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SYNOPSIS
Vanessa Templeton, the formidable head of a global media empire, has it all. Until she doesn’t. Her world changes in an instant, tumbling her into the unknown.
Eden Ford, a renowned photographer, has been traveling the world in her quest for the perfect pictures. She thought she was past finding love, especially on an isolated island in the middle of the sea. That is until Vanessa falls into her world.
When they meet, the attraction is powerful, but is it real?
The Shattered Path is a poignant story of love, loss, and the enduring hope that even the most fractured memories can find a way back to the heart where they belong.
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PART I
BASS STRAIT, AUSTRALIA



CHAPTER ONE
Vanessa Templeton’s day was not off to a promising start.
Someone had notified the press she was coming, for they flocked around the black Lexus as soon as she stepped onto the Melbourne pier. Cameras flashed, capturing every move as she made her way to the yacht. The sound of shutters filling the air created a cacophony of clicks that echoed across the water.
Ever since she had taken over the family's media empire and been named Forbes’ Woman of the Year, Vanessa had gained celebrity status. And the paparazzi loved her. She was a photographer’s dream, with her long wavy blond hair, big hazel eyes, fine cheekbones and full lips.
Vanessa, however, took little score in her looks—brains and drive had got her where she was today and would continue to do so. She ran her company with a firm hand, which had gained her the unenviable title of Ice Queen Nessa. She knew perfectly well what they called her behind her back but didn’t care; she worked hard and expected her employees to do so as well.
Though it was irritating to be constantly under public scrutiny, she’d taught herself to wear an air of confidence like a second skin. She was in the entertainment business, and to keep their ratings, she needed to be visible. So, despite her annoyance at the invasion of her privacy, she acknowledged the flashing cameras with an easy smile. The opulent yacht she’d leased for the break provided the perfect backdrop for the moment.
The last week had been hectic, and as she climbed the gangway, she suddenly felt free for the first time in months. But she couldn’t relax. Not yet. She made herself pause occasionally, albeit reluctantly, to strike poses for the cameras. It was especially necessary to be pragmatic about the fuss here considering they were trying to get an office established in Australia.
As the boat slowly pulled away from the dock, she stood on the deck, waving to the cameras as they continued to click. Framed against the open sea backdrop, Vanessa was the epitome of a successful woman, leaving behind a trail of admirers and countless Instagram photographs.
As soon as she stepped inside the cabin where her personal assistant waited, she let the façade drop and sizzled out an angry breath. “I’m getting sick of playing the prissy princess. I’d like to get my hands on the person who told the press when I was leaving. That troll is still out there.” She perched on the bed, eased off her shoes and sighed. “Oh, that feels good. It’s a relief to get out of these heels. Any trouble getting here, Robyn?”
"No, Vanessa. I brought the bags from the airport while you were meeting with the director, and I've packed away your clothes. I'll leave you to rest while I organize some refreshments."
“Thanks. I’ll have a shower and meet you on deck in half an hour.”
When Robyn disappeared out the door, Vanessa looked around with appreciation at the cabin. It was designed to complement the aesthetics of the yacht with its rich woods, plush carpets, and soft, ambient lighting. Through panoramic windows, guests could enjoy breathtaking views of the surrounding sea and islands. The gentle rocking of the yacht added to the overall sense of tranquillity, enhancing the experience. She'd paid a fortune to lease the boat in Melbourne, but it was worth it. A getaway without the members of the press breathing down her neck.
She'd handpicked the crew and hired one of the best chefs in the country. So far, she and Robyn were the only ones on the boat, the rest boarding in three days when they docked in Sydney. The fun crowd were flying over from New York especially for the vacation, and Vanessa was looking forward to partying for three weeks without having to watch what she did. She could trust them not to leak any candid photos onto social media.
Unfortunately, Byron would be coming too, which she was angry about—she’d deliberately chosen his financial department’s busiest month. Somehow, he had wrangled the time off. Their three-year marriage had developed into a farce; after twelve months together, she'd realized her money and prestige were the only things he'd ever been interested in.
Byron strode through life with a magnetic charm that drew people to him like moths to a flame. Tall and handsome, with a disarming smile, he created an aura of success and affluence and could converse with the rich and famous with ease. She soon learned beneath the veneer of charm lay a darker truth. He was a con man, adept at exploiting the vulnerabilities of others and willing to use friendship for personal gain.
And he was ambitious. He was an accountant, but as her husband, he’d been angling to be CEO of their Television Entertainment Division, something she opposed in the board room. He wasn’t the best candidate for the position, nor would he ever be.
She was well aware he wouldn’t stop trying to get a more prominent position in the company until he was appointed a member of the Board.
Vanessa intended to tell him she wanted a divorce this trip, which would make him furious. Not that he had a leg to stand on. She knew perfectly well he'd been fucking someone for the last seven months. She had no idea who it was, but the signs were all there. But she didn’t care. It gave her a reason to ask for a divorce.
Their marriage was the biggest regret of her life. Even as she stood before the celebrant taking her vows, promising to love, honor, and cherish him, she knew she was making a mistake. Her father's refusal to name her heir to his multi-billion enterprise if she remained single, as well as her mother's constant pressure to marry Byron, the son of her best friend, forced Vanessa to make the decision. And she hadn’t wanted to argue with either of them.
So, at thirty-two, she’d tied herself to a man she didn’t love.
At that thought, she slipped off her wedding ring and put it in the drawer. As far as she was concerned, it would never go back on her finger. Then pushing him from her mind, she showered, changed into shorts and a tank top and wandered onto the deck.
Robyn stood at the railing, gazing out at the sea, looking relaxed, her cheeks rosy and her auburn curls ruffling in the breeze. She turned and handed Vanessa a tall glass. “I can't believe you’re finally taking a break.”
Vanessa gratefully took the drink, the ice cubes tinkling on the side. "Ah, a gin and tonic with a splash of lime. You know me so well. Thank you.” She paused for a sip before she continued, “Any messages from work?”
“Nothing urgent.”
"Then I’ll read for the rest of the afternoon."
They leaned over the railing together in companionable silence while Vanessa finished her drink. She cast a sideways glance at her assistant. In her late twenties, Robyn was a bright, attractive woman who was super-efficient, and after two years, had become a valuable member of her team.
Vanessa felt a stab of disappointment that the moment was broken when Robyn checked her watch and said, "I'd better do something. I'll place your order for dinner. Is there anything specific you'd like?"
“Tell the cook I’ll have the poached fish with green vegetables and the chili prawn entrée.”
“White wine?”
Vanessa flashed her a smile. “What say we celebrate our successful negotiations with a bottle of Dom Perignon.”
Robyn chuckled. “Sounds decadent. Just what the doctor ordered.”
“It’s a date. Did you pack that new portfolio?”
“Yes. It’s on the desk along with your novel.” Robyn smiled. “I wanted to make sure you relaxed.”
Vanessa touched her arm lightly. “I'm so lucky to have you as my assistant. This trip wouldn't be the same without you.”
As she watched her walk inside, Vanessa wondered if her PA realized how much she meant those words. While she battled with her disastrous marriage, the sweet woman had kept her sane.

Vanessa woke with a start. She glanced at the clock on the side table. 3:30 pm.
Her book lay beside her on the bed—she'd dozed off before reaching page two.
Momentarily disorientated, she wondered what woke her, then heard the loud screeching seabirds outside her door. There were flocks of them making the racket. Though she wanted desperately to go back to sleep, she went out onto the deck to check what had stirred up the birds.
At first glance, the sea appeared calm and serene, waves lapping gently against the sides of the boat. But Vanessa felt an underlying tension, an anticipation that hung like a heavy veil. The waves, though calm, had a restlessness to them. The sky above was a canvas of changing hues, going from soft pastel blues to the deeper shades of indigo as dark clouds drifted in from the west. They cast long shadows on the water, and the atmosphere was charged with a peculiar energy as if nature held its breath while waiting for something to happen.
A gust of wind suddenly swept across the sea, causing the surface to ripple and shimmer. The boat rocked gently in response. More gulls appeared, not stopping to wheel over the ship this time but flying straight into the east. In the distance, thunder began to rumble. The clouds had deepened into purple, darkening the water.
The captain, a seasoned sailor with weathered skin and sharp eyes under thick brows, appeared at her elbow. "Get inside, please, Ms. Templeton. We're turning to Flinders Island, away from the storm. It's come quicker than the bureau forecasted. Put on your life jacket and stay on the bed. You'll be fine, but we'll have some rough weather for a while," he said, and then he was gone.
She ran into her cabin, climbing on the bed to watch through the window. Dark clouds roiled and tumbled, creating an ominous spectacle in the sky. The wind strengthened to gale force, whipping the ocean into waves. The yacht felt now vulnerable as the sea transformed before her eyes. Once calm and inviting, it became turbulent, the crashing sea sending clouds of spray onto the deck.
The yacht pitched and rolled, its hull creaking under the strain. As the rumble of thunder became louder, lightning streaked across the sky, briefly spotlighting the waves before the sea plunged back into gloom. When the rain came, it poured in torrents, lashing the boat.
Mesmerized, she grasped the bed tightly. A deafening crack split the air, followed immediately by a jagged streak of lightning that struck the rail, shooting a mass of sparks along it. She gaped out the window, horrified, then realized she'd forgotten to put on her life jacket. Frantically, she left the bed to reach the cupboard, only to be knocked down before she took a step. She abandoned trying to get to her feet and crawled over on her hands and knees. With difficulty, she managed to struggle into the jacket, then still on her knees, made her way back to the bed.
As the storm reached its peak, the sea became an expanse of towering waves. They rose like dark mountains, their crests breaking into a maelstrom of foam. The noise was deafening, the chaotic sound of roaring wind and crashing waves grating on her already too tightly stretched nerves. Petrified, she hung on to the headboard for grim death and prayed to whatever deity would listen.
Eventually, the rolling waves became less angry as the boat headed away from the storm, though the rain kept pelting down. But the turbulence had taken its toll, and the contents of her stomach suddenly shot into her mouth. Vanessa hastily threw her legs over the side, lurched through the cabin and ignoring the driving rain, ran to the outside railing. She barely reached it before she vomited over the side.
As she retched again, an explosion erupted in her cabin. The impact sent shudders from bow to stern as metal grinding sounds echoed, followed by splintering wood and shattering glass. The wall split with the pressure, and a hot, searing blast hurled onto the deck. She had no hope of keeping her footing—it picked her up like a leaf and threw her into the sea.
As she floundered in the water, something hit her head.
There was a moment of blinding pain, and then all went black.



CHAPTER TWO
Eden Ford adjusted the aperture on her camera, allowing just the right amount of light to filter through to highlight the intricate details of the sea before her.
With each click of her shutter, she captured the moment: the setting sun painting the clouds in shades of pink and orange, the silhouette of a lone seagull soaring gracefully against the sky. As the last rays of sunlight hung on the horizon and the sky was ablaze with fiery colors, two dolphins leaped above the ocean that shimmered like gold. In that fleeting moment, she knew she had the perfect shot after all these months. One for the Wildlife Photograph of the Year.
She paused to flick through the photos, happy with her work. In the aftermath of the storm, everything was sharper, the hues more defined. The squall had been horrendous, rattling the cottage until she thought it would blow away.
After five months on the island, she was still getting used to the capricious waters of Bass Strait and the unpredictable weather. As a wildlife photographer and author, the isolated island was the ideal location. Not only was it a quiet place to write, the Strait, located between the Australian mainland and Tasmania, was home to a diverse array of life both above and below the water: whales, dolphins and seals as well as many species of seabirds.
Once the sun dipped too low for any more photos, she packed her camera and lens away in her case, ready to leave. As she turned for home, a glimmer of something pale further down the beach caught her eye. Eden squinted at it in the fading light, though couldn’t quite make out what it was. Intrigued, she trotted along the shoreline to investigate. She approached cautiously—sharks washed up could still bite. Her heart leaped into her mouth when she reached it.
A woman lay on the sand, water lapping her ankles. She was on her back, skin as pale as the sand. A life jacket covered her chest and a pair of torn shorts hung low over her hips. Eden sank to her knees, then tentatively pressed a finger to her wrist. The pulse was thready, but it was there. The stranger was alive. Blood and seaweed matted her hair, her face was crisscrossed with cuts, two of them deep and oozing, and a dark substance clung to the life vest.
Eden sat back on her heels, trying to figure out what to do. The nearest medical help was four hours away on the coast. Since the woman was barely alive, she couldn't leave her on the beach. It was early September, the nights still cold as the remnants of winter clung to the countryside. Help from the mainland would take half the night—in her present state, the poor thing would die before anyone arrived.
She had no choice, she'd have to take her home.
But how to shift her was a problem? She was a tall woman, not fat but well rounded, and Eden, though she worked out, doubted she could carry her any distance. The only way she’d be able to manage to get her to the cabin was in the buggy.
She picked the seaweed off her body, brushed off the loose sand, then cut off the life jacket with the Swiss army knife she kept in her pocket. After scraping the flotsam away from around her, Eden grasped her under the arms. Carefully, she dragged her up the beach, far enough away from the incoming tide. After making a pillow of sand for her head, she removed her coat to cover the woman’s chest. With one last look at the body, she picked up her camera case and ran up the beach. Once over the dunes, she jogged up the long rise to her cottage on the hill. Her lungs were screaming by the time she reached the top. Without stopping to regain her breath, she hurried into the house, dumped her camera pack on the table, and grabbed a couple of blankets and a flashlight before dashing into the garage.
Her farm buggy was sturdy, made of steel to withstand rough conditions, the wheels modified for the sand. The tray back was roomy enough to lay the woman down flat. When she reached the beach, it was dark, but thankfully, the moon was full. It glowed over the shore, making picking out the prostrated figure easy.
Eden knelt beside the unconscious woman, removed the coat and shone the flashlight on her chest. She let out the breath she was holding. It was rising and falling—she was still alive.
After manoeuvring the buggy near the body, she dropped down the side. Once she spread a blanket over the tin floor, she positioned herself beside the limp body, one arm beneath the shoulders and the other under the knees. With a grunt, she heaved the unconscious woman up into her arms, muscles straining under the dead weight. Knowing a fall could kill her, Eden hung on desperately, awkwardly inching the body up by pressing it against the buggy for some support. It was painstakingly slow going. Just as her legs threatened to buckle, she had her high enough to slide her over the side into the back.
With one last effort, she pushed the slack body into the centre of the tray back.
Exhausted, she rested against it to get her breath.
As soon as her muscles stopped quivering, Eden tucked the blankets securely around the woman. Then satisfied she was as comfortable as she could make her, she threw the remains of the lifejacket in the back, climbed behind the wheel and slowly drove home.
At the cottage, she backed the buggy against the porch and fetched the mattress from the camp stretcher. She carefully pulled her from the tray back onto it, then dragged the mattress inside in front of the fireplace. Once wood was stacked on the embers, the room was warm enough to examine her. She fetched the first aid kit and cut off her tank top and shorts.
The bra and knickers were lacy, the soaked material transparent and clinging. She ran an eye over her. The woman clearly looked after herself. Her feminine, curvy body was well-toned as though she worked out, and her nails neat and painted. Eden tried not to linger on the dark nipples as she scanned the body for wounds. Though there were a few nasty bruises, there were no open wounds below the neck which could get infected. After covering her with the blanket again, she attended to her face.
Once the grime and sand were sponged off, Eden meticulously sutured the two long cuts on her face to stop the seeping, thankful for her level three first aid training and her well-stocked medical box. With luck, she'd been quick and careful enough to prevent scarring.
But the real trauma was on the back of the head, and blood matted the hair into thick clumps. She trimmed the hair over a lump, finding under the congealed blood a haematoma the size of an egg. Further around she found the bleeder, a long gash that went from the top of the head to behind the left ear. Having no option, she cut off her hair until it was short enough to suture the cut. When she finished, Eden propped her onto her side so as not to put more pressure on the damaged part of the skull. She prayed it wasn’t fractured.
Satisfied she was as comfortable as she could make her, she examined her clothes.
When she glanced at the label, she raised an eyebrow at the designer brand. The woman didn’t shop at Big W. A search through the pants' pockets found nothing, and when about to throw the clothes in the bin, she caught the faint whiff of sulphur and something like burnt matches ingrained in the material. She frowned. In her time as a photographer in Afghanistan, she recognized the smell of an explosive device. Maybe the woman hadn't fallen overboard accidentally, she could have been close to an explosion.
After another sniff, she dismissed the idea as her over-active imagination.
She left the room to ring Jim to organize a medical pick-up. It shouldn’t take him long to find who she was—someone would have notified the police that she was missing by now. The woman either fell overboard, or the vessel she was aboard had sunk. When she hurried to the office to use the satellite phone, she groaned out, “Shit.” She should have checked the house before leaving as soon as the storm finished, instead of hurrying to get shots before the light faded.
The entire window had blown out: the frame, glass panes and shutters. The desk had taken the brunt of the flying debris and then been lashed by the wind and driving rain. It was lying on its side, with soaked papers strewn over the floor and photograph frames smashed. The phone was caught under the desk in a puddle of water. Furious, she hoisted it upright and examined the phone. She didn’t like what she saw. Not only was the face smashed, there was a crack into the central processing unit.
Damn!
When she pressed the power button, the screen remained blank. She tried again and again, hoping for a miracle, but to no avail. It was stuffed. Thankfully, her computer had been on the dining room table and not wrecked as well.
Her stomach bubbling sourly, Eden returned to the lounge. She was on her own with a critically ill woman, with a worst-case scenario that she would be left with a dead body and no hope of getting it to the mainland.
Resigned to the fact there would be no help forthcoming, Eden pulled up a lounge chair before the fire, preparing for an all-night vigil. The woman could choke or, worse, have a seizure—head injuries were serious. Every half an hour, she took her pulse, studying the pale face for any sign of improvement or deterioration. Then, she adjusted the pillows and brushed away a stray lock of hair that continued flopping over her forehead. As the night wore on, the woman’s breathing gradually became less laboured. Eden began to be hopeful she might actually pull through.
She must have dozed off somewhere in the early morning hours, for when she woke, the room was bathed in light. She wiped the trickle of saliva from her chin with the back of her hand and stretched the kink out of her neck. When a groan echoed from the floor, she knew what had woken her. Quickly, Eden squatted down to examine her patient. Though her eyes were still shut, her breathing wasn't so shallow, and her cheeks had a tinge of pink.
A definite improvement.
When she moaned again, Eden gently sponged her forehead with the damp cloth. “Sssh. You’ll be fine.”
The eyes flickered open but a moment later, shut again.
Eden rose, threw more wood on the fire, then made an extra strong coffee for a caffeine boost. When she returned to the chair, she drew up her knees, wrapped her arms around her legs and watched the woman’s gradual awakening. At first, her movements were sluggish, as if caught in a fog of confusion. Her eyelids fluttered constantly; her movements tentative. Then, finally, the eyes opened fully. As she gazed at Eden, a range of emotions flickered across her face: surprise, confusion, fear and finally, full-blown panic.

Vanessa opened her eyes. Her vision was blurred, the light from the room too harsh. She blinked, trying to adjust.
Slowly, shapes began to form around her. She felt disoriented, her body heavy, unresponsive. Where was she? What had happened? Memories flickered like distant shadows, elusive and fragmented, then disappeared altogether. With an effort, she turned her head, taking in the fireplace and the blanket covering her. Nothing felt familiar, as if she were waking up in a different world.
Dear God, how her head hurt.
Her stomach roiled and she heaved out a gush of sea water. Someone wiped her mouth with a damp cloth. She closed her eyes, lying quietly until the nausea settled.
After a while, she opened them again and stared up at the woman in the chair. Her mind didn’t register who she was seeing. She tried to concentrate, to focus. The face wavered before becoming a little clearer. The person who gazed down at her was a woman with short brown hair dressed in a blue shirt and jeans, but that was all she could make out as her sight became blurry again.
“Where am I?” she managed to croak out.
The soothing wet cloth stroked her forehead as the woman said, "On Magnus Island. You were washed up on the beach. My name is Eden."
“Eden,” echoed Vanessa.
“What happened to you?” asked Eden gently.
Vanessa blinked at her, trying to remember. She was surrounded by fragments of a life she couldn't recall. Like a distant echo, her name teased the edges of her consciousness, just out of reach. Memories hovered close, yet they remained stubbornly elusive, slipping through her grasp like water through cupped hands. “I don’t know,” she whispered.
“What’s your name? Your family must be trying to find you.”
Vanessa looked at her blankly. “I can’t remember.”
Eden touched her hand gently. "Don't worry. You've had a bad knock on the head, and when the swelling subsides, it'll all come back."
"I have a terrible headache."
“I’ll get you some painkillers.” When she returned, she carefully lifted Vanessa’s head. “Take a sip of water first.”
Tentatively, she sucked a little in.
“Not too much at once,” said Eden. “You’ll be sick.”
“I’m thirsty,” she whimpered out.
“That’s because you swallowed sea water. It’ll dehydrate you. Take the tablets with a few more sips. I’ve ground them up with some honey. You need them to stay down.” Eden put the spoon in her mouth, waited until it was clean then held the glass of water to her lips. “That’ll ease the pain. I’ll be on the couch if you need me.”
Vanessa closed her eyes, meaning to thank her, but fell asleep before the words were out.



CHAPTER THREE
Eden woke, disorientated. She looked at her watch. 9:45 am.
Damn, she’d overslept.
She lay there for a full minute before remembering her patient. Tired and rumpled, she climbed off the couch to check. The woman was fast asleep and breathing normally, and when her eyelids fluttered open this time, her gaze was steady.
She looked around the room with a heightened awareness before focusing on Eden. “Where am I?”
Eden cocked her head to look at her. She must have forgotten their conversation last night. She sank to the floor beside her. "We’re on Magnus Island in Bass Strait. I found you on the beach."
The woman’s brow wrinkled. “What was I doing there?”
“You were washed up after a storm. Luckily, you were wearing a lifejacket—it stopped you from drowning. I presume you fell off a boat.”
The woman shook her head in frustration. “I don’t remember anything.”
"Do you know your name?" Eden asked, tamping down her unease. She had a bad feeling about this.
The woman blinked once, twice, and her lip began to tremble. "No. I don't."
“It’ll come back,” she said soothingly. “You’ve had a bad knock on the head. My name’s Eden.”
Agitated now, the woman reached over and grasped Eden’s arm. “Shouldn’t I remember something?”
Eden looked at her. Though she appeared fragile, there was surprising strength in her grip. "You have temporary amnesia. The swelling will subside after a good day's rest, and your memories will return." She smiled reassuringly. "In the meantime, we'll make a name to call you. Can you remember anyone in your life?"
Tears welled up in the hazel eyes. “No.”
“Then what about Jane? It’s short and sweet.”
Calmer, the woman let go of Eden’s arm. “Okay.”
"Right, then that's settled. Jane, it is. Have you pain?"
"My face stings, and my head's starting to hurt."
Eden climbed to her feet. "I'll fetch two more painkillers, and then I'd like to try to get you to the bed. The hard floor won't help your body to heal."
When she came back, Jane's lids had begun to droop. She gently shook her shoulder, and when her eyes popped open, she put the spoon with the crushed tablet mixed with honey into her mouth. With murmurs of encouragement, Eden ensured the mixture was gone before lifting Jane’s head to drink from the cup. "Shall we try to get you to the bed?"
Jane propped herself up on her elbow. “If you give me a hand, I think I’ll be able to manage.”
“Okay, but if it gets too difficult, we won’t persist.” Eden knelt next to her and slid an arm under her shoulders. "First, you need to sit up."
Getting Jane into the sitting position took less effort than Eden imagined. "So far, so good. How are you feeling?" she asked.
"A bit woozy, but I'm fine."
"Right, stay there for a minute, and when you're ready, I'll help you stand up."
After a few moments, Jane nodded. “I’m ready.”
“Here we go then,” Eden said, putting her hands under her arms.
Trying not to jostle her too much, she lifted her slowly to her feet. Immediately, Eden felt the weight of the body pressed against her and her warmth through the fabric of her shirt. Step by step, she navigated them from the lounge to the bedroom, hoping she wasn't aggravating the woman's injuries or, worse, starting some internal bleeding. Jane's breathing remained steady, but Eden could sense her pain. She whispered words of reassurance as they shuffled through the bedroom door.
When they reached the bed, Eden pulled back the covers and lowered Jane’s bottom onto it. Jane looked up with tired eyes, gratitude and pain mingling in her gaze.
Eden patted her hand. "Sit there while I get you something to wear." She rummaged through her drawer, trying to find clothes that wouldn’t be too tight in the chest. When she returned with a T-shirt and boxers, she cleared her throat. "Can you take off your bra?"
As soon as Jane tried to stretch her arm around, she groaned. “My shoulder hurts too much. You’d better do it.”
Though she kept her gaze respectfully at eye level, when Eden undid the hooks from the back and slid the bra straps off her shoulders, it still felt intimate. Once the top was on, she murmured, "It might be better to take your knickers off while you're sitting up. That way, we can remove any sand before you lie down."
“Okay.”
While Jane held her shoulders, Eden wriggled the lacey pants over her buttocks and then down her legs. "Can you stand up for a minute while I brush you down? That is if you don't mind," Eden said, embarrassed she had to do it.
Jane gave a ghost of a smile. “Go ahead. The sand is irritating.”
Eden went to work clinically, annoyed by the twinge of arousal that occurred involuntarily. The woman was in her care, not a prospective date. She hoped she displayed none of the discomfit she felt as she laid her down and slipped on the boxers. Once she was tucked in, Eden hurried outside into the fresh air. It looked like she would have Jane for quite a while, so she'd better get used to her in the house.
The private charter boat that brought her groceries had arrived only two days ago and it wasn't due back for two months, and her friend Jim wouldn’t be visiting in the interim. He was going deep sea fishing in the Gulf next week with a mate, something he did every year. He promised to visit when he came back, which wasn’t for ten weeks. She had a small motorboat on the island, but it was never meant for a trip to the mainland. It wasn’t big enough to go so far in these unpredictable waters—she certainly couldn’t take the risk with a passenger. And there was little likelihood of any yachts dropping anchor in the cove. The island was a National Park, off-limits to tourists.
The log cabin was the only man-made structure on the island, built solely for the park rangers and those studying the wildlife. The timber in the cottage had been milled from the local trees. It was roomy, with two bedrooms, an open lounge dining room area and a study out the back. Not having anyone with her, Eden had converted the second bedroom into a dark room to develop photos. While she used digital photo shoots for most of her work because Photoshop offered versatility, she also used traditional darkroom techniques for tactile and creative control.
Environmentally self-contained, everything on the island ran off solar panels. Eden found the cabin cozy, but communication was a pain. There was no internet connection or TV reception. She didn't care about television, but the lack of internet was annoying. The radio kept her abreast with the news, though the reception was often staticky. She’d planned to hire a launch to Melbourne this month to download her work, get a haircut and have a night out, but with no phone, that would have to be put on the back burner until the grocery boat turned up.
Eden looked out to sea, her breath mingling with the scent of pine and eucalyptus.
She gathered her thoughts, trying to look on the bright side. It could be worse. At least she'd found a woman around her age on the beach and not an old one with a bad heart or a brash young man who wanted to be the boss. Nevertheless, caring for Jane would take up valuable time she needed to spend on her book—she had a deadline to meet. She'd have to find something to entertain her when she was well again. In the meantime, she'd try to get as much writing done as possible while Jane was recovering.
As soon as she was on her feet, she could accompany Eden on her wildlife photography excursions. Having someone with her could be fun, but that would depend on Jane’s personality.
Before returning inside, she took the axe and split some logs from the stack into manageable sizes for the fireplace. She carried an extra armful inside—Jane would need warmth continuously to ward off a chest infection. Some seawater might have made its way into her lungs. After popping her head into the room to check on her patient and finding her sleeping peacefully, she settled down to write.
Time flew quickly, and it was midday before she took her nose out of her laptop. After she fed Jane soup for lunch, the woman fell asleep again. Considering the trauma she experienced, Eden wasn't surprised she didn't have much appetite. After another light meal on dark, Eden took a shower and dressed for bed.
After helping Jane clean her teeth with a donated toothbrush, she yawned. “I’m off to bed. I didn’t get much sleep last night.”
Jane tilted her head to look up at her. “Where are you sleeping?”
"I'll take the stretcher," said Eden, trying to appear happy about it. Until now, she hadn't given much thought to bedding arrangements. But since Jane had the queen-size bed, her only option was the narrow camp stretcher with the lumpy mattress and thin camping blankets. It was downright uncomfortable—her back would be a mess after a few weeks.
Jane cleared her throat, eyeing her anxiously. “Would you sleep with me? I know I’m asking a lot, but I don’t want to be alone.”
“You want to share the bed?” asked Eden relieved. She wouldn’t have to put up with the lumpy mattress after all.
“If that’s all right.”
“If you insist.”
Jane flashed her a beaming smile. “Thank you.”
Eden switched off the light and then slipped under the covers with a contented sigh. The stress of the last twenty-four hours had caught up with her. She lay on her side with her back to Jane, careful to be far enough away so they weren't touching. It was warm and cozy, the glow from the fireplace in the lounge warding off the darkness. "See you in the morning," she whispered.
There was no answer for a second, and then Eden felt her wriggling closer until she was nestled into her back. "Goodnight."
Eden lay there, not moving a muscle. It had been a long time since she'd shared a bed with anyone, other than a casual hookup. Not since Lana in Afghanistan and that was four years ago.
And it felt good. Too good for comfort.
She wondered if she’d been a tad too hasty in agreeing to the arrangement. She’d have to survive weeks of this bed-sharing, but then the niggle of panic drifted away as she fell asleep.



CHAPTER FOUR
Eden opened her eyes to find they were in exactly the same position they’d been in when they fell asleep, with Jane pressed against her back, only this time with an arm draped over her.
She carefully eased from under it to get out of bed. She felt refreshed—her best night's sleep for ages. She hummed to herself as she went to the kitchen to make coffee. After debating whether to make her guest a cup, she let her sleep. Armed with her mug, Eden walked outside to sit on the porch.
The sun was shining brightly, the morning dew sparkling on the grass. After settling into one of the cane chairs, she wondered if the wallaby would appear today. Not long after she arrived, Eden had rescued the joey from her dead mother's pouch. Painstakingly feeding it milk with an eyedropper and then from a teat fashioned from a rubber glove, she had reared the little mite. After she'd released it back into the wild a month ago, it had hung around the cabin for a few days before eventually joining the other wallabies. Now, it returned only for an occasional visit.
It had been great company, but one couldn't confine something wild. Perhaps that was why she had such an affinity for wild animals. Eden liked to be free, to go wherever the urge took her. She travelled to many places with her photography and saw many things, good and bad. But now in her mid-thirties, her restless feet slowed, and she began to wonder what it would be like to settle down. To have something to come home to other than an empty house.
A rustling sound echoed from the bushes, and the wallaby came onto the grass in front of the cabin. It raised its head, whiskers twitching. But it must have caught a whiff of Jane's scent, for it hopped quickly away without coming closer. Sadly, Eden watched it go, knowing it wouldn't return with someone else in the house.
After she finished her coffee, she prepared breakfast while she listened to the seven o’clock news on the radio that she kept in the kitchen. Most of the reports centered on an attack in a Sydney shopping mall, with no mention of any boating accident or anyone missing in Bass Strait. When the weather announcer forecasted a week of drizzling rain, she cursed her isolation.
She had no idea who Jane was and had no phone to enquire. On top of that, she was stuck inside the cabin with a woman with amnesia. They’d have virtually nothing to talk about.
It sucked.
She swallowed her disappointment, knowing she was being petty. Jane couldn’t help her predicament—at least Eden knew her own name.
Jane was sitting up in bed when she came in. “Good morning. How do you feel?” Eden asked.
"Much better, thanks. I'm still very sore, but I should be able to get up today."
“I’ll give you a couple more painkillers.” Eden placed the tray on her lap. “I hope you like scrambled eggs.”
“I’ve no idea what I like, but it smells delicious.”
Eden’s heart sank. “You still can’t remember anything?”
"Nothing. I can remember yesterday, but before that, it’s blank." Jane made a wry expression. "It's so frustrating. Perhaps if I see my face, it might prompt a memory. Do you have a mirror?"
“I’ll bring you one but be prepared. Your face is swollen, and you’ve numerous cuts.”
Eden disappeared into the bathroom to fetch the small mirror from her toilet bag. She said as she passed it over, “I’m sorry but your hair was so thick with congealed blood that I had to cut most of it off to fix the cut.”
When she looked at her reflection, Jane’s smile faded. Moisture welled up in her eyes. “I look dreadful.”
"I know you appear like you've gone ten rounds with a kickboxer, but it'll heal." Eden gave a lop-sided grin. “It'll be a nice surprise when I finally see who's sharing my house."
Jane snorted. “Anything will be an improvement.” She ran the tip of her finger over the sutures. “You had to sew some cuts?”
"Two on the face and a long one on the head. I took an advanced first aid course to travel to out-of-the-way places for my photography. I was careful to use fine catgut to prevent any scarring." She leaned down to examine the wounds. "Since the incoming tide washed you onto the shore, you probably scraped against the sharp rocks at the entrance to the cove. The cuts look healthy—no sign of any infection. I'll continue with the antibiotic cream, though. How does the rest of your body feel?"
“Sore but nothing major.”
“And your head?”
"The headache's settled to an occasional dull throb." Jane looked at her hopefully. "Do you think I could shower today, or is there only a bath?"
Eden smiled at her. "There's a shower. I have to start the solar pump to I use it. What about doing it in the middle of the day when it's warmer."
"It'll be lovely to be clean again. I know I'm a burden, but once a boat comes to the island, you'll get rid of me."
Eden flushed. "About that, Jane. My phone was damaged in the storm, and there's no boat due for two months. I haven't any internet, so we have no way of alerting the authorities that you’re on Magnus. I’m afraid you’re stuck here with me for a while.”
Jane’s big, expressive eyes looked at her solemnly. "I don't mind; in fact, I'm relieved. It'll give my memories time to come back. I'd rather be alone with you than surrounded by people I can't remember. It'll only make me more confused. Here, I'll have peace and quiet to heal." She looked at Eden anxiously. "If you don't mind sharing your bed and food," she said.
Eden's misgivings faded away at the concern on her face, and her protective instincts kicked in. She took her hand, squeezing it gently. "Of course I don't mind. It'll be nice having someone share my life for a while. Wet weather is forecast tomorrow, so we’ll have to hang around the house. I'll take you out to show you the island as soon as it clears away. In the meantime, we'll work on your memories. I presume by the accent that you're American."
"Am I?" Jane asked in surprise. "Um, what country are we in, Eden?"
“Australia.”
“Oh.”
Eden looked at her keenly. “Have you any idea where that is?”
Jane wrinkled her brow. "Yes, memories like that are still there. My identity is gone, and I can't recall past events or relationships in my life—not even random snippets, but I can picture a map of the world, though I remember America more than Australia. I know food, but I can't recall what I enjoy."
“Can you cope with all that?” asked Eden softly.
"I feel confused and frustrated, but I'll manage." She gave a sad smile. "I haven't a choice.”
"No, so there's no point dwelling on it. Today, we'll get you on your feet and cleaned up. Tomorrow, I'll show you my photo catalogue. They might jolt some memories."

Eden threw the chicken pieces in with the vegetables, then stirred in the soy sauce, garlic and stock. She used the leafy vegetables first before they went off; the root vegetables lasted a lot longer. After they were finished, it was on to the tinned food. Her fresh meat supply was limited as well—the solar panels could only run a small freezer. It was tinned meat when it was finished. With another mouth to feed, it was time to try out the old fishing rod in the garage.
The only thing she harvested to eat on the island was gull eggs, though she only took one from each nest so as not to disturb their breeding season. The shells of the eggs were like army camouflage, sage green with flecks of darker colours. Inside, they had a deep, fiery-orange yolk. They were delicious, and since there were plenty of gulls, she had no trouble with supply.
Once the meal was ready, she called Jane, who assured her she felt well enough to come to the table for dinner.
Getting her into the shower today had made Eden sweat. She still needed help undressing, and Eden was becoming more uncomfortable. If Jane knew she was into women, she wouldn't be so unselfconscious as she stripped off and asking her to take down her pants. Somehow, Eden had got through it without bolting.
Jane appeared at the door, dressed in Eden's tracksuit. With her hair freshly washed and the swelling subsiding, she was beginning to look feminine again and not so much like a prize-fighter. Though the cuts were still red, they were healing nicely.
With a delighted smile, Jane sat down at the table. “This looks great. I’m starving.”
Eden chuckled. “Good to see your appetite is back. It’s my favorite recipe. Since I'm not much of a cook, it's easy to whip up."
Jane took a bite and hummed appreciatively. "It's delicious." After a few more mouthfuls, she looked across at Eden. "You mentioned you had a friend, Jim, on the mainland. What does he do?"
“He has a tourist fishing boat in Rye, which is on the Mornington Peninsular about an hour from Melbourne. I met him in Afghanistan where he was a captain in the army. We became firm friends.”
“And lovers?”
“Um—no, just friends.”
Jane flushed. “Sorry, that must have sounded like I was prying.”
"That's fine. Naturally, you're curious about me. What would you like to know?"
“Tell me about your family?”
"My folks live in Western Australia. I visit when I can, but my work takes me worldwide." She threw up her hands. "Perth's six hours from the east coast, so it's not easy when I’m in Australia."
"No," said Jane softly. “I imagine distance can make things difficult for families. Do you have any siblings?"
“A sister and a brother. Both live in Perth. Helen is a radiographer and Derek’s a doctor.”
“You have no plans to go back there to live?”
"Not really. I have a house in Sydney, which I rent out."
“Then you intend to make Sydney your home?”
Eden smiled wistfully. “No, it’s an investment property. I haven’t any desire to settle down yet. Maybe one day.”
“You like living alone?” asked Jane, her face alight with curiosity.
“Most of the time. I enjoy travelling and meeting new people.”
“That sounds a fun life. Have you been to the United States?”
“Many times. There are some spectacular places to film. I went to a shoot in Alaska which had stunning scenery, but I’m not too fond of cold places. I like heat.” Eden shrugged. “I’m a rolling stone, which is why I’m unattached.”
Jane looked at her beguilingly. “I can’t imagine you not having anyone. You’re so attractive and clever.”
Eden felt herself blush. God, if only she had the courage to tell her. Now was the perfect opportunity to confess she was attracted to women, but she didn't want to see the look of discomfit or, worse, distaste on her face and watch her shrink away. They had to live together in harmony for two months.
It was an untenable situation—she just hoped when Jane found out, she wouldn’t hate her for keeping it a secret.



CHAPTER FIVE
For the next ten days, the drizzly, windy weather put a damper on any outdoor activities.
Memories of Jane’s former life hadn’t come back, and she was beginning to despair that her amnesia was permanent. She had occasional jolts as if pulled into a distant past, but they disappeared as quickly as they came: an image of a bustling city street; the sounds of car horns; a room full of faceless people in evening wear; an office with a city backdrop. The memories slipped through her fingers like fine sand, leaving her grasping for clarity.
Eden had shown her the photographs she'd taken worldwide and the two books she had written. Though they didn’t stir any memories, her photography was stunning. While the digital shots were beautiful, the ones she'd developed herself were the most moody and evocative. It was no wonder her camera was in such demand.
At the moment, she was compiling a book on wildlife in the Strait, which included text as well as pictures. In the mornings, she worked on it while Jane read. Then, in the afternoons, they played Scrabble or Chess. When Eden explained the rules, she vaguely remembered she'd played them but couldn't recall with whom or when.
After dinner at night, they sat in front of the fireplace and talked.
The swelling and bruising on her face were gone, and apart from two faded lines, her face was back to normal. The haematoma on her head was nearly gone. When Eden tidied up her hair with her scissors, she announced with a smile, “You have a pixie buzz cut. It looks good on you.”
After she removed the stitches yesterday, she said quietly, “You’re a beautiful woman.”
Embarrassed, Jane replied offhandedly, “What are looks without memories?”
“You can make more,” Eden replied, and how she looked at her stirred something in Jane. She didn’t know what it was, but it felt exciting.
“I can,” she murmured. “I’m making them here with you on the island.”
Her words brought a flush of pink to Eden’s cheeks, and she packed up her medical box without saying another word.
When the inclement weather cleared, the landscape shimmered under a glistening sheen, rejuvenated by the rain.
Jane couldn’t contain her excitement when Eden announced at breakfast, “I’ll take you for a hike today. Put on one of the flannelette shirts hanging in the cupboard—it could be a bit nippy outside.”
“Thanks. You must be getting sick of sharing your wardrobe.”
“They’re just my work clothes, nothing flash. We’re lucky we’re around the same height, and you can fit into them.”
Jane chuckled. “Except for the bra. I’m a lot bigger than you. I hope mine doesn’t fall apart ‘cause I have to wash it every night.”
Eden glanced at Jane’s bust, then quickly looked away and cleared her throat. “Shoes are going to be the problem. I have a pair of sandals in the box by the door; the straps can be tightened, so it won’t matter if they’re a little big. My boots will flog you.”
“Okay. I can’t wait to get outside. We’ve been cooped up too long.”
Eden grinned. “Take a hat from the stand before we go.” After pulling on her small backpack, she led her to a track leading up the hill.
At the top, Jane looked out over the seascape in awe. The beach was a strip of white against the background of a never-ending sea. In the distance, mist lingered like a veil, blurring the outline of the distant horizon. The water was a vibrant green-blue in the shallows, then changed to a deep blue further out. Two pines sat on the end of the headland, guarding the small bay’s entrance.
“The view is spectacular,” she said. “What direction are we facing?”
“North.” Eden pointed out to sea. “Mainland Australia is that way, behind us is Tasmania.”
“How far across is the Strait?”
“About two hundred and fifty kilometers. We’re sitting about halfway. Down there is the beach where I found you.”
“Is it safe to swim?”
Eden grinned. “Do you mean, are there any sharks?”
“I guess so.”
“There are no more here than in other parts of the coastline. Great White sharks are responsible for the most attacks in Australian waters.”
Jane looked uneasy. “How many are out there? Not heaps, I hope.”
Eden rolled her eyes. “The Great Whites are late bloomers. Females reach their sexual maturity after at least the age of sixteen. White sharks must survive over a decade of natural and human threats before they can successfully breed. An adult female doesn’t have many pups. They mostly mate at two to three-year intervals, with a gestation time of eighteen months.” She grinned. “White sharks aren’t rabbits, so we’re not inundated with them.”
“That’s comforting. Have you seen any near this beach?”
“No. Fish are plentiful further out, so they don’t need to come into the shallows to feed.”
Jane smiled to herself. This earnest side of Eden was appealing when she was talking about her pet subjects. She slipped easily into the role of lecturer, and Jane enjoyed listening to her slightly husky voice. She gave her lean, athletic body an appraising glance. She was alluring, even dressed casually, wearing no makeup and with her hair windblown. She wasn’t a pretty woman, for her face was too angular, but something about her sent Jane’s heartbeat just a little faster.
Eden cocked her head at her and said, “What?”
Jane looked away quickly. She hadn’t realized she’d been staring. “Um—nothing. You know so much about so many things.”
“I probably wouldn’t know much in your world.”
“My world? You know what that is?”
Eden shrugged. “No, but I can guess. Your clothes had designer labels, and you’ve taken excellent care of yourself. Even though you can’t remember your history, you play games to win and are smart. I don’t have to tell you anything twice. I’d say you had a high-powered job somewhere.”
“Maybe I have, but at the moment, I’m just happy to be here with you and safe. And I’m dying to see your island.”
Eden didn’t answer for a moment, then squeezed her hand. “Come on then, and I’ll show you this side of Magnus. The other side is rougher, so we’ll leave that for another day.”
“Are there any particular photos you want to take? I was thinking I could help you with the book. Type out your notes. You had plenty of them on the table.”
“You can remember typing?”
“I thought so when I saw your laptop. It might come back automatically.”
Eden shrugged the backpack off her shoulders, pulled out a bottle of water and handed it over. “I have a better idea. We’ll do a story on a particular species of birds today, and you could record what I say and type it out tomorrow while I organize the photos. It’ll help enormously.”
“Excellent. I’ve been dying to be useful. So what birds are we looking at today?”
“Little blue penguins. Since they come in from the sea in the late afternoon, we’ll go down to the beach before we go home to see them. They’re cute, you’ll love them.”
“Where do they nest?”
“They live in the dunes that afford easy access to the sea for fishing and feeding. They dig burrows to protect themselves from predators and the elements.”
“Do they nest there?” asked Jane.
Eden nodded. “At the end of the burrow, they build a small chamber lined with grass or feathers, where they lay their eggs and raise the chicks.” She stood up and put on the backpack. “We’ll explore the rest of the island and photograph them before we go home.”

The air was filled with the salty tang of the sea and the distant calls of seabirds as they made their way down the path to the beach.
Once they reached the sand, Eden led her over to a cluster of rocks on the water’s edge, where further down, a small colony of little penguins waddled out from the sea. They were charming little birds with slate-blue feathers and delicate bodies. She watched, enthralled, as they assembled near the water’s edge with synchronized movements as if they were choreographed dancers performing a daily ritual.
Jane smiled, captivated. “They’re so cute.”
Eden pulled off her backpack and took out her camera. She adjusted the settings, her fingers almost dancing over the controls in anticipation. “Stay back here while I film them. It might take a while to get the shots I want.”
Without saying another word, she sidled closer to the birds, then lay down on her stomach and raised the camera to her eye. They huddled together, their chests white against rock and sand, and she clicked continuously as they preened each other’s feathers, their beady eyes reflecting the late afternoon light. Then they began, one by one, to dive into the sea.
The soft click of her camera shutter was barely audible over the gentle lapping of the waves. Eden focused on the details—how their beaks caught the sunset, the ripples in the water as they dived beneath the surface, and the delicate prints they left behind in the wet sand. Nearly an hour passed, and Jane remained entranced by this world as the tiny penguins surfaced and then dived again. On dark, they finished frolicking in the water and left the sea to shuffle to the safety of their burrows hidden among the dunes.
With a smile, Eden plopped down beside her. “What did you think?”
Jane handed over the water bottle before she replied. “They were fascinating. Did you get the pictures you wanted?”
“Them and more. A perfect day for filming. I’ll dictate my thoughts for you to jot down as soon as we get home while everything is fresh in my mind.”
Jane nodded contentedly, looking forward to working with her.
Once they reached the cabin and washed, Eden launched into her dictation as she prepared the meal. “The little blue penguins are the smallest species of penguins in the world. They’re native to the Southern Victoria, Tasmania and New Zealand. Their distinctive blue and white colors help them blend in with the ocean, which is handy for they spend most of their day in the water. They don’t migrate like other penguin species and can sleep at sea while floating. They’re nocturnal and don’t come ashore until dusk or leave after dawn, spending most of the day in the water. Like many species of birds, they’re promiscuous and aren’t monogamous.”
Eden went on to describe their burrows and predators and finally gave Jane a wide smile. “I think that’s enough for the day. You’ll be tired.”
Jane felt the power of the smile ram into her. Her pulse stuttered, and she blinked slowly. “Thank you for showing me your world, Eden.”
“You’re welcome, Jane.”



CHAPTER SIX
Eden eased out of bed and went to the kitchen.
She was in so much trouble. With the swelling gone, Jane took her breath away. The woman was stunning. And now her bruised throat had healed, her voice was sinful. Whisky-warm with an accent unmistakably American. But apart from those tangible assets, she was smart as a whip and hadn’t crumbled under the trauma of her memory loss. Any lesser person would have felt sorry for herself, but not her. She got on with things.
It was uncharted waters for Eden.
She tried to recall when a woman she barely knew managed to intrigue and captivate her so thoroughly. She hadn’t known she was lonely until Jane literarily dropped into her world. Living by herself in isolated places had never bothered Eden; she enjoyed her own company and relished the freedom to do what she wanted when she wanted. She couldn’t think of a single instance where anybody made her question her life choices like Jane, not even her mother, who constantly worried about her being alone in out-of-the-way places.
Eden sipped her coffee morosely. She had better hurry up and work out a plan to handle this attraction. It could go nowhere—someone would claim Jane as soon as she returned to Melbourne. Probably a husband. She didn’t wear a wedding ring, but that didn’t mean she wasn’t married. Eden needed to be sensible and maintain the status quo. Be friendly, though not too familiar. She shuddered. All that sounded fine, but in the dark of the night, it was becoming progressively more difficult to ignore the body pressed against her back.
She glanced up to see Jane leaning against the door frame, holding a cup. Her gaze trailed across Eden’s face. “Are you alright? You look concerned about something.”
Eden mustered a weak smile. “It’s nothing. I was thinking about our lack of communication. Have you changed your mind since I asked a week ago? Does it worry you that you can’t get off the island?”
“You want the truth?”
Eden nodded silently.
“No, it doesn’t. I have no idea what family I have or where I live. Here, I feel safe and cared for. I want to grow stronger mentally and physically before facing strangers who’ll claim me.”
“You may have a child—or even children,” Eden whispered.
“I know,” she said, moisture clouding her eyes. “But I have a strong feeling that I haven’t given birth. There’s certainly no evidence on my body—no stretch marks or a caesarean scar.” Then her expression suddenly sagged, and she looked at Eden with a lost expression. “It’s an awful feeling not to have memories.”
Eden rose immediately and took her in her arms. “Don’t worry; they’ll come back. Give it time.”
When Jane sniffled into her shoulder, Eden became acutely aware of her body cuddled against hers. She could feel the warmth, the subtle shift of muscles, the soft, steady heartbeat. As Eden stroked her back soothingly, Jane made no move to step out of the embrace. Finally, Eden moved away, though she had to force herself to do so.
Jane gave a nervous laugh. “Sorry. I didn’t want to be clingy.”
Trying to ignore the flush of arousal, Eden patted her arm. “You just needed a hug. Now, shall we work on the book? It’ll take your mind off things.”

Eden watched Jane tap away on the laptop as though she had been doing it all her life.
She stopped examining her photographs on her camera and walked up behind her. “You haven’t forgotten how to type.”
“No, I haven’t. It must be possible for a person to forget personal information but still be able to perform activities that they learned before the injury.”
Eden nodded. “I believe different types of memory are stored in different parts of the brain. The blow to your head has obviously not affected your motor skills.” She put her hand on her shoulder. “Nearly finished typing it out?”
“Just did the last sentence.”
“Excellent. Then I’ll download the photos.” She pulled up a chair beside her and slotted the cable from the camera into the computer. “We’ll have a look through them, and you can help me choose which ones we include in the book.”
“I’d love to.”
They spent the rest of the day organizing the book, and Eden figured that, at this rate, it would be done and dusted by the time the boat arrived. This would be a blessing, for once Jane left, she doubted she would want to stay on alone.
She finally closed the laptop to get in more wood before dark, while Jane went to shower before the air turned chilly.
When she came out of the bathroom, she looked uncomfortable. “Um—I started my period, Eden.”
“There are boxes of tampons in the bathroom cupboard.”
“Are you sure you have enough?”
Eden smiled reassuringly. “That’s one thing I made sure I had plenty of.”
“Thanks,” said Jane, looking relieved. “You are so kind, Eden, and you never make me feel like a freak.”
“For God’s sake, Jane. You’re not a freak; you have amnesia,” Eden said sharply. “And sharing my things is no big deal.”
“It is to me.”

Two weeks later, to complement the dwindling supply of frozen meat, Eden decided it was time to fish.
She searched the garage and found an old rod and tackle amongst the junk. After digging for worms in the old garden bed near the front stairs, she announced they were ready. “We’ll fish off the headland. It’s a good spot.”
They made their way down the path, then headed across the sand to the strip of land at the entrance to the cove.
“Here we go,” she said as they settled on the rocks. “First, we bait the hook.”
As she deftly threaded on a worm, it squirmed frantically.
“Poor thing,” Jane said with distaste.
“You’ll have to harden up to be a fisherman. It’s only bait,” Eden said with a smile. She picked up the rod and turned the reel. “Now, this part’s crucial,” she explained, “You’ve got to cast with just the right amount of force.” When she threw the line, it arched over the water, landing a distance away with barely a ripple. She reeled it in and handed the rod to Jane. “You try.”
Jane mimicked Eden’s throw, but her first attempt sent the baited hook soaring upward, not outward. On the next try, it only went two yards. Frowning, she chewed her lip. “What did I do wrong?”
“Let it go smoothly. Watch me again.” With practised ease, Eden flicked the rod. The line whistled through the air before gently kissing the water’s surface. “Your turn,” she said, returning the rod to Jane.
With a stubborn expression, Jane arched the rod backward. The reel clicked with a flick of her wrist, and the line soared outwards. It splashed awkwardly, causing ripples to dance across the water.
“That’s not too bad,” Eden said, masking her amusement. “Now we wait. Fishing isn’t just about patience. It’s about understanding the fish. They’re like shy relatives at a family reunion—they won’t show up if you’re too eager. Imagine you’re whispering secrets to them.”
Jane didn't say a word, just rolled her eyes.
They settled into a comfortable silence; the only sounds were the lapping of the water against the rocks and the occasional chirp of a seabird.
Seconds stretched into minutes, and then, with a sudden tug, the rod bent in Jane’s hands. Her eyes widened. “Oh my God, I’ve got one.” She gripped the rod in both hands and watched the line jiggle. “What do I do now?”
"Reel it in," said Eden, resting back on the rock.
Jane frowned at her. “Aren’t You going to help?”
“Nope. Your fish.” She watched Jane concentrate, eyes wide and tongue caught between her teeth. The laugh she gave as she reeled in the struggling fish sent shivers down the back of Eden’s neck like soft fingers.
She pulled the still-wriggling fish out and held it up with a proud, "I did it."
It was a modest flathead. Eden grinned. “Now you gotta get it off the hook, but be careful. It has spikes on its gills and a spiny head. Protect your hand with the rag.”
Jane’s mouth curled in distaste. “Off the hook? I don’t want to touch it.”
“Your fish, not mine.”
"Come on, Eden. Take it off."
"Okay, but the next one you do." She pulled the hook out of its mouth, then handed back the rod. "A few more of these, and we'll have lunch and dinner."
“I must admit it’s a thrill when you catch one.” Jane gazed at the worms in the tin and said in a small voice. “Will you put one on the hook, please?”
“Oh, all right. But you’ll have to learn to be less squeamish.” After she baited the hook, Eden walked around behind Jane. “I’ll help you cast this time. We might pick up a bigger one further out.”
As soon as she said the words, Eden realized her mistake. To help her cast, she would have to press against her. Not a good move when she was trying to keep distance between them. Committed now, she grasped her arm, and Jane leaned back into her. Eden closed her eyes, drinking in her scent. She smelt like spring, fragrant and fresh.
She tried to ignore the wisps of hair tickling her cheeks as she drew Jane’s arm back and flicked the rod. The line snaked out, arching into the sea in a perfect cast. They stood together for a moment, watching the ripples spread across the water, and then reluctantly, she moved away.
Jane didn't say a word, merely sat on the rock and stared out to sea. She didn't have long to wait. The line jerked sharply, and the rod bent, but she reeled it in herself this time. She had a tussle—it was a much larger fish.
After Eden helped her pull it out of the water, Jane said delightedly, “What a whopper!”
“It’s a red snapper and a beauty. No spikes with this one. Good for you.” She pulled the hook out, put the fish in the bucket and baited the hook again. “Want to try casting without help?”
The hazel eyes stared into hers briefly, then slid away. “Maybe if you help me again, I’ll learn quicker.” She picked up the rod and waited.
Pleased but wary, Eden shuffled around behind her. When she took her arm this time, Jane melted into her. Eden nearly groaned as her libido skyrocketed. Her skin became hypersensitive, burning where every curve touched her. She forced herself to complete the cast without moaning. Thankfully, as the line landed well out, the throw didn’t have to be repeated.
“Thanks,” Jane said a little breathlessly.
“No worries.”
This time, she hooked another flathead, much bigger than the first.
After she eased it carefully off the hook to avoid the spikes, Eden packed away the gear. “That will do us. When we want more, we’ll come down again—it’s better to eat fish fresh than frozen.”
Jane stood up and straightened her jeans. “That was so much fun.”
“You’re not finished yet. You have to gut and clean them when we get home.”
Jane narrowed her eyes. "Rubbish. I'd be hopeless at it."
“Rule is: you catch, you clean.”
“Then I suggest we negotiate. You clean, I’ll cook dinner.”
Eden raised an eyebrow. “It’s your turn to cook tonight.”
Jane planted her feet and said stubbornly. “I’m not cleaning the damn fish. I’ll clean the house tomorrow as well.”
"Oh, all right," said Eden, hiding a grin.
When Jane looked at her with her hair mussed and her cheeks glowing and smiled, Eden’s heart gave a little skip.
Jane had caught her hook, line and sinker. And she wasn't wriggling to get away.



CHAPTER SEVEN
Jane looked up from her book when Eden slipped under the covers beside her.
She suddenly felt shy and uncomfortable as her body took on a life of its own. Her breasts began to grow tight, the warmth spreading down to lodge between her legs.
Embarrassed, she gave a strained smile. “I’ll finish the chapter and turn out the lamp.”
Eden tilted her head to gaze at her. “The light doesn’t bother me,” she said before rolling over on her side, away from her as she did every night.
“I had a good time today,” said Jane.
“That’s good,” came the soft reply.
Jane put the book on the side table and clasped her hands together. “Why don’t we ever talk in bed?” She hadn’t wanted to say it so bluntly, but it blurted out.
Eden was quiet for a while, then turned to look at her. “We chat all day.”
“I know, but isn’t discussing things something people are supposed to do in bed.” She flushed and fluttered her hand, “Other than—you know.”
Eden plucked at the sheet, avoiding her eyes. “There’s something I haven’t told you about myself, Jane. Then you’ll understand why I try not to get too close in bed.”
“What is it?”
“Don’t be angry or hurt that I haven’t told you before this, but—um—I’m attracted to women, not men.”
“Oh, I hadn’t thought that was the reason.”
Eden studied her anxiously. “There’s no cause to be worried.”
“I’m not,” said Jane blithely. “It doesn’t matter in the slightest.”
“That’s a relief.” She rolled back over, hugging her side, “Goodnight then. See you in the morning.”
Jane lay back on the pillow, staring at the ceiling. The revelation sent her emotions into turmoil. After Eden had helped her cast the line the first time, she never should have insisted she do it again. But the pleasure she felt when pressed against her back was too intense to ignore. Jane wanted to experience it again and again. Eden had done something to her body, woken a feeling inside her that was foreign yet somehow familiar.
Her desire for Eden was very real, the urge to touch her almost painful. She battled the inexplicable need to weep, for even if her attraction was reciprocated, it changed nothing. The reality was that a family and possibly a spouse would claim her. But then she took heart she wasn’t wearing a wedding ring—maybe there wasn’t a lover waiting in the wings.
With a sigh, she rolled over and closed her eyes to let sleep claim her.

The days flew by until there were only two weeks before the boat was due to arrive.
Their friendship strengthened, though, to Jane’s frustration, Eden was always careful to hold in check that bit of herself that would cross the line into intimacy. While Jane tried to ignore her crush, it became stronger as the days passed. Her skin goose-bumped every time they touched, and at night, her thoughts wandered off into the realms of erotic fantasies. She wondered if she was always so susceptible to her body’s needs or if the knock on the head had loosened her inhibitions.
But she couldn’t dismiss the pool of dread that had her stomach in knots—her time here was ending, and she desperately didn’t want to say goodbye to Eden.
This morning, Eden looked irresistible when she came into the kitchen. Her hair was tousled from sleep, and she was still clad in her boxers and thin top from bed.
When Jane ran an admiring gaze over her, Eden dropped her eyes and self-consciously combed her fingers through her hair. “I overslept. What are you cooking?”
Secretly pleased, even perversely, that she could get under her skin, Jane waved the spoon in the air. “Vegetable pancakes with poached eggs.”
“Yum. Lucky me that you’re turning out to be quite a chef.”
She smiled, knowing Eden was quite happy to pass on the cooking. “What have you planned for today?”
“Now the book’s finished, we start editing,”
Jane felt a stab of disappointment. She was fascinated by the wildlife on their excursions over the island and loved their time outdoors.
“No more hikes?” she asked hopefully.
“I suppose the book can wait. We’ve plenty of days to finish it. It’s about time I took you on a cruise around the island.” She looked at Jane anxiously. “You won’t be nervous?”
“No. I can’t remember my boat disaster, so it won’t bring back any unpleasant memories.” She furrowed her brow. “I remember swimming in a pool, though I haven’t a clue where it was.”
Eden smiled. “Since it’s getting warmer, we could go for a swim. There’s a small cove around the other side of the island.




After Eden pulled on her boots, she picked up the backpack. “Even though we won’t go too far out, we’ll put on our lifejackets. They’re in the shed with the boat, which we’ll tow down with the buggy.”
Jane plucked her hat from the stand. “Why don’t you keep the boat near the water?”
“The weather’s too unpredictable in the Strait. I wouldn’t want anything to happen to it.” She opened the door and ushered Jane out. “Let’s go.”
Eden drove to the shed, then hitched the trailer carrying the boat to the buggy while Jane fetched the life jackets. “This’ll be fun,” said Jane, running her hand over the wooden hull.
“It’s an eighteen-footer—good for the island but too small for the open sea. Great little boat—smooth as.” Eden threw the pack into the back and donned the jacket. “Put yours on here.”
When they arrived at the beach, Eden backed the trailer down to the edge of the sand and into the water. After the trailer tyres disappeared beneath the surface, with practised ease, she reversed just enough to let the boat float free but not deep enough that the car tyres touched the water.
With the boat now in the sea, she gave the rope to Jane while she parked up the beach. She ran back and grasped the rope. “Climb aboard, but keep your movements steady to avoid tipping.” Once Jane was in the boat, Eden tossed in the rope and climbed over the side.
The engine hummed into life, a low, reassuring rumble immediately she turned the key. As she steered away from the shore, she felt the boat respond to her touch, gliding smoothly over the surface. The shore receded behind them as they headed out the cove to the east.
The sea around the island was an untouched paradise.
Jane trailed her fingers through the crystal-clear water, captivated by the life beneath the surface. There were many sea creatures: bright orange starfish clung to rocks, tiny, iridescent fish darted in and out of crevices, and a school of silvery fish glided past. She spotted a sea turtle in the water, its shell a mosaic of greens and browns. A curious seal popped its head above the surface, observing them with dark eyes before diving back into the depths, and a squadron of manta rays flapped gracefully near the boat.
She inhaled deeply, tasting the salty tang on the breeze. They cruised around for most of the morning, Eden giving a running commentary on the different sea life and taking photos. Finally, at noon, she called out, “We’ll have lunch in there.”
The inlet entrance was narrow, guarded by jagged rocks on either side. Through the gap was a secluded cove with white sand. Overhead, seabirds circled lazily, their calls echoing against the cliffs as they dropped anchor close to the shoreline.
Eden gathered up her pack. “Right—out we get.”
Jane waded to the shore, then gave a delighted whoop as she ran through the sand barefoot. The feel of it beneath her toes was exhilarating. “Let’s have a swim before we eat,” she said.
Eden shook her head. “You don’t want to be wet while you eat.”
Jane gave her a sly grin. “Who said I’ll be wet,” she said and proceeded to strip off her clothes.
Eden hesitated, sliding her gaze away.
Jane rolled her eyes. “For heaven’s sake, Eden, don’t be such a prude.” Without waiting for a reply, she dashed into the water.
She dived under and swam away from the shore. A long moment later, a splash sounded behind her, and with a few powerful strokes, Eden joined her. They trod water, smiling at each other. Even though they had only their heads above water, Jane could see the outline of Eden’s body. She tried to ignore it without much success. Finally, she murmured, “You have a nice body.”
Eden’s eyes grew darker, and she didn’t look away this time. “Be careful, Jane. We’re heading into deep water.”
“I know—I’m already over my head,” she said, feeling the heat creep up her neck under her burning gaze. She turned, swimming back to regain her composure. As soon as Eden followed her into shallower water, Jane splashed some at her. When Eden jagged a stream back, it became a full-blown water fight. But what started playfully became something else entirely. A tension sprang up between them that sent Jane’s pulse racing.
She stopped bouncing and focused on Eden’s mouth. It was full, soft, inviting. Without thinking, she touched the lips with her fingertips. Eden didn’t move or speak; she just stood and watched her. Jane floated a few feet away, studying her silently. She looked perfect, lean and fit like carved marble, though her skin was smooth and silky.
Jane drifted back, as close as she could without burying her face into her neck. Eden gathered her hair to one side and ghosted a kiss behind her ear. The place burning where her lips had been, Jane came forward until she brushed against her and raised her hand. Her touch, timid at first, grew bolder. She cradled her face between her palms, feeling the softness and warmth.
Her gaze locked onto Eden’s mouth, and she licked her lips in anticipation.
When Jane pressed her lips to her mouth, something shifted in Eden—it was like flipping a switch.
She grasped her in her arms and deepened the kiss, ravishing her mouth with hungry strokes of her tongue. Jane groaned, meeting the tongue with her own. When they pulled apart, she nuzzled Eden’s neck, nibbling lightly at the sweet spot behind her ear.
Eden worked her fingers through her hair, tugging her head back to trail kisses along her jaw. She nipped her chin, then claimed her mouth again, this time in a slower, sweeter kiss. Her arms wandered down Jane’s back, massaging the flesh. When she reached her bottom, she grasped her buttocks with both hands, squeezing as she inserted her thigh between her legs.
When Jane moved her hips against the thigh in an urgent rhythm, a groan wrenched out of Eden. She stepped out of the embrace, her eyes dazed and heavy-lidded. “We’d better stop, or we won’t be able to,” she gasped.
Jane nearly cried with frustration. “Why do you want to stop?”
Eden put her hands on her shoulders to keep her at arm’s length. “Because this isn’t the place for our first time,” she said.
“Oh,” said Jane in a small voice. She was so aroused that she had to gather all her will-power not to grab her again. When she unwound enough to restrain her emotions, she nodded, “Sorry. I lost control.”
“Hey,” said Eden, taking her chin in her hand. “You’re a fabulous, hell-of-a sexy woman, and I’m flattered you want me. But our first time needs to be special—preferably in bed.”
“You’re a real romantic, Eden,” said Jane with a wide grin.
“You’re not a casual lay, Jane. I care about you.”
Jane ran a finger down her neck, then over a breast, skirting the nipple. “Then tonight it is. I’ve wanted you for a while, and I’m not waiting any longer.”
Eden growled, then waded out of the water. “Come and eat,” she called over her shoulder. “And for God’s sake, get some clothes on. I only have so much self-constraint.”



CHAPTER EIGHT
By the time she was ready for bed, Eden was a jittery mess.
She had aways approached sex in a laid-back way. She'd dated a few women, had fun with them in and out of bed, then moved into a longer relationship with Lana. Though their love life had been fulfilling, it hadn't set off any fireworks. Both had travelling careers and as neither was willing to compromise, they went their separate ways after three years without backward glances.
Nothing, therefore, prepared her for her feelings for Jane. They were so consuming that it was beginning to hurt. She wanted to devour her, breathe in her scent, and let her warmth envelop her.
As soon as she walked from the bathroom to the bed, Eden let the towel slip to the floor. When she slid between the sheets, Jane stared at her intently with hooded eyes and rolled closer until they were pressed together. Eden's pulse raced like she'd run the length of the beach. She leaned in until their lips were joined. Pleasure ran down her body to the tips of her toes when Jane deepened the kiss and then claimed her mouth with her tongue. She immediately opened it wider to give her access to all the sensitive places inside.
"God, Jane," said Eden hoarsely against her lips. "You don't need any practice with this."
Without answering, Jane retook her mouth, arching into her. Dazed, Eden sucked in her bottom lip, revelling in the feel of her naked body against hers. She drew in a slow breath, taking in the scent of her skin: seductive, sweet jasmine mixed with the smell of their lightly perfumed soap.
The sheet fell to expose Jane’s breasts. Eden stared at them; they were perfect, full and rounded, with pink-tinted areolas around pointed nipples. She nuzzled into the soft neck, swirling her tongue in the hollow at the base. When Jane shivered, arousal curled through Eden.
Jane scraped her fingers over her and said urgently, “Touch them.”
Immediately, Eden cupped a breast, savouring the softness against her palm. She rubbed a thumb over the hardening tip, eliciting a strangled groan out of Jane. She kissed the inside of the breast, then pinched the nipple. She moved her mouth and sucked hard. Jane twisted, arching closer to urge her on. In no hurry to move away, she stayed there, biting, massaging, sucking one breast and then the other.
Finally, Jane said with a frustrated whimper, “I need you lower.”
Keeping her hand lightly squeezing a breast, Eden trailed her mouth down, stopping at the navel to swirl in her tongue. With little nips and licks, she reached the pubic bone and palmed her sex. Her own body clenched hard as she slipped a finger through the folds and found her clit.
“You’re so wet, Jane,” she whispered, then moved up to take a nipple into her mouth while she lightly massaged around the bundle of nerves. Then she stroked the length of her sex with a steady rhythm until Jane was squirming frantically under her.
“Go inside, Eden,” she begged. “I want to feel you in me.”
Eden groaned, her own desire spiking to fever point. She eased in a finger, then another, savoring the feel of the silky walls. Gently at first, then she pushed right in, filling her. When she hit the sweet spot, Jane bucked and drove her hips into her hand. With steady strokes, Eden pumped in and out. When she sensed Jane was close, she massaged the clit with her thumb.
As Jane's climax came closer, she clawed at her shoulder, urging her on. It was the most intense feeling Eden had ever experienced, her body responding to every gasp, twitch and intake of breath. She was heading toward orgasm as well, their bodies so in tune that it felt like they were merged into one. She forced herself to hold her climax back to give Jane her undivided attention. She devoured her scent, revelled in her excitement, loved being enveloped by her heat.
When she felt the first fluttering of the impending orgasm, she dropped her head, took the sensitive nerve into her mouth and sucked. Jane's body coiled tighter, and then she came apart, screaming out Eden's name as she convulsed. Eden dragged out the pleasure with soothing licks of her tongue until Jane collapsed limply on the bed.
She lay there with her eyes closed until her heart rate slowed, then she pulled Eden into her arms and said hoarsely, “That was spectacular. Give me a moment to catch my breath.”
Eden ghosted her mouth over her neck, settling against her while Jane stroked her head.
“If you’re tired, I can wait,” she said softly.
Jane opened her eyes to look at her. "We've just started. And I'm in charge now."
Eden’s heart fluttered. This was a new Jane, a masterful one, and she loved it. She had a thing for women in charge. “It won’t take much.”
“Really?” said Jane, arching an eyebrow. “I’ll have you begging me to finish you.”
She crawled on top of Eden, nuzzled under her jaw, and then her warm lips claimed her mouth and she purred when she tasted herself on them. She didn't linger there, moving down, licking and sucking until Eden was squirming with need.
“Move lower,” she begged.
Jane gave a low chuckle. “Patience is a virtue.”
Eventually, when she reached the clit, Eden was rocking frantically against her hand.
As Jane hovered over her entrance and asked, “May I?” all Eden could groan out was, “Do it.”
When two fingers entered her and pumped, her orgasm rose immediately. She had no hope of stopping the cry that wrenched out from deep inside when her climax hit.
Jane interlaced their fingers as she was coming off her high, then bent her head to her clit and sucked hard. A second orgasm rose, sharper than the first, gripping her body in an exquisite wave of pleasure that left her gasping for breath. Dazed, she looked up at Jane, who cradled her in her arms.
"That was—" Eden began, but then, to her horror, her eyes filled with tears. She sniffled and buried her head into her shoulder. Jane stroked her hair for a while, murmuring sweet nothings in her ear.
Eventually, Eden pulled away, feeling acutely embarrassed. "Sorry for getting emotional. It's not like me. I guess it's because it's been a while since—" She hesitated, then said, "No, that's not strictly true. I've never felt this close to anyone.”
Jane looked pleased. In the next instant, her face fell. "It was wonderful, but I can't remember if I've ever felt this way."
Eden reached up and stroked her cheek. “You’re here with me now; that’s all that counts. What we did wasn’t just sex. We formed a real connection.”
“I felt it too.”
"We've crossed the line, Jane. There's no going back after this, so let's enjoy it. I have no idea how the future will pan out, but we'll face it together when the time comes. Now let's get some sleep."

Eden stretched languidly, feeling fantastic.
New muscles were sore from last night and this morning’s love-making, but it was a good feeling.
Since the word deadline wasn’t in the equation, the days had flown by without stress—if she hadn’t kept a journal, she wouldn’t even know what day it was. The book would be finished well before it was due to the publishers thanks to Jane. It only had to have the final edit. Once she got the hang of it, Jane was super-efficient, and innovative in her choice of photographs to include in the book. She had such an eye for detail and aesthetics that Eden believed whatever she did in her former life must have something to do with design.
She propped on an elbow, studying Jane who lay naked on top of the sheet. She looked glorious in the soft morning light, not the same woman Eden had found. She was slimmer, fitter, and her skin glowed with a healthy tan. Her hair had grown from the buzz cut to a short, cute, pixie style.
Her family probably wouldn’t recognize her immediately—she looked a different woman.
Jane opened her eyes. “Morning.” She said lazily, her mouth crinkling into a smile. “You’re staring at me, Eden.”
“I know. It’s the best view in the room.”
Jane leaned over and kissed her gently. “Last night was wonderful. What are you thinking?”
“I’ve been trying to work you out. Whatever you did, I imagine it was something high-powered. You have a quick, logical mind—I can visualize you as a CEO or a professional like a doctor.”
Jane hit her lightly on the arm. “You paint a much too flattering picture of me. Stop putting me under a microscope and tell me something about yourself. I only know the bare bones. How do you get on with your parents?”
Eden smiled wryly. “Dad thinks I should get,” she hooked two fingers in the air, “a better job. Apart from the fact he was always busy when I was growing up, he was a good father and tried to take as much interest in his family as his practise would allow. Mum wants me to settle down and get married and nags me a bit too much about it.”
“They know you’re a lesbian?”
“Of course. It was never an issue with them. Their concern is my lifestyle. They’re both doctors and hate that I go to unsafe places with my work. They can’t understand that I like to be free, to go wherever I want.”
With a wistful expression, Jane slid her gaze away to stare out the window. “Do you ever visualize yourself settling down?”
“I haven’t a choice now.”
“You have, Eden.”
“No, I don’t.” It was said quietly, almost like a sigh. “You have my heart now.”
“I may be married,” came the agonized whisper.
“I know, but it won’t change how I feel about you.”
Jane reached up and framed her face with her hands. She kissed Eden, softly at first but then more urgently. Her breath became ragged as Eden stroked her back. The next moment, Eden ran her lips down her front, nipping and kissing until she reached the pool of moisture between her legs. When she slid her tongue between the folds, she was lost in a morass of sensation that almost overwhelmed her.
Trembling, Jane whispered, “What do you want from me, love?”
“Everything you can give me.”



CHAPTER NINE
The next two weeks flew by far too quickly for Eden. The boat would arrive tomorrow with more supplies and then take them to Flinders Island. From there, they could fly to Melbourne.
Every day, they went for walks and swam, and at night, they made love. She knew they were living in a fool's paradise—a dream world that could never last. Jane would go back to her family, and Eden would be left to pick up the pieces of her heart. Then it was back to her nomadic life, an existence she didn't want any more.
Jane was quiet at dinner, barely touching her food. A last supper, Eden thought morosely. Finally, she pushed her half-eaten meal away and got up. "Come to bed, babe. We’ll clean up in the morning."
Without a word, Jane rose to her feet and followed her into the bedroom.
As soon as they were naked under the covers, Eden pillowed her head into the curve of her shoulder. Sniffling, Jane clung to her. "Can we stay until Jim gets here? It's only another fortnight."
“You want to stay longer.”
“Two weeks isn’t going to make any difference. They probably think I drowned.”
Eden was silent, suddenly remembering something she'd put out of her mind. "We should wait for Jim. I caught a whiff of an explosive material on your clothes. It was only faint, probably nothing, but it may be wise not to make a fuss until we know what happened to you.”
Jane stiffened and pulled out of the embrace. “You think there was a bomb on the boat?”
Eden smiled reassuringly. "Nothing so dramatic. It may only have been my imagination that I even smelt it. Let's forget about it."
“Then you’ll let me stay another two weeks?”
“Hey,” said Eden. “I’d love you to. You can do whatever you like—you don’t have to ask permission.”
"It would be wonderful to have more time. I'll keep out of sight when the boat arrives."
"That would be for the best," agreed Eden. "The bloke who brings the supplies across from Tasmania is a gossip. He knows everyone's business around these islands." She chuckled. "He's a mate of Jim's from Afghanistan, so I've had a lot to do with him socially. He'd be interested if he thought I had a woman stashed in my cabin."
"I bet he would," said Jane with a smile. "How many islands are there in the Strait?"
“Over fifty in the eastern side group where we are. Flinders is the largest, a good spot for tourists to visit, but only a few of the other islands are inhabited.”
Jane was silent for a moment as she digested the information. Eden could nearly hear her mind working and wasn’t surprised by the next question. “Would he have heard what happened to me?”
She nodded. "Most likely—not every day an accident happens in these waters. He'll tell me if a boat sank or someone fell overboard."
"Right, then I'll definitely keep out of sight. What time is the boat due to arrive?"
"Around ten. He'll be going on to Flinders after dropping off my supplies." She pulled her closer. "Now that's enough talking. We can worry about these things tomorrow."

Eden stood beside the buggy, watching the inflatable dinghy leave the launch anchored in deeper water. It cut through the calm water with barely a ripple as it approached the shore. Once its bow nudged into the sand, the sailor threw her a rope. After he jumped out, they hauled it onto the beach.
She grinned at him. She liked Rollo, but he wasn't without problems. His tours of duty had left mental scars, and after he left the army, the Afghan vet started his charter business for a quieter life. There was no bullshit about him—what you got was what you saw. Burnt to a deep tan by the sun, his singlet and shorts gave her a good view of the tattoos covering both arms and the top of the big one snaking down his chest. A three-day stubble covered his jaw, and his red hair was buried under a black beanie. He smelt of sweat, salt and fish, which was somehow comforting.
“Hi, Rollo. You’re a welcome sight.”
He gave her an appraising glance and said in a voice croaky from too many cigarettes. “Hey, Eden. You’re lookin’ good, girl. The sea air must agree with you.”
“No stress here, that’s why.” She snickered to herself. The diet of sex helped—if only he knew.
“I brought you the supplies you ordered. Ya want any more delivered?”
“Nope. I’m finishing up my project. Jim will take me to Melbourne.”
“Ya got anything else lined up?”
"A few things in the pipeline." She waved her hand at the buggy. "Have some smoko. I have a thermos of tea and a fresh batch of biscuits in the back."
His weathered face creased into a smile. “Good oh. Ain’t had homemade bickies for yonks."
When she poured him a cup of tea and he bit into the biscuit Jane had baked, Rollo looked at her in surprise. "I didn't know you could cook this good."
“Plenty of time to practise,” she said offhandedly. “Any gossip to report?”
He washed down the biscuit with a slurp of tea before he replied, "Everything's been pretty quiet except for the storm that ripped through the islands a couple of months ago. It damaged one of the oil rigs. They're still trying to fix it. And Ryan's boat anchored off Erith was a write-off. How did you fare?"
“It blew out the window in the back room and wrecked my satellite phone.”
He stared at her. “You’ve been without communication all this time?”
She shrugged. “I managed, but I’d like to get on to Jim.”
"Come out to the boat before I leave and ring him from there."
“Thanks. Nothing else has happened?” she asked hopefully.
"There was an explosion on one of those luxury yachts the day of the storm." He took another biscuit from the tin and smacked his lips. "These are great," he said and thrust out his mug. "You got enough for a top-up?"
Curbing her impatience, she poured the tea and heaped in two spoons of sugar. "I didn't hear that on the radio. Did it sink?"
"Nope. It blew up one of the cabins, but they managed to extinguish the fire and get to Flinders."
“Anyone hurt?”
When his voice lowered to a conspiratorial whisper, Eden knew this was the big news he'd been leading up to. "It was really strange. They said the explosion was a gas leak, but the police turned up and searched the yacht. After that, it was all hush-hush. Nothing was released to the reporters, and after it was sea-worthy—and they didn't muck around doing it—the boat was taken to Melbourne. Rumors were floating around that someone was lost overboard, but nothing was made public.”
Eden frowned. “What’s the general opinion on that?”
“They reckon someone had enough money to keep his or her name out of the press.”
“Why would they want to do that?”
He shrugged. "You know what it's like when something like this happens. If foul play is suspected, especially if it could be a terrorist attack, it's on every TV channel for bloody weeks. And if someone dies, the reporters won’t leave the rellies alone."
"If this person were high up in a corporation, something like that could hurt share prices." As soon as she spoke the words, Eden felt nauseous. The truth may be that Jane was very important or wealthy. Damn! Either way, she would be spirited away as soon as she resurfaced. Disheartened, she finished her tea and said, "Let's get everything in the back of the buggy."
When the last item was loaded, Eden climbed into the boat, and Rollo pushed it out into the water in a long, easy motion. The engine started at the first pull with a purr, and they sped out to the launch.
Jim answered when she dialled his number. "I just got back, Eden. Do you still want me to come in two weeks?"
She hesitated. As much as she didn't want to, she shouldn't delay taking Jane back to civilization for too long. "Make it Thursday next week. It'll give me eight more days to finish up here. "How's that for you?"
“Sounds good. I’ll get there about eleven.”
"We'll—um—I'll be looking out for you. How did things go in the gulf?"
"Great…" As Jim chatted on, Eden's mind kept wandering, trying to absorb what Rollo had told her. When they hung up, she had to suppress her impatience to return to the cabin and appear interested in the new tech weather station Rollo had installed.
When she was finally back on the beach, she drove back up the hill, stopping at the boat shed. She ran inside to the pile of gear at the back. Jane's lifejacket was where she had thrown it, streaked with a black substance that hadn't washed off in the sea. Thankful she hadn't burnt the jacket with the rubbish, she picked it up and sniffed. The smell of sulphur and burnt matches was stronger on the vest than it had been on Jane's clothes.
There was no mistaking this time what it was—residual from an explosive device. The blast on the boat had been a bomb. Which meant it was imperative to exercise caution when they reached Melbourne. If someone was out to kill Jane, then they could still be out there. She put the pieces of the lifejacket back before she headed to the cabin.
Jane was on the landing when she drew up. Her curiosity and anxiety showed clearly in her eyes. "What did you learn?" she asked without any preamble.
Eden looked up to meet her eyes. "There was an explosion on a luxury yacht the day I found you. The vessel managed to get to Flinders Island intact. The police came over to investigate but released little to the public. The boat was taken back to Melbourne, and there hasn't been any mention of a missing woman in the press."
Jane looked puzzled, then annoyed. "Nothing was said about me? What do you think that means."
Eden’s nerves that had settled began to jump again. Jane wasn’t a fool—she could put two and two together. “That your family, or friends as the case may be, have enough power or money to keep it quiet.”
“Why would they hush it up?” Her voice was cool, almost chilly.
"Because they can. I'm sure if the police thought the blast was suspicious, then they would have investigated the incident thoroughly. Someone in authority told the people on the island it was a gas leak."
Jane relaxed and gave a ghost of a smile. "That's good to know. I was visualizing someone wanting to blow me up."
Eden didn't mention the smell on the life jacket but said, "All the same, we'll exercise caution when we get to Melbourne. It'll pay to be careful."
"I was thinking about my accent," said Jane. "Perhaps I was on vacation, which may be why there wasn't such a fuss over my drowning in Australia. Maybe it's in the newspapers in America."
Eden considered this. "It's a feasible explanation. We'll look into it." She gestured toward the buggy. “We'd better take the groceries inside. At least we'll have plenty of fresh food for the time we have left."
"You contacted Jim?"
Eden gave her a loving smile. "He'll be here in eight days to pick us up. Let's put our worries aside and enjoy our time left."



CHAPTER TEN
They spent their last days hiking over the island, stealing kisses whenever they stopped.
It was their sanctuary, free from people and the constraints of reality. Every sunrise brought a new promise, and every sunset a bittersweet reminder of the limited time they had left.
Their love grew more intense as the days dwindled, and Eden was completely happy and fulfilled for the first time in her life. She cherished the simple moments: the feel of the sun on her skin, the ocean breeze caressing her face, and the warmth of their intertwined fingers. They spoke of future dreams and a possible life beyond the island.
In the stillness of the nights, they would hold each other close, sharing their hopes and fears. Though the future was uncertain, they vowed to treasure every remaining moment, to create memories that would last a lifetime.
Their love was as wild and beautiful as the island. And as the final day approached, they knew that no matter where life took them, they would always carry a piece of this paradise in their hearts.
On the second last day, they went to the beach for a picnic. Eden stood at the water's edge, the sand warm beneath her feet, the sun caressing her skin. The extra days had been a gift, time to allow their love to grow, but they had also been a curse in some ways. It only reinforced the sad reality that Jane may have to leave her.
The air was heavy with the scent of salt and blooming flowers, a heady mix that mirrored the emotions swirling between them. Every moment they’d spent together was a treasure to be stored away for the times to come, but she also needed something tangible to remember her.
“Would you let me photograph you, Jane?”
Jane turned to look at her, two little dimples appearing with her sunny smile. “If you want to. I thought you were only taking ones for the book.”
“These are for my private collection.”
Jane raised an eyebrow. “Dressed or undressed?”
"Nude," Eden said, her eyes heavy with desire. She took off her backpack and pulled out a camera. "Are you okay with that?"
"If you're the only one who will see them, then yes, I am comfortable posing for you. I see you brought your other camera. Are you going to develop these?"
"I am." She gestured to her clothes. "Take everything off, and I'll explain how to pose. The shots will be provocative but discrete. I always think leaving a little to the viewer's imagination is far more alluring. I don't do porn. My work is art."
Jane chuckled. “That’s handy to know.” She quickly stripped and said a little self-consciously. “Where do you want me?”
“For the first shot, stand with your back to the camera, gaze over the ocean, then look back over your shoulder.” Eden raised the camera and peered through the lens, pleased with what she saw. The morning light cast a soft glow, highlighting Jane’s natural curves with subtle shadows. When she turned to look over her shoulder, she looked beautiful, with her short blond hair slightly tousled by the breeze.
After she'd taken enough, she lowered the camera. "Now turn halfway and relax, one hand resting lightly on your hip, the other hanging loosely by your side." This shot looked even better through the lens—the soft light created a silhouette effect, emphasizing the gentle curve of her spine and the natural lines of her body.
After taking the shots, she gestured with her fingers. “Sit on the sand with your legs folded to one side and lean back on your hands. Tilt your head back slightly, eyes closed, and try to get a serene expression on your face.” After a few tries, Eden was satisfied. The composition focused on the harmony between her form and the surrounding landscape, the lines of her body mirroring the gentle undulations of the dunes behind her.
"Okay, you're doing well," she said encouragingly. “This is the final pose. Lie on your side, prop up on one elbow, and let the waves lap your feet. Rest your other hand casually on your thigh and gaze directly at the horizon. This pose will capture a sense of peace, with the textures of the sand and water providing a natural backdrop.”
After taking a few more snaps for good measure, Eden packed away the camera. “That’s enough. I’ll develop them when we get home.” She blinked, realizing she’d said home instead of cabin.
Jane also caught the significance of the word, for she gave Eden a shy smile. "Home sounds nice."
"It does," said Eden, reflecting her smile. She stripped off and ran to the water. "Come on. Let's swim before we eat.

On their last evening, they were out on the porch sharing a bottle of wine that Eden had brought to celebrate the finish of her project when a rustling sound echoed from the bushes. The wallaby hopped onto the grass and stopped in front of Eden, its whiskers twitching.
She heard Jane suck in a breath, but she had the sense not to speak. Eden slowly descended the two stairs until she stood a foot away. She stretched out her hand and was delighted when it allowed her to scratch its head. It stood there quietly for a long moment while she stroked her fingers through its fur, then raised its big doe eyes to hers, turned and hopped away. Eden choked up; it was as if it knew she was leaving and not coming back.
“It was a pet, Eden?” Jane asked softly.
"I found the little mite in his dead mother's pouch and reared it until it was strong enough to return to the wild. That's the first time it's come near the house since you arrived. It would have smelt your scent."
"I imagine there would be many animals that'll miss seeing you around. I know the birds you feed every morning will. You're part of the life on the island."
Eden felt a wave of sadness. "And I'll miss them. It's natural to become attached when we shared a home for a length of time."
“Do you like city life, Eden?”
"I prefer the country, but living in a city has a lot of advantages. Let's say I'm adaptable."
"That's good," murmured Jane. She swallowed the last of her wine. "Shall we go in? You promised to show me the photographs you took yesterday on the beach. I hope I was a little photogenic. I'd hate for you to have wasted your time."
Eden nearly snorted. Jane was a photographer's dream, and posing appeared natural to her. There was nothing awkward about how she did it. She wondered if she was a model in her other life. "Come on then. We can finish the bottle with dinner."
Eden took the stack of photographs and placed each separately on the table. She'd chosen three from each pose, all moody and provocative. Critically appraising them, she knew they were up there amongst her best work.
Jane stared at them, her mouth open. “They’re wonderful, Eden.” She leaned closer, her eyes tracing the lines of a photograph. "It's stunning. I look so free, so alive. The composition is perfect. The way the horizon blends into the sky, it’s almost surreal." She pointed to another, this one looking back over her shoulder. “Look how the light and shadows play across my face.”
Eden’s gaze softened. “You seem so at peace here,” she said, her voice barely above a whisper. “I can almost feel the warmth of the sun and the coolness of the breeze just by looking at you.”
Jane nodded, lost in the image. "It's more than just a photograph. It's a feeling, an experience captured in time." She turned to Eden in awe. "When you asked me to pose naked, I admit I was a bit reticent. But what you've done here transcends any embarrassment of my body; you've created art. What are you going to do with them?"
“Nothing. I’m keeping them for myself.”
“I wouldn’t mind if you decided to exhibit them somewhere. They’re too good to be mothballed in a dusty drawer.”
Eden chuckled. “There won’t be much dust—I’ll be looking at them often enough.”
Jane touched her arm lightly. “I was serious.”
"I know. But first, we have to find out who you are." She shuffled the photos into a pile. "After I put them away, let's eat. The stew smells fantastic." She kissed Jane on the cheek. "I'll miss your cooking."
After they ate, they cleaned up and went straight to bed. They made love a little desperately, their needs tangled together, twining tighter. In the silence, their lips met over and over, their fingers tangled tightly in their hair. Their hands and tongues stroked their flames until the dark shadow of desire took them to the brink and then over into ecstasy.



CHAPTER ELEVEN
Jane stood with Eden on the deck of the boat, watching the island fade into the distance.
It was a wrench to say goodbye to that part of her life, but she was mentally prepared now to face the future. Whatever it held for her, whatever she found, she was committed to Eden as well.
As they sailed into the open sea, she had no qualms about her safety. Jim's boat was compact and sturdy, built to withstand the often-turbulent waters of the Strait. The first hour of the trip was uneventful; the sea was calm, with only a light breeze. When the wind picked up halfway across the Strait, and the boat swayed more noticeably, Eden squeezed her hand reassuringly. "This is normal for these waters—it's known for its sudden shifts in weather."
"I'm fine," Jane replied. "It’s quite invigorating."
Eden looked at her in surprise. “I thought you might have been a little nervous, considering everything.”
"Since I can't remember, I'm enjoying the ride."
“Good for you. The weather bureau didn’t forecast anything major, so the wind will die down soon.”
And it soon did. It dwindled to a gentle breeze when the mainland became visible on the horizon.
The entrance to Port Phillip Bay was narrow and lined with rocky shores. Point Nepean's rugged cliffs loomed to port, where jagged rocks jutted out into the sea. On the starboard side, Point Lonsdale's lighthouse flashed its signal to guide them through the churning waters of The Rip. After they cleared it, the bay opened up, a vast expanse of water. To the east were the rolling hills and sandy beaches of Mornington Peninsula, and further into the bay, the city of Melbourne appeared on the horizon, its skyline silhouetted against the bright sky.
They passed by the bustling docks of the Port of Melbourne, where cranes were busily loading and unloading container ships. Jim took the boat to quieter waters near Williamstown to anchor, and after dropping them off at the pier, guided the ship into a berth.
Eden pointed to the side door of the Marina. "The taxi rank's that way, Jane."
On the way into the city, Jane looked with interest at the blend of old and new, where historic buildings stood alongside modern skyscrapers—a world far removed from the quiet island they'd left behind.
The taxi pulled up to the hotel's entrance, and the cabbie popped the boot. The air was warmer than on the ocean, filled with the scents and sounds of the city.
“We’re in the Central District,” Eden said as they carried the bags inside their room. “It’s nice but not one of the luxury hotels. We’ll have privacy here.”
Jane looked at herself in the long mirror on the wall and raised an eyebrow at Eden. “There’s no fear of anyone recognizing me. My hair is short, I’m tanned from all the hiking and I’ve probably never been so fit in all my life.” She looked down at her shirt and pants. “And I’m hardly wearing designer clothes.”
Eden chuckled. “You look like a backpacker, especially with that American accent.”
Jane put her duffle bag beside the bed. “What do we do now?”
"After we settle in, what about we swim in the pool upstairs to relax? I've booked the room for two weeks to give us ample time to search for your identity. We have a couple of hours before dinner. Jim's taking us to a pub for a meal so we don't have to dress up. First thing after breakfast tomorrow, I have to see my publisher, and you need some decent clothes and shoes." She picked up the hotel folder on the desk and flicked through it until she found the password. "At least now we have the internet."
“What about phones?”
“We’ll buy a couple of prepaid ones tomorrow.”
The pool was on the fifth floor, surrounded by large windows and seating around the perimeter. The swim went a long way to settle Jane's nerves. There was no doubt something was soothing about water.
After an hour, they returned to their room in a more relaxed frame of mind. Eden collected the wet towels. "I’ll hang them on the balcony to dry. You have the first shower while I get the internet set up."
When she came out of the bathroom, Eden stood at the window. "What are you thinking about?" Jane asked.
Eden didn’t turn around, just stood staring out. “Actually, I was thinking about Lana.”
Jane blinked—that was unexpected. A sliver of jealousy wormed its way inside her. "Oh? What about her?"
"I was thinking about what we had. I cared about Lana but didn't love her. We did well enough together, but it was more a relationship of convenience. What I have with you is so different. You consume my every thought and—," her voice hitched, "I don't know what I'd do if I lost you."
Jane felt a stab of joy. "Are you saying you love me, Eden?"
Eden turned to look at her with a puzzled expression. “Don’t you know that?”
“You’ve never said it,” Jane whispered.
"I love you, Jane." She smiled ruefully. "Who knew I'd declare my love in wet clothes after a swim. I should have done it with a candlelight dinner and a bottle of champagne."
Jane giggled. “Damn, I should have waited.” She reached over and ran the tip of her finger down her cheek. “I love you too, Eden. I didn’t realize how much until I saw the island disappearing. Whatever happens, we’ll work something out, but I’ll never let you go.”
“And I’ll be waiting for you. You’re my life now.”

Jane woke to find the other side of the bed empty.
She stretched lazily, deciding not to get up until Eden returned. The night out had been fun. The pub had been cozy, and after a few drinks, they’d eaten chips, burgers, and a platter of nachos. Jim and Eden’s camaraderie was evident, and they kept her entertained with amusing anecdotes of the people they had met in their travels.
When the meals wound down, the small stage at the back of the room became the focal point where a karaoke machine was set up. After the first singers took to the stage, singing popular hits and receiving cheers and applause from the audience, Jim nudged Eden who reluctantly stood up. They were both so out of tune it was hilarious and took the hoots and whistles they received in good heart. It was nearly midnight when they had fallen into bed, tired and happy.
She was dozing again when the sound of the door opening woke her. Eden appeared carrying two coffees and a container of food. “Breakfast, sleepyhead.”
Jane climbed out of bed and moved to the small dining table. “Yum. I’m starving.”
"After we finish eating, I'd better get going, or I'll be late for my appointment." Eden dug in her pocket and handed her some cash. "There was an ATM around the corner. Here's five hundred dollars. While I'm away, buy some decent outfits and underwear. You must be sick of wearing my clothes. There’s a shopping centre in the next block."
Jane wanted to refuse, but she knew Eden was right. She needed clothes. "Thank you, but consider it a loan."
"It's for services rendered. You saved me a hell of a lot of time by helping me with the book."
"It's a loan," said Jane firmly. She owed this woman so much physically and emotionally that she'd never be able to repay her.
Sensing her mood, Eden moved over and wrapped her arms around her neck, resting her cheek against Jane's. "You're more important to me than all the money in the world."
Jane brought her gaze to hers. "I hope I turn out to be rich to spoil you."
Eden laughed. "You wish." She put the last piece of muffin in her mouth and stood up. "Right, I'm off. See you around lunchtime. Don't wander off too far. Memorize the name of the hotel so you won't get lost." She pushed over the key to the room. "You take this."
“You keep it. I’ll ask reception for another when I come back.”
Jane cleaned up and strolled to the lift as soon as she left. The street outside was filled with a symphony of sounds: the hum of traffic, the click of boots on the pavement, and the rattle of a tram passing by. She browsed through Target and bought bras, knickers, three blouses, two slacks, and a pair of cheap sneakers. Armed with her parcels, she wandered back to the hotel.
Halfway along, she saw a quaint café with a chalkboard menu propped up on the sidewalk, advertising an array of tempting pastries and coffees. Her stomach growled. The scent of freshly baked bread smelt tantalizing— she could almost taste the cappuccino she planned to order, imagining the frothy milk and rich espresso on her tongue.
Lost in her thoughts, Jane didn't notice the door of the toy shop next door suddenly fly open. A young boy darted out and cannoned straight into her. The sudden impact as they collided, sent Jane stumbling backward. Her arms flailed as she tried to regain her balance but had little hope of keeping her footing. Her shopping bags went flying, her knees buckled and she sprawled onto the hard pavement. A thud resounded as her head hit the concrete, and then everything went black.

Her eyes fluttered open.
The world was fuzzy, blurred by the headache pounding her skull. When she opened her eyes wider to focus, the skyline became overbright. Hastily, she jammed her lids shut until the blinding pain eased to a point where she could tolerate the light without wanting to scream.
The next moment, a voice echoed above her. “Can you hear me?”
She squinted up to see a bearded man in a suit looming over her; his brow creased with worry. "I can," she said in a whisper so not to aggravate the headache that had receded to a dull throb. "Was I knocked out?"
"Only for a moment. You hit your head when you fell." When she tried to sit up, he touched her shoulder. "Shall I ring for an ambulance?"
Her eyes roamed the street where people were looking at her curiously, then settled back on the man in the suit. "No. Please. I'll be fine. Just give me a minute and I'll get up."
A woman suddenly appeared from the coffee shop and squatted down beside her. “You’ve taken quite a tumble, honey.” She turned to the bearded man. “I’ll help you get her to a chair. She looks like she could do with a cup of coffee.”
After they hoisted her to her feet, they guided her to a small table inside the shop.
She gave them both a grateful smile. “Thanks for helping. I feel okay now—just a bit shaken up.”
The man looked as relieved as she felt. He put three shopping bags beside her chair. “These are yours. I’ll leave you to it, then.”
As soon as he left, the woman said, “Tea or coffee? It’s on the house.”
“That’s so kind of you. I’d love a cappuccino, please. No sugar.”
It came well-brewed and hot, accompanied by a chocolate slice. Just what she needed. "Thank you so much."
“Take your time, honey. You had a bad fall.”
Her mind gradually cleared as she sat quietly, eating and sipping the coffee. When she looked around the cafe, a wave of panic hit like a slap. What on earth was she doing here and where was she?
Spying an elderly woman at the next table engrossed in her mobile phone, she walked over and asked tentatively, "Excuse me. What's the date today?"
The grey head bobbed up. “It’s the fifteenth.”
“Of September?”
The woman looked at her in surprise. “It’s November.”
She blinked at the woman, then hastily nodded. “Thanks. Sorry to have bothered you.”
“Are you all right. You look pale. What’s your name.”
“It’s Vanessa. I fell over, and the hit on my head has made me a little confused. I’ll be fine,” she assured her and returned to her seat before any more questions.
She sat back in her chair, clasping her hands tightly to stop the shaking. She fought to come to terms with what was happening. The last thing she remembered; she was in her cabin on the boat.
After that, nothing.
Two months were gone, erased like chalk from a board.



CHAPTER TWELVE
Vanessa's mind gradually cleared, and vivid and jarring memories flooded back: standing on the Melbourne pier being photographed, the yacht, the storm. She gasped, nearly choking as the events of the previous afternoon came back piece by piece: Robyn standing on the deck with her, the captain telling her to put on her life jacket.
She looked wildly around the shop. How the fuck did she get here? And where was Robyn? She really needed her now.
She fixated on the ceiling tiles, counting them to stave off the growing panic. What was she doing in the middle of a city when the last thing she remembered was sailing to Sydney? Vanessa dropped her eyes to her cappuccino, trying to marshal her thoughts into some order. The clatter of cups and the low hum of conversation around her faded into a distant buzz as she concentrated. The chaotic swirl of fragmented images and emotions gradually crystallized into cohesive thoughts.
She was on the yacht in a horrendous storm, in the bed in her cabin, clutching the bedhead to stop herself from falling off. She had never been so frightened in all her life. When the boat stopped pitching and rolling violently, she wanted desperately to vomit.
When she was seasick at the railing, there was an explosion. She recalled a hot, searing wind followed by cold water and then—nothing.
She felt a sharp jolt of fear. Christ, had someone planted a bomb in her cabin?
A terrible thought followed. Had the yacht sunk?
Her heart racing, Vanessa gripped the table's edge to stop her hands trembling. She glanced around—three framed photographs of landscapes were on the walls, but no scene looked familiar. The woman who had helped her was taking orders behind a glass case filled with cakes and savoury food while a barista worked at a coffee machine. She didn’t recognize anything.
She searched her pants pockets for a phone, but there wasn’t one. All she could find was some cash. She counted it out: ninety-three dollars and ten cents.
For the first time, she looked down at her clothes. A faded blue shirt and grey cargo pants— she'd never owned anything remotely like them. She was wearing someone else's clothes. Her eyes widened when she went through the three shopping bags. When had she ever shopped at Target? She rifled through the bags for a purse, but with no luck.
Forcing herself to stay calm, Vanessa mentally organized a plan of action. First and foremost, it was imperative to find out more about the explosion before she revealed herself. There could be a less dramatic explanation for it, such as a gas leak, but it was strange the blast came from her cabin. Since she could have been the target, it was better to be safe than sorry. And she had reason to believe it could have been meant for her.
In recent months, she’d found herself at the centre of a social media harassment, facing relentless trolling and criticism online. The lowlife had used Twitter and Reddit to flood the internet with memes, harsh critiques, and biting commentary, questioning her leadership and the direction of the company. Determined not to be bullied, she largely ignored it, putting the person down to be a disgruntled employee or a nut case. Nevertheless, it had rattled her and made her more vigilant about her privacy.
Vanessa tapped the table, struggling to think objectively. It was reasonable to assume that if someone had tried to kill her, they may have another go before she flew back to the States. But first, it was necessary to find out where she was. She finished her coffee, picked up the bags and gave the woman who helped her a wave before walking into the street. As soon as she saw a tram rattle down the block in the distance, she breathed a sigh of relief.
It was Melbourne.
In her apartment, she had cash, her personal credit card and her passport in the safe, that is if the company hadn't sent her belongings back to New York. The lease for the apartment had been paid until the first of January, and she knew enough about police procedure to know that if foul play were suspected, they wouldn't be allowed to shift anything for a certain length of time. It had only been just over two months, so chances were, all her belongings would still be in the apartment. Her best bet was to go there immediately while all the other residents were at work.
Since she had no idea which way to go, she hailed a cab.
The shopfronts were more upmarket in the treelined part of the city where she lived, a mixture of high-end boutiques and quirky local stores. After the driver dropped her off in front of the three-story apartment block, she waited until there were no pedestrians nearby, then slipped around the back to the parking bays. Thankfully, her spare keys were still in the hiding place in her garage, though her hired Mercedes was gone. Vanessa opened the front door of the building with the larger key on the ring and hurried up the steps to the second floor, ignoring the lift. The door of the other apartment on this level was closed, as she knew it would be. The owner was a single doctor who worked day shifts in a clinic.
After she let herself in, she sat on the edge of her couch, her hands trembling as she took a deep breath. The silence in the apartment was thick, almost suffocating. She dashed to the bathroom to splash water on her face. The cool liquid helped, but only a little. Vanessa closed her eyes, leaning against the marble edge of the vanity cabinet and tried to focus on her breathing.
In and out. Slow and steady.
She opened her eyes and looked around the room, searching for anything to distract her, to focus on something other than the knot of anxiety in her stomach. And then she saw herself in the mirror over the basin. “What the fuck!”
She stared at her reflection. Her body was slimmer, more toned and tanned to a golden hue. Her hair was in a pixie cut. She fluffed it up. It looked like an amateur had hacked at it and it needed tidying up, but still—she appraised it clinically from all angles—it was kinda cute and suited her thinner face. Then, noticing the two faint lines on her face, she peered closer. Though only faint, they looked like scars. Had something happened to her in the water? But more to the point, how on earth hadn't she drowned?
Shaking off her anxiety, she entered her bedroom to find it exactly how she'd left it. She mouthed a "thank God" and hurried to the small safe attached to the wall in the walk-in wardrobe. She turned the dial four times, and then, with a final, decisive twist, the lock clicked open. The contents were still all there, though this didn't surprise her. No one knew the combination, not even Robyn. She took out the jewellery, her wallet with her credit card, the ten thousand dollars in notes, and her passport. Now empty, she closed it again.
As much as she would have liked to stay the night, she knew it wasn’t possible. She wouldn’t be able to turn on the lights. A hotel near the airport would be more appropriate if she wanted to fly out without being detected. But first things first. She needed to pack some clothes for the trip then get out of the place.
Once she folded clothes from her wardrobe into her suitcase, Vanessa looked down at the shopping bags. With a shrug, she stripped off, pulled on a pair of jeans and a blouse from the bag, and slipped on the sneakers. The rest went into the case. She needed to stay disguised if it was necessary to hide for a few days. The dirty clothes she stuffed into a shopping bag, planning to get rid of them in a street bin. After tidying up thoroughly to leave no evidence of her presence, she carried the case down the back stairs.
Once she replaced the keys, Vanessa wheeled her suitcase down the street to the convenience store at the end of the block. There, she purchased a cheap, prepaid mobile phone, a packet of painkillers and a pair of sunglasses, then walked further down to the café on the corner. Thankfully, the place had free Wi-Fi, so she googled flights to America over lunch. Qantas had a spare economy seat at noon and a business class seat at six pm the next day, but she knew, albeit reluctantly, that economy was the only option if she wanted to stay under the radar.
How to book was the next problem. Luckily, her passport was in her married name, which no one would recognize here, but it would be a giveaway to use her credit card. She'd have to pay cash. Never having booked flights without using a credit card, she researched it. The site instructed her to call Qantas, arrange the ticket, and pay them at the airport ticket counter within twenty-four hours of calling. Okay, that was simple enough. While she ate, Vanessa reserved the seat over the phone and then ordered a room for the night at the Quest Hotel near the airport.
Her head was pounding by the time she hailed a cab to the hotel. Only when she was in the room did her dilemma fully sink in, followed by of paranoia. The fear of someone trying to kill her tightened her chest like a vice. Every slam of a door in the corridor, every distant murmur from the street below made her jump. She could barely focus on unpacking her bag, her hands shaking so badly she fumbled with the zipper.
What if they found out she was leaving? What if they stopped her at the airport? Her mouth was dry, and she felt a constant, gnawing pit in her stomach. Though she told herself not to be ridiculous, she kept glancing at the door, frightened there would be a knock. Finally, forcing herself to be rational, she made a stiff drink from one of the small bottles of gin and the soda water in the fridge, then entered the hotel’s internet password into her phone. For the rest of the afternoon, she searched for information about the boating accident.
The information was sketchy at best, but she did learn the yacht had made it intact to Flinders Island after the storm. What puzzled her the most was that her disappearance was in another article, stating that she lost her life while in Australia in an accident under no suspicious circumstances. Vanessa recognized her father's hand in this. Michael Templeton would pay any amount to avoid bad press, especially while they were vying for a share of the Australian market.
She signed into her subscription to the New York Times. After scrolling for a while, she found an article from six weeks ago.
A memorial service was held for the principal of the Temple Media Company, Vanessa Templeton, who lost her life in a tragic accident.
There was little said about how she’d died, only she was involved in a boating accident. The article had a full-page spread. It described what she had achieved in life—quite lengthy, followed by what dignitaries attended the funeral—even longer. The list read like the who's who of New York society. When the picture of Byron with his arm around her mother appeared on the next page, Vanessa mumbled, "The bastard." He seemed devastated, but she knew his body language too well to be fooled.
Her father looked grimly stoic, staring into the camera like Atlas with the world on his shoulders but up to the task—a typical Michael Templeton response. There were more pictures of him shaking hands with all the important people, but when she saw a photo of him consoling a crying Robyn, she snapped the phone off, tired of all his bullshit politics.
As the night deepened outside, stars peeked through the city’s glow. Vanessa stared out the window, her reflection a stranger’s face. Feeling alone and disheartened, she took three painkillers and went to bed, letting the city cradle her in its indifferent arms.




Vanessa woke the following day in a better frame of mind.
Her headache was gone, and she felt refreshed after the good night's sleep. After ordering a room service breakfast, she called a cab for the international airport. But as soon as she entered the bustling terminal, a fresh wave of anxiety hit. She glanced around, wary of every passerby. Her knuckles were white as she clutched the handle of her suitcase, and she hurried to the counter. As much as she knew it was stupid, she felt like a spotlight was shining on her, and at any moment, someone would call out her name. Quickly, she filled out the relevant forms, pushed over her passport to be scrutinized and paid for the ticket. Once her suitcase disappeared on the conveyor belt, she went to security.
Any fears that someone would stop her passing through never eventuated. After buying a book to read, she browsed through the duty-free shops, wishing her ticket allowed her to sit in comfort in the Qantas Club. Instead, she had a coffee, then settled down to wait outside the boarding gate. With time to think, she found it useless trying to concentrate on the book. Her thoughts wandered to the boat.
Undoubtedly, she had been lucky to survive, but the irony stung. Though she had lived, it had been at the cost of over two months of her life. Who had saved her? Whose clothes had she been wearing? One thing she'd gleaned from the tags; it was a woman's brand and size. As much as she strained to remember, the answers eluded her, hiding somewhere in the recesses of her mind. It was upsetting to think that she probably never would find out the name of her Good Samaritan. New York was on the other side of the world.
Eventually, the boarding call for her flight echoed over the intercom and brought her back to reality. Vanessa walked down the tunnel and crossed into the plane, feeling a mixture of excitement and relief.
She'd managed to leave the country undetected, and she was going home.



CHAPTER THIRTEEN
The silver-haired woman removed her reading glasses and looked up from the manuscript. "Excellent work, Eden. Not only are the photographs spectacular, but your descriptive work is top-notch. I expect this will sell well."
Eden was chuffed but also relieved. Charmaine Black was notorious in the industry as a ruthless critic. With just a look and a twitch of her eyebrows, the publishing chief could reduce an author to a rambling mess.
“I’ll get Harold to edit this one. He’ll be available in a week.”
Eden smiled, pleased and flattered. Their best editor was doing her book, a feather in her cap.
Charmaine sank back in the chair and toyed with her pen. "I have a new assignment if you're interested."
"It'll depend on what it is," Eden said cautiously. Until they discovered Jane's identity, her life had to be put on hold.
"The Australian Government wants someone to photograph life in their research stations in Antarctica. The wildlife as well. There's a plane flying there in three weeks. It's not a long project—you'll be flown back mid-January. The airport closes for winter and doesn't open again until summer. Are you interested?"
Eden shook her head. “No, sorry. I’ve other things going on.”
"Sleep on it. You're the best photographer for this assignment, and it's extremely well-paid."
"I will," said Eden. If she hadn't met Jane, she would have jumped at the chance to work in such a fascinating, pristine place.
Charmaine leaned over and shook her hand. “Before you go, Eden, could you run things through with our graphic designer? It’ll save you coming back.”
Though impatient to return to Jane, she couldn't refuse, so she went down to the design office.

It was after one when Eden walked into the hotel lobby, her meeting with her publisher forgotten at the thought of Jane sitting alone, worrying. She hadn't intended to be so long, but the designer had been slow and methodical, sifting through the extra snaps she had included separately with the manuscript. It had taken her hours to pick three more and rearrange the others, which drove Eden to distraction. When she started on the cover graphics, Eden made her excuses and left.
The first thing she noticed when she opened the door of their room was the silence. The bed was neatly made, and no shopping bags were on the table. When she called out Jane's name, there was no answer. The bathroom was empty, the door slightly ajar, and the light off. She walked out to the balcony, but that was deserted as well. Eden checked the walk-in closet, half-expecting her to jump out and laugh. But there was only emptiness.
She rang reception to enquire if the other key had been picked up. It hadn't been. Quashing back her unease, she told herself it was too soon to be alarmed, that there was nothing she could do but wait. Jane must have decided to have lunch somewhere before she returned. By three in the afternoon, panic set in. Jane was probably lost and could be anywhere. The thought of her wandering alone, possibly in danger, churned the contents in Eden’s stomach.
She left the room to search for her. Outside the hotel, she scanned the street, eyes darting from one shadowy recess to another. Her search of the shopping block turned up nothing. After walking through every level and peering into the shops, she gave it up as hopeless. Chances were, Jane had long since left the area.
She felt a rising sense of helplessness, the city’s vastness and her own unfamiliarity with it compounding her fear. Nightfall amplified her anxiety. With the phone she’d purchased from a communications shop, she rang all the hospitals in the Melbourne city area. She gave them the same spiel, “Had a woman in her thirties with short blond hair named Jane been brought into Emergency.” No luck with any of them.
She rang Jim. As soon as he answered, she said in a voice crackling with fear and urgency, "Jane's missing. She didn't come back to the room. I have been searching all afternoon. I don't⁠—"
“Whoa. Slow down and tell me what happened.”
"Sorry, I'm upset. Jane went shopping this morning and didn't return to the hotel. I've rung the hospitals and searched the streets; now I don't know what else to do."
“Report her missing to the police.”
“And say what? I don’t even know her real name,” Eden said morosely. “Her family would already think her dead. It’ll just open a can of worms.”
"Look, I'm home now. I'll come to Melbourne first thing in the morning."
Eden stared at the empty bed, her pulse racing. She sat for hours listening for footsteps in the corridor, but the only sounds were the hum of the air conditioner and the distant murmur of the city outside. Finally, she drifted off from sheer exhaustion.
When Jim turned up in the morning, they scoured the city streets, and she left him to contact the city morgue. They turned up nothing. Jane had vanished into thin air.
The next few days passed in a blur of worry and desperation. Eden continued to search and each night returned to the hotel room, hoping against hope that Jane would be there. But she was met with the same emptiness. She slept fitfully; her once pleasant dreams became nightmares.
As time went on, she knew for her own health that she had to get herself out of the spiralling depression. But it was hard. At night, by herself in her impossibly quiet hotel room, Eden wanted to run outside, where there were crowds, noise, distractions. Alone she would have to face the what ifs. She didn’t know how long it was going to take before she could think about Jane without falling to pieces. If only she’d taken her to see the publisher that morning. Or brought them both phones before she left. The only woman that had ever been important in her life and Eden hadn’t looked after her.
Finally, she knew it was hopeless.
After two weeks, she rang Charmaine and accepted the assignment to Antarctica.



PART II
NEW YORK



CHAPTER FOURTEEN
Vanessa exited the airport, keyed up and jet lagged.
The flight had taken forever, and the stopover at the Los Angeles airport had been too long for her present state of mind. She was lucky to make it through customs; the processing officer had looked long and hard at her photo before stamping the passport.
All through the flight, she agonized over how to tell everyone that she was alive. She decided to go first to her house for some breathing space, knowing that Byron preferred to stay in their apartment on Central Park South. Her housekeeper lived in a cottage on the estate and would be there to let Vanessa into the house. Once settled, she'd ring—she would need a friend for support in the coming weeks.
If anyone could guide her through the intricacies of divorcing Byron and regaining control of her company, it would be Stella, one of the best lawyers in New York. By this time, her father would have named her successor, probably her deputy CEO, and the board would have rubber-stamped the appointment.
After the cab dropped her off at the front of her house, Vanessa walked around to the cottage at the back. She was a bundle of nerves, knowing she was about to face someone who thought she was dead. Vanessa took a deep breath and pressed the doorbell. After a moment, a small, plump woman in her late sixties opened the door.
Vanessa regarded her fondly—the housekeeper had worked for the family for as long as she could remember. “Hello, Bianca.”
The woman paled; her hand flew to her mouth. "Señora Vanessa," she said in a strained whisper. "Is that you?"
Vanessa smiled a little awkwardly. "It's me.”
Bianca's eyes filled with tears, and she threw her arms around Vanessa in a tight hug. "Everyone said you were dead," she cried, her voice muffled against Vanessa's shoulder. After wiping her tears with the edge of her apron, she examined Vanessa closely. "You've cut your lovely hair and lost weight," she said.
"I've been sick, but I'm better now."
"Come in, and I'll make a cup of tea. You look tired."
“Just jet lagged. I flew into New York today from Australia.”
As they walked through the hallway, Bianca kept glancing back at her as if afraid she might disappear again. In the kitchen, she quickly busied herself with the kettle and cups while Vanessa sat at the table, happy to be there, alive and welcomed home.
Bianca set a steaming cup on the table and sat across from her. "Tell me everything," she said, her eyes still wide with wonder. "I wasn't told much, only that you died in an accident. How did you survive? Where have you been?"
Vanessa took a sip of the tea, savoring the warmth. "It's a long story, which I’ll tell you later,” she said, knowing she had much to explain. "But I'm here now and not going anywhere."
The elderly woman reached across the table and squeezed Vanessa's hand. "I'm glad you're home," she said softly. “I missed you so much."
Vanessa swallowed the lump in her throat. "I've missed you too, Bianca. More than you know. Has Byron been here?"
An expression of distaste settled on the housekeeper's face. "Senor Byron came only once to take your jewellery. He told me I must leave when he sells the house."
"Which he would do as soon as the probate is finalized. He never liked the house," murmured Vanessa. She was thankful now for their prenuptial agreement. Byron was left some of her assets but none of her company shares. They reverted to her father. "I provided for you in my will, Bianca."
“I know, Señora, and it was very generous of you, but I love my cottage.”
Vanessa flashed her a wide smile. "Well, you won't have to leave now." She swallowed the last of her tea and stood up. "I'll let myself into the house—I have to get in touch with a friend, then I really need to rest, so come over later."




Stella Barton-Leeds personified the quintessential successful New York business woman—stylish, cultured, and ambitious.
Vanessa's best friend from college, the sophisticated lawyer lived in a chic loft in SoHo on the Upper East Side. She was a regular at Stella’s many intimate dinner parties, attended by her eclectic social circle of fellow professionals and artists. While Vanessa favoured tailored suits and straight cuts, Stella's wardrobe was a mix of timeless staples and artistic pieces, to suit her exotic good looks and love for creativity.
But professionally, she was as fiercely committed as Vanessa to her work. Shrewd and calculating in the courtroom, she pursued victory with an unwavering, almost predatory intensity. Consequently, she was feared by opponents and respected, albeit grudgingly, by her peers. She was the ideal person to have on her side when Vanessa filed for divorce.
At this moment, though, Stella looked nothing like the self-assured woman she remembered.
She stared at Vanessa from the front door threshold, her mouth sagging open. "What the fuck, Nessa. I get a cryptic text telling me to come immediately to your house, and here you are, alive and kicking." She blinked hard as though composing herself, then pulled Vanessa into a fierce embrace. "You're not a ghost, are you?"
Vanessa chuckled into her shoulder. "No. It's all me, warts and all."
Stella stood back, regarding her keenly. “You look fucking fabulous. Taut, trim and terrific. That tan didn’t come from a spray can.” She fingered the blond strands of hair. “My god, who cut your hair? It looks like it’s been hacked off.”
Vanessa touched her head self-consciously. “I don’t know who did it.”
“Where on earth have you been?”
She gave a little sniffle. “That’s the problem, Stella. I can’t remember anything after I fell into the water. I’ve lost over two months of my life.”
Stella took her by the arm and guided her into the lounge. “Sit down and tell me what happened on the yacht. We were all ready to fly out to Sydney when the message came that you died in a fire in your cabin.”
Vanessa snorted. "Blown up, more like it." She clasped her hands together to stop the trembling as the stress of the last days resurfaced. She forced herself to continue calmly, "We left the Melbourne pier around eleven that morning. After a drink with Robyn, I retired to my cabin for a rest. The last few days were frantic, and I was tired from getting everything ready for my departure from the office. I woke around four in the afternoon to find a storm coming. It was so violent I'd never been so terrified. To cut a long story short, after the wind died down, I was seasick. While I was vomiting over the railing, there was an explosion in my cabin, and I was flung into the sea. That's the last thing I remembered before I found myself in a coffee shop in the middle of Melbourne. The waitress said I fell over and hit my head."
Stella frowned, her eyes reflecting her concern. “You think someone planted a bomb in your cabin?”
“That’s the only explanation I can come up with.”
"Well, if it was a bomb, it wasn't meant to sink the ship," said Stella. "It only destroyed your cabin. Robyn told me at your memorial service that the captain sailed the boat for an hour to Flinders Island. From there, everyone flew back to Melbourne the next day."
“Did Robyn say there was an explosion?”
"She was up front with the crew. The rain was pelting down, making a racket, but she did feel a shudder. The captain went to investigate and told them your bed was burnt to a cinder but wouldn't allow anyone to go back to look. He presumed you were in it since he'd instructed you to put on your lifejacket and stay there."
“So, the captain was the only one to see the damage,” Vanessa said thoughtfully. “The others would have thought it was a fire.”
Stella reached over to place a hand on her knee. "Perhaps it was an explosion under the cabin, Nessa. There were probably gas pipes running below the deck. It's a bit far-fetched that someone wanted you dead."
Vanessa gritted her teeth, realizing no one would probably believe her. So, she replied as if making a detached observation, "Perhaps you're right, and I'm being paranoid. I'm not blind to my reputation as an ice queen. I've made enemies since I took over the firm—the slackers had to shape up or go. When my father passed on his mantle to me, plenty were waiting in the wings. It's harder to be a successful woman than a man in business."
"Yes. You have to be a bitch sometimes," Stella said with a rueful smile. "I should know. Self-preservation is a powerful incentive."
They looked at each other with complete understanding. “It is,” agreed Vanessa.
“Have you seen Byron yet?”
“No. I wanted to see you first for support. I intend to divorce him immediately. I’m sure he’s been fucking someone for months.”
Stella simply stared at her. “He’s been screwing around since you married him, Nessa. Only you were too consumed with work to see it.”
Vanessa flinched. She didn't like playing the victim, and it hurt. "I need my life back, Stella, like it was before I tied myself to him."
“I was surprised you married him.”
“It was my parent’s idea,” she said morosely. “Why were you surprised?”
“Come on, Nessa. You never were enthusiastic about dating men, even in college.” Stella’s face twisted into a sly smile. “Try the other side of the fence. You might like it.”
Vanessa stiffened, then narrowed her eyes. “How do you know?”
A chuckle echoed. “I like both sides. Variety is the spice of life.”
"Huh. Maybe I will do it just to set Mother into a tizz."
“I presume you want me to represent you in the divorce.”
“Would you? I’d be eternally grateful.”
"Of course I will. I'm over the moon to have my friend home. When I finish with that bastard, he'll be lucky to get a pittance out of the settlement." She smiled reassuringly at Vanessa. "If you don't want to see him, I'll serve him the papers."
“No. I’ll tell him in person. I need my apartment so he can find somewhere else to live.”
“What will you do next?”
Vanessa blinked, feeling drained. "I must see my parents tomorrow before they hear I'm alive and in New York."



CHAPTER FIFTEEN
Her parents lived in a mansion on Long Island, a grand house with manicured gardens and a feature fountain in the roundabout at the front entrance. Inside, they enjoyed the finer things that money could buy—vintage wines, classical furniture, and the works of the old masters. They were the elite of New York society, friends of presidents and the famous, their old money opening every door in the state.
As she walked up the familiar steps of her childhood home, she felt a mixture of anxiety and anticipation. It would come as a shock to them, especially her mother, who wasn’t strong and suffered occasional bouts of ill health. When she knocked on the door, the maid opened it.
She gaped at Vanessa, then quickly regained her composure. "Your mother is in the drawing room, ma'am."
“Thank you, May.”
When Vanessa entered the room, Estelle was sipping tea from a delicate china cup, her posture as elegant as ever. When she glanced up at the sound of footsteps, her eyes widened. The teacup slipped from her fingers, shattering on the floor. Neither of them moved for a moment, then Vanessa took a tentative step forward and said softly, "Hello, Mother.”
Estelle sat stock still, staring at her. Then her composure cracked, and tears trickled down her cheeks. She rose, hurried forward and crushed her to her breast. "Vanessa," she said in an agonizing whisper, "I thought I'd lost you forever."
They clung to each other, not saying a word. At that moment, Vanessa realized that for all her sophistication and wealth, Estelle Templeton was simply a mother who had lost her only daughter and was devastated. Overcome with emotion, Vanessa finally let herself cry. They sobbed together, letting out their pent-up grief. Finally, Vanessa led her to a chair and sat beside her. She took her mother's hand in hers, noting how thin and pale it was. She studied her closely, concerned. She looked ten years older and very frail. Her death had taken its toll on her.
“What happened to you, Nessa?” Even her voice sounded older.
"I was washed overboard and suffered amnesia, Mother. I have no idea who saved me, but my memory came back when I fell over on a Melbourne street. When it did, I couldn't recall the time in between. Over two months of my life has vanished into thin air." She patted her hand. "I'm back now."
“Perhaps you should see a therapist, dear.”
"I intend to. I want to know what happened to me in those months." She ran her fingers through her hair. "Someone cut it off because I have a wound on my head. I can feel a raised scar on my scalp. I also have two tiny lines on my face, probably sutured cuts." She looked around the room. "Where's Father?"
“When we were…were told you had died, he went back to work.”
“He didn’t appoint anyone in my place?” Vanessa asked, surprised.
“No. He was too upset, so he decided to keep busy.”
“Oh,” said Vanessa in a small voice.
“He loved…loves you very much, Nessa, only he never knew how to tell you. And for that matter, neither did I, but we’ll do better now you’re home. Have you seen Byron yet?”
Vanessa cleared her throat. "About him, Mother. I intend to ask him for a divorce. He's been unfaithful, and we're not happy together."
“Are you sure? He’s such a charming man—every marriage has its problems.”
“I’m positive, so please don’t try to talk me out of it.” She stood up. “I’ll go into the office to see Father, then I’ll visit Byron.” She bent down and brushed her lips over her mother’s cheek. “I’ll come over for dinner tonight. It’ll be nice, just the three of us together again.”
Estelle grasped Vanessa’s hand and kissed it. “I’m so glad you’re home, Nessa. We’ve been so lonely without you.”

Vanessa hesitated momentarily at the entrance of the Temple media building in Manhattan. Perhaps it wasn't the best strategy to lob up from the dead without warning, but she pushed back her misgivings. If she wanted to retake control of her company, she must be decisive. Give them no time to question her authority. She needed to reaffirm her position, to control the narrative.
Taking a deep breath, she determinedly stepped through the glass doors. The woman at the desk looked up, the smile dying on her face as she approached.
“Ms Templeton,” she stuttered out.
Vanessa gave her a pleasant "Hello," before she swept past to the elevator.
It was empty, giving her time to regroup. As she walked through the screenwriters’ desks on the fifth floor, the clattering of keyboards and hum of conversations abruptly ceased. Gasps echoed through the room, some employees rising from their seats while others remained frozen.
Vanessa maintained her focus, her heels clicking sharply against the polished floor in the silence. She acknowledged everyone with a wave, though she didn't speak as she made her way through the rows of desks. She noticed a couple sneak out their phones—her return from the dead would go viral as soon as she was out of sight.
When she reached the boardroom, she opened the door with a decisive push. The glass-walled inner sanctum overlooked the city skyline, and senior executives occupied every seat around the long mahogany table. They were so busy concentrating on an earnest young man at a whiteboard that no one bothered to turn as she entered. When the young man spied her at the back, his eyes widened, and he faltered mid-sentence.
At once, the assembly swung their chairs around to look. A deathly silence fell over the table, their expressions radiating shock and confusion. A muffled ‘fuck’ echoed in the quiet.
At the far end of the table, Michael Templeton rose to his feet. Emotion flittered across his face: surprise, disbelief and finally, delight. "Vanessa—you're alive."
"Hello, Father. I've just arrived in New York. I saw Mother this morning, then came straight here to see you." She looked around the room. "I figured I'd see the board at the same time."
Her father looked at her knowingly, aware that she was reasserting her authority. An old hand at political manipulations, he'd drummed into her that surprise was the best tactic. "We’ll adjourn the meeting."
"No, no. I want to sit in to get up to speed. We can talk later." Vanessa pulled up a chair at the other end of the long, polished table and settled in.
With a ghost of a smile, he nodded to the young man at the whiteboard. "Continue."
During the spiel, Vanessa discretely studied the members of the board. Nothing about them stood out as ambitious for her position. The executives had always worked in harmony with her and were well paid. She couldn't imagine any of them going to the lengths of bombing her on the boat.
No, the culprit had to be closer to home, and it didn't take any brains to work out who would benefit the most from her death. Byron. But how he could possibly carry it out remained a mystery. He would hardly have known that a storm would confine her to her cabin at that precise time. She'd thoroughly vetted her yacht staff, and their identities weren't public knowledge. Perhaps she was paranoid, and it had actually come from something below the deck.
At the end of the presentation, they launched into discussions on trends and financial targets. Business was still business. Finally, her father announced, "That's enough for the day. At the end of the week, Vanessa will take up her position as CEO again. Thank you for your attendance."
As each member filed out, they shook her hand. She peered closely at every face, but there was nothing to be seen but relief that she had survived and was taking over the reins again. When the door closed behind the last one, her father came over. Like her mother, her death had taken its toll. He looked older, worn out. She rose to greet him, then buried her face in his coat. It smelt of his aftershave and the male, musty scent that was all him. Familiar and comforting.
He stroked her hair. “I missed you, Nessa,” he murmured.
"I couldn't get back any sooner, Father. Sit down, and I'll tell you what happened."
After she finished, he looked at her in surprise. “You can’t remember where you were?”
"I haven't a clue what happened after I was blown into the water. Why didn't you appoint someone in my place when I had," Vanessa hooked two fingers into the air, "supposedly died.”
"Because the police forwarded their report to me. There was no trace of a body in the cabin. I persuaded them to keep it quiet while my people searched for you. No one on the islands reported finding a body washed up, and they didn't find anyone drowned in the sea. Eventually, I had to give up looking, but I never completely gave up hope." He gave her a lop-sided smile. "And then you come waltzing into the board room nearly three months later, ready to take over again."
Vanessa tried to gather her scattered thoughts. The police knew she hadn’t been in the cabin. “What else did the report say? Was it an accident?”
“There were traces of an explosive material which they put down to a terrorist act by a person or persons unknown. Considering the social media harassment you’ve been subjected to in recent months, they thought that was the more likely explanation. The FBI are investigating it.”
She felt a wave of relief. With the FBI onboard, the harassment would stop. “Perhaps we should employ more guards as a precaution.”
“Already done. And we’ve had the latest firewalls installed in all our systems.” He rubbed his hands together. “We haven’t heard a peep out of the troll since. If he tries again, we’ll nail him. I’ll text you the FBI agent’s number and name in case someone harasses you.”
“Excellent.” She took his hands in hers. “How are you going, Father? You look worn out.”
"I am. Your mother and I want to travel to relax. Now you're home, I'm happy to leave the company in your hands. You've done a fine job."
Vanessa felt a wave of pleasure. Not that she needed reassurance about her professional success, but to hear Michael Templeton, the astute businessman's acknowledgment, was a feather in her cap—something she could be rightfully proud of. "Thank you, Father. Um…there is one thing. I intend to divorce Byron."
“About time. He’s a poppycock and an idiot. My biggest regret was that I forced you to marry him.”
Vanessa blinked at him. The last few months of stress had tempered the old boy. “Really?”
He laughed. “You’re too much like me, Nessa. You like to run the show.”
She grinned. "How true. Now, I'd better get over to my apartment and face Byron. By now, the news that I'm alive will have gone viral. I don't want him too prepared before I see him."
He stood up. “I’ll walk with you to the lift.”
“By the way. Where does Robyn work now?”
“She’s my PA. Great girl.”
"Yes, she is," murmured Vanessa. Tomorrow, she'd ask her to dinner. She was looking forward to seeing her lovely assistant again.



CHAPTER SIXTEEN
Vanessa's three-bedroom apartment in Central Park South was perched high above the bustling streets of New York, offering a panoramic view of the park and the city. Unlike her Long Island home, which had classical decor, she'd decorated the apartment with contemporary furnishings and modern art. The kitchen was equipped with state-of-the-art appliances and marble countertops, and the master suite had a private balcony. It had cost a fortune, and now she had to get Byron out of it.
A task that may be difficult.
Even though the doorman was trained for any contingency, his eyes widened, and his mouth sagged when Vanessa stepped out of the cab.
“Good afternoon, Henry,” she said pleasantly.
He rallied quickly to open the door. “Hello, Ms Templeton. It’s good to see you again.”
“It’s lovely to be home. Is my husband in the building?”
“Not yet.”
Vanessa peered inside the lobby. "Could you get me my spare key, please. The new girl on the desk doesn't know me."
“Of course, Ma’am.”
She said softly when he returned with the key, "There's no need to tell Byron I'm here. I want to surprise him."
He gave a ghost of a smile. “I imagine he will be.”
When she reached her apartment, Vanessa pushed open the front door, and the familiar ceramic vase greeted her as she stepped into the foyer. She dropped her keys on the small table and kicked off her shoes. It felt so good to be home. As soon as she entered the lounge, she was hit with the smell of wine, Byron's aftershave cologne and the unmistakable aroma of perfume. She sniffed, instantly recognizing the familiar scent—Jean Patou’s Joy. Byron had given his lady friend Vanessa’s most expensive fragrance.
Two glasses and an empty bottle of Dom Perigone sat on the coffee table with the remains of a platter of nibbles. Pursing her lips, she went into the bedroom. The bed was unmade, a tangled mess of sheets and pillows. She scanned the room, landing on the crumpled piece of lingerie half-hidden beneath the bed. When she noticed the lipstick stain on the pillow, her temper spiked. Her memorial service had only been weeks ago, and already he was screwing his mistress in their bed.
She shuddered. God knows what the staff of the apartment block thought about it. He should have had the decency to wait for a respectable length of time before he brought a lover to their home. For all his aspirations as a high-flier, Byron never understood how to behave in high society. Discretion was valued above all else. You can do what you like but don’t create a scandal. His callousness made her more determined to sever all ties with him. Vanessa cleaned up the lounge but left the bed as it was. She poked her head into the walk-in wardrobe, noting a few dresses that weren’t hers hanging on the rack.
After finding a half-opened bottle of red in the cabinet, she poured herself a glass and settled into a lounge chair. She held it up to the light—her reflection in the glass looked sedate, a stark contrast to the storm brewing within her. She glanced at the clock. Byron would be home any minute now. Since someone would have notified him by this that she was in New York, he would come straight home from work. Five minutes later, she heard the door opening.
When he strode into the room, she rose to greet him. “Hello, Byron.”
“I couldn’t believe it when I heard you were home, babe. Where on earth have you been?” She moved quickly back when he stepped forward to take her in his arms.
A muscle twitched in his jaw. "I thought you were⁠—"
"Dead," she finished for him. "Isn’t that what you wanted?"
He frowned. "What the hell are you talking about? Of course I didn't want you dead. Sometimes, Vanessa, you say stupid things."
Vanessa bared her teeth. It was time to put an end to this charade. "I know you were fucking other women while we were married, Byron. And you couldn't even wait a respectable time before you brought one here. For shit's sake, our bed reeks of sex."
"Babe, I can explain⁠—"
She glared at him, her eyes cold. "There's nothing to explain. I want a divorce."
The words must have come as a shock to him, for his face twisted in disbelief. "A divorce? You can't be serious. You come home and greet me with that. Newsflash, Vanessa, life isn't perfect."
"I’m ending this farce of a marriage," she snapped, bracing herself for a bitter argument.
His look of shock morphed into anger. "What do you mean by farce? I'm happy to continue how we were. You're the one complaining."
"Happy?" Vanessa's voice rose, vainly trying to control her temper. "You call this happy? We hardly ever talked or spent time together.”
"That's because you were always working. I was married to an ice queen, and I mean that literally. You're one cold bitch in bed."
“That's because I hated you touching me. Ours was never a marriage. It was a convenience for you."
"Here we go again,” he spat out. “Templetons always play the fucking victim. What do you expect? For us to live like some fairy tale couple? Grow up, Vanessa. All you wanted was someone to cart you to functions so you wouldn't have to walk in alone."
"Things are dead in this relationship," she fired back, her voice trembling with emotion. "I'm done living in a loveless marriage. I want a divorce, and I want you out of my apartment tonight. Pack your things and go. I’m sure your girlfriend will take you in."
He towered over her, his face flushed with anger. "It’s my home too. You go.”
She clenched her hands, taking a deep breath to steady herself. "It’s my apartment, paid for with my money, and you’re not welcome in it anymore."
His eyes narrowed, a dangerous glint in them. "So that's it? You expect me to just walk away? I earned it putting up with you.” He raised a hand and balled it into a fist. “You need to be taught a lesson.”
One look at the seething rage on his face, and she realized he was losing control. She squared her shoulders, refusing to back down. "You hit me, Byron, and you'll get nothing out of the settlement. I'll slap a lawsuit on you and break you. That's not an idle threat. Leave now with some dignity. Stella will be serving you with the divorce papers tomorrow.”
“You’re a cow, Vanessa. I should have known you’d ask that heartless bitch, Stella, to represent you.” He lowered his hands to his side. “Fine, I’ll go. You’re welcome to the place.”
Turning abruptly, he marched to the door. Something shattered in the foyer, followed by the door slamming.
Vanessa winced; that vase had been a prized possession.
She stared out the window, trying to stop her hands trembling. The humiliating fight had been so emotionally draining she just wanted to curl up in the dark and lick her wounds. She was well aware she'd escaped being physically assaulted. Byron had been a hairbreadth from hitting her.
But soon, a sense of euphoria crept in. That chapter of her life had long been overdue for an ending. It was time to rebuild her life on her terms. She was free.
Getting to work, she stripped the bed and put the linen in the washing machine. After remaking the bed, she settled in a comfortable chair and dialled Robyn’s number.
After three rings, the familiar voice answered. “Hello. Robyn speaking.”
“Hi, Robyn.”
“Vanessa. I heard you were in the office today. I’m really, really pleased to hear your voice. I…I had no idea you survived the fire in your cabin. What happened?”
"It's a long story… well, not so long because I can't remember anything after being thrown into the water, but I'll tell you about it later. I'm just happy you were safe."
“The rest of us were fine. The fire was confined to your cabin.” Her voice hitched. “It devastated us all. Where are you now?”
“In my New York unit. Um, I was wondering if you’d like to have dinner with me tomorrow night.”
There was a moment's silence at the end of the phone before Robyn said softly, "I'd love to. What time?"
“I’ll pick you up at six-thirty. Text me your address.”
“It’ll be too far out of your way. I’ll meet you there.”
“You sure? It’ll be no trouble.”
“The least I can do is get myself there, Vanessa. It’s kind of you to ask me.”
"I'll text you what restaurant tomorrow morning," she said.
"I look forward to it. Unfortunately, I have a friend over, so I have to go."
“Right, then I’ll see you tomorrow at seven.”
“It’s a date.”
Smiling, Vanessa clicked the off button. It was important to show her how much she valued her. The fight with Byron faded into the background as it came to her that she could have a social life again. It was time she cast off the shackles of her disastrous marriage.
Humming to herself, Vanessa took the car key from the drawer and went to the underground parking area to drive to her parents' house.



CHAPTER SEVENTEEN
Though Vanessa suffered no after effects now from the hit on her head except for the bout of amnesia, she couldn't help feeling anxious about her results as she sat in the waiting room. In the worst-case scenario, she could have some brain damage, something she didn't want to dwell on. Her father had wasted no time using his influence to procure her an appointment with a leading neurologist. After performing a series of neurological tests, he sent her off to the Imaging Centre for an MRI.
When the receptionist said, "Dr Hargraves will see you now, Ms Templeton," she rose to her feet nervously.
The specialist, a man in his fifties with an engaging manner, put her mind to rest without any preamble. "Your brain is healthy, Vanessa. There are no abnormalities or signs of trauma or bleeding. You passed the tests with flying colors, and your memory, except for the missing months, is unimpaired."
Though she was relieved there was no permanent damage, she still felt frustrated. "Then why can't I remember where I've been, Doctor?"
He steepled his fingers together and peered at her over the top of his reading glasses. "The brain is complicated and sometimes an unpredictable organ; we're still finding out more about it every day. Since a traumatic event brought on your temporary amnesia, your mind shut down, blocking out your past to help it cope and heal. But now it has mended, you've forgotten those two months. Unusual, but I have heard of a couple of cases like yours.”
“Will I get those memories back?”
"Hmm, I think so, but you'll need help." He jotted down a name and number on a piece of paper. "I'd like you to see this therapist. She specializes in trauma-induced memory loss."
“Thank you, Doctor.”
“She’s the best in her field.” He smiled reassuringly. “In the meantime, go out and have some fun. Less stress will hasten the process.”
She tucked it into her purse, figuring to do something about it later—she’d be too busy workwise in the coming months. She had a lot to catch up on.
After leaving the surgery, she headed to the beauty salon. Her hair needed trimming, and her nails were in an atrocious state. She wondered why she had cut them so short.

Her stylist sucked in a sharp breath when she walked into the salon. “Vanessa, darling, wherever have you come from? Are you real?”
Vanessa looked fondly at her eccentric hairdresser with her riotous purple hair and sequined jumpsuit. Jazzi’s larger-than-life personality matched her talent; she transformed even the most neglected hair into a work of art.
Vanessa chuckled. “All flesh and blood, Jazzi. Can you fit me in?”
"Oh my God—I must. What have you done to your lovely hair? Put it through a chaff cutter? Go through into the back room. Give me five minutes, and I'll be with you."
The premium luxury suite was decorated with quiet elegance, with fragrant candles sending a subtle scent into the air. It was set up exclusively for one person, with a plush leather seat for the cut and a padded couch for waxing and massage. Vanessa had just settled into the seat when one of the girls came in to wash her hair.
Jazzi appeared after the rinse and plucked strands up to peer at them. "Tch, tch, Vanessa. I'll need to be creative to salvage something out of this."
“No doubt you’ll conjure up something,” Vanessa said dryly.
Half an hour later, Jazzi stood back to admire her work. "Ah, I would never have thought to give you a short pixie cut, but it suits you. What do you think?"
Vanessa looked into the mirror and smiled. “You’ve worked your magic this time. It looks wonderful.”
“The manicurist will be in to do your nails. Would you like a pedicure and perhaps a wax as well?”
"Please. It has been a few months since I've been near a salon. I must look a fright."
Jazzi caught her eye in the mirror. "No, you don't. You're glowing with health, and that tan is to die for. I'm envious. Wherever you've been, it's done you the world of good." She picked up her comb and scissors. "I'll see you next time."
When Vanessa arrived home at four, she set the alarm for five-thirty and put her feet up for a quick nap before her dinner date. In the quiet of her bedroom, she pondered over what Jazzi had said. She did feel fitter than she had for years. The little soft belly had vanished, and when she hopped on the scales this morning, she was pleasantly surprised. As her eyes drooped shut, she thought about what Stella had said about dating women.
Goosebumps tingled just thinking about being naked with a woman, and feelings she'd suppressed for years surfaced. When faced with her mother's disapproval and the fear of her father not naming her as his successor, it hadn't been hard to quash them down.
Now, she visualized the touch of soft lips. A smooth face instead of a stubbled chin. Cupping a silky breast in her hand. Fingers sliding between her thighs.
It felt familiar.
She writhed on the cool sheets, her sex tingling, yearning to be touched. A face swam in the peripheral reaches of her mind, just out of reach, but it was there, whispering her name. Heat built in her groin as lips kissed her nipple and then sucked. The tongue licked down her belly, getting closer every second to where she craved it.
She pushed her hips forward and begged, “Please, I need⁠—”
Brrr—brrr—brr.
Vanessa's eyes jerked open. Panting, she hit the alarm off button and growled out, "Damn it."
In a lather of sweat, she rolled off the bed. In the shower, she leaned against the wall, letting the water cascade over her. Though it cooled the heat, it did nothing to dampen her arousal. She throbbed with want. Finally, she finished herself off, crying out with a mixture of frustration and pleasure when she peaked.

Robyn was already waiting outside the French restaurant in downtown Manhattan when Vanessa’s limo pulled up.
Vanessa straightened her blouse when she stepped onto the pavement, pleased she’d chosen a top restaurant. Robyn was in an elegant cocktail dress that showed a deal of cleavage and hugged her curves.
Vanessa guided her inside, where she was greeted by a waiter who led them to a corner table. Subdued lights cast a warm, golden glow over the room, and soft classical music floated in the background. The tables were dressed in crisp white linens, adorned with flickering candles and fresh flowers.
Robyn looked around, then focused back on her, a smile spreading across her face. "This is lovely, Vanessa."
"I hope you like French cuisine.”
“I adore it.”
The waiter appeared with the wine menu. "Bonsoir. May I start you off with some wine?"
Vanessa glanced over at Robyn. “Red or white?”
"A white, if that's all right. I'm not much of a drinker."
“White’s fine with me.” Vanessa turned to the hovering waiter. “A bottle of the Pavillon Blanc de Chateau Margeaux, please.”
When he disappeared, Vanessa smiled at Robyn. "One bottle will be enough for the night. You look very nice."
A tinge of pink flushed over Robyn’s cheeks. "Thank you. I love what you’ve done to your hair.” She tilted her head to look at her. “You look different, trimmer, not as stressed as the last time I saw you on the boat. Where have you been, Vanessa?”
"Ah, that's the million-dollar question." When Robyn raised her eyebrows, she continued a little haltingly. "I don't know what happened to me. All I know is that I was seasick and vomiting over the railing when there was an explosion behind me. I fell into the ocean, then nothing until I hit my head on the pavement of a Melbourne street ten weeks later. That time has been erased from my mind."
“You can’t remember any of it?”
“Not a second.”
"How bizarre." She placed a hand on Vanessa's and squeezed lightly. "We all thought you were in your cabin. I was devastated."
"I imagine it was ghastly for you. Lucky for me, the storm hit, and if the captain hadn't made me put on a lifejacket, I would have drowned."
Concern flittered across Robyn's face. "Did they find out what caused the explosion? We were told it was a fire."
"My father said the police put it down to foul play." She waited for the waiter to pour the wine, then continued, "The most likely suspect is the lowlife who's been trolling me."
“My God. That’s horrendous. I hope he doesn’t start up again now you’re home.”
Vanessa bared her teeth. “If he does, we’ve got him. The FBI is on the case.”
“That’s a relief. You didn’t deserve any of it. You’re a wonderful boss.” She chuckled. “Strict but wonderful.”
Vanessa’s Smiled. Robyn’s commendation meant a great deal. “I know I’m called Ice Queen Nessa.”
“Are you?” Robyn asked innocently.
Vanessa smiled. "Always the diplomat. Now, what about we forget about work and enjoy the night?"
When they clicked glasses, Vanessa felt the spark of connection.
They talked about everything as they worked through the meal: the appetizer, escargots à la Bourguignonne; the main course, Coq au Vin; and when they shared the Crème Brûlée dessert, it was the perfect sweet note to end a delightful evening.
After they left the restaurant, Robyn looked at her shyly. “I had a great time, Vanessa.”
Vanessa smiled, slipping her arm through hers. "Me too. We'll have to do it again. I've ordered an Uber to take you home. My treat."
“Nonsense, Vanessa. You paid for the meal.”
"Don't argue. It's an Uber I use often. The company pays the account."
A moment later, a silver Camry pulled up at the curb. She helped her in, then looked until it disappeared around the corner. Robyn had been the perfect dinner companion: charming, attractive, and a lively conversationalist. They had formed a definite connection, but Vanessa knew they couldn’t dine together too often. The ever-persistent paparazzi would have a field day if they thought she was dating her assistant, especially while Vanessa was going through a divorce.
One thing she learned tonight—Robyn had looked upon the dinner as a date.



CHAPTER EIGHTEEN
The weeks passed quickly, and soon it was late January.
Vanessa had slotted back into her old position, helped by Robyn, who efficiently brought her up to speed. After the initial headlines in the papers and her writeup in Time Magazine when the press found out she was alive, a few weeks later she became old news and the world moved on.
The divorce progressed slowly. Byron argued for more money and hadn't returned the papers. He'd soon have to. The mandatory period for signing would soon end, and if it went to court and his dirty linen aired, he'd be lucky to get half of what she was offering. And he knew it.
Vanessa had taken Robyn out for her birthday and they’d had the occasional lunch together, and as the days passed, Robyn made it plain in subtle ways that she would like them to be more than friends.
Vanessa was still getting her erotic dreams, which was driving her to distraction. The strange woman was always there, hidden behind a veil that, no matter how hard she tried, she could never lift. Finally, frustrated, she’d rung the number of the therapist that the specialist had given her and booked an appointment for Wednesday week.

Dr. Rosemary Hart's consulting room was on the second floor of a medical office block in Upper Manhattan. The walls were painted beige, and a dull landscape hung on one wall. A brown leather armchair was opposite the therapist's desk, and a brown couch was on the side. A box of tissues sat on the end of the desk. Vanessa understood the reason for the neutral surroundings and plain furnishings; there was nothing for a patient to look at, nowhere to retreat to.
The therapist was a short woman in her early fifties. Reading glasses were perched on her nose and her light brown hair was pulled back in a loose bun that allowed a few wisps to escape. At first glance she appeared ordinary, a little frumpish even, but when she studied Vanessa, her unusually pale blue felt like they looked right into her. "Please, have a seat, Vanessa. Or if you prefer, you might feel more relaxed if you took the couch."
Vanessa glanced over at it. She had no intention of being put in a vulnerable position. Busy with the extra fashion segment for production, she already regretted making the appointment. She sank into the chair. “Thanks, but I’d prefer to sit, Dr Hart. “
Rosemary Hart smiled. “As you wish.” She opened her notepad, then poised the pen over the page. "Why don't you tell me why you’re here."
Vanessa tapped her fingers on her knees. "A piece of my life is missing.”
“Start from the beginning. Take your time.”
When she finished, Dr Hart nodded, her expression pensive. “You can’t remember anything about those missing months?”
Vanessa shook her head. “Nothing.”
The doctor made a few notes, then looked up. "That must be unsettling."
"It is," Vanessa replied. "I’m worried it might be the onset of something serious.”
"I wouldn't be too anxious about that. Dr Hargreaves forwarded your results. Your brain is not only fine; it's in excellent condition. Whatever the problem is, it's not physiological, but we'll figure it out together," Hart said. "Memory loss can have many causes, and it's important to approach this step by step. We'll start with some questions, and then we might explore different techniques to help you regain those memories or cope with the gap."
“I can’t have much time off work,” Vanessa said flatly.
"We'll meet weekly, so it will be manageable within your busy schedule. I can see you at the end of the day if that would suit you."
"Thank you," Vanessa said grudgingly. It sounded as if the therapy would be long-term, which she hadn't counted on.
Dr Hart watched her with a gleam in her eye. “You will have to work on reducing your stress.”
Yeah, right. Best of luck with that. Vanessa shrugged. "I'll try, but that'll be easier said than done."
The therapist jotted something in her notes. "Tell me what exactly you do and why it's impossible."
"You are aware of who I am?"
“Of course. You’re one of the most powerful women in the entertainment business. You’re known to be fair but ruthless, and Temple Media has thrived under your leadership. You were named Forbes’ Woman of the Year for a reason.” Hart gave a ghost of a smile. “How am I doing?”
Vanessa sniffed. “Not bad.”
Dr Hart sat back in her chair and regarded her closely. "That's the surface person you are, Vanessa. Please tell me what you do in your own words and how you cope with stress. How many hours do you work every day. What you do to relax."
Vanessa drew a deep breath and leaned forward. "I go to the office at seven and leave at seven most days. If I'm lucky, I get half an hour for lunch. I relax at night simply because my executives know it must be a dire emergency to ring me at home. No business phone calls after seven, only texts or emails. I have a private number for personal calls."
Dr Hart nodded her approval. “Good policy. What does your company do?”
“We have many divisions: digital, podcasts, entertainment streaming, and some print, but not a lot, mostly magazines. This year, we're producing a fashion competition with live episodes. We've already started to gather our team together and should be live-streaming at the end of May."
“Sounds fascinating. Will you have much to do with this fashion production?”
“Since it’s new, I’m overseeing it until we get it up and running.”
Dr Hart raised an eyebrow. “That’s a lot with your CEO duties.”
"Initially. The trick is to get the top team possible at the beginning of a new venture. We pay well to attract the best people. Quality, not quantity," Vanessa answered more enthusiastically, now on firmer ground.
"Does your husband give you support?"
Vanessa stiffened. “I’m getting a divorce.”
The pen poised over the notebook. “Oh. I hadn’t heard.”
"We haven't made it public yet. Once it's out, it'll be splashed over social media, and I value my privacy," she said a little truculently.
“Do you want to talk about it, Vanessa?”
“Not particularly.”
"Sometimes it helps to get things off your chest," Dr Hart murmured.
Vanessa shrugged. "Byron was screwing around with other women. It's as simple as that."
Rosemary Hart put the pen down and closed the notebook. "Nothing is as simple as that, Vanessa. That will do for the day—the hour is up, so I'll see you next week. In the meantime, try to take a little time to meditate."
Vanessa exited the building, seething. The therapist had annoyed her. If she hoped to turn her into one of those needy people, the kind that constantly droned on about themselves, she was sadly mistaken. She'd handle her stress in her own way.
She hadn't expected her marriage to come up for discussion. It had nothing to do with her loss of memory. Not only had Hart dwelled on it, but she inferred half the problem was Vanessa's. What would she say about the amnesia? That it was self-inflicted?
She regretted not asking her driver to pick her up—the streets were crowded, every cab occupied. Her address at the welcome luncheon for the new fashion team was due to start in fifteen minutes, and she disliked not being on time. 'Late’ wasn't in her vocabulary. Finally, a taxi pulled up at the curb and she crawled into the back. With a few minutes to spare, she hastily applied lipstick and hurried into the foyer of the building.
The luncheon was in their conference room, where several round tables were set up. The buffet offered a variety of sandwiches, salads, and hot dishes. When Vanessa entered, everyone looked at her curiously as she walked to the podium.
Plastering on a confident smile, she swept her eyes over the fresh faces and began. It was a talk she'd given many times, a rallying speech emphasizing support, open communication, and the strive for excellence. There wasn't any need to waffle on with this crew; each was top in their field. They were a mixture of camera personnel for the live streaming and photographers and graphic designers behind the scenes.
As she wandered through the room meeting the crew, Vanessa was pleased to see they seemed comfortable and excited about working together on the project. There were an equal number of men and women, which was needed in any working environment—too few of one sex could cause trouble.
Robyn was talking to a tall woman with short hair, and both turned when she approached. "Vanessa. This is our chief photographer, Eden Ford. Eden is renowned for her human interest and wildlife photographs. She's just returned from filming in Antarctica."



CHAPTER NINETEEN
When Vanessa clasped the outstretched hand, her whole body became alert. The air was suddenly charged with a peculiar feeling, an expectancy, but the feeling faded away before it was fully formed. She blinked—there was only a total stranger in front of her.
Disconcerted, she gave the practised smile reserved for employees at these functions. Friendly but not too warm. "Welcome aboard, Eden. You'll have to tell me about Antarctica one day. It's a place I've always wanted to see."
An expression that looked like disappointment flashed across the photographer's face, and her body slightly sagged. Before Eden could reply, the phone in Vanessa's phone buzzed in her pocket. She pulled it out to look at the caller ID. Stella. "Sorry, I have to take this. Excuse me."
“Hey, Stella. You have news?”
"He's signed the papers. You're a free woman. Come over on Saturday night to celebrate. I've a few friends coming."
Relief tinged with euphoria swept through Vanessa. Byron was out of her life. She tucked the phone back in her pocket and stood for a moment to study Eden from the quiet corner. The woman looked so naturally trim and athletic that she felt a twinge of envy. She had to work out in her gym at night to keep her figure. Eden was dressed neatly in a shirt and jeans, and her shoes were flat, not heels. A woman comfortable in her own skin, no airs and graces, a refreshing thing in the media world. Robyn was deep in conversation with her, Eden expressing herself with hand gestures.
When Eden glanced her way and their eyes locked, Vanessa quickly dropped her head and walked in the other direction. After doing ten more minutes socializing, she retired to her office.
Robyn appeared an hour later, bursting with enthusiasm. “What do you think of them, Vanessa?”
She raised her eyes from the computer and smiled. "They look like a good crew. You can organize the photographs for the initial publicity while the filming guys prepare for the fashion show in three weeks. I'm negotiating the contracts and meeting with the directors."
"I was discussing upgrading the company's profile with Eden. New photos for our social media outlets and adverts. They need updating; we last changed them a few years ago. While we have a photographer of this quality, we should take the opportunity. The fashion shoots will be a few weeks away. If you're happy with the idea, I’ll give her the go-ahead tomorrow to get it over with before we get swamped."
Vanessa sat back, allowing her body to relax for the first time today. The effects of the therapy session still stung, but Robyn's enthusiasm restored her good humour. She didn't have the heart to knock back the suggestion, plus Robyn was probably right. Their profile did need an overhaul. "Okay, tell her to go ahead. Make a list of what you intend to do and put it on my desk."
Robyn beamed at her. "It'll be there by tonight. She can start immediately with the pictures of the executives. She's using that vacant office on the second floor as a studio. Would tomorrow suit you?"
Figuring it would be better to get it over with, Vanessa nodded, albeit reluctantly. “Tell her I’ll be at her studio at nine.”
“Great. Is there anything you want me to do specifically?”
"No, just make sure the contracts for those Korean films are ready to be signed." Vanessa fiddled with her pen, suddenly coy. Now Byron was out of the way, there was no reason she couldn't take her out. Since Robyn indicated she wanted more, Vanessa was prepared to see if there was any sexual spark between them. "Um… Robyn. Would you like to come to dinner with me Friday night?"
Robyn’s face fell. “I’m going out of town as soon as I finish Friday. Perhaps another time?”
"Would the next Friday or Saturday suit you? We could catch a show afterward."
“That would be super. Saturday week would be perfect. I’ll be looking forward to it.”
Vanessa smiled with relief. Dating women was a new world—she was expected to do the asking and arranging the restaurant. In the past, her dates did all that.

Asoft glow of sunlight filtered through the half-opened shutters when Vanessa walked in promptly at nine, her heels clicking in the silence. She wore her usual dark blouse and pencil skirt but had visited the makeup artist for the shoot. If her face was on prominent display, she should look her best. The room was filled with photography equipment: cameras and tripods, while a stool perched in front of a dark purple curtain surrounded by four spotlights.
Eden strode forward to greet her. "Thank you for coming, Ms Templeton. It shouldn't take too long."
Vanessa glanced down at her watch. “I am busy, Ms Ford.”
“Eden, please. Formal titles seem incongruous when you’re photographing someone. It destroys the intimacy between the subject and the camera.”
“Then you better call me Vanessa. I wouldn’t want to disappoint the camera,” she said dryly.
Eden chuckled. “With your looks, I doubt that.”
Vanessa raised an eyebrow. Was the woman flirting with her? Or was it simply that now she'd decided to look at women as prospective lovers, she imagined lesbians everywhere?
"Please sit on the stool, Vanessa, and I'll show you what I need you to do."
After Vanessa was comfortably perched on the chair, Eden approached and scanned her face. "Your makeup is perfect," she murmured. She brushed the front of her hair lightly with her fingers. "There. That strand is in position. Lovely."
Vanessa's pulse quickened under the touch, which was disconcerting. Why she was reacting to Eden, she had no idea. She was pleasant-looking in an outdoorsy way, but she wouldn't rate a second glance among the beautiful people in this industry. At that thought, Vanessa berated herself. When had she ever considered looks to be someone's worth? Eden was refreshing, standing out in this artificial world of Botox as the genuine article.
She adjusted the settings on her camera, then stepped back. "Okay. Let's start with a few natural poses. Just be yourself."
Vanessa shifted slightly, letting her hands rest on her hips. When she tilted her head just enough to show her neck, Eden’s eyes followed her every move, making her acutely aware of her body.
Eden lifted the camera, peering through the viewfinder. "Perfect. Hold that," she instructed, her voice huskier than before. She clicked the shutter continuously, moving around her to capture different angles.
"Let's try something different," she said, again adjusting her hair, her fingers brushing against her forehead ever so lightly.
Vanessa tried to ignore the tingle at the brief contact.
Eden stepped back and focused the lens. "Look away from the camera as if you're lost in thought."
Vanessa turned her head slightly, her gaze distant but still very aware of the eyes on her.
"Beautiful," Eden murmured, lowering the camera.
When their eyes met, Vanessa felt the air charged with a peculiar energy. She cleared her throat. "Finished?"
“Just a couple more. I’ll come closer for these.”
As she continued to shoot, Vanessa could feel the tension grow inside. She felt raw as if the layers she wrapped herself in over the years were being peeled off one by one. It was disconcerting, and she hated being so vulnerable. She grasped her hands tightly together—for shit's sake, it was only a photoshoot. What was wrong with her?
Finally, Eden lowered the camera and smiled. “That should do it. I’ll have the shots on your desk tomorrow to look at. You have a natural grace, Vanessa, that suits a camera. There should be plenty to choose from.”
Intending to walk straight out, Vanessa hesitated, curious. “Some people don’t suit?”
"You would be surprised how many the camera doesn't like. When people say they take a terrible photo, they're probably right. Some people are naturally photogenic, others aren't."
“So, a good photographer should make everyone look their best.”
"Exactly. Photography is a science that takes years to perfect. Now, take Antarctica. It's all snow. It's good to see some shots of it, but too many and they all start looking the same. You must think of angles to make them all interesting."
“I’ve always wanted to go there,” Vanessa said a little wistfully. “What was it like?”
"Breathtaking, stunning, cold, very windy at times. An unending expanse of ice and snow, a landscape so stark and pure it felt out of this world. The silence was unlike anything I’d ever experienced—an almost sacred stillness. The light was unreal, changing dramatically from the softness of the endless twilight to the blinding brilliance of the midday sun. The icebergs that drifted on the sea were sculpted into fantastic shapes.”
Vanessa watched Eden as she spoke. She could imagine the Antarctic skies and the chill of the winds that swept across the white wilderness. “What did you like best?”
“Filming the wildlife. There were plenty: emperor penguins, the seals and an occasional whale breaching the water's surface." She grinned. "I caught a couple of good shots of leopard seals, but I was warned not to get too close."
"Sounds fascinating. One day you must show me your photographs. I imagine you’ve been to many different places."
"I have. Um… I don't want to sound forward, Vanessa, but I spent a lot of time filming in Bass Strait. They told me you can't remember what happened to you there. Perhaps you might like to see some of my photographs; they might jog your memory."
Vanessa stiffened. She hated that the news of her amnesia had leaked out, and she was a topic of conversation amongst the staff. Nor did she want to be pitied by this self-assured woman who had travelled worldwide and experienced things other people only dreamed of. “I didn’t realize my problem was common knowledge,” she said as frostily as the Antarctica wind.
Eden looked contrite. “Sorry. I didn’t mean to upset you.”
"You didn't. I imagine your next appointment is waiting patiently outside. Thank you, Eden, for your time," Vanessa said abruptly, then hurried out the door.



CHAPTER TWENTY
Eden watched Vanessa go, furious with herself. Why hadn't she taken her time to get to know her again before trying to help her remember? From what she'd heard of Vanessa Templeton, she was a proud, private woman who would hate to think she was pitied.
When Jim sent her the Time Magazine article to the Antarctica station in the Christmas post, she was initially elated that they'd found her. After she saw who she was, her heart sank. Vanessa Templeton was one of the wealthiest women in the United States, the CEO and principal shareholder of the giant Temple Media Corporation. Way out of her reach.
The fact she hadn’t tried to contact Eden after she’d regained her memory hurt like the devil. But she soon learned the Antarctic station wasn’t a place to brood. Living conditions were challenging, and demanded resilience and adaptability. It was an experience unlike any other, marked by extreme conditions and profound isolation. The landscape was stark, dominated by vast ice sheets, towering glaciers, and expansive snowfields that stretched as far as the eye can see. The air was crisp and dry, with temperatures often plummeting below freezing.
Demands of survival dictated daily routines. Outdoor excursions required careful planning and specialized gear to protect against the cold and hazards like crevasses and whiteout conditions. Communication with the outside world was limited, adding to the remoteness.
During the summer, the sun never set, casting a surreal, continuous daylight that was often disorienting. The isolation and confinement, coupled with the perpetual light, were enough to battle without pining over a lost love. She joined in the recreational activities and strong support networks to keep herself sane. It was in her bunk at night that the memories crept in, and they couldn't be stopped. By the time her assignment was over, her emotions were threatening to go into a complete meltdown.
When she landed in New Zealand, she rang Charmaine Black and promised to send her the photographs by the end of the month, then booked a flight to New York. There, she had a stroke of luck—Temple Media was advertising for photographers.
With her qualifications, snagging one of the jobs was easy. The interviewing officer took one look at her resume and signed her up without keeping her dangling for weeks. Once on the staff, finding what happened to Jane was easy. Like any workplace, it was hard to keep a secret. She'd fallen over, hit her head and regained her lost memories, but couldn't recall where she'd been for the missing months. Although Eden knew all this, it was devastating and confronting when they were introduced and Vanessa looked at her blankly as though she was a stranger.
Eden didn’t know how she’d gotten onto a plane out of Australia without being recognized, but somehow, she’d managed. Then, apparently, she’d just turned up at the office without giving anyone prior warning that she was alive. Eden could imagine the kerfuffle that would have caused.
She'd also learned Vanessa was married. To a man. A handsome, charming one.
Though that snuffed out her last hope that they could be together, Eden couldn't leave. Not yet. Just being near her was enough for the time being. When the love she felt for her finally died, she would go then. Meanwhile, it was nice to be in one place for a length of time, doing something different, being part of a team. She couldn't face her nomadic lifestyle or isolation at the moment.
A knock on the door echoed, dragging her back to the present. She ushered in the next person, a stocky woman with blue-tinged hair and horn-rimmed glasses and went to work. By three in the afternoon, she only had five executives to go, so she left them for the next day. Then she printed out the photographs of Vanessa, picked out the best ten and headed for her office. Robyn was sitting at the desk outside her door, typing on her computer.
"May I see Ms Templeton, please? I want to show her the photos."
Robyn held out her hand. “I’ll take them in.”
Eden gave her a disarming smile, making no move to pass them over. “I’d prefer to show them to her myself.”
Robyn pursed her lips as if to argue, but then nodded. “I’ll see if she’s available.” She pressed the intercom. “Eden Ford is here with your photographs, Vanessa. She wants to show them to you.”
There was a pause before she replied, “Tell her to come in.”
Eden pushed open the door, noting the warmth and style of the office. Two contemporary paintings hung on the walls, along with framed photographs from her travels. A Persian rug covered the polished floor, and leather chairs sat in front of the desk with a vase of fresh flowers. Behind, the view of the city was spectacular through ceiling-to-floor windows.
Vanessa sat at her desk, regarding Eden impassively as she entered. The sunlight through the glass reflected on her hair, which had grown longer into its natural waves; the specks of gold glistening on the blond tips took Eden's breath away. She looked like an angel. Aware she had stared too long, Eden quickly lowered her eyes and put the pile of photographs on the desk. "Here they are. I've chosen ten of the best. Do you want to pick the one we go with, or shall I?"
“Let me have a look first.” Vanessa began to study them one by one, taking her time. Finally, she looked up with a smile. “You have a real gift, Eden. They’re wonderful.”
Eden wanted to say that it wasn’t a gift, that Vanessa was so beguiling, so beautiful that any photographer would have done the same. The aching temptation to reach out and stroke her cheek was nearly overwhelming. She forced herself to ask in a steady voice, “Which one would you prefer?”
“You decide. You have more of an eye for this than me.”
Eden chuckled. “I bet I haven’t. You’d have to have an artistic flair to run a place like this.”
Instead of showing surprise at her familiarity, Vanessa looked amused. "Go ahead—choose one. I will, as well. We'll see if we're on the same page."
When Eden reached over, their fingers collided on the same photo. The unexpected physical contact sent tingles through her body. By the little twitch from Vanessa, she must have felt it, too.
“Well,” murmured Vanessa, a touch of pink colouring her cheek, “then that’s the one.” Her eyes flittered over Eden’s face. “You have an excellent reputation in the photography world, Eden.”
“You’ve seen my work?”
Vanessa gave a sly smile. "A good boss knows who's working for them. I looked you up. You have an impressive number of awards to your name."
Robyn's voice on the intercom suddenly sounded, and they both turned their heads to look at it. "The contracts have arrived, Vanessa."
“I’ll sign them later,” she replied and snapped it off.
Eden shifted in the chair, wondering if she should go, but Vanessa continued as if she hadn’t been interrupted. “Have you done much work with fashion models?”
"A little in the early days until I went into human-interest assignments. I’ve been to many places in the world, mostly undeveloped countries. I did a stint filming the devastating droughts in the Horn of Africa and Afghanistan in the last days of the war."
“You were in the fighting zones?”
"No. In Kabul. I made a feature about women and children. Mind you, the city was dangerous enough with random places being bombed."
Vanessa eyed her with admiration. “You were brave to go there.”
Eden grinned. "Since photographing wildlife, I've had more hairy moments with animals than with people."
“Have you ever been to Italy?”
“A few times.”
Vanessa leaned forward over the desk. "Would you be interested in coming with me to the Milan Fashion Week in a few weeks? We're gathering ideas for our fashion competition, and they're showcasing their spring and summer collections. It’s one of the most significant events in the fashion industry. I was going to leave it to my staff, but since I've been told to reduce my stress, I've decided to go for the week. I'll need a photographer, and you know the country."
Eden blinked at her. It was too tempting to say no. “I’d love to. Have you been to Milan?”
“No.”
“It’s a great city. There are plenty of interesting places to see if you have time.”
Vanessa smiled at her. "Then I'll be looking forward to it. Now, I'd better get back to work. Tell Robyn on your way out that I'll look at those contracts now."
Eden walked out of the room, feeling a sliver of hope for the first time since Jane had disappeared. Or rather, she reiterated to herself, since Vanessa disappeared. Jane was gone for good. She was still smiling when she approached Robyn. “She’ll sign those contracts now.”
Robyn’s brow pinched into a frown. “I hope you weren’t annoying her. She’s stressed enough without fielding complaints from the staff. That’s my job.”
Eden looked at her, surprised. "Why would I be complaining? She asked to see the photos, and I showed them to her. She wants the contracts, so I won't hold you up. See you tomorrow." When she reached the door, Eden turned to look at her. Robyn was staring at her back, her lips pressed together. She chuckled—Vanessa had a natural guard dog in Robyn.
Whistling, she made her way to the lift to go home to her new apartment in Greenwich Village.



CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE
Vanessa’s breath hitched as she watched Eden disappear out the door. This was unfamiliar territory. What on earth had possessed her to ask her to accompany her to Italy? Eden was likeable and excellent at her work, but Vanessa had never been impulsive or prone to trusting anyone before she knew them. Milan had only been a fleeting thought, but then Eden had begun talking about the places she’d seen and the things she’d done, and all Vanessa ever did was work.
Life was passing her by.
She couldn't deny that she was attracted to the photographer. There was something about her that appealed, whether it was her strong personality and athletic body or the way she carried herself confidently with no airs. No one treated Vanessa casually at work, but Eden had done it without a thought. The Ice Queen label hadn’t fazed her. Though Vanessa's gaydar sucked, she had been left in little doubt during the photoshoot that Eden fancied women. It was how she looked at her and arranged her hair like she was interested.
When Robyn appeared with the contract, Vanessa studied her as she placed it on the desk. She and Eden were chalk and cheese. Robyn was sweet, bright, pliable—the kind of woman who would be a perfect partner. Eden was confident and would expect to be her equal. She focused on Robyn's mouth. It was a soft rosebud, while Eden's was wide, generous, surrounded by laughter lines.
Vanessa dragged her attention back to business, annoyed with herself. She was going to date Robyn; Eden wasn’t in the equation.
She scrawled her signature on the contract and handed it back. "File it. Oh, and Robyn, I'm attending the Milan Fashion show in February. Please book two rooms for the week in a hotel."
Robyn’s eyes widened. “You’re going to it yourself?”
"Yes. I've decided not to push so hard, take a few breaks when possible." She was about to add that Eden would accompany her but bit the words back. Robyn would expect to go with her, but she'd be needed in the office if Vanessa was absent.
Robyn’s face broke into a smile. “Great. I’ll book the accommodation for us at once.”
Not having the heart to tell her she wasn’t going, Vanessa just smiled.

When Vanessa exited the lift, laughter from the loft floated down the hall to greet her.
Stella appeared at the door, in a flowing caftan that swirled around her legs, and flung her arms around her. “Welcome, single woman.”
Vanessa hung her coat on the rack. "Sorry I'm so late. Damn, I could do with a drink."
Stella tittered. "We started without you a while ago. Come on, let's celebrate getting rid of that bastard."
She dragged her through the crowd to the bar, then took a bottle and poured a round of shots. Her blonde hair was dishevelled, and her lipstick was slightly smeared. She grinned. “Tequila, ladies,” she shouted, holding up the tray. “Let's toast my friend, Vanessa, here, newly divorced and ready to rock."
A woman in a short dress raised an eyebrow. "Are we celebrating or killing ourselves?"
Stella laughed. “A bit of both. Here’s to kicking ass and shedding names.”
The group cheered, clinking their glasses. The lawyer in the corner, one of the few women Vanessa recognized, winced. “Jesus, Stella, are you trying to burn a hole in my oesophagus?”
“Live a little, Amy,” Stella called back. “You spend too much time buried in those briefs.”
“Yeah,” came a voice from the back. “But it’s not the type of brief you’re referring to.”
“Speaking of briefs,” said a petite woman with a wicked glint in her eye, “Did you hear about Darlene’s latest client? Some tech mogul. He tried to pay her in Bitcoin.”
Darlene rolled her eyes. “I told him I only accept real money. No play money.”
Vanessa poured a glass of wine and leaned against the wall, listening to the banter as another round of shots was consumed.
Stella sidled up next to her. “This is your initiation night.”
Vanessa paused the glass halfway to her mouth. “What do you mean?”
“Haven’t you noticed there are no men?”
“I did. But what does that have to do with anything?”
Stella nudged her with her elbow and whispered. “They’re all…you know…the L word.”
"Stella!" said Vanessa, horrified. "I've no intention of leaping into bed with someone I don't know. Besides," she added primly, "they're all half plastered."
"Not all. A few held off because I told them my beautiful single friend was coming tonight."
“Oh, for God’s sake. Let me dip my toe into these waters in my own way. I already have a date next week.”
“What! You didn’t waste any time.”
“I’ve known her for a long while.”
Stella peered at her intently. “You’re a secretive one. Who is she? Do I know her?”
Vanessa nearly laughed out loud at the expression on her friend’s face. Stella liked to know what was going on. “I’m not telling you.”
"Why not? I'm a model of discretion."
"I know you are, but it's a bit delicate. I haven't pursued anything romantic until the divorce. And she's—” Vanessa hesitated.
“She’s what? Come on, you can’t leave me hanging.”
Vanessa sighed, knowing Stella wouldn’t leave it alone. “All right, but keep it quiet. She works for me.”
“Not Robyn?” Stella said incredulously.
“Keep your voice down. Yes, it’s Robyn.”
“Don’t get involved with straight women, Nessa. They break your heart.”
“What makes you think she’s straight?”
“I’ve never had any vibes she was that way inclined.”
Vanessa chuckled. "Not everyone is attracted to you, Stella. Now, can we get off the subject? You'd better put some dancing music on, or they won't be capable soon."
“I think I’d better.” She moved off to turn it on.
When the music started, the energy in the room soared. The women sang and danced, arms raised, laughter mingling with the pounding beat.
Stella returned with two glasses of wine and handed one to Vanessa. “To us. And to surviving another year in the jungle.”
Vanessa raised her glass. “And to health and happiness.”
Stella grasped her by the hand. “C’mon, Templeton. Show me your moves.”
Laughing, Vanessa put down her glass and followed her onto the floor. She responded to the music, her body unconsciously swaying to the beat. She decided to let herself go and enjoy the evening rather than focusing on things at work. So, she danced and danced, caught up in the moment. By midnight, the music became slower, the dancing more intimate.
An older, voluptuous woman who had been paying particular attention to her for a while, pulled her in tighter, pressing her lips to her ear. "Would you like to go home with me," she whispered.
Vanessa let out a breath and shook her head. “I’m sorry. Not tonight.”
The woman smiled. “You’re a beautiful, desirable woman. Perhaps next time?”
Vanessa moved out of her arms. "I've really enjoyed your company, Barbara, but casual sex isn't my thing. But thank you for the offer. It's been a great night, and I'm ready to call a cab."
Barbara stared at her and then chuckled. "I haven't been knocked back so politely. Look after yourself, Vanessa." She reached into her pocket and handed her a card. "I own this gallery. Tomorrow night, we have the opening of a photography exhibition. Why don't you come along."
"Thanks. I'll try to make it. Now, I'd better say goodbye to Stella."
Barbara snickered. “Best of luck with that. She’s still in her bedroom with Darlene.”
“Then I’ll sneak out while the coast is clear,” Vanessa said wryly.
It was nearly two when she let herself into her apartment. Ready for bed, she fingered the invitation to the Glebe Gallery. It would be nice to take her mother out to it—she loved exhibitions. Since Vanessa returned to New York, their relationship had become close. One good thing to come out of the boat disaster.
She crawled into bed and snuggled into the pillow, reliving the night. It had been fun, and she'd felt very comfortable with the women. But casual sex wasn't for her. Having been in a loveless marriage, she wanted someone to cherish, to build a real home with. And to have a family with one day.



CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO
The modern gallery was crowded, a mixture of artists, critics and the cream of New York's society.
The two reporters filming the patrons as they entered the building ignored Eden as she walked past. Dressed in her best formal outfit, a Ralph Lauren grey tux, she still couldn't compete with the stylish gowns and jewellery that came through the door. It didn't bother her—she preferred anonymity, even though a few of her pieces were in the exhibition.
She accepted a glass of wine from the waiter, then moved slowly through the first room, examining each photograph closely. The exhibition showcased an emerging artist whose works were black-and-white, moody, and haunting city scenes. Each picture captured different aspects of New York: bustling Times Square, quiet moments in Central Park, graffiti in the subway stations, and the people living in the alleyways.
The gallery's lighting was sleek, with spotlights highlighting each photograph and drawing attention to the subtlety of the light and shadow.
“Eden. I’m so glad you decided to come. They told me you tended to avoid the limelight.”
Eden turned to see the gallery owner beside her elbow. Barbara Harris was a larger-than-life middle-aged woman with exotic looks and curves that drew your attention. She carried herself with a self-assuredness born of experience. Eden guessed she had plenty of that, and by how she was eyeing her, Eden was on her radar.
She smiled. "Since I'm not the featured artist, the cameras won't be on me."
Barbara regarded her with a twinkle in her eye. "Don't you believe it? Your photographs are stunning." She touched her arm lightly, letting her fingertips linger. "Perhaps I can persuade you to let me showcase you as the main artist one day. These people are willing to pay well for your work."
"I'll think about it.” The next sentence was left unsaid when Eden heard a familiar voice. She turned to see Vanessa further down, talking to an older woman. By her facial structure and blond hair, she had to be her mother.
When Vanessa moved to the next exhibit, she looked her way. Her eyes widened, her gaze shifted to the hand on Eden's arm, and she pursed her lips. At that moment, her mother noticed the gallery owner and tugged Vanessa toward her.
When they reached them, Barbara stepped forward, greeting the older woman with an effusive, “Hello, Estelle. It’s wonderful to see you at the exhibition.”
"It's nice to be here, Barbara. Have you met my daughter, Vanessa?"
Barbara’s lips parted in surprise. “I have briefly—um, at a party.” She cleared her throat. “It was a very casual do, just first names. Hello, Vanessa.”
"Barbara, thank you for the invitation. My mother loves your gallery." She turned to Eden with a light in her eyes that had been absent when she greeted Barbara. "Hello, Eden. Are you here to look, or do you have something in the exhibition?"
"I've four photographs in the next room. They're not for sale. Barbara, kindly let me put them in to showcase my work."
Barbara laughed. “Nonsense. I had to beg her to put them in. Displaying Eden’s work is a real coup for the gallery.”
"Introduce us, please, Vanessa," an imperious voice interrupted.
Vanessa twitched to attention. “I’m sorry, Mother. This is Eden Ford.”
Eden's heart sank. Estelle Templeton exuded an air of authority that only came from generations of wealth and breeding. Not something that could be bought with new money. She was dressed with impeccable taste, and her every gesture was dignified. However much she liked Eden as an artist, she wasn't likely to condone her in a relationship with her daughter.
Eden bowed, making an effort to be charming. “It’s a pleasure to meet you, Mrs Templeton.”
“It’s lovely to meet you too, Eden. I’m a great fan of your work.”
"You are, Mother?" said Vanessa, sounding surprised.
"Of course, dear. While you and your father have spent all your time at the office, I've taken more than a passing interest in the arts. Eden's photographs from Afghanistan are inspiring."
Eden relaxed, happy to be on a more equal footing. "My displays are in the next room. Would you allow me to accompany you there?"
Estelle nodded, looking pleased. “I’d be honoured.”
"I'll leave you with Eden," Barbara murmured, then took Vanessa's hand. "It's nice to see you again, Vanessa."
Eden looked down at their joined hands, feeling a prick of jealousy as Barbara held it a moment too long. When she walked off, Eden, resisting the urge to glower at her back, tilted her head toward the other room. "Shall we go?" she asked, pleased when Estelle threaded her arm through hers.
As she walked off, she caught Vanessa's eye. She looked embarrassed; her cheeks flushed. Eden didn't have to be a rocket scientist to know something had happened between them. Thankfully, there was no time to dwell on it as they reached her exhibits. They were quite large, taking up two walls. The first was shot in Antarctica in bright daylight. A line of five penguins waddled toward the ocean, with two small leopard seal pups following them at the rear.
“Oh my God, Eden,” Vanessa said a little breathlessly. “That’s such a great picture.”
Eden couldn't help feeling flattered. "The next is from there as well." It was a moody picture, taken in the long twilight, the weak light filtering through a waning snowstorm. It was eerie, as if in another world. "I developed that one myself."
“Wonderful,” murmured Estelle.
"This is a favourite," said Eden proudly. It was the two porpoises at sunset, and with the photo blown up, it looked like they were leaping out of the picture.
The final was a moody beach scene, taken late afternoon, looking across the sand and sea. Dark clouds hung on the headland, and in the distance, a woman stood in the foam at the water's edge, with her back to the camera, staring out to sea. She observed Vanessa carefully as she studied it. There were no signs that she recognized the scene, but she seemed moved by it. "She looks lonely and lost," she whispered.
"She was," Eden said.
Estelle regarded it with admiration. "Every picture tells a story. You've captured the wild beauty but also the isolation and loneliness perfectly. Would you consider selling it?"
Eden shook her head. "Sorry. None of them are for sale. I intend to put the wildlife shots in competitions; the other two are for my private collection."
“A pity,” said Estelle. “But I can understand. There are things we value that can’t be sold. If we do, they’re lost to us forever.” She looked at Vanessa. “It’s the same with family. We don’t know what we have until they’re gone.”
Vanessa squeezed her hand. “I think we’ve monopolized Eden’s time enough, Mother.”
"No, you haven't," Eden said quickly. “If you don't mind, Estelle, I'm happy to look at the rest of the exhibition with you. I'll be able to answer any technical questions. I know you're an artist at heart."
Estelle beamed at her. "That would be lovely. I won't be staying long; I'm getting too old for late nights."
"Shall we go then?" Eden said, holding out her arm.
Estelle slipped hers through. "Would you like to have some lunch with us tomorrow, Eden? I have quite a collection of art I'd like to show you. Vanessa will bring you down, won't you dear?"
Eden cast a sideways glance at Vanessa. Her expression was hard to read. She merely said in a reserved tone, "Of course, Mother. Text me your address, Eden, and I’ll pick you up.”

“G 
reat car,” Eden said, reverently running her eye over the red Lamborghini. Somehow, she took Vanessa to be a conservative car person.
“I like it,” grinned Vanessa. “Hop in.”
“I hope this wasn’t too far out of your way,” murmured Eden, sinking into the butter-soft seat.
"It feels good to go out for a drive. I'm going to enjoy getting away for the day. I've been trying to slow down, to reduce my stress. I have a house on Long Island as well as my parents," Vanessa said, then added a little bitterly, "Byron never liked it."
Pretentious idiot, Eden thought, but merely said. "What's not to like? It's a great place to live."
Vanessa shrugged as she eased the car into the traffic. “It doesn’t matter now. My divorce came through on Friday.”
Eden's heart fluttered. Vanessa was free. Quelling her delight, she voiced the usual platitude, "I'm sorry."
Vanessa cast a glance sideways at her. "Don't be. The marriage was a disaster, and I'm happy to be free of him. Have you ever been married?"
“No. I was in a relationship a few years back. We both had travelling careers and since neither of us wanted to compromise, we went separate ways after three years. There were no recriminations; we moved on without looking back. I've had no one after that—my nomadic lifestyle doesn’t lend itself to relationships.”
"Would you settle down if you found someone?"
"Unequivocally, yes. There comes a time when we need to put down roots."
“That’s true,” murmured Vanessa. “So long as you’re both ready. Byron still wanted to play the field.”
"If you truly love someone, being faithful is easy. If I found the right one, I would follow them anywhere."
Vanessa shot her a glance. "Well, I hope you find him, or is it her?"
“Her.”
Vanessa smiled. "I guessed that from how Barbara was hanging on to you."
"Ah, Barbara. She's nice enough but not my type."
“Nor mine.”
Eden laughed. “I guessed that.” She stared out the window. “I haven’t been out of Manhattan since I arrived.”
“Then sit back and enjoy the ride.”
Though the roads were busy with the morning traffic, Vanessa drove like she did everything, confidently and well, navigating the narrow streets with ease. They headed east from Manhattan, through the Midtown Tunnel to merge into the hustle and bustle of Queens. Eden couldn't help but steal glances at her as they drove through the city, wondering if she felt the same spark as she did. Vanessa was more relaxed than she'd ever seen her. The Ice Queen persona was gone, and she was more like the Jane she'd known as they talked about everything and nothing in particular.
Before long, they crossed the Williamsburg Bridge, and the city's skyline transformed into a sea of twinkling lights behind them. They then moved onto the freeway to Long Island. Eden was a little sorry when they finally drove through a wrought iron gate and up a tree-lined driveway to an impressive two-storied mansion. They pulled up in a circular courtyard, in the centre of which was a fountain. To the side, she could see manicured gardens and a tennis court.
Estelle was standing at the front door to greet them.
Vanessa kissed her on the cheek. "Hello, Mother."
"You made good time, dear. Come in, Eden. Nessa will give you a tour of the bottom floor of the house while I organize morning tea. Come into the sunroom when you're finished."
Eden gazed in awe as she followed Vanessa through the rooms. The place was enormous, with high ceilings adorned with crystal chandeliers. The polished floors were inlaid with intricate patterns, and the walls were made of rich panelling. To the left of the foyer was the formal living room, draped with sumptuous silk curtains and leather lounge chairs in front of a colossal marble fireplace.
It was an art lover's dream: sculptures and paintings, some by famous artists, were scattered throughout the house. The dining room, capable of seating twenty guests, featured a long, dark walnut table surrounded by high-backed chairs upholstered in deep burgundy velvet. A dazzling chandelier, matching the one in the foyer, hung above the table, casting a warm glow over the room.
Eden smiled wryly. This was how the other half lived. A house to die for.
Estelle was pouring tea into elegant china cups in the sunroom, an airy room with a view of the gardens outside. Eden sank into an armchair and helped herself to milk and a lump of sugar.
Estelle took a sip of her tea, regarding her over the rim. "Vanessa said you took a position in Temple Media. I have to admit I was surprised that with your talent you'd even want to. One of your photographs would be worth more than your monthly salary."
Eden wriggled self-consciously, especially as Vanessa was now scrutinizing her. She put down her cup and said, "I came to New York to see what it's like to work in the media industry. On my time off, I'm planning an exhibition featuring Greenwich Village. It has such a wealth of diverse cultures and interesting characters.”
“My word, you’re going to be a busy lady,” exclaimed Estelle.
Eden smiled, more from relief that she’d been able to make up a plausible answer off the cuff. “It’s a way of meeting people as well. I haven’t any friends in New York.”
Estelle looked thoughtful and moved her gaze to her daughter. "Why don't you spend a day with Eden at the Village, Nessa? You must take more time off to reduce stress, and Eden needs a friend."
Vanessa frowned at her. “Mother. Eden mightn’t like to.”
"I’d love to," Eden said, jumping in quickly before Vanessa said an outright no. "There's plenty to do, lots of good eating places. We could catch a show in the afternoon and go to a jazz club afterward. What about next Saturday?"
Vanessa looked embarrassed. “I’m sorry. I have a date on Saturday night.”
“Oh?” said Estelle. “Who with?”
Eden leaned forward in the chair, waiting for the reply, jealousy tingling her.
Avoiding Eden’s eye, Vanessa raised an eyebrow at Estelle. “When I’m ready to tell you, Mother, I will.”
Estelle ghosted a smile. "You always were hard to get things out of, Nessa. Now, I shall take Eden to show her my art collection, and then we shall have lunch."



CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE
Dr Rosemary Hart looked up with a smile. “Welcome, Vanessa. Take a seat.”
Vanessa nodded a little nervously. “Hello, Dr Hart.”
The therapist looked down at her notes, and when she looked up, her eyes were probing. “I was hoping you’d continue to see me. Have you remembered anything since last week?”
"No. There is still a gaping hole."
“Then tell me how your week has been.”
Vanessa relaxed and discussed her work, the crew they'd chosen for the new project, and her planned trip to Milan. Everything was safe, nothing contentious. She went into detail about the photography exhibition, even describing Eden's photos. But she knew she was only delaying the inevitable as time dragged on.
Finally, Dr Hart’s discrete cough interrupted her monologue. “I think it’s time to get back to your marriage,” she said in a soothing voice.
Vanessa leaned forward, figuring that if she was going to fixate on Byron again, she'd get it over with. "My divorce came through last Friday," she said flatly.
“And how do you feel about that?”
Vanessa smiled. “Actually, fabulous. Half my stress left with him. Whether the breakdown of the marriage was partly my fault, the fact remains we should never have married. We weren’t suited at all.”
The piercing blue eyes twinkled. "Ah, you've been mulling over what we discussed at your last appointment."
"I have. I prefer not to dwell on Byron anymore. I’m prepared to take some blame, Dr Hart, but I will not sit here and condone his infidelities."
“I don’t expect you to. But why did you marry him? You're a woman who knows her mind."
Vanessa frowned, exasperated. “Because my parents wanted me to. Why is all this relevant?”
"Because only when we face the past can we be free to pursue the future. But we'll explore your relationship with your parents later. It’s time we went back to where the trauma started. In Australia. Tell me how you felt when you boarded the yacht."
"I was happy. The company business was concluded without any major hiccups—I went to Australia to set up a branch. After we finished, I planned a three-week vacation. I hired a yacht and we were picking up friends in Sydney."
“But were you happy?” prompted Hart gently.
Vanessa looked at the dull painting on the wall and then back at the therapist. "I suppose it’s stretching it a bit to say I was happy,” she said grudgingly. “The paparazzi were waiting when I drove onto the dock. I was furious that someone on my staff had tipped them off."
"You said 'furious'. Why so vehement about it? As head of a large media company, you should be used to the press. Especially since you're a young, attractive woman who commands a powerful position." Hart smiled at her, but her eyes were sharp. "What happened that made you hate the attention? What put you so off balance?"
To her horror, Vanessa's hands began to shake. She clasped them tightly in her lap as the anguish came flooding back. She said in a small voice, "For months, someone trolled me on Twitter and Reddit. He said some vile things about me that really stung. It escalated when it went viral, and every lowlife posted their say as well. My name was inundated with online haters. I thought it would stop when I left the United States."
“But it didn’t?”
"No, it followed me to Australia. I pretended to pass the troll off as a sick creature and tried to ignore the posts, but it got to me in the end." Vanessa's nose prickled. Mortified, she realized she was close to tears. "It made no difference whether I tried to control the public narrative. The troll kept going—the social media outlets do little to control their users. So, in the end, I closed all our company Twitter and Reddit accounts, and if the staff wanted to use them, they had to do it on their private phones and not during company hours. It was instant dismissal to be on them at work."
Hart sat upright and fiddled with her sleeve. “And it died down.”
"Yes. He still posted the odd nasty tweet, but with no audience in the industry, the fun was gone. That's why I was furious the photographers were waiting for me on the deck. It meant there was a leak in the company."
“What about now?”
“The trolling has stopped completely.”
Hart tapped her pen on the desk again—the clicking sound was slightly mesmerizing. “You said you were blown into the sea. How did that happen?”
"I didn't tell you this initially for a reason. But I guess I'd better. There was an explosion in my cabin, and it blew me off the yacht while I was being seasick over the side."
The therapist blinked and laid her pen down. "What caused it?"
"A small bomb. The police report said someone designed it to blow up my bed but not to sink the ship."
The silence lengthened as Dr Hart processed the information, and then her smile had a fixed quality. "This puts a different slant on things," she murmured. “The mind protects itself in times of stress. The trauma to the head could have been the last straw, and it blocked out what happened and everything leading up to it."
“But when I received the second blow, why did I forget where I’d been.”
"Something must have happened to you in those months. Something important. Something you want to protect. We'll keep digging. Have you had any unusual dreams?"
Vanessa moved in the chair, her nerves tingling, debating whether to tell her. In the end, she said bluntly, "I'm having erotic dreams most nights. I've never experienced anything so sexually consuming in all my life."
Rosemary Hart’s composure slipped; her bottom jaw sagged. She was about to speak when her watch buzzed. “Times up, I’m afraid,” she said reluctantly. “I’ll see you next Friday.”

It was dark when Vanessa exited the therapist's consulting rooms, and dreading sitting home alone in her present state of mind, she returned to the office.
Everyone had left for home, so savouring the quiet, she settled behind her desk. When she raised her head from the computer, she was surprised to see it was 9.15. She rubbed her temples, trying to alleviate the dull headache that had been building since the therapy session.
Outside her office, the empty room was eerily silent except for the slight hum of the air conditioning. As she gathered her things to go home, a faint noise echoed in the darkness, a soft, barely discernible sound, like the shuffle of papers or the creak of a shoe on the floor. Her heart skipped a beat. She crept to the door and strained to listen. It came again, a little louder.
Though the building's security system was state-of-the-art and only authorized personnel could access the offices after hours, the noise still made her pulse race. She tried to quell the rising unease, knowing the therapy session had brought up too many bad memories, but it didn’t help. Her emotions were in overdrive.
She hurried through the cubicles, her eyes darting into each one, her footsteps echoing off the walls. Near the elevators, a figure suddenly came around the corner, stopping a hairbreadth from cannoning into her.
Vanessa jumped back. “Sweet Jesus!”
"Vanessa?”
“Eden,” she said, trying vainly to steady her voice. "You scared the living daylights out of me. What are you still doing here?”
“Editing photos. I didn't mean to startle you."
Vanessa forced a smile. "It's fine. I just… wasn't expecting anyone."
They stood there for a moment, looking at each other. Eden glanced at the elevator, then back at Vanessa. “Do you want to get a coffee and something to eat at the diner on the corner?”
"I should get going," she said. "It's late." She hesitated. What was she going home to? Nothing but a cold, empty house. "Oh, why not? I'm hungry, and no one is waiting for me at home."
Eden grinned. “Me neither.”
As the elevator door slid open and they stepped inside, Vanessa felt her tension fade.
They walked down the street in silence, finding no need for words. It was strange how comfortable she felt with Eden, as if they were on the same wavelength.
When they entered the diner, she looked around with interest—it had been years since she had eaten in one. Swivel stools lined the counter which was a long stretch of polished chrome, and black-and-white photos of New York were scattered around the walls. It looked old but well-kept.
As soon as they slipped into one of the booths, the waitress with a name tag, Mandy, appeared to take their order. The menu was classic American diner food: a variety of burgers, nachos, and fries. The specials of the day were scrawled on the board behind the counter: meatloaf or clam chowder. Coffee was free.
Mandy pulled out a notebook from her apron pocket. “What’ll ya have, folks?”
“A burger with fries,” said Eden without hesitation.
Vanessa raised her eyebrows. “How do you keep your figure with all that fat.”
Eden patted her stomach. “Good constitution. Come on, live a little.”
Vanessa wavered and then said, "I'll have the same." When the waitress went off with the orders, she added wryly, "That'll be another hour on the treadmill."
"You worry too much. Your body is great," Eden said. A blush crept over her cheeks, and she looked mortified. "Sorry, that…um, just slipped out. I had no right to say something like that. Forget I said it."
Chuckling, Vanessa leaned over and placed her hand on Eden’s. “No way you’re taking that back.”
Eden looked down at their hands; emotion flittered across her usually controlled face. “If you weren’t already going out with someone, Vanessa, I would ask you on a date. I’d be sitting here, holding my breath, hoping you’d say ‘yes’.”
Vanessa felt a rush of warmth enveloped her like a comforting blanket. She'd never been so tempted to say yes to anything. But she was going out with Robyn tomorrow night and couldn't emulate Byron's behaviour. "I'm flattered, Eden," she said quietly. "Really, I am. But I've started to go out with a lovely woman, and it wouldn't be fair to her."
“No worries. I thought I’d give it a go.”
When Eden slowly withdrew her hand from under hers, Vanessa felt the loss immediately. Thankfully, the waitress arrived with their meal, giving her time to compose herself. As she began to eat, she wondered why her body was at such odds with her brain. Eden's touch had sent her tingling with desire, right down to her toes. She also sensed she had hurt Eden more than she had let on.
After that, when they talked, it wasn't the same. Eden shrank into herself, and the warmth disappeared from the room.



CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR
“W 
ould you like to go to the Winston Club with me, Robyn? They have an amazing bar, and a friend texted me this morning with an invite,” Vanessa asked as they stood on the curb outside the restaurant. “It’s a shame to end the evening so soon.”
“I’d love to. The meal was marvellous,” Robyn said, leaning in close.
The food had been superb. The restaurant was top-class, with soft lighting, tables adorned with delicate floral arrangements, and breathtaking views of Central Park. Their conversation flowed easily enough, but it mostly revolved around work. Despite Vanessa’s hopes for a romantic evening, it felt more like an upscale business dinner.
Robyn was attractive and super-efficient—a tower of strength during Vanessa’s crumbling marriage—but the sexual spark was missing. Vanessa craved someone who could challenge her and occasionally take charge, someone who set her skin on fire with just a touch. A lot of the time Robyn was talking, she wished it was Eden sharing the meal with her. She’d had more fun at the diner eating hamburgers.
Once in the back of the cab, Robyn nestled against her, placing a possessive hand on Vanessa’s thigh. By the time they reached the club, Vanessa was in a cold sweat, agonizing over how to let her down gently. She cared for Robyn but couldn’t imagine falling in love with her. Eden was to blame; she had awakened Vanessa to what real passion felt like, setting her skin ablaze with just a touch. Gently, Vanessa removed Robyn’s hand from her thigh as they exited the cab.
The doorman, a stocky man in a tux, let them in when Vanessa showed him Stella’s password. Vanessa had only been once to this club, a haunt of the legal fraternity. It exuded a quiet elegance, albeit with a touch of pompousness. Patrons sat in leather chairs, sipping drinks and chatting quietly while a pianist played softly in the corner.
Stella, dressed conservatively in a black cocktail dress, sat in a comfortable chair, her hair gleaming under the soft lights. She sipped a glass of Scotch, and waved when she saw them. A younger man in a smart-casual blazer and slacks had his arm draped over the back of her chair. Opposite Stella sat a silver-haired man in a dark suit, whom Vanessa recognized as the senior partner of Stella’s law firm. His wife, holding a champagne flute with long manicured fingers, sat next to him, her diamond necklace sparkling with every movement.
The older man stood to greet them. “Vanessa, it’s great to see you again.”
“John, it’s been a long time.” She smiled at the others. “Hello, Irene. Max.”
After introducing Robyn, they took a seat. As the night wore on, Vanessa realized that Robyn didn’t like Stella, who was being her usual larger-than-life self. Though it wasn’t obvious to the others, Vanessa could see Stella didn’t like her either. Stella was an acquired taste and her wit could be sharp, and tonight, though she was charming, that bite was there.
When Robyn excused herself to go to the ladies' room, Stella whispered to Vanessa, “What bee is in her bonnet?”
“She’s shy, that’s all. Try not to intimidate her so much, my friend.”
Stella just shrugged. “Max, darling, could you get us another drink, please?”
Max, a gaming designer, got up immediately. Vanessa waved her hand. “Not for me, thanks, Max. It’s time we went home.”
When Robyn returned a few minutes later, Vanessa stood up. “Ready to go?”
Robyn nodded. “Yes.” She smiled at the older couple but ignored Stella.
Vanessa followed her out the door, unsure of what to say. Without a word, she pulled out her phone to call a cab. After she clicked it off, she glanced at Robyn. “You didn’t enjoy that much, did you?”
Distaste crossed Robyn’s face. “Stella was so… patronizing. She made me feel like I didn’t belong in her circle of friends.”
Suddenly, it was clear: Robyn felt out of her depth and Stella knew it. “She’s not like that. I know she can be overpowering, but she’s great fun once you get to know her.”
“To you, maybe. I don’t want us seeing too much of her, Nessa.”
Vanessa grew uneasy. Robyn was already presuming they were a couple and dictating whom she could see. “I think we need to talk.”
Robyn clasped her hand. “We do, sweetheart.” She looked at Vanessa from under her long lashes. “I’m not tired. Are you?”
Vanessa’s heart sank. She was going to have to tell her tonight. But maybe it was for the best—it was time to call a halt before they became involved. “Would you like to come to my place before you go home?”
“I’d love to.”
When they climbed into the car, Robyn immediately shifted until they were pressed together. They were silent on the way to her apartment, which was thankfully only a few blocks away.
By the time she opened her door, Vanessa was a bundle of nerves. This was going to be harder than she thought. “Would you like something to drink?”
“I’ve had enough for the night, thanks.”
“I have as well,” said Vanessa, wanting a stiff gin. She sat on the couch and patted the space beside her. When Robyn moved closer, she gently pushed her back. “No, I need you to listen without any distractions. This is important.”
Robyn smiled. “I’m listening.”
“You know I value you,” Vanessa began. “You’ve been a tower of strength at the office, and I don’t want you to feel I’ve never fully appreciated you. I’ve never taken your loyalty for granted.”
Robyn’s brow creased into a frown. “What are you getting at?”
“Well, I want you to know I think the world of you but⁠—”
“But what?”
“I don’t think you and I as a couple will work. You’re my assistant and I don’t want to jeopardize our working relationship.”
Robyn said after a wary pause, “I’m professional enough not to question your authority.”
“There is another reason. I realized tonight that I don’t have any romantic feelings for you. You’re a dear friend, a wonderful employee, but the spark isn’t there.”
By Robyn’s stunned expression, the thought hadn’t occurred to her. “You don’t find me attractive?”
“Of course you’re attractive, but there’s no attraction.”
“Then why did you lead me on? Are you even gay?” she said bitterly.
Vanessa took her hand. “Be fair, Robyn. I haven’t led you on. I’ve never even kissed you,” she said gently. “You’re a special woman but we wouldn’t suit as lovers.”
Robyn’s lip trembled. “I really like you, Nessa. Perhaps when we go to Italy, you might look at me differently.”
Vanessa cleared her throat. “About that. I’ve asked Eden to come with me. I want you to hold the fort in the office while I’m away.”
“Eden’s going?” Robyn pulled away, looking shocked.
“She’s the best photographer in the program,” Vanessa said gently. “I’ll need her.”
For an instant, Robyn’s eyes went cold, but then she slid her gaze away. “I think it’s time for me to go. I’ll let myself out, Vanessa. I’ll see you at work on Monday.”
Vanessa watched her go, relieved. She hadn’t wanted to hurt her lovely assistant but couldn’t help thinking she’d escaped a bullet. Robyn would have smothered her.

“F 
or fuck’s sake, what are you doing taking out that Miss Goody Two-Shoes, Nessa?”
Vanessa grimaced into the phone. Like she needed this call so early in the morning. Stella must have been stewing over it all night. "Come on, Stella. Robyn was just a little shy and out of her depths in that club. You needled her too much."
"Rubbish. She sat there like a sanctimonious little miss. She might be the personal assistant from heaven, but she'll be the girlfriend from hell. She's a control freak."
"You're just pissed that she made it clear from the start she didn't like you."
A snort echoed in her ear. “She didn’t want you to have a friend she couldn’t control.”
“Okay, don’t go on about it. There’s no need to worry. I told her last night a relationship with her wouldn’t work.”
“Good. I don’t know what possessed you to ask her out in the first place.”
Vanessa rolled her eyes. “Look who’s talking. You’re not so fussy who you’re bedding. And how come you’re ringing me so early? Where’s Max?”
“He left. I don’t encourage them to stay for breakfast.”
“I thought you liked him.”
“I do. Just let’s say I might hold onto to him a little longer.”
Vanessa just shook her head, “You’re incorrigible. Give the poor guy a break.” She put her on speaker while she prepared breakfast and listened with half an ear while Stella talked on. When she finally ended the call, Vanessa took her plate onto the balcony and thought about the night. She'd hurt Robyn, which she hated doing, but Stella was right. They weren't suited.
Looking back, she could understand why Robyn had been upset with Stella. From the beginning, Stella had let her know in subtle ways that she disapproved of Vanessa taking her out. As one of the best lawyers in the courtroom, she had little trouble getting her message across.
Stella was such a complex character. She was loyal and fun but could be sarcastic to people she didn’t like. She was ruthless in the courtroom and was totally without morals when it came to sex. When a thought hit, Vanessa pressed her teeth into her bottom lip to center herself. She desperately tried to push it out of her mind, but it stuck there tenaciously.
Byron had been fucking someone for months. Could it have been Stella?
Dear God, she agonized. Please don’t let it be Stella.



CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE
Eden entered the airport terminal at sunset, pleased to escape the miserable cold weather blanketing New York.
After checking in, she took her carry-on bag with her cameras through security and wove through the crowds to find Vanessa in the lounge. She had no idea what reception she would get after her faux pas at the diner. Vanessa had been sequestered in her office for the week, and no one could get near her. When Eden went to collect her itinerary and ticket, Robyn glared at her and threw them across the desk.
Eden had asked hopefully, “Can I see her?” and Robyn had snapped back, “She’s busy.”
She didn’t insist—it was clear Robyn was furious she wasn’t going to Milan.
In all her travels, Eden had never flown first class before. Business class sometimes, but first class seemed like a waste of money, though she had to admit, airport lounges made hanging around for planes bearable. This one was upmarket, with plush armchairs and private workstations, with a variety of foods and any drink you could wish for.
She took a beer from the bar and went in search of Vanessa. She found her in a private booth, working on a computer. When she broke into a smile, Eden’s anxiety faded away. Everything was back on an even keel.
“It’s good to see you, Eden. All ready?”
“Yep.” She took the seat opposite and patted her bag. “My cameras.”
Vanessa packed away her computer and sipped her gin and tonic. "I know the plane doesn't leave until nine-thirty, but I thought we might have dinner here before we go. They have top chefs and offer a wide selection of food from different countries.”
“Sounds great.”
“What would you have?” asked Vanessa.
“I’m easy. You choose.”
“The Spanish tapas sound tasty. We could share.”
Eden's heart fluttered a little. She didn't care what she ate if she was sharing with Vanessa. It could be bread and jam, for all she cared. “I love Spanish food.”
Vanessa chuckled. “I suppose you’ve been to Spain too.”
“I went, foolishly in my youth, to the Running of the Bulls in Pamplona.”
Vanessa raised an eyebrow. “You didn’t join in, I hope.”
"'Course I did. I was young and stupid and nearly got a horn up my backside for my troubles," Eden said with a slight shudder. "It was an experience, though. We were packed into a narrow cobblestone street, wearing white clothes with red scarves tied around our necks. When the rocket signalled the release of the bulls I took off, but so did everyone else. You wouldn't believe how terrified I was stuck in that crowd. Then, I caught sight of the first bull bearing down on us. It almost brushed against me as it passed. I felt the wind. I glanced over my shoulder to see another bull close behind, snorting and tossing its head. One moment I was sprinting, the next I dodged sideways to avoid a pair of horns. My lungs were burning, but I wasn't game to slow down, not with more coming. When the entrance of the bullring came into view, I just ran for it.”
Vanessa looked amused, but there was also a gleam of admiration in her eyes. “I love hearing what you’ve done and where you’ve been. You’re so easy to talk to, Eden.”
“I like talking to you too, Vanessa. You make me feel you want to hear what I have to say,” she said, feeling suddenly shy.
“Call me Nessa when we’re not at work.”
Eden reached across and touched her hand. “Thank you, Nessa. That means a great deal to me.”
Vanessa curled her fingers around to grasp her hand. “I’m saying ‘yes’ now, Eden.”
“To what?”
“To that date you would have asked me on.”
Eden blinked at her. “You... you are? What about that date you were going on that Saturday?”
Vanessa ran a finger down the side of her glass, not meeting her eye. "There wasn't much point in asking her out again because when I was with her, all I could think about was you. I don't know why, because we haven't known each other long, but something about you calls to me. You even feel a little familiar." She looked up at Eden and smiled. "I would remember if I'd met you before, but who knows. We might have known each other from another life. It’s déjà vu."
Eden watched her, emotion fizzing through her. Here was the perfect opportunity to tell Vanessa, but what would that achieve? Force her to like Eden? To truly believe, she needed to remember those missing months by herself. So, she just said, “I think we get on so well it feels like that.”
"Perhaps, but let's not dwell on it. We have a week to get to know each other better in Milan. Now let's order. I'm starving."

Eden uncoiled herself from the bed when the lights in the cabin came on and stood up. Talk about luxury; she'd slept like a top. She looked at her watch—they'd be landing in just under an hour. Time to get dressed for the day and have a coffee. She walked down to the next suite to wake Vanessa. She was dead to the world, moaning softly, the sheet tangled around her waist, her pyjama top gaping open.
She gently shook her shoulder, trying to ignore the exposed nipple. “Hey. Time to get up.”
Vanessa’s eyes opened, focused on her, then looked down at the open top and a flush spread across her cheeks.
“You were having a dream,” said Eden softly. “I hope it was a pleasant one.”
Vanessa hastily buttoned up the top and cleared her throat. “What time is it.”
"We're due to land soon. After a wash, I'll buzz for coffee. Do you want one?"
“Yes, please.”
Eden returned after freshening up to find her bed converted back into a seat. A steaming coffee, a croissant and the New York Times sat on the side table. By the time she finished, they'd begun their descent to land.
As soon as they entered the terminal, a middle-aged Italian man in a charcoal grey suit stepped forward. “Ms Templeton. I’m Giovanni. I’ll be looking after you while you’re in Milan.”
“Excellent, Giovanni.”
“If you will follow me, please. I’ve arranged for your luggage to be dropped off at the hotel.”
Eden had never moved so quickly through an airport. The Italian fast-tracked them through customs and guided them to a waiting limousine. They were at the Armani Hotel in time for a late lunch.
Giovanni handed her a card. “Call me anytime, ma’am, when you want a lift somewhere.”
Eden whispered in Vanessa’s ear after he drove off, “Money certainly makes travel a pleasure. Usually, I arrive rumpled and cranky from hanging around airports for hours.”
Vanessa merely smiled as she made her way to the front desk. The concierge appeared to personally take them to the two-bedroom executive suite overlooking the city centre.
Eden followed Vanessa out onto the balcony to look at the view. Vanessa stared into the distance pensively. "This is the first time in years I've been somewhere where I can fully relax. I never stopped working when I left college to prove to Father that I could take over after he retired. When I married, there was always Byron in the background."
“What was he like as a husband?”
"I married him to please my mother and father. I had my head in the sand and didn't realize, for all his charm, he was a shallow man. A go-getter. He wanted an executive position in the company without working for it."
“You didn’t agree?”
“God, no. He wasn’t capable of running a division. He resented me for not supporting his appointment.” She turned to look at Eden. “We were never close, and in the last two years, we barely spent any real time together. I’m tired of being alone.”
Eden put her arm around her. “Me too.”
Vanessa laid her head on her shoulder. "Let's just see where it takes us. We won't push it. We have a week to get to know each other and after that, well, if the spark isn't there by the time we go home, so be it. I don't know about you, but I want to relax and have fun."
“What about the fashion show? I thought we came here to work.”
Vanessa chuckled. "It was an excuse for a holiday—the therapist told me to reduce my stress. You take pictures to prove we've been working, and I'll jot down a few ideas."
Amusement bubbled inside Eden. The big bad Ice Queen was like a kid playing truant from school. “I can’t wait to show you Milan. We’re going to have a ball,” she murmured.
Vanessa tilted her head, her eyes shining. “You promise?”
“I promise.” Without thinking, Eden gently pressed her lips against hers.
Vanessa gave a small gasp. Before Eden could pull away, she grasped her shirt tightly with both hands. She pulled her in and ravished her mouth with a searing kiss. When they pulled apart, Eden's whole body was quivering with want, her nipples rock hard.
With a snicker, Vanessa patted her cheek. "Be careful what you start, Ms Ford. Now, shall we order a room-service lunch? I'm starving. We can dine out tonight."



CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX
The streets of Milan were bustling with fashion week.
As they ate breakfast, Vanessa sorted through the invitations delivered last night to their suite. "We'll go to most of the showings, and we can attend plenty of parties if you're interested."
Eden halted her coffee cup mid-air, cringing at the picture of her meagre wardrobe and her only two decent formal outfits. “I haven’t much to wear. I visualized I’d be in the background taking photos.”
Vanessa regarded her with a twinkle in her eye. “You’ll be my escort to the functions. But don’t worry, I planned for this contingency. You’re in Milan, the fashion capital of the world, so we’ll go shopping.”
Eden looked at her dubiously. “I don’t wear dresses.”
“I don’t expect you to,” Vanessa said patiently, “There’ll be some fabulous suits and pants for women. Just get your credit card ready.”
Knowing arguing would be fruitless, she nodded. “Okay, but nothing outlandish.”
She soon learned that Vanessa loved shopping as much as Eden hated it. In her element, she carted Eden around the Quadrilatero della Moda, the home of high-end fashion brands and luxury boutiques. By mid-afternoon, both had bags of clothes, and Eden had a considerably depleted credit card. Halfway through, Vanessa must have felt guilty, for she offered to pay for some. Eden firmly refused—if Vanessa had known what she was worth, she wouldn't have offered. She commanded top dollar for her photographs and had never wasted money.
As soon as they entered the suite, Vanessa kicked off her shoes. "You should be happy with your new clothes," she said.
Eden merely grunted but secretly was delighted with them, especially how Vanessa's eyes hooded and breath quickened when she paraded them for her approval.
"We'll go to the first showing tonight. Donatella Versace asked us to join their party. It starts at seven.”
Eden raised her eyebrows. “Just as well I brought those clothes,” she said dryly.
“You can wear that Versace black suit. Leave your camera at home. Robyn teed up the management for a photo shoot with the models in the dressing rooms tomorrow afternoon. The appointment is at four pm for an hour. That gives us the morning free for some sightseeing."
“Great,” said Eden, more enthusiastic. “I want to show you the city."

Palazzo Visconti's grand hall was a sea of velvet-upholstered chairs arranged in perfect rows on either side of a long runway for the fashion parade.
Donatella personally greeted them, air-kissing Vanessa, then regarding Eden with interest as Vanessa introduced her as a friend. Eden shuffled a little self-consciously, knowing guests were wondering who the Temple Media heiress's companion was, considering she had just divorced her husband. Vanessa appeared unconcerned, smiling and nodding at people she knew in the audience before taking her seat in the front row.
The who's who of the fashion world were there: top editors, influential bloggers, and celebrities. Soon, a hush fell over the crowd as the house lights dimmed, leaving only the runway illuminated. Classical music began to play as the first model emerged from behind an ornate gilded archway. She made their eyes widen in an avant-garde ensemble that melded futuristic elements with classic Italian tailoring.
The parade continued, from exaggerated shoulders to silk trousers. The office look was slick and cut with precision: graceful jackets, pencil skirts, slim boiled wool suits and tweed-and-silk skirt suits. There was the lady-leather look: trapeze midi dresses and gloves, double-breasted coats, button-downs tucked into pencil skirts, and knee and thigh-high boots that were furry and fringed.
Throughout the parade, Vanessa rested her hand on Eden's knee, making it hard for her to concentrate. Eden lost interest halfway through and began to study Vanessa furtively. She gazed at her hair, longer now, curling just below her ear lobes that sparkled with a pair of drop diamond earrings. She focused on her generous full lips, then wandered up to the straight aristocratic nose. Finally, she gazed into very amused eyes.
“Behave,” Vanessa whispered.
Flushing, Eden turned her attention back to the runway.
When the model wearing the final creation, a bridal gown of sheer organza adorned with delicate feathers, finished her run and the designer received a standing ovation, Eden was pleased it was over. Some of the outfits were too outlandish for her taste.
After Vanessa said goodbye to her hostess, she smiled at Eden. “We’ve been invited to the designer’s after-party. Would you like to go?”
“Would you?”
“We should make an appearance. We don’t have to stay long.”
Eden grinned. “That’s fine with me. I could do with a drink.”
“Me too,” she said, threading her arm through Eden’s.
Eden looked down at their joined arms and said softly, "Be careful, Nessa. Should you be doing that? People will talk, especially since I'm a woman."
Vanessa tightened her grip. "Let them. If anyone passes a remark, I'll say you swept me off my feet. And they won't blame me ‘cause you look fabulous in that suit.”
"As long as you are happy about it because I definitely am. I've been out since I was a teenager."
“Then come on.” Vanessa took the phone out of her purse. “I’ll ring Giovanni to drive us to the party.”
“It’s late. We could grab a cab.”
Vanessa patted her hand. “That’s his job, Eden. He’s being well paid. The board insists I have a driver in foreign countries, especially at night.”
“Sorry, I’m used to being self-sufficient.”
The limousine was waiting when they made their way through the crowds to the street entrance. They wound their way through the narrow, cobbled streets of Milan, arriving at the entrance of an opulent villa ten minutes later.
“Wow,” said Eden as the limo nosed to a stop. “This is something.”
They followed a group of well-dressed people into a grand salon, where servers in crisp, white uniforms glided through the crowd, offering trays of champagne and canapés. The room hummed with fashion designers, models, celebrities, and socialites.
Eden took a glass of champagne from a tray, recognizing a few celebrities' faces as she looked around the room. A moment later, a tall, silver-haired man in a perfectly tailored midnight-blue tuxedo approached with a smile. “Nessa. They told me you were coming. How’s your father?”
“Marco, it’s good to see you. He’s well. Ready to retire.”
"Then tell him I'll expect to see him soon. He's promised to spend time with me on my yacht." He looked at Eden with open interest. "Who have you brought with you? I heard you and Byron have parted ways."
“This is my friend Eden Ford.”
“Marco Romano, Eden. It’s a pleasure to meet you. My wife has one of your photographs you took in Cinque Terre.”
Eden relaxed, more in her element. “It’s a beautiful place, Marco. Spectacular for photographing.”
A striking woman in a sleek gold gown joined them as they chatted. "This is my daughter, Helena, Eden."
Helena smiled at Vanessa, “Hi, Nessa,” she said, then eyed Eden with more than a passing interest. “You are friends?”
Eden didn't know how to respond, so she replied, "I'm a photographer. We're here for fashion week."
Helena beamed. “Ah, I heard you threw Byron out, Nessa. I thought perhaps you and Eden were special friends, but she has come to work. Molto bene.” She held out her hand. “Would you like to dance, Eden, while Nessa catches up with Papa?”
Caught, Eden knew it would appear boorish if she refused. Her gaydar pinging, she grasped the outstretched hand. “I’d like to.”
Without letting go of her hand, Helena led her through the crush of people to where a famous DJ oversaw the dance floor. The guests, no longer confined by the formality of the fashion show, let loose, dancing enthusiastically to the beat of the music. Helena immediately danced with energy, arms pumping and hips swaying. Eden joined her and soon began enjoying herself, lost in the electrifying rhythm.
Helena leaned over, her dark curls flying. “You are staying for the week, Eden?”
“We are.”
“Good. I will see more of you.”
The bracket ended before Eden could answer, and the music became a sultry, slower tune. As Helena moved closer, a voice echoed behind her. "Sorry, Helena, I'm cutting in." Vanessa deftly stepped in between them, opening her arms. Without hesitation, Eden moved into them.
Helena pouted at Vanessa. “You are a killjoy, Nessa.”
“I know. But Eden’s taken.”
“You Americans are so possessive. Perhaps another time, Eden,” she said and wandered off.
Vanessa chuckled. “Marco has spoiled her outrageously. Helena’s used to getting whatever she desires,” she reached up to brush a stay lock of hair from Eden’s forehead, “and she wants you. I couldn’t have that.”
With a deep breath, Eden caught the scent of Vanessa’s perfume. She could feel the warmth emanate from her body as they swayed to the music. “I felt nothing when she touched me.”
“Really?” Vanessa whispered in her ear. “What do you feel when I touch you?”
Stomach knotting, Eden possessively pulled her closer. “You make me hot. Tingly. Weak at the knees. I want to devour you,” she murmured.
Eyes hooded and breathing erratically, Vanessa pressed her lips to Eden's ear. A barrage of emotions and excitement swept through Eden when she felt the hot breath. It was so good having her in her arms again. "I want to kiss you." She swallowed. "I need to kiss you."
Vanessa moaned. “We can’t. Not here.”
"I know," Eden said, fighting her growing arousal. "Let's find something to eat before I forget where we are."
Groaning, Vanessa pulled away until they were no longer touching. She clasped Eden’s hand and pulled her off the dance floor. She followed Vanessa quietly, trying to get a grip on her emotions. When an elegant older woman with a regal bearing claimed Vanessa's attention, Eden escaped to the balcony. She leaned over the railing in a corner, staring blindly into the gardens. Fuck. How was she going to survive five more days of this; find the strength to stop. Her body throbbed with want. Vanessa had been hurt and would want to know her properly before leaping into bed. Eden had to go slow—this wasn’t about sex or about a casual affair.
This was forever. She couldn’t stuff it up.
She gripped the rail and silently screamed. Why can’t you remember us, Nessa?
“Are you all right,” a voice echoed beside her. She turned to see a petite woman in a glittery mini-dress standing at her elbow.
“I’m fine. Just getting some fresh air.”
The woman giggled. “I’m escaping from a persistent fashion critic who likes the sounds of his voice. When he learned I was a reporter for Vogue, he pounced. My God, he's a bore. What do you do?"
Eden relaxed, happy to meet someone not in the jet set. “I’m a photographer with Temple Media Company.”
“You don’t sound like a Yank.”
"Australian. I'm guessing from your accent that you're a Kiwi."
“Spot on. I’m Kelly.”
“Eden.”
“So, Eden, what did you think of the show?”
They talked on, swapping stories, until Kelly said reluctantly. “I’d better get back and chat with a few people.”
“By this time, they’ll all be half wasted,” Eden said dryly.
Kelly grinned. “That’s when you get all the good gossip.”
As soon as she left, Eden went off to find Vanessa. She was speaking to an earnest young man, and relief suffused her face when Eden approached. “Where have you been? I was getting worried.”
"Out on the balcony talking." She looked around the room. It was a lot noisier than when she left. "Do you want a drink?"
Vanessa shook her head. “I’ve had enough.”
“Me too.”
“Shall we go home?”
Eden nodded.
Taking her hand firmly, Vanessa led her out the door.



CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN
Four nights later, Vanessa swiped the lock with the key card.
After Eden followed her inside their suite, she kissed Vanessa on the cheek. “Goodnight, Nessa. See you in the morning.”
Vanessa nearly screamed out her frustration. After that first night on the dance floor, Eden had kept her distance. Every night they returned to the hotel she retired straight to her room.
It was not that she hadn't been attentive. She had gone out of her way to give Vanessa a good time, taking her to all the exciting famous places in Milan as well as the hidden gems not on its well-trodden tourist paths. As soon as they returned in the afternoon, Eden disappeared for a few hours with her camera to film the preparations behind the scenes while Vanessa went shopping.
Their nights were hectic, attending the fashion shows and the celebrations afterward. But no matter how much fun they had and how friendly they were when they were out, she avoided getting close at night.
Vanessa narrowed her eyes at her retreating back. "Have a nightcap with me after your shower, Eden. It'll be nice to sit down and relax together," she called out.
Eden went still, and when she turned around, she looked vulnerable. "Okay, I'll see you in fifteen minutes."
Humming, Vanessa stripped and stepped under the water. As she soaped her breasts, an image of Eden naked with her in the shower popped into her mind. She let the thoughts linger, relishing the heat on her skin. After she towelled dry, she dabbed perfume on her pulse points, then slipped on her silk tank top and skimpy shorts. To her satisfaction, Eden’s eyes widened when she came out.
Vanessa breezed past her to the bar. “What will you have? I’m having a gin and tonic.”
“A scotch with water, please.”
"Coming up." She made the drinks, passed a glass to Eden, then sat opposite and crossed her legs.
Eden’s gaze drifted down to her legs and she licked her lips.
"I think we should stay in tomorrow night,” Vanessa said. “We could order something here and then watch a movie. I don't know about you, but I've had enough of partying every night."
Eden moved restlessly in the chair, not meeting her eye. “I guess we could.”
Vanessa watched her over the top of her glass. "In fact, we should have a lazy day. Since they have a heated pool, we could go for a swim. Have a massage and perhaps a facial as well." Leaning forward, she touched her knee. "What do you think?"
Eden took a big swallow of her drink, her eyes fixed on her cleavage. "That sounds great." She finished her Scotch with another gulp and stood up quickly. "I'm off to bed. See you in the morning."
Vanessa gritted her teeth as she watched her go. Eden was definitely avoiding her. She had no idea why because it was apparent Eden desired her. It was written all over her face. Tomorrow, she'd get to the bottom of it. She finished her drink and, with a sigh, went to bed.

Eden rolled around in the bed, too tense to sleep.
Trying to settle, she punched the pillow to get more comfortable. Immediately, an image of Vanessa in those brief silk clothes sent her libido twitching. She was so aroused she was throbbing. The image stuck in her mind no matter how she tried to ignore it. She wrapped the sheet around her, thinking about the last few days. Being so close to Vanessa made things worse, particularly the nights at the showings when she was in evening wear. Every gown amplified her curvy body, but it was not only her looks. It was how she confidently mixed with the cream of society, charming and completely in control.
For all the haute couture of the Europeans, Vanessa was, by far, the most desirable woman in the room.
Eden eventually dozed off, though her sleep was restless. Sometime during the night, she opened her eyes with a start. She glanced at the clock: 3:10. In the warm bed, she strained to hear what had woken her. Suddenly, a cry echoed in the darkness—a keening noise of someone in distress.
Her stomach clenched. Vanessa was in trouble.
She leaped out of bed and ran into the lounge, but forced herself to calm down and not burst into her room. She listened at the door. When she heard groaning, she pushed it open and saw Vanessa lit by the moonlight glowing through the window.
She was writhing on the bed, her top off, sweat glistening over her body.
Alarmed, Eden touched her shoulder, "Nessa, Nessa, what's wrong?"
Vanessa's eyes flew open. For a second, she looked disoriented, and then her gaze fluttered onto Eden. "You're here at last," she cried out. "I wanted you so badly."
Eden stared down at her, suddenly realizing what she was seeing. She wasn't in pain; it was an erotic dream. When she moved to retreat, Vanessa shot out her hand and grasped her wrist. "Don’t go. Touch me…. please.”
Goose bumps pricked over Eden’s body as she gazed down at Vanessa. Her chest constricted at the sight: the full breasts, nipples hardened, face darkened with arousal. When Vanessa pulled her hand onto a breast, Eden’s control broke. She groaned, cupping the breast in her hand and then she fondled it. She bent her head, took the nipple into her mouth and sucked.
Vanessa arched her chest forward. “Oh, that’s so good.”
Breath hitching, Eden focused on the breasts, licking, sucking, gently nipping until Vanessa squirmed with pleasure.
“I love touching your breasts,” she murmured thickly.
“Get in with me,” Vanessa said, voice husky with want. “I need to feel you against me.”
Eden quickly stripped off, climbed onto the bed and pushed her body against the soft skin. It felt like heaven. She claimed a nipple again, her mouth hot, wet, hungry. Then she moved up to kiss the hollow at the base of Vanessa’s neck before dragging her mouth over her chin.
Immediately, Vanessa moved her head, seeking her lips. She tangled her fingers in Eden's hair and kissed her hard. It was a bruising kiss, her pent-up emotions spilling over. When Eden slipped in her tongue, Vanessa sucked it in. Dizzy with want, Eden dropped her hand down until it rested on her hip.
Vanessa slid a leg over Eden’s, rapidly moving back and forward. “I need you so much.”
“I want to see you,” whispered Eden. “Let me take these off,” she said and eased down the pants.
Impatiently, she pulled them down over her ankles and threw them over the side of the bed. She planted a kiss on her breast, then moved off her.
A low growl escaped Vanessa at the loss of contact. “Make me come.”
“Open your legs,” Eden whispered, nuzzling her face into a thigh. She smelt wonderful.
When Vanessa responded immediately, dropping them wide apart, Eden nearly choked. Her folds were flushed and swollen, her clit glistening between them. Her need to taste Vanessa was overwhelming.
She drove her tongue between the lips, sliding it up and down the length of her. She was so wet. Repeatedly, she licked until, eventually, she took the clit into her mouth and sucked.
Vanessa went wild, arching and rocking into her. “OhmyGod…ohmyGod,” she called out frantically. “Please…please…go inside.”
Excitement rose in Eden as she slipped two fingers inside the silky walls. Her own orgasm grew as she pumped her fingers back and forth. Vanessa bucked when she hit the sweet spot and grasped her hair tightly.
When Eden felt the walls around her fingers flutter, she took the rigid clit into her mouth and sucked. Vanessa convulsed into orgasm, crying out as the waves washed through. Eden slowly removed her fingers when the last ebbed away and moved up to take her in her arms.
“I still want you,” moaned Vanessa into her neck.
Eden slipped her hand down again between her thighs and stroked. This time, Vanessa rose quickly to her climax, digging her heels into the bed and thrusting hard against Eden's hand. When Vanessa stiffened and came apart again, Eden's orgasm erupted from deep inside her. She gasped as the exquisite waves rolled through, leaving her sated and spent. Breathing heavily, she collapsed on the bed. She looked across at Vanessa. Her head was dropped back, her eyes closed.
She waited for Vanessa's breathing to quiet, then said, "That was incredible." When there was no answer, she was in two minds what to do. Would Vanessa like her to be in her bed in the morning, or would she think it was too soon to share a bed all night? She rose on her elbow, studying her. She looked peaceful and serene, like some angel in the moonlight.
Sighing, Eden pulled back the covers to return to her room. As she moved, Vanessa mumbled sleepily, "Don't go. I'm afraid you won't come back again."
Eden lay back down, listening to Vanessa’s quiet breathing. She was fast asleep.
Content, she rolled over to face her and drifted off.

Vanessa opened her eyes and stretched.
She felt great, relaxed.
Then she blushed, remembering the dream. The figure had come to her at last, then fucked her senseless. Incredible, mind-blowing sex. It had felt so real; her muscles even felt like they'd had a workout. It was amazing what the power of the mind could do.
As much as she wanted to lie in bed thinking about it, she needed to go to the bathroom. As she sat up, she felt the bed move beside her. Heart pounding, she turned to look. Eden lay there stark naked, the sheet twisted around her ankles, snoring softly. Glancing down at herself, she saw she had no clothes on either. She gulped as the truth hit. It hadn't been a dream. They'd had sex during the night.
Vanessa eased out of bed and tiptoed to the bathroom. After a toilet stop, she cleaned her teeth, splashed water on her face, then looked in the mirror. As she stared at her reflection, everything in the night flooded back. The figure in her dreams had come again, but she'd been flesh and blood this time. She grimaced, remembering how she'd thrown herself at her. But then again, Eden hadn't needed much urging. She participated enthusiastically, bringing her to such heights she’d never reached before. Twice.
She returned to the bedroom, intending to dress. The sight of Eden stretched out naked on her back made her pause. She stared down at her, taking in the toned body, the small breasts with brown nipples, the thatch of hair at her pelvis. The ache between her legs grew. At that moment, Vanessa realized how much she desired this woman. She wanted to make love to her, to make her scream out her name, to come apart at the seams.
When she slid onto the bed, Eden's eyes fluttered open. She caught her bottom lip as she gazed up at Vanessa.
Awkwardness vanishing, Vanessa whispered, “You’re breathtaking.” She cupped Eden’s breast, feeling the weight in her hand. She ran a thumb over the nipple and watched it stiffen.
Eden gave a little mewing sound.
Enthralled, Vanessa pinched the nipple to watch her reaction. This time, Eden twisted around to kiss her. Their mouths met softly at first, melding together perfectly. Before it became heated, she moved down to take Eden's nipple in her mouth. Taking it between her teeth, she bit gently before sucking.
Eden gasped, her body arching into her. Vanessa smiled as she elicited little moans by running her tongue around the nipple. After leaving the breasts, she went to work over Eden's body, licking, nipping, sucking. Somehow, she just knew what would excite her, send her mad with desire. Finally, she slipped her fingers between her legs, delighted to find Eden was soaking.
As soon as she began firmly stroking, Eden grasped her arm. "Slow down. I want to touch you, too."
Vanessa shook her head impatiently. "I've waited long enough. I've thought of nothing else for days. I need this, Eden."
With a low groan, Eden dropped her hand off her arm. She parted her thighs, giving her full access.
Vanessa worked her clit until Eden pleaded, “Go inside, Nessa.”
She eased in two fingers and began to pump. Eden clutched at her shoulders, rocking her hips in time with the thrusts. When she felt the first flutter of Eden’s impending orgasm, she pressed her thumb on her clit.
Eden's control broke, and she came apart with a cry as her climax hit.
Vanessa’s chest constricted at the sight of her convulsing in the bed, her nipples fully erect, her face flushed with excitement.
When the last contractions rippled away, Eden lay there, looking up at Vanessa. "That was so good." She ran a finger down her cheek. “Let's have a shower together. Now, I want to take care of you."



CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT
After a week in the flamboyant fashion world, they were ready for something more down-to-earth. On the last night, they decided to hit one of the city's hottest nightclubs, La Dolce Vita.
"Good luck getting in," said Giovanni as they drove up in the limo.
Eden groaned, eyeing the long line snaking around the corner. “Damn. We’ll have to go somewhere else.”
“Leave it to me,” Vanessa said cheerfully.
Eden waited by the limo, watching her approach the bouncer, a massive man with tattoos up both arms. She spoke to him for a short time, then passed him something. When he pocketed it, she waved to Eden.
“Easy,” she whispered as they entered the club. “Money is a universal language.”
Eden gave her a disapproving look. “How much did you give him?”
"Enough to make him very happy. Now stop pouting, and let's dance."
They walked through the dark entrance into the nightclub. Inside was a kaleidoscope of whirling lights and a pulsating beat of electronic music. Vanessa, dressed in a black dress that hugged her curves, wrapped her fingers around Eden’s arm and pulled her onto the dance floor.
People packed the floor, the laser lights glistening off their sweating bodies. Soon, Eden was caught up in the feel of the place, the energy bouncing off the walls. It was exciting and slightly erotic, especially the way Vanessa draped her arms around her neck and danced against her. She lost herself in the hazel glow of Vanessa’s eyes. Everything else faded into the background until all that remained were the two of them.
Eden's pulse raced, and she felt the unmistakable stirrings of desire, heat settling deep within her. "If you don't stop staring at me like that, I'm going to spontaneously combust," she murmured hoarsely.
The only answer Vanessa gave was to press her hips closer against her pelvis. Eden growled, her abdominal muscles twitching as a tremor ran through her. When the music ended, they stood there swaying to a rhythm that lingered in their heads.
An amused voice echoed beside them, "Nessa, you're making poor Eden all hot and bothered."
Eden looked round to see Helena, her dark curls gleaming in the flashing lights, wearing a sultry smile.
Vanessa slipped an arm around Eden’s waist possessively. “Hello, Helena.”
Helena gave a low chuckle. "You Americans. I am with someone tonight, so your lover is safe." She nodded to a woman standing beside her. "Lucinda, these are my friends Nessa and Eden. We're going upstairs for drinks after the next bracket. Would you like to join us, Nessa?"
Vanessa glanced at Eden who nodded. “We’d love to, Helena.”
Lucinda had a striking face and a charismatic smile, and when the music started again, she was clearly keen to keep Helena close. Her hands circled her waist as they danced together, their chemistry undeniable.
Eden leaned close to be heard over the noise. “Where have I seen Lucinda before?”
Vanessa let out a muffled chuckle. “Really, Eden, you’re so out of touch. That’s Lucinda Bello, the actress. She’s one of the leads in Andromeda’s Fleet. It’s a popular show on Netflix.”
“I don’t watch much TV,” Eden said.
The air was thick with a heady blend of perfume and sweat, the strobe lights flashing as they made their way upstairs. It was a more intimate room with a small dance floor and a bar.
As soon as they joined the two women, a waiter appeared with a bottle of champagne. The rest of the night blurred into drinks and dancing, and it was three in the morning when the four of them left the club together. Vanessa had her arm around Eden’s waist and her head resting on her shoulder as they stumbled into the street after Lucinda and Helena.
Suddenly, they were met with a barrage of camera flashes.
Blinded, Eden halted abruptly next to Lucinda, trying to understand what was happening.
"Lucinda, look this way! Lucinda over here! Who are your friends?" came the cries.
“Damn parasites,” muttered Helena.
Eden glanced at Vanessa, who looked horrified. She tried to shrink backward but was caught by people exiting the club.
"Let me handle this. My ride will be here in a minute," said Lucinda. She stepped forward with a practised smile and posed for the cameras.
Amidst another flurry of clicks and flashes, a black limousine crept through the crowd and halted in front of Lucinda. “You and Eden get in with us, Vanessa,” she said as the burly driver ran around to open the door. After she climbed in, Helena pulled Vanessa through the door with her.
As Eden went to follow, someone shoved a microphone in her face. “How do you know Lucinda?”
Eden gritted her teeth. “Fuck off,” she growled. Resisting the temptation to knock the camera out of his hand, she pushed past him into the car. It was only when they left the paparazzi behind could she relax.
"Sorry about that," Lucinda said with a grimace. "Someone must have tipped them off that I was in the club."
“Does it happen to you a lot?” asked Eden curiously.
“All the time. You learn to live with it. I hope it didn’t worry you.”
Eden glanced across at Vanessa, who hadn't said a word. "Did it bother you, Nessa?"
Vanessa sniffed. “It’s just as well we’re in Italy, Eden. It’s a bit too soon for me to come out publicly. I’m just processing it myself, and my mother would be horrified if it was splashed over the media before she heard.”
That aspect hadn't occurred to Eden. She touched her hand reassuringly. "I never thought about that. Luckily, we're so far away."
"They won't worry about you two," said Lucinda. "But they will about you, Helena. Will you mind?"
Helena grinned. “No, Caro. I’m used to being in the gossip columns.”




Back in their room, Vanessa watched Eden undress, captivated. She did it economically like everything she did, quickly and without fuss, then folded her clothes on the chair. When Eden turned to look at her, Vanessa went weak. In the short time she'd known Eden, she knew she was the one for her. It was ridiculous to think she could be so enamoured with someone so quickly, but it was a fact. Sometimes, she had the odd feeling that her body knew Eden better than she did; they were so compatible in making love.
She thought of it as that now, love, not just sex. Sex was what she had with Byron. With him, it was only about the act, the gratification. He hadn't been a bad lover; a lot of the time she'd climaxed, but there was no aftercare. No cuddling or tenderness. She hadn't known true intimacy until Eden or realized how mind-blowing an orgasm could be.
She didn’t want to think about losing her. She’d take a long time to get over it.
When Eden slipped under the covers, Vanessa pulled her into her arms. “The club was fun,” she said huskily. “But all night I wanted to kiss you.” She placed her hand on the nape of her neck and kissed Eden hungrily.
Eden opened her mouth fully, allowing Vanessa to slide in her tongue. After ravishing her mouth, she whispered, “Let me love you tonight.”
Eden didn't say a word; she simply lay down for her to take her. And she did, slowly and thoroughly, kissing and licking all over her body until Eden was begging her to go to the place where she needed her the most.
When she finally climaxed, Vanessa felt the tears of emotion well up in her eyes.
Nothing could get better than this.

Vanessa leaned on the suitcase, struggling to zip it up. Even after buying an extra big bag, it was still difficult to fit in all her clothes. She hadn’t realized she bought so many. When she dragged out the three cases, Eden raised her eyebrows. “How much stuff did you buy?”
Vanessa could barely raise a smile. “Do you have to be so cheerful when my head’s ready to fall off. Of course I bought a lot. Milan is a shopping paradise. I’ll ring for the porter to take them down.”
Eden smiled, looking none the worse for wear from her night out. "I'll ring him. You look beat."
When they finally boarded the plane at 1:30 pm, Vanessa was exhausted. She flopped down in the seat beside Eden, put the seat back and promptly went to sleep.
The next thing she knew, Eden was shaking her shoulder. “We’re landing in half an hour.”
Vanessa opened her eyes. “We’re there already?”
“Yep. You’ve been sleeping like a baby all the way.”
Vanessa got up. “I’d better freshen up.”
After the plane landed and they were driving back into New York in an Uber, Vanessa pulled out her phone to check her private messages sent that day. She opened Stella's first. She'd attached a photo with the text.
Aren’t you a sly dog, Nessa. Who’s the woman you’re clutching?
Vanessa squinted at the picture, then impatiently enlarged it with her fingers. She sucked in a sharp breath, not believing what she saw. She and Eden were outside the club; her head was on Eden's shoulder, and her arm was around Vanessa. There was no mistaking who they were; the shot was as clear as crystal. One of the paparazzi had recognized her.
She passed the picture over to Eden who raised an eyebrow. “They didn’t waste much time posting it on social media. These people should get a real job.”
Vanessa opened her mother’s, her stomach twisting in knots.
I saw a picture of you and Eden this morning, Nessa. I’ll expect an explanation as soon as you’re back. In person.
Vanessa sank back with a groan.
Fuck! Fuck! Fuck!



CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE
Vanessa nervously straightened her skirt before she pressed the bell.
The maid opened it almost immediately. “Your mother is in the drawing room, ma’am.”
“Thanks, May. I’ll announce myself.”
Estelle Templeton looked up from her book, her lips pursed as Vanessa approached. The pinched mouth spoke volumes—her mother was seriously displeased.
She bent to kiss her on the cheek. “Hello, Mother.”
An elegant hand waved toward the chair opposite. “Sit down, Nessa. Would you like tea?”
"Yes, please," she said brightly. Anything to delay the inevitable.
A minute later, the maid appeared with a tray and placed it on the coffee table. "Thank you, May. We'll serve ourselves."
Vanessa poured the tea, handed her mother a cup, and settled back in her chair. After a sip, she said, "You wanted to see me about the photo, Mother?"
"What were you thinking, Nessa, allowing the press to take that picture? It puts you and Eden in a compromising position. Anyone looking at it would think you were in a lesbian relationship, which I know is preposterous."
Vanessa bristled. "What does it matter? No one cares anymore."
"I care. I don't know what's got into you. You were always careful about your public image. Then you divorced Byron, and now you’re leaning on a woman coming out of a club. I can only surmise you had too much to drink, and Eden was helping you to the car."
“It wasn’t like that.”
“Well, please do explain.”
Vanessa looked down at her cup, trying to think. Her mother had provided her with a perfectly feasible explanation. She could pass this off to the world as a drunken night out, but did she want to? To deny her feelings for Eden would be a betrayal. And what was the point, anyhow? She would never return to dating men again, even if she and Eden didn't work out. She straightened her shoulders, determined not to wilt under her mother's disapproving gaze. "Eden and I are dating. She's much dearer to me than Byron ever was." She held her eye. "I care for her very much."
A range of emotions swept across Estelle’s face: surprise, outrage, and finally resignation. “You’re serious about her?”
"I am. She's wonderful, and I won't let her get hurt because of me."
Estelle sighed. "I like her, Nessa, and not only because she's extremely talented. She's intelligent and easy to talk to. I suppose if you want to…ah…change sides, I'm happy it's Eden you've chosen."
Vanessa looked at her suspiciously. “You’re taking this awfully well, Mother.”
"Really, Nessa, it's not as though I didn't know you were different. Before Byron, you never brought anyone home to meet us. I've seen men try to get your attention at parties, but you never noticed them. Not that you spent any time with women, either. That's why your father wanted you to marry before passing on the business."
“He always said a happy boss is a good boss,” said Vanessa.
“Exactly. Leaders need support. I did more behind the scenes for the business than you know. Your father is a statesman, but he requires guidance occasionally."
Vanessa eyed her anxiously. “What do you think he’ll say?”
Estelle gave a twitch of her lips. "He'll grouch a little at first, but he'll come around. He won't want to alienate you, and he knows you have his stubborn streak. Besides, he wants you to settle down in a loving relationship. Bring her to dinner next Sunday. Your father will want to meet her."
"Okay, but tell him tonight, so he'll have a week to get used to it. By the way. How did you see the photo? You don't do social media. It was only posted this morning."
“Someone texted it to me.”
“Someone?”
“It was from a number I didn’t recognize.”
“Damned busybody,” Vanessa muttered.
“They’re not worth worrying about, Nessa. Now, tell me all about Milan. I’m dying to hear about the fashions.”

Vanessa hadn't been long at her desk on Monday morning before Robyn appeared with a coffee. "Morning, Vanessa. How did you go in Milan?" she said with a bright smile.
Vanessa breathed a sigh of relief—Robyn had put aside her disappointment and was back to her professional self. "Very well. I'll email my notes for you to put together, and Eden's sending through her photographs to be included in the presentation. We'll present our findings to the crew next week."
“I’ll get straight onto them.”
The rest of the week passed in a blur. She had so much work to catch up on that she barely had time to see Eden, only a late dinner at Vanessa's apartment on Wednesday night. They'd decided to avoid each other during work hours so as not to stir up any more gossip after the ill-fated Milan Photo. Without any fuel, speculation about their relationship died down, and by Thursday, social media had moved on to other things. She was looking forward to spending the weekend with Eden at her house on Long Island, away from prying eyes.
Friday arrived for Vanessa's therapy appointment, and she knew that after missing two, she couldn't get out of this one.
When she entered the consulting room, Rosemary Hart stopped writing to watch her take a seat. The therapist wore a yellow cardigan that made her face appear jaundiced, but her eyes were just as blue and alert. She tapped her pen on the table. "You cancelled two sessions, Vanessa. Was there a reason?"
Though her expression was calm, Vanessa caught the chiding tone.
"Sorry, Dr Hart. I was in Milan last week, and the week before, I was too busy preparing to go." Damnit, the woman had the knack of making her feel like a gauche teenager.
“I wonder—,”the therapist looked down at her notes, “ah, yes—if you might tell me more about your erotic dreams. Are you still having them?”
"No, they're gone," she said. When Hart raised her eyebrows, she reluctantly added, "I've met someone, and they've stopped."
“Tell me about him?”
Vanessa looked down at her hands. "It's a she, and I don't think it's relevant."
"I'd like to hear about her, Vanessa. She's important to you."
Vanessa felt a flicker of annoyance. Eden was hers, not someone to discuss with a person she hardly knew. It seemed disloyal, but she knew the good doctor wouldn't let it go. She was a bloodhound once she got the scent. "Her name is Eden Ford. She's applied for a position on our new team—we're producing a reality show about fashion. She came with me to the Milan Fashion Week."
“I’ve heard of her. She is a respected photographer.”
“Her pictures are spectacular,” Vanessa said with a soft smile. “She’s very talented.”
“And the two of you have become lovers?”
"We have. Eden’s everything Byron was not. Kind, considerate, and a wonderful lover."
“Then you are lucky to have found each other.” The pen tapped again. “Do you think the person in your dreams could have been a woman?”
Vanessa hesitated. It occurred to her that it must have been. Even when she thought it was a dream, it wasn’t a man she’d made love to. “You know, I think it was a woman.”
“Have you ever had a female lover before?” Hart asked gently.
“No.”
“Do you think this woman in your dreams may be part of your lost memory?”
Vanessa blinked at her. It sounded plausible enough. “I suppose so. But I can’t remember.”
“Why do you think that is?”
Vanessa narrowed her eyes. “If I knew, I wouldn’t need to be here,” she said waspishly.
Rosemary Hart ignored her spurt of temper. "I want to help you remember, Vanessa. You may be trying to block out that memory if you met someone. We discussed before that you might be trying to protect someone or yourself. If it were a woman, then it would make more sense."
“Why would I do that?”
"Many reasons. Because you were married, or you wanted to protect your reputation, or you feared your parents' disapproval."
Vanessa looked around the room, appreciating the plain décor. There was nothing to distract her train of thought. "Firstly, I intended to divorce Byron before I left New York. I didn't give a damn what he thought. As for my reputation, if I came out as a lesbian, I'm in my thirties and the head of one of the largest media corporations in the world. At that level, my sexual orientation has no relevance. I did think my parents would object, but as it turns out, they've taken it remarkably well."
“You’ve told them?”
“Yes.” She shook her head, frustrated. “I still can’t remember.”
"Then it's something else. When it comes to you, everything will return. Try to meditate for half an hour every day."
To her horror, Vanessa felt the tears well up. “What if I never remember?”
“Then I’ll teach you to accept it,” she said gently. The timer buzzed on the desk. “Time’s up for today, Vanessa. I’ll see you next week.”



CHAPTER THIRTY
Eden packed her bag, feeling a frisson of excitement at the prospect of spending the weekend with Vanessa. The week had been so hectic that there had been little time to get together. She missed the closeness they had in Milan, and it sucked they had to keep their distance at work.
It was a bonus to escape from the bustle of Manhattan to somewhere she could stretch her legs. She chaffed at being so confined. Her one-bedroom flat was small, with a living room, bathroom, kitchenette, and a bedroom with just enough room for a double bed, a nightstand, and a dresser. A single window let in some sunlight, though the view was of the neighbouring building.
To give her a sense of space, she'd decorated it with landscape photographs, and behind her bed, she'd hung the portrait of Vanessa nude on the beach.
After a text from Vanessa that she was on her way, Eden went outside to wait. It wasn’t long before the red Lamborghini pulled up at the curb.
Eden threw in her bag, drinking in Vanessa as she shuffled onto the seat. “Hi there.”
Vanessa lowered her sunglasses to look at her, then leaned over to place a soft kiss on her lips. “Hello yourself. Ready?”
“Am I ever. Just the thought of having you to myself for two days is making me excited.”
A small smile played on Vanessa's lips as she eased the car into the traffic. Eden sat back, content to let her do most of the talking as they sped through the city. It was a cloudless sky, a perfect day for a drive. They drove through Long Island until Vanessa turned into a driveway leading to a two-story colonial house. Once in the paved courtyard, she pushed a button on the dash, and the garage door swung open.
“Come on in,” she said, opening a side door to a hallway.
Eden whistled when she walked inside—the house was gorgeous, decorated with ornate, traditional furniture. Persian rugs covered the hardwood floors, and a large stone fireplace was set into the wall.
Vanessa touched her arm. "We'll take our bags upstairs, and I'll show you the view."
The main bedroom was all Vanessa: elegantly furnished with a king bed, antique dressers, and a comfortable reading nook by the window. Eden walked out onto the balcony to look at the view. It was stunning; it overlooked the ocean, and below was a path from the lawn to a stretch of sandy beach.
When Vanessa joined her at the railing, Eden said wistfully, “Your apartment in Manhattan is terrific, but this is something again. The view is to die for.”
Vanessa scoffed. “Byron never liked it here.”
Eden glanced at her in surprise. “Why ever not? What’s not to like?”
“I thought it was too quiet for him, that he preferred the bustle of the city, but I think now he resented my attachment to the house. He rarely came down here.”
“Who maintains it and the lawn while you’re not here?”
“My housekeeper, Bianca, lives in the cottage. She keeps the house tidy and a handyman comes once a week to do the lawns and gardens. She'll be over shortly to make lunch. She prepares the meals when I'm here." She placed her hand on top of Eden's on the railing. "I'll make the meal tonight to show you I can cook."
“Oh, I know—” Eden stopped in time. Whoops! She’d never seen Vanessa cook here, only on the island. “Um, knowing you, you’d be a Cordon Bleu chef.”
Vanessa laughed. "Mother did make me take lessons. Quote, 'A well-rounded, educated woman must know how to cook'." She reached for Eden's hand and kissed the palm, sending sparks of pleasure through her. "Shall we take a stroll on the beach? Bring your camera."
After she shrugged on her coat, she followed Vanessa out through the garden and down the winding track to the beach. “It must be nice in summer,” she said, wishing it was warm enough to swim. The water looked inviting. The waves had enticed two hardy surfboarders, but it must be freezing. “Better them than me,” she muttered.
As they strolled along the beach, she snapped photos of a family of purple sandpipers on the shoreline, and a gray seal sunning on a rock.
"Let's sit for a while," said Vanessa, "and watch the ocean. It is so peaceful after the city."
Eden sank on the sand beside her, content to sit in silence and enjoy the peace. After a while, Vanessa turned and kissed her softly on the lips. Eden put her arm around her shoulder to draw her in closer. She pushed up Vanessa's sunglasses for better access, increasing the pressure until they were locked together in a kiss that curled her toes. She pulled away reluctantly. "We'll save the rest for later."
“We’d better. My nipples would freeze if I took my coat off,” Vanessa said, then chuckled. “That’d be more birds for you to photograph—two blue tits.”
Eden smiled at her. “I love it when you laugh, Nessa.”
"You make me happy," she said, grasping Eden's hand. “Come on, let's go back. Bianca will have lunch ready."
"Food sounds good," Eden said, pulling Vanessa to her feet.
They walked back down the beach, swinging their linked hands, listening to the sound of the waves breaking onto the shore.
Bianca, humming at the bench while she prepared a salad, looked up when they entered the kitchen. “Senora Vanessa, lunch is almost ready.”
“This is my friend Eden, Bianca. She’ll be staying with me this weekend.”
Bianca bobbed her head. “It is good to meet you, Senora. Is there anything you do not eat?”
“I’m not fussy and haven’t any allergies, thanks, Bianca.”
Bianca gave her a beaming smile. “Very good. I’ll have lunch on the table in a minute.”
Vanessa handed Eden a beer from the bar fridge in the lounge. "She likes you already. Mother's a fussy eater, and Byron doesn’t like spicy food. Bianca enjoys cooking traditional Mexican."
“She’s from Mexico?”
“The family came over when she was twenty. She’s been with us ever since. When I bought this house, she came over with me.”
“I love most foods,” said Eden with a grin. “Mexican is one of my favorites.”
“Oh my, Eden. You’re going to get on so well here.”
"Have you anything planned for this afternoon? I'm quite happy to have a lazy afternoon at home." Eden wriggled her eyebrows. "Preferably in bed."
Vanessa smiled. "I'd like nothing better, but I want to show you the vineyards of Long Island."
“Couldn’t we do that tomorrow? I’ve only seen you once this week.”
Vanessa fidgeted with the stem of her glass. “Um, we’re having lunch with my parents at their house tomorrow. I want you to meet Father.”
Eden raised her eyebrows. “You didn’t tell me that.”
Vanessa dropped her eyes, looking guilty. “I didn’t know how you’d react.”
“He’ll say you haven’t known me long enough to bring me home.”
Vanessa shrugged. “He probably will.”
“How will you reply, Nessa?”
“I’ll say it hasn’t been long but I feel I’ve known you much longer. We click.”
Eden sighed. “Just so long as you realize you’ll get the third degree.”
Vanessa smiled. “I won’t. You will.”
“That’s something to look forward to,” said Eden dryly.

While Vanessa prepared dinner, Eden sat on the deck, listening to the sound of the ocean and the distant hum of the traffic on the highway.
She took a mouthful of beer, a pleasant change from the wine at the vineyards. As wine wasn't her preferred drink, she'd been a bit dumb about the tasting, unlike Vanessa, who turned out to be a connoisseur of the grape. It had been a great afternoon. The vineyard had been delightful, the scenery spectacular, and conversing together was easy. Even the silences were comfortable. She had never found anyone so in sync with her before.
Though she had been banned from the kitchen, when the smell of something delicious cooking wafted in the air, she went inside. She stood in the doorway, watching Vanessa at the stove, stirring something in a saucepan. The sight brought back memories of the cottage on the island, giving her a warm feeling in her stomach.
“Whatcha cooking?”
Vanessa looked around with a smile. “Stuffed salmon, artichokes and baby potatoes. You’ll like it.”
“I’d like anything if you cooked it.”
“You know how to win a girl’s heart.”
Eden moved closer and slowly leaned in and kissed her. “Only this girl.”
Vanessa's eyes flared with emotion. "If you say things like that, you won't get any dinner."
"Then you'd better hurry and feed me, Ms Templeton, ‘cause I’m getting hungry for something else.”
Vanessa gently pushed her away. "Set the table, and I'll serve. We'll eat before you can have your way with me."
Eden scooted to the drawer for the knives and forks and as she set the table, Vanessa appeared with two full plates.
The dinner was worth the wait, but by the time they cleaned up, Eden couldn’t contain herself any longer. She grabbed Vanessa’s face in her hands and kissed her thoroughly.
They didn't even reach the bedroom, ending up in a tangle of limbs on the stairs.
After Eden brought Vanessa quickly to a screaming climax, they collapsed alongside each other.
“Dear God, that was something,” Vanessa panted out.
Eden climbed to her feet, then pulled her up. "Let's finish this in bed. Making out on the stairs is for the young. I won't be able to walk tomorrow."
“No,” said Vanessa with a sly grin. “You can’t be limping when you meet Father.”
Eden groaned. "Now that’s a real passion killer, babe."



CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE
Eden had to admit she was nervous. Michael Templeton had a reputation as being a tough businessman, a relentless negotiator and an influential powerhouse in political circles. His daughter was supposed to be the apple of his eye, and whether he’d approve of Vanessa hooking up with a photographer, let alone a woman, would be doubtful.
When they reached the front door, Vanessa patted her arm to reassure her. “Don’t worry. He won’t bite, but he’ll browbeat you if he can. Just don’t rise to any bait he might cast.”
The back of Eden’s neck prickled as the image of an axe poised above it hovered in her mind.
The maid opened the door at the first ring. “They’re in the drawing room, Ma’am.”
Vanessa clasped Eden's hand firmly and pulled her down the hallway. Estelle Templeton was sitting while her husband was standing looking out the window. He turned when they entered, his gaze flicking from his daughter to Eden, then back to Vanessa. "Nessa, please introduce me to your friend."
“This is Eden Ford, Father.”
He extended his hand, which she met with a firm grip. “It’s a pleasure to meet you, Mr Templeton.”
Templeton studied her for a moment before releasing the handshake. His eyes were sharp and very direct. “My wife tells me you’re a notable photographer, Eden.”
“I am, sir,” Eden said, keeping eye contact. If he chose to, Michael Templeton had enough power in the New York society to ostracise her with a click of his fingers.
“What would you like to drink.”
“A whiskey and dry, thanks.”
"Would you get the drinks, please, Nessa? I'll have a whiskey and your mother a small sherry. Sit down, Eden." He took the chair next to his wife.
Trying to ignore how he studied her, Eden sat stiffly on the sofa. "Hello, Estelle," she said.
"It’s nice to see you again, Eden. Vanessa told me about your trip to Milan. Did you enjoy it.”
“Very much.” She glanced briefly at Templeton before focusing back on his wife. “Nessa and I had the opportunity to get to know each other while we were there.”
Templeton’s eyebrows lifted slightly, a sign of approval or disapproval—Eden wasn't sure which. "What exactly is your relationship with my daughter?” he asked.
Vanessa chimed in, her voice light but with an underlying firmness. "Eden and I are dating, Father."
Eden smiled at Vanessa.
Richard shifted his gaze between the two of them, his expression inscrutable. "You haven't known her long and she's just divorced her husband. You'll face criticism about that and the fact you're a woman."
“That’s up to Vanessa, sir. I’m prepared to wait, but she doesn’t want to hide.”
Vanessa passed over the drinks, then looked down at him with her hands on her hips. “It’s my decision, Father. Byron did enough sneaking around with other women in our marriage. I'm not ashamed of my feelings for Eden and won't hide her. She's ten times the person he'll ever be."
Michael Templeton was silent for a long moment, bringing his gaze from his daughter to Eden. "If Vanessa thinks that highly of you," he said grudgingly. "I trust her judgment. You’d better call me Michael if you’re taking out my daughter."
Eden took a breath as the tension eased in her shoulders, though she didn’t completely relax. It wasn't a full endorsement, but it was enough for now. She was here to meet Vanessa’s father, not to win him over in a single evening.
The following thirty minutes were like weaving through a minefield. Templeton was a formidable figure, used to intimidating in debate, and tossed her some tricky questions from world affairs to the economy. She held up her end of the conversation, giving her opinion in a calm, mannered tone.
Finally, he abandoned that tack and got right to the point. "How do you expect to support Nessa if you're travelling all over the world? Are you prepared to put your career second?"
Annoyed, Eden studied him for a moment. Michael Templeton was a self-made man who was used to getting his way. Damn-it. It was time she stopped kowtowing to him and showed she had some spine. She couldn't let him continue to treat her like she didn't matter. "That's entirely up to us, Michael. Our relationship is new, and I'm certainly not prepared to pre-empt anything, let alone discuss our future until Nessa and I have a chance to. We're not teenagers—we're intelligent women who can work out what we have to do to be happy." She smiled disarmingly at him. "We would like to get to know each other without pressure."
They all gaped at her while she sipped her drink.
Vanessa gave a squeak of laughter which she hastily turned into a cough. She turned to her father with a battle light in her eyes. "Eden's right. We'll work out what we want to do in good time. It's only early days."
Before he could reply, a voice echoed from the doorway. “Dinner is served, ma’am.”
Estelle rose from her chair, glanced at her husband’s offered arm and took Eden’s instead. “Shall we adjourn to the dining room.”
Eden smiled at her, pleased for her support.
When they were seated at the table, Michael gave her a nod of approval. Eden chuckled to herself. For all his power, Estelle wore the pants in their relationship. From then on, the atmosphere was less stressful. He talked to Eden as his equal, asking her opinion on the technical side of photography, and seemed genuinely interested in the out-of-the-way places of the world she'd visited. When lunch was over and it was time to go, he'd clearly accepted the inevitable and would support their relationship.

As soon as they walked into her house, Vanessa tossed off her heels at the door, waited for Eden to do the same, then led her upstairs to the bedroom. She stripped off until she was in her undies, then flopped onto the bed. She hooked a finger at Eden who stood watching her from the doorway. “We’ve two hours before we have to head back.”
Eden approached the bed, shucked off her slacks and shirt until she was down to her boxers and straddled her. "We'd better make the most of the time left, then." She gazed down at Vanessa, a beautiful woman, inside and out. "You're gorgeous," she whispered.
“You were wonderful today, Eden,” murmured Vanessa, warmly stroking her abdomen. “No one has ever stood up to father quite like that. You put him in his place without raising a sweat.”
Eden harrumphed. “Believe me, I was nervous as hell but it needed saying.”
“Mother thinks you’re great.”
"I like her—she's a grand lady. You're going to be just the same when you're her age. Something for me to look forward to." Eden kissed her on the forehead and trailed her mouth to her lips. She said before it got too heated, "You've too many clothes on."
“Then unwrap me, babe.”
Eden reached around to unclip her bra, pulled it off, and tossed it onto the floor. "We'll get rid of this for a start," she said.
“What about⁠—”
The words died in her throat when Eden flicked the nipple back and forth with her tongue. “Oh my God,” Vanessa groaned out.
Eden nipped and sucked the nipples as she pushed her thigh into her, rubbing it against her silk pants. Vanessa pushed her hips into her, her hands tangled in Eden’s hair. Eden pulled back, quickly stripping off the pants then thrust her leg against her clit.
Vanessa arched against her. “Fuck that feels good,” she breathed out.
Eden rode her thigh as she thrust into her. Keeping eye contact, she moved faster, sweat forming between them.
Vanessa’s hands tightened in her hair. It stung, but the pain only heightened Eden’s pleasure. She was close to her climax when she felt the muscles contract around her fingers. Vanessa’s eye’s shuttered down as Eden pressed her thumb into her clit. “Come with me,” she said in a strangled voice.
Their movements became frantic. They cried out as their bodies arched together and then came hard. "I love you, Jane," Eden cried out.
She flopped back on the bed, emotion swelling in her. God, how she loved this woman. When Vanessa was silent, she turned to look at her. Her face was like stone, and two tears leaked down her cheeks.
“Hey,” she whispered. “What’s wrong.”
“I thought you were different, Eden. That you actually liked me for myself, not for what I have.” She climbed out of bed, stiffly faced away and began dressing.
"What the hell, Nessa? What did I do? I told you I loved you. I know it's too early but it's the way I feel. I don't expect you to say that to me."
Vanessa whirled around, reefed on her shirt and said furiously, “You didn’t tell me you loved me, Eden. I’m Vanessa not Jane.”
Eden blanched. Oh shit! “It’s not what it seems, Nessa.”
"For fuck's sake, Eden, don't treat me like an idiot. I had a husband who did that to me for years. I'm never going into a relationship like that again. If we're not honest with each other, we have nothing," she snapped.
Eden bounced off the bed and clutched her arm. “I can explain.”
“What? That you’re dating another woman on the side? What a fool I’ve been. To think I even took you home to meet my parents.” She shrugged her hand off angrily and grabbed her purse and keys from the side table. “I’m heading back to Manhattan. Let yourself out—Bianca will lock up. I’ll order a company Uber to take you back so you’re not out of pocket.”
"Don't bother—I'll find my own way back," Eden said with a spurt of righteous anger. "You're right, Nessa. We have to trust each other. That goes both ways."
“Then who is Jane?”
“She’s…she’s…”
Vanessa pressed her lips together. "Don't bother," she said icily, then she was gone.
Eden sat heavily on the bed, trying to understand what had happened. It had only taken a moment for everything to come crashing around her ears. If she had only told Vanessa everything from the beginning, but that was water under the bridge. She wasn't going to believe her now.
Fighting back tears, she stuffed her clothes into her bag and went downstairs. After ringing for a cab, she left the house to wait on the highway.



CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO
Vanessa looked dejectedly at the laptop screen, trying to summon the energy to finish the document.
Two weeks had passed since she'd walked away from Eden, and she was floundering in a state of perpetual depression. It was getting worse, not better. She'd shut herself in her office, leaving very late every night to lessen the time spent staring at the walls in her house. Above all, she'd avoided going anywhere near the crew working on the fashion segment in case she ran into Eden. She couldn't handle that at the moment.
She went nowhere and ignored her private phone calls, including those from her mother.
Since she'd refused all invitations, the thought of the coming weekend alone made her nauseous.
She checked the time. Her appointment with Dr Hart was due in an hour, so she reluctantly returned to work.
A knock on the door sounded a minute later, and Robyn entered with a letter. "This just came in."
Vanessa pulled out the sheet of paper inside the envelope, then aware Robyn was hovering, said briskly, “Thank you. I’ll let you know if it’s to be answered.”
After the door closed behind her, Vanessa unfolded the paper.
Dear Ms Templeton,
I am writing to resign from my position as a photographer. Due to private circumstances, my resignation is effective from today.
I have enjoyed working with you and the team. Thank you once again for everything.
Sincerely,
Eden Ford
Vanessa stared at it, barely comprehending what she was reading. Eden had resigned; she intended to leave the firm. Gulping, she fought back tears. It was for the best, she told herself, but she still felt as if her heart was ripped out, piece by piece. She took several deep breaths, trying to gain control. Goddamnit, she was the head of one of the largest media corporations in the world, not a wilting woman in an afternoon soapie.
When she reread the letter, a burning anger replaced the hurt as Eden's deception came rushing back. She'd manipulated her, ingratiated herself in her life with good—no, fabulous—sex while she was taking out another woman. Jealousy wormed deep inside at the thought of that other woman: Jane. The room became close and claustrophobic. Finally unable to stand it, she snapped down the laptop lid, put the letter in her pocket and stomped out the door.
Robyn looked up in surprise. “You’re leaving already?”
"I have a meeting," she said curtly.
As Vanessa marched through the desks outside, everyone kept their heads down, the only sound was the sharp clicking of her heels. Once she reached the street, she walked the four blocks to the therapist. While she waited for her appointment in the coffee shop across the street, her phone beeped a text from Stella.
Why the hell aren't you answering my texts? I'm coming over tonight.
Vanessa was on the verge of telling her not to bother but hesitated. Did she really want to keep wallowing in self-pity? A few drinks with Stella should put things into perspective or at least cheer her up.
Come at six-thirty. I’ll pick up Thai takeaway.
She jabbed send, then went over for her appointment.
When she entered the room, Rosemary Hart looked up with a smile. She was wearing a brown top which made her look more frumpish. “Take a seat, Vanessa.”
Vanessa perched on the edge of her chair, not in the mood for the therapy session. She looked around the room, noticing the dull painting had been replaced by a photograph of nesting birds on a cliff. "New picture," she remarked.
“A mystery person donated it specifically for this room,” Hart said, and then chuckled. “A patient mustn’t have liked my painting. It’s a wonderful photo. The gulls are spectacular.”
"They're Australasian gannets, not gulls," said Vanessa.
Hart blinked at her. “Oh, that’s handy to know. How was your week?”
"I didn't do anything except work," she replied. To fill up the time, she prattled on, explaining to the therapist what she done at the office in detail.
When she could think of no more to say, she fell silent.
Hart looked at her over her glasses. "How’s your relationship with Eden going? Didn't you see her during the week?"
Vanessa scowled. “That’s been off for two weeks.”
Hart put down the pen. “You didn’t tell me that last session. Why not?”
“It wasn’t important.”
Hart eyed her thoughtfully. “What happened, Vanessa? You seem tense today. Is it to do with the breakup?”
Vanessa bit her lip. She didn’t want to discuss this with anyone, let alone the nosey therapist. “Work pressure.”
They sat in silence, Hart looking at her expectantly. Her face had assumed a slightly fixed expression. “And?” she prompted.
“You think it had something to do with the breakup?”
“Had it?”
Vanessa slumped back in her seat. Rosemary Hart was no fool. Well, she may as well get it over with. "I thought the whole thing was real. I had found someone with whom I could spend the rest of my life. She was everything I ever wanted: kind, intelligent and a perfect lover. But the whole thing blew up in my face."
“How did it, Vanessa?” The words were gently spoken.
Vanessa sniffled, reaching for a tissue. "We were in bed together, and she said she loved me."
Hart stopped writing in her notebook and looked up. “You didn’t want to hear that?”
"She said, 'I love you, Jane.' She had the gall to call me Jane," Vanessa replied bitterly, remembering her shock at hearing the words. "So, I told her to go. I'd been in one unfaithful relationship, and I had no intention of stepping into another."
“What did she say to that?”
To her embarrassment, Vanessa began to cry. Dr Hart pushed over the box of tissues. "She said there was a reason, and when I asked what, she couldn't tell me." She blew her nose. "Today, she sent me her resignation."
“And how did you feel about that?”
Vanessa glared at her. "How do you damn well think I felt? I didn't want her to resign over it."
"Did you expect her not to be hurt? Eden was invested in the relationship as well as you. Trust goes both ways, Vanessa."
Before Vanessa could reply, the bell went off.
“That’s it for today, I’m afraid,” Dr Hart said, sympathy radiating in her voice.
Vanessa rose and walked to the door. “Go to hell,” she whispered when she was outside. The therapist had turned her into one of those needy people who cried at the drop of a hat.

Vanessa put the takeaway in the microwave and slipped into the shower. Though the water refreshed her physically, it did little to erase her depression. After changing into jeans and a casual top, she didn't have long to wait. The doorbell chimed moments later, and she motioned Stella inside. "Go into the lounge, and I'll get us a drink. There's a bottle of chardonnay in the ice bucket."
Stella sank into the sofa, tucking her legs gracefully under her. As she took the glass of wine, she scrutinized Vanessa. "You've ignored my texts for two weeks and you look terrible. What's wrong?"
"Who says anything has happened? I've been very busy at work, that's all."
“Nonsense, you thrive on work. If you want a shoulder to cry on, Nessa, I’m here.”
Vanessa tried to suppress the barrage of thoughts and emotions. She took a deep breath to maintain her composure. “I’ve broken up with Eden.”
Stella stared at her. “Already. That was quick. I thought you had a marvellous time together in Milan. I’ve never seen you so wrapped up in anyone.”
“I was,” she said, then related what happened.
“Maybe she did have a reason to say it.”
“Come on, Stella, it might have been a self-preservation response, but I can’t go down that road again.”
Stella looked at her with compassion. "If it weren't so serious, it'd be funny. You've only decided to date women and already fallen in love and broken up."
Vanessa glared at her. “Who said I was in love with her?”
“Then why are you so down in the dumps because she’s not with you anymore.”
Vanessa shrugged, not knowing how to answer.
Stella reached over to top up their drinks. "The only way to get you out of the doldrums is to go out. You can't sit alone in the house in your present state. It's morbid. Come with me to a party tomorrow night. I wasn't going to go, but I need to get out too."
Vanessa looked at her friend in surprise, catching the wistful tone. “I thought you had plenty of people wanting to take you out.”
Stella took a big swallow of her drink. “But not the one I want. He hasn’t called since that night at the Winston club.”
“You’re keen on Max?”
Stella gave a wry smile. “I should have asked him to stay for breakfast. I like him a lot. He’s a darling.”
"You'll just have to work on getting him interested again. It'll be a challenge, which I'm sure you're up to," Vanessa said soothingly. The one thing she knew about Stella was that she didn't like to be beaten. "Who's the party for?"
Stella fluttered her hands. “Elliot Maguire, a Wall Street tycoon that the firm represents. It’ll be swanky, so put your glad rags on.”
Vanessa groaned. “Must I?”
“Yes, you must. It’ll be the very thing to boost you up.”
“Oh, all right,” said Vanessa grudgingly. She knew in the morning she was going to regret the decision.
“Great. Let’s watch something on Netflix tonight. We can eat in front of the T.V. “
Vanessa smiled fondly at her. No one could stay sad for too long with Stella.



CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE
Vanessa slipped on her Emanual Ungaro cocktail dress she bought in Milan. When she twirled in front of the long mirror in her bedroom, she decided it was worth the expensive price tag.
After checking her makeup and hair, she slipped into her heels and went downstairs to the foyer to wait for Stella. As soon as she stepped out of the elevator, the text popped up: Pulling up now.
“Wow,” said Stella as she climbed into the Lexus. “That’s a seriously fab dress.”
Vanessa flashed a smile. "From the Milan trip." She ran her eye over Stella. She wore a slinky silver dress, the split on the side reaching halfway up to the top of the thigh. "You don't look too bad yourself."
Stella grinned. “You never know who’ll be there.”
Vanessa smiled to herself. Looking like that, Stella had no intention of going home alone. She gazed out the window at the lights of New York, pleased she'd come. A night out would take her mind off her disastrous love life. After they pulled up outside the Plaza, they climbed the steps into the lobby and joined the line of people making their way to the elevators.
When they walked through the grand columns into the ballroom, they were greeted by a hum of noise and a glitter of lights. The party was in full swing, women sparkling in diamond necklaces and earrings, the men in tuxedos. A string quartet played softly in the background while waitstaff in black uniforms moved between the guests, offering trays of champagne and gourmet hors d'oeuvres.
Vanessa plucked a glass of champagne off a tray and looked around. On one side, there were many familiar faces—bankers, media moguls and socialites—her father’s type of crowd. She’d been to enough of these pretentious turnouts to be cynical. They clustered in small groups, conversing politely about art auctions, luxury vacations, and the latest charity galas. Occasionally, they glanced around the room, scanning for anyone worth knowing.
"This crowd looks a bit stuffy," Stella murmured in her ear. “There's Barbara over there. She'll be a bit of fun."
Vanessa followed her to the far side of the room, where the gallery owner was surrounded by a crowd dressed in more eccentric and vibrant clothes. They laughed loudly, and gestured with their hands as they spoke. When Stella and Vanessa approached, Barbara greeted them enthusiastically. After air-kissing Stella, she pressed a warm kiss on Vanessa's cheek and purred, "Vanessa, sweetie."
Vanessa nearly rolled her eyes but said politely, "Hello, Barbara." Then she turned to a young man with a mop of black hair and an engaging grin. "Hi, I'm Vanessa."
His smile grew wider. “I’m Tom.”
“You’re an artist, Tom.”
"A potter." He began to talk about his work, and before long, they were in an in-depth conversation about art.
As more joined the discussions and, boosted by a couple more glasses of champagne, Vanessa found she was having a great time. They were in the middle of a heated debate about modern art versus the old masters when she felt Stella stiffen beside her. She glanced at her—she stood frozen, staring at something on the right. Vanessa turned her head to follow her gaze. Max stood with his arm draped over a woman's shoulder, talking to a dapper man with a goatee. When she focused on the woman, Vanessa drew in a sharp breath.
It was Robyn.
When Stella started to move, she grasped her arm quickly. “Don’t, Stella. Leave it be,” she whispered urgently.
Stella turned, her eyes narrowed, jaw clenched. “That fucking bitch has her claws in Max,” she hissed. She jerked her arm free and marched off toward them.
With a hasty, “Excuse me for a minute,” Vanessa hurried off after her.
When Stella reached them, Max said something, and Robyn glanced around. In that instant, Vanessa caught the unguarded expression as she gazed at Stella: Cold, spiteful and triumphant. Then she caught sight of Vanessa, and her eyes widened. "Nessa, I didn't know you were coming tonight."
“Why shouldn’t she be here,” Stella snapped. She gave Max a cool nod. “Hello, Max.”
Blushing, he dropped his arm from Robyn’s shoulders. “Hi, Stella. Hey, Vanessa.”
“I’ll leave you to your friends,” the dapper man said and wandered off.
Vanessa nodded briefly at Max, then focused back on Robyn. Though she was smiling pleasantly now, it wasn't her lips Vanessa was looking at, it was her ears. Frowning, she reached over to touch the diamond earrings. They were an unusual design: two large, rare black diamonds surrounded by a halo of small, perfectly cut white diamonds. She knew them well—her mother had given them to her on her twenty-first birthday.
And just like that, everything fell into place.
Flinching, Robyn quickly backed away from her.
Her face stony, Vanessa said sharply, “So, it was you who Byron was fucking, Robyn.”
Stella stared at her and then at Robyn. Max dropped his arm and took a step away. Robyn darted her eyes around, then said almost calmly, "I don't know what you're talking about, Nessa."
Vanessa put out her hand. "It's Vanessa to you. Only my friends call me Nessa. Give them to me, or you'll be charged with stealing."
“He gave them to me,” she hissed. “I didn’t take them.”
Vanessa waggled her fingers. “Now, Robyn.”
She unclipped the earrings and dropped them in Vanessa’s palm. “Take them. And good riddance. You were never woman enough for him.”
When she started to go, Vanessa clutched her arm. "Come out to the hallway because I have more to say. If you don't want me to say it publicly, Robyn, you'd better. I'd appreciate it if you and Stella would also come, Max. I'll need witnesses."
Robyn looked like she was going to protest but shrugged. "Why not. I’ll resign, so you can't fire me." She wrenched her arm away, leading them to a quiet spot in the hall. She leaned against the wall with a defiant glare. "What have you to say, Vanessa? It's hardly a crime to fuck your husband."
“No, Robyn, but attempted murder is.” Ignoring Stella’s startled gasp beside her, she continued, “You put that bomb under my bed in the cabin.”
“They said it was a gas leak,” muttered Robyn.
“No, it was a bomb. The FBI found residual explosive materials and particles of a timing device in the cabin. My father has the report. You must have been stupid not to think there wouldn’t be an investigation.”
At the odd look on Robyn's face, the truth hit. "You weren't stupid, you didn't care because you'd prepared for that. It was you who trolled me on social media. You weren't trying to damage my name; you were setting up someone to take the blame for my death. And who better than a phantom sick troller."
“Really, Vanessa,” Robyn said testily, “This is all supposition. The trolling started months before we went to Australia.”
“You had to wait for the perfect time. But when I confided to you in Melbourne that I intended to divorce Byron, you had to move. The boat provided the perfect opportunity.”
“This is a complete fantasy.”
Vanessa ignored her. "The biggest puzzle about the bombing was the timing. Since it was set to go off at four, how could the perpetrator ensure I was in the cabin then?"
“How could it possibly be me?”
"Because you were the only one able to keep me there. It was your idea to come on board earlier to prepare things. You put the explosive under the bed, set the timer, and then drugged me with that gin and tonic on deck. I went to sleep almost immediately and wouldn't have woken only for the storm. That was the one thing you hadn't foreseen in the plan. It was so rough I became dreadfully seasick, and the captain had made me put on the lifejacket."
Robyn glared at her. "Why would I bomb a boat I was on too?"
"I imagine it was set off at that time because you'd be near an island. But you must have had a few anxious moments when the captain changed course in the storm."
“You can’t prove a thing, Vanessa.”
"We traced the server you used for the trolling."
"You couldn't have. I was careful—" Robyn fell silent, flicking her eyes away.
Vanessa felt a spurt of excitement. Her ploy had worked. "Thank you for confirming my suspicions. You had the motive, Robyn. You were Byron's lover. He would have inherited the bulk of my estate, a great deal more than the prenup." She looked at her curiously. "Are you still with him now?"
“No. He has expensive tastes. The divorce money won’t last forever.”
“You conniving bitch,” exclaimed Stella.
Robyn glared at her. “Thanks to you, you vindictive cow, he didn’t even get the full prenup.”
Vanessa swallowed the bad taste in her mouth. “So, you tried to latch on to me,”
"I knew you liked me, Vanessa. Byron always complained you were frigid, but I suspected you didn't like men."
“I never gave you any cause to think that,” said Vanessa.
“All you did was work,” she tilted her head to study her, “but you weren’t cold like he thought. I couldn’t understand why you preferred that dull Eden over me. She’s not even pretty.”
Vanessa looked at her in amazement and just shook her head. The woman was a narcissist. She dug out her phone and flipped through her contacts until she reached the FBI agent's number. "Make sure she doesn't move, Max."
Robyn’s eyes became like flints, venom rolling off her tongue, “If you ring the police, Vanessa, I’ll tell the world you’re a lesbian predator who forced herself on me.”
Stella stepped forward, her hands on her hips. "Oh, for fuck's sake, Robyn, get your head out of your ass. As if anyone's going to believe that after they learn you've been screwing her husband for months. If I were you, I'd shut up—you're in enough trouble without adding to it."
Vanessa smiled at Stella, then focused back on Robyn. "I don't care what you say about me, Robyn. I won't be blackmailed. But a word of warning; if you do go ahead with your threat, it won't be me you’ll have to contend with, it'll be my father. He'll bury you so deep, you'll never get out of prison."
Without another word, she moved down the hall to make the call. After two rings, a male voice answered, “Dan Palmer.”
"Agent Palmer, this is Vanessa Templeton. My father gave me your number. I understand that you're the investigating officer on my case."
“What can I do for you, Vanessa?”
"Sorry for the late hour, I've just discovered who put the bomb on my yacht. It was my assistant, Robyn Highgate. We'll be in the Plaza Hotel lobby if you could send someone around to pick her up."
There was a moment's silence at the end of the phone, and then he said gruffly, "You're sure it was her?"
“Positive. I have witnesses.”
"Right, Vanessa, I'll notify the nearest police station to take her in. We'll hold her until I get your statement. I'll come to your apartment at eight in the morning to interview you."
“Thank you, Agent Palmer.”
Vanessa clicked the off button, then walked back. “The police will be here shortly. We’ll wait in the lobby.”
For the first time, Robyn lost her composure. “You rang the police?”
"I did, Robyn. Now, let's get down to the lobby. Would you please escort us, Max?"
He nodded, looking uncomfortable.
Stella gave Robyn a prod when the elevator opened. “In you get. If you try to bolt, it’ll only make things worse for yourself.”
Robyn glowered at her as she went inside. Once they reached the lobby, it was only five minutes before two uniformed police entered the hotel.
One recognized Stella and nodded, "Where's the woman we need to pick up, Stella?"
She pointed to Robyn.
“Come with us, please, ma’am,” he said.
When he moved to grasp her arm, she said curtly. “There’s no need for force. I’m going.”
At the front door, she glared back at Stella, and then they were gone.
Stella watched Vanessa with quiet, serious eyes. “I’ll call a cab, Nessa. You look beat.”
Max cleared his throat. “I’ve my car here. I could drive you both home.”
Stella eyed him for a moment, then shook her head. "Thanks, but no thanks, Max. We'll catch a cab."
He shuffled his feet. “I guess then I’ll say goodnight.”
"Goodnight," she said cooly. Without another word, she took Vanessa's hand firmly and led her out the door.
“That was a night to forget,” Vanessa said when they stepped out into the cool air. “I can’t believe I was taken in by her for so long.”
“I wouldn’t beat myself up about it, Nessa. She fits the profile of a psychopath,” said Stella. “I’ve met a few of them in court: charming, controlled, completely without empathy and adept at hiding their true natures.”
"I know, but it still hurts. The worst thing about it is that Robyn was a real asset in the company, efficient and innovative. She could have gone places. I considered moving her into an executive role, but she chose to get ahead by manipulating people." She glanced sideways at Stella. “You were hard on Max."
Stella smiled wryly. “You must be rubbing off on me, Nessa. I couldn’t look at him after going straight from me to her.”
Vanessa dug her in the ribs. "Maybe you're growing up, old friend. Come on, let's order a cab. Will you stay with me tonight? It'll be nice not to be alone in the apartment, and I'd appreciate backup when the FBI agent turns up tomorrow."
"I intended to. I want your company too. That bitch upset me, and few people do that."
By the time they reached her apartment, the stress of the night had taken its toll. Vanessa was exhausted. After setting Stella up in the spare room, she stumbled into her room. She stripped off her dress, whimpering a little as she pried off her high heels. After setting the alarm, Vanessa fell face down onto the bed in her undies. A second later, she was asleep.



CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR
There was enough going on early in the week that Vanessa had little time to miss Eden.
The FBI agent formally charged Robyn on Tuesday and met with Vanessa two more times to gather as much information as possible to consolidate the case. Byron had been taken to the police station to be interviewed and was expected to be charged as an accessory to attempted murder.
On Friday, she took the day off to see her mother before her therapy session since Byron was, after all, the son of her best friend. She also needed to tell her that she'd broken up with Eden. When she arrived at the house, her mother was in the garden pruning the roses.
She looked up in surprise at the sound of her footsteps. “Nessa, why aren’t you at work?”
“I took time off to see you, Mother,” she said, bending over to kiss her cheek.
Estelle put the sheers in the bucket. "It must be something important. You're just as bad as your father when it comes to the office." She stripped off her garden gloves and placed them with the sheers. "Sit down with me, and you can tell me all about it."
Vanessa settled down beside her on the garden bench and tentatively asked, "Has father told you about Robyn?"
“He told me she was the one who planted the bomb in the boat.”
“Did he say why she did it?” she asked.
“Your father doesn’t keep secrets from me, Nessa. He said she was the one Byron was committing adultery with.”
“He’s going to be charged for attempted murder as well, Mother.”
"I know. I've had Sybil in my ear claiming he had nothing to do with it, that it was all, quote, 'that dreadful girl'."
Vanessa snorted. “He’s as guilty as her, the damn bastard.”
Estelle raised a perfectly shaped eyebrow. “My mother always said that obscenity is the distinguishing hallmark of a limited vocabulary, Nessa, but it does apply here. I’ve no doubt he is guilty.”
“I hope he rots in jail.”
“Unfortunately, he won’t be in there long. Sybil and Bob are hiring a top lawyer to defend him, so don’t be surprised if they put most of the guilt on Robyn and get him off with a good behaviour bond.”
“It doesn’t seem fair,” said Vanessa.
"No. it doesn't, though people have long memories, and he'll be ostracised by society, which will hurt him considerably." She looked keenly at Vanessa. "How's Eden? You haven't mentioned her."
"Um, that's another reason I've come to see you, Mother. I've broken up with her."
"Nessa, why on earth did you do that? You two were good together, and she would have been a great support. She's smart and talented, just the person to challenge you."
Vanessa swallowed back the lump in her throat. “She loves another woman.”
Estelle looked at her in surprise. “Did she tell you that?”
"Not in so many words. She… well, while we were in bed, Eden said, 'I love you, Jane'."
Estelle rapped her fingers on her knee. “What did you do then, Nessa.”
Aware tapping was a sign of her mother's disapproval, she said defiantly, "I walked out on her."
Estelle frowned. “Without waiting for an explanation?”
Vanessa took a shuddering breath, her eyes filling with tears. “I was devastated.”
"Oh, Nessa. Eden doesn't strike me as deceitful. If you think a lot of her, you must talk to her. I know trust is essential, but so is communication. If you don't discuss everything important with her, then your relationship is doomed from the start. See her when you go back."
Vanessa flinched. “She resigned. She’s probably readying to return in Australia by now.”
“She’ll still be in New York. Text her, or better still, visit her flat. You know where she lives. But ask yourself before you do if you really want her.”
“I definitely want her, Mother. More than I’ve ever wanted anything in my life.”
Estelle patted her hand. “Love doesn’t grow on trees. Hold on to it when you find it.”
Vanessa smiled at her. “I didn’t realize you were so romantic. To think I was worried about telling you I fancied a woman.”
Estelle looked affronted. "Good heavens, Nessa, I might be a stickler for convention, but I'm not a bigot. All I want is for you to be happy. Now come inside. We’ll have something to eat. I want to show you the delightful ceramic bowl I bought last week."

Vanessa was in a good mood when she entered Dr Hart’s office.
At least she had something to tell her that was pertinent to her memory loss and not drenching up past relationships.
Hart peered at her over her glasses. “You look much more relaxed today, Vanessa. Has something happened?”
"It has, doctor. We've discovered who planted the bomb in my cabin," she said and told her about the confrontation with Robyn at the party.
The therapist sank back in her chair, steepling her fingers together. "Well, that is a surprise. So, it turns out your assistant was the woman your husband was seeing. How did you feel when you discovered it was her?"
"Angry, betrayed. I trusted her. She must have been laughing at me behind my back. She knew my every move, and I confided in her about the details of the police investigation."
“What’s happening to her now, Vanessa?”
"She's been charged with attempted murder and Byron as an accessory. I suspect he had as much to do with it as she did. It was all about money."
"It usually is," murmured Hart. "What do you feel now?"
"Mostly intense relief that they've been caught. I'm not looking over my shoulder, wondering if there’s going to be another attempt on my life."
Hart scribbled something in her notes before continuing, "Can you remember anything yet? Are there any fragments of memory, or can you recall something you couldn't have known?"
Frustrated, Vanessa shook her head. “No.”
Hart eyed her keenly. “Are you a bird watcher?”
“That’s a strange question, doctor. No, I’m not. I’ve never been interested or had the patience.”
“Then how did you recognize that bird in the photograph?”
Vanessa glanced up at the photo on the wall. “I just know what it is. It’s an Australasian gannet.”
“Tell me about them,” Hart prompted.
“They’re large seabirds,” Vanessa said. “White feathered with a yellow crown. The yellow is more pronounced during the breeding season. They’re monogamous, and both parents take turns incubating the —” She stopped, confused. “How do I know that?”
For the first time, Rosemary Hart looked excited. “You’ve started to remember, Vanessa. Those memories are ready to come out. You’re doing well.”
Vanessa almost laughed. It certainly didn't feel like it. "What do I do now?" she said, desperate to move forward.
Hart smiled, her face crinkling into warm lines. "You're doing it already. Keep going, meditate, control your stress. Go home now, and I'll see you next week."
"Okay, I'll try. Goodbye, Dr Hart." The therapist was still smiling when Vanessa looked back at her at the door.
Her head suddenly spun as Vanessa walked out of the building into the bright sunlight. The street became a blur of sounds and colors, and something shifted inside her head.
She was standing in a small kitchen with yellow curtains, cooking something in a pot on a gas stove. A woman was there, her face a hazy silhouette, and she was laughing.
The scene shifted. Vanessa was on top of a cliff, surrounded by nesting birds. The slightly acrid smell of bird droppings was in the air.
Vanessa blinked, and the scenes faded as quickly as they came, leaving her breathless. She realized what they were: snippets of memory she thought were lost forever.
She hailed a cab, and another flash hit as she settled into the back seat. This one was far more vivid. She was on a beach, staring out to sea, the salty tang of the ocean thick around her. She could hear the sound of lapping waves and felt the warmth of the sun on her skin.
Vanessa’s heart pounded. She gripped the edge of the seat— she’d seen this scene before.
“Where to?” asked the cabbie.
“The Glebe Gallery, please.”
When the taxi pulled up at the entrance, Vanessa hurried inside.
The young woman at the counter smiled at her when she walked past, then went back to serving a customer. She walked through the main showing room to the smaller one at the back. Eden's photographs were still hanging on the wall. She stopped at the picture of the woman on the beach, and as she studied it, the memories came flooding back. It was a month after she came to the island. She'd gone for a walk on the beach, despondent that she'd never get her memory back.
And then she knew what it meant. Someone took the photo. It was Eden’s exhibition.
“Well, hello, Nessa,” came a sultry voice behind her.
The sound startled her out of her reverie. She turned to find Barbara standing a few feet away. "Hi, Barbara."
"Are you looking for anything specific?"
“Just browsing. I see Eden still has her exhibits here,” Vanessa said, her eyes trailing back to the beach scene.
"They come down next week. We're featuring another artist, and I'm trying to persuade her to exhibit a few more. These have been popular." She smiled. "More people visiting the gallery is good for sales."
“She’s still in New York?” Vanessa asked casually.
Barbara looked at her in surprise. “She doesn’t work for Temple Media anymore?”
Vanessa cleared her throat and fluttered her fingers vaguely. “No. No. She’s moved on.”
“It’s probably because of the book launch.”
“Book launch?”
"It's on at seven tonight at the Greenwich West Village Gallery. I expect many nature lovers will be there—it's a book on wildlife in Australia." Barbara moved a little closer until she could smell her perfume. Chanel. “Would you like to have dinner with me tomorrow night, Nessa?”
Vanessa bit her lip; the woman was certainly persistent. “I’m sorry, Barbara, I’m going out with someone.” Or hope to be.
Barbara looked disappointed. "That's a pity. I'd love to get to know you better. Is there anything in the gallery that you're interested in?"
Though impatient to be off, Vanessa didn't want to appear rude, so she lingered to discuss the exhibits in the gallery. She finished by saying, "I'm looking for a vase to replace one that was broken. If you would give me a call if you get one in, I would appreciate it. Now I must be off."
She hailed a cab to take her to Greenwich Village.
As soon as she walked into the West Greenwich Gallery, a large portrait of Eden met her at the door. Vanessa paused for a minute to study it. Eden looked the consummate wildlife photographer, dressed in a casual shirt and cargo pants, with hands on hips, her camera hanging from a strap around her neck.
Vanessa felt a twinge of unease. After how she’d treated her, perhaps she shouldn’t be turning up unannounced on her special night. She should have at least dressed for the occasion and not come in her work clothes.
Ignoring the butterflies in her stomach, she took a deep breath and stepped inside. The crowd was larger than she anticipated, the room buzzing with noise. In the front corner, people milled around a table with wine, cheese and nibbles. At the back, there were two lines—one for purchasing, the other for signing. She had to curb her impatience as she inched her way to the counter where a woman was selling hard copies of the book.
Once she purchased the book, she snagged a glass of wine and then sat down to go through it. She caught her breath at the dedication: For Jane. The love of my life.
As she turned the pages to look at the pictures, every moment of those forgotten months returned to her with complete clarity. She remembered the island in all its glory: its wildness, the birds and animals, the surrounding sea, and the little cabin where she had lived with Eden. She brushed the tears from her eyes, fighting for control. By the time she reached the end of the book, she was a mess.
She hurried to the powder room to avoid the curious glances cast her way. Inside, she splashed water on her face, then leaned against the marble top to compose herself.
When a woman emerged from a cubicle, she ducked her head down, pretending to wash her hands. Once in command of her emotions, Vanessa joined the line of people waiting for Eden to sign their books. As they moved to the table one by one, she caught a glimpse of Eden through the gap in front. She seemed totally in command, confidently smiling at each person and, after signing the book, saying a few words to them. By the time it was Vanessa’s turn, her heart was thumping.
She pushed the book across the table without a word, and Eden looked up expectantly to greet her. Her eyes widened, and her mouth sagged open.
She audibly swallowed, her gaze lingering on Vanessa’s face. “Hello, Nessa,” she whispered at last.
Vanessa leaned closer. "Would you sign my book, please?"
Eden cleared her throat. “Who do you want it made out to?”
“Jane.”
A smile spread over Eden’s face. “You remember?”
“Vividly.”
She wrote something, closed the cover and handed it back. “I may be a while.”
"I'll wait. It's the only place I want to be," Vanessa murmured. Conscious Eden would be looking at her as she walked away, she gave an extra sway of her hips.
She took a comfortable seat in the corner and opened the book. In Eden’s neat handwriting were the words:
To Jane,
I love you and always will.
Eden.
Ps. I love you too, Vanessa.
Vanessa chuckled and settled down to read the book.
A third of the way through, Eden appeared in front of her. "After I make my excuses, let's get out of here. My flat is within walking distance. Give me a few minutes."
When she returned ten minutes later, she didn't say a word, simply grasped Vanessa's hand and led her out the door. They hurried the two blocks, just making it inside the door of the flat before Eden grabbed her. "I missed you," she whispered, pressing her cheek against hers, "So, so much."
“I’m sorry,” Vanessa said with a half-sob. “I should have trusted you.”
“I should have told you,” Eden said in a low husky voice, “but I wanted you to remember on your own.”
"Come here," Vanessa whispered. "I'll make it up to you."
“Come to bed,” said Eden. she burrowed her head into Vanessa's shoulder and whispered, "I love you, Nessa."
“I love you too, Eden, so very much.”
“Come into the bedroom. I want to show you how much.”
When she switched on the light, Vanessa gasped. The nude portrait of her stretched out on the beach, hung behind the bed, enlarged to the width of the bed. It dominated the room. “Oh my God, Eden. I’m at a loss for words.” She giggled. “But now I’m sure you’ve never had any other women in here.”
Eden smiled. "Take off those clothes and come to bed. I prefer you in the flesh."



CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE
Vanessa woke, happy and content when she registered that she was in Eden's arms.
Feeling languid, she looked at her watch. It was after nine—she hadn't slept so long or well since she'd been on the island. She eased out from under Eden’s arm and padded to the bathroom as quietly as she could. When her stomach rumbled, she realized she hadn't eaten since lunch yesterday. After she found a tracksuit in Eden’s cupboard to put on, she went to the kitchen to make pancakes for breakfast. As she quietly hummed to herself and stirred the ingredients in a bowl, she felt a pair of arms encircle her waist.
“I like seeing you in my clothes,” Eden whispered in her ear.
Vanessa looked around at her shyly. “It reminds me of our time on the island.”
"You cooking for me does, too. What are you making?"
"Pancakes. I know you like them." She pressed her lips on Eden's cheek, then patted her bottom. "Get dressed. They’re nearly ready."
"Yes, ma’am," said Eden, disappearing to the bedroom.
She returned just as Vanessa had the pancakes on the table.
As she watched Eden pour maple syrup over the pancake, Vanessa said, “Would you mind if we visited Mother this morning?”
Eden’s face fell. “I thought we’d spend the day alone.”
“I’d like to see her if that’s okay. I want to tell her we’re together—she’s your biggest fan. She gave me a roasting because I broke it off.”
"Really? What about your father?"
Vanessa chuckled. "He'll do whatever Mother says on the matter. Will you come with me? Knowing you're back in my life would mean a lot to her."
"Of course I'll go. I want to give her the photo of you on the beach." When Vanessa raised an eyebrow, Eden chuckled. "Not the nude, the one in the gallery. She wished to buy it, and since you're in the picture, it would mean a great deal to her."
"That's a wonderful gift, Eden. She'll love it. We could collect it on the way. But first, I must go to my apartment to change clothes and collect my car." Vanessa looked at her slyly. "When we get to the gallery, I want you to leave Barbara in no doubt that we're a couple. I need her off my back."
Eden narrowed her eyes. "I'll make sure that siren gets the message."

When they entered the gallery, Barbara appeared immediately beside them. "Vanessa, you're back,” she purred. She glanced at Eden. "Hi Eden."
Eden draped an arm over Vanessa's shoulders. "Hello, Barbara. I've come to see you about one of my exhibits."
Barbara flicked a surprised glance at the arm, then brought her gaze back to Eden. “You want to sell one?”
"No, I'm picking the beach scene up today. I'll arrange to collect the rest on Monday."
"Have you given any thought to displaying more with the new exhibition?"
"I have. Would you be prepared to take five? They will be for sale."
Barbara beamed. “Of course. I’d be delighted.”
“Excellent. If your assistant could wrap the picture, that would be great.” She smiled at Vanessa. “It should fit in, babe, if we put the back seat down.”
"I'm sure it will, love," Vanessa said in a throaty murmur.
Barbara looked from one to the other, then said in a subdued voice, "I'll organize it to be ready to transport. Bring the car around the back, and we'll load it there."
“I’ll give them a hand if you bring the vehicle around, babe,” Eden said.
As soon as the picture was loaded and they were on the road again, Vanessa burst into laughter. "Did you see her face?"
"She won't be coming onto you again," said Eden, looking amused.
Vanessa threw her a glance. "I rather liked that you were so possessive."
“Me too,” said Eden. “I enjoyed letting her know you’re mine.”
Emotion welled up inside Vanessa. She didn’t reply, just squeezed her knee.
They didn't speak much on the way to Long Island, content to just be together. Vanessa had never been so close to anyone—she and Eden communicated without having to talk. She imagined that after a few years, they'd be finishing each other's sentences. Maybe that was the definition of soul mates, she mused.
It was lunchtime when the Lamborghini rolled to a stop outside the elegant mansion.
Her Mother, reading in the sunroom, became rigid when she appeared in the doorway. "Nessa, what's happened? You were only here yesterday."
Vanessa felt a pang of guilt. She should have texted her she was coming—she never came two days in a row. "Don't panic…nothing's wrong. I brought someone with me." She gripped Eden's hand and walked into the room.
“Eden,” Estelle exclaimed delightedly. “You and Nessa have made up.”
“We have, Mother. I…I’ve remembered what happened to me in those missing months.” To her dismay, Vanessa couldn’t stop trembling as the pent-up emotion of the past weeks broke free.
Estelle rose from the chair and embraced her. “Really? That’s wonderful. Sit down next to me on the sofa and tell me all about it.”
Vanessa took a deep breath, clutching the frail hand for support. By the time she finished, she felt wrung out physically and emotionally.
Estelle looked across at Eden with tears in her eyes. "So, we have you to thank you for saving our daughter's life."
"I was there to help her, but she was a fighter," said Eden, adding with a lop-sided smile, "It was my lucky day when I found her on that beach. Of all the things the ocean washed up, who knew one of them would be the love of my life?"
Estelle squeezed Vanessa’s hand. “I think you’re both fortunate.”
“Eden’s got a present for you, Mother.”
“Now I’m curious,” Estelle said after Eden disappeared out the door. When she brought in the photograph, her eyes widened. “You’re giving me that beautiful picture?”
“It’s me in the photo, Mother,” said Vanessa softly.
“Oh my,” whispered Estelle, her lips quivering. “Thank you, Eden. Michael and I will treasure it.”
“My pleasure, Estelle.”
“Are you staying for lunch, Vanessa?”
“No, Mother. Eden and I are going to spend the day at my house. Bianca will rustle us up something.”

Vanessa went outside onto the balcony, leaving Eden dozing in the bed after their lovemaking.
The late afternoon sun cast a glow over the scenery, softening the view of the gardens with the ocean backdrop. She closed her eyes, enjoying being away from the hustle and bustle of Manhattan to decompress after the excitement of the last few days.
She didn't know how long she'd been standing there before Eden's voice echoed behind her. "I thought I'd find you here," she said.
Vanessa opened her eyes, her face crinkled into a fond smile. "It's so peaceful out here. I love my apartment, but this is my favourite place."
“Mine too. It’s a lovely spot.”
She glanced at Eden curiously. "Do you like your flat in Greenwich?"
Eden stared out into the distance. "It's a place to rest my head. Compared to some of the places I've been, it's very comfortable."
“Would you move in with me?”
Eden jerked her head around to look at her. “You want me to live with you?”
“Yes, that is if you’re staying in New York.”
“I’m staying, Nessa. I told you on the island where you go, I go.”
"Well," said Vanessa, suddenly shy, "if you're staying here, let's live together. We've done it before on the island and got on well. I want to wake up beside you, share our evenings telling each other what we did during the day, look after each other if we're sick, do all the things couples do."
Eden reached over and took her hand. “I’d love to. I want all those things as well. I’m ready to put down roots.”
"Would you return to work for Temple Media to get the fashion project up and running? The team relies on you, and I've seen how many of the others come to you for advice. If you're prepared to take charge of it, I'll pull back and leave it to you."
“What about my resignation?”
“I didn’t give it to Robyn to process. It’s still in my drawer.”
Eden looked at her in astonishment. Vanessa began to panic at her continued silence. "Well?"
“Okay.”
“Is that a yes that you’ll come back?”
Eden raised an eyebrow. "Did you think I’d say no? You can twist me around your little finger."
Vanessa gave a delighted whoop. She leaned over the table and kissed her on the lips. “Excellent. You’ll need a car.”
“Which I’ll buy myself,” said Eden firmly.
“Eden,” she said equally as sternly. “Money is not an issue.”
“Nessa. I am not going to be a kept woman. I have plenty of money.”
Vanessa tittered. “It’s good to hear you aren’t with me for my money.”
“Money doesn’t buy happiness.”
“No, it doesn’t, Eden. I learned that with Byron. It’s a pity Robyn didn’t realize it as well.”
Eden stroked a finger down her cheek. “That was one thing we had to thank her for. If she hadn’t planted that bomb, we never would have found each other.”
"I know," said Vanessa softly, "And that would have been the biggest tragedy."
She moved over to snuggle into her side. Eden put her arm around her to pull her in tighter.
Vanessa sighed with contentment. Whatever the future held, they were going to face it together.



EPILOGUE
Twenty months later.
Vanessa stood on the dock, holding Eden’s hand as they watched the boat come in. Life had come full circle. She was back in Australia, but this time for a nostalgic visit.
Jim brought the trawler in against the wharf, then threw the mooring ropes to Eden. After she tied them around the wooden bollards on the pier, he leaped off the boat. “Ready?” he asked with a grin.
“Yep,” said Eden. “We can’t wait.”
Once the food and bags were loaded, Jim helped Vanessa aboard and took the wheel while Eden uncoiled the ropes. The boat slipped from the wharf, gathering speed as they headed south out of the bay into Bass Strait.
"It’ll get a little rougher further out," Jim yelled to make his voice carry above the sound of the engine. "There’s a breeze today.”
The boat weaved its way through the water, passing through the Heads that marked the bay's entrance. As soon as they exited the protected waters, it became choppy in the open sea as he had predicted. It didn’t bother Vanessa—she rather liked the sway of the boat. As she watched the shoreline fade into the distance, memories came flooding back.
She was on the yacht again, standing with Robyn at the railing, gazing over the sea and watching the occasional gull fly by. It had been pleasant then too, until everything went pear-shaped and her life shattered into pieces. She looked fondly over at Eden, who was taking pictures of two dolphins chasing the boat. How lucky she’d been to have washed up on her island. Fate had dealt her a blow with one hand and given her something precious with the other.
She touched the wedding ring on her finger—this one would never come off.
After cruising for over two hours, Jim finally pointed to an island in the distance. "There she is."
Vanessa went to the front for a better view. After New York, the isolated island was another world; she understood why Jim chose to live here after his stressful army tours. It was so peaceful and pristine, but for her, it wasn’t enough. Good for a holiday, but she liked the bustle of city life. She had been worried Eden wouldn’t adapt long-term to the New York rat race, but she’d adjusted into the life well. When she wanted some peace, they spent weekends at their house at Long Island.
As soon as Jim anchored the boat in the deeper water, they put everything into the inflatable dinghy and took it to the beach. When they finished unloading, he pulled Eden and then Vanessa into a hug. "I’d better get going. I’ll see you in a week. Look after yourselves.”
As they watched the boat sail away, Eden pressed behind Vanessa and circled her arms around her. “Jim’s a good friend. Stay here, babe, and I’ll fetch the buggy.”
When Vanessa entered the cabin, she was hit with a wave of tenderness. This was where they fell in love. Eden must have been feeling the same, for she pulled her close. “It’ll be nice to be by ourselves for a week, with no phone calls, no visitors.”
Vanessa smiled. “This is the only honeymoon we’re going to get. And it’s six months overdue.”
“I know,” said Eden, lovingly rubbing Vanessa’s stomach. “Do you want a rest? You must be tired.”
“I’m perfectly fine, so don’t fuss. Let’s go for a swim.”
“You’ve had a big day, Nessa.”
“For heaven’s sake, babe, I’m four months pregnant, not sick.”
Eden screwed up her nose, knowing she wasn’t going to win this one. “Okay. Let me undress you.”
“Ah ha. No, you don’t. I know exactly what you’re up to. We won’t make it down there if you start that.”
Eden smiled. “Come on then. Get into your swimsuit.”
Vanessa arched an eyebrow. “Who can see us? Since when did we wear anything to swim here?” She took two towels out of the cupboard, threw one to Eden, and ran out laughing.
When she reached the beach, she stripped off and plunged into the sea. The water was a little cool, but once she was in, it warmed up.
She looked over seductively at Eden, who was standing in the water, watching her. “Will you hurry up and kiss me, Eden? Remember, we had our first one here.”
“I remember,” said Eden, her voice low and husky. She moved closer and cupped a breast. “You’re beautiful, Nessa. I love the way you’re so carefree out here.”
“Just think of me as Jane again. No worries, no memories. And with only you in my life.” She tilted her head back so Eden could kiss her.
She did so, deeply and thoroughly. Vanessa closed her eyes and surrendered completely to the kiss.

Vanessa stretched, totally sated after their bout of morning lovemaking. Pregnancy suited her. The initial morning sickness hadn’t lasted long, and she was healthy and fit. As well, her libido had gotten a lift with the extra hormones in her body; she became aroused just looking at Eden.
Her mother had been over the moon when she announced her pregnancy. The normally self-contained woman had disappeared into a fussing, soon-to-be grandmother. She was already shopping for baby clothes and planning the nursery.
Stella was equally excited, especially when Vanessa asked her to be godmother. She had the feeling that her friend was envious of her happy marriage, though she still continued to play the field. Someday, she knew Stella would fall hard for someone. Vanessa chuckled to herself—it was anyone’s guess which sex that person would be.
“Breakfast is ready,” Eden called out from the kitchen. “We’ll have it on the deck outside.”
Vanessa threw on a robe and made a beeline for the food. It was amazing what pregnancy did to her appetite. She seemed to be perpetually hungry. Eden had a bowl of fruit and yogurt on the table waiting for her, along with a cup of coffee. Vanessa kissed her on the top of the head, then sat in the chair next to her.
“It’s so peaceful out here,” she murmured. “No traffic noises or crowds are the things you notice most.”
Eden placed a hand on her arm. “Shush. Look over there,” she whispered.
To Vanessa’s delight, a head poked out of the shrubs, nose twitching. The wallaby took a few tentative hops toward them, then another until it was nearly at the landing. It stood up on its long back legs and surveyed them with its black eyes. From its lower belly, a small head suddenly appeared out of the fur. Not saying a word, Eden rose slowly, inching her way down the two steps to stand in front of it. Carefully, she reached over and scratched its head. It let her for a few moments before it turned and hopped back into the bushes.
Eden bounded onto the landing, wearing a wide smile. “She has a joey in the pouch.” She sat down beside Vanessa and laid a hand on her stomach. “The life cycle goes on.”
Vanessa sighed, enjoying the intimacy. She placed a hand over Eden’s. “I love you so very much.”
Eden curled her hand to grasp hers. “I was only half alive but didn’t know it until I met you, Nessa. You are the love of my life, and we do very well together, boss lady.”
Vanessa leaned close and brushed her lips over hers. “We do, Eden, we do.”
The End
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