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Chapter one
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AS THE COLD, HARD BARREL of the gun pressed into my spine, I felt an equal mixture of fear and annoyance run through me. Seriously, why was this happening to me today? Although I guess I really shouldn’t be surprised, I mean, right from the get-go this morning it hasn’t been a great day for me. Not that I’ve had a lot of great days recently, but today really has been the worst.

And sadly, I knew my day was far from over.

My name is Jennifer Sweet, but only my mum calls me Jennifer. To everyone else I’m just Jen, always have been. I’m twenty-eight years old, five foot six, I have long blonde hair, blue eyes and thanks to good genes, I’m relatively slim. And don’t confuse slim for fit, because sadly, fit I am not.

I live in an apartment in the heart of Melbourne with my roommate, Kylie, who is currently on holidays in Bali. A holiday I should have been on, but then that would mean I would have to try something new and at this point in my life, that’s not something I seem to be very good at.

My apartment is a modern two-bedroom, one-bath place which is decorated with a mix of my light, girly, relaxed I and Kylie’s dark, Balinese-inspired style. The result was a complete mish-mash of colours and textures, which didn’t go together at all, but it was home for now and as much as we liked each other, we had no desire to live together forever. 

So, this morning had started with me lying in bed staring up at the ceiling with an unexplained cloud of doom hanging over my head. It was an odd feeling, like dread running through me and I couldn’t seem to shake it. I turned to look at my bedside clock. It read eight o’clock. Not a terrible time to wake up, except for the fact that my alarm hadn’t gone off at seven like it normally did and I had overslept by a whole hour. I was going to be late for work. Plus, to make matters worse, I walked into the bathroom and realised I was having a bad hair day. A really bad hair day.

You know those days when your hair is slicker than an oil rig and it has those crazy bits that stick up at weird angles? Well imagine that day, but imagine it five times worse. And throw in a good dose of summer humidity as well. It wasn’t pretty.

I spent fifteen minutes I didn’t have, trying to style my long blonde hair and in the end, the only thing I could do was pull it back into a tight, slicked-back ballerina bun. Because I had wasted so much time on my hair, I had to run to the bus stop to catch the eight-thirty bus and while I was doing that, I snapped the heel on my favourite Jimmy Choo pumps. I then had to get off the bus a block early so I could run into the cheap shoe shop and scrounge around for a cheap pair of anything in my size, because I was broke and my credit card wasn’t worth the plastic it was made out of. 

You would think all of that misfortune before nine o’clock in the morning would have been enough to send me screaming back to bed to hide my head under the covers for the rest of the day. But oh no, things got worse.

I work in a large accounting firm right in the Melbourne CBD. It’s an uninteresting, sometimes downright boring, unrewarding job, but I’m good at it. I like the way it’s straightforward, the numbers don’t lie, and the drama is low.

When I finally got to work with my feet aching from my cheap, ugly shoes, I found out that my arch-nemesis Rachel had stolen my latest idea, the idea that was finally going to get me the recognition at work that I honestly deserved. I also noticed that Rachel was wearing a pair of Gucci shoes that I couldn’t afford and that I’d been lusting after for a whole month. 

Plus, on top of all that, I had forgotten my lunch and I had to buy a not-so-fresh looking, eat at your own risk, sandwich from the office canteen. After my morning though, I wasn’t so worried about the dodgy sandwich. At least if I got sick and turned green, I’d have an excuse to go home.

The only thing that was stopping me from checking into the crazy house was the fact that it was Friday, and straight after work I was going to meet my friends at a trendy bar for some ‘let ya hair down’ dancing and to drown my sorrows in a glass of champagne. Or four.

I got to the bar at five-thirty which was, unbelievably, right on time and I found a seat at the counter. I ordered a drink and sat and waited for my friends. I had my champagne in one hand, my favourite song playing over the speakers, and I had a gorgeous bartender eyeing me off from the other side of the bar. Things were finally beginning to go my way. 

After my day from hell, I could feel myself starting to relax and the alcohol was starting to hit my system. I am not much of a drinker, so my one drink was enough to fully relax me. 

I was completely enjoying my relaxing state when a scruffy-looking guy with dirty, sandy-blonde-coloured hair in desperate need of a haircut, came and sat down on one of the empty bar stools to my right.

“What a day,” Scruffy Guy sighed as he turned and looked at me. I could feel my slight happy buzz disappearing. I really wasn’t in the mood for stranger chit-chat. 

I looked at my drink and wished that it wasn’t half-empty, then I wished that I didn’t see it as half-empty. I gave Scruffy Guy a slight nod of my head while wishing he’d disappear.

He didn’t. 

Curiosity eventually got the better of me and I turned and looked at the guy with a little more attention. He was cute in a pathetic sort of way, but his grey-blue eyes looked tired and his body had a sad slump to it. He was of average male height and build, and I guessed his age to be in the mid-twenties. He was wearing worn black jeans and an old, faded tee-shirt which advertised a nightclub that claimed to have the ‘biggest girls jelly wrestling competition on the Gold Coast’. 

“So, what’s a pretty girl like you doing in a bar alone on a Friday afternoon?” he asked flashing me a big smile.

Trying to avoid lame pick-up lines like that, I thought to myself as I did an inward sigh. Although truthfully, I normally didn’t have to worry about the pick-up lines. I was having a bit of a dry spell lately. Like desert dry.

“Just waiting for my friends. They should be here any minute,” I said and I threw back the rest of my drink. I waved to the bartender and he walked straight over.

“Same again?” the gorgeous guy asked, flashing me a killer smile.

“Yes thanks,” I said, smiling my brightest smile back at him. I hadn’t had a cute guy smile at me like that in quite a while.

“And I’ll have a Corona, lime not lemon,” said the guy sitting next to me. He paused and took a wallet out of the back pocket of his jeans. “I’ll pay for the lady’s drink too,” he continued, holding out a fifty for the bartender.

“Oh no, I can pay for my own drink,” I protested, getting my purse out of my bag.

“No, I insist. I haven’t brought a pretty girl a drink all day,” he said as the bartender took the money and shrugged lightly at me. He quietly walked away to get our drinks and I did another inward sigh. That ship had sailed.

“My name is Joey, by the way,” said Scruffy Guy, while holding out his hand for me to shake.

I hesitated before I held out my hand and shook his with a limp hand. “Jen.”

“Jen, hey? That short for Jennifer?”

I forced a smile. “You got it.” 

Where the hell were my friends? I was going to kill them for making me wait so long on my own.

Joey pulled a cigarette out of his pocket and put it in his mouth. He felt around in his pockets, then stood up and patted down his pants. “You wouldn’t have a lighter, would you?” he asked, sitting back down.

I shook my head. “No, I don’t smoke. Anyway, you can’t smoke in here, you have to go outside. Maybe you should go and ask someone out there,” I said hoping he’d get the hint and go. 

He didn’t.

He took the cigarette out of his mouth and put it behind his ear. I did another inward sigh. This guy was trying way, way too hard.

“I only smoke when I’m drinking. I should quit anyway.”

“No time like the present. There’s a chemist down the road that could help you with that.”

Joey laughed, but he didn’t seem to notice that I was trying to get rid of him.

The bartender brought our drinks over and set them down in front of us. Joey picked up his beer, had a long scull, and then made that ‘ahhh’ sound that guys in beer commercials make.

“Boy, I needed that,” he said. “The boss has been riding me all week.”

I just nodded. I didn’t want to be rude, but I just wished this guy would leave me alone. I was too tired to deal with him and I was just polite enough that I couldn’t tell him to rack off.

“I landed him a big deal and nothing, not even a ‘good job Joey’ or ‘well done mate’. Absolutely nothing. There’s no respect for workers anymore; it’s all about the bottom dollar.” 

I nodded again and downed my second drink. If my friends didn’t get here soon, I was going to be wasted. I couldn’t keep downing drinks at this pace and stay upright.

“Yep, all bosses think they rule the world,” he sighed dramatically. “But hey, it’s Friday. Let’s not talk about our work.”

Let’s not talk at all, I thought to myself.

Joey opened his mouth to say something else when something over my shoulder caught his attention. He just sat there, unmoving, with his mouth hanging open for a good ten seconds, then he turned a ghostly shade of white and sweat beads formed on his upper lip. I didn’t think it was possible, but he seemed to slump further down in his seat. Joey swore quietly under his breath and I noticed the sweat beads were breaking out all over his face.

“What is it?” I asked as I turned around on my stool to face where he was looking.

There was a man sitting across the other side of the room, looking rather intently at us. An unbelievably tall, dark, and gorgeous man. I glanced back at Joey and noticed he was now sweating profusely. It wasn’t a good look for him and I really wanted to move my chair a couple of inches to the left.

Even though he was giving us quite a death stare, I gave the other guy a flirty smile. He really was unbelievably good-looking. Much better than the guy I was sitting next to, that’s for sure.

“Do you know him?” I asked, turning back to face Joey. “Because he sure seems to know who you are.”

“Ahh ... yeah, yeah, I do. I work with him sometimes,” Joey said quickly and he downed the rest of his beer. He reached up and wiped his mouth on the back of his hand. 

“Well, maybe you should go and sit with him; he looks like he has something he wants to say to you. You could bitch about your boss together.” And then you could leave me alone, I thought.

Joey shook his head a little too dramatically and I thought he was going to fall off his barstool. “No, no work’s over. I don’t want to even think about work. Besides, he’s a little mad at me. I had an idea that was better than his, best if I avoid him.”

My mobile phone started ringing and I spent a minute searching through my large handbag looking for it. When I finally found it, I looked at the caller ID and saw my friend Michelle’s phone number flashing on the screen.

“Shell, oh my goodness, where are you?” I said with just a tad of annoyance in my voice. “You were supposed to be here ages ago. I’ve been waiting.”

“I’m so sorry, Jen,” came Michelle’s stressed-out voice down the phone. 

Michelle and I have been best friends since grade six. With her dark brown hair in a bob that frames her beautiful face and sparkly brown eyes, Shell is the yin to my yang. In personality and looks. Shell always knew the right thing to say and the right time to say it.

“What’s wrong, Shell?”

“Libby just tripped down her stairs in her new Manolo’s. We’ve just gotten to the hospital, and they think she’s broken her ankle. I’m sorry, Jen, but we’re not going to make it tonight. I’ll ring you later when I know what’s going on. I’ve gotta go, Jen, the nurse is trying to take Libby’s shoes off. I have to go help.”

I could hear Libby screaming in the background that she’d just paid nine hundred dollars for the shoes and she’d wear them with a broken ankle. 

Libby has been friends with Michelle and me since grade eight. Michelle and I found her hiding in the girl’s toilet after the year eight bully, Amber Warrick, had just held her down and drawn a moustache on her face with permanent black marker. We cleaned her up and wrote ‘Amber Warrick sucks shit’ all over the toilet block. The three of us have been inseparable ever since.

Libby is the softest, sweetest, kindest person you will ever meet. With her platinum blonde hair, which suits her personality, and brown eyes that are warm and friendly. It’s hard to believe that there was ever anybody out there that didn’t like her.

“Alright Shell, I’ll see you later. Good luck.” I hung up the phone and sighed. I was worried about Libby, but after the day I’d had, I wasn’t really surprised this happened.

Joey looked at me and smiled a weak smile. “Friends not coming?”

“No, there’s been a Manolo incident.”

Joey looked at me with a blank look. “Oh, I see.”

I stood up and slung my bag over my shoulder. I wasn’t hanging around here with this guy all night. It was definitely time for me to go to bed and forget this day ever happened.

Joey awkwardly half-stood beside me. “Ahh... are you going?” He sounded nervous and his eyes flickered briefly to the guy who was still watching us with those intense brown eyes.

“Yeah, I’m tired Joey. It’s been a really shitty day and I’m going home to bed so I can forget all about it. There is a block of Milky Bar chocolate in my pantry with my name on it.” 

Joey reached out to grab me on the arm, but hesitated and changed his mind. He did a palms-up. “But... but you can’t go. We’ve only just started getting to know each other; the night’s still young.” He was smiling, but his plea was weak, like his heart wasn’t really in it.

I glanced over at the other guy sitting at the table, then back at Joey. “Joey, if you don’t want to talk about work with your friend over there, just tell him so. You don’t need me to keep him away. You’re a big boy; you can handle it.” 

The other guy, I noticed, was a lot bigger, and I wasn’t really sure if Joey could handle it. I wasn’t really sure Joey could handle anything. But there was no point in scaring him even more, right?

“No... No, it’s not that...” Joey seemed to weigh up his options for a moment. “It’s just that he’s real intense. I think I’ll leave too. I don’t wanna sit around with him staring at me all night.” He stood up quickly and knocked his barstool over, then clumsily picked it up, smoothing out his tee-shirt with his hands as if trying to calm himself.

I shrugged. I didn’t care what he did, just as long as I was going home on my own. I started to walk out and I could feel Joey following close behind me. As we walked past the guy at the table, he stepped up right in front of us and blocked our way out. He really was a big guy, and I couldn’t squeeze past him. It was like standing in front of a wall of solid muscle and I couldn’t help but look up at him and frown. Seriously, could this day get any worse?

“Excuse me?” I said rudely. He glanced at me for a brief second and then looked over at Joey.

“Where you going, Joe? You’re not leaving so soon, are you?” he asked, and I noticed his voice was smooth, deep, and calm. And as sexy as hell. 

Sadly though, the big guy was looking intently at Joey and completely ignoring me. Even sadder was that it seemed to be the story of my life of late.

“Ahh... I’m just taking my date home Hitch, that’s all. There’s been an, ahh ... Manolola incident,” Joey said nervously. “I’ll be back soon and we can catch up.”

“Date?” I interrupted, surprised and outraged at the same time. I don’t think so. “I’m not your...”

“I think you’re running Joe,” said the big guy, cutting me off.

“No, Hitch, I’m not goin’ anywhere man,” Joey laughed. It was an anxious, nervous laugh.

“Let’s all go for a walk outside, hey?” The big guy’s voice was still calm, but there was a forcefulness to it. It was making me a little nervous. Even with my limited intuition, I knew there was something else going on between these two.

“No way. I don’t care what you do, Joey. I’m leaving. You two can stay and deal with whatever’s going on here, but I am definitely going home.” 

This was getting a little weird. 

I pushed past the guy and walked outside to catch a cab home. I stepped onto the sidewalk and looked up and down the street. There were no cabs in sight. The bar was tucked in a little side alley and the whole area was pretty quiet. I thought about walking up to the main road, but it was just on dark and the taxis normally did the rounds past this particular bar, dropping off tired workers after a hard day at work so they could have a quick drink before they headed home.

I was standing with my back to the door of the bar, waiting for a cab to come past, when I felt something cold and hard jab into my back just below my shoulder blades. I felt my blood run cold and in an instant, I felt my body paralyse with fear. Even without turning around I knew I had a gun shoved up against my spine.

“Walk with me. Make a scene and I’ll shoot you here in the street,” said a calm voice right up against my ear. I glanced around and noticed Joey standing beside his friend while looking down at his scruffy, worn-out Converse shoes.

I stood frozen to the spot. I couldn’t move through my fear. My blood was pumping through me at a mile a minute. This was beyond a joke. I should have stayed in bed this morning, I should have listened to my gut. My hair had been a warning. Surely it alone should have been enough to make me want to stay at home and hide under the covers, but oh no, and now here I was standing on the street with the cold, hard barrel of a gun pressed into my spine.

This was great, just great.
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Chapter two
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“LISTEN, HITCH, IS IT?” I asked as he gave me a slight nudge with the gun. I got my feet to work and he led me over to a spotless, white Porsche four-wheel drive with black tinted windows. “I don’t know what’s going on between you and Joey, and I don’t want to know. I only just met this guy and I don’t even like him.”

Hitch opened the back-passenger door of the Porsche and pushed Joey inside. He shut the door with a soft thud and opened the front passenger door. 

“Get in,” he said, nodding towards the open door.

I shook my head. “No. I’m not getting in that car. No way. I don’t know you and I don’t know him and there is no way in the world I am getting in the car with you two crazies.” I was trying to sound strong and forceful, but on the inside, I was wetting my pants.

“I don’t believe you, darling, and besides, you’ve seen too much. Now get in the car.” He pushed the gun harder into my back and I could feel his patience beginning to run low.

Unfortunately for him, my patience was also beginning to run low.

“No,” I said, standing my ground. I was starting to get mad. After the day I’d had, this was the last straw.

Bad hair, broken Jimmy’s, no promotion, soggy tuna sandwich for lunch, no friends for ‘let ya hair down’ dancing, and now I was being kidnapped? At gunpoint? Hell no, not today baby.

Hitch raised the gun so I could see it. I’d never seen a real gun before and it was just as scary as I thought it would be. “Get in the car or I will shoot you.”

I looked him square in the eyes. It might have been the two champagnes talking, but I was not going without a fight. “After the day I’ve had, Hitch, you go right ahead and shoot me, ’cause I’m not getting in that car.”

Hitch sighed like his day had been even more of a trial than mine had and he shook his head. “Just get in the car.” 

In one quick movement, he grabbed hold of my shoulder and pushed me roughly down into the passenger seat. So much for standing my ground. He slammed the door shut and walked around to the driver’s side. I reached down to open the door, but he’d taken the door handles off.

“Geez, you pay all this money for a Porsche you think you’d get door handles hey?” Joey joked. I turned around and gave him a look that would melt steel. Joey slumped back in his seat without another word.

“Don’t you dare talk to me, Joey. Look at the mess you’ve gotten me into! What the hell is going on?” I was so mad I was sure there was steam coming off the top of my head.

“Do you want me to shut up or answer the question?” 

I didn’t have a chance to answer him because Hitch opened the driver’s door and seated himself behind the steering wheel. With smooth, calm movements, he put on his seatbelt and put the keys into the ignition.

“Come on Hitch, let Jen go. She doesn’t know anything, I promise,” Joey said as Hitch started the car and took off down the street towards the main road.

“Joey, I don’t believe a word that comes out of your mouth,” Hitch responded.

“Well believe me, I DO NOT KNOW ANYTHING,” I exclaimed. “I was trying to get away from this guy when you showed up.”

Hitch turned to me and smiled, flashing perfect white teeth. “What did it for you? The uncut, un-kept hair? The titty-bar tee-shirt?”

“Don’t forget the loser pick-up lines,” I added dryly.

“Hey guys, I am still in the car you know.”

“Where are we going?” I asked, ignoring Joey.

“The Gold Coast,” Hitch said as he flicked the indicator on and turned a corner.

“What? I can’t go all the way to the Gold Coast. I have things to do, people to see. Just drop me on the corner here and I’ll catch a cab home.” 

Melbourne to the Gold Coast? That’s a long drive across three states.

“You are coming with me, Jen. You’ve seen and heard too much and I’m still not sure if you’re involved in any of this,” Hitch replied, his voice calm.

“Involved? Involved in what? No wait, on second thoughts don’t tell me, I don’t want to know what’s going on here,” I said, shaking my head. “I haven’t seen anything and I don’t know anything. I have a memory like a fish—three seconds and it’s gone, I promise.”

“Sorry darling, but like I said, I don’t believe you. It’s going to be a long drive, so put your seatbelt on, settle back and relax.”

“Well, can I at least get a change of clothes? I’ve been in these all day. I’m sweaty and my shoes are killing me.”

Hitch glanced at me and I could see he was trying not to smile. “No. We’ll stop later, out of the city, if you need to get anything.”

Just then my phone started ringing in my handbag. I threw a guilt look over at Hitch. I was hoping I would be able to hide my phone until I had a chance to use it to ring for help. It was my only plan for escape.  

“Give it to me,” Hitch said in his calm, smooth tone. He slid me a sideways glance and narrowed his eyes slightly. Just that slight narrowing of the eyes made him look so scary, I stopped breathing for a few seconds.

“It’s alright, I can’t ring out on it. I have no credit,” I said quickly. I was lying and I knew he could tell. Lying was not something I was very good at. My face always gave away everything I was thinking.

“Give it to me, Jen. Now,” he said more forcefully. He didn’t raise his voice, but he didn’t need to, the tone was enough to scare anyone.

I sighed like a schoolgirl who had been caught using her phone in class and got it out of my bag. I handed it to Hitch and with one hand he powered it off and removed the sim card. He slipped them both into his pocket.

“What are you going to do with me once we get to the Gold Coast?” I asked, nerves turning my stomach.

Hitch smiled that slight smile and slid me another sideways glance. There was a cheeky glint to his eyes that made my stomach flip flop and I knew he was thinking of something along the same lines as what I was thinking when I first saw him in the bar. I just wasn’t sure if his thoughts involved whipped cream like mine did. Boy, he was a good-looking man. 

“I don’t know yet. I’ll have to wait until I work out your involvement in all this.” 

“What are you going to do with him?” I asked, nodding towards the backseat.

“You don’t want to know,” Hitch said as he glanced in the rear-view mirror. The glint was gone and his eyes darkened to black.

I turned in my seat and I could see Joey swallow nervously. “Oh, I do want to know. I want to know every gory detail. I think he deserves everything that’s coming to him.”

“Come on, Hitch, I’ll split the money with you fifty-fifty,” offered Joey.

Hitch glanced in the rear-view mirror again. “I don’t want your dirty money, Joe,” Hitch answered as he turned another corner.

Joey sighed and slumped back in his seat. We all sat in silence until we were out of the main part of the city. I was silenced because I was racking my brains trying to think of a way to escape. It had been half an hour and so far, I had nothing. Zip. Lucky I wasn’t getting a burn notice, because Michael Weston I was definitely not.

Strange as it seems, I didn’t feel that scared of Hitch. He was a big guy, probably six foot two, and he looked like he worked out. A lot. He had short dark hair and beautiful tanned skin, like he’d just gotten back from an island holiday, and he had these beautiful deep brown eyes that had a glint of cheekiness to them. Hitch looked to be in his mid-thirties and he was gorgeous. Not just cute, but gorgeous. Strong and masculine. Every little thing about him screamed ‘I am man’. He was swoon-worthy. Had it been under different circumstances and on a different day, I definitely would have swooned.

And maybe I was going crazy, but he also seemed to have a calmness about him and a real warmth to his eyes when he looked at me. I did notice, however, that the warmth faded whenever he looked at Joey and his eyes darkened. That was kinda scary. Or it would be, if you were Joey.

“Are you hungry, Jen?” Hitch asked after about an hour of driving through slow traffic. He glanced at me and raised an eyebrow slightly.

I looked at the clock on the dashboard. It read seven o’clock. I hadn’t eaten since lunchtime and five minutes ago I had seriously considered eating one of my cheap shoes.

I shrugged. “I guess I’m a little hungry.”

“I’m starving,” Joey called from the backseat.

“So?” Hitch said with eyes to the rear-view mirror. “You don’t deserve any dinner, Joe.”

“Oh, come on man, is this how it’s gonna be the whole way to the coast? You and her beating me down the whole way? I’m tired of it already.”

“Joe, I had to drive all the way down here to find your sorry arse and now I have to drive you all the way back to the Gold Coast. You’re lucky I didn’t just shoot you as soon as I saw you.”

“You didn’t have to come and get me,” Joey mumbled.

“What did you just say, Joe? Are you serious? You ripped off your boss for one hundred thousand dollars. Did you think he wasn’t going to notice? Did you think he was just going to let it slide?”

“I’m surprised he even noticed a measly hundred gees.”

“Not the point, Joe, not the point. Nobody steals from Louis Wilkes and gets away with it.” Hitch casually turned to me and I looked at him with wide eyes. “You alright with a burger, Jen?” he asked calmly, like the conversation with Joey hadn’t just happened.

I nodded, unable to form a sentence. What the heck had I gotten myself into here? This was sounding way too serious. I mean, The Boss? Stolen money? I was beginning to feel a little sick, and I could taste it in the back of my throat. How could I go from having a couple of drinks at my regular bar to being involved in something like this? I know my life had been a little dull lately, but this was a bit too much excitement.

“What do you want to eat?” Hitch asked me as we pulled up at a drive-thru speaker.

I thought for a moment, I could have eaten half the menu. “Umm a cheeseburger, chips, a cola, and an apple pie... oh, and some cookies for later.” 

So I eat a lot when I’m nervous, big deal right?

Hitch looked me up and down. “Is that it? No chicken nuggets? No ice cream? Are you sure you don’t want another burger?”

I smiled faintly. The nuggets were tempting. “No, that should be enough for now.”

“I’ll have the same,” Joey called from the back of the car. Hitch and I both turned and gave him a dirty look. “Or I’ll just have whatever you order for me,” he added quietly.

Hitch ordered our meals and pulled the car up in front of the window. He handed the young girl a fifty and we sat quietly and waited for our food. I thought about screaming or making a scene, but I was really, really hungry and I just wanted something to eat before I put any great escape plan into action. The girl came back a minute later and passed the food out to Hitch.

“This is a two hundred and sixty thousand dollar Porsche Cayenne Turbo S. If either of you even thinks about spilling anything, I will shoot you,” Hitch warned as he handed us our food.

“Maybe we should pull over somewhere because I’m always spilling stuff,” I said, just as a chip fell out of my hand and landed on the spotless carpeted floor. I looked at Hitch and shrugged.

Hitch looked like he really did want to shoot me. I watched his eyes glance down at his gun and then he seemed to think better of it. Instead, he simply shook his head, drove the car around the block and pulled up in the carpark of a playground. It was dark and empty and there was one single dim light shining just above one of the picnic tables.

Hitch stopped the car, got out, and came around to open both passenger doors. Joey climbed out and sat down at the table. Hitch pulled out a set of handcuffs from his pocket and snapped one on Joey’s wrist. He reached down and snapped the other side of the cuff onto the table.

“Hey! How am I supposed to eat like this?” Joey cried. “I can’t move my hand.”

Hitch shrugged. “You’ve still got one hand. Find a way.”

I went and sat down opposite Joey and Hitch came and sat down next to me. He unwrapped his burger and began to eat.

“What, no handcuffs for me?” I joked. I thought it’d be best if I tried to keep on his good side, then maybe I could talk him into letting me go.

“No, I think I could chase you down, especially after you eat all that food.” He was smiling and his voice had a slight huskiness. “Why’s that, Jen? Do you want some handcuffs?” 

Was he just flirting with me?

“Maybe later. I think I’ll be right for now.” I smiled back and I was surprised when my stomach flip-flopped a little. Maybe I really was getting desperate for some male attention. I was flirting with a kidnapper. 

We ate our food in silence. Well Hitch and I did. Joey complained a lot about only having one hand. When I put the last of my apple pie in my mouth, Hitch turned to me and smiled.

“I cannot believe you fit all that food in,” Hitch said as he polished off the last of his apple pie. “Where does it all go? You just ate half your body weight in food.”  

I shrugged. “I dunno. Good genes, I guess.”

I had inherited my figure from my mother, which meant I could eat just about anything and not put on too much weight. Of course, once the women in my mum’s family hit menopause the weight packs on, so I might as well enjoy it while it lasts.

“You finished?” Hitch asked me.

I wiped my hands on a napkin and had a quick sip of my drink. I looked up at him and nodded. “I’m done.”

“Alright, well let’s go. We still have a long way to go before I want to stop at a motel for the night. We need to cover some more ground.”

“Hey, I’m not finished my food yet!” cried Joey.

“So?” Hitch shrugged as he softly pulled me to my feet. He led me over to the car and locked me inside. He then walked over to Joey, made him pick up all the rubbish, including the rest of his meal, and put it in the bin. When he’d finished, he led him over and locked him in the car.

Hitch got in the driver’s seat and started the engine. He was about to take off when his mobile phone started ringing. Hitch put the car back into park, took the phone out of his pocket and looked at the caller ID. A huge smile spread across his face as he pressed a button and put the phone to his ear.

“Hey babe, how’s it going?” Hitch said, his grin widening. 

The conversation went on for a few minutes and ended with Hitch saying. “I’ll pick you up soon”. He hung up the phone and glanced in the rear-view mirror. The smile returned to his face as he looked at Joey and if I was Joey, I’d be worried about that smile.

“Guess who that was, Joe?” Hitch paused for suspense and I held my breath. “Rita Lee. She’s got nothing on at the moment and she’s decided she’s going to come along for the ride.”

I glanced at Hitch and then I turned around in my seat to look at Joey. I watched him pale and he was sweating again. I wished I’d kept some napkins so he could mop himself up a bit. It was really disgusting to look at all that sweat.

“Come on, Hitch. Why you gotta go and do that? Don’t you think I’m in enough trouble without adding her to it? Aren’t I going to suffer enough already?” Joey pleaded.

Hitch didn’t seem at all concerned by Joey’s pleas. In fact, he just laughed and drove out of the carpark.

“Do I even want to know who Rita is?” I asked, trying not to show how nervous I was. 

Could this really get any worse?

“No, you don’t,” said Joey. “She is one super crazy bitch. She thinks she’s this bad arse retriever, except most of the guys she’s tried to capture have ended up in hospital or they’ve gone missing. She is hopeless and completely insane. Plus, she hates me because I told everyone about how she went to Thailand for a holiday and got her boobs done. Like people couldn’t work it out for themselves, she came back with two watermelons strapped to her chest.”

“Well, maybe I should let her take your sorry arse in,” said Hitch.

“Is that what you are?” I asked, turning to face Hitch. “A retriever? Like a bounty hunter?” He didn’t really look like what I expected a bounty hunter to look like. I’m pretty sure his clothes were Ralph Lauren.

He glanced at me. “Kind of. Bounty hunters find people who have skipped bail. I don’t have anything to do with the law. I look for people who have committed crimes against a man called Louis Wilkes. Louis, ahh... can’t exactly report these sorts of crimes to the police, so he needs other ways to catch the people who do wrong by him. That’s where a retriever comes in.”

That sounded like a crime in itself. I decide not to ask too many more questions about the type of people Hitch went after. I think in this case, the less I knew the better.

“So how much money are you getting for bringing him in?” I asked, nodding towards the backseat.

“Ten percent of what he stole,” Hitch replied casually.

“Ten grand? For driving us to the Gold Coast and waving a gun around? I could do that. It sure beats what I’m getting paid in my job.” 

Hitch laughed, his voice so deep and sexy, that my heart fluttered slightly. “It’s not quite as simple as that. You have to find them first and they don’t always come easy. Sometimes they put up a bit of a fight.”

“How’d you find Joey?”

Hitch laughed again and glanced in the rear-view. “Well, Joey here was pretty easy to find. I just went to every sleazy strip club in the area until I spotted him and then I followed him for a while until the right moment arose. Unfortunately, Joey got involved with you and brought you into this mess as well. Or maybe it was you who involved him?”

“I told you I’m not involved with him in any way, so you could save yourself the hassle and just let me go.” 

Hitch slid me a sideways glance, shook his head and smiled that gorgeous, white teeth flashing smile. 

This sucked.
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Chapter three
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TEN MINUTES AFTER HITCH had hung up his phone, we pulled up in front of a small block of units in a quiet little tree-lined street. Standing on the footpath was a woman. She had long, dead straight black hair that went down to her waist and beautiful deep brown eyes. She was about my height, around five foot six or five nine in a good pair of heels, and she had an extremely toned and tanned body wrapped in a tight black singlet and an even tighter black mini skirt. She had an amazing J-Lo-like backside.

Despite the summer heat she was wearing black, knee-high, high-heeled boots and when she turned to face us better, I could see she had a barbed wire tattoo wrapped around her right forearm. She looked like Kick-arse Barbie.

Hitch pulled the Porsche up beside her and powered down his window. A cheeky smile crept across his face as he looked her up and down. I heard Joey swear and declare that he would sell his soul to the devil himself to be as far as possible away from her.

“Hey there, baby. You looking for a ride tonight?” Hitch asked raising an eyebrow.

She smiled full-watt back at him. “I sure am, honey, and you’re just what I’m lookin’ for.”

Rita leaned through the front window and kissed him on the cheek, then she looked across at me sitting in the passenger seat. Rita frowned at me, threw her bag in the boot, and then got in the backseat behind Hitch. She was obviously not happy about having to get in the back of the car, but I couldn’t have cared less. I was over this whole thing.

“Well, well, if it isn’t Joey Granger. What dumb-arse thing have you done this time, Joe?” Rita asked as Hitch pulled the car away from the kerb.

“Nothing,” Joey said defensively. “It was not a dumb-arse idea, Rita.”

“He was supposed to deliver a hundred gees to Marty Jay’s place last Friday for Louis Wilkes, but instead he skipped town with the money and told Louis that he was robbed by the McLean brothers,” Hitch said glancing in the rear-view mirror.

“What? Are you friggin’ crazy? You wanna hope that this car breaks down on the way, Joe, because you are dead meat,” Rita laughed. “So, who’s the blonde?” she continued, nodding her head towards me with a slight curl of her overinflated lips.

“This is Jen. She’s involved with Joey,” Hitch said, glancing at me with one raised eyebrow.

I sighed, completely exasperated. “I’m not involved with Joey and I’m not involved in any of this. I was in the wrong place at the wrong time. I only just met him at the bar.” 

“Gee, hon, you sure did pick a loser,” Rita said, wrinkling her nose at Joey.

“Damn, Rita, cut me some slack,” cried Joey.

“Don’t worry, Joey, I’ve only known you for two hours and I can already tell you’re a complete loser,” I said as I turned back around to face the front windscreen.

“Hitch, she really doesn’t know anything. I swear I just met her in the bar. Cut Jen loose. I can’t handle two chicks beating me down the whole way to the coast.”

Hitch laughed. “After what I seen in those strip clubs, Joe, that’s exactly what you’re into. This should be heaven for you.”

“Eww,” I said, glancing at Hitch. “Thank you for putting that disgusting image in my mind. It’s gonna take some serious alcohol to forget that.”

“Yeah, Hitch,” said Rita. “Thanks for that. I think I just threw up a little in my mouth.”

We sat in silence for a while as Hitch drove through some traffic. I was still trying to think of a way to escape. I wasn’t having much luck. I’m not a real street-smart sort of girl. 

But then, as we drove down a familiar road, I got an idea. A stroke of genius.

“Ahh, Hitch, I drank that whole large cola before and now I really need to go to the toilet,” I said, looking up at him. “Real bad.”

“Hold it,” he said, not even looking at me. “We’re nearly out on open road and you can go then.”

“Alright, but do you have leather protection on these seats?” I asked innocently and I smiled as sweet as I could at him.

Hitch looked at me and let out a long sigh. He pulled the car into the nearest petrol station and parked off to the side so the car was out of sight.

“Rita, can you go inside and get the key for these outside toilets, then come back and take Jen to the toilet?” Hitch said as he turned in his seat to look at her.

“Sure, hon.” Rita got out of the car and walked inside the petrol station with her black high-heeled boots clicking on the concrete. An old man filling his car with petrol stopped what he was doing and openly stared at her as she sashayed past him. She walked back to the car a few minutes later holding a key and came around and dragged me out of the passenger side.

“Come on, Blondie, you’ve got two minutes,” Rita said as she unlocked the bathroom door.
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