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Chapter One [image: ]

One Sunday. Couldn’t she have just one Sunday that didn’t involve lying in the dirt searching for kittens?

‘And you’re sure they’re under here?’ Sera called over her shoulder as she wriggled beneath the house. The beam from her torch bounced off a cluster of old paint tins.

‘Definitely,’ the woman said. ‘At least, I think so.’

From where Sera was lying, all she could see was the woman’s feet, and the hot pink nail polish adorning her perfectly pedicured toes.

She sighed. I should get a pedi. Though what would be the point? She was always wearing boots.

Turning back to the jumble of bric-a-brac cluttering the home’s foundations, Sera pushed aside a cobweb and wiggled forward commando-style, all elbows and knees.

Her torch caught a glint of something in the gloom. A jet-black ball of fluff was pressed against the wall, its eyes wide and its back arched.

Sera edged closer, hand slowly extending towards the terrified kitten. It swatted at her then hissed, so bold and fierce that she quietly laughed.

‘It’s okay, little one,’ she whispered. With a swift grab, she had the spitting creature by the scruff of the neck. ‘Come on, tough guy. Let’s get you safe.’

She cradled the kitten in the crook of her arm, stuffed her torch into her bra and wormed backwards across the rough ground, reversing butt-first into the daylight.

‘One,’ she said.

Her dog, Buffy, bounded forward and licked her face.

‘Ew. Buff!’ She shooed away the excited Staffordshire Terrier-cross, pushed herself up with a low groan, and handed the kitten to the woman with the pink pedi. ‘Take this for me for a sec?’

Buffy continued to bounce about eagerly. ‘Is your dog okay?’ the woman asked, holding the kitten aloft like Simba in the opening scene of The Lion King.

Sera arranged the pet crate on the shaded part of the woman’s deck. ‘She’s fine. She loves kittens.’

The woman nodded and tentatively showed her tiny charge to the wagging dog, who slurped the kitten with her enormous pink tongue.

Sera took the soggy kitten and popped it into the crate. It scurried to the back, cowering on a red tartan blanket and hissing furiously. Buffy lay beside the crate, her head between her paws and her tail thumping on the wooden deck.

‘Do you think there’s more?’ the woman asked, frowning at the excited dog.

‘Where there’s one, there’s usually more.’

An hour later, filthy, sweaty and with a smear of dead rat goo on her hand, Sera had the last of them. ‘That’s seems to be it. Four. I’ll take them to the vet for a once-over and then they’ll come back to the shelter until they’re ready for adoption.’

‘Thanks so much,’ the woman said. ‘I heard them meowing, but wasn’t sure what to do.’

‘Thanks for caring, and for reaching out to Rose’s Rescue.’



‘Siri. Call Toby.’

‘Petside Vet Clinic.’ Toby’s deep voice boomed through Sera’s speakers.

‘Hey, Herriot,’ she said. The nickname was Grandma Rose’s fault. She’d had a crush on the famous British vet surgeon, James Herriot, and had made Sera watch the old TV series based on his life at least ten times. They’d sit on the couch on a Saturday afternoon, eating cake, watching the show, laughing and crying. Then Sera had read the books, and when they made a new series a few years ago, she’d watched that too. That’s how Herriot stuck. The famous vet held a special place in her heart. Just like Toby did. ‘Guess what? I have a bunch of fluff balls needing your attention.’

‘Of course you do, it’s Sunday. Feline or canine?’

‘Four felines.’

‘How far away are you?’

‘I should be there in about fifteen minutes.’

‘I’m ordering pizza. Are you in?’

Her stomach rumbled on cue. It was late afternoon, and a long time since her morning cup of tea and biscuit. That Buffy had eaten half of. ‘God, yes. Pizza sounds great.’

‘I’ll fire up the surgery,’ he said. ‘We can order when you get here.’ Sera didn’t know what she’d do without Toby. Dr Toby McManus, veterinary surgeon, took care of the animals she saved, and he did it all for free, which had saved Rose’s Rescue, the struggling animal shelter Sera owned and ran.

When Grandma Rose left her cherished property in Oxford Falls on Sydney’s Northern Beaches to Sera, her first thought had been to sell. A charming Federation-style home with a small paddock set against the bush and only minutes from the ocean, the place would no doubt fetch a sensational price and set Sera up nicely to travel, or to start that Masters of Creative Writing she was always threatening to do.

But with her grandmother’s home came three ancient cats, and until they passed on, Sera saw it as her responsibility to take care of them. Rose had loved those cats even more than she’d loved James Herriot, and Sera had loved Rose. So she put her plans to sell on hold, and instead moved in.

Then one day while she was out for a run, she spotted a wiggling hessian sack on a bush track off the side of the road, which she was horrified to discover contained four newborn puppies. Then and there, she decided to take them in and when they were old enough, find them the good homes they deserved. She hadn’t known her commitment to those puppies would completely alter the course of her life.

Toby’s was the closest vet surgery to her on that day, and she would forever be grateful for that, because without him, his encouragement and steadfast friendship, she may never have had the courage to use her inheritance to build an animal rescue and boarding facility on Rose’s land.

Two years later, Rose’s Rescue was a small but passionate shelter dedicated to saving lost and abandoned dogs, cats, guinea pigs, rabbits – if there was an animal in need, Sera took them in and found a family to love them. She was even housing a malnourished horse and eternally cranky sheep in the barn at the bottom of her paddock, both of which Toby was helping to care for. He looked after all creatures great and small. Including her.

Buffy bounded out of the car and dashed towards Toby, her tail wagging furiously.

‘Hello, Stink,’ he said as he bent down to scratch the dog’s ear. ‘You’re getting fat.’

Sera lugged the kittens from her van and handed the crate to Toby.

‘She’s muscular.’ He hummed in disapproval and took the crate into his surgery. Placing them on the examination table, he peered in at the terrified kittens huddled together, staring back at him wide-eyed. ‘No mother?’

Sera leaned against his desk. ‘I didn’t see a mum, but I left food out just in case, and the woman whose house this lot were hiding under said she’d call if she sees a cat hanging around.’

‘Under the house, huh? That explains…’ He raised his eyebrows and nodded towards her t-shirt.

She glanced down and grimaced. She was smothered in dirt, and that rat goo she thought only ended up on her hand. ‘Ew. I think that’s dead rat gunk on me.’

He fake gagged. ‘Gross. Why don’t you go wash up? I’ll give these ratbags a once-over.’

Toby’s surgery adjoined his small house, where Sera spent so much time it was practically her second home. She hurried up the hall towards the bathroom, being careful not to touch anything. Looking in the mirror, she gasped; she was a mess. Her auburn hair was damp and plastered to her forehead, and she had a shadow of dirt under her chin and spatters of mud mingling with her freckles. She really could have done with a shower, but getting naked in Toby’s house was a line she didn’t feel comfortable crossing, even though she knew that made absolutely no sense (something he’d told her on more than one occasion).

She peeled off her grubby t-shirt and placed it into a plastic bag, then washed her face and neck, swept her hair into a ponytail with a scrunchie she found in her pocket and wiped down her jeans with a washcloth. Finally, she helped herself to Toby’s deodorant and one of his Petside Vet Clinic promotional sweatshirts, which was four sizes too big and swamped her petite frame.

She checked the mirror again. Definitely a little dishevelled, but at least she was clean. Ish.

Venturing back to the clinic, she smiled as she watched Toby coo to each kitten he examined. Toby was everything most women go crazy for. Tall, with caramel coloured hair that hung in soft, unruly curls around his face, and gentle eyes that were the perfect shade of milk chocolate. He was handsome in that people-can’t-help-but-stare way, and he was smart and kind and funny and, to top it off, he loved animals. She teased Toby constantly about how all his female clients, and the occasional male one, swooned in his presence.

Leaving him to his work, Sera scuffed to the lounge room, flopped onto the couch with a relieved groan and closed her eyes. She and Toby had never been anything more than friends. The best of friends. They’d clicked from the moment they met and spent endless hours together, watching movies and eating food they knew they shouldn’t. He was her confidant and trusted adviser on everything from how to care for a pregnant bunny to how to handle her mother, and she was always there to cheer him up on the days his work left him a little heartbroken. She loved Toby like crazy, but not like that and she knew he felt the same.

‘Oi,’ she heard, and fluttered opened her lids. ‘Am I keeping you awake?’ Toby pushed back his freshly showered hair.

‘I think I dozed off.’ Her head rolled to the side as her gaze followed him across the room. ‘How are the kittens? Also, I stole one of your sweatshirts.’

‘The kittens are fine. Also, that’ll be twenty bucks.’

‘Add it to my bill.’ She gave him a wry smile. God help her if he ever did give her a bill for what she owed. It’d probably cost more than her soul was worth. ‘How long before I can home them?’

‘I’d say they’re four to five weeks old, so they’re good to be weaned. We’ll start their vaccinations in the next week.’

‘Thanks, Herriot. What would I do without you?’

He huffed. ‘Do you want a drink?’

‘Are we talking your client’s home-brew?’

‘Yep.’

‘Then nope. That stuff packs a punch and I have to drive sometime this century. Plus, I have a deadline tomorrow. Water’s fine.’

He nodded and disappeared into the kitchen, returning with an unlabelled brown bottle in one hand and a glass of water in the other. He handed her the glass. ‘Is the deadline for that funeral place?’

Sera wrote copy for anyone who would let her. She’d learned not to be fussy early into running the rescue, when she realised her small cash inheritance was being quickly eaten up by her assortment of animals. When she was younger, her writing dreams had involved being a journalist like her dad, or penning a bestselling novel and touring the world on a glamorous all-expenses paid book tour. Now, her reality was writing about the pros and cons of various coffin styles and how to honour a loved one’s last wishes. It wasn’t what she’d planned – nothing in her life was what she’d planned – but with money in short supply, she didn’t have a choice. Every month seemed to bring more lost and unwanted animals than the last, pushing costs up and up. Her house was old, and the roof needed repairs, and she’d just spent more cash than she had to spare on ensuring that the barn at the end of the paddock didn’t fall down in the next storm. Money went out three times faster than it came in. But she had to keep Rose’s Rescue going; the alternative kept her awake at night.

‘Sure is,’ she said, adding a dramatic sigh. ‘I’m still surprised they gave me the job after I laughed when they said they wanted their website to be “livelier”. Honestly, how could that not have been a joke?’

Toby chuckled as he dropped onto the couch beside her, stretched out his long legs and put his sock-clad feet on the coffee table. ‘I hope they pay well.’

‘They do, and they’re super nice, so I want to get it right.’

‘Dead-on, one might say.’

‘Don’t want to bury the lede.’

‘Be your funeral if you did.’

‘There’d be grave repercussions.’

They burst out laughing.

Buffy barked, charged from the room and down the hall towards the backdoor just as the front doorbell rang. ‘That dog’s an idiot,’ Toby said as he put his beer on the table. He slapped Sera’s thigh and pushed off the couch. ‘I ordered for you. I’ll get the food, you get the plates.’ He offered her his hand and hauled her up with an exaggerated grunt.

Sera’s stomach grumbled as she rummaged through Toby’s kitchen cupboards. She was starving, but still sleepy after her short nap. Chances were high that with a tummy full of pizza she’d pass out on the couch watching whatever movie they picked for the night. Half the time they both crashed out before the movie ended. She’d woken up drooling on Toby’s shoulder more times than she could count. It was lucky they were only friends because she’d be way too tired for romance anyway.

She headed back to the lounge room with a roll of paper towel, and the plates and cutlery they wouldn’t use. ‘You better have ordered extra…’ She trailed off, freezing as her gaze fell on the man standing beside Toby.

The absolutely drop-dead, stop-you-in-your-tracks, gorgeous man who definitely wasn’t the pizza guy.

He was Hemsworth-level tall and built, with biceps that overfilled his sleeves, artfully messy sandy brown hair and eyes so blue, their brilliance popped from across the room. His square jaw was covered in exactly the right amount of stubble and his mouth was a rosy pout that she instantly wanted to kiss.

Her breath hitched. Twice.

Toby cleared his throat, and she blinked.

‘It wasn’t the pizza,’ he said. ‘It was Ethan.’

She blinked again, her brain in a fog of Holy Hotness, Batman.

Toby nodded at her, as if prompting her to recognise the Adonis standing there casually glowing. ‘Ethan… James? You know. The actor. The movies with the dragons?’

Ethan sauntered towards her, a smile slowly spreading across his delectable lips. ‘Don’t worry. No one recognises me without the sword and bearskins.’ A pair of deep dimples popped in his cheeks as he grinned.

Sera sighed before she could stop herself.

‘Let me help you with those,’ he said, his blue eyes twinkling.

He gathered the plates from her arms, his large, warm hands brushing against her fingers, sending a tingle shooting across her skin.

‘Throne of Kings,’ she blurted. ‘You’re Lord Jasper. You’re right, without the sword and fur and stuff, you do… uhh…’ She flapped a hand in his direction. ‘I mean you don’t… um… uhh…’ She could feel her cheeks burst into flames.

Toby shot her a what the hell is wrong with you? expression. ‘Ethan has a bit of a problem,’ he said.

Ethan set down the plates and nodded. ‘There’s a dog in my backyard. I’ve been up on the Gold Coast for work, and I just got home and there’s this huge, angry dog stalking around on my lawn. My neighbour said it’s been there since yesterday. He thought it must have been mine. God knows how it got over the fence.’ He shook his head. ‘Anyway, I didn’t know who to call, what with it being a Sunday night. My neighbour suggested I call you, Dr McManus. Said you might be able to help.’

Toby pulled his phone from his pocket and checked it. ‘Sorry, did I miss your call?’

Ethan scratched his head, causing the hem of his t-shirt to lift just enough to flash a hint of taut waist and smooth, tanned skin. ‘Ah. No. I’m just down the hill near Turimetta Beach, so I thought I’d come straight here and… Look, I’m going to be honest with you. Dogs freak me out, and this one’s angry. It’s snarling and barking and frothing at the mouth.’

‘What do you mean frothing?’ Toby asked, alarm in his voice.

Ethan looked a little sheepish. ‘Okay, it might not have been frothing. But it was definitely angry. Really, really angry. And I didn’t want to be there, in case it came at me.’

Sera took a deep breath, shook off her hot guy-induced stupor and purposefully placed the roll of paper towel on the table. ‘You could have gone inside and shut the door.’ Whoa. Why did her voice sound unnaturally high?

‘What if it broke through the window?’ Ethan asked. ‘I don’t know what it’s capable of.’

She laughed, then abruptly stopped when she realised he was serious. ‘I think you’ve seen too many movies, Mr James.’

‘Call me Ethan. And haven’t you seen Cujo? With the killer dog?’

‘I read the book. You know that’s fiction, right?’

‘Doesn’t mean it couldn’t happen.’

‘I seriously doubt it.’

‘How do you know?’

‘Cujo was rabid. We don’t have rabies in Australia.’

‘What if it was really, really pissed-off?’ His lips quirked, one side of his mouth lifting into a grin.

Sera laughed again. This time she knew he wasn’t serious. ‘I’m sure the dog in your backyard is no Cujo.’

‘It was a good movie, though. You’ve at least gotta give me that.’

‘The book was better.’

Toby coughed. ‘Okay. Enough with the Cujo talk. Ethan, Cujo was a Saint Bernard, and I can guarantee you a Saint Bernard is too lazy to kill anything other than its dinner. Do you know what kind of dog it is?’

‘A brown one,’ Ethan said. ‘Brown. Big. Angry. Possibly rabid.’ He grinned at Sera.

Her tummy fluttered, and she grinned back.

Toby turned to Sera and gave a drawn-out sigh. ‘Do you need backup, or am I keeping the pizza warm for you?’

She scrunched up her nose and nodded. ‘Warm pizza, please. Can you hang onto Buffy too?’

At the sound of her name, the dog came tearing down the hall and bounded into the room.

Toby rolled his eyes. ‘Better late than never.’

Ethan took three hasty steps backwards, colliding with the wall. ‘Is that a Pitbull?’

Buffy jumped up at him, wagging furiously as her paws made a direct hit with his crotch. An oof exploded from his lungs.

‘Buffy! Down!’ Sera grabbed the dog by the collar. ‘I’m so sorry. She’s a Staffy-cross. An overly friendly one with perfect aim.’

Ethan eyed the excited dog. ‘Is that Buffy like the vampire slayer?’

Sera handed the dog off to Toby. ‘Except I promise you the only thing she’ll slay is your heart.’

‘And possibly your balls,’ Toby added. He nodded towards Sera. ‘This is Sera Madden, by the way.’

‘I run Rose’s Rescue, a local animal shelter. If you give me your address, I can meet you at your place and we can go from there.’

Ethan puffed out a breath, his hand still cupping his crotch. ‘Seriously? That’s brilliant.’

She turned to Toby. ‘If it’s getting too late, I’ll let you know and I can pick up Buff in the morning.’

‘You’re not coming back tonight?’ His eyes flicked between her and Ethan.

‘It depends how long this takes,’ she said. ‘Okay?’

Toby chewed his cheek for a moment. ‘I guess.’

She patted Buffy’s head. ‘And don’t give her too much pizza. Remember, you think she’s fat.’

‘Muscular,’ Toby said.



The dog’s hackles were raised, and it growled as it reversed across the lawn until it was hard up against the pool fence.

Sera carefully approached the brown, big, angry and absolutely not rabid German Shepherd-cross. ‘Come on, buddy. You can’t stay here.’

It barked.

‘Is everything okay?’ Ethan called from the safety of his deck.

‘I think he’s all noise,’ she replied over her shoulder. She reached into the pouch on her belt. ‘Come on, pups. I’ve got a treat with your name on it.’

The dog’s posture instantly changed and it inched forward, sniffed at the treat, then snatched it from Sera’s outstretched hand, gobbling it down in two seconds flat.

‘Hungry, huh? You want more?’ She pulled out another treat. ‘You’ve got to come closer this time.’

Sera cooed to the nervous animal and, when it was in reach, nimbly looped a leash around its neck. The dog thrashed briefly, twisting from side to side, before sitting down with a whimper and gazing up at Sera with soulful brown eyes.

‘Here you go,’ she said, handing over the promised treat. She tentatively scratched the dog’s ear. ‘Aw, buddy. You’re okay, aren’t you? What was all that grumbling about?’

‘That’s impressive,’ Ethan called out.

‘He’s just scared, Mr James. Would you mind getting some water for him?’

‘Only if you promise to call me Ethan.’ He grinned and disappeared into the house, returning with a plastic takeaway container, which he placed on the wooden deck before backing away again.

Sera led the dog to the water, and it gulped thirstily. ‘I wonder how it got into your yard?’ She looked around at the high fences.

‘Beats me. My guess is he was dumped here.’ Ethan reached into his back pocket and drew out his wallet. ‘What do I owe you?’

‘You don’t have to pay me. Rose’s Rescue is a registered charity. We do have a donation link on our website if you really want to help. Just Google us.’ She smiled at him, and he smiled back, dimples popping. She blew out a soft breath. Oh boy, no wonder he’s in the movies. He was beyond handsome.

‘I guess I better let you get back to pizza night with your boyfriend.’ He held out an arm to guide her down the side of the house and back to the street, his eyes never leaving the dog.

‘Toby and I aren’t together. We’re just friends. He does the vet work for the shelter. He was helping me with some kittens I rescued from under a house today.’

‘Oh. Right.’ He pulled back the gate with an outstretched arm. ‘What if you can’t find this dog’s owner? I wouldn’t want anything to happen to him.’

‘Then we’ll find him a new home. Or he’ll stay with us. We have one long-term resident, a scruffy Jack Russell named Harry. No one has ever adopted him because he can be a little shy, and for some reason, people can’t see past that. They expect every dog to love them straight away. But some dogs need time and patience, and Harry’s one of those. We call him our mascot. I hope one day someone comes to take him to his forever home, but until then, he’ll be well-loved and taken care of, and so will this guy.’

‘It’s pretty amazing work you’re doing.’ He flashed her another bright smile, and the glow from the streetlight illuminated his skin as if he was lit from within. ‘You’re obviously a good person, Sera.’

Her cheeks flushed.



‘Siri, call Toby.’ Sera yawned as she waited for Toby to pick up.

‘Petside Vet Clinic.’

‘Why do you always answer like that when you can see my number?’

‘Because I’m professional. How did you go with the movie star? Does he live in a mansion?’

‘Not at all. An old beach cottage. Though, it’s right up on the headland, so it’d be worth a fortune.’

‘What about the dog?’

‘A nervous German Shepherd-cross with a love of liver treats.’

‘So, not Cujo.’

‘Definitely not Cujo,’ she said through another yawn. ‘Anyway, I’m exhausted and I need a shower.’

‘You know you could have showered at my place.’

‘I know.’

‘Weirdo.’

‘Takes one to know one.’

He chuckled.

She pulled her seatbelt over her shoulder and clicked it into place. ‘I’ll swing by in the morning to collect everyone.’

‘Cold pizza for breakfast, then?’

She laughed. ‘Look at us, Herriot. Living the dream.’ She hung up, imagining a hot shower and her soft mattress.

She glanced towards Ethan’s house, and the lights glowing on his front verandah, and smiled to herself. ‘Buddy,’ she said to the dog in the back of her van, ‘you sure picked a good place to get lost.’




Chapter Two [image: ]

Sera rubbed her belly and burped as she stared at the photos of cremation urns on her screen. Greasy reheated pizza for breakfast always sounded like the greatest of ideas, but it never was. When would she learn?

She’d visited Toby early, before either of their workdays had begun, so he could take a look at the German Shepherd-cross – now christened Ernie – and collect Buffy and the brood of kittens. Three slices of extra spicy margherita and two coffees later, she was back in her office, wishing she’d eaten cereal.

She frowned at the brief from Peaceful Slumbers:


We’re launching an exciting new urn collection. Could you please come up with some spirited copy to accompany our extensive range? If you could have your ideas to us by mid-next week, that would be great.



‘ “Spirited”? They’ve got to be pulling my leg,’ she muttered.

‘Sera?’ a voice called out.

‘Back here in my office.’ Sera called back.

Tia, the senior animal attendant at Rose’s Rescue, poked her head around the door. ‘Anything I need to know?’

‘We have four new kittens and this guy.’ She nodded towards Ernie, snoring behind her. ‘Can you take a photo of him and get his information online this morning, please? Put him on our socials and let the pound know we’ve got him, in case anyone is looking. And prep one of the kennels. I let him sleep in here last night.’

Tia crouched beside the brown dog. ‘No microchip?’

‘No.’

The women shook their heads.

‘I’ll take him out,’ Tia said, ‘see if he knows any commands.’

‘Thank you. I’ve got to get this copy done for Peaceful Slumbers, or it’s my funeral.’ She made a drumming action with her fingers. ‘Boom-tish.’

A ding-dong announced that someone had entered the reception area.

Tia put a hand on Sera’s shoulder. ‘Stay put. I’ll get it.’

Thirty seconds later, the young woman returned with eyes like saucers, her face flushed.

‘Ethan James is here,’ she whispered. ‘Oh my god. Ethan. James.’ She clutched at her heart. ‘He wants to see you.’

Sera lifted her dropped jaw off her desk and nodded. She closed the email from the funeral home, and attempted to wipe the dog hair from her shirt as she followed the blushing Tia down the hall to the shelter’s reception area.

Ethan leaned against the reception desk, long legs crossed at the ankles with black motorcycle boots poking out from under his jeans. His hands were casually tucked into his pockets and his tight white t-shirt clung to every single muscle in his torso.

When he spotted Sera, he straightened up and beamed.

Sera beamed back, her face annoyingly warm again. ‘Ethan. Hi. Is everything okay? Don’t tell me there’s another dog.’

He tossed his head back and laughed, pure sunshine radiating out of him. Sera heard Tia breathe out, ‘Oh my god,’ and had to stop from whispering, ‘I know, right?’

‘No more dogs,’ Ethan said. ‘I was in the neighbourhood, and I wanted to see how our friend is doing. Did you find his family?’

‘Oh. That’s… um. Wow. That’s lovely of you.’ She was trying her hardest to focus on his eyes and not the expanse of his chest, or his toned arms or how his thighs stretched the denim of his jeans. ‘Sadly, he’s not microchipped, so we don’t know where he came from. We’re getting his photo out there and we’ll hold off homing him for a week in case his owners show up. But they probably won’t.’

Ethan nodded, his ridiculously broad shoulders rising and falling with a deep breath as he glanced around the shelter reception area. It was spotlessly clean, with an overstuffed couch covered in a shaggy brown blanket, a coffee machine with a pile of Sera’s grandmother’s china beside it, and an entire wall covered in polaroid photos of all the animals Rose’s Rescue had saved. Every happy, furry face – the reward for all the hard work Sera and her team put into the rescue.

‘You saved all of those pets?’ he asked as he wandered over for a closer look.

‘My team did,’ Sera said, attempting not to look at his arse, and failing. ‘Your guy will be up there soon. Tia, can you please get Ernie for me?’

Tia remained motionless, her jaw hanging, gaze fixed on Ethan.

‘Tia,’ Sera whispered from the corner of her mouth, gently elbowing her in the ribs. ‘Ernie. In my office.’

Tia blinked. ‘Oh. Sorry,’ she said with a whole lot of breath. ‘I’ll go get him.’

‘Ernie?’ Ethan asked.

‘Toby likes to call all our rescues after characters from TV shows. Apparently we’re doing Sesame Street right now. He named the kittens I saved yesterday Grover, Snuffy, Bird and Grouch.’

‘Creative. You two… make a good team.’

‘Yeah, we really do.’

Ethan nodded. ‘And you live here? At the shelter?’

‘The back of the house is my place, the front is for the rescue. The kennels and cattery are around the side. There’s a barn too, and an exercise area.’

Ernie and Tia burst into the room, and Ethan took two hasty steps backwards, stumbling on the corner of the couch before colliding with the wall.

‘Here he is,’ Tia gushed.

‘He looks fine.’ Ethan pressed back further. ‘Good. Great.’

Sera took Ernie’s leash. ‘I’ll take him Tia. Do you want to see to the other dogs and check on the cats for me? We can sort out this guy later.’

Tia’s shoulders dropped. ‘Oh. Sure.’ She turned to Ethan with heart-eyes and her hand outstretched. ‘It was wonderful to meet you.’

‘You too, Tia,’ he said, one eye on Ernie as he shook her hand. ‘Ernie is lucky to have you taking care of him.’

Tia’s blush spread down her neck as she looked from Ethan to Sera, then back to Ethan. ‘Would it be okay if I got a selfie?’ Her words exploded in a rush.

‘Tia! Ethan, sorry. You don’t have to,’ Sera said.

‘It’s totally cool. Give me your phone, Tia. I’m an expert.’

He took the phone from Tia’s trembling hand, shuffled them into the furthest corner from the dog, slung an arm across her shoulders, rested his head gently on hers and took the photo.

‘Have a look and let me know if it’s okay,’ he said, handing the phone back.

Tia let out a giggle. ‘It’s amazing,’ she said without even looking at it. Then she giggled again and scurried out the door.

‘That was nice of you,’ Sera said.

‘It was my pleasure. If it wasn’t for fans, I wouldn’t have a career.’

‘I’m sure talent comes into it somewhere.’

He laughed. ‘Hopefully. But if no one’s interested, it doesn’t matter how talented you are.’ He gave a half shrug and flashed her a smile.

Her stomach lurched. All she could see was dimples; deep, adorable and cute as hell. ‘Um… so… uh…’ She stopped, took a beat and a slow, calming breath and tried again. ‘Ernie was about to go for a walk. Would you like to take him?’

He tilted his head. ‘C’mon, Sera, I think you know the answer to that. But, if you’re walking him, maybe I could come too? I have something I’d like to run past you.’



They strolled along the bush track that ran off the back of Sera’s property, shaded by imposing gum trees as they climbed the small rise, navigating chunks of ancient sandstone long buried in the dirt.

Ethan was out in front, glancing back over his shoulder at Ernie ever few steps. Sera kept the dog close as she tried not to marvel at the way Ethan’s back flexed as he moved.

‘This is such a great area,’ he said, pushing aside a bough of bright yellow wattle blooms. ‘It always blows my mind that we have bushland like this so close to the beach.’

‘We’re pretty lucky,’ she said, feeling vaguely shitty for perving at him. ‘Though it must also be nice waking up to a view of the surf every day. I think I’d like that.’

‘Unfortunately, I don’t get to be there much. But when I am, I love it. I bought the place off my grandparents a few years back, when they moved into assisted living. The idea was to knock it down and build something fancy, but I just can’t seem to do it. That house has so many memories, and there are so few beach cottages left. I guess I’ll eventually renovate it, if I’m ever home long enough.’

‘I’m the same. I haven’t done much to my place either. I inherited it from my Grandma Rose. I was going to sell it. I mean, what do I need a lump of land like that for? Yet, two years later, here I am.’ She glanced down at Ernie, as he trotted calmly beside her. He walked well on the leash. Someone must have loved him once because he’d obviously had some training.

‘You named the rescue after your grandmother?’ Ethan asked.

‘Mm-hm.’

‘I like that. Did you grow up around here?’

‘Not far from here. My parents are about twenty minutes away.’

‘Mine moved up the coast to be near my brother. The good James boy. The one who got married and had kids and didn’t waste his life playing make-believe.’

Sera was glad he was out in front and didn’t see her eyebrows shoot up. ‘I’m sure they don’t think you’ve wasted your life.’

He laughed. ‘Yeah. They do.’

‘Oh. Um. Well, if it’s any consolation, I know the feeling.’

They walked on in silence, the crunching of sticks under their feet and the call of the whipbird sounding in the warm air.

‘Have you always wanted to rescue animals?’ Ethan asked, breaking the hush.

‘Maybe? I don’t know. I’d bring home the odd injured creature when I was a kid, visiting my grandparents. There were frogs and birds, and I found a baby possum once. And I was always trying to get my parents to adopt a dog, every dog, but they wouldn’t. We never had pets growing up. Dad’s allergic to cats, and Mum to mess, so I made them donate to the RSPCA instead. Like, made them, as in stood over them while they filled out the form.’ She laughed. ‘But I never thought about it as a full-time job or anything. I’m a writer. I do website copy and stuff like that. The shelter was… an accident, I guess? I knew nothing about rescuing animals, other than what I’d seen on the wayyyy too many Dodo videos I watched on Instagram, but Toby inspired me and supported me every step of the way. He taught me a lot about animal care and what I needed to open a shelter. Without him, I probably wouldn’t have done it. I would have sold the place. Can’t imagine that now. So glad I didn’t throw away my grandparents’ legacy. I’ll always be grateful to Toby for that.’

Sera saw him nod, as if thoughtfully absorbing her words.

‘What about you?’ she asked. ‘Did you always want to be an actor?’

‘Well, I’ve always been a bit of a show-off.’ He glanced back over his shoulder with a dimple-filled grin.

‘Isn’t it weird being famous and having people flail around you like Tia?’

‘Flail?’ He chuckled, his broad shoulders bouncing up and down. ‘I guess it was weird at first, but you get used to it. It’s flattering. Anyway, I’m not that famous.’

They broke through the bush into a small area of pale green grass dotted with clumps of dandelions. It was one of Sera’s favourite places in the world. Anytime she needed to clear her head, this was where she went.

She pointed to a bench in the shade of a thick gum tree. ‘My grandmother used to bring me here. We had this bench put in as a memorial after she died. Shall we sit?’

They looked across the mass of wild bushland to the shimmer of the ocean on the horizon.

‘This is nice,’ Ethan said, stretching his long legs out in front of him.

Ernie got up, walked slowly around Sera and plonked down with a huff beside Ethan, his body resting against Ethan’s knee. Ethan immediately went rigid and leaned away, his hands balled into fists on his thighs.

‘Are you okay?’ Sera asked.

‘Yep.’ He pressed his lips together and stared straight ahead, his gaze fixed on a spot in the distance, avoiding looking at Sera or the dog.

‘I think he likes you,’ she said. ‘It’s okay to pat him. I’ve got a hold of his leash.’

Ethan glanced at her then looked down at the dog and tapped its head with one finger. ‘Good boy,’ he said stiffly.

Sera had to suppress a laugh. ‘You really don’t like dogs, huh?’

‘It’s not that I don’t like them. It’s just that I’m not great around them. Actually, that’s what I wanted to talk to you about.’ He took a deep breath. ‘I’ve just booked a movie, a big one. A career changer. No more swords or dragons. And I’ll be the star.’

‘Congratulations. That sounds amazing.’

He nodded in agreement. ‘They approached me too, which never happens. At least, not to me.’

‘The Throne of Kings movies are pretty big.’

‘Only for people who like fantasy stuff. They don’t have, you know, broad appeal, as my agent would say. This is a romantic comedy. It has the potential to be a mainstream hit. But there’s a hitch.’

‘What’s that?’

‘My character has a dog. The dog is like the third lead. Think Marley and Me kind of thing.’

‘Ah.’

‘And I… well, I told them I’m crazy about dogs and the only reason I don’t own one is because of how much I travel.’

‘So you lied.’

‘One hundred per cent. I told the producers I rode horses when I originally auditioned for Throne of Kings. I’d never ridden a horse in my life. I learned before I got to set. Actors always lie about that stuff. If they ask you if you can do something, you say, “Yes, I can.”’

‘Lying is never a good idea.’

‘Depends on the lie.’ He shrugged. ‘Anyway, I was impressed with how you handled the situation last night. With the dog. I mean, Ernie. And I was wondering.’ He shuffled around to face her, careful not to disturb the dog leaning heavily against his leg. ‘How would you feel about helping me out? Get me used to being around dogs. Give me a crash course in training them. That kind of thing.’

‘Training them?’

‘I might have said I was great at that too.’

‘You’ve lied your way into quite a predicament.’

‘Yeah. I’m special like that.’ He scratched his head. ‘To be honest, I was so shocked they wanted me, I would have said anything. Now they think I’m some kind of dog whisperer. Basically, I’m screwed.’

She laughed. ‘Sounds like it.’

‘Unless you help me.’

‘Ethan—’

‘I’ll pay you,’ he added hurriedly. ‘I don’t expect you to do it for free. I’ll pay you for your time. And I’ll be a great student. I’m serious about my craft. I’ll work hard, I promise.’

‘It’s just, with my copywriting commitments and the shelter, I’m pretty busy. I don’t have a lot of—’

‘I’ll cover whatever you make writing, and then some. Name your price. And,’ he went on, nodding enthusiastically, ‘I could do some promotional work for you. I could throw a fundraiser for the shelter?’

Sera chewed the inside of her cheek. The financial situation of the shelter was a constant worry. She couldn’t count the number of nights she’d spent tossing and turning, wondering how Rose’s would survive another month. And there were so many improvements she wanted to make. Donations came in, but never enough, and her small salary barely covered her own bills. She couldn’t keep accepting help from her parents; Rose’s was her dream, not theirs, and it was her responsibility to keep it going.

‘I’ll work around your hours,’ Ethan continued. ‘My schedule is pretty clear for the next month. What do you say, Sera? Will you take pity on me?’

His impossibly blue eyes were wide and hopeful, his smile blindingly bright and his dimples so deep, she felt as if she could dive into them and never surface. Bottomless dimples.

She swallowed a sigh, glanced away and scratched Ernie’s head. She needed the money desperately, and a little extra cash for a month would definitely prop up the quickly depleting bank balance. And she had to admit, it wouldn’t be a hardship seeing more of Ethan.

‘I guess we could start with some walking.’ she said. ‘We always need dog walkers.’

‘Seriously?’ His face lit up. ‘And you’d be walking with me? I feel like I can trust you. I can tell you’re a decent person, and I think we’ve kind of clicked, don’t you?’

Heat filled Sera’s face, and she knew her cheeks must have reddened again. She pushed a strand of hair behind her ear. ‘I’m sure we can work something out,’ she said, trying to ignore the flutter in her belly.

Ethan excitedly punched his fist into his palm. ‘Thank you, Sera. This is going to be great. When should we start?’

She held Ernie’s leash out to him. ‘We can start now.’

He stared at the leash, then looked at her, his eyebrows pulling together in a frown.

‘First lesson.’ Her voice softened. ‘Don’t panic. Dogs can sense when they have the upper hand. You need to lead. Walk Ernie back to the shelter now, and we can talk about the rest later.’

‘I’m not walking him by myself, am I?’ There was real fear in his eyes.

She took his hand and placed the leash across his palm. Whatever was going on with him was more than simply not being great around dogs. ‘Of course not. I’ll be right beside you all the way.’ She waved her arm towards the track back to the shelter. ‘After you, Lord Jasper.’




Chapter Three [image: ]

Sera took a swig of home-brew beer and spluttered, put the bottle on Toby’s coffee table and pushed it out of reach. ‘You’ll never guess who came to visit me today,’ she said, pulling a cushion into her lap.

Toby was sitting on the floor, leaning against the couch, his shoulder resting on Sera’s leg. ‘Who?’ he asked, absently stroking Buffy, who was sprawled across his lap.

‘Lord Jasper himself.’

He spun around. ‘Ethan James?’ He pushed Buffy to the floor, and the dog gave a disappointed grunt.

‘Yep.’

‘Why?’

‘He needs my help.’

‘Doing what?’

She pointed to a pizza box on the floor. ‘Pass me a piece of the four cheese, and I’ll tell you.’

He handed her a slice of pizza.

‘He needs to build up his confidence around dogs, and he’s asked for my help.’

‘But… why?’

‘Why did he ask me for help? Or why does he need help?’ She picked at the cheese on her pizza.

He shoved a piece of paper towel at her. ‘Why does he need help.’

‘I don’t think I’m supposed to say.’

He rolled his eyes. ‘Who am I going to tell? Old Mrs Barker and her pug?’

She laughed. ‘She’s so hot for you.’

‘She’s like eighty.’

‘That’s only a forty-eight-year age difference.’

‘You’re evading my question.’

‘Promise me you won’t tell anyone?’

‘Holy shit, just spill it.’

She glared at him. ‘Promise. Me.’

‘Bloody hell.’ He crossed his heart. ‘I promise I won’t tell Mrs Barker. Or her pug.’

‘He’s been cast in a movie with a dog, and he told the producers he loves dogs.’

Toby snorted. ‘So he lied.’

‘It’s an actor thing, apparently. Anyway, I said I’d help him.’

He pushed himself off the floor and slid onto the couch beside her. ‘But why did he ask you?’

‘Gee, Herriot, thanks for the vote of confidence.’

‘You know that’s not what I’m saying. He’s got money, why wouldn’t he go to a professional?’

‘Again, with making me feel great.’ She shook her head. ‘He said he feels comfortable with me, that I seem like a decent person. And he thinks we clicked.’

Toby’s weight shifted on the couch. ‘Clicked how?’

‘Clicked, clicked. We get on. He’s nice.’

He grunted. ‘And is he paying you or are you doing it for free because you’re such a decent person?’

She scowled. ‘He’s paying me, of course. To be honest, I don’t know why he came to me instead of a professional, but he did, and I’m not going to look a gift horse – or the actor that rides one – in the mouth.’

His eyes narrowed as he took a long draw of his beer. ‘Make sure he pays you enough. Do some research and see what trainers get and, I don’t know, double it. Or triple it.’

‘Okay, Dad.’ She shot him a sideways glare.

He picked at flecks of Buffy’s fur on his sweatpants. ‘So… how often are you planning on seeing him?’

‘I don’t know. He’s only got a month and he’s pretty nervous about it all. A few times a week? We’re going to have our first session tomorrow and put together a schedule. He suggested we go somewhere dog-friendly and have lunch to talk it through.’ She laughed. ‘I might have to look half presentable.’

‘You’re fine as you are,’ he grumped.

She looked down at her black track bottoms and sweatshirt with Rollin’ With the Homies emblazoned across the front, both of which were smothered in dog hair. ‘What the hell are you talking about?’

He shrugged, hauled his tall frame off the couch and headed to the kitchen. ‘Do you want another beer?’

She glanced at the one she’d barely touched. ‘I’d better not. I don’t want to be hungover tomorrow. Do you know how long it’s been since I’ve been out to lunch? Like, properly out?’

‘We went out the other weekend,’ Toby said, returning with water for Sera and another beer for himself. He dropped back down beside her and put his feet on the coffee table.

‘Herriot, we went to the cafe at Flower Power so you could get fertiliser for your fruit trees,’ she laughed. ‘We literally went out to buy you chicken shit.’

‘It’s still out.’

‘Your idea of out needs work.’

‘Not everyone has time to swan around with handsome movie stars.’

‘He is kind of fun to look at.’

Toby suddenly got up and stretched. ‘Have you finished eating? We should probably call it a night.’

She glanced at the sunburst clock hanging above his television. ‘It’s just after eight. Aren’t we going to watch a movie?’

He shrugged. ‘I’ve got a full book tomorrow, and you have a lunch with Mr Hollywood.’

‘Um. Okay.’ She gathered her things and poked Buffy in the butt with her foot. ‘Actually, can I ask a favour? Do you have any clients who might loan me their dog? It’ll be a free training session. I’d rather not take one of the shelter dogs, I’ve never seen them in that kind of situation.’

‘What about Buffy?’

‘She’ll do anything I ask. I want to challenge him at least a little so I can see what we have to work with.’

Toby dragged his teeth over his bottom lip as he picked up their beer bottles. ‘I know just the dog. Swing by on your way to meet James and I’ll have something sorted for you.’

‘Nothing too extreme. I don’t want to frighten him.’

He smiled. ‘Leave it with me.’



The gigantic dog sat beside Toby, drool falling from its sagging jowls in enormous frothing droplets.

Sera shook her head. ‘You’re a shit, McManus.’

‘What? You said you wanted to challenge him.’

‘A little. I said a little.’ Toby smirked, his eyes shining with mischief. ‘What, you couldn’t get a killer Saint Bernard?’

‘Not on such short notice. This is Kevin. A mastiff puppy.’

Her eyes widened. ‘This guy’s a puppy?’

‘Ten months old. He’s sweet, but doesn’t have much training.’

She couldn’t help but laugh. ‘Give him here.’ She shook her head as she opened the back of her van, put her hands on the dog’s giant rear end and shoved him inside. ‘I’ll see you later this afternoon, unless this thing drags me off somewhere.’

‘Do me a favour? Send me a video of today’s lesson, will you? I promise not to upload it to YouTube. Maybe.’

She gave him the finger as she drove away.



‘What… the hell… is that?’ The colour drained from Ethan’s face as Sera walked towards him.

‘That is a Kevin. He’s sweet. Just… large.’

‘It’s a fucking horse.’

‘Hey, watch your language! He’s just a baby. Anyway, what if you end up with a mastiff in your movie, like Turner and Hooch?’

‘I was hoping for more Beverly Hills Chihuahua.’ He backed away as Sera moved closer.

‘Mastiffs are far sweeter than chihuahuas. Those little guys can be a handful.’

He pressed against a tree. ‘And this thing isn’t?’

‘Do you want to learn how to handle a dog or not? Tick-tock, Ethan. Every cowardly retreat is costing you time.’

His jaw tensed and he pushed his shoulders back, standing a little taller. ‘Hey, I’m not being cowardly. I was just expecting a dog, not a… Kevin.’

‘Sorry, I didn’t mean to…’ She smiled softly. ‘Toby just thought—’

‘Wait. Kevin was Dr McManus’s idea?’

‘He thought you’d like the challenge.’

‘Did he now? Then you’d better give me the beast.’ He tentatively took Kevin’s leash with an outstretched arm.

‘I’ll be right beside you,’ she said.

He nodded. ‘Okay, big guy, let’s just—’ But before he could finish his sentence, Kevin charged off full pelt, dragging Ethan behind him.

‘Oh. Shit.’ Sera gave chase, yelling, ‘Ethan! Let him go. I’ll catch him.’

But Ethan hung on.

Kevin loped across the grass, ducks quacking and flapping and darting out of the way as he thundered past. Ethan bumped and stumbled along behind him, yelling, ‘Whoa, boy!’ as if calling out to a horse.

Sera charged after them, sidestepping shocked mums with prams and an old woman feeding breadcrumbs to the birds.

‘Sorry,’ she hollered over her shoulder to the chorus of ‘Hey!’ and ‘Watch it!’, then uttered, ‘Oh. Please no,’ as she realised the wayward dog was heading towards the lagoon.

Ethan bellowed, ‘Kevin. Noooo!’ as the dog bounded off the shore and the two of them took flight. Man and dog soared through the air before landing with an almighty splash.

Sera skidded to a halt, her eyes wide and her mouth gaping. She’d just drowned Ethan James, movie star, on his first lesson. ‘I’m going to kill you, Toby,’ she muttered as she raced towards the edge of the grass.

Ethan sat in the lagoon’s silt, water up to his waist and Kevin by his side. He ran a hand through his hair, pushing the dripping mess back, then slowly rose, flicking lagoon slime from his fingers. His once-crisp white shirt clung to his chest, its soaked material now transparent enough to reveal the well-defined muscular frame beneath.

Sera froze, inhaling a sharp gasp, followed by a soft, ‘Oh.’ He was magnificent. His hair slicked back, his clothes glued to every gorgeous inch of him.

‘Oh my gosh, is that Ethan James?’ a woman beside her asked in a breathy voice.

‘Am I the only one having a Pride and Prejudice moment?’ another woman whispered from behind.

No, you’re not. He looked just like Colin Firth’s Mr Darcy, dripping and sexy as he stepped out of the pond at Pemberley.

‘A little help?’ Ethan said as he squelched through the sludge on the edge of the lagoon, tugging a wet and muddy Kevin behind him.

Sera rushed forward, saying, ‘Sorry. Sorry,’ and took the dog’s leash from his hand.

‘Ladies,’ he said to the four women watching him with their chins hanging. He flicked his hair back dramatically, wiped a hand suggestively down his wet chest, then turned to Sera and said, ‘You will note, I never let go.’

She laughed. ‘You probably should have.’

‘No way. I was in control the entire time.’ He grinned, his dimples on full beam and the tip of his tongue caught between his front teeth. Then he doubled over in laughter, his hands on his knees as his entire body shook.

He was so lovely that Sera very nearly forgot how to breathe.

‘Was this part of your lesson plan?’ he asked as he straightened, laughter still ringing in his voice.

She winced. ‘No. Ethan, of course not. I’m so sorry.’

‘Don’t worry about it.’ He touched her arm.

An involuntary quiver rocked her body.

‘How about we go back to my place,’ he said. ‘I can get cleaned up. Then maybe we can take your pony for a walk on the beach? That way, if I land on my arse again, I’ll land on something soft.’

He turned to the women, who were now in a tittering, gleeful cluster. ‘This’ll be our little secret, won’t it, ladies?’

They all spoke at once. ‘Of course’, ‘Oh gosh, yes’, ‘Won’t tell a soul.’

Then Sera watched the women swoon as he sauntered between them, tall and wet and spectacular.



Ethan stepped onto his back deck, drying his hair off with a fluffy white towel. ‘There was mud in places there should never be mud.’ He tossed the towel over the back of a chair. ‘That stuff gets in every nook and cranny.’

Sera frowned. ‘That’s probably more information than I needed.’

His lips quirked into a crooked smile. ‘How’s my man Kev?’

‘Your man is drying off in your backyard after a good hose down. He stunk.’

‘I know how he felt. Shall we take him for a stroll on the sand?’

‘Ethan, are you sure? You don’t have to, you know. We can call it a day.’

He made a pfft noise. ‘We’re bonded now, Kevin and me. Through mutual humiliation. Let’s hope those ladies keep their word and no video turns up on Today.’

‘I think they were a little too shocked to get their phones out.’

‘You’d be surprised how quickly someone can video something if they think there’s a buck in it.’ He sighed. ‘Kevin. Are you ready for take two?’

The enormous dog barked.

Ethan flinched and shuffled backwards a little.



They strolled along the sand, Kevin out in front, hauling Ethan behind him.

A woman jogging on the shore stumbled and almost fell, her foot catching in the wet sand as her gaze trailed after Ethan.

He rushed to help her, the woman’s face turning scarlet as she mumbled a thankyou and quickly jogged away.

‘Does that happen a lot?’ Sera asked, a little bemused.

‘Does what happen a lot?’

‘Women falling at your feet.’

He puffed a laugh. ‘No.’

‘Hmm… why don’t I believe you?’

They kept walking, Kevin still hauling and Ethan hanging on with white knuckles, the wind whipping sea spray through the air.

‘You’re doing great,’ she said, patting his arm.

His frown of concentration relaxed. ‘Gee, thanks, Mum.’

‘Sorry, was I being condescending?’

‘No more than my actual mother.’

‘You two don’t get on?’

‘We get on fine. She just likes to tell me how disappointed she is that I haven’t got married and had kids. I tell her that when you’re working all the time, it’s hard to meet someone. And I have to be careful. I have to be sure they’re into me for who I am and not…’ He breathed out through his nose as he trailed off.

‘Because you’re an actor?’

‘Yeah that, and, not to sound like too much of an arsehole… the way I look.’

‘Does that happen a lot?’

‘It’s happened.’

‘I’m sorry.’

‘Don’t be. It comes with the turf.’

Sera snuck a glance at him. His eyes were cast down, focused on the sand squeaking underfoot.

He was beautiful. It was bonkers how beautiful he was, and it was easy for that to be the only thing you saw, because it was kind of blinding. This tall, crazy pretty man with shockingly blue eyes and a jaw that could cut glass.

She was overwhelmed by a desire to make him feel okay, to make him see that some people wanted to look beneath his pretty wrapper, and she was one of them.

‘I hear ya,’ she said breezily. ‘My mum’s always nagging me about my lack of love life. She once asked me if I’m on Tinder!’

He laughed. ‘Seriously?’

‘Seriously.’

‘Are you?’

‘God, no. I have enough crushing self-doubt without having to worry about whether someone swiped right on me.’

‘I’m pretty sure you’d get plenty of right swipes,’ he said. ‘I’d definitely swipe right on you.’

Warmth spread up her neck and tingled in her cheeks. ‘Haha. Well, I guess that’s one.’ She winced at how awkward she sounded. ‘Have you told your mum about your new movie?’ she asked, desperate to find her footing again.

‘Not yet. I wanted to enjoy the moment before she crushed it.’ He sighed. ‘She doesn’t care about that stuff. She likes to tell me I could be earning good money if I’d gone to uni and become a lawyer like my brother. I got discovered jogging on the beach straight out of high school – this beach, actually – and was cast in Home and Away. Then I got the Lord Jasper gig, and three sequels later, I’m doing okay. I try to tell her I earn a lot more money than Chris ever will, but she can’t or won’t listen. She’s very selective with her hearing. I’m hoping she’ll like this new movie, though. Rom-coms are more her speed. Maybe she’ll actually see this one and then, who knows? She might start to appreciate what I do.’ He jiggled his shoulders, as if shaking off everything he’d just revealed. ‘Sorry. I don’t know where that all came from.’ He laughed. ‘Kevin must have dragged it out of me.’

‘Don’t apologise. It’s actually kind of cathartic hearing I’m not the only one made to feel shitty about my decisions. On the surface my parents are pretty supportive, but I know my mum would prefer I sell up and go travelling or something. She thinks I’m wasting my life with Rose’s Rescue. She says that’s not why her mother left the property to me. I tell her I’m happy, but she finds it hard to see me as happy because I’m doing something she doesn’t understand. And of course, I’m not partnered up.’ She sighed. ‘I guess our mums aren’t that different.’

‘Do you want to be partnered up?’

They’d stopped walking and were face to face, barefoot on the sand, with the surf pounding against the shore. Kevin was beside them, busily digging a hole.

Sera hugged herself as a sprinkle of goosebumps erupted along her skin. After a long pause, she said, ‘I don’t know. The last couple of years, my focus has been on building the shelter. It’s been a steep learning curve, and I have so many plans. I want Rose’s to become an anchor for animal welfare in the community. Not just a rescue shelter, but a place people can bring their pets if they need support, for a day or a week. I have a million ideas. So, unless Mr Right came knocking on my door…’ Her eyes widened.

Ethan’s brows twitched.

A beat hung between them in the salt-laden air.

‘Anyway,’ she said with an embarrassed foot shuffle. ‘I keep telling my mum I’ve got time. I’m still young.’

‘How old are you? If you don’t mind me asking.’

‘Twenty-eight. Though there are days I feel about a hundred.’

‘I’m thirty-two. Mum thinks I’m past my prime.’ He shrugged and looked towards the surf, staring out at the horizon. A slight pink had lifted in his cheeks from the cool wind, and the scruff on his chin showed a hint of ginger in the sun that Sera hadn’t noticed before. She wanted to reach out and touch it. She bet it was soft, not at all scratchy. She bet he never left a rash when he kissed someone.

He gazed down at her, a smile touching his lips, and pushed a strand of hair from her eyes, tucking it behind her ear. His warm hand lingering beside her cheek, so close to her skin. Almost touching.

She shivered as a cold gust of wind whipped past.

‘You’re freezing,’ he said softly. ‘I think Kevin and I should return you to the warmth of your van.’

They walked back along the sand, their heads down against the gale that’d come out of nowhere, only stopping when they reached the protection of the houses at the top of the long beach stairs.

‘Were you and Dr McManus ever a thing?’ he asked as they lingered on the strip of grass beside her van.

‘No, we’ve never been anything other than friends. Best friends.’

‘You’ve never thought about…’

She shook her head. ‘What we’ve got is great. I know he feels the same. Friendship works for us.’

Ethan opened the door of Sera’s van and stepped back as she shoved Kevin inside.

‘Good. That’s… good,’ he said. He hesitantly ruffled the dog’s fur. ‘What do you think, Kevin? How did I do today? Do you think I can beat this thing?’

The giant dog lifted a giant paw.

‘Is… is he high-fiving me?’

Sera looked up at Ethan and smiled. ‘You’ve made a friend.’

He held her gaze. ‘I sure hope so.’

Liquid warmth filled Sera’s insides, its heat quickly spreading to her face. She looked away and pulled the van doors closed, her heartbeat as loud in her ears as the slam of the metal.

Ethan cleared his throat. ‘So.’ He scratched his head. ‘We never got to eat lunch today, though I did swallow a lot of duck poop-infused water.’ He grinned. ‘Can I take you to lunch tomorrow? If you’ve got time. Something without dogs or drool. Let’s go to Cafe Manly, then we can go over your terms and work this whole thing out.’

Sera gulped. Cafe Manly was a semi-swish restaurant practically on the sands of one of Sydney’s most famous beaches.

‘You don’t have to do that,’ she said. ‘We can meet at my office.’

‘I know I don’t have to.’ He leaned beside her against the van. ‘But I want to.’

Her tummy fluttered. ‘Oh. Well, then. Tomorrow’s fine. But after that, it’s all work. You got off easy today.’

He laughed, his head back and his throat exposed. ‘If that was easy…’ he said, ‘I’m in trouble.’ He gave her a playful nudge with his shoulder. ‘Just do me a favour; don’t let Dr McManus pick the dog next time.’




Chapter Four [image: ]

Sera pulled up outside Toby’s vet clinic and piled Kevin from the van, sighing at the great smears of slobber across her back windows. She poked her head around the clinic door to see if Toby was busy.

‘Hey, Jess, is the boss about?’

Toby’s vet nurse looked up from her computer. ‘He’s in a consultation. Do you want to wait?’

‘Yeah, I’ve got—’ Kevin shoved past Sera and burst into the surgery reception area. ‘Kevin!’ She pulled on the dog’s leash.

‘I’ll take him,’ Jess said, but Kevin lunged at her, all enormous paws and wagging tail, and she flew backwards with a squeal and landed hard on her butt.

‘Oh god. Kevin!’ Sera yanked on his leash as she scrambled to help Jess off the floor.

The women burst out laughing.

Toby stepped out of his examination room, a dark frown across his usually soft face. ‘What’s going on out here?’ His voice softened. ‘Ah. I see. Hey, big Kev.’

‘Sorry, Dr McManus,’ Sera singsonged.

He rolled his eyes.

She handed Kevin to Jess and shook her head as the dog dragged the young woman away. ‘That animal is an unstoppable force.’

‘I won’t be too much longer, do you want to hang around?’ Toby said. ‘Fancy an early dinner? You can tell me how it went.’

‘You just want the gory details.’

‘The details are gory?’ He rubbed his hands together. ‘Fantastic. I need a blow-by-blow of his humiliation.’

She looked daggers at him. ‘I’ll see you next door.’

‘No stealing my clothes,’ he said as he turned back to his client.

Sera splashed water on her face, took off her slobber-covered blouse, grabbed one of Toby’s promotional t-shirts and pulled it on.

Toby’s reaction had thrown her. It was as if he was excited that Ethan might have failed, and he was never mean like that. He was the kindest person she knew. Even when he was teasing her, she never doubted it came from a place of affection. Ethan failing meant that Sera had also failed, and he couldn’t want that. He always supported her. His constant encouragement had been one of the things that had kept her going over the last couple of years. Toby knew how much Rose’s Rescue meant to her, and he must know that even the little extra cash she might earn from helping Ethan would make a difference.

She dropped onto his couch with a confused humph and turned on the television as he walked in the room.

He pointed to her t-shirt. ‘That’ll be fifteen bucks.’

‘Add it to my bill.’

‘That’ll be five hundred thousand and fifteen bucks.’

‘Come on. I owe you a lot, but it’s not that much.’

He grunted.

‘Has Kevin gone home?’

He nodded. ‘They said any time you wanted to tire him out again, you’re welcome to him.’

‘That was Kevin tired?’ She shook her head and laughed. ‘Hey, can I ask you something weird?’

He frowned. ‘I don’t know. What is it?’

‘Do you ever feel like people judge you because of how you look?’

‘How do I look?’

She waved her hand up and down in his general direction. ‘Like you do. Gorgeous.’ His eyebrows shot up, but Sera pushed on. ‘It’s just… when I was talking to Ethan today, he said he worries people can’t see past his beauty to the real him.’

Toby barked out a laugh. ‘Jesus.’ He shrugged off his work overcoat and hung it on the back of a chair. ‘I can’t say I sit around thinking about it.’

‘What about when your clients get all blushy and swoony around you?’

‘It’s fine. It doesn’t bother me.’

‘Because everyone’s always treated you like that?’

‘Like what?’

‘Like you’re gorgeous?’

‘I don’t know, Ser. What is this?’

‘I don’t objectify you, do I?’

He chuckled wryly. ‘Not that I’ve ever noticed.’

She nodded. ‘Good.’

‘Mm,’ he grumbled.

‘I’m going to have to be careful not to ogle Ethan,’ she said, almost to herself. ‘Even if I want to.’

He frowned, shook his head, and shoved his curls from his eyes. ‘Anyway. What do you say we go out for something to eat for a change? We could Uber it. Have a few beers.’

She gaped at him. ‘Like, out out?’

‘We can go to the RSL for a roast, or down to Dee Why beachfront and check out that new Thai place? Jess says it’s good.’

She looked down at herself. ‘I’m not dressed.’

‘Go home and get dressed. I’ll swing by and get you.’

‘Aren’t you exhausted?’

He shrugged. ‘No more than usual. I just thought it might be nice, rather than sitting on my couch eating junk food again. Unless Mr Hollywood wore you out?’

‘More like Kevin.’

‘He is a handful,’ he said as he unbuttoned his shirt.

His lean torso peeked through the gap that opened in the pale blue material, giving Sera a glimpse of his well-defined chest and rather nice set of abs. She never could figure out where his abs came from, seeing as she rarely saw him exercise or eat a vegetable, unless it was tomato on top of a pizza. Same with his biceps. And those muscles in his back. It must be all the lifting dogs onto the examination table.

Her gaze drifted up and down his tall form. It was easy to see why his clients swooned – he was stunning. Lean and taut, with that delicious muscle that hugged his hip bone, soft curls which always hung in his eyes, and lips that were full and pink and totally kissable.

A tingle slid down her spine and she blinked. What the hell was that? Was she having sexy thoughts about her bestie? Was she objectifying him?

And was he smirking at her?

‘What are you doing?’ she asked, suddenly awkward.

‘What?’ He flexed his pecs. ‘I’m going for a shower. You should do the same. I’ll grab you in forty-five minutes.’

Her eyes narrowed. ‘Okay. I don’t suppose you ask me out very often. I’d better take advantage of it. Just… stop stripping until after I’m gone.’

‘Sorry. Wasn’t thinking. Can’t have you objectifying me or anything.’ One of his brows arched.

She frowned and headed to the door.



They sat outside under a heater to take the edge off the cool spring night. The surf crashed rhythmically onto the beach across the road, and lorikeets screeched from the branches of the towering Norfolk Island pines.

‘Is this place all right?’ Toby asked as he handed her a menu. ‘If you’d rather—’

‘This is great.’

‘Okay. Good. Be nice to me and I might even shout you.’

‘Bribing me with food? Herriot, you sure know the way to my heart.’ She laughed and pulled the rug the restaurant had left on the back of her chair across her lap. ‘Do you want to share something or hog your meal to yourself?’

‘Since when do I hog? I share nearly all my meals with you.’

‘That’s true. Maybe I shouldn’t hog you.’

‘Who else is going to hog me?’

‘Mrs Barker and her pug? I’m sure she’d be up for a date with her handsome vet. I’ve seen the way she pinches your cheeks.’ She grinned.

‘Great. Thanks. If you’re going to set me up, you could at least set me up with someone my age.’

‘Do you want me to set you up? I could ask Ethan. I’m sure he has super-hot friends.’

Toby stiffened and leaned back in his chair, his arms crossing over his chest. ‘I don’t need Ethan James’s cast-offs thanks very much.’

‘Herriot, I was joking.’

‘Sorry. That guy rubs me up the wrong way.’

She stared at him, stunned. ‘You don’t even know him. You saw him for all of five minutes.’

‘Just a vibe I got. And he’s obviously a liar. That’s why he’s in the predicament you’re getting him out of.’

‘That he’s paying me to get him out of.’ She shook her head. ‘We should all have lunch together or something, so you can see he’s a decent guy. He’s taking me out tomorrow, by the way. To Cafe Manly!’

Toby picked up the menu and held it in front of his face. ‘Sorry, I can only swing for Thai. He’s obviously got more cash than me.’

‘What the hell are you talking about? You make very good money. Anyway, you know me well enough to know I’m not impressed by fancy things.’

‘You sound impressed.’

She pushed down his menu. ‘Why are you trying to pick a fight?’

‘I’m not.’ He sighed. ‘I guess I’m more tired than I thought. But don’t set up a date for the three of us. I don’t need to get to know him.’

‘What if I asked you to?’

‘Why would you do that?’

‘But what if I did?’

He cocked his head, one eye squinting. ‘Then I probably would. Because I’d do anything for you. You know that.’

‘I know. And I love you for it.’

His throat bobbed as his gaze lingered on her face, then he returned to the menu and asked, ‘Green or red curry?’

She balled up a serviette and flung it at him. ‘Aren’t we having an entree? If it’s your shout, I intend to eat until I can’t move.’

He laughed. ‘I’m not carrying you home like I did that time you had too many tequila shots at Tia’s birthday.’

She let out a dramatic sigh. ‘Chivalry is dead.’



Toby pulled a piece of meat off a satay stick with his teeth. ‘How about those gory details you promised me?’ he said between licks of his fingers.

‘Herriot, be nice. There are no gory details. Ethan didn’t lose an arm or anything, though I’m not so sure Kevin isn’t capable of accidentally doing that.’ Sera picked up a spring roll and dipped it in a tiny bowl of sweet chilli sauce.

‘He could dislocate a shoulder at the very least. Did he dislocate James’s shoulder?’

Sera reached across the table and punched Toby’s arm. ‘Sorry to disappoint you, but no. Ethan did surprisingly well. I think he bonded with Kevin.’ She crunched down on the spring roll.

Toby stopped eating. ‘Seriously? That’s disappointing.’

‘Yes. Your evil plan failed.’

‘I’ll try harder next time.’

‘Be nice,’ she said, popping the end of the spring roll into her mouth.

‘Yeah, yeah.’ Toby sipped his beer, looking slightly deflated.

She scrunched her mouth and glanced around. ‘Actually.’ Her voice lowered. ‘There was one small incident. But I probably shouldn’t tell you.’

He put his beer down. ‘Well now you have to tell me.’

‘I shouldn’t. He’d be embarrassed.’

‘Sera.’

‘If I tell you, you can’t say anything to him. Promise me.’

‘I promise I will not say anything to him about his embarrassing whatever.’

‘Or to anyone.’

‘It’s in the vault.’

She leaned in. ‘Kevin kind of pulled him into the lagoon.’

A smile twitched at the corners of Toby’s lips. ‘Kind of? Or did.’

‘Did. Oh god, I nearly died! I handed Kevin to him, and the dog took off. Ducks and feathers flying everywhere. Mums pushing prams out of the way. Old women diving for cover. Then they flew. Ethan and Kevin. They literally flew.’

‘No,’ Toby said, already laughing.

‘Yes! Soared straight into the lagoon with an almighty splash.’

Toby laughed so loud the neighbouring table turned and glared.

‘Stop it.’ Sera laughed with him. ‘I shouldn’t be telling you. But it was too funny. Though, not at the time. At the time, I was sure I was going to be in the shit. They were both drenched and muddy, and there were these women watching. Then,’ she added, ‘he stands up and strolls from the water, soaked shirt clinging to his muscly chest, wet hair artfully swept back. You could really see why he’s a movie star. The women swooned.’

Toby’s laughter stopped. ‘Did you swoon?’

‘Maybe a little.’ She shrugged. ‘It was a very Colin-Firth-Mr-Darcy moment. Do you remember?’ She’d made him binge the BBC series last Christmas. They’d spent Boxing Day eating leftovers and watching Jane Austen.

He nodded, his jaw flexing. ‘I remember.’

‘It looked like that. But I couldn’t really appreciate the moment because I was too worried. I thought he might sue.’ She wasn’t being honest with Toby – she had appreciated the moment. Very much. Very, very, very much – but for some reason, she couldn’t share that with him. Something inside her held it back.

‘Was he angry with you?’ Toby asked.

‘Not in the slightest. He laughed so hard he doubled over. I really think you’d like him if you got to know him. We went for a walk along the beach after that, and he was positively sweet about it. Kind of adorable.’ A wistful sigh slipped past her lips.

Toby took a long pull of his beer as he watched her. ‘You know, I reckon we should have that lunch after all, so I can properly check this guy out,’ he said finally. ‘Before you get in too deep. Like he did. Boom-tish.’ He snorted. ‘God, I wish I’d seen it.’

‘He was terrified someone might have videoed it.’ She stole the last spring roll from Toby’s plate. ‘But he made the women swear not to tell anyone. I have a feeling he gets whatever he wants. He has that kind of charm.’

Toby looked serious. ‘I bet he does.’

Sera had the Uber drop her at the gate to her property. She hopped out of the car, a little buzzy from the beer. ‘I probably won’t see you tomorrow,’ she said, hanging on the door.

Toby nodded. ‘You know where I am if you need me.’

Smiling, she said, ‘Always.’ She hesitated for a second then leaned in and dusted her lips across his cheek.

He looked at her, a swirl of surprise on his brow.

‘That was for dinner. Because I had a lovely night.’

‘Me too.’ He rubbed his chin. ‘We should do it more often.’

‘Agreed. Let’s make a habit of it.’ She slammed the door and leaned back in through the window. ‘I’ll call you after my lunch and tell you how everything goes.’

‘Remember to charge him triple for the dog training. And don’t forget you’re organising a lunch so I can check him out. I mean, so you can turn me and Ethan James into besties.’

She grinned. ‘Did you just say besties? When did you start saying besties?’

‘I haven’t. And I’d appreciate you never mentioning it again.’

‘Okay. Goodnight, bestie.’




Chapter Five [image: ]

‘OMG, look at you,’ Tia said, her hand to her heart.

Sera did a spin and material fluttered around her in a wide circle. ‘Do I scrub up okay? Is it too much? I don’t have a lot of choices.’ She had precisely two dresses and she’d tried on each one twice before settling on her powder blue fifties swing dress with puppies around the hem. ‘Is there any dog hair on me?’ She fidgeted and wiped her hand down the front of her skirt.

‘Probably, but no one will notice, you look too pretty.’

She beamed. ‘Should I put my hair up or leave it down?’ Her auburn hair hung in soft waves just above her shoulders. ‘And I have to remember not to rub my eyes, or I’ll smudge my makeup and wind up looking like a panda.’ She puffed out a breath. ‘I’m so out of practice.’

‘Definitely down, and definitely don’t rub your eyes.’

She nodded and lifted a foot off the floor to show Tia the sole of one of her sparkly black Doc Marten boots. ‘Any poop?’

‘Not that I can see,’ a deep voice behind her rasped.

‘Ethan. Hi!’ Tia tittered, blushing.

Sera spun around and inhaled sharply. He swamped the doorframe in a fitted midnight blue shirt – which his chest and arms filled to perfection – black jeans and a pair of fancy-looking Nike sneakers.

He gave a low whistle. ‘Wow. Sera, you look amazing. But I have a feeling you can pull off anything, because you look as good in your dog walking clothes as you do in that adorable dress.’

‘Hopefully not quite as good,’ she said, fluffing her skirt. ‘Or I needn’t have gone to all this bother.’

He grinned, his teeth teasing his lip. ‘You bothered? For me? I’m honoured.’

Sera’s stomach did a three-sixty. Oh no. Are we flirting? ‘Should we go?’ she asked, her voice weirdly high again.

‘Have fun, you two,’ Tia said, clapping her hands and beaming as she looked from Ethan to Sera, then back again.

‘It’s a business lunch,’ Sera said.

‘Though I’m sure we’ll still have fun,’ Ethan added with a wink.

They walked up the long driveway to a black town car.

‘I booked a driver,’ he said. ‘That way we can have some champagne to celebrate our new partnership.’

Ethan opened the door for her, and as she slid onto the back seat, her phone dinged.


[image: Image: Black Speech Bubble Emoji] Tia: OMG! HE TOTALLY LIKES YOU! [image: Emoji: Smiling Face with Heart-Eyes]



Sera shoved the phone in her bag.

‘Not a rescue emergency I hope?’ he asked.

She shook her head. ‘It’s nothing.’ But she couldn’t ignore the way her heart skipped.



Sera and Ethan sat on the restaurant balcony overlooking the beauty of a sun-soaked Manly Beach. The laughter of children drifted up from the sand below them, and a rhythmic thwack floated on the breeze from the bikini-clad volleyball players in the distance. A row of surfers sat just beyond the break, waiting for the perfect swell, while swimmers paddled in the shallows, jumping and squealing as the small waves hit their bare skin.

She inhaled deep and slow. The day was warm, with the springtime promise of the summer to come. The feeling of the sun on her skin, along with the scent of whatever was wafting from the kitchen and Ethan practically glowing in front of her, was utterly intoxicating.

She glanced around at the other diners and frowned as she noticed most were staring at them; or, rather, at Ethan. Two women on the neighbouring table had their heads together, whispering as they openly checked him out. Another woman a table over quickly turned away as Sera caught her eye, and another was almost teetering off her seat as she tried to get a better view.

‘I think people recognise you,’ she said.

‘Nah,’ he said, studying the menu. ‘I’m not that famous.’

‘But they’re staring.’ She glared at the whispering women.

‘I’m used to it.’ He shrugged, his eyes still fixed on the cocktail list.

‘Oh. It’s because…’ She trailed off. What was she going to say? Because you’re so hot? She awkwardly adjusted her cutlery.

He glanced up and smiled. ‘Fancy a cocktail? The negronis here are excellent.’

She scrambled to read what was in one as she said, ‘That’d be great.’

He waved down a waitperson. ‘Can we start with two negronis and a bottle of the Pol Roger, please?’

The waitperson jotted down their order, then flashed a grin at Ethan. ‘I love your movies,’ he said. ‘Lord Jasper is super hot.’

Ethan laughed. ‘Thanks, man. I try.’

‘It works,’ the young man said. ‘All my friends would die for Lord Jasper.’

‘They don’t need to go that far, but I appreciate it.’ Ethan gave him a thousand-watt smile.

A red flush mottled the young man’s cheeks and neck. ‘After you’ve eaten, if it’s not a hassle, could I grab a photo with you? The boys will go mad.’

‘Sure thing. Just hit me up before I get too dishevelled.’ He gave the young man the same wink he’d given to Tia and the women by the lake.

‘You were flirting with him,’ Sera said once they were alone. She couldn’t decide if she was amused or a little put out.

‘I wasn’t.’

‘You totally were.’

He laughed. ‘Okay, maybe a little.’

Sera frowned then her eyes sprang open. ‘Oh. Ohhh!’

‘ “Oh, ohhh”, what?’

‘I didn’t realise you were gay,’ she said, adding hurriedly, ‘sorry, it’s none of my business.’

‘What?’ Ethan laughed. ‘I’m not. I’m straight, and I’m a little disappointed you haven’t picked up on that.’ He arched a brow as his gaze drifted to her lips, then back to her eyes. ‘But he’s a fan, and he thinks I’m hot, and there’s no harm in a little flirting.’ He leaned forward. ‘Did I make you jealous?’ His voice had dropped a couple of octaves and Sera squirmed in her chair.

‘Of course not,’ she said sweetly, even as the tops of her thighs tingled.



‘Should we talk business?’ Ethan asked as the last of their plates were cleared.

‘I think we’d better,’ Sera said. ‘Before I pass out drunk on the table.’ A lovely, warm daytime-drinking buzz coursed through her veins, and everything was bright and shimmering around the edges. Especially Ethan.

He rubbed his hands together. ‘My plan worked. Get you drunk and take advantage of you.’ His eyes went round. ‘That came out so wrong. I didn’t mean take advantage of you… that way. I meant financially.’ He slapped his forehead. ‘Which still sounds awful. I was joking. It was a joke. A terrible one.’ He sighed. ‘I apologise.’

She laughed. It was the first time she’d seen him lose his cool, other than around Ernie and Kevin. ‘It’s nice to know I’m not the only one with foot-in-mouth disease.’

He shook his head. ‘Foot-in-mouth is a constant affliction for me.’

‘This whole super cool actor thing is fake, then?’ she teased.

‘Not completely fake. I have my super cool moments.’ He grinned, all teeth. ‘But around people I like…’ He stopped for a moment, his gaze crashing into hers. ‘I become a blathering idiot. Obviously.’ He threw his arms out wide as if to say, See? Then smiled. But it wasn’t the movie star smile that made his dimples almost leap off his face. This one was different, softer. More genuine. This was Ethan.

A thousand hot little sparks whizzed down her spine. Oh shit. She was in trouble. He wasn’t just gorgeous – he was every kind of adorable. Her heart clenched. She had to remember why she was there. This is a business deal. This is a business deal. This… Is… A… Business… Deal.

‘I was thinking,’ he said, tugging her from her thoughts. ‘And please let me know if this isn’t doable. We could get together three times a week and I’ll pay you three-fifty a session. Which I’m imagining would be around an hour?’

Her jaw dropped, so shocked by his offer that she couldn’t form words. ‘Um… uhh…’

‘You’re right,’ he said. ‘I’m being cheap. Let’s say five hundred an hour, or part thereof?’

‘Or part thereof?’

‘Yeah. So, if we go an hour twenty, that would mean we’re into the second hour so—’

‘One thousand dollars?’ she squeaked.

‘Exactly. Is that not enough? I didn’t research it.’

‘Ethan, that’s too much. Way, way, way, way, way too much. I was thinking about a hundred bucks. That’s around what training goes for, and that’s the upper end.’

‘Yeah, but that’s training dogs. You’ll be training me.’ He pulled out his phone. ‘I’m writing it all down, and I’ll get my business manager to send it through to you in an email later. If anyone asks, we’ll call it research for an unnamed project. Okay?’

She nodded. ‘Research. Got it.’ She made a mental note to remind her team to keep Ethan’s visits under their hats.

He spoke as he typed. ‘Minimum three sessions a week – your schedule dependent – if we can do more, great. At five hundred dollars an hour or part thereof. Plus, I’ll commit to hosting one charity fundraising event, which I will organise and cover the costs for. Or, at least, my publicist will organise.’ He grinned, and this time it was one hundred per cent Ethan James, movie star.

‘Ethan, no.’

His brow furrowed and his bravado drained away. ‘Is three times a week too many? I don’t want to be a pain. I know you’re busy.’

‘It’s not the time. I can make that work. It’s the money. It’s too much. You’re too generous.’

He leaned his elbows on the table and stared deep into her eyes. ‘Look, Sera. They’re going to be paying me a shit tonne more than that for this movie and without you, I might end up getting fired. This is an investment in my career and my future. Personally, I don’t think I’m being generous enough.’ He placed his hand over hers. ‘I’m just thankful you’d even consider helping me.’

Business! Sera’s brain was screaming at her as the warmth from his palm made her skin sizzle.

‘Deal,’ she said, slipping her hand from under his and offering it to shake.

‘Best deal I’ve ever made,’ he said, taking her hand and holding it tight.

The waitperson appeared beside them, his phone ready. ‘Is now a bad time?’

Sera almost gasped with relief.

Ethan ever-so-slowly slid his hand from Sera’s, his palm gliding over hers, his fingers fluttering across the tips of her fingers, his gaze locked on hers.

Then he turned towards the waitperson, all breathtaking smile and dimples for years. ‘What’s your name, my man?’

‘Thomas.’

‘Okay, Thomas, let’s make your boys green with envy.’

He rose from the table, towering over the young man, and snaked an arm around his waist, pulled him tight to his body and took the photo.

‘Let me know if that’s no good,’ he said, sliding back into his seat.

Thomas blushed and fumbled his phone.

As Ethan signed his autograph and doodled a tiny dragon on a napkin, he looked at Sera through his long black lashes and asked, ‘What does the doc think about you helping me out?’

Sera’s brows knitted. What did Herriot think? He hadn’t really said. ‘He’s happy I’m going to get a bit of extra money coming into the shelter.’

Ethan handed Thomas the napkin and the pen, and gave the flustered young man another wink. Then he turned his attention back to Sera. ‘I bet he’s not happy the money’s coming from me.’

‘Why would you say that?’

‘A vibe.’

Her head tilted. Toby had a vibe too. ‘What kind of vibe?’

‘A Kevin kind of vibe.’

‘He meant well with Kevin.’

‘If you say so.’ He stepped behind Sera and slid out her chair. ‘I’d better get you home to your charges. Shall we meet again tomorrow? For a proper training session.’

Sera wiggled off her seat and turned to face him. His eyes were so blue, she felt as if she could dive into them and swim laps. ‘I think we’d better,’ she said. ‘We’ve got an awful lot of work to do.’



Sera lay on her bed with her phone jammed against her ear and the beginnings of a headache that she suspected might be a hangover. It seemed day drinking didn’t agree with her once the drinking part stopped.

‘How was it?’ Toby’s voice was flat.

‘It was fine,’ she said, deciding to play it cool. She had a sense that saying it was the best lunch ever and Ethan was an absolute dreamboat was not what Toby wanted to hear.

Toby grunted. ‘Is he coughing up decent dough?’

‘Very decent.’

‘Good.’ There was a beat of silence. ‘I don’t suppose you want to grab dinner?’ Toby finally asked.

‘Oh, god no. I ate so much today. I couldn’t eat another thing. But I guess I could pop over. Oh, no, I can’t drive. Too much champagne. But you can come here, if you like? I’ll watch you eat.’

‘Nah, don’t worry. You’ve had a big day. I’m sure it was exhausting navigating James’s massive ego.’

She frowned. Now he was just being a dick. ‘Actually, I had a lovely time. He was a complete gentleman. No ego. Just an enjoyable lunch with enjoyable company.’

‘Right. Well. I’ve got to go. I need to check on a few things.’

‘Herriot, why are you so grumpy? Aren’t you happy for me? This money is going to help a lot, especially the fundraiser.’

‘What fundraiser?’

‘He’s going to throw Rose’s a charity fundraiser. He’s putting the whole thing on.’

Toby huffed. She couldn’t understand what his problem was. She was thrilled. He should be thrilled for her, too. ‘You know how much I’ve struggled,’ she said. ‘Please be happy for me.’

He breathed out a long sigh. ‘Ser, I am happy for you. Of course, I am. I just… I don’t know. I don’t trust him, I guess.’

‘But why not?’

‘I told you. I get a vibe.’

‘Funny, he said he got a vibe from you too.’

‘What kind of vibe?’

‘He thinks you don’t like him.’

Toby laughed. ‘He’s smarter than he looks.’

‘That’s just stupid. You don’t even know him. If you knew him, you’d feel different. I know you would.’ She rubbed her hand across her now thumping brow. ‘I’m going to be spending a bit of time with him over the next month, and I really need you to try to be nicer about him, because you’re making me feel weird. It’s just a month. Can you do that? For me?’

Toby was quiet for a moment, then said, ‘Of course I can. It’s great you’ve got this chance. Do you need me to organise any more training dogs for you?’

She almost choked. ‘Oh god, no. Not after last time. Ethan thinks you had some nefarious plan when you sent him Kevin. I stood up for you. I told him you thought you were doing the right thing.’

‘Are you implying I didn’t?’

She laughed. ‘C’mon Herriot. Kevin?’




Chapter Six [image: ]

Sera pulled up outside Ethan’s house and honked her horn. The dogs in the back of her van erupted. ‘Shut it, you three,’ she hollered over her shoulder.

Ethan stepped out of his gate and gave her a cheery wave before he spotted the faces of three dogs pressed against the window and his smile dropped.

He hesitated before sliding into the passenger seat. ‘There’s three. Why are there three?’

‘Because we’re going to a dog park. I think I threw you into the deep end with Kevin.’

He side-eyed her with a frown. ‘Hilarious.’

She laughed. ‘No lagoon pun intended, I promise. We should start with you just being around dogs, so I thought an off-leash park would be a good idea. That way the dogs can do their thing and you can see dogs interacting and having fun. And you know these dogs, except Harry and he’s a tiny Jack Russell. But Buffy and Ernie are old friends, right?’

He took a deep breath and nodded. ‘Okay. You’re the expert.’

She smiled wanly. She wasn’t an expert, not at all. She was good with dogs, and she understood them as well as anyone could. She’d read a lot about behaviours, undergone training, and of course she had her certificate in animal studies, but that was as far as her expertise went. She’d spent the morning googling how to overcome a fear of dogs. Journaling, meditation, relaxation techniques and professional therapy were all mentioned. Strangely, hanging out with a copywriter who specialised in funeral services and ran a barely surviving animal shelter was not.

‘I like your hair like that,’ Ethan said. ‘You look cute.’

She had it shoved into two messy plaits, mostly because she’d run out of time to do anything else with it.

‘So do you,’ she replied, then instantly cringed. Ugh. Embarrassing.

‘Thanks!’ he replied without hesitation. ‘I’m wearing my AC/DC t-shirt to make me feel tough. It’s not working.’

She instinctively patted his thigh to reassure him, then had to gulp back an ‘Oh!’ at how solid it was. ‘You’ll be fine,’ she said, utterly flustered.

They hovered by the gate to the park, Sera holding the three dogs, or rather holding them back as they strained to join the action beyond the fence.

‘That’s… a lot of dogs,’ Ethan said, his eyes wide as he took in the chaos.

‘It’s a little busier than I thought it would be. But it’ll be okay.’ She smiled encouragingly. ‘Can you open the gate for me? Then I can let this mob go.’

Ethan stepped to the side as he pulled up the childproof lock. Buffy, Ernie and Harry jostled through, dragging Sera behind them.

‘Are you coming?’ she called over her shoulder as she pulled back the dogs, noticing Ethan chewing his lip, his fist still clasped around the lock. He nodded and quickly stepped through the gate, slamming it shut behind him.

They walked around the fence edge, Sera keeping an eye on her three dogs – Ernie wary and trotting nearby, Harry relaxed as he stretched up to sniff butts, and Buffy accosting every human in the park for pats.

The sky was bright blue – almost as blue as Ethan’s eyes – and completely void of clouds. The sun was shining down on them with a gentle warmth.

Sera gazed up at Ethan, his brow still furrowed and his shoulders stiff. ‘This is okay, isn’t it?’ she asked.

He puffed out a series of steady breaths and she noticed his shoulders and jaw relax.

‘Yeah. It’s okay. I like how they all get on.’

‘Most of the time, dogs do get on. Especially in parks like this, where they aren’t on the leash. There’s no need for them to feel defensive.’

‘There are a lot of them though,’ he said as he stepped in behind her to allow a German Shepherd to trot pass.

She hummed in agreement. ‘I honestly didn’t think it would be this chockers on a Thursday. I guess the good weather has brought everyone out.’

Three young girls suddenly appeared in front of Ethan, blocking his path.

‘Are you Lord Jasper?’ one of them asked as she was shoved a little closer by her friends.

Ethan smiled. ‘Well, technically, I’m Ethan. But yeah, I’m Lord Jasper.’

The girl in the front looked back at the other two girls, and the three of them giggled.

A woman rushed forward, crying out, ‘Girls! Girls, leave him alone.’ She grabbed two of them by the hands. ‘I’m so sorry, Ethan. I mean, Mr James.’

The woman’s eyelashes fluttered ever so slightly, as if she couldn’t control them. As if being in Ethan’s presence gave them a life of their own. He certainly had an effect on people. Women, men, tweens. Sera sighed. Me.

‘It’s absolutely fine,’ Ethan said, adding one of his dazzling smiles.

Sera was starting to catalogue them. The ones he shared with fans, and the ones he saved for her.

‘They love your movies,’ the woman went on. ‘Our family watches them together all the time. My husband is probably the biggest fan, though he likes Lord Sandon. He always likes the bad guys.’

‘Bad guys are more fun,’ Ethan said, and gave her one of his winks.

The woman visibly quivered, then smiled up at him from under her still-fluttering lashes. ‘I don’t suppose we could get a photo with you?’ She was breathy and flushing and definitely flirting.

Sera watched Ethan glance around. Then his eyes flicked towards her with a hint of hesitation before he rearranged his face and switched to Ethan James, Movie Star mode.

‘Sure. How do you want to do this?’

The woman shoved her phone at Sera.

Ethan stiffened, the corners of his mouth tensing. ‘This is Sera,’ he said. ‘She’s a friend of mine. Sera, are you happy to take a photo for us?’

She shrugged. ‘If you’re okay with it?’

He nodded and stiffly slipped in between the woman and the girls.

Sera waited until they were all huddled around him, then lifted the phone and took the photo. ‘Do you want to—’

He grabbed the phone. ‘Here you go,’ he said as he pressed the phone into the woman’s hands. ‘Thanks for your support. Enjoy your day.’

The woman smiled and herded the children away.

Ethan pulled a baseball cap from his back pocket and slipped it on, along with some sunglasses. ‘Sorry about that.’

‘Are you going incognito?’

‘Sometimes you have to. People forget their manners, forget you’re a person.’ He jiggled his shoulders, as if shaking off the bad vibe. ‘Though more people have recognised me since I’ve been spending time with you. They must be looking at you then noticing me.’ One corner of his lips quirked up.

Sera laughed. ‘I don’t think so.’

‘What other reason could it be? They’re checking out the stunning redhead, then they spot the B-grade actor lucky enough to be standing next to her.’

Her cheeks flamed. ‘Very funny.’ She elbowed him in the ribs.

‘I wasn’t joking.’ He elbowed her back.

‘Those girls were kind of young for your movies,’ she said, trying to ignore the fact that she was smiling so wide, it almost hurt.

He nodded. ‘I mean, other than the violence, the last two have some pretty full-on sex. And the whole family watch them together? What’s wrong with this picture?’

They turned to each other and laughed, just as a dogfight exploded in front of them.

Ethan grabbed Sera’s arm, his fingers digging into her flesh as he breathed out, ‘Oh fuck.’

People yelled, screaming out the dogs’ names as the terrifying sound of snarling and growling filled the park.

Ethan hauled Sera backwards, repeating, ‘No, no, no’, and dragging her bodily towards the fence as she stumbled over her feet, trying to see her own dogs.

She put her hand over his. ‘Ethan, stop. You’re okay. It’s all noise.’

One of the dogs dropped to the ground with an ear-piercing squeal as the larger dog pinned it with bared teeth.

Ethan shook his head, his face tinged with green.

‘Ethan. You’re okay,’ she said again. ‘It sounds worse than it is.’

As quickly as the fight began, it was over, with the owners separating the dogs, mumbling apologies and dragging their animals away.

Ethan released Sera’s arm, said, ‘I’ve got to go,’ and, in one swift move, vaulted over the fence out of the park.

She stared as he strode towards the carpark with his head down, shaking out his hands as if shaking off what just happened.

‘Bloody hell.’ She quickly rounded up her dogs. ‘Come on, guys. We’ve got to go,’ she said as she dragged them towards the gate.

‘What were you thinking, you idiot?’ she muttered to herself as she shoved the dogs into the back of the van. She filled a bowl with water, wound the windows down and spun around. Spotting Ethan sitting under a tree, she rushed over to him.

His head was in his hands, his glasses and cap on the ground beside him.

She touched his shoulder. ‘Ethan, are you okay? Can I get you anything? Water? Anything?’

He shook his head and looked up at her. ‘I’m going to get an Uber home.’

‘Don’t be silly. I’ll drive you.’

‘One’s already coming.’ He put his cap back on. ‘I don’t think I can do this. I’m really sorry. I’ve got to go.’

‘Ethan. I’m sorry, I honestly thought it would be fine. It’s my fault.’

‘It’s not your fault, Sera. It’s me. I thought I could…’ He blew out a shaky breath. ‘Turns out, I can’t.’

‘Let me take you home. I’ll drop the dogs off, then I’ll take you home.’

He shook his head. ‘I’ll call you, okay? Tomorrow. It’s not your fault.’

He grated his teeth across his bottom lip as he looked at her, then coolly walked towards the road.

Sera stared after him, a cold sensation spreading across her skin and her heart sinking as she watched him wave down his ride, disappear into the back seat and drive off without a second look.



Sera chewed her thumbnail. ‘It was my fault, Herriot. I screwed up.’ She sank into his couch with a miserable huff. The dogs had been thrown into the backyard with some chicken wings.

Toby, dressed in his blue surgery scrubs, leaned against the wall. ‘You can’t control other people’s dogs. And if his phobia is that bad, he needs professional help.’

She nodded. ‘I’m going to suggest it. I just thought, the dog park… I didn’t think it would be that busy during the week. And we were having such a nice time! The sun was shining, and we were laughing. Then those dogs had to have a fight right in front of him. I mean, literally, right in front of him.’

‘That was just bad luck, and absolutely not your fault.’

‘That’s what he said.’

‘Well, he was right. You’re great with dogs, and with people. If anyone could help him, it’d be you. But maybe he needs to see a therapist.’

Tears filled her eyes. ‘I’m going to have to close the rescue. The money he promised, the fundraiser, the publicity – that might have kept us going, we might have scraped through – but now…’ She swallowed back a sob. ‘I won’t be able to keep it going, and I can’t ask my folks for more money. My mum would crack the shits.’

Toby glanced towards the surgery.

‘Sorry. You’re busy,’ she moaned.

He sighed, sat beside her and pulled her into him. ‘I’m never too busy for you. And I can help. You know I can.’

She snuggled into the warmth of his body and rested her head on his shoulder. ‘You do too much already. I won’t ask you for money.’

‘Then we’ll do a raffle or something,’ he said. ‘Run some kind of fundraiser through my practice. We’ll work it out.’ He touched her chin and turned her face towards him. ‘Ser. We’ll work it out.’

She gazed into his soft chocolatey eyes, always half-hidden behind an errant curl, and her breath eased. He always made her feel better. She smiled, wiped her nose across the back of her hand and patted his thigh. ‘I love you, Herriot, but I think it might be time to give up the dream. I can’t go on like this.’ She pushed herself off the cushions. ‘I’ll go get the dogs and head home.’

‘Why don’t you hang out here?’ he said following her to the back door. ‘I’ve got a dental extraction to do and then a couple of appointments, but when I’m finished up for the day, we’ll watch a movie and order in some McDonalds or something. Chicken nuggets always cheer you up.’ She loved that he knew nuggets always brightened her day. But her mood was beyond even nuggets.

‘I promised Tia I’d be back mid-afternoon. She’s going out somewhere.’

‘What if I come over later? I’ll grab some takeaway.’

‘I have writing work to do. I can’t miss this deadline. I need the money.’

‘Then how about tomorrow night, I take you out. Your pick. Whatever you like.’

‘I can’t. I’m seeing my parents. But thanks for trying, Herriot.’ She hesitated for a moment, then pushed up on her tiptoes and kissed his cheek. ‘You’re the best.’



Sera gazed out at the harbour. The sun was starting to set, sparkling golden on the water, and the breeze carried the tang of the ocean and the sweetness of jasmine, along with a little bit of a chill. She pulled her cardigan closer. She’d spent the day doing chores around the shelter and getting her copy proposal off to Peaceful Slumbers. She’d texted Ethan – twice – to see if he was okay. He hadn’t answered. She’d thought about calling him, but Toby had suggested leaving him alone.

‘He’s probably embarrassed,’ he’d said. ‘Guys aren’t great at being embarrassed.’

So she’d let Ethan be, and instead stared at her phone every thirty minutes.

Now she sat on a cane lounge on her parents’ balcony, waiting for the next onslaught from her mum. Her father poured her a glass of wine.

‘Where’s Toby tonight?’ her mother asked.

‘Home, I guess.’ She was convinced her mother liked Toby more than she liked her own daughter.

‘Why don’t you call him and ask him to join us? I can put out more cheese.’

‘I’m sure he’s already sorted his dinner, mum. Anyway, isn’t it nice to spend time with just me for a change?’

‘Of course, darling. You’re always enough.’

Sera took a gulp of wine. Then why did she always feel like she wasn’t?

‘It’s just…’ her mother continued.

Here we go.

‘… I will never understand why you two aren’t a couple.’

‘We’ve gone through this so many times, Mum. We’re friends. And that’s it. Friends.’

‘He’s so handsome. Even you say that.’

‘Just because he’s handsome doesn’t mean I can’t be friends with him. Or that I want to jump his bones.’ She threw in the last bit just to annoy her mother.

‘Don’t be crass,’ her mother said with a deep sigh and sky-high eyebrows. ‘I’m only saying, you obviously care deeply for each other, you spend nearly all your time together… haven’t you even thought about it?’

‘Please, Mum. Neither of us wants more than that.’

Her parents exchange a glance.

‘What?’

‘I think Toby cares for you more than you’re allowing yourself to see,’ her mother said. ‘But if you’re not interested in him that way, then we’re happy you have such a loyal friend.’

Sera’s gaze drifted back towards the water and she sighed as she watched the Manly ferry crawling its way towards the wharf. Why couldn’t they accept that her best friend was a good-looking guy? It must make Toby uncomfortable, always having her mother throwing her at him. Not that he’d say anything; he was too polite, and always so sweet. Well, nearly always. He turned a tad bitchy when it came to Ethan James.

Sera frowned and took a large swallow of wine.

‘Anyway, that’s enough of that,’ her father said, coming to her rescue as usual. ‘We didn’t invite you to talk about your love life.’

‘That’s good,’ Sera said. ‘Because that’d be a short conversation.’

Her father chuckled. ‘How’s Rose’s going? Any new benefactors?’

Sera breathed in deeply. ‘I thought I had one, but it’s not going to pan out.’

‘Why not?’ her mother asked. ‘Who was it?’

‘A local actor. I was helping him research a role that involved a dog, but I don’t think we’re going ahead.’

‘That’s a shame,’ her father said. ‘What put a stop to it?’

‘I screwed up. Something happened on our second session, and now he knows I don’t know what I’m doing.’

Her father put his beer down and leaned forward. ‘Rubbish. You’re excellent with the dogs at the shelter. With all animals. You always have been. And I’m sure he sees that. Otherwise, why would he have come to you?’ He gave her an encouraging wink.

‘Was he going to pay you?’ her mother asked.

‘Yes. A lot.’ She shook her head, swallowed the last mouthful of her wine and held out her empty glass. Her father leaped up to refill it.

‘I just don’t know how much longer I can keep everything afloat. Gran’s money is nearly all gone, and my wages won’t keep the place going, and the donations we get barely support one dog, let alone five, seven cats, a sheep and a horse. I might have to reconsider selling. Or at least close the shelter.’ A pain seared through her heart, and she rubbed at her chest.

‘Well, I’m not going to say I’m not pleased,’ her mother said. ‘Your grandmother never expected you to turn her house into a home for strays, no matter how much she loved those cats of hers. She wanted you to sell it and use the money to set up your future. I know you think you’ve made a commitment to those animals, and I know how stubborn you can be, but you’re too young to have a yoke like Rose’s Rescue around your neck.’

Sera took a slow breath. She was so done with the round and round with her mother on her life choices. If she hadn’t been feeling so miserable, she’d have gotten up and stormed out.

‘Rose’s Rescue is not a yoke. It’s what I love and what I want to do with my life. Opening the shelter is the best decision I ever made.’

Her mother’s eyes flickered upwards. Not exactly a roll, but definitely the same energy. ‘That’s one thing I won’t be thanking Dr Toby for,’ she said. ‘I’m sure he influenced that decision.’

‘No, he didn’t. He helped me start the rescue sure, but it was my idea.’ Sera set her mouth in a line. ‘You really don’t give me any credit for anything, do you?’

Her mother huffed and looked away.

‘Come on, you two. Let’s not fight,’ her father said in the overly bright voice of a perpetual peacemaker. ‘Sweetheart, if you need a little bit more money to tide you over, you know you can ask. Right, Lydia?’

‘Of course. And I do appreciate what you’ve built, but I don’t want you throwing years of your life away on something that might not survive. You have a good education. You’re bright and could put your mind to anything.’

Sera slammed her glass down with a loud clink. ‘I need to pee.’

‘Darling—’ her mother said with a shake of her head.

‘Sorry. I need to “visit the little girl’s room”.’ She curtsied before stepping off the balcony and into the house, wondering how long she could stay in the bathroom before her mother would be at the door asking her if she was having ‘women’s troubles’.

She should have cancelled. She was in no mood to tackle her mum. She had to be in top form to face that barrage of disappointment, and she was not in top form. Far from it. And sitting around all pouty and shitty wasn’t fair either; they only wanted the best for her.

When her phone rang, she grabbed it from the corner of the bathroom sink and answered without thinking.

‘Hey, you,’ Ethan said. ‘I got your text messages. I’m sorry I’ve been MIA.’

Great. She cringed. He had to ring while she was sitting on the loo. ‘Don’t worry,’ she said. ‘I just wanted to make sure you were okay.’

‘I’m fine. A bit embarrassed, but fine.’

‘That’s why I didn’t call. Toby said you’d probably be feeling like that. He thought you’d want to be left alone.’

Oh shit.

Now he knows she’d told Toby.

He took a beat. ‘Really? Hmm. You’ll have to thank him for his concern.’

She frowned, catching the note of sarcasm in his voice. ‘I’m so sorry. I shouldn’t have said anything to him.’

‘It’s okay. He’s your friend. He knows what’s happening, and if you trust him, then I guess I do too.’

Her eyes scrunched. She wished this conversation wasn’t happening with her undies around her knees. ‘Anyway. You have nothing to be embarrassed about. I’m the one who screwed up. I thought it would be helpful, but—’

‘Sera, you’ve got no reason to feel bad about anything.’

She closed her eyes and drew in a deep breath. ‘I’ve been thinking. You might be better off seeing a professional, someone who actually knows what they’re doing.’ Ethan was quiet for so long, she said, ‘Hello?’

‘I’ve tried a professional. A couple of times. I don’t want to see a therapist; I want you. This morning, I was thinking about pulling the plug, but I don’t want to do that. I made a commitment and I intend to honour it, and I’m hoping you’ll do the same.’

A weight lifted off her, and her shoulders dropped from around her ears. ‘Of course. I always honour my commitments. I’m just not sure I can help you.’

‘I think you can. We’ve had two goes at it, and sure, both were kind of disastrous, but I’m still willing to give it another shot, and that’s progress. Right? Just… no more dips in the lake or dog death matches. Deal?’

She laughed. ‘Deal.’

‘Where are you? You sound echoey.’

‘I’m… um… in the bathroom.’

There was a beat of silence. ‘In the shower?’

‘No.’ She was suddenly rather warm. ‘I’m at my parents’ place. I’m… I’m in the loo, okay?’

‘You’re on the toilet?’

‘I’m hanging up and calling you back.’

He burst out laughing. ‘I’d been picturing you down the paddock or something, but now—’

‘Hey! Do not picture me. I’m hanging up.’

He was still cackling as she hit end.



‘Where are you now?’ Ethan asked when Sera called him back. ‘In the bathtub?’

‘Shut up. I’m on my parents’ couch.’

He laughed again, or maybe he’d never stopped. ‘Where do they live?’

‘Fairlight. I’m watching the ferry head back to the city as we speak.’

‘Hey, me too. I met a mate at the wharf for a beer. I’m waving now. Can you see me?’

She shook her head, laughing. ‘Oh, by the way. We found Ernie’s owners.’

‘That’s great!’

If only that were true. ‘Not so much,’ she said. ‘Someone shared our post on Facebook with them. They came in this morning and filled out the surrender paperwork.’

‘They gave him away? Just like that? I don’t get it.’

‘At least they contacted me and signed him over. A lot of people don’t even bother. They said he was too much for them. He’d got too big. At least we know his history now, and we can get him adopted.’

‘Did they say how he got into my yard?’

‘They say they have no clue and I didn’t press them on it.’

He was quiet for a second. ‘I feel bad for him.’

‘We’ll find him a good home. At least he ended up with us, where his life doesn’t have a countdown time on it. You did that.’ He didn’t reply. ‘Anyway, I better go. I need to go tell my mum I’m not going to have to shut down Rose’s after all.’

‘You were going to have to shut down?’

She winced. She hadn’t meant to blurt that out. She didn’t want him thinking her future rested on his money. ‘I was being overly dramatic because she pissed me off.’

‘If you need a ride home I’m only down the road.’

‘I Ubered here so I might take you up on that.’

‘Pick you up in an hour?’

Sera thought about sitting through another hour of her mother’s judgement. ‘Can you make it half an hour?’

‘Text me the address.’



‘Is he successful, this actor?’ Sera’s mother asked as she sliced herself a piece of Castello cheese. Sera had announced that Ethan was picking her up and that it looked like Rose’s Rescue would live another day. Her mother was suffering the news graciously.

‘Yes, with a certain audience,’ Sera answered. ‘But he’s hoping this new movie will broaden things for him.’

‘Would I know him?’ her father asked.

‘I don’t know. Have you seen the Throne of Kings movies?’

Her parents looked confused.

‘Then probably not, though he was on Home and Away for a while.’

‘Darling, we don’t watch that,’ her mother said. ‘The news is on then.’

Sera laughed. ‘I didn’t think you would.’ She finished her wine, smiled and waved the empty glass at her father, who jumped up and refilled it again. She was a little tipsy and finally enjoying herself now they’d got all the judgemental shit out of the way.

Her phone buzzed, and she checked the screen. ‘He’ll be here in a few.’ She took a gulp of her wine and got up. ‘I should head out.’

Her mother stared. ‘Can’t he come to the door to pick you up?’

‘Mum, we’re not going to the prom.’

‘Just the same, tell him to come in for a drink. You can spare us another fifteen minutes, can’t you?’

Sera looked to her father for support.

He held up a hand. ‘Don’t look at me. I want to see this fellow too.’

Sera sighed and flopped onto the cane couch.


[image: Image: Black Speech Bubble Emoji] Sera: My parents want to meet you. You don’t have to, but if it’s okay, come in for a drink.
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He added two smiling emojis, and her mind filled with his dimples.



‘They’re upstairs on the balcony,’ Sera said as she led Ethan through the house.

He looked around at the cosy sunroom and deep bay windows that faced the water. ‘This place is great.’

‘It’s been in my mum’s family for years. She took it over when my grandparents retired to the Oxford Falls place. This house is heritage-listed, but they’ve done a lot of work on the interior, and of course…’ She waved an arm towards the view of the harbour.

‘It must be worth a fortune.’

‘No more than your place,’ she said, giving him a sideways glance.

‘Maybe. Though mine needs some work. I’m suddenly feeling inspired.’

They walked up the stairs and across the formal living area, all white couches and seascape artwork, and onto the balcony.

Sera’s father leaped up, his hand outstretched.

‘Ethan, this is my father, John.’

‘Pleasure to meet you, sir,’ Ethan said, shaking his hand.

‘And this is my mum, Lydia.’

‘You have a lovely home, Mrs Madden,’ he said. He turned and looked out at the harbour. ‘And what a view.’

Sera’s mother glanced at her, her eyebrows waggling in approval. ‘Indeed.’ She shot Sera a cheeky look. ‘Can we offer you a drink, Ethan? Wine? Beer?’

He turned around, one of his dazzling smiles spread wide across his full lips. ‘I’m driving.’ He nodded towards Sera. ‘Taking your precious cargo home. But something light or a water would be great.’

‘I have some light beer downstairs,’ Sera’s father said. ‘Poppet, you okay on the wine?’

‘I’m fine, thanks, Dad.’

‘Poppet?’ Ethan whispered to Sera from the corner of his mouth.

She elbowed him in the ribs. ‘Shut up.’

Sera’s mother patted the seat beside her. ‘Ethan. Come and tell me all about yourself. How did you meet our gorgeous daughter?’

He sat and wiggled back onto the cushions. ‘She rescued me from a vicious hound.’

‘It wasn’t vicious, only scared.’ Sera dropped into a chair opposite them.

‘Either way, I had no idea what to do, and Sera saved me.’ He looked up and gave her a soft smile.

A thousand butterflies fluttered in her stomach.

‘My daughter the hero,’ her mother said as her gaze flicked between Ethan and Sera.

‘Now she’s helping me prep for a new movie role,’ he said. ‘I’m failing miserably, but she won’t give up on me.’

‘Sera never gives up on anyone or anything,’ her father said, returning to the balcony. ‘She was always bringing home some broken creature and trying to fix them up.’

‘Dad!’ She stared at him, horrified.

He handed Ethan a light beer. ‘I didn’t mean you, Ethan. I meant birds, and lizards.’

Sera dropped her head into her hands.

‘It’s okay, sir,’ Ethan said. ‘She’s giving it a good shot with me too. I’m not great with dogs, and she’s trying to get me to where I at least look comfortable, so I don’t get fired.’

‘If anyone can do it, it’s our Ser-Ser,’ her father said, pride shining in his face.

‘And you live on the Northern Beaches?’ her mother asked.

‘Up on the headland overlooking Turimetta Beach.’

‘The movie business must be paying well.’

‘Mum!’ Sera shook her head.

He held up a hand. ‘It’s fine. The pay is pretty good, Mrs Madden. But I was lucky enough to buy my house from my grandparents. I didn’t exactly pay market value.’

‘Like Sera and her property. That belonged to her grandparents too.’

He nodded. ‘She told me. It’s a gorgeous spot.’

‘You’ve been there?’ Sera watched as her mother sat up a little straighter.

‘I sure have. I’ve even seen Rose’s chair in the park.’

Sera’s mother put her hand to her heart. ‘My mother loved it there. And, of course, she loved Sera. We lost my parents far too soon. They’d be so happy to see their granddaughter flourishing in their old home. We’re so proud of her.’

‘We should go,’ Sera said, shooting her mother an exasperated look.

‘Do you mind if I use the bathroom before I leave, Mrs Madden?’ Ethan asked as he stood, straightening out the legs of his jeans.

‘Of course not. John will show you where it is.’

As the men disappeared out of sight, her mother’s face lit up. ‘He’s veeery impressive.’

‘Yes, Mum. He’s nice.’

‘Nice? He’s gorgeous. Those eyes. And so tall. Even taller than Toby.’ She took a sip of wine. ‘Have they met?’

Sera’s eyes narrowed. ‘Briefly.’

‘And what did Toby say?’

‘Nothing.’

‘Really? I would think he’s not very keen on Mr Ethan James, Movie Star, hanging around you.’

Sera frowned. ‘Shh, Mum! He’s not hanging around me, we have a business arrangement. Anyway, Toby doesn’t care.’

‘Oh Sera. Sometimes it’s easy to forget how bright you are.’

Ethan stepped back onto the balcony and looked from mother to daughter, a smile twitching at the corner of his lips, as if he knew he’d caught them talking about him. ‘You ready, Sera?’

‘God, yes.’ She slung her bag over her shoulder.

Ethan shook Sera’s father’s hand. ‘It was lovely to meet you both. You have an amazing home, and a wonderful daughter.’

Sera’s mother beamed. ‘We’re so happy you noticed. We hope we see you again, Ethan. Next time, you must stay for some cheese.’



Ethan drove down the long driveway to Sera’s home.

‘Have you got time for me tomorrow, Ser-Ser?’

Sera laughed and whacked him on the arm. ‘Do not even.’

‘Okay, poppet.’

‘Oh my god. Stop it. And yes, if you’re sure you’re up to it?’

‘Back on the horse, as they say. Though if it was a horse, there wouldn’t be a problem.’

‘Why don’t you come here? We’ll take Buffy and go for a walk on one of the roads around the bush. They’re nice and quiet, and there’s a bunch of rocks near the waterfall where we can sit and let Buffy do her thing. She’s insistent on the patting front, so you’ll have no choice but to touch her, but she’s incredibly gentle. How does that sound?’

‘Sounds perfect. Shall I bring some food? We can have lunch while we sit. Like a picnic.’

He leaned across her, and all the tiny hairs on Sera’s arms prickled as his hand brushed past her stomach. He opened her door, withdrawing his hand.

‘It’s a date,’ he said.

Sera’s heart slammed against her chest. ‘Uh…’

‘Not a date date,’ he added hurriedly. ‘I mean, like a date in your diary. An appointment. So… it’s an appointment?’

She laughed awkwardly. ‘It’s an appointment. Come about eleven, if that works.’

‘Whatever works for you works for me.’ And he smiled so bright, it was as if the sun was rising in the car.




Chapter Seven [image: ]

Sera fussed with her hair in her bedroom mirror. The cowlick in her fringe resembled the crest of an alarmed cockatoo, and no matter how many times she tried to force it down, it pinged back up. She threw her head back with a frustrated grunt.

She’d been woken at 6 am by two police officers and a fat tabby that had been rescued from a tree. The police had kept it at the station overnight until they could get it scanned for a microchip, which was why they were knocking on her door before the sun had finished rising, and why she was cranky and tired.

Her phone rang and she hit the speaker. ‘Hey, Herriot. What’s up?’

‘You sound rushed.’

‘I’m in a bit of a hurry. I’m meeting Ethan in a minute.’

Toby went quiet for a second. ‘The movie star came back, huh?’

‘I don’t know why, but apparently he still wants me to help him.’

He laughed dryly. ‘Are you sure you don’t know why?’

‘Not after the last two disasters.’

‘Maybe it’s more than your gift with dogs.’

Her brow furrowed. ‘Why did you call?’

‘Do you have time for dinner tonight? I was thinking we could go out.’

‘Two dinners out in a week? What’s going on?’ She looked down at a brown smear on her jeans, touched it, smelled her fingers and grimaced.

‘You seemed a bit down the other day,’ Toby said. ‘And we’ve got to eat. I’m happy to do pizza here. We can finish binging Yellowstone.’ He took a breath. ‘Or I can take you out.’

‘Yeah, let’s do something. But can I ring you later to confirm? I can’t think right now. I’ve just noticed I’ve somehow got dog shit on the leg of my damn jeans. I need to change.’

He laughed. ‘The joys of the job. Ring me later. And, ah… good luck with James.’

She peeled off her jeans and tossed them in the washing machine, setting the dial to super wash. As she frantically scrubbed her hands, she heard the ding-dong of someone entering the shelter reception area and rushed back up the hall to her bedroom.

‘He’s here,’ Tia said, poking her head around the door of Sera’s room. She looked her up and down. ‘Do you intend to wear pants today?’

Sera glanced at her pale, bare legs. ‘You don’t think just undies is a good look?’

Tia giggled. ‘Depends on what you’re going for, I guess.’

‘I had shit on my jeans. Can you entertain him while I get my act together please?’

Tia saluted. ‘Will do, boss,’ she said and skipped from the room.



Sera found Tia talking Ethan through the mass of polaroid photos on the wall of the rescue.

‘Of course, after the puppies came Buffy,’ Tia said. ‘It was rescue fail at first sight.’

Ethan peered at the photo of the chonky Staffy. ‘Lucky Buffy.’

Sera cleared her throat.

Ethan swung around and beamed. ‘Oh, hey.’

‘Sorry to keep you waiting. I had a poop emergency.’

‘Another one? I’m sensing a theme.’

Sera’s cheeks heated. ‘Dog poop. I somehow got smeared with it this morning.’

He screwed up his face.

‘Was that too much information?’ she asked. ‘I can’t even tell anymore.’

He laughed. ‘It’s fine. I’m sure there are many dog poop emergencies here.’

‘And cat poop,’ Tia added gleefully.

‘Horse and sheep poop too,’ Sera said. ‘We’re surrounded by the stuff.’

‘Then let me whisk you away from all that crap,’ he said. ‘I have a couple of bánh mì with our names on them.’

‘If you need me, I won’t be far,’ Sera said to Tia, who was practically bursting out of her skin with next-level joy.

‘I won’t need you,’ she said. ‘Have fun. Good luck, Ethan.’

He gave her a warm smile. ‘Thanks, Tia.’

Sera shook her head as the young woman practically melted to the floor.



The road that ran past Sera’s property wasn’t tarred, and though it was hell on a car’s suspension, those who lived in the few houses tucked in the trees along its winding turns seemed to prefer it that way. It kept traffic to a minimum, and the wildlife dotted through the area safe.

Ethan had a backpack strapped to his shoulders, with their sandwiches and two bottles of water inside, along with Sera’s sweatshirt, which he insisted on carrying so she didn’t have to walk with it tied around her waist.

‘And here I was thinking chivalry was dead,’ she quipped, but his simple act had made her insides flutter. She glanced down at Buffy, who was trotting happily between them. ‘There’s a fabulous spot down here. Because the road is such a disaster, it’s mostly only us locals who know about it.’

‘Is that where we’re heading?’ he asked.

‘That’s what I was planning, if you’re up for it.’

‘Lead on, milady,’ he answered in a booming Lord Jasper voice.

When they arrived at the track that would take them into the bush, Sera let Buffy off the leash.

‘Don’t run… off,’ she said, finishing with a sigh as the dog ran off.

‘Does she know where she’s going?’ Ethan asked.

‘Yes. And I walked her this morning, so she’s done her business. Two lots of business, actually. Both substantial.’

‘You talk about shit a lot.’

‘I do not.’ She gave him a playful shove. ‘Okay, maybe I do. It comes with the job.’

‘It makes a nice change from the conversations I’m used to,’ he said. ‘Diet, exercise, who’s styling your look for the next party.’

‘That sounds a lot more interesting than the ins and outs of dog poop.’

‘Mostly outs, I hope.’

She laughed. ‘Unless you’re Toby. Sometimes, it’s the ins for him.’

‘How is the good doctor? Still plotting to send me dogs bigger than my house?’

‘I told you, he meant well.’

‘And I told you, if you say so.’

They made their way over the moss-covered rocks, Ethan easily leaping across them before jumping off a small ledge and landing a level below. He smiled up at Sera, reached out and wrapped his hands around her waist, swinging her through the air and placing her gently beside him.

He bowed with an exaggerated flourish, and an involuntary giggle bubbled from her lips.

‘You sure take this being a fake lord thing seriously,’ she said.

He laughed. ‘If we come across a dragon, I’ve got your back.’

‘Good to know,’ she said, stepping around him so he wouldn’t see the flush filling her cheeks.

When they finally broke through the trees, Ethan blew out a long whistle. A lush patch of green edged a sparkling creek. Gum trees towered around them, with low ferns thick across the bush floor, and the sounds of burbling water filled the air, along with the soft crashing from the falls further downstream. Buffy was rolling on her back on the cool grass, the picture of happiness.

‘Holy shit,’ Ethan said. ‘I had no idea this was here.’

‘It’s called Oxford Falls for a reason.’

‘Yeah. But…’ He dropped his backpack to the ground, placed his hands on his hips, and looked skyward. ‘I guess I’ve never thought about it.’ He turned towards her. ‘Is it safe to swim in the creek?’

‘I used to swim here when I was a kid,’ she said. ‘Not so much anymore. It has to be a super-hot day because the water’s freezing.’

He nodded. ‘Can I go for a swim?’

‘Did you bring your bathers?’

‘No, but I’m not going commando over here. I have underwear on.’

‘Oh… uh…’ Why was her brain suddenly picturing him commando?

‘Would you mind?’ he asked. ‘It’s no different to wearing a pair of speedos. Or very tight boardies.’

‘I… um… you don’t have a towel.’

‘I can drip-dry. I’m tough.’ He threw her a lazy grin. ‘Is it okay?’

‘Mm-hm,’ she squeaked, nodding a little too enthusiastically.

His grin widened and he pulled his t-shirt over his head.

Sera’s breath caught in her throat as somewhere in the recesses of her mind she realised she’d seen him like this before, fighting, swinging a sword above his head, shirtless and covered in mud. Except that was on a screen, and this was in the flesh. The well-toned, tightly muscled, tanned and glorious flesh. She swallowed. Then swallowed again as her gaze dipped down and up his body. His nipples were perky, already reacting to the chill in the air, and pointing right towards her. He had a small patch of dark hair on his chest, and another tantalising strip that disappeared into the waist of his jeans. Her teeth dug into her bottom lip before she could stop them. She wanted to reach out and touch him. To run her hands over his well-packed abs, to dust her fingers across the V-shaped muscle above his hips, to kiss his collarbones… and more.

Her gaze lifted to find his eyes watching her, and the world stilled. The breeze in the ferns, the chirping of the birds, the sounds of the water – it was all quiet.

His tongue darted out, moistening his lovely pouty lips. His chest was rising and falling almost as fast as Sera’s, and his fingers were twisting the t-shirt in his grip.

Her heart hammered against her ribs, thumping in her throat, almost making her eyes vibrate from its pounding beat.

She had to stop watching him. She had to stop staring.

Say something!

‘Have you chickened out?’ she heard herself ask.

He cocked his head to the side. ‘Nope.’ He popped open his jeans, and the sound seemed to echo through the trees. ‘But I’m going to regret it, aren’t I?’ He hopped up and down and pulled off his sneakers.

Then he peeled his jeans off one leg at a time, tossed them towards his backpack, and stepped gingerly across the ground to the edge of the creek. He was wearing black boxer briefs which hugged every delightful curve of his tight arse, and sat high on his muscular thighs, revealing a tan line just below them.

Sera was in the middle of mentally telling herself off for being such a perv when she noticed his scars. There was a deep indent on the side of his right leg, another behind his knee and a third wrapping around his calf. And now that her eyes were looking at more than his muscles, she could see a scar on the back of one of his arms.

‘I’m going in,’ he called.

‘It’s not very deep, so don’t jump. And the rocks are slippery,’ she added.

He looked over his shoulder and nodded.

She dropped onto the grass. This was not how she thought the day was going to go, watching Ethan James taking a dip in his underwear.

His shoulders tensed and he flinched as the creek lapped against his skin. ‘Oh shit!’

Sera laughed, watching him slowly make his way deeper into the clear water.

‘Fucking hell!’ He spun to face her, yelping, his stomach sucked in and his shoulders bunched up around his ears. ‘It’s freezing!’

She shook her head. ‘I did tell you.’

‘All right. I’m doing it.’ He took a deep breath and slid below the clear water. A second later, he spluttered back to the surface, almost leaping into the air. ‘Okay. This was a dumb idea,’ he said through chattering teeth. He stumbled out of the creek, slipping a little on a rock in his haste.

Sera meant to look away – she really did – as he stepped from the water. He was wearing only a wet pair of undies that clung to him absolutely everywhere. Absolutely. Everywhere. She patted Buffy with such an intensity that the dog got up and moved away.

Ethan wrapped his arms around his chest as he hunched over and shivered. ‘Why didn’t you warn me it was so cold?’ he said, dripping.

She rolled her eyes and tossed him his t-shirt.

He caught it and pulled it over his head. ‘I’m going to climb up there for a minute to warm up,’ he said, pointing to a rock bathed in a circle of sunshine.

‘Be careful.’

‘I’ll be okay.’ He grabbed his jeans, tossed them over his shoulder and scrambled up the sandstone ledge.

She took the time to thoroughly check out his butt, again, as he climbed. She might as well enjoy the entire package.

Ethan let out a loud sigh as the sun’s warmth hit his body. He closed his eyes and put his hands above his head as if worshipping the golden orb in the sky.

Sera also sighed, but for an entirely different reason. She let out pent-up frustrations at the way his t-shirt rode up, and how the sunshine sparkled off the water still clinging to his face and thighs.

He lay on the rock, drying off. ‘You came here when you were a kid?’

‘Yep,’ she called up. ‘I’d come here with my grandfather and search for tadpoles.’ She was never a girl for pretty dresses and shiny shoes, much to her mother’s dismay. Her auburn hair was always a little untamed and her knees were always grazed. ‘And that rock you’re on was my favourite reading spot.’

He sat up, looking down at her. ‘Okay. I’m coming back.’ He pulled on his jeans and launched himself towards the ground, landing in a crouch.

She gasped. ‘Oh my god, that was a total superhero landing.’

He shrugged. ‘Stunt training.’ He lowered himself onto the grass beside her, slowly reached out and patted Buffy. ‘Is this what you had in mind?’

‘Yep.’ Except for the glistening wet, semi-naked part. ‘You get to hang out with a dog. And Buffy won’t be ignored, so you kind of have no choice but to touch her.’

‘I’ve noticed.’

‘And she’s sweet and she does what she’s told. Mostly. We should have done this in the first place. I’m so sorry I put you through the terrible walk with Kevin, and what happened at the park.’

He unzipped his backpack and pulled out their lunch. ‘I’m more comfortable being here with this one now,’ he pointed at Buffy, ‘than I would have been without our first two attempts.’

‘Still, I should have thought it all through, put together a plan.’

‘You had a plan.’ He handed her a sandwich.

Buffy wedged herself between them.

‘She’s persistent,’ he said.

‘Yes, she is. Anyway, in future, I’ll run everything past you to make sure nothing’s going to freak you out.’

‘I need to be freaked out. I need to get to a place where I’m not cringing all the time. And whatever you come up with, I’ll do it. I trust you, and—’ He looked away and rubbed Buffy’s head. ‘I like spending time with you.’

Sera tried her best not to blush or squirm, or to notice how her stomach flipped and flopped like a beached fish.

She failed.

She liked the feeling, and she liked spending time with him too. A little more than she wanted to.

They lay on the grass, enjoying the sliver of sun that peeked through the tops of the trees. The birds chirped merrily around them, and the bubbling of the creek was almost lulling Sera to sleep. She could so easily doze off, with Buffy stretched out beside her, and Ethan on the other side, his quiet, rhythmic breaths almost hypnotic. She reached out to pat her dog, and her hand landed on Ethan’s, already on Buffy’s back. They both laughed lightly as they snatched their hands away.

Sera cleared her throat. ‘Can I ask you something?’

‘Depends,’ he said with a mischievous chuckle.

‘You don’t have to tell me of course, but—’

‘Why am I scared of dogs?’ He took an uneven breath and rolled onto his side to face her. ‘It’s okay. I should have told you upfront. Things would probably make more sense if you knew.’

She shuffled to her side and met his gaze, offering him a reassuring smile.

He smiled back, swallowed hard, and told her about the year his family spent the Christmas school holidays in the beach town of Culburra, and the two dogs that lived up the street. He was eleven, and his brother, Chris, was thirteen. They’d walk back and forth to the beach a couple of times a day, past the dogs, which always barked at them. Chris would sometimes bark back or bounce a ball in the street, driving the dogs crazy. But because the dogs were behind a gate, the brothers were never really worried about them. Then one morning, the gate was open. Ethan had suggested they go a different way to the beach that day, just to be safe. But his brother teased him, calling him chicken. So Ethan, wanting to prove his brother wrong, kept on walking.

‘I was a bit nervous,’ he said. ‘But there were people in their yards and kids up the street a bit and, you know, at eleven you think you’re indestructible. Anyway, Chris being Chris and a complete dickhead, starts whistling for the dogs, which he didn’t need to do, because as soon as they saw us, they charged out the open gate. Chris started laughing, but I shat myself and split. Which was a mistake, because they ran straight past Chris and chased me down. I felt a pair of teeth go into the back of my thigh and fell to the road. Chris went from laughing to screaming for me to run. But the dogs were all over me by then.’

Sera’s hand went to her mouth to smother a gasp.

He pulled his gaze from hers, rolled onto his back and squeezed his eyes shut.

‘I remember the noise. The growling and snarling and snapping. And the pain. There was a fair amount of pain.’ He looked back to Sera and shrugged. ‘I just put my hands over my head and the next thing I knew, I was waking up in the hospital. They did a real number on my leg. I’ve got a few scars – leg, arm. I used to have a couple on my back, but they’ve faded now. I was in hospital for a bit. Had to have a couple of operations because they were worried about damaged nerves. Everything was fine, though. Nothing permanent. At least, not physically.’ He took a fortifying breath and blew it away. ‘Anyway, that’s why. The owner of the dogs was devastated. He took the dogs to the council himself. They’d never bitten anyone before. I’ve never really forgiven my brother. Tried to, but… well, if he hadn’t pissed them off, I might not have got bit, and that nice man wouldn’t have lost his pets. And of course, I’ll always wonder, if I hadn’t run, would it have still happened?’ He sighed deeply. ‘So, yeah.’

Sera sat up and gazed down at him. ‘Ethan. I’m so sorry that happened to you. And I’m so sorry I put you in a situation that made you relive it.’

He pushed up on one elbow and gazed back at her. ‘I just want to get past it. It was years ago. I need to move on.’

She nodded. ‘Of course.’

‘And given time, I know I can be okay-ish with dogs. But I’m always nervous, and I’m always tense, and a sudden bark or growl makes me want to hurl. I don’t want to feel like that anymore. I’m done with it.’

He smiled softly, his vivid blue eyes locking with her green ones, drawing her to him, holding her transfixed.

She swallowed hard. Twice. God, she wanted to kiss him, to press her mouth to his and kiss him. To feel his breath on her, his lips on her, his tongue licking into her mouth. She wanted to put her ear to his chest and listen to his heartbeat. Feel the warmth of him against her body, the softness of his touch.

Stop it.

She was crushing on him hard, and it had to stop. He was going away soon, and he was paying her to be with him – she had to remember both of those things. She had to constantly remind herself. They had a business arrangement.

She gently shook her head, shaking away her thoughts, and asked, ‘What kind of dogs were they? The ones that attacked you.’

‘I don’t know. Brown ones.’ He flicked her a look. ‘Kind of like Ernie.’

‘Oh no.’ She winced as she remembered how she’d treated him the night he’d come to Toby for help.

Ethan gave a wry smile. ‘Yeah. But you know what? Ernie was a good thing. He made me understand not all brown dogs are out to eat me. And, of course, he led me to you.’




Chapter Eight [image: ]

‘Darling, you’re in the paper.’

‘I’m what?’

Sera was sitting at her desk, her phone on speaker while clicking through a thousand open tabs on her computer, trying to find the one with the article on the meaning of flowers for funerals. She landed on a page full of photos of Ethan, then quickly closed it, glancing around as if someone might have seen.

‘Just the local paper,’ her mother went on. ‘Your father spotted it. I don’t read the local rag, but you know him, still reads all the news. He’s been retired for over a year but—’

‘Mum,’ Sera interrupted.

‘Oh, sorry, darling. There’s a photo of you and your actor friend. It says, ‘Aussie heartthrob Ethan James and mystery woman walk their dogs at Belrose.’

Sera groaned. ‘Oh god.’ Was it the little girls who took a sneaky photo of the two of them? Or the mother? Probably the mother. She said a silent prayer that there weren’t any photos of Ethan after the dogfight.

‘How exciting,’ her mother went on. ‘My daughter stalked by paparazzi!’

Sera rubbed her forehead. It wasn’t exciting; it was strange and troubling. His involvement in the movie hadn’t even been announced, and the last thing he needed was for the press to start sniffing around and figure out his fear of dogs. ‘I’m sure it wasn’t the paparazzi, Mum. More like another dog walker. But I better make sure he knows about it.’

‘You can’t really see your face, only your mop of hair. And he’s got a cap on, but he still stands out. So tall! Did I ask if he’s single?’

Sera groaned again. ‘Mum.’

‘I can ask, can’t I? He’s handsome, and successful and polite. All plusses in my book.’

‘Yes, I know. Believe me, I know. But I’m working for him. He’s paying me.’

‘Semantics,’ she sniffed. ‘Do you enjoy your time with him?’

‘It’s been like a week. Not even a week. I don’t know if I enjoy time with him or not.’

She was lying, of course. She knew from pretty much the first afternoon, as they’d walked together on the beach after the Kevin fiasco, that she enjoyed spending time with Ethan. He made her tingle in a way she couldn’t remember tingling. Her stomach somersaulted whenever he smiled, and when he flirted with her, her heart practically stopped.

‘You don’t need to be around someone for years to know if they’re right for you,’ her mother said. ‘For goodness’s sake, don’t leave this one hanging like poor Toby. A woman only gets so many chances.’

‘Mum, Toby is not hanging,’ she said sternly. ‘I know you wish he was your son-in-law or something, but that’s just not how our relationship is, and not how either of us feel.’

Her mother sighed. ‘Oh, darling.’

‘Just… Mum, I have to go. I spent way too long working with Ethan today and I have a writing deadline, and I’m also waiting to hear from Toby about catching up tonight.’

‘Two handsome men in one day, and apparently neither of them is good enough for you,’ her mother tutted.

Sera opened her mouth to say something, but stopped. There was no point arguing. She would only upset herself, and her mother would just hang up, pour herself a glass of wine and play a game of cards with her husband, completely oblivious to how she left her daughter feeling inadequate and full of rage.

‘Well, say hello to him for me,’ her mother said brightly. ‘I’d better go too. Your father has poured me a wine and he’s shuffling the cards. I need to make sure he doesn’t put any up his sleeve.’ She laughed at her joke. ‘Love you, darling.’

‘Love you too—’ The line disconnected. ‘Mum.’

Sera shook her head. She logged off her computer – it was obvious she wasn’t getting any other work done today – then texted Ethan about the photo in the Beaches Daily.


[image: Image: Black Speech Bubble Emoji] Sera: Heads up. There’s a photo of us in the local paper.

[image: Image: Gray Speech Bubble Emoji] Ethan: On it. PR is keeping an eye out.
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[image: Image: Gray Speech Bubble Emoji] Ethan: Life with a semi-famous person [image: Emoji: Grinning Face] We’ll keep your name out of anything.

[image: Image: Gray Speech Bubble Emoji] Ethan: Unless you want to be linked with me?



Her tummy dipped. What did that mean, linked with me? He must mean professionally. Yep. Professionally. It couldn’t be anything else.

Her finger hovered over the keypad.


[image: Image: Black Speech Bubble Emoji] Sera: Next session Monday?



She scrunched up her face. Ugh. She was so lame.


[image: Image: Gray Speech Bubble Emoji] Ethan: Can’t wait.



She shook her head, needing to get a handle on this ridiculous crush she had going on. She was a grown woman who could handle being around a hot man without swooning. Even a super-hot one. A smoking hot, absolutely crazily gorgeous one.

She groaned, jammed her phone into her pocket and stretched, arching her back and wincing at the loud crack. Tia had left about an hour ago, so she decided to take a walk and check on the kennels and try to shake off her mother’s bad vibe, and the warmth that was spreading through her chest, courtesy of Ethan.

Her phone rang as she closed the door behind her.

Speaking of hot men.

‘Hey,’ Toby said.

‘Hey. What’s happening tonight?’

‘I’m not sure. I have an emergency. I’m heading to Mrs Barker’s place. Her pug’s taken a turn and she can’t get an animal transport to bring him here, so I said I’d go to her. That dog is her entire world.’

‘Oh no. What kind of a turn?’

‘He can’t move. She’s beside herself. I’m just getting in the car.’ He blew out a long breath. ‘Sometimes this job is bloody tough.’

‘We can take a raincheck on tonight, if you’d rather head home after.’

‘Can I call you when I know what’s going on?’

‘Of course. I’ll wait to hear from you.’

‘Thanks Ser. Hey, how’d you go with Hollywood today?’

Her cheeks instantly burned. ‘Oh. Fine. Good. I think we made progress. I should have used Buffy from the start.’

‘Well, I did suggest it.’

‘Yeah, I know. Good luck with Mrs Barker’s pug. I’m here when you need me.’

She shoved her phone in her pocket, reached down and scratched Buffy’s head. ‘Let’s go give our orphans the love they deserve, hey, Buff?’



It was nearly seven when Buffy charged down the hall, her claws loud against the timber floor, announcing Toby had arrived.

‘Oh no,’ Sera said as soon as she saw his face.

‘I had to put him to sleep. Fuck.’ He shook his head. ‘I stayed until her daughter arrived and the pet cremation company came to pick up Mr Boggs.’

‘Mr Boggs?’

‘The pug. The company did me a favour, coming out like that.’

‘That was nice of them.’

‘Yeah.’ His voice cracked.

‘Oh, Herriot.’ She took him by the hand, led him inside and pulled him into a hug.

He nuzzled his face into the dip of her shoulder, and mumbled, ‘Sorry,’ against her skin.

She reached further around his wide back and held him tighter. ‘Don’t apologise.’ His warm breath tickled the side of her throat, and she rested her head on his. ‘I’m sure Mrs Barker was thankful you were there.’

He pulled back and looked down at her, his soft brown eyes watery. ‘She would’ve been more thankful if I didn’t have to put her dog to sleep.’

‘Herriot. You’re not a miracle worker.’

‘I know. He was sixteen and he’d been fading for a while. We both knew it was coming. But it doesn’t make it any easier.’ He wiped the back of his hand across his eyes. ‘Sorry.’

‘Stop saying that. Go into the lounge room and find us something to watch. I ordered some Chinese takeaway. I’ll bring it in with a beer.’

‘Look what’s on Netflix,’ Toby called.

Sera glanced at the TV as she put the food, plates and chopsticks on the coffee table.

Ethan James, resplendent in a fur coat, was waving a sword in the direction of a dragon.

She laughed. ‘Holy shit. Which one is this?’ She handed Toby his beer.

‘The third, I think. Have you seen it?’

‘I’ve only seen the first two. Shall we watch it?’

‘You’re not sick of him?’

She rolled her eyes. ‘Shove over.’ She handed him a set of chopsticks, her gaze still on the screen.

They ate their food, drank beer and laughed at what turned out to be a terrible movie.

‘You come near Lady Meredith again, and this sword will be through your heart,’ Lord Jasper cried, brandishing his weapon.

Toby laughed. ‘Is Lord Jasper talking to that dragon?’

‘Dragons are magical, they probably understand.’

‘Of course.’

Sera was leaning back on the arm of the couch, her legs stretched out across the cushions and her feet in Toby’s lap. He had one hand on her foot while the other nursed his beer.

‘This is awful,’ he said. ‘It’s actually making me feel sorry for James.’

‘It’s not that bad,’ she said.

He shook his head. ‘You’ve lost all objectivity.’

They watched as Lord Jasper rode towards a river – his long hair blowing as if there was a wind machine in his face – dismounted and tied his horse to a tree. Then he walked to the water’s edge and very slowly removed his clothes.

Sera’s thumb shot to her mouth and she chewed her nail as Lord Jasper stripped off his shirt, the camera caressing his body, moving seductively over every taut muscle.

‘He’s not going to remove his pants, is he?’ Toby asked. ‘I do not need to see Ethan James’s arse.’

She shrugged, her thumb jammed between her teeth, her heart in her throat as Lord Jasper kicked off his boots, undid his belt and stretched skyward, his pants dropping and pooling around his ankles. Then he sauntered into the river, his very naked, very nice arse disappearing below the water.

Sera barely heard Toby when he groaned out, ‘Oh god,’ because at that moment, Lord Jasper burst to the surface, flicked his long flowing hair back and suggestively ran a palm down his wet torso, his chest glistening as the camera panned over the water droplets that hung from his nipples.

Toby snorted. ‘This is soft porn.’

She felt Toby’s gaze turn towards her, but couldn’t pull her eyes off the image on the screen. She could barely breathe. Ethan was beautiful. A dripping wet, completely naked, barbarian Adonis.

‘You’re enjoying this, aren’t you?’ Toby nudged her leg.

‘What? No. You’re right, the movie is terrible. I’m glad he turned down the fifth one.’

‘There’s a fourth one? Fucking hell.’ He huffed and shoved her legs off his lap. ‘I’m going to the bathroom and getting another beer. Do you want one?’

‘Sure,’ she said, finally looking up at him.

He rolled his eyes and left the room.

With Toby gone, Sera sat up and leaned forward, studying Ethan unchecked.

Onscreen, a woman stepped out of the tree line. ‘My lord,’ she said, all breathy.

Lord Jasper began to wade from the water, his torso twisting and flexing with every step. His body revealed inch by inch; his taut abs, his belly button, his hip bones, that delightful strip of hair that led to…

‘Holy shit,’ Sera whispered as a flash of pubes appeared just above the waterline. Then she groaned out, ‘Goddamn it,’ as the woman stepped in front of Lord Jasper, blocking the camera’s – and Sera’s – view. She giggled at herself for being disappointed at the missed full-frontal opportunity, then gasped as Lord Jasper hauled the woman into his wet, naked torso and consumed her with a hungry kiss.

Lord Jasper gently lowered the woman to the grass under a tree and pushed up her skirt. Then he thrust into her. Sera’s heart raced, thundering in her ears as the woman gasped then sighed, and Ethan’s naked arse bounced up and down, slow then fast, then slow again, while the woman moaned below him.

When she heard Toby’s footsteps in the hall, she quickly rearranged herself so she was just as he left her.

‘Oh, Jesus. My eyes,’ he said as he witnessed the scene playing out. Then he looked at Sera, his face stony.

‘I know. It’s so bad,’ she said with a fake yawn.

His eyes flicked between the television and Sera’s increasingly flustered face, and he muttered, ‘Huh.’ He handed her a beer. ‘I think you’re enjoying watching Ethan James fuck that woman.’

‘Herriot!’ Her jaw dropped. ‘I’m not. Anyway, it’s not Ethan, it’s a character he’s playing, and besides… I’m not.’

‘Uh-huh.’ He inelegantly lifted her legs, holding them up as he slid onto the couch, before dropping her feet back onto his lap. ‘You said that last bit twice, and your cheeks are flushed. And your neck.’

She touched her throat then tugged her hair around to cover it up. Grunts and moans and a rhythmic wet slapping were coming from the television, and she was desperately trying to block it out. ‘I’m on my third beer and you know alcohol makes my skin blotchy. Thanks for pointing it out, by the way.’

He squinted one eye. ‘You’ve got the hots for Ethan James, haven’t you?’

She froze like a deer caught in Toby’s astute headlights. ‘He’s a nice guy,’ she said defensively. ‘I told you that.’

‘That’s not what I mean, and you know it. I mean, you wouldn’t say no to being that woman under him right now.’

‘Toby! Don’t be ridiculous.’ Her cheeks flamed. This was not the kind of conversation they had. Ever.

‘Using my actual name? I think I hit a sore spot.’ He laughed. ‘I can tell you like him, Ser. That is not an alcohol flush. That’s an Ethan-James-has-a-tight-arse flush. You’re hot for him.’

‘I am not!’

His lips quirked into a crooked grin. ‘You know, my arse is as good as his,’ he practically growled. ‘Anytime you want to see it, you just have to say please.’

A gasp slipped out as she gaped at him.

‘Anytime,’ he repeated, cocking an eyebrow as he put the bottle to his twitching lips and took a long, slow pull, his eyes never leaving hers. A tiny trickle of beer escaped his mouth and dribbled off his chin. He lifted the hem of his t-shirt and wiped his face, briefly flashing his tight abs.

She squirmed under the intensity of his gaze, her eyes blink, blink, blinking at the quick glimpse of his skin. She bet he did have a great arse. She’d thought about it on more than one occasion, letting her mind wander there more often than she’d ever consciously admit. He always looked fantastic in his jeans. Even better in his boardshorts. And the times she’d accidentally seen him in his underwear…

He stared at her, his throat bobbing.

She swallowed and dipped her gaze to his lips, noticing the way he grated his teeth over them back and forth. His hand touched her foot, his fingers skimming across her skin, gently stroking from her toes to her ankle. She lifted her gaze from his mouth to his eyes, instantly drawn in by their chocolate depths. He held her gaze as his hand pushed under the hem of her pyjama pants, his fingertips drawing excruciatingly tender circles on her flesh.

Sera dug her teeth into her lip. The noises from the television were coming to a climax, and her body throbbed along with every cry and moan. Her skin tingled, and her heart sprinted and her chest rose and fell, faster and faster under Toby’s delicate touch.

Shit. This is… hot.

Whatever was happening between her and Toby was hot. And she liked it. She knew she shouldn’t – she really shouldn’t – but she did. The warmth of his skin on her skin. His teasing caresses. The darkness spreading in his eyes. The hint of a flush in his pale cheeks. His growing excitement.

Sera jerked.

Is that…

She felt a flash of panic and kicked out her foot, her heel landing with a heavy thud in Toby’s groin.

He snapped his hand away, hunched over and grunted. ‘Shit! What the—’ He grunted again.

She clapped a hand over her mouth. ‘Oh, Herriot. I’m so sorry!’

‘Fucking hell, Sera!’

She giggled nervously. ‘It was an accident, I promise.’

He coughed out a laugh. ‘Sure, it was. If you wanted me to shut up about my arse, you just had to say so.’

‘If you threaten to show it to me again, I’ll kick you harder,’ she joked, desperately trying to cover her fluster.

‘Noted,’ he said. He chuckled through gritted teeth, one hand reaching for the remote while the other still cradled his crotch. ‘How about I find us something decent to watch?’

‘Yes. Do. Something actiony or…’ Less sexy. ‘Funny. I’m just going for a pee.’

Sera leaned against the bathroom door and squeezed her eyes shut. What the hell was that? Was she drunk? She must be drunk. How many beers had she had? She counted on her fingers. Three and a half beers? She sighed. Not very drunk then. But she was tired. Booze always hit her way harder when she was tired.

And Toby must be drunk, he’d had… five? She screwed up her nose. So not very drunk either. He was a big guy. It took a lot to get him drunk. But his adrenaline would have been firing after the emotion of Mr Boggs. Beer, adrenaline and emotion. Yep. That was it. Because he would never say anything to her about his hot arse or touch her like that if he wasn’t smashed, surely?

Her fingers pressed to her mouth as she thought about his eyes and how black they’d become, about his lips and the way his tongue had flicked across them, and how his long fingers had softly brushed against her skin, so warm and agonisingly gentle.

And then there was his cock. Unless he had his wallet in his pocket, she was sure that had been his cock hardening against the side of her leg.

A memory flickered behind her eyes, of their camping trip a few months back. They’d shared a tent, as they always did. She’d woken to him spooning her, his breath hot on her nape, and in her sleepy haze, she’d pressed back into him. He’d groaned and pulled her closer, his large hand gripping her midsection and his erection pressing against her butt.

But that had been different. Guys always woke up with erections, didn’t they? And she’d been half-asleep, and the moment she’d realised what was happening, she wiggled out of his grasp, and he’d rolled onto his back and grunted out a snore.

But tonight… neither of them was asleep.

She squeaked out a whine and put her head in her hands. What was going on with her? Was she on freaking heat?

She glanced in the mirror, and she could see Toby was right. She was flushed. Her face, her neck, even her cleavage was red and blotchy, and she couldn’t blame the beer, or even the sight of Ethan’s firm, round arse bouncing up and down.

Turning on the tap, she splashed cold water on her cheeks and leaned heavily on the sink. One minute, she was lusting after Ethan, and the next she was lusting after…

‘No, no, no, no, no,’ she whispered to her wide-eyed reflection.

It was wrong. All wrong. It was Toby.

She drew in a deep breath then blew it back out, slow and steady. Then repeated the process, just to make sure she was absolutely calm.

‘No more beer,’ she growled at her reflection. Then she flushed the toilet and headed back to the lounge room and her best friend.

‘Die Hard one, two or three?’ Toby asked, pointing the remote at the title screen, apparently oblivious to her existential crisis.

‘Three,’ Sera said. She sat a little way up the couch from him, her back straight and her hands primly on her knees.

He patted his thighs. ‘You can put your feet back in my lap. I trust you. I think.’

‘I’m going to sit up for a bit. My back’s sore.’

‘Want me to rub it?’

His question was completely innocent – he’d rubbed her back many times, when she’d been injured, or sick or even when she’d been sad – so why did the way he rolled those words out make her snap her thighs together?

‘I’ll be okay,’ she said, her voice all squeaky. ‘I just need to sit up.’

‘Okey-dokey.’

He smiled at her, and when her insides fluttered, she almost whimpered in alarm.

‘Do you want another beer?’ he asked. ‘I’m getting one.’

She shook her head. ‘Better not. How are you getting home, by the way? Uber? Because you can’t drive.’

‘I thought I might stay here, if that’s okay with you?’

She tensed and swallowed hard. Had his voice always been that smooth and deep?

‘Is the spare room free, or is it full of kittens?’ he asked.

Relief crashed over her like a tidal wave. ‘It’s all yours.’

He slapped her thigh, pushed himself up, then bent down and kissed her on the top of the head. ‘Thanks, Ser. I really needed this tonight. Mr Boggs was a tough one.’

Her heart melted. ‘I’m always here for you, you know that.’




Chapter Nine [image: ]

Sera patted down her bed hair as she made her way towards the persistent ding-dong screaming up the hall.

‘Coming!’ she called out.

Ding-dong, ding-dong, ding-dong.

‘Coming!’ she called again, louder. Buffy began to bark. ‘Shush, you,’ she said to the excited dog, shoving her into the office.

She pulled her dressing gown around her and poked her head into the spare room, puffing out a held breath when she saw that Toby had already left. She hated that she felt relieved to see the empty bed. She was still confused and freaked out by their moment on the couch. It’d kept her tossing and turning half the night, and not just with worry – her body had been annoyingly aware that he was only a room away.

Ding-dong, ding-dong, ding-dong.

‘Oh my god,’ she muttered, then hollered, ‘Coming!’

When she reached the front door, she found a note taped to it.


Thanks for last night. I needed the company. Sorry if I got weird. Too many beers. Ring you later. Herriot.



Too many beers. Just as she thought. Beers and Boggs. Nothing to see here. Move along.

She frowned, rubbed at the strange sensation in her tummy, pulled the note down, shoved it in her pocket and flung open the door.

‘Thank goodness you’re here,’ a woman said quickly. She was dressed as if she was going for a jog, with bright pink bike shorts and a tight white t-shirt. ‘I’m getting on a plane in a few hours, and my cat…’ she turned around and picked up a box, ‘… had kittens last night. Kittens.’ She shoved them towards Sera. ‘I just thought she was fat.’

Sera looked inside the box, where five tiny kittens were mewling. ‘They were born last night?’

‘Mm-hm. Can I leave them with you?’

‘Uh, when will you be back?’

The woman looked confused. ‘In two weeks. Why?’

‘For… the… kittens?’ Sera already knew what the woman was going to say.

‘I’m not coming back for the kittens. I can’t have kittens.’

‘Where’s the mother cat then? If she’s just had these kittens, she’ll be distressed and they need their mother. They need her milk.’

‘I dropped her off at my ex’s place. She’s his cat too. He’s looking after her while I’m away.’

‘What?’ Sera shook her head in utter disbelief. ‘Can’t he keep the kittens with the mother?’

The woman huffed. ‘It was hard enough to get him to take the cat. Which he bought, I might add.’

Sera gently placed the box of kittens on the floor. ‘They’re newborns. They need to be with their mother or they’ll die. The cat can stay with us until you get back, so they’ll all be together. We’re also a boarding facility, and we have room.’

The woman looked shocked, her sculpted brows arching bizarrely high. ‘I’m not paying for that.’

Anger flashed through Sera. This was exactly why she fought so hard to keep Rose’s Rescue going. Who was going to speak up for these animals in the face of such cruel irresponsibility?

She blew out a frustrated breath. ‘What’s your ex-partner’s phone number?’ Sera asked. ‘I’ll discuss it with him.’

The woman tutted. ‘I don’t have time for this. I have a flight in a few hours.’ She waggled her hand in the air in a writing motion.

Sera openly rolled her eyes and got the woman a piece of paper and a pen.

‘Typical. He won’t have to be responsible for his own damn cat,’ the woman muttered as she scribbled down his number. ‘Just typical.’ She shoved the paper at Sera with a tight smile, turned, marched over to a silver Lexus and drove off without so much as a thankyou.

Sera slammed the door behind her, picked up the box and peeked inside. ‘Hey, little ones.’

She pulled out her phone and texted Carol, the volunteer due at eleven, and asked if she could come in early, then she picked up the box and walked back down the hall. ‘You guys better come with me while I have a quick shower, then I’m going to go get your mum.’

She arrived at the man’s house just after ten and found the cat in a crate on the doorstep with a note.


Had to leave. Cat in box.



‘Dickhead!’ she spat, then picked up the crate and peered inside. An anxious black-and-white moggy mewed at her.

‘Oh, momma. Your babies are safe. Let’s get you to them.’

She secured the cat crate in the back of her van and headed back to the shelter.

‘Siri, call Toby.’

‘Petside Vet Clinic,’ he said through her car speakers.

‘Hey,’ she said, an awkwardness washing over her. ‘You left early. I thought we might have breakfast.’

‘Oh. Uh,’ he stammered. ‘I had a delivery I needed to be here for.’

‘On a Sunday?’

He was silent for a beat. ‘Yeah. They couldn’t come tomorrow, so I said I’d be here this morning.’

‘Oh. How are you feeling?’

‘Bit of a headache. I drank more than I intended.’ He cleared his throat. ‘Sorry if I was an idiot.’

She cringed. She didn’t want to talk about last night. She wanted to push it all under the proverbial rug and pretend it hadn’t happened. ‘You were not an idiot,’ she said. ‘Obviously you would be upset about Mr Boggs. I’d be disappointed in you if you weren’t.’

‘Yeah, that’s not what I…’ He hesitated. ‘Anyway. What’s up?’

Sera relayed the story of the cat and the kittens and the terrible owners. ‘Honestly, Herriot. Why do people like that get pets?’

‘Beats me. Are you coming over?’

‘I’m going to settle them, then I’ll bring them by.’

‘Just text me when you’re on your way. I’ll be here.’

Silence fell between them.

She chewed her lip. What the hell was wrong with her? It’s Toby. Only Toby. And last night was just…

‘Do you want to get something to eat tonight?’ he eventually asked. ‘I still owe you that dinner.’

Her chest tightened. ‘Oh. Um. Can I take a raincheck? I’ve got changes to make to my cremation urn copy. But I’ll see you a bit later, okay? With the cats.’

‘Sure thing. No worries.’

She hit end and scrunched up her nose. The cremation urn copy didn’t need changes. At least not tonight. Why had she said that?

When her phone rang again, she grizzled. ‘Hello?’ she snapped.

‘Hello to you too,’ Ethan said cheerfully.

‘Sorry. I’ve had a morning. What’s up?’

‘I wanted to thank you for yesterday. I had a good day. It was really good. I went home feeling… well… good.’

She laughed. ‘That’s… good?’

‘Okay, okay. I’m not very articulate first thing. Anyway, what are you up to?’

‘I have a bunch of newborn kittens, a traumatised mother cat and a case of the bad moods.’

‘I’m guessing you’re not up for a walk down the beach with me and Buffy then?’

‘Look at you, instigating dog walks.’

‘Are you proud of me?’

She smiled to herself. ‘I am proud of you. But I’m sorry, I really can’t.’

‘How about dinner then? I’ll cook for you. I’m a surprisingly good cook.’

She chewed on her cheek. She’d just said no to dinner with Toby. Could she now say yes to Ethan? That would be a pretty shitty move.

‘I shouldn’t,’ she said. ‘I’ve got a bit on.’

‘I’ll make it an early dinner. You’ll be home before you know it. You can bring Buffy if you like.’

‘I don’t know.’ She turned down her driveway, pulled up in front of her house and switched off the engine. ‘Hey, guess what I watched last night?’ she said, deliberately changing the subject. ‘One of the Throne of Kings movies.’

‘Yeah? Which one?’

‘The third one.’

‘The one with the nude river swim?’

‘Oh um. I think so. Yeah. That one.’ She inwardly cringed.

‘So now you’ve seen me naked. Seems you know all my secrets.’

‘Not all your secrets,’ she said. ‘It was only your arse.’ She gasped. ‘I didn’t mean… oh my god. I totally didn’t mean that how it came out.’

‘Not all my secrets?’ He laughed. ‘I guess not.’

Sera wanted the earth to open and swallow her up. ‘Ethan. I’m so sorry. I honestly didn’t… and that was… I’m sorry. It was inappropriate. I’m working for you.’

His laughter stopped. ‘With me, Sera. You’re working with me. And don’t worry, I won’t dob you in to Human Resources.’

She chuckled. ‘Thank you. And I’m home, so I’d better go before I end up with both feet in my mouth.’

‘And what about dinner? You’ve got to eat something other than your feet.’

She sighed. ‘Okay. But early. Like, five?’

‘Five it is. But don’t drive, huh? I have a nice bottle of red I’ve been waiting for a special occasion to crack.’



‘Honestly, you should have seen her,’ Sera ranted to Toby. ‘She couldn’t get away from those kittens quick enough. And the man! He left the mother cat on the doorstep. The doorstep! What if I was late or had an emergency or something? She would have been sitting there for who knows how long. People like that shouldn’t be allowed to have pets.’

Toby nodded as Sera raged, the mother cat and kittens in a crate in his arms. When she stopped for a breath, he placed the crate on the examination table. ‘It’s not like this is your first experience with irresponsible owners.’

‘I know. But for some reason, this one really got under my skin. Maybe because she woke me.’

‘Well, you are pretty cranky in the morning.’ He eased each kitten from the crate one by one. ‘Two boys and three girls.’ He held up a tiny ginger tom. ‘This one is a little smaller than the rest, so keep an eye on him. Make sure he’s getting enough food.’

Sera squinted into the tiny cat’s face. ‘He’ll probably end up being the biggest of the lot. Can you check out the mum too? She must have been beside herself, having her babies ripped away from her.’

‘She looks okay. Obviously has milk.’ The tiny kittens had each attached to a teat when Toby put them against the mother’s belly.

Sera let out a wistful sigh. ‘Aw. What an adorable little family.’ She felt Toby’s gaze on her and glanced up. ‘What?’

He smiled. ‘Nothing. I just love how passionate you are about your animals.’

She gave him a shove with her shoulder. ‘Shut up.’

He laughed. ‘Listen. About last night. I was—’

‘We’ve been over this,’ she said, quickly cutting him off. ‘You were upset. You’d just seen an old lady say goodbye to her best friend. A best friend you took care of. Of course you would be affected by that.’

‘Yeah. I was actually talking about… Later.’ He caught the corner of his lip between his teeth.

Oh no. I’m not doing this. She wasn’t going to talk about… later. She wasn’t going to talk about how he might have been getting a hard-on while he felt up her leg. Or the heat that just rushed down her spine at the thought of that. And she wasn’t going to keep staring at the way he was currently chewing his lip.

Stop it. Stop it. Stop it!

She turned and looked intently at the cats. ‘Later? Do you mean when you were so drunk you decided you wanted an arse-off with Ethan James?’

He let out a grunt. ‘I did not want to have an arse-off with James.’ He lifted the crate off the table. ‘Though if we did have an arse-off, I’d win.’

‘Yeah, well,’ she said, pushing past him. ‘Just give me a warning if that’s going to happen so I can leave the country or something.’

He laughed as he followed her out to her van.

‘I guess you know what his arse looks like now,’ he said. ‘Unfortunately, we both do.’

She laughed. ‘He thought that was pretty funny.’

Toby’s brows snapped together. ‘You told him? When?’

She winced. She wished she could reach into the air, grab the words and swallow them back down. ‘He rang me,’ she said brightly. ‘After I spoke to you. To organise next week’s schedule.’

‘And you told him I wanted an arse-off? Did you laugh at me?’

She stared at him. ‘No! I didn’t say anything about anyone’s arse!’

‘Oh. Okay.’ He nodded. ‘So, when are you seeing him next?’

‘Uh.’ She took the crate from Toby’s arms and slid it into the back of her van, busying herself with strapping it in as she said, ‘Later this afternoon.’

An incredibly loud silence boomed from the man behind her.

‘So, you’re too busy to see me,’ he said after a pause, ‘but not the movie star. Right. Good to know.’

She closed her eyes, took a deep breath and turned to face him with her best everything-is-normal smile.

‘We’re just going over next week’s schedule. After yesterday’s success, we want to keep the momentum going. That’s all. It’s work.’

‘You couldn’t do that over the phone, or email?’

She shrugged. ‘Probably. But we’re not.’

‘Are you having dinner with him?’

‘No. Maybe. Depends how long I’m there, I guess.’ She knew she was straight-up lying, and she didn’t like it.

‘Right. Well. Have fun.’ His voice was colder than she’d ever heard it.

‘Herriot.’

‘What? I ask you if you want to have dinner with me and you blow me off. Ethan James asks you and you jump.’

‘I didn’t jump. I actually said no at first, but he talked me into it.’

‘Huh. So I need to be better at convincing people to do whatever I want them to? Let me work on that.’

She drew in a long slow breath and puffed it back out. ‘What are you doing?’

He scowled. ‘I’m being pissed-off. You probably don’t recognise it because I usually bury it while I let you walk all over me.’

It was as if something reached into her chest and sucked the air from her lungs. ‘I never walk all over you. Why would you say that?’

He looked down. ‘Forget about it. Forget I said anything.’

She reached for his arm, but he pulled away.

‘Do you want me to cancel?’ she asked. ‘Because I’ll cancel.’

‘No, I don’t.’

She stepped forward and took his hand. ‘Herriot. You’re the most important person in my life. Ethan isn’t going to replace you, I promise.’

His eyes narrowed and he wriggled his hand out of hers. ‘Wow. Thanks Ser. I never thought he was. But obviously it’s crossed your mind.’

She sighed. ‘Now you’re being ridiculous.’

‘Am I? You’re the one that said it.’

‘I said he wouldn’t!’

They glared at each other, their mouths set and their nostrils practically flaring.

‘I’m going to cancel,’ she said. ‘I don’t want to upset you.’

‘Don’t. It’s only business, right?’ He lifted his eyebrows, challenging her.

She pursed her lips and nodded.

‘I just don’t particularly like being fobbed off,’ he said. ‘If you’d rather see James than hang out with me, just say so.’

She huffed angrily. ‘I’m not fobbing you off. I see you all the time. We hung out last night. You’re like… you’re like… You’re my best friend. You always will be.’

He stared at her and frowned. ‘I meant to give you some high protein food for the mother cat. Wait here.’

Sera slumped against the side of her van as he marched angrily towards the surgery. Her hands trembled and her stomach churned. She’d fucked up badly, and didn’t know how to fix it.

As he stepped back into the sunshine, she gave him a bright smile, but his mouth remained set in a hard line. He handed her a bag of cat food and she turned around and tossed it onto the front seat. Then, at the last second, she grabbed her wallet from her bag.

‘Let me fix you up for those,’ she said.

He stepped backwards, visibly flinching. ‘I don’t want your money.’

‘But I have money now, or at least I will soon.’

‘I don’t want your money, Sera. God.’

She quickly put her wallet away. ‘I’m sorry. It’s just you do so much, and I want to make it up to you.’

‘I don’t need you to make it up to me. I need you to stop treating me like I’ll always be here at your beck and call. Because one day, I won’t be.’

She gaped at him, tears stinging in the corners of her eyes. ‘Herriot.’

‘Just…’ He sighed and rubbed a hand down his face. ‘Just call me later and let me know how the kittens are going. If you think anything’s wrong, I’ll drop everything and come around.’

He went to say something else but stopped.

Sera had a feeling it was going to be, ‘Like I always do.’



She drove home on autopilot, tears rolling down her cheeks. She and Toby never fought. Ever. She couldn’t remember even having an argument with him in the two years they’d known each other. Unless it was over the remote, or what topping to have on a pizza. Stupid things. Nothing like what had just happened. The pain in her heart was so intense, it was making every part of her ache.

Her phone rang and without thinking, she answered. ‘Herriot?’

‘What’s wrong darling?’ her mother’s voice asked. ‘That sounded desperate.’

‘Mum, I don’t have time to talk. I’m driving.’

Her mother pressed on. ‘Is everything all right?’

‘I just had a weird fight with Toby. And we never fight.’

‘Oh sweetheart, what was it about?’

Sera was silent for a moment. It hadn’t been just because she blew him off for dinner. That would piss him off for sure, but not hurt him. And she had hurt him, she could see it in his eyes. Her throat tightened. ‘I think it was about me and Ethan.’

‘Has something happened between you?’

‘No. Nothing. It’s a work relationship, that’s all.’

‘Are you sure?’

She bit her lip. ‘No.’

‘Well, obviously Toby senses that and he’s jealous.’

‘But why? He’s still my friend. He’ll always be my friend. I’m not going anywhere.’

Her mother sighed heavily down the phone. ‘Oh, darling. You make me laugh. Just be patient with him, and be kind. He’s going through a lot.’

‘What do you mean, a lot?’

‘You two have been joined at the hip for the last couple of years. Then a new man comes on the scene, an extremely attractive man who is obviously interested in you. Of course Toby’s going to feel left behind.’

‘But I’m not leaving him behind. I’ll never do that.’

‘Unless you plan to stay single and keep playing best friends with Toby for the rest of your life, at some stage you will leave him behind. It’s inevitable. You’ll meet someone, and they will take Toby’s place. I’m not saying you’ll cut him from your life, or that you won’t still be friends, but your relationship will change. And you may be okay with that, but I doubt Toby is.’

A sob burst from Sera. ‘He said I walk all over him.’

‘I don’t think that’s true, darling. You’re too kind for that. Though maybe you don’t appreciate him as much as you should.’ Her mother sighed again. ‘It will be fine. He loves you, and I’m sure you’ll both work it out. Anyway, I didn’t call to make you cry. I called to tell you I ran into Linda Watkins.’

Sera took in shaky breath. ‘Linda?’ she said in a tiny voice. ‘How’s she going?’

‘She’s good. She’s six months pregnant and glowing.’

‘Oh, right. I always forget she got married.’

‘Mm. I think she’s still a little disappointed you didn’t go to her wedding.’

Sera cringed. She’d turned down the invitation, dreading seeing old school friends and having to explain that she was still not sure what she was doing with her life. This was before she’d established Rose’s Rescue, during what her mother politely called her ‘aimless years’, when she’d bounced between jobs in advertising and the media, trying to figure out how to use her degree.

‘Anyway, darling, she was so lovely about you. And so excited when I told her about the rescue and how successful you are…’

Sera brightened, sat up straighter and smiled. Her mother calling her successful was a new experience.

‘… I embellished a little, of course,’ her mother carried on. ‘She asked me to give you her number, so I’m going to text it to you. Why don’t you organise a nice lunch or something with her? It would do you good to have a girlfriend. Someone you can talk to properly, about your… boy troubles.’

She could almost see her mother’s perfectly threaded eyebrows raise as she waited for her daughter to answer.

‘I don’t have…’ She puffed out a breath. ‘Okay, Mum. Send it through.’

‘Call her, darling. Or text her. Don’t be rude.’

‘I will. I have to go, I’ve just got home and I’ve got a carful of newborn kittens.’

‘How lovely. Maybe your father and I could take one. I’ll talk to him.’

Sera chuckled. ‘Good luck,’ she said, knowing her father’s thoughts on cats.

‘And darling.’ Her mother’s voice was gentle. ‘Be nice to Toby. His heart is probably breaking.’



Sera threw back a couple of painkillers, kicked off her boots and dropped onto her bed. Her head pounded and her stomach ached, and there was a sharp pain in her chest that she kept rubbing.

She just needed a couple of hours of peace before she had to think about going to see Ethan, something she didn’t want to do anymore, but also really, really wanted to do. She groaned and rolled her eyes.

She’d almost driven back to see Toby. Gone back to give him a hug, to wrap her arms around him and pull him into her. To hold him close and feel the warmth of his body and his strong, steady, reliable heart beating against hers. To feel like everything was going to be okay.

But she hadn’t, because she didn’t want to see the hurt in his eyes again. The hurt she’d caused. She couldn’t stand to see that again.

Anyway, Ethan would be gone in a few weeks, and she and Toby could go back to normal. Movies, pizza and foot-stroking-free normal.

Her phone dinged and she grabbed it, hoping it would be him. But it was just her mother with Linda Watkins’s phone number, as promised.

She typed out a quick text to her old friend, before talking herself out of it.


[image: Image: Black Speech Bubble Emoji] Sera: Linda! Its Sera Madden here. Mum passed on your number. How are you, stranger?



She tossed her phone onto the bed beside her, then jumped when her message alert dinged almost immediately.


[image: Image: Gray Speech Bubble Emoji] Linda: Seza! I was just talking about you to Tom! Fancy a coffee and catch-up next week? Did your mum tell you I’m preggers? Weird, huh? LOL.



Sera laughed. No one had called her Seza for years.


[image: Image: Black Speech Bubble Emoji] Sera: So weird. But also, amazing. I can do Tuesday if that works?

[image: Image: Gray Speech Bubble Emoji] Linda: Down at Freshie? How’s twelve at that coffee place on the corner of Lawrence Street. You know the one.



She knew exactly the one. They used to take off from school at lunchtime and head to the beach to work on their tans, then wind up at the coffee shop for a milkshake. She smiled to herself. She hadn’t thought about any of that for ages.


[image: Image: Black Speech Bubble Emoji] Sera: Done. See you then.



She was feeling a little better and had just closed her eyes, still trying to get in that couple of hours of peace, when the doorbell rang. She groaned and slid off her bed, pulled her boots back on and scuffed down the hall.

‘Can I help you?’ she asked the young couple on her verandah.

‘Are you closed?’ the man asked.

‘We’re never really closed.’ She tilted her head. ‘Garry and Terri, right? You were interested in adopting Fleur, the poodle?’

‘That’s us,’ Terri said. ‘We came yesterday. A lovely young woman named Tia showed us around.’

Sera nodded. ‘She thought you’d decided not to take Fleur.’

‘She’s right,’ Garry said. ‘We don’t think Fleur is the dog for us. She was a little nervous, and we want a dog we can take camping and on hikes.’

The couple glanced at each other.

‘The thing is,’ Terri said. ‘We were wondering about the brown dog. The one that looks like a German Shepherd.’

‘Ernie?’ Sera asked.

Terri put a hand over her heart. ‘Ernie. Oh gosh, that’s so perfect.’ She nodded at her husband.

‘Ernie reminds me of the dog we lost last year,’ he said. ‘And… well, I haven’t been able to stop thinking of him.’

Terri laughed. ‘Or talking about him.’

Garry nodded. ‘Is he still here?’

Sera beamed. ‘He sure is. Do you want a formal introduction?’



Sera and Terri watched as Garry and Ernie charged about Sera’s small paddock, playing tug-of-war with a rope toy.

‘Watch out for the sheep,’ Sera called. ‘She’s on a run, but if you get too close, she’ll ram you.’

Garry gave her a thumbs-up and guided Ernie to the other side of the paddock.

‘Our dog that died,’ Terri said, ‘he was Garry’s dog. He was like a smaller version of Ernie. I’ve been trying to convince Garry to adopt another dog for months. I thought something totally different like Fleur might work, but the minute he saw Ernie, it was love.’

Sera nodded, ‘I can see that. Ernie’s a good boy. He’s only been here a week. He’s a surrender. His previous owners told us he was fine with kids, and he’s chill with other dogs and cats. We haven’t found any behavioural issues. He does need a bit of training, though.’

‘We have a well-fenced backyard.’ Terri pulled out her phone. ‘I took a few photos to show you, but if you want to come for an inspection—’

Sera shook her head. One thing she’d become accomplished at over the last two years, was judging people, especially dog people. She could tell which were the good ones, and Terri and Garry were definitely good ones. ‘I didn’t think he’d get adopted so quickly. Dogs like Fleur do because they’re pretty and fluffy, but large dogs like Ernie, not so much.’

Terri beamed as she watched her husband play with the excited dog. ‘And his old owners just gave him to you?’

‘Sort of. Do you know the actor Ethan James? He lives locally, and Ernie showed up in his backyard. We think he might have been dumped there while Ethan was out of town. But we don’t know for sure,’ she said. ‘Thankfully, Ethan contacted us.’

‘Ethan James? From the Throne of Kings movies?’

Sera nodded. ‘That’s him.’

‘Honey,’ Terri called out. ‘Ernie was found in Ethan James’s backyard. You know, Lord Jasper.’

Garry and Ernie ran towards them. ‘No shit? I love those movies.’

Terri’s eyes widened. ‘He really loves those movies.’

Garry grabbed his wife’s hand. ‘Hey, how about we call him Jasper? Or better still, Lord Jasper?’

Sera laughed.

‘Not a good idea?’ Garry asked. ‘Should we keep Ernie?’

‘I think Lord Jasper is perfect. Ethan will be flattered.’

‘You’ll tell him?’ Terri asked.

Sera nodded. ‘I will definitely let him know.’

Garry leaned in. ‘If he ever wants to come and visit his namesake, tell him he’s welcome.’

Terri laughed. ‘Oh my god, Garry, you have such a crush on that man.’

‘He’s my man-crush.’ Garry answered proudly.

‘This is perfect,’ Sera said. ‘You two have made my otherwise shitty day. Let’s get the paperwork done so you can take Lord Jasper home.’




Chapter Ten [image: ]

‘They named Ernie Lord Jasper?’ Ethan beamed. ‘Are you serious?’

‘It’s on his paperwork and everything.’

‘Do you have their number? Let’s send them a photo.’

Sera pulled out her phone.

‘Wait,’ he said, dashing from the room. He returned carrying an enormous sword. ‘I might have borrowed this from the last movie.’ A pink bloom filled his cheeks.

Sera squeezed her lips together.

‘It’s okay,’ he said. ‘You can laugh.’

She doubled over, her shoulders shaking. When a snort rang out, she looked up and threw a hand over her mouth.

‘You okay there, Miss Piggy?’

‘Stop,’ she spluttered.

He leaned on the sword. ‘I’ll wait until you’re finished.’

‘Sorry.’ She held up a hand. ‘Give me a minute,’ she wheezed. When she finally got her giggling under control, she asked, ‘Where do you keep that thing?’

He closed his eyes and inhaled deeply. ‘My bedroom. Over the bed.’

Sera’s jaw dropped. ‘Are you serious? Oh my god, Ethan! What do the women you bring home think?’

‘I haven’t brought anyone home since I hung it. But from your reaction, I’m thinking it wasn’t such a great idea.’ He laughed. ‘I’m also way too embarrassed now to do a photo with it.’

‘Don’t be silly,’ she said. ‘Swing it around, or whatever it is you do with that thing.’

He wrapped his fist around the hilt, lifted the sword above his head as if ready to strike, set his jaw and focused on the camera with a smouldering glare. His forearms rippled, his thighs flexed and the veins in his neck popped in the sexiest possible way.

A gasp burst from Sera’s mouth. ‘I take it all back. You should carry that thing around with you at all times and spontaneously do what you’re doing now.’ She quickly snapped the photo.

He quirked a brow. ‘You like my sword, milady?’ His voice had so much gravel, he could have laid a road with it. He got down on one knee and offered her his weapon.

She bit her lip and swallowed hard. Then she shoved him with her foot, and he tumbled backwards onto the floor, laughing. ‘What do you want me to say with the photo, show-off?’

He crossed his legs and placed the sword across his lap. ‘Say, “May the power of DragonMight forever protect you and Lord Jasper”.’

‘What’s a dragon mite?’

He chuckled and used the sword to push himself up. ‘The sword.’

‘Oh.’ She typed the message and hit send. ‘I guess I never noticed your sword in the movies.’

‘Just my arse?’ He smirked.

Heat filled her face, then her chest, her belly, her thighs and in between them. ‘Oh look, they texted back,’ she shifted in her seat, grateful for the save. ‘You’ve made Garry very happy.’

‘Good,’ he said, propping the sword against the wall. ‘Come on. I’ve cooked mushroom risotto.’



They stepped onto the back deck, and Sera gazed out over the pool to the expanse of ocean that lay beyond. Dusk was settling, and the crests of the waves shimmered in the evening light as they softly crashed against the shore. ‘No wonder you don’t want to move,’ she said. ‘I’d never get used to this view.’

‘Is it all right if I give Buffy a treat?’

She turned and saw him holding a jar with a bone on the lid and blinked. ‘Did you buy a treat jar?’

He shrugged. ‘Maybe. Okay, yes. I went to the pet shop today.’

Her heart tugged.

Buffy sat in front of him and he reached into the jar and pulled out a liver strap.

‘Tell her gentle,’ Sera said.

‘Gentle,’ Ethan repeated, gingerly holding the treat out for the dog. Buffy carefully took it between her teeth. ‘Good girl.’ He patted her head.

‘Wow! Look at you.’

He grinned and bowed with a flourish. Then he pulled her seat out. ‘Ms Madden.’

Her heart raced up her throat. There were candles alight on the table – their wax freely melting onto the timber – along with a vase with a white camellia bloom and some red wine, which had been decanted into an elegant glass jug. All the hallmarks of a date.

She frowned. Oh… Shit. Are we on a date?

She slid into her seat and he pushed in her chair before pouring her a glass of wine.

Sera gave a light cough. ‘We should work out exactly what we’re going to do with your training. Map out the days so we have a solid plan.’

‘I’ll do whatever you decide is right.’ He sat opposite her. ‘I’m in your hands. I’ll even go back to the dog park if you want me to. I trust you and I’m ready to do the work. I had a Zoom meeting with the producers today. The movie has a title now. It’ll be released to the media soon.’

‘That’s exciting! Can you tell me what it is? Or is that illegal?’

‘I can tell you, but then I’d have to kiss you – I mean kill you.’ He smirked. ‘It’s called Sit, Stay, Love. Feels weirdly prophetic.’ His gaze held hers, loaded and intense.

She shivered, picked up her glass and took a nervous gulp.

‘I also asked about the casting of the dog. If they could keep me across where that’s at, and if I could meet the dog before it’s confirmed. They said they’d do a chemistry read when I got back to town.’

‘A chemistry read?’

‘To see if me and the dog have chemistry.’

‘Really?’

He nodded. ‘Really. The dog they’re looking for is border collie in size, but fluffier. For some reason, that makes me feel better. I don’t know what I would have done if they said a brown German Shepherd-type.’

‘You would have been fine. Think of Ernie.’

‘Lord Jasper,’ he corrected.

She laughed.

‘One more thing. My publicist wants to confirm a date for your fundraiser. She’s planning midweek, just before I head to the States, which is less than a month away now. Let me know if there are any days that absolutely won’t work, otherwise she’ll slot something in.’

She nodded as her heart sank. Less than a month. They had less than one measly month. All the more reason to keep everything on a work basis. She forced her eyes away from his bicep.

‘In that case,’ she said. ‘We should get busy.’

He held out his glass and grinned. ‘To us… getting busy.’



After dinner they cleared the dishes and Ethan poured the rest of the delicious, expensive wine into travel mugs.

‘No one would ever call me classy.’ He grinned.

They made their way towards the beach, down the long stairs and onto the sand as Buffy charged ahead. The sun had already dipped behind the dunes and the moon shimmered across the ocean. The surf gently lapped at their feet as they walked along the shore, and Sera shivered and pulled her cardigan in closer.

‘Are you cold?’ he asked, and wrapped a strong arm around her shoulders. Without hesitating, she slipped her arm around his waist. They strolled along in silence, leaning into each other, sipping from the travel mugs.

It felt good to be nestled against his body, his warmth soaking into her skin. Then her mind flashed to Toby’s wounded eyes, and how he’d never texted her back when she messaged him saying she was sorry, and her stomach sunk with a thud.

Ethan nudged her. ‘What are you thinking?’

‘Nothing. Just watching Buffy.’ The dog’s brown backside bounced happily ahead of them.

‘Would you like to sit for a bit?’ he asked.

She nodded, and he dropped his arm from her shoulders and threaded his fingers through hers.

They sat on the cool sand of the dunes, watching the surf roll gently in and out.

Ethan took a deep inhale of the briny air. ‘I love it here. My agent is always pressuring me to move to Los Angeles, but I don’t think I can. Because of this.’ He waved a hand in front of him.

‘They have beaches in LA.’

‘They don’t have this beach.’ He took a sip of wine. ‘And they don’t have you.’

Her breath quickened, and she glanced at him from the corner of her eye. He was still gazing at the ocean, the light of the early moon glowing on his skin. ‘You’ll be fine,’ she said. ‘Another few weeks and you won’t need me. You’ll see.’

He quietly said, ‘That’s not what I meant.’

‘Oh,’ she answered on a breath.

‘I know it’s only been a week. A week tonight. Happy anniversary.’ He chuckled. ‘But I like you, Sera. I can’t stop thinking about you. And I know I’m going away and the timing sucks.’ He sighed. ‘I don’t know.’

Sera stared at her hands. Her throat tightened, almost stopping her breath. ‘I… uh…’ she stuttered.

‘You don’t have to say anything.’ He ran a circle in the sand with his foot. ‘I shouldn’t have said anything. We’re working together. I don’t want you to be uncomfortable. Just forget what I said.’

Sera gulped down a mouthful of wine, swallowing over the lump in her throat. ‘I like you too, Ethan. But as you said, you’re going away. We should put all our focus on our plan. Don’t you think?’ She gazed at him, her eyes searching for his answer.

He hummed a noncommittal hum, slowly leaned in and pressed his lips to hers.

She knew she should stop him. Push him away and tell him no, it can’t happen.

But she wanted to kiss him. She’d wanted to kiss him since the moment he’d walked through Toby’s door and her gaze had lingered on his soft pink pout. She wanted to know how those luscious lips tasted, and how the touch of them would make her feel.

His hand glided over her hip, his fingers slipping under the hem of her top and on to her bare skin, the sensation so hot, she thought she’d melt.

She twitched from the tickle, and he muttered, sorry, against her mouth, moved his hand around to the small of her back and tugged her closer, deepening their kiss, his tongue tentatively touching hers.

Pops of coloured lights exploded behind her eyes. His kiss was as sensational as she’d imagined it would be, and she dreamily wondered if he had to learn to kiss to become a movie star. Was there a class for that, or was he naturally gifted? Because he was certainly very gifted. She gripped his thigh, her fingers holding on as she struggled to not liquify into the sand.

That was when Buffy forced her head between them, banging them both on the chin.

They pulled away with a surprised ‘Oof!’ and looked down at the dog as she looked up at them, tongue lolling, her mouth opened in a wide Staffy smile.

‘Buffy!’ Sera said.

Ethan laughed. ‘Dogus Interruptus.’

Sera quickly pushed herself off the sand. ‘I should probably go anyway.’

His brow creased. ‘Oh. Okay.’

‘I’ll just sort out an Uber-Pet.’ She pulled her phone from her back pocket and walked quickly towards the steps.

He chased after her. ‘Sera. Stop. Is everything okay?’

She nodded. ‘Mm-hm. I have a writing deadline and I needed to be home earlier. Before… um. Earlier.’

He gazed at her, his eyebrows pulled together in a worried frown. ‘Are we okay? I’m sorry if I was out of line. I thought…’ His throat bobbed up and down. ‘I’m sorry.’

She looked into his bright eyes, darkened by his frown, stepped forward and squeezed his hand. ‘We’re fine. I just don’t know if kissing like that was such a good idea. I mean, it was good. It was really good. The kiss, that is. But not the idea. I don’t want to confuse everything. Work and you and…’ She sighed. ‘I don’t know. I don’t know what I’m—’

He pressed a finger to her lips. ‘I’ve got it. No more kissing. For now.’

She nodded.

‘Because,’ he huffed, ‘I can’t have you taking advantage of me like that, Sera.’

Her heart dropped. ‘What?’

‘This is supposed to be a professional relationship. In future, I think we should only ever respectfully handshake. Or high-five. Maybe fist-bump.’ He grinned at her, wide and gorgeous and full of dimples and mischief.

She thumped him on the arm. ‘Oh my god! I thought you were serious.’

‘Ow!’ He laughed and rubbed the spot where she hit. ‘I think beating up the client is even worse than kissing them on the beach under a starry sky while a gentle breeze—’

‘Ethan. Shut up.’

His grin morphed into a smirk. ‘We’re still on for tomorrow, right?’

‘Oh yeah,’ she said. ‘And I’m going to work you hard.’

He waggled his eyebrows. ‘I’m already trembling in anticipation.’



Sera crawled into her bed, shimmied down the mattress and pulled the covers up under her chin. She’d kissed Ethan James, movie star and client. Ethan James. She’d kissed him and it was awesome, and she’d stupidly told him they couldn’t do it anymore.

She slapped her forehead. ‘Oh Buffy. When did I become such an idiot?’

The dog wagged her tail, then curled herself into a tight ball on the bed beside her mistress.

Sera’s phone vibrated, and she groaned, leaned over and looked at the screen, praying it wasn’t a cat up a tree or a stray dog.


[image: Image: Gray Speech Bubble Emoji] Toby: I’m sorry about today. I don’t want us to fight. Whatever, or whoever makes you happy, I’ll be happy for you. I love you. H x



She pressed the phone to her breast and whispered, ‘Herriot.’ Then quickly answered him.


[image: Image: Black Speech Bubble Emoji] Sera: I’m sorry too. I don’t take you for granted. Ever. I love you too much. Me xx

[image: Image: Gray Speech Bubble Emoji] Toby: Breakfast tomorrow?

[image: Image: Black Speech Bubble Emoji] Sera: There better be pancakes.

[image: Image: Gray Speech Bubble Emoji] Toby: Sweet dreams, Ser.

[image: Image: Black Speech Bubble Emoji] Sera: Sweet dreams, Herriot.






Chapter Eleven [image: ]

‘I’m sorry,’ Tia groaned in Sera’s ear. ‘I think it’s food poisoning. I know you had a date with Ethan today, but I just don’t think I’m up to cleaning the kennels. Not without a lot of puking.’

Sera pressed her phone to her ear as she tossed off her covers and swung her legs out of bed. ‘Tia, take a breath. Please don’t worry about it. I can put Ethan off. And it wasn’t a date, it was a training session.’

‘I’m really sorry.’ Tia sounded miserable. ‘Can you tell him I’m sorry?’

‘It’s absolutely fine.’ Sera said. ‘Just take care of yourself.’

She had a quick shower and pulled on her work pants and a Rose’s Rescue sweatshirt. Grabbing her phone, she headed to the reception area, turned on the coffee machine and began to reorganise her day.


[image: Image: Black Speech Bubble Emoji] Sera: Herriot. Tia’s sick, so I’ve got to hold down the fort. No pancakes for me [image: Emoji: Slightly Frowning Face] I’ll call later x

[image: Image: Black Speech Bubble Emoji] Sera: Hi Ethan. Tia has called in sick. I need to take care of things here today. Can we reschedule? Sorry. Sera.



She chewed her thumbnail as she read her message to Ethan. Should she add a kiss? No. No kissing means no kissing, even in text messages.

Nodding to herself, she pressed send then slid her phone into her pocket, filled her travel mug with coffee, whistled for Buffy and headed out the door.

Her phone rang as she was rounding up the dogs to take them for their morning walk.

‘Ethan. Hi.’ Her heart fluttered.

‘How about instead of rescheduling, I come and give you a hand? I’ll be around dogs, so it’ll still be a session. Oh, and good morning.’

‘Good morning.’ She laughed. ‘I think we should move it to another day. I’ve got kennel- and barn-cleaning to do. You don’t need to be part of all my messy stuff.’

‘What if I want to be part of all your messy stuff?’ He was silent for a long beat, as if letting her absorb his words, then said, ‘How many dogs are we talking?’

She leaned against the wall with her eyes closed, glad he wasn’t there to see her composure puddle around her on the floor. ‘We have four, five if you count Buffy. But they won’t be around when the kennels are being cleaned, they’ll be in the exercise area.’

‘Five dogs. That equals one Kevin, right?’

‘Ethan—’

‘Sera. Like you said, we don’t have a lot of time, and maybe just being around the noise will help. Besides, I want to see you. Unless you don’t want to see me because…’ He trailed off.

She pushed off the wall and started organising the dogs. ‘Don’t be silly. We’d already planned to see each other today.’

‘Great. Then I’m coming. Cleaning up poop is part of dog ownership. You told me that. I want the whole package, not just the fun stuff.’

‘If you’re sure. It would be great to have a hand. I’m heading out for a quick walk. I’ll be back in about an hour.’

‘Then I’ll see you in about an hour.’

She’d just got Buffy and the other dogs all leashed-up and ready to roll when her phone rang again. She tugged it out of her pocket, juggling it in one hand while yanking back the dogs with the other, putting it to her ear without looking at the caller ID. ‘Have you already changed your mind about picking up shit?’

‘I wasn’t planning on picking up any shit today,’ Toby said. ‘But in my line of work, you never know.’

‘Oh, sorry. I thought you were Ethan. Tia rang in sick, so he’s coming to help me with the chores.’

‘The movie star’s going to help clean the kennels? What time? I want to watch.’

‘Herriot.’

‘Sorry.’

‘He’s coming in about an hour. I’m just going to walk the dogs before I open the place up. At least, that’s what I’m trying to do. What do you need?’

‘I was going to ask if you wanted me to bring your pancakes over, but I think I’ll see you in about an hour instead.’

‘What? Don’t you have appointments?’

‘You know Monday is my appointment-free day, and I only have one surgery and it’s scheduled after lunch.’

‘You really don’t—’

‘See you soon.’ He laughed as he hung up.

‘Argh!’ She waved the dogs forward. ‘Come on you lot. Get moving.’



Sera practically jogged through her walk, rushing back to Rose’s and shoving all the shelter dogs into the exercise area so they could play, except a Maltese Terrier named Francine, who’d been surrendered to the shelter a couple of days earlier. She was a nervous little thing, so Sera gathered the dog up and took it into the house along with Buffy.

She glanced in the mirror. ‘Oh god, Francine. Will you look at me?’ The Maltese gazed up at her and Sera swore there was judgement in the tiny dog’s eyes. ‘You’re right. I need to tame these curls at least.’

She ran a brush over her hair, frowned at how unbrushed it still looked, and tied it back instead. Then, on impulse, she put concealer over the ever-growing dark circles under her eyes, swept a hint of colour across her cheeks and patted tint onto her lips.

‘Better.’ She nodded to herself.

Buffy suddenly barked, the dog’s feet scurrying on the wooden floorboards as she raced towards the door.

Toby looked up from patting the dog’s stomach as Sera walked down the hall.

‘Hey,’ he said, as he straightened up. ‘Are you wearing makeup to clean out the kennels?’

‘What? No.’

He raised his eyebrows.

She put her hands on her hips. ‘I looked exhausted, and I’m manning the desk today. I don’t want to scare off any prospective adopters.’

‘And your movie star’s coming over.’

‘He’s not my movie star.’

‘I’m not? Damn.’

Sera and Toby spun around to see Ethan casually leaning in the doorway, grinning, his arms across his chest.

Her face warmed and she inwardly cursed her propensity for blushing. ‘Hi,’ she said, unable to contain her smile.

‘Hi,’ Ethan said, lighting up like pure sunshine.

Toby shifted closer to Sera, his arm brushing against hers. ‘James,’ he said.

‘Doc,’ Ethan replied. ‘I’m glad you’re here. I’ve been wanting to thank you for hooking me up with Kevin. He’s what made me think I can conquer this thing.’

‘Good,’ Toby said gruffly. ‘That’s what I was hoping for.’

Ethan chuffed. ‘Yeah. That’s what I thought.’

They eyeballed each other, their shoulders pushed back and their chests practically puffed.

Sera smushed her lips together, frowning as her gaze flicked between the two men. ‘Right,’ she said. ‘We should get to work. Herriot, there are two dogs you haven’t checked out yet. Francine here, a surrender, and Guy Smiley, who we saved from the pound. If you could take a look at them, then you can head off.’

Toby scooped up the Maltese and tucked her under his arm. ‘I thought I’d vaccinate the kittens too. And I told you, I’m staying to help.’ He turned to Ethan. ‘Ser said she was short-handed today and needed me here.’

She glowered at him and he shrugged, the beginnings of a smirk twitching at the corner of his mouth.

Ethan shrugged too. ‘The more, the merrier, doc. I’m sure Sera and I will appreciate the extra hand.’

Sera crossed her arms over her chest with an impatient huff. ‘You know what? This is great, actually. Seeing as you’re both so keen to help, I’ll let you two do the kennels. I’ve got some paperwork to get on top of.’ She walked behind the reception desk, casually poured herself a coffee and sat down. ‘Off you go.’ She waved her hands at them.

‘I’ll get the dogs checked,’ Toby said with a scowl.

‘Take Ethan with you and show him the kennels and where we keep the cleaning gear. After you’ve finished doing your thing, you can give him a hand. I’ll join you in a bit.’

The two men glanced at each other.

‘Well, go on,’ she said.

After about thirty minutes of rare silence and another strong coffee, Sera was starting to get curious. Grabbing a couple of bottles of water from the reception fridge, she went to see how the two men were doing.

She saw Toby down in the paddock, checking over the sheep.

‘Hey,’ she called. ‘Where’s Ethan?’

‘No idea,’ he called back as he walked up the rise. ‘I left him up near the kennels.’ He took a bottle of water from her and gulped down a mouthful, wiping his mouth along his arm. ‘Both dogs are fine, and everyone’s had their shots.’

‘Did you at least show him what to do?’

‘I showed him where everything was like you told me to. How hard is it to hose out a kennel?’

She shoved him. ‘Herriot!’

He stumbled backwards. ‘What? I wanted to make sure the sheep and horse were doing okay. They are, by the way.’

‘I know they are.’ She stormed towards the kennels.

‘Surely he’s not that helpless?’ Toby asked as he jogged up beside her. ‘I assume he has half a working brain, considering how into him you are.’

‘I’m not stuck on him, and you obviously have less than half a working brain, and somehow, I’m still friends with you.’

‘Yeah. The whole vet thing shows how dumb I am.’

She spun around. ‘Why did you come here today? Was it just to be an arsehole? What happened to…’ She dropped into a deep voice. ‘ “Whatever makes you happy, Ser”?’

He glowered at her impression.

‘You’re giving me whiplash,’ she said. ‘If you came here to be mean, just go.’

He stared at her, his brow furrowed. ‘Sorry.’

‘No, you’re not.’ She spun around and kept walking.

He fell in beside her again. ‘He’s arrogant.’

‘He’s not. You’ve just decided he is. He’s actually a little unsure of himself. His mum doesn’t like him being an actor, and he’s super stressed about the dog thing. He’s just… normal.’

Toby groaned, ‘Oh, god. Please.’

She tutted and called out, ‘Ethan!’ She checked the kennels. ‘Where the hell is he?’

‘Maybe he got grossed out and took off.’

‘What did you do with the Maltese?’

‘I put her in with the other dogs.’

‘Bloody hell, Herriot!’ she scolded. ‘She’s half-terrified all the time.’

‘I didn’t know that. She was fine with me.’

She shoved past him with a glare. ‘Ethan?’ she called again as she headed towards the back of the rescue.

That’s when she saw him, sitting in the corner of the exercise area with his head on his knees.

‘Ethan. What happened?’ She opened the gate and raced in. ‘Herriot, get the dogs out of here.’

Toby instantly started marshalling the dogs. ‘Come on, you lot. Out. Out.’

‘Ethan?’ Sera kneeled in front of him and placed her hand on his knee. ‘Are you okay?’

He looked up and shook his head. His face was devoid of colour and when he held out his hand, she could see he was trembling. There was a small puncture wound by his thumb.

‘Did one of them bite you? Which one?’

‘The small white one. I tried to pat it, but it snapped and I was too slow to pull my hand away. Then the dogs were jumping and barking, I couldn’t get past them, and I didn’t know what to do. So I sat here like the idiot I am, waiting to be saved.’

‘Why didn’t you call me? Don’t you have your phone?’

He pointed to a post with his phone sitting on top of it. ‘I put it down to open the gate.’ He shook his head. ‘I just… wanted to prove to your vet that I’m not some stupid useless actor.’

‘He’s not my vet.’

‘And I’m not your movie star.’

She puffed out an exasperated breath. ‘Shove over,’ she said, dropping in beside him as he wiggled across the grass. ‘You don’t have to prove yourself to me, and you certainly don’t have to prove yourself to Toby. You’re not the first person to be scared of dogs, and your reason is a pretty bloody good one. You’ve been doing amazing. Look how far you’ve come with Buffy.’

‘She’s just one dog.’

‘You were good with Kevin too, and he’s the size of a horse. And with Ernie. Besides, in the movie, it will only be one dog. Just one. That’s all you’ll have to work with.’

He shook his head. ‘I’ve been thinking about coming clean to my agent. Maybe I can head to the States early and get some therapy or something.’

‘I thought you tried therapy.’

‘I have. But obviously this plan isn’t working. Dogs hate me. How am I ever going to pretend they don’t?’

‘Oh, Ethan. Dogs don’t hate you and getting bitten isn’t your fault. Not now and not back when you were a kid. Dogs are dogs. It happens. In the last week, you’ve gone from someone who could barely look at a dog to someone who lets my clingy Staffy lie all over him. That’s progress. It is.’

He gazed at her, his eyes flitting back and forth, his expression desperate. Then he quickly leaned in and crushed his mouth to hers.

Her world became oddly quiet, the sounds of the bush vanishing, the barking of the dogs just a whisper on the wind. She fisted the grass, her fingers ripping at the green shoots, as a warm shiver tickled at the nape of her neck.

Their knees lightly touched as their bodies instinctively curved towards each other, and her heart lurched just from that tiny hint of heat.

He teased her lips open with the tip of his tongue, the warm sensation rocking her from head to toe. She followed his lead, deepening the kiss, as her toes scrunched in her boots and her pulse raced.

She wasn’t sure how long her lips had been on his when the sound of a clearing throat broke the hot kiss.

She glanced up in a half daze to see Toby standing at the gate of the exercise area, his jaw hanging and his skin ashen.

‘Uh… the dogs are… um…’ He rubbed his chin. ‘They’re back in their kennels.’

Sera’s face was engulfed in an inferno. She scrambled to her feet. ‘Oh. Th-thanks.’

‘Are you okay, Ethan?’ Toby asked.

Ethan nodded. ‘The cute fluffy white one bit me.’

‘Yeah? The little ones can be real shits. I can’t tell you how many have sunk their teeth into me. Make sure you clean it up. Dogs mouths can be pretty gross.’ He glanced over his shoulder. ‘I, um… I should go, I guess. I’ve got to get back to the surgery.’

‘I’ll walk you out.’ Her throat was tight, and she was having trouble catching her breath.

Ethan pushed himself up. ‘I’ll go wash this.’

‘I’ll be back in a minute,’ she said. ‘I’ll dress it for you.’

‘See ya, man,’ Ethan said to Toby.

Toby nodded.

Sera trudged beside Toby towards his truck, their feet impossibly loud on the rough dirt of her driveway. Her stomach churned and blood whooshed in her ears. She was so desperately mortified, and she didn’t quite know why.

‘Was that the first time you’ve kissed him?’ he asked without looking at her.

She didn’t answer.

He blew out a long breath. ‘I’m guessing that means no.’

‘We kissed for the first time last night,’ she said, trying to still the tremble in her voice. ‘But we decided we shouldn’t do it again, because we’re working together.’

He snort-laughed. ‘That decision obviously stuck.’

‘I don’t know what happened.’

His face searched hers. ‘You really like him, huh?’

She nodded.

‘Not just hot for him?’

She shook her head. ‘He’s sweet and we get on really well.’

‘I guess I hadn’t realised you were looking for someone.’

‘I wasn’t. I haven’t liked anyone for ages.’

A tight hiss left his mouth, and he slumped against the side of his truck.

‘Thank you for being kind to him back there,’ she said. ‘And for not making fun of him.’

‘You think I’d make fun of him for getting bitten?’

‘No. I know you wouldn’t.’

He ran a hand through his hair as he stared at his feet, his teeth pressing deep into his bottom lip.

‘I’m sorry if I was a bit grumpy with you today,’ she said.

He shrugged. ‘I deserved it.’

She chewed on the inside of her cheek as an uneasy silence swallowed them.

‘Hey,’ she said, ducking her head to catch his gaze. ‘How about we go out for that dinner tonight?’

‘You don’t have to have a pity dinner with me, Ser. I’m perfectly fine.’

She shoved him. ‘As if. You’re going to be paying, that’s how much I pity you. Actually, I do pity you, with what I’m going to rack up on your credit card.’

His mouth quirked into a smile and he chuckled. ‘What about your movie star?’

She tilted her head to the side. ‘I’ll tell him I’m hanging out with my best friend.’

He shoved off the truck, pushed his floppy curls from his warm brown eyes and gazed down at her. ‘Would you like me to pick you up?’ he asked softly as he stepped closer.

Her breath hitched. He was very nearly touching her, and she instantly flashed back to the night on her couch, with his fingertips lightly stroking her skin, and the heat that buried itself between her thighs. She blew out a quiet breath. This has to stop. These thoughts about her friend had to stop.

‘I think you’d better,’ she said a little too brightly. ‘I intend to order all the cocktails and put them on your tab.’ She made a clicking sound with her tongue, winked and gave him an epically awkward double finger gun gesture.

He frowned in judgement. ‘What was that?’

She slumped. ‘I have no idea.’

He smiled and shook his head. ‘I’ll pick you up at seven, you weirdo.’

‘Takes one to know one.’



Sera found Ethan sitting on the couch in the rescue reception area with Buffy at his feet, and her heart melted a little.

‘Is Buff taking care of you?’ she asked, dropping onto the cushions beside him.

‘She hasn’t left my side.’

‘How’s the bite?’

‘It’s nothing. Tiny. I washed it. Sorry I made such a big deal.’

She rested a hand on his thigh. ‘I’m sorry I wasn’t there with you. It was stupid and thoughtless.’

He placed his hand over hers and squeezed it. ‘You told me to clean out the empty kennels. I chose to go into an area with a bunch of dogs I didn’t know and be the tough guy. The stupid is all on me.’

‘Let’s not argue over which one of us is more stupid. Let’s just agree we’re both idiots.’

Ethan laughed.

‘I’ll get some antiseptic,’ she said. ‘Are you up on your tetanus shots?’ She grabbed the first-aid kit from behind the desk.

He nodded. ‘Got to have all that stuff current for on-set insurance.’

Crouching in front of him, she poured antiseptic onto a wad of cotton and gently pressed it against the wound.

He hissed. ‘How’s the good doctor? He looked a bit shell-shocked at walking in on us like—’

‘He’s fine,’ she interrupted. ‘We’re having dinner tonight.’

‘Ah.’ Ethan’s mouth turned down at the corners and he nodded.

‘I was supposed to have dinner with him last night, but I came to see you.’

‘Ah,’ he said again, a little brighter this time. ‘That must have gone down well.’

‘Not so much. I thought I should make it up to him. I don’t want him to feel…’

‘Like he’s being replaced?’

Her shoulders sagged and she flopped onto the couch and slouched against the cushions. ‘He’s really important to me, Ethan. He’s my best friend. My family. I won’t do anything that jeopardises that.’

‘And I jeopardise that?’

‘I’m hoping you don’t. I’m hoping you two might become friends.’

He laughed dryly.

‘He’s a good guy. The best. And if I can make sure he knows that nothing will change between him and me, then I think he’ll be okay.’

‘If this…’ he said, pointing a finger between them, ‘… happens, things will inevitably change for you guys.’

Her brows knitted. That was exactly what her mother had said. ‘I’ll figure that out if we get to that.’

‘If?’ Ethan echoed. ‘I’m hoping it’s when.’




Chapter Twelve [image: ]

They were seated at a white-clothed table under a Moreton Bay fig adorned with fairy lights, and the beach was so close they could practically dip a toe in the ocean.

‘This is a bit posh for us, isn’t it?’ Sera mused, glancing around the restaurant, glad that she’d worn her good jeans and her cute pink jumper dotted with hearts.

‘I had to bring you somewhere with an extensive cocktail menu, so you could drink my wallet dry,’ Toby said.

‘Ooo.’ She rubbed her palms together.

He handed her the menu. ‘Go crazy.’

‘Aren’t you going to join me? Tomorrow’s Tuesday. You have Tuesday mornings off. And you didn’t drive, so…’

He snatched the menu back. ‘Margarita jug?’ He lifted one eyebrow.

‘Yay!’ She clapped her hands.

He laughed and shook his head. ‘You’re excited tonight. What’s going on?’

‘Nothing. I’m just happy to be here with you.’

He looked at the food menu. ‘You don’t have to try so hard, Ser. It’s just me.’

‘I’m not trying hard,’ she lied.

‘Good. Because that would be weird.’

‘You’re the one that booked us into a fancy restaurant,’ she said as the waitperson approached.

‘We’ll have a jug of classic margarita, please,’ Toby said to the young woman. He waited until they were alone before saying, ‘I thought you’d like it here.’

‘I do. I love it.’ She sighed. ‘What exactly are we bickering about? I’m excited you booked a nice restaurant. Why are we arguing?’

‘I didn’t realise we were.’

They scowled at each other for a second then, in unison, turned towards the beach and glared at the ocean. When the waitperson placed an icy jug and two salted tumblers on their table, Toby quickly poured them both a glass of the frozen tequila mix.

‘To us being not so damn awkward with each other,’ he said, holding his glass aloft.

She clinked her glass against his with so much force, her drink slopped over her hand. ‘I’m not awkward,’ she said, sucking the ice from her thumb. She took a gulp of margarita and instantly squinched up her face. ‘Oh god. Brain freeze.’ She closed her eyes and rubbed her forehead. ‘This is your fault, Herriot,’ she hissed.

‘I didn’t make you angry guzzle.’

‘When you get a brain freeze, I’m going to laugh at you.’

He locked his eyes on her, held up his glass and swallowed back a large mouthful. ‘Shit!’ He put his hands to his forehead and rubbed furiously.

They burst out laughing.

She smiled at him, her heart sighing. ‘You’re such a weirdo.’

His mouth twitched into a grin. ‘Takes one to know one.’

‘What are you going to eat?’ she asked, looking over the menu.

‘Barramundi.’

‘Me too. Want to share some oysters first?’

‘Why not?’ he said as he topped up their glasses.

The rest of the evening went the way almost all their evenings did. They laughed. They argued about movies. They talked about dogs and cats and an assortment of other animals, and how they wished people had to apply to become pet owners. Toby tried to bring up Ethan, but Sera actively sidestepped the landmines. They had a good time. It was easy and relaxed and fun. They were how they always were, and Sera’s heart was full of hope that maybe, just maybe, everything would be okay.

By the time they’d finished their meal, she was very full and a little drunk.

Toby slid his credit card into his wallet. ‘Do you want to walk to Manly? I need to digest the meal, and that bill.’

She leaned back and pushed out her stomach, patted it and burped. ‘Yes. I’m stuffed.’

He laughed. ‘God, you’re a classy chick.’

She kicked him under the table. ‘That’s one of the reasons you love me.’

‘One of the many,’ he said with a smile.

They strolled along the boardwalk that led to Manly Beach.

‘Check out the size of the moon.’ Toby pointed to the enormous golden disc hanging above the ocean.

They leaned on the seawall, plastered against each other, and gazed out at the horizon as the sea breeze ruffled their hair.

Sera sighed happily, linked her arm through his and rested her head against his bicep. ‘It’s so pretty,’ she slurred. Her gaze lifted to his eyes. ‘You’re so pretty. Thank you for spoiling me. I had a lovely night.’

His brow twitched. ‘You’re welcome, Drunky McDrunks-a-lot.’

She giggled, put her arms around his waist and nuzzled his chest.

He wrapped himself around her and rubbed her back.

She hummed, hugging him tighter, making happy little sounds into his shirt. He was warm and strong, and smelled so good, like contentment and home. She listened to his heart, thumping fast and sturdy.

‘I can hear your heart beating,’ she said. ‘It’s beautiful. Just like you.’

His lips brushed the top of her head. ‘I love you, Sera,’ he said, his voice deep and whisper-soft.

She bent her neck back, gazed up at him and sighed. ‘Love you too, you idiot.’

His eyebrows pulled together.

‘What?’ she asked.

Then his face rearranged into a smile and he stepped back, gently poking her in the shoulder. ‘You’re the idiot.’

She poked him back. ‘No, you are.’

He laughed and took her hand. ‘Come on. Let’s get you home.’

‘But it’s so far,’ she whined as she dragged along behind him, both her hands curled around his. ‘Will you carry me?’

He shook his head, crouched and let Sera clamber onto his back. Then he straightened up with a thick groan and started down the boardwalk.

She rested her chin in the dip of his shoulder and closed her eyes. ‘Whose idea was it to walk?’ she mumbled.

‘Mine,’ he said. ‘And as we’ve just established, I’m a complete idiot.’



Tuesday morning arrived way earlier than Sera had hoped, complete with a low-key hangover.

She crawled from bed, swallowed a couple of painkillers and rounded up the dogs for their early morning walk. She was halfway down the unsealed road that ran alongside her property when Toby rang.

‘Herriot, my head hurts,’ she said without a hello.

‘You wanted cocktails.’

‘But you didn’t have to let me drink all of them.’

‘Have you ever tried to stop you doing something you wanted to do?’

She frowned at her phone. ‘I have no idea what you just said.’

He laughed. ‘Are you busy this morning?’

‘Normal. I’m walking the dogs. But Jackie will be here in a bit. It’s her rostered day to help out. Why?’

‘I wondered if you wanted to come somewhere with me?’

‘I don’t know. Where are we going?’

‘It’s a surprise.’

‘I’ve got a lunch date, so I can’t be long.’

He was quiet for a moment, then asked, ‘With James?’

‘Nope,’ she answered, trying to sound casual. ‘An old friend from school. Linda Watkins. I’m meeting her at Freshwater at twelve.’

‘I promise I’ll have you back in plenty of time. What is it now, seven-thirty? Can I grab you at nine?’

Sera sighed. It seemed she was always in a rush these days. ‘I’ll be here,’ she said.



‘Toby’s here,’ Jackie called from the reception area at nine on the dot. Jackie was twenty-two with a neat blonde bob. She was good friends with Tia and helped out at Rose’s when not busy with her animal attendant studies.

‘Why can’t that man ever be late,’ Sera muttered, tugging on her sneakers. She walked out, still doing up her jeans. ‘Shit. I forgot to brush my hair.’ She looked around as if a comb was going to magically materialise in front of her.

‘Here.’ Jackie tossed her a scrunchy.

‘Are you ready?’ Toby asked, leaning on the doorframe. ‘Hey, Jackie,’ he said with a smile.

‘Hi, Dr McManus,’ the young woman answered and promptly blushed.

Sera frowned. Toby was wearing a grey merle t-shirt that his biceps seemed to be trying to escape, and jeans that were hugging his thighs as if they were clinging on for dear life.

She stared at him. Had he beefed up, or had he always been that buff?

‘What are you doing?’ he asked. ‘Are you coming? We’re on a deadline.’

She slowly nodded, vaguely irritated by the butterflies fluttering in her stomach. ‘Why are you always on time?’ she asked with a huff.

‘Why are you always late?’

‘I’ll be back in a bit,’ she said to Jackie. ‘At least I think I will. This idiot won’t tell me where we’re going.’

‘I’ll tell you in the car.’

She shimmied past him and breathed in his scent – soap and something new that almost made her go, ‘Mm.’

He opened the passenger-side door of his truck and stepped back. On the front seat was a tiny animal crate.

She peered inside, then swung around, a huge smile spreading across her face and her hand pressed to her heart.

‘No way,’ she said.

He nodded.

‘For Mrs Barker?’

He nodded again.

‘Where did you get it?’ she asked, pulling the tiny pug puppy into her arms. It licked her face.

‘One of my clients had pups. Well, her pug did.’

‘And you bought one? For Mrs Barker? Really?’

He shrugged a broad shoulder and smiled.

‘Herriot. You’re the sweetest man.’

He scratched the puppy’s head. ‘I was worried it was too soon, but I spoke to Mrs B’s daughter and she thinks it might help her mum with the grieving.’

Sera whacked him on the arm.

He laughed. ‘Why are you hitting me?’

‘Because you’re amazing,’ she said and slid onto the seat, the puppy snuggled tight to her chest.



Sera didn’t think she’d ever forget the look on Mrs Barker’s face when Toby handed her the pug pup, and she knew she’d never forget how Toby looked. So large in front of the tiny woman. Crouched on one knee, his curls hanging messily in his eyes, kindness radiating off him, as if he was lit from within.

Mrs Barker sobbed as she cuddled the puppy in her lap. ‘For me? Are you sure?’ she asked him over and over. ‘Get my chequebook,’ she said to her daughter. ‘I want to fix Dr McManus up.’

Toby raised his hand. ‘No, no. This little one needed a good home, and I told him I knew exactly the right person.’

Sera put a hand to her heart.

‘Thank you for this,’ Mrs Barker’s daughter, Emma, whispered in Sera’s ear. ‘Mum hasn’t stopped crying since Boggs left us.’

‘This was all Toby,’ Sera said.

‘I couldn’t be here when she had to say goodbye to Boggs, but my mum was comforted to have Dr McManus with her,’ she said. ‘And then he stayed and waited for me and even organised the cremation. He took care of everything for us. It was above and beyond.’

Sera’s heart swelled three sizes with pride and love for her friend. How had she got so lucky to have him in her life?

As if sensing she was thinking about him, he looked to her, twitched an eyebrow and smiled.

She smiled back and swallowed a sigh. ‘He loved that pug too,’ she said. ‘And he cares for your mum a lot.’

Both women watched him almost dreamily as he laughed and chatted to Mrs Barker, scratching the puppy cuddled in her arms.

‘That there is a good man,’ Emma said.

Sera’s heart knocked loudly on her ribs. ‘Yeah. He sure is.’



Linda Watkins dunked a piece of biscotti into her decaf latte. She was six months pregnant and wearing a black bodycon dress that showed off her bump to its fullest. ‘Your mum was telling me about your vet friend,’ she said.

‘Toby,’ Sera said. ‘I think Mum likes him more than she likes me.’

Linda laughed. ‘Your mum was always tough on you.’

‘Nothing’s changed on that front.’

‘So, this Toby, is he…’

‘A friend. We’re just friends.’ Who apparently get hot for each other while watching sexy movies. But she didn’t want to think about that, or how lately he’d been making her heart boom in the most unexpected way. ‘He’s an amazing guy. Today he gave a puppy to one of his clients who lost her pug of sixteen years. A pug puppy, he paid for it himself. Do you know how much those things cost? You should have seen the woman’s face.’

‘That is amazing.’

‘Right? He’s very kind like that, and sweet. Funny too. And he’s so good to me. Eternally patient.’

‘Is he hot?’ Linda’s lips twitched.

Sera nodded. ‘Oh, yeah. Tall and really handsome. All his clients have huge crushes on him. He’s got these soft, messy curls, and chocolatey eyes. And he’s built.’ She threw her arms out to show the width of his shoulders. ‘And he doesn’t even work out! It’s crazy.’ She laughed. ‘And we both love the same movies and food. It’s super easy. We have a great time together.’

Linda stared at her, sculpted brows arched. ‘Uh-huh,’ she said. ‘And you’re just friends?’

Sera took a sip of her coffee and nodded. ‘Mm-hm.’

‘This guy you think is handsome, and amazing and sweet, that you share loads in common with, is just a friend.’

Sera put down her cup. ‘Stop it. Now you sound like my mum.’

‘Well, I mean… if he’s that gorgeous, why aren’t you friends with benefits at the very least?’

Sera flushed and pushed an invisible strand of hair behind her ear. ‘Uh. God, um, I—’

‘Girl, you’re blushing.’

‘It’s not like that,’ Sera said, rubbing her face as if she could scrub the pink away. ‘And even if I wanted it to be like that, I would never risk what we have. It’s too good. I couldn’t stand it if we screwed it up and I lost him. Not that I want… that,’ she added quickly. She scooped a mound of chocolate-dusted froth from her cup and sucked it off the spoon. ‘Besides, I might be sort of seeing someone else. Maybe. I think. I’m not sure. It’s new.’

‘Your mum mentioned that too, but she said you’d tell me.’

‘There’s not a lot to tell. I’m helping Ethan James prepare for a new movie role that involves dogs and—’

‘Ethan James?!’

Sera nodded.

‘The guy with the dragons?’

Sera nodded again.

‘And?’ Linda asked, leaning forward.

‘And, well, we’ve kind of kissed. Twice.’

‘Kind of twice?’

Sera laughed. ‘Yeah. Twice.’

Linda sat back in her chair, her hands on her baby bump. ‘Ethan James is smoking hot. I used to lust after him on Home and Away. I think even my husband crushes on him.’

‘How is Tom?’ Sera asked, artlessly trying to divert the attention away from her.

Linda held up her hand. ‘No, no. We are not changing the subject.’

‘I really don’t have a lot more to tell. That’s pretty much it. I’ve only known him a week. But we’ve hung out quite a bit. Most days, if I think about it. And he’s nice. And you know, crazy gorgeous.’

‘And you’ve kissed him twice.’

Sera blushed again. ‘And I’ve kissed him twice.’

‘Wow. Dating a movie star! I see glamorous parties, yachts and five-star hotels in your future.’

Sera cringed. ‘I don’t think I’m the glamorous-party type. More the stay-at-home-and-eat-takeaway-on-the-couch type. And I’ve never even been on a yacht! I’ll take the five-star hotels, though.’ She grinned. ‘Anyway, I’m not sure Ethan is all that flashy, and it’s not like he’s famous famous, and he seems pretty down-to-earth. From what I can tell.’

‘Via his lips.’ Linda smirked. ‘How’d he taste?’

‘Like trouble.’

They laughed.

‘What does your totally built, handsome bestie think of all this?’

Sera scrunched up her nose.

Linda chuckled. ‘I bet.’

‘I’m still hoping they’ll get on. But look, nothing much can happen with me and Ethan because he’ll be gone in less than a month anyway.’

‘Forever?’

Sera frowned. ‘I don’t think so. He told me he doesn’t want to move to Los Angeles.’

‘So, he’ll be away for a while, but then he’ll be back.’

‘I… guess?’ She hadn’t thought about it that way. She hadn’t thought that Ethan would eventually be back. She’d only thought about how he’d soon be gone.

‘Sera, if I wasn’t happily married and up the duff, I would love your life. A hot vet friend and a hot actor boyfriend. You’re double-dipping.’

Sera snorted. ‘I am so not double-dipping. And Ethan’s not my boyfriend.’

‘Listen, I need regular updates on this sexy triangle thing you’ve not got going on. I’m heading into a world of puke and swollen nipples. I need to live vicariously through you.’

The women laughed.

‘We should do this more often,’ Sera said. ‘I’ve missed you. I’m sorry I haven’t been in touch.’

Linda smirked. ‘It sounds like you’ve been way too busy juggling hot guys.’



‘Anything I need to know about?’ Sera asked Jackie as she sat on the shelter reception couch and pushed off her boots with her toes.

‘Yep. A lady surrendered a cat.’

Sera’s shoulders slumped. ‘Any reason?’

‘She said she was moving somewhere that didn’t allow pets, but it looks a bit sickly. Gunky eyes.’

Sera sighed. ‘Cat flu?’ She shuffled over to the computer in her socked feet.

‘I put her in the quarantine area just in case, until you can get her to see Dr McManus.’

When her heart skittered madly at the mere mention of his name, Sera’s stomach sank. ‘I’ll text him to let him know when I’m coming.’ She frowned and rubbed a hand over her tummy.



Sera lugged the cat crate from her van, pushed open Toby’s door with her foot and called out, ‘Hey, Herriot, I’m here.’ It was just before six. Surgery hours were over and Jess had left for the day.

She peeked into the consultation room. The lights were on, but it was empty, so she put the crate on the examination table and went through to the treatment area.

‘Herriot,’ she called again. ‘Where are—’ She froze mid-step, her jaw hanging so low she could have tripped over it.

Toby was leaning against the cat cages with one hand shoved casually into his pocket. There was a soft smile on his lips, and his eyes were hooded, almost seductively.

In front of him was a woman, older than Toby if Sera had to guess, with a messy blonde bun piled on top of her head. She was wearing a tiny white sundress that showed off her well-sculpted and perfectly tanned legs, and a smile that was definitely flirtatious.

Sera’s foot finally landed with a thud and she lost her balance, stumbling heavily into the door, which crashed against the wall with a clang that echoed around the surgery.

Toby and the mystery woman’s heads snapped towards her.

He straightened up. ‘Sera. What are you doing here? Oh. Right. The cat.’ He ran a hand through his hair. ‘I won’t be a sec.’

Sera blinked, then blinked again. And then one more time as she pointed her thumb back towards the consultation room, and asked, ‘Should I…?’

The woman waved a hand. ‘I was just going. I don’t want to hold you up any more than I already have, Dr McManus.’ She placed the waving hand on Toby’s forearm and squeezed.

A jolt of something hot and unpleasant gushed through Sera, something so bitter that it scalded her throat.

‘It’s fine.’ Toby lowered his voice. ‘You’re not holding me up, and…’ He smiled. ‘Call me Toby.’ Sera bit her lip and leaned forward to listen.

The woman smiled back, and Sera’s eyebrows bunched together.

‘Should I call you later?’ he asked the woman.

Sera’s eyes widened.

‘You definitely should call me later, Toby,’ the woman replied. Then she winked at him. A tiny wink. The kind of wink Ethan James would be proud of.

Sera swore Toby blushed, and her heartbeat whooshed in her ears.

‘Hi,’ the woman said to Sera with an extremely white smile as she sashayed past. Then she gave Toby a finger wave and disappeared out the door in a cloud of something that smelled expensive.

Sera’s gaze travelled from the swinging door back to Toby.

They stared at each other, a clock ticking on the wall so loud that Sera felt every passing second hammering inside her skull.

Toby was the first to blink. He cleared his throat. Twice. ‘How was your lunch?’

Sera snapped her jaw closed. ‘Oh, no you don’t. No. No. Nope. Who… was that?’ She pointed at the door.

‘What? What are you talking about?’ He stalked past her towards the consultation room.

Sera coughed out a tight laugh. ‘What am I talking about?’ She followed him. ‘The woman that you’re ringing later.’

He shrugged. ‘Katherine. Kate. She’s a drug rep. She, uh, you know… comes by with drugs.’

Sera’s head was nodding continuously. ‘And you’re calling her later about a delivery?’

He stared at her. ‘No, Sera. I’m calling her later about having dinner.’

Her eyebrows made a mad dash for each other. ‘Oh. I… I.’ She briefly squeezed her eyes shut as she tried to get her act together. ‘I didn’t know you were… looking to date… anyone.’

Toby turned away. ‘I wasn’t. But she’s nice, and she’s…’ He stopped for a moment, took a deep breath, and said, ‘not exactly unattractive.’

Sera tutted and rolled her eyes. ‘If you like that kind of thing.’

He glanced over his shoulder at her. ‘What guy doesn’t like that kind of thing?’

Sera looked down at her muddy, paw print-covered sweatshirt and dog hair-encrusted leggings and swallowed back an ickiness she really wasn’t liking.

‘Anyway,’ he said. ‘You’re dating James. Why shouldn’t I be dating?’

‘Oh. Ah. You should. I mean, of course you should. You definitely should. Why shouldn’t you?’ She was babbling like the idiot she suddenly felt she was, and wanted to crawl into a hole. She sucked in a breath. ‘So,’ she said, fiddling with some notes on Toby’s bench. ‘Where are you taking her?’

‘I was thinking about that Thai place on the beach.’

‘Our Thai place?’ she blurted before she could stop herself, and her cheeks tingled.

He stared at her with a bemused gaze, his lips quirking up at the corners. ‘I didn’t realise that was… our place. Would you rather I took her somewhere else?’

She wanted to kick herself and wondered if she could do it quietly, without Toby noticing. Give herself a swift kick on the shins so she’d shut the hell up.

‘Of course not. Take her wherever you like. I just thought you might like to go somewhere a bit less… casual. She looks like she likes fancy.’

‘You mean, fancy like the place I took you last night?’ He smirked. ‘Thanks for the advice. I’ll take it onboard. Anyway, what’s up with the cat?’ He peered into the cage.

Sera was frowning so hard her brow encroached on her vision. ‘Maybe the flu.’

He nodded. ‘I’ll put her in quarantine.’

She tagged sulkily after him as he took the cat to the treatment room. ‘So, how long have you two known each other?’ she asked, then balled her hands into fists and thumped her thighs because the words had shot out of her mouth without permission.

He snapped on gloves, took the cat from the crate and put her into a special enclosure. ‘Kate’s been coming here for a few months.’

‘And is this the first time you’ve asked her out?’

He took a long beat, his gaze searing into her. ‘Are you seeing James tonight?’

She narrowed her eyes. ‘Why? Do you want to double-date?’

He barked out a laugh. ‘Jesus, no. Anyway. You’d better go. I’ve got a few things to do before I close up.’

Sera’s jaw dropped open for the umpteenth time in the last ten minutes. Was he throwing her out?

He pushed past her again, back through to reception and held open the door to the carpark.

He was throwing her out. ‘Right,’ she said. ‘I’ll call you tomorrow. Is that okay?’

He blew out an exasperated breath. ‘When did you ever have to ask if it was okay to call me?’



Sera sat in her van, staring off into the distance, clutching the steering wheel.

Toby was going on a date. A date. She’d known him for two years and he’d never once gone on a date. Well, there was that one time her mother set him up with her hairdresser. And there was that girl at the chicken shop who asked him out for a coffee. But not a date date. A real, grown-up going-out-to-a-restaurant-with-an-attractive-older-woman date.

She gnawed her thumbnail.

But it was good, wasn’t it? That he was dating. He should be dating. He deserved to be dating. She was dating. Sort of. Actually, she had no idea what she and Ethan were doing. But that shouldn’t affect what Toby did.

So why did she feel sick? Her stomach had been churning from the moment she saw Toby gazing at the woman called Kate, all lovestruck and sooky-eyed like a teenage boy. Nope. That wasn’t right. He hadn’t looked like a teenage boy at all. He’d looked like an incredibly tall, hot and horny man about to devour the woman alive. She’d seen women look at him like that before, but she’d never seen Toby look at another woman the way he’d looked at Kate. Another woman? Did she mean a woman other than her?

She shook her head. Why was she being so weird? Why did the thought of him dating someone make her throat burn as if she’d just downed a hot curry? Was she—

‘Oh. My. God. I’m jealous.’

‘I’m sorry. I didn’t get that,’ Siri answered.

‘Shut up, Siri,’ she said, and put her van into drive.




Chapter Thirteen [image: ]

Sera was in her office with the Rose’s Rescue donation account open and her father on the phone. She was still in a mood, the same mood that had come home with her from Toby’s place, tagged behind her all night, curled up next to her in bed and poked her in the stomach over and over while she tried to sleep. She half-expected it to be in the kitchen flipping pancakes for her in the morning, finger waving with overly white teeth.

‘Dad. You shouldn’t have done that.’

‘Done what, poppet?’

‘Donated five grand. You can’t keep giving me money.’

‘I don’t know what you’re talking about.’

‘You may have used Woodward as your screen name – you could have chosen a less famous journo to name yourself after, by the way – but you also put in your email for the receipt. And, I know your credit card number.’

‘Damn. But I’m not giving it to you, I’m giving it to the dogs and cats. And it’s a tax deduction.’

‘Daaad,’ she whined.

‘Seeeraaa,’ he mimicked back at her.

She laughed. ‘Thank you. It’ll help a lot.’

‘I can’t have you worrying about money all the time, and I can’t have you giving into your mother. If you love that place, we’ll have to make sure you get to keep it. You’re so much happier now that you…’ He hesitated. ‘Have purpose.’

If her mother had said those words to her it would have stung, because it would have come from a place of judgement. But she had no doubt that her father was proud of her.

‘Thanks, Dad.’

‘How’s everything else going? How’s your actor friend?’

‘I’m seeing him in a bit. He doesn’t know it yet, but he’s taking Buffy to a group training session.’ She thought for a moment. ‘Hey, Dad, can I ask you something?’

‘Shoot.’

‘Mum keeps telling me to take care of Toby. She seems to think he may have…’ She sighed. ‘Feelings for me. Do you think that too?’

‘Of course he does. He adores you.’

‘I’m talking, you know, feelings feelings.’

‘Have you asked him?’

She stared at the phone on her desk in horror. ‘God, no.’

‘Maybe you should.’

‘No. Definitely not. What if…’ She chewed the side of her cheek as she ran it through her mind. ‘Dad, what if he said yes?’

‘You two have definitely got something special. Would it be so terrible?’

She put her chin in her hands. ‘Yes. No. Oh god, I don’t know, Dad.’ She sighed, long and heavy. ‘Okay. Let’s say he did say yes and let’s say I decided to give it a shot. I’m not saying I would, this is only a hypothetical, but let’s say I did. What if it didn’t work out? What if we broke up? I’d lose him. I can’t risk that. I won’t. It’s not worth it.’ She took a breath. ‘Anyway, that’s not what either of us wants.’

‘Okay, poppet.’

‘I should go,’ she said. ‘Thank you for the donation. Please don’t do it again.’

‘Now you’ve told me about the email thing, you’ll never know.’

‘Daaad.’

He laughed. ‘Bye, sweetheart. Call your mother. She wants to organise a dinner for you and your actor friend.’

‘Bye, Dad.’

Sera hung up, dropped her head to the desk, lightly banged it and groaned.

‘Hello?’ she heard from the front room.

She snapped up, tucked her hair behind her ears and straightened her top. ‘Back here, Ethan.’ Then she remembered Francine the Maltese was somewhere in the house. ‘Wait!’

‘A little help?’ he called back.

Ethan was standing in the doorway, filling the frame with his broad shoulders and long legs, and staring down at Francine, who was blocking his way like a tiny, fluffy white sentinel.

He looked up, relief washing over his face when he saw Sera.

‘She’s wagging,’ he said.

‘A wagging tail is not always friendly.’ She scooped up Francine.

His shoulders relaxed. ‘She seems friendly enough with you?’

She nodded her head for him to follow her up the hall. ‘I’ve got a crate in my office. I’ll pop her away.’

‘Where is everyone?’

‘Carol, one of my volunteers, is down in the kennels. I’ll get her to chase Buffy up, we need her for today.’ She popped Francine into her crate, turned to Ethan, smiled and said, ‘Hi.’

‘Hi.’ His face lit up and dimples exploded in his cheeks. ‘I missed you.’

She hitched a breath and clutched the back of a chair.

‘This is my first time behind the scenes. So, this is your office,’ he said as he looked around.

She patted a bead of sweat from her top lip. ‘Where the magic doesn’t happen.’

He chuckled. ‘I’d like to read some of your writing someday, if you’d let me.’

‘Just go to PeacefulSlumbers.com.au.’

He glanced over his shoulder. ‘Can I have a tour? If there’s time.’

She laughed. ‘It’ll take about two minutes.’ She waved her arm around. ‘This, as you said, is my office.’

‘I like the addition of the three dog beds.’

‘And out here…’

She waited for him to move, but he just pressed himself into the doorjamb and sucked in his breath. His lips quirked into a crooked grin. ‘After you.’

She looked up at him as she tried to squeeze past, but he stretched out an arm and blocked her exit. Her boobs were squished against his tight abs, and as she tried to wiggle through the gap, the friction between their bodies almost made her gasp. He gazed down at her, his blue eyes sparkling with mischief. Then he dipped his head, his soft, full pout moving rapidly towards her mouth.

She quickly scooted under his arm before his lips could find hers.

‘No kissing. Remember?’

‘Oh, yeah. I vaguely remembered that rule… the last time we were kissing.’ He grinned and caught the tip of his tongue in his front teeth.

Her heart fluttered all over the place and she scowled at him, trying her best to look stern. ‘Well, we’re working today. So—’

‘So we can kiss when we’re not working? Is that our new rule?’ He lifted a brow.

She puffed out in exasperation and moved into the room across the hall. ‘This is the lounge room.’ She quickly fluffed the cushions.

The third bedroom had been converted into a lounge room when the reception area took over the original living space. The room was small, but cosy, with a maroon couch and chaise taking up most of the floor. A giant television hung on one wall, an unused fireplace housing a pile of books took up another, and the third wall had a window that looked down the paddock towards the kennels and the small barn beyond.

Ethan picked up a framed photo of her and Toby wearing Christmas hats and laughing while brandishing turkey drumsticks.

‘Cute,’ he said.

‘That was last Christmas. His mum was on a cruise again, so he had Christmas with my family.’

He nodded and picked up another photo.

It was a selfie of the two of them lying on the maroon couch, squeezed in side by side.

He turned it towards her, one eyebrow arching.

She shrugged. ‘Some movie night, probably.’

He put it back down and picked up a third, a photo of Toby cradling Buffy in his arms in a heart-shaped frame. He studied it, his teeth worrying his bottom lip.

‘Anyway.’ She took the photo from his hand and placed it back on the side table. ‘This is the lounge room.’

She shoved him into the hall and pointed at a closed door. ‘Bathroom.’ Then to the kitchen. ‘Kitchen.’ Then she stopped and said, ‘At the end is my bedroom. And that’s it. Let’s go.’

He gave her a looked that said no way, smiled and pushed past her.

She sighed and traipsed after him.

He stopped just inside her bedroom door and looked around.

‘Shit,’ she said as she shouldered him out of the way. She dragged her doona over her unmade bed, and a bra flipped into the air and landed at her feet. ‘Shit!’ She kicked it under the bed. ‘It’s messy. I’m a little messy.’

‘You’re busy,’ he said. ‘And by the way, I’ve seen a bra before. And as you’ve seen my naked arse, I don’t think you should be stressing about me seeing your underwear on the floor.’ He reached down and collected another bra, holding it between thumb and forefinger as he dangled it in the air.

She snatched it from his hand and tossed it over her shoulder, spun him around and forced him out the door as he laughed. ‘We have to go,’ she said.

‘What’s the plan for today?’ he asked as he stumbled down the hall, her hands still propelling him forward.

‘We’re going to do some dog training.’



‘Now, I don’t want you to panic,’ Sera said as they drove up the road that led to the oval. ‘There are going to be a few dogs here.’

He looked over at her. ‘Okaaay?’

‘But they’ll all be on the leash.’

‘Uh-huh.’

‘It’s the local dog training group. I’ve booked you and Buffy into a class.’

‘Right. You know I’ve never trained a dog in my life?’

‘That’s why you’re taking a class. You’ll be in with the beginners.’

He nodded.

‘The instructor is great.’

‘Wait. You’re not leaving me here?’

‘Of course not. I’ll be watching.’

She parked the van, took Buffy from the back and handed her off to Ethan.

‘What are you doing?’ he asked, looking at the dog by his feet.

‘I think you should walk her over to the class.’

He took a cap from his back pocket, put it on and pulled down the peak. ‘Okay. Let’s get you trained, Buffy.’

Sera sat on a plastic seat in the mottled shade of a weeping willow and watched Ethan trudge towards the row of dogs and owners with Buffy obediently in tow.

‘Hi, Sera,’ an older woman said.

‘Hi, Maggie,’ Sera said, as the woman took a seat beside her. ‘Thanks for the donation. I saw it this morning.’

The woman patted Sera’s thigh. ‘You’re welcome.’ She pointed to Ethan. ‘Is that Buffy out there?’

‘Yep. That’s Buff.’

‘Who’s she with?’

‘A friend of mine. Ethan.’

‘In the beginners?’

‘He’s new to dog training,’ Sera said.

Maggie nodded. ‘Does he know Buffy has passed beginners? And every other level?’

‘Nope.’

‘Does he know it’s ribbon day today?’

‘He wouldn’t even know what that is.’

Maggie chuckled. ‘Buffy’s about to get him a beginner’s level ribbon.’

Ethan glanced back over his shoulder and gave Sera a wave.

She gave him a thumbs-up. ‘That’s the plan.’



Applause rang out across the park as the last of the beginners group accepted their ribbons.

Sera put two fingers in her mouth and let out an ear-piercing whistle.

Ethan turned towards her, blue ribbon clutched in his hand, and gave her an exaggerated bow with a flourish worthy of the greatest Shakespearean actors. He jogged over, Buffy running excitedly beside him.

‘Check it out,’ he said, showing Sera the ribbon. ‘Pretty good for a first-timer.’ He turned to Maggie and smiled. ‘Hi.’

‘Impressive work out there today,’ Maggie said.

‘Thanks,’ Ethan said, a wide smile bursting across his face. ‘It was my first time. I mean, Buffy did all the work.’ He reached down and ruffled the dog’s head. ‘We’re a good team.’

Sera thought her heart would explode. Look at him, patting her dog.

‘A dog will only follow a strong leader. Don’t underestimate yourself,’ Maggie said.

His smile widened as he studied the shiny strip of blue material clutched proudly in his hand.

Sera turned to Maggie and mouthed, ‘Thank you.’

The woman rubbed Sera’s arm and winked.

Sera pushed off her chair and looped her arm through Ethan’s. ‘Come on, superstar,’ she said. ‘I told you that you could do it.’

He was still beaming. ‘I know. But I had no clue I actually could.’

She nudged him. ‘What are you going to do with your ribbon?’

‘It belongs to Buffy.’ He tried to hand it to Sera.

She pushed it away. ‘You did the work too. You keep it.’

‘Then I think I’ll put it next to my MTV Award.’

‘You have an MTV Award?’

‘Best Butt Scene.’ He grinned. ‘The butt scene you watched the other day.’

Sera laughed. ‘That’s really an award?’

‘Yep. I have an award-winning butt.’ He smiled, bent over a little and wiggled his arse at her.

She laughed, her bad morning mood completely forgotten.



‘How’d it go today?’ Carol asked from behind the rescue reception desk.

Sera dropped onto the couch opposite her with a contented sigh.

‘It went brilliantly. He took Buffy through her paces at training and they got a ribbon. I think he’s on his way home to frame it.’

‘I take it he doesn’t know Buffy has already been through her training?’

‘No, he does not, and we’re not going to tell him. He’s on top of the world right now.’

Carol raised her eyebrows. She was older than Sera by about ten years and had a way of chastising without saying a word. She usually saved that talent for Tia and Jackie, but not today.

‘Please don’t look at me like that. He needed a win, and this was a good win. It’ll give his confidence a boost. He needed it after Miss Francine and her damn teeth.’ Sera sighed and joined Carol at the reception desk. ‘What’s been happening here?’

‘Dr McManus came by. He dropped back the cat you left with him yesterday. It’s not cat flu, just conjunctivitis. He left some drops. I asked him to check the newborn kittens while he was here, and he’s taken one back to the surgery with him.’

‘The ginger tom?’ Carol nodded. ‘Damn.’

‘I also asked him to take Francine, to assess her around men. After that, we had a cup of tea and a nice chat.’

Sera leaned against the counter, her arms crossed over her chest. ‘What did you chat about?’

‘Mostly you, actually. He gushed about how much he admires you and what you’ve done here.’ Carol looked at her and smiled in a way that made Sera glance away and fidget with a pile of magazines. ‘He’s such a lovely man, isn’t he?’ Carol continued. ‘I hope my son turns out to be half the man Dr McManus is.’

Sera forced an awkward smile. ‘I better give him a ring.’

She lay on her bed with the curtains drawn, the lights off and her phone resting on her boobs. It wasn’t news that Toby admired the work she did at Rose’s Rescue – he’d told her often enough – so why did Toby talking to Carol about her throw her for a loop? Or rather, gushing to Carol. Carol had specifically said gushing. Toby didn’t gush. Not that he wasn’t capable of it, but his humour was so sharp, he was more likely to tease. Like her. That’s why they bounced off each other so well. They had the same sense of humour. So why was her heart being such a jerk, flittering and fluttering all over the place at the mention of his name? She’d tolerate it swelling a little when he was treating a kitten, or hitching when he was being adorable with Buffy, or even aching if he was sad. Friendship heart things. But racing like a bullet train, and skipping a beat? They were off the menu. They were the kind of heart things she should be reserving for Ethan. And the heat. The delicious pooling heat. That wasn’t a friendship thing either.

Her phone rang against her cleavage, and she leaped out of her skin, causing it to slip off her boobs, bounce on the mattress and drop to the floor with a thud. She leaned over, scrambling to grab it. She cursed silently when her heart hiccupped at the sight of Toby’s name.

Argh. She sucked in a slow breath and answered. ‘I was just about to call you.’ Did she sound flustered? She sounded flustered.

‘Did Carol tell you what’s going on?’

‘The ginger tom is in trouble.’

‘He’s on a drip. I’ll do what I can, but prepare yourself. He’s very young and very small.’

‘Thank you, Herriot. You must get so sick of me and my animals. Am I your problem client?’

He took a beat. ‘Is that what we are now? Vet and client?’

She squeezed her eyes shut. Nooo. What was happening to them? It seemed like every time they talked these days, they ended up bickering. ‘Don’t be so sensitive, Herriot.’

‘Sorry. I’m tired.’ He sighed heavily. ‘Did you work with James today?’

‘We took Buffy to training. They got a ribbon.’

‘Of course they did. That dog has had so much training she could probably train other dogs!’

‘But Ethan doesn’t know that.’

‘So you’re lying to him now?’

‘No… yes. But it’s a good lie.’

‘You must have learned that from him.’

She frowned and ignored his swipe. ‘You should have seen his face,’ she said brightly. ‘He was so proud of himself, couldn’t stop smiling. He needed that. Needed the confidence boost.’

He huffed. ‘He doesn’t strike me as someone who lacks confidence.’

‘Herriot.’ There was another long beat. ‘I heard you entertained Carol today,’ Sera said.

‘What did she tell you?’ he asked suspiciously.

‘That she hoped her son grows up to be just like you.’

‘You don’t have to sound so sarcastic when you say that. He could do worse than be a vet.’

She slapped her forehead. ‘I wasn’t being sarcastic. And I don’t think she was talking about his future profession. She thinks you’re wonderful and hopes her son grows into half the man you are. Which he might just do. Because he’s kind of short.’

‘Haha. Hilarious. Are you coming over tonight? We can order in and catch up on last week’s Survivor. You can swoon over Jeff Probst’s dimples or whatever.’

Discomfort gnawed at her. Normally, she’d say sure. In fact, normally she’d probably already be there. She practically lived there. Normally. But tonight, she wanted a break from it all. A break from everything.

She squeezed out a laugh. ‘I do love the Probst dimples, but I think I might stay home. I’ll catch up on the ep here. We can do pizza and the new episode tomorrow. Do you mind?’

‘Of course not,’ he said, sounding very much as if he minded. Quite a lot.

‘Thanks Herriot. By the way, what happened to your date? Have you booked somewhere fancy yet?’ She winced. Why did she ask that? She rubbed her stomach as the churning made a comeback.

‘Nope, not yet.’

‘Why not?’

‘I’m thinking about it.’

‘What’s to think about? You said you thought she was attractive, right?’

‘I’m not sure it’s a good idea,’ he said. ‘I don’t think it would be smart to start something with somebody that I also have a professional relationship with.’ He took a dramatic pause. ‘You know what I mean?’

If he’d been holding a mic, he’d just dropped it.



As the sun was setting, Sera waved goodbye to Carol, checked on the animals, locked the front door, closed her eyes and let the peace wash over her.

She made cheese on toast and took it to the lounge room, plopped onto her couch and pulled a rug over her knees.

Turning on the television, she hit Netflix. In her Recommended for You queue was the next Throne of Kings movie.

She squished her lips together and smiled.

‘Up, Buff,’ she said, patting the cushions. ‘What do you say? Shall we watch your bestie?’

Buffy turned, as if expecting him to walk in.

Sera scratched the dog’s ear as she hit play. Then she grinned to herself and grabbed her phone.
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She sent back a flame emoji.

And he sent back a heart.




Chapter Fourteen [image: ]

Sera stood on the pavement and exploded in an excited squeak. She’d just had a meeting with Peaceful Slumbers Funerals, and they’d signed her on a twelve-month contract. She’d committed to four articles per month, the content of which they were happy for her to pitch, along with ad hoc website updates and the occasional content for any of their other communication streams. Her articles may even feature in the Funeral Owners Association’s bimonthly newsletter. It would be a lot of work, and it might not be her dream job, but the people were lovely and it was consistent money and good experience – and actually interesting, in a morbid kind of way. Plus, it’d be great on her resume. If she had a resume.

She slid into her van and instantly called Toby. His vet nurse picked up.

‘Hey, Jess, can he talk?’

‘Let me check,’ the young woman said.

‘Hey.’ Toby’s voice boomed through her speakers, soft and deep and warm.

‘Hey,’ she said, sounding a little too breathy for her liking. ‘How’s our ginger tom?’

‘He made it through the night, but he’s going to need regular feeds. Can one of your foster carers help?’

‘I’ll ring around.’

Feeding a newborn kitten was a massive undertaking. They required a bottle every two to four hours. Sera had a few people dotted around the local area who fostered cats and dogs, and the occasional rabbit or guinea pig. If Rose’s Rescue became crowded, or an animal wasn’t settling into the shelter situation, or there were babies that needed extra attention, she could call on one of her foster carers for help. Rose’s may have only four dogs in the kennels at the moment, but they had another five in foster care.

And Rose’s Rescue might be small, but Sera’s dreams for it were big. She wanted to add high-end boarding for cats and dogs, a doggy day-care with a video service so people could watch their furry friends from work, and maybe even a pool so she could offer hydrotherapy services. She had the room and the support, it was just the money that had always eluded her. But her fingers were crossed that would soon change.

‘Guess what?’

‘What?’

‘I just signed a contract with the funeral place. Twelve months, and a regular paycheque.’ She squealed excitedly.

‘Ser! That’s amazing. Congratulations! You deserve it.’

‘Thanks, Herriot. They showed me a dead body.’

‘What? Ew.’

‘I know, right? They took me into where all the stuff happens with the deceased persons, and there was a dead guy in there.’

‘Shit! Didn’t they realise?’

‘I don’t know! They were like, and here’s the mortuary, as if they were on a game show or something, arm sweeping out over a new set of crockery.’

Toby was laughing. ‘And with your coffee maker, you can get this dead guy!’

‘Complete with new suit!’

They burst into laughter, gasping and wheezing.

‘Oh,’ she said, rubbing her stomach. ‘We shouldn’t be laughing. It’s disrespectful.’

He chuckled a little more. ‘I guess. Hey, why don’t I grab some champagne and we can celebrate tonight over Survivor? And if you’re lucky, I might even let you watch Jurassic Park and you can lust after Dr Ian Malcolm.’

‘Ooo. I love it when you talk dirty.’

He laughed again. ‘See you around seven.’

She hung up, on top of the world. Regular writing work, a steady income and laughing with Toby. Really laughing, until-her-sides-ached kind of laughing. The relief that crashed over her made her sigh out loud.

Her phone rang as she pulled out from the curb. When she saw it was Ethan, a pang of something oddly resembling guilt coiled in her gut.

‘Hi,’ she said. ‘I was going to ring you later about tomorrow. I was thinking we might go back to the dog park, if you’re up for it?’

There was a beat of silence. ‘I suppose I’ve got to push through that. But I didn’t call you about tomorrow. I want to ask you something.’

Sera’s eyebrows shot up, then quickly knitted into a deep frown as she listened, her mood bouncing from surprise to absolute terror. He’d had a last-minute invite to a movie premiere and its after-party on Saturday. An announcement about his casting in Sit, Stay, Love was going out in a press release the day before, so he’d be talking up the project on the red carpet. And he wanted her to be his plus one.

‘I mean, if you’d like to,’ he said.

Her mouth opened and closed, then opened and closed, then opened and closed once more as words tried to find their way from her brain to her tongue. Sweat beaded across her brow, so she turned up the air conditioner and angled the vent towards her face.

Sera was not a party person. She never had been, not even at uni. And she was certainly not a red-carpet person. She didn’t own a single pair of heels, and she only had two dresses. One of which he’d already seen. She swallowed over the lump in her throat. ‘I… uh… um… you don’t want me there. You’ll be working.’

‘Only at the beginning of the thing, and I do want you there. I want you on my arm. It can be our… I don’t know, debut.’

‘Uh…’

He chuckled. ‘Or not. Either way, I would love you to be there with me.’

A tiny whimper escaped her lips. ‘How fancy will it be?’

‘Cocktail dress, maybe? I’ll ask Lena, my publicist. She wants to meet you too, to talk about the fundraiser. I’ll be in a suit. She’s got me a stylist. We’re thinking Tom Ford. But as it’s early evening, I probably won’t wear a tie.’

Sera listened to him casually talking about stylists and PR people and Tom Ford. This was way out of her league. Way, way, way out. It was a whole other world. ‘I don’t know, Ethan. I don’t really do parties.’

‘Come on,’ he said. ‘It’ll be fun. It’s free booze and food, and a free movie. You love movies.’

‘What movie is it?’ she asked.

‘It’s that new Jurassic Park spin-off. I can’t remember the name.’

She gasped. ‘Seriously?’ Images of sipping champagne while talking to Jeff Goldblum flashed through her mind. ‘Are any of the stars going to be there?’

‘I don’t know. Maybe?’

‘Well…’ She wavered.

‘I hate to pressure you, but you have to tell me now. They need confirmed numbers.’

‘Okay. Yes!’ she said, surprising herself. Then instantly panicked. What had she done?

He whooped out a cheer. ‘Brilliant! We’ll have a great time.’

She gulped. ‘If you say so.’

Ten minutes later, she pulled up outside Linda Watkins’s house.

Her friend waved from the doorstep, her tanned, pregnant belly poking out between a crop top and a pair of shimmering yoga shorts. ‘What’s this fashion emergency?’ she asked, ushering Sera inside.

‘Ethan James invited me to a red-carpet thingy on Saturday.’

She nodded, all business. ‘Is it formal, cocktail or smart casual?’

Sera shrugged. ‘He thinks cocktail, but he’s not sure.’

Linda rolled her eyes. ‘God. Men. They’re so useless at this stuff. Did he tell you what he’s wearing?’

‘Tom Ford suit, no tie.’

Linda nodded again and gave Sera a look that suggested she was impressed. ‘Tom Ford. Classic. Okay. Let’s go raid my wardrobe.’

As teenagers, Sera and Linda had been inseparable, and borrowing each other’s clothes was as routine as sharing secrets or their crushes on boys. They wore the same size and had often pooled their money to buy one of something to share between them, like the pre-loved Dior crossbody bag they’d snagged on eBay and created an actual roster for.

Linda flung open her wardrobe, with a ‘Tah-dah!’

Sera’s chin dropped. ‘It’s a walk-in.’ She turned to Linda with saucer eyes and her finger pointing towards a dusky pink velvet bench. ‘With a seat.’

Linda laughed. ‘It’s pretty much why we bought the place. Once I saw the wardrobe, I just had to have the house that went with it.’

Sera ran her hand along a row of dresses in every conceivable colour. ‘Wow. You were always into clothes, but… this is a lot. I feel like I’m in Sex and the City or something.’

Her friend shrugged. ‘Tom has loads of client dinners and parties and boring things like that. Before he knocked me up, we were out four or five times a week, and as a finance portfolio manager, he has to look as if he’s followed his own advice and can afford the good things in life. Which he can, by the way. Which is how we can afford to live in Freshwater.’ She sat on the edge of her bed. ‘Do you see anything you like?’

Sera grimaced. It was overwhelming; the whole thing was overwhelming. She was definitely over-overwhelmed.

Linda squeezed her hand. ‘Don’t panic. I’ll pull a few things out for you.’

Linda fluttered about, laying a couple of dresses on the bed and hanging another two on the door. ‘Anything catch your eye?’

Sera looked over the selection. There was a black sequined shift with a deep V-neckline, a pink floaty chiffon number and something so short, Sera doubted it would cover her butt.

‘I like this one,’ she said, pointing to a red burnished satin dress with a sweetheart neckline, tight bodice and full swing skirt.

Carol smiled. ‘I forgot you like the vintage stuff.’ She took the fifties-style dress off the hanger and handed it to Sera.

Sera held it against her body and looked in the mirror. ‘Is it too red?’

Linda tugged at the bottom of Sera’s top. ‘There’s no such thing as too red. Try it on.’

Sera unbuttoned the green kitten-print shirt she’d worn for her meeting, pulled off her sneakers, slid out of her black capri pants and stood in front of Linda in her underwear. Memories washed over her of Saturday nights holed up in her bedroom, the two of them trying on clothes and playing with makeup, dancing around as they watched Rage.

‘It’s like being at school again,’ Linda said, as if she’d read her friend’s thoughts. ‘And you’ve still got your banging body.’ She turned sideways, patted her pregnant belly and pouted.

‘I don’t have a banging body.’

‘Oh, please. Everyone wanted your boobs when we were teenagers. Especially the boys.’

Sera tutted and shook her head as she stepped into the dress, wiggled it up over her hips, and slid her arms through the cap sleeves.

Linda zipped her up then tied the wide black ribbon around the waist into a bow. ‘Holy shit. No one’s going to be looking at your date.’

Sera frowned. ‘That’s not good. They need to look at him. This is a big night for Ethan. I should pick something else.’

‘No.’ Linda grabbed her by the shoulders and turned her to face the mirror. ‘You should not.’

A smile crept across Sera’s face. ‘It looks quite nice, doesn’t it?’ She’d never worn a dress this glamorous. She wouldn’t have thought she could have pulled it off, but looking at herself in the mirror, she was pleasantly surprised.

Linda rolled her eyes. ‘Quite nice? You and your modesty. You look stunning. Let me find the shoes that go with it.’

‘Not too high. I don’t do heels anymore. I’d probably break an ankle.’

Linda handed her a pair of black pumps with a tiny kitten heel, and Sera slid them on.

‘Okay?’

Sera nodded. ‘What about my hair, should I get it done?’

‘Just let those wild tresses fall free.’

She pulled out her scrunchie and her hair tumbled down with a soft bounce, her auburn curls swishing just above her creamy shoulders.

‘Perfect,’ Linda said. ‘You’re a knockout. Ethan James is a very lucky man.’



Toby dropped two pizza boxes onto the coffee table and handed Sera a glass of champagne.

‘Cheers,’ he said, picking up his glass and clinking it against hers. ‘Congratulations on the contract. You… urned it.’ He smirked.

She groaned. ‘Bad joke alert.’

He chuckled. ‘So, a movie premiere, huh?’ he said, flopping onto the couch beside her. He leaned forward, placed a pizza slice on a plate and handed it to her.

She took a bite and mumbled, ‘Uh-huh.’ A trickle of grease escaped her lips and dripped down her chin.

Tearing off a piece of paper towel, he gently dabbed at the oily smear. She leaned in closer and pushed her chin towards his hand. He froze, holding her gaze for two beats too long.

‘What?’ she asked, sitting back, her cheeks tingling under his stare.

His teeth bothered his bottom lip. Then he sighed, screwed up the paper towel and tossed it onto the table. ‘Nothing. Just that you’d better not eat at the party if that’s how you’re going to do it.’

Her eyes narrowed before she pressed her face against his shoulder and wiped her mouth back and forth.

‘Hey! This was a clean shirt,’ he sputtered.

She laughed and gave him a shove. ‘Serves you right.’

He squinted, a smirk twitching on his lips, and shoved her back.

She gasped in mock offence, pulled back her fist and thumped him.

‘Ow!’ he cried.

Then they shoved each other, laughing as they tussled on the couch, until Toby collapsed onto the cushions with his hands up in surrender.

‘Child,’ she said with a grin.

He shook his head and chuckled, sat up and tossed the remote into her lap. ‘The Probst dimples are waiting for you. Though, I don’t know if I should encourage your obsession with old guys.’

‘Jeff Goldblum is not old in Jurassic Park! Ian Malcolm is in his prime, and, well, Kevin Costner is ageless. And it’s not Jeff Probst. It’s his dimples! You know how I feel about dimples.’

Toby’s eyes narrowed. ‘Yeah, I’ve seen what James’s dimples do to you.’

She tutted loudly. ‘Anyway, when did you get so ageist?’

‘I’m not. I’m just pointing out your thing for older men.’

‘Okay then. What about Regé-Jean Page, the duke from Bridgerton? He’s young – and hot. And all the Chrises. Hemsworth, Evans, Pratt and Pine. Hot, hot, hot and hot.’ She emphasised each hot, with a jab to his arm.

Toby put up his hands. ‘Okay. okay. You don’t need to list off every guy you lust after.’ He rubbed where her finger had prodded.

‘You started it.’

He laughed. ‘And I’m quickly regretting it. Just press play.’

She turned on the television and grabbed another slice of pizza.

‘I am a bit nervous about the premiere, though,’ she said over the tribal beats of the Survivor theme. ‘I haven’t been to something like this before. I’m worried I’ll look completely out of place. Or that I’ll rock up with shit on my shoe.’

‘You’ll probably look better than most of the celebrities,’ he said.

‘I doubt it. They’re all gorgeous.’

He sniffed. ‘In case you haven’t noticed Sera, you’re also gorgeous.’

She rolled her eyes.

‘Don’t roll your eyes at me. You’re beautiful. The freckles on your nose, your pale green eyes and that hair of yours that still manages to look as sexy as hell, even when you don’t brush it – which you hardly ever seem to do. And you can wear anything. Even my enormous sweatshirts look good on your…’ He took a hard swallow. ‘Perfect body. Don’t put yourself down. You’ll be the most stunning woman there.’ He looked away and took a bite of his pizza.

She gaped, mouth dry and heart thundering in her chest. When she tried to breathe, her lungs seemed to have forgotten how.

‘You’re staring at me,’ he said without turning to face her.

A quiet breath left her lips, followed by a soft inhale. ‘I…’ She breathed out again. ‘Thank you, Herriot.’

‘You’re welcome,’ he said, his eyes glued to the television.

Her fingers curled around his hand and squeezed.

He turned to her, his eyes bright with an intensity that pulled her right back to the moment on her couch when he’d touched her in a way he never had before.

Her breath hitched as his gaze drifted from her eyes to her lips and lingered there.

Then he cleared his throat and slipped his hand from hers, pushed back his hair and said something she didn’t quite catch because her thoughts were stuck on the way his tongue had flicked across his lips as he’d stared at her mouth.

‘Huh?’

‘Photos. Will you be doing photos with him? On the red carpet?’

‘Oh god.’ She gaped at him in horror. ‘I hadn’t thought about that. Organising a dress is as far as I got.’

‘Will you send me a photo of you all done up?’

She scrunched up her nose. ‘Really?’

‘Yeah.’

‘Okay. As long as you don’t make fun of me.’

‘I’m pretty sure I won’t.’

He lifted a brow and shot her a look she couldn’t quite read. But it made her heart skip over a beat. And that in turn made her stomach sink.

Sera grabbed a cushion and hugged it in front of her, as if holding it there would block out whatever it was he was making her feel. ‘I’m working with Ethan tomorrow,’ she said. ‘I’ll try to get more information out of him.’

Toby grunted. ‘It’ll be interesting to see what he’s like in his natural environment.’

‘What do you mean?’

‘How big that ego gets when the cameras are on him.’

She tutted and turned towards the TV. ‘Why are you so judgemental of him all the time? You barely know him.’

‘Neither do you. What’s it been, a week?’

‘Closer to two, actually. Anyway, I don’t want to talk about this anymore. I don’t like who you become when you talk about him.’

Toby put his plate on the table and faced her. ‘Who do I become?’

She flicked him a look from the corner of her eye. ‘Someone bitchy that I don’t like very much.’

Silence crashed down around them. She glanced at him, and his face was like stone, all his pretty softness lost in hard edges. His jaw flexed and his throat bobbed, and she couldn’t tell if he was angry or hurt or both.

She bit her lip. ‘I’m sorry. I didn’t mean that.’

‘I’m just looking out for you, Sera. Is that such a bad thing?’

‘No, it’s not. It’s nice, and I appreciate it. But… maybe you can look out for me and try being nicer about him at the same time? Like you said you would.’

His shoulders lifted and dropped with a deep sigh. ‘I’ll try.’

‘Thank you.’ But her happy mood was now gone.



Sera’s stomach gurgled with nerves as she dusted a shimmer of pink blush across her cheeks. Ethan was picking her up in ten minutes, and she was far from ready. If she’d ever be ready.

She’d sent Tia home early because she couldn’t stand the stress of the young woman constantly beaming at her. Which of course meant she was called to take in a stray dog from a pound a few suburbs over. By the time she’d done all the paperwork, settled the dog, fed all the animals and safely tucked them into their enclosures, she was running late.

She shimmied into the dress, then squeezed her eyes shut and swore. ‘Shit.’ The zip. She couldn’t pull the zip up all the way.

Angrily shaking her head at her colossal stupidity, she tied the big black bow around her waist, slipped on her shoes and looked in the mirror. She tousled her hair, bringing her fringe forward, nodded and said, ‘It’ll do,’ just as the doorbell rang. ‘Shit!’

She grabbed the tiny black satin bag Linda had selected, took one last look in the mirror and hurried out of her room, her heels slipping on the wooden floorboards along the way. She caught herself before she fell and put her hand on the wall for support. Then she took a deep breath, called, ‘I’m coming,’ and very slowly walked down the hall.

When she pulled the door open in a rush, Ethan had his back to her. And when he turned, every trace of air left her lungs, rendering her immobile.

His Tom Ford suit was dark blue with a faint check, and his stylist had matched it with a fitted black shirt, which he wore open at the neck. His hair was pushed up stylishly at the front, and he’d shaved. It was the first time she’d seen him without scruff, and he was beyond stunning.

Ethan blew out a long, low whistle. ‘Holy fuck. That’s one hell of a dress. You look incredible.’

Her face flushed, and she forced her jelly legs to move, turned and lifted her hair. ‘Can you zip me up, please?’

He touched her waist, his fingers wrapping around her middle as he closed the zip. Then he brushed his lips down the back of her neck and breathed in deeply. ‘Mm. You smell good.’

She quivered at his warm breath on her skin, dropped her hair and turned to face him. His electric blue eyes smouldered so hard her knees wobbled.

‘We’re not working now, right?’ he asked.

‘No.’ Her voice was small, barely a squeak.

Sliding an arm around her waist, he yanked her to him. ‘No rules then,’ he whispered, and his mouth found hers before she could even take a breath.

His hungry lips moved with confidence, his tongue deepening the kiss. Her heels popped out of the back of her shoes as she pushed up on her tiptoes desperate to get nearer to him, desperate to delve deeper. The arch of her back forced their hips together, and she curled her fingers into his hair and held on tight, her stomach shooting out of the gate of a roller-coaster, soaring and twirling and flipping.

He tugged her closer, shifting slightly until her whole body was pressed against his. Then he moaned. Actually moaned, deep and sexy.

Oh my god. This is the best kiss ever.

She could barely collect a coherent thought while he kissed her, hot and wet and eager, and she gasped into his mouth as sparks of heat crackled across her skin.

Then as quickly as he’d grabbed her, he gently let her go.

She almost slid to the floor.

‘I’ve been thinking about doing that all day,’ he rasped.

A tiny squeak escaped her and she touched her lips.

‘Oh god,’ he groaned. ‘Did I mess up your makeup?’

‘Is it messed up? It’s supposed to be kiss-proof.’ Lipstick had been the furthest thing from her mind. If she looked like Ronald McDonald right now, she wouldn’t care.

‘Ooo,’ he growled and quirked a brow. ‘Good planning. And you’re still perfect.’

She blushed for the two hundred and eighty-second time. ‘Do I have dog hair or poop on me or anything?’

He laughed and took her hand, threading their fingers together. ‘No. You look beautiful.’

‘You do too.’

He smiled. ‘You ready?’

‘Absolutely not.’



A long red carpet led up the footpath to the cinema. A small crowd jostled for the best view from across the street, and lights glared as cameras clicked, and the media called out the celebrities’ names.

Ethan unfolded himself from their limo, reached in and took Sera’s hand. She shuffled across the seat and stepped onto the pavement, squinting from the brightness popping all around them.

A woman approached them with a phone in her hand. ‘You’re here. Good.’

‘Sera, this is my publicist, Lena,’ Ethan said.

Lena smiled. ‘Killer dress. Did Ethan confirm the date with you for the fundraiser?’

Sera frowned and looked up at Ethan. ‘Uh…’

‘Shit. I forgot. Sorry. Lena told me the date when she told me about tonight, and I just… forgot. This is why I need people organising me.’

Lena puffed out an impatient breath. ‘Jesus, Ethan. Give me your phone, Sera.’

Sera fumbled around in the tiny bag for her phone and passed it to Lena.

She put her number in it and handed it back. ‘Call me Monday and we’ll go over the details.’

Sera nodded obediently. Lena was formidable.

Ethan grimaced and mouthed, ‘Sorry.’

‘Okay,’ Lena said to Ethan. ‘I’ve teed up interviews with all the networks, and a couple of the online sites. I’ll tell you who they are when we get to them.’ She straightened his lapel and wiped down his shoulders. ‘The Tom Ford looks good.’

Ethan nodded. ‘Anything I shouldn’t be talking about?’

‘Focus on the movie. The Sit, Stay, Love press release went out this morning with an embargo until five am tomorrow. You’ll make the Sunday papers, and the Sunday morning breakfast shows, and then they’ll do a segment on it next week. I’m trying to get you a spot with one of them.’

‘Got it.’

Sera’s eyes widened as she watched him talk with Lena. His easygoing, relaxed persona had completely vanished. He was all business, his brows knitted, concentrating as he took in the information. His shoulders were back and his chin out, and Sera would swear he was two inches taller. He looked every bit the movie star he was hoping to become. A mainstream hottie.

‘You’re going to be great,’ Lena said to him.

Sera waved her hand. ‘What should I do?’

Lena handed her a ticket. ‘Just head inside. Ethan will see you in there.’

‘Okay,’ she said as Lena grabbed Ethan by the arm and led him away.

Sera glanced around, shrugged, and walked down the street to join the end of the queue of guests waiting to enter the cinema. As she slowly approached the start of the red carpet, she could see Ethan in the distance. In his natural environment. Cameras on him. His head was back as he laughed, all sparkling and beautiful under the glare of the lights.

She spied a couple slip out of line and head towards an entrance, away from the noise and excitement exploding just metres in front of them. She followed, and the man held the door open for her as she stepped past him into the cinema complex.

‘Avoiding all that craziness too?’ he asked.

She smiled and nodded. ‘For sure.’

Inside, the red carpet continued, weaving its way past an enormous cardboard cut-out of a T-rex. Sera took out her phone and looked around.

‘Hey,’ she said to a young woman waving her arm as she guided people forward. ‘Would you mind taking a photo for me please? With the dinosaur.’

The young woman snapped a quick photo on Sera’s phone, then went back to waving her arms for people to follow.

Sera sent the photo to Toby.
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She watched as the three dots popped up on her screen, then vanished, then popped up again, then vanished again. Then his message finally appeared.
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She laughed, squeezed the phone back into her tiny bag and tagged along behind the crowd as they shuffled towards a row of ushers. A young man wearing a t-shirt emblazoned with the movie’s logo checked her ticket.

‘You’re in the main cinema,’ he said, pointing.

At the door, she received a gift bag, then another young man led her to her seat.

She scooped up the water bottle sitting on the cushion, sat down, stuffed her handbag between her knees and looked around. Everyone had a tub of popcorn in their seat’s popcorn holder, so she pulled hers into her lap and shoved a handful into her mouth, dusting away the crumbs and salt that dropped into her cleavage. Then she opened the gift bag and rifled through it. There was a hat, a t-shirt, a messenger bag and what appeared to be binoculars, all of which she’d give to Toby, and a small stuffed T-rex, which she instantly earmarked for Buffy.

Then she put everything onto the floor, shoving it under her seat, and waited.

When the cinema was almost full and Ethan still wasn’t there, she started to worry. She dug out her phone from the tiny bag and checked her messages, but there was nothing. She put her thumb to her mouth and chewed her nail. Lifting herself up using the arms of her seat she twisted around until she could see the door. Then flopped back down again, smiling awkwardly to the vaguely familiar man sitting beside her.

Was she in the wrong cinema? Had she fucked up? Was he sitting somewhere else, wondering where the hell she was? How would she ever find him?

Then the lights began to dim, and just as darkness engulfed her, she heard his voice.

‘Excuse me. Sorry. Excuse me.’

She put a hand to her stomach and breathed out a relieved sigh as he dropped into the seat beside her.

‘Having fun?’ He took a handful of her popcorn and tossed it into his mouth.

‘I thought I was in the wrong cinema or something,’ she blurted.

‘Sorry, babe. It took longer than I thought.’

Her eyebrows bunched. Babe? That was new and she wasn’t sure she liked it, or how casually he dismissed her worry.

The theme music began.

‘Here we go.’ He leaned over and kissed her cheek.

She pressed her lips into a line and turned to face the screen, wishing she was on Toby’s couch with a slice of greasy pizza and her feet in his lap.



Ethan took Sera’s hand as they made their way up the stairs of the night club that was hosting the after-party. Red carpet covered the floor, and tiny lights pulsed along the edge of every step. Music was blaring, thumping with such an intensity that the framed art on the walls vibrated.

Ethan squeezed her hand and glanced down at her. ‘ARE YOU OKAY?’ he yelled.

She leaned forward, squinting as she tried to hear him, nodded, and yelled back, ‘IT’S VERY LOUD!’

As they approached the popping lights of the press line, Ethan’s name rang out over the driving beat.

‘Ethan!’

‘Ethan, this way.’

‘Ethan, over here!’

Her heart throbbed in time with the music. ‘Should I just see you in there?’ she yelled as they stopped on the top step.

‘Ethan, photo please?’

‘You don’t want to get a photo with me?’ he yelled back. ‘We might make the Sunday papers.’

She shook her head. ‘It’s your night. And besides, I don’t love having my photo taken.’

His handsome face darkened with a frown. ‘You seem okay taking a million photos with Toby.’

She stared at him. Was he crazy? ‘A selfie here and there is a little different to this. This is terrifying.’

He looked up at the chaos swirling around them, then back to her and grimaced. ‘You’re right. Sorry! But I’ll be with you. We already made the local gossip page, might as well get a decent photo of us!’

‘What’s happening?’ Lena called over the hammering music.

‘I’m trying to talk Sera into joining me on the press line,’ Ethan shouted back at the petite woman.

Lena shook her head. ‘This is about you and the movie, not who you’re dating.’ She turned to Sera and yelled. ‘Sorry. Nothing personal.’

Sera nodded, embarrassment coursing through her. Not that she wanted to stand in front of all the yelling photographers and flashing cameras, but being sidelined again still stung.

She shook her shoulders, just wanting to shake off the entire night. ‘I was trying to tell him that,’ she bellowed at Lena. She pushed up on her tiptoes and kissed Ethan’s cheek. ‘I’ll see you inside.’

He flicked a harsh look in Lena’s direction, then bent down and lightly dusted his lips across Sera’s. ‘I’ll be in there soon. Then we’ll have fun, I promise.’

She gave him a thumbs-up and mustered her cheeriest smile.

Promotional staff lined the entrance to the club, holding trays of green drinks in dinosaur-shaped tiki cups. Sera took two, one for her and one for Toby, and wondered if anyone would notice if she smuggled them out with her. She found herself a table tucked away from the crowds and took a sip of one of the green drinks. She screwed up her face in disgust and waved down one of the waitstaff passing by with a tray of champagne. She took two of those too, then she pulled out her phone and texted Ethan with her approximate location.
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She placed her phone on the table in case he tried to contact her, and settled back to people watch.

There was the super tall guy who did entertainment reports on breakfast television talking to a woman Sera thought she recognised from a reality show, or a soap or maybe just an ad? There was an actor whose name she couldn’t remember, from the crocodile movie she saw with Toby, with a title she couldn’t remember either, and another guy who might have been from the Throne of Kings movies. One of Lord Jasper’s court. Or an enemy. Or maybe it wasn’t even him. Maybe it was just some handsome guy. Everyone was so beautiful and sparkly, it was hard to tell which people were famous and which weren’t. All she knew was it was a room of happy, laughing strangers having way more fun than her.

She checked her phone. It’d been thirty minutes since she’d left Ethan. He must have finished with the photos by now. She craned her neck, searching the crowd, but there was no sign of him, so she waved down a waitperson and took another champagne from their tray. When there were two empty glasses on her table, she filled them with the sickly green liquid from the dinosaur tiki cups, wiped them out with a cocktail napkin and slipped them into the gift bag from the premiere, smiling as she thought about using them the next time she and Toby watched one of the Jurassic Park movies.

Then on her third champagne, she spied Ethan laughing with a young woman with a mass of blonde hair.

She tossed back the end of her drink, stashed her gift bag under her seat, and made her way towards him, fizzing a little from the alcohol.

The room was packed and the music pulsed up through her kitten heels and into her body as she squeezed her way through the throng of pretty people, yelling, ‘Sorry,’ at the occasional crushed toe.

When she finally reached Ethan, she tapped him on the shoulder.

His face lit up. ‘There you are,’ he yelled, bending down and kissing her cheek. ‘I thought I’d lost you.’

‘I messaged you,’ she yelled back.

‘Lena took my phone. It was making a bulge in my pants.’ He flashed her a smirk. ‘At least, she said it was the phone.’

She laughed, then her face dropped, her laughter dying on her lips as he turned back to the young woman and continued his conversation, blocking out Sera with his broad shoulders.

The young woman seemed to clock what had happened because she peered around Ethan, waved, and yelled, ‘I’m Jaz.’ Her blonde hair had the perfect sea spray curl, and she was wearing the tiniest dress and the tallest shoes Sera had ever seen. She was that drop-dead kind of pretty you see in magazines, shimmering under the club’s lights, with a dusting of luminous gold glowing across her cheeks.

Ethan slapped his forehead. ‘Sorry. Jaz, this is Sera, she’s helping me prep for my next role.’

‘The one that got announced today?’ Jaz asked. ‘The rom-com?’

Sera nodded.

Then Ethan turned and went straight back to his conversation with Jaz.

Tears pricked Sera’s eyes. She cursed herself for being an idiot as she angrily blinked them away. She tugged on his sleeve. ‘I’m just going to sit down again, okay?’ She pointed to her seat against the wall.

‘I’ll be there in a minute.’ He smiled and gave her a thumbs-up, then once again, turned to Jaz.

She squeezed her way back across the room with another chorus of sorrys, pulled her gift bag from under the seat, flopped down and took a swig of her complimentary bottle of water. She shifted from side to side, peering through the gaps in the crowd, watching Ethan. He was laughing, enthusiastically moving his arms about as he spoke to Jaz, his hand occasionally coming to rest on her shoulder. Two other ridiculously beautiful people joined them, and they huddled together, their radiant faces animated by the conversation she wasn’t a part of.

That’s why he’s here. To network. To be seen. He was an actor doing his job, and she shouldn’t be upset, no matter how miserable she was feeling. She flagged down another champagne, dug out her phone and occupied herself by flicking through Instagram. About fifteen minutes later, she caught his eye. She smiled at him and waved, and he waved and smiled back, brilliant and dazzling, dimples popping. Then he turned, his arm around some guy’s shoulders, and wormed his way further into the heaving crowd until he had completely disappeared.

Sera blinked, staring at the spot where he’d just been standing, utterly gobsmacked. That’s when her tears began to fall, quietly rolling down her cheeks, dripping off her chin and plopping onto the table. She shrank down in her chair, hiding in the darkness, and grabbed a screwed-up cocktail napkin. She dabbed at her face, trying to make sure her eye makeup didn’t smear, then she tossed the damp piece of paper onto the table. Screw this. She wasn’t going to sit in a corner for the rest of the night feeling miserable. Setting her jaw, she gathered up her things and shoved her way towards the exit, not caring how many toes she crushed along the way.

As she stood on the footpath waiting for an Uber, her eyes darted to the entrance of the club every few seconds in case Ethan was coming after her. But he wasn’t and he didn’t, and when her ride pulled up alongside the curb, she took one last look, climbed inside and burst into tears. The Uber driver turned up the radio as he flicked her a sympathetic smile in the rear-view mirror. She looked away and wound down the window, gulping back sobs as the cool air blew in her face.

Then she called Toby.

‘Ser? Are you okay?’ he asked sleepily.

‘Herriot…’ Then she was crying, gasping, sniffing and snivelling into the phone.

‘What. Did. He. Do?’ His voice was hard and dark.

‘Can I come round?’

‘You know you never have to ask.’



Sera fell into Toby’s arms, and he held her to his chest, his warm embrace engulfing her in the tightest of hugs, his body absorbing all her weight as she leaned against him and he gently rocked her side to side.

‘I’m an idiot,’ she mumbled, her voice muffled by his shirt.

Toby cupped his hand under her chin and lifted her face to meet his. ‘He’s the idiot.’ He gently swiped a thumb across her cheek. ‘You look like a panda.’

She pressed her forehead into his sturdy, comforting chest. ‘Great.’

He chuckled. ‘Fantastic dress, though.’

She looked up at him, frowned and spun around. ‘Can you unzip it, please? I just want this thing off.’ He hesitated, so she hunched her shoulders up and down and grumped, ‘Sometime tonight.’

‘Geez,’ he said with another chuckle, and slid down the zip.

She began to shake the dress off, wiggling her shoulders, the straps sliding down her arms.

He grabbed her and held the dress in place. ‘Whoa, whoa, whoa. What are you doing?’

‘I just want the stupid thing off.’

‘Well, let me get you something to put on first.’

She huffed out a petulant sigh, her bags in one hand, her shoes in the other, and the dress slowly slipping down.

Toby stared at her, swallowed and fled the room, returning with a sweatshirt and a pair of boxer briefs clutched in his fist.

She was too miserable to worry if it was right or wrong that his tongue darted out and wet his lips, or that his gaze lingered on her lacy red bra and the soft mounds of her breasts now rising above the slack neckline of her dress. That was a worry for another time.

He blinked and coughed into his fist. ‘Here.’ He tossed the clothes onto the sofa. ‘I’ll… er… make you some tea.’

‘I want one of your client’s home-brews.’

His forehead creased under his curls. ‘Do you think that’s a good idea?’

She gave him a death stare.

‘Home-brew it is.’

After he left, she peeled the dress off and tossed it over the arm of the couch. Pulling on Toby’s sweatshirt, she took a moment to breathe in his comforting scent before wiggling into his boxer briefs. They fit surprisingly well, seeing as there was a lot more of Toby than there was of her. But she still had to roll the waistband a bit to make sure they stayed put.

‘Are you decent?’ he asked, stepping back into the room, holding two beers and a box of tissues.

She put her hands on her hips and impatiently rolled her eyes, snatched a beer from his hand, took a long pull and burped. Then she picked up the premiere gift bag and shoved it at him, pressing it against his chest. ‘That’s for you.’ She plonked heavily onto his couch.

He peered inside the bag, muttered, ‘Thanks,’ put it on the floor and sat beside her.

She drew her legs up under her and curled into his side.

He slid his arm around her shoulder. ‘What’d James do?’

‘Ignored me. Completely ignored me. I barely saw him all night, outside of watching the movie, which was good by the way, we’ll have to go see it when it comes out.’ She took another gulp of beer. ‘I mean, I knew he’d be doing interviews, and I know it was an important night for him. But he knew I wasn’t sure about going, and he promised we’d have fun. He even talked about it being our coming out or something. But he didn’t include me at all. He ignored me, and when I tried to join his conversation, he turned his back and blocked me out. As if I wasn’t even there. Then he vanished into the crowd, leaving me sitting like an overdressed wallflower under a neon sign yelling at me to dance, dance, dance.’

Toby’s lips twitched, and his body shook with a silent laugh.

‘Do not laugh! It was humiliating.’

‘Sorry. I’m just picturing you and that sign.’

She frowned and poked him in the belly. ‘I don’t know why he even invited me. I told him he shouldn’t. I was by myself the whole night, except for about thirty seconds when he told this super-hot girl named Jaz that I was Sera, the girl who is helping him prep for his next role. Helping him prep!’

Toby nodded. ‘Total dick move. Though, that’s what you’re doing, aren’t you?’

‘Yes, but there’s also the kissing.’

‘Right. How could I forget the kissing?’ He rubbed his brow.

She sighed deeply. ‘I felt like such an idiot, Herriot. All I could think about was how much time I’d wasted fretting. Being all nervous, borrowing a dress. Praying I didn’t embarrass him. God. I should have been home here with you, eating pizza and watching Die Hard for the four hundred and eighty-sixth time.’

‘Four hundred and eighty-seventh.’

She smiled and shoved him playfully, then rested her head against his shoulder and sighed out a long breath. ‘You always make me feel better.’

He threaded their fingers and rested his head on hers. ‘It’s my life mission.’

They sat pressed into each other in silence, his thumb tenderly caressing her skin, drifting back and forth, her anger floating away with each gentle stroke, so light it made her breathe out a tiny sigh.

Her pulse stuttered in her ears. It felt so good. He felt so good. Warm and solid. Steady and reliable. Real. He always made her feel wanted and loved. It never mattered if he was busy or tired. He made time for her, just as she always wanted to make time for him. And he was gorgeous. And funny. And smart. And kind. And he smelled so good. And why was it again they were only friends? They were great together. They were perfect.

She squeezed her hand tighter around his and wiggled in closer, almost crawling into his lap as she leaned heavily against his chest. She could hear his heart beating, feeling it as it softly thumped against her cheek. Fast like hers.

When her phone rang, she nearly jumped out of her skin.

She let go of Toby, sat up and frowned at the screen. It was Ethan.

‘I don’t want to talk to him.’

‘Do you want me to talk to him for you?’

She mashed her lips together and nodded.

He pressed speakerphone and said, ‘She doesn’t want to talk to you, James.’

There was a beat of silence, then, ‘Put her on, doc.’

‘I said she doesn’t want to talk to you,’ he growled.

Ethan took another beat. ‘Then will you tell her I called? Tell her I’m sorry. I’m an idiot. Tell her I’m crazy about her, she’s all I can think of, and I’ll call her tomorrow. Will you—’

Ethan’s voice was cut off mid-sentence as Toby pressed end. He glanced up at Sera through a curtain of floppy curls and shrugged a shoulder, his mouth lifting into a resigned smile.

She sighed and patted his thigh. ‘I should probably go home. I’m sorry to pull you into my drama.’

His brows drew together. ‘You’re never a drama, and… you could stay here? Take my bed. I can crash on the couch. I’ll make you breakfast in the morning.’ His eyes caught hers. ‘Stay.’

She tugged at the corner of her mouth with her teeth as she searched his lovely face.

Don’t ruin this. It’s the best thing in your life. Don’t risk it.

She took a deep breath. ‘I don’t know what I’d do without you. I really don’t. We’ll always be friends, right? No matter what happens? We’ll always have each other?’

His brow darkened. ‘Of course.’

‘Promise?’

‘I promise.’

She leaned in and kissed his cheek. ‘Good.’




Chapter Fifteen [image: ]

‘How was it?’ Carol asked as she arrived for her shift the next morning. She was standing in the middle of the room, her bag still on her shoulder and her eyes on Sera, wide and expectant.

Sera forced herself to smile. ‘The movie was good. I think you’ll like it.’

Carol rolled her eyes. Then, as if suddenly understanding that talking about the movie must have meant the rest of the night was utter crap, she made her way to the desk and said, ‘I’ll have to go see it when it comes out.’

Sera blew out a quiet sigh of relief. She didn’t want to rehash the humiliation of sitting ignored in a corner while her supposed date slash possible boyfriend worked the room. Even if she knew that’s why he was there. Even if she knew that was his job. Even if it was her choice to sit at that table in the dark. Had she overreacted? Things always looked different in the light of a new day.

She joined Carol behind the desk. ‘We’ve got a prospective adopter today.’

‘On a Sunday?’ They rarely opened the shelter to visitors on Sundays.

‘For Harry.’ Sera beamed.

‘Harry?’ Carol threw her hands to her mouth.

Harry the scruffy Jack Russell seemed perfectly happy in his current situation, but the Rose’s Rescue team were still desperate for the long-termer to find a forever home.

Carol beamed. ‘I’ll bath him and put that little tartan bowtie on him that Tia got him for Christmas.’

Sera smiled. ‘He looks so cute in that bowtie. I’m going to clean the kennels so we can give them a tour if they want one.’



‘Get out of here, ratbags,’ Sera called to Buffy and the new stray, a scrappy tan and white speckled dog that looked like a fluffy red heeler. They were leaping in the air, biting at the hose as she tried to wash out the kennels. ‘Oh my gosh, you two, you’re getting soaked.’

She flicked the hose on Buffy and the stray, then burst out laughing as they charged out of the kennels, instantly returning, barking for more of the game. She sprayed them again, laughing so hard she snorted.

‘Hey, Stink,’ Sera heard and looked up. Her stomach somersaulted as Toby stepped into the kennels, ducking his head a little as he manoeuvred his tall frame through the door.

Buffy launched at him.

‘Get off me, dog! You’re drenched!’ He laughed as he pushed her down.

‘What are you doing here?’ Sera asked, hose in hand.

‘Good morning to you too.’

‘Oh. I’m so sorry. Good morning, kind sir.’ She did a little curtsey, smiled and sprayed him with the hose.

‘Hey!’ he yelled. He glanced down at his now soggy t-shirt, the drenched material clinging to his chest and stomach.

Sera’s grip tightened around the hose as her heart clenched. Bloody hell. What is going on? Has he got more gorgeous overnight?

He looked up, water dripping from his curls, narrowed his eyes and said, ‘Oh, it’s on, Madden,’ and lunged at her.

She squealed as the pair wrestled for ownership of the hose, slipping and sliding on the wet concrete floor. He grabbed her from behind, his wet body wrapping around her, soaking her back as he held her in place and pried her fingers, one by one, from the green tube. She wiggled and squirmed against him, shivering from the mix of the cool of the water and the heat of his body, hard and flexing along her length, as she desperately tried to cling to the hose. Finally, he pulled her last finger free. ‘Aha!’ he hollered, and she giggled and scurried away, screaming as freezing water shot all the way up her back. He laughed and dropped the hose, slipped and slid towards the kennel door and smirked at her, a challenge in his eyes. The hose writhed like a furious water-gushing snake, and she yelped as she scampered from its spray, then leaped over it and hurtled after him. They burst into the sunshine, laughing as they raced up the paddock. Toby spun around to face her, jogging backwards, a smirk across his face while he made a come-on motion with his hands.

‘You’re toast, Herriot,’ she yelled, then skidded to a halt.

Toby stopped sharply, following her gaze.

Ethan was standing just up the rise of the hill, watching them. He gave them a hesitant wave.

Her stomach did an epic flip.

Toby turned his back to Ethan and strode towards her. ‘Do you want me to get rid of him?’

She shook her head. ‘I should probably talk to him.’

‘Do you want me to come with you?’

She ran her hand up and down his forearm. ‘No. But thank you. I’ll be okay.’

He gave her one nod.

‘What are you doing here anyway?’ she asked.

‘I wanted to make sure you were okay, after that dickhead…’ he said, pointing over his shoulder with his thumb towards Ethan, ‘… mucked you about. And I wanted to drop off Francine. She’s in with Carol.’

‘I better keep Ethan out of there then. I think Francine hates men.’

‘She doesn’t hate me, so it’s not men. Just Ethan James apparently.’ He smirked. ‘You know what they say about dogs. They know people.’

She rolled her eyes and whacked his arm. ‘Hey, we do have a new stray,’ she said. ‘If you’d like to check him out while you’re here, and maybe give him a name? He’s around somewhere. Probably with Buffy. I think they’ve fallen in love.’ Sera peered around Toby, waved at Ethan and sighed. ‘I’d better go put him out of his misery.’

‘Oooh. Can I do that for you?’



Ethan had his hands jammed deep into his pockets. His shoulders were hunched, his teeth digging deep into his bottom lip and his feet shuffling. He looked like a kid waiting to see the principal.

‘Hi,’ she said, stopping a little way away from him.

‘I’m so sorry. I don’t know what to say.’

She tilted her head and raised her eyebrows.

‘I came looking for you and you were gone. And then I realised the time. I pretty much ignored you the whole night, didn’t I? God, Sera. I’m so fucking sorry. I’m a fucking idiot.’

‘You should have gone on your own. Like I told you to. It was a work night.’

‘But I wanted you there.’

She frowned. ‘I can’t imagine why.’ Unless it was to make her feel like shit.

‘Because.’ He stepped a little closer. ‘I want to be with you.’

He reached out for her, and she let him take her hand.

He looked at his fingers clasped around hers. ‘I really am so sorry. How can I make it up to you?’

Her shoulders softened, the anger and hurt melting away under his gaze. She could see how truly sorry he was in his bright blue eyes, feel it in the warmth of his touch. And she liked him a lot. Even after last night’s fiasco.

‘How about you never treat me like that again. And make sure lots of rich people come to my fundraiser? Whenever the hell it is.’

He winced. ‘I can’t believe I forgot to tell you about that. I was so wrapped up in what I was going to have to say and do, what I was going to wear, it went straight out of my head. I’m useless. Lena has organised it for Wednesday week. I know it’s short notice, but I hope that works because I head to the States the week after, and it’s kind of the only date we could do. And don’t worry, you don’t have to do a thing. Lena’s all over it. She’s a machine. Just call her, she needs your friends and family guest list.’

Sera smiled, but her heart thudded as it sank like a stone. The fundraiser was in just over a week, and Ethan would be gone a week later. She swallowed down a panic-soaked sensation. What was the point of having all these stupid feelings for him if he was practically on a plane?

He placed his hands on her shoulders and gently squeezed. ‘I’ll only be gone for a few months,’ he said, as if he’d read her mind. ‘Then I’ll be back. Sera, I will be back, and hopefully you’ll want to see me… Maybe?’

Her mouth quirked up at the corners, even though she was trying her hardest to stay mad at him. But he was so awkward and adorable, and his vibrant blue eyes were sad and pleading, his hands warm and strong on her shoulders… and he was so goddamn stunning.

‘Maybe… I might.’ She gave into her smile.

He huffed out a happy sigh. ‘Maybe… you might… want to have lunch with me today?’

‘I can’t. I have loads to do. It’s a pretty important day. Someone is coming to look at Harry, and I want to make sure I’m here. Fingers crossed, he’ll be adopted.’

Ethan gazed over her head and his smile flickered out. He dropped his hands to his sides and straightened up, his shoulders back and his chest puffed.

‘Doc,’ he said.

Toby fell in beside Sera. ‘James,’ he growled then turned to Sera, his posture softening. ‘The stray is good. A Koolie-mix, by the looks. Did you check his microchip?’

She nodded. ‘The information’s out of date. He was at the pound for a week. That’s why they called me.’

Toby nodded. ‘Lucky dog.’

She hummed in agreement.

He slowly turned his gaze to Ethan and narrowed his eyes. ‘I hear you had a good time last night,’ he said with a none-too-subtle emphasis.

Ethan glared back at him. ‘What happened last night is between me and Sera.’

Toby stiffened and moved to step forward, but Sera grabbed his elbow.

He looked down at her. ‘Do you need me to stay?’

She squeezed his arm. ‘I’m okay.’

‘If you need me,’ he flicked his gaze to Ethan, ‘again, just call me. I’ll be here.’

‘I know.’

He leaned in and kissed her cheek. Her eyes closed at the soft touch of his lips. When had they gone from arm-thumping and hair-ruffling to sharing tender kisses?

Ethan cleared his throat. ‘I’d better go too,’ he said. ‘Unless you want me to stay?’

‘I really have a tonne of work,’ she said, and watched disappointment flicker across his face. ‘But call me later, okay?’

He hesitated, as if wondering if he should also kiss her, but then he just smiled and gave her a nod.

She watched the two men walking to their cars, Ethan to his Audi and Toby to his truck.

‘Hey,’ she called, suddenly remembering something. They both spun around, each with their eyebrows raised. ‘Oh, sorry. I meant Herriot.’

Toby’s gaze flicked to Ethan, then he stepped forward. ‘Yeah?’

‘The stray. Did you name him?’

‘I was thinking Barkley.’ Sesame Street’s large, fluffy, red and white dog.

‘That’s perfect! He looks just like Barkley.’

She couldn’t help but notice how Ethan’s shoulders rose and dipped in a silent sigh as he turned away.




Chapter Sixteen [image: ]

‘Do you think it’s possible to be in love with two people at once?’ Sera was focused on her cup, distractedly stirring her coffee, not even noticing as a waitperson filled her water.

‘Your vet and your actor?’ Linda asked, a forkful of kale paused mid-air.

Sera sighed dramatically. ‘I mean, I’m not in love with Ethan. At least, not yet. And I’ve always loved Toby, in a friend way. It’s just that lately… things between me and him have got complicated.’

Linda put down her fork. ‘Complicated how?’ Her eyes brightened as she shuffled her chair closer to the table.

Sera laughed. ‘Geez, you really do want to live vicariously through me.’

‘Yes, I do. And don’t leave me hanging. Spill.’

Sera laughed again, then huffed out a heavy breath. ‘We had a weird moment on the couch about a week ago, and ever since—’

‘Whoa, whoa, whoa! Weird how?’ Linda snapped her fingers in front of Sera’s face. ‘I need details.’

‘We were watching one of Ethan’s movies.’

‘You weren’t.’

Sera nodded. ‘We were. Toby thought it was going to be funny. And it was, until we got to the part where Ethan was naked and having sex with a woman under a tree.’

Her friend spluttered her decaffeinated latte across the table. ‘You’re shitting me.’

‘Unfortunately, no.’

‘Did you see his…’ Linda put her hand to the side of her mouth and whispered, ‘cock?’

Sera vigorously shook her head. ‘No. I would have shut it down if Ethan had been parading around with his wang out. At least, with Toby there.’

They giggled.

‘It was just his butt. His very firm, very sexy butt.’

‘Oh, god. Did you feel awkward?’

Sera squinted. ‘Not exactly.’

‘Did you feel… horny?’

Sera pressed her lips together and glanced around, like someone she knew might be eavesdropping on their conversation. Then she leaned in closer.

Linda mirrored her with eager eyes.

‘So, I had my feet in Toby’s lap,’ she said in a hushed voice. ‘Which is not unusual. And he’s rubbing my foot. Also not unusual. Except, this was… different. His hand was under my pyjama pants, kind of drifting up and down my leg. He was basically caressing me. And we were staring at each other. And his lips were open. And there were these grunts and moans coming from the television. And I’m not going to lie, I was getting a little…’ She cringed. ‘You know.’ She pointed towards her lap.

‘Wet?’

‘Shh.’ Sera glanced around again. ‘But yes. And I think Toby was getting a little… hard.’

Linda gasped, her mouth opening and her eyes wide. ‘Oh my god, he wasn’t.’

‘Mm-hm.’

‘What did you do?’

‘I panicked and kicked him in the balls.’

Her friend rocked back in her chair and howled with laughter, one hand resting on her baby bump, while her high blonde ponytail bounced from side to side. ‘Poor Toby,’ she wheezed.

‘I know. I felt terrible. I bolted to the bathroom, slammed the door and almost died from embarrassment.’

‘Did you talk about it afterward?’

‘God, no. We changed movies. Watched Die Hard three. He stayed in the spare room and in the morning, he was already gone. He apologised for being weird, as he put it. I think he wanted to talk about it. But I didn’t.’ She shook her head vigorously. ‘But ever since then, it’s like a switch has flipped between us and I can’t seem to turn it back off.’

‘Well, duh. You had a sexy moment on the couch.’

Sera tucked her hair behind her ear. ‘We did, didn’t we? I’ve been trying to pretend we didn’t. But we did.’ Her shoulders lifted and dropped with a sigh. ‘And then the other night, after the premiere debacle, I went to him.’

‘That makes sense. He’s your best friend.’

‘Yeah, but when I was in his arms and he was holding my hand, it seemed so… right.’ She bit her lip. ‘And I found myself wondering what would happen…’

‘If you were more than friends?’

Sera nodded.

‘Surely that’s not the first time that’s crossed your mind?’

She hesitated. ‘I guess not. In the early days of our friendship, I sometimes wondered if we’d ever go there. But we got into a groove, and the groove worked. I like our groove. But lately, I feel like I’m always checking him out. It’s like he’s suddenly, magically got hotter. I mean, he was always hot, I’ve always thought that, but now he’s…’ She trailed off, fanning her face. ‘And he keeps looking at me weird, and I keep blushing. There’s this vibe between us. I don’t know what’s going on. It’s super distracting.’

‘And this has all started after you began dating Ethan?’

‘I’m not sure if we’re dating. We might be dating. We’re certainly kissing.’

‘Have you kissed Toby?’

Sera blanched. ‘God, no.’

‘Never? Not even when you were drunk?’

Sera shook her head. She rested her cheeks on her fists and leaned on the table. ‘I’m probably confused, right? I haven’t been hot for anyone for ages. My feelings are just getting all muddled up. Right?’

Linda raised an eyebrow, picked up her fork and jabbed at her salad. ‘Going back to your earlier question. I don’t know that you can be in love with two people at once. I’ve only ever loved Tom. I guess you could love one person and still lust after another. But love two people at the same time? I mean love love?’ She shrugged.

Sera prodded the wilted spinach leaves on her plate. ‘That’s what I thought.’

‘What are you going to do?’

‘I’m going to go to Ethan’s and try to get him to make friends with a dog that seems intent on killing him. A tiny white fluffy thing.’ She laughed. ‘And if I know us, we’ll end up kissing.’

‘And Toby?’

Sera drew in an uneven breath. ‘I can’t risk screwing up what I have with Toby. He’s my rock. I don’t know what I’d do without him.’

‘Because he takes care of your animals for free?’

She shook her head. ‘He’d keep doing that even if something happened between us. He’s that level of amazing. But nothing’s going to happen. I can’t let it. I won’t. I love how we are together, how we work as friends.’

‘So, you date Ethan and Toby stays in the friend zone?’

Sera forced a smile. ‘Mm-hm.’

Because their friendship was perfect and it was all she wanted. Wasn’t it?



The tiny white dog stood in the middle of the rug, eyeballing Ethan.

‘She hates me,’ Ethan said miserably from his spot on the floor in front of her.

‘She doesn’t hate you,’ Sera said. ‘Keep still and reach out with your palm flat and open.’

‘What if she doesn’t trust men?’

‘She’s fine with Toby.’

He glanced up, rolling his eyes. ‘Of course she is. Who doesn’t love Saint Toby?’

‘Ethan.’ She sighed deeply, lowered herself to the floor and gently peeled open his fist. ‘You’ll be fine.’

Francine the Maltese watched him warily.

‘Check out how she’s looking at me. She’s definitely going to bite.’

‘She won’t. You spooked her last time. You’re a very large human, and she’s a very small dog whose world has been turned upside down.’

‘I just wanted to pat her,’ he said. ‘Like a normal person.’

Sera’s heart broke from the pain in his voice. ‘I know.’ She gently ran her hand up and down his back, her fingers fluttering along his spine, over the muscles of his shoulder blades, down the side of his waist, stopping above the band of his shorts, then starting all over again. ‘Just breathe. Relax and let her come to you.’

‘Mmm. You touching me like that is not exactly relaxing.’

‘Sorry.’ She dropped her hand.

‘I didn’t mean stop.’

‘You’re supposed to be concentrating on the dog.’

His gaze flicked to her, eyes sparkling. ‘I’d prefer to concentrate on you.’

She pressed her lips together, repositioned her hand on his back and softly stroked him through his t-shirt.

‘That feels good,’ he whispered. ‘Having you beside me feels so good.’

He leaned towards her, tentative and unsure, then his mouth was on hers, hot and hungry.

Every thought of Francine and training blurred in Sera’s mind as Ethan’s mouth worked its magic. And it was magic. Ethan’s kisses were magical. Unicorn kisses filled with mythic powers that made her forget her name and made her toes wiggle and curl in her sneakers.

She tingled as his tongue met hers. This was what she had decided she wanted, and when she made a decision, she committed to it one thousand per cent.

Ethan broke the kiss, a contrite expression clouding his pretty blue eyes. ‘I know I shouldn’t have done that, after the other night and everything. But god, Sera, I just wanted to kiss you so bad. I want to kiss you all the time.’

Her hand was still on his back, her palm now somehow pushed up inside his t-shirt and resting on his bare skin. Then she noticed his empty, outstretched hand. ‘Ethan. Francine took the treat.’

His eyes went wide, his hand still frozen in front of him.

She began to laugh. ‘See? If you don’t think about it, you’re fine.’

‘So, basically, you just need to distract me with kisses every time I’m around a dog?’ He gave her a wicked look. ‘I like this new training method.’




Chapter Seventeen [image: ]

Every night since she’d had a confirmed date for the fundraiser, Sera had woken up in a cold sweat. What if it was a disaster? What if no one came? Or what if they came, but no one donated and they had this big party for nothing? Every doomsday scenario had run through her mind, every self-doubt amplified. From all the dogs escaping, to the sheep butting someone to the ground, to her finally understanding what a disastrous idea Rose’s actually was.

When Lena called to check on some details, she patiently, if a little brusquely, reassured Sera that there were already enough RSVPs to make the night a success.

‘No one does anything on Wednesday nights,’ the publicist said. ‘And everyone loves free food and booze, especially with a little celebrity gloss.’ She was actively promoting that Ethan James, local movie star, would be in attendance.

‘Is Ethan okay with me using his name like this?’ Sera asked. She lay on her couch in her office, trying to stay calm, with her phone propped up on her boobs.

‘Absolutely. He’s been looking for a charity to become publicly involved with for a while now. Something he can make his own. Not one every man and his dog is attached to. No pun intended.’ She puffed out a tight chuckle. ‘Rose’s Rescue ticks all his boxes. Unique and local, and who doesn’t love animals? It’s going to bring him some great kudos, and ties in nicely with the new movie.

‘Oh.’

‘And obviously, you two seem to have hit it off,’ Lena added.

Sera flicked her thumbnail on her teeth. Why hadn’t he mentioned wanting to back Rose’s Rescue publicly? Not that his support would be a bad thing, but it did make the whole dating scenario a bit… uncomfortable. She shook her head. She’d talk to him about it later.

‘It all sounds fantastic,’ she said. ‘I’ll send you through a list of the people I know who’ll be there.’

‘Just keep it under thirty.’

Sera laughed. ‘It’s more like ten. Tops.’

Lena was silent for a beat. ‘I’ve put you down for thirty guests, so you’re welcome to invite a few more of your friends. Just let me know the final number by Thursday.’



Sera’s mind kept running over and over what Lena told her about Ethan looking for a local charity, and how it would be great for him and his new movie. If he hadn’t rocked up to Toby’s door first, she might have been suspicious of his intentions. But there was no way he could be using her for research or appearances – he was too genuine. His kisses were too genuine. She could tell. Though he is an actor…

‘Sera,’ her mother barked. ‘I’m talking to you.’

‘Sorry, Mum,’ Sera said, shaking off her thoughts.

They were sitting on Sera’s verandah, drinking tea.

‘I was saying,’ her mother went on. ‘Linda has lots of friends. Just tell her you need generous, rich people.’ She took a sip from her cup. ‘Will Toby be there?’

‘Of course he will.’

‘And your movie star?’

‘He’s why the other people are coming.’

‘And how are the boys getting along?’

Sera looked at her cup. They hate each other. Dagger-eyes at ten paces. ‘They haven’t really seen that much of each other.’

‘You’re not ignoring poor Toby, are you?’

Sera almost spluttered. She was doing anything but ignoring poor Toby. She’d thought more about Toby in the last couple of weeks than she had in two years. ‘No, Mum,’ she said, impatience edging into her voice. ‘I see him all the time.’ She swallowed a sigh. ‘I should probably get on with some work. I have an article on environmental cremation to write.’

‘At least when your father and I shuffle off, you’ll have all the answers,’ her mother said with a titter. She smoothed down her skirt and looked out at the front yard. ‘We might need to sort out the garden before your party. Your grandmother’s roses look a fright.’

Sera slumped in her chair.

‘Don’t worry.’ She patted her daughter’s hand. ‘My mother’s green thumb skipped me too.’



‘Go get ’em, girl,’ Sera bellowed at the T-rex on the screen. She was face down on her couch, a bowl of popcorn on the floor and Jurassic World on her television. Buffy was somehow squashed in behind her on the cushions, and Harry was lying exactly where her hanging hand could scratch his head.

She’d spent the day making lists with Tia of the jobs they needed to tackle before the fundraiser, and had just been about to buckle down to some thrilling cremation research when the couple who’d visited Harry called to say they’d decided against adopting him. They wanted a Cavoodle puppy instead.

‘But we’re going to make a donation to the rescue,’ they’d said. ‘Maybe you can buy Harry a new toy from us.’

Sera had wished them the best through slightly gritted teeth, thanked them for their support, hung up and cried.

‘We’ll get you a home, little guy,’ she said to Harry as she scratched his ear. When her phone vibrated across the coffee table, she groaned. She stretched out and swiped answer without looking.

‘Rose’s Rescue.’

‘What are you up to?’ Ethan asked.

A rush of nerves instantly shot through her. ‘Lying on the couch, watching a movie.’

‘Great. Can I come around?’



Sera rushed to her bedroom, pulled off her daggy sweatpants and put on some clean leggings. She pressed her nose to her armpit, then pulled her leggings back off and hopped inelegantly to the shower, stripping off her remaining clothes on the way.

Showered and smelling less like wet dog and sweat, she pulled her tights back on, grabbed a clean t-shirt – a semi-nice one – and put on some deodorant, which she then sprayed around her room too. She gathered the assortment of clothes lying over a chair and stuffed them into the wardrobe, ran a brush through her tangled hair and looked in the mirror just as the doorbell dinged.

‘Too late now,’ she muttered in exasperation, rolling her eyes at her thrown-together appearance. ‘Coming,’ she yelled out.

She shoved Buffy off the couch in the lounge room, plumped the cushions, marshalled the two dogs into her office – ignoring their forlorn faces – took a deep breath and went to let Ethan in.

He was leaning against a verandah post, with one arm resting above his head, and his other hand tucked into his pocket. His biceps were bulging around the edge of his sleeves, and his t-shirt was riding up just a little, showing a hint of hipbone jutting above the waistband of his jeans. He looked like a magazine cover come to life, and Sera had to gulp back a moan.

‘Hey,’ he said with a dazzling smile.

‘Hey,’ Sera replied with a whole lot of breath.

‘Sorry for the drop-around, but I have an idea I wanted to run past you.’

‘Okay.’

‘Have you eaten? Should we order something?’

‘I’ve eaten popcorn.’

He laughed. ‘Maybe something with vegetables, then.’

He followed her up the hall and into the lounge room.

‘How was your day?’ he asked, flopping onto the couch.

She wiggled in beside him. ‘Good and bad.’ She told him of her plans to fancy up the place before the fundraiser, then the disappointing news about Harry.

He scrunched up his nose. ‘They’re idiots. Harry is an amazing dog, anyone would be lucky to have him. And about the gardens, talk to Lena. Whoever is putting the thing together should be supplying plants and flowers, so you mightn’t need to do much.’

‘I wanted to talk to you about something else.’ She gave an anxious little cough. ‘Lena said you were planning on supporting Rose’s Rescue, like in an ongoing way. That you’d been looking for a local charity to support and put your name to.’

He nodded. ‘Yep. I’m in for the long haul.’

‘It’s just that… you’ve never mentioned anything to me.’ She bit her lip. ‘You’re not using me for research for your new movie, are you? Or to make you look good?’

He stared at her, his eyebrows pulling together. ‘You really think I’d do that?’

The shock on his face made her cringe. ‘No. I guess not.’

‘I’m hurt you’d think I was capable of that. Or maybe flattered you think I’m that good of an actor.’

She laughed lightly and threaded her fingers through his. ‘I’m sorry. I was just a bit thrown, because we hadn’t discussed you being a benefactor. Beyond the fundraiser, I didn’t know your financial commitment to Rose’s would continue.’

His brow was still deeply furrowed. ‘Is it a problem?’

‘No! Well… I guess it makes me a little uncomfortable.’

‘Uncomfortable how?’

‘With the dating, if that’s what we’re doing, or at least the kissing… and then giving me money.’

He shrugged a shoulder. ‘I’m not giving it to you. I’m donating to Rose’s Rescue. It’s a business expense. It’s all legit and tax deductible, and the training we’re doing with the dogs is classed as development.’ He leaned in closer and whispered, ‘Don’t worry, your kisses are free. And mine are one hundred per cent real.’ He pulled her onto his lap. ‘Does that make you feel better?’

It didn’t, not completely. She still had a lot of complicated emotions around it, but as the money was for the shelter, she’d learn to be okay with it. So she nodded.

‘Good,’ he said, and quickly met her lips with his.

Sera melted into the kiss. His arms wrapped around her and held her tight to his chest, his mouth still on hers as he slowly guided her backwards until they were fully lying down. He slipped a cushion under her head and hovered above her, his hips teasingly undulating, pushing forward and back, the friction making her stifle a moan.

Warm shivers coursed through her as he moved languidly over her body, his face nuzzling the side of her throat, before he pulled the neck of her t-shirt away and placed tiny kiss after tiny kiss along her collarbone.

Her fingertips dug into his shoulders and he gazed at her, pupils consuming his eyes. He raised his brows in question, his fingers toying with the soft cotton of the hem of her t-shirt.

She bit her lip and nodded. She wanted to feel more of his skin on hers, and the t-shirt was definitely getting in the way.

Sliding down her breasts, his face pressed into the dip of her cleavage with a tiny kiss. Then he glided over her stomach, stopping at her belly button as he slowly lifted the offending piece of clothing.

Velvet lips pressed to her tummy, and she tensed at the tickle of his hot mouth on her bare skin. Then he moved his lips to her hip bone, dragging them along her waist as he rolled her shirt up bit by bit. When his mouth found the exposed flesh of her breast, she arched her back, gasping.

He teased the edge of her bra, his lips barely grazing her skin. His fingers soft and insistent against the lacy material, sliding under the wire just a little as he caressed her delicate flesh.

She gasped again, louder this time, and squeezed her thighs together, the heat pulsing between them almost too much to bear.

When her phone rang, her entire body jolted and her eyes sprung open.

‘Leave it,’ he growled against her skin.

‘I… can’t,’ she stuttered through uneven breaths. ‘It might be… an… emergency.’

He turned his head sideways and leaned towards the table to look at her phone.

‘It’s only McManus,’ he said, his lips returning to just below her breasts.

A shockwave of guilt pulsed through her. She quickly pushed up, almost flinging Ethan to the floor.

He shot out a hand, palm down on the rug, to stop himself from sliding off the couch. Then he raised himself up, flicked his eyes at her, and sat back against the cushions with a shake of his head, his arms folded across his chest.

‘Sorry.’ She scrambled for her phone. ‘It really might be an emergency.’

‘Sure.’ He waved his hand and shook his head again.

‘Where were you?’ Toby asked once she finally hit answer.

Her cheeks throbbed with heat and she pressed the phone to her ear. ‘I was in another room. Ethan’s here, we’re discussing the fundraiser.’ She glanced sideways at Ethan and saw him close his eyes and rub two fingers across his brow.

‘James is there?’

‘Mm-hm.’

‘I take it you’ve forgiven him, then.’

‘Yep.’

Ethan sniffed. ‘I’m getting a drink. Do you want anything?’

She shook her head and smiled, then stared at his back as he stalked from the room.

She squeezed her eyes shut. ‘What’s up, Herriot?’

‘I just wanted to let you know I think I’ve found a home for Francine.’

‘That’s great.’

‘It’s one of my clients. I told her about the biting, and—’

‘Herriot,’ she interrupted. ‘Would it be okay if we talk about it tomorrow? Ethan’s just gone to grab our food.’ She winced at her lie, not even sure why she’d said it.

Toby took a beat. ‘Sure. If you have leftover pizza, save me a slice.’

She forced out a laugh. ‘As if I wouldn’t.’

Sera found Ethan leaning against the kitchen counter, a beer clutched in his fist and tension pinching at the corners of his lips.

‘He might have someone interested in adopting Francine,’ she said. ‘Isn’t that great?’

He nodded and took a swallow of beer. ‘I don’t get you and the doc. You say you’re just friends, but I don’t know.’

‘What do you mean? We are just friends.’

‘McManus does not want to be just friends with you, Sera. Why do you think he’s so hostile towards me?’

‘I… uh…’

‘Surely you can see that?’

No. She couldn’t see it. She wouldn’t see it. Because it would change everything, and she couldn’t bear the thought of that.

‘He’s protective of me. That’s how he’s always been.’

Ethan raised his eyebrows. ‘How many men have you dated since you two met?’

‘None.’ She frowned. ‘What’s that got to do with anything? He hasn’t dated anyone either.’

‘Well, that’s no surprise.’

She felt her hackles rise. ‘Hey, that’s a shitty thing to say. He’s a good guy.’

‘I meant it’s no surprise because he’s obviously in love with you. I can’t believe you can’t see that.’

‘He’s not. And even if he was, I’m not in love with him, so what does it matter?’

‘Aren’t you?’

Silence instantly engulfed them.

She swallowed over the lump in her throat, then swallowed again. ‘No. I’m not.’

He shook his head, took another mouthful of beer, then sighed. ‘I don’t want to argue with you. But I do want to be with you. And I can’t see that happening with the doc nipping at my heels.’ He put his bottle down, walked over to her and slipped his hands around her waist. ‘I think you need to work a few things out.’

Tears stung at Sera’s eyes. What was he saying? That they couldn’t be together if Toby was in the picture?

‘I can’t just up and walk away from him. I won’t.’

‘I would never ask you to do that. I can see how much he means to you. Believe me, I can see it. But if we’re going to give us a go, I need to know that I’m not going to keep coming second.’

A tear dropped from her lashes and splashed onto her cheek. ‘I’ll try to do better.’

He swiped it away with his thumb. ‘I’m not asking you to do better. I just want you to make sure you know what you want.’

‘I do.’ Toby was a big part of her life, her family – her everything. But she’d decided she wanted to be with Ethan. And that was that.

Ethan embraced her and they stood in the middle of the kitchen with her damp face smushed against his chest and his chin nestled in the dip of her shoulder.

‘I’m just feeling a bit defensive,’ he said softly. ‘Let’s forget about it for now and have a nice night.’

Sera sniffed and gave him a wan smile. ‘What was it that you wanted to run past me?’

He shook his head. ‘I don’t think now is the best time.’

She touched his hand. ‘Come on. What was it?’

‘I wanted to know if you’d like to come to Los Angeles with me.’

Sera’s jaw dropped, and stayed that way for a full thirty seconds.

‘If you don’t close your mouth soon,’ he said, ‘something’s going to fly in there.’

Her jaw snapped shut. ‘Right. Right.’

‘Before you panic, let me elaborate. I was thinking you could come and be my on-set adviser. My confidence with dogs is a lot better when you’re around, and I need to at least appear confident. You can guide me over the bumps.’

Her shoulders relaxed. ‘Oh, I see. You want me there professionally.’ Her racing heart stilled a little. ‘But won’t the movie be organising someone for you?’

‘They will, but I want you. And I spoke to my agent, and she thinks it’s totally doable.’

She had always wanted to travel, maybe live in another city, and it could be exciting being part of a movie. But she shook her head. ‘I can’t come to Los Angeles, Ethan. I have the shelter to look after.’

‘It’s only a few months, and you’ve told me yourself how amazing Tia is. And your team.’

She nodded. ‘What about my writing? I just signed a contract.’

‘You won’t be on set every day, only when I have a scene with the dog. You can still do your writing. I’m sure they won’t care where you are.’

‘Mm. Probably not. But I’d have to run it past them. And you’re forgetting, I have Buffy to think of.’

‘I’m sure the doc would be happy to take care of her.’

Her heart plummeted. Herriot. Oh god. Herriot. How would she tell him she was going away? He’d be gutted. No. He would be fine. And besides, if he was really her friend, he would understand. Her brow furrowed. He’s so not going to understand. She scrunched her mouth to the side as she thought. Maybe a break would do them good. Make them a little less dependent on each other, get their friendship back on track. Flip that switch back off.

But could she really be without him for three months? Did she even want to be?

Ethan leaned forward – his gaze narrowing. ‘I can hear that brain of yours whirring.’

She laughed lightly. ‘I was just covering the bases. But…’ She sighed. ‘I don’t think I can do it. I appreciate you trusting me, I really do, but I have too much responsibility here.’

‘Hey.’ He twined his arms around her, snuggling her into him. ‘You don’t need to give me an answer now. I want you to think about it.’ His eyes seared into hers. ‘I want you to think about everything.’

She swallowed and nodded. ‘I will. I promise.’

He smiled. ‘Okay. Shall we order that food?’

‘Are you really going to make me eat vegetables?’

‘Yes. And watch a movie made this century.’




Chapter Eighteen [image: ]

A selection of dresses lay over the bench seat in the middle of the walk-in wardrobe, with several pairs of shoes placed neatly on the floor in front. Sera picked up a dress and held it against herself as she looked in the mirror.

‘What do you think?’ Linda asked, watching her friend from her position on her bed.

‘I want something fun, but a little dressy. But not too dressy. The fundraiser is smart casual, so I want to make sure I fit with that, but also with the personality of Rose’s Rescue.’ She turned and grimaced at her friend. ‘Does that make sense?’

Linda stared at her, her expression deadpan. ‘I meant about going to Los Angeles with Ethan.’

‘Oh.’ Sera swallowed. Five minutes after she’d arrived at Linda’s home, she’d blurted out that Ethan had asked her to go to Los Angeles and instantly regretted it. ‘Obviously I can’t go.’

‘Why not?’

Sera turned to her friend, a blue spotted sundress in her hands, her eyebrows raised in question.

Linda wrinkled her nose and shook her head.

‘The shelter.’ Sera hung the dress back up. ‘And work.’

‘But if it’s only for a few months, can’t one of your team take care of things at the shelter? You’ll just be a phone call or email away, and your folks will keep an eye on the place. And I’m sure you can squeeze in your writing. It doesn’t matter if you’re up the road or on the other side of the world for that job.’

‘Mm. Maybe,’ Sera murmured, a little irritated by all the sense her friend was making.

‘Have you and Ethan… you know… yet?’ Linda asked with a nod and a wink.

Sera sighed. ‘No. But I think we might have been heading in that direction last night. It was getting pretty hot and steamy on the couch.’

‘The infamous sexy-moment-with-Toby couch?’ She smirked. ‘That couch is getting a lot of action.’

‘Stop it,’ Sera said, unable to contain a smile. ‘But yes.’

Linda wiggled forward. ‘What stopped you?’

Sera held up a white dress with a sprinkle of cherries down the front.

Linda gave her a thumbs-up.

‘Toby rang.’

‘While you were…?’

She nodded.

‘And you answered it?’

She dropped heavily onto the bed beside her friend. ‘I had to. What if it was an emergency?’

Linda narrowed her eyes and shook her head.

‘Don’t look at me like that. I couldn’t just let it ring out when I knew it was him. It felt wrong.’

‘Wrong how?’

‘I don’t know. Guilty, I guess?’

Linda’s eyebrows rose in two perfect arches. ‘Uh-huh.’

‘Please don’t start. I had enough of that from Ethan last night.’

Ethan hadn’t tried to kiss her again after Toby had called. There were no more soft caresses under her t-shirt or warm lips along the edge of her bra. They’d eaten their sushi, watched a terrible movie that Ethan seemed to love, with dog in the title but absolutely no dogs, and then he’d gone home, leaving her with only a peck on the cheek. He’d changed their next session too, moving it a day. As if he needed space. Or she did.

‘I take it your movie star was not impressed.’

‘Not at all. Then he had a go at me about not knowing what I want. He thinks Toby is in love with me. Told me it was obvious. My mum says the same thing, actually. And dad.’ She looked to the ceiling and squeaked out a whine. ‘Ethan even asked me if I was in love with Toby, which is ridiculous.’

‘Is it?’ Linda asked archly. ‘After our last conversation about your gorgeous-man-triangle, I’m not so sure.’

‘We decided Ethan was boyfriend material and Toby was friend zone, remember? So, I can’t be in love with him.’ Sera looked at Linda with pleading eyes. ‘Because I decided. Right?’

‘A woman can change her mind.’ Linda wiggled off the bed and stood in front of Sera. ‘Hot actor or hot vet; who will get the final rose?’ she announced into an invisible microphone.

‘Stop it! It’s not funny.’ Sera said, even though she was laughing.

‘It’s brilliant. You’re gorgeous. All the men should be fighting over you.’

‘I don’t want anyone fighting over me.’ She groaned. ‘My life used to be so easy.’

‘Boring!’

‘Easy!’

Linda rolled her eyes. ‘Try on the cherry dress.’

Sera slipped the white and red dress over her head and gazed in the mirror as Linda zipped her up. ‘Anyway, Toby can’t be in love with me. In all the nights we’ve spent together, he’s never even tried to kiss me, and the more I think about that night on the couch, the more I’m sure I misread everything.’ Her brow creased as she remembered his tender touch and the heat that rocked her from head to toe. ‘I think I was just hot and bothered because of the day I’d had with Ethan, then seeing him naked on Netflix.’

Linda straightened Sera’s dress straps. ‘What if he did try to kiss you?’

‘I can’t wear this,’ Sera said. ‘If a dog jumps up on me, I’ll be covered in paw prints.’

Linda pulled the zip back down and handed her a pink gingham fifties wiggle dress.

Sera stepped out of the first dress and shimmied the new one over her hips. ‘I didn’t know you’d have so many retro clothes,’ she said.

‘And I didn’t know you were so good at evasion,’ Linda replied. She sat on the bed again and studied her friend. ‘That one looks great. It goes with your hair. You could even wear cute sneakers with it if you wanted to.’

Sera nodded. She liked the dress. It hugged her shapely figure, sitting tight across her tummy and pushing her boobs up into sensational cleavage. And it had a pocket.

Linda handed her a pair of pink and white sneakers. ‘What if Toby did make a move on you? Romantically speaking.’

‘He wouldn’t,’ Sera said. ‘Neither of us would risk screwing up our friendship.’

‘So, that’s the only thing holding you back?’

Sera threw her arms out. ‘Well? Are the sneakers too casual?’

Linda looked at her deadpan. ‘They’re Alexander McQueen.’

Sera glanced down at her feet. They just looked like white sneakers.

‘And the outfit is super cute,’ Linda said. ‘You look amazing. Both your men are going to swoon.’



‘Darling.’ Her mother’s voice cut through the air of Sera’s car like a knife. ‘Come to dinner tonight. Bring Toby. We miss him.’

Sera stifled a groan. ‘Mum, I can’t. I have stuff to do.’

‘I want to talk to you about the fundraiser. Come about six-thirty and we’ll have cheese on the balcony. I’ll tell your father to get some beer for Toby. See you two soon.’

Sera managed to splutter a ‘Mum, wait… I—’ before her mother hung up.

Practically gnashing her teeth, she said, ‘Siri, call Toby.’

‘Petside Vet Clinic,’ Toby’s deep voice boomed.

‘You do see it’s my number, right?’

‘Yes. And?’

‘Then why do you always…’ She filled her cheeks with breath, puffing them out like a chipmunk, then released it in loud exasperation, her lips vibrating. ‘Never mind. We’ve been ordered to dinner in Fairlight tonight. Mum says cheese on the balcony at six-thirty. Can you make it? You can say no.’

He took a beat. ‘I can make it. Unless you’d rather I didn’t?’

She squeezed her eyes shut and rubbed her forehead, massaging the dull pounding between her eyes. ‘Herriot. If I have to go, you have to go. Besides, my mum wants to see you, not me. I’ll book an Uber and come and get you. Dad’s buying beers.’

‘Hangover, here I come.’



Sera gazed out at the harbour while her mother and father fussed over Toby.

He could not be in love with her. It seemed ridiculous. If he had romantic feelings towards her, she would have noticed. Sure, things had been a little different between them lately, but they were still just friends. Friends who cuddled and held hands, and snuggled on the couch, and sometimes spooned, and…

Oh my god. What if Linda was right? What if the only thing keeping them apart was the fear of losing what they had? Because they’d both do anything to protect their friendship. Which was probably why Toby was acting up – he was used to being the only person in her life and now she had someone else.

Ugh. It was so much easier when it was just the two of them spending their nights watching movies and… cuddling? She inwardly rolled her eyes.

But she did like Ethan, and it was exciting to have someone interested in her, especially someone so utterly gorgeous. She ran a hand down her throat and smiled. Toby would get used to it. They’d still be close – she’d make sure of that. She just wouldn’t be spending all her free time with him.

She felt a whack on her knee. ‘What?’ she asked, blinking and glancing around.

Everyone was staring at her.

‘Your mum was asking how the prep was going for James’s blockbuster celebrity fundraiser,’ Toby said.

She shot him a sharp look. ‘I don’t have to do anything, except tidy the place up a bit. Ethan’s publicist is handling it all. That’s not stopping me from panicking, though.’

‘Maybe if the movie star hadn’t forgotten to tell you the date you’d feel more prepared, but I guess it’s hard for him to think of other people.’

This time, she glowered at him. ‘He forgot for like, a day. And it was a big day. He had a lot going on.’

‘Obviously too much to think of you,’ Toby retorted under his breath.

‘Any famous people going to be there, other than your actor?’ Sera’s father asked brightly.

Her mother slapped her husband’s arm, and hissed, ‘John.’

‘Not that he’s your actor,’ he quickly added. ‘Just an actor. That you know.’

Sera groaned.

‘When’s James leaving, anyway?’ Toby asked.

‘A couple of weeks,’ Sera said.

Toby muttered, ‘Thank god.’

Anger flashed through her, starting at the soles of her feet and hitting her cheeks with the heat of a thousand suns. ‘Actually, he’s asked me to go with him,’ she spat in thinly veiled fury.

Deathly silence dropped over the small gathering.

Her stomach plummeted. Oh no. Why, why, why had she blurted that out?

‘This is an exciting turn of events!’ Sera’s mother said. ‘I didn’t realise you and Ethan had got that serious so quickly.’

‘When did this happen?’ Toby asked quietly.

His jaw was clenched and his face was as pale as Sera had ever seen it. Even paler than the time he had a horrible flu.

The cat was out of the bag now, no shying away from it. She sat up straight, pushed her shoulders back and faced him. ‘Last night. After you rang and interrupted us.’

Toby flinched, looked away and took a swallow of beer. ‘And what did you say?’

‘I told him I’d think about it.’

He nodded and stared at the ocean.

A long, exhausted breath passed Sera’s lips and she slouched with a huff against the cushions. ‘He’s asked me to go as his on-set consultant to assist him working with the dog in the movie. To help his confidence.’

‘Just professionally then?’ Her mother sounded disappointed.

Sera’s parents were sitting forward in their chairs, their eyes glued to her.

‘Yes,’ Sera said flatly.

Toby snorted.

‘You don’t agree, Toby?’ her mother asked.

‘All I know is the guy’s been sniffing around Sera from the moment he laid eyes on her.’

Sera turned on him. ‘Why is that so strange to you? Is it so bizarre that someone would find me attractive?’

A muscle in his jaw twitched. ‘Of course not. You’re gorgeous.’

For some reason, his compliment made her even more furious. ‘He’s not sniffing around me. He’s not some dog. He’s been a perfect gentleman.’

‘Yeah, took you to a party and perfectly ignored you. Have you forgotten whose arms you fell into? Who wiped away your tears?’

His vicious tone shocked her. ‘I haven’t forgotten. Isn’t that what friends do? Aren’t friends supposed to support each other?’ she asked, continuing before he could respond. ‘Except all you’ve done is be mean and bitchy about him, even when I’ve asked you not to. You say you’re happy if I’m happy, and then you’re like this.’ She waved her hand at him. ‘How do you think that makes me feel? He’s the first guy to look at me for ages.’

‘I look at you.’

‘You know what I mean.’

‘Yeah, I know exactly what you mean.’

Her parents shuffled to their feet, her mother mumbling something about sorting dinner as she grabbed her husband’s elbow and hauled him away.

Sera scowled at the ocean, her pulse thudding in her throat.

‘Why did you even want me here tonight?’ Toby asked. ‘If you’re so in love with James, why isn’t he here? I could be at home chilling out instead of…’ He tapered off and took another pull on his beer.

Toby’s harsh voice sliced through her like a dagger, jamming into her heart and twisting. ‘I’m not in love with Ethan.’ She turned to him and glowered. ‘And I didn’t want you here; my mother did.’

Toby recoiled. ‘Right.’ He chuffed a hard laugh. ‘Then maybe I should go.’

‘Maybe you should.’

They sat in heavy, awkward silence, each glaring out at the view as dusk settled and the last of the sunlight mixed with the coming night.

Tears prickled the corners of Sera’s eyes, and she furiously blinked them away. Why was he being such a dick? Why couldn’t he respect her feelings for Ethan? He didn’t have to like him, but he could at least respect that she did. Sure, throwing the LA thing at him like that was a little uncool, but he’d pissed her off. Again. He’d been pissing her off a lot lately. And it hurt. Fighting with him hurt.

She gulped back the lump in her throat and blew out a shaky breath. ‘I don’t want you to go. I just don’t want to fight anymore. We never used to fight, and now all we seem to do is bicker.’

‘We always bickered,’ he said softly. ‘That’s us.’

She shook her head. ‘Not like this.’ She got up and shoved him over, squeezing in beside him on the small cane couch. ‘Please don’t be like this, Herriot.’ She wrapped her fingers around his hand. ‘You’re my—’

‘Best friend. Yeah, I know.’

‘Don’t you want to be friends anymore?’ The lump in her throat had grown to the size of a golf ball, and she was having trouble swallowing.

Toby frowned at their hands. ‘I don’t know.’

Her heart plunged, dropping into her stomach with a thud that almost made her fold in two. ‘What?’ she asked in a tiny breathy voice.

He let go of her hand and ran a palm across his mouth. ‘I don’t know, Sera. I know I’m being a dick, but I can’t seem to stop, because I feel like I’m losing you and I don’t know…’ A desperate sigh escaped his lips.

She touched his cheek and gently turned his face towards her. ‘But you’re not losing me. You never, ever will. You’ll always be a part of my life, Herriot. You’ll always be my person.’

They gazed at each other a little too long and a little too lingering. Then, suddenly, his mouth was on hers.

Her breath left her lungs. Time slowed and for a second more than she should have, she returned his kiss, tasting his lips, her heart galloping in her chest and her stomach quivering with uncontrolled flutters. For a second longer than she should have, she pressed into him, her mouth moving against his as heat roared across her skin. Then her eyes snapped open and she shrank back, pushing him away with a shove of her palm. ‘What are you doing?’

He stared at her, panic growing in his eyes and pink flushing his cheeks. ‘I… I—’

‘You, you what?’

‘I don’t know.’ He leaned forward and buried his face in his hands. ‘I don’t know what happened. I was angry. I didn’t mean—’

‘Toby—’

‘I lashed out.’

‘With your lips?’

‘It was a weird response, I grant you.’

She gaped at him. ‘You think?’

He squinted through the shroud of soft curls hanging about his mortified face. ‘I am so sorry. I didn’t mean anything by it, Ser, I promise. I didn’t. I’d never do anything to ruin what we have. It’ll never happen again.’

She gazed at him and shook her head.

‘I swear. Never again.’ He drew a cross over his heart with his finger.

She forced out a smile, her lips clamped tightly together. Why did his words make her feel so much worse? Why had a strange heaviness wrapped around her heart? Because their friendship was changing?

Or because Toby just promised to never kiss me again?

She crammed that thought to the back of her mind, patted his thigh, and said, ‘Let’s go see what’s happening with dinner, you weirdo.’

‘Takes one to know one.’

She laughed, because that’s what they did, even as all she wanted to do was to crawl away and cry.




Chapter Nineteen [image: ]

The day was dark and oppressive. A warm wind whistled up the paddock and charcoal-coloured storm clouds gathered in the sky, heavy with rain.

Sera sipped her coffee as she stared at the clouds. They were an excellent reflection of her mood, and an even better one of the turmoil swirling within her.

She’d barely slept, tossing and turning as she relived every word spewed between her and Toby the night before. She was angry and confused and there was a knot in her stomach that wouldn’t budge.

I guess we can add accidentally kissing to our list of non-friend-like activities.

She sighed and touched her mouth, as if the sensation of his soft lips lingered there.

He’d kissed her cheek before. Her forehead a million times. The top of her head, the tip of her nose, her elbow that day they decided to try roller blading and she’d fallen and grazed it. So many kisses, but until last night, never once on her lips.

She squinted as a memory aggressively forced its way into her brain. Except for their first Christmas together, when her parents had gone to Fiji and his mother was on a cruise, and she and Toby had thrown a Festivus for two.

At the end of the evening, as she was preparing to leave, he’d asked her if she’d like to stay. But the shelter was new, and she was worried and wanted to get home. He’d kissed her goodnight, leaning in the Uber window and pressing his mouth tenderly to hers.

She recalled wondering if that kiss was the beginning of something. If this gorgeous man who’d come so unexpectedly into her life was going to become more than a friend. But the next day, with both of them hungover and tired, they’d sat on her couch, shoving pizza into their mouths and watching Elf, like a couple of buddies. And that’s how they’d stayed. There’d been no more kisses. Not even a hint of one. She was relieved about that at the time, because she was frantically busy and constantly freaking out that the whole Rose’s Rescue idea was complete folly. She’d been relieved that he didn’t kiss her again because she needed a friend more than she needed a lover. But she had liked the kiss. And she had kissed him back. How had she forgotten?

Thunder rumbled overhead and she shivered, even though the morning was warm and muggy. She puffed out her cheeks and slowly exhaled a wobbly breath. Toby. Every time he popped into her mind lately, her entire body was wracked with so many emotions, she couldn’t even name them.

Then there was the offer to assist Ethan in Los Angeles, which should have been an exciting one. She should be bursting out of her skin. On paper, it was amazing – hot movie star whisks her away to Hollywood to work on his next blockbuster film. But the whole thing was clouded in confusing relationship stuff, which she was beginning to understand she was woefully ill-equipped to navigate. She’d only known Ethan a few weeks, and she wasn’t entirely sure what was going on between them. They hadn’t even gone out on a date, not since the premiere debacle, so she couldn’t even say they were technically dating. Though they were certainly kissing, and she did like the kissing. She’d forgotten how nice kissing was, and Ethan had definitely reminded her of that. Oh boy, had he.

But then there was all the money stuff in the mix, which made her feel like a charity. Rose’s was, but she wasn’t, and she didn’t want to be reliant on anyone. Unless it was her folks. Or Toby.

She pulled out her phone. She couldn’t get through the day without knowing they were okay.


[image: Image: Black Speech Bubble Emoji] Sera: Hey.

[image: Image: Gray Speech Bubble Emoji] Toby: Hey back.

[image: Image: Black Speech Bubble Emoji] Sera: Are we okay?

[image: Image: Gray Speech Bubble Emoji] Toby: Well, I’m okay. You’re a nerd.



She laughed, happiness stirring in her chest.


[image: Image: Black Speech Bubble Emoji] Sera: Excuse me. Who can name every dinosaur species in Jurassic Park?

[image: Image: Gray Speech Bubble Emoji] Toby: Everyone?

[image: Image: Black Speech Bubble Emoji] Sera: Can we never fight again?

[image: Image: Gray Speech Bubble Emoji] Toby: Depends.

[image: Image: Black Speech Bubble Emoji] Sera: On what?



She held her breath.


[image: Image: Gray Speech Bubble Emoji] Toby: On whether you let me control the remote.

[image: Image: Black Speech Bubble Emoji] Sera: No way. You surf like Kelly Slater.

[image: Image: Gray Speech Bubble Emoji] Toby: Gotta go. Need to jam a thermometer up a dog’s arse.

[image: Image: Black Speech Bubble Emoji] Sera: You say the sweetest things.



She closed her eyes and smiled, then looked out at the day, and with a relieved sigh, tossed the rest of her coffee on the garden. The knot in her stomach was still there, but it was looser.

She needed to see Ethan’s job offer as an opportunity and paycheque, and nothing else. The kissing could not be in the mix. Ethan could not be in the mix. Toby could not be in the mix.

She squeezed her eyes shut and shook her head. She should be excited. Why wasn’t she excited?

Her phone buzzed.


[image: Image: Gray Speech Bubble Emoji] Ethan: Looks like a storm’s brewing. Do you still want me?

[image: Image: Black Speech Bubble Emoji] Sera: It’s pretty bleak here.

[image: Image: Gray Speech Bubble Emoji] Ethan: Maybe things will clear up?

[image: Image: Black Speech Bubble Emoji] Sera: I hope so. See you in thirty.





Fat drops of rain began to fall the instant they stepped out from the car.

‘Typical,’ Sera muttered.

Ethan pulled up the hood of his windcheater. ‘Are you sure you want to do this?’

‘It’s just a little rain.’ She zipped up her parka and let Fleur the poodle out of the back of her van.

‘Are you okay?’ he asked.

Her bad mood was obviously leaking out. ‘Fine. I had dinner with my parents last night and it got a bit tense.’

‘Tense how?’

She clenched her jaw and gave herself an invisible kick. Why was she blurting everything out these days? Had she lost control of her mouth?

‘I told them about your offer.’ She decided to brush over Toby being there.

‘What did they say?’

‘I’m going to do some obedience work with Fleur and you’re going to watch. Then you’ll go through the commands with her. It’ll be basic stuff – sit, stay, that kind of thing. Like you did with Buffy.’

‘So we’re not going to talk about your dinner?’

‘There’s nothing to talk about. They were just a little surprised. Same reaction as me, really.’ She forced a chuckle. ‘Anyway, enough of you trying to get out of doing this.’

‘I’m not trying to get out of anything. I was just making sure you were okay. You seem… off.’

‘I’m sorry I’m not Little Miss Sunshine,’ she retorted. ‘I have a lot on my mind.’

He put his hands up in surrender. ‘Whoa. Are you mad at me?’

She let out a deep breath. ‘No. Not at all. I’m sorry. It’s not your fault. I’m just a little… overwhelmed.’

‘And here I am adding to that. If I can do anything to help—’

‘It’s fine. I’m fine.’ She squeezed his hand. ‘I couldn’t sleep last night, and I have a writing deadline and the fundraiser looming.’ And Toby kissed me. ‘It’s a lot all at once. But I shouldn’t be snapping at you.’

‘You can snap at me. Snap all you need to. I can take it.’

‘Okay, tough guy.’ She raised her eyebrows. ‘Let’s put you and this dog to work.’

Sera ran Fleur and Ethan through the commands, telling Ethan when to give treats and when to give praise. Fleur did surprisingly well for a dog that appeared to have zero obedience training and very few social skills. She was a quick learner and eager to please. Everyone looked at poodles as the bimbos of the dog world, but Sera knew they were incredibly smart.

Ethan listened, asked questions and was the excellent student that Sera had come to expect. When they first met, he’d told her he’d work hard and take it seriously, and he had. Now, after only a few weeks, if you weren’t aware that he was nervous around dogs, you could never tell. He’d learned to control at least the outward appearance of his fear, and was slowly understanding that not all dogs wanted to kill him.

‘Your turn,’ Sera said, handing him the leash.

He nodded to himself and sucked a breath through his teeth. ‘I can do this.’

‘Yes, you can.’

She watched on as he carefully took Fleur through the training they’d both just learned, beaming at Sera every time the dog did what she was told.

‘Let’s try walking her to heel,’ Sera said after about twenty minutes of sit, stay and lie down. ‘I’ll talk you through it.’

They walked slowly through the park, Ethan calmly saying heel and gently pulling Fleur into line whenever she began to race ahead.

Sera couldn’t help but be impressed. ‘You’re pretty good at this,’ she said. ‘I think you’re a natural.’

‘I’ve got a great teacher.’ He flashed her a dazzling, dimple-popping smile.

And then golf ball-sized pieces of hail began to drop from the sky.

‘Run!’ Ethan pointed towards a bus shelter.

They took off across the grass, laughing as Fleur gracefully loped between them, ducking into the shelter and huddling in the corner as they watched the hail bounce on the road.

‘Whose idea was it to come out in this weather?’ Sera yelled over the clanging of the hail on the tin roof.

‘Yours, Teach,’ Ethan said as he dropped onto the bench and shook the water from his hair.

She wiggled in next to him. ‘We’ll head back when we can get to the car without being conked out. I think this storm’s going to get worse.’

As if on cue, a flash of lightning lit up the sky, followed by a clap of thunder that made the dog jump. Ethan rested his hand on Fleur’s head and cooed to her.

Sera’s tummy went warm and gooey, and before she could censor herself, she blurted out, ‘Am I your girlfriend?’

He looked at her, one eyebrow cocked. ‘I don’t know. Are you?’

She sighed and slumped beside him, leaning against his arm. ‘I have no idea. That’s why I’m asking.’

A grin flickered at the corners of his mouth. ‘Do you need me to ask you to go steady?’

She whacked his thigh and he laughed.

They sat in silence for a moment as thunder rumbled around them.

‘That’s what my mum and dad were asking last night,’ she eventually said. ‘If I went to LA, would it be as someone who works with you or…’

‘As my girlfriend.’

‘Yes. And I didn’t know what to say. I told them it was just business, but I don’t think they believe that. And I don’t know if I do either.’ She shook her head. ‘And once again, I’ll be being paid to be with you, and I know we’ve talked about it, but it still makes me a little uncomfortable. And if I did come with you, I wouldn’t want people to think you got your girlfriend a job. You know?’

He nodded. ‘So you don’t want me to ask you to go steady?’

‘Ethan, I’m serious. It’s keeping me awake at night. You’re keeping me awake at night.’

‘I am?’ He smirked.

‘Not like that. Well, not always like that.’ She nudged his shoulder. ‘I think, us… whatever us happens to be right now… is going to make it harder to decide if Los Angeles is a good move for me or not. What if we broke up? God. I’ve read the gossip magazines about people breaking up on movie sets having to go on working together. I don’t want that awkwardness.’

‘If that happened, you wouldn’t have to stay.’

‘But I would have made a commitment.’

He nodded. ‘Okay. I get it. I do. And I can’t believe I’m suggesting this, but… do you want to cool it? Pump the brakes until you’ve had time to figure out what you want to do?’

‘Cool what? What are we cooling? I still don’t know.’ She glanced at her feet, shuffling them as she thought. ‘The other night, at my place, I thought we might…’

‘Yeah, me too.’

‘But we didn’t. And then it was like nothing ever happened. We just ate raw fish and watched that shitty movie, when only an hour earlier, you practically had your hand on my boob.’

‘Oh, I remember. And that was a good movie!’

She blew out a lengthy breath. ‘Maybe you’re right. Not about the movie. Maybe you’re right about taking a breather from the… kissing. Just to give me a bit of space to think. Your lips tend to muddle me.’ She turned to face him and blinked.

He’d pushed his hood back and his face was damp, and his hair was sticking up where he’d run his fingers through it. There was pink in his cheeks from their dash across the park, and the blue of his eyes was so vivid, they didn’t look quite real. And then there were his lips, moist from the rain and in a soft pout.

This was why she needed a breather. This right here. Because just looking at him made her toes scrunch and unscrunch in her shoes.

The hail had stopped and rain was now teeming from the sky, pouring off the roof of the bus shelter like a waterfall. It splashed up their legs, soaking their jeans as they sat beside each other, their bodies touching, sizzling in the humid air.

When Fleur whimpered, Sera looked down at the dog lying miserably on the wet concrete floor.

‘She’s soaked,’ she said, breathy and uneven. ‘We’d better get her back to the shelter and warm her up. Us too.’

Ethan silently nodded and offered her his hand.

She took it in hers, and they dashed through the rain to the car.



‘Tia, would you mind drying Fleur off for me please? And get her settled?’

Sera and Ethan were standing on the verandah, peeling off their raincoats, their hair dripping and clothes soaked.

‘Sure,’ Tia giggled. ‘You picked a nice day for it.’

She shimmied past Ethan, blushing at being so close to him, then grabbed an umbrella in one hand and Fleur’s leash in the other and made a run for the kennels.

‘I’d better go,’ Ethan said, shaking his head and spraying water everywhere.

‘Are you sure you don’t want to get dry first?’

He indicated his drenched clothes. ‘Not much chance of that.’

‘I have some of Toby’s clothes here. I’m sure they’d fit you.’

His brow creased.

‘I’ve borrowed so many of his sweatshirts, and I have a pair of his sweatpants somewhere. Even some underwear.’

Ethan tilted his head and raised his brows.

She huffed. ‘He wasn’t wearing them at the time. He loaned them to me because I wanted to take off that stupid dress I wore to the—’ She stopped.

‘I’m glad you went to Toby that night,’ he said softly, ‘and not straight home.’

‘Why?’

‘Because you were with a friend when you needed one. I know he would’ve taken care of you.’ He smiled a thousand watts of sexy at her. ‘And maybe I will come in and dry off. I don’t mind wearing the doc’s clothes. I’m sure when you tell him, he’ll have no problem with it either.’ His tongue was planted firmly in his cheek, and he flashed her a look that said, Please tell him.

Sera rolled her eyes. ‘The two of you are ridiculous.’

To Ethan’s credit, he didn’t suggest they shower together, though both Sera and Tia were almost unable to speak when he disappeared into the bathroom and they heard the water running.

‘I cannot believe Ethan James is down the hall, naked,’ Tia said, all breathy.

Sera smiled. ‘Tia.’

‘Sorry. But. Oh. My. God.’

‘You should get home. This weather’s terrible.’

She pouted. ‘Damn. I thought I was going to see him in his towel or something.’

Sera laughed. ‘I didn’t realise you were such a perv. Surely you’ve seen the third Throne of Kings?’

The young woman nodded and grinned. ‘Oh yes. Yes, I have.’

‘He was wearing a lot less than a towel in that.’

‘Mm-hm,’ she said dreamily. ‘So much less.’

A deep voice cleared behind them. ‘Are you ladies talking about my arse?’

Tia’s face went beetroot red, but Sera just grinned and said, ‘Your award-winning arse, don’t you mean?’

He laughed and wiggled his butt at them just as the front door flew open and slammed against the wall with a bang.

A rush of air blew up the hall and Sera sucked in a breath.

Toby stood there, his soaked shirt stuck to his chest and rain dripping from his curls. It was as if all the air left the room as the two friends stared at each other, locked in a moment only they understood.

Then Toby flicked his gaze to Ethan. ‘Are you wearing my clothes?’

‘We got drenched,’ Sera said in a fluster as her gaze flicked up and down Toby’s wet body. ‘He needed something warm. I didn’t think you’d mind.’

He stared back at her, his tongue darting across his lips, before he shrugged an ample shoulder. ‘Not at all.’

Tia picked up her bag. ‘I’d better go.’ She ducked past Toby. ‘Bye, Dr McManus.’

‘See ya, Tia. Drive carefully.’ He turned to Sera, ‘I got some dog food samples today. I thought you might want them. I’ll put them on the verandah.’ They held each other’s gaze for another beat, then Toby said, ‘Let me know if the dogs like it.’

‘Do you need a hand, doc?’ Ethan asked.

‘Nah. You’re dry. I’m wet. I’ve got it.’

Ethan nodded. ‘I was about to suggest we grab an early dinner. Would you like to get out of the weather and join us for pizza?’

Sera turned and stared at Ethan, then turned back to Toby, who looked as caught off guard by the invitation as she was.

Toby shook his head. ‘I don’t want to intrude.’

‘It wouldn’t be a drama,’ Ethan said.

Sera sighed and stepped forward. ‘You know you’re never intruding. Go sort the dog food then come in. I’ll find you one of your sweatshirts.’

His brow furrowed. ‘Are you sure?’ he said just to her.

‘Of course I’m sure,’ she said just to him. After the awfulness of the night before – the fighting and the kiss – she was so relieved to see him standing in front of her, being his normal self, that her heart was doing happy little skips. She wanted to leap into his arms and nuzzle his… Nope, she didn’t want to do that. Definitely not.

‘Okay then,’ he said. ‘It would be good to get back at least one of the fifty-two sweatshirts you’ve stolen from me.’

She laughed. ‘I do not have fifty-two of your sweatshirts.’

‘Okay, fifty-one. And a pair of my underwear.’ He smirked. ‘You don’t have those on too, do you, James?’ he called to Ethan over Sera’s head.

‘I draw the line at wearing your underwear, doc.’

Sera grabbed the grinning Toby, spun him around and pushed him out the door. ‘Be nice,’ she hissed in his ear.

‘What are you talking about? I’m an absolute delight.’



The two men leaned against Sera’s kitchen counter in matching sweatshirts, like grumpy twins. Ethan was taller than Toby by a few centimetres, but both had broad shoulders and long legs, which they had crossed at their ankles. Their wet hair was slicked back, Ethan’s neat, Toby’s a little unruly, and they each had one of their large hands wrapped around a bottle of beer. If Sera hadn’t known one was an actor and the other a vet, she’d have sworn they were a couple of models getting ready for a photo shoot.

‘Twinning,’ Ethan said with a grin, flicking a thumb between him and Toby.

Sera allowed her eyes to linger over the two men longer than she should.

‘What are you gawping at?’ Toby asked her.

‘You need a haircut,’ she quickly said.

He shook his head, his damp curls bouncing around his face. ‘I was letting it grow. You always told me you liked it longer.’ His eyebrows twitched as he smirked.

Sera saw Ethan’s eyes dart between the two friends.

When the doorbell rang, she had to stop herself from yelling, ‘Thank God.’

‘That’ll be the pizza,’ Ethan said. ‘I’ll get it.’ He leaned in and lightly kissed Sera as he passed.

Toby peered after Ethan, then brought his gaze back to Sera and in a quiet voice said, ‘About last night…’

‘It’s fine. We sorted it.’

‘I just wanted to make sure you weren’t still mad at me.’

She frowned. ‘Okay, sure.’

‘What does that mean?’

She glanced towards the door. ‘Nothing. Just… we don’t need to talk about it. We were both upset.’

‘Exactly. Shit happens.’

‘Not usually that shit,’ she muttered.

He grunted. ‘True. I don’t even know why I did it. Just as long as you know it didn’t mean anything.’

She scrunched her fists at her sides. ‘I know it didn’t. Why would it? Let’s not let it affect us.’

They’d both moved across the kitchen floor without even noticing, and were now standing so close to each other, they could whisper.

‘Us? I assumed there wouldn’t be an us now you’ve got a boyfriend,’ Toby said.

‘God, Herriot, how many times do I need to tell you there will always be an us? Always.’

‘Your boyfriend may feel differently.’

‘I don’t even know if he is my boyfriend.’

‘You’ve kissed him.’

‘I’ve kissed you.’

A beat passed, then another. Their eyes locked and their chests almost touched with every increasingly heavy breath.

When Ethan cleared his throat from behind them, they shot apart, looking anywhere but at each other.

Sera’s face flamed.

‘Where are we eating?’ Ethan asked, his arms filled with pizza boxes.

‘We’ll eat in the lounge room,’ Sera said, corralling Ethan out the door.

‘I’ll get plates,’ Toby muttered, turning towards the kitchen cupboards.

Sera sat on the couch beside Ethan, and Toby sat on the floor, his shoulder touching Sera’s leg, Buffy lying across his lap.

‘What’ll we watch?’ Toby asked. ‘Aliens, Die Hard, Jurassic Park?’

‘Why don’t we watch something a little newer?’ Ethan asked.

Toby shrugged and tossed him the remote. ‘Sure thing. You choose.’ He took a swallow of beer. ‘Sera tells me you’ve asked her to go to LA with you?’

Ethan glanced at her, his expression dark.

Her stomach lurched. ‘Toby was with me at my parents’ last night.’

A dry chuckle escaped Ethan’s lips. ‘She didn’t mention you were there.’

‘She didn’t? Huh.’ Toby picked up a slice of pizza and took an excessively large bite.

Sera nudged him hard with her knee and he swayed to the side.

‘Anyway. Yeah,’ Ethan said. ‘Sera’s helped me a lot with the dog thing. It would be great to have her with me, to stop me from going backwards and… because it would be great to have her with me.’

Toby nodded. ‘She’s told me you’ve been doing pretty well. I’m sure that took a lot of determination.’

‘I’ve had a great teacher.’

‘Yep. She’s amazing.’ Toby took another long pull on his beer. ‘So, would she be going to LA as your employee or your girlfriend? Or both?’

Sera felt Ethan tense beside her. ‘For a start, I won’t be paying her, the production will. I’ve sorted that out.’ He flicked her a look. ‘And the rest is up to Sera. I’ll be happy with whatever choice she makes.’

She raised a hand in the air. ‘Guys, I’m sitting right here. Stop talking about me like I’m invisible.’

‘Sorry, Ser,’ Toby said.

Ethan gently shoulder-bumped her. ‘Sorry.’

‘Let’s just watch a movie.’ She snatched the remote from Ethan’s hand, desperate to shut the men up, and flicked through the Netflix screen. ‘This one’s supposed to be good. Keanu Reeves is in it.’ By the time she realised Always Be My Maybe was about two best friends falling in love, complete with one of them dating a movie star, it was all too late.



Toby stretched his arms above his head, letting one drop across Sera’s knees. ‘I suppose I’d better go. Got someone coming for a drop off at seven-thirty in the morning.’

‘I’ll walk you out,’ Sera said, shoving his arm away as she stood.

He reached his hand up towards her.

She slapped it. ‘You’re quite capable of getting up yourself,’ she said, complete with a look that would make most people wither.

It made him grin, and he pushed off the floor and looked back at Ethan. ‘See you at Sera’s fundraiser, James.’

‘Sure will, doc.’

Sera put her hands on the small of Toby’s back and pushed him forcibly out the door.

‘Great movie,’ Toby said, laughing as they stepped onto the verandah. ‘Brilliant choice.’ He gave her two thumbs-up.

‘Shut up.’

‘No, seriously. The part where the famous actor got dumped for the best friend?’ He motioned with a chef’s kiss.

She whacked his arm. ‘Shut. Up.’

He chuckled and rubbed the spot she’d hit. ‘So, how’d I go? Did I behave to your liking?’

‘Mostly. When you weren’t being a shit-stirrer.’

‘C’mon. Shit-stirring is one of my finest traits. You’ve always loved my shit-stirring.’

She rolled her eyes. ‘So, do you like him now?’

‘Hell no. But you do, so I’m trying.’ He shrugged.

‘Thank you.’ She pushed up on her tiptoes and kissed his cheek.

He gazed down at her, his eyebrows raised and his face soft and so pretty that her heart skipped a beat. Then another.

‘I just want you to be happy, Ser. That’s more important to me than anything else. Because…’ He cupped her face. ‘You’ll always be my person.’

She pressed her cheek into his palm, soaking up the warmth of his tender touch.

He sighed deeply and dropped his hand. ‘I’d better go. Before I do something weird again.’

‘God forbid,’ she whispered.

‘Sadly,’ he whispered back.

As she watched him stride up the driveway, she called out, ‘Herriot.’

He stopped and turned around. ‘What?’

‘I really do love you.’

‘Yeah, I know you do.’



She leaned against the closed door with her eyes squeezed shut. It was as if her entire world was spinning off its axis, and she couldn’t seem to force it back to where it had always been. Where it should be.

‘Is everything okay?’ Ethan asked.

Her eyes flickered open.

He was beside the reception desk, his hands deep in the pockets of his sweatpants and a worried look on his face.

‘Yep. It’s all good. Tonight went well, don’t you think?’

He shrugged a shoulder and nodded. ‘Should I leave?’

She took his hand and smiled. ‘Nope.’ Then led him back up the hall.

‘Where are we going?’ he asked.

‘To clean up the kitchen.’

‘Oh.’

She laughed at how disappointed he sounded. ‘Where did you think we were going?’

He spun her around and slammed his mouth to hers. She grabbed his waist, hanging on in surprise, fingers digging into his flesh as she melted into his kiss.

They shuffled backwards, lips glued, moving towards her bedroom, Buffy tapping along by their feet. Ethan reached around Sera and shoved the bedroom door open, and she tottered inside and stumbled over a boot. But they never stopped kissing.

Buffy jumped up onto the bed, and Ethan laughed into Sera’s mouth.

She reluctantly broke their kiss. ‘Out, Stinkface,’ she hissed at the horrified dog. ‘Sorry,’ she said as she shut the door and turned back to Ethan. She breathed out an ‘Oh.’ His lips were pink and pillowy from being kissed, and his eyes were hooded and dreamy. He looked like sex on a pair of muscular, long legs.

He quickly stepped forward and gathered her into his arms, and she gasped as his lips met hers again, full of so much heat her knees almost buckled. He tugged her closer to his body, enveloping her in his strong arms, almost wrapping completely around her. Her heart thumped and tripped and leaped as he shuffled backwards towards her bed, pulling her with him, his lips caressing hers.

A heady mix of confusion and full-blown desire flooded her mind. They shouldn’t be doing this. Hadn’t they just talked about not doing this anymore? Hadn’t they sat getting soaked by the rain, talking about cooling it and pumping the brakes and how he definitely shouldn’t ask her to go steady? But then there were his lips and his tongue and the warmth of his mouth, and the heat in her stomach simmered to the boil.

Ethan sat perching on the edge of the mattress and moved her so that she was in between his thighs, leaning her entire weight against his body, her neck bent to meet his kiss and her fingers grabbing at the back of his neck, twisting in his hair.

He slowly dropped to the mattress and took her with him. She squealed as she fell forward onto his chest, with her feet lifting off the ground.

He gazed up at her, pushed a strand of her hair behind her ear and whispered, ‘Let’s get more comfortable.’ Ethan shifted them both, easily lifting her until she was lying on top of him, in the middle of her grandparents’ old bed. Then he kissed her again.

She shivered. They were going to do it. The big It.

In her twenty-eight years, Sera had only had three serious boyfriends. Whatever Linda said about everyone wanting her boobs in high school, only two high school boys had seen them, and that was as far as she’d allowed it to go. She was old-fashioned that way. When she committed to something, whether to love, friendship or to building a successful rescue shelter, she committed fully. Casual sex had never been her thing. She was nineteen when she lost her virginity to Bevan, the poet with blue-black hair and bright green eyes, and twenty-five when she’d split from boyfriend number three, Stephen, the son of one of her mother’s friends. It had been over two years since she’d been with a man, and she hadn’t noticed how much she’d missed it until she felt Ethan’s taut muscles flexing below her, his stomach, his chest, his thighs, hard and pulsing.

He moved his mouth to her throat and ran his tongue along her delicate skin until she quivered and buried her face into his chest. She inhaled deeply… and froze, her heart suddenly pounding and her mouth dry. What was that scent? It was so familiar.

Oh no.

It was the sweatshirt – Toby’s sweatshirt. It smelled just like him. Like his body. Like his house. A mix of deodorant and antiseptic – soft and clean and soothing, as if he was right there in the bedroom with them, whispering in her ear, telling her to hold back, reminding her not to go too far.

Guilt rushed over her. ‘I think we should stop.’

‘Is everything okay?’ Ethan asked through a shuddering breath. He stared at her with blown-out pupils.

Well, you smell like Toby, so…

This was bad. This was really bad.

Ugh.

She rolled onto her back and dropped her arm across her brow. ‘It’s just—’

‘Shit. I was supposed to be giving you space.’ He ran a palm down his face. ‘I’m so sorry.’

‘Please don’t say sorry. I was right there with you. I’m the one who’s sorry.’

‘No. You were right to stop it.’

‘I was?’

‘Yeah. We were supposed to be pumping the brakes. My brilliant idea.’ He laughed and knocked his fist on his forehead.

‘It’s just… if your lips muddle me, I can’t imagine what your…’ She put her hand over her mouth and laughed. ‘Oh my god. See?’

He laughed too. ‘Well, I don’t want my… anything to muddle you.’ He kissed her temple. ‘I think I better go.’

‘Um.’ She glanced at his crotch. ‘Maybe you should wait a bit?’

He followed her gaze. ‘Aw, geez.’ He grabbed a pillow that’d been flung to the floor and put it across his lap. ‘I probably should have worn something under the doc’s sweatpants, huh?’

Her eyebrows shot up. ‘I won’t tell him you went commando in his sweatpants. He’ll have some kind of ceremonial burning.’

‘Please tell him. And let me watch.’

They laughed.

Sera sighed. ‘I’m sorry, Ethan. I feel like I keep starting something and never finishing it.’

He shook his head and ran the backs of his fingers softly across her cheek. ‘I’m sure I’ve started it every single time. You need to make your decision about LA for you. Because it’s what you want. This,’ his finger waved between them, ‘shouldn’t be part of the equation.’ He rested his forehead on hers. ‘Though if you wanted to come for me too, I’d be stoked.’

She laughed and lightly kissed him. ‘Thank you. It’s a big decision, and having you on my side is pretty great.’

‘I’m a pretty great guy.’ He flashed her a grin, then lifted the pillow on his lap and peeked beneath it. ‘I don’t think this is going anywhere soon. I guess it’s dark out. Though I’ll take the long way home.’ He smirked. ‘I don’t want to impress my neighbours.’



She sat on the couch, her hair wet from the shower and her favourite pyjamas soft and comforting against her still-tingling skin. Buffy was tucked under her arm, demanding attention for being so unceremoniously tossed out of her bedroom.

She held Buffy’s face and looked into her soft, brown eyes. ‘Sorry about that.’ The dog slurped her nose. ‘Ew.’ She laughed. ‘How can I leave behind your bad breath kisses? Shall we go check on everyone?’

She grabbed a torch from beside the front door, shook out her gumboots – making sure no spiders had made their home in them – slid them on and went to check the kennels. The rain had finally stopped, but the ground squelched noisily below her feet, and Oxford Falls roared in the distance.

The dogs winced and blinked when she turned on the lights, stretched and wagged their tails, their noses poking through the gaps in their enclosure. Sera gave each one a treat and a pat and made her way through to the cattery. Two of the kittens she’d found under the house had already been homed, and the remaining siblings were curled into a basket together and squinted as they looked at her. The fat tabby the police had brought in had someone picking it up on Saturday, and Cookie and Monster sat on their cat tree, viewing her with utter disdain. As usual. Carol had taken a surrendered Oriental home to foster, but Sera was fairly certain she’d fail and the cat would soon be a permanent part of Carol’s family.

She looked up and down the row of animals, all of them eyeing her expectantly. ‘I love you guys,’ she said as she flicked off the lights. ‘Sweet dreams, babies.’

She sloshed her way down the paddock and towards the barn, the beam from her torch bouncing in front of her and Buffy’s chunky backside lit by the sliver of moonlight peeking through the clouds.

The horse and the sheep were tucked into their stall, content and warm. They’d become friends, and though they originally had separate living areas, they’d chosen to live together. She smiled as she looked at them, lying on the hay with their backs touching.

She reached down and patted Buffy’s head. ‘Maybe I’ll keep these guys. I’ll ask Herriot what he thinks.’ She looked towards her grandparents’ house glowing warmly at the top of the rise. ‘Can I really leave this behind, Buff? Even if only for a few months?’

And what if it was longer than a few months? What if her relationship with Ethan took off and they fell in love, and he got another job and she wanted to stay in America with him? What would happen to the rescue? What would happen to the animals? What would happen to her and Toby?

She turned and trudged back through the wet grass, her shoulders sagging under the weight of a decision she didn’t know how to make.




Chapter Twenty [image: ]


Pros and Cons



Sera sat at her office desk and chewed at her thumb as she stared at the heading on her computer screen. She’d lain awake half the night, trying to decide what to do, her thoughts getting more and more jumbled and strange, as thoughts tend to do in the darkness, with nothing to draw them in line but a sleep-deprived brain. It seemed they were no clearer in the light of day.

‘Pros,’ she said to herself. Then began typing.


Money.



Money always helps. But if the upcoming fundraiser was a success, that could give the rescue’s finances the boost she needed. She may even get regular contributors other than her dad. So maybe money wasn’t a good enough reason to take the leap. She hit backspace and deleted money.


Experience.



It could be the start of a new career. But is that what she wanted? She sighed. Nope. She didn’t want to become a professional dog handler. She wanted to save dogs and build Rose’s into something special, and she wanted to write, and she was already doing both those things. She hit the backspace button again.


Adventure.



Yes. It would be an adventure and she was definitely up for that.


Ethan.

Ethan.

Ethan.



She groaned and decided to start on the cons list instead. With a deep breath, her fingers hovered over the keyboard.


Toby.



If she was going to add Ethan to the pros list, Toby had to be on the cons. Five or six times. Because out of it all, he was going to be the hardest thing to leave. Everything would change between them. Some days, she thought that was a good thing, but on her bad days, when all she wanted was his calming voice and soothing arms, his warm hugs and a cup of tea on his couch and his soft eyes smiling at her, she just couldn’t see her world without him, not even for a day.

‘Ugh.’ She hit close without saving, deleting the whole list. It’d been a stupid idea anyway. The decision was too big for a dumb list. It was epic; life-changing.

She rubbed her stomach and pushed her chair out from her desk with a loud scrape. She just needed some time to think, and a little space from Ethan and his movie-star face and unnervingly patient disposition. Damn him for being so sweet and understanding.

‘Carol, can I ask you a favour?’ she said as she walked into the reception area.

The woman looked up from her place at the desk.

Sera dropped onto the chair beside her. ‘I have a training session with Ethan this morning and I was wondering if you could take him for me?’

Carol’s eyebrows shot up. ‘Is everything okay?’

‘Absolutely. I just have a website deadline and some fundraiser duties, and those people that Herriot organised are coming to look at Francine this afternoon, so I want to give her a bath. Get that fluffy Maltese hair of hers gleaming.’

‘I can do that, if it would help? Then you can spend time with Ethan.’

Sera shook her head. ‘It’d do him good to work with someone else. To get another perspective. And you have way more experience than me.’

Carol frowned. ‘You’re sure everything is okay?’

‘Mm-hm.’

‘Then I’d love to.’ She beamed. ‘Is there anything I should know?’

Sera explained which dogs Ethan was used to handling and the type of situations he’d had difficulty with in the past. ‘Keep an eye on the pack’s behaviour. Any kind of dogfight freaks him out.’

‘Got it.’

‘And let me know where he needs extra work. I’ll let him know what’s happening.’

She went back to her office, quietly shut the door behind her, took a deep breath and called Ethan.

‘Is this about last night?’ he asked. ‘Because I’m sorry. I know we said—’

‘It’s nothing to do with last night. You might have to work with someone else, so you need to be comfortable with that. Carol’s fantastic. You’ll learn a lot from her.’

There was a long beat of silence. ‘So you’ve decided against LA?’

She raised her eyes to the ceiling. ‘No. This isn’t about that either. This was always in my plan.’ If always meant since ten minutes ago. ‘This will be great for you. I promise.’

‘Okay,’ he said. ‘I trust you. Will I… see you tonight? Maybe I can take you out for dinner. Nothing fancy. No… you know.’

She laughed. ‘We’re not very good at no… you know.’ She heard him chuckle, and she sighed. ‘I think I’m going to stay in. Catch up on work. Lena sent some stuff over that I’ve barely looked at.’

‘Well, if you want me, just call.’

She fanned herself. The way he’d growled out those words made the backs of her knees practically sweat. ‘Good luck today,’ she said brightly and quickly hung up, before she changed her mind.



Sera flicked a tear from her cheek as she stood on the verandah and waved little Francine and her new owners goodbye. She always became so emotional when one of her dogs was re-homed. It was the happiest of moments.

She spotted the shelter van turning into the driveway and made her way towards it.

‘How’d it go?’ she asked Carol, as she opened the back of the van and released the panting pack of dogs.

‘Not bad,’ Carol said, sounding as if what she really meant was not great.

‘Oh no. What happened?’

‘Elmo got into it with another dog. There was a lot of growling and noise, and a bit of yelling. But it was fine. The other dog was fine.’

‘How was Ethan?’

‘He was definitely shaken, but okay. He brushed it off. I put the dogs away, got him a water and we sat on the hill for a little while and chatted.’

Sera looked towards the house. ‘I better go ring him and make sure he’s okay.’

Carol caught her elbow. ‘Don’t. He asked me not to tell you. But of course, I had to. Because you need to know that kind of thing. About him and Elmo.’

‘I should just leave him alone then?’

Carol nodded. ‘I think so. He’ll call if he needs you. He was going out anyway. He was meeting an actor friend for a drink. She was in one of the dragon movies with him.’

Sera’s heart dropped. He hadn’t mentioned anything to her this morning. It must have been last-minute. ‘Oh. Good,’ she said, and forced herself to smile.



The vet surgery door bounced open as Sera pushed it with her butt, juggling two hamburgers with the lot, chips wrapped in butcher’s paper, and two chocolate milkshakes. ‘Hi Jess,’ she said, putting the milkshakes on the reception desk. ‘Is he out back? I bought him some lunch.’

‘Sorry. He’s not here. He’s popped out for a coffee.’

‘No worries. I’ll text him.’

She put the food on a table and pulled out her phone.

‘Um.’ Jess’s brows gathered. ‘He’s out for coffee with our drug rep, Kate.’ She squeezed her lips together and gave Sera a smile. ‘I’m sure if he knew you were coming…’

Sera’s cheeks flushed. Oh god. Was he out on a date and she’d rocked up with lunch? Her chest heated from the utter awkwardness of it. She waved her hand dismissively. ‘Don’t worry. No biggy. I was grabbing lunch for the team at the shelter. Thought he might like something too.’ She smiled as wide and bright as her quickly folding face would allow. ‘More for us,’ she almost sang, then laughed uncomfortably high, adding another layer to her burgeoning embarrassment.

‘I’ll tell him you dropped by. He’s got a pretty full book this arvo, but I’m sure he’ll call you when he’s got a break.’

‘Whatever,’ Sera breezed with another wave of her hand. She collected the food, and scurried out the door with a sunny, ‘Bye!’



Buffy gulped down the piece of meat patty.

‘Don’t tell Herriot you’re eating hamburger,’ Sera said to the dog. ‘He already thinks you’re fat.’ She shoved a limp chip into her own mouth and followed it up with a noisy slurp of milkshake. She was slumped on the couch in her office with her door shut, pretending she was working instead of whatever it was she was doing. Which definitely wasn’t sulking.

She gave Buffy one last piece of meat, gathered the whole cold, greasy mess up and shoved it into a plastic bag. She wasn’t hungry anymore. Her stomach ached too much. Must be all the worry from the looming fundraiser.

Flopping in front of her computer, she stared blankly at her research on funeral practices through the ages.

Toby had gone on a date. The date he’d told her he wasn’t going to go on because he didn’t think it was appropriate to date someone he had a professional relationship with. And she saw him last night. And he hadn’t told her.

Did he organise it? Or did Kate the drug rep get sick of waiting? She looked like a woman who’d get sick of waiting. A woman who’d take things into her own hands. Take Toby into her own hands.

She rubbed her stomach. Why did she think of that? And why should that bother her?

She checked the time. He’d have to be back at the surgery by now, but Jess did say he had a busy day so…

Her phone dinged and she grabbed it, eagerly looking at the screen.


[image: Image: Gray Speech Bubble Emoji] Mum: Darling. Your father wants to do some work at your property tomorrow, so we’re having lunch. My treat.



Sera frowned. There was no way that was happening. She’d stay and help her father and—


[image: Image: Gray Speech Bubble Emoji] Mum: And no saying no. I want to spend time with my daughter.



She put her face in her hands and groaned.


[image: Image: Black Speech Bubble Emoji] Sera: Not a long one. I’m frantic.

[image: Image: Gray Speech Bubble Emoji] Mum: See you at twelve.



When her phone dinged again, she moaned, ‘What now?’ But when she read the screen, her heart knocked in her ears.


[image: Image: Gray Speech Bubble Emoji] Toby: I hear I missed burgers.



Sera’s finger hovered. Was she going there? Oh yeah, she was definitely going there.


[image: Image: Black Speech Bubble Emoji] Sera: How was your date?



Three dots appeared. Disappeared again. Then popped back up.


[image: Image: Gray Speech Bubble Emoji] Toby: Nice. Was there pineapple on the burger?



She glared at his message.


[image: Image: Black Speech Bubble Emoji] Sera: Of course not. Are you seeing her again?

[image: Image: Gray Speech Bubble Emoji] Toby: Undecided. Pizza tonight?

[image: Image: Black Speech Bubble Emoji] Sera: Can’t. Stuff to do.

[image: Image: Gray Speech Bubble Emoji] Toby: James?

[image: Image: Black Speech Bubble Emoji] Sera: No, I’m not doing him tonight.



She winced. Oh god. That sounded really bad. Three dots came and went. Came and went. Came and went.


[image: Image: Gray Speech Bubble Emoji] Toby: Overshare. Call you later. Client due.






Chapter Twenty-One [image: ]

Sera and her mother were seated in a restaurant alongside Narrabeen Lagoon, not far from where Kevin had dragged Ethan into the water.

‘What are you going to have darling?’ her mother asked as she looked over the menu.

Sera cast a miserable eye over her choices. She was in a mood. Toby hadn’t called her later as he’d promised, and she’d decided not to call him. Which was dumb, but she just couldn’t bring herself to do it. Instead, she’d moped around and watched a Hallmark Christmas movie, which normally made her happy, but hadn’t worked last night.

She shouldn’t be so wound up about Toby going on a date. She had Ethan. If Toby had someone too, it would make life so much easier. Not that Toby’s happiness was all about making her life easy, but she did want him to be happy. Didn’t she? Yes, of course she did.

Maybe it was because she didn’t know this Kate woman. Toby knew Ethan. Admittedly, he hated him, but at least he knew him. She’d ask to meet Kate. Maybe next time they had coffee together, she could join them.

Then there was Ethan and his sudden departure. He’d called her at eight that morning to say he’d be gone for a few days – he was heading to the Gold Coast to see a friend. When she’d panicked, thinking he’d be away for the fundraiser, he told her not to worry – he’d be back in time. But he’d sounded kind of blasé about it. In fact, he’d sounded totally disinterested. Then he told her what a great time he’d had with Carol, and that she’d been right, it was exactly what he needed. His words hurt her in a way she wasn’t expecting.

‘Who’s the friend?’ she’d asked casually.

‘Just someone I worked with,’ he’d said. ‘She’s filming up there for a few weeks.’ Then he added, ‘Carol and I had a great chat. Did she tell you?’

‘Yes,’ Sera had said. Though by the strange way he threw it into their conversation, she thought she might need a few more details.

Then he’d said they were calling his flight and he’d ring her later, hanging up without saying goodbye.

When Sera had asked Carol what they’d talked about after their walk, Carol had said, ‘His work, movies and your friendship with Dr McManus.’ Her stomach had tightened when she’d heard that.

Her mother waved in front of Sera’s face. ‘Hello. Darling?’ She touched her daughter’s hand. ‘What’s going on? You look miserable.’

‘Do you think we should have left dad with that ride-on mower? I’m not sure that was a great idea.’

‘He’ll be fine. In his element. Now, what’s wrong? How’s Ethan?’

‘He’s gone to the Gold Coast. Something about a friend.’

‘And he didn’t ask you to go with him?’

No. He didn’t. But she wasn’t bothered about that. It was that he hadn’t even told her until he was practically on the plane. And he was going to see a woman. Just an old work colleague, but seeing as all his old work colleagues were stunning…

She huffed. ‘He knows I’m too busy with the fundraiser.’

Her mother nodded. ‘And how’s the Los Angeles decision? Your father and I will miss you terribly, but it’s a fun offer.’

Sera sucked in a weary breath. ‘I’m still weighing it up.’

‘What does Toby think?’

‘About what?’

‘About everything.’

‘Well, he hates Ethan. And he kissed me the other night at your place, so there’s that.’

Her mother immediately put her hand in the air and called over the waitperson. ‘We’ll need some prosecco please.’ She pointed to the menu. ‘This one.’

‘Mum. I have work to do.’

‘It’s for me, darling. You just told me you finally kissed Toby. I need to celebrate.’

A laugh bubbled from Sera’s throat. ‘Mum!’

‘Where did he kiss you?’

‘On your balcony,’ Sera deadpanned.

Her mother tutted. ‘Don’t be facetious. Where on your body?’

‘The lips. His lips kissed my lips.’

Her mother clapped excitedly. ‘This is wonderful. Can I tell your father?’ She rummaged in her handbag.

Sera’s hand shot out and snatched her mother’s phone away. ‘No, you cannot tell Dad. And how is it wonderful? It’s the furthest thing from wonderful. It’s weird and confusing and… weird.’

The waitperson poured Sera a glass of prosecco, and she picked it up and took a large gulp.

‘Don’t guzzle, darling.’

Sera rolled her eyes. ‘Anyway, he explained it. He didn’t mean to do it. It meant nothing. We were fighting and he was angry and lashed out.’

‘Oh yes. Your father always kisses me in a fit of rage.’

‘Now who’s being facetious? Anyway, it obviously didn’t matter because yesterday, he had a date.’

Her mother pursed her lips. ‘With whom?’

‘A woman he knows.’

‘Oh, darling. What a pickle.’ Her mother topped up both their glasses and called for the waitperson. ‘I think we’re going to need another one of these,’ she said pointing to the bottle. ‘And could we have the cheese platter?’



Sera instantly regretted saying anything to her mother about her best friend planting a kiss on her, or how he had gone on a date, or even her annoyance at Ethan going away without any notice. Her strange new need to blurt everything out was a never-ending parade of backtracking and embarrassment. And she was sure her mother had only ordered the second bottle of prosecco to make her interrogation easier. With so much bubbly wine coursing through her veins, Sera didn’t stand a chance.

Her mother now knew all about the premiere disaster, her arguments with Toby and how she suddenly found him way more attractive than she used to. She even knew about all the times she’d kissed Ethan and a few other details that made her mother hold up a hand and shake her head in a futile attempt to stop her daughter talking.

‘I think you have a bit of soul-searching to do,’ her mother said.

‘I knooow that, thank you very much. I’m trying. But why do they have to be so ridiculoushly hot?’ She’d started to slur.

Her mother took away the paper napkin Sera had been diligently shredding into a million tiny pieces and touched her daughter’s chin, making their eyes meet. ‘Looks aren’t everything, Sera. Listen to your heart. Everyone told me I shouldn’t marry your father – an up-and-coming journalist with a rather different political bent from my family. But I adored him, and I just couldn’t see my life without him in it, not even for a day. You know, he was my best friend before he was my lover.’

Sera screwed up her nose.

‘Don’t be juvenile, darling. How do you think you were born, through immaculate conception? Your father and I still have a wonderful sex life.’

‘Mum!’ Sera put her fingers in her ears. ‘La-la-la.’

Her mother pulled her daughter’s hands away from her head. ‘I had to listen to your sex talk. I’m just saying, beauty is lovely, but connection is the most important thing.’

‘Okay. Got it. Can we stop talking about this now? And can you call Dad to come get us? If he hasn’t killed himself on the mower.’ She was starting to see double, and no way could she cope with two of her mother.



Sera dragged herself out of bed to do the morning chores – the remnants of a hangover that had hit around ten the night before still throbbing at her temples – and put her foot straight into a pile of cold dog vomit.

‘Oh, gross!’ she cried out, cursing prosecco and her mother as she hopped to the bathroom with her hand over her mouth, trying desperately to prevent her own vomit joining the puke puddles on the floor.

‘Buffy!’ she called, quickly rinsing her foot. But the dog didn’t come.

She rushed down the hall, her wet foot slipping on the wood, to find Buffy, lying beside the front door, panting and in obvious distress.

Sera squatted beside her. ‘Buff?’

The dog lifted her head and whined.

Two minutes later, she was in her van with Buffy wrapped in a blanket on the seat beside her.

‘Siri, call Toby.’

‘Petside Vet Clinic.’

‘Herriot, are you home? There’s something wrong with Buffy.’

She’d only just put her van into park when Toby flung the passenger-side door open, scooped Buffy into his arms and marched towards the vet surgery, his long legs crossing the carpark in only a few strides. Sera jogged behind him.

‘How long’s she been like this?’ Toby asked as he lay the dog on the examination table.

‘Since this morning. I didn’t get to sleep until really late, and I didn’t notice anything before I crashed out.’ She thought for a moment. ‘But she wasn’t in my room, which is weird. It’s not a snake bite, is it? Please tell me it’s not a snake.’

‘I’ll do the test, but I don’t think so. She’d be worse than this. Did she shit in the house?’

‘I don’t know. I just saw vomit. Lots of vomit.’ She burst into tears.

Toby took her hand. ‘Why don’t you go get a glass of water while I look at her?’ His gaze drifted up and down her body. ‘And if you want to get changed, you know where everything is.’

She glanced down to see she was only wearing boyleg undies and a tank top with Bambi on the front. A sob exploded from her throat. He engulfed her in his arms and she buried her face into his shirt, his familiar scent and warm body instantly calming her. He kissed the top of her head then rested his cheek where his lips had touched. ‘Let me check her over, and we’ll go from there.’



Sera called Carol and asked if she could swing past the shelter, feed the animals and give the dogs some exercise. ‘But please don’t clean anything up. I’ll do that when I get back.’

‘Do you know what it is?’ Carol asked.

‘She’s with Toby now.’ Sera’s voice quaked.

‘Then she’s in the best possible hands.’

Sera resisted the urge to race back to Toby and hover around him in a panic, asking him a thousand questions he probably didn’t know the answers to yet, and instead took a lightning-fast shower and pulled on a t-shirt and some drawstring shorts from the chest of drawers. As she was heading back to the surgery, her phone dinged. Carol had texted her a picture.

‘It’s not a snake bite,’ Toby said as she charged into the examination room.

She held her phone up and showed him the photo.

He peered at the image of half-eaten daffodil shoots strewn across the garden. ‘Okay. That’s good. Better than the bulbs.’

‘Dad must have planted them. I should have checked what he was planning and made sure it was dog friendly. Why would she eat them?’

‘Because she eats anything? It sounds as if she’s puked most of it out. I’ve got her on an IV. I’m going to sit with her for a while and keep an eye on her.’

‘Me too.’

‘You go lie down. I can’t worry about you both and right now, you look worse than Buffy.’

Her face collapsed, and then she was in his arms again.

‘Why were you up so late anyway? Were you with James?’

‘No,’ she said into his shirt. ‘He’s on the Gold Coast for a few days. Mum took me out to lunch and got me drunk, and I couldn’t sleep because the bed kept spinning.’

Toby laughed. ‘Good old Lydia.’

‘Don’t let her hear you calling her old or she’ll disown you. I think she plied me with alcohol so she could give me the third degree.’

He glanced down at her. ‘Oh yeah? About what?’

She frowned. ‘Oh. You know. LA. And stuff.’

‘And stuff?’

‘Yeah. Stuff.’

He turned his gaze back to Buffy. ‘Have you decided if you’re going yet?’

She ran her hand along her dog. ‘Right now, I can’t imagine going anywhere.’



Sera cracked her eyes open and squinted into the light. She had a blanket draped over her that she hadn’t put there, and a glass of water and a box of tissues on the table beside her that she hadn’t put there either. She pushed herself up with a groan.

Toby smiled at her from the small dining table across the room. ‘How are you feeling?’

‘How is she?’

‘She’s fine. Sleeping it off. Like you.’ He grinned. ‘I’m going to keep her in overnight, but the puking probably saved her.’

‘Can I stay here with her?’

‘You know you never have to ask.’

His warm brown eyes locked on her and the worries of the past few days simply melted into the cushions below.

Toby smiled, ambled across the room and pressed his lips to the top of her head. ‘I’m going to head over to the shelter and make sure everything’s okay,’ he said. ‘You can sit with Stink. I’ll bring us back some food.’

‘What if she needs you?’

‘Then I’m just ten minutes away.’



Sera sat on the floor in front of the treatment cage where Buffy slept. The dog had a drip in one front leg, and a shaved patch on the other where Toby had drawn some blood. Something about Toby calling Buffy by the nickname he’d given her made Sera feel better. He wouldn’t call her Stink if he was truly worried.

She gently stroked her dog.

Buffy’s eyes opened and she wagged her tail as she tried to get up.

‘Shh. Stop wiggling,’ Sera whispered, slowly running her hand along Buffy’s body to calm her.

Buffy’s tail tapped lightly against the floor.

Sera was lucky she had a vet on call. Someone who loved Buffy as much as she did. Someone who never let either of them down.

‘You can’t scare me like that,’ she said. ‘What would I do without you?’ She sighed. And what would either of them do without Toby?

Toby returned a couple of hours later with the promised food and the look of someone who’d been working. His curls were a little damp around his face, and he had dirt on his t-shirt.

‘You were a long time,’ Sera said. The room felt so much fuller with him in it, and so much warmer.

He dropped a couple of bags on the table. ‘I gave Carol a hand. We dug up the rest of the daffodils and took everyone for a walk. Well, not the cats.’ He flashed her a toothy grin. ‘How’s Stink?’

‘Wagging and demanding affection as usual. As needy as her owner.’

‘I don’t mind being needed.’

‘That’s lucky. Because we definitely need you.’

His brow creased slightly and his mouth opened and closed.

She leaned forward, waiting for him to speak, not quite sure what she hoped to hear.

But he just shook his head and unpacked the food. ‘I got a barbeque chook, fresh rolls and salad.’

She blew out a held breath. ‘Salad?’

‘You look like you need it.’ He smirked.

She scrunched her nose at him. ‘Dad’s going to be mad about the flowers,’ she said, setting his small dining table. ‘He only put them in yesterday. I should have asked him what he was planting. It’s all my fault.’

‘What is this, a pity party for one?’

‘Way to be empathetic, Herriot.’

He laughed. ‘You’re kicking yourself for no reason. It’s no one’s fault. I’ll go check on Stink, then we can eat.’ He gave her hand a squeeze as he left the room.



They cleaned away the dishes, Sera washing and Toby drying, then sat down to watch television, deciding to catch up on the latest season of Yellowstone.

Their heads rested at opposite ends of the couch, each propped on an arm. Toby’s long legs were stretched out across the back of the cushions, and Sera’s were tucked in beside him, her toes shoved under his back. He’d bought her a giant block of rocky road chocolate, and she’d managed to eat over half of it without even noticing.

She reached for another piece.

‘I’m going to have to pump your stomach if you eat any more of that,’ he said.

She scooched down the cushions and tapped her foot on the side of his head.

‘Nice. Now you’re kicking me in the head?’ He shoved her foot away.

She got comfortable again and jammed her feet back under him. ‘We should go to Montana. Get away from everything.’

‘Okay. But just so you know, Kevin Costner probably won’t be there.’

‘Damn.’

He laughed. ‘You don’t have to stay here, you know. Buffy ate dinner. She’ll be fine to go home tomorrow.’

Sera wriggled up a little. ‘Do you want me to leave?’

‘I’m pretty sure you know the answer to that.’ His hand gently squeezed her foot.

Heat rushed her cheeks. He was only touching her foot. Just touching her to make her feel better. Why did that make her blush? And why was her stomach fluttering? And why was she all hot? ‘I’ll sleep on the couch.’ She shifted a little, pulling her legs towards her.

‘You can have my bed. I’ll sleep on the couch.’

‘No. I’ll sleep on the couch.’

He shrugged. ‘We can both sleep on the couch. Have a movie marathon.’

‘But you’re working tomorrow.’

‘No appointments Monday morning, you know that, and I don’t have any surgeries until after lunch.’

‘Well, I’m working tomorrow. It’s only a couple of days until the stupid fundraiser, and stuff is starting to be delivered and apparently, I have some gardening to do.’

‘It’s the stupid fundraiser now, huh? You really are the sulkiest human today.’

She kicked him again. ‘I’m sad. I thought my dog was dying. Why do I even put up with you?’

‘Because, Sera, you love me.’ His mouth quirked a little, and his eyebrows flicked up and down, challenging her.

Her heart stumbled, tripping and falling, landing against her ribcage with a beat so powerful, she was sure her eyeballs vibrated. She looked away, reached for more chocolate and shoved it in her mouth.



Sera awoke to the loud, obnoxious sound of ringing. She was curled around Toby, her arm across his chest and her leg sprawled over his thighs.

She awkwardly wiggled over him, half-asleep as she patted the coffee table searching for her phone, pushing aside a half-full bag of chips and some empty chocolate wrappers.

‘What’s happening?’ Toby rubbed his eyes with the back of one hand, while he hung onto her with the other. ‘What time is it?’

She slid off him, finding her phone under an unopened packet of Twisties. It was twelve-thirty, and Ethan was calling.

‘Ethan?’ She flicked a wide-eyed look at Toby and pressed a finger to her lips to tell him to stay quiet as she dropped back onto the couch.

He narrowed his gaze as he sat up, his jaw flexing and unflexing.

‘Did I wake you?’ Ethan asked.

‘It’s fine. Is everything okay? It’s late.’

‘Shit. Sorry. I didn’t check the time. And no, I’m not okay. I want to apologise for being such an arsehole on the phone yesterday. I was being a brat.’

‘That’s okay. I kind of sprung the Carol thing on you.’

‘Still. I was overreacting to some stuff she said to me.’

‘Stuff she said?’

‘About you and the doc and—’

Toby pushed off the couch with a deep groan, stretched his back and yawned loudly. ‘I’m going to go check on Buffy,’ he said, in an unnecessarily booming voice.

Sera closed her eyes.

Ethan was silent for a beat, then asked, ‘Was that McManus?’

‘Mm-hm.’ She glared at Toby’s back as he sauntered from the room.

‘Where are you?’ Ethan asked.

‘At his place.’

He took another beat. ‘It’s pretty late.’

‘Buffy’s sick. She’s here. Toby’s taking care of her.’

‘And you’re staying the night?’

Her hackles instantly raised. ‘Yes. My dog is sick.’

‘Do all his clients have sleepovers when their animals are sick?’

‘I’m not one of his clients. I’m his friend.’

‘Right. And are you in bed with him, because it sounded like—’

‘Aren’t you even going to ask how Buffy is?’ she snapped.

He sighed. ‘Is she okay?’

‘Yes. She’s going to be okay. And I’m on the couch, though I’m not sure what that’s got to do with anything.’

He was silent again and she let the moment stretch out, determined not to give him an inch. He was being ridiculous, and obviously cared more about his ego and his jealousy of Toby than he did about her and her dog.

‘I’m sorry,’ he eventually said. ‘I don’t want us to fight. I just wanted to apologise. I’ll let you both get back to sleep. I hope Buffy is okay.’

She bit her lip, then asked, ‘When are you back?’

‘Tuesday night. I can give you a hand on Wednesday morning before the event, if you like. You can give me some chores. I’m amazing at chores.’

‘I think I’ll be fine. I’ll see you at the fundraiser. Call me when you get home.’ They said goodbye and she hung up.

‘Is everything okay with James?’ Toby asked, dropping onto the couch beside her, the hint of a smile lifting the corners of his mouth.

‘Really?’ She shook her head. ‘I’m going to go see Buffy. Then I think I will sleep in your bed.’ She pushed past him, her last sight being Toby’s deep frown.



Sera woke early and went straight into Toby’s surgery to check on Buffy again. The dog wagged from inside her cage, looking at her owner as if her whole world was ending.

‘Let me check her,’ Toby said with a yawn from behind Sera.

She jumped out of her skin. ‘Where did you come from?’ She gulped. He was shirtless, wearing only a pair of tight navy boxer briefs.

‘The couch,’ he grumbled, then yawned again and ran a hand back through his hair, causing his long torso to stretch out, and his boxer briefs to dip dangerously low.

She blinked at his stomach and the curve of his hip bones as he scratched his head, then rubbed his bare belly, his hand coming to rest on the line of hair that led to places she shouldn’t have been thinking about.

‘You sleep okay?’

‘Huh?’ She was distracted by his boxer shorts and their accompanying bulge.

He glanced down, then looked up with raised brows and said, ‘Move it, so I can take a look at her.’ He casually lifted her off the floor, his strong hands wrapping around her waist as he shifted her to the side and plonked her back down.

She gasped and stumbled, steadying herself with the edge of the examination table. She couldn’t stop staring at him. At his muscles, and how the cotton of his boxer briefs hugged his seemingly impressive…

Damn. What the hell was going on with her? Was she sweating? Why was she sweating? It’s not like this was the first time she’d seen his belly, or that delightful patch of hair. They’d been to the beach plenty of times, lazing the day away side by side on the sand, and playing in the surf, Sera on his shoulders, wet and happy and laughing. His boardshorts hung just as low as his stupidly snug boxer briefs, and when they were wet, left just as little to the imagination. This wasn’t even the first time she’d seen him in his underwear, when she thought about it. Which she really didn’t want to. She really, really, didn’t want to.

She sighed inwardly. Her jerk heart had no right to thump as wildly as it was.

‘Sera.’ He waved a hand in front of her face. ‘Where have you gone?’

She blinked and slapped his hand away. ‘Nowhere. I’m standing right here.’

He laughed. ‘By the way, good morning,’ he said in a husky voice that instantly made her shuffle her feet and snap her legs together.

‘Can I take her home?’ she blurted.

He brushed her arm with his hand as he moved past her.

She jumped and shuffled backwards.

He glanced at her. ‘What’s wrong with you?’

‘Can I take her home?’ she asked again.

‘I heard you the first time. Why are you being weird?’ He bent down, ran his hand over Buffy and gently poked her belly while Sera glared sulkily at his lovely firm arse.

Buffy lifted a leg, expecting a scratch. ‘I’d prefer to keep her here for the day,’ he said. ‘I’ll bring her to you this afternoon.’

Tears pooled in the corners of Sera’s eyes and she wiped a frustrated hand over her face. But she couldn’t stop them from falling, and they tumbled down her cheeks and dripped from her chin to the floor. In the last few weeks, her world had gone from something resembling contentment to utter turmoil. All she wanted was for everything to go back to normal, where she didn’t have life-altering decisions to make, and her best friend didn’t cause the insides of her thighs to sizzle.

‘She’s fine,’ he said, tenderly touching her hand, misreading everything. ‘I’m just being cautious.’

‘I’d better go.’ She pulled away from him. ‘Ring me later and let me know what’s happening.’

Because she had no idea. She had absolutely no idea.



Sera dropped onto her couch and cried. Not just cried; she bawled. Everything was spotlessly clean. Not just the reception area, but the entire house, her private rooms included. There were no piles of dog vomit stretching up the hall, not even a whiff of it in the air. There were even fresh flowers on the reception desk. While she was at Toby’s, her team, her wonderful, dedicated team, had completely transformed the place. Even the uprooted daffodils had been swapped out for dog-friendly lavender. At least if Buffy ate that, her breath would smell sweet.

Tia opened the door and Sera jumped up and threw her arms around the young woman.

‘Did you have anything to do with this?’ Sera asked.

‘Carol was the instigator. She called in the troops.’

Sera started sobbing again. ‘Thank you.’

Tia gave her a squeeze. ‘You do so much, and we know you’re a little stressed right now, so we wanted to try to help.’

‘I’m hopeless, I’m barely holding it together. I feel like I’ve been barely holding it together for two years.’

‘Which makes you even more impressive. Because no one would ever know. This place is amazing. You need to be proud of it. We all love working here. We all love you.’ She squeezed Sera’s hand. ‘How’s Buffy? Dr McManus told us she was going to be fine.’

Sera nodded and smiled. ‘He’s dropping her home later. Did he help with this too?’

Tia popped her bag behind the desk. ‘He brought the lavender, and he took all the dogs out and cleaned up the barn and helped us hose down the walls of the house and the kennels. He’s a good egg, that one. Kind of adorable too. And such a hottie.’ She giggled.

Sera smiled. He was a good egg. The best egg. And a total hottie, and if she could just make it through the next couple of days without becoming a complete wreck, she might have a chance to breathe and clear her mind and figure out what the hell she was doing.

‘Coffee?’ Tia asked.

‘Yes, please. Also, I need to talk to you about something.’

Sera filled Tia in on Ethan’s offer to go to Los Angeles with him, and how she hoped Tia would manage the shelter while she was away. If she went.

‘I know we’d have to find you a couple more volunteers,’ she said. ‘But I’m sure we can.’ She took a mouthful of coffee. ‘And regardless of what I end up deciding, I’d still like to talk about increasing your hours.’

‘But you’re going to LA though, aren’t you?’ Tia asked. ‘It would be amazing. Working on a movie with Ethan. Oh my god, I would die!’

Sera sighed deeply. ‘I don’t know what I’m going to do. I’ll see how Wednesday night goes before I make any decisions. Maybe we’ll get some amazing sponsors and I can finally do everything I want to the place, and I’ll be too busy to go anywhere.’

‘Fingers crossed,’ Tia said. ‘But I still think you’d be crazy not to go. And of course, I’ll take care of everything.’ She made a squealing noise into her fists. ‘This is so exciting!’

Sera smiled at the young woman, wishing she felt the same way.



Toby delivered Buffy home late that afternoon. ‘Do you want to get pizza or something tonight?’ he asked as he flopped onto the couch in Sera’s office.

She nodded for him to shuffle over and dropped beside him. ‘Do you mind if I pass? I’m pretty tired after last night.’

He shrugged and said, ‘No worries,’ but his voice betrayed his disappointment.

‘Thanks for yesterday. Not just for taking care of me and Buffy. For helping here. That was above and beyond.’

‘You’d do the same for me.’

‘But you already do so much.’

His brow furrowed. ‘I don’t mind.’

‘I know you don’t.’

An awkward silence nestled between them.

Toby cleared his throat and pushed off the couch. ‘I guess I should let you get on with it.’

‘I’ll walk you out.’

‘I think I know the way.’

‘I’ll still walk you out.’

They lingered on the verandah, looking towards the garden, the awkward silence having followed them down the hall.

‘Hey,’ Sera said. ‘I never really asked you about your date.’

‘It was a coffee.’

‘Are you going to see her again?’

He took a deep breath. ‘I haven’t decided yet. I’ll… um… wait and see what happens.’

A breeze blew Toby’s hair across his face, and Sera pushed a soft curl from his eyes. And there was that gaze again, the one that lasted a beat too long. The one that made her heart flutter in a way it had no right to.

The one she desperately didn’t want to think about.




Chapter Twenty-Two [image: ]

Trucks had come and gone all morning, rumbling down her long driveway to deliver huge potted trees, tables, chairs and a marquee.

Sera leaned against a beam on her verandah, watching as a team started to construct something magical before her eyes, and wondering how her life had become the kind of life where a charity benefit was part of the picture. It didn’t seem real. Just as Ethan didn’t seem real. Or his kisses, and warm hands, and rock-hard abs and face so beautiful it was practically a work of art.

She took a slurp of coffee, her hand falling to scratch Buffy’s ear.

‘I’m just taking the pack out for a walk, then I’ll drop them up to Dr McManus’s place,’ Tia called as she wove the excited dogs around a young man carrying several racks of glasses.

Sera laughed as the dogs’ leashes tangled about Tia’s legs, and she hopped over them, twisting and turning, getting even more tangled.

‘Hang on,’ Sera called, jogging across the grass to help.

‘All this action has them excited!’ Tia said as the two of them got the dogs reorganised.

Sera shuffled everyone out of the way of a man lugging a plant. ‘It’s pretty exciting.’

‘Totally,’ Tia squealed. She waved as she herded the dogs towards the gate.

A red carpet with little black pawprints on it was rolled out in front of Sera as she walked back to the house, and she quickly leaped over it.

‘Is it too much?’ Lena asked as she joined Sera on the verandah.

‘I think it’s super cute.’

She nodded. ‘I’ve got one for the kennels too. Can we look at the space?’

Lena glanced around as Sera walked her to the kennels and exercise area. ‘This place is great. You must love living here. It’s like being on a farm, except with the beach down the road.’

‘Best of both worlds,’ Sera said. ‘There won’t be any animals in the kennels when the party is on. I’m going to pop the cats in my house, and we’ll keep a couple of dogs onsite to meet the guests, but the rest are having a sleepover at my vet’s place.’

‘Your friend the vet?’ Lena’s eyebrows arched. ‘Ethan mentioned him. Said something about him being the most un-vet looking vet he’s ever seen.’

Sera’s brows knitted. ‘What does that mean?’

‘I think he was saying he was too good-looking to be a vet.’ Her head tilted. ‘Is he?’

Sera snort-laughed. ‘I didn’t know there were rules about that kind of thing.’

‘Ethan is a doll. One of my fave clients,’ Lena said in a tone that suggested there was a ‘but’ coming. ‘But he’s a handsome semi-famous actor with a semi-big ego to match. He’s used to being the best-looking man in the room, where every eye lands. Which must mean your vet is very handsome.’ She cocked a brow. ‘Just a heads up, so we don’t have any problems. Don’t tell Ethan I mentioned it.’

Problems? Oh god. Surely there were enough of those already. ‘I won’t say a thing.’

She knew Ethan was uncomfortable with her friendship with Toby, and she’d done her best to manage that – to manage both of them – which was a little like juggling swords. But she didn’t know Ethan had even noticed that Toby was quite good-looking. Pfft. Quite good-looking. What was she talking about? He was bloody gorgeous.

‘How can people just toss animals away?’ Lena asked, pulling Sera from her thoughts.

Sera shook her head. ‘I have no idea. I’ll never understand it.’

‘Then let’s get them lots of money tonight.’



Sera peered around the cluster of oil barrels, assorted car doors and other debris. Why did she have to be called out today? Couldn’t the dog have waited just one more day to get itself lost? There were people all over her property preparing for a party in honour of her animals, and she was standing in the middle of a mechanic’s yard several suburbs away. ‘And you’re sure it’s back here?’ she asked the man wearing grease-smothered overalls.

‘It’s definitely in here somewhere,’ he said. ‘We locked the gates to keep it in. But it could have gone under the building. The boys and me shone a torch around, but couldn’t see it. Tom here said to call you. Said his mum got a dog from you last year.’

Tom waved. ‘Joey. Terrier-cross.’

Sera waved. ‘How’s he doing?’

‘He’s Trevor now. Don’t ask.’

Sera laughed. ‘Okay.’ She turned back to the building and put her hands on her hips. She was going to have to go under there. Damn it. She dropped to her belly and shone a light around the stumps of the old house doubling as a mechanic’s office. Sera pulled out her phone and checked the time, shoved it in her back pocket and tried not to whimper. It was just over three hours until guests would begin arriving at her fundraiser.

She wiggled forward. The gap between the floor and the ground was a tight fit, and her head bumped on the wood beams more than once. ‘Fuckity-fuck fuck,’ she whispered as she winced and rubbed her head.

Something rustled to her left then flashed past her. She shone the torch around. Please don’t be a rat, please don’t be a rat. The beam of light landed on a tiny, very grubby dog.

‘There you are! How about you give me a break? I have a party to get to.’ The dog scampered further into the darkness. ‘Of course,’ she groaned, wiggling deeper under the house.

‘How’s it going?’ the man called from outside.

‘Just keep your eyes peeled in case it pops out,’ she called back.

Her flashlight lit the dog up again, this time cowering against a pipe that was blocking its way, but in an area too low for Sera to manoeuvre into.

She reached into her treat bag, pulled out a handful of liver bites, put them on the ground and scooched back.

‘There you go, buddy.’

The dog eyed her warily.

It took a little over an hour and a full sachet of food to coax the dog close enough for her to loop a leash over its neck.

Sera wiggled out into the sunlight, and the men all rushed forward to help her off the ground.

‘All that work for that little thing?’ one of the men asked.

‘Yep,’ she said as she cradled the tiny dog in her arms and made her way towards her van.

‘Siri, call Toby.’

‘You’ve reached Petside Vet Clinic. The surgery is now closed. If it’s an emergency, please contact the Northern Beaches Animal ER.’

She frowned and hung up. In all the time she’d known Toby, he’d never put his mobile phone on the surgery after-hours service. Weird.

He had to be home. The fundraiser was less than—‘Shit!’

She practically fell out of her van, tucked the little dog under her arm, dashed to Toby’s door and rang the doorbell. He didn’t answer. She glanced around – his truck was parked in the carport. He must be there.

She tried his phone again, but still got the service, so she tried the doorbell, pushing it over and over. But there was still no answer. Irrational panic stabbed at her already panicky heart. What if something had happened to him and he was lying inside, unable to get help? What if he’d slipped in the shower and was bleeding out from a head injury? Why the hell didn’t she have his spare key on her keyring? What good was it hanging on a hook in her office?

She scurried to the side of the house, through the gate and into his yard. Then banged her fist on the back door over and over, calling out his name. The door flung open, and she was confronted with a dripping-wet Toby, hair hanging over his confused face and a towel clutched low on his hips.

She couldn’t stop the gasp that flew from her lips.

‘What’s wrong? Are you all right?’ He looked over her head and around his yard, as if he was expecting to see a bear or a knife-wielding maniac chasing her.

‘You didn’t answer your phone.’ She suddenly felt a little dumb. ‘Or the surgery door. I thought—’

‘I’m getting ready for your thing. I was going to swing by a bit early to see if I could lend a hand. I was trying to stop stuff like,’ he pointed at the dog, ‘that.’

He stepped aside and she shimmied past, acutely aware that, except for a rather small towel, he was totally naked and dripping wet. Possibly glistening.

‘Do you know what the time is?’ he said, looking at her as if she was insane. ‘What the hell are you doing?’

‘Tell this guy. I couldn’t leave him under the house. He’d get out, and he’d be gone and I’d never find him. He’s tiny.’ She held him up to Toby’s face. ‘Look at him.’

Toby turned his face away and scrunched up his nose. ‘He smells too. Go into the surgery. I’ll see you in there. I’ll just…’ He rolled his eyes. ‘Put some clothes on.’

She stopped herself from saying, ‘Don’t bother on my account.’

When Toby strode into the examination room in his underwear, pulling a t-shirt over his head, Sera stared. Just stared. Openly. Had he always walked around half-naked in front of her? Surely she would have noticed that before now.

She closed her gaping mouth, not liking where her mind was quickly going. All she knew was this whole perving-on-her-best-friend thing was becoming inconvenient and awkward, and she could tell by the curious looks he was constantly tossing her direction that he’d noticed. He’d definitely noticed.

‘Don’t worry, I’m not wearing a t-shirt to your big party,’ he said, either being polite or mistaking her gawping for judgement.

‘I don’t care what you wear. Have you got room for this guy for the night?’ She handed him the dog, her entire body trembling. ‘I’m so late. I’m freaking out.’ She flapped her hands around, jumping up and down on the spot like a nervous Homer Simpson.

Toby put his one free and very capable hand on her shoulder. ‘Breathe, Ser. Just breathe.’ He took a couple of slow, deep breaths and she mirrored him. ‘Okay.’ He shook his head, his damp curls bouncing around his face. ‘I’ll look after this guy. You get out of here.’

She threw her arms around him and squeezed him so tight he grunted. Then she dashed out the door to her van.



Sera sprinted into the house, past a gaping Carol, past a bouncing Buffy and straight into the bathroom. She showered, shaved her legs and washed and dried her hair in Guinness World Record-breaking time. Then she slapped on some makeup, pushed her auburn tangle into what she hoped was a sexy rather than messy bun, slipped into the dress she’d borrowed from Linda and pulled on the ridiculously expensive sneakers. Then, with a spray of perfume, she headed back out to the reception area, puffing.

‘Can you zip me up, please?’ she asked Carol.

‘With twenty minutes to spare,’ Carol said with judgement in her tone.

‘I had a rescue dog emergency. I had to take it to Toby’s.’

‘Who was in the middle of a shower,’ he said as he stepped into the reception area. ‘Hey, Carol.’ He flashed the woman a smile.

‘Hi, Dr McManus,’ Carol said, a hint of pink flushing her cheeks.

Sera’s brow creased. Had everyone always blushed around him?

‘You were quick,’ she said to Toby.

‘So were you,’ he answered. ‘You look… uh, beautiful.’

‘Thanks.’ She allowed her eyes to drift up and down the long, tall drink of water that was her best friend. His jeans and black shirt hugged him like a second skin, the Converse sneakers made the whole thing so him. She sighed. ‘You do too.’

‘I went shopping. See how far I’ll go for you?’ He flicked an eyebrow and held her gaze, deep and silent and lingering, the air sizzling between them.

Why couldn’t she breathe? Why couldn’t she move? Her face warmed and her pulse thundered in her ears, so loud that Carol had to say her name twice before she heard her.

‘Sorry, Carol. What did you say?’

The woman beamed at them, her cheeks like two rosy apples. ‘I said, do you need me to do anything?’

Sera shook her head. ‘I think we’re ready. Are we ready?’

Toby stepped forward. ‘I’m ready.’ He slid his arm through hers. ‘Why don’t you show me what you’ve been cooking up outside?’

She smiled up at him, her heart leaping then sinking, leaping then sinking, until it finally settled near the lump in her throat.

‘The place looks amazing,’ he said as they looked up at the house from halfway down the paddock.

Fairy lights twinkled along the line of the roof, spreading out to the marquee. It was perfect; magical.

‘I had nothing to do with it,’ she said. ‘You did more than me. And Ethan’s team did the rest.’

‘I think you should keep the lights, then you don’t have to worry about putting them up for Christmas. Or rather, I don’t.’

He nudged her with his shoulder, and she laughed lightly and nudged him back.

Then he cleared his throat. ‘Though I guess you might not be home for Christmas, if you go to Los Angeles with James. How’s the big decision going? Are you still thinking it through?’

She sighed. ‘I don’t think I’m going to go. I know I probably should. It seems as if I should. It seems as if I should be jumping at it, you know?’

She gazed up at him. His brow was furrowed.

‘But,’ she went on, ‘I just keep wondering how I could leave everything I have here. Even if only temporarily.’

A smile spread tentatively across his face. ‘So… you’re not going?’

‘I guess not. But please don’t say anything to anyone, and promise you won’t say anything to Ethan. I haven’t spoken to him about it yet.’

He gave a nod and crossed his heart. ‘I promise.’



The fundraiser was humming. The marquee was full and waitstaff drifted through the crowd with elegant canapes and glasses of champagne as a local guitarist played soft tunes. Everyone was holding a gift bag containing a Rose’s Rescue t-shirt, a photo of some of the homed dogs, a brochure with testimonials and the all-important donation information. Harry and Barkley were groomed and dressed in bowties, wagging happily as the Rose’s Rescue crew took them around to meet the guests, and Buffy was in her element, getting pats from every hand that was anywhere near the height of her head.

Sera took it all in. She couldn’t believe it was for the shelter. Her shelter. Her tiny, struggling shelter. All these people she didn’t know were there for her animals. It gave her the faith in humanity that she usually struggled to find. She hated to think how much it was all costing. She was in Ethan’s debt, and that made what she’d decided to tell him even more complicated. But like he’d always said, he’d be back in a few months. And in the meantime, there were phone calls and emails and Zooms. Just because she wasn’t going to Los Angeles, didn’t mean they couldn’t try to make it work, if they still wanted to. And when he got home, maybe they could pick up where they left off. Wherever that was.

Ethan arrived around thirty minutes late, making a grand entrance and causing a flutter of activity. He stopped for some photos and a few selfies, did a couple of quick interviews with the press in attendance, and then beelined it straight for Sera.

‘Hi,’ he said as he pushed past Toby without acknowledging him. He took her hand and pulled her towards the darkness down the side of her house.

‘What are you doing?’ she asked. ‘Where are we going?’

He stopped when they reached the shadows, and suddenly tugged her into him, pressing his lips to hers in a long kiss. Her breath caught in her throat in a mix of heat and surprise.

‘Oh man, I’ve been busting to do that,’ he whispered in her ear. ‘Come on, let’s get some champagne.’

Sera’s head spun as she stumbled behind Ethan, her eyes seeking out Toby. He was exactly where she’d left him, staring with a narrow gaze and a dark frown. When he caught her eye, he took a mouthful of beer and turned away, walking towards her parents.

Lena dashed up and said, ‘Sera, I’m going to tee up a couple of interviews for you. I’ll grab you soon.’ She bustled towards the catering tent.

Sera gulped. ‘Interviews. Oh god.’

‘Don’t worry,’ Ethan said. ‘I’ll be right with you.’ He pressed the back of her hand to his lips. ‘I’m sorry about the last few days. How’s Buffy. Is she doing okay?’

‘She’s fine. Toby sorted her out. She ate—’

‘And you ended up staying at his place?’

She scowled. ‘I didn’t want to leave Buffy.’

‘Bet the doc was happy about that,’ he muttered, taking a swallow of champagne.

She snatched her hand away from him. ‘Can we not please? I feel like piggy-in-the-middle with you two, and I don’t like it. And I’m super stressed and I need to smile, and now I have to do an interview I didn’t know about.’

He gently touched her chin. ‘Sorry, babe. I just get a bit jealous of you two.’

Her gaze shot straight past Ethan to where Toby was standing, still watching her, his eyes quickly flicking away.

Lena waved at Sera and signalled her to come over.

‘Oh god,’ Sera breathed.

‘You’ve got this.’ Ethan took her hand. ‘This is my area of expertise.’ Then he flashed her one of his thousand dazzling smiles. But for some reason, this time it didn’t rock her world.

Sera tried not to fidget as she stood in front of the tiny press contingent, comprising of two local journalists, two photographers and the breakfast television reporter with his cameraperson. ‘This is a great opportunity for me to give back to the area I grew up in,’ Ethan said, brimming with confidence. ‘And Sera Madden is a hero in our community, rescuing lost and unwanted animals.’ He turned to her and smiled. ‘I’m excited to be involved with Rose’s Rescue. It’s a perfect fit for my commitment to small, local charities.’

Flashbulbs exploded.

‘How did you get into the rescue business, Ms Madden?’ the Beaches Daily reporter asked.

‘I found some dumped puppies in the bush near here, and the vet who I took them to became a friend and it went from there. Suddenly, I was opening a shelter.’ She looked over her shoulder, trying to find Toby. ‘Dr Toby McManus was the vet,’ she added, turning back to the reporter.

‘Sera’s too modest,’ Ethan said. ‘This place is all her doing. She’s also helping me prep for my next role. Brushing up my rusty dog training techniques.’

Sera had to squeeze her mouth shut to stop her jaw from dropping.

‘How am I doing, Teach?’ Ethan asked her with a bazillion-watt smile.

‘He’s doing great. Knocking it out of the dog park.’ She did an awkward fist-pump. Sera was relieved when the questions ended and she could escape the reporters.

‘That wasn’t too bad, was it?’ Ethan asked as they wandered hand-in-hand back to the party.

‘I hope they got everything they needed.’

‘Lena will check in with them. I’m going to find her and see if there’s anything else she wants from me. You go enjoy yourself. You’ve earned it.’ He kissed her cheek.

She watched him saunter away, high-fiving the crowd as he went.

Sera did the rounds of the party, introducing herself to the people she didn’t know, which was most of them, answering questions about the shelter and talking about her future plans and the role she saw Rose’s Rescue fulfilling for the welfare of animals in the Northern Beaches area. She was having a great time. She could talk about the shelter for hours – about animals and all the adventures she’d had with them. People were laughing and gasping at her tales of crawling under houses, puppies in drainpipes and cats up trees, and choking up when they heard the stories of the dogs and cats surrendered to her, lost and alone. Several of the local businesspeople spoke of their interest in ongoing sponsorship opportunities, and she excitedly took their cards and popped them in the pocket of her dress.

She was taking a breather down the side of the house, feeling pretty good about things, when Tia came to find her.

‘I think Dr McManus is a bit drunk.’

Sera’s brows knitted. ‘I saw him talking to my parents earlier, he looked fine.’

Tia shook her head. ‘He’s been throwing back beer after beer. I think you should talk to him.’

Sera sighed. ‘Okay. I’ll go find him.’

She didn’t need to look far. She was only a few steps away from the noise of the party when she heard his voice, bellowing.

She followed the noise, running across the grass in Linda’s expensive sneakers, finding Toby, Ethan and Tia’s boyfriend, Alec, down the paddock with only a hint of light from the party illuminating them.

Alec was struggling to hold Toby back, and Ethan was squaring off, leaning forward, ready for a fight.

‘What the hell is going on?’ Sera hissed.

‘Your bestie is smashed,’ Ethan spat, sneering at Toby.

‘Tell him, Ser,’ Toby said, moving towards her, dragging Alec with him. ‘Tell him you’re not going to Los Angeles. Tell him you’re staying here. With me.’

She cringed. Oh shit. ‘Alec, let him go. Herriot, what are you doing?’

He turned back to Ethan. ‘You know she only wants you for your money, James.’ Toby waved his arm towards the marquee. ‘You can kiss her all you like. But it’s just the money.’

‘Toby!’ She stared at him wide-eyed, then stormed forward, put her hands against his chest and forced him backwards. ‘Shut up. Just. Shut. Up.’ She looked over her shoulder. ‘Ethan, that’s… ignore him. He’s drunk.’

She glared at Toby and hissed, ‘You promised me.’

He touched her face, his palm cupping her cheek. ‘Just tell him, so we can all get back to our lives without the fucking movie star hanging around us.’

Ethan lurched forward and growled, ‘Get your hands off her.’

Toby balled his fists at his side. ‘Don’t tell me what to do, James. I’ve been with her for two years. You think you can worm your way into our lives, destroy what we have?’

Sera tried to grab Toby’s hand, but he pulled away. ‘No one is destroying anything, Herriot,’ she said desperately. ‘I keep telling you that.’

Ethan moved in behind Sera. ‘The only one destroying anything is you, doc. It’s not my fault you weren’t man enough to make a move on her, that you sat around pining for two years. Just leave before you embarrass Sera any more than you already have.’

She swung around. ‘Ethan!’

‘Fuck you, James.’ Toby spat.

‘You’re pathetic,’ Ethan responded.

Toby became eerily silent, his jaw clenched and his gaze dark. Then he shot his huge hands out and shoved Ethan in the chest in an explosion of anger that sent the other man flying backwards and crashing to the ground, his head thumping the earth as a pained grunt escaped him.

‘Toby!’ Sera pushed him away and dashed to the sprawled Ethan. She dropped to his side. ‘Ethan. Are you okay?’

He elbowed himself up, one hand going to the back of his head with a moan. ‘I’m fine.’

Sera glared at Toby. ‘Go,’ she said flatly, pointing to the gate.

‘Ser. Just tell him you’re staying.’

She slowly stood and squared her shoulders. ‘No. Because I’m not. You’re wrong. I’ve decided to go with him, Toby. I’m going to Los Angeles.’

Toby’s shoulders dropped. ‘Don’t do this. You told me I’m your person. Me. Not him. What about that? What about us?’

‘Us?’ she demanded harshly. ‘You should have thought about us before you attacked my… boyfriend.’

He flinched, his face crumbling. ‘I’m in love with you. I’ve always been in love with you. You must know that.’

She clutched at her heart. ‘Don’t you dare.’ Tears stung at her eyes, but she was damned if she was going to let them fall. ‘You don’t get to say that to me. Not now.’

They stared at each other, their chests heaving in anger and pain as music and laughter wafted down the hill towards them.

Toby slowly shook his head and barked out a cold laugh, his face becoming hard. ‘I’ve seen how you look at me. You’re in love with me too, Sera. You’re just too fucking scared to admit it.’

Her breath hitched, catching in her throat.

Carol suddenly appeared at Sera’s side. ‘I’ve got this,’ she whispered. ‘Come on, Dr McManus. Let’s get you home.’

Toby staggered backwards as Carol took his arm, his face suddenly a mask of utter devastation. ‘Ser. I’m sorry. I’m so sorry.’

‘She knows you are,’ Carol said firmly as she led him up the paddock and towards the driveway.

Tia rushed to her boyfriend’s side, and they clung to each other.

Sera briefly closed her eyes, then glanced up the rise to the party, thankful they were far enough away that the only people who seemed to have noticed the fight were those who had been told about it. She could see Linda, a little way off, staring with her hands over her mouth, and Sera’s parents were quickly making their way towards her.

‘Darling, are you all right?’ her mother asked, pushing a strand of hair out of Sera’s face.

Sera swallowed. ‘I’m fine, Mum. Toby’s drunk. He hit Ethan. And I’m going to Los Angeles.’ She forced her shoulders back and lifted her head. ‘I’d better get back to the party.’ She reached behind her for Ethan, who’d hauled himself off the grass and was wiping down his jeans. ‘Ethan, let’s check out your head, then get a drink and mingle.’ She threaded her fingers through his.

‘Sera.’ Her mother took her hand. ‘Take a minute to breathe.’

Sera drew away, hand-in-hand with Ethan. ‘I can’t. I have people to talk to.’ Her voice trembled. ‘It’s going great.’



Sera flopped onto the couch in the reception area, thankful the night was over. Her back hurt and her feet were sore, but it was her heart that was in the most pain. It ached and throbbed in her chest so much she wondered if it might just stop.

‘I think that went well,’ Lena said. ‘Apart from when your friend decided to punch out your boyfriend.’

‘He didn’t punch me,’ Ethan said as he dropped beside Sera. ‘And maybe don’t call me her boyfriend.’ He bumped his shoulder against hers. ‘I haven’t asked her to go steady yet.’

Sera tried her best to smile, but she just couldn’t.

Lena arched a brow. ‘Whatever. Thank god he didn’t decide to break your nose. And luckily, I don’t think anyone saw you get laid out.’

Ethan winced. ‘Laid out? God, Lena, do you have to?’

She sighed dramatically and slung her bag over her shoulder. ‘I’ll send a team to clean everything up tomorrow. You did great tonight, Sera.’ She bent down and kissed Ethan on the cheek. ‘You. Trouble. Call me.’ Then she rolled her eyes and sauntered out the door.

‘The cats are all back in their beds,’ Carol said, returning from outside. ‘And Harry and Barkley are back in the kennels.’ She gave Sera a sympathetic smile. ‘Tia will be in early tomorrow, so you can have a bit of a sleep-in.’

Sera would normally fight her, but she couldn’t find the energy. ‘Thank you, Carol. For everything.’

When they were finally alone, Sera relaxed against Ethan’s side.

‘I think you got a lot of donations tonight,’ he said.

She nodded. ‘I have to organise a few meetings next week with potential sponsors.’

‘Really? That’s great. I’m so happy for you. You deserve it.’ He was beaming at her, absolutely beaming.

She was doing the right thing going to Los Angeles with him. It was definitely the right thing. She swallowed back the sick feeling she couldn’t shake and gently touched her lips to his. ‘If it wasn’t for you, none of this would have happened. I can’t thank you enough.’

‘If it wasn’t for Ernie…’ Ethan said.

‘Good old Ernie.’ She sighed.

He put his arm around her shoulder and drew her closer. ‘I’m sorry about Toby. I could see he was drunk. I shouldn’t have poked the bear.’

‘I don’t want to talk about him. I don’t want to talk about any of it.’

‘Sure. But can I ask one thing?’

She nodded, knowing exactly what it would be.

‘Are you really coming to LA?’

‘Yep. I am.’

‘I don’t want you to make a decision because of Toby. I know you must be—’

‘It’s nothing to do with him. It’s a good opportunity. I’d be an idiot not to take it.’

‘Right. Um… great! That’s great.’ He pushed off the couch with a groan and rubbed his back. ‘I’m going to go. Give you a bit of space.’ He leaned down and kissed her on the nose. ‘I’ll call you tomorrow.’

And when the door closed behind him, Sera curled up and bawled.




Chapter Twenty-Three [image: ]

Sera put the heels of her palms in her eye sockets and rubbed roughly. Her eyes were crusty and gritty, her nose was raw and her stomach hurt as if she’d done a thousand push-ups. A night of sobbing will do that to a stomach.

She counted the petals of the moulding around the light hanging from the ceiling above her bed. When she returned from LA, she would renovate her bedroom. Or, at least, finally replace her grandparents’ old furniture.

When she returned from LA.

With a sigh, she rolled out of bed and scuffed towards the bathroom, cringing at her face in the mirror. The last thing she wanted was to look as if she’d been crying all night, even if she had.

She splashed cold water on her cheeks then rummaged through her medicine cabinet and retrieved a bottle of Visine, squeezed a few drops into her red eyes, blinked and took another look. Better. She shrugged off her pyjamas and stepped under the stream of soothing water.



‘Morning, Tia,’ Sera nursed a coffee as she walked down the hall.

‘Are you okay?’ Tia asked.

‘A little tired. I’ve never done so much schmoozing in my life.’ She flicked the young woman a forced smile. ‘But hopefully it worked. I’ve got a few calls to make today to follow up with some people so, um…’ She took a sip of coffee. ‘Can you ring Jess at the surgery and see what’s a good time to pick up the dogs, and then go collect them? I’ll hold down the fort.’

Tia chewed on her lip for a moment. ‘It wasn’t all his fault, you know. Dr McManus tried to walk away. Ethan knew he was drunk, and followed him.’

Sera held up her hand and shook her head. ‘I don’t want to talk about it. But let’s set up a time where you and I can discuss how you’ll manage things while I’m gone.’

Tia nodded, her eyes full of sympathy. ‘You’re still going then? I thought maybe last night you said that in anger?’

‘No. It’ll be good. Exciting, just as you said.’ She ran a hand through her damp hair, tugging as her finger got caught on a tangle. ‘And it’s nothing to do with Toby. Or even Ethan. This is my choice for me. And the shelter.’

Tia nodded again. ‘Okay. I’ll call the surgery and see when’s good to pick up the dogs. I’ll take the other three with me, so I can walk them on the way back.’

‘Leave Buff. I’ll walk her myself.’

A walk with Buffy always made things seem better.



‘Thank you, Mr Jarvis. I cannot tell you how much Rose’s Rescue appreciates your support. I’m planning on placing an ad in the Beaches Daily listing all our sponsors, so I’ll be in contact soon.’

Sera hung up and clapped her hands. Rose’s Rescue had four official sponsors, and all day she’d been receiving alerts of donations being lodged on their website. The shelter was going to need a proper accountant. She and Tia wouldn’t be able to handle it anymore.

She phoned her dad. ‘Who’s your accountant? I need to sit down with someone to work out all these donations and sponsors.’

‘Before you yell at me,’ he said, ‘the ten thousand dollars was your mother’s idea.’

‘What? What ten grand?’

‘Oh. Nothing. I’ll email you my accountant’s details.’

‘Daaad.’

‘Seeeraaa.’

They laughed.

‘Your mother wants to talk to you. Lydia—’ he called. ‘It’s your daughter.’

Sera put her head in her hand, waiting for the onslaught.

‘How did it all go, darling? Did you get lots of sponsors?’

Sera looked at her phone in surprise. ‘I did, Mum. Four. And lots of donations. One of which you’re responsible for, I believe. I’ll be returning it.’

Her mother sighed. ‘No, you won’t be. It was part of my inheritance from your grandparents’ estate. It belongs to your property anyway. I just wanted to make sure you’re going to Los Angeles for the right reasons, because if it’s just for the money, then now you have a choice. If it’s for Ethan… well, I’m not sure how you feel about him, so I’ll butt out there. If it’s for the adventure, then I’m all for it.’

Sera braced herself.

‘However, if you’re going because you want to punish Toby,’ her mother said, ‘I want you to have a very serious think about it.’

‘Mum.’

‘That’s all I’m saying, darling. Just make sure you’re going for the right reasons. For you. Not because of a man. Either one of them. I know what you’re like about commitments and making decisions and never budging. You’re loyal to a fault. But this is too important. You can change your mind. Do you hear me?’

‘I hear you.’

‘Good.’ She sighed heavily. ‘I was watching you last night, talking to everyone. How professional you were. How passionate. I’m so very proud of you, and of what you’ve created. I know I don’t tell you that enough. I know I can be hard work sometimes.’ She sniffed and laughed. ‘I just want the world for you. You know that don’t you?’

Sera’s chin quivered, and she rubbed her hand across her damp eyes.

Her mother sniffed again. ‘My goodness. Right. Enough of this. Why don’t you come over on Saturday for some cheese?’

Sera laughed. ‘I’d love to.’



Buffy snuffled at the air, her big black nose pointing skywards, taking in the springtime smells. Sera smiled and closed her eyes, tilting her face towards the sun, enjoying the warmth on her skin and the gentle breeze that tousled her hair. Her grandmother’s seat was her favourite place to go for a little peace and quiet, and to clear her mind.

Fat chance of that. She snapped her eyes open and groaned.

Toby had told her he loved her. Just like that. Through a skinful of beer. After two years, he’d told her he loved her. No. Not loved her. He was in love with her. And according to his drunken feelings dump, she was in love with him too.

She rubbed her brow.

Ever since Ethan had stumbled nervously into their lives, her friendship with Toby had careened off the rails. Everything between them was weirdly amplified. Their quiet moments on the couch, loaded. Their affectionate touches, steamy. Their conversations charged with an undercurrent of unsaid words. Ethan’s presence had somehow upset their comfortable, perfect apple cart and the more she tried to pretend it hadn’t, the more desperately confused she became.

What would she have done if Toby had made a move on her, as Ethan had so cruelly put it? She looked down at the grass and the tiny daisies nudging their way through the shoots, gulping back the sob rising in her throat. God. She would have gone for it. She would have. If he’d wanted more than friendship, she would have been there for that, one hundred per cent. Damn it. Why were they both only figuring all of this out now? A tear trickled down her cheek.

It didn’t matter. He’d blown it in a drunken, humiliating burst of anger and gross possessiveness, and she’d blown it by lying to herself.

Toby had been spot-on. She was too scared to own her feelings. For him and for Ethan, who she knew was way more invested in their relationship than she was – even if that was mostly because of Toby. She hadn’t dared look inwards long enough to figure that out until now. She just squashed it all down and went on smiling, doing the thing she thought she should be doing, even if it never felt quite right. Because she should be crazy about Ethan. He was exciting, his life was exciting, full of new things for her to experience. And he was beautiful and fun and so patient with her, and gosh, his kisses…

But she wasn’t crazy about him. No matter how much she tried to be. She just wasn’t.

Maybe when they had the space to be together, without the spectre of anyone else in their relationship, that would change. But she couldn’t go to Los Angeles because of that. She had to go for her. And even if Toby wasn’t physically there, he’d still be there, because he was a part of who she was.

She sniffed and wiped the dampness from her cheeks.

Her friendship with Toby would never be the same again, and it was as if she’d been punched through the chest and her heart had shattered into a million pieces.

But she’d go to Los Angeles. For herself and for Rose’s Rescue.

‘Come on, Buff. I’ve got a lot to organise.’

She would go to LA because she should. Because she’d made a commitment to help Ethan, and Sera always honoured her commitments.



Ethan was leaving for the US on Friday. The production needed him earlier than originally planned. ‘Urgent wardrobe decisions or something thrilling,’ he said. ‘And I get to meet the dog. She’s already cast.’

‘How do you feel about that?’ Sera asked.

‘Surprisingly good. I think I might be excited!’

She drove him to the airport, and they had one of those airport kisses on the curb as they made their goodbyes.

‘You know, you don’t have to come over so soon.’ He gazed down at her, his fingers linked behind her back. ‘You can take your time. We’re not shooting for another five weeks.’

‘Would you prefer I waited?’ She’d booked her flight for the following Saturday. If she was going to do it, she wanted to do it as quickly as possible.

He kissed her lightly. ‘Are you kidding? I’d love you to be there. I’ll tee up a hotel when I get Stateside, then we’ll find you something more permanent.’

She nodded. ‘Maybe that’ll be with you?’ She smiled and poked him teasingly in the ribs.

He twitched to the side and grinned. ‘That’s what I’m hoping, but there’s no pressure.’

‘I know. And I appreciate it.’

His gaze narrowed. ‘I just want to make sure that you’re sure. Because you can change your mind at any time. I know it’s a big deal and with everything that happened with—’

‘I’m sure,’ she quickly interrupted. ‘I’m committed to this. It’ll be an adventure and I’ll be with you.’

He beamed. ‘We’ll organise the boring contract stuff when you arrive. I can’t wait to show you off at all my favourite LA nightspots.’

‘Oh. Yay. But can we go to Disneyland too?’

He laughed. ‘Baby, we can go wherever you like.’ He took her hand and kissed her knuckles. ‘I’d better go.’

She sighed wistfully. She did like him. She honestly did. Sera reached up and pressed her lips to his. She was doing the right thing. She was definitely doing the right thing.




Chapter Twenty-Four [image: ]

Five days before Sera was due to leave for Los Angeles, she decided it was time to stop crying about Toby. She’d been crying for nearly a week, constantly thinking she was done, then she’d turn off the lights and his face would fill her mind, and she’d be crying again. Not anymore.

Instead, she shook off her sadness and made a to-do list.

She met with her brand-new accountant, then with Peaceful Slumbers to assure them that her going away would not affect the delivery of content. They excitedly suggested she look into current funeral trends in America, and she’d pressed her lips together and tried not to laugh.

Tia’s new contract was organised, and the young woman gleefully signed it, then called the cafe where she worked the occasional shift and quit. ‘I’ve been wanting to do that for so long,’ Tia said. ‘I hated working there!’

‘And you’ll stay here while I’m away,’ Sera said. ‘Just make the place your own. Alec can stay too, if you like. And then Buffy can be here in her home.’

‘I thought Dr McManus was taking Buffy?’

Sera instantly tensed at his name. ‘I’d prefer her to stay here. Less disruptive.’

‘No worries.’ Tia looked down and patted the dog. ‘Have you spoken to him?’

Sera shook her head and fussed with some papers on her desk.

Toby had taken two days to text Sera to apologise for his outburst at the fundraiser. Sera had ignored his message, and the three the next day, and also the voicemails that followed. She couldn’t bring herself to listen to them, not wanting to hear his voice, worried that if she did, she wouldn’t go through with her plans. And she was locked in now. Ethan was expecting her. She had a plane ticket.

Besides, she was still so angry. And she was fairly certain it was at him.



Four days before Sera was due to leave for Los Angeles, she went out for lunch with her parents. Her mother told her Toby had rung to ask if Sera was doing okay.

‘Darling, call him. You’re being cruel. The man loves you.’

Sera couldn’t explain why she couldn’t speak to Toby without giving away what was truly in her heart. Which she wouldn’t do, because she didn’t want to admit that to anyone. She just said she’d call him, then prattled about her impending trip and how wonderful Ethan was, and all the exciting developments that had come about since the fundraiser. All while her parents side-eyed each other, having a silent conversation that their daughter completely understood.



Three days before Sera was due to leave for Los Angeles, she went shopping with Linda. She had very few professional clothes, and though Ethan had assured her on one of their late-night Facetime calls that movie sets were casual, she still wanted to make a good impression.

Linda helped her pick out two pairs of jeans, some cute fifties-style shorts, three tops, two dresses, some new Converse sneakers, a pair of kitten-heeled black pumps and a swimsuit.

Linda grabbed Sera and squeezed her. ‘I’m so excited for you.’

Sera managed an almost-believable smile.

Linda narrowed her eyes. ‘What’s happening?’

‘I’m just nervous. What if everything goes horribly wrong?’

‘With the job or Ethan?’

‘Both?’

Linda took Sera’s hand. ‘Then you get on a plane and come home. It’s not like you’re going to Mars. We’re only fifteen hours away.’

‘Of course,’ Sera said, smiling at the store assistant behind the counter.

‘You don’t want to go, do you?’ Linda had grabbed Sera by the wrist, and was staring at her, laser-focused. ‘I’ve known you most of your life, and you don’t want to go.’

Sera pulled her hand away, and gathered her shopping bags. ‘Of course I do. It’s going to be amazing.’

Linda frowned. ‘How’s Toby dealing with it?’

Sera fussed with her bags.

‘You still haven’t spoken to him?’

‘Didn’t you say something about buying me a farewell lunch?’ Sera smiled as she stepped onto the street.



Two days before Sera was due to leave for Los Angeles, she had a farewell dinner at her parents’ house.

She sat on the chair where Toby had kissed her and tried not to think about what would have happened if she’d kissed him back.

‘Has Ethan found you somewhere nice to live?’ her mother asked.

Sera looked up and smiled. ‘I’m staying in a hotel at first, then we’ll talk about something more permanent.’

‘More permanent?’ Her mother’s brows popped so high, they almost reached her hairline. ‘You’ll be staying with Ethan then?’

Sera sighed, her shoulders rising and falling. ‘I don’t know. We’ll work that out as we go.’

‘How’s Toby since his little Fight Club moment?’ her father asked.

‘Fight Club?’

Her mother rolled her eyes. ‘Your father has taken up movie watching.’

‘Ah.’ Sera took a long swallow of wine. ‘I haven’t spoken to him.’

‘Oh. Sera.’ Her mother tutted.

‘Mum. Just… I can’t, okay? I just can’t.’

Her parents flicked each other a look.

Her father reached across the table and took her hand. ‘I’m just going to say one thing, poppet. Your mother and I have a rule. We never go to bed angry. If we row, we sort it out before we go to sleep. Don’t leave without sorting things out with Toby. He’s too important to you.’

Lydia tenderly kissed her husband’s cheek as Sera began to cry.



The night before Sera was due to leave for Los Angeles, she messaged Toby.


[image: Image: Black Speech Bubble Emoji] Sera: Hi



Three dots came and went, then came back.


[image: Image: Gray Speech Bubble Emoji] Toby: Hi

[image: Image: Black Speech Bubble Emoji] Sera: Are you busy?

[image: Image: Gray Speech Bubble Emoji] Toby: No

[image: Image: Black Speech Bubble Emoji] Sera: Can you come over?

[image: Image: Gray Speech Bubble Emoji] Toby: Be there in 10



At a knock on the door, Buffy charged from Sera’s bedroom.

‘Come in,’ Sera called as she tossed a bunch of socks into her suitcase. She heard the door open, followed by, ‘Hello, Stink. Where’s your mistress?’

‘I’m in my room.’ She braced herself as Toby’s footsteps echoed up the hall.

‘Hi.’ Toby stood in the doorway of her bedroom. His curls were even more unruly than usual, his hands were shoved into the pockets of his jeans, and his soft grey t-shirt clung to his body, moulded to his abs. Her heart skittered like mad.

He nodded towards her packing. ‘So. Tomorrow, huh?’

‘Yep.’ She folded a sweater, put it in her suitcase and pulled the top down. ‘Let’s go to the lounge room.’

She offered him a beer, but he said no. ‘Been on the wagon all week. Can’t hurt to have a break.’

She shrugged and poured herself a goblet-sized glass of rosé.

They sat side by side on the couch, so close that the tiny hairs on their arms stood on end and reached out for each other.

‘Are you excited?’ he asked.

‘More nervous than excited,’ she said.

‘You’ll do great. You’re going to kick it in the arse.’

She hmmed. ‘I hope so.’

A heavy silence crashed over them. Sera took a gulp of wine.

Toby cleared his throat. ‘Where are you staying?’

‘Not with Ethan, if that’s what you’re asking.’

‘I wasn’t. I was just wondering.’

She turned to face him. ‘Are we not even going to talk about what happened? You got smashed at an important night for me, then humiliated me and yourself by hitting… a friend of mine.’ She flashed a fiery look.

He pushed a hand through his hair. ‘I’m sorry. I am so fucking sorry, Ser. You must have heard how sorry I am on all my damn messages.’

She glanced awkwardly at the glass in her hand.

His palms ran up and down his thighs. ‘I never meant to embarrass you or ruin your night, or even thump…’ He hesitated. ‘Ethan. I mean, I’m less sorry about that, but I’m still sorry.’

She huffed a dry laugh. ‘Great apology.’

‘I know. It was a bit shit, wasn’t it? I’ve been rehearsing it too.’

‘You rehearsed that?’

‘The dogs in the surgery seemed to like it. Though to be fair, most were sedated at the time.’ His lips quirked into a crooked grin.

She glanced at him, her own lips pressed together as she tried not to smile. ‘Well, it needs more work.’

‘I’ll put in a few more hours when I get home. There’s a dog on a drip.’

She tutted, thumped him on the arm, then sighed. ‘God, Herriot. What a clusterfuck.’

‘Yeah. I know.’

‘Why did you tell me that you’re in love with me?’

He stared at his hands, silent for a moment, then took a deep breath and said, ‘Because I am.’

‘Why didn’t you tell me sooner?’

‘Because I didn’t want to screw everything up.’

‘How could you be certain it would?’

‘Because I wasn’t sure you were in love with me back?’

‘But what if I was?’

He looked up and his eyes searched her face. ‘Fuck, Ser. Don’t tell me that.’

She wrapped her fingers around his hand, her stomach fluttering from his warmth. They were so alike, it was crazy.

‘I’m so mad at you, Herriot. So mad. Why did you have to wait until I was happy with someone else to tell me? You’ve fucked up everything. You’ve fucked us up.’ She wanted to say we fucked us up, but she couldn’t bring herself to do it. That would be admitting too much.

‘I know. I know I have. I know we’ll never be what we were. But I had to tell you. I thought in the last few weeks that sometimes, when you looked at me…’ He took a deep breath. ‘It doesn’t matter.’

‘So that wasn’t a rage kiss at my parents’, huh?’

He laughed. ‘Come on, Sera, who rage kisses? I was hoping you’d kiss me back, and for a second…’ He let out a heavy sigh. ‘For a second, you did.’ He nudged her with his shoulder then pushed off the couch. ‘I should go. I’m sure you have loads to do.’

‘You don’t want to stay for a bit?’ she asked. ‘We can watch a movie?’

He shook his head then bent down and kissed her cheek. ‘I’ll see myself out. Have an amazing time. Send me a gloating text message every once in a while.’



Sera lay in the dark with her earphones in, sobbing as she listened to Toby’s messages.




Chapter Twenty-Five [image: ]

The hubbub of the airport swirled around her, but Sera was oblivious. She was frozen in front of the Qantas self-serve check-in kiosk with her passport in her hand, staring blankly at the options on the screen.

Ethan had messaged to tell her he’d had to go to New York at the last minute and wouldn’t be back for a few days. He’d organised a car to pick her up at the airport, and there would be champagne to greet her in her room. He’d take her out when he got back to LA.

She’d told him it was fine – she’d be fine – but the thought of him not being there made her already unsettled stomach tumble and churn, and her whispering doubts became deafening.

You’re not going for Ethan, her brain reminded her for the thousandth time. You’re going for…

Why the hell was she going again?

A booming laugh made her jump, and she blinked and looked up, glancing at all the excited faces. The place was buzzing. People were smiling as they printed out baggage labels, weighed their bags and cuddled family and friends, their happiness practically bouncing off the walls.

She blew out a soft breath and glumly turned back to the red-and-white screen glowing in front of her, her brow furrowed and her teeth gnawing at her bottom lip.

‘Can I help you?’ a woman in a Qantas uniform asked.

‘I don’t know,’ Sera said with a resigned sigh.

‘Are you not sure what you’re doing?’

‘I thought I knew. I really did.’ She shook her head and rubbed her eyes, holding back the tears desperate to fall. ‘I mean, I know what I’m supposed to be doing. But what if I’m wrong?’

‘It’s okay, I’m here to help,’ the woman said brightly, offering Sera a reassuring smile. ‘It’s not as hard as you think. I bet you know exactly what to do. Take a deep breath. You’ve got this.’

Sera stared at the woman for a long beat, then another, then another. The woman stared back with an expression of increasing alarm.

Then Sera gasped. ‘Oh god. You’re right. You’re absolutely right. How could I be such a colossal idiot?’ She threw her arms around the surprised woman. ‘Thank you so much,’ she said hugging her tight.

The woman hesitated a moment and then returned the hug. ‘You’re welcome.’



Sera paced outside Toby’s surgery, glancing up every couple of seconds to see if he was peering out the window at her, wondering what the hell she was doing.

What the hell am I doing?

She was doing what her heart was telling her to do. Not her head, or her stupid pros and cons list, or her fear of what might go horribly wrong, or her sense of commitment. Just listening to her heart. Like she did when she first met Toby and decided to open an animal rescue with zero experience. That had gone okay – more than okay. It was the best decision she’d ever made. And she had to trust that this would be too.

She stopped pacing, stared at the phone in her hand and nodded to herself like one of those bobblehead tigers in the back of a car. Nod, nod, nod. Her finger hovered over Toby’s name. She’d tossed away an amazing opportunity – and the possibility of something wonderful with a lovely man – for Toby.

Her mind cleared like crystal.

For Toby.

She blew out a slow, centring breath and hit call, swallowed hard and waited for him to answer.

On the fourth ring, he picked up. ‘Hey. Hi. Are you about to board? Or are you in the Qantas lounge living it up with the rich people?’

‘You didn’t say Petside Vet Clinic,’ she said. ‘That’s not very professional of you.’

He was quiet for a beat, then chuckled. ‘Sorry. Do you want to ring back?’

She laughed. ‘No… I want you to open the door.’

He was quiet again, and she could almost hear his mind ticking over.

Then the lock clicked and the door swung open. Toby hovered on the other side of the security screen with his phone still held to his ear. ‘What’s going on?’ he asked. He glanced down at the suitcase beside her feet. ‘Was your flight cancelled?’

She watched the confusion creep across his face. ‘Are you going to hang up and let me in?’ she asked. ‘Or are we going to stand on your doorstep and talk on the phone all day?’

He frowned, slid his phone into his back pocket and pushed open the screen door. She shimmied under his arm and into his house.

He turned towards her. ‘What’s happen—’

But before he could finish his question, she was on her tiptoes with her lips pressed to his. He jumped, his entire body jerking in surprise. Then his arms wrapped around her waist and he enveloped her.

The kiss started softly at first, gentle and sweet, kind of like him, until he parted her lips and slid his warm tongue into her mouth, and an explosion of fireworks burst hot behind her eyes. A rush of blood hit her head and she wobbled on her feet. He clasped her tighter, lifting her a little so that her toes almost left the ground, and she circled her arms around his neck and hung on.

She was kissing Toby. Her tongue was in his mouth and…

Oh my god, I’m kissing Toby.

He growled somewhere in the back of his throat, grasped her hips and gathered her closer. She squealed against his lips as her breasts slammed into the solid wall of his chest.

He pulled back, all jagged breaths and blown pupils.

‘Shit… sorry. Was that… not okay?’ he asked through uneven pants. ‘Did I… do something wrong? I’m not sure… what—’

Her eyebrows bunched together, her heart up where her throat should be. ‘No.’ She clutched onto him. ‘I did. I shouldn’t have kissed you like that. After everything… we should have talked first.’ Her voice was high and breathy, a strange mix of Betty Boop and Marilyn Monroe.

His face softened and his full lips curved into a smile. ‘Sera,’ he said sternly.

‘Mm?’ she squeaked.

‘We’ve been talking for two years.’

Then his mouth was on hers again, and her entire world tilted back onto its axis.

His large hands splayed across the small of her back, cinching her to him, his kiss unyielding, frantic and bruising, as if he’d been waiting for this moment, as if he’d been planning every push and pull. His muscles flexed against her stomach, and she trembled over, her knees threatening to buckle. Heat seared across her skin, burning everywhere, licking and coiling low in her belly and she writhed and squirmed and had to stop herself from screaming into his mouth.

His long fingers wandered up her waist, gliding over her ribcage, his thumb tenderly brushing the side of her breast. He groaned and muttered her name as he slid his lips to her throat and sucked. She whimpered, the space between her thighs exploding with wet heat. His bite was going to mark, but she didn’t care. All she cared about was how his lips were lingering on the sensitive skin of her neck, skimming her flesh with an almost unbearable tenderness. Her fingertips dug into the cheeks of his arse as she tried to stop from melting to the floor.

It didn’t feel strange kissing her best friend. Not like she’d always told herself it would, when her thoughts had dared to drift there before she scolded her brain and chased them away. It felt wonderful. Their mouths fit flawlessly together, the way their lives had since the first day they met. Perfect. Right. Just like them.

Their teeth clashed with a loud clunk, and they laughed against each other’s lips.

‘I think we need practice,’ he murmured.

They laughed again, breaking their kiss when they couldn’t stop grinning. Then they quietly gazed at one another, their eyes skipping back and forth as if finally seeing each other, their faces flushed and their breathing ragged, standing just inside the room with the door still open behind them, and Sera’s suitcase sitting on the drive.

‘What happened?’ Toby asked. His voice was raw and rough, and he had to clear his throat before he spoke again. ‘Why aren’t you on your way to LA? I mean, goddamn, I’m glad you’re not, but… why?’

She cupped his cheek and he pressed against her palm.

‘You know why,’ she said.

‘Why don’t you tell me anyway? So there’s no more confusion.’

‘Because you’re in love with me. And, it seems, I’m in love with you.’ She watched his throat bob up and down as he blew out an unsteady breath. ‘You’ve always understood what my heart wants better than I do,’ she said. ‘I don’t know why it took me so long to figure it out, or why I fought so hard against the truth.’

‘Because you’re stubborn?’ he teased with a crooked smirk.

‘Hey.’ She gave him a playful shove. ‘I only know this is where I want to be. Here, with you. You’re all my happy days. You’re the person I want to share my good news with, and my bad news and my boring, whining-about-life news. You get my weird love of dinosaurs and movies made in the eighties, and you don’t care that I crush on Kevin Costner in chaps even though he’s in his sixties.’

‘Well—’

‘Shh. I’m on a roll.’

He laughed, his eyes twinkling and his handsome face full of light.

‘I would share the very last slice of pizza in the entire world with you, and you know how much I love pizza. I belong here, not on the other side of the world. You’re the best part of me and my heart booms for you, Herriot. It always has. I love you. That’s all I know.’ She cocked her head to one side and smiled. ‘Well, I also know I want to do more of…’ She wiggled her eyebrows.

‘More of… what?’

‘That thing we were doing, with the lips and the tongues and the hands.’

His brows shot up and he grinned, full of heat and mischief. ‘You mean more of this?’ he growled, and he gathered her in his arms again and crushed his mouth to hers.

And she was home.




Chapter Twenty-Six [image: ]

Sera shouldered open the door to the rescue, struggling with her bags. Buffy flew at her as if her mistress had been away for the full three months instead of only half a day.

‘What are you doing here?’ Tia asked, her eyes as round as saucers as Sera dragged her suitcase into the room.

‘I couldn’t do it.’ Sera bent down and pulled her excited dog into her arms. ‘And… well, I’ve just been over at Toby’s. Kissing him. Quite a lot, actually.’

Tia’s jaw dropped with a loud gasp. Then she raised her hands in the air and cried, ‘Hallelujah!’ She dashed around from behind the desk and pulled Sera into a hug. ‘About time. I’m sorry. You know how I feel about Ethan James. He’s super sexy and a lovely person, but you and Dr McManus… I mean, we all talked about it, all the time. Will-they-won’t-they, will-they-won’t-they. How you guys didn’t notice how crazy you were for each other drove us crazy!’

Sera stepped back and stared at Tia. ‘Really?’

‘Oh my gosh, Sera. Yes, really. Everyone thought it. I’m sure even Ethan thought it. It was kind of obvious.’

A giant boulder landed in Sera’s stomach and she winced. Tia was right. Ethan did think there was more to her friendship with Toby than pizza and movies. Maybe that’s why he’d been so patient with her, because he wanted to make sure she was sure. She sighed.

‘Have you spoken to him yet?’ Tia asked and cringed.

Sera shook her head. ‘I’d better go do that, huh?’

Tia scrunched up her mouth and nodded. Then she pulled Sera back into a hug. ‘I’m so glad you decided not to go. Things are just getting exciting here! And now you and Dr McManus.’ She squealed. ‘It’s like Mum and Dad finally got it together!’



Sera picked up her phone. Put it back down. Picked it up again. Put it back down again.

She hovered over Ethan’s name, willing herself to press it. She was letting him down in the worst possible way, breaking her promise to him. Every part of her felt ill. Except for the part still buzzing from Toby’s lips – that part felt wonderful.

A pang of guilt rippled through her.

She set her jaw and hit dial. Ethan answered nearly immediately.

‘Hi! Wait. Shouldn’t you be—’ He went silent for a second, sighed deeply and said, ‘Ah.’

‘I’m so sorry, Ethan,’ she blurted. ‘I was at the airport. I was checking-in, and then… I couldn’t do it. I couldn’t. I just—’

‘It’s okay, Sera. It’s okay. It’s a big thing. I get it.’ He took a beat. ‘Are we talking changing flights, or…’ He breathed out. ‘Or not coming at all?’

She bit down hard on her lip. ‘Not coming at all,’ she confessed. ‘Oh, Ethan. I’m sorry. So, so sorry. I can’t explain it. I was there, and it was just. I just—’

‘You just finally realised you’re in love with the good doctor?’

‘What? No. I mean. Yes. I guess. Pretty much.’ She sighed. ‘Shit. I think I might have been the only one who didn’t know.’

‘Sera, you were the only one.’

‘Then why did you bother with me? Why did you want to be with me if the whole time you thought I was in love with him?’

‘I guess… I hoped I was wrong, or that my dazzling charm would eventually win you over.’ He chuckled. ‘I like you Sera. We get on great. I haven’t felt that very often, and I thought it was worth fighting for. But you’ve also been amazing at getting me through the whole dog thing, and I wanted you with me for that too. I’m not being totally selfless. I’m not that nice of a guy.’

She put her head in her hands. ‘I’m letting you down. I should at least come and work with you on the movie.’

‘No, you shouldn’t.’ He blew out a long, weighty breath. ‘You’d just be miserable. Then we’d both be miserable, and I don’t want that for either of us.’

‘Now you’re going to be miserable on your own.’

‘Nah, I’ve got too much happening to be miserable. I was just a guest on The Talk! Do you know how cool that is?’

‘Ethan.’

He sighed. ‘I’m okay, Sera. I really am. I’ve already met the dog and her handler, and it’s going to be fine. I’m going to be fine. I will miss you, though. I guess I need to find someone who makes me feel as good about myself as you do. Us actors need a bit of ego-stroking.’

‘Just look at your award-winning arse. That’ll perk you up.’ She chuckled. ‘It always perked me up.’

He laughed. ‘Can I call you if I need any help, or a confidence boost on set?’

‘You’d better.’



‘Hello, Stink,’ Toby said as Buffy charged into his lounge room and threw herself at him. He looked up and beamed at Sera.

She beamed back, her heart almost stopping from sheer happiness. Now that the dam holding back her feelings was finally opened, there was no preventing the love from gushing out. She dropped her overnight bag to the floor, pushed up on her tiptoes and kissed him full on the mouth.

‘Still not weird,’ she said, smiling at Toby.

‘It’s almost weird how not weird it is.’

Her finger twisted in his t-shirt. ‘Did you know everyone thought for ages that we’d end up together?’

His brow furrowed. ‘I wished they’d told us.’

‘Right? A little heads up would have been good.’

‘Are you moving in or something?’ He nodded at her bag on the floor.

Oh god. Her cheeks warmed. Was she being presumptuous?

He laughed. ‘You’re blushing. And I’m teasing. I’ll put your bag in my room, shall I?’

She gave him an enthusiastic nod.

‘I made dinner,’ he called over his shoulder.

‘You made what?’ In all the time she’d known him, he’d only ever made breakfast. ‘Is it eggs?’

‘It’s – and don’t laugh – pizza.’

Sera laughed until he yanked her into his arms and silenced her with his lips.



They lay on Toby’s couch, making out while Jurassic World played in the background and Buffy snored on the floor.

‘So not weird.’ He gazed at her after a lengthy kiss and pushed a strand of hair from her eyes. Her thighs were pressed on either side of his hips, and his fingers trailed along her skin, in his almost-painfully-tender way.

She grinned and wiggled her t-shirt up over her head. He stared at her, his eyes dark and smouldering.

‘What? Haven’t you seen me in a bra before?’ she asked.

His breath rasped. ‘Not while you’re straddling me, I haven’t.’

She tugged the corner of his t-shirt, and he leisurely stretched his long arms out, and bit down on his well-kissed lips. He was so hot – lying there, waiting to be undressed – that every part of her twitched. She shimmied the t-shirt up his body, pulling it awkwardly over his head, making him grunt, then tossing it to the floor, where it landed on Buffy.

Sera laughed, then inhaled sharply as her gaze drank deeply of his bare chest and taut stomach, and that delicious trail of hair she couldn’t wait to follow.

‘What? I know you’ve seen me shirtless before,’ he said.

She quivered. ‘Not while I’m straddling you, I haven’t.’

His head tilted, and he tugged her roughly to his chest, the softness of her breasts mashing against him and nearly bursting from her bra. She rolled her hips, savouring his hardness. He grunted, a thick vein popping in his neck. She ran her tongue along it.

‘Are we rushing things?’ he hissed through gritted teeth. ‘I don’t want to rush you.’

‘Herriot,’ she whispered breathily into his ear, ‘it’s been two years.’ She shimmied her hips up and down.

He moaned and wrapped his fingers around her waist, stilling her. ‘Which is probably why you need to stop rubbing against me like that, because after how long I’ve waited…’ he grunted as she teased her hips against him again. ‘I’m not sure how long I can hold it together.’ The words spilled from his lips in a husky rush. ‘I need to take a minute.’

‘Sorry.’ She slid off him.

They lay crammed on his couch, trying to slow their breathing.

‘I don’t feel rushed,’ she said. ‘Do you?’

‘Uh, no.’

‘Good.’ She ran her hand across his belly, tucked her fingers into the elastic of his sweatpants and slipped her palm over his hip and into his underwear.

He groaned. ‘Okay. That’s it. Hop off.’

‘What’s happening?’

‘You and me, Ser. We’re going to bed.’



They stood in Toby’s bedroom, facing each other, Sera in her leggings and bra, and Toby in his sweatpants. She squeezed her lips together to stop a nervous giggle.

‘What?’ he asked, a chuckle in his voice.

‘We’re going to do it, aren’t we?’

He quirked a brow. ‘I sure as hell hope so.’

She glanced down to the thick ridge outlined in the soft material of his sweatpants, and hummed.

He stepped forward and hooked a finger in the waistband of her tights, his teeth tugging on his top lip. ‘How do you want to do this. Should we strip? Or do we strip each other?’

‘Oh god. Now we get awkward. That’s inconvenient.’

He snaked an arm around her waist. ‘Not awkward. I just want to make sure you’re comfortable.’ He put his mouth to her breast and kissed the tender flesh at the edge of her bra.

A tiny whimper slipped past her lips.

‘I want to strip you,’ she blurted. ‘Can I strip you?’

He laughed against her throat, stood back, smiled and waited for her to make her move. Her hand trembled as she tugged at the drawstring on his pants. She slid them down, travelling with them, her hands on his warm skin, sliding over his strong thighs and past his well-packed boxer briefs until his pants pooled around his ankles.

He rested his hand on her shoulder as he stepped out of each leg.

She gazed up at him and smiled. His chest was rapidly rising and falling and his eyes were almost black. ‘Okay. Next layer,’ she croaked. She gripped the elastic of his underwear and took a deep breath. ‘Here I go.’

His belly shook with a silent laugh.

She peeled his briefs over his hips, her teeth gathering her lip as more and more hair was revealed until the tip of his penis sprang free. He grunted a little, and she held her breath and quickly moved his shorts down, a soft ‘Oh’ escaping her as the full length of his manhood was displayed.

Very slowly, she reached out and touched him, her fingers drifting tentatively up and down his shaft as he shuddered.

She stumbled to her feet, stepping back to admire him. All of him. Every impressive part of him. ‘Herriot. You’re so beautiful.’ She caught his gaze, and his dark eyes flickered.

‘Fuck, I love you,’ he growled. ‘I love you so much.’

‘Same,’ she said, and gasped as he rushed forward and gathered her to his nakedness.

‘Do you know how long I’ve thought about this?’ he whispered, his mouth hot against her ear. ‘Since that Christmas. Do you remember?’

‘You kissed me.’

‘I kissed you.’ He reached around and deftly unhooked her bra. ‘I kissed you, and I’ve wanted to kiss you ever since.’ He pushed the straps off her shoulders one by one. ‘Everywhere.’ His head dropped to her breast, his tongue flicking over her already hard nipple.

She sighed out a long, breathy moan. ‘It’s okay,’ she said. ‘You’re kissing me now.’

With a nod, he slid down her body and took her leggings and panties off in one swift move. Then he dragged his lips up her thighs, slipped a finger between her legs, and found her wetness.

‘Oh shit, Ser,’ he groaned. ‘You’re so wet. Is that really for me?’

‘For you.’

‘I think we should probably fuck now. Shouldn’t we? We should. Right?’

‘Mm-hm. Yep. Definitely.’ Her voice trembled.

He stood and kissed her hungrily, took her hand and led her to his bed.

‘Wait,’ she said. ‘Do we need a condom?’

He frowned, his chest heaving. ‘Huh?’

‘Condom?’

‘Right. Yeah.’ He opened his bedside drawer, puffing as he rummaged. ‘Shit.’ He pushed the drawer closed and muttered, ‘Bathroom.’

She nodded and watched him stalk out the door, his butt cheeks flexing with every step. Oh, he’d win an arse-off, all right. He’d win all the arse-offs.

She pulled back the covers, still breathy as she dropped onto the mattress and lay on her side with her elbow propping up her head and what she hoped was a come-hither look in her eyes.

When he returned to the room, his hands were in his hair and his face was desperate. ‘I don’t have any.’

‘Oh.’ Her smile dropped.

He scrambled for his clothes.

‘What are you doing?’ she asked.

‘I’m going to the servo to get some. I’ll be back in… I don’t know… ten minutes?’

She nodded. Then said, ‘Wait. Before you go. When did we both last have sex?’

‘You mean with—?’

She rolled her eyes. ‘Yeah, with other people. I was…’ She thought. ‘Well, Stephen. He was before I met you, so… god. About two and a half years ago.’ She cringed.

‘For me it would have been… about eighteen months ago.’

‘Oh.’

‘When I went to see Mum in Perth. Just… you know, a one-night thing. But I used—’

‘Uh-huh. Yep. Doesn’t matter.’ She grinned. ‘Because since then, we binged that series.’

‘What series? Oh fuck. That terrifying you-never-know-what’s-happening-inside-your-body series? Hidden Diseases That Kill? That was about a year ago.’

‘And we were both convinced we were dying.’

‘And we went for those check-ups.’

‘Because we were so freaked out.’ She laughed. ‘And I was clear.’

He breathed out the most relieved sigh she’d ever heard in her entire life. ‘So was I.’

‘We’re such nerds!’ She clapped.

‘Nerds rule! And… er… those little pills in your bathroom cabinet?’

‘What were you doing looking in my bathroom cabinet?’

‘Getting you drugs for your hangover after Tia’s birthday.’

‘Oh. Yes, I’m on the pill.’

‘So we’re sorted!’ He dropped his sweatpants to the floor, and crawled onto the bed, wriggled in beside her and gathered her to his naked body. ‘Now. Where was I?’ he whispered against her ear as his hand drifted down her stomach, and pushed between her thighs.

‘Right. There.’ She gasped as his fingers dove into her wetness again and found exactly the right spot. ‘Oh geez,’ she squeaked, her back arching as he teased her with tiny circles, pushing his long fingers in and out. ‘Oh,’ she squeaked again, her eyes fluttering as they stared into his, his gaze unrelentingly intense and her head suddenly dizzy. ‘Herriot.’

‘Yeah?’ he growled.

Then he was wiggling down her body, placing tiny kiss after tiny kiss on her exposed flesh. Urgent breaths escaped her mouth and she squeezed her eyes shut as his lips touched the tender skin at the top of her thighs, kissing one side, then the other.

‘Hey.’

Her eyes blinked open. He smiled, full of desire and mischief. Then he dipped his face between her legs and his tongue replaced his fingers.

Oh my god. Oh. My. God!

She breathed out his name as she pushed against the warmth of his mouth. She was going to come in about thirty seconds, and she tried her best to concentrate and will away the explosion rapidly building inside her, to enjoy the sensation of his mouth teasing her, sucking and licking. But it was Toby doing the teasing. It was Toby’s mouth. And the thought of that alone was too much.

‘I think… I think…’ Then she moaned long and low as her orgasm hit, her legs shaking, her best friend’s name on her lips and his tongue buried deep inside her. Nothing in her life had ever felt that good, and she knew it was because it was him. Not just because he was damn good with his fingers and his mouth, but because it was his fingers and his mouth.

He grinned, almost proud, and she reached down and hauled him to her, kissing him with an urgency she’d never felt in her life. He grunted as their lips mashed together, eager and a little chaotic.

‘I need you, Ser,’ he whispered against her cheek.

‘I need you too. Now. Please?’

Through a pant, he laughed deeply and with a smooth roll of his hips, thrust into her with a low growl. Her fingers dug into his back, holding on tight as his cock dragged against her delicate insides, still throbbing from his magnificent tongue.

They rocked back and forth, slow and languid, taking their time, clinging to each other. Her muscles clenched around his thickness, loving the feeling of him deep inside her, and when his neck arched, she licked at his throat, causing him to thrust harder.

He put his head to hers and whispered, ‘Sera.’

She kissed his temple over and over, almost purring from the pure pleasure coursing through her, from this man that she knew so well as her friend, and now as her lover.

To her utter surprise, pleasure was building inside her again, with every thrust and drag, and every in and out, building and building, her insides tightening. Then it was crashing over her and she pressed her heels into the mattress and cried out, shuddering with a carnal, unabashed moan, and whispering, ‘Toby.’

‘Oh god.’ He grunted as his hips stuttered and with a final, shattering thrust, he was done, becoming ridged above her before collapsing with a soft, satisfied moan.

They lay together, legs entwined, their breathing heavy and sweat slicked between them. She was sore and sticky and felt absolutely amazing. Happy and full of love, practically boneless and melting from bliss.

‘Holy shit,’ he said, then laughed as he gently pulled out of her with a low hiss, and flopped to the mattress, an arm dropping across his face.

She swallowed. ‘Wow. What just happened?’

‘We fucked,’ he said, breathing fast and rough.

‘I kind of got that bit.’

He snorted, rolled to his side, brushed her hair from her face and kissed her long and sweet and tender.

‘Hey,’ he said.

‘Hey,’ she said with a hitch in her breath.

He ran a hand through his messy curls as he studied her face, love shining brightly in his eyes. ‘You fancy some pancakes?’

She chuckled. ‘I could go pancakes.’ He kissed her forehead. ‘Should we get dressed?’ she asked.

‘Why? We’ll only be getting naked again.’

‘Should we at least shower? I’m kind of… sticky.’

He laughed and slid out of bed, scooped her up and tossed her over his shoulder.

She squealed and cried out, ‘Herriot!’, giggling as he carted her to the bathroom.

She was so in love with him. So utterly, completely, madly in love with her best friend.
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Seven Months Later

Ethan leaned against the desk in the shelter reception area, his long legs crossed at the ankles, and his arms folded against his chest, causing the sleeves of his t-shirt to squeeze his biceps, making them bulge to perfection.

‘How’s the building going?’ he asked.

‘Brilliant!’ Sera said. ‘We’ll have double the shelter space by the end of the month.’

‘I’m so stoked for you. I can’t wait to see it.’ He rubbed the flawless stubble on his chin. ‘I should only be gone a few weeks. I’ve got a couple of photo shoots and some other press stuff. They’ve got me booked on Jimmy Kimmel.’ He nodded as if to say, how amazing is that?

She smiled politely. ‘Oh. That’s… great?’

‘You really need to start watching something other than eighties action movies. He hosts a talk show. It’s a big deal.’ He shook his head.

‘I know.’ She gave him a gentle shove. ‘I think.’

‘And don’t forget, when I get back, we’re doing that photo shoot for Northern Beaches Monthly for the article about my involvement with Rose’s.’

She rolled her eyes. ‘It’s in the diary. Lena emailed, and I’m sure she’ll email three more times.’

He laughed as he drew her into a hug. ‘I wish I didn’t have to go,’ he said softly, his chin resting on the top of her head. ‘I feel like I’ve only just got back.’

Her cheek pressed against the warmth of his chest. ‘It’s only a few weeks.’

‘Yeah, but you’re going to miss me, right?’ A crooked smile twitched at the corner of his mouth.

She tutted. ‘Of course I’m going to miss you. And so will Harry.’ She glanced at the scruffy terrier at their feet.

Ethan gathered the tiny dog into his arms. ‘He’d better miss me.’ He put his nose to Harry’s nose. ‘You gonna miss me, buddy?’ The dog’s tongue shot out and licked at Ethan, who managed to swerve just in time for the slurp to hit the side of his face and not his mouth. He waved a hand through the air and grimaced. ‘Maybe you can do something about his breath while I’m gone.’ He put the dog back on the floor.

‘I’ll ask Toby to take a look.’

‘What am I doing?’ a deep voice asked.

She spun to see Toby strolling barefoot down her hall, sleepily scratching his head, in sweatpants that hung a little too low and a grey tank top that clung snuggly to his lean torso. His curly hair stuck up all over, and he looked soft and sexy, and she had to stop from running towards him and wrapping her legs around his waist.

He engulfed her in his arms and pressed his lips to hers and a little mmm of pleasure escaped her. He was still warm from being wrapped in her bedcovers, and she clutched onto him, enjoying the heat seeping from his body.

He gently broke their kiss. ‘Good morning,’ he said quietly. Then he glanced up and over Sera’s head. ‘James.’ He nodded.

‘Doc.’ Ethan nodded back. ‘Sorry for the early visit.’

‘Harry’s got super stinky breath,’ Sera said, her gaze bouncing between the two men. ‘I thought maybe you could check his teeth?’

Toby shrugged. ‘No worries. I’ll give them a clean and make sure nothing sinister is going on.’ He crouched beside the dog and had a quick look in his mouth. ‘I’ll have to put him under, are you okay with that?’ He glanced up at Ethan.

Ethan dropped beside Harry, and scratched the little dog’s ear. ‘Sinister? Should I be worried? He’ll be okay, right?’

‘He’ll be fine, mate. He might just need an extraction.’ Toby patted Ethan on the knee before he stood. ‘It’s routine. Nothing to worry about.’

Sera thought her heart would burst. The two men would never be friends, there was too much history for that. But their chilly relationship had definitely begun to thaw, and that was a start.

Ethan stayed on the floor for a few seconds longer, ruffling his dog’s fur. ‘I better get going.’ He straightened up. ‘I’ll see you in a few weeks.’ He kissed Sera on the cheek. ‘Send me lots of photos of my dog.’

She saluted. ‘Yes, sir.’

He extended his hand to Toby, who glanced down and shook it.

‘Thanks, doc,’ Ethan said. ‘Let me know if he has any problems.’

‘Will do,’ Toby answered, then added, ‘Have a good flight.’

Sera leaned into Toby’s side as they watched Ethan’s town car drive away.

‘It’s still early.’ She rocked against him, looking up and raising her eyebrows.

He gazed down at her through a mess of curls. ‘Which is great, because I’ve got a hellishly busy day.’

‘Oh. Okay.’ Her sexy morning high instantly deflated.

His lips twitched into a lopsided grin and he tugged her to his chest with a thud. ‘Just kidding. Monday. Appointment-free morning.’

‘You’re a shit, McManus.’ She gave him a teasing whack.

He laughed and lifted her into his arms. She hooked her heels around his waist. ‘Tia will be here in an hour,’ she whispered against the skin of his throat, thrilling at the goosebumps that erupted there.

‘Then we’d better make this quick.’ He waddled them inside and kicked the door closed behind him.

‘Not too quick,’ she said as she crushed her lips to her best friend’s mouth.
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