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Chapter One

 

Nowra NSW

Australia

Zack

Everyone in the chapel, including me, flinched when the doors crashed open and hit the wall with an earth-shattering bang. 

The minister ceased talking and glanced up. A frown crossed his face and an expression of…was it recognition that dawned? 

The congregation swivelled in their seats, eager to see who was rudely interrupting the funeral service of such a beloved citizen. 

A woman in heels clicked her way down the aisle. My eyes followed her progression—Closely. 

The woman who looked to be aged in her mid-thirties had a shock of blonde/brown hair which hung in soft curls past her shoulders. Her pale blue skirt swung back and forth with the rhythm of her swaying hips as she made her way forward. I had never seen her before.

My youngest brother, Neil leaned close. “Looks to be the right age for you. Nice arse.” 

I turned to glare at Neil but instead found myself grinning at the comment regarding the woman's derriere. His lips curved upward in a knowing smile. 

“I agree,” Lance, our middle brother leaned forward and commented. 

Yep, there was no denying the fact, my two brothers and I were definitely arse men. 

When I turned back, the woman stood in front of the minister. Both hands were jammed on her hips. Her stance was stiff and when she addressed him, there was doubting she was angry. 

“George.” 

“Natalie Lewis. It’s been a very long time.” 

I was mesmerized by the standoff. The tension between the two hung thickly in the air, you could have cut it with a knife.

Natalie stepped toward the coffin resting on a table beside them. The lid remained up as mourners had been paying their final respects before the service commenced.

“Natalie, please show respect.”

“Respect?” She screamed. “What a fucking joke.” She stepped closer to the coffin.

The gathering behind her was silent, watching her every move. We were gathered to farewell a much-loved member of our community and I had no idea why this woman was so angry? Who was she and why was she here?

I shifted in my seat at the rear of the church to get a better view. I didn't want to miss any of what was unfolding.

Natalie snatched up a photo that had been clasped in the corpse's hand. “You think you’re fucking peaceful now, you bitch. Are you hoping that because you’re dead I’ll forget the fucking chaos you caused in my life for years?” She laughed but it was a harsh, unpleasant sound. “You are sadly mistaken. I will never forgive or forget your cruelty.”

Everyone gasped and shifted uncomfortably in their seats. Natalie raised her head and looked out over the mourners. She waved a hand from one side to the other.

“Look at all of you. Come to say your goodbyes to this evil bitch. She doesn’t deserve any of this. She should have been burnt at a fucking stake and left to rot in hell for eternity.”

Let me reconsider the fact she was angry—Natalie was enraged. The woman oozed hatred from every pore and her trembling was visible.

The gathering jumped in shock when she turned and threw the photo to the floor causing the glass to shatter into tiny fragments. She then spun around and spat in the dead woman's face.  

A shocked murmur rippled through the church.

With one last glance at the minister, she spun on her heel and stomped back down the aisle.

I witnessed the anger, mixed with resignation, in her brown eyes as she neared where I sat. Her blue jacket was buttoned tightly over a large, well-formed bosom, and for some unexplainable reason, I itched for a feel. Really? In church for a funeral and you are thinking about fondling her tits? My knuckles whitened as I rested closed fists firmly on my knees. 

I would love to release the large globes and feel their weight in my hands. Again—Church. Funeral. Inappropriate thoughts. 

My cock danced in my pants at the thought, not caring it was neither the time nor the place, and I was forced to adjust myself. It had been far too long since I'd taken a woman.

The doors crashed into each other as she pulled them forcefully closed on her way out. 

Outraged mourners turned to each other.

“Well, I never! She should be ashamed of her behaviour,” one elderly woman exclaimed.

“She should be run out of town,” said another.

“Blasphemy it is! What's our world coming to when the dead aren't shown respect?” blustered a middle-aged man.

The minister wiped the spittle from Esther Turner's face before returning to his position behind the pulpit. He waited for the congregation to settle down.

“Sorry, George. Such behaviour in a house of worship. You should report her to the police.” The congregation muttered in agreement with the elderly man.

The minister lifted his arms, signalling for quiet. The gathering respected his request and fell silent.

“Natalie Lewis has not had an easy life. I can tell you, Esther Turner was not the best of grandmothers, so I think we all need to forgive her granddaughter's actions today.”

I had no idea what George was talking about. I hadn't known Esther—my elderly neighbour and friend, had any living relations. She’d never mentioned anyone, and we'd spoken often. 

What the fuck was going on? Why would Natalie spit on her dead grandmother? And, in a church of all places. Esther had been such a nice woman—Hadn’t she?

Esther had helped me and my two brothers when we decided to start up our building business by telling everyone who would listen that we were the best builders and renovators in the area. Her recommendations had brought in more work than we could handle as her circle of friends reached far and wide.

I tapped Neil on the shoulder and let him know I’d be outside. He nodded as I slipped from the pew. I wanted to talk to the intriguing woman if she was still nearby.

~*~

Once outside the chapel, I glanced around. Natalie was nowhere in sight. Disappointment settled heavily in my gut. 

Deciding to take a look around, I descended the steps and headed to the side of the building. I found Natalie on her knees with her back resting against the brickwork and head supported on one hand. A rogue tear had slipped down her cheek, and she swiped at it angrily. She looked broken as I strode to her side. 

“Are you okay?” I offered Natalie my hand to help her back onto her feet. 

She flinched and lifted her face toward me. 

“I'm sorry, I didn't mean to frighten you.”

She hesitated before placing her hand into mine, and whoa…Every nerve in my body danced a jig when we touched. Her eyes darkened as she studied me. Had she felt it too? I couldn't be sure.

Once on her feet she pulled her hand free and brushed dirt from her skirt.

“Are you okay?” I asked.

“Fine, just peachy, fucking fine. If you'll excuse me, I have to be going.”

Natalie turned and started away from me, but for some unexplainable reason, I didn't want her to go until I had an opportunity to speak with her. My palm still radiated heat from her touch. 

“Have lunch with me, Natalie.” 

Natalie spun around and her eyebrows raised towards her hairline. “I beg your pardon?”

I stepped closer. “Have lunch with me. You're obviously angry so it might do you good to talk to someone about it and get whatever it is off your chest.”

She thumped her fists on her hips. “Sir, I don't know your name or the first thing about you. I don't have lunch or anything else with strangers.” 

I offered my hand. “Zack Hogan. I'm thirty-seven years old and I am a part owner of Hogan Brothers Building Services in town. I have two younger brothers; Lance is thirty-one and Neil is thirty. I'm not, and never have been, married and I'm not in a relationship at the moment. Now, will you have lunch with me?” 

The corners of Natalie's mouth twitched upwards as she fought against a smile. 

I watched as she raked her eyes over my body. “Have you decided yet if I'll do?”

She blushed. “I'm sorry, I didn't mean to be rude.” Her previously stiff stance seemed to soften, and she sighed. “Yes, Zack. I will have lunch with you...Thank you.”

“Is your car here?”

“Yes.”

“Your car, my car, or would you prefer to walk into town?”

“I'd like to walk. I do far too much sitting down.”

I offered my hand and she glared at it like it was a snake ready to strike. “I don't want you to trip over on the soft ground since you’re wearing heels.” 

She slipped her hand into mine and we strolled in silence to Green Ginger, a popular Chinese restaurant in the middle of town. I pushed open the door and encouraged Natalie to enter first. Lei Ming, the owner, greeted us. 

Her eyebrows quirked upwards on seeing me with a female. It was rare for me to patronise the place with a woman. I'd been burnt badly a few years earlier and now preferred to work and concentrate on my business. 

“Table for two Lei. We haven't booked.” I smiled at my friend.

“You know you never have to book, Zack.” She lifted two menus and a wine list from the counter. “This way, please.”

The table was tucked away at the back where the light was diffused—Romantic. I offered to take Natalie's jacket thinking she would be more comfortable while we ate. She refused to remove the garment despite the restaurant being warm. I shrugged and pulled out a chair. Natalie sat as she thanked me.

After taking our drink orders, Lei Ming left us to peruse the menus.

“Do you come here often, it appears the owner knows you?” Natalie asked.

“Once a week. I love Chinese food and they have the very best.”

Lei Ming placed mineral water in front of Natalie and a glass of red wine in front of me. We gave our orders, and she again left us alone.

I sipped my wine before lowering the glass to the table. “Tell me about yourself. Are you from around here? I don't recall ever noticing you before. Believe me, if you were a regular in town, I would have noticed you.”

Natalie took a long swallow of her water before gazing at me. “I know you mean well, and I don't mean to be rude but it's none of your business.”

I sipped at my wine while studying her face—she radiated anger and hurt. “You are obviously angry and hurt about something which has happened in your past. Why else would you have behaved the way you did in church? And, toward your Grandmother who was a woman my brothers and I admired a great deal. A woman most of this town loved and admired. I don’t mean to step out of line, but it would probably help to talk about your feelings and anger. If not to me, maybe to someone professional.”

She surprised me by laughing but it wasn’t a happy laughter. It was more like a bitter cackle of disbelief. “You have no idea what my grandmother was really like. How long had you known her?”

“About five years—since I moved to town. She was very helpful when my brothers and I were starting our business. If not for her, we would not have been as successful as we are.”
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