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  My husband and kids, for putting up with me! Love you!


  
    
  


  


  

  



  
    
  


  Whatever our souls are made of, his and mine are the same.


  
    
  


  ~ Emily Bronte
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  A LITTLE over a year ago, I wrote a book called ‘Alter’. It was all about a twin who didn’t know she was a twin and thought she was going crazy when her friends were telling about things she couldn’t remember. It was such a fun book to write and the plot was so complicated and it took a while for readers to take a chance on it.


  
    
  


  Eventually, I changed the title to Our Hearts Entwined because I had readers thinking that it was paranormal with the original title, and the Entwined Series was born.


  
    
  


  Now, the second and final instalment is finally finished so readers can see what happens with Cayd, Mia, Eric, Natalie, Louise and Josh.


  
    
  


  It’s a complicated story and one that I really enjoyed working on.


  
    
  


  Enjoy!


  
    
  


  Lilliana xoxox
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  STANDING IN front of the fog covered mirror, Natalie swiped her hand across it so she could see herself more clearly. She found herself staring. It was something that she had done often in the year since she had returned from Melbourne, as her appearance was changing every day – right before her own eyes.


  
    
  


  Gone was the pink glow of her cheeks, the rose of her lips, and the shine in her hair. All that was beautiful about her had been replaced with sallow, lifelessness that sucked against her bones and showed the world the darkness that she felt resided in her soul.


  
    
  


  Her parents had been worried about her as she wasn’t eating, she wasn’t working, and she was barely even talking.


  
    
  


  They offered her counselling, (which she immediately refused – fat lot of good it did her last time) and put it down to the shock of her discovering she had a twin. They knew that Natalie felt a great disappointment over her twin, Mia, refusing to have anything to do with her.


  
    
  


  Although, Natalie wasn’t in the position to cry ‘poor me’. Mia had very good reasons for disliking her. A year ago, Natalie had insinuated herself into Mia’s life, drugged her, and ruined her relationship with her then boyfriend, Eric, instead of doing what any normal person would do and simply introduce herself.


  
    
  


  Mia was a good person, and didn’t deserve the trouble Natalie caused in her life. If Natalie had knocked on her door and explained how she found her then she would have welcomed her – gotten to know her. Instead, Natalie acted selfishly, she acted secretly, and she ruined everything there could have been between them. She ruined their chance of being sisters, and she ruined Mia’s chance at having a family.


  
    
  


  In Natalie’s mind, her actions were never intentional. She did it all because she fell in love. But the problem was, she fell in love with Eric. She’d seen Mia with her boyfriend while observing them, (she insisted that she was only watching to see what kind of a person her twin was…) but there was something about Eric, something that drew her to him and made her feel as though she would do anything to be with him.


  
    
  


  The day he mistook her for Mia, it was an accident. She’d gone out, hoping to run into him, but she never considered that he would think she was her sister. It was silly really, and she should have just told him who she was then and there. But, thinking she was Mia, he kissed her and there was a connection and… well, you know the rest.


  
    
  


  She fell in love with Eric, and believing that all is fair in love and war, she did what she felt she had to do – she pretended to be Mia, even though she knew it was wrong. And ever since everything came out in the open, she was suffering. She couldn’t figure out how to live without him. She couldn’t move on.


  
    
  


  Eric… His name was always on the tip of her tongue. His face, always at the edge of her mind, his voice, the only sound she heard when no one was around, and his touch – it was the only thing she craved. That is why she’d become so ill. She was pretty sure it was called being ‘lovesick’. There was no cure – not for her anyway.


  
    
  


  The sickness had started the moment she left Melbourne to return to Sydney, and it hadn’t gone away since. She didn’t know what to do. She couldn’t continue like this.


  
    
  


  She’d tried in vain to contact him – to somehow explain. But every attempt went unanswered. The silence was deafening, and she’d never felt so lonely in all her life.


  
    
  


  Natalie firmly believed that Eric was her soul mate. And how does one live without their soul mate? It seemed an impossible feat to her. Her chest ached without him, her stomach couldn’t stand the idea of food, and that spark of energy that gives one purpose in life was gone. Everything was gone.


  
    
  


  Letting out a shaky breath, she stared at her reflection and wiped at her blotchy red face. She needed to stay strong. To get through this, she needed every last ounce of strength she had. She was going to end it. She didn’t want to live anymore.


  
    
  


  Sliding the razor out of its white paper package, she held it over her wrist before looking at her reflection once more. Tears filled her eyes as a sob escaped her lips. She hated herself, just as she was sure that others hated her. She had ruined everything. She had lost her sister, her hope, and the only chance she ever had at love.


  
    
  


  Clenching her teeth, she pressed the razor against her flesh and wincing from the pain, she cut from her wrist, upward. As the blood spilled from her wound, and despite her promise to herself that she wouldn’t cry – her tears flowed, making it harder for her to see as she readied the blade at her other wrist.


  
    
  


  Squeezing her eyes shut, she sliced down blindly, gasping this time as the blade went deeper than the one before. Immediately, she dropped the razor in the sink, before leaning up against the tiled wall, crying over all that she had done wrong in her life and wishing she could go back and somehow make things better.


  
    
  


  Slowly, as her limbs grew heavy, she eventually lost her strength and slid to the floor. In the quiet of the locked bathroom, she sat – alone and growing cold as she sobbed quietly and watched the deep red leave her body, streaming its way toward the drain in the centre of the bathroom. Slowly, her vision blurred, and the red faded, becoming nothing but an empty black.


  
    
  


  


  Chapter 2


  [image: tmp_be51863b610541854f35f5376313d587_vpRV_4_html_m732af019.png]


  
    
  


  

  



  
    
  


  

  



  
    
  


  

  



  
    
  


  

  



  
    
  


  GRABBING A hold of his cock through his jeans, she pressed her mouth next to his ear and practically yelled so Eric could hear her over the nightclub’s throbbing music.


  
    
  


  "I'll show you how good I am.”


  
    
  


  With both hands on his chest, she pushed him through the crowd and into the shadows, until they were pressed up against a wall. Around them, other couples did exactly what they were about to do, as the thick humid air pressed in around them and seemed to pulsate to the beat of the dance music thumping through the sound system.


  
    
  


  Slowly, she slid down his body, unbuttoning his jeans to free his hard cock. Needing some kind of release, Eric dropped his head back against the wall and forced himself to enjoy the wet warmth of the girl’s mouth, sliding over his cock as she sucked him off.


  
    
  


  But he couldn’t focus. No matter how many women he had, he couldn’t stop seeing the same face. It’d been haunting him – driving him mad. She was in his dreams, and his thoughts and no amount of alcohol or sex was making his feelings go away.


  
    
  


  He shouldn’t keep doing this.


  
    
  


  Reaching his hands down, he grabbed the girl’s face and pulled her off his dick, dragging her up his body until he could bring her mouth to his. But as their lips brushed, he paused, holding her just out of reach. She smiled, biting her lip in that sexy way that girls do.


  
    
  


  She wasn’t who he wanted.


  
    
  


  Still, needing a release, he spun her around, pressing her up against the wall as he dragged her short skirt up and pulled her panties to the side, thrusting himself inside her.


  
    
  


  As he pumped in and out, he kept his eyes open, focusing on the girl in front of him. He tried to see this girl for who she was, but when she turned her head, his alcohol fuelled mind kept blurring her features until he could see only one person.


  
    
  


  Natalie.


  
    
  


  The moment his mind saw Natalie’s face, his arousal grew and he found himself holding on to the lie his mind was feeding him. He withdrew, spinning the girl around again and lifting her so she was wrapped around his waist. He thrust back into her, crashing their mouths together, kissing her hungrily. The entire time, his eyes were closed, unwilling to look at the girl again in case her features cleared. Instead, he focused on the woman he craved.


  
    
  


  Natalie…
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  The next morning, Eric was sitting on a stool at the breakfast bar, eating a bowl of cereal while nursing a decent sized hangover. He needed to stop drinking so much. It wasn’t helping him at all. In fact, it was only making him feel worse.


  
    
  


  “Here’s another one for you, mate,” Josh said, as he dropped a small rectangular envelope in front of him. “It came in yesterday’s mail.”


  
    
  


  Eric looked down at it, keeping his face impassive as he continued to eat. It was the same as all the others he’d received over the last year, and it would go to the exact same place the others went too - in the garbage bin, unopened.


  
    
  


  Each time he tossed one, he felt a small pull inside, urging him to retrieve it and perhaps reconnect with Natalie. But he couldn’t. Not after her deceit. Not after the way Mia was treated. It wouldn’t be right.


  
    
  


  No matter how strong the connection was between them, he didn’t know if he could forgive her for drugging Mia and taking her place in his life. He didn’t understand why she wasn’t just honest from the start. Things could have been so much different then. They would have had a chance. But now…


  
    
  


  He still dreamt about her though. No amount of clubbing, or replacement women could stop that from happening. It had been a year, and barely a night had gone by when he hadn’t woken up after his mind had decided to replay incidences of their brief time together as he slept. The way his eyes flew open, you’d think they were nightmares, but they weren’t (which is probably why he felt so guilty about having them). He knew that despite it being wrong, deep down, he still loved her.


  
    
  


  “You know, you could read one of those things,” Louise, said and signed, referring to the letter sitting on the benchtop in front of him. She knew it was about to be thrown into the rubbish.


  
    
  


  Louise had been officially living with Eric and Josh for four months, although she had been practically living there for most of the year – ever since she returned from Sydney to visit her sister before the Mia/Natalie disaster hit their lives. It wasn’t long after that that she and Josh became engaged, and they’ve been inseparable ever since.


  
    
  


  ‘No,’ Eric signed back. ‘I’m not interested.’


  
    
  


  Both Eric and Josh had become much more proficient in the use of Australian sign language, (or Auslan, for short), as the months had gone by. They were now able to have simple conversations with Louise without the need to verbalise everything they said.


  
    
  


  “Well, you know what? I’m interested. You’ve been moping around this place for months. Maybe reading this will help you move on?” Louise picked up the unopened letter and held it in front of Eric. “Open it.”


  
    
  


  “You open it,” Eric said, not signing this time because he was feeling a little annoyed at the red headed Louise for insisting that he look at it.


  
    
  


  He understood that Louise was all about forgiving and forgetting, but it was different for her. Natalie didn’t deceive her. Plus, she was the only one who figured it out. Everyone else just blindly believed that Mia was having some sort of a mental breakdown and he couldn’t get past it.


  
    
  


  On top of his own struggles, he felt that he also had to think about Mia’s feelings. She was the person that Natalie hurt most, and she was still incredibly important to him. If she wasn’t willing to forgive Natalie, then he couldn’t see how he could either.


  
    
  


  “Fine,” she said, shaking her mop of curls as she sighed and tore open the envelope to read over the contents. As she read, her eyes widened and her hand floated up to cover her mouth as she gasped.


  
    
  


  ‘What is it?’ Eric signed when she glanced up at him.


  
    
  


  She shook her head, her skin ashen as she whispered. “It’s a suicide note.”


  
    
  


  


  Chapter 3
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  “HOW DOES a Saturday morning in bed sound?” murmured Mia, as she rolled toward Cayd that same morning.


  
    
  


  “Sounds perfect,” he grinned, his voice croaky from sleep as he slid his arm around Mia’s warm body, pulling her against him in their shared bed before taking her mouth with his and lazily kissing them both awake.


  
    
  


  Melbourne winters were cold, and the last thing either of them wanted to do was get out of bed before the heating kicked in and warmed their house up.


  
    
  


  When they had decided to permanently move in together, there had been some debate over where they would both live. Neither of them really felt comfortable moving into each other’s space. So they decided to get a new one entirely. Mia had placed her flat up for rent, and Cayd decided to use the space that was formerly his residence to expand his practice.


  
    
  


  Business for him had been going well. He’d turned his practice into more of an all-encompassing medical centre, complete with General Practitioners, a Physiotherapist, a Chiropractor, an Acupuncturist, and an Osteopath. He and his original partner, Dr Evelyn Butler, were now sharing a consultation room, with Evelyn taking on most of their patients. Cayd still preferred a lighter load so he could focus on research and their more difficult cases. On top of that, he had also started to guest lecture at the local university about his research into Borderline Personality Disorder, which had become an area of interest after Natalie had turned all their lives upside down.


  
    
  


  His weeks were full, as were Mia’s. She was still working at the same special needs school, teaching deaf teens. Cayd had found that having a partner who was absorbed in her work as much as he was, to be a blessing, as they could work side by side at home in the evenings while still managing to spend time together.


  
    
  


  Their relationship was caring, constant and understanding. Each of them felt as though they were in the same orbit. So, they worked well, moving through their days as a couple harmoniously. But weekends, (Saturdays especially) were always reserved for their personal time – no work allowed.


  
    
  


  Mia hummed against his mouth, her hands moving under his shirt as she ran her fingers up and over his back, and wriggled against him. She could feel his arousal, firmly pressing into her and made sure to move against it.


  
    
  


  Cayd moaned, enjoying the way her soft body moved in his arms. His groin ached. He wanted to be inside her. But first, he needed to make sure she was ready.


  
    
  


  Sliding his hand downward, he pulled at the waist of her pyjama bottoms, pushing them down a little before she helped remove them the rest of the way. She knew what was coming and opened her legs for him as he rolled so he was leaning over her, still kissing her passionately as his hand moved between her thighs.


  
    
  


  Mia released small whimpers as his fingers slid between her folds then up over her clit, before driving inside her, repeating the action.


  
    
  


  It was at that point that Mia’s phone started to sing.


  
    
  


  “Ignore it,” Cayd whispered, moving his mouth to kiss her jaw, then her neck, before lifting her shirt and taking one of her nipples into his mouth.


  
    
  


  She gasped, arching her back as he sucked hard while pulsing his fingers inside her, teasing her clit on each outward stroke.


  
    
  


  When Mia’s phone went quiet, Cayd’s started up. “Shit. Answer it. It must be important,” she gasped, hating that they were being interrupted.


  
    
  


  Giving her one last kiss, Cayd rolled toward his nightstand and lifted his phone to see who was calling.


  
    
  


  “It’s Louise. She’s video calling.”


  
    
  


  “Lucky we hadn’t gotten to the part where we took our shirts off.”


  
    
  


  Moving close so they could both see the screen, Cayd answered the video call and waited for Louise’s face to appear.


  
    
  


  “Sorry to call you on a Saturday morning, guys, but this is kind of important,” she said and signed.


  
    
  


  “What is it?” returned Mia.


  
    
  


  “Eric got a letter from Natalie.”


  
    
  


  Just the mention of her twins name caused Mia’s head to ache.


  
    
  


  “What about her?”


  
    
  


  “She sent Eric a suicide note.”


  
    
  


  “Oh my gosh!” Mia exclaimed, as Cayd felt a heaviness in his heart as the loss of his mother flared within his soul as it did every time he heard someone mention that word.


  
    
  


  “Did she…?” he asked, not really wanting to say the word ‘succeed’ as he always found it a reprehensible word in such a helpless situation.


  
    
  


  “No. She’s alive. I contacted the Johnsons in Sydney, and they said that she’s been admitted to hospital. She slit her wrists, Mia. They were lucky they went home early, or she would have died. She’s in a pretty bad shape.”


  
    
  


  “Why didn’t they call me?” Mia wondered.


  
    
  


  “I guess because they didn’t think you’d want to know. You and Natalie aren’t exactly on speaking terms.”


  
    
  


  “Doesn’t mean I want her to kill herself.” Mia thought a moment, feeling despondent over the fact that her twin had tried to end things. “What did the letter say?”


  
    
  


  “Come over. You can read it yourself.”


  
    
  


  Mia nodded and disconnected the call.


  
    
  


  “You ok?” Cayd asked, noticing that Mia’s eyes had turned a little glassy with emotion.


  
    
  


  “I don’t know. I mean, how am I supposed to feel? What am I supposed to do? This isn’t a normal situation.”


  
    
  


  “Well, we’ll go and read the letter. Then we call the Johnsons and see if there’s anything we can do.”


  
    
  


  Pressing her lips together, Mia nodded in response. As much as she disliked Natalie for everything she’d done. She never wanted this. She wouldn’t wish this on her worst enemy.


  
    
  


  


  Chapter 4
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  MIA HAD been getting letters from Natalie as well, although unlike Eric, she’d actually been reading them. Although, she had never once responded.


  
    
  


  In the beginning, the letters spoke about how sorry Natalie was for causing so much trouble. She wanted to find a way to get to know Mia, and to be part of each other’s lives. She explained how finding out she was a twin seemed to be that missing link in her life. There was always a void inside her, and she hoped that if they got to know each other, it could one day be filled.


  
    
  


  Mia found her letters to be quite narcissistic, they rarely spoke of anything other than Natalie and how she viewed life. In a way, they did allow Mia to get to know her twin better. But instead of drawing her closer (like Natalie had hoped they would) they actually drove her further away.


  
    
  


  To Mia, Natalie didn’t seem like the kind of person she could handle dealing with on a regular basis, and the fact that she’d drugged her and ruined her relationship with Eric – well, that was just plain unforgivable. Mia simply didn’t have that much charity in her.


  
    
  


  On the way to the townhouse where Louise now lived with Josh and Eric, Mia asked Cayd to stop off at their post office box. It was common practice for doctors not to have their mail delivered to their homes, and Mia also liked the fact that she was now unlisted in the phone book. The letters that Natalie wrote were addressed to her old flat, and forwarded to the PO box, so Mia felt a little more at ease knowing she wasn’t so easily found.


  
    
  


  “Did you get one too?” Cayd asked, as Mia returned to the car with a pile of mail in her hand.


  
    
  


  “Yeah, I did.”


  
    
  


  She set the rest of the mail to the side and flipped the envelope over and slid her thumb under the seal, tearing at the fold. Sliding the single folded sheet of notepaper she opened it up and held it in front of her.


  
    
  


  “Do you want me to read it out aloud?” she asked.


  
    
  


  “If you’d like,” Cayd responded kindly.


  
    
  


  Holding the letter in her slightly shaking hand, Mia took a deep breath and began to read.


  
    
  


  
    

    


  


  
    
  


  
    Mia,

  


  
    
  


  
    This will be the last letter you ever receive from me.

  


  
    
  


  
    It has come to the point where I can no longer say sorry. It’s not enough anymore.

  


  
    
  


  
    I know I wronged both you and Eric. I know that I’m lucky I’m not in prison after what I did.

  


  
    
  


  
    But, even so, I had hoped that if I tried hard enough, at least one of you would write me back…or call me…or even send me a text – something! But all I’ve gotten is a year of silence, a year of nothing – a year of loneliness and despair.

  


  
    
  


  
    I can’t live like that anymore. I can’t keep hoping.

  


  
    
  


  
    I know that I probably deserve the hate aimed toward me. I know that. I do. Perhaps if the tables were turned, I wouldn’t want anything to do with me either. But just know, that I did want to know you. I always wanted a sister and despite everything, I liked you. I think you’re an amazing person in all that you do. I’m just sorry that I’ll never really know you as a sister or even as a friend.

  


  
    
  


  
    Please also know that I really do love Eric. I was never trying to take him away to hurt you. I just felt such a great connection to him that I was willing to do anything to be with him. And I’m sorry that you were hurt in the process. You probably don’t want to hear this, but he’s my soul mate. I’m sure of it.

  


  
    
  


  
    Without your forgiveness, I know there is no hope for his. And without him, there is no hope for me.

  


  
    
  


  
    I can’t live without him, Mia. I just can’t…

  


  
    
  


  
    I’m not writing this to try and manipulate you into forgiving me. I’m writing this to say goodbye and to explain why I chose to do what I did.

  


  
    
  


  
    Please assure my parents that it wasn’t their fault. I was always broken.

  


  
    
  


  
    I would have liked to meet you properly Mia. Perhaps we could have found our mother together. But I understand that just can’t be. So, if you do ever find her, please, don’t tell her about what I did. I’d hate to think she’d dislike me, just because I fell in love and lost my mind.

  


  
    
  


  
    Until the next life – goodbye, Mia.

  


  
    
  


  
    

    


  


  
    
  


  
    Your twin,

  


  
    
  


  
    Natalie.

  


  
    
  


  

  



  
    
  


  Mia refolded the paper and returned it to the envelope before looking out the window and pressing her fingers to the corners of her eyes.


  
    
  


  “Holy shit,” she breathed, as she blinked rapidly, trying to keep her emotions at bay.


  
    
  


  Cayd reached over and took her hand in his. “Talk to me, Mia - what do you want to do?”


  
    
  


  Shaking her head, she released her breath, her head aching from the information the letter contained.


  
    
  


  “What do you think I should do, Cayd?” she asked in her confusion. “And please, don’t give me a shrink answer. Think about what you would do in my situation.”


  
    
  


  Pressing his lips together in a sad smile, he answered. “I’d go to Sydney to see her. And I think I’d tell Eric that maybe he should see her too.”


  
    
  


  “Wouldn’t that be giving her exactly what she wants? I mean, isn’t this all just a cry for attention to try and provoke us to act?”


  
    
  


  “We won’t know until we go up there.”


  
    
  


  Mia dropped her head against the headrest as she sighed. “All right. Let’s go talk to the others. Then we’ll make a decision.”
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  Pressing the handwritten note to his thigh, Eric smoothed out the crumples. When Louise had told him about the letter, he’d reacted by snatching it from her hand and scrunching it into a tight ball before retreating to his bedroom where he sat on his own, reading it over and over again as he fought the urge to break everything in sight.


  
    
  


  
    

    


  


  
    
  


  
    My dearest Eric,

  


  
    
  


  
    Every day, I wake with an ache in my chest. It’s my heart, longing to be with you. I can’t live like this anymore. I can’t live without you. This constant pain – it’s making me crazy. I need it to end. I’m so sorry Eric – for everything. I am more sorry that you will ever know. Please understand that I love you with all my heart, and all my soul.

  


  
    
  


  
    Until the next life, when we will finally get our chance to be together.

  


  
    
  


  
    Forever yours,

  


  
    
  


  
    Natalie

  


  
    
  


  

  



  
    
  


  Seeing her handwriting, and the way it portrayed her pain, made him ache along with her. He’d been taught at a young age that men don’t cry, but right now, he was struggling.


  
    
  


  “Fuck!” he yelled, swatting out his arm and catching his beside lamp, sending it crashing to the ground.


  
    
  


  Within seconds, Josh and Louise were in the room with him, trying to calm him down. With his elbows on his knees, he curled his body into itself, clutching at his head as he rocked through the pain in his heart.


  
    
  


  Louise’s arms went around him as she rubbed circles on his back with her hand. “Josh just spoke to her mother. She’s alive, Eric. She’s alive.”


  
    
  


  Relief flooded his body and the tears he’d been trying so desperately not to shed, fell from his eyes as he turned and hugged Louise.


  
    
  


  “It’s ok, mate,” Josh said, softly, feeling as though he had to say something instead of just standing there. “She’s going to pull through.”


  
    
  


  Eric pulled away from Louise and wiped a hand over his face as he sniffed and nodded. Even though he knew she was alive, Eric was still upset, and he was angry. He was hurting without her too. But he would never do something like that. He would never try and end his life just because he couldn’t be with the woman he loved.


  
    
  


  Eventually, there was a knock at the front door so Josh and Louise left his room to go and answer it. Moments later, he found himself face to face with Mia as she stood at the entrance to his bedroom.


  
    
  


  Seeing her was always hard. She and Natalie were exact replicas of each other. Most twins have something that’s different about their looks. Like, one might have softer features than the other, or there’s a freckle on the chin of one that helps you tell them apart. But with Natalie and Mia, they’re identical in every way – especially since Mia had gone and had her hair returned to its natural golden blonde colour.


  
    
  


  “Can we talk?” she asked, quietly closing the door behind her.


  
    
  


  “Is Cayd cool with you being in here?”


  
    
  


  Mia sighed. She didn’t know if things would ever be ok between Eric and Cayd, but she hoped that eventually they would get used to each other.


  
    
  


  “He trusts me.”


  
    
  


  “I’ll bet,” he grunted, glancing at Mia as she sat down beside him on the bed.


  
    
  


  “Don’t be like that. I’m trying here, Eric. Do you want to keep pushing me away and lose our friendship too? Because if you do – it’s going to make our lives really hard. Josh and Louise aren’t breaking up any time soon, and if we can’t stay friends it’s going to impact on everyone. I still care about you, Eric. All that time together. All that caring. It doesn’t just go away.”


  
    
  


  Eric slipped his arms around Mia, bringing her into a tight embrace, as he sighed over her shoulder. “I know, Mi. I’m sorry. I’m just a little shaken right now. I’m not trying to be a dick.”


  
    
  


  They pulled apart to look at each other. “I know. I got a letter too. I can’t believe she went through with it. What do you want to do about it? Do you think we should go and see her?”


  
    
  


  He shook his head, pressing his lips together as he shrugged his shoulders. “I don’t know what the hell to do here, Mi. I mean, she says here that she was planning to end it all. All because she can’t be with me. I just… I don’t know what to do here. Am I supposed to go to her and tell her that I’m glad she still alive and that we can give things another shot? Because I don’t think I can. I’m still so confused over everything that happened. I mean, are you willing to give her a chance? Because I don’t feel right even thinking about her after what she did to you.”


  
    
  


  “But you think about her all the time. Don’t you?”


  
    
  


  “Fuck Mi, don’t make me admit this shit. I hate it that you can read me so well.”


  
    
  


  She reached over and placed her hand on top of his. “You and I – we’re always going to mean a lot to each other. You know me. I know you. I can tell you’ve been hurting. And while I’m not saying that I’m giving my blessing, I am giving my understanding. I think we should go up to Sydney and talk to her. I don’t want her trying to kill herself again. Neither of us needs that on our conscience. So when we talk, if you feel like you want to spend more time with her – then that’s ok with me. I just can’t guarantee that I’ll want to spend time with her as well. This may just be a onetime meeting for me.”


  
    
  


  “I don’t know, Mi. I don’t know how I feel about all this.”


  
    
  


  “Come to Sydney. If you want to see her – fine. If you don’t, then sightsee. But I think we need to go. Even if it’s just for closure.”


  
    
  


  His eyes met hers, filled with doubt, and worry, and a touch of fear. But he found himself nodding. “All right. I’ll go.”


  
    
  


  


  Chapter 5
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  THE FLIGHT from Melbourne to Sydney only took an hour and a half. But it was an awkward one for Mia as she sat in between both Cayd and Eric.


  
    
  


  First there was an overly polite discussion regarding which of them should take the window seat and which should take the aisle. It wasn’t that they were being rude to each other. They were just making a big deal about being the nicest one. It was infuriating to Mia, as she knew that it was not normal behaviour for either of them. Eventually, she interjected and told Cayd to sit against the window as Eric was the tallest and could do with the aisle seat.


  
    
  


  The rest of the flight was spent making small talk with both men and she was more than glad when they finally landed and could make their way to the hotel.


  
    
  


  “You two need to arm wrestle or something,” she commented, as soon as she had closed the door of her and Cayd’s suite.


  
    
  


  “Why would we want to do that?” Cayd asked incredulously.


  
    
  


  “I don’t know. Isn’t that what men do to get along? ‘Might makes right’ and all that.”


  
    
  


  Cayd placed their suitcase at the foot of the large bed and moved over to stand in front of her, his hands sliding around her waist. “Things won’t be ok until he gets over you, my love. When he moves on, he won’t have a problem with me. Until then… well, we can tolerate each other.”


  
    
  


  “Shut up and kiss me,” she smiled, stretching up so she could their mouths could meet. Their kiss was slow but all too brief.


  
    
  


  “Mmmm. As much as I would love to take you to bed right now, I think that perhaps we should call and see what time we can see Natalie.”


  
    
  


  Sighing, Mia nodded and dropped her forehead against his chest. “You’re right. I’ll call Sandra and Tom to let them know we’ve arrived.”


  
    
  


  She moved over to the luggage to remove her phone and make the call while Cayd busied himself unpacking the few items they’d brought with them.


  
    
  


  He watched Mia in between placing items away, admiring how well she always seemed to conduct herself. Despite the twelve year age difference between them, she was still one of the most responsible, mature and level-headed women he had ever met – and he had met a lot.


  
    
  


  Before Mia, Cayd had spent many of his years as, some might say, a playboy. With his father being one of the most formidable horse trainers in the country, Cayd was invited to more than his share of high society parties. He was very popular with the women and he worked his way through more than a few of them, and was rarely seen with the same girl on his arm twice (although, there were many girls no one ever saw on his arm at all). That was, until a pregnancy scare caused him to re-evaluate his lifestyle and become more selective about where he put his member (for want of a better word).


  
    
  


  When Mia had come into his life, Cayd was only willing to date someone if he thought it would go somewhere. He was tired of meaningless flings with society girls. He wanted something real, and with Mia, that’s exactly what he got - a love and a life that was real and worthwhile.


  
    
  


  “Ok. Thanks Sandra. We’ll see you soon.” Tapping the screen on her phone, Mia dropped it on the bed and turned to Cayd, taking a deep breath before she spoke. “Well, we can go there now if we like. She’s at St Vincent’s. Sandra said that she’s out of the woods for now. But she’s not really talking to anybody.”


  
    
  


  “That’s understandable,” he said, knowing that if Natalie was serious about trying to end her life, then it was likely that she would be quite irate about being saved.


  
    
  


  “Really – you understand? I don’t understand any of this. Even in my darkest moments, I never considered ending things.” She shook her head, thinking about what Natalie had done then picked up her handbag. “Let’s just go. I’ll talk to her and see what happens from there.”


  
    
  


  “Mia.”


  
    
  


  “Yes?”


  
    
  


  “You’re doing the right thing.”


  
    
  


  They stood and looked at each other for a moment before Mia moved closer to Cayd and slid her arms around his waist, resting her head against his chest. He kissed on top of her head as she sighed.


  
    
  


  “I hope so. I’m worried this is just going to make her worse.”


  
    
  


  “Having you around could never make a person’s life worse.”


  
    
  


  Taking her by the hand, Cayd led her out of their suite and over to Eric’s room, knocking on the door to inform him that they were headed to the hospital. “Would you like to come too?”


  
    
  


  “Um… yeah. I think it’s best to just pull the Band-Aid off, right?” He attempted a half-smile, but the nerves in him were too strong. He had no idea how he was going to cope with seeing her again, and he had no idea if seeing him again would be of any help to her.


  
    
  


  After driving around for half an hour looking for a parking spot, Cayd, Mia, and Eric all made their way up to the room number Sandra had given Mia earlier. It was a private ward, and they had to be let in.


  
    
  


  “Thank you for coming,” Sandra said, as soon as she saw them come through the security doors. “I know things haven’t been great between you all, but I really appreciate this.” It was hard not to notice how tired Sandra looked. She had obviously not slept a wink since they’d discovered Natalie on the floor of the bathroom, barely even breathing after her suicide attempt. “I just don’t know what to do. She didn’t do this as a cry for help. She was serious. She left a note explaining how lost she was and if I hadn’t come home early, she wouldn’t have survived. She barely did as it was,” she sobs, her breath catching on a few of her words. As a mother, Sandra currently felt obscenely powerless.


  
    
  


  Eric had been hanging back a little, but when Sandra finished talking, she saw him. Wiping at her eyes, she sniffled a little before she spoke. “You must be Eric. I wish I was meeting you under better circumstances.”


  
    
  


  He nodded his response, unable to find the right words to say that would fit the moment. He felt that ‘nice to meet you’ was all wrong, so staying quiet seemed the better alternative.


  
    
  


  “Would you like to go in and see her?” she asked, looking at all three of them in turn.


  
    
  


  “I think I’ll go in first if that’s all right. I’d like to talk to her on my own,” Mia said straight away. Cayd gave her hand a gentle squeeze to let her know that he was proud of her. This was a big thing for her, and he knew that it would be a huge step toward somehow healing all the hurt between the sisters.


  
    
  


  “Of course. I’ll take you in.”


  
    
  


  Leaving the two men out in the waiting area, Mia followed Sandra into the private room where Natalie was laid up, looking tiny in the middle of the white bed. Mia got quite a shock when she saw her, as in the year since they parted ways, Natalie had become bone thin. Her hair looked dull and limp and her skin was lifeless. When Sandra touched her on the shoulder to let her know that Mia was there, she opened her eyes. The brown pools seemed to dwarf her sunken features. But what shocked Mia most, was the dead expression in them. It was if all signs of life have been drained out of them.


  
    
  


  “Oh Natalie. What have you done to yourself?” she asked. It probably wasn’t the right thing to say, but it came out anyway.


  
    
  


  Natalie’s eyes welled with tears and she squeezed them shut. “I just wanted it to be over,” she cried. “I couldn’t stand feeling so horrible anymore.”


  
    
  


  Despite everything Natalie had done, Mia wasn’t entirely without feeling toward her. Seeing her twin laid up and looking so ill caused a pain in her chest that made it hard for her to breathe. Her eyes burned with threatened tears as she moved toward the bed and took a hold of Natalie’s hand.


  
    
  


  “I’m sorry that you felt it had to come to this, Natalie. I need you to know that I don’t hate you. I just needed more time. That’s all. I guess I was being a bit selfish myself. I only thought about how angry I was. I didn’t really give much thought to how you were feeling. I didn’t understand that you were hurting quite this much.”


  
    
  


  “No. I deserve your hatred. I deserve every bit of ill you feel towards me.”


  
    
  


  “But that’s just it, Natalie. I don’t hate you. I just… I wasn’t ready to tell you that I forgive you. And I think that now, I should say it – I forgive you, Natalie.”


  
    
  


  “Do you really forgive me, or are you just saying that because you’re worried I’ll try to kill myself again?” Natalie asked, her voice devoid of feeling.


  
    
  


  “I read all of your letters,” Mia started, deciding it was better to change the subject. “I appreciate you putting yourself out there, and for trying to make things right.”


  
    
  


  “Were you ever going to write back? I felt like I was talking and no one was listening.”


  
    
  


  “I was listening. Although, to be honest, I don’t know if I was ever going to write back. I thought about it. But I didn’t know if I wanted to open that door to you. So I never actually did it. You have to understand that what you did was pretty severe. I don’t want you to suffer and try to hurt yourself over it though. If I wanted anything like this I would have reported you to the police when it happened. What I needed was time. You completely altered my life. I needed time to get over that, and I’m sure Eric just needs time too.”


  
    
  


  Natalie’s eyes burned again with a fresh set of tears at the mere mention of his name. “How is he?”


  
    
  


  “He’s hurting too. But he’s here. He’s outside waiting for you.”


  
    
  


  All of a sudden, Natalie’s heart felt as though it actually had a beat. After twelve long months had crept by without him, finally, there was a glimmer on the horizon. Finally, there was hope.


  
    
  


  Eric was there.
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  While the two sisters were talking, Cayd and Eric were sitting in the waiting area with one chair separating them. They hadn’t said a word to each other since Mia had gone in to see Natalie. The situation was awkward, and neither of them knew the other well enough to actually offer any sort of support or advice.


  
    
  


  While Cayd knew how to converse with people under a great deal of stress because of his job, he didn’t feel it would be prudent of him to instigate any sort of talk about Eric’s feelings toward seeing Natalie again. So he just sat quietly, going through emails on his phone while watching Eric out of the corner of his eye as he bounced his leg nervously and constantly readjusted his body - leaning forward, sitting back, leaning forward - it was enough to make a person dizzy.


  
    
  


  “Maybe I shouldn’t even be here,” Eric said suddenly, as he sat back in the plastic chair with a thud.


  
    
  


  Cayd powered his screen down and returned his phone to his pocket as he turned his attention to the man beside him.


  
    
  


  “It’s not right is it?” he said, glancing at Cayd before shaking his head.


  
    
  


  “That’s not really for me to say, Eric. Personally, I think you all need to talk and move past what happened. Ignoring it isn’t helping any of you.”


  
    
  


  “Mia seems fine with it all.”


  
    
  


  “Mia has her moments.”


  
    
  


  “I don’t know. I guess I’m still pretty angry about it all. And I’m worried that if I see her, I’m going to say the wrong thing and make her worse. I don’t want to be the person who tips her over the edge again.”


  
    
  


  “She’s already on the edge, Eric. What she needs is a reason to come back.”


  
    
  


  Eric looked down at his hands, inspecting his fingers closely as if all the answers could possibly be found in their lines. “Am I supposed to be that for her – even after everything that’s gone down?” he asked.


  
    
  


  “No, Eric,” Cayd replied, his voice gentle as he spoke. “She needs to find her own reasons to live. But, it won’t hurt to have someone around who cares about her. Because you do still care about her, don’t you?”


  
    
  


  “It feels wrong to say it out loud…but…yeah. I do.”


  
    
  


  “Then I suggest you stay. Spend some time with her while trying to put the past behind you. Then you can both decide what’s right for you.”


  
    
  


  Shaking his head, Eric reached his hand up and rubbed the back of his neck, showing his internal conflict with his constant movement. “I don’t want to be the dickhead in all this. I don’t want to lose all of my friends because I care about the wrong twin.”


  
    
  


  “Eric, you have a pretty amazing group of friends. Talk to them. You’ll find they’re more understanding of you than you yourself are.”


  
    
  


  Leaning forward again, Eric threaded his fingers through his hair and blew out a calming breath. The wait to go inside was killing him as his nerves seemed to grow so intense that he felt like he might throw up.


  
    
  


  Eventually, Mia stepped out of the room and into the welcoming arms of Cayd as Eric stood and moved toward Sandra Johnson, who was standing in the doorway.


  
    
  


  “Eric,” Mia called after him. He turned, focusing his eyes on her face and noticing the sadness in her eyes. “She’s put herself through a lot. She’s not how you remember her.”


  
    
  


  Nodding, he moves through the door as Sandra closed it behind him and spoke to him in hushed tones.


  
    
  


  “I know that Natalie hurt you and I want you to know how much I appreciate you coming. This will mean a lot to her too. I only ask that you’re careful with what you say. Please don’t upset her or give her any false hope.”


  
    
  


  “I wouldn’t dream of it.”


  
    
  


  Sandra looked up into Eric’s eyes and saw that he was also in a lot of pain. As strange as it sounded, that pain gave her a little hope – hope that perhaps Eric and Natalie could somehow take the pain they both shared and make it right again.


  
    
  


  “I’ll just be over here,” she told him, pointing to a chair in the corner of the room.


  
    
  


  Feeling a little strange at realising her mother was going to be in the room to hear their conversation, Eric’s heart began to beat a little faster. As he moved toward the bed and saw how small and frail Natalie had become, he had a very similar reaction to Mia – he almost cried.


  
    
  


  “Hey,” he said, clearing his throat as he came into view.


  
    
  


  “Hey.” She didn’t know what else to say. She’d wanted to see him so much in this past year, but seeing him now just made her feel ashamed about what she tried to do.


  
    
  


  For a while they avoided each other’s gaze. Natalie fidgeted with the cotton hospital blanket, while Eric shoved his hands in his pockets and looked around the room.


  
    
  


  “You didn’t have to come,” Natalie said, when the silence had stretched to an uncomfortable length.


  
    
  


  Eric forced himself to look at her again – forced himself to look at how much she’d suffered. He had thought that he was suffering all these months, but Natalie had obviously been putting herself through hell over what happened. It broke his heart.


  
    
  


  His eyes burned and his throat thickened to a point where he needed to clear it noisily and wipe his hand over his face to get a hold of himself again.


  
    
  


  He pulled a chair up to the bed and sat down before taking her slender hand in his, gently stroking the pale flesh on the top of her hand as he examined her bony fingers. “I wanted to come,” he whispered, his voice wavering slightly as he tried to come to grips with this broken woman before him.


  
    
  


  Without saying anything further, he dropped his head on the side of the bed and cried, his shoulders bouncing up and down as he sobbed.


  
    
  


  Feeling responsible for his suffering, Natalie also burst into tears as she reached her other hand over and slid her fingers into his hair. This was why she hated herself. She caused this. This beautiful man was crying because of her.
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  “What did you talk about?” Cayd asked, as he and Mia sat in the waiting room while Eric spent time with Natalie.


  
    
  


  “Just how sorry she is, and how much she cares about Eric. I think I need to make it really clear to him that it’s ok if he still cares about her. He hasn’t been the same since she left.”


  
    
  


  “He’s battling his own demons I think. But you’re right. If you make it clear to him that you won’t judge him for his choices, then the two of them might be able to work things out – or at least discover what they really mean to each other.”


  
    
  


  She rested her head against his shoulder and sighed. “This is all just so very sad.”


  
    
  


  “Yes, my love. There is no happiness here.”


  
    
  


  


  Chapter 6
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  ON THE ride back to the hotel, Eric was very quiet, preferring to sit and chew the nail on his thumb as he stared out of the window thoughtfully. He had never been to Sydney before and had he been there under different circumstances he would have been admiring the scenery as both the Harbour Bridge and Opera House came into view.


  
    
  


  No. Eric didn’t actually see anything while he stared out the window. He was far too involved in his own thoughts to see anything other than the frail image of the woman he had been pining over for the last year.


  
    
  


  He hated the circumstances that surrounded their original meeting, and he hated the circumstances that have brought them back together even more. Why did everything between them have to be so hard? Although, at the crux of it all, it wouldn’t matter how they met. Their attraction was so strong, people would have been hurt regardless.


  
    
  


  Glancing at the couple in the front of the car, he tried to convince himself that since Mia was happy with Cayd, she shouldn’t have a problem if he felt the need to see if he really did belong with Natalie – or if this whole thing between the was just some crazy idea, brought on by even crazier circumstances.


  
    
  


  In Eric’s mind, the mere thought of going back to Natalie had his head hurting. He was warring with himself over his own moral code – the one that until now had worked really well for him. He’s always been loyal to his friends and his family. He’s always done what he thought was best, and up until now, his life had always been fairly black and white. With Natalie, things had become very grey. Normally, if someone had hurt him and the people he loved, he would cut them from his life completely. But he’d never felt so drawn to someone before which is why he was so conflicted.


  
    
  


  By the end of his visit with Natalie, he had promised that he would help her find her birth mother. She felt that it would be the best way to win Mia over again. While Eric wasn’t sure if that was the case, he did feel that it was something that Natalie needed to do. He saw her as a lost soul who needed to find out where she belonged in this world.


  
    
  


  “Are you ok?” Mia asked him, as Cayd parked the rental car in the underground garage of their hotel.


  
    
  


  “Yeah. I’m fine.”


  
    
  


  “That was kind of hard wasn’t it?”


  
    
  


  “Yeah. It was really hard.”


  
    
  


  Mia twisted in her seat a little more so she could look at him better. She glanced briefly at Cayd before she spoke. “Listen, Eric. I just want to make it really clear to you that if you want to try and make things work with Natalie, then I won’t stand in your way.”


  
    
  


  He nodded, his brow furrowed as he stayed caught up in his own mind. “Thanks Mia. What about you though? What are you going to do?”


  
    
  


  “I don’t know. I told her I forgive her, and that I’m willing to try talking. I don’t know how close we can become though.”


  
    
  


  “She wants to find your mother,” he said.


  
    
  


  “I know.”


  
    
  


  Cayd’s eyebrows raised slightly as he listened.


  
    
  


  “I’m going to help her.”


  
    
  


  It was at that point that Mia ended the conversation by opening her door to get out of the car. Her abrupt exit left both Cayd and Eric wondering if she wanted to find her birth mother as well, or if she wanted to leave the past alone. Both knew Mia well enough to know that they would find out in time. For now, she’d had enough of talking.
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  “How are you feeling after seeing Natalie again today?” Cayd asked Mia, after they’d both had something to eat and taken in one of the hotel’s many pay per view movies.


  
    
  


  Mia had been fairly quiet since they got back to their room. Cayd knew she was just processing things but he was worried about her. Coming face to face with the person who tried to take over your life can’t be the most pleasant experience. He knew that Mia was a mentally strong woman, but he also knew that she’d need to talk about what happened.


  
    
  


  “I don’t know. It’s a bit weird. I suppose I’d thought that everything was fine as long as she wasn’t in my life. I thought that she would return to Sydney and move on, and I would stay in Melbourne and move on. I never dreamed that she’d be so wracked by guilt that she’d starve herself and attempt suicide. I mean, I figured she was a bit unstable, but I never imagined she’d go this far.”


  
    
  


  “I’m assuming she stopped receiving treatment when she moved back up here.”


  
    
  


  “What makes you say that? What do you know?”


  
    
  


  “Mia, I can’t say any more than that.”


  
    
  


  “You bloody well can! How can you make an observation like that and not follow it up with fact.”


  
    
  


  “Because it’s obvious that she didn’t seek any help. She wouldn’t have gotten so ill if she had. Her therapist would have noted the changes in her appearance and she would have been monitored more closely. As for proof she didn’t see a new therapist – I can’t give you that. You know I can’t.”


  
    
  


  Mia crossed her arms over her chest. “Fine. I get it. And I’m sure you’re right anyway. If she had gotten help when she returned, she wouldn’t have gotten so sick.” She shook her head as she remembered. “Seriously Cayd, you should have seen her. She was unrecognisable as my twin – all bones and pale skin. I was worried that she was going to tell me that she has cancer at first, her body is that ravaged. It’s just sad. I think I’m going to speak to Sandra about it. I want to know why they didn’t call us and let us know what was going on.”


  
    
  


  “Would it have made a difference to you?”


  
    
  


  “At first, perhaps not, but if they had have insisted…” She shrugged. “I don’t know.”


  
    
  


  “Hindsight is twenty-twenty I’m afraid.” Cayd slid his arm over her shoulders and pulled her closer to him on the couch they were sharing. “What about the plans to find your birth mother. Is that something you want?”


  
    
  


  Mia blew out a very long breath as she shook her head slowly. “I have no idea. I mean, she obviously gave us up for a reason. Do we really want to know what that was? Does she even want to find us? It’s just…it hasn’t even been a year since I found out I was a twin, and that turned out catastrophically. What the hell is going to happen if we find out about our mother? What kind of chaos will that cause?”


  
    
  


  “It could be the common ground that brings you together,” Cayd suggested.


  
    
  


  “No. It doesn’t feel right. If she wants to find her, that’s fine. But at this point – I don’t want any part of it.”


  
    
  


  


  Chapter 7
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  NATALIE HATED being alone. It was never something she coped very well with. She had always preferred to be with someone, even if it was for the wrong reasons.


  
    
  


  In high school, she found herself with a string of boyfriends, all staying with her until she gave up that one thing they wanted – sex. Then they’d use her until they’d had their fill and move on.


  
    
  


  She supposed there wasn’t really anything wrong with being someone for a bit of comfort. It was better than having no one at all. But their interactions always left her feeling a little hollow.


  
    
  


  When she found out she had a twin, it seemed to her to be that missing link in her life, and finding Eric on top – well, that just filled both sides of her heart.


  
    
  


  Without them, she felt worse than hollow, less than a shell. She felt like nothing.


  
    
  


  That night she had tried to take her own life. She did it knowing that her parents wouldn’t be home in time to save her. It wasn’t a cry for help. She cut straight and she cut deep and she fully expected to die.


  
    
  


  When she awoke a day later in the ICU she immediately burst into tears, hating that she’d failed at yet another thing in this world. All she could see were long days and nights filled with suffering ahead of her.


  
    
  


  That was, until Mia had walked in. Suddenly, there was a silver lining in all this, her failed attempt had actually brought her twin to her. It had made Mia talk to her – finally.


  
    
  


  Natalie knew that she would have to be careful around her. She didn’t want to scare her off before they’d had a chance to get to know each other. But she had hope. For the first time in a long time – she had hope.


  
    
  


  Then, when Eric walked in – well, that was a whole different story. She had seriously thought that her relationship with him would never become more than a memory – a tiny blip on the radar. Most of their interaction had been spent either silent or in tears, but they seemed to know how the other felt.


  
    
  


  Natalie’s heart swelled at the memory. Eric was back, and he said he’d help her find her mother.


  
    
  


  Natalie’s reasons for finding her mother were not only to try and mend things between Mia and herself, it was also because she needed to know where she came from and why she wasn’t wanted. At first she thought that it was only Mia that was missing from her life. But it was everything. Her real mother. Her real father. Sister. Soul mate. All of it. She needed to know her story.


  
    
  


  Laying in the hospital bed that night was the first time she had felt a sense of hope since she’d returned from Melbourne. As drastic as the circumstances were that brought them back together, she had just seen and touched Eric. She could still feel the softness of his hair between her fingers.


  
    
  


  While she knew that she’d have to see a psychiatrist when she was discharged from hospital, she also knew that she wouldn’t need one for long. Finally she had hope. Eric gave it to her.
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  “I understand that you didn’t want to guilt me into coming. But I did have a right to know what was going on. She is my sister.”


  
    
  


  Cayd and Eric sat in the hotel’s dining room where the breakfast buffet was being served, listening in on Mia’s conversation with Sandra and Tom. She had placed her phone on the table in front of her and had it on speaker phone.


  
    
  


  “Well, we apologise for not letting you know. But can you understand where we are coming from? If we had kept calling you whenever we were worried about Natalie, it would have seemed like emotional blackmail. You would have felt forced into a relationship with her. Even now we’re worried. What happens when you go home? How is she going to feel having you pop up just because she tried to,” Tom’s voice wavered, “end things?”


  
    
  


  All three exchanged glances, knowing that it would be a bad idea to run straight back to Melbourne and leave Natalie alone again.


  
    
  


  “I’ll stay behind,” Eric volunteered suddenly. “You two have work you can’t leave for long.”


  
    
  


  “Please only stay if you want to. We don’t need to give her false hope,” Sandra added.


  
    
  


  “No. I want to stay.”


  
    
  


  Mia reached across the table and gave Eric’s hand a squeeze. It was a simple gesture, and while Cayd knew it was out of friendship, he couldn’t help the slight pang it caused in his chest.


  
    
  


  It was organised that Mia would go and visit Natalie one more time so that she and Cayd could return to Melbourne the next day. Eric would stay behind, the Johnson’s had some friends whose house had a granny flat behind it that he would be able to use until he was ready to return home.


  
    
  


  When the phone call was over, Eric felt both nervous and relieved that he was staying. For the first time in months, he felt like he was doing the right thing – even if it is a little wrong from an outsider’s point of view.


  
    
  


  After a few moments of easy chatter between the three, Cayd’s phone rang. Upon seeing the name on the screen, he excused himself and left the table. This wasn’t unusual for him, his line of work meant that he could rarely have a conversation with other ears listening in. But this one wasn’t work related. This one was family related. His father to be exact.


  
    
  


  As Cayd swiped at the screen to answer, her prepared himself for an earful. His father rarely called him just to say hi. It was normally to berate him or command him about. Such was their relationship since Cayd’s brother died.


  
    
  


  “Father,” Cayd said by way of greeting.


  
    
  


  “Cayd. Listen. You’re secretary told me you were in Sydney.”


  
    
  


  “I am. She’s my receptionist. She’s not a secretary.”


  
    
  


  “I don’t really give a fuck what she is. Point is, I’m in Sydney too. I have this painful fundraiser to attend tonight and I want you there too. It’s in the name of some loss foundation for families who need support after their loved ones have topped themselves. It will look good if I’m there with my son.”


  
    
  


  Being one of Australia’s most well known racing names, meant that because of the loss they experienced after Cayd’s younger brother, Jeremy, died, closely followed by the anguished suicide of his mother, they were frequently invited to benefits that either support those dealing with suicide, grief or sudden loss. It was rare that Cayd ever attended them himself. It was generally something this father, Howard Donnelly, did alone.


  
    
  


  “I’ll need to bring Mia with me.”


  
    
  


  “Mia?”


  
    
  


  “Yes father. The woman I live with. My partner.” Cayd had mentioned Mia to his father more than a few times and each time his father acted as though he’d never heard of her.


  
    
  


  “Is there a ring on her finger?”


  
    
  


  “Not yet.”


  
    
  


  “Is she good looking?”


  
    
  


  “Father,” Cayd warned.


  
    
  


  “I’m joking, son. Bring her. It’s fine. Dress code is the same for all these things. Wear a tux.”


  
    
  


  “Will do.”


  
    
  


  Howard Donnelly then ended the conversation by saying that he’d have a car come to their hotel at seven that evening.


  
    
  


  The fact that his father knew exactly where he was staying was of no surprise to Cayd. His father was, after all, the bank roll from where Cayd’s wealth was supplied. This meant that occasionally, his father asked for something and Cayd was required to comply.


  
    
  


  It was never anything too demanding, so it had never become an issue between them. Cayd’s only issue, was that he truly disliked the company of his father, so he was dreading the evening spent smiling and posing for photos with him already.


  
    
  


  At least he’d have Mia there with him.


  
    
  


  “Is everything all right?” Mia asked as he returned to his seat. She was looking at him with her eyebrows raised in question as she took a sip of her coffee. Cayd found the way her eyes widened over the rim as she watched him absolutely adorable, and found himself reaching over to place his hand gently on her thigh.


  
    
  


  “Everything’s fine. We’ve just been invited to benefit tonight so I’m afraid we’ll need to go shopping when this is done and get something suitable to wear.”


  
    
  


  “A benefit?” she repeated.


  
    
  


  “Yes. I’m unsure of the foundation. But I just spoke with my father and he said he’d like it if we were there.”


  
    
  


  Mia almost spat out her coffee at the mention of his father – a man she was yet to meet.


  
    
  


  “I’m meeting your father? Tonight?”


  
    
  


  Eric sat back in his chair and folded his arms, not wanting to get involved when he could see Mia growing agitated.


  
    
  


  He could remember the first time Mia met his parents. She almost hyperventilated outside, feeling worried that they wouldn’t like her. But they did. Of course they did. How could anyone not like Mia?


  
    
  


  “Yes. You are meeting my father.”


  
    
  


  “Oh wow. I don’t know. Is this one of those benefits you see in the papers? The ones where everyone is really fancy and judgemental?”


  
    
  


  Cayd chuckled and placed his hands on either side of Mia’s face, smoothing his thumbs over her cheeks to calm her. “You will be amazing. I won’t leave your side for a moment. I promise.”


  
    
  


  “Ok,” she replied, calming down quickly, much to Eric’s surprise. It was in that moment that Eric realised how right for each other Mia and Cayd were. He’d spent so much time feeling angry at them for being happy when he was so miserable that he didn’t see it.


  
    
  


  He cleared his throat. “Well, I might head to the hospital to sit with Natalie while you two get everything ready for tonight. I’ll let her know you’re coming after lunch. Will that give you enough time?” He rose from his chair as he spoke, and reached for his wallet, pulling out enough money to cover his part of the bill.


  
    
  


  “Yes that will give us plenty of time. But breakfast is on me. Keep your money,” Cayd said.


  
    
  


  “Nah. I pay my own way in this world. Thanks though. I’ll see you two lovebirds later.” He gave Mia a wink that caused her to smile a little.


  
    
  


  “He seems happier,” Cayd noted when Eric had left the dining hall.


  
    
  


  “Yeah. I think he’s been pretty miserable away from her.”


  
    
  


  “You ready to go and spend a ridiculous amount of money on a dress?”


  
    
  


  “No. But I’ll do it for you.”


  
    
  


  “Come on, it’ll be fun. I’ll take you to those shops you have to show a platinum card to, just to get inside.”


  
    
  


  “Do they seriously exist?”


  
    
  


  “They do.”
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  Mia had never been very outrageous when it came to dresses. She had always steered well clear of any sort of designer label as she felt that the price tags were outrageous. That’s why, when Cayd took her into the designer store in Sydney’s Martin place in search of a cocktail dress for that evening she was a little hesitant.


  
    
  


  “Can’t we just go to Myer or David Jones? They have nice dresses too.”


  
    
  


  “Let me spoil you, love,” Cayd responded, before leaning in close and whispering something into Mia’s ear that made her blush as the shop assistant tried to strain her ears to hear what was said.


  
    
  


  He had spoken to her about how much it would please him to see her wearing something so splendid, and that when they got back to the hotel that night, he would thoroughly enjoy removing said dress.


  
    
  


  Mia’s head swam a little after that. She enjoyed the way Cayd’s eyes sparkled as he watched her move about the opulent white store.


  
    
  


  She wasn’t choosy, but she refused to wear anything that was considered cutting edge in fashion, and after looking around she settled on a simple cocktail dress with blue beading. It was form fitting, had a rounded neckline and came down to her mid-thigh. When coupled with a black clutch and a pair of black strappy heels, she looked elegant and refined (even if she didn’t feel it).


  
    
  


  While he waited for Mia to select her outfit, Cayd called the hotel concierge to arrange for his own clothing needs. This wasn’t the first time in his life that he had to go to a benefit last minute and he knew his measurements and preferred style by heart. He also requested that someone be sent up to attend to Mia’s hair and makeup for the night.


  
    
  


  He felt that she deserved the whole Cinderella package tonight, especially when he had sprung meeting his father on her.


  
    
  


  “Don’t even tell me how much you’re paying for this,” Mia whispered to Cayd, as the sales assistant wrapped her purchases in tissue paper and packaged them up.


  
    
  


  Cayd slid his arm around her waist and pulled her closer to him, then shook his head slightly at the assistant, to signal that he didn’t need to hear the price as he handed his credit card over to pay.


  
    
  


  As they thanked the woman and left the store, Mia linked her arm through Cayd’s and leaned into him for warmth as they walked through the cool winter air back toward the hotel. Eric had taken the rental car with him to the hospital, and wasn’t expected back until after lunch. So after dropping their purchases off at the reception desk, they decided to take a walk around the harbour.


  
    
  


  The only time Mia had been in Sydney before now, was when she came on her own to find out about Natalie’s family life. So she’d never actually had the chance to do any sight-seeing.


  
    
  


  “Where you would like to go? It would be my absolute pleasure to show you around,” Cayd said.


  
    
  


  “I would love to visit The Rocks. Ever since I read Playing Beatie Bow as a child and then saw the movie later, I’ve wanted to go there.”


  
    
  


  “Then to The Rocks we shall go.”
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  “I want you to talk to me about your life. Tell me everything I’ve missed,” Natalie said to Eric as he sat in the seat beside her. They’d gotten past the usual how to you do’s and general chit-chat about the weather, and it was time to move on to something a little more concrete.


  
    
  


  Eric clasped his hands in front of him as he leaned forward and rested his elbows on his thighs. “There’s not a huge amount to tell you. I’ve been working…”


  
    
  


  “Have you… um… been going out much? Are you…seeing anyone?”


  
    
  


  He met her eyes and slowly shook his head. “I tried. But I couldn’t move on. I couldn’t get you out of my head,” he admitted, causing Natalie’s eyes to close as she sighed gratefully.


  
    
  


  “Did you read my letters? I wrote you every week.”


  
    
  


  Again, he shook his head. “I’m sorry. I couldn’t. It was too hard... Listen, Natalie. I don’t know what this is going to turn out to be between us. But I do know that I haven’t spent a day without thinking of you. Despite everything that went down, I just couldn’t forget you.”


  
    
  


  “So… what do we do now?”


  
    
  


  He bounced his shoulder. “We get you well again. We take things slow. And then we just see what happens.”


  
    
  


  “I can do that.”


  
    
  


  Eric sat back in his chair again, placing his hands on his head as he looked about the room. “I don’t have to leave for a couple of hours. You want to see if there’s a movie on? Or I can read to you or something? I don’t know…”


  
    
  


  “Do you think you could sit next to me on the bed and read to me? I’d really like that.”


  
    
  


  “Sure.” Eric picked up Natalie’s copy of The Book Thief as she wriggled over on the bed to make space for him. “What’s this about?”


  
    
  


  “I haven’t started it. I got it off the book trolley when it came around.”


  
    
  


  “Well then, I’ll guess we’ll both get to check it out together.”


  
    
  


  Eric stretched out next to Natalie on the narrow bed and opened the front cover, before leafing through the front matter to the Prologue. As he started to read, Natalie smiled inwardly to herself, content in the knowledge that he was finally here and that they finally had a chance to get to know each other. Life was finally starting to look up.


  
    
  


  

  



  
    
  


  


  Chapter 8


  [image: tmp_be51863b610541854f35f5376313d587_vpRV_4_html_m732af019.png]


  
    
  


  

  



  
    
  


  

  



  
    
  


  

  



  
    
  


  

  



  
    
  


  AFTER SPENDING most of the day taking in the historic Rocks district, Mia and Cayd visited with Natalie briefly before informing her that they would be leaving the next day due to their work commitments. There was a promise that they’d keep in touch this time, and Natalie promised to keep Mia abreast with any findings regarding their birth mother.


  
    
  


  Mia still wasn’t interested in finding her. But she felt telling Natalie that, would do more harm than good. So, she chose to go along with it for the time being.


  
    
  


  When they returned to the hotel suite, Mia’s dress and Cayd’s tuxedo were hanging ready for them to wear for the benefit that night.


  
    
  


  Feeling good about the day’s events, Mia leaned against Cayd’s chest and pressed a soft kiss to his lips before whispering, “Shower with me?”


  
    
  


  Cayd’s lips curved in an immediate grin. “I wouldn’t want it any other way.”


  
    
  


  Continuing their kisses, they kicked off their shoes and walked together toward the bathroom in a kind of waltz that saw their clothing removed and discarded on the floor like trail of breadcrumbs.


  
    
  


  They hadn’t been together properly since before they had left for Sydney and Cayd’s need for Mia grew immediately.


  
    
  


  Although, before they could even turn the shower on, there as a knock at the door. “Bloody hell,” Mia groaned. “We’re not catching a break lately are we?”


  
    
  


  “Unfortunately, no,” he replied, kissing her on the forehead and reaching for the robes that were hanging on the back of the door. “Would you like me to get it so you can have an actual shower?”


  
    
  


  “Um, no. You’re a little too…um… hard. To be answering the door to anyone.” She winked and gave him one last quick kiss as the door knocking sounded again. “One minute,” she called out, as she wrapped the robe about her body and went for the door.


  
    
  


  “Hey,” Eric said, his eyes dropping to take in the robe. “Sorry, I know you have to get ready to go out tonight. I was just wondering if you guys are taking the car or if I can use it.”


  
    
  


  “I think a car service is picking us up. Give me a second and I’ll grab you the keys.”


  
    
  


  Mia left the door open and walked over to the dresser where Cayd had left the keys when they returned to the hotel earlier.


  
    
  


  “We don’t need the rental car do we?” she called out to Cayd, who was still in the bathroom.


  
    
  


  “No.” It was at that moment that the hotel room’s phone rang. Mia continued to take the keys to Eric while Cayd answered the phone from within the bathroom.


  
    
  


  “Where’re you headed?” Mia asked, as she handed the keys over.


  
    
  


  “It’s kind of weird.”


  
    
  


  “What is?”


  
    
  


  “I’m going to see Natalie’s parents. They’re going to show me that granny flat, and I guess they want to have a bit of a talk to me about Natalie.”


  
    
  


  “Oh, I see. So, you’re definitely staying?”


  
    
  


  “Yeah Mi, I feel like I need this. Are you ok with it?”


  
    
  


  “Yeah. It’s time to let it all go. She doesn’t need to hurt anymore and neither do you.”


  
    
  


  “Thanks,” he said, leaning forward and giving her a soft kiss on the cheek. “You’re the best.”


  
    
  


  As she closed the door, she turned around to see Cayd looking at her from the doorway.


  
    
  


  “You’d better make that shower quick. Hair and makeup are on their way up.”


  
    
  


  “So much for you and me time.”


  
    
  


  “We’ll make up for it later,” he said, giving her a light tap on the behind as she walked past him. Grinning when she looked over her shoulder at him and smiled, dropping her robe on the floor behind her in a tease.
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  While Mia and Cayd got ready for their night out, Eric drove the short distance from the city to Mosman where Natalie and her adoptive parents lived. He was feeling incredibly nervous because he’d only met Sandra briefly at the hospital and spoken to Tom over the phone. So an evening with them alone was a little worrying as he didn’t know what they’d all talk about.


  
    
  


  When he arrived, Sandra greeted him warmly with a hug, as did Tom with a firm shake of the hand. “It’s great to finally meet you, mate,” he said.


  
    
  


  “Same.”


  
    
  


  A light veil of perspiration settled upon Eric’s brow as he suddenly felt a little out of his depth. He’d never really done the whole ‘meet and get along with the parents’ thing. He’d only been with Mia, and her parents passed away when they were nineteen and things weren’t very serious between them.


  
    
  


  “I hope you like roast lamb,” Sandra said, as she led Eric down the hall toward the family kitchen and dining area.


  
    
  


  He couldn’t help but take in all the framed photographs that hung on the wall, capturing Natalie’s life from baby to adult. While months ago, he would have looked at these photos and immediately thought of Mia, now he looked at them and thought only of Natalie as he wondered what went wrong. At what point did her mind start to poison? He understood that when she returned from Melbourne the guilt of what she had done had tormented her. But he wanted to know what happened before that? What got her to the point where she felt the need to try and take over someone else’s life?


  
    
  


  Looking away from the photos, he noticed that Sandra and Tom were both looking at him as if they expected an answer. He quickly replayed their interactions in his mind to try and find what they were waiting for. “Oh, lamb. Yeah. Lamb is fantastic.”


  
    
  


  “Can I offer you a drink Eric? Beer, water, fruit juice, wine?” Tom asked.


  
    
  


  “Um, will you think less of me if I ask for a beer?” Eric smiled, trying to somehow alleviate the tension in the room.


  
    
  


  “It would make me relieved. I could definitely do with one too.”


  
    
  


  “And please, pour me a giant wine,” Sandra added, as she carried the already prepared tray of food to the table.


  
    
  


  When they all sat down to eat, all the conversation stayed very polite. They wanted to know a bit about Eric and seemed pleased with the fact that he was a plumber by trade as there was always a lot of work for a tradesman.


  
    
  


  Eventually though, the topic of Natalie couldn’t be avoided any longer. “Before we take you to see the flat, we just want to make sure you understand what it is you’re getting into. We, of course, know what happened in Melbourne, and we’ll be forever grateful to both you and Mia for understanding that Natalie just lost her way a little,” Sandra said. “But what you may not know, is that Natalie has always been quite troubled. She’s been in and out of therapy for most of her late teen and adult life. She’s just always been dreadfully down and lonely.


  
    
  


  “For a while, we thought she was going to lose control, but when she found out about Mia, she seemed to calm down. She was angry at us, but she seemed to have a purpose – something to focus on.


  
    
  


  “But ever since she returned, she’s been on a downward spiral, and her self-worth has obviously plummeted to an all-time low.


  
    
  


  “I guess what I’m trying to say here, Eric, is that if you are going to stay, please only stay if you have the best of intentions. If you think that helping her through her recovery is going to be too hard on you, then it’s better you leave so she can work on a life without you in it.


  
    
  


  “You seem like a lovely man, and we’d be more than happy if you and Natalie could work things out. But you have to understand that our main focus is on her. She wants you around, so we will help if you want to stay. But if there comes a time that we feel your presence is unhealthy for her, then we’ll have to step in.”


  
    
  


  Tom nodded his head as his wife drew her final conclusion. “I think the point is, we don’t want you hurting our daughter unnecessarily. Are you willing to move past everything that happened in Melbourne? Are you willing to give her a clean slate?”


  
    
  


  Eric ran his hand over the top of his head and sat back in his seat as he blew out his breath. “Listen, this whole situation is really intense for the lot of us, so I’m just going to lay my cards on the table here. I’ve just spent the last year trying to forget your daughter. I’ve been punishing myself daily for knowing something wasn’t right, but going along with it anyway. But the fact of the matter is, I care about Natalie. I can’t just forget her. We connected somehow and despite everything, I need to give this a chance. I need to forget what anyone else thinks of me and just go with what my heart wants. Because honestly, I’ve been miserable without her.”


  
    
  


  “What about your friends and family? Are you willing to risk any backlash from them?”


  
    
  


  “Yes. Yes I am.”
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  After Mia and Cayd had finished getting ready for the benefit, they’d been picked up in a limousine and informed that they were to also pick up Cayd’s father, Howard Donnelly, on the way.


  
    
  


  “Now, I just have to warn you that sometimes the women can be a little…”


  
    
  


  “Bitchy?” Mia interrupted before Cayd could find the right word.


  
    
  


  “For want of a better word – yes.” He reached over and took her hand between his. “Just…be a little guarded around them.”


  
    
  


  “Are they anything like the people on Gossip Girl?”


  
    
  


  “I have never seen an episode in my life, so I have no idea,” he replied, with a chuckle as he lifted Mia’s hand and kissed her palm. “I know you’ll be fine though. Those women have nothing on you.”


  
    
  


  “I would hope not. Otherwise you would be with one of them, instead of me,” she told him as a matter of fact.


  
    
  


  “That’s very true. Just keep that in mind, ok. They can be very unkind while smiling sweetly.”


  
    
  


  Taking a deep breath to calm her sudden nerves, Mia nodded.


  
    
  


  He kissed her hand again. “Have I told you how stunning you look tonight?”


  
    
  


  “Several times. But I do like hearing your compliments.”


  
    
  


  As she held onto Cayd’s hand while they drove, Mia’s stomach was a swirling mess of butterflies. She had never had reason to get this dressed up before in her life. Not only was she nervous about meeting Cayd’s father, but she was also nervous about doing something to ruin her outfit. She had seen the credit card receipt when she took out her shoes and noticed that her whole outfit cost more than four thousand dollars – not to mention the fact that she was also wearing borrowed jewellery that were probably worth more than she could make in five years at her teaching position.


  
    
  


  While she knew Cayd had full access to his family’s funds, she did feel a little guilty about having so much spent on her and quietly told herself that this would be the dress she wore to every occasion possible from now on. She didn’t want to waste money for the sake of having a different frock every time she was seen. Just because Cayd could afford it – didn’t make it right.


  
    
  


  “That’s my father there,” Cayd said, as the limousine came to a stop next to a man who was immediately recognisable to Mia after seeing him regularly on the news and in the papers.


  
    
  


  Howard Donnelly had thick coiffed greying hair and quite a rotund belly. His build was thick and besides a slight similarity in facial features, you’d have trouble picking him and Cayd as father and son. Cayd’s lean build, hazel eyes and dark hair were all from his mother’s side (which is why his father had so much trouble looking at him once his dear wife took her own life).


  
    
  


  Mia inhaled slowly as the driver opened the door and Howard finished up his conversation with another man who seemed to be a business associate. They shook hands and clapped shoulders before Howard bustled into his seat as if he was the only person in the cabin.


  
    
  


  Cayd was used to his father being so dismissive, but Mia found his entrance a little rude as it wasn’t until he had sat down, checked a few messages on his phone and the limo had started driving again that he actually found time to look up, and greet his son.


  
    
  


  “Cayd,” he nodded.


  
    
  


  “Father.”


  
    
  


  “And who’s this,” he asked, nodding toward Mia without actually looking at her. It made her feel as though she wasn’t even supposed to be there.


  
    
  


  “You know very well who she is, father. I’ve told you about her more than once. Notably, just this morning, when you informed me we were attending this thing.”


  
    
  


  “I’m Mia,” she said, holding out her hand to shake his in greeting.


  
    
  


  He took it loosely and said a very unemotional, “Nice to meet you.”


  
    
  


  “Still playing headshrinker, I hear,” he directed at Cayd, as he fiddled with his cufflinks and jacket sleeves. Mia could tell he wasn’t really paying much attention and was really just trying to make Cayd feel small.


  
    
  


  It bothered her that someone would purposely try and upset the man she loved. So she was unable to keep her mouth closed on the subject.


  
    
  


  “He’s actually very well respected in his field, Mr Donnelly. He has a thriving practice and on top of that, he gets invited to speak at various universities. You should be very proud.”


  
    
  


  “Should I now? And what is it that you do, Teá?” Howard asked, his eyes narrowed slightly as he tested what this woman his son had taken up with was made of.


  
    
  


  “Father. Back off,” Cayd warned.


  
    
  


  “It’s fine, Cayd,” Mia said, placing her hand on Cayd’s thigh reassuringly. “Mr Donnelly, you and I both know you’re aware of my name, so let’s not bother with the slips of memory or mispronunciation bullshit, ok? I’m going to be with your son for a very long time, so I suggest you get used to having me around. For your information, I’m a teacher. I can’t imagine my chosen vocation will be good enough for you, considering you’re looking down on your son for being a doctor. So, I’d appreciate it if you kept your grunts to yourself and started to behave like the man of class the media portrays you to be.”


  
    
  


  A grin played at the corner of Cayd’s mouth as he listened to Mia lay down the law with his father. He had never seen someone have enough gall to do that (besides his mother of course) and in that moment, it only made him love Mia more.


  
    
  


  Howard Donnelly kept a straight face as he assessed both his son and the girl who was with him before he broke into a smile. “You know, son, I like her. I like her a lot. Mia, you can call me Howard.”
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  The benefit was being held in the ballroom of one of the most opulent looking hotels Mia had ever been in. She thought the one she and Cayd were staying in was nice, but this was something else. Everything was grand, from the overly large reception area to marbled elevator bay and finally - the giant crystal chandelier that was suspended in the centre of the ballroom.


  
    
  


  Round tables with golden table cloths and rose coloured centrepieces, surrounded a wooden dance floor where a string quartet was set up to the side of a long straight table, playing Handel’s Arrival of the Queen of Sheba.


  
    
  


  It was too early in the night for anyone to be dancing, but there was a distinct hum in the room as everyone mingled and chatted amiably.


  
    
  


  With her hand holding the crook of Cayd’s arm, Mia held her head high and tried to look as though she belonged. Although, her nerves must have been more apparent than she thought they were, as Howard leaned toward her and quietly said, “You seem tougher than every one of these women. Relax. You’ll be fine.”


  
    
  


  Mia’s cheeks deepened in a blush, as she smiled at the compliment. She felt quite sure that it wasn’t often that Howard Donnelly was encouraging to anyone.


  
    
  


  “All right. Let’s do these rounds and then we can eat, present a cheque and get the hell out of here,” Howard said quietly, to both Mia and Cayd, just before the first of many couples they were all required to talk pleasantly to, arrived to say hello and make small talk.


  
    
  


  As Howard stepped forward to greet them by shaking the balding man with a moustache’s hand briskly, before politely hugging and cheek kissing the wife, Cayd leaned into whisper in Mia’s ear.


  
    
  


  “Take a deep breath, love. The sharks are coming.” With that, he kissed her lightly on the side of the head and moved forward with a smile as his father turned to introduce them both.


  
    
  


  By the time they had all lapped the room, Mia’s face hurt from smiling so much and she felt like her face needed cleaning after all the kisses from strange men that she’d had to endure for politeness’s sake.


  
    
  


  So when it was time to take their seats for the dinner, Mia excused herself to go and freshen up.


  
    
  


  “Do you want me to walk you?” Cayd asked, concerned about her venturing off on her own.


  
    
  


  “I think I can manage. I won’t be long,” she laughed, kissing him lightly on the cheek before heading to the ladies room.


  
    
  


  When she had finished relieving herself, she was at the mirrors, checking her hair and makeup when a very tall, very leggy blonde walked in.


  
    
  


  “So you’re the reason Cayd has been staying away,” she drawled, as she looked down her thin nose at Mia.


  
    
  


  “Excuse me?”


  
    
  


  “Well, we haven’t seen him for over a year. We thought he ran scared when he got one of the girls pregnant. Turns out, he was just busy re-living his teenage years with you.”


  
    
  


  “What are you talking about?”


  
    
  


  “Oh dear. Don’t you know? Your man has been with nearly every available woman out there.” She placed her hand beside her mouth and loudly whispered the next part. “And quite a few unavailable.” Before returning to normal speech. “He’s fairly well known in our circle. There was a big scandal over him getting one of the girls pregnant and taking off. No one knows what happened, he just vanished all of a sudden. Then here he is, popping up again with you – a girl who is practically a baby herself. I guess that explains why he never settled down with one of us. He only likes them young.”


  
    
  


  Even though she was furious, Mia didn’t dignify her with a response, she simply focused on reapplying some lipstick in the mirror.


  
    
  


  “Don’t put too much make up on. You don’t want to spoil your youthful looks. You know you’ll end up like one of us in the end – in your thirties and rejected by Cayd Donnelly. Actually, come to think of it, what are you going to do when you’re out of his age range? Eventually, you’ll be cast aside.” She looked over her shoulder as someone else entered the bathroom and leaned in closer to only Mia could hear her. “He’ll fuck you senseless. He’ll make you scream his name, and then he’ll get bored, and you’ll be left all alone, wondering how the hell you’re ever going to find a man who gets you off like he could.”


  
    
  


  “Fuck off,” Mia growled, suddenly shaking with rage.


  
    
  


  “There you go. That’s the spirit. When you go out there, take a look around. Every time one of them smiles at you, they’re all feeling sorry for you. No one keeps Cayd Donnelly. Not even a pretty little thing like you.”


  
    
  


  With that last piece of advice, the blonde spun on her heel and sashayed out, leaving the door to swing shut after her.


  
    
  


  Breathing slowly in an effort to calm herself down as she returned her cosmetics to her clutch, she coached herself mentally, telling herself that that woman was just jealous. Those things she was saying can’t be true. Cayd wasn’t like that.


  
    
  


  She wasn’t naïve enough to think that he hadn’t been with women before her. But she couldn’t believe that he’d slept with that many – or that he’d gotten one pregnant and ran off. He just wasn’t that type of man. Was he?


  
    
  


  When the other lady who had entered left the bathrooms without washing her hands, Mia decided that these ‘society’ women may look nice because of all their money, but they were severely lacking in manners.


  
    
  


  “Is everything ok?” Cayd asked, when she returned to the table, her face obviously showed her distaste for the events that had just passed and he had always been able to successfully read her.


  
    
  


  “It’s fine. I just ran into someone who claims to be an old friend of yours.”


  
    
  


  “I see.”


  
    
  


  “What’s the story with the leggy blonde over there? She seems to have a bit of an issue with our age difference.”


  
    
  


  Cayd looked over at the woman Mia was speaking of and caught her eye. She gave him a wink and tilted her wine glass at him, letting him know that she hadn’t given up her old ways.


  
    
  


  “Her name is Belle Fleming. And she takes issue with any woman who is younger than her. Ever since she turned forty she’s been exceptionally pissed off with the world,” Howard put in from Mia’s other side.


  
    
  


  Mia’s head pivoted toward Howard. “She’s forty?”


  
    
  


  “Forty-one now, I believe.”


  
    
  


  She swung her head back to Cayd. “Is she an ex of yours?”


  
    
  


  “Mia, I…” Cayd paused, glancing at his father who was still listening in. He really didn’t want to confirm what had happened between him and Belle in public.


  
    
  


  Mia leaned in and lowered her voice to a hushed whisper. “She is, isn’t she? Jesus Christ, Cayd. You said to be careful of the women, but you didn’t say to be careful because you’d fucked most of them.” Sitting back, Mia pushed her chair away from the table. “Excuse me. I’m not hungry anymore. It was nice to meet you Howard, but I’m sorry. I just can’t stay.”


  
    
  


  Mia stood and collected her clutch, planning to head straight back to the hotel. But Cayd wasn’t going to let her take off on him angry. He hadn’t done anything wrong. What had happened in the past was in the past. Now, the only person he cared about was Mia.


  
    
  


  As he watched his son leave in pursuit of Mia, Howard couldn’t help but chuckle to himself. “He’s got his hands full with that one,” he said to the lady on his right.
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  “Mia,” Cayd called after her, as she made a beeline for the ballroom’s exit doors.


  
    
  


  Glancing over her shoulder at him, she pursed her lips together and pushed through the doors, heading straight for the elevator bay. She called out to hold the lift as the doors were about to close and was lucky that the occupants waited to let her in.


  
    
  


  “Thank you,” she smiled, as she took her place near them, closely followed of course, by Cayd.


  
    
  


  “Where are you going?” he demanded, as soon as the lift doors were closed.


  
    
  


  Mia hadn’t bothered to punch a button, she was just willing to ride the lift to wherever it was going, in the hopes that Cayd would be left outside it. But now, she glanced at the levels.


  
    
  


  “The bar of course.” She leaned forward and pressed the floor that stated ‘bar and restaurant’. “I have some ‘picking up’ to do.”


  
    
  


  Choosing to ignore her childish insinuation, Cayd tried to keep his voice calm. “You’re headed in the wrong direction for the bar. This lift is going up,” he pointed out.


  
    
  


  “I’ll get there eventually.”


  
    
  


  When the elevator doors pinged open, the couple inside made a hasty retreat, glad for freedom away from what was about to turn into a lover’s quarrel.


  
    
  


  Although, the moment the doors closed and the lift once again began to move, Cayd pressed the stop button.


  
    
  


  “Tell me what you’re upset about.”


  
    
  


  “Cayd. What are you doing? Start the bloody lift or they’ll call the fire brigade.”


  
    
  


  “Tell me what she said to you.”


  
    
  


  Mia folded her arms and leaned against the wall of the lift. “She said that you’d slept with her and every other girl out there, and that you got some girl pregnant and took off. But mostly, she just went on about how young I am, and how you’ll get bored with me and toss me aside once I’m over thirty.”


  
    
  


  Cayd let out a sigh, and stepped toward her, sliding his hands up to either side of her face. “Mia, I’m not going to lie to you. I have been with a lot of those women out there. But not one of them even holds a candle to you. She’s just trying to upset you. You, my love, are the only one I see. The only one I want to be with. You’re the only one who can run and have me pursue. I don’t care what those women think. I care about you. I love you. Only you,” he whispered, gently kissing her forehead, her cheeks, her eyes and finally her mouth.


  
    
  


  Mia let out a whimper as his tongue entered her mouth, sliding against her own as he possessed her with his adoration. A frenzy overcame them, as her body screamed with want and he moaned in response. Suddenly, he was pulling her dress up as she reached between them and unbuckled his pants, reaching her hand inside and rubbing her hand over his shaft.


  
    
  


  Gripping her beneath her buttocks, he lifted her, using the carriage wall to support her as she pulled her panties aside to guide his length inside her.


  
    
  


  As he sunk himself into her warm depths, he paused, pulling his face back just enough so that their gazes could meet. “Only. You,” he repeated, before taking her mouth once again and thrusting himself inside her.


  
    
  


  Mia’s arms went around Cayd, her hands sliding into his hair and turning it into a beautiful dark mess as she gripped it tightly, gasping and moaning as he showed her how much he wanted her – needed her – with his body, his words and his emotions.


  
    
  


  Her climax hit suddenly, his following shortly after. As they stilled, connected and wrapped up in each other, Mia realised how ridiculous it was of her to let the words of that Belle woman get to her.


  
    
  


  She already knew that Cayd had a past. But as long as his future was with her, it shouldn’t matter what happened before. She couldn’t imagine something that could be shocking enough that it could drive them apart. Together, they could face anything.


  
    
  


  In the quiet of their afterglow, she realised she was just being petulant after being embarrassed by Belle in the ladies room. And if she was very honest with herself, she was slightly jealous that there were other women around who knew Cayd intimately.


  
    
  


  “I love you, Cayd,” she whispered, gently kissing him beneath his jaw as they both caught their breath. “I’m sorry for reacting the way I did.”


  
    
  


  “I love you too, and it’s all right. I have a past I’m not entirely proud of. I’m sorry I didn’t tell you.”


  
    
  


  Suddenly, the speaker in the elevator crackled. “So…are you two finished now or are you going to go another round? Not trying to interrupt your moment or anything, but we kind of need to restart the lift,” a male voice said.


  
    
  


  Mia’s eyes grew to the size of saucers when she realised they had just done that on camera. Cayd reacted with a groan before he started to chuckle. “Give us one minute. We’re very sorry,” he called out.


  
    
  


  The speaker crackled to life again. “No problem. Happens all the time.”


  
    
  


  As Cayd lowered Mia to the ground and they both righted themselves, they couldn’t help but laugh when the elevator began to travel again.


  
    
  


  When the doors opened to the public bar, Cayd took Mia by the hand and kissed her on the temple. “How about we have a drink here and get ourselves tidied up then we can go back and show those women that they can’t chase you away?” He raised her hand to his lips and kissed her knuckles as he looked into her eyes.


  
    
  


  She nodded, her eyes softened with her love for him. “Ok,” she whispered, before excusing herself to visit the ladies room while Cayd went and ordered them both a drink.


  
    
  


  When they finally returned to the ballroom, Mia stayed close, with Cayd’s arm wrapped protectively around her for the rest of the night. She smiled, they danced, and she didn’t again make any eye contact with Belle Fleming, or any of the other women whose eyes she could feel following her movements. She simply held her head high and luxuriated in the attentions of her man.


  
    
  


  Howard Donnelly sat and watched his son and Mia as they spent the evening having eyes only for each other. Their interactions reminded him of how he felt about his late wife, Camilla. It saddened him and brought him joy at the same time. It also had him writing a much bigger cheque for the Grief Society than he normally would, the thought holding in his mind that perhaps a larger donation could somehow ensure that at least one family wouldn’t endure the same amount of loss that his had.


  
    
  


  “He’s growing up. How long has this been going on for?” Howard’s ex-wife asked, as she sat down beside him.


  
    
  


  Sipping his whiskey, he carefully placed his glass on the table in front of him before bothering to respond. There wasn’t a lot of love lost between Howard and his ex-wife. Marrying her had been a mistake that he made while he was still in mourning for his first wife. He had taken the attentions of a younger woman and used them to try and dull some of the ache in his broken heart.


  
    
  


  Needless to say, she was only in the marriage for his name and his money and they had divorced within a year when she had become pregnant and tried to tell him that the baby was his.


  
    
  


  Little did she know, Howard had had a vasectomy after the birth of his second son as he and Camilla had considered their family complete. So he was positive that the pregnancy was a result of an infidelity, and divorced her.


  
    
  


  “Long enough,” he answered eventually, immediately lifting his glass and taking another sip.


  
    
  


  “Is he actually serious about this one?” she asked, flicking her long blonde hair over her shoulder as she sat and watched his son with his partner.


  
    
  


  Finally, Howard glanced in her direction. “Why does it matter, Belle? He isn’t any of your concern, and hasn’t been for many years.”


  
    
  


  She lifted a shoulder slightly. “Just making conversation. After all, he is your son and I worry for the girl. Neither of you are good at handling relationships when things get a little rough.”


  
    
  


  “You and I both know that baby wasn’t mine, Belle.”


  
    
  


  Leaning forward, she rested her arms along the table and let out a deep sigh. “There was no baby, Howard. It was all a huge mistake.”


  
    
  


  Grunting, Howard tipped the last of his whiskey back and replaced the glass on the table. “I’m not really interested, Belle. And I think finding a girl outside this circle of duplicitous women is the best thing my son has ever done. Now, if you’ll excuse me,” he said, pushing back on his seat and walking away from the poison that was Belle Fleming.


  
    
  


  


  Chapter 9
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  MIA AND Cayd returned to Melbourne the next day, leaving Eric behind to spend a bit more time with Natalie. His plan was to stay just until she was out of hospital. He wanted to see her home and on the road to recovery. It felt wrong to show up and then leave her again.


  
    
  


  His boss, Barry, hadn’t been overly happy when he told him that his trip was being extended, but there wasn’t much he could do about it. Eric rarely ever took holidays and he had over a month’s worth accrued. So in the end, Baz had no choice but to agree.


  
    
  


  After dropping Mia and Cayd off at the airport, he drove straight out to Mosman and parked the rental car outside the granny flat he was staying in. It belonged to a long-time friend of the Johnson’s and was rarely used. But it was clean, and aptly furnished with a two-seater sofa bed, a coffee table, small TV set, and a small round, three piece dining table to eat at. The kitchen held a fridge that was only a little bigger than a bar fridge, a bench top oven and dual hot plate and a microwave – it was all more than adequate for Eric to prepare a simple meal.


  
    
  


  In the bedroom was a double bed, two bedside tables and a built in closet with drawers and shelving inside. There was a small bathroom that housed a toilet, shower and basin. It was perfect for a short stay, and although they were more than happy to have him stay for free, he had insisted on paying some sort of rent to at least cover his utilities.


  
    
  


  When he got inside, he took his suitcase into the bedroom and laid it on the end of the bed, before walking out into the living area and sitting on the couch. He was at a bit at a loss of what to do and decided to pull his phone out and give Natalie a call to check if she had been told when she’s going home yet.


  
    
  


  “Yes. They’re going to release me tomorrow. I’m healing really well, and I’ve gained a little weight which they’re happy about. I have to have regular counselling sessions which is a really good thing, and I need to make a safety plan.”


  
    
  


  “Do you want me to pick you up, or are your parents bringing you back?”


  
    
  


  “I think I’d better let my parents bring me back. Can I call you when I’m settled and at home? Maybe you can come over for dinner or something? I’d like it if we could just spend some time together without all the tubes and the beeping noises of the hospital.”


  
    
  


  “Ok. I’ll wait for you to call me,” he said quietly before telling her that he’ll leave her to get some rest.


  
    
  


  “Eric?” she said before he disconnected the call.


  
    
  


  “Yes?”


  
    
  


  “Thank you.”


  
    
  


  “For what?”


  
    
  


  “For staying. For giving me another chance.”


  
    
  


  “I think we’re both getting another chance here, Natalie. Rest up. I’ll talk to you tomorrow.”


  
    
  


  After Eric disconnected the call, he went back into his contacts list and called Josh to let him know he would be staying a bit longer too.


  
    
  


  “Wow man, that’s a pretty big step. Are you sure you want to start something with her again?”


  
    
  


  “Things between us never really ended, Josh.”
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  The next morning, Natalie rose early, excited that it was the day she would finally go home. The doctors started their rounds at 9am and were generally in her room by 9:30 at the latest, so she knew that once they’d been, she’d finally have the drips removed from her arms so she could shower and dress in preparation for returning home.


  
    
  


  She had been prescribed anti-depressants the day before, and when the doctors entered her room, she was handed a bag containing her prescriptions, the pill bottle and a bill from the pharmacy.


  
    
  


  They asked her how she was feeling and checked how her wrists were mending, again commenting about the depth she had cut herself and remarking that she was lucky that she didn’t damage her tendons and therefore the continued use of her hands.


  
    
  


  They had said this to her on the first morning as well. At the time she had wanted to scream at them for making such ludicrous comments. She had been trying to kill herself. She didn’t care if she could still use her hands. She was angry that she was awake at all.


  
    
  


  But now, she didn’t feel that way. When they again told her she was lucky, this time she agreed, because Eric was back in her life.


  
    
  


  Seeing him again made the year they’d been apart fall away. Everything she felt was just as intense as it was before, only this time, she was Natalie. There would be no secrets, she didn’t want to experience a life without him ever again.


  
    
  


  “Everything looks great, Natalie. As soon as the nurses can come in and remove all those tubes that I’m sure you’re tired of, you can go home. Just make sure you keep focused on your recovery ok? There’s a lot of help out there, you don’t have to go through anything alone.”


  
    
  


  “Thank you, doctor,” she said, as her lips curved into a smile while she watched the doctors leave. She turned to her mother, elated. “I’m coming home.”


  
    
  


  “I’m so glad, sweetheart. Just please, don’t ever do this again. Promise you’ll get help and that you’ll talk to us in future.”


  
    
  


  “Absolutely, mum. I’m feeling really positive now, and I’m so sorry for scaring you. I’m sorry I let it go so far.”


  
    
  


  “Everything always gets better with time, sweetheart. Now, let’s just take this all one day at a time, starting with today. I’ll go and see how long it will be before the nurses get here so I can call your father to pick us up. I’ll be right back.” Sandra gave Natalie’s hand a gentle squeeze before heading out of the room in search of the nurses.


  
    
  


  It was almost an hour before they were finally ready to leave. Natalie had requested that her mother bring one of her shirts that had long, loose sleeves so that the bandages around her wrists wouldn’t call any extra attention to her when she exited the hospital on her way home.


  
    
  


  Contrary to popular belief, she hadn’t tried to end things for attention. She really hadn’t expected to wake up the next morning in a hospital, still living. She had thought it would be over, and now that she had a second chance, she didn’t want to display to the world what she’d tried to do. Now, she wanted to focus on healing.


  
    
  


  Despite her body being weak, Natalie felt energised to be leaving the hospital so she could start her life anew. A little over a week ago, there seemed as though there was no hope left for her in this world. Now, she had so much to look forward to.


  
    
  


  A contented smile fixed itself upon her face and stayed there as her father drove her home.
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  As the hours passed, Eric began to grow restless waiting in the small flat. He was normally such an active person – always working, going to the gym, or going out with friends. It was rare for him to be idle. So to pass the time, he decided to do an altered workout of jumping jacks, push ups, sit ups, and anything else he could think of that he could do without equipment or a lot of space.


  
    
  


  By the time his muscles burned enough for him to decide he’d worked hard enough, it was coming close to dinner time. Knowing that Natalie would be calling him soon, he took his phone into the bathroom while he showered so he didn’t miss her call.


  
    
  


  Walking out of the cupboard sized bathroom with his towel wrapped tightly around his waist, he was looking at his phone, contemplating whether he should call or if he should just give her some more time when there was a knock at his door.


  
    
  


  “One minute!” he called out, racing into the bedroom to grab a pair of pants and t-shirt to put on so he didn’t have to answer the door half naked.


  
    
  


  When he opened the door, he found Natalie standing on the other side with a plastic bag filled with what smelled like Indian takeaway in her hands and a bottle of coke.


  
    
  


  “I hope you don’t mind. I needed to get out of there,” she said with a sigh, as she took in the freshly showered Eric in front of her. Each time she laid her eyes on him, she couldn’t believe he was actually there. To her, he was breathtakingly beautiful, and she yearned to be near him. “They mean well, but they’re smothering me.”


  
    
  


  “Sure. Come in,” he said, standing to the side and holding his hands out to relieve her of the bags she had in hand.


  
    
  


  “Sorry about the Coke. They put me on anti-depressants so I can’t drink wine or anything.”


  
    
  


  “Don’t be silly. Coke’s fine.” Eric placed the items on the table then busied himself in the kitchen by grabbing plates, cutlery and glasses.


  
    
  


  Natalie loved watching him move around and found herself smiling at him before realising he was doing the same thing.


  
    
  


  “I’m sorry, I can’t stop smiling because you’re here,” she breathed.


  
    
  


  Eric placed everything on the table and stepped close to her. “I want to kiss you. But I’m afraid it’s too soon. I want to take things slow with you. I’m worried I’ll hurt you,” he whispered.


  
    
  


  “I want to take things slow too. But I want you to kiss me. I need to know that it still feels the same,” she responded, also in a whisper as she looked up into his eyes.


  
    
  


  Slowly, Eric bowed his head toward her and brushed his lips against hers. Natalie’s breath caught as her eyes fluttered closed. That spark, it was there. The moment they touched, her chest swelled as emotions flooded her body.


  
    
  


  Feeling a similar response within his own body, Eric moved his hand up to cup the side of her face as he closed his mouth over hers, breathing her in deeply as their mouths moved against each other’s.


  
    
  


  The empty ache that had lived inside each of their chests over the last year was suddenly filled with all of the love and devotion they felt for each other. There was no use fighting it anymore. They were miserable without each other. And despite the unfortunate circumstances surrounding their initial meeting, they couldn’t live apart any longer. They were soul mates. To be apart caused a sickness in each of their hearts that neither of them could bear.


  
    
  


  Slowly, Eric pulled away and slid his hands along her arms, noting how fragile she felt beneath his fingers, feeling a heaviness settle within his heart and swell emotionally in his throat. He lifted her hands and pressed a soft kiss against each of her palms before lifting her sleeve slowly to reveal her bandages. Natalie’s breath caught as she flinched back in embarrassment. But he held her steady and brushed his fingers lightly over the gauze.


  
    
  


  “If I was a stronger man, this never would have happened,” he whispered.


  
    
  


  “Don’t take this on board, Eric. I gave up on us. I gave up on everything. I was the one who was weak.”


  
    
  


  “You’re strong Natalie. Stronger than me. I was gutless. You kept calling out to me, and I kept ignoring you. I’m sorry I drove you to this. I am so, so sorry,” he whispered, his voice cracking with the guilt he was feeling.


  
    
  


  “Oh no, Eric. Please. Don’t. I’m sorry. I should have waited. I should have trusted that you’d come back to me. I was so involved with how I was feeling that I didn’t think about you. I didn’t think you were hurting like I was. Now I feel so blessed that I didn’t succeed. I can only imagine how much I would have hurt you if I did. I’m sorry, Eric. I am so sorry.”


  
    
  


  By now the couple both had tears streaming down their cheeks as they wrapped their arms around each other, Eric’s broad frame engulfing Natalie within his chest, as they whispered their apologies and made promises to each other about living for each other, and not letting anyone else’s opinions get in the way.


  
    
  


  When they had calmed down, the food was almost cold, but they ate it anyway. It was probably the first meal that Natalie had actually enjoyed for a year. Their conversation flowed freely, just like it always had and when they were done, they sat on the couch and watched a movie together cuddled up on the couch.


  
    
  


  By the end of the movie, Natalie had fallen asleep on Eric’s chest, the rhythmic beating of his heart had been too comforting for her to resist. As Eric looked down upon her, she looked so peaceful and almost childlike. A swell seemed to build in his chest as he felt a great protectiveness over her. He swore to himself that he would do whatever was needed to help repair the damage that had been done to her soul, for he knew that doing so, would also repair his.


  
    
  


  He lifted her sleeping body with ease, taking note of how light she had become, and carried her to the bedroom then laid her on the bed. Even though she was an adult and should be able to come and go whenever she pleased, he still contacted her parents to let her know she was safe and had just fallen asleep. Sandra suggested that perhaps they could all go out for breakfast the next morning, and thanked him for taking good care of her.


  
    
  


  “Just remember to go slow with her, Eric. Don’t rush anything. She couldn’t bear another unhappy ending.”


  
    
  


  “I give you my word, she is just sleeping.”


  
    
  


  Sandra smiled into the phone and thanked him again before disconnecting and turning to her husband to fill him in on the conversation. He felt worried that Natalie was pinning all of her hopes on one man, as being one himself, he knew they could sometimes be unreliable. He just hoped that Eric was a better man than most.


  
    
  


  


  Chapter 10
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  ‘SO HOW did Cayd cope with going to Sydney? It must have been hard for him after what happened with his mother,’ Louise signed to Mia, when she met her for coffee after both women had finished work. They had just gone over Mia’s disconcerting conversation with Belle Fleming, and even Louise, who liked everyone, believed that Belle was just a jealous bitch.


  
    
  


  Mia’s face fell. ‘I am the worst girlfriend ever. I didn’t even ask,’ she signed in return. ‘Although, I expect he took it in his stride. I think he’s been reminded about it so many times that he’s immune to it now. He seemed more focused on the fact that his dad turned up.’


  
    
  


  ‘His dad? Did you meet him?’


  
    
  


  Mia balled up her right fist and bounced it, signing, ‘Yes.’


  
    
  


  ‘Well? What was he like?’


  
    
  


  ‘Really brash at first. But after a while he seemed ok with me.’


  
    
  


  Louise’s mouth twitched a little at the side. ‘Did you give him an earful?’


  
    
  


  Mia couldn’t help but crack a smile as she nodded. ‘I think he likes women with spunk,’ she laughed, before deciding to change the course of the conversation. ‘Did Eric call you and Josh?’


  
    
  


  ‘Yeah. He’s staying up there with her. I’m surprised, but I’m not surprised if that makes sense,’ she said.


  
    
  


  ‘Yeah, it makes sense. He’s been pretty miserable this past year. I think he needs time to find out if there is really something there.’


  
    
  


  ‘How do you feel about it all?’


  
    
  


  Mia bounced her shoulders a little. ‘It doesn’t really matter what I think. At the end of the day, I’m happy with Cayd, and if Natalie is the person who makes Eric happy, then I can’t begrudge him that. It would be really wrong of me.’


  
    
  


  ‘How are you feeling about Natalie now?’


  
    
  


  ‘Sorry. I know what she did was wrong. But I feel as though I should have given her more of a chance to sort things out. Even if it was just a letter here and there in response. Instead, I just left her feeling as though she was writing to no one.’


  
    
  


  ‘Eric did that too. He didn’t even read the letters. He just threw them all in the bin and acted as though he didn’t care. But you could tell he did. He’s been really miserable ever since.’


  
    
  


  Mia sipped at her coffee as she took a moment to think before continuing the conversation. ‘I feel responsible for that too. I think that if I had have been open with him and talked about the fact that I was reading the letters, then maybe he would have reached out too. Now, we’re all feeling guilty. I just hope that he knows what he’s getting into. Did he tell you that she’s decided she wants to find our birth mother?’


  
    
  


  Louise shook her head.


  
    
  


  ‘Well, she does,’ Mia continued. ‘She thinks it will help us both find some common ground. But I don’t know… I’m not really interested in a woman who didn’t want me.”


  
    
  


  ‘Maybe give her a chance. You never know what her reasons were,’ Louise pointed out – forever the optimist.


  
    
  


  Mia picked up her coffee and took a long, slow drink. She really didn’t want to find out who her mother was. Every time she thought about it, her gut said an emphatic, no.
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  “What a long day that was,” Cayd groaned into Mia’s neck, as he placed a kiss on that curve of skin he loved so much.


  
    
  


  It was almost 8pm and he had just returned home from work to find Mia sitting at the dining table on her laptop. Next to her was a glass of wine and a stack of papers. She reached her hand up and slid her fingers into his hair, gently massaging his scalp. It was a simple gesture, but one that had Cayd humming contentedly as if he were some sort of a cat.


  
    
  


  “Emergency patient?” Mia asked, turning her head to kiss his before she moved to stand up and greet him properly.


  
    
  


  “Yes. A very difficult one. Meds aren’t helping them and we had to call the hospital and be supportive of the family. There’s so much pain in this world, Mia. So much pain.”


  
    
  


  “I know, baby. I know.”


  
    
  


  Mia wrapped her arms around Cayd and held him tightly. Just because it was his job to listen to the problems of the world, didn’t mean that he was unaffected by them. Sometimes he came home absolutely exhausted from containing his emotions all day long. It’s not easy to be the ear that hears the deepest darkest secrets and isn’t allowed to tell.


  
    
  


  As he sighed against her, she gently kissed his temples before bringing her mouth to his and kissing him in a way that seemed to transfer some of her energy into him. In moments like these, they seemed to feed off each other’s energies until they both felt the same amount of calm. It was a strange thing, but it worked for the both of them. They could ground each other.


  
    
  


  “Are you hungry?” Mia asked after a while. “I put your dinner in the oven.”


  
    
  


  Cayd thanked her and sat down at the table, taking a mouthful of Mia’s wine as he watched her move about their kitchen to get his food.


  
    
  


  Their cooking arrangement consisted of whoever arrived home first would prepare the meal, and Mia had made a simple chicken stir fry as she had been unable to get a hold of Cayd. She had called the practice and been informed by the receptionist, Cherry, that he was unavailable. Normally when she got that message it meant that he was too busy with a client to be interrupted.


  
    
  


  She placed the plate in front of Cayd, gently running her hands over his shoulders as she stood behind him before pressing her fingers into his flesh to massage his aching shoulders.


  
    
  


  “I was thinking of having a bath. You could join me, and we could take the wine in,” she suggested.


  
    
  


  He reached a hand up to take a hold of hers, pressing his lips to her palm.


  
    
  


  “That, my love, would be absolute heaven.”


  
    
  


  “I’ll meet you in there.”


  
    
  


  Mia left him to eat so she could go and run the bath, pouring some Perfect Potions Relax bath oil into the stream of water. Closing her eyes, she held the bottle to her nose, scenting the essential oil blend and picking out the sweet smell of the citrus.


  
    
  


  A gently clinking sound alerted her to Cayd’s presence as he entered the bathroom, proffering two wine glasses and a bottle of Oyster Bay Pinot Noir which was Mia’s favourite. She refused to drink anything overly expensive, claiming that she’d rather drink a twenty-dollar bottle of wine and donate money to charity, over spending a fortune on a single bottle just because they could.


  
    
  


  Cayd had learned a lot about enjoying simpler things during his time with Mia. His life had always been overtly extravagant and he’d never learned to appreciate the things that most people would consider ‘normal’. Everything he desired was always at his fingertips and while he had removed himself from that extravagant life to pursue a life of study and reflection, it took a woman like Mia to show him exactly what was important.


  
    
  


  One of the most important things to him was time. With their busy schedules they had to always make sure they made time for each other.


  
    
  


  As he poured the wine into the glasses, Cayd watched as Mia slowly removed her clothing with her back toward him. She knew he was watching her. He could tell by her languid movements and the tilt of her hips as her panties slid down over her hips.


  
    
  


  She stepped into the oversized bath and sunk down into the warm water, holding her hand out for the wine glass as Cayd handed it to her. He set his own down on the small ledge at the side of the bath and stood before Mia to undress.


  
    
  


  Mia took a sip of the burgundy liquid and watched her man, as he removed his tie and unbuttoned his shirt. As beautiful as he was to her, dressed in his suit for work, Mia much preferred him shirtless. He had a divinely sculpted torso that he worked hard to maintain, and Mia loved being one of the few people in their daily life who knew what lay beneath the professional façade that Cayd Donnelly showed the world.


  
    
  


  Pulling at her lip with her teeth, she watched him undo his belt and remove his pants and boxers before stepping toward the bath and sinking down into the water opposite her, humming slightly as the warm water and essential oils permeated his muscle tissue.


  
    
  


  “This is probably the best part of my day,” he said, lifting his wine glass and taking a sip as he and Mia settled their legs around each other.


  
    
  


  “Mine too,” she smiled in return.


  
    
  


  Giving her a wink, he took another sip of his wine and then rested his head back against the tiled wall, just relaxing as his mind poured over the events of the day. Sometimes his job felt so overwhelming. He loved helping people, and the human mind fascinated him, but when it seemed to break, so many people were hurt as a result.


  
    
  


  “Penny for your thoughts?” Mia asked, after watching his brow worry for quite a while.


  
    
  


  He shook his head slightly, as if shaking away this thoughts and met her eyes as he sighed.


  
    
  


  “It’s nothing. Just work. Tell me, what did you do today? Tell me something good.”


  
    
  


  “I met with Louise for coffee after work. She seems really happy living with Josh. I’m so glad they found each other.”


  
    
  


  “They’re a good couple,” Cayd responded as he gently caressed Mia’s calf beneath the water, soothingly. “How are they reacting to Eric’s choice to stay in Sydney?”


  
    
  


  “They seem fine. Although, they always would have been fine. They’re very ‘live and let live’ kind of people.”


  
    
  


  “I get that about them.” He rested his hand against Mia’s leg as he reached to the side and placed his glass on the corner of the bathtub. “Speaking of Louise - I have something to show you,” he announced, sitting up a little so his arms were free of the water. He looked at her and grinned. “Excuse me if I get this a bit wrong. I’m still learning.”


  
    
  


  With his fingers bent toward him, he used his right hand to tap his fingers at his waist and then to his chest, signing ‘Good morning.’


  
    
  


  Mia smiled as she watched him and even though it was the wrong time of the day, she responded in kind.


  
    
  


  Cayd then used the same hand to tap flat to his chest before pulling his hand away and making a fist with his thumb up, meaning ‘How are you?’


  
    
  


  Mia responded by signing to him that she was well and he continued with a short conversation about their day all in sign.


  
    
  


  “And that’s pretty much the extent of it,” he smiled, after he had run out of simple questions and answers to sign or understand.


  
    
  


  “You’re doing well. Louise would think it’s wonderful that you’re trying.”


  
    
  


  “I’m beginning to understand what some signs mean when you’re talking to each other. But I’m not so sure how to put them all together.”


  
    
  


  “Well, if you sign the words you do know when you talk then slowly it will all come together. It can take a very long time to be fluent though – like in any language.”


  
    
  


  Both of them laid back in the bath and took up their glasses again, feeling comfortably quiet as they enjoyed the relaxing water and each other’s company before Mia felt the need to speak.


  
    
  


  “Are you ok after what happened with Natalie? I feel bad for not asking you earlier. It can’t be easy for you to have gone there after what happened with your mum.”


  
    
  


  “Don’t feel bad. I’m fine. It’s been fourteen years…” He pressed his lips together, meeting her eyes as he gave a slight shrug. “Being upset doesn’t change what happened.”


  
    
  


  “You don’t talk about her much,” she mused.


  
    
  


  “There isn’t a lot to say. In the space of two weeks, I went from having a family, albeit a slightly dysfunctional one, to having no family at all. It’s like when she went, all the good in the world went with her, you know? It took me a long time and I made many mistakes before I found some good again,” he said, leaning forward and taking Mia’s now empty glass from her hands, before placing both glasses on the floor outside the bath.


  
    
  


  “I want to know all of you though, Cayd. The good and the bad.”


  
    
  


  He reached out and gently took her face in his hands, brushing her damp hair away as he studied her features. “With you in my life, there is only good. Please don’t make me rehash my past. It isn’t the man I am anymore. You make everything right in this world, Mia. You give me so much to live for and so much to look forward to.”


  
    
  


  There were so many questions inside Mia that she felt were going to be forever unanswered. She felt that there was a part of Cayd that the world before her knew and she never would. Women like Belle Fleming knew things about him that she didn’t and it bothered her. But at the same time, her love for him ran so deep and burned so bright that when his lips touched hers, she was elated that this gentle, loving side of Cayd had been reserved only for her.


  
    
  


  Her arms slid up around his neck as their kiss deepened and their need for each other grew. In the quiet of the bathroom, their soft moans amplified off the tiles as Cayd lifted Mia slightly, adjusting in the water so she could straddle his lap.


  
    
  


  Slowly, they exhaled together, as they locked eyes and Mia took Cayd’s length inside her, gently moving up and down his shaft until their need became more urgent and their movement together increased.


  
    
  


  The water splashed around them, spilling onto the floor in tiny waterfalls. “You’re so tight, so beautiful, Mia,” he growled, his hands moving around her body, kneading her breasts, and squeezing her flesh as he tasted her mouth, her neck, her nipple.


  
    
  


  Mia’s breathing grew ragged as she clenched herself tighter around him, gliding up and down his shaft as it filled her perfectly. His hand reached between them, finding her clit and applying the perfect amount of pressure to cause her body to pulse, as it threatened to explode. “Oh Cayd,” she moaned.


  
    
  


  Lowering his head, Cayd moaned in return, rubbing his teeth over her nipple then biting gently on the tip as he thrusted himself more firmly inside her.


  
    
  


  Mia gasped out, her voice reverberating around the room as the bite sent a jolt straight down to her core.


  
    
  


  “Oh god, I’m going to…Oh yes!” she called out, as her body let go, jolting the water, splashing it over the side and knocking over the wine glasses with a crack.


  
    
  


  “Oh yes,” Cayd groaned, holding her hips steady as he spilled himself into her before wrapping his arms around her body and taking her mouth in his, kissing her leisurely, neither of them caring that there was broken glass on the floor. They were too busy being together, forgetting about the world.


  
    
  


  


  Chapter 11
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  “A TEENAGE girl named ‘Belinda’? That’s all you know about her?” Natalie said in disbelief to her parents, after she had tried to get information out of them regarding her birth mother. They told her everything they could surrounding the adoption, just like they had many times over the past year. But they didn’t have much for her to go on. “Did she at least mention who the father was?”


  
    
  


  Sandra shook her head. “She didn’t tell us much at all. She was young, she had blonde hair like you do, and that’s all I can really tell you. She wanted to choose the parents and then the agency took care of everything from there. I’m sorry we don’t have any more information.”


  
    
  


  Natalie’s disappointment swelled in her throat and burned behind her eyes. She had hoped that her parents would at least have her full name. It would be so much easier to find her with a name…


  
    
  


  “I’m sorry we don’t know more, sweetheart,” her father said, reaching out to gently rub her arm consolingly. “It’s just the way things were done back then. We all wanted to have our own child. We didn’t want contact.”


  
    
  


  She shook her head as her brow furrowed in thought. She hated that she had been separated from her twin, and she hated that it had been done so flippantly, as if pulling two babies apart who shared a womb could be a good thing. It wasn’t a good thing. As far as Natalie was concerned, her parents fucked up.


  
    
  


  “What about me? What about Mia? Did anyone ever consider how this would affect us? Did anyone ever think that we would want to find each other?”


  
    
  


  “We’ve been over this so many times now, Natalie. We all signed a contract. You were never supposed to find out about the adoption,” her mother explained. “And you have to understand that we are so sorry for what we did. We should never have separated you. We didn’t think it through properly.”


  
    
  


  Turning her head away, Natalie surreptitiously wiped at a tear that was trying to escape from her eye. “I’ll just have to find her somehow through the registry. Can I at least take the paperwork with me – that might help?”


  
    
  


  Her parents, who were both feeling horrible about this whole situation, exchanged a worried glance between them. They loved Natalie, biological or not, she was their daughter, and it hurt them that she was so angry with them. It made them feel as if they hadn’t been enough for her. And after all of the events over the past year, more often than not, they felt as though they had failed her. Sometimes, love just wasn’t enough…


  
    
  


  “I’ll go and get it for you,” Sandra whispered hoarsely, her own emotions pulling at her throat as she pushed away from the table, closely followed by Tom, to go to the small box that had all of Natalie’s baby things inside.


  
    
  


  Kneeling on the floor of her walk-in-wardrobe, Sandra slid the box off the shelf and slowly took out its contents. Inside was the first outfit Natalie ever wore, a lock of hair from her first hair cut, her first tooth… all precious memories that belonged to a child’s parents.


  
    
  


  Tom crouched beside her and rubbed small circles on her back as they went through all of the things that marked Natalie’s milestones in life. They had loved her unconditionally as their own child. Having her angry at them for not being blood related was incredibly hurtful, as if everything they had ever done for her didn’t count.


  
    
  


  When the box was empty, Sandra took a deep breath then wiped at her tears to calm herself before reaching in once more and pulling up the base. Underneath, there were a series of Polaroid pictures taken of Natalie and Mia on the day they were born, and in one of them, they were being held by their birth mother.


  
    
  


  “I suppose we should give her these,” Sandra whispered. “They’ll help her find Belinda.”


  
    
  


  Tom took a deep breath himself, feeling as though he was slowly losing his daughter but was powerless to stop it. He wanted to be understanding. But more than that, he wanted Natalie to understand that they chose her – that she was and still is the most important person in both of their lives.


  
    
  


  “I’ll go and get the paperwork file for her,” he said, pushing up through his legs, preparing to leave his wife to go to their study.


  
    
  


  Suddenly, Sandra’s hand shot out and she grabbed her husband, wrapping her arms around his legs as her emotions got the better of her again.


  
    
  


  “It’s ok, sweetheart. We’ll get through this,” he cooed, gently running his hand over his wife’s hair. “We’ll get through this.”
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  Meanwhile, Natalie was downstairs, oblivious to the torment her parents were going through at that moment. She was, as always, caught up in her own troubles.


  
    
  


  She had read through the contract that pertained to her adoption a thousand times – it’s how she found out that she had a twin in the first place. So she knew it held no clue as to who her birth mother was. But, it was a legal document, and it did have the name of the agency in it. It was possible that that document could link to other documents on file with the adoption register that would name her real mother.


  
    
  


  Just as she was beginning to wonder what was taking her parents so long, Natalie received a text from Eric.


  
    
  


  Want to get some fresh air? It read, causing her to immediately respond in the affirmative.


  
    
  


  Her phone beeped again.


  
    
  


  Open the door


  
    
  


  With a grin pulling at the corner of her mouth, she did exactly as he asked and there he was, as beautiful as always, smiling down at her, making the overcast day feel like it was filled with radiant sunshine.


  
    
  


  “Grab a jacket or something. The wind’s pretty cold,” he said, not bothering with any of the usual greetings. Natalie liked that about Eric. He didn’t do things the way other people did. He was a man of few words but a lot of action, so it was like he didn’t waste his time on silly things like hello and goodbye – he just launched straight into the conversation and got to the point.


  
    
  


  Natalie nodded and grabbed her jacket from the cupboard in the hall then called out that she was going out with Eric for a while. Then she left her parents to their tears, still unaware of anyone’s pain but her own.
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  “The causes of Borderline Personality Disorder are yet to be fully understood. Sufferers frequently experience emotional distress, difficulty relating with others, along with self-harming behaviour,” Cayd said from the lecture podium at Monash University, where he was almost finished addressing a group of students from the School of Psychological Sciences where he was guest lecturing during the semester.


  
    
  


  “It is thought that around two to five per cent of the population is affected by the disorder with symptoms generally appearing during mid to late teens or early adulthood. Women are the most common sufferers, being diagnosed almost three times as often than men.


  
    
  


  “Next week, we’re going to explore more adequately, the symptoms and diagnostic techniques used to determine whether your patient is suffering from BPD. Then we’ll look at what treatments we can use to help them,” he said in conclusion, excusing the class and reminding them to thoroughly read through the allocated materials as the case study they’ll work on will count toward a large portion of their grade.


  
    
  


  As he packed up his notes and descended from the podium, he could hear the buzz of many conversations as his students did the same thing.


  
    
  


  “Dr Donnelly?” a young girl called out, as he made his up the aisle of the lecture hall.


  
    
  


  He stopped and turned his attention to her. She was a pretty young thing, and obviously felt a little more than a student/lecturer interest in Cayd as she smiled up at him and flirtatiously played with her hair.


  
    
  


  She used the pretence of asking him questions about the lecture to be able to talk to him. Cayd answered her questions carefully, and knowing full well what she was doing, suggested that she take a bit of extra time reading over the course materials so she was better prepared for their next class.


  
    
  


  When Cayd turned away from her, she pouted, but Cayd smiled as he locked eyes with the only woman he cared to spend time with – his Mia.


  
    
  


  “Who was that happy young thing?” Mia asked him quietly, as he pressed a kiss to her temple in greeting and wrapped his arm protectively around her shoulders as they started walking away from the lecture hall.


  
    
  


  “Just a student asking asinine questions instead of doing her readings,” he explained, not caring one bit about the girl who had stopped him. But to Mia, seeing him talking to such a good looking girl who was obviously flirting with him, only reminded her of Belle Fleming’s comments about Cayd only being interested in girls while they were young. As much as she didn’t want to believe it, she couldn’t help but worry – what if she too, had a shelf life? She hated to think about it, but it still crept into her mind.


  
    
  


  With a gentle squeeze around her shoulders, Cayd asked, “And to what do I owe this pleasure? I don’t get to see you during the day very often.”


  
    
  


  Mia dragged her thoughts away from the girl and back to Cayd. “Oh, well, I was given a planning afternoon. So there’s a substitute looking after the class.”


  
    
  


  “I see, and since you are the most organised teacher in the world, your planning is done and you came to see me instead.”


  
    
  


  “Bingo,” she winked. “I wanted to see my sexy man lecturing and doing his thing.”


  
    
  


  “You listened in on the lecture?”


  
    
  


  “I did. It was very informative. I almost felt as though I should have been taking notes.”


  
    
  


  Cayd leaned close to her ear. “If I had my own office here, I’d take you in there and quiz you on what you learned,” he growled suggestively.


  
    
  


  Mia was just about to respond when another pretty girl walked past them. “Hello, Dr Donnelly,” she said, as if she was purposely trying to interrupt their exchange.


  
    
  


  All of a sudden, the moment was ruined and Mia felt a pit form in her stomach as she wished she hadn’t gone there.


  
    
  


  “Listen, I might just meet you at home. You’re obviously busy here,” she said, stepping away from him.


  
    
  


  “Hey,” he said, catching her arm and pulling her back toward him, stopping in the middle of the pathway as students streamed past them. “What happened just now?”


  
    
  


  Mia avoided his eyes and shook her head. “Nothing. I just wasn’t thinking. I shouldn’t have been interrupting you at work…”


  
    
  


  Hooking his finger under her chin, Cayd lifted Mia’s face and waited until she made eye contact. “You are never an interruption to me. You are the only person I want to turn around and find waiting for me. Ignore those girls. Ignore every woman on the planet – they aren’t you,” he whispered, tilting his head down to place a soft kiss on her lips.


  
    
  


  A couple of male students wolf whistled at them at called out, ‘Go for it Doctor Donnelly!’ But neither Mia, nor Cayd paid any attention. Cayd was too busy kissing her worries away and Mia was too busy letting him.


  
    
  


  


  Chapter 12
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  OVER THE next week, Natalie had made little progress in her quest to find out more information on her birth mother. Her parents had given her a large kraft envelope, the colour of coffee stains that contained the contracts and also the photos. Although, Natalie hadn’t even looked inside, instead, she’d taken it from them, thanked them, and then promptly gone to visit Eric with the pretence of him helping her go through it and work out a way to get the information they need.


  
    
  


  When she had arrived at his flat, the envelope had been placed on the benchtop and the two of them had spent the day talking to each other about anything and everything, sometimes kissing, but always touching. They were learning that their attraction to each other was real. It wasn’t just hormones. It wasn’t just a want for things they couldn’t have. It was a real, soul to soul thing that meant they were at their happiest when they were in the same room. Life was getting better for the both of them.


  
    
  


  They had still abstained from getting any more physical than kissing and touching through their clothing as they both knew that to jump into a sexual relationship would be too powerful for the both of them. They remembered what it was like before – how it felt. They had been willing to live a lie together… But this time, they wanted an honest connection, and that meant moving slow.


  
    
  


  Wrapped in a thick woollen cardigan and a pair of knee-high boots over her leggings, Natalie walked against the cold winter wind with her arms wrapped around Eric’s bicep as he plunged his hands into the pockets of his zip-up jacket to keep his hands warm.


  
    
  


  They had headed to Port Jackson to follow the path along Chowder Bay Road that took them on a long walk near the harbour where they could see boats bobbing in the choppy water while they breathed in the fresh sea air.


  
    
  


  “Geez that wind has a bite to it,” Eric commented, as a shiver ran through his body. “I thought Sydney was supposed to be warmer than Melbourne.”


  
    
  


  Natalie huddled in closer to him. “It is most of the time, but we get one month of cold in the winter. How about we stop off at that café up there. They might have some soup to warm us up.”


  
    
  


  As she spoke, Eric was struck by how beautiful she was. Even though she was still overly slim, she was still stunning to his eyes, and even though he’d known her twin, she was still unique to him. There was just something about her, something that made him stop walking and pull her into his arms so that he could kiss her warm mouth.


  
    
  


  “What was that for?” Natalie asked, feeling a little dizzy as he pulled away.


  
    
  


  “I just needed to kiss you,” he responded in all honesty.


  
    
  


  “Do it again,” Natalie breathed, looking up at him, the cold wind whipping at her hair and turning her cheeks bright pink.


  
    
  


  Grinning, Eric moved her hair away from her face and brought his mouth to hers. Natalie’s mind swam as the delicious warmth of his tongue slid against her own. Suddenly, she wasn’t feeling so cold anymore.


  
    
  


  “You’re pretty amazing – you know that, right?” Eric said, as he pulled away again, gently brushing his fingers over her flushed cheek as he spoke.


  
    
  


  “I feel amazing when I’m with you. With you, it’s easy to forget. It’s easy to feel like everything I’ll ever need is right in front of me.”


  
    
  


  Bringing his mouth towards hers again, Eric paused just before their lips touched and said, “I feel exactly the same way.”
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  “So, what’s the special occasion?” Mia asked Cayd, as the waiter cleared away their dinner plates.


  
    
  


  During their relationship, Mia and Cayd had gone out to dinner many times, but they rarely went to restaurants that boasted waiters in coat and tails, and menus written in another language without any prices inside.


  
    
  


  “There’s no occasion. I simply thought you’d enjoy a meal in a nice, quiet restaurant,” Cayd replied, reaching across the table to take her hand in his.


  
    
  


  As they gazed at each other, candlelight flickered around them, reflecting off the irises of their eyes. Soft music and even softer conversation filled the air like a quiet murmur, giving the restaurant a hushed and intimate atmosphere. Mia had to admit that she loved it. It felt like they were somewhere very special – which is why she was worried that she had missed something.


  
    
  


  “I feel like I’ve forgotten an anniversary, or a birthday, or something important like that.”


  
    
  


  Cayd grinned and lifted her hand, pressing a soft kiss to her knuckles. “It’s possible I just wanted to see you in that dress again,” he suggested, dropping his eyes to the flattering neckline of the designer dress he’d bought for her in Sydney. It exposed the gentle swell of her breasts, without thrusting her cleavage into one’s face. It was elegant, hugging her curvaceous body in a way that made him want nothing more than to take her home. But to Cayd, that was all part of the tease. He liked to build the anticipation between them. It made their love making all the more spectacular.


  
    
  


  “Dessert?” their waiter asked, proffering a covered dish toward Mia.


  
    
  


  “Oh no,” she said, holding up her hand and shaking her head. “I don’t think I could possibly fit in another bite.”


  
    
  


  “I assure you, mademoiselle, this is a dessert you most certainly want,” he guaranteed, as he lifted the lid and held the tray out to her.


  
    
  


  “Oh, wow,” she breathed, glancing at Cayd for a moment who was sitting back, his thumb pressed against his lips as if he was trying to hide his smile. “Is that what I think it is?” she asked, pointing, but still not touching.


  
    
  


  Cayd reached out and removed a small burgundy box with the word ‘Cartier’ in gold on top of it from the tray, and thanked the waiter before he withdrew from the table.


  
    
  


  Mia’s hand fluttered to her chest as her breathing stilled and she watched Cayd gracefully move from his chair and kneel before her in the middle of the restaurant as he held the box between them.


  
    
  


  “I know this is all incredibly cliché but, I’ve had this ring for the last six months, and I’ve been waiting for the right moment to give it to you. No moment seemed special enough to ask to spend my life with you. So, I felt it was time to create one.”


  
    
  


  From the box, he took out a beautiful platinum ring with a heart shaped diamond set in the centre of two v shaped rows of smaller brilliant cut diamonds – there looked to be at least four carats worth as they sparkled like the stars under the flickering light of the candles.


  
    
  


  Cayd held the ring up for her to see, and took a hold of her left hand, gently rubbing his thumb over her soft skin as he spoke. “Mia, you are the absolute love of my life. I find you to be such a rare beauty, and it’s not just because of the way you look. It’s also for the way you think and for your passion for life, your work and your friends. It’s for your ability to make others feel like smiling, even when you don't feel so much like smiling yourself. You are beautiful in every way, Mia. You are beautiful all the way to your soul, and that beauty makes me want the kind of life I never thought I’d have. I want the world with you, Mia. Please, do me the honour of becoming my wife. Will you marry me?”


  
    
  


  Tears fell from her eyes as she listened, and the moment the final question was uttered, she nodded without hesitation and held her shaking hand out for him to place the ring on her finger. “Yes, Cayd. Yes, I’ll marry you,” she choked out, her throat constricted by emotion.


  
    
  


  Taking her face in his hands, Cayd pressed his mouth to hers as she wrapped her arms around him and kissed him with all she was worth. Mia loved Cayd so deeply that the mere hint of a life without him could hurt her irreparably. She was more than happy to be his wife. It meant that they would be committed to each other forever – she wanted to be with him forever. She wanted everything with him, and as she looked at the large sparkling ring on her finger, she felt sure that nothing would stand in their way now.


  
    
  


  


  Chapter 13
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  AS WINTER finally approached its end, Natalie and Eric were still no closer to finding out who Natalie and Mia's birth mother was.


  
    
  


  They had contacted an adoption service who specialised in reuniting parents and children, but the only problem was they couldn't give out any names unless both parties were actively looking for each other. So, they were at a bit of a standstill in their search.


  
    
  


  Eric had begun working to help fund his continued stay in Sydney. He had originally thought that he would have returned to Melbourne after a few weeks. But, as the months went on, he knew he couldn't leave Natalie, until he had given their relationship enough time to really develop or at the very least, to run its course.


  
    
  


  He still wanted to help Natalie find her birth mother, and he felt bad that they were coming up empty handed. So when he wasn't working, he was spending time with Natalie, he was searching for creative ways to find out who the young woman in the Polaroid was.


  
    
  


  "It's so strange," Natalie had said when she first saw it. "This girl is my mother, and I have never seen her before. To know that one of those babies she's holding is me... well... it kind of blows my mind…you know?"


  
    
  


  "Yeah, I know," Eric had replied, gently running his hand up and down her back as she studied the three images.


  
    
  


  For a long time, she just sat and stared at the one picture of the young woman who they only knew as ‘Belinda’, before finally letting out a deep sigh as she said, "I just wish there was someone who could look at this photo and tell us who she is now. I mean, Belinda might not even be her real name."


  
    
  


  At the time Eric had just agreed and done his best to take her mind off her worries by suggesting a movie at the cinemas, and it wasn't until he returned to his flat after dropping Natalie back to her house that he looked at the photos again and had an idea.


  
    
  


  Surely there were websites dedicated to people finding their missing relatives or friends, he’d thought. And perhaps, if he put the photo up on one of those then maybe, just maybe, they'd get lucky.


  
    
  


  That was a good month ago now, and Eric had all but forgotten about it until he'd woken up to an email from a woman claiming to know the girl in the photo.


  
    
  


  Not wanting to get Natalie's hopes up unnecessarily, he'd spent the day messaging the woman back and forth with different questions about the girl who it turned out, really was named Belinda. By the end of the day he had a recent photo, and a basic location of Belinda, and he couldn't wait to finish work so he could tell Natalie.


  
    
  


  “Get your purse and put your pretty little arse in the passenger seat of my ute because I’m about to blow your mind,” he told her with a grin and wide eyes as soon as she opened her front door to him.


  
    
  


  His excited mood was infectious and Natalie couldn’t help but smile and feel some sort of excitement too. “Why? What’s happened?” she asked, quickly grabbing her handbag and keys before locking the door and stepping outside with him.


  
    
  


  “Are your parents here?” he asked quietly, not wanting to say anything too loud so they didn’t overhear and become upset (he had noticed that they weren’t exactly keen to talk about Natalie’s birth mother hunt).


  
    
  


  “No. Dad’s at work and mum’s at some council meeting,” Natalie replied with a shake of her head. “Tell me, what’s going on?”


  
    
  


  “First, get in the truck. You’ll want to be sitting for this.”


  
    
  


  “Oh my god, Eric, you’re killing me here. Ok, I’m getting in,” she said as he opened the door from her and she climbed up into the ute’s cab. “I’m in the truck. Now tell me,” she urged.


  
    
  


  “One sec,” he said, with a single finger raised as he shut her door and rushed around to his, causing the ute to bounce slightly as he climbed into his seat and pulled out his iPhone. “Ok, so I didn’t tell you about this because I didn’t know if it would work. But remember that photo we had of your birth mother? Well, I posted it on a few sites that help people find their family and today, someone found her.”


  
    
  


  Natalie’s mouth dropped open as Eric swiped his thumb against his screen and brought up the image of an attractive blonde woman that was taken at some sort of formal event from the looks of her attire.


  
    
  


  “She’s supposedly some sort of socialite or something, and she gave up the babies at 16 because the pregnancy would have ruined her parents’ reputation. It was all kept very quiet, and they told everyone she’d gone away on a student exchange program for a while, when really, she was in one of those places girls can go to have their babies quietly and give them to adoptive parents instead,” he explained.


  
    
  


  “Oh my god. How did you find all of this out?” she asked, staring at the dark, chocolate coloured eyes of the smiling woman.


  
    
  


  “The woman who contacted me said she was at the same facility, and since she was looking for her child, she thought perhaps Belinda was looking for her children too. She didn’t have a phone number or an address, but she had her full name and knew where her parents used to live. So, I thought we could start there.”


  
    
  


  “Start there,” Natalie repeated. “Right now?”


  
    
  


  “If you’d like. Or it can be tomorrow, or next week, or even never if you don’t want to do it anymore. It’s up to you, babe.”


  
    
  


  Pulling at her lip with her teeth, Natalie took a deep breath, exhaling slowly before she said, “No. I want to do it now. I need to do it now.”


  
    
  


  As a grin spread over his face, Eric leaned across the seat and planted a kiss on the side of Natalie’s head playfully. “That’s my girl. We’ve got a name – now, let’s go and get some answers.”


  
    
  


  “Ok,” she smiled, loving that Eric seemed even more excited about finding her than she did. As he started the ute and pulled out into the street, Natalie continued to look at the picture. “Have you sent this through to Mia at all?” she asked.


  
    
  


  Distractedly, Eric answered as he turned out of Natalie’s street and onto a main road. “Nope. Not yet. Why?”


  
    
  


  Natalie’s thumbs danced over the keyboard on his screen as she composed a message containing the image and a few details to send to Mia. “Oh, no reason. I’ll just send it now. I told her I’d let her know if we found something so…” She shrugged then hit send, feeling that for once she was doing the right thing by her twin.
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  ‘I’m so pleased that you’re happy now,’ Louise signed to Mia, as they sat together in a Melbourne coffee shop not far from Louise’s work. Mia had met her friend after work for one of their frequent coffee afternoons to catch up on each other’s lives. They didn’t see each other as much as they did when she was dating Eric, so they had to make extra effort to keep these visits regular and even though they could video call or text, it wasn’t the same as chatting in person.


  
    
  


  ‘I am. It’s ridiculous how much. I just keep smiling like an idiot all the time. And to think, when we got back from Sydney, I had the idea in my head that once I hit thirty he’d get rid of me for a younger model.’


  
    
  


  ‘That’s ridiculous. Cayd would never do that. He loves you too much. Why would you think that?’


  
    
  


  ‘Oh, just that bitch at the charity event who was getting in my ear obviously affected me more than I thought. Then I saw the young girls at the university flirting with him and…’


  
    
  


  ‘Wait, wait, wait – girls flirting with him? Was he flirting back?’


  
    
  


  ‘No. He wasn’t flirting at all. It was all them. But it just reminded me of the things that Belle woman said, and I guess my own paranoia took over from there.’


  
    
  


  Louise reached across the table and took Mia’s left hand and held it up so they could both see the ring. ‘Look at this thing, Mia. It’s huge. Did you know that when I looked it up online, it’s actually called the ‘You’re mine’ ring? That man is one hundred per cent yours and you are his. I don’t think you should ever doubt that.’


  
    
  


  ‘I don’t. Really I don’t. It was just my stupid insecurities, because I know he’s so much older and he’s much more worldly… you know what I mean?’


  
    
  


  ‘He’s played the circuit, so to speak – sown his wild oats, had more than a few turns on the merry go round,’ Louise added, showing she did indeed understand that Cayd was once a bit of a playboy.


  
    
  


  ‘Ok, ok. You get what I mean. I guess, I just worry that I’m not experienced enough for him.’


  
    
  


  ‘To be honest with you, Mia. I think that’s probably exactly what he does like about you. He loves you for you. That’s about as pure as love can get.’


  
    
  


  A grin crept across Mia’s mouth as she looked down at her ring and thought about its name. ‘You’re mine’ it’s what he’d said to her when they’d first made love…


  
    
  


  The beeping of her phone interrupted her thoughts and she reached over to her phone and frowned, signing to Louise that the text was from Eric.


  
    
  


  Louise nodded and waited to find out what it was about as they hadn’t heard a lot from Eric lately. They just knew that he still wasn’t sure when he was coming back, but things were going well with him and Natalie.


  
    
  


  “Mia. What is it?” Louise asked out loud, the moment she saw the shocked look on Mia’s face. “What’s happened?”


  
    
  


  Blinking rapidly, Mia shook her head in disbelief as her eyes burned. She couldn’t speak. She couldn’t think. Her hands shook and her mind screamed.


  
    
  


  Pushing away from the table, she stood and looked at Louise, trying to somehow breathe through the panic that was taking over her body.


  
    
  


  “Talk to me,” Louise said urgently.


  
    
  


  In response, Mia could do little more than continue to shake her head as her blood pumped loudly through her ears.


  
    
  


  This isn’t happening. This couldn’t possibly be happening, she thought, before she turned and ran out of the coffee shop, leaving a dumbfounded Louise behind.


  
    
  


  Only moments ago, Mia was feeling as though nothing could take her happiness away. She felt invincible in the love she shared with Cayd. But as she ran down the street and jumped on the first tram she came across, she felt as though her world had imploded, and all it took was a text message from an ex-boyfriend.
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  “Is this it?” Natalie asked, as Eric pulled up in front of a beautiful heritage home in Darling Point. It’s dark wood and stark white façade jutted out of the lustre of its green surrounds as they looked over to it from the street.


  
    
  


  “Yeah, it looks like it. Jesus Christ, this is fucking massive. Her family must have had money since the dawn of time.”


  
    
  


  “Do you think she’ll be here?”


  
    
  


  “I don’t know. We can’t even be sure if her parents are still here. The women who knew her hadn’t been in contact since they left the home.” Eric looked over to Natalie and saw the disappointment flash across her pretty face. “Either way, there’s only one way we’re going to find out. You ready?”


  
    
  


  Glancing over at the grand home once more, she nodded. “Yeah. I’m ready.”


  
    
  


  Hand in hand, Eric and Natalie walked down the long winding driveway that led toward the large home. As it curved toward the entrance to complete a circuit, there was also an area where three luxury cars were parked, shining and declaring to the world that these people had a ton of money.


  
    
  


  As they approached the front entrance, the door opened and out stepped an extremely well dressed blonde woman with what looked like a Gucci Soft Stirrup Crocodile shoulder bag, swinging from her forearm. Natalie recognised it from an article she’d read about ridiculously expensive handbags in her counsellor’s office the last time she’d visited. Natalie also recognised the woman as the one from the photo.


  
    
  


  “That’s her,” she whispered to Eric, as she gripped his hand just that little bit tighter through her nerves.


  
    
  


  Stopping in her tracks, the woman looked over to them. “Can I help you?” she asked, an edge of aggravation in her voice as she watched them make their way toward her. Then suddenly, it was as if she recognised them and her demeanour altered once again, becoming more guarded or perhaps suspicious as she narrowed her eyes. “What are you even doing here? And who’s this? Were you dumped already?”


  
    
  


  Natalie shook her head. “I…” she started, but was unable to get the words out, because she was so taken aback by this woman’s reaction. “Never mind,” was all she ended up saying as she moved to turn away, unsure now that this was really what she wanted.


  
    
  


  Eric held fast to her hand and kept her from leaving. “Are you Belinda Fleming?” he asked.


  
    
  


  She looked from Natalie to Eric. “I don’t go by Belinda anymore. What is this about?”


  
    
  


  “Well, I’m Eric, and this is Natalie. We think you met her parents almost twenty-five years ago when you gave up your twins for adoption?” he said as more of a question than a statement.


  
    
  


  “Wha–“ she started then pressed her lips together and shook her head. “No. Just…no,” she said, reaching into her bag to pull out her car keys. “I don’t want any part of this.” She began to walk toward her car, holding her keys in front of her to unlock it with a high pitched beep.


  
    
  


  “But if you could just talk to us,” Eric called after her. “If you could just answer a few questions. She has a right to know…”


  
    
  


  Belinda stopped as she opened her car door and turned around to them, pointing her finger at them in anger as she spoke. “And I have the right to be left alone. Now, go away.” With that, she slammed the door of her car shut and promptly reversed out of the driveway.


  
    
  


  Both Eric and Natalie stood staring after at her, and the moment she was out of sight, Natalie put her face in her hands and burst into tears.


  
    
  


  Wrapping his arms around her small frame, Eric pulled her toward him and gently stroked her hair. “It’s ok, baby. It’s ok.”
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  At the same time, Mia could be found pacing the length of the bedroom she shared with Cayd, wringing her hands together as she took her new engagement ring on and off her finger as she tried to decide what it was she was going to do.


  
    
  


  How was she supposed to react to this new information? How was she supposed to be ok with it? The moment she had made it home, she’d ran to her bathroom and emptied the contents of her stomach before crying hysterically in a heap on the bathroom floor.


  
    
  


  When she calmed down, she dragged herself out of the bathroom and pulled her phone out of her bag, and with a shaking hand, she reopened the message from Eric’s phone and held her breath. Part of her hoped that it wouldn’t be there anymore – that this was just some sort of sick joke that her mind was playing on her. But when the image came up, there was no denying it. Suddenly, she felt like throwing up all over again.


  
    
  


  Swallowing the thickness in her throat, she sent a message to Cayd, asking him to come home as soon as he could. Then she went to their room, took out a suitcase and started packing.


  
    
  


  Cayd still wasn’t home when she was ready to leave. If she could trust her voice to speak without sounding hysterical, she would have called him and demanded his return. Instead, she paced, contemplating whether she should just leave the ring on the bed and explain later. She didn’t know if she could do this right now.


  
    
  


  Finally, Cayd came through the door, calling out to her. “Mia, is everything ok? I just got your text.” He continued talking as he walked through their home looking for her. “I would have seen it earlier, but I was with a patient, and I only looked at my phone as I got out of the car just now…” The moment he reached the door to their room, he stopped dead in his tracks, his eyes moving from the packed suitcase on the bed to Mia where she stood, holding obviously to the ring on her finger with a pained expression on her face. “What is this?” he asked, his brow creasing as he heart felt like it just dropped out of his chest.


  
    
  


  “I need to leave,” Mia told him, her own heart aching as she saw his beautiful features take in the scene before him.


  
    
  


  “I don’t understand. What’s going on?”


  
    
  


  Taking a deep breath, Mia stepped toward Cayd and showed him her phone. As he took it, he caught her hand and searched her eyes, his touch still sending shockwaves of desire through her body. It didn’t matter that she was upset, her body still called to him. “Look at it,” she told him, her voice but a strangled whisper.


  
    
  


  Still holding her hand, he shifted his gaze from her to the phone as he lit up the screen and looked at the image. “Why do you have a photo of Belle on your phone?” he asked calmly, although his heart was thudding furiously as he felt as though everything that was important to him was about to come crashing down around him.


  
    
  


  “Read the message.”


  
    
  


  Tapping the photo, he returned to the message text and suddenly, his face drained of all its colour. He released her, wiping his hand over his shocked face as a numbness came over him. He struggled to speak, but forced his throat to clear.


  
    
  


  “She… Belle… She’s… she’s your mother?”


  
    
  


  Mia clapped her hand over her mouth as she let out a pained sob.


  
    
  


  “Are they absolutely sure?” he asked, backing up until he was sitting on the end of the bed, unable to hold himself upright any longer.


  
    
  


  “It looks that way,” she whispered, slowly sliding the ring from her finger and stepping toward him, holding it out to him.


  
    
  


  “No,” he forced out, a huge lump forming in his throat as his eyes burned with emotion. “I won’t take that. You’re not leaving over this.”


  
    
  


  “I have to, Cayd. Can’t you understand that?”


  
    
  


  “No, I can’t. We love each other, Mia. Past mistakes be damned, we love each other for who we are now. I want to spend my life with you. I want children with you. There is not a single woman in this world I want to be with besides you, and I’m not letting you ruin us over a mistake I made before I even knew you.”


  
    
  


  Tears streamed down her face as she continued to hold the ring in her hand. “Can’t you understand how I feel right now, Cayd? Over the last year, I’ve discovered I had a twin and that twin seduced and stole my boyfriend. Then I was lucky enough to find a man…” her breath caught as she tried to form her words. “A man who I fell desperately in love with and now it turns out that a woman, who I detest, is my mother and she was once my fiancé’s lover! I just… I can’t do this! I. Can’t. Do. This.”


  
    
  


  She reached out to grip the handle of the suitcase but was stopped in her tracks when Cayd wrapped his arms around her waist and pulled her toward him, burying his face against her stomach as he clung to her and breathed her in.


  
    
  


  “Please,” he begged. “Don’t do this to us. Don’t let these people ruin what we have.”


  
    
  


  Closing her eyes, she let the tears fall from her eyes as she allowed her fingers to instinctively thread through his hair as she held onto him too.


  
    
  


  She loved him. She really did love him with all her heart. But how was she supposed to spend her life with him, knowing that he had been intimate with her own mother? It seemed like fate, for some reason, was out to get her. And she just didn’t know how to get past it. She needed time – time alone to think.


  
    
  


  Pulling back on his hair, she gazed down on his distraught but beautiful face. She allowed herself to study the small lines that creased around his blue eyes, the pale pink of his soft lips, the strong lines of his nose and jaw and the dark stubble that never seemed to shave away. She loved him all right. She loved him so much that it hurt, and knowing that a mother she’d never known had looked upon him in the way she had now made it hurt even more.


  
    
  


  Leaning down, she pressed her lips to his momentarily, her mouth quivering with emotion as she pressed her forehead to his and whispered, “Please, let me go.”


  
    
  


  “I can’t.”


  
    
  


  “Please, Cayd.”


  
    
  


  “If I let you go, you might never come back.”


  
    
  


  “If you don’t let me go now, you’ll lose me forever, Cayd. Please, let me go. I need to go. I need time. I just… I can’t handle this. I can’t be here right now.”


  
    
  


  Slowly, Cayd released his grip, sliding his hands along her arms as she stepped away. As he caught her hands in his, she was still holding the ring and tried to return it to him.


  
    
  


  “No,” he said as he took hold of it. “It’s yours and you’re mine.” He kissed her hand and slid the ring back on to her finger. “This is far from over.”


  
    
  


  Nodding, Mia pulled her hand away, her heart breaking as she watched him turn away when she took her suitcase from beside him on the bed.


  
    
  


  “I’m sorry,” she whispered, as she turned to leave the room and her love behind.


  
    
  


  “Don’t be sorry, Mia. Just come back.”


  
    
  


  


  Chapter 14
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  AS ONE relationship seemed on the verge of falling apart, almost two thousand miles away, another relationship was finding a new beginning. After the failed attempt to approach her birth mother, Natalie had broken down in tears of devastation, and when Eric had taken her back to his flat to talk, they had spent hours doing just that.


  
    
  


  They spoke about why Natalie felt that finding out who her birth mother was would help her to find her own identity. And they spoke about why she needed that – why she had always felt so lonely and disconnected from the world.


  
    
  


  Slowly, their conversation turned and focused more on who they were to each other and how they felt now that they were in each other’s lives again.


  
    
  


  “For a long time, I thought I wasn’t going to be able to forgive you. I thought that I needed to feel bad for what I’d done – for what I knew but wouldn’t admit. I thought I deserved to be alone. But none of us deserve to suffer and be alone, Natalie. Despite our mistakes, we still get to be happy. We just have to choose it.”


  
    
  


  “You should never feel bad or suffer, Eric. You didn’t do anything wrong. It was all on me.”


  
    
  


  “No, babe. I knew something was up. I knew you weren’t her. I just didn’t want to believe it. It’s on me too.”


  
    
  


  “I regret what I did so much. I was just lucky that Mia didn’t have me arrested, otherwise we could be having this conversation through a thick sheet of glass.”


  
    
  


  “She works with kids who get angry and do stupid shit all the time. If anyone knows that people sometimes do things that are out of character because they’re hurting, it’s her.”


  
    
  


  “I suppose. She’s a good person. I had hoped that finding our mother would somehow bring us together – that it could somehow be that thing that helps us build a bridge. But now… what am I supposed to do? She practically slammed a door in our face and made it obvious that she isn’t interested.” She pulled at the long sleeves of her blouse, ensuring they were properly covering her wrists as she shook her head. “I just wish one of them would talk to me. I feel so alone, Eric,” she whispered, a lone tear escaping her eye. She wiped it away as quick as it appeared.


  
    
  


  Eric ran his hand, gently down the length of her back. “You’re not alone. I’m here with you.”


  
    
  


  Still looking at her hands as she played with her shirt cuffs, her voice was small as she spoke. “I worry that you’re going to get sick of me and go back home to Melbourne,” she confided in him, finally voicing a concern she’d had from the beginning.


  
    
  


  “Babe, I’m not going to leave you.” He reached out and lifted her chin, tilting her head up so she was looking at him. “I’m here. I’m with you. I don’t want to be anywhere else.”


  
    
  


  He brought his mouth to hers, kissing her slowly as he brought his hands up to cradle her face. The connection between them was so delicate, yet so strong at the same time. Their souls seemed to be made for each other, and each knew that would always be there. But the actual possibility of a long-term relationship between them seemed so fragile that someone could reach out and crush it with a firm grip, taking away everything they had come to find so dear.


  
    
  


  It’s why they still hadn’t taken their relationship any further. They were so afraid of getting too involved emotionally only to be ruined by their love once again. Neither wanted to go through the past year without each other again, and it made them so much more careful, or fearful even. But as Natalie returned Eric’s kiss this time, their passion, constantly simmering beneath the surface began to boil over.


  
    
  


  Slowly, Eric laid back on the couch, pulling Natalie down so she was on top of him, their mouths moving together as their hormones raced through their bodies. His hands wrapped around her, sliding down to cup her arse as she made sensual movements against him, causing him to grow painfully hard.


  
    
  


  A low groan escaped his throat as her hips rolled. It was at this point that they’d normally stop and cool things down, but this time, Natalie sat back and with her eyes locked with his, she began to unbutton her blouse, revealing her creamy white skin and pert breasts for Eric to see.


  
    
  


  His hands moved over the soft skin of her stomach, gliding over her ribs, skirting the edges of her white lace bra.


  
    
  


  “Are you sure about this?” he asked, as she took hold of his hand to urge them upward to cup her breasts.


  
    
  


  “I’m sure. I want you, Eric. I don’t want to wait anymore.”


  
    
  


  Sitting up, Eric held Natalie by the waist, and lifted her off his lap with ease then stood her on the floor in front of him. Facing her, he kept her in front of him as he slowly moved his hands up her body to her shoulders where he pushed the blouse off her shoulders.


  
    
  


  As the thin cotton fabric left her body, Natalie flinched a little, gripping the blouse as it reached her hands to keep it at her wrists.


  
    
  


  Eric took her hand and brought it to his lips, pressing a kiss to her closed fist, then uncurling her fingers and pressing another to her palm. “I want all of you, Natalie. Don’t hide from me,” he told her, as he pulled the blouse from her arm, revealing the angry red scar that remained from her attempt to put an end to her suffering.


  
    
  


  Gently, he ran his fingertips down her forearm and kissed the healed flesh on one wrist before doing the same to the other side. Then he pulled her toward him, and brought their mouths together once more.


  
    
  


  The kiss started out gentle and loving, then as their need grew, so did the voraciousness of the kiss. Unable to keep his hands off her, Eric stood and lifted her in his arms, carrying her to his bedroom where he lowered her feet to the floor and pulled her small frame against his large one. His hands roamed the soft skin of her back until he found the clasp of her bra and unhooked it with a skilled twist of his fingers.


  
    
  


  For a moment, they separated as he pulled the bra from her body and let it fall to the floor. His eyes travelled over her slowly, taking in the soft curve of her creamy breasts and the tight rose of her aroused nipples. Licking his lips, he found his hunger for her and actually caused him to salivate at the thought of taking one into his mouth.


  
    
  


  Reaching out, he hooked his finger into the waistband of her jeans and pulled her toward him.


  
    
  


  “You are so fucking beautiful. You know that don’t you?”


  
    
  


  “I only know what you tell me,” she whispered. “And I know how I feel.”


  
    
  


  “How do you feel?” he murmured, slowly undoing the button and then the zip of her jeans.


  
    
  


  “Like I need to feel your skin against mine. Like I want you more than I want oxygen.”


  
    
  


  She reached out and pulled at his shirt, pushing it up his torso as she slid her hands over his toned abs and pecs. She wanted to press her chest against his as they kissed and she didn’t want anything in between.


  
    
  


  Lifting his arms, he helped her remove his shirt and let it fall to the floor. “I missed this body,” she said, running her hands back down over his chest until she found his button and pulled at it to undo his pants. “I need skin on skin. Take it all off.”


  
    
  


  “Hmmm,” he growled, as her fingers brushed the tip of his throbbing cock. “You first.”


  
    
  


  Gripping her hips, he lifted her off the floor and dropped her onto his bed, following her down and holding himself over her to finally get those tight rose bud nipples in his mouth and swirl his tongue around their tip as he kneaded the flesh of her breast.


  
    
  


  “Oh god,” she moaned, her hands sliding through his hair and pulling at his brown locks as her orgasm built and pooled between her thighs.


  
    
  


  Moving down her body, he trailed kisses down her stomach until he reached her jeans and gripped her waistband, kissing her softly, just above her mound where the zipper was open before he pulled the denim, along with her panties, down her legs.


  
    
  


  “I missed this body,” he murmured, looking over her with an intense hunger in his eyes. He knelt down in front of her, sliding his hands up and down the smooth skin of her legs, sending chills through her body as he paused at her knees and parted her thighs to expose her core. “And I’ve craved your taste,” he added, as he leaned in and closed his mouth over her centre, gently sucking on her clit as she moaned and writhed beneath him, so close to exploding from his touch.


  
    
  


  It had been so long since she’d been with a man and the weeks of sexual tension meant her body was primed and ready, with a swirl and a suck of his tongue, her hips bucked beneath him as her orgasm burst from her body in a mind blowing eruption of joy and beauty and love.


  
    
  


  “Inside me, Eric,” she gasped as he continued to lap at her fold. “I need you inside me.”


  
    
  


  With one last slow lick upward, he moved up her body, kissing her belly before gripping her hips and sliding her up the bed while he crawled over her and gazed down into her chocolate coloured eyes.


  
    
  


  They didn’t speak for a moment. There was something passing between them that didn’t need words – only touch.


  
    
  


  Natalie ran her fingertips up and down Eric’s back as he dipped his head and took her mouth, sliding his tongue against hers as they both closed their eyes and lost themselves to the bliss of being together.


  
    
  


  Moving her hands to his waistband, she urged his pants and boxers to be removed from his hips. Complying, Eric slid off the bed and let them slide to the floor before he reached into his bedside table and removed a condom.


  
    
  


  Natalie watched as he slid the rubber over his long hard erection, aching inside with the need to be filled.


  
    
  


  As Eric positioned himself between her legs, it dawned on the both of them that this was the first time they were making love with the full knowledge of who Natalie was, and the moment he pushed into her depths they gasped and groaned in pleasure. Somehow the truth in their union was making something that had already been amazing something so much more.


  
    
  


  As their bodies moved together, the feeling could almost be described as transcendent. Time seemed to stop and the world ceased to exist. All there was were two people, joining in the most primal way, lost in each other, loving each other.


  
    
  


  Slowly, their panting and rhythm increased and Natalie let out a short gasp as her insides trembled and she climaxed again. Her gasp was shortly followed by a long satisfied growl as Eric pulsed within her walls, expelling his own climax as he dipped his head and kissed her passionately before rolling them both over so she was laying on his chest, her strawberry hair splayed out to the side as she listened to his breath and his heart as they took a moment to calm down.


  
    
  


  “That was better than I remember it,” she murmured, pressing a light kiss in the groove between his firm pecs.


  
    
  


  “That was fucking unparalleled, babe,” Eric returned, causing Natalie to chuckle.


  
    
  


  “Fucking unparalleled?” she laughed, as she lifted her head to meet his eyes. “Yes, I suppose it was.”


  
    
  


  Contracting his abs, he curled towards her to kiss her again. “You up for another round?” he asked, still hard and still aroused inside her.


  
    
  


  She grinned and clenched against him internally. “Does that answer your question?” she said as she gripped him again and rolled her hips, biting at her lip seductively as she watched his eyes roll back in ecstasy.


  
    
  


  “Oh my god, that’s heaven,” he moaned, before lying back and enjoying her movement while they lost themselves in each other’s bodies.


  
    
  


  And for a while, they could forget about everything in the outside world and focus only on each other.


  
    
  


  


  Chapter 15
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  “CAN I just interject a bit here?” Josh asked, as he listened to Mia and Louise talk about the fact that Cayd had had some sort of relationship with Belle ‘Belinda’ Fleming. While he understood why Mia was upset, he didn’t think she should be quite so upset at Cayd, and told them as much.


  
    
  


  “There’s no way he could have known she was your mother. And I’m pretty sure it all happened at least ten years before he even met you. You can’t get angry at a guy for not being able to see into the future, Mia” he reasoned.


  
    
  


  Wiping at her eyes, Mia looked up at Josh. She was sitting on the couch in Louise and Josh’s townhouse with Louise beside her, rubbing her back consolingly as she cried out her upset, while Josh sat across from them where he’d been listening quietly before he decided that Cayd needed someone in his corner.


  
    
  


  As far as Josh was concerned, Cayd was a good bloke. Whatever he did in his past shouldn’t have any bearing on his current relationship, especially when Mia was just a teen when it happened. It wasn’t as if Cayd could have possibly been her father – he was twelve when she was born. So he just couldn’t understand why Mia was so upset.


  
    
  


  “Can’t you understand how I feel right now, Josh?” Mia sniffed. “I feel like I’m sitting in the middle of some incestuous swingers party, and all of my family members are pulling the keys of my boyfriends out of the bowl. I have had two men in my life. Two – that’s it. And somehow, by some awful twist of fate, both of them have slept with members of my long lost family. It’s so ridiculous that it’s almost laughable, and if this were some plot in a book or a movie – I probably would laugh. But this is my life, Josh. And knowing that both Natalie and Belle or Belinda – whatever her stupid name is – have known the same men I’ve known… it just hurts, ok? It hurts. Why can’t I just have one thing for myself? Why couldn’t Cayd have been the one part of my life that was only for me? Why did I have to share him too?”


  
    
  


  Tears poured out of her eyes as she tried to explain how much pain and hurt she was going through. So much had happened in her life over the past twelve months and right now, she felt as though she was never going to be the same. Everything just felt… wrong.


  
    
  


  Josh met Louise’s worried eyes. She was so upset for her friend and could see the problem from both sides. It pained her that only hours before, she and Mia had been talking excitedly over the prospect of a combined wedding and now, well, Louise didn’t know what was going to happen. She just hoped that her friend wouldn’t give up her chance at happiness just because she didn’t like his past. Louise was a strong believer that present and future actions were much more important than past ones. In her own life she had seen people who she had thought of as friends become afraid of her just because of her deafness, and she had seen people, who she would never have dreamt would be so accepting, go out of their way to successfully communicate with her.


  
    
  


  “I don’t know what to say to that, Mi,” Josh said, as he reached out and gave her knee a squeeze. “I just know that you and Cayd were made for each other. Don’t let something from the past ruin your future.”
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  “What’s wrong?” Eric asked Natalie the next morning as they sat together eating breakfast. She had picked up his phone and frowned when she looked at the screen. “Who do you think should be calling me?”


  
    
  


  “I sent Mia the photo of Belinda from your phone. She hasn’t responded.”


  
    
  


  “Did you say it was from you?”


  
    
  


  She placed the phone back on the counter in front of them. “Yeah. I told her who she was and that we were going to see her. I don’t know. I suppose I thought she’d at least want to talk to me about it.”


  
    
  


  “Maybe she just hasn’t seen it yet,” Eric offered, knowing full well that that scenario was unlikely.


  
    
  


  “Maybe,” she agreed, as she finished her bowl of cereal and rose from her stool. “I might take a shower. You interested in joining me?” She slid her arms around his neck and pressed her lips to his.


  
    
  


  Wrapping her in his arms, he returned her kiss before pulling away slightly. “That is very tempting – so very tempting. But you go ahead. I have a few things I need to do first.”


  
    
  


  With a slight whine, she trudged off to the shower alone, telling Eric that he was going to owe her big time later.


  
    
  


  Laughing and promising to make it up to her, he waited until he heard the shower switch on before he picked up his phone and made a call. There was a certain girl he felt had a bit of explaining to do…
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  After being plagued with dreams of walking in a room to find Cayd with other women, Mia finally gave up on sleep, knowing that she was never going to be able to rest properly in Eric’s old room – it was all making the nightmares so much worse.


  
    
  


  Swinging her legs over the side of the bed, she pressed her feet to the cold floor as she leant forward and held her aching head in her hands. She felt a wreck, her eyes felt dry and swollen and her nose couldn’t seem to stop running.


  
    
  


  When a buzzing sound came from her phone, she looked up to see it alight with a photo of a smiling Eric. She let out her breath, knowing that he probably wouldn’t be calling her with anything that would make her smile right now.


  
    
  


  Reaching out, she picked up the phone and swiped to accept the call. “Hi,” she said quietly as she pressed the phone to her ear.


  
    
  


  “Hi yourself. Did you get the text from Natalie yesterday?”


  
    
  


  “Yeah… I did,” she almost whispered.


  
    
  


  “Well? Why didn’t you respond or call her or something? She’s trying here, Mi. She is doing everything she can to mend things between you, and your just sitting there pretending like none of this is happening. Well, like it or not, that woman is your mother too, and Natalie is your sister. Do you think you could just put your own feelings to the side for one moment and think about someone else?”


  
    
  


  Mia’s mouth fell open as her eyes filled with fresh tears. Put her own feelings aside? Think of someone else? Why did Mia always have to do the right thing? Why couldn’t she just once, work through her own hurt and disappointment without having to think about other people?


  
    
  


  “Well?” he said again, getting frustrated that she wasn’t giving him any answers.


  
    
  


  Pressing her lips together, Mia closed her eyes tightly, allowing the tears to fall down her face. Her breath hitched.


  
    
  


  “Are you crying?” Eric asked, his tone changing slightly as he realised how upset she must be.


  
    
  


  “I’m fine,” she forced out. But Eric knew her too well to believe those two words.


  
    
  


  “You’re not fine. What’s going on?”


  
    
  


  “I… I know her, Eric.”


  
    
  


  “Know who?”


  
    
  


  “Belle… Belinda. I know her.”


  
    
  


  “What do you mean you know her? How?”


  
    
  


  It was at that point that she spilt the entire story to Eric. She told him how she’d met Belle at the charity dinner and Belle had been a complete bitch to her. Then she told him how Belle had had a relationship of some sort with Cayd… “It’s all just a little too much for me to handle right now, Eric. I don’t know what to do.”


  
    
  


  “Maybe this is something that you and Natalie need to go through together. She’s really upset over meeting Belinda or Belle or whatever the hell her name is, as well. The woman was a complete bitch to her. Although hearing your story, I think she may have thought that Nat was you.”


  
    
  


  “She’s ‘Nat’ to you now is she?”


  
    
  


  “Yeah. She is.”


  
    
  


  A silence fell between them for a while as they both processed the information they’d gleaned from each other.


  
    
  


  “Listen, Mi. I get that this is a bit strange for you. I know you didn’t want any of this in your life, but it’s there whether you like it or not. Why don’t you come up to Sydney, deal with the fact that you have a sister and a less than ideal mother, and then maybe we can all work toward picking up the pieces of this mess and finding some way to live with it.”


  
    
  


  “I don’t know, Eric. I have work and…”


  
    
  


  “And you have Cayd.”


  
    
  


  “No. I don’t have Cayd right now. I need to deal with this first.”


  
    
  


  “I reckon you’re always going to have Cayd, Mia. But if you want to get past this, then I suggest you put in for some emergency family leave and come and deal with this. I don’t know about you, but I don’t want to go through another year like the last one. I don’t want this mess to blow up and ruin our world again.”


  
    
  


  “You sound like you’re doing just fine up there with my twin, Eric.”


  
    
  


  He paused, clenching his teeth as he felt as though she just slapped him with her words.


  
    
  


  “Life isn’t the same without you too. Just think about coming up. You can stay with me if you like. We’re still like family, Mi. Nothing’s going to change that. Just come. Text me your flight details, and I’ll meet you at the airport.”


  
    
  


  Reluctantly agreeing to consider the trip, Mia disconnected the phone call, leaving Eric standing outside, looking at his phone while he wondered how they were all supposed to get through this new bump in the road.


  
    
  


  “Who was that?” Natalie asked from behind him, causing him to spin around and pocket his phone.


  
    
  


  “Just organising some stuff back home,” he told her, not wanting to get her hopes up by telling her Mia might come to Sydney. He pocketed his phone then reached out and took her in his arms. “How long have you been standing there? You’re freezing,” he said, rubbing his arms up and down her arms to create friction.


  
    
  


  “Not long,” she lied. She’d heard the majority of the conversation and wondered why he was lying to her. Did he still have feelings for Mia? “I just got out of the shower and wondered where you were.”


  
    
  


  Smiling down at her, Eric pressed his lips to her forehead before guiding her inside and offering to make her a hot drink to warm her up.


  
    
  


  Accepting, Natalie sat down on the lounge and watched him closely as he moved about the small kitchenette while her mind whirred. Why was he just talking to Mia? Why did he lie about it? The timing of the call and the secrecy led her to believe that perhaps making love had been a bad idea. What if it just made him realise that it was Mia that he loved after all?


  
    
  


  To her, the last night together had been soul satisfying. She had thought it must have felt the same for him too. But then, they had never mentioned anything about love. Perhaps she was the only one who felt it. Perhaps he didn’t love her at all…


  
    
  


  


  Chapter 16


  [image: tmp_be51863b610541854f35f5376313d587_vpRV_4_html_m732af019.png]


  
    
  


  

  



  
    
  


  

  



  
    
  


  

  



  
    
  


  

  



  
    
  


  “CAN WE talk – please?” Cayd implored Mia, from the doorway of Louise and Josh’s townhouse that night.


  
    
  


  His voice was strained with pain, and worry had etched itself in his features. Mia stood in front of him, once again, worrying the ring around her finger as she looked up his beautiful unshaven face. He didn’t look like he’d slept at all without her. He looked more like he’d hit the bottle instead.


  
    
  


  “I don’t know. I told you – I need time, Cayd. This isn’t easy for me,” she said eventually.


  
    
  


  Swallowing hard, Cayd leant against the doorframe and nodded his dishevelled looking head. It had only been twenty-four hours since they had found out about Belle and her connection to Mia, and it had been the worst twenty-four hours of both of their lives. It wasn’t easy for either of them.


  
    
  


  “Please, Mia. Talk to me. Let me say my piece and then I’ll give you all the time you need.”


  
    
  


  The delusional part of Mia was urging her to pretend that none of this had ever happened, and just go back home with him to live their life as normal. The spontaneous part of her wanted to run in the other direction and never stop until she had reached a place where no one had heard of her before.


  
    
  


  But the rational part of her knew that it was time to deal with everything. She needed to hear him out and then she needed to take that trip to Sydney and face everything she’d been ignoring in her life. Only then would she be fully informed and feel safe enough to follow her heart. She just hoped that once she knew everything, her heart wouldn’t change its mind. She loved Cayd and she was frightened that discovering everything about him would be too much for her.


  
    
  


  “Ok,” she conceded, turning around to lead the way to the bedroom where they’d be able to talk privately. Louise had a habit of watching a conversation from afar to lip read, and Josh wasn’t much better. The moment she and Josh came into view, Mia noticed them move to pretend they weren’t eavesdropping (although, Josh signing to Louise that they were going to talk was pretty obvious, even though he tried to do it surreptitiously). “I think we might go for a walk instead,” she said, grabbing her coat from the back of a chair and sliding an arm inside one sleeve. Her eyes closed with longing as Cayd took a hold of the coat and helped her with the other sleeve. It was such a simple and caring gesture that made her want to forget everything. But she couldn’t. Not with a clear conscience anyway.


  
    
  


  With her hands stuffed into her pockets for warmth, she walked beside Cayd down the darkening street toward the sports ovals. For a while they were quiet, listening to the shouting that came with midweek football practise as players ran through their drills.


  
    
  


  “Is it too cold for you?” Cayd asked, as he rubbed his hands together for warmth.


  
    
  


  “I’m fine. You?” He was only wearing a t-shirt and a wool blazer – it wasn’t exactly warm enough for a Melbourne winter.


  
    
  


  “I’m fine,” he told her quietly.


  
    
  


  Mia could tell that he was trying to work out where to start, and how he was going to plead his case without making anything worse.


  
    
  


  “How about you just start from the beginning?” she suggested.


  
    
  


  He glanced at her. “It’s not a place I wanted to revisit again. I don’t like who I was back then.”


  
    
  


  “Perhaps not. But it’s affecting our lives now. If I know everything, I can’t be blindsided again.”


  
    
  


  Bringing his brows together, Cayd nodded slightly then gestured toward a coffee shop that was up ahead. “Shall we?”


  
    
  


  “Sure.”


  
    
  


  After ordering their coffees and taking a seat in a booth in the quiet coffee shop, they sat across from each other. She looked at him expectantly as he ran his hand over his face and took a deep breath.


  
    
  


  “Ok. The beginning.” Their coffees were sat in front of them by a friendly Chinese waitress who nodded at them and told them to enjoy. Cayd stared into golden looking crema as it floated, velvet-like on top of the brown drink then placed his hands around the warm cup, feeling the heat seep into his cold fingers before he looked up into Mia’s eyes. It was time to come clean.


  
    
  


  “When my brother died, I was twenty-one. We weren’t close like young brothers are, but we were as close as we could be with a large age gap between us. His passing devastated me, because I loved him more than anyone. I’d cared for him when our parents were too busy to pay attention. I had covered for him when he’d snuck out at night and gotten in trouble with the police. But my loss, of course, was nothing compared to the devastation my parents went through losing a son. They were good parents, you see. They were just busy – but they always loved us.


  
    
  


  “I was still at university, and I was living at home, although I was able to come and go as I pleased. They had stopped trying to control me years before. And when Jeremy died, their grief was so intense. It was as if it was palpable and filled every inch of that house. It sounds terrible, but I couldn’t stand the crying, and I couldn’t stand the fighting, or the blaming, and the screaming that was going on in the house. Every time I was there, my parents were either yelling or they were crying and then all of a sudden – there was nothing.


  
    
  


  “I’d been out drinking with friends – it had become my go-to way of coping with my brother’s death, and my parent’s pain, and when I came home, there was this eerie silence that I can’t describe. It was like I sensed that something was wrong. I’d been heavily intoxicated when I walked through the door, but the moment my foot hit the staircase, I sobered. It was as if I knew, before I even got to her, I knew that silence was death. It had visited us again.”


  
    
  


  He lifted his cup slightly, his hands shaking as he brought it to his lips. His pain caused Mia to rethink her need for this information. Perhaps she could just let it go and they could go on without causing him this pain…


  
    
  


  “You don’t have to go on if this is too hard,” she told him, as she watched him carefully return his cup to its saucer. But it was as if he couldn’t hear her. The words were coming out of where he’d locked them away and vowed never to speak them again, and he couldn’t seem to stop them.


  
    
  


  “When I got to the top of the stairs, I knew I had to check on her. I felt it. I felt that something was wrong. And when I opened the door to her room it was filled with steam, and I could hear the shower running and see a light coming from the bathroom.


  
    
  


  “I didn’t want to go in there. I didn’t want to see what I could sense. But I forced myself, and that’s when I found her, hanging from the side of the shower cubicle with a shoelace tied around her neck. She was…she was just dangling there. Already gone.”


  
    
  


  For a moment he stared into his coffee again, his brows furrowed and his eyes unfocused as if he could see the scene in front of him. Then he shook his head, flinging the images from his mind before he went on.


  
    
  


  “My father blamed me. He said I should have been more responsible and been home instead of out with my friends. I told him that if he had been a better husband then our family wouldn’t be so destroyed by death. We stopped talking, and he stopped caring. We slowly became family that was only a family for show. For the most part, we were too caught up in our own grief to give a shit about each other.


  
    
  


  “I began partying harder – harder than I ever had before. I slept with woman after woman, trying to somehow find a way to feel something in the pit of hatred I felt for myself. Because I did blame myself. I should have stayed home. I should have been there to look after her. She’d lost her son. She should never have been left alone in her grief.


  
    
  


  “A year after my mother had taken her life, my father announced he was remarrying. I found this out via the newspaper – he hadn’t bothered to tell me himself. The woman was much younger than him and I’d spent some… time… with her before. I knew her to be a manipulative woman who was intent on marrying for a name and gaining more wealth and notoriety for her own family.


  
    
  


  “I refused to go to the wedding. I refused to have anything to do with them, and then one night, I was at a party, and I was out of my mind on god only knows what, and there she was acting as though she didn’t have a ring on her finger, and it made me angry.


  
    
  


  “I took her aside and I confronted her. We argued and things got crazy between us then next thing I knew, we were all over each other, and it wasn’t until it was over that it dawned on me what I’d done. I’d just slept with my father’s wife. Who the hell does that?” He shook his head, hating that he was speaking of something he was so ashamed of.


  
    
  


  “I walked away and vowed to change my life. That’s when I threw myself into my studies and quit using alcohol and women and drugs to blot out my life. I’m not that man anymore. I haven’t been that man for a long time.”


  
    
  


  Mia wiped at the tears that had fallen from her eyes and reached out to take his hand. “You could have told me this before. I would have understood.”


  
    
  


  “I never wanted a person who is as good as you, to learn about the things I’ve done. I’m not proud of the way I behaved.”


  
    
  


  Reaching across the table, Mia placed her hands around Cayd’s and looked into his eyes. “I would have understood,” she repeated.


  
    
  


  And she would have. Already, she knew that he had quite a reputation with women when he was younger, and she also knew about his family loss and his difficult relationship with his father. But those things were all things that the world could find out about Cayd Donnelly in a simple Google search. It meant a lot that Cayd had finally opened up to her now.


  
    
  


  “You’re more than I deserve,” he commented, moving his fingers against hers slowly, as if he wasn’t sure if he could really touch her.


  
    
  


  For a moment they sat there quietly, neither really knowing what to say next. It wasn’t that Mia couldn’t accept his past. It was that Mia couldn’t accept that she had once again unwittingly shared a man with a member of her family. Whether it made sense of not, it just felt wrong to her, and she still needed time to wrap her head around it.


  
    
  


  “I’m afraid of losing you because of this. I’m afraid that something I had no control over is going to be the thing that ruins our happiness,” he said finally.


  
    
  


  Mia withdrew her hands and wiped at the corner of her eye. “I don’t want it to,” she whispered. “But every time I think about it, it causes my stomach to clench and my chest to ache. And I know it was before me. I know you had no idea who she was and you hadn’t even met me yet. Hell, I was too young to be dating then. I know that. Logically, it shouldn’t matter. But it does, Cayd. I hate that it does but, it just does.”


  
    
  


  Taking a hold of her hands, Cayd lifted them and held them against his forehead as he bowed his head. “I wish it didn’t,” he whispered, before pressing his lips to her knuckles then letting her go. He withdrew his hands from the table and sat back, wiping his hand over his face and sniffing slightly to regain his composure.


  
    
  


  “I guess I should get you back,” he said suddenly, pushing his now cold coffee to the side of the table before he stood to leave.


  
    
  


  “I really am sorry, Cayd,” Mia said, from where she still sat looking up at him.


  
    
  


  “Aren’t we all?” His sad and tired hazel eyes met hers as he slid his hands into the pockets of his pants and waited patiently for her to rise and put her coat back on.


  
    
  


  As they walked back to the townhouse in silence, the football players were still yelling their way through their training session, completely oblivious to the couple whose relationship was struggling because of a mistake made years ago.


  
    
  


  “I still love you, you know. This is all just about time,” Mia said again, as they reached the front porch.


  
    
  


  Cayd nodded, the muscles in his jaw working as he clenched his teeth together in his distress. “Is this how it will always be between us, Mia? Whenever things get tough, will you leave me?” he growled suddenly.


  
    
  


  Taken aback at his outburst, Mia’s mouth dropped open but when she tried to answer him, she couldn’t find the right words. Suddenly, his arms wrapped around her, and he brought his mouth to hers, kissing her with such unbridled passion that she went limp in his arms.


  
    
  


  “I will give you time, Mia,” he whispered against her mouth as he pulled away and gazed into her eyes. “I’ll give you all the time you need. Just please, don’t take forever. I need you. Do you understand that? I need you.” His voice sounded small and pained and his body quivered as he slowly released her. “Good bye, Mia. You know where to find me.”


  
    
  


  Feeling dizzy from his breath-taking kiss, Mia stood on the porch and watched the man she loved with all her heart walk away from her. The entire time she fought the urge to run after him. It would be so easy to simply fall back into their comfortable and happy life and pretend that none of this had ever happened. But it was time for Mia to face the fact that she had a family.


  
    
  


  It was time she stopped trying to be untouchable. It wasn’t working. She needed to go to Sydney, and finally deal with the family she never wanted or knew she had. Ignoring them wasn’t making them go away, she was getting hurt regardless. It was time to face the facts – she had a twin sister and she had a mother, whether she wanted them or not.


  
    
  


  


  Chapter 17
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  THE NEXT few weeks saw Mia trying to find a way to get along with her twin. She had been in Sydney for almost a month, after organising to take some emergency time off work, and was staying with Eric, sleeping on the fold out couch in his tiny rented flat.


  
    
  


  It was a comfortable living situation as Eric and Mia had known each other for much of their adult life, but Mia was coming to the point where she was getting ready to go home. She missed her life and she missed Cayd…


  
    
  


  They’d had very little contact since she spoke to him the night before she left Melbourne, exchanging the occasional text stating that they were thinking of each other. It was hard for Mia to stay away. But she knew she had to. She needed to sort her family life out before she could have a life with Cayd. It was the only way she was going to get past all of the anger and resentment she was feeling towards them.


  
    
  


  While she hadn’t had cause to meet with Belinda Fleming, she had been doing her best to get along with Natalie. It wasn’t an easy task with Natalie being such a self-absorbed person, but slowly, she was learning to understand her and form some sort of bond.


  
    
  


  In a way, Natalie had been right when she thought that finding their birth mother would bring them together. The fact that they had both met Belinda and had an unwelcoming reception from her, gave them their first shared experience, and it was from there that their relationship grew from strained to tolerable. They were far from being friends. But they were at least learning to live with each other’s existence.


  
    
  


  Natalie was of a slightly different opinion to Mia. She was delighted that she was getting the chance to get to know her twin, and took the opportunity to spend quality time with her whenever possible. The only thing she wasn’t ok with was the living arrangements between Mia and Eric. She had offered Mia the spare bedroom in the home she shared with her parents, but Mia had refused, feeling uncomfortable amongst people she didn’t really know. Natalie acted as though she understood, but she found the closeness between Mia and Eric a little unnerving and often wondered when Mia would go home.


  
    
  


  “Hey, do you remember that time that you, me, Louise, and Josh went on that bushwalk and Josh nearly broke his leg?” Eric asked Mia, one afternoon as they were all sitting together around a picnic table at a nearby park. Mia sat, straddling the wooden bench on one side while Natalie and Eric sat huddled together on the other side, Eric playing with Natalie’s hair as his mind reminisced.


  
    
  


  Sydney was warmer than Melbourne toward the end of winter, so with the sun out, it was actually quite a nice day. Mia tilted her head back and let the sunshine wash over her face as she smiled at the memory.


  
    
  


  “He thought a piece of bark was a snake and tripped over a rock,” she replied, as she returned her gaze to the couple in front of her. It was getting easier, but it was still a little unnerving looking at her mirror image with her ex-boyfriend.


  
    
  


  At first when she’d arrived in Sydney, she’d set eyes on them together and almost turned around and flew right back home. But, knowing that it was time to face all that she was avoiding, she pressed on and since then had spent a decent amount of time with them as well as Natalie’s parents, Sandra and Tom.


  
    
  


  When she forced herself to check her reservations at the door and see these people for the individuals they were, she found herself enjoying their company.


  
    
  


  For the most part, Natalie was feeling the same way. It was just moments like these – when Mia and Eric spoke about their shared past – that bothered her, as it reminded her that she was the thing that came between them and ruined that happiness. She felt fairly sure that if she’d never made her way down to Melbourne and fallen for Eric, these two would still be together – comfortably content even though their relationship was lacking the passion that each now felt with their true soul mates.


  
    
  


  Although, Natalie still wondered if Eric considered her to be his soul mate. Over the past month, they had made love many times, but there had been no special words spoken between them that calmed her mind. And now, seeing him reminisce with Mia… it made her doubt them. She felt jealous.


  
    
  


  “You should take me bushwalking sometime, Eric. I haven’t been since I was a kid,” she suggested trying to be part of the conversation.


  
    
  


  “He hates bushwalking,” Mia put in distractedly, laughing slightly as she leant down and picked up a tennis ball that had rolled toward them. A happy looking golden retriever came bounding up after it, his tongue hanging out of his mouth as he tracked the ball with his eyes.


  
    
  


  Mia laughed and threw it, wiping her hands on her jeans as she watched the dog race after it.


  
    
  


  “Why do you hate it?” Natalie asked, hating that Mia knew these things about Eric when she didn’t.


  
    
  


  “Oh, I just don’t see the appeal,” he shrugged, not paying a huge amount of attention as he glanced at Mia, then nodded toward the dog who was returning with the ball held proudly in it’s teeth.


  
    
  


  Preparing herself to throw the ball again, Mia smiled and glanced at Eric before telling Natalie, “He’s petrified of spiders.”


  
    
  


  “Perry,” a man called, from a few metres away, whistling at the dog before it made its way back to Mia’s waiting hand.


  
    
  


  “Oh sorry,” Mia called out to the couple the dog ran to. “I should’ve checked that it was ok.”


  
    
  


  “It’s fine,” the woman said with a smile. “Perry will just try to go home with you if he decides you’re fun enough.” She leant down and took the ball from his mouth, throwing it in the opposite direction before the man put his arm around her shoulders and they followed behind their dog.


  
    
  


  “They seem very happy,” Mia mused, squinting against the sun as she watched them walk away in each other’s arms.


  
    
  


  “They look familiar too. I can’t place them though,” Natalie commented, as she reached out and took a piece of pineapple from the container of fruit salad in front of them and popped it into her mouth. “So, I didn’t know you were afraid of spiders,” she said, returning to their conversation when the couple had walked out of sight.


  
    
  


  “She’s exaggerating. I’m not scared of all spiders. Just the big hairy ones.”


  
    
  


  “And the little ones that hide in the washing, and the tiny money spiders that jump when you go near them,” Mia teased, laughing as she took a piece of fruit as well.


  
    
  


  “He killed a spider for me the other day,” Natalie said, feeling defensive all of a sudden.


  
    
  


  Mia smiled. “Then you must make him feel very brave,” she said kindly, before rising from her seat, feeling that she was becoming a third wheel. “Well, I’m going to head off. I think you two need some couple time. I’m going to take a walk along the beach and soak up a little sun. I’ll see you both later.”


  
    
  


  With that, she got up and walked away, following along the same path the other couple had taken, leaving an oblivious Eric to finish off the fruit salad, while a jealous feeling Natalie began to wish she’d walk all the way back to Melbourne. She had an awful feeling that Mia wanted Eric back, and this nice act was just her way of making them drop their guard around her.


  
    
  


  Natalie scowled after her, thinking that Mia obviously didn’t know her at all. She would never drop her guard. She planned to watch her around her boyfriend like a hawk. No one got between her and Eric. No one.
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  ‘Is she here?’ Cayd asked Louise in sign, when he arrived on their doorstep that same day. He hadn’t had more than a handful of simple text messages from Mia since the night he told her about his past. As much as he had promised to give her time, after a month apart, he was going crazy without her - he just needed to see her. Even if it was just for a moment.


  
    
  


  Looking over Cayd’s dishevelled appearance, Louise’s heart broke for the man. She wished there was something she could do or say that could fix this problem between them. She knew in her heart that Cayd and Mia belonged together. But she also knew that her friend was hurting and just had to believe that after this trip to Sydney, all of her questions would be answered and she could return home to Cayd and they could repair their relationship – and if they were really lucky, they could continue planning their weddings together.


  
    
  


  “She isn’t, I’m sorry,” Louise said and signed in return.


  
    
  


  “Do you know when she’ll be back?” he asked, only signing the few words he knew.


  
    
  


  “I have no idea. She’s gone to Sydney, Cayd.”


  
    
  


  “Excuse me – she what?”


  
    
  


  “She went to Sydney – the day after you saw her last. I’m sorry. I thought you knew.”


  
    
  


  “No. No, I didn’t know a fucking thing. Shit. Why would she go there? Why would she put herself in that situation?”


  
    
  


  “What do you mean? What situation?”


  
    
  


  “Those people, Louise! Those awful insidious people who like to weasel their way into a person’s life and pull them apart piece by piece.”


  
    
  


  “Are you saying that you think Mia’s in danger?”


  
    
  


  “No. She’s not in personal danger. But her mind is. Those people – they mess with your head. They get inside and they twist things.”


  
    
  


  “Are you talking about Natalie?”


  
    
  


  “No. Not Natalie. Belle. Please tell me she hasn’t gone up there to see her?”


  
    
  


  “I don’t know. I haven’t spoken to her much either. But I think she will, Cayd. She went up there for answers.”


  
    
  


  “Well she won’t find them there. Belle couldn’t tell the truth if it was written on a piece of paper in front of her to read from.” Shaking his head, he ran his hand through his hair. “Why did she go up there again? I thought she was still here. I had no idea she’d gone.”


  
    
  


  Shaking his head again, he turned to leave before turning back and asking Louise if she had the address of where she was staying.


  
    
  


  “Of course. I’ll just write it down,” she told him, moving into the house with Cayd following as she jotted the address to Eric’s flat onto a piece of paper. “She’s staying with Eric,” she signed quickly, knowing that he wouldn’t be too happy about it.


  
    
  


  His head pulled back slightly at the information. “Eric?” he repeated, before letting out a slow calming breath. “Ok. Thanks for this, Louise.”


  
    
  


  “It’s no problem. And Cayd, for what it’s worth I don’t think that this or anything else in this world will stop you two from being together. You were made for each other. Anyone can see that.”


  
    
  


  “Let’s just hope that Mia does too,” he said, before kissing Louise on the cheek and signing goodbye. He had a flight to book.


  
    
  


  


  Chapter 18
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  “SHE PROBABLY is trying to get him back. Why else would she come back here and insist on staying with him? I mean, I even spoke to her and offered to pay for a hotel room or something more comfortable while she was here. But she wouldn’t hear a word of it. I just don’t think she’s as open to a relationship with me as you are,” Belle said to Natalie, as she sat beside her on the large white couch in her living room, concentrating on braiding her hair. She was a master of manipulation and exaggeration, and while she knew that she had never reached out to Mia, she also knew that Natalie would never ask her about it. Natalie wanted to keep her to herself.


  
    
  


  She’d been spending quite a bit of time with Natalie after tracking her down at the Johnson’s, and apologising for the way she had acted when Natalie and Eric had arrived at her home. She said that she had been caught off guard and had reacted out of character. But she claimed that did want to get to know her daughters and had thought about them every day since she gave them up.


  
    
  


  This wasn’t necessary true. Belle had thought of them, yes. But she had never wanted to find them again – at least not until she realised that her very own daughter was engaged to the one and only, Cayd Donnelly. Suddenly, there was a very good reason to make contact with the twin girls she gave away, and unfortunately for Natalie and Mia, she wasn’t doing it out of any sort of motherly pursuit.


  
    
  


  Natalie, needing to have some sort of connection to her bloodline on an intrinsic level, was more than happy to overlook their initial confrontation with Belle, in favour of a chance to get to know the woman who gave birth to her. She was also willing to overlook Belle’s request that they keep their meetings ‘just between them’ as she liked feeling special. She liked feeling like she was the chosen twin even though she was keeping the secret from those she loved most in this world.


  
    
  


  It was her need to feel special that caused Natalie’s brow to crease at Belle’s words. “I didn’t know you had tried to call Mia,” she stated, feeling slightly hurt that Belle would do that without her.


  
    
  


  “Well, I was just trying to get my daughters back together. Don’t you think you could have more fun if it was just the two of you and you didn’t have to worry about her stealing Eric from you? Lord knows she needs someone to protect her from Cayd Donnelly.”


  
    
  


  “She doesn’t talk about him much if that helps you,” Natalie offered, turning around to face her as Belle wound a hair elastic around the end of her braid and smoothed a cool hand down the length of it.


  
    
  


  “Does she still wear the ring?” she asked.


  
    
  


  “Well yes, but…”


  
    
  


  “Then he still has her.” Belle sat back and hugged a pillow to her chest as she sighed. “That man loves like no other man loves. I never should have pushed him away. I should never have refused to divorce his father and run away with him. But I loved Howard, and when I fell pregnant during the marriage, Cayd swore the baby was his, and when I still wouldn’t leave, he was so hurt that he took off and left everything behind. I fear that his relationship with Mia is just his way of getting back at me. It’s like he’s trying to show me that if he can’t have me then he’ll have the next best thing.”


  
    
  


  Frowning, Natalie shook her head. “I think that’s just horrible. Why would he do that? And how did he know that we were your children?”


  
    
  


  “Well…he is a doctor. He has access to anyone’s information,” Belle reasoned with a dismissive wave of her hand, as if it was obvious that Cayd had been trying to get her back after all this time.


  
    
  


  Natalie nodded, feeling that a man in Cayd’s position could easily get a hold of the information Belle spoke of. It was just a shame that she didn’t realise that Belle was completely deluded.


  
    
  


  “We have to make sure he stays away from her. But how?”


  
    
  


  “I have an idea to help. Convince her to be here,” she said, handing Natalie the card to a local restaurant. “I’ll take care of the rest.”
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  “You’re going to Sydney,” Evelyn, Cayd’s work colleague and friend, stated over the phone as he hurried through the airport terminal to catch his flight.


  
    
  


  “I am,” he replied, quickening his pace as his name was called to board.


  
    
  


  Evelyn sighed. “Listen Cayd. I like Mia. Really I do. But haven’t we been through this before? I fear her maturity level is always going to keep you running after her.”


  
    
  


  “We can’t blame her for the actions of other people, Evelyn.”


  
    
  


  “No. But we can certainly hold her accountable for her own actions. She hasn’t been very fair to you lately, has she?”


  
    
  


  Pressing his fingers against the bridge of his nose, Cayd paused at the boarding gate. “Evelyn, I have to go. My flight is boarding,” he sighed, exasperated by the conversation.


  
    
  


  “I’m just looking out for you, Cayd.”


  
    
  


  “I understand that, and I appreciate your concern. But please, understand that this is something I have to do.”


  
    
  


  “Oh, I understand perfectly. I was young once too, you know.”


  
    
  


  Pressing his lips together, Cayd disconnected the call and powered off his phone before handing over his boarding pass. He didn’t like that Evelyn was suggesting that going after Mia was a fool’s errand. It wasn’t. He loved her, and it was his job to make sure she was safe and sound, away from the clutches of women like Belinda Fleming.
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  ‘Why haven’t you been talking to Cayd?’ Louise signed via Skype to Mia.


  
    
  


  ‘I’ve been texting him,’ she signed in return, feeling slightly defensive that she was being questioned about this by her best friend.


  
    
  


  ‘That’s not good enough. He deserves more from you. He’s a good man.’


  
    
  


  ‘Whose side are you on here?’


  
    
  


  ‘Mia, you are my best friend. I love you with all my heart, and I will stand by you in every way I can. But part of being your best friend means that I will not let you ruin your relationship over a mistake he made before he met you. You aren’t being fair to him.’


  
    
  


  Mia looked away, not wanting to see what Louise was saying to her anymore. Her eyes burned with emotion. She knew she was being unfair to Cayd. But she also knew that if she went back to him without fully dealing with her emotions regarding Natalie and Belinda then everything would be forgotten and she’d never truly move past it. Cayd was her happiness – she could lean on him and trust that he would make everything better for her. But that was exactly what she didn’t want. She didn’t want anything to be ‘made better’. She didn’t want to be protected. She wanted to deal with everything head on.


  
    
  


  ‘He said he’d give me time,’ she signed finally.


  
    
  


  ‘He’s tried. But he’s a wreck, Mia. He needs you.’


  
    
  


  Pressing her lips together to supress a sob, Mia nodded at her friend. ‘I need him too,’ she admitted. ‘But I also need to do this.’


  
    
  


  ‘Can’t you find a way to do it together? Why do you have to suffer apart?’


  
    
  


  


  Chapter 19
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  “HEY, I didn’t expect to see you here. Did you just get back from therapy?” Eric asked, as he approached his ute after work to find Natalie standing against it waiting for him.


  
    
  


  “I wanted to ask you a favour,” she said, pulling at her lip with her teeth as she evaded his question, she didn’t want him knowing that she’d given up therapy in favour of visiting with Belinda.


  
    
  


  “Oh yeah?”


  
    
  


  Reaching out to run her hand down the seam of his heavy cotton work button up, she met his eyes. “I was wondering if you could find something to do by yourself tonight. I want to take Mia out to talk – just the two of us. Do you think you could do that for me?”


  
    
  


  Grinning, Eric slipped his hands around her waist and pulled her to him, taking her mouth hungrily. “I could pretty much do anything for you,” he said, liking that Natalie was making such an effort with Mia. He had noticed a small amount of tension with them of late.


  
    
  


  “One other thing?” He answered her with a raised set of brows. “Can I borrow your truck?”


  
    
  


  “Oh babe, that’s one thing I don’t think I can do. You can’t separate a man from his ute. It’s just not done.”


  
    
  


  Pushing her lips out, she looked up at him in a pout. “Please,” she sulked, batting her eyelids. “I’ll make it up to you when we get back.” She lifted her leg and lightly brushed her thigh against his crotch.


  
    
  


  Groaning and laughing at the same time, Eric conceded defeat. “Fine. Just be careful. Please.”
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  When Eric and Natalie arrived at the flat, they found Mia sitting at the kitchen table with her head in her hands and her phone lying in front of her. All else was quiet, except for the muffled sobbing of her mouth against her palms.


  
    
  


  “Hey, Mi,” Eric called to her quietly as he quickly moved over to her and brought her into his arms.


  
    
  


  Natalie stood by and watched them together, her heart gripping tighter in her chest. This wasn’t how tonight was supposed to go.


  
    
  


  “What’s happened?” she asked, moving over to where they stood holding each other. She placed her hand on Mia’s shoulder, causing her to turn her head and pull away from Eric slightly.


  
    
  


  Natalie then took the opportunity to take Mia by the elbow and guide her to the couch, quietly asking Eric if he could make them all tea.


  
    
  


  “I’ve made a mess of things,” Mia sobbed, wiping at her eyes.


  
    
  


  “What do you mean?” Natalie asked.


  
    
  


  “With Cayd. I haven’t spoken to him since I left Melbourne, and now I can’t get in contact with him. I’ve been trying for two hours, and I can’t get through,” she sobbed. “He must hate me.”


  
    
  


  “I’m sorry, Mia. That must be really hard for you.”


  
    
  


  “I just wanted some time to wrap my head around everything. And I’m worried that I’ve driven him away. What if he doesn’t want me back?”


  
    
  


  “You’ll be ok, Mia. You’re a strong woman – stronger than me. You’ll be ok,” Natalie told her as sympathetically as she could.


  
    
  


  Eric set down a mug of tea for each of them on the coffee table. “He’s probably just out of range or he has a client or his battery is flat, Mia. I don’t see Cayd as the kind of guy who would let you go,” Eric offered, his eyes sincere as he lifted Mia’s tea up for her to take. “Just be patient. He’ll call you back. And if he doesn’t, I’ll bloody well go and make him.”


  
    
  


  For some reason that last comment made Mia laugh through her tears. “You’re probably right. I’m just emotional. I spoke to Louise today and she said he was a mess. So I’ve been going out of my mind trying to contact him. I miss him. I shouldn’t have done this.”


  
    
  


  “Well, I for one am glad that you did this, Mia,” Natalie said. “If you hadn’t come up here for a month, I wouldn’t know you like I do. Surely he can understand that, sometimes, family comes first.”


  
    
  


  “He does,” Mia put in.


  
    
  


  “Good. Then you’ve got nothing to worry about. He’ll call you. Ok? And in the meantime, I was hoping I could take you out tonight. I thought we could have some sister time – if you’re up for it of course.”


  
    
  


  “Yeah. Ok. I think that could be nice,” Mia said, glancing over at Eric who looked incredibly happy about their plans. She just wasn’t sure how she and Natalie would go when it’s just the two of them. Up until now, they’d always had someone else with them. A night out together could get very interesting indeed.
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  When Cayd arrived at the address that Louise had given him, he didn’t waste any time walking up to the door to see if Mia was there. His eyes were eager for her face and his heart just needed her presence.


  
    
  


  “Holy shit, mate. You look a wreck,” Eric said, the moment he laid eyes on him.


  
    
  


  “Thank you, Eric,” Cayd replied, not really needing Eric to state the obvious. “Is she here? I really need to see her.”


  
    
  


  “No. She isn’t sorry. She and Nat went out about twenty minutes ago.”


  
    
  


  “Where did they go?”


  
    
  


  “I don’t know. You’re welcome to come in and wait though.”


  
    
  


  Still not fully comfortable around Eric, Cayd shook his head. “No, I’ll just leave you my hotel details. Can you pass them on?”


  
    
  


  “Sure,” Eric agreed, watching as Cayd scrawled the details onto a sheet of notepaper then handed it to him.


  
    
  


  “Thank you,” Cayd said, turning to leave before stopping. “Um… how is she, Eric?”


  
    
  


  Reaching up, Eric gripped the back of his neck as if there was some sort of tension there. “She’s all right. She misses you though.”


  
    
  


  Nodding his head in thanks, Cayd made his way back to his rental car then drove back to the hotel, settling in for yet another waiting game. The words that Evelyn spoke to him before he left ran through his mind and flamed his annoyance. She didn’t understand how much Mia meant to him. He’d chase her around the world if he had to. His life just didn’t work without her in it. Right now, he was barely holding on.


  
    
  


  


  Chapter 20
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  AFTER SPENDING an hour or two talking during their dinner in a quiet restaurant that overlooked the harbour, Mia began to feel as though her last reservations about Natalie were starting to slip away. They had fallen into easy conversation and she even found herself laughing and joking, despite her earlier upset.


  
    
  


  “I don’t think I can eat another bite¸” she said, as she put her fork down and wiped her napkin over her mouth. “I’m going to have to walk up and down the beach sixty times tomorrow to work this all off.”


  
    
  


  Natalie smiled across at her as she glanced at her phone for the umpteenth time during their meal.


  
    
  


  “Are you expecting a call?” Mia asked finally.


  
    
  


  “Not really. We were supposed to meet someone else, but they’re still not here, and I would have thought they’d call…”


  
    
  


  “Who are you expecting?”


  
    
  


  “It doesn’t matter. I don’t think they’re coming,” Natalie replied with a dismissive wave.


  
    
  


  “No, Natalie. Answer the question. Who’s supposed to be here?”


  
    
  


  “It doesn’t matter – just a friend. Perhaps we’ll meet up some other time.”


  
    
  


  Frowning, Mia looked across at her twin and wondered why she was being so damn evasive.


  
    
  


  “I’m so sorry, I got caught up,” a voice said from behind Mia, followed by a woman bustling past her to give Natalie a warm greeting.


  
    
  


  All of a sudden, Mia’s heart began to thud loudly in her chest, obscuring her hearing as the blood whooshed through her ears.


  
    
  


  “Mia, it’s been a while. How are you?” Belle asked breathlessly as she took a seat beside them and smiled like they were long lost friends.


  
    
  


  “What is this?” she demanded of Natalie. “What’s going on?”


  
    
  


  “We needed to talk to you alone,” Natalie tried to explain. She reached across the table and placed her hand over Mia’s as she saw the urge to run in her twin’s demeanour. “Don’t go. Just hear Belle out, ok?”


  
    
  


  Feeling uncomfortable, Mia still fidgeted in her seat, trying to decide whether she should stay or go.


  
    
  


  “I wanted to meet my daughters,” Belle told her, laying a gentle hand on her other arm. “I’m so sorry for everything, Mia. I know this has been very hard on you. But, I want you to know that when we met, I had no idea you were my daughter.”


  
    
  


  Mia opened her mouth but didn’t know what to say. She wasn’t expecting this ambush and it was taking all of her will to keep her butt on the seat instead of following her instinct to run.


  
    
  


  “I thought you weren’t interested in getting to know us?” she said finally, pulling her hands away from the two women and folding them in front of her.


  
    
  


  “Oh no,” Belle said, smiling magnanimously as she looked between her daughters. “I was just taken aback at first. But, I got in contact with Natalie and we’ve been talking. She’s been telling me a lot about you, and I felt that it was time that we all got to know each other.”


  
    
  


  “You need to know that this whole situation makes me feel incredibly uncomfortable, and I’m not happy that I was just ambushed,” Mia said, feeling the need to have her feelings heard for a change.


  
    
  


  “I understand that. We both do. But we were worried that you wouldn’t come to meet me if you knew I’d be here. This way… well, it’s a little easier.”


  
    
  


  “Ok,” Mia nodded, closing her eyes tightly as she took a deep calming breath.


  
    
  


  Natalie and Belle exchanged glances with Natalie seeming to urge Belle to say something, while Mia watched them and waited until the conversation continued.


  
    
  


  “Natalie has been talking a lot about you,” Belle repeated. “And I’d stayed away from you because it’s hard for me knowing that you’re engaged to Cayd.” Belle’s hand flew up and she touched her chest lightly as she seemed to war with her emotions.


  
    
  


  “Because you slept with him, I know,” stated Mia.


  
    
  


  “Is that what he told you? That we ‘slept together’? Oh Mia, it was so much more than that. We were having an affair and he wanted me to leave his father and run away with him.”


  
    
  


  Mia shook her head. “That doesn’t make any sense.”


  
    
  


  “Doesn’t it?” Belle reached out and placed her hand over Mia’s again and looked deep into her eyes. “I’m afraid for you, Mia. I’m afraid that he’s using you to get back at me somehow. He was so angry with me when I wouldn’t keep the baby.”


  
    
  


  Mia snatched her hand away. “What are you talking about? Keep what baby?”


  
    
  


  “I fell pregnant, and I was married – to his father. Keeping the baby and leaving would have caused me to lose everything. My parents would have disinherited me if they found out I’d been so careless again. I was always considered a loose canon after I had you two, and marrying Howard was the only thing they were proud of me for. If they found out I’d been having an affair with his son and gotten myself pregnant… well… I’d be ruined and I’m sure Howard would have done the same to Cayd. We would have been penniless.”


  
    
  


  Belle picked up a napkin and dabbed lightly at the corners of her eyes as she took a moment to dramatically compose herself.


  
    
  


  “He was so angry at me. He told me I’d regret it. He promised me that I’d regret saying no to him but I… I never dreamed he’d do something like this,” she cried, still trying to keep her tears at bay.


  
    
  


  Mia’s heart thudded so loudly against her chest as her stomach twisted and soured. She pressed her eyes closed and hoped that Belle wasn’t saying what she thought she was saying.


  
    
  


  “But… but I knew. The moment Natalie told me about your ring, I knew exactly what he’d done.”


  
    
  


  “No,” Mia gasped, her own eyes brimming with tears. “No.”


  
    
  


  “I’m sorry,” Belle whispered as she pulled out a small box and showed Mia the exact same ring that Cayd had given her. “He vowed to get me back. I just never dreamed he’d do it by looking through my medical records then trying to marry my daughter.”


  
    
  


  Shaking her head as her mind spun, Mia pushed away from the table. She didn’t want to hear anymore. She needed to stop this conversation so she turned and walked straight out of the restaurant.


  
    
  


  Belle took a deep breath and seemed to compose herself before she turned her attention to Natalie.


  
    
  


  “You did the right thing,” Natalie told her kindly. “She needed to know.”


  
    
  


  “I know,” Belle said quietly. “Now, you’d better go after her before she beats you home and runs straight into Eric’s arms. If you’re there for her, then she won’t need him. Be strong for her.”


  
    
  


  Nodding, Natalie got up and went after Mia as Belle sat and watched her plan unfold exactly as she had anticipated.


  
    
  


  “Is there anything I can get you ma’am?” the waiter asked, appearing at her side a moment later.


  
    
  


  She smiled up at him, not showing a single hint of the emotion she’d displayed moments earlier. “Just the check please. I’ve had such a magnificent time.”
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  Out in the car park, Natalie ran until she had caught up with the fast walking Mia.


  
    
  


  “Mia, wait,” she called out.


  
    
  


  “Why did you do that?” Mia demanded.


  
    
  


  “Because you needed to know.”


  
    
  


  Stopping on the side of the road, Mia turned to face Natalie. “I needed to know? What the fuck was that!? Why did you just ambush me with all that shit? You know how I feel about that woman with Cayd. I don’t want to know her. I never wanted to know her.”


  
    
  


  “It wasn’t shit, Mia! It was the truth. Cayd isn’t a good person.”


  
    
  


  “And Belle is, is she?”


  
    
  


  “She’s our mother,” Natalie stated, as if that was the only information that mattered.


  
    
  


  “No. She’s our ‘birth mother’.”


  
    
  


  “She cares about us, Mia. She’s just trying to look out for you.”


  
    
  


  “She can’t care that much Natalie – she gave us up and didn’t think twice about separating us.”


  
    
  


  “She was young. She made mistakes. Haven’t you ever made mistakes Mia?”


  
    
  


  “You know what? No. No I haven’t. Everyone else fucks my life up for me. I was fine before all of this. I was fine before you! I never wanted any of this.”


  
    
  


  “Well you have it, Mia. And the faster you accept it, the better off we’ll all be. You say you don’t make mistakes – but what the hell is Cayd? Looks like he’s the biggest mistake of your life. So don’t act all high and mighty, Mia. I’m not the one who’s the replacement for our own mother?”


  
    
  


  “No, you’re just the replacement for me,” Mia spat back, hitting Natalie with her words, right where it hurt.


  
    
  


  Seemingly of it’s own accord, Natalie’s hand raised above her shoulder and whipped across the side of Mia’s face in a loud slap.


  
    
  


  Letting out a gasp, Mia covered her face with her hand as the heat where she was struck spread over her skin. Tears burned her eyes. “You’re right, Natalie. I do make mistakes. And coming here and giving you a second chance was the biggest one of all.”


  
    
  


  “Fuck you, Mia. You’re so good and righteous and everyone just wants to protect you because you’re so sickeningly lovely. My biggest regret was thinking that finding you could somehow fill the void in my life.”


  
    
  


  “You have no one to blame but yourself for the way things have turned out between us. I have done nothing but be kind to you. I could have had you thrown in prison, but I chose to let it go. And then you spent a year throwing a pity party for yourself that ends with you trying to kill yourself to get what you want. And guess what, Natalie? Once again, you got in my life and fucked it up! I was fine without you and I wish… I wish...” Mia’s face twisted in anger as she thrust her finger into the face of her sister. But she couldn’t bring herself to say the words. It was bad enough that she was thinking them.


  
    
  


  “Just say it, Mia. You wish that I succeeded – you wish I was dead,” Natalie challenged, glaring at her, daring her to speak the truth.


  
    
  


  “No,” Mia whispered as tears broke free from her eyes and tumbled down her cheeks. “I don’t wish that. I just wish I’d never met you.” And with that, she walked away, leaving Natalie trembling with her own hurt and anger behind her.


  
    
  


  


  Chapter 21
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  “WHAT ARE you doing back here?” Belle demanded, when Natalie walked back into the restaurant, a snivelling mess, as she was about to leave. “Where’s Mia?”


  
    
  


  Swallowing hard and shaking her head, Natalie cried, “She hates me!”


  
    
  


  Glancing over her shoulder to the rest of the restaurant, Belle took hold of Natalie by the waist and bustled her out of the restaurant so she wouldn’t make a scene. “Calm yourself. You’re in public. What’s going on? Why aren’t you with her, consoling her? We talked about this. You need for her to lean on you. Not Eric. Keep to the plan Natalie or we won’t be able to be the family we want to be.”


  
    
  


  Forcing herself to calm down, Natalie looked at Belle beseechingly. “I can’t just go to her. We got into a fight and we said some really mean things.”


  
    
  


  “Then you go to her and tell her you’re sorry.”


  
    
  


  Natalie’s face crumpled again as she cried in doubt and began to repeat the things she and Mia had said to each other. Stifling an eye roll, Belle placed her arm around Natalie’s shoulders and using her best motherly voice, she went to work on calming her down so the night wasn’t ruined.


  
    
  


  Belle needed Natalie and Mia united, so that Mia would stay away from Cayd – it was the only way she would finally make him pay for not loving her the way she had always loved him.
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  “Holy shit. What happened? Where’s Natalie,” Eric asked, as Mia burst through the door with tears streaming down her face. Immediately, he was on his feet, drawing her against him and holding her as she cried for the second time that day.


  
    
  


  Mia buried her face against his chest - a place that was so familiar to her and had comforted her through the worst parts of her life. As she sobbed, Eric shushed her quietly, assuring her that whatever had happened, they could all work through it.


  
    
  


  “I don’t want to work through it. I want to leave. I want to run so far away that no one ever finds me, and I can start this bullshit life of mine again.”


  
    
  


  Releasing her to hold her at arm’s length, Eric peered into her eyes with concern. “You don’t mean that, Mi. What about your students? What about Louise and Josh? What about me? We’re your family. Are you just going to leave all of us?"


  
    
  


  Moving away from him, she gripped her head, hating the way her thoughts were making it ache as she dropped down onto the kitchen chair, feeling too worn out emotionally to support her weight anymore. In front of her was the piece of paper that had Cayd’s hotel details on it. She reached out for it, running her fingers over his fluid writing, knowing his hand anywhere. Knowing he was here seemed to hurt her even more. She hated feeling like this. She hated that being in love could be so hard.


  
    
  


  “And what about Cayd?” Eric said. “Are you going to leave him too?”


  
    
  


  Sliding the Cartier ring off her finger, she held it in front of her and studied it as if perhaps the truth might be inside the large stone. “I just don’t know if I can go through any of this anymore. I don’t know what to do. Or who to believe.”


  
    
  


  “Tell me what happened tonight,” Eric said, taking a seat next to her.


  
    
  


  “Belle Fleming happened tonight,” she started, before continuing on to tell him the entire tale of love, lust and revenge that Belle had claimed as the truth.


  
    
  


  “Do you believe that?” Eric asked when she finished.


  
    
  


  “She showed me the ring. It’s exactly the same…” Mia said, wiping at a stray tear that had fallen from her eye. “I just… whether it’s true or not, I don’t think I can do this anymore. I can’t keep getting my heart broken.”
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  It had been hours since Cayd had seen Eric and left his details for Mia, and still he hadn’t heard from her. He’d taken to pacing the floor of his hotel room, biting his nails, raking his fingers through his hair – anything to work through the time that seemed to stretch out endlessly in front of him.


  
    
  


  Periodically, he’d check his phone and make a call to Mia. But each time, he got her voice mail service and no reply.


  
    
  


  “This is ridiculous,” he said to himself eventually.


  
    
  


  Snatching up his keys, he stalked out of the hotel and got into his car, tightly gripping the steering wheel the entire drive. Something told him that the exact thing he had been worried about had already happened. Belinda Fleming had sunk her claws into Mia and seeded some sort of horrible doubt in her mind. It was the only thing that could explain why she wasn’t answering or texting him.


  
    
  


  Belinda Fleming - the name that sent shivers of dread down Cayd’s spine. Everything he had told Mia the night before she had left was true. He never lied to her. He loved her too much to do that. Belinda, however, or Belle that she preferred to be called, was more than happy to spin a web of lies and deceit to manipulate those around her into doing what she wanted. And he feared she was doing exactly the same thing with the twins.


  
    
  


  They say there is nothing like a woman scorned, and Belle was a prime example. When Cayd had realised what he had drunkenly done, he had told her that it was a mistake and could never happen again.


  
    
  


  Belle had responded by flying into a manic rage. She attacked Cayd scratching and hitting him before finally calming down enough to express her rage verbally. In that she swore that she would make him pay for what he had done.


  
    
  


  Unbeknownst to Cayd, Belle had fallen in love with him, well before she’d married his father, and had been trying to get his attention for years. When that failed, she went after his grieving father. Somehow in her mind she felt it was a means to an end — that end being Cayd.


  
    
  


  When Cayd called their coupling a drunken mistake, it broke her heart. Before he left, she did everything she could to try making him stay. She even faked a pregnancy, which ended up backfiring on her because Howard was the one who believed it and promptly divorced her, knowing that the child couldn't possibly be his.


  
    
  


  Once again, Belle was a failure in her parent's eyes. And being a slightly unstable person, she blamed it all on Cayd and held onto her resentment toward him for not loving her until she could see a way to make him as miserable as she had been all these years.


  
    
  


  When she found out that Mia was one of the babies she adopted out as a teen, she couldn’t believe her luck. Then, seeing somewhat of a kindred spirit in Natalie, she set about with her mind games, playing the twins against each other until finally, through her manipulation of Natalie, she could plant that final seed that would ensure Mia never returned to Cayd.


  
    
  


  Oh yes, Belinda Fleming was a cunning woman, well practiced in the art of subterfuge. As she consoled Natalie over the fight she had with Mia, she was calculating a way to make sure her planted seed flourished into a fast growing vine that strangled the life out of everything in it’s path. It was time to go and be a mother. Her daughter’s were in crisis and they needed her.


  
    
  


  As she drove with Natalie toward the flat, she had to bite her lip to keep from smiling. Everything was beginning to work out perfectly…
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  Half an hour later, Cayd slowed his rental car to a stop outside the flat and glanced at the time on the console. It was only minutes before midnight but to him, the time was irrelevant – he needed to see Mia.


  
    
  


  Knocking on the door, he waited, shifting on his feet in agitation as the seconds before the door open seemed to stretch out like hours.


  
    
  


  “She doesn’t want to see you right now,” Eric said, as he cracked the door. “It’s not a good time.”


  
    
  


  “No. I won’t accept that. Mia!” he called out, trying to peer inside over Eric’s broad shoulders.


  
    
  


  “Don’t,” Eric warned, shifting so his bulk blocked more of the doorway.


  
    
  


  “I need to see her, Eric. This is important. Please, let me talk to her,” he entreated.


  
    
  


  “I can’t do that. I’m sorry.”


  
    
  


  “Mia!” Cayd called again.


  
    
  


  “Here.” Eric handed him an envelope. “She wants you to have this.”


  
    
  


  Stepping back, Cayd slipped his finger under the lip of the envelope and looked inside, closing his eyes in disbelief as the engagement ring he’d given Mia caught the light and sparkled.


  
    
  


  “She couldn’t do this herself?” he asked through gritted teeth.


  
    
  


  “I’m sorry, mate. This is just the way it is for now,” Eric said, as he began to shut the door. As he shifted his weight, Cayd caught sight of Belinda standing not far behind him.


  
    
  


  “Belinda. Why am I not surprised that you’re behind this,” Cayd spat over Eric’s shoulder.


  
    
  


  “You did this to yourself, Cayd,” she said, her eyes sparkling with delight as Eric shut the door, cutting him off from his love.


  
    
  


  “FUCK!” Cayd roared, pegging the forty thousand dollar ring into the blackness before slamming his fist into a nearby tree. “Fuck,” he said again, pressing his forehead against the cool bark, before forcing himself back into his car and heading back to his hotel with a plan to empty the entire mini bar down his throat in a bid to drown out the anger and hurt that was pulsing through his mind.
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  “I’m so sorry this happened to you, Mia,” Belle consoled, as she sat beside her crying daughter. Natalie was on her other side, trying to be as sympathetic as she could, although returning home to find Mia sitting and crying with Eric was making her as uneasy as was his frustrated pacing. He obviously still cared about Mia – a lot.


  
    
  


  Eric wasn’t a man of many words, so while the women talked and Mia cried, he mulled over the events of the evening and wondered why the hell it had to come to this. He was annoyed that Natalie had somehow been in contact with her birth mother and hadn’t told him or Mia about it. For all he knew, Belinda Fleming had dismissed them and they’d moved on with their lives. He had no idea there was still something going on, and he didn’t like the way they had ambushed Mia and cut him out of the conversation. It all seemed way too convoluted, and he wondered if he was cut out because he’d point out the problems with this woman’s story.


  
    
  


  Something about Belle made him uncomfortable. He didn’t feel as though she was trustworthy and from where he was standing, it seemed that she was manipulating Mia.


  
    
  


  When Mia had returned from dinner, crying and telling him about the deception that Belle and Natalie thought Cayd had playing on Mia, he didn’t quite believe it. The whole story made him angry, that much he knew. He just didn’t know whom he was angry at. And when Mia removed her ring and said that she ‘couldn’t do it anymore’, Eric had tried to convince her that she needed to speak to Cayd before she made any huge decisions – this may all be some big misunderstanding. He had seen Cayd and Mia together, and as much as he hated to admit it – they were perfect for each other and Cayd was a good guy. He couldn’t imagine that Cayd would be the kind of person that would purposefully make a girl fall in love with him, just to visit some ridiculous kind of vengeance upon her mother.


  
    
  


  It didn’t make sense.


  
    
  


  He’d just about had Mia convinced that she needed to go and see him and sort it out, when Natalie had arrived with Belle and then the whole situation just got way out of his control. They took Mia’s simmering emotions and they heaped on so much information that even Eric wasn’t sure what to believe anymore. All he knew was that someone needed to be there to watch out for Mia, and do what she wanted instead of what they wanted.


  
    
  


  He didn’t want to give Cayd that ring back. He didn’t want to be a part of the destruction of a relationship. But Mia had insisted, saying that she couldn’t live like this anymore. She’d had enough.


  
    
  


  As he continued to pace, Eric watched as three women huddled together, talking quietly. Mia was nodding and blowing her nose as the other two rubbed her back consolingly. He would never understand how women can go from yelling at each other and saying hurtful things one minute, to being a solid sisterhood the next. He personally, couldn’t understand what was unfolding in front of him.


  
    
  


  That’s why, when Natalie and Belle tried to convince Mia to stay somewhere else so Cayd couldn’t find her, he felt it was time to interject.


  
    
  


  “She’s not leaving. She’s staying right here with me,” he stated, folding his arms across his chest as he laid down the law.


  
    
  


  “Well, Eric… it is Eric, right?” Belle put in. “It isn’t really your choice to make. Mia needs to do what’s best for her.”


  
    
  


  “Being alone in some hotel room isn’t right for her. I’m sorry, but I’ve known Mia for a hell of a lot longer than the five minutes you’ve known her. She’s staying with me.”


  
    
  


  “I’ll stay too then,” Natalie added.


  
    
  


  “No. You can go too. Mia needs some time to process this without anyone telling her what to think.”


  
    
  


  Belle’s expression hardened. “Is that what you think we’re doing?”


  
    
  


  “I don’t know what to think myself right now. But I can promise you, I’ll be getting to the bottom of this. Something about your story doesn’t add up to me, lady,” Eric said as he walked over to the door and held it open.


  
    
  


  “Are you angry with me?” asked Natalie quietly as she moved to stand beside him, nervously wringing her hands. It seemed that the very thing she was worried about happening was unfolding right before her eyes.


  
    
  


  Eric inclined his head to the side, indicating that she should follow him outside so they could talk alone for a moment without Belle staring daggers at him.


  
    
  


  “Listen, Nat. I don’t know what I am at the moment. I just know that I want whatever the hell is going on right now, to stop.”


  
    
  


  Tears filled Natalie’s eyes as she nodded and forced herself to keep her emotions in check. “I’m sorry,” she whispered.


  
    
  


  “What are you sorry for – ambushing your sister, or sneaking around with some woman you barely know? I don’t understand how all this happened. Why were you hiding it from me?”


  
    
  


  “I wasn’t… I just… Belle didn’t think you’d understand.”


  
    
  


  “What wouldn’t I understand?”


  
    
  


  Natalie opened her mouth to answer but drew a blank.


  
    
  


  Gently placing his hands on her shoulders, he looked into her eyes. “You don’t have an answer, do you, Nat? Don’t you see - this doesn’t add up? And you and I – we don’t work without honesty. It ruined us last time and it will ruin us again. Think about that before you keep something from me next time.”


  
    
  


  “So… you’re not breaking up with me?” she asked, as she’d felt sure that when he asked her to leave her was ending things with her.


  
    
  


  “Of course I’m not breaking up with you. I love you too damn much to let something like this come between us. This is just a bump in the road, and it’s probably the first of many. But I’m here, and I’m here for you. Just don’t lie to me. And don’t keep things from me – got it?”


  
    
  


  Natalie barely heard anything past those special three words. “You love me?” she asked, her tears changing to those of happiness instead of fear.


  
    
  


  Eric pulled her toward him and wrapped her in his arms. “Of course I bloody love you. Do you think I’d be here if I didn’t?”


  
    
  


  “I’ll drive you home, Natalie,” Belle said from beside them. They’d both totally forgotten that she was nearby.


  
    
  


  “She can take my truck.”


  
    
  


  “Your truck is still at the restaurant. I’m sorry. I’ll get it now and bring it back tomorrow.”


  
    
  


  “All right, call me when you get home so I know you’re safe,” Eric said, kissing her softly before shifting his gaze toward Belle and eyeing her warily. He was going to have to be very careful of that woman. As he looked into her eyes, there was something about her he just didn’t like, and from the expression on her face, she knew he didn’t like her and with women like Belle, that was never a good thing.


  
    
  


  “She’ll be fine,” Belle said. “I’ll make sure she’s safe.”


  
    
  


  Watching as the two women left, Eric wondered just what Belle’s game was. He needed to talk to Natalie and find out everything that had been said. He didn’t want her getting sucked any further into this woman’s world when they didn’t really know the slightest thing about her.


  
    
  


  On the surface, she seemed sincere. But all that meant was that she was a good actress. Eric’s gut told him that she was bad news, and if there was one thing the last year it had taught him, it was to listen to his gut – it was generally right.


  
    
  


  


  Chapter 22
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  THE NEXT morning, when Mia woke up, her eyes hurt and felt swollen from crying so much. She was so confused and felt as though she wanted to give up everything and start fresh. Her life was a mess. And after spending her life feeling as though she could handle anything that was thrown at her, being told that her fiancé had not only had a past relationship with her mother, but had also gotten her pregnant and vowed to seek revenge on her was more than she could comprehend.


  
    
  


  It wasn’t that she believed everything that Belle and Natalie had told her. It was just that she had come to a point where her mind couldn’t handle another mental blow. It seemed that the more information she had, the more she realised that there was so much she didn’t know about Cayd.


  
    
  


  As much as she loved him, she didn’t want to go back to him just to have his past come and slap her face again. She couldn’t handle finding things out about him from other sources before he’d volunteer anything about his past.


  
    
  


  It seemed to her that the best thing she could do was start her life anew. Eventually, she’d get over Cayd and she’d find a man who was willing to trust her with his past and his future. And she’d never have to feel as though she was being kept in the dark again. Although, even as she had that thought, she knew she’d never get over Cayd…


  
    
  


  Her head ached with confusion.


  
    
  


  None of it seemed real… but then what part of the last twelve months did seem real? While she’d tossed and turned and flitted in and out of sleep, she wished that she could somehow go back in time and stop her parents from getting in the car that night. She wished she could stop Natalie from finding out about their adoption and stop herself from meeting Cayd…


  
    
  


  While the last year had brought her so much love and made her feel a deep connection with a man she considered to be her soul mate, it had also brought her more heartache than any other year had before it. And now it seemed very possible that the only thing that was good in her life was also a lie, and she didn’t want to do it anymore. She didn’t want to be Mia anymore. She didn’t like what her world had become.


  
    
  


  Eric shifted beneath her. “Are you awake?” he asked in a whisper, as his hand moved to gently touch the back of her head.


  
    
  


  She nodded her head against the firm surface of his chest, feeling the cool damp where her tears had soaked through his shirt.


  
    
  


  “Did you get any sleep?”


  
    
  


  “Not really.”


  
    
  


  Eric hugged her a little tighter, feeling pained that he didn’t know what to do or say to comfort her. Holding her and being there for her so she wasn’t alone, was all he could think to do.


  
    
  


  After Natalie and Belle had left, they had talked and talked and Mia had cried more tears than he’d ever seen come out of a person before. Eventually, exhaustion got the better of them and knowing how upset she was, he held her while she slept in an attempt to comfort her.


  
    
  


  “What. The. Fuck?” Natalie yelled, suddenly appearing in the doorway.


  
    
  


  Eric looked up. “Ah shit. Nat!” he called after her as she threw his car keys at him and ran out of the flat.


  
    
  


  Mia felt awful and sat up quickly, telling Natalie that nothing happened as Eric sprinted barefoot after her.


  
    
  


  “Natalie!” he yelled, wincing as his foot hit the ground outside and a gumnut stuck him in the heel of his foot.


  
    
  


  “Don’t even, Eric. I fucking knew this would happen. I knew it!” she screamed.


  
    
  


  “Calm the fuck down and look at me,” he demanded, catching up to her and taking a hold of her arm to turn her around.


  
    
  


  She tried to keep her eyes away from him, but he held on to her and repeated, “Look at me.”


  
    
  


  Slowly, she moved her eyes over his handsome face, taking in his sleep-mussed hair and his handsome face and tired blue eyes. As her eyes travelled down, something else became very clear.


  
    
  


  “I’m still wearing the same clothes you saw me in last night. Nothing happened between me and Mia. She was upset and I held her – that’s all. She’s like family to me. Nat, I wasn’t going to just leave her crying all night on the couch.”


  
    
  


  Closing her eyes, Natalie let out her breath. “I’m sorry, I just… I saw you together and I thought…”


  
    
  


  “You thought I’d cheated on you with her,” he finished for her.


  
    
  


  “Can you blame me? Isn’t that how we started?”


  
    
  


  Eric reached up and cupped her face in his hands. “Did I, or did I not tell you that I love you last night?”


  
    
  


  “You did,” she conceded.


  
    
  


  “Isn’t that enough for you?”


  
    
  


  “It is. I’m sorry. I trust you, I do… I’m just so confused, right now.”


  
    
  


  Eric drew her into his arms and kissed her softly on the forehead. “Babe, we’re all confused right now. Me more than most. Why don’t you come inside? We’ll have some breakfast and then you can tell us all about how your birth mother came to be with you last night. I want to know everything, Nat. I need to know everything.”


  
    
  


  [image: tmp_be51863b610541854f35f5376313d587_vpRV_4_html_m59dc0a79.png]


  
    
  


  The sound of a fist beating against his door pierced through Cayd’s alcohol induced slumber. Groaning, he opened only one eye then wrapped the pillow around his head to muffle the sound from whoever was there.


  
    
  


  The banging continued. Ignored. Until suddenly, it stopped and Cayd relaxed, releasing the feather filled pillow and readjusting his pounding head.


  
    
  


  “So this is how you conduct yourself when you come to town?” Howard Donnelly asked Cayd from the doorway of the hotel suite’s bedroom. “You’ve been here a week and practically drank every ounce of alcohol in the whole damn hotel. Don’t you answer your phone anymore?”


  
    
  


  Squinting, even in the dim light, Cayd glanced at his father. “Not now. Please go away. If I wanted you here I would have answered the goddamn door,” Cayd croaked out, dragging the quilt with him as he rolled over and turned his back to his father.


  
    
  


  Howard chuckled and walked around the room, opening the curtains to let the daylight stream into the room. “Knew it was me, did you?”


  
    
  


  Groaning once again, Cayd pulled the quilt further up the bed, covering his head and blocking the light. “Of course I knew it was you. No one else I know is quite that rude.”


  
    
  


  “Aw, come on. You haven’t even asked me why I’m here.”


  
    
  


  “You’re here to be annoying because we’re in the same part of the country.”


  
    
  


  “Quite the contrary, son. I’m here to talk to you about the pickle you’ve gotten yourself into.”


  
    
  


  “What are you talking about?” Cayd asked, finally pulling the quilt down far enough to peer over it at his father.


  
    
  


  “I’m talking about this,” Howard said, dropping a copy of that morning’s newspaper onto the edge of the king sized bed. Meeting his eyes, Cayd reached down and took a hold of the broadsheet, conveniently opened and folded neatly to the exact article he was referring to.


  
    
  


  “That bitch,” he murmured, looking at the headline of the article that read, Exclusive -Donnelly Empire’s Sole Heir Bedded His Father’s Bride.


  
    
  


  The article then went on to reveal details about a sordid affair that ended with a pregnancy, a promise of revenge and finally, the reveal the Belle Fleming had twin daughters – one of whom was formally engaged to Cayd Donnelly. The article detailed that one, Mia Anson, had called off the engagement when her fiancé’s deception had come to light. The article ended with a quote from Belle that spoke of how glad she was to have her daughters return to her. She spoke of how her life had never felt complete without her children, and that she was planning a benefit to help agencies reconnect women and children who were forced into adoption like she was.


  
    
  


  As he read, Cayd’s stomach soured. It was as if all of his nightmares had instantly become a reality. “This isn’t the whole story,” Cayd said to his father.


  
    
  


  “I know that. Belle is not to be trusted. We both know that,” Howard said, as he took the paper from Cayd’s hands.


  
    
  


  Cayd swallowed hard and accepted the glass of water his father seemed to magically have ready in his hand and drank it gratefully. “There’s one thing that is true though,” Cayd started, feeling that after all this time, he needed to admit to what he did.


  
    
  


  Holding his hand up, Howard shook his head. “I already know what happened between you and Belle. You already told me.”


  
    
  


  “I did?”


  
    
  


  “You did. After it happened, you called me. You were drunk out of your mind, and I could barely understand you. But I heard enough to know what you did, and that you regretted it to your very core.”


  
    
  


  Placing the glass on the bedside table, Cayd pulled the blankets away from him and sat on the side of the bed. “This is a nightmare, Dad. She’s turned Mia against me, and I don’t know what to do.”


  
    
  


  “Well, I can tell you one thing. Getting drunk off your arse every night isn’t going to help you. What we need to do is get to this benefit.”


  
    
  


  “Aren’t you worried that it will cause a scene and ruin your reputation?”


  
    
  


  “Fuck my reputation,” Howard boomed. “My son is far more important than something as inane as social standing. We need to go to that benefit, tell the world what kind of a woman Belle is, and if you’re lucky, you’ll get the chance to win Mia back too. A love like that only hits a man once in his life, my boy, and you have to grab onto it with everything you have. Believe me, I had it with your mother and it’s something I’ll never experience again. Now get up, shave that fucking beard off and clean yourself up. We have some digging to do.”


  
    
  


  And for the first time in many years, Cayd was actually glad to be his father’s son.
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  “This whole thing doesn’t make any sense,” Josh said and signed from within the video chat screen he and Louise were using to talk with Mia. “Why would Cayd do that?”


  
    
  


  “I have to agree. And the ring – why would she have exactly the same ring from all those years ago? I’m pretty sure Cartier updates their collection seasonally and the ‘You’re Mine’ ring is current. It wouldn’t have been around then. I think she’s full of shit, Mia,” Louise said and signed in agreement.


  
    
  


  “Fuck!” Mia said and signed in return, covering her face momentarily, before dragging her hands down her face in exasperation. “I am so bloody confused. I have all these people telling me all of these different things and they all make sense. I can’t believe any of them. I don’t know who is telling the truth and who isn’t.”


  
    
  


  “Did you at least talk to Cayd?” Louise asked.


  
    
  


  Closing her eyes, Mia shook her head. “I gave him back the ring…”


  
    
  


  “You what!” Louise shouted.


  
    
  


  “Oh my god, Mia.” Josh said, running his hands through his hair and holding onto his head like he couldn’t believe what he was hearing.


  
    
  


  “Don’t look at me like that. I did what I thought was right,” Mia explained. “He hasn’t exactly been honest with me either. If he had have trusted me enough to share his past. I wouldn’t keep getting blindsided by stories from other people.”


  
    
  


  “How was breaking up with the man who’s supposed to be the love of your life, without talking to him to find out his side of the story first, the right thing?”


  
    
  


  “It just was. My life is totally messed up now. This is all just way too messy.”


  
    
  


  “Love is messy, Mia – Life is messy. It’s what makes it all so great. And what is going on with you? It’s not like you to just lie down and accept things without some kind of a fight. Going to Sydney was supposed to help you fix things – not make them worse.”


  
    
  


  “I guess I’m just tired. I don’t want to do this anymore, and I hate the way we’re all so entwined with each other. I never wanted any of this, Louise, and when I came here, I had hoped I could find a way to accept all of these new people, and their pasts, into my life. But it just keeps getting worse, and I don’t want to do it anymore. I don’t want any of them.”


  
    
  


  “What are you saying?”


  
    
  


  “I’m saying that I’m done. I’m done with all of it. I’ve agreed to one last sisterly act. Natalie wants me to go to this benefit that will help raise money for a foundation that helps women who were forced into adoption to find their kids. So I’m going to that because it’s the only good thing that has come out of this whole mess. But then I’m leaving.”


  
    
  


  “Where will you go?”


  
    
  


  “As far away as I can,” Mia stated, knowing that it would hurt her friend but also knowing that something very drastic needed to happen in her life before things got any worse for her.


  
    
  


  Louise’s eyes filled with tears and she glanced at Josh, who pressed his lips together gravely and placed his arm around Louise’s shoulders to reassure her before releasing her so he could continue to sign while he spoke.


  
    
  


  “So you’re just going to take off on everyone? That’s a dick move and you know it,” he said.


  
    
  


  “How is it a dick move? I can’t keep living my life like this. I can’t keep having random people popping up and ruining my happiness. I want people to leave me the fuck alone. Is that too much to ask?”


  
    
  


  “Yes. It is,” he continued. “It’s selfish and you know it. You’re just trying to run away and take the easy way out instead of fighting for the people who love you. You’ve just broken your best friend’s heart, and I’m pretty sure you ripped Cayd’s heart out of his chest and stomped on it when you ended things. What the hell is wrong with you? When did you become so bloody selfish?”


  
    
  


  “I have done nothing but think of others through this whole ordeal! I wanted to make this work. But I didn’t want this… this mess to happen.”


  
    
  


  Louise shook her head and raised her hands to speak. “No, Mia. You haven’t thought of others. You’ve done everything in your power to try and stay unaffected and as soon as something happened, you started running away. Even when you were supposedly facing up to it all, you were still running, and now you’re just going to run again. You know what? Maybe you deserve to be alone. Maybe you don’t deserve a man like Cayd. God knows, after all he’s done for you, he deserves a hell of a lot more than this. I thought you were a good person, Mia. I thought you were strong. But I guess I was wrong. This isn’t the friend I grew up with. You’ve changed, and it hasn’t been for the best.”


  
    
  


  Suddenly, the chat window went black meaning that the connection had ended.


  
    
  


  “Louise!” Mia shouted, hitting the space bar on her laptop furiously, as if it was going to somehow bring her friend back to her. “Shit,” she hissed when it didn’t work.


  
    
  


  Reaching out, she slapped the screen down and turned her head away, mulling over the details of their conversation as well as the details of her life. She couldn’t see a way to fix any of this. She felt totally lost.


  
    
  


  At least this time, she didn’t burst into tears. Her tears seemed to have dried up over the past couple of days.


  
    
  


  When a knock sounded at the door, she pushed back on her chair and went to answer it. Eric was at work, so she was in the flat alone.


  
    
  


  “Mia Anson?” the man who appeared to be a delivery driver asked.


  
    
  


  “Yes?”


  
    
  


  “I have a delivery for you from a Ms Fleming. Sign here please,” he said, holding out a handheld device and a stylus for her to scrawl her name. Then he turned and whistled, signalling for someone else to bring the delivery inside.


  
    
  


  “What is it?” Mia asked, as she heard the wheels of a trolley moving along the road behind the truck. And when it came into view she raised her brow. “Holy shit.”


  
    
  


  “Indeed,” said the driver. “Here, call this number when you’re done and they come and collect.” He held out a card to her which she accepted, then stood to the side while they wheeled in a portable clothing rack full of designer dresses that were obviously for her to choose from for the benefit.


  
    
  


  “Thank you,” she said as they left before she closed the door and looked at the large rack in the small living area. “Bloody rich people,” she commented, finding this whole thing way too extravagant for her taste.


  
    
  


  Reaching out, she flicked through the expensive gowns and tried to keep her mind off the conversation she’d just had with Louise and Josh. She had thought that out of everyone, Louise would have understood why she did what she did. And even if she didn’t understand it, Mia had thought that she’d at least be supportive of her decision to start something new, somewhere new and leave all of the upset of her current life behind.


  
    
  


  Mia swallowed hard as her eyes landed on a beautiful emerald coloured dress that would look perfect on Louise and decided she would wear that. Her emotions began to burn in the back of her throat. Why couldn’t Louise and Josh just listen like they always did? It’s not like she’d leave and never speak to them again. She wanted a fresh start but she wouldn’t disappear on her best friend. She cared too much to do that.


  
    
  


  She just needed someone to understand how trapped she felt – how confused she felt. Over the past year and two months, she’d gone through devastation and heartache to find a great love that brought on even more devastation and heartache. Couldn’t her friends see that she was hurting? Couldn’t they see that her strength was waning?


  
    
  


  Sitting on the arm of the couch, she dropped her face in her hands and sobbed torrents of tears she’d thought she’d run out of. She needed this to be over. And after the benefit, it would be.


  
    
  


  Wiping her hands over her face, she took a deep breath to calm herself down. Consoling herself with the fact that via the benefit, there could at least be a small amount of good that would eventuate from this whole mess. If they could reunite other people through an agency of trained professionals, then perhaps people’s lives wouldn’t be as ruined as hers was. She needed to take comfort in that.


  
    
  


  


  Chapter 23
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  “JUST LOOK at you both,” Belle said, in the back of the limousine that had been sent to pick up Mia and Natalie on the night of the benefit. “I’m so pleased that we’re all together again. I really think this is the start of something very wonderful for us all.”


  
    
  


  Eric, who sat next to the window with his arm protectively around Natalie met Belle’s gaze and felt a slight chill run down his spin. He still couldn’t bring himself to trust her.


  
    
  


  “And it’s so nice you could join us Eric. I didn’t realise you’d be coming,” she stated, smiling beautifully with her mouth but continuing her assessment with her eyes.


  
    
  


  “I asked him – I didn’t realise it was a problem,” Natalie said apologetically.


  
    
  


  “It’s no problem, dear,” Belle assured her. “We can squeeze him in.”


  
    
  


  Her eyes raked over Eric’s rented tux and shoes with slight disdain. She didn’t feel that a tradesman was of high enough calibre to be dating one of her daughters and made a mental note to do something about it.


  
    
  


  “You’re very quiet,” Belle said, to Mia who was staring out at the scenery as it flicked past the window.


  
    
  


  “I’m just tired,” she stated. “I haven’t been sleeping well lately.”


  
    
  


  Natalie shifted uneasily at the comment as it conjured the memory of finding her in Eric’s bed a few days before. While she believed Eric when he said nothing happened, she still hated that Mia spent the night in her boyfriend’s arms.


  
    
  


  “I’m not surprised. You can’t sleep on a sofa bed forever. We’ll have to find you somewhere nice to live in the coming weeks. My daughter deserves the best,” she smiled, reaching out to touch Mia’s knee.


  
    
  


  Mia simply smiled in return without giving any type of answer. None of them knew that she planned to leave the next day. After the reaction she’d had from Louise and Josh, she decided to keep that news to herself until she was packed and ready to go.


  
    
  


  There was a discomfort in the car that seemed to settle in the air between them all. It was way too early for any of them to be appearing in public as if they were a happy family. Belle was just too eager to make a statement to the world, and Natalie was often too spontaneous in her decisions to say no, and Mia felt as though she was just being sucked along in their energy, while Eric felt there needed to be one person who was thinking clearly around to keep everyone’s stories straight.


  
    
  


  No one really knew what tonight would yield, but they all hoped that they could show a united front for one night – it was just that all of their reasons varied and not all were honourable.


  
    
  


  “Put your smiles on ladies. Let me do the talking,” Belle instructed, as they pulled in front of the hotel and a concierge reached out to open their door.


  
    
  


  Doing as they were told, they got out of the limo one by one then stood together, smiling for the cameras as they were asked how they felt about being reunited after so long. Belle spoke for them, saying that they were delighted to finally be a family after feeling an emptiness in their hearts for so long.


  
    
  


  It was a lovely speech, and an even lovelier sentiment. It was just a shame that there was very little truth to it.


  
    
  


  As they walked as a group to the ballroom where the function was being held, they were stopped regularly to talk to different people and spew the same rehearsed speech over and over again. They all deserved Academy awards in the art of false happiness.


  
    
  


  Just as they made it to the large wooden doors that were open and displaying the beautifully decorated room, Mia felt a ripple of sensation pass through her body. It was as if the hairs on the back of her neck were standing on end and when she turned, she saw exactly why she’d reacted so – Cayd.


  
    
  


  Across the lobby, Mia’s eyes locked with his, and all of the sound seemed to disappear from the room around her. It had been over a month since she’d seen him and she couldn’t help the way she reacted to his presence. Her heart called to him. Despite everything, she still loved him.


  
    
  


  “Do you remember when we first met?” Belle asked quietly in her ear. “I warned you about him. And I’ve been wondering what made me do that. You see, I felt this odd protectiveness over you at the time. Perhaps I saw myself in you. Perhaps I felt who you were to me. I never understood it until now. I was acting as a mother. I sensed you were my daughter and wanted to keep you safe.”


  
    
  


  Tearing her eyes away from Cayd’s, Mia met Belle’s smiling gaze, confusion warring her features as she ran through their first encounter in her mind. That wasn’t how she remembered it at all. Her first impression of Belle had been unpleasant to say the least.


  
    
  


  “I don’t believe that,” Mia said, causing Belle’s mouth to open slightly in surprise. “You were simply being a bitch that night.”


  
    
  


  With one last, longing glance at Cayd, she walked away from Belle followed the others inside then excused herself to go into the ladies room. She needed a moment alone to collect herself.


  
    
  


  After locking herself in a cubicle for a moment, she listened to a few other women gossiping in the lounge area as they checked their makeup in the mirror. They both spoke of Belle and her penchant for dramatics.


  
    
  


  “She’ll do anything to get her picture in the papers. I wouldn’t be surprised if she hired those girls to pretend to be her daughters,” one said with a laugh, as they both exited the powder room and left Mia in blissful silence.


  
    
  


  Feeling she had been gone for long enough, Mia opened the stall and made her way over to the mirrors to wash her hands and give her reflection a momentary pep talk. Although instead of being met with her own reflection, her eyes were drawn to that of Cayd’s.


  
    
  


  “Mia,” he murmured, his voice like a gentle caress as it travelled across the room to Mia’s hungry ears from where he stood, blocking the door. She didn’t realise how much she missed him until that moment. She’d been telling herself that leaving him was the right thing to do, but being in his presence and knowing how she treated him, while seeing her own pain reflected in his eyes caused her to doubt her decision. She wanted Cayd. She had always wanted Cayd.


  
    
  


  “You can’t be in here,” she responded, still watching him from within the mirror as if turning around and seeing the real him would make this less real.


  
    
  


  “I don’t care where I can and can’t be. Nothing matters to me anymore. Not without you.”


  
    
  


  Finally, Mia turned and faced him. “How can you say that? I gave you back the ring.”


  
    
  


  “But why did you do that, Mia? Why did you give that back without talking to me first? Why did you believe a woman like Belle without hearing me out?” he asked as pain flashed through his eyes.


  
    
  


  Mia took a few steps toward him before stopping herself before she got too close. “I didn’t believe her. I don’t believe her. I did it because I didn’t know who to believe anymore. There is so much about you that I don’t know. You’ve never let me all the way into your life. This is all… it’s too much. I can’t do it anymore, Cayd. Despite how I feel about you… I just… I can’t. I hurt too much.”


  
    
  


  “You don’t think I hurt too? You are the only good thing in my life, Mia. I’m not letting you throw us away over some bullshit mistake I made years ago with an unstable woman.”


  
    
  


  “I don’t know what to do, Cayd. I don’t know how to get past all of this.”


  
    
  


  “Do you love me?”


  
    
  


  “I…”


  
    
  


  “Do you. Love me?”


  
    
  


  “Of course I do.”


  
    
  


  “Then there’s nothing else that matters. This doesn’t need to change us.”


  
    
  


  She stepped closer. “Don’t you see? It already has.”


  
    
  


  Reaching out, she placed her hand on the door to leave. “Please let me go,” she whispered. “Don’t make it harder than it already is.”


  
    
  


  For a moment, they just stood there, their eyes locked as the air crackled between them.


  
    
  


  “No,” he growled out as his hands flew up and caught her face and his mouth crashed against hers. Suddenly, they were spinning and Cayd had Mia pressed up against the door as their minds whirled with emotion and longing. The moment their lips touched all of Mia’s resistance went out the window, and she was lost in the glorious reaction her body had to him as his tongue delved into her mouth and his body pressed against hers.


  
    
  


  Their hands were flying everywhere as they tried to touch each other in all places at once. Cayd’s erection pressed hard against her stomach as his hand slid up her thigh and under her dress until he felt her wetness on the outside of her panties and groaned in pleasure.


  
    
  


  The door behind them pushed, and voices floated in from the ballroom as women tried to enter. Cayd and Mia froze at the interruption and looking into his eyes, Mia placed her hands on his chest and pushed him back slowly.


  
    
  


  The voices of the women could be heard as they discussed whether the door was locked or just blocked.


  
    
  


  “I have to go,” she whispered, before reaching behind her and opening the door just enough to let herself out while keeping her eyes down as she hurried past the women at the door.


  
    
  


  “What in the world?” one said as they pushed through the door and saw a dishevelled looking Cayd standing against the privacy wall.


  
    
  


  He ran his hands through his hair then cleared his throat and straightened his tie. “Ladies,” he said with a nod, as he walked straight out as though there was nothing at all odd about his presence in the women’s bathroom.


  
    
  


  “Did you talk to her?” Howard asked him, when he reached his side moments later.


  
    
  


  Still watching Mia from across the ballroom, Cayd nodded. “I did.”


  
    
  


  “So what are your chances?”


  
    
  


  “There’s still hope.”
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  As the night went on, the guests took to their seats while dinner was served and speeches were given. Belle welcomed everyone and introduced Mia and Natalie as her daughters to polite applause from those in attendance. A lovely woman who was the head of the association the evening was benefiting, had prepared a testimonial clip of women’s stories about when they were forced by family members to give up their rights to their children. It was something that was widely done in the past, but in the 80’s it was thought to be an antiquated practise, although it was still happening, even today.


  
    
  


  Mia found herself feeling a deep sadness for those who were shown on the short film, and when it was over, she found herself feeling sorry for Belle as well, even as she stood at the podium and urged everyone to dig deep and give to this wonderful charity. The buzz around the room was that this fundraising campaign would net the foundation enough to keep them running for the next five to six years.


  
    
  


  After the money had been donated and there was a break between dinner and dessert, a popular duet began to play an acoustic set to which all of the guests were urged to take to the dance floor.


  
    
  


  “Aren’t they the people who had the dog at the park a couple of weeks ago?” Mia asked Natalie, as they began to sing.


  
    
  


  “I think it is. I knew they looked familiar.”


  
    
  


  “Would you like to dance?” Eric asked Natalie, to the surprise of Mia who had never known Eric to be a dancer. As she sat back and watched them together, she realised how much he must care for her, and it caused a happy smile to spread across her lips.


  
    
  


  “Time to make your move, son,” Howard said, across the room, as he nudged Cayd and nodded toward where Mia was sitting on her own.


  
    
  


  Cayd nodded and stood, smoothing his hand down the front of his tuxedo to fix his appearance. The moment he began to move toward her, her eyes found his and her features softened as she remembered the fire, and the passion she had experienced when he had taken her in the bathroom earlier.


  
    
  


  “Don’t mind if I do,” Belle said beside Cayd, slipping her arm through his and leading him to the dance floor. She knew he wouldn’t cause a scene in public. He wouldn’t want to risk upsetting Mia.


  
    
  


  “What are you up to Belle?” he asked, as he glanced over at where Mia no longer sat.


  
    
  


  “I’m raising a tonne of money for a worthy cause, and I’m dancing with my handsome step-son. What do you think you’re doing, Cayd? After all, you and your father are the ones who bought your way into my party. You must have a reason.”


  
    
  


  “I’m trying to undo whatever evil you’ve been doing, Belle. What did you tell Mia? What lies did you come up with this time?”


  
    
  


  “I only spoke the truth, Cayd. I told her what we meant to each other and how you pursued me.”


  
    
  


  Cayd shook his head. “You and I both know that’s not true. What happened between you and I was a drunken mistake.”


  
    
  


  “It was more than that. You broke my heart, Cayd. I’m not going to let you break my daughter’s too.”


  
    
  


  “I think you’re managing to do that all by yourself. She’ll be hearing the truth from me, Belle. I won’t be leaving here until she does.”


  
    
  


  At the same time, Howard Donnelly could be seen across the dance floor moving slowly with Mia. He had asked her to dance after he’d seen his son get intercepted by Belle Fleming.


  
    
  


  “Things aren’t going so well between you and my son I hear,” he said, to which Mia lifted a shoulder. “I may not make it obvious, but I’m very proud of the man he’s become, you know.”


  
    
  


  “You are?”


  
    
  


  “I am. I wasn’t very good to him growing up - even before his brother and his mother passed away. I was always too busy with my own proclivities and he grew up very angry with me. Then when we did lose his mother and brother, I became even worse and he became very angry. And I don’t blame him for what he did. I saw what was going on and I was too caught up in my own grief to worry about his. But somehow, without a father or anyone else to care about him, he pulled through it all on his own. He became a strong and capable man who dedicates his life to helping others. I’m proud that he’s my son. And if you can find it in you to give him another chance, I’ll be proud to welcome you as my daughter.”


  
    
  


  “I don’t want to hurt him, Howard. I just don’t know what to do anymore. He needs to share his past with me.”


  
    
  


  Leaning down, Howard pressed a chaste kiss to her cheek. “The past is the past, Mia. The present and the future is what matters. But, listen to your heart. It knows what to do.”


  
    
  


  With that, he spun her under his arm and somehow she was passed into the waiting arms of Cayd as Howard took Belle to dance across the room.


  
    
  


  “Fancy meeting you here,” Cayd smiled, as he settled his hand around Mia’s waist. The warmth of his body against hers coursed through her veins, heating her core.


  
    
  


  “Cayd, I…” she started, feeling as though there was so much to say but not knowing where to start.


  
    
  


  “Don’t talk, Mia, please. Just listen. I meant it when I said that I would wait for you. I know that I have made mistakes and I should have been more open with you about my past earlier. I am so sorry that our lives have become as twisted and tangled with people I wished I had never met, let alone wanted to see again. But the fact is, I can’t change what happened, and I understand that there are some things that take time to get over. One day, I hope you’ll be able to move past this and come back home to me with a clear heart and a clear mind. But until then, just know that I love you, Mia. I want to marry you. I want to have a family with you and spend my life with you. And I will wait. I will wait. Our home will always be your home. And my heart will always belong to you.”


  
    
  


  Dipping his head, he took his mouth in hers, kissing her lingeringly before withdrawing. “Goodbye, my love,” he said, his warmth leaving her like a cool breeze, causing her to feel cold and alone. She stood there, watching him walk across the ballroom without once looking behind him, and when he walked through those large doors and disappeared from her sight, she stood there watching after him anyway, feeling more confused than ever.


  
    
  


  


  Chapter 24
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  “DO YOU think I could borrow your boyfriend for a dance?” Belle asked Natalie, as she laid her hand on Eric’s arm and smiled warmly at Natalie, who didn’t get much of a chance to reply before she was escorted away in the arms of a young blond man who seemed not much older than she was.


  
    
  


  He smiled down at her, his teeth perfect, white and unnaturally straight, as he introduced himself as ‘Brendon’ then went on to tell her about himself as if he were giving her some sort of résumé, instead of having the normal introductory conversation one would have in this sort of situation.


  
    
  


  Natalie found herself watching his moving mouth but hearing little more than the dull drone of his voice as he pontificated, and she glanced longingly at Eric, wishing they could once again trade dance partners.


  
    
  


  Catching Natalie’s eye, Eric smiled over at her as he wondered how long it was going to take for the song to end so he could return to her without looking too rude.


  
    
  


  “They look good together, don’t they?” Belle said, as she followed his gaze. “Picture perfect.”


  
    
  


  Frowning, Eric looked down at Belle and scrutinised her with his eyes. “Looks can be very deceiving.”


  
    
  


  “Not really. I think he’s a very good match for her.”


  
    
  


  “And I’m not?”


  
    
  


  “Well Eric, now that I’ve introduced her to the world as my daughter, she’ll be expected to maintain a certain…lifestyle standard.”


  
    
  


  “I see. And dating a plumber doesn’t fit the ‘lifestyle’?”


  
    
  


  Smiling, Belle released a melodic laugh. Outwardly, she appeared to be having a lovely time with Eric, enjoying a charming conversation. No one else could hear the words that were belying her pleasant expression.


  
    
  


  “I’m glad you’re catching on.”


  
    
  


  “See, that’s where you’re wrong. I’m not catching on at all. And I’m not going away. I know what you’re up to Belle, and it isn’t going to work. Natalie and I love each other, and we’re going to stay together. Just like Mia and Cayd love each other.”


  
    
  


  “Mia and Cayd aren’t even a consideration anymore.”


  
    
  


  Eric stopped dancing and looked down at her, narrowing his eyes. “Aren’t they? You intercepted Cayd pretty bloody fast when he was headed for Mia earlier, and you looked pretty pissed when his father cut in. If I were you, I’d back right off.”


  
    
  


  “Or what, Eric? What is a boy like you going to do? I’m their mother.”


  
    
  


  “You’re not their mother. You gave up that right when you gave them away. I don’t believe this sob story bullshit you’ve been dishing out to everyone here. You didn’t want them then and you don’t want them now. You just want to look good for the cameras.”


  
    
  


  “You don’t know what you’re talking about.”


  
    
  


  “Don’t I?” Eric asked as he backed away from Belle and headed through the crowd of dancing people to collect Natalie by the hand.


  
    
  


  “Are you all right?” Natalie asked, as she hurried along behind him while he headed back toward Mia.


  
    
  


  “Are you two ready to get out of here?” Eric asked them both.


  
    
  


  Mia nodded her head gratefully. “Absolutely.”


  
    
  


  “I’d like to go too,” Natalie said.


  
    
  


  They were all tired of smiling and pretending to be happy that Belle was now in their life, especially when, as the night had continued, the twins became increasingly aware that she was more interested in the attention she was getting from others than she was in really getting to know her two daughters.


  
    
  


  Natalie felt strange after being made to dance with the Brendon guy, and Mia felt as though she had been a pawn in a revenge plot that no one was telling her the truth about.


  
    
  


  As they slid out of the ballroom and caught a cab from the front of the hotel, Eric finally said something that had been on his mind since Belle had arrived in their lives.


  
    
  


  “I don’t think she’s a good person.”


  
    
  


  “Who?” asked Natalie.


  
    
  


  “Belle. I know she’s your blood and all. But she’s not a good person.”


  
    
  


  “I think you’re right,” Mia agreed. “There’s too much that isn’t adding up.”


  
    
  


  “But she’s our mother,” Natalie added, her voice small as she was tired and didn’t know what to believe anymore.


  
    
  


  “It doesn’t give her the excuse to come in and use you against me and then use me against Cayd. She came close to ruining our relationship, and I was stupid enough to let her drive a wedge in my relationship with Cayd,” Mia said.


  
    
  


  “She’s insidious,” added Eric. “I didn’t want to say anything at first because I wanted to give her a chance but from where I’ve been sitting, all I’ve seen is Belle filling your heads with manipulations. I mean, why was she so intent on keeping your relationship quiet at first, Natalie? Why did she want to ambush Mia with the information about Cayd, and why did she use the fight you and Mia had as a way to get between you? It was like she set the whole thing up so she could come to the rescue. And on top of that – why didn’t she want me here tonight?”


  
    
  


  “I’m sure she wanted you here. I guess she just didn’t think about it properly…” Natalie tried, but her words sounded like a lame excuse even to her own ears.


  
    
  


  “Don’t defend her, Natalie,” Mia said. “I can’t think of a time when I’ve felt worse in my life. Even when my parents died I didn’t feel this shit. I wish we’d never found her. I know I’d be a hell of a lot happier not knowing that Belle Fleming was my mother. I’d be planning a wedding instead of wondering what the hell I’m supposed to do next,” Mia said.


  
    
  


  “About all that, Mia. I spoke to Cayd after you got me to give the ring back, and I told him what she was accusing him off. His version of the story is completely different and to be honest, it makes a shitload more sense than Belle’s revenge plot does. It makes no sense that Cayd went after you to hurt her, especially since we were the ones who sought her out. That fact just didn’t sit right with me.”


  
    
  


  Frowning, Mia shook her head slightly. “I never believed that story, Eric. It never made sense to me either. It was just that she kept giving me details about Cayd’s past and I let the fact that I don’t know all of his past get to me. The more I think about it, the more I realise that I’ve done exactly what she wanted from the moment she met me – I let her get under my skin and I let something that shouldn’t matter get in the way of something that did matter. I’ve really messed up here haven’t I?”


  
    
  


  Pressing his lips together in understanding, Eric placed his hand on Mia’s shoulder before glancing back to the cab that pulled up to take them away from this ridiculous night. “Cayd loves you, Mia. You know where he is. Go and sort things out now, before too much time goes by and it’s too late.”


  
    
  


  Nodding, Natalie added, “Go Mia. Take this cab. We’ll get the next. Go and be happy.”


  
    
  


  Hugging them both quickly, Mia moved to get inside but then froze at the door. “What if he doesn’t want to see me?”


  
    
  


  “Mia, the guy just crashed a benefit to talk to you. Go,” Eric said, practically forcing her to sit down by taking a hold of her arm and guiding her into the back of the waiting cab. “Make this shit right, ok?”


  
    
  


  With that, he kissed on the side of the head and told the driver to take her to the Marriott hotel where he knew Cayd was staying. As he stepped back onto the curb, he placed his arm around Natalie’s shoulders.


  
    
  


  “I hope they work it out,” she said, leaning into him as she watched her twin’s cab drive away.


  
    
  


  “I reckon they’ve got a love like ours, so they will. I know they will.”


  
    
  


  “Oh yeah? What kind of a love is that?”


  
    
  


  Eric turned and dipped his head, his mouth just millimetres from hers. “A fucking transcendent one,” he grinned, before bringing his mouth to hers and kissing her passionately.


  
    
  


  


  Chapter 25
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  “DR CAYD Donnelly’s room please,” Mia asked at the front desk of the Marriott hotel. While the clerk tapped away at the keyboard to bring up his details, Mia cursed herself for not remembering his room number from the paper he’d left behind. She drummed her fingers on the top of the marble reception desk and looked around the large, brightly lit foyer.


  
    
  


  At any other time she’d be marvelling at the combination of lightly stained wood and marble, and the giant geometric skylight that loomed over the three open levels of this massive hotel. But when she was desperate to find one person, its size frustrated her instead.


  
    
  


  “Miss,” the clerk said to get her attention. “I’m afraid Dr Donnelly has checked out. He isn’t with us anymore.”


  
    
  


  “No,” she breathed, her shoulders slumping forward as she heard the news. “When? How long ago?”


  
    
  


  “I can’t tell you that information, I’m sorry.”


  
    
  


  “Shit,” Mia hissed, pulling out her phone and dialling Cayd’s number. It went to message bank without even ringing.”


  
    
  


  “What about Howard Donnelly?” she asked, pushing in front of another couple who were just about to take their turn. She remembered that the Marriott was where they picked him up when they were in Sydney originally. “Is he still here?”


  
    
  


  Releasing a slight sigh, the clerk moved his fingers rapidly over the keyboard. “It says not to disturb him. I’m sorry.”


  
    
  


  Mia’s hand shot out and she grabbed the clerk’s arm, looking at him beseechingly. “Please. Call him and tell him that Mia Anson is here. He’ll talk to me. I know he will. This is urgent. Please,” she begged.


  
    
  


  “I can’t do that.”


  
    
  


  “What if I told you I was family,” she said quickly.


  
    
  


  He raised his eyebrows. “Are you family?”


  
    
  


  “I’m his daughter-in-law,” she lied, thinking it wasn’t completely untrue – as long as Cayd was willing to give her back the ring and still wanted to marry her of course…


  
    
  


  “I don’t see a wedding ring.”


  
    
  


  “That’s because I’m an idiot and I gave it back to his son and I messed up, and that’s why I need to see Howard, or at least talk to him. He’ll know where Cayd went. He always knows where his son is. Please. You’re messing with my happiness here.”


  
    
  


  Letting out an even larger sigh, the clerk lifted the hotel receiver. “If I loose my job over this, I’ll be coming after you Mia Anson.”


  
    
  


  “You won’t. I promise. Thank you!”


  
    
  


  “I’m so sorry to disturb you sir, but there’s a Mia Anson here for you. She’s says it’s urgent.” The clerk listened for a few seconds then handed the receiver to Mia, indicating that she needed to move to the side so he could serve the next patrons.


  
    
  


  Thank you, she mouthed as she pressed the phone to her ear.


  
    
  


  “Mia, to what do I owe this pleasure?” Howard boomed down the line in his larger than life voice.


  
    
  


  “I’m looking for Cayd, Howard. He was staying here, and they said he checked out. I can’t get him on his phone.”


  
    
  


  “That’s because he’s probably on a plane. He left for Melbourne not long after we returned from the benefit.”


  
    
  


  Mia’s heart fell with a thud in her chest. “What time was that?” she asked, desperately wanting to talk to him but knowing she wouldn’t be able to until he landed.


  
    
  


  “I don’t know. At about eight I suppose. There was a flight not long after.”


  
    
  


  Mia felt the tears burn behind her eyes as she thanked Howard for his help and handed the receiver back to the clerk who gave her a sympathetic smile. “You look like you could do with a drink,” he said, causing Mia to nod in agreement.


  
    
  


  “Or six. Or twelve.”


  
    
  


  “The bar is open,” he suggested, nodding his head to the slightly raised platform behind them where a quiet bar was located.


  
    
  


  Sighing, she made her way over to the bar area and slumped into a seat, feeling sorry for herself as she reached out and began to leaf through the drinks menu.


  
    
  


  “Just give me whatever you have that’s strongest,” she said, as soon as a waiter appeared at her table. She glanced up from the menu as she shut it to hand it to him, then suddenly, she gasped and the menu fell from her hand and toppled to the floor.


  
    
  


  “Allow me,” the most beautiful voice she’d ever heard in her life said. Her hand clapped over her mouth as she watched him lean down and retrieve the menu from the floor.


  
    
  


  “Cayd,” she whispered through her emotion. Her eyes blurring as they filled with happy tears. “I thought you’d gone.”


  
    
  


  “I was gone. I wanted to go and wait for you in our home. But I missed the flight at 8:20, and there isn’t another until six in the morning,” he explained, as he placed the menu on the floor but stayed low in front of her. His hand gently brushed her cheek as he looked into her eyes and the depth of love she showed in them. It was at that point that he knew she had returned. He knew she was still his.


  
    
  


  “I tried to call you,” she said.


  
    
  


  “My battery died. I ran it down while I was using my phone as a torch to hunt for this,” he said, reaching into his jacket pocket and pulling out the ring Mia had returned to him.


  
    
  


  “You had to find it?” she sniffed, as she looked down at it.


  
    
  


  “I may have thrown it in anger when you gave it back to me.”


  
    
  


  “I’m glad you found it.”


  
    
  


  “Are you?”


  
    
  


  “Yes. I regretted giving it back to you. I never should have done that.”


  
    
  


  “Do you still want this and everything that comes with it – my past, my present and my future? Do you want it all?”


  
    
  


  “I want it all.”


  
    
  


  Cayd adjusted his weight so he was kneeling appropriately. “In that case, Mia, I’d like to ask you again, and I hope this is the last time I ever utter these words because this time, it must be forever. Will you marry me?”


  
    
  


  “I will,” she breathed, accepting the ring as he slid it on her finger before gripping his face and bringing her mouth to his. “I love you, Cayd and I’m so sorry. I’m so sorry for how I behaved.”


  
    
  


  Standing, he took her by the hand. “Tell me all about it upstairs.”


  
    
  


  “Upstairs?”


  
    
  


  “Mia. I’m getting us a room. We have a good month of making up to do.”
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  “You know, I think that dress was just a loaner,” Mia chuckled, referring the emerald green dress that was now lying in tatters on the floor, as she twirled her fingers through Cayd’s hair from where his head lay on her chest.


  
    
  


  Lifting his head, he met her eyes. “Then it shouldn’t have been so damn hard to get off.”


  
    
  


  He rolled over to his back, pulling Mia with him so she was draped across him. “Why didn’t you tell me what Belle was really like?”


  
    
  


  “I was going to. When I came here, I had planned to tell you everything I knew about her. But by then it was too late. She’d already gotten in your head.”


  
    
  


  “I didn’t really believe her,” she whispered. “I didn’t think you’d do something like that.”


  
    
  


  “But you had doubts?”


  
    
  


  Looking at her hand, Mia moved her fingers to straighten her ring. “She had a ring the same as mine. She said you gave it to her. That was the thing that played on my mind. She does tell a very convincing story.”


  
    
  


  “Yes. Eric told me what she said. And you have to know, I never gave her a ring. It was one drunken night. That’s all. I regretted it the moment it happened, but I never regretted it as much as I did when I saw you crying over that photo.”


  
    
  


  “I know it never meant anything to you. And I’m sorry. I’m so sorry that I listened to any of her lies.”


  
    
  


  “She has a way of convincing people of things. My mother would have said that ‘she has an answer for everything’,” Cayd mused, smiling sadly as he thought of his mother.


  
    
  


  “You mother seems like she was a very smart woman.”


  
    
  


  “She was. She would have liked you a lot.”


  
    
  


  “I would have liked her too.”


  
    
  


  Reach up, Cayd gently ran his fingers down Mia’s cheek, feeling incredibly blessed to have her beside him again.


  
    
  


  “I’m sorry for all you went through,” he whispered.


  
    
  


  “I took it too far. I should have put my trust in you.”


  
    
  


  “Perhaps, but I had to remind myself of how I’d feel if I found out you’d had a relationship with my father. I think I would have needed some time to get past that too.”


  
    
  


  Shaking her head, Mia let out a hollow laugh. “What a mess. You, me, Belle, your father, Natalie and Eric - I feel like we could fuel the storyline for a soap opera. We’re all so twisted together.”


  
    
  


  Cupping her chin, Cayd lifted her face so she was looking at him properly. “Not twisted, my love. Think of it as being entwined – like a vine. And it took a lot of unravelling to find our perfect match.”


  
    
  


  He brought his mouth to hers, gently kissing her, breathing her in, reminding himself of everything about her he’d been missing in their time apart.


  
    
  


  “This is the only kind of entwined I want to be,” Mia whispered as she trailed soft kisses along his jaw and slid her leg between Cayd’s, wrapping her arm around his chest. “I only want to be entwined with you.”


  
    
  


  “That’s the way it was meant to be,” he told her, reaching down to grip her hips and lifting her over him. She settled herself against his shaft, feeling his length harden instantly against her heat.


  
    
  


  “It’s the only way it should be,” she breathed, sliding all the way to his tip before rolling her hips and taking him inside her, sinking down to his base with a slow exhale.


  
    
  


  With his hands on her waist, Cayd lifted his hips with each of her downward movements, grinding himself deeper inside her, causing her to gasp as her arousal built into something more. Noting how her moans were changing, he reached between them, using this thumb to circle her silky juices over her hard nub.


  
    
  


  Mia gasped, her orgasm bursting out of her quickly as the weeks of being apart from his masterful hands caught up with her.


  
    
  


  Not ready for the moment to be over, Cayd gripped her thighs and flipped her on her back, catching her hands with his and holding them over her head as he slowed his inward strokes to her core, bringing her down from the dizzying height as he gazed into her eyes.


  
    
  


  “Are you mine, Mia?” he asked, as he did over a year ago.


  
    
  


  “I’m yours, Cayd. Now and always. You are mine, and I am yours.”


  
    
  


  With that, he brought his mouth down to hers, kissing her lazily as they moved together, reuniting their love as they brought each other to climax over and over again until exhaustion and sleep overcame them.


  
    
  


  


  Epilogue
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  Six months later…


  
    
  


  

  



  
    
  


  “A PERSON with Borderline Personality Disorder often has great difficultly relating to other people, and to the world around them, which can be very difficult for those who care about them to come to terms with,” Cayd said from the front of the lecture hall where he was chosen to continue teaching his specialised course on BPD.


  
    
  


  “Common symptoms include deep feelings of insecurity, a person suffering from BPD will generally feel fearful of abandonment. They are constantly seeking reassurance from those around them – they have a fragile sense of self worth.


  
    
  


  “They are impulsive, contradictory, and easily confused. And often, they self-harm by causing deliberate pain through cutting, burning or hitting themselves. They may overdose on or abuse both alcohol and prescription or illegal drugs. They may take part in binge eating or starvation practices. Or they may repeatedly put themselves in harm’s way and attempt suicide.


  
    
  


  “BPD is a complex disorder that is often misunderstood. Sufferers are not ‘bad’. Although their behaviour is regularly called ‘manipulative’ or ’attention-seeking’ by those who don’t understand the disorder. Their behaviour results from feelings of fear, loneliness, desperation, or hopelessness associated with BPD.


  
    
  


  “Sufferers can get better. With appropriate on going treatment and support, BPD is a treatable disorder with a combination of psychological therapy, medication and support. With the right combination, most people with BPD can lead full and productive lives.”


  
    
  


  As Cayd glanced at his watch, he wrapped up the lecture by informing his students which case studies he wanted them to look into before their next meeting.


  
    
  


  Quickly, he gathered his notes and slid them into his briefcase, checking his watch again as he hurried down the steps of the podium so he could exit the lecture hall.


  
    
  


  “Dr Donnelly,” a student called out to him.


  
    
  


  Cayd turned and smiled, shaking his head and saying, “Not today, I’m sorry. I have a wedding to attend.”


  
    
  


  Like clockwork, his phone beeped with a text from Mia.


  
    
  


  Are you on your way? We’re already at the church!


  
    
  


  Swiftly, he moved his thumb over the screen and responded.


  
    
  


  10mins!


  
    
  


  Racing to his car, he switched out his jacket for the formal attire that was hanging in the back of his Mercedes, ready for him to wear that afternoon. Then, checking his watch one last time, he drove toward the church, making it in perfect time, much to the joy of those in attendance.


  
    
  


  “Five minutes to spare, mate,” Eric said with a smile, as Cayd burst through the door to the groomsmen’s dressing room.


  
    
  


  “I told you I’d make it,” he grinned, checking his appearance in the mirror before turning to Josh who was sitting in the chair, biting his nails and bouncing his knee nervously. “Are you ready?”


  
    
  


  “I’m nervous as fuck,” he said, looking up at Cayd with his big brown eyes as wide as they could go.


  
    
  


  “Just breathe, ok. You love her don’t you?”


  
    
  


  “Of course I do. I just don’t love standing in front of a room full of people. Especially when I have to sign. I’m worried that I’m going to sign something insulting instead of signing about my feelings for Louise.”


  
    
  


  Cayd placed his hands on Josh’s shoulders and looked him in the eye. “You are going to do great. Just focus on Louise and let everyone else fade away.”


  
    
  


  “Ok,” he nodded, his leg bouncing all over again when the attendant knocked on the door and told them it was time.


  
    
  


  “Let’s go and get you married, huh?” Cayd said, following Josh out and then Eric, who was Josh’s best man.


  
    
  


  As they lined up in front of the church, it wasn’t long before the bridal party entered the room. Despite the fact that many of the attendees weren’t hearing, they still walked down the aisle to a traditional bridal waltz.


  
    
  


  Natalie walked in first, smiling as her eyes locked with Eric’s at the end of the aisle. Their relationship had become quite serious in the past six months, with Natalie agreeing to move down to Melbourne to be with him, and also to work on her friendship with Mia. They no longer had any contact with Belle. After the benefit, an article titled ‘She’s Insidious’ had appeared in the paper on the same page that covered the great success of the event. The page’s main article spoke of how much money was raised (largely thanks to a large donation from Howard Donnelly to get event coordinators to look the other way when he showed up uninvited) and what a success the actual benefit was. It spoke of what a worthy cause the foundation was and of how many women and children would manage to reunite because of the generosity of those invited.


  
    
  


  The article beneath, however, was an obvious replica of the conversation Mia, Eric and Natalie had had outside the hotel while they were waiting on a cab. Someone had obviously been eavesdropping and gone to the press as a ‘reputable source’. As a result, Belle had been shunned from the high society that she had fought so hard to stay a part of and she had blamed it all on her ‘unappreciative daughters’.


  
    
  


  Both Natalie and Mia had wasted no time telling her that they weren’t interested in crossing paths with her ever again. As far as they were concerned, they already had mothers. Mia’s was looking down on her from heaven and Natalie’s was alive and well and relieved when Natalie had gone to her and apologised for even looking for Belinda Fleming – Sandra Johnson was the only mother she would ever need.


  
    
  


  “You look gorgeous,” Eric whispered as she took her place on the opposite side of the church.


  
    
  


  “So do you,” she whispered back, loving how stunning he looked in his three-piece suit.


  
    
  


  Their relationship had more than flourished over the past few months. Cayd had recognised the symptoms of BPD in Natalie long ago, and although he wasn’t able to be her psychologist, Dr Evelyn Butler was more than willing to take her on again and treat her properly. As a result, she was happy, positive and thriving in the love she was receiving from all of her new family and friends – she had even found a wonderful friend in Louise, who delighted in teaching her sign language so she could go to coffee and sign with the twins just to watch the curious looks of passers by.


  
    
  


  As Mia made her way down the aisle, she looked positively radiant. Her skin was glowing and the loose fitting bridesmaid dress only hinted at the bump that protruded from her abdomen. Cayd grinned, watching her with great love and pride. They had overcome a lot together and while their wedding was postponed until after the baby was born, they were still more than ready to get married. They knew their love was true and their bond was strong. They could overcome anything that life threw at them as long as they did it together.


  
    
  


  The day Mia had announced to him that she was pregnant was the happiest day of his life. He wanted to be he best father he could be and he couldn’t wait to welcome their little bundle of joy.


  
    
  


  Mia mouthed, “I love you,” to Cayd as she took her place next to her sister in her position as Louise’s maid of honour.


  
    
  


  “I love you too,” Cayd mouthed back, struggling to drag his eyes away from his love so that he could watch the bride walk down the aisle with her proud father.


  
    
  


  A vision in white ivory silk, Louise’s curly red hair had been straightened and flowed beautifully over her shoulders. She seemed to glide along the floor as tears of pride and joy flowed from the congregation and her father gave her away to Josh and took his seat next to her proud mother.


  
    
  


  It was hard not to be touched by the love and support that Josh and Louise showed to each other. They too, had been through a tumultuous couple of years and they had come through it stronger and more in love than ever.


  
    
  


  When they were finally pronounced husband and wife, those in attendance lifted their hands and waved them in a signed applause as the bridal party made their way out the front of the church and into the waiting limos that would escort them to the reception.


  
    
  


  “Oh, you never told me,” Louise said and signed to Mia as they settled in for the short drive. “How did your ultrasound go yesterday?”


  
    
  


  Mia grinned and held Cayd’s hand. “Should we tell them?” she asked.


  
    
  


  “Sure,” he nodded, his eyes sparkling through his joy.


  
    
  


  “Oh no, it isn’t is it?” Eric said laughing.


  
    
  


  “No, no, no. Relax. I’m not having twins.”


  
    
  


  “Then what’s the big secret?”


  
    
  


  “I’m having triplets.”


  
    
  


  Louise, who had just taken a mouthful of champagne, suddenly sprayed it everywhere in surprise.


  
    
  


  “Triplets!” everyone seemed to repeat in unison.


  
    
  


  Cayd gazed into Mia’s eyes lovingly and placed his hand over her round belly. “Yes, triplets. And we couldn’t be more pleased.”
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  Connect with me:


  
    
  


  For updates or to ask questions/ send comments,


  
    
  


  www.lillianaanderson.com


  
    
  


  you can contact me at lillianderson@live.com.au


  
    
  


  follow me on twitter @Confidante_Lili 


  
    
  


  or facebook where I am most active-


  
    
  


  http://www.facebook.com/pages/Lilliana-Anderson-Author/444649528938470


  
    
  


  http://www.facebook.com/lilliana.anderson.12


  
    
  


  Thank you so much for taking the time to read my work. I hope to have a very long writing career, producing books and characters you’ll come to love.


  
    
  


  If you enjoyed reading, please take a moment to let someone know. Use the social media options on your device to share this book on Facebook or Twitter etc, and if you have time, leave a rating and review – I love to read your comments.
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