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  CHAPTER ONE


  



  A tear wells and spills over, running down my cheek until it reaches the tip of my nose. It drips onto my knee, making a tiny splash of liquid on my skin and I smear it away with my finger.


  A year. It’s been a whole year and I still can’t get past the fact that I’m alone in this world. An orphan. No family; no one who’ll come when I call for help in the middle of the night. No one to tell me how brilliant I am, even when I suck. Which I do. Often. Like right now, for instance. Sitting here on the beach, howling like a baby. That’s major suckage.


  Sniffing back the tears. I attempt to rally. I’m an adult, I tell myself. I shouldn’t need the constant validation of those around me to prove I am a worthy person. I can do life by myself. I don’t need a mother.


  Yeah, right.


  I sigh and begin to cry again. While that might be true, it’s simply not the point. The point is, I feel alone, abandoned, deserted. And even though it’s been twelve months since Mum died, I’m especially lost today, on the anniversary of her death.


  I reach into my pocket, pulling out a photo. It was taken the Christmas before last on my auntie’s instant camera, one of those cool vintage ones that are hip again. Mum and I standing in front of the old maple tree in our garden. She has her arm around my shoulder like she’s never going to let me go. I think about how Mum always loved that tree. Every autumn when the leaves decorated the street and annoyed the crap out of the neighbours, she loved it even more. It used to make her laugh that Mr Jenson got so riled up he felt compelled to rant while using his leaf blower. Nobody could hear a word he said.


  I run my finger over the spot marking Mum’s face, studying it. I’ve looked at this photo a hundred times, more even, yet I never saw until now how alike Mum and I look. We have the same eyes, round and blue. Our smile is identical, wide and friendly and sort of like Julia Roberts in Pretty Woman. And our noses, well they most definitely match, right down to the tiny bump on the bridge I hate so much. Mum’s hair was darker than mine but that’s probably because she used to dye it. Mine’s auburn if we’re being polite, carroty red if we’re not.


  It was the middle of the night when I got the news that Mum was gone. I was in the university bar celebrating the end of another year. The ting of my phone interrupted me at the very moment I was about to make a complete tit of myself — ironically — by taking off my t-shirt and running around the bar with it over my head for a dare. I loathe dares. I don’t like being out of control, not knowing what will happen but, hey, we had one year to go. Two semesters of study. Three practical placements. It was a big night. I’d also been the recipient of just about every award for my year group. It didn’t dawn on me until after the funeral that I had nobody to share my achievements with anymore. Well, nobody to say how proud they were, at any rate. Slamming back a few celebratory tequilas isn’t quite the same thing.


  As the news was imparted, I remember dropping my phone and everything going numb. I couldn’t think. I couldn’t make sense of what the voice had said and it wasn’t because I’d had fifteen Dark and Stormy’s. My ears simply lost their ability to hear and my brain to comprehend. There’d been an accident. A body, believed to be my mother’s, had been found washed up on the beach right near where I sat now.


  That was the night my life changed and not for the better.


  I cross my legs, watching grains of sand sift through my fingers. My tears plop into the sand making a tiny well of water before they soak beneath the surface. Mum’s gone. It’s been hard and today is bringing it back all over again. The horror is as alive and well as if it was happening right this minute.


  “Excuse me? Is this yours?”


  I roll my eyes inwardly, not wanting to lift my head. I don’t want to converse, what I want is for whoever it is to leave me alone. Now. Talking is too difficult today.


  “Excuse me?—”


  The voice is rather persistent.


  “—It’s only that it was almost in the water.” A shadow moves in front of me, darkening the area around my legs. I look up into the sun squinting to see its owner. Mum’s sunhat is in a stranger’s hand. It’s covered in sand and the ribbon is dangling limply where it’s gotten wet. I feel myself frowning. How did this man get my mother’s hat? I’m positive I left it on the sand beside me. I glance down, knowing of course, that it won’t be there and it’s not. Seriously, I’m losing my mind. I am.


  I nod. “Yes.”


  The man hands the hat to me, his fingers touching mine as he does. His head tilts slightly, like he’s waiting for something. Why doesn’t he leave? Can’t he see I’m relishing in my own misery?


  “Are you okay?”


  No. Go. Away.


  “Yes. Thank you.”


  “You’re crying.”


  Well, that’s fairly obvious. I’m also feeling quite antisocial and if he doesn’t leave I might have to explain that. Forcefully.


  “It’s okay. Really.”


  “Is there something I can do? Someone I can get to help you?”


  Suddenly, my silent tears turn to sobs. I don’t give a toss that I’m behaving like this in front of a complete stranger because it’s his fault. He talked about getting people to help and I have no one. I am alone. Pulling my knees up to my chest, I put my forehead on them to hide my face. I sob and sob, my crying making my shoulders heave and leaving me breathless. My teeth chatter against my knees because my chin is wobbling in an attempt to quell the tears. They’re like those wind up joke teeth you buy from the party shop they’re chattering so much.


  I feel the stranger sit next to me on the sand. A hand tentatively splays over my forearm. It doesn’t move. It’s just there; its warmth reassuring me. I know I should pull away, that it should be creepy, some guy approaching me out of the blue and putting his hand on my arm but it’s not. The action has made me sag with a rush of final tears. I feel comforted. Released from my sorrow.


  “Have you hurt yourself?” he asks.


  “No,” I emphasise, lifting my head at last. “And you don’t have to sit here. I’m fine.”


  The man removes his hand and slings his arms over his bent up knees. He gazes out to the ocean. “You don’t look fine. I’d offer a hug and a shoulder to cry on but it sounds a bit serial killer considering we’ve just met. Are you sure there’s nothing less stalker-ish I can do?”


  “Not that I can think of, but thanks.” I press the heels of my hands against my stinging eyes, give a loud and unladylike sniff and wipe my nose on my arm leaving a trail of blubbery snot up my wrist. I slide my arm away quickly, hoping he didn’t see it.


  “I’m Nicholas, by the way.”


  “Sadie. Thanks for taking the time to stop. I must look so stupid sitting here on the beach bawling my eyes out.”


  “You look beautiful. Sad but beautiful.”


  “Oh sure.” I cast him a disbelieving look and try not to blush at the compliment. Physical impossibility.


  “Hey, I was trying to be diplomatic. I don’t want you to start crying again. I’m not good with girls and tears. I never know what to say.”


  His admission cheers me up. I rally. “So what do I actually look like, then? Go on. Hit me with the worst.”


  He considers me for a moment. His fingers caress his chin in a comical way and he purses his lips as if deep in thought. He has very nice lips. The bottom one is full and almost pouty, the kind you want to suck into your mouth. And they’re very pink. Rather kissable.


  Shit. I’m perving on the guy’s mouth and I don’t even know him. Fancy being so easily distracted when I’m meant to be thinking about Mum. I’m such a tart.


  He does have nice lips, though.


  “Well?” I question.


  “You have a snot trail.” His index finger indicates my cheek.


  “Noooo!” I pull my hem of my t-shirt over my fist, swiftly wiping my cheek. Talk about embarrassing. “How about now?”


  “It’s an improvement,” he says. “Not that you looked that bad in the first place. You’re a bit soggy round the eyes, though. Like your mum died.”


  Which is absolutely not what I needed to hear. My face collapses and with it my restored mood. I suck in air, trying to breath, trying not to cry again. It’s not working. The sadness is building. It’s like a ball rising in my throat, choking me.


  Nicholas frowns; the recognition of what he’s said dawning. “Jesus, sorry. Tell me your mum didn’t actually die.”


  “My mum actually died.”


  “Fuck, I’m such a dickhead.”


  “You… Didn’t… Know.” My words are punctuated by tearful, choked snuffles. I see the concerned look on his face. I think I’m scaring him so I try to pull myself together. I mean, it’s been a year. I was only coming here to remember Mum on the anniversary of her death, not fall into the depths of misery again. I need to get a grip and stop blubbering at every tiny thing like a sooky girl. Mum wouldn’t have wanted that and I’ve never been a fan of the blubbering girl either.


  Nicholas stares at the horizon for a while, letting me cry.


  “Better?” he asks, at last.


  “Mmm. Thanks, again.” Somehow it is. His being here is nice. I feel less lost. His presence seems natural, like we’ve known each other for the longest time.


  About half an hour goes by as we sit watching the waves lapping at the shore and the sun going down beyond the horizon. Neither of us says a word but there’s no need to. Nicholas’ brand of comfort lies in the fact that he was prepared to stop and sit with me, a girl he doesn’t know. That says volumes. As the sun finally disappears, he speaks, “I was heading for a beer and a burger. Do you want to come?”


  I remember the last time I ate was at breakfast. Suddenly, I’m ravenous.


  “I look like crap,” I say. “Not like someone you’d want to be seen with in a public place.” My face goes blotchy and red when I’ve been crying. My eyes swell up like balloons so I look like one of those puffy-eyed fish. Not the ones with spikes that are poisonous, those ones you find in a fish tank. Goggle-eyed. That’s my usual I’ve-had-a-cry appearance.


  “I don’t care.”


  “The politically correct answer in this instance would be ‘you look great’,” I say.


  “Yeah, but we clarified that you don’t and I can’t lie. Not even to make you happy. Especially not when you know I’d be lying. Anyway, the swelling will go down soon, won’t it? You won’t look like that forever.” He makes a face.


  “Are you attempting to flirt with me, Nicholas? ‘Cause you’re not doing a very good job.” I smile, but only a little.


  “Damn.”


  “Do you always pick up stray girls on the beach?”


  “Not unless they want me to.”


  “I’m guessing a lot of them would want you to.” The man’s an Adonis. His eyes are nothing short of orgasmic. And the smile. Swooooon. Chastising myself for being so easily led, yet again, I concentrate on the conversation.


  “It probably makes me sound like a wanker but most chicks aren’t interested in the real me. They only want one thing.” The smile grows, and suddenly I feel insanely attracted to him. It’s like a magnet making my insides flutter and flip flop. I straighten involuntarily. I press my lips together, supressing the giggle that wants to escape from heaven knows where because I’m not a giggler. Honestly, I’m not.


  “Your three bazillion dollars?” I tease.


  He frowns. “No. My body.”


  “God knows why any girl would want that. You’re not that bae.”


  He gives me a blank look and I realise I’ve just made myself sound like the student I am. “Bae, you know, like ‘hot’.”


  I don’t know why I even said it. It’s a word Emily likes to use; it’s never been my thing. Maybe I’m trying to impress him.


  “At least I don’t have snot up my arm,” he retorts. He pauses. “So, will you join me for a bite?”


  Nicholas stands, holding out his hand. I take it and he tugs me a little too swiftly. I end up so close to his chest we’re almost touching. We stand that way for a second or two and I can practically see the electricity shooting between our bodies as I gaze up into his eyes. He’s staring at me and they’re bottomless, limitless. Like the furthest you could see into the inky blackness of space but never see the end. They’re hypnotising.


  “Coming?”


  I will be shortly if he doesn’t stop looking at me like that.


  “Sure,” I say, my need to find out more about this man squashing the trepidation of doing something so spontaneous. “I think we’ve ascertained I’m not the best company at the moment but if you’re willing to invite me knowing that, then I’ll come eat with you.” I slide on my shoes. They feel gritty under the soles of my feet even though I’ve tried to brush the sand away. I take my towel and hat, shoving them in my beach bag, which I sling over my shoulder. A weight has been lifted. Somehow, through a simple act of kindness, this man has managed to lift me out of my reverie.


  “You’re not going to cry again?”


  “Only if you buy me gin. That always makes me cry.”


  *****


  



  The Beach Hut is quiet when we arrive. The summer’s almost over and most holiday makers have gone back to their homes in the city. We find a table in the corner with an outlook over the water.


  Like I haven’t seen enough of the water in the last few days. Every waking minute has been spent sitting by the ocean. Thinking. Remembering.


  A waitress arrives and takes our order. She has white blonde dyed hair with a blue streak down the side and a rather large toothy smile. Her dress is so tight you can see every line of her underwear. The buttons down the front look as if they might burst if she bends too far and she leans in Nicholas’ direction, expanding her cleavage so he can get a good look. Geez, her boobs are weapons of mass destruction. She could smother entire suburbs with that cleavage.


  Nicholas makes a joke about ordering gin but she doesn’t get it. I smile at his attempt to cheer me up and order a glass of champagne. He raises a quizzical eyebrow at me as the waitress walks away. “Bubbles? That’s how you get over your melancholy? I hate to see what you’re like when you’re on your game.”


  “I’ve decided to celebrate, not wallow. And I heard the bubbles here are good, so I should at least sample a few glasses before I leave, right? In fact, I might have a glass of everything on the wine list.”


  “My kinda girl.”


  “Um, yeah.” I blush at that. I’m not usually anyone’s kind of girl. I’ve always seen myself as not needing to be part of a couple, single is fine with me. I could, of course, be convinced to change that way of thinking. Especially by a guy with looks like Nicholas. My boyfriends in the past have been, shall we say, conservative? Nice but boring? Missionary? Not to mention countable on one hand.


  Nicholas is none of those things it seems. He’s tall. I noticed that as soon as he stood beside me on the beach. He towers over me and I’m not exactly short. His shoulders fill out the dark blue t-shirt he’s wearing and I can see ripples of muscle as he bends his arm. Not those massive ugly muscles some boys at Uni like to cultivate but the kind a girl wants to run her hands over. His eyes are a smoky, bluish grey and framed by lashes that should be illegal on a man. He has a head of scruffy, dirty blonde hair and stubble gracing a manly chin. I find myself staring at it, imagining things I know I shouldn’t but I can’t help it. It’s that invisible magnet thing. It seems to be pulling us inexplicably together.


  Yep, Nicholas is hot with a capital H and a full stop between each letter for emphasis. He’s a fantasy. The type of man you lust over but know you can never have, the type that enters your dreams and leaves you pulsing. To look at him is to throb with desire.


  And I’m sitting here calmly discussing the wine list.


  Go, me.


  “So, Sadie.”


  I jump, distracted from my naughty thoughts. “Yes?”


  “What brings you to this neck of the woods?”


  I want to answer this truthfully but I fear it may reduce me to tears again. “It’s the first anniversary of when my Mum died. She drowned.” I indicate the spot along the beach where we met. “I’m staying here for a week or so till Uni starts again.”


  “What are you studying?”


  “Horticulture and landscape architecture. I’m in my final year.”


  “So you like science and you’re creative?”


  Does that make me a geek?


  “I guess. I like being in the garden. Creating an outdoor space is more than putting up a pergola to me.”


  “Did your mum like gardening too?”


  No, don’t go there, Nicholas. Please don’t go there.


  I swallow the thought. “Yes.”


  He gives a slow nod. I think he knows I don’t want to discuss that topic any more. Not yet.


  “And you? What’s your claim to fame? Why are you here?” I ask.


  “First holiday in five years. If you could call it that. My business partner arrives tomorrow so we’re going to mix a little work and play before we head back to town in a week or so.”


  “Where are you staying?” I imagine him in one of those penthouses further along the coast to the south. Despite his rugged looks, he seems like the type, like he only looks this way when he’s on holiday. Not that there’s anything wrong with the way he looks. Not at all.


  “I have a shack too. It used to belong to my grandparents but now it’s mine. I’ve been coming here since I was a kid. Surfing mostly. Can’t believe I’ve never run into you before now.”


  “I’m a bit of a homebody, I guess. Haven’t been here since I was about eight.” I could never understand why Mum didn’t come to the bay more often. I know she loved the sea but that something changed after the summer when I was eight. She was almost reclusive after that. Naturally, she dragged me into that way of thinking.


  “Bet you were a cute eight year old,” Nicholas grins.


  “I was fat and had crooked teeth and freckles.”


  “I find that hard to believe.”


  Cue excited trembling of knees. Nicholas is definitely flirting now. Either that or I’ve been sitting in the sun for too long and I’m imagining things. Which could be on the cards. Once, I was convinced this guy in my course was flirting with me across the Uni Bar and it turned out he was gesturing to his girlfriend behind me. I completely misread the smile and went swanning up to him to introduce myself. When I got there, he looked straight through me like I was invisible, which I sort of wished I had been when his entire social group began snickering at me for being so dim.


  I pull a podgy face. “See.”


  “Not seeing it.” He’s doing it again. His eyes are twinkling and he’s looking at my mouth; staring quite openly as if he wants to eat me up. As if by some force of nature I find myself running my tongue over my lips and tucking a hair behind my ear, tilting my face to show him my best side. I’m flirting back. My mother is hardly cold in the grave and I’m flirting with a guy I’ve met on the beach. I lower my eyes, shove my hands between my knees under the table and try to think of something else.


  Geez, it’s hard though.


  *****


  



  We sit at the table well into the night. I don’t know where the hours go but by the time it’s closing I feel as if Nicholas and I have known each other forever. Our conversation is easy and he’s managed to make me laugh without feeling guilty for having a good time, something nobody else has been able to do. Most of my friends tiptoe around me like I’m breakable; too scared I’ll crack or jump off a cliff. Nicholas is not like that. His matter-of-factness and honesty are refreshing.


  Behind the counter the waitress is drying a very large serving platter and looking at the clock on the wall every thirty seconds. Each swipe of her cloth is slow and purposeful as she turns back to stare us down. She releases an exaggerated sigh and Nicholas raises his eyebrows in my direction. “I think she’s giving us the hint,” he says, tilting his head in the waitress’s direction.


  I glance around the restaurant. It’s empty. Some of the lights have been turned off and the chairs are turned upside down on the tables. I was so lost in conversation; I hadn’t even noticed we were the only ones left. I feel a little deflated that our evening is about to end. “I suppose we better make a move.”


  “Yep. That plate looks lethal. She might Frisbee it at our heads if we don’t.”


  I smother a titter and move to pick up the bill from the table but Nicholas’ hand covers mine, stopping me. His skin is warm against my knuckles. Smooth and not in keeping with the rugged exterior he portrays.


  “Let me pay. Please,” I say. “It’s the least I can do after making you endure my sad sack story all night.”


  “I enjoyed myself. Didn’t you?”


  “Well yes, but—”


  “I want to.” The look in his eyes says he thinks settling the bill will send my debit card into rocketing the stratosphere of debt.


  “I touched it first,” I joke, not wanting him to remove his hand, hoping he’ll play along a while longer.


  He rubs his thumb over my knuckles. A tingle begins in my hand and shoots up my arm before slippery-dipping into my belly. “Okay. You win. But next time, it’s my treat.” Quickly, he tugs the cheque from beneath my fingers and pockets it with a grin.


  Damn. He completely out-foxed me. He knew the effect his fingers would have and he played me.


  “Who says there’s going to be a next time?” It’s my turn to quirk an eyebrow.


  He leans close, staring right into my eyes. It’s unnerving and sexy and my lungs forget how to breathe. I’m out of my depth in this game but I’m not going to let him know.


  “Me,” he says. “What do you intend to do about it?”


  Um. Nothing?


  “I could ignore you.”


  “But you don’t want to. And I don’t want you to.”


  He’s got me pegged.


  Nicholas stands. He fishes the bill and a hundred dollar note from his pocket and places them on the table. “So how about tomorrow morning. I’ll see you on the jetty around seven. I’m taking the Constance for a spin.”


  “I—”


  “Don’t like water?”


  “No.”


  “Married?”


  I tilt my head at him. I’m way too young to be married.


  “Can’t swim?”


  Oh, this is ridiculous.


  “Thought so. No plausible excuse,” he chuckles. “See you bright and early then. Don’t forget a hat and sunscreen.”


  And he’s gone.


  *****


  



  I walk home alone along the beach. It’s a full moon and the beach is as brightly lit as if it was day. Crystals of quartz are glittering in the sand like tiny diamonds in the night. I feel good. Comfortable. Not exactly happy but content.


  My mind turns to Nicholas. Should I think it odd he said he lived in this direction and yet he didn’t offer to walk me home? Maybe he was lying? Maybe he’s the one who’s married and he’s trying to conceal the truth. Maybe he won’t turn up in the morning because he realises how much baggage I carry and he’s not prepared for that type of commitment. That’s why he didn’t want me to see his house. If I don’t know where he’s staying, I can’t drop in now, can I?


  I hear my voice going round and round in my head and I know how silly I sound, how lacking in confidence. Nicholas is a nice guy. He was concerned enough to stop on the beach earlier, so what motive would he have for lying? I need to stop overthinking and just breathe.


  At last, I reach the door of the cottage. The light from the lamp is shining through the window and I put my key in the door, dump my stuff, flip off my shoes and head to the bathroom. It’s then, as I’m looking at my reflection in the mirror while cleaning my teeth, that I realise I haven’t thought about Mum in about five hours. In fact, now I am thinking about her, I’m not crying. I’m smiling. If nothing else happens between us, I have Nicholas to thank for that.


  



  



  



  



  CHAPTER TWO


  



  The next morning is swelteringly hot. The sun is a huge melon coloured orb in the sky. As I walk along the side of the road towards the dock I see the heat rising from the footpath and a rippling haze over the bay. It’s going to be a scorcher. Along the end of the timber jetty I see Nicholas, as he promised. He’s on the deck of a small ketch, fiddling with a rope. He’s wearing cream shorts and a pale blue linen shirt that’s crinkled at the back from where he’s been sitting. A pair of aviator sunglasses perch on his nose. His hair is mussed like he just got out of bed, which he probably did and he looks boyish and charming. My heart skips in excitement as I approach. I’m not sure if this is a good sign. I haven’t been romantic with anyone for a while and the anticipation is making me feel quite immature and giddy. Not like me.


  I stop near a collection of boats bobbing gently on the water.


  “Morning!” I call, and give him a tentative wave. No matter how attracted I feel to Nicholas, I’m wary. It could be that I don’t know him well enough or maybe it’s that he’s different. I’ve never met a man like him before, let alone been with one. He’s so — well — confident, like he knows where he stands in the world and deserves that place. It’s not about his looks; it’s the aura he puts out. I think if I let him, he’d have the ability to swallow me whole, lead me in a direction that could be termed ‘astray’. In a good way, of course. Nothing illegal.


  Nicholas looks up. He ties a hasty knot in the rope he’s holding and grins at me. It’s a broad smile and I find myself returning it.


  “Nice boat.”


  “She’s a yacht. A ketch if we’re being specific.”


  Ooh, I knew that, I knew that. I am not a complete maritime moron.


  He motions for me to board. “Hop on.”


  I am not sure how I am meant to do this. Crazy as it sounds I’ve never been on a yacht before. My life has been led with my feet safely on terra firma. I’d never even been on a plane before I turned eighteen. It wasn’t by choice though. I always wanted to do stuff, try new things but Mum wasn’t keen. She liked to stay in our local neighbourhood, figuring that if nothing ever changed she couldn’t get any nasty surprises. Mum spent entire weeks in the garden and I loved to help but sometimes I longed for the adrenalin rush brought about by a surprise. Since she’s been gone, I haven’t had to worry about upsetting her with my decisions. My choices and mistakes are my own. Not that I’ve done anything outrageous but I kinda like the idea that I can if I want to and nobody will tell me off. Except my conscience.


  I scan the side of the yacht for a gate or something. “How?”


  “I gather you’re a boating novice.”


  “You gather correctly.”


  “Jump. You’ll be fine. Here.” He holds out his hand.


  I toss my holdall onto the deck and take the proffered hand. I step in the direction of the deck, aiming to look dainty and alluring and as I do the boat lurches and moves a metre or so away from the dock. I am thrown — or maybe yanked — against Nicholas’ hard chest. Again. This is becoming something of a habit.


  His arms are instantly around me, holding me tight. It’s not the worst place to be. I gaze up into his eyes and try not to laugh at the cliché-ness of the situation.


  “Phew,” he says, “You nearly went in the drink then.” His grip tightens as he steadies me. My heart beats a little faster.


  Okay, I’m lying. It’s pounding like I’m front row at a Daft Punk concert and the vibrations from the bass speakers have invaded my entire body.


  “You did that on purpose.”


  “I may be good at saving damsels in distress, but I don’t fancy myself as controller of the weather. It was the tide shifting.”


  “Hmm.”


  He releases me and walks along the other end of the deck and as he goes I hear him snickering to himself. He, so, did that on purpose. He’s probably seduced a hundred women with that very technique, damn him. I’m going to have to watch myself or I might become number one hundred and one. I pick up my bag and follow along behind.


  At the stern of the yacht there is a small well with seating and a steering wheel. Honey-coloured timber trim delineates the space and a door leads below, to what I gather is a cabin area. I know it probably has some technical yachting name but that’s what I’m calling it. For now.


  “Welcome to the Constance.”


  “It’s a pleasure to be aboard. She really is a beautiful thing.”


  “I inherited her from my grandfather. I used to sail with him a lot. It caused something of a family feud when I got her and the shack. My father hasn’t spoken to me since and my uncles wanted to take me to court because the inheritance was worth a chunk of money. But they never had any interest. They wouldn’t know the difference between a mainsail and a spinnaker.”


  I regard him blankly.


  “Guess you don’t either?”


  I shake my head.


  “I’ll have to teach you.” Nicholas takes my bag and stows it under the seat at my feet. “Did you sleep okay after our big night? You vented a lot.”


  “I had a lot to get off my chest but yes. I slept better than I have in weeks. Didn’t wake once.”


  When I finally got to sleep.


  The first two hours of bedtime were filled with images of Nicholas. Like a schoolgirl, I stared at the ceiling, replaying every minute of our time together in my head. Conversations were dissected and analysed until I was positive the vibe I was getting was the one I was getting. It’s a dangerous preoccupation, I know, to become so attached to a person so quickly, but I feel drawn to Nicholas. Inexplicably so.


  “So you dreamt of me then?” he jokes.


  “I think the quality of my sleep had more to do with the fresh night air and the copious amounts of alcohol,” I quip. “And no, I didn’t dream of you.”


  Not for the entire night.


  “Way to crush a guy’s ego.”


  I toss him a disbelieving look. “I think that’d be unlikely. You seem fairly sure of yourself, Nicholas.” I pull my bag out from its hiding place and take out a bottle of sunscreen. I squirt some on my arms and face. I put on my hat. I’m ready for this adventure. I’m hyped by the whole idea of it. “So what’s the plan?”


  “I have to be back by lunchtime, so it’s just a quick trip. And introduction to sailing, if you like.”


  “Cool. Will we go fast?”


  Geez, I sound like a five year old. In my defence I have seen yachts scooting across the river on my way home from class. It looked like fun but I never dreamed I’d be on the water myself.


  Nicholas chuckles at my enthusiasm. “Sorry. There’s not enough breeze to raise the sails so we’ll be motoring. I hope that’s okay. At least it’ll be calm. Wouldn’t want you getting sea sick on your maiden voyage and ruining the experience.”


  It doesn’t take me much to imagine that embarrassment. Once I threw up out the window of a taxi because I had no other choice. I tried to convince the driver it was food poisoning but I don’t think he believed me. Not when I was spewing creamy cocktails down the side of his car.


  Nicholas hands me a life jacket and shrugs into one of his own. It’s a hideous shade of safety yellow and rather bulky but he doesn’t look any less gorgeous. I’m crushing on this man and I’m scared that I am. I’m usually so sensible. He makes me want to be anything but. His eyes only have to land in my general direction and I feel like jelly. Very excited, fizzy jelly. If there’s such a thing.


  “Problem?” He’s facing me again, a quizzical look on his face, noting I haven’t put my vest on yet. I must seem like a halfwit, standing here looking at the life jacket like it has five armholes and not knowing where to start. He doesn’t seem to care though. He’s being very diplomatic about my ineptness.


  He steps closer. “Allow me. The average life jacket is not designed for ease of wearing.” He helps me into each arm and I breathe a relieved sigh that he’s being so nice, when this would be the perfect opportunity to tease.


  Nicholas slides the zipper slowly toward my neck; his smoky blue eyes are trained on mine. It’s like he’s having sex with me with his eyes. Having reached the top, his fingers linger for a moment at my throat. He must be able to feel the way my pulse has increased. He must. I swallow and try to ignore the throbbing that’s started somewhere in my underwear and the burning sensation of his fingers on the tender skin of my neck.


  “There,” he says. “Gorgeous.”


  My thoughts exactly.


  “If looking like a human life raft can be considered gorgeous.” I titter, suddenly wishing I hadn’t.


  And the moment is gone.


  “Right, let’s get this show on the road.” Turning away, Nicholas switches on the motor and directs me to untie the ropes nearest the jetty that he calls the spring lines. The ropes are awkward and heavy. I’m proud of myself for handling them as he tells me, especially after making such a fool of myself over the jacket. As we motor into the bay, he instructs me to take the helm. “Just keep her pointed in the same direction while I go and secure the lines. It’s as simple as driving a car. I’ll be back in a sec.”


  Easy for him to say. I’m pretty sure he didn’t fail his driving test three times. I take the wheel.


  Having made sure the ropes are where they should be and everything is ship-shape, Nicholas leaps into the cockpit behind me. I shuffle aside for him to take control of the wheel but he declines. “You’re doing great. A little to starboard.” He grins and leans across, adjusting the wheel slightly to the left. His body presses gently against mine. Fissures of electricity race up my spine.


  Why is he teasing me like this? It feels sooo good, too good. I glance out the corner of my eye to see if he’s as affected as I am but he’s simply humming and gazing at the horizon like he has girls on his yacht every day and this is standard practise. If this is the case, I will not give him the satisfaction of seeing how on fire he makes me feel. I will keep my grin firmly under wraps. He can suffer too.


  “Are you all right? You’re trembling,” he says.


  “You make me tremble.”


  Where did that come from? Now my mouth is losing control.


  “In a good way I hope.”


  God, I want to kiss him, I really do.


  As we motor quietly along, Nicholas’ hands come to rest on mine. His chest is leaning into me. His cheek is nestled against the side of my head and I feel his rhythmical breaths close to my ear. He smells of soap and fabric softener or the way fresh towels do after they’ve come off the clothesline. It’s homely yet there’s nothing homely about him. He’s way too manly for that.


  The yacht glides across the bay and around the tip of land towards a small island in the distance. I relax against Nicholas’ body, enjoying the feeling of closeness. Then, and I’m not positive — I may be hallucinating again — but I think I feel his lips on the side of my jaw, just below my ear. It’s only a peck and one I’m not even sure occurred for when I turn my head to him, he’s staring at the horizon, zoned out. I know I said I wanted the adrenalin rush of new experiences but this is something else. I’m not sure I’m up for this… this seduction. At least I think it’s a seduction.


  Is it a seduction?


  “So, tell me about your mother,” Nicholas whispers against my hair. He doesn’t move or look at me. He simply talks. “I know, after my Mum passed away, I found it helpful to talk. Despite what they say about guys not being great talkers.”


  I told him stuff last night, but this one sentence is like the catalyst for unleashing every emotion and thought of the past year. As we watch the clouds moving across the sky, I tell him how it happened, how I feel about it. I share my feelings of loneliness and guilt that — even though I know I shouldn’t have any guilt — I was out having fun while my mother was dying. I even tell him of my thoughts of suicide; my brush with the pill bottle and how I wish people would stop treating me with kid gloves.


  “I’m not a kid,” I say, moving to brush a stray hair away from my face.


  “Far from it.” Nicholas moves closer. His lips are against my ear. His breath is hot on my neck. I quiver again as his fingers rest on mine and he tucks the hair behind my ear. “That’s the worst part, isn’t it?” he adds.


  “What?”


  “Everyone thinking you’ll fall apart, so you do because that’s what’s easier. You can wallow in your own shit because people expect you to do that. They almost want you to sink as low as possible so they can say how they were the one to talk you out of a funk. I didn’t shave for a month after Mum went. I sat in my own filth and punched walls and drank tequila. I wasn’t a good person to be around. At least that’s what they tell me.”


  I wonder briefly who ‘they’ might be and whether they’re male or female. It’s absurd that such a thing makes me feel a twinge of jealousy. It’s a conversation. He’s not telling me about his long lost love or anything.


  “When did your Mum die?”


  “Three years ago. A rare strain of breast cancer. Things were just starting to come together with the company and I was working insane hours. I thought she’d be okay, especially when she seemed to have beaten it. I mean, who dies of breast cancer these days when it’s caught early? But then, she found a lump in her neck and within two months she was gone. I wasn’t there for her enough. I felt like a shit son for a long time after that. The guilt was enormous.”


  “What pulled you out of it?”


  “Funnily enough it was this kid I saw sitting in the street one day. I’d seen him a few times on the train with his dad. He looked sad and he was dirty and skinny, really unkempt and unloved. His dad was ignoring him, talking on the phone to someone. Then later in the day, I saw them both outside my building. The kid was begging for money and the dad was just sitting there, letting him do it. Every time someone walked past without putting money in the hat the dad hit the kid around the head to make him cry. That was when I realised that everyone has one life and, sure, my Mum was gone, but I had to live the life I was given. There’s heaps of people who have it worse than me.”


  “And now?”


  “I’m cool. About a year after Mum died, I found a letter she’d written me. She told me how proud she was of everything I’d achieved and how I wasn’t to feel bad or guilty. Even if I hadn’t been in the hospital every second, she knew I loved her and thought about her. She knew I was trying to build a future for myself that had to endure after she’d gone. She didn’t blame me or feel sad. In fact, she said I’d been there when she needed me most. Which was the exact opposite of the way I’d seen the situation. That helped a lot, knowing her view of the events and mine weren’t in sync and she didn’t feel alone or abandoned.”


  “I wish I’d had some sort of closure. It makes me sad every day that I didn’t get to see Mum at the end.”


  “That’ll pass. You won’t forget but you’ll learn to live with it and remember your mother with fondness.”


  “I hope so,” I say, wondering at how Nicholas knew the exact moment when I’d be relaxed enough to talk without weeping? How can he know that? It’s like the hole in me that I always thought was missing has been filled.


  *****


  



  After a while, we stop near a beach and drop anchor. The shore bends in a curve a few hundred metres in either direction enveloping the little boat. The beach is quite empty. The breeze has picked up now and though it’s still relatively calm, I feel like I’m bobbing in a beautiful aquamarine fishbowl complete with tiny sea creatures. It’s glorious.


  “Want some breakfast?” Nicholas asks. He disappears below and comes back with a large picnic basket. Inside is a thermos filled with coffee, muffins still warm from the oven and croissants, jam and juice.


  “Please tell me you didn’t get up at three this morning to make this?” I say, feeling a tad remorseful that I’ve contributed nothing to the feast.


  “Would I get brownie points if I did?”


  “Definitely. I can’t cook more than beans on toast and two minute noodles.”


  “Then I did.” The corners of his eyes crinkle as he grins at me.


  “Liar.”


  “You got me. I know the guy who owns the bakery next to The Beach Hut. I sent him a text last night and asked him to make me something suitably impressive. I made the coffee though,” he qualifies.


  “I’m glad.” I pick up a croissant and take a bite. It’s good.


  “Why?”


  “I’d have felt bad thinking you did this for me. Especially when I’ve contributed nothing.”


  “Two minute noodles aren’t that good for breakfast.”


  “Sure they are. I’ve lived on them for the last three years. But seriously, you should have told me to bring something.”


  “I didn’t want you to. You’re my guest.”


  “Yeah. But—”


  He puts a finger to my lips. His face moves close to mine and for a second I think he’s going to kiss me. “Eat your breakfast.”


  Later, we strip to our bathers and stand appraising each other before preparing to leap into the fishbowl ocean. I don’t feel self-conscious with Nicholas’ eyes on me and I’m not embarrassed to be doing the same to him. It’s like we’re silently agreeing that we like each other physically and it’s okay to look. It’s an odd feeling. Every other boy I’ve been with has made me feel as if I need to cover myself when we weren’t making love. But then, Nicholas is no ordinary man. I’m beginning to see that. There’s something about him that tugs at my heartstrings.


  “Ready?”


  I nod. The water is calm like a millpond and so clear I can see the bottom. I’m scared. I don’t do water unless it’s in a swimming pool and I can touch the bottom without losing breath.


  “On the count of three?” he says.


  “Will you hold my hand?” I ask him, hoping he doesn’t get the wrong impression from my request.


  His hand clasps mine. He smiles like he understands.


  “You’re very pretty, Sadie,” he says.


  “Smooth talker.”


  “I mean it.”


  “But how can you say it when we barely know each other?”


  “I don’t know. All I know is you’re all I’ve been able to think about for the last twelve hours. I almost walked in front of a taxi on the way home last night; I was so obsessed with thoughts of you. I can’t explain it.”


  I look into his eyes and I know he’s telling the truth. “I feel it too,” I say. “My obsession had been, shall we say … worrying?”


  And constant. And orgasmic. Definitely that.


  *****


  



  In the afternoon, after Nicholas has dropped me at the cottage and gone to his meeting, I lay on the hammock in the shade, a glass of iced tea and a book beside me. I planned to do some pre-reading for my courses this semester but all I do is fiddle around on Facebook and complete a silly quiz to find out what my princess name would be. I’m exhausted. Swimming and sun always do that to me.


  I close my eyes and a smile tugs at my lips. My mind is swimming in Nicholas. The gentle way he touched me, his fingers on mine as we steered the Constance along, the way he made talking so easy. I see his face; feel his arms around my body. I hear his voice, soft in my ear. I relive the feelings as his eyes raked over my body. I begin to fantasise about his body underneath his clothes. I see us in the bedroom. He’s stripped me of my shirt and, with his hands about my waist, is pulling me close to him, so close I can feel the drumming of his heart. His teeth are nipping at the skin of my neck as he undoes my bra. Then his hands reach to cup my breasts and he kisses me fully—


  On the ground next to my drink, my phone rings and I fall from the goddamn hammock in surprise.


  Shit. That hurt.


  I pick myself up. “Um, hi... hello?”


  “Hey, honeybubble, how’s it going at the beach? I’m soooo envious. I’ve been sitting here with the fan and a bottle of water the entire morning. It’s like a freaking sauna in this flat. We, seriously, have to get something done about the air con, it’s making a noise similar to the one Gary used to make when he was about to come. You know, sort of grunting and whining? Hashtag scary.”


  It’s my best friend Emily, or as I call her ‘Machine Gun’. Emily can talk faster than the speed of light and change subjects at such a rapid pace that if you’re not paying full attention you end up thinking we’ve invited the cast of Supernatural for dinner (I did once. Sooo embarrassing). If Emily were able to run at the speed she talks, she’d be declared a superhero, though she’s already one to me. She’s saved my life on more than one occasion.


  “I’m awesome,” I say. “Mega relaxed.”


  “You sound refreshed. Not too many tears, I hope.”


  “No. I’ve hit the books and I’ve been clearing out the garden. It was so overgrown. I even went swimming in the ocean this morning.”


  “And what’s brought about this change?”


  “Not sure. But I have been reading this really good book on making your dreams a reality.” I don’t know if I’m ready to share Nicholas with Emily yet. She tends to jump the gun when it comes to boys. She’ll have us married by tomorrow morning. Emily and I are polar opposites in that regard. I’m wary when it comes to men. I like the trustworthy, stable, quiet type. Emily will fall in love with anyone who winks in her direction. And even though she longs for marriage and a baby, unheard of at our age, she ends up making the most disastrous choices — serial womanisers, greasy haired bikers. It’s like she’s so desperate to be loved she’ll settle for anyone.


  “Boooorrrrring! Haven’t you met anyone? At least had a dance with someone cute?” I visualise Emily sprawled on the couch in her short shorts, her legs draped over the back of it, a glass of something icy in her hand. She probably has some poor boy there now, massaging her feet in the hope it will lead to something else. She’s such a hussy.


  “Not really.” I hope I sound convincing.


  “Oh. My. God. You totally have.”


  Okay. Sometimes I wonder whether Emily has psychic abilities.


  “What’s his name? What does he look like? Please tell me he’s not one of those buttoned-up straight types you always go for. You need some spice in your life.”


  The questions are firing through the phone so fast my brain can hardly focus. “Slow down,” I say, attempting to not get caught up in Emily’s enthusiasm.


  “Name,” she demands.


  “Nicholas.”


  “Age?”


  “Late twenties. Maybe thirty.”


  “Ooooh, the older man. Are you sure you’re up for a man of the world? You know they have chest hair, right? And they like all sorts of things you’ve never even fantasised about.”


  She makes me sound like Maria from The Sound of Music.


  “And how do you know?”


  I can hear her eye roll through the phone. “What does he look like? And don’t say ‘nice’,” she says.


  “Hot. Six two. Broad shoulders. Smooth, rock hard chest. And you should see his abs—”


  I’m embellishing a little for her benefit but it will make her happy.


  “You’ve seen his naked chest already? Geez Louise, you don’t waste any time.”


  “Shut up or I won’t tell you the rest.”


  Emily shuts up.


  “So…he’s got these gorgeous pink lips and he has sort of dirty blond, sort of shaggy surfer hair and a tattoo on his left bicep. It’s a cross, I think, or maybe dagger. I know there’s a name written in it.”


  “I’m not going to ask how you got so up close and personal as to notice that.”


  “It’s summer Emily. Most of the men here are topless.”


  “Now I’m even more jealous. Are you sure you don’t need me to come and supervise your extra curricular activities?”


  We both laugh.


  The conversation descends into the realm of smut I’m not comfortable talking about even in Emily’s presence, the type of stuff she loves to tease me with when she’s calling me a prude. But I’m not a prude and I’m not innocent. I just don’t like to talk about it, that’s all.


  “Are you going to see him again?” she asks, finally.


  “It was discussed.”


  “And you didn’t take three days to decide this was the right option?”


  “No. I knew straight away. It was like we connected. You know what they say about when you meet the right person…”


  “You’re not saying you’re in love with him, this older man with the naughty hair and tattoos?”


  “Don’t be silly. I only met him yesterday.” But I am deeply into Nicholas. And it’s scaring the crap out of me. I have no idea what to do with this feeling.


  “Good. Well, don’t do anything I wouldn’t do.”


  I snort. “That leaves me with a very short list.”


  “Funny. Not. I’ll see you next week. Rested and ready for the beginning of our last year as students.”


  “Bye, Em.” I hang up the phone. That goofy smile is on my face again.


  



  



  



  



  CHAPTER THREE


  



  The next day is Friday. In a few more days I’ll be going home to reality. The school year will be upon me and I’ll have tonnes to occupy my time. It’s frightening to think it’s ten months till I’ll never be at school again — I’ll be joining the workforce like a real adult — so I suppose I should make the most of this time. I won’t have holidays like this again.


  After breakfast, I get dressed in a pair of shorts and a tank top. I pull my hair into a ponytail and put on a cap and some sunglasses. Exercise has been sadly lacking in my daily routine of late but after my over-sharing effort with Nicholas yesterday, I feel ready. The man should be a counsellor. He’s done more for my mental health in twenty-four hours than anyone’s been able to in a year.


  I leave the house, closing the beach gate firmly behind me. I walk down onto the firmer sand near the shore. I jog for a while and then, when I’m too tired to run anymore I take off my shoes and socks and paddle in the shallow water. It’s not as hot as it was yesterday so I dawdle for what must be a good half hour with my ankles in the surf before I realise how far I’ve come. I’m miles from anywhere, in a part of the bay I’ve never ventured to before, which is sort of nice. I’m loving these new feelings of exploration. I feel free, the way you’re supposed to feel when you’re twenty-one, I guess.


  Reaching the edge of the beach where the sand is punctuated by huge bleached boulders, I stop. I look in both directions. I scan the dunes at the top of the beach but for as far as I can see the beach is deserted. There’s a flock of seagulls fighting over a dead fish but other than that, nothing. I look left and right again. I bite my lip with indecision. Then — and I don’t know how this happens or why — I strip to nothing, leaving my clothes on the beach. I pelt into the ocean. The coolness of the water hits my skin. The adrenalin rush is instant. That feeling I’ve longed for, from doing something impulsive, is exhilarating. So exhilarating that I literally whoop with joy… until I realise I look like a complete nut job and stop myself from doing it again.


  After a second or two my body adjusts to the temperature, so I swim further out past the break before turning over to float on my back. As a rule, I don’t like to be where I can’t feel the bottom. But today I just feel like doing it, stretching myself a little more. It must have been that swim with Nicholas. He’s made me see what I was missing. I still don’t like the bits where I can’t see below me though.


  The sun is blinding, so I close my eyes and let its warmth seep through my lids. I listen to the gurgling of the waves under the water.


  This is fabulous, I think. I could stay here all day.


  It’s peaceful and liberating somehow, being naked in the water. I can understand why people say skinny-dipping is fun. Having the water on your body without the barrier of clothing feels different, not like being in the bath at all. Although, at this moment, I’m starting to wish I was in my bath.


  Alone.


  There’s a splashing noise to my left and a sort of coughing sound, like someone choking on a jellyfish. I open my eyes and there — sitting on a surfboard — staring at me like I’m an apparition, is a man.


  The scream that comes from my mouth as it fills with water is more of a terrified gurgling yelp. I pull my body under the surface and try pointlessly to cover myself but there’s only so much skin two hands can shield.


  Oh shit. Oh shit. Oh shit.


  Suddenly, the idea of being naked isn’t so appealing. And treading water while attempting to keep my privates from being on show isn’t that easy. I could drown if he doesn’t avert his eyes.


  “Hello,” he says, as calm and composed as if he comes across naked girls in the waves every day. “Do you need a hand?”


  I don’t know how to respond to this. I am undressed and he is not. He clearly has the advantage.


  I spit out the water and give him a strained smile. Below the surface my feet are pounding the water for dear life. The water that felt refreshing thirty seconds ago is now giving me goosebumps. I think I’m going into shock. “No. Thank you.”


  He points to the left. “You’re getting pretty close to the reef—”


  There’s a reef? Could this get any worse?


  “And there’s a rip over that way—”


  I guess it could.


  “—Are you sure you can get back to the beach?”


  Even if I couldn’t, I cannot suffer the mortification of being naked on this man’s surfboard, if that’s what he’s offering. I’m never skinny-dipping again. Never.


  “I think I’ll be fine. I’m a strong swimmer.”


  In my head, I am.


  “Sure?”


  “Positive.” And to demonstrate I commence a freestyle back to shore, attempting to look as if I narrowly missed selection for the Olympic swim team. His seeing my bottom is preferable to seeing my other bits.


  The man paddles along beside me. His mouth is bent in thinly disguised amusement. I see it every time I swing my face in his direction. He’s so annoying.


  “Watch out for that coral there,” he says. “You’ll cut yourself to ribbons.”


  I look into the depths I was ignoring to find I am, indeed, only millimetres from a huge mound of the stuff. Dammit. I swim back the way I came but a wave comes and I go forward instead. I feel the coral rip into my leg and it hurts like crazy but I’m not going to cry. I’m not. I’m just going to keep on swimming.


  In the other direction.


  The man follows at a safe distance. I think he senses I’m not in the mood for conversation, possibly because I am mortally embarrassed and naked.


  “Did you know you have a mole on your back?” he asks. “Just near the dimple of your bum?”


  The absolute cheek of him. He’s perving on my arse.


  “Yes. I did.” My voice is clipped but then I am trying to talk while swimming. I wish he’d leave me to get to the shore in peace.


  “You should get it checked out. It could be cancerous.”


  Is he for real?


  “I was born with it. It’s always been there.” Honestly, I don’t know why I’m even bothering to respond, I’m only encouraging him. I pick up my pace a little which is difficult when swimming with one’s face out of water.


  “No need to get narky. It was just an observation. Are you sure you don’t want to hop on my board? Your leg is pissing blood.”


  I look behind me to see a red streak trailing in my wake. Great. If it’s not bad enough I’m being trailed by a man who looks like Patrick Swayze in Point Break — which I’ve seen at least thirteen times because it was Mum’s favourite movie — now I’ll have sharks coming to eat me for dinner.


  “I’m fine,” I reiterate and keep swimming.


  There’s silence for a while. I can see the shore, but it isn’t as close as I thought so I decide to slow down to catch my breath. It’s then that I hear singing. God-awful, tuneless singing. I think it’s a song from The Little Mermaid movie. Surfboard guy is making fun of me because I’m bare-bummed in the water and he’s on a board having the time of his life looking at my bottom. Geez, I wish I could splash him or tip him into the water but I have a feeling that’s what he wants me to do.


  “Can you be quiet please,” I say. “Your wailing is cutting into the peacefulness of my swim.”


  “It’s a long way. I was bored. Sure you don’t want to hop on? I don’t mind sharing my ride.”


  “I bet you don’t.”


  Dirty perv.


  I glance to the shore. It’s not getting any closer. In fact, I think the waves might be pushing me farther out, instead of in. And I’m feeling quite tired and more than a little scared. This doing new things is a load of cods. I’m going to stay where I can touch the bottom from now on. Assuming I make it to shore.


  “I’m not sitting on the board,” I clarify, just in case he thought he was going to get a proper eyeful. “I’ll hold on and you can tow me.”


  “Yes, Your Majesty.”


  “There’s no need to be rude.”


  “There’s no need to behave like a diva. You’re the one drowning, not me. And I have seen a naked girl before, in case you’re wondering. It’s not like I’m doing this to cop an eyeful.”


  Is he saying I’m nothing special? That’s even more insulting. Deciding there’s no reason for me to converse with him on our journey, I grab hold of his board, my eyes trained firmly on the shore. I tilt my chin in the air to reinforce the fact that I will not be conversing. Damn cheek.


  The man begins to paddle, pulling me along. I kick my legs lazily to help him. The trail of blood grows longer. I feel faint thinking about it.


  “Out of curiosity, what exactly were you doing out here without clothing?” he asks.


  I can feel myself redden, even though I’m in the cold water. “Why? Do I need a permit?”


  He holds up his hands in submission. “I was only asking.”


  I relent. “I don’t know. I was jogging along and I saw the beach was empty and I had an overwhelming desire to throw myself naked into the waves.”


  “Are you always so spontaneous?”


  “Never. In fact, this is the first time I’ve been skinny-dipping in my life. And the last.”


  He chuckles. “First time for everything. But, next time, you might want to check the water before you hurtle yourself into it unclothed. I’m pretty sure that bunch of blokes snorkelling out the back of the reef saw the lot.”


  He’s joking. He has to be joking. I’m not sure — because I’m not, not, not looking at him — but I think he winked. And those snorkels sticking up on the reef are imaginary too. Not.


  We reach the beach and the man hops from his board. He pauses and turns back, his face a mixture of curiosity and amusement as he sees me trying to hide myself behind his board. I look like a seal with one fin flapping about in the shallows.


  “What are you doing?” he asks.


  “Waiting for you to turn away. Face that way.” I point up the beach. He does so and I leap from the water, making a mad dash across the sand toward my clothes. I don’t think I’ve ever gotten dressed so fast. My tank top is clinging to the wet of my skin which in hindsight makes dressing so quickly a rather bad idea. My nipples are clearly visible through my top and the crotch of my shorts is clinging where it shouldn’t. Blood is running down my shin. The cut is stinging like mad.


  “You can turn now,” I say, knowing I might as well still be naked for all the soggy clothing is covering.


  He faces me.


  And that’s when I’m hit with the full force of him. I’ve never seen anything like this man before. He’s not handsome in the traditional sense but there’s something about him that’s charismatic. And it has nothing to do with his smart mouth. The man has deep brown eyes and tanned skin. His strong, square jaw is manly and his smile is crooked but adorable, the kind that tells you he knows exactly how adorable he is. His hair is dark with flecks of amber and gold, probably from time spent in the sun. He’s not the type of man who stands out in the crowd yet there’s something about him nobody could ignore. He’s like, literally, hotter than a furnace full of molten glass. So hot, in fact, my anger at him seems to be diffusing. Which is incredibly confusing, given he’s the most annoying person I’ve ever met.


  “I’m Joel,” he says.


  I put my hand in his and something odd happens to my tongue. It appears to have lost the memo telling it to speak. It’s as if lightning has struck and rendered me mute.


  “And you are?” he enquires. His voice is deep, yet quiet. I can tell he’s feeling it too.


  Silence. I’m in stunned silence. All I’m capable of is profuse blinking and goggle-eyed staring.


  “Lorelei? Nixie? No wait, Ariel?” He smirks again.


  The cheek of him. I straighten, slightly angered at the comparison. I am not the Little Mermaid. Though I am impressed that he can rattle off that many mythical women in one breath.


  “Sadie. I’m Sadie.” I stumble over the words like I’ve developed a severe case of dementia.


  “Not a cleaning lady, I’m guessing?”


  There’s always one who wants to poke fun of my name and that old song from the sixties. I give him a look. “Not a single one in my family.”


  “Can I give you a lift back to the bay, Sadie-the-not-cleaning-lady? I gather that’s where you came from. Seeing you’re not a mermaid. You’re not are you?”


  “Nope. Just a girl.” I point my toe in his direction as if to prove the point. Silly really, considering he can see my feet for himself. And mermaids don’t exist.


  “Glad to hear it. I was beginning to wonder.” He flashes a cocky, very white-toothed smile at me and I feel that tingle of chemistry. I know I shouldn’t feel that way. I mean, he’s so irritating.


  “You should do something about that reef cut,” he adds. “They get infected easily.”


  We both stare at the blood running down my shin but it’s like we’re incapable of doing anything to fix it, like we’re stuck to the sand or something.


  “I…I…” Suddenly, I feel woozy. Blood and I are not friends. We have an understanding where blood knows if I am to stay upright, it must stay inside my body. I flop onto the sand lying prone; knowing that what might be about to happen can’t happen if I’m lying down. After a minute, the dizziness passes.


  Joel peers down at me, curious. “Is everything okay?”


  “Just tired,” I say, attempting to look weary. “Phew. That swim was longer than I thought.”


  I don’t think he believes me and I have no intention of telling him I have a legit, genetic, medical condition that causes me to faint when I get cut. People have been known to burst into fits of laughter when I try to explain.


  “I’ve got a first aid kit in my car… if you want me to cover that cut.” He hoists his board under his arm and sets off up the beach.


  I lift my leg, examining it. The bleeding appears to have slowed and I’m not so dizzy. Well, not while I’m lying here. That could change if I sit in a car next to Joel.


  “Coming?” Joel calls.


  “I’m fine. I think I’ll walk. The exercise will do me good.”


  “You sure? That cut looks nasty.”


  I look again, biting my lip with indecision, wishing I could just damn well say ‘yes’ for once in my life. “It’s stopped. Positive.”


  Well, I’m trying to be.


  He shrugs and turns back toward the dunes.


  I feel my mouth open to call him back as he walks away. My hand lifts to get his attention and then hangs aimlessly in the air like a hat without a head to perch on. Why can’t I say yes? Why does this happen to me every time there’s an opportunity to do something new? Of course, I know the reason why. Mum’s voice is quite clear in my head. She’s reiterating the dangers of getting in cars with strangers. She’s telling me over and over that you should never go with anyone you don’t know, that strange people hang out on beaches waiting for girls like me.


  “Thanks, anyway,” I call.


  “Sure. It was nice meeting you, Sadie. See you round.”


  “Yeah. Maybe.”


  As I watch him jog off over the sand, his board under his arm, an odd feeling comes over me. And I don’t think it’s from the blood.


  I stomp back along the beach kicking myself. Well, not literally, as that would make me look even more insane, but in my head I’m definitely giving myself what for. I should have said yes to Joel’s offer of a lift. I mean, if he’d been going to attack me he had plenty of chance while we were alone on the beach. There was something in the way his eyes held mine, that look, something that makes me think I may have made a very big mistake by turning him down. Not only that, but my shorts are rubbing the insides of my thighs something shocking, my leg is hurting and I know I’m going to be sunburnt by the time I get back to the cottage.


  I’m such an idiot.


  I don’t know what’s come over me. In the space of hours, I’ve transformed into the sort of girl who imagines every guy she meets is in love with her. Or worse, that she is in love with them. How can it be that I am suddenly so flighty and fickle, so strongly attracted to the type of guys I normally avoid like the plague? It’s not me. The sun must be affecting my judgement or my sadness over Mum is making me more sensitive to a few kind words. I feel so conflicted. All it took was one look and I was putty.


  Silly putty.


  At last, I reach the house and I stop for a second, my hands resting on the beach gate. It could be that I’m more susceptible than I’ve been in the past but I felt that chemistry. It was there with both of them and it was like nothing I’ve ever felt in any relationship I’ve had. I know they felt it, too.


  The question is… assuming I ever meet them again, what on earth am I meant to do?


  



  



  



  



  CHAPTER FOUR


  



  After dressing the cut on my leg, the rest of my day is spent lazing in the hammock drinking home made margaritas and skimming my highlighter pen across pages until it’s almost run out. Feeling accomplished at the huge amount I’ve done — despite the fact I spend a great deal of time in a daydream that involves both Joel and Nicholas — I decide to shower and head to The Beach Hut for a meal. This is a first for me. I would never eat alone back in the city. I’d never go anywhere that’s meant for couples and groups without actually being a part of one. I’m not that confident.


  It’s a warm summer night and as I head along the beach, my sandals hooked over my fingers, I’m feeling relaxed. Mum is gone but I know she’d want me to be happy so that’s what I intend to do. I’ll never forget her, of course. I’ll think of her every day. But I know now I can do that with fond memories, not regret. These days at the beach have shown me that. Life is for living, not swimming in sadness. It’s meant for adventures not for being stuck in the same house and the same job decade after decade, eating the same toast for breakfast.


  A string of colourful lights are glowing around the perimetre of the restaurant and I make my way up the sandy path and stop at the reception desk. The server from the other night when I was here with Nicholas looks up from the reservation book. She has a different uniform on tonight. It’s a pale lemon colour with a white collar and pink piping but it’s no less tight. I can see her red polka dot bra quite clearly where the buttons are gaping at her cleavage. Her boobs look as if they’d be happy to escape it. I’ve never seen the allure of getting your boobs out like that… but then I’d have to have a push-up bra with extra push to achieve anywhere near close to her level of boobage.


  “I don’t have a reservation but is there any chance of a table for one?” I ask.


  “We’re fully booked,” she replies. “But let me see what I can do.” She glances back to the reservations and then around the room a couple of times. She’s being far more amiable tonight and I’m thinking she doesn’t see me as competition standing here in my white maxi dress looking like I’m about twelve. Emily hates it when I wear this dress, she says its too baggy, that I look like I’ve escaped from a nativity play and all I need is some tinsel on my head to transform me into an angel. I like it. I like white. I watch the server as she sucks on the end of her pen, thinking. I bet if Nicholas were here things would be different. She’d be giving me daggers for sure, like she did the other night but she’d find us a table without any wait. I wonder briefly what Nicholas is doing, how his work thing went, if it’s completed. More to the point, I wonder if he’ll be here.


  Okay. I hope he’ll be here. Yes, I hope.


  The girl leans across the desk. “The couple in the corner have finished mains. They only have dessert and coffee left. Would you like me to reserve that table for you? You can have a drink at the bar. I’ll come and get you when the table’s free.”


  I nod and smile. “Cool. Thanks.”


  I walk around the corner of the bar and take a seat on one of the high stools. I order another frozen margarita. It tastes way better than the ones I made for myself and before I realise I’ve finished it and ordered another with a bowl of nuts to nibble on while I wait.


  Over in the corner, a band starts playing. It’s only a guitarist, a keyboard player and a guy on double bass but they sound good and their music selection is the stuff people like to dance to. The interior lights have been dimmed and out on the beach the moon has risen and is casting a silvery glow over the water. There’s a warm breeze fanning through the palm trees by the beach. It’s like a picture perfect holiday brochure, like a movie set for a romantic island honeymoon.


  A man comes up and sits on the empty stool beside me. He’s wearing the cliché Hawaiian shirt in orange and beige and matching chino shorts with more pockets than should ever be allowed on a pair of pants. “Hello,” he says.


  “Hello.”


  “I saw you enjoying the music. Do you want to dance?” He gives me an expectant smile and though I’m assaulted with the stench of too-much-garlic-for-dinner, I know I’m going to dance with him. I’ve never been able to say no for fear it might hurt the other person’s feelings. It’s only three minutes of your life, after all.


  “Sure.”


  His grin widens as I hop off my stool and we head into the middle of the small area used as a dance floor. A few other couples are there, so we don’t look as obviously ridiculous as if we were dancing alone.


  Which might be a good thing after seeing the way he dances. His legs are like heavy lumps of concrete and keeping in time doesn’t appear to be his forte. His arms, by contrast, seem to want to flap like a bird, so much so that he almost whacks me in the eye. Fortunately, I have quick reflexes and am able to duck in time.


  “Oops, sorry,” he says as he reaches over to stop me from falling. Then, “I’m John.”


  “Sadie.”


  “Have you been in the bay long, Sadie?” His flapping motions are becoming more frenzied and I fear he may take off at any second. Lucky he has those lumps of concrete where his legs should be.


  “A while.”


  He shuffles closer and does a funny side movement that reminds me of people in a conga line at a wedding. I can see a speck of something stuck between his teeth. Probably a chunk of that garlic. “I’m staying at the resort up the way. The rooms are very nice. Spacious. Great view of the ocean.”


  I hope he’s not going to ask me to come back and check it out.


  “Don’t suppose you fancy coming back to mine for a drink after this?”


  “Maybe some other time, John—”


  Like when I’m about ninety.


  “ —But thanks for the offer.”


  Unable to get the hint, the man insists we dance for another two songs. He chatters on like I don’t exist but I think it’s because he’s nervous, so I reply when he lets me, which isn’t often. He’s adept at holding a conversation for two people. By the third song my compassion for men who have the nerve to ask a girl they don’t know to dance has worn off. We have nothing in common and even though the poor fellow is asking me every question under the sun to try and find a bond between us, I feel nothing other than a need to escape. Especially when he pretends to inadvertently brush his hand over my bottom. What does he take me for?


  Desperate, I look over to the table meant for me. It’s empty and the waitress is cleaning it… but if I go he’ll follow and want to eat with me. The thought is enough to make me want to hide my head in a toilet bowl for a very long time. Then, as I study a hair which has fallen onto his shoulder the oddest thing happens. I feel somebody lean into my back. I feel the warmth of cloth on the bare skin of my shoulder blades and a pair of hands on my waist, clasping me firmly and giving me the slightest tickle along the skin near my armpits.


  Please let it be Bradley Cooper, I think. Or Jamie Dornan. Either will do.


  A deep voice speaks, loud enough for my partner to hear, “Sadie, baby. Sorry I’m late.”


  Okay, so it isn’t Jamie Dornan but my silent prayers are answered as that tingle of recognition shoots up my spine. It’s Nicholas. And his body is pressing against mine in the most delectable way. His crotch is rubbing against the top of my bottom. His chest is so close I can feel the buttons of his shirt on my back. His hands are hot on my sides, tickling and teasing as he grinds sexily against me. I think I may begin to hyperventilate if he keeps this up.


  “You don’t mind, do you?” he says to my dance partner, who looks rather deflated at the interruption. The other man moves aside and as he does—


  Oh shit, shitty shit.


  It’s Joel. He’s standing in front of me or rather dancing in front of me, having muscled in between Hawaiian shirt guy and myself. He’s so near I can see the tiny scar he has below the left side of his jaw. I can smell his manly scent, carefully muted by soap. It’s so intoxicating I don’t even register that Nicholas and Joel seem to be together.


  Oooohhh, this is nice, I think instead. I am the meat in a human sandwich— a sexy, hot, human sandwich.


  “Ariel. Fancy meeting you here.” Joel reaches across, giving Nicholas a high five above my head. “And here was me thinking mermaids couldn’t leave the ocean.”


  Ting. The lights go on in my brain. I stop dancing and look from Joel to Nicholas. I am utterly confused. What is going on? Have I fallen asleep from too many margaritas and am dreaming about some sort of three-way on the dance floor? And why are Joel and Nicholas high-fiving over my head? Was this planned???


  “Ariel?” Nicholas questions.


  “I’d rather we didn’t go there,” I reply.


  “Too late. He already knows.” Joel looks at me with fascination, clearly wondering what I’m going to do with this knowledge. I’m quivering with excitement or it could be shock. I have no freaking idea what’s happening or how these two objects of my desire ended up being in my presence at the same time.


  “You two know each other?”


  “We’re business partners.”


  Nooooo. Seriously? It’s unbelievable enough that I’m attracted to two men at the same time. Full stop. Without contemplating the fact that they’re besties. It’d be just my luck.


  Behind me, Nicholas presses himself a little closer. His hands are on my hips now, holding me gently to him as he speaks softly into my ear. It’s only conversation but the effect is like he’s talking dirty, telling me what he’d like to do. My blood pressure is rising. My cheeks are getting hotter. It’s so not fair that his voice has this power over me.


  “We’ve known each other since we were kids. Joel’s my best mate. We work together, share a house.”


  “That’s a bit incestuous.” I can’t resist the dig.


  “Started out when Joel got kicked out by some girl he was seeing. Ended up that we kinda liked being housemates. It makes it easier to bounce ideas around in the middle of the night.”


  “There’s this new fandangled invention called the telephone, you know.”


  “Oh, smart mouth, Ariel,” Joel replies.


  “My name is Sadie.”


  “As if I’d forget,” Joel says, smiling at me. Gosh, his smile is gorgeous.


  “Um, yes.” I swivel to face Nicholas. “Why are you here? I thought you were working? You told me you were working.”


  “Meant to be. But we got side-tracked by this girl. We couldn’t get anything done because Joel’s been on about her all bloody day. He saw a bit more of her than is proper on a first date and it set his little heart racing. Imagine my surprise when I discovered it was you.”


  “Me?”


  “Yes, you. Seems you’ve flirted with one too many men and been caught out, Sadie my love.”


  “I have not! I mean, I did not!”


  Nicholas’ eyebrow rises ever so slightly.


  Okay. Maybe I did. But I would never purposely toy with two men at the same time. It’s not in my nature. I find it hard enough to flirt with one. “I didn’t do it intentionally.”


  “It was a holiday fling. I understand. I can take rejection.”


  “Especially if she’s blowing you off for me. We both know I’m the cute, irresistible one of this duo.” Joel smirks.


  “Not full of yourself either,” I retort.


  He cups a hand to my ear like he’s sharing a trade secret but talks in a voice the entire restaurant can hear. He’s a stirrer, this one. I can tell. “Nick was intending to jog up and down in front of your house until you came out. Then he was going to pretend it was a coincidence when he knocked you flying into the sand. He’s shy when it comes to women. He doesn’t have many good chat up lines.”


  Nicholas reaches across to thump Joel on the upper arm. Joel returns the compliment. I giggle. It’s funny that they’re sparring and telling tales on each other like six-year-olds. It’s such boy stuff, not what I’m used to at all having lived with only Mum my entire life.


  “At least I had the sense to buy the girl dinner, man. You watched her drown. What a loser.”


  “Hey! I wasn’t drowning!” I cry.


  “Not the way I heard it. Joel’s been known to stretch the truth though. You probably weren’t even naked.”


  I feel myself flush. “That part’s true.”


  “Damn. And I missed it.”


  I shove my elbow into Nicholas’ ribs and he pulls me close again, my back towards his chest. He doesn’t seem shy, the way Joel describes him, but maybe that’s because I met him first. He wasn’t part of a team then or being someone’s wingman. All he had to do was be himself. And our meeting wasn’t about hooking up; it was about sympathy and friendship. At least I thought it was.


  As Nicholas and I dance, Joel moves with us, his hips grazing my body every now and then. We undulate and writhe as if we’re one entity and it feels somehow natural that I am squashed, dancing between these two men. Two pelvises are pressing ever so subtly against mine. Two chests are brushing against me. Hands skim my sides but I’m not sure whom they belong to, because I’ve closed my eyes and lost myself in the sensations. My breathing escalates and my belly clenches in a type of anticipation I don’t think I’ve ever felt. I would never behave like this back in the city. Even if I’d been given the opportunity, I’d be too afraid of what people might say. I’m way too straight for this saucy behaviour.


  But gosh, I’m enjoying it.


  Behind me, I hear Nicholas in my ear. “I was so pissed off when I found it was you he’d seen in the buff, I threatened to punch his lights out. Couldn’t go through with it, though. He squeals like a girl. I didn’t want to cause a scene.”


  In my other ear, Joel whispers, “Ignore him. He’s narky because I’ve seen you naked.”


  And at this point I feel it’s time to clarify a few things. I take a step away because I need for them not to be touching me. I can’t think when they’re touching more. Or maybe I don’t want to think.


  “Look, I’m glad you two had so much fun discussing my nakedness but I’m not some sort of prize. You can’t just come in here and dance all sexy like and think I’m up for it because you’ve seen my bum. I’m not some slutty chick who gives it out to anyone, you know.”


  “We didn’t mean it to sound like that. Chill, Sadie. It was a joke.” Nicholas almost sounds contrite.


  “And further more,” I say, my temper flaring just a little, “I’m not in the habit of prancing around starkers. Nobody was meant to see. If I’d known Joel was there I never would have done it.” I glare at them but I have a sneaking suspicion my admission has fallen on deaf ears. Possibly because they’re both laughing at me.


  “She’s cute when she’s angry,” Joel remarks.


  “Very.”


  Oh puh-lease.


  “I’m going to have my dinner,” I say and storm off in a huff. “And don’t follow me.”


  *****


  



  I get to my table and thank the waitress for saving it. I sit at the chair with a view out to the beach and take a deep breath and a huge gulp from the glass of water she’s poured me. I try to calm my ragged nerves and think clearly and rationally about what just happened. Though my brain appears to have suffered some sort of brain fade, I am abundantly clear on three things.


  Joel and Nicholas know each other.


  They are best friends.


  I’m very attracted to them both, which is not good.


  Though if I’m admitting stuff to myself the idea of having two boyfriends at the same time is rather hot. The logistics maybe not so much, I’d never get a minute’s peace, but the concept? Definitely hot. This is the stuff they make into romantic comedy movies. It would never happen in real life. Apart from the fact that it’s reprehensible and morally wrong there’s no way on earth they’d knowingly date me at the same time. Is there? Is that what the dance floor flirting was about? Are they wanting some little dating triangle thingy?


  “Would you like something else to drink while you look at the menu?” The waitress totally interrupts my train of thought. Over her shoulder, I see Joel and Nicholas approaching the table. There’s a certain swagger about them, like a couple of lions out looking for trouble. They nod in my direction and say something to each other I can’t hear.


  “Tequila,” I say, realising alcohol may be the only way to get through this evening. “Bring me the biggest frozen margarita you have.”


  “The biggest one is designed for three people. It’s called a Fishbowl. It’s the equivalent of six regular drinks.” She raises an eyebrow in question.


  “Perfect. And hurry.”


  Determined I will not give them the satisfaction of acknowledging they’re there, I sit and twiddle my thumbs in a ladylike fashion, wishing my drink would arrive. I get out my phone and check my emails, finding of course that there are none, and then my horoscope — which I’ve never believed in but at least it makes me look busy. I contemplate taking a selfie but settle for a picture of the view, which I post to Instagram.


  “Lonely?” Joel is towering over me. Seeing his face from this angle makes him appear even more attractive. His eyes are soooo brown. Intensely.


  No! Stop looking at him. Ignore him, I think. Let them find another girl to tease.


  “Not in the least. I’m quite busy, as you can see.” I waggle my phone in his direction.


  “Facebooking? You can friend me if you like—”


  Geez, I could punch him. Seriously.


  “—Though talking in person is way more fun.”


  “Mind if we join you?” Nicholas asks.


  “If you have to.”


  No! No! I didn’t say that. Did I?


  Before I can utter I’ve made a mistake Nicholas sits himself on one side and Joel pulls up a chair on the other. My cosy table for one has become a table for three. They’ve even brought their own cutlery, probably pilfered from an empty table on the way past.


  What am I going to do? I don’t think I have the strength to resist them both. In fact I know I don’t. I hate myself for this. I do. But I can’t say no. I’ve never been able to say no. I’m hopeless at letting people down. I think way too much about freakin’ feelings. Dammit.


  The waitress brings me my drink. She notices that I have not only the company of Nicholas but also his extremely delightful sidekick. The expression on her face changes from pleasant to looking like she’d like to prick me with very long, very sharp pins. The vibe, as she slams my vase full of tequila in front of me, is icier than the drink. And twice as tart.


  “You ready to order?” She looks from Nicholas to Joel and then me, obviously wondering how the hell I garnered the interest of not one but two such men. It’s a pity she doesn’t know the answer. I’m rather bemused about it myself.


  “Enchiladas please. Beef,” I say, too scared to ask if they come with salad in case she shoves the menu up my nose.


  Joel gives her a cheeky grin and she appears to melt a little in front of my eyes. At least it’s not only me. That charisma is seemingly unstoppable. “I’ll have the same, thanks. Extra cheese,” he says.


  “Seafood burritos for me,” says Nicholas. “And a beer.”


  “A pint?”


  “Thanks.”


  The waitress leaves, mumbling to herself and I stare at our tiny table. My fishbowl of alcohol, with three blue striped straws and a pink paper umbrella poking from the top, is taking up most of the space. I have no idea where we’re going to fit food and another drink the same size. Rather poor planning really. I groan, the size of my beverage suddenly overwhelming. “There’s no way I can drink this. I’ll be on my ear.”


  Ignoring me, Joel chuckles, swiping the paper umbrella and tucking it behind my ear. “Cute.”


  “Very,” Nicholas adds. “Do you want some help with your margarita before the other drinks arrive?”


  “Or anything else?” Joel says. He waggles his eyebrows in a comic fashion.


  I groan into my drink. The ice is beginning to melt and I take a long, slow sip letting the lemony tang linger for a minute in my mouth. This is dire. There’s not enough tequila in the world to dampen the feelings I’m having for these men. Both of them. At the same time.


  Oh geez.


  



  



  



  



  CHAPTER FIVE


  



  I. So. Drunk. Am.


  Yes, I am so drunk that my lips cannot string a sentence together in the proper order. And I don’t think the boys are much better. Not knowing them that well, it’s hard to tell, but if I were to go by the clues I’m getting — such as the uproarious laughter at everything I say even if it’s not funny and the schoolboy toilet humour — I’d say they’re hammered too. I can’t recall the last time I was this drunk but the giggling and hair flicking and general letting down of my hair are a good thing.


  Definitely a good thing.


  Despite my original misgivings, we’ve had a fun night. I’ve laughed at Joel’s jokes and felt myself flush at the subtle brand of flirting Nicholas is doing. Every time I glance in his direction, his eyes are on me, holding my gaze for a second longer than is necessary or he’s running his fingers through that mass of hair which sort of makes me want to as well. He’s definitely flirting. I’m not that out of it I can’t see the signs.


  As the night progresses and the three of us get drunker, Joel stands and announces. “I’m going to stretch my legs. Anyone want anything while I’m up?”


  I look fuzzily into the remains of our last margarita. “I think I’m okay. Maybe water?”


  “And chips,” Nicholas adds. “I could eat the leg off a rag doll.”


  “You just ate a huge plate of burritos and half my enchiladas.” I snort. “How the hell can you… what do you…”


  God, I’m drunker than I realised. That thought has totally slipped from my head, mid-sentence.


  Nicholas shrugs and smiles but doesn’t answer. We watch as Joel walks sloppily to the bar. He’s doing a funny jogging sort of walk that’s happy and jaunty and a little bit pissed. Everyone is staring but not in the he’s-so-sad-and-pathetic way. They’re as mesmerised as me. He’s utterly adorable.


  “He could charm the knickers off a nun,” Nicholas says, his eyes on Joel, who’s making funny quips to other customers on his way to the loo.


  “I’ve noticed.”


  “You like Joel, huh?” Nicholas says as the toilet door closes and Joel disappears. His hands have appeared from under the table and are fiddling with his coaster.


  Shit. This is awkward.


  “Um yeah, he’s cool. But I like you too, Nicholas. I really do.”


  “The way you like him?”


  I know this is the alcohol talking but I can’t believe he’s being so frank. Men are not frank. They don’t blurt out their feelings after a couple of outings. Well, not the guys I know. You’d be lucky to know what most of them think after a decade.


  “Yes. Definitely, the way I like Joel. I don’t know what it is but I feel like I’ve got a connection to you both.” My voice is uncertain. I can’t believe I’m opening up to him. Again. I want to ask him if he believes in love at first sight but I know he’ll think I’m crazy or try to explain this as some sort of chemical-hormonal reaction. Which it’s not. It’s nothing like that. “I can’t explain it.”


  “And you don’t know who to choose?”


  “I didn’t know there was a choice involved. Is there a choice?” Are we that deep into this already that I have to choose?


  Nicholas leans across the table. His face looks more sombre than it did a second ago. I don’t know how that happened but my eyes are having trouble focussing so I guess it could be me. I sit still as he takes my face in his hands. The softness of his palms on my skin triggers something deep inside me. It’s warm and sensual and it’s spreading through my body like hot sauce over ice cream. It feels soooo good. I lean my cheek into his palm. I close my eyes and breathe him deeply into my lungs. He smells of beer and lemon and even though I hate beer it’s wildly erotic.


  Suddenly, I am no longer drunk and neither is Nicholas. When I open my eyes he is gazing at me like I am the most perfect thing he has ever seen. The room around us disappears and I swallow in anticipation of what I hope is about to happen. He leans forward. His lips are almost on mine. The heat from his mouth is on mine. He’s studying my eyes.


  Kiss me, I think. Geez, just freakin’ kiss me. I’m dying here.


  “If you’re in the mood for choosing, I think you should choose me,” he whispers.


  “Why?” I whisper back. As if I need a reason. The reason has his hands on my face. My heart is pounding, set to explode with some unexplained feeling I’ve never felt. I don’t understand it. I can’t understand it.


  “Because.”


  And then his lips are touching mine. His tongue is in my mouth, coaxing me into submission, giving me every reason I need. The kiss is long and slow. It’s tantalisingly perfect. It’s promising something I don’t think I knew existed before now. When we finally pull apart, I am breathless. Literally breathless. And very confused.


  “I’m back. Miss me?”


  Shit.


  Joel’s interruption is so unexpected it makes me leap guiltily from my seat, bashing my knee into the leg of the table as I do. This, in turn, knocks over the remains of the margarita. I stare helplessly at the broken glass and the margarita dripping over my knees while Nicholas scrambles for napkins to wipe up the mess. His hands are shaking. He’s flustered too, like we’ve done something wrong. It’s so weird, as if we’ve cheated on Joel. I don’t know why I feel this way. We’re not in a relationship and I did meet Nicholas first. Yet, I still feel awful, like such a bitch.


  “So, what’ve you two been up to?” Joel asks, as he flops into his chair, oblivious to the chaos around him. “We’ve reached the throwing drinks stage, have we? I didn’t think we’d had that much.”


  I open my mouth to answer but the room has begun to spin. It’s hot; I can’t focus on Joel’s face, I can’t make my lips say what they want to say. My ears are ringing and I can feel myself losing consciousness. Nicholas — or is it Joel — is calling my name. Then the most embarrassing moment occurs. I fall to the floor in a rather unladylike faint.


  When I rouse, some time later, I appear to have attracted the attention of a few people. Okay. That’s not entirely true. The whole restaurant and bar are crowded round me, including a person who looks like a chef, a woman I don’t know who is taking my pulse and Nicholas and Joel who are kneeling on my other side. My head is thumping and the voices sound muffled and unintelligible.


  “What happened?” I ask.


  “You fainted.”


  “Must have been the heat and the alcohol. You went a bit weak at the knees, that’s all.”


  “Twice in one day,” Joel says. “I always knew chicks found me irresistible but this is ridiculous.”


  I flash him an unamused smile. “In your dreams.”


  “So you’re okay?”


  “Yep. The fainting thing happens a lot in my family. We have low blood pressure. Guess I jumped up too quickly.” Which sounds sort of blasé, judging by the ruckus I appear to have caused. I close my eyes and cover them with my hand. This is soooo embarrassing. I wish they’d go away or be struck by a sudden bout of amnesia at the least. I wish I could turn back time for a few minutes and not fall on the floor. No, I wish the ground would swallow me alive. I mean, who faints at nothing? Me, I guess. I am such a girl.


  Tentatively, I pull myself to a sitting position. The room has stopped spinning and I no longer feel like I’m on a merry-go-round so that’s good.


  “Take it easy,” the woman says, as she gives me a matronly pat on the shoulder. “You might be concussed.”


  “Did I bump my head?”


  “No, but—”


  “I’m fine. It’s nothing to worry about. Honestly.”


  “At least let me listen to your heart. I’m a trained first aider.” She whips a medical kit from out of her handbag — I’m not going there as to the weirdness of that — and proceeds to pop a stethoscope onto my chest. “Sounds like everything’s back to normal,” she informs me.


  “Thank you,” I say.


  “You be careful getting home.”


  “I will.”


  “And you should see your doctor about the blood pressure. They can give you medication for that.”


  “Yes. Of course.”


  By this time, seeing that I am not dying and therefore not overly interesting, the crowd have gone back to their evening entertainment. But Nicholas and Joel, who have been at my side the whole time, are watching me anxiously.


  “Can we walk you home, Sadie? I don’t like to think of you wobbling your way along the beach alone,” Joel says, his eyes intently scrutinizing my face. He puts a hand under my elbow and helps me to my feet. I’m thankful for his help, yet the only thing I can think of is the fact that I want to sleep with him. A lot. Right now. Obviously, I’m fuzzier from the fainting episode than I realised. I mean, he’s annoying. Really annoying. Even when he’s being nice.


  And I just kissed Nicholas who’s incredibly sweet and lovely.


  But Joel’s cute, too.


  What the hell is up with me?


  “Um, yeah.” I gaze into his eyes there’s a hint of something, something I know I shouldn’t be seeing.


  While Nicholas waits to pay the bill — again — Joel and I begin a slow start along the beach path towards my place. I’m shaky on my legs but I feel okay. Shocked and embarrassed mostly, not ill. I can’t believe I fainted. Joel must think I’m some ditzy girl who has no resilience at all and I’m not like that.


  “How do you feel?” Joel asks, as we walk.


  “Okay. Fine. Embarrassed.”


  “There’s nothing to be embarrassed about—”


  He wasn’t the one laying on the floor.


  “—I’m not a fan of roller coasters if that’s any consolation. Last time I went on one I spewed all over the chick I was with and a few of the people in the carriage behind us. The woman in had chuck in her hair.” He gives that killer smile and my knees go weak all over again.


  Aww. That’s sweet, I think. Well, not sweet that he’s a wuss about rides but sweet that he’s trying to lessen my pain by telling me about his own.


  “I bet you were popular.”


  “About as popular as a priest in a synagogue. The girl dumped me when we got off the ride.”


  “How could any girl be angry with you?”


  “It’s got me beat. I mean, look at me. Irresistible, or what?”


  God, if he only knew. Though I think he does.


  We’ve stopped walking at this stage. I don’t know why but we’re facing each other and gazing into each other’s eyes as the moonlight shines on the water. It’s like a cheesy seduction scene but it isn’t cheesy at all.


  Joel steps closer. He runs his tongue over his lips. “I’m glad you’re okay.” His voice is little more than a whisper. A deep, gravelly whisper that sends shivers of desire running down my spine. “I wouldn’t like to see you hurt. I don’t think I could carry you all the way home.”


  “Hey!”


  “Joke, Sadie.”


  “Not funny. No wonder you can’t keep a girlfriend if that’s the way you speak.”


  “Who says I want one? I’m pretty happy with the term ‘confirmed bachelor’. I’m into bedding not wedding.”


  “I think you’re lying. Under that sarcastic exterior is a big softie who wants to be loved.”


  “I think you should stop talking so much so I can kiss you.”


  His arms move to envelope me and then, before I know what’s hit me, he’s backed me against a tree and is kissing me like I’ve never been kissed before. The kiss is long and deep and passionate, so much so that I don’t even notice the rough bark of the trunk digging into my back. His kiss makes my blood race through my veins. My skin is on fire, aching for him to touch me, like a burning need, a craving I can’t squash.


  Joel leans his body into mine. I feel the rapid rise and fall of his ribs pressing into my chest and the heat in his hands as they skitter around my sides and squeeze my bum, pushing me closer to his crotch. I feel his erection growing between us and I want it. I want it in me. I want to wrap my legs around his waist and let him in.


  After a minute, Joel’s lips unlock from mine. He moves his hands, placing them on the trunk on either side of my head. He’s struggling to breathe and I know the kiss has affected him as much as it has me. I lower my forehead to his chest, my hands clutch at his t-shirt as his chin comes to rest on the crown of my head. I feel the touch of his lips in my hair.


  “Don’t stop.” I whimper. “Please don’t stop.”


  “I have to.”


  I look up, searching his face. “Why? You can’t kiss me like that and stop. It’s not fair. If I did that you’d say I was a cock tease.” I sound like a whiny teenager but I can’t help it. He’s given me a taste and I’m addicted. I can’t exist without his kiss.


  “You’re a child, Sadie.”


  “Er, I’m twenty-one. Not exactly a child.”


  “I’m too old for you. You should be hanging around with kids your own age.”


  “You’re not exactly a grandpa. What are you, like, thirty?”


  “Twenty-nine. Nick’s thirty.”


  “Time to stop behaving like children then.” I kiss his jaw, his earlobe. My lips trail over his throat, sucking and nipping at his skin. Standing on my tiptoes, I pull his face to mine, kissing him hard. I weave my fingers into his hair and lock them behind his neck, feeling a low vibration of approval as I do. I push my breasts against him, feeling them swell as his hands slide from the tree to my ribs. I push my crotch against him, rubbing. He groans with pleasure before lifting my chin and taking possession of my mouth again. I want him. I want him so much.


  Then he pulls away. “Jesus, Sadie.”


  “What?” My lungs are gasping for air. His air.


  “Stop. If you don’t I’m going to fuck you, right here against the tree. Now.”


  And that would be such a bad thing? Right about now, I’m thinking, no.


  “Then do it.” I kiss him again. I thrust myself wantonly against him.


  Joel clasps my hands firmly to my side. “I mean it. I won’t be able to control myself if you keep that up.”


  “I don’t want you to. Kiss me. Kiss me again.”


  He shakes his head in dismay. “Oh, fuck it,” he groans, before shoving his tongue down my throat again. Clinging to him, I wrap my legs around his body. I can feel his toned muscles beneath my thighs and I want to be below him. I want to feel all of him.


  And at that precise moment, Nicholas comes jogging along the path, causing Joel to practically drop me in the sand. Talk about hurtle me into reality.


  “So. I guess you’re over your fainting episode?”


  Nicholas’ face is like thunder. His eyes are stormy with anger and his fists are clenching in and out as if he wants to punch something. I hope it’s only the tree.


  I don’t know what to say. There is nothing I can do to undo what he’s witnessed, nothing I can say that will make it right. I hang my head in shame and disgust. I am behaving like some slutty sort of trollop, pashing every guy in the bay just for the fun of it. Seeing how many blokes I can kiss in one night. He has every right to be cross. They both do.


  But I’m not like that. I don’t do that. I’ve always been the monogamous type. Okay, so my experiences haven’t exactly led me to a point like this before but even when I’ve had a boyfriend I’ve never felt the urge to go around kissing other boys at the same time. It’s these two. They’re messing with my brain. They’re making me want them both which I know is totally wrong and yet I don’t care.


  This is bad. Very bad.


  “I thought we had something going, Sadie.” Nicholas sounds hurt. “When you kissed me back there, I—”


  Joel’s eyes spark. Even in the dark I can feel his anger. “You kissed Nick too?”


  And before I know what’s happened, Joel has launched himself at Nicholas and they’re scrabbling about in the dirt. Nicholas has punched Joel on the side of his jaw and Joel has countered with a swift knee into Nicholas’ stomach and a jab to his ribs.


  Oh shit. Bad. Reaaalllly bad.


  “No, no. Stop, please stop,” I scream. “Don’t fight, please don’t.” Unable to come up with a better solution, I lurch myself between their bodies and yank at their shirts, trying to pull them apart. God, we must look ridiculous, rolling about like we’ve gone for a swim in a vat of alcohol. But my plan works. They stop. We flop to our backs all three of us staring silently, angrily into the starry sky.


  “I thought you liked me,” Nicholas says. He’s still panting from the exertion.


  “I do.”


  “What about me?” Joel says.


  Oh fuck.


  “I like you both.” My voice is small. I sound pathetic, I know I do but I have no other defence. “Please don’t fight. I don’t want you to be angry or hate each other. This is my fault completely. I don’t know what happened. It’s just that, well, you’re both so cool and I was flattered by the attention.”


  It’s an insipid excuse, not even an excuse.


  “That’s all?”


  “No.”


  “Then what?” Joel’s super angry with me now. And Nicholas is hurt. How the hell did I end up in this situation? Okay. We don’t need to go there again. Everyone knows how I ended up here.


  “It’s more than that. I’ve never been attracted to two guys at the same time. Not to the point where I feel compelled to be with you both without caring about morality or what people say about it being wrong. If I had a choice I’d want you both.”


  “You can’t date both of us at the same time. God, Nick was fucking nightmare enough when I wore his bloody Guns ‘n’ freakin’ Roses t-shirt one damn time. There’s no way we could share a girl. We’d fucking kill each other.”


  I know that. I’m not an imbecile.


  “Forget it,” I say. I scramble to my feet, looking down at the two beautiful men below me. “We’re drunk. It was a stupid thing to say. I’m going back to the city in a couple of days. You never have to see me again. I’ll leave and you can forget you ever met me and go about picking up random separate girls or whatever it is you do. I didn’t mean to cause trouble between you. I don’t want to wreck your friendship.”


  I walk away, leaving them both sitting beside the tree in the darkness and as I do, I’m praying that one of them, at least, will run after me and beg me not to leave, but they don’t. And by the time I get back to the cottage and open the gate, the tears are streaming down my face.


  



  



  



  



  CHAPTER SIX


  



  I spend a fitful night, alternately tossing from side to side then staring at the ceiling. By the time the sun is coming up, I’ve come to the conclusion that being with neither of the guys is preferable to having to choose between them. It’s awfully conceited of me thinking I’d ever even have to choose though. I’m ordinary. I don’t stand out in the crowd. I go to school. I study. I have a part time job. I sing along badly to my favourite songs and have panda eyes almost every morning because I don’t take my makeup off the night before. I’m pretty but I’m not a great beauty. And more importantly, I’ve never done anything remotely rebellious in any aspect of my life — with the exception of that one time Emily talked me into smoking a joint and that was a disastrous event that won’t be repeated. I simply don’t understand how I can be in this dilemma, how two such angels can fall to earth and land at my feet. I couldn’t live with myself if I hurt either of them. And if choosing means one of them getting hurt, I’d rather not. I’ll move on. Chalk it up to holiday romance and get on with my life with a guilt free conscience.


  But the thought somehow makes me feel bereft. I have this sinking feeling in the pit of my stomach when I even contemplate the idea of giving up either Nicholas or Joel. It’s like I’ve been handed something precious and will never have the chance to nurture it. I want to get to know them. I want to have them both as friends. Maybe we can be friends? Yeah. And maybe Kurt Cobain will come back from the dead and Nirvana will reunite.


  After falling asleep somewhere around three, I get up late. It’s another sunny day, so I put a load of washing on the line and set about folding the rest of my clothes that have somehow made a messy pile for themselves on the bedroom floor. I download a couple more books to my Kindle and charge it up. I tidy the house and clean the bathroom until it looks spotless. Then I spread out my schoolbooks on the table on the verandah and prepare to spend a lazy morning watching the clothes dry and studying.


  After about an hour, I hear the beach gate click open. I have no idea who it is. I don’t know anyone in the bay except Nicholas and Joel and after last night, I’m guessing I’d be the last person they’d want to see. I look up and there they are, both of them, surfboards tucked their under arms, great wide grins and wetsuits half peeled from their bodies showing their tans. The sight of the two of them in those body-hugging wetsuits is enough to cause throbbing in parts of my body that are not used to the experience of late. And now, with them standing in front of me like twins, I find I am unable to avert my eyes.


  Not that I want to. The view is rather nice.


  The feeling of desire I’ve been attempting to supress since last night, that I’ve told myself I’m not allowed to have, bursts into a flame. I want them, I want them both.


  “Morning, Sadie.”


  “Uh, hi.”


  What going on? Why are they looking so smarmy? Well, apart from the fact they probably know every girl on the beach has been watching them jog up my path looking like Greek gods. “Good waves?”


  “Perfection. We caught a few sets. Amazing what being on the water can do when you need clarity.” Nicholas shakes out his wet hair and pushes it back from his face. His eyes are twinkling with some sort of hidden secret. Why isn’t he avoiding me? Why isn’t he angry? I hurt him last night.


  Joel takes his board and spikes it into the sand. He walks over to the table, placing his hands on the back of the chair opposite me. His biceps ripple and so do my insides.


  This is ridiculous. I can’t look at him without imagining something crude. I force myself to concentrate on Joel’s face and what he’s saying. Not easy.


  “Nick and I have been talking. Look, can we sit?”


  “Are you still going to kill each other?”


  Or me?


  “Nah. We think we’ve found a solution.”


  I motion to the chair, though I’m not certain I’m going to like what they’re going to say. Slamming my books shut, I stack them in some sort of pile and focus on the two men. “So what’s the solution?”


  Nicholas swallows. He’s looking nervous now that we’re down to the business end of their visit. Joel on the other hand is looking like the cat that got the cream. “We’ve got a proposition for you.”


  I don’t think I’ve ever been ‘propositioned’.


  “Go ahead.”


  “Have you got anything to drink?”


  “Don’t you think it’s a little early?”


  Nicholas shrugs. “It’s beer o’clock somewhere in the world.”


  I sigh. He seems anxious, like he wants to say something important but is afraid I’ll clock him over the head with a book when he does. “I have cider, I think.”


  I get up and go to the kitchen. I scour the fridge and find three stray bottles from a six-pack. I throw a few crackers onto a plate with some left over cheese and dip because Mum always said you should offer guests something to eat and drink. It’s only manners. Plus, I need a minute to collect myself. Being so close to them both is making it hard for me to think straight.


  When I return, the boys have their heads together. Their voices are low and I can’t hear what they’re saying but it’s obvious it’s about me because they instantly go quiet when they see me return. They look like two school boys caught smoking behind the shelter sheds, though I sense whatever it is they’re about to share might be a tad more serious than who gets the last drag of the cigarette.


  I put the plate on the table and give them a bottle each. Then I sit opposite, fighting the overwhelming urge to climb over it and curl up in Nicholas’ lap. I can’t help it. The man is all unruly hair and bare chest. How am I meant to resist that?


  I take a swig of my drink, forgetting that the time has only recently ticked over to lunch. “So, what’s up?”


  They look at each other. They don’t seem to know what to say or maybe who should say it. For some reason they seem hesitant. Then, Joel speaks, “Nick and I mulled this over all last night and we’ve talked about it again this morning.”


  “Like I said,” Nicholas adds. “The ocean has a way of giving you clarity.”


  “Yeah,” Joel agrees. “Whatever. Anyway, we’re assuming after what happened, that you like both of us.” He gestures to his friend as if to confirm what the three of us already know. “You don’t seem like the type of girl who goes round hooking up with everything that walks—”


  Ah, like, duh.


  “I’m not.”


  “But you like us both.”


  I wish they’d get to the point. I pick up my cider and take another swig. I don’t know why I’m so uncomfortable with this conversation. I’ve had far more awkward ones. “You have some form of solution for my dilemma?”


  “Yeah. A threesome.”


  And my cider spurts from my mouth across the table. Tiny bubbles of it land in the dip. Even more embarrassingly a few land on Joel’s chest. I begin to cough. I’m choking. Oh, this is hectic. I’m going to die before I ever get to contemplate having sex with the two men who just propositioned me.


  Nicholas moves to my side of the table. He slaps me on the back. His hand lingers even after I stop coughing.


  “What? Like, with you two?” I ask, looking up at him. I must sound like a complete moron but, come on, how many of us would ever get propositioned in this way unless they’re on some reality show?


  “Yeah.”


  “Like, at the same time?” I know that they think I’m clueless about this but I’m actually in shock. I’m beyond confused.


  “That’s the general definition of a threesome I believe,” Joel quips.


  Smart arse.


  “Are you mental?”


  On the other side of the table, Nicholas chuckles.


  “Gay, then?”


  Not that I have anything against the way people express their love but… hey. And if that’s what this is really about and they think they can use me to experiment or something, they’ve seriously picked the wrong girl.


  “Nope. Not gay,” Joel says. “Can’t speak for the big guy, of course, but I’ve never had a romantic thought about him in my life. I want you. So does Nick. This seems like the logical way to get what the three of us want. All jealousies aside.”


  Well, for a man maybe. But it’s about sex for them, isn’t it? I mean, I know men fantasise about this kind of stuff but isn’t it two girls and a guy? I’ve never heard of two blokes and a girl in my life. I’m sure it happens. It’s just that it doesn’t happen with me. I’m nice, sensible Sadie. I don’t sleep with men I hardly know, let alone two of them at the same time. And frankly, I’m a little bit cross that this is what they want me to do.


  Okay, a lot cross.


  “What the hell do you take me for? I’m not going to be hopping into bed with either of you any time soon, especially not at the same time. I have standards.”


  Nicholas looks dismayed. “No, Sadie no. No one’s suggesting you’re anything but the sweet, honest girl you are. I don’t think you’re some bit of scruff. And Joel doesn’t think it either.”


  “Then what the hell do you think? First you tell me you’d most likely kill each other if I were with either one of you, now you’re asking me to have a threesome? Is this some kind of joke because I’m not finding it funny.”


  “We’re not joking.”


  Right. Well at least we have that straight. They’re not in love with each other and they want to have sex with me. Together. “So. Hypothetically. How do you propose we’re going to have this threesome? Are you going to be able to deal with the jealousy if we do it and I decide I like one of you better? Won’t you want to kill each other all over again? What will that mean for your business together? And what about my feelings?”


  Wow. I said that so fast I almost sounded like Emily.


  Nicholas pulls the chair out that’s beside me. He straddles it; his knees are close to my thigh. I can feel the warmth of his body on my leg and we’re not even touching. “It will be an arrangement, a strictly no-strings-attached thing.”


  “But I’m going to know who’s doing what. I mean, I will be able to see you, feel you.”


  “Not if it’s completely dark, or you’re blindfolded. This’ll be about pleasure only. For the three of us. We’ll remain equal.”


  “But your hair, it’s completely different to Joel’s. And your voices…”


  I can’t believe I’m even having this discussion. There’s no way I’m going to do it. Is there?


  “We’ve got a plan. One of the rules will be that you won’t be allowed to touch anywhere above the neck.”


  There are rules? I sit with my mouth open. I don’t know what to say. This is not Fifty Shades of Threesome. I won’t be signing any stupid contracts or engaging in kinky shit. I’m not bloody Anastasia Steele.


  “When you leave the bay, that will be the end of it,” Joel says, calmly. “Finito. Holiday romance over. We’ll never see each other again. This is strictly for pleasure.”


  Which would be right up Joel’s alley given his aversion to commitment.


  I pick up my cider and drain the rest of the bottle. I am dumbfounded but of course, I’m not going to take them up on their offer so the logistics of the thing mean nothing. It’s hypothetical. I mean, how could I? The idea of me having a threesome is beyond ridiculous, even if they don’t think so. I cannot comprehend such a thought.


  But then Nicholas looks at me, his large blue eyes search mine and he blinks twice. Slowly.


  Oh God. I’m going to give in. Despite what my brain is telling me is right, despite the huge warning signs flashing above his head I know I’m going to give in.


  *****


  



  I wander about the house with my head somewhere in the erotic clouds. After two hours of discussion, I’ve agreed, tentatively, to meet the guys at a club tonight where we’ll have a few drinks to get in the mood for the ‘big event’. There’s no pressure on me and if I say no at the last minute that’ll be it, they’ve agreed to accept any change of heart. So this thing, if it happens, is up to me. I might have agreed in theory, but I know when the moment comes my conscience may well override any desire I have. Because when it all boils down to it, I don’t know if I can have sex for the sake of it. It doesn’t matter who’s asking.


  At six, still torn by indecision, I ring Emily but there’s no answer. It’s not like her and it makes me worry so I leave her a message and send her a text to call me. I need to know she’s safe. She’s all I have left in the world.


  By seven, I’ve made up my mind to go through with it. I’ve de-haired every inch of my body, plucked my eyebrows, given myself a home pedicure and finished painting my fingernails. I’ve never given this much thought to the way I look for seduction before, but I figure if there’s going to be two men inspecting me, I have to look twice as good. I’ve even straightened my hair, a process that can take hours given it’s thickness, but I like how I look when it’s straight. It’s sophisticated and grown up, not me. I’m someone else. I’m feeling nervous now and a little excited. The butterflies I used to get before I went on stage in dance competitions have resurfaced and are flittering madly in my stomach. I actually feel rather queasy.


  At almost nine, I pack my phone, lipstick and some money in my clutch. I go to the toilet for the seventeenth time and as I smooth my dress over my hips, I silently thank Emily for insisting I throw it in my bag when I was packing. Then, with a deep breath, I head for the door.


  



  



  



  



  CHAPTER SEVEN


  



  I reach the club about ten minutes later. There’s a queue and the door bitch looks me up and down while scrutinising my ID. It doesn’t phase me, I get asked how old I am all the time so I smile sweetly at her, knowing that every bit of ID she’ll now ask to see will tell her the same thing. I’m twenty-one. After making her point by getting the security guy to check inside my shoes and pat me down in search of drugs — ‘cause I really look like I’m a dealer — she allows me entry. I can’t believe she’s made a fuss simply because she can. Some people are on such a power trip.


  



  Inside, I walk around the bar looking for Nicholas and Joel. We decided to meet in the furthest corner from the door but the guys aren’t here yet which is doing little for the second and third thoughts I’m having about this. I’m more nervous than before. So nervous, in fact, the minute I receive my first drink I knock it across the counter of the bar without even having a sip. The second drink disappears in much the same fashion because my hand is shaking, so I decide to buy two straight shots of tequila for my third attempt. Firstly, the glasses are so small I can’t possibly knock another one over and secondly, if I drink it fast, I might loosen up and calm down. Because right at this minute, I think I’m going to throw up. My stomach is in my mouth and the butterflies I felt before I left home are clomping around inside it, wearing boots. I have no idea what possessed me and I certainly don’t know why I spent the last four hours preparing like I’m going to an up close and personal photo shoot. I am not a threesome kind of girl. I’m so confused. I don’t know what kind of girl I am any more.


  I down my two shots and order a glass of champagne and some water. The barman frowns at my swift ordering of drinks but says nothing. He probably sees girls every night who come here to pick up. Lonely girls on holiday looking for a bit of fun and ordering Dutch courage to make it easier. Is that what I am? Are the guys taking advantage of me? Have they spotted that I’m vulnerable and are swooping in for the kill? Maybe they do this all the time. Despite what they’re saying, they could be serial threesome types and everything they’ve done for me so far is part of their routine.


  Why am I even here?


  I take a glug of my champagne; the bubbles go up my nose. Deciding that I never should have consented to this insanity, I pick up my purse to leave and turn… SMACK!… into the rock hard chest of Joel. His hands fly to my elbows, steadying me. A flicker of attraction builds and explodes as my eyes travel slowly towards his face where a waiting eyebrow quirks in my direction.


  “Going somewhere?”


  “Um, hi.” Wow. He looks hot. Literally sizzling, in fact. He’s wearing dark jeans and a crisp white shirt. There’s a leather thong at his throat with something heavy and silver hanging from it. His hair is newly washed and still damp, I can smell the shampoo. And he’s shaved. The skin of his jaw looks so smooth; I just want to touch it. I swallow. “I was just, um, just popping to the loo.”


  “You weren’t leaving?” He sounds almost sad, as if he’d be devastated if I had decided to leave.


  “Of course not.” I try to relax my smile but I know I’m showing a lot of teeth and probably look like some sort of deranged person who forgot to take her medication. “Order me another drink, I’ll be back in a tick.”


  And with that I race to the toilet, which is lucky because, by the time I get there, I find I really do have to go. Again. Damn nerves.


  So, I’m standing in line, jiggling my leg and checking out the clothes of the other girls in the queue — one has a rather nice pair of strappy sandals and these cute pants — when my phone vibrates in my clutch. It’s Emily.


  “I rang you hours ago,” I admonish. “I left three messages and a text. I was so worried. Where are you?”


  “Calm down, Clarice,” Emily replies, with a giggle. I, so, hate it when she calls me that. “I could ask you the same thing—”


  Huh?


  “—I’m at yours. Where the hell are you? I turned up expecting to find you curled up in your jimjams eating chocolate and reading one of those inane books you like but it’s blacker than the inside of my wardrobe in your house.”


  That’s saying something. Emily wears trademark black almost everywhere. It’s like her thing.


  “You’re here? How can you be here?”


  “I thought I’d surprise you. Come up and spend the weekend, have some girlie time, then give you a lift back to town. I swapped my shifts at the café.”


  Suddenly, I have this sinking feeling like the blood has drained from my body. There’s a distinct chance I might actually be going to vomit for real. There are two men waiting for me in the bar. My best friend is waiting for me at home. I cannot introduce them. I cannot. They must not meet because Emily must not know. She’d be appalled. She thinks I’m so straight, so under the radar that me doing something so out of the ordinary might tip her over the edge. Because no matter what she says or how she acts, Emily is the monogamous type. She’s fragile. She abhors people who have affairs, no matter what the situation. Seeing me with two men would knock our friendship into the bay. Either that or she’ll try to chat up Joel. He’s definitely her type. A stab of jealousy twists at my insides as I contemplate that idea.


  “I’m at a club,” I say, “But I’ll come home. Give me five minutes. It’s not far.”


  “You’re at a club?”


  “That’s what I said.”


  “Alone?”


  “Not exactly. There’s about two hundred people here. It’s packed to the gills.”


  Not to mention the two guys I’m with.


  “Awesome. I’m so glad you’re getting out again. You haven’t been yourself for a long time. Give me directions and I’ll meet you there.”


  “Um, er, um.” This is not good. I should have said I was at the library. Emily never goes there. I don’t think she even knows what a library is.


  “What’s wrong? Don’t you want me to come?”


  Oh geez.


  “Of course I do.”


  “But—”


  How can I say ‘but I don’t want to share my two boyfriends without offending her? She’ll be awfully upset and I wouldn’t hurt her for the world. An elongated sigh escapes my lips. “But nothing,” I say in the perkiest, most enthused voice I can muster, “Get your butt down here this second.”


  “Hashtag, magic!”


  “And no more hashtags. You’re not an Instagram celebrity.”


  “Yet.”


  I tell Emily the address and hang up my phone, which I slip back into my bag. My nerves appear to have subsided, along with my need for the toilet, so I rush back to the bar hoping to at least get a chance to speak to Nicholas and Joel before Emily arrives. I have to tell them I’m sorry, that I didn’t plan for this to happen, that this is not some scenario I’ve concocted to tease or worse still get out of the threesome. And it’s certainly not because I’m keen to engage in some sort of sex-party-slash-orgy thing between the lot of us. More importantly, I have to warn them about Emily. She’ll be like a bee to honey when she sees these two.


  *****


  



  The music is ripping when I get back from the toilet. Strobe lights are bouncing around the room making everyone look like they’re doing strange robot dancing. The crowd has increased but it’s easy to see the boys. They have this presence that makes the rest of the crowd pale into insignificance. Plus, there’s a group of five or so girls about my age in the corner tittering in their direction. Their giggles are like a beacon pointing straight toward my men.


  My men?


  Hmm. Not yet. Probably never if Emily gets wind of it.


  Nicholas hands me a drink and I take it, downing the entire glass in one go.


  “There you are,” he says. “Joel and I were worried we’d have to brave the depths of the ladies’ loo to look for you. Thirsty work waiting in the toilet line, huh?”


  I put my glass on the bar. “Not really. Listen, I’ve got something to tell you and I don’t know how you’re going to react.”


  Joel, who’s been eyeing off the dance floor, swivels to face me. “You’ve changed your mind. No biggie. We’ll cope.”


  I hate that he’s being so blasé about this when I know he likes me, more than likes me. What’s the deal with that?


  “No. No,” I answer. I’m practically screeching and it’s then I realise that I haven’t changed my mind at all. It was simply my nerves getting the better of me and making my mind think silly things. “But there could be a problem. There is a problem. While I was in the toilet, my best friend Emily rang. She’s here. She wanted to surprise me. She’s on her way over. She can’t ever know I was considering a threesome. She just can’t.”


  Nicholas runs a hand through his hair. I feel myself dissolve into a little lust puddle beside him. “We can call it off,” he says.


  “It was fairly obvious you were shitting yourself when we got here,” Joel adds.


  And here I was thinking I was all calm and relaxed. Not.


  “I don’t want to call it off. I want to go through with it.” I sound like I’m about to have my entire body tattooed in one sitting.


  “Me too.”


  “I’ve always been in.” Nicholas smiles and wraps his arm round my shoulder. “Maybe we can get Emily so pissed she passes out.”


  Ha, ha.


  “Fat chance. Emily could drink an alcoholic under the table.”


  “Don’t sweat it. If it’s meant to happen it’s meant to happen.”


  I’m well aware of that but now there’s a possibility it mightn’t, I feel extremely upset.


  *****


  



  It only takes five or so minutes before we see Emily making her way through the crowd towards us. It never ceases to amaze me how she can jump the queue when other people have to wait for hours; she has this knack of being able to talk her way around the gruffest of bouncers. It doesn’t surprise me either, that she’s wearing black. A gorgeous black, sheath dress with long sleeves and a high neckline. It fits her slim body like a glove showing off her curves. Emily’s got a great body, one that I freely admit to being covetous of. Frequently.


  “Saaaaadie,” she squeals, running toward me with her arms outstretched. She swipes my drink from my hand, finishing it for me before swallowing me in a huge, tight hug. As she releases me, her eyes narrow. “My, my, aren’t you the picture of health and happiness. Positively glowing, which is good to see. It feels like a decade since I’ve seen you, honeybubble.”


  “I’ve missed you too. Have you got everything organised for Uni?”


  Emily snorts. We both know she’ll be dashing frantically about the place on the last day trying to hook herself up with textbooks she should have ordered two months ago. “Whatever. Hey, is that door bitch a cow or what? She wanted to check in my shoes for drugs. I mean, come on. As if I’d hide them there. That’s what padded bras are for. Well, that and giving the boobs a shelf to sit on.”


  She laughs at the look on Joel’s face and hugs me again before pausing to appraise the two men standing beside me. Her attention focuses quickly on Nicholas who is regarding her with the wariness one regards a man-eating shark when in the water. “Well, heeeelloooo there.”


  “This is Nicholas,” I say. “We met on the beach a few days back when my hat blew away in the wind.”


  “Who said chivalry was dead?” She gives Nicholas her most perfect smile, the one she reserves for men she’s especially interested in. “So you’re the one she’s been going on about—”


  And cue embarrassing redness of cheeks. Geez, I hate it when she drops me in it like that.


  “And this is his friend, Joel,” I say.


  Emily gives me a nudge in the side. “Hashtag, hottie,” she whispers before turning back to the boys.


  “—I’m Emily. Sadie’s best friend and general bad influence. She tries to keep me on the straight and narrow but I’m a lost cause. I’ve never gotten over the fact that my parents neglected to tell me they’re not my parents, so I’m rebelling by spending as much of their money as I can before they realise and give it to the natural born siblings. They hate me with a passion this week, so it’s all perfectly fine.”


  Behind my redness, I smile. “Emily’s also quite verbose and a dreadful liar. Her parents adore her. She’d never do anything to hurt them.”


  “Don’t tell him that,” Emily scoffs, “You’ll ruin my reputation.”


  “The only reputation you have is in your mind.”


  “But I’d like to have one. Emily Matthews — ‘It’ girl. You know, like Gigi Hadid with hundreds of thousands of men drooling over my Instagram account.”


  “Who?” Nicholas asks, clearly confused by this conversation. I don’t imagine rapid fire talking is something he comes in contact with a lot.


  “Gigi Hadid’s a model,” I answer. “Absolutely gorgeous and in a league that’s not even on a planet with the rest of us mortals.” I turn to Emily. “Why would you want millions of men looking at you in your underwear, anyway?”


  “Why not? Honestly, Sadie you’re such dag for someone so young. You need to live a little. Put yourself out there.”


  “Sadie’s been doing a fair bit of that already —” Joel sniggers.


  “I went sailing!” I interrupt him, not wanting him to regale the story of my naked bum and his surfboard.


  Emily’s look is incredulous. “What, on a yacht? Like an actual boat with sails?”


  “I know. Amazing, right?”


  Emily stares at the boys. “Wow. Which one of you was responsible for this? Sadie’s never left land in her life. She doesn’t even go swimming unless she can touch the bottom.”


  A little fact I’d rather she not have shared. Besides, I did go swimming. And I was really far out.


  “I took Sadie on my yacht,” Nicholas says. “She was pretty good for a newbie. Fast learner.”


  “It was fun,” I say.


  Emily nods her head approvingly at me. “Go Sadie. I told you you’d enjoy these things if you’d only give them a chance. You can’t spend your entire life doing the same thing every day. Sooo boring.”


  “But I like boring. It makes me feel safe.”


  Emily rolls her eyes and turns to Joel. “See what I have to deal with? Hopeless.”


  “Hey! I’m not hopeless,” I laugh.


  “Topless maybe,” Joel murmurs.


  “You’ve been sunbaking topless, too?”


  “Well, not sunbaking exactly.” I didn’t have bottoms on at the time. “I tried skinny-dipping. That’s how I met Joel.”


  “Sadie was doing her impersonation of a drowning naked person. I saved her.”


  Emily’s eyebrows rise slowly into her hairline. She swallows in disbelief. “I leave you alone for a week and you turn into freaking Bear Grylls. Next you’ll be eating fried cockroaches and hiking up the Himalayas. What the hell’s come over you? I love it! And I definitely love you boys. Never in my wildest dreams did I ever imagine Sadie Cooper would suddenly develop such an interest in water sports. Well, any sports really. She’s mostly a little homebody. This deserves drinks all round.” She shoulders Joel from his perch and orders a bottle of the best champagne in the club.


  Imagine how she’d react if she knew I was considering a threesome.


  *****


  



  The night wears on, and I begin to despair that we will ever lose my friend. Not that I want to ‘lose’ her, I just want her to get super tired so she has to go home and fall asleep, not realising I’m not there with her. We’ve had fun though. We’ve laughed and gotten to know each other more. Emily has flirted with Joel — much to my thinly veiled disgust — and we’ve swapped dance partners and even danced as a foursome. We’ve drunk loads and yet there’s still no sign of Emily wanting to go home.


  At sometime after midnight, Emily asks me to go to the loos with her. I know this is code for girltalk time and it takes a grand total of about twenty seconds before she brings up the subject I’m trying to avoid.


  “So what’s the deal with Nicholas and Joel?”


  “There is no deal. I met them both separately. I didn’t know they were friends until the other night.”


  “But you’re into Nicholas?”


  I can see why she’d assume this; he is the quieter one of the two. Joel would never have been my type in the ‘real’ world.


  “I like him a lot. He’s sweet. I can talk to him.”


  “So Joel’s single too?”


  Oh no, I think I know where this is heading.


  “Well, um, yeah.”


  “And you wouldn’t find it creepy or breaking the girl code if I hooked up with him. I mean, I know you met him first and you have this friend thing going on but you’re into Nicholas right? I wouldn’t be hurting you, would I?”


  What do I say to that? Yes, you would be hurting me? Yes, I like Joel the same as I like Nicholas? You need to back off because I’m going to have it off with both of them and I have no intention of sharing?


  “Um, it might not be a good idea. It could be awkward.”


  “Why? If we were going out it would be great. We’d be friends and couples.”


  “Joel’s gay.” I’ve blurted it without even considering the ramifications of what I just said but honestly, it’s the only thing I can think of that will throw her off. God. I’m such a bitch. I should let my best friend have the boy I want. I mean, there are two of them. It’s very selfish of me to want them both.


  But I do. I do.


  “Gay?” Emily’s face is a picture. I don’t know what of. “You’re kidding, right?”


  “Nope. Nicholas told me. Camp as a row of tents.”


  “Maybe he told you that because he wants you for himself and sees Joel as a threat?”


  This lie has suddenly grown legs and is sprinting down the track.


  “I doubt it. They’re best friends and Nicholas isn’t the type to sabotage a possible relationship. If he thought I liked Joel more than I liked him he’d bow out. I’m sure of it. It has to be true.”


  “That’s annoying.”


  I feign sadness for my friend. “Yeah. Bummer.”


  “And so typical. The best men are always gay or married. That’s why I get stuck with the dregs. Thank God I got the heads up before I put the legwork in. It’d be such a waste to spend the entire night flirting like mad with a guy who has no interest.” She shakes her head in resignation. “I could have sworn he was straight though. I was getting the vibe.”


  “Your radar must be off. You have to remember the last two guys you went out with weren’t exactly nice in the end. Maybe you need a bit of time without a boyfriend. You know, to get your head together and see things in perspective again. I know how hurt you were last time. I couldn’t bear for that to happen. You deserve to be happy.”


  I sound so shallow and two-faced. I genuinely care about Emily and want her to be happy. Just not with Joel. Or Nicholas.


  “You know, you’re right.”


  “I’m always right when I’m giving you advice.” It’s a pity I never take my own.


  The door to the toilet stall opens and a girl appears. She’s adjusting her teeny tiny dress and swaying slightly on her heels as she moves to the basin to wash her hands and refresh her lipstick.


  “I’ll meet you back in the bar,” I say as Emily locks the toilet door.


  “Okay,” I hear her call.


  Hopefully, she’ll be putting on her makeup for at least five minutes so I’ll have time to let Joel know he’s a very happy gay man who has no interest in girls at all. I have no idea what he’s going to say.


  *****


  



  Nicholas is cracking up. His head is bent back, his mouth is open and he’s laughing so hard he’s almost shaking.


  “It’s not funny,” I say. “I couldn’t think of anything else.”


  “I’ve never met anyone less gay than Joel. You could have told her he had a girlfriend.”


  “I doubt that would stop her, the mood she’s in. I wouldn’t put it past her to come out here and try to crack on to Joel to turn him straight.”


  I realise it sounds like I’m being mean but Emily does latch onto men. Even she knows she does. It’s like she’s always searching for approval. I don’t know why. She’s smart, funny and a great friend. She doesn’t need to prove anything. Yet for some reason, she needs the security of a man to make her feel loved and whole.


  “Do you think I should ham it up?” Joel asks. “I’m sure I could perv convincingly on a few blokes if I try. It can’t be that hard, can it?”


  Nicholas laughs again. “What? Like ‘nice arse’ or ‘check out the legs on that’?”


  “I don’t think we need to take it that far,” I admonish. “I feel bad enough as it is without your contribution to the scam.”


  “You do realise you’re gonna owe me for this?” Joel steps very close. I feel his hip touching my side. His body heat mingles with mine as he puts his lips to my ear. “Big time.”


  I lower my voice to meet his. “And how do you propose I pay you back?”


  “I’m sure I can think of something. Later.”


  A delicious shiver runs down my spine.


  Around about then, Emily reappears. It’s been a good ten minutes and she’s grinning cheekily; despite the fact that I’ve just informed her that the man she wants is off limits. Then I see the reason why. Between the loos and the bar, my best friend seems to have acquired a male friend of her own. He’s very sophisticated looking and like her, entirely in black — sooty hair, black shirt and shoes. He’s even got the tight black pants Emily finds so adorable on a guy, not jeans but actual expensively cut trousers.


  “This is Alex,” Emily says. “He’s a graphic designer.”


  Figures.


  “Alex, this is my best friend Sadie, and this is Nicholas and Joel.”


  Everyone shakes hands, has a drink, talks about stupid stuff you talk about when you meet someone for the first time. We move on to the latest bands, which of us has tickets to what music festival over the summer and the places we like to eat in the city. Throughout the entire conversation there’s a hand on my bottom, caressing it and I’m assuming it’s Nicholas’ —seeing that Joel’s gay— but either way I don’t care, it’s turning me on something shocking. I can feel the excitement building with each tiny squeeze, every subtle rub of flesh over cloth.


  Then we dance and it’s subtly sexy. Emily is so engrossed with Alex she hasn’t seemed to twig that I’m doing the threesome version of Dirty Dancing and at one point I mistakenly kiss Joel because I’m feeling so turned on. At least I hope she didn’t notice, because in the very next instance I seem to be kissing Nicholas. The whole thing is like a blur of bodies and lips and I’m loving every minute. Finally, we’re so sweaty it’s time to call quits on the dancing so we head back to the bar and Emily sends Alex to order another round. I raise my eyebrows in her direction while his back is turned.


  “He seems nice,” I mouth, nodding.


  “And sooo cute,” she mouths back and moves closer to me so we can put our heads together. “Not a sign of arsehole so far,” she whispers.


  “That’s great.”


  “In fact, I’m thinking he and I need to go somewhere so we can get to know each other a little better.”


  “Oh Emily, you’re not going to shag him are you? You promised you’d stop hooking up with random boys. You’ve only just met.”


  “I wasn’t thinking anything of the sort… for a change. What I meant was that maybe I could coax him into going for a walk on the beach or something. You know, to talk. Do you think he’d be up for it? He won’t see it as an invitation to throw me in the sand and have his way with me, will he?”


  I glance over to the bar where Alex is paying for drinks. He’s been very attentive to Emily. “I don’t think so. If you let him know you want to take things slowly I think it’ll be okay—”


  As opposed to myself who is about to have my way with two men.


  “—But can you text me and let me know what you’re up to?” I add. “So I know you’re safe? I mean, Alex seems nice, but people can change once they get in the dark and I don’t want you out there alone without me knowing where you are.”


  “Yes, Mum.”


  “The key to the cottage is under the frog statue near the front steps, if you get home before I do and there’s a spare toothbrush in my bag if you need one.”


  “I’m not gonna ask why you brought a spare toothbrush.” Emily smiles. “You’re the best friend ever.”


  I give her a hug. “Be safe.”


  “I will.”


  “And have fun. But not too much.”


  Emily goes to the bar and whispers something to Alex who quickly distributes drinks and then yanks her out the door as if he’s been waiting for the invitation for hours. At last, Nicholas, Joel and I are alone… in a crowd of, oh, two hundred or so. The only impediment to my night has been removed. There are no more excuses.


  I turn back to find the boys standing there looking at me. And the look I’m getting is telling me they’re thinking the same thing I am.


  



  



  



  



  CHAPTER EIGHT


  



  The trip from the bar to my place takes no longer than six minutes but it feels like the longest walk of my life. The boys have made small talk the whole way but it’s not helping. Even being insanely smashed is not helping. The butterflies are back and this time they have teeth. They’re gnawing at my insides inflating the indecision I thought I’d so cleverly squashed. I’m soooo nervous.


  Okay. That’s an understatement. I’m freaking out, packing it.


  As we walk, Nicholas takes hold of my hand. His skin is warm and his palm soft. He looks down into my eyes; his own filled with a mix of desire and understanding. I feel calmer. Well, not as likely to throw up. The nerves are still there, I mean, I’ve never done anything like this before so I suppose it’s understandable. But, somehow, just from the way he’s looking at me I know it’s okay and I definitely know I want to do it. It’s the getting started part that’s the most difficult.


  “It’s okay, Sadie,” Nicholas says, softly. “We don’t have to do it if you don’t want to.”


  I squeeze his hand. I can’t speak. I’m overwhelmed by the fact that even though he knows I’m a sure thing he’s letting my feelings be the guide for this. He’s not pressuring me into anything.


  On the other side of me, Joel is quiet, too. He’s walking very close, I feel his arm graze mine every now and again and I wonder what’s going on inside his head. Is he jealous that Nicholas is holding my hand? Is that why he’s so quiet when he’d usually be making some silly joke? I don’t want him to feel that way. I want us to be okay. I slide my free hand into the back pocket of his jeans. I can feel the firm muscles of his butt moving as we walk. He clenches them on purpose under my fingers and I catch a glimpse of his cheeky grin. There’s nothing wrong. He’s simply going with the flow, letting this thing we’re starting run its course.


  We reach the beach gate and I remove my hand from Joel’s pocket to unlatch it. As I do, I stumble on the step, partly because it’s dark and partly because I may be a little drunker than even I realised. Instantly, there are two sets of hands on my body, steadying me, and as I right myself Joel moves in front of me leaving Nicholas to take up the rear.


  “Did you hurt yourself?” Joel asks.


  I do a quick mental check. My knee is stinging but I muster a smile. “I’m fine. Tripped on the stupid maxi dress.”


  Joel’s eyes skim my body. I feel them travelling along my bare arms, over my collarbone and down my cleavage towards my ribs. I’m wearing no bra; the thin straps of the dress don’t allow it. His eyes come to rest on my breasts and instantly my nipples harden like he’s just kissed them. I don’t move. I simply swallow and wait to see what he’s going to do.


  “I think the dress is hot,” he says. “But you look so much better without it.”


  He yanks my waist towards him. My body is against his. The gentle thumping of his heart is in sync with mine. Behind me, Nicholas has moved closer too. He’s flipped my hair over my shoulder to expose the skin at my neck. My back is nestled against his chest and he’s squeezing my hand tightly as his lips dip into the space where my shoulder meets the top of my spine.


  Then Joel’s lips are on mine. They’re hot and urgent and as he deepens the kiss, I can’t help but kiss him back, I’m so turned on. Nicholas has both of my hands now. He’s pinioned them gently behind my back and is directing them to feel the erection growing between us while Joel continues his offensive on my mouth. I feel hands raising my skirt, touching the soft skin at the edge of my underwear. I feel a finger tracing the outline before it delves inside, teasing me where I long to be teased the most. As Joel, flicks his tongue in and out of my mouth, the hand finds its target. Fingers pinch gently and I’m pulsing so hard I think I’m about to come right here in front of the house. I’m wet and needy, ready for whatever it is they’re going to give me.


  The heat builds. Joel kisses me harder. His hands are on my breasts now and through the flimsy fabric of my dress I feel him tug at first one nipple and then the other. The fingers in my knickers are working faster too. I can’t kiss anymore, I can’t breathe with what they’re doing. I need release.


  “Do it Sadie,” Nicholas still has his lips at my neck. “Show us how you come.”


  I hear Joel groan with desire, feel the vibration of his mouth against mine. This is like nothing I’ve felt before. Ever.


  And it’s soooo good.


  *****


  



  I wake before the boys the following morning. We’re in a tangled heap on the bed, all naked limbs and twisted sheets. I stare up at the ceiling, a satisfied smile spreading across my face. I did it. I actually did it. That’s something I can’t quite believe. I think the secret — apart from the crazy attraction I feel to them both — lays in the fact that it was planned. I’ve never been that good at spontaneity but if I know what to expect I can plan for it. It makes me feel more comfortable.


  Closing my eyes, I let the images of last night swirl through my head. They’re hot. So hot, I feel the throbbing begin at the very idea. The blindfold, the darkened room. One of the boys taking me from behind; the other nipping at every part of my body. I want more. Yes, that’s what I want. And I want it now.


  I roll in Joel’s direction. He’s asleep, so I snuggle into his chest and wrap my arms around him. He feels good — hard and soft at the same time. His heart is beating slowly, lulling me back to sleep. Then he stirs and his arm creeps over mine, his hand comes to rest on my bum, which he caresses before giving it a pinch.


  “Ouch,” I whisper, half-giggling and not wanting to wake Nicholas.


  “Morning.” Joel bends his head. His lips are on mine. His mouth begins to devour me, making me open up to him. I love the way he kisses. I pull away at last and he makes a little face like he’s sad.


  “Morning,” I whisper back.


  “Are you okay?”


  “Yep. You?”


  He grins and kisses me again. I guess that’s his answer.


  Over my shoulder I feel Nicholas stretching. He rolls, spooning me, and brushes the hair from my shoulder before kissing it. His fingers linger and I feel loved, so loved.


  “Morning,” he says. His voice is gravelly in the aftermath of the drinking last night but the huskiness is sexy. It sends ripples of desire through me.


  I kiss his fingers on my shoulder. “Morning.”


  “You okay?”


  I think I’ve had this conversation before. Joel seems to think so, too. He’s smirking. I know I shouldn’t love it, but I do. He’s so devilish.


  “Yep. You?”


  “The best.” Nicholas pecks my shoulder again. He shuffles closer so that the length of his body is touching mine. I roll over, hooking my leg over his hip. I feel rather naughty, like doing this is so wrong. But it feels so right.


  “The best, huh?”


  He nods slowly. I can see the lust in his eyes but it goes deeper than that. Way deeper. It’s the way I feel too.


  “I’ll see your ‘best’ and raise you an ‘awesome.’” Forgetting that we agreed I should never see who does what or how the boys look in daylight — except when they’re clothed, of course, I slide my hands between us, taking Nicholas’ erection in my fingers, rubbing it against me. He doesn’t move but smiles, allowing me to control what’s happening, feeling me pushing my suddenly needy body onto his. Behind me, Joel plays around the crack of my bottom. His hard length is thrusting slowly between my legs and his hands are squeezing my breasts. Nicholas bites into my neck. Every nerve in my body is on fire. My breathing elevates; my heart pounds out of control. They’re going to tip me over the edge without even doing it at this rate.


  “Sadie? Anybody home?” It’s Emily.


  “Fuck.” Joel sits bolt upright in the bed.


  Well, not literally, we were just getting to that.


  “What’s she doing here?” Nicholas asks.


  “Shhhh!” I hiss. I hear Emily’s heels clicking down the hall. Five more seconds and she’s going to be opening the door and exposing me for the slutty thing I am.


  Oh shit. Oh shit, shitty, shit.


  I scramble from the bed, trying to untangle my foot that’s become twisted in a sheet as I go and accidently punching Nicholas in the side of the head in the process.


  “Jesus, Sadie, that hurt.”


  “Shut. Up!” I fall flat on my face on the floor, my naked bottom in full view, and for some reason I feel very embarrassed. Why? I don’t know. I mean, the boys saw every bit of me up close last night. It’s nothing new.


  “Sadie? Are you okay?” Emily calls.


  God, what is with everyone and asking me if I’m freaking okay today?


  “Yes, yes. I’m coming. I just banged my knee on the chest of drawers, that’s all.” I grab my robe from the chair and wrap it around my body before rushing to the door. “Stay there,” I order the boys. “And don’t move a muscle. Don’t even breathe. I’ll get rid of her somehow.”


  I slither out the bedroom door, holding it closed behind me. I fluff my hair and attempt to look un-bedded and less hung over. My smile is strained and tight.


  “Hey, how was your night?” My voice cracks as I speak and I know Emily knows I’m up to something. I cough and clear my throat. She’s looking at me oddly, like I have two men in my bedroom or something.


  Oh that’s right. I do.


  “Fabulous. Alex is so nice, a real gentlemen. I told him I wasn’t up for some holiday shag and he was perfectly fine with that. I’m meeting him for dinner tonight. I hope you don’t mind. I came up here to spend time with my bestie and I feel like I’m blowing you off.”


  I wave a blasé hand. “Go for it. Really. I’m glad you think he’s nice and you should take some more time to get to know him. Totally.”


  Emily frowns. “You’re not upset?”


  “Not at all. We can spend the day together and then you can see Alex tonight. I don’t mind a quiet night in.”


  With my two favourite men.


  “What’s up, Sadie?”


  “Nothing. Nothing at all.” I grip the doorknob tighter. I may be about to dislodge it from the door I’m gripping so tight.


  “Have you got someone in there?”


  “Don’t be silly.” I move, blocking Emily from entering. She can’t find the boys in my room. She can’t.


  Emily’s mouth opens. Her eyes widen. She smiles. “You so have. Is it Nicholas?” And before I can stop her, she sidesteps me and ducks under my arm in a move worthy of a dance sport champion. She flings the bedroom door open.


  This. Is. The. End. Of. My. Life. Like. Literally.


  “Well, hello there.”


  I follow Emily into the room. Every muscle in my body is taut. I’m biting my top lip so hard I’ve drawn blood. There’s an awful metallic taste in my mouth.


  “Hey, Emily. Good night?” Cradling his head in his hands as he lounges back on the pillows is Nicholas. He’s naked, of course, with a sheet covering his lower half. The muscles of his chest are flexing slightly but he’s looking relaxed and sated, like someone has just awarded him an Oscar for Best Performance in a Threesome or Love Triangle.


  Emily recovers quickly. The shock of seeing him in my bed is clearly not what she was expecting, even though I told her I liked him. Under any other circumstances, this moment would not have been happening for weeks yet and she knows it. “Um, yes, thanks. You?”


  Nicholas stares pointedly at me. A cheeky glint appears in his eye. “The best. I’m hoping for a repeat performance.”


  It’s then I realise the bedroom window is open and Joel has disappeared.


  



  



  



  



  CHAPTER NINE


  



  Later, after Nicholas has gone home and lunchtime rolls around, Emily and I lay on the front lawn eating left over pizza from the fridge and sharing a bottle of Coke. I feel odd about what happened last night what with the boys and I almost being discovered. I’m not sure I can go through that again. Even if I’m more attracted to Nicholas and Joel than I have been to any boys ever, lying and subterfuge have never been my strong point. The need to see them, to be near them, however, is so strong it’s like I’m addicted. If this is to carry on, I can’t do the casual no-strings thing. It’s wrong. Very wrong. But I can’t have them both at the same time because that’s wrong too. It’s a lose/lose situation.


  I glance to where Emily is dozing beside me on the grass, recovering from being up the entire night and seeing in the sunrise with Alex. Even with her eyes closed she has a smile subtly gracing her face and I’m glad that, this time, she may have met someone who isn’t a complete loser. I wish I could talk to her about what’s happened. I need to share so I can get things straight in my head. I give a sad sort of sigh. I can’t. Emily might have had a million boyfriends but there’s no way she’d approve of me carrying on with two guys… at the same time… in the same bed. I’m stuck on my own on this one.


  After we’ve been lying there for a couple of hours and the day is getting long, I turn over on the rug to see Joel and Nicholas coming along the front path of the house. They’re in shorts, t-shirts and joggers and Joel has a small backpack slung over his shoulder.


  “Hi,” I beam up at them, refusing to chastise my heart that’s doing a little flutter dance in my chest. I can’t help myself. I can’t turn away. Looking at these two is enough to make a grumpy bear smile. “What are you doing here?”


  “We’re gonna hike up to the lighthouse. We thought you might like to come too. See the sunset.” Their faces are expectant and I don’t know if this is some sort of code or if they really want me to go for a walk. After last night, I’m lucky to know what day it is. My head has been spinning in sexual circles all day and I haven’t been able to even clean my teeth without thinking of Nicholas and Joel and breaking into a stupid grin.


  Emily, who has woken from her nap, sits up on the rug, rubbing her eyes. “Hey.”


  “Hi Emily. Joel and I stopped by to see if you girls want to come for a hike up to the lighthouse. It’s only a couple of kilometres and the view’s pretty spectacular from the cliff.”


  I guess they do want to go for an actual walk then. I don’t know why but I feel flattened by this news.


  Emily looks at me. “Are you going on this hike?”


  I can see in her eyes she’ll be astounded if I agree. Sure, I go to the gym and try to keep fit but trekking along a bush track has never been my idea of a fun way to spend an afternoon. But then I’ve never been asked to trek through the bush by two gorgeous men.


  “Sure. Why not?” I get up from the grass. “Give me five minutes to change into something more appropriate and I’m all yours.”


  In more ways than one.


  Emily stays where she is. “I think I’ll pass. I’m knackered after last night and I can catch a few more z’s while you’re gone. Have to look my best for the big date later.”


  “No biggie,” Nicholas says, a smile playing on his lips. “We should be back by eight or so. The path’s well lit so it’s safe to walk back after dark.”


  I study his face. Secretly, I know he’s as happy as I am that Emily’s chosen to stay behind and work on her tan. In our case, three is definitely not a crowd but four would be.


  *****


  



  The walk to the lighthouse is easy and on the way the three of us chat about all sorts of things. I know we aren’t in a relationship and I’m under no illusions that this will ever happen but I feel like I’m on a date. There’s an anticipation hanging in the air that I find hard to explain and I’m guilty of contributing to it as much as the boys. In the few short minutes I had to get changed, I made damn sure everything was smelling the way it should and my shorts showed the right amount of leg while still being practical for walking. I want to impress them, to know and like me for more than sex. Okay, so I want them to think I’m hot as well, or I wouldn’t have chosen these shorts but, hey, I’m not a complete idiot.


  While we walk the boys make cute comments about things that happened last night. They don’t give anything away though and I’m still literally in the dark about who did what and when. The inference that they want to go to that place again is clear and my resolve to end this begins to disintegrate. It’s pathetic that I’m fickle. So freakin’ fickle it disgusts me.


  As we tramp up the track, Nicholas and Joel take turns holding my hand. They carry the bag without a hint of jealousy when one tells the other to swap. It’s weird that they’re behaving this way. I mean, who does that? What person in Earth wouldn’t feel a twinge of jealousy when the one they want is with someone else? Their remedy seems to be to tease me about my ability to faint at nothing and the amount of bruises and cuts I’ve amassed in the last few days for no good reason. They move to my apparent lack of experience with men, which is totally not true. I’ve been round the block a couple of times. There just wasn’t enough there to make me want to stop and smell the roses. I wonder if they’d be so jovial and flirty if we’d had sex when I could see their faces? Would things be different? Surely there’d have to be a touch of the green-eyed monster? And what about me? Would I have developed a preference after one time with them both? If I could have seen their faces as they came, felt the emotion, would things be different for me?


  After about twenty minutes, we emerge from the bush track. The cliff top sprawls in front of us and a gravel path winds its way through a meadow of long grass to the lighthouse. I stop for a second to catch my breath because, even though I’m fit and the hill wasn’t steep, it was long and relentless.


  “Almost there,” Joel says, as he points to the huge stone building towering over the cliff. The structure itself is massive, stretching into the sky, and I look up taking the spectacle in.


  “Wow. That’s amazing. I don’t think I’ve ever seen a lighthouse up close before. It’s enormous.”


  “Where’ve you been, Sadie?”


  “Possibly with my head in the sand.”


  “The view from the cliff is better,” Joel says. “Come on.”


  We sprint for the last part of the path until we come to an abrupt stop at the precipice of the cliff. I feel happy and alive despite the fact that the waves are crashing against the rocks below us and gushes of water are swirling in treacherous whirlpools around them.


  “I win!” I shout, dancing around like I’m in a Rocky movie and punching the air.


  “Who said it was a race?” Nicholas said. He’s panting, so obviously it was.


  “Anyway, we let you win.” Joel tackles me and the three of us fall to the grass. As Nicholas keeps hold of my hand, Joel tumbles me into the grass and kisses me fully on the mouth. So fully, that my stomach goes woozy and parts of my anatomy that I thought had been well and truly serviced last night begin to beg for more.


  At last, Joel becomes still, his body shifting slightly away from mine. He props his head in his hand, his other tracing patterns along the bare skin of my arm. He smiles, a slow sensual smile and stares deep into my eyes. “You’re a cool chick, Sadie.”


  “You’re not so bad yourself.”


  “I like you. A lot.”


  I blink back at him. Please don’t do this, I think. I can cope — possibly — if this thing is about sex but if Joel starts getting deep and meaningful, with Nicholas here, holding my hand, it’s weird. Especially when I know Joel’s not the deep and meaningful type. I push them both aside and sit up. I take one hand from each into my lap. I caress them, feeling their similarities and differences. I turn their palms and examine them.


  “Uh, uh.” Joel pulls his hand away. “No cheating.”


  “But you’re hurt.”


  The skin on the underside of his hand is red and angry. It’s been bleeding.


  “I scratched it out on the reef earlier.”


  “It looks sore.”


  “I’m a big boy. Anyway, it’s no worse than the scratches you carved into my back last night.”


  “And mine.” Nicholas adds.


  Okay. That’s a little too much information.


  We leave the cliff top and approach the large stone tower. Nicholas opens the timber door and stands aside so I can step inside before him. I pause, taking it in — the thickness of the walls, the circular nature of the building. The sheer size of the staircase as it winds around the walls is daunting. “Are we going up?”


  “Sort of the point,” Joel says.


  “Are we allowed?” It looks like a private home to me.


  “Yep. Nick knows the caretaker. It’s cool.”


  I stare up into empty space above. There’s a few levels, obviously with some type of rooms, but the void is expansive. It’s a long way up. A long way to fall back down and land SPLAT on the flagstone floor. “I don’t think I’ll bother, but you go. I’ll wait here.” I plop onto the bottom step as if to signal my decision.


  Joel quirks an eyebrow. “Are you scared?”


  “Petrified. I hate heights. Enclosed spaces are fine, you know like with windows all around but any place where I might fall literally freaks me out. Those stairs are giving me the creeps just looking at them.”


  “Do you think we’d let anything hurt you? After last night?”


  There he goes getting all deep again. “No, but that doesn’t make it any less scary.”


  “Would it make it easier if we told you there’s a surprise at the top?” Nicholas says.


  “Not if it’s a naked man. I’ve seen enough of those in the last twenty-four hours.”


  The boys laugh.


  “It’s better than that,” Nicholas says.


  What could be better than that?


  Nicholas sits on the step beside me and takes my face gently in his hands. “It’ll be okay, Sadie. I won’t let you fall, I promise.” The touch of his lips on mine is tender and instantly I know — just like last night — I’m going to do it. I’ll climb that staircase right to the top, even if I have to do it with my eyes closed because I’d follow Nicholas into space if he asked me. I’d go BASE jumping if he asked me. Without a parachute. Okay, well, maybe not that but you get the idea.


  I give a feeble nod and we begin the long climb to the top of the stairs.


  By the time we make it to the first level, which is still a long way from our goal, we’ve settled into a rhythm. I’m walking closest to the wall and farthest from the stair rail because it opens onto nothing but air. Nicholas is on the side closest to the rail, shielding me and holding my hand while Joel brings up the rear only one stair behind. His hand is on my arse, which is kind of bizarre, but it makes me feel cosseted between them and very safe. I don’t mind that they’re helping me either. In fact, I like that they are. It’s an emotion that’s completely at odds with anything I’ve felt before. Normally, I’m independent and self-sufficient. I like to do everything for myself and take pride in the fact that I can. But the boys bring out something softer in me, a more feminine urge to be protected and nurtured. It’s nice.


  “Do you want to stop here for a minute?” Joel asks, pointing to a doorway into a tiny round room built next to the spiral of the staircase.


  I poke my head in the door. There’s a long thin rectangular window set into the wall. It has a blind pulled over it so it’s dark, there’s nothing to see apart from something that looks like a desk below the window and an armchair. I’ve no idea why we need to stop. “Let’s keep—”


  Before I can finish my sentence Joel has dropped his backpack on the floor in the doorway. He’s stepped towards me, his body half covering mine as he guides me into the stone of the wall. His eyes catch mine and I’m frozen, unable to move, even if I wanted to. Slowly, he takes my hands and slides them above my head where he holds them in his big hands.


  “Let me feel you,” I beg. “I need to feel you.”


  “Not part of the deal. You know that. Not when you’re eyes are open anyway.” Joel’s lowers his lips, covering me in kisses. He takes my bottom lip into his mouth, gently biting it. He sucks at my tongue as if his mouth is fucking my mouth. I have a vague recollection of feeling something like this last night. Was it Joel that did it? I have no idea; it was such a jumble of body parts. All I know is my lips are swelling at his touch and my body is arching, wanting more of the same.


  Joel’s kiss deepens as his tongue explores my mouth. I find myself responding with equal fervour. It’s amazing how quickly he can turn me on. The breath has been stolen from my lungs. My blood is on fire; my veins are set to explode with the desire he’s igniting. I twine my fingers in his and caress his knuckles. I feel him wince when I accidentally touch the cut on his hand and I want to feel every part of him, know every part of him. I want to savour him if only he’d let me.


  Then, I feel a hand skittering along my side and down to my waist and hip. Nicholas is tracing the silhouette of my skin through the fabric of my t-shirt and my body is tingling in the wake of his fingers. Having reached their destination, he presses himself close to my other side. I feel his fingers between us, pushing the hem of my t-shirt up to gain access to my bra. He exposes my torso and I feel the tiny hairs stand to attention as a rush of cool air touches my skin. His hands reach behind me, flicking the clasp of my bra open and letting my breasts spill free. Any thought of stopping this becomes a distant memory. The need to be adored by them both is becoming stronger with each touch, each kiss.


  “You’re so beautiful,” Nicholas says. “So perfect.”


  Then with Joel devouring my mouth, Nicholas bends his head and tentatively takes my nipple in his mouth, fondling it with his tongue before he begins to suckle. A surge of heat shoots through me as he squeezes my breast with his fingers. The sensation of being kissed and sucked by both men simultaneously is overwhelming.


  Oh God. I want them. I want them both.


  “Close your eyes,” Joel whispers as his lips continue their trail of demolition around the right side of my mouth and neck. “Please. I can’t go on if you don’t close your eyes.”


  And that’s when my good sense kicks in. “No,” I gasp, barely able to speak. “We can’t do this here. What if someone comes?”


  Ignoring me, Nicholas moves his attentions to the other side of my neck. He nips at the skin below my earlobe. He knows full well this sends me over the edge because he experienced it last night. I can’t think straight when he kisses me there. I can’t.


  “Nobody’s. Going. To. Come,” he’s saying. “It’s almost dusk. And if someone does, we’ll hear them. We can stop.”


  “Or shut the door,” Joel adds.


  Somewhere in my sex-addled mind, I agree with them. At least, I think I do. Thinking and reasoning sort of disintegrated when I climbed those stairs.


  “Have you never had sex in a public place?” Joel asks me.


  “What do you think?” My breath is ragged but my appalled reaction has to be a pretty big clue.


  He smiles. “Then let’s make this a first. You’ll love it. It’s a huge turn on, knowing you could be caught at any minute.”


  That’s the part that worries me the most. It’s not that I don’t want to do it, I’m afraid of being caught. “I’m gathering you’ve done this before?”


  “Once or twice. We thought you might like to try something new, given your current mood for experimentation. You don’t have to if you don’t want to. It’s your call.”


  I cast my eyes to the ceiling, trying to make sense of everything, which is incredibly difficult when all I can think about is having them inside me. But I know they’re telling the truth. If I say stop, they’ll do it without hesitation. Imagine the torture I could inflict being the bearer of such power. I nod.


  “Is that a yes?” Nicholas questions.


  Oh, what the hell. I know I said I couldn’t do this again but what the hell. You only live once.


  While Nicholas slides my t-shirt and bra over my head, leaving me naked from the waist up, Joel bends into his backpack, retrieving the blindfold I wore last night. “Precautionary,” he states. “We don’t want you knowing who’s the better lover, now do we? Especially when we know it’s me.”


  “Do I have to?” I plead. “Can’t I see you this once?”


  “You did. Just then. Blindfold on or no sex.”


  I pout as the blindfold is slid over my eyes. It’s totally not fair but they have me right where they want me. I’m literally in the dark as two sets of lips bend to my now naked breasts and suckle. I concentrate on the movements, trying to commit them to memory because it feels like Nicholas’ mouth on the left and I love the way his mouth feels on my skin, the things he can do with his tongue. Then a hand unzips my shorts. It delves into my knickers and begins to rub the tender skin between my legs while a second hand squeezes my bum and slides my shorts to the ground. Is that Joel? I think, shortly before I feel the second pair of lips between my legs and give myself over to the sensations.


  It’s good, so good. I push myself against the mouths in front of me. I bit my lip, trying to delay the inevitable. I’m getting wetter; my longing is building into something that needs to explode.


  “Do you want it, Sadie? Do you want me to make you come?” Someone whispers and I ponder how absurdly alike the voices sound when my sight is gone.


  “Yes. Please. Yes. Do it.”


  Through the sexual fog, I register a set of footsteps on the metal stair, loud clomping footsteps.


  I freeze, my desire gone. I’m appalled that at any second I will be discovered semi-naked and practically orgasmic. “Who’s that?”


  “Shhh.”


  “Get off me.” I try to push the body in front of me away. I need to get this blindfold off and get some clothes on. A hand stills me. Lips love my neck again. The tongue between legs slides over my clitoris and two fingers slip inside me. Oh fuck, now that’s not fair.


  “Shush, Sadie. It’s okay. Honestly. Just be quiet and she’ll leave.”


  “No, she won’t. Don’t you remember what happened this morning with Emily?” The footsteps are getting louder, closer. My heart is jumping out of my mouth. My insides are clenching and quivering. This might be okay by the boys but I can’t be found like this. I won’t.


  “We have to stop.” My voice is a frantic squeal, which the boys ignore. They suck harder, the fingers increase their tempo and my excitement, filled with the fear of discovery is about to push me over the edge. The footsteps are outside the door. Oh God. I’m going to come. The wave of orgasm is furious and I bite my lip to stifle the scream.


  Suddenly everything ceases. Everything stops. I’m bereft. Alone. Panting and pulsing for more. Nooooo. Where have they gone? I know I said I wanted them to stop but not now. Nooooo. Why the hell did they stop?


  Afraid of what I’m going to find as I do, I slip the blindfold away. I spot Nicholas through the open crack of the door. Joel is leaning against the wall next to me, his arms folded and grinning like he’s played the most amazing practical joke ever. Was it him with his tongue between my legs? I could have sworn it was Nicholas but I have no idea now. God, I hate this blindfold thing. I want to know.


  We listen to the voices outside the door. Nicholas is chatting to what sounds like an older lady. He’s thanking her for allowing him the use of the lighthouse. He’s complimenting her new hairdo and asking has she lost weight, cheeky bastard. I can almost see her preening.


  Then the footsteps retreat down the stairs.


  I turn to Joel who’s still leaning against the wall. I’m cross, so cross that they’ve played me. “Did you know about this?”


  “Maybe.”


  “You planned it? Did you do this to get me here and embarrass me? Is this some kind of joke you have running? Geez, Joel, that lady nearly caught us.”


  Nicholas opens the door, closing it quietly behind him.


  “Who was that?”


  “Mrs Schmidt. I’ve known her since I was a kid. Her husband was the lighthouse keeper until it was un-manned. Now they run it as luxury holiday accommodation.”


  That old lady lives in the bay? She probably knew me when I was a kid or knew Mum at the least. This can’t be happening. It can’t. “She didn’t see me, did she?”


  “Nah. It’s too dark in here for that.”


  One small mercy.


  “But you knew she was coming? You stripped me bare and got me worked up and you knew the entire time that she’d be popping by at some stage.”


  Nicholas’ lips press together. “When I asked her this morning if I could bring a special someone here to see the view she was pretty keen to meet you.”


  “I’m not going out to meet some ancient Italian lady looking like I’ve just been shagged. She heard me moaning, Nicholas. She has to know what we were doing.”


  “It’s alright. She’s gone. I told her you were in the shower.”


  I fold my arms. I glare at them both.


  “Why am I here? What do you want from me?”


  “I told you. I thought you might like to see the view. The fact that we get to see a view of you is a bonus. I didn’t mean to embarrass you. I meant to turn you on.”


  “You did that.”


  “So, do you still want to see the view?”


  “Will we be interrupted?”


  “I’ve locked the door.”


  “Does seeing the view involve seeing the two of you?” Suddenly, I’m up for it again. I want to continue this adventure.


  “Not a chance,” Joel chuckles. “But you’ll definitely feel us.”


  *****


  



  The uppermost floor of the lighthouse is walled in glass. There’s a table set for three and a small bar fridge filled with food and drinks. White gauzy curtains billow against an open window and on the far side, behind the disused lamp there’s a bed. It’s the type of romantic setting a couple might have for a honeymoon.


  The sun has gone down now and while Nicholas and Joel are lighting candles and getting drinks, I make a quick call to Emily. I don’t want her to worry or think I’ve deserted her. Not that she’d care much about the latter. I think she’s pretty wrapped up in Alex.


  “Don’t wait up,” I tell her. “I might be staying here the night.”


  “Where are you?”


  “At the lighthouse. It’s been converted into a holiday house. I’m on the top floor about to have dinner. The view’s awesome.”


  “God, how romantic. No wonder you don’t want to come home. But where’s Joel? He’s not doing some creepy voyeur thing is he?”


  “Um, he went home. Two’s company and all that.”


  “Sensible boy. I still can’t believe he’s gay. He’s so freakin’ hot—”


  Me neither.


  “—It’s such a waste.”


  Not for much longer.


  “I’m gonna go now,” I say. “Have fun with Alex.”


  Emily blows me a kiss through the phone. “See you in the morning. We can debrief over breakfast.”


  “Cool.”


  I stow my phone back in my pocket and turn to the boys. They’ve seated themselves on either side of the table, leaving a space for me between them. There’s a bottle of champagne in the centre and three glasses have been poured.


  I sit. “Bottoms up,” I say.


  They pick up their glasses, saying nothing. They don’t have to. I can read their minds. I’m rather clever like that.


  



  



  



  



  CHAPTER TEN


  



  It’s five in the morning. I’m lying in the massive king-sized bed; an Egyptian cotton sheet draped strategically over my lower half. I’m watching the sunrise and the way the gauzy curtains are billowing at the window in the early morning breeze. I’m pondering whether I should get up and go for a dip before a breakfast of juice and soft-boiled eggs.


  Okay, that’s a lie. I have a huge hangover from over consumption of champagne. My eyes feel like golf balls inside my skull and my brain has shrivelled up. Then there’s my hair. Oh God. Let’s not even go there. I have post-sex hair.


  Up above my face, I notice a fly darting back and forth. I want to reach up and swat it away but I’m afraid of the consequences. The room is spinning and my stomach is mimicking the motion. Things could be disastrous if I move. Geez, my head’s pounding. It’s pounding so hard I think I may be about to burst a blood vessel. I shift my head a millimetre on the pillow, gazing at the face of the man to the left of me. Nicholas’ eyes are closed in sleep. I frown as memories of last night flood through my brain.


  Last night.


  What the hell was I thinking? I should never have gone back for more. It knew it was wrong and now I feel more conflicted than I did before.


  I stare into the dazzlingly beautiful face of Nicholas, fighting an urge to lean across and kiss the tip of his nose. Our agreement was for fun, no strings attached sex. Sure, I was up for that. I was coming from a place of ‘what the hell’ ‘let’s live it up’ and ‘you don’t know if you don’t try’ and I enjoyed it the first time. And the second and third.


  Slutty as that sounds.


  I shuffle slightly in bed so as not to wake him. I have to get out of here, I can’t think straight while he’s lying next to me looking all godlike and such. But how? There’s no way I can clamber over the top without disturbing him. Maybe I can shimmy under the covers to the foot of the bed? I could get away before he wakes. Avoid the embarrassment I feel building in my body.


  I ponder the idea for a minute more while staring at Nicholas’ face and I realise I don’t really want to leave. I like him. I want there to be more. But I can’t do it without commitment. It’s just not me. Then I hear a groan. I know it’s not coming from Nicholas and I certainly don’t groan like that. It’s coming from behind me. I roll to my other side.


  Shit, shit and double shit.


  Joel.


  He’s naked.


  And awake.


  His dark brown eyes are blinking slowly at me and he has a smirk like he wants to do what we did last night all over again.


  How the hell did I block him from my memory?


  The act began with Nicholas taking my hand and leading me to the big white bed where I’m now lying. I remember him giving me the blindfold, I remember Joel blowing out the candles and the moonlight streaming through the window before my sense of sight was taken away from me. I remember two identical male scents, two men inside me, loving me, their hardness filling me to the brim. I remember two tongues licking me forward and behind. They’re smarter than me, my boys. They’ve done everything they can to avoid discovery. I have no idea who is who. They know exactly how to drive me wild.


  And they are my boys now. We are in this together. For the long haul. For better or worse.


  I remember the first orgasm. My legs were wrapped around his body, clinging to him as he thrust into me harder and faster. His voice was in my ear, telling me he’d never been with anyone like me, how he wanted to hold me and love me. My hands itched to squeeze whoever it was that was saying these things. They wanted to move from their place on his shoulders and feel the clenching of his muscles as he took me but I’d agreed to keep my hands where they were, to encouraging the anonymity between the boys and me for the sake of sexual pleasure.


  But this isn’t just sex anymore. It can never be just sex, not when someone is whispering in my ear, telling me how beautiful I am, how much he wants me, while another has this tongue between my legs.


  During the second orgasm, brought on as one licked me and the other fucked me, spooning, I begged them to let me touch their faces or run my fingers through their hair. All I wanted was to hold them. One of them groaned, “Oh God, Sadie,” as he came and I wanted to see the emotion I knew was there. I wanted to feel it beneath my fingers and see the satisfaction on his face as I sucked him dry. I could sense it meant more than they’d ever tell. I’m not just a fuck. I mean more than that.


  They mean more than that to me. Somehow, in the space of a few days, I’ve managed to fall for them both hard. It should be impossible but it seems to have happened anyway.


  Now, as I lay here looking at Joel, I wish I knew which one of them it was. Who cried out at the moment of release? Which one of them twisted my hair in his hands as he thrust into me from behind and called my name as he came? That body was filled with more emotion than I’ve ever known in a man and I want to know who it was.


  I want them both. But not like this. There are too many emotions involved. It’s too hard. I can’t be a plaything. I can’t play the game of pretending. I crave their love.


  I sit up in bed and look sadly at the two men. Nicholas is still asleep. Joel is regarding me questioningly. “Where are you going, love?”


  “I’m leaving.”


  “Fuck and run, eh? I never took you for that kind of girl.”


  I wish he wouldn’t make light of me. I’m not in the mood. “I’m not.”


  “Then don’t go.” He reaches for me but I shrug him off.


  “I have to. I can’t do this. It’s too hard.”


  “I can show you hard, if that’s what you want,” he chuckles.


  “Can you stop joking, please? I’m being serious here.”


  I think he gets the idea that I am serious because he frowns and his face comes over all solemn like. “I thought you were having fun. You seemed to be getting off on it last night.”


  Geez, how do I explain? It’s gone way beyond fucking and having a good time. The sex was awesome, mind blowing. This is definitely not about anyone’s prowess in the bedroom. It’s about feelings.


  “I was. I did. But I can’t do it. I need more. I need to feel you, to know you. I need the intimacy of seeing your face when you’re inside me, of knowing who’s doing what. It won’t work Joel, it just won’t.”


  I scramble from the bed, and find my clothes on the floor. I slip into my knickers and shorts. I shove my bra in my pocket and put on my shirt. As I pull my hair back into a ponytail, I see Nicholas has woken. He’s sitting up in bed, his arms slung around his knees like on the day we met. He knows something’s up and his eyes are begging me to share whatever it is.


  “Don’t go, Sadie. Stay. I want you to stay. I need you to stay.”


  “I can’t Nicholas.”


  “Why?”


  “Because if I stay, we’re going to get hurt. All of us.” And I turn and walk out the door.


  



  TO BE CONTINUED
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  Sign Up Here to join Lindy’s mailing list and receive news about future instalments plus other releases.
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