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Synopsis


Tessa Connor loves everything about love even though she’s not sure what love actually is. When she’s let go by the family of the children she’s chaperoned for years, and her girlfriend of eighteen months dumps her, Tessa’s tenuous definition of love takes a hit.

Then, a phone call changes everything. Would Tessa like to work for an international celebrity in Melbourne? The only answer is, “Yes, of course.”

Jayde Ferguson is not a fan of love. According to Jayde, the definition of love is heartbreak. She’d rather have a string of one night stands and concentrate on her job as a journalist, writing articles for local Melbourne papers.

When Jayde is given the opportunity to profile an international celebrity for Culture magazine, she is thrilled. Then appalled. An in-depth interview about the meaning of love? How does someone write about a topic that is impossible to define?

After a mixup at the celebrity’s front gate Tessa and Jayde discover that they will be spending months working in the same household. So, what happens when two people who don't have a clue about love accidentally discover its true meaning?

One chaperone, one journalist, one precocious teenager, one wedding, one celebrity profile, and maybe all the answers to…Love Is…?

A story that completes the Coming Home universe.


Chapter
One



It was Tessa Connor’s strongly held belief that half the population of Canada had stowed away in her suitcase. It had to be the only reason why she was currently applying the grunt-heave-foot-under-the-base-double-hand-grab technique to drag her luggage into the apartment.

“Can I help?” Angel’s voice drifted out of the kitchen.

Tessa rolled her eyes, and gave a final yank. “Oh no, I’m fine. Thanks for asking.”

“If you’d said you were going to the storage unit, I would have helped,” Angel, her cousin, said, wandering into the lounge room. She stopped and shoved her hands into the pockets of her eye-wateringly neon tie-dyed pants. “That suitcase has been sitting in storage for a month since you got home from the land of maple syrup.”

Tessa leaned the suitcase against the wall, where it promptly slid sideways and thudded to the floor.

“I left it because it had all my winter jumpers in it and I didn’t need any of them at the end of a Melbourne summer.” She walked over to join Angel on the couch, lifting her legs and dropping her feet on the coffee table. Then rested her head back. Being inside storage units always made her feel gross. Like every particle of dust in the world had magnetised itself to the pores on her skin. Even her hair felt ick. Her normally neat hair with edges that swung along the line of her jaw. Not at the moment. Like unexpected daytime bed head.

“You’re wallowing.” Angel’s exasperated voice broke into her thoughts.

Tessa rolled her head to look at her cousin. The neon pants were accessorised with a white shirt that announced that sex was great and that kindness was free. An interpretation of make love, not war, Tessa supposed.

“I know, I know. It still feels weird to be back after so long. Six years, Angel.”

“Which were awesome years. Seriously, Tessa, babes. The twins were lucky to have you. In fact, the whole Parker family was lucky. And, far out, how many celebrities did you meet?” Angel lightly punched Tessa’s shoulder, which made her smile.

“I shouldn’t have told you anything. I totally broke confidentiality doing that. Yvonne Parker hired me to look after her kids and not breathe a word to anyone about the famous actors on her mini-series who would just randomly turn up at the house or just randomly walk by when I was with the twins on set or whenever.” She glared at Angel, who laughed.

“It’s fine. I didn’t tell anyone. That information is between you, and me⁠—”

“And the Russian satellite that operates Skype,” Tessa finished, deadpan.

Angel cracked up. “God, you’re so cynical in your old age. Never knew that turning thirty made you such an old fogie. Wait until you get to my age.”

“You’re thirty-nine. You hardly qualify for a pension. But I am not an old fogie. I am young and highly qualified with a Bachelor’s degree and multiple certifications and well-sought after as a child chaperone and unemployed because the kids grew up and upset because I spent six years loving them like my own and sad because Yvonne and Malik are wonderful and were dismayed to let me go and single because my Canadian girlfriend thought being a child chaperone was stupid and…” Tessa smooshed her lips together to stop the bottom one wobbling.

“Oh, babes.” Angel scooted over to drape an arm about her shoulders. “Yes, all of that is true. Well, except Olna, who should have known that your job is exceptionally important because people need you and trust you. And besides, you’re a hot, elf-sprite-woman who should be worshipped and she missed out on that opportunity.”

Tessa smiled a little. “You know I loved her, Angel. I told you that after we’d been going out for three months.”

Angel nodded slowly. “And I said, as the wise woman that I am, that you actually can’t love someone after only three months.”

Tessa rolled her eyes and grunted. “You don’t think anyone can love anyone at all.”

Angel pulled her arm away. “Rubbish. You can love a person. There are some of us who are immune as we have been vaccinated by the realities of life.”

Tessa shook her head and threw a quick smile at her cousin.

Angel pointed. “Babes, you need to hook up. Have random, anonymous sex. Seize the day.”

“Seize the day.” Tessa’s smile grew into a grin.

“Yes. Are you still crushed beyond repair?”

“No.”

“Good. Seriously, you’re a bit Disney princess about love so Olna reducing your heart to sand was beyond the pale. I wanted to reach into the ether and strangle her.”

“I would have let you.” Tessa delivered a good dose of side-eye to her cousin. “I am not a Disney princess.”

Angel turned square on. “I’m sorry, but what?” She slapped her hand onto her chest. “Oh, Angel. Love is such a wondrous thing,” she began in a highly affected voice. “Love is the opportunity to float in exquisite weightlessness.”

Tessa snorted. “I have never said anything like that.”

“But you believe it.”

Tessa paused. Yes, she did believe it. She’d loved Olna but apparently their eighteen-month relationship had been one-sided resulting in an incredibly painful break-up in the third year of her contract. She’d had to hold it together for the twins, Harry and Jude. Of course, they saw right through her nonchalance and spontaneously hugged her more than normal for weeks afterwards.

Despite that, she hadn’t given up on Love. It was capitalised in her head mainly because her heart held down the shift key when her brain typed the ‘l’. But hook-ups weren’t in her wheelhouse.

“You’re right.” She caught Angel’s nod out of the corner of her eye. “I’ll find that love one day.”

“I believe it. There’ll be small birds chirping about your head, then you’ll sing melodically about your person, then hit that high note in the chorus to express your desire and one of the little blue birds will explode into a clusterfuck of feathers.”

Tessa stared, then fell about laughing. “A clusterfuck of feathers?”

“Yep. New collective noun.” Angel grinned. “Anyway, the point is that you, my lovely five-foot-three elf-cousin who could convince most people that love is amazing, will find your own love. But me? I’m fine, thanks very much.”

Tessa sat up slowly. “How are we even related? So…What’s love to you?”

Angel pushed to her feet, grabbed the set of gloves she’d brought home from her job at the nursery and thrown casually on the table, then walked towards the kitchen. “Love is a mental illness."
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Tessa sat on the toilet because her bladder had yelled hysterically about liquid and urgency. Midnight. Too late for sleep, too early to be awake. Ugh. She leaned sideways, and rested her head against the wall. Angel had found their flat while Tessa was in Canada, and taken Tessa’s advice to go into the toilet, put the lid down, sit, lean her head against the wall, and if her head rested beautifully and at the right angle, then she had to pay the asking price and move in.

“Midnight you will forever be thankful,” Tessa had said, and she was right. She sighed dramatically into the small space, recalling the conversation with Angel.

Too bad if she was a Disney princess. She wanted the romance, the love, that person sweeping her off her feet, the volume swelling in the soundtrack, the rain falling on their open faces as they pause their kiss, the water running down their cheeks and into their smiles.

Tessa rolled her eyes. Maybe just the sweeping bit. But she wasn’t naive about love. Was she? Surely she wasn’t simply in love with the idea of love. That would be silly and wide-eyed and remarkably like a Disney princess. She growled. Midnight conversations were awful.

But the other conversation going on in her head was the issue of unemployment. Hers, specifically. She had savings because her pay in Canada had been exceptional. Professional, highly recommended chaperones were paid well. But she was running through those savings every day she lacked a job.

Unfortunately, in Melbourne, there weren’t carloads of wealthy, potentially famous-type people needing an experienced chaperone. She sighed again. Juliet Raynid, the owner of the agency she’d registered with, had certainly been excited to take Tessa on, so surely, based on Juliet’s enthusiasm, something would turn up.

Later in bed, because the idea of sleep had gone by the wayside, she scrolled through social media, letting her eyes drift over the screen, and paused at the breathless headlines for the upcoming wedding of two Australian celebrities.

“Event of the year,” she mumbled through a small smile, then shoved her phone onto the bedside table and rolled over into the middle of the bed. Weddings meant love, and the thought of two people being so much in love that they wanted to tell the world about it sent happy tingles through her body. A little jolt of serotonin.

Enough for sleep to catch up to her and claim a few hours.
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A week later, and calling on her beginner-level ice-skating skills, Tessa scooted around the people in the shopping centre, who would suddenly veer sideways to peer into a store window, and expertly disrupt the flow of foot traffic.

She needed to get to the supermarket and grab the ingredients for tonight’s dinner if she wanted to put the slow-cooker on in time. Hence the speed skating. It was more a jog-walk, really, like that of important women in business suits holding clipboards with blank pages who worked in offices with huge windows.

Her workout tights rode up into her bum crack again. She growled and was wondering if it was possible to throw a tantrum at Lycra when her phone rang. Without breaking stride, she twisted her hand to read the screen. Juliet Raynid.

Tessa immediately veered sideways, and ducked into a small alcove in the huge expanse of wall. This was a call that was going to veto slow-cooked lamb shanks.

“Hi, Juliet!” Tessa shoved her index finger in her other ear like some sort of secret agent receiving detonation instructions.

“Tessa! Good grief, where are you?”

“Southland shopping mall. I’m desensitising in preparation for the crowds at the football grand final in August.”

Juliet laughed. “Well, it sounds like it’s working. Look, I’m so glad I caught you. I have a position available if you would like it.”

Tessa froze, her eyes wide. “I would definitely like it.” It didn’t matter what ‘it’ was. The position would be one that matched her experience and qualifications so that wasn’t a concern. “What’s⁠—”

Juliet ploughed on. “You’ve been recommended by your previous employers, the Parkers. They emailed completely out of the blue, asking if you were still available. They were thrilled when I said yes, because apparently they are friends with the family that would like to hire you.”

“That’s fantastic!” Tessa bounced a little on the balls of her feet. “What do I need? When⁠—”

“Hold on,” Juliet laughed. “I have very little detail. Apparently, the family is quite private but well-known. I was contacted by a Tom Campbell who is an assistant to the mother. He’d like to meet you at nine tomorrow morning. I’ll text you the suburb and street.”

“That soon? That’s all the info? Just the street?” Tessa’s eyebrows rose. It felt slightly clandestine. “What’s my role?”

“Hold on. If you’re successful at your interview, then Tom said he’d explain the role to you right after it. Apparently, he’s making his decision immediately. Anyway, Tom will text you a description of the house tomorrow morning about eight o’clock.”

Juliet rang off, and Tessa’s phone buzzed with the text containing a street in Lanbrook, the wealthiest, most discreet suburb in Melbourne.

“Okay. There’s that.” Tessa unstuck her finger from her ear, and the noise of the crowds assaulted her eardrum. She stared at the polished concrete floor and whispered a silent thank you to the Parkers, then shook her head. Nine tomorrow. A street in Lanbrook. No other details. Great. It was going to be difficult to pass an interview if she didn’t know what exactly she was interviewing for.


Chapter
Two



The concrete path between the front door of Jayde Ferguson’s little one-bedroom flat at the back of her dad’s house was short—a couple of metres—and mostly undercover. Luckily. Because it was bucketing down. She dashed through her father’s back door, and stood in the laundry, shaking her head so that her long hair swung about, much like an Afghan Hound, then reached for a towel from the pile that was permanently stationed on the top shelf above the washing machine.

Twisting her hair into a towel turban, Jayde walked into the kitchen that was cuddled up to the dining area, which was rubbing shoulders with the lounge so that all of it was basically one room. Her father was hunched over a notebook at the table.

“Hey, Dad.” Jayde pressed her palm against the kettle, and, finding it barely warm, clicked the button to boil the water for a cup of tea.

Her father, Oliver Ferguson, looked up and beamed. “Hello, Jayde love. Did you miss your old dad today?”

Jayde laughed. “Probably not. I’ve got pay TV, social media, the Inte—” She gave him a mock glare. “Of course I missed you. I miss you every day, Dad. This is why I’m here. To see you and have a cup of tea. It’s miserable out there, and I could do with the company.”

The kettle clicked off, and the steam billowed from the spout, the condensation coating the glass of the cabinet doors above. She made her tea, and sat opposite him, pulling the towel off her head and dropping it in a bundle at the edge of the counter.

“Having an off day?” Her father wrinkled his brow in concern.

“No. Just…” Jayde’s shoulders sagged. “I’m making money. Well, enough money to contribute here, but I wish I had that one big break. Not for the money, but for my writing. For my heart. I know I’ve been saying that for years, but I’ve got all these amazing ideas.” She sipped her drink. “Articles. Big projects. Books I want to write and have published. I can’t seem to get that break to make that happen, no matter how hard I try. It’s publish this article, get paid, publish that article, get paid.”

“Didn’t that big one last year open more doors for you? That one about the Metro funding and the rorting that was going on with the local council?” Her father pushed his notebook away.

“Yes. Yes, it did. That investigation took a year, and I really sunk my teeth into it, and the paper paid me well. Most of my pitches have been accepted since.” Jayde hummed under her breath. The life of a freelance journalist was not easy. Most of the time her work entailed writing articles, pitching new articles, editing articles, following up on invoices that newspaper and magazine finance departments seemed to lose. All of that at once. No time for what she really loved to do, which was writing long-form essays. The kind that featured in the New Yorker or Culture or, closer to home, the Sydney Herald Weekend magazine. The sort of profile piece that readers bookmarked to reread later when they could indulge. The sort of profile piece that readers could delve into, and discover how the person being profiled navigated their lives. It was immersive journalism at its best, and Jayde wanted it.

Meanwhile, she was writing solid, well-received articles about dodgy councillors, and the Department of Transport cutting down ancient trees in the middle of the night to make way for the new highway to the airport.

She shook off her weird malaise, and pointed to the notebook. “Written some new stuff?”

Her father scooped up the book, and flipped it open, his dark brown eyes twinkling. “Yes!” He cleared his throat dramatically. “It takes guts to be an organ donor.” He stared at Jayde, his eyebrows raised.

Jayde couldn’t help letting out a groan. “That’s a shocker.”

“Excellent.”

Her father was writing what he called the ultimate book of dad jokes. Bad dad jokes. It was a passion or an obsession depending on which perspective you took. Just yesterday morning, he’d bustled into the room—well, what constituted a bustle for a man with a walking stick; it was more a joyful hobble—and announced, “I have found the title of my book!”

Jayde had paused, her triangle of peanut butter toast halfway to her mouth. “That’s great. What is it?”

“It’s called ‘The Ultimate Compendium of Dad Jokes For Those Who Are Currently Dads or Will Be Dads or For Those Who Are Not Dads But Recognise The Vital Importance That This Sub-Genre of Humour Has In Our Society’.” He tossed his hand sideways as if to say, “What do you think?”

“Really?”

He nodded enthusiastically. “Absolutely. My thinking is that people will have to pick up the book to read the title and because the title’s so long, it will wrap around to the back, and because the blurb is on the back, they’ll be forced to read it, and then bam! You’ve got ‘em.”

Jayde blinked, then laughed. “That’s actually brilliant.”

Her father made his way over to his cymbal and snare drum, and picked up the drumstick. He delivered the famous ba-dum-tss percussive sting that chased the space left by the punchline of a good joke-or a bad one, in her father’s case. He’d bought the musical instruments last year because he said that the joke leaked out of his head if he didn’t have a soundtrack.

Jayde understood the logic. Writing prompts and ideas appeared in her brain at the strangest times, and if she didn’t have her phone, or notepaper, or the back of envelopes handy, then the idea ran away. She once wrote out an entire paragraph for an article about graffiti at the Melbourne Art Gallery on a tampon box she’d ripped open to access the blank cardboard inside.

She gazed at him across her mug. His eyes were bright today, which was a good sign. The dull days when shadows played ‘now you see me now you don’t’ across his face were the hardest. Those days were her non-writing days. Those days she sat on the couch with her father, happy to silently endure hours of Netflix romcoms because the warm fuzzy endings chased away his dark.

The car accident, when Jayde was sixteen, had stolen some of Oliver Ferguson’s memories, some mobility, some intellect, and some independence, but gifted him all of an Acquired Brain Injury. Not a fair exchange. Since then, his intellectual understanding of the world was viewed through a rather simple lens.

Jayde had watched him retreat into himself for fourteen years, only allowing the outside world access via the internet, magazines and newspapers. Actual physical newspapers. It was like walking onto the set of a 1980s sitcom when she found him sitting in his armchair, legs crossed, newspaper dextrously held upright so none of the pages sagged. That skill was dying out.

Therefore, the projects, such as this one. The dad jokes had lasted three months so far and didn’t look like fading away. Good.

“So what’s on for tomorrow?” her father asked.

“I’m meeting Dylan for coffee, then heading over to the State Library to chat with one of the historians for that piece I’m working on. The—” Jayde flapped her hand—“Ode to Melbourne’s Past exhibition they’re trying to get up.” She smiled. “What about you?”

“I’m going to take a walk to the gardens. There is a new section open and Thomas invited me to have a look.” He beamed.

That had been a recent development. The once-a-week walk to the gardens had resulted in Thomas, native plants curator, striking up a two-older-men-chatting-about-plants-and-seedlings friendship, which then resulted in her father being given early access to new displays. Jayde was positive that Thomas knew that Oliver Ferguson wouldn’t cope with crowds of native plant enthusiasts ooh-ing and aah-ing over mini eucalyptus trees, therefore ‘Admiration Afternoons’. Attendance: one.

“Awesome, Dad. Okay, well.” She rose, pushed her stool under the kitchen counter dinette, and rinsed her mug in the sink. “I’m going back to work for the evening. You’re all good here?”

Her father stood and walked around the bench. He clasped Jayde’s shoulders. “I’m always good, love. Thank you for checking up on me.”

Jayde opened her mouth to protest, then closed it, and smiled ruefully. “Night, Dad. I love you.”
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Dylan was late which was absolutely not surprising. It was his thing, just like his beard and khaki pants. Jayde sipped her flat white, then placed the cup back on the saucer, the table giving a little wobble despite her foot pressed firmly on top of the metal bars at the base. The pavements in the Melbourne city laneways were not for the faint-hearted or stiletto-wearing souls.

“Fabulous. You ordered.” Dylan dropped into the seat opposite, looking like he always did; like he’d stepped from the pages of Stereotype magazine. His battered leather jacket, messenger bag, slightly dishevelled hair, unkempt beard, bushy eyebrows hovering over eyes that took in everything, and the nonchalant attitude all created the impression of a seasoned journalist enjoying a coffee before catching a flight to Kabul to interview the Australian ambassador to Afghanistan. Jayde loved the affectations. He had travelled overseas for a couple of his essays, if New Zealand and Norfolk Island counted. But beyond all of that, Dylan was an immensely talented journalist and essayist with a highly-tuned radar for writing opportunities, and if Dylan wanted to catch up for coffee, then catching up for coffee they did.

“No. Get your own bloody order and hello to you, too.”

They grinned at each other.

Dylan had come into her life at a rally for climate change. They’d literally bumped into each other. Dylan had complimented Jayde on the wittiness of her placard—The climate is now more irregular than my period—then Jayde had invited him to join the rowdy group thrown together by the Victoria Uni pub, and when both found out that they were in similar careers, they continued their friendship beyond attempting to hold their line against the police.

With his skinny ristretto—extra hot—placed on the table, Dylan sat back in his seat, and raised the undergrowth that was his eyebrows.

“So.”

“What?”

He dug into his bag and pulled out a piece of paper. “Old school print out. Much more dramatic. I get to play secret agent.”

He pushed it across the table.

Jayde picked it up, recognised it as an email and read the text. Then she jerked her head up to stare at her friend. “Is this coming up?”

“Yes. Want to hear the extra bits?”

Jayde put the email down, and picked up her coffee. “Go for it.”

Dylan rubbed his hands together. “Okay. So that”—he pointed to the email—“is a callout for journalists to write one essay in a series of essays.” He held up a finger. “Profiles. Six different people of note at various stages of their lives or careers. One essay, six essays in total, one journalist per essay. All six essays follow the theme Love Is…”

“Love is?”

“Exactly.”

“No, I mean…What does that mean?”

“It means just that. Within their essay the subject is asked, among the regular interview questions, to give their interpretation of love. Their definition. They’ll finish the sentence ‘Love is’.” He tapped the table on the last two words as if to demonstrate their importance.

Jayde blinked. “And these essays are standard length?”

Dylan nodded. “And you get twenty interviews. Immersive. You’ll need to negotiate the timing. I’d go for twelve weeks, personally.”

“Culture magazine,” Jayde breathed, reading the subject line again.

“Yep.”

“Who are the subjects?”

“Ooh, now that I don’t know. I’ve just downloaded all the info in my brain like a late 90s USB.”

Jayde chuckled. “Are you going for this?”

Dylan shook his head very softly.

“So, you’re giving it to me?”

“I’m not giving it to you. You’re thirty and experienced and should know better than to ask that question,” Dylan said, picking up his coffee and taking a long sip. “You’ll have to apply, pitch, blah blah. I’m not going for it because…” He paused and Jayde leant forward into the gap in the sentence. “You’re looking at the new chief editor of the Melbourne Herald Weekend magazine.”

Jayde gasped. “Dylan, that’s amazing!” She quickly replaced her coffee and stood so she could reach around and hug him. “I’m so happy for you!”

“I’m actually quite impressed with myself.” He brushed at his shoulders, and Jayde laughed.

“I’m quite impressed with you.”

Then Dylan pointed at her, and frowned. “You sure you want to go for this?”

“Yes. Why would⁠—”

“Now hear me out.” He sipped from his coffee, allowing the silence to grow. Jayde sighed, and Dylan grinned over the top of his tiny glass cup. “Okay. Let’s say you get this. How are you going to handle the topic knowing how sceptical you are about it?”

“Love?”

“Yes, Jayde. Romantic love to be exact.” Dylan raised a bushy eyebrow. “Love is wonderful. There. That’s your first Love Is…”

“Love is a unicorn, Dylan. It’s for other people. I cherish all women with nights of pleasure but a love for one? Nope.” Jayde peered grumpily into her coffee.

“You don’t believe in unicorns?”

Jayde looked up and took in Dylan’s coy expression which was completely at odds with his physical appearance. Then he frowned again.

“So how are you going to write it? You can’t take in baggage from your mum and dad. Not for something as important as this.”

Ignoring the fizz that vibrated in her stomach because Dylan’s question made it sound very much like she’d scored the contract already, Jayde rolled her lips together.

“Like you said. I’m experienced and I do know better so I’ll write it like any topic I don’t know anything about. From a distance.”

Dylan shook his head. “It’s just as well you’re a bloody good writer.” Then he hummed softly ‘From A Distance’.

She growled. “And it’s just as well I like you.”

Dylan coughed a laugh across the top of his cup.

Her brain buzzed noisily with Dylan’s good news and the chance that she might just break into the international long-form journalism arena.
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The thing about unexpected emails from unexpected senders is that brains don’t quite register their importance and automatically send them to trash. A week after coffee with Dylan, Jayde’s finger hovered over the little rubbish bin icon sitting just above one of those unexpected emails.

Then her brain finally engaged. The email was a reply from Culture. She opened it and read the contents. Then reread them. Then reread each word as if they weren’t connected to the next, just to make sure they were actual words.

“Yessss,” she hissed, and punched the air. Jayde Ferguson, essayist for Culture magazine. God, that sounded good.

She peered at the screen. Tilde Morgensen, editor, requested Jayde’s attendance at a meeting tomorrow at nine which would be conducted at a house in Lanbrook, the wealthiest, most discreet suburb in Melbourne. No mention of the profile subject. Or a house number for that matter.

“Okay. Weird.”

Jayde opened a new tab, typed in the street name and hunted about on the internet for any info on that particular Melbourne location. Google Maps was pointless, and it turned out that the street didn’t use house numbers anyway.

“Really?”

Clearly she’d lost the capacity to read, because when Jayde checked the email again, Tilde stated that someone called Isabelle would email the house location to her in the morning.

“And here we go.” Jayde grinned.


Chapter
Three



Tessa checked her phone again.

“Would help if there were house numbers,” she muttered, then huffed. Luckily, Tom Campbell had asked her to be on the look out for an enormous sandstone terrace house with ivy on the wall, and a gate with black metal panels, and a fenced-off driveway leading to, Tessa assumed, an underground garage.

It was very much like the street in Vancouver where the Parkers lived. Expensive.

Swivelling her gaze from one side of the road to the other, Tessa halted as suddenly a house matching the description appeared right in front of her.

A high wall, covered in ivy and probably hiding barbed wire, towered above her, which wasn’t difficult as everything towered above her. The house was beautiful and private and Tessa could hear the building saying, “Piss off, please.” There would be a please. People with manners lived in this house.

“Hi there. I didn’t know there were two of us this morning.”

Tessa squeaked, spun around, and took in the sight of a very attractive woman who was wearing aviator glasses and leaning against the wall.

The woman then removed those very sexy sunglasses and Tessa fell into a pair of brown eyes. The darkest of brown. Almost black. Arresting. And she was sticking with arresting because that’s what they were. She felt pinned.

“I…I don’t know,” Tessa stuttered. Two of us? Her shoulders sagged. Perhaps she wasn’t a sure thing for the position after all.

“Well, I hope we get inside before the rain,” the woman said. Her quick head-tilt-quirked-lips combo, added to the gorgeous hair that Tessa immediately wanted to run her fingers through, was rather flirty and made Tessa take a longer look. Probably not the time, or place, or occasion, to be having those types of looks, especially if this woman was her competition.

Tessa shoved her phone into the pocket of her jeans. “Yes. It’s forecast.” Yes. It’s forecast? That was the tiniest small talk she’d ever engaged in.

“You're here to see Isabelle as well?” The woman spoke as if her voice were a shrug that held back an intensity, like she needed answers to questions not yet asked, but would wait all day for them if she had to. One seemed to battle the other, which gave off the impression that the indifference was more a cloak than a cape. Then the woman’s words registered. Isabelle? Tessa was sure she was meeting someone called Tom.

“Um. Well, I guess I am now,” she said uncertainly. “I’m not sure. It seems a little disorganised for such an important position.”

The woman nodded. “You’re right about the importance. This job could direct my entire career.”

Tessa blinked. Nannying was important, for sure. Having responsibility for someone else’s children was based on one hundred percent trust, but she’d never heard of someone taking a position that would direct their nannying career. Talk about an extreme focus on life.

Suddenly the tiny green light above the little speaker blinked on.

“Good morning.” A man’s voice, the American accent obvious with the strong ‘r’, was crystal clear.

Tessa stepped forward. “Hi, I’m Tessa Connor and⁠—”

“Jayde Ferguson.” The woman, Jayde, winked, and Tessa inexplicably blushed, then quickly gathered herself because she refused to make blushing part of her resumé.

“I’m here to see Tom Campbell, but apparently⁠—”

The voice cut her off. “Yep, that’s me. Jayde? Isabelle’s here as well. Come on in.”
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Tom rested his ankle on his opposite knee and beamed, his eyes twinkling. Tessa had liked him as soon as he’d shaken her hand and invited her into the lounge room, his black spiky hair and eclectic clothing leading the way.

“So, you’re probably wondering about the subterfuge.” He chuckled. “I’m so sorry, but it’s a necessary hassle. Paparazzi and all that.”

“That’s fine.” What else was she going to say? She clasped her hands over her knees. “I thought I had some competition this morning.”

Tom frowned, then pointed to the door, raising his eyebrows. “Jayde? Oh! No, Jayde’s a journalist, so there’s no competition. You’ve got the job.”

Tessa blinked. “Really? So this..?”

“This is a formality.” He tipped his hand over. “The Parkers are close to Abby, so their recommendation was all she needed. Today’s meeting is just to go over a few details and give you a tour of the house.”

Tessa blinked again. This was the fastest job offer she’d ever received. “Thank you so much. This is amazing.” Then her eyes widened in realisation. “Oh! Um, Abby?”

Tom smiled. “Yep. Welcome to team Taylor-Markson, Tessa.”

“Oh!” she repeated inanely. Tom was probably wondering why he was offering a job to a person with such a limited vocabulary. “Uh, like Abigail Taylor.” Tom nodded at Tessa’s raised eyebrows. “And that means Samantha Markson.” Another nod. “Which means Grace Taylor.” A smile was added to another nod.

“Yep.”

Tessa blinked. Oh my God. Okay. Be professional. Freak out later. “Well, thank you. Again. I think I should ask questions.”

Tom recrossed his legs, and leaned forward expectantly, his angular face positively radiating interest and happiness. “Shoot.”

“Okay. So I’m obviously looking after Grace, although I did leave the Parkers because they thought the twins were old enough to not need a nanny.”

Tom hummed. “True, but you’re not going to be a nanny. The position is for a teen chaperone.”

“Right,” Tessa said, and congratulated herself on graduating from ‘oh!’.

Tom clasped his hands over his knee. “Tessa, teen chaperones are common in homes where a well-known family or couple are surrounded by security and PR people et cetera.” Tessa nodded. She knew this. “But all those security people and the others aren’t strictly there for the child, particularly if the child is a teenager, so a chaperone is needed. A really good one.” He pointed, and winked. A friendly wink. A wink of assurance. Not a wink that might be delivered by a woman at a bar who was telegraphing her interest. Tessa shook Jayde Ferguson out of her head.

Tom continued. “You’ll basically be Grace’s personal assistant. She’s very busy and I can’t handle Abby Taylor’s daily activities and Grace’s. Therefore, you.”

“Samantha?”

Tom laughed. “She’s going to ask you to call her Sam, by the way.” He shrugged. “Sam’s still not used to all the trappings of celebrity. She sees me as more of a friend rather than Abby’s PA.” A head shake. “She refuses to hire someone, because she says she’s got amazing admin staff at the Melbourne Theatre Company.”

“Well, that’s fair enough.”

Tom smiled. “It’s very Sam. Anyway, you’re here because Abby’s working a lot and so is Sam, and it's really important to them that you’re in the house when Grace comes in from school, or you’re with her in the car or going with her to the after school activities.”

Suddenly, fifteen kilograms—based on Tessa’s quick estimation—of very enthusiastic, caramel-coloured fluff careened into the room and launched itself at Tom, who collapsed under the weight into the back of the chair.

“Theo! Don’t lick my eyeball! Down!”

The instruction had absolutely no effect. Tessa looked on as Tom, not much taller than her, flailed about. Time for bossy Tessa.

“Theo!”

The dog’s head shot up and its body froze. The imaginary thought bubble above its head was almost a Google Slides presentation: unknown authoritarian voice, if I pretend to be invisible then the human with the voice will not see me, I might like the human attached to that voice, I should investigate the human.

Using Tom’s stomach as a springboard, Theo leapt towards Tessa, who quickly stood, then, working on an assumption gleaned from nowhere that any dog owned by the nicest couple in the world, according to People magazine, would have a modicum of training, glared at Theo.

“Down! Sit!”

Theo planted his bum on the floor, tail brushing the carpet.

“Good dog.” Tessa presented her hand, then, having been duly inspected, patted Theo’s head. She looked up to catch Tom’s slow smile.

“So, not allergic to dogs. Awesome. Also, a person who doesn’t take any crap from wild animals.”

Tessa laughed, then reclaimed her seat, and pointed to a spot in front of her feet. Theo commando-crawled across the carpet and rolled over, clearly in love.

“Wild animals?”

“Yes. Apparently it’s highly entertaining when I visit because Theo seems to think I’m one of his toys from his basket. ‘Don’t lick my eyeball’ is a sentence I did not know I’d ever need to say, but then Abby and Sam adopted one excitable labradoodle.” He waved at the dog. “I was going to slowly introduce you to him but he had other ideas, apparently. And you’ve shown that you’re no pushover.”

Tessa reached down to ruffle Theo’s fur.

“Where did Theo’s name come from?”

“Claire Bloom’s character in the 1963 film, The Haunting. Claire played Theo as unbelievably queer and the censors missed it. They were so busy looking for things, in the noise of dialogue and in the shadows of the sets, that they missed Claire’s gestures and her use of silence and nuance. It was a brilliant piece of acting.”

Despite the foreboding title, Tessa made a note to download the film and watch it the following weekend with Angel. Having a therapy cousin was necessary when watching a movie about dead people. She regarded Tom. There were more questions to ask.

“Does Grace actually want a chaperone?”

“Mm. Abby and Sam talked the idea over with Grace, and she wasn’t thrilled but gets the reason why. We had to find someone who was up for the challenge. Who could mesh well with her. Be her confidante just as much as Abby and Sam.”

“Sort of a big sister or an older person who’s not so far gone that they can still use ‘like’ as a verbal pause without sounding like they’ve watched a lot of TikTok videos on how to talk to the youth.”

Tom cracked up. “See? That. Grace Taylor is all about snarky humour. Excellent.”

Tessa grinned. “So, emotional support. Can do.”

“And logistics, like I mentioned. Plus tutoring if necessary. Although…” He shook his head and smiled. “Grace is wicked smart and does well at school. She has her preferred subjects, of course.” He looked at her quizzically. “Do you paint or draw or write poetry at all?”

Tessa jerked. “Yes! Poetry. Tonnes of it. Most of it appalling.”

“Unrequited love? That sort of thing?”

Tessa grimaced. “Mm. Yeah. I’m a hopeless romantic.” They held eye contact, then Tom grinned.

“Perfect. Grace is fourteen and, well…” He trailed off.

“Ah. Say no more.” Tessa pointed. “We can sob over Auden and Yeats together.”

Then, with Theo attached to Tessa’s heels, Tom, who seemed to be vibrating with joy, acted as guide for Tessa’s tour of the Taylor-Markson home.
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Isabelle was a very serious person, Jayde decided. Isabelle would take life seriously. In a serious manner. Wearing the same serious expression that she wore now. All the time. She even had serious hair. Blonde. Straight. And caught up into such a tight ponytail that it had to be shooting darts of pain into her temples.

“Tilde’s email gave me the heads up, but I’m a bit hazy on the details…” Jayde raised her eyebrows hopefully.

“Yes,” Isabelle said crisply, her back straight in the club chair opposite Jayde’s at the side table in the study. The posture enhanced her shoulders, her height. Much taller than Jayde’s five foot seven. The complete opposite to one diminutive Tessa Connor, cuteness personified, sporting her stylish hair, who was apparently chatting to a Tom Campbell somewhere in the house.

Jayde blinked away the vision of Tessa and her adorable look of confusion, and waited, her posture relaxed in comparison to Isabelle’s. Jayde was very good at waiting. Most people felt compelled to fill silences, and she wondered if Isabelle—“I’m Ms Taylor’s agent”—would be most people.

Isabelle gave a short, low hum through her lips. “Well, firstly, congratulations on the article⁠—”

“Profile essay.” Jayde smiled.

“Yes. Hm. Culture magazine has informed me that twenty interviews are required for you to write the essay, so we’ll schedule those in during this meeting.” Isabelle’s smile was thin. In fact, most of the woman was thin. I wonder if she’s ever eaten a TimTam. Devastating if not.

Jayde cocked her head. “I’m getting the sense that you’re not a fan of the impact on Abigail’s time.” That had been the most explosive news at the beginning of the meeting. Jayde had attempted to appear calm, collected, and completely not fangirling like a massive fan. Abigail Taylor was a superstar and despite not liking her romantic comedies, Jayde could appreciate just how enormous this opportunity was.

Isabelle’s left cheek muscle twitched at Jayde’s casual use of her client’s name.

“I’m not a fan of how much this impacts Ms Taylor’s time.” Isabelle shook her head quickly. “Twenty seems excessive, despite Ms Taylor understanding the need.” She huffed, and Jayde had the distinct impression that Isabelle thought Abigail Taylor had clearly lost her mind.

“Look. I get that this seems an imposition, but immersion is crucial in this type of journalism.” Jayde delivered a vague wave. “In long-form, narrative-style essays, I can’t hop in and out of a place, gather a few facts, then sit down to write. I need to get to know the person, understand how they live, who they are, and most importantly, their thoughts on the theme of the essay. There is no replacement for time spent with sources.”

Isabelle seemed to soften, relaxing her shoulders. “I suppose it’s necessary. The requirements were explained when Culture approached us.”

“Us?”

“Yes. As her agent, I am first point of contact regarding all promotional opportunities for Ms Taylor. I sign off alone on the majority because I know what will benefit her career, however on the rare occasion, we will work together to make decisions.”

“So Abigail signed off on the profile?”

Another cheek twitch.

“Yes.” Isabelle breathed deeply. “She likes the theme of the series.”

“Love is.”

“Yes.”

It was definitely Isabelle’s favourite word, even if she delivered it in the manner of one who really didn’t want to say yes but had to because it was the only answer that worked.

“Well, that’s good. I’m sorry you’re not thrilled.”

“I do see the value of Ms Taylor’s inclusion.”

Jayde’s eyebrows lifted.

Isabelle delivered a long look. “Culture magazine has extensive reach across a wide variety of demographics. Having Ms Taylor featured in such a manner will ensure that she will remain current even when she’s not on the red carpet.”

Jayde stared. “That’s not the point of⁠—”

“I will, of course, need to see the copy before it’s sent to Ms Morgensen so I can ensure that Ms Taylor is presented in the best light.”

Nope. Jayde shook her head. “No,” she said, and frowned. “I can’t do that. That’s not how this works. It annihilates all journalistic integrity from the profile and me as the writer. You have to trust me.”

They stared at each other for a moment, then Jayde broke her own rule.

“Look, I get that this impacts on Abigail’s time. I get that she’s really busy, but this is something that she clearly wants to do. It’s a profile that will be written with respect, I promise. I love this type of journalism and that will come through in the writing. I also like to honour the person being profiled. How can you not? If you’re worried about this piece making Abigail look…” Jayde stared past Isabelle’s head in search of the word. “Somewhat desperate, then please don’t be. It’ll be a great piece of journalism and therefore people will read it, which means Abigail is going to remain very…” Jayde raised an eyebrow. “Current.”

Isabelle smoothed away non-existent wrinkles in the skirt covering her thigh. “Well, we should deal with the paperwork, then discuss the schedule.”

Paperwork meant a non-disclosure agreement, probably signed with a droplet of blood squeezed from the cut in Jayde’s palm which had been created by the sacred knife of Hollywood agents.

Or signed with a pen.

Whichever was easiest.

Jayde beamed. “Excellent.”
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Tessa skipped down the six front steps, and stopped on the first line of sandstone pavers.

“Wow,” she breathed. Then said it again because one wow was never enough for news like that. She sifted through the pertinent facts from the scroll of dot points that unfurled in her brain.

Own bedroom and ensuite for when she needed to stay over because Grace was involved in something into the night. Therefore still living with Angel for the majority of time.

Sundays off.

One excellent teenager.

Two astonishingly famous adults.

One very lovely PA.

One adorable dog.

And a partridge in a really awesome pear tree.

Her stomach clenched in joy.

Footsteps sounded behind her.

“Jayde Ferguson. Journalist.”

Tessa turned and met Jayde’s eyes. Arresting. Tessa was still committed to the word.

She stuck out her hand. “Tessa Connor. Teen chaperone.”

They shook hands. “Nice. Grace Taylor, obviously.” Jayde gave a half-smile that was much too sexy for coherent sentence construction.

“Yes. You’re writing an article?”

“On Abigail Taylor. A profile for Culture magazine.”

Tessa’s eyes rounded. “Oh, I love that magazine. I read all their essays. Online, of course. The paper version is the price of a medium to large Mercedes.”

Jayde laughed. “True. Well, I’m writing one of those essays.”

“That’s so exciting! I guess we’ll be seeing a lot of each other then.” Tessa beamed, shifting a little so the tiny ray of sunlight battling through the clouds wasn’t shining in her eyes.

“I hope so,” Jayde responded, pulling the words so that every letter dripped with innuendo.

Tessa blushed, then forced the heat down, choosing to ignore the taller woman in front of her with the tiny freckles scattered all over her face like a mini constellation of fairy dust, the skinny low slung jeans that hung off her hips, and the boots, and the white t-shirt, and the black suit jacket. Yes, excellent job at ignoring.

She smiled. “I’m looking forward to working with you.”

Jayde’s gaze roamed over Tessa’s face. “We’re not working together,” she said, her head tilted a little.

“Right. Of course.” Tessa waved her hand as if to brush the comment from the air. “Different jobs and all that.” What was it about this woman that completely flustered her? She didn’t fluster. No flustering. Tessa squared her shoulders. “We’ll be on a wave-and-maybe-say-hello basis.”

Jayde grinned. “Big fan of wave-and-maybe-say-hello interactions. I’ll be here for twenty interviews, so we’ll have lots of waving and saying hello.” She winked, then turned away. “Have a great day, Tessa Connor.”

Tessa stared after her. “That’s…distracting.”


Chapter
Four



“Abigail Taylor?”

Her father’s eyebrows were in his hairline, as he absorbed the news of his daughter not only scoring a gig with Culture magazine, but writing a profile about one of the most well-known faces on the planet. Jayde could literally see his brain unpacking the confetti, party poppers, autograph book, and camera; so proud of his daughter but also preparing himself for a potential selfie with his favourite actress.

“Yep.”

“The same Abigail Taylor of Two For Three, It’s Not You Or Even You, and It’s All Fiction?”

“Yes, Dad.” Jayde propped her feet up on the tapestry ottoman in front of the armchair.

Her father, sitting on the other armchair, a hot water bottle in a crocheted cover resting on his knee, gaped at her. “Oh, Jayde. We have watched all her films. She’s lovely.”

Jayde couldn’t help but smile at his adoration. “That she is.” Then she jerked. “You can’t tell anyone.”

Oliver Ferguson delivered a marvellous impression of a victim in a hold up. Hands raised. Eyes wide.

“I would never.”

“I know.” Jayde leaned over and patted the slipper-clad foot of his good leg. “I’m a little bit nervous about this, which I suppose is normal. I mean, I know I can do it. That’s not a problem, but her agent seemed annoyed about the number of interviews.” She flicked her hand over. “Then said it’s lucky that Ms Taylor.” Jayde smirked at her father’s long blink. “Yeah. Ms Taylor.” They shared a smile. The cultural differences between the two countries were sometimes stark. Honorifics? Ha! “Anyway, it’s lucky that Abigail is in Melbourne for such a long period of time this year because otherwise they’d have a US-based journalist write the profile.”

“Oh! No, that wouldn’t be right. You were meant for this job.” The intensity in his gaze, the faith he had in her, was overwhelming sometimes. She felt tears pricking at the back of her eyes.

“Thanks, Dad.” She lifted from the chair, leaned over to feel the temperature of the hot water bottle—not hot at all, so she plucked it up and walked into the kitchen, flicking on the jug to refill the rubber sack.

“There’s something karmic in the topic, though,” her father said, projecting his voice over the soft burbling of the water.

Jayde grumbled softly, but clearly loud enough for her father to hear. He chuckled.

“Sweetie, you scowl during Love, Actually.”

“So?”

“It’s a movie about love. You’re supposed to love that it’s about love. I get mushy and miss your mum and think of flowers and sing along to the songs and you grump about how uncomfortable the couch is.”

Jayde couldn’t help but laugh at the truth of that.

“I know. I’m hopeless. I get it.” She tipped out the cold water from the hot water bottle and refilled it, delivering it to her father and reclaiming her seat. “I’m an unromantic grump who prefers to avoid the exigencies required to love one woman.” She sighed dramatically, then, after a moment of silence, looked up into her father’s sympathetic eyes.

“Jayde, hon. I know I always get my words muddled.” He tilted his head. “But I do know how to say this.” He held up his hand to pause Jayde’s protest. “You should look forward. The past is done. It was your mum’s decision to leave for whatever reason she had⁠—”

Jayde scoffed. “It was all too hard,” she muttered under her breath. Her father inhaled deeply. They’d discussed the topic like the world’s longest tennis rally for eleven years after her mother had walked out.

He continued. “Yes, I held a candle for a very long time. But that’s my candle, not yours.” Jayde rolled her lips to stave off the tears that always accompanied this conversation. Her father rubbed his injured leg. “I do hope that one day love smacks you in the face because I think that’s the only way you’ll take notice.”

Jayde leaned away and wrinkled her brow. “If that’s your way of saying⁠—”

“Sometimes I don’t know what I’m saying. You know that.” He beckoned Jayde over to sit on the arm of his chair, and she leant into his shoulder. “But I’m trying to say something now. Give me a moment.”

“Take all the time you need, Dad,” Jayde whispered into his grey hair.

He hummed. “I’m saying you should stay being you. It’ll happen. You won’t be sceptical because that person will wipe away the history and help you create a future. You’ll work it out.” He sighed. “Or not. It doesn’t matter. There are no rules.” He lifted his chin so he could look Jayde in the eye. “Now, listen. I never ever want you to move out of our home just because you feel like you’re imposing or somehow obligated to be my carer or that you need to replace the space that your mum left, because you feel like your ideas don’t match mine.”

Jayde stiffened, and her father turned more to face her, grimacing as his leg twisted. She scooted around and knelt in front of his chair so he could settle himself.

“For a bloke who reckons he’s hopeless at words, you’re⁠—”

Her father laughed softly. “They come and go. But I know all of that is what you think. I enjoy my own company, Jayde, hon, and I enjoy your company. I don’t need a carer but it’s nice to know that you’re around if I do. You’re my daughter and this is our home, okay? Ours. And you don’t need to spend time holding on to something your mum did. It shouldn’t taint your search for your person.”

Jayde sighed. “I know all this.” She wasn’t going to admit that giving someone her heart scared her to death. Look what happened to her father. So she pivoted the conversation. “Sometimes I think that girlfriends, not that they last long enough to really qualify for that status, reckon that me living at home is still a bit…” She tipped her head back and stared at the ceiling. “I get what you’re saying. I love living here. But sometimes I think…I don’t know. Gah. Words! You wouldn’t think I use them for a living.” Her father smiled. “Society reckons that living at home at my age is ridiculous, juvenile, and I hate that assumption. And yeah, you’re right with all those reasons. And the important one which is that I love you and I like living next to my dad, even though society says I shouldn’t because I’m thirty.” She stared at her father, whose lips twitched. He stuck out his hand.

“Happy to meet you, Thirty. I’m Oliver.”

Jayde groaned, then huffed a laugh, and sat back on her heels. “Dad, that’s a shocker, even for you.”

He beamed. “Excellent. I’ll add it to the book.”

[image: ]



Abigail’s quick pat on Jayde’s shoulder, accompanied by her wide smile, reinforced her comment that she was enjoying the interviews immensely.

Which boded well because they’d only completed one. Jayde whispered a congratulatory “Yes” under her breath.

“Come out to the kitchen,” Abigail said, in that husky, astonishingly sexy voice. Jayde assumed that an entire suburb’s worth of breaths were caught in throats when people heard the woman speak. How anyone functioned on set was beyond her.

The kitchen, as in many homes, seemed to be the hub for all meetings, comings and goings, and deep and meaningful chats. Jayde pulled out a stool, leant her backpack against the island bench, and folded her arms on the counter.

Tessa appeared around the corner, and stopped short. She flashed a quick smile at Jayde, then turned to Abigail.

“I’ve sorted the permissions needed for Grace’s excursions and incursions for the term. I’ll put them in the folder in the study.” Then she lifted a finger as if she’d forgotten something. “Oh, Abigail. Grace has⁠—”

“Tessa.” Abigail placed her hands on her slim hips, her index fingers sitting neatly at the top of the Lycra exercise pants. “I think I’ll add it into your contract. It’s Abby, not Abigail. Abigail is for paparazzi, interviewers on the red carpet at the Met Gala, obsequious executives, and journalists.” She quickly pointed at Jayde. “Not you. I like you. You can call me Abby as well now.”

Jayde blinked.

Abby and Tessa laughed at the same time.

“Your face, Jayde.” Tessa chortled.

Jayde regarded Grace’s chaperone. Tessa, in jeans turned up at the cuff, and a soft blue jumper, was a cute pixie, with one of those gorgeous haircuts where the edges followed the line of her jaw, and the fringe fell softly to her eyebrows. It was as if her large brown eyes were framed by soft brown curtains. What was it called? A chin-length bob? She’d have to look it up. For research.

Jayde wasn’t an Amazon at all, pretty average in height actually, but she figured she was a head taller and if they were embracing, she’d be able to rest her chin on Tessa’s head. She blinked again. The very idea of embracing Tessa Connor produced tingles in her stomach, which was pleasant yet unexpected. Tessa Connor had slipped under Jayde’s radar much too soon. They hadn’t even engaged in flirty chat. Or forearm touching. Or extended eye contact.

Just a couple of winks accompanied by that friendly smile, some waving from those hands that Jayde would love to hold, a sentence or two carried on a voice that Jayde could listen to all day. How? How, in just under a week, was there warm, gooey, melted chocolate deliciousness in her veins? Jayde Ferguson didn’t do gooey vein deliciousness, thanks very much. She mentally shook off the thoughts.

“So noted. It’s Abby. I agree with you. Journalists are awful. In fact, they’re on par with those hosts who ask who you’re wearing like you’ve draped a person across your shoulders and⁠—”

Abby cracked up, and her tall body sagged into the front of the fridge.

“Exactly,” she said, still giggling, then put on an affected voice. “Abigail, you look fabulous tonight. Who are you wearing for this iconic occasion?” She pointed at Jayde, and opened her palms in a “like that?” gesture. Jayde grimaced and nodded.

“Anyway,” Abby continued. “You should stay for a bit. Have you had lunch?” She didn’t wait for Jayde’s answer, and tugged on the handle of the enormous Northland stainless steel fridge, then peered inside. “We must have something in here.” Abby bent her tall frame to stare into the depths, then shrugged. She swung the door closed and turned, her gaze taking in both Tessa and Jayde. “No idea. Help yourselves. I’ve got a meeting at the theatre but please stay.”

Abby beamed at both Tessa and Jayde, then strolled over to the enormous homestead-style twelve seater dining table, grabbed a generic hold-all and made her way to the small elevator that would take her down to the garage under the house. Jayde had learned after her first interview that Abby’s heavily tinted SUV—complete with driver—would be waiting.

Tessa and Jayde made eye contact.

“She’s quite astonishing, isn’t she?” Tessa said, her lips lifting in a slight smile.

“If I wasn’t such a serious journalist writing a serious profile about a serious topic, then I’d be falling over my wide-eyed fangirling self,” Jayde responded, nodding slowly.

Tessa laughed, then reached around the counter, grabbed a stool and dragged it back so that she could sit opposite Jayde.

“So, Jayde Ferguson, not-awful-journalist, what’s Abby like to interview?” Tessa leaned on her elbows, and cupped her chin in her hands.

Her elfin features were accentuated by her hands slipping into her hair, her fingers resting on her cheekbones. Adorable. And really pretty.

“She’s down to earth. So approachable. So real, you know, but when she wants to, she walks into a space, and it’s like the tone of the room changes. I’ve seen it here a bit but mostly on red carpets and the like. She’s magnetic. There’s a larger than life presence about her. But in an interview, she’s reserved, but accessible. Like she’s the CEO of Abigail Taylor Industries.”

Tessa hummed. “I can see that. I guess she’d have to⁠—”

Suddenly, a fast-moving pile of fluff appeared around the corner, skating slightly on the tiles, and screeched to a halt in front of Jayde.

“Theo! No!” Tessa leapt from her stool.

The dog sat, then stood up, obviously deciding that sitting was much too boring. It flicked its eyes to Tessa; the action comical due to the floppy fringe over half its face, and the fact that it was trying to watch Jayde at the same time.

“Theo?”

“Movie star. Lesbian. Old film. Rescue dog,” Tessa said. “Long story.” Then she faced her palm towards the dog. “Sit while Jayde says hello. Be a dog, not a blender.”

Theo actually seemed to chortle; his entire body vibrating like the E string plucked on a bass guitar, and Jayde instantly fell in love.

She stepped off her stool, squatted, and reached out her hand. “Hey, Theo. You’re a good doggo, aren’t you? I bet you are.” She sank farther onto the floor, crossing her legs, which Theo took as an invitation to crawl into Jayde’s lap, despite not being a lapdog at all. His tongue lolled about as he tipped his head back to get a better view of his new best friend.

Jayde looked up at Tessa who was leaning on the edge of the counter, arms crossed, with a bemused expression on her face.

“You’re not going to be able to move for a long time so I may as well join you.”

To Jayde’s delight, Tessa sat on the tiles, perpendicular so they could see each other without having to peer around a thrilled labradoodle.

Their knees touched.

Jayde stared at Tessa. Well, this was ridiculous. She did not do the whole ‘needing to be in the same space as a person because they were lovely’ and—a crush, she berated herself. It’s called a crush. Good grief. She tried to recall Tessa’s question.

“So, this gig? Culture magazine decided that they needed more not-awful journalists.”

Jayde met Tessa’s eyes, which were sparkling with laughter.

“No, seriously. Do you pitch or whatever it’s called?”

“Sort of. The topic was set, so all I had to do was apply.”

“That’s so exciting. Does it make it easier that you’re totally into the topic? I love the topic. Love is…” She sighed through a smile, and ran her fingers through Theo’s fur.

Jayde twisted her lips to the side, leant back and fiddled with the dog’s collar.

“Truthfully? Not a huge fan.”

Tessa gasped, and sat up straight. “How? It’s about—” She stopped abruptly. “How are you possibly going to write this essay if you hate the topic?” She looked appalled.

“I can write about shark diving without actually cuddling a shark.”

Tessa narrowed her eyes, and Jayde quirked a smile. “Okay. I focus on the subject, not the topic. I don’t hate love, Tessa. That’s a bit dramatic. I’m…sceptical. I’m assuming from your look of horror that you’re the president of the Love Advocacy Association.”

Tessa’s horrified expression dissolved into a smile. “Absolutely,” she said. “Love’s a wonderful place to rest your heart.”

The way Tessa clutched at her chest made Jayde grin. “A place to rest your heart. I like that. Can I use it?”

That scored a smile. “Sure. Where will you put it? In the profile?”

“No. I’ll use it when I’m chatting up a woman at Queer Beers.”

Tessa stared. “You’re kidding?” Then she squinted. “You’re not kidding. Oh my God, Jayde. That’s…That line is not going to convince any woman to leap into your pants. I couldn’t use it, that’s for sure.” Tessa reddened. “I’d never chat up a woman with that…I mean, I used to go there before I went to Canada, and it’s amazing that the bar is still there but⁠—”

She snapped her mouth closed and they regarded each other. Despite the stuttering, which was cute and so awkward that Jayde wanted to ignore Theo and bundle Tessa into a hug, that collection of half sentences cleared up one fact. Jayde and Tessa played for the same team.

“Why not? Why wouldn’t you use that line?” Jayde said, confused.

“I just wouldn’t. Ever,” Tessa mumbled. She untangled herself, stood—after giving Theo a quick pat—and walked over to the coffee machine. “Do you want one?” she asked without turning around.

The journalist in Jayde wanted to know more. “Sure. Thanks,” Jayde replied, reclaiming her spot on the stool, which Theo promptly sprawled under. “You couldn’t use a line on someone? Women would be flocking to you. You’re smart, funny, good looking…” Jayde blinked. Soft heat tickled her cheeks. Oops. Competitive blushing. She forced down the heat, and winked.

Tessa caught the gesture, and rolled her eyes as she placed the mugs on the counter. “Okay. That?” She pointed. “The wink? The ring binder of lines? I’m immune to that sort of thing, so stop. And no, I don’t use lines because I’m not into hooking up or one-night stands or anything else less than twenty-four hours.” She took a large gulp of her coffee, and winced, like she’d forgotten that coffee was generally a hot beverage.

The silence grew. “You’ve never had a one night stand. Never ever?” Jayde couldn’t imagine the idea. Hooking up guaranteed a night of pleasure, but it kept women at bay, which was very good because it meant that Jayde didn’t fall. Fall so hard that when that woman walked away, her heart wouldn’t disintegrate into the grey ash left by a flame snuffed out by indifference. Just like her father’s had. She sipped at her drink.

Tessa paused as something flickered in her eyes, then she lifted her mug to cover her mouth. “Never ever. Right. I’m not having this conversation. Grace’ll be down in a minute. She said she’s going shopping so I’ll be joining her.”

Jayde rested her elbow on the counter and leaned her cheek into her palm. “So while you’re waiting…” She couldn’t help it. Investigative journalism meant digging a little, and Tessa intrigued her.

“You’re not going to get my take on what love is or whatever you’re doing.” Tessa crossed her arms. “It sounds like you’re gathering special not-awful journalistic intel.”

Jayde laughed. “No.” Yes. “Just everyday intel. Come on. You know you want to tell me,” she wheedled, a wicked grin on her face, which seemed to do the trick because Tessa narrowed her eyes and laughed. They sipped simultaneously, holding eye contact.

“Fine. I may as well.” She huffed. “I don’t do hook ups because I believe that sex is part of relationship growth.”

“Relationship growth…” Jayde faded off.

“Something that seems to be missing from your repertoire.” Tessa quirked an eyebrow.

Jayde rolled her eyes. “I’ll let that insult slide.” Tessa’s lips ticked up, and Jayde couldn’t keep a grin from sliding onto her mouth. “But you don’t have to gain relationship growth from pleasure. Pleasure can be simply pleasure.”

Tessa gathered the two mugs, hopped off her stool, opened the dishwasher, and placed the mugs upside down in the top rack. She spoke into the cavity. “Of course. But one night of sex doesn’t form the basis of a relationship. That’s my point. I’d probably never see that woman again because it’s just sex. There’s no potential for love.”

There was a pause as Tessa reclaimed her stool.

“And that’s my point,” Jayde said, frowning, then she splayed her hands. “The lack of potential is the appeal. But it’s about connection, too. About two people giving each other pleasure.” Then she froze. “Oh, shit. I’m sorry. You’re not asexual, are you? I mean, that’s…Sorry. I just assumed⁠—”

“No.”

“No?"

“No, I’m not asexual. I…Pleasure is…Sex is lovely.” Tessa was blushing so hard that she was likely to incinerate something. “I’m just not very good at going to bars and picking up women. I imagine you’re somewhat of an expert, and would probably eat me alive if I wandered into Queer Beers.”

Jayde’s smile grew slowly, and Tessa blinked.

“Oh my God. See? There you go turning everything into innuendo.”

“It really wasn’t hard. Come on. You have to admit.”

Tessa blushed, and rolled her eyes. “Yes. I guess that one was easy.” Then she regarded Jayde. “Love doesn’t happen at a—Look, I’m better at meeting someone organically like at a library.”

Jayde blinked. “A library…” Then she tapped the counter top decisively as an idea occurred to her. “You need to learn how to hook up,” she stated firmly.

“What? No, I—” Tessa leaned back.

Jayde waggled her finger. “I can teach you.” Then she raised that same finger to point at the ceiling. “In fact, let’s have a bet.”

“A bet? What sort of bet?” Tessa’s voice, despite holding both bafflement and bewilderment, hinted at an interest in the challenge, and Jayde grinned.

“I bet you that, due to my excellent instruction, you’ll successfully hook up with someone by the time I’m finished all my interviews.”

“But you said you’d be done in…That’s only three months!” Tessa stared, then shook her head as if she’d realised she’d actually thought about going through with the bet. “No.” She picked up the stool, and returned it to its home on the other side of the bench. Jayde stood as well. The distance between them narrowed.

“Come on. Let me teach you the ways,” she said, quietly, catching Tessa’s eyes. So pretty.

Tessa snorted. “The ways.” Then she gave Jayde a long look, and breathed heavily out through her nose. The long look expanded. “Fine. I can’t believe I’m doing this, but okay. I don’t back down from bets and certainly not this one because you’re going to lose. I told you that I’m immune to lines and what not, which means I can’t deliver them. People will laugh, like they di—” She snapped her mouth closed, and again, something flashed through Tessa’s eyes. Too quick to catch, but it looked like hurt.

“No, they won’t,” Jayde said softly. “Are you sure? It might be fun?”

Tessa hummed. “You know? I think it will. You’re fun, even though I’ve only known you a little while. I mean, I’m pretty sure you’re not a serial killer.”

Jayde ignored that last bit and mentally cheered. She and Tessa were about to spend a lot of time together, and she was very much a fan of that situation.

“However…” Tessa narrowed her eyes, then gave a slow smile, which was entirely too sexy, and slightly frightening. As much as a gorgeous pixie was frightening. “I’ll take the bet under one condition.”

Scary, naughty pixie. Goosebumps—the lovely kind—travelled up Jayde’s spine. “What’s your condition?”

“You’re going to teach me to hook up.” Tessa darted her gaze from Jayde’s face, to the dining table, and back to Jayde’s face. Then she zeroed in on Jayde’s eyes. “We’ve established the futility of that exercise. Never mind. But in the same amount of time”—she stabbed her finger at Jayde—“I dare you to fall in love with love.”

“Fall in love with love,” Jayde said, deadpan.

“Yes.”

“That requires falling in love with a person if I’m to fall in love with love.”

“If the shoe fits.”

Jayde frowned. Somehow, the whole conversation had been flipped. She crossed her arms, matching Tessa’s stance. “No.”

“Yes.”

“Tessa—”

“I won’t take your bet…” Tessa said in a sing-song voice, then held the silence with an eyebrow raise and a shoulder lift. Who on earth could resist that?

Jayde rallied. “I…You don’t even know why I’m averse to love.”

“You’ll tell me if you want to. I’m going to spend three potentially uncomfortable months making random women suffer through my flirting ineptitude. I’m stepping outside my comfort zone, and past history.” That flash of something zipped through Tessa’s expression again. Fear? “But I will be a willing student within reason. And it’s not a bet. It’s a dare.” Tessa delivered a quick smile. “I like you. I think we could be good friends, and this might be fun, sort of. But.” She wiggled her shoulders like a teenager challenging a rival. “If you want to back out, I’m okay with that.”

“I don’t back out of dares, either.” Jayde narrowed her eyes, and they held more eye contact than extras in Gunfight At The O.K. Corral. The staring, the looking, the contemplating was so nice. No. Not nice. Delicious. Yes, much better.

Finally, Jayde growled softly, which made Tessa laugh, and stuck out her hand.

“For God’s sake,” Jayde mumbled. “Fine. Dare accepted.” Splashes of anxiety fell on the shores of Jayde’s brain. Deep, deep in the recesses of her heart, Jayde recognised the idea of love, but didn’t know what it truly was. It wasn’t a message in a movie, or a friend yammering on about their latest lover. Tessa wanted to teach her what love was. In a few months. Good luck with that.

Her heart tapped on the window of love’s living room, as if to let it know that love’s moment had arrived, because Tessa was going to smoosh the profile topic and the romance lessons into one giant ball and fling Jayde into the middle of it.

Tessa smirked, and clasped Jayde’s hand and, Jayde tried very hard to ignore the feeling of Tessa’s soft skin against her own, how gently she held the smaller hand as if it was the most fragile object in the world, how she looked up to meet those light brown eyes that refused to look away. She swallowed, and her heart laughed out loud.


Chapter
Five



Oh God. A bet. Really? As Jayde, upon hearing a notification alert, reached down to pull out her phone, Tessa took the opportunity to spin around and mouth, “Oh my God,” at the tiles on the other side of the kitchen. What on earth was she thinking? She’d been thinking about arresting brown eyes, and wavy brown-with-delicious-not-quite-blonde highlights, and collarbones, and delightful freckles, and a mouth just aching to be kissed. That’s what she’d been thinking.

Hooking up with a woman gave her goosebumps—the good and bad kind—and swoops low in her stomach and utter panic in her heart. She hadn’t told Jayde the other big reason why she’d given up on that particular ritual. It had hurt so much when she’d been scoffed at for wanting just a drink and conversation, and not sex for the night. Or when she’d actually shown an interest in a woman’s suggestion for an interlude in a hotel room, they’d backed out when she’d told them that she had cold feet and could they just talk for a while. Lovely.

Then, every single one night stand she’d instigated—a grand total of two—had ended before they’d begun. Neither the gorgeous butch, nor the sexy never-going-to-be-a-bottom had been interested in Tessa’s incredibly tame tastes, and had laughed when Tessa called a stop to the whole night before it even got started. None of those experiences were about sex being a journey into the whole and the beautiful. None of them screamed relationship growth. All of those experiences screamed such a moment of now that she could have touched the finish line before they’d left the bar. So she’d retreated from the very idea altogether because it was embarrassing and the derision hurt. Best to meet women in places like the cinema, which is where she’d met Olna, who had smelled of softness, and wishes, and hot popcorn in buckets.

Footsteps, light and quick, sounded on the wooden steps of the staircase, and Theo leapt to his feet. Grace Taylor appeared around the corner, all long limbs, sparkling eyes, and hair like her mother’s, and plopped herself onto a seat at the dining table. Grace had accepted Tessa’s role, her presence, relatively well. The morning of the first day had consisted of an eye-roll and a, “Puh-leese. A chaperone?” while the afternoon saw Abby, Sam, Tessa, and Grace arranged on various pieces of furniture in the lounge with hot drinks, discussing the positives of Tessa’s employment, at which Grace started nodding, then grinned and informed Tessa that she’d set some type of invisible assessment at the beginning of the day and Tessa had passed with flying colours.

Tessa had blinked, Sam had hummed quietly under her breath and mumbled a, “Seriously, kiddo?” and Abby had raised an eyebrow—the parental kind. And with that, Tessa was absorbed into Grace’s life.

Grace pulled one leg up to hug it, grinned at Tessa, then looked quizzically at Jayde, who studied the teenager in return.

“Oh.” Tessa stepped forward. “Grace, this is Jayde Ferguson, the reporter⁠—”

“Journalist.”

“The journalist who’s writing the profile on your mum,” she continued, then cut a glance at Jayde who shot her an obnoxiously sexy half-smile. A blush raced up Tessa’s neck. Luckily, Jayde didn’t see because she’d reached over to shake Grace’s hand. But Grace saw, and rolled her lips together suppressing a smile.

Mmhmm. Grace was sure to ask about that particular reaction.

Tessa sighed. Teenagers were fabulous at dreaming up theories about things, like who was hacked recently, and why TikTok algorithms were fake, and why her chaperone was behaving like she’d developed a crush on the journalist who had appeared in the house every second day during the week.

Not a crush. She’d smother that thought straight away. It’s a crush, her traitorous brain whispered.

“Sam told me your name but it’s nice to meet you properly,” Grace said.

The buzzer sounded indicating that the small lift was bringing someone up from the underground garage. Tessa was thrilled to focus on something other than Jayde’s eyes and those shoulders that filled out her shirt, and her perfect height so that if they were hugging, Jayde’s chin would nearly sit on top of Tessa’s head if Tessa bent her knees a little. She widened her eyes in disbelief.

She stared at the image in the small rectangular screen. She didn’t know the woman in the lift but clearly the woman knew the access code into the carpark and because Tessa knew that the lift took all of fifteen seconds to travel from the garage to the main floor, the woman would be arriving right about⁠—

The narrow doors of the lift opened and a wonderfully curvy woman with fabulous boobs, wearing a fire engine red dress barrelled into the room. She was clutching a large bakery-style box.

“Grace!” The woman’s blue eyes sparkled with energy. “Haven’t seen you in a whole twenty-nine days, except at the school at which I teach and which you attend so therefore twenty-nine days is only based outside the nine am to three pm bubble. Have you graduated yet?”

Grace laughed, then the woman stopped short as she spotted Tessa and Jayde.

“Oh!” She pushed the box onto the marble counter, then tilted her head, and grinned. “Hi! I’m Cath.”

Cath stuck out her hand, clasping Tessa’s. She gave no further information about her connection with who, what or why in the household.

“Um…” Tessa pressed her hand to her chest. “I’m Tessa, Grace’s chaperone.”

Cath pointed emphatically. “Yes! Hi! Grace mentioned you.”

Tessa’s eyes rounded.

“Positively. Mentioned you positively.”

Grace laughed again, then looked at Tessa. “Of course positively. You’re excellent.” She smiled, and Tessa’s heart warmed.

“I’m Jayde Ferguson. Not-awful journalist.”

Cath delivered another finger point, then shook Jayde’s hand. “Right. The not-awful journalist interviewing Abby.”

“That’s me.”

“Sam told me about the profile. Twenty interviews over a three-month period. And you’ve done, what? One? Are you moving in?”

Jayde laughed, and sat back on the stool. “I know it seems like a lot but immersion journalism needs…well, immersion, and I’m hoping for a book deal. Not this profile obviously, because it’s Culture’s but I’ll interview other people, everyday people, while I’m here and hopefully turn the interviews into a book. Like the Humans of New York sort of thing, but in Melbourne with definitions of love from Melbournians.”

“That’s very cool,” Tessa breathed, and when Jayde turned, Tessa held eye contact with the intense brown-almost-black—still arresting—of Jayde’s eyes for an extra moment.

“Your articles are good,” Grace piped up.

Jayde spun back. “You’ve read my writing?”

Grace shrugged. “Of course. I had to find out who was turning up on random days to interrogate my mum.”

Cath chuckled, then pointed to the box. “Afternoon tea for later. From the bakery at the corner.” She placed her hands on her hips. “I would just like to state for the record that I rode in that lift with these scones and it was like being mugged by a carbohydrate.”

Tessa and Grace cracked up.

“There is evidence that baked goods keep ER departments operational,” Jayde added, deadpan, and Cath gave a bark of laughter.

“You, I like.” Cath leaned against the wall. “So, an essay on love, hey? Can be a risky topic for some people.”

“Sometimes. But I think Abby will steer me in the right direction.” Jayde grinned.

“Well, I think love is wonderful,” Tessa said, quietly, but loud enough so that everyone turned. “It is.” She nodded at Jayde. “There. That can be the first Love Is… in your book.”

A slow smile slid onto Jayde’s lips, and Tessa copied the movement, then lifted her smile into a smirk. It felt daring and seemed to have the desired effect because Jayde’s eyebrow lifted.

Cath cleared her throat, and darted her gaze between them.

“Right. So⁠—”

“Hang on. Doesn’t anyone want to hear from the disaffected youth?” Grace looked highly affronted.

All three adults raised their hands, and Grace nodded in satisfaction.

“That’s better. So.” She stared at Jayde. “Love is wanting to be together because choosing to be a single satellite means you’ll eventually travel out of the orbit of the person you’re meant to be with.”

There was silence.

“Shit, that’s really profound,” Cath said, her face indicating how impressed she was. Then she clapped once. “Okay. My turn. In my highly qualified opinion, love is that ah-ha moment.”

Jayde grinned. “Just what are these qualifications?

Cath raised her hand to the side of her mouth as if hiding her response. “Great sex,” she mouthed, and Grace promptly rolled her eyes; a gesture that was so spectacular, it needed a stage. 

“I know you and Rica have sex, Cath. I’m not a child.”

Cath looked her up and down. “True. But I’m forever going to see you as that kiddo wearing pyjamas in a swanky penthouse when I turned up to rescue Sam from herself.”

Ah. That was the connection. Tessa stuck a pin into her mental bulletin board of who was who in the Taylor-Markson social network, then looked at Jayde.

“Okay.” No time like the present to dive into a dare. “We’ve all had our turn. What’s your answer?”

Jayde gave Tessa a long look, then turned to Cath, who was standing with her hands on her hips as if she’d asked the question and expected the answer yesterday.

Tessa smothered a smile, and wondered if Jayde would say something flippant, or something more personal. Not that Tessa assumed there was even a personal answer. Maybe Jayde simply was not⁠—

“Love is being brave because a heart that’s strong is a heart that can be held.”

Tessa blinked. Oh, Jayde. How much was buried in that answer? Is that why she found no-strings sex so appealing?

“Shit, that’s a bit full on.” Cath shrugged. “Abby and Sam can show you a pair of strong hearts. Those two are surrounded by one big infatuation cloud. I wouldn’t be surprised if the wedding planner has a fog machine just for metaphorical emphasis.”

She pointed to Grace. “Ready?” Then she turned to Tessa. “Sorry. Security found out five seconds ago. I’m commandeering your charge. Grace and I are op-shopping and I, being the most excellent bargain spotter that I am, volunteered to be a responsible adult.” She delivered a wicked grin.


Love Is…?






PART ONE


Abigail Taylor

Abigail Taylor is the subject of this profile; one of six profiles in which well-known people from all walks of life will define love. With her impending wedding to thirty-seven-year-old Samantha Markson, her girlfriend of five years, Abigail Taylor’s perspective of love is quite compelling.

By Jayde Ferguson
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It is entirely possible that every second person walking the footpaths of Melbourne has a photograph of Abigail Taylor stored on their camera roll. The beautiful forty-eight-year-old actress has one of the most recognisable faces on the planet, due to a long and varied career marked by iconic roles in Copy/Paste/Kill, Two For Three, It’s Not You Or Even You, Guns And Desire, Discreet Liaison, performances in many West End productions, and multiple accolades including two SAG awards and four Golden Globes.

With her captivating combination of ordinariness and ethereal beauty, Abigail Taylor has graced the covers of magazines worldwide. She is a chameleon—“Most of the time I don’t recognise myself at all”—inhabiting such roles as a hard-bitten war journalist through to an international spy through to many a romcom girl-next-door. Many have stated, on social media and in person, that people often naturally fall in love with Abigail Taylor.

So what does Abigail Taylor have to say about love?

It is an overcast day when we sit down together in the small living room of her townhouse in Melbourne to begin the first of twenty one-hour interviews. Abigail apologises for the weather. Her shrug and my nod synchronise; it’s a mutual understanding. Then she smiles indulgently, the skin crinkling slightly in the corners of her eyes.

“We only got back from London last week and already I’m discussing the weather. Everybody is completely obsessed, checking apps, not knowing whether to hang the washing out or not. It’s always four seasons in one day, isn’t it. But I do love it here.”

Her familiar husky voice fills the intimate space, and she sips at her coffee, holding the mug, decorated with dancing mice sporting top hats, with two hands as if she’s only now re-entered the house after battling the grey outside, and needed a warm drink as a reward. She is relaxed, her long legs, encased in faded jeans, crossed casually at her ankles, and she wriggles her shoulders to press deeper into the lounge chair. She looks for all the world like a cat settling into its favourite spot, and Abigail laughs at the analogy.

We chat some more about the weather—an entire conversation can be had based upon a single raindrop—then I deliver the half-sentence that forms the profile, and lean forward in anticipation. Abigail contemplates the light-blonde carpet, muttering the two words, and breathing deeply. The silence lengthens. Then she looks up, hyper-attentive, and delivers one of her trademark gazes, which, because it feels as if she is staring directly through the camera, has led to fans creating a hashtag simply for that one gesture. #ATLookAtMe

“It is entirely possible that love is beyond a person? That it can be a place?”

Her sentences end in question marks as if she’s asking the room and all residing in its space for acknowledgement. She taps the side of her mug, and hums.

“Oh, what is the word?”

She frowns at the wall behind me, shakes her head, then replaces the gesture with a nod, and brings her gaze back.

“Topophilia. That’s it. It means to have a love for a place. In other words, it’s the warm feelings you get from a place. Melbourne gives me warm feelings, despite the weather.”

She laughs, recrosses her legs, and I lean forward to experience those warm feelings, because Abigail Taylor has that rare talent of bringing a person into her space so she can listen properly to their words. It is another trait which endears her to so many. Fan-created Instagram collages, and TikTok montages reveal a love for the star. One effusive post states that Abigail Taylor possesses;

‘tiger eyes tiger hair fierce skills she can outact anybody on film I will die on this hill’

Beyond the soft smile, the arched eyebrow, and eyes which resemble those of the large cat because hazel seems too mundane a descriptor, Abigail traverses popularity demographics with poise. She is approachable, gives her time generously to fans, laughs easily with journalists, charms studio investors, and supports a number of very worthy causes. Those causes are based mostly in Melbourne; her city of birth, and now the city she calls home; her topophilia. She owns a majority share in the prestigious Melbourne Theatre Company, rescuing it from bankruptcy five years ago, often repurposing sets, involving the entire company in conserving resources, and Melbournians love her for it. Many an overly-excited tourist, even an insistent paparazzo, has found their view blocked for a moment by the unexpected presence of one of the city’s five million residents running interference for their home-town celebrity. It is endearingly protective, and it seems that Melbourne loves Abigail in return.

Because she still owns a house in Los Angeles, I ask if she would ever think of moving back there, a city she has lived in for most of her life. She places her coffee mug on the side table, uncrosses her legs and leans over her knees.

“Oh, I can’t imagine that at all! I used to love LA but now that I reflect, it wasn’t love, it was convenience. I had everything right there; work, people, all that. But I didn’t really have what I needed. I wanted a home. LA isn’t my home. There’s our house, of course, but this is my home. I feel like it always was my home before I even moved here.”

She waves her hand about as if to encompass all of the city from the room. Relocating to Melbourne appeared a sudden decision to the rest of the world, even to those who closely follow Abigail’s career.

“It wasn’t, really. I think I’d been looking, not at Melbourne specifically, but just somewhere, for a while. So it wasn’t that sudden. But it turned out that my heart knew what it was doing, and here I am. Tom, my PA, asked me a few years ago where I was. I thought he was quite mad, but he ended up being right. Where I was. Not where was I? He said where I was and he deliberately put the emphasis on ‘was’, like he was saying, ‘Abby, you were there, where are you going now?’ It was wonderful. Freeing, you know? I’ve mentioned that before, I think.”

I nod, recalling the Who’s Who? article from last June. Then I ask if Tom Campbell, with his long involvement in her life, has helped clarify other important decisions over the years. Abigail breathes in, then leans back in the chair. She reaches around to pull her hair into a pony tail. I recognise the action; it’s one she’s employed previously as if to pause the interview, perhaps to give her a moment to back out. But then, surprisingly, Abigail untangles her fingers, her hair falling free about her shoulders, and she contemplates me.

“A few. Usually I’m not prepared to share that much, but perhaps I am. Tom, of course, is in LA, then he’s here for the wedding. Tom loves LA, the mad thing. He doesn’t need to be here twenty-four seven. Everything’s done remotely now. But over the years, Tom has stepped in to protect me before even my manager or agent knew I needed protection. He was there when a person close to me abused my goodwill and took advantage of my name. Tom is a person in my life who I love⁠—”

She cuts herself off by sharply slicing at the air with her hand in front of her face.

“No. I adore Tom. Simply because of who he is, because of his heart, his innate ability to just understand people. He is my friend, and my confidante. There’s not much about my history, my relationships, my family, not much about me that Tom doesn’t know. He is fiercely loyal, incredibly generous, and I see him as more than a friend. If I wasn’t such a lesbian, I’m sure I would have married him long ago.”

She grins wickedly, the gesture lighting up her face. Then she throws her head back in laughter, her eyes sparkling.

“Oh, he’ll kill me for saying that. That’s the thing about love, isn’t it? So many layers, like strata in rocks. Tom is a foundation layer. That foundation, the solidity is necessary for any love, whether it’s platonic or romantic. I have stood by that philosophy ever since I was able to understand it. To articulate the concept of connection, because love is connection. The threads all joining. And if we circle back, then that thread ties me here.”

It’s evident that even when travelling, Abigail’s thoughts stay close to home or with close friends such as Tom. Her family of Samantha and Grace, and her personal assistant, seem to be her inner orbit, maybe even the sturdy gravitational pull that makes her work possible.

Abigail has acted in six romantic comedies, often playing the girl-next-door character. I ask how important romance is when falling in love with a person or place. My question produces a soft gasp, and she flaps her hands as if to shoo away the very thought.

“Oh, it’s very important! It’s like…oh.”

She looks about the room with its soft cream-painted walls, and elegant, yet functional furnishings, then taps her fingers together.

“It’s like the engine that gets the whole thing on its way. Again, I have to point out that the script, the film itself, has to show the love the character has for place. Where is this character? What is their place? Unless their discomfort with place is a major point of tension, then the character must be happy, must love where they are in order to fall in love. To be open to romance.”

Abigail stops abruptly to ask if I’d like another coffee. Then she nods firmly before I can answer, and stands, insisting I follow, so I find myself trailing after Abigail Taylor into her appliance-filled, marble-topped kitchen. Responding to another authoritative hand-flap, I pull out a stool at the counter, lay my hands on the cool surface, and watch my interview subject putter elegantly about her kitchen. She looks over her shoulder.

“Sam is much better at this than I am. You’ll be drinking a fairly basic coffee, I fear.”

She delivers the news with a self-deprecating smile. I reply that coffee made by someone else is always appreciated, which earns me another grin.

It would seem the time to mention the person she is marrying since Samantha Markson, the Melbourne Theatre Company’s Director of Education Programs, has been introduced into our chat, but I feel that Abigail is enjoying the particular direction of our conversation. There will be an opportunity later. So I circle back to her words when we’d entered the kitchen.

If romance is the engine that gets the ‘whole thing’ underway, then once love is underway, does that mean the romance stops? Abigail suddenly abandons the coffee, turning away from the La Pavoni machine, and leans over her hands on the other side of the bench. I’m captured in an intense gaze.

“No. If there’s no romance, then the love would die, surely. It must keep track with love. I love Melbourne, and so I romance it, which sounds completely nuts. But I appreciate it, and it’s the same in return. This city loves me, well, the people seem to, and so I feel that love when I attend performances at the MTC and audiences compliment and applaud the actors and the crew. It’s symbiotic. Romance and love travel together. They are entwined without such desperate suffocation that they lose all form. To suggest that romance can drop away as if it’s done its job completely disrespects love. Don’t you think? So love is a place where your heart can breathe. Keep making me say things like that and you’ll finish this essay in a flash.”


Chapter
Six



Tessa knew that Abby’s interviews were scattered about to accommodate her schedule. Sometimes there wasn’t even an interview at all in a single week. However, since the Dare Day—more capitalisation required—Jayde had turned up at the house three times, and Tessa didn’t quite know what to make of that. Apparently the extra visits were to chat with the members of the security detail, Marina—the driver—as well as Isabelle—the agent—and Tom when he was standing still long enough, about their thoughts on the essay topic. Jayde said that it was convenient to interview them so she could add content to her Lovers of Melbourne book.

However, Jayde always timed her visits so she arrived when Grace was home. Meaning Tessa was home. But with much of the interviewing for her book completed in the household and surrounds—there weren’t many people—it actually seemed like Jayde turned up simply to hang out and talk. It was that last thought that caused Tessa’s crush to embrace its capital ‘C’.

They’d talked about all sorts of things, like the state of the roads when driving in the country—dreadful according to Jayde, not that she drove a car—or the latest jacket that Angel had discovered at the local op shop—accidentally fashionable according to Tessa. Every time Tessa thought about the chats, delicious goosebumps marched up and down her skin. Completely irrational. She’d known Jayde for all of three weeks. But it felt like their almost immediate connection was being strengthened every time they made eye-contact, or brushed their fingers accidentally, or when Tessa bit her lip as Jayde flicked her hair, or simply when Jayde breathed.

Jayde tucked her feet, encased in socks as she’d eschewed her boots at the front door, under her knees, crossed her legs and settled into the corner of the two-seater dark chocolate-coloured couch. She turned towards Tessa who was tucked into her own corner not that far away, when she thought about it. And she was thinking about it. Another apparently spontaneous visit. Tessa could swear that actual energy crackled between them. It had to be imaginary.

Grace, ensconced in the big lounge chair that Tessa loved because it was like being hugged by a giant swathe of fabric, stretched her long legs and flopped her heels onto the coffee table.

“Thanks for your excellent advice about that chapter in Emma,” Grace said.

Tessa struggled to recall exactly when she’d given such excellent advice and, in fact, what the excellent advice was.

She blinked at Grace. “Homework! Right. Yes, looking at that scene from Harriet’s point of view. Yep.” She was blathering, and Grace, a whip-smart human radar for blathering and bluster, allowed a slow smile to drift across her lips.

“Yes. That’s the advice you gave me.” The smile held. “Five minutes before Jayde arrived.” Grace seemed to be holding back laughter.

Tessa glared at her, which Grace flung back in the form of a shrug-eyebrow-lift combination laden with sass.

“Okay.” Grace untangled her body. “I’m off to put that excellent advice into practice.” Then she paused and studied Jayde. “Thanks, by the way.”

Jayde frowned. “What for?”

“For being cool. Some people like to.” She waggled her hand. “Infiltrate our family. You’re, like, protective, I guess. That’s nice for a journalist.”

“No worries, Grace. I’m not into infiltrating. Seems rude.” Jayde grinned.

Tessa laughed. “Besides, Jayde is probably not about to leak secrets. She’d have to deal with the wrath of three women in the family, because…” She lifted her fingers and air quoted, “women are more dangerous than shotguns.”

The other two stared.

“What?” Grace wrinkled her brow. Wrinkled her lips. In fact, her whole face wore a complex collection of confused lines.

“Oh! Um…” Tessa grimaced. “I was referencing…Never mind.”

Grace stood, and slowly grinned. “The Godfather, 1972, Francis Ford Coppola.” Then she pointed, and rolled her grin into a smirk.

Tessa gaped. “No. You can’t be that good. That’s completely unfair.”

Jayde laughed loudly, collapsing sideways into the back of the sofa.

“Too easy, Tessa.” Grace’s eyes sparkled. “Okay. Homework. Going.” After a quite affectionate smile at the adults, Grace strolled out of the room, and Jayde and Tessa stared at each other.

“I walked into that.”

“Oh, you sure did.” Jayde’s grin was firmly in place. “She’s a film kid. That door was wide open.”

Tessa shook her head. “I’m so glad she’s cool with my role. Can you imagine what she’d be like if she disliked her chaperone?”

“Probably incredibly polite like she was speaking to the paparazzi at a red carpet event.” Jayde shrugged, and Tessa laughed.

“Oh, I can see that. Ugh. Well, I can tell you, quite proudly, that in just under three weeks, I have not received one red carpet reaction.”

Jayde laughed.

Then Tessa pointed. “Anyway, how are you? How goes the Love Is… reconnaissance?

Jayde settled into the corner of the sofa. “It’s good. Abby’s easy to interview. I’ve got a plan in mind, and Tilde’s idea of breaking the profile into four parts to insert throughout the magazine, helps me structure it more easily. So, I’m thinking that part one will be about a love of place.” She bobbed her head sideways. “Like a love of where you are.”

Tessa nodded. “That sounds great. I understand that type of love. I have it for Melbourne. I loved living in Canada but I didn’t love love it, you know. There were things I missed, like the wonderfully eclectic food market at the Art Gallery. Things like that. Canada wasn’t my home.”

“Exactly. Abby says Melbourne is her home.”

“Yeah, she does say that. What are the other parts about?”

Jayde bobbed her head from side to side. “Well, I thought I’d centre the next section in love of family. Like her parents. Where her history is. Then part three will be about the love in her life, Grace, and Samantha, who I’m yet to meet, but Tom tells me that she’ll insist I call her Sam.”

Tessa grinned. “Yes, she will.”

“Then part four will be about their wedding, obviously.”

“No wonder it takes three months to write. Absolutely immersive journalism.” She leaned her shoulder into the back of the deep sofa, unintentionally bringing her body a tiny bit closer to Jayde’s. Then, because she didn’t want to offend Jayde by suddenly backing away or simply because she didn’t want to move, she stayed where she was.

Jayde clearly noticed because she mimicked Tessa’s position, then briefly touched her tongue to her bottom lip without breaking eye contact.

Tessa hunted about for a brain cell that was still functioning and not blushing or generally behaving like a thirty-year-old easily flustered lesbian.

“You gave your definition of love last week. It was beautiful, by the way.” Tessa pointed. “I said I wasn’t going to ask about why you have an aversion to romantic love. Perhaps the mechanics of love don’t do it for you.” 

“The mechanics of love?”

“Yes. The hand holding, the touching, the soft smiles for no reason, the little notes or gifts or simple things, the ICUs.”

“Intensive care units?” Jayde’s expression was quizzical.

Tessa laughed. “The ‘I See You’.” She pointed at her chest, pointed to her eyes, and pointed at Jayde. “Seeing someone when you’re in love. I reckon you have a lot of love to give.”

“Sure. For things like Melbourne, my dad, my friends.” Then Jayde paused, patted her bent knee as if in contemplation, then lifted her head, studied Tessa, looked away, then looked back. “I like you, Tessa. You’re safe, and kind.”

Tessa’s gaze never left Jayde’s face. “Thank you. That’s…I like you, too,” she answered, her voice quiet. Jayde thought Tessa was safe? People had always said she was safe. Kids knew it. They had pretty good radars for ‘green flag yes’ people or ‘red flag nope’ people. Tessa knew she waved a green flag, but it was really nice to hear Jayde say so.

They sat in silence for a moment or two, and Tessa watched Jayde’s gaze bounce from object to object in the room.

“You okay?” Tessa whispered. Jayde’s sudden vulnerability worried her, and it took every molecule in her body not to crawl over the middle cushion and hold Jayde to her chest, which would seem like she was accosting a crush. Not at all the actions of a ‘green flag yes’ person. So she remained where she was, being quietly concerned.

Jayde met her eyes, holding them, and Tessa absorbed the brown, the nearly black, the specks of gold, and the intensity of Jayde’s eyes. She swallowed.

“I think so,” Jayde replied, then she smiled slightly. “I’d like to share something.”

Tessa’s eyes rounded, and Jayde’s lips quirked. “We don’t know each other well enough yet for sharing what you might be imagining.”

“I wasn’t imagining anything.” Tessa frowned, but couldn’t hold back her smile. Then she inched a little closer, ending up in the middle of the centre cushion. Sharing things that could be imagined in other ways sounded like they needed to be shared in closer proximity. At least that was the reasoning Tessa gave herself.

Jayde looked down, took in Tessa’s new location, then lifted her head, and nodded.

“So, here goes.” She exhaled slowly, and again, then cleared her throat. “My mum left my dad when I was nineteen.”

That sentence needed a hand hold at least, but again Tessa reined in her empathetic molecular structure.

“Oh,” she whispered.

Jayde nodded again. “Apparently, she couldn’t deal with my dad’s injuries from the car accident he had three years earlier.”

Tessa tossed away the reins. She reached for Jayde’s hand and squeezed gently, then followed her hand so she sat on the join between the two seat cushions. There was so much missing from Jayde’s story but it didn’t matter. Jayde looked both vacant and disappointed all at once. The two states played across her face and through her eyes.

Tessa’s hand was squeezed in response, and distantly, Tessa acknowledged that her not-awful journalist bet-dare-challenge friend had a lovely hand to hold.

Jayde hummed briefly as if fortifying herself for the rest of her story.

“So, Dad has Acquired Brain Injury,” she said. “His comprehension and general understanding of the world is slower, smaller, and he’s got some physical injuries.” She squeezed Tessa’s hand again. “Mum decided that he was too hard to deal with, so she left. It was like his injuries were an exit ticket. My Dad tried all sorts of romantic gestures to win her back.” She glanced at Tessa. “The mechanics of love, like you mentioned. But she went and my dad’s heart has had a candle in its window ever since. He hopes she’ll return, but she won’t. Not now. It’s been eleven years.”

Tessa’s eyes filled with tears. “Oh,” she breathed, and watched as sadness joined disappointment on the canvas on Jayde’s face.

Jayde looked into Tessa’s eyes, and clenched her jaw. “So, romantic love? It’s fairy floss. Not worth the paper it’s written on because there’s always one person in the relationship who loves more and that’s the person who gets hurt the most.”

Tessa let out a soft breath. “Jayde, that’s so sad.” She laced her fingers between Jayde’s. “I’m sorry. That’s a long time to send wishes into a well.”

“Yeah.” Jayde looked down, taking in their joined hands, then lifted her head. “A wishing well. Apt.”

Tessa didn’t know what to say. Not yet, anyway. It was clear why Jayde viewed romantic love like she did. Jayde had no interest being anywhere near a wishing well or holding a candle. It made sense. She squeezed Jayde’s hand again and leaned her shoulder into the back of the couch.

Jayde continued. “I live in the flat attached to the back of Dad’s house, so I see him basically every day, and every day I’m reminded that my mum left him because she didn’t love him. Not enough to stay. Not enough for it to qualify as real love.”

They sat in silence again.

“Jayde, we don’t have to do this. This challenge thing,” Tessa whispered, and Jayde seemed to contemplate her, her gaze roaming across Tessa’s features.

Then she gave a single laugh, and instantly the sadness, and the pain vanished. “Yes. We should. My dad will be thrilled.” She laughed again. “He told me off a couple of weeks ago. Said I needed to pull my head out of my arse and look for my person because I’m fixating on the past. That I need to trust that the person won’t be my mum. I’m certainly not my mum, that’s for sure. But he reckons that the person will be there waiting for me.”

Tessa blinked. “That’s…wow.”

Jayde smiled. “I’m paraphrasing.”

They lapsed into silence again and Tessa let it sit. Jayde’s revelation deserved to sit. She never expected that Jayde would reveal why she was a love sceptic but what happened to her dad was a pretty damn good reason. Although, eleven years to hold on to that scepticism was a long time and helping Jayde fall in love with love was going to be challenging. She let out a quiet breath.

“You didn’t have to tell me, you know.”

Jayde disentangled their fingers and Tessa missed the contact immediately. Jayde’s fingers were warm, and smooth, and perfect for sliding her own fingers between.

“I know. But you’re good to talk to. I like our chats.” She smiled, turned it into a grin, and gave it a touch of cheekiness. “You should work for ASIO. You could dig out all sorts of secrets from terrorists because you’re a cute, harmless pixie.”

Tessa, despite blushing because Jayde had called her cute, still had the wherewithal to poke Jayde in the thigh, and narrow her eyes.

“I’m not always harmless and listen, you’re not much taller than me, I’ll have you know. If you’re going to be mean, I’ll tell on you to Abby that you’re teasing her daughter’s chaperone.”

Jayde laughed. “I’m sorry.”

“No, you’re not.”

“No, I’m not.” Jayde’s grin was wide, her eyes sparkly, and Tessa revelled in the browns and the golds. “Besides,” Jayde continued. “Abby’s not inclined to chuck me out because she seems to have come to the same conclusion as Grace. That I’m an innocuous hack without an agenda who eats her food and occupies furniture.”

Tessa laughed and shuffled back so she could turn square on. “Are you really that harmless?”

Jayde quirked an eyebrow. “I can bite when the occasion calls for it.” Her wild, wavy hair fell slightly and she pushed it away from her face, flipping it over her shoulder, then sliding her fingertips through the last tendrils to tuck them behind her ear.

Tessa stared, then blushed. Again. It was becoming ridiculous. It felt like a hibachi had taken up permanent lodging on her face. So much for announcing that she was immune to flirting and its trappings. What rubbish.

Tessa darted her gaze about. “Right. Um…okay. So in between school drop off and pick up, netball training, monitoring internet usage so Grace can return all her homework and assignments on time, helping at the cupcake stall at the combined Grammar school fair.” She grimaced. “Grace volunteered me. So thoughtful. Anyway, in between all of that this week, and going back to my flat on a couple of nights and on Sunday to ground myself, and so, so much more, I wrote—” She leapt off the sofa, and pointed. “Wait here.”

She power-walked out of the lounge, through the house, and into her bedroom where she quickly stared at her reflection in the hand mirror on her bedside table.

“Pull yourself together, woman. For God’s sake! She’s Jayde, ordinary journalist person, with a heartbreaking story and really lovely hands and those eyes and a fabulous smile and hair that is just begging to⁠—”

She smacked her thigh, yanked open the drawer, and grabbed the notebook with its pencil tucked inside. Then she hustled back to the lounge and returned to the safety of her corner of the sofa.

She took a deep breath. “You’re starting your lessons today,” she informed Jayde, who squinted.

“I am?”

“Yes, this is your curriculum.”

Jayde blinked. “You wrote a curriculum.”

“Of course. Love shouldn’t be taken lightly.” She nodded earnestly to underline the statement.

Jayde looked as if her thirty-year-old heart wasn’t quite ready for an intervention from the Department of Education. “Okay. What lessons have you planned so far?” she asked, somewhat nervously.

Tessa tapped the journal. “You need to go back to basics. It’s all very well hooking up but it makes you sound like a display at IKEA.”

Jayde gaped. “Hey! Flirting, picking up, experiencing a night of pleasure, and anonymous sex, are all valid life choices. And I’m very good at those choices.”

“I…yes. You’ve certainly got the flirting bit covered and…the rest.” Tessa cleared her throat. “But we’re going back to the beginning of falling in love with love.”

Jayde shook her head, almost in resignation. “This is so your jam, isn’t it? Loving love. Having love. Saying the words.”

“Absolutely. Angel, my cousin, says I’m a bit Disney princess about it all. But every time I’ve told someone I loved them, I truly meant it. Angel reckons I say it too early, which I think is absurd. There’s no time stamp on telling someone that you love them.”

“But…” Jayde’s eyes rounded. “Shouldn’t you wait a while before making that declaration? You need to make sure you really know that person.

“You sound like Angel.” Tessa shrugged. “Who really knows a person at any point in time? Sometimes you just know them without knowing why. You just…know.” A niggle of doubt poked at her heart. Maybe she hadn’t known. Maybe she did say it too early. Maybe she was simply enamoured with being in love. Tessa growled at herself. No.

Jayde leant forward. “Do you mind if I ask what happened the last time you said I love—oh! You’re not in⁠—?”

“Single at the moment.” Tessa snuggled in to her corner. “Last relationship was when I was nannying in Canada. Her name was Olna. We were together eighteen months and in the third month I told her I loved her, because I did.” She smacked the cushion. “I meant it.”

This time it was Jayde’s turn to reach for Tessa’s hand. “What happened? Did she say it back?”

“No, which I was fine with, because saying I love you doesn’t need an echo. It’s an emotion riding a wave that lands in the sea of unconditional. If the tide comes in, and love returns, it brings back the sea, doesn’t it?” They held each other’s gaze, then Jayde squeezed Tessa’s hand and released it. “Anyway, Olna decided that my job was beneath her. Apparently nannying isn’t a real job.” Tessa made a feeble attempt to air quote but her fingers wouldn’t leave the cushion. She sighed. “She wanted a girlfriend who was infused with wit, charm, good looks, and some sort of prestigious job, which was kind of ironic considering she worked behind the concession counter at the local cinema. Um….So she also said that a girlfriend should be skilled and adventurous in the…” Tessa faded off and blushed. “Doesn’t matter,” she finished inside a mumble.

Tessa was grateful that Jayde had the tact not to comment on the last part because it was more than she’d wanted to share with the sexy woman in front of her. Jayde would probably win every game of Twister based on her sexual experience; an image that Tessa shook away.

“So it was kind of a train wreck?” Jayde asked gently.

“Hm. Pretty much.” Tessa hummed sadly.

“How do you come back from that? I mean, why would you ever want to be in love again?” Jayde seemed genuinely confused.

Tessa couldn’t help it. She grabbed Jayde’s hand as if to anchor her while she made her point “Why? Because, yes, my heart hurts each time it gets stomped on. But my love is not a single-use shopping bag. It’s refilled with a wonder of the now and a desire for the new and a longing to be cradled softly within another person’s heart. It is on that wave, Jayde.”

They held each other’s hand until Tessa decided that it was all too intimate and weird, and pulled away. She snatched up the notebook.

“So, curriculum. You’ve already skipped ahead a few sections, so you’re overachieving. Let’s backtrack.”

Jayde seemed to be in a daze, then must have realised that Tessa had spoken, if her quick head shake was any indication, because she refocused and quirked an eyebrow.

“Hit me with it.”

“We’re going to dinner.”

Jayde blinked. “We are?”

“Yes.” Tessa nodded. “We’re going to dinner so you can practice going to dinner.”

Jayde wrinkled her brow. “I know how to eat, Tessa.”

Tessa knew there’d been a comma in that sentence, but holy hell her clit, in fact most areas of her pelvis, clenched as her hormones forgot the existence of punctuation.

“I…” she stuttered, at a loss for an actual response. At least the blushing had calmed itself. Thank God.

Jayde smiled slowly. “Food, Tessa. I know how to eat food.” Clearly Jayde’s preferred teaching method was to instruct via demonstration because the great big piles of flirt being aimed at Tessa were exhilarating. “So, shall I write one as well?” Jayde smirked, obviously reading Tessa’s mind.

“A curriculum?”

“Yes.”

Tessa took a deep breath and tried out her own smirk which seemed to succeed because Jayde’s eyes sparkled.

“If you want. I imagine it’ll be full of how to deliver a sexy line, through a sexy smirk, while lifting a sexy eyebrow.”

Which Jayde promptly strung together like a strand of neon lights designed to hypnotise lesbians.

Tessa laughed in resignation, and circled her finger at Jayde’s face. “And I’m going to master that, right?”

“Absolutely. I have great faith.” Jayde frowned elaborately and nodded. “In fact, after we’ve exchanged phone numbers”—she held up a finger—“which is essential to my curriculum, I’ll tell you how we’re going to be practicing that.” She threw out another smirk and again it landed. “If we’re speaking of practicing things.”

A twist of anxiety set up camp in Tessa’s stomach. “What are we⁠—?”

Jayde beamed. “Speed dating.”


Chapter
Seven



Horror, disbelief, and a delightful spark of interest had chased each other across Tessa’s face at the suggestion of speed dating, and Jayde chuckled at the memory. It was a memory that created all sorts of delightful tingles on her skin as she strolled towards the townhouse on Friday morning.

What didn’t create tingles was how her mouth had opened, overridden her brain and her hard fought walls, and disclosed her family history. What the hell?

Jayde hadn’t lied on Thursday evening when she’d said that Tessa would break any foreign spy, terrorist or banking CEO who happened to be sitting in an interrogation room. But it wasn’t that which had caused the oversharing. Tessa felt safe, as if her belief in the world, in people, in love was an unpoppable balloon which floated happily on a thread strong enough to carry not only herself but also her person if they chose to hang on. Jayde visualised herself hanging onto Tessa’s balloon.

Shit.

“Hold up your driver’s license to the camera and identify yourself, please.” Kyle, the New Zealand ex-rugby player—a fact that formed the foundation of their friendly banter—was thorough, but pedantic, requesting Jayde repeat the same check-in process each time she turned up at the house.

“This is Narelle Harrington,” Jayde said, ensuring her voice wavered with anxiety. “I’ve kidnapped the journalist, and I demand access to verify your credentials as a retired prop forward for the 2017 All Blacks.”

Kyle’s laughter echoed through the intercom. “That’s a good one, Jayde. Better than yesterday’s. Come on in.”

The gate buzzed, and she pushed it open, checking that it closed properly behind her. Then made her way down the small set of stairs outside the garage. She strolled up to the cosy booth tucked unobtrusively to the side of the aluminium composite overhead door, which, when raised, revealed the enormous underground garage housing a number of cars on a mostly temporary basis, like the incredible BMW i8 that belonged to Cath, Samantha’s friend, Tessa’s blue Nissan, and the black, heavily-tinted SUV that shuttled Grace, Samantha, and Abby about Melbourne. The driver of that SUV, Marina, seemed to appear like a genie whenever her services were required. Jayde assumed she lived nearby.

Kyle’s small space was fitted out with an ergonomic chair, desk, bookshelf, heater, mini air conditioner, plush carpet, three monitors that connected to the security cameras located at the front and rear of the property and at other vantage points on the periphery. He didn’t have a lot to do because, as Abby had mentioned in her latest interview, Australian paparazzi tended to leave most people alone. Jayde wasn’t sure how the paparazzi made their money if they weren’t camped outside a celebrity’s house with their cameras and associated gear, screaming that person’s name as if they were worried the resident had forgotten their own identity. Most celebrities in Melbourne were willing to give a good chunk of time to the media, then request privacy for the remainder. And they got it.

It was quite symbiotic, and presumably the paparazzi were able to earn a living while ensuring they reached old age with their vocal cords intact.

Jayde knocked on the window, then poked her head through the doorway.

“You really shouldn’t open the gate to kidnappers. That sort of thing will get you fired.”

Kyle grinned, closed his textbook, and leaned back in his seat, the back of it creaking with the movement.

“What’s up? Did you forget Abby’s at the MTC today?”

Jayde raised her eyebrows. “I didn’t forg⁠—”

“And Grace is at school, so Tessa’s gone home to…” He faded off, and lifted his eyebrows to match hers.

Good grief, was she that transparent?

“Well, I’m actually here to see you,” she huffed. “So be grateful.” They shared a grin, Kyle’s stretching across his entire face which was no mean feat considering his head was proportional to his body, which was the size of a small shipping container. “I’d like to interview you for my book for which I don’t have a publisher but I’m hopeful.”

“Is this the one about loving in Melbourne?”

“Yeah. Lovers of Melbourne.”

“And you want me to share my opinion despite being a ring-in from that dreadful country over the ditch.” He folded his arms across his chest, biceps bulging against the fabric of his sleeves.

Jayde dragged around the small gas-lift stool that Kyle kept in the corner of his booth, and sat heavily, so she could activate the lever and raise the height. She placed her phone on the desk.

“Yes, despite that enormous character flaw.” She grinned again. “Do you want to?”

Kyle shrugged. “I can do that. Haven’t had huge experience, mind you. I’m forty-three and not prime real estate. But I’m not gonna be sticking up a for sale sign anyway, ‘cause I’ve been happily married for ten years.”

Jayde beamed. “That’s gold!” She pointed to the phone. “So glad I caught that. Right. Tell me more about marriage, and real estate.”

The interview lasted forty-five minutes, and Kyle seemed chuffed to have helped.

“Who else are you interviewing? Anyone here?” he said, gesturing to the ceiling, clearly meaning people upstairs.

Jayde returned the stool back to its original spot. “Tom, when he’s got a moment.”

“Good luck finding one.”

They shared a nod of understanding.

“There’s the Metro card customer service guy at the station, the manager at Jay’s, and the barista at Donny’s.” Jayde gestured with her chin. Donny’s was at the end of her street on the east side of the city, only ten kilometres from where she stood; a fact which Google Maps had shown, quite independently, all on its own, without any input from Jayde’s fingers as surely she hadn’t been thinking of Tessa at the time that Google Maps became sentient. Jayde shook her head at herself. Seriously.

“Sam’s upstairs if you want to grab her before she flies to Sydney.” Kyle stood, taking up more space than a human really should, and guided her through the side door into the garage and over to the internal lift.
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If someone insisted that a label be slapped on Abby’s fiancée, Jayde reckoned she’d go with Tall Extra Light Butch With A Side Of Quirk.

Samantha stuck out her hand. “I’m stoked to meet you, Jayde,” she enthused. “Abby’s been raving about how this interview structure is the best she’s ever had to deal with, which is high praise, and apparently you’re a big factor in achieving that ‘best’ label, so well done.”

She beamed. Even her straight shoulder length blonde hair radiated happiness.

Jayde blinked, then she felt a smile of fascinated joy creep onto her face. Samantha Markson was wonderful, and Jayde immediately wanted to spend hours chatting and hanging out. She could totally see why Abby and Samantha were together. What an awesome couple.

“It’s great to meet you as well, Samantha. I’ve been⁠—”

“Nope.”

Jayde snapped her mouth shut. What had she done?

Samantha waggled her finger. “Sam. Not Samantha.”

After a sigh of relief, Jayde nodded. “Gotcha. Sam it is.”

“Good. I love my name, but I’m more a Sam. Took the Americans ages to wrap their heads around mangling words.” She chuckled, then gestured to the dining table. “Grab a seat.”

Pulling out a chair, Jayde huffed a laugh. “I bet servo was the killer.”

That drew a loud laugh. “You’re not wrong.” Then Sam patted the space between them. “I’ve got to get back in an hour so let’s start. I’m your next victim, right?” She grinned. “Will this be in Abby’s profile or your book?”

Jayde started. “The Lovers of Melbourne?”

“Yep. Heard about it, and I’m looking forward to reading it when it’s out. I’ll get you to sign it for me.”

Feeling incredibly touched, Jayde smiled. “Well, I’d like to use our interviews in Abby’s profile, if that’s okay. The editor has decided to break the essay into four parts, which is clever.” She touched her fingertips together then pulled them apart as if stretching a rubber band. “Keeps the reader involved. It also creates space to toss in more ads, I imagine.”

They shared a quick laugh.

“Anyway, I’m hoping to make part three about found family love. I’ll be asking Abby, of course, but I’d like to hear your thoughts, and Grace’s. I figured you all fit that section of the profile.”

Sam sat back in her chair, and gave Jayde a long look. “Goodo. Part three seems fair enough.” She gave a one shoulder shrug. “I can talk about Abby and how amazing, and gorgeous, and kind she is until the cows come home, but cheers for the heads up.” Then she hummed. “What’s part one, two, and four?”

It was almost physical. Jayde heard—no, felt—the steel. Sam was affable, friendly, humorous, easygoing. Yet behind those approachable brown eyes was a version of Sam who was highly protective of her family, and Jayde knew that if she stormed the Taylor-Markson castle, she’d be met by a one-woman battalion, armed to the hilt, and ready to die in the defence of her people.

Jayde matched the intensity of Sam’s gaze. “I know Abby’s praise of this essay and interview process goes a long way to settling everyone’s nerves about having some random person in your house, but let me add this. You have allowed me to access your home, your life, your family, your thoughts and I would never abuse that trust. Sure, this contract with Culture is a once in a lifetime opportunity for me, but I would rather refuse every opportunity from now until forever than hurt any of you.”

They stared at each other for a moment. Then Sam nodded.

“Cool.” She grinned. “So, what’s your first question? Better be a good one, journalist lady.”
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“It’s on a Sunday? That’s a strange night for something like that. You’d think a Friday or a Saturday.” Tessa’s voice lifted at the end of the sentence, and Jayde smiled. She could almost visualise the wrinkles of confusion falling into Tessa’s eyebrows. She put her phone on the counter and tapped the speaker icon. Two hands were needed to stir the curry because there was every possibility she’d drop the entire meal on the floor if she didn’t pay attention, and Tessa’s lovely voice filling the kitchen was a massive distraction.

“I think it’s because they’re trying to make sure that people don’t drink so much that they’ll fall into bed with the last person they chat to and wake up with regrets on a work day,” Jayde replied over her shoulder, dragging the spoon lazily through the contents of the frypan.

“Jayde…”

Grinning at the stove top, she twisted the knob with one hand, turning off the heat, and grabbed the bowl with the other.

“I don’t know. It’s probably the only night that Kings and Queens have spare, what with the drag show and the trivia night occupying prime positions. Queer Beers has a sapphic speed dating night only every once in a while, hence Kings and Queens. Anyway, speed dating tomorrow night? If you’re free that is.”

Jayde scooped curry over the rice in her bowl, then sat on the stool at the counter, happy to leave the phone on speaker, which was silent at that moment.

“Tessa?”

“I’m here. Sorry. Just having my turn. I’m playing Scrabble with Grace.”

Jayde heard the, “Hi Jayde”.

“Hi Grace,” she answered, and Tessa relayed the greeting.

“Why is Grace, who is fourteen and could be out doing fourteen-year-old stuff, playing a board game with her chaperone on a Saturday night?” Jayde whispered.

“Because Grace is an old soul.”

“I’m retro, thanks very much,” Grace retorted in the background, and Jayde laughed.

“Popcorn?” Tessa asked, the question obviously meant for Grace.

“Of course.”

Jayde heard rustling, then a change in acoustics as Tessa spoke while she walked.

“She’s an interesting kid. Poetry, board games, books. Reminds me of myself at the same age.”

Jayde nodded, staring out into her lounge room. “That’s really cool.”

The sound of popcorn heating in the microwave filled the silence.

“Tessa?”

“Sorry,” she repeated. “Just mentally reviewing my wardrobe. I’ve only got a day to decide what to wear.” Evasive. Nervous? Jayde paused the fork’s journey to her mouth.

“Really?”

“No. I can chuck together a nice look in an hour. I’m just a bit nervous.”

Jayde pointed into the air. Picked it.

“To be frank,” Tessa continued.

“You’re Tessa, not Frank.” It was automatic, and Jayde dropped her head. Clearly her father’s jokes were rubbing off.

“Did you just toss a dad joke at me?”

Jayde shovelled some food into her mouth, swallowed too quickly, and coughed violently, tears leaking from her eyes. “I’m surrounded by them. They leak out from my dad’s house and seep into my kitchen like a chemical spill.” She coughed again. “He’s writing a book of dad jokes, which I think is great because it keeps his mind active but seriously, some of them are so appalling.”

Tessa laughed, her nerves seemingly whisked away. “Well, your delivery needs work, that’s for sure.”

“Nice.” Jayde bit her lip at the delicious banter. Then gave herself a smack over the head. Tessa had inexplicably found a way under Jayde’s skin—under her clothes if she was being totally honest—which was exciting but crazy because they were polar opposites in their perspective on relationships. Tessa was a Disney princess who believed that love was magical and would float down from a sky rainbow even if she was completely incompatible with the other person because romantic love was the aim and putting herself out there in the sometimes predatory dating scene was not part of the sky rainbow’s plan. And Jayde didn’t believe in that kind of love where two hearts joined because it wasn’t worth the effort as someone always left and what was the point of falling in love in the first place so best to put herself out there in the sometimes predatory dating scene and avoid sky rainbows.

Jayde hung her head. How on earth were they going to teach each other anything? They’d be better off as friends, then Jayde could ignore the tingles and the goosebumps and the images of Tessa popping up randomly in her thoughts at all hours of the day.

“So,” Jayde started. “Sunday. The event starts at seven thirty. I can jump on the twenty-eight tram to meet you at seven, if you like. That way we can have a few drinks and scope out the room.”

“I…um…I don’t drink much. Hardly at all. Alcohol is not the best anxiety-killer for me. I’m thinking Diazepam.”

They shared a quick laugh, then Tessa continued.

“If you want to have a drink or two, would you like me to pick you up?”

Jayde blinked, and the silence must have caused Tessa to run the last sentence through her head. She heard the quick intake of breath.

“Oh! Um…gosh. I…That’s incredibly presumptuous. I’m sorry.”

“Actually.” A now common—when it came to Tessa—slow smile lifted Jayde’s lips. “That would be really nice. Thank you.” She picked up her phone, tapped her address into a text and sent it. She heard a tiny ping from Tessa’s phone.

“Thanks. I’ll be there at six thirty. That’ll give us time particularly if there’s traffic. Now, speed dating is all well and good, but my lesson—going to dinner—is going to blow your mind.”

Jayde cracked up. “I’ve been⁠—”

“Yes, we established that but hear me out. What if you went to dinner where there was absolutely no agenda, no goal, no quest, no getting a woman into bed as soon as you’ve paid the bill?”

“I’m sure I can meet the challenge,” Jayde said, amused at Tessa’s teasing. She ate another forkful of her dinner.

“Hmm. But here’s the crux of the lesson. Not only are you agenda-less but you have to participate in the dinner as if you are attempting to make this woman fall in love with you, therefore taking your first steps to falling in love with love.”

“Tessa, that was the most complicated⁠—”

“Take me to dinner, pretend that romance is on the cards, hold yourself back from showering me with pick up lines, then, even though I’m driving, and I’ll be dropping you home first, you’ll be taking me home in a sense. To sleep. Independently. By myself. Where you are not. Because you’re at your own house.” Her words rolled out like a river.

The slightly embarrassed tone seemed to indicate more blushing which did things to Jayde’s equilibrium. She chewed thoughtfully.

Dinner. Check.

Pretend to romance Tessa. Jayde didn’t do romance but pretending was okay, particularly with Tessa. Check.

No pick up lines? That was like asking her not to breathe. Oh well. Check.

Take Tessa home but not really because Tessa would be dropping Jayde home first. Check.

Easy.

So why was her stomach aflutter with clouds of butterflies?

Her brain hurt just thinking about it. 

“Can do.” She breathed carefully.

Jayde heard pages flipping. Did Tessa use an actual paper diary? She grinned at how adorable that was.

“Wednesday. I’m not with Grace that night.”

“Do I get any say in this?”

Tessa laughed. “You’re the student. Students have no say in the content of a curriculum. Think of me as the Department of Education.”

Jayde chuckled. “At least let me choose the restaurant. I’m going for an A, you know.” Jayde knew Tessa was smiling into the phone. She felt it. Suddenly, she was loathe to end the call. It was comfortable talking with Tessa. Intimate, as if they were actually in the room together, drinking hot chocolate, hanging out, shooting the breeze, casting surreptitious glances at each other, feeling the electric stretch of space and time that happens when two people crackle with attraction.

“Speaking of Grace. Anything interesting happen in the last twenty-four hours?” Anything to prolong the phone call but that attempt was pretty transparent. Jayde glared at herself.

Tessa, who was clearly not stupid, and had worked with teenagers who were prone to changing topics via billboard announcements, must have seen through that desperate bid to keep the conversation going.

“Nice segue.” Popcorn was being tipped into a bowl. “I had to chaperone a group hang-out at the house last night.”

Jayde picked up the phone, wandered into the lounge—all of five steps—and settled into the couch.

“I bet that was fun.”

“I never, ever want to travel back to high school,” Tessa stated emphatically, and Jayde laughed.

“Me neither. High school was the worst. So no English tutoring, then?”

“Ha ha. No, it was more about keeping an eye on things, really. I’m not one to crash a girl’s night chat fest, which is just as well because between the five people in attendance, I scored one look of condescension, one raised eyebrow—not the sexy kind from the Jayde Ferguson curriculum—one scowl, one faintly surprised but fairly friendly smile, and one beam of joy. Guess which one was Grace?”

Jayde laughed, falling into the back of the couch. “Oh, that’s brutal. Don’t those kids have chaperones or nannies as well?” She assumed that Grace’s friends would be from wealthy or famous families.

“No. Their parents are in different professions, and are generally home in the evenings, and the afternoon activities seem to be structured around car-pooling. Oh! Correction. The one bearing the surprised yet friendly smile has a nanny but that nanny is casual for when the parents can’t attend something. Grace is the only one in the group with a full-time chaperone, even though I do go home most nights and every Sunday, so full-time is a flexible definition.”

There was a moment of silence.

“You’re easy to talk to, Jayde.”

“You, too.”

The phone, sitting on the cushion next to Jayde’s thigh, swallowed the silence.

“I need to go. Get back to the game,” Tessa said, her voice quietly intimate.

“Okay.”

“I’ll see you tomorrow, then.”

Jayde smiled, and nodded, even though nobody was around to see.

“You will. I’m looking forward to it.”

Tessa laughed. “Of course you are. Goodnight, Jayde.”

“Night, Tessa.”


Chapter
Eight



Tessa poked at the dirt in her pot, and grumbled. “I don’t know if⁠—”

“Shut up.” Angel tossed her tiny spade onto the table and glared. “You’re doing this even if I have to drag you there myself and tie you to a chair. And sing ‘Hallelujah’.” The glare slid into a grin.

“Fine. You win.” Tessa looked across Angel’s nursery as the pop-up sprinklers activated, sending a soft mist across the tops of the plants.

“No, I don’t. I’m not the one doing this challenge.”

“Be nice. I’m helping you on my day off,” Tessa said, scuffing her shoe into the concrete.

“You’re procrastinating and hiding amongst piles of mulch so you don’t have to think about tonight.” Angel gathered her tools, and tilted her chin at a nearby table. “Herbs are next.”

Tessa patted the leaves of the grevilleas. “Grow well, little plants,” she whispered, then looked up to find Angel staring at her with a bemused expression.

“Even I don’t talk to the plants and I work here.” She threaded her fingers through the small stems of the basil plants which had grown so much that they’d taken up apartment living, then turned the pot upside down and shook out the clump of soil. “Pass me those ones, please.”

Tessa reached across and separated the small pots so they were lined up like soldiers. Angel placed the cluster of herbs on the table, and shook potting mix into the new homes, then replanted each seedling.

“I just don’t want to come across as a stilted lump of cardboard.”

Angel laughed. “You’re never a lump of anything. You’re great with people.”

“I know, but not great at picking up a woman.”

“Is Jayde giving you flirting tips for tonight seeing as she’s the one doing the teaching?” Angel paused and tilted her head.

Tessa grimaced. “I guess?”

Angel huffed. “Oh, for the…Okay.” She pointed and dirt fell off her gloves. “Eye contact, running your finger over the condensation on your drink, touching your lips⁠—

“Got those. Thanks,” Tessa said, and poked at the soil in the pot again.

“Good. How about sexy jokes? They work sometimes. Do you know any?” Angel asked, abandoning the little pots. Apparently their conversation was much more interesting than the health of the nearby flora.

Tessa blinked. “No. Should I?”

“Absolutely!” Angel exclaimed. “How about…” She hummed as if opening a file in her brain. “Oh! How many screws are there in a lesbian’s coffin?”

Tessa shrugged.

“None. It’s tongue and groove,” Angel said, deadpan, and Tessa groaned.

“I am not using that as a pick up line or any other line. Oh my God, Angel.”

Angel was laughing so hard that she had to use the table to hold herself upright. “Oh, come on. It was funny. Seriously, you must have one line up your sleeve.”

They stared at each other until finally Tessa rolled her eyes.

“Okay.” She squared her shoulders. “How you doin’?”

Angel’s mouth dropped open. “Joey from Friends. That’s your pick up line?”

Tessa dropped her head and moaned. “This isn’t going to work. I’d rather go to a coffee shop where there’s a barista who comes over and sits with me and we chat and I find out she likes rare cacti and I applaud her dangerous yet adorable hobby and we hang out for a while and it’s friendly and…” She trailed off.

“Yeah…nah. Look, try the joke. All that’ll happen is you’ll die quietly until that person’s time is up, then you can move on in life.” Angel grinned.

Tessa decided that she’d eventually see the funny side, but not quite yet. Maybe next month.

“So tell me.” Angel ducked her head to catch Tessa’s eye.

“What?”

“The speed dating is getting you completely flustered but I also think…Is Jayde good-looking?”

“Not answering.”

“Okay, that’s a yes.”
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Despite the time commitments required to produce Abby’s profile, Jayde still needed to earn enough money to keep life rolling along. Hence the small articles she’d submitted to a couple of local magazines and a council newsletter. The latter paying very well because governments had unlimited budgets, and Jayde had discovered early on in her career that she could quote any figure and it was paid without question. Pitching to councils was a buzz all on its own.

Jayde stood at her small desk, reread the last paragraph of her most recent piece, then hit send. She braced her arms on the desktop and stared at her pinboard.

“Right,” she mumbled, and turned to her clothes rack. She’d decided on black jeans, but that’s where inspiration had ceased. Nothing stood out as worthy of a date with Tessa.

Not a date with Tessa. A date with many women.

And Tessa.

At least for a small section of the night. Hence the indecision. Impressing Tessa felt necessary, which was inexplicable because tonight was all about Tessa meeting other people. Jayde was supposed to blend into the woodwork.

Eventually, she decided on black boots, a white collared shirt, a light purple waistcoat that had a thin white pinstripe, and dark purple suspenders.

“There,” she said, nodding at the reflection in the mirror. After putting the final touches to her eyeliner, fluffing out her hair, and grabbing her wallet, she made her way into her father’s house. Having Tessa meet her at the main house had seemed easier.
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Her father greeted her with a beaming smile. “How are the interviews going? Getting the scoop on Abigail?”

Jayde went to check on the microwave which was beeping aggressively from its spot in the corner of the kitchen. Aggressive beeping meant that the meal had been ready for at least a minute. She tapped the fridge closed on her way past. That needed sorting out. The appliance must be slightly off-kilter and that would result in spoiled food, and a very stressed, apologetic father, filled to the brim with self-recrimination about his inability to cope.

“I’m not getting the scoop on anyone, Dad,” she replied, lifting out a container of pumpkin soup. “This is ready. Should I put it in a bowl for you?”

“Yes, please, love. Now, what about that Samantha?”

Jayde settled the bowl and spoon on the little swing table next to his armchair. The table, mobile with four casters at its base and with the capacity to be raised or lowered according to need, was essential on days when her father’s leg and general stability was wonky.

She sat opposite him, surreptitiously watching him eat. He seemed pretty good tonight and that alleviated her worry about going out.

“Sam,” Jayde corrected.

“Sam. I like that. So Sam is lovely?” He settled his spoon and leaned forward. The pose of a person thrilled to hear the latest gossip. 

“Very.” Jayde grinned, recalling the dynamic woman who complemented Abby’s reserve of quiet energy. She was looking forward to seeing the two together, and finding out if the rumours were true about the metaphorical love heart hanging above their heads.

“Now, who else? The daughter…Tracey?” He resumed eating.

“Grace. She’s fourteen. She’s an old soul, layered, kind of keeps herself to herself, but really shines with people once she’s checked them out. Excellent sense of humour. I like her.”

“She sounds delightful.”

“Mm. She has a chaperone.” Jayde held the smile at bay at the thought of Tessa. It wasn’t easy, and her father tilted his head.

“Oh! That’s unusual.” He wasn’t subtle. His eyes sparkled over the top of his soup spoon. 

Jayde ploughed on. “Not really. Lots of celebrity families employ one for their teenagers. People think that the only adult employed to look after kids is a nanny with their services not required after the kids are twelve or so, but chaperones are different. They’re more of a big sister. Mainly there for emotional support with guidance and tutoring. Grace probably doesn’t need a chaperone but I can see that she’s enjoying the experience.”

Her father laid down his spoon. “Who’s the chaperone?”

“Tessa.” Jayde tried valiantly to stifle the smile, but again her father caught it.

“Tessa…” He trailed off, then delivered a slow nod.

“Tessa.” Jayde nodded as well, not breaking eye contact.

They continued to nod at each other, then her father smiled.

“Does Tessa have anything to do with your fancy clothes?”

Jayde rolled her eyes, leaned back in the chair, and crossed her ankles. “Tessa and my fancy clothes will be in the same location tonight but one does not relate to the other. She’s picking me up and we’re going to an event together. That’s all.”

The last thing she needed was her father getting the idea that his daughter had found her person and was likely to develop feelings for that person and fall into a relationship with that person and that contemplating years together with that person would become a reality.

“This Tessa makes you smile, love.” A soft look appeared on her father’s face.

Jayde sighed. “Perhaps I develop a sudden facial tic whenever I hear her name.”

He laughed. “She makes you smile. I’ve seen two smiles already. Besides, you only ever give sass like that when you’re happy.”

She’d forgotten how observant Oliver Ferguson was when he was having a good day.

A quick knock saved her from her father’s interrogation, but, upon opening the front door, nothing could save her from the vision on the doorstep.

Tessa wore a tentative smile, a black sheer blouse with a black bra showing through, a cropped leather jacket, a red mid-thigh skirt, black stockings and a pair of black suede heeled boots. Adorning her left ear was a gold cuff, with a kaleidoscope of tiny silver butterflies sweeping down to her lobe.

Jayde stared, then her lips parted in what felt like a completely reasonable response.

Tessa’s smile dropped. “I’ve worn the wrong thing, haven’t I?”

“Oh! Oh, God no. You look amazing.” Jayde waved her hand up and down in front of Tessa. “I was just—you’re gorgeous.”

The statement brought a pink tinge to Tessa’s cheeks, but Jayde noted that the blushing didn’t stop Tessa raking her gaze over Jayde’s body.

They smiled at each other.

“Jayde, love. Is that Tessa?” Her father’s tone held everything—interest, teasing, affection—and she gave a silent sigh.

“Come in and meet my dad,” Jayde said, ushering Tessa through the door. It occurred to her that she’d only ever introduced her dad to one other date—not a date!—and yet it felt so comfortable inviting Tessa into his space.

Jayde shut the door, then turned to find that her father had already stood, walked across the carpet, and was clasping Tessa’s hand. She raised an eyebrow.

“It’s lovely to meet you, Tessa. I’m Oliver, Jayde’s dad. Come in and sit. Would you like a cup of tea?”

The other eyebrow joined its mate at the top of Jayde’s forehead.

“Oh, no thank you, Oliver. I’ve only just eaten so I’m still full.” Tessa smiled, collecting Jayde in the gesture, which did funny things to Jayde’s stomach. And heart, if she was honest.

“Well, come in and sit anyway. Tell me all about being a chaperone.” He turned slowly and made his way back to his chair. Tessa tossed a glance at Jayde, who mouthed ‘sorry’ and shrugged apologetically, but both gestures were waved away with a smile.

Jayde walked over to the couch and sat on the curved arm. Again, her heart sizzled because Tessa had perched at the end of the couch closest to her father and angled her body as if she instinctively knew that his legs wouldn’t allow for much diagonal movement.

“My daughter is interviewing Abigail Taylor. Did you know that?” He beamed at Jayde, the pride evident in his voice, and Jayde swallowed thickly.

“Yes, I did,” Tessa said, winking at Jayde.

“She’s a marvellous actress,” Oliver said, enthusiastically.

Tessa tilted her head. “Jayde?”

A loud boom of laughter fell out of Oliver’s mouth. “Oh, you’re delightful.” His laugh drew down to a smile. “No, I meant Abigail. I’ve seen all her romantic films. I’m a bit of a softie when it comes to love.” He huffed a breath and stared pointedly at Jayde who rolled her eyes.

Tessa gasped. “So am I!” She grinned into his face, and held his forearm, and Jayde watched, with the warmest glow in her heart, as her father’s eyes sparkled like a disco ball dipped in little confetti stars.

“I’m glad I’m not the only one.” He smiled into Tessa’s face. “Are you interested in plants?”

Tessa blinked. Jayde understood the brain whiplash her father’s participation in conversations could cause, and leaned forward to interrupt.

But Tessa gave his forearm a quick pat and nodded. “Absolutely. My cousin, Angel, owns a small nursery and is constantly talking about the new natives she’s sourced.”

Oliver laid his hand over Tessa’s. “Does she know about…” He frowned, then his mouth turned down. “Oh. I’m sorry but I seem—Oh! The Dwarf Cider Eucalyptus Gumtree!” He beamed.

Jayde exhaled slowly, her heart aching with love for her astonishing, clever, wonderful father. She glanced at Tessa who hadn’t removed her hand from under Oliver’s, as they chattered about native trees and growth height and leaf distribution. That beautiful woman, in her sexy black blouse and her sexy red skirt and that amazing ear cuff ablaze with tiny butterflies, was completely invested in the conversation. The funny feeling made itself known again, but Jayde shook it away. Tessa was off limits because Tessa was all about relationships, and a relationship was not something Jayde could offer.

Then the thought of Tessa and possibilities quickly dissolved as her father’s expression closed, his gaze drew into itself, and he stilled his body. Jayde stood quickly, ready to help her father with his sudden brain paralysis, but paused, then reclaimed her spot on the arm of the couch. All because Tessa had laid her hand over her father’s, sandwiching his hand with hers, and quietened her voice.

“Oliver, I heard the funniest story the other day. I must share it with you.” Tessa’s voice was still bubbly, interested, effervescent, but it was more intimate. Her words were only for her father, and Jayde blinked back tears.

“Oliver, when I was in Canada, I was a nanny for Malik and Yvonne Parker’s twin boys, Harry and Jude. Yvonne is the director of the Netflix series Highland South, and famous people used to turn up at the house all the time.” Oliver blinked a little as Tessa squeezed his forearm. “Do you know what one of those celebrities did? They paid Harry to wear a FitBit for a day so that when they showed the FitBit to their fitness trainer, it would look like they’d actually tracked their own steps, not Harry’s. Yvonne couldn’t believe it. Guess what, Oliver? I couldn’t believe it, either.”

Jayde snorted, and Tessa grinned at her.

“Really?” Jayde whispered.

“Yep.” Tessa bit her lip, then she smiled at Oliver. “It was a pretty good joke when you think about it.”

Jayde exhaled as her father blinked rapidly, turned his face to Tessa and smiled, his eyes twinkling.

“Tessa, I’m writing a book of dad jokes. Jayde says the jokes are dreadful.” He laughed, and Tessa joined him, winking at Jayde.

“Well, I think Jayde might not understand the art form.”

“Exactly!”

Tessa gave his hand another pat. “Dad jokes are the best jokes. Can I add one to your book?” she said, enthusiastically.

Jayde could only imagine how many explosions of joy were going off in her father’s heart at the request.

“Yes please! I need my cymbal and drum.” He clutched at the arm of the chair, pushed himself up, and walked without too much of a hobble over to the instruments.

“Right. What’s your joke?” The animation in his eyes was wonderful, and Jayde wanted to bundle Tessa into a hug, and plant a kiss on her lips.

After an adorable shoulder wriggle and a deep breath, Tessa pointed at Oliver. “What did one wall say to the other?”

She looked between Oliver and Jayde, her eyebrows raised, her hands rolled over in anticipation. Jayde shrugged.

Tessa huffed. “I'll meet you at the corner.”

“Ha! Oh, that is definitely worthy of inclusion. Well done!” He handed Tessa the drumstick. “You need to do the sound otherwise I’ll forget.”

“Of course!” With a quick flick of her wrist, Tessa tapped the drum and cymbal, then returned the stick.

“If you have any more, I’d love to hear them. Tell them to Jayde when you’re on another date. She needs to laugh more.” He smiled, then, suddenly looking exhausted, made his way to the armchair and sat heavily. Jayde crouched down in front of his legs.

“Dad?”

He waved his hand. “I’m okay.”

“I don’t have to go tonight. I can stay.”

“No,” her father said, emphatically. “No.”

Jayde hesitated. She should stay, but she really wanted to go out with Tessa tonight. What would happen if her father had another blank moment? What if she didn’t hear his phone call because she too busy staring into Tessa’s eyes? Then it occurred to her.

Hadn’t she said that Tessa was remarkably safe? Would she agree to Jayde’s request? She turned to Tessa.

“I’m an emergency contact in Dad’s phone, but just in case I’m not available or he has another fade out, I wondered…” She jiggled her knees.

Tessa smiled, and reached for Jayde’s hand. “I’d be honoured. Let’s ask.” She perched on the edge of the chair.

“Oliver, it’s up to you, but would you be okay if I put my number into your phone as the sparest of the spares in case of an emergency? Obviously, I’ll be at the back of the line, but I’m handy. Besides, I have great jokes.” She grinned, and Oliver returned the smile.

“That is a grand idea. The phone is…” He looked about, spotted it on the small side table, and handed it to Tessa. It was one of those phones where the numbers were enormous, the screen was a rectangle at the top, and the only two functions were phone calls and texts.

Tessa quickly input her details then passed it back, and Oliver clutched it to his chest. “It’s not often I have a pretty lady give me her number.”

“I got her number first,” Jayde said, then winked at Tessa who had turned to make eye contact.

Oliver laughed. “Thank you, Jayde, love. That’s very thoughtful.” He turned his attention to Tessa. “You, too, hon, although I’m not sure I’ll be giving you a ring.”

“Exactly. Don’t get yourself into situations where I’ll be answering an Oliver Ferguson phone call.” Tessa frowned good-naturedly.

Oliver chuckled. “Right, you two go on your date.”

Jayde caught Tessa’s soft hum, and jumped in. “Dad, we’re not on a date together.”

“You’re not?”

“No. We’re meeting other people. We’re dating other people,” she corrected.

Her father flicked a look between Tessa, and Jayde. “Well, who’d have thought? Never mind, I suppose you know what you’re doing. But Jayde, love?” he whispered, loudly. “You and Tessa should date. You make each other smile.”


Chapter
Nine



“You’re wonderful and I can’t thank you enough for understanding my dad,” Jayde said, holding Tessa’s shoulders, as they stood at the car outside Jayde’s house. Tessa smiled, relishing the nearness of Jayde’s body.

“Of course. He’s fabulous and his joke book sounds awesome. I want a copy when it’s published.”

Jayde squeezed her shoulders, then released them. “You know it’s not going to be published,” she said, sighing into the air.

This time, Tessa reached up to place her hands on Jayde’s shoulders. “Yes, it is. I imagine you’ll type up all the jokes, and shove them into some formatting program, take the file to OfficeMax, and print a copy just for him. Boom! Published.” She grinned at Jayde’s gape. The silence was warm and delicious.

Then, then, Jayde slid her arms about Tessa’s torso and pulled her in for a hug.

“That’s exactly what I was going to do and you’re astonishing,” Jayde whispered, holding her a moment more, then pulling away, and Tessa’s tingles and goosebumps took a bit of time to settle themselves. She’d been right. She fitted beautifully into Jayde’s shape, the top of her head bumping Jayde’s jawline.

“No, I’m not. I reckon I’ve worked you out, Jayde Ferguson. You’re all talk. That ‘I don’t do love’ business is garbage. Your love for your job, your dad, your city, your friends. The only thing missing is romantic love and I think it’s hiding.” She pointed to the ‘V’ in Jayde’s fabulous purple waistcoat, which had made her knees buckle when the front door had opened. “It’s hiding there.”

Jayde looked down, and smirked. “My love for love is in my shirt?”

Tessa growled, then shook her head, and flicked her finger at the car. “Come on. People to meet, dates to accelerate through like the orange light on Graham Street that turns red much too quickly.”
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Having cast a dubious look at the large room with its collection of small square tables, each married to a pair of mismatched chairs, and written her name in black marker on the stick-on label which she peeled off and stuck on her leather jacket above her breast, Tessa arranged herself on a stool at the bar. The stools were close together, so her knees brushed Jayde’s thigh every time she shifted.

Her bra pretty much covered the whole boob situation, but draping a sheer blouse over the top meant that her nipples had won gold in the ‘Hey there! I’m turned on’ Olympics. Why she’d chosen that particular outfit, she had no idea. She was positive that Jayde was being extra polite by not letting her gaze wander southwards, but the thought that she might made Tessa's nipples even more determined to exit through the front of her bra. Tessa figured she could blame the non-existent air-conditioning. She couldn’t blame Jayde’s suspenders, or her black boots, or her beautiful hair, or the way she was leaning at the bar all relaxed and sexy. No, she couldn’t blame any of that at all. Utter rubbish.

She sipped at the last bit of her Coke, then turned towards the cause of her tingles.

“Jayde, I like people. I get along with so many versions of humans, but to hook up with someone in four minutes⁠—”

“Six.”

“Well, that makes it so much better.” Tessa huffed. “I don’t have any game whatsoever. I’m useless at this. I told Angel I need to meet a barista with a cactus fetish.”

Jayde blinked. “I don’t even want to know.” Then she grinned. “Come on. Practice.” She waved at the bartender.

“What? What? No!” Tessa gasped, then shoved a smile on her mouth that was all teeth and panic as the bartender, gorgeous in a sleeveless top, a choppy sort of haircut, and an eyebrow that suggested everything, leaned forward to hear the order.

“Um, right. So, I’ll have a Sex On The Beach mocktail, please.” Tessa exhaled slowly at the nod from the bartender, then, before they turned away, she boldly grasped at her minuscule amount of flirting expertise. “Gotta get into the spirit because who knows? I might get more than the drink.”

The eyebrow lift from the bartender was bemused, and laden with sympathy.

Kill me now. Tessa turned to stare at Jayde, her eyes wide.

“I can’t do this. That was so forward.”

A slow smile lifted Jayde’s lips, and she ran her fingertips across the back of Tessa’s hand. “It wasn’t, actually. It was flirty. I would have enjoyed being on the end of it.”

“Really?” Tessa frowned, her eyebrows hovering diagonally over her wide eyes.

“Sure,” Jayde said, her glass hiding her lips, then she drank a mouthful, and Tessa watched the movement of Jayde’s throat as the liquid was swallowed. Tessa’s lips parted, then she came to her senses and yanked the sides of her leather jacket together because her nipples were just outrageous. Maybe it was the hormone clouds floating about the entire space but whatever it was, Tessa wanted to lean in and kiss Jayde. Like, really kiss her.

Which was a Very. Bad. Idea. Jayde was allergic to strings, and that made her allergic to Tessa.

She grimaced at the bartender, delivering a quick and somewhat apologetic, “Thank you,” as her mocktail was delivered.

“Have you thought of an opening line besides your name?”

Jayde’s question shook Tessa out of her reverie.

“Not really. I thought I’d wing it. Get the person’s vibe, you know.”

“Six minutes, Tessa.”

“Look, you can do a lot in six minutes,” Tessa said, glaring.

Jayde twitched her lips.

“For God’s sake, is everything about sex with you?”

One of the speed dating participants—the name tag gave it away—wandered past at that moment.

“Babe, I hope so,” they said, delivering a lascivious sweep over Tessa’s torso.

Tessa stared after them, then pivoted her gaze to find Jayde chuckling into her drink. Jayde turned square on, her knee bumping Tessa’s.

“Okay,” Jayde said. “You need a joke. That’ll break the ice.”

“Have you been talking to Angel?”

“No? Look, a sexy joke can work wonders.”

“I don’t—” Tessa heard Angel’s voice from the morning. “Fine. What’s a good one?”

Jayde’s wicked smile, slow and sexy, almost undid Tessa’s willpower.

“What do you call a woman with long fingers?”

“I can’t imagine. What?”

“Well hung.” Jayde helpfully waggled her fingers to demonstrate.

The amount of Sex On The Beach mocktail that Tessa managed to splutter from the top of her glass was astounding.

“I absolutely cannot say that!” she said, mopping the liquid off her skirt with the napkins from the bar.

“I dare you.”

Tessa pointed, tempted to flick a suspender in retaliation.

“There are enough dares hanging about without adding any more.”

Suddenly, the voice of the speed dating host, amplified via a small speaker on the table at the far wall, interrupted everyone’s conversations.

“Hi, singles! Welcome to this month’s speed dating! I hope you’re ready to put your best foot forward and meet your perfect match!” Jayde and Tessa stared at each other, then grinned.

“Now, half the singles will be given a table to sit at and the other half will rotate around the circle at six-minute intervals. After each date, each single will mark their card if they’d like to meet that person again. If you both mark each other on your cards, then the fates have spoken! We’ll share your phone number with that person and let destiny take over!”

The woman, dressed in chinos and a button-down shirt, gave off cruise director vibes, like she was thrilled to marshal passengers, but without all the saltwater or gastro.

“If you haven’t done so, write your name on a label, stick it on, and take your places. We start in five minutes, everyone. Let’s get dating!”
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The music sounded like a DJ had downloaded an on-hold playlist and attempted to work some magic. It was just loud enough to drown out the bar but soft enough to allow for actual conversation.

Tessa managed to grab a chair against the wall, which meant an hour and a half of not moving except for a toilet break, and maybe a breathing break halfway through. She clutched her cardboard folder, the size of a restaurant bill wallet, which contained the names of the dates printed on a checklist inside, and a pen emblazoned with the pub’s logo tucked into a pocket. She snuck a look at Jayde, who was hovering behind the chair on the inside circle one space over. It meant that they’d eventually meet up, and that thought produced an accidental lip bite, which Jayde, looking her way, seemed to appreciate if her hooded gaze was any indication. Tessa took a full second to acknowledge the sizzle of attraction that took up residence in her stomach, then she jerked her head back to the name list.

Suddenly a bell rang, chairs were pulled out, people sat, and the host cheerily announced that the chemist down the road sold dental dams.

The woman, date number one, informed Tessa that she was forty, her occupation was something to do with real estate, that she had four siblings, her work colleague’s lunch orders consisted mainly of Subway sandwiches, her dog’s favourite treat was liver, and her name, not the dog’s, was Poppy, all before Tessa could get a word in. She grabbed her chance at the first pause.

“Hi, Poppy. My name’s Tessa, I’m a chaperone, and I have a flatmate who is also my cousin.” She smiled winningly, making enough eye contact to appear interested but not so much as to be mistaken for a sociopath.

Poppy gave a low hum of disapproval. “I have two cousins, and they’re both arseholes. I wonder how I’m even related to them.” She inhaled, and Tessa leapt in again.

“Oh, I agree. There are some very awful people in the world.” She and Poppy stared at each other and as Tessa wracked her brain for another small talk topic, Poppy’s hand crept towards the cardboard folder on her side of the table.

Tessa gave a small sigh.

Then the bell rang, and after crossing out Poppy’s name, she found herself sitting across from date two; Tenielle, thirty-seven, stellium Aquarian with Masc, Fixed, and Air elements.

Tessa nodded knowledgeably, hoping Tenielle wouldn’t ask what star sign she was because Tessa had no idea and definitely no idea what the stellium version was. Tenielle didn’t seem to mind because she utilised all six minutes to deliver a TED talk about rising moons, the rarity of Aquarians, and why Geminis and Librans were her soulmates. The bell rang and Tessa breathed a sigh of relief.

Lea, the date just before Jayde, was pulling out all the stops. Hair twirling, lip biting, eyes lingering on Tessa’s breasts. All she needed was the finger running through the condensation on the glass trick and Tessa should have been grabbing the woman’s hand, and taking her home. Lea was lovely. Gorgeous, in fact. Sexy, and intelligent, and at the end of the date, Tessa smiled at Lea, who smiled in return and Tessa felt that they’d had a fabulous six minutes. She stared at Lea’s name on the list, her pen hovering. She couldn’t do it, and put a line through Lea’s name.

“Hi, I’m Jayde Ferguson.” Jayde plopped into the chair, leaned back, and grinned.

“Hi there, Jayde.” Tessa smiled. “My name’s Tessa Connor. What do you do for a living?”

“Oh, I’m a video game tester biologist accountant.”

Tessa dissolved into giggles. “Well, that sounds like it keeps you occupied. I tame lions and dabble in astrophysics as a side hustle.”

They grinned at each other, and Tessa’s eyes roamed, taking in the dark eyes, the beautiful freckles, that hair she could envisage running her hands through.

“Did you try out the joke?” Jayde asked.

“No! I was not going to say that. I talked to everyone like a normal person.”

“Oh well. I asked my dates whether they liked it soft or rough.”

Tessa coughed. “What?”

“Towels. Soft or rough? It’s a contentious issue. There was a poll on BlueSky.” Jayde lifted an eyebrow.

Another bout of giggles attacked. “You didn’t really say that to these poor women,” Tessa said.

“No,” Jayde replied, nodding her head affirmatively. “So, did you tick anyone’s name?”

Tessa picked up her card, held it close like a poker player hiding their hand, and stared at the ocean of horizontal lines. So many names. No ticks at all. Except one, but that tick was pointless because she already had that woman’s phone number.

“Perhaps…” she said mysteriously. “You?”

Jayde slapped her card to her chest as well. “Not telling. I guess we’ll never know.” A soft smile pulled at her lips. “Did you have fun?”

They regarded each other.

“I did, actually, despite failing miserably to apply my flirting knowledge. This was out of my comfort zone, but, honestly, I had fun.”

Jayde reached across and curled her hand over Tessa’s. “Good. That’s what it’s meant to be.”

Tessa breathed carefully. The hand-holding felt protective, which was wonderful and sweet, but there was a great deal of Tessa that wanted Jayde to lean over the table, or push her up against a wall, or, better yet, tug her close so she could straddle Jayde’s lap, then have Jayde kiss her senseless.

“That’s an image,” she murmured, her response drowned out by a techno version of Kenny G pouring from the speakers.
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With their cards returned to the host—“You girls have a great night! You never know who’ll be knocking on your door based on these little beauties”—Jayde and Tessa made their way to Tessa’s car parked up the road.

“Did that sound slightly ominous or was it just me?” Tessa said, tilting her head to catch Jayde’s answer.

“No, not just you. It had horror movie written all over it. We’ll be sliced apart with paper cuts from the name sheet.”

Tessa laughed, and bumped Jayde’s shoulder. The movement caused her shoe to catch on the rough surface of the road.

“Oh!” Tessa flailed and reached for the nearest object, which happened to be Jayde, and clutched at her torso.

Jayde reacted quickly, as if she’d been watching Tessa the whole time, wrapping her arms about Tessa’s body, then helping her regain her footing. “You okay?” she said quietly into Tessa’s ear.

The entire moment was heated and intimate and Tessa didn’t care that she nearly left skin on the asphalt, because it had ended with that shiver-inducing question. She looked up into Jayde’s eyes, dropped her gaze to Jayde’s lips, then returned it to her eyes. Despite the darkness, their faces were so close that she could have counted Jayde’s freckles.

“I’m good. Thanks for rescuing me,” she breathed, then she stepped back, breaking the embrace.

Jayde looked like she was in a daze. “No worries. Come on. We should get home. It’s a school night.”
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It didn’t seem polite to simply stop at Jayde’s place, say goodnight, and dump her on the driveway. So, after accepting Jayde’s invitation for a cup of tea, Tessa found herself perched on the cute two-seater couch under the window.

They chatted like…Well, friends. Good friends. A friendly, meandering chat about Canada and journalism and Melbourne and Jayde’s dad and Tessa’s invisible parents who wanted nothing to do with her.

“But you’re amazing and wonderful! How could they not want you in their lives?” Jayde was appalled. So appalled, in fact, that she leapt from her seat, walked two paces, and sat next to Tessa on the couch. She grasped Tessa’s hand.

“That’s so sad,” she continued, and leant closer, and Tessa held her breath because that’s what one did when a thoroughly sexy woman drifted into your personal space.

“Yeah, well, life can suck sometimes,” Tessa murmured, then squeezed Jayde’s fingers and slid her hand away. “Anyway, you and I, our next date-but-not-a-date is dinner the Wednesday of the week after this one.”

She grinned at Jayde, who frowned.

“I’m not sure if I’ll be a very good student.” Jayde tucked one leg under the other.

Suddenly, a little kernel of a joke, a spark of innuendo, tickled Tessa’s mind. She smiled to herself, and went for it.

“I’m probably not either,” she said, watching Jayde carefully.

Jayde narrowed her eyes. “I’ll probably need disciplining,” she murmured, the corners of her lips lifting slightly.

And there’s the door. Go for it.

Tessa held fast eye contact. “Do you prefer silk or leather?” she purred.

Jayde blinked, then looked away, then back, and a soft blush dusted her cheeks.

Tessa didn’t really care what Jayde had visualised—she did—but it didn’t matter.

“Yes!” She punched the air with glee. “I made Jayde Ferguson blush!”

The flush on Jayde’s skin disappeared as quickly as it had arrived and Jayde shook her head. “That,” she said, pointing, “was excellent. A plus.”

Tessa knew her eyes were sparkling, just like Jayde’s, and a warm feeling whispered in her stomach.

Then Jayde decided to move back, which was probably a wise idea since banter like that contained too much potential for…Tessa refused to allow her brain to imagine any of the potentials.

“I bet heaps of women ticked your name,” she said, and Jayde quirked her lips.

“I’m not so sure about that. I noticed quite a few counting the chairs until they got to you.”

Tessa laughed. “Oh, they did not. Besides, most of the participants joined tonight to find their happy ever after, and because I’m supposed to not be looking for that, it kind of defeated the purpose. They were all as much kittens, puppies, and ponies about love as I am. If I’m going to be any good at this, I’ll need to scuff my edges.”

Jayde studied her for a moment.

“Don’t ever scuff your edges, Tessa Connor,” she said, quietly.

That warm feeling swelled and travelled through Tessa’s veins.

“I’ll try not to. Sounded painful anyway.”

Jayde smiled, then reached across and ran her finger over Tessa’s ear cuff. “Where did you get this? It’s beautiful.” Her eyes, already so dark, had shifted to almost black.

It was confusing. Either Jayde was demonstrating flirting 101 or she was actually interested in Tessa which was silly because Tessa was on the HEA highway, and not about to stop for anything, even if the scenery was very distracting.

“It was a Christmas present two years ago from the family I worked with in Canada.”

Suddenly, their phones buzzed simultaneously. Tessa plucked hers off the coffee table where she’d placed it earlier, and Jayde slid hers from her back pocket.

Dating matches already? Tessa stared at the words from the organiser who congratulated Tessa on her match, advised safety and responsibility with her match, then gave good wishes on her relationship journey. Then a single phone number with a name attached floated on her screen. It was, of course, a name and phone number already in her contacts.

“Wow. They don’t muck around, do they?” she said, staring at the impassive expression on Jayde’s face.

Sliding her phone away, Jayde lifted an eyebrow. “Speed dating. Speedy results.” Then she lifted the other eyebrow as well. “How’d you go?”

“Oh, well, you know, about as well as I expected,” Tessa answered vaguely. “You?”

“Same.”

They both nodded, then Tessa glanced at her phone simply for something to do. Clearly, they weren’t going to talk about the fact that they’d matched with each other. Cool. Great. Fine. No discussion at all.

“I should go,” she said, reluctantly.

“Oh, okay. Sure.” Jayde stood and ushered Tessa to the door. They faced each other and Tessa let her gaze roam. Jayde looked so smart and cool in her waistcoat and suspenders. So sexy with that wild, amazing hair that just begged for fingers to be run through it. Tessa’s fingers.

“Do you mind if I do something?”

Jayde’s eyes grew round, and Tessa realised that her question could have multiple interpretations. She rushed on.

“I love your hair. It’s so fine and windblown and can I feel it?”

Jayde’s eyes, having returned to their original shape, regarded Tessa for a moment.

“Of course,” she whispered, and helpfully took a step forward into Tessa’s space.

Tessa’s breath caught, then she lifted her hand, splayed her fingers and ran them through Jayde’s hair, behind her ear, and down to the end of the strands at her shoulder.

She looked up to find Jayde’s lips had parted, her eyes darkened, then she gently removed her hand, and shifted her car keys from one to the other. “Thank you,” Tessa said, not needing to speak loudly because Jayde was right there. Right. There. “I had a great time tonight.”

“Me, too.” Lips curled slightly, Jayde tilted her head. “Can I do something in return?”

Tessa’s mind went bonkers with possibilities.

“I’d like to say thanks but, you know, romantically.” Jayde grinned. “Because my teacher will be thrilled that I’m practising.”

Tessa laughed. “Yes, she would. Romantic gratitude sounds excellent.”

“Who says I’ll be saying it?” Jayde murmured, then leaned forward, and softly kissed Tessa’s cheek. She stepped back, watching Tessa carefully.

“Oh,” Tessa breathed, pressing her cheek, her fingers cool against the warm flush on her face. She exhaled very slowly because the ground had shivered a little under her feet.

“I…I should go,” she whispered.

“Okay.”

They stood facing each other for another moment.

“So, going?” Jayde said, tipping her head in query.

“Yes. Right,” Tessa replied, chasing the second word with a quick exhalation.

“Thank you for the lift home,” Jayde called, when Tessa had taken four steps down the driveway. She turned. Jayde seemed reluctant to let her leave as Tessa was to leave.

“You’re welcome. Thanks for tonight. I’ll see you sometime this week?”

“Absolutely.” Jayde’s smile was so bright, it was competing with the streetlights.

When Tessa arrived home, she sat in the car, clutching the steering wheel, and stared at the signs advising that after eleven pm the stairwell door was alarmed. The door wasn’t the only thing alarmed. Her heart, her head, her entire body were alarmed at how Jayde was so remarkably perfect. Except for one small detail.


Love Is…?






PART TWO


Abigail Taylor

Abigail Taylor is the subject of this profile; one of six profiles in which well-known people from all walks of life will define love. With her impending wedding to thirty-seven-year-old Samantha Markson, her girlfriend of five years, Abigail Taylor’s perspective of love is quite compelling.

By Jayde Ferguson
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“Hang on. This doesn’t relate to finding out the definition of love, does it?”

The question, delivered with good humour and a raised eyebrow, produces a laugh from the other occupant in the room, Tessa Connor. Tessa is chaperone to fourteen-year-old Grace Taylor, and is, according to Abigail, indispensable to the smooth running of the ‘timetable Tetris’ that is Grace’s weekly routine. Tessa apologises for the interruption, informing Abigail that she is heading out to pick up Grace from school and escort her to the first activity of the week, netball.

I ask why Grace needs a chaperone at her age. Abigail pauses.

“Because I’d rather have control over my own information than the assumptions that are written in blogs and what not. Grace is a major reason for that control, and Tessa provides a barrier, somewhat, for those assumptions.”

Assumptions are an occupational hazard as she is a person of note. Abigail scoffs at the comment and gestures at the kitchen table where a plate of biscuits and two cups of coffee sit. We make ourselves comfortable. The dancing mice sporting top hats have reappeared, and Abigail catches my glance and laughs, holding the mug aloft.

“A gift from Eric, Sam’s father.”

Then she frowns as if to recall my question, and hums briefly.

“Hmm. A person of note. I know I have a fan base that loves Abigail Taylor, the actor. That person in the films and magazines. The product. But the me me? People make assumptions which is not something I’m enamoured with. Mainly because of Grace. Therefore, I control that information as much as possible. I share what I feel is necessary. I’m aware that keeping my personal life close fuels all those assumptions but they’d still continue even if I invited everyone to poke and prod, as if my life were an open house. So, Grace. I check in with her a lot. What she is comfortable to share. I’m still incredibly protective, of course, which means I advise her about what might hurt her or us if it was put out there.”

The window receives a vague wave, a nod, and then a shake of her head. She is a woman in motion; the gestures and expressions conveying even more depth to her words, each delivery revealing another layer. It is a privilege to be in her space, in her place, because these gestures and expressions are tempered in public. Her response to the Hollywood Herald reporter hovering at the edge of the red carpet at last year’s Oscars was a masterclass in diplomacy. A quick search on YouTube finds a clip of the reporter demanding Abigail “let us inside the mask”. With her expressions and gestures muted, Abigail was able to deflect the reporter’s aggressive questions while ensuring he knew exactly how far he’d stepped over her line. The animation of the elegant woman in this kitchen in Melbourne, with her mane of golden brown hair, loose and tossed away when strands drop forward, the small smiles, the exuberant laughter, and the hands waving when a point needs help with elaboration, indicates that her line is flexible. It is quite the gift.

Protecting the vulnerable is an act of love, I suggest, sipping my coffee.

“Exactly. Look, Grace has a driver, and occasionally, security. An entourage, which sounds…I don’t know, slightly pretentious, but it goes with the territory. The team in the States is bigger because societal behaviour towards celebrities is more extreme over there, but, yes. Those security people are necessary.”

Abigail folds her hands on the table top, the long sleeves of her rugby shirt pushing farther up her arms. She is sporting jeans again—obviously a favourite item of clothing—and has crossed her legs on the seat, her red-painted toenails on show.

“But Grace is very good about my fame. She understands that it’s part of the deal. However, I’m still aware that there are those in the world who would seek to play with her emotions, her psyche. I won’t have it, and a security detail can’t combat that at all. Hence a chaperone. Tessa is not simply a person to accompany Grace to her activities. She is a confidante, if needed. I like to think that Grace will talk to Sam and me without hesitation and yes, she does. She’s always been able to, in person or electronically. But Tessa is here. Right here, and sometimes being able to access a safe person immediately is essential for a teenager.”

My observation that parenting is sometimes fraught with elevated emotions is met with a bark of laughter. Abigail tosses her hands in the air as if to suggest that elevated emotions are inevitable, then she taps the table, and I absorb the intensity of her gaze.

“You’re not wrong. It’s quite phenomenal. You’re in a constant state of…of living at the extremities. A fear for your child, the pride in them, a love of them. It’s fierce.”

The word reminds me of Abigail’s expression, her ferocity, which was plastered across the news the year that Grace was held hostage in the Melbourne Museum. Abigail claps her hands once, points across the table, and leans back in her chair.

“Melbourne museum! Yes! Oh God. At the time, I wasn’t thinking about how many news bulletins broadcast that whole event, me, across their screens. I didn’t care about the focus on me. I had my focus elsewhere. That day was terrifying. You know? I’ve never been able to replicate that fear and fury on camera, in character, even if the script called for it. Oh, I’ve come close. I’ve been believable. But that pure fear when you are suddenly confronted with the idea that your child may be killed is impossible to duplicate, impossible to share with an audience, because it’s very specific, and comes from a place so deep in your soul.”

I ask if sharing her emotion with an audience is the same as manipulating their emotions, and Abigail leans on her elbows and nods.

“That’s an interesting perspective. I suppose that’s true, but I manipulate my own emotions for my job, obviously. That specific fear? As I said, it’s hard to duplicate, therefore impossible to share, therefore no audience is going to experience the depth of it. The utter rawness of it. Because I draw from an emotional well to whatever depth I need, an audience makes their own interpretation of that emotion, such as fear, based on their own experiences. That’s what makes it specific to them. That’s great character development. Great writing. But some emotions are just so bone deep, aren’t they?”

The topic has filled the air with a dense melancholy. Abigail looks at the ceiling, and I wait for the cloud to lift. Then she smiles into my next question regarding love and its depth inside a person’s bones, and I find myself on the end of a pointed finger.

“Yes. Absolutely. In all its nuances.”

Abigail contemplates her hands and, apart from the hum of the stainless steel refrigerator, we sit in silence. I ask about her parents, Gretchen Porrati and Jonathon Taylor, and their connection with those nuances. She gives a small nod.

“Like I said, it’s the fiercest love, and I was enveloped in it for two decades. Losing them both in that car accident was very challenging. That’s a silly descriptor. Challenging. How euphemistic. It was devastating. I was twenty and suddenly without a navigation system. They never got to see Grace, which I feel a great sadness about. You want your parents to meet their grandchild, don’t you?”

There is a hint of tears in her eyes and I instinctively reach across the table. Abigail seems to appreciate the gesture, patting my hand, then pulling away. She smiles sadly.

“Of course, they didn’t meet Sam either. They would have loved Sam. My father, particularly. They share a similar sense of humour. Oh, his was more ridiculous, and Sam’s sense of silliness is observational. Very present. We both, Grace and I, love it. I do receive a lot of fathering from Eric, Sam’s dad. He’s very protective, but I’m sure at first it was because he wanted to make sure Sam was safe. Not just physically, but safe in her heart. That her love was returned.”

She looks down, and exhales at the table.

“You know? My father was a delightful man. He had a personality that lets the world stroll past, but every now and then he’d invite an experience, a person, an event to step off the footpath and sit for a while so he could absorb its wonder. My mother was almost the opposite. She chewed great bites out of life. She was ferociously charismatic. An absolute force. It took people a while to realise why they were drawn to her. Why they were swept up in her presence. My father adored her, and she cherished him with every part of her being.”

It was at the Polar Kinetics Christmas party when Gretchen Porrati, a leading software engineer with the boutique IT company, was introduced to Jonathon Taylor, a data management specialist with the company’s subsidiary in Silicon Valley, and they very quickly fell into a relationship that resulted in marriage. The pair moved to Melbourne when Gretchen jumped at the opportunity to lead the team establishing the Oceania office. It was at that time when Abigail was born. With the conclusion of Gretchen’s secondment, the family relocated back to Los Angeles, and quickly discovered their daughter’s creative passion. It is well known that both Gretchen and Jonathon played a significant role in fostering her career.

“They were instrumental in establishing the Abigail Taylor package; roles they took on with such pride, such love. But as a small child I don’t remember thinking about acting. I was convinced that I was going to be a vet. However, veterinary school was not the place for creative, interpretive theatre, and besides, I didn’t have the sort of smarts that the profession required. But apparently I could act. When I showed some semblance of talent, I was encouraged into drama school, extracurricular theatre groups, every production that my high school mounted, even the musicals in which I was sometimes given a solo. Unfortunately, not every audience member appreciated the head teacher’s artistic choice. Oh, my acting was fine. Terrific, even. However, my singing was appalling. It still is.”

Abigail chuckles, rests her elbows on the table and cradles her chin in her hands.

“Brian Killington, the producer of Copy, Paste, Kill, watched one of my performances when I was a student at the Santa Monica School of the Arts. I was twenty-one, and still grieving. I’d basically turned my head to life’s bigger picture. He was pushing to have his film green lit, which it was, then based on his encouragement and belief in my abilities, I was able to land my debut role in that movie. Everything escalated from there. I’m forever grateful to Brian for his faith in me, and I’m very aware that only a very small percentage of twenty-one-year-old actresses leap into blockbuster movies from relative anonymity. So, yes, I’m forever grateful. I love encouraging young people to seek the essence of their creative soul, to explore their artistry. To stretch as far as they can. Just like I was able to do.”

Was this passion, this almost parental quality, the impetus for establishing the scholarships when she rescued the Melbourne Theatre Company?

“Ha! That makes me sound like a superhero. I’m not at all. I just believe in chances for everyone, but particularly children. Just like my parents did for me. And Sam is the one who ran with the scholarships. They’re her babies.”

Abigail tilts her head towards the forgotten plate of biscuits, and raises her eyebrows. The biscuits look homemade, and I ask if they are.

“Grace made them. She’s quite good at baking, and Tessa is helping her expand her repertoire. This was a team effort. Dark chocolate chip orange-infused shortbread. Please eat a couple, because they really need to be gone from this house. They’re too delicious. In fact, take a box.”

She gestures again at the plate, and I laugh at the wide-eyed desperation, so I try a biscuit. She’s correct. They are delicious.

The interview pauses as Culture’s styling team arrives to shoot the cover and supplementary images for the spring edition. It’s crowded, the space noisy with instructions and suggestions, and Abigail grimaces, then stands, her height evident even in bare feet. She holds up her hand, and instantly the group freezes. She glances at the simple wooden clock on the wall—the time piece is stylish, yet functional, much like the rest of the furnishings—and smiles at the group.

“I’d like everyone to wait a minute, please. I haven’t finished my interview. Let’s start in ten?”

It is clearly Abigail Taylor’s show, as there are head nods, a few, “No worries,” and some scattered, “Sure thing” in the agreeable mix as everyone steps back and busies themselves with their equipment, wardrobe rails, and murmured instructions. Abigail reclaims her seat, and I nod in appreciation.

“Of course! Your time is as important as anyone else here.”

It is actually her time, and Abigail chuckles.

“Yes, but you do all the leg work and polish the text. All I do is talk. I’m paid to do that. But this isn’t a fluffy chat show, so this profile needs due respect. This topic, love, needs due respect.”

With a nod to my phone lying on the table, I ask if this is work. She tips her head from side to side, and purses her lips.

“Yes, and no. I’m enjoying this immersive process, actually. Although, to be honest, initially the idea of twenty interview sessions made me gasp, but suddenly we’ve done quite a few now which is astonishing because I’m sure it was only last week that I was introducing myself and shaking your hand. So, I’m enjoying this, which is unusual because I’m not a huge fan of talking about myself. My work? Sure. But this is intimate, isn’t it? Digging into what makes love what it is. My family is usually off limits but as I mentioned, I can control what I share, including my responses to the profile topic.”

Abigail makes eye contact, and after a pause, I ask if she wants to add to her growing list of responses to Love Is…

“I’m adding a few to the list, aren’t I? Okay. Let’s see. Love is fierce. That’s so true, and it fits with today’s interview.”

Abigail puts her hand up, as I reach for my phone.

“Wait. There are a couple more. I’ve been thinking a lot—thanks for that, by the way. So, love is family, but family can be what you make it. I have friends in the US. Sam has friends here. We’re all part of a family. Like onion rings, or perhaps tree rings. Love is connection, whether it be friendship, familial, or romantic love. Families, friends, we see each other and so do people falling in love when they discover their person. That’s connection. So how about that one? Love is connection.”

Abigail apologises again for the interruption to the interview, but I wave the apology away. I imagine that Abigail Taylor’s life is one of constantly juggling people, places, and events, and yet, based on videos of her interactions with the public, testimonials from cast and crew who speak highly of her professionalism and approachability, and now with the time spent during these interviews, it is clear that Abigail is able to manage those competing aspects with goodwill and kindness. With the occasional unnecessary apology.

We step away from the table, then Abigail retrieves a plastic container from the counter, and presses it into my hands. The box is heavy with baked goods.

“Seriously. They’re breeding.”

The look of despair is short-lived because she grins—mouth wide and the hazel eyes twinkling with laughter—then she flips her long hair over her shoulder as she is absorbed into the group of instantly animated professionals eager to create a masterpiece.


Chapter
Ten



Tessa plonked herself onto the stool at the kitchen counter, and watched Angel empty two cans of baked beans into a container, crack two eggs on top of the lump, then grind what seemed to be half a kilo of pepper over all of it. She snapped on a lid, flung the container into their microwave that dominated half the dark green counter, twirled her finger towards the touch pad as if casting a spell, then poked at numbers, and, after an elaborate flourish, pressed start. She spun around, and beamed.

“Ta da! Dinner.”

“It’s just as well I can cover the whole thing with cheese because that meal is not aesthetically pleasing,” Tessa said, shaking her head. Her disparaging remarks were all bluff. Despite the pedestrian ingredients, the dish was oddly delicious, which is why Angel ignored Tessa whenever she whinged.

Angel leaned against the counter. “Babes, tell me something. We live in the same apartment and yet sometimes can go up to two days without seeing each other. How?”

Tessa looked at the ceiling, and hummed. Then she dropped her head, and frowned. “The time slip paradox. The front door is a portal.” She nodded wisely, and Angel laughed, heading back to the microwave as it beeped. She spoke over her shoulder.

“I only ask because it’s been a whole twenty-four hours since your speed dating ethnographic study and you have yet to fill me in.” Angel dished up the food, managing to keep the cooked egg on top of the steaming beans in each bowl, and passed Tessa the bag of grated cheese.

“I’d like to point out that you and I have jobs, and a comprehensive summary of a date with many women needs time, setting, and space for expansive gesturing.”

Angel grinned. “Come on.” She picked up her bowl, and tipped her chin at the lounge. “You can gesture expansively over here.”

In between spoonfuls of dinner, Tessa regaled Angel with the highlights of the night. Normally Tessa would divulge intricate details as well. Not this time. Despite the fact that Tessa shared nearly everything with her cousin, certain pieces of information about Sunday night were just for Tessa, and she hoped that Angel wouldn’t notice the missing bits.

Missing bits like the fact that Jayde had lovely hands and used them a lot when she spoke, particularly when she was being funny or excited about something. That Jayde smiled easily and it made her eyes sparkle. That Jayde listened attentively to the person who was talking. That Jayde tilted her head slightly when she ran her fingers through her gorgeous hair. That Jayde folded her arms on the table and leaned forward as if an intimate moment in the conversation had been reached and she wanted to respect it. That Jayde’s freckles were more prevalent on her upper cheeks and across the bridge of her nose. That⁠—

“I don’t know where you’ve gone but take me with you because your face says your faraway land is sensational.”

Tessa blinked, and refocused. Angel was smirking.

“I was simply trying to put the events in order,” Tessa huffed, forcing the blush away. Apparently, her lack of detail had been blatantly obvious.

Angel shook her head. “You are useless at bluffing. Okay. Give it up. What’s the moony look for?”

“I don’t have a…” Tessa trailed off at Angel’s slow smile.

“It’s Jayde, isn’t it?”

“No.”

“Fine.”

They stared at each other, both lifting their spoons and scooping up another mouthful. They chewed in time.

Tessa broke first.

“Okay. It’s Jayde, and you can’t travel with me to faraway land because that’d be weird.”

Angel laughed, and placed her bowl on the table.

“Spill.”

Tessa exhaled at the ceiling, absently admiring the pendant light, then lowered her head. “She makes me tingly. I can’t explain it.” She took in Angel’s look of disbelief. “I mean, yes, of course I can explain it. She’s hot and sexy and funny and deep and smart and caring and considerate and hot.”

“You said that last one twice,” Angel pointed out.

“She kissed me.”

Angel squeaked. “She did? You did?”

“No, I didn’t do the kissing. She did. She kissed me on my cheek as a…” Tessa waved her hands vaguely. “Gesture to demonstrate romance.”

“Certainly does that,” Angel said, nodding with an impressed look on her face. “Was it a peck or the soft swoony type?”

Tessa narrowed her eyes, and Angel rolled hers in reply. “Tessa, you tell me everything. Shit, babes. You’ve told me that one of your nipples is slightly larger than the other, although I really couldn’t tell⁠—”

“Okay!” Tessa held up her hand. “It was the soft swoony type that made me weak at the knees and made my hand touch the spot where she’d kissed me.”

Angel sat back. “Ohhh. That kind.” A slow smile lifted the corners of her lips. “No wonder you’re all…” She flapped her hands at Tessa.

“I’m not anything. She’s very attractive and yes, maybe I’m reacting to that attraction, which is complicated because she’s at Abby and Sam’s house constantly, and she distracts me. But I can deal, all right?”

“Nah. You can’t. You’re Tessa, the eternally optimistic lover of love, and you’ve already got Jayde popped into a box.”

Tessa opened her mouth to reply but paused at Angel’s long look.

“What?”

“You can’t string her along, babes.”

“I won’t. I’m not. Besides, I like strings and she doesn’t, so there’s nothing to worry about.”

Angel sighed. “You need to take care of her heart as well as yours because your strings don’t go from you to the other person, right?”

“What do you mean?” Tessa knew exactly what Angel meant. They’d had versions of this conversation before. It still stung, though. She sat on her hands to stop them from shaking.

“Your strings don’t go to the other person.”

“Of course they do. They’re strings of love. Strings attached.” Tessa looked everywhere except at her cousin.

“Tessa, your strings stay wrapped around you. It’s this—” Angel flicked two fingers into the air—“‘I will bend love to my version of it even if it kills me’ thing that you do, and you get tangled up in your own strings. If you let go of them, if you had no strings, it might be freeing. Maybe it would help you see each other without peering through a maze of really thin shibari ropes.”

Tessa growled. “You’re as bad as Jayde.” Then she sighed. “You know why I don’t do that. The letting go, the no strings thing.”

Angel’s expression softened. “I do. Knock backs suck.”

“I wasn’t knocked back.” Tessa poked her finger into the plush cushion shaped like a mushroom. “I was embarrassed and hurt. Yes, I was shot down, which I know happens to lots of people, so I’m not going for self-pity here, but some of those women told me to my face.” Tessa glared and clenched her teeth. “That my flirting was awful, then they mocked me, and when I did pick up someone because my game was working that night, those women laughed when I said I didn’t want them, you know, to go inside. They said that I was too vanilla.” Tessa’s voice wobbled. “That I was tame, that I wasn’t worth the night, that there were better options. I just…” Her eyes filled with tears.

“That was mean and hurtful,” Angel said gently. “I’m sorry that happened to you and it doesn’t matter that it was years ago. We hang onto stuff and it doesn’t make it less valid than when it happened at the time. However.” The word was delivered in Angel’s ‘I’m serious, babes’ voice so Tessa knew to make eye contact. “You’ve said this yourself. Not everyone will do what those women did. Jayde makes you all moony in a good way. Not in a nervous, excited but not sure why way. That’s a good sign. She also sounds like a decent person. She sounds like she’ll be good for you.” They sat for a moment, then Angel delivered a decisive nod. “I hope so, anyway. I want to meet her.”

Tessa raised her eyebrows. “Because?”

The question hung in the air, unanswered, as a text alert pinged from Tessa’s phone, and she flipped it over. The rectangle floating on her screen held the first few words of Jayde’s message.

Hi. Can I…




Tessa glanced at Angel, wiggled her phone, and received a ‘go ahead’ hand flap in return.

Tessa swiped into the message.

Can I call you?




She blinked.

Sure.




“Jayde?” Angel pointed at the phone.

“How did you know that?”

Angel tilted her head and delivered a withering look. “Seriously? You smiled like a goof and your bones dissolved.”

Tessa didn’t get to deliver the full effect of her glare, because her phone rang.

“Hi.” Tessa checked for dissolving bones. Nope. She was fine.

“Hi. How’s your day been?” Jayde’s voice skated across Tessa’s skin and she shivered.

Angel whispered, “Bones,” and absorbed another glare, then continued eating her chaotic meal. Tessa stood from the couch and stomped into the kitchen.

“My day was great, thanks. Yours?”

“Awesome, actually. More interviews. More good material.” Jayde inhaled. “So, our dinner on next Wednesday night…”

Tessa smiled. “Yes?”

“Romantic dinners, particularly the ones in your curriculum, probably follow certain rules.”

“What rules?”

“Such as the one where the person inviting the other person to dinner picks up that person from their house, and the rule where the person inviting chooses the restaurant.”

“Those are rules?” Tessa wrinkled her brow.

“Absolutely. I’ve been studying. Can’t you tell?”

Tessa laughed at the earnest tone in Jayde’s voice. “What an excellent student you are,” she replied, injecting a flirty note, which she only realised she’d done after hearing Angel’s snort from the lounge.

“So, I’d like to pick you up next Wednesday night. At seven?” The hesitancy was adorable. Jayde, all confidence, and windblown hair like she was followed about by a lackey employed to direct a giant fan, was gently nervous. Then a thought occurred to Tessa.

“Jayde, you don’t have a car.”

“That is absolutely not a problem at all, mentor of mine. There are trams.”

Shivering deliciously at the ‘mine’ label, Tessa hummed.

“Trams.”

“Yes. One, specifically. We won’t be orienteering on public transport, that’s for sure. The number fifty-four runs right past your apartment and as luck would have it, the restaurant I have chosen is four stops along the same route. So, thirty minutes of travel. It’s kismet.”

Tessa laughed. “Kismet? Okay, then. Seven next Wednesday. What’s the dress code?”

There was a pause.

“Jayde?”

“Sorry. I was remembering your outfit from last night, and…” She paused again. The silence grew and recalling the way Jayde had looked at her when she’d opened the door at her dad’s house caused a sudden flush to creep up Tessa’s neck. If she was the reason for Jayde’s pauses and moments of silences, then…wow.

Jayde’s voice interrupted her musings. “Tessa?”

“Oh!” Mutual pausing. “Yes. Dress code. Right.”

It was Jayde’s turn to laugh. “I reckon casual. We’re not going five star, I’m sorry.”

Tessa frowned. “Jayde, you didn’t need to choose a restaurant based on its plethora of stars.”

“Oh, but I did, in a way. You’ll see.” Then she delivered a tiny hum, like she’d remembered something. “Oh, yeah. The other rule.”

“There’s another one? Come on, who wrote this curriculum?”

Jayde chose to ignore the clearly rhetorical question. “I’m paying.”

Tessa pulled her phone away to frown at the screen, then slapped it back to her ear. “No.”

“Yep. Done deal. See you at seven next Wednesday. I’m punctual, by the way.” Then Jayde hung up, and Tessa stared at the black screen.

Angel called from the lounge. “Do I need to refer you to the orthopaedic team at Royal Melbourne Hospital? I hear they do excellent bone reconstruction there.”

Tessa walked over, sat on the sofa, flicked her phone onto the cushion and gestured. “So, looks like you got your wish.”

“What wish?”

“You wanted to meet Jayde. Next Wednesday at seven. She’s picking me up for our dinner.”
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Tessa found Grace in one of the five art studios on the school’s campus the next Tuesday. There weren’t many students at the school, seeing as it was a half-day because the teaching staff were involved in professional development for the afternoon. Grace’s small group of friends, all studying art or textiles or some form of creative expression, were spaced about the room, utilising easels or large work desks. Tessa opened the door, knocking as she entered.

“Hi. All good in here? Thought I’d swing by and see if you’re ready to go.” She absorbed the long but relatively friendly look from Hira. Tessa had managed to thaw the most disdainful of Grace’s friends by pontificating about how those born at the beginning of Generation Alpha were placed in a philosophical dilemma regarding social media and the shaping of the issues in society. Hira had been relatively impressed. Hence the look. Hira was a tough audience. Justine, Kirralee and India turned as one to stare at Tessa, delivering a slight wave and a generally amenable hello. It was synchronised indifference. Those three were Tessa’s next project, because she’d realised early on that the girls regarded Tessa as a threat. A threat to their tight circle and so the not-really animosity but not-at-all warmth wasn’t about Grace having a chaperone; it was more a worry that Grace would direct her attention to someone new. It was a normal friendship response, particularly if that friendship group had grown in strength for a number of years.

“Hey, Tessa. Just finishing up now,” Grace said over her shoulder, gathering her materials. “Do you guys want a lift home?”

“Nah. Dad’s picking me up. He was going to when classes finished, but I said we were staying until later to get some work done,” Justine explained.

After the friends exchanged hugs—the gesture made Tessa smile because she remembered doing the exact thing in high school, even if she’d seen the person not five minutes earlier—Tessa and Grace climbed into their black SUV parked in the school forecourt. With Marina demonstrating her ability to navigate traffic like water around rocks, they soon arrived home, and Grace disappeared into her bedroom.

An hour of ‘Grace Taylor Timetabling’ included emailing the school to confirm details for a couple of excursions later in the month. The task was slightly onerous as Grace’s participation in off-campus activities always required more detail in case of a ‘what-if-something-happened-to-Abigail-Taylor’s-daughter’ scenario. At the start of the year, Abigail had insisted that all the girls have ‘scenario planning’, not just Grace. As she’d told the school principal, Felicity Davis, one student shouldn’t receive more attention than any other. The principal had been in total agreement and so it seemed most of the excessive ‘Grace only’ documentation came from the teaching staff. Either they were alarmed at the thought of losing a celebrity’s child, or of the forest of paperwork that such an event would result in, but most likely of enduring a discussion with Felicity. The woman was entirely terrifying.

“Tessa! Are you busy?”

Tessa lifted her head from the family iPad and its schedule tabs.

“Nope. What’s up?”

“I need some help with English.”

Tessa nodded. That was a subject where she could definitely offer assistance. She made her way into Grace’s bedroom, noting the double bed tucked into the corner, the open doorway to the enormous walk-in robe, the modern desk, the lack of electronics, except for the laptop which Grace tolerated because it was necessary for school.

Grace was a throwback to a time when the internet didn’t exist, when a small group of physical friends was all you needed rather than four million likes from complete strangers on TikTok, when an evening of board games and chat was an actual choice rather than the consequence of parents confiscating their child’s phone.

Her friends loved Grace for who she was, and her outlook on life. Another theory that had bubbled inside Tessa’s brain was that Grace’s friends were envious. Grace was the most down-to-earth child of one incredibly famous parent and another parent who was gradually becoming just as well-known, yet she wasn’t nearly as over-scheduled as her friends. Grace had mentioned last week that other students assumed that she must attend so many parties, and functions, and meet celebrities every weekend that her contacts list regularly liquified her phone under the stress.

“Can you imagine? I would absolutely, absolutely hate that sort of life. Mum and Sam know it, too. They understand me, and never push. I always get asked if I want to go to something, but I’ll only go if the event is in honour of Mum or Sam or both of them. They deserve all the recognition, and every award. But going to a thing that’s all air and disco balls because some famous singer farted is not my idea of a good time.” Grace had stared hard at Tessa when she’d delivered this explanation and Tessa had lost it, falling sideways into the interior of the car door as they travelled to school. Marina, the driver, gave a quick cough, and Tessa, still laughing, caught Marina’s frown of concentration in the rear view mirror. Concentrating on the traffic or concentrating on not bursting into laughter? Probably both.

“English help, you say?” Tessa said, carrying the small stool Grace kept in her walk-in robe.

Grace smiled hesitantly. “Well, it’s not for school, exactly. Actually, it’s not for school at all.” She waved at her laptop. “I…” She stared at the blank document on her screen, then flicked open another document with lines of words double—sometimes triple-spaced, down the page. They were definitely streams of consciousness. A bunch of random phrases. Tessa caught the words ‘truly’ and ‘heart’ before Grace tabbed to the previous screen, then turned and stared beseechingly at Tessa, her hazel eyes round.

“I want to write a poem to someone, but I’ve got writer’s block which I never have because I know I can write when I need to. Mrs Dennis says my writing’s great, but this is impossible!”

Then she inhaled deeply, and blinked.

Tessa exhaled just as fully as Grace’s inhalation. “Okay. Well, the first thing we need to know is the poem’s audience.”

Grace blushed, and Tessa’s eyes widened. This was new.

“It’s…His name is Michael.” At Tessa’s nod, the story of Michael flowed from Grace’s mouth. “Um, well, Michael is a boy at Rawson Grammar, the boy’s school of Rawson Girl’s, and he’s in the drama club and I met him at a theatre sports event, and we got talking, and he knew who I was, you know, the daughter of Abigail Taylor thing, but didn’t make a massive deal of it. Then he told me that he’s into retro art like Warhol and literary classics like Dickinson, Brontë, Stevenson, Barrett-Browning, and Wells. We talked for ages, long after the drama club had finished. I had to get Mr. Hadley to escort me back to school.” Grace sounded like a younger version of Sam—cohesive thoughts masquerading as an entire run-on sentence.

Grace’s eyes were bright and she was struggling to hold an enormous grin at bay. Then she flapped her hand at Tessa.

“This was about a month before you arrived. Anyway, we’ve been emailing each other⁠—”

“You hate email.” Tessa tipped her head.

“Yes. But this is important so significance outweighs senseless.” Grace nodded as if that explanation was all that was necessary.

“Our emails have been…really nice, and the couple of times in school when we’ve caught up with each other through our combined drama classes, there’s been, like…like a spark?” Again, Grace blushed. “I know I’m different from the other girls, but so is he. You know…different from the other boys. Justine, Hira, Kirralee, and India tease me but not meanly. It’s just a friendship tease, I guess. I think Michael is wonderful and perfect and I want to write him a poem in the Victorian romanticism style because he said he likes that period.”

Tessa studied Grace who, for a normally contained person, was awash with jiggles, wriggles, and eyes that wouldn’t fix on anything. Even her gorgeous mane of golden-brown hair seemed anxious.

She reached for Grace’s hand. “Hey, I can help, for sure. First thing, I need to know what Michael looks like. All art, poetry included, has a muse.”

Grace let loose the grin that had been waiting, then spun around to her laptop, clicked through some tabs and opened up a class photo from Rawson Boy’s Grammar, judging by their uniforms and ordered seating. She enlarged the photo and pointed to a young man in the second row. “That’s Michael.”

Tessa leaned forward. Michael seemed to be about Year Ten. “Fifteen?” she asked without looking away from the screen.

“Yes.”

Dark blonde hair, floppy at the front and short at the sides. A very athletic frame advertised by his shoulders and chest filling his blazer, blue eyes, square jaw, and a small smile as if he liked you well enough but was yet to make a complete assessment. He was quite tall, if his placement in the second row was any indication. Overall, an attractive teenager. Who played some sort of sport that required muscles. With a love of romanticism and Victorian era creative endeavours.

Tessa knew she shouldn’t be making judgements. She pressed her lips together to ensure her mouth didn’t activate before it had passed through a censor. To her mind, Michael gave off conflicting vibes, which was silly because all she’d done was look at a photo and hear Grace’s perspective. She shook away her ridiculous overprotective thoughts.

“He’s a looker, that’s for sure,” Tessa said, turning to Grace, who minimised the photo, and spun in her chair.

“I know, right? He’s beautiful, and sensitive and friendly and caring and understands me.”

Grace just about swooned, which would have been in keeping with a Brontë novel.

Tessa looked at her askance. “And you want to write a poem to him declaring what?”

“Um. Not my love because that’s silly. I’d need much more time before I do that.”

Tessa thought about her own ‘I love you’ declarations that she’d made in her life. Two months, and four months, and three months. Hmm.

Grace continued. “I want to tell Michael that I don’t feel the rain when I think of him. That I’m found when his image comes to my mind.”

Tessa stared. Grace flicked her hands, rolling over her wrists, then shrugged. “So…yes?”

“Oh my God, Grace. You’ve clearly travelled back in time to interrogate a famous poet until they divulged all the secrets of language that ever were secrets.”

Grace’s worried look dissolved into laughter. “I’ll take that as a compliment.”

“You should. So why me? I mean, your mum probably has an entire library of romantic lines in her head.”

A horrified look fell onto Grace’s face. “Tessa! No! I can’t. She’s my mum and that would feel so uncomfortable. I need this to be from my heart and it’s you who’s helping but you’re not my parent. It’s different.” Then Grace slid a sly look at Tessa. “I mean, this poem is about new love. New, well, infatuation. Like a crush, I guess. Yes, a crush. I’m letting him know what I think about him. That I like him, but I’ve never felt this before. You have.”

“I have?”

“You’re thirty. Sure you have. I mean, with women, I’m guessing, but a crush is a crush, right?”

Tessa froze. Apparently, sometime in the last month, she’d outed herself. Grace rolled her eyes.

“You’re queer.”

“Yes.”

“So.” Grace leaned forward. “You’re writing a poem to your crush. What does it feel like to you? What would you write to Jayde?”

Tessa inhaled, then coughed on her own saliva. “What?” she croaked. “I don’t have a crush on Jayde.”

Grace gave Tessa a long look. “My theatre studies teacher would fail you for that performance.”

Tessa narrowed her eyes. “Let’s get on with wooing Michael, shall we?”

“Okay.” Grace turned to her laptop, then spoke to the screen. “You think about her, and get all flustered.”

“Jayde doesn’t occupy a single neuron in my mind. Let’s worry about Michael.” Tessa tapped the desktop and Grace grinned.

“Maybe not a single neuron, but definitely four-thousand of them. All in the ventral tegmental bit.” She tapped her head. “Here.” Then she laughed at Tessa’s scowl.

“I don’t know why I even signed on for this job,” Tessa muttered, which produced another laugh.

“You signed on so you could hang out with me while Mum and Sam work stupid hours.” Grace splayed her fingers, pointing to each one as she listed her reasons. “Because it’s impossible to clone Tom, my schedule is a bit crazy, and you have a thing for the journalist who is at our house more than necessary.”

“I don’t have⁠—”

Grace stared, then blinked slowly. Tessa held out for as long as she could, then she sighed elaborately.

“I have a thing for Jayde.”

Grace beamed, wriggled the mouse, and enlarged the blank document. “That wasn’t too hard."

“Shut up.”


Chapter
Eleven



It was strange to feel nervous. It was just Tessa, and this was just fun, and just dinner, and just a silly challenge. It was just Tessa. Jayde stared at her wonky reflection in the silver doors inside the lift. She’d told Tessa to dress casually but here she was, doubting whether she looked good enough. Surely black jeans, a white collared shirt, and black sneakers would suffice. Coupled with her leather jacket that she’d bought impulsively at the markets last year because it was so soft that she could cuddle up to it and have a reasonably long nap.

Tessa’s apartment was directly in front of the lift, which didn’t give Jayde’s nerves any time to procreate. She knocked on the door and it was immediately opened by a woman who was maybe forty, about Jayde’s height, dressed in ripped jeans and a shirt proclaiming that Janelle Monáe was always welcome. The choppy ends of her blonde hair shot out in all directions and a caterpillar of circular earrings climbed up the outside of each ear. She stuck out her hand.

“Hi there. You’re Jayde. I’m Angel, and I really hope you’ve heard about me because I’ve heard all about you and information exchanges should balance, don’t you think?” She grinned, and pushed the door open so Jayde could enter.

Tessa’s voice drifted from the lounge area. “Hi. I’m sorry about my cousin. I’m still looking for her filter, but I think it got eaten by next door’s cat.”

Jayde turned, and breathed through the ‘O’ made by her lips. Wow. Tessa’s idea of casual was skinny jeans—dark with white stitching—black boots, a fitted white long-sleeve shirt with a V-neck and all three buttons at the top undone. The neckline featured tiny lace stitching which Jayde immediately wanted to run her fingers over. Tessa also wore the same earring clip that she’d worn on Sunday night. Jayde’s hum of appreciation was supposed to be inaudible, but apparently Tessa possessed supersonic hearing because a pink flush drifted up her neck.

However, it didn’t stop Tessa’s gaze travelling up and down Jayde’s body. It was an assessing gaze and Jayde reckoned she’d scored highly because Tessa’s blush didn’t abate.

Jayde realised she hadn’t said a single word since arriving at the apartment.

“You look terrific.”

“Thanks. You, too.”

Angel’s sigh was voluminous. “Okay, so, Tessa? Grab a coat, because it’s cool outside and Jayde’s wearing torso sex so you’ll need something flash to match it.”

Jayde laughed. “Torso sex. That’s a new line in my repertoire.” She grinned at Tessa’s eye-roll.

“I’m going to the loo as well. Trams don’t have toilets and apparently we’re trekking to dinner.” Tessa widened her eyes in a mock glare, then disappeared around the corner of the kitchen.

“So.”

Jayde turned at Angel’s single word.

“Jayde, just to let you know. Tessa’s more vanilla than ice cream,” Angel said, quietly.

“I get that impression,” Jayde replied.

Angel fixed Jayde with a hard stare. “She’s completely made of joy and stardust and the dating scene intimidates her.”

“I know. She told me.” Jayde shoved her hands into her jacket pockets. “Library love.”

Angel frowned. “What?”

“She told me she’d rather find someone organically like at a library.”

Angel delivered a short laugh, then sobered. “Please be careful with her. Yes, she’s incredibly strong under all that innocent vanilla. She never backs down from a dare or a challenge or when delivering teaching moments. I know all about your semester of learning.” Angel rolled her lips into a thin line. “Jayde, she’ll step outside her comfort zone for you simply because she believes that you’re not a lost cause.”

Jayde’s smile complemented her serious nod. “Angel, we’re hanging out and going on pretend dates. It’s all good. I’ll take care of her. I promise.”

Angel studied Jayde. “Okay.” She gave an affirmative sounding hum. “Tessa believes love is a wondrous thing, but from what Tessa’s told me, you, romance, and love aren’t buddies.” Angel patted Jayde’s shoulder. “Which sounds like me. Who needs that romantic shit, right?”

Jayde inhaled, opened her mouth to agree, but softly closed it. Maybe it was a few weeks ago, or just days ago, or maybe at speed dating two Sundays ago, that Jayde realised her heart felt ready for just a touch of that romantic shit. Just a touch. Tessa’s touch.

She clenched her jaw, then became aware that Angel was actually waiting on an answer. She gave a quick chuckle, abandoning her brain to its ruminations.

“Was that the big brother talk?”

Angel lifted her chin in challenge. “No. That was a warning from a cousin who works at a nursery and knows how to wield pruning shears and a grafting knife.”
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The tram ride was not long enough. The four stop journey was supposed to last half an hour according to the timetable, but surely they’d only been sitting together for five seconds. It wasn’t long enough. Not when Tessa’s thigh was pressed against her own because everyone in Melbourne needed to ride the number fifty-four to the Arts Centre.

Tessa’s head whipped around when she’d worked out where they were going for dinner.

“The Arts Centre Night Market.” Her smile blazed.

Jayde raised an eyebrow, gave herself a mental high-five, and pressed the buzzer to alert the driver. They alighted and, to Jayde’s delight, Tessa tucked her arm into Jayde’s elbow.

“So, yeah. The Night Market.”

Tessa turned square on. “You remembered.”

Jayde shrugged. Her stomach fizzed, her heart rate kicked up a notch. Definitely some of that romantic shit running amok. She hid it all with a shrug.

“I’m a journalist. I’m supposed to remember things. You said you missed this market. It missed you, by the way. Terribly. The chocolate brownies at YouBetcha have been pining for you for six years.”

Tessa cracked up, holding Jayde’s arm with both hands.

“I really can’t imagine a chocolate brownie pining, but I’ll take your word for it.”

Jayde grinned at Tessa’s joy, then bent her arm into a sideways ‘V’. After a quick glance down, then back up, Tessa again slipped her hand into the crook of Jayde’s elbow, and they strolled to the entrance of the horseshoe-shaped forecourt. The heady aromas of nearly twenty-five different cuisines filled the air and they stopped to inhale the endless dinner possibilities.

“Now, Ms Connor. You used your stern teacher-chaperone-nanny voice on Monday night,” Jayde said, softly, falling into Tessa’s brown eyes. “It’s very attractive by the way. Use that voice in your next practical flirting lesson.” Jayde smirked, but her heart, dipping its toe into that pond of romance, froze, and glared, because suddenly the idea of Tessa flirting with a stranger, going home with a stranger, having sex with a stranger, felt so wrong. Her turmoil must have been written all over her face.

“Are you okay?” Tessa’s voice was full of concern.

Jayde blinked away the thoughts. “Yeah. I’m okay,” she replied, and held Tessa’s gaze, then smiled. “So, in that attractive bossy voice, you told me that I wasn’t allowed to choose a restaurant based on its plethora of stars, but I did.”

Tessa tilted her head, and narrowed her eyes. “You did? Here?” She pointed to the market. Jayde hummed, thanked the sky gods for the cloudless night, then, taking hold of Tessa’s shoulders, she turned her so they faced away from the lights of the trucks, and looked out towards the darkness of the Botanic Gardens. Jayde, standing behind Tessa, feeling the warmth from her body against her own, bent her head, and murmured into Tessa’s ear.

“Look up.”

Tessa’s chin lifted, the back of her head gently resting against Jayde’s shoulder.

“Oh,” she breathed.

“I was never good at listening in class so when you⁠—”

“Ssh.” Tessa reached behind and grasped Jayde’s hand. “We’re being romantic.”

Jayde chuckled, then Tessa released their hands and turned. “A plus, Ms Ferguson.”

They grinned at each other, then Tessa smoothed her hand down Jayde’s sleeve. “No, seriously. This is a lovely gesture. Thank you.”
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“Your dad’s jokes are much better than yours.” Tessa plucked out a chip from their shared paper cup, dunked it into the tomato sauce, and popped it into her mouth.

“My jokes are winners.” Jayde pointed her fork.

“They’re something.” Amusement coloured Tessa’s voice.

Jayde chuckled, then looked at Tessa. The lights, strung between each food truck as if waiting for a giant toddler to pull them along, cast shadows across her face. She was beautiful. Her high cheekbones, fine features, entirely kissable lips, the fringe straight across her eyebrows. On absolutely any other occasion, she’d be encouraging Tessa to come home with her to engage in hours of wonderful pleasure.

But that wasn’t going to happen. Jayde had to prove to Tessa that she could romance someone without any agenda except…romance.

“So, a shared cup of chips with tomato sauce. Probably the most pedestrian meal ever. What’s next?” Jayde looked around.

Tessa reached across and held Jayde’s hand. “There are rules.”

Jayde dropped her head. “More rules?” she whined into her chest, and Tessa giggled.

“Yes.” Tessa squeezed Jayde’s hand, as Jayde raised her head. “We need to buy food which is shareable.”

“Oh! That rule!” Jayde scoffed. “I’m all over that rule. See?” She gestured at the hot chips. “I’m crushing this romance business.”

Tessa’s steady gaze held hers. “Yes, you are.”

There was a pause, a lot of eye contact, a shared smile which was really just quirked lips but there all the same. Jayde breathed very carefully. Oh, this was not good at all.

“I’m not one for breaking rules, so⁠—”

“You’re not?” Tessa asked, her head tilted to the side, a cheeky smile playing on her lips.

Jayde flushed. “Well, I might when situations arise, but that is not the point. Are you allergic to anything?”

“Misogyny, corruption, billionaires, and hand railings at train stations.” Tessa blinked innocently, and Jayde cracked up, nearly tipping off her seat, so she clutched at their little round table they’d found at the edge of the forecourt.

“Come on. Food choices, Tess.”

Jayde hadn’t really meant to shorten Tessa’s name. It had simply fallen out of her mouth, sounding very comfortable as it landed.

“Oh. Sorry. I didn’t mean⁠—”

“It’s nice. Tessa Connor sounds like a game show contestant. Tess Connor sounds mysterious, like the head spy of ASIO.”

Jayde blinked.

“Or.” Tessa winked. “It sounds like an abbreviation given to me by a friend who I’m enjoying having dinner with.”

Jayde rummaged through the flirting-picking up-anonymous sex curriculum that she’d written and found that the woman in front of her was scoring all the A pluses, particularly in the first half. Tessa was sexy, and fun, and cheeky, and flirty, and oh God, Jayde could feel the stringent walls she’d erected starting to crumble. Why now? Why her?
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Deciding that kebabs were next on the menu because not only were they tasty but⁠—

“If we order different types then we can share and not break rules,” Jayde said, frowning and nodding, a smile flickering on her lips.

Tessa hummed. “It’s like you know there’ll be a multiple choice test at the end of our three months.”

Jayde grinned, then pointed. “No Shish has the best shish kebabs in Melbourne.” Then she paused, reached to hold Tessa’s hand, paused again just in case Tessa wasn’t open to that particular gesture. The hesitancy was maddening. All this romance palaver was making her vulnerable and shy.

She looked down because, halfway through her brain chat, Tessa had found Jayde’s hand, and turned it so that their fingers became entwined, then softly swung their hands between them. Jayde lifted her gaze.

“Hand holding is romantic. This is a teaching moment,” Tessa said, the words barely audible in the noise of the crowd.

“I’m a big fan,” Jayde replied, equally as quietly. They smiled at each other, and Jayde tipped her chin at food truck number fourteen. “Kebabs await.”

Jayde discovered, all the way through the consumption of the kebabs and then the tiny chocolate brownie cubes, when her gaze slid to Tessa, that Tessa was staring right back. If it had been a real date, instead of a practical lesson, then Jayde would have been a puddle on the ground, and Jayde had never, ever been a puddle of anything anywhere.

“Is this the point where you say ‘I love you’ to a woman?”

Tessa narrowed her eyes. “Are you being facetious?”

Jayde leaned back. “No! You said that you say it really early. When you feel it. Like about now?”

“Probably not this soon, and I can’t tell anyway because this”—Tessa flicked her finger between them—“isn’t real, but based on events so far, then I’d be heading in that direction.” She laughed. “I’m such a sap.”

Jayde scooped up Tessa’s hand. “You’re not a sap, Tess, and besides not being a sap, we’ve also established that you’re Cupid’s PR agent here on earth so if you can’t make me fall in love with love then no one can.” Jayde grinned wickedly, then laughed outright as Tessa leaned over and smacked her shoulder.

“And don’t you forget it.” Tessa growled good-naturedly. “You’re being very brave about all of this.” Tessa waved her arm about to encompass the food trucks, then brought her arm back to place her hand on her chest, and then pointed at Jayde. The entire movement said such a lot.

“I am?” Jayde folded her arms on the table top, and leaned forward.

Tessa mimicked the action. “Jayde, to fall in love means to be vulnerable because you’re out there hoping the other person who’s holding your heart won’t get distracted or shrug indifferently or slip and drop it.”

“Love is possessing excellent fine motor skills?”

Tessa pursed her lips. “Stop it. You’re doing that thing where your walls are graffitied with jokes, and witty observations, and you use them to parry any type of commentary about love in case an arrow of romance might get too close.”

Jayde stared, then slid her eyes away. “Okay. But you’re wrong. I’m not brave. I told you why I don’t do love, but…” She brought her gaze back and held Tessa’s unwavering look. “I don’t fall in love because my vulnerability is inside its blanket fort with chips and a chocolate mud cake. It’s not leaving. I won’t let it be brave.” Jayde considered her words. Not brave. Not vulnerable. Not willing to love. Way too many ‘nots’ floating about.

“But you are amazing at romancing, Jayde. Any woman would be just about swooning by now with your thoughtfulness. It doesn’t matter that this is just pretend. You’re romancing me.”

“And you’re being amazing as well, Tess, to try all this hooking up palaver. I know the chatting to people bit is right up your alley but thinking about the flirting, and the anonymous bedroom antics later makes you uncomfortable. But you’re still doing it, and that means you’re brave.”

The noise of the crowds, the aromas of the food, the eye contact that said such a lot behind careful veils filled the moment.

They decided to call it a night when their yawns synchronised.

“School night,” they said at the same time and laughed.

As the tram neared the stop at Tessa’s apartment, she leaned into Jayde’s shoulder. “This was a beautifully romantic night. You’re romancing me, Ms Ferguson, so A plus.”
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With her eyes as wide as dinner plates, Tessa left Jayde, who she’d invited in for a cup of tea, sitting in the little lounge area and walked into the kitchen. She flicked on the jug to boil the water, and pressed her palm against her chest as if to hold onto the warmth of Jayde’s hand, which hadn’t left hers the entire tram ride home.

“You need to stop,” she whispered, clutching the counter top, and staring at the paint underneath the top cupboards. Her heart box of ‘I love yous’ was open and hurling off its polystyrene peanuts ready to launch an assault on Jayde Ferguson. “No. This is pretend and not real and impossible because she’s Jayde and you’re you and it’s⁠—”

“First sign of madness, apparently.”

Tessa squeaked, spun around, and glared at Angel. Then she rushed forward, clutched her cousin’s shoulders, and squeezed then let go. “Oh my God,” she breathed.

Angel hummed. “I owe myself ten bucks.”

Tess frowned. “What?”

“I had a bet with myself about how long it would take for you to get to”—she spun her finger at Tessa—“here.”

Tessa bared her teeth. “I shouldn’t be here, wherever here is,” she said quietly.

Angel shook her head in resignation. “And yet, here you are. Go on. Go out and pretend that you’re not here and chat to your date. I’ll bring in the tea.”
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Tessa had assumed that Jayde would only stay for one cup, but to her delight, Jayde had snuggled into a corner of the couch, and made herself completely at home.

“So what other celebs or wannabes have you interviewed?” Angel tucked one leg under the other, and grinned at Jayde from the other end of the couch. Happy tingles fizzed in Tessa’s stomach from where she sat on the armchair closest to Angel.

Jayde laughed. “Well, the mayor of Greenside might qualify.”

“In which category?”

“Both,” Jayde said, deadpan, and Tessa giggled. She gazed at Jayde, who returned the look then winked, a small smile playing on her mouth. Tessa bit her lip, thrilled by Jayde’s response. It was so ridiculously sexy when her eyes went dark.

Angel leapt up, and pointed to both Jayde and Tessa in turn. “Gosh, it’s getting hot in here. Might be time to break out some ice cream.” She marched into the kitchen. Tessa heard the freezer door slam then Angel fossicking about in the cutlery drawer.

She returned with two small tubs of ice cream; mint chocolate, which Tessa knew was half empty because mint chocolate was therapy food as far as Tessa was concerned, and chocolate chip, which she passed to Jayde along with a spoon. Angel pointed her own spoon at Jayde.

“You and I are sharing. That okay?”

Jayde shrugged. “Absolutely. The ancient dessert scrolls tell us that sharing is caring.”

Angel nodded wisely, then looked at Tessa. “I like this one. Can you keep her, please?”

“I think Jayde’s in charge of that,” Tessa murmured, and stared down at the green and brown swirls of ice cream.

“Tess, why aren’t you eating this one?” Jayde asked, pointing at her tub with the spoon. Angel’s eyebrows rose at the shortened name, and Tessa ignored her. She knew that would be a point of interrogation later. “We could all share,” Jayde said with a shrug.

“I don’t do threesomes.” Tessa stared directly at Jayde, whose mouth dropped open. There was a beat of silence then Angel’s raucous laughter filled the room.

“Like I said, can you please keep her?” she chortled, then grinned at Jayde. “That’s it. You’re in the fold.”

Conversations between new people can be quite stilted, but Tessa glowed with joy at how seamlessly Jayde slid into Angel and Tessa’s little world. It was as if the three of them had been friends for years. Tessa and Jayde’s long looks continued, the glances that were caught and held, and the repeated questions from Angel became louder when she found her original one ignored because Tessa’s brain was buzzing with all the new and fabulous.

“Tessa!”

Tessa started. “What?” All she’d been doing was admiring Jayde’s eyes. The dark brown that sparkled in the overhead lights. She rolled her wrists at her cousin in a “what’s the problem?” gesture.

“I wanted to know if you’re finished with your green slush. Jayde’s had enough, and I’ve eaten my fair share. I’m packing it up, then I’ll be back.” Angel stood.

“Right. Yes. Thanks.”

With her hands full, Angel took a step towards the kitchen then spun back. “Actually, I’m going to head off to bed. Jayde, it was awesome to meet you.”

“Nice to meet you as well,” Jayde said, grinning.

Then Angel tilted her chin towards her bedroom. “So, I’m going to bed which is in my bedroom which is separated from Tessa’s bedroom by the bathroom, which, despite featuring excellent acoustics, is apparently quite soundproof so it’s not like I⁠—”

“Angel!” Tessa said sharply, through clenched teeth, and Angel’s laughter preceded her as she disappeared into the kitchen.

Jayde rolled her lips in, and Tessa shook her head in exasperation. “I can’t even…I’m sorry.”

“Angel’s terrific, Tess. Don’t worry. I think she teases you because you bite so well.”

Tessa rolled her eyes. “Exactly.”

They sat in silence for a moment.

“So, did I pass?” Jayde’s cheeky smile had returned, and Tessa couldn’t help but match it.

“The romance lesson? With flying colours. In fact, I’m worried about how shit I am with my end of the deal.” Tessa sighed.

It must have been rather deep, and heartfelt, because Jayde, after studying Tessa for a while, stood up. “Come on.”

“What?”

Jayde reached down, grabbed Tessa’s hand, and dragged her over to the two kitchen stools. She sat heavily on one, parted her legs a little, then pretended to pick up a glass. She tipped the pretend glass in a cheers motion at Tessa, who was still standing at the second stool, blinking in confusion.

“Right. Practice time.”

Tessa squinted. “What?”

“Practice.” Jayde tapped the counter top, then put on an affected voice, like that of a radio announcer. “Welcome to the Rainbow Bistro and Bar.”

Tessa giggled. “What am I practising? How to drink a cocktail without spraying it everywhere, which was your fault, by the way.”

Jayde grinned, then smothered the potential laughter with a frown and a serious nod. “You, Ms Connor, are practicing how to pick up.”

Tessa shivered at the thought. Shivered at the way Jayde had said that sentence. At the way Jayde had put that thought into Tessa’s brain. “Who am I picking up?” she whispered.

Jayde smirked. “Me.”

“Oh. Um…okay.” Well, that was a great start. She was guaranteed to make every woman within shouting distance come running with that shambolic collection of words.

Jayde raised an eyebrow, and Tessa huffed.

“Okay. Well, firstly you can’t do that eyebrow thing. It’s distracting.” Tessa shook her finger at Jayde’s forehead, then she exhaled elaborately, squared her shoulders, narrowed her eyes, and planted a half smile on her mouth.

“Hi, I’m Tessa, and…” Tessa felt the giggles bubbling up from her chest, and she lost all train of thought as she hung her head, held the edge of the counter, and laughed at the floor.

“You’re hopeless,” Jayde said with obvious affection.

Tessa’s head shot up. “See? Yes, I am.”

Jayde flapped her hands as if to shoo away Tessa’s giggles. “Come on. For real.”

“Right.” Tessa dismissed the laughter, focused on Jayde’s freckles, her eyes, her hair, her…her. She canted her pelvis slightly, leaned a little over the second stool, and thought about the sexiest thing she could imagine, which happened to be Jayde lying naked on her bed. It must have made her eyes dark with lust because Jayde’s lips parted.

“Hi. I’m Tessa. Mind if I join you?” Pride zapped through her veins at how steady, how sure, how husky her voice sounded.

Jayde swallowed. “Sure.” She pushed out the second stool so that Tessa could move into the space between it and Jayde. “You can sit on this, if you like.” Jayde’s voice was low, and Tessa added that to the list of Sexy-Things-To-Imagine.

Tessa looked down at the stool, then lifted her eyebrows—raising one was not in her skill set—and placed her index finger on Jayde’s thigh, running it lightly along the denim. She stared into Jayde’s eyes.

“I’d rather sit on something else,” she purred.

Jayde inhaled sharply. “Jesus! Tessa, that’s…”

Tessa jerked backwards, dropping onto the stool. “Oh! I’m…That was ridiculous, wasn’t it?”

“No!” Jayde breathed, her eyes round. “That was…Wow! Fuck me!”

Tessa gathered her last handful of flirting confidence. “I’m not sure that’s in the curriculum.” She smirked, and Jayde stared, then laughed loudly, leaning on her hand, elbow propped on the counter.

“You’re a revelation. That was so good. If a woman doesn’t get turned on when you do that, then they’re dead.”

Tessa darted her eyes to the kitchen, then back, because, while the praise was heartwarming, right then she wanted to know exactly how much she’d turned Jayde on, because clearly Jayde wasn’t dead.

“What’s next in this practical?” she managed.

Jayde bunched her lips and flicked them sideways. “Well, you’ve got a handle on the flirting bit, so we’re up to kissing.”

Tessa’s lungs packed up their office desks and left the building because suddenly air was a rare commodity.

“But what about banter?” she stammered.

“I think we’ve established that you’ve got that covered.”

Tessa stalled. “I know how to kiss a woman, Jayde.”

Jayde leaned into Tessa’s space. “I’m sure you do, but do you know how to kiss a woman that you want to pick up?”

“There’s a difference?” Tessa’s skin tingled at Jayde’s proximity.

“Absolutely,” Jayde murmured, her eyes half-lidded. “This version of a kiss leaps over tentative and lands on the take-me-home-and-do-delicious-things-to-me. That’s what a pick-up kiss is like.”

Tessa’s mind was rioting, frantically adding to the list of sexy things as if taking shorthand in a lecture.

“It is?”

Jayde’s breath brushed against her cheek. “Oh, yes. You want your kiss to say how beautiful that woman is, how hot she is, how badly you want to fuck her, how urgent your need is.”

Tessa’s eyes went round. “But that’s how you kiss when you’re in love as well.”

Jayde gave a tiny hum. “I wouldn’t know. I’ve only ever hooked up. You’ve only ever been in love. Are the kisses the same?”

Jayde was so close. Close enough to discover that answer, which was why Tessa’s common sense departed on a flight to Fiji.

“We could find out,” she breathed, and Tessa could have sworn that Jayde had been waiting for that sentence.

“Okay,” Jayde whispered.

Without breaking eye contact, Tessa stood and stepped in between Jayde’s legs, then emboldened by the courage coursing through her veins, she placed her hands on Jayde’s thighs, leaned in slowly, and ever so softly pressed her lips to Jayde’s.

Lightning bolts. Goosebumps. The sweetest kiss she’d shared in a very long time. So incredibly romantic.

Tessa pulled away, and looked at Jayde’s face, trying to gauge if the kiss had met the brief. Of course it hadn’t, because romance was not what was required here. Tessa rolled her eyes. “I didn’t deliver the right message, did I?”

Jayde’s lips slowly parted, just a tiny amount, and her eyes, dark with interest, fixed on Tessa’s face.

“I certainly received a message,” she said, quietly.

They were frozen, Tessa’s hands on Jayde’s thighs, bodies leaning in, eyes unable to look away. “It wasn’t the right sort, though,” Tessa said. “I’m at a bar, remember. I’ve just made you swallow your tongue with my sexy banter.”

Jayde smiled.

“So…” Tessa said contemplatively. “How about I have another go at sending the right message?” Tessa’s brain threw its hands in the air, and announced that it was off to join common sense in Fiji.

Jayde sat perfectly still, so Tessa decided to press her pelvis to the edge of Jayde’s stool, shift her hands farther up Jayde’s thighs, both actions bringing her face closer.

“Yes?” Tessa breathed.

“Yes.” Jayde’s voice trembled, then she brought her hands to Tessa’s waist.

Tessa dug her fingers into Jayde’s jeans, then, she pushed forward, her mouth claiming Jayde’s, pulling on her lips, tilting her head so she could touch more. Feel more. Then, she slid her tongue along Jayde’s bottom lip, and Jayde’s gasp was all-consuming.

Tessa wrenched her hands from Jayde’s thighs, bringing them up to thread her fingers through Jayde’s hair on either side of her face, pushing the strands behind her ears, all without breaking the kiss. The kisses.

The push-pull of two people who needed this, craved this, intensified until finally Tessa opened her mouth, and Jayde slid her tongue inside, and Tessa nearly passed out at how intimate, and erotic, and scorching, and perfect it was.

She felt her bones liquifying. Felt the wet heat gathering between her legs. That awareness forced her to step back.

Jayde was breathing shallowly, her chest heaving. “That message was loud and clear,” she croaked. “No misunderstanding there at all.”

Tessa smiled. She hadn’t removed her hands from Jayde’s shoulders, because it felt totally comfortable to leave them there.

“Did that kiss leap over tentative and say I want to take you home to my place?” Tessa poked out the tip of her tongue and licked her bottom lip. Jayde followed the movement, then she inhaled.

“You did take me home to your place.”

Tessa slapped Jayde’s shoulder. “Funny.” She slid both hands down Jayde’s arms, and cleared her throat. “We’re messing up our teaching schedule.”

“That’s okay. We can change it around. It’s just pretend.”

Tessa darted her gaze about, then she stared past Jayde into the kitchen. “Yeah,” she said nonchalantly, then brought her gaze back. “This is all pretend.” She swallowed her silly wish that the word ‘pretend’ didn’t exist.

But the word seemed to be the catalyst for Jayde to announce that she should go. They disentangled themselves and walked to the door, with much, “This was great,” and, “Thanks for the ice cream,” and, “Dinner was fun.”

Despite Tessa suggesting that she could drive Jayde home, she insisted on catching a tram.

“I don’t want to inconvenience you. You’re home already. Besides, I like the cool air, so I’ll walk for a bit. Thanks for the offer but I’ll tram it home,” Jayde said, and then she was gone.

Tessa leaned against the closed door long after Jayde had left.

It was just kissing. Lips. Mouths. That’s it. Just pretence.

Her stomach tightened. “But it’s not just pretend kissing,” she whispered, and her brain, having returned from Fiji, spun around to common sense and said, “This is your fault.”


Chapter
Twelve



“You’re scared because a woman kissed you,” Jayde muttered the next morning, glaring at herself in the bathroom mirror. “Oh no, Jayde,” she answered, pitch high, tone sarcastic. “You’re scared because a gorgeous, funny, kind, delightful, sexy woman named Tessa kissed you senseless, and now you’re freaking out.”

Jayde sighed, then jabbed a finger at her reflection. “I want more. Not the ‘I want more because then we’ll have sex’ kind of more, although that would be amazing. I just want more.” Perplexed resignation stared back. Changing the terms of the challenge, and announcing that the lessons were real, wasn’t fair on either of them, even though Jayde was convinced that Tessa was affected by the flirting and the kissing just as much as she was. It didn’t matter. They’d call it pretend until…Well, there wasn’t any ‘until’. It was always going to be pretend.

Therefore, Jayde was highly relieved to hear that Abby would be in Sydney for the next five days, which meant no interviewing, which meant Jayde didn’t need to go to the house, which meant that she didn’t need to see Tessa. Which meant that⁠—

“You’re chicken shit,” she growled and aggressively sat on her office chair.

Her phone pinged as she finished the email requesting an interview with Enrico Lassiter, the chef at Horaldo’s. He was well known in international culinary circles, therefore he was a superstar in Melbourne, the food capital of Australia. Enrico was bound to have an opinion about love, because food was love for many people.

She picked up her phone, and swiped it open.

Morning!




Warm fluttering filled Jayde’s veins, and she pressed her palms to her stomach, staring at the message on the screen. Three dots bounced under the single word, and a smile lifted Jayde’s lips as she waited for whatever Tessa was going to add to the greeting.

So, I was wondering if you’re coming by today.




Jayde blinked. Clearly Tessa was staunch member of Team Pretend.

She tapped out her reply.

Good morning right back. Sorry. Got interviews and stuff. Abby’s in Sydney so probs won’t be coming by for maybe a week.




She sent the message on its way, and watched the three dots bounce almost immediately.

You avoiding another lesson?




The question was followed by a couple of laughing emojis.

“Pretty much,” Jayde murmured.

Just really busy




There were more dots that continued refreshing. Then finally a reply appeared.

No worries. I’ll text you later. Have a great day.




Jayde swallowed. “Okay, then,” she said, and her heart gave her a sad, little poke.
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The number of people walking along the footpaths of Graham Street was overwhelming, even for Jayde who loved the buzz and intensity of the city. She spotted the pub’s sign, and ducked into the side alley, the smooth concrete of the footpath suddenly changing to cobblestones. The old world charm of the Black Fox, despite its sign announcing that it had been established four years ago, enveloped her as she walked over the threshold.

“Jayde.” Dylan’s booming voice rose from the corner, and she looked across to see all four friends waving their greetings.

She wandered over, squeezed into the booth, and grinned at everyone. Dylan—recent editor extraordinaire—Julian, Hayley, and Luce—journalists of various descriptions and lengths of articles—had been friends for nearly a decade. The once-a-fortnight-or-month catch-up was a highlight for all five, and even though they rarely messaged, or even called each other, the easy pick up of conversation and camaraderie was testament to the strength of their bond.

“I ordered you an IPA, and knowing you and punctuality”—Luce pointed to the glass of beer—“I timed it perfectly. It’s still cold.” She congratulated herself with a quick brush over each shoulder. Her bright blue eyes sparkled with laughter.

Jayde lifted the glass. “Well, you’re all early today. Cheers, everyone.” Then she sipped and replaced the glass. “So…goss?”

“Not much,” Julian announced, with a shrug, then looked across the table at Hayley. “You?”

“Me neither,” Hayley replied, her gravelly voice at odds with her slight frame. It always sounded like she was a fifteen-packs-a-day smoker.

“I’ve got nothing,” Luce said, flicking condensation off her glass.

“Well, aren’t we an entertaining bunch.” Dylan sighed elaborately. “I’ve had nothing exciting happen in my life. So, not even an iota of goss so we’ll just have to sit here talking about how we have nothing to talk about.” Dylan’s eyes were twinkling when Jayde stared at him.

“Unless…” Luce said. She tapped her finger to her lips, then peered at Jayde. “Anything interesting going on with you?”

Jayde gave her a long look. “You lot are the worst actors ever.”

And with that, the table erupted in laughter.

“Come on. You’ve got the most interesting assignment out of all of us,” Julian said, tucking his long brown hair back behind his ears, then jabbing a thumb sideways. “And that’s including Dylan.”

Dylan nodded. “He’s right. My days are filled with approving pitches that range from ‘great’ to ‘I can’t believe what I just read’.” He wiggled his finger at Jayde. “So, come on, spill what you can. How goes the profile?”

The smile, which she hadn’t meant to be so large, lifted Jayde’s lips. “It’s so good. I’m definitely allowed to say that Abigail Taylor is a dream to interview, and even though I’ve only done short interviews with Sam, she’s so funny, and a straight shooter, you know?”

There wasn’t a skerrick of jealousy from anyone, which was another sign of how great their friendship was.

Dylan hummed into his beard. “Topic not too challenging?”

Jayde squinted. “No. Why would it be?”

“Just checking.”

“Dylan…”

“Jayde…”

They stared at each other, until Luce broke the moment with a bark of laughter. “Not subtle, mate,” she said to Dylan.

He rolled his wrists so his palms faced up. “What?”

Hayley sighed. “Mate, you said yourself that Jayde reckons you gave her the profile on purpose.”

“I don’t think—” Jayde began.

“I didn’t give her anything.” Dylan spoke over the top of her. “Jayde earned it, but I’m checking up on her topic terror.”

“My what?” Jayde spluttered as everyone laughed into their various drinks.

“Topic terror. The one that rules them all as if forged within Mount Doom.” He raised his hand as if preaching.

“Oh, for fuck’s sake.”

Luce patted her on the back. “There are support groups.”

“You’re all unbelievable. I’m fine.”

“Doesn’t hurt to have a woman like Abigail bloody Taylor let you in on the secret to it all. To love,” Luce added.

Jayde glared, the look encompassing the entire group. They were tight-knit, supportive, and meddlesome. It warmed her heart and annoyed her no end that they felt the need to assist her stunted development with relationships. But Luce was right. It turned out that Jayde’s heart, for the first time ever, was standing still long enough to listen. For the first time in her adult life, Jayde’s heart wanted to learn what love was, and it looked like Abigail Taylor’s insight might just help.

Julian flicked across a new cardboard coaster because Jayde’s had become waterlogged and limp. “We’re looking out for you.”

“Bullshit.”

“It’s caring bullshit,” Luce said. “You know the only reason I’m maintaining this friendship is because I really want to be present when love hits you in the face like a lemon meringue pie and you lick it off, then decide that lemon meringue pie is your favourite dessert forever. It’ll be epic.”

Jayde gaped. “That’s way too specific and please don’t have thoughts about me licking anything.”

Another round of laughter filled the space.

“You’re insufferable, mate. Will you please let your shit go?” Hayley growled.

“That sounds like medical advice,” Jayde said, around the rim of her glass before she took a sip.

“Come on. How many times have we said to you that you need to move on? We know your history, just as much as you know ours.”

Jayde recalled their many nights and liquid lunches at the Black Fox.

“Well, besides listening to Abigail Taylor, I’m learning a lot while on this assignment, okay? I’m… I’ve…” Jayde had no idea how to explain the curriculum exchange with Tessa. Particularly not after last night’s kiss which wasn’t at all pretend. Nope. No pretence there.

Her expression must have been priceless, because Luce turned square on so quickly that her ponytail swished dramatically. Hayley leaned forward, Dylan and Julian leaned back into their seats with their arms folded, and all four raised their eyebrows.

“How specific is this learning?” Dylan unfolded his arms, laced his fingers together and rested them on the table.

Jayde grumbled. Journalists never, ever let anything go. Like dogs with bones.

“I’m becoming open to the idea since visiting Abigail’s home. It’s been illuminating having so many people to interview, particularly for my book, which is coming along nicely, thanks for asking, by the way.”

She was blathering. Oh, shit.

Journalists are dogs with bones as well as piranhas with clues.

Jayde could see the cogs turning in all four minds.

“Hmm, there’s quite a few people in the life of your profile subject,” Dylan began. “There’s Samantha, and Grace, and that personal assistant guy they have. Tom? Yes, Tom.”

Julian jumped in. “Then there’s Abigail’s agent, Isabelle, but I can’t see any education coming from that direction. From what I’ve read on the celebrity sites, she’d toss you out of the classroom window if you messed up your own name.”

Jayde cracked up, remembering her first meeting with Isabelle. Julian’s description was apt. She stared at Dylan, whose gaze was laser-like.

He hummed into his beard. “There’s probably a security guy, which sounds sexist but I bet it’s a guy and you’re very, very not into guys and wouldn’t listen to a word he’d say in any setting, educational or otherwise. I know there’s a driver. Has to be. Abigail doesn’t drive.”

Jayde wrinkled her brow. “How the hell do you know that?”

Dylan tapped his chest. “Editor’s superpower. I know things.”

Hayley rolled her eyes. “Pat Hellior wrote a listicle of weird celebrity facts,” she revealed and Dylan huffed.

“Fine. I was going for all-seeing all-knowing demi-god editor. Way to blow it up, Hayles.”

There was a laugh, then a pause, then Luce inhaled sharply.

“Oh! Who’s the new person that the celeb-goss sites catch every now and then? The nanny.” She flapped her hand as if trying to remember the name.

Jayde worked hard at keeping the smile from her face. “Tessa. She’s a chaperone, not a nanny.”

Apparently she was appalling at keeping smiles off her face, because Luce pounced.

“So, Ms I Don’t Believe In Love, is Tessa the one helping you learn?” She put her glass on the table and air quoted the final word.

“She’s…she and I have decided to teach each other, in a purely educational, objective, pretend manner, the oppositional aspects of love and romance versus picking up.”

Luce rolled her lips in. “Uh huh. How’s that going?”

Everyone resumed their thoroughly-invested-in-the-conversation positions.

“Uh…okay?”

Dylan folded his arms. “So you’re teaching her to unleash her beast.”

Dylan’s statement produced gales of laughter. Then Luce leaned into Jayde’s shoulder.

“Is she passing?”

Like a high-speed PowerPoint presentation—all the touches, and the eye contact, and the quick wit, and the innuendo, and the flirting and the casual chats that lasted all of five minutes but said so much and that kiss—that kiss—flipped through her mind.

Jayde felt her cheeks warm. “Yeah.”

Julian grinned. “Excellent.”

Luce pushed farther into Jayde’s shoulder. “Are you passing?”

“Um…” Jayde swallowed and Luce grinned.

“Is it too soon to order lemon meringue pie?”
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The next four days, including the weekend, consisted mainly of work, face-to-face meetings, and online interviews, which blurred together so cohesively that the highlights couldn’t manage to be attention-seeking disco balls. Jayde had decided quite late on Saturday night to head into the CBD to have a drink at QueerBeers simply for something to do. She needed to clear her head, and apparently the claustrophobic space created by dozens and dozens of people in a small pub was just the place to gain clarity.

Jayde had sat at the bar, drunk a beer, and stared at gorgeous women. All things she could have done by staying home, flicking through Netflix and drinking the beer in her fridge.

Which was exactly what she was doing now, early Tuesday evening, along with blinking vacantly at the wall. She closed her eyes and touched her lips, reliving the kiss, the push and pull, the tongues, the heat. Reliving how hot their connection was; a connection that continued to be fuelled by daily texts, sometimes half a dozen times or more. Inconsequential or not chat. Random emojis. A couple of memes. The odd FaceTime where they would talk for a few minutes but express surprise at how an hour had gone by.

Like the hour on Sunday.

“It’s pouring. Why are you outside in this weather?” Jayde watched Tessa’s face bob about on the screen. She grabbed a pillow, hugged it close, then continued. “Tell me it’s something interesting.”

Tessa giggled. “It is something interesting, but I’m not outside, thank goodness. A friend of mine makes bespoke suspenders, ties, accessories, that sort of thing.” Tessa’s hand flapped back and forth to elaborate, and Jayde grinned. “Anyway, I mentioned him to Sam, who immediately decided that she’d like to wear something like that for the wedding, so I’m on the hunt.”

“On a Sunday?” Jayde rolled onto her back as the echoes of people’s shoes in a covered area sounded through the phone.

“I told Sam I’d check with Hugo to see what he’s up to. I think he’ll let me take photos,” Tessa said, her tone unsure. “Maybe. Anyway, I said I’d find out.”

“I would have come with you,” Jayde said quietly.

The sound of rain filled the air as Tessa nodded, a slow smile lifting her lips. “You should have. Those purple suspenders are imprinted on my mind.”

Jayde laughed. “Excellent. I was aiming for imprinting.”

“So, my willing student, how goes the homework?” Tessa said, her head cocked to the side, then she righted her head and poked the AirPod back into place.

Jayde stared at Tessa’s image. The vibrant smile, the eyes to drown in. Her fingers itched to touch Tessa’s hair, to smooth her fingers across Tessa’s lips. She blinked.

“Homework. Right. The homework where I have to sit through an entire rom-com without uttering one single negative comment, scoff, or even raise an eyebrow?”

Tessa’s laughter, high pitched and delightful, produced wonderful goosebumps. Raising her phone slightly so Tessa wouldn’t see, Jayde crept her hand under her t-shirt and rubbed the skin on her stomach.

“Yes. That homework.”

“I’ll have you know that I watched Abby in It’s Not You Or Even You on Friday night and managed to complete all aspects of the task. Not even a single eyeroll.” Jayde grinned at Tessa’s image.

“You are such an overachiever, Ms Ferguson.”

“Mind you, my dad was with me so he was able to offer valuable insight and analysis throughout.”

Tessa’s quick giggle was intoxicating. “Thank goodness for Oliver. Looks like I’ll have to step up my end of the bargain, then.”

“We are going to QueerBeers when you’ve got a night free, so you’ll be able to put into practice all that amazing flirting.”

Tessa stopped, the phone settled, and she looked up and away from the screen.

“Tess?”

Tessa looked directly into the phone. “I’m not sure.”

They stared at each other. “Tess, you don’t have to do anything if you don’t want to.”

“But I…I do want to. You’re being such a good sport about the romantic fall in love with love business that⁠—”

“I’m enjoying it.” Jayde exhaled quickly. “Tess, I’m enjoying being romantic with you, even if it’s just two friends daring each other to try new things. I like trying out new things with you.”

That didn’t come out quite the way Jayde intended. So much accidental innuendo.

“I’m enjoying you, too,” Tessa said, and Jayde’s lips quirked at Tessa’s reply.

Tessa continued. “I liked kissing you the other night.” Her gaze flicked down, then back.

Jayde blinked, and pressed on her stomach as if holding butterflies at bay.

“I did, too."

“Jayde?”

“Yeah?”

“I’m not sure I can kiss anyone else like that.”

Jayde’s entire body heated. “Why not?”

“Because…Well, because…” Tessa took a deep breath. “It won’t be the same, that’s all.” She took another deep breath. “But I’m up for it.” Her voice held the same type of enthusiasm that people exude when they’re bolstering themselves to bungee jump off a bridge in New Zealand. Jayde was positive that Tessa had actually meant to say something else besides being ‘up for it’. Something along the lines of not kissing anyone else because she only wanted to kiss Jayde. Perhaps that was wishful thinking.

“Jayde, I’m at Hugo’s shop, so I better go.” Tessa turned the phone so Jayde could catch the window display.

“Okay. I’ll see you soon.”

“I’d like that a lot,” Tessa whispered, then she ended the call.

Jayde dropped the phone onto the bed, and stared at the ceiling.

So, here she was on Tuesday evening reliving Sunday’s delightful and intimate FaceTime.

“I need to drop by, even if Abby’s away,” she mumbled at the wall in her tiny lounge room. Apparently, her heart was proposing that the speed dating, the dinner, the kissing, the eye contact, the touching, the shortness of breath, the distracting thoughts, the chatting, the reliving, and the phone calls all meant that Jayde must visit Tessa’s personal space and actually contemplate falling in love.

And that was unacceptable.

She stood up and decided to visit her father. There. No point in fixating on things that were unacceptable.
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The unacceptable was inexplicably perched on the couch in her father’s lounge room when Jayde wandered in. She stopped short and cocked her head.

“Tess. What are you doing here? It’s a Tuesday night.”

Both Oliver and Tessa turned. “Hi to you, too. Oliver rang me and invited me over,” Tessa said, her smile blooming, and Jayde’s stomach flipped over. The good kind of flip.

“He did? You did?” Jayde stared at her father, then moved into the room and sat next to Tessa, taking in Tessa’s jeans, jumper and pink sneakers. The plainest of outfits worn by the most gorgeous of women. Their thighs touched.

“I didn’t realise you’d invited Tessa over.” This was a new and completely unexpected development in her father’s behaviour. Except for visiting Thomas at the gardens, her father kept the outside and the inside in their own circles in his Venn diagram of life. Jayde was amazed. Obviously he felt comfortable—brave?—to bring a little bit of the outside in, and clearly, Tessa was that bit.

Oliver clapped his hands, obviously relishing the chance to give his explanation. “I telephoned Tessa to invite her for dinner. We had those two minute noodles.”

Jayde turned. “I’m sorry.” She grimaced.

Tessa laughed. “It was a lovely meal. I introduced Oliver to a number of herbs and vegetables to put in with the noodles.” She placed her hand on Jayde’s thigh. “We threw away the little sachet of toxins, then tipped in a cup of frozen vegetables—the ones that have been cut into mini cubes—then microwaved the noodles and vegetables in chicken stock. It is so unbelievably delicious.” Tessa patted Jayde’s thigh, and Jayde’s entire body registered the warmth.

She looked down, then back up into Tessa’s eyes. Eyes that said, “Hi,” and, “Your Dad’s a sweetie,” and, “I’m a safe person so you can relax.” Jayde felt the tears pricking, so she looked away.

Her father pointed his drumstick. “It is delicious. There is no other way to cook those noodle bricks now.”

Tessa bumped Jayde’s shoulder and grinned. “I came for dinner and Oliver’s company, but seeing you is a lovely bonus,” she said.

Try as she might, Jayde couldn’t stop the smile on her lips, the warmth in her body, the gaze that they held. Jayde could have hugged Tessa. Hugged her, and kissed her, and walked in front of a bus for her because Oliver Ferguson was beaming and telling jokes, if the drumstick in his hand was any indication. Tessa’s eyes never left Jayde’s face, and Jayde felt her lips part, which must have registered with Tessa because she swallowed deliberately.

Her father coughed. “I would have invited you as well, Jayde love, but I thought you’d be busy. You’re working all the time lately, but I’m glad you’re here now. I like seeing the two of you together.” Oliver waved his drumstick again. “Tessa, sweetie?” His grey cotton slippers scuffed on the carpet as he leaned forward like he was divulging state secrets. His tartan dressing gown bunched at his shoulders.

Tessa leaned forward as well. “Yes?”

“Jayde smiles when she talks to you. When she talks about you. I heard her say your name when she was on the phone last week while she was doing some of my washing. She smiles a lot.”

“Oh my God, Dad,” Jayde spluttered. He’d drag out the baby photo albums next.

Tessa leaned closer to Oliver. “Guess what?” she whispered. “I smile a lot, too.”

Jayde stared at the side of Tessa’s head. Jayde really, really needed to call off this bet, this challenge, this whatever it was. She also really, really needed to inform her heart that it had no right to be making decisions without consulting her carefully constructed walls.

Tessa leaned back, delivered another pat to Jayde’s thigh, then stood. “I should get going.” She stepped forward before Oliver could lift himself from the chair and kissed his cheek. “Thank you for a lovely evening, Oliver.”

“Oh! You’re welcome, Tessa sweetie.”

Jayde sprang up. “Let me walk you to your car.”

After another round of goodbyes between Tessa and Oliver, Jayde ended up standing in the dark with Tessa at her little blue Nissan.

“Thank you. Dad was glowing. It’s amazing to see, actually. I worry about his social activity, so you are a breath of fresh air,” Jayde murmured.

Tessa smiled. “No need for thank yous. I like spending time with your dad. We chatted about all sorts of things, and besides, his jokes are epic.”

Jayde laughed, and leaned her shoulder on the car door. “What was tonight’s discussion about?”

“Noradrenaline, dopamine, and phenylethylamine,” Tessa said deadpan.

Jayde blinked and Tessa cracked up, collapsing so that her back was flat against the car. She grabbed Jayde’s hand, lacing their fingers together. They leaned against the car and looked up at the night sky.

“They’re the chemicals that scientists say make up the emotion of love,” Tessa explained. Jayde slowly turned her head to stare at Tessa.

“You’ve studied the chemicals of love?”

“Oh, yes. I take my obsession seriously.” Tessa turned her head to wink at Jayde.

They grinned at each other.

“You look really pretty tonight.”

Tessa looked slightly flummoxed. “I’m barely out of pyjamas.”

Jayde’s mind stuttered at the thought of Tessa not in pyjamas at all. “Well, the one step up from pyjamas look is working for you.” Then she pushed off the car, and stood in front of Tessa. Then, ever so slowly, pressed her palm against the roof of the car next to Tessa’s head. Her gaze held Tessa’s in a gentle caress, her smile soft.

Tessa’s breath shallowed, and she flicked her tongue over her bottom lip. “What are you doing?” she whispered.

“I want to kiss you.”

Not a single movement. Not one.

Then, “Okay.”

Tessa’s reply was little more than a breath.

Jayde leaned in closer, hovering over Tessa’s lips.

“Please.” With Tessa’s soft plea, Jayde lost all sense of herself and attacked Tessa’s mouth.

Their lips pressed together, their heads changed angles to deepen the kisses, tongues sliding, twisting. Jayde lifted her hand off the car and placed it on Tessa’s hip, while her other hand travelled up Tessa’s torso and grazed her breast, her nipple. Tessa’s whimper was fuel to the fire that was flashing along Jayde’s skin.

Jayde gasped, then groaned in pleasure when Tessa’s hands roamed across her chest and cupped her breasts, thumbs flicking at Jayde’s stiff nipples pushing against her bra and thick rugby shirt.

All the while, Jayde could feel how wet she was. How hard her clit had become. How close she was to pushing her pelvis flush against Tessa’s, knowing she’d feel the heat. Their heat.

Tessa brought her hand up to smooth her fingers on Jayde’s cheek, breaking their kiss. They stared at each other, wide-eyed, panting, small smiles of disbelief on their faces. Tessa ran her fingers through the hair above Jayde’s ear, then gave a quick sort of huff-laugh.

“Wow.”

“Yeah,” Jayde said, her smile lingering.

“Kissing really does a number on our vocabulary.”

Jayde laughed, then pulled Tessa close. Holding her, one hand at the back of her head, the other with quiet fingers resting on her ribs.

“We’re not pretending any more, are we?” Jayde murmured.

Tessa tightened her arms around Jayde’s waist. It was a moment before she answered.

“No.”

“What do you want to do?”

Tessa pulled away, arms loosening, hands arriving on Jayde’s hips. “I don’t know. You confuse me. This confuses me.”

Jayde nodded, then quirked her lips. “You’re not the only one.”

Tessa slid her hands up to Jayde’s waist then back to her hips, then repeated the movement. She stared at Jayde’s collar, leaned forward, and inhaled deeply. “I want to rip your clothes off.”

Jayde’s eyebrows shot up.

Pulling back and seeing Jayde’s expression, Tessa giggled. “Metaphorically. I mean…”

“Metaphorically is really nice.” Jayde reached for Tessa’s hands and swung them in between their bodies. “So, it turns out that I don’t want to, even metaphorically.”

Tessa jerked. “Oh! Oh, God, I’m such an idiot. Of course! Why would you want⁠—”

“Yet I do want to.”

Tessa frowned. “But you said…”

“I would rip your clothes off, Tess, any day of any week. Right now, in fact. As in not metaphorically. You’re incredibly hot.”

Even in the dark, Jayde caught Tessa’s blush, which was adorable. She leaned forward and dropped a quick kiss on Tessa’s lips, then lingered, ensuring that Tessa felt Jayde’s smile. Then she continued.

“Isn’t that what these lessons are for? Because even though we’re not pretending anymore.” Jayde bit her lip, another gesture Tessa seemed to appreciate greatly. “I still want to keep going with the teaching sessions. You’ve convinced me to try romancing someone.” She chuckled. “You’ll have to wave pom poms from the sidelines while I stumble my way through it, but for the first time, I want to let someone touch my heart before they touch my body. Before we touch each other.”

Tessa’s eyes glistened in the light from the houses, then her lips parted. “That…that is the sexiest sentence.”

Jayde laughed. “Good. I’m getting the hang of this romance caper.” But her laugh felt hollow. She didn’t want Tessa cheering from the sidelines. She wanted Tessa to be right there at the front. Tessa would never believe her if Jayde screeched to a halt, declared herself an advocate of love and announced that Tessa was Jayde’s person.

“So.” Tessa’s gaze returned to Jayde’s collar. “You’re saying that even though we’ve admitted that we’re attracted to each other, and we kiss, you think we should keep up our lessons.” She inhaled deeply again. “That sounds sensible. We both have years of learning to cram into a very short period of time.” Tessa smiled, then darted her gaze about, over Jayde’s shoulder, eventually catching Jayde’s eyes. “We can be attracted to each other and kiss and still pick up or romance other people.” She nodded emphatically.

Jayde slowly pulled away, nodding as well. Like she agreed wholeheartedly. Absolutely. Not a doubt. She swallowed the lump in her throat. What rubbish. Tessa said she wanted to rip Jayde’s clothes off, albeit metaphorically. Jayde said she’d romance another person. Tessa said that picking up was still on her to-do sheet. Fine. Good.

“Jayde,” Tessa began, her gaze now locked. “We’ve acknowledged something tonight but both of us know we’re on two different roads. Roads which both of us take seriously. You don’t do long term and I don’t do overnight. This challenge, whatever it is, is meant to be fun. It is fun. I’m having fun being with you for our lessons. Sure, we kiss, and yes, it’s not pretend, but it’s still just for fun, so let’s keep doing that.” She smiled, although it seemed like a smile that had to work hard to be authentic. Jayde nodded again.

“Sure. That sounds like a plan. Sounds good. Good plan.” Jayde was blathering, so she forced herself to pause. “I like the way we kiss.”

Tessa squeezed Jayde’s hands. “Me, too.”

Then Jayde’s heart looked on in sadness as the conversation finished and the opportunity to tell Tessa about the other not-pretend feelings she had was lost.
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While the texts, and the phone calls, and the random visits during the next two weeks remained flirty, and fun, Jayde felt like a small wall had been erected between them.

“Sucks,” she said to the laptop screen, as she stabbed the delete key because it was much more satisfying than highlighting the entire section and making it disappear in one motion.

She knew Tessa was right. They’d had a couple of amazing, bone-melting, sex-flooding kisses which didn’t mean much in the greater scheme of things. She was still prepared to take Tessa to QueerBeers and act as her wingwoman. She was still prepared to take a woman other than Tessa on a date. No, she wasn’t. That was a big lie. She wanted to date Tessa exclusively, which was astonishing because she’d spent so long with her heart locked away that to have it break free in a month was ridiculous.

“Her fault,” she informed the screen, then bunched her lips. “My fault.” Then stabbed at the delete key again. “Nobody’s fault. We’re just too scared to let our hearts introduce themselves over our fences.”

As Jayde typed that epiphany into her ‘Love Is…’ notes, her phone rang. A quick glance told her it was an unknown number, and she was about to let it roll over to voicemail when her gut feeling told her to answer the call.

“Jayde Ferguson.”

“Jayde. Cool. It’s Grace.”

Jayde wrinkled her brow. “Grace Taylor?”

“The one and only. I have a request.” Grace had to be smiling because her voice held happiness.

“I thought you didn’t own a phone. Don’t you hate them?”

Grace cackled. “Oh, I absolutely do, but they’re necessary for phone calls, right? Calls, maybe a text or four, but that’s really all that a phone should be.”

Jayde couldn’t help but laugh. “You and my Dad would get along famously.” She closed the lid of the laptop, deciding that the delete key was likely to self-destruct if she kept up her ruminations.

“Anyway, back to my reason for using this device.”

Again, Jayde heard the grin. Smart and funny were the adjectives to feature in Grace’s contribution to Abby’s profile. She made a mental note to pin Grace down to a date for the remainder of her interview.

“The request.”

“Yes. It’s my fifteenth birthday on the weekend which means a sixth of my life will have passed.”

Jayde cracked up. “Morbid.”

Grace joined in the laughter. “Possibly. Anyway, I’m inviting you.”

“Really? But two-sixths of my life have passed. How will I keep up?”

“Tessa’s coming, so you can hang out together, being old and whatever. You can help each other lift the balls.”

Jayde widened her eyes in confusion. If one of her friends had said that, Jayde would have jumped on it and run with the innuendo. Probably not a good idea with an almost-fifteen-year-old.

“Balls?”

“Yep. We’re going bowling.”

Grace really was a blast from…not the past. More like another universe. Such a cool kid.

“Bowling? Okay then.”

“It’s important to participate in all the sports, don’t you think? So, you’ll come?”

Jayde grinned. “Absolutely. Thanks for the invitation, but I haven’t bowled in years so God knows how I’ll go.”

“That’s okay. Tessa reckons she’s great at it, so you can watch her for tips, like, really pay attention to her form.”

The earnest yet sly tone gave her away.

Jayde chuckled. “Uh huh. I’ll be sure to do that. Thanks, Grace.”

“Y’welcome. See you Saturday.”

Grace hung up and Jayde immediately fired off a text to Tessa.

Bowling?




Tessa’s response was quick.

She said she wanted to go out like a regular person to a regular place and do regular things.




And that’s bowling?




Apparently. Are you coming?




Grace didn’t give many options.




Tessa’s laughing emoji made Jayde smile.

The bouncing dots continued.

Come over if you’re not busy right now. Sam and I are making Grace’s birthday cake.




Jayde stared at the message.

Why aren’t Abby and Sam ordering a cake from a bakery like normal people?




Being regular, remember? Grace is Grace.




Okay. I can’t bake so I’ll be nothing more than a decoration.




I like looking at decorations.




Jayde stared at that message as well. Flirty. Holding potential. This whole situation was maddening.

“I wish I’d never suggested this challenge-teaching-whatever-it-is thing. It would have saved so much angst.”

She grabbed her bag, checked her wallet and Metro card, then sent Tessa a reply.

I’ll see you in an hour.





Chapter
Thirteen



Tessa had analysed the kiss outside Jayde’s place from every possible angle, under every possible microscope, within an inch of Jayde’s beautiful lips. She came up with the same result; she wanted to kiss Jayde until she was boneless. Until she herself was boneless. Both of them. Boneless. 

Which went against everything that she’d said to Jayde two weeks ago against her car. It had felt stomach-clenchingly awful to pull back. Tessa was positive that she’d read something similar like Jayde wanted the lessons to involve Tessa, and not some other woman. That was a big assumption but Tessa had rolled it over in her head that night, turning the assumption into a fact, and so the fact poked annoyingly at her mind for the next two weeks. She felt apprehensive—turned on—but mostly apprehensive. Jayde had spent too many years pleasuring women for a night. Maybe two nights. Then leaving. That was her road.

But wasn’t the point of these dates to swap roads? Learn to navigate each other’s viewpoints. In Tessa’s case, relearn. Jayde’s years of experience were bound to help, and Angel had said that there was no way lightning could strike three times, four times if she counted Olna’s derision of Tessa’s very vanilla tastes, so surely it was safe to try again. Having Jayde there as a safety net was reassuring, right?

Therefore, light and breezy, fun and flirty had been the tone in their communication since then, even though it felt like a little wall had been erected, which made her sad.

Meanwhile, cake.

Sam was her normal effusive self, grabbing bowls of various sizes, and cooking utensils from the enormous soft-close drawers. Everything contained in the kitchen was modern, expensive, and practical. A perfect blend of Abby and Sam.

“Right. Soooo, making a cake from scratch.” Sam squinted at the recipe on the iPad, her hands on her hips. Tessa, enjoying the irreverence of the dancing cats on her apron, stood to the side of the tornado that was Sam Markson, and shared a grin with Jayde, who had plonked herself on a stool as soon as she’d arrived, declaring herself a hazard if she helped. Theo wriggled himself under her stool, having adopted Jayde as his favourite person ever.

Their grins faded to soft smiles, exactly as they’d done when Jayde had arrived. Gazes had roamed across faces, torsos and back again. Just like now. Tessa took in Jayde’s short ponytail, which contained her windblown hair and shaped it into something less weather related. The freckles danced across the tops of Jayde’s cheeks and nose, and Tessa had to restrain herself from reaching across to run her fingers over every single one. Apparently, this was pulling back, and she rolled her eyes at herself, wrenched her gaze away, and turned to Sam.

“Are we good to go?”

Sam screwed up her lips, then jabbed her finger at the screen. “This is my punishment for falling in love with the most wonderful woman in the world who happens to be the mother of the coolest kiddo ever.”

“Love is bothersome baking?” Jayde flicked her palms up in question.

Tessa burst into giggles, her eyes twinkling at Jayde who winked in return. “I dare you to write that into Sam’s part of the profile,” Tessa said cheekily, and Sam pointed at Tessa.

“I simply cannot imagine the continuation of your employment if I am subjected to that amount of sass,” Sam said with an affected high class accent.

Tessa giggled again. “Seriously. Let’s get on with this. What’s the first step?”

Moving about the kitchen fairly seamlessly for a very tall and a not-at-all-tall duo, Sam and Tessa managed to create a batter that looked, and tasted like, the recipe said it should.

Sam pronounced it a success as she shoved it into the left-hand side of the dual oven which dominated the space to the side of the kitchen, and Tessa began to gather the used bowls and utensils. Suddenly, Jayde reached across and held her wrist. “My supervisory role was integral to this success, so I should be amply rewarded.”

The veins under Tessa’s skin ignited. Wonderful images of how Jayde could be amply rewarded flashed through her mind. Her wrist trembled as Jayde ran soft circles over the skin on the inside of her wrist.

They held eye contact.

“So,” Sam said. “If rewards are being passed around, then accompanying coffee is in order.” She sent a long look to both Tessa and Jayde, then spun around to the espresso machine.

Jayde leaned forward, pulling softly on Tessa’s wrist to bring her closer. “When I was little, I was always allowed to lick the spatula,” she murmured.

Tessa’s breath hitched. Lick. A word. That was all it took for her bones to start dissolving. Angel was right. Again. She removed her hand, and placed the other utensils on the bench. Then she plucked up the spatula, dragged it around the inside of the bowl, collecting the remaining batter, and held it out to Jayde.

“Here you go.”

Without breaking eye contact, with Tessa’s breath becoming more shallow by the second, Jayde poked out her tongue, and very deliberately, very slowly, licked her way from the bottom to the top of the flat silicone surface, scooping up the mixture.

Tessa gripped the rounded edge of the marble counter. Oh dear God. Jayde’s eyes were dark with intent. If it was possible to have sex between two pairs of eyeballs, then just now they’d have finished mutual orgasms and were cuddling in the centre of the bed.

Jayde glanced at Sam who still had her back to them, then lifted an eyebrow at Tessa, returning the spatula. “It’s all about the technique,” she whispered, then she spoke louder. “I’m just going to pop to the bathroom. Sam, it’s up the hall at the end, right?”

Sam turned around, her lips rolled in as if she was holding back a smile. “Yep. Same place. I’ll have your coffee ready by the time you get back.”

Tessa’s gaze followed Jayde until she disappeared around the corner, then she exhaled.

Sam gestured, palm out, at Jayde’s empty stool.

“How many interviews has Jayde had with Abby now? Nine? Ten?”

Tessa peered at Sam. Why would she know the number of interviews—it was eight—Jayde had done so far? “Who knows? What are numbers? When is time?” Tessa bent her head over the used mixing bowls. 

Sam laughed. “Too true. Time is relative, isn’t it? Just like love, a crush, desire, any of those things.”

Tessa snapped her head up. Sam, leaning against the counter again, had her arms crossed, and an inscrutable expression held court over most of her face. Her eyes sparkled with mischief as she lifted her chin. “The MTC offers acting classes.” Her statement was underscored with humour.

Tessa frowned in confusion. “Um. Yes, I know?”

Sam delivered a nonchalant shrug. “You’ll need to enrol if you want to continue checking out Jayde without anyone knowing.”

Tessa flushed, and covered her face. “Oh my God! I’m so embarrassed.”

Sam gave a soft laugh and reached over to rub Tessa’s shoulder. “Don’t be. It’s awesome.”

“She’s…” Tessa slid her hands away, and took in Sam’s delighted grin. “It’s…”

Sam nodded sympathetically. “It’s complicated?”

Tessa rounded her eyes. “So very complicated.”

Sam hummed. “Uh huh.”

Tessa shook her head. “Anyway, not for now because I need to be a serious chaperone creating an excellent cake for my charge. Not a woman hung up on…” She waved vaguely towards the bathroom at the end of the hallway.
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When Grace peeled back the tissue paper—she was one of those people who saved the wrapping—she found a signed, leather-bound, first-edition of Maya Angelou’s ‘I Know Why the Caged Bird Sings’.

“Oh my God! Thank you!” she cried, and, holding the book carefully in one hand, flung her arms about Jayde’s shoulders, then pulled away, and proceeded to explain to Abby—who’d returned from Sydney that morning—and Sam exactly why the book was so amazing.

Tessa gave Jayde a long look, a smile lifting the corners of her lips,

“You didn’t have to buy a present. I know how expensive a signed copy of anything is, so how on earth did you get a copy of that?” Tessa whispered, leaning close. She inhaled Jayde’s scent. The only way she could describe it was like a dark flower. Not in colour but in depth. An all-encompassing, intoxicating, dark flower.

Jayde held Tessa’s elbow, keeping her close, then slid her hand down softly to play with Tessa’s fingers. Tessa nearly swooned.

Jayde spoke near Tessa’s ear. “I have secret book people who know secret book things about secret book discounts, and I know I didn’t have to, but I wanted to. I thought Grace might like it.”

They looked at the fifteen-year-old currently bouncing on her toes.

“I’m going with yes,” Tessa said, grinning, and turned her head to catch Jayde’s equally happy expression. Tessa bumped her shoulder. “Kind of matches my gift.”

“Oh?”

“Handmade bookmarks from the Turkish crafts stall at the artisan markets in the old Northside nunnery.” Tessa winked. “Grace isn’t a corner folder.” Then, even though they were Not Making This A Big Deal and therefore she shouldn’t be noticing such things, Tessa paid too much attention to Jayde’s slow exhale. Jayde’s lips forming a soft ‘O’, her dark eyes holding Tessa’s gaze.

It was too much. Tessa jerked her head.

“What time are the bowling lanes booked for again?” she asked in a higher pitch than normal, so she cleared her throat. “We probably should make a move.”

Abby nodded towards the internal elevator.

“Marina’s got the car ready.”

Abby had announced when she’d breezed in the front door that all five of them would travel together because it made perfect sense. Tessa wasn’t going to argue. Abby on a mission—armed with gorgeous hair, a husky American/Australian accent, and hands that demonstrated punctuation—was unstoppable. Sam had stared at her fiancée with heart eyes the size of dinner plates.

Marina did indeed have the car ready, and once everyone was buckled in, drove up and out of the driveway into the city traffic.

Jayde leaned forward from the back seat next to Tessa. “Marina?”

“Yes, Ms Ferg—Jayde?”

Jayde smiled. “Can you finish this sentence?” she asked.

Driving around trams and cars as if they were rocks in a softly flowing river, Marina flicked her eyes to the rear vision mirror.

“I will try to.”

“Okay. So the sentence is: Love Is…”

“Love is?”

“Yes. That’s the sentence to finish. I’ve made everyone answer it and I was hoping you’d like to answer it as well. May I use your response in my book?” She whipped out her phone and opened the recording app.

Marina nodded, hummed, then slid in behind a car that seemed more inclined to follow instructions from the traffic lights than the one she’d followed for the last five hundred metres.

“Yes. In the Philippines, a common saying is nang dumating ka sa buhay ko, naging makulay ang mundo ko.” Her melodic tones made the phrase sound like a lyric in a song.

“That’s lovely, Marina,” Abby sighed.

“It means when you came into my life, my world became colourful.” She paused, flicked the indicator and turned into the bowling centre. “Jayde, for your book, it means Love Is to colour life into someone’s world.” She brought the car to a stop. “It is usually said to a Filipina, a woman.”

Jayde flicked a glance and a smile at Tessa.

[image: ]


The noise of crashing pins, the thud of bowling balls that probably shouldn’t be making that much contact with the wood, the 1980s tunes blaring from the speakers, the strip lighting pulsing along the sides of the lanes, then up the edges of each step leading to the shoe exchange booth, assaulted Tessa when she followed Grace into the centre.

“This is…”

Grace whipped her head around, her smile beaming. “So cool, right?” she exclaimed.

Jayde leaned into Tessa. “I haven’t stepped foot into a bowling alley for at least fifteen years, but even allowing for that, I can see that the whole place seems to have been de-camera-ed and de-papped, and probably de-arseholed.”

Tessa left her shoulder against Jayde’s. “Six lanes in total. Six people on average per lane. We’re occupying three lanes because there’s eighteen of us. So that means three lanes remaining for the non-camera-carrying, non-pap-type, unlikely to be arseholes people who are probably great at ignoring world famous actors, and her kid’s friends.”

Jayde laughed. “Beautifully summarised, Ms Connor.” She tipped her chin at the shoe booth. “Let’s pick up our Parisian bowling haute couture.”

Tessa grinned, and followed Jayde to the counter, where Grace was engaged in a bouncing, side-to-side group hug with Justine, Hira, Kirralee, and India. Four boys stood to the side, looking somewhat awkward. Tessa took a small step forward, instantly in chaperone mode—visual yet unobtrusive—and locked eyes with Grace.

“Oh! Tessa, you know Hira, Justine, Kirralee, and India.” She waved her hand to encompass the foursome. Then she turned to Hira, who hauled on the hand of a blonde-haired boy.

“Hi Tessa, this is Justin,” Hira said with pride as if she’d scored the largest fish in the Annual Port Melbourne Fishing Tournament.

The other boys chose to introduce themselves; Kieren, who seemed to be Justine’s boyfriend; Shaun, who looked like he was attached to Kirralee, and Nyal who managed to state his name but didn’t get a chance to define his place in the world because India pronounced Nyal a 'friend who hangs out with her on weekends’.

Which left⁠—

“This is Michael,” Grace said shyly, and took his hand. Her face radiated happiness probably because she was at a regular event for a regular occasion with a regular cake and holding the hand of a regular not-quite-but-maybe-soon-to-be boyfriend.

Tessa sized him up. Tall as per the school photo. Chiselled features. A definite sporty sort. Her guess of rugby was probably correct.

Michael stuck out his hand. “Nice to meet you, Tessa. Grace speaks highly of you.”

Grace speaks highly of you? Michael was either the world’s most well-mannered fifteen-year-old or he was in schmooze mode.

“Thanks. Well, nice to meet everyone. This is Jayde, my…” Tessa paused, conducting an internal debate, then the memory of delightful kisses won out. “Good friend.” Tessa rubbed Jayde’s back to bring her into the group, and based on Jayde’s slight flush on her neck, Tessa knew she’d made the right decision with the adjective. There was a round of “Hello”s, and “Nice to meet you”s, then Grace suggested that everyone tell the attendant their shoe size, and find a bowling ball.

Tessa stared after them.

“What’s in your head?” Jayde’s voice tickled Tessa’s ear, and hairs sprang to attention up and down her arms.

She turned, then watched in fascination as the light show played across Jayde’s face.

“Oh, I don’t know. I can’t put my finger on it,” she answered.

“The kids? Michael?”

Tessa bunched her lips together. “I think I’m being a heart helicopter.”

Jayde’s eyebrows went up. “A what?”

Tessa waved her hands about, one finger circling in the air. “You know. A helicopter hovering. I’m being a heart helicopter.”

Jayde reached for her hand. “I think being a heart helicopter is simply being an excellent chaperone.”

Having decided on the bowling balls that felt like the correct weight and fitted their fingers—“I’ll have to take my ring off so I can fit into the hole.” A statement to which Sam raised a lascivious eyebrow as Abby huffed in frustration, staring at the racks and racks of multicoloured balls—they organised themselves into groups of six with Justine, Kirralee, India and their associated male companions at lane one. Tessa, Jayde, Grace, Michael, Hira and Justin occupied the next lane over, which meant that Sam, Abby, and the four MTC students in their twenties, who Grace had befriended over the last year, settled themselves into the plastic seats in lane three.

With Bon Jovi blaring through the speakers that hung about the space, the first person in each group bowled their ball down the lanes and competition and laughter began.
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“What on earth is that?” Tessa peered into Jayde’s tall plastic cup, the straw sticking out through the hole in the lid.

“It’s a rainbow slushy.” Jayde offered it to Tessa. “Want to try it?”

“It looks like the shine on the surface of an oil spill.”

Jayde fell sideways with laughter, nearly dropping the drink. “It doesn’t taste too bad. Go on.” She pushed it into Tessa’s hand.

“Fine. If I die, it’s your fault.” Tessa frowned at Jayde, then froze. Jayde’s smile was curled with mischief. Her eyes sparkled with humour. Her mouth was bracketed by laughter lines. Her hair framed her face, the tendrils curling past her temples. Tessa wanted to slowly tuck each strand behind Jayde’s ears so she could relish the experience.

Her expression must have said as much because Jayde’s lips parted and Tessa couldn’t look away.

“Are you going to taste it?” Jayde asked, her voice soft and flirty.

“Right. Yes.” Tessa encircled the top of the straw with her lips and sucked the cold drink into her mouth, then immediately let go and pressed on the top of her head. “Ow! Brain freeze!” She shoved the cup at Jayde. “It’s an Antarctic shipping disaster.”

Jayde grinned.

Grace, having returned from knocking down all the pins, leant over the small barrier separating the lanes. “Brain freezes are the worst!” She pointed at the animated cartoon character dancing on the score screen above their area, and punched the air. “I’m a rock star! Rap-dancing koalas for my strike!”

Hira nodded emphatically. “Totally.”

Then, Tessa found her gaze drifting to Jayde again, who’d stood for her turn, and was clutching the ball at the starting dot on the wooden floor. She watched the way Jayde’s bum cheeks lifted as she walked towards the line, as she angled her leg when she released the ball, as she stood, hands on hips, staring down the lane seemingly willing the pins to fall over by themselves.

She was so caught up with those observations that she nearly missed Justin’s subtle movement as he slid something from his pocket and tucked it under his thigh. She narrowed her eyes and waited a moment. There it was. The quick glance, the kind that suggested nefarious activities.

Jayde returned to her seat. “What?”

Tessa leaned into Jayde’s shoulder. “I don’t know, but I think I just saw Justin with a phone and I’ve got a weird feeling.”

Jayde kept contact with Tessa’s shoulder but surreptitiously glanced over at the teenager. “Michael’s right next to him. Surely he would have seen Justin do something.”

“That’s my weird feeling.”

Then Justin slid his hand under the outside of his thigh and pushed at something so it ended up between his legs. He reached down and picked it up, hiding it so that it was difficult to make out the object’s shape.

“Yep. That is a phone,” Jayde growled.

Tessa hissed. Everyone had agreed to the no-phones request. Except Justin, apparently. Tessa flicked her eyes to Michael, who was looking away almost deliberately. She couldn’t be sure. It didn’t matter because, before she could make a move, Jayde was up, around the barrier, and over to the vacant seat next to Justin. Hira and Grace were visiting their friends in the next lane, so it looked very much like Jayde was simply having an amicable chat with the boys while they waited. Michael’s eyes were fixed on the score screen above him. It was an attempt at nonchalance but whoever was teaching the school’s drama club needed retraining because Michael’s version of casual indifference was dreadful. He definitely knew what Justin’s intention was. That initial gut feeling became alarm bells. The problem was that she couldn’t prove anything. The other problem was that she couldn’t stop Grace from seeing Michael. It wasn’t her place as a chaperone or even as a friend. Tessa would simply have to be more aware of Michael-might-be-a-shit vibrations where Grace was concerned.

Tessa’s leg jiggled nervously, as she stared at Jayde leaning into Justin’s space. Jayde was tense, back ramrod straight, fingers gripping her knee caps as if she needed to anchor them somewhere.

Justin’s eyes rounded as he stared at Jayde, her face close to his, then he nodded frantically, and passed over his phone as if it was on fire. Jayde stood, subtly pocketed the device, patted Justin’s shoulder, then strolled back to her seat.

Tessa turned square on. “What did you say to him? What are you going to do with his phone?”

Jayde’s lips were a thin line. “He’ll get his phone back when he leaves. I’m not going to keep it.” She bared her teeth. “I am so angry. Did you notice Michael pretending to ignore everything going on beside him even though most people would’ve loved the drama? Interesting.” She raised her eyebrows, and Tessa nodded.

“Back to Justin.” Jayde tilted her chin at Hira’s boyfriend. “Firstly, I used his full name as it always seems to scare the living daylights out of kids when you do that. Then I told him I was completely aware that the nearly thirty-thousand dollars his father pays every year just so lovely Justin can attend Rawson Boys Grammar is claimed as a ministerial expense from the public tax portfolio and if Justin didn’t hand over his phone, I’d expose that interesting fact to the good citizens of not only Victoria but all of Australia, via every media platform, which means that his father would be dragged through the gutter press, and he’d have to resign from government, meaning that Justin would have to find another, much less expensive, school.”

Tessa blinked. “How on earth did you know all that?”

“I asked Grace for her guest list and, using a number of morally grey sources, I researched each of the kids, including the MTC students, in case exactly this situation arose.” 

Tessa gaped. What an incredibly thoughtful thing to do. She just about swooned, then remembered the reason for Jayde needing to gallop across the seating area with her sword raised.

“Are you going to tell Grace and Hira?”

Jayde hummed. “I thought about it, but I don’t think I will. Yes, Justin was about to do a shitty thing. Social media, for sure, but I think I put the fear of God into him. Michael was bound to have heard most of it, so he’s probably crapping his pants as well. So, I think we’ll keep it to ourselves.” She looked at Tessa, eyebrows raised in question.

Tessa slipped her hand into the crook of Jayde’s arm. “I agree.” She glared at Justin, who was staring at the bowling ball in his lap. He obviously needed something to hold on to now that his phone had been confiscated.
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The night continued for another two hours with shouts of delight from all three lanes as people scored strikes, and laughed at the celebratory dances that became more elaborate as each lane tried to outdo each other.

However, while she joined in the antics, Tessa kept an eye on Justin and Michael, and scanned across to the next lane over so she could spy on the other boys.

“I think Justin was the only one,” Jayde murmured in her ear as they stood waiting to return their shoes. Her body was nearly flush with Tessa’s, their cheeks lightly touching.

Tessa’s breath hitched. “I think you’re right.” Then she stepped back and gazed into Jayde’s eyes. “Yes,” she said, her hands hovering near Jayde’s hips, wanting to touch down. She wondered what she was actually agreeing to.
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Grace declared the night a complete success as everyone went their separate ways and Abby, Sam, Tessa, and Jayde joined her in the SUV.

“Michael’s lovely, isn’t he?” Grace’s question was directed at Tessa, who smiled and nodded, deciding to keep her thoughts to herself. Abby and Sam were smiling as well, obviously fine with Grace’s choice of companion. But Tessa frowned to herself. Perhaps she was being ridiculously overprotective. Michael might be perfectly harmless. She shrugged, her shoulder brushing against Jayde’s. Grace was right; apart from the Justin issue, the night had been a success, and that was all that mattered.


Chapter
Fourteen



Jayde contemplated her reflection. She’d kissed Tessa goodnight last Saturday after Grace’s bowling party. Perfectly chaste. Sinking into lips. Tongues touching. Sighs. Whimpers. Hands roaming a little. Clutching at hair. She rolled her eyes.

“Interesting definition of chaste.”

The kisses had left her hot and bothered and turned on and needing. Yet here she was heading off to meet Tessa at QueerBeers so that Tessa could flirt and thrill other women and perhaps be invited back to a woman’s place or hotel room. Jayde swallowed around the lump in her throat. They’d agreed to this. These not-pretend kisses while moving forward with the pretend lessons. The whole idea left a bitter taste in Jayde’s mouth.

“I’m jealous,” she said to the mirror. Her reflection nodded in agreement. “Which is stupid.” The reflection continued to nod.

Giving herself up as a lost cause, Jayde shrugged on her jacket, grabbed her wallet and keys, and made her way down the driveway to the tram stop.
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After a fortifying breath, and an internal, “You can do this,” Tessa entered the bar and was instantly assaulted by noise, lights, and the sugary scent of alcohol. Two women paused in their conversation to rake their gazes up and down Tessa’s body, which was slightly invasive yet rather complimentary. Tessa had definitely gone for the wow factor tonight, seeing as the goal was to win someone over within a few hours. Faded jeans and her favourite t-shirt were not going to achieve that. So she’d pulled out her red, fringed, mid-thigh dress which she’d found in an op-shop last year. It reminded her of the dresses worn by the flapper girls in the 1920s. She’d decided on red, low heel slingbacks, her earring clip, smoky eyeshadow, and a teeny tiny handbag. She had somehow managed to straighten every strand of her French cut hair. Tessa felt confident in the outfit, despite not feeling confident in the location.

“I hope Jayde is already here,” she muttered, and wound her way through the occupied stools towards the bar.

Tessa’s wish was granted when she spotted Jayde, who had obviously seen her as well, slowly stepping off her stool, her eyes wide, lips parted. Tessa stopped and grinned.

“Bit busy, hey?”

Jayde stared.

“Jayde?”

“What? Oh!” Jayde waved her hand up and down Tessa’s torso. “God, Tess. You look stunning!”

They held eye contact as, all about them, the noise from the ocean of people reduced to a low hum. Jayde’s gaze became heated, eyes darkening, seemingly drinking Tessa in, which sent a sizzle of arousal throughout Tessa’s body.

“You…” She smiled. “You look fab as well.” It wasn’t a lie. Dark jeans, boots, grey shirt, and that jacket again, the one that somehow promised all sorts of things.

Jayde’s cheeks pinked, which stunned Tessa. It was almost as if Jayde was shy. Or overwhelmed. Or something?

“What are you drinking?” Jayde tilted her head at the beer taps and the rows of bottles running along the shelves behind the bar.

“Ooh, we’re jumping right into the lesson. Okay. My name’s Tessa, and I’d like a Roy Rogers, please,” she replied, delivering a quick wink. She wasn’t game to order another Sex On The Beach mocktail. The last one had ended up being sprayed all over the floor like an effective garden sprinkler system.

A strange look flitted across Jayde’s face. It was so quick that Tessa wondered if she’d actually seen it, so she shrugged and smiled as Jayde ordered their drinks, which arrived in record time.

Jayde tapped her glass to Tessa’s. “That was a good start. So, who takes your fancy?” She swivelled on the stool and stared into the crowd.

Tessa swallowed, and looked at Jayde’s profile. You do, Jayde. You take my fancy. What a frustrating situation to be in. Her brain put up its hand to remind her that common sense had gone AWOL the last time she’d realised her frustration and therefore Tessa only had herself to blame. So she spun around on her stool to join Jayde in watching the crowd.

It was only a minute later when Jayde leaned over, and murmured, “Yellow shirt to your right. Short black hair. She’s not with anyone, I think.”

It was like Tessa had landed in some type of sapphic sitcom with Jayde appointed as wingwoman. Tessa snuck a glance at the tall woman who Jayde had suggested. Very tall. Very buff. Very much like the woman years ago who’d decided that Tessa wasn’t worth the effort, all because Tessa wanted to just kiss and touch a few places.

Tessa could feel her nerves taking over.

“No. I don’t think—do you want to dance?” She raised her eyebrows at Jayde, hoping her voice didn’t sound like an anxiety attack was cresting the hill. It wasn’t that she hated the idea of hooking up. It would be lovely to have a night of anonymous sex. But not yet. The judgements from years ago had cut so deeply that it would take a while to soothe the sting. Even Olna’s words had hurt when she’d attempted to encourage Tessa to become more adventurous in the bedroom. Olna had said that there was only so much mundanity that she could handle. Ouch.

But with Jayde, the idea of a single night felt safe. Tessa laughed to herself. The irony. It was a bit hard to happily hook up with an anonymous person when the anonymous person was not anonymous. Tessa’s brain had found time in its busy schedule over the weeks to create visions of what sex between Jayde and Tessa would be like and gosh, her brain was a creative little thing.

Hence, dancing.
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It proved to be the right choice for stamping out her nerves, but the wrong choice for keeping up the not-pretending-but-let’s-maintain-the-lessons idea she’d suggested. Jayde was right in front of her, all sexy and gorgeous and fun, and they moved together and Jayde held her close. Tessa was awash with lust, and attraction, and something deeper that was too much to contemplate.

She sent Jayde a smile.

“Thank you for this,” she said loudly, leaning towards Jayde to deliver the message over the latest Kylie Minogue pop creation.

Jayde moved into Tessa’s space and placed her hands on Tessa’s hips. “What are you thanking me for?”

“Dancing. A night out. Being supportive. Being a friend.” Tessa slid her hands onto Jayde’s forearms and suddenly they were close enough to brush thighs. Their movements slowed. Their eyes locked, and Tessa was positive her heartbeat synchronised with the music. If she wasn’t careful, she’d invite Jayde home for mind-blowing sex, which sounded fabulous but not the greatest idea even though Jayde looked like she’d be up for it.

Which was absolutely not the aim. Tessa would get laid, Jayde would as well, but Tessa would not have hooked up anonymously, and Jayde would probably lock down her heart and continue seeing a Ferris wheel of women.

“See anyone who looks like they’d be prepared to spend the night with a time-travelling woman from the 1920s?” Tessa asked, patting Jayde’s arms, then removing her hands.

Jayde gave Tessa a look which she couldn’t decipher, then let go of Tessa’s hips, and subtly peered about. She tipped her chin.

“The woman at the window table. Brown hair. Kind of windblown.”

Tessa snuck a glance. The woman was really pretty. Comfortable in her skin, Tessa thought, based on no information whatsoever, but she looked like she was perfectly content to sit at her table, sipping her drink without staring about with social anxiety eyes.

“Okay. Wish me luck.” Tessa grimaced, then smiled, and Jayde walked behind her to leave the dance floor.

“You’ll knock her socks off,” she said, and rubbed across Tessa’s back.

Tessa wasn’t sure she’d be able to knock off any item of clothing, but she gathered her confidence and strode over to the woman.

The first thing she noticed was how much the woman looked like Jayde. Had Jayde chosen the woman for that reason?

“Hi. I noticed you from the dance floor and I thought I’d come over and introduce myself. I’m Tessa by the way and this is my first time at QueerBeers. Well, not the first time because I was here six years ago…” Tessa blinked at the woman’s slow smile. “Oh dear God, I am so sorry.”

What on God’s green earth was that mess? She could flirt easily with Jayde, so that just then was simply embarrassing.

The woman laughed. “Hi, Tessa. I’m Paola. This isn’t your natural environment, is it?” She pointed to the spare stool. “Have a seat.”

Tessa, still appalled at herself, sat heavily, and nodded. “You’re right. I’m an introduced species. Wildlife Australia probably has alerts on their website.”

Paola cracked up. “I doubt it. You definitely blend in with that outfit, even if you come across as a very stressed non-native.” She took a sip of her drink, and smiled. “You up for a bit of a chat or something more?”

“Oh!” Okay. Nothing like jumping in feet first. “I would be interested in more?”

“But you’re not sure.”

“Absolutely not sure at all.” Tessa laughed in self-deprecation.

Paola gave her a wink. “Tessa, I’m not looking, don’t worry. I’ve only got out of a messy relationship and I’m just hanging out and absorbing vibes. That’s it.”

Absorbing vibes sounded wonderful. “Well, then, I’m a definite fan of hanging out.”

Paola grinned, pushed her glass away, and asked Tessa if she wanted a drink. Tessa’s, “No thanks,” was met with another smile, and suddenly they were discussing the ongoing Melbourne and Sydney rivalry for best city in Australia and why coffee should be added to that list.

Tessa jerked her head when she caught a glimpse of the time on Paola’s phone. Twenty minutes. “I’m so sorry. I need to get back to my friend. I’ve left her in the lurch.” She hopped off the stool. “It was lovely to meet you, Paola.”

Paola stuck out her hand. “You, too, Tessa. I hope you find what you’re looking for.”

“I’m not…” Tessa closed her mouth, and Paola nodded.

“Have a great night, Tessa.”

Tessa delivered a little wave, and spun on her heel to make her way back to Jayde, who had found a cosy spot at the corner of the bar. Tessa climbed up on the stool.

“Right. Well, that was an experience.”

Jayde’s smile was the tightest Tessa had ever seen on a person’s face. Like a rubber band.

“So, how’d you go? Any luck?” Jayde asked. Her gaze took in the space around Tessa’s head but didn’t really land on her eyes.

Tessa paused, then reached across and held Jayde’s hand.

“Are you okay?”

Suddenly all the air seemed to leave Jayde’s body. She brought her eyes to Tessa’s. “Yeah, I’m okay.” She gave a sort of wriggle and turned square on. “Tell me all. I bet you wowed her.”

“But I’m back here, so I didn’t wow her completely otherwise I’d be…not here.” Tessa squeezed Jayde’s hand, then let go. “Paola was lovely. Took pity on my inept flirting. She’s just out of a relationship, so she’s catching vibes at the moment. Thinks Sydney’s coffee is better than Melbourne which would have cancelled her out no matter how keen we were. She isn’t looking for a hook-up, and I reckon we could be friends.”

Jayde stared, then laughed out loud. “Oh, Tess. That’s so you. You made a friend.”

Tessa grinned. “See? Lost cause.”

“You’re not a lost cause. You’re great,” Jayde said, pinning Tessa with such an intense gaze that she couldn’t look away. “Tess. You’re great,” Jayde repeated, and softly held Tessa’s hands, smoothing the skin. Tessa’s entire body erupted in delicious goosebumps, which she enjoyed for a solid ten seconds, then she panicked. Tonight was all about having delicious goosebumps as the consequence of an anonymous hottie checking her out, saying flattering and sexy things into her ear. Jayde wasn’t supposed—oh, who was she kidding? Tessa wanted to crawl under Jayde’s clothes. She wanted to be where Jayde was. She wanted to let her mind frolic in the wonderfulness of Jayde. Tessa sucked in a breath, took Jayde’s compliments, and bundled them into a shot of confidence.

“I should try one more time,” she said.

“Okay,” Jayde replied, rather unenthusiastically.

Tessa looked into the crowd. “What about her? The blonde with the undercut. Black shirt.”

Jayde leaned around Tessa.

“Looks like a player, so she might lead the way. That’s good, right?”

A player? Leading the way? Tessa swallowed. Flashbacks of Olna sneering at Tessa’s need to be led flickered through her mind. She tossed them to the side.

“Yes, why not?” She inhaled, and climbed off her stool. “Here I go.”

Tessa weaved in between other patrons and reached the tall, round-top table, where the woman was nursing a tumbler of something golden brown. Her friends seemed to have abandoned her. Probably a toilet break.

“Hi. My name’s Tessa. I noticed that you’re marooned on your island, and I thought I’d rescue you.”

Tessa cheered. A flirty opening line.

The woman scanned Tessa’s body, then winked. “Are you sure it’s me who needs rescuing?”

Tessa pressed her lips together, and blinked. With a wide mouth smile, the woman stuck out her hand. “Maz.”

Within two minutes, Tessa discovered that Maz was a small-appliance repair person, didn’t like wine, and had a younger sister. She also discovered that Maz was up for a good time if Tessa was into one as well.

Maz leaned in, and ran a finger down Tessa’s forearm. “Wanna go back to mine?”

“Okay?” Tessa squeaked.

Maz stood, and held out her hand. “I live down the road.”

Patting herself on the back for being the best picker-upper-er ever, while simultaneously swallowing her anxiety, Tessa trailed behind Maz out the door where they only walked three steps before Maz turned Tessa towards her.

“Can I kiss you, please?” Maz’s voice was husky and low and made Tessa’s stomach flip over. Swoon. And manners. Extra swoon.

“Yes.” Tessa wet her lips.

Maz leant down and pressed her lips to Tessa’s, sliding against them, nibbling, her hand reaching around to hold Tessa’s body to hers.

Maz could definitely kiss. It was a good kiss. It really was. But it wasn’t a great kiss, because a great kiss would involve Jayde’s lips.

Maz nibbled along Tessa’s jawline. “I’ve got so many toys,” she whispered. Maz meant to impress, and for any other woman she probably would have, but Tessa’s eyes went round. She pulled away, patting Maz’s shoulders.

“Oh! That sounds…great, Maz, but I’m sorry, I’m not…” She stuttered to a halt. How hard was it to say what she did like, instead of back-pedalling and apologising for what she didn’t like.

She felt a finger lift her chin, and held Maz’s gaze.

“Tessa, you’re incredibly attractive, and smoking hot in that dress, but I don’t think we’d be compatible tonight.”

Or any night, Tessa thought to herself.

Maz smiled. “It was lovely meeting you, though.”

Tessa exhaled. “You, too.”

“I’m going to head home, anyway. Early start tomorrow.” Maz tilted her head indicating the direction she’d be walking. She stared into Tessa’s eyes, then leaned down and kissed her cheek. “You be safe, okay? You’re very sweet, Tessa.”

Tessa watched Maz strut along the footpath, and sighed. Very sweet was code for very vanilla.

“At least she said it was lovely to meet me,” Tessa muttered, and spun around to head back into the bar.
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Tessa sought out Jayde, finding her in exactly the same spot, after twisting around clumps of people to appear at her side.

“So back again. I’m like a well-constructed boomerang.”

Jayde jerked her head up, looked into the crowd, then back at Tessa. “That was quick. I thought you were on there. The pick-up. The doorway.” Jayde’s face hardened, then she seemed to work at relaxing it enough to smile.

Tessa gave a sad huff. “Maz decided she and I weren’t a happening thing tonight, or any night truth be told. Apparently I’m too vanilla.” She flicked her fingers up to quote the last word. “Hey, at least I half hooked up. I tossed in the hook so to speak.”

She sighed despondently.

Jayde slipped her hand into Tessa’s, twining their fingers together. Tessa looked up.

“It’s her loss.” Jayde shuffled forward on her stool, so that their knees touched. “You’re amazing, and beautiful, and any woman should be glad to share a night of pleasure with you, Tess,” Jayde said earnestly. Tessa blushed, and Jayde squeezed her fingers. “It’s true.”

After contemplating those words for a moment, Tessa then straightened her spine.

“Yes. You’re right. I could be a catch. I’m good at the pleasure bit.”

Jayde bit her lip, her eyes flashed with…Tessa decided it was desire. Nothing made eyes that dark except pure lust or tropicamide. Unless Jayde had visited an optometrist that afternoon, then Tessa figured it was the former. She contemplated their joined hands in her lap. “Do you want to stay or…?”

“Let’s go. It’s been kind of a weird night.”

Tessa plucked her keys from her tiny bag. “That’s for sure. Let’s go.”
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The drive back to Jayde’s house was quiet. Meditative. Tessa could almost hear the thought cogs grinding in Jayde’s head. Probably just as loud as in hers. Jayde was right. It had been a weird night. Not nearly as fun as the speed dating, or the food trucks, or the bowling night, or the now numerous moments—weeks—of hanging out at Abby and Sam’s place.

She locked her car and followed Jayde to her front door.

“Thanks for being my bar buddy. Tonight was enlightening, that’s for⁠—”

“Do you want to come in?” Jayde captured Tessa’s eyes, holding them fast. It was almost as if she was holding her breath in hope.

Tessa didn’t look away. “Yes. That’d be nice. We can debrief over ice cream.”

Jayde let out a soft whoosh of air—Tessa had been right about the hope—then grinned, and opened the door. “Luckily, I have emergency tubs in the freezer.”

“Emergency ice cream. I knew I liked you,” Tessa replied, and walked behind Jayde into the small kitchen.

Having retrieved their first aid—caramel swirl—Jayde pointed the spoons at the couch, and they sat close so they could pass the tub back and forth.

Tessa summarised her interaction with Maz.

“I started with something about saving her from a deserted island.”

Jayde laughed. “That’s actually a great line. Go, you.”

“There was hardly any rehearsal. It fell out of my head,” Tessa said.

“Well, it must have worked.” Jayde paused, her spoon halfway to her mouth.

“I guess. Up until Maz informed me of her extensive range of sex toys and invited me to partake in experimenting with each one.”

Jayde snorted. “Oh, God.”

“Hm.” Tessa pulled the tub out of Jayde’s hand, stabbed her spoon into the ice cream, and shoved ice cream into her mouth.

“Okay. Well, as I said, tonight was weird. So let’s talk normal stuff, then. Anything normal coming up for you?” Jayde pulled at the tub, but Tessa held on.

“I haven’t had my second turn yet.”

Jayde laughed out loud. “You’re counting the number of scoops?”

“Absolutely.” Tessa grinned and they held eye contact, even when the grins faded to smiles which switched to lips parting so that the moment became thick and delicious and tense. “Jayde?”

“Yes?”

Tessa shuffled closer. “Can I kiss you? Since we’re not pretending?”

Jayde leaned forward and hovered close to Tessa’s mouth. “Yes,” she murmured, and pressed closer, pushing, pulling with her lips.

Tessa whimpered, then slowly bit Jayde’s bottom lip, which produced a similar whimper from Jayde.

Cold droplets of water on her thigh caused Tessa to jerk away, panting. She held up the tub as the condensation dripped from the bottom. “The ice cream’s melting.”

Jayde traced the line of Tessa’s hair with her finger. “That’s because you’re so hot.”

Tessa stared, then cracked up. “Oh my God. That was so cheesy.”

Jayde laughed, and took the tub from Tessa’s hands. “All the cheese.” They grinned at each other. “So, anything normal coming up?” Jayde put an enormous spoonful into her mouth.

Hoping to find another moment to ask for more kisses, Tessa answered. “I’m chaperoning a small group of girls with Grace included on their forty-eight hour hike. The Rawson Resilience Challenge. Felicity, the principal, implemented it last year. It’s been a hit, although probably not for the chaperones and teachers, or for the kids like Justine who’s discovered super glue and attached herself to her phone.” Tessa laughed at how Jayde shook her head in resignation. “Anyway, we leave tomorrow afternoon. It should be interesting to see how they cope.”

“Grace will be fine.” Jayde scraped at the inside of the tub.

“Oh God, yes. I think the only thing that would ever throw out Grace’s equilibrium would be if she was hurt by someone close to her. I think that emotional pain would take a while to heal.”

Jayde stared into the empty container, then tipped it to show Tessa.

“That last bit was at least four scoops, Jayde Ferguson! I’ll hold you to that repayment.” Tessa gave a mock frown, and Jayde laughed at its ineffectiveness.

They stared at each other in silence then Tessa stood. “Okay. I should get going. Thank you again for tonight. We’ll work on the romance curriculum next weekend.” She gathered her bag, and keys, then made her way to the door. “You’re doing well. Not nearly as appalling as me.”

Jayde followed her, put her hands on Tessa’s shoulders, and turned her around. “You shouldn’t be so hard on yourself. It’s other people, not you.” Keeping hold of Tessa, she pulled back and appraised Tessa’s body, which produced all sorts of delightful tingles and swoops in Tessa’s stomach. The lower half of her stomach.

“Tess, you are funny, and caring, and smart, and you’re beautiful.”

Tessa’s tongue swiped across her bottom lip and held Jayde’s attention.

“You’ve told me that already,” Tessa whispered.

Jayde slid her hands down Tessa’s bare arms, stopping to hold her hands. “It needed repeating.”

“Because…?”

Jayde gave a gentle tug and Tessa stepped into Jayde’s space.

“Because I like saying it,” she replied, and a crooked smile lifted her lips.

“I like hearing it.” Tessa felt the skin on her chest heating, the moisture gathering between her legs, her pulse beating in her veins.

Jayde stared into her eyes. “What was that line you tried tonight?”

Tessa blinked. “You look like you need rescuing?”

“It is a good line,” Jayde murmured.

Tessa contemplated Jayde. “Would it work on you?”

Jayde’s eyes darkened. She slipped Tessa’s little bag and keys from her hand, placed them against the wall, then returned to stand close.

“Probably not.” Jayde placed her hands on Tessa’s hips, thumbs lightly stroking her hip bones through the fabric of the dress.

Deciding that she couldn’t possibly leave her hands free, what with Jayde melting her bones and other wonderful things, Tessa kicked off her shoes, then raised her arms and wound them about Jayde’s neck.

“Really?” she purred, and thrilled in Jayde’s hard swallow.

“I…”

Tessa gently angled Jayde’s head down, raising her chin so that their lips ghosted against each other. “How about this? Would this work?”

Before Jayde could answer, Tessa closed the infinitesimal gap, and pressed her lips to Jayde’s, sucking in her bottom lip. Jayde’s small gasp was exquisitely sexy. Tessa drew back.

“Yeah, it would,” Jayde croaked, her eyes sparkling. “Since kisses and hands and things aren’t pretend anymore, can we do that again?”

Tessa grinned, pushed up on the balls of her feet, and kissed Jayde’s mouth confidently with a soft flick of her tongue, which drew another gasp, and Tessa’s arousal hit the ceiling.

Jayde pulled away, darted her gaze about, then fixed it on Tessa. A sensual, hopeful, needy gaze. “Tess, I want to…It’s your call…but would you like to⁠—”

“Yes.” Tessa slid her hands to Jayde’s cheekbones. “I would like to.”

“I’m, you know, tested and clear,” Jayde said earnestly.

At the very moment she’d found out about Olna’s infidelity, Tessa had promptly taken one of those tests as well.

“So am I.”
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Pausing to kiss again at the door—Tessa’s hands on either side of Jayde’s face—then against the wall near the door—Jayde’s pelvis pressing against Tessa’s—then at the kitchen counter—Jayde’s legs parted so Tessa could step closer and devour Jayde’s mouth and cup Jayde’s breasts—then against the wall in the hallway—Jayde’s hand pressed flat against the wall so she could grind against Tessa who nearly combusted—then at the bedroom doorway—Tessa holding Jayde’s wrists which caused both to whimper—they ended up standing, embracing, both breathing haphazardly at the foot of the bed.

Tessa ran her fingers through Jayde’s slightly dishevelled hair.

“You have a thing for my hair,” Jayde said huskily, and grinned.

Tessa giggled. “It’s a crush.”

Jayde held Tessa’s face, kissed her soundly, and brought their bodies together. While Tessa was aware that she didn’t have a great deal going on in the breast department, her nipples were still incredibly sensitive. All of which meant that, even through layers of clothing, when her breasts pressed against Jayde’s body, she inhaled sharply as a jolt of electricity went from her nipples to her core.

Jayde drifted away from Tessa’s lips to place open mouth kisses across her jawline and down the column of her throat, licking the skin after each one. Tessa threw her head back.

“Oh, yessss,” she hissed. Her hands roamed, smoothing a path from Jayde’s shoulders, to her chest, then letting her fingers dance across the tops and sides of Jayde’s breasts, eventually flicking her thumbs over the prominent hard nipples, jutting against the material of her shirt.

Jayde groaned, the sound long and low and sexy.

More flames. More heat.

Jayde then shuffled her fingers to the side of Tessa’s dress, and looked into her eyes.

“Yes?” Jayde said huskily, her voice filled with hope.

Tessa nodded. “Yes.”

Slowly, Jayde slid the zipper down, her eyes ablaze with desire, and Tessa shimmied out of the dress, laying it on the end of the bed. A fleeting stab of vulnerability whisked through her stomach as Jayde stepped back, quickly removed her outer clothing, then moved forward to kiss Tessa’s lips, her jaw line, her throat. Then Jayde held her at arm’s length. “You are absolutely gorgeous.”

The compliment settled Tessa's nerves. She raked her gaze across, up, down, all over Jayde’s body. What a sight. Tessa softly exhaled through a smile, like her lungs were appreciating the goddess standing in front of them. She couldn’t take her eyes off Jayde, at the red underwear stark against her tanned skin.

“Well, you are simply stunning, Jayde Ferguson, and I want to lie down with you.”

Jayde grinned in delight, her eyes a galaxy of stars. Tessa decided her soft pink bra and panties were not nearly as sexy as Jayde’s fire engine red, so quickly removed them from the situation, throwing the items onto the bureau. She lay on the bed, relishing the way Jayde seemed to have been struck still, bottom lip sucked in under her top teeth. Then Jayde snapped out of her reverie, whipped off her underwear, and crawled up the bed, her gaze predatory, yet safe; a fact Tessa’s brain registered as rather interesting. Jayde kissed her way along Tessa’s skin, lightly touching down like a sun shower.

Tessa arched her back. “Oh God, Jayde.”

Jayde’s face appeared in Tessa’s line of sight.

They stared at each other in wonder.

“Hi, gorgeous,” Jayde whispered, and Tessa shivered because the greeting was accompanied by Jayde’s fingers plucking at her nipples, skating across her chest, sliding up her neck, and running delicately across her eyebrows, her cheekbones.

“Hi to you, even more gorgeous.” The incredulous smile remained on Tessa’s mouth, as Jayde continued to strum Tessa’s nipples, kiss her chest, her lips. Tessa wove her fingers through Jayde’s hair, teasing the long strands, ran her hands down Jayde’s back, then drew her fingers back up, lightly scratching her nails along the skin.

That seemed to hit a rather important spot, because Jayde arched her body and moaned.

“Tesssss. Oh, God, do that again,” she hissed, her eyes fluttering closed.

Tessa watched Jayde’s face, mouth slack, eyes closed, and decided she’d never seen anything so sexy. Jayde needed to know.

“You are so goddamn sexy,” Tessa breathed, and she rested her fingertips at Jayde’s shoulder blades as Jayde opened her eyes. Impossibly, Jayde’s eyes were darker. Dark like midnight, and radiating arousal, and Tessa knew without a doubt that the same emotion was reflected in her own eyes.

She held the sides of Jayde’s head, drew her head down, and kissed her mouth lightly again, and again. Then their lips parted, tongues touched, and rolled, and twisted, and those dips and tugs in her stomach engulfed her entire body. Jayde tasted like sugar and possibilities, and Tessa wanted to savour her forever. Mutual groans filled the air as their kissing grew more frantic, and Tessa could feel the heaviness at her sex, her clit pulsing, her veins vibrating with lust, her body a rubber band stretched, waiting for the ultimate release. So, when Jayde broke the kiss, lay over Tessa, braced on her elbows, and pressed her thigh to Tessa’s clit, Tessa nearly levitated off the bed.

“Oh, Jesus Christ!”

Jayde grinned. “You are so goddamn sexy as well. I want to kiss you everywhere.” Her eyes hooded, her smile in safe predator mode. “Everywhere.”

“Everywhere?” Tessa murmured. Without breaking eye contact, she found Jayde’s nipples—puckered and alert—then watched in fascination as Jayde’s skin goosebumped and her body shuddered. “Like there?”

“God, yes. Like there.” More unwavering eye contact, then Jayde slid a hand down Tessa’s torso, detouring via her nipples, which made Tessa hiss and shiver, then Jayde, after a slight shift of her pelvis, traced a line through Tessa’s pubic hair, stopping at the very top of her clitoris then brushing across the shaft with the barest of touches.

A low moan of desire fell from Tessa’s throat. She was on fire.

She didn’t think she’d ever heard herself make such a noise. Again, Jayde pressed her finger to the shaft of Tessa’s clit. The very top. Then she slid her finger over and back. Over and back, which made Tessa grab a fistful of the bed sheet as the tension slowly, slowly increased, and she could feel a tightening low in her stomach, at her pelvis, in her toes which were curling with pre-orgasmic delight.

“Jayde, yes. Oh, yes.” A sort of whisper-groan combination, which Jayde definitely enjoyed because, while she continued her sweeps and presses, she licked and nibbled at Tessa’s ear, whispering words that included ‘sexy’ and ‘yes’ and ‘gorgeous’, and Tessa was ablaze with lust.

Suddenly, completely uninvited, her brain interrupted the situation, elbowing Tessa’s lust out of the way. This was all too fast, it said. You can’t be having sex already. Jayde was probably about to make a move, it sneered. Maybe she’d ask to go inside. She’d think you much too tame for really good sex. Proper sex. Everyone else had thought that. Jayde would think Tessa so unbelievably vanilla that she’d give up. Hardly worth the time, really. Tessa’s brain nodded emphatically at its words, reminding her of nearly every sexual experience in Tessa’s decade of not-many and not-much sex and how unsatisfying they’d all been.

She decided to pre-empt the mutual mortification.

“Jayde,” Tessa said, her tone suddenly not at all laden with desire.

Jayde paused immediately, and jerked away.

“What? Are you okay?” Her eyes were filled with concern, and Tessa almost wavered in her decision.

“I…I, uh, should go.” She wriggled out from under Jayde’s body. “I’m up early tomorrow because I’m that extra helper for Grace’s hike, like I said.” She hauled on panties, shoved her dress over the top, and bunched her bra into her left hand. All the while, Jayde’s forehead wrinkled, and her mouth gaped. “So, I should get a good night’s sleep, you know?” Tessa was aware she was babbling.

“Tessa…” Jayde spluttered. “What?”

Tessa quickly leaned over the bed, and kissed Jayde on the lips, taking in the confused expression.

“I know this is such a cliché, but it’s not you. You’re perfect. I just need…” Tessa shook her head, then abruptly spun on her heel, nearly running out of the bedroom. She picked up her bag and shoes from the front door, and was down to her car before Jayde would have exited her bedroom.


Chapter
Fifteen



Tessa had appeared in the pub’s doorway last night, and it had taken all of Jayde’s willpower not to write ‘Not Yours’ on two-hundred Post-It notes, then whack each one into the palm of every patron.

That red dress, the cute haircut, the makeup.

Now, having showered after a day of articles, reports and rumination, Jayde had to admit, as she walked out of the bathroom, that it was clear everyone had also enjoyed the vision that was Tessa. However, Jayde was positive that nobody had seen what Jayde saw; the innocence, the joy, the vibrancy.

Jayde shoved on her jeans, shoes, a turtle neck, and her jacket.

So what had happened later when they’d been touching, kissing, stroking? When they’d been in the throes of passion? Tessa had certainly put the brakes on. But it really hadn’t seemed like Tessa’s decision, which was⁠—

“Illogical, but that was kind of how it felt,” Jayde said to the entirety of her bedroom. If anything, it felt like Tessa had been scared. No. Not scared. She’d been anxious. The very thought of it punched at Jayde’s heart.

“Did I make her anxious?” She sighed. It was probably the hundredth time she’d asked that question since waking that morning. Not that she’d had enough sleep to warrant using the word ‘waking’.

Alongside sitting on her backside at a laptop all day, she’d sent innumerable texts to Tessa, which were all versions of, “How are you?” and, “Are you okay?”

There hadn’t been a single response.

Jayde dug out her phone from her jacket pocket to check once again. Nothing.

“I just wish she’d talk to me,” Jayde muttered, dropping the mobile back into the pocket. Just before she hurried away, Tessa had said that she needed something. Needed what? That was the question sitting at number one on Jayde’s list of ‘What Happened Last Night?’

Jayde slipped her Metro card into her jeans pocket, and walked to the front door. Tessa clearly needed space and when she was ready, Jayde would be right there, ready to listen, but also talk, because Tessa needed to know that she wasn’t the only one with some anxiety.

In the middle of all that anxiety, and stress and the not knowing and the article writing and fruitless texting, Luce had rung and asked if Jayde wanted to catch up for a drink at Kings and Queens later that night. Luce wasn’t queer, but had said, at one of their group get-togethers, that the atmosphere of a queer bar was far more palatable than the atmosphere in general population pubs.

Jayde had laughed. “General population pubs? Makes it sound like the clientele are inmates in a jail.”

Luce had given Jayde a long look over the top of her beer glass, then slowly nodded.

At least the pub Luce had chosen wasn’t QueerBeers. Jayde didn’t think she’d be able to stomach that.
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Of course, Luce was late. Jayde rolled her eyes, and tried to catch the attention of the bartender. Jayde felt like the only person who valued hand locations on clocks. With the drink delivered, Jayde turned and sipped, resting her heels on the rung of the stool.

The bar was busy but not overly so. Sunday nights at Kings and Queens were fairly relaxed, with enough bodies to kick up the vibe but not enough to make you feel like you were stuck inside an escape room with a disco ball and a football crowd.

Luce suddenly appeared in front of her. “Hey, good. You’re here,” she said, leaning past Jayde’s head to hold up a finger at the bartender.

“Hi to you, too,” Jayde replied, pushing out the nearby stool with her foot. “Eight o’clock?”

Luce scoffed, ordered her drink, then plonked herself onto the stool. “What’s time got to do with it, got to do with it?” she sang, then grinned, and Jayde laughed.

“Tina would be horrified. So, why are we catching up? Because if this becomes a habit, we’ll have to call ourselves friends.”

Luce punched Jayde’s shoulder, then collected her drink. “Just thought you needed to hang out. Dunno.” She shrugged. “You looked sad last time all of us met.”

Jayde contemplated her drink. Was she sad? Not really. Perplexed. Attracted. Turned on. Heart sore. In very strong like with Tessa.

But not sad.

“I’m not sad.”

“But…?”

Jayde let her head fall back on her neck. “I don’t… I think… I’m…”

A tiny smile grew on Luce’s lips. “You’re incoherent. That’s what you are.” She stared at Jayde until it became uncomfortable.

“Drink your bourbon, Luce.”

“I know why you’re incoherent and grumpy. Not like the grumpy and confused when I’m trying to read my GPS when the hot AI chick stops talking.” She set her glass down, reached back to tighten her ponytail, then shot finger guns at Jayde’s face. “You’re eating lemon meringue pie.”

Jayde coughed on her mouthful. “That’s…No, I’m not, actually”

“Okay. But you’ve walked into the bakery to taste test.”

Jayde glared. “Have I told you how much I hate your analogies?”

Luce laughed. “Yeah, but I’m still gonna use them. Readers recognise my style now, which keeps me employed.”

Jayde squinted, but couldn’t think of anything to add. Luce was right. Jayde had walked into the bakery. She had tasted…Well, not tasted. Okay. That thought didn't need to go anywhere.

Her brain had other ideas, sending her imagination on an unsupervised field trip.

“Luce, can we talk about something else for a while?”

They gave a mutual head nod.

“O’course we can.” Luce wriggled her bum on the seat. “I heard that Liam Hershall, the Tigers captain, is running for local council. The slogan on his corflute signage should read ‘Vote for me; I’m a misogynistic wanker who calls women’s AFL ‘fanny footy’.” She growled. “He is such a wanker.”

“You said that.”

“It bears repeating.”

Jayde grinned into her glass.

Luce continued to leapfrog from topic to topic. It was exactly what Jayde had needed, and she loved Luce for knowing that. Her group of friends might not be the type who sat in each other’s back pockets, but they were there if any of them needed help.

Or just to listen to social and political rambling in a bar on a Sunday night.

“Oh! Fuck! Awesome!” Luce smacked Jayde’s arm.

“Ow! What?” Jayde followed Luce’s gaze. A group of four men was sitting at a round table on the other side of the room. She flicked her finger. “Them?”

“Yep. Red shirt and the one in black. Shawn and Gianno are the organisers of Melbourne Pride. I’ve been playing email tag with them for a week. Do you mind if I go chat for a bit? I’m sorry to be bailing.” Luce wrinkled her brow.

Jayde waved away her apology. “Go. Do. You’re not bailing, and even if you end up chatting for ages and I become a mere shell, nay a husk, and my ashes are whisked away to my flat then⁠—”

“Shut up.”

They laughed at each other’s silliness.

“No, I’m serious. This has been really nice. Thanks, Luce.”

Luce leapt off her stool. “You’re welcome, and for one time only because it’d be weird if it was a regular thing, you need to text me when you get home because you still look like you could fall into a barrel of alcoholic sad, and I’m not diving into that.”

Jayde looked at her friend. “No barrels. Proof of life text. Got it.”

“Good.” Luce gave a quick wave, then skipped across the room.

Jayde spun back to the bar, realised her glass was empty, and ordered another drink, while catching snatches of conversations around her.

“Oh my God! I just love these queer bars in Melbourne!”

Jayde jerked, then turned to stare at a woman with short, multicoloured but mostly pink, hair, climbing onto the stool recently vacated by Luce. She was short, and her eyes, framed by a pair of glasses, peered at Jayde through a rather accomplished alcoholic haze. She continued to gush her praise, leaning into Jayde’s space. “They’re just as good as the bars back home, you know?”

Jayde didn’t know, considering the accent was not Australian and therefore the comparative bars had to be at least a fifteen hour flight away. American? Canadian? The hard ‘r’ in Melbourne suggested as such.

“I don’t know. I’m sorry. You’re from…?” She let the question hang.

“Oh! I’m from Canada. The land of the maple leaf.” She nodded, the motion causing her to sway even closer. Jayde put her hand lightly on the woman’s shoulder to hold her steady and keep her from getting closer. The amount of alcohol on the woman’s breath was probably enough to ignite the smokers in the beer garden outside. Jayde’s hand seemed the impetus for more conversation. She sighed, but good manners kept her from brushing the woman off.

“Have you been in Melbourne long?” she asked, sipping her drink while the woman waved vaguely to catch the bartender’s attention.

“Noooo. Not long at all. Like, probably a week. No. Not a week. Maybe three days. Thought I’d check out the scene, you know? Then check out the scenery, right?” The woman winked at Jayde.

“Right. Is it checking out?”

“Oh, man. It’s awesome. This bar is the best, though. I like the vibe. I used to go to a bar like this in Toronto. Lawlor’s. You know it?”

Jayde was now totally invested, fascinated by the train wreck beside her. She turned square on. “Not really.”

“I used to go there with my girlfriend, then pick up when she went home. Best of both worlds. You know what I mean?” The woman wiggled her elbow towards Jayde, attempting some sort of solidarity, but couldn’t make contact.

“Not really,” Jayde repeated.

The woman shrugged, then continued after an enormous gulp of her drink. “She’s here in Australia, you know? In Melbourne.”

“Your girlfriend? Is she from Canada, as well?”

“Nup. Australian.” She leaned into Jayde’s space, nearly toppling off the stool. Jayde gently pushed the woman back upright again. “We’re doing the long-distance thing, but it’s open, you know. Our relationship. Like, I hook up, and she’s okay with that. I mean, she didn’t make a fuss about it when we were together in Toronto. She never got hung up about it.”

It sounded like the girlfriend had absolutely no idea that she was being cheated on. It wasn’t Jayde’s place to comment on the infidelity but the idea of it made her stomach churn.

“I’m sorry. I forgot to ask your name,” Jayde said.

The woman stuck out her hand, and Jayde chased it when it veered left. “I’m Olna.”

Jayde released Olna’s hand. “Jayde.” Then she frowned in thought. The name seemed familiar but she couldn’t place it, which was odd because it was unusual and Jayde was generally good with names.

“Thought I’d come down under—” Olna laughed and leered simultaneously which was a feat for her inebriated facial muscles. “And find my girlfriend…Uh, like, not find, ‘cause I totally know where she is, right? But I thought I’d surprise her. She’s got a new job. A real step up from her old one. She was a nanny for the kids of some second-rate TV producer, and I told her that if we were going to stay together, she needed a better job.” She nodded seriously. “It’s important for a couple to have matching career statuses. I’m in the movie business, you know.” Olna smirked, scooping up a handful of mixed nuts from the little bowl on the bar, and shoving the lot into her mouth.

A light shone through Jayde’s memory banks.

Oh.

“Movie business?” Jayde whispered, horrified.

Olna continued to preen. “Yeah. Distribution and promotion of movies. Important, right? And now my girl has scored a job nannying the kid of an A-lister. So, like, we have matching career statuses now. I’m here, because I thought I’d reconnect.” Olna stumbled over the last word. “I mean, reunite, like a surprise. You know, since we haven’t seen each other in person for a little while.”

Jayde’s breath caught, and she slowly released each finger from the fist she’d made at her thigh. It wouldn’t do to smack this woman in the face, not with approximately eighty to ninety witnesses. Though, if she had the time and opportunity, she’d definitely put raw prawns in the air-conditioning of Olna’s car.

“What’s the name of your girlfriend?” Jayde kept her tone light and breezy.

Olna threw drunken finger guns at Jayde, which were aimed so poorly that the live band at the other end of the cavernous room would be the only fatalities. Then she tossed another enormous mouthful of alcohol down her throat. “Tessa Connor. Pretty girl. Bit innocent, but that’s okay.” She tried another elbow jab, but Jayde moved back. No way was she having Olna touch any part of her. “She was tame in the bedroom, if you know what I mean.” Olna squinted. “You look like you know what I mean. Tried to get her into more, you know, but she wouldn’t. Bit of a waste, if you ask me.”

Jayde wasn’t asking. Nausea was roiling in her stomach. Olna continued, seemingly thrilled to cast aspersions about Tessa’s overall skills when it came to sex.

“So, I got what I needed with other girls, right? Tessa was all good with it. She understood.”

The conversation from weeks ago zipped through Jayde’s mind as Olna rambled on.

“I wonder if she did actually understand,” Jayde said, staring at Olna. Then, suddenly sick of the whole interaction, the intoxication, the conversation, Jayde waved at the bartender, who brought over the handheld EFTPOS reader. Jayde tapped her card, then stood, and turned to Olna.

“Enjoy Melbourne,” she said through a tight smile, then, after weaving her way through the pub patrons to find Luce, Jayde thanked her friend for the invitation to hang out, and made her way to the exit.

Jayde paused near the curb, and breathed deeply. Christ! So, that was Olna. The Olna, participant in the relationship explosion. Olna, the recipient of Tessa’s ‘I love you’. Jayde growled. Olna didn’t deserve a single bit of Tessa’s heart. And now Olna was here in Melbourne to surprise Tessa. Jayde would bet anything that Tessa wouldn’t be thrilled with that particular surprise. Jayde decided that Olna’s presence in the city was not information to share with Tessa when they next talked.

“Hey, there. You left. Wanna go to another bar?”

Jayde spun around, straight into a cloud of exhaled fumes. Olna, leaning heavily on the A-frame board that advertised the cocktail specials inside the pub, seemed to think that Jayde was her new drinking buddy.

“No, thanks. I’ve got work tomorrow.” She stared at the woman, and sighed. “Olna, it’s probably a good idea to call it a night. Head back to your hotel.”

Olna peered owlishly at Jayde. “You’re ruining my vibe.” She pointed her finger in admonishment. “I reckon I’ll head up the street to find someone else to party with.”

She let go of the sign, checked her balance for a moment, took a single step, then clutched at the sign again. “Nope,” she announced loudly, as three men waiting at the bus stop nearby watched her pursuit of vertical with great interest.

A taxi crawled to a stop, and the driver, a bearded man, his hair wrapped in a beautiful yellow and orange ombre turban, powered down the passenger window, then leaned across the centre console. “Looking for a taxi, love?”

It was time to go home, text Tessa for the four-hundredth time, have a shower, and go to bed. She looked at Olna, whose gaze was fixed on the cracks in the footpath, then she flicked a glance at the men, now looking as if they were more than happy to escort Olna farther up the road to admire much more interesting footpath cracks.

Jayde sighed.

“Yeah, mate. Give me a minute?”

The driver nodded.

Jayde held Olna’s elbow, and pulled her around.

“Olna, you’re in a foreign country, completely smashed, and even though the rest of the world thinks Australians are a bunch of friendly folk, some of us can be right arseholes. So…” She guided Olna to the taxi, and opened the rear door. “You’re heading back to the hotel, okay? Where are you staying?”

Olna, having collapsed into the seat, frowned. “The black building. Fancy one in town. The Keyboard?” She looked up hopefully, as if her answer might earn a gold star. Jayde made eye contact with the driver, and raised her eyebrows.

“Probably not The Keyboard hotel,” Jayde said, adding a one-shoulder shrug.

“I reckon it’s The Keysborough,” he said with a nod.

“That’s it!” Olna exclaimed.

The hotel was reputable, and had an excellent rating on the Safe Travels For Women website so Jayde grunted in satisfaction.

Checking that Olna was buckled in, and relatively upright, Jayde leaned in the front passenger window, resting her elbow on the door frame.

“What’s your price from here to The Keysborough?”

The driver shrugged. “Probably a bit over forty.”

Jayde blew out a breath at the inflated price. She flicked a glance at Olna. The woman might have lied, cheated, and hurt Tessa horribly but Jayde wasn’t about to let Olna get disappeared into the night by a few bastards at a bus stop.

“No worries, mate. How does seventy sound? Covers the fare and any clean up if she chucks.”

After getting a, “Goodo” from the driver, Jayde leaned across and tapped her card. She stepped back, gave Olna a thumbs up through the window, and the taxi pulled away.

Jayde tugged out her phone, googled the number for The Keysborough, and rang their front desk to explain that one of their guests would be arriving in the next ten to fifteen minutes, that the guest was quite drunk, that the guest probably didn’t know her own name let alone her room number, then followed that information with a request to have someone assist the guest to her room. That request was met with an, “Absolutely,” and, “The Keysborough prides itself on its customer service”, both of which sounded reassuring.

She puffed her cheeks and pushed the air out through pursed lips. Embarrassment had to be the reason why Tessa had put the brakes on the beginnings of their night of guaranteed pleasure. It sounded like Olna had done a number on Tessa’s sexual self-worth, and perhaps Tessa went into any experience like last night with a feeling of inadequacy. The idea made Jayde grind her teeth.

“And she’d be feeling a tonne of anxiety,” Jayde mumbled. “I hope I didn’t cause it.”

Suddenly, she didn’t want to text Tessa. She wanted to be in Tessa’s space, hold her hand, touch her face gently as they told each other what they needed to hear, because embarrassment, anxiety, and low sexual self esteem were not discussions for emojis and interpretative punctuation.

She tapped her fingers together in thought, and mentally called up the map of Melbourne tram routes.
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Even though it was ten-thirty at night on a Sunday, she was counting on Tessa being awake to have the conversation that Jayde hoped they’d have.

She knocked on the door, and Angel’s voice carried from the apartment into the hallway.

“If you’re standing out there because you can’t find your key and you’ve forgotten your thermal undies for your trek into Wherever-The-Hell National Park, then it’s your own fault. I could have helped you pack, you know.”

The front door flew open, and Angel, dressed in a panda onesie, blinked at Jayde.

“Well, you’re not Tessa.”

“Sorry. I don’t mean—” Jayde cut herself off as she took in Angel’s words. “Oh, crap. Tessa’s got that school camp thing.”

“Uh huh.”

Then Angel seemed to take pity on Jayde, because she opened the door, and waved her inside. “Come on. You look like you need tea.”

Jayde walked over the threshold, then stopped.

Angel tipped her head quizzically.

“So, Jayde mate, why do you look like you’ve landed on Earth for the first time, and you’re a bit confused?” She raised her eyebrows, then walked into the kitchen with Jayde trailing after her.

“What?”

Angel circled her finger at Jayde’s face. “All wide eyes and freaked out.”

“I’m not⁠—”

“Yeah, you are. You’ve arrived looking for a woman who told you she’s out of range for forty-eight hours, but you seem to have forgotten that detail because something more important overrode your memory cells. Either you have secret information about the origin of crop circles or you’ve worked out Tessa Connor.”

Jayde sat heavily on the kitchen stool.

“The second one?” she replied, unsure if she’d discovered the answer to Tessa Connor at all.

Angel gave a singular nod. “Good.” She turned towards the electric jug. “Crop circles are weird and I’d have to ask you to leave because I don’t want to know about rotating hay.”

Mugs in hand, they wandered into the lounge and took up opposite ends of the sofa.

“So, the puzzle that is Tessa. Got it figured out yet?” Angel flicked back the onesie’s hood, then blew across the surface of her tea.

Jayde cradled her mug, appreciating its warmth. “I don’t—no, not at all.”

Angel laughed. “Of course you haven’t. What happened?”

Indecision sat uncomfortably in Jayde’s mouth. Last night really wasn’t the sort of thing to be discussing with anyone except Tessa. But then again, Angel felt like a safe person to download on. The indecision must have been very evident.

Angel smiled. “Jayde, nothing shocks me. Absolutely nothing.”

“I really shouldn’t⁠—”

“You really should. It looks like you need to.” Angel tilted her head in encouragement.

Jayde blew out a breath. “Something happened last night and I don’t understand it. We were, you know, getting into it, and pretty much on our way to—” She snapped her mouth shut at Angel’s raised hand.

“Yep. Got the picture. I can work with that.”

Jayde’s shoulders dropped in relief. “Okay. Well, suddenly, she stopped and said she had to leave because she wanted to be well rested for the hike. It was almost like she was embarrassed.” Jayde reached out and placed her mug on a coaster. “I have enough self esteem to know it wasn’t about me, but⁠—”

“It was.”

“What?” Somehow she’d hurt Tessa without even knowing it. Jayde, appalled, looked at Angel’s face for clues.

Angel placed her mug on the table as well. “It was and it wasn’t. Look, Tessa is the world’s most wonderful sprite of joy, but she holds onto negativity with the strongest glue in the universe. She assumes, because of shit experiences in her history of bedroom-related activities, that all future bedroom-related activities will also be rather shit.”

Jayde gasped. “How shit are we talking?”

Angel shook her head. “Not what you’re thinking. We’d think of them as teeny blips but they’re Tessa’s teeny blips and her story to tell.”

Jayde’s heart constricted.

“Tessa is tame. I told you that a while ago,” Angel continued. “I wasn’t joking when I said she’s as vanilla as ice cream.”

Jayde pressed her fists into her thighs. “But that’s fine! It’s fine.” She leaned forward to emphasise her words.

Angel shrugged. “You’d think.”

“What?”

“Hm. Look, I’m about to break the cousin-flatmate secret code but sometimes you have to when potential girlfriend-type people are sitting right there.” She pointed at Jayde’s shocked face. “I know these things. Anyway, here’s the heavily edited Tessa-can-fill-in-the-rest version.” She shuffled farther into her corner of the sofa, and grabbed a cushion to hold. “Tessa is vulnerable and yet strong. She’s picked up women before but been cast aside. She's been judged so many times about her apparently bland bedroom choices that she now gaslights herself.”

Jayde stared, then wiped her hands down her face. She and Tessa definitely needed to talk.

“That explains quite a bit. I was at Kings and Queens tonight and ran into a woman named Olna.”

Angel jerked. “Wait. What?”

“She said her name was Olna. I’m pretty sure I got it right.”

Angel raised her eyebrows. “Blonde Canadian wearing glasses?”

“Well, her hair was probably blonde once but now it’s more multicoloured. Sort of drifting towards pink.” Jayde gestured vaguely. “She claims to be Tessa’s girlfriend, but said that they’re on a break, or doing the long-distance thing, or something. I thought Tessa said they’d broken up ages ago. Olna wasn’t clear, because she was three sheets to the wind.”

Angel’s eyes were round. “What else did she say to you?”

Jayde huffed out a breath. “Pretty shitty stuff about Tessa.” She pointed. “About exactly the sort of thing you were just telling me. Oh! Also that she cheated on Tessa.”

“I knew it!” Angel smacked the arm of the sofa. “Fucking cheating shit of a woman.” She growled at Jayde. “Tell me you drop-kicked her up the street.”

Jayde pursed her lips. “I was close to it. I was, still am, angry about her words and her actions. Anyway, she followed me out of the pub, which added to the anger, et cetera. I have no idea where she was heading off to, but she wouldn’t have got there in one piece, so I shoved her into a taxi, and sent her back to the hotel.”

Angel scoffed. “I hope she had enough money. Melbourne taxi drivers get pissed off when their meters don’t match the cash.”

“She’ll be fine. There was an equal meter to cash ratio,” Jayde said.

Angel gave Jayde an inscrutable look. “Goodo.”

Jayde shrugged. “She said she’s here to surprise Tessa. Maybe she really is.”

Angel grunted. “Doubt it. I never trusted that woman with Tessa’s heart, even when Tessa was adamant that her heart would be fine.” Angel’s face dropped and she shook her head sadly.

“So,” Jayde said. “Thank you for the intel on Tess. It helps answer the riddle, I guess.” Jayde inhaled then blew out a breath.

“Like I said, you’re a potential girlfriend and all evidence says that Tessa is looking for a gift box to give away her heart.” Angel rolled her eyes. “Don’t freak out. Tessa is attracted to you, Jayde. It’s bloody obvious. You two are doing all the right things. Dinner.” Angel tapped her finger. “Getting to know each other.” She added a second finger. “Tessa’s smiling at the tingles all that Jayde-ness inspires. She’s been smiling like a goof for ages.” She tapped her finger again. “You’d kiss and I know that’s happened, then you’d have sex and this is where Tessa would hope she wouldn’t bore you because that’s what she thinks, mate.” She lowered her hand. “Then rinse and repeat until you get the 'I love you’ but she isn't going to do that one because, even though you’re a potential girlfriend, you made things perfectly clear the first time I met you.”

“Made what clear?” Jayde frowned.

“You don’t fall in love.”

Jayde swallowed thickly. What if she did?

“But what if I did?”

“Did what?”

“Did fall in love.” Jayde held Angel’s gaze

After a moment, Angel sighed. “Ah, crap. You’ve got heart eyes.” She tossed her hands. “Tessa will be thrilled.” She pressed her fingers into her temple. “You two really need to talk. You need to tell her, you know.”

Leaving that instruction to sit by itself for a moment, Jayde tapped her thigh. “We do need to talk.”

“Definitely. A major conversation, mate.” Angel splayed her fingers, palms up. “What are you bringing to that conversation?”

Jayde tapped her thigh.

Angel matched the gesture, then she grumbled. “Sorry,” she said. “That’s none of my business. You two are adults.”

Jayde paused. “No, it’s a fair enough question, particularly because you’re her family and you want the best for her. I don’t mind sharing my stuff. Call it cousin privileges, because Tessa knows my story.”

Angel smiled. “Cousin privileges. I’ll use that next time Tessa and I are debating who cooks dinner.”

They grinned, then Jayde sobered, and with hums of disappointment and sympathy from Angel, Jayde delivered the potted version of her family’s history since her father’s accident.

“Ten years is a long time to hold a grudge,” Angel said, her mouth turned down.

Jayde nearly stood in frustration. “It’s not a damn grudge!”

“What is it then?” Angel asked, gently.

Jayde curled her hands into fists and ground her knuckles together. “It’s hurt. It’s anger. It’s disillusionment. I’m angry for my dad, because he got hurt both physically and emotionally in the accident, then hurt emotionally again when my mum left. I got hurt!”

“Okay.” Angel leaned forward. “So, you’re fab at constructing walls.” She gave Jayde a pointed look. “Thank you for telling me. You two are going to have one heck of a conversation. But…”

“But?”

“I reckon your heart is emerging from hibernation to breathe relationship air with my cousin.” Angel threw another pointed look. “Please look after her. She likes you a whole damn lot.”

They held each other’s gaze, then Jayde nodded. “I like her a whole damn lot as well.”

“Oh, I know.” Angel smiled, then her grin widened. “I hadn’t meant for this to turn into a therapy session.”

Jayde laughed, then stood. “You’re good to talk to. My friends are always trying to rescue me, which is lovely but frustrating. This was nice.”

Angel rose as well, and walked to the front door. “I’m nearly ten years older than you, therefore I have gathered years of wisdom to bestow upon fresh souls,” she said, over her shoulder. Then at the door, she turned and grinned. “Your friends sound like keepers, but you don’t need rescuing. You’re not a ramshackle old house that qualifies for a home renovation TV special. It sounds like you’re finding yourself all on your own.”

“Maybe I am,” Jayde replied.

“And you’re letting Tessa see that. Nice. As the elder statesman, I deem that acceptable.” They shared a grin. “Anyway, mull everything over, and think about what you want to say when⁠—”

“Tessa’s back from Wherever-The-Hell National Park,” Jayde said, deadpan, then laughed along with Angel.

“She’s back late Tuesday afternoon. I assume you’ve been texting her but she can’t answer any messages until she returns, because her service provider has the worst coverage in Australia. But even if she could text, she wouldn’t. She’s big on being present, and taking care of the people depending on her.”

“Yeah. I’ve seen that.”

Angel patted her shoulder. “Good.” She dropped her hand. “Now, you and Tessa are heading somewhere important, relationship-wise, and in the words of our Lord and Saviour, Taylor Swift, ‘I see sparks fly’.” She sang the lyric completely off-key, which made both of them laugh.

“Thanks, Angel.” Jayde smiled warmly.

Angel patted her shoulder again. “You’re welcome to bash down this door any old time.” Then she paused. “Bugger it. If you’re going to be a fixture here, then you get hugs.” Which were promptly delivered.


Love Is…?






PART THREE


Abigail Taylor

Abigail Taylor is the subject of this profile; one of six profiles in which well-known people from all walks of life will define love. With her impending wedding to thirty-seven-year-old Samantha Markson, her girlfriend of five years, Abigail Taylor’s perspective of love is quite compelling.

By Jayde Ferguson

[image: ]


Given Grace’s clear directions, locating the art studio within the numerous corridors of Rawson Girls Grammar isn’t difficult. I settle onto a stool at the easel next to hers, then look about the large space. It is light and airy, with large standing easels and small, table versions dotted about. Grace plucks a cloth from the table and brushes charcoal dust from her hands, careful to avoid her school uniform. Her hair, tied into a ponytail with a dark red ribbon as per the school’s uniform policy, is still neat and tidy after a day of various timetabled activities.

I comment that the uniform seems like a visible symbol; one that creates a positive school culture.

“Yes. It’s one of the reasons that I thought we could do our interview here. I love this school. It’s my second home, which is hardly surprising since I spend so much time here. When I was nine years old, I was welcomed with open arms and suddenly I wasn’t just Abigail Taylor’s daughter. I became part of a community. I’m comfortable here. I mean, I’m comfortable at home obviously, but I have commitments here in the afternoons which I love, and I didn’t want to dash back and forth from home to here because of our interview. I’d have to miss an activity if I did that. But yes, there’s an affiliation to the school through this.”

She gestures to her shirt and tie, then gives me a long look.

“And, as I said, I have commitments this afternoon, and I don’t back out of things. So, you’re fishing for my thoughts about what love is?”

Grace Taylor is whip-smart, thoughtful, and witty, and our conversation is led by that wit. She points at the piece of art taking form on her easel.

“What do you see?”

The lines vacillate between softly tentative through to determined and strong, and Grace studies me as I study the drawing. Perhaps there are two people?

“Good. There are. I haven’t finished it yet, but I think my general theme shows through. What else?”

It feels very much like being a student under the watchful gaze of an astute educator. The indistinct figures are facing away from the viewer. A shape, more a single line, bursts from each figure, and these features are surrounded by what seems to be chaos. Hearts? Peace within frenetic activity?

“Yes! This is another reason why I had you meet me here. Sometimes art can show a deeper meaning than words, even though words are my thing. This piece isn’t finished but the structure is there. The meaning. As soon as I found out I was to be included in the interviews, I knew I had to show you this.”

She points to each section of the large drawing, using her hands to articulate her sentences.

“Two people facing in the same direction with their hearts outside themselves announcing to the world their love. You can’t hide your heart when you love someone. See the ribbon? It’s the journey through all of that.”

She indicates to the discordant, strident marks and lines, shadows and light that seek to overpower the figures.

“Two people who go on a journey with their hearts above their heads can withstand the darkness that occurs when you narrow your vision.”

Staring at her art for another moment, Grace then swivels on her stool, and shoots me a grin.

“There you go. That’s my Love Is. Love is a journey where two hearts find one another on each other’s journey. This interview’s a bit short if I’m going to give you the answer in the first five minutes. How about you ask me about the wedding?”

Aware of how reticent Abigail and Samantha are about sharing wedding details, it is surprising that Grace would offer such strongly guarded information, but she delivers a quick wink. Grace Taylor is completely aware she holds all the cards in this conversation and is not about to give many away.

“Mum and Sam would hit the roof if I gave out details. I was just teasing. I’m sorry. I guess I like to mention the wedding, even vaguely, because they’re both so into each other that it’s like they’re in this amazing bubble that drifts along around them, and whenever they talk to someone, the bubble surrounds that person and that person gets all those fabulous vibes for a moment. I love that Mum and Sam found each other, because Sam is the right person for her. She would slay dragons for Mum. I mean, she knows that Mum can do that herself. But love is fierce protection, isn’t it? Like, wanting to be that white knight, yet standing side by side, not galloping ahead to slay dragons before these dragons reach their special person.”

Another hand gesture hints at a change in conversation.

“You know Sam was my tutor, right? When Mum brought me down to Melbourne to film Discreet Liaison, her publicist hired Sam to tutor me. I didn’t quite see it at first, but it was kind of love at first sight for both of them. I think so, anyway. I was nine, so who knows what nine-year-olds see. But I got a vibe, I guess. They were always together. Then we were always together. It’s like Sam has always been part of our family. It had just been Mum and me for ages, but then there was Sam and it was perfect, you know? Then we moved to Melbourne, and it felt just right. All because Sam and Mum found each other.”

Grace sighs through a smile, her hazel eyes twinkling, then she waves her hand in front of her face.

“That’s a bit mushy. No, not really. It’s awesome. Talk about two people with their hearts above their heads. Two people, two hearts, finding one another on each other’s journey. I might finish this in time so it can be a wedding gift.”

She stares at the lines and shapes on the canvas, then shakes her head.

“No. They’re getting a Grace Taylor original poem. Hey! There’s a wedding detail for you.”

I receive another wink.
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“It was actually love at first sight.”

Sam—“Call me Sam, not Samantha”—is wonderfully disarming, and completely self-effacing. She leans back in a rather utilitarian business chair in one of the anterooms of the MTC, yet even in her relaxed pose, with the sleeves rolled up on her blue business shirt, she crackles with energy. In an hour, she is due to meet a group of eleven-and twelve-year-old students who have been granted scholarships to study theatre for the two weeks in the upcoming school holidays. Sam put into place the scholarship program within the first three months of taking up the role of Director of Educational Programs at the MTC.

Sam is easy-going. It is interesting to observe her interactions with students visiting for their scholarship week. Her ready smile and quick humour settle their nerves.

“Yeah. Kids relate well to observational humour. They see more than people realise, so joking about what’s around them helps a lot. Kids like quick, short and sharp, rather than long-winded. You’ve lost them before your joke even reaches the halfway mark if you do that. Be quick, be observant, and you’ve caught their attention.”

Quick to smile, Sam brings attention back to her opening remark.

“Abby and I met accidentally but sort of on purpose. Most people know that already. Most people also know that I was hired to teach Grace while Abby was filming. I guess people have worked out that I had an enormous crush on Abby.”

She spreads her arms wide, then points to a framed promotional poster of Abigail on stage as Rosalind in As You Like It.

“I mean, seriously. Who wouldn’t? So, yeah, it was love at first sight for me. But Abby says she took ages, which is a complete lie. I call her on it all the time. I mean, I made her hot chocolate and gave her TimTams right from the start. Who doesn’t fall in love over a TimTam?”

The trademark grin is filled with cheekiness and delight.

“Abby’s just… She’s my person, you know? Like, occasionally, on my way to the shower some mornings, I’ll mention in passing that I’ll have some of that instant ninety-seconds-in-the-microwave porridge for breakfast. I’m just verbalising a thought to the bathroom door but when I get out to the kitchen, there’s a bowl of instant ninety-seconds-in-the-microwave porridge with cinnamon sugar on top waiting for me because Abby knows exactly when I’ll reappear in the kitchen, exactly how much cinnamon sugar I like, and exactly how to decipher my mumblings when I inform the door jamb of my dietary preferences. She gets me.”

Sam points to the poster again, then leans forwards, her gaze intense and whispers,

“You know I’m marrying the Abigail Taylor, right? It’s astonishing.”

Then she grins widely, pushes back from the table, and crosses one jeans-clad leg over the other.

“I was the one to ask. Many of our friends couldn’t believe it because apparently they all thought Abby would be the one to do the asking. But it was a complete accident. I blurted it out in a moment I’m not sharing, but it was very on brand. Everyone says, ‘Oh my God, you’re marrying Abigail Taylor’ and I am, but to me, I’m marrying Abby, who is beautiful and gorgeous and generous and silly and we laugh so much together and she is all I see.”

Being in a relationship with a celebrity brings with it a life in the public limelight. Sam huffs a sigh and creates a rectangle with her fingers as if to represent a camera.

“If you mean the constant picture, picture, picture, then yeah. But a showbiz life is still a life, isn’t it? It’s a life where millions of people go to work with you. You bring them home with you. People have opinions about us. One reporter called me the lanky laconic lesbian lover of Abigail Taylor. Props for alliteration. Yet we don’t ask other…Well, you, for example. We don’t ask you if you’re used to the journalism life yet?”

Perhaps journalists aren’t interesting, and she inclines her head, a frown on her face.

“Oh, but you are. Any profession is. Teaching is. Yes, teaching is inside a kind of fishbowl because there’s accountability to parents, to education departments, to boards, to the students. But no one is trying to get a teacher’s autograph, no matter how interesting they are. So, the showbiz life? It’s bigger, puffier. It’s a life where people are fascinated with the person behind the poster, behind the giant eighteen-foot-tall screen image in the cinema. We are asked to share more of our lives with strangers than most people are asked to, which means that we do close the curtains around us more thoroughly than other people might. To me, Abby is a director, an actor, a theatre company owner, a board member, a fiancée and a mum. I’m Sam, the Director of Education at a theatre company, a mentor to other teachers, a parent, and a soon to be married woman. We are more than the exterior of ourselves, but we, particularly Abby, try to keep that exterior quite robust. Most of the attention is not directed at me. It’s mostly at Abby, because her job is to sell a story, become a character, be part of a fantasy that people can immerse themselves in, because escapism is necessary in life. Yet, her job comes with extra bits, extra attention. People can occasionally blend Abby with her character. But me? I’m kind of invisible. I’m all about the students. I’d be a bit useless to them if I was spending my time chucking myself in front of every camera lens hanging about.”

Her sentence is punctuated by a one shoulder shrug and a quick smile, two gestures that are utilised often throughout our interviews. They are a moment of levity tacked on the end of a deeply philosophical contemplation. Many have labelled it a Sam Markson moment; her ability to focus on a tight discussion, then, as if aware that the tension needs releasing, toss in some self-deprecating humour so that the participants can sit back and digest the contents of the conversation. Sam Markson knows how to read her audience.

Transparency is important in people. Is it a quality admired in a person when developing a relationship?

“Absolutely. Abby says she loves me because I’m me. That’s the thing, isn’t it? Just be yourself. God, that’s a meme or Instagram thingy right there. But it’s true. I’ve not been in love before. Not before Abby. I mean, I was in relationships but not in love, and both of us, that other person in those relationships, kind of knew it. Like, it didn’t fit either of us. Now, I can’t imagine being with anyone else. At first, I had no idea why Abby would even contemplate a relationship with me, but right from the start, I was completely transparent with her, which I know she appreciated. It makes love stronger, you know? I can’t imagine love lasting very long if it’s layered in dust and dishonesty.”

Perhaps love is the act of being in love with love? Sam leans forward again, scooting closer to the table, her eyes piercing.

“No, I don’t think that’s completely true. It’s possible to walk away from certain types of love. It really is. Sometimes love can leave corners of your heart dog-eared, or perhaps the cover torn because someone was incredibly reckless with it, or maybe you walk away because the thought of a wrinkle in the fabric of your heart is too much to contemplate. That’s where you’re in love with being in love. The wrinkles start to irritate the fairytale. So, love is more than just being in love with love.”

While Sam explains her thinking, her hands are in constant motion. She is exuberant, and enthusiastic. She is also a fast talker. I suggest that only another Australian would be able to keep up with her. Sam laughs, her head thrown back.

“You’re right. When I first started dating Abby, the poor Americans on her staff couldn’t understand a word I was saying. Abby could, which was handy. But, for example, there were two security guards manning the door to her apartment building when she and Grace arrived in Melbourne. Hilarious. The poor blokes had no idea what to make of me. I gave them food to win them over.”

Her love for the students, her care of others, her love for her family is apparent, but I circle back to her point that love can leave corners of hearts dog-eared, or perhaps the cover torn because someone was incredibly reckless with it. Can love be perfect? What if a heart doesn’t wear a torn cover or have its pages rent?

“Then why would you walk away from that? It’s everything that I’ve said. Transparency. Finding your person. A love like that is brave. Courageous. Not in the ‘I’ll take up a sword’ courageous. More in the quiet courage that a person’s heart sees in another person’s heart. Love is finding your person.”

The words are stated firmly, then Sam blasts me with a smile, full of warmth and a touch of wickedness.

“Love is finding your person, particularly if you’re an absolutely not-at-all famous teacher who finds out that their person is an extraordinarily famous movie star.”

She taps her chest then points over her shoulder at the poster, then lays her hand back over her chest. It is a gesture of one who sees the woman behind the actress. Sam pats the air above the table.

“That’s not to say that all people must have another person in their lives to be in love. Maybe love is simply knowing who you are.”

Sam draws circles on the conference table with her finger, clearly giving the idea some thought, then looks up and points to the phone, as if to ensure it is recording her words.

“Yeah. Love is knowing yourself.”


Chapter
Sixteen



Tessa slouched in her seat, as the bus swept along the wide turn that was the city-bound off-ramp. The promise of fresh air, glimpses of native animals, and dry, open spaces in which to pitch their tents had been broken within the first hour. While the mist wasn’t actual rain, it may as well have been, because she, the four teachers, and fifty teenaged girls spent two nights in a fairly permanent state of sogginess.

It did add a level of danger and adventure to the daytime activities—high ropes course, walking to the waterfall over moss-covered rocks, and attempting to ignite damp wood to create campfires. Tessa had never eaten so many cold baked beans in her life.

The girls had a great time, banding together to accomplish tasks, and hanging out in their tents chatting about everything and anything. Tessa smiled to herself. The girls had forgotten that tents were not soundproof and so Tessa had gleaned all sorts of information about who liked whom, who had slept with whom—that one had been eye-opening and concerning. The expression on the face of Kate Porter, the Humanities teacher, demonstrated how quickly that piece of information was being stored in her brain. There were going to be a few very interesting teacher-student wellbeing chats when they got back to school.

The thought reminded Tessa that she and Jayde also needed a conversation. Running out mid-way through what was turning into fabulous, pleasurable sex was embarrassing and would have left Jayde thoroughly confused. Tessa’s head ached when she thought about her ridiculous, and entirely predictable, behaviour, which only a proper conversation could fix. She’d come to that clear realisation while clambering up the mud-filled track that led back to the campsite.

“Want some lollies, Tessa?” Hira’s hand reached through the gap between the seats, a packet of red frogs clutched in her fingers. Tessa turned her head and grinned, taking two of the sweet jellies.

“Thanks, Hira. Just what I need.” It was, actually. Chewing on red preservatives was an excellent method for ruminating on past actions. Past actions which had ruined sex with one of the most fun, most gorgeous women she’d ever met. Jayde’s wide eyes, her face pale so that her freckles stood out, the ‘O’ of surprise on her mouth, were just three images that rotated in a carousel of regret in Tessa’s mind.

She chewed on the second frog, her thoughts drowned out by frantic rustling as the girls attempted to consume their weight in junk food before arriving back at the school. Many of the girls had smuggled packets of snakes, frogs, Fantales, and Violet Crumble bites into their backpacks as sustenance for the two days. Clearly they’d over-estimated, hence the frantic consumption going on around her.

As the bus turned into the street leading to Rawson Girls Grammar, Tessa pulled out her phone. Not having service had been a blessing because she knew that Jayde would have sent even more messages than the ones Tessa had received on Saturday night and Sunday morning. Messages she’d ignored.

The start up icon disappeared, the home screen popped into view, and Tessa’s hand vibrated as dozens of alerts stacked up on the screen.

Tessa opened the first one.

Hey Tess. You okay? Please text me back or ring me. Jayde x




She opened another message.

Hi Tess. I’m not sure what happened but I hope I didn’t do anything wrong. Please ring me. Jayde x’




Tessa held the phone in both hands, and felt tears gather behind her eyes. Jayde hadn’t done anything wrong. She was perfect, just like Tessa had told her before disappearing into the night. Her heart hurt to think that Jayde felt she was responsible for the abrupt stop to their kisses, and touches, and smiles, and quick breaths, and soft gazes.

Her gut churned but she grit her teeth. Once all the girls were sorted, and she’d travelled home with Grace, she’d phone Jayde. Tessa looked at her mud-caked pants. Shower first. Then she’d phone Jayde.

As the bus crawled to a stop, Kate Porter began walking up and down the aisle, distributing phones to the girls from a small black backpack as if she were a dealer handing out packets of cocaine. Within seconds the chaotic noise of forty-nine phones demanding attention filled the air.
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Powered by the energy of ten thousand preservatives and the relief brought on by phone reunification, the girls began hauling out their bags, dropping them on the lawn beside the driveway, then pairing up to drag tents, and other paraphernalia to the maintenance storage shed. They clustered in groups to hug each other goodbye because they wouldn’t be seeing each other for the next nineteen hours. Tessa giggled. She was exactly the same when she was their age.

Grace threw her bag on the ground next to Tessa.

“Okay. As much as that camping trip was great, I’ll be happy not to do it again for at least a year. It’ll take that long to get the dirt out of my pores.” Grace wore a mournful expression, which wasn’t really effective because her eyes were sparkling with mischief.

“I am about to have a very intense relationship with a shower when I get back,” Tessa said, joining in with her own mournful mischief.

Suddenly, Hira, Justine, Kirralee, and India rushed over.

“Hi Tessa. I know you’re about to leave, but can we borrow Grace for a minute?” India asked breathlessly, while the other three girls nodded in unison, like synchronised bobbleheads on a dashboard. Tessa blinked, then looked at Grace.

“Sure. I can wait. In fact, I’ll start taking stuff over to Marina,” Tessa said.

Grace smiled, then was absorbed by the other four into a tight huddle, which managed to shuffle, like a rugby scrum, a short distance away. Tessa bent to grab her bag, watching the group with an affectionate smile. Then she paused because Grace had suddenly stiffened. The huddle of friends pressed closer, heads down, thoroughly engaged with whatever was happening in the middle of the group. Hira, the most extroverted of the group, lifted her hands and gestured somewhat emphatically, her face stony. Tessa squinted. Something had happened. Something not good.

Feeling torn between rushing over to comfort Grace or holding back to let Grace share whatever the news was, the decision was made for her when Grace hugged each of her friends tightly, then turned to walk back to Tessa.

Grace’s face was closed as she grabbed her backpack, hoisted it over her shoulder, and strode off down the driveway to the waiting SUV. Tessa scrambled to collect her own gear.

“Grace!” Tessa picked up her pace, because, even at fifteen, Grace’s height gave her a distinct speed advantage. “Grace!”

Tessa tossed her bag into the boot next to Grace’s, then clambered into the backseat, and stared at the side of Grace’s head.

“Grace, what happened?” Tessa asked softly, in the quiet of the car.

There was a silence, then slowly Grace lifted her head, her eyes brimming with tears.

“Michael put my poem on TikTok,” she said, the tears now falling freely. Tessa reached across the seat to hold Grace’s hand.

“I don’t understand.”

Grace hiccupped, a sound that broke Tessa’s heart. “Do you have TikTok, Tessa?”

Tessa nodded. “Yes. I don’t really use it except to get sensible recipes and for updates on the Matildas.”

“Open it.” Grace sniffed sadly.

Tessa fumbled for her phone, found the app, and poked the icon, instantly assaulted by videos of South Korean teenagers dancing in malls. She looked up expectantly and Grace nodded, then ground her fingertips into her eyelids as if to excavate every tear and dash it away.

“Search #GraceTaylorLovePoem. Look for the MichaelAokOk account,” she said behind her hands.

Tessa quickly followed the instructions. Suddenly, there was Michael, his head hovering in front of an enlarged version of Grace’s poem plastered on the green screen behind him. She slid the volume up.

With carnival-style music playing in the background, Michael gleefully explained how pathetic the poem was and how he’d successfully convinced Grace Taylor, the one and only daughter of mega-star Abigail Taylor, that somehow she had a chance with him, and wasn’t it funny how she’d written a love poem and completely fallen for the hoax.

Tessa gasped, pausing the video so it wouldn’t loop, then peered at Grace.

“Oh, God, Grace. I’m so sorry. This is… What a fucking douche canoe!”

Grace huffed through her tears. “Yeah. That’s a pretty good description.” She sniffed, and ran her fingers under her eyes. “I can’t believe I was so stupid.”

Tessa undid her seatbelt, ignored Marina’s quick glance in the rear view mirror, and scooted across the seat. She enveloped Grace in a hug. “You are not stupid. You are a gorgeous soul and you give your heart to those you believe will care for it. Michael took advantage of that.” She pushed on Grace’s shoulders, holding her so their eyes met. “He took advantage of the fact that you are a magical unicorn.”

Grace snorted.

“I’m serious. You are incredible. You’re innocent on purpose, which does not mean you’re naive. You choose to be fascinated with the world, you choose to eschew all the idiocy of social media, you choose to be in love with joy, and Michael mocked that. Mocked you. He stomped on all that is you.” Tessa growled. “I want to fire him into the sun.”

After a moment, Grace took a deep breath and gave Tessa a wobbly smile. “Thanks.” Then her face crumpled again. “Oh God, what about Mum and Sam? They’ll be devastated. I’ve embarrassed Mum and that’s the one thing I said I’d never do. One of the reasons I don’t do social media.”

Tessa, still clutching Grace’s shoulders, intensified her gaze. “I know, but you didn’t do this. Michael did. Your mum and Sam will not be embarrassed at all. They will be upset because you’re upset, okay?” She released Grace’s shoulders, only to sweep up the girl’s hands. “I imagine Sam will want to assist me in canon-firing.”

The wobbly smile reappeared. “Mum will probably light the fuse.”

The driveway gate slid open, and Marina drove down into the garage under the house. She turned off the engine, then turned in her seat.

“I’m sorry that I overheard, Grace, but⁠—”

“Marina, you’re literally right there. It’s okay. Really.” Grace patted the air to dismiss the apology.

“Well, if I may share my opinion. Michael sounds like a horrible person, and I agree with Tessa’s assessment. As you know, I drive a somewhat soundproof, heavily-tinted SUV, which might be helpful should Michael require transport to the canon.”

Marina blinked innocently.

Grace’s laugh started well then ended in more of a cough, but Marina’s comment helped recalibrate Grace’s breathing to something resembling normal, and Tessa wanted to reach across the centre console to hug the wonderful Filipina woman.

“Okay. Let’s grab our gear, and solve this. It’s solvable, Grace.” Tessa exited the vehicle, hoisted her bag over her shoulder, and made her way to the little elevator. Grace trailed behind, and Tessa’s heart broke at how devastated Grace looked. How hurt. How worried. All because a person, a person who Grace liked very much, had dismissed that affection and ridiculed it just for clicks.
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“Fu—” Sam stopped the word before it exited her mouth. Anger shimmered across her face, and she leaned forward in the chair, her hands clenched into fists. Abby, her lips pressed into a straight line, reached over from her spot on the edge of the bed next to Grace, and patted Sam’s thigh.

“I’m sorry,” Grace said, for probably the fifth time, and Sam shook her head.

“No. Nope. This isn’t your fault,” she said, inhaling deeply, then clasped Grace’s hand. “I’m sorry that he’s hurt you. You’re hurt, and embarrassed, and that’s what makes me angry.”

Tessa watched from the doorway, her shoulder leaning against the frame. Her suggestion that she should leave the three of them to discuss things as a family was shot down with Sam insisting that she stay. Tessa conceded but felt the doorway was a good place to be, particularly as she was shedding flakes of dried mud with every movement.

When they’d exited the elevator forty minutes prior, Grace had immediately disappeared upstairs to take a shower and Sam, who’d wandered into the foyer to welcome them home, had raised both eyebrows.

“Not a great hike?”

Tessa grimaced. “It was a great hike. Although something happened while we were away, but Grace should be the one to tell you.”

Sam blanched. “Shit.” Then she turned as if to head straight upstairs, knock on Grace’s bedroom door, and ask questions that Grace was probably not ready to answer.

“Wait!” Tessa shifted uncomfortably, and sucked in air through her teeth. “Okay. Grace wrote a poem for Michael. I’m talking a beautiful calligraphy actually-on-paper poem where she told him that she liked him a lot. A lot.”

Sam squinted. “Okay?”

“So, Michael made a TikTok video in which he pokes fun of the poem, mentions Grace by name, talks about how easy it was to string her along, and generally⁠—”

“That utter piece of shit!” Sam’s face was thunderous and Tessa was almost tempted to feel a speck of pity for Michael because if Sam ever got her hands on him, he’d be reduced to atoms.

For an easygoing person, Sam did murderous parent rather well.

So here they were, dealing with a devastated Grace Taylor, who was convinced that she’d hurt her mum and Sam.

“I’ll have Isabelle persuade Michael’s parents to take the video down.” Abby squeezed Grace’s hand, and Grace fell sideways into her mother’s shoulder. Isabelle, as most agents were, was a social media genius and a pit bull when it came to protecting her client, because it turned out she’d called Abby within seconds of whatever alert had pinged her mobile, meaning that Abby knew of the situation before Grace had exited the bathroom and told her side of the story.

“Even with the video taken down, it will still be out there, and people will be mocking me, mocking the idea of writing old-fashioned poems to express deep emotions, propping up Michael’s ego, and just… I’m embarrassed,” Grace said into Abby’s shirt.

Tessa pushed off from the doorframe, and stepped into the room.

“Hey,” Tessa said softly, and Grace lifted her head. “I can’t tell you not to be embarrassed because it’s how you feel. But Michael will be getting piled on for this, and I can guarantee his video is being stitched by people who are furious. You are loved by so many. There are multiple fan accounts dedicated to you, and I bet those fans are defending you as we speak.”

Grace sat up. “I know. I’m grateful for that. But even with that support, I’m still the centre of attention whether that attention is positive or negative.”

Abby swept up her daughter’s hand. “I’m so sorry that this is your first experience of love, sweetheart.”

“I didn’t love him.” Grace stared at the thick carpet.

Everyone waited.

“Well, maybe a bit.” She lifted her head. “Which makes it worse.” Tears threatened again.

“No, it doesn’t.” Sam folded her arms. “Michael had all the right words. Found all the mutual interests. He behaved like a sociopathic angler fish.”

After a beat, Abby smiled softly at Sam, packaging the smile in a look of utter adoration. Tessa nearly sighed at how perfect it was.

“A sociopathic arsehole, more like it.” Grace huffed.

Tessa snorted, as Sam reached across and bumped Grace’s fist.

“I think that’s very apt,” Abby said. She wrapped her arms around Grace, like a cloak of protection, and her amazing tiger-coloured hair, which was held in a loose ponytail, brushed against Grace’s shoulder. This was Abby Taylor, the mum, not Abigail Taylor, the A-lister, and Tessa knew without a doubt that Abby would throw away every bit of fame, all the celebrity, to mend her daughter's broken heart.

“I want to kill him,” Sam said.

“That would interfere with the wedding, darling,” Abby said dryly.

Grace laughed, then scrubbed knuckles across her eyelids, and straightened. “Okay. No more crying. I want to think of things we can do. Mum?” She turned her head to look at Abby. “I know you said this won’t affect you but maybe Isabelle or Tom can create a smokescreen.”

Tessa decided it was a perfect time to step out of the room and call Jayde.
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Jayde picked up on the first ring, and Tessa began speaking before Jayde could utter a word.

“I’m so sorry that I ran out on you.” She drummed her fingers in agitation on the railing at the top of the stairs. “I’m sorry that you’ve been worried. It’s awful that you thought it was your fault. Not one bit of Saturday night was your⁠—”

“Tess.”

“Fault at all⁠—”

“Tess.”

Tessa snapped her mouth shut.

“Tess, I’m fine. Sure, Saturday night was…” Jayde inhaled. “Unexpected.”

Tessa winced. “I’m sorry,” she whispered.

Jayde laughed. “Please stop apologising. I’ve had time to think, which is good.”

The sound of her stomach dropping reverberated throughout Tessa’s body. Time to think meant time to say goodbye, didn’t it? It always meant goodbye.

“Oh. That’s… That is good. The thinking. Always clears things up, doesn’t it?” She was completely aware of how fast she was speaking. Babbling.

“It does.” Jayde paused and Tessa held her breath. “Tess, I’d love to get together and chat. I need to see you, hold you, talk to you. Please.”

It was the needing part of Jayde’s request that halted Tessa’s stomach cliff-diving.

“I need to see you as well,” Tessa whispered.

“I haven’t kissed you for a few days. My lips miss yours,” Jayde said, and Tessa heard the smile, the raised eyebrow, the hair being all sexy, the dark brown eyes twinkling.

Then Tessa’s stomach gave a pang of left over remorse. “You probably think I’m a crazy person. I would totally understand if you want to cut your losses and run.”

“I’m not cutting anything, Tess. There aren’t any losses to cut. No reasons to run.”

“Oh,” Tessa breathed softly, then her muscles began to relax. “I’ve missed you, and I truly need to talk to you in person. Do you want to come over to my place?”

“Sure. Maybe tomorrow night? Do you need to be at Abby and Sam’s then?”

Tessa thought about the heartbroken, embarrassed fifteen-year-old currently sitting in her bedroom, squished between the two people who loved her the most. Tessa would check but she reckoned that Abby and Sam had the next few days covered.

“I think I’ll be fine to leave. We’re in the middle of a crisis at the moment but Abby and Sam are⁠—”

“Shit! Is everyone okay?” Jayde’s concern poured from the phone.

“Mostly. Grace had something shitty happen to her. Social media crap. I can fill you—” She blinked at the staircase, stared unseeingly at each step leading down to the lounge and kitchen, as a thought whirred to life. “I’ve got an idea!” she gasped out.

“About…?”

Tessa flapped her hand. “About Grace’s situation. Can I call you back?”

“Absolutely,” Jayde said.

“If I don’t manage to, I’ll see you at my place about seven tomorrow night?”

Again, Jayde’s smile rippled out of the phone, and Tessa couldn’t help feeling it touch her heart.

“Seven o’clock. Tomorrow. Your place. Got it.”

Tessa laughed at Jayde’s serious tone. “I am not that bossy.”

There was a moment, then Jayde whispered, “You are. It’s very attractive.”

Tessa blushed, then a shudder, complete with goosebumps up her arms, ricocheted about her body. It was a relief that Jayde hadn’t been put off by the disappearing act. In fact, here she was whispering and complimenting and flirting, with the promise of conversations. Swoon.

“I… You… Okay. Tomorrow. Now go away and write wonderful things.”

Jayde’s chuckle was intoxicating. “Bye, Tess.” And with that, she hung up, leaving Tessa to stare at the screen, a smile of relief and joy lifting the corners of her mouth. Tessa turned away from the railing, and made her way back to Grace’s room, arriving just in time to hear Grace despair that the poem was one of her best and now it had been wasted.

“Maybe I could write a revenge poem. Or lyrics, even. Taylor style.” Grace darted her eyes from her mum to Sam and then to Tessa, who had resumed her position against the doorframe.

Tessa squished up her cheek. “Yeah, nah. Not a good idea.”

Sam and Abby nodded in agreement, and Grace sagged into her mum again. “I feel like there’s nothing I can do except be the laughing stock of the school, the boys’ grammar school, the world. And here I go being dramatic. But this whole mess is worthy of drama.”

Grace’s hair, still damp from the shower, hung limply about her head, and Abby tucked a few strands behind her daughter’s ear. “You’re not being dramatic, sweetheart. You’re reacting like anyone would.”

Abby turned to face Sam. “Any thoughts on a next step?”

Sam stared down at the plush carpet, then she blew out a breath. “Not one, which sucks because I’m usually good with solutions.”

Tessa raised her hand slightly and wiggled her fingers, the movement catching the attention of the other three occupants in the room.

“I have an idea.”


Chapter
Seventeen



“So, basically,” Tessa said, buzzing with excitement. “Grace is going to be the founder—the queen of PoetryTok—because hordes of her fans will appoint her as such. They’ll follow her account and shitheads like Michael will be howled down.” Tessa squeezed Jayde’s hand, which hadn’t left hers since Jayde had walked into the apartment thirty minutes prior.

There had been soft kissing in the doorway.

And stroking of faces over the threshold.

And whispers of, “Hi,” and, “I’ve missed you,” and, “Sorry,” and, “Please stop saying sorry,” and, “God, you’re sexy.”

Eventually Angel had announced loudly that Jayde and Tessa would be responsible for explaining to the fire department why there was a huge scorch mark on the carpet near the front door.

So now, here Tessa was, sitting next to Jayde on the couch, holding her hand, their shoulders touching, and Angel parked on the armchair across from them. The hand-holding, touching of forearms, shoulder nudges. Tessa relished it all. Angel looked at both of them and shook her head. 

“PoetryTok,” Jayde said through a laugh.

“Yep. BookTok’s a thing so why not poetry?” Tessa shrugged. “I think it’s going to work. Grace will create her account, post an introductory TikTok—apparently I’m being old by calling it a video—read one of her favourite poems, with that poem enlarged in all its glory on the screen behind her. It’ll look amazing. She’s decided to read the love poem she gave to Michael because it’s her love poem, not Michael’s.”

Both Angel and Jayde hummed in agreement, then all three reached into the enormous bowl of Smarties, and fossicked for their favourite colours. Tessa discovered that blue was Jayde’s colour of choice, which was the same as hers, and she laughed to herself. They’d be fighting over that elusive colour for the entirety of their relationship.

Tessa, clutching a handful of the chocolates, froze. The entirety of their relationship. That sounded… more than just tomorrow. It sounded absolutely perfect. And impossible.

She slowly eased back into the cushion. “Anyway, Grace’s theory is that love is owning your words. She reckons that love is only real when you’re being a truth.”

Jayde and Tessa held each other’s gaze. “Being a truth? Isn’t that just being truthful?” Jayde murmured.

“No. Being a truth.” Tessa lifted her hand to run her fingers through the hair hanging at Jayde’s temple. “Being a truth,” she repeated.

“I’m right here, by the way, stealing all the Smarties.” Angel’s snark cut through the moment.

Tessa laughed. “Grace’s friends think I’m the greatest of all time for suggesting the idea.”

Angel cracked up. “You’re a GOAT, babes.”

“She is,” Jayde said, squeezing Tessa’s hand. “You convinced Grace to subvert the situation and take back her power. It’s genius.”

Tessa blushed. “Well, Abby and Sam are on board which is really good, because Sam is just as leery about social media as Grace. Abby likes the idea because it’s about giving the fans what you feel is enough, but not opening a door so that everyone can take what they want. She’s in awe at how Isabelle walks that fine line looking after her socials.”

“Well, Abigail Taylor Industries is her job so it’s probably easier.” Angel shrugged, then grinned. “You know I’m still, still, hilariously and embarrassingly fangirling over the idea that you roam around Abigail Taylor’s house.”

“I don’t roam around,” Tessa said, frowning. “That makes me sound like a hyena, lost in the Kalahari desert.”

Jayde and Angel fell about laughing, then Jayde threw her arms about Tessa’s shoulders and pulled her in for a hug.

“I love—” Jayde started, then seemed to inhale the words. Tessa stiffened, and slowly pulled away. With a whoosh of air, Jayde finished. “I love your idea. When is she posting it?”

Tessa contemplated Jayde. A tiny flash of something had zipped through Jayde’s eyes before she’d completed her sentence, but then Tessa dismissed it. It could have been anything.

“After the wedding. She doesn’t want to take away from Abby and Sam’s special day with Michael getting his arse handed to him by the internet.” She grinned. “That’s poetry right there.”

Jayde relaxed into Tessa’s side. “She’s such a cool kid. Abby must be proud of how Grace is dealing with all of this.”

Angel uncrossed her legs and leant over to scoop up another handful of Smarties. “You know,” she said, picking out the green ones from her small collection. “Love is the admiration of strength in their person and the happiness that they can wield it without hinderance.”

Tessa blinked at her cousin, her hand hovering over the bowl. “That’s incredibly profound.”

“It’s the chemicals in the fertiliser. Mucks about with my synapses,” Angel replied, then, still clutching her now rapidly melting sweets, stood, and pointed a finger at Jayde. “Stick that one in your book. Meanwhile, I’m off to see a man about a horse.”

Tessa absorbed her cousin’s intense gaze, then realised what Angel was actually saying.

“Oh! Yes. Thanks.”

Angel shoved the entire handful of Smarties into her mouth, then spoke around it. “Don’t wait up. In fact, don’t wait at all. See ya.” She strode over to the door, grabbed her coat, and with a slam, exited the apartment.

Jayde and Tessa turned to each other.

“Angel is not a subtle person.”

Jayde grinned. “No.” She continued to look at Tessa. “So.”

Tessa smiled in return. “So.”

“You go first, and don’t start with an apology.”

“Well, that’s mind reading.” Tessa inhaled elaborately. “We both need to talk because I like where we might be going.” She flapped her hand between them. “I’d like to see how this goes.”

Jayde’s smile grew, then she held Tessa’s still-gesturing hand.

“I’d like that, too.”

“Right. Good. Confirmed.” Tessa threw a wide-eyed gaze at Jayde and blinked.

Jayde squeezed her hand. “How about I go first?”

Tessa shook her head, then disentangled her hand so she could reach into the rapidly dwindling bowl of Smarties, and popped four into her mouth. She gestured to her face. “Fortification.”

Jayde laughed. “Do you need it?”

“Chocolate? Absolutely.”

Jayde poked her in the ribs. “Fortification. We don’t need to talk if you don’t want to.”

“Oh, but I do,” Tessa said emphatically. “Okay. So, here goes.” She pointed. “I know you suggested that you would go first but I’ve eaten the last blue Smartie so I’m feeling very brave.” She reclaimed Jayde’s hand. “I suck at communicating, which is a bold start to our conversation but there it is. More to the point, I don’t communicate well to lovers about the sex part. To my own detriment.” She scoffed. “I don’t even communicate with myself about that.” She exhaled mightily. “Right. That’s a start.”

Jayde’s eyes never left Tessa's. “My turn. So, my biggest hang-up is that I don’t communicate with a lover either because, if I do, I think that I’ll have to take it further into relationship land, so therefore I don’t communicate. It’s sex and nothing else.” Her voice wobbled slightly at the end.

“Oh, sweetie,” Tessa murmured, and pressed into Jayde so that she could wrap her arms around her.

“We’re a pair,” Jayde said, leaning her head on Tessa’s.

“I think I’d like to be,” Tessa said quietly, then she sat up. “I have more to share.” She shot finger guns, then, in the same action, curled her fingers into her palms, and gave an affirmative hum.

“My communication style, or lack thereof, is that I’m always on the back foot. That happened on Saturday night. I’m so sorry.”

Jayde raised an eyebrow. “No sorries.”

Tessa grimaced. “Sor—.” Then she grimaced again. “I didn’t tell you what I liked. I don’t tell any lover what I like.” She gave a derisive snort. “Not that there have been heaps of those.” She flipped her hand. “Anyway, I stay in the negative. I say what I don’t want to happen. What I don’t like. Never what I do like. It’s so silly. It’s always at the point when the thing I don’t like is about to happen, and the entire evening, morning, bed situation, comes crashing to a halt, and more often than not, someone leaves.” She shrugged. “In Saturday’s situation, it was me.”

Jayde inhaled carefully. “Wow.”

“Yep. See why I left? Saved both of us from decades of therapy.” She attempted a deadpan look, but a wobbly smile fell on her lips.

Jayde tipped her head.

“You don’t enjoy yourself because of what might happen?”

“Bingo.”

“That’s complicated and stressful.”

“You have no idea.” Tessa released Jayde’s hand and pressed her fingers at her eyelids, then slid her hands down her face.

“Sounds like we’re both a bit complicated,” Jayde said quietly, and Tessa looked up. “And yet here we are not being complicated.”

“Not pretending is not being complicated. We haven’t been pretending for a while now.”

“Bingo,” Jayde said, repeating Tessa’s word with a quirk of her lips. Tessa squeezed Jayde’s thigh, then rubbed it absently.

“I need to tell you what I don’t like, even though I just said I shouldn’t say don’t anym⁠—”

“Tess, it’s okay. Tell me.”

Tessa squished her lips together. “Okay, So, I don’t like anyone to go, you know, inside.” She glanced at Jayde. “I know that makes me part of a teeny minority as far as the sapphic community goes.”

Apart from the ticking of the clown clock on the kitchen wall that freaked Tessa out but Angel refused to get rid of, there wasn’t a single sound. Tessa waited. And waited. Finally, she had to know.

“Aren’t you going to ask why?” she said, then swallowed, and stared into Jayde’s eyes.

Jayde shook her head. “No. It’s not my place to ask. You have your reasons and that’s that. You don’t like that part of sex when you’re with someone, and so that person needs to respect it.”

Tessa gaped, then couldn’t help herself. She leaned forward, threw her arms around Jayde and kissed her quickly, then pulled away. “Every woman I’ve ever been with didn’t ask why exactly, but assumed that I was simply too vanilla for words and not worth their time or that I was a virgin because only penetrative sex is real. I mean, I always thought that the lovely aspect of lesbian sex was that it was all about giving rather than receiving. I mean, receiving is amazing, but giving a woman an orgasm or a very, very nice time is sometimes the best goal, you know? The loveliest of the loveliest.” Tessa wrinkled her brow.

Jayde reached forward and tenderly cupped Tessa’s chin.

“I’m so sorry that you’ve had shit experiences. Even the ones that qualified as pretty nice probably weren’t that great, I bet. Just because a woman is a lesbian or is a woman who loves being with a woman doesn’t mean they’re automatically a good person. Being in the alphabet rainbow doesn’t qualify you for a kindness card. You’ve had some shit experiences that hurt you, so no wonder you’re unsure about new lovers. Including me. Perhaps I could have been shit.” She brushed Tessa’s cheekbone with her thumb. “I haven’t really asked a lover what they wanted. I've just used cues. Read reactions. That’s not fair or respectful. So, yeah. I’ll own that shit behaviour as well.”

Tessa leaned into Jayde’s hand. “I meant it when I said that you’re perfect,” Tessa said, a smile growing on her lips.

Jayde curled her hand around the back of Tessa’s neck and brought her in for a long, lingering kiss. Tessa’s toes curled in delight.

“You are as well,” Jayde whispered against Tessa’s mouth. “You’re wonderful, and anyone who ever said that you’re not enough is wrong. You are enough and those women don’t deserve your time or your body or your heart.”

The moment was delicious. Eye contact, soft smiles, bodies so close that Tessa could have been sitting in Jayde’s lap, which was a thought she immediately put into action.

“I’m enough.” Tessa pushed on Jayde’s shoulders, ensuring that Jayde’s lap was very accessible, and slid one leg over so they were eye to eye. Jayde’s lips parted slightly.

“Oh, yes,” Jayde whispered. “Very much so. Here you are, being enough. And perfect.”

Tessa slowly rocked her pelvis forward, and Jayde’s hands flew to her hips. “These are uncharted waters here,” she murmured. Tessa knew that Jayde understood that she wasn’t talking about sitting in laps, and rocking forwards, and staring into eyes, and generally being achingly turned on. Uncharted meant that for the first time, Tessa was aiming for a horizon, not staring back to shore.

Jayde breathed shallowly. “Tell me what you like, Tess.” The sentence came out on a sort of tight whisper.

Tessa squeezed her thighs so that Jayde’s legs were brought together.

“I like singing in the rain,” Tessa leaned back to gauge Jayde’s reaction.

Utter confusion. “Really?”

Tessa laughed. “No. Not even a bit. Rain makes me wet.”

They held each other’s gaze, then Jayde pulled Tessa forward, and pressed her lips to Tessa’s ear. “What else makes you wet?”

Tessa shuddered, then sat back to fall into Jayde’s dark eyes. She lightly dragged the backs of her fingers across Jayde’s cheeks, then pressed her fingertip against Jayde’s beautiful lips. “It’s my turn to ask a question,” she whispered, then ran her finger down, over Jayde’s chin, down her throat, to finally stop at the point where Jayde’s shirt made a ‘V’ across her chest. “Now, tell me what you like.” The entire motion produced a low growl from Jayde, a sound which thrilled Tessa no end.

“I like it when a sash, silken and soft, is draped over my eyes and a trusted lover takes me to that edge then holds my hand as I fall over into blind ecstasy.”

“Oh, Jayde, that’s—” Tessa’s words were cut off as a shudder of arousal rippled from her pelvis and up her spine. “I think I’d like that, too.” She gasped, shivering as Jayde’s hands roamed, brushing and flicking over her breasts, her nipples.

“I…” She cleared her throat. “I like my nipples being played with. They’re really sensitive.” It seemed the moment to mention it seeing as that was where Jayde’s hands were currently located.

“Oh?” Jayde thumbed both nipples through the thin fabric of Tessa’s shirt. “Like that?”

Tessa’s head rolled back. “Yes. Yes, exactly like that.” She breathed quickly. “Your turn.” As Jayde’s lips lifted in that soft predatory smile that was so incredibly attractive, Tessa cupped Jayde’s breasts, enjoying her soft purr.

“I really like half-clothed sex.”

Tessa angled her head. “Really?”

Jayde nodded, her smile growing, her breath shallow.

Tessa blinked, then clambered off Jayde’s lap to stand in front of her. “I can totally accommodate,” she said seriously, and Jayde laughed. Then as if to demonstrate, Jayde lowered the zip of her jeans—an action that made every muscle in Tessa’s pelvis clench with desire—and wriggled out, tossing them to one side, then with a flick of her thumbs, rolled her panties down her legs and kicked them away. Tessa’s eyes travelled up the gorgeous length of Jayde’s legs, arriving at the arrow of hair pointing to the glistening lips of her sex. Tessa couldn’t breathe.

Jayde lifted her chin in challenge. “I choose this half.”

“Same,” Tessa croaked, whipping off her skirt, and her panties, then slid back onto Jayde’s lap, enjoying the heat of Jayde’s skin against her sex. Jayde held her waist, her thumbs creeping up under Tessa’s shirt, her fingers drifting down to Tessa’s bum. Like it had a mind of its own, Tessa’s body rocked into Jayde’s.

Passionate kisses echoed the push-pull of their bodies, and when Tessa brought her fingers to Jayde’s nipples, jutting at the fabric of her shirt, they both groaned with arousal. Tessa pulled back, caught her breath, then lifted her eyebrows.

“How am I doing?”

Jayde swallowed, her throat working hard. “Oh, you’re amazing. A plus.” Then she whimpered as Tessa trailed her fingers down to Jayde’s hips, smoothing soft circles over her skin, lower and lower. “Tess.” Jayde drew her name out in a groan, then pulled Tessa in to a kiss. The sort that had hands yanking gently at hair, tongues twisting together and both of them drawing back, gasping for air.

“My turn,” Tessa said, her voice trembling. She laced her fingers together behind Jayde’s head. “I like circles.”

Jayde blinked. “Circles? Oh! Circles.” She breathed through a smile, then, with a single finger, slowly traced a line from Tessa’s knee up her thigh to her outer lips.

Tessa’s legs shook. “Y-yeah. Circles.” She shuddered. Aroused beyond measure. Worshipped. Loved. Loved? Yes, loved. Jayde was making love to her body.

Jayde paused at the juncture of Tessa’s thighs. “I need more clothes off.”

Another bolt of arousal felt like it rippled through her bones. Tessa swallowed heavily and began to shuffle backwards, but paused as Jayde tucked a finger into the collar of Tessa’s t-shirt, and pulled her back.

“I only need your clothes off specifically,” Jayde growled, her eyes hooded. If she wasn’t already so breathless with need, Tessa would have lost lung function with the way Jayde was looking at her. She let Jayde slowly lift her shirt, exposing her breasts cupped inside her bra, and flip it over her head. Jayde lifted her eyebrows. “Yes?”

“Oh God, please.”

Tessa nearly passed out when Jayde bent her head and gently bit her nipples through the lace fabric. As Jayde’s hands reached around and undid the clasp, as the bra fell away, as her nipples were exposed to the air, she breathed, “Yessss” into Jayde’s mouth as they kissed and kissed and their tongues tasted and tasted.

Tessa broke away, and inhaled deeply. “I love kissing,” she said breathily, and Jayde pulled on Tessa’s hips to bring her even closer, which, Tessa decided, was an impossible feat considering that she was just about inside Jayde’s skin.

She couldn’t believe how frantic, how needy, how much she wanted. She was about to spontaneously combust.

Jayde leaned forward, fingers playing with Tessa’s nipples, and whispered in her ear. “So do I, which is quite convenient because…” She kissed Tessa’s ear, then pinched at her nipples and Tessa whimpered, arching her back in response. “Because,” Jayde continued in that seductive whisper that was turning Tessa inside out, “You’re,” kiss, pinch, “So,” kiss, pinch, “Good,” kiss, pinch, “At,” kiss, pinch, “It.”

“Jayde, Jayde. Oh God.” Tessa was nearly babbling, rocking back and forth in Jayde’s lap. “I like naked sex as well.” Her fingers landed on the buttons of Jayde’s shirt.

Jayde looked down then lifted her gaze and smirked her thoroughly-kissed lips. “Go on, then.”

Emboldened, Tessa made quick work of the shirt, and fire-engine red bra, admired the dark nipples twisted into knots of desire, then looked into Jayde’s eyes.

“You are so beautiful,” Tessa said.

Jayde’s eyes locked on hers. “Tess, sweetheart, do you have any idea how much I want you? The you who is sitting on my lap, pinning me to this couch, naked and needy and so very wet. The everything that is Tessa.” She held Tessa’s head and kissed her soundly, which produced another whimper. Tessa had no idea where all her gasps and whimpers and groans and sighs were coming from, but they increased her arousal every time they travelled up her throat. She wrenched her mouth away simply to breathe, then dropped her hands to Jayde’s breasts, thumbing the nipples, and looked into Jayde’s eyes. “Ask me a question,” she panted.

“What type of question?” Then she hissed as Tessa dragged her thumbnail across the top of Jayde’s nipple. “Oh, yeah. Do that.”

“Ask me a ‘what do I like?’ question.”

“Okay, oh God, that’s good. What else do you like, Tess?” Jayde stammered, her eyes nearly black with desire, her body writhing.

Tessa leaned forward. “I like it slow and soft,” she breathed against Jayde’s lips, then pushed her pelvis forward again, which sent Jayde’s eyeballs rolling back in her head.

“W-what else?”

Tessa was thrilled at how she was unravelling Jayde. Although Jayde wasn’t the only one unravelling. Tessa was so wet, there was bound to be a PA announcement for a clean-up in aisle four.

“Sometimes I like it fast and hard but not too hard. You know why.”

They stared at each other, movements halted, and without any planning, their hands caressed each other’s cheeks.

“Tess—”

“I like it when an incredibly sexy, gorgeous woman tells me that I’m enough.” She leaned forward and kissed Jayde softly.

Jayde blinked, then a wicked smile landed on her lips. It was one of the most seductive smiles Tessa had ever seen.

“Ms Connor, let me tell you something that I like,” Jayde murmured, reaching down to cradle Tessa’s bum. “I’d like to count down from ten. I’d like you to come when I get to zero.” Then she held Tessa’s gaze. “I won’t do anyth⁠—”

Tessa kissed Jayde, effectively stopping the string of wonderful words. “I know you won’t but if you don’t start counting, I’m going to orgasm all over your lap.”

Jayde laughed. “That’s the idea.” Then her eyes hooded. “Hold my shoulders. That’s all you can touch. My hair, too, since you have a thing for it.”

Tessa didn’t think she’d get to zero, what with all the verbal foreplay and the touching and fondling and the kissing and the⁠—

"You ready?”

Jayde didn’t give Tessa a chance to answer.

“Ten. You told me you like circles. I also like circles, particularly if I’m drawing circles here.” She dragged a finger up through Tessa’s wetness and delivered one single slow circle around Tess’s clit. “And here.” She curled two fingers around one of Tessa’s nipples.

“Jayde,” Tessa whimpered, drawing out her name.

“Nine. I like the fact that circles start and end at the exactly the same spot.” Jayde’s voice was so low, it almost rumbled in their intimate space. She ran her finger around Tessa’s clit, this time more firmly, and Tessa’s lungs decided that breathing was not necessary.

“Eight.” Jayde took her hands away. “Your nipples, wasn’t it?” The noise from Tessa’s mouth was a definite whimper, an ‘O’, carried on all the air in her lungs, as Jayde lapped at Tessa’s nipples, sucking each one into her mouth. Tessa’s body arched, and writhed, and Jayde had to hold her hips to keep Tessa from sliding onto the floor.

“Seven.” Jayde bit each nipple softly and that was when Tessa’s brain suggested passing out.

“Six.” Jayde dragged two fingers up through Tessa’s soaked sex, touching only her folds. In the part of her mind that was still coherent, Tessa wanted to hug Jayde for completely understanding her need without actually needing to understand.

“Five.” Jayde used her other hand to hold Tessa’s chin, and gazed into her eyes. She dragged two very wet fingers up to stop either side of Tessa’s clit, and pressed firmly.

“Four,” Jayde whispered, pressing again. She held Tessa’s chin steady and kissed her. Tessa felt the smile on Jayde’s lips, which opened, granting access to Tessa’s tongue, and white light exploded in her head. A jolt of desire flared at her core and she groaned, knowing that she might not make it to three, particularly when Jayde’s quiet hiss of desire sent sparks of heat to all corners of her body.

“Jayde,” Tessa murmured against Jayde’s mouth. She had to be leaving indentations in the skin on Jayde’s shoulders.

“Three.” Three meant three quick flicks across the top of Tessa’s clit, which nearly levitated her off Jayde’s lap. Jayde leaned in to lick Tessa’s neck, to nibble on her earlobe.

“Two.” Two hard circles on top.

Tessa trembled, holding herself, waiting for number one.

Jayde pulled away slightly. “One.” She kissed Tessa, running her tongue over her bottom lip.

Tessa’s legs shook, her hands still clutching Jayde’s shoulders, her skin burning, her sex a sopping mess.

“Jayde, please,” she breathed.

“Would you like zero, Tessa?”

“Yes. Yes.”

Jayde hovered two fingers over Tessa’s clit, then looked into Tessa’s eyes.

“Zero.”

Jayde’s fingers didn’t even complete a full rotation before Tessa’s orgasm lit her up like a Christmas tree, electricity coursing throughout her body. It was fire and Tessa burned and burned and shouted and shuddered and pressed down into Jayde’s hand. Waves of pleasure wracked her body, until finally she fell forward into Jayde’s arms.

They held each other long after Tessa’s aftershocks subsided. She buried her face into Jayde’s neck, and smiled at the aimless lines that Jayde’s fingers were drawing on her back.

“You’re so beautiful, Tess. So, so beautiful and I curse anyone who ever said that you are less than. You are perfect.” Jayde’s words tickled Tessa’s ear, filtered into her heart, and settled in her soul.

If she wasn’t careful, she could fall in love with Jayde Ferguson. It kind of felt like she already had.

Tessa pulled away, and held Jayde’s face, skimming her cheekbones.

“I… That was incredible.”

“Tell me, Tessa Connor. What else do you like?” Jayde’s smile was open and full of delight. The answer wasn’t difficult at all.

She delivered a quick kiss. “You. Us.”

Jayde’s smile widened. “A lot?”

Tessa laughed. “Yes, a lot.”

Jayde kissed Tessa’s shoulder, then her neck, then her lips. “That’s good. I like you. Us, a lot, too.”


Chapter
Eighteen



Gloriously satiated and grinning like a goof, Tessa stared at a sleeping Jayde, admiring her cheekbone, jawline, skin, the way her fingers were relaxed into a soft curl near her chin, how her lips were gently parted. Then Tessa flushed. Those very lips had done extraordinary things to her body last night, and the night before, and the one before that, and basically every night for the past two weeks.

Two weeks of discovering what it was that brought each other pleasure, such as finding out that Jayde really liked a wide satin ribbon draped over her eyes while Tessa trailed kisses and fingertips over every inch of her skin. Two weeks of making love in bed, and other places. Two weeks of occasionally hanging out with Angel, enjoying her latest anecdote, or sometimes sharing dinner with Oliver, adding to his collection of dad jokes and absorbing his very long looks that made his eyes twinkle like stars. Two weeks of snuggling on the couch at night in Jayde’s flat, talking, laughing, and occasionally crying a little as they told each other their stories.

And two weeks of working.

Jayde was finalising the draft of the profile, which meant that not only had Tessa met bone-melting, lust-inducing, joy-creating versions of Jayde Ferguson, she was also introduced to distracted, frowning-at-the-screen Jayde Ferguson. She fed that version of Jayde Chinese take-away and kisses.

Meanwhile, notwithstanding the Wedding which had taken on a capital letter when used in conversations, there was the imminent launch of Grace’s TikTok. Tessa worked with Tom, who’d flown in from Los Angeles on the Monday of the second week, and Isabelle, who beamed in via Zoom, on the structure and timing of the account.

“I sound like I’m some sort of influencer,” Grace whined, dropping her head dramatically as she perched on the leather footstool in Abby’s study.

“You are,” Tom stated bluntly. “You’ll just have to deal with it.”

Then they glared at each other in the way that people who’ve been close for years do where they break into laughter at the end.

“Fine. Well, I’m in control of content so I want an eclectic mix, like, modern, Victorian, ancient, and personal poetry, too.” Then she stood, and pointed at Tom, Tessa, and Isabelle’s face in the laptop. “Grace Taylor, very important influencer who talks about herself in the third person, is off to raid the pantry because Sam bought biscuits that Mum doesn’t know about.” She sashayed out of the room.

Tom and Tessa grinned.

“She’s one particularly awesome person,” Tessa declared.

Tom nodded. “Yep. Has been since she was little.”
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At Grace’s insistence, the ‘TikTok Ta-Da’—Sam’s title for the event which she refused to give up despite Grace’s very teenage sighing—was pushed aside because the highlight at the end of the week was the wedding of one Abigail Taylor to the love of her life, Samantha Markson.

The paparazzi outside the house had increased from a permanent scraggly trio, to a football pack that was using each other’s backs as step ladders in their attempt to snap their best photo. This was mainly due to the potential increase in income from any and all magazines when some of the celebrity guests, who’d arrived in Melbourne a week early, popped by to say hello.

Most of the photo-worthy folk dropped into the MTC so that they could hug both women, catch up with a few cast members of the latest headlining production, then simply hang out absorbing the nostalgia of a time when treading the boards was the epitome of one’s acting career.

Occasionally, Jayde arrived at the house and was welcomed with open arms. She had checked with Abby about the random visits despite having concluded the interviews weeks ago.

“Of course,” Abby said, stopping everyone—Sam, Grace, Tessa, Jayde—at the small elevator in the garage on Tuesday morning. “Tell Tilde that you are gathering some…” She frowned in thought then smiled. “Background colour for the profile.” Then she looked pointedly at Tessa, raised an eyebrow and Jayde blushed, making Grace and Sam laugh in unison.

“Background colour…” Jayde said slowly.

Abby grinned, then leaned in, her hair falling forward in a perfect wave. “Here’s an extra one for your book. Marina has already said that love is laden with colour, Jayde. I think you just have to find out which colours are yours.”  She pointed to Jayde’s phone in her hand. “You didn’t get that on tape. Oh, well. You’ll have to remember it.” Then she winked as the elevator door slid sideways and they squashed inside.

Abigail Taylor was entirely too sexy for words and Sam, all heart eyes and softness, knew it because Tessa caught the grin she was sporting at Jayde’s good-natured discomfort.

[image: ]



Jayde hadn’t expected to receive an invitation to the wedding, and Tessa felt the sudden jerk of Jayde’s surprise as she stood behind Jayde with her arms curled around Jayde’s shoulders. Jayde, who was sitting on one of the stools in Abby and Sam’s kitchen, traced the edges of the velvety card.

Abby leaned across the bench.

“We’d like you to come on Saturday.”

“To the wedding?”

Tessa laughed softly.

Abby pursed her lips. “I hope the wedding is on Saturday. Sam will kill me if I’ve forgotten.”

Jayde gave a quick laugh, then exhaled slowly. “I’d love to come, if that’s⁠—

Abby reached for Jayde’s hand “Need I remind you that you’re a not-awful journalist, and you’re dating my daughter’s chaperone.” Tessa tightened her embrace at that stamp of approval. “And, more importantly, you’ve become a friend.”

Jayde’s inhalation pressed against Tessa’s chest.

Abby patted Jayde’s hand again. “Both my daughter and my fiancée like you as well, and they’re good judges of character.”

Tessa wondered if Sam and Grace’s judgements had been made in the first week. Tessa’s certainly had.

As if reading Tessa’s mind, Abby smiled. “It was during their first interviews with you. Sam marched into the tech booth in theatre one to announce that she thought you were a good sort and would definitely make the profile not boring.”

“A not-awful journalist who writes not-boring articles,” Jayde said, deadpan.

Abby grinned. “Has a ring to it, doesn’t it?”
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Then, suddenly everything seemed to accelerate. The beautiful Garlard House, situated in the centre of the Botanic Gardens, was an 1854 sandstone homestead formerly the residence of one of Melbourne’s early governors, and the venue for the wedding and wedding rehearsal dinner.

Although, it really wasn’t a rehearsal dinner at all. Sam decided that a rehearsal dinner would just be a rehearsal of awkward interactions so she announced that the entire evening would involve casual dress where everyone got to know everyone else through informal conversations.

“I don’t do awkward,” she said, nodding at Grace, Abby, and Tessa that morning.

Abby spluttered. “Oh, you do so. Look at how you were when you met me.”

Sam huffed. “You were just as bad.”

Grace pointed her fork. “You were both hopeless. Even at nine years of age, I could tell. But I agree with Sam. Less awkward, more chill.”

Therefore, Tessa, holding fast to Jayde’s hand so she appeared less awkward and more chill, watched Very Famous People in jeans, jumpers, and sneakers wander into Garlard House’s gorgeous reception room.

Tessa had discovered early on in her career, as an executive nanny and chaperone, that Very Famous People, like Abby Taylor, were rather ordinary and maintained true friendships with people who were generally not famous at all. Abby might be the figurehead of Abigail Taylor Industries, but as a person, she was incredibly down to earth, and so her friends were of similar ilk.

Tessa estimated that of the eclectic group of guests, only about thirty were somehow involved in the film industry.

“So many opportunities for my book,” Jayde whispered in Tessa’s ear.

Tessa giggled. “I know you’re itching to interview, but you’ve given your phone in and signed NDAs just like everyone else, so you’ll have to make do with scintillating conversation and journalistic frustration.”

They grinned at each other, then Jayde lifted Tessa’s hand to kiss her palm. “I’m also suffering from another type of frustration,” she murmured.

Tessa gave a playful little grin. “Your place?”

Jayde rolled her lips in thought. “Do we run the gauntlet of Angel’s fangirling and her interrogation for details about absolutely everything, or Dad’s desire to know how gorgeous the Garlard is because he’s never been inside, how lovely Abby is, if we talked to some friendly people, and if the chicken was cooked properly?”

Tessa laughed and fell into Jayde’s chest. “With all due respect to Angel, I think your dad sounds like the better option.”

Speaking of fathers, Eric Markson, Sam’s father, strolled past, beamed at both of them despite not having a clue who they were, and made a beeline for Sam.

Tessa leaned into Jayde’s shoulder. “Eric Markson. I’ve seen his photo. He’s Sam’s dad.”

“The resemblance is there.” Then Jayde lifted her chin at two people who walked through the double door entry and into the foyer. “My turn. That’s Felicity Davis and Tal Diamandis.”

“Yep. Grace’s principal, and Tal is an inspector?” Tessa lifted the end of the sentence. She knew Felicity, but Tal was an unknown entity.

“Mm. Victorian Police. You have got to find a clip of one of their press conferences. I sat in on one last year. Their gaze… It’s like being freaking x-rayed.”

“Sounds like the sort of presence Felicity has.”

Jayde chuckled and slipped her arm around Tessa, whose stomach flipped over in delight.

“I bet everyone working at Rawson or down at Central dissolves into a lust-filled puddle whenever either of them walk past.”

Tessa wrinkled her brow. “Why?”

Jayde grinned. “Competency porn. Queer women have been known to spontaneously orgasm when exposed to women and non-binary folk who, with skilful efficiency, command any situation.”

Tessa stared, then cracked up. “That is not a thing.”

“What’s not a thing?”

Tessa and Jayde turned. Cath Monroe, Sam’s best friend, who was standing as Sam’s ‘best person’ at the wedding, held two champagne flutes dextrously between the fingers of one hand. She nodded at the glasses, then grinned as Tessa and Jayde took one each. “Saw you over here with your thought clouds asking how much longer you had to stay before you could get home and pick up from where you left off in the bedroom.”

Jayde coughed into her glass. “Is it that obvious?”

Cath tossed back her drink. “To the seasoned eye.” Then she tilted her chin at the crowd. “Come on. Let’s mingle with this bunch of people that Abby and Sam managed to pull together.” She smiled. “The very best of bunches.”
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It seemed like a mutual decision for everyone to leave the Garlard reasonably early. Tessa overheard Abby talking about getting her beauty sleep, and Sam stated that Abby didn’t need a single closed eyelid to increase her beauty.

It was the sort of comment that could have been the cheesiest of the cheese, but Abby and Sam were so much in love that Sam’s compliment simply added to their overflowing cup.

The next morning, Jayde and Tessa, hand in hand, walked up the road leading to Abby and Sam’s house after responding to a very early call from Grace.

“Please rescue me from my manic parental-type people who are getting married at three o’clock and because that is only seven hours away, the amount of stress from two normally laidback people is infecting the entire team here trying to create couture magic, and that lot are manic enough.”

Tessa had laughed.

“That sounds like way too much mania for a person. We’ll be there at nine to take you for a fortifying coffee. Bring Theo. Otherwise he’ll be hiding under a chair by eleven.”

Hence the hand-holding, long looks, and soft smiles, while strolling along the footpath at quarter to nine.

“Tessa! I can’t believe we’ve run into each other!”

Tessa stopped abruptly and gaped, taking in the sight of her ex-girlfriend, now with pink-ish hair, and new frames on her glasses, wriggling her shoulders with glee, as she stood outside the gate of the Taylor-Markson residence.

“Olna?”

Olna beamed, obviously thrilled to see her, but, not having any emotion to call upon yet, Tessa simply stared.

“Tessa, sweetie, it’s so good to see you.” Olna leant forward, ostensibly to hug or deliver some kind of intimate gesture, but paused as she glanced down at Jayde and Tessa’s joined hands.

Tessa’s manners activated.

“Olna, this is Jayde. Jayde, Olna.”

Olna peered at Jayde. “Do I know you?”

Jayde shook her head. “No. Not at all.”

Tessa found the question she’d been searching for. “What are you doing here?”

Olna flipped her hair away. “Oh, I thought I’d fly down and surprise you,” she gushed, her eyes bright.

“Well, you succeeded. I’m completely surprised.” Tessa’s mind was racing, creating all sorts of reasons why Olna, of all people, was right in front of her, clasping her hands together like a joyful kindergartener. “How did you… How are you?” Again with the manners. Always important, even in situations that were incomprehensible and somewhat surreal.

“I’m terrific. Loving Melbourne. It’s such a great city, you know.” Olna went to hold Tessa’s forearm as if to reinforce her statement, but again thought better of it. Jayde’s thumb, delivering a soft one-two rub to the side of Tessa’s hand, was a fortifying top-up when she hadn’t been aware that she needed one.

“Well, that’s good. Great.” Tessa turned her head. “Jayde, Olna’s… Olna’s a…”

Jayde smiled thinly. “A friendly Canadian.”

Jayde’s not-quite-smile reminded Tessa that she’d told Jayde all about Olna and the exploding relationship. She wrinkled her brow in apology, but Jayde gave a subtle shake of her head.

“I’m more than a friend,” Olna interrupted, then leaned in expectantly. “So I heard you’re nannying Grace Taylor.”

A light bulb in Tessa’s brain flickered a couple of times as if it wasn’t yet inclined to illuminate a thought. Actually, it didn’t feel inclined to illuminate a number of thoughts. Thoughts like Olna’s voracious need for climbing the ladder of social standing, her need to collect people to use for her benefit, her penchant for devaluing others if they weren’t valuable enough to become one of her rungs. The thought about Olna’s sudden boomerang act. Suddenly, years later, after being broken and cracked by Olna’s heavy boot, Tessa was now worthy of providing a platform. No, that light bulb didn’t want to illuminate any of those thoughts.

“Not a nanny, Olna. I’m a chaperone for Grace Taylor.”

“Tomato Tomahto.” Olna flicked her hand, then beamed. “Any chance of an introduction?”

“To Grace?”

Olna tsked. “To Abigail. I’m working adjacent to the film industry now, so we’d be able to have a wonderful chat.”

Tessa frowned. Selling popcorn at the cinema was not exactly adjacent to an A-list film star, who was also the director of a hugely successful theatre company, but a lot could happen in a few years. Perhaps Olna had moved on from the candy bar.

Tessa could feel the confusion all over her face. “What are you doing now?”

Olna pursed her lips and lifted a shoulder, which was an affectation that was supposed to be cute, but it was one of Olna’s tells. The answer would either gaslight the question or be an outright lie.

“I’m in distribution and promotion of films.” Olna’s smile was too large, her words boastful.

“Well, congratulations. But today’s massively important and everyone’s really busy, so I don’t think I can interrupt Ms Taylor for a spontaneous chat. I hope you understand, but it’s amazing to see you.” Which was absolutely true. Tessa was amazed, but underlying all that amazement was a dedication to her employers. She wasn’t going to allow Olna even a centimetre of leeway. Distribution and promotion of films. Really? Why couldn’t Olna enjoy being a popcorn and ticket vendor at the cinema? When they’d got together, Tessa had loved hearing stories about the films Olna had been allowed to see before the release day, stories of the patrons who were caught filming the movie, or creating their own. Then those stories died out as the fantasies and desires replaced them in importance. The Parkers became Olna’s focus, but were eventually dismissed, along with Tessa, as unworthy of any effort. They didn’t fit into Olna’s life plan. Netflix series directors were small fry, apparently.

Olna had broken her heart, and while Tessa had laid out her vulnerable, full of love heart, it hadn’t been necessary, surely, for Olna to pick it up, hurl it over a cliff, then follow it with hurtful commentary about Tessa’s job, her lack of adventure, and her abilities in the bedroom. But she had. Tessa swallowed thickly. She’d be damned if she was going to let Olna do it again. And be damned if she was going to let Olna use her to gain access to Abby. She squeezed Jayde’s hand, and received a warm echo in return, as if to say, “You’ve got this. I’m here even if I’m not saying anything.” The action sent sizzles of strength up her arm.

She opened her mouth to pour out her ‘be damned’ speech but caught sight of paparazzi jogging up the road, clutching smartphones, thumbs at the ready, and clenched her teeth. Shit. The last thing she ever wanted was to take attention away from Sam and Abby’s special day. Entertaining the world with photos of Grace Taylor’s chaperone and her ex-girlfriend engaged in a debate about access to a certain film star outside that certain film star’s front gate would definitely divert attention.

She shelved her speech, released Jayde’s hand and, after a quick stab at the key pad to open the gate, shoved Olna through the entrance. With a sigh of relief, she heard the solid click as Jayde closed the gate behind them.

Olna spun around and grinned. “I knew you’d come through for me. What a beautiful front yard.”

“I don’t think Tessa invited you in voluntarily, Olna. It was more a last resort,” Jayde said, her tone dismissive, protective, possessive, and Tessa found it so attractive that she nearly flashed a salacious grin at her lover to telegraph that message.

“Jayde’s right. Even though this is where you wanted to be, I won’t let you get any farther.”

Tessa caught sight of Kyle poking his head around the garage booth. He cocked it to the side, but Tessa shook her head. She could deal with Olna’s schmoozing.

Olna pouted. “Well, we’re here now. Surely, you can show me around.”

“I’m afraid that’s not possible at the moment. The house is awash with people, flowers, and mayhem. I’m sure you understand.” Abby’s voice, soft and husky, delivered the lines as if she was sitting at the table read for her latest blockbuster. Utterly believable, thoroughly rehearsed, and quietly furious. Olna gasped, spun around and just about prostrated herself at Abby’s feet. Abby raised an eyebrow, took in Tessa’s appalled expression, Jayde’s excellent impersonation of wallpaper, and processed the situation immediately. She smiled affectionately at both of them, then turned her attention to her visitor.

Olna, one hand pressed over her chest, the other outstretched. “Abigail! It’s a pleasure to meet you!”

Abby, her arms laden with flowers, glanced at Olna’s outstretched hand, and replaced her smile with an apologetic look, glancing at the flowers as the reason for not returning the gesture. Contrary to Grace’s proclamations of insanity, Abby was the epitome of calm. Icy calm.

“Oh, I do prefer Ms Taylor,” Abby said coolly.

Tessa blinked. Abby did not prefer to be addressed as Ms Taylor at all. Tessa raised her eyebrows. Abby had quickly worked out the situation and the players involved.

“Oh. Of course! Ms Taylor, I’m Olna, a good friend, actually a very close friend of Tessa’s. I’ve flown in from Canada just to catch up, to see how she’s going, that sort of thing.”

Tessa spluttered, but Olna ploughed on. “It’s a pleasure to meet you, Ms Taylor,” she repeated. “Being such good friends, I knew Tessa would be able to show me around her workplace.”

Tessa felt, rather than heard, Jayde inhale deeply as if to launch into a tirade in response to Olna’s ridiculous claim. It was becoming more of a train wreck with each word. She couldn’t believe how all-encompassing Olna’s fantasies, her delusions of grandeur, had become.

“Did you? I would have thought going through my agent would have been much more appropriate.” Abby cocked her head inquisitively, and Tessa couldn’t look away. This was a masterclass in pissed-off-ness wrapped in gossamer civility.

“Well, I figured because we were in the same line of business that bypassing agents would be fine. I’d catch up with Tessa, and you and I would run into each other spontaneously.” She smiled, waving her hand between Abby and herself. Tessa’s eyes grew round. “You know, Tessa and I have always helped each other in our careers. I put her in contact with the right people for her first job.” 

Tessa flicked a wide-eyed glance at Abby, catching Jayde’s matching gesture. Tessa couldn’t believe that Olna would make such a claim. Even the most basic research would uncover the fact that Abigail Taylor and the Parkers were friends. Olna was too arrogant to either find out that information or too dismissive to bother.

“Did you?” Abby smiled like a parent to a child who was wearing a chocolate moustache and claiming to have no knowledge about where the last TimTam went.

The gall of her ex-girlfriend. Time to bring this debacle to its close.

“Abby, you’re incredibly busy, and I’m so, so sorry for the intrusion. The paparazzi outside were…” Tessa rambled, stopping only when Abby smiled sympathetically, and nodded. Tessa wrapped her fingers around Olna’s forearm. “Olna, if we go out the driveway gate, we can miss the paparazzi, or at least look like we’re a pair of nobodies heading off to the cafe or something.” She turned to Jayde, and mouthed, “I’ll be back in a minute.” Jayde nodded, then reached for Tessa’s hand, pulled her in, and whispered, “You’ve got this,” in her ear.

Abby lifted an eyebrow, then turned to Olna, and delivered that famous gaze. “What a lovely idea. Why don't I escort you.” She made it sound like a question with only one answer.

“Oh.” Olna clearly hadn’t expected to be bundled out of Abby’s presence so quickly. “But⁠—”

“Olna.” Abby turned towards the driveway gate, forcing Olna to trot along behind. “Your compliment of my front garden is appreciated. I must inform my gardener. Unfortunately, you won’t be able to deliver any further compliments as this is the last conversation we’ll be having.” She stopped abruptly. Her mouth was a straight line; Abigail Taylor was furious, and yet anyone would think that she was having a friendly chat with a bewildered trespasser who’d accidentally blundered into the wrong garden. “Attempting to gain access to me via Tessa is quite the wrong way to go about things, no matter what the industry.” She shook her head. “It is somewhat challenging in my line of work. People try to take advantage when there isn’t one to take, and it winds up hurting people who I care about very much, so here is where I say goodbye,” she said evenly, then flashed one of her trademark smiles at Tessa who grimaced apologetically in return. As Abby turned towards the house, Tessa grabbed Olna’s shoulders and spun her around before she could utter even a syllable.

Then Kyle, who had stepped around the corner because he seemed to possess a radar for knowing when to insert himself into situations, opened the gate just enough for Tessa and Olna to slip through before closing it behind them. As Tessa had guessed, the photographers were more interested in Abby, Sam, or Grace, rather than two seemingly unimportant people walking down the street.

Tessa stopped Olna at the beautiful gumtree growing outside the terrace house five doors down.

“That was ridiculous and incredibly embarrassing. For me, for Abby, and for yourself. Can’t you see what you’re doing?” Tessa snapped, enunciating each syllable.

“I’m making contacts, Tessa babe. I’m networking.”

Tessa glared. “No, you’re not. This is exactly what you did with the Parkers, but then blew them off as not worth your time. Blew me off as well. For that, and… for other reasons.” Tessa balled her hands into fists. “And this time you’ve come halfway around the freaking world to… What? Get into my pants? I doubt it. To say words that are meaningless? Absolutely. You’re doing it all again simply because now I’m working for Abigail Taylor.”

Olna tossed her hands in frustration. “Don’t you see? We could be a power couple. A couple that knows important people. We could make our contacts work to our advantage. It would give us the opportunity to find our niche in the business.”

“I have found my niche, for God’s sake. Families seek me out. Abby and Sam did. I’m very good at my job, Olna, and I like what I do.” Tessa sliced her hand through the air. “No, I love what I do and you could never see that. You didn’t love what we were, what I did. You didn’t love me.”

Olna grabbed Tessa’s biceps. “I totally loved you! I still could.”

“No. You couldn’t.” Tessa peeled Olna’s fingers from her upper arms. “Perhaps your idea of love is to put pieces of it in lots of places, and you did. Chasing dreams, chasing puffs of smoke, chasing women.” A flash of guilt pierced Olna’s eyes. “But it wasn’t enough for me to just be a piece of that love and in the end I wasn’t even that. Maybe a crumb.”

Olna swallowed, opened her mouth then closed it. The action made Tessa feel strong. This is what she’d meant to say all those years ago when Olna’s hurtful comments, her cheating, her dismissive words about Tessa’s job, about Tessa herself, had cut.

Tessa folded her arms. “To me, love is whole. It’s given as a complete package. You can’t break it into fragments to share around to other people. Not when your actions, and your words, say that your love is the package all bundled together just for that one person. For you, I was never that complete package in so many ways.”

“Come on. We had something.”

Tessa glared. “We did have something. You’re right. But we didn’t have everything. I wasn’t your everything, Olna, and to be honest, you weren’t mine.”

Olna tossed her hands again. “But Abigail Taylor, Tessa babe. Abigail Taylor!”

Tessa shrugged. “So what? She’s a mum who’s hired me to look after her daughter. That’s it. She wasn’t a ridiculously famous movie star when she hired me. She was a mum. A person, and I’d never use that bond, that connection, for leverage. Any connection, actually, and I’m still stunned you flew all the way here on that whim. The thought that we’d somehow make our something into an everything? It was never there to start with.”

Suddenly all the air left her sails and Tessa sighed. They stared at each other, and Olna put her hands into her pockets.

“I guess this is it,” Olna said.

“I guess so. I’m good, by the way. Thanks.”

“What?”

“Not once in this whole interaction did you ask how I was. Not once.”

Olna yanked her hands out of her pockets. “I was distracted!”

“Exactly.” Then, even though Olna had broken her heart, Tessa couldn’t bring herself to flick away a person who was in a foreign country and who might find themselves stuck. “I hope you’re staying somewhere reputable.”

After an offhand hum, Olna nodded. “The Keysborough.”

“Good. So, what are you going to do now?”

This time the hum was accompanied by a shrug. “Well, since we’re not getting back together.” She absorbed Tessa’s incredulous expression. “I’ve got a month tourist visa, so I’ll be a tourist. Maybe travel up north. Apparently Sydney has some very nice bars with very nice scenery.” She leered, and Tessa gave her a long look, then shook her head in resignation.

“Just don’t break anyone’s heart, Olna, including your own.” Tessa met her eyes, holding them.

“Not possible. My heart doesn’t break.” Olna patted her chest. “Sorry about us, you know.” She gave a quick smile, and Tessa rubbed at her temple as the tickle of a headache made itself known. Olna probably was sorry about breaking up. Tessa could almost see Olna’s thought bubble that if only she’d stuck it out in the relationship, she could possibly be meeting Abigail Taylor officially. Olna flicked her finger back up the road. “Looks like you’ve found a new person anyway.”

“Jayde,” Tessa said, and couldn’t help the soft smile.

“I’m happy she’s looking after you.”

Tessa’s smile dropped. “I’m not a pot plant, Olna.”


Love Is…?






PART FOUR


Abigail Taylor

Abigail Taylor is the subject of this profile; one of six profiles in which well-known people from all walks of life will define love. With her impending wedding to thirty-seven-year-old Samantha Markson, her girlfriend of five years, Abigail Taylor’s perspective of love is quite compelling.

By Jayde Ferguson
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Keeping up with Abigail as she makes her way through the large foyer of the MTC is no easy task. She strides with purpose, offering salutations to everyone from cast members to the program sales staff near the front counter. Abigail knows people’s names, and it is one of many qualities that make her well-loved and respected within the company.

Her movie star presence is slightly daunting, yet because Abigail tempers this, choosing to ask about a cast member’s sick dog, or the sporting achievements of a hospitality staff member’s child, she has brought the divide between Hollywood celebrity and local citizen of Melbourne closer than ever. Staff are asked to address Abigail by her first name and many have had the opportunity to chat with her about football teams or a Netflix series as if standing about a proverbial water cooler.

Valuing people is one of Abigail Taylor’s core traits. Few celebrities are afforded the collective warmth that Abigail received after news broke fourteen years ago that her partner, visual artist Lilith Mackenzie, had had an affair with a member of the company when Abigail’s daughter, Grace, was twelve months old. As one, the public howled down negative press, taking to social media to express their love for the actress.

“It was astonishing, really. The whole event was a dichotomy; a gut punch and a blessing, and I felt extremely wrung out emotionally and psychologically. That impacts on a person physically, doesn’t it? It made me re-evaluate my life, my career, my role as a mother, and while it took me quite a while to become at peace with the hurt, I was oddly grateful that I could refocus my direction. I truly believe that the new focus led me to Melbourne. That whole situation from fourteen years ago is public record. I talk about it, but for a while, I put up my ‘do not disturb’ sign because it was necessary, and people generally respected my need. Now, I paraphrase. Summarise. It’s cleaner, if you know what I mean.”

Abigail guides me into one of the larger conference rooms on the second level in the administration wing of the theatre. The conference table is surrounded by at least thirty chairs, and Abigail explains that there will be a read-through of the spring production later this afternoon. She gestures to the ring-bound A4 papers placed in front of each chair.

“It’s a modern Australian take on Romeo and Juliet. A reinterpretation, which I know has been done before, but not like this. This play is so quintessentially Australian. Modern Australian. I’m excited for this afternoon, because the cast is quite spectacular and I know they’ll just click.”

She settles into her chair, then gives me her full attention, and despite having admitted that she is due at a publicity event at the Sheraton in a few hours, Abigail again demonstrates her belief of being in the moment.

Jump In was Abigail’s second romantic comedy and ends with her character imagining an elaborate traditional wedding. Does art imitate life? Abigail chuckles.

“Not really. I always think simple is best. There are more opportunities to highlight the important parts if all around them is simplicity. Sam wanted a few more… elements, for want of a better word, but I think that’s because she’s a romantic and sees this step as bringing all the parts of her life, our life together. Truly tying the knot. She said in the Esquire interview earlier this year, the edition promoting this year’s menswear collection from Gucci, that before she met me, she’d wanted a family of her own. She has an incredible amount of love to give and when she met Grace and me, we were suddenly a little unit, and I think that’s what she wants to add into the wedding. I think it’s lovely. So does Grace, who absolutely adores Sam, and she tells me that bringing her to Melbourne for Discrete Liaison was a stroke of genius. Oh! I’m so off-track. I’m sorry. We’re supposed to be discussing the wedding and here I am, all starry-eyed and gushing about my fiancée.”

One of the side effects of getting married to the love of your life in little more than two weeks? Abigail throws her head back and laughs.

“Absolutely true. Okay. Let’s talk wedding. Or not. I’m sworn to secrecy, which is code for none of your business.”

That blazing smile lights up the room, and when coupled with her obvious kindness, joy, and ability to pay attention to people, it makes for quite a breathtaking experience.

Sam joins us, explaining that she will accompany Abigail to her photo shoot, then sits next to her fiancée and holds her hand. Abigail lightly bumps her shoulder, and her gaze, the hash-tagged version, is fixed on Sam and is returned tenfold. They are very much a couple in love and it is not difficult to bask in that joy.

“Are you saying nice things about me?”

The question is accompanied by a frown that sits over a smile, and Abigail laughs.

“I knew I was falling in love with Sam because she occupied a lot of time in my thoughts. When we were first getting to know each other, we used to have long conversations late into the night about anything and everything. Usually over a glass of wine, and I’d spend the next day remembering bits and pieces of those chats. It’s quite sappy.”

Sam lifts Abigail’s hand off the table then places it back down. A mock frown appears on her face.

“Hey. I’ll determine the sappiness of something. Let me see… Survey says, not sappy.”

Abigail looks at me, and shrugs.

“There you go. It isn’t sappy, but you know what it is? It’s delightful.”

Is a wedding a symbol of love? Both women answer at the same time, and Sam stops, deferring to Abigail.

“It does mean a public promise, that’s true, but neither of us really needs to make public our promise of love. It’s ours. Our family’s. I like that the people close to us can celebrate this moment. You know? I don’t think love is a thing that you give or get. I think it’s something that grows between two people. Sometimes the love grows quickly. Maybe it takes a while. But I think to be authentic, it needs both people to be seen by the other, and I think a wedding, hopefully, is where you see each other.”

I point out that this profile will be making their love quite public. Abigail smiles at Sam, then kisses their joined hands.

“Yes. We haven’t hidden our relationship from the public, but we are protective of our personal life. It’s important to draw the line between what we share and what we keep to ourselves. I think people, particularly people in Melbourne, appreciate the distinction.”

Social media is global, not just based in Melbourne. Will the world appreciate the distinction? How does social media affect their lives and how will it affect their wedding plans? Sam lets go of Abigail’s hand, and, as in all her interviews, uses her hands to elaborate every point.

“Social media enhances the reach of our work. Abby’s with her career. Mine with the MTC. It provides more outlets for promotion. A tool to use, so to speak. It allows the public to see into the inner workings of this place, for example, but it can be an incredible time suck. The MTC has a fabulous PR team, and so does Abby, and they look after that aspect for us. That’s not to say we don’t swing by occasionally. Instagram mostly. Well, Abby does. I’m not a fan of social media. I see it more as a necessary evil. So, to answer your question, and I can speak for Abby, our wedding is our business.”

Sam’s phone buzzes, and after a quick check, she stands, apologising as she needs to attend to business with the scholarship students. She squeezes Abigail’s shoulder, and with a wave, leaves the room. Abigail watches the door, then turns to me.

“My person.”

They are very much each other’s person, which draws a nod.

“It’s what I was saying in one of our earlier interviews. I’m not sure if you’ve used it in this profile, but the idea of a person somehow knowing that they are destined for another is quite cosmic. Like, they know in their heart that they will eventually meet. I’m not one for mystical thoughts at all. Despite my career in creating fantasy and make-believe, I’m actually quite boring, so magical mystical ideas such as soul mates are not my forte. But perhaps it’s important to believe in intangible ideas.”

I tell her that Sam made mention of a person finding their person, and Abigail smiles softly.

“I thought she might. Sam’s convinced that all the events prior to us meeting were destined to happen, that they lined up to the point where we met. She’s convinced that we couldn’t possibly be with anybody else. Sam is truly the ultimate romantic.”

It is the final interview, and before I am able to express my gratitude, Abigail leans over to pat the back of my hand.

“Thank you for this experience. I really have enjoyed the process. For all my talk about not letting people in, I’ve done a remarkable job at ignoring that advice. Seriously, it has not been intrusive at all, and I’ve enjoyed talking about this topic in depth. Analysing what love is has been quite a philosophical journey.”

Abigail clasps her hands together, the sleeves of her business jacket riding up. She stares at her joined hands for a while. The silence is comfortable, as if she is still travelling that philosophical journey.

“I really believe that we all have the ability to love but sometimes we sit uncomfortably with reasons to not receive love or let us be open to love. Whether it’s because we don’t trust ourselves, or the other person, enough to give our hearts, or maybe we tell ourselves that we don’t deserve love, a beautiful love. Whatever the reason, it’s a wall. True love is difficult to find because we must look past a wall, a smokescreen. Hospitals should establish a triage centre just for people who look for love through other people’s fires. Smoke inhalation everywhere. So, to be able to trust yourself to be in love, to be vulnerable, is a gift. Love is trust.”

Abigail huffs out a breath, like she’s run a race. Perhaps she has. The wedding, the feeling of completion, the idea that she and Sam are two people travelling on the same path in the same direction; perhaps her relationship is a breath of fresh air. She hums in agreement.

“Yes. I like that. When I met Sam, a lot of my smoke blew away.”

I’m suddenly the recipient of a smile that wrinkles the skin at the corners of her eyes. Abigail presses her hands together as if in prayer, places them against her lips, and breathes through the gap. Then shares another grin. One of happiness.

“You know what love is? Love is when you can see so clearly you discover that your person is standing right in front of you.”


Chapter
Nineteen



Jayde couldn’t decide whether Tessa’s countenance was strong or determined or resolute when she returned through the gate, but all possibilities warmed her heart.

She reached for her hand, which Tessa clung on to, and then Tessa turned to Abby.

“I’m so sorry.”

Abby waved her apology away, directing them into the house. “It’s not a concern. I’m sorry you had to deal with what seemed a tricky situation with…?” Abby handed off the armload of flowers to a passing wedding planning assistant, and tilted her head questionably. Jayde figured Abby had absolutely every right to ask who had barged their way into her front garden.

“Ex-girlfriend,” Tessa said, then looked apologetically at Jayde.

“Awkward.” Abby raised her eyebrows. “As long as you’re okay.” She peered at Tessa, who nodded. “Excellent. Well, apparently you’re rescuing my daughter and our dog from the mayhem that is our wedding day, and you’ve been held up enough. I best let you get on with it.” She waved as she turned to disappear upstairs, and Grace galloped past her, with a, “Bye, Mum. Back in an hour.”
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The mayhem of the morning continued right up until the final guest sat, and then it was suddenly, exquisitely calm. Jayde, her fingers interlaced with Tessa’s, peered over the other guests from their position in the back row. The entire room, in fact all of Garlard House, radiated beautiful tranquility. The white drapes, the splashes of colour—Abby’s request because she refused to have the room “Look like it’s been stolen from the white-walled set of the latest horror film”—and the arc of seats split by an aisle—an arrangement suggested by Sam who didn’t want “Parallel rows like a funeral.” That had earned her a prolonged kiss from Abby last week which prompted Grace and Tessa to grin at each other.

A long deep blue carpet ran from the entrance of the room, down the centre of the aisle, to the lovely floral arrangements that climbed the screening behind the small riser where the celebrant was standing, her leather folder open.

Grace, resplendent in a soft pink pants suit, her long hair swept up in an intricate braid, waited to the side, shoulder to shoulder with Cath Monroe. Both were giving readings during the ceremony; Grace an original poem, and Cath, the e.e.cummings verse, Love Is A Place. Jayde was looking forward to Cath’s delivery, as it was one of her favourite poems. The genius of cummings to portray the desperate need to affirm love with such brevity. She rolled her eyes. For a self-professed naysayer of relationships and romance, she was doing an appalling job of keeping up the reputation. She blamed the woman beside her.

Tessa leaned into Jayde’s shoulder. “I’m going to cry, just so you know. Particularly in the vows and during Grace’s poem, probably because it’s original and impossibly heartfelt, and then during all other parts of the ceremony.”

Jayde chuckled at the warning. “I brought tissues.” She cut a glance at Tessa. “To share.” Then she grinned, appreciating Tessa’s pastel yellow strapless dress. Appreciating Tessa in the pastel yellow strapless dress, more to the point. Jayde had vacillated between a formal suit and her tapered black pants with favourite paisley-patterned silk waistcoat, eventually going with the pants and waistcoat. It was an outfit that she could move in more easily, which was necessary, because she was going to be dancing with Tessa tonight. A lot. Closely. Kissing one of those enticingly bare shoulders.

Then, the room hushed as if a silent direction had been given, and everyone knew that behind them the two women of the moment had taken their first steps towards marriage.

Tessa’s soft, “Oh,” was echoed about the room as everyone stood. Sam and Abby, resplendent in white with matching splashes of colour, glided past, hand in hand, their smiles impossibly wide.

Abby’s cheeks were flushed, and she radiated pure joy, as did Sam, although, to Jayde’s eye, it looked like Sam’s smile was more a this-is-the-best-thing-ever-and-I-love-this-woman-so-much-and-holy-hell-this-is-huge.

Then, as is common in wedding ceremonies, time flew past, and as Tessa had predicted, she cried when Abby declared to Sam, “I’m lucky to have found you. I love that you hold my hand through life. You laugh with me. You see me.”

And when Sam responded with, “I was made for you,” Jayde quickly divided the small packet of tissues between them as they both leaked tears.

And also as predicted, Grace’s poem produced tearful sighs from the majority of the guests, and Cath’s reading produced outright sobbing from someone in the second row.

It was perfect. Sam and Abby only had eyes for each other. The rest of the room, the entire building, could have floated away and they wouldn’t have noticed. Abigail Taylor was a bonafide celebrity, because the woman just about shed stardust everywhere she went. But right then, she was Abby Taylor marrying her person, Sam Markson, and the two of them were all the lights of the galaxy. It was beautiful and intimate and Jayde swallowed a lump in her throat as she thought about how fortunate she was to witness their union.
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“This is a visual feast,” Jayde declared, gazing at the main room, which had been transformed from its official ceremonial duties to a landscape of fairy lights, polished wood floors, and sheer curtains.

Tessa leaned into her shoulder. “I don’t think wedding planners get enough credit. Everything has run perfectly.”

Jayde kissed the top of Tessa’s head. “Do you want something to eat? I’ll go hunt and gather.”

Tessa grinned. “That sounds all very butch and wonderful. How about a few small and dainty items, then we can share?”

Jayde raked her gaze up and down Tessa’s body, lingered on her bare shoulders, then smirked. “I like sharing with you.”

“Oh, I have so much more to share, Jayde Ferguson. You don’t know the half of it.” Tessa returned the smirk, and Jayde felt her veins thrum with arousal.

“I want to kiss you.”

“Nothing stopping you.”

Jayde leaned closer and pressed her lips softly against Tessa’s, who sighed.

“Nope. Nothing stopping me,” Jayde whispered, then grinned as Tessa pushed lightly on her chest.

“Go hunt and gather, woman.”
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If the listicles were to be believed, it was frowned upon to have a buffet at a high class wedding reception, but Sam and Abby weren’t ones to pander to tradition. So a beautiful buffet dominated one end of the room, and guests gravitated towards the food in waves, each clutching tiny ceramic plates holding tiny morsels of food. However, it took Jayde at least fifteen minutes to arrive at the tables to claim her selection as a number of guests stopped to deliver rather unexpected hugs or compliment her waistcoat or simply make small talk.

“I’m really glad you’re here,” Abigail said, embracing Jayde, who had a slight fan-girl moment. She slapped her brain, reminding it that she was hugging Abby Taylor, not the woman who filled billboards outside cinemas. Then Jayde was introduced to Whalen Lambert, who had directed two of Abby’s films.

“Culture magazine?” His bald head reflected the glow from the fairy lights. “How’s Tilde these days? I hope she hasn’t convinced Abby to let you write up something about the wedding.” He narrowed his eyes but Jayde caught the twinkle. Whalen knew exactly who Jayde was and what she’d been doing for the last two months.

“Absolutely. I’ve disguised myself as the girlfriend of Grace Taylor’s chaperone, and now I’m off to grab my phone, which I’ve hidden in the mini quiches so I can secretly record Matt Kinnear giving travel tips to Sophie Grisham.” Jayde blinked innocently, and Whalen roared with laughter, clapping Jayde on the shoulder.

“Well, don’t let me keep you from your rendezvous with tiny pastries. Say hello to Tilde next time you are in contact.”

Finally, with a small plate of delicacies, Jayde weaved her way back to Tessa, who smiled at the collection.

“Excellent work. I wondered if you’d become lost,” she said, plucking up a teaspoon and a shot glass of Belgian chocolate mousse with a caramel brittle shard. Jayde cocked her head, and Tessa grinned. “Dessert can be eaten first, wouldn’t you say?”

Jayde held her breath. Tessa’s flirting was doing all sorts of delightful things to her stomach, her pelvis, her sex.

“Tessa…”

“Hm? Oh… Would you like to taste?”

Jayde swam in the dark, midnight waters of Tessa’s eyes, as she, very deliberately, settled the plate on a nearby bar table, and brought her mouth to the chocolate-laden teaspoon that Tessa was holding out. Her lips closed over it and she savoured the delicate flavours on her tongue. Everything about Tessa’s expression indicated how desperately she needed to whisk Jayde away and bring her to multiple orgasms. Jayde swallowed, her entire being heating with desire. Tessa flicked her tongue over her lips.

“God, you’re sexy,” she whispered, then placed the glass next to the plate and grabbed Jayde’s hand. “Come with me.”

Tessa led Jayde across the dance floor, then, after moving aside one of the long white drapes, turned into a small anteroom that offered a clear view over the intimate private garden which, later, would offer secluded alcoves for guest photographs. Again, more fairy lights followed the limbs of the small trees, giving the impression of a faraway land. Tessa closed the door behind her, instantly shutting out the sounds of the party, then they stood holding hands, and Jayde’s gaze trailed languidly down Tessa’s body.

“We’re not about to get sexy at Abby and Sam’s wedding,” Jayde drawled.

Tessa laughed. “No, but I really want to kiss you properly and I’d rather do that in private.”

They came together. Hands holding sides of heads. Thumbs smoothing cheekbones. Tongues touching, then exploring. Jayde trembled. So much pleasure. Finally Tessa, her breathing laboured, pulled away to nuzzle into Jayde’s neck.

“You are very, very good at kissing.”

Jayde huffed a laugh, then slid her hands down Tessa’s back to cup her bum cheeks, and pulled Tessa’s pelvis flush with hers. The soft, breathy, “Oh,” nearly made her spontaneously combust. She moved her lips to Tessa’s ear. “We are very, very good at kissing. I like kissing you. A lot.”

“A lot?”

“A lot.” Jayde brought her lips back to prove just how much.

“Oh, shit. Sorry!”

Tessa and Jayde instantly broke apart, and turned to find Grace in the doorway, clutching the handle, an apologetic expression on her face.

“I was looking for Rica, Cath’s… You know what? Doesn’t matter.” She backed out of the room, pulling the door closed, then the door reopened, and Grace poked her head around.

“This, by the way?” she said, circling her finger at Tessa and Jayde. “Very awesome.” Then slammed the door as if punctuating her approval.

Tessa stared at Jayde, then both fell into laughter.

“Seal of approval, apparently,” Jayde said.

“Oh, she worked it out in the second week.” Tessa gave a wry smile.

Jayde raised an eyebrow. “What exactly did she work out?”

Tessa blushed. “Oh, you know. That I…”

Jayde quickly pulled their bodies together again, and Tessa gave another soft sigh. “That you what, Tess?”

Tessa gasped as Jayde rolled her pelvis against Tessa’s. “That I had a thing for you,” she whispered.

“All the way back then, hey?” Jayde chuckled, even as her eyes burned hot. “Hmm. Just as well I had a thing for you as well.”

Tessa let out a slow breath. “We weren’t pretending all the way back then, either,” she said huskily.

The flirting, the give and take, the fun, the sharing. If she wasn’t careful, Jayde could see herself falling in love with Tessa. Careful? What if she was being careful? What if she was on the way to giving her carefully protected heart to Tessa, knowing that Tessa would take care of it? What if?


Chapter
Twenty



“Right! Fill me in! Otherwise I may die.” Angel literally hauled Tessa into the apartment, then pushed her over to the couch.

Tessa laughed. “I’ve been gone two nights chaperoning Grace while Sam and Abby hang out in Daylesford. It’s not like I was kidnapped.”

Angel perched on the edge of the chair opposite. “Kidnapping schmidnapping. You were a guest at the wedding of the year, and I need all details that your NDA allows.” Then she grinned. “Maybe some it doesn’t. Actually, make that many.”

Tessa laughed. “Okay. Well, mostly famous people being very ordinary. Beautiful outfits.” Tessa counted on her fingers. “Sam and Abby were gorgeous and their ceremony was perfect. I danced with quite a few people who I’ve only seen as eight-metre tall characters on a cinema screen. I nearly had upright, fully clothed sex with Jayde. The food was⁠—”

Angel thrust out her palm. “Whoa! Stop right there. Rewind a moment.” She beckoned to herself indicating the rewinding. “Sex with Jayde.” She blinked. “At Abby and Sam’s wedding. Wow, that’s a new take on reception entertainment.”

Tessa giggled, then shook her head. “We were in an anteroom looking at the late afternoon sky.”

“Sure.”

“We were! But then Jayde got handsy, and… I did as well. Then we kissed, and then hands roamed a bit more, and⁠—”

“Almost upright sex. Got it.” Angel sat back, her hands folded over her stomach. “You two are perfect and hopeless. Perfectly hopeless. And clueless.”

“What? I thought you wanted to know details of the wedding.”

Angel rolled her eyes. “I’ll circle back to it but first, let me make an observation. Most of the women in my life are queer and all of them, including you, wear one of two expressions on their faces when they’re falling for someone. A, I’ll die for you or b, I’ll just pop down to the servo and rent a U-Haul trailer. Or both.”

Tessa stared, lost for words. “I’m not falling for Jayde.”

“Oh, for the—you are, or have already, but I just know your expectations of her will be ridiculous.”

“How did you go from, yay, me almost having sex with Jayde to deciding I suck?”

“You don’t suck, but I’m checking in with you. Here’s the question: is Jayde perfect? Because I know you. You always want perfect. It’s what I mean when I say you have Disney princess love. You want the fairytale, but maybe not the reality.”

Tessa stared past Angel’s head, feeling her lips wobbling. “I liked you better when you were fangirling.” She sighed. “That thing you said just then? It makes me sound childish.”

Angel leaned forward, her hand landing on Tessa’s knee. “Babes, it’s not childish. It’s innocent, but you know logically that love is about being real. When you’ve told each girlfriend that you loved them, like you might do to Jayde if you follow the current trajectory, do you think the love was real?”

Tessa scrubbed at her eyes with the heels of her hands, then decided the floor was a good place to rest her gaze. “Of course it was real. It was.” She swallowed. “I’d much rather talk about the wedding.”

“This is important. You and Jayde…” The pause made Tessa lift her head. “Babes, you and Jayde, and I said this to her as well, you and Jayde are travelling in the same direction. All those Love Is definitions that Jayde’s been collecting? I think you’ve realised that they fit you both. Maybe she’s been hit with the obvious stick as well. But I want you to protect your heart. I think you told those other girlfriends that you loved them as part of the fairytale, and I’m worried that if you end up saying anything that resembles those three words to Jayde, it might not come off as believable.”

“I don’t know if I can say that to her yet.” Tessa delivered a light slap to her thigh. “Which is tricky because I like telling someone I love them as soon as I feel it.” She snapped her mouth shut at the admission.

“Hmm.” Angel sat back again looking slightly satisfied. “There we go. You do love her.”

Tessa opened and closed her mouth silently. “I don’t know,” she said eventually.

“That’s new.”

“So, back to the wedding. We ate⁠—”

Angel raised her hand. “Love has to be real otherwise it’s all smoke and mirrors and everyone gets duped.” She nodded. “There. That’s all I’m going to say.”

Tessa gave her a long look. “You know a lot for someone who doesn’t do love.”

“I’m a savant.” Angel shrugged. “So, do you love Jayde?”

“I thought you’d finished.”

Angel shrugged again. “I’m nosy.”

Tessa sighed. “Like I said, I don’t know. It’s only been two months and three days.”

Angel snorted. “So the three-month alarm hasn’t gone off yet.”

Tessa glared. “Fine. Yes, I could, would…” Tessa squeezed her hands into fists and tucked her elbows into her ribs in a sort of frustrated hug. “Fine. I probably have fallen in love with her, but it doesn’t matter. Back to the weddi⁠—”

“Why doesn’t it matter?” Angel’s eyebrows were fierce arrows pointed down to the bridge of her nose. Protective cousin mode seemed to have been activated. “This is new information.”

Suddenly the ceiling was gaze-worthy. “Oh my God. Because she doesn’t believe in love.”

“How do you know she doesn’t?”

Tessa dropped her head down, and wrinkled her brow. “Because she said so. That bet challenge thing we had. Jayde said it would be difficult to teach her how to fall in love by the time she’s finished her interviewing.”

“With you?”

“What?”

“How to fall in love with you?”

“No! Fall in love with…” Tessa flapped her hand at the room in general.

“Furnishings?”

“Angel…”

“Tessa,” Angel countered. “I’m not sure that’s true anymore. The not believing in love thing. She looks at you like someone who’s enjoying the concept of being in love. In love with you. She might not know, but she’s up to her tits in the possibility pool. You’ll need to make sure she doesn’t drown, babes. I don’t reckon she’s falling in love with love. I reckon she’s falling in love with you, and you can’t do a thing about it, because you’ve gone past loving the glittery sparkly newness of love. You’re falling properly for a person. So, seriously, do you think she doesn’t fall in love because she doesn’t believe in it or because she is scared of it?” Angel steepled her fingers like a professor.

Tessa thought about every time Jayde had spoken about love, relationships, and romance. The look she had been giving Tessa lately. The look that was followed by a soft shimmer of doubt.

“The second one.” Tessa’s mouth turned down. Angel stood and crossed to the couch to sit next to Tessa, then she held Tessa’s hand.

“Then make it safe, because she’s falling and needs to land gently, babes.” Then after a brief silence, Angel pushed Tessa’s hand away, and turned square on. “So, is Matt Kinnear’s hair that perfect in real life or does he use an entire ozone layer of hairspray?”
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Two nights after the wedding, Jayde found herself parked in front of the television with her father watching, for the umpteenth time, the Abigail Taylor blockbuster, Discreet Liaison.

“Wait for it.” Her father leaned forward, pointing his drumstick in anticipation. “There!” He nearly threw the stick at the screen, such was his enthusiasm, and Jayde grinned. Then she softly mouthed the words as her father said Abigail’s character’s line. “If you’re going to continue to be unpleasant, I’m going to shoot both your kneecaps and utilise this very handy nail gun to attach your fingers to the arms of the chair. Lucky for you, I’m in a good mood.”

Oliver turned to Jayde and beamed. “She makes a very good spy, doesn’t she?”

Jayde raised an eyebrow. “We’ve had this discussion, Dad. That section of the film screams assassin, rather than spy.”

“Oh, psh. It doesn’t matter. Abigail is simply outstanding. Discreet Liaison is the movie that Abigail was filming when she met Samantha,” he stated authoritatively.

Jayde leaned into his shoulder, the soft wool of his jumper rubbing against her cheek. She did know that interesting fact, because her father mentioned it every time they watched the movie. It was a combination of fan excitement and forgetfulness, and Jayde loved it every time his eyes sparkled when sharing any movie trivia about all the stars of his romcoms.

“Where’s Tessa tonight?” Her father picked up a wedge of cheese from the platter that Jayde had put together for the movie. “Have you seen her since the wedding?”

“No. Not in person. Just via text. She’s with Grace because Sam and Abby have gone up to Daylesford to Onsen, the hot springs retreat, for a couple of nights.”

Her father patted her thigh. “I hope you’re able to see Tessa soon.”

Jayde looked askance at her father, who returned the look with an innocent shrug, then smiled. “So tell me… did you dance with anyone at the reception?”

The intel gathering was not at all surreptitious. It was very sweet and very Oliver Ferguson. It was also very forgetful, because she’d already recounted much of the wedding and reception, including the dancing. She pressed harder against his shoulder, filled with such love and protectiveness that sometimes it hurt.

“I danced with Tessa, and then sort of group-danced with a few people from the MTC.” She felt her lips soften into a smile as she remembered the way Tessa had moved, her hand in Jayde’s as Jayde spun her away then back into an embrace so that Jayde held her from behind. Their movements fluid and gentle and indescribably sexy.

“You’re smiling.”

Jayde sat up. “You couldn’t possibly have seen that.” She piled a cheese wedge and a dried apricot onto a cracker and shoved the lot into her mouth.

Her father beamed. “I might be a bit slow on the uptake, Jayde, love, but that response tells me you were. You smile so much when you talk about Tessa. It’s beautiful. It makes me happy.”

Jayde chewed, humming around the mouthful, then she swallowed.

“I do smile a lot, don’t I? It’s so warm and terrifying and I…” She stared at the carpet. “I think I might… That maybe I might love her,” she said in a rush. She didn’t dare look at her father.

There was silence.

“Oh, sweetheart,” her father whispered, and she looked up to see a smile on his face, a flash of worry in his eyes.

“Dad?” Jayde swivelled her body, nearly brushing her knees against his, but catching herself before she made contact.

“I did wonder. The way you look at her. How she looks at you. It’s right there for all to see. I was wondering if you saw it, felt it as well.” He reached for her hand.

Jayde shook her head. “If writing this profile and putting together the book has taught me anything, it’s that love is about trust, and I don’t know if I can trust.” She pulled her hand away, and stared at the carpet again. What a fascinating brownish-cream sort of colour. “I’m worried that I can’t trust anyone enough to give my love away. Maybe I can with Tessa, but I just…” She blinked away a tear. “I don’t want to be you, Dad.” Then, gasping, she jerked her head up to find that her father’s face had fallen. Instant remorse stabbed at her stomach. “Oh God, Dad. I’m so sorry. That was awful.” Jayde swallowed thickly, and her father used both hands to sweep up her hand, effectively creating a sandwich.

He nodded slowly. “It’s okay, love. You think me naive.” He paused. “Gullible.” 

Jayde squeezed his hand hard. “No!”

“You do, and that’s understandable. Perhaps I was silly for giving my love—for loving your mother even though that love really wasn’t returned. My love was mostly wishes.”

Tears stung Jayde’s eyes. “Dad….”

Her father rubbed the back of her hand. “Oh, I knew my love wasn’t returned.” He waved vaguely at his head. "Even before the injury, but that didn’t matter, you see. I loved her with everything I had, and made myself vulnerable on purpose because that’s what you do when you’re in love. You make yourself vulnerable. Falling in love is fresh air and gravity but the landing is the key, really.” He stared intently at Jayde. “It takes strength to be vulnerable, and I was strong, despite this.” Again, his hand fluttered near his temple. “It’s probably why I watch so many romantic films. Perhaps I feel a connection to that vulnerability on the screen. Who knows? I do know that I have a strong heart to have held that much love for so long, to have given that love for so long, and I see it in you, Jayde. You are strong, which means you can be vulnerable, which means you can love.” Then he deflated. “I’m becoming waffly and old. Forgive the length of that speech.”

“You’re not waffly or old. You’re wonderful. But seriously, Dad, I don’t think I could handle it if I fell in love with someone, told them that I was in love with them, but they didn’t feel anything for me in return and walked away.”

“That’s the risk, isn’t it?” 

“It feels too much like gambling.”

“You’ve got pretty good odds with Tessa there, love.” Oliver smiled, and it was a smile filled with such fatherly love, such confidence in her inner strength, that the tears finally fell and Jayde buried her face in his jumper.

“What if she walks away, Dad?” she mumbled.

Her father stroked her hair like he used to do when she was little. “If she does, then she does. But if that happens, your heart wouldn’t be stranded on an island and left to fend for itself. You’d find love again because you would have allowed yourself to feel it already.”

Jayde remembered Tessa’s analogy from a couple of months ago.

“Because saying I love you doesn’t need an echo,” she said into his chest. “It’s an emotion riding a wave that lands in the sea of unconditional and if the tide comes in and love returns, then it brings back the sea.”

Her father’s chest rumbled. “Oh, that’s excellent, love. There’s that writer in you.”

“They’re not my words.”

“Oh? Whose are they?"

“Tessa’s.”

Her father pushed Jayde upright, held her shoulders and stared into her eyes.

“I really don’t think she’ll take her love away. Do you think your love has returned from the sea of unconditional and brought souvenirs? Brought Tessa to land on your shores?”

Jayde nodded slowly. “Yeah. I think it might have. She had a look in her eyes at the wedding reception that was more than…” Jayde faded off. There had been a variety of looks in Tessa’s eyes that night but her father didn’t need to know about any of those. “Tessa said she gives her love fairly quickly but⁠—”

Her father gently patted her shoulders. “Good. I like a decisive woman.”
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Tom fiddled with the small condenser microphone hanging half a metre above Grace’s head. She squinted at him, and sighed.

“Seriously, Tom. This isn’t necessary.” She pointed behind her. “A green screen? There’s one built in to TikTok.”

Tom tutted. Tessa suppressed a laugh, and quickly looked at the floor of the small soundproof room in the back of the MTC. Tom was behaving very much like an overprotective parent whose child was about to jump off the ten-metre diving board for the first time. It was hilarious and completely endearing. The evidence that it took a village to raise a child was on display. Tom was one of many people populating the village of Grace.

“Just let me do this. Sam said I had to, and she’s boss adjacent.”

Grace cracked up, almost falling off her stool. “Boss adjacent? I’ll bring that up at the dinner table the first chance I get.”

Tom pursed his lips, fiddled with the mic again, then walked around the tripod to peer into the viewing window of the rather professional camera mounted on top. That particular piece of equipment had earned another eye-roll from Grace.

“Are you ready to start?”

“In a minute.” Grace met Tessa’s eyes, holding them. “Thank you for this.”

Tessa frowned. “I didn’t do anything.”

Grace hopped off her stool, ignored Tom’s hum, and strode over to Tessa. She leaned down and hugged her. “Yes, you did. You said I could be brave and be my truth.”

Tessa squeezed Grace’s shoulders, then pulled back. “Actually, you said that.” She reached for Grace’s hand. “You are remarkable and strong and have found a way to take back something you gave freely. It’s my privilege to be your chaperone.” She smiled. “You don’t really need a chaperone, but I’m glad I got the gig.”

Grace rolled her lips together, her eyes shining. Then she shook her head as if to dismiss her emotions, released Tessa’s hand, and walked back to the stool.

“Okay. Give me the cue, Tom.”

Tom grinned. “I’m looking forward to this hitting the internet. You’ll be the most virally of the viral.”

Grace wrinkled her nose. “Ew.”

Tessa giggled, as Tom stuck out his hand, counting down with each finger.

Pausing for a moment at Tom’s finger point following his “one”, Grace stared down the barrel of the camera. She possessed the same presence, the command of a moment, as her mother.

“My name’s Grace Taylor and this account is going to feature either my own poetry or that from poets I admire. My first TikTok”—Grace tipped her head slightly—“is an original poem titled Quietly I Give which I sent out into the world a while ago, but it became bruised and battered so I’m reclaiming it, dusting it off, and sharing it now.”

Tessa was enthralled. The poise that this fifteen-year-old exuded was beautiful to witness. Grace paused again, delivered a small smile as if inviting the viewers to come closer, and began.

“This moment is much too soon, I say
To hold, to carry, to put on display
Yet it called to me, a truth laid bare
Time, a child, unruly, without care
I harnessed my love, and paid time no heed
To query what is true is more than a need
The answer is brave; it is real to its core
To love, is to live, no matter how raw.”



Tom held up his hand and, like a well-seasoned professional, Grace held her pose and expression an extra second so the edits later would be seamless.

“How about we put you facing more on an angle for the next verse?” Tom tapped his closed lips. Grace stared at him before falling about laughing.

“Anyone would think you’re a closeted director, Tom.”

They grinned at each other, while Tessa smiled at their antics. Grace’s poem was beautiful, her delivery ethereal and poignant. The lines had flowed into the room, filling the space as Tessa held her breath in wonder at the magic of a poet owning their magic. Tessa leaned against the soundproofing foam on the wall and closed her eyes, tuning out Tom and Grace’s good-natured banter. She let some of the poem’s lines filter through her mind. Yet it called to me, a truth laid bare. To query what is true is more than a need. The answer is brave; it is real to its core.

Suddenly her eyes flew open and she straightened, as if struck by lightning.

“It’s a short amount of time but it’s a truth. It’s… it’s… it’s honest and real and not made of fairy dust,” Tessa said quickly, her eyes round.

Grace and Tom turned to stare.

“Tessa?” Tom cocked his head quizzically.

“Oh my God, I’m such a blind idiot,” Tessa babbled. “That’s it. It’s real. She’s real and love is real and I need to say that.” She looked up at Grace who smiled knowingly.

“Yep. You have to tell her.”

Nodding like a bobblehead toy on a dashboard, Tessa ran to Grace, hugged her, then did the same to a thoroughly confused Tom.

“I need to go,” she gasped out.

Grace grinned. “You really do.”

Tessa stood frozen as she finally understood what it was she needed. Understood who she needed. Because she did know. She turned to the door, yanked it open, and power-walked to the exit of the MTC. She dragged out her phone while jaywalking across to the tram stop.

Angel picked up immediately.

“What’s up, cousin of mine?”

“You were right!” Tessa peered down the road, relieved to see the tram trundling towards her.

“I usually am. What am I right about this time?”

Tessa slid her Metro card out as the tram squeaked to a stop and the doors concertinaed open. “I’m always in love with love.”

There was a pause. “Well, yes.”

“No, seriously.” Tessa found the nearest seat. Being short meant that trying to hold onto one of the hanging straps meant swinging about with her feet off the ground. “I’m in love with love. That’s what it is. I’m in love with a concept, Angel. Not in love with the person. I’m in love with the idea of being in love with a person.” Suddenly aware that she was sharing her epiphany with the other passengers, Tessa hunched over and pressed her phone against her ear.

Angel laughed. “Convoluted but correct. So…” She faded off. “Jayde?”

Tessa’s stomach flipped over, and she felt her skin flush. “Well, Jayde is more. She’s more than in love with love. She’s real.”

“Come on, babes. Say it,” Angel said, almost pleading.

Tessa jiggled her knees. “I’m in love with Jayde. Like, Jayde Jayde. Not the idea of love surrounding Jayde. Just Jayde.” What a moment. In love with an actual person. It felt fabulous. No more hiding behind glitter and stardust. No more Disney and make-believe. It felt true.

Angel exhaled loudly. “Oh, thank God. Finally.”


Chapter
Twenty-One



Jayde tapped the ‘L’ key on her laptop, and the letter began to march across the screen as an entire platoon. Fortunately, it was a blank document—Abby’s profile sat behind—because she doubted the sub-editor of Culture would be thrilled with a page of distracted, messy thoughts. Jayde tabbed back to the profile, contemplated the words, nodded with satisfaction, then attached it to the email she’d prepared and sent it into the ether. Then resumed tapping.

After a moment, she brought her other hand up and, all by themselves, her fingers halted the line of ‘L’s to add an ‘O’ and a ‘V’ and an ‘E’. Jayde sat back and stared at the screen.

“Love,” she muttered. Every day, for the last two and a bit months, she had typed the word a thousand times. Love is taking down your for-sale sign?

“Kyle, my man, that’s probably true.” Jayde tapped out another forty ‘L’s.

Love is an a-ha moment.

Jayde smiled at Cath’s definition from months ago. Lovers of Melbourne contained a whole chapter where people had experienced their ‘a-ha’.

Love is being brave because a heart that’s strong is a heart that can be held.

“That’s mine,” Jayde said, suddenly realising when and where and who she’d spoken those words to.

“Tessa.” She pushed away from her desk and spun on the chair to face the room. Then she sprang up, threaded her fingers through her hair, and paced about. “Could I? Could I be brave enough? Is my heart strong enough to be held?” Jayde retraced her steps, then stopped dead. “It is strong enough, because if I send it out, maybe Tessa will bring it back with a souvenir. Maybe her heart.” Then she laughed, letting go of her hair and crossing her arms. “That’s completely mental.”

Her brain leaned in to remind her that it knew all about mental and Jayde loving Tessa didn’t qualify as mental at all. Her heart confirmed the same with a warm glow. Apparently her body had decided that loving Tessa was just fine.

“What if she doesn’t love me back?” Jayde whispered, then drew in a breath. And another.

Would it hurt to find out? She shoved the thought away, but it bounced right back. Yes, it would hurt, particularly if her love ended up as wishes in a well. She took a deep breath, grit her teeth, plucked up her phone, and tapped out a question.

Hi, Tess. Want to catch up tonight? xx




Then she tossed her phone on the office chair and resumed her pacing. Except she didn’t get very far because there was a knock. Assuming it was a delivery of something she couldn’t remember buying, Jayde opened the door to find Tessa, her body almost vibrating, eyes wide, her normally neat French cut in disarray.

“Hi! I just messaged you,” Jayde exclaimed, then quickly stepped back as Tessa, without a word, barrelled in, and began pacing around the lounge. Jayde stared, then let the door swing closed.

“What happened, Tess? You’re vibrating.”

Tessa chopped at the air. “No. I mean, yes.” Then she pointed to Jayde’s leather ottoman. “You. I need you to sit.”

Jayde walked over, lowered herself onto the seat and stared, not knowing whether to hug Tessa or grab a spatula to defend herself.

Tessa pointed emphatically. “You’re real!”

Jayde blinked. “Um… Yes?”

“Yes. And that’s why it’s different. Because you’re real.” Tessa waved her hands about haphazardly. “I’ve never been in love.”

Jayde was thoroughly confused. “Yes, you have. You said⁠—”

Tessa tossed her hands into the air effectively cutting Jayde off. “I’ve only been in love with an abstract noun.” She continued to pace, stopping briefly in front of Jayde.

“I’m not following,” Jayde said.

Tessa splayed her fingers and waved them at Jayde. “It’s like you’ve said all along. Being in love is dangerous because a heart’s going to get broken.”

Jayde’s breath caught and she sagged. “Tess, I just meant⁠—”

“And you were right.”

Jayde’s head shot up. “What?”

“You don’t do love therefore you don’t get your heart broken.” Tessa added finger guns to her set of gestures. “And I said I was in love with people but I wasn’t. I was in love with a perfect fantasy where they were perfect and the relationship was perfect and it didn’t matter when it ended because I’d fall in love with another fantasy again therefore saving myself from heartbreak because it wasn’t real anyway. It’s all protection.” Tessa inhaled, then whooshed out a breath, and continued pacing the room. Suddenly, she froze, and stared into the kitchen.

Jayde stared at her back, not really having any clue what to say. “So… I’m right about love because it’s a fantasy and therefore you and I are both right?” It seemed the most logical interpretation.

Tessa whirled around. “Yes. Sort of. What I’m saying is that you’re real, that you’re not a fantasy, that you’re not perfect but kind of are.” Tessa’s flabbergasted, slightly stunned smile was contagious, and Jayde’s lips lifted.

“I’m not perfect?”

Tessa frowned. “Absolutely not.” Then she rushed over, and perched on the couch so their knees touched. She reached for Jayde’s hands. Jayde sighed at the warmth, then straightened.

“Hang on. If I’m not perfect and I’m not an abstract noun and I’m not make-believe, what am I?”

Tessa scooted forward so her legs threaded between Jayde’s. She held their joined hands to her lips. “You are someone I’d like to give my heart to if you’ll carry it.” Jayde inhaled quickly, then held her breath as Tessa kissed her knuckles. “Jayde Ferguson, I love you. The you you.”

There was a silence.

Then Jayde’s mind exploded. Tessa loved her. Jayde hadn’t sent out her heart hoping Tessa would bring it back with her own. Tessa was giving hers freely. Jayde’s brain poked her as if to say, “See?” as her heart lurched with joy.

“I…”

Tessa swallowed, and looked down. “It’s okay. I’m just letting you know that I love you. That I love us. I love how real it all is. Just… I love you.”

Jayde blinked, then leaned forward, lifted Tessa’s chin with two fingers and softly kissed her lips. “Tess, sweetheart, I want to say something,” she whispered.

Tessa suddenly looked appalled, and Jayde squeezed her hand. “It’s a good something.”

In Jayde’s experience, declarations of big things felt much easier when moving, so she sprang up and then, following the same pattern as Tessa, allowed all her thoughts, her feelings to ride a wave of vulnerability. She took two steps sideways then back to stand in front of Tessa whose face was pale, her teeth holding her bottom lip like the threat of a building falling on her was very real.

“While I was writing this profile, it always felt like I was waiting for the other shoe to drop. Like, love is blah blah blah what’s the catch? But.” She clutched at her hands, fingers entwined. “What if there aren’t any shoes?” Jayde had worked out the shoeless situation a while ago, but shoes dropping and years of hiding her heart were strong forces to overcome.

“My heart has been locked away in a castle on purpose, Tess. On purpose.” Jayde shook out her hands. “It’s like you said. I was protecting it. But now…” Jayde swallowed. “Now my heart can look over its walls. It… It can open the gate. My heart is looking at a person who sees its vulnerability, who hears its voice and…” Jayde clenched her fist to her chest. “This is a big deal.” She pointed to Tessa. “You’re a big deal.”

Then her shoulders bunched, and she plonked herself on the ottoman again, reaching for Tessa’s hands. “You’re a big deal,” she repeated.

“Tell me why,” Tessa whispered.

“Because… because I know what love is. I’ve heard so many interpretations of its meaning for weeks that I now finally believe that love isn’t a tarnished, unwanted pot in the corner of an antiques shop.”

Tessa’s lips quirked, Jayde’s shoulders relaxed, and she released Tessa’s hands. “Love is everything.” She thrust her arms out wide, then brought her hands to Tessa’s cheeks, softly smoothing the skin. “Love is morning coffee, and the trees in the botanic gardens, it’s… I know what love is.”

They stared at each other, and Tessa’s lips parted. “What is it?” she whispered.

The goosebumps appeared first—the joyful kind where your skin sizzles with happiness—then Jayde grinned in wonder, taking in the beautiful woman right in front of her. She twined her fingers in between Tessa’s.

“You,” she said quietly. “Love is you.”

Tessa’s eyes filled with tears. “Oh!” she exclaimed softly.

“It’s so much you. I love you and it’s the type of love that’s real where I give you my heart and you sail to the sea of unconditional and then you travel back on the tide with your heart next to mine because you said⁠—”

“I love you,” Tessa said, then untangled their fingers so she could dash away the stray tears that had fallen.

“Yes.”

They grinned at each other.

Tessa caressed Jayde’s hair. “Come here,” she murmured, and Jayde brought her lips to Tessa’s, shuffling forward on the ottoman without breaking the kiss. There wasn’t a space between them. It was a slow kiss, one that promised days, and months, and the times after that.

Jayde pulled away slightly, so that their noses touched, their foreheads rested.

Then she brought her eyes to Tessa’s. “This feels so right."

Tessa smiled. “The kind of right where your lips are supposed to be attached to mine?”

Jayde nodded seriously. “Yes. Exactly that.” Then she ran her finger over Tessa’s eyebrow. “You have the kindest eyes and the sweetest smile and I want to wake up to those kind eyes and that sweet smile all of the mornings⁠—”

“That start all of the days,” Tessa finished.

Jayde felt tears prick at the back of her eyes. “That’s what love is,” she said, her words following a sigh.

“Waking up with your person?” Tessa raised her eyebrows.

“Yes. But also finding your person. That’s why love is real.” She tapped her chest with two fingers. “And that’s why love is you.” Jayde gently pressed her finger to Tessa’s chest.

A smile lifted Tessa’s lips. “So much for our challenge lessons pretend curriculum whatever it was. Looks like we worked it out ourselves.”

Jayde held Tessa’s chin and ghosted her lips over Tessa’s. “I wasn’t pretending.”

Tessa smiled into the kiss. “Neither was I.”


Epilogue


People say a lot can happen in eighteen months. Tessa had no idea who those people were but they were right. Leaving her job as Grace Taylor’s chaperone starred as number one on her ‘a lot’ list. As soon as Grace turned sixteen, Abby and Sam decided that Grace no longer needed a chaperone. Tessa knew it was coming. Who needs a chaperone at sixteen, or fourteen for that matter? Certainly not Grace Taylor. However, amidst the tears and goodbyes, another job offer arrived in the form of a local TV celebrity who needed a daytime nanny for her daughter and so, armed with a reference from Abigail Taylor, international superstar, Tessa scored the position.

It didn’t mean that ties were cut. Grace had taken to visiting Oliver Ferguson when Tessa and Jayde were home, regaling him with anecdotes about her mum’s new films, adding jokes to his still yet-to-be-published book, and eating two-minute noodles with cubed vegetables that Oliver was thrilled to present to the daughter of his favourite celebrity.

Tessa and Jayde had discussed moving in together and they’d basically done so. Tessa spent six nights out of seven at Jayde’s flat, as they both acknowledged that Jayde wasn’t ever going to move away, given her father’s special needs. The visits, the staying over, the love-making, the sleepy breakfasts. It all felt so right. Tessa wore a permanent smile.

Angel pointed out the sappy smile only last week.

“Kittens, puppies, and ponies. The pair of you. You’d think after eighteen months it would have worn off, like the gold spray on dodgy jewellery.”

“You’re grumpy,” Tessa pointed out, as she sorted out some more items of clothing to take back to Jayde’s.

“Of course I’m grumpy. I’m rattling around the apartment like that solitary satellite that NASA lost ten years ago.”

When Tessa paused and looked at her cousin, she saw Angel’s eyes shining with tears. Tessa sprang up. “I’m sorry,” she said, then hugged Angel fiercely.

“It’s okay. I guess I can get a smaller place. You two will eventually move in together and I can’t keep this flat. It’s too big.”

Tessa disentangled herself, then held Angel’s upper arms. “Sounds like a plan. It’s not like you won’t see me. We’ll visit all the time.”

Angel pursed her lips. “Well, let’s not get excited.”

Tessa laughed, then squinted. “Did NASA really lose a satellite?”

Angel shrugged. “Who knows? It’s probably hovering above Kansas creating swirly corn circles so people keep away from Area 51.”

“That’s in a whole separate state.”

But at the moment, swirly corn was not at the forefront of Tessa’s mind. She leaned into the concrete column in the enormous bookstore located on Graham Street. The culmination of another event on the ‘a lot’ list. Jayde’s book, Lovers of Melbourne, had been fast-tracked by the publishing company that picked up the manuscript, resulting in a huge deal, and seemingly an entire marketing team to promote it. So here Jayde was, absolutely hot property, signing copies for readers who’d stood in line since the crack of dawn. Even now, the line still snaked around the book displays, out the door, down the footpath, eventually stopping at the entrance to the candle place whose manager got very excited that so many people potentially wanted to purchase cinnamon soy candles. Jayde had gaped when she’d seen everyone.

“This is insane!” she’d hissed.

Tessa held Jayde’s head. “No. It’s. Not. You wrote a brilliant book and people have responded to it.”

“It helped that Abby mentioned it so often,” Jayde muttered.

“Hey,” Tessa growled. “You did this all on your own. People are not buying it because Abby dropped the title on Good Morning Australia. People are buying it because it’s really good.”

“Although I did like her interview,” Oliver piped up from where he was standing next to Tessa. That was another ‘a lot’ moment. Jayde had convinced her father to leave the house beyond his visits to see Thomas in the Botanic Gardens. So, on Friday mornings Oliver slowly walked the two-hundred metres to the community hall to play chess and checkers. Tessa had held a thrilled yet sobbing Jayde to her chest when she recounted how her father had beamed in excitement after his first visit. Today was a moment of bravery. He’d wanted to accompany Tessa to watch Jayde autograph hundreds of copies of her book, even if the noise was too much and his leg ached. Tessa snuck a look at his face. Pride, deep swallows, and eyes that were glistening with tears. It was a lot. She tucked her arm into his.

“She’s remarkable,” Tessa whispered.

“Oh, Tessa, love. She’s the most wonderful person and I’m so grateful that I’m her dad.” He swallowed more tears, then winced as he shifted his body to adjust his cane.

“Would you like to go, Oliver?”

He looked disappointed, but resigned. “Yes. I’m finding the amount of people very claustrophobic. I’m not used to such a crowd, so perhaps it’s a good idea. Can you let Jayde know that I’ll see her later on, please?”

Tessa nodded. “No worries. I’ll just pop over and tell her we’re going.”

As unobtrusively as possible, she weaved her way through the crowd, and found Jayde having a small break behind the large banner that featured the book’s title and Jayde’s name in big, bold letters. She was sipping at a bottle of water.

“Writer’s cramp?” Tessa smiled cheekily.

“Hardly. More like eye strain. I’ve seen my autograph so many times that I’m questioning the alphabet.” Jayde widened her eyes as if to demonstrate just how strained they were.

Tessa laughed. “I’m taking your dad home. He’s reached his limit.”

“Oh! Is he alright otherwise?” Jayde reached for Tessa’s hand.

“Yeah. He’s all good, but he’s just done.” Tessa squeezed Jayde’s fingers. “He’s unbelievably proud of you.”

Jayde’s eyes sparkled and she blinked away potential tears. “I know.” Then she clasped Tessa’s other hand, and gazed at her face.

“I want to buy a dinner set and pillow cases and a table cloth with you,” she said earnestly. Tessa cocked her head. That was a heck of a segue, but a beautiful one because Tessa knew exactly where this conversation was going.

“Okay.”

“Okay?” Jayde frowned as if unsure.

“Yes. Dinner sets and pillow cases and table cloths are my love language.”

Jayde blinked then fell about laughing.

“So, you know I’m being kind of metaphorical?” Jayde bit her lip.

Tessa smiled. “I know. This is a conversation about table cloths for our dining table in our flat at the back of your dad’s place.” She looked at Jayde quizzically. “If that’s what you’d like?”

Tessa was bundled into a tight hug. “That’s what I’d love,” Jayde whispered into her ear.

Jayde waved after being called back to the book table, and Tessa, carefully guiding Oliver to her car, basked in the radiance of Jayde’s smile. It matched her own. She settled Jayde’s dad into his seat, then, as she walked around the front of the car, she paused and looked up at the clear blue midday sky of a summer’s day in Melbourne. Was love all about table cloths and pillow cases and dinner sets and waking up together and kisses and knowing your person and drinking coffee on the bench halfway down the main path that ran through the gardens? Yes. And no. Tessa had known as soon as she’d heard Grace’s poem. As soon as Jayde sat on the leather ottoman in the lounge room. As soon as Tessa had rambled her declaration. Love is…? It was never meant to be a question. It was always a statement. When she found Jayde, everything made sense because love is.


Reviews


I hope you enjoyed Love Is…? It is a book that is very special to me because it wraps up the entire Coming Home universe. People have asked me to choose my favourite book, and I’ve always answered that all my books are my favourites. But honestly? I’d have to say Coming Home is number one. It’s a happy book, and I hope you found that pool of happy in Love Is…?

If you enjoyed Love Is…? I’d be really grateful if you could leave a review or rating on your platform of choice; Goodreads, Amazon, etc. Even a post or comment or video or montage on social media or in a group is very much appreciated.
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