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      For some ungodly reason, the alarm rang out, waking Sawyer Livingston. Her eyes barely open, she reached over to silence the phone and immediately felt the banging of her head. People thought her life was a dream, being married to one of the richest men in their circle, but the reality couldn’t have been further from the truth. Her daily routine was always the same; it involved drinking. Alcohol helped to make her life bearable, keeping her in a constant state of oblivion. The big house and lavish lifestyle did nothing to quell the misery she felt every morning once she dragged her carcass from her marital bed. Still, the shot of whisky she added to her coffee sedated the pain of being married to a man she had never wanted to marry in the first place.

      Sawyer was alone in bed – which wasn’t unusual – and she could hear the shower running in the bathroom. With great effort to lift herself from the mattress, she climbed from beneath the one-thousand thread count sheets and slipped on her long silk robe, putting her mobile phone into the pocket. Despite the staff going about their usual business, the house was quiet as she made her way downstairs holding the railings to aid her in not plummeting to her death.

      This wasn’t her home, even though it would be the perfect place to raise a family and grow old. The house was left to Hunter by his paternal grandmother long before Sawyer had married him, and – as a result – it was decorated to his taste. The wooden flooring added warmth throughout the downstairs in all rooms but two; the kitchen had marble tiles and the lounge was carpeted. Each room felt crisp and clean, decorated in white with glass and silver furniture. All except for the lounge, which had a log cabin feel about it with expensive Chesterfield furniture. The man cave, complete with pool table, jukebox, bar and drum kit, was decorated with exposed brickwork, as if it were an old-style pub. Sawyer suspected it bolstered Hunter’s belief that he had more than two friends who he’d spend time with. His office was a complete mystery to Sawyer; he kept it locked to ensure his privacy – although she had tried, and failed, more than once to get inside to see what he was hiding from her.

      They even had a large extension built on the right side at the back of the property. It housed a swimming pool, which opened onto the patio with three bi-folding doors. It was an extravagance he didn’t need, but he paid for it anyway.

      The entire house was an ostentatious display of the family money Hunter came from; he loved nothing more than buying expensive art and furniture just so he could boast about the things he could afford. It sickened Sawyer. His arrogance was just another aspect of her husband that Sawyer hated.

      Walking into the dining room, she found breakfast spread out on the twelve-seater table, the same as every morning. She picked a strawberry from the bowl of fruit that had been prepared by the kitchen staff. ‘I plan to sit outside this morning,’ she told Sarah, the server standing by waiting to be set to task.

      Sawyer was aware she was being a brat and she didn’t care. The only thing that she was able to control at this point were the staff – the rest of her life was planned by her husband. She had to fall in line with every single whim Hunter had, playing the dutiful wife she had never truly been, even when they were newlyweds.

      Walking outside, the summer sun didn’t help the hangover that knocked against her skull, but she refused to sit inside. The house triggered her anxiety because it screamed of the invisible shackles she wore around her ankles. If Hunter Livingston had his way, she would be contained within the walls forever, only to be brought to life when he needed her. But Sawyer had never been one to conform – at least not since her parents had promised her to the man she was now bonded to.

      This was her life, she just happened to have it with the wrong man. As far as Sawyer was concerned, she should be married to Leighton Sinclair, the boy she had been dating in school. But Abraham, her father, had deemed him unsuitable for her because her mother had slept with his father when they had been teenagers. And, of course, there was the small matter of the deal Abraham had made with Oscar Livingstone, Hunter’s father, to get him out of a difficult position.

      Walking to the table on the patio behind the house, Sawyer watched as the staff rushed to set breakfast out in front of her. The large parasol provided much-needed shade from the brightness of the sun, which helped her hangover somewhat, but she felt the dehydration at the back of her throat. Sawyer reached for another strawberry to bring life her tastebuds, which were awaiting her coffee laced with a medicinal shot of courage – the shot that would help her withstand sitting across from Hunter while they ate.

      Waiting for the appearance of her husband, she grabbed a croissant to soak up some of the lingering alcohol she had drunk the day before and broke a piece off. Hunter was due to leave on yet another business trip and then she could go back to bed. His extended trips away were the only reason she had made it two years into the marriage.

      After getting hitched, Sawyer had been expecting to be able to continue her relationship with the love of her life behind her husband’s back to dull the pain of her loveless matrimony. When Leighton took the offer to join a band who spent most of their time on the road, she had had to settle for the occasional rendezvous whenever he wasn’t on tour – and lucky for her, he was coming home at the end of the week.

      As far as Sawyer was concerned, sleeping with the man whose arms she had been ripped from and had loved every day since they’d shared their first kiss wasn’t cheating. If anything, her marriage to Hunter was the betrayal.

      Popping the torn-off piece of pastry into her mouth, she watched Hunter materialise at the patio door with a smile. He was smartly dressed, in his usual high-end business suit and brogues. He had style, that much she couldn’t deny, but she hated him – deep down in the pit of her stomach hate. The kind that would make it easy to drive a knife through his heart while she looked him dead in his chestnut brown eyes – a thought she’d had all too often during the sham that was their marriage.

      Holding his smile, Hunter walked over, unbuttoned his jacket, and sat down opposite Sawyer. Her dishevelled, just-rolled-out-of-bed look was starting to become normal, even in the middle of the day. ‘God, look at the state of you.’

      Sawyer rolled her eyes, picking up the cafetière from the table and pouring a cup. ‘As flattering as ever.’

      ‘I wouldn’t mind seeing you in this state if you were still exhausted from sex last night’s, but I haven’t touched you in weeks; this is the result of all-day drinking.’

      She disregarded his jab. ‘I take it you set the alarm that rudely woke me this morning.’

      Hunter watched as the woman serving breakfast poured him a coffee. ‘I set it in case I wasn’t up.’

      ‘And yet you were. The least you could’ve done was turn it off before you went for a shower.’ Reaching for the small bottle of whisky that had been added to the table, Sawyer poured a small amount into her coffee and set the bottle back down.

      ‘And have you sleep until midday as usual? I thought it’d be nice for you to wave me off when I leave.’

      She could tell by the twinkle in his eye Hunter didn’t care that he was playing with fire. She narrowed her icy blue eyes at him, as a wave of intolerance for his humour washed over her. ‘When have I ever done that?’

      ‘Maybe it’s time you started. Besides, my day is off to a much better start seeing your bright and beautiful face.’

      He was being sarcastic; she could tell by his tone. Lifting her coffee from the table, Sawyer rolled her eyes and settled back in her chair. ‘I could’ve done without seeing yours.’

      ‘There’s only so much more of this I’ll take, Sawyer. I’ll be forced to put you into a treatment centre if you don’t sort yourself out.’

      Again, Sawyer rolled her eyes; his audacity was infuriating. ‘I don’t need rehab; I haven’t got to drink, I choose to.’

      ‘The minute it becomes a problem, you’re getting help. I can’t have you embarrassing me in front of my family – or clients for that matter.’

      ‘Heaven forbid,’ she muttered.

      ‘I don’t understand why you drink so much.’

      ‘Because I’m miserable.’

      ‘Why? What could you possibly want that I haven’t provided?’ he asked, a hitch of surprise in his voice, as a full English was put down on the table in front of him.

      Setting her cup down, Sawyer continued to pick at the croissant she had started. ‘Freedom would be nice.’

      ‘What exactly would you do with that?’

      ‘Whatever I wanted – that’s why it’s called freedom. The only reason I agreed to this marriage was because we live in a world where girls obey the wishes of their fathers, but it was always going to be temporary. In five more years, as soon as my obligation is over, I’ll be getting as far away from you as I can.’

      Her father, Abraham Talbot, had been in danger of losing their house and his standing in the community when he’d gambled most of their money away on horse racing. The only way to keep the roof over their head was for Abraham to borrow money from Oscar, Hunter’s father. As part of the deal, though, Sawyer was required to commit to Hunter. Feeling pressurised to go along with the façade, she had reluctantly agreed, for her parents’ sake. It would destroy them to be driven from the high society they had worked hard to be part of.

      Hunter used his knife to point at her before cutting into his breakfast. ‘Easy there, sweetheart, you owe me an heir before you go anywhere.’

      Part of the agreement was that she would give him children, a promise which she had yet to fulfil. It was hard pretending to desire her husband’s touch when she favoured her lover’s instead. The seven-year hitch might have been her idea; however, the heir had been Hunter’s.

      After finding out the predicament Abraham was in, Hunter had seen an opportunity to get back at Leighton Sinclair, his sworn enemy in private school. He suggested to his father that marrying Sawyer would give their clients more confidence to do business with him. He was new to the family property development business, and he knew how important appearance was to his father. Snatching Sawyer from Leighton’s grasp was an added advantage and the ultimate payback for the embarrassment Hunter had been subjected to among their mutual friends during the latter years of their education.

      ‘Wouldn’t you rather have children with someone you love?,’ Sawyer asked. ‘Just because our fathers sanctioned this union doesn’t mean we have to follow through with every aspect expected of us. It’s bad enough that you’re my husband without us having to have sex.’

      Sawyer didn’t know it had been Hunter, not Oscar, who had added the stipulation of marriage to the arrangement with her father, but she was all too aware of Leighton’s distaste for the man she wed. It made pretending to be happy extremely difficult, especially when she couldn’t stand to have his hands on her. Hunter’s mother, Beatrice – or BB as she was known – hadn’t been informed of the agreement they’d come to, so Sawyer had to play the dutiful wife more often than not. She didn’t care that the nine members of staff were privy to private conversations and drunken diatribe – they had all signed non-disclosure agreements. But she had to maintain the charade for the sake of his mother. Beatrice was a nice woman; it wasn’t her fault that the men in her life thought their money earned them the right to move people around as if they were pieces on a chess board.

      ‘I don’t know why you have so much trouble with that; for me, the sex is the best part,’ Hunter kept up the pretence of unhappiness.

      ‘Of course you’d think that. But every time I’m forced to lie with you, I have to stop myself from projectile vomiting.’ She flashed him a non-threatening smile.

      ‘You make it sound as though I’m raping you.’

      ‘I knew what I was signing up for when I agreed to marry you, so I willingly lie beneath you making all the appropriate noises at all the right times. But don’t confuse my compliance with anything other than a means to an end. That might not be the definition of rape - but it’s not consent either.’

      He leaned back in his chair. ‘Is sleeping with me really that bad? Because I remember you orgasming at least once.’

      ‘That’s science, not enjoyment.’

      ‘We only have sex once every three months. It’s not exactly the once a week we agreed to,’ he said, going back to his breakfast.

      Hunter’s words made Sawyer angry. She pointed in his direction as she shifted in her seat to face him. ‘Once a week was what you wanted, I never agreed to that shit. We already have sex far too often for my liking.’

      ‘All I’m saying is that if you want to get pregnant, we need to increase our odds,’ he said, putting some food in his mouth.

      Sawyer threw herself back in her chair. ‘I still don’t understand why we couldn’t use artificial insemination.’

      ‘Because it’d raise too many eyebrows.’

      ‘It’s not as if we’d advertise it.’

      ‘I’m not paying for something when the traditional way works.’

      ‘For you maybe.’

      Hunter placed his knife and fork down on his plate. ‘Well, we could forgo the sex completely and then we could spend eternity together. How’s that sound?’

      ‘That’s not going to happen,’ she said, raising her eyebrows and sighing. He was right; they weren’t going to get pregnant if she kept resisting. ‘I’ll agree to twice a month once you get back and I’ll use those fertility sticks to work out the best time to get knocked up.’

      Seemingly satisfied with her updated terms, Hunter picked up his cutlery to finish his food. Hunter had hoped that Sawyer would fall in love with him after the wedding, if only so he could break her heart. But it was obvious she was still emotionally attached to Leighton, which made him angry. It had been five years since he’d had to lay eyes on the man who had ridiculed him in school and belittled him for pleasure, but he still held the resentment that had developed all those years ago. He suspected that his wife still had contact with the man she had planned to marry instead of him – he just couldn’t prove it.

      There was a short silence before he spoke again. ‘Don’t forget, Mum’s charity ball is the weekend after next and she’s expecting us to attend.’

      ‘I still don’t understand why you’d agree to that. I’m not exactly the princess material she was expecting.’

      ‘She doesn’t want you to curtsey and make speeches, she just wants us to be there to present a united front.’

      ‘I know how to play my part, Hunter. I’ve been playing it for long enough.’

      ‘Then I don’t understand the attitude.’

      ‘I’ve been giving you this shit for years; it’s not going to stop until those divorce papers are signed.’

      Hunter set down his silverware in the centre of his plate and checked his watch. ‘You know, I wish I had time to continue battling with you, but my flight is in a couple of hours. I’ve got to go.’

      Pushing back against her chair, Sawyer watched him stand up and wipe his mouth with the napkin from the table. She was tempted to give him a parting shot to go out of the door with, but she had already spent too much time in his company – longer than she liked. Besides, she wanted him gone so she could crawl back into bed.

      ‘How long are you going to be gone this time?’

      ‘Why? Will you miss me?’

      She picked up her butter knife and mimicked a stabbing motion. ‘Not from this distance I won’t.’

      ‘Oh, you’re funny,’ he replied sarcastically. ‘You know, one of these days you’re going to have to listen when I talk. I told you yesterday that I’d be gone until a week tomorrow.’

      The idea of eight days of freedom from the restrictions of her union made Sawyer smile. ‘Me and my girls are going to have fun in this big house all by ourselves.’

      Hunter put his phone in his pocket. ‘You always do,’ he said, walking out without a goodbye.
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      The sudden invasion of sunshine on her face woke Sawyer from her deep sleep before she was ready, but as quickly as her eyes had opened, they slammed shut. With a groan, she clutched the blankets covering her and pulled them up over her head as she turned away from the light. But her wake-up caller wasn’t going to let her get off so easily. Angelica walked over to the bed. ‘Oh no you don’t. It’s time to get up,’ she said, pulling back the covers.

      When she heard the voice of her best friend, Sawyer forced her eyes open. ‘Angel, what are you doing here?’

      ‘You arranged this soirée.’

      Their mothers were inseparable and pregnant at the same time, so it was inevitable that Angelica Pendleton would be Sawyer’s best friend. They had been born a few months apart and been joined at the hip ever since they were toddlers. It was only when they entered private school that the rest of their group joined their ranks. More than a decade later, they still spent most of their free time in each other’s company.

      Of all of Sawyer’s friend’s, Angelica was the only other one who was married. In school, she had dated Leighton’s best friend, Flynn, and they had been the first to get hitched – just two years before Sawyer.

      Always impeccably presented, Angelica never left the house without make-up, complete with false eyelashes. Her long nails were manicured, her eyebrows were tinted, and her long, curly auburn hair was styled as if she had just stepped out of a salon. She was extremely particular about how she looked and put significant effort into the image she projected out into the world – something she had done since she started craving the attention of boys. It was quite the change from the tomboy she used to be in primary school, but Sawyer loved her, regardless.

      Stretching, Sawyer tried to stimulate her body to life. ‘Is it that time already?’

      Her best friend laughed. ‘Another late night drinking?’

      Sitting up, she rubbed her face to aid her waking up. ‘Early morning. Hunter made me have breakfast with him before he left.’

      ‘Food breakfast or…’

      Sawyer narrowed her eyes at her friend, finding it unbelievable she would even ask. ‘Yes, food. God, the less I have to do that, the better.’

      ‘You can’t be past the honeymoon phase already.’

      ‘We never had a honeymoon phase, you know that.’

      Angelica was the only one of her group of friends who was aware of the contract Hunter held over her head. She had happened upon the news by accident six months ago, when she was looking through some papers helping Sawyer search for her passport. It never made sense to her best friend why she had agreed to marry Hunter, because she knew how Sawyer felt about him. But Angelica understood once she saw the contract.

      ‘I really wish I weren’t privy to that information,’ Angelica uttered, tucking a loose curl behind her ear as she sat on the bed.

      ‘You shouldn’t have been snooping. Then you’d be just as oblivious as everyone else.’

      ‘I wasn’t snooping; I was helping,’ she was quick to point out. ‘I still don’t know how you managed to keep the arrangement to yourself for so long.’

      ‘I wanted to tell you so many times, but I couldn’t breach the contract. You finding out on your own wasn’t technically breaking the rules.’

      ‘Surely there was another way for Abraham to get the money he needed that didn’t require you agreeing to marry Hunter?’

      ‘According to him there wasn’t.’

      ‘He still shouldn’t have expected this commitment from you.’

      ‘He always wanted me to marry a man of good standing – this way he got his wish,’ Sawyer said with a shrug of her shoulders.

      ‘But you’ll be divorcing Hunter once you’ve fulfilled the terms of your contract, won’t you?’

      ‘I’d divorce him tomorrow if I could. Unfortunately, I’ve still got one requirement to follow through with before I’m released from my obligation.’

      ‘What’s that?’

      ‘An heir.’

      Angelica’s light infectious laugh bounced off the walls. ‘Wouldn’t that require sleeping with him?’

      Sawyer grumbled. ‘Unfortunately.’

      Her best friend was curious. ‘Do you two…have sex?’

      Sawyer raised her eyebrows. ‘How else do you think he’s getting the kid he wants?’

      ‘There are other ways for you to get pregnant.’

      ‘I know, but Hunter wants to conceive the traditional way.’

      Angelica rolled her warm brown eyes. ‘Of course he does.’

      ‘Even though I’m married to Hunter, sex with him feels as if I’m betraying Leighton.’

      Angelica reached out to squeeze her hand. ‘I understand how hard things must be for you right now, but this chapter of your life will be over soon.’

      ‘Yeah, not soon enough for my liking.’
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      Being married to Flynn meant that Angelica was privy to information from Leighton that she didn’t always share with Sawyer, and yet, Sawyer always seemed to know. It made it obvious – at least to Angelica – that her best friend had stayed in contact with Leighton unbeknown to Hunter. Once she’d discovered the marriage contract, Angelica was informed by her best friend that she was still sleeping with Leighton whenever he was home from touring – something she suspected anyway.

      As silence fell between them, Angelica cast her eyes around the bedroom at the décor and frowned. ‘Did you redecorate in here?’

      The previously white walls had been covered with a red floral wallpaper which brought warmth to the room, and the cream carpets were now hard wooden floors. Even the French-inspired white furniture with gold decorative trim had been replaced with dark wooden pieces.

      ‘I’ve got to do something with all the money and spare time I’ve got,’ Sawyer said, as she climbed out of bed and headed to the bathroom.

      ‘Didn’t you just refurbish in here three months ago?’

      ‘Yes, but then Jacinda copied me, so I had to redo it,’ she said, turning on the shower.

      Jacinda was someone they had known since school. Neither Sawyer nor Angelica was particularly fond of her, but she had stuck around, and they’d begrudgingly let her be part of their friendship group.

      ‘Sure, she’s been after what you have now for as long as you’ve had it,’ Angelica muttered.

      It was hard not to notice how Jacinda felt about Hunter; she flirted with him whenever they were all together. Angelica wasn’t sure if Sawyer knew, because she hadn’t mentioned anything to her, but Jacinda wasn’t exactly discreet.

      Sawyer, having heard her friend say something, popped her head around the door. ‘What?’

      Angelica sighed; she should’ve known she would’ve been heard. ‘Have you noticed the way Jacinda is around Hunter?’

      ‘The flirting? Yeah, I’d have to be blind not to; it’s so obvious.’

      ‘I understand that you don’t care, just…be careful what you say around her. It might get back to him.’

      ‘I don’t trust her as far as I can throw her, Angel, you know that – not after what she did on my hen night.’

      Angelica frowned, perplexed. ‘Then I don’t understand why you keep inviting her to these things.’

      ‘I invite Liberty, and you know how close those two are; Jacinda would tag along anyway.’

      ‘You know, you’d think with a name like Liberty that she wouldn’t rely on someone else so much.’

      Unaware of the real reason behind Sawyer’s impending nuptials, Jacinda had sought to sabotage the hen night from the minute they headed out. Having ensured that the soon-to-be bride so drunk she couldn’t stand, Jacinda had enlisted the help of a man who had shown an interest in Sawyer to take her home, with no regard for her safety. Luckily, although she had spent the night drinking her misery, Sawyer had fought the stranger as he tried to drag her out of the club. But it was Angelica who had managed to get him kicked out by the bouncers; they even made sure the women got into a taxi safely at the end of the night.

      A few days later, when Hunter had asked his fiancée about the man, it was apparent that Jacinda had been reporting back to him, which made Sawyer question her ‘friend’s’ role in the incident. Jacinda eventually confessed to orchestrating the whole thing, and Sawyer hadn’t trusted her since.
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      The smell of stale beer and sex lingered in the air of the Spanish hotel room from the night before. Opening his weary green eyes, Leighton groaned as he noticed the unmistakable weight of another person pressed against his side. He felt sick to his stomach. Although he only joined the Lost Savages after finding out that the love of his life was being forced to marry another man, Leighton had taken to using his lead guitarist status to try and fill the loneliness in his heart with meaningless sex. The groupies who hung around after the show, and sometimes showed up in the hotel lobby, made it easy for him to perpetuate the cycle. Of course, it didn’t work; no matter how many women he took back to his hotel room, none of them would satisfy the hole Sawyer had left.

      With a groan, Leighton rolled away from the woman beneath his sheets and swung his legs over the side of the bed. Leaning on his thighs with his forearms, he could feel the recurring morning hangover starting to knock against his skull. He ran a hand over his face to motivate himself for the next part – getting rid of his overnight companion. The next morning was always awkward as he ushered women, whose names he didn’t care to learn, from his room. Without fail they would cling on to a future he wasn’t willing to promise them by giving him their number. He never refused the scrap of paper they had scribbled their digits on, even though he didn’t intend to call them. In fact, the minute they were gone from his sight, the paper was screwed up and discarded.

      Leighton felt her shift behind him. She placed the palm of her hand on his back and the skin-to-skin contact caused him to suck in a breath of surprise, forcing him to move before he was ready. Standing and exposing his bare backside, the musician reached for his boxers from the floor, where they had landed the previous night, and pulled them on. He was never interested in repeating his mistake once he was sober, even though the women wanted one more roll in the sack before they parted company.

      Leighton turned to face her as she sat up in the bed. ‘It’s time to go,’ he said, devoid of the emotional connection he assumed she hoped might have developed between them. Having no intention of dragging the band’s reputation into disrepute, Leighton tried to maintain pleasantries without giving them false hope for anything more than a one-night stand. But he had no tolerance for anyone trying to outstay their welcome; they understood what they were consenting to before he took them back to his room.

      The petite blonde with blue eyes rolled off the mattress and searched the room for her clothes. She was a poor substitute for Sawyer, but the similarities were as plain as the nose on his face; he definitely had a type. Not wanting to make small talk or encourage her to stick around a moment longer than it took her to get dressed, Leighton made his way to the bathroom and hoped that she would be gone by the time he emerged.
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      Wearing her silk dressing gown, Sawyer stood in the large walk-in wardrobe, with towel-dry hair, searching for an outfit. She had so many clothes, most of which she hadn’t had the chance to wear, but that didn’t stop her from shopping and buying more. If she had to be married to a man she couldn’t stand, she was going to take advantage of his riches. The only perk of being bound to Hunter was having access to his income, and spending his cash was a small compensation for the inconvenience of being miserable for the length of her contract. Money had never been important to Sawyer – probably because she had grown up wealthy. She didn’t understand what it meant to struggle to pay bills or afford food; she had always had everything she needed. Although she would gladly give up any money she had if it meant she could have a life with Leighton.

      Sawyer turned to look at her best friend, who was sat on the chaise longue in the middle of the room scrolling through her phone. ‘How hot is it out there?’

      Angelica barely looked up from her screen as she answered. ‘Roasting; you’ll need to slather yourself in sun cream,’ she replied, knowing how easily Sawyer burned.

      Sorting through the hangers, Sawyer eliminated each dress she considered and moved on to the next. ‘Are Delphina and Evangeline here?’

      Her best friend looked up, dropping her phone to her lap, and nodded. ‘Bryce dropped them off…I think there may be something going on between him and one of them.’

      Sawyer stopped what she was doing and searched her mind for any hint that her only sister was keeping secrets from her. ‘Well, it better not be with Delphina; she’s too young for him.’

      ‘I think it’s more likely to be Evangeline. Have you seen the way they are around each other?’

      ‘Yes, but Bryce flirts with any female within a four-step radius.’

      ‘Do you think Hunter knows about them?’

      ‘Honey, I think if he knew his best friend was sleeping with his little sister, we’d be digging a hole to bury Bryce in. Do you remember what happened when he caught Trent flirting with her after she had the boob job?’

      Angelica laughed. ‘I thought he was going to explode.’
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      It was always strangely liberating to have the house to herself; Sawyer felt as if she was a different woman. She moved with purpose and floated on air as she walked downstairs, finally ready to join her friends.

      Sawyer didn’t have to keep up the pretence of a happy marriage when it was just the two of them at the house, unless they had company, which was rare. But being away from Hunter gave her the chance to be more carefree than when he was at home. Although she still had to pretend that being married to him wasn’t slowly killing a small piece of her at a time; she didn’t want to give him the satisfaction.

      Once Angelica had left her alone, Sawyer had picked a sleeveless knee-length baby pink floral printed dress. The thin material, flounce hem and V-neck would provide enough cool comfort in the heat and the ankle-high gladiator sandals were the perfect accompaniment. Ordinarily, she’d be barefoot as often as she could be, and only wore heels if she was going somewhere, but today she wanted to stop the concrete slabs of the patio from burning the soles of her feet.

      The oppressive outside temperature hit Sawyer as she got to the open bi-folding doors, and she knew it was going to be horrible to sit in, even in the shade of the parasol. The air conditioning made it easy to forget how stifling the sun was, and she was tempted to suggest they spend the day inside rather than out – but Jacinda’s voice pulled her into the sunshine.

      ‘I don’t understand how you can still wear black in this weather,’ Sawyer heard her say, and knew she was talking to Freya – the goth among them. ‘You look as if you’re an Addams family reject with all your piercings and tattoos.’

      Glad she’d had the sense to grab her large floppy hat and sunglasses, Sawyer rolled her eyes as she stepped outside, feeling the immediate burn of the sun on her shoulders. Jacinda had always been judgemental, and Sawyer hated it. She often found herself confronting Jacinda for the insensitive things she said just because she felt she had the right. Freya wasn’t from the same type of family background as the rest of them; her birth parents had been physically abusive and often left her without food or clean clothes as a child. It was only once she was adopted by the Klines that she really had a shot in life. Even then, it was difficult for her to adjust to having people who genuinely cared about her.

      Freya, black-haired, green-eyed, with tattoos covering her arms and a face full of piercings, didn’t shrink away from speaking up for herself the way she usually would. ‘I’m sorry I don’t come from money like you. I didn’t have the privilege of rich parents, so shopping was never my outlet. I learned to express myself differently.’

      ‘Don’t apologise, Freya. You don’t have to explain yourself,’ Sawyer said, her offence obvious by her tone. ‘If Jacinda doesn’t understand you by now, she doesn’t want to.’

      Shifting her weight onto one foot, Jacinda placed a hand on her hip and pouted. ‘I just don’t think it would kill her to wear a brighter colour, that’s all.’

      ‘Why? To make you feel comfortable. She shouldn’t have to?’

      ‘She doesn’t have to, I just think…’

      Sawyer dismissed her attempt at whatever excuse she was about to use. ‘Well, no one cares what you think, Jacinda. You haven’t been through hell like Freya has, so just leave her alone.’

      Jacinda cut her bright blue eyes at her. ‘You don’t know what it’s like to go through the kind of upbringing she had either.’

      ‘No, I don’t. But I’m not trying to change my friend; I accept her for who she is.’

      Sawyer knew ‘different’ scared Jacinda. She didn’t understand that not everyone had a blissful life, and some people chose to wear their difference as a badge of honour instead of hiding their individuality. She expected everyone to be perfect…at least her definition of perfection.

      Jacinda took a sip of her drink. ‘Someone got out of the wrong side of the bed.’

      Sawyer wasn’t going to allow Jacinda to belittle her feelings. ‘Maybe I’m just sick of the condemnation you spew out.’

      ‘I was only making a comment, Sawyer.’

      ‘No, Cin, you were being judgemental, like always. At least own it.’

      ‘Wow! Where has this hostility come from?’

      ‘I’m not hostile; I just think you’re being a bitch.’

      Angelica felt the mood of the conversation beginning to turn. She could tell by the awkward silence and averted eyes of the other women they felt the same. She decided to step in to try to defuse the situation. ‘What do you say I get the kitchen staff to get us some food and drink out here? What does everyone fancy?’

      But Jacinda wasn’t going to let the subject drop. ‘My honesty has never bothered you before.’

      For as long as they’d been friends, they had all made allowances for Jacinda’s snobbery. She was the epitome of someone born with a silver spoon in her mouth and she’d grown into an entitled brat who had everything she wanted handed to her by parents who could never bring themselves to refuse her. She expected the same of her friends and they always delivered in fine fashion, until now.

      Sawyer rolled her eyes; it was just like Jacinda to play the victim. ‘It has, I’ve just kept my mouth shut so there isn’t an atmosphere. But I don’t care enough about you to spare your feelings today,’ she replied. ‘Maybe it’s time for us all to be as brutally honest with you as you think it’s okay to be with all of us.’

      Angelica clapped her hands, attempting to put an end to the building aggression. ‘All right, I think it’s time for some drinks,’ she said, linking her arm in Sawyer’s and steering her back towards the door she had exited through only minutes before. ‘How about we go and see what cocktails we can make?’

      As the two of them walked back inside, Sawyer pulled her arm free. ‘What are you doing?’

      ‘I’m saving you from yourself,’ Angelica said, keeping her voice low.

      ‘I don’t need you to save me.’

      ‘I know that. But what did we say upstairs about being careful what you say to her?’

      ‘That was before I heard her trying to humiliate Freya; she pissed me off. She thinks she’s so much better than everyone else, but we all know how her father made his money.’

      A slight frown formed on Angelica’s face. ‘I don’t.’

      ‘You don’t know about the parties he provides entertainment for?’

      The crease on her brow deepened. ‘Isn’t he in the hotel business?’

      ‘Yes, but sometimes rich customers want women and recreation to help blow off some steam while they’re away from their wives.’

      ‘Do you mean prostitutes and drugs?’

      Sawyer pursed her lips together and nodded. ‘That’s what I’ve heard.’

      ‘How scandalous. It sounds like the plot of a gangster film.’

      ‘Well, I don’t know how many dead bodies he has on his hands, but rumour has it her father has his fingers in a lot of corrupt pies.’

      Angelica shook off the shock of her friend’s revelation. ‘Could you hold off on starting World War Three today, please?’

      ‘I think you’re being overdramatic. Jacinda isn’t suitable to be a worthy opponent, I just like arguing with her.’

      ‘That’s neither here nor there. Do you want Hunter to stop you having company while he’s out of town because you can’t play well with others?’

      ‘I’d like to see him try.’

      ‘Well, six years ago, I wouldn’t have believed he could get you to marry him but look at where we are.’

      Sawyer growled in frustration; she had been in a moderately good mood until she heard Jacinda putting her friend down. ‘She just rubs me up the wrong way…and, did you notice she had a drink? Do you think she fetched that herself?’

      ‘Probably not, this is Jacinda. She breaks out in a rash even thinking about entering a kitchen.’

      The hostess started to pace backwards and forwards. ‘What kind of person comes into someone’s house and starts ordering their staff around? She didn’t even have the courtesy to have refreshments made for anyone else; how inconsiderate.’

      Angelica rolled her eyes. ‘Is that really worth getting upset over?’

      ‘Yes. I don’t walk into your house and start making demands of your staff.’

      ‘Well, that’s not fair. I don’t have nearly as many members of staff as you do.’

      ‘They’re not my staff, Angel, they’re his.’

      ‘You’re married to him, S, that makes them your staff too.’

      Sawyer stared harshly at her. ‘Whose side are you on here?’

      Angelica’s sigh came out louder than she had anticipated. ‘Christ, Sawyer, why are you trying to pick a fight?’

      Another growl sounded in her throat as she turned on her heel. ‘Fine, I’ll keep my mouth shut. Jacinda can just say whatever she fucking wants and make Freya feel as though she doesn’t belong here.’

      ‘C’mon, I’m not telling you not to say anything. Just, think about the way you say it.’

      Turning back to her, Sawyer frowned. ‘Why? Jacinda doesn’t care how she comes across. Why should I bite my tongue? She needs to be told she’s out of order.’

      ‘You’re right. But what good will it do to create an atmosphere? No one will want to stay if you start biting their heads off.’

      Weighing up Angelica’s argument, Sawyer pushed down the desire to continue her disagreement with Jacinda. The last thing she wanted was to be left alone to rattle around in the grand house she hated being in. The only thing that made her time there bearable was that her friends always came to spend a couple of nights with her whenever Hunter was out of town. Their company broke up her constant suffering. She took a deep calming breath. ‘All right. I’ll play nice.’

      ‘That’s my girl.’ Her best friend smiled and hooked their arms together again. ‘Now, let’s see what refreshments you’ve got. I’m going to need to start drinking immediately, especially if I’m going to follow my own advice.’

      ‘Precisely why you should let me say something, or at least rip her head off her shoulders,’ Sawyer joked.

      ‘Behave,’ Angelica smiled.
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      Shuffling out of the back of the hotel with his backpack over his shoulder and his guitar case in hand, Leighton joined the rest of his bandmates on the tour bus that had been parked there the day before.

      The rock band, Lost Savages, spent most of their time on board the bus going between venues, stinking up the space the way only five grown men could. Leighton was grateful for the nights when they were able to stay in a hotel, because it allowed him the chance to sleep in a real bed and have a long shower. As much as he loved life on the road and having the career he had always dreamed of, the close quarters of the bus they travelled in sometimes felt suffocating – especially with nowhere to escape when he wanted a minute to himself. Sometimes, he would hide out on his bunk under the pretence of having a nap and scribble in the notebook he carried everywhere.

      Noah Weiss, the drummer, wiggled his eyebrows suggestively. ‘Hey, how was your night with the sexy señorita?’

      ‘Tiring,’ Leighton replied sombrely, wanting to feed his friend’s need for details without actually giving him any. ‘She was a hellcat.’

      Noah bounced on the spot as if he were a teenager hearing about sex for the first time. ‘Nice.’

      It was a source of great amusement to the rest of the Lost Savage members that some fans considered Noah to be too pretty to be in a rock group. Instead, he looked as if he belonged in a boyband with his short blond hair and bluey-green eyes, while they all had the darker hair typical of the genre. The others often teased him about his clean-cut image, especially when the rest of them were a mixture of piercings, tattoos and black eyeliner. Although they were nice guys, there was a stigma that went along with their appearance; they weren’t the kind of men women would take home to meet their parents unless they wanted to scare Mummy and Daddy.

      ‘I’m going to get my head down for a few hours,’ Leighton told the group, before heading through the narrow corridor of the bus to his designated bunk. He didn’t have the capacity for company yet; he still needed a few hours of solitude.

      After five years on the road, the other band members knew Leighton well enough to leave him alone when he needed space. But that always precipitated their need to know what was bothering him, and they would try to get it out of him once he had shaken the mood off. So, in this instance, it was easier to play into their interest in his love life. The men he spent most of his time with were like brothers to him, but sometimes he wished they’d mind their own business instead of involving themselves in his.
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      Tommy Ray Gill, the lead singer, recognised when Leighton wasn’t feeling himself, and his lack of enthusiasm was palpable. ‘What’s wrong with him?’ he mouthed to the other three members as he sat down in his usual spot.

      Noah frowned. ‘He’s tired.’

      ‘Nah, it’s more than that,’ he said, pulling off the baseball cap he had put on to cover his long black bed hair to walk out of the hotel. Rarely was Tommy seen without a hat off-stage, whether that was a cap in the summer or a beanie the rest of the year.

      ‘Isn’t he seeing his girl when he gets home? Maybe he’s having a crisis of conscience.’ The bassist, Jared Crane, gave his opinion with a shrug of his shoulders.

      ‘C’mon, you know the situation there,’ Tommy replied. ‘That can’t be it.’
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      Leighton could hear his bandmates gossiping about him and he rolled his eyes; they were like a bunch of women. Sometimes he regretted confiding in them when he was feeling particularly low after leaving Sawyer one of his first times on the road. Now they brought it up more than he did, as if they thought it was the reason for every off day he had. That had worked to his advantage a handful of times, though, because it meant they wouldn’t pry into what was really wrong.

      Throwing his backpack to the bottom of his bunk, Leighton took his phone from his pocket and climbed onto his mattress. Knowing Hunter wasn’t home – Sawyer had told him so when they had been arranging time to spend together – he sent her a text.

      Can’t wait until Thursday. Just got on the bus to head home.
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      The glorious sunshine and cocktails did nothing to reduce Sawyer’s temper. Her jaw clenched every time Jacinda laughed; her voice went right through her. Sawyer had been drinking her feelings and chewing on the inside of her mouth to keep from sharing more home truths that would create more conflict between them. She had promised Angelica she would keep her mouth shut, and not make things any more awkward than they already were by putting the other woman in the middle. But the more Jacinda acted as though nothing had been said, the more wound up Sawyer became.

      ‘Are you okay, S, you’ve barely said a word all morning?’ Liberty asked, casting her blue eyes over at their hostess.

      It was unlike Sawyer to be so quiet, especially once the drinks started flowing. She’d already had half a pitcher of Sex on the Beach to herself and had barely said a word. They’d all noticed, but Liberty had taken it upon herself to mention it.

      Sawyer gave Jacinda daggers behind the dark lenses of her sunglasses, not caring to hide the fact she was staring. ‘Uh-huh.’

      Liberty Buchanan gave Jacinda a run for her money in the spoilt brat department. Another only child, she knew exactly how to wrap her parents around her little finger and had somehow convinced them to allow her to dye her usual shoulder-length curly brown hair blonde before she was a teen. But being a bottle blonde wasn’t the only self-improvement she had undergone. Being quite flat-chested in school meant she lacked confidence, so the minute she was old enough, she paid for enhancement surgery with Daddy’s money. There was nothing her parents wouldn’t do to make their little princess happy.

      ‘Really? Because you seem like you’re pissed off,’ Liberty pushed.

      ‘Well, I guess it pisses me off when someone comes into my house and starts ordering the staff around.’

      Jacinda frowned, knowing the comment was aimed at her. ‘Oh my God, Sawyer, I asked for a drink when I arrived whilst you were still lazing in bed.’

      ‘You didn’t even have the courtesy to order anything for everyone else.’

      ‘Because if they wanted a drink, they would’ve asked, like I did.’

      ‘Still, it’s customary to provide refreshments for everyone; it’s the least you could do, or didn’t you even bother to ask?’

      ‘Is this really about me not having a round of drinks made up or is there something else going on that I should know about?’

      ‘I just think you’re awfully comfortable in my house; it’s as if you’re laying down a foundation for when you move in.’

      Jacinda scoffed. ‘You’re being ridiculous.’

      ‘Am I?’ Sawyer asked, sitting forward on her lounger. ‘So, you’re not after my husband?’
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      Jacinda looked at each of the women sat with them, hoping for back-up. But she should’ve known better; no one stood up to Sawyer when she was being a bitch for fear of becoming the next target. ‘Where is this coming from?’

      Sawyer relaxed back in her seat. ‘That isn’t a no.’

      Jacinda opened her mouth to speak – not sure how she could defend herself when it was true. She searched her mind for a response that wasn’t a lie, but that wasn’t a confession either. She was about to say something when Sawyer’s phone went off, providing a welcome distraction, and a wave of relief washed over her. She had no doubt the subject would come up again. Sawyer wasn’t one for letting things lie if she had a bee in her bonnet about anything; she wasn’t going to rest until she had an answer to her question.
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      Sawyer saw Angelica frown as she picked up her phone from the table next to her lounger. ‘Who’s texting you? We’re all here.’

      Knowing she could convey her answer without speaking, Sawyer simply grinned. The others didn’t know about her continued relationship with Leighton, so it was the only way she was able to reply. Angelica raised her eyebrows slightly to indicate she got the answer.

      Evangeline smiled. ‘C’mon, look at the smile on her face, it has to be from my big brother. Still can’t bear to be away from each other, eh?’

      Hunter’s little sister was only a couple of years younger than Sawyer, and as much as she wanted to hate her, she didn’t. It had helped that she already knew Evangeline before being forced to marry into the family. She was her little sister’s best friend; the two often tagged along with Sawyer and her friends, so they got to know each other well.

      Her long light brown hair, big hazel eyes and baby face often meant Evangeline Livingston was mistaken for being younger than twenty-six and her petite stature led people to believe she was a pushover, but she had a mean streak if you crossed her. She felt as if she was the black sheep of the family, ignored by her parents – who held Hunter in such high esteem, and couldn’t care less what she did. On her fifteenth birthday, Evangeline set about testing her suspicions that her brother was the favourite and – with a forged permission slip in hand – she had her nose and navel pierced. Her parents had been outraged on seeing the stud in her perfectly sculpted nose, but despite her having worn a bikini in front of them, were still none the wiser about her bellybutton – at least, they hadn’t mentioned it. She had even had cosmetic surgery she didn’t need to get their attention, though by then she had rebelled so much, they had barely reacted.

      ‘Something like that,’ Sawyer said, neither confirming nor denying her sister-in-law’s speculation, as she got to her feet. ‘I’m just going to make a quick call.’
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      Watching her walk away from the house for some privacy, Angelica couldn’t help thinking Sawyer was risking discovery by having contact with the man she loved right under her friends’ noses. She had been lucky no one had been sat close enough to see her phone screen to see the identity of who was messaging – although Angelica doubted Leighton’s number was in her contacts under his real name. Still, having him text her while her husband was away seemed an unnecessary risk. She wouldn’t put it past Hunter to be checking his wife’s phone, and Angelica didn’t know if Sawyer had even considered that.

      Pulling her phone from her pocket, Angelica took the opportunity to text her husband. She had nothing profound to say, she just wanted to let him know she was thinking about him. Despite being home every night, unlike Hunter, Flynn didn’t mind his wife frequently spending time at the Livingston estate. As Leighton’s best friend, he knew how important it was for Angelica to spend time with Sawyer, keeping her sane. He rarely contacted her while she was having her girl time unless she texted him first.
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      The vibrating of his phone caught Leighton’s attention as he lay on his mattress staring up at the bottom of the bunk space above. He grabbed it off the bed next to him and smiled when he saw who it was. He wasted no time answering.

      ‘To what do I owe the honour of a phone call?’ he teased, wearing a smile she couldn’t see.

      ‘I’ve spent the last hour trying not to kill Jacinda, so I thought talking to you might calm me down.’

      ‘I can’t guarantee that – I’m feeling quite surly myself.’

      He could hear immediate concern. ‘What’s wrong?’

      He couldn’t tell her that he hated himself for sleeping with other women, even though he’d only been doing as she had asked. Sawyer had told him she didn’t expect him to stay single when she’d let him know she was marrying Hunter, but it didn’t stop him feeling guilty.

      Every night, it didn’t matter if he was performing or not, he wanted to call her. The women he slept with were a distraction from thinking of Sawyer with Hunter. Just the idea of him kissing her, his hands on her skin, and his dick inside her was pain unlike anything Leighton had ever felt. It was as if there was a constant weight on his chest preventing him from taking a deep breath, permanently keeping his life on hold.

      ‘Just a little end of tour blues, that’s all,’ Leighton lied.

      He heard the hitch in her voice and could tell she was upset. ‘I thought you’d be happy because you’re seeing me in a couple of days…or have you changed your mind?’

      ‘Seeing you is the only thing keeping me going, darlin’.’
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      Sitting with her friends as they chatted, Angelica kept one eye on Sawyer for any sign the phone call was ending. She wanted to have a word with her in private before she came back to the group and the garden was the best place to ensure they wouldn’t be overheard. When she saw Sawyer turn to face the way she’d walked, Angelica sprang into action. She excused herself from the discussion she wasn’t really a part of and rushed over to reach her best friend before she got too close to the others.

      ‘Hey. Do you think it’s a good idea for him to be texting your phone or for you to be calling him?’ Angelica asked, glancing back at the other five women to make sure no one had followed her over.

      Sawyer frowned, not sure what her best friend was getting at. ‘Why wouldn’t it be?’

      ‘What if Hunter is tapped into your phone, keeping an eye on your messages?’ she asked in a hushed tone to avoid her voice travelling.

      ‘How could he do that?’

      ‘Well, there are apps.’

      ‘Wouldn’t I know if I had something like that on my phone?’

      ‘Not necessarily; he could’ve hidden it in a secure folder that he’s set up; you don’t know what pin he would’ve used.’

      Wondering how her friend knew so much, Sawyer narrowed her eyes at her. ‘You know way too much about this stuff.’

      Angelica shrugged it off. ‘I watch a lot of crime shows.’

      ‘Why would Hunter be keeping an eye on my phone?’

      ‘Maybe he suspects something. He’s not stupid, he knows how much you loved Leighton. He may not think you’d be willing to give him up so easily.’

      ‘No, that cocky bastard wouldn’t be able to keep it to himself if he saw the texts between us.’

      ‘Or maybe he just doesn’t want to tip you off about it and he’s waiting for the opportune moment to catch you both.’

      Sawyer considered this theory for a few seconds and dismissed it categorically. ‘He’s too impatient to plot something like that.’

      ‘Maybe, but are you sure?’

      She hesitated, searching her memory for any indication that Hunter suspected anything was going on between her and Leighton, but nothing sprang to mind. If Angelica’s suspicions were correct, Sawyer knew there wasn’t a chance in hell that her husband would’ve been able to resist seizing the opportunity to strike by now.

      ‘I’m telling you; Hunter knows nothing. His ego wouldn’t let him sit back and wait to confront me; you know how he loves to torture me. He would’ve said something by now.’

      Angelica raised her eyebrows. ‘As long as you’re sure.’
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      Buzzed off the cocktails they’d been drinking all afternoon, Sawyer smiled at the staff member as she collected the empty glasses. ‘Sarah, be a doll and get us some more drinks,’ she said, her mood considerably improved since she’d come downstairs. She looked around at the other women, who were lounging in their swimsuits around the large pool they had been swimming in a brief time before. ‘I suppose we should think about what we want to eat too.’

      ‘Oh, can we have burgers?’ Jacinda asked excitedly. Her long, light brown hair, which had been perfectly wrapped in a neat bun when she arrived, now had strands which had worked free and danced in uneven chaos. ‘I always see adverts for barbecues on the television and I’ve never had one. They look as if they’re fun.’

      Freya frowned in disbelief. ‘You’ve honestly never had a barbecue?’

      ‘Mummy and Daddy always thought they were for the lower class,’ she answered, showing further proof of her privileged upbringing.

      Sawyer rolled her eyes, not for the first time that day. Jacinda’s superiority complex made being her friend exhausting. ‘They’d be so disappointed that your tiara is slipping.’

      ‘All right, make fun all you want; I just wanted to try something new.’

      ‘Wow! How the other half live,’ Freya commented.

      Angelica smiled at the goth among them. ‘You’re part of that other half now, missy, like it or not.’

      ‘I’ve never been to a barbecue either,’ Liberty chimed in.

      Sawyer chuckled, a pleasant change from her rage. ‘Then burgers it is. Although I’m sure there’s supposed to be men standing over an outside grill muttering about who’s the better cook as they watch the meat burn. Still, finger food sounds great; if nothing else it’ll soak up the alcohol.’

      Jacinda clapped giddily. ‘Maybe we can get Chef to use the outside kitchen area so we can watch.’

      Looking over at the brick area Hunter had insisted on having built, it occurred to Sawyer that they’d never had cause to use it. ‘I’m sure that’s what it was meant for.’

      ‘I’ve never known you to have a barbecue,’ Angelica said to her best friend.

      ‘That’s because Hunter is at his busiest in the summer; he’s rarely home.’ Thankfully.

      ‘That doesn’t stop you inviting people over. Marcus always cooks anyway, it’s what he was hired for.’

      As Sarah appeared outside with two more pitchers of Sex on the Beach, Sawyer smiled at her. ‘Is Marcus in the kitchen?’

      ‘Yes, Mrs Livingston,’ Sarah replied, setting the tray she was carrying down on the table.

      Being called by her marital name was something Sawyer tried to change when she’d first moved in, and Hunter berated her as if she was a schoolgirl. He told her that the employees needed to address her formally so that they didn’t become too familiar and forget who they were working for. She had tried to fight him on the subject, until he fired the first member of staff who called her by her first name. It was his way of teaching her a lesson; he knew her bleeding heart wouldn’t be able to take someone else suffering because of her.

      Getting to her feet, Sawyer felt unsteady and as she threw her arms out in front of her to try and regain her balance, she started giggling. ‘I think we definitely need some food,’ she said, once the hilarity of the momentary situation passed and her laughter died down. Her tolerance for alcohol was higher than most, given she drank every day, but she hadn’t moved for a while, which was probably why she’d underestimated how much it was affecting her. Finally feeling stable enough to move without falling over, she spoke to no one in particular. ‘I’ll go and speak to Chef.’
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      Stepping off the tour bus at the airport, Leighton slung his backpack over his shoulder. He always kept his most treasured possessions with him. He could shop for more clothes if his suitcase got lost on the way back to the United Kingdom, he would even be able to replace the guitar he’d had since he was fourteen, but his notebook and the mementos of Sawyer were irreplaceable. So, whenever they travelled, his backpack never left his side, unless he was on stage playing.

      Lifting his chin upwards, Leighton closed his eyes and breathed in the summer air, thankful to be out of the suffocating warmth of the bus. The Spanish sun was usually intolerable for someone who preferred winter weather, but the slight cool breeze that brushed against his skin made it bearable.

      Hearing his bandmates barrelling out into the sunshine after him, Leighton reached inside the front pocket of his jeans for his cigarettes and took one from the packet. Lighting it, he blew smoke in the air. He couldn’t wait to be home, to sleep in his own bed. The only drawback to being back in the town where he grew up was coming face to face with Hunter. Their families ran in the same circles, so it was inevitable that at some point while Leighton was home he’d run into him, and he knew it’d likely be when Hunter was with Sawyer – it always was. He was sure it was the universe’s way of punishing him for the torment he used to put Hunter through while they were at school. Still, it didn't stop Leighton wanting to make his feelings about the situation known by lashing out and knocking Hunter on his arse. But he always resisted because he knew Sawyer would suffer the consequences of his actions.

      ‘How long have we got until the flight?’ he asked, taking another drag of his cigarette.

      Paul Kent, the keyboardist, checked his watch. ‘A couple of hours.’

      ‘You’re kidding,’ Tommy moaned.

      ‘We can kill time in the bar,’ Noah suggested.

      ‘Are you sure that’s a good idea? They won’t let us fly if we’re drunk and some of us are still over the limit from last night.’ The lead singer gave his guitarist a side glance, hoping to go unseen, but he noticed.

      ‘Fuck you, Tommy.’ Leighton was immediately defensive. ‘I’m not the one who finished off a bottle of Jack by myself.’

      He threw up his hands. ‘Hey, I’m not judging.’

      ‘That sure sounds like judgement to me,’ Paul commented.

      Tommy hit him on the arm. ‘Well, no one asked you, arsehole.’

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      An unintentional stumble as Sawyer made her way back outside through the bi-folding door made her laugh. She was thankful not to have landed headfirst on the patio. Her mishap drew the attention of her friends, and she composed herself before she spoke.

      ‘Chef has to make a run for supplies,’ Sawyer informed them. ‘So, how about we all go and get dressed for dinner while we wait for him to get back?’

      ‘Greasy burgers don’t mix well with expensive dresses, S,’ Angelica pointed out.

      ‘But we always get dressed up for dinner,’ she pouted, resembling a child who wanted her own way.

      ‘That’s when we head into town; we don’t usually make much effort when we’re staying in.’

      ‘I thought you enjoyed dressing up.’

      ‘I do, when there’s something to dress up for. Sitting in your garden isn’t a special event – we do it all the time.’

      Sawyer shrugged. ‘Fine, don’t dress up; stay in your bikini. But I’m going to change.’

      ‘Me too,’ Evangeline said, standing.

      ‘I’m going to put on something dry,’ Jacinda responded, also getting to her feet.

      ‘And me,’ Delilah added, shifting to the edge of her lounger.

      A few inches shorter than Sawyer, Delilah was a dead ringer for her older sister, with long blonde hair which she constantly wore in an updo, regardless of the occasion, and her eyes were the same crystal blue. Despite their four-year age gap the sisters were close, and Delilah idolised Sawyer.

      ‘I brought a lovely dress to wear for dinner tonight,’ Liberty said, putting her glass on the concrete next to her seat before she stood up.

      Freya scrunched up her face and chewed on her bottom lip. ‘I could put on a dress. I don’t want to be the odd one out.’

      ‘Well, if everyone else is dressing up.’ Angelica admitted defeat.

      Sawyer smiled and put an arm around her shoulders. ‘That’s my girl.’
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      Sitting in the airport waiting for their flight, Tommy knocked Noah’s boots with his own to get his attention. He nodded in the guitarist’s direction. ‘Guess that hellcat didn’t let him sleep at all last night.’

      Looking over, Noah noticed Leighton sitting opposite them with his arms folded in front of his chest. His legs were outstretched, crossed at the ankles, as he slept. ‘I think I heard him on the phone to Sawyer when I went to my bunk for a nap earlier,’ he said.

      ‘How do you know it was Sawyer?’

      ‘It was the way he was talking.’

      Knowing the drummer was dating one of her friends, Tommy expected him to have heard they’d spoken through his girlfriend. ‘Oh, I thought Freya told you.’

      ‘Freya doesn’t know they’re still in contact; at least I haven’t told her.’

      The two had met backstage a couple of years ago when Freya had been dragged along to a Lost Savages concert in their hometown. She’d made no secret of being unfamiliar with the band’s music, despite having heard their name. Even though they had all attended the same school, they hadn’t run in the same circles. Freya spent most of her time with Sawyer and the women she remained close to, whereas Noah and the rest of the band only knew Leighton because they took music together.

      Noah and Freya had hit it off instantly, something Leighton used to his advantage, tasking his bandmate with distracting the woman so he and Sawyer could sneak off for a secret romp in a dark corner before she returned to her husband. Freya hadn’t questioned what her friend was up to, happy to be the centre of Noah’s attention. It hadn’t taken the two of them long to start dating after that.

      ‘You’ve kept that from her?’ Tommy asked, astounded.

      Noah frowned. ‘Have you forgotten how secrets work?’

      ‘But she’s your girlfriend.’

      ‘And it’s not my secret to tell.’

      ‘How long have you two been dating?’

      ‘A couple of years.’

      ‘And you’re already keeping secrets from her? If I haven’t said it before, she’s a lucky girl,’ Tommy teased.

      ‘Freya knows all of my secrets, but I can’t tell her that Sawyer’s still shagging Leighton when her husband’s out of town. If anything, I’d be exposing the marriage for a charade, and no one is supposed to know about that. Leighton only told us because Sawyer came to see us play on our first tour and we caught her sneaking out of his hotel the next morning.’

      ‘Don’t you think that on some level Freya already knows?’

      ‘She’s never mentioned anything to me.’

      ‘And you’ve never mentioned it to her – that doesn’t mean she doesn’t know.’

      Noah dismissed the idea. ‘If she’d have known, she’d have mentioned something the night I was tasked with keeping her occupied. I’m telling you; she doesn’t know.’

      ‘Maybe she didn’t know then, but she’s got to be a little suspicious now. Whenever the two of them fly out to see us on tour, Sawyer and Leighton are always sneaking off to…’ Tommy made quotations in the air with his fingers, ‘…catch up.’

      Noah was blasé. ‘They were all friends in school, so it’s probably not something Freya’s thought much about.’

      ‘Or it’s something she doesn’t want to talk to you about.’
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      The air conditioning in the house was a pleasant change to the heat they’d sat in all day, and Angelica soaked up as much of it as she could before she was required to go back outside. It hadn’t taken her long to shower and get changed. Knowing she was only going to see her friends meant she could forgo the picture-perfect hair for a more relaxed updo with a light dusting of eyeshadow.

      Making her way downstairs, wearing wedge slingbacks and a knee-length deep red evening dress, Angelica walked out under the diminishing heat to find Jacinda already sat in the lounger she’d occupied all day, her phone in her hand. Without a second thought Angelica decided to have a little fun at her friend’s expense. Moving as quietly as she could, she didn’t announce her presence, wanting to scare her. But as Angelica got closer, she caught sight of the message on Jacinda’s screen over her shoulder and who she was sending it to.

      ‘You’re reporting back to him?’ she asked, making Jacinda jump out of her skin.

      Jacinda leapt to her feet, clutching her phone to her chest. ‘Angel! I was just…’

      Angelica held up her hand to stop her speaking. ‘Don’t! Before you lie, don’t.’ She felt sick. ‘You were texting Hunter about Sawyer.’

      Jacinda fidgeted on the spot, suddenly uncomfortable in her skin. ‘He just asked me to keep an eye on her.’

      Angelica was dumbfounded. ‘And you said yes?’

      ‘He’s worried…about her drinking.’

      ‘I read the message, Jacinda, you were telling him everything.’

      ‘I only told him she had a phone call – it wasn’t Hunter by the way.’

      ‘I know,’ Angelica admitted.

      Astonished, Jacinda frowned. ‘You knew?’

      ‘Yes, I’m her best friend; I know everything.’ Angelica answered without thinking about her words; she was still reeling from her discovery.

      ‘Then who did she call?’

      Angelica regained her senses; she couldn’t believe the audacity of Jacinda. ‘Nice try, but I’m not telling you anything that can be reported back to Hunter,’ she said. ‘I can’t believe you’d do this. You’re supposed to be her friend; you’re not supposed to be spying on her for her husband. Do you even know how much of a betrayal that is?’

      ‘We’ve never been close,’ Jacinda responded with a shrug, as if it excused her behaviour.

      ‘Do you think that justifies what you’re doing? Jesus, Jacinda, I know you wish you were married to Hunter, but this is not the way to get what you want.’

      An awkward silence landed between them as Angelica’s mind clouded. She weighed what she knew she should do with the information she had happened upon against what she knew she would do. She couldn’t believe she’d tried to protect Jacinda from Sawyer earlier in the day; she deserved everything she had coming to her.

      ‘Sawyer was right about you,’ she said, barely above a whisper. ‘You can’t be trusted.’

      Jacinda was worried. ‘Are you going to tell her?’

      Angelica sat down on the closest lounger, still somewhat stunned. She knew Sawyer had the right to know, but she didn’t want to see the pain on her face when she found out. ‘I’ve got no idea.’
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      The drive home from Sawyer’s seemed to take Angelica forever, even though she only lived a few streets away. Time had dragged after she learned Jacinda was using her position as one of Sawyer’s friends to get closer to Hunter. Over the three nights and days they’d spent together, Angelica had almost told Sawyer what she had discovered so many times, and yet she hadn’t. She couldn’t make her mouth form the words; she detested Jacinda for choosing a man over a friend she’d had for half her life, and for putting Angelica in this position. How Sawyer would react was the reason Angelica hadn’t fought harder to tell her. She knew this betrayal would be worse; loyalty was important to Sawyer, and she considered Hunter the enemy.

      It had been exhausting for Angelica to limit the information Sawyer shared, knowing it would get back to the man she married. She was just thankful the other women they spent time with had no idea about the arrangement Hunter had forced Sawyer into. And at least she hadn’t talked about Leighton.

      Angelica tormented herself. Was keeping Jacinda’s secret a form of betrayal too? It felt like it, but she had to find the right time and situation. This week hadn’t been that.

      Walking through the front door, she felt the air conditioning they’d recently invested in and breathed a sigh of relief, thankful to be home and able to relax. Kicking off her heels, Angelica could hear someone moving around in the kitchen. The cleaners would be gone by now and they were the only staff she had; even though her house wasn’t as big as Sawyer’s, it was still too big for her to clean alone.

      The décor in her home was warmer than the mansion-like house she’d spent the beginning of her week in. Cream walls ran through every room with one brightly coloured wall to offset them: yellow in the kitchen, orange in the sunroom, red in the lounge and turquoise in the office. She kept the bathrooms white and used the same bright wallpaper colours in each of the four bedrooms. She saw her decoration as a reflection of her sunny character and even though she’d asked for his input, Flynn didn’t really care. He had allowed her to run with her specific ideas when they’d moved in; he’d only chosen the wooden flooring that ran through the entire house – except for the bathrooms and the kitchen, which were tiled white.

      With a frown, Angelica made her way barefoot to the room at the back of the house. Peering around the door, she saw her husband, who should’ve already left for work. She noticed that instead of being in his usual suit and tie, he was dressed down in long shorts and a T-shirt – the clothes he wore in the summer when he was home. A frown formed on her brow.

      ‘Is it casual Thursday in the office?’ she asked, walking in and placing her Luis Vuitton handbag on the oak counter.

      Startled, Flynn turned to look at her, as his blue eyes lit up. ‘I took a few days off to spend with you,’ he replied with a smile.

      ‘Aww, you didn’t have to do that.’

      Closing the gap between them, Angelica stood on tip-toes to give him a kiss and was thankful he met her halfway. Flynn had always towered over her, but when he shot up to six-foot one in his teens and she had only grown to five-foot five, it was difficult for her to kiss him without putting in a little extra effort.

      ‘You know how much I miss you when you stay with Sawyer,’ he said, circling her in his muscular arms – the tattooed Angel, his nickname for his wife, peeking out from the bottom of his sleeve – as she reached up to rest her hands on his shoulders. ‘I thought it’d be nice for us to go away for a long weekend.’

      ‘That’s why I love you,’ she said, as he dipped his head to kiss her again. She stepped out of his hold and walked to the fridge for a cold bottle of water; she didn’t want to look him in the eye as she asked her question – not after he’d made such a romantic gesture. ‘Did you book somewhere?’

      Flynn watched her. He could tell by the weight of her shoulders that there was something bothering her. ‘Why?’

      ‘I just want to be home for a few days,’ she said, unscrewing the top of the bottle and drinking from it.

      ‘What happened while you were away?’

      There were no secrets between them. They told each other everything. Even after Angelica had found Sawyer’s marriage contract, she had come straight home and told Flynn. For her, it was important to be honest with the man she was planning to spend the rest of her life with – not even secrets she knew about other people were kept from him.

      Angelica knew her husband was aware how close Leighton and Sawyer had come to being married, so he hadn’t been surprised to learn the reason behind her choosing Hunter instead. Flynn hadn’t told Leighton he knew, not until his best friend revealed Sawyer’s arrangement with Hunter, and that’s when Flynn had discovered Leighton’s affair from the man himself.

      Without thinking how her words would come out, Angelica removed the bottle from her lips and released a heavy sigh. ‘I found out that Jacinda is spying on Sawyer for Hunter.’

      ‘What?’

      She nodded. ‘Yep, and the worst of it is...I couldn’t tell Sawyer.’

      ‘Why not?’

      ‘When we got there, she tore into Jacinda for saying that Freya should wear a brighter colour occasionally; I couldn’t risk her getting physical. You know how hot-headed she can be and how she feels about Hunter. What Jacinda’s doing is such a betrayal, and I know about it so I’m just as culpable.’

      ‘C’mon, that’s not true.’

      ‘Of course it is. I’m keeping what she’s doing a secret from my best friend. It doesn’t matter that I’m protecting Sawyer from doing something stupid. She’ll see it as a betrayal if she finds out before I tell her.’

      He could see the torment his wife was dealing with, but he didn’t have much in the way of advice. ‘Then tell Sawyer.’

      ‘I can’t, Flynn. She’ll kill her.’
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      Leighton heard a car and knew Sawyer was there. Getting up to his feet to look out beyond the blinds, he watched her get out of the car and saunter up the driveway in a white dress with huge poppies on it. She looked gorgeous, as always, and he couldn’t wait to show her how much he’d missed her. The minute she disappeared out of sight to walk down the side of the house to get to the back door, he ran to pull it open before she had a chance to knock.

      There were no pleasantries, no small talk, just Leighton’s lips on hers. It had been six months since he’d kissed her, and he wasn’t going to waste any more time by talking. Leighton wrapped an arm around her shoulders as Sawyer dropped her handbag. Pulling her to his six-foot two frame, he drew her as close to him as he could manage. Taking a step back with their lips still connected, he eased her inside and – turning in a half circle – kicked the door shut.

      Leighton stepped forward to press her against the nearest wall, his need to have her growing as he kissed her over and over. Reaching down to the bottom of her dress, he clawed his hand up her thigh, raising the material so he could get between her legs. It had been too long since he’d touched or tasted her. The closer his hand got to her pussy, the harder his dick became. He needed to be inside her; to hear her scream his name.
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      As Leighton’s fingers grazed the lace between her legs, Sawyer felt the familiar reaction from her body that only he could accomplish. Her pussy pulsed and she thrust her pelvis forward, needing to feel him stroke her clit. He teased her, rubbing her sweet spot, and the wave of euphoria that washed over her made her call out. She felt him rip the underwear from her skin as if it were dental floss and throw the fabric to the floor. Reaching down between them, she pulled at the elasticated waist of the tracksuit bottoms he lived in when he was home from a tour and lowered them to free his rock-hard cock. In one swift motion, Leighton hoisted her up onto his hips and sunk his full length inside her; a rumble of satisfaction at the back of his throat didn’t go unmissed as she smiled against his mouth. Sex with him was always phenomenal, whether it took hours or was a quickie.

      She dug her perfectly manicured nails into his shoulders as he moved inside her, and she threw her head back against the wall, her moans spurring him to thrust as deep as he could manage over and over until he felt the muscles around his cock clench. She was going to cum, and so was he.

      ‘Yes! Yes! Yes!’ she called out, as the orgasm washed over her.

      That was the signal he needed, and he pounded into her one last time, spilling his seed.
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      Unpacking her suitcase in the master bedroom, Angelica looked at her husband as he lay on the mattress. ‘Do you have any suggestions for how I tell Sawyer what’s going on that won’t lead to her going to prison?’ she asked, hoping her husband – the lawyer – had a better strategy than just blurting it out the next time they were together.

      ‘Babe, she’s your best friend; you’re closer to her than anyone. If you don’t know the best way to say it without her gunning for Jacinda, are you sure you should be telling her at all?’

      ‘If she finds out some other way, and that I knew, she’ll kill me.’

      ‘Angel, she’s not going to be happy regardless of when or how she finds out.’

      Angelica stared at her husband. ‘That’s not helpful.’
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      As Leighton lowered her back down to her feet, Sawyer smiled. ‘Hey, handsome,’ she said, kissing him.

      ‘Hi, beautiful,’ he said, pressing his body against hers as he gave her a more passionate kiss. ‘I’ve missed you.’

      Breaking away, Leighton watched her smooth down her dress – not that he saw the point because she wouldn’t be in it for much longer – and he pulled his tracksuit bottoms back up. She bent down to pick up her handbag and he followed her as she sauntered through the hallway of his moderately sized house, paid for by his trust fund, to the kitchen at the front of the property.

      Decorated with them both in mind, Leighton had consulted her on every aspect so that it would feel as if it were theirs, not his. She had suggested the grey wood panelling on the lower half of the walls throughout the downstairs, with the palest grey paint they could find to colour the top. For the kitchen they had chosen white cupboards, white tiles and dark countertops.

      The walls in the hallway – an ‘L’ shape from the front door to the back – exhibited music posters from his youth, in frames; the large living room at the back of the house displayed framed family photos. The neglected office showed off the record of Lost Savages album sales in the form of framed LPs on the walls.

      Leighton didn’t have much furniture, just what he’d moved out of his family home with and a few things Sawyer had insisted he needed. He survived with the simple things, not needing anything too flashy – with the exception of his car, which was a bright-red Audi R8. He was barely home anyway; he didn’t feel the need to fill the space where he spent the least amount of his time. The only extravagance he had insisted upon having was the soundproof recording studio extension added to the property, which had framed pictures of the band’s album covers adorning the walls – also Sawyer’s suggestion.

      Making their way to the kitchen, Sawyer put her handbag on the dark wood counter and Leighton watched her rifle through it for what she was looking for. Retrieving a blister pack, she pushed a single tablet out through the foil, popped it in her mouth and chased it with a swig of water from the tap.

      ‘What’s that?’ Leighton asked with a frown.

      ‘The morning after pill,’ she answered, discarding her rubbish in the bin next to him. ‘I lied to a pharmacist to get it and it’s been in the bottom of my bag for weeks, just in case of a situation like this.’

      ‘You’ve never had to take one of those before.’

      ‘We’ve never had unprotected sex before; I was on the pill. But Hunter and I are supposed to be trying for a baby.’

      The mention of her husband was enough to provoke a groan from Leighton. He hated Hunter for his place by her side, and Leighton suspected Hunter had something to do with it – even if it was his father, Oscar, who had set the union in motion. The idea of Hunter touching Sawyer filled Leighton with a rage he only felt when it came to her. It wasn’t jealousy in the strictest sense, because he knew she was as thrilled about intimacy with her husband as he was about it, but knowing they were trying for a family was a kick in the teeth. Hunter was living the life he should be having with her, and Leighton couldn’t wait until Sawyer’s obligation to her husband was over.

      ‘For the next couple of days, we’re going to have to use condoms,’ she said. ‘Hunter has decided it’s time for a baby, and it’s in my contract so…’

      ‘Then why are you here?’ Leighton didn’t mean to snap, but he was angry.

      Sawyer frowned. ‘Don’t be like that. You know I hate this as much as you do. But the sooner I get pregnant, the sooner I get away from him and we can start our lives together.’

      ‘I know, but the idea of you having sex with him…’

      ‘It’s not exactly a cakewalk for me either.’

      With a sigh, Leighton rubbed his brow. ‘It’s not your fault, I’m sorry. I just can’t believe he gets to have unprotected sex with you while I’ve got to wrap up.’

      She walked over and snaked her arms up his chest to rest around his neck. ‘We’ve just got to use condoms for a couple of days.’

      He reached up to remove her hold on him. ‘I’ll have to go out; I haven’t got any.’

      Sawyer was about to speak, to tell Leighton she had brought a box of condoms with her, but he had grabbed his keys and wallet from the counter and walked out before the words had formed.
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      Getting the cold shoulder from Leighton made Sawyer feel dejected. She knew her marriage to Hunter had been difficult for him – it was why he had joined Lost Savages so suddenly – but she wasn’t sure if he grasped just how much worse it was for her. She was the one who had to wear a fake smile daily and pretend to be smitten with a man she couldn’t stand to be in the same room with so that no one was any wiser about the true nature of their relationship.

      With a huff, she headed to the bedroom, intending to sprawl naked in Leighton’s bed and send him a picture of what he was missing in the hopes it would speed up his return. But when she got upstairs, the state of his pigsty forced her to evaluate.

      The sun shining through the window countered the darkness of the black wallpaper behind the bed and revealed clothes scattered around the room. The pictures of the two of them from when they were growing up that decorated the walls were skewed and had a layer of dust.

      Starting with the clean-smelling clothes in the washing basket, she folded and sorted them into his drawers. It wasn’t until she took his socks to put them in his bedside table that she found the two jumbo boxes of condoms inside. She placed the socks on the bed next to her and reached in to take them out. Realising that they were unopened and still held all thirty condoms, Sawyer frowned. She had no idea why Leighton would tell her he had no protection when he had plenty.

      Pushing the curiosity out of her mind, Sawyer collected up the dirty clothes strewn about Leighton’s room and put them in the washing basket she’d just emptied. Being sure to take the condoms with her, she headed downstairs to put a load in his washer – if nothing else, she could make herself useful while she waited for him to get back.
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      Being pissed off wasn’t exactly the best mood to be in while driving, but Leighton jumped behind the wheel and sped off, going nowhere. He didn’t need to fetch the protection Sawyer had told him he had to use if they were going to have sex, he just needed to be out of the house and breathe some clean air.

      As the breeze from the open window blew through his long brown hair, he drove through the streets, heading somewhere he could drive above the speed limit enforced in the built-up area restricted. He didn’t care where he ended up, he just needed to clear images of Sawyer and Hunter from his mind.

      The reason he’d joined Lost Savages when asked was so he wouldn’t have to see the woman he loved being paraded around on his enemy’s arm. Regardless, his imagination tortured him daily. It was the reason he slept with the cheap imitations of Sawyer; they quietened his mind for a while. Usually when he was with the love of his life, Leighton could fool himself into forgetting about Hunter, but hearing her say they were trying for the baby he had known all along she would have to carry had sent him into a tailspin. He felt suffocated, which was why he had left.
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      Turning on the washing machine, Sawyer heard her mobile phone ringing in her handbag. She fished around inside for it, hoping that Leighton was the one calling; upon seeing her husband’s name, she rolled her eyes. Rarely did Hunter contact her while he was on the road, and that was the way she preferred it. Sawyer considered letting the call go to her voicemail, but curiosity got the best of her. She wouldn’t be able to argue with a message.

      ‘What do you want?’ she asked, as she made her way to the living room.

      ‘Can’t I call to check on my wife?’ he replied, aiming to provoke her with his question.

      She bit. ‘You never have before, why would you start now?’

      ‘Where are you?’

      She frowned as she dropped down to the settee. ‘Why do you care?’

      ‘Because you’re not at home.’

      Sawyer was immediately defensive. ‘Are you having me followed?’

      ‘Oh, relax; I called the house and they told me you left as soon as your friends did. I just want to know if you’re going to be gone for days like last time, so I can give the staff some time off.’

      ‘I’m not going to be back until after lunch with our mothers on Saturday. Send them home; I really don’t care.’

      ‘So, where are you?’

      Sawyer laughed. ‘That’s none of your business,’ she said, hanging up.

      As she did so, Angelica’s words rang in her ears. What if Hunter had been reading her messages? What if he knew her exact location because he was tracking the GPS on her phone? She’d seen people do that in films; she didn’t know how Hunter would know how to do those things, but she couldn’t rule out the possibility. Even though he would already know her location if he was tapped into her phone somehow, Sawyer held down the power button until the device shut down before returning it to her handbag.
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      The motorway provided the opportunity for the speed Leighton had coveted. He exceeded the speed limit as he moved from lane to lane, overtaking cars in his way. The roads were busier than he expected for the beginning of July, but his Audi was making light work of the traffic. He pushed the comfortable boundaries of speed he was used to. Too much time had passed since he’d been behind the wheel. He had forgotten how much he missed it, but his impulse to get away from the baby talk had worked to his favour.

      Leighton had always been impulsive. His flashy expensive car had been bought on a whim, joining Lost Savages had been a brash decision, and most of the tattoos on his arms had been spontaneous too. The only ink he had planned beforehand were the monochrome portrait of Sawyer on his left bicep, her initial on his chest with a small heart in the bottom, and the replica of his guitar on his right bicep.

      He drove for hours, ending up at the edge of nowhere before circling back around to head home.
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      By the time Sawyer heard the roar of his engine pulling into the double driveway, she had killed time pegging his washing out on the line he never used in the almost overgrown garden, cleaned the dust off what little furniture he had around the house, swept the floors and fallen asleep on the settee.

      Their history meant she hadn’t been surprised when Leighton had taken his time returning, especially after finding plenty of what he’d supposedly gone shopping for. Her experience with his temper in the past meant she knew he needed time to cool off, and the subject of Hunter had a way of getting under his skin. But it didn’t stop Sawyer being upset that she’d been waiting around for him all day.

      ‘Where the hell have you been?’ she asked, meeting him at the door, her arms folded across her chest.

      Leighton sighed; he didn’t have time for one of her tantrums. ‘I went for a drive,’ he said, moving past her to get to the kitchen.

      Sawyer was hot on his heels. ‘I know you didn’t go to get condoms…’ She motioned to the two boxes she’d placed on the counter next to where he threw his keys, ‘…I found those in your bedside table.’

      ‘After the mention of your husband, I needed some air,’ he said, reaching inside his fridge for a bottle of beer.

      She watched him take the magnet, that doubled as a bottle opener from the front of the fridge and remove the bottle cap. She knew she had no right to know why he had bulked up on condoms, but she dared to ask anyway. ‘Why have you got so many of those? We’ve never had to use them before.’

      He took a sip of his beer. ‘You’re the one who’s married; I’m single, remember?’ He was being deliberately cruel, avoiding eye contact as he had another drink.

      Sawyer had no witty retort, no hurtful words to cast back at him; she just stood there as tears welled up in her eyes and a lump formed in her throat. When she shared her plans to marry Hunter with Leighton, she felt obligated to tell him she didn’t expect him to stay single. But secretly she hoped he would, although she knew that was unreasonable because she wasn’t the one who’d be alone. Her blissful ignorance of his sex life suited her – she didn’t ask, and he didn’t have to lie to her. But to hear him imply he was sleeping with other women hurt.

      She wiped away the tears that spilled onto her cheeks before he could see them. ‘I should probably go,’ she said, grabbing her handbag and walking out of the room.

      Leighton put his bottle down on the counter and hurried after her. He regretted snapping at her, especially when the circumstances weren’t her fault. He called out to her before she turned the corner at the end of the hallway. ‘Please, don’t go!’

      She slowly turned to face him. ‘You can barely stand to look at me; there’s no point in staying.’

      ‘I shouldn’t take my mood out on you when it’s him I’m angry with. I just…I can’t hear about you with him. It makes me want to hunt him down so I can take him out…’

      ‘I’m not exactly his biggest fan either, Leighton.’

      He closed the gap between them slowly, his features softening. ‘I know, and I’m sorry. Don’t leave. I promise to keep myself in check,’ he said, cautiously wrapping his arms around her and gently pulling her closer.

      ‘You’re not forgiven,’ she half protested, turning to rest her cheek against his rock-hard chest.

      ‘That would be easier to believe if you weren’t tucked up under my chin right now,’ he teased.

      ‘Well, I can’t help it; you’re just too strong, and you smell so good.’
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      Saturday morning was warmer than the previous ones and Hunter soaked up the fresh air on the balcony of his hotel room with room service breakfast he wasn’t really in the mood for. He had the weekend free, but as he had meetings Monday and Tuesday before his business in the capital was concluded, there wasn’t any point in travelling home.

      His phone call with Sawyer was still playing on his mind and was the reason for his sleepless nights since speaking to her – wondering where she was going, but more importantly who she was with. He had known for six months that his wife wasn’t coming home at night while he was away. Her mobile phone had cut to voicemail when he rang, and he’d been forced to call the house to leave a message with staff. He hadn’t brought up the subject with Sawyer, wanting to catch her out at a moment of his choosing and unfortunately, he’d had to play the card early, since Jacinda had no information. It seemed his wife didn’t share everything with all the women she spent most of her time with. He had no doubts that Angelica was privy to everything, but since the incident on her hen night, Sawyer had kept Jacinda at arm’s length. He could hardly blame his wife for not trusting the woman who had tried to orchestrate a reason for their wedding to not go ahead; he just wished that when Jacinda had approached him with a plan to spy on Sawyer she had been upfront about how distant the two of them were.

      Hunter had heard on the grapevine that Leighton was due back off the tour he’d been on for six months. It could just be chance that the timings were perfectly aligned with his wife’s disappearances, but he rarely believed in coincidences. Especially when it was almost a certainty Sawyer still had contact with her teenage lover.
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      Lying in his bed, Leighton could feel Sawyer next to him and a smile formed on his lips as he opened his eyes. Waking up with her always put him in a good mood for the day, apart from when he knew she was leaving, like today. Tucking his arm under his head, he watched the slight flicker of her eyelids, and he knew she was dreaming. It would be a shame to wake her. But he could see the alarm clock on the bedside over the top of her head and he knew she had to leave in two hours if she was going to make it to the lunch she had arranged with her mother.

      Thinking of a better way to rouse her than shaking her awake, Leighton leaned over and kissed her neck just below her ear. It was her sweet spot, and always worked to wake her when he wanted sex for breakfast. His touch had the desired effect as Sawyer woke up and a hungry moan left her mouth.

      ‘Don’t stop,’ she instructed, and Leighton obliged.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Sawyer’s eyes pinged open as if she had just remembered something important and bolted up into a sitting position. She checked the clock on the bedside table and jumped out of bed. ‘Shit! We fell back to sleep,’ she cursed, taking the dress she planned to wear from the wardrobe where she’d hung it, and stepping into it.

      Propping himself up on his elbow, Leighton watched her frantically throw the rest of the clothes she had unpacked into her suitcase. He was cavalier in his response. ‘You’ve got plenty of time to make your lunch date.’

      But Sawyer was frantic. ‘I wanted to have a shower before I left, to style my hair and do my make-up, but I haven’t got time.’

      ‘What’s the big deal? It’s only your mother.’

      ‘That statement only proves how little you know the woman.’

      ‘Well, I never had the opportunity to get to know her before your father forced you to marry someone else.’

      ‘And I’m thankful for that; my mother can be…judgemental,’ she said, zipping up the side of her dress.

      Rushing to check her reflection in the bathroom mirror, Sawyer ran her fingers under her eyes to try and rid her face of the slight black marks beneath them. She grabbed her make-up bag from beside the sink and took the mascara out before applying some to her lashes. Returning the mascara, she removed her favourite peach lipstick that she wore every day and put some on. Picking up her brush, she ran it through her bed hair to make herself more presentable before grabbing the rest of her things from the bathroom and packing them.

      She pursed her lips together. ‘This’ll have to do,’ she said, zipping up her suitcase.

      ‘You’re beautiful,’ Leighton said, climbing from beneath the sheets and walking over to her – completely naked.

      Sawyer smiled as he wrapped his arms around her. ‘My mother doesn’t care, she expects me to always be at my best,’ she said, allowing him to kiss her. She pulled away. ‘I’ve got to go…now…before I’m late.’

      ‘Will I hear from you later?’ he asked, grabbing his tracksuit bottoms.

      She nodded, picking up her luggage. ‘Hunter isn’t due back until Tuesday, so I’ll call you when I get into bed tonight.’

      His eyes lit up. ‘Phone sex?’

      She laughed, as she started to make her way downstairs. ‘There aren’t any guarantees that’s what’ll happen.’

      Leighton followed her to the kitchen. ‘C’mon, whenever we talk on the phone that’s usually what happens.’

      ‘Well, that’s because you’re usually on tour; you’ve just had days of being naked,’ she said, lifting her handbag from the counter and placing the handle in the crook of her elbow as she dropped her lipstick inside.

      He circled his arms around her waist and kissed her again. ‘It’s never long enough.’

      ‘I know, my love. We’ll be together soon enough. I just have to pop out a kid and I’m all yours.’
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      Traffic was horrendous, as it always was on a Saturday morning through town. But the lunch spot Henrietta and Beatrice had settled on for their regular meet-ups after Sawyer got married was the other side of the bustling main street in a rural manor, which had been transformed into a fancy hotel with fantastic views of the countryside from the ground-floor restaurant.

      Sawyer wasn’t in the mood to put on airs and graces for the two mothers who she spent every Saturday lunchtime with, but duty called. If she’d had her way, she would still be tucked up in bed with Leighton; after so long without seeing him, two days with him wasn’t enough. She was tempted to go back to his once her lunch date was over, but there were no guarantees she wouldn’t be seen going in the wrong direction. Instead, she would go back to the house she shared with Hunter and spend a few days alone, dreaming of life after her commitment to him was finished.

      As she sat in the traffic jam, her phone rang through the in-car Bluetooth. When the display showed Angelica’s name, Sawyer didn’t hesitate to answer via the button on the steering wheel.

      ‘Hey you. How was your time with Leighton?’ her best friend asked.

      Sawyer sighed. ‘Oh, you know, all too brief. How has your few days with Flynn been?’

      ‘You knew he was taking time off work to take me away?’

      ‘Of course, how do you think he knew about that particular place? Mum and Dad have been escaping there for years.’

      ‘Uh, we didn’t actually go anywhere.’

      ‘What? Why not?’

      ‘After spending time with Jacinda, I wasn’t exactly in the mood.’

      ‘Talking of not being in the mood, guess who called me while I was at Leighton’s?’ she asked, fighting through the last of the traffic and getting on the final stretch of her journey.

      ‘Who?’

      ‘Hunter. He wanted to know where I was and claimed he called the house only to find I wasn’t there, but what you said about him bugging my phone sent my paranoia on alert. I think to be sure he’s not reading my messages, I’m going to have to get a second phone.’

      ‘Actually, that’s what I was ringing to talk to you about…’

      Pulling up her deep-red Bentley Flying Spur V8 in a parking spot next to the chauffeur service her mother insisted on escorting her everywhere, Sawyer engaged the handbrake and removed her seatbelt. ‘Can I ring you back? I’m barely on time for lunch and I could do without the lecture about being late from my mother,’ she said, cutting Angelica off mid-sentence.

      ‘Sure. Call me when you’re free.’

      ‘Love you.’

      ‘Love you too.’

      Hanging up, Sawyer used the rear-view mirror to check her hair – it was far from the perfection her mother expected, but there was nothing she could do about it now. Pulling down the visor to use the mirror closer to her, Sawyer checked the state of her make-up and, satisfied with how she looked, climbed out of her car.
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      As the call finished, Angelica stood looking out at the garden from the kitchen window. It had taken days for her to pluck up the courage to phone her friend to share what she’d learned, but if she were honest, she was glad she hadn’t had to go through with it. The important thing was that she’d tried – not that it helped her conscience.

      Turning on her heel, Angelica saw her husband standing in the doorway. It was obvious by the look of disapproval on his face that he’d overheard her call with Sawyer.

      ‘What? She had to go,’ Angelica said, putting her phone down on the counter.

      Flynn walked towards her to put the plate he held in the sink. ‘You were the one who said that if she found out you knew before you told her, she’d be mad at you,’ he reminded her.

      ‘I will tell her. She just had a lunch that she didn’t want to be late for; I’ve told you how much her mother hates tardiness.’

      ‘The words “Jacinda is spying on you for Hunter” takes seconds to say, darling. You didn’t tell her because you didn’t want to.’

      Angelica sighed. Flynn was right: if she had wanted to tell her best friend the reason for phoning her, she would’ve found a way. ‘I just don’t know how to say it.’

      He rubbed her back as a show of support. ‘You’ll find the words.’

      ‘I better. I can’t sit on this for too long, it’s only a matter of time before it comes out.’

      ‘Then maybe you need to be less concerned about how you tell her.’
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      Walking into the restaurant, with her red knee-length cross-waist pencil dress and four-inch heels restricting her speed, Sawyer rushed to their usual table. ‘I’m so sorry I’m late, the traffic through town was horrid,’ she said, kissing her mother-in-law on the cheek and making her way around to her mother.

      Henrietta – Etta to her husband, H to her friends – stood to greet her daughter with a hug. ‘Maybe you should have left a little earlier then darling, you know how busy town gets.’ Pulling away, she took some of Sawyer’s fringe in her fingers. ‘I see you didn’t have time to go to the salon this morning.’

      Sawyer tensed, worried her mum knew where she’d been and who with, and that her underhand comment was a convoluted way of letting her know. But it occurred to her that if her mum had known about Leighton, she wouldn’t have been able to keep it to herself, much like Hunter. The tension in Sawyer’s shoulders eased a little; but spending time in her mother’s company was enough reason for her not to relax completely.

      She rolled her eyes internally as they took their seats. Of course she noticed, she thought, forcing a smile to her lips. ‘Not everyone can have a personal stylist, Mother.’

      Sawyer and her mother had never been particularly close. As far back as she could remember, Henrietta had only pointed out her flaws and had never built her up the way Sawyer thought a mother should. That had led them to clash as Sawyer grew into a woman, and was the reason for so many arguments between them.

      She had always been a daddy’s girl, wanting to please him since she was little. So when he told her he expected her to marry Hunter to help them with their money worries, there had been no other option than to do as he wanted. It had come at a cost: her respect for her parents had diminished considerably since her wedding. But they were still her parents, so she did her duty with as much grace as she could manage.

      ‘I’m sure Hunter would be only too happy to pay for one,’ Beatrice said.

      ‘We already have enough employees, BB. There’s no need to add a stylist to the list – not when I can do my own hair.’

      Henrietta raised her eyebrows, never missing an opportunity to remind her of her place in society. ‘Appearances would suggest otherwise.’

      ‘You know, contrary to popular belief, it’s okay not to be perfectly presentable all of the time,’ Sawyer sniped.

      ‘But we’re not those kinds of people, as well you know.’

      ‘Mum, please, I just sat down; can we not fight? I didn’t have time to do my hair this morning. It isn’t a big deal.’

      ‘Everything’s a big deal when you’re part of the one per cent, Sawyer.’

      ‘That’s why you have Delilah; she cares about appearances as much as you. But I don’t.’

      ‘Well, you should. You have a responsibility as an ambassador of the two families your marriage represents.’

      ‘I have a question,’ Sawyer smiled, trying to change the subject to prevent her blowing up at her mother. ‘We’ve been having these lunches for almost three years. Why aren’t Delilah and Evangeline required to attend?’

      ‘They’re not married yet, so they’re not in the club,’ her mother-in-law answered.

      The youngest woman at the table was about to speak when a server, wearing the name badge Lucy, appeared. ‘Are you ready to order?’

      ‘We’ve only just arrived. Are you expecting to need our table soon?’ Henrietta was curt.

      ‘C’mon, Mum, don’t badger the waitress; not when you’ve still got to order your food.’ Her daughter smiled at the server. ‘Do you want her to spit in your lunch?’

      Lucy smiled back. ‘Would you like some drinks while you look over the menu?’

      ‘Yes, please,’ Sawyer replied. ‘I’d like a gin martini.’

      ‘It’s barely noon,’ Henrietta pointed out.

      ‘But it is noon.’

      ‘Oh, leave her alone, H, one drink isn’t going to hurt,’ Beatrice added, before ordering her own tipple. ‘I’ll have a glass of port please.’

      The waitress looked across at Henrietta. ‘And for you?’

      ‘Um, I’ll just have a black coffee.’
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      The summer heat outside the car didn’t affect Hunter while Humphrey was driving him home because of the air con inside. It was only when he stopped for a break from the three-hour journey to eat and relieve himself that he really felt the uncomfortable temperature. If he had had his way, he would’ve taken the time to change out of the expensive two-piece Armani suit he had chosen that morning – instead of removing just his tie and jacket – and put on something a little more comfortable for travelling in. But his last meeting had run late, and he wanted to get home. Even though he’d been out of town on business, his father still expected him to go into the office for the rest of the week.

      He had called Sawyer to let her know he had to stop in at the office on his way back and likely wouldn’t be home for dinner, not because she cared, but so she would know to eat without him. She had maliciously informed him that she hadn’t called the staff back, meaning he would have to eat out or call a takeaway when he returned – because his wife’s helpfulness and consideration were what he loved most about her.

      Hunter had stopped expecting Sawyer to fall in love with him shortly after they were married, when she had made it clear that it was never going to happen. She was determined to hold on to the hatred she had for him in school. So he had to rethink his plan to break her heart, because it was apparent that killing her with kindness wasn’t an option. Instead they battled, and as much fun as it was for him to spar with her, playing her at her own game wasn’t conducive to his desired outcome.

      He had started to hope the heir clause in their contract would melt her ice queen exterior, but after almost three years of marriage she was still as cold as ever. There wasn’t even a crack in her shell that he could exploit; she was serving her time by spending his money until she was free. Part of their agreement was that every month he would put forty thousand into an account only she had access to; the money was to cover her expenses. He had no idea how, or if, she spent it all or if she had any left over, but it was in the contract, so he made the payments. He would cut her off if he didn’t have appearances to keep up, and he couldn’t have his wife sullying his reputation.

      As Humphrey pulled up at a red light, Hunter cast his eyes over the surrounding street. To the left of his eyeline was a club he’d never noticed in the daylight and, walking across the car park towards the bouncers on the door, he caught sight of a familiar face. Realising Leighton was back from his tour, Hunter was sure Sawyer had been with her rockstar boyfriend.

      The rage rose rapidly in Hunter’s chest and impulse carried him from the back of the vehicle, across the road and onto the car park. He charged up to the musician and yelled to get his attention. ‘Hey!’

      Leighton turned, a smile growing wide across his face specifically to irritate him. ‘Hey, Livingston.’

      ‘Was she with you?’ Hunter asked, shoving him in the chest with both hands.

      Stumbling, but standing his ground, Leighton laughed. ‘Did you misplace your wife?’

      Hunter saw red instantly and balled up his fist at his side. Pulling his arm back, he swung with all the power his anger allowed and connected with Leighton’s jaw. The force sent his head forty-five degrees, but his feet stayed firmly planted on the tarmac.

      Leighton returned his eyes to him, pulling his shoulders back to stand even taller than the height he already had on Hunter, and hesitated until unexpectedly swinging back – knocking the married man to the ground.

      Blood erupted from Hunter’s mouth, and he put his hand up to blindly assess the cut on his lip. He was furious. It felt as though nothing was in his favour, his attempt to make a statement had been futile, while Leighton’s was clear and precise. It had been the same all the way through private school; Hunter was always on the losing side of things. He would counter, but there wasn’t any point trying to gain the upper hand because it never seemed to work.

      With his tail between his legs, Hunter climbed up to his feet. ‘Stay away from Sawyer,’ he said, walking back to his car, which was holding up traffic.
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      Lying in bed reading a book she’d had recommended to her, Sawyer jumped when the sudden noise of a message coming through to her phone broke through the silence of the room. With her heart still racing in her chest, she reached for the device on the bed next to her and opened the text.

      Just saw your husband, he’s as good at winning a fight today as he was in school, the message read, and Sawyer couldn’t help the smile that teased her lips. Some things never changed; Hunter was always going to feel intimidated by her lover. Leighton had been more popular in school and even now, among the same people they knew, Leighton was favoured because he was a nicer person. It was as if Hunter felt as though he had something to prove; he couldn’t finish any confrontation with any confidence, meaning Leighton always got the upper hand.

      Hearing Hunter’s key in the lock, Sawyer forced the amusement from her lips and deleted the message before placing the phone on her bedside table – if her husband was checking up on her, she didn’t want him to find any evidence. She turned back to her book and pretended to be deep in the story as Hunter entered the bedroom.

      It would have been obvious that he’d been in a scuffle, even if Leighton hadn’t forewarned her. His shirt had droplets of blood on the front, and his lip was split. She feigned concern. ‘Jesus, what happened to you?’

      Unbuttoning his shirt, Hunter avoided her eye. ‘Nothing.’

      Placing her bookmark between the pages, Sawyer closed the book and put it on the stand beside her phone. ‘You’re bleeding so it’s clearly something.’

      Taking his shirt off, he threw it in the wash basket. ‘I’ll just have a quick shower and we’ll get to it,’ he said, set on changing the subject.

      She frowned. ‘Get to what exactly?’

      ‘We’ve got a baby to make; remember our agreement?’

      ‘Oh…that.’

      Sawyer watched her husband disappear into the bathroom. She had agreed to the updated terms before he went away, but she hadn’t expected him to take advantage of them so soon after returning – she guessed she had Leighton to thank for that. The last thing Sawyer ever wanted to do was to have sex with Hunter, but seeing as though he saw it as a perk of their marriage, there was no possibility of him agreeing to any other way of making a baby. She had to think of a way to minimise the damage.

      The wait for Hunter to finish his shower seemed to take forever, but when he did emerge, he was as naked as the day he was born. He was in decent shape for someone she wasn’t attracted to; obviously all the time he killed in the gym when he was away was paying off. He wasn’t completely repulsive, which softened the blow of having to have sex with him – as long as she turned out the lights and didn’t focus on who he was.

      Not bothering to build up to his intentions, given that he had warned her what was coming, Hunter climbed into bed and kissed his wife.

      She pulled away and reached for the lamp on her bedside table, but before she could turn off the light, he stopped her. ‘Leave it on.’

      Sawyer looked over at him. ‘It’s got to go off if we’re going to do this, I can’t look at you.’

      He rolled his eyes. ‘Need to picture your boyfriend?’

      Her brow furrowed. ‘Do you want sex or not?’

      ‘Fine, turn it off.’ He surrendered, lying back against the mattress.

      Wasting no time, Sawyer reached across and took his flaccid member in her hand. She mechanically moved her fist back and forth until she felt him grow and harden. But she didn’t stop working him; her speed increasing. The change in his breathing made it obvious it wasn’t going to take him long to explode all over her hand.

      ‘If you keep that up, I’m going to cum,’ Hunter managed between breaths.

      ‘Yeah, that’s the point,’ she said, removing her hand and shifting to climb on top of him.

      She slid up and down his cock rapidly until she heard the unmistakable sound of satisfaction at the back of his throat and felt him tense beneath her as he came. She wasted no time trying to orgasm and climbed off him.

      Grabbing a pillow from her side of the bed, Sawyer placed it under her head as she raised her legs up onto the headboard and positioned her backside on the other pillows.

      ‘What are you doing?’ Hunter asked, curious about the position she had put herself in.

      ‘Trying to help the fertility process; ten minutes like this should help the sperm get to where it needs to go,’ she replied, looking up at the ceiling. She had seen the technique somewhere and decided that, even if it didn’t work, it wouldn’t hurt to try.

      Hunter propped himself up on his elbow, so he could see her face. ‘But don’t you have to have an orgasm to get pregnant?’

      Sawyer laughed. ‘If that were true, there would be fewer babies in the world, trust me. Besides, I have a vibrator if I want to get off.’

      ‘When did you buy a vibrator?’

      ‘Not long after we were married. I never needed one before that.’

      Hunter knew what she was implying. She couldn’t even let him bask in the after-sex glow without bringing up her ex. ‘Of course not, because Leighton is good at everything,’ he replied sarcastically, as he climbed out of bed and walked into the wardrobe to get a pair of pyjama bottoms. ‘I suppose you know he’s back in town.’

      ‘Is he?’ She feigned ignorance.

      ‘How else do you think I got a fat lip?’

      ‘I take it you antagonised him into hitting you then.’

      ‘Were you with him while I was gone? Were you in his bed instead of at home like you should have been?’

      ‘Does it matter where I was? I’m here, doing as I’m told.’

      ‘Yes, it fucking matters, Sawyer – we’re trying for a baby.’

      Sawyer’s eye roll went unseen; she knew she had to lie to him – and she had to be convincing. An affair, regardless of who it was with, would put her in breach of their contract. Removing her legs from the headboard, she flipped herself around so she could see him. ‘I was with Angelica.’

      The two best friends had agreed – once the truth came out about her marriage – that if ever Sawyer was with Leighton and needed an alibi for Hunter, that Angelica would be it.

      ‘You’d been with Angelica all week.’

      ‘With the rest of the girls; I needed some best-friend time, that’s all.’

      He stared at her, assessing whether she was telling the truth. ‘Just tell me if you’re sleeping with him.’

      ‘Are you really that insecure?’

      ‘I don’t want there to be any secrets between us.’

      Her brow furrowed. ‘This isn’t a real marriage, Hunter.’

      ‘It is for me.’

      ‘Then I feel sorry for you.’

      He was instantly defensive. ‘Hey, don’t feel sorry for me. I have women lining up to take your place.’

      I know of at least one, she thought, going back to the position she’d been in before he had his meltdown. ‘Like it or not, I have secrets, Hunter. But I’m not sleeping with Leighton.’

      ‘I hope for your sake that you’re not lying. I’d hate for you to get nothing in the divorce and risk having your parents’ money taken from them – not when you’ve sacrificed so much for them to keep it.’ He was threatening her with court action – not for the first time since the wedding.

      ‘What’s the point of telling you I’m not lying? You won’t believe me. So I’m not sure what else you want me to say.’

      With a huff, Hunter climbed into bed, putting an abrupt end to the conversation.
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      Getting out of bed before her husband had its perks: Sawyer didn’t have to deal with his attempts at conversation while she got ready. Without the distraction, she was showered and standing in front of her clothes trying to pick an outfit she could easily change out of. Her mother-in-law had scheduled a dress fitting for her and her friends; it wasn’t enough for her to buy a gown to wear for this charity event; she had to have one made especially – for reasons unknown to her.

      She heard Hunter’s alarm as she finally decided on what to wear, and she knew she could use her hairdryer without waking him. Removing the towel that was wrapped around her head, she rubbed the excess moisture from her hair and threw the towel in the washing basket with the rest of the dirty laundry.

      She was applying her make-up by the time Hunter emerged from the bathroom and walked into the wardrobe to select his suit. He barely looked at her, let alone comment on her early start like he usually would, and she knew he was punishing her for their conversation the previous night.

      Sawyer looked over her shoulder in the mirror and saw him glance at her. A smile played on her lips. ‘Giving me the silent treatment, that’s your plan?’ Still Hunter didn’t speak to her. ‘If I’d have known three years ago that all it took was to talk about not needing a vibrator before marrying you, I would’ve done it sooner.’

      He cut his eyes at her as he reached for a tie to go with the suit he’d picked out. ‘It’s too early for you to be a bitch, Sawyer.’

      But knowing she was getting to him made her smile. ‘Hunter, don’t you know by now that that’s just who I am?’

      ‘Oh yeah, I know. I just thought it would take longer for your inner bitch to wake up given that you usually sleep until lunchtime.’

      ‘Well, you can thank your mum for that. I swear she booked my fitting this early on purpose.’

      That’s when Hunter smiled. ‘Oh, that was my idea. I thought you’d prefer to have the day to yourself afterward.’
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      The low hum of Leighton’s engine was enough to disturb the silence of the usually quiet area his parents lived in. He had no doubt his mother had prepared her surrounding neighbours for his visit once he’d rang the day before to tell her his plans, but he knew she’d still be on the receiving end of complaints; she always was.

      If Leighton had his way, he wouldn’t be dropping in at all – let alone this early. He liked to sleep until the afternoon if he could, and while he was home in his own bed, he could. But it was more than his life was worth to be home from a tour and not grace his mum with his presence at least once.

      The older of two boys by eight years, Leighton felt an obligation to keep in touch with his mother on the phone now he no longer lived under her roof. She would always tell him when he was falling short of the unwritten expectations she had for him. Her honesty was one of the reasons he moved out so quickly after coming into his trust fund at twenty-one. That was eight years ago, and although his relationship with her had changed since she had no say over what he did with his life, Roslyn Sinclair still kept him on his toes.

      Pulling up in his usual spot on his parents’ drive, Leighton turned off the engine and used his key to get inside the house he had grown up in. He could hear noise coming from the kitchen and he knew his mother was cooking breakfast. Leighton made his way towards the voices of his parents.

      Unlike their neighbours, the Sinclairs didn’t have a chef. Roslyn once told him that the only person who cooked in her house was her, and the only time that would change would be when they buried her. He had to admit, there was something about his mum’s cooking that no chef could replicate.

      When they’d moved in, she had insisted on designing the kitchen herself and over the years she’d updated it to her own specifications. The high-gloss white cupboards and black slate-effect worktops were her latest changes, as well as new appliances that could be operated with her smart phone – something she swore years ago wouldn’t happen.

      ‘Aye, aye…the prodigal son returns.’ His father, Walter, announced Leighton’s arrival from the dining table where they ate their breakfast every morning.

      Leighton rushed over to kiss his mother on the cheek. ‘Hi, Mum.’

      She received his affection as she hovered over the eggs cooking on the hob. ‘Do you want a coffee?’

      ‘It’s okay, I’ll make it.’ He made his way over to the fancy coffee maker that wouldn’t be out of place in a conference room and popped a pod of his choice inside. He put a cup under the nozzle and turned it on. ‘Where’s Isaac?’

      The mention of his brother was met with a groan from his father. ‘Oh, he’s sleeping the day away, as usual.’

      ‘Did he go out last night?’

      ‘He’s been partying hard since he came into his trust fund, instead of planning for his future like you did,’ his mother said, her tone expressing her disapproval.

      ‘He’ll figure that out before he blows it all.’

      ‘I’m not so sure, Leighton. I dread to think how much he’s blown through in these last six months.’

      ‘I’ll go and wake him,’ he said, heading out of the room.

      ‘But your breakfast will go cold,’ his mother called after him as he disappeared.

      ‘Stick it in the warmer, I’ll have it when I come down.’

      The Sinclairs came from ‘old money’, money that afforded them the luxury of owning many properties all over Europe. The family home, with nine bedrooms and six bathrooms, rivalled the size of all their friends’ homes. The twelve acres of land also had a large swimming pool, which was covered to protect it from the elements, and two tennis courts. In addition, they had two other buildings alongside the main dwelling: a guest house for visitors and a property purposely built as staff quarters.

      The building dated back to the sixteenth century; although it retained the original features inside, the decoration was kept up to date by Roslyn. The furniture she chose was mostly handmade pieces in keeping with the style the structure commanded. Disliking the feeling of wooden flooring, she had the original tiles of the hallway covered by a plain brown Axminister carpet that ran through the whole house.

      Leighton took the stairs two at a time and rushed towards his brother’s bedroom; he didn’t waste time knocking the door. Walking inside, he saw his sibling lying on his front in bed and decided instantly to give him a wake-up call like ones he’d received in the past – by jumping on him.

      Isaac was startled awake, much to the amusement of his older brother. ‘What the hell are you doing?’ he asked with a screech of protest.

      ‘Mum’s got breakfast on the go. I thought you might need some to soak up last night’s booze,’ Leighton replied, sitting beside Isaac.

      The younger man peeled himself off the mattress and rubbed his green eyes to help him wake up. ‘What time is it?’

      ‘About eight.’

      ‘I only got into bed three hours ago.’

      ‘Been there, done that,’ Leighton reminisced. ‘Who are you hanging out with these days?’

      ‘The usual crowd: Eric, Harvey and Grant,’ Isaac replied, sitting up, and immediately rested his head in the palm of his hand. ‘God, I’ve got a killer hangover.’

      ‘Another reason you should have breakfast.’

      ‘I’ll be all right once I have another beer after.’

      ‘I get it – being in a perpetual cycle of drinking and sleeping off a hangover is appealing since you came into your money, but it’s been six months of slacking off, Isaac. Maybe it’s time for you to start thinking about what you’re going to do with the rest of your life.’

      ‘If you came up here just to give me a lecture, you can save your breath; I know how you spent the year after you got your trust fund.’

      ‘I lost the love of my life; I was trying to numb the pain. What’s your excuse?’

      ‘I’m just having some fun with my friends.’

      ‘And I bet those friends of yours are happy to rely on you to pay for everything, so they don’t spend their own money.’

      ‘I don’t ask them to pay.’

      ‘They’d soon disappear if you did.’

      ‘I get this shit off Dad all the time, I’m sick of hearing about it.’

      ‘Then maybe it’s time to start listening and pick a way to make money instead of spending it.’

      ‘It’s all right for you, you knew what you wanted to do. I haven’t got a clue.’

      Leighton thought for a second. ‘The band is after a roadie; I could help you get the job, and you could come out on tour with us.’

      ‘But isn’t life on the road just the same thing I’ve been doing?’

      ‘You’ve got an unrealistic idea of how I make a living.’
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      The boutique Beatrice swore by was owned by a sweet older woman named Gillian, whose husband had bought her the premises over forty years ago and had retired earlier than she’d have liked. The couple’s two daughters had taken over the running of things once their mother’s hands stopped working the way she needed them to. Their older daughter, Rose, ran the shop and did most of the alterations these days, while Jasmine did the accounts.

      With long dark auburn hair and striking green eyes, Rose believed she was instantly recognisable. But it seemed as though she was wrong; Sawyer and her friends didn’t seem to realise that they’d all gone to the same school over a decade ago.

      ‘Did you see that Jessica came back to town?’ Jacinda asked, as they sat around in the boutique while Rose pinned Sawyer’s gown so that it was a better fit. ‘It looks as if the baby she had last year has added a few pounds.’

      ‘You’re not exactly the size eight you were in school, Jacinda,’ Sawyer pointed out, looking down at the length of her dress as she sipped from a champagne flute.

      ‘I’m not twice the size I was,’ Jacinda smirked. ‘Jessica can’t say the same.’

      Rose hoped her eye roll went undetected as she listened to the conversation; Jacinda was still the same bitch she’d been in school. Rose was curious if anyone escaped her judgement.

      ‘Do you talk about all of us that way when you’re not with us?’ Angelica asked, seemingly thinking the same thing.

      Jacinda glanced at Sawyer before turning her eyes to the woman who’d asked the question. ‘Of course I don’t.’

      The glimpse in Sawyer’s direction didn’t escape Rose’s attention and she knew it was telling. She took that to mean that Jacinda degraded Sawyer whenever she had the chance.

      ‘You’ll need an underskirt with hoops for this to sit right, Mrs Livingston,’ Rose said, trying to prevent a cat fight from breaking out.

      Sawyer rolled her eyes. ‘My mother-in-law is Mrs Livingston, call me Sawyer,’ she said, and Rose sensed that her hatred of being addressed formally had more to it than met the eye. ‘Can you sew the underskirt into the dress? I already feel like a bloody blancmange without adding extra restrictions.’

      ‘I’m sure I could figure out a way to do that.’

      Rose knew better than to tell someone of means that she couldn’t do something if she was asked. The shop’s reputation rested on her shoulders now and she couldn’t run the family business into the ground, not after only taking over a couple of years ago. But for her, there was nothing worse than a rich client, even though they were the reason the shop was doing so well. If you did the job to their satisfaction, they would always come back and spend obscene amounts of their money. On the other hand, if you told them no or that something couldn’t be done, they had the potential to ruin what her mum had worked hard to build.

      This wasn’t the first time Rose had had these women in her shop; that was months ago when they were having their measurements taken. With the event approaching, the dresses had been made and today was for final alterations. Sawyer was always so nice – as was Angelica – but Jacinda was particular about every detail and spoke down to her. That was the reason why Rose was sure Jacinda was the only one of the group who remembered they had all attended the same school; they didn’t hang out with the same people, but they shared a lesson or two. The way Jacinda treated her wasn’t so dissimilar to how she’d treated Rose all those years ago. Rich girls intimidated her then and they still did now – especially Jacinda, who she expected smelled her fear a mile away, like a shark could smell blood in the water. Rose was hoping she had done enough to kill the conversation about their old schoolmate by speaking, but clearly Jacinda wasn’t finished yet.

      ‘Do you remember Jessica, Rose?’ Jacinda asked, cementing Rose’s suspicions. She was filled with dread; she never turned down business, but she always feared having to revisit her past. ‘Not really, no,’ Rose replied, hoping the subject would change if she didn’t elaborate.
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      Sawyer frowned over at Angelica; she didn’t remember ever seeing Rose in the halls of their private school. She looked down at the dressmaker. ‘Did you go to Clifton?’

      Jacinda answered for Rose. ‘Of course she did, we were in drama and dance together.’

      ‘Why don’t I remember you?’ Sawyer asked, trying to place her.

      ‘We didn’t hang around in the same crowd,’ Rose said, hoping to put an end to the conversation.

      But Jacinda wasn’t finished delving into the past. ‘Didn’t you date one of Hunter’s friends?’ she asked. ‘Yeah, you and Trent were together in school. Didn’t he knock you up?’

      Suddenly Rose got to her feet. ‘I’ve got to get some more pins.’ She excused herself, on the brink of tears.

      Hearing the highlights seemed to make something click for Angelica. ‘Oh my God, you’re an idiot,’ she said, low enough that she would only be heard by her friends. ‘She had a miscarriage.’

      ‘Nice one, Jacinda,’ Sawyer said, grabbing the bottom of her dress and going after Rose.

      When Sawyer caught up to Rose in the back room, she found the seamstress hunched over a sink crying. She approached Rose slowly so as not to alarm her. ‘I’m sorry about Jacinda, she thinks being a bitch is her birthright.’

      Rose sniffed back her tears and wiped her eyes. ‘I could tell by the smug look on her face when you first came in months ago that she remembered me – she hated me in school and caused no end of trouble. I was just hoping, after she made no mention of it, that I’d got away with avoiding her vicious tongue.’

      ‘No one is safe from Jacinda’s viciousness, although I seem to be the only one who isn’t afraid of her.’

      Turning to face her, Rose looked her in the eyes. ‘You’re a different kind of scary. You’re more of a fierce protector; I never understood why you were friends with her.’

      ‘I’m friends with Liberty, Jacinda just comes as part of the package.’
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      Sitting on his brother’s bed while he got dressed, Leighton looked around the bedroom to find it was still exactly how he remembered it before he’d moved out. ‘I’m surprised Mum’s let you keep it the same in here. She likes to decorate the whole house every couple of years, but I’ve been gone eight and this room is untouched.’

      ‘It’ll save her the effort of redecorating when I move out – that way she can turn it into a shrine like she did with yours,’ Isaac said, pulling a T-shirt over his head.

      Leighton could swear he heard the resentment his brother felt. ‘I took everything I had with me.’

      ‘She brought new furniture, laid it out the same as you had it and has put band posters on your walls.’

      Leighton was shocked. ‘She makes it plain that she misses me, but I didn’t think she’d go to those lengths.’

      ‘Well, she has; sometimes I wonder why she bothered to have me.’

      ‘Are you kidding? You’re her blue-eyed little boy.’

      As they walked out of his room, Isaac frowned. ‘That doesn’t make sense; my eyes are green.’

      Leighton put his arm around his brother’s neck and tucked his head in the crook. ‘It’s a saying, you idiot,’ he laughed.
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      ‘You know…you should come to my mother-in-law’s charity event this weekend,’ Sawyer suggested, as she and Rose sat talking in the small kitchen at the back of the premises.

      The shop owner was dumbfounded. ‘What? No, that’s okay.’

      ‘You should be there – if anything, it’ll give the gossips something to talk about.’

      ‘I don’t want to give them anything to talk about.’

      Sawyer smiled. ‘C’mon, don’t you miss the old crowd?’

      ‘God, no. I’m glad I had to leave when I was sixteen because my parents couldn’t afford the ten grand a term tuition fees.’ Rose shared more than she should. ‘Besides, I’ve got nothing to wear to an event that rich.’

      ‘I’m sure you could make yourself a dress.’

      ‘As well as all the alterations I’ll have to make after today? I don’t know how fast you think I work, but I’m going to be hard pressed for time as it is without adding more for me to do.’

      ‘So buy a dress,’ Sawyer shrugged. ‘You know the sort of style you need for this sort of event.’

      Rose considered her invitation for longer than she should’ve. She knew better than to put herself in the position of being around the same people she had gone to school with, to say nothing of seeing Trent again. She hadn’t seen him since the miscarriage that had driven them apart, which was her doing because it had been too painful to be around him. She always went out of her way to avoid anyone who knew she had ever been pregnant; it was just bad luck that some of those people had walked into the family shop.
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      ‘What’s this?’ Leighton asked, picking up an invitation lain on the kitchen counter and reading the front.

      ‘That’s for BB’s charity ball this weekend,’ Roslyn replied, as she served him the breakfast that had been kept warm for him. ‘I can call her and have your name added to the guest list.’

      ‘I don’t want to go.’

      ‘Why not? Your dad and I will be there.’

      He laughed. ‘Beatrice Livingston doesn’t want me showing up at her party; she’d have a fit.’

      ‘Your money is as good as anyone else’s.’

      ‘I love you, Mum. But people make assumptions about me based on my appearance, especially in the high society you’re a part of.’
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      The steps of the grand hotel were laid with a red carpet. From outside, the building looked as if it was a castle in a previous life; the inside was equally impressive. The lofty ceilings were decorated with gold-etched crown mouldings and sizeable glass chandeliers.

      The wide corridor led straight to the large event room, which was decorated with sashes of bright white and red fabric sporadically hung from the ceiling. The hall was half filled with round tables, each with ten chairs and tall centrepieces of red and white roses. The bar was at the opposite end of the room to the stage where the orchestra was set up, and there was a small dance floor. Three sets of open double doors gave access to the gardens at the back of the hotel.

      Sawyer remembered Beatrice telling her that this was where her parents were married, and she was on the board of directors. Sawyer knew Beatrice had other places she used for functions, but  that she used this hotel whenever she possibly could.

      When the limousine came to a stop at the bottom of the steps and the door attendant in Beatrice’s employ opened Sawyer’s door, she pressed her knees together and swung her legs from the back of the vehicle. She had been taught from an early age the proper way a lady should exit the back seat, and had mastered it in no time. Straightening her back, Sawyer waited for Hunter to climb out the other side and join her before taking his arm, faking a smile for one of the three photographers she knew had been booked for the evening.

      Once she and Hunter were at the bottom of the steps, Sawyer reached down to take her skirt in her hand so she wouldn’t trip over it on her climb. Although she had been advised to have a hooped petticoat underneath, she had opted for a slight flow to her dress instead. Sawyer always underestimated the number of steps she had to walk up whenever her mother-in-law chose this venue, but she kept the smile on her face as she held onto her husband for support. Between the heels and the couple of drinks she’d had while she was getting ready, she needed the extra assistance. She was far from drunk, but she wasn’t technically sober either.

      Walking inside the building, the supposedly happy couple posed for another photograph before being welcomed by Beatrice, who smiled the instant she saw them. ‘Here’s my boy, and his wonderful bride. I’m so glad you’re here.’

      Hunter smiled, accepting a kiss on his cheek. ‘Well, after you threatened to remove my testicles if I didn’t show my face, I thought I’d better be here,’ he joked for the benefit of the people around them.

      ‘You’re wicked. You know I did no such thing.’ Beatrice lightly tapped him on his shoulder.

      Sawyer could tell by her reaction that her mother-in-law was amused by Hunter’s comment. But when Beatrice turned to look her up and down, she was serious. Sawyer knew then that it hadn’t escaped her notice that the design of the bright red dress she wore – in keeping with the colour theme – didn’t reflect the sketch Beatrice had approved. The strapless straight neckline showed little of her cleavage and the flow of the fabric accentuated her hourglass shape; it was tasteful and exactly what Sawyer had wanted. She was relieved when her mother-in-law smiled.

      ‘You look flawless, as always,’ Beatrice said, embracing her.
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      It hadn’t gone unnoticed by Sawyer, as the hall started to fill to capacity, that her parents were missing – as with most of Beatrice’s events these days. The whispered rumours of Abraham’s gambling hadn’t taken long to start after Sawyer’s wedding. That’s when invitations to dinner parties and events to raise money for any cause slowly dwindled until the Talbots were no longer welcome to join the people they once classed as friends. Even not knowing the extent of Abraham’s problem, no one seemed to want to be associated with him, and her mother was collateral damage. Sawyer wouldn’t wish social exile on anyone. Although she was guilty of distancing herself from her parents, rarely visiting or calling these days, she felt sorry for her mum; she thrived on being included in society.

      Sawyer knew it was likely Beatrice had extended an invitation to her parents, and Henrietta had declined because she was conscious of the disapproving glances and hushed conversations her solo attendance always received from the other guests. Abraham never went along with his wife – not even for her sake – meaning her mum often spent the evening alone. No one would approach her to make conversation, so it was better for everyone if Henrietta stayed at home.

      Meandering around the room with a drink in her hand, it seemed to take forever for Sawyer to see the familiar face of her best friend, who walked in on the arm of her husband. Excusing herself from the older couple she was talking to, she rushed to Angelica’s side.

      ‘It’s about time. What took you so long?’ she said, not bothering with pleasantries. ‘Jesus, even Jacinda got here before you and she’s always late.’

      Her best friend was a little hesitant, as if she didn’t know how to say what she had to say. ‘Um, we had to pick up someone on our way.’

      ‘Who?’ Sawyer frowned.

      Angelica didn’t have a chance to answer before Sawyer saw Leighton enter the room wearing black trousers, a white jacket, and a shirt with a red tie. Most of his tattoos were covered, and his long hair was wrapped up in a bun. Her mouth dropped open. It was hard to believe they were in the same room…in public…with her husband present.

      ‘What…why are you here?’ she asked, shocked.

      Leighton smiled, getting closer. ‘Mum wanted me here, so I’m here.’

      ‘And, of course, you couldn’t pass up the opportunity to ruffle some feathers.’

      He shrugged. ‘I’m just here for the kids,’ he said, gesturing to the banner carrying the name of the children’s charity.

      She looked around to locate Hunter’s whereabouts. It was as if he sensed her search and when she found him, their eyes met, but only for a second. He instantly saw Leighton standing with her and Sawyer knew that keeping the two of them separated was going to be an impossible task.

      She turned to look back at her best friend. ‘I need a drink. Join me, won’t you?’

      ‘Sure.’ Angelica glanced helplessly at Flynn, as she walked away from him. She could tell that she was about to get a lecture.

      ‘Nice blindside, Mrs Pendleton,’ Sawyer said accusingly, as they walked towards the bar.

      ‘What was I supposed to do? I didn’t know he was coming until we were heading towards his house,’ Angelica explained.

      ‘And you couldn’t text me to let me know once he got in the car?’

      ‘Would you have heard your phone?’

      Sawyer didn’t have a chance to answer before she was startled by her husband’s voice over her shoulder. ‘What the hell is he doing here?’

      She stopped in her tracks and spun to face him. ‘It’s as much of a shock to me as it is to you; I didn’t invite him.’

      ‘I don’t want him here.’

      ‘Then go and tell him, but you know from experience that won’t end well,’ she said, subtly reminding him of his last incident with Leighton.

      Hunter didn’t heed her warning. Sawyer watched him march over to his adversary with his shoulders back and his head held high as though it would help him. But she knew it was bravado; the last thing Hunter would want was to be embarrassed in front of his family and the few friends that were there.
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      Leighton was alone as he watched Hunter approach. He could see a determination in his eye, which amused him.

      ‘Why are you here?’ Hunter demanded to know.

      ‘I was invited.’ His reply was simple, but he couldn’t resist antagonising Hunter. ‘Believe it or not, your wife and I can be in a room without ripping each other’s clothes off.’

      ‘I remember a time when that wasn’t true,’ Hunter responded.

      Leighton recalled an incident in school when he and Sawyer were caught in the showers in a compromising position by Hunter and a faculty member, which could be the only memory he was alluding to.

      ‘You know, we’re bound to run into each other from time to time, we’ve got a lot of the same friends.’

      ‘But you weren’t meant to be here; you came on purpose.’

      Leighton grinned. ‘What can I say? I like to rub salt in the wound from time to time; I don’t get to do it nearly enough now that my career takes me away for months.’

      ‘And yet you keep showing up like a bad penny.’

      Leighton motioned with his finger to something he saw out of the corner of his eye. ‘Maybe you should be less concerned about me and pay closer attention to why Bryce is pushing up on your little sister.’

      His distraction had the desired effect; Hunter’s head whipped around in the direction Leighton had pointed. He knew seeing his best friend making no secret of his attraction to Evangeline would fill Hunter with rage. As he marched over to speak to them, Leighton took a sip of his drink, satisfied he’d been able to defuse the situation, if only for his parents’ sake.
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      Sawyer stood with Angelica drinking her third cocktail within the hour when she saw the seamstress she had invited along, and she smiled. Placing her glass down on a table, she walked over to her. ‘You changed your mind about coming,’ she said.

      Sawyer could tell by the way Rose shifted uncomfortably on the spot that she wasn’t used to this lifestyle any more; she suspected the formal gown Rose wore didn’t help.

      Rose flashed a brief smile. ‘Well, I thought there was no point in wasting the invitation.’

      ‘Then it’s a good job I didn’t forget to put you on the guest list,’ Sawyer joked before motioning to her outfit. ‘I love what you’re wearing.’

      Rose looked down at the peach satin dress she stood in. ‘I barely checked my reflection in the mirror before I rushed out of the house,’ she babbled. ‘I didn’t have time to make a dress, nor the money to buy one, so I borrowed one of my mum’s from when she was my age.’ She rolled her green eyes. ‘God, listen to me, I’m pathetic.’

      ‘No, you’re not. You’ve just fallen on tough times; it happens to everyone.’

      ‘Oh yeah, had many of those yourself, have you?’ Rose snapped.

      Her tone caught Sawyer off guard, especially because she’d been nothing but nice to her. She couldn’t divulge that she was going through one now – she was contractually obliged to play along with the image she projected. Besides, Sawyer knew it couldn’t be classified in the same way – not wanting to be married to one of the richest men in their society and struggling for money weren’t even close to being the same thing.

      ‘People struggle for different reasons,’ she replied, conscious to keep any attitude out of her voice.

      ‘Sorry.’ Rose shook her head and looked around. ‘I’m just irritable because I never thought I’d be in a room with these people again.’

      Sensing who she was looking for, Sawyer reached out to touch her arm. ‘Don’t worry, I found out he’s not coming. He’s off skiing in Switzerland.’

      Rose instantly relaxed and released a deep breath as she ran her fingers through her long straight red hair. ‘Oh, thank God.’

      ‘Let’s get you a drink,’ Sawyer said, linking arms with her and steering her towards the bar.
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      Staying close to his wife, Hunter was overly tactile. He kept his arm around her while they conversed with other people and kissed her cheek every time he left her side. Sawyer wasn’t stupid – she knew this was for Leighton’s benefit. But it was driving her mad. Usually Hunter would mingle with the guests, and she wouldn’t see him until they were ready to leave. Leighton’s attendance was an inconvenience she could do without.

      ‘Would you stop crowding me?’ Sawyer scolded through gritted teeth, trying desperately to maintain the smile she daren’t let slip from her face. ‘I know what you’re doing, and it won’t work.’

      Hunter feigned ignorance. ‘What am I doing?’

      ‘Trying to instigate a fight, and Leighton won’t fall for it; he won’t be manipulated.’

      Sawyer watched as Hunter looked over at the man she was defending, clearly aware of his exact whereabouts. She could tell her husband felt that he held some power over Leighton in this room. But it didn’t matter who they were in the company of, Hunter never quite measured up to the man he despised.

      ‘It appears lover boy’s attention is elsewhere,’ Hunter gloated.

      Sawyer glanced over to the table where Leighton had been sitting for some time. Since she’d reacquainted them, Leighton and Rose had been sat together. The woman was so close she was practically sitting in his lap, having secret conversations, occasionally throwing her head back as she laughed at something he said. She was continually twisting her hair around her fingers and, every now and again, would reach out to touch Leighton on the arm. Rose was flirting, and he wasn’t discouraging her. The display made Sawyer want to march over; to tell Rose that Leighton was off limits. But she had to swallow the desire to do anything about her feelings; she had to play her part, and that didn’t include revealing her affair by reacting as though she was a jealous girlfriend.

      Sawyer needed a distraction and she had to provide one for her husband – having him by her side wasn’t helping her mood. That’s when she spotted Evangeline dancing with Bryce, and she decided to bring it to Hunter’s attention. She had noticed earlier, after speaking with Leighton, that her husband had marched over to his best friend with a look of thunder on her face, but nothing had come of it. Bryce had obviously had an explanation for whatever Hunter objected to and set him at ease.

      ‘When did those two get so close?’ Sawyer asked, pointing a finger in his sister’s direction.

      ‘They’re not close,’ Hunter argued.

      Sawyer smiled; she’d hit a sore spot and she aimed to instigate a reaction. ‘Then why haven’t they left each other’s side all night?’

      ‘What are you implying?’ he asked, narrowing his eyes suspiciously.

      ‘Hunter, that boy is usually like a dog in heat, and he hasn’t so much as looked at anyone else. It’s obvious, he’s completely besotted with your little sister.’

      ‘I asked him, he said there’s nothing going on between them.’

      She had to plant the seed of doubt in his mind. ‘Well of course he’s going to say that. But what does your gut instinct tell you?’

      ‘You think they’re dating.’ It was more a statement than a question.

      Knowing how protective Hunter was of Evangeline, and his knowledge of Bryce’s reputation, Sawyer goaded him further. ‘I’m not sure you could call it dating, but…they’re definitely sleeping together.’

      ‘Has Evie said something to you?’

      ‘She didn’t have to. The way they’re dancing pelvis to pelvis, it’s sending a message to the whole room. You don’t dance that close unless you’re a professional or you’re screwing your partner,’ she said to provoke him. ‘If I were you, I don’t know that I’d be so understanding about my best friend fucking my sister.’

      ‘Why do you care?’ he asked.

      ‘Because…she’s family. I know it’s only by marriage, but I care about her, and I don’t want her to get hurt.’

      ‘Are you so sure he’d hurt her?’

      She pleaded innocence. ‘I mean, you know him better than me, but…have you ever known Bryce to be in a long-term relationship?’

      That was enough of a push to spur him into action and as he marched towards the dance floor, Sawyer smiled wickedly. It was probably unfair of her to use her suspicions about Evangeline’s love life as a distraction just so she got a minute’s peace, but it had been all she could think of that would matter enough to Hunter to get him to leave her side.

      No sooner had Hunter walked away, Sawyer watched Leighton get up from the table and leave Rose to go outside. She knew it was likely that he was going for a cigarette, and she planned to take advantage of her freedom.

      Sawyer stepped out under the darkening sky and watched Leighton make his way into the gardens. There were only a few event-goers outside, and as far as she could tell, none of them would know her to point out the way she’d gone if Hunter was to ask. Lifting her dress to prevent it from dragging on the grass, she was able to move faster. When Leighton turned the corner around a tall hedge, Sawyer called out to him as they disappeared out of view of any guests.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Missing nothing, Angelica saw Hunter march onto the dance floor, but her attention stayed on her best friend, who was looking elsewhere. She followed the direction of Sawyer’s gaze and could see she was homed in on Leighton, who stood up and left the room. Scanning back to her best friend, Angelica saw her follow her ex and her pulse quickened. She knew Sawyer wasn’t thinking clearly; she was being reckless, and risking being caught. She didn’t know it, but Hunter wasn’t the only one who had a reason to keep tabs on Sawyer – Jacinda had it in for her too.

      Angelica’s eyes flitted over the dance floor to find Hunter; he was busy with Bryce and hadn’t seen his wife disappear. She searched the room for Jacinda, expecting that the timing of Sawyer’s walk outside wouldn’t have escaped her notice. But Angelica couldn’t find her.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Once they were concealed behind a hedge, Leighton stopped walking and turned to Sawyer. ‘What are you doing out here?’

      ‘I want to talk to you,’ she replied.

      He looked around. ‘And what if your husband comes looking for you?’

      ‘I’ve made sure he’s busy.’

      ‘What do you want?’ he asked, lighting a cigarette.

      Sawyer frowned, sensing the attitude in his voice. ‘Why are you being a dick?’

      He stared at her. He didn’t have time to beat around the bush, not when they could be caught together at any minute. ‘Have you been lying to me about your marriage?’

      ‘Why would you ask me that?’

      ‘Well, you and your husband looked very cosy in there.’

      Sawyer rolled her eyes. ‘Oh my God, that’s Hunter acting for your benefit; usually I only see him at the end of the night when we’re leaving…no one knows I was forced to marry him, Leighton, so I have to give my best performance every time I’m in a room with these people. If you believed it, I must be doing something right.’

      ‘It’s driving me crazy seeing you with him.’

      ‘How do you think I feel about you flirting with Rose?’

      Without warning, Leighton dropped his cigarette onto the grass and ground it out with his foot before grabbing her hand. He pulled her further from the event room to the side of a shed at the bottom of the gardens and pressed her against the structure. Kissing her, he lifted her dress and slipped his hand inside her underwear. He found her clit easily and Sawyer threw her head back with a moan of pleasure. Having sex in places where there was a risk of being caught added even more of a thrill to being with him.

      ‘We shouldn’t do this here,’ she protested with little conviction.

      ‘I’ll be quick, I promise,’ he replied, unzipping his fly.

      Sawyer smiled. ‘You better be.’
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      Keeping her eyes on Hunter in case she had to intervene, Angelica didn’t have a chance to relax. Watching the dance floor, she saw Jacinda approach Hunter, and her instincts told her that the woman who’d been reporting back to him had seen Sawyer leave the room behind Leighton too. Her theory was even more evident when she saw Hunter search the room with his eyes.

      ‘You need to find Leighton and Sawyer,’ Angelica told her husband.

      Flynn frowned. ‘Why?’

      ‘Because Jacinda just told Hunter that they went outside together. You need to warn them,’ she said. When her husband didn’t move, she expressed the urgency, reaching out to pinch him on the arm. ‘Now!’
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      Doing as he was told, Flynn placed his drink down on the table they stood next to. He rubbed his bicep to take the sting out of the pinch his wife had inflicted and hurried outside to look for his best friend, attempting to appear nonchalant. But Hunter and Jacinda were ahead of him and, as he stepped out under the now dark sky, Flynn overheard what they were saying.

      ‘I swear, I just saw her walk out here,’ Jacinda was telling the married man.

      Flynn didn’t pause. He slipped past the two of them, searching his surroundings as he checked down the side of the building from the terrace. There was no sign of either of them. He decided to try his luck in the gardens. He rushed down the concrete steps ahead of Hunter and Jacinda, but he could feel them close behind him.
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      Lowering her dress from her waist, Sawyer tried to regulate her breathing as she attempted to make herself look presentable enough to rejoin the party. Leighton usually liked to take his time during sex. But he always got the desired reaction from her body; he knew exactly what she liked. The only drawback was that they hadn’t used a condom. She hated to have to use the morning after pill again so soon after the first time – there was a reason you had to have a consultation before getting it over the counter: it was dangerous to use it the way she was. But she had acquired two from different pharmacies for a reason. She just had to remember to take one when she got home.

      With a deep breath, Sawyer smoothed down her dress as best she could and checked it for creases. Luckily, there weren’t any that couldn’t be explained away by her being sat down. She reached inside the small bag for her bright red lipstick and applied some to her lips. Watching Leighton do up his trousers, Sawyer noticed he had some lipstick on his mouth and reached up to rub her thumb over the mark to remove it. ‘If you go back inside wearing the same shade as me, we’ll be rumbled.’

      When she was finished cleaning him up, Leighton waited for her to move. She didn’t. ‘Do you want me to leave first?’ he asked.

      ‘Go straight behind the hedges until you get to the steps at the side of the building and use those to get inside,’ she instructed. ‘I’ll go back the way we came.’

      He took his cigarettes from his pocket and leaned over to kiss her cheek. ‘Put your game face back on.’ Sawyer forced a smile for dramatic effect. ‘Perfect!’ he said, heading off in the direction she’d pointed.
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      Suspecting where Leighton and Sawyer had gone to take a reprieve from prying eyes, Flynn ducked through the row of tall hedges and walked into the path of his best friend, who was on his own.

      ‘There you are…Hunter’s looking for you,’ Flynn told him.

      Leighton wasn’t surprised. ‘For me, or for Sawyer?’ he asked, lighting his cigarette.

      Flynn looked around for her. ‘Where is she?’

      ‘You probably passed her,’ Leighton replied, continuing to make his way back to the event room.

      ‘What are you two playing at? Do you want to be caught?’

      ‘If I had my way, I’d screw her right under Hunter’s nose, but she’s determined to see that marriage contract through.’

      ‘That piss you off?’

      ‘Put yourself in my shoes; expected to stand by and watch Angelica play happy ever after with someone you hated, how would you feel?’

      Flynn sighed. ‘I’m thinking that going off on tour wouldn’t be far enough away to keep me from beating him to death.’

      ‘And that’s what I’m dealing with.’
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      Keeping to the pathway through the gardens to save his expensive shoes from getting dirty, Hunter kept his head on a swivel as he looked around for the familiar face of his wife. The old-style lamppost lighting provided enough illumination to see clearly, but he saw no evidence of Sawyer.

      ‘Did you see them leave together?’ he asked Jacinda, who was close to his side.

      ‘I saw Leighton leave first, and she took off after him,’ she replied.

      Stopping after a few more steps, Hunter scanned around. There weren’t any signs of Sawyer; he sighed in frustration. ‘I don’t know that she would’ve come down this far.’

      ‘I guess that depends on what she and Leighton are up to.’

      Hunter knew what Jacinda was implying. He didn’t need any encouragement to imagine the exact reason Leighton and Sawyer had snuck off; visualising them together kept him awake at night. He was about to suggest going back up to the event, when his wife appeared on the path a short distance ahead of them. She was alone, with no sign of her ex-boyfriend.

      Hunter rushed up to her. ‘Where is he?’ he asked, his anger influencing his volume. He didn’t seem to care if the few people around them could hear every word.

      Immediately clocking his companion, Sawyer knew Jacinda had been whispering in her husband’s ear. Still, she played dumb. ‘Who?’

      ‘Leighton.’

      Sawyer cut an ice-cold look at the woman who claimed to be her friend. She could tell by Jacinda’s place by Hunter’s side she was hoping for a fight; she wanted to capitalise on the friction and get closer to him. Sawyer would happily roll over and let Jacinda have him, but if it weren’t for her poking her nose in where it wasn’t wanted, Hunter wouldn’t give her the time of day. ‘How the hell do I know?’ she asked as she was about to pass Jacinda.

      ‘I know you were out here with him.’

      Stood to her side, Sawyer stared at Jacinda, who pretended not to notice. ‘Oh, you know, do you?’ she asked, turning to face her husband.

      ‘Why else would you be out here?’

      ‘I wanted some air, so I went for a walk around the gardens.’

      Hunter stormed past her to go back inside. ‘I’ll get to the bottom of what’s going on between you.’

      She spun on the spot to call after him. ‘There is nothing going on, you’re paranoid.’ She leaned in to talk quietly in Jacinda’s ear. ‘Your desperation is pathetic. Be careful – in your attempt to be with Hunter, you’re making an enemy of me and I’m more dangerous than he is. You might want to keep that in mind.’
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      Watching Leighton walk out of the event with Rose was all the incentive Sawyer needed to prop up the bar and start knocking back drinks as if it was going out of fashion. Her ex had said he was escorting the woman home because he didn’t want her travelling by herself, but after he’d spent all night flirting with her, Sawyer couldn’t help thinking that Leighton would end up in Rose’s bed.

      Before her marriage to Hunter, Sawyer trusted Leighton implicitly; she knew she could leave him in a room filled with women and he would remain loyal. But since finding the condoms in his room and hearing him imply he was sleeping around, now she wasn’t so sure. It was hypocritical, she knew that; it didn’t make it any easier though.

      Stumbling outside with her martini, Sawyer approached a nearby gentleman about the same age as her father, who had lit a cigarette. ‘Excuse me, can I have one of those?’ she asked, barely maintaining her balance.

      But as the stranger reached into the inside pocket of his jacket, Hunter appeared. ‘There you are. I’ve called the car around, it’s time to leave.’

      ‘I still have a drink,’ she said, spilling a drop as she lifted her glass in his direction.

      ‘I think you’ve had enough.’ He reached out to take the glass from her and handed it to the gentleman she’d been standing with. ‘Thanks.’

      She fought against his hands as he attempted to steer her towards the door and laughed. ‘Nonsense. Who made that decision?’

      ‘I did,’ he announced, as if his decision was the final word on the matter. ‘It’s time to go home to bed.’
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      As the driver pulled up at the address Rose had given him, Leighton looked up at the end-terrace house, which was cast in darkness. It was not at all what he was expecting. To hear her talk about her time at Clifton, he had assumed her family had more money, but it appeared he had jumped to conclusions.

      Rose looked over her shoulder out of the window behind her. ‘Well, this is me.’

      ‘It looks quaint,’ Leighton smiled, trying not to convey any judgement.

      She immediately detected his surprise; but she brushed it off. ‘Do you want to come in for coffee?’

      The hitch in her voice made him fully aware of what she was really asking, and coffee wasn’t the only thing she seemed to be offering. ‘Won’t your parents be asleep?’

      She laughed. ‘What twenty-eight-year-old do you know that still lives with their parents?’

      ‘Most of the people from school still live with their parents.’

      ‘Well, I don’t. I moved out as soon as I could.’

      ‘Something we have in common.’

      ‘It’s only a little flat, but it’s big enough for me.’

      ‘It’s a flat?’

      ‘The landlord converted it into two…one space, double the income,’ she explained. They were getting off-track from her original question. ‘So, coffee?’

      Although her offer wasn’t unreasonable given that he’d spent the night flirting with her – for Sawyer’s benefit – sleeping with two women within a few hours of each other wasn’t the kind of man he was.

      Leighton smiled. ‘It’s late; maybe next time.’

      ‘Sure, no, okay,’ she fumbled.

      Leighton could sense Rose’s embarrassment as she fidgeted with her dress. He suspected she wasn’t in the habit of inviting men in when they offered her a lift home. He was being chivalrous, not wanting her to travel back alone. Admittedly, Leighton had spent most of the night talking to her, not evading her advances. It was reasonable for her to assume he was interested in her, which was likely why she’d asked him inside. The silence inside the car started to make him feel uncomfortable and he could see she was trying to think of something to say.

      ‘Thanks for bringing me home,’ Rose said, trying to salvage her dignity.

      Leighton tried to soften the blow of turning her down. ‘Can I give you a call in the week?’

      She shook her head. ‘You don’t have to do that. Tonight has made it abundantly clear I don’t fit into this society.’

      He reached out to squeeze her hand lightly. ‘I want to.’

      A smile slowly grew on her face. ‘You have my number.’
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      Their house was dark as Angelica walked inside and switched on the light. ‘Did you see the state of Sawyer tonight?’ she asked her husband, taking off her shoes by the front door.

      Flynn closed the door and reset the alarm. ‘I think watching Leighton flirt with Rose was the reason for her drinking more than everyone else combined.’

      She headed straight to the kitchen, turning lights on as she went, and he followed her. ‘It’s not funny, love,’ she said. ‘I think she might have a real problem.’

      He frowned, loosening his tie. ‘But you said you asked her about that.’

      Filling the kettle with water, Angelica put it on to boil and started getting two mugs prepared for hot drinks. ‘I did and she insisted I was over-reacting, but every time I see her, she’s got a drink in her hand.’

      Removing his jacket, Flynn hung it on the back of one of the stools at the island in the centre of the room and sat down. ‘I don’t want to make light of your concern, but you see her once a fortnight for a couple of days while Hunter is out of town and you’re all drinking then. Any other time, we’re at a charity event, a benefit or a celebration, all of which require obscene amounts of alcohol to get through.’

      Angelica moved to the fridge for the milk. ‘She was always so responsible in school; she knew exactly when to stop partying and she looked after all of us whenever we had too much to drink.’

      ‘Well, that’s what friends are for,’ he said, watching her finish off their drinks.

      She placed his drink down in front of him and leaned back against the counter, with her own. ‘Which is why I feel obligated to make sure she hasn’t developed a problem now.’

      ‘Put yourself in her shoes and think about what her life is like. Six years ago, she had to end her relationship with the man she’s loved since she was thirteen to marry one she hates, just to keep her parents afloat. It took her three years to plan the wedding because she was hoping she wouldn’t have to go through with it, but there was no reprieve at the eleventh hour. Now she’s forced to have sex with a husband she wouldn’t piss on if he was on fire to give him an heir, which is the future she imagined only having with Leighton. Meanwhile, the man she loves – and sneaks off to be with at every available opportunity – is off on tour bedding anything resembling her, because of her. It’s no wonder she drinks. That’s a lot of pressure and responsibility she’s got on her shoulders, and Sawyer being Sawyer feels duty bound because of her father’s gambling to fulfil a contract she never would have agreed to if it weren’t for how much she loves him. She must be completely miserable.’

      Angelica took a sip of her drink. ‘Well, don’t get me started on her father; he should never have put her in that position. Christ, admit you’ve got a problem and get help, don’t prostitute your daughter just so you can keep your house.’

      ‘I didn’t realise his gambling was that bad.’

      ‘It was worse…Oscar put a little sweetener on top of the loan so that Abraham could keep his company too.’

      ‘And all because he enjoys a bet on the horses.’ Flynn shook his head. ‘It beggars belief.’

      ‘I don’t want all the sacrifices Sawyer’s made to turn her into an alcoholic.’

      ‘Well, you’re never going to get to the truth of that by asking; if she really has an addiction, she’ll lie about it,’ he said, picking up his cup.
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      The drive back home took too long for Hunter’s liking. He had plans to sleep with Sawyer tonight, while she was inebriated but still somewhat conscious. But the longer they were in the car, the sleepier his wife was becoming. Breaking his eyes from the window and the passing scenery, he looked across the backseat at her; she was slumped on the leather with her chin resting on her chest and her eyes were closed. Reaching out, he touched her hand and the contact made her jolt awake.

      ‘Stay awake,’ he demanded. ‘I’m not carrying you to bed.’

      He was still angry to learn his best friend was sleeping with his sister, but that was a drop in the ocean compared to the rage that burned inside him at the thought of Sawyer with Leighton. He was sure that the two of them had been together when they disappeared from the event, regardless of her denials.

      It was that anger which was driving his need to own her by having sex. Sawyer was much more amenable when she’d been drinking. The first time Hunter found that out he had been testing boundaries to see how much he could get away with, and when she was enthusiastic in bed he felt a certain measure of superiority. He was emboldened, and from that moment on, every time Sawyer got drunk at a social event they attended, he chanced his luck and she never turned him down.
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      ‘What do you suggest I do about Sawyer’s drinking?’ Angelica asked, turning on the light as they walked into their bedroom.

      Heading straight to the hanger he had removed his suit from, Flynn hung his jacket up and stuffed his tie in the pocket. ‘I think the best you can do is keep an eye on her.’

      ‘That’s not exactly easy to do when we spend weeks apart,’ she said, removing her jewellery piece by piece and putting them in the jewellery box on her dresser. ‘I can’t control how much she drinks if I’m not around when she drinks.’

      Removing his cufflinks, Flynn unbuttoned his shirt and untucked it from the waist of his trousers. ‘Maybe when you get together you can suggest places that don’t serve alcohol and see if she makes an excuse to go to somewhere that does.’

      ‘What’s that going to achieve?’ she asked, walking over to him and scooping her hair over her shoulder to expose the zip of her dress.

      He obliged her silent request. ‘Well, if she’s going out of her way to be around alcohol, there’s a chance she has a problem she’s not even aware of.’

      Angelica slipped the straps of her dress off her arms and allowed it to pool at her feet. Left wearing just her underwear, she watched her husband strip down to his boxers. Even after fifteen years together, her pulse still quickened whenever he was naked, and she wasn’t one to miss an opportunity to show him just how attracted she was to him. She stepped out of the pile of fabric on the floor and reached up to interlace her fingers around the back of his neck as she tip-toed to kiss him.

      ‘I think I’ve got a problem too,’ she said seductively.

      Flynn smiled, looking down on her face, and mirrored her mood. ‘Oh yeah, what’s your problem?’

      ‘I’ve got an addiction to my husband.’

      He lowered his head closer to hers. ‘Lucky for you, your husband feels the same way.’

      ‘I’m going to need you to prove that to me.’

      In one swift motion, Flynn lifted Angelica off her feet and the surprise made her squeal as he carried her the few steps to the marital bed. He kissed her as he lowered her to the mattress and eased himself down on top of her.
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      The effort it took Hunter to get a giggly, playful Sawyer up to the bedroom was exhausting. He had foolishly declined his driver’s help, insisting he could manage himself, and that pride had cost him half an hour of his life. For every step he managed to get her to take forward, she had pushed him back two.

      Releasing his hold on her, Sawyer flopped down onto her side of the bed ungracefully and instantly curled up in a ball with a groan. He stared down at her and the peace on her face angered him. She wasn’t tortured with guilt for sneaking off with Leighton earlier that night, and it was too coincidental for there to be any other explanation.

      As Hunter began to get his wife ready for bed, he removed her shoes. But as he took one of them off, he noticed mud stains around the bottom of the heel; it was all the confirmation he needed that his gut instincts had been right – Sawyer had lied about being in the gardens with her ex-boyfriend.
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      ‘You never told me how things went tonight after you followed Sawyer outside,’ Liberty said, passing her friend a glass of wine as she sat down beside her on the settee in her family living room.

      After the charity event, Liberty had invited Jacinda over to her house for an impromptu sleepover of sorts. Her parents were out of town and Liberty hated being home alone.

      Jacinda sipped her wine. ‘Sawyer’s underestimated me, she thinks I’m scared of her.’

      ‘You probably should be,’ Liberty said, tucking her legs under her. ‘You know what she’s capable of; the things she did in school.’

      It wasn’t unheard of for Sawyer to be particularly conniving and cruel to get her own back on students who thought it was a good idea to challenge her popularity or attempt to steal her boyfriend – one girl had ended up bald after Sawyer laced her shampoo with hair removal cream, and another reaped the consequences of some laxatives given her as painkillers in the lunch hall.

      ‘She hasn’t been that devious in years,’ Jacinda said, dismissing her concern.

      ‘Do you think it’s going to be hard to revert back to how she was if she feels she needs to make a point?’

      Jacinda didn’t answer her question; instead she worked through the thought in her mind. ‘I don’t understand why Sawyer married Hunter when she’s obviously got no interest in being with him.’

      ‘Were you in the same room I was in tonight? They barely left each other’s sides.’

      ‘Until she snuck off outside with Leighton.’

      ‘We don’t know she did – it could just have been a coincidence that Sawyer went out there at the same time.’

      ‘You’re gullible if you believe that.’

      Liberty heard the contempt in her friend’s voice. It didn’t matter what she did or how helpful she was, the tone was always there, highlighting the superiority Jacinda felt over her. It had been that way since they had met at school when they were eight and she’d never stood up to her. Liberty was happy to play second fiddle to Jacinda, the way Angelica did to Sawyer; the only difference was that Angelica and Sawyer’s relationship was based on mutual respect – hers with Jacinda wasn’t. Jacinda genuinely thought she was better than all the women in their circle, and she didn’t hide it from them; Liberty respected Sawyer for not taking that lying down.
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      After sex with his wife, Hunter headed downstairs to his office. He wasn’t expecting to sleep tonight; he was consumed with images of Sawyer with Leighton. He poured himself a whisky from the decanter on his desk and sat in the leather chair behind it.

      Distracted by his thoughts, Hunter misjudged the distance of the desk from his seat and his glass fell into his lap, soaking him with the liquor inside. He jumped up, rescuing the glass from falling to the floor, as a string of profanities bellowed from his mouth. Heavy-handed, he put the crystal tumbler down on the desk and headed to the bathroom to clean himself up. Removing his whisky-soaked boxers, he washed himself down and wrapped a towel around his waist. He wasn’t going up the bedroom only to come back downstairs – the towel would do to cover him up for now.

      Clean and dry, he went to the kitchen for a cloth to mop up the booze from his chair and instantly spotted Sawyer’s handbag on the counter. Forgoing clean-up duty, Hunter rifled through her property for any proof he could find of the affair he suspected her of having; his gut instinct wasn’t enough to use their marriage contract against her, but evidence would mean he could cut her off without a penny – the perfect payback.

      Hunter had been so determined he would find something that led to Leighton that he wasn’t prepared for the discovery of the pill she had hidden in the centre zip compartment. Curious what medication she felt necessary to hide, Hunter took the pill out of the bag and examined the packaging. There was nothing on the blister pack that told him what kind of tablet it was, but there was a brand name.

      Taking the packet to his office, he picked up his laptop from the corner of his desk and moved to the settee on the other side of the room. Opening the lid woke the device and he googled the name on the foil. After a quick search, he identified the tablet as morning after pills.

      Stunned, Hunter closed the lid on his laptop and placed it on the seat next to him. He knew Sawyer wasn’t taking pill to prevent getting pregnant by him, because she wanted their marriage to end, and a baby was the only way she was going to get what she wanted. So, the only reasonable explanation for the tablet was that she was sleeping with someone else, and that someone had to be Leighton.

      Hunter hid the blister pack in the lockable drawer of his desk. He would have asked Sawyer about the pill if he didn’t think she already had an explanation prepared and ready to tell. She would know he had found it when she realised it was missing, and he knew she could get her hands on more, but he was already devising a plan that would make it nigh on impossible for her to secretly meet Leighton before he was back on the road.
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      The overwhelming wave of nausea woke Sawyer from her sleep much sooner than she was ready for. With her eyes barely open, she bolted out of bed to the bathroom, ricocheting off the door frame, and just about managed to lift the lid of the toilet before she threw up the contents of her stomach.

      When she was finished, Sawyer sat on the cold tiles, which took her breath away, and pressed her back against the wall to wait for the queasiness to pass. There was no point going back to bed if she was just going to have to repeat the mad dash she had barely been capable of the first time. It was only then that she noticed the bathroom was cast in light from the small window and realised she had made it to morning, even though it felt as if she hadn’t had a wink of sleep. She gently rested her head back against the wall supporting her and closed her eyes as a sudden cold breeze brushed against her skin. Perplexed, she looked down at her body to find she was completely naked; she was confused, she didn’t remember stripping off.

      Walking into the bathroom to brush his teeth, Hunter showed no surprise at seeing his wife sat on the floor; it wasn’t the first time he’d seen her in this state. ‘I see last night is having an ongoing effect.’

      ‘Did you undress me last night?’ she asked, grabbing a nearby towel and covering herself with it. She always felt weird being naked around Hunter, so she tried to limit his access to seeing her without clothes.

      Taking the tube of toothpaste from the medicine cabinet, he squeezed a blob onto his toothbrush. ‘Well, you were in no fit state to do it yourself.’

      ‘We had sex again, didn’t we?’

      ‘You’re quite randy when you’re drunk.’

      The revelation horrified Sawyer – not least because of her dalliance with Leighton in the gardens. Sleeping with two men on the same night, regardless of who they were, was not something she was in the habit of doing.

      Prising herself off the floor, Sawyer secured the towel around her body. She grabbed her toothbrush and freshened her mouth. ‘Have you considered that maybe it’s the only way I can sleep with you?’

      Spitting, Hunter wiped his mouth on the hand towel hanging by the sink. ‘I don’t care; I get sex,’ he shrugged. ‘Do you want breakfast?’

      She grimaced. ‘Oh God, I won’t be able to stomach anything yet.’

      ‘Not eating anything last night might have contributed to how shitty you feel now.’

      Rinsing her toothbrush off, Sawyer returned it to the cabinet before she spat out the residue of toothpaste from her mouth and grabbed the bottle of painkillers. Taking out two tablets, she filled the glass on the counter with enough water to help her swallow them down. ‘I’m going back to bed. I’ll grab some toast when the banging in my head stops.’
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      Without the staff going about their daily duties, the house was quiet as Hunter sat at his desk with the door to his office open. It was Sunday, but he had nothing else to do to kill time while Sawyer was sleeping off her hangover, so he had decided to get a head start on his work pile for the following week.

      It was lunchtime before Hunter heard his wife coming down the stairs. He debated calling out to her, but instead he decided to take a break from the paperwork and stretch his legs, heading to the kitchen for a coffee.

      Walking in the room, he saw Sawyer – now dressed – rifling through the handbag he’d gone through the night before and he could guess what she was searching for. Heading to the coffee machine with his cup, Hunter placed it under the nozzle and took a cappuccino pod from the glass container on the counter before popping it in the dispenser.

      ‘You feeling better?’ he asked, turning to face her.

      Sawyer was distracted as she continued to search her large bag. ‘I’m dressed and out of bed, aren’t I?’

      ‘What are you looking for?’ he asked, curious what lie she could come up with at short notice.

      ‘I swear I had some pills in here.’

      Hunter noticed she didn’t specify which pills she was looking for and pretended to arrive at the only logical conclusion. ‘Didn’t you take painkillers a few hours ago?’

      ‘They’re wearing off.’

      He carried on playing along. ‘Weren’t there more pills in the bottle you had earlier?’

      ‘But my head didn’t start hurting until I got downstairs.’

      ‘There might be some in one of these drawers.’

      She huffed, finally giving up on her search. ‘I’ll just go back upstairs and get some from the bathroom. Could you make me a coffee please?’ she asked, disappearing from the room.
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      Confused, Sawyer made her way back upstairs. She knew there had been a morning after pill in her handbag. She just hoped that when she had swapped handbags she’d left it behind in the one she’d moved it from. She had a few days to take the pill after having sex, but she had already lied to get her hands on the two she had, and she hated lying – especially when it came to medication.

      Rushing into the walk-in wardrobe, she checked the last handbag she’d used and found no pill in there either. She cursed as she searched her mind for anywhere else she might have left it, but she knew she kept the pill with her for a reason – so Hunter wouldn’t find it. Maybe he had found the tablet, and that’s why she couldn’t find it. It wasn’t as if she could ask him, because if he didn’t know about it he would want to know why she had it. Although, if he had found the pill, why hadn’t he mentioned it?

      Sawyer didn’t want to have to jump through hoops to get her hands on another tablet; she didn’t want to lie, not when it could affect her health. Even asking Angelica to fetch a replacement pill for her was out of the question; her best friend didn’t know she had to use them when she had stopped her contraceptive pill. She had to hope that she wouldn’t get pregnant, or that she was already pregnant before sleeping with Leighton.
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      ‘I’ve decided to work from home this week,’ Hunter said, as they sat together eating dinner.

      It had taken all day for Sawyer to feel up to eating, and she should’ve known her husband would find a way to punish her for the previous night – even though Leighton’s attendance at the event was out of her control. This was Hunter’s gut reaction to seeing her ex. Sawyer had been hoping to sneak off for one last rendezvous with the guitarist before he went back out on tour but her husband’s desire to keep an eye on her while Leighton was still at home was going to make that impossible. She had been on the receiving end of his watchful eye before; he would ask a series of questions that she wouldn’t have answers to and being vague never helped her, he always wanted to go with her.

      ‘Is that because you know Leighton goes back out on tour before the end of the week?’ she asked, pulling no punches as she pushed the takeaway food around her plate. She had suddenly lost her appetite.

      ‘Of course you know that.’

      ‘Who told you?’

      ‘Does that matter? I know.’

      ‘And you’re planning to keep me locked up until he’s gone?’

      ‘Don’t be so fucking dramatic, Sawyer. You can go about your business as normal.’

      ‘So you can have me followed?’

      ‘Why would you care? You’ve got nothing to hide, right?’

      ‘My conscience is clear,’ she said, pushing the chair out with the back of her legs as she stood up.

      Walking over to the bin, she scraped the leftover food from her plate into it. The hunger she had felt when she sat down had disappeared quickly once he told her his plan to stay at home all week – or at least until Leighton had left town.

      ‘Just because you don’t feel guilty doesn’t mean you shouldn’t,’ her husband jibed.

      Sawyer slammed the plate down on the kitchen counter and turned to face him with one hand on her hip. Her anger was fuelled by the thought of not being able to see Leighton once more before he went on tour. ‘What exactly am I supposed to feel guilty for?’

      ‘Sleeping with your ex.’

      ‘Oh my God, I can’t keep having this same fight. You’re behaving like a child. We’re not in school any more, it’s time to grow up.’ She was exasperated.

      Hunter was unmoved by her outrage. ‘Nice attempt at deflecting, but I know you’re still having sex with him.’

      His confidence didn’t concern her. He was speculating; if he had anything real to back up his claim, he wouldn’t have hesitated to use it against her. That was the kind of man he was: used to getting his own way and manipulating whoever didn’t give him what he wanted. ‘Where’s your proof?’

      ‘I found a morning after pill in your handbag last night. Why else would you need that?’

      His revelation wasn’t surprising; deep down Sawyer had suspected her husband was behind the sudden disappearance of her contraception. She remained calm; she had prepared for this eventuality. ‘What have you done with it?’

      ‘I washed it down the sink.’ He lied easily.

      Sawyer stamped her foot. ‘You had no right to do that.’

      Hunter put his utensils down on his empty plate. ‘You’re not even going to deny having it?’

      ‘Why? Would that make you feel better?’

      ‘Your honesty is refreshing; I just didn’t realise you were so stupid.’

      She folded her arms across her chest. ‘How so?’

      ‘Well, per the contract, I can use that admission to begin divorce proceedings without giving you a penny of the settlement. Then you’ll be as broke as your parents were before my dad helped them out.’

      ‘Well, you’d have to prove the pill was mine first.’

      ‘It was in your handbag.’

      ‘That tablet has been in there for months, I forgot I had it.’

      ‘Likely story.’

      Sawyer could tell he didn’t believe her, but she was smug. ‘I was keeping it for a friend.’

      ‘That’s convenient.’

      She picked up her phone from the counter and held it out in his direction. ‘You can call her if you want to; she’ll confirm what I’m telling you.’

      ‘Because you’ve concocted a cover story ahead of time.’

      ‘Actually, the person you’d be ringing would have no reason to lie for me…’ She paused for dramatic effect. ‘…I’m not sure if she was sleeping with Bryce at the time or whether it was someone else.’

      The air was temporarily knocked out of him. ‘Christ, you’ve got no shame; you’ll throw anyone under the bus to save your own skin.’

      ‘Well, you could ask your buddy Jacinda; she was there. You trust her, right?’

      Worried that her doctor, who was a friend of her parents, would forgo confidentiality, Evangeline had reached out to Sawyer for help when she had had unprotected sex. Sawyer had acquired the morning after pill for that emergency and arranged an appointment with a different doctor for the contraceptive pill. Despite being twenty-five at the time, Evangeline hadn’t wanted her mother to know she was having sex. She had tasked her sister-in-law with keeping the extra packets of contraceptive safe for her – concerned Beatrice would find out about them if they were kept at home because she was known for going through her room when Evangeline was out. This had given Sawyer the idea of using Evangeline as a cover if Hunter found the morning after pill. It had been an honour to keep Evangeline’s secret, and convenient. Sawyer knew Hunter wouldn’t call her bluff.

      ‘What’s your endgame here, Sawyer?’ Hunter asked, picking up his plate and taking it to the dishwasher. ‘You don’t want to be married to me, I get that…’

      ‘Oh, you finally get that?’

      ‘But all you’ve got to do is have a baby, that’s it. That’s the only thing keeping you tied to me. So, why take morning after pill? It doesn’t make sense. Even if you were only taking it after sleeping with your boyfriend – what if you were pregnant when you took one? What if you killed my baby while you were trying to prevent being impregnated by your ex?’ he theorised.

      Hunter’s questions were all legitimate ones, but nothing Sawyer hadn’t already considered; though she knew for sure that she hadn’t conceived yet. They had only been serious about trying to get pregnant for the last year and, until a week ago, Leighton had been on tour. It had been months since Sawyer had slept with Hunter before this week and she’d had a period just last week; there was no way that she had been pregnant.

      ‘I told you, the tablet wasn’t mine,’ she reiterated. ‘I can’t wait to get pregnant. The sooner I get you out of my life, the better.’

      ‘Prove it. Let’s go upstairs right now and make a baby.’

      ‘I’m confused, didn’t we do that last night?’

      ‘Once more won’t hurt.’

      ‘What will that prove?’

      ‘That you’re telling the truth; you want a baby.’

      ‘Fine, if that’s what it’ll take; let’s go,’ she said, leading the way.

      Hunter followed. ‘You better put in a convincing performance.’
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      The roads were quiet considering the early hour and the headlights from her car danced along the wet road as Sawyer let off steam behind the wheel of her silver Porsche 911 – an early birthday present from her husband. She had texted Angelica hoping her best friend was awake already so she could visit, but when she didn’t receive a reply, Sawyer decided to drive instead. She had no destination, she just needed to be out of the house – to feel the freedom of the open road – and this was the first chance she’d had to escape in a few days.

      No matter how big their house was, it always felt smaller when Hunter was at home. The walls seemed to close in on Sawyer and the beautiful wide-open space of land at the back of the property never felt quite big enough for her to breathe freely. By the time Hunter loosened the reins and returned to the office – which didn’t happen until he heard that Leighton was gone – Sawyer was suffocating.

      The tyres screeched around the corner, the rain on the tarmac making the back end of the car slide ever so slightly, but Sawyer kept her foot lightly pressed on the accelerator. She was never reckless behind the wheel, especially when the roads were wet, but it felt as though it got easier to breathe the further she got from Hunter.

      The silence inside the car was broken by the ringing of her phone and she used the button on the steering wheel to answer. Her Bluetooth connection meant she was able to hear the caller through the internal speakers.

      ‘Hi, S. Is everything okay?’ Angelica’s concern was obvious by her tone.

      ‘I had to get out of there; being around him all week was torture,’ Sawyer responded, easing her foot off the accelerator a little to decrease her speed. Being on the phone, she didn’t want her concentration to lapse and cause an accident.

      Her best friend laughed. ‘I don’t think I’ve ever known you to be up at six o’clock in the morning, not since we left school.’

      ‘Well, I couldn’t wait for him to leave so I left first. By the time I go back to the house, he’ll be at the office.’

      ‘Where are you?’

      ‘Driving to nowhere.’

      ‘You could always come here.’

      ‘I know, but it’s early and I needed air,’ Sawyer said with a sigh. ‘I’m not sure how much longer I can stay married to him, Angel.’

      ‘You’re not even halfway through your sentence yet. You’re only coming up on three years; you’ve got another four to go.’

      ‘Not if I give him a son; he might be inclined to let me go early.’

      ‘You want time off for good behaviour? Sawyer, you’ve done nothing but be a pain in Hunter’s arse, I’m not sure he’ll go for that.’

      ‘Well, I’ve got to get pregnant first.’

      ‘And what if you have a girl?’

      ‘I’ll cross that bridge when I come to it.’

      ‘Say that Hunter lets you leave early, where are you going to go? Living with your parents is out of the question – you can barely stand to be around your father.’

      ‘Do you blame me? I idolised him, but after this…’

      ‘So, what are you going to do?’

      Sawyer hadn’t considered what she would do afterwards; all she wanted to do was get away from her husband. ‘I’ll move in with Leighton or get my own place.’

      ‘What with? If Hunter lets you out of the contract, you can bet he’s not giving you the pay-out you’re due.’

      ‘I’m not worried about that; I’ve got money.’

      ‘His money?’

      ‘No, my money. I’ve been spending as little of my allowance as I can get away with and putting it in an account in my maiden name that I’ve had since I was young. He doesn’t know I’ve been moving the monthly excess from the account he set up for me.’

      Angelica hesitated. ‘How long have you been doing that?’

      ‘Since I married him.’

      ‘Wow, you’ve really planned ahead.’

      ‘I couldn’t afford not to; my parents haven’t got any money and I’m not qualified for anything useful. I didn’t know if Leighton would want to be with me at the time and I’m still not convinced we’ll end up together,’ Sawyer confessed.

      It pained her to admit that everything she had ever wanted since she and Leighton began dating might be out of reach now. But finding those condoms in his room had given her confidence a knock; she wasn’t even sure if the two of them wanted the same thing any more.

      ‘What are you talking about? Why wouldn’t you be together?’

      ‘You saw him with Rose the other night, he was all over her.’

      ‘Oh God, that was for Hunter’s benefit; Leighton idolises you.’

      ‘Maybe he got sick of waiting, Angelica. I wouldn’t blame him.’

      ‘Would he have had sex with you Saturday if that was the case?’

      ‘It’s probably just habit…He’s been sleeping with other women; I found condoms in his room while I was there,’ she said. She hadn’t planned to relinquish that piece of information, but she knew it called her relationship with Leighton into question and her best friend should know if she was going to fight his case.

      ‘That doesn’t mean…’

      ‘I asked him, and he told me as much…his exact words were that he was single.’

      ‘I don’t mean to make it sound as if I’m siding with him, but he’s right.’

      Her friend’s honesty hurt, but Sawyer never expected her to lie to save her feelings. ‘I know, it doesn’t stop it hurting though.’

      She heard Angelica sigh. ‘Why don’t you come to the house? We can spend the day together.’

      ‘No, I’m just going to drive around for a bit. I’ll talk to you later,’ she said, hanging up.

      Able to concentrate fully again, Sawyer pushed down on the accelerator, increasing her speed, and turned on some music. She needed to drown out the thoughts in her head that told her she wasn’t worthy of a life with Leighton.
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      Every weekday morning without fail Angelica got up with her husband, waking with his alarm. She liked to cook his breakfast and prepare his lunch for the day before waving him off at the door, just like her mum did for her dad when she was a little girl. For Angelica, her parents were the prime example of what a perfect couple should be, and she had the same goals for her marriage.

      Despite being together for ten years before they were wed, Angelica and Flynn didn’t live under the same roof until they were married – mainly because Mr and Mrs Westcott were old-fashioned and didn’t want their only daughter living in sin. Those traditions were the reason Flynn had asked her father’s permission for her hand in marriage, which had gone a long way towards building the foundations of the respectful relationship their son-in-law had with her parents.

      After receiving a text from her best friend, who was going out of her mind with Hunter being at home, Angelica had called to check on her. Sitting on her side of the bed as she hung up, Angelica caught Flynn watching her as he exited the bathroom and she flashed him a smile.

      ‘Did you tell her about the surprise party Hunter’s planning?’ he asked.

      ‘No, and I still haven’t told her about what Jacinda’s doing,’ she sighed, getting up off the bed and heading to the bathroom to brush her teeth.

      ‘You know how she hates surprises.’

      ‘I’m really worried. I don’t know what’s going on with her, but something isn’t right; she’s out driving at this time in the morning.’

      ‘Well, when you spoke to her in the week, she said Hunter was making her crazy. She probably just needed to be away from him,’ he said, disappearing into the walk-in wardrobe for a suit to wear.

      ‘I think it’s more than that – she found out Leighton’s been sleeping with other women.’

      ‘Did she expect him to stay celibate?’ Flynn asked, his voice muffled by the clothing around him.

      ‘Did you know?’ Angelica asked, walking into the wardrobe to find an outfit for the day.

      ‘He might have mentioned something.’

      ‘Why didn’t you tell me?’

      ‘Love, I’m sure there’s conversations you have with Sawyer that you don’t share with me.’

      ‘No, nothing, and definitely not anything as important as that.’

      ‘I couldn’t tell you, Angel. If you told Sawyer, Leighton would know it came from me and if he’d have wanted her to know, he would’ve told her.’

      ‘Oh, and her finding condoms in his bedroom was a much better way for her to learn that.’

      Flynn didn’t react to her sarcasm. ‘He has women throw themselves at him on tour all the time, it can’t have come as a huge shock to her.’

      ‘I just think it was hard for her to hear,’ Angelica said, searching through the clothes rail for a dress to put on. ‘She’s been putting away money out of her allowance every month for as long as she’s been married.’

      ‘That’s smart. Do you know how much Hunter gives her?’

      ‘She’s never said, and I wasn’t going to ask.’

      ‘Given the appearance her husband likes to project, you can bet it’s a tidy sum, and the least she deserves is to not worry about what she’s going to do once she’s left him.’

      ‘That could be sooner than you think; she’s on about having his baby and leaving before the end of the contract.’

      ‘Hunter’s not going to like that.’

      ‘He’s not going to have a choice.’
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      Once the midsummer sun rose higher in the sky, waking the landscape that surrounded her, Sawyer turned her car around to head back to the house. She had been driving for an hour and finally felt as though she could breathe. But somehow she had unintentionally ended up outside her parents’ house, not truly understanding why. She hadn’t consciously wanted to visit, but maybe she had made her way there because her mum had been on her mind since the charity event she hadn’t attended.

      Pulling up on the drive, Sawyer turned off her engine and picked up her phone as she got out of her car; she might as well check on her mum now she was here. Her dad’s vehicle wasn’t in the driveway, so she expected him to be at work already, which would make the visit easier.

      Not having a key any more, she knocked on the door and awaited the appearance of the butler. But when her mother answered, Sawyer was confused. ‘Where’s Jasper?’ she asked, without waiting for an invitation before stepping inside.

      ‘He’s visiting his daughter, she just had a baby,’ Henrietta explained, not making eye contact as she closed the door behind her daughter. ‘What are you doing here?’

      ‘I was passing by, so I decided to drop in.’

      ‘I thought we agreed that you wouldn’t visit unannounced.’

      ‘Nice welcome, Mum.’

      ‘Well, I have things to do, you should’ve told me you were coming.’

      Standing in the hallway, Sawyer’s eyes explored the entrance of the home she had barely set foot in since she got married. It looked the same as she remembered, with white walls and oak hardwood floors, but something was missing.

      She frowned. ‘Mum, where are all the paintings that were hanging in here?’

      ‘We’re having them cleaned,’ Henrietta answered. It was as if she had been rehearsing the excuse for anyone who asked.

      Sawyer could count on one hand how many times her parents had had their art cleaned; the explanation didn’t seem feasible. But by the time she turned to challenge her mum’s claim, she had disappeared. On her search, Sawyer poked her head into the lounge and what she saw pulled her in beyond the door. The artwork that usually hung on the crisp white walls in there were also gone, as was the large-screen television and the black leather three-piece suite. In her gut, Sawyer knew that meant her father hadn’t stopped gambling and they’d been forced to sell their belongings to keep their head above water.

      Her brow furrowed deeper. ‘Mum…’ she called out, trying to get a clue to her whereabouts as she stepped back out into the hallway.

      ‘In the kitchen,’ she called back.

      ‘Where’s the furniture gone out of the lounge?’ she asked, walking into the room where her mother was busying herself chopping vegetables. Sawyer placed her phone down on the counter with her keys. ‘Don’t tell me, you’re having it upholstered.’

      Still Henrietta didn’t make eye contact with her daughter. ‘Don’t be stupid, we’re just waiting for the new one to be delivered.’

      Sawyer sighed; her mum had never been a convincing liar. ‘How long did it take for him to start gambling again?’

      The older woman put down her knife and picked up the kettle to fill it, trying to deflect her daughter’s attention. ‘Do you want a cup of tea seeing as you’re here?’

      But Sawyer saw through her attempt to change the subject. ‘Tea isn’t going to make me forget my question.’

      Putting the kettle on to boil, Henrietta turned to reluctantly answer her daughter. It was best just to get to the truth of what was going on upfront, it would save a lot of interrogation time. ‘Honestly, I don’t think your dad ever stopped betting.’

      Sawyer shook her head; she wasn’t surprised. ‘How long did Oscar’s money last before you had to start selling your paintings?’

      ‘A year.’

      ‘Jasper isn’t visiting his daughter, is he?’

      ‘We had to let him go.’

      ‘Mum, how bad has it got?’

      ‘The bank is going to repossess the house at the end of next month if we don’t make the payments we’ve missed.’

      Sawyer saw red. ‘You mean to tell me that I’m stuck in a marriage to a man I hate because you needed a loan to get out of the mess you were in and you’re going to lose the house anyway?!’

      ‘It’s a sickness, your dad can’t help it.’

      ‘Oh God, Mum, you’re blind if you believe that. He’s got to want to stop for the Gamblers Anonymous meetings to work.’

      Her mother raised her eyebrows. ‘He’s got to go to the meetings for them to work.’

      ‘He hasn’t even been going to GA? Where is he?’

      ‘I don’t know.’

      ‘Has he already left for work?’

      ‘He hasn’t been going to the office either,’ Henrietta declared, making them a drink. ‘I haven’t seen him for weeks.’

      ‘What do you mean you haven’t seen him, Mum? You live with him.’

      ‘Apparently, your father forgot that. He hasn’t been home since the bailiffs showed up on our doorstep last month.’

      ‘Why didn’t you call and tell me? Maybe I could’ve done something to help.’

      Sick of the lecture, Henrietta turned to face her daughter. ‘What could you have done, Sawyer?’

      ‘I…could’ve…’ She thought of a solution. ‘…asked the bank for a loan.’

      ‘Hunter would’ve kiboshed that the minute he found out, and that family have already made us jump through hoops for them.’

      ‘Yeah, well, Hunter isn’t the only one with money…and I’m the one who’s doing the jumping; Dad saw to that.’

      ‘You’ve got money?’ her mother asked, hopeful for a solution to her problem.

      She internally cursed herself for her Freudian slip. ‘I’m not as broke as you think I am.’

      ‘How much have you got? Maybe it’s enough to see us right.’

      Sawyer couldn’t believe the audacity of her mother. ‘I’m not giving you my savings, I’ve earned that – every day for the last three years of my miserable life.’

      ‘You’d rather see your dad and me out on the street?’

      ‘Why should I care where you end up? Dad obviously doesn’t.’ She dismissed her feelings of guilt. ‘I’ve already sacrificed enough for you two.’

      ‘You’ve been living the life of luxury, it can’t have been that bad.’

      ‘Money doesn’t buy happiness, Mum. You have no idea what marrying him has done to me.’

      ‘Save me the poor little rich girl speech, all right. No matter how much you hate your husband, you’re a great deal better off than we are.’

      ‘And whose fault is that? Bloody hell, it’s not all about money.’

      ‘That’s easy for you to say, you have it.’

      Sawyer didn’t care enough to keep up the fight. ‘So would you if Dad hadn’t spent it all,’ she muttered, getting in one last jibe.
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      Sitting in the bunk he had claimed on the bus, Leighton scribbled down the lyrics in his head in the new notebook he’d bought for the trip. He had his old one with him, but there were only a few pages left in the back and he knew from experience he’d need more space to write through his feelings about being home.

      Seeing Sawyer with Hunter was always difficult, though usually fleeting and from a distance, but the emotions evoked usually made for great lyrics. Watching them together so close – regardless of whether it was for his benefit or not – filled him with a rage he hadn’t felt since he was in school. Back then Leighton would react with his fists, not caring about the consequences; he wore his rebellious image as a badge of honour. He hadn’t been able to do that since joining the band. He constantly had to keep himself in check. Although the saying went that there was no such thing as bad publicity, he didn’t want to be known as the rogue element of the group – or project the image journalists seemed to have of them just because of the type of music they played.

      Leighton had been hoping to see Sawyer again before the tour of the United Kingdom got under way, though he wasn’t surprised when she messaged him to say that she wouldn’t be able to make it. This wasn’t the first time Hunter had foiled their plans; he kept her on such a short lead when Leighton was at home. By the time his phone chimed a distraction in the form of a text, he had already jotted out four pages of raw emotion. It was only when he stopped scratching his pen across the paper and relaxed that Leighton was conscious of the ache in his non-dominant hand from clenching his fist so tight. The need to hit something was overwhelming. But he had to fight the urge.

      Grabbing his phone from the mattress next to him, Leighton took a deep breath before looking at who the message was from. It was going to be hard to regain his composure if he saw it was from Sawyer, because of how he felt about seeing her with Hunter. He still wondered, regardless of her denials, if his teenage sweetheart was lying about her relationship with her husband, to keep him malleable. He wanted to trust Sawyer’s word, but it was difficult after seeing how tactile Hunter had been with her.

      When he saw the message was a reply to the one Leighton had sent Rose, he calmed in an instant. He had exchanged numbers with her, intending to stay in touch, but it hadn’t taken long for their communication to turn flirty. Strangely, despite all the one night stands he’d had, Leighton felt as though he was betraying Sawyer more by flirting with someone she knew. But that guilt wasn’t enough to stop him texting Rose back.
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      There wasn’t much conversation around the table as Delilah sat eating the fruit that had been prepared for breakfast, so when her phone started to ring, it startled her. Taking the device from her pocket, and seeing who the caller was, Delilah excused herself and disappeared from the room. It was unusual for her sister to call, and rarely so early.

      Walking out of the back door to ensure privacy, Delilah answered her phone. ‘Sawyer, you’re up early.’

      Her sister cut straight to the point. ‘Why didn’t you tell me that things were so bad at home?’

      Although it was summer, the early morning temperature caused Delilah to hug herself as best she could. ‘Define bad?’
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      Unlocking her car, Sawyer climbed in behind the wheel. She didn’t start the engine, deciding instead to finish her call before driving off. ‘Didn’t you notice when the art and furniture started to disappear?’

      ‘Of course, why do you think I left?’ her young sister replied.

      ‘What do you mean you left?’

      ‘I don’t live at home any more.’

      Sawyer was stunned. ‘Where the hell are you living?’

      ‘I’m staying with Evangeline.’

      Delilah sounded flippant, and Sawyer couldn’t contain her horror. ‘You’ve moved in with the Livingston’s…after everything they’ve put us through?’

      ‘What are you talking about?’

      The elder sister sighed; Delilah didn’t know about the arrangement between her and Hunter, or that his father had been the orchestrator, and now wasn’t the time to get into details – especially if she was staying with the Livingston’s. ‘Never mind. I just…I can’t believe you’ve moved out.’

      ‘Well, when I caught Mum going through my jewellery box for gold to sell, that was the last straw.’

      ‘You’re joking?’

      ‘I wish. She sold all hers first because she knew no one would notice. When she was forced to sell the art, she stopped inviting people over. Why do you think she asked you not to drop by unannounced? That was so that she could feed you some bullshit about being out and get you to meet her somewhere else.’

      Looking back at the house, Sawyer saw the net curtain twitch and she could tell her mum was watching her. ‘Delilah, you were at my house a couple of weeks ago, why didn’t you tell me any of this?’

      She heard her sister sigh down the line. ‘You turned your back on us a long time ago, S. How was I supposed to know you’d care?’

      ‘I didn’t turn my back on anyone. You have no idea what sacrifices I’ve made for our family.’

      ‘What sacrifices? As soon as it came out that Dad had a problem, you ran off to marry Hunter and left me to deal with the aftermath.’

      Sawyer was frustrated that she couldn’t tell her sister why she had married her husband. ‘I guess you would see things that way. Trust me, the truth is far less prosaic.’

      ‘What other way is there to see it?’

      ‘Delilah, I haven’t got time to get into the details, you’re going to have to take my word for it that things are more complex than you could possibly understand.’

      ‘Is it really any wonder why I moved out?’ Sawyer heard a growl in the back of her sister’s throat. ‘I’m sick of the secrets in this family.’

      ‘They’re for your own good.’

      ‘Yes, well, so is not living at home,’ she said, hanging up.
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      ‘SURPRISE!’

      Sawyer practically jumped out of her skin as the people filling the living room announced their presence the instant the lights were switched on. She hadn’t been expecting a party; usually she was prewarned if something was being arranged for her birthday, but her best friend hadn’t mentioned anything on their way back from her celebratory drinks.

      ‘Judas!’ Sawyer leaned over to whisper in Angelica’s ear. She gritted her teeth, so it appeared as though she was smiling. ‘When you told me you were taking me out for my birthday, I didn’t expect you to blindside me. You know how I hate surprises.’

      ‘I’m sorry, I wanted to tell you. But you’ve been avoiding my calls since we spoke Thursday morning and you were late meeting me tonight, which means we only had time for one drink before we had to come straight here.’

      ‘I wasn’t avoiding your calls; I was processing, and you could’ve told me what I was walking into on the way over.’

      ‘That would’ve required cutting you off mid-rant about your father’s gambling and it seemed as though you really needed to get that off your chest.’

      Sawyer sighed. ‘I need a drink,’ she said, walking away.

      ‘You don’t seem happy,’ Hunter said, following his wife to the temporary bar at the back of the large dining room.

      ‘Gin martini please,’ she ordered, before turning her attention to her husband. ‘When have you ever known me to enjoy any of the parties you’ve thrown in my honour over the years? How did Albert Einstein define the act of doing something over and over, expecting different results? I forget.’ She sipped from the glass she’d been given.

      ‘I’m not insane. I merely want to express how much I love my wife.’

      The hint of sarcasm in his voice was unmistakable, but she smiled. ‘We both know the real reason you persist with these soirées is because you want to feel important. You’re desperate, Hunter. It doesn’t matter how many parties you throw, nothing is going to make people like you.’
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      It had only been an hour since Angelica had driven them back to Hunter’s house, and Sawyer was ready for the party to be over. The temptation to walk out or disappear upstairs was getting stronger with each passing minute. It was made worse still by having to watch Jacinda follow her husband around as if her life depended on his attention.

      ‘I see Mum and Dad aren’t here,’ Delilah commented, approaching Sawyer as she stood in the corner, directing her attention away from the rest of the room.

      ‘This isn’t the first time they’ve declined an invitation; it won’t be the last,’ Sawyer replied, her disinterest in the topic obvious as she looked around for any reason to not talk about their parents.

      ‘It’s not as if they’re missed. They’re an embarrassment, it’s better that they’re not here.’

      She frowned. ‘Then why did you bring them up?’

      ‘Don’t pretend you miss them.’

      Sawyer looked her sister in the eye. ‘Delilah, what do you want me to do? Do you want me to call and ask them to come? Or are you looking for me to defend them? Because it’s not going to happen. I won’t lose any sleep about Mum and Dad keeping their distance. After finding out that the gambling hasn’t stopped, they can both go to hell – I’ve done everything they’ve asked of me and I’m not going to allow them to play puppeteer any more.’

      ‘What did they ask you to do?’

      ‘You don’t need to know. Just be thankful you moved out, before they asked you to sacrifice your soul too.’

      The younger sibling rolled her eyes. ‘Why am I not surprised that you have secrets too?’

      ‘My secrets are minimal by comparison.’

      ‘How do I know that?’

      ‘You’re just going to have to trust me.’

      ‘Unbelievable,’ Delilah muttered before walking away.
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      Standing on stage looking out at the audience, Leighton caught sight of a blonde in the front row as the lights moved over the crowd and for a split second he thought it was Sawyer. Knowing it was her birthday in two days, Leighton was hoping – even though he knew better – that she’d somehow managed to get out from under her husband’s watchful eye to surprise him at a show. Stepping to the front of the stage to play his solo guitar piece allowed Leighton a second look at the woman, and he realised she was just someone who resembled his ex.

      It made him yearn to see Sawyer, to spend her birthday the way they used to: sleeping until lunchtime, eating cake for breakfast and playing pool all afternoon in the pub while they drank. It was a tradition of sorts that had started on the celebration of her eighteenth year and had repeated every birthday since, until they broke up. Although they hadn’t been together for six years, Leighton had continued the tradition on his own – and this year would be no different. The band weren’t playing a show, so he’d roped them all into his plans to help him celebrate.
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      The party Hunter had arranged was impressive. There was an elaborate spread of finger food, and a three-tiered chocolate cake decorated in white icing and gold edible ribbon, giving the appearance of presents stacked on top of each other. If Sawyer hadn’t detested the attention on her, or the man who had organised the gathering, she would’ve been overwhelmed by the effort he had made.

      The truth was, Sawyer used to love her birthday, and wouldn’t miss the opportunity to celebrate each year with her friends, revelling in the attention. But since becoming a married woman, she hadn’t been able to stand the responsibility it garnered. There was always an expectation for her to wear a smile and make small talk with people she wouldn’t have anything to do with any other time. Most of the guests were business acquaintances of the Livingston men or their family members, and she didn’t have anything in common with any of them. The first birthday party Hunter had thrown for her was especially awkward, but over the years Sawyer had learned that the purpose of them was for him and Oscar to network, not actually to celebrate her life.

      ‘You two have been married a while now. Isn’t it time you had a baby?’ Hunter’s aging Aunt Georgina asked.

      This wasn’t the first time the question had been posed to Sawyer over the course of the evening; it seemed everyone thought it was time for them to start a family. Of course, none of those people knew that she wasn’t in love with Hunter or that, if she had her way, wouldn’t be having his children at all.

      She forced a fake smile as she raised her glass to her lips and took a large mouthful – her way of avoiding telling the old lady to shove her suggestion where the sun didn’t shine. It was a diversionary defence she’d picked up in her early adulthood when someone would bring up something she didn’t consider their business; it prevented her mouth from getting her into trouble.

      Sawyer’s tactic didn’t work; Georgina wanted to make a point. ‘I know Hunter wants a big family.’

      She swallowed. ‘Because he doesn’t have to push them out.’

      ‘Being a mother is the best job in the world.’

      Smiling politely, Sawyer was tempted to tell dear Aunt Georgina that as far as evaluations went, she had failed at the ‘best job in the world’. Her son, Jeremy – Hunter’s cousin – was an entitled arsehole who thought his money excused him from being accountable for his actions, no matter how despicable they were. Sawyer had lost count of how many times she’d heard of him paying thousands in damages for how cruelly he’d treated girlfriends to save being taken to court; Jeremy was the kind of man she despised.

      ‘There’s plenty of time; I’ve still got two days before I’m twenty-nine.’

      ‘The sooner you start…’ Georgina walked away without finishing her sentence.

      ‘The sooner my pelvic floor goes to shit,’ Sawyer muttered behind the guise of a smile.

      Approaching with more drinks, Angelica held one of the martinis out to the birthday girl. ‘What did the sadist’s mother want?’

      Taking the drink from her, Sawyer placed her empty glass down. ‘To remind me that my biological clock is ticking.’

      ‘Maybe she should be less concerned about you procreating and be more concerned by what her son is doing with the young impressionable redhead in the kitchen.’

      ‘She’s not the only one who’s eager for me to start popping out brats; every woman here apart from Hunter’s gran and his mum has asked if we’re trying,’ she said, sipping her drink.

      ‘Well, I suppose most couples make a start on growing their family once they’re married.’

      ‘You haven’t.’

      ‘You know Flynn and I want to enjoy life for a while before kids take over our lives.’

      ‘And how many times have his family asked you when you’re going to have a baby?’

      Angelica laughed. ‘Never; my family are the intrusive ones.’

      Sawyer looked over at Flynn with a fond smile and immediately noticed Georgina approach him. ‘Uh-oh, you better go and save your husband before Hunter’s cougar aunt gets her claws into him.’

      ‘He can handle himself.’

      ‘Have you seen her in action? She’s relentless. It’s okay, you can go and rescue him; I’ll be here when you get back.’

      It was twenty minutes later when Angelica returned to Sawyer’s side. ‘Are you okay, S? You’ve been distracted all night,’ her best friend asked.

      Standing in the same corner she’d occupied for most of the night, Sawyer’s focus on Jacinda didn’t waver. She had spent much of her time following Hunter around as if she was a lost puppy vying for attention.

      ‘I want to punch Cin in the face…not because I care that she’s all over my husband like a rash but because she thinks she can do it right under my nose,’ Sawyer said. ‘She needs to know that her actions have consequences.’

      Angelica laughed nervously. ‘I understand the urge, but it’s not a good idea. I think Hunter has a lot of clients here.’

      ‘So? I don’t care. This is my party…if I want to be an embarrassment, it’s my prerogative.’

      ‘I know, but c’mon Sawyer, you’ve just got to play nice for a little while longer; you can have it out with Jacinda tomorrow.’

      Sawyer knocked back the drink. ‘Then I’m going to need stronger alcohol in my martini,’ she said. ‘I think I have some forty per cent proof vodka at the back of a cupboard in the kitchen.’

      ‘You don’t drink vodka martinis.’

      ‘It’s not unheard of, Angel,’ she said, walking away.

      Sawyer was about to enter the kitchen, but as she pushed the door open a little, she heard voices coming from inside and what she overheard stopped her in her tracks.

      ‘Why is he throwing her a birthday party?’

      It was obvious to Sawyer that she was the her in this conversation, and she searched her mind for any recognition of the female voice, but she couldn’t place who was speaking.

      ‘To keep up appearances, Mother.’ Sawyer heard a voice she recognised – Oscar, her father-in-law – and that’s when she knew who he was talking to. Her curiosity was piqued.

      ‘It’s beyond me why he wanted you to add marrying her to the contract with her father; you can tell there’s no love lost between them.’

      Confused, Sawyer leaned closer to the gap she had created. Had she heard Hunter’s grandmother correctly? Did she say that it had been Hunter who had added the stipulation of marriage to her father’s contract with Oscar? A frown formed on her brow as she continued to eavesdrop.

      ‘I don’t know, but if I had to hazard a guess, it would have everything to do with the boy that made his life miserable in school; she was his girlfriend,’ Oscar answered.

      There it was, confirmation that her wedding had been Hunter wanting to get back at Leighton, not a suggestion by Oscar. Sawyer’s instinct was to barge into the kitchen and demand to know all the details of Hunter’s involvement with the contract her father had signed, but – as difficult as it was – she had to force the urge down and be rational.

      ‘I told you at the time that you should’ve refused his request; she isn’t good enough for the likes of my oldest grandson,’ Sawyer heard Nora Livingston declare venomously.

      Hunter’s grandmother had always been a nasty piece of work, dismissing Sawyer at every turn and barely giving her the time of day. Now she knew why: the wrinkly old bag didn’t think Sawyer lived up to the Livingston family name. She should’ve been offended, but she wasn’t. By all accounts, in order to be accepted as a member of the family, you had to know exactly how to use everyone to your advantage – and Sawyer didn’t.

      Turning to place her back against the wall to the side of the door, Sawyer’s head spun with the information she had overheard. Hunter had been the one who had influenced their union – not his father? She didn’t know why she was surprised; her husband had spent their entire marriage manipulating her. If he wasn’t forcing her to be by his side for business networking, he expected her to play the devoted wife at any family functions and he had even negotiated more sex out of her – playing to her desire to have her contracted commitment to him over as soon as possible. Sawyer wasn’t sure whether to be furious or impressed; it took a certain type of person to turn every situation into an opportunity that bettered things for himself.

      Pushing herself off the wall, Sawyer went in search of Hunter, not wanting to wait to confront him. She had to do it now before the outrage she felt had a chance to die down. Until she laid her eyes on him, she wasn’t sure whether to pull him aside for a private conversation or show him up in front of his guests. She knew that giving him a public dressing-down was going to be the most fun she’d have all night.

      ‘Here’s the birthday girl.’ Hunter smiled as Sawyer approached him.

      She smiled back. ‘We need to talk.’
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      Hunter was immediately suspicious; Sawyer looked gleeful, and that made him cautious. He had a feeling Sawyer was about to make a show of him. Grabbing her arm just above the elbow, Hunter escorted her away from the people he’d been standing with and only let her go when they were outside, far from where they could be overheard.

      ‘What do we need to talk about?’ Hunter asked, looking around to make sure they were alone.

      ‘I’ve just heard your grandmother talking to your father in the kitchen about our contract,’ Sawyer replied, and waited for him to connect the dots. But when he stared back at her with expectation, she continued. ‘Did you use your dad to force me into marrying you?’

      Hunter swallowed. He wasn’t aware anyone besides him and his father knew about the arrangement, so her question caught him off-guard. ‘What? No. My dad came up with that.’

      ‘Oh, really? Because your gran seems to think it was all your idea.’

      ‘Don’t let her hear you call her that; you know how she hates it.’

      She frowned as she crossed her arms and shifted her weight onto one foot. ‘I don’t care about being on the wrong end of Nora’s wrath. The old bag has always hated me and now I know why – she doesn’t think I’m Livingston material.’

      ‘It’s not your fault – she doesn’t like my Aunt Georgina’s taste in spouses either.’

      ‘I don’t care about being liked by her; just tell me that you didn’t manipulate your dad into using me to get back at Leighton.’

      He thought about lying, but there was no point. ‘That wasn’t the reason.’

      She scrunched up her face. ‘Of course that was the reason, you fucking weasel.’ Sawyer started to pace. ‘I can’t believe I didn’t figure out that this whole marriage thing was orchestrated by you. I’m so stupid! Oscar doesn’t care if you’re married; that’s only something you would care about.’

      Stepping in her path, Hunter stopped Sawyer pacing. ‘This is great. Now we both know where we stand, there doesn’t have to be any secrets between us.’

      ‘No secrets? What are you talking about? It’s over. This marriage wasn’t even part of the deal your dad wanted, so why would I stay?’

      ‘Because, regardless of the reason, you’re bound by a contract. It doesn’t matter if I manipulated things in my favour, you signed the next four years of your life to me. You don’t get out of this just because you know I was responsible.’

      ‘Oh, I absolutely do. I had false information when I signed that contract – I didn’t think I had a choice. I thought your dad wanted me to marry you so you’d look good to any potential clients by being a family man. But it was just you trying to get the ultimate revenge on Leighton; knowing that changes everything.’

      ‘Sorry, sweetheart, it changes nothing. You should talk to a solicitor; they’ll tell you that you don’t have a leg to stand on,’ he said, walking back inside.
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      The silence as Sawyer sat at the dining table eating breakfast with her husband the next morning was palpable. Thanks to the discovery she had made the night before, Sawyer had barely managed any sleep; instead she had lain beside Hunter considering her next move while he slept.

      Sawyer’s instinct was to leave – she couldn’t stay now she knew the truth – but it was likely that Hunter would enforce every line of the contract he held over her head, and Sawyer couldn’t afford to be sued for breaching it. She could finish her sentence and leave on semi-decent terms – at least she would get the pay-out she was due – but four years was a long time, and she didn’t know if she could put her life on hold for that long. Not to mention, she wasn’t sure if Leighton would wait around now that Rose had shown an interest. Sawyer’s other option was to fight to get out; she’d need to see a solicitor to determine if his manipulation gave her enough cause to dissolve the contract, but she had a feeling she wasn’t going to be that lucky. She had to think of another way to release herself from the binds of their agreement.

      Staring at Hunter as he ate the full English he had every morning after a night drinking, Sawyer broke off pieces of the dry croissant she had picked from the basket on the table. She despised him. Usually she took every chance she had to fight with Hunter, priding herself on making his life difficult. She took great pleasure in making him jump through hoops to get her to fulfil the smallest request he might have. Being combative made her feel as though she wasn’t just giving up, that she wasn’t accepting her fate without a fight. But being here, under his roof, sleeping in his bed, sitting across from him at the table, was all evidence that she had already conformed. The level of energy her battles took was exhausting, and she didn’t even know what the point of fighting was any more. It made no difference; it got her nowhere. She was angry…all the time, and she had to lash out in the only way she could.

      ‘I’m trying to eat here, and I can feel you staring at me.’ Hunter’s voice suddenly broke the awkward silence. ‘Have you got something you want to get off your chest?’

      ‘I’m curious…What do you think is going to happen now that I know?’ she asked, putting her croissant down on the plate in front of her.

      ‘Nothing’s changed, Sawyer, you’re still bound by a contract,’ he replied, putting some food in his mouth.

      ‘Which you manipulated.’

      ‘And you signed. It doesn’t matter who suggested what, you agreed to adhere to the terms.’

      ‘But if you hadn’t engineered my involvement, I wouldn’t be here; my dad would be the only one on the hook.’

      ‘And yet, you’re right there squirming alongside him.’

      ‘Not for much longer,’ she smirked, as she rested back in her seat. ‘The bank is repossessing their house next month.’

      Having not reacted to anything she had said, Sawyer was surprised when he put his cutlery down on the plate and looked her in the eye. ‘What?’

      She raised her eyebrows. ‘Yeah…shock horror…Abraham didn’t stop gambling; they’re broke. Now what are you going to do?’

      Hunter picked up his knife and fork and continued to eat. ‘It changes nothing.’

      ‘Actually, it changes everything,’ she said, folding her arms smugly. ‘I can’t say I’ve read the small print, but there’s bound to be something in that contract that releases me from my obligation if my parents lose their house.’

      ‘The loan wasn’t dependent on them keeping the house.’

      Sawyer frowned. ‘Then how was your dad expecting to get his money back?’

      ‘I don’t think he ever believed he would.’

      ‘That doesn’t make sense; no one gives someone a loan without anticipating something in return.’

      ‘Well, we got you.’

      ‘Then you were ripped off; I’m not worth a quarter of a million.’

      ‘On the contrary, you’re worth more than that…to some people.’

      She sighed. ‘And it all comes right back to Leighton.’

      ‘Yes, and you’re outraged, I get it,’ Hunter said, dropping his cutlery, which clattered onto his plate. ‘But you don’t know what it was like for me in school; that bastard made my life hell.’

      She shot up to her feet to pace the room. ‘So, you get back at him! You don’t do that indirectly by marrying me!’

      Hunter leaned back in his chair. ‘What’s done is done. The only way you’re getting out of this marriage now is to get a divorce, and I’ll see to it that you get nothing in the settlement.’

      Sawyer stopped walking to stare at him. ‘So, you’re blackmailing me now?’

      ‘No, but…you’re almost halfway through your commitment; what will it hurt to wait a few more years to be completely free?’

      ‘I have no idea what I’m going to do yet, but you can be sure that whatever I decide, it’s going to be what’s best for me.’

      Annoyed, Hunter exhaled as he wiped his mouth with the napkin. ‘We both know you’re not going anywhere,’ he said, getting up to his feet and approaching her. ‘Isn’t it better that you know now? Having no secrets between us is going to be fun,’ he said, disappearing from the room.

      Hearing him run up the stairs to get showered for the day, Sawyer spotted his phone on the table. Usually the device was never out of Hunter’s possession, and she could only conclude she had rattled him enough to make him forget to take it with him. Staring at the phone, Sawyer toyed with going through it for evidence of any other secrets he might have, and the draw was too tempting to pass up. She lunged across the room and lifted the phone from the table. Unsurprisingly, the fingerprint lock showed up on screen preventing her from getting into it, and she sighed; she should’ve known Hunter wouldn’t make snooping easy. The adrenaline that had been pumping through her veins from the minute she’d spotted the phone dissipated quickly and her shoulders slumped in defeat.

      She was about to lay the device back on the table when it buzzed in her hand. She caught a glimpse of the first line of the text as the screen lit up. The message itself didn’t seem so important and the mention of her name barely registered. It was the sender that caught her attention. Her temper was instant.

      Jacinda had never made a secret of how she felt about Hunter, but Sawyer had thought that their friendship trumped that desire. She shouldn’t have been surprised it didn’t, though: Jacinda had schemed against her at every available opportunity, and this was just another thing to add to the extensive list of reasons why Sawyer had never truly trusted her so-called friend. Her instinct was to call and give Jacinda a piece of her mind, but she forced the urge down – Sawyer didn’t want her to have any warning that she knew until a moment of her choosing.

      Taking her phone from her pocket, Sawyer dialled Leighton’s number, hoping he’d pick up and when he did, she tried her best to remain calm. ‘Hey, can I come and see you?’

      ‘What?’ The shock was evident in his voice.

      ‘I need to get away from here.’

      ‘What happened?’

      Sawyer sighed, preparing to tell him what was going on without her anger getting in the way. ‘I’ve just seen a text come through to Hunter’s phone from Jacinda. She’s been spying on me for him. I can’t be here. I need to leave, just for a while, so I can figure out my next move.’

      ‘What next move, Sawyer? You’re still under a contract. Finding out that he’s got Cin reporting to him isn’t going to change that.’

      ‘Maybe not. But finding out he manipulated his dad into getting me to marry him in the first place might give me some grounds to fight it.’

      ‘He what!?’ Sawyer could hear the outrage.

      ‘Yep…to get back at you, he made Oscar add the stipulation of us getting married to the agreement with my father.’

      ‘I’m going to kill him.’

      ‘I appreciate the sentiment, but you’re on tour and I just want to see you,’ she moaned, dismissing his threat. She was still furious about what Hunter had done, and she appreciated Leighton’s indignation, but it wasn’t going to help how she felt – seeing him would.

      ‘Sure, I’ll text you the address of the place we’re playing tonight.’

      ‘Great, I’ll see you soon. Love you.’

      ‘Love you too.’
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      Getting out of the shower, Hunter wrapped a towel around his waist. His mêlée with Sawyer had made him feel lighter somehow and eased some tension in his shoulders. Wiping the condensation from the mirror with his hand, he could even see a difference in his reflection; he looked less drained, and his cheeks had some colour. Honesty agreed with him.

      Starting to dry himself off, Hunter could hear a commotion in the next room and curiosity carried him to the master bedroom. Opening the door that divided the two rooms, he saw his wife loading the bed with clothes from the closet and he frowned.

      ‘What the hell are you doing?’ he asked, as if it wasn’t obvious.

      ‘Leaving.’

      The answer was simple, but it put the fear of God into him. Typically, he derived immense pleasure from Sawyer’s erratic behaviour, but when it threatened a carefully worked out plan, it wasn’t so funny. Had he finally pushed her too far? She seemed to be still making up her mind when he’d left her downstairs. He wasn’t sure what had suddenly changed.

      Still, he tried to appear nonchalant. ‘So, in the ten minutes since I’ve been in the shower, you’ve made up your mind what you’re going to do?’

      ‘No.’

      He was instantly relieved. ‘Then what’s this?’

      ‘I need to get out of this house and away from you so I can decide what I’m going to do.’

      ‘When will you be back?’

      ‘I don’t know; why don’t you ask Jacinda?’ she asked, launching his phone at him as she fetched her suitcase from the storage cupboard in the corner of the room.

      Reacting quickly, Hunter managed to catch it before it hit the ground and – looking at the screen – noticed an unopened text from the woman she’d brought up. He hadn’t exactly been hiding his mole, though he hadn’t been upfront about her either. He watched Sawyer carry her large suitcase across the room and lift it onto the bed.

      ‘You didn’t want any secrets, right? So tell me, how long has Jacinda been reporting my every move back to you?’ she asked, laying the case flat before unzipping it and starting to pack.

      Hunter stumbled to think of a response, but there was no rebuttal. He’d been found out, and he had to own up to it. He just had to minimise his involvement. ‘That was all her idea; I just went along with it.’

      ‘How long?!’ Sawyer bellowed.

      ‘Since the wedding.’

      ‘That bitch! I always knew she wanted to get in your pants, I just didn’t think she was willing to sacrifice the modicum of friendship we have to do it.’

      Hunter tried to lighten the mood. ‘What can I say – I’m irresistible.’ But he could instantly tell by the look of thunder on her face he’d chosen the wrong time to joke. Regretting his attempt at humour, he held up his hands to prevent an attack – because it looked as though she was ready to tear him limb from limb.

      ‘Not funny, Hunter. Not fucking funny.’

      ‘I’m sorry. What was I supposed to do? She was the one who approached me.’

      ‘You should’ve told me I had a traitor for a friend.’

      ‘But as far as I was concerned she was doing me a favour by keeping tabs on you.’

      A frown formed on Sawyer’s brow. ‘She couldn’t have told you much about what I was up to; I kept her on the outside most of the time.’

      ‘You’re right, she wasn’t that helpful.’

      ‘Wait until I catch up to her, she’ll rue the day she crossed me – and so help me, Hunter, if you warn her…’

      He shook his head. ‘I wouldn’t dare.’

      ‘Well, I trust your word about as much as I trust hers, but there’ll be time enough to deal with you both once I’m back,’ she said, continuing to pack.

      ‘Where are you going?’

      This was Sawyer’s chance to be honest, to kick him where it hurt, just to get her own back. But she didn’t want to deal with the drama that would undoubtedly follow; she wanted to get out of the house and on the road. ‘I won’t know until I get there.’

      ‘So, you’re not running off to your boyfriend?’

      He seemed to know her better than she had anticipated. The lie came easy. ‘No, I need to be alone. I want wide open space and quiet.’
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      The traffic lights thwarted Sawyer’s desire for a fast getaway. She drummed her fingers on the steering wheel of the Bentley in time with the music as she waited to start moving. But as her eyes started to wander she spotted Jacinda nearby on the pavement. Sawyer immediately saw red. Turning off her engine, she removed her keys from the ignition and exited the car. Calling out to the woman who had been playing informant to her husband, she marched up to her and – without hesitation – drew her fist back before using all her strength to hit her in the face. Sawyer felt the power of the impact in the tingle of her fingers, as Jacinda lost her balance and dropped on her arse. Sawyer didn’t wait for the inevitable questions that would follow and instead turned on her heel to return to her car.
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      Expecting her best friend, Angelica stood in the window of her living room so she could see her pull into the drive and greet her at the door. Sawyer sounded on edge when she’d called to ask if she could drop in, and she didn’t offer an explanation as to why she was doing so on a Sunday, a day Angelica usually spent with her husband – who was still in bed.

      Seeing the familiar deep-red Bentley pull up, Angelica rushed to let Sawyer in. ‘Good morning,’ she greeted her.

      ‘Not really,’ Sawyer said with a sigh, taking the hug she was offered.

      ‘Uh-oh, what happened?’ Angelica asked, closing the door behind her.

      ‘Last night or this morning?’ Sawyer responded, heading straight to the kitchen.

      Angelica followed her and immediately filled the kettle to make a hot drink. ‘Let’s start with what happened last night.’

      Putting her handbag down on the counter, Sawyer exhaled loudly. ‘Well, it turns out my husband…the love of my life and apple of my eye…’ she said, dryly. ‘…is only my husband because he suggested to his dad that it would look better for his architecture company if he was married, and he wanted to be married to me – to get back at Leighton for humiliating him in school.’

      Angelica was shocked. ‘Hunter admitted that to you?’

      Sawyer nodded. ‘Uh-huh.’

      ‘Why?’

      ‘I heard his battle-axe of a grandmother talking in the kitchen with Oscar when I went for my vodka, so I asked Hunter if it was true.’

      ‘And he was honest about it?’

      ‘Why wouldn’t he be? We’re already married.’

      ‘Why didn’t you say anything last night before I left?’

      ‘I was still processing.’

      ‘So, what are you going to do?’

      ‘I don’t know yet,’ she replied, rooting around in her handbag and pulling out a savings ledger. ‘But I’m going to need you to look after this for me. I have the card for the account, I just don’t want Hunter to find out I have any money.’

      ‘I can do that,’ Angelica said, preparing two cups for coffee.

      Sawyer smiled and motioned to the book. ‘You’re not curious about how much I’ve got?’

      Her best friend shrugged. ‘It’s not my business.’

      ‘It’s okay, you can look; I don’t mind if you know the amount.’

      Angelica hesitated – not wanting to seem too eager to find out how much her best friend was worth – before picking it up and finding the last page that was written on. Her eyes bulged when she saw the amount. ‘Sawyer, there’s almost a million pounds in here.’

      ‘Hunter came up with the allowance amount and I didn’t argue with it. But forty thousand is a lot of money.’

      ‘That’s how much he was giving you?’

      Sawyer nodded. ‘Every month, without failure. I’ve never had that kind of money, even before Dad developed his problem. So I moved what I didn’t use. Sometimes that was half of it, depending what I brought on shopping sprees, and sometimes it was all but two grand. It soon mounted up.’

      ‘Is this classed as stealing?’ Angelica asked, putting the book in one of the kitchen drawers and turning to finish off the coffees.

      ‘No, it’s my compensation for having to be married to him.’

      ‘And Hunter definitely doesn’t know about this account?’

      ‘He never asked.’

      ‘But if you divorce him, won’t he find out about it?’

      ‘Not if I close the account he opened for me ahead of time; he won’t find out about the transfers and even if he does, he won’t have access to the money.’

      Angelica placed one of the cups of coffee in front of Sawyer and held her own close to her chest. ‘I can’t believe he arranged for you to marry him.’

      ‘He’s been dying to get back at Leighton. It just so happened an opportunity to have the ultimate payback fell into his lap.’

      ‘Still, that’s really calculated.’

      Sawyer nodded in agreement. ‘And the worst thing is, I don’t know what I’m going to do about it.’

      ‘You’re not thinking about staying with Hunter after this?’

      ‘No, I mean, I want to get as far away from him as possible, that’s why I’m going to see Leighton. But I signed the contract, knowing what was expected of me. I don’t know if Hunter manipulating the terms really matters.’

      ‘Do you have the contract with you? I’ll get Flynn to give it a look over while you’re away.’

      ‘I picked it up hoping he’d offer,’ Sawyer said, fishing in her bag for the legal document and passing it to her friend.

      ‘You know Flynn will help if he can.’

      ‘I doubt he’ll find anything that gets me out of my obligation, but it’s worth a shot. The family solicitor looked over it before I signed, but Dad was desperate for that money; he wouldn’t have gone through it too thoroughly.’

      ‘Flynn’ll go through it, and if he finds anything actionable, he’ll advise you what you can do.’
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      Sitting in the mid-morning sunshine with his papers spread out over the table in front of him, Hunter tried to get a head start on the week’s work and take his mind off Sawyer and where she’d gone. He knew, despite her protest to the contrary, that she was on her way to see Leighton and there wasn’t a thing he could do about it. One of the reasons Hunter found her so attractive in school was her strong will. He just hated that same trait now they were married; it made her reactions hard to predict. Hunter had no idea how long Sawyer would be gone for, but he had a feeling her punishment would fit the crime and she wouldn’t be back until she wanted to be.

      ‘Excuse me, Mr Livingston, there’s a Miss Ashworth here to see you.’

      Hunter leaned back in his chair and his mouth dropped open at the state of Jacinda’s face as she emerged from behind Thomas, his butler. ‘What the hell happened to you?’ he asked, leaping up to his feet to get a better look at her injury.

      Jacinda winced as Hunter turned her head to inspect the dark bruise on her jawline. ‘Your wife.’

      He stepped back to look her in the eye. ‘Sawyer did this?’

      She nodded. ‘I was standing on the street in town minding my own business and she pulled up next to me. Before I knew it, she’d got out of the car and hit me. I don’t even know why.’

      Hunter rubbed his brow. ‘She saw your text this morning.’

      ‘And you didn’t think to warn me?’

      ‘I couldn’t, she threatened me if I did, and by the time she was gone, I’d completely forgotten. How was I supposed to know she’d see you?’

      Hunter could see the semblance of hope in Jacinda’s eyes. ‘Have you two separated?’

      ‘No, she said she needs time to process; she found out last night…’ He stopped talking before he revealed the real reason behind their union. ‘…something else that she isn’t taking well either.’

      He saw the hope disappear as a frown formed on her brow. ‘What?’

      In a bid to deflect her question, Hunter took his phone from his pocket. ‘I have to call her; she can’t go around punching people to deal with her frustrations.’
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      As silence fell between the two women in the kitchen, Sawyer’s phone started to ring – playing her favourite Lost Savages song – and she rummaged around in the side pocket of her handbag to get to it before her voicemail picked up. Seeing her husband’s name on the screen gave her reason to pause, but she answered – against her better judgement.

      ‘Hunter, what do you want?’ Sawyer asked, the roll of her eyes not going unnoticed by her best friend.

      Angelica pretended not to be listening to what was being said, busying herself around the kitchen. But when she heard the name of their mutual friend pass her lips, she couldn’t help being intrigued.

      ‘Yes, I saw Jacinda and yes, I hit her. She wants to be thankful I only hit her once…’ Sawyer paused, allowing him to talk. ‘She should’ve thought about that before she chose you over me. It’s not as if I didn’t warn her.’

      The silence in the kitchen allowed Angelica to hear Hunter’s raised voice on the other end of the phone; she couldn’t quite make out what he was saying, and then the call was over. With her back to Sawyer, Angelica wasn’t sure who’d hung up first, but as she turned her attention back to her friend, she saw her throw her phone down on the counter.

      ‘What was that all about?’ Angelica asked, her curiosity stirred.

      ‘Jacinda.’

      ‘What’s she done now?’

      ‘She’s been spying on me for Hunter.’

      Angelica tried to disguise her lack of surprise and feigned outrage in her voice. ‘How did you find out?’

      ‘An update text came through to his phone this morning and I saw it before he did,’ Sawyer replied, not seeming to register Angelica’s lack of shock.

      ‘This morning? Tell me you didn’t drive over to her parents’ house just so you could hit her?’

      Sawyer motioned dismissively with her hand. ‘No, I saw her on my way over and I couldn’t help myself.’

      ‘You know she’ll use that against you. I’d be surprised if she doesn’t call the police.’

      ‘I don’t care. That woman has been a thorn in my side since the minute I met her. She spent all our school years following me around like a lost puppy, vying for my approval, and since she found out I was marrying the man whose attention she couldn’t pay for, she has done her darndest to fuck me over. It’s bad enough that she tried to get a stranger to take my drunk arse home on my hen night without caring if I was safe or not, but to be spying on me for Hunter is reprehensible. I can’t believe the audacity of her.’
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      As Flynn walked down the hallway towards the kitchen for his first hot drink of the day, he could hear Sawyer ranting about Jacinda. He reasonably assumed that his wife had confessed the secret she had been keeping. Drawing the attention of both women as he entered the room, Flynn walked over to kiss Angelica on the cheek.

      ‘You finally told her, good on you,’ he said, making his way to the kettle.

      But feeling an immediate atmosphere fall over the room, Flynn looked back over his shoulder to find Angelica giving him daggers and he knew he’d spoken out of turn.

      Sawyer frowned. ‘Told me what?’

      Flynn fumbled to find an explanation for what he’d said and thought it best to stay silent. Angelica was going to have his balls in a vice.

      When an explanation wasn’t forthcoming, Flynn wasn’t surprised that Sawyer picked up on the fact he’d been referring to the conversation they were having about Jacinda that he’d walked in on.

      Sawyer turned her attention to her best friend. ‘Did you know what she was doing?’
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      Angelica closed her eyes, mentally cursing her husband. She regretted not pushing harder to tell Sawyer that she knew what Jacinda was up to once she had plucked up the courage to tell her. It was too late now. Angelica had to take the consequences of not being upfront with Sawyer, and she knew from the experience of other people who got on the wrong side of her best friend that she was going to have to work hard to be forgiven. She tried to defend herself.

      ‘I tried to tell you, more than once. But I hate confrontation, you know that.’

      ‘How long?’ Sawyer’s question was quiet, and Angelica could tell she was hurt.

      ‘How long what?’

      ‘How long have you known what she was doing, Angelica?’ Sawyer shouted, startling both people in the room with her.

      Angelica screwed her face with regret. ‘A couple of weeks.’

      Sawyer’s eyes grew wide. ‘A couple of weeks?!’

      ‘I…’

      She held up her hand, cutting her off. ‘No, Angelica. I can’t believe you knew she was plotting behind my back and didn’t tell me.’ Her eyes welled up with tears. ‘I confided in you about everything…’ Before her tears could fall, her anger took over and gave her the strength to hold them back. She gritted her teeth. ‘How could you keep this from me?’

      ‘I intended to tell you…I just didn’t have a chance…’

      ‘You had plenty of chances, Angelica. Don’t try and bullshit your way out of this, it’s not going to work.’

      ‘You’re right, I’m sorry. I should’ve worked harder to tell you. But I just…I didn’t know how.’

      Sawyer picked up her belongings; she couldn’t stay for a minute longer. ‘I can’t be around you right now,’ she said, rushing from the room.

      Angelica started after her. ‘Sawyer.’

      But as she got to the kitchen doorway, she heard the front door slam shut. Knowing it would do her no good to follow Sawyer while the news was so fresh, Angelica turned to lean against the doorframe and looked at her husband.

      Flynn looked apologetic. ‘Oops!’

      Walking over, she gave him a backhanded slap on the bicep just hard enough to convey her annoyance. ‘I’ll give you oops.’

      He pulled his arm into his chest. ‘How was I to know you hadn’t told her? All I heard was her ranting about what Jacinda had done, and I assumed…’

      Picking up the full cup of coffee Sawyer hadn’t had a chance to drink, Angelica took it to the sink and poured it down the drain. ‘You should never assume.’

      Attempting to soften the blow, Flynn approached his wife from behind and circled her in his arms before nuzzling his chin into the side of her neck. ‘I’m sorry, love. I promise to keep my big mouth shut from now on.’

      ‘Fat lot of good that’ll do. Sawyer will never forgive me.’

      ‘Of course she will – you’re her best friend.’

      ‘And as her best friend, I should’ve told her what was going on. She’s right: I had plenty of opportunities to tell her. I just kept wimping out and I know better than most how important loyalty is to her.’

      ‘You can’t beat yourself up, she’ll come around once the shock has worn off. She knows you wouldn’t hurt her intentionally,’ he said, kissing her on the shoulder.

      Angelica broke out of his hold. ‘If it weren’t for your big mouth, I wouldn’t be in this mess.’

      ‘Actually, if it weren’t for Jacinda you wouldn’t be in this mess,’ he corrected her.

      ‘She may have committed the crime, but I’m damn sure going to serve the time. To make it up to me, you’re going to look over the contract Sawyer has with Hunter for any way she can get out of it.’ Angelica picked up the document and slapped it to his chest.
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      Without thinking about where she was heading, Sawyer started her engine and pulled off the Pendletons’ drive. She needed to put some distance between her and Angelica. Sawyer wasn’t sure if she’d been expecting a denial from Angelica, but hearing her best friend admit to keeping Jacinda’s actions a secret felt as if she’d sustained a thousand paper cuts to her body. Never in a million years did Sawyer think Angelica would be capable of such deception.

      Sawyer didn’t get far on her journey to nowhere before she felt the familiar sting of tears blur her vision and was forced to find somewhere to pull over. She was in no fit state to drive. Luckily, she found a place to park up to have a good cry.

      She felt as though the world was against her. The parents who were supposed to love her unconditionally had essentially prostituted her to a man she hated. The man she had been forced to marry had set the whole plan in motion to get revenge for something he should’ve long since moved past. The man she had loved since they were teenagers had abandoned her the minute things got difficult and ran away to join a rock band. Her sister was angry with her for abandoning their family, and because there was a non-disclosure agreement in place, she was prevented from talking about the sacrifices she’d had to make. One of her so-called friends was reporting her every move back to her husband in a bid to win favour with him, and her best friend was hiding that from her in some misguided attempt to protect her feelings.

      She felt completely alone.
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      It was a beautiful summer’s day. By lunchtime the temperature was a record high for the year so far, which would usually make for uncomfortable travelling and typically would be something Sawyer would go out of her way to avoid. But the power of her vehicle, and the air conditioning inside, made light work of the journey to the coastal town where Lost Savages were due to play that night – even though she stopped a few times along the way to eat, use the bathroom and stretch her legs.

      Arriving at the four-star hotel, it struck Sawyer that there were more people than she had been prepared for, and she didn’t know if that was because of the band or whether it was just par for the course due to the time of year – until she got closer and saw their T-shirts. Sawyer had been expecting fans to be camped outside the hotel entrance – there always were – but the volume had doubled since the last time she’d been with the band on tour. As she fought through the crowd with her luggage to get inside, it didn’t escape her notice that about eighty per cent of them were women roughly her age and she wondered if they were the reason Leighton needed condoms. Was he taking advantage of the attention being lead guitarist for Lost Savages afforded him? Sawyer didn’t blame him; she just didn’t want to imagine him with anyone else.

      Arrived, she texted Leighton, as she waited for her turn at reception.

      Not wanting to intrude on any pre-show band ritual, Sawyer intended to get her own room – not that she had told Leighton this. He naturally expected her to stay with him; she just didn’t want to get in the way or affect his mood with her moping.

      Parking her suitcase next to her, Sawyer smiled at the receptionist. ‘Can I book a room please?’

      The perky blue-eyed brunette behind the counter wearing a name badge reading Nikki scrunched up her face to depict her regret. ‘Sorry, we’re fully booked,’ she apologised.

      ‘I’ve had a long drive; I’ll take anything.’ Sawyer pushed the issue, sure that they would have one room available, even if it was expensive.

      ‘I’m really sorry, but we’re at maximum capacity.’

      ‘There aren’t even any suites available?’

      Despite the smile on her lips as she shook her head, Sawyer could tell Nikki was getting annoyed by the slight flare of her nostrils. ‘No, as I said, we have no vacancies.’

      That’s when Sawyer felt the vibration of the phone in her hand, and she knew Leighton had replied to her text. At soundcheck. Left a key at reception for you. In room 225, his message said.

      With no alternative, Sawyer had to take him up on his offer. She leaned on the counter, so she could keep her voice low. ‘Apparently, Leighton Sinclair has left a key for me.’

      ‘The name?’

      ‘Sawyer Livingston.’

      Nikki did a double take and dropped the professional façade her day job required. ‘Are you the Sawyer?’

      She raised her eyebrows, taken aback. ‘I’m sorry?’

      ‘Are you the woman Leighton wrote the song Lifetime for and called the love of his life in the interview with Uncut magazine?’

      She was still confused. ‘I…don’t…know.’

      Nikki frowned. ‘You don’t know if you’re her?’

      ‘My name is Sawyer; I just didn’t know he’d mentioned me in an interview.’

      ‘It’s brilliant. It’s still online if you want to read it,’ Nikki said, passing her the room key. ‘…and for future reference, Leighton’s pseudonym is Wes Ray…’ her expression softened as if to convey her admiration. ‘…which is an anagram of your name.’

      Sawyer smiled to be polite as she took the plastic key card. ‘Thank you.’

      ‘You need to turn left at the corner and take the first lift on the right up to the second floor,’ Nikki directed her. ‘Enjoy your stay.’
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      Unable to bring herself to go home and miss the opportunity Sawyer’s disappearance afforded her, Jacinda sat in the living room of Hunter’s house daydreaming about the changes she would make to the furniture and décor if she had the chance to replace his wife. As far as she could tell, the couple weren’t a good match, and never had been. Their union had come out of the blue, surprising everyone – especially because Sawyer only seemed to have eyes for Leighton. Jacinda knew there was a reason behind their marriage, and common sense dictated that it had something to do with the rumours about her father. The only thing that would make sense was that Sawyer had only married Hunter because of his money; she could barely stand to be around him.

      Jacinda looked up at Hunter as he walked in staring down at his phone. ‘Have you heard anything from her yet?’

      He sighed, slipping his phone in his pocket, and joined her on the settee. ‘No, and I don’t expect to. You know what she gets like when she’s trying to make a point.’

      ‘Sadly, all too well,’ she replied, turning her head to draw attention to her bruise.
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      Walking into the hotel room, Sawyer was immediately met with a mess not unlike that in Leighton’s bedroom at home, and she sighed. ‘Would it kill you to pick up after yourself? You’re a bloody grown man,’ she complained to herself, knowing she wouldn’t be able to relax until she’d tidied up after him.

      Finding a clean spot on the floor, she parked her suitcase and placed her handbag on the desk in front of the mirror. There, tucked in the frame of the reflective glass, was a ticket and hanging from the corner was a laminated backstage pass for the concert tonight with a post-it note which read, if you feel up to it.

      She didn’t. As much as she loved seeing Leighton in his element performing on stage, Sawyer wasn’t really in the mood to do anything except order room service, have a nice long soak in the bath to wash off the lingering fatigue of travelling and sit in front of the television…once she’d had a bit of a tidy up.
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      ‘Can I ask…what’s going on between you two?’ Jacinda braved the question after an awkward silence filled the room. ‘Sawyer doesn’t seem as if she’s a woman in love…at least not one who’s in love with you, so…why marry her?’

      Hunter was aware of how Jacinda felt about him; it was hard not to be. She beelined for him whenever they were in the same room and didn’t leave his side. She would constantly talk down about Sawyer, and claim she was looking out for him, which didn’t make sense when the two women were supposed to be friends. Hunter had long suspected Jacinda would betray her friendship with his wife if he appeared to reciprocate her feelings, but he never did because – no matter the reason – he was married. But now, sitting here and having had his suspicions confirmed by Sawyer before she left, he could feel the sexual tension between them. He had to believe that if he answered her question honestly, Jacinda would keep his secret – if only because of the way she felt.

      ‘It was my poor attempt at getting her to fall in love with me,’ Hunter said, deciding to gauge her reaction before revealing the extent of his cunning.

      Jacinda frowned. ‘But why did she say yes to your proposal? As far as I can tell, she doesn’t like you very much.’

      A smile tugged at the corners of his mouth but didn’t fully develop. ‘That’s an understatement.’

      ‘Then, what do you have on her?’

      ‘We have a contract.’

      ‘But you had to have something on her to get her to sign it.’

      ‘Not Sawyer, Abraham.’

      Suddenly the penny dropped for Jacinda. ‘You bought her dad’s debt and exchanged it for her hand in marriage.’

      ‘Something like that,’ he replied, deciding not to explain the finer intricacies.

      ‘Wouldn’t you rather have a wife instead of a sparring partner?’

      ‘I stupidly thought that’s what Sawyer would become.’

      Jacinda smiled. ‘You really didn’t know her at all, did you?’

      ‘Well, the beauty of living in the same house for three years is that I got to know her really well.’
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      Sitting on the side of the bath as it filled with water and the bubbles slowly gathered volume, Sawyer glanced at the sink and the collection of Leighton’s toiletries, and she remembered what the receptionist had said to her when she was checking in. A sudden curiosity came over her and, taking her phone from her pocket, she loaded the Internet browser and used the search engine to find the magazine Nikki had named. It didn’t take long to find the interview. Sawyer’s eyes scanned the page until she saw the mention of her name, and she scanned back to the question.

      

      Interviewer: Can you tell us about the inspiration behind your new single Lifetime?

      Tommy: I’ll have to defer to my lead guitarist; he wrote that one.

      Leighton: I’m afraid there’s not much of a story. I wrote it about the love of my life, Sawyer, who I don’t get to see as often as I’d like.

      

      Sawyer frowned. By the way the receptionist was gushing, she was expecting some elaborate declaration of love, when it had just been a short – albeit sweet – explanation of who had inspired the song he’d written. She was familiar with the song, it was one of her favourites, but she was somewhat disappointed by the interview. She backed out of the website before returning her phone to her pocket.
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      Jacinda hadn’t finished with her line of questioning, not now she knew why Hunter had married Sawyer. Him opening up had piqued her curiosity; she wanted to know more.

      ‘Do you two have sex?’ Jacinda didn’t think the question was unreasonable, although it was too personal to be her business. It was an attempt at flirting.

      She wasn’t sure if Hunter knew about her attraction to him, though she thought she’d made it obvious enough – her line of questioning would make him certain of it. She could see him weigh up whether to answer or not.

      ‘Not as often as I’d like, but it has been known to happen,’ he replied.

      ‘Well, no married man thinks he has enough sex,’ she laughed.

      Hunter smiled. ‘True, but the contract stipulates once a week and in three years I have had sex with her a dozen times – three of those being in the last few weeks. Sawyer’s headstrong.’

      ‘If you’re frustrated, I can help with that.’ The offer was out of her mouth before she had even given it much thought and she dropped to her knees in front of him. The implication of her action was obvious.

      Jacinda was bold. She shuffled closer, and he allowed her to ease his knees apart as she reached forward to unzip his trousers. She didn’t care that Hunter was married, or that he hadn’t shown any interest in her since school. She wanted to show him the extent of her feelings while she had the chance, and make sure there was no room for doubt. Reaching inside his trousers, she was surprised to find him wearing no underwear, and smiled as she pulled his cock out; he was already hard. Moving her hand up and down his shaft, she looked him in the eye and felt a sense of exhilaration when he leaned back in his seat with a groan of euphoria. Removing her hand, she held his eye as she took him into her mouth.
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      Once she had relaxed, Sawyer put on her summer pyjama set and lay on the bed watching television while she waited for Leighton to join her. She felt completely at ease. Not having to put on a performance, she could be herself. It was foreign, but she liked not having to pretend. She wasn’t even tempted to drink, because there was nothing she felt as though she needed to escape from. It was a refreshing change of pace, and she knew the wait to see Leighton would be worth it once he got to the room after the show.
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      The gap where the blackout curtains didn’t quite meet the ceiling cast enough daylight from the mid-morning sun for Sawyer to see the man lying in bed next to her. Today she was twenty-nine and she hadn’t spent her birthday with Leighton since she turned twenty-two, so she was going to make the most of the traditions they had before they were forced to part.

      ‘Good morning, beautiful,’ Leighton smiled, leaning in to kiss her. ‘Happy birthday.’

      Sawyer smiled. ‘Thank you.’

      ‘How are you feeling?’

      His question was a valid one. The minute she’d laid eyes on him, Sawyer had crumbled into a snivelling wreck, and it had taken her most of the night to pull herself together. Every time she tried to tell Leighton about the secret Angelica had been keeping, she broke down. The involvement of Hunter in her contract and Jacinda reporting back to him paled in comparison to what her best friend had done, because she didn’t care about them. But Angelica had always been loyal and, her being privy to all the information about her relationship, Sawyer didn’t think it was unreasonable to expect her allegiance.

      She sighed. ‘Don’t start me crying again; I don’t know if I’ll stop.’

      ‘We can’t have that, not on your birthday.’

      That’s when there was a knock at the door, and Leighton leapt out of bed. ‘Breakfast’s here.’

      ‘You can’t answer the door like that, you’re naked,’ Sawyer laughed, sitting upright.

      He grabbed a pillow from the floor where it had landed when he threw it from the bed the night before and covered his modesty. ‘Better?’ he asked, heading to the door as the knock came again.

      ‘You’re crazy.’

      ‘Just living up to the reputation of a rock star, baby.’

      Unable to see the door from her position on the bed, Sawyer smiled to herself, imagining the look of horror on the server’s face. She listened intently for a reaction and when she heard nothing she was impressed by their professionalism, but disappointed there had been no verbal expression of outrage – it made Sawyer wonder if they’d been subjected to worse.

      She heard the door close, and Leighton appeared from around the corner holding a tray, with no sign of the pillow he had taken with him. ‘Please tell me you didn’t drop the pillow until after you closed the door.’

      ‘What do you take me for?’

      ‘Well, you were the one who went running to get breakfast without any clothes on,’ she said with a smile, as he joined her back on the bed.

      ‘Ta-da!’ Leighton sang, lifting the cloche to reveal what was underneath and putting the silver dome on the floor beside the bed.

      Sawyer smiled. ‘You ordered a birthday cake?’

      ‘It hasn’t been so long that you’ve forgotten.’

      ‘I remember: cake for breakfast. But that was when we were getting up at lunchtime.’ She checked her watch. ‘It’s barely ten a.m.’

      ‘C’mon, don’t be a Debbie Downer…get in the birthday spirit.’

      She couldn’t bring herself to deny his request, so she indulged him. Picking up one of the forks, she delved into the single-person-sized cake decorated in the colours of the rainbow and took a bite. Chewing, she smiled and made an appreciative noise for effect. It really was too early to eat cake, but his excitement made it hard for her to turn him down.

      As her phone started to ring, Sawyer put the fork down and reached for it from the bedside table. Seeing the identity of the caller, she sighed and declined the call. ‘Angelica needs to know when to give up,’ she said, putting her phone back face down.

      ‘She’s your best friend, she probably just wants to wish you a happy birthday.’

      ‘No, she doesn’t. She called repeatedly last night. I had to turn off my phone to get her to stop. I only turned it back on when I thought she’d be in bed.’

      ‘She’s not going to stop trying to talk to you until you let her apologise,’ Leighton said, placing the tray down on the bed.

      ‘I don’t need her to apologise, I need her to tell me that Jacinda was spying on me weeks ago when she found out…oh, wait…too late.’

      Leighton shook his head. ‘I know you’re hurting, but she was looking out for you. She knows how hot-headed you can be.’

      Sawyer frowned. ‘Whose side are you on?’

      ‘Sometimes being on your side means telling you the hard truth.’
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      Tossing her phone down onto the kitchen counter, Angelica raised her hands to her face and tried to rub away the frown lines that had developed on her forehead. ‘I’m one more attempt away from driving to wherever the Savage boys are playing just to get Sawyer to talk to me,’ she said to her husband, who was eating his breakfast.

      Flynn had booked two days off expecting to join his wife in entertaining Sawyer for her birthday, as they did every year. But when Sawyer took off to see Leighton, Angelica’s plans had fallen through, leaving Flynn’s day free.

      ‘She’ll answer your call as soon as she’s calmed down,’ he tried to assure her.

      ‘I can’t wait for her to decide when that is. I need to talk to her now. If I leave it much longer, she’s just going to keep pushing me away and before you know it, we’ll have drifted apart. I can’t have that. She needs at least one friend while she’s dealing with all the shit she’s found out lately.’

      ‘You can’t force her to forgive you if she’s not ready; that’ll just make her withdraw more.’

      ‘How much more can she withdraw, Flynn? She’s never ignored my calls before, never. I don’t think we’ve ever had an argument in all our years of friendship. What if once is enough and I lose my best friend because I was trying to stop her from doing something rash?’ She stabbed her finger at her husband as if to emphasise her argument. ‘You know she would’ve killed Jacinda the minute she laid eyes on her if I’d have told her what she was doing as soon as I found out. Then where would we be?’

      ‘You need to stop beating yourself up. I know why you didn’t tell her straight away and so does Sawyer. She’s just dealing with a lot right now. You’re the least of her worries.’

      Angelica’s mouth gaped open in shock. ‘The least of her worries? I’m her best friend and I’m the least of her worries?’

      Suddenly Flynn regretted the wording he’d used. He had meant to reassure her, and she’d misunderstood his message. ‘I didn’t mean it like that.’

      ‘Oh, how did you mean it?’ she asked, placing a hand on her hip and shifting her weight onto one foot.

      Rarely did Flynn and his wife disagree, never mind argue. But whenever they did, it was because he’d spoken without thinking through what he was going to say. He’d blurt out things, in the hope of being helpful, and it wasn’t always taken in the manner it was intended.

      ‘I meant…she is…’ he fumbled to explain himself. ‘She knows you’ll be there for her when she needs you, she won’t be able to freeze you out forever.’

      ‘It’s only been a day and I already hate not talking to her.’ Angelica pouted for effect. ‘It’s her birthday, we usually spend today together.’

      ‘I’m sure she’ll answer the phone before the day’s out, even if she’s steaming drunk.’

      ‘Fuck it…I’m calling Leighton,’ she announced, picking up her phone.
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      The ringing of Leighton’s phone drew both of their attention as he finished off the cake Sawyer wasn’t in the mood to eat. She spotted the identity of the caller on his screen before he picked it up.

      She raised her eyebrows. ‘Don’t answer that.’

      Leighton jumped off the bed and smiled at her as he answered the call. ‘Hey, Angel.’

      She squinted her eyes at him. ‘Traitor!’

      Sawyer couldn’t hear Angelica’s end of the conversation, just the faint sound of her voice as Leighton listened to what she was saying. Attempting to seem uninterested in what her friend had to say to him, Sawyer got off the bed and headed into the bathroom, locking the door behind her. It was highly probable Leighton would try and fix things between her and Angelica by forcing Sawyer to talk to her, but if she was behind a locked door, he wouldn’t be able to guilt her into taking the call. As a means of resisting the urge to press her ear against the divide to hear Leighton’s side of the conversation, Sawyer turned on the shower. If her birthday traditions were to be followed to the letter, they would be heading out to a bar for drinking and pool playing as soon as he realised she wasn’t going to let him fix what was broken between her and Angelica – if they could even find somewhere that wasn’t swimming in Lost Savage fans.
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      ‘She’s locked herself in the bathroom,’ Leighton said down the line. ‘I think she’s serious about not talking to you right now.’

      ‘What am I going to do?’ Angelica pleaded.

      ‘I think you’re just going to have to ride it out, Jelly.’

      ‘I don’t know that I can. I hate not talking to her.’

      ‘I’m sorry, I wish I could make her come to the phone, but I’m not sure the hotel will appreciate me breaking down the door.’
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      Seeing his wife’s disappointment as she hung up the phone made Flynn feel guilty. He hated Angelica being upset, and he especially hated it when he was responsible. He had to try to fix things between his wife and her best friend while they were still fresh, and if Sawyer wouldn’t talk to Angelica on the phone, he’d have to take her to the hotel where she was staying.

      Flynn got to his feet. ‘All right, go and pack a bag.’

      Angelica frowned. ‘Where are we going?’

      ‘If we leave in the next hour we can be at the hotel by the time Sawyer’s sufficiently drunk; that’ll make her less likely to be so stubborn.’

      ‘You don’t mind spending your two days off driving to and from Brighton?’ she asked, hope lighting up her eyes.

      ‘It’s the least I can do. Especially when it’s my fault she’s not talking to you. Sawyer can’t ignore you if you’re stood in front of her, can she?’
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      The smell of stale beer hit Sawyer as she walked into the pool hall in front of Leighton. The lack of light coming in through the small oblong windows near the ceiling made the place feel dark, despite the cream-painted walls with oak wood panelling below and low-hanging lighting suspended over the handful of tables laid out in the space; even the carpet beneath her feet was drab. There was no character to the place. It felt neglected, and yet there were already a few players with games under way. It wasn’t typically a place Sawyer would choose to spend her birthday, but beggars couldn’t be choosers and there was probably less chance of any Lost Savages fans spotting them somewhere like this than if they were in a pub.

      Leighton had been hoping to find a watering hole an Uber ride away for them to drink in, but the locals had told him about this place instead. He’d convinced his bandmates to join them to make the afternoon feel as if it was more of a celebration than a distraction, and they had happily agreed – although getting them out of bed was another matter entirely. He checked his phone for any sign the rest of the band had tried calling him back, but there was nothing. He expected each member had gone back to sleep the minute he’d hung up and they wouldn’t be joining them for a few hours.

      ‘It doesn’t look as if the rest of the band will be here any time soon,’ he informed Sawyer, returning his phone to his pocket with a sigh. He was going to have to entertain the birthday girl on his own; he just hoped he could provide enough of a distraction until Angelica arrived.

      It had been a couple of hours since Sawyer had avoided talking to her best friend on the phone and Leighton hadn’t told her about the text he’d received from Flynn to find out their whereabouts. The guitarist knew better than to give Sawyer a chance to bolt before the women came face to face, so he had deleted the text in the unlikely event she picked up his phone. Leighton just had to find an opportunity to text Flynn their exact location.

      Sawyer smiled as she turned to him. ‘That’s okay. I can kick your arse at pool until they get here.’

      Her cockiness made him laugh. ‘You’re awfully confident considering you haven’t played me for years.’

      ‘How much more can you have improved? You barely have a chance to practise being on the road all the time.’

      ‘And how often have you practised over the years?’

      ‘Most days actually,’ Sawyer replied, smugly. ‘Hunter has a pool table in his boys’ room and he’s away on business a lot.’

      ‘Then rack ’em up, sweetheart; I’ll order some drinks,’ Leighton smiled, heading to the bar. ‘What do you want?’

      ‘I guess it’s too much to hope for an orange juice.’

      Leighton frowned. ‘Orange juice? It’s your birthday.’

      ‘I don’t fancy drinking. I’ll just have a lemonade.’

      As Leighton walked to the other side of the room, with his back to Sawyer, he surreptitiously sent a text to Flynn giving their exact location, then returned his phone to the front pocket of his jeans. Leighton knew it was best to force Sawyer into facing the issue she had with Angelica, otherwise it would take too long for the two of them to make up – and Sawyer needed her best friend.

      ‘Hey there. How can I help?’ a middle-aged man asked, appearing from a room at the back of the bar.

      ‘I’d like to book that table to play on…’ he pointed in Sawyer’s direction, ‘…and order a pint of Guinness and a pink gin with a little lemonade please.’

      ‘Well, you’ll both need to sign up for a membership if you want to play,’ the proprietor said, shuffling around under the bar for a couple of forms. He placed them on the counter. ‘Fill these out and I’ll get you a couple of cues.’
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      Climbing from the car, Angelica closed the door and smoothed down her dress. Her stomach was in knots. She had never been on the wrong side of Sawyer; it was unsettling. Angelica was suddenly concerned her surprise arrival was going to make it worse, even though she’d felt so confident back at the house. Reasoning with Sawyer was going to be easier to do if Sawyer couldn’t hang up on her. But being so close to her meant there was more chance of violence, and Sawyer wasn’t above throwing the odd punch to enforce her point.

      ‘Oh my God, why am I so nervous?’ she asked, taking a gulp of air to try and quell the queasiness in her stomach.

      Climbing out of the driver’s seat, Flynn locked the car door behind him. ‘Because you know Sawyer can tear you apart with her bare hands,’ he said, a feeble attempt at humour to lighten the mood. Angelica’s face remained deadpan. ‘I’m going to pay for thinking I’m funny later,’ he muttered under his breath. ‘I’m sorry, love, I was trying to make you smile.’

      Angelica’s mouth hung open for a second before she could speak. ‘Call me weird but jokes about dying at the hands of my best friend aren’t funny.’

      He rushed to her side and put his arm around her. ‘I know it’s natural for you to be worried, but you need to relax. It’s not going to be as bad as you expect it to be. As soon as she sees your face, she’ll be relieved that she hasn’t done any irreparable damage to your friendship.’

      ‘You don’t know that,’ she said, looking up at him with a pout.

      ‘No, I don’t. But the chances of her staying mad about something that isn’t worth her being mad about are slim.’

      ‘I kept a secret I shouldn’t have kept; I don’t think Sawyer sees it as something that isn’t worth her being mad about.’

      ‘C’mon, you’ve been Sawyer’s loyal companion for as long as you’ve known each other. Deep down she knows you aren’t malicious, and you kept that secret because you were looking out for her. All you’ve got to do is go inside and explain why you didn’t tell her what Jacinda was doing.’

      Angelica nodded, feeling a little more confident. ‘That I didn’t think it mattered what Jacinda was doing because she was never told any pertinent information that she could report back to Hunter,’ she repeated what she’d practised on the journey – wanting to get the wording right.

      ‘Then, are we going inside?’

      Angelica took a deep breath; she was frozen to the spot. ‘In a minute.’

      ‘No, now,’ Flynn said, placing his hand on the small of her back and gently pushing her forward a few steps. ‘If you stand here, you’ll stay here and then you’ll make me drive all the way home without seeing her. Don’t chicken out now. March your arse into that building and say your piece.’

      She planted her feet firmly on the concrete. ‘I will…I will, in a minute.’

      ‘Fine, stay. But I’m going inside.’ Flynn stepped around her, heading for the door. ‘If you don’t follow, Sawyer will bolt as soon as she sees me, and you’ll miss your opportunity to talk to her.’

      ‘Flynn…wait.’ He heard her footsteps as she rushed after him.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      The sound of the black ball sinking into the corner pocket was silenced by the hoots of celebration from Sawyer as she won another game, the third since she and Leighton had arrived. Her excitement had attracted the attention of a few players in the hall after her first victory and – upon learning of her birthday – they had all bought her a drink to congratulate her. Sawyer hadn’t touched a drop of alcohol and it showed in her ability to calculate the angles, helping her winning streak. She was so preoccupied doing a victory dance even Chandler Bing would be proud of that she didn’t see Angelica and Flynn enter the hall.

      Leighton knew the minute Sawyer saw her best friend because she spun back to face him fast enough to give herself whiplash, and her face lacked all trace of the glee she had shown moments before.

      ‘What is she doing here?’ she spouted venomously.

      Leighton could see she was hurt. She had a tell – she was giving him her death stare. The look was accusing and designed to make him feel guilty. It worked. The pain projected from her compelled him to take a step in her direction in a bid to explain himself, but she stepped back to keep the distance between them and held up her hand to warn him off.

      ‘Don’t…’ Sawyer warned, fighting back her tears.

      ‘S…’ Leighton started, making another move towards her.

      She took a second step back. ‘Stay,’ she ordered, as if he was a puppy in training.

      As the only person who wasn’t on the wrong side of Sawyer, Flynn moved slow and steady, edging closer to where she stood. He held up his hands to appear non-threatening. He tried to appeal to her sentimental side. ‘Sawyer, we all know you’re hurting. Just sit and listen to what Angelica has to say, let her explain…She’s your best friend.’

      But it had the opposite effect. ‘Yes, and as my best friend she should’ve known better than to collude with the enemy.’

      Leighton tried to defend her best friend. ‘C’mon, Sawyer, you’re being dramatic.’

      Sawyer turned on him as if she was a rattlesnake primed to strike. ‘You, keep your mouth shut…I’ll deal with you later.’
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      The strength of the cold front that greeted her made Angelica want to turn on her heel and retreat to the car. She hated raised voices, and being the reason for Sawyer’s hostility made her uncomfortable in her skin. She wanted to hide and let her husband fight her battle for her. But if there was ever a time she had to be grown up and stand up for herself, it was now. This was her opportunity to fix things, and get her best friend back. She edged forward cautiously. ‘The only reason I didn’t tell you what Jacinda was up to was because she didn’t have access to any information to give Hunter.’ She blurted out the words loud enough so that Sawyer could not ignore her, knowing it would be the only way she would get to have her say. ‘You haven’t trusted her since your hen night. So what could she tell him that he couldn’t find out for himself? She doesn’t know about Leighton. She doesn’t even know about the contract. There was nothing she could report back that would hurt you.’

      ‘That doesn’t matter, Angelica. You kept a secret from me; we don’t have secrets.’ Sawyer’s eyes filled with tears which spilled onto her cheeks. ‘Do you even comprehend how much that hurt?’

      Seeing her friend’s tears forced Angelica’s own to the surface and she started to cry. ‘That was never my intention.’ Her voice broke with the building emotion she felt. ‘I love you too much.’

      The harsh expression on Sawyer’s face softened and her shoulders seemed to relax as she dried her eyes. ‘I expected better from you.’

      ‘I know and I’m sorry.’ Angelica edged closer, her tears drying up. ‘I should’ve told you straight away. But you know how bad I am at conflict. I just didn’t know how to say it. We’d all been drinking that day and I knew if I told you when I found out, you’d kill her…’

      Sawyer frowned. ‘Which day?’

      ‘The Monday we were all at yours when Hunter was out of town on business.’

      Sawyer raised her eyebrows. ‘You’re right, I would’ve killed her.’

      ‘You almost ripped her head off for commenting on Freya’s outfit; if you’d found out she was in cahoots with Hunter – there would’ve been no stopping you.’

      Sawyer wrapped her arms around Angelica. ‘I love you.’

      As they hugged, Angelica saw the glance Leighton and Flynn exchanged. She could tell they were silently gloating that their meddling had worked, and it would be impossible to argue.

      The cockiness seemed to drip from Leighton when the two women broke apart. ‘I knew you wouldn’t be able to resist hearing Angelica’s side of the argument if you gave her the chance,’ he told Sawyer. ‘I just had to force you to hear her out.’
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      Sitting at the desk in his office, Hunter chucked his pen down and leaned against the back of his chair with a sigh. He couldn’t concentrate. It had been two weeks since Sawyer had left, and he hadn’t heard from her once. He would be concerned, though he suspected her lack of contact was by design. She had used what he and Jacinda were up to as an excuse to leave; she didn’t care about either of them enough to be hurt by their actions.

      Sawyer probably hadn’t given him a second thought since she’d been gone, and yet, she was all Hunter could think about. Jacinda had done her best to be a good distraction, popping in every few days to ‘service’ him, but she was no Sawyer. As infuriating as his wife was at times, life with her was never boring; she provided a constant challenge and Jacinda was just too agreeable for his liking.

      Hunter knew he should’ve stopped Jacinda from giving him head, but he’d never been one to pass up a woman’s advances when they were offered on a silver platter. It wasn’t even as if he felt guilty. If it wasn’t for Sawyer’s taking off, the opportunity wouldn’t have presented itself.

      Using his feet to move his chair around so he could see out of the window, Hunter looked at the view from his corner office in the high-rise building. His was the second-best view of the city on the sixteenth floor; his father had the first – even though Oscar barely spent any time at work. Hunter never tired of looking out over all the glass buildings that surrounded the one his family business occupied; it always helped to calm him. Being an architect, the one thing he knew about without question was buildings. Women always confused him and none more so than Sawyer; it made life with her interesting – something he assumed would be missing from any relationship with Jacinda.

      Torn between waiting for Sawyer to return by herself when she was ready and hunting her down to drag her back home, Hunter had picked up his phone to call her every day. He always talked himself out of going through with it, though, because ordering her to come home would be a sure-fire way of getting her to stay away for longer. But he couldn’t wait much longer: his parents had noticed her absence.

      Picking up his phone, Hunter pressed Sawyer’s speed dial number and put it to his ear. It didn’t ring. Instead a voice announced that the phone was turned off. Frustrated, he hung up. He needed to try a different tack. Even though Sawyer had refuted his suspicions about her carrying on with Leighton, Hunter believed she had fled straight into her ex’s arms when she left. So, scrolling through the contacts in his phone, he found Leighton’s number – having acquired it from a friend – and called it.
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      Sitting on the bus travelling to the next town on the tour with his band members, Leighton was in an exceptionally good mood. Having Sawyer tag along for the last few weeks made him nostalgic for the days before she was married, when they were together most of the time. He was enjoying having her around, but he knew it couldn’t last and she’d have to go home eventually.

      As they travelled, Leighton could see Sawyer through the windscreen up ahead in her Bentley. He had been tempted to take her up on her offer to be a passenger and travel in the car, but he always sat on the bus, and he didn’t want the rest of the band to feel snubbed.

      ‘God, look at him.’ Tommy’s voice pulled Leighton’s attention back inside the bus. ‘He’s been away from her for half an hour and he’s already pining after her.’

      Leighton smiled at him. ‘No, I’m just wondering why I chose to travel with you idiots when I could’ve had the company of a beautiful woman instead,’ he joked, as he felt the vibration of his phone in his pocket. He frowned when he saw an unknown number on the screen, and answered the call. But he didn’t get the chance to speak before the caller did.

      ‘She’s with you, isn’t she?’ the male voice accused.

      Leighton immediately made his way to the bunk area for a bit of privacy. ‘Who the hell is this?’ he asked. He knew who it was on the other end of the line, but he feigned ignorance; annoying Hunter was always entertaining, and he wasn’t usually that hard to wind up.

      ‘It’s Hunter Livingston.’

      ‘How did you get this number?’

      ‘That isn’t important.’

      ‘I think it’s important.’

      Hunter’s impatience showed in the form of a sigh. ‘Just…answer the question…Is she with you?’

      ‘Who is she?’ the guitarist asked, trying to get a rise out of him.

      ‘You’re not stupid, Leighton, you know who I mean,’ Hunter snapped.

      Leighton smiled, his plan to annoy Hunter clearly working. ‘Oh, has your wife run out on you again?’ he said, continuing to provoke him. ‘Maybe you should’ve implanted a tracking device so you could know where she is all the time via an app on your phone.’

      ‘So, Sawyer’s not with you?’

      ‘No.’ Technically Leighton wasn’t lying; Sawyer wasn’t with him – not right now at least.

      ‘I don’t believe you.’

      ‘Well, I don’t care, Sawyer isn’t with me. I’m on a tour bus with my band and she’s not here.’

      ‘Then I’m worried. She’s been gone for two weeks and if she’s not with you, I don’t know where she is.’

      As much as he couldn’t stand Hunter, Leighton felt a pang of sympathy for what he was going through and was almost tempted to tell him that he’d lied. But only almost.

      ‘Have you tried calling her?’ Leighton asked.

      ‘Of course I have – her phone is turned off,’ Hunter snapped.

      ‘She probably wants some time alone, off the grid.’

      It came as no surprise to Leighton that her phone was turned off; he had been with Sawyer when she purchased a second phone a few days after joining him. She had foreseen that Hunter would try to contact her when he decided it was time for her to go home, so she wanted to switch her usual phone off. The new number meant Sawyer was only reachable by the people she trusted with it.
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      Despite Leighton’s denials, Hunter was sure he was lying, likely at the behest of Sawyer to keep the secret that they were carrying on behind his back. Hunter had to appeal to Leighton’s sympathetic side and try to guilt-trip him into confessing to knowing her whereabouts. ‘But what if she’s lying in a ditch somewhere bleeding to death?’ he asked, laying his concern on thick for effect.

      It didn’t work.

      ‘Sawyer can take care of herself,’ Leighton replied.

      ‘I know she can, but I haven’t heard from her.’

      ‘Well, is there a reason she wouldn’t be answering your calls?’

      Hunter wasn’t going to share that they’d fought; he wouldn’t give Leighton the satisfaction of gloating. Attempting to manipulate him into slipping up hadn’t worked. Yet again, he’d got one over on Hunter, the way he always did in school.

      Hunter tried again. ‘It’s not like Sawyer to be out of contact for so long.’

      Still, Leighton didn’t fall for his tricks. ‘Have you checked with her friends? Maybe they’ve heard from her.’

      Hunter hadn’t seen the question coming; it threw him off. ‘They don’t know where she is either,’ he answered, without thinking it through.

      Leighton thought on his feet. ‘Really? Because I spoke to Flynn yesterday and he said Angelica spoke to her the night before.’

      ‘Then I’ll check with her,’ he said, hanging up.

      Frustrated by the outcome of his phone call, Hunter threw his phone down on his desk. He’d been caught in a lie, not a huge one, but it had allowed Leighton to have the upper hand again.
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      Parking her car at the motorway services, Sawyer turned off the engine and took the keys from the ignition. She had been driving for a few hours and needed to stretch her legs. Reaching for her handbag from the passenger seat, she climbed out of her vehicle and waited to be joined by Leighton. He had called while Sawyer was driving to tell her they were stopping to have something to eat, and she was thankful for the break.

      Locking her car, Sawyer heard her phone start to ring and dropped her keys inside her handbag before fishing around for her device. Seeing her best friend’s name and picture on the screen, she answered with a smile as she looked in the direction of the coach parking area for Leighton.

      ‘Hi, Angel. What’s up?’ she asked.

      ‘Hunter just called me to ask if I know where you are,’ Angelica said, not bothering with pleasantries.

      Sawyer rubbed her brow. ‘Well, we expected that; I’m surprised it took him so long. What did you tell him?’

      ‘He knew we talked the other night…so I told him you were checking in, but I didn’t know where you were.’

      Sawyer frowned; she hadn’t had any contact with anyone at home, so she wasn’t sure how Hunter would know she was keeping in touch with her best friend – unless he was assuming. ‘How did he know we spoke on Friday?’

      ‘He said Leighton told him,’ Angelica responded.

      Sawyer saw the band appear at the far end of the car park. ‘Leighton? Why would he speak to him?’

      ‘I don’t know, S. I just thought you’d want to know that Hunter’s started searching for you.’

      ‘Yeah, thanks Angel.’ She hung up with a sigh.

      Sawyer had noticed Leighton being secretive with his phone lately; it wasn’t just this call that he had kept from her. He was texting more than usual, which was strange considering she was along for the ride. He was messaging someone, and it wasn’t her. She’d never checked his phone – never felt the need to – but it made her wonder if she was imagining him being distracted or if there was something going on that he was keeping from her.

      They weren’t even having sex, at least not like they used to. During her time with him, they’d made love twice. Sawyer remembered the days when they’d have sex that many times before getting out of bed in the morning.
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      As the five men of Lost Savages got close enough that Sawyer didn’t have to yell, she fell in line with them to walk towards the building.

      ‘Did you speak to Hunter earlier?’ she asked Leighton.

      He shrugged as if it wasn’t a big deal. ‘He called to find out if I knew where you were.’

      ‘What did you tell him?’

      ‘I laid it all out; told him that we’ve been sleeping together for your entire marriage and that you’d escape to me whenever you got sick of him,’ Leighton replied in a sarcastic tone. He was astounded that she needed to ask, as if he hadn’t had enough practice lying to cover for their affair. ‘What do you think I told him, Sawyer? I said I hadn’t heard from you and didn’t know where you were. Don’t worry, I kept up the pretence.’

      ‘Did he believe you?’

      Leighton wasn’t in the mood to play into her paranoia; he was starving. ‘I don’t know, Sawyer, who knows what he believes.’ Suddenly, he pulled her to a stop behind the others, allowing them to walk ahead. ‘I was thinking, maybe you should go back.’

      ‘Surely we haven’t drifted so far apart that two weeks together is too much for our relationship to handle?’

      ‘You need to deal with this situation with Hunter.’

      Sawyer was suddenly overcome with emotion. ‘Don’t you want me here?’ she asked, her bottom lip quivering.

      Leighton hadn’t intended to upset her. He reached out to offer her comfort, but she backed away from him. ‘Of course I do.’

      ‘Then why are you trying to get rid of me?’

      ‘I’m not. I just think that the sooner you deal with your relationship with Hunter, the better for us.’

      She wiped her cheeks with the back of her hand. ‘When did you decide this?’

      ‘When your husband thought it was acceptable to call me. I don’t want to talk to him, Sawyer; I definitely don’t want him ringing me whenever he feels like checking up on you.’

      ‘He did that to put a wedge between us because he knows you wouldn’t tell him anyway, and he’s got exactly what he wanted, hasn’t he?’ Her face hardened. ‘You know what, don’t worry. I’ll grab a sandwich for the road and go off on my own. Then you won’t have to deal with Hunter – or me,’ she snapped, turning to follow the rest of the band.

      Reaching out to grab her trailing arm, Leighton stopped her before she got too far ahead of him. ‘Wait.’ He was angry with himself for allowing Hunter to get between them so easily.

      Sawyer spun to face him with a furrowed brow. ‘What for? You obviously don’t want me here; Hunter’s call is an excuse for you to push me away without being the bad guy.’

      ‘What are you talking about? Why would I want to push you away?’

      ‘I don’t know, Leighton. Why don’t you tell me who you’ve been texting?’

      Sawyer’s question caught him by surprise. He hadn’t realised she’d noticed, especially when he tried to leave any room she was in when he felt his phone vibrate. Leighton couldn’t lie to her; he never had before, and he didn’t want to start now. He had to divulge who he was texting, but he didn’t have to tell her the nature of those messages. He wasn’t doing anything wrong; it was just a bit of harmless flirting – though he imagined she wouldn’t like that. He felt it necessary to give her a warning before he answered.

      Immediately Leighton held out his hands, palms facing her, hoping to keep her calm – she wasn’t going to like what he had to say. ‘I don’t want you to get the wrong impression…’

      ‘Is there really any other way to take secret texts?’ she asked with a frown. ‘And the fact you felt the need to give me a disclaimer before you say her name is evidence of a guilty conscience, so just spit it out.’

      He instantly regretted starting the way he had – Sawyer was on alert now and that would make his reveal harder. He sighed; he wanted to say the woman’s name, but coupled with him leaving the charity event with her, it was likely Sawyer would jump to the wrong conclusion.

      ‘It’s Rose,’ he said, and he could swear he saw Sawyer’s heart break as her shoulders slumped.

      Leighton could tell by her lack of reaction that his admission wasn’t a revelation; she had been expecting it to be Rose he was in contact with. But her silence spoke volumes.

      ‘I was just being a friend; she doesn’t seem to have many of those.’ He was downplaying their relationship. She didn’t need to know that he enjoyed the attention.

      Sawyer instantly found her voice. ‘If you were just friends you wouldn’t have felt the need to keep the fact you were messaging her a secret.’

      He couldn’t argue with her logic. ‘I didn’t want to hurt you or for you to get the wrong idea.’

      Deep down, Leighton had anticipated Sawyer would eventually find out he had kept in contact with Rose; he had just expected it to take longer and for him to be miles away when she did.

      ‘Bullshit! You didn’t think you’d be caught.’

      He resented her righteous indignation. ‘Let’s not forget which one of us is married here.’

      Sawyer huffed. ‘You just love to throw that in my face, don’t you?’

      ‘I’m sorry, but you’re acting as if it’s some torrid love affair. It’s just a few texts, Sawyer.’

      ‘So, you haven’t slept with her?’

      The question was natural. Him admitting to sleeping with other women a month ago had been Sawyer’s reason to ask; the fact she had brought up sex with Rose meant it was still playing on her mind.

      ‘No,’ he replied.

      Sawyer studied Leighton’s face, trying to find evidence of deception. ‘I wish I knew if you were lying,’ she said. ‘But I don’t know your tell; I don’t think you’ve ever lied to me before.’

      ‘Don’t confuse me with your husband, I’m not a liar.’

      ‘Is Rose the reason you’ve been trying to get me to go home? Do you just not know how to tell me that you want to be with her?’

      Leighton growled in frustration. ‘God, Sawyer, when did you become so jealous?’

      ‘When I found out the love of my life was sleeping with other women while he was on tour – I’ve never had reason to be jealous before.’

      ‘I swear, you’ve got nothing to worry about.’

      ‘Maybe we don’t know how to be in each other’s pockets any more,’ Sawyer conceded with a heavy heart. ‘It’s probably time for me to go off on my own for a while.’

      ‘C’mon, don’t leave like this.’ Leighton tried to stop her as she turned to head back to her car.

      But she snatched her arm out of his grasp as he reached out to get her to stay. ‘I think this is what we need, so we don’t end up hating each other.’

      Leighton was paralysed to the spot, unable to chase after her when he thought her suggestion was for the best. It had been too long since they’d spent so much time together; they were out of practice. When they’d started dating sixteen years ago, he and Sawyer disliked being apart for more than a few hours at a time, and that continued until she broke up with him. But they had barely managed to spend more than two days together since her wedding, so maybe the people they’d grown up to be weren’t compatible any more, or maybe it was just that his attention was split. He would give Sawyer her space and ring her in a few days.
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      Not knowing where she was going, Sawyer got back on the motorway and drove. She felt let down by everyone. Her parents hadn’t lived up to the standards she expected of two people who were supposed to love her unconditionally; they had used her for their own monetary gain. Her husband – instead of being forced into marriage like her – had shown his true colours and confessed to being a co-conspirator of their union. A friend, as loose a term as that was, had been playing private investigator and conspiring with Hunter behind her back. Even Angelica had kept secrets from her. To find out Leighton had been texting Rose since the charity event held by her mother-in-law was just the icing on the cake.

      She didn’t cry; she was all cried out. Perhaps she had come to expect to be let down; if she couldn’t count on her parents to look out for her best interests, how could she expect anyone else to?

      Pulling off the motorway at the next services, Sawyer parked her car and got out. She was hungry; she needed food if she was going to drive any further. Taking her phone from her pocket as she walked inside the centre, she sent Angelica a text.

      Could you go to the house and get my passport for me? she typed – the question was short and straight to the point.
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      With her hands in the sink as she washed up after lunch, Angelica heard her message tone bounce off the tiles of the quiet room. Removing her hands from the water, she shook them off and grabbed the tea towel to dry them. Picking up her phone, she read the text from Sawyer and a frown set up camp on her brow. Her favour couldn’t be as straightforward as she’d made out; there had to be a catch. Deciding to forgo the back-and-forth texts, Angelica dialled Sawyer’s new number to get answers about what she was really asking – it’d be easier than messaging.

      ‘What exactly do you want me to do?’ Angelica asked, as soon as her best friend answered.

      ‘I just want you to go into my wardrobe, and get my passport from the safe,’ Sawyer explained.

      ‘And how do you suppose I do that with your husband at home?’

      ‘You could go in while he isn’t there; you’ve got a key.’

      ‘I’m not comfortable doing that, S.’

      ‘Then tell Hunter you asked to borrow a dress for some function at Flynn’s company and, when you go upstairs to pick one out, get it then.’

      Angelica took a deep breath to inflate herself with a confidence she didn’t feel. Deception didn’t come easy to her; but she felt as though she owed Sawyer after letting her down. ‘Okay, I can do that. What’s the code?’
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      Noah placed his plate down on the table and slid into the chair next to Leighton. ‘I can’t believe you let her go without a fight. I thought Sawyer was your girl.’

      ‘She is. But two weeks together is a lot when you’ve been apart for coming up to seven years.’ Leighton shared more than he intended to.

      ‘Shit, if you don’t want to be with her, I’ll take her off your hands,’ Tommy joked. ‘She’s fucking hot.’

      ‘I think Sawyer’s had enough of being pimped out, Tommy.’

      The lead singer was immediately apologetic. ‘Fuck, yeah, sorry. I didn’t mean anything by it; I just think she’s amazing. You’d be crazy to let her go.’

      Leighton rolled his eyes; it was just like Tommy to stick his nose into business that wasn’t his to comment on. ‘I’m not letting her go, I’m just giving her some time to work out the shit she’s got going on.’

      ‘Is everything okay?’ Noah asked, concerned.

      ‘Not really mate, she’s married to an arsehole, and she’s recently found out he manipulated her into marrying him.’

      ‘How rich is this wanker?’ Jared asked, loud enough to draw attention from the surrounding tables. Noticing the eyes on him, he held up a hand of apology. ‘Sorry.’

      ‘Not as rich as me, but richer than you,’ Leighton answered.

      Tommy couldn’t hide his disgust. ‘That fucker thinks he’s untouchable – you might need to set him straight.’

      ‘I wish I could, but I’m under strict instructions to leave Sawyer to deal with things the way she thinks is best.’

      ‘I wouldn’t be able to help myself.’
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      Standing in front of the Livingston door, Angelica took a deep breath and ran her sweaty hands down the thighs of her trousers. It was time for her performance, and she was nervous. She was worried that one slip-up would reveal to Hunter that she knew everything about her best friend’s affair. Angelica tended to ramble when she was nervous, and she knew if he caught her in her lie then she would keep talking until he stopped her. This was dangerous territory.

      She took another long breath to try and steady the butterflies in her stomach as she reached up to knock on the door. It was a simple task she’d been asked to perform. As long as she didn’t elaborate on her excuse for being there, she’d be okay. It was feasible for her to drop in and take her pick from Sawyer’s wardrobe – she’d done it before.

      When Hunter didn’t answer, Angelica convinced herself he wasn’t home, even though his car was in the driveway, and turned to head back to her car – she would try again later. But as she took her second step down the path, the door opened, foiling her clean getaway.

      ‘Angelica?’ Hunter asked. ‘What are you doing here?’

      Closing her eyes momentarily, Angelica tried to calm herself and forced a smile to her lips as she turned to face him. ‘Hey,’ she said, her voice an octave higher than usual. ‘Sawyer told me to swing by.’

      ‘Oh?’

      She tucked some of her fringe behind her ear. ‘Yeah, um…she said I could go through her clothes to find a dress to wear for a work function at Flynn’s firm.’

      Hunter pushed open the front door. ‘Sure, come on in.’

      Angelica gingerly stepped over the threshold. ‘Thanks.’

      ‘When did you speak to her?’

      She rolled her eyes mentally; she ought to have known he would ask. ‘Um…this morning.’

      ‘Did she say where she was?’ he asked, closing the door behind her.

      She screwed up her face. ‘Sorry, she didn’t.’

      ‘Oh…okay.’

      An awkward silence fell between them.

      Unable to bear it, Angelica thumbed in the direction of the stairs. ‘Is it okay if I…?’

      He waved his hand, inviting her to carry on. ‘Oh, yeah, sure.’

      ‘Thanks; I’ll be right back.’

      Rushing up the stairs as if her time was limited, Angelica headed inside the master bedroom and straight to the wardrobe. Locating the safe in the corner – behind a small cupboard door that blended in with the rest of the built-in wooden shelving, right where Sawyer told her it would be – Angelica punched in the unlock code. Each tiny beep the keypad made sounded louder in the silence of her surroundings; she was sure she would be caught. Beads of sweat formed on her brow and top lip as she expected Hunter to appear around the door she hadn’t thought to close behind her.

      As the safe opened, Angelica hastily riffled through the mass of documents inside until she found two passports. Checking the pictures inside, she slid Sawyer’s inside her handbag and returned the other to where she’d taken it from. Closing the safe and the door that hid it, Angelica relaxed and wiped the sweat from her face with the back of the thin cardigan she was wearing. She was about to walk out of the wardrobe when she remembered why she was supposed to be there.

      Turning back, Angelica selected a red dress from the rail – one that she remembered Sawyer had bought last year for a Christmas party at Hunter’s office while they’d been shopping for presents. Red wasn’t really her colour – green was a better match for her auburn hair – but she wasn’t actually going to be wearing it, so it didn’t matter.

      Slightly more relaxed than she’d been when she showed up on the doorstep, Angelica casually made her way back downstairs; the sooner she was out of there the better. There was still some risk involved in her mission: she had to make it out of the door with the passport without being found out. It was as if she was a thief in the night, and she felt the panic that she assumed went along with that. A life of crime wouldn’t suit her: she had a habit of wearing her guilt, and her conscience would always give her away. Angelica prided herself on her inability to be convincingly deceptive, but in times when she was required to participate in a covert operation, it wasn’t ideal.

      She saw Hunter appear from his office as she descended the staircase, and her bag felt as though it was burning a hole in her side the instant she was back in front of him. But she forced a smile, presenting him with the gown she held.

      ‘All sorted?’ he asked, projecting a smile back at her.

      ‘Yes, thanks.’

      Hunter pointed to the hanger she held. ‘That’s one of my favourites.’

      ‘I loved it on Sawyer; I probably won’t look as good as she does in it, but I’m willing to give it a go.’

      ‘I’m sure you’ll look fine.’ He complimented her, without appearing as though he was interested. ‘So, you spoke to her today?’

      It felt to Angelica as if Hunter was testing her to find out if she’d give the same answers as when she arrived. She nodded and ran a hand through her loose hair. ‘Yes, this morning,’

      ‘Are you sure she didn’t mention where she was?’

      ‘No, sorry. She was just checking in; she knows how I worry.’

      ‘When you speak to her next, can you ask her to call me?’

      If Angelica didn’t know what a manipulative arsehole he was, she’d feel sorry for him. ‘Sure, I can ask…It doesn’t mean she will though,’ she said, trying her best not to sound hostile. She needed him to think she was impartial; if she gave him any inclination at all that she wasn’t and was aware of the contract, it would spell trouble for Sawyer.

      ‘No, I know. But it’s been two weeks. I’d just like to talk to her.’

      ‘Like I said, I can ask.’

      ‘Thank you, Angelica.’

      ‘I better get going,’ she said, seeing an opportunity to leave as the conversation came to a natural end.

      Opening the door, Hunter stepped aside to let her leave. ‘I’ll see you around.’

      She walked to the entrance, unable to resist her need to escape, but trying not to appear too eager. ‘Bye, Hunter.’

      Stepping outside, Angelica rushed to her car, fumbling to remove her keys from her handbag. She hated how lying made her feel. It didn’t matter who he was or what he’d done, she still disliked the person she was when she lied. Unlocking her car, she climbed in – setting the dress down in the passenger’s seat – and started the engine. She was glad the whole ordeal was over with.
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      ‘Thanks for this, Angel,’ Sawyer said, taking the passport from her.

      After Angelica had what her friend had asked for, she rang to arrange the handover and they had decided on a halfway meeting point. She had driven straight there and now they were stood on the car park of a motorway service station checking over their shoulders periodically, as if they were doing something wrong.

      ‘Where are you going?’ Angelica asked, gesturing towards the passport.

      ‘Leighton and I need a break…’

      ‘Already?’

      ‘Turns out we’re not as accustomed to spending time together when we’re not having sex. So, I’m thinking about taking a little trip somewhere sunny and quiet.’

      ‘For how long?’

      ‘I haven’t figured that part out yet.’

      ‘Will you promise to call me and let me know where you end up? I need a starting point to begin my search if something happens to you.’

      ‘I’ll call you once a week to let you know I’m okay so, if you don’t hear from me, you can go into full investigator mode.’

      ‘Perfect.’ Angelica hugged her. ‘I love you. Now go, have fun.’
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      The beauty of Florence beneath the bright Italian summer sun was breath-taking. Sawyer had always wanted to visit, and she saw the opportunity to fulfil that dream while she had some freedom.

      After a week, she was familiar enough with her surroundings to go exploring without getting lost, and always managed to find her way back to the apartment she had rented for three weeks. Sawyer spent as little time in her accommodation as she could, wanting to see most of the city before she went back home.

      Walking up the narrow cobbled street on her way back to her temporary home, Sawyer soaked up the character of the houses on either side and saw the elderly woman who had instigated a conversation on her second day, standing in her open door.

      ‘Hai avuto una bella giornata?’ she said in her native tongue.

      ‘Si, grazie.’ Sawyer butchered the beautiful language with her response. Having never taken the time to learn Italian despite always intending to, Sawyer had limited understanding of the dialect and only knew how to say please, thank you, pardon, yes and no. The first time the elder woman spoke to her, Sawyer had to use Google Translate on her phone to understand what she was saying. But after hearing the same question every day when she walked past, Sawyer was able to respond accordingly.

      She disappeared into an even narrower side street that led to the front door of the apartment and dialled Angelica’s number. She had rung her best friend when she first arrived and, per their agreement, she was to check-in once a week. It didn’t take Angelica long to pick up the other end.

      ‘Ciao, bella,’ she said, in her best Italian accent.

      Sawyer’s smile went unseen. ‘Oh God, don’t. There’s a little old lady that speaks to me every afternoon when I return home who always asks if I had a good day, and every time I respond I cringe at how badly I butcher their language.’

      ‘You’re being too hard on yourself; I’ve heard your accent when we’ve been to Italian restaurants – it isn’t that bad.’

      ‘I’m sure the Italians would disagree, but luckily most of the locals I meet speak English.’

      ‘Are you still having fun exploring?’

      ‘This place is amazing, Angelica; I wish you were here with me.’
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      A smile developed on Angelica’s face at the idea of being in Florence. ‘I wish so too, but I’m glad you’re having a good time.’ She was genuinely happy her best friend had some freedom to be and do whatever she liked. She knew Sawyer well enough to know that being tied to a man she hated for the sake of her parents had been a struggle – as much as she tried not to show it. She’d been through so much already in her twenty-nine years of life, none more so than in the last seven years.

      Angelica was about to speak when a determined hammering on her front door made her jump. ‘Jesus Christ.’

      ‘What was that?’ Sawyer asked, having heard it down the line.

      ‘Someone’s banging on my door,’ she replied, keeping her voice low as she headed towards the noise, which came again.

      ‘Who is it?’

      ‘I don’t know.’

      ‘Well, check your cameras.’ Angelica could hear Sawyer’s concern in her voice.

      ‘I’m on my phone,’ she impatiently conveyed her anxiety.

      ‘You can put me on speaker while you have a look.’

      ‘Open up, Angelica, I know you’re in there,’ the person on the other side of the closed door ordered, and she immediately recognised the voice.

      ‘It’s Hunter,’ Angelica whispered down the line. ‘What do I do?’

      ‘Call the police,’ Sawyer told her.

      ‘I’m not doing that; he just wants to know where you are.’

      ‘You can’t have him breaking down your door, Angel. I don’t care what he wants.’

      ‘I’m just saying that he wants answers, that’s all.’

      ‘Oh my God, you’re thinking about letting him in, aren’t you?’

      ‘I might be able to calm him down.’

      She heard Sawyer sigh loudly. ‘Give him the phone.’

      ‘Are you sure?’

      ‘Angelica, I’m not having him hounding you like that – let me talk to him.’

      After hearing another thump on the front door, Angelica went to open it, and Hunter rushed inside, almost knocking her over. She managed to regain her balance and was suddenly fearful. What if letting him in was a mistake? He was angry, which made him unpredictable.

      ‘I’m on my way to file a missing person’s report if you don’t tell me where she is right now,’ he warned, spitting venomously in her direction.

      Fearing how he would react if she spoke, Angelica held out her phone to him. Curiosity formed a frown on his brow as he took it from her and put it up to his ear.

      ‘Hello?’ he asked.

      ‘I’m in Italy,’ he heard Sawyer say. ‘I’ll be back in a few weeks. Now, if you don’t leave Angelica’s house, I’ve told her to call the police.’

      Hunter didn’t believe her. ‘Nice try, Sawyer. But you can’t be in Italy, you don’t have your passport.’

      His wife laughed. ‘Why do you think Angelica came to the house? You didn’t really believe that line about her wanting to borrow a dress, did you? She fetched my passport; the dress was just an excuse for her to go upstairs. Check the safe…You’ll see it’s gone.’

      Angelica could tell by the look Hunter gave her that the mention of Sawyer’s passport had prompted an explanation as to how it had come to be in her possession, and the guilt she felt that day revisited her. She forced herself to break eye contact and took a deep breath to try to quell the queasiness in her stomach.

      Hunter was confused. ‘How have you afforded that? There’s no money missing from the joint account, and I know you haven’t borrowed any off your parents…’

      ‘Are you forgetting that my allowance went in the bank at the end of the month? That’ll more than cover my time here.’

      ‘When are you coming back?’

      ‘I’m flying home at the end of the month.’

      Hunter was sceptical. ‘Unless you change your mind.’

      Sawyer didn’t answer his doubts and instead addressed his actions. ‘You’ve got to stop hounding my friends. They’ve got nothing to do with what’s going on between us.’
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      With the balcony doors of her third-floor rental open, Sawyer put together a platter of cheese and crackers to enjoy while she sat in the warm summer air, looking down at the peaceful streets of Italy as day turned to night. Her favourite pastime was watching the gentle flow of people below as they went about their business oblivious to her presence and imagined what their lives were like.

      Sawyer lay the food and a glass of fresh fruit juice on the two-person table of the balcony and sat down on one of the chairs. Surprisingly, she hadn’t had a drop of alcohol since leaving home. Her mind was clear and not influenced by the haze of being drunk, which had allowed her to wade through the rational options she had for dealing with her marriage.

      She was more certain than not that she would ask Hunter for a divorce when she got home; she couldn’t stay married to him now that he had shown his true colours. She had made a conscious decision to keep him on the hook when she had spoken to him earlier, hoping it would deter him from badgering her friends until she returned. Sawyer was grateful she had another couple of weeks away before she was forced to deal with the mess her life had turned into; she was going to soak up the peace of her solitary existence until then.
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      Sawyer felt nauseous walking through the airport after arriving back in the United Kingdom. The queasiness had come on suddenly a few days ago, and she had even vomited a few times, but she put it down to nerves at the thought of going back to face Hunter.

      Since the wedding, she had only ever been parted from her husband when he went away on business; she didn’t know how he was going to react to her unplanned trip abroad and she didn’t care. She was more determined than ever to put some distance between her and Hunter – whether he liked it or not. Their marriage was over, and she wasn’t going to take no for an answer.

      While she’d been staying in Italy, Flynn had examined her contract, and as there was no mention of Hunter devising the plan in the fine print, Flynn wanted to use this as grounds to challenge the legal document. The sliver of hope it gave Sawyer bolstered her determination to tell her husband she wanted the divorce she had been looking forward to since he put the ring on her finger.

      The last thing Sawyer was expecting as she walked out into the fresh air was Hunter waiting for her. She frowned and slowly approached, watching as he leaned against his car in the pick-up spot. She hadn’t told him what time her flight was; she hadn’t even spoken to him since her first week in Italy, so she was puzzled how he knew when she was getting back.

      ‘What are you doing here?’ she asked, stopping in front of him.

      ‘I thought I’d pick you up, save you getting in a cab,’ he said, lifting her case from beside her and opening the boot to put it inside.

      ‘I was going to get Angelica to pick me up.’

      He moved to open the back door of the car and motioned with his hand for her to get in. ‘Well, now you don’t have to.’

      ‘How did you know when I was flying back?’ Sawyer asked, stepping up to the door, but stopping before she climbed inside.

      ‘You told me you were coming back today?’

      ‘No, I didn’t. I told you I’d be back at the end of the month; I didn’t give you the date.’

      Hunter sighed and scratched his head. ‘I’ve been checking for flights all week.’

      Sawyer couldn’t help the frown that formed on her face. ‘That still doesn’t explain how you knew this was my flight.’

      ‘I have a friend who saw your name on the passenger list.’

      ‘Isn’t that against the privacy laws?’

      ‘Does it matter? I’m here to take you home.’

      Deciding this wasn’t the best place to fight, Sawyer slid into the back seat and smiled at the driver. ‘Morning, Humphrey.’

      ‘Morning, Mrs Livingston,’ the white-haired man smiled back, as Hunter got in the car beside his wife.

      Putting on their seatbelts as Humphrey pulled out of the temporary parking spot, the husband and wife sat as far apart as possible. Sawyer’s eyes immediately went beyond the window, watching as the airport got further behind them. She wasn’t in the mood for talking, not yet – at least not until she had somewhere to escape to; the car was no place for the serious discussion she planned to have with him.

      Sawyer felt Hunter shift to look at her; she was purposely avoiding eye contact. There was a definite shift in their relationship, and she hoped he could tell – even in the short time they’d been together. She was angry and she knew Hunter wasn’t going to like the change that was coming.

      ‘Did you have a good time?’ he asked, trying to thaw the ice queen.

      She turned her head to look at him. ‘Don’t act as if we’re an ordinary married couple, Hunter. I didn’t go to Italy for fun; I wanted to get away from you. Does that even matter to you?’

      He was disappointed. ‘I take it you’ve decided not to stay then.’

      Sawyer resumed looking out of the window; she didn’t want to have this conversation in the car, especially with Humphrey sitting in the driver’s seat listening to every word. ‘Let’s table this until we get back to the house.’

      ‘That’s right, you don’t think of it as home, do you?’

      She huffed. She could sense his determination to drag her into an argument. ‘Now what are you getting at?’ she asked, making eye contact.

      ‘Do you think I haven’t noticed that you never call the house home?’ Hunter said, as if the revelation was going to win him the fight.

      ‘Maybe that’s because it doesn’t feel like my home.’

      ‘It should; you’ve been living there for three years.’

      ‘As if that matters. The whole house is an extension of your dick, Hunter. It’s decorated to your liking; it’s run by your staff the way you’ve instructed and everything inside is yours. I’m just the trophy wife you needed to tie it all up in a neat little bow, and you even influenced how that happened.’

      ‘You can decorate the whole house if you want to, I don’t care about that stuff.’

      Sawyer was frustrated. ‘I don’t want to redecorate, Hunter. I want out.’

      Despite wanting to wait until they got to the house, Sawyer had blurted out her intentions because Hunter thought he could plaster over the cracks in their relationship by offering her interior decorating privileges – as if that would make her stay. It wasn’t the house that she wanted to be rid of; it was the husband she detested.

      ‘So, that’s it…no reason, no discussion…you just want out?’

      ‘I have a reason; I don’t like you.’

      ‘Can’t we talk about this?’

      She shifted in her seat to face him. ‘You don’t listen. Nothing you say is going to make me like you; your money can’t magic this right. You have made all the decisions since the minute you found out about my dad’s gambling and expected me to do as I’m told like a good little wife. Well, I’m not doing that any more.’

      ‘For fuck’s sake, Sawyer. Everything I did was for you, and I just wanted you to feel like part of the family.’

      ‘But I don’t want to be a part of this family. I was happily loving life with a man I wanted to be with, and you threw a grenade in the middle of that with your need for payback. Do you even realise how entitled that makes you sound?’

      ‘I didn’t want to marry you just to get back at Leighton, Sawyer; I liked you and you wouldn’t give me the time of day.’

      ‘Bullshit! You didn’t like me; you didn’t even know me back then. This marriage was vengeance driven – you’ll never be able to convince me otherwise. But it’s time to end this torture. I’m never going to love you.’

      ‘Wow! Kick a man while he’s down, why don’t you?’

      She had no time for his bid for sympathy. ‘Do you know I haven’t had a drop to drink while I’ve been away? What do you suppose that means?’

      ‘You don’t like getting drunk alone?’

      He was trying to be funny, but his attempt at humour only stoked the fire of rage burning in her stomach. ‘I was so unhappy with my life that I was self-medicating; drinking made it easier to be around you. But I’m not willing to put myself through that any more. I want a divorce.’

      ‘You haven’t fulfilled the terms of your contract.’

      ‘I don’t care. If you don’t give me a divorce, I’ll just leave, and I’ve already proved that you won’t find me if I don’t want you to.’

      Hunter didn’t fight her wishes. ‘Fine! I suppose I should be thankful you’ve lasted this long. So I’ll give you a divorce. But you’ll need to sign another non-disclosure; I don’t want you blabbing all over town that I made you marry me.’

      ‘Believe me, you’ve got nothing to worry about. I don’t want people to know I was so easily manipulated either.’

      ‘I don’t know what I’m going to say to my mum?’ He took a shot at guilting her into staying.

      Regardless of her feelings for Hunter and his father, Sawyer and Beatrice had grown quite close as a result of their Saturday lunches. Although she hadn’t been attending those standing appointments since the weekend before her birthday, the three years of commitments had cemented their relationship. Beatrice was going to be heartbroken, but Sawyer couldn’t stay with Hunter just because she didn’t want to hurt his mother – no matter how much she liked her.

      ‘Tell her the stress of trying to get pregnant was too much and it put a strain on our marriage or some shit; I don’t care.’ She didn’t mean to sound so heartless, but she was close to being free and she couldn’t afford to be sentimental.

      ‘Jesus, have you always been this cruel, or is this brutality a special development now that you’ve got what you want?’

      ‘Hey, it’s not my fault you deceived your mother, okay? You made that decision. If she gets hurt, it’s because of you and your dad. I’m not responsible,’ Sawyer said, before curiosity got the best of her. ‘Why didn’t you tell her about the contract?’

      ‘Dad knew she wouldn’t go along with it; it was his decision to keep it from her.’

      ‘Wow, if I haven’t said it before…your mum is lucky to have him,’ she said, sarcastically.
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      Bolting from the bed, Sawyer rushed to the bathroom in time to be sick. She’d only been asleep for a few hours when the nausea had forced her awake; she had spent the last half hour going back and forth to vomit.

      After getting home from the airport, Sawyer had decided to stay at the house for the night while she packed up her belongings. She had called Angelica, who offered a place to stay while she tried to find something more permanent. Sawyer had been tempted to call and ask Leighton if she could stay in his house while he was on the road, but they hadn’t had any contact since they’d parted ways, and she didn’t want to be the one who broke the silence between them.

      Now she had finally got Hunter to agree to the divorce she had been desperate for, Sawyer decided to sleep in one of the guest rooms instead of the marital bed. She had been enjoying the freedom of sleeping alone until she was forced from the comfortable mattress.

      Wiping her mouth with the hand towel hanging on the sink, she planted herself on the bathroom tiles next to the toilet. It was just her luck to have picked up a bug; she hated vomiting. When the queasiness passed, she went downstairs to the kitchen for a glass of milk, hoping it would settle her stomach. She was sat at the counter on one of the stools when she heard movement upstairs; she had disturbed Hunter, much to her dismay. It meant she had to talk to him, and it was the last thing she felt like doing.

      It didn’t take him long to appear in the room, wearing just a pair of pyjama bottoms. ‘Can’t you sleep?’ he asked, making his way to the fridge.

      ‘I think I’ve picked up a sickness bug – you might want to keep your distance,’ she replied.

      He frowned, grabbing a glass from the cupboard and pouring himself a glass of orange juice. ‘You seemed fine earlier.’

      ‘Well, I’ve just spent the last half hour throwing up, so something’s not right.’

      ‘I don’t think I’ve ever known you to barf, not even when you were pissed up,’ he said, returning the carton of juice to the fridge.

      Sawyer sipped her milk. ‘That’s because I hate it. I always stop drinking before I reach that point.’

      ‘You should probably spend a few days in bed until you get over whatever it is.’

      She rolled her eyes. ‘I’ve been fine all day; I’ll be fine to pack tomorrow.’

      Hunter picked up his glass and moved to lean against the sink opposite the counter where she sat. ‘Relax, I’m not trying to get you to stay. I just thought you might want to get over whatever virus you have before you infect anyone else,’ he said, drinking some of his juice.

      ‘It’s strange, I’m puking like someone still getting their sea legs. But otherwise I feel okay.’

      ‘Maybe it’s something you ate.’

      ‘Did you instruct Chef to poison my food?’ she asked, raising her eyebrows.

      ‘No, of course not.’ He was quick to respond, not picking up on the humour in her delivery.

      ‘Oh, relax. I was joking.’

      ‘Can you blame me for thinking you were making an accusation? I didn’t know you were capable of humour.’

      ‘It’s amazing how impending freedom can put someone in a good mood.’

      ‘God, you make it sound as if I had you chained up in a dungeon.’ He took umbrage at her implication. ‘It wasn’t all bad, was it?’

      ‘Yes, Hunter, it was. Money doesn’t buy happiness.’

      ‘I never said it did, but it could’ve been worse; you could’ve been locked in one room for the past three years.’

      ‘I suppose that’s true, but there are different kinds of prisons…and I felt as if I was in one.’

      ‘I had no idea that’s how you felt.’

      ‘The truth is that you didn’t care. You got what you wanted, and I was collateral damage.’

      ‘Well, it’s all over now.’

      ‘I get to take back my life,’ Sawyer said, walking around the counter towards him to put her glass into the sink. ‘I’m going to go back to bed to try to get some sleep.’

      ‘I’ll see you in the morning,’ he said, watching her walk away from him. ‘Oh, and Sawyer…’

      She stopped and looked back at him. ‘What?’

      ‘Would it be inappropriate to wish you a happy anniversary?’

      Sawyer hadn’t even realised the date, not that she ever made a point to remember. ‘A little, yes.’

      ‘Sorry. I hope you manage to get some sleep.’
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      Despite wanting to get some shut-eye so that she was rested enough to pack and move her things the following day, Sawyer had been lying wide awake in bed, staring up at the ceiling for an hour. Hunter, thinking it was appropriate to remind her of their third wedding anniversary, had thrown her for a loop and she wasn’t sure why. The two previous anniversaries had passed by with them going through the motions of celebrating publicly, everyone else had made a big deal each year. But Hunter and Sawyer wouldn’t mark the occasion privately. She knew now he had been playing the role of someone unhappy with their arrangement and, instead of hating the parties his mother usually organised, likely secretly enjoyed them.

      It dawned on Sawyer as she got comfortable in bed that Beatrice had probably made the same plans for the coming weekend, and this played on her mind. It was ridiculous, but it was all she could focus on. Picking up her phone, she typed out a text to Hunter, who she expected to be fast asleep. Your mum has undoubtedly organised an anniversary party, you need to tell her to cancel it asap. I’m not playing my role any more, not even for one more event.

      She knew that if she let Hunter talk her into performing the role of a happy wife one more time it would be difficult for him to let her go, and she couldn’t have that. She needed to make it clear there was no going back on his new agreement to let her go.
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      Hunter was still awake when he heard his phone vibrate on the bedside table. Although he had been used to sleeping with someone next to him, which made for a few sleepless nights when she disappeared, he’d soon adapted and managed a full eight hours. He had a feeling that being unable to drop off tonight had more to do with Sawyer being back in the house and not in his bed.

      Leaning over to retrieve his phone, he read her text and rolled his eyes as he returned it to the bedside table. He had no idea how he was going to explain Sawyer leaving to his mother, though he knew she wouldn’t believe the suggestion that trying for a baby had put a strain on their relationship. His mother had pulled him aside many times to ask about Sawyer’s drinking; the fact she’d noticed meant he wouldn’t be able to sell the story convincingly. He had to think of a feasible reason for their marriage failing, and blaming Sawyer would guarantee he kept the golden boy status in his mum’s eyes.
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      ‘Is that the last of it?’ Angelica asked as her best friend walked out of Hunter’s house with a small suitcase and closed the door.

      Sawyer walked over and stuffed the case into a small space left on top of a box on the back seat of her car. ‘I think so. Anything I haven’t packed can be replaced,’ she replied, closing the door on it before it could fall out.

      ‘Do you have all your documents?’

      She patted the handbag on her shoulder. ‘I grabbed my birth certificate; I’ve already got my passport.’

      Angelica looked at the two cars filled with Sawyer’s belongings. ‘Thank God you haven’t got any furniture, we wouldn’t get anything else in.’

      ‘Well, my husband never let me buy any of that. He did let me buy plenty of clothes and shoes though.’

      ‘You think?’ Angelica laughed, waving her hand towards the two laden cars. She pointed over at the Porsche. ‘What are you going to do about your birthday present?’

      ‘Oh, he can keep it; I prefer the Bentley anyway.’

      Angelica took a deep breath. ‘So, you’re really doing this?’

      ‘I am.’

      ‘Are you absolutely sure he’s going to go through with the divorce?’

      ‘He hasn’t given me any reason to doubt him.’

      ‘Except plotting to have you marry him in the first place, you mean?’

      ‘We have an understanding,’ Sawyer explained. ‘He knows I could take off again, and he wouldn’t be able to find me if I didn’t want to be found; a divorce is easier to explain.’

      ‘Well, I don’t want to rain on your parade, but I will believe he’ll let you go when I see his signature on the divorce papers.’

      Sawyer looked back at the house before turning to Angelica. ‘All right, let’s go.’
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      Watching the security monitors on his computer, Hunter saw Sawyer climb in the Bentley he’d bought her and felt a pang of sadness. All his plans had been for nothing. He should’ve known when it took her three years to plan their wedding that Sawyer would eventually find a way out of their marriage before the end of the contract. She was resourceful. He was going to miss her.

      Truth was, Hunter was no more in love with Sawyer than she was with him. His attachment to her was a means to an end, and he never had the satisfaction of that end. It didn’t seem to matter to Leighton that Hunter had stolen his woman from him; he only got a rise out of the guitarist when they came face to face, and that happened far less frequently than he liked. But Hunter hadn’t been expecting Leighton to get an offer to join a band and be out of town more than he was at home. His plan had gone awry, but by the time he found out Leighton wouldn’t be around to torture, Hunter already had a signed contract.

      Walking out of his office, Hunter took in the silence of the house in Sawyer’s wake. He had given all the staff the day off so they wouldn’t be able to gossip about what they saw that morning with staff from other prominent families in the area. He was always strategising to prevent his public reputation being tarnished in the eyes of the society that was so important to his family. He didn’t know how he was going to spin his divorce in his favour…yet.
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      Following Flynn upstairs as he lugged her suitcases like a pack horse, Sawyer carried a light box of her belongings. Reaching the first floor, they joined Angelica, who led the way to one of their guest rooms.

      ‘I thought I’d put you in the sunflower room,’ her best friend said, opening the door.

      Sawyer walked into the yellow-walled bedroom and placed the box she held down on the stool in front of the dressing table. All the soft furnishings were decorated with sunflowers, as was the canvas above the bed, and the bright contrast to the master bedroom at the house she’d left made her smile. ‘It’s perfect,’ she said, walking over to the bed and sitting down.

      Angelica reflected her friend’s smile as she sat beside her. ‘I thought so; suits you completely.’

      Lowering all the bags to the floor, Flynn looked over at the two women and waved a hand to excuse them. ‘No, you take a load off…I’ll go and get the rest,’ he said pointedly, leaving the room.

      Smiling, Sawyer stood up. ‘We should probably go and help Flynn.’

      But Angelica wouldn’t hear of it and gently pulled her back down to the mattress. ‘Oh, Flynn doesn’t mind; he took the day off to help. Besides, you’re a guest now so you can put your feet up.’

      ‘I appreciate this, Angel. It’s temporary, I promise. I’ll be out of your hair as soon as I’ve found a little flat somewhere.’

      ‘You’re welcome to stay as long as you need to.’

      ‘Your husband might not be so accommodating once he spends a lot of time with us. We can be too much for some people when we’re together.’

      ‘Well he’s not some people, he had years of us being in each other’s pockets while we were in school – he knows what he’s in for,’ she said, and quickly changed the subject. ‘Have you told Leighton you’ve moved out?’

      Sawyer shook her head. ‘No, I haven’t spoken to him since I left him on tour.’

      ‘Why?’

      ‘He’s been texting Rose, Angel. I guess I want to give him the space to work out which of us he wants, without him feeling any pressure.’

      ‘C’mon, S, it’s always going to be you.’

      ‘I’m not so sure any more,’ she said. Suddenly her shoulders slumped, and her head dropped. ‘God, this is a mess. I really didn’t think through what came after, I was just so consumed with getting away.’

      Angelica was upbeat and positive. ‘At least your poor life choices will be your own.’

      Sawyer couldn’t help but laugh. ‘That’s some silver lining you’ve found.’

      She shrugged her shoulders. ‘It’s a gift.’

      That’s when the enormity of the situation hit Sawyer. ‘Wow, I’ve got to find a job – and I’m not qualified for anything.’

      ‘You’ve got a bit of time before money is an issue – you have enough saved up to keep you going for ages.’

      ‘But eventually that’ll run out. I’ve got to start planning for the future, I can’t sponge off you and Flynn forever – and with things the way they are between me and Leighton…I’ve got to have a better strategy in place than hoping everything will work out the way it’s meant to.’

      ‘You’ll get there. Jesus, Sawyer, you’ve only just left Hunter. Give yourself some time.’

      ‘I can’t. I’ve got to prepare for every eventuality; that contract is a powerful weapon Hunter has and I don’t see him just letting it go – he’s got a reputation to protect.’

      ‘Then you’re lucky you’ve got my husband on your side. If there’s an angle he can exploit, you can bet he’s going to do that.’

      ‘And if all else fails, I can sell all the clothes I brought with me,’ Sawyer said, as Flynn marched inside and unburdened another load of her belongings.
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      After unpacking some of her regular clothes from the black bin bags, Sawyer piled her boxes of belongings and the suitcases filled with outfits she rarely wore in the corner of her room. She didn’t have the energy to tackle them yet, and she didn’t see the point of unpacking things she wouldn’t use if she didn’t have to. This arrangement was temporary; she didn’t want to make herself too comfortable or she wouldn’t be in a rush to start the next phase of her life.

      Looking over at the bed, she was tempted to climb on top of the covers and catch up on the sleep she had missed out on the night before. But when she heard Angelica call up to her that lunch was ready, Sawyer made her way downstairs and found her with Flynn in the kitchen.

      ‘There you are…all unpacked?’ Angelica asked, pouring herself some sparkling water.

      ‘God, no,’ Sawyer replied, joining them at the table. ‘I shopped my frustrations away for three years, so I have far too many clothes for someone who has nowhere to live, and I don’t even wear most of them.’

      ‘Then you’ll be the best dressed homeless person in town,’ her friend joked.

      Sawyer picked up one of the sandwiches Angelica had made with a nod. ‘I may have to sell my finery to pay for rent when I finally find somewhere to live. You know that don’t you?’

      ‘Maybe you can sell them to Rose.’ When Sawyer’s mouth dropped open, Angelica screwed up her face. ‘Too soon?’

      ‘You’re lucky you’re my best friend,’ Sawyer smiled, taking a bite from her sandwich. As she started to chew, she screwed up her face in disgust and covered her mouth with her hand. ‘Oh my God.’

      ‘It’s red salmon, your favourite,’ Angelica announced, proudly.

      Pushing her chair out from under her, Sawyer got to her feet. ‘Oh my God, I’m going to throw up,’ she said, bolting out of the kitchen to get to the bathroom in time.

      Angelica frowned at her husband, who was looking back with disapproval. ‘What? It’s her favourite salmon.’

      Flynn raised his eyebrows. ‘I’m guessing it’s not any more.’

      When Sawyer returned to the room, she was pale. ‘I have no idea what the hell is wrong with me,’ she said, pouring herself some water and having a drink. ‘I’ve been throwing up on and off all week. But I don’t feel ill.’

      ‘Did you eat something that didn’t agree with you?’ Flynn asked.

      Sitting down, she pushed her plate of food from under her nose. ‘I don’t think so. I put it down to the stress of what’s been going on with Hunter. But that’s over, so why am I still puking?’

      ‘You two have been trying to get pregnant…’

      Sawyer was stunned into silence, but after a minute dismissed the notion. ‘I doubt I’m pregnant – we’ve only had sex a handful of times.’

      Her friend tilted her head. ‘It only takes once.’

      ‘Maybe it’s Leighton’s,’ Flynn suggested.

      But Sawyer shook her head. ‘No, we used condoms. If I’m pregnant, it’s Hunter’s…because that’s just my luck.’

      ‘Well, when was your last period? Maybe we can work out the father from the dates,’ Angelica proposed. ‘You know, condoms are only ninety-eight per cent effective.’

      Picking up his plate, Flynn stood up. ‘And that’s my cue to leave; I’ll be in my study if anyone needs me,’ he said, absconding before the conversation got too uncomfortable for him.

      Sawyer went back in her mind to try and remember the answer to her friend’s question. ‘Um, I had a period a week or two before Leighton came home from tour…and…wow, have I really not had one since?’

      ‘I don’t know, S. Have you?’

      ‘No, I think that was my last one.’

      Angelica raised her eyebrows in surprise. ‘Didn’t you notice it had been two months since you had a period?’

      ‘I’ve had a lot on my mind lately, Angelica. You’ll have to forgive me if I haven’t kept on top of my cycle.’

      ‘So, which was it…a week or two weeks?’

      ‘I don’t remember.’

      ‘It’s important.’

      ‘Why? The scan will tell me for sure, won’t it?’

      ‘But we need to figure out who the father is.’

      ‘Then, let’s say it was the week before.’

      ‘Okay, well, that would mean you probably got pregnant the night of the charity event BB held.’

      Sawyer grimaced. ‘That doesn’t help…I had sex with Leighton and my husband that night.’

      ‘Are you kidding me, Talbot!’ Angelica used Sawyer’s maiden name in the same way she used to at school.

      ‘It wasn’t intentional, believe me. I snuck into the gardens with Leighton only intending to have sex with him, then the next morning Hunter told me I’d accosted him in the bedroom when we got home.’

      ‘What were you thinking?’

      ‘I was drunk; I wasn’t thinking.’

      ‘Then there’s no way to know who the father is – if you are pregnant.’

      Her best friend was right: there was no way to tell who the father was. She and Leighton hadn’t used protection that night and, thanks to Hunter, she hadn’t been able to take a morning after pill as she usually would, so it really could be either of them. She had to hope Angelica’s calculations were wrong, and the doctor could give her a more definitive date for when she had fallen pregnant or at the very least narrow it down when she had an ultrasound scan at twelve weeks.

      ‘I suppose the first thing I should find out is if I’m in the family way,’ she said, using a term she’d heard her grandmother use once upon a time.

      Angelica got to her feet. ‘I have a test upstairs; I’ll go and get it.’

      ‘Woah, wait…’ Sawyer twisted in her chair to face her. ‘Why do you have a test? Are you and Flynn trying?’

      ‘No, we just had a scare last month, that’s all.’

      ‘Why didn’t you tell me?’

      ‘Because you were in Italy, and it wasn’t important. I used up five tests over five days and they all said I wasn’t pregnant; there was no point telling you about something when there was nothing to tell. I didn’t use the last test I had; it’s been sitting in the bathroom cabinet ever since.’

      Sawyer got to her feet. ‘Well, there’s no sense in you going upstairs to come back down when I need a bathroom to take the damn thing, so I might as well save time by coming with you.’
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      Sitting in the sterile environment of her doctor’s office, Sawyer twiddled her thumbs as she looked around at the mint green walls. She could only assume the colour was meant to be calming, but she was anxious. The pregnancy test had come back positive, and the little window put her at nine weeks along. She didn’t want to be pregnant, but seeing her doctor for confirmation was the next step.

      Unlike any other doctor’s waiting area she’d been in, this one had comfortable seating with glass side tables, which she decided was designed to make any patients feel as though it was an extension of home. It wasn’t a bad effort, given the likely clientele, but the art that hung on the walls was too showy for Sawyer’s taste. The wall of glass windows overlooking the street was decorated with dark wooden shutters that matched the wood of the floor, and allowed very little natural light inside, but she expected that had more to do with the building opposite, which blocked most of the sunlight.

      Sawyer looked back down at her hands; allowing her eyes to explore her surroundings hadn’t dispelled her nerves. She had no idea why she was here. She hadn’t seen Dr Coleman outside social events since joining his private practice once she had married Hunter and he’d taken over her medical care. She knew that he was a friend of Oscar’s, and had been the Livingston family doctor since he’d got his licence. But she hadn’t had cause to see him in his professional capacity before now; joining another practice hadn’t crossed her mind until she was sat waiting for her appointment. She stood up, about to sneak out, when a nurse appeared in the waiting area.

      ‘Mrs Livingston?’ she asked, with a smile.

      ‘Um, yeah.’ Sawyer smiled back. She really hated being called by her married name, more so now she was getting divorced.

      ‘If you’d like to follow me, Dr Coleman will see you now.’

      As Sawyer followed her, she couldn’t help thinking there would be a better use of the nurse’s time than to fetch patients for a doctor who could quite as easily use a tannoy system like her old surgery. Unless her role to fetch patients was to give a personal touch to the practice, and she wasn’t a nurse at all. She may have been trussed up in a mint green healthcare tunic, but that didn’t mean she was qualified in the field.

      Coming to stop outside one of the exam rooms, the woman knocked lightly on the door before opening it and stepping aside for Sawyer to enter. Gingerly, Sawyer walked into the room and, upon seeing the doctor at his desk, she relaxed a little. He wasn’t as imposing as she had expected. Although the two had spent very little time in each other’s company as doctor and patient, she remembered fleeting conversations at events Beatrice had thrown. He’d always been polite and seemed to take a genuine interest in anything she said. Of course it didn’t hurt that he had a George Clooney flair about him; his slightly tanned skin, grey hair and sparkling blue eyes saw to that. But she’d heard from her mother-in-law that he had a great bedside manner too.

      Getting to his feet, Dr Coleman smiled and motioned with his hand for her to sit in the chair opposite his. ‘Sawyer, how are things?’

      ‘If I’m honest, Doc, they’re not great.’

      ‘Of course, otherwise you wouldn’t be here,’ he said, as they simultaneously sat down. ‘What brings you here today?’

      ‘Um, I did one of those home pregnancy tests, which came back positive.’

      ‘All right then, let’s see if we can’t make it official.’
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      Walking Sawyer to the exit, Clive Coleman watched her cross the road through the glass door. The last thing he’d been expecting when he checked his patient list that morning was to see her name. He’d only seen her at his practice once before, and that had been when he added her to his roster.

      He had heard about the divorce from his wife, even though the pair had only split on Friday. The rumour mill did like gossip, and no one was spared the spread of what was going on in their personal lives if it met the amusement of others.

      Having spoken to Oscar after word had reached him of the development, Clive knew he was angry, while Beatrice was taking it particularly hard. The two women seemed to have formed a bond during her son’s short marriage and Clive felt sorry for her. He knew from experience it didn’t pay to be on Oscar’s bad side, although he wasn’t quite sure why his friend was so angry about the divorce. Not everyone was as perfectly matched for marriage as him and Beatrice; sometimes it took getting married for couples to realise that.

      If he was honest, Clive never truly understood what Sawyer saw in Hunter. As far as he could tell from the times he’d been in their company, the two were polar opposites. The two had appeared as if they were a wrong fit from the start. While Hunter was serious and always looking for an angle that would add to his importance, Sawyer was more light-hearted and vivacious. She would usually take the time to have small conversations with everyone, while her husband would concentrate his attention on the most successful person in the room. Stature had always meant a lot to Hunter, but happiness seemed more important to his wife, and maybe that was why she’d left him. Clive was torn about what to do about her visit. On one hand, he was bound by the Hippocratic Oath to keep his patient’s privacy regarding all medical care. But on the other hand, Oscar was one of his oldest and dearest friends – he wouldn’t thank him for keeping her pregnancy a secret. Against his better judgement, Clive returned to his office and called Hunter.
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      ‘How did it go?’ Angelica asked, appearing at the kitchen doorway. It didn’t occur to her that the slam of the front door could answer her question.

      Her best friend kicked off the flat ballet shoes she was wearing. ‘Oh, it went,’ she replied, heading straight past her and to the fridge.

      Her best friend frowned, watching her search the contents. ‘What does that mean?’

      Closing the fridge, Sawyer started pacing. ‘I’m fucked…up shit creek without a paddle and I can’t even fucking drink to drown my sorrows.’

      ‘So, you are pregnant?’

      ‘Yep, our calculations of conception were off. Dr Coleman says I’m eight weeks along according to the ultrasound scan.’

      ‘Whose baby does that make it?’

      Sawyer was flabbergasted. ‘Read the room, Angelica. I wouldn’t be this upset if Leighton was father.’

      Her best friend dropped her shoulders. ‘What are you going to do?’

      Sawyer ran her hands over her face and raked at her hair. ‘I don’t know. Do I tell him and hope he’ll give me my divorce with no fuss because I’m having his baby? Or do I get rid of it before he knows and get my life back?’

      ‘Do you want my advice? You’re probably not going to like it though,’ Angelica warned.

      Sawyer’s weight shifted onto her straight leg as she crossed her arms. ‘What?’

      ‘Have the baby,’ her best friend started. ‘You know Hunter will make your life hell if he finds out, and let’s face it, he’s going to find out – his doctor is your doctor, and his dad’s best friend – it’s just a matter of time. You can share custody. You’ve always wanted to be a mum; does it really matter who the father is?’

      ‘Yes, it matters,’ Sawyer snapped like a toddler who couldn’t have her own way, before her face softened. ‘I should be having children with Leighton, the way we planned before we split up.’

      ‘I know, sweetie, and I wish you could’ve started a family on your own terms. But that baby is yours as much as it is Hunter’s, and I know that means something to you.’

      The sound of Sawyer’s phone ringing broke through the silence, and she delved into her handbag to retrieve it. Seeing Hunter’s name on the screen, she showed it to Angelica. ‘Well, that didn’t take long,’ she said, sliding the icon to answer the call as she left the room for some privacy. ‘What do you want?’

      ‘You’re pregnant,’ Hunter started; more of an accusation than a question.

      ‘Wow, Dr Coleman prides himself on his confidentiality I see,’ she said, walking into the living room and closing the door.

      Sawyer wasn’t mad that the cat was out of the bag. Though she wished she had had more time to adjust to the idea of motherhood first. Now, instead of sticking her head in the sand until it was time to face up to her predicament, she was forced to deal with it immediately. Angelica was right: no matter who had got her pregnant, it wasn’t the baby’s fault, and the big picture was that she was going to be a mother.

      ‘Well, he knows about the divorce, so I dare say he was worried you wouldn’t tell me,’ Hunter surmised.

      ‘It still wasn’t his place to say anything. I could report him to the medical board for sharing that information.’

      ‘You could…but you won’t.’

      She started to pace. ‘Oh? Why won’t I?’

      ‘I have a proposition: if you keep the baby, I will pay for all your private medical care with Dr Coleman. You can move back into the house – no strings attached – or we can find you your own place and I’ll pay your rent. Then when the child is born, I’ll have full custody if that’s what you want.’

      Sawyer stopped walking. ‘I don’t know what I want yet, Hunter. I just found out. But I’m the child’s mother, you’re not cutting me out of its life before it’s even born.’

      ‘I’m not trying to cut you out of the baby’s life. I’m just saying that if you didn’t want a child that’s mine, I’d raise him – or her – instead.’

      ‘I’m not coming back.’ Sawyer’s tone of voice was adamant, as she began to wear a groove into the expensive rug on the Pendletons’ wooden floor. ‘You’re not tricking me into not wanting the divorce you promised to give me.’

      ‘You can have a divorce; I just want to be in our child’s life.’

      She sighed. ‘Whatever is going on between us, I wouldn’t keep the baby away from you.’

      ‘Can we meet to discuss the terms of a new agreement?’

      ‘Not yet. Let me get my head around being pregnant. I’ll text you when I’m ready.’

      ‘Can we at least go to see the doctor for an ultrasound?’ Hunter negotiated. ‘I’d like to see the heartbeat.’

      ‘I didn’t realise you were so sentimental.’

      ‘It’s my first child. It’s all right for you, your body’s changing. But I won’t experience fatherhood until the baby is born. I just want to hear the heartbeat.’

      ‘I’ll make an appointment with Dr Coleman and let you know the date and time.’

      She heard him release a breath of relief down the line. ‘Thank you, Sawyer.’

      ‘You’re welcome,’ she said, hanging up.

      Sawyer dropped down onto the settee, but she barely had a chance to recuperate from her exhausting conversation with Hunter when her phone rang again. This time it was Leighton, who she hadn’t spoken to for close to a month. She rubbed her brow and took a deep breath. She wanted to talk to him; she was hoping he was ringing to tell her he’d picked her over Rose. But she had a feeling the timing of his call wasn’t coincidental.

      Purposely risking him hanging up, Sawyer waited a while before answering. ‘Yes?’

      ‘Woah, hi to you too.’ Leighton responded to the animosity he heard in her voice.

      ‘Yeah, well, what do you expect? This is the first I’m hearing from you in three weeks. To what do I owe the pleasure?’ Her voice was curt.

      ‘I hear you’re pregnant.’

      Sawyer frowned. ‘Who told you?’ she asked, but at the same time had a sudden realisation. ‘Did Flynn tell you?’

      ‘He mentioned you were going to see the doctor and I asked what was wrong with you; he only told me because I was worried.’

      ‘Well, I’m fine…so, we’ll talk soon, okay?’ She was about to hang up when she heard him shout down the line.

      ‘Wait! I’m sorry…I should’ve called.’ She put the phone back to her ear. ‘You said we needed space; I didn’t think you wanted to hear from me.’

      ‘Yeah, we needed a break from each other. That didn’t mean you shouldn’t call me until you hear that I’m knocked up.’

      ‘Is it mine?’

      ‘Is it…? I guess Flynn isn’t so great with the details.’

      ‘Didn’t you go and see the doctor this morning?’

      She shook her head, stunned. ‘So, that’s why you called…not because you were sorry or worried; it’s because you wanted to find out if you were going to be a dad. Well, you don’t have to worry, Leighton, the father is the other man in my life,’ she said, hanging up.

      With a fire in her stomach, she walked out of the living room and called out to Angelica. ‘Did you know your husband told Leighton I was pregnant?’ she asked, finding her in the kitchen where she’d left her.

      Angelica’s mouth dropped open. ‘He what?’

      ‘Yep. Leighton just called me to ask if he was the father.’

      Angelica picked up her phone. ‘I am going to kill him,’ she said, speed dialling his number.

      ‘Not if I get to him first,’ Sawyer shouted, before heading up to her room. She needed a nap. Dealing with her life was exhausting.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            thirty-one

          

        

      

    

    
      ‘Are you sure about this colour?’ Angelica asked, using the paint roller on the white living room wall of Sawyer’s new home, and taking a step back to admire it.

      ‘Yes, yellow is cheerful, and lord knows I’ve had enough misery in my life,’ Sawyer replied with a smile.

      After taking a few weeks to let the pregnancy sink in, Sawyer had trawled online for vacant flats which were big enough and reasonably priced. But the pickings had been slim. Hunter had insisted on being with her when she viewed all the places that were suitable, and he found something wrong with them all. He decided the best thing to do was to find properties for sale.

      True to his word, Hunter had bought Sawyer the first three-bedroom house she had fallen in love with, no questions asked, and put it in her name. All he wanted in return was to be included in any baby developments and attend all appointments; he had given Sawyer the space she wanted. It appeared that they got on a lot better as soon-to-be parents than they ever had as a married couple. But Sawyer was less confrontational, simply because divorce proceedings were going ahead. An end to her nightmare marriage was in sight, which made her hopeful for the future as a single parent; and she was going to be single – she hadn’t heard from Leighton since hanging up on him.

      Before the ink was even dry on the contract or the key was in her hand, Sawyer had already planned how to furnish the house, buying everything online in preparation. She had a specific idea of how she wanted every room to look, with vibrantly coloured walls, bright upholstery, and the warmth of walnut wood furniture.

      The kitchen and each of the two bathrooms had tiled floors, and Sawyer had paid professionals to lay carpets throughout the rest of the house the day she got the keys. So, when moving day came – a week ago now – she had been able to make the house a home before she had settled on the colours she would use to decorate.

      ‘You shouldn’t be in here while we do this; the fumes are no good for the baby,’ Angelica said, turning to look back at Sawyer as she stood in the doorway to the room.

      Sawyer looked down at her eighteen-week baby bump. ‘This kid has already survived coma-inducing amounts of alcohol. I think a few paint fumes are the least of its worries…plus, all the windows are open.’ She wrapped her oversized cardigan around her body. ‘It’s bloody freezing.’

      ‘Because it’s November,’ Freya said, painting a different wall to the one Angelica had started. ‘What’s that adage, many hands make light work? Why are we the only two working? Where’s Jacinda and Liberty and why do they get out of decorating duty?’ She turned her back on the wall she’d half painted. ‘Come to think about it, we haven’t spent time together since the summer. Did you all fall out or something?’

      Angelica looked across at Sawyer. It hadn’t occurred to anyone to fill Freya in on everything that had happened after Sawyer’s birthday party. Jacinda had simply been cut from their circle without a word of explanation and, as a result, Liberty hadn’t been included either. Freya hadn’t batted an eyelid or asked any questions about why the two hadn’t shown up to any pre-arranged gathering until now. But given that she had confessed in the past to only tolerating Jacinda and considering Sawyer and Angelica her real friends, it was hardly surprising.

      ‘Um…Freya, you saw the black eye Cin had, didn’t you?’ Angelica approached the subject.

      ‘I think everyone saw that,’ she replied, continuing to decorate.

      ‘Did she tell you how she got it?’

      Freya stopped painting to recollect the story she’d been told from her memory of the day. ‘I remember not being convinced by whatever lie she told.’

      ‘Freya…’ Sawyer got her attention. ‘I did that to Jacinda.’

      Freya raised her eyebrows. ‘You hit her?’

      ‘You’re damn right I did.’

      ‘Why?’

      ‘I found out she was spying on me for Hunter.’

      Freya shrugged her shoulders and went back to painting. ‘Then she deserved it; she probably got off lightly. Though it doesn’t surprise me that she was in cahoots with Hunter; she has fancied him since the day they met.’

      ’We owe you an explanation for everything that’s been happening…’

      Placing the roller in the paint tray, which was atop the stepladders, Freya looked over at Sawyer. ‘I’m perceptive, I know what’s been going on.’

      ‘You do?’ Sawyer asked, surprised.

      ‘Well, not know as in I’ve been told, but know as in I’ve intuited.’

      Angelica was curious. ‘What is it you’ve intuited?’

      ‘Since you…’ Freya pointed at Sawyer. ‘…wouldn’t give Hunter the time of day in school, I doubt very much you woke up one morning and decided to marry him out of the blue. I think it had more to do with the rumours about your dad’s gambling addiction than it did about being in love…seeing as you were still sleeping with Leighton behind his back.’ Sawyer smiled at Angelica, impressed that Freya seemed to know exactly what had been happening. ‘My guess is that you were forced to marry Hunter in some quid pro quo deal that meant your parents would keep the house, and when it looked as though they were going to lose it anyway, you decided to get divorced.’

      Sawyer raised her eyebrows. ‘What they say is true: it’s the quiet ones you have to watch.’

      Freya picked up the roller she had been using. ‘As I said, perceptive.’

      Suddenly the front door opened. The shock caused Sawyer to curse and place her hand over her chest as her heartbeat quickened. It was only when she saw her sister walk in that she relaxed somewhat.

      ‘My God, it’s bitter out there,’ Delilah announced, trying to shake off the cold as she closed the door behind her.

      As predicted, Abraham and Henrietta had lost their house the week that Sawyer had returned from Italy and had been forced to rent a one-bedroom flat in a dubious part of town. Sawyer hadn’t spoken to either of them since her visit to her childhood home when she learned the bank was repossessing the property, nor did she want to. Thankfully, after Sawyer had told Delilah the reason for her wedding to Hunter – regardless of the NDA in place – the sisters had reconnected to put their relationship back on track.

      It hadn’t escaped Sawyer’s attention that shortly after the painting preparations commenced Delilah had conveniently excused herself to fetch them some lunch to save getting her hands dirty. It didn’t surprise Sawyer that her sister was gone for hours; Delilah wasn’t in the habit of doing manual labour, not even for her.

      Delilah looked inside the living room. ‘You two haven’t got very far, have you?’ she asked, seeing two walls only half painted. She had been expecting the painting to be further along, given how much time she’d taken.

      ‘Then get in here and help,’ Angelica ordered.

      She looked her sister up and down. ‘Why isn’t Sawyer helping?’

      ‘Because she’s pregnant.’

      ‘That doesn’t make her an invalid.’

      ‘She’s not supposed to breathe in the fumes. She’s supposed to be in the kitchen or upstairs; anywhere but standing there.’

      ‘Then allow me to remove the problem,’ Delilah said, placing her hand on the small of her sister’s back and guiding her to the kitchen.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Jacinda panted as she dropped onto the opposite side of the bed and adjusted the sheet to cover her modesty. ‘That was…’

      ‘Good…it was good.’ Hunter finished her sentence.

      The two of them had been carrying on in secret since his official split with Sawyer, but this was the first time they’d had sex. He wasn’t ready to announce to the world that he had moved on already, especially when Jacinda wasn’t a patch on the woman who would soon be his ex-wife. There was no doubt Jacinda would be the perfect wife – she was always so concerned with pleasing him – but he had a feeling her submission would only entertain him for so long before he’d need to find someone new.

      They both fell silent as they stared up at the ceiling, each of them trying to think of anything to say to cut through the uncomfortable atmosphere between them. Their first sexual encounter hadn’t been what either of them were expecting with Hunter’s initial performance issue, but they eventually found their stride.

      Jacinda spoke first. ‘Your mum has invited me to lunch tomorrow.’

      Hunter looked across at her. ‘Why?’

      ‘Maybe she knows about us.’

      He propped himself up on his elbow to look down on her face. ‘Did you tell her?’

      Jacinda laughed. ‘How would I have told her? We don’t see each other unless there’s an event of some kind.’

      ‘Have you told anyone?’

      ‘Just Liberty, and she won’t say anything…besides, you’re going through a divorce, what does it matter if people find out?’

      Hunter started to sweat at the idea of their relationship being public knowledge. He didn’t want rumours to start that he had been unfaithful; everyone would think he was the cause of his marriage being over. He had told his mum that Sawyer’s drinking got to be too much for him, and he’d decided to leave her; he didn’t want that to come back and bite him in the arse.

      ‘I need to stay on Sawyer’s good side. If she hears about us, she might make it difficult for me to have access to the baby.’

      ‘Doubtful. She’d have to care about one of us to give a damn.’

      Hunter dropped back down to the mattress. ‘That still doesn’t mean she wouldn’t use it as an excuse.’

      ‘So, you’ll fight her in court; either way you’ll have visitation.’

      Hunter had noticed that every time he brought up Sawyer and the baby, Jacinda seemed to get agitated and would always try to change the subject. He was getting sick of it. If Jacinda wanted to be with him, she would have to get used to Sawyer being in their lives.

      ‘Do you know how difficult it is to get a judge to favour the father over the mother? I’d have to prove she’s unfit to raise a child.’

      ‘Well, she’s got a history of alcohol abuse and I could press charges against her for hitting me if it helps.’

      ‘She got drunk a couple of times – that’s hardly alcohol abuse.’

      Jacinda rolled onto her side and frowned. ‘She used to put whisky in her morning coffee; I’m sure that qualifies as a problem.’

      ‘And she hasn’t had a drop to drink for months.’

      ‘Maybe that’s because she’s broke…or she would be if you hadn’t bought her a three-bed house…I still can’t believe you did that. She isn’t your problem any more.’

      Hunter climbed out of bed and started to get dressed. ‘What I do with my money is none of your business, Jacinda.’

      It was her turn to prop herself up on her elbow to look at him. ‘I didn’t say it was. I just don’t understand why you would buy her a house.’

      ‘She’s the mother of my child, I don’t want her living in squalor like her parents,’ he said, buttoning up his shirt.

      ‘I’m sorry, I shouldn’t have said anything.’

      ‘You know, just because we’re having sex, it doesn’t mean you get to step into Sawyer’s shoes as if she was never here.’

      Climbing from the bed, Jacinda grabbed the dress he had stripped her of from the floor and stepped into it. ‘I wasn’t trying to. But you are getting a divorce; it’s not your responsibility to take care of her now.’

      Hunter had had enough of Jacinda trying to run his life, and his anger mounted. ‘I have to provide for my child,’ he roared.

      ‘That won’t be born for another five months,’ she bellowed back.

      Hunter huffed. ‘You need to go; I’ve got to get back to work.’

      She zipped up her dress and took a deep breath. He was the man she wanted to spend the rest of her life with, and she didn’t want to argue with him. ‘Can I at least come by tonight?’

      He backed down immediately. ‘I’ll have Chef make us dinner.’
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      Pulling up outside the address he’d been given by Flynn, Leighton turned off the engine of his Audi R8 and looked up at the house, which was cast in darkness. He wasn’t sure if Sawyer was out or already in bed, but he was worried he’d missed his chance to see her by not calling ahead first. Though he wasn’t sure she would’ve answered, given how their last conversation had ended, and he couldn’t really blame her. The two of them hadn’t spoken since Sawyer hung up on him and he wanted to wait until he was back in town before trying to put things right between them. Leighton was only going to be home until the first week of the new year, but he didn’t want to go back out on the road with Sawyer still mad at him.

      He checked his watch to find it wasn’t even nine o’clock and decided to take a chance that Sawyer was still awake. Climbing out of his car, he locked it and made his way up the garden path to the door.
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      Lying on her bed after her sister and friends had gone home for the night, Sawyer allowed her hands to wander over her bump. She felt strangely disconnected from the pregnancy, as if she was merely an incubator and not a mother. It was possible those feelings came from the fact Hunter was the father, though she’d tried to bond with the child inside her. It was still early days – she had just entered her second trimester – but she often sat alone at night talking to the little person she was growing.

      Sawyer had been feeling the baby’s movement since her sixteenth week of pregnancy. She almost missed the light little flutters that felt as if she was growing a cluster of butterflies at first, but those flurries soon started to wake her during the night. That was when it truly dawned on her that she was growing a life inside her.

      It was amazing to her how exhausting it was carrying a child, even at this early stage of her pregnancy. She slept more than she ever remembered being able to before, often having a nap in the day and climbing into bed early at night. It was much different to the lifestyle she had left behind when she’d walked away from Hunter, but she was so much happier now than she had been as little as six months ago.
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      Getting out of the family car outside Hunter’s home, Jacinda smoothed her dress down over her hips as the driver left her standing in front of the door. She had put in the extra effort for dinner this evening because this was going to be their first, if unofficial, date – despite the casual way Hunter had extended the invitation.

      Jacinda had been worried their disagreement earlier in the day had ruined her chances with Hunter, yet he seemed unfazed and had kept their dinner plans. He was temperamental when it came to Sawyer, even though they had started divorce proceedings. Jacinda had to learn the right time to share her true feelings about his wife so as not to destroy their relationship before he’d offered her anything real. The Ashworth surname meant something in the circles they moved in, and she believed she was too important to be kept as some dirty little secret. She hated sneaking around, and she was going to tell Hunter as much tonight.
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      Expecting her arrival, Hunter watched Jacinda make herself presentable. He’d invited her for dinner because he didn’t much like being on his own, and she was as good company as any. If he was honest, she was the only woman who’d shown an interest in him for a long time. He liked to think it was because he was married, but he knew from seeing women throw themselves at his father over the years that the excuse he used wasn’t true.

      For some reason, women didn’t like him. Even in school he didn’t have a girlfriend to speak of: at least, not one he meant anything more to than a pity fuck. It was only when he went to college and couldn’t get a date that Hunter was forced to face the fact that it was only the women who took pity on him who showed him any attention. He supposed the best he could hope for was that Jacinda stuck around long enough to be his next wife – and if he kept snapping at her when she mentioned Sawyer, she wouldn’t. He needed to be on his best behaviour; he had a feeling Jacinda would take any of his words to heart, which would alienate her. He didn’t want that. If she was going to be the woman he’d spend his future with, he would need to be careful; she was better than most – at least she’d be loyal.
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      The silence of the bedroom as Sawyer got comfortable was enough to settle her. She had decided on painting the room lilac, with a darker purple accent for her soft furnishings; the two colours worked well to make the room tranquil and the perfect place for her to unwind. She had a feeling she’d need it once the baby came.

      She loved the independence of having her own place and wasn’t afraid of being alone, even though she’d never lived by herself before. That confidence likely came from the years of Hunter going out of town and leaving her on her own with the security system looking out for her safety. The staff all had their own homes to go to at the end of the day.

      About to drift off, Sawyer was startled when a knock came at the front door. She bolted upright, listening for any indication of who had shown up expecting her to be home. There was no voice that called out her name, just another knock which came a few seconds later.

      Climbing out of bed, Sawyer grabbed her dressing gown and put it on as she made her way down the stairs, the thick carpet beneath her feet feeling luxurious as it pushed up between her toes. The cold air bit at her uncovered skin and caused her to shiver as she approached the door. She looked through the peephole as she heard a third knock, but the absence of a light on her porch made it very difficult for her to make out who was there. She hadn’t thought to pick up her phone from the bedside in case she needed to call the police.

      ‘Who is it?’ she demanded, and held her breath as she waited for an answer.

      ‘Sawyer? It’s Leighton,’ the visitor called back.

      She leapt to remove the chain and the deadbolt before opening the door. ‘What the hell are you doing here?’

      ‘I was in the neighbourhood,’ he answered, stepping inside at her silent invitation.

      Sawyer started to apply all the locks she’d removed and flicked on the hall light as she wrapped her dressing gown tighter around her. ‘In the neighbourhood? How the hell did you know where to find me? I’ve only lived here for a week.’

      Leighton shrugged. ‘Flynn gave me your address.’

      ‘I swear, that man has to stop sharing my shit with you.’

      ‘He’s my best friend, we don’t have secrets – just like you and Angelica.’

      She exhaled and rubbed her brow. ‘Why are you dropping by in the middle of the night? Couldn’t you call instead?’

      ‘It’s barely nine o’clock, Sawyer,’ he pointed out. ‘And, after the way we left things…would you have answered if I’d called?’

      Instead of replying to his question, she led him into the kitchen, turning on the light as she entered. ‘You picked one hell of a time to show up on my doorstep. You’ve had months to put things right, Leighton. Why now?’ she asked, busying herself by filling up the kettle.

      ‘Because I’m home now; I needed you to be stood in front of me.’

      ‘Why?’ she asked, putting on the kettle to boil and starting to prepare two cups for hot drinks.

      ‘Well, you’ve already proved you’d hang up on me. This way, you can’t get rid of me so easily.’

      ‘I wasn’t the one trying to get rid of you.’

      ‘I didn’t want to get rid of you either; Rose and I are just friends.’

      She turned to lean against the counter and folded her arms. ‘Then why did you hide it…if it was so innocent, why?’

      ‘I knew you’d over-react.’

      Her anger was instantaneous. Leaning forward, she pointed at him. ‘Don’t do that!’ she warned in a raised voice. ‘Don’t blame me because you were an arsehole. You should’ve just been honest about what was going on.’

      ‘You’re right, I should’ve. I liked the attention I got from Rose, and I didn’t have to share her with anyone,’ he said, his voice elevated in frustration. ‘I was sick of dividing my time with you with Hunter; I couldn’t bear it. Every time you went back to him you took a piece of me with you, and I know that’s a cliché, but that’s how it felt.’

      Sawyer turned her attention to the two cups and poured in hot water. ‘Well, you weren’t the one who had to go back to him; that was its own kind of torture.’

      ‘I know, and that’s why I didn’t tell you how I felt. I didn’t want to make you feel worse when you were the one who had to live with him. But you’re free now. It doesn’t make sense for us to keep our distance from each other any more.’

      ‘I’m having his baby, Leighton, I’m not exactly free. We can’t just pick up where we left off…not yet…not until I have his signature on those divorce papers. I don’t want to piss him off. If he thinks we’re back together, he’ll hold that ransom just to assert his dominance, you know that.’

      Leighton motioned to her belly as Sawyer placed a hot drink in front of him. ‘How do you know that kid is his?’

      ‘The date of conception was a little cloudy at first, but after the ultrasound we narrowed it down to the first week in July.’

      He frowned. ‘That was the week I came home from tour; we had sex that week.’

      ‘But I took a morning after pill, and we used condoms.’

      ‘You know that condoms are only like ninety-five per cent effective though, don’t you?’

      ‘Ninety-eight per cent,’ Sawyer corrected him. The number had stuck in her mind when Angelica relayed the same information when she’d first thought she was pregnant.

      ‘So, that baby could be mine.’

      ‘No, I worked it out from the dates the doctor gave me…it’s Hunter’s. I wish it was yours, but I don’t see how it could be. The date of conception was the day Hunter got home from his business trip; he was the only one I’d had sex with.’

      ‘Until Beatrice’s charity night, and we didn’t use a condom then.’

      ‘I was already pregnant…I didn’t know, but I was.’

      Leighton sighed. ‘God, I hate this. You’re not together any more and he’s still controlling our lives.’

      ‘Our lives? I’m the only one who’s pregnant, Leighton.’

      ‘Don’t you want to be with me?’

      ‘It’s not really up to me; that depends on your relationship with Rose.’

      ‘I have no relationship with Rose; we stopped texting each other months ago. So, like I said, Hunter’s still controlling our lives.’

      ‘Only for five more months,’ she said, indicating the size of her baby bump by running her hands over it.

      ‘Wow, you’re getting bigger,’ he said, seeing how pregnant she looked for the first time.

      ‘There’s four words every girl wants to hear,’ she replied sarcastically.

      He laughed. ‘You know I didn’t mean it like that; you’re beautiful. Pregnancy suits you.’ Leighton got closer. ‘May I?’ he asked, motioning to her stomach with his hands.

      Sawyer silently gave him permission to touch her bump by beckoning him closer. Feeling his hands on her felt different to the way it used to and she wasn’t sure if that was because it had been so long since they’d been affectionate or whether it was down to the changes in her body.

      ‘Do you know what you’re having?’ he asked, his hand moving about her belly slowly as if he was searching for evidence of the child.

      Sawyer shook her head slightly. ‘Dr Coleman said I could find out in a couple of weeks at my next scan. It’ll be up to Hunter if he wants to know; I don’t really care what I’m having.’

      ‘I can’t believe that lucky bastard is the father.’

      ‘I can hardly believe it myself. This is not the situation I saw myself being in when I had my first child. I was sure I’d get pregnant by you.’

      ‘At least you get to be a mother; I know how much you wanted that.’

      ‘It’d be even better if you weren’t going to hate this child because of who its father was.’

      ‘I don’t care that this baby’s his. I will love it because it’s a part of you.’
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      Unusually for the last week of November, the sun was shining as Jacinda walked out of Hunter’s house. Her sleepovers were becoming a frequent occurrence; they’d been getting on great since the words they’d exchanged about Sawyer a few weeks before. Jacinda had learned that it depended on Hunter’s mood when she should keep quiet while he moaned about his wife and when she could offer her opinion. But often, she let him vent without saying a word.

      It had taken Jacinda until dessert the night before to approach the topic of going public with their relationship, and she had been pleasantly surprised when Hunter had agreed to tell people about them – as long as she gave him the time to share the news with Sawyer first. Jacinda couldn’t deny him his request; she just hoped he didn’t take his time, and knowing Hunter was seeing her for a doctor’s appointment later, she was expecting him to approach the subject with Sawyer then.

      ‘Hey!’ Hunter stepped out of his front door and presented her with a set of keys. ‘Here.’

      Taking them from him, Jacinda frowned. ‘What are these?’

      He motioned with his hand to the car on the drive. ‘The keys to the Porsche. It’s just sitting there; someone should be driving it.’

      ‘You bought that for Sawyer.’

      ‘She only drove it once and she didn’t want to take it with her, so now it’s yours. I know you haven’t had a car since yours got totalled.’

      Jacinda rolled her eyes. ‘That’s because Daddy refused to replace it after it was stolen.’

      ‘Maybe that’s because you left the keys in the ignition, which led to it being stolen.’

      ‘Oh my God, you sound just like my dad.’ She smiled as she walked over to the Porsche and unlocked it.

      ‘Just promise me you’ll remember to take the keys with you when you get out of the car.’

      She rolled her eyes. ‘Hilarious,’ she said sarcastically, leaning in to kiss him before getting behind the wheel. ‘Will I see you later?’

      He nodded. ‘I should be back from Sawyer’s doctor’s appointment at four, but Thomas will be here to let you in if you get here before I’m back.’
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      After seeing Flynn off to work, Angelica left her house to go and spend time with her best friend while Leighton made himself scarce for the day. Hunter was picking Sawyer up for her doctor’s appointment at three o’clock this afternoon and as the two men in her best friend’s life couldn’t be in the same room without arguing, Angelica wanted to make sure they didn’t come into contact.

      She had grown concerned when Sawyer had disclosed she’d been having dizzy spells and suffered with headaches for the last week. But as Leighton was staying with her temporarily, Angelica had decided that keeping updated on her health with daily phone calls was enough. She didn’t want to impose on Sawyer’s renewed relationship.

      Getting in her car, Angelica started on her way. As she poked the nose of the vehicle out of her driveway, waiting for a gap in the traffic, she saw Jacinda go past in what looked like Sawyer’s Porsche. Checking the licence plate on the back as it drove away from her, Angelica was sure it was the car Hunter had bought her best friend for her birthday.

      Angelica had heard that Hunter and Jacinda had been seeing each other for a few weeks just days ago, when she’d been lunching with her mother. She had passed it off as rumours started by someone with nothing better to talk about, but it seemed the gossips were right. Angelica made a mental note to check with Sawyer for confirmation of the licence on the Porsche before she reached a conclusion about what she saw – although it would be bizarre if Jacinda had bought a car the same as the one Hunter had given Sawyer.

      Finally seeing a chance to leave her driveway, Angelica pulled out. Her best friend didn’t live that far from her now; it was within walking distance. But with the worries she had over Sawyer’s dizzy spells, she preferred to have her car with her in case there was an emergency.
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      Thankful that the morning sickness phase of her pregnancy seemed to be over with, Sawyer sat enjoying a bacon sandwich – the first breakfast she had been able to stomach eating. Her early morning appetite had only returned a few days before, and along with it were a new set of challenges. She’d started getting splitting headaches, which rendered her incapable of getting out of bed, and her legs were covered in bruises from bumping into furniture when she was overcome with a dizziness she couldn’t explain. At first she had put the unsteadiness down to not eating breakfast as she usually would, but since getting her appetite back she was still having the same problem.

      Having an appointment with her doctor already booked for today, Sawyer hadn’t seen the point of calling the practice about the development – she just had to remember to mention it. She’d heard women she was friends with use the term ‘baby brain’ in the past as an explanation for being forgetful and thought it was a ridiculous excuse for simply not remembering. It was only now that she was pregnant she understood their meaning – her mind seemed clouded, and she forgot things she ordinarily wouldn’t.

      Hearing Angelica call out as she walked through the door using the key she’d been given, Sawyer chewed the food in her mouth and called back that she was in the kitchen.

      ‘Morning.’ Angelica smiled, placing her handbag on the worktop beside the fridge. Picking up the kettle, she moved to the sink and filled it with water. ‘Hey, what was the licence plate of the Porsche Hunter bought you for your birthday?’

      Sawyer frowned. ‘Geez, I don’t know. Why?’

      Angelica put the kettle on to boil and started preparing a cup for a drink. ‘I think I’ve just seen Jacinda driving it.’

      ‘That doesn’t surprise me; I expect she didn’t wait long once I was out of the picture to go about getting what she wanted.’

      Angelica turned to lean against the countertop. ‘I heard they were sleeping together when I went to lunch with my mother on Friday.’

      ‘Again, not a surprise. Although I wonder why they’re keeping it under wraps; everyone knows by now that Hunter and I are getting a divorce.’

      ‘Maybe he doesn’t want it to seem as though he was carrying on with her behind your back and that’s why you two have separated.’

      ‘That sounds like Hunter; always wanting to protect his reputation.’

      Suddenly, Angelica’s brow furrowed in an expression of concern. ‘How long has your face been swollen?’

      Sawyer frowned back. ‘Is it?’ she asked, getting to her feet to check her reflection in the mirror hanging on the wall of the dining room section of the kitchen. The swelling was only slight – barely noticeable – but her face was puffy. Sawyer turned back to face Angelica. ‘It’s got to be because of the pregnancy…my hands and feet are a little larger than usual, but I thought that was normal.’

      ‘I don’t think it is, Sawyer – maybe at the end of the third trimester as you get ready for labour. But you’re barely five months pregnant; I’ve never heard of it happening this early.’

      She shrugged. ‘I’ll mention it to Clive when I see him later.’
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      Despite the winter chill to the day, Jacinda drove with the driver’s window down. There was something invigorating about being given the car Hunter had bought for his wife; it felt as though she had won a war of sorts. For her, it was the sign of commitment; she expected it wouldn’t take him long to propose a more permanent place for her in his life – this was just the first step. Jacinda felt as if things were finally falling into place and her patience was starting to pay off.

      Honestly, Jacinda had started to dislike the current Mrs Livingston not long after befriending her at school, because she was her competition. Sawyer was beautiful, compassionate and from a prominent family. She had time for everyone, treating them as if they were equals regardless of their class or background. She had even organised a Christmas food drive for the less fortunate in her first year at school, which she held every year. It had been taken over by the faculty when she left, who were impressed with the connections it built with the community. Sawyer was friendly and everyone liked her; the same couldn’t be said of Jacinda.

      She knew she rubbed people up the wrong way because of the standards her privileged background had afforded her. She liked to keep to her white-collar class and avoid mixing with anyone lower than her station, which made her unpopular. She didn’t lose sleep over it; she had her best friend, Liberty, who was the same way.

      Pulling up on the long drive that led to Liberty’s parents’ house, Jacinda sounded the horn as she circled the large fountain outside the front door. She stopped the car, turned off the engine and climbed from the driver’s seat when she saw her friend appear.

      ‘What do you think?’ Jacinda asked smugly, presenting the Porsche as if it was a trophy to be admired.

      Liberty ran her hand over the bodywork, from the bonnet to the boot. ‘He just gave this to you?’ she asked, astonished.

      ‘Yes…passed me the keys when I left his house this morning.’

      ‘Doesn’t it feel weird driving it?’

      Jacinda frowned, as if the notion hadn’t occurred to her. ‘It’s a car, Lib. It’s not the same as walking around in her shoes, and she’s not dead; they’re just divorcing. People get divorced all the time.’

      ‘Still, for me it’d be weird.’

      ‘That’s because you don’t like to upset anyone; I don’t give a shit.’
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      As Hunter drove her to Dr Coleman’s private practice, Sawyer glanced over at him. She hadn’t approached the subject of whether he and Jacinda were an item yet because Angelica was still at the house, but now they were alone, Sawyer wanted to bring it up. She didn’t really care who he was sleeping with; she just wanted something to throw back at him if he had the nerve to mention her relationship with Leighton. It wouldn’t surprise her if Hunter already knew they had spent the last week or so together; he had a knack of working the grapevine to his advantage. She was expecting him to try and lay down the law about Leighton staying over simply because his money had bought her house, but she was ready to fight back if he did.

      ‘So, how long have you and Jacinda been a thing?’ she asked, throwing caution to the wind.

      His head whipped around to look at her with a snap that echoed inside the car. ‘We’re not,’ he said, turning back to concentrate on the road.

      Sawyer started to laugh and looked through the windscreen. ‘I don’t care; you can screw who you like. I was just curious whether you’d tell me the truth.’

      Hunter was quiet for a while. Sawyer could see the internal struggle on his face as he weighed up whether to be honest with her. She felt as though their divorce meant they had reached a point in their relationship where they could be truthful and may even be considered friends.

      Finally, Hunter sighed, seeming to have made his decision. ‘Just because we’re fucking doesn’t mean we’re a thing.’

      ‘You can bet Cin doesn’t feel that way; you’re her golden ticket.’

      He raised his eyebrows. ‘She’s not the challenge you were, that’s for sure.’

      Sawyer expressed her opinion, even though he hadn’t asked for it. ‘Of course not, she’s been trying to get in your pants for as long as she’s known you and now I’m not around to stop her, you’re fair game. Just be careful; that one’s ambitious in an “I’ll kill you to get what I want” kind of way.’

      Hunter glanced over at Sawyer as he waited for a gap in the traffic to allow him to pull into the practice car park. ‘You’ve never trusted her, have you?’

      ‘No; never. Jacinda is so out of touch with reality that I never underestimated how far she would go to get her way. That makes her unpredictable. Still, she’s always been steadfast in wanting you, so maybe you’ll be the making of her,’ Sawyer said, not feeling the need to hold back. ‘I’d just keep your guard up; she fights dirtier than me.’

      ‘Have you decided if you want to know the sex of the baby?’ He changed the subject, crawling around the car park to find a space.

      A smile met Sawyer’s lips; she knew he was uncomfortable and trying to divert attention away from his love life. ‘I don’t, but we can find out if you want to.’

      ‘We could flip a coin,’ he suggested, reaching into the gap under the handbrake where he kept his change, and took out a coin to pass to her. ‘Do you want heads or tails?’

      She took the ten-pence piece from him. ‘I’ll have heads; you can have tails because…well, that’s what you men usually use for all your decision making.’
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      ‘Aren’t you worried that Hunter won’t have time for you when the baby comes?’ Liberty asked bravely, as she and Jacinda sat drinking tea in the living room of her wing.

      Taking a sip of her drink, Jacinda considered the question before answering. ‘Do you really think Sawyer is going to let Hunter have much time with his kid? She enjoys having control over him too much; that’s not going to change because they’re getting divorced.’

      ‘Did Hunter tell you that?’

      ‘Did he tell me what? That Sawyer is controlling? No. I already knew that. Haven’t you been paying attention when we’ve all been together? She was always so particular about everything.’

      ‘She likes things done a certain way; that’s not controlling, that’s just her preference.’ Liberty had an example. ‘You prefer your tea made in a pot, not in the cup…same thing.’

      ‘That’s not the same. It’s common sense to make tea in a pot; there’s more room for the teabag to move around and release the flavour.’

      Liberty shrugged her shoulders and raised her eyebrows. ‘Some would say that was controlling.’

      Jacinda’s eyes narrowed. ‘Are you trying to piss me off?’

      Since the two of them had stopped being invited to join the rest of their friends, Liberty had begun to challenge Jacinda on things she said. Being her punch bag was no fun and their time alone had magnified just how passive she was. She hadn’t seen it before. She was trying to be more assertive now, and knew if she allowed their friendship to continue as it had done for much longer, Jacinda would never consider her an equal.

      ‘Am I never supposed to disagree with you?’

      ‘You haven’t before.’

      Liberty’s voice was meek. ‘Of course I have, you’ve just never paid attention when I did.’

      ‘It’s a fine time for you to find your voice, Lib.’

      ‘I never had to use it before, Sawyer was always the one who would challenge you on things; now I can be heard.’

      Jacinda was indignant. ‘Well, stop it. I don’t want to cut you out of my life too.’

      ‘You didn’t make that decision, Sawyer did.’

      Jacinda was taken aback. ‘I don’t like this new side to you.’

      Liberty laughed. ‘You’re going to be very lonely if you only want to be friends with people who agree with you; I’m the only friend you’ve got.’

      ‘I’ve got Hunter.’

      ‘I guess twenty years of friendship means nothing if you can throw it away for a man.’
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      Clive Coleman smiled and got up out of his chair as Sawyer walked into his room ahead of Hunter. ‘Good morning…come in, sit down. How has pregnancy been treating you?’

      ‘Honestly?’ Sawyer asked, taking a seat opposite him. ‘It seems I’ve ballooned as I’ve moved into my second trimester.’

      ‘Oh?’

      She presented her hands to him. ‘Hands, feet and apparently, face,’ she said, pointing to her affected areas.

      ‘Huh.’ He frowned. ‘Any other changes?’

      ‘Um, I’ve been dizzy, and suffering with more headaches than usual.’

      ‘Okay,’ he said, reaching for the blood pressure cuff on his desk. ‘I’m just going to check your vitals and I’ll test the sample you brought in with you to see if we can’t find out what’s going on.’
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      ‘Pre-eclampsia?’ Sawyer repeated the words of the diagnosis.

      Hunter frowned. ‘What is that?’

      Clive got comfortable in the chair behind his desk. ‘It’s a condition that originates in the placenta. It gives you high blood pressure which affects you and baby, and means you have high levels of protein in your urine.’

      Hunter shifted forward in his seat. ‘Is that serious?’

      The doctor nodded. ‘It can be. But we’ll keep a close eye on Mum and if her blood pressure becomes a problem, there is medication we can put her on to help manage it until the baby is born.’

      Sawyer frowned. She’d heard of that through medical programmes she watched. ‘Don’t women die from that condition?’

      Hearing the panic in her voice, Clive tried to ease her fears, while still being honest about her diagnosis. ‘There can be a certain risk to you and baby, but we’ll be monitoring you to be sure you don’t develop any serious complications.’

      ‘Death is a pretty serious complication, Doc.’

      ‘There’s no cause for concern. You’ll just have to take extra care to rest as much as possible. Bed rest will be mandatory when you get further along in your pregnancy.’ He kept his voice low and emphatic to try and reassure the parents. ‘We’ll start giving you three-weekly scans from your twenty-eighth week and look to induce labour at thirty-seven weeks instead of you carrying until baby is ready to be born.’

      ‘What causes pre-eclampsia?’ Hunter was curious.

      Sawyer was immediately suspicious of his question. She saw him glance her way; it was a split-second shift of his eyes, but she saw it. Was he trying to imply she was responsible for her condition? She could’ve been projecting her own guilty conscience, though she doubted it.

      ‘We don’t know for sure; it’s only clear that the placenta runs short of blood. It could simply be down to the arteries in the womb not enlarging the way they should’ve when the placenta formed at the beginning of the pregnancy.’

      ‘How will that affect the baby?’

      ‘It can lead to a slower growth than usual because baby will get reduced nutrients and oxygen,’ Clive explained. ‘But I don’t want you to worry; we’ll be monitoring them both closely.’
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      Walking out of the practice, Sawyer was numb. Her diagnosis was proving difficult to handle. Admittedly, she hadn’t had long to process the information, but it wasn’t sinking in. Gripping one of the ultrasound scans of her baby in her hand, she stared down at it as she followed Hunter to the car. Dazed, she almost walked into someone walking towards her; the man she was trying to divorce stopped her in time to prevent the collision.

      Looking up from the print-out she held, Sawyer apologised, in true British fashion, to the woman she hadn’t been paying attention to and concentrated on the journey back to the car. She had a feeling she wouldn’t be able to absorb the news her doctor had given her because there was no real way to. She had to follow his advice and hope for the best; she couldn’t take back the pregnancy as if it was an unwanted gift.

      As they got into the car – each putting on their seatbelts – Hunter looked across at his estranged wife. ‘Are you okay?’

      His question was ridiculous. She wanted to scream in his face – she wasn’t okay, not by a long shot, and he was the one who had done this to her. She wasn’t stupid, she knew him questioning the cause of the condition was designed to blame her in some way. He was probably trying to imply her drinking was the reason she had pre-eclampsia – she saw the disappointment on his face when Clive said there was nothing concrete they could put it down to. Sawyer had no idea what good the blame game would’ve done – maybe he wanted it as a back-up to use against her, but there was no rhyme or reason for it.

      ‘I could die having this baby, Hunter; no I’m not okay.’ She showed great restraint in her answer.

      ‘You heard Clive; he’s going to be keeping a close eye on you.’

      ‘Yeah, he’ll keep his eye on me as I bleed to death.’

      Hunter rolled his eyes as he started the car. ‘Now you’re being dramatic.’

      She shifted in her seat, so she was slightly turned towards him. ‘Don’t you think I have a right to be?’

      ‘You’re not the first woman to be diagnosed with pre-eclampsia, you won’t be the last.’

      Sawyer turned back to face ahead again. ‘Your compassion is overwhelming; I don’t know why I waited until now to have a baby with you.’

      He didn’t react to her sarcasm. ‘There’s no point in panicking; that’s not going to help anything.’

      ‘Easy for you to say, you’re not the one who’s got a ticking clock on your life.’

      The rest of the journey was travelled in silence. Sawyer didn’t want to talk; she took the opportunity the quiet afforded her to get her head around her diagnosis. She looked down at the ultrasound picture she still held. The shape of the baby was plain to anyone who knew what they were looking at, and the perfectly proportioned head and body outlined on a dark background made her feel a pang of sadness. It wasn’t the baby’s fault she had pre-eclampsia, and yet, she had a feeling that would prevent her from being able to bond with it.

      Hunter pulled up to a stop at the kerb outside her house. ‘Do you want me to come in?’

      Sawyer unclipped her seatbelt. ‘No. Angelica’s here. You don’t have to mollycoddle me.’

      ‘I just want to make sure you’re okay, that’s all.’

      ‘Was that what your question about the cause was all about back at the doctors…concern?’

      ‘I was only wondering if it was something we did…’

      ‘No, you thought it was something I did. You were looking for someone to blame.’

      He protested his innocence. ‘I had no intention of doing that.’

      ‘Oh…who were you planning on holding responsible? Because I’m the only one who’s pregnant.’

      ‘Christ, I just wanted to know what might’ve caused it, that’s all.’

      ‘Bollocks, you wanted to know if it was brought on by my drinking. Well, it wasn’t. So you’ll have to work harder to lay the blame on me.’ She shook her head as she opened the door and got out. ‘We were just starting to get along too…you had to fuck it up, didn’t you?’

      Sawyer saw Hunter open his mouth to defend himself and she slammed the car door closed. She didn’t want to hear anything he had to say. He should know from experience that it wasn’t worth trying to talk to her when she felt attacked. She was at the door when she heard him drive away.

      Walking inside the house, Sawyer sighed in frustration as she removed her coat and kicked off her flat shoes. After the news she’d been given, it wasn’t ideal to have argued with Hunter. But she had needed to get her suspicions off her chest; she didn’t want to regret not bringing them up and have them running around in her mind.

      ‘Angelica!’ Sawyer called out, announcing her arrival home.

      ‘I’m in the living room,’ her friend called back.

      Entering the room, she found Angelica stood in front of a bare artificial Christmas tree. Her best friend excitedly flung out her arms to present the surprise. ‘Tada!’

      Sawyer couldn’t stop the smile that formed on her lips. ‘What’s this?’

      ‘Well, I know how much you love Christmas, and I haven’t seen you buy a tree, so I bought you one. I even got you baubles and tinsel, so you can decorate it. I know Hunter never let you decorate any of the three he had.’

      Sawyer was immediately brought to tears. ‘Thank you.’

      ‘Oh, S.’ Angelica made her way over and wrapped her arms around her. ‘I didn’t mean to make you cry.’

      Sawyer pulled away and wiped her eyes. ‘I can’t believe you did this for me. After the news I’ve just been given…’

      ‘What news? Is everything okay?’

      ‘No…I’ve got pre-eclampsia.’

      ‘Oh God, Sawyer. That’s serious.’

      Sawyer lowered herself onto the settee. ‘I know. I don’t even want this baby and now I’ve been told it might kill me,’ she spat out as angrily as she could manage through the tears that continued to fall.

      Angelica immediately sat next to her and wrapped an arm around her shoulders. ‘C’mon, don’t say that. It’s just because you’ve had some bad news; you know you want this baby.’

      Sawyer dropped her head into her free hand, allowing the emotions to cascade down her face. Angelica was right. She was projecting her fears about her diagnosis onto the child she carried, which wasn’t fair. Her nightly ritual of talking to the new life inside her had helped her to grow attached – she was just upset about her condition and angry at Hunter.

      Trying to pull herself together, Sawyer passed her friend the scan picture she still held. ‘It’s a boy.’

      Taking the print-out from her, Angelica smiled. ‘Oh my God, a boy.’ She looked at her friend. ‘You always wanted your first to be a boy.’

      ‘I know,’ she said before breaking down again.
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      During the month leading up to Christmas, Sawyer focused less on her diagnosis and put her energy into bonding with the child she couldn’t wait to get to know. She was his mother, and she was going to love him so much that no woman he dated when he was older would be good enough. She had gladly spent the time with Leighton, playing happy families, and even managed to make up with Hunter so they were on good terms.

      Her ex had begrudgingly accepted her relationship with Leighton, although Sawyer still went out of her way to make sure the two weren’t face to face for very long, because she knew how volatile their meetings had been in the past. She was grateful both Leighton and Hunter seemed to be making the effort to get along, even if it was only for her sake.

      Sawyer felt positive about the future and couldn’t wait to celebrate Christmas in her new home. She had decided to host her first festive dinner with Delilah, Leighton and his family as her guests. She had been tempted to extend an invitation to her parents, but since the move they hadn’t been answering her sister’s calls, so chances were they wouldn’t answer hers.

      The traditions set in place by her family for the holidays had involved sleeping until mid-morning and eating breakfast before opening presents. Then everyone would do as they pleased until a mid-afternoon turkey roast. Sawyer was excited to adapt those customs, which would no doubt change again after the birth of the baby, and set her own rituals – starting this year.

      She had spent most of Christmas Eve baking under the watchful eye of her best friend, who had made her sit to mix the ingredients to keep in accordance with doctor’s orders. Angelica had been the one traipsing back and forth to the oven, allowing Sawyer to prepare for hosting duty the following day.

      ‘Are you sure your mum doesn’t mind letting me be chef for the day?’ Sawyer asked Leighton as she sat at her dressing table, moisturising her face.

      ‘Who are you kidding? As soon as she gets here she’ll be “helping” in the kitchen,’ he replied, climbing into bed. ‘You’re not supposed to be on your feet, remember?’

      Sawyer walked over to the bed and, as best as the size of her six-month pregnancy would allow, bent to pull back the duvet. She steadily lowered herself onto the mattress next to Leighton, supported by the pillows he had propped up for her.

      ‘I’ve already done most of the baking, it’s just Christmas dinner that needs cooking tomorrow and I’ve even prepared all the vegetables.’

      ‘Still, the less you can be on your feet, the better.’

      Sawyer rolled her eyes. She had only known about her pre-eclampsia for a little over a month and she was already sick of people telling her to rest. She didn’t need to be told; she was taking her doctor’s advice seriously. Yet it seemed everyone thought she had forgotten the severity of her diagnosis. She remembered; she just didn’t let it run her life. Sawyer was careful, keeping off her feet as often as she could, but she planned to make the most of being able to do things before she was confined to her bed, and she didn’t have many weeks left.

      ‘I’m not an invalid, Leighton,’ she said, getting comfortable.

      ‘I didn’t say you were, but I need you and that baby to be okay.’

      ‘We will be. I know my limitations.’

      ‘I’m sorry love, but you don’t; not where this is concerned.’

      ‘You’re starting to sound like Hunter, you know that?’ she said, knowing the comparison would hurt him.

      ‘Woah, there’s no need for that. I’m just worried about you and you’re throwing out insults. I only want what’s best for you, there’s no need to lump me in with that prick.’

      ‘I thought you two were the best of friends these days.’ She pursed her lips together to keep from laughing.

      ‘Just because I’ve been making an effort to be around him without ripping his head off doesn’t make us friends.’

      Sawyer tried to keep a straight face as Leighton glared at her as he lowered his head to his pillow, but she was fit to bursting.

      ‘Oh, ha ha, very funny,’ he said, as a laugh catapulted out of her like a caged animal.

      ‘You should’ve seen the hurt puppy look on your face; it was as if I told you that I was having you put down.’

      ‘Well, I can take a joke, but I can’t take being compared to that arsehole.’

      ‘That was obvious.’

      He changed the subject back again. ‘Just promise me you won’t overdo it tomorrow. I know it’s your first Christmas being the hostess, but I don’t want you to end up in hospital because you’ve been stubborn and done too much.’

      Sawyer sighed; she knew he wasn’t going to rest until she had set him at ease. ‘I promise.’
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      Admitting defeat, Hunter climbed out of bed despite it only being seven thirty in the morning. He hadn’t had a wink of sleep all night; it was going to be a long day. He was going to spend Christmas with his parents, like every year, the only difference being that this year he would be without Sawyer.

      The gossips would likely use him as fodder for their conversations when they joined the family that evening – especially with Jacinda on his arm – and that had kept him awake. He hated being the talk of their community, unless they were marvelling at how successful he was, and he couldn’t imagine anyone would envy his position given he would be divorced within the next four months.

      It was probable all his parents’ friends knew that Sawyer was pregnant by now, which would make news of his divorce come as some surprise. He expected they’d make their own minds up about the reason for them going their separate ways when they saw him with Jacinda, and that irked him. He had hoped his excuse to his mother would’ve made the rounds by now and rumours of Sawyer’s alcoholism during their marriage would precede any other theories, but all seemed quiet on that front. It frustrated him.

      If Hunter had it his way, he and Jacinda would still be carrying on in secret and she would keep her distance from him while they were socialising. But she had made it plain that she wasn’t willing to go along with that. Since his mum had found out about them through Jacinda’s mother they had been meeting for lunch on Saturdays, the same way Sawyer had been while they were together. That meant his new relationship met his mother’s approval, and there was no excuse he could give Jacinda that would be feasible to keep her at arms-length.

      Hunter was dressed before he heard the door knock, and subsequently heard Thomas invite whoever it was inside. It wasn’t until he vaguely heard a woman call out to him that he knew who it was. He rolled his eyes. It was much too early to be seeing Jacinda, especially when he had given her strict instructions to stay with her parents until the gathering at his family home.

      ‘What are you doing here?’ he asked, not bothering with pleasantries as he descended the stairs.

      Jacinda presented him with the gift bag she was holding. ‘I wanted to bring you your present.’

      ‘We were going to do that tonight,’ he reminded her as he reached the ground floor.

      The truth was that Hunter hadn’t originally been expecting to buy her anything. They’d only been seeing each other a few months; he thought it was too early in their relationship to be expected to exchange gifts. It was only when Bryce and Trent teased him about how awkward it would be on Christmas Day when Jacinda showed up with a present that Hunter considered buying her anything at all. Then he had spent weeks trying to find something suitable. He wanted to keep Jacinda happy, but he didn’t want to give her a gift that professed any kind of long-term commitment, especially when he still wasn’t sure she was the right person to spend the rest of his life with.

      ‘I couldn’t wait,’ she said, with a grin as wide as her mouth could manage.

      ‘Come on then.’ He beckoned her to follow as he led her into the living room, where his small Christmas tree was located.

      Every year, for as long as he’d owned his home, Hunter had had three Christmas trees – a real one in the drive, a ten-foot real one in the middle of the spacious hallway and a smaller seven-foot artificial one in the main room. They were all decorated by an interior designer in a strict red and gold colour scheme. It didn’t matter how many times Sawyer pleaded to be the one to decorate the tree in the living room, Hunter always denied her request; he wanted only the best for his house.

      Retrieving the gift he’d asked his head staff member to wrap from under the tree, Hunter held it in Jacinda’s direction. ‘Here you go.’

      ‘No airs or graces, just “here you go”?’ Jacinda asked, taken aback.

      He didn’t have time to cater to her feelings. ‘Do you want it or not?’

      She frowned. ‘Did you wake up on the wrong side of the bed this morning?’

      ‘I told you I didn’t have time for this until tonight, and you showed up here anyway. You don’t get to be hurt because I’m rushing. I’m practically on my way out of the door; I’ve got to be at my mother’s in an hour.’

      She took the beautifully wrapped present from him and placed it back under the tree along with the one she’d brought for him. ‘Fine, I just thought it would be nice to exchange gifts first thing. But we’ll do it later; hopefully you’ll be in a better mood by then,’ she said, turning on her heel and leaving without another word.

      Hunter watched her go and shook his head. She was defiant in a different way to Sawyer. She drove him away from her by fighting to be with him, whereas his estranged wife fought against spending time together by being anywhere else. He wasn’t used to having a partner who relished the life he could provide.
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      Even though it was after nine a.m. the heartburn woke Sawyer before the daylight beyond the curtains did. Opening her eyes with a groan, she noticed she was on her own in bed with no sign of Leighton. Somewhat thankful she was alone, Sawyer rocked away from the edge of the mattress to get the momentum to roll over enough to be able to get up into a seating position so she could climb out of bed. Except it didn’t work. Instead she ended up right back where she’d started. She sighed. It was getting harder to get out of bed as she got bigger, and she often needed Leighton’s help.

      Sawyer wriggled sidewards like an ungracious crab onto his half of the bed before rolling towards her own in the hope she would be able to push herself up.

      ‘Why didn’t you just call me?’ Leighton asked, startling her just when she had built up enough gusto to put her plan into action.

      ‘Have you been standing there watching me struggle since I woke up?’ she asked from her side, looking over her shoulder in the direction of his voice.

      ‘No, I’ve only been here since you crab crawled onto my side of the bed,’ he said with a smile.

      ‘Well, get round here and help me up.’

      ‘I don’t know, it’s fun to watch you struggle. It’s giving me flashbacks of the settee the night before last,’ he said, appearing in her line of vision.

      She crumbled into a fit of giggles, holding out her arms in his direction. ‘All right, you’ve had your fun…the baby is sitting on my bladder, and if you don’t help me up I’m going to wet myself.’ With a smile firmly plastered on his face, Leighton helped her first into a seated position and then up to her feet. ‘You’re having way too much fun at my expense,’ she said, playfully hitting him on the arm on her way to the bathroom.

      ‘So, when do you want to do presents?’ Sawyer heard Leighton ask.

      Finishing on the toilet, Sawyer grabbed her prescribed bottle of Gaviscon from the medicine cabinet and took a dose to quell her heartburn before she grabbed her toothbrush. ‘Let’s have breakfast and a cuppa first. We’ve got a few hours before your family show up, so there’s plenty of time. Plus, I want to get the turkey in.’

      ‘I’ve already put the bird in the oven.’

      ‘Thank you.’

      Walking out the bathroom, Sawyer was surprised to find Leighton on one knee at the foot of the bed. She was immediately drawn to the small box in his hand. She froze and her breath caught in her throat. ‘What are you doing?’ she asked, knowing deep down what was coming.
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      ‘Sawyer Jayne Talbot, I knew when I saw you march over to Lucas Bowles in the school cafeteria and punch him in the face sixteen years ago that I was going to love you forever. You’re the most fiery, loyal, caring – and sometimes frustrating – individual I know. You wear your devotion for those you love as a badge of honour and don’t make excuses for who you are. You make me a better man just by being by my side and I want to spend the rest of my life making you as happy as you’ve always made me.’ He opened the box to reveal the ring inside. ‘Will you marry me?’

      After years of searching for the right engagement ring, Leighton had found the cushion-shaped halo ring with two-carat diamond in the centre of an 18k white gold band encrusted with side stones just a month ago. It was fate that at the exact moment they had reconnected, he’d found the perfect ring with which to ask for her hand in marriage and, judging by the look of amazement on Sawyer’s face, he had picked the right one.

      Sawyer initially didn’t speak, and the fear of rejection hit Leighton. He held his breath, waiting for her answer. When he’d started talking and silent tears had begun to roll down her face, he’d taken it as good sign. But maybe the timing of his proposal was wrong. She sniffed, and he could see that she was trying to speak. Was she about to turn him down? It was only when she nodded that he started to breathe again.

      Leaping up to his feet, Leighton took the ring from the box and placed it on the finger she had freed from Hunter’s claim on her when she’d left him. The ring fit perfectly.
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      Looking down at the ring on her finger, Sawyer smiled to herself. It had been almost a week, and she still couldn’t get over how beautiful it was. Knowing she was going to marry the man she loved was the best feeling in the world. But she knew she wouldn’t be able to let Hunter see her wearing it, at least not until they were divorced.

      Sawyer had removed Hunter’s rings from her finger the minute she knew she was free, and handed them back to him. He had taken the return of her rings much better than Sawyer anticipated, although somehow she had a feeling the news of her marrying Leighton wouldn’t go down quite as well. She expected, if Hunter had the opportunity, he would do anything to prolong their official separation just to spite the man he had a vendetta against.

      ‘I’ve got to say, it’s nice to see you smiling,’ Angelica said, pulling Sawyer’s attention away from the sparkle of the diamond she wore.

      Dropping her hand to her lap, Sawyer smiled at her. She shared everything with her best friend, so Angelica knew better than most how exhausting it was being in the middle of two men who couldn’t stand the sight of each other.

      ‘When do we start planning the wedding? Angelica asked.

      Sawyer sighed. ‘Not until the divorce is final…and I don’t want Hunter finding out about the engagement until then either. Do you hear me, Flynn?’

      He looked over at her. ‘My lips are sealed,’ he said, miming locking his lips closed with an invisible key.

      ‘Are they? Because you can’t seem to help yourself from sharing information that isn’t yours to share.’

      Flynn’s mouth dropped open. ‘Leighton’s my best friend; I tell him everything.’

      Angelica folded her arms across her chest with a smile. ‘I don’t think that’s true; it can’t be.’

      ‘Of course it’s true; I tell him everything,’ he reiterated, the higher pitch to his voice conveying his offence.

      ‘Then you told him about the rash you had six months ago?’

      ‘Shhh.’

      ‘So, you don’t tell him everything,’ his wife laughed.

      Leighton frowned at his best friend. ‘What rash?’

      ‘It was nothing…just a bit of chafing,’ Flynn replied, hoping his explanation would put an end to the inquisition. He spoke to Sawyer. ‘Besides, aren’t you glad I blabbed? I don’t think you’d have that ring on your finger if it weren’t for me telling Leighton your secrets.’

      Sawyer raised her eyebrows in a gesture of agreement. ‘That may have worked out, but I swear, if you tell anyone about this engagement before I’m ready for people to know I’m going to separate you from your genitals.’

      Leighton laughed at the look of horror on Flynn’s face. ‘She’s serious, man. I wouldn’t risk it.’

      Flynn held up his hands in submission. ‘Hey, I get it. It’ll just be the four of us that know. But are you sure you don’t want to tell your sister?’

      ‘She’s got too friendly with the Livingstons for my liking, so she’ll find out with everyone else.’

      ‘It’s a shame you won’t be able to wear the ring; it’s beautiful – and much bigger than mine,’ Angelica said.

      ‘Well, my fiancé is a rock star, didn’t you hear?’ Sawyer gushed, over-embellishing her posh accent.
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      ‘Are you okay?’ Leighton asked Sawyer, following her to the kitchen with his hands full of small, empty plates.

      She placed the glasses she had cleared from the living room down on the kitchen counter with a sigh. ‘Yeah, just exhausted. I’m not used to staying up late any more.’

      ‘We could’ve just had a quiet night if you didn’t feel up to it – I’m sure Flynn and Angelica wouldn’t have minded.’

      ‘No, the four of us always used to spend New Year’s Eve together, I wanted to celebrate with them. I’m not complaining because I’ve enjoyed tonight; I’m just tired, that’s all.’

      ‘You go and get yourself into bed. I’ll clean up in here and join you as soon as I can.’

      ‘No, leave it until tomorrow. It’s one a.m., let’s just go to bed.’

      Facing her, Leighton rested his hands on her hips. ‘It won’t take me long and it’ll be one less job to do tomorrow.’

      ‘Okay,’ she smiled, leaning forward to kiss him on the lips. ‘I can’t promise I’ll still be awake when you come up.’

      ‘Then I’ll see you in the morning,’ he said, kissing her again and turning his attention to the dirty dishes.

      Reaching the kitchen door, Sawyer looked back over her shoulder at Leighton as he filled the sink. ‘If your fans could see you now,’ she laughed.

      He turned towards her with a wide grin on his face as he pulled up his sleeves. ‘They’d be falling over themselves to steal me away from you. I have it on good authority that doing housework makes a man sexy.’

      ‘Well, they can’t have you now…’ She raised her left hand so he could see her engagement ring. ‘…this makes you mine.’

      ‘There’s no one else’s I’d rather be.’

      Turning off the lights in the living room and double-checking the front door was locked before she made her way to the stairs, Sawyer yawned. It was hours after her usual bedtime these days, but it was important to her to celebrate the New Year – even if she couldn’t drink. Before getting engaged to Hunter, Sawyer had brought in the first day of the next year with Leighton, Angelica and Flynn. It used to be that they’d take a bottle of whatever spirit Sawyer’s father wouldn’t miss from his drinks cabinet and sneak it upstairs to her bedroom while her parents had friends over. Once they were eighteen, the foursome would find their own party to attend. She wanted to get back to that tradition; she just hadn’t accounted for how tired she would be.

      Turning on the light as she entered the bathroom, Sawyer stifled another yawn before going about her evening routine. On her way to the bedroom, she started to remove her clothes and discarded them in the laundry basket. Tapping the base of the touch lamp on her bedside table, it cast a low light over the room as she dressed in her pyjamas ready for bed. Usually she would moisturise her skin before climbing beneath the covers, but she didn’t have the energy.

      Getting into bed, Sawyer reached over to the lamp, and she hesitated before turning it off as the diamond on her finger glinted beneath the light. Although wearing an engagement ring wasn’t new to her, this one meant more. She could finally have the kind of marriage she wanted, and she couldn’t wait to start planning her wedding, but the timing of those plans would be paramount.
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      Sawyer was currently in her thirty-fourth week of pregnancy, and she was already sick of staying off her feet. She did it for the sake of her son, but she hated being confined to her bed – she was just thankful she hadn’t been required to spend time in hospital yet, and she’d known that was a real possibility.

      When Leighton went back out on tour in the first week of the New Year, Sawyer had the foresight to decorate the nursery with the help of her best friend, knowing that bed rest would be mandatory the further along she got in her pregnancy. Instead of the traditional pastel blue that was usually associated with baby boys, Sawyer had painted the walls pale green and picked out furniture distressed in white to give a lightness to the room. She had even had the name she and Hunter picked out for him painted in white above his cot. It was exactly the type of room she had pictured when she dreamed about being a mother. Though she couldn’t have foreseen the way in which she was going to become a parent, she was excited nonetheless. She had expected to have a natural birth, but due to her condition, her doctor thought it best to schedule a caesarean section at thirty-seven weeks. He felt it safer than inducing her and possibly having to go that route later anyway.

      Truth be told, Sawyer had been worried about the labour. She had been told how painful it was by her mother more times than she could remember. It didn’t matter how many people had assured her that once the baby was placed in your arms that you forgot about the pain, she was still apprehensive. She expected this was only natural, though.

      Although Sawyer would be glad to go back to normal and do things for herself, she was going to miss being pregnant. Every kick and movement her baby boy made filled her with a joy unlike any she’d ever experienced before; one his father would never know. Her bond with her son was strong, which was unique to mother and child, and no one could take that from her – not even Hunter.

      About to climb from bed, Sawyer felt pressure low down in her stomach, which radiated through to her back. Breathing through the uncomfortable ache with a series of short pants – a technique she’d learned in birthing classes – it soon passed, and she was able to carry on to the bathroom. Even bedbound, she liked to have a strip-down wash and get dressed every day.

      Running through her usual morning routine, Sawyer turned to flush the toilet and caught sight of blood on the tissue she’d used to wipe herself. Her breath quickened. Even though it wasn’t a huge amount of blood, she assumed any trace couldn’t be a good thing. She rushed out of the bathroom, as fast as she could, and straight into the bedroom to retrieve her phone from her bedside table. Doctor Coleman had been added to her speed dial list exactly for this reason. Holding the number she had assigned to him, she held her breath as she waited for him to pick up the phone.
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      Hunter checked the clock. He still had a few hours before he had to pick up Sawyer for her three-weekly scheduled ultrasound. He was trying to squeeze in as much work as he could so he didn’t have as much to cram in when he got home that evening.

      It was strange to imagine he was going to be a father when no real evidence of the child existed in his home. He’d decorated the nursery ready for his son’s arrival and had already compiled a list of possibilities for the nanny position, should he need it. But most first-time dads had a pregnant woman walking around the house, they shared the sleepless nights when she couldn’t get comfortable, and made a mad dash to whatever shop was open whenever there was a midnight craving. Hunter had none of that.

      He wasn’t even allowed to feel the baby move without asking permission first, and he hated that Leighton had that access all the time. He couldn’t do anything about it without alienating Sawyer; he had to play by her rules if he wanted to be a part of his son’s life when he was born.
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      ‘Angelica!’ Sawyer called out, making her way down the stairs as fast as her pregnancy would allow; she could still only take one step at a time, having to place both feet on each stair before taking the next.

      Appearing from the kitchen, her best friend had a formidable expression on her face. ‘What are you doing out of bed?’

      Angelica had been staying with her for the last month to be sure her best friend followed doctor’s orders and stayed in bed. For the most part, Sawyer had been the model patient, only having a few outbursts of self-pity and defiance. Luckily, all Angelica had to do was remind her of the reason she had to rest, and Sawyer was quick to concede her mutiny.

      Reaching the bottom of the stairs, Sawyer was struck with another wave of pressure. She buckled slightly, holding her baby bump as she breathed through it before she could answer her friend. ‘There’s blood, I’m bleeding,’ she announced in a panic, unable to stand up straight. ‘I need to go to the hospital.’

      Angelica motioned to the bump which she was still holding. ‘And what was that all about?’

      ‘I don’t know, I’m getting this uncomfortable pressure at the bottom of my stomach and in my back.’

      ‘How often?’ Angelica asked, suspiciously.

      ‘I don’t know, I didn’t time it.’

      ‘You could be in labour.’

      ‘He’s not due for six weeks,’ Sawyer said, in a high-pitch tone, unconvinced.

      ‘Have you called your doctor?’

      She nodded. ‘He’s going to meet us there.’

      ‘What about Hunter? Have you told him?’

      ‘Shit, no. I’ll try and get hold of him on the way.’

      ‘Where’s your hospital bag?’ Angelica asked. ‘Don’t you want to take it just in case you need it?’

      ‘It’s in the back of my car.’

      ‘Well, you’re not getting in your Bentley; I’ll get your bag out of the boot and we’ll take my Mazda.’
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      Hearing the front door close with some force, Jacinda frowned and looked up from her book. Hunter hadn’t called out to let her know he was going out, but as she got to her feet and looked out beyond the window, she saw him get in his car and drive away.

      She knew Sawyer had a doctor’s appointment later that day, so she had no idea where he was going so early – or why he hadn’t told her he was leaving. Grabbing her phone from the table, she dialled his number.
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      Seeing the name of the caller on the display in his car, Hunter rejected the call. He didn’t have time to explain why he had bolted from the house, especially when he had no idea what was going on.

      He had been frantic after his call with Sawyer, instinctively grabbing his car keys as he walked out of the door. He hadn’t thought to tell Jacinda where he was going because no one usually cared where he went. Hunter was running on auto-pilot – not the best way to drive – but all he could think about was getting to the hospital to be there for his son, who was his main priority. He knew he should’ve had the consideration to let Jacinda know where he was heading off to, but he still wasn’t used to her being around him all the time.

      During the seven months he’d been seeing Jacinda, she had been spending more time at the house and rarely went home. She probably didn’t think he’d noticed that she’d started moving her clothes into his bedroom and, despite not giving her an official invitation to move in, she was practically living with him – had been for two weeks.

      Hunter didn’t have the heart to insist Jacinda took her belongings back home and only come over when he specifically invited her; she left him alone when he was busy and only expected conversation over meals or when he sought her out. Even though it hadn’t been his idea, he liked having her company, because he had got used to living with Sawyer.

      Barely managing to pull to a stop before climbing from the car, Hunter locked it with his fob and headed inside the private facility to find Sawyer.
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      With Angelica by her side, Sawyer lay dressed in a gown on the hospital bed waiting for her doctor’s return. After being instructed to get changed, Dr Coleman had given her a quick examination before excusing himself from the room but hadn’t come back yet. His actions hadn’t filled her with any confidence that the blood she’d seen was normal for this stage of her pregnancy. She was trying not to panic, but worst-case scenario was her go-to in times of uncertainty.

      ‘Where the bloody hell is Clive?’ Sawyer growled into the quiet room.

      ‘I’ve got to say, this private medical care isn’t all it’s cracked up to be.’ Angelica voiced her own judgement. ‘I’ve never known a doctor to give someone an examination and not say anything before he leaves the room.’

      ‘That can’t be a good sign, can it?’

      Once the words were out of her mouth, Sawyer was overcome with crippling pain low in her stomach. This felt different to whatever had overcome her at the house. Turning onto her side, she pulled her legs up and cradled her bump, the discomfort getting harder to breathe through.

      Angelica was about to go in search of someone to help her friend when Clive Coleman walked in with Hunter a step behind. ‘You need to tell us what is going on,’ she said. ‘Whatever she’s going through isn’t right; she’s in pain.’

      Clive addressed his patient. ‘It would seem as though the blood you saw was a ‘show’; you appear to be in labour.’

      Now pain free, Sawyer frowned. ‘But it’s too early, he’s not ready – I’m not ready.’
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      The labour pain was so intense that Sawyer thought she was going to die. It stabbed at her stomach and her body willed her to push; the gas and air she’d been given for the pain provided very little relief. Her scream as she bore down felt as though it shook the building. Sawyer had been in labour for fourteen hours and pushing for two. She was exhausted, but there was no time to rest; the urge to push with every contraction was getting stronger and her energy levels were almost empty.

      ‘I can’t do this any more,’ she cried out, collapsing against the back of the bed as a momentary reprieve washed over her.

      ‘You’re doing a great job,’ her best friend encouraged her, mopping her brow.
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      Angelica hadn’t been surprised when Hunter said that he didn’t want to be in the delivery suite. She knew from past conversations that Sawyer hadn’t really wanted him to be in there either, so she had volunteered for the job of birthing partner. She couldn’t think of anything worse than having to go through labour alone, and Leighton was still out on tour – unable to get back until the next day because he had a show that evening. But seeing her friend this way was distressing, as much as she put on a brave face.

      ‘Your baby is nearly here.’ Clive tried to keep Sawyer motivated. ‘With your next contraction give me a big push.’

      ‘I can’t,’ Sawyer sobbed.

      ‘Yes, you can. I know it’s hard, but you have to do this.’

      Briefly looking down the bed, Angelica couldn’t help noticing the amount of blood there, and she wasn’t entirely convinced it was normal, despite the doctor seemingly paying it no mind. She had watched One Born Every Minute and she’d never seen that much blood during any of the labours. She was immediately worried, but she was in two minds whether she should mention it because she didn’t want to alarm Sawyer. She soothed her worry by taking comfort in the fact that the medical team weren’t showing any concern.

      Squeezing her best friend’s hand with the next contraction, Sawyer lifted her head, gritted her teeth, and pushed with all the strength she had left.

      ‘That’s it, keep going…his head is almost out. One more big push…’ Clive played cheerleader.

      Angelica could tell Sawyer was getting tired as she pushed for as long as she felt the urge. But as she watched her best friend collapse against the bed, she knew it was over. Clive’s congratulations on a job well done echoed around the room and Angelica smiled at Sawyer. But her euphoria was short lived when she saw her eyes roll back in her head.

      She panicked. ‘Sawyer!’
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      With a heavy sigh that resonated throughout Hunter’s entire body, he got out of his car and locked it as he made his way up to the front door. It had been a long day of waiting and he was exhausted. He couldn’t wait to crawl into bed. But he knew Jacinda would have questions.

      Once Hunter had arrived at Clive’s facility and found out Sawyer was in labour, he had called his unofficial housemate and filled her in on why he had left the house without a word. He hadn’t had a chance to update her since.

      Putting his key in the lock, he took a deep breath as he walked inside. Before he even had a chance to take in the baby banners hung across the banister of the stairs that overlooked the entrance and balloons weighted to the floor of the hallway, Hunter heard Jacinda’s voice.

      ‘Welcome home, Daddy!’ she greeted him gleefully, throwing her arms above her head.

      He closed the door behind him. Suddenly Hunter’s desire to explain the last few hours vanished. ‘I’m going to bed. Go home, Jacinda, and take that shit down,’ he told her, offering no explanation for his outburst as he made his way upstairs.
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      The room was dark, lit only by the light above the bed as Sawyer opened her eyes. She felt disorientated and beat up, as though she’d gone ten rounds with Anthony Joshua. It took her a minute to get her bearings and remember where she was.

      Scanning her surroundings, she saw Angelica sat in the chair beside her bed with her head propped up on her hand, fast asleep. Sawyer tried to push herself up into a sitting position and the pain she felt from the labour caused her to call out, waking her best friend.

      Angelica jumped up to her feet, barely having time to adjust to consciousness. ‘You’re awake.’

      As if it had just dawned on her why she was there, Sawyer was panicked. ‘Where’s Charlie?’ she asked after her son, using the name her and Hunter had chosen just a few months ago.

      ‘I’ll go and get your doctor,’ Angelica said, rushing from the room.
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      Expecting that the tragic news that had to be delivered would be best coming from someone Sawyer had known all her life, Angelica had decided to stay at the hospital to be there when she woke up. She had thought she could handle the responsibility of breaking her best friend’s heart, and be her emotional support as she processed it, but one look in Sawyer’s eyes had been enough to make her realise that she wasn’t equipped for the job.

      Tears erupted from her eyes the minute she was on the other side of the door and out of sight. Leaning back against the wall in the corridor, she tried to pull herself together enough to go in search of Clive. The news would be better coming from him; he wouldn’t break down having to express the tragic outcome of the labour.
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      Sitting in his hotel room after the concert, Leighton checked his phone for any news about Sawyer and the baby. He had been invited to join the rest of the band for a drink, and ordinarily he wouldn’t pass up the offer, but he knew he wouldn’t be very good company. There was a sinking feeling in the pit of his stomach he couldn’t shake.

      Sawyer had gone into labour too early – three weeks before the doctor planned to induce – and he knew that the longer a woman carried, the better for the baby. Now he was sitting by the phone waiting for Angelica to update him, but it was almost midnight, and he still hadn’t heard anything.

      Unable to stand the silence as he stared at his phone screen, Leighton turned on the television with the remote and settled on the first channel he could find that wasn’t trying to sell something. He wasn’t planning on watching it anyway, he just needed another voice in the room that wasn’t the one in his head preparing him for bad news.

      Taking a chance that Flynn was waiting up for his wife to get home despite it being a work night, Leighton sent a text to find out if he’d had any updates.
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      Seeing the familiar face of her doctor, Sawyer felt no less nervous than she had been when she woke up to find only her and Angelica in the room. He was avoiding eye contact and seemed uncomfortable in his skin – not the look of someone with good news, and she was instantly filled with dread.

      ‘What’s wrong?’ Sawyer asked, not giving him a chance to beat around the bush.

      Clive was solemn. ‘I’m so sorry, your boy didn’t make it.’

      The tears fell from her eyes in an instant and she writhed on the bed, outpouring her emotional pain. Her world came crashing down. This was what she got for not wanting him in the first place. It was all her fault.

      ‘No, no, no, no, no,’ she kept repeating, wrapping her arms around herself as she sobbed. ‘This is my punishment because I said I didn’t want him.’

      Sawyer felt the emotion in Angelica as she wrapped her arms around her. They were so close that when one of them cried, they both did. Sawyer held onto her best friend, sobbing into her chest as she grieved her loss, and could tell Angelica felt some measure of her pain – although she was trying to be strong.

      ‘Oh no darling, that’s not it. This is no one’s fault,’ Angelica said, her voice cracking with emotion. She squeezed her friend a little tighter, trying to take all her pain on board.

      A few minutes passed before Sawyer pulled out of Angelica’s arms and she leaned forward as much as the pain would allow to see the doctor. ‘Where’s Hunter?’

      Clive, who had been standing silently in the room, stepped forward to answer her question. ‘He went home.’

      She frowned. ‘He just left?’

      ‘He was going to wait, but he didn’t think you’d be awake until morning.’

      ‘Typical.’ Sawyer lowered herself back down to the mattress as Angelica sat back in the chair she had been sleeping in moments before. ‘What happened to me?’

      ‘You haemorrhaged and passed out.’

      Although the tears hadn’t stopped streaming down her face, another wave of emotion washed over Sawyer. ‘Was this my fault?’ she asked, her bottom lip quivering.

      ‘No, absolutely not.’

      ‘But I felt him moving yesterday, I would’ve known if he stopped moving.’ She began to sob.
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      Unable to sleep, Leighton kicked the blankets off his semi-naked body, growling in frustration as he exposed himself to the cool air of the room. He had been trying to drop off to sleep since he had received an update on Sawyer from Flynn, but he couldn’t settle. Leighton wanted to be back at home providing the support he knew his fiancée needed, but he had no way of getting there because it was the middle of the night. There were no buses, trains, or businesses where he could hire a car; he had to wait until morning.

      Climbing out of bed, Leighton got dressed; he needed to kill time before he could get on the road and there was no better way to do that than in the hotel bar. Grabbing his wallet and room key, he opened the door and, after taking a minute to adjust to the bright lights of the corridor, he headed to the lift.
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      ‘Where’s Charlie? Can I see him?’ Sawyer asked Clive, doing her best to pull herself together.

      ‘Of course. I’ll go and bring him in,’ he said, leaving the room.

      ‘Are you sure you want to do this now?’ Angelica asked as they were left alone.

      Sawyer nodded, drying her eyes with the tissue she’d been given. ‘I need to see him, Angel. I want to hold him.’

      It didn’t take long for Dr Coleman to return to the room with a cot unlike any Sawyer had seen before. It looked like a Moses basket with a tube fed into the bottom, which was attached to a unit of some kind.

      ‘What’s that?’ Angelica asked, taking the words out of her friend’s mouth.

      ‘It’s called a cooling cot; it’s specially made for babies who were born sleeping,’ Clive answered.

      The instant the cot was close enough, Sawyer shifted forward to look down upon the face of her child and her breath caught in her throat; he looked so peaceful. ‘Can I hold him?’

      ‘Absolutely. Do you want me to pass him to you?’

      She nodded. ‘Please.’

      Watching the doctor lift Charlie, Sawyer automatically positioned herself to hold him and, as he was placed in her arms, she noticed the blue blanket he was wrapped in had the letter ‘C’ embroidered on the bottom.

      ‘Where did you get this blanket?’ she asked Clive.

      ‘Hunter left it with him.’

      ‘He’s seen him then?’

      Clive nodded. ‘He spent a bit of time with him before he went home.’

      Sawyer smiled and turned her attention to her son. She used the back of her forefinger to gently stroke his cheek. ‘He’s so cold.’

      ‘That’s normal,’ the doctor explained softly. ‘The cot is designed to keep him cool.’ She nodded her understanding. ‘I’ll leave you alone for a while,’ he continued. ‘Take as much time as you need.’

      ‘I’ll go too,’ Angelica said, collecting her belongings from beside the chair as Clive left the room.

      But Sawyer reached out to grab her hand. ‘No, Angel, please stay.’

      Tears formed in Angelica’s eyes. ‘Do you want me to take some pictures?’

      ‘That’d be great,’ Sawyer smiled, releasing her friend’s hand and looking back down at Charlie. In an instant, her tears started again. ‘Hi baby boy. I’m your mummy.’ She gently kissed him on the forehead. ‘I’m sorry I blamed you for making me sick and said that I didn’t want you, because I did…I really did…with all my heart.’ She broke down, holding him close to her chest as she rocked back and forth. ‘Please forgive me for saying I didn’t want you. I’m so sorry I wasn’t good enough.’
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      From behind her phone, Angelica suppressed a sob as she took photos. She could barely see through the tears; she felt completely helpless. Angelica couldn’t begin to imagine what her friend was feeling. The only thing she could do was make sure she had some memories to look back on when she needed them. But listening to Sawyer talk to her son broke her heart.

      ‘I know I’ll never get to hear you call me Mum, but I will say your name and tell as many people about you as I can, my precious little boy,’ Sawyer continued. ‘I love you. Thank you for letting me be your mum.’
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      The room was quiet as Angelica watched her friend cradling her son. Sawyer had been lying there for hours; the sun was beginning to come up. Angelica didn’t have the heart to interrupt her friend or leave, but she was exhausted – her outpouring of emotion had seen to that. Apart from the power nap she’d had in the chair, Angelica hadn’t slept. Though she could hardly complain; she wasn’t the one who had lost a child.

      Angelica had toyed with the idea of sneaking out of the room, not long after Charlie was brought in, but it seemed disrespectful somehow, and the last thing she wanted was Sawyer to take her leaving as a sign that she didn’t want to be there.

      Suddenly Sawyer shifted on the bed. ‘Angelica, would you put him back in the cot please?’ she asked.

      ‘Sure,’ Angelica replied, lifting herself out of the chair and immediately taking Charlie into her arms.

      It was only as she held him that Angelica hesitated. She had taken him from his mother without thinking about what it would be like to hold him. She hadn’t been prepared to start crying again. As much as Charlie wasn’t her baby, Angelica felt a connection to him that stemmed from her deep bond with his mother. Laying him back in the cuddle cot, she wiped away her tears and turned to her best friend. ‘Can I get you anything?’

      Sawyer shook her head. ‘Thank you for being here, but you should go home and get some sleep. I’m going to close my eyes for a bit.’

      Angelica collected her things from the floor beside the chair she’d been sitting in. ‘I’ll come back later.’

      ‘No, that’s okay. I’ll call you when I leave the hospital.’

      ‘Are you sure?’

      ‘Yeah, I just want some time by myself.’

      ‘I’ve charged your phone and put it here on the side. Call me if you need anything.’

      ‘Thank you, Angel.’
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      After hours of sitting in the hotel bar nursing a single beer, Leighton returned to his room as daybreak cast a light across the landscape beyond the glass. He had wanted to get blind drunk, to ease the pain of the loss he was feeling, but he wouldn’t be able to drive if he did and his priority was getting back home to Sawyer.

      Even though Charlie wasn’t his biological son, Leighton felt connected to him as if Sawyer was carrying his child. He’d been there to feel him kick, had helped pick out furniture for his nursery and even had input on some of the outfits and stuffed animals Sawyer had bought. He felt like a father. He knew it didn’t make sense, given Hunter was his dad, but he loved Charlie because of his love for his mother.

      Leighton realised he was too tired to drive, given his lack of sleep, and he would be of no use to anyone if he got into an accident. Instead, he had checked train times and found that he could be home within a few hours.

      He was fortunate his bandmates hadn’t thought twice about granting him compassionate leave, despite them being in the middle of a leg of touring. They understood his special circumstances for needing to leave and be with his fiancée. Luckily their guitar technician was a long-time friend of the group and could play most of their music, so he could cover Leighton for the three shows he would miss.
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      It was light in the room when Hunter opened his eyes. Lifting his shoulders off the mattress, he reached over to check the time on his phone and found he’d only had a few hours’ sleep. Putting the device back down, he sighed and threw his head back on the pillow. He was alone in bed, which meant Jacinda had followed the advice he’d offered in his outburst.

      Hunter felt somewhat guilty for blowing up at her when he returned from the hospital, but he was too tired to care at the time. It wasn’t her fault. Jacinda thought she was doing a nice thing, wanting to celebrate the milestone in his life; she wasn’t to know what had happened. That was down to Hunter not keeping her in the loop, but he didn’t have the capacity to deal with any questions she’d have.

      Climbing out of bed, Hunter grabbed his robe and slipped it on to combat the chill in the air against his skin. Even though he’d taken to sleeping in pyjama bottoms since his wife left him, he rarely walked around his own house without covering up. He wasn’t in the best shape, having gained a bit of weight around his middle lately from the extra drinking he was doing.

      The house was eerily quiet when he was the only one rattling around inside. He had hoped by now to have several children, but he’d made his peace with that not happening when he realised what kind of marriage he had burdened himself with. If he could rewind time and do it again, he’d pick a different woman to be his spouse. She hadn’t been worth all the effort he’d put into coming in the way of Leighton’s happiness because it hadn’t seemed to matter that Hunter had slept with her; the two childhood sweethearts had still found their way back to each other.

      Reaching the living room, Hunter poured himself a glass of the thirty-year-old Dalmore single malt whisky his dad had given him as a gift for Christmas. He’d been saving it for when Charlie was born, so now was as good a time as any to have some.
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      Able to see out of the window from her position on the hospital bed, Sawyer had watched the sun complete its journey into the sky even though she’d intended to sleep. She had closed her eyes but hadn’t been able to drop off. All she could see in the darkness was Charlie’s peaceful face, and she had started running through every minute of her pregnancy to pinpoint what she had done wrong. Clive had assured her there was nothing she could’ve done to change the outcome of her labour; it didn’t stop her blaming herself though.

      Sawyer felt wholly responsible; she had been the only one accountable for carrying Charlie. It had to be her fault; something she’d done had contributed to his death – even if it was just a fleeting remark said in anger because she found out she had pre-eclampsia. She had uttered the words, and that made her the only one to blame. Someone must’ve deemed it a sufficient reason to take him from her because by vocalising the rash outburst, she wasn’t good enough and didn’t deserve to keep him.

      Lifting her phone from where Angelica had left it, Sawyer checked her recent call log and found Leighton’s number. Pressing the call button, she waited for him to pick up. It didn’t take him long to answer, and the instant she heard her fiancé’s voice, Sawyer broke down again.
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      Feeling restless, Hunter walked around with his glass in one hand and the bottle of five-thousand-pound whisky in the other. He drank as he aimlessly wandered around his house and unconsciously ended up outside the nursery. The colourful wooden letters screwed across the middle of the door, spelling out his son’s name, gave him pause before he pushed it open. Taking another swig of whisky, he walked inside the room.

      Hunter had picked out the furniture, opting for dark wood instead of the traditional white. The grey carpet complemented the grey-blue paint of the walls that his interior designer had chosen, and the selection of brightly painted animals overlooking the cot made it feel less grown up. Hunter had been unsure of the lime green rug and matching curtains, though the colour seemed to work with the rest of the room.

      Walking over to the rocking armchair in the corner, Hunter plonked himself down. He hadn’t had a chance to shop for toys or stuffed teddies. Still, the room had character; he was just thankful that there were no memories of his son in there.
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      Days passed before Sawyer was released from the private facility. She chose to stay a little longer than was necessary to spend more time with Charlie and say her goodbyes. She had been given the option of taking him home with her, but she had decided not to. She knew seeing Charlie every day would make it harder for her to let him go; she’d want to keep him there with her forever, and that wouldn’t help her heal. She needed to be able to grieve.

      Walking in through her front door behind Leighton, Sawyer made her way straight upstairs without uttering a word to either him or Angelica. She didn’t have the capacity for conversation. She just wanted to curl up in bed.

      No one stopped her.

      She wasn’t herself – Leighton and Angelica didn’t expect her to be.

      Since the tragedy, Sawyer had barely spoken; she didn’t have anything to say. No words to adequately communicate how she felt, all she could do was cry. She had tried to eat, knowing it would do no good for her to make herself ill, but she had no appetite and could only manage a few bites of anything before she gave up forcing food down her throat.

      Reaching the landing, Sawyer’s eyes immediately travelled across the space between her and the room that would’ve been Charlie’s. She couldn’t stop herself from going inside. She saw the space with fresh eyes – those of a grieving mother.

      Ambling around the room, Sawyer ran her hand lightly over the top of each piece of furniture. It was only when she got to the cot and picked up the large teddy bear Leighton had insisted on getting that she broke. With a loud scream that released all her pent-up heartache, Sawyer dropped to her knees, clutching the stuffed toy to her chest.
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      Standing in the kitchen, unsure what to do with themselves, Leighton and Angelica heard Sawyer’s pained scream and looked at each other in horror. But then it dawned on them the likely cause of what had upset her.

      ‘The nursery,’ they chorused, both rushing towards the stairs.

      Taking the steps two at a time, Leighton was at the top before Angelica had even managed to jog halfway up. When he got into the nursery, Leighton dropped to the floor and pulled his fiancée into his arms. She crumbled into his chest, a mixture of cries and screams coming from her mouth as she took the comfort his arms had to offer.

      Leighton looked up at Angelica, who stood in the doorway, with tears in his eyes. He echoed her grief even though it wasn’t the same; nothing compared to being a childless mother. He had no words to help Sawyer through her heartache, he couldn’t give a speech about Charlie being in a better place because he didn’t know that – and what place could be better than being with her? He had no idea why her son had been taken from her. There was no comfort he could provide except to hold her as she cried out for the child who had been snatched from her grasp.
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      With her tail between her legs, Jacinda had gone back home to her parents after Hunter kicked her out. She was worried she’d blown things with the man she had mentally planned a future with, until she heard from her mother – who heard from Beatrice – about the death of his son.

      Jacinda decided to give Hunter a few days to work through his grief before she attempted to make peace. It was an awful tragedy, but selfishly she was relieved. She wanted Sawyer out of their lives – for Hunter’s ties to her to be cut completely – and that was never going to be possible if she had his child. When Jacinda had found out about the pregnancy, she wasn’t happy – just when things seemed to be working out in her favour, there was an obstacle in the way. As horrible as it sounded, she had wanted the child gone; she just never dreamed of getting what she wanted, not this way at least.
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      Returning downstairs after spending most of the afternoon trying to soothe Sawyer, Angelica took her jacket from the free-standing coat rack and slipped it on. She had always felt the cold and, although it was beginning to warm up outside now that it was technically spring, there was still a chill in the air.

      ‘Where are you going? You can’t leave me here alone? What if Sawyer needs you?’ Leighton panicked, realising she intended to go out.

      ‘It’s no good, I have to do something,’ Angelica announced.

      She hated being unable to help; she was notorious for her unique ability to work a way out of every situation. But she’d never been faced with circumstances like this; she needed to do something to feel as if she was being helpful.

      Leighton frowned, curious how Angelica planned to help. ‘What can we do? Doesn’t she just have to work through this herself in her own time?’

      Angelica scooped her long locks out of the collar and grabbed her handbag from where her jacket had been hanging. ‘I took some pictures of Sawyer with Charlie; I’m going to print them out and hope that having them to look at gives her something else to focus on instead of her reliving the memory of leaving him in the hospital,’ she said. ‘I’ll go shopping while I’m out too; she hasn’t eaten anything for days. Maybe if I get some of her favourite things it might encourage her to have more than a few bites.’

      ‘It’s worth a shot.’
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      After finishing breakfast, Hunter turned his attention to the mail that had been placed on the table next to him. The envelope marked private and confidential caught his eye first and he used the letter opener to tear into it, only to find out it was his decree absolute; he was now a free man.

      It was hard to feel excited about something he never wanted in the first place. Still, at least it gave him a chance to start over and build the image he had failed to secure on his first try.
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      Walking up to Hunter’s front door, Jacinda decided against letting herself inside, especially after the way she had left a few days ago. She didn’t want to be on the wrong end of his vicious tongue again before she had a chance to smooth things over with him. She was hesitant about knocking, worried it was too soon for her to be back, but she didn’t want to wait too long and have it interpreted as a lack of interest in carrying on their relationship because of his outburst.

      With a deep breath for courage, she reached up and tentatively pressed the doorbell. If she didn’t face him now, she would lose all the work she’d put in so far and have to begin again; she didn’t have time for that. She wasn’t getting any younger and her parents were pressuring her to find a husband; she wanted Hunter Livingston to be that man.
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      Hunter heard the door. He wasn’t expecting visitors. But when Thomas appeared in the dining room to announce Jacinda’s arrival, Hunter folded the confirmation of his divorce and forced it back inside the envelope out of sight before hiding it at the bottom of the pile of correspondence.

      The last thing Hunter wanted was Jacinda finding out he was free and single again. He already felt the pressure she applied to make their relationship official when she had moved herself in; he didn’t want her to start dropping house-brick-size hints for a proposal she thought she deserved. It was bad enough he felt that kind of pressure from his mother, who bombarded him with questions about making an honest woman out of her new lunch companion – she was insufferable. Hunter didn’t dare tell his mum that he only considered Jacinda a distraction until he found someone else who challenged him the way Sawyer used to, to confess he had no intention of marrying again – not yet. It was especially difficult given Hunter’s mother knew he was sleeping with Jacinda; she wouldn’t approve of him taking advantage of the situation.

      ‘You’re back, then.’ Hunter stated the obvious, getting to his feet and gathering up the letters from the table.

      His welcome wasn’t friendly, and he could tell she’d noticed by the slight frown that developed on her brow. ‘I wanted to give you a few days,’ Jacinda said.

      Heading to the old-fashioned sideboard his mum had insisted on buying him, Hunter put the letters inside one of the drawers. ‘Do you think that’s all it takes to get over the death of my son?’

      He was being unnecessarily cruel. He wanted to test how far he could push her to get a reaction, for his own amusement. He enjoyed testing boundaries, and Sawyer had been a great opponent; he didn’t expect Jacinda to be up to the same standard. He could tell by her long exhale and slumped shoulders that she was already deflated.

      ‘Of course not, that isn’t what I meant,’ Jacinda said, disheartened by his apparent desire for a fight. ‘I’ll go if you don’t want me here.’

      Disappointed he hadn’t got the response he craved, Hunter sighed. ‘I don’t mind you being here; just don’t expect me to be very good company.’
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      No one could prepare Sawyer for planning Charlie’s funeral. She’d never been in the position to organise one before and wasn’t equipped for all the arrangements she had to make.

      Being directed by Clive as she left his facility, Sawyer had made Leighton swing by the registrar’s office on their way home so she could obtain Charlie’s certificate of stillbirth, which was going to allow her to arrange his cremation. It took a couple of days of her staring at the pictures Angelica had printed out and crying before she snapped into practical mode. She needed something to focus on and organising Charlie’s funeral was the only thing she imagined would help.

      Finding a list online of questions she would have to consider for the funeral, Sawyer was amazed at how many things she would likely need to decide on before going to see the funeral director where her baby boy was waiting for his final goodbye. There were so many decisions she hadn’t considered, which was overwhelming.

      The first thing she had to answer was how many guests would be attending. Sawyer had no idea. She didn’t even know if his father wanted to be there, having not seen or heard from Hunter since the ultrasound scan she had at thirty-one weeks pregnant.

      Did she want a hearse or a car for Charlie’s coffin? How many orders of service needed to be printed? Did she want flowers? Or hymns? Did she want to have readings? Who was going to carry the coffin? What music did she want playing? Sawyer didn’t have answers for any of them. She simply wanted to put her son to rest.

      She had spent a week going down rabbit-holes trying to find out what was normal – not that having to bury a son who hadn’t even taken a solitary breath was normal. Sawyer wanted to have the perfect balance between celebrating how much Charlie was loved and how sad she was to have to live without him. It had been hard, but she had taken the time with every detail to make his send-off her version of perfect and had written everything down, not wanting to forget anything. The only thing left to do was put her plans into practice.
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      Wanting to support Sawyer emotionally, Leighton had spent his time since returning from tour by her side. But he needed a change of clothes that were more conducive to life off the road, so had snuck out while Sawyer was still sleeping to go home and pack a few things. He didn’t know how long he’d be staying with her, although it seemed as if she was coping better. She had gone from sleeping all the time and crying when she wasn’t, to sitting up surrounded by paper and making plans with her laptop, as though a switch had been flicked. Leighton didn’t envy her: making funeral plans was one thing, but putting Charlie to rest was going to be something else entirely.

      With a sigh, Leighton closed the front door behind him and headed straight into his bedroom to take the dirty tour clothes out of his bag. He was tempted to curl up on his bed to get a few hours uninterrupted sleep – it was exhausting lying next to someone who slept restlessly – but he wanted to shower and get back in case Sawyer needed him.
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      Walking in through her best friend’s front door, Angelica’s jaw dropped open at the sight of Sawyer in the kitchen at the other end of the hallway. She had spent most of the week channelling her grief into planning Charlie’s funeral, so it came as a shock for Angelica to see Sawyer dressed and downstairs, as if she hadn’t just lived through the worst possible thing to happen to her.

      ‘You’re up?’ Angelica said, taking off her coat and hanging it with her handbag on the free-standing rack.

      ‘You should be a detective,’ Sawyer responded sarcastically.

      Although Angelica didn’t appreciate the condescending tone, she was thankful that her friend seemed to have moved onto the next stage of her grief. Opening the fridge, Angelica took out the bacon and eggs she’d bought with the weekly shop. ‘Do you want some breakfast?’

      ‘I’ve had some toast,’ Sawyer replied, sifting through the pile of letters on the counter.

      ‘You need something more substantial than that.’

      ‘It’s okay, I’m not really hungry,’ Sawyer said, opening one of the envelopes marked private and confidential.

      ‘Shall I make some tea?’

      Sawyer mumbled a response. She wasn’t really listening; she was reading the contents of the letter. ‘I’m officially divorced,’ she said, passing the decree absolute to Angelica.

      ‘That’s a good thing, isn’t it?’

      ‘It’s kismet that I’ve opened this today.’

      ‘Why? What’s today?’

      ‘I’m going to see the funeral director.’

      ‘Do you want me to come with you?’

      ‘Thanks for the offer, but I want to do this by myself.’

      Angelica portrayed her concern with a frown. ‘Are you sure?’

      Sawyer held up the notebook she’d jotted her plans into. ‘I have everything I need,’ she said, picking up her handbag and reaching out to squeeze Angelica’s hand affectionately. ‘I’ll be okay.’

      Watching her go, Angelica was concerned. After everything Sawyer had been through, to want to arrange the funeral alone was understandable. She had a unique ability to deal with things on her own, always had. She was fiercely independent, but Angelica feared that Sawyer wanting to make those arrangements by herself it was the start of her pulling away from everyone she loved.
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      Taking advantage of the compassionate leave his father granted him, Hunter had been working from home. He hadn’t felt up to leaving the house anyway, so he’d been thankful for the excuse to hide behind closed doors.

      The empathy shown by dad was foreign. Oscar believed nothing was bad enough that you couldn’t dust yourself off and carry on; a motto that had carried him through his life. It detached him from everyone, and Hunter knew he had adopted his identical stoic habits from his dad. Although it wasn’t as if his mum was especially expressive; she had an image of strength to uphold.

      The only drawback to Hunter working from home was being there with Jacinda, who – instead of leaving him to his work – would pop into the office every hour to bring him coffee he didn’t ask for or food he didn’t want. He appreciated she was trying to help, but he didn’t like her fretting over him. It stemmed from having never had anyone care enough to fuss before – except his nanny whenever he hurt himself.

      With an exhausted sigh, Hunter leaned against the back of his chair and looked up at the clock. It was lunchtime, so no doubt Jacinda would be in soon with a sandwich, acting as if she’d made it when he knew she already had a flair for ordering his staff around. Reaching across his desk, he picked up the decanter and poured himself a whisky.
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      Sitting in traffic at the zebra crossing by the primary school on her way to town, Sawyer looked over at the playground where children were playing during their lunch break, and all the firsts she would never have with Charlie dawned on her. She wouldn’t see him take any first steps, cut his first tooth, or break down when she left him in class on his first day of school. She wouldn’t ever clean his scraped knee or teach him to ride a bike. She’d never have to comfort him after he had a nightmare or have him sleep next to her in bed whenever he was sick. Even the first girl he would ever love had been snatched from her.

      The thought of all the experiences she wouldn’t have as Charlie’s mum brought tears to her eyes, but she forced the emotions down as the light changed and she eased her foot off the brake. She needed to hold it together; today was important. Undoubtedly she would sob her heart out when she conveyed her wishes for Charlie’s service, but she had to get to where she was going safely, and being unable to see for tears wouldn’t help.
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      ‘Where have you been?’ Angelica barked at Leighton as he walked through the front door.

      She had had an uneasy feeling in the pit of her stomach since Sawyer had walked out of the door a few hours ago, and Angelica wasn’t sure why. She had wanted to follow her friend and insist she ride along just to wait in the car, but Angelica was petrified of pushing Sawyer into isolating herself.

      ‘I went home to get some clothes and fell asleep,’ Leighton replied, putting his bag at the bottom of the stairs, and walking into the kitchen. ‘What’s going on?’

      She exhaled long and hard, knowing he hadn’t picked up on how worried she was. ‘Sawyer’s gone out.’

      He frowned as he threw his keys on the counter. ‘That’s a good thing, isn’t it?’

      ‘No, Leighton…no, it’s not.’

      ‘Why?’

      ‘She’s planning Charlie’s funeral.’

      Her response didn’t seem to clear up his confusion. ‘If you know where she is, why are you so worried?’

      ‘She didn’t want me to go with her.’

      ‘You know how independent she is – I wouldn’t read into it.’

      Angelica checked her watch. ‘She’s been gone since I got here five hours ago. Where is she?’

      ‘Call her,’ he suggested.

      ‘I’ve tried. She wasn’t answering and now the phone is going straight to voicemail, so she’s probably turned it off,’ she said. ‘I’m really worried.’
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      The silence between Jacinda and Hunter was palpable as they sat eating the meal Chef had prepared for them. Neither had anything worth saying after spending all week in each other’s company. It wasn’t until they heard what sounded like a car horn outside, that they spoke and got up from their seats.

      ‘What the hell is that?’ Hunter asked, rushing towards the front door with Jacinda in tow.
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      Speeding onto the drive of the house she used to live in a short time ago, Sawyer held her hand down on the car horn to be heard by as many people in the neighbourhood as possible; she wanted to make an impact. It had been a spontaneous decision. After finalising all the details of the funeral, Sawyer had dropped into the supermarket to buy a couple of litres of gin for martinis to drink that night; anything that would help her sleep. It had only been when she was driving home that she realised the route she’d chosen would take her straight past her old address, and she couldn’t resist paying her ex-husband a visit to confront him.

      Unsurprisingly, Hunter appeared on his doorstep as Sawyer pulled to a stop in front of the door and turned off her engine. Climbing out of her car, she beelined straight for him. ‘There you are.’
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      Hunter didn’t have time for Sawyer’s dramatics, and it was evident by her entrance that she was there to cause trouble. ‘What are you doing here?’

      ‘We have a son together and you can’t even ring me or send a text message when he dies?’ she asked accusingly, loud enough for the whole street to hear.

      ‘You haven’t called me either.’

      She laughed. ‘That’s your defence?’

      ‘I lost him too.’

      ‘You didn’t carry him, Hunter; it’s not the same.’

      ‘That doesn’t mean it hurts me any less.’

      ‘You didn’t know what it was like to feel him kick.’

      ‘Maybe I would’ve if you’d have let me touch you.’

      ‘Well, I didn’t like you touching me when we were together, why would I let you do it once we separated?’

      ‘We’re divorced now, Sawyer, there’s no reason for me to help you through anything,’ he said, aware of Jacinda behind him, and almost instantly regretted letting the cat out of the bag. He was going to pay for keeping that a secret, he knew it.

      ‘That is unbelievably cold.’

      ‘Well, you wanted me out of your life…congratulations, you’ve got what you wanted.’ Hunter remained unsympathetic. ‘Go home, Sawyer.’

      ‘Do you even want to know when Charlie’s funeral is?’

      ‘Text me,’ he said with a sigh, turning to walk back inside.
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      Seeing Jacinda for the first time in months, Sawyer smiled. She was in the right kind of mood for a fight, and Jacinda had always been so easy to get a reaction from. ‘I see it didn’t take you long to get your feet under the table. Was my spot in his bed even cold before you lay in it?’

      Jacinda shrugged her shoulders. ‘What do you care? You never wanted him anyway.’

      Sawyer took a step closer to her. She wanted to rile her up. If she threw a punch, that would be even better. It would help her to feel something else…anything else. ‘And he never wanted you. But I guess you don’t care about that so long as you get a husband out of the deal, do you?’

      ‘You’ve always been a hateful bitch.’

      ‘Guess that makes two of us.’

      ‘But only one of us is dirt poor now.’ Jacinda grinned.

      Sawyer wanted to knock the smug look off her face, but – balling up her fist – she kept her arms by her side. ‘I have money, and I haven’t had to sell my soul to get it.’
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      Checking her watch, Angelica huffed. Every car she heard outside on the street made her jump up to the window to check who it was. She hated to be dramatic, but there was still no sign of Sawyer – she’d been out all day. Angelica was officially troubled. Though it appeared she was the only one; Leighton hadn’t so much as muttered a word of concern.

      ‘Why isn’t she back? Where is she?’ Angelica asked, getting to her feet, and starting to pace the living room.

      ‘You’re talking about the woman who flew to Italy to get away from me and Hunter…she’ll be back when she’s ready,’ Leighton replied, doing nothing to quell her unease. ‘And if she’s not home soon, we’ll go looking for her.’

      ‘Aren’t you even slightly worried?’

      ‘Not really. Sawyer can take care of herself.’

      ‘I can’t sit around here waiting; I’m going to drive around and see if I can find her.’

      Leighton jumped to his feet. ‘Where are you going to search for her, Angelica? She probably wants to be alone.’

      ‘I don’t care. I’ve got a bad feeling about why she’s not back.’

      He sighed. ‘Then let me come with you.’

      ‘No, stay here. Someone needs to be here if she comes back. I don’t want her walking into an empty house.’

      After putting on her coat, Angelica opened the front door only to find Sawyer making her way up the drive swaying side to side as she held her handbag, a supermarket carrier, and a bottle.

      Angelica rushed out to where her friend was. ‘Where the hell have you been?’

      Sawyer’s face lit up. ‘Anganelica!’

      ‘See, I told you she was fine,’ Leighton said, appearing outside once he heard voices.

      Angelica cut her eyes at him as she put an arm around her friend to support her on her way inside. ‘Does she look fine to you?’

      ‘She’s a little drunk; she’s got a right to be.’

      Angelica turned her attention to Sawyer. ‘What have you been drinking? Where’s the car?’

      ‘I walked,’ she answered, lifting the open litre of gin to her lips.

      Before Sawyer had a chance to swig any more alcohol, Angelica swiped the glass bottle from her hand. ‘That’s enough of that.’ She looked up at Leighton standing in the doorway. ‘Help me get her inside.’
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      Rolling his eyes, Leighton did as Angelica told him and effortlessly scooped his fiancée up into his arms. Carrying her into the house, he headed straight into the living room and lowered her down to the settee.

      Locking the front door behind them, Angelica followed them. ‘You should take her up to bed,’ she suggested.

      ‘I don’t want to go to bed. The night is young,’ Sawyer said, removing the second bottle of gin from the carrier bag.

      Angelica reacted quickly again, swiping the second bottle from her friend before she had a chance to break the seal. ‘You don’t need any more to drink, Sawyer, and since when do you drink straight gin from the bottle?’

      ‘Since I saw my arsehole ex.’

      Leighton exchanged a look with Angelica. ‘Suddenly it all makes sense. She only ever drinks because of him.’

      ‘I mean, in fairness, I don’t think he’s the only reason she felt like having a drink,’ Angelica replied.
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      Waiting for Charlie’s funeral seemed to take forever. There was nothing for Sawyer to do. The arrangements, although hard, had allowed her to focus on something. Now they were done, she was at a loss as to how to spend her time. So she drank. She didn’t want to forget her son, she just wanted to numb the pain of his passing. It didn’t really work. But she drank anyway.

      Sawyer went through the motions on the morning of the funeral. She hadn’t really slept the night before because she wouldn’t allow herself to drink. She needed to have a clear head to make it through her goodbye to Charlie, and being hungover wouldn’t allow her to do that with dignity.

      She put on the knee-length black dress that she had bought years ago and hadn’t had cause to wear yet. With a heavy heart, she checked her reflection in the mirror as she sat at her dressing table to add a bit of colour to her face, and suddenly she thought better of applying any make-up. So what if she looked washed out? She wasn’t trying to impress anyone.

      Throwing down her blusher brush, Sawyer put on the kitten-heel black shoes she had sorted out of her wardrobe and stood up. Smoothing her dress, she walked out of her room. She hesitated in the doorway and looked across at the nursery. Even though Charlie had never made it to his bedroom, it was the one place she felt closest to him, despite having not been in there since the day she got home.

      She walked over and hesitated before opening the door. Turning the handle, she took a deep breath and walked inside. It looked the same as it had on the day she finished decorating. Sawyer had been so hopeful then, which was such a contrast to the last time she’d stepped in there.

      She moved to stand in the middle of the room and closed her eyes, as though she was listening for a voice among the silence. There wasn’t one. Instead she was overcome with an inner peace, which got her ready to face the people waiting for her downstairs.

      Nothing could have prepared her for walking out of the hospital without the child she’d carried for eight months, and there was nothing to prepare her for what she had to do today. She was more than devastated – she didn’t have a better word to describe how she felt. Laying Charlie to rest was going to be harder than anything she’d ever done in her life before, and when it was over…that would be it. She would be expected to move on – not to forget Charlie – just to move on; something that seemed impossible. Her life was never going to be the same. She knew she wasn’t the first woman who had lost a child and, unfortunately, she wouldn’t be the last, but it felt cruel for the world to keep on spinning without her son in it.
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      Hearing that the hearse had arrived seemed to freeze the small crowd around Sawyer. She could feel the turn in the atmosphere from the low hum of respectful chatter to complete silence. Everyone seemed to hold their collective breath as they stood on the spot looking over at her. It was as if no one wanted to be the first to walk out of the house.

      Sawyer had to psych herself up to move. The faces of the people in the room merged into a blur and created a tunnel to the front door. It felt as if her shoes were glued to the floor, preventing her from going anywhere. She knew what awaited her outside and she wasn’t remotely ready for goodbye.

      She thought she was strong enough, that she could hold it together and do her son proud – but the first step on that journey was proving too hard to take.

      Leighton stepped to her side, gently placing his hand on the small of her back. ‘Do you want me to tell the hearse to go ahead?’

      Hearing his voice was all Sawyer needed to snap her into action. ‘No. I need to see him,’ she said, beelining for the door.

      The minute Sawyer took a step outside and saw the tiny powder blue coffin she had picked for Charlie in the back of the hearse, she found it hard to breathe. The pain of his passing hit her all at once and her legs buckled beneath her as she crumbled into tears. She felt Leighton catch her in his arms before she reached the floor. She could always rely on him to be her strength, but he couldn’t protect her from the pain in her heart.
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      It hadn’t felt right to Sawyer to send out invitations for a funeral; instead she told the people she wanted there the date and time. Because of that, she was only expecting her nearest and dearest to attend. She wasn’t even sure Hunter would show up; she had texted him per his request, but she hadn’t had a response. So when the car pulled up outside the crematorium, Sawyer was overwhelmed by how many people were waiting there.

      After the initial shock, it dawned on Sawyer that Charlie’s wouldn’t be the only cremation taking place that day, and they were likely there to say goodbye to someone else. It was only when she climbed out of the car behind the hearse that she glanced over the faces. She recognised some of them as people she hadn’t seen for years, even going back as far as her school days. They were her teachers, her schoolmates…people she’d lost touch with. She was somewhat numb as they took turns to wrap their arms around her and conveyed their condolences. But each whisper of sympathy filled her with a little more strength for what was to come.

      Unsurprisingly, there was no sign of Hunter or his family, which made Sawyer sad. Though it wasn’t something she planned to dwell on. She hadn’t made any plans with him in mind anyway, having asked Leighton if he would help her carry the coffin. Today was about Charlie, and she wasn’t going to let her ex-husband overshadow that.
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      The moving pictures on the television that was affixed to the wall did nothing to distract Hunter as he sat with a glass of the thirty-year-old single malt whisky in his hand. He glanced at the clock. He knew from Sawyer’s text that Charlie’s funeral had started an hour ago, so was likely already over.

      Even though Sawyer had given him the time and date of the funeral, Hunter hadn’t felt right about attending, not when they were no longer together. He’d had nothing to do with the arrangements and his ex was right: he didn’t have the same connection to their son as she did. Plus, Jacinda would want to tag along, and he didn’t expect she’d be welcome. The day was going to be hard enough for Sawyer without having to see either of them. It was just better if they had a clean break. He would go to the crematorium in a few days.
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      Words couldn’t describe how hard it was for Sawyer to stand in front of the congregation to deliver the eulogy it had taken her days to write. She didn’t have any stories of Charlie to share, no memories to reflect on, just the pain of his passing. But it was important for her to read the poem she had written.

      ‘I miss you already…’ Sawyer barely managed the first line printed on the card she clutched in her hand before she fell to pieces.

      It wasn’t until Angelica joined her at the podium and put an arm around her shoulders that Sawyer felt strong enough to finish.

      ‘I miss you already

      Little boy of mine,

      You were taken too soon

      We should’ve had more time.

      

      Your eyes never opened

      You didn’t take a breath,

      A broken heart is all I have

      In the wake of your death.

      

      I held you in my arms

      And kissed your cheek goodbye,

      Whispering I love you

      While all I did was cry.

      

      I’ll never get to hear you voice

      When you learn how to talk,

      Or see the first steps you take

      After teaching you to walk.

      

      You won’t ever ride a bike

      Or ever be in love,

      You won’t cry to me

      When you feel you aren’t enough.

      

      I’ll hang your pictures on the wall

      And imagine a future you’ll never have,

      I never will forget you

      Even if I sometimes laugh.

      

      I’ll miss you forever, baby boy

      And carry your footprints on my heart,

      One day I know we’ll meet again

      Then we’ll never be apart.’

      Without anything else to say, Sawyer made her way back to the pew and sat next to Leighton with silent tears streaming down her face.
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      With a heavy heart, Leighton sat across the room and watched Sawyer knock back another shot of whisky as she stood at the bar. It was the third he’d seen her swallow in twenty minutes and he saw her motion to the bartender for another as she passed him the glass back. Sawyer hated whisky, so it was obvious to Leighton she was trying to get drunk. He’d never seen her like this before, though he could understand her heartache was enough of a reason for it.

      He was about to get to his feet to stop Sawyer from drinking any more, but Angelica placed her hand on his forearm to stop him.

      ‘Let me go, Leighton,’ she said, not waiting for him to agree before she got up and walked over to Sawyer.
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      The lasting image in Sawyer’s mind when she left the crematorium was of Charlie’s coffin disappearing behind the curtain. She felt terrible leaving him. The idea of having to live without her son tortured her. As soon as she got to the wake, she wasted no time trying to numb her pain. Sawyer didn’t care if people thought badly of her for wanting to be blind drunk. They didn’t know how it felt for her to bury her first and only child.

      As she downed her third shot, and asked the bartender for another, she could feel Leighton’s eyes on her from across the room. She could tell from his expression that he was judging her, but she didn’t care. Although Leighton had done his best to comfort her in the aftermath of Charlie’s death, he couldn’t feel her loss the way she did.

      Sawyer turned back to the bartender as he placed another shot on the bar. ‘Keep them coming,’ she said, picking up the glass and swallowing it in one.

      ‘How many is that?’ she heard Angelica ask over her shoulder.

      Sawyer turned to her best friend. ‘I’m not counting.’

      ‘Well, I am, and that’s your fourth.’

      ‘I don’t care.’

      ‘Sawyer…’

      ‘What, Angelica?’

      ‘I know you’re hurting, but if you keep up that pace you’re going to be in hospital by the end of the night.’

      ‘I’m just waiting for the drunk feeling to kick in and then I’ll stop.’ Sawyer picked up two glasses from the line of shots the bartender had taken it upon himself to pour and passed one to Angelica. ‘Have a drink with me.’

      Angelica looked down at the shot she was offered, but she didn’t take it. ‘I don’t want a whisky, Sawyer.’

      She put the glass back down in line with the others. ‘Then order a martini. Let’s toast to the future my son won’t have.’

      ‘I want to, but…’

      Sawyer frowned. ‘Why won’t you drink with me?’

      ‘I can’t.’

      Taking a minute to consider why Angelica was refusing to have a single drink, something clicked; there was only one explanation. ‘Are you pregnant?’

      Angelica’s eyes dropped to her feet. ‘I’m sorry, I didn’t want to tell you…not today.’

      ‘Don’t be sorry, Angel, it’s amazing news.’ Tearing up, Sawyer reached over to give her a hug. ‘You don’t have to hide that from me.’

      When she pulled away, Angelica wiped tears from her own eyes. ‘I would’ve told you; I just didn’t want to upset you.’

      ‘I’m not upset that you’re having a baby.’ Sawyer smiled through her tears. ‘I’m excited; I get to be an auntie.’

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Sitting across the room with Flynn, Leighton watched the display of affection between the two women and frowned at his best friend. ‘How do you suppose Angelica managed to get that reaction?’

      ‘They’re best friends; it makes sense that Angel knows how to break down the walls Sawyer’s built up.’ Flynn shrugged.

      ‘She’s smiling, Flynn. Not even Angelica is good enough to get that reaction, today of all days. What’s going on?’

      ‘She probably told her about the baby.’

      ‘What baby?’

      ‘The one Angel’s pregnant with.’

      Leighton grinned from ear to ear. ‘You finally pulled the trigger and knocked your wife up? Good for you.’

      ‘I can’t take the credit. Ever since Sawyer…’ he trailed off not wanting to talk about her pregnancy aloud. ‘…Angelica’s been broody. She wanted to get serious about trying.’

      ‘And all this time I thought you were firing blanks.’ Leighton reached over to shake his hand. ‘Congrats, man.’
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      Sitting in front of a full English breakfast which he’d made for lunch, Leighton didn’t feel like eating. The only reason he’d cooked any food at all was to help Sawyer with her hangover. He’d taken it up to her in bed a while ago and had to wake her to eat it despite the time.

      Sawyer had barely been functioning since burying Charlie a few weeks ago. Leighton was doing his best to be supportive, allowing her to deal with her grief however she needed to, but she was getting drunk every day and showing no signs of stopping. He could tell Sawyer was trying to numb her pain with alcohol, he’d even been guilty of enabling her idea of coping by buying the liqueur for her, but drinking wasn’t the answer. Sawyer needed real help…help he couldn’t provide.

      With a huff of frustration, Leighton pushed his plate from under his nose and sat back in his chair. His heartache paled in comparison to Sawyer’s, so he didn’t feel as though he had the right to dictate how she dealt with hers. But there was a distance between them now, a distance he desperately wanted to eradicate. He’d never felt so far away from her.
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      To counter the effects of the booze she’d drank the night before, Sawyer chewed the food she didn’t want. She needed something in her stomach if she was going to start drinking again and she wasn’t ready to feel anything real yet.

      Sawyer thought the funeral would allow her closure, but it hadn’t. The day after, the numbness started to fade and her pain came back. Arranging the funeral had been an effective distraction, but that was over now. She was expected to go back to her life.

      Usually when you lost someone you loved, there were memories to reflect on when you missed them – she didn’t have that with Charlie. All she had were ideas about what could’ve been, of a future that had been taken from her with his passing. She tortured herself dreaming of all the memories she wouldn’t make. Drinking helped her to not obsess about her loss.

      She knew it wasn’t healthy and that eventually she’d have to grieve, to function like any other mother who had lost her child. But she wanted to be oblivious for a while longer; she wasn’t ready to go back to reality. It was too excruciating.
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      Scraping his food into the bin, Leighton felt his phone vibrate in his pocket. Angelica’s call was like clockwork; she rang every day at the same time for an update on Sawyer.

      After the funeral Leighton thought it was better for Angelica to spend some time at home with Flynn. She had been with Sawyer for so much of the pregnancy and during the aftermath of Charlie’s death that Leighton wanted her to have a break. It was only when Sawyer started drinking as if it was going out of fashion that Leighton suggested Angelica stayed at home for the foreseeable future. Given the news they’d received at Charlie’s wake, Leighton didn’t want Angelica to be around Sawyer while she was drinking. He knew his fiancée wouldn’t consciously hurt her best friend or endanger the baby she carried, but Sawyer was unpredictable when she was so intoxicated. He couldn’t take the risk she’d do something she couldn’t take back.

      Taking the phone from his pocket, Leighton grabbed his cigarettes from the counter and made his way to the garden. He always took her call outside. He didn’t want Sawyer to hear him talking about her; it felt as though he was betraying her somehow. Not to mention he spoke about her in less than glowing terms. Leighton didn’t want Sawyer to think she was a burden or that he felt forced to stay with her for the sake of what she was going through.

      ‘How’s she doing today?’ Angelica asked.

      Taking a cigarette from the packet, Leighton lit the end and dragged on it hard. ‘The same as every day…not out of bed yet,’ he replied, blowing smoke into the air.

      ‘What are we going to do? We’ve got to stop her drinking her life away.’

      ‘I don’t know what to do. I stopped buying booze for her and she went to fetch it herself. Aside from going to every shop within walking distance and telling them not to serve her, I’m out of ideas.’

      ‘I should come over and see if I can talk to her.’

      ‘I’ve tried talking to her, Angelica. It doesn’t work.’

      ‘Maybe she’d listen to me.’

      ‘No, I don’t want you here while she’s like this. She’s unpredictable and I don’t want her lashing out; she’d never forgive herself if something happens to your baby.’

      ‘Sawyer wouldn’t hurt me, Leighton.’

      ‘You can’t know that. She doesn’t want to deal with how she feels and if you try to force her, she might.’

      ‘I’m worried she’s never going to get over this loss.’

      Leighton was honest. ‘I understand she’s hurting, but I’m not sure how much longer I can wait for her to snap out of it.’

      ‘Meanwhile Hunter is acting as though he hasn’t got a care in the world.’ Angelica sighed.

      ‘You’ve seen him?’

      ‘No, I saw Cin while I was in town yesterday. She was shopping for some new clothes…apparently, she and Hunter are going to Vegas next week.’

      ‘He’s an arsehole! What kind of man doesn’t contact the woman he was married to after she loses his baby? And the fact he didn’t come to the funeral just goes to show I’ve been right about him all along.’

      ‘Does that make you feel better, Leighton? Because I don’t think that helps Sawyer.’

      ‘You brought him up.’
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      Hanging up the phone, Angelica sighed and rubbed her brow. She wanted to shake Sawyer and make her see that she wasn’t betraying Charlie’s memory by getting on with her life instead of drinking herself to death. She’d seen her drink before to deal with her emotions, but never on this scale. When she was with Hunter it was because she was unhappy; now she was heartbroken.

      Angelica’s instinct was to ignore Leighton’s advice and head over to the house; there had been nothing she and Sawyer couldn’t help each other through by talking – even though Angelica wouldn’t know what to say. She didn’t have the words to accurately convey her sorrow, which conflicted with her joy at being pregnant herself. Having a baby was the reason she had agreed to stay at home; she didn’t want to upset her best friend by reminding her what she’d lost but at the same time, she wanted to provide support.

      Walking into the living room where she was sitting, Flynn motioned to her phone as he sat in his chair on the other side of the room. ‘Did you manage to get hold of Leighton?’

      She huffed. ‘Yep.’

      After a long silence, Flynn tried to coax his wife to elaborate. ‘And?’

      ‘She’s still drinking,’ Angelica replied.

      ‘Did you really think she wouldn’t be? It’s only been three weeks. She drank for three years after she married Hunter.’

      ‘Drowning herself in gin every day isn’t helping her heal.’

      Flynn shrugged his shoulders. ‘She probably doesn’t want to, at least not yet.’

      ‘But if she keeps going like this…’ Angelica rubbed her forehead to try and relieve some of the tension that she felt. ‘I don’t know how to live without my best friend, I just don’t know how to help her.’

      ‘I hate to say it, but she might not come back from this.’

      ‘Don’t say that, Flynn, I don’t want to hear that.’

      ‘I’m sorry, love. I’ve just never seen her this way.’

      ‘Well, there’s got to be something we can do.’ Angelica got to her feet and started pacing back and forth. After a short silence, she turned to face her husband. ‘Help me think of a solution.’

      ‘Aside from forcing her into therapy, I’m not sure there is one.’

      ‘That’s it: I’ll find her a counsellor.’

      ‘Good luck trying to get Sawyer into a psychiatrist’s office.’

      ‘I’ll find one who makes house calls,’ Angelica said, picking up her phone and opening a search browser. But before she typed anything in, she looked back up at Flynn. ‘Wait, isn’t Duke’s mum a psychiatrist?’

      ‘She is. But Leighton and I haven’t heard from Duke since we left school. I wouldn’t feel right about asking him for a favour when we’ve barely spoken for more than a decade.’

      ‘And? The Livingstons shipped their youngest son, Spencer, off to boarding school two years ago, they still consider him their son.’

      Flynn frowned. ‘What does that have to do with anything?’

      ‘My point is, you three were inseparable for years in school. Just because you haven’t seen him in ages doesn’t stop him being a friend. It’s just one phone call to see if his mum has a spot for Sawyer on her books; you’re not asking for a kidney.’

      ‘Can’t you just find her online and explain who Sawyer is when you make the appointment?’

      ‘Sure, yeah…I’ll do everything myself,’ Angelica snapped, typing Duke’s surname paired with the word ‘counselling’ into the search bar.
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      Hearing movement on the floor above the kitchen where Leighton sat, he mentally prepared himself to deal with Sawyer. She never used to be such hard work to be around, but it was tiring trying to be strong for someone who seemingly didn’t care enough about herself.

      He listened to her descend the stairs slowly as if she was someone elderly with dodgy knees and then shuffle her slippers down the hall into the room. It was as if she didn’t have the energy to lift her feet to walk properly. She was in her pyjamas, as always – unless she had to go to the shop for more booze. There was a time, not so long ago, when Sawyer wouldn’t be seen in the state of undress. Even when she was forced to have bed rest, she made a point of putting on her everyday clothes. Now she didn’t care.

      Leighton watched as Sawyer, not bothering to speak to him or glance in his direction, went straight for the bottle of leftover gin from the day before – she didn’t even bother to make them into martinis any more. Picking up a glass, Sawyer turned on her heel and shuffled back towards the door.

      ‘So, that’s it, huh? You’re not going to speak to me today?’ Leighton asked sharply.

      Sawyer slowly turned to face him. ‘What do you want me to say?’

      Frustrated, Leighton pushed the seat out from under him as he stood up. ‘I don’t know, Sawyer, anything that makes me feel as though I’m more than a glorified babysitter.’ He could tell his raised voice upset her by the tears that made her eyes glisten, and instantly regretted lashing out. Softening his frame as he slumped his shoulders, he took a tentative step towards her. ‘I need you to talk to me.’

      ‘I don’t want to,’ she said, dropping her gaze to the floor.

      Her attitude instantly made him lose his temper again. ‘Well, you’re not a toddler. So, how about you behave like an adult?’

      ‘My baby died, Leighton. Do you even comprehend how that makes me feel?’

      ‘No, because you won’t talk to me,’ he said, his voice softening as he spoke. ‘I’m sorry, Sawyer. I can’t imagine how hard it is for you. But what you’re doing – hiding your feelings in a bottle – it’s not helping.’

      ‘Speak for yourself,’ she muttered.

      ‘You’ve got to stop drinking. I know you’re in pain, but I can’t bury you too and if you keep going like this, that’s what’s going to happen.’

      An awkward silence settled between them.

      ‘I don’t know how to go on without my son, Leighton,’ she said, starting to cry. ‘I’ll never be okay.’

      Her revelation about how she felt wasn’t new information to him: her behaviour over the past weeks had revealed as much. But this was the first time that Sawyer had managed to put her pain into words. He closed the gap between them and wrapped his arms around her. He felt as though they’d taken a huge step forward just by beginning a dialogue. Now all he had to do was keep her talking and make sure she didn’t backtrack.
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      Sitting at the dining table, Sawyer glanced over at Leighton as she ate. The ambient music playing in the background filled the silences between conversations as they waited for the opportunity to break the news they had invited Angelica and Flynn over to hear. Neither of their best friends were going to like the information Sawyer and Leighton had to share; an invitation to dinner had been designed to soften the blow.

      Life for the couple was getting back to normal, although the definition of normality had changed. Sawyer still drank socially, like tonight at dinner with their friends, but she didn’t drown her feelings any more. Counselling had helped with that.

      It had been a month since Sawyer’s first session and the change in her was noticeable. Although she wasn’t quite back to her usual self, she was able to function and not be completely consumed by her heartache. Sawyer still thought about Charlie all the time, she was just dealing with her grief better.

      ‘This beef Wellington is amazing,’ Flynn complimented the chef. ‘I had no idea you could cook like this, Sawyer.’

      ‘I couldn’t before; the lessons are starting to pay off,’ she smiled.

      During her sessions with Dr Tanner, at the psychologist’s request Sawyer had expressed her hopes for the future; learning to make a meal from scratch had been the least daunting of her aspirations. Dr Tanner had suggested cooking lessons as a starting point on Sawyer’s road to recovery. Arranging her wedding was the next step. Each new task helped Sawyer to focus on something other than losing Charlie, and made her feel as though she was working towards her future with Leighton instead of fixating on her loss. It had been a long time since Sawyer had been hopeful, but her counselling had helped with that.

      ‘How are you doing?’ Angelica asked her best friend as they ate.

      ‘I’m okay. I still have days when I feel like staying in bed, but I don’t automatically consider drowning my sorrows in gin,’ Sawyer replied.

      ‘So, counselling is helping?’

      She nodded. ‘It really is.’

      ‘I knew getting in touch with Duke’s mum was the right move,’ Angelica said, shooting daggers at her husband.

      Flynn laughed. ‘Leighton, back me up…you don’t ask a friend for a favour when you haven’t spoken to him for over a decade, do you?’

      ‘Oh no…you have to at least put in a few hours work getting to know him again first,’ Leighton replied.

      ‘Seems like a stupid rule to me, especially when his mother is the best in her field,’ Angelica said.

      ‘You got Sawyer an appointment, didn’t you?’ Flynn pointed out.

      ‘Yeah, but it was no thanks to you.’ She looked across the table at her best friend. ‘So, how are the wedding plans coming along?’

      ‘Yeah, good,’ Sawyer nodded to reinforce her answer.

      ‘Do you have a date yet?’

      Another nod. ‘We’re thinking August. But not for a few years yet.’

      ‘Where are you having it? You know the church doesn’t like to remarry divorcees,’ Angelica said.

      ‘We never planned to have an extravagant church wedding,’ Leighton said, looking across at his bride-to-be as he reached out to hold her hand.

      ‘We only ever wanted it to be just us on a beach somewhere with our close friends and family.’ Sawyer smiled.

      Looking at her best friend with a frown, Angelica rested her fork on her plate. ‘A beach wedding…in England?’

      Sawyer laughed. ‘It’ll be August.’

      Suddenly, Flynn frowned, as if the date they’d picked had only just sunk in. ‘Wait…wasn’t your last wedding at the end of August?’

      Picking up her fork to continue eating, Angelica reached over to give her husband a backhanded slap to the bicep with her free hand. ‘She doesn’t need to be reminded of that.’

      Despite the unpleasant reminder, Sawyer kept the smile on her lips. ‘I like August, it’s the perfect time of year for a wedding.’

      ‘Unless it’s the hottest summer on record,’ Flynn muttered.

      His wife laughed. ‘Why are you trying to put a dampener on their plans?’

      ‘I’m not, but I am waiting for the other shoe to drop. You haven’t had us over for dinner for the first time since we’ve known each other just to show off your cooking skills, Sawyer,’ Flynn said, putting his cutlery down and leaning back in his chair. ‘So, why don’t you tell us why we’re really here?’

      Sawyer looked at her fiancé for the extra strength she needed to share their news. ‘We’re getting married on a beach because…we’re moving to the coast.’

      Her best friend’s mouth dropped open. ‘When?’

      ‘We bought a house last week and accepted an offer for this place a few days ago,’ Leighton answered. ‘We’ll keep my house for when we come back to visit.’

      ‘You’re leaving me?’ Angelica asked, her voice breaking as she put her fork down and pushed her plate away.

      ‘I’m only going to be a few hours away,’ Sawyer said, reaching over to squeeze her hand, hoping to ease her worries.

      ‘It’s not down the road though, is it?’

      ‘You can come and visit any time you want.’

      ‘It won’t be the same as seeing you every day though, S,’ Angelica said, tearing up.
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      ‘You got married?’ Hunter repeated the news he’d heard from his little sister as she stood in his living room.

      ‘Uh-huh.’ She confirmed he’d heard right. ‘Bryce and I went to Gretna Green. It was arranged three months ago; we just didn’t tell anyone.’

      Visits from Evangeline were a rare commodity since she had started dating Bryce. So when she texted earlier that day to ask if he was going to be home, Hunter knew she had something significant to tell him. She would always deliver news she deemed important face to face. But Hunter hadn’t expected to hear she was now married to the man he had once considered his best friend.

      After learning of their relationship, Hunter had cut Bryce out of his life. There were certain unspoken rules between friends – you never dated one of their exes or hit on a woman they were interested in, and you didn’t have a relationship with any of their siblings. Bryce had crossed the line when he’d started sleeping with Evangeline.

      Hunter barely reacted. ‘You’ve been together five minutes.’

      His sister sighed. ‘It’s been fifteen months.’

      ‘Do you think that’s long enough to know whether you want to spend the rest of your life with someone…especially when it’s him?’

      ‘You were with Sawyer for three years before you got married. Did you think you’d known her for long enough to know she was the one?’

      ‘That was different,’ he said, pouring himself a drink.

      ‘Of course, you were manipulating the situation for your own benefit; I love Bryce,’ Evangeline sniped.

      Hunter sat down in his usual armchair and swilled the drink around in the glass he held. ‘And that’s why you’re stood in front of me, and he isn’t?’

      Evangeline continued to stand; she wasn’t staying long. ‘He wanted to tell you, but I thought this news was best coming from me.’

      ‘Do you think he loves you? You’ve seen him with other women, Evangeline. Bryce isn’t capable of being monogamous.’

      ‘He has been so far.’

      ‘Just because you haven’t caught him cheating on you, doesn’t mean he isn’t.’

      Evangeline sighed. ‘I just wanted to let you know that I’m married before someone else did,’ she said, turning to leave.

      ‘Do Mum and Dad know about this latest development?’

      She circled back around to face him. ‘They suggested it.’

      ‘They did, or Dad did? I can’t imagine Mum is happy that she’s been deprived of a wedding for her only daughter.’

      ‘She’s had one big wedding – yours. And Spencer still has to get married yet.’

      ‘But you’re her little girl.’

      ‘It’s not about the wedding, it’s about the marriage – you should know that by now.’
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      Once they’d finished eating, Leighton encouraged Flynn to help him clear the table once they’d finished eating. Almost as soon as the men had turned their backs to rinse off the plates, Sawyer stood up. Since sharing their intention to be married in a few years, she had been dying to show her best friend her latest extravagant purchase.

      ‘Come with me,’ Sawyer said excitedly, grabbing Angelica’s hand and gently leading her out of the room.

      ‘Where are we going?’

      ‘I’ve got something to show you,’ Sawyer replied vaguely as she led her up the stairs. Releasing her best friend’s hand as they reached her bedroom, she headed straight to the built-in wardrobe and ducked inside under the rail. It wasn’t a walk-in wardrobe like the one she’d had while she was living with Hunter, so Sawyer disappeared behind the hanging clothes, which made Angelica laugh.

      Fighting to get out through the outfits that had closed in around her, Sawyer emerged with a big white box and placed it on the bed. She didn’t hesitate to open it and take out the mass of white fabric that had been carefully laid inside.

      Sawyer held it up against the front of her body. ‘What do you think?’

      Angelica gasped when she saw the elegant wedding dress and she took a step closer to it. ‘Oh, Sawyer, it’s beautiful.’

      ‘I picked it up last week. I know we’re not planning to get married for a few years, but I couldn’t resist. Leighton doesn’t know I have it yet.’

      ‘Put it on,’ her best friend encouraged. ‘I want to get the full effect.’

      Sawyer took a second to consider before deciding to grant her request. ‘Okay…shut the door,’ she said, rushing to hide behind the panelled dressing screen in the corner.
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      After filling the dishwasher, Flynn looked over at the dining table to find that he and his best friend were alone. ‘Where have those two gone?’

      Leighton shrugged. ‘I don’t know. Sawyer dragged her from the room five minutes ago…they’ve probably gone upstairs to make some secret wedding plans she doesn’t want us overhearing.’

      ‘Sawyer seems better,’ Flynn said.

      Leighton nodded as they went back to their seats and sat down. ‘She is, for the most part. Planning the wedding has given her a distraction; I just hope it doesn’t all go to shit when I go back out on tour in a few weeks.’

      ‘Maybe she could go with you,’ his friend suggested.

      ‘That’s not a bad idea.’

      ‘There’s nothing stopping her, right?’
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      Sitting on the bed, Angelica ran her hands over her small baby bump. At three months pregnant, she was barely showing and although she wanted to shout her news from the rooftops, only a select few people knew she was expecting. She was excited for the next phase of her life – having always wanted to be a mother – but she had to admit she muted her enthusiasm around her best friend out of respect for Charlie’s passing.

      ‘Can you zip me up?’ Sawyer asked, backing out from the screen a little. Jumping up, Angelica did as she’d been asked. ‘All right, close your eyes.’

      Stepping back to her original position by the bed, Angelica stood at the foot and pressed her eyelids closed. ‘They’re closed.’

      ‘And open them.’

      Seeing the vintage 1950s knee-length A-line dress on her friend brought Angelica to tears. ‘Oh, Sawyer, you look beautiful,’ she gasped.

      ‘It’s not too…puffy for a beach wedding?’ Sawyer asked, placing her hands on the skirt.

      ‘Absolutely not, it’s perfect.’

      Sawyer looked down at the dress she wore. ‘I fell in love with it the instant I saw it in the bridal shop.’

      With a heavy heart, Angelica sat down on the bottom of her friend’s bed. ‘I can’t believe you’re leaving.’

      ‘I wish I could stay. There are just too many painful memories here,’ Sawyer said, kneeling on the floor in front of her.

      ‘What am I going to do without you?’

      Getting to her feet, Sawyer sat next to her on the bed. ‘You won’t be without me; I’ll still speak to you every day.’

      Her promise was small comfort. The two of them had been inseparable since they were little. They were like sisters, not best friends. Angelica couldn’t remember a time when they weren’t together, side by side, helping each other through everything life threw at them. The thought of being apart tortured her. She couldn’t imagine being so far away from Sawyer, not when she was about to be a mother.

      Angelica hated herself for thinking it, but it had crossed her mind that Sawyer’s sudden need to move was her fault.

      ‘Tell me this move isn’t because of me,’ Angelica asked, shifting her upper body slightly to face Sawyer.

      Her best friend frowned. ‘Why would it be because of you?’

      ‘Because I’m pregnant.’

      ‘Oh my God, Angelica, no…it’s got nothing to do with you being pregnant,’ she said, hugging her. ‘I told you, I’m happy for you.’

      ‘But you lost Charlie.’

      ‘That doesn’t mean I expect everyone else to stop having babies. You being pregnant isn’t what upsets me; me being without my son is what hurts.’

      ‘I’m going to need you when this baby comes.’

      ‘And you know I’ll be there for you; I just can’t stay here.’
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      ‘Trust you to have a birthday party when I’m the size of a house,’ Angelica greeted her best friend when the front door opened.

      A smile grew wide on Sawyer’s face as she stepped out over the threshold to wrap her arms around her. ‘God, look at you; you’re blossoming!’

      It had been a couple of months since the best friends had been together; talking on the phone and video calling just wasn’t the same and until now, neither of them had been able to visit the other.

      ‘Who are you kidding?’ Angelica wasn’t convinced. ‘I’m sweaty and dying for a wee; this baby thinks my bladder is a trampoline.’

      Pulling away, Sawyer ushered her visitor inside and frowned when she didn’t see any sign of Flynn as she grabbed the suitcase next to her. ‘Where’s your husband?’

      ‘Oh, he saw Leighton in the garage and went to talk to him,’ Angelica replied.

      The large entrance was bright, with a marble floor, high ceilings and glass arched doors leading off to other rooms. The etched coving was in keeping with the age of the property and the extravagant chandelier complemented the space.

      ‘This is beautiful,’ Angelica said, admiring the lobby.

      ‘We still have to put our stamp on the place, but it’ll do for now. Let me show you to your room and then I can give you the grand tour,’ Sawyer said, dragging the suitcase as she led her best friend to the stairs at the back of the long hallway. ‘Wait until you see the view from the office at the top of the house, it’s amazing.’

      ‘Can you show me to the toilet first?’ Angelica pleaded. ‘Otherwise I’m going to make a mess of your floors.’

      Sawyer laughed and pointed to the second door on the left. ‘In there.’
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      ‘You didn’t warn me what travelling long distances with a pregnant woman was like,’ Flynn accused Leighton as he watched his friend tinker under the hood of his car. ‘I had to stop every half hour so she could pee.’

      His best friend laughed. ‘Sorry, I never had to do that with Sawyer. So I wouldn’t have been able to give you the head’s up.’ He checked his watch. ‘Still, you made it in good time.’

      ‘No…a four-hour journey took five; we left at six this morning.’ Stepping out of the garage, Flynn looked up at the house. ‘This place looks massive.’

      Leighton walked out under the sun to stand beside him. ‘Four thousand five hundred square feet.’

      Flynn thumbed at the view of the sea from the driveway. ‘And you’ve got a view of the marina. That must’ve cost a tidy penny.’

      ‘Oh, it wasn’t cheap,’ Leighton confirmed. ‘We’ve even got a library.’

      Flynn laughed. ‘It’s as if I don’t recognise you any more.’

      ‘I’m going to convert the wine cellar into a recording studio,’ Leighton said, leading his best friend through the garage to the back corner stairs that led up to the main house. ‘Let’s get a beer.’

      Walking up the stairs, the men entered the games room that spanned from the back of the house to the front, with a red-felted pool table, a black wooden bar with a silver top, and an old-style jukebox. The walls were decorated white to allow the natural light from the large arched windows to add a brightness to the room to counter the dark wood of the floor.

      ‘Christ, you’ve even got a front terrace,’ Flynn said, looking out beyond the French doors.

      Another laugh escaped from Leighton’s mouth as he led him straight through to the kitchen for the beer he’d promised him. ‘Just wait until you see the rest of the house.’

      The marble flooring and high ceiling of the room were impressive, as was how much light the windows let in. But in essence it was no different from any other kitchen Flynn had been in; the white cottage-style units with black marble counters did nothing for him. However, he was looking forward to seeing what else the house offered.

      ‘Let’s go and find the women,’ Leighton said, passing Flynn a beer from the American-style fridge. ‘I bet Sawyer’s taken her to the top of the house first.’
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      Looking out beyond the window, Angelica gasped at the view of the English Channel. ‘Wow! I can’t believe you get to wake up to this every day,’ she said, turning back to look at her friend. ‘And this room…I bet it’s great inspiration for Leighton.’

      Just like the office in his last home, Lost Savages LP record sales hung on three of the crisp white walls; the fourth was dedicated to displaying his collection of guitars. The desk was situated in front of the window overlooking the water and the daybed took up the space opposite. It was the perfect setting to inspire creativity.

      ‘I knew we’d find you ladies up here,’ Leighton said, as he and Flynn entered the room.

      ‘Of course, because it’s the best room in the house,’ Sawyer smiled.

      ‘Oh, I don’t know about that.’

      ‘Well, it has the best view.’

      Angelica thumbed out to the road. ‘Did I see that the house a few doors down is up for sale?’

      ‘That was Betty’s house; the old dear passed away a few weeks ago.’

      ‘Did you know her?’

      Sawyer nodded. ‘She was one of the first people to welcome us to the street; I think she was lonely. With her only son living in Spain she didn’t have many visitors, so Leighton and I would pop round to make sure she was okay and invited her to dinner most nights.’

      Angelica’s face softened. ‘Oh, it’s sad when they’re elderly and they’re all alone.’

      ‘Her son only came back last month to look after her when she had her heart attack; it’s the second one that killed her two weeks later.’

      ‘Is her son still here?’

      ‘Yeah, he’s here until the house sells.’

      Angelica looked at her husband. ‘We’re here all week, maybe we can arrange a viewing.’ She saw Sawyer give Leighton a knowing smile. ‘What?’

      ‘I told Leighton you’d spot the place was up for sale and want to have a look,’ she explained.

      ‘Well, it can’t hurt to see if we can afford it.’

      ‘If you’re sure I can take you around there tomorrow, I’m sure Derek won’t mind showing you around.’
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      The news that Angelica wanted to move wasn’t a surprise to Flynn; she’d mentioned it more than once since their best friends had relocated, and he didn’t have the heart to disappoint her. But relocating wasn’t going to be as easy as she seemed to imagine, not when he was part of the family business. Flynn knew how much Angelica missed Sawyer, though: the two of them spent more time on the phone every day because they couldn’t just drop in on each other. The distance was hard on both women; it was made harder because Angelica was expecting her first child.

      There was only one solution Flynn could see that would give his wife the move she desperately wanted, and that was to propose to his father that he open a new branch of their family-run business. Flynn could even go out on his own if he had to. He had expected it to be longer before Angelica pushed for a move closer to the coast; he hadn’t anticipated there would be a house for sale on Sawyer’s doorstep.

      Angelica looked to her husband for confirmation. ‘We’ve talked about it, and this seems like too good an opportunity to miss,’ she said to her friend. ‘Besides, I can’t stand to be so far away from you.’ She ran her hand over her baby bump. ‘Plus, with three months until this princess joins us, I’m going to need all the help I can get.’

      ‘Princess?’ Sawyer homed in on the word. ‘You’re having a girl?’

      Angelica nodded with a smile. ‘I can already tell she’s going to be a handful.’
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      It had been eight long years since Sawyer had been back to the town where she’d grown up; her father’s funeral was the only reason she had returned. She had no respect for the man who had required such a sacrifice from her when she was so young, and she hadn’t had any contact with either of her parents since she’d left the area, but he was still her father. She wouldn’t forgive herself if she wasn’t there to lay him to rest.

      As planned, Sawyer had married Leighton a few years after their move. Their beautiful outdoor ceremony had taken place on the seafront with only their closest friends and family in attendance.

      Despite their lack of contact, Sawyer had extended an invitation to her parents for the wedding. But, predictably, they hadn’t shown up. It was no secret that Abraham didn’t see eye to eye with Leighton, and Henrietta hadn’t had any time for her daughter since she had refused to give them the money she’d taken from Hunter. Still, Sawyer had hoped they could put their issues behind them for a day. It wasn’t to be.

      Thankfully, though, Sawyer had kept in touch with her sister, Delilah, who visited from time to time. She had had boyfriends over the years, but none that stuck. Delilah was happiest being on her own and travelling the world, which she was able to do thanks to the trust fund her parents had set up and hadn’t been able to access once they lost their own money.

      As far as Sawyer could tell as she drove into her old home town, not much seemed to have changed. There were a few more large chains on the main street and some small, family-owned businesses appeared to have closed, though the essence of what she had left seemed to still be there.

      Without knowing how she ended up there, Sawyer slowed down at the sight of the house she’d shared with Hunter, and her marriage to him flashed before her eyes. Those years had been the worst of her life, and yet she found it hard to be bitter when she’d got her son out of it – even with the tragedy of his passing.

      Sawyer’s foot eased off the accelerator when she saw Jacinda emerge from the house with a boy roughly the age Charlie would’ve been had he lived. Sawyer was stunned, and there was an immediate pit in her stomach, as if she’d discovered a secret she hadn’t been meant to. Even from this distance she felt as if she knew him. Her mother’s instinct told her that he was her son.
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      Watching Wyatt run towards the car, Jacinda waited to close the door. ‘Have you got your sports kit?’ she asked. The seven-year-old had a habit of forgetting things he needed for school.

      Checking the items in his hands, Wyatt screwed up his face. ‘Ah no, I left it at the bottom of the stairs when I came down for breakfast.’

      ‘I swear you’d forget your head if it wasn’t screwed on. Get in the car, I’ll go back for it,’ Jacinda said, ducking back inside the house.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Pulling off the road opposite her old address, Sawyer watched over her shoulder as Jacinda disappeared inside, leaving the boy to get in the car. She was tempted to approach her old acquaintance and demand to know who the boy was just to see if she’d confirm her suspicions. But Sawyer knew, even if he was Charlie, the chances were that Jacinda would lie about it, because she’d lied plenty of times in the past.

      Sawyer felt sick. She wondered what stories Hunter had told their son; what lies had explained why his mother wasn’t a part of his life? She didn’t know how Hunter had managed to make her believe that her son was dead, because she held him. Charlie’s death had been so real; it had damn near killed her to lose him. How had it been possible that he was still alive? Whose child had she buried?

      Sawyer’s mind spun. Looking back, it made sense for Hunter to not attend their son’s funeral when he knew the baby she was saying goodbye to wasn’t Charlie. The lack of contact afterwards fell into line with Hunter concocting a plan to get his hands on their son and, in hindsight, she had played right into Hunter’s hands by moving away – she wasn’t around to ask questions sooner.

      How could she have known what Hunter was up to? Sawyer had underestimated his cunning because it was so preposterous. But now she’d had the idea, she couldn’t shake the feeling that she’d been deceived yet again. She was baffled how it had taken her eight years to find out. Why hadn’t anyone told her?

      She watched Jacinda reappear and get in the car. Sawyer knew before she confronted her ex-husband she needed more information. She had to find out what story Hunter had told people about the boy he was raising, and if anyone knew where he’d materialised from. She stooped down in the driver’s seat to hide and hoped Jacinda didn’t recognise the licence plate on the Bentley as she pulled out of the driveway. Sawyer was tempted to follow the car and find out which school the boy was attending, but she was now running late to meet her sister.

      By the time Sawyer pulled up outside the address she’d been given by Delilah, she was confused and eager to start her own investigation – she just had to get the funeral out of the way first. Locking the car as she walked up the drive to her sister’s modest house, she didn’t have a chance to knock before Delilah opened the door.

      ‘There you are,’ she greeted her. ‘Where’s Leighton and my niece?’

      ‘They stayed at home,’ she answered, as they both walked inside.

      Sawyer having her best friend move a few doors away helped her feel at home in her new surroundings. She spent a lot of her time with Angelica and her daughter, Darcy, while Leighton was away on tour, and it hadn’t taken her long to start craving a baby of her own. A couple of years after marrying, she had been lucky enough to have a healthy baby girl, who she named Tilly Leigh.

      Sawyer didn’t think it made sense for Leighton or Tilly to join her for the funeral given her husband had never got on with her family and they’d never met her daughter. It was a tough decision for her, though: she’d never been away from Tilly since her birth. But she only planned to be gone for one night.

      Delilah led her sister through to the kitchen. ‘That’s a shame. I would’ve liked to have seen my niece.’

      ‘You’d think so, but she has reached that obnoxious three-year-old stage,’ Sawyer joked.

      This was the first time Sawyer had seen her sister’s house. It wasn’t extravagant, but was big enough for her and any man she decided to settle down with to begin a family, before moving onto somewhere bigger. The kitchen was decorated tastefully with oblong white tiling up the walls and matching high-gloss units. The dark grey stone effect counters complemented the slate laminate of the same colour on the floor. It looked classy, exactly what Sawyer expected from Delilah.

      Sawyer gave a voice to the one thing playing on her mind. ‘I see Hunter didn’t waste any time knocking Cin up; I just saw her walk out of the house with a kid that looks about eight.’

      ‘Oh, Wyatt’s not her son; Hunter adopted him a couple of months after you moved,’ Delilah replied.

      ‘Have you seen the boy’s birth certificate?’ Sawyer blurted out.

      Her little sister frowned. ‘I’m not in the habit of knocking on people’s doors and demanding to see their kids’ birth certificates, S.’

      ‘Surely you’ve heard certain truths, seeing as you’re so close to Evangeline.’

      ‘That was before she was married.’

      ‘To Bryce?’ Sawyer asked with a frown. She raised her eyebrows when Delilah nodded. ‘How the hell did she manage that when Hunter was against it?’

      ‘They eloped to Gretna Green.’

      Sawyer smiled, knowing that wouldn’t have gone down well with Evangeline’s family. ‘Good for her.’

      ‘Why do you want to know if I’ve seen Wyatt’s birth certificate anyway?’

      ‘I’m just wondering if the boy is who Hunter says he is.’

      ‘Why wouldn’t he be?’

      ‘Delilah, don’t you find it a little suspicious that Hunter happened to adopt a child just months after Charlie died?’

      Her sister shrugged. ‘All I know is that he told Jacinda he wanted a kid and she wanted to be married first; so he decided to adopt.’

      ‘That’s the story he’s been telling.’

      ‘Well, that’s what I heard.’

      ‘And you didn’t ask questions?’

      ‘Why on earth would I ask questions, Sawyer…what is it you think Hunter’s done?’

      ‘I think he made me think my son was dead just so he could have full custody of Charlie.’

      ‘God, Sawyer, I know he’s a son of a bitch, but do you really think he’d do something like that?’

      ‘I think he’d do anything to get his hands on our son and cut me out of his life.’

      ‘I understand you miss your boy, Sawyer. But think about the planning that would take…how many people would have to be involved.’

      ‘He’d known my doctor for years; it probably wouldn’t have taken much for him to convince Clive that our son was better off with him – money is a powerful motivator.’

      ‘What about the baby, Sawyer? You held a baby.’

      Sawyer shook her head. ‘I’m not sure…I haven’t figured that out.’

      ‘I can’t see Hunter killing a baby just to be able to pull that plan off.’

      ‘No…maybe the original plan was to snatch Charlie from the hospital and leave the country, and when Clive mentioned that another baby had died, he took advantage of it. It was a private facility; who would find out?’

      Sawyer could tell her sister thought the idea was outlandish when she chuckled at her suggestion. ‘Have you heard yourself? That’s some conspiracy theory.’

      ‘Don’t laugh at me!’

      Her sister sighed. ‘I’m sorry. But what you’re saying is crazy – and you’re going to need more than a theory if you’re going to prove any of it.’

      Sawyer nodded. ‘I know. Just promise me you won’t say anything to anyone until I’ve found some proof.’

      ‘I promise.’

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            forty-seven

          

        

      

    

    
      Abraham Talbot’s funeral was a small affair, with just his wife, daughters and a few other members of what was left of his family. Most of his friends had abandoned him over the years after news of his gambling had started to circulate – they didn’t want to associate with him, even when that’s when he needed them most. Once word got out about his deal with Oscar Livingston, Abraham’s reputation was sullied and without anyone to lean on, his addiction to betting on horse racing had escalated. Even Henrietta hadn’t wanted to be around him in the end. She had only stood by his side because she couldn’t afford not to.

      Now Abraham was dead, Henrietta could get on with her life with what little money she had managed to squirrel away on the odd occasion her husband won anything. Her status was a far cry from the lifestyle she had lived after marrying her sweetheart, but she had a chance now to claw back some of the reputation he had ruined.

      Sawyer had once held her father on a pedestal she wasn’t sure any man could live up to. Thankfully Leighton had, even when her parent couldn’t. Given their relationship had been strained because of the resentment Sawyer felt, she hadn’t been emotional about having to say goodbye to him. She was sad her dad was dead; she just wasn’t heartbroken, and that hurt more than him being gone.

      ‘You can’t even drink a toast to your father?’ Henrietta asked, approaching the table where Sawyer sat nursing a glass of lemonade. ‘Do you hate him that much?’

      She sighed. ‘Let’s not do this today, eh, Mum.’

      ‘Do what? I’m just asking a question.’

      ‘That’s funny because a few hours ago you couldn’t even bring yourself to look at me.’

      It hadn’t escaped Sawyer’s notice that her mum had looked through her when she arrived at the church. She hadn’t expected to be welcomed with open arms, but a word of acknowledgement would’ve been nice.

      Henrietta didn’t respond to her daughter’s snipe and instead beckoned one of the waiters over. ‘Let’s get you a drink; we all know how much you like to drown your sorrows.’

      ‘I don’t want a drink,’ Sawyer insisted, as her mum took a glass from the tray the server carried.

      ‘Why not? My booze not good enough for you?’

      ‘I don’t really drink now, not since having Tilly.’

      Henrietta placed her empty glass on the tray and sipped from the glass intended for Sawyer. ‘Where is my granddaughter?’

      ‘She’s at home with Leighton.’

      ‘You couldn’t even bring her to meet me?’

      ‘A funeral isn’t really a social event, is it?’ Sawyer replied, keeping her voice soft.

      ‘Still, it would’ve been nice to finally see her. How old is she now?’

      ‘She’ll be four in a couple of months.’

      ‘And she doesn’t even know who I am.’

      ‘You haven’t exactly been fighting to be in her life, have you?’

      ‘I had no idea where you were,’ Henrietta offered as a defence.

      Sawyer sighed again; she didn’t want a fight, but it was obvious her mum did. ‘You knew where I was, Mum, I sent you an invitation to the wedding.’

      ‘You’ve always been a snotty bitch, thinking you were too good for us,’ her mother spat out.

      ‘I wouldn’t sell my daughter to the highest bidder; money’s not that important to me. That’s the difference between the two of us.’

      Henrietta narrowed her eyes at her daughter. ‘I don’t even know why you came; you should’ve stayed at home.’

      Sawyer nodded. ‘I’m beginning to think I should’ve.’ She swallowed the last of her soft drink and stood up. ‘I wish I could say it was nice seeing you, despite the circumstances, but it wasn’t.’

      As she walked away, Sawyer heard her mother call after her. ‘Go crawl back under the rock you’ve been living under.’

      Reaching the exit, Sawyer turned to look back across the room. ‘Actually, I live in a two-and-a-half-million-pound house on the coast – it’s you that lives under a rock,’ she said spitefully, walking out.

      Sawyer only managed to get halfway across the car park before her sister rushed out after her.

      ‘Why did you have to pick a fight today, of all days?’ Delilah accused.

      ‘C’mon, she’s been drinking; she instigated that,’ Sawyer replied.

      ‘You didn’t have to rise to it.’

      ‘I tried to be diplomatic, but she wasn’t going to ease up until she got a reaction. I was just giving her what she wanted.’

      Sighing, Delilah rubbed her brow. ‘I was really hoping you two would be able to repair your relationship.’

      ‘Well, I think it’s obvious that Mum doesn’t want that, Delilah.’

      ‘You two have always butted heads.’

      ‘Because nothing I do is ever good enough. Even marrying Hunter so she and Dad could get money from it didn’t please her – it really pissed her off when I wouldn’t give her any of my savings. She’s only ever been driven by money; I can’t have her in Tilly’s life. She’s toxic.’

      ‘So, are you going back home now?’

      ‘No, I’m going to stay at the house here for a while to see what I can find out about Hunter and the adoption.’

      ‘Okay, let’s get together before you leave.’
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      ‘How was the funeral?’ Leighton asked his wife as they talked on the phone later that night.

      ‘Exhausting,’ Sawyer replied. ‘I can’t seem to be in a room with my mother without her hatred sucking me into an argument.’

      ‘Even today?’

      ‘Even today. She couldn’t wait to throw it in my face that she hadn’t met Tilly, as if it’s my fault. I’m angry at myself for being pulled into a petty argument. Dad and I might not have seen eye to eye, but that’s not why I came. I ended up walking out after my temper got the better of me.’

      ‘Are you back at the house?’

      ‘Yeah, it was a good idea getting a cleaner in before I arrived; I can smell the mildew,’ she sighed. ‘It might be worth thinking about renting the house out, so it doesn’t fall apart. We never come back here anyway.’

      ‘We’ll talk about that when you get home. How early do you expect to be on the road in the morning?’

      His question was valid, but now was the time she had to approach the subject of staying. ‘About that…I don’t think I’m going to be home for a few days.’

      ‘Do you want to stick around for your sister?’

      ‘No, Delilah’s taking Dad’s death the same as me. We loved him, but he wasn’t the man who raised us by the end.’

      ‘Then why do you need to stay?’

      ‘God, where to begin…’ Sawyer took a deep breath. ‘I think Hunter orchestrated Charlie’s death.’

      ‘What? Why would you think that?’

      ‘I drove past his house this morning on my way to Delilah’s and I saw Jacinda with a boy around the same age Charlie would be now. I think…I think Hunter made me believe my son was dead so he could raise him.’

      ‘Even for him, that would be diabolical.’

      ‘But not impossible,’ she said. ‘All he’d have to do is convince Clive that I was unfit or would withhold visitation and get him to agree to help.’

      ‘That could cost him his licence.’

      ‘I don’t think I was ever supposed to find out. Delilah said Hunter adopted the boy months after we left; he’s even changed his name. I think Hunter paid someone to have official papers drawn up, so it seemed as though the boy was a completely different person.’ Sawyer rubbed her brow. ‘Even though I didn’t get close, I swear he looked like me when I was younger. His hair is a little darker, but I just had this feeling when I saw him…that he was Charlie.’

      ‘Sawyer, you know I trust your gut instinct, but that sounds ridiculous.’

      ‘I know, and that’s why I need a few days to try and get some proof,’ she replied. ‘I’ll start with Clive and ask him if he participated against his will.’

      ‘He’s not going to tell you anything, not if it means he’ll lose his practice,’ Leighton said, making her rethink her plan.

      ‘Then I’ll accidently bump into Jacinda and see what she tells me.’

      ‘It’s possible she doesn’t know anything; Hunter might’ve not told her.’

      ‘Aside from marching up to his front door and demanding answers, it’s the only thing I can think of.’

      ‘Can you get inside the house? If you got some of the boy’s DNA, you could test it against your own,’ Leighton suggested.

      Sawyer screwed up her face. ‘He’s got security cameras everywhere and if I knocked on the door, the butler would recognise me.’

      ‘I don’t think he would. I remember my mum saying that Jacinda made Hunter get all new staff when she officially moved in; something about not wanting any of your spies telling you what went on in the house.’

      ‘How ironic; as if I would want to spy on them.’ Sawyer laughed. ‘Still, I don’t think I could come up with a reason to go upstairs into the boy’s bathroom just to get my hands on his toothbrush.’

      ‘A deliberate chance meeting might be your only option then.’

      ‘You don’t mind me being away for a little bit longer?’

      ‘Of course not. If Hunter made you think your son was dead just to take him from you, you need to know the truth.’

      Sawyer smiled; Leighton had always been supportive. ‘Thank you, handsome. How’s Tilly been?’

      ‘A terror, like usual.’

      ‘Give her a kiss for me and tell her I love her.’
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      ‘You’re kidding!’ Angelica gasped down the phone once she heard Sawyer explain why she had decided to stay around their old neighbourhood for a few extra days. ‘Just when I thought that man couldn’t get any more devious, he surprises me.’

      With the phone on speaker, Sawyer took jeans and a clean T-shirt from the overnight bag she’d packed to start getting dressed. ‘Funny, nothing Hunter does surprises me any more. I should’ve seen it coming; he was too understanding about our divorce. He was keeping me sweet just so I wouldn’t suspect he was planning something.’

      ‘How do you think he convinced Clive to go along with it?’

      ‘Well, his dad is a powerful man. No doubt Oscar pulled the long-time friendship card and gave him an obscene amount of money.’

      ‘Do you want me to drive down there? If Hunter and his father find out you’re snooping into their business they could get nasty.’

      ‘No, it’s okay. I can handle them,’ Sawyer said, slipping her jeans on.

      ‘I know you think so, but you’ve never sufficiently pissed them off before. I think you underestimate all the ways they could hurt you. I doubt Hunter is above killing you to keep custody of his son.’

      She put her T-shirt over her head. ‘That’s even more reason for you to stay there. You and Leighton know where I am…if you don’t hear from me, you know why.’

      ‘Sawyer…’

      ‘No, Angelica…I don’t want you here. It’s one thing for me to go up against Hunter, I’m not putting anyone else in the firing line – Charlie is my son. I’ll call the police if I feel threatened.’ Sawyer hoped she had reassured her friend. ‘I’ve got to go. I want to drive by Hunter’s again this morning and catch another glimpse of Wyatt. God, I hate that name. I vetoed that name when Hunter suggested it while I was pregnant. It’s as if he’s not even trying to hide that he’s Charlie.’

      ‘Well, he knew the state of your relationship with your parents, he probably didn’t think you’d ever come back again.’

      ‘Right, I’ll call you later,’ she said, taking the phone off speaker and heading downstairs to head out of the door.

      It was early, but Sawyer needed to catch sight of her son one more time before she accidentally on purpose bumped into Jacinda. Jacinda always used to spend Fridays shopping, and Sawyer had the perfect excuse to be shopping herself – she’d only brought one outfit with her, so she had to buy some clothes if she was going to stay longer.
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      Hanging up after her call with Sawyer, Angelica wasn’t expecting her phone to start ringing. Seeing Leighton’s name on her screen made her frown as she answered. ‘You’re up early. I didn’t think you rockstars got out of bed before dinnertime,’ she joked.

      ‘There’s a slight problem with that when I have a three-year-old who’s been awake since six and her mother isn’t home,’ Leighton said.

      ‘I just got off the phone with Sawyer.’

      ‘How did she sound?’

      ‘Determined. She told me her crazy theory. I didn’t want to be negative, but it think this is just part of her grieving process. She’s seen this boy and she wants him to be Charlie.’

      ‘She’s been doing so well though since Tilly was born.’

      ‘I know, but I really think this is her projecting…I’ve got to admit, I’m worried. If Hunter finds out she’s looking into the adoption, there’s no telling what he could do.’

      ‘That crossed my mind too. So I’m driving down there.’

      ‘And what do you need from me?’ Angelica asked, intuiting a favour was coming.

      ‘Would you have Tilly for me?’

      ‘Of course – Darcy will love having a playmate for a few days.’

      ‘It sounds as if you and Flynn need to get busy making another baby.’

      Angelica laughed. ‘We’ve already got three. Darcy just doesn’t like playing with her twin brothers because they roughhouse.’
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      Parked up outside her old address, Sawyer watched Hunter emerge from the front door. The itch she felt to storm up to him was overwhelming, but she forced herself to stay in her car. She didn’t want him to have any warning that she was back in town.

      Chances were that Hunter would collude with his co-conspirators once he knew Sawyer was prying into their business, and they’d all concoct a viable story to throw her off course. But she was determined; she wasn’t going anywhere until she knew for sure if the boy Hunter supposedly adopted was Charlie.

      Having had the foresight to park behind a neighbour’s car in the opposite direction Hunter and Jacinda would take out of the drive, Sawyer kept her eyes fixed to the front door once her ex had left for work. She waited patiently for Jacinda to head out and followed her to the school Wyatt attended; Sawyer wanted to gather as much information as possible.

      Once she had satisfied her curiosity, Sawyer drove into town, planning to be there when Jacinda arrived so she wouldn’t suspect she’d been followed. Parking her car, Sawyer headed into Jacinda’s favourite boutique to lie in wait.

      Catching Jacinda off-guard served two objectives – the first was to find out if she had any knowledge of what Hunter had done and the second was to spook him and see how he reacted to the news of Sawyer being back. If he tried to flee, Sawyer would know her suspicions were right.

      Pretending to browse the clothes on the rack, she kept one eye on the door, and she didn’t have to wait long for Jacinda. Instead of shying away from discovery, Sawyer swept the hair from her face and stared straight ahead while appearing to peruse. It felt as if it took forever for Jacinda to recognise her and, even though the two had ended on bad terms, her face lit up when she saw her.

      ‘Sawyer?’ Jacinda asked to be sure it was her.

      Sawyer faked surprise. ‘Cin! How have you been?’

      ‘Good.’ Jacinda nodded as if to reinforce her answer.

      ‘Are you and Hunter still going strong?’

      Another nod. ‘We’re engaged actually.’

      ‘Wow, it’s been eight years since our divorce, and he hasn’t married you yet? What’s he waiting for?’ Sawyer didn’t mean it as a slight, just as a show that she harboured no animosity. Out of nowhere, Jacinda burst into tears. ‘I was only joking; I didn’t mean anything by that.’

      Jacinda shook her head. ‘No…it’s not that,’ she said, as tears ran down her face. ‘Hunter’s cheating on me with someone from the office.’

      Sawyer wasn’t sure how to react, especially given the way things had been left between them. But she took the chance to comfort her one-time friend, putting an arm around her. ‘C’mon, let’s go and get a cuppa.’
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      ‘Jacinda, if you know Hunter is cheating on you, why are you still with him?’ Sawyer asked, as they sat in the café the five friends used to frequent during their teen years.

      ‘I’ve got no proof,’ she replied, staring into the cup of coffee on the table in front of her.

      ‘Then why do you think he’s cheating on you?’

      ‘I’ve seen messages on his phone. Plus, he’s never in the office when I call, he stays at work late and his business trips always last longer than when he was married to you.’

      ‘Have you asked him about it?’

      ‘Do you really think he’d tell me the truth?’

      ‘I reiterate, why are you still with him?’

      ‘Because of Wyatt.’

      Finally, the segue Sawyer needed. She feigned ignorance. ‘Who’s Wyatt?’

      ‘He’s Hunter’s adopted son.’

      ‘How old is he?’

      ‘He’s going to be eight in a month.’

      Sawyer did the calculations in her head. ‘Does that mean he was born a month after Charlie?’

      Jacinda nodded. ‘Yeah, April. He was five months old when he came to live with us at the beginning of October.’

      ‘Was he? Or was he six months old and Hunter told you he was only five?’ Sawyer asked, not beating around the bush.

      ‘I saw his birth certificate, Sawyer.’

      ‘Those aren’t hard to forge if you know the right people.’

      Jacinda frowned. ‘Exactly what are you trying to get at?’

      Sawyer bit the bullet. ‘Is he my son, Cin?’

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Sawyer’s question caught Jacinda off-guard. She’d never considered that Wyatt could be Charlie, but the way Hunter had gone about the adoption was suspicious now that she looked back.

      

      ‘I think I’m ready to have a child,’ Hunter announced out of the blue, as they sat eating dinner.

      The timing was suspicious. It had only been four months since the death of his son and barely a week had passed since they’d heard Sawyer had moved out of the area. Jacinda wasn’t sure he was thinking rationally.

      ‘Well, I’m not getting pregnant until I’m married,’ she responded, hoping to encourage a proposal. Her ploy didn’t work.

      ‘I don’t want you to have my baby, Jacinda.’ Hunter dismissed the idea as if the notion was absurd. ‘My dad has a friend who wants to put her son up for adoption; it’ll just be a private arrangement.’

      ‘That doesn’t sound above board.’

      ‘Well, I’m not asking you to be a part of it. I want to be a father. So, this is happening.’

      Jacinda had mixed feelings. On one hand she was thankful her name would be kept out of a deal that seemed suspect, but on the other she was hurt that Hunter didn’t think enough of her to want her involved.

      ‘How long would that take to finalise?’ Jacinda asked out of interest.

      ‘We should have him in two months.’

      ‘That quickly?’

      ‘Money can help to move these things along.’

      

      ‘Cin?’ Sawyer’s voice snapped her out of the memory.

      ‘Sorry. Maybe…I don’t know.’ She struggled with a definitive answer.

      ‘Do you have any pictures on your phone that you can show me? I’d like to see his face.’

      ‘Yeah, I have.’ Jacinda fished around in her handbag for her phone. Unlocking it, she scrolled through for the most recent photo she’d taken and showed her the screen. ‘That’s him after scoring a goal in his game last week.’ She smiled at the memory. ‘He was so proud of himself.’

      ‘He looks like I did when I was younger.’ Sawyer smiled at seeing the picture. ‘Jacinda, do you think there’s a chance Wyatt is Charlie?’

      Jacinda shrugged; she could tell the picture had done nothing to convince Sawyer she was mistaken. ‘Maybe…I just don’t see how Hunter could’ve pulled off something like that.’

      ‘Money and knowing the right people. My doctor had known Oscar for years – I doubt it would’ve taken much talk of loyalty to get him to help.’

      Jacinda shook her head. ‘I remember after Hunter got back from the hospital the day you lost Charlie; he was genuinely hurting.’

      ‘Then why didn’t he come to his funeral?’

      ‘He didn’t give me an explanation, but he probably didn’t want to upset you.’

      ‘I wouldn’t have let anything keep me from saying goodbye to my son and you know, if Hunter wanted to be there, he would’ve been. The only reason for him not to show up would be if he knew that baby wasn’t Charlie.’

      ‘Sawyer, think about what you’re implying…where would Hunter get a stillborn baby from?’

      ‘I think one fell into his lap. His original plan was probably to snatch Charlie from Clive’s private hospital and do a runner with him.’

      Jacinda wasn’t convinced. ‘It just seems implausible.’

      ‘Cin, if you think there’s a chance – no matter how small – get me a toothbrush or a spoon Wyatt used, anything so I can test his DNA against mine,’ Sawyer pleaded.

      ‘I don’t know, Sawyer. If Hunter finds out…’

      ‘Please, just…it’s a way to know for sure.’
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      Arriving at the house, Leighton noticed Sawyer’s car wasn’t in the driveway. This wasn’t going to be the surprise he’d hoped for; his wife would see his car whenever she got back. Leighton hadn’t let her know he was planning to join her, so had no idea where she was at with her investigation, but he wanted to be there for moral support.

      Letting himself inside, Leighton carried his small suitcase upstairs to the master bedroom and took his phone from his pocket. He dialled Sawyer’s number; he needed to hear her voice to know she was okay. He had no idea what buttons she had pushed already, and he expected Hunter to stop at nothing to keep Sawyer from discovering the truth – if her suspicions were correct.

      She answered after a few rings. ‘Hi, handsome.’

      ‘Hi, beautiful. Where are you?’ Leighton asked.

      ‘I’ve just been to get some shopping and now I’m getting in the car to head to the house. I’ll give you a call when I get in,’ she said, hanging up.
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      After meeting with Sawyer, Jacinda went about her usual weekly shopping spree. She needed retail therapy to somehow help her process the ideas swimming around in her head. By the time she made her way to the school to fetch Wyatt, Jacinda still wasn’t convinced she knew what was going on.

      ‘Hey kiddo, how was school?’ she asked the seven-year-old as he got in the back of the car.

      ‘Fine,’ he mumbled, buckling up.

      ‘What did you do today?’ Jacinda tried to encourage the start of a conversation, as she began the drive home.

      ‘I made a dice out of cardboard in art; Mr Arthur said I’m a natural.’

      Looking at Wyatt through the rear-view mirror, she could see his face lit up with pride, which made her smile. ‘Your dad will be glad to hear that.’
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      'Why didn’t you tell me you were coming?’ Sawyer asked, rushing towards Leighton at the front door with a smile on her face.

      ‘I wanted to surprise you,’ he replied, wrapping her in his arms as she kissed him.

      ‘Did you bring Tilly?’ she asked, rushing inside.

      ‘No, sorry. I thought she’d be safer if I left her with Angelica,’ Leighton said, closing the door behind her.

      ‘Oh, Darcy’s going to love that.’

      He laughed, as they walked into the living room and sat down. ‘So, what did you find out today?’

      Sawyer sighed. ‘Jacinda doesn’t know anything. But I think I convinced her to get me some of Wyatt’s DNA.’

      ‘Are you sure she doesn’t know anything? She’s been known to lie in the past,’ he said, as if she needed reminding.

      ‘Oh, I know. But she looked genuinely surprised, and she’s not that good an actress.’

      ‘What if she tells Hunter what you’re up to?’ Leighton asked, worried.

      Sawyer was confident she could rely on Jacinda. ‘She won’t. Apparently he’s cheating on her with someone at the office.’
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      While eating dinner, Jacinda kept looking across the table at her fiancé. She was trying to work out if Hunter was capable of the things Sawyer had accused him of, and as much as Jacinda wanted to believe he wouldn’t be able to take a son from his mother, she knew how much his son meant to him. It made sense to her that Wyatt was Charlie. But Jacinda wasn’t sure whether her opinion of him as a cheater coloured her view. She wanted to gauge his reactions to certain information to work out for herself if he’d done the awful thing Sawyer suspected him of, and there wasn’t a better way to start than to tell him that his ex-wife was back in town.

      ‘You’ll never guess who I saw while I was shopping today.’ Jacinda broke the silence of the room, as she cut into her steak and put a small piece into her mouth.

      Hunter chewed his own mouthful. ‘Who?’

      ‘Sawyer.’

      He immediately stopped eating and dropped his fork down on his plate. ‘Did she say why she was back?’

      ‘I assume it’s for her dad’s funeral.’ She thought she could see beads of sweat form on his brow, but maybe she imagined his nervousness.

      Seeming to relax a little, Hunter picked his fork back up and started eating again. ‘Makes sense. She’ll probably be gone tomorrow.’

      ‘I think she’s planning to stay a little longer.’

      ‘Did you talk to her?’

      ‘We had coffee.’ Jacinda didn’t lie as she looked him dead in the eye.

      He lowered his fork to his plate again. ‘I didn’t think you two were friends.’

      ‘Eight years is a long time to bury the hatchet.’

      ‘What did she want?’

      There it was…Hunter’s tell. ‘Just to catch up.’

      ‘Did you tell her about…’ he nodded in the direction of Wyatt.

      ‘Of course. She asked and I wasn’t going to lie.’

      Hunter turned his attention to his son. ‘Hey, bud. How about you take your dinner up to your room and play on your console?’

      The young boy frowned back. ‘But I’m not allowed to eat in my room.’

      ‘You can, just this once. I need to talk to Jacinda about something.’

      Wyatt didn’t waste any time having a debate. ‘Okay,’ he said, picking up his plate and rushing from the room before his dad could change his mind.

      Waiting, to give Wyatt the chance to get out of earshot, Hunter pushed his plate into the centre of the table. ‘What did you tell Sawyer?’

      Jacinda kept her composure; she didn’t want him to know everything they’d discussed until she had made him sweat a little first. She frowned. ‘I told her the truth: that you adopted him.’

      ‘How did she react?’

      ‘What is it you’re worried about her finding out?’

      ‘Nothing.’

      But Jacinda wasn’t convinced. She leaned forward in her chair and rested her arms on the table. ‘Then why do you look nervous?’

      ‘I just thought I was done with having to deal with her drama.’

      He was lying, she could tell by how uncomfortable he looked in his skin. The time was right to break the news of exactly what Sawyer’s suspicions were. ‘She doesn’t think Charlie died,’ Jacinda blurted out. ‘She thinks Wyatt is Charlie.’

      The colour drained from his face in an instant. ‘What? That’s crazy.’

      She saw through his indignation. ‘Oh my God, Hunter, is Wyatt the son Sawyer thinks is dead?’
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      Hearing that his ex-wife was back in town made him nervous. He had been relieved to hear Sawyer had left town shortly after their son’s funeral; it had meant he could put his plan into action without fear of discovery – even though Clive had threatened to expose what they’d done.

      

      Distracting himself with the television wasn’t working; Hunter kept checking the clock. He knew the funeral Sawyer was having for their son would be over by now; he was just hoping she wasn’t planning another visit. The vibration of his phone alerted him to the call. Leaning forward, he placed his glass of whisky on the table beside the device and caught sight of the name of the caller. He hadn’t been expecting to hear from Clive.

      Regardless, he answered. ‘What is it?’ he asked, coldly.

      Clive shared his attack of conscience. ‘I need to tell Sawyer what we did, she doesn’t deserve to go through this. She’s heartbroken.’

      ‘I told you not to go to the funeral.’ Hunter kept his voice low so he couldn’t be overheard by any of his staff.

      ‘She asked me to be here – it would’ve looked suspicious if I hadn’t come.’

      ‘Are you still at the crematorium?’

      ‘I just walked out after the service.’

      ‘Jesus, Clive, get out of there before you say something you’ll regret.’

      ‘I can’t keep this from her; she should know.’

      ‘What exactly do you think you could say to excuse what you did?’

      ‘I told you I couldn’t do this when you first asked, Hunter. But you convinced me Sawyer would be an unfit mother because of her drinking.’

      ‘Do you think it’d matter why you did it? She’d have your licence.’

      ‘But at least she’d know the truth.’

      ‘If you utter one word of what we did, it’ll be your wife and kids who suffer,’ Hunter threatened, hanging up the phone.

      

      ‘Hunter…is Wyatt Charlie?’ Jacinda repeated her question, after he’d been quiet for a while.

      Now wasn’t the time to keep his secret. He needed Jacinda’s help to keep Sawyer from taking his son from him. ‘I couldn’t risk her taking him from me.’
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      Hearing Hunter admit to what he’d done horrified Jacinda. No matter how she felt about his ex, she couldn’t be a part of keeping Sawyer from her son. But Jacinda knew that turning on her fiancé wasn’t the way to reunite the mother and child. She had to play along and act as if she was prepared to be a willing participant in his scheme.

      ‘If Sawyer finds anything out, Hunter, she could take Wyatt from us,’ Jacinda said, feigning panic.

      ‘We could go abroad – she wouldn’t find us then,’ Hunter suggested.

      His words came so readily, Jacinda wondered if he had already planned for this eventuality. ‘No, Wyatt’s got school and if we run away it’ll look suspicious. We need to stand our ground. She can’t prove anything, right?’

      Hunter shook his head. ‘Only a handful of people were involved. The nurses at the private facility were told just what they needed to know to do their job by Clive, and he died years ago. The woman that looked after Charlie after he was released from hospital was paid handsomely for her signature on the adoption papers, and my dad isn’t going to say anything.’

      ‘Oscar was involved?’ she was astonished.

      ‘Of course, nothing happens in my family without his say-so,’ he replied. ‘I talked to him because I was worried. When Sawyer told me she and Leighton were together, I thought that once we were divorced she was going to take my son and I wouldn’t be able to see him. My dad was the one who told me to do something about it.’

      ‘Did he tell you to do this?’

      ‘God no…he lights the fire and expects you to feed the flame.’

      ‘So you came up with this plan?’

      ‘Once dad suggested I use Clive to help, I knew I could manipulate him into helping me convince her Charlie was dead.’

      ‘How did you manage that?’

      ‘When we found out he was a boy, I went online and bought one of those reborn lifelike dolls…I had that thing ages before Sawyer went into labour; the pre-eclampsia played into our hands.’

      ‘And Charlie being premature.’

      ‘The beauty of having a doctor in your back pocket is you have access to private care.’

      That’s when a thought occurred to Jacinda. ‘Hunter, please tell me you didn’t have anything to do with Clive’s death.’

      He got up to his feet and started to pace. ‘No, it was a car accident.’

      ‘But if he wanted to expose what you’d all done…’

      Hunter dismissed her implications with a shake of his head. ‘He never mentioned telling Sawyer again after the funeral.’

      ‘Maybe your dad…’

      ‘I know he can be a son of a bitch, but he wouldn’t kill anyone.’ Hunter was emphatic. ‘Talking of my dad, I should probably fill him in on what’s going on,’ he said, taking his phone from his pocket and heading out of the room for privacy.

      Jacinda watched him leave the room and shook her head. The gall of Hunter wasn’t surprising; he thought his money made him untouchable. He was despicable. But his invincible attitude was something he’d learned from Oscar, who had been playing the money card for more than half a century.
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      Pacing his office, Hunter waited for his dad to answer the call. For the first time in eight years, he was worried he would lose his son. If just one piece of his documentation didn’t hold up, Sawyer would have all the evidence she needed to fight him in court. His actions could go against him and mean he lost custody; that scared him more than anything.

      When Oscar answered his phone, Hunter didn’t wait to fill him in. ‘Sawyer’s back and she’s poking around.’

      ‘What did you tell her?’ his father accused.

      ‘I didn’t see her, she asked Jacinda questions about Wyatt; she thinks he’s Charlie.’

      Oscar wasn’t sympathetic. ‘What did you tell your live-in fuck buddy?’

      Hunter’s eye roll went unseen. ‘Nothing.’

      ‘I’m not worried. You could tell Sawyer exactly what we did, step by step, she can’t prove anything. She’s got Charlie’s death certificate; Wyatt has a birth certificate, and the adoption papers will stand up to scrutiny.’
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      Making his way downstairs with his plate, Wyatt heard his dad talking in his office. He knew from overhearing conversations he wasn’t supposed to that his dad had been married once to a woman named Sawyer. She was probably the woman Jacinda had brought up over dinner and the reason he’d been told to go to his room. His dad was hiding something and that made him want to find out what it was.

      Being in the best spot to overhear everything being said in the office without being seen by anyone else, Wyatt stood and listened to the one-sided conversation. His interest was piqued when he heard his name. He had never heard the name Charlie before. He had no idea who Charlie was or why Sawyer thought he was him.
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      Waking with the alarm, Jacinda opened her eyes to find she was in bed alone. This wasn’t unusual; sometimes Hunter had to get to work before breakfast, so she wasn’t worried. Throwing the covers off her body, she put her slippers on and walked along the landing to Wyatt’s room.

      She knocked. ‘It’s time to get out of bed and get ready for school, kiddo.’ Hearing the boy’s protests, she opened the door a crack. ‘Are you up?’

      With a groan, Wyatt sat up and rubbed his eyes. ‘I’m up.’

      ‘I’ll see you downstairs,’ Jacinda said, heading back to her own bedroom to shower and get herself dressed.
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      Sawyer was in a good mood, despite not having had much sleep. She had gone to bed early the night before but had been unable to sleep, and had been up for hours, not seeing the point of trying to drop off after five a.m. It wasn’t until she heard Leighton moving around upstairs that Sawyer started cooking breakfast for the two of them, like she would every morning when they were at home.

      ‘Morning.’ Sawyer smiled upon seeing her husband enter the kitchen.

      Walking over, Leighton gave her a kiss. ‘What are we having?’

      ‘I thought we’d forgo the pancakes seeing as our daughter isn’t in charge of the breakfast menu, and have a simple bacon and egg sandwich.’

      ‘That sounds great, although I don’t think it’d be Tilly-approved.’

      Sawyer laughed. ‘Well, I won’t tell her if you don’t.’

      Making his way to the coffee machine, Leighton put his cup beneath the nozzle and popped a pod in the top. ‘What are your investigative plans for the day?’

      ‘I thought I’d go to Hunter’s to see what he’s got to say for himself.’

      ‘I don’t think that’s a good idea, beautiful.’

      ‘I want to know what explanation he’s been working on for all of these years; besides, I’ve got to see Jacinda and get Wyatt’s toothbrush.’

      Leighton rubbed the worry setting up shop on his brow. ‘You can’t just go and antagonise someone like him.’

      ‘I’m not scared of Hunter.’

      ‘Sawyer, if he did what you’re accusing him of, what do you think he’ll do to keep you away from that boy?’

      ‘He can try. I’m not giving up without a fight; I’ll die first.’

      ‘That’s what I’m worried about,’ he confessed.

      ‘He’s a lot of things, but he’s not violent.’

      ‘Just because he’s never hit you before doesn’t mean he won’t; there’s always a first time for everything.’

      ‘I’d like to see him try, I’ll put him on his arse.’

      Leighton exhaled loudly; he should’ve known he wasn’t going to be able to talk her out of it. ‘I’m coming with you.’

      Sawyer wouldn’t hear of it; she was steadfast in her determination. ‘No, if you’re there he’ll be on the defensive straight away. I can handle Hunter.’

      ‘I still don’t like you going alone.’

      She stepped up to give him a kiss. ‘Don’t worry, Jacinda will be there.’
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      Once she was dressed, Jacinda knocked on Wyatt’s door to make sure he was ready and once she was satisfied he was, she made her way downstairs. Walking into the dining room, where they always ate breakfast, Jacinda was surprised to find Hunter sitting at the table reading the newspaper.

      ‘You’re here; I thought you’d already left for work,’ she said.

      Folding his paper and putting it down, Hunter looked up at her. ‘I’m going in late so that I can take Wyatt into school.’

      She frowned; the school run was her job. ‘Don’t you trust me?’

      ‘Of course I do, it’s just with Sawyer around I want to go in and have a word with his teacher to make sure they’re aware of the situation.’

      ‘I’d like to see you try to explain what’s going on,’ Jacinda said, pouring a coffee from the cafetière on the table.

      ‘Well, they’re not getting the detailed explanation I gave you. But I need to tell them something. She can’t be able to walk into the school and take him out.’

      ‘Security is tight in schools these days, so I doubt Sawyer would attempt to snatch him from there. She’d be more likely to try and take him from here, and we have the cameras to catch her.’

      ‘Good point. I might hire someone to watch the security cameras while she’s here.’
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      After breakfast, Sawyer drove to Hunter’s house. But instead of disguising her car amongst the ones parked on the street, she pulled onto the drive and waited. She was interested to see her ex-husband’s reaction to her boldness. She had no doubt Jacinda had told him she was in town by now, so Sawyer didn’t expect Hunter to be surprised to see her.

      The instant Sawyer saw the front door open, she got out of the car and was stunned to come face to face with Wyatt. She had been expecting to see Hunter.

      ‘Charlie?’ Sawyer whispered his name; suddenly afraid it wasn’t him.

      ‘My name’s Wyatt,’ he corrected her.

      That’s when Hunter stepped out of the house, closing the front door behind him. He held up his hand to stop Sawyer getting any closer to his son. ‘Wyatt, get in the car.’

      Sawyer watched the boy do as he’d been told. ‘You knew I hated that name, and you gave it to him anyway.’

      Hunter wore a smirk. ‘That was the name his mother gave him.’

      She was unwavering in her belief. ‘Liar,’ she sneered. ‘I’m his mother and I named him Charlie.’

      ‘Why are you here, Sawyer?’

      The gall of Hunter lit a fire in the pit of her stomach. ‘To see my son.’

      ‘He’s not your son though, is he? He’s mine.’

      ‘Just because you took him from me, it doesn’t make him yours.’

      Hunter laughed. ‘My God, have you heard yourself? You’ve finally snapped and had a psychotic break.’

      Sawyer narrowed her eyes and closed the gap between them. ‘How did you do it? How did you get Clive to agree to let me believe Charlie died?’

      Still, Hunter refused to break. ‘If I were you I’d be careful about the things you say. Much more talk like that and someone will have you committed.’

      ‘I swear you better tell me the truth or…’

      He squared up to her. ‘Or? What exactly do you think you can do?’

      Sawyer searched her mind for a response, but she didn’t have one. She didn’t want to pre-warn him of her plan to get hold of Wyatt’s DNA before getting her hands on it, and she didn’t want him to suspect that Jacinda was helping her. Instead she stayed quiet, to let him think he’d won the argument. She knew how much he enjoyed that.

      ‘I haven’t time for this, I’ve got to get Wyatt to school,’ Hunter said, walking away from her and getting into his car.

      Sawyer stood helplessly and watched as Hunter pulled off the drive. She should’ve known he wouldn’t confess. She needed an ace up her sleeve to knock the smugness off his face and only DNA results would provide that.
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      Having heard the voices on the driveway, Jacinda knew who was out there before she made her way to the front window to look out. She couldn’t hear what was being said, she could just see Sawyer battling with Hunter. Jacinda stayed where she was; she had no desire to get between them. She didn’t want Hunter to think she was going against him; similarly she didn’t want Sawyer to think she was siding with him. It was best she kept out of it.

      Jacinda watched Hunter drive off and was tempted to go out to speak to Sawyer, and give her Wyatt’s toothbrush, but the cameras on the property would capture any interaction and she didn’t want to risk her intentions being discovered. Jacinda would text Sawyer after she left to arrange a meeting on neutral ground to hand over the DNA. She didn’t want to be caught on any CCTV; Oscar knew people, and if she was seen with Sawyer, she was sure he'd find out.
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      Leighton heard Sawyer before he saw her. She slammed the door as she entered the house and released a frustrated scream in the entrance. He waited for her to come to him. When Sawyer entered the living room, she threw her bag down in the chair before dropping down on the settee beside him.

      ‘That man pisses me off!’ she barked.

      Leighton turned off the television to give her his full attention. ‘What happened?’

      ‘He denied it.’

      ‘Did you really expect him to roll over and surrender anything when you don’t have proof?’

      ‘I will have, if Jacinda keeps her word,’ Sawyer said, hearing her phone in her pocket alert her to a text message. She reached inside her jeans pocket for it.

      ‘I’m still not sure you can trust her,’ Leighton said.

      ‘What option do I have?’ Opening the message, she smiled. ‘Talk of the devil…she wants to meet in the middle of nowhere to do the hand-off.’

      ‘Why in the middle of nowhere?’

      ‘I presume she’s paranoid that Hunter will find out what she’s doing.’

      ‘When and where does she want this meeting to take place?’

      ‘By Knot’s abandoned farm in an hour.’

      ‘Maybe she’s luring you in to bump you off.’ Leighton wasn’t joking.

      ‘Why would she do that?’

      ‘Well, your doctor didn’t make it.’

      Sawyer was shocked. ‘What?’

      Leighton broke the news to her. ‘I spoke to Mum today. I was telling her what you suspected Hunter of, and that Clive was involved. She told me that Clive had a car crash not long after our move.’

      ‘Oh my God.’ She immediately teared up at the idea of him losing his life because of the part he’d played in Hunter’s plan. ‘Do you think Hunter had something to do with his death?’

      Putting a hand between her shoulders, Leighton rubbed her back to comfort her. ‘According to the news article online, there was no indication there was any foul play, but it wouldn’t have taken a genius to meddle with his car, would it?’

      She got to her feet. ‘I can’t believe Clive’s dead. Why would you tell me that?’

      ‘Wouldn’t you rather know?’

      ‘No, because there’s no proof anyone did anything and I’m going to have that in the back of my mind.’

      ‘Will it stop you wanting to get to the truth about Wyatt?’

      ‘Of course not, I need to know if he’s my son.’

      ‘Then if Hunter had something to do with Clive’s death, it shouldn’t make a difference.’
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      Approaching the abandoned farmhouse, Sawyer spotted Jacinda’s car and pulled alongside it. She was nervous, an unfamiliar feeling to her of late, which was due to the news she had learned about Clive. She tried not to let it show when she got out of the driver’s seat as Jacinda did the same.

      ‘Hi.’ Jacinda greeted her with a smile.

      Sawyer smiled back. ‘Morning.’

      ‘Did Hunter tell you anything when you spoke to him on the drive?’

      ‘No such luck.’

      ‘Well, he mightn’t have told you anything, but he confessed everything to me last night,’ Jacinda said. ‘He laid out the whole thing.’

      ‘So, you know whether Wyatt is Charlie?’ Sawyer asked, holding her breath for the answer.

      ‘He said he was worried about you taking Charlie away from him.’

      ‘And his answer to that was to take my son from me instead.’

      ‘You know Hunter, he only thinks of how things affect him.’

      Feeling the weight of the news she’d learned before leaving the house, Sawyer dared to discover if Jacinda had any knowledge of it. ‘Was Hunter involved in Clive’s death?’

      ‘I asked him about that – he said he had nothing to do with the car accident and I believe him.’

      Sawyer relaxed a little. The idea that Hunter had something to do with the death of anyone seemed to go against everything she knew about him. Although she’d been initially concerned, Jacinda’s confirmation that Hunter hadn’t done the unthinkable was reassuring. ‘How did you manage to get him to confess?’

      ‘I made him believe I was on his side and didn’t want you to take Wyatt from us.’

      Sawyer couldn’t help the grin that appeared on her face. ‘You were always good at lying convincingly.’

      Jacinda didn’t seem to take any offence at the statement. ‘What can I say, it’s a gift.’

      ‘Do you have something for me?’ Sawyer approached the point of their secret rendezvous.

      Reaching inside her coat pocket, Jacinda pulled out a zip-lock sandwich bag with a toothbrush inside and handed it over. ‘He’s been using this for a month, there should be plenty of DNA on there.’

      ‘Is Hunter going to notice this is missing?’

      ‘There are a bunch of new toothbrushes in Wyatt’s bathroom, I just replaced it with one the same colour and decorated it with a little toothpaste. He’ll be none the wiser.’ Jacinda paused before speaking again. ‘You should know, Hunter and Oscar aren’t worried, Sawyer. They think they’ve covered every possible way you could prove anything. As far as they’re concerned their evidence is iron clad.’

      ‘Yeah, well, let’s see them argue with DNA.’
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      The kitchen was quiet after dinner. It had been a long day and Sawyer was trying to figure out her next move. She had taken possession of the toothbrush, but she had to find somewhere that would do the DNA testing. Sawyer hadn’t thought that far ahead. She’d tried searching online for a place that offered maternal DNA tests and only found kits which were sent out. That would take too long for her liking, and she couldn’t exactly ask Hunter to cotton-swab Wyatt’s mouth for her. Sawyer felt deflated, and that was evident by how little she’d spoken since she got home.

      ‘So, Jacinda came through then?’ Delilah asked, motioning to the bagged toothbrush on the counter as she stood at the island and poured herself another glass of wine.

      Sawyer looked over at Leighton. ‘She did.’

      ‘Can you blame me for doubting her?’ Leighton asked with a smile. ‘Hunter has been all she’s wanted since she clapped eyes on him – I never expected her to betray him.’

      ‘Maybe that would’ve remained true if he wasn’t cheating on her. But lucky for us, she wants payback.’

      Delilah walked over to sit back down in her seat at the table. ‘What are you doing with the toothbrush?’

      ‘I need to find someone to test that DNA against mine. I thought there’d be plenty of companies online that would do it, but they all focus on paternal testing. If I do find somewhere to do maternal testing, I think they’re all going to involve a swab, which I don’t have,’ Sawyer replied.

      ‘Can’t you just swab it? Wyatt’s had it in his mouth.’

      ‘I suppose I could, it just might not be as effective. Not to mention, if I send off for a test now it’ll take days to get to me and God knows how long to come back. I don’t want to wait up to three weeks to find out if he’s my son. I’d like to get back to my daughter.’

      ‘Well, we could ask Angelica to bring Tilly to us,’ Leighton suggested.

      Suddenly, Sawyer’s face lit up. ‘Why didn’t I think of that?’ Leaning over to kiss her husband, she got to her feet, grabbing her phone off the table as she left the room.
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      The atmosphere in the house was palpable and the television offered no respite. Jacinda had been on tenterhooks since Hunter got home, worried word had reached him of her meeting with Sawyer – and the reason for it. But, so far, their night had been the same as it usually was, with Wyatt up in his room, while she and Hunter watched a film.

      Jacinda swore that Hunter had started watching TV at night just so he didn’t have to make conversation with her. When he had divorced Sawyer, Jacinda had expected a proposal to be forthcoming, but he hadn’t seemed interested in making things official with her. She had run his house and raised his son for years without the promise of a future before he finally popped the question a year ago. Then she had seen the text message from his mistress pop up on his phone. His proposal had been a distraction, she knew that now and she was not the kind of woman to be placated with a diamond. She had only stuck around after discovering the affair for Wyatt.

      Jacinda loved the boy as if he was her own, having raised him from five months old – or six, given that he had been Charlie all along. It was heartbreaking to think she’d been duped along with everyone else and hadn’t seen through the façade.

      Now that she knew, there had been clear and obvious signs. The fact Hunter hadn’t stuck around at the hospital to provide emotional support for Sawyer should’ve been her first tip-off. Not attending Charlie’s funeral should’ve been her second. Hunter had been too eager to adopt so soon after his supposed son’s death, and the speedy adoption process was not what she expected. Hunter could explain it away as much as he liked, but now that she knew the truth – everything made sense.

      ‘I was thinking.’ Hunter spoke out of the blue. ‘Once we’ve dealt with the Sawyer situation, we should get married – make it official. The sooner the better.’

      Another diversionary tactic. Jacinda played along. ‘It takes time to plan a wedding.’

      ‘Not if we go to Gretna like Evie and Bryce.’

      ‘We don’t need to have a shotgun wedding; you’re not trying to tie the knot before your older brother can stop you like your sister.’

      Hunter frowned. ‘I thought you wanted to get married.’

      ‘I do…if we do it right. I only plan on having one husband, it needs to be the social event of the year – not an afterthought.’
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      ‘Flynn’s going to put me in touch with someone from work who can do the test,’ Sawyer announced, returning to the kitchen to find Leighton clearing the table.

      Delilah frowned. ‘Isn’t he a solicitor?’

      ‘He’s in family law. So he’s got connections,’ she explained. ‘He said it should only take a few days to get the results depending how busy they are at the lab.’

      Leighton reached out to rub his wife in the centre of her back. ‘Do you feel better now?’

      She shrugged her shoulders. ‘I’m okay.’

      He nodded. ‘You are now. You weren’t half an hour ago.’

      Sawyer shook her head to disagree. ‘I don’t know what you mean.’

      ‘Love, after all our years together, don’t you think I can recognise when you’re worried or unhappy?’

      ‘Nothing gets past you,’ she said with a smile, leaning over to give him a kiss.

      Delilah simulated throwing up as she got up to fill her glass again. ‘God, you two are sickly sweet. You put everyone else to shame.’

      ‘When are you going to settle down, Lily?’ her brother-in-law asked with a smile.

      ‘I’ve got to find someone worthy first.’
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      The next morning Sawyer was waiting for Hunter on his driveway again. She deliberately leaned against his car, so she’d be the first thing he saw as he walked out of the house. She wanted to continue the conversation Hunter had bailed out on the day before, hoping he would be bold enough to admit to what he’d done. Sawyer suspected Hunter was proud of himself for getting away with the plan he’d concocted and for being undetected for so long; surely he’d want to boast – especially if it was just the two of them. She took a chance that Hunter wouldn’t be ferrying Wyatt to school for a second morning and would leave the house at his usual time to get to work. She was right.

      Hunter sighed when he saw her. ‘You again.’

      ‘Yes, me again – and I’ll keep showing up until I find out the truth,’ Sawyer said, uncrossing her arms and pushing herself off the side of his car.

      ‘You’ll wait a long time.’

      ‘You’d be surprised,’ she said, not wanting to show her hand. ‘Did you start planning this the minute you found out I was pregnant? Is that why you bought me that house; to blindside me?’

      Hunter closed the door and walked over to his car. ‘I bought you the house so my child wouldn’t be living in squalor. God knows what kind of dive he would’ve grown up in if I hadn’t and he’d have lived.’ Unlocking his vehicle, he put his briefcase on the passenger’s seat and closed the door to walk around to the driver’s side.

      Sawyer got in his path. ‘You’re going to have to work harder to convince me that the son you’ve been raising without me for the past eight years isn’t Charlie.’

      ‘How many times do I have to tell you, his name is Wyatt…and I don’t have to convince you of anything. No one’s going to believe your theory, because it’s crazy.’ Hunter oozed confidence. ‘You held Charlie – there’s a record of his death and one of Wyatt’s birth a month later; the paperwork shows they’re two different kids. You haven’t got a leg to stand on.’

      Frustrated that he was sticking to his denials, Sawyer decided now was as good a time as any to reveal her plans, making it sound as if she hadn’t already followed through with them. ‘I’ll get my hands on some of his DNA, Hunter, it’s just a matter of time.’

      ‘Oh yeah, how are you going to manage that? You won’t get within a mile of him ever again.’

      ‘Just tell me how you did it? There’s no one listening. If the documents are as strong as you think they are, will it hurt to tell me? People will still think I’m crazy if I tell them what you admitted because I have no proof.’

      Hunter seemed to consider her proposal for a minute. ‘Pass me your phone.’

      ‘Why?’ Sawyer asked, and suddenly the reason dawned on her. ‘Oh my God, I’m not trying to entrap you into confessing so I can record you.’ Removing her phone from her pocket, she unlocked it and opened the voice recorder app to show him it wasn’t active. ‘Happy?’ she asked, locking the device again. She could see him weighing up whether she was trustworthy. When Hunter wasn’t forthcoming with any details, she tried to antagonise him. ‘How did you let me grieve the loss of my son knowing he was still alive?’ He remained silent. ‘Whose baby did I bury?’

      Hunter sighed, relinquishing the fight. ‘The coffin was empty.’

      ‘I held a baby, Hunter,’ she snarled, presenting him with the proof in the form of a photo on her lock screen. ‘Who’s child was this?’

      ‘It was one of those reborn lifelike dolls that helps grieving mothers,’ he replied in a flippant tone.

      She returned her phone to her pocket. ‘How did you sleep at night knowing what you’d done?’

      ‘Better than I would’ve if you’d have taken him off to the coast.’

      ‘The irony is, I wouldn’t have felt the need to move if I hadn’t lost Charlie. We’d still be living in that house,’ Sawyer said. ‘Do you know what losing him almost cost me? Do you even care?’

      ‘Our agreement was for you to give me a son…I got my son.’

      Unable to help herself, Sawyer balled up her fist and hit him in the face. She lashed out with so much anger, she felt his nose collapse beneath the force.

      ‘Fuck!’ he cursed, grabbing his nose as he threw his head back to try and stop the blood.

      Sawyer reached for the coordinating handkerchief from the breast pocket of his jacket and passed it to him. ‘You’re supposed to put your head forward and pinch above your nostrils.’

      Bending at his hips, Hunter did as he had been instructed. ‘I can’t believe you hit me.’

      ‘You asked for it.’ She showed no sympathy.

      ‘Fucking hell, Sawyer. Is violence your answer to everything?’

      ‘You should count yourself lucky there’s no knives around.’

      He looked up at her as best he could. ‘Was that a threat?’

      She shook her head. ‘Just stating a fact.’

      Hunter stood up and assessed the damage in the side mirror of his car. ‘I think you’ve broken my nose.’

      ‘It’s the least you deserve.’ That’s when a thought occurred to Sawyer. ‘I thought your mother liked me; how did she feel about you doing this to me?’

      ‘We wanted there to be an element of truth to what she knew, so Dad and I told her you left Wyatt with me. We got away with it because no one ever mentioned the funeral to her – once we got word around that it was too painful for her.’

      ‘And she believed I’d leave my son behind?’

      ‘It took some convincing, but eventually she bought the explanation of you wanting to move on with Leighton without the complication of my child as baggage.’

      Sawyer frowned. ‘But everyone else thought he was adopted. Didn’t anyone mention that to her?’

      ‘No, they just called Wyatt her grandson. So, she’s never been any the wiser.’

      ‘Well, she will be now.’

      ‘What do you think is going to happen? Just because I’ve told you the truth, it doesn’t mean we’re going to share custody. Wyatt doesn’t know you.’

      Her heart sunk, but not because Hunter was denying her rights. ‘Does he call Jacinda Mum?’

      ‘God, no. I never wanted to be tied to her for that long.’

      ‘Didn’t you ask her to marry you?’ She was bewildered.

      ‘That was a distraction. I’ve been keeping her sweet for all these years. I don’t love her, Sawyer, she’s not you.’

      She wasn’t touched by his sentiment; the chances were it was meant to soften her determination to have a relationship with her son. It didn’t work. ‘That doesn’t absolve you, Hunter. If you loved me, you wouldn’t have lied…again. Not about something as important as my child’s life.’

      ‘You would’ve taken him away from me.’ He was adamant.

      Sawyer didn’t feel sorry for him. ‘I want visitation with Wyatt.’

      ‘How am I going to explain that to people?’

      ‘I don’t care; it’s not my problem. I want to spend time with my son.’

      ‘You’ve got to be reasonable.’

      Hunter’s request made her lose her temper. ‘Is that what you were being when you took him from me?’ She didn’t wait for a response. ‘The only reason I’m not marching in that house and taking him back is because he doesn’t know I’m his mother yet. But understand, once I have that proof…I will tell him exactly who I am, and why I haven’t been in his life.’ She took a step closer to him. ‘Your lies have finally caught up to you Hunter, and it’s about time people knew what a devious bastard you really are.’

      The two of them had been so distracted one-upping each other that neither of them had seen Wyatt appear in the doorway behind them.

      ‘You’re my mum?’ he asked, meekly.

      They both spun to face him.

      Immediately cursing herself, tears welled up in Sawyer’s eyes. That was not the way she wanted him to hear the news. ‘Oh, Wyatt…’

      He looked over to the only parent he’d ever known. ‘Dad.’

      ‘Go inside.’

      Showing the stubborn streak he got from his mum, Wyatt stood his ground. ‘Is she my mum?’

      Seeing the look of determination in his son’s eyes, Hunter didn’t bother to lie. ‘Yes.’
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      Exhausted, Sawyer lay on her back staring up at the ceiling while Leighton snored beside her. She had been trying to fall asleep for hours, but how Wyatt had found out she was his mother played on her mind. Their son had disappeared back inside the house and headed up to his room, refusing to come back downstairs.

      Not wanting to rush him, Sawyer had left. She didn’t want to. She wanted to wrap her arms around Wyatt and explain the series of events that had led them to be away from each other for so long. But he was young, he wouldn’t understand. All he knew was that the woman who’d given birth to him hadn’t been in his life. She doubted the reasons why mattered to; all he probably cared about was that she hadn’t been there.

      Sawyer had spent time since finding out about Wyatt’s existence considering every possible scenario for him to find out who she was, and this way hadn’t even crossed her mind. She’d been expecting to be able to sit Wyatt down and break the news after building up some form of relationship with him. This wasn’t ideal, but she couldn’t take the words back.

      The look on Wyatt’s face replayed over and over in Sawyer’s mind, torturing her. He’d been heartbroken and she’d been the one to cause that pain – unintentionally, but it was her fault all the same. She should’ve known better than to show up at the house while her son was home. She should’ve waited until she had the DNA results before confronting Hunter, but she was impatient. Though there was never going to be an easy way to tell Wyatt without it having a negative effect on him.

      Giving up trying to sleep, Sawyer grabbed her phone before leaving the bedroom and made her way down to the kitchen. Filling the kettle, she put it on to boil. She wanted something stronger, but the last thing she needed was to give Hunter more reason to stop her access to Wyatt – especially when he hadn’t yet agreed to give her visitation.

      As she waited for the water to boil, Sawyer turned to lean against the counter with her backside and spotted Leighton’s cigarettes on the table. It had been a long time since she’d smoked. She didn’t really like it, but in the face of her stress levels, she decided one wouldn’t hurt. Taking a cigarette from the packet, she lit one and almost coughed up a lung. Despite the aversion her body had to the tobacco, she took a second drag on the filter.
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      The house was quiet as Hunter sat in his office with a glass of whisky. He hadn’t been to bed yet, knowing he wouldn’t sleep if he did. Aside from the pain of the injury Sawyer had inflicted, he was worried about his son.

      Hunter had never intended for his ex-wife to find out she was Wyatt’s mother; therefore he didn’t expect his son to have the questions he had been asking all night. The answers would compromise Wyatt’s opinion of his father, despite him having only the best intentions. He couldn’t bring himself to destroy his entire world in one day.

      Hunter had to temper Sawyer’s expectations; he couldn’t have her undermining him, and there’d be no knowing what truths she’d tell their son if he gave her access. Hunter had to find a way to stall her for as long as he could. In an ideal world, Sawyer would return to her new home and wait for Wyatt to be old enough to go looking for her himself. But rarely were things ideal, which was how they’d ended up in this situation.
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      Having thought nothing of the fact Sawyer wasn’t in bed with him, Leighton shuffled into the kitchen for his first drink of the day. He was still barely awake, so it took him a minute to see Sawyer asleep at the table. Her head was resting on her arms, which were crossed on the hard surface.

      Approaching her, Leighton gently shook her awake. ‘Have you been here all night?’

      Slowly pulling herself up into a sitting position, Sawyer reached up to try and remove the crick in her neck and then stretched to wake her body. ‘I couldn’t sleep,’ she replied, and pulled a face at the taste in her mouth.

      Leighton looked in his cigarette packet and then to the ashtray in front of her. ‘I see my cigarettes took a hit.’

      ‘I wasn’t intending to smoke as much as I did; I don’t really like it.’

      He frowned. ‘So, why smoke at all?’

      ‘Well, I wasn’t going to drink your bourbon; Hunter would’ve loved to use that against me in court.’

      ‘It might not go that far,’ her husband said, heading over to the kettle to make them both a coffee.

      Sawyer got up from her seat and stretched her body out again. ‘Of course it will. This is Hunter we’re talking about. He’s probably got a solicitor on standby with some fabricated evidence that makes me look alcohol dependent. Hell, it might not be as tame as that,’ she said, taking a bottle of water from the fridge and drinking some to try and freshen her mouth.

      ‘I’m not worried; we know a great family solicitor.’

      ‘I’m not sure even Flynn will be able to foresee whatever plan Hunter has up his sleeve.’
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      Walking into the bathroom to take a shower, Hunter caught sight of his reflection in the mirror above the sink. The bruising underneath his eyes because of his injury had developed quickly, though it seemed his nose wasn’t broken after all. He knew he couldn’t go to work looking as if he’d been in a fight; it would invite questions – especially from his father. He already felt as though he was a huge disappointment to Oscar because of his failure to make his marriage to Sawyer work; he couldn’t bring himself to admit he had failed to keep the secret they’d had since Wyatt was born, although he knew it would only be a matter of time for it to come out. Sawyer wasn’t the type of woman to go away because he made things hard for her to get what she wanted. She would make as much noise and draw as much attention as necessary to finally be heard and seen. There wasn’t going to be a happy end to his predicament; Hunter would have to do something he was hoping to avoid.
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      Leighton looked over at his wife as they stood in the kitchen drinking their coffee. ‘Now Wyatt knows who you are, what’s your next move?’

      Sawyer shook her head. ‘I don’t know. I spent all night thinking about it, and I have no idea – Wyatt looked so heartbroken. I want to give him time to adjust to the idea of knowing me, but at the same time I want to start being his mother, and if I leave it too long, Hunter will use that against me.’

      ‘I think you need to put your foot down. Hunter’s had your son to himself for all these years – Wyatt won’t be able to adjust to having you in his life if you’re kept out of it.’

      She raised her eyebrows. ‘That’s easier said than done. Hunter’s never been very good at sharing.’

      ‘Well, you can’t be willing to let him dictate the terms of your access to Wyatt. You need to be the one in control.’

      ‘I will be…as soon as I have those DNA results in my hand.’

      ‘Hunter’s already admitted everything to you; you know what the outcome is going to be. You shouldn’t wait.’

      ‘I’m trying to do what’s best for Wyatt; he’s my only concern.’

      ‘Having a relationship with his mum is what’s best for him, beautiful. You’ve already been denied being a part of so much of his life; don’t let Hunter take any more from you.’

      Sawyer stood taller, Leighton’s words giving her new confidence and strengthening her resolve. ‘You’re right. I don’t need Hunter’s permission to have contact with my son; I’m his mother. That gives me the right,’ she said, picking up her phone and dialling Hunter’s number.
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      Hearing his ringtone, Hunter sighed when he saw who was calling. He should’ve known it wouldn’t be long before he heard from Sawyer. For a minute he was tempted to let his voicemail pick up the call, but he knew that wouldn’t deter her and instead she’d show up on his doorstep again.

      He took a deep breath and answered. ‘What can I do for you?’

      ‘How’s Wyatt?’ Sawyer asked.

      ‘He’s upset and angry. He wasn’t expecting the strange woman who’s been showing up on our doorstep for the last two days to be his mother.’

      ‘Then maybe you should’ve been honest with both of us from the start,’ she replied, her voice thick with bile.

      Hunter was sick of hearing her spew the same judgement over and over. He had no desire to hear how badly he’d failed his son, especially when Wyatt was making him pay for it too. ‘I know…you’re pissed off…you’ve told me already. But nothing is going to change what I did or how you feel about it. So, how about you change the record?’

      ‘Fine. I want to spend time with Wyatt.’

      ‘No…not yet.’ Hunter stuck to his guns. ‘He needs time to adjust to the idea of having a mother.’

      Sawyer tried gentle persuasion. ‘Spending time with me will help with that adjustment.’

      ‘I don’t want his life disrupted any more than it already has been. You’ll have to wait until he’s ready.’

      ‘I don’t want to force Wyatt into doing anything he doesn’t want to do, but how about you let him decide?’

      The idea wasn’t outrageous. But Hunter didn’t want to give Sawyer the chance to fill Wyatt’s head with stories about him. ‘He’s too young to know what he wants.’

      ‘Have you asked him?’

      ‘I don’t need to ask him, I’m his father,’ he said, knowing this would make her blood boil. He was right.

      ‘Hunter, if you don’t let me see him, I’ll go to the police.’

      ‘And tell them what? You have no proof. All you have is a crazy theory.’ Hunter felt confident. ‘No one will take you seriously; it’s too far fetched.’

      ‘I can’t imagine your dad will care whether the police believe me, he’ll just be embarrassed that they’ll have to investigate my claims.’

      ‘I know people on the force that will bury you in paperwork before the investigation gets off the ground.’

      ‘You’re not the only one with high-ranking friends in the police department, Hunter.’

      ‘Then we’ll have to see which one of us they believe,’ he said, hanging up.
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      Standing beneath the shower, Sawyer replayed all the events that had led to this outcome. Although she wasn’t surprised by Hunter’s refusal to be an adult about sharing custody, she had expected him to act in Wyatt’s best interests. It seemed as if – despite all their years apart – her ex-husband hadn’t changed; he still expected the world to revolve around him.

      Then it dawned on her. There was only one person who could get Hunter to see sense: his mother.

      Dressed to go out, Sawyer ran downstairs and grabbed her keys from the hook they hung on. ‘I’m going out,’ she announced to her husband, heading towards the front door.

      He appeared in the kitchen doorway. ‘Tell me you’re not going to see Hunter again; those meetings haven’t gone so well the past few days.’

      Sawyer turned to face Leighton. ‘No, I’m finished trying to get him to see reason.’

      ‘Then where are you going?’

      ‘I’m going to see Beatrice. I might not be able to talk sense into my ex-husband. But I’m sure his mum will once she knows what he’s done.’
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      The drive to the huge house on the outskirts of the county seemed to take less time than it should; Sawyer put that down to how nervous she was. She hadn’t seen or spoken to Beatrice since her twenty-ninth birthday. Even when Sawyer found out she was pregnant, her mother-in-law hadn’t reached out to her. Not that she expected her to – Beatrice rarely got involved in any of her husband’s or son’s business. But it was likely that she felt betrayed by the way Sawyer had left, especially with them being so close during her marriage to Hunter.

      Funnily enough, it didn’t dawn on Sawyer to worry about whether Oscar was home until she was driving up the road to get to her ex-in-laws’ estate. From Sawyer’s experience, she knew Hunter’s father would shut down any attempts to talk to his wife as soon as he saw her. It might have been a wasted journey. Relieved to find no sign of Oscar’s vehicle outside the house, Sawyer parked up next to the four-car garage. She hoped that her close relationship with Beatrice would go a long way towards being heard before she was asked to leave.

      Getting out of the car, Sawyer shuddered; even with her coat on she felt the chill in the air, and she didn’t usually feel the cold. It was highly probable that she was seen on the cameras by Oscar’s security team as she walked up to knock the front door. Yet it still took the butler some time to answer. Sawyer wondered whether that was designed to make her think no one was home.

      But when the door opened, it was Beatrice’s face Sawyer saw first.

      ‘Sawyer, I’m about to go for my weekly lunch with Jacinda,’ Beatrice said curtly, walking down the hallway towards her. She didn’t invite Sawyer in. ‘What can I do for you?’

      ‘I was hoping to get a minute of your time,’ Sawyer replied, not wanting to divulge the topic while she was still on the doorstep in case the door was closed on her.

      Beatrice slipped her arms inside the coat her butler held for her and took her handbag from the awaiting maid. ‘I’m sorry. As I said, I’m on my way out; you know how I detest tardiness.’

      ‘I can drive you to your lunch; we can talk on the way.’

      Seeming to take a minute to decide whether this was a good idea, Beatrice nodded. ‘Okay. But I want to get there in one piece, so no speeding.’

      Sawyer smiled. ‘Yes ma’am.’
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      Hunter frowned as he picked up his phone and saw the identity of the caller. He wasn’t expecting to hear from his father today. Still, it had to be important. Deciding not to keep him waiting, Hunter answered the call and immediately wished he hadn’t.

      ‘Your ex-wife is still making a nuisance of herself,’ Oscar said, as soon as the call connected.

      Hunter exhaled noisily. ‘What has she done now?’

      ‘She’s shown up at the house to see your mother.’

      ‘What did Mum say to her?’

      ‘I don’t know, I haven’t spoken to her. I saw Sawyer on the security cameras. I thought you were going to take care of the problem.’

      Hunter had known he would pay for confessing the entire plan to Sawyer, but Oscar had filled him with an untouchable cockiness when he suggested telling her everything. Though Hunter couldn’t admit to his father he had taken things into his own hands; he was enough of a disappointment already.

      ‘I tried. Sawyer has something to prove and, aside from killing her off, you know she isn’t just going to go away.’

      ‘Do I have to sort every problem in this family?’ Oscar asked, his disapproval showing in the elevation of his voice.

      ‘I’ve told you; I’ll sort it.’ Hunter tried to appease his dad. ‘I’ve just got to do something I was hoping to avoid.’

      ‘See that it’s dealt with today. Your mother’s going to have questions when I get home; I’ll have to tell her everything.’

      ‘Dad…’

      ‘If you’d have sorted this when I told you to, we wouldn’t have this problem now, would we?’ Oscar asked, abruptly hanging up.
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      As Sawyer started their journey, she searched her mind for a way to say what she needed to without blurting it out. But the journey was short; she couldn’t waste time with small talk. Sawyer was about to speak when Beatrice did.

      ‘So, what is it you wanted to say to me that you can’t talk to Hunter about?’ she asked, anticipating the topic of conversation.

      Sawyer was upfront. ‘I want visitation with my son – Hunter won’t let me see him.’

      ‘Is that surprising? You left Wyatt behind when you went off to live your new life, Sawyer.’

      ‘No, I didn’t, Beatrice. Hunter made me believe he was dead.’

      The older woman frowned. ‘What? Why would he do that?’

      ‘He didn’t want to share custody with me; it’s always been about an heir for him.’

      ‘No, Hunter wouldn’t do that.’

      ‘But he did. He admitted everything to me, and your husband knew.’

      The car fell quiet. Sawyer could tell Beatrice was processing the new information. Trying to make sense of the lies she’d been told and the little things that she had dismissed over the years that pointed to the truth that she had failed – or didn’t want – to see. She saw the moment everything seemed to click.

      Beatrice gave voice to her thoughts. ‘I knew – I told him you wouldn’t just leave your new-born…a mother would never do that. But Hunter told me Leighton didn’t want to raise his son and the more he said it, the more I believed him.’ She reached over to lay a hand on Sawyer’s forearm to convey her sincerity. ‘I’m so sorry, Sawyer. I should’ve trusted my instincts and fought harder against accepting their explanation.’ She retracted her hand. ‘What can I do to help you see your son?’

      Sawyer mulled over her question. ‘I don’t know, exactly. I just want to see Wyatt. Maybe you could ask Hunter to let me spend time with him.'

      ‘Oh, I won’t be asking that boy anything, he’ll be told.’

      Sawyer smiled. ‘Thanks, BB.’

      ‘You’re welcome. Now be a dear and take me home.’

      ‘I thought you had a lunch.’

      ‘I shall call Jacinda when I get home and tell her something came up. I need my driver to take me to my husband’s office so I can confront the bastard.’

      Hearing Beatrice use such colourful language was a new experience for Sawyer, but it made her smile nonetheless. She wouldn’t want to be Oscar when his wife caught up to him.
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      It hadn’t taken long after Sawyer’s conversation with Beatrice for Hunter to contact her to arrange some time to spend with Wyatt. But her ex-husband had still insisted on giving their son a few days to process her sudden appearance in his life before they met properly. Sawyer was willing to play by his rules for now; she would take things into her own hands if it became obvious he was fobbing her off.

      ‘It looks as if the results are in,’ Leighton announced, walking into the kitchen with the post.

      Sawyer pushed the chair from under her and rushed over to take the envelope from him. She was nervous, even though Hunter had admitted she was Wyatt’s mother. Taking a deep breath, she ripped the letter open and silently read the results to herself. A few minutes passed and she gasped, falling back against the table behind her. The wind was knocked out of her.

      ‘Oh God,’ she muttered.

      Leighton frowned. ‘What is it?’

      Sawyer couldn’t bring herself to speak. Instead she handed him the piece of paper for him to read the results for himself.

      ‘No, that can’t be possible…can it?’ he asked, looking at his wife.

      ‘I didn’t think so, but apparently I was wrong.’
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      Walking into the bedroom after breakfast, Jacinda frowned when she saw Hunter packing his suitcase in haste. ‘Are you away on business this week?’ she asked, not recalling him having an upcoming trip.

      ‘No, I’m taking Wyatt and leaving,’ Hunter replied, his pace unwavering as he stuffed clothes inside the case.

      Jacinda was horrified by his disclosure. Her mind was a whirl with possible reactions. She opted to keep him in the dark about her change of heart and let him believe she was his ally. ‘You promised Sawyer you’d let her see Wyatt tomorrow.’

      ‘Which is why she’ll be none the wiser. By the time she realises I’m not dropping him off, we’ll already be in another country.’

      ‘Hunter…you can’t. What if she goes to the police? Won’t it be classed as kidnapping?’

      He shook his head. ‘I don’t see how – the adoption papers only have me named as his legal guardian.’

      ‘Where will you go?’

      ‘It’s best if you don’t know. You can’t incriminate yourself then.’

      ‘The police will track your passport.’

      ‘We won’t be travelling under our real names.’

      ‘You’ve got fake passports?’

      He took a pile of T-shirts from the chest of drawers and placed them in the case. ‘Yeah, I acquired them ages ago in the event of something like this happening.’

      Jacinda pressed him for information that she could pass onto Sawyer. ‘How long will you be gone for?’

      ‘I can’t tell you anything.’

      ‘What about the wedding you wanted me to plan?’

      ‘That’ll have to be put on hold…indefinitely.’

      ‘Why? What’s brought on this sudden change-around?’

      Hunter stopped packing. ‘Right now, all her talk of Wyatt being Charlie are the ramblings of an ex-wife who used to have a drinking problem. If I give Sawyer access, she can get Wyatt’s DNA and that will prove what she’s claiming is true. I can’t afford to give her the opportunity to get her hands on that kind of proof. I won’t spend the next ten years having to share custody with Sawyer and the guy that’s made my life a misery.’

      ‘So, you’re just never coming home?’ she asked, gobsmacked.

      ‘I’ll keep the staff on for a few months while you find somewhere else to go, but you should get on with your life as if I don’t exist.’

      ‘That’s it…Sawyer wins…just like that?’ Jacinda tried to appeal to his pride in the hope he’d want to stay and prove he could win the fight.

      ‘I don’t care about winning, I care about keeping my son.’

      ‘Then I should probably call my parents to find out if my old room is still available,’ she said, laying ground for a defence for if he caught her on the phone. She needed to call Sawyer and prepare her for what Hunter was planning.
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      Since opening the DNA results, Sawyer and Leighton had been sat in silence processing the discovery. They both struggled to take in the test result, even though a suggestion by Delilah had made them consider the possibility.

      Sawyer jumped when her phone started to ring. Reaching for the device, she saw Jacinda’s name on the screen and answered immediately. ‘Hi. Is everything okay?’

      ‘No, it most definitely isn’t,’ Jacinda replied, preparing her for bad news. ‘Hunter is packing to leave.’

      The shock made Sawyer spring to her feet. ‘What?’

      ‘He’s planning to take Wyatt out of the country.’

      ‘He can’t do that. I’m supposed to have Wyatt tomorrow.’

      The mention of her son made Leighton stand up next to her. ‘What’s going on?’ he asked, but Sawyer placed a finger over her lips to shush him.

      ‘It looks as if he’s going tonight, and he’s travelling on false passports. We won’t be able to find out where they’ve gone,’ Jacinda explained. ‘What am I supposed to do?’

      Despite the panic Sawyer felt, she tried to keep her friend calm. ‘Stall as long as you can, I’ll be there soon.’

      ‘He’s not going to stay just because you show up.’

      ‘Yeah, well, I won’t be on my own,’ Sawyer said, hanging up and immediately dialling the number of her contact in the police force.

      Leighton repeated his question. ‘What’s going on?’

      She took a deep breath. ‘Hunter is trying to run off with Wyatt.’

      ‘Are you calling…’

      ‘Freya’s dad, the police superintendent? You bet I am.’
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      While Hunter was busy upstairs, Jacinda took the chance to look through the desk in his office in the hope she could find the fake passports he was planning to use to travel. Uncovering the names Hunter and Wyatt would be using would help Sawyer locate them should they manage to leave. Jacinda had no idea how she could stall them if Sawyer didn’t get to them in time.

      Coming up empty, Jacinda searched the downstairs for any sign of a bag or briefcase Hunter might take with him, but again found nothing. It dawned on her that he would be too cautious to let the documents out of his sight. Jacinda headed upstairs to start packing her own things in the hope she would come across the passports without looking as though she was trying. But as she reached the first floor, Hunter was walking out of Wyatt’s room with two suitcases.

      ‘All ready to go?’ she asked, hoping to distract him with conversation.

      Hunter nodded. ‘I’ve just got to pick up Wyatt from school and we’ll be on our way,’ he said, stepping around her to make his way downstairs.

      Jacinda sighed and spun around to face him. ‘Are you sure this is the way you want to deal with this, Hunter? It might make things worse.’

      He didn’t stop his descent down the stairs as she followed behind him. ‘Please, Jacinda, I haven’t got time for this. I’ve got to be at the airport by eight and it’s a long drive to London.’

      ‘I just want to make sure you’ve thought this through.’

      ‘Yes,’ he replied, opening the front door.

      Jacinda was panicked; Hunter was about to slip through the net and there wasn’t a thing she could do about it. She ran after him, to have one last attempt at slowing his getaway. But as she stepped outside, she saw a convoy of police cars heading up the drive; there were no sirens, just the flash of the blue lights.
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      After getting off the phone with Edward Kline and explaining the situation that had developed, Sawyer and Leighton got in the car and drove over to Hunter’s to prevent him fleeing the country before the police could reach the house. They parked up on his drive, seemingly undetected, and climbed out of the car, waiting for whoever showed up first – Hunter or the police.

      Panic began to pump through Sawyer’s body as the front door opened in slow motion. The threat of losing her son again when she’d been so close to getting him back was crushing. But as Hunter appeared, Sawyer saw the flash of blue light out of the corner of her eye and she immediately relaxed. Hunter and – more importantly – Wyatt weren’t going anywhere.

      The police officers jumped out of the patrol cars, and one approached where Hunter stood. ‘Hunter Livingston?’ the officer asked.

      He frowned. ‘Yes?’

      ‘Put your arms behind your back.’

      ‘Why?’

      ‘I’m arresting you on suspicion of kidnapping and false representation.’ The officer read the charges as he placed Hunter in handcuffs. ‘You do not have to say anything, but it may harm your defence if you do not mention when questioned something which you later rely on in court. Anything you do say may be given in evidence,’ he cautioned.

      ‘You’re having me arrested?’ Hunter called out to his ex-wife.

      ‘You left me no choice; you were trying to leave the country,’ Sawyer replied, as he was led away from the house towards the police car.

      When Hunter looked at Jacinda, Sawyer could tell he suspected his fiancée of having a hand in stopping his plan. He shifted his attention to the arresting officer. ‘Whatever she’s told you, she’s lying. He’s my son; I can’t kidnap my own son.’

      Sawyer stepped towards him. ‘Except he’s not your son,’ she announced.

      It had been Delilah’s suggestion that led them to their new discovery, when they had all been looking over the photos of Wyatt that Jacinda had shared with Sawyer. Delilah was just saying what was on her mind, without meaning anything by it. But the confusion over paternity when Sawyer had discovered she was pregnant had been enough of a reason to have an additional DNA test done.

      

      ‘I can’t believe Jacinda just sent you Wyatt’s pictures,’ Delilah said, as her sister scrolled through her phone for the photos.

      ‘Well, once Hunter admitted he was Charlie, Jacinda was more than willing to share a few of them with me,’ Sawyer said, turning the phone for her to see the screen.

      ‘I can’t get over how much he looks like Tilly,’ Leighton said, studying the picture.

      ‘Momma must have some strong genes,’ Delilah said. ‘Although, if I didn’t know better, I’d have said Leighton was his dad.’

      Stunned, Sawyer stared wide-eyed at her sister. She studied the photo. Wyatt had blond hair like hers. She zoomed in on his face and saw he had green eyes. Hunter’s eyes were brown, hers were blue; Leighton was the only one with green eyes. Could it be possible that he wasn’t Hunter’s child after all and was Leighton’s?

      

      The DNA test had confirmed Wyatt’s paternity, much to the shock of his biological parents.

      It took a while, but Sawyer saw the moment when her words registered with Hunter. His shock turned to rage. ‘I knew you were still sleeping with him,’ he barked, trying to break away from the officer, who held him back with a firm grip on the cuffs.
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      Walking out of school, Wyatt saw Jacinda’s car waiting for him as usual. But instead of seeing the woman who had helped to raise him, he saw the one who was his biological mother. He didn’t know what to do. Did he go back inside the school and tell a teacher there was a stranger there trying to take him, like his dad had told him to? Or get in the car?

      Something had to be wrong if she was here to collect him instead of Jacinda.

      After hearing his mum say that his dad had taken him from her, Wyatt was curious to get to know her. All the other boys his age had mums and he had always felt that he was missing out. Jacinda had done her best, but he just hadn’t felt the same connection the other boys seemed to have with their mums. Since finding out who she was, Wyatt had hoped she would be in his life; he just didn’t want to have that relationship at the expense of the one he had with his dad.
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      Watching her son walk out of the school gates fulfilled an experience Sawyer never thought she’d have. But she saw him frown when he saw her standing next to Jacinda and hesitate before continuing towards them. She could sense his apprehension, and projected a smile at him, hoping that would ease any concerns he had.

      Sawyer had wanted to use Jacinda’s car to fetch him from school alone because he wouldn’t think twice about approaching, expecting it to be her. But with the arrest of his father, she had thought it best for her friend to go along with her. The initial idea was for Sawyer to wait inside the car; she just hadn’t been able to wait to see him. She didn’t want Wyatt to climb in the backseat and panic. At least this way, it wouldn’t be such a shock.

      ‘Hi, Wyatt,’ she greeted him as he got closer.

      Wyatt looked straight at Jacinda; his question immediate. ‘Where’s my dad?’

      The uneasy feeling Sawyer had on the drive over reared up in her stomach. How were they going to explain? She didn’t want to do it outside the school – she preferred to attempt her explanation in private. No matter what he’d done or how he’d gone about it, Hunter was the only parent Wyatt knew, and she was conscious of that. After all, the confusion over his parentage was down to her – not that she would ever forgive Hunter taking her son from her.

      Jacinda was creative with the truth. ‘He’s busy – he said we could pick you up today.’

      Seeming to accept her explanation, Wyatt got closer still and Sawyer opened the back door of the car for him to climb in. She watched him as he considered his next move and was relieved when he got in.

      Closing the door behind him, Sawyer gave Jacinda a smile as they climbed in the car. She planned to take him to his home; he could talk to Jacinda then and be assured anything he was told was the truth. Sawyer wanted to pack anything he wanted to take with him, because he was going home with her.
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      Pulling up on the drive outside Hunter’s house. Sawyer immediately spotted Beatrice and Oscar and her heart dropped. The cat was going to be out of the bag before she had a chance to tell Wyatt anything, and an argument with his grandparents wasn’t the way Sawyer wanted him to find out the big change that was coming.

      Jacinda crept closer to her parking spot. ‘What do you want me to do?’

      ‘Pull up,’ Sawyer instructed. ‘I’ll deal with them.’

      As they all got out of the car, Wyatt ran straight over to hug Beatrice. ‘Grandma!’

      Sawyer held up her hand when Oscar advanced towards her. ‘Not in front of Wyatt,’ she stated firmly before turning to Jacinda. ‘Can you take Wyatt inside please?’

      Jacinda nodded, and Wyatt frowned as he was ushered towards the front door.

      No sooner had the pair disappeared inside than Beatrice turned on Sawyer. ‘I help you to get access to your son and you have mine arrested?’ She wore her outrage on her face.

      Sawyer was merciless. ‘He stole my son.’

      ‘You’re a heartless bitch,’ Oscar chimed in.

      She was unfazed by his attempted insult. ‘He was trying to leave the country with Wyatt to stop me seeing him.’

      Beatrice’s face softened somewhat. ‘But to have him arrested, Sawyer, that’s cruel even for you.’

      ‘I’m sorry, BB; I’ve always liked you. But I couldn’t have Hunter disappearing with my son, not after he’d kept him from me for all these years.’

      ‘Well, Wyatt’s his son too; he won’t do time.’ Oscar’s voice was full of confidence.

      Sawyer took a minute to relish the information she had to share and allowed a smug grin to develop on her lips. ‘He will do time, Oscar; Wyatt isn’t his son, he’s Leighton’s.’

      ‘I knew you were slutting around behind his back.’

      ‘You should be careful with that righteous indignation; I know you’re no angel.’

      Sawyer felt a twinge of guilt when she noticed the trace of tears running down Beatrice’s face. But the responsibility of her pain lay with her husband and their son. She empathised with her ex-mother-in-law. ‘I’m angry, but I didn’t want you to hear the news like this. If I were you, I’d rethink your marriage. You’re married to a man who thinks it’s his God-given right to get his own way. It’s time he was forced to realise he can’t keep manipulating people.’
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      When Sawyer walked inside the front door of Hunter’s house, she heard Wyatt shouting from above. Confused, she took the stairs two at a time to reach the ruckus and found her son having a tantrum, throwing things around his bedroom.

      ‘No, I’m not going anywhere. I live here,’ he screamed.

      Sawyer looked to Jacinda. ‘What the hell is going on?’

      ‘I told him to pack his things because he’s going home with you,’ she replied.

      ‘Why the hell did you do that? You should’ve let me tell him,’ Sawyer said, slowly approaching her son in a bid to negotiate. ‘Wyatt…listen to me…’

      ‘No! I don’t want to go!’ he said, picking up some clothes that had been stacked on his bed and throwing them at her.

      With one swift movement, Sawyer got close enough to pin his arms to his sides and spun him to restrain him against her body. He fought against her hold, trying with all his might to break free while he screamed. But Sawyer continued to hold him until the energy seemed to drain from him and he gave up the fight.

      Once she felt he was calm enough to listen to her, she dropped to her knees in front of him. ‘I know this isn’t fair and I know you’re hurting, but you can’t stay here on your own. You’ve got to come home with me. But, if it’s okay with Jacinda, maybe I can stay here with you for a few days so we can get to know each other a bit better before we have to leave.’

      ‘Where’s my dad?’ he asked, sniffing back tears.

      She took a deep breath. ‘He’s gone away for a while. He loved you so much, he took you from me and that meant he got in trouble with the police. He didn’t know he wasn’t your dad, it’s not his fault. But you have two parents who love you and we want you to come home.’ She explained things the only way she could so that he would understand. ‘Would you be willing to give us a chance?’

      Wyatt hesitated, as if he was considering her request. Slowly he nodded. ‘Okay.’

      ‘Thank you,’ she smiled. ‘How about we pack everything you want to bring with you?’

      He nodded again and Sawyer watched him set to the task of picking up the things he’d strewn around the room.
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      After a few days, Sawyer and Leighton had taken their son home to the coast to meet his little sister and try to get back to some form of normality while they waited for Hunter’s trial. However, the process of accepting two strangers as his parents wasn’t without its challenges.

      Wyatt didn’t talk to either of the adults in his life upon first arriving at his new home and spent most of the time hidden away in his new bedroom; Sawyer could only assume he felt safe on his own. It took therapy sessions to finally get Wyatt to deal with his pain.

      Against her better judgement, Sawyer had taken Wyatt to visit Hunter in prison once he’d been convicted and sentenced to twenty years behind bars. She didn’t want to rip him away from the only parent he knew. But the more comfortable Wyatt got with his biological parents, the less he wanted to visit the man who’d raised him for the first eight years of his life, and eventually the prison trips stopped altogether.

      It had taken a full year for Wyatt to accept his new family – younger sibling included – and begin communicating; the wait had been long and arduous, but both of his parents had been as understanding as they could manage. They knew they couldn’t push, they had to allow Wyatt to reach acceptance in his own time, and their patience finally paid off when he started sitting with them to eat meals.

      The first time Wyatt had called Sawyer Mum – eighteen months after their initial meeting – she’d immediately burst into tears. She never thought she’d ever hear her son call her Mum and she was overwhelmed it had happened so quickly. But Leighton hadn’t had the honour of being called Dad; as far as Wyatt was concerned, his father was sitting in prison.

      It was now five years after Sawyer had found her son, and their little family was functioning the same as any ordinary, loving one would – not always perfect, but liking each other most of the time.

      ‘I’ll race you to the water,’ eight-year-old Tilly challenged her dad, taking off down the beach before Leighton had a chance to get up off the sand.

      Getting to his feet, he smiled at his wife before turning to chase their daughter. ‘If I catch you, you’re going in the water,’ he called after her.

      Sawyer smiled as she watched them get further away and then glanced over at Wyatt, who was building sandcastles in the sand. He’d already been through so much in his thirteen years, but Sawyer hoped he was happy with his lot in life.

      Looking up to see her watching him, Wyatt smiled. ‘Mum, what time is Grandma BB getting here?’

      Sawyer checked her watch. ‘She should be here in a few hours.’

      Deciding Beatrice shouldn’t be punished for the sins of Hunter, Sawyer hadn’t severed the relationship Wyatt had had with his grandmother – especially as he wouldn’t know his other grandparents. Beatrice had never been part of the plan, and had simply loved Wyatt as a grandmother would, so it didn’t feel right to cut her from his life when the two had such a bond. She visited when she could, and Sawyer took Wyatt to see her whenever she was visiting Delilah.

      The summer holidays gave Beatrice a chance to spend more time with them, and this year she had accepted Sawyer and Leighton’s invitation to stay at the house for a week.

      Wyatt continued to shovel sand into his bucket. ‘Mum, do you think Leighton will build sandcastles with me?’

      ‘I’m sure he will if you ask,’ she replied.

      Hearing Tilly’s excited scream, Sawyer cast her eyes down the beach to find Leighton had scooped her up into his arms and was heading towards the water. Sawyer could hear her faint pleas of protest in the air as they gradually got further away. But no sooner had Leighton dunked her than they were making their way back up the beach.

      ‘Here’s your chance to ask,’ Sawyer said.

      Waiting until Leighton got close enough, Wyatt smiled at him. ‘Dad, would you help me build sandcastles?’

      The shock of being called dad was evident on Leighton’s face as he looked over at Sawyer. ‘Dad…’ He mouthed the word before turning to his son. ‘Of course, I’d love to.’
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        If you’ve been affected by

        stillbirth and neonatal death,

        please visit this UK charity website

      

        

      
        SANDS

        (www.sands.org.uk)

      

        

      
        If anyone would like to read Libby’s blog about how she dealt with the loss of her daughter Beatrice, please visit:

        elizabethrosemartin.wordpress.com

      

        

      
        Disclaimer

        The morning after pill is not to be used as depicted in this book. It is an emergency contraceptive, which can be taken 3–5 days after sex, and you should always seek medical advice before use. As with all medications, there are side effects if misused.
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