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CHAPTER 1




Gina Cassani inhaled the warm breeze as she stood on brick-paved ground in front of an easel, dabbing a splash of purple on to her flower design, emulating the plants that grew up against her grey timber fence at home. 

She flicked her shoulder-length auburn curls away from her face, and took a step back to scrutinise her painting. Her shed in the corner and flowers lining the perimeter. A bed of brush alongside the house with overhanging trees near her fence swayed in the breeze above a large patch of lawn. 

Gina leaned against the outdoor table, pulled out the white steel chair, and sat with a relieved sigh. Painting was her escape from her role as a data scientist. It gave her a creative outlet beyond her usual factual projections and statistics, which she loved too, but painting took her to another place, another time. Where life had new possibilities and didn’t drag her down as much as reality did. It was her safe place, where nothing could go wrong. It would truly be a dream come true if she could have her own gallery show one day, to display her deepest, darkest emotions made physical.

Gina relished painting landscapes, and abstract designs which expressed so much more than she ever could in words alone. Painting saved her from the darkness she sometimes held within, and she couldn’t imagine not having her creative outlet.

The buzzing of her phone brought her out of her reverie, alerting her to the arrival of a visitor at her front door. It was her friend, Dalia.

Wiping her hands on her smock as she pulled it off, she quickly stepped inside, and thoroughly washed her hands before heading to the door.

She swung it open, her heart warming at the sight of her friend. “Hi, Dalia. You’re early.” 

“Sorry. I can see you’re in the middle of painting—I can keep myself busy while you finish.” Dalia was impeccably dressed in loose-fitting pants and a tight, red top. Her lovely high cheekbones and copper-coloured hair matching her inner beauty. She pulled aside a wispy strand that fell down her cheek.

“No, it’s all good. I’ve finished now. Come in.” Gina led her to the two-seated white sofa with its plush, matching pillows. “Let me quickly get changed and I’ll get you a coffee—or would you prefer a wine?”

“A wine would be great. Thanks.”

Gina stepped inside her bedroom with its grey carpet underneath drawn curtains, a bedside lamp and a double bed with throw pillows. She changed into a black plain t-shirt and blue stretch jeans.

She returned to the living room holding two glasses of Merlot. “Here you go,” she said.

“Thanks,” said Dalia, whose chestnut eyes were fixed on her. She wrinkled her narrow nose. “Something’s wrong. I can tell.”

Gina sat beside her on the couch and sipped her wine, then set it gently on the glass coffee table. “I’m just worried about this new possible client we’re seeing Monday. The pitch has to be perfect.” She took a breath. “I’ve never worked for a chain of health centres before.”

Dalia angled her head. “You shouldn’t worry, Gina. It’s the same job you’re doing now but  in a new industry. I’m sure you’ll land the contract and learn the business in no time.”

She nodded. “Even if I do get the job, what if I don’t like the manager or staff? What if they don’t see my work as helpful if they compare me to other data scientists, or marketers? Even meeting new people is daunting; you never know who you’ll get. Am I going to clash? Will they like me, will I like them, and…”

Dalia held up a hand. “Stop right there, lady. You cannot focus on the future when you don’t know if any of that will happen. Stop being negative and embrace the opportunity. You can learn so much in a new industry, and I have absolute faith in you.”

Gina arched a brow. “But I don’t know if I’ve even prepared enough. Sometimes it’s like I let my painting get in the way as a distraction.” She calmed her breathing. “It’s hard to find a balance. As much as I’d like to sell my paintings, I don’t have the time to market them. I always have this fear in my head that people will turn me away, that I’m not good enough, or I’ll say the wrong thing.”

Dalia sighed. “Don’t make assumptions, beautiful lady. You need to make the time.” She took a breath. “I’d be happy to go with you to meet a gallery owner.”

Gina shrugged. “Maybe.” 

Dalia sat up straighter and clasped her hands together. “You know, if you were to start your own marketing firm, you could pick and choose your own jobs.”

Gina nodded. “That’s exactly why I want my own consulting company; for the flexibility and control over my work. It’d give me more time to work on my art too.” She rubbed her hands together. “How is Luca, by the way?”

Dalia’s eyes lit up, clearly still in love. “He’s amazing. Two days ago he took me to see the opera, which I loved. Next weekend, he wants to take me to Daylesford for a hot spa day. Can’t wait. It’s never boring with him.”

Gina beamed, part of her wishing she had that kind of love. “I’m glad he’s treating you well after everything you went through.”

Dalia drank down her wine as Gina’s phone pinged with a message. “Who’s that?”

Gina picked up her phone and clicked on the video chat. “Rose, how are you?”

Her other friend, Rose, lived in Tuscany with her gorgeous Italian boyfriend, living her dream life. “Ladies, so good to see you. I’ve missed you guys.”

Dalia leaned forward and stared into the screen. Rose’s kind hazel eyes and long, strawberry blonde hair accentuated her beauty. She also had a warm heart. “When are you coming back to visit?”

Rose sighed. “Hard to say, girl. The villa’s been busy with more guests than I can handle. I might need to hire someone else. But I’m loving it. What’s new with you two?”

Gina explained about her new client. “I always get nervous with potential new jobs and hope they take on board what I advise.”

“I am sure you’ll be fine, girl. Just take it one day at a time and you’ll adapt quickly.”

“I am so jealous of your gorgeous man, Gianni. Is he keeping you up most nights?” Dalia teased.

“Of course. I fall in love with him more each day. He’s wanting to come to Melbourne in the next few months. We’ll see. Now, I know how Luca is, Dalia, but what about you, Gina? How’s your love life?”

Gina scoffed. “What love life? I prefer to be single.”

Rose pointed a finger. “Listen to me. Do not let Steven turn you off men. Not all of them cheat.”

Gina’s chest ached as she closed her eyes briefly. “It was more than cheating, Rose. But please, I don’t want to rehash it. We have enough negativity in the world without my ex coming into the mix.”

“I’m sorry. I know it was hard, but I care, and we only want you to be happy. You’re beautiful and deserve to find love too,” said Rose.

“I second that,” said Dalia, who inched forward and squeezed Gina’s hand. “We love you and know you’ve got a lot to offer someone. It’ll happen when you least expect it.”

Gina remained silent, knowing she had stopped believing in love three years ago. Love couldn’t be trusted when all it meant was pain. She might as well join a nunnery.








  
  
CHAPTER 2




Stephen drank a beer and sat opposite his friend, Dale, whose emerald-green eyes observed him while sipping on his bourbon. The brilliant, blue spring sky and rare billowing clouds brought in butterflies and other insects as Stephen took in the city view of South Yarra across from his balcony. Rustling trees and a warm breeze awarded him a stillness which he rarely took the time to experience, reminding him to divert his attention back to Dale. “I forgot to mention something." He exhaled. "You know that marketing company we might hire?” 

Dale nodded as he placed a finger over his cleft chin. His shoulder-length black hair with its blonde highlights rippled in the breeze. “Sure. What about it?”

“On Monday they’re sending over a data scientist who's going to assess our financials and discuss projections.” Stephen was the CEO of Katie’s Health Group, which was doing marginally well profit-wise, but had taken a big hit after a former health worker had committed fraud. It had harmed their reputation, and they had lost a few important clients. They needed to get back on track.

He downed his bourbon. “I heard she’s a bit of a hard taskmaster, so you might have your hands full. But I also heard she’s beautiful. Deadly combination, don’t you think?”

Stephen waved his hand. “I’m staying away from women.”

Dale laughed as he shifted in his timber-slatted chair. “Come on, man. You can’t keep drinking your way to fun when you’re thirty-five. Haven’t you played the field long enough, my friend? It’s time you put down some roots and settle down.”

Stephen’s heart clenched. “Just because you’re married and have a baby doesn’t mean I have to be. I’d rather focus on the business. Not to mention starting up the nightclub. I’ll be busy, so why would I want to tie myself down? Besides, I’ve had enough pain in relationships to last a lifetime. I need my freedom.” He couldn’t imagine a baby living as he did in this inner-city house with its dynamic architectural design, and generous sized rooms he could use for guests and old friends. He’d have to child-proof the entire home. Besides, the idea of family made him sick to the stomach after he’d had those fantasies years ago. He refused to go there. No, it was much better to be free while hosting parties and schmoozing new investors for future business. Being single was safe, and he could no longer consider trading his single life for a gut-wrenching relationship. 

Dale shook his head. “No, that’s your fear talking, Stephen. I know the pain you went through when you lost her, man, but you can’t just let yourself grow old and lonely.”

Stephen’s chest constricted, but he ignored it and got up, heading to the couch inside. He pushed away his rampant thoughts. “Let’s watch a bit of sport before I need to head into the nightclub.” 

His new business had started a few months ago, and he’d hired people he trusted. Stephen thoroughly vetted them to avoid being burned like he had with his last staff member. But his heart soared at how he thrived on keeping busy and being in charge of several businesses. With the guidance of his retired father, who had owned businesses all his life, he mastered the skill of investment and became a billionaire. But despite his wealth, he still had so much to achieve, like potentially building more nightclubs and increasing his art collection. He was a lover of art and keen to buy that perfect piece, which would honour his past. The only problem was, he still hadn’t found the one that spoke to him like a hit to the gut.

“I won’t be able to make it to the nightclub tonight, Stephen, but enjoy it without me. I’ve got a family event.”

“No problem. I’ve got to check the books and talk to the manager. I’m thinking of potentially doing karaoke or theme nights.”

“So, you’re wanting to draw in a range of demographics?”

“Yes and no, mainly focussing on the older crowd. They’ve got more money to spend than the younger ones.”

“So true. Now, let’s watch the game.”

His phone buzzed on the glass table. Leaning forward, he picked it up and saw the display. The caller was his friend and communications consultant, who worked for him tirelessly and hardly took a day off. “Hey, George.” 

“Stephen, listen. That new firm we might use just asked for our numbers from several years ago and our last financial year's profit.”

“Why now? Can’t they wait until Monday?”

George laughed. “Apparently, the data scientist, Gina, said she wants to look it over now to prepare for Monday’s meeting. She doesn’t want to wait.”

He exhaled, shaking his head. “My goodness. The woman is only pitching for us, but already giving us grief.”

“Maybe, but if she can help us, it’ll be worth it. Please get it done.”

“On it, George. Enjoy your weekend.”

He ended the call and turned to Dale, who glanced at him curiously, but Stephen put up a hand and switched on the TV to take his mind off his dreaded Monday. “Don’t even ask.” Had he made the right decision to consider this marketing firm, or should he look elsewhere?










  
  
CHAPTER 3




Gina stared in wonder at the smooth purple carpet that felt soft underneath her laced sandals, and the glossy round tables surrounded by high stools; wall-to-wall mosaic patterns creating a circular whirlpool, congested bar to the side, and dance floor filled to the brim. Deafening music assaulted her eardrums and young women singing aloud to the sound threatened to give her a headache. Why had she agreed to have a girls’ night out with Dalia, who already had a boyfriend? She didn’t need to be taken to a meat marketplace to wonder whether she’d find any men she could have a mature conversation with here—not that she was looking. Doubtful. 

“Oh, wow. Look at all the neon lights. Can you believe how modern and upbeat this place looks? It’s only a few months old; it’s beautiful,” said Dalia.

“Whatever you say,” said Gina, glaring at a man eyeing her from head to toe. Why had she chosen this black satin dress with its high split and a low-cut neckline that fit so tightly it seemed to crush her lungs?

The nightclub’s lighting was low and created an eerie atmosphere, which made it impossible to see anyone properly. Even the stage, which held a four-piece band playing jazz tunes, did little to perk her up. The music was too loud, the people too weird, and already her feet were killing her.

People pushed into her to pass through to the dance floor, so she shifted closer to the bar. “Let’s get a drink, Dalia. What would you like?”

Dalia hovered at the bar and grinned at Gina. “I think the barman likes you. He can’t take his eyes off you.”

Gina shook her head. “No, he’s looking at you, not me.”

Dalia waved a hand dismissively. “Never mind. I’ll have a vodka and lime. I’ll get the next round.”

Gina leaned over the bar and ordered their drinks. A Moscato for herself and a vodka and lime for Dalia. She swallowed at the smouldering gaze of the server, who was handsome enough but appeared to be in his early twenties—far too young. She wasn’t here to meet anyone, anyway. More like doing a favour for her friend, who enjoyed nightclubs and men’s intense gazes.

Dalia grabbed her drink. “Thanks, beautiful.” She turned. “Why don’t we head on upstairs? I’m curious to see what’s up there.”

“Lead the way,” said Gina, who sipped her drink as they navigated the crowd.

Walking upstairs, she held on tightly to her glass, her bag over her shoulder, and holding on to the rail. Once they reached the top of the stairs, she rounded the corner until—bam—a heavy, robust chest knocked into her, causing her to gasp. Her drink spilled all over the top of her dress and the glass dropped out of her hands. “Oh, great. Thanks a lot.” She winced at the chill of her drink against her chest.

“I am so sorry. I didn’t see you there,” said a man she refused to look at.

“That’s obvious. How could you be so clumsy? I should send you my cleaning bill. Of all the….”

He tapped her elbow. “I really am sorry.”

Gina looked up at him as Dalia dabbed at her chest with tissues, a smirk on her face, remaining silent as she observed the exchange.

Gina was speechless. Hell! The man looked like a high-end model from the front cover of a fashion magazine. His gorgeous looks deserved to be outlawed. But she wouldn’t get taken in by his unnervingly handsome features.

He wore tight, pleated pants, with ripped muscles protruding from his rolled-up white shirt, buttoned down to show a few hairs over a taut chest. His beard and moustache gave him a regal look, and his dirty-blonde crew cut and thick, pronounced eyebrows gave him the appearance of a bad-boy.

His looks wouldn’t fool Gina, who could instantly tell he was a player. “You should be damn sorry. Now I’m drenched, thanks to you.”

“I’ll pay for the cleaning, and I will get you another drink.”

She waved him away. “Oh, just forget it.”Gina walked away without a backward glance.

Dalia leaned in next to her. “Are you mad? What the hell, Gina? Do you have eyes?”

“Yes, I do, but I won’t get taken in by a guy who most likely thinks he’s god’s gift to women. God knows I’ve had enough of those. Too many immature men around in this lifetime and I’d be glad to remain a spinster my whole life rather than deal with these arrogant players.”

Dalia huffed. “Oh, Gina. Come on. It looks as though there’s another dance floor and bar here. A nightclub within a nightclub. Quite nifty. But let’s get you cleaned up first.”

“Let’s go to the washroom. Then I’ll get another drink and hope to never see that guy again for as long as I live.”




      [image: ]Stephen had goosebumps. Wow! Oh, wow! Did his eyes deceive him, or was she the most beautiful woman in the world? That satin dress, which fit her body like a second skin, the curvature of her waist, the high split that showed a hint of smooth skin, and the low neckline which left little to the imagination. If she wasn’t so rude, he would’ve asked to spend the night with her. No harm in a one-night stand with no strings, and the anger in those eyes was a turn-on. She was feisty and strong. But he also saw pain in her eyes.

He couldn’t let her leave without buying her another drink. His head told him to stay away, but his heart drew him to her, despite her anger.

Decision made, Stephen turned back. If he explained he was the owner, she might be more understanding. It was for business only. He hated leaving patrons like that when she could easily leave a negative review. The club was still new, and he needed happy customers.

His eyes darting, he made his way back up the stairs. Pushing through crowds, dodging a drunken man, and ignoring ogling women, he forged on but couldn’t find her anywhere. Damn! She had to have gone to the washroom, surely.

His manager, Lou, a broad-shouldered man in his twenties, approached him on his way to the bar and patted him on the shoulder. “Hey, man. Just wanted to give you a heads-up. That lady friend of yours is asking for you.”

He sighed, shaking his head as he remembered their one-night stand after the opening of his club. Not only had he been drunk, but he couldn’t remember her name. He had driven to her apartment but had left early morning. No doubt she’d have forgotten the sex, but she kept coming to the club and flirting as if they were in a relationship. What had he done? Why couldn’t he resist beautiful women? He knew why.










  
  
CHAPTER 4




His legs weighed him down like lead as he sat by the bar opposite the bartender. “Hey, Bruno. Busy night?” Bruno’s moustache and beady eyes made him look older than twenty-five. 

“Of course, boss. You okay, man?”

“All good.” He wasn’t about to tell the man about his former conquest. He leaned over, careful to avoid the sloshing alcohol on the counter. “Any problems with patrons?” He caught a whiff of jasmine mixed in with lavender.

“None, man.” Bruno dropped an umbrella into a mixed drink and handed it to a woman standing alongside him. Her hands were dainty, fingernails blood-red.

As he turned to the side, his chest exploded. The hot, sexy woman was back. “Thank you,” she said. 

Glaring in his direction, she walked back to her friend and whispered in her ear.

On wobbly legs, he made his way to the woman. “Please. Let me buy you a round. For…before.”

She huffed. “No need. It’s forgotten.”

“Listen, I insist. This is my club, and I don’t like having any patron leave my nightclub unhappy. I owe it to you.”

She smirked. “You own this nightclub?” He nodded. “Good for you, and you don’t owe me anything. Let’s drop it.”

Her friend gave her a strange look, then stepped towards him. “What’s your name?”

He grinned, realising she was softer than the other. “I’m Stephen. And you are?”

She shook his hand. “Dalia, and this is my friend, Gina. She would gladly accept your drink. Thank you.”

Gina drank down her wine making him jealous of the glass. “No, Dalia. It’s fine. Please. Can we go now?”

“Come on, Gina. Have fun for once in your life. The man owns the club and is making a friendly gesture.” She faced him. “This is an amazing place. How long’s it been open?”

He swallowed and wished Gina would look at him. But instead, she avoided his eyes and stared into her hands. “Only three months. Still new.” Taking a breath, he asked, “What’s your poison, Gina?”

She hesitated. “I… I…”

Stephen felt warm, smooth hands slide over his eyes.

“Guess who?”

Oh, no. He recognised that voice. His last conquest. Christ. “Don’t have a damn clue.”

“Come on, honey. You can’t forget the amazing night we spent together.”

His heart raced, blind to the reactions of his two female companions. “I don’t know. Truly.” He lifted her hands away from his eyes and turned to face the woman. Her eyebrows were well-shaped, and her low cut, white dress was two sizes too small for her. She was gorgeous in a shallow way that didn’t come close to Gina.

“It’s Anne. How can you not recognise my voice, darling?”

Only because he didn’t know her name, but her voice grated in his ears in that high-pitched tone. “Hello. Are you having fun?”

“Of course, darling. When are we catching up? I’ve been asking about you, but you haven’t answered. I understand you’re busy.”

“I am, and sorry, but I can’t.” He waved his hand in Gina’s direction. “I’d like you to meet Gina and Dalia, two friends of mine.”

Anne scowled as she inched her way forward and stroked his cheek. “How about we get out of here and have some real fun?”

Gina laughed, then stormed off, with Dalia following. He couldn’t let her get away. “Excuse me.” He scurried towards her and tapped her on the shoulder. “Please wait. I still owe you that drink.”

She exhaled and touched the base of her throat as if she was nervous. Scanning him from head to toe, she said, “I know your type. Thinks he can sow his wild oats with every woman who might pay him even the tiniest bit of attention. A player. The more notches on his belt, the more he’s proud of himself and boasts to his friends. I don’t need you to flirt with me because I know who you truly are. Shallow and a plain womaniser. I respect you owning the club, but that doesn’t give you the right to bother me about a stupid drink when all you want is to get me in bed. Am I wrong?”

He chuckled. Wow! She was a real piece of work, this one. “For your information, you don’t know me from a bar of soap, and I am not the shallow person you refer to. If you put aside your judgements, you might learn a thing or two.”

“Right. Whatever you say,” she said.

Dalia intervened. “Listen, Stephen. We’ll come some other night when you’ve both cooled down. There are obvious misunderstandings here and I apologise for my friend, but she’s had a rough time of things.”

Gina touched her friend on the shoulder. “Please, Dalia. Let’s just leave.”

He didn’t know what had triggered him and hated himself for being rude to her when she had the right to her opinion. “I am sorry, Gina. I didn’t mean to upset you, but I’m not that guy. Really. Let me make it up to you. I’ll leave you alone if you promise to enjoy the night without me. I’ll stay away.”

“I think you should go back to your friend, Anne.” She squared her shoulders. “Goodbye.”

He watched her leave with her friend, who gave him a reassuring look, then he ambled back to the bar to grab a drink. Anne had left. 

He approached the bartender. “When you get a chance, Bruno, give me a vodka, please.”

“Sure thing, boss.” He grinned as he poured the drink into a glass, gliding it across the counter. “That woman was…interesting. I could hear you guys from over here. She was gorgeous.”

He drank the vodka, which soothed his parched throat. “Hmm. If you like the judgemental, negative type, sure.”

“I think she likes you.”

“Right. Like a swimmer loves a shark. I could see that.”

“I know body language, and it was clear she was attracted to you. Don’t let her get away. If she made assumptions about you, don’t go making assumptions about her.”

He chuckled. “You should be my counsellor, Bruno. I don’t think I pay you enough. Enjoy the rest of the night.”

As he made his way back to his office, Stephen’s body slouched. He hated the way the woman had made him feel, despite being drawn to her. At least he knew he wouldn’t have to deal with her again. Beauty or not, he didn’t need the stress or negativity.








  
  
CHAPTER 5




Gina rubbed her eyes, then stretched out her arms as she roused from sleep. A hint of sunlight streamed in through a gap in her curtains. She yawned, her head feeling heavy and body weighing her down. She had struggled to sleep the past two nights and knew exactly why. That creature she’d met on Saturday night had put a sour taste in her mouth. The man was immature and had to throw his flirtatious behaviour right in her face. First, he tried his charms on her, then had the nerve to put on the charm with that other woman. No doubt he was the type who would attempt to get any woman into bed. She would call herself attractive, but she wasn’t easy with men and hadn’t had sex with anyone in a very long time. 

It had been three years since she’d been in a relationship and thinking about that made her sick to her stomach. Her ex-boyfriend before that was aggressive, and luckily, she had the support of friends to keep her safe. No, she had been hurt one too many times, and she refused to let thoughts of a silly player consume her mind.

After rubbing the ache at the back of her neck, she headed to the bathroom, showered, then ate toast and eggs for breakfast. She chewed her last bite, wiped her mouth with a napkin, then went to the bathroom to brush her teeth. The sound of the doorbell made her rush into her room where she picked up her handbag, satchel, and keys.

Making her way to the front door, her heart overflowed with fondness as she smiled at her friend and colleague, Teresa, who was picking her up for their meeting with their possible client, Katie’s Health Group.
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