my leg as I followed him inside. The lights were on, and as expected, Ryan was lying on the floor—not in a puddle of blood, but he had a big, stupid grin on his face. The place looked the same as my cottage but in reverse and without the extra trimmings. There was some furniture—a couch, a chair, no table, and a few containers of old takeout. He obviously didn’t bring many people back here to entertain. I shook my head as I looked at him. He was gorgeous even when hopeless and drunk.

      What looked like the remains of a glass jug and water were spread out on the floor beside him. Bluey kept licking his owner’s face. I was worried the dog would cut his paw open so pulled him aside. Ryan appeared okay for now, so I dragged the dog by the collar to the back door and shooed him outside. Then I headed back to deal with a six-foot tipsy Hulk.

      I did a quick assessment, and Ryan gave the impression he was enjoying the whole situation from the grin on his face.

      “Come on. Let’s get you sitting up and drinking water instead of splashing it around.” I helped him stand and wobble to the couch where he went down with a thump. I went to the kitchen and searched the cupboards until I found a glass, and a dustpan and brush. I handed him the glass of water. “Don’t spill it while I clean up this mess.”

      “You’re sexy when you get mad. Anyone ever told you that? I need to be a naughty boy more often.”

      I raised my eyes as I swept the glass into the dustpan. Ryan might be many things, but he was not a boy. He was all man, naughty or otherwise. Don’t go there. Stay professional. You are dealing with someone who might be hurt.

      I found some newspaper to wrap the broken glass in. Then I refilled Ryan’s glass and put the kettle on to make a sweet, strong black coffee. I added some cold water so I could get it into him and hoped it stayed down. Once it was made, I placed it in front of him and let Bluey back in.

      I sat opposite Ryan, he appeared to be sobering up as his eyes started to focus. He was still grinning though.

      “I can’t find any bumps or cuts so I think you should be all right. Come and see me at the surgery tomorrow if you aren’t okay. If you have dizzy spells or blurred vision. Are you listening to me?”

      “Yes, Doc. There’s nothing wrong with me but come and see you if dizzy. You know I would be happy for you to examine me anytime you want. I need to pee. Can you help me to the dunny?” He gulped down his coffee and went to stand but wobbled. I put my arm around his back and headed him in the direction the bathroom would be. I assumed the dunny was the toilet. He bent his head down, and I could feel his breath on my neck. Damn him, but it felt good.

      “Your hair smells nice . . . you smell nice.”

      It had been a while since anyone had said that and now it was from someone who’d had one beer too many. I stood him next to the toilet. “Do you think you can stand on your own?”

      “I’ll be good. You’ve done more than I deserve.”

      “That is true but don’t fall over again.” I tried to say it with authority, but in truth, he was making me crack up.

      He placed one hand against the wall to steady himself, and I waited outside the door. I gave him five minutes until I heard the tap running. When I went back in, he beckoned for me to come and stand next to him.

      “I’m still a little bit pissed, aren’t I? I need that lovely arm around my waist again.”

      “You need to go to bed.”

      “I never thought you’d ask. Been wanting to get down and dirty with you since we first met. Not sure I’m up to it right now but give me a few minutes.”

      I shook my head again and laughed as I helped him to his bedroom and laid him on the bed. I pulled off his boots and went to the kitchen to find a bowl in case he vomited. Bluey followed me back inside and settled next to the bed.

      Ryan took my hand as I went to turn away. He kissed it.

      “Thanks. Been a bit of a shit time. Nice to come back to a beautiful face. Don’t suppose I can have a goodnight kiss?”

      I raised an eyebrow as he pointed to a spot on his cheek. Against my better judgment, I leaned in and went to give him a peck when he turned his face so I touched his lips with mine. It was like an electric shock of lust, and I jumped back.

      I needed to go before I did something silly like kiss him back or more. “Now, go to sleep. I have work in the morning and don’t want to hear any more smashing of glass or anything else.”

      Ryan was not listening as a little snore left his mouth.

      I patted Bluey on the head and left. Ryan should be fine, even if his head hurt in the morning.

      I settled in my own bed and ran my fingers across my lips. He probably would not remember the kiss but I would. It had been done in a second, but the touch of his warm lips against mine had set something going inside me again—a belief that I could still feel something, even if it was just the physical side of things.

      I could not stop smiling when I thought about what he had said. He thought I was sexy and wanted to get down and dirty.

      I had not worked out yet how I was going to broach the subject of him being my sex friend for the year. I could not bring myself to say ‘fuck buddy’ even if that was what he would be. Somehow, I would make him think it was his idea. I was confident that would not be too hard to do.
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      Ryan

      

      I sat up. My head hurt, and I lay back down. Last night came back with a few images, along with the pain. It had been a long drive back from Melbourne, and I had held off having a drink until I got home. I’d known when I started, I was going to get drunk. It happened every time I went to see Mom and the shit from the past was chucked in my face.

      My mom would try and get me to come back home again. She’d had another funny turn. The doctors had said she was doing well, and my brother lived two doors away. I helped out in a way that was easy for me—money. Though it had been hard with me trying to renovate the cottage next door. I just wanted to stay away.

      I remembered Autumn coming to my rescue last night. There I had been on the floor, my body refusing to cooperate with me due to the amount of beer I had consumed. Her hair had been pulled back, and she had baggy pajamas on, but somehow, she’d managed to make them look sexy. Autumn had stood, hands on hips, staring down at me with what could only be described as a schoolteacher look of disapproval, and all I had been able to do was laugh.

      My head had been full of naughty ideas of what she could do with a cane. If she had wanted to give me homework to discover the best sex positions ever, I would have promised to get an A-plus. She had cleared up the mess and put me to bed. I would have been happy if she had cuddled me as well. Then again, I would not have been capable of anything much. I wanted a night of sex with her and planned on being sober when it happened. In fact, I wanted more than one.

      I had gotten a quick kiss from her and she had jumped back. I hoped I hadn’t stuffed up my chances as I would be after another one. Next time, I would make it last so she would want to come back for more.

      Bluey jumped onto the bed and licked my face.

      “Man, your breath stinks. I need to get you a bone.” He wagged his tail like he understood.

      It was time to get up and do some work. Feeling sorry for myself was not going to cut it. A couple of painkillers would put me right. I would feel a lot worse if Autumn had not shoved water down my throat. Tonight, I would get a bunch of flowers for her on my way home. If that didn’t work, I would get down on my knees and say sorry.

      Her car was gone when I eventually got ready for work.

      Dorothy was out in her garden, tending to her plants as usual. She waved as Bluey barked at her when I drove off.

      The day went by in a blur. I had started on the surprise workshop for Julie’s husband. It was looking good and made me want to do more work on my own place.

      It was five-thirty when I stopped off at the local florist. I grabbed sunflowers in the hope she liked them as I was really putting myself on the line. It would probably be around the town by nightfall. If it got me that second kiss I didn’t care.

      I fed Bluey and headed next door. I was hungry but wanted to see Autumn more.

      Dorothy was sitting on her front porch and would see the bouquet and no doubt interrogate me later.

      Autumn answered the door in her smart work clothes of pants and a blouse. The top had tiny pearl buttons, and I could see my big hands struggling to undo them. Why was it that every time I looked at Autumn, I thought about undressing her?

      She was staring at the flowers and smiling. So far so good.

      It might do for me to take my eyes off her chest for a minute and say something. “I wanted to say thanks for last night.”

      “You didn’t have to, but that being said, I do love sunflowers. They always make me happy.”

      “I think I would have been a lot worse for wear this morning if you’d not helped.”

      “You were a bit of a mess. Do you want to come in for a coffee or are you about to eat? I was just heating something up for myself.”

      “I would love a coffee,” I followed her inside. “You know, I’m actually not a bad cook when I have time. It comes down to being lazy.” I sat at the kitchen table as she pressed down the coffee.

      “I have a lasagna I picked up and I’m doing some salad if you want to eat with me?”

      I was not going to turn that down. It looked like the flowers were working their magic. She placed the coffee on the counter, and I put two sugars in and gave it a stir.

      “And I was thinking you were sweet enough,” she teased.

      “You think I’m sweet, despite last night? Now I’m touched.”

      “Don’t let your head get too swollen. I just heard from Dorothy yesterday that you do a lot to help her and some of the elderly in the community.”

      “I’m hoping they’ll leave me lots in their wills. By the way, you know Dorothy is a gossip. Don’t believe everything she tells you.”

      “I don’t, but I do enjoy her stories and her amazing cake. If I visit much more, I’ll be going home to England twice the size I arrived.”

      I finished my coffee. “I’ll take you up on your offer of food. I’ll pop home, get washed up, and be back in half an hour.”

      Tomorrow was Saturday and I needed to work most of the day to catch up. That aside, I had an idea of how I could get that second kiss. I washed up and headed back next door.

      When I walked in, she was plating the food.

      “I’m tired. Do you mind if we just eat off our laps?” Autumn asked.

      “Your standards are dropping but I think I can cope.”

      Autumn brought over a jug of water.

      I thought asking for a beer probably pushed my luck after the previous night. “This food is great. Lady, you know how to heat a meal.”

      “Trust me, as a doctor-in-training, you only ever get reheated meals or none at all. I remember a friend of mine was so busy she only ate a small bag of peanuts in twenty-four hours. She ended up in surgery with a bowel obstruction.”

      “Hell, that’s rough.” I chomped on lasagna and relished the cheesy sauce. “I have to work tomorrow morning but was wondering if you want to go for a bit of a bushwalk in the afternoon. The scenery around here is incredible, and we can take a little picnic.”

      “That’s really sweet of you. I’ve been thinking all I get to see is this cottage and the surgery. I’ve been writing a paper I’m to present in a few months so I haven’t taken much time to just chill. The trip to the glowworms was the last time I ventured out.”

      I knew just the spot with a secluded lookout to kiss her.
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        * * *

      

      I filled a backpack with some food, wine, and water. It was the one I usually used that had my safety gear in it as well. The weather was good, though it might get cold once the sun went down. We should be back by then, and I hoped I would have an invitation to spend the night with her. I just needed to stay cool and play my cards right.

      Autumn was dressed in jeans and walking boots. Her T-shirt was tight though her jacket was loose. The woman had great tits. I wished she was wearing a low-cut top so I could get another glimpse of them. She settled in the pickup, and we drove off.

      “It’s only a short drive and then about a two-hour round-trip walk. It’s only four, so we should be back before dark.”

      “That sounds great. I haven’t been hiking for a while.”

      “We can start out easy. I’ll have you rock climbing soon.”

      She shook her head at me as she pointed to her false foot.

      “I had some great news today. My friend Grant and some of his family are coming to the conference in Sydney in a few months.”

      “That’s great. You’ll love it.” I could see from the look on her face that these people were important to her.

      “I was wondering if you would come down while I was there, and we could do the bridge climb?”

      “Of course, I will.” I would stay the night as well if I could, but it was the start of an invitation.

      I pulled up and grabbed the backpack out of the pickup.

      The track meandered through a ravine and then up to a lookout. We saw a koala that had a baby on its back and an echidna. Autumn was like an excited little kid and her enthusiasm was infectious. I took too much of the wildlife for granted living here.

      So far, we hadn’t seen any snakes. It was March and autumn, so it was probably too cold for them. I let her walk-in front so she could set the pace plus it meant I got to admire her butt.

      When we got to the lookout, we both sat quietly. I thought I could see tears in her eyes.

      “You, okay?”

      Autumn turned to me and smiled. “It’s beautiful and so vast—the gum trees spreading off into the distance, and the blue haze you read about. Thank you so much for bringing me here. I didn’t realize how much I needed it.”

      “Most people go to the main lookout higher up, but it’s always crowded. I thought you would like this place.”

      This had been a good choice. I opened the backpack and took out the wine and snacks. I wouldn’t drink too much. It didn’t pay to be unsteady on your feet on a bushwalk. I’d sprained my ankle tripping on a tree root in the past.

      “Thanks for sharing this with me. I tended to be a bit of a loner recently back home, so it’s been nice having someone to get me out.”

      “If I had an injury like yours, I probably wouldn’t be doing much either. I think you’re bloody brave coming to the other side of the world. Mad trusting yourself to my navigation skills, but that’s another story.”

      Autumn laughed. “I used to love hiking before the accident. My husband was never interested but I liked the solitude. I could walk for miles and let my mind wander as well as my feet.”

      “It’s good to take time out. I don’t do it enough these days.” She went quiet for a bit.

      “Thanks for not asking about my foot. I had a car accident a few years back. It was a hard time, and I had to learn how to walk again. Trust me, I looked like a waddling duck at times.”

      “I’m sure you had a very attractive waddle.” I gave her a nudge. “As a kid, I used to go out on my bike through the hills around the Dandenongs in Melbourne. My brother and I came off a few times and caused Mom stress.” I hadn’t meant to mention my family mainly because I didn’t want to burden her with it.

      “I hope your mom’s better. Dorothy mentioned she’d been ill. I don’t mean to pry though.”

      “Thanks for asking. She is. Had some kidney issues but the doctors have it sorted. She keeps hoping I’ll go home.” I raised my eyes at the prospect.

      “But you don’t want to because of what happened with your friend? Sorry, I shouldn’t intrude.” Autumn sipped on her wine and her gaze fell to her cheese and crackers.

      “It’s fine. I’m really happy here, and I don’t think things are ever the same when you go back. Moving on changes you.”

      “I hope so.”

      The two of us sat for a while longer until the shadows started to lengthen.

      “We should head off or we’ll be walking in the dark.”

      We started down the track, taking in our surroundings and the sounds of the bush—the birds and cicadas. I was tempted to take her hand.

      A little way along, I put my hand up to stop her.

      There was silence. I had experienced this once before.

      Something was wrong.

      There was a loud crack.

      “Autumn,” I yelled. I reached out and grabbed her, pulling her backward so we fell on the ground. She landed in my lap with my arms wrapped around her. Seconds later, a huge branch landed a few feet in front of us, sending up dirt and stones.

      Autumn screamed as I rolled over so any debris would land on me. The two of us kept our heads down until the dust settled. Birds screeched as they flew away from the devastation. My heart pounded as I realized how close we had come to possibly dying.

      I loved having her in my arms and wanted to kiss and reassure her everything was okay. Instead, I helped her up.

      Autumn’s hands trembled as I held them in mine.

      “When I heard the crack, I guessed something was coming down. Are you okay?”

      “Yes, no. It could have killed us both. That branch is as big as a tree.” Autumn stared at the fallen limb and then at me. “You saved my life.”

      “Just part of the service. I have a side job saving damsels in distress from baths and fallen trees.” I wanted to reassure her even if my own gut was turning over. “Now we need to work out how we can get around it.”

      The bush was thick on either side of us. I backtracked until I found a place where we could get through.

      Half an hour later, I was not so sure. This didn’t seem to be the same track, and it was becoming dark. I decided to stop.

      “Are we lost?” Autumn asked.

      “No, I’m sure this is the way.” I turned the next bend. The rough track ended with a steep fall down a rock face of at least eighteen feet. We were lost and darkness was setting in. I couldn’t risk it. If we went any farther, we might fall off the edge.

      “There was a flat patch a little way back that we can settle in for the night.”

      “You want us to sleep in the bush all night?” Autumn said, wide-eyed. “Can’t we call a ranger or check a map on our phones or something.”

      I got out my phone and so did she. Neither of us had any reception.

      “Nothing. I can’t see any other alternative. It’s too dangerous to keep going.”

      We trudged along in silence. She would be putting on her schoolmarm’s face, and I was going to get a telling-off. I probably deserved it.

      I cleared a patch of grass by a large bolder, took off my jacket, and placed it on the ground. I could hear her giggling behind me. When I turned, she was almost bent over double laughing.

      “I’m not sure what you find funny about our situation? We could be nibbled to death by kangaroos and wombats.”

      “I should have warned you about something before we became intrepid explorers in the Aussie bush, Ryan. Everything I’ve done over the past few years has ended up in some crazy way.”

      Something about her laughter told me she was breaking a little inside. Did she really believe she brought bad luck upon herself? How could someone so strong be so fragile as well?

      “Your chivalrous knight in khaki is here to save the day—or night, rather. Look, I have even lain down my cloak and there wasn’t a muddy puddle in sight.”

      “Thank you, kind sir,” she said and did a fake curtsey.

      I sat, and she settled beside me.

      “Well, let’s check what we have to get through the night.” It was already starting to get dark and soon all we would have were the stars if it was not too cloudy. “We still have the other half of the bottle of wine, and water, chocolate, a bag of lollies, a flashlight, a thermal blanket, and a compass.”

      “A compass. You make a habit of getting lost, do you?”

      “In Australia, most people tend to pack a bag with a few things in it.”

      “I suggest we start with the wine.”

      I didn’t bother with one of the cups but offered her the bottle, and she took a swig. I did the same and stared at the bush around us. The leaves rustled in the breeze and apart from the fact we were lost, all seemed right with the world. I had Autumn beside me.

      “You know, I’ve been trying to work out how I could spend a night with you. I have to admit this was not part of the plan.” I took a gulp of wine before I peeked at her and offered the bottle back. What would her reaction be?

      Autumn took a big mouthful and smirked. What was going through that clever little brain of hers? “I have to say, I’ve been thinking the same.”

      That was the best thing I had heard in days. Problem was, we were on rough ground, and there was no chance of getting sexy now. “I mean, we’ve both seen each other’s goods already. You surprise me, though. You always pull this prim-and-proper look, and yet, there is a naughty little mind under there.”

      “I’m not prim-and-proper. I just like to be professional sometimes.”

      “So, was it that kiss I pinched last night that made you lust after me? I knew you secretly wanted to pash me.”

      Autumn shook her head. “Seeing you drunk was not a turn-on. It was my discussion with Dorothy that did it.”

      Now she had me intrigued. How did my elderly neighbor convince her to have sex with me? “I’m worried. What the hell did she say?”

      “It was more what I said. She was asking me why I came to Australia. I told her I wanted to have some fun while I was here. As you know, I’ve had a tough time in the divorce department. Some of the fun could be sex. She suggested you.”

      “Bloody hell. My eighty-plus-year-old neighbor suggested I should be your fuck buddy. Now I’ve heard it all.” I could not stop laughing.

      Autumn winced. “I never feel comfortable using that term, but yes. I wondered if you would like to have sex with me while I’m here. I don’t have any expectations and only request that you make sure you use protection when you have other partners.”

      Wow. That was a bit clinical but fair enough. She was a doctor, so what did I expect? I had a feeling if I could get close to Autumn, I would not be looking far afield for sex elsewhere. I took another drink of wine, and she finished it off.

      “I accept all terms and conditions and promise to make your time in Australia memorable.” I put out my hand so we could shake on it.

      “Thank you.” Autumn nodded.

      It was getting dark and I turned on the flashlight. “I don’t suppose I could have a kiss now to keep me going?”

      “You mean ‘a pash’ as you called it?” Autumn turned toward me. Her lips opened slightly, and all I desired was to delve in, but would take it slow. I wanted this to last.

      Autumn was watching my every move. I placed my hand against her cheek, and she leaned into it. I ran my thumb along her lower lip. I had noticed how full her lips were the first time I saw her. I had wondered back then what they would be like to properly kiss. Now, I was going to find out. I really hoped I didn’t mess this up.

      Moving closer, I pushed her fringe away with a finger. Then placed kisses across her forehead, tracing them down past her temple, cheek, and to below her ear. Her neck was long and slender, and I loved the feel of her cool skin beneath my lips. I traced a little circle below her earlobe, and she put her arm across my chest. Could she tell how fast my heart was beating? I wanted everything to be perfect.

      I inhaled deeply. Her perfume was delicate and yet potent in what it did to me. She gave a little groan as I nibbled on her ear. Was she wet for me? I was hard for her. It was so darn difficult, but I would take this slow for once in my life. Women like Autumn did not come along very often. She was smart and sexy as all hell and for some reason wanted to have sex with me. I did not want to mess things up. I was happy to be her plaything for as long as she wanted.

      I needed that mouth and moved across her jawline with kisses and then ran my lips back and forth across hers. Autumn’s eyes were closed as her breathing increased. I nibbled her lower lip and then ran the tip of my tongue from side to side.

      When I pressed down, she opened to me, and I entered the smooth silkiness of her mouth. Our kiss was gentle as we both took time to discover each other. We were performing a delicate dance as if the kiss was saying what we wanted. I sought to be closer to her in any way I could. I wondered if she had any idea how beautiful and tempting she was.

      I heard a buzz. Damn, the mosquitoes. I found the roll-on in my pack, and we covered ourselves with repellant. This was not romantic, and I swore to myself to help with any research that reduced mosquitoes in Australia. Once we were covered, I flicked off the flashlight and wrapped my arms around Autumn so her breasts were pressed against my chest.

      I wondered if she would want to continue where we left off. I was so hard my cock filled my trouser front as it throbbed. I threaded my fingers through her hair at the nape of her neck and brought her closer as I fought to take control of her mouth with my kiss. She fought back equally as if I had opened a floodgate. I never wanted this to end. I did not want to talk, I simply wanted to kiss her and be close in any way I could.

      I moved a hand inside her jacket and under her T-shirt so I could cup her breast. Would she push me away?

      She took my hand and moved me closer. She was magnificent. Her nipple hardened and pushed through the fine material of her bra, driving me crazy. I ran my thumb back and forth, making her stiffen even more. I would get my mouth on them when I could. Damn, why was I stuck in the bush at a time like this? I needed more.

      There was a loud screech from the tree nearby and Autumn jumped, ending our kiss and the moment was gone. Something screeched again. Mosquitoes and owls were not my friends right now.

      “Oh my god. What was that?”

      “It’s a bunyip. Just kidding, it’s an owl. They tend to make a racket at night. He probably thinks we should get out of his backyard because we will disturb his supper.”

      Autumn shivered. It was getting cold now the sun had gone down. Funny, I hadn’t noticed while we were kissing. I rummaged through my bag to find the thermal blanket and covered us both in it. We looked like a wrinkly silver Christmas decoration.

      “Of course, getting naked and having skin-on-skin contact would keep us warm. What do you think?” I said.

      “I don’t want to get hypothermia, but I think we’ll keep our clothes on for now.” She laughed and then gasped. “Wow. Look at the stars.”

      The clouds had cleared and the sky was awash with stars. With no lights around us, the Milky Way shone in all its glory. I couldn’t see her face, but she squeezed my hand and cuddled in.

      “That is the Southern Cross constellation up there and I think that bright light is Venus. I believe it’s even better than the glowworms. Don’t you think? Of course, I arranged the cloudless sky especially for us.”

      “It is incredible, but I’m wondering, how are you going to top this?”

      “I don’t think I can, but I do have chocolate.”

      “Chocolate is good,” she said, putting out her hand for some. “By the way, what the heck is a bunyip?”

      “It’s an imaginary Australian creature that lives in rivers, so you are okay, probably.”

      Autumn dug her elbow into my chest.

      The two of us sat there eating chocolate and staring at the night sky. I wasn’t sure how well we would sleep, but for now, things were perfect. I would hold on to this memory.

      “Thanks for this. When life has gone wrong in the past, I didn’t expect any more. Tonight has had a silver lining, just like you said it would.”

      “I hope that means the kiss as well as the stars?”

      “I can safely say I look forward to more when I don’t have sticks poking in my back and birds screeching overhead. Plus, the threat of a bunyip.”

      The two of us settled down for the night as she turned on her side and I cuddled up beside her. Autumn would have noticed the bulge in my pants pressing against her back, but she didn’t move away. Things were turning out well. I could put all thoughts of Melbourne and family issues behind me while I devoted his time to making Autumn happy.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            TEN

          

        

      

    

    
      Autumn

      

      A magpie warbled nearby and then a kookaburra started to cackle. I took a moment to work out where I was as I opened her eyes. Then it all came back. My whole body ached, and I was sure the ground beneath was tunneling into my hip.

      Two things were apparent at the moment. One being the big body of Ryan that was spooning me, and two, he had an erection pushing into my back. I might be uncomfortable, but the idea that I was turning him on made me smile. Then reality kicked in, and he probably needed to pee, just like I did. I wriggled and he hugged me tighter. He was so darn cute. I had not allowed myself many cuddles these past few years. Laying here I realized how much I missed them. I still needed to move though or my bladder would burst.

      “I need to pee, Ryan.”

      “I was just holding onto the moment of feeling your ass pressed against me. It was a great way to wake up.” He kissed the back of my neck.

      “I noticed, plus your erection, which is hard to miss. Now I am going to relieve myself and hope a snake doesn’t bite my bottom when I do.” Darn it but he was just too likeable.

      “The way you say bottom is so English. You even sound so adorable when talking about butts.”

      When I returned, Ryan was up with the backpack on and the water bottle in his hand. There was a buzzing noise that sounded like a chain saw coming from a distance.

      “Have a drink of this and we can be on our way. I think the local forestry guys may have found the fallen branch blocking the path. We can head toward the sound and hopefully get out of here without falling off a cliff.”

      “I think that sounds like a great idea.”

      We walked along, and I thought of reaching out and taking his hand. We had been physically close last night, but that was to do with sex. To hold his hand casually would mean something else and I didn’t want to go there. Fun was what I required. The last thing I needed was a relationship. My track record was terrible, and it would be simpler this way.

      After about half an hour of walking through the bush and climbing over logs, we found the fallen tree branch and the men working on cutting it up. Their faces were a picture when they saw us coming out of nowhere. They put down their chainsaws and shook their heads.

      “Where the hell did you two come from?” the first guy said.

      “We were bushwalking last night when the tree came down. Slept under the stars,” Ryan said.

      The smell of eucalyptus was strong. I closed my eyes and breathed in. It was beautiful and soothing despite the noise when the guys started up their chainsaws again. I saw them wink at Ryan like he’d been clever enough to get a tree to drop its branch and almost kill us.

      We arrived back at the parking lot. A part of me was sad now we were back with humanity again. It had been fun to just be the two of us under the stars, and then there was that kiss. My life had been missing something, and that kiss was just what the doctor ordered. The real world had seemed a million miles away last night.

      Ryan stopped on the way home at a local café. He bought us coffee and a bacon and egg roll, and it was the best thing I had eaten in months.

      “I could give you a kiss right here on the main street of Katoomba just for this.” I sipped the coffee and sighed. Then I gobbled down the roll with relish. As we drove back to the cottages, I wasn’t sure what to say about the next step in our arrangement. Maybe I would google how to deal with a fuck buddy when I got home.

      Ryan smiled and glanced across at me.

      “Penny for your thoughts. You look a bit worried. Not taking back the offer you made last night, are you?”

      “No. I was just wondering where we go from here. Do I call you when I’m randy or shall we set up certain days of the week you can come around?”

      “Whoa. You really are looking at this as me servicing you, aren’t you?” He laughed.

      “I’m sorry. I’ve never done this kind of thing before. I’m not sure of the etiquette.” I was doing this all wrong.

      “I don’t think there is any. I can assure you of one thing for sure. I’ll always be randy where you are concerned. Look, you can let me know when you want me to come around by putting a shell from the collection on your front porch in my letterbox.”

      “I think it should be reciprocal, and you should put a pebble from your front path in mine. Of course, we could just text.” I laughed. “That said, the secret messages in the letterbox are charming.”

      “You know Dorothy will be watching and work us out. I swear, the birds in the garden talk to her about everyone’s goings-on. She’s like Doctor Doolittle.” Ryan pulled up outside the cottages, and sure enough, Dorothy was out front and waved. I could not keep the grin off my face.

      “Well, I was thinking I might have a bath to ease my aches and pains,” I said as I stretched.

      “Can I join you?” Ryan said. “I mean, I was hoping that was what you were going to say next. I can give a good massage and help you relax after sleeping on the hard ground. It’s all for medicinal purposes.”

      “Yeah, right. Look, to be honest, I’d like that. Give me twenty minutes and come over. I’ll leave the back door open. That way Dorothy won’t see you.”

      The big smile on his face made me excited about what was to come.
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        * * *

      

      I ran the bath and filled it with bubbles. The aroma of mangoes filled the room. Now the moment had arrived, I was nervous about him seeing me nude again. Yes, I had fallen in the bath, and he had helped me out, but this was different. At least the bubbles would hide my foot or lack thereof. In this setting, I could feel normal and sexy and complete for a while.

      I left the latch off the door and hoped no one else decided to come into the house. Knowing my luck, Dorothy would want a cup of sugar.

      I could not believe I was going to do this. This being, have casual sex with someone. Okay, breathe, people do this all the time. In the past, I had always thought about finding “the one”. Well, that hadn’t worked out too well. Jonathan had been my one, and everyone else’s one too. I still wondered why he had ever asked me to marry him.

      I had come to the conclusion there was no such thing as love. It was just chemical reactions in the body to certain stimuli. Sexual attraction and lust were things that could be tested, but the mythical thing called love—how could you prove it existed? I had done my own experiments and they had all failed.

      The trouble was, I had seen the way Grant gazed at Charlotte when we were in London, and it made me accept love was real. He had been the world’s most cynical doctor and friend. I had watched as a succession of females had visited his bedroom when we had shared an apartment. He got his rocks off, but in the morning when they left, he still looked empty. He had filled it with work. Grant was alive for the first time in his life with Charlotte. I loved her just for that alone. The fact she was a gorgeous person just added to my adoration.

      Love was just for other people—not me. Ryan was an amazing kisser and if he was as good at everything else, I would have a fabulous time with him. No love was required. Just lots of fun that brought a smile to my face. I deserved it.

      I had messed up at love when my body had been normal, and now, I couldn’t see a future with someone. I was a doctor and could lecture my patients on the fact that what was on the outside was not important. That who you were as a person was the main thing. I just got a pain in my chest when I thought of my missing foot. Even with my body hidden under the bubbles, my disability would still be there in the room. I needed a chair beside the bath and my prosthesis on the floor.

      Stuff it. If he couldn’t cope then he could get lost. No matter how sexy he was.

      I laid back and hoped Ryan would not kick my prosthesis across the room like last time. He was such a big klutz. I remembered him drunk and giggling. He was so adorable as well. I could not see how this was going to end well. For now, I would settle in the bubbles and wait. The water was hot, and I was just drifting off to sleep when I heard the back door close. My heart thumped in my chest at the thought of this sexy man getting naked with me and making me scream with pleasure. I was certainly up for that.

      He knocked on the door. That was quaint. I could tell him to go away. I wouldn’t. I wanted him in a way I had not wanted a man for a long time.

      “Come on in. The water’s fine,” I called out and was amazed at my own ability to sound calm. I had a feeling keeping the tone light was the only way I could go through with it.

      Then he was there—tall, handsome, and eager, I hoped.

      He stood next to the bath and stared at me in the bath from head to toe as if he was trying to use X-ray vision to see what lay beneath the suds. I bit my lower lip. The look of lust in his eyes made me decidedly hot between the legs and it had nothing to do with the water temperature.

      “I promise you’re not going to regret this. You’ll never want to bathe on your own again,” Ryan said.

      That sounded wonderful just to be wanted.

      He bent down, took off his boots, and pulled his T-shirt over his head. I had seen the bottom half of his chest when I examined him, but now, his muscles were displayed in all their glory. No wonder he had picked me up out of the bath so easily. Ryan’s arms were huge from working the wood. His chest was powerful with a fine smattering of hair that led in a trail to the waistband of his jeans.

      I bit my bottom lip as I stared at the bulge in his jeans. The poor guy would be cutting his circulation off soon if he didn’t get undressed. I would not be a good practitioner if I did not relieve his stress. That was what I was telling myself.

      He grinned as he flicked the button on his jeans and undid the zip. “Like what you see so far?”

      “I’m definitely appreciating the view, but I want to see more before I make a decision.” My neighborly handyman could be a stripper on stage right now.

      “I obey your every wish.”

      I had never had a man say anything remotely like that before. It was wonderful to have this be so freeing and just about the sex. I didn’t have to worry about second-guessing his intentions. From his erection, it was clear what they were. I let out a long breath.

      Ryan pushed his jeans and briefs down over his hips to the floor. I had seen him naked before but not erect. His physique was beautiful with a six-pack and the perfect V-shape leading my gaze down. He was impressive, and I clenched a bit inside at the thought of sex with him. Like most men, he didn’t seem at all embarrassed about being naked.

      “Sit forward, and I’ll jump in behind you. I promised you a massage and I like to keep my promises.”

      I was so uptight about this, and he just seemed to brush it off and be relaxed. I needed that. I shuffled a bit. Ryan settled in and the water rose but luckily did not spill over the edge. I leaned slightly forward as he pulled my hair to the side. His firm hands started kneading away at the base of my neck and slowly worked their way down my spine. It hurt sometimes as he pressed with his thumbs, but it was a good pain. There were years of stress trapped in my shoulders and I could not see how he would be able to get rid of it that quickly.

      “I think I’m going to have to do a lot of this. You’re like concrete back here.”

      It was not a very flattering description but probably an accurate one. “I am happy to take you up on as many massages as you want to give. I’ll have to think of something I can do for you in return.”

      “Trust me, there are lots of things you can do for me. All of them involve sex and all the different positions I can come up with.”

      “I think I am getting the better end of the deal here.” I liked everything he was saying.

      Ryan’s hands went to the bottom of my spine and his thumbs worked their magic.

      “That is so good.”

      “It’s all that wobbling on one leg. It can’t be good for your back.”

      No one ever brought up my deformity. Well, apart from Grant. Ryan casually dropped it in the conversation as if it meant nothing. I liked him for that. For so long, I had avoided the subject. “You really don’t care about my foot or lack thereof, do you?” I said as I glanced back at him.

      He shook his head. “I think you have so many gorgeous parts to your body, I’m not going to worry about the bit that’s not there.”

      What a great way to put it.

      “Thank you. That means more than you can know.” He hugged me and said nothing for a while and my world was perfect.

      “Lean back so I can find some other body parts to explore.”

      I couldn’t help the giggle that escaped me. This guy made me happy. I could feel his erection pressing into my lower back and my mind was working overtime as I imagined what it would feel like to have him inside me. I laid my head on his chest, and he bent down so he could kiss my neck. Last night he had done those little swirls with his tongue, and he was doing it again just below my ear. I might be in hot water, but it sent a shiver of delight through me.

      His arms were so big and strong, and they wrapped around me with ease. It was as if he was holding me close in an embrace against the world and its worries. I was enjoying every moment of it. He pulled me toward him a bit more so my breasts were uncovered by the water.

      “Now that’s what I wanted to see. The bubbles were hiding these beauties.”

      His large hands gently cupped my breasts as he ran his thumbs back and forth across my nipples. I gazed down to see the pink buds standing to attention. I had never known them to be so sensitive. As he continued to kiss my neck, he caressed my breasts. My core ached more with each movement. I was not a person who did impromptu things like deciding to have sex with my neighbor, but so far, I liked where this new me was heading.

      “Tell me what you want me to do,” he whispered in my ear in that deep, sexy Australian accent.

      “Lower.” It was the only word I could say, and even then, it only came out in a breathy whisper.

      Ryan didn’t need to be told twice and immediately followed my directions. His right hand slipped below the water and followed the curves of my body to my pussy. I let my legs fall apart so they rested against his. When he touched my most sensitive areas I gasped.

      “Let me know exactly how you like it? All I want to do is pleasure you.”

      To be with a man who wanted to make me fulfilled turned me on more than his touch did. I had a feeling Ryan could become an addiction I would not want to give up. If that was the case, I would make the most of him as often as I could.

      He filled me with his fingers as he flicked my clitoris. Moving back and forth inside me as I rocked against his hand. My eyes closed enjoying every moment. I could forget the world and everything that had happened when he touched me. His fingers moved as his lips kissed my neck sending tingles through me. I wanted this feeling to go on forever, but the sensations were building until I could not hold back any longer. I gripped his legs and groaned as my orgasm spread through my body.

      “That’s it, Autumn. Come for me. Let me hear you enjoy it.” Slowly, he moved his fingers inside me as I throbbed around them.

      I eventually calmed and laid my head back against his chest. I wanted to say, “thank you,” but it didn’t seem enough. He was chipping away at my reserve, and I needed to stop myself from saying more than I should. It had been so long since someone had taken the time to care about what I wanted it was almost overwhelming. I could feel tears threatening to fall. Like the laughter, Ryan brought out my emotions I kept hidden.

      Eventually, he moved his hands and embraced me in a hug that made me almost want to purr. How weird would that be?

      “I think I could get used to that,” I said and shivered. The water was now only lukewarm even if our bodies had been at boiling point.

      “I think it’s time we get out and I take you to bed, or I’ll be living with a boner all afternoon.”

      I leaned forward and he jumped out, dried off, and wrapped a towel around himself. I pulled the plug and took a deep breath. He would see my stump again on my left leg. It was just easier to get out when there was no water so I would just have to be brave and suck it up. I grabbed the edges of the bath and lifted myself forward onto one knee, my butt on full display. I would normally struggle to get over the side and sit on the chair. That was when I was on my own. Today I had an audience and wanted to close my eyes rather than look at him.

      This time I didn’t need to struggle as Ryan scooped me up and sat me on the towel on the chair. “I think I’ll put some handrails in to help you, though it was nice to get the peek at your ass,” he said, pecking me on the cheek then drying himself off. “I’m sorry I didn’t put a separate shower in now, the room’s big enough for one. I might see my plumber mate, Steve, about it. I see you’ve bought a new shower curtain as well. I need to give you money for that.”

      “There’s no need for a new shower other than this one, but I wouldn’t mind the handrails.” I wrapped the bath sheet around myself and dried off. It meant so much to me that he thought about what I needed.

      Yelping and barking sounded from next door. It had to be Bluey, and it didn’t sound good.

      “Okay, come here, lovely lady.” Ryan carried me to the bedroom and laid me on the bed. “I’ll chuck my jeans on and go check him out. He likes to chase and attack the snakes. Costs me a bloody fortune at the vet.”

      “Could you bring back my prosthesis or my crutches?” There was no way I wanted to be left here if he was stuck with his dog.

      He came back, kissed me on the lips, and headed off. Bluey was such a sweetie of a dog, I hoped he would be all right. I grabbed my bathrobe and wrapped it around myself. My phone pinged with a text from Ryan.

      Ryan: Bluey has a snake bite and I’m taking him to the vet’s.

      Autumn: I’ll see you out front.

      I grabbed my crutches and headed for the front door. Ryan was walking toward his pickup with his dog in his arms. Bluey didn’t look as if he was moving, and my heart ached.

      “Oh my god, Ryan. Is he still breathing? Can I do anything?” I was a doctor but felt useless.

      “I called the vet’s and they know I am on the way. If they can get an antivenom in him I hope he’ll be okay. He is a silly bugger, but I love him. I’ll call you and let you know what’s happening.”

      “Are you sure you don’t want me to come?”

      “It’s all good. I’ll call.”

      And then he was gone. I went back inside and didn’t know what to do.  I wanted to be there for both of them, but they were where they needed to be right now.

      I went into the bedroom and sat on the edge of the bed but didn’t want to sleep. My body was too keyed up, and my mind was working overtime about Bluey. I had not known the dog long, but I didn’t want him to be in pain or worse. No, I would not accept that outcome.

      I dressed and went back to the lounge room. I read for a bit and then did some more study on my research project and presentation. Normally, I could lose myself in my work but not today. All I could think of was a sick dog and his lovely owner. I kept checking my phone but there was no news.

      I needed to talk to someone about the decision I had made about Ryan, so I talked to the only person I really trusted.

      I Face Timed Grant. He replied and looked relaxed in a T-shirt and sweats. I missed my friend even if I was nervous about what I was going to tell him.

      “I’m going to have to get you a giant world clock. You always call at crazy times. The kids never seem to get the idea of sleeping at the right time either. That aside, how are you going?” Grant asked.

      I could not hold it in any longer.

      “I am good. Incredible actually, even though today has been a bit crazy. I’ve met someone, Grant. He’s my neighbor, and I might be getting close to him. But today his dog got bitten by a snake, and I think I don’t know what to think.” I was always so calm and calculated, and now I was just waffling on.

      Grant would realize how big an issue this was. I didn’t trust easily. It wasn’t necessary, but I felt as if I required his approval.

      “Yes.” He fist-pumped the air. “I knew Australia would be good for you. You know, sometimes you have to take that chance and do something you never thought you would. Look what happened to me. If I hadn’t gone to the States, I would never have met Char. So, tell me about him and his dog.”

      “He is tall, handsome, and kind and owns the cottage I am staying in. His dog is so sweet but looked flat when he took him to the vet’s. I feel so bad. I can’t stop thinking about him, but then I think about his dog. You know me, I hate seeing anyone or anything in pain. He was here with me when it happened.”

      “I’m sure the vet will do a good job, and don’t feel guilty because for the first time in a long time you are actually doing something for you. I think whatever happens with his dog you will be there for him. Trust me, sometimes adversity can make you closer.” Grant gave me a thumbs up. “By the way, we will definitely be visiting in July. I hope we get to meet him.”

      “I hope so too. You’ll have to play nice, though. I don’t want you to scare him off.”

      “I promise to be good. I’ll send you the dates for our trip. Don’t hate me, but Ginny is staying with Char’s mom. We thought the flight would be too much.”

      I pouted. “I understand. I’ll just have to come and see you one day instead.”

      The two of us chatted on about the upcoming conference and then I started to yawn.

      “Let me know what happened with the dog, and its owner.”

      “I will, I hope it is with good news all around.”

      The chat ended with Grant, and I glanced to the door. Still no sign of Ryan. I glanced at my phone and there was no message. I hoped that meant Bluey was still alive. I thought about calling but didn’t want to interrupt them if they were working on the dog. I would distract myself with study again.

      Three more hours and I was done. I went back to the bedroom for a snooze. There were still no messages from Ryan. Poor Bluey. If I didn’t hear anything soon, I would call him no matter what.
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      I stretched. It was dark, and I needed to orientate myself. I was in my bedroom in the cottage. I reached out and there was no one sharing the bed with me. A smile came to my face as I remembered the bath earlier. Then I remembered Bluey and my stomach turned over. Was he all right? It would break my heart if the dog died. I had never owned an animal but would have liked a cat or a dog. It was always impossible in my London flat with the hours I had worked though.

      I flicked on the bedside lamp and sat on the edge of the bed. The clock said it was eight. I had slept for hours. I could only put it down to the lack of sleep from the previous night and the tension and worry about Bluey.

      I grabbed my crutches and headed outside. Ryan’s pickup was there. I knocked on the door, hoping to hear the familiar bark of Bluey, but there was silence. That rat was gnawing in my stomach again with worry.

      The door opened. Ryan flung his arms out wide, and I hugged him, expecting the worst. “What happened?”

      “He’s alive. I just got back from the vet’s. I was going to come ‘round in a minute.”

      I let out a breath, relieved that scallywag of a dog had survived. Whatever happened now, we would cope. I followed Ryan into the main room of the cottage and sat down.

      “I need a drink. You want one?” he asked.

      I nodded as he poured us two brandies. From dealing with patients over the years, I could tell he needed to talk. Sometimes a doctor’s job is just to listen. I was here as his friend as well.

      “The little perisher had a dead snake in his mouth when I got back, so at least I knew what type it was. It helps so they can be more specific and know how he will react. When he started to shiver, I had to act quick. The bite was on his front leg so the fact I had strapped it up and chucked him in the pickup real quick helped.” He took a gulp of brandy. “They gave him antivenom and a drip. The vet said because it wasn’t a deep bite it wasn’t so bad. He was still pretty out of it when I left, but they hope he’ll survive. He had better—he’s my best mate. That probably sounds silly, but it’s true.”

      “No, it doesn’t. I’ve only known him a short while, and he’s wormed his way into my heart.” I smiled at Ryan, wanting to reduce his concern. “I would have liked a pet growing up, but Mom and Dad said no. Trust me, I didn’t have the sort of parents you could convince otherwise.”

      I sipped on my drink. The amber liquid burned the back of my throat as it went down.

      “I had a pet caterpillar and was devastated when it disappeared. I never did find the butterfly it became. I also found a mouse once, and snails and bugs of all descriptions. Mom got rid of them. Threw them in the bin or on the compost heap.” I thought back to my childhood and my parents. They had not been terrible. They had just wanted things the way they liked them to be, despite having a child. I sometimes wondered if my mother had gotten pregnant to have a new experience. It also explained why I had a nanny when I was small. At least I had pleased them no end when I became a doctor.

      It wouldn’t solve anything to be negative about them now. I had my life and they had theirs. Ryan and Bluey were what was important.

      “So, can you pick him up tomorrow? And how do we stop him from doing it again? He is a bit of a wild creature—a bit like his owner.”

      “Glad you noticed. The whole date thing didn’t really go as planned, did it? Even if it started out well.”

      “I don’t care as long as Bluey is okay. We can catch up later from where we left off. What breed is he, by the way, apart from part crazy?” I wanted to know more about Ryan, and if he was talking, he wasn’t worrying so much. “Did you always have a pet?”

      “He’s a breed called a Blue Heeler, but probably has a few other genes in there as well. I got him from the pound when I first came to the Blue Mountains.” He stood and took the picture off the bookcase of himself and Bluey out walking in the bush. “I think I was five when Mom turned up at Christmas with a puppy. My brother is two years older than me, and he grabbed Sookie for his own. She stayed by his side all the time. I was so jealous and always wanted one too. Mom said I hadn’t been good enough, which was probably true.” He ran his hands through his hair. “I was never her favorite anyway, but that was okay with me. To be honest, it wasn’t a fun household and I could be a little shit. It got me in trouble sometimes.”

      There were obviously issues in both our pasts. Did I want to go deeper? The doctor in me said yes, always wanting to help, but I was afraid. Fuck it. I needed to learn to trust again. Maybe the brandy was talking, but I needed to say something.

      “Bluey’s going to be okay. I’ve decided in my infinite wisdom as a doctor, it should be so. Also, I have cried a lot in my life, and I don’t want to cry anymore. So that silly mutt is going to make it, right?”

      “I concur. And when he is better, I will get back to the job at hand. I promised laughter and sex for you in Australia, and I will get around to giving you both.”

      “I look forward to the laughter and sex.” My stomach clenched with nerves as I stared at Ryan, imagining his body on mine. “I’m going to say this really fast so I don’t stop myself. I just want to feel with you. I want to fuck like crazy and have fun and not think too much, which I have a habit of doing. It’s the doctor in me who likes to analyze everything. Sorry, that all sounded a bit basic. I promise to help with doggy care too.” My heart was thumping.

      “You said you want to have lots of sex with me so I think it sounded bloody great. I just need to get my animal to cooperate so we can have time together.” He hugged me and I held on tight.

      His phone rang and we came apart. He gazed down.

      “It’s the vet.” He listened as his face went ashen. “I’ll be right there.” Ryan put his glass down and grabbed his keys. “He’s taken a turn for the worse. Not sure he’s going to make it. I need to go.”

      “Do you want me to come with you this time?”

      “No, it’s fine. I’ll keep you posted I promise.”

      “I’ll lock up here and make some food. You can drop by and eat it when you get back.” I followed him out to the pickup and waved goodbye. I felt so helpless and wanted to support him but there was nothing more I could do.

      I went home, made some pasta, and put a portion aside for Ryan. As I ate my food, I flicked through the channels on the television. There was nothing of interest showing and I put an old movie on. I needed to watch something to distract me or I would be in tears. Ryan sent me a text.

      

      Ryan: Seems Bluey is a tough cookie and is pulling through. I might die from the vet bill though.

      Autumn: I told you he would be okay. I won’t have it any other way. I can help out with the bill.

      Ryan: I can’t take money from you. It will be fine.

      Autumn: Let’s say it could be payment for services rendered.

      Ryan: Now I sound like your kept man. It’s all good. I can always chuck the tenant out of the cottage next door and sell the place. Heard she’s bringing the tone of the neighborhood down anyway. Shacking up with some lowlife.

      Autumn: You don’t want to believe everything Dorothy says. I hear he has some good points; you just have to dig deep to find them.

      Ryan: I should be back in an hour or so.

      Autumn: There’s food for you here when you get back.

      Ryan: Thanks, see you soon.

      

      The movie finished and I yawned. I was worried about Bluey, but I also wanted Ryan to share the bed with me. I wanted to wake up in the morning for the first time in years with someone’s arms around me. No, not just anyone, I wanted Ryan. I wanted to be there for him. I needed to control my feelings though or I would be a blubbering mess flying home to London.

      Keep it businesslike, I told myself.

      In truth, I think it was too late for that. My neighbor and his dog had wheedled their way into my heart.
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      Ryan

      

      I breathed a sigh of relief when at long last the vet said Bluey was safe. It had broken my heart when I arrived back at the surgery to see my dog shaking, and then worse still when he had lain still, almost lifeless. I hadn’t realized how much the little mutt had gotten under my skin over the years. I sat there, just patting his fur. I had to hold back tears when Bluey looked at me with such sad eyes. How could an animal work its way into your heart so deeply? He depended on me, and I would not let him down.

      I sat with him for the next two hours. I didn’t want to leave in case the perisher died when I wasn’t there. I would never forgive myself.

      Autumn kept me smiling with her messages. She said she was watching an old movie and was telling me jokes to cheer me up. They were really bad jokes. Like the sort you get in Christmas bonbons. I had thought her smart and sexy from the first minute I saw her. Now I could see the warmth she had in her heart too. I still thought she was completely out of my league. At least I could have fun with her.

      I was good with my hands but also knew I wasn’t the smartest guy around. I was a tradesperson, not an academic like her. If being her sex partner for the year was the way I could get close to her, I would go with that. I had a feeling I was going to miss her like hell when she was gone. The likelihood was she would meet someone else. Someone as good-looking and as clever as her was not going to stay single forever. I didn’t really have much to offer anyway, apart from the sex.

      This time when Bluey woke up, he licked my hand and seemed perkier. I figured I could risk going home now. I sent a text to Autumn to say I was on my way back but there was no reply. I guessed she had gone to bed. What with being out in the bush overnight and then the stress of today I was not surprised.

      I had a key she had given me and let myself into Autumn’s cottage. I walked through to the kitchen and found a note on the table.

      

      Pasta in the microwave.

      Hope Bluey is okay.

      Happy to snuggle up later.

      

      I was famished and ate the food quickly. When I walked into the bedroom, she still had the bedside light on but was fast asleep. I stood there for a moment. She really was beautiful. I could not understand how her husband hadn’t realized what he had. I undressed but left my boxers on. I gently moved the covers back and slid in beside her. I would be cold against her warm skin so I slowly moved across and spooned her. My arm draped around her waist so I could pull her to me. Her hair was spread out on the pillow next to me, and I closed my eyes and breathed in her scent. I wanted it imprinted on my brain so I would recognize it whenever she was near. I had it bad.

      Autumn turned her head to me. “You’re back. Is he okay?” she said sleepily, rubbing her eyes.

      “Yep, he’s good.”

      “I’m so glad, Ryan.” She yawned and snuggled into me.

      What I would give to wake up in this position every day. Sure, I wanted the sex, but I also wanted to talk to her, be with her. My life was not so lonely with her around. At the moment, I shared a bedroom with a furry animal. That said, I didn’t like the idea of Bluey watching my sexual antics with Autumn. My dog would be relegated to the kitchen. I shut my eyes, exhausted from the last two days and the time with my mother before that. There would be more discussions in the future about me going back to my childhood home, but for now, I would delay it as much as possible.
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      I checked my phone and there was no message from the vet. I would take that as good news. Autumn’s butt pressed against me, and I could not keep the smile off my face. The room was in semi-darkness, and I eased myself out and pulled the curtains so I would be able to see her body in all its glory. I did not want to miss a thing.

      Settling into bed, I cuddled into her warm body. I pulled back her hair and kissed her neck. “Good morning, beautiful.”

      Autumn stretched her arms and glanced at me. “I could get used to waking up to compliments like that. Although if you slept here more often, I would also have a permanent dent in my back.”

      I planned on giving her a lot more compliments and another orgasm. This time I would be inside her when she screamed her release. Autumn rolled onto her back so I could read what was written on her cute nightdress. It was like an oversized T-shirt and said, Sweet Dreams Lie Inside. I planned on finding out.

      “This needs to go.”

      I helped her sit up and pulled it off. When she lay back down, the cool air in the room made her nipples erect. I wanted my mouth on them but would try to take it slow even if it was going to kill me. She was biting her lower lip. I loved that she was still shy, even after our time in the bath and everything else.

      I leaned on my elbow and bent forward so I could kiss her cheeks, her chin, and then that incredible mouth of hers again. Her lips were so soft as I rubbed mine back and forth over them. She tilted her chin so her mouth was closer to mine, and her lips opened with an invitation to enter. My tongue delved into the velvety softness of her mouth. I could get lost here, our tongues doing a magnetic dance where they were constantly pulled together. Time lost all meaning as our mouths were all that existed.

      I needed more.

      I trailed my kisses across to her jawline and down her neck. Her skin was so smooth, and I wanted to lick every bit of it. I moved my body on top of her so I could settle between her legs. For now, I would keep my boxers on or be tempted to forgo the foreplay. “I need to get in the best position to admire these beauties. I like a good butt but have always been a tits man and yours are perfect. Firm. And the way your nipples bud up? It’s like they are asking me to suck them hard.”

      “I won’t stop you.”

      “I was hoping you would say that.” I licked a line with the tip of my tongue from her shoulder to her right nipple then closed my mouth around the bud and sucked. I didn’t think my cock could get any harder, but it jerked. The connection between what my mouth was doing and my nether regions was complete. My other hand cupped her left breast, and then I rolled that nipple between my thumb and forefinger so it would form a taut bud.

      Autumn ran her fingers through my hair as I sucked, which caused a tickling sensation that heightened what I was doing even more. My tongue swirled around her nipple, and I pulled it into my mouth before biting gently. The reaction was immediate as she thrust her hips up against my chest, grinding her pussy onto my body.

      I moved my position so I could give her other breast equal attention. When I glanced at Autumn, her head was pushed back into the pillow, and her eyes were half-closed. I wanted this woman to be addicted to my touch. Maybe then, she would stay forever.

      I would be happy to stay here for hours, worshiping her breasts, but I needed to have more. I wanted to go lower—I wanted to make her come with my mouth and my fingers. Then it would be my turn to be totally enclosed by her warmth until I exploded.

      I kissed down the side of her waist and across to her navel. I dipped my tongue in and she giggled. I moved on the bed, so my legs were literally dangling off the end. I didn’t care. I would do anything to get closer to her pussy. I moved my hand from her side so I could run my fingers back and forth across her core. She was so wet, and it turned me on like hell.

      My cell phone started to ring.

      “Fuck.” This wasn’t the time and maybe I should have put it on silent, but I was worried the vet might want to contact me. Autumn sat up.

      “It might be about Bluey. I would never forgive myself if we were doing this and he passed away and you weren’t there.”

      I moved up the bed and checked the phone. It was the vet, as expected. I answered as Autumn sat up and pulled the covers back over her body. I couldn’t help the sigh that left me at the missed opportunity.

      I chatted to the vet, and it seemed Bluey would be fine. My rascal of a dog had bounced back, and I could pick him up. When I got off the phone, I wanted to continue with Autumn but the moment had passed. One day I would get there and the wait would be worth it. It just seemed like falling trees and crazy dogs were getting in my way.

      Autumn was pulling on her top. She looked at me and took my hand. “I know it would be nice to keep going, but I want to be only thinking of you and what you are doing to me when we go the whole way. I don’t want thoughts of a sick dog on my mind. I struggle as a doctor with thoughts of sick patients enough as it is. Now, I don’t need to go to work today so I can come along too.”

      “I guess you’re right, but I can tell you this—that dog owes us big time.”

      “I’ll get dressed and get some coffee going, and we can go and get him.”

      An hour later, we pulled up at the vet’s and picked up Bluey. He sat across the front seat with his head on Autumn’s lap for the ride home. The poor mutt looked like he had lost some weight and was feeling a bit sad for himself, but on the whole, he seemed okay.

      Back at my place, Autumn sat out the back on the swing seat with Bluey on a blanket next to her. As long as she kept scratching his head, he was not going anywhere. Well, maybe for a pee or a drink.

      “The vet has given me special food that will be easier on his body to digest. This dog is getting top-notch treatment. Me, I’m down eight hundred dollars from my bank account. They talked about keeping him a bit longer but said he would be okay as long as I keep an eye on him. I also had to phone my client for today and tell them what happened, and I would see them tomorrow.”

      I started to clean up the backyard so there weren’t so many obvious places for the snakes to hide. I gave Autumn a pair of gloves and she got stuck in as well. I should have done it before now, but there was always work to do. The gardens for the cottages were small so it wouldn’t take too long.

      I cleared away the brambles and old wooden stumps. Then I chopped back the creeper that had overgrown the shed. The place looked bigger. I couldn’t stop the snakes from coming in, but at least now they did not have so many nooks and crannies to sleep in.

      It was lunchtime by the time we finished, and we headed inside to eat.

      “I’ll start on your garden tomorrow. Though it’s not as bad, so shouldn’t take too long.” The two of us sat and ate lunch as we stared at the paddocks beyond the fence.

      “I love it here, Ryan. The trees, the mountains, but I can also see Australia definitely has a scary side.”

      “Snakes are everywhere. If Bluey hadn’t killed it, I would have gotten the local snake catcher in. They collect them and then release them back out into the bush.”

      “Well, I’ll be happy if I can live out my time here without seeing any creepy crawlies or slithery things.” She gave me a kiss. “Now, if you can look after this mutt. I need to go home for a bit and do some work on my presentation.”

      “That’s months away, isn’t it?” I didn’t want her to go. Bluey liked having her around too. That was my story, and I was sticking to it.

      “It takes a lot of work when you are talking to your peers, and they’re fact-checking your findings.”

      “You’re a smart cookie and will do well,” I said as I hugged her close.

      “Thanks. I stress out but I am really enjoying working on it. By the way, I love the furniture you have in the garden. The chairs and the ornate carving are beautiful. I know you mentioned them when we first met, but they’re better than I had imagined. Do you sell them?”

      “No, I just do it for fun so far. Maybe one day. At the moment, I need to pay for the cottage and my expensive dog. I did have a guy at one of the local shops ask me about them though. I could sell one and help pay for Bluey.”

      “Well. I would buy one. Not sure I could fit it in a suitcase though.” Autumn put her dishes in the sink and turned to go.

      I wanted to change the subject from her thinking about when she would return to England. I pulled her into my arms. “I’ll bring some meat around later and we can have a barbecue. Then we need to pick up from where we left off.”

      “I’ll make some salad. And the rest sounds wonderful, but I think I need a repeat performance in case I missed anything.”

      I kissed her as I held her body against mine. If I didn’t let go, I would have her up against the wall and that was not the way I wanted our first time to be. Maybe our second or third, I thought. I planned on having sex with her every which way I could and more.
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      My work around the place was done, and I’d marinated some steak for us. I had a bottle of red and a sick dog. Bluey had better stay on his big beanbag and sleep all night if he knew what was good for him. Otherwise, I might be the cause of my pet ending up back at the vet’s again.

      I knocked on the door and Autumn answered it, beckoning me to follow her inside.

      “I was just going to Face Time my friend in the States again when I realized it’s one-thirty in the morning. He’s always saying I call at the wrong time. So, I’ll do it when I get up tomorrow. He texted me earlier about the dates they’ll be over. I’m so excited, and I’d like you to meet them.”

      I plopped Bluey’s beanbag in the main room and the dog lay down. I headed out the back of the cottage to light the barbecue. Autumn came out a moment later with two glasses of wine. Being around Autumn was wonderful, but what would her friends think? Mostly, they would see me as someone who could amuse Autumn while she was here in Australia. I suppose that’s what I was. She was not offering more.

      “So, who are these friends? Can I ask?”

      “It’s a fellow doctor I trained with called Grant, his partner, and her little boy. They have a girl Ginny as well, but she is a toddler so will be staying with her Nan in the States. They visited me in London and talked about coming here, but I never thought they actually would. Australia is so far away from everything.”

      How would I fit in with the technical conversations? Oh well. Autumn wanted my company for my prowess in the bedroom not my mind. I was not going to complain. I didn’t feel less around her but was not so sure about the visitors. “So, when are you expecting them?”

      “Grant has applied to go to another conference in Sydney a few days after mine in July. He’s a surgeon.”

      “Did you ever want to do that?”

      “Nope, I never wanted to go down that track. I like dealing with people on a long-term basis. Also, it scared the crap out of me, cutting into someone’s flesh. It’s a huge responsibility to get things right.”

      “A squeamish doctor. I didn’t think there was such a thing.”

      “I can stitch someone up if I have to. My stitches are not that bad. The paper I’m doing is on asthma though. That is more my cup of tea, and I love being able to help people control it so they can make more of their lives.”

      “Well, if you need a cheer squad to yell and applaud you at the end of your talk, I’ll be there.”

      “That is very kind of you. Doctors can be a bit stiff and fussy sometimes. I could just see the shock if you came out dancing, especially in tight shorts.”

      The steak was cooked and we headed back inside. Bluey came over to the table and sat, expecting some steak. He was giving me the big soppy eyes, but he was on a light diet so that was not happening.

      “You’ll get over it, boy. Plus, I don’t want to clean up if you’re sick, or the other end.”

      Bluey moved to the other side of the table to see if he would have better luck with Autumn. When it didn’t work, he skulked back to his beanbag.

      “I know you will be busy most of the week, Autumn, but like I promised, I want to take you to see more of the local attractions.”

      “As long as we don’t get lost again. I mean, it had some good moments, but nearly getting killed by a falling branch was not on my list of things to do in Australia.”

      “There was a silver lining as you got to spend a whole night with me.”

      “I did and the first of many I hope.”

      That was just what I wanted to hear.

      We finished eating, and I would have headed straight to bed and ripped off her clothes. It was early, but Autumn wanted to watch a show she had been downloading. It was funny, but I sensed she was delaying things. Had I said something to make her change her mind? I didn’t think so. Maybe it was hearing from her friends. The two of us had been living in a bubble since I’d gotten back from Melbourne.

      The show finished, and I let Bluey out to relieve himself. “I promise if he makes a mess, I’ll come around with the pooper scooper in the morning.”

      When I had settled Bluey down for the night, I wandered to the bedroom and found Autumn perched on the edge of the bed. I sat beside her and took her hand. “What’s going on here? You seemed keen before. You know we don’t have to do anything.”

      Autumn turned to me and gave me a peck on the lips. Did I take that to mean things were okay?

      “I got a little panicky today. For so long back home, I did nothing but go to work and come home. Then I made the decision to come here, which was huge, and within weeks I have decided to have a friends-with-benefits relationship with someone I have only just met.”

      “Well, when you put it that way, I can understand you feeling nervous. Tell me what I can do to help.” She wasn’t telling me to go home so that was good. If she was hurting or uncertain, I wanted to be there for her.

      “I’m not going back to locking myself away from everyone again. I want to have sex with you tonight. If it’s mind-blowing that would be even better.” She smirked and self-consciously went pink.

      “I think I can accommodate, but I want to ask something. Why did you lock yourself away? If you don’t want to answer then tell me to get lost.” If we were going to be getting jiggy on a regular basis, stuff would come out. I did not want her to feel uncomfortable.

      She took a deep breath. “No, I am okay. I want to tell you. It may seem hard to believe now but I was a social butterfly before I got married. I went out to parties when I wasn’t studying. Grant and I got into some crazy scrapes. Then I met Jonathan, and I thought the world was amazing.” She was wringing her hands, and I took them into mine. “I didn’t notice a change after we were married, I guess because I was either busy at the hospital or at home writing papers. Doctors work hard, especially in the early years. We drifted apart. When the marriage ended, I believed I had caused it in some way.”

      “That is bullshit. He just didn’t realize what he had. I would’ve been knocking off early to get home to you.” I meant it.

      “That is so lovely of you to say that. After we broke up, it took a bit of time, but I got back out there and was starting to dip my toe in the dating waters again.” She bit her bottom lip.

      I could sense this was the real issue that was affecting her. I hoped I could be enough for her.

      “I was leaving work one night, and someone drove into my car.” She gripped my hand tighter. “The driver of the car worked at the hospital too. I lost my foot, as you know. It seems so strange now, but back then he became a friend and helped me through it. The trouble was that when I started to feel better, he got strange. I guessed it was because I didn’t need him as much. It got so bad that I took out a restraining order against him.” Tears started to fall down her cheeks.

      It looked to me as if a floodgate had been opened. I put my arm around her. This amazing woman deserved so much, and I planned on making our time together special. “I’m here and you are safe now. Do you believe me?”

      Autumn nodded as she wiped the tears away and blew her nose loudly. Even with a blotchy face she was still cute.

      “I’m sorry for blurting all this out at you. I don’t think you signed up for this.”

      “I’m honored you told me, Autumn. Now stop worrying as I plan on undressing you and adoring your body.” I knelt in front of her, took her good foot in my hand, and removed her shoe. I then took off the shoe on her prosthesis.

      Hell, I hoped I was not going to upset her. Was I pushing this too far? I reached up to her waist and undid the button and zip on her jeans and pulled out her T-shirt. Leaning forward, I traced kisses around her waist. Her hands went to my head, delicately touching my scalp in a way that sent shivers through me. This night would end well or I was going to lose a tenant, a friend, and prospective lover.

      “Lift that sexy butt of yours.”

      Autumn raised an eyebrow but lifted her cute ass up so I could pull her jeans off. I sat and pulled off my T-shirt. I would be naked and defenseless before her if it made her feel any better. She removed her top and then put her hands behind her back and undid her bra, twirling it about on her finger, and then threw it across the room.

      I raised an eyebrow. Okay, where did that come from? Not that I was complaining. She said she had been a party girl.

      I leaned forward and took her right nipple in my mouth and sucked. Her body drove me insane. My hands roamed up and down the smooth skin on her back as I nipped at her breast. She ran her hands through my hair and groaned spurring me on. I eventually moved away from her breasts. It was one of the hardest things I had ever done.

      When I sat back at her feet, she frowned at me. It was my time to take a deep breath. I ran my hands down her legs, stopped at her prosthesis, and looked up.

      “Tell me what to do. I want to take it off. I want you naked and with me completely.”

      “This is so weird. I’ve never spoken about it since learning how to do it myself. Okay, there’s a release button.”

      She showed me where the button was, and I pressed it and removed the prosthesis. It revealed a thick sleeve covering the stump.

      “You remove this by pulling it back and the same with the soft material sock.”

      Her skin was revealed. I ran my thumb over the scar. My heart went out to her because of the pain she must have experienced. “I can’t change the things that happened to you in the past, but I can reassure you that this makes no difference to the way I see you as a beautiful woman.” Her eyes were watering. I didn’t want to make her cry.

      “Thank you. It took me a while after it happened, but I like to think I’m still me and not seen for my disability.”

      I stood, scooped her up in my arms, and laid her on the bed. Within seconds, I had removed my remaining clothes and was lying beside her.

      “We need to talk about something else as well.” She raised an eyebrow. She probably thought I was going to ask for some weird thing. I was well aware of people’s fetishes, and all good luck to them but I wasn’t going to ask her that. “I have condoms and if you want, I am happy to cover myself. I want you to know that Doctor Wilson said my tests came back clean and I haven’t been with anyone else.”

      “I’m happy to go without as long as things don’t change. I also have a Mirena device in so I won’t get pregnant. Thank you for raising it though. For a minute there I thought you were going to ask me something else. Don’t ask.”

      This was definitely a different relationship to anything I had experienced in the past. It felt almost clinical but fun at the same time. I would do what I had to do, to make it work.

      I ran a finger from her lips to her chin and down her body until my hand cupped her mound. My hand slid between her legs, and I could feel the heat coming from her pussy. The silky panties were wet already. I adored this lady.

      “You have no idea how it turns me on that you are hot and wet for me.”

      “It’s the same for me when I see you thick and hard. I like that I’m doing that to you.”

      “You mean putting me through agony because my dog keeps getting in the way of us being together in the sack?”

      “Well, let’s hope we can put you out of your misery now.”
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      My heart swelled. I had thought I had closed it up so tight no one would get in and hurt me again. I had asked for a sexual relationship with my head, but my heart was singing a completely different song. I had unloaded on him, and he should have run a mile but he was still here. Okay, I was offering sex, but he was there, and really here in the moment.

      The way he looked at me with pure lust in his eyes as he touched my body sent me over the edge. It had been so long since anyone had looked at me like that—like a desirable woman.

      Ryan bent and kissed me, and as before, the world around me faded away. There was only him igniting the passion in me. His kisses trailed to my breasts where he tugged at my nipple with one hand and sucked and swirled his tongue around the other. The whole night could pass, and I would not know as I was living in the moment for once. This was so new for me.

      He stopped and moved from between my legs so he could ease my panties down. I lay back and closed my eyes as he kissed my groin and then worked across to my clitoris and labia. This man’s tongue and fingers were magic. When he moved up, I could feel him push into me. I wrapped my legs around his hips so he could push deeper. I wanted all of him. I had never felt like this before and wanted to be consumed by the sensations spreading through my body as he moved slowly back and forth. He kissed me passionately, his tongue fighting with mine and I felt tears coming to my eyes. I was feeling so much for the first time in so long. Ryan moved his hand between us and touched my clitoris. Like his tongue before, he gently flicked and massaged until the vibrations built. The sensation started to waft over me as I screamed my release. Still, he kept moving, and I orgasmed again. This time he slowed while I pulsed around him.

      Ryan pushed my fringe back, kissed my forehead, and then looked me in the eyes. “Your orgasm is one of the most beautiful things I’ve ever heard, and I want to hear it again. Are you ready?”

      I nodded. I couldn’t speak.

      Ryan started to move again but this time with more force. He pulled back and thrust harder. My hips moved up to his, and he flicked my clit again. Harder and faster, he plunged into me until my orgasm grew once more. I gripped his shoulders as my body trembled. Ryan wasn’t far behind me as he shuddered and grunted his release. This was so much more than I expected. A switch had been turned back on, and I never wanted to go back to that old life again.

      Ryan lay unmoving as I ran my fingers up and down his spine. He shivered and goosebumps came up on his skin. All I knew at this moment was that I adored the feeling of him on me, in me. This man’s body was wonderful, and I had never felt like this before. The sex with my husband had always been good but this was different. I did not want to use the word love. I thought I had experienced it before and it had been an illusion. I closed my eyes as I told myself not to read too much into anything and stay safe.

      When Ryan eventually rolled off, he picked up my hand and kissed it. I sighed with contentment. I was happy. That was a big thing for me. I wanted to say thank you, but the words seemed so inadequate. Not just for the sex but for the things he said and the way he gazed at me. I felt like a complete woman again for the first time in years.

      I turned to him, not sure what to say. Instead, I just stared at this handsome man.

      “You are one amazing lady. You do know that, don’t you?”

      “I’m feeling pretty good. You’re not so bad yourself, kind sir.”

      “So, what’s the deal with the fuck buddy thing? Do I get sent home now I’ve done the deed?”

      “I think you should stay till morning. I mean, I wouldn’t want to disturb Bluey. I also like the idea of you staying most nights, to be honest.” There, I had said it out loud.

      “I like that idea too. I’ll go and check on the little rascal.”

      Ryan wandered naked to the other room, and I was glad the curtains were closed. Dorothy would have gotten an eyeful if the lights had been on and he’d been walking around like that. He strolled back in and settled into the bed beside me. We didn’t whisper sweet nothings as that was not what this was about. I had no idea where this relationship might end up, but I was enjoying where it had started.

      Ryan cuddled up to my back and wrapped his arm around me. It would be lovely to wake up every day for the rest of the year like this.
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        * * *

      

      A bark from the other room woke me. Bluey had stayed overnight, along with his owner. The sex was amazing so I was not complaining. I glanced across, and Ryan was just starting to wake. I admired his gorgeous body and was tempted to run my hands over his chest. He grinned and blew me a kiss. I grabbed my nightie, pulled it on, got my crutches, and went out to see how the silly mutt was doing. He probably needed to pee, and so did I.

      Bluey ran over and licked my chin when I bent down. He seemed almost back to his normal self. I opened the door and let him outside. When I came back from the bathroom, Ryan was there in his briefs. It was a crime for a guy to have a body that buff.

      “I’ll make some coffee if you want?” I offered. “I also want to try calling Grant in the States.”

      Ryan sauntered across and put his arms around my waist. “Before you do that, I want to tell you that you’re a fucking incredible woman. You better be leaving that shell in the postbox a lot or I’ll be begging at the front door, and we wouldn’t want to gain Dorothy’s attention.”

      “Knowing her, the fact you’ve stayed here is traveling around the neighborhood by text message or smoke signals as we speak.”

      Ryan smirked and kissed me. I would have been happy to go back to bed, but Bluey was scratching on the door.

      Ryan shook his head. “That darn dog again. If he was a cat, he would have used up most of his nine lives in the past two days. I’ll let him in and make the coffee. You call your friend.”

      I opened my computer and set up the connection. There would be questions. Grant might be polite now, but I knew he would grill me with texts about Ryan until he found out all the details later about what was going on.

      I got through and could see Grant sitting in his kitchen with Charlotte cooking in the background. He was one of the few people I would let see me in the morning without makeup. Now I could add Ryan to that list.

      “Hi, Grant. Great to see you. I just got up and haven’t had a coffee yet.”

      Grant smiled. “You still look great. So, did you get all my messages with the dates of when we’re coming over?”

      I could not keep the smile off my face. “I did, and I’ve worked out my presentation is a couple of days before yours.”

      “That’s amazing. You will knock their socks off. We’re going to Cairns for a few days before and doing a trip out to the reef. Then we’ll stay in Sydney.”

      “You can come and stay here for a bit too. The Blue Mountains are beautiful, though it will be cold that time of year.”

      Ryan placed my mug next to me and headed back to the bedroom. From the way Grant’s mouth hung open, he had noticed.

      “Do I need glasses or did a man only wearing his briefs walk by? Is that the neighbor you mentioned?”

      My face heated up as I sipped on my coffee and nodded.

      “That was Ryan, and yes, he is my neighbor.”

      “From what I could see, he is more than your neighbor. I hope you are getting the rent cheaper?” He grinned. “I think we’re going to have a lot to talk about when I get there. I definitely want you to introduce us.”

      At that moment, Bluey wandered over, jumped up, and licked my face.

      “Grant, this is Bluey.” I smiled. “He belongs to Ryan. Remember I told you he got bitten by a snake, so we’ve been keeping a close eye on him.

      “And that requires that you keep a close eye on his owner too?”

      Hudson came and looked over Grant’s shoulder.

      “They have snakes. Cool. Mom, can we have a dog?”

      Autumn heard Charlotte’s distinct voice say, “No,” in the background.

      “I’m sure we can work out some things. I’m thinking of climbing the Sydney Harbor Bridge if you want to join.”

      “Wow. I’m impressed. We will definitely take you up on that one.”

      We chatted about our presentations for a while and I could relax that the conversation was not about my sex life.

      “I’ll be marking the days off on the calendar till you come over. Take care.”

      “Bye, Autumn. We’ll talk again soon.”

      Ryan came out of my bedroom and was dressed. I hoped he wasn’t going home.

      “So, I heard you say that you really will climb the bridge. Give me the dates and I’ll book it. You can’t back out of it then.”

      “I’ve no intention of backing out. I may vomit out of fear, but I will do it.”

      “Good, because over the next few months, I plan on pushing you to some limits, especially some that require you to have no clothes on.” He pulled me into his arms.

      “I can’t wait.”
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        * * *

      

      The past week had been the best of my life. I had worked hard every day, but had put the shell in the postbox and had a visit from Ryan every night. I was aware this was all new and fun so I was going to enjoy it while it lasted. The shine might wear off soon enough.

      Ryan said he had a surprise for me this weekend. I still did not like surprises. Plus, the fact he had a mixed record when it came to surprises—the glow worms had been fantastic, but the bush walk had been a bit insane. I would be worried if we headed off down some dirt track, likely never to return to civilization again.

      Grant had tried to get more information out of me about our relationship, but I wasn’t saying anything. It felt wrong to talk to someone else about what I was doing with Ryan. It was our business alone. When Grant was here, he would wheedle it out of me anyway. I would deal with it then. For now, I would get ready for another one of Ryan’s ‘Let’s discover Australia’ days.

      I was ready to go when the doorbell rang. Ryan had said to pack an overnight bag. I hoped it was not another overnight in the bush no matter how great the stars were here.

      My heart beat that little bit faster every time I saw him, and the past week had made the feeling grow stronger. I needed to be sensible or I would be crying on the plane all the way back to England. I didn’t want to think about that at the moment though.

      “I just need to take Bluey over to Dorothy, and we can be off.”

      He was back within minutes, and I jumped in the pickup. “So, where are we going? Hopefully, you’re not going to throw me off a mountain.”

      “I would never do that, well, probably not. Only if you have good life insurance and you made me the beneficiary.”

      “You are all heart.” I thumped him on the arm.

      “We’re going to visit some caves.”

      “I’ll give it a go but don’t want to get stuck in some tunnel underground.”

      “You won’t. These are the world-famous Jenolan Caves. They are like cathedrals. Then this afternoon, we can go abseiling and then I’ll chuck you off a cliff.”

      I stared at him, wide-eyed.

      “Just kidding.”

      The next hour was spent driving through the beautiful countryside around the Blue Mountains. The place was world-heritage listed, and I could see why. It was sad to think some of it had burned in fires in the past. At least now we were in May, the weather was cooler and there was less chance of that. I wouldn’t be going home until next March and would have lived through an Australian summer by then. The cottage had an air-conditioner so I should be okay. In the winter, I would have Ryan to snuggle up to and stay warm.

      Ryan chatted about some of the work he was doing, and I talked about my paper. They were all safe topics of conversation. He pulled up at the caves, and I had the jitters, like a little kid. When I was a teenager, I had gone on a school outing to the Cheddar Caves near Bristol in England, but I had a feeling these ones were going to be more impressive.

      Jenolan Caves House was next to the caves, and it looked decidedly posh. Ryan went into the reception and picked up the key to the chalet we were staying in. I could get used to someone doing things like this for me. I insisted on paying half of everything though. He’d had enough expense with Bluey recently. We browsed the shops so I could grab some souvenirs and then had a light lunch.

      Then we left our bags in the chalet and headed to the cave entrance. The one we were doing was called the Cathedral Chamber Cave, and the number of steps was mind-boggling. I had a feeling my legs were going to kill me tomorrow. The place had adventure caving too, but the idea of going through a small tunnel and my prosthesis getting stuck did not appeal to me.

      The experience was so much more than I’d thought it would be. There were narrow walkways but they had rails, and the caverns and rock formations took my breath away. The two of us walked all the way down to the lake pool, though it was going to be a killer for my thighs on the way back. Ryan kept checking I was okay, and so far, I could reassure him he would not have to chuck me over his shoulder and carry me out.

      We stopped on the return journey in one cave and sat down to an afternoon tea of jam and scones. It was surreal to eat in such surroundings. Curtains of stalactites and columns rose all around me. I felt small in such grandeur.

      We were on our way out and near the top when a man in front of me stopped and grabbed onto the rail. He was clutching his chest, and his breathing appeared too rapid. I could guess what was happening.

      “My name’s Autumn. I’m a doctor. Can you tell me what’s wrong?” I asked.

      “It’s my chest. The pain—I can’t breathe.”

      “Ryan. Can you help him? I need to get him out of the stairwell.”

      Ryan popped the man’s arm around his shoulder and almost carried him up the rest of the steps.

      A woman grabbed my arm. “It’s my husband. His name’s Paul,” she said through tears. “Will he be all right?”

      “Let’s get him somewhere safe, and I’ll have a look.” I gave her hand a squeeze and kept my voice as calm as I could.

      The room at the top had people from the tour meandering about, and I directed Ryan to follow me to the side of the area.

      The guide stood by watching. “Can I do anything?”

      “Clear the room, call an ambulance, and get the AED if you have one.”

      In the better light, it was clear the man’s lips were changing color to blue as he became cyanosed. His legs gave out beneath him, and his eyes rolled back in his head. He was losing consciousness. Paul was having a cardiac arrest as far as I could tell. He had no pulse and his breathing had ceased as well.

      I automatically started chest compressions. “Ryan, I will let you know when I’m near thirty compressions, and you do two breaths. Are you okay with that?”

      “Yes.”

      I kept going, wishing I had some drugs with me. The guide fitted the mobile defibrillator on the man’s chest, and we stood clear while it checked his rhythm and shocked him. Then we were back to work again. The second shock worked, and he was back in sinus rhythm. He was breathing but still not responsive. His pulse was rapid and thready but detectable at least. For now, all I could do was observe and make sure he didn’t deteriorate any further.

      His wife was crying.

      “Can you tell me anything I need to know for the paramedics?”

      “Paul has been having the odd chest pain recently but kept saying it was probably indigestion. I told him today was a bit too much, but he insisted we do this. It’s our wedding anniversary, and he planned it. Said nothing would stop him.”

      “Is he on any medication?”

      “Yes, for his blood pressure but that’s all.”

      She had managed to give us a short medical history between sobs. Then, Paul began to regain consciousness. He groaned and was obviously still in pain, but he appeared to be stabilizing. We had a reprieve—that was all I could hope for before he was able to be transported to hospital. Thankfully, the guide had shooed most people from the room. I smiled at the sound of the ambulance sirens.

      The paramedics arrived and took over. Both I and Paul’s wife gave them all the information we had, and Paul was wheeled away on a stretcher. I took a deep breath. Now I could relax.

      As we walked back to the chalet, Ryan had gone quiet. “Are you okay? I’ve dealt with stuff like that before but know it can freak some people out. You did really well, you know.”

      Ryan unlocked the door and strolled inside. I followed him in, and he took me in his arms in a tight embrace. It wasn’t the reaction I had expected, but I wasn’t complaining. When he moved back, he smiled at me.

      “I’m fine. I do first-aid courses all the time but have never had to put it into action. You were incredible, Autumn. So calm, and you just got on with it. That man would have died. He was only forty.” Ryan shook his head. “Here he was, on a day out sightseeing with his wife for their anniversary. It’s scary how quickly everything could have changed, and it could have been their last.”

      “I wouldn’t say he’s out of the woods yet. He’s still very ill, but I hope he’ll survive. I’ll be honest, the odds are not in his favor. He probably has blocked cardiac arteries and will need major surgery.”

      “I was so proud of you. Not that I had anything to do with your training.” He kissed my forehead. “I think we should go out and celebrate, and then I’m going to bring you back here and do wicked things to your body.”

      “That sounds wonderful. I’ll try and keep my heart under control.” I meant physically, after what had happened, but it might sound different. I could not take the words back now.

      “I promise to get your pulse racing. It will be my reward for your good deeds.”

      It was part of my job to save lives if I could, but I would not turn down a reward like that.

      The food and wine were delicious. The guide had told the manager what I had done, so the restaurant gave us a discount when they heard I had saved the man’s life. I didn’t want to take it but they insisted.

      When we returned to the chalet, Ryan took his time to slowly undress me and then did a strip to some awful music on his phone. It made me laugh out loud and was the perfect, absolutely silly way to end the night. He then spent the next two hours finding every little place on my body that could send shivers of delight through me. When I finally climaxed, I had to fight to not let him know how I felt.

      Telling myself not to fall in love with this man was not working. If I couldn’t stop it, I would at least keep it to myself.
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      I was enjoying every moment I got to be with Autumn. That being said, something wasn’t right between us. The last few days, she had seemed more distant. Had she changed her mind in the past two weeks since we had been away to the caves? I couldn’t live not knowing, so I bought chocolates and headed around after work. I was never known for tact and would probably be like a bull in a China shop. I could only hope I would not stuff it up.

      When I walked in, she shut her computer just that little bit too quickly. Was there something she didn’t want me to see? Hell, I should mind my own business. She had a right to her privacy. Just because I had access to her body did not mean I should know everything about her.

      “Chocolates. You know they are my weakness. I’ll keep them till after we’ve eaten.”

      I took her hand and led her to the couch. She raised an eyebrow as I sat next to her.

      “Tell me to mind my own business, but I feel something isn’t right. Did I say or do something?”

      “No. It’s not you. And you are right, there is something.” She bit her bottom lip and stared at her lap.

      “Like I said, you don’t have to tell me what it is. Just let me help if I can.” I squeezed her hand to reassure her.

      “You’re helping more than you know by just being here.” Autumn glanced across at her computer.

      “Did I interrupt something when I came in? Were you emailing someone because you shut your laptop really quickly?”

      Autumn went quiet and took her hands back and wrapped them around her body. Eventually, she looked up at me wide-eyed. Was she scared? I hoped it was not of me.

      “Do you remember that I told you I’d been stalked when I was in London?”

      “Yep. You said it was the guy who actually ran into you when your leg was injured. What does he have to do with it?” That was not what I had expected.

      “Can you get me a drink? I think I need one.”

      I went and poured her a brandy. I helped myself to one as well. It was not like Autumn to get anxious like this. “Take your time. I’m not going anywhere.”

      She took a big gulp of brandy and coughed. When she got her breath back, she looked at me. This was taking a lot out of her.

      “When I think back, the surgery was the easy part. The recovery and learning how to walk again were the hardest. My marriage had fallen apart so I couldn’t go there for help. My closest friend, Grant, was busy with his own life. Plus, he was living in the States at that time. His wife had just had a baby, and I didn’t want to bother him.” The glass shook as she lifted it to her mouth. She winced as the raw spirit went down. “Mom came down to London to stay for a while, but we fought and she went home. It was the first time in a long time my mother had shown she cared at all. I was resentful and sent her away. I’m not proud of that.” Autumn shook her head and shrugged.

      “Trust me, Autumn. I understand difficult families more than you know.”

      She smiled but held her glass so tight I thought it might shatter.

      “Kevin was the stalker’s name. He would come and help me at the physiotherapy sessions in the early days. He made me laugh and encouraged me when I wanted to give up. I was at one of those points in life when you need a friend. I thought he was doing it because he felt guilty that he had run into me. Now I see it for how strange it was.”

      “You were at a vulnerable time in your life, you shouldn’t feel guilty about anything. I’m guessing something changed?”

      “He lived with his mother. I know that isn’t so strange as a lot of people do these days to save money. He took me to visit her, and I sensed his contempt for everything she did. It was embarrassing to be there, and I felt sorry for her.” Autumn took another deep breath. “You would have thought that would have been a warning sign, but I didn’t see it. Then his mother died. She was sick, but I was suspicious that he might have hastened her end. I couldn’t prove anything, but I distanced myself from him.”

      “What the fuck? He killed his own mother?”

      Autumn took another swig of brandy. “I told him I was going back to work and he didn’t need to keep coming around. He didn’t take it well. He would watch my apartment and follow me. Then he broke in and got violent and smashed things up. I couldn’t prove it but managed to get a restraining order against him.”

      “I’m glad to hear it. So why is this bothering you now on the other side of the world?”

      Autumn stood and brought her computer over. She opened her emails and handed the laptop to me.

      There were at least seven emails from this nutcase, some asking what she was doing and pretending they were still friends. Kevin had sent more emails with pictures of holiday homes around Australia. Some were in Queensland and Tasmania, and even one in the Blue Mountains. It was as if he was trying to find out where she was by prodding her to reply. I could feel the anger building inside me. If the guy were here now, I would beat the crap out of him.

      “I want to hate him but to be honest, he’s mentally sick and needs counseling. I suggested it once, and he said there was nothing wrong with him. I don’t know how he got my email address, but I’ve blocked him.”

      Autumn was the ultimate professional. I had seen her save a man’s life in a waiting room and stay calm. That meant nothing. She was lost and floundering. I wanted to say so many things. To state I would do anything to protect her, but she had already dealt with a guy being over-possessive. This Kevin had been there for her at the beginning. I wondered if it wasn’t remorse for what he had done but whether he had run her down on purpose. Had he been watching her before then? I had too many dealings with unstable men in my past. I needed to control my reaction or I would frighten her. She didn’t deserve that. For the first time in my life, I would be sensible.

      “I think you need to contact the UK police and let them know. I’m not sure about restraining orders in the UK, but here in Australia, any form of contact even on social media is breaking the order. This guy needs to be locked up.”

      Autumn’s eyes watered. She was sad and scared, but I could see the relief there. Did she think I would not believe her? Hell, she had been through so much. I pulled her into my arms and held her until the trembling stopped. No one had done it for me. This was good. I could be the light for someone else.

      Time passed as we held each other. We didn’t say anything. It was weird and wonderful. Just both of us being there for another human being. When we finally came apart, she took a deep breath and peered at me. The confident doctor wasn’t there but someone who was ready for a fight knowing someone had her back.

      “Will you sit with me while I contact them? It will make me feel stronger.”

      I nodded. She sent the emails and called the police contact she had in London.

      Autumn shook the whole time, but I held her hand or kept my arm around her as she dealt with everything.

      When she was done, I held her tight. I didn’t say anything. Eventually, we came apart, and she kissed me.

      Her lips touched mine, and everything was different. The kisses from my past meant nothing to this. It was not a passionate kiss that we could lose our minds and take our bodies where they wanted to go. It was a thank you and I trust you kiss. Nothing had touched me like this before.

      “It’s wonderful to know I have you here. For so long I’ve felt like I needed to deal with the world on my own.”

      “Not anymore, and I now volunteer my services to be your bodyguard while you’re here.”

      “I’m sure it will all be sorted a long time before then. Now let’s eat. I’m starving and someone promised me chocolate.”
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        * * *

      

      Autumn needed cheering up, and Jamie had come to the rescue. I had not seen my old schoolmate in years, but the phone call last night had made me smile. Jamie was shooting a film in the Blue Mountains, of all places. I hoped my old friend would behave now I had a lady on my arm, but there were no guarantees. Autumn said she would go to the reception that was being held for the press.

      I put on the one suit I owned and paraded in front of Bluey. My dog howled. Shit, did I look that bad? “What would you know anyway? You think snakes are food.”

      I headed next door and rang the bell.

      Autumn answered and looked stylish as always in a beautiful dark red pantsuit.

      “You’re stunning.” I meant every word. She had taken my breath away the first time I had seen her, and the feeling didn’t lessen each time I saw her.

      “Thank you. I really appreciate you taking me out to cheer me up. You look pretty good yourself too, not that I don’t like your trade clothes. They are sexy too.”

      “The lady thinks I’m sexy. I am onto a winner here. To be honest, suits don’t feel right to me. I feel more comfortable in sweats or when I’m with you in nothing at all.”

      “I like you in nothing at all too. Now, so I am prepared, what did you tell your friend about me?”

      “I just said you were my neighbor.”

      “Did you tell them it was with benefits?”

      “I never said it, but I think he might guess. He’s been around the tracks a few times.”

      Half an hour later, we walked into the Katoomba Hotel where the press and film people were gathered at the bar. In the past, Jamie would have had a bevy of girls around him, but tonight he had only one. Could it be my friend was settling down? I was in shock.

      I went over and gave him a hug. “Been a long time, mate. Didn’t think you would want to associate with us low life’s anymore,” I said.

      “I can suffer down here in the gutter for you. I need you to keep me honest in case I get too big for my boots. That aside, I would like to introduce Pip. She is on the show too,” Jamie said as he turned to the petite blonde next to him.

      “This is my friend, Autumn.” I felt so proud introducing her like a teenager saying they eventually had a girlfriend.

      “Hi, Autumn. Shall we let these two guys catch up on their misspent youth while we talk? I need a break from the press.”

      The two of them wandered off to settle on one of the bar couches while Jamie pulled me aside. I hoped Autumn would speak well of me.

      “She’s a looker. I’m impressed, and a doctor from what you said on the phone the other day. Shall I tell her the truth about you and that you are a low-down bum?” Jamie thumped me on the arm.

      “Nope. You will keep all the secrets of our past under lock and key. But you can have a beer with me instead.”

      “You look different, mate. This one getting to you?”

      Was I that obvious? Then again, I had been closer to Jamie than my own brother growing up.

      “I think she is, but Autumn’s only here for a year. Then she’s going back to London.”

      “So, she is slumming it with you. Make it the best year she has ever had, and she’ll be back for more.”

      “I’m trying to keep her as happy as I can in that department.” We both sipped on our beers.

      “Tell me to eff-off if you don’t want to say. But how is the family?” Jamie sipped his beer.

      “Been down to Melbourne a few times and Mom is still having problems with her health. They keep wanting me to go back. You understand how things are never the same when you try to return. Too much shit went down back there. Plus, the days of us having fun running naked across school sports fields are long gone.” I missed being able to talk to Jamie like this.

      “That was fun back then, wasn’t it?” Jamie laughed. “You know, the Blue Mountains suits you. No, actually it’s too pretty for you. Look, I know I’ve been a dick at times but let me give you some advice. I might be making movies and have different ladies all the time, but if I found the one, I would grab on tight. Don’t screw it up if this lovely lady likes you.”

      “Never thought I’d hear you say that. Always thought you were the notch-on-the-bedpost type of guy. As far as Autumn goes, I’ll try not to.” I clinked my beer glass with Jamie.

      “What about you and this Pip?”

      “Nah, just good friends. It doesn’t always work to have a relationship with your coworker. I’m off to LA soon anyway. Might get a chance at a TV show over there called Dark Storm. Might play a werewolf or something.”

      “I’ve watched that show. It’s pretty good. Well, at least I’ll have someone to visit.”

      The two of us chatted about the past for a bit longer. Did I really have a shot at something lasting with Autumn? I would give anything to think so. Trouble was, I came with baggage.

      The evening went well, and Autumn and Pip seemed to be getting along like long-lost friends. When I got in the pickup to drive us home, I was nervous about what Autumn would say. Chatting with Jamie made me realize I wanted to be more than ‘friends with benefits’. Knowing my luck, I would push it too far and lose what I had.

      “That was a lovely evening, and Jamie has invited me to go and visit him in the States. I could see Grant as well. It’s good to have more contacts.”

      “I’m really glad you liked him.”

      “Stop looking so scared. They both only had good things to say about you. By the way, he is cute, but you’re way hotter.”

      I smiled. I was still in the game.
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      Autumn

      The weeks were going by, and I was settling into a rhythm with Ryan. He would stay over and worship my body, and I had no complaints. He was all about making sure I was satisfied I didn’t think I had experienced so many orgasms in years. Maybe my body was unwinding from its tight spring after all. He had been so good at helping me deal with Kevin. I had been a mess and could feel the panic coming back. Hopefully, the police would do their job in London, and I would be free of him at last. It was a part of my life I was glad to leave behind.

      Now I had something else on my mind. I was packing for Sydney. It was Wednesday and I was presenting tomorrow. Ryan said he would drive down on Friday night after he finished work. So that was an added incentive and something to look forward to. I had presented once before in the UK and had been nervous, but this time I was excited. It was yet to be seen if my throat would dry up when I stood on the podium with everyone staring at me.

      I believed my improved sex life over the past months had contributed to my newfound confidence. Self-belief should be your own responsibility. But having someone make your body feel like a temple of delight certainly puts an extra pep in your step.

      Ryan stayed over at least three nights a week, and Bluey saw both cottages as his personal kingdoms. It was strange to think someone else would be living in my cottage in the future. I had decided to extend the lease for the full year. But my return home was seven months away, so for now, I was going to ignore it. I had a deal with Ryan for the year unless he got bored, and he was showing no signs of that.

      Before I left home today, I was going to pop over to see Dorothy. Over the months we had shared the odd cup of tea and more cake, but I always kept the conversation away from Ryan. I wasn’t telling Grant or Dorothy anything, though Dorothy clearly knew my neighbor was staying over a lot.

      I put my suitcase in the car and headed across the road.

      Soon we were settled on the front patio, as usual, where Dorothy watched the world go by. She could probably write a book about what went on. I just hoped there wasn’t a chapter about me.

      “So, you’re going to Sydney for your conference. Is Ryan going to join you?”

      Dorothy was never going to give up. “Yes, he is, on Friday. I also have some friends here from America. A doctor I trained with and his family.”

      “You and Ryan seem to be spending a lot of time together.”

      “We’re good friends.”

      “I’ve been around long enough to know you’re more than good friends. You said it was what you wanted. Grab a bit of fun while you can, I say. If I was fifty years younger, I would have gone after that young man a long time ago myself.”

      “I’m not saying anything, Dorothy, and don’t be so cheeky as to ask.” I smirked. “Now, how is your arthritis in your hands? You said they were improving at your last appointment.”

      “I don’t know. You’re mean changing the subject like that. It is so much better since I’ve been doing the physiotherapy and taking those tablets you gave me. The garden is coming along well. I’ve even entered the local horticultural competition again but it’s getting harder to win these days. It took me so long to fill out the entry form because I forgot my password for the page.”

      “I’m the same. I keep them all in a little book beside my bed. Though I probably shouldn’t have told you that,” I said.

      “Your secret is safe with me. Mine are in a book in my purse.”

      “You know you could always bribe the judges of the gardens with your delicious carrot cake.”

      “That’s a wonderful idea. Now you should go. You have a drive ahead of you.” She showed me to the front gate, hugged me, and waved goodbye.

      I headed off to Sydney. I was staying in a hotel near the bridge, and Grant, Charlotte, and Hudson would arrive Friday lunchtime. I dreaded driving in Sydney but had coped with London so it should not be too bad.

      I got to the hotel and threw my suitcase on the bed. I would unpack later. For now, I wanted to see some of Sydney. It would be nice to have Ryan here, but to be honest, I was glad to be on my own to try and get my thoughts together.

      I walked out of the hotel and strolled around the harborside to the Sydney Opera House. It loomed, beautiful and majestic above me. The tiles glowed white in the early afternoon sun as people wandered about. It seemed surreal to be here. Peering across at the bridge, I considered I must have been mad to agree to climb it. Too late now. Ryan had booked and paid for it.

      I did the inside tour of the Opera House and soaked up all the history. When it was finished, I headed back to Circular Quay and stopped at one of the cafés to have a glass of wine. I did the obligatory Aussie selfie with the Opera House in the background. To make them jealous, I sent a copy to Ryan and Grant. I hated photographs of myself but this one looked okay. It was wonderful to not worry about anything for a while. Life was going great.

      I gave a big sigh as I relaxed. It was fun to watch people going by, taking pictures, and eating ice cream.

      I eventually headed back to the hotel to prepare for the conference. During the next couple of hours, I went over my presentation until I could do no more. Grant sent a text confirming they would be flying in from Cairns the day after tomorrow. I couldn’t wait to see him again, even if he was going to grill me about Ryan.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The next day at the conference flew past, and my presentation went better than I could have possibly imagined. I loved my job in the Blue Mountains and could keep in touch with the medical community online, but talking to doctors with similar interests in real life had stimulated me to do more research.

      When I had been married to Jonathan, he had always made me feel less because I had not chosen surgery. For a while, I had even believed him. I told myself I didn’t care what he was doing or how his engagement to his new partner was going. It didn’t matter. I was in Australia, living the life, and currently enjoying all the famous sights Sydney had to offer.
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        * * *

      

      The next day I got a text to say my visitors were in the lobby. I could not keep the grin off my face when I saw them. I ran across the lobby and hugged them all.

      “We can dump our bags and go for a stroll,” Grant said. “Sydney looks amazing.”

      I wanted to share the city with them as if it was my own. I had only been in Australia for a few months, but it felt so right. Or maybe it was the hunky carpenter making my life perfect. “I booked us all a boat trip around the harbor. Then I thought we could go to Luna Park. I think Hudson will love it.”

      “I love amusement parks. I think Grant is a bit scared of some of the rides,” Charlotte said.

      “Me too. Though I’m getting better. I’ve been doing more adventurous things since I got here.”

      “Good. You were spending too much time in your stuffy old apartment in London,” Grant said.

      The three of us headed down to Circular Quay and settled onboard. Sydney Harbor was beautiful, and I envied some of the owners of their harbor-front properties. Then again, my mountain cottage was just as nice.

      We even went past a nudist beach and saw a few people lazing around. Hudson thought it funny and could not stop giggling. The waiter brought us glasses of champagne and nibbles as we continued the trip.

      Grant took the last sip of his champagne and continued regaling me with his tales of their adventures. I guessed he would bring up Ryan soon.

      “The reef was amazing. We flew out in a helicopter and did some snorkeling and went in a glass-bottom boat. You have to visit before you go back to England,” Grant said.

      “We visited an island, and they had turtles and crocodiles. It was so cool,” Hudson said in between licks of an ice cream.

      “I think you’ve convinced me. I’ll go. I wanted to do the glass-bottom boat thing anyway.” I wanted to see so much of Australia but wanted to do it with Ryan. I wondered if he would go to Queensland if I paid for it.

      “So, when are we going to meet your hot neighbor, Ryan?” Grant said with a wicked grin.

      “I was wondering when you were going to bring him up. He’s coming later tonight after he finishes work, and then we can all do the bridge climb tomorrow.”

      Hudson ran over to the window near the front of the boat to watch everything. His face lit up when we sailed past Luna Park, knowing he was going there later.

      “I think it’s great to see you moving on from the past. So, is it serious?” Grant asked. “Or do I need to go in and beat him up for messing about with my friend?”

      “Grant, leave her alone. It’s none of our business.” Charlotte gave him the evil eye.

      “It’s fair enough. You have had to pick up some of the pieces in the past and had a soggy shoulder from my tears more than once. We’re just friends,” I replied.

      “With benefits.”

      “Grant!” This time, Charlotte thumped him on the arm.

      I didn’t want to say anything but couldn’t keep the big smile off my face.

      “I knew I was right. The guy walked behind her in his briefs early in the morning. I know they were babysitting a sick dog, but still. I’m a guy and would have used the mutt to my best advantage.”

      “We have come to an arrangement for the year while I share the cottage.”

      Grant gave me a high-five.

      “Good on you. From the quick flash I saw of him, the guy is well built so if you wobble on that pirate leg, he can pick you up. And being a mercenary, it’s always useful to know someone who’s a tradesperson.”

      Charlotte laughed. “Grant can take out your appendix but don’t ask him to fix a leaking tap.”

      “I chose the wrong profession. Plumbers and carpenters get paid well and don’t have to do all the mad hours.” He hugged me again. “I’m really happy for you, Autumn, and think you should just live life to the fullest after what you have been through.”

      I didn’t need their approval, and they hadn’t even met Ryan yet, but I wanted it. I would take Grant’s advice as a good omen and keep living in the moment.

      The rest of the boat trip went by without any more inquiries, which was good. We grabbed some lunch on Circular Quay where we had to fight off the seagulls. Luckily, they had a dog patrol that seemed to see a fair few off. One of the birds even dive-bombed Charlotte and stole one of her chips.

      A large cruise ship had pulled in across the quay from us. I had never been on a cruise before. I had seen jobs for doctors on cruise ships, and maybe I could do that when the year was up instead of going home. London was no longer the bright light beckoning me to go back.

      The four of us headed off to Luna Park, which included another ferry ride, and Hudson screamed lots and loved every minute of it.

      “He keeps asking Grant if he will buy a boat. He would be out fishing or kayaking all the time if he could,” Charlotte said.

      “Next time you come, and there will be a next time, we can go kayaking on the harbor. My arms are good even if my leg is wobbly.” Seeing him have so much fun made me hope a child was somewhere in my future. If no partner came along, then I could always go in-vitro. Or maybe Ryan might be willing to be a donor. It would be cheaper and more fun. Hell, I didn’t know what I wanted. My brain was all over the place. Hudson was from an earlier relationship of Charlotte’s. Maybe one day she might talk to me about it.

      Later that day, we all sat in Grant and Charlotte’s hotel suite. I was wringing my hands and had butterflies in my stomach at the thought of Ryan turning up. I didn’t want him to run a mile after a grilling from Grant. Then the text came through.

      

      Ryan: I’m in the lobby. Hope you missed me.

      Autumn: I did, I’ll be down in five minutes.

      

      My heart was beating fast as the lift doors opened. It was like being a teenager all over again. I was a professional person but just enjoying the excitement of the moment.

      There he was, standing as tall and as handsome as ever. I had only been here a few days and missed him, missed his touch and his funny attitude. The way he smiled when he saw me made me feel that little bit more complete.

      Ryan put his arms around my waist, picked me up, and swung me around. I laughed as he put me down. Some people shook their heads while others smiled. It was like a scene from a romantic movie and I was the heroine.

      “Let’s drop your bag in my room and then you can meet my friends.”

      “Do I need to put on a bulletproof vest or iron jocks?” Ryan asked.

      “They’ll be fine. I copped it with Jamie and Pip, and you are big and tough. I promise they won’t bite. Grant can just be a little protective.”

      “That makes two of us then.”

      I liked that. Back in Grant and Charlotte’s suite, the two men shook hands and eyed each other off. I wanted to laugh and Charlotte shook her head as well. The men were as tall as each other and needed to put their alpha strengths elsewhere for now.

      “I bought some Australian beer and a nice red to break the ice,” Ryan said. “I feel like I’m meeting the family.”

      “The beer sounds great, and you’re right. Autumn is like the little sister I never had.”

      “I might be shorter, but we’re the same age. Stop being a pain,” I replied.

      “Have you noticed how bossy she is?” Grant said.

      “I have but have also considered it’s one of her most endearing traits.”

      “That’s it. I’m a doctor—you must be sick,” Grant offered as he sat next to Charlotte. I walked past and tapped him on the head.

      We ordered in pizza and along with wine and beer, it broke the ice. Hudson watched cartoons until he yawned and headed to bed. The conversation stayed in the safe areas of work and Australia. However, all I wanted to do was get back to our room and get naked with Ryan.

      Eventually, we said our goodnights and headed off.

      Once in our room, Ryan wrestled me into his arms so my legs wrapped around his body.  I had seen couples do it in the movies but thought I would never be able to with my prosthesis. The way he supported my butt with his hands made it easy. The hardness of his erection pressed against my pussy, and he had to be able to feel the heat coming off me. I craved his touch.

      His mouth was on mine as he moved and held me against the wall. His tongue played a game of passion with mine as he took possession of me. It was as if he had flicked a switch that sent messages straight to my breasts and then down between my legs. I wrapped my arms around his neck as he ground against me. His passion was so guttural it sent me over the edge and I was happy to fall. Ryan carried me across the room and placed me on the end of the bed.

      “Strip.” That was all he said as he started to remove his own clothes. I had never been bossed around before, but he could tell me to do anything now and I believed I would. I pulled off my top and bra and threw them on the floor. Ryan’s clothes were coming off at a similar rate until he stood before me in all his naked glory. I wanted him inside me. I ached with an overpowering need for him. I removed my jeans and panties and stared up at him. The look in his eyes was pure lust.

      Ryan pushed me back on the bed.

      “Open those legs for me.”

      He knelt on the floor between my knees. I was spread open beneath his adoring gaze, and his cool breath was on my most sensitive parts. Then the heat of his tongue scorched me as he licked up my pussy. He flattened his tongue against my clitoris as he inserted his fingers inside me. He stopped for a second and mumbled, “You’re so hot and wet for me, I want to fuck you all night long.”

      I wanted to say I wouldn’t stop him but couldn’t speak as I flung my head from side to side at the sensations flowing through me. He pushed his finger back into me and I gasped as he flicked his tongue back and forth over my clit. His other hand slid over my abdomen and squeezed my breast. He moved his tongue so he rubbed against the taut string of muscle that ran from my clit to my opening while his finger searched for that special spot inside me. I couldn’t hold back as my orgasm wafted over me, only to build again. The ecstasy was almost too much. If anyone told me the G-spot did not exist, I would call them a liar.

      Ryan stood and stared down at me with a cheeky grin. “Stand up and bend over.”

      Just him saying the words made me heat up again, and I had hardly stopped pulsing. Never before had a man spoken to me like this and I loved it.

      “You are enjoying telling me what to do, aren’t you?”

      “Do you want me to stop?”

      “No.”

      “It can be your turn next time to be in charge.”

      My mind was already ticking over with ideas of what we could do.

      I did what I was told and leaned on the end of the bed. Ryan’s reflection in the mirror across the room showed him standing behind me as I bent over. I was incredibly vulnerable, and yet I felt safe.

      Ryan moved closer and pressed his cock against my opening, and then plunged in. It took my breath away to be filled by him so completely, and then he withdrew and plunged again.

      “Oh God, Ryan. Don’t stop. Don’t ever stop.” I braced myself against the bed as he pounded me and loved each moment. I wanted him to explode and fill every part of me. My feet were almost leaving the floor with each thrust, and I still wanted more.

      He withdrew. “Kneel,” Ryan ordered, and I moved so I was kneeling halfway up the bed and he climbed on behind me.

      Again, he thrust into me as he bent over my back and his hand came around to touch my clit. The sensations started to build again and this time he joined me as we both yelled our release.

      I loved hearing him groan as he shuddered his seed into me. Our breath slowed with our movements until I reclaimed a sense of normality. To be honest, I had a feeling I would never be the same again after that. Then the two of us collapsed onto our sides, still joined together. I had never felt so connected to someone in my life.

      Ryan eased out of me but ran his fingers up and down my side and kissed the back of my neck. “I’ll run a bath for us in a minute. For now, I want you to know something.”

      I swallowed. What was he going to say? How would I deal with it if he said he cared? I didn’t want to ruin what we had.

      “I know your friends worry about you. I promise I will never hurt you, Autumn.”

      I turned to look at him.

      “Thank you.” I wanted to say, ‘I think I might be falling in love with you, Ryan,’ but I didn’t. He had given me so much more confidence, but that little voice inside me still feared rejection.
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      Ryan

      Bluey was going to howl when Autumn returned to the United Kingdom. I might join in too. I could see the both of us out the back paddock howling at the moon.

      From the minute I saw her in the lobby today, I wanted to get my hands all over her. I had been worried that talking with Grant and his partner might have changed her mind about me. From the kiss she gave me when we met, I was pretty sure I was still in her good books.

      When I’d walked into the room, Grant had stood to shake my hand.

      I wanted to say, ‘You’ve no problem, mate. I know when something amazing has come into my life, and I’m not going to mess with it.’ But I couldn’t say that out loud. I had a deal with Autumn—it was just for the year. Nothing else had been promised.

      Fuck. Why had I agreed to that?

      You are a carpenter, and she is a doctor. You’ve fucked up when you’ve tried a serious relationship in the past.

      Who would want to take me on anyway, with my family and all my shit? Keep it simple.

      Truth was, nothing was ever simple.

      Grant had chilled a bit as the evening went on, but I just wanted Autumn alone so I could show her how much she affected me.

      Once we were back in our room, I had needed her, and I’d let her know. A part of me had expected her to say, ‘get fucked’. She wasn’t used to someone telling her what she should do. She hadn’t, and damn but it made me admire her beyond anything I had felt before. The more I asked, the more she gave. As we had lain next to each other, I had just wanted to enjoy the moment. I had always lived each connection with a woman in the past on a day-to-day basis.

      Maybe I should do the same now.

      That was bullshit—I didn’t want day-to-day with her. I wanted forever, and she hadn’t asked for that.
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        * * *

      

      I had never walked the Sydney Harbor Bridge before, but I had a good head for heights and would be fine. Autumn would kill me if I chucked her over my shoulder, so I needed to get her through this. After all, it was my fault she was doing the damn thing.

      Why did I keep pushing her? If I didn’t watch myself, I would shove her away, and I would not even get the year with her.

      We all met in the lobby and walked to the building below the bridge. I stood at the door and peered at the commanding structure above. I worked with wood but could admire the craftsmanship it had taken to make this. The men who had labored on it had done so without all the safety harnesses of today. I had read they used to throw red-hot rivets at each other and that the harbor floor below the bridge had been covered in the ones they didn’t catch. From what I knew at least fifteen men had died building it.

      The guides showed us a video about the bridge and then got us suited up to walk. Grant led our little group, then Hudson and Charlotte. Autumn was in front of me, and I would watch and make sure she was okay. If something happened to her, I would never forgive myself. Plus, I got to look at her butt. That just reminded me of last night.

      “How are you going?” I asked as I could see her hands were shaking.

      “I’m scared but in a good way. Just make sure you catch me if I fall.”

      The tour guide motioned for us to make our way along the gangway above the road as cars raced past beneath. Then we climbed up a ladder to ascend the span. When we got to the top, Autumn had tears in her eyes as she turned to hug me.

      “Thank you so much for suggesting this. I never thought I would be able to do it.”

      “It was all you, Autumn. I believe the woman I know can do anything she puts her mind to.”

      She kissed me quickly on the lips, and we all did the obligatory photograph with our hands in the air at the top. I hadn’t taken any pictures of Autumn. This might be the only memory I would have of her with me when she went back home to England. Maybe she would stare at it someday and want to come back.

      When we got down and were changing, my phone pinged with a message.

      

      Unknown: I need to see you. Can you send me your address? Chris.

      

      I racked my brain as to who the message might be from. I didn’t know anyone called Chris who would have my number. If it was important, they would give me a call. It was probably a wrong number anyway.

      We all walked to the hotel, and Grant talked about going to the aquarium. Autumn’s hand brushed against mine as we strolled along and I grabbed it. There was no point in pretending I didn’t want to. Charlotte’s gaze went from our entwined hands to my face, and she smiled. It looked like I was doing the right thing for once.

      The next hour was spent looking at all manner of sea creatures and Hudson loved it. I went to the restroom, and when I came back, Charlotte and Autumn were talking but couldn’t see me.

      “So, are you and Grant thinking of having more children?”

      “I think our girl, Ginny, and Hudson will be enough. Neither of us ever expected to have any with my issues. What about you?”

      “One day, I will get to meet your Ginny. I’ve seen so many pictures of her.” Autumn sipped on her soda. “When I was married, I thought we might have kids, but then we broke up. I put all my energy into my job, so I’ve never really thought about it again. Now, I think I would like a baby. I could bring one up on my own, I believe, if I had to.”

      “Looks to me as if you have a great sperm donor on-hand at the moment.”

      Autumn shook her head. “Ryan is lovely but just a friend. I’ll be going back to the UK. The deal is that it was only for the year.”

      I coughed and made my presence known. I needed to forget ideas of a future with Autumn. I knew in that moment I would never be able to give her what she wanted.

      As we arrived back at the hotel, my phone pinged again.

      

      Unknown: Are you ignoring me? You didn’t in the past. I told you this was important. If you don’t give me your address, I’ll find out some other way.

      

      “Are you okay?” Autumn asked as she touched my arm.

      I stared at my phone with a puzzled expression. Who the hell is this?

      “I’ve been getting some weird text messages, but I don’t know the number. Said they want my address, which I have no intention of sending to some random.”

      Autumn went wide-eyed, but I didn’t want to worry her. She had put up with enough strange people trying to contact her as it was.

      “Having been the victim of a stalker, I know that there are some peculiar people out there,” she said.

      “I’ll send a message back and see if I can find something out.” This was our last night together in Sydney, and I didn’t want to be bothered by anything else.

      I sent a text.

      

      Ryan: Not sure if you have the right number.

      

      I hoped that would be the end of it. I held Autumn’s hand as we all headed out to eat at a local restaurant. The evening went well, and I could forget strange texts for a while.

      No new message came from the mysterious Chris that night, and I considered it must have been a mistake. I made love to Autumn again and relished every moment she was in my arms. I would gather as many memories as I could.
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        * * *

      

      In the morning, we checked out and traveled back home. The others said they would join us in a day or so.

      I was nearly home when my phone pinged again.

      

      Chris: Not a wrong number. Remember Melbourne in January at Dale’s party? I need to talk to you about something.

      

      I thought back to the incredibly boozy weekend I’d had with some old friends at Dale’s birthday. We had celebrated way into the night and I had woken up the next day in a strange bed with a lady. I honestly could not remember if Chris had been her name or not. Even if it was, what the hell would she want to talk to me about? Why couldn’t she just call?

      I parked out the front of the cottage, and Autumn pulled in behind me. I was staring at my cell phone when I got out of my vehicle.

      Autumn walked over. “Is it the strange texter again?”

      “Yes. I think I know her, but we met only once. She said she wants to talk and it’s important. I’ll ask her to call and see if we can sort it out.”

      

      Ryan: Give me a call and we can talk.

      

      There was no reply. I still wasn’t sure what the whole thing was about, but I wasn’t giving my address to her.

      There was a bark from across the street. Bluey was letting me know he had seen me.

      “I’ll go and get Bluey and see you in a while.”

      Dorothy answered the door, and Bluey jumped up and down. You would think I had been away a month and not two days.

      “Did he behave?” I asked.

      “He has been wonderful company for me. I feel so safe with a dog barking at anyone who comes to the door. How did your weekend go?”

      I couldn’t help but glance back over at Autumn as she emptied her car. It had been a mistake to go to Sydney. Now I couldn’t cope with the pain I had in my chest.

      Dorothy touched my arm. “What’s wrong? She really seems to like you.”

      Damn, but I should stop wearing his emotions on my face. “The feeling is mutual, but she’s only here for the year. Then she will be gone back home to London.”

      Dorothy touched my arm. “You could always ask her to stay. People can change their plans.”

      “It’s a nice thought, but there’s no point. She wants things I can’t give her. I think the best course of action is to keep doing what I am now and accept it was good while it lasted.”

      “I’ve been around long enough to see something worth fighting for, but it is up to you. The pair of you look at each other as if it’s something more. Women like her don’t come along all the time.”

      “I know, I’m just a carpenter, though. And she’s a doctor.”

      “She’s also a woman. If you don’t do something then someone else might.”

      The thought of another man touching Autumn the way I did, messed with my head. I wasn’t used to competing for a woman’s affections. I adored them for a short while and moved on. This time I didn’t want to move on. I wanted her to stay with me forever.

      “Things will change whether you want them to or not. Now take that dog off home with you before I have to squirt him with the hose again for peeing on my rose bushes.”

      I fed Bluey and headed back to Autumn’s cottage. When I walked inside, I couldn’t see her.

      “I’m in here,” she called from the bedroom.

      I walked in to find her sitting up in bed with a sheet covering her chest, but her shoulders were bare. Fuck, I adored her. “Are you naked under there?”

      “That’s for me to know and you to find out.”

      It didn’t take long for me to strip and join her. I never tired of her body. It was as if every time we came together, I discovered something new. To touch a new spot and see how she would react turned me on so much.

      As we lay side by side afterward, I would take Dorothy’s advice and hope it didn’t come back and kick me in the guts.

      “I know we said this would just be ‘friends with benefits,’ and I don’t know where this will end. I suppose what I’m trying to say is, I care for you, Autumn. I intend on being exclusive to you while you are here.” It was all I could offer her for now.

      Autumn went quiet.

      Shit, I had said too much too soon. I should learn to keep my big mouth shut.

      “I feel something, too, and I really appreciate you wanting to be only with me. I don’t like to share, especially after my ex. I’m not looking for anyone else either at the moment. It’s hard for me to say more right now, Ryan. Scars run deep.”

      “Take as long as you want. If you keep waiting naked in bed for me, I’m not going to rush you. I have no intention of going anywhere.”
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      Autumn

      

      I couldn’t keep the smile off my face. Okay, it was not a declaration of love from Ryan last night, but it was a step in the right direction. Somewhere along the line, I would say the L-word. Dear God, it had been years. Okay, I would ignore the niggling doubt that he would not say it back.

      Ryan had stayed overnight but had gone off to work early this morning. Grant’s conference was finished, and they were driving up from Sydney. I had a fold-out bed for Hudson in the spare bedroom as they were staying a couple of days before they headed back to the States. I was not due to work until after they left, so I could show them the sights.

      It was late morning when they turned up, and Hudson could not believe it when he saw the parrots in the trees and then heard a kookaburra laughing. His eyes were wide with excitement. “Where’s Bluey?” he asked.

      “You’ll see him later. Ryan is at work, and Bluey goes with him on the back of the pickup.”

      We had a quiet lunch in the backyard gazing out at the paddocks as we chatted. Then I was going to take them to the Scenic Skyway cableway and Vertical Railway. As I cleaned up, Grant came over and touched my arm while Charlotte got Hudson ready. From the serious look on his face, he had something to tell me. I hoped it wasn’t going to be about Ryan and warning me to hold back. He was always protective, but I needed his support this time. If he said not to let my heart go, then I would listen. I would cry but I would listen.

      “I need to tell you something. I wasn’t going to mention it because I didn’t think it would matter, but Charlotte told me I had to.” He was looking at the ground.

      “You’re beating around the bush, Grant. You’re getting me worried. What is it?”

      “Jonathan was at the conference. I swear I didn’t know he was coming.”

      Even after all this time, it was like a kick in the guts to realize he was near. I had liked the thought he was on the other side of the world. I wasn’t interested in him and had not been for a long time, but my stomach still did a flip at his name. That had been the problem with our relationship. I had been needed when everything was about him, but when it had been about me, he had not been there. The world had to revolve around Jonathan, and I didn’t want to be in that circle anymore.

      “Well, he’s allowed to go to conferences. It is inevitable our paths will cross. Now, let’s head off.” Damn him. I had to let that part of my life go and leave it in the past.

      It was a short drive to the cableway. It went out across a gorge, and I had done it before with Ryan. I hung onto the pole in the middle and let the others stay around the windows so they could view the beautiful Blue Mountain scenery. The drop was too much, and I didn’t need to punish myself by seeing it again.

      Afterward, we got on the Vertical Railway. Being on the ground should have made things less scary, but it didn’t. I felt as if I was falling forward as the train made its way down the mountain, and I stared out with the others at the vista before us.

      When we got back to the top, we went for coffee and cake.

      “Tonight, we’re going to have a barbecue, and then tomorrow I’ll take you to the Jenolan Caves I visited with Ryan. They’re incredible.”

      Back at the cottage, I prepared some salads and opened a bottle of wine while we waited for Ryan to turn up. My heart skipped a beat when his pickup arrived.

      Grant came over. “You know you’re a bit of a schoolgirl around him? It’s good to see someone bring you alive again.”

      “Thanks. I never thought Australia would bring someone like Ryan into my life. There are no guarantees though.”

      “There never are guarantees, but sometimes you have to take that leap of faith. Look what it did for me.”

      There was barking as Ryan arrived with Bluey. Hudson was so excited to see the dog, and the two of them went into the back garden to throw a ball. Ryan came over, kissed the top of my head, and put a pack of beer down.

      “Let’s have a beer and get this barbecue going,” he said.

      The evening passed as we all chatted about the future and what we had planned. Hudson could hardly believe his eyes when kangaroos dotted the paddock behind the cottages. I didn’t have a koala in the gum tree, but this was as close to perfect as it could get.

      Later, Hudson didn’t want to go to bed, but his eyes drooped as he lay on the beanbag, cuddling Bluey. He would smell like dog tomorrow, but it seemed as if the two of them would be friends for life.

      With Hudson asleep, I made coffee for the rest of us as we sat by the fire. Tonight, Ryan would go back to his cottage, as he needed to be up early for work. It was a pity as I was getting used to him being there when I woke up. His phone had pinged a couple of times, and I worried he was still getting those strange messages, but he didn’t say anything.

      I walked him to the front gate.

      “I’m taking them to the caves tomorrow, and then they’re heading back to Sydney to fly out. I’m going to miss them.”

      “I’ll be busy all day but should be back early evening. Keep the bed warm for me.”

      “You have a deal.”

      Ryan wrapped his arms around me and pulled me close, kissing me passionately.

      Then he stopped and was gone.

      Like a teenager, I missed him already.
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        * * *

      

      The day at the caves went well, and I cried when I saw my friends off. Who knew when I would see them next? Then again, I had traveled around the world to Australia so why couldn’t I pop across to the States as well?

      Ryan was busy, and I needed to go into work. I would be back to full days again from tomorrow. It had been nice to have a break, but I was ready to put some of my ideas from the conference into practice. I was going to set up a questionnaire for people with asthma. The program required being set up so I could work with colleagues overseas while they all collected data. Tonight, I planned on having a quiet time in with Ryan.

      We watched the last two episodes of the series I had been watching called Dark Storm. He said Jamie might be on it which was so exciting. I had never known any TV stars before. Then we fell asleep in each other’s arms. There were no more words of endearment, but his actions showed he cared in the way he adored my body. Life was wonderful and I wanted it to stay like this.
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        * * *

      

      Bluey barked in the other room and woke us up. I swear, you didn’t need to set an alarm—this dog’s bladder worked like clockwork.

      Ryan came back and kissed me as I lay in bed. “I’m going to head off early as I have so much to do today. I should see you tonight, though.”

      “I need to get up anyway as it’s my first day back, and I’d better not be late. See you later.”

      I dressed and was about to leave when there was a ping from a cell phone. Mine was in my bag and I glanced around. Ryan had left his on the dining table. I didn’t mean to look, but the message was on the screen.

      

      Chris: Stop avoiding me. I’m pregnant and we need to talk.

      

      The message disappeared as the locked-screen image of Bluey popped. My skin felt cold, and my stomach turned as if someone had punched me in the gut. So much for wonderful.

      I had been rash. I didn’t know much about Ryan, and we had only been together for a few months in the scheme of things. Like a fool, I had desperately run headlong into this agreement, wanting something so much. It wasn’t the agreement that was the problem but my growing feelings. I was going to get hurt again.

      Ryan said the person had stopped messaging him, and I had believed him. I had been in a relationship based on lies before and could not go back to that again. No matter how tempting he was.

      For now, I would take the phone over to his place and head to work. I would talk to him about it this evening. Maybe by then, my heart would not feel so sad and like it was breaking, but I doubted it.

      I knocked on Ryan’s door. Bluey was barking inside.

      Ryan answered, and I handed him the phone. “You left it on the table. I have to rush. See you later.” I left before I said something that would come out as an accusation of his betrayal. I didn’t want him to see the tears forming in my eyes either.

      At work, I could lose myself in the job. Case after case came and went. At lunchtime, I stared at my cell phone, hoping there might be a message from Ryan. But what would he say? If the woman was pregnant and he was the father, then there would be some major discussions needed. He had said he hadn’t seen her since January, and it was now July. It was before I had come to Australia so I had no right to be angry. The woman would be six months gone now so she had obviously decided to keep it. Why would she wait so long to find him? But then again, I didn’t know the whole story.

      If he walked away from the responsibility, I would think less of him. But if he stayed with a person where the only connection was the child, I could see that being a disaster too. Not to mention, it would leave me devastated as well. It was out of my hands. I would find out later and then decide what I would do.

      I was about to get in my car and drive home when my phone pinged. A part of me wanted it to be him and another part dreaded it.

      

      Ryan: Sorry I can’t make tea tonight. Something has come up and I need to see someone. Will call you later.

      

      My heart sank, and I wanted to cry as I sat in my car. One of the receptionists walked past on the way to her vehicle. I put my head down and pretended to be looking for something in my glove box. I would go home and have a glass of wine, or maybe the whole bottle. Having some time on my own to think was what I needed anyway. It just wasn’t what I wanted.

      As I drove, all I could visualize was Ryan sitting somewhere, talking to a past lover. I liked him a lot but I didn’t own him. I could not go down the road again of feeling anxious about my relationship. I should just accept that life was easier when you were on your own.

      I opened the fridge door but didn’t feel like eating. Instead, I grabbed the bottle of white wine. Drinking wasn’t a solution to problems, but sometimes you just needed to chill.

      Sitting outside beneath a tree and watching the sun going down, I took a deep breath. In truth, I hadn’t really known what I wanted when I came to Australia. One thing I did know was that I did not want stress. If Ryan was involved in another relationship, I was sensible enough to get out before my heart got broken anymore.

      The front doorbell rang. That was odd, as Ryan had his key and said he was out. Maybe it was Dorothy. I had not seen her since I had gotten back from my trip to the caves with friends. She probably wanted to catch up on all the gossip.

      I opened the door and my breath caught in my throat.

      Jonathan stood there.

      I shook my head as if I was imagining him. Nope, he was still there. How the hell did he find out where I lived? Plus, why wasn’t he on a plane back to the UK?

      “What . . . how did you get here?”

      Jonathan gave me that big smile as if he’d never done anything wrong in his life. I was sure in his head he hadn’t. He walked in, hugged me, then strolled over and lounged on the couch. Anyone would think he lived there. My mouth hung open as I was stuck to the spot but forced myself to move.

      He picked up my glass and smiled. “I don’t suppose I could have one, too? It’s been a while since we last saw each other. We should celebrate.”

      Like a robot, I went and got a glass and poured him a drink. What the hell was I doing?

      “Celebrate what? Our divorce? That came through long ago. You didn’t answer my questions, Jonathan. How and why are you here?” I had to regain some semblance of control here even though my head was spinning.

      Jonathan sipped on his wine and leaned back. “I saw Grant at the conference. He said you’d caught up and gave me your address, so I thought I would pop in and see you. I couldn’t come all this way without a hug from you.”

      “That is a bare-faced lie. Grant told me he’d bumped into you and told you zip. Plus, the Blue Mountains are not just around the corner from Sydney. You don’t just pop in here.” Something was going on, and I wasn’t falling for his lines anymore.

      “It’s true. I made a special trip. I needed to see you.”

      There was that word. Need. It should be a warning sign flashing above Jonathan’s head like a neon light. I would get to the bottom of this and chuck him out. My doctor side came to the front for a minute. Was he sick? Then again, he knew lots of doctors. “What’s wrong?”

      “After I saw you at the reunion, I went back to Scotland and took up my position at the hospital. I have to admit, it has turned out to be more demanding than I’d thought. Geraldine is busy with her business, and I came to understand how much you were always there for me.”

      So, he was not sick. My momentary sympathy went out the window. Where was Jonathan going with this? Was he asking for us to get back together again? I might be only here on a working visa, and the man I was interested in was out meeting another woman who was having his baby, but I had pride.

      None of this mattered as I could make it on my own, couldn’t I? For a split second, and out of desperation, I contemplated getting back with Jonathan. No. I could honestly say I didn’t want that anymore.

      “I’m flattered that you appreciated what I did when we were together, but we are not together anymore.”

      “You always made me calm down whenever things got too much. I need you beside me to help me through this rough time.” Jonathan moved closer along the couch and placed his hand on my knee.

      I froze as I stared at it. The hair on my neck stood on end as if I was being trapped by a spider in a web. I had been there once before and was not going back.

      Jonathan moved closer and cupped my cheek as he peered at my lips. He was going to try to kiss me. There was not a single cell in my body that wanted him.

      I pushed myself back on the couch to get away. “Are you really trying to kiss me, Jonathan?”

      “See, I knew you would understand. I would love you to come back. Every time I come down to London, we could have time together.” His hand started to move from my knee up my thigh.

      My stomach turned at his touch. Then I laughed when I caught on to what he was saying. This man had some nerve. I wasn’t interested in him but wanted to check something out.

      “Hang on. Are you still engaged to Geraldine? I thought from the way you were speaking that you had broken up.”

      “We are apart.”

      “Permanently?” I stood, wanting to get as much distance as possible between us. I couldn’t keep the smirk off my face.

      “We’re not sure. You’ve always helped me understand things in the past. I can operate on people, but you help with my feelings when they get all messed up. You know I’m a complicated man. You said you used to love that about me.”

      I laughed, seeing what this visit was truly about.

      “Hell, all you want is a quick fix of sex while you’re here in Australia and someone to visit in London when you’re away from home.” It was almost funny it was so ridiculous.

      “It sounds awful when you say it like that, but I have always cared for you, and I thought you would understand me.” He put his glass down and moved toward me, but I put my hands up.

      “Don’t come any closer. I understand perfectly well that you’re an entitled, selfish prick.” That felt so good to say out loud.

      “Autumn. It’s not like you to say such things. I heard you’ve been associating with some lowlife. You are better than this.”

      “I should have said this a long time ago. The door to us is completely closed and has been for a long time. I never want to see you again, and if we ever happen to pass each other in a medical situation, feel free to ignore me because I intend to ignore you.” I took a deep breath. “Also, the lowlife you mentioned has more integrity in his little finger than you have in your whole body. Now, leave.”

      Jonathan opened his mouth to say something but then thought better of it and marched toward the front door. He turned for a parting shot.

      “You never knew how good you had it.” Then he was gone.

      He was wrong. Back then, I had not realized how badly I’d had it. Now I was free. Free of Jonathan for good and free to go my own way, even if that meant a future without Ryan.

      Jonathan had given me a wonderful gift.

      I actually believed in myself.
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      Ryan

      I hated keeping things from Autumn but guessed she had her own secrets too. By the time you got to our age, you had baggage. I had left a few broken hearts along the way, but I had protected my own. If I was going to make a go of a future with Autumn, then this was the first hurdle I would face.

      Thanks to my old friend Dale, Chris had managed to find out the suburb where I lived, even if she didn’t have my address. I needed to sort it out. If Chris was distressed by the pregnancy, I would see if I could help in some way.

      I had arranged to meet her at the Katoomba Family Hotel. It was a well-known venue and there would be lots of people around. I hoped she didn’t intend on making a scene.

      When I walked in and across to the bar, I caught a glimpse of red hair. That hair color and the fact that she was a fair bit younger than me—I would say early twenties—were two things I could recall from that boozy night. She was sitting in the corner.

      I walked over and she peered up at me. Chris bit her bottom lip and was wringing her hands.

      “Can I get you a coffee or something?” I asked.

      “No thanks.” She stood for a second and then sat down. I could see a bump showing—she was definitely pregnant. Not that I had thought she was lying anyway.

      “I’ll get myself one and then we can talk.”

      When I sat with my drink, she didn’t look up. This was going to be a hard conversation if she couldn’t even look at me.

      “So, how can I help you? You said you’re pregnant, so I assume you think I had something to do with it.” I might as well get straight to the point.

      She eventually glanced at me. “I wasn’t going to say anything. When I found out I decided to keep it and thought I could cope.” She wrung her hands for a minute before she spoke again. “I lost my job and couldn’t pay my rent. I didn’t want to depend on someone else, but I need some money. People are not too keen on employing a person who’s pregnant.”

      I felt sorry for her, but that didn’t mean I was going to take responsibility for something that was not my fault.

      “It’s not my baby.”

      Chris went pale. That was obviously not the news she wanted to hear. “It has to be. The only other person I had sex with said he’d been given the snip.”

      “Then you must have an amazing baby because I’m sterile. Thanks to an accident a long time ago, I can’t have kids.” Saying it out loud made it real.

      “Hell. One of you has to be lying.” She kept shaking her head.

      “Well, it’s not me. It’s not the kind of thing a guy would make up. Have you contacted the other man?” I asked.

      “His name’s Dave and he’s married. Said they weren’t going to have any more children and that’s why he’d had the operation. I know it was wrong when we had sex, but they were on the rocks anyway.”

      The guy sounded like a dick.

      “I read somewhere guys still have to take precautions for three months after having the snip. Maybe he hadn’t waited long enough.”

      “Shit. I’m so stupid. I should have known he was fibbing. One of his mates cracked a joke once that Dave had needed to sit on a cushion over Christmas because his privates were sore. I thought once you had them snipped, that was it.”

      “Look, I can see you’re in a state, but I’m obviously not going to pay to look after someone else’s kid. But I don’t like to see anyone chucked out on the street either. Have you got somewhere you can stay?” I hoped she did because I didn’t want her to come home with me, even temporarily.

      “My sister lives in Sydney, but we haven’t talked for two years.”

      “I suggest you need some family about you for now. When you’re a bit more settled, you can make the decision to call the father or not.”

      She reached into her purse and grabbed her cell phone. “Will you stay with me while I talk to her?”

      “Of course.” Chris might have been a one-night stand, but she was still someone who was frightened. Damn! If I was going to have a kid on my own, I knew I would have been scared shitless.

      Five minutes later, she had finished talking.

      “She told me to go to her. Said she would never forgive herself if something happened to me. Maybe this baby will pull us back together.” Chris even managed a weak smile.

      “This situation will have a silver lining after all.”

      I followed her out to her car, which was old and full of rust. I was surprised the thing had lasted all the way from Melbourne. I grabbed my wallet and pulled out two fifty-dollar notes. “Use this to get some petrol and buy some food to take to your sister’s.”

      “Thank you. You seem like a good guy. I’m sorry you can’t have kids.”

      “I’ve accepted it.”

      I had, but would Autumn?

      It didn’t matter.

      We were just ‘friends with benefits’.

      “Look after yourself and think about contacting the dad. If you had some money coming in from him you might be better off.”

      She drove away, and I headed home. No kids for me. It was one of the reasons it would never work with Autumn. She deserved to be a mom, and I could not give her that.

      As I pulled into my street toward the cottages, someone came out of Autumn’s place. I didn’t recognize the man. She was free to have whoever she wanted visiting, but then again, who was it? I wanted to be exclusive, but she hadn’t said the same. My heart was getting messed up, good and proper. If there was to be any type of future with Autumn, I should explain about Chris anyway. I didn’t want secrets between us. I had also said I would protect her. If this guy was causing her trouble, I would sort him out.

      I went to my place and fed Bluey and then headed around. It was best to knock and not just let myself in.

      Autumn opened the door. “I told you to go. I never want to see you again,” she yelled.

      “Whoa. Sorry. What did I do?” I held my hands up. Whoever the guy had been, she was clearly glad he was gone, and that suited me perfectly.

      “Ryan. I didn’t think it was you.”

      “I’m happy about that. Would it have been the guy I just saw drive off like a nut down the street?”

      Autumn headed back inside, and I followed her. There were two wine glasses on the coffee table.

      “That was my ex-husband, Jonathan.” She said the words with enough venom for a poisonous snake.

      “Wow. That’s not what I expected.”

      “Grant told me Jonathan had been at the conference, but I didn’t think he would come here. He said Grant gave him my address, but I doubt that very much.” She was pacing.

      “Can I ask what he wanted?”

      “Let me get you a drink and I will enlighten you,” Autumn said as she grabbed another glass from the kitchen.

      I sat and took a gulp of the wine.

      “He said he needed to see me because I could help him. I thought he might be sick, but no. I got the impression his engagement was off, but no again. After a little chat, I worked out he wanted sex while he was here and then for me to be his bit on the side in London when I went back to the UK.”

      I had to give the man credit for being the biggest dickhead around. Did he really think she would go for that?

      “You know, you’re really sexy when you’re mad.”

      “I can’t believe it. He actually thought I would be okay with his suggestion.”

      I put my glass down and went over and stood in front of her with my arms open. “Is it safe to ask for a hug?”

      “Yes. In fact, it’s what I need right now.”

      Autumn held on tight, and I enjoyed the closeness while it lasted. My chat about Chris was still to come.

      She moved away, took a big drink, and sat on the couch. “So, how did your evening go?”

      “I went to see the person who’s been sending me the text messages. Her name is Chris. I knew her from a one-night stand a while back.” I emptied my glass. “She’s pregnant.”

      Autumn stared into her glass. Somehow, I did not think she was surprised.

      “I have to admit, I saw a message on your phone before I brought it over this morning. I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to be nosy.”

      “Sneaky. Well, I met her at a local hotel, and she was freaking out. She’d lost her job and has nowhere to live and very little money.”

      “And you’re the father?”

      “She believed that, but I told her it was impossible. When I was younger, I had a bike-riding accident. The trauma meant I can’t have kids. They said there is some sort of nerve damage or tubes ripped or something.”

      “I didn’t see it in your medical history—I’m sorry. That was so wrong of me to say that. I just went into doctor mode.”

      “It’s not there because I didn’t have my records sent from Victoria. They kept sending me emails to sign it off, but I ignored them.”

      “Can I ask why?”

      “When I left home, being sterile was the final kick in the gut.” I took a deep breath, finding it hard to get the words out. “I need something stronger than this wine.”

      Autumn went and poured me a brandy.

      I took a gulp and let the liquid burn the back of my throat. I had not talked about this to anyone for years. “I was young when it happened. Time went by and I forgot things. It wasn’t important and I didn’t want kids. Then I met a girl, the one I mentioned before. I was twenty-one and thought the world was okay. Six months later, we got engaged. I had a job offer to go away for three months. When I got back, she was eight weeks pregnant. Obviously, I knew it wasn’t mine.”

      “I’m sorry.”

      “It gets better. It was my best friend’s.”

      “I can fully understand leaving. I would have done the same.”

      I put down my drink and motioned for her to come across to me. I wanted her on my lap.

      Autumn straddled me and put her arms around my neck.

      I promised myself as I kissed her that I would be upfront about everything from now on. So, I had told a lie about the bike accident, but the outcome was the same. I could not have kids.

      I just did not want her to think badly of my family.
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      Autumn

      I was loving life. A week had passed since the conference and Jonathan’s visit. Ryan was wonderful, and my sex life had never been better. I had given myself an ultimatum to let him know I had fallen for him. If it all went wrong, I would get on a plane and visit Grant and Charlotte in America. That way I would get to see them, and I could cry on my friends’ shoulders. I had a meal planned for tonight with all the food that Ryan enjoyed. He said he really liked chicken Kiev so I had stopped at the butcher and bought two. I had a selection of vegetables I was doing as well. Dessert would be chocolate-chip ice cream. I just hoped I would not burn anything. Burning ice cream was highly unlikely, but with my culinary skills, anything was possible.

      I was eating my lunch when a message came through from Ryan.

      

      Ryan: Having a few issues with my family and may be late tonight.

      Autumn: That’s okay. Let me know if I can help.

      Ryan: Thanks. Worst case, I’ll have to go home again. I have a bag packed in the car. Would much rather spend the night with you.

      Autumn: The feeling is mutual. Keep me updated.

      

      When I pulled up outside the cottage, Ryan’s pickup was not there. But that would give me more time to get ready. I unloaded the car and noticed a car revving across the street. The cottages were on a no-through road, so we didn’t get much traffic. Dorothy would be out in a minute telling whoever it was to shut up. I peered at the vehicle but could not make out a face, and then they drove off. It was probably just some young idiot driver. After losing my foot, I knew there were a lot of them around.

      An hour later, I had showered, and the Kiev was cooking. There was a nice bottle of wine chilling in the fridge, and the fire alarm had not gone off, so I had managed to wing it and make a half-decent meal. We all have our skills. Ryan was good with wood, and I helped make people better—I didn’t have to be a great cook.

      I checked my phone, and there were no messages. It was six-thirty and Ryan had said he would be back by now. I sent him a text.

      

      Autumn: Hey, gorgeous. The food is cooking. Hope to see you soon. You know how good I am at burning things. Hope everything is okay.

      

      I checked my emails while waiting for an answer.

      Ten minutes later and there was still nothing, so I called him. The call went to message bank.

      “Hi, Ryan. I was just wondering how you’re going. Give me a call when you are free.”

      I fidgeted and paced back and forth in the small cottage. I’d gotten myself all ready for the big reveal and had a picture in my head of how it would go. Since I had confronted Jonathan, I had a stronger belief in myself, and I wasn’t going to let it go. I almost thought I should let Geraldine know about his proposition, but I decided to just stay out of their relationship. I had an idea Jonathan would ruin it all by himself.

      Now he was late, things felt different. Maybe I wasn’t as strong as I thought. My phone pinged as a text came through. Before I could read it my cell phone rang. It was Ryan.

      “Autumn. I’m so sorry. I’m on my way to Melbourne. I was going through an area with bad reception. I sent texts. I thought you knew.”

      My heart sank that little bit, but his family was more important. Well, at least I would convince myself that was true. Darn it, but I wanted to be the most important person in his life. I realized I had never been that to anyone. Not Jonathan, not even my parents. Now I was just being selfish.

      “That’s fine, Ryan. Do what you have to do. Let me know how it goes and when you’ll be back.”

      “This is the last time. Things have come to a head, and my brother and I are going to sort it out once and for all. I promise I’ll explain everything when I get back. I just didn’t want to burden you with my family issues. Some bad stuff went down when we were kids and it’s hard to talk about.”

      “That’s what friends are for. By the way, I wanted to let you know I bought some new lingerie. It can be a surprise for when you get back.” I couldn’t keep the smile off my face.

      “That gives me the motivation to get this done even faster. I can’t wait to see you in it and out of it.”

      “Let me know when you get there safe.”

      Then he was gone, and I flopped down in the chair.

      I would not cry. Stuff it.

      My eyes watered.

      I loved this guy and needed to tell him. There was no way I was going to do it over the phone, though. I wanted to see his reaction when I said those words. His eyes would tell me straight away if an ‘I like you a lot but’ was coming.

      I dragged myself off the chair and dished up the meal. Without Ryan to share it with, I didn’t have an appetite anymore. The wine and ice cream could wait until he got back. I had work to do on my research project, so I would get stuck into that instead.

      I was setting out questions to ask patients about their asthma plans when the revving started outside again. If Dorothy didn’t call the police, I would. It was a pity Ryan had taken Bluey with him. I would have used him to scare the idiots away. Bluey would have probably licked them to death though.

      It occurred to me for the first time that the street was a bit isolated. The cottages were on the outskirts of town in a cul-de-sac with fields behind them. There was one streetlight, but it didn’t cover the whole area. With Ryan around, it hadn’t bothered me, but this car constantly revving was unsettling.

      Eventually, the car drove off, and I went to bed. I would check on Dorothy in the morning to make sure she was okay. I tossed and turned, but eventually sleep came.

      I came awake with a start. There had been a loud bang—or had I imagined it? I lay there for a minute, waiting to see if there would be another one.

      Nothing.

      I reached for the clock on the bedside table. It was three in the morning. Maybe it was a tree branch. It had been dry, and I had heard gum trees could drop big limbs like the one that had blocked our path months ago. Yet again, I wished Ryan was here.

      I got out of bed and grabbed my crutches. I went to the back of the house and turned on the outside light. There was nothing obvious amiss, but I would get a better look in the morning. After heading to the front of the house, I stopped when there was a thud against the door. My blood pounded in her ears and my whole body shook.

      What the hell?

      Was someone trying to scare me?

      Well, it was working.

      I moved to the front bay window to peek outside. There was no way in hell I was going out there. I couldn’t see anyone so, for now, I would go back to bed. If it happened again, I would call the police.

      It took ages for me to get to sleep again, but finally, exhaustion overtook me.
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        * * *

      

      In the morning, I got dressed and had a good look at the back of the property and across into Ryan’s house. A branch had come down in his garden from a gum tree. It wasn’t that big and still didn’t account for the noises that came from the front of the cottage. I would check the front garden and then pop over to see Dorothy before I went to work.

      Two big rocks were by the front door and a mark on the wood where they had hit. What person got their kicks from throwing rocks at people’s houses? My hands trembled as I picked up one of the rocks and went back inside. If I had been standing by the door, I would have been seriously injured by it. I grabbed my cell phone and tried to call Ryan. I wanted to let him know what was happening, but there was no answer.

      Instead, I would Face Time Grant. Luckily, he was there and answered. Seeing his face immediately reassured me.

      “Hi, Grant. Thought I would catch up and see how you are going back in the US.” I didn’t want to dump the business with the rock straight on him or he would be jumping on a flight.

      “It’s busy, but good. The kids are a handful, but I love them. I’m guessing this isn’t a random call. What’s wrong? Ryan hasn’t broken your heart, has he? We swapped numbers, so I can call him and let him know he’s an idiot if you want.”

      “No, he’s fine. He just had to pop home to Melbourne and see family. Something did happen though since you left. Jonathan turned up and said you told him where I lived. I didn’t believe him, of course, and told him as much.”

      “You know I’d never do that. What a prick. Are you okay?” I could see the anger in Grant’s expression.

      “I know you wouldn’t, but I think he may have followed you from Sydney. He is a creep, and I’m fine, and hopefully, he took the hint. I think he and Geraldine are on the rocks and he wanted to shack up with me till they sorted it out. I told him to take a hike.”

      “I am so proud of you. He never deserved you. Maybe Geraldine has seen the light as well.”

      I took a deep breath before I went on. “I didn’t get much sleep last night though. I had some fool driving like mad up the street and throwing rocks.”

      “Did you call the cops?”

      “No, but I will if it happens again. It was probably kids being silly.” I took a big breath wanting to change the subject. “There is something else. I’ve been thinking of telling Ryan I care about him.”

      “Autumn. That sounds dangerously close to you using the L-word.” He smiled.

      “I know. I never thought I would again. If it all goes horribly wrong, I will turn up on your doorstep and bawl my eyes out. Be prepared to have lots of wine and chocolate.”

      “You know you will always be welcome.”

      “I’ll call you on the weekend and let you know how it goes.”

      “Take care and be positive. I’m sure the guy adores you.”

      “I hope so. Bye.”

      Chatting with Grant had lifted my spirits and I was no longer shaking. I would go and see Dorothy and make sure the stupid drivers had not done the same there.

      Dorothy answered the door, and I followed her inside.

      “What a pest that person was last night, revving up their car. I was about to call the police when it stopped,” Dorothy said.

      “They threw rocks at my place.”

      “Oh, you poor thing. It’s more than likely silly young men with too much time on their hands. They get a thrill out of annoying people.”

      “If it happens again, I’m calling the police,” I said. “I would have been happier if Ryan had been here. Has it happened before?”

      “We have had kids being foolish before but not that bad. I noticed Ryan’s pickup isn’t there. Has he gone away?”

      It wasn’t my business to share things, but it seemed Dorothy knew some things about Ryan’s past anyway. “He’s gone to Melbourne. Said there was a family situation.”

      “It will be his mother. She’s had a sad life from the little I know. Been sick recently, but a lot of mental issues, too.”

      I would do what I could to help when he got back. He was going to talk to me about it anyway, so it would not be snooping. If there was a physical problem, I could explain it to him, and if it was a psychiatric issue, I could look into what counseling facilities were near his mother. He might tell me to mind my own business, though. I would respect that if it was the case.

      “Well, I need to get to work now. Let me know if you want anything or if those car hoons come back again.”
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        * * *

      

      The morning flew by with appointments, and I hadn’t had time to check my phone. When I did, there was a message from Ryan.

      

      Ryan: Got to Melbourne safe. Saw my brother and we are sorting out where Mom can live. Will call you tonight and let you know how it’s going. Miss you.

      

      I missed him too. I would tell him tonight about the rocks and the branch. There was no point in worrying him when he had enough on his plate with his family. I sent a message.

      

      Autumn: Crazy busy at work but should be home by six. Look forward to it. Miss you too.

      

      The afternoon went as fast as the morning, and I was exhausted by the time I arrived home. Plus, my broken sleep from the night before did not help. I would have tea, chat with Ryan, and hit the sack. Then I had a naughty idea. Just because we were away from each other did not mean we couldn’t still have some fun. Maybe we could have phone sex. I had never done it before but being in Australia was all about trying new things.

      Two hours later, he still hadn’t called. He had to be busy, and I didn’t want to bother him. At least there were no more rocks on the front doorstep or crazy driving on the street. It was like I thought and just young guys trying to impress people with their cars. I watched a documentary on television, but then my eyes were closing. I would even be too tired for phone sex at this rate. I popped my cell phone on charge beside the bed.

      I was just about to take off my prosthesis and change into my pajamas when a loud bang made me jump. I made my way to the bedroom window. What the hell was going on? More noises came from the back of the house as if someone was throwing the garden furniture around. Had I locked the door? I couldn’t remember. Okay, I would try to stay calm. I just had to convince my body that as I trembled. I would check the doors and call the police.

      I rushed to the back of the house to lock up, but the door swung in before I could even get there. It hit my forearm and I lost my balance and fell on the floor with a thud. My hand went into spasm, and a jolt went up my good leg.

      I shook my head to try and focus. I could see the shape of a man standing in the doorway. It was dark outside, and he hadn’t entered the light enough for me to make out his features.

      “Hello, Autumn. I’ve missed you.”

      I’d know that voice anywhere. It sent a cold feeling of dread up my spine. It had been over a year since I had taken out the restraining order, but I still had nightmares about him. How the hell did he find me here? I needed my phone to call the police, but it was beside my bed. Kevin could be erratic at the best of times but had not physically hurt me in the past. The car accident had been just that. An accident.  He had smashed up my apartment but had never touched me. I would count on that until I managed to call the cops.

      “Why are you here, Kevin?” I grabbed the side of the sofa to pull myself up. He rushed in to help me. At his touch, I couldn’t help it, my whole body stiffened. I had witnessed his strange sense of caring for me before, from the accident, through to his stalking me. I sat on the couch as the dizziness wore off. Kevin went back, slammed the door, and then came over to tower above me.

      He was a large man, at least six feet, and well-built. Even when he was pleasant, his size was intimidating. His hair was cropped close to his head, and he wore glasses and a permanent smirk on his face. You could be fooled at first into thinking his expression was a smile, but it held contempt. Contempt for anyone who got in the way of what he wanted. I had first seen that look when he peered at his mother.

      He peered around the cottage. “You deserve better than this, Autumn. I don’t understand why you would come to the other side of the world for this. I offered you such a lovely home.”

      “Why are you here, Kevin?”

      “Now, don’t be like that. I’ve come such a long way to see you. This is just some backwoods. It can’t compare with London and being with me.” Kevin moved over to the sideboard, opened the bottle of brandy, and poured two drinks.

      I pretended to sip it when he handed it to me. I had to play this game carefully. I needed my wits about me to get out of here and alcohol would not help me.

      “Isn’t it obvious why I am here? I’ve come to take you back with me, Autumn. I know this is a bit sudden, so I booked a little place for us to stay in case it took a while to convince you. I sent you pictures of the place, but you never replied. I knew then something was wrong, and I needed to find you.”

      “You know this isn’t right, Kevin. I’m not going anywhere with you.”

      He smirked at me and fisted his hand.

      “I don’t think you quite understand, I’m not giving you a choice. It has to be done and once we spend some more time together, you will understand how much you need me. How much you have always needed me.”

      “I think you should leave before I call the police.” I placed the drink down. I needed to get to my bedroom and call triple zero. There was no reasoning with him. He was insane.

      I stood and made a run for it, but he was faster and tackled me to the floor. I thrashed out with my fists and tried to push him off, but his weight had me pinned down. I thought I had been scared before, but now fear coursed through my veins as my body shook.

      I turned to the side and noticed the old iron doorstop. I hefted it and brought it against the side of Kevin’s head. Blood started to trickle from the wound on his temple. He was conscious although dazed. I pushed again and this time managed to roll out from beneath him. My legs were like jelly, but I ran to the bedroom and grabbed my phone. I was just about to dial the emergency number when Kevin ran into the room. I ducked and headed for the door but this time his fist connected with the side of my skull.

      I was on the floor, but I didn’t remember falling. Then Kevin leaned over me. Everything was hazy as if I were looking through a fog. I shook my head, but that caused the pain to get worse as it speared down my neck. Kevin was laughing, it was so loud, and I thought my head would explode. I tried to move but my body was no longer cooperating with me. I had to get up if I was going to survive. I grabbed the end of the bed to pull myself up, but before I got to my feet his hand slapped me across my cheek. The force sent me across the room to connect with the wall and the world went black.
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      Ryan

      

      Every time I had gone home over the years, it would end up in arguments. I always felt as if I was the bad son because I hadn’t stayed. The truth was, I would have made everyone’s life hell if I had. I held grievances and with good cause.

      Mom was sick and I felt sorry for her, but we had fallen out years ago. I had so much anger in me from being dragged from house to house while she stayed with men who treated her badly. Let alone what had happened to me and my brother. When I was old enough, I had beaten one of the men up. He had beaten me with his belt and was about to start on my brother. I snapped. Violence didn’t fix violence, but I felt better at the time. I knew I needed to leave when Mom chose the man over us. I couldn’t stay and watch her get hurt anymore.

      Now Mom was sick again. Her kidneys were shutting down, and she was on dialysis while she waited for a donor, but at least the doctors said they were happy at the moment that she was stable. Both me and my brother, Paul, had stayed at the hospital all day thinking she wouldn’t make it, but she’d pulled through. I wanted to pop outside the hospital and talk to Autumn more than anything. I just wanted to hear her voice.

      It was nine, and I should have called earlier but had not been able to get away. She didn’t answer so I left a message.

      “Sorry I couldn’t call earlier. Will tell you all about it later. Give me a call back when you can.”

      As our mother was doing well, I went back to my brother’s house.

      Paul gave me a beer as we sat on the back deck. “I think we both see what we need to do. Mom doesn’t want to live on her own, and I don’t have the room here. Plus, Jenny would kill me. Two kids and a toddler are as much as we can cope with.”

      “I’m not coming back.” I’d had to say it before the suggestion was made.

      “I know, and I wouldn’t expect you to. You and Mom in a house together would only end in bloodshed.” My brother laughed—it was sad but true.

      I was willing to throw money at the problem. Not because it was the easy way out but because it was needed. It would take me longer than I thought to do up my cottage, but Mom would be okay, and I could stay away. “So, tell me about this retirement village?”

      “It’s not far from us and has about forty units. They are mostly two-bed, one-bath, with not much garden. Mom had a look before she got sick and loved one of them. I have put an offer in on it. It’s also close to the hospital where she will go for treatment.”

      “I’m in. Just tell me what you want.” I took a deep breath and added, “She had a rough time and we all make mistakes. She deserves some peace and quiet.” It killed me to say it, but it was only doing me harm to hold a grudge.

      Paul shook his head. “You deserved more. It was tough on us both but worse for you.”

      “It was never your fault, Paul. It is what it is.”

      My brother was peering at me. “I don’t know what’s going on, but you’re different. You were always hard before and angry. I felt you came home because you had to, not because you wanted to.”

      Shit, my brother was getting all deep and meaningful. I did not want to show stuff, but now I could see that pretending things were not happening was not helping anyone, including me. I had the ability to help, and it would be wrong to do otherwise. Also, I could imagine telling Autumn, and her giving me what-for for doing nothing.

      “I’ve met someone who has shown me there is more to life than living day to day.”

      “I’m amazed. You mean there’s a woman out there who’s prepared to put up with you for more than a one-night stand?”

      “I know. It surprised me as well. I haven’t said anything yet, but it’s serious, well at least where I am concerned.”

      “So, when are we going to meet her?”

      That was a whole different ball game. I hadn’t even told her myself that I had fallen for her. Sure, I’d said I liked Autumn, but I wanted her permanently in my life. As soon as I got back, I would say something—even if she hadn’t said she was ready for anything that serious.

      My brother went inside, and I tried calling her again, but there was still no answer. For now, I was sleeping on my brother’s couch and if Mom was okay, I would head home tomorrow.
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        * * *

      

      I tried calling again in the morning and still no answer. I would contact Dorothy and see if Autumn had lost her phone or something.

      “Hi, Dorothy. Ryan here. I’ve been trying to connect with Autumn, but she’s not answering her phone. I was wondering if you could pop over and check if she is okay.”

      “Of course, I will, dear. She did stop in yesterday morning. We had some fool revving his car and driving up and down the street like a madman. Then she had rocks thrown at her front door. Shook her up a bit, it did.”

      My chest tightened at the thought of something happening to Autumn. “I didn’t know. When she texted me yesterday, she didn’t mention it?”

      “Give me five minutes and I’ll check and call you back.”

      They felt like the longest five minutes of his life. What on earth was going on? The street was so quiet, and we never had anyone bothering us. My gut told me the car and the rocks had to be connected.

      My phone rang.

      “Ryan. The front door was ajar, and she wasn’t home. There is glass and furniture broken around the place. There is also what looks like blood on the carpet. I went into the bedroom and found her cell phone. I’ve called the police, they’re on their way now,” Dorothy said, and you could hear the crack in her voice.

      My gut clenched as fear wafted over me. Something had happened to Autumn, and I needed to be there. I would search every square inch of the Blue Mountains to find her if I had to.

      “I’ll talk to my brother and head back straight away. Keep me posted. It will take about ten hours.”

      I thought I should tell her family, but Autumn had never given me her parents’ number. The only other people who were that close to her were Grant and Charlotte so I called them. I had to talk to someone, or I would go mad with worry.

      Grant answered, “Hi, Ryan. You, okay? I had a call from Autumn yesterday saying Jonathan had been around. Is she all right?”

      “No. Something’s happened. I’m in Melbourne with family but going to drive back. There has been a break-in and she’s missing. The place was smashed up and there’s blood. Our neighbor, Dorothy, called the cops.”

      There was silence for a moment. “Okay. I’ll book a flight and get there as soon as I can. Trust me, Ryan. She’s tough. She’ll be okay.”

      “She has to be. I don’t think I could cope if she isn’t. I should have been there.”

      “You were with your family. You couldn’t have known something was going to happen.”

      “I’ll keep you updated and let me know when your flight arrives. Could you let her parents know? I don’t want them to find out on the television.”

      “I’ll handle them. You go and find our girl.”

      I told my brother what was happening and got Bluey to jump on the back of the pickup. I couldn’t be in Melbourne while she was in danger. My family was important, but I realized right now that she had become the center of my universe.

      Four hours later, I was making good time, only stopping for coffee and toilet breaks. I would call Dorothy again soon if I didn’t hear anything. She had sent me a text saying the police had been. I wanted to know what they had found.

      My cell phone started to ring, and I pulled over onto the side of the road. It was Dorothy, and I prayed she had good news.

      “The police think they know who has taken her. I’d written down the number plate of the car that had been revving, and it seems it was a hire car. They checked with the company and found out who had leased it. The man is called Kevin Patterson and he is on holiday here from England. He gave the company a fake address though. The police asked me if I thought Autumn knew him. I said I didn’t know but would ask you.”

      “Autumn mentioned the name Kevin to me. It was the man who stalked her after her accident. Look, I’m making good time, but if you can let the police know, they may be able to check with the UK police. She had contacted them a while back because this Kevin guy was sending her emails.”

      As soon as I got off the phone, I sent a text to Grant.

      

      Ryan: It seems the person who has taken her is possibly the stalker from London.

      

      I kept driving, but eventually, a reply came through.

      

      Grant: What the hell—how did he find her? I always felt bad I wasn’t there for her then. I arrive tomorrow night. At airport waiting to board now.

      

      I had no idea what Grant could do, but I was glad he was on his way.
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        * * *

      

      I wanted to kill the man who had taken Autumn. The fact there was blood in the house meant she might be hurt already. I had to believe she was going to be all right because I needed to tell her I loved her. Dorothy sent a text to say the police were looking into the UK connection.

      The day wore on into evening, and I kept driving. At one point, I felt as if I was going to drive off the road and pulled over to have a quick nap. Not long later and I was on my way again. I sent a message to Dorothy to say I would be back between nine and ten.

      I stopped to eat and bought Bluey a tin of dog food and let him have a bit of a runaround. I ate the burger, but it sat like a stone in my stomach. How could I be sitting here eating if she was in trouble, or worse? No. I would not think that. Bluey was next to me, and he put his head on my lap. My dog glanced up with soulful eyes.

      “I know, boy. I’ve been a fool, but we’re not going to lose her. When we find her, we are going to hold her tight and not let go.” I finished my food and we headed off again. I was on the home stretch. A couple more hours and we would be there.
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        * * *

      

      The sight of Autumn’s car parked out the front of the cottage seemed so wrong when she wasn’t there. I headed over to Dorothy’s to see if she had any more news. I was tired, but now I was back, I had to do something, anything. Trying to sleep at a time like this was impossible. I knocked and Dorothy came out and hugged me.

      “I thought I should come and see you before I went to the cottages. Are we allowed to go in?”

      “I don’t think so. The police have put up tape like they do in the movies. The one I spoke to said they would be back to collect more evidence.”

      “I need to do something. Will you come back to my place? I’ll go mad on my own and thinking the worst.”

      “Of course, I will. To be honest I feel the same.”

      The two of us walked across the street with Bluey straggling behind. My blood ran cold as I pushed open my front door. I sat on my couch, and Dorothy perched beside me. I had never felt so helpless in my life. Tears welled in my eyes, but I didn’t do the crying thing. Like many men, I didn’t show my feelings, but now after years of keeping them down, they were bubbling up to the surface.

      Dorothy gripped my hand. When I glanced at her, she shook her head. “You love her, don’t you?”

      “Yep, and I’ve been a bloody fool not telling her when I had the chance.”

      “I’ve seen the same look in her eyes. I don’t know how it happened, but these old rundown cottages brought two lost souls together. Don’t give up yet.”

      “But what can I do?” I shook my head. “I called her friend, Grant, and he’s on his way from America. He said he would be here by tomorrow lunchtime.”

      “That’s good. She would want him here. If we’re not going to give up, you have to remember anything she said about this Kevin Patterson?”

      Dorothy was right. Sitting here moping was not going to solve anything. I tried to think back to the conversations Autumn and I had about him.

      “She didn’t like talking about her past much. When I asked stuff, she clammed up.”

      “That makes two of you. Trying to get anything out of you is like finding rain in the desert. I knew both of you were shaking the bedhead, but she wouldn’t say a thing. Acted like you just came around for a cup of tea.”

      I laughed. “I can’t believe you just said that. Thanks for making me smile.”

      “Think about anything she may have told you that could be a clue to helping us find her.”

      “A while back, she mentioned that this Kevin had sent her some emails. It messed with her head. He even sent pictures of retreats and holiday homes they could go to together. Like I mentioned before, she informed the police back in the UK and they blocked him. I thought that was the end of it.”

      I ran my hands through my hair racking my brain to recall anything else. “He found out she had come to Australia, but he didn’t know where she was. She thought the cops back there had dealt with it.” I wasn’t sure how any of this could help.

      “Maybe he has taken her to one of those homes you saw. Can you remember where any of them were? We could let the police know.”

      “They were all over the country. But now I come to think of it, there was one in the Blue Mountains.”

      I found my computer. The battery was flat, but I plugged it in and sat at the kitchen table with Dorothy next to me. I started to go through websites showing all the holiday homes in the area. There were so many it would take hours to find it.

      My stomach turned at the thought Autumn had coped with this man on her own in London. I had made her a promise that I would protect her, and now I was making one that I would stop this sick individual from hurting her as well.

      “It’s crazy. He was violating the restraining order by contacting her. She thought the cops were going to have him put in jail,” Ryan said.

      My head thumped as I looked at page after page of holiday retreats.

      Bingo!

      There it was. It might have been a wild goose chase, but one picture was of a holiday rental known to be a romantic getaway for couples. “The sick bastard. Sorry about that, Dorothy.”

      “Don’t be sorry. If I could get my hands on him, I would whack him over the head with my rolling pin, and I’m not usually a violent person. Bluey, you have my permission to bite him where it hurts the most.”

      Bluey wagged his tail while Dorothy patted him on the head.

      The pictures online showed a cabin almost perched on the side of a ravine. The large main room and the bedroom had floor-to-ceiling windows that opened onto a balcony with the mountain view beyond. There was a rail on the verandah to stop you from tumbling over the edge. It might be a romantic location for some, but the thought of Autumn there with this madman was unthinkable.

      “It’s not far away. I’m going to go there. You call the police and let them know.” I had a new burst of energy now I could actually do something.

      “I don’t think that’s such a good idea. Don’t you think you should wait for them? This man is unstable, and you could get hurt.”

      “If he is that unstable, every moment she is there with him alone, she could get hurt. I can’t waste another minute.”

      Dorothy touched my forearm. “I understand. The number on the car was DES-406S. If it’s there, you will know it’s him. Now, go and save that woman of yours.”
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        * * *

      

      I drove as fast as I could. If the police stopped me, I would get them to escort me. Twenty minutes later, I took the steep drive down to the property. It would be dark soon, and I needed to find her now. I would not accept that it was too late. It was such a beautiful place. The owners had created a haven, but now it was a prison for Autumn. I would get her out of there no matter what it took.

      I parked away from the house so this Kevin would not hear my pickup. I sneaked through the bushes with my arms getting scratched, but I didn’t care. Bluey was beside me. There was a car out the front and sure enough, it had the number plate registration Dorothy had given me. I scrambled around the side of the house to see it was perched on the side of a ravine. I wasn’t sure how I would get to the other side of the property without climbing up the rock face. It was too risky. I could try going to the front door and pretending I was lost. Would the guy believe it? I wished Grant or the police were here too, but I simply could not wait. I would never forgive myself if these few minutes made the difference in whether she lived or died.

      There was a side door that I assumed would be the laundry. I tried the handle, but it was locked. Damn. Well, that made my decision, I would have to go in the front entrance. Adrenaline pumped through me, making my heart race so fast I thought it would jump out of my chest. I walked up to the door and knocked. I waited, and hoped she was still alive. I could not allow myself to think otherwise.

      The door opened and a huge guy stood in front of me. Shit. For some reason, I had been expecting someone small and weasel-like that I could easily overpower. Autumn had never mentioned the guy was so big. That alone would have been intimidating for her. I thought back to when I was a kid. I had not let the big guys intimidate me then, and I wouldn’t let this guy get to me either.

      “Hi. I was wondering if you had any fuel or if I could use your phone to call a recovery truck? My pickup broke down, and my cell phone isn’t getting any reception.” I hated the idea she was in this place alone with this asshole of a man.

      Kevin looked me up and down then pulled out his phone. “My reception’s good. You can call but I don’t have any spare fuel.”

      “You have an English accent. On holiday, are you?”

      “Yep. What’s it to you?”

      “Nothing, but you’ve chosen a beautiful part of the country to visit. I don’t suppose I could use your bathroom and get some water for my dog and myself? Traipsing through the bush is hard work. Then I’ll give them a call.” I had to get inside the house.

      Kevin glanced indoors and then out again. “Follow me.” He showed me down the corridor inside the house to the bathroom.

      I locked the door and stared in the mirror. I shook my head. There was nothing for it but to charge my way through. This was going to hurt, but it would be to save Autumn. I would do anything for her. I flushed the toilet, took a deep breath, and headed out. Bluey sat wagging his tail. I bent down and whispered in his ear, “Here we go, boy.”

      As I walked back to the entrance, Kevin guarded the door that presumably led to the main room of the house.

      “Thanks for that.” I made a fake turn one way and then flipped around and charged at the mountain of a man. It was like hitting a rock wall, but I kept going. The door behind Kevin gave way as it was ripped off its hinges by the weight of the two of us.

      Bluey growled as we hit the floor and then started barking.

      I peered across the main room for a split second to the balcony and the bush beyond.

      “Autumn,” I yelled at the sight of her. She was alive, but this madman had her hoisted on the railing. She was sitting and balancing on the top rail with her hands tied above her head. If the ropes were cut, she would tumble to the ravine below.

      That was it—I wanted to kill this man right here, right now.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            TWENTY-ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      Autumn

      

      I could not believe what I was seeing. A while back there had been a dog barking, and I thought it sounded like Bluey. I wanted it to be Bluey so much but guessed it was just someone walking their dog, oblivious to what was going on in this house of horrors. I wanted to cry, but I wasn’t safe yet.

      The two men tumbled across the floor and Kevin thumped Ryan in the abdomen. He went to aim another punch at his head, but Ryan blocked it.

      Bluey bit Kevin’s leg but yelped as he was kicked away. The dog didn’t give up and was back in there as the two men fought.

      Kevin turned and grabbed a knife off the coffee table. He’d been threatening to cut me before and had left it there to tease me. He kept saying no one but him would want me with no leg and covered in scars. Kevin had been sick when I had known him in the UK, but now he was worse. There was no reasoning with him. His plan was to gradually wear me down until I was so weak I would agree to anything. I would rather die, but I didn’t want anything to happen to Bluey and Ryan because of me.

      Kevin was capable of killing us both if he didn’t get what he wanted. I would never forgive myself.

      Kevin swiped at Ryan with the knife.

      “Who the fuck are you anyway? Has she been sleeping with you? I’ll slice away the stink of you from her body if I have to.”

      I had never given Kevin any inclination that I was interested in him. He had just become obsessed with me now and would not give up. Ryan made a move forward, but Kevin ran toward me and held the knife to one of the cords on my hands.

      “Leave now and take that filthy mutt with you or I’ll cut this rope.”

      Bluey moved closer to Kevin and growled, and Ryan stood there with fisted hands. “I’m not going anywhere, Mate.”

      I could see the madness in Kevin’s eyes as he slashed at the rope. There were so many things I wanted to do with my life, so many things I wanted to say to Ryan. The main one was that I loved him. I tried to keep my balance and lean into the room, but my legs hung over the edge. I gripped the rail with my hand so I didn’t fall while the other one was still tethered above my head.

      Kevin moved to the other rope. “She’s mine or nobody’s. I kept telling her that, but she won’t listen.” Kevin raised his hand to cut the cord.

      There are moments in your life that seem to slow down, and this was one. Ryan ran forward and collided with Kevin. Two immovable forces. One wanted to save me and the other would kill me. It was as if my heart stopped and the whole world stood still as they both slowly toppled over the railing.

      My own scream brought me back to reality as I tried to stop myself from falling as well. I wavered and regained my balance. Were they gone? I peered down to see Ryan holding on to the bottom railing. Kevin was just below him, struggling to get a grip on the rock face. Bluey was barking next to me. I took two deep breaths to calm myself before I wriggled and got my legs back over the railing. I stared around to find the knife, but it must have toppled to the ground below as they fought. I attempted to undo the knot at my wrist with my other hand.

      I had to save Ryan. “I’ll pull you up,” I said through tears.

      Police sirens echoed in the distance, and it was the most beautiful sound I’d ever heard. My hand was numb, and I struggled to untie the rope when two police officers stormed into the room. For the first time in a while, I gave myself the chance to believe things might turn out okay. One ran over and cut me free while the other peered over the banister.

      “The man holding onto the railing is Ryan—he’s my partner. The man below him is Kevin Patterson—he kidnapped me.”

      The police officers reached down over the railing, grabbed Ryan’s arms, and heaved him up.  Bluey jumped up and tried to lick me, but my legs gave out as Ryan caught me and pulled me into his arms. He was as bruised and battered as me but the most wonderful sight in the world. I cherished this moment with his arms wrapped around me. I had thought it would never happen again.

      The female police officer called to Kevin. “We’ll throw a rope down and draw you up.”

      Kevin was laughing, if you could call that sound laughing.

      I held onto Ryan as I peeked over the edge to see the maniacal grin on my attacker’s face.

      “I don’t want to be saved. Rot in hell, Autumn,” he screamed as he leered at me. With those words, he let go and fell. He landed with a sickening thud on the rocks below.

      Even though I hated the man, the doctor in me had to look to see if he could have survived. Kevin lay contorted at the bottom of the ravine. His head was bent at a strange angle with his neck clearly broken. Blood seeped from the back of his head and flowed onto the rocks around him. I shivered. It was a sight that would take a long time to erase. It didn’t matter—I had Ryan and Bluey with me and I would cope.

      Ryan kept his arms around my trembling body, then picked me up and took me to the couch.

      The police officers called in what had happened to the station. They were talking about needing a team to rescue the body. They also called for an ambulance for me. I started to shake—I was well aware shock was setting in. Now the adrenaline was wearing off, every part of my body ached. Ryan grabbed a cover off the couch and placed it around my shoulders. I grabbed onto him and never wanted him to let me go.

      He touched my chin and tilted my head toward him. “You’re safe now. I will always be here for you. I love you, Autumn. I should have said it ages ago. I thought I would lose you if I did. I almost lost you anyway.”

      I couldn’t stop the cascade of tears falling down my cheeks. The sobs wracked through me as all the tension of the last few days, if not years, eased out of me just a little bit. Bluey kept licking my hand as if to tell me it was all going to be fine.

      Ryan hugged me and then chuckled. “That wasn’t the response I was expecting from my declaration.”

      “I love you, too,” I managed to get out between sobs. “I’m more than happy to stay close to you for as long as you want and won’t let go.”

      “That’s just what I was planning on doing.” Ryan wiped away my tears with the corner of the blanket and kissed me on the lips. “I also called Grant and he’s on his way over.”

      There was a cough as the police officer stood in front of us.

      “The paramedics are here and will give you a once-over to see if you need to go to hospital. We will also need a full statement from you about what happened. Are you up to answering a few questions now?” The police officer peered at me. “We are already aware of the restraining order you had on Mr. Patterson in the UK.”

      I nodded. As long as I could keep hold of Ryan’s hand and stay lying down, I would be okay.

      I told them what had led up to the kidnapping. My body still trembled but I would go on.

      “When I came around, I was here. He tied me to the ledge and left me there all night while he sat, ate, and drank whiskey. Eventually, he fell asleep. I tried to break free but couldn’t. I was going to faint at one point so he gave me water. As the day wore on, he drank more excessively and became more impatient. Said he had rented the place for weeks and would watch me starve if he had to. Then I heard the front doorbell and Ryan arrived.”

      The police officer looked at Ryan. “You should have waited for us. This could have turned out a lot worse.”

      “I know. I’m sorry, but I had to do something. When I burst into the room, I saw Autumn hanging off the balcony, and I had to try to get to her. Kevin fought me, got a knife, and tried to cut the ropes holding her up. I charged him and we both went over. That was when you came in.”

      Bluey lay on the couch next to me and put his head on my lap. Just patting him calmed me down. I loved this daft dog as much as his owner. He had been so brave today.

      The paramedics came in and Ryan stood and left them to their examination. Because I had been unconscious, I guessed they would want to do more investigations. I hadn’t eaten or drunk in hours and was weak. Plus, one side of my face was swollen and might hide fractures. I dreaded to think what I must look like and yet, Ryan and Bluey gazed at me with love.

      The paramedic took my vital signs.

      “I think we’re going to keep you in overnight for observation. The doctors will need to do some X-rays, and I’d like you to have intravenous fluids as you’re extremely dehydrated. You’re still in shock, and I’m going to give you something to help calm you down.”

      I tried to stand, but my legs gave out again, and Ryan and the paramedic lowered me back to the couch. They brought in a stretcher, put an intravenous drip in my arm, and gave me some drugs and fluid replacement. Exhausted as I was as I drifted to sleep, it occurred to me that I was safe now. I would always be safe from now on.
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        * * *

      

      Two days later, my body was bruised and battered but would heal. My mind was a different matter. I kept having flashbacks, not only of the last few days, but of the past when Kevin had stalked me in London.

      When the door to the hospital room opened, two men stood there—two men who meant so much to me—Grant and Ryan. I loved them both and was so lucky to have them in my life.

      Ryan stood back as Grant gave me the biggest hug ever.

      When he pulled away, he gave me the once-over like any doctor would.

      “I got here as soon as I could. Ryan told me what happened, and I’m so sorry you had to go through that.”

      “I’m all good now and they said I can go home. Thank you so much for coming. Just seeing your face helps. I don’t know what I would have done without the two of you.”

      The nurses did one more set of observations and said I could leave. Ryan embraced me and took me out to the car in a wheelchair. I wanted to walk but the nurse insisted. When we got back to the cottage, Bluey ran out, and Dorothy was there too. I burst into tears again as I hugged my neighbor.

      I would get over this with all my friends around me. I had to.
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      Autumn

      

      Two weeks had passed since the kidnapping, and I was recovering well. The bruises on my face had healed, and I was lucky I didn’t have a fractured skull or cheekbone. On the inside, I woke up every morning feeling like a rat was gnawing at my stomach. When I tried to sleep, my head tightened like a steel bar was bent around it.

      It was all over so what was wrong with me? I should be happy.

      Kevin was dead and couldn’t get to me anymore, but the images in my head would not go away. Grant had stayed for a week and spent days talking to me about everything and anything so I wouldn’t freak out being on my own. He was wonderful and made me laugh. I was so lucky to have a friend like him in my life. Ryan still had to work, and Dorothy would pop in a lot. Time would eventually heal me. It was what I would say to my patients and I had to believe it.

      Ryan stayed with me every night, but I would still wake up in a sweat having dreamed that I was hanging over the edge of the ravine again. The only difference was I would fall and land on Kevin’s dead body. I would dream my hands were covered in blood as his face and vacant eyes stared at me. Ryan would rock me in his arms and hold me until I slept again.

      I wanted to go back to work, but it would not be fair on the patients. I could not risk them saying something and having a panic attack.

      Ryan said he wanted to talk with me this evening when he got home. He was being so patient with me, and I loved him more for it.

      Tonight, we were just going to have a quiet dinner at home. We’d eaten our meal, but all he had done was make small talk. I could tell something was on his mind. I cleared the dishes away, poured another glass of wine, and sat on the couch. He joined me, and as always I took comfort from him being near.

      “You said you wanted to talk about something. I guess it’s not the new pergola Dorothy wants you to build.”

      He stared into his drink.

      “We’ve been through so much—you can tell me anything,” I said and meant it.

      “After what happened to you, I don’t want there to be any secrets between us. You know my family was a mess when I was growing up. I finally wanted to tell you about it.”

      “You don’t have to.”

      “I do. I need to move on and let the anger go or it will eat me up and that is not fair on you.” He took a deep breath. “When we were kids, Mom went from man to man, and none of them were good. We lived in more homes than I care to remember, couch surfing a lot of the time. Often the places were filthy, and we didn’t have enough food. Some of the men were violent. Mostly to her but sometimes to us.”

      “Oh, my god, Ryan. That is awful.”

      “I lied to you about the bike accident that caused me to be sterile.” He took a drink before going on. “I got between one guy and Mom once, and he kicked me down there. The docs at the time said he had ripped tubes or something. I had surgery, but obviously, it didn’t work. When I came out of hospital, Mom had gone back to the guy. That was it for me with her. I lived there until I got older, but I felt nothing.”

      I shook my head in disbelief, but in truth as a doctor, I knew such things happened.

      “As soon as I was old enough, I left home. I stayed with Jamie’s family, and they really helped me with my apprenticeship. That’s why he means so much to me. Then after the fiasco with my fiancée, I left the state. I’d had enough.” He took my hand. “I wanted you to know why I’m estranged from my family.”

      “I’m amazed you grew up so strong after what you’ve been through. Maybe one day I can meet them when you’re ready.” I held him close. “Trust me, my parents are not your normal ones either. What happened to your father?”

      “I never knew who he was, and my brother has a different dad.” He touched my cheek with his hand. “Are you sure about not having any kids if we have a future together? I don’t think it’s fair to deprive you of that.”

      “Not if. We do have a future. I can do some research and get a second opinion on the damage you sustained. Surgery has come a long way since you were younger. I could ask Grant, with your permission. If all else fails, we can adopt or get more dogs.”

      “I’m happy to see anyone if you think they could help.” He kissed me. “How the heck did someone as wonderful as you come into my life? I love you so much.”

      “Ditto.”
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        * * *

      

      Life was getting better, and Dorothy was proving to be a guardian angel. She cooked cakes and made copious cups of tea. The counseling was helping, and I should have done it years ago when the original stalking had happened. I was stubborn and always wanted to do things on my own. Now I was glad I had all these wonderful people around me.

      I truly believed that one day I would be able to put everything that had happened behind me. In the past where it belonged.
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      Ryan

      

      I had it all sorted. I was picking up Grant, Charlotte, Hudson, and Ginny. I had booked a minibus to transport them all to the Blue Mountains where I had them booked into a local motel.

      I was pretty sure Autumn had not guessed my plan and hoped Dorothy hadn’t let anything slip. The past eight weeks since the kidnapping had been hard on all of us. The fact we were all alive was enough for me. We would get there in the end.

      It hurt me inside knowing Autumn was struggling with fear and nightmares. She would say all was fine, but if there was a loud bang she would jump and drop whatever she was holding. At least she had returned to work, and it seemed to be helping.

      I would hold her at night, but she’d asked if I could wait until we were intimate again. She didn’t want to be close in that way with other thoughts intruding on her mind. I didn’t care as long as she was safe and happy.
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        * * *

      

      I waited at arrivals and hugged Charlotte, Grant, and their family when they came through.

      Charlotte took my hand in hers. “I can’t believe what you both must have gone through. You know I wanted to come when Grant did, but with the kids it wasn’t possible.” I helped them with the bags.

      “To be honest, she wouldn’t have coped. Grant was great that first week and it was what she needed. It was important then that Autumn had someone she knew and trusted from the past.”

      “I wished I could have done more and been there when you found her. I am not a violent man, but I believe I would have killed the guy,” Grant said.

      “I believe Bluey has helped the most, along with the counseling. He sits with her as she reads books and pats his head. Dogs understand.”

      “So, what is your plan?” Grant asked.

      “I plan on asking her to marry me.”

      Charlotte screamed, and people stared as we walked out of the airport. I wasn’t the least bit embarrassed. I would scream it from the top of the Sydney Opera House if I could.

      “You’re all going to turn up at the barbecue tonight, and she’ll get a surprise. Hell, I hope she says yes.”

      Grant slapped me on the back. “She will. I’ve known her a long time, and when I was here before, I could see she was happy for the first time in ages.”
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        * * *

      

      I had the meat cooking, and Autumn had made the salad.

      “Salad’s looking good. You didn’t burn it.” I had more sausages and chops over at my house to cope with the extra guests.

      “I have killed people for less. I think my cooking is improving and I am a whiz at making calls for takeout and haven’t burned anything in months.”

      “What about those cookies you made last week? Even Bluey wouldn’t eat them.”

      “That’s true. I don’t know why I bothered with the best cake cook in the Blue Mountains living across the road.”

      “Dorothy said she’ll be here soon and to leave the front door open. Said she’s bringing trifle. I didn’t know anyone made it anymore,” I said as Autumn sat in the shade.

      “I love trifle, but maybe it’s because I’m English. Our live-in nanny used to make it when I was small.”

      “Why am I not surprised you had a nanny.”

      It was hot by the barbecue, but that wasn’t the reason I was feeling the heat. Now the moment had come, I was having doubts. I had almost been on the streets growing up and she had a live-in nanny. We had been through so much though, and she’d said she loved me. I still had that unsure part of me inside—the insecure kid who went from one bad home to another. I still didn’t understand why this wonderful woman wanted me.

      I glanced over to the back door where Dorothy and the others were gathered. Even Bluey had jumped up and was wagging his tail. If I didn’t do something soon, my rascal of a dog would give it away. I turned the chicken on the barbecue plate and then bent down and hooked the little box onto Bluey’s collar. The two of us walked over and stood in front of Autumn.

      She glanced up at us. “What?”

      This was it.

      I got on one knee, and her hand went to her mouth as she stared at me wide-eyed.

      “Autumn. We’re both so lucky that you came into our lives and Bluey and I would like you to stay forever. What I’m trying to say is, will you marry me?” Bluey put his paw on her lap, and I unclipped the box from his collar and opened it to show the diamond solitaire ring I had bought. I held it out, but she hadn’t said yes yet. When I gazed at her, I could see tears in her eyes. I hoped they were happy tears.

      “Yes. A thousand times, yes.”

      As I slipped the ring on her finger, a loud cheer went up from the others as they rushed out into the garden.

      “Oh my god. What are you all doing here? And Ginny is here, too. Now I’m really going to bawl my eyes out.” Autumn was crying with more tears of joy.

      Dorothy came out with glasses as Grant opened a bottle of champagne.

      Autumn kept her arm around my waist as everyone made speeches, and it was the best feeling in the world. She wanted me and I would never let her go.

      “I have another surprise for you,” I said.

      “I distinctly remember telling you when we first met that I didn’t like surprises,” Autumn said, but she couldn’t keep the smile off her face. “It does not seem to have stopped you though.”

      “Grant and Charlotte are not just here to see me get down on one knee. They are here for a sort of wedding.”

      “What? Whose?”

      “You know, for a doctor, you’re not very smart sometimes. Yours,” Grant stated, shaking his head at her.

      Autumn stuck her tongue out at him.

      “See? I told you, Ryan. She’s not very mature. You need to rethink this. I know a nice ICU nurse who is available.”

      Charlotte elbowed Grant, who was smirking.

      Dorothy piped up next, “It’s my fault, Autumn. I told Ryan you’d said if you ever got married again, you would want something small. I told him to get on and do something a while ago or someone else would snap you up.”

      I took her hand. “I’ve checked with your work, and they have someone covering for you. We’re all leaving tomorrow morning to fly to Cairns. The venue is booked for an exchange of vows. Once we get citizenship sorted, and if you are happy to live in Australia, we can get married properly. Or if you want to live in the UK, I don’t mind as long as we are together. I just didn’t want to wait.”

      “I love it, and I can’t believe you all knew about this and didn’t let on.” Autumn kissed me and everyone cheered.
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        * * *

      

      I was definitely the luckiest man alive as I turned to see Autumn walk down the aisle toward me. Her hair was up and that kissable neck of hers was on display. She wore peach-colored pants and a sexy top. I liked the way it dipped at the front and showed off her cleavage.

      I thought back to the first day I’d seen her. My feelings had only grown since then. When I looked at her face, she smiled. That I could make her happy meant more to me than anything.

      She had accepted we would not have kids, though both Autumn and Grant were going to do some research and see if there was any chance. Otherwise, we would adopt or try in-vitro.

      I wanted to stay in Australia but would see where Autumn wanted to be. I’d told her I would give her time to make her decision, and I would stick to that. Our parents and family on both sides could come when we got married officially.

      The celebrant spoke about us exchanging vows and then it was my moment.

      My throat went dry when I took her hands in mine.

      “You know I’m a man who is good with his hands. I’m a carpenter. There’s an honesty in wood. It shows what it has experienced. From the first moment we met, I saw something in you I’d never seen before. A beautiful soul shining. I wanted to know more, and fate chose to put us together. I will be beside you as we build our future together. I will be there to love and cherish you through all the years ahead.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 24

          

        

      

    

    
      Autumn

      

      I loved this man so much. Who could have known making a crazy decision to come to Australia would result in this? He had put his heart and life on the line for me, and I would do the same for him in an instant.

      Now, I stood holding his hands. I took a deep breath. When we did get married, this would still be the moment for me when we promised to be there for each other.

      I glanced at Grant. My friend had been there for me over the years, and I would always be grateful. He nodded and smiled. It was the approval I needed. Charlotte took Grant’s hand in hers. For so long, I had believed it was impossible to find love. Grant and Charlotte had, and now I would cherish every moment of my own as well.

      Ginny looked beautiful in a pink dress and Hudson wore a smart shirt with his jeans. Dorothy was glamorous in a stunning flowing pale blue dress and an amazing hat covered in tiny silk flowers.

      I looked back at the gorgeous man in front of me.

      “I know when I first met you, I thought you were funny, naughty, and definitely a bit sexy. I was at a point in my life where I had given up on love, but you made me believe again. You kept coming back and being there for me even when it meant you risked everything. I will love you now and forever for that.”

      The celebrant spoke of our devotion to each other, told a few jokes, and then we kissed. A kiss that was as wonderful as our first, and it would not be our last. I had never thought life could turn out like this and my heart almost burst with joy.
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        * * *

      

      Our small group returned to the restaurant where we celebrated with a meal and speeches. I dreaded to think what Grant was going to say when he stood.

      “I am thrilled to be here today to see this lovely lady exchange vows with the man of her dreams. I first met her when we were training to be doctors, and I always knew she would do well. Probably because she is smarter than me, though I hate to admit it.”

      “It’s true,” Autumn called out. “Did someone record that? I want it on record.”

      “She didn’t manage to get the success in her personal life that matched her medical career. That was until she came to Australia and met Ryan. I think a certain dog had something to do with bringing them together, even though he is not with us today. For me as a long-time friend, it is good to see you smile again. To Ryan, I hope you know what you’ve let yourself in for. She can be a stubborn cuss.” Grant turned to Ryan. “You’re a strong man and I wouldn’t want to see her with anyone else. To both of you, I wish a wonderful future wherever you end up.”

      Everyone raised their glasses. “To Autumn and Ryan.”

      Grant came around the table and bent and pecked me on the cheek. “I was going to say to my pirate friend and her fellow buccaneer, but I thought you might take your leg off and throw it at me.”

      “You are the only person who ever treated me the same after the accident and everything else. I would have stopped believing in myself and missed out on the chance of meeting Ryan if it weren’t for you. Thank you, Grant.” I stood and hugged him.

      “My honor. Now, here’s to a sexy honeymoon for you.”

      I had to admit, I was nervous, no, more than that. I was petrified I would screw everything up but had to take a chance. Ryan was being so patient, but I didn’t want to touch him and freak out about the kidnapping. He deserved more. For now, I would just enjoy the meal with friends.
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        * * *

      

      I took a long shower and wrapped myself in the luxurious bathrobe the hotel had provided. Then I used my crutches to go outside and sit on the balcony. Our room overlooked the ocean and the waves crashed on the shore. There had been a bottle of champagne in the room when we’d returned, and I popped it while I waited. Everything was perfect, almost.

      Ryan came out with a towel around his waist. I adored his body and would never tire of looking at him. We clinked glasses, and I gulped at what was to come.

      “To us,” Ryan said.

      “And great sex,” I offered.

      It got the reaction I expected as he put down his glass, took mine, and placed it on the table. Then he scooped me up and carried me to the bed. He whipped his towel off and lay beside me. I took a deep breath. This was it. I went to speak, but he put his finger to his lips to say shush.

      “Autumn, I know things have been difficult, but I thought we could try something that might make it easier for you.”

      “Thank you, Ryan. That means so much to me. I really want us to be together completely. It’s just hard.”

      “I know. I will close my eyes and lie here. You can just look if that’s what feels right for now. I want you to be in total control when you touch me.” He placed his palm against my cheek. “I trust you completely. If you can’t cope with me touching you, that’s okay. We will get there eventually. Just remember to be nice with me. We’ll save the handcuffs for another time.” Ryan smirked at me and then lay back and closed his eyes.

      I took a deep breath. This was my choice. I sat beside him on the bed and stared at his wonderful body. I placed a finger on his lips and ran it from side to side and then across to his jawline. Then put my hands on his chest before running my fingers over the muscles of his torso. His nipples hardened and his skin came up in goosebumps. My finger traced a line to his navel and then to his erection. He was magnificent. I loved him so much.

      I undid my robe and slipped it from my shoulders. If I was going to do this, then now was the moment. Ryan had given me so much joy and pleasure and I wanted to do the same for him. I leaned forward and took him in my mouth. Slowly, I moved back and forth with my hand and my mouth. He groaned but still didn’t open his eyes. My body needed him, and I couldn’t escape the heat at my core. I sat up, now was the time to move on.

      “Open your eyes, Ryan.”

      The look of lust as he stared at my naked body empowered me. I moved so I could straddle him. He sat up so he could take my nipple into his mouth to suck as he crossed his legs behind me, supporting me. Ryan embraced me as we moved and rocked together, as I took all of him into me again and again.

      How long we made love, I didn’t know. The world ceased to exist except for the wonderful man I was connected to. When the moment came, I yelled out my release as if I was letting go of all the pain and troubles of the past.

      “I love you so much, Ryan.”

      “I love you, too.”

      This was our new beginning.

      As we lay together afterward, it occurred to me that I had been a very lucky lady to come here to Australia and find such a cocky carpenter.

      The End

      

      Thank you for reading Her Hot Neighbor.

      I hope you enjoyed Ryan and Autum’s story.

      Coming soon is My Vacation Fling

      

      If you want to learn more about my books, get freebies or sign up to my newsletter then pop over to my website

      https://maggieroseauthor.com/
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