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Introduction

Three lovers. Triple the trouble.

From a USA Today Bestselling author comes a bundle with three spicy contemporary romances. We have friends to lovers, forbidden love, unrequited love, a dash of holiday romance with a pinch of small-town antics. Alpha heroes discover their sassy heroines.

Threesome Shenanigans includes:

Maverick Lovers, Friendship Chronicles

Christina’s life is spiraling out of control. Her job, friends, and family relationships are slipping through her fingers, leaving her achingly alone and staring into the eyes of the black dog of depression. She claws her way free, and finally, a bright spot—she reconnects with a childhood friend. Not a boyfriend, but wow! That’s the way her mind is marching now, straight to Mr. Sexy Pants. All goes well until Gabriel’s past waltzes home and creates new unthinkable, crazy possibilities that might just work…

Fringe Benefits

Flatmates. Best friends. Casual lovers.

Life’s good—a friends-with-benefits deal works perfectly with her male flatmates, but Marie Wright secretly craves more. A hot threesome. Pleasure. Silken touches from both Shane and Kelvin. One hot summer day, the sensual tension explodes between the three friends. For Marie, each caress is a slice of ecstasy. It’s seductive magic, and she’s bewitched. Momentary pleasure isn’t enough. She wants a future with her lovers—a permanent relationship—but if she makes a wrong move, she might irreparably destroy their friendship and lose everything.

Romp, Fancy Free

Christmas is coming. Give your lover the gift of pleasure…

Gaby’s roommates Liam Richardson and Fletch Darcy want a serious relationship with Gaby, and it’s time to make a move. But how do they decide which one will date Gaby? Fletch finally suggests they share her. Liam is skeptical but agrees the scheme might work, which allows Fletch to move on to step two of his romance plan. Fletch doesn’t just want Gaby, he wants Liam as well.

You’ll love this contemporary romance box set because it contains sassy women who know what they want and strong, alpha men who will protect them to the end. Oh, and a little humor, a few secrets, and some small-town hijinks and holiday fun to keep things interesting.


Author Note

You might have noticed two of the books included in this bundle are part of a series. Never fear! While these romances share a familiar world, they stand alone and will make sense to someone new to the series. I promise.

That said, please find a comfy spot, relax with your favorite beverage, and enjoy these three New Zealand set romances, and don’t forget to check out the bonus offer at the end of the bundle.

Want to learn more about me? Please visit my website and discover more about me and my other contemporary and paranormal romance titles.

Shelley Munro


MAVERICK LOVERS

Shelley Munro

Friendship Chronicles


Introduction

Maverick: [noun] an independent person who has ideas or behavior that differs from the norm. Someone brave and impulsive who attacks life their way.

Finding and satisfying one lover is difficult…

Adding a second to the equation is an impossible challenge

Christina: her life is spiraling out of control. Her job, her friends, and her family relationships are slipping through her fingers, leaving her achingly alone and staring into the eyes of the black dog of depression. She claws her way free, and finally, a bright spot—she reconnects with a childhood friend. Not a boyfriend, but wow! That’s the way her mind is marching now, straight to Mr. Sexy Pants.

Gabriel: he’s seeing the success he’s worked for after his parents kicked him from their home for something he didn’t do. Christina’s arrival makes him happy, makes him consider a future, a family, then Aidan arrives home. Off-balance because he has feelings for each of them, Gabriel screws up both relationships. Go him!

Aidan: Tired of traveling and clawing his way to the top, he’s come home to claim Gabriel, the man he has always loved. The only problem—while Aidan was running away, Gabriel has moved on with his life. Prepared to fight, he can’t hate the gorgeous yet troubled Christina as much as he wants.

Three lost lovers battle their way to a committed relationship that shouldn’t be possible but has the potential to cement them into a solid and unconventional team.
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A HASTY TRIP TO WAIHEKE ISLAND

Christina set her wineglass on the pub table and let memories wash over her. She, Maggie, Connor, Julia, and Susan used to meet here after work. Only two years ago, yet so much had changed. So much. Maggie and Connor had wed. Julia managed a successful burlesque club and had a famous musician husband, while Susan had met and married a farmer-turned-artist. Each of her friends lived in Auckland, but they had busy lives with young families. Getting together had become a logistical nightmare.

Christina understood.

She did.

She loved her friends, yet sometimes, she felt as if they’d left her behind.

Maggie, Connor, and Julia had canceled earlier in the day, but Susan was still coming.

On cue, her phone rang. “Hey, Susan. I—”

“Christina, I’m so sorry. The kids have been sick and off school this week, and I’ve caught their bugs.” A loud sneeze punctuated her nasal words. “I’ll have to cancel. I don’t want to spread my germs.”

Annoyance flashed through Christina, but she quickly quashed her uncharitable thoughts. Susan sounded miserable. “Don’t be silly. You sound exhausted. Get yourself to bed. Next time, okay?”

“S-sorry.” Susan sneezed again. She sniffed. “Say hi to the others for me.”

“Will do.” Christina forced her tone to remain even. “I’ll ring you next week. Take care.”

“Thanks.” Susan hung up mid-sneeze.

Christina set her phone on the table beside her glass of wine. Tears stung her eyes, and she swallowed hard, her throat tight. Self-pity. A bad precedent. Her friends weren’t trying to hurt her. Each had excellent reasons for canceling this reunion meeting. And it wasn’t their fault her business wasn’t going well because of an economic downturn. That was on her.

Her life.

Her problem to fix.

Yet none of her rational thoughts stemmed the traitorous tears that spilled free and ran down her cheeks. She reached for her wine and took a huge sip. A sob escaped, and she set down the glass with a trembling hand. Alcohol wasn’t the answer either. She was drinking too much. Acting sorry for herself, and falling into a crumbling, dark pit.

Christina swallowed hard, the blackness reaching for her. She needed to talk to someone—lay out her fears. Her problems. She’d counted on her friends…

A fresh surge of tears blurred her vision, and she fumbled in her handbag for a tissue.

“Boyfriend stood you up, sweet thing?”

Her head jerked up, and she bared her teeth at the smirking businessman. “Piss off!”

“Whoa, no need for attitude. I was trying to be nice. You know, you’d be pretty without the glasses.” He leaned closer as if in concern, but he couldn’t hide his smug confidence. “Revenge fucks are the best way to repair a broken heart.”

Ew! Enraged, Christina surged to her feet, the force of her anger knocking over her glass. The wine splattered across the table and sprayed over the businessman. That killed his smirk.

He sprang away from her table, swiping at the wet patch on his thigh. “Bitch.”

Christina didn’t bother replying. She snatched up her handbag and stormed from the pub. Her determined steps took her along the waterfront and over the footbridge to the bars and restaurants at the Wynyard Quarter. She kept walking and walking, her pace brisk as she dodged between men and women ending their workday with a drink or an early dinner. Not yet six, the day hovered at dusk. Lights cast a sparkle over the city of Auckland, and the promise of spring filled the air.

Her steps slowed as her breathing settled to something resembling normal. Her phone rang again, and she stopped to answer. A glance at the screen told her it was her mother.

“Hi, Mum. All packed for the big trip?”

“I finished my packing last week. Your father, however, is still dithering over which shirts to take.”

Her mother’s exasperated tone lightened Christina’s funk and pulled forth a faint smile. “That’s Dad. Always doing things at the last moment.”

“Yes.” Her mother sniffed. “Why I rang—Bernice has the flu. I spoke to her a few days ago and promised to visit. Time got away on me. Could you check on her? I know you were meeting your friends tonight, but do you have time?”

“Sure,” Christina said. “But that means I can’t see you off at the airport tomorrow morning.”

“You wished us a happy journey on Sunday when you came to lunch,” her mother said. “It’d reduce my stress levels if you visited Bernice.”

Maybe a trip to Waiheke Island and Bernice was the thing to improve her mood. She’d been meaning to visit her godmother for ages. “I’ll pack an overnight bag and catch a ferry over tonight.”

Two hours later, Christina strode onto the Waiheke ferry. An assortment of other passengers boarded with her—workers heading home from the city, tourists, a family group with their dog, and men and women carrying shopping bags. After packing, Christina had stopped at her local supermarket and purchased fruit, vegetables, and a few other supplies, including a packet of biscuits for Toby, her godmother’s dog.

Darkness had set in by the time she disembarked on Waiheke and caught the bus that would take her past her godmother’s. She’d rung Bernice to let her know she was coming and left a message when she didn’t get an answer.

Another twenty minutes passed, and Christina walked up the pathway leading to the front door of her godmother’s cottage. The outside security light lit the garden, and Christina’s brows drew together when she spotted the unkempt lawn and myriad weeds. Oh, well. Plenty to keep her busy. She wouldn’t have time to mull and stay aboard the woe-is-me train.

She tapped on the door and turned the knob, not surprised to find it unlocked. Christina stepped inside to the bark of a dog.

“Toby,” she called. “It’s just me.” A regular visitor during her teenage years, she’d often stayed with her godmother—a family friend—during her school holidays. Once she’d started working, the visits had become less frequent, but she still popped over at least three or four times a year. She set her overnight bag in the passage and dropped her bags of shopping onto the kitchen counter. “Bernice! Are you here?”

Christina walked toward Toby’s barking and entered Bernice’s bedroom. A sour smell filled the air—the stench of vomit—and a wash of unpleasant heat struck her as she stepped closer to the bed.

“Chris?” Her godmother’s eyes fluttered open, her face pale and waxy in the moonlight.

 “Bernice!” Christina darted across the remaining distance and placed her hand on her godmother’s forehead. “You’re burning up.”

“It’s the stupid flu.”

“How long have you been sick?”

“Monday,” Bernice’s brow furrowed. “I think. It’s Wednesday today, isn’t it?”

It was Friday. “Let’s get you cleaned up.” Christina’s brow creased as she cracked open a window. Her shoe skidded on something wet and suspicious. “Let me turn on the bedside lamp.”

The increased illumination let her know the worst. Bernice had been too ill to get out of bed to let Toby, her Jack Russell outside. A scan of the dog’s white ribs suggested she hadn’t fed him either.

“I’ll be back in a sec. Come, Toby.” Christina snapped her fingers. In the kitchen, she filled Toby’s water bowl and found a can of dog food in the pantry. She propped open the kitchen door that led outside, so Toby could wander in the garden when he was ready.

Next, she tackled her godmother. Christina gave her a glass of water and sat Bernice on a comfy chair positioned near the bay window while she stripped the bed, mopped up two Toby puddles, and removed and emptied a vomit bucket.

After giving her godmother a quick wash and changing her nightgown, she settled her back in bed. “Have you seen the doctor?”

“I’ve only been sick for two days,” her godmother grumbled. “It’s the flu. I’ll be fine.”

“It’s Friday today.”

“Friday?”

“Yes.” Doctor, tomorrow. Thankfully, she’d met the local doctor several times, and he’d do a house call in these circumstances, even at the weekend. “Could you manage some soup?”

Bernice shuddered. “No.”

“Symptoms? Do you have a headache? Aches and pains?”

“Yes.”

“All right. I’ll bring you painkillers.”

“Thank you, dear.”

But when Christina returned with the water, Bernice was asleep. Christina closed the window again, not wanting her godmother to wake up cold during the night. Toby followed Christina to the kitchen and nosed his bowl, his brown ears perking at her. She refilled his water bowl and opened the packet of dog biscuits she’d brought with her. Toby smelled as bad as the sickroom. Despite the late hour, she washed Toby and toweled him dry until his brown-and-white coat started to gleam. She settled him in his basket, checked on Bernice, and made up a bed in the spare room. Exhausted, she slid between the sheets and didn’t wake until Toby nudged her with his wet nose.

“Toby?”

When Toby nudged her again, Christina glanced at her watch and bolted upright. Nine o’clock. She jumped out of bed and hustled to check on Bernice. She was asleep but still had a temperature. Christina rang the doctor.

“She needs to go to Auckland hospital,” the doctor stated, five minutes after his arrival. “She requires further treatment, more than we can give her here. A drip, for instance.”

Christina checked her watch. Her parents would be in the air now.

“I’ll call the helicopter to fly her to Auckland,” the doctor said.

“Her illness is that serious?”

“Christina, don’t make me go.” Her godmother sounded tearful. “I’d prefer to stay at home.”

“Bernice, it will be okay. Doctor, she’ll only be there for a couple of days, right?”

“Five days at the most. This bout of flu has done a number on you, Bernice. It will take time to regain your strength.”

“What about Toby and the cottage?” Bernice fretted.

“I’m here,” Christina said. “I’ll look after both for you. Let me see if I can come to the hospital with you. I can catch the ferry back and stay until you’re on the mend.”

“Promise.” Bernice grasped her hands, her grip surprisingly tight given the seriousness of her pneumonia. “Promise you’ll stay and look after things for me.”

“I promise,” Christina said.

When it turned out there wasn’t room for Christina on the helicopter since a pregnant woman needed transport too, she assured her godmother she’d be over to check on her in the afternoon.

As soon as the ambulance left to take her godmother to the helipad, Christina opened the windows to air the bedroom and took Toby for a walk.

The Fletchers were her godmother’s nearest neighbors, and she walked in that direction, enjoying the solitude and the windless, sunny day after weeks of rain. Toby raced along the grass verge, sniffing and investigating the enticing smells.

A plaintive bleat grabbed her attention, and she grinned at a goat and two tiny kids. The Fletchers had farmed cattle, but it appeared they’d diversified as many farmers had these days. Christina rambled aimlessly while she planned her day. She’d check on visiting hours at the hospital and catch an afternoon ferry. She could stay with her godmother for a few hours.

A whistle sounded, and Toby sprinted away. Alarmed, Christina hustled after the Jack Russell.

“Thought you were Bernice.” The tall man with a broad chest, highlighted by his clinging and faded T-shirt, pulled a chord in her memory. A flannel shirt covered his arms, but she’d bet they were as sexy and muscled as the rest of him.

“Gabriel?” Christina asked in surprise, pushing her glasses up her nose to focus better. Wow. His jeans were faded in interesting places and did nothing to hide his powerful thighs and long legs.

The man scrutinized her then, his brown eyes sparkling in recognition. Messy brown hair, just past the cut-now stage curled low on his neck and over his ears while his jaw held the stubble of several days. “Christina! Are you here visiting Bernice?”

“Yes, except she’s not well. The doctor sent her off to the hospital.”

Gabriel straightened to his full height. He’d starred in her teenage dreams, and with maturity, he was even more attractive since he’d grown into his lanky limbs. His tan spoke of days working in the sun. Even his hair held glints of sun-kissed gold. His brow crinkled in concern. “She’ll be okay?”

“I’ll know more once I get to the hospital,” Christina said.

“Should’ve checked on her,” Gabriel said with regret. “Saw her last weekend, but I’ve been busy this week with the cows calving.”

“Do your grandparents still have cattle?”

“These are my cows. I own the land bordering Bernice’s cottage. Run a hundred head of cows and a herd of goats. I make cheese.” He spoke with pride, his gaze attaching to hers in a faint challenge.

“That’s so cool,” Christina said. “Cheese-making is the perfect occupation, given there are so many vineyards on the island. Each time I visit, I’m surprised at the new businesses making gourmet food. I adore wandering the market and tasting the different produce.”

“I have a stall there when I can manage it,” Gabriel said. “One-man band. Can’t always attend if another more important job crops up.”

“I’ll be here for a while because I promised Bernice I’d look after Toby and her cottage. Bernice will be home soon, and I’ll be watching her to makes sure she recuperates.”

“What about your job?”

Christina recoiled, although she was certain Gabriel hadn’t meant the question as a dig at her. The pause lengthened, and she blurted out the truth. “I started a business, working as a personal shopper, and doing makeovers for school leavers and businesswomen. Things were going well until the turndown in the economy. Business is slow at present.” She shrugged, stopping her explanation before she added another truth she hadn’t yet faced. Business hadn’t slowed to a trickle. It had dried up after another younger and more flamboyant woman had used her marketing smarts to annihilate Christina’s business.

“Bernice said you were working in an accountant’s office.”

“I was, but I handed in my notice a year ago. My business exploded, so I took it full-time. In hindsight, I should’ve waited.”

“I sell cheese at the gate. Have plenty of customers but can’t give them my focus because of the cattle and goats, overseeing my cheese production, the other things in my day. Don’t suppose you’d be willing to work in my shop for a few hours each day? Can’t pay you much, but—”

Christina beamed and took half a step toward him, intending to squeeze him in a hug of gratitude before she reconsidered. Although they’d been best of friends as teenagers, and they’d shared a first kiss, she hesitated. “Are you married?” Christina gulped. Great going!

“No,” he said. “Work long hours, and women hate that. No girlfriend. No wife.” A glint of humor flashed in his eyes. “You?”

She shook her head and sighed for good measure. “Nope. No entanglements.”

“Why not?” Gabriel closed the distance between them and reached out to smooth a lock of hair behind her ear.

The casual gesture—an action from the past that brought a host of memories—had tears stinging her eyes.

“Aw, hell. I’ve upset you.”

Christina gripped his shoulders, drawing him nearer and grabbing his full attention. “No, you haven’t offended me. I’ve been down. Everything sets me off.” She drew in a shuddering breath. “I haven’t met a man to compare with you or with my friends’ husbands. And on that note, I’d better hustle.” She paused. “Depends on what happens with Bernice, but I might have to stay in the city tonight. If I can’t get back, could you feed Toby for me and give him a run?”

“Why don’t I take Toby with me now?” he suggested. “You can collect him when you get back tonight or tomorrow. Toby is used to my dogs. I’ve looked after him before for Bernice.” He pulled out a cell phone. “What’s your phone number?”

“That’s a great idea. Thank you.” Christina rattled off her number.

Gabriel input it, tapped a few more keys and slid his phone back into his pocket. “I’ve sent you a text, so you’ll have my number too.” He whistled, and two exuberant Border Collies bounded from the undergrowth. “If I don’t answer the phone, leave a message, or text me. I’ll make sure I check. I’m turning cheeses this afternoon, so I should hear my phone if you call.”

“Thanks.”

“Not necessary. Bernice has always spoiled me. This is the least I can do.”

Christina understood this sentiment since Bernice had always been her champion too. She raised her right hand in farewell and turned for the cottage. Ten steps into her homeward journey, she gave in to the instinct to glance over her shoulder. She discovered he was staring. At her backside. Heat rushed into her cheeks when he winked. She gasped and turned back before she stumbled and made an ass out of herself. His soft chuckle carried on the wind, propelling her feet to greater speed.

The dark edges of her thoughts had faded while speaking with Gabriel, and it was with greater confidence that she marched to the cottage. Bernice was in good hands. A hospital stay would sort out her godmother and offer Christina time to make plans. Time to get her life back on track and to halt this slippery slide into wretchedness and misery before it became too late.

As she wiped her feet and entered the cottage, the landline phone started ringing.

“Hello,” Christina said.

“Am I speaking to Christina Kingston?” a mature feminine voice asked.

“Yes, I’m Christina.”

“Normally, we’d do this in person, but I understand you live on Waiheke Island.”

A chill ran down Christina’s spine. “Yes.”

“I am head of ward six,” the woman said. “My name is Muriel Teesdale. I’m afraid I have some bad news.”
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OLD FRIENDS, NEW PROBLEMS

Gabriel Fletcher watched Christina’s departure with pleasure—the sway of her hips beneath the pair of tight black jeans. The bounce of her loose curls against her back. The faint jangle of her golden bracelets. She was much as he remembered. Physically, at least, although her curves were more defined in this adult version of Christina.

He whistled his dogs, pausing until Toby followed, and headed out to check on his cows and calves. Unwillingly, his thoughts slipped to the past.

Lost opportunities.

Things had changed once Christina attended university to study accountancy and marketing. Although Bernice had mentioned Christina visited several times a year or they saw each other when Bernice traveled to Auckland, he hadn’t seen Christina since her eighteenth birthday.

His life was different. The big flare-up had occurred the following week that turned his world upside down. If it hadn’t been for his grandparents…

He owed them so much.

Aidan too.

With an irritable huff, he turned his mind to cheese. After purchasing twenty more cows and paying for a vet when one of his cows had trouble calving, his budget was tight this month. Still, he knew from experience if he attended the market each week and opened his farm store for regular hours, the income would more than offset a part-time wage. Freeing up his time meant he could up his cheese production. Selfishly, he hoped Christina stayed for several months.

His phone announced a text. Bernice’s health has deteriorated. Will stay in Auckland overnight.

Gabriel pushed out a sigh and fired off a text to his grandmother. She’d kick herself, as had he, for not checking on Bernice. His mind drifted back to Christina, and he wished he had time to visit the city to support her. Bloody mortgage. Still, he’d be with her in spirit and offer prayers for Bernice’s steady recovery.

Then, as he always did, Gabriel buried himself in his work. His way of pushing aside weighty matters he didn’t want to deal with. He knew what he was doing but continued marching along the same track. Routine and following a proven path had kept him sane when his world had imploded. No reason for the strategy to fail him now.

* * * * *

Around halfway through the forty-minute ferry ride to the city, Christina’s phone rang. She scowled at the number.

“Christina speaking,” she said.

“Good morning, Miss Kingston. I’m calling about your agreement with my rental company.”

“Mr. Singh?” she asked.

“Yes, the building is old with a multitude of problems, and I have decided to demolish the entire block and replace it with more upscale apartments.”

“When?” Christina’s stomach did an alarming roil. Her apartment suited her, although the rent pushed the boundaries of her budget since she hadn’t replaced Susan once her friend had moved in with Tyler.

“First of next month. I know this is short notice, but I intend to offer an incentive to my tenants. I will refund the rent you have paid in advance and your tenancy bond, plus I will give you a one-off payment of one thousand dollars if you agree to vacate by the first of October.”

“But that’s two weeks from now.”

“Yes, I realize this, but I require your decision by the end of the week.”

“And if I don’t agree?” Christina asked in a faint voice.

 “All my tenants pay their rent one week in advance, and my lawyers tell me, I can give you a week’s notice to vacate. I am offering you two weeks plus an incentive. You will find the paperwork in your mailbox.”

“But—” Tears once again blurred her vision, and her throat tightened. Nothing was going her way this year. Today. What with the hospital calling to tell her of the flu complications and her godmother’s heart damage and now this bombshell.

“My decision is final,” Mr. Singh stated, his tone implacable. “Good day, Miss Kingston.”

The firm click sounded in her ear as the ferry backed into its mooring at the city wharf. Numb, Christina shoved her phone into her handbag. Another problem to solve. Finding accommodation in Auckland was bad enough. An apartment or flat to fit her budget would be nigh on impossible.

She caught the inner link bus to Auckland Hospital and found her way to her godmother’s ward, after backtracking and asking once for directions. Bernice was asleep when she entered, appearing frail and old. A drip ran from her arm while her breathing was slow and raspy. A spike of fear shot through Christina. She’d never seen Bernice so vulnerable, and the even beep-beep-beep of the heart monitor underscored her fragility.

Christina crept to the visitor chair next to the bed and sat. Usually, she toted around a portable handicraft project, but in her haste to catch the ferry, she’d left her half-made scarf sitting on the bedside table in her godmother’s spare bedroom. She passed five minutes by studying her surroundings. Her aunt’s chart at the end of the bed and the hand sanitizer unit on the wall. A box of disposable gloves. The small hand basin and the door leading to the patient bathroom.

Seeking further diversion, Christina rifled through her handbag, and she pulled out a notebook and a pen. No time like the present for soul-searching and considering her future, such as it was.

1. Find a new apartment.

2. Decide whether to continue with the business.

3. Find a job?

4. What do I want to do?

5. Contact Mum and Dad about Bernice.

She scowled at her list because not one of the numbered items held an easy answer. Even contacting her parents held pitfalls. Her mother had talked about this holiday for months. Her parents had scrimped and saved, and telling them of Bernice’s illness would cause problems. She wanted her parents to enjoy this vacation.

“Christina?”

Her godmother’s breathy voice had Christina jerking up her head and her pulse darting into a one-hundred-meter dash. “You scared me. How are you feeling?”

“Tired,” Bernice said.

“A case of the flu will do that. Add in complications like pneumonia, and you end up in the hospital.”

“Don’t tell your parents I’m not well. Both June and Edward have planned their retirement trip for so long. Promise me.” She spoiled her demand with a round of coughing, and Christina jumped up to hand her tissues.

“You’re using your illness to make me behave,” Christina said. “You have me minding your cottage and walking Toby, and now you’re suggesting I fib to my parents.”

Bernice coughed once more, her shoulders shuddering as she wheezed and spluttered. Once the spasms faded, she wiped her mouth. “Your parents returning home wouldn’t make my illness fade. I want them to enjoy their time overseas and make memories.”

“And if Mum asks how you are?”

“T-tell her, I’m recovering from the flu. Tell her you’re looking after Toby and me. None of those things are lies.”

“True.” Christina could see arguing was distressing Bernice. “My landlord rang me earlier. He’s kicking the tenants out so he can demolish the apartment block and build luxury units.”

“Stay with me at the cottage,” Bernice croaked.

“I’m happy to stay while you recuperate, but after that, job hunting is my focus.” Christina sighed, letting her unhappiness free in that brisk exhalation.

“What about your business? You were so excited and happy to be doing something you loved.”

“I still love it, but my success drew others into the market. Now, with the economy the way it is, people aren’t spending on luxuries. I met Gabriel this morning. He offered me a part-time job selling his cheese.”

“Gabriel is a good boy. Work for him. Sell some of your handicrafts. You have boxes of scarves you’ve made and not worn. June complained about the space they’re taking up in her spare room.” Bernice coughed again and didn’t speak for several minutes.

Her harsh breaths were unnerving and scary.

“I’m tiring you. The nurses will chase me away.” Christina rose and neared the hospital bed. She brushed wisps of steel-gray hair off her godmother’s forehead before bending to kiss her brow. “Is there anything you need? I didn’t think to bring you clean nightgowns. I can bring one or two things for you tomorrow.”

“Chris-tina.” Bernice grabbed for her hands. “I-I…” She trailed off and gasped a breath. Her chest rattled, and it was long seconds before she attempted to speak. “I love you. Like a daughter.”

Her words became a whisper, and Christina leaned forward to better hear.

“B-believe in you.”

“Shush, no more talking. Sleep.”

“W-wait. Cottage yours. Stay. Please.” Bernice's face grew paler, the strain on her features betraying her agitation. The beep of the machine changed to erratic.

“Thank you,” Christina murmured. “I’ll stay for as long as you need me.”

Bernice caught her gaze and held it. She clasped Christina’s hands with a strength that belied her brittle appearance. “Promise.”

“Cross my heart,” Christina whispered, fighting not to cry in front of her godmother. She loved this woman so much. Bernice and her mother had attended boarding school together, been attendants at each other’s weddings. Bernice had been alone since her soldier husband died in service, and she had never remarried. Never had children, but she’d showered Christina with love and taught her to knit and crochet and embroider. She’d taught her to sew and passed on her love of fashion and makeup. While other teenage girls had bemoaned their mothers, Christina had cherished the fact she had two standing in her corner.

A nurse appeared in the doorway, her gaze going to the monitor by the bed. “Time for a rest.”

“I’ll visit you tomorrow afternoon. You pay attention to the nurses and rest.” Maintaining a cheerful persona tasked Christina when the truth bubbled in her mind. Damage to her godmother’s heart. Recovery would take months and going forward, Bernice would never be as strong. She kissed her godmother’s cheek. “I’ll bring you some of your things tomorrow when I visit.”

With her fake smile intact, Christina speed-walked from the hospital room before her tears started falling. She made it. Just. She marched past the busy nurses’ station and pushed through the double-doors that defended the ward. Outside, the bland corridor turned blurry, and she almost plowed into a striding doctor. His stethoscope dug into her breasts as he gripped her forearms and saved them from falling.

“S-sorry,” she gasped, her cheeks fiery hot. A pretty crier, she was not, and she hated to imagine her appearance.

“Are you all right?” He was young—younger than her—and he looked like the studly boy from next door. She’d bet he was popular with the nurses.

“I will be,” Christina said. “I… Thank you.”

He smiled at her, a blast of white teeth and dimples and sparkling blue eyes. “No problem.”

Christina found her lips curling in response until she glimpsed an eye roll from the female doctor accompanying him. “Once again, I’m sorry. I’ll let you get back to work.” Sidestepping the pair of doctors, she continued down the corridor, eager to escape the sterile walls and the scent peculiar to hospitals. Disinfectant. A hint of hand sanitizer. A whiff of flowers. Body smells. Christina shuddered and thumped the call button for the elevator.

 She loathed seeing her godmother this way. Part of her wanted to tell her parents, but Bernice was right. Christina hated to spoil their long-awaited vacation. She fumbled for a tissue and blotted her eyes.

She’d use her list to keep her focused and provide her with a sense of control when everything in her life ran off the rails and crashed. Her list offered her direction. She sucked in a deep breath, held it for four seconds, and pushed it out. After repeating her deep breathing five times, she formed a plan: collect the paperwork from her apartment. Really, when she thought about her apartment, she had one option, and that was to sign the papers, take the incentive and move on. The rent had drained her meager savings, and this decision mitigated the problem.

By the time Christina arrived at the harbor terminal, she walked taller because she’d made decisions and acted. She’d wrestled for control, and despite the hollow sensation in her chest, had pinned on a smile. Christina juggled her suitcase to her other hand, straightened her shoulders, and stalked onto the ferry. The depression crept after her, but she ignored the beast, satisfied to have a plan and a way forward through her messy life.

* * * * *

According to the doctor, her godmother passed away at 12:07. Her heart, he’d explained. Now, five days later, with the formalities taken care of, numbness had set in, sinking deep in her bones. She’d contacted her parents, told them Bernice had expected them to continue their holiday. Her mother had spoken of returning until Christina had told her not to be silly. Did she want Bernice to haunt her? Her mother had laughed then, wryly agreeing her friend was capable of this feat.

Now she sat in a lawyer’s office in Oneroa, the largest town on Waiheke Island, waiting and so glad of the blissful silence. The constant stream of visitors and friends and neighbors had kept her busy, but now, she ached for solitude.

“Miss Kingston?” A tall, slender man with a receding hairline and a friendly smile stood before her.

Christina started. “Yes. Sorry, I was miles away.”

“Understandable,” he said. “I admired Bernice. She was a fine lady, and I’ll miss meeting her at the various island functions we hold to amuse ourselves. Come into my office. Can I get you a cup of tea? I’m having one with chocolate biscuits.”

“You wish,” said the elderly receptionist.

The lawyer winked at her and ushered Christina to his office. “She never lets me have chocolate biscuits. Says they’re bad for my waistline.” He patted his flat belly. The man didn’t need a suit to hide the evidence of overindulgent business lunches.

“I’m Henry Wainscoat.” He shook her hand and ushered her to one of the two upright chairs that sat before his desk.

The secretary bustled into the office, bearing a tray with a teapot, two cups, a jug of milk, and a tiny bowl of sugar lumps. Christina smiled at spotting the biscuits. Not chocolate ones, but shortbread. She poured a cup of tea to Christina’s specifications and one for her boss before leaving and shutting the door after her.

“Now, I know you’re curious, but we’ll get the formalities over and done with first. Did you bring your ID with you?”

Christina handed over her passport and sipped her tea while she waited.

“Right. Bernice’s will is straightforward. She has left her cottage and everything she owns to you. There are conditions you must fulfill, however. You must live in the cottage for the next six months. You must look after Bernice’s dog, Toby. And the final condition, you must embrace life here on Waiheke Island.” The lawyer paused.

Christina stared at him, nonplussed by the conditions, by all of this. She hadn’t expected… “I thought Bernice would leave her cottage to her family. I know she has a niece and a nephew in Christchurch.”

“She appreciated your regular visits and informed me you were the daughter of her heart.”

Christina blinked hard. She’d done enough crying over the last few days. She sipped her tea and swallowed. “I’d already told Bernice I’d oversee Toby and look after the cottage.”

“And I presume you’ll continue to do that?”

“Of course,” Christina murmured. At least it meant she’d have somewhere to live until she started work on that stubborn list of hers.

“The third condition that you must immerse yourself in Waiheke needn’t be an onerous one. We have a thriving theater, art gallery exhibitions, concerts, and other civil events throughout the year, such as fun runs, movie nights, and fireworks displays. Our weekly market attracts visitors, and the various wineries are always holding different events. Pick several activities that interest you and take part.”

“Why has Bernice made this a condition?”

“She didn’t tell me, and I didn’t ask for explanations.”

“How will I know when I’ve achieved or failed?”

“Bernice appointed me to judge and decide if you meet the conditions of the will. She told me since I involved myself in the community, I’d be in the perfect position to determine if you followed instructions. With that in mind, and because I understand you haven’t spent a lot of time here, I asked my secretary to collect information regarding upcoming events. She also passed along a tip, which I shall pass on to you. Bernice said Gabriel would be the perfect partner-in-crime, and you’d be doing him a favor if you dragged him out of his workaholic state.” The lawyer’s eyes twinkled as if he were enjoying a joke. “I understand you met Gabriel when you were both teenagers.”

“Yes,” Christina said, still dazed by this turn of events.

“Now that I’ve explained the conditions of Bernice’s will, can you please sign here and here?” He indicated two spots on two different documents. “They’re to confirm you’re aware of the conditions and accept them. Once you sign this one, the clock starts ticking.”

“Wait, you didn’t tell me what would happen if I fail to meet my godmother’s criteria to your satisfaction.”

“In that case, I will sell the cottage, along with all of Bernice’s possessions. I will split the money between you and Bernice’s niece and nephew. Your share will be ten thousand dollars.”

Christina scrunched her brow as she concentrated on reading the two documents. Her brain refused to focus, confusion, and doubt, and sadness fighting for supremacy. When the words turned into a blur, she scrawled her signature and repeated the action on the second legal document.

“Excellent. This folder contains details of activities and upcoming events on the island along with full particulars of everything I’ve told you today.” He pushed a green folder across the desk. “Do you have questions?”

“No.”

“Very well. If anything occurs to you later, please call. My business card is in the folder. No doubt, I’ll see you around the island. On 1 April, next year, I’ll contact you, and we will ascertain whether you’ve fulfilled your godmother’s conditions.”

“Thank you, Mr. Wainscoat.” Christina picked up the green folder and rose.

“Call me, Henry, my dear. Don’t forget, if you have any questions, do not hesitate to contact me.” He ushered her from his office and greeted an elderly couple who sat waiting for him.

Dismissed and struggling to push away her desolation and the sense of overwhelm, Christina stumbled from the lawyer’s office and made her way to the parking lot where she’d left her godmother’s red Mazda hatchback. She returned to the cottage, unbelieving and still unable to make sense of the situation.

Once inside, she exchanged her best navy-blue business suit for comfortable jeans, a scoop-necked apricot-colored T-shirt, and her denim jacket. Henry had suggested she seek out Gabriel, and she decided this was an excellent suggestion. She’d interrogate her friend, and perhaps it was time to make good on her promise to sell cheese.
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I’M HERE TO SELL CHEESE

“Did you know the contents of Bernice’s will?”

Gabriel started and jerked upward on hearing Christina’s strident demand. He thumped his head on the stainless-steel bin, he was scrubbing. Rubbing the sore bit through the hairnet he wore, he extricated himself and rose to face Christina. Temper flashed in her brown eyes while two patches of rose colored her cheeks.

He grinned and grabbed her in a bear hug before she could react. She froze at his touch, then relaxed against him. With her sun-kissed hair and her high color, she made a pretty picture. A tempting package. He gave in to the impulse he’d harbored since he’d first seen her almost a week ago.

He kissed her. Not the slow, lingering lover’s kiss he was tempted to lay on her, but a friendly peck that still shoved urgent need through his body. She frowned at him, and he tweaked her pert nose before stepping back.

“Bernice’s will? I know nothing.”

A car pulled up in the driveway, reminding Gabriel he’d put up the shop sign.

“I’m here to sell cheese,” she announced. “Is everything priced, and do you have change?”

“Yes, and yes.” It was Gabriel’s turn to frown.

“You wanted me to help, so here I am. Is Toby okay?”

“He seems happy enough, hanging with my dogs.”

“Excellent. Carry on. I’ll sell cheese, and we can talk later tonight. I need your help.”

Gabriel didn’t hide his confusion. “Call if you have any problems. I’ll be working in here, cleaning equipment.”

Christina gave a curt nod and strode off. Two days ago, he’d given her a tour. He doubted he’d have queues of customers arriving to swamp his place due to his irregular opening hours. Hopefully, with Christina’s help, he might turn that around.

Feminine voices sounded in the distance—too far away to decipher actual words. Gabriel debated leaving his task to check on Christina, then recalled her mood. A high dudgeon, his romance-reading grandmother would’ve said with an amused tut-tut. He grinned, his uncertainty easing at the thought of Gran. She was a wicked-wise woman, and he’d learned a lot about the female species from her. She and his grandfather were the constants in his life, and thanks to them and their support, he had a farm and a purpose.

The beautiful and intriguing Christina knew where to find him. His grin broadened, and a wave of lust tightened his muscles. A wolfish smirk. The description slipped into his brain, again courtesy of Gran.

His grandparents chided him for working so hard.

“Go out. Socialize. Meet a girl. I’ve just read a romance about a woman who arranged blind dates. I know lots of nice girls. If you want, I could do that for you,” his grandmother had said.

“Now, Beth.” His grandfather had winked at him. “I heard you discussing that racy romance with him. One hundred colors or some such. I doubt any of the girls you know would like their bottoms spanked.”

Gabriel picked up his scrubbing brush and settled back to scouring his stainless-steel vat. He grinned as memories of the conversation about match-making and Fifty Shades poured through his mind. He loved the duo so much. They’d remember Christina because he’d asked his grandmother for kissing advice. Thanks to his grandmother’s instructions, the kiss—his first attempt—had been an enormous success.

Yes, Christina’s arrival would thrill his grandparents, and to tell the truth, he was a happy camper too.

Gabriel had implied the shop was quiet, but she served a steady stream of customers. Gabriel produced two varieties of goat’s cheese and a firm, cheddar-type cheese, although he’d told her he enjoyed experimenting and making other types on a smaller scale.

“You cannot fathom how ecstatic I am to see Gabriel’s shop opened,” one woman declared, waving her bejeweled fingers above her head—a gesture of happiness. “I have a dinner party tonight and the goat’s cheese is perfect. Just perfect.”

Christina held her knife ready to cut off a wedge. “How much would you like?”

“I’ll take the entire piece,” the woman stated.

Christina wrapped the cheese in plain white paper and quoted a price. The woman didn’t blink but handed over her credit card.

This interaction continued throughout the afternoon, varying slightly, but one thing was clear. Gabriel’s cheese was popular, and he needed to stock more in his shop and do the sales thing at the local weekend market.

It was almost five, and she had one lone wedge of the hard cheese left. Christina wandered from the shop and up the short driveway to remove the shop open sign.

A couple pulled up in a black SUV. The woman, sitting in the passenger seat, opened her window. “Are we too late?”

“I have a wedge of the cheddar left.”

“We’ll take it,” the woman said. “Gabriel’s cheese is exceptional. Gracie rang to tell me the shop was open, but we were at the kids’ sports day. Do you know when you’ll be open next?”

“Tomorrow,” Christina said, crossing her fingers since she wasn’t certain of Gabriel’s stocks of cheese.

“Do you know which cheeses will be available?”

“No, I’m sorry I don’t.” Curious, she asked, “Which cheese were you wanting?”

“He has a divine blue cheese.”

“If you don’t mind waiting, I can ask him,” Christina said.

“We’ll wait,” the woman’s husband said.

“All right. Let me get the sign in. I’ll be right there.” Christina yanked on the sign, spotted the closed sign slotted behind it, and switched the two before trotting down the driveway to search for Gabriel.

“Gabriel!”

“Here,” he said, making her jump.

She whirled, her hand pressed against her chest. “Stop doing that. Do you have any blue cheese available for sale?”

“Not today,” he said. “I’ll test a sample tomorrow, but my gut says it still needs more aging.”

“All right.” Christina was glad of an excuse to turn away from Gabriel. Inappropriate thoughts kept exploding in her mind like an emotional firework display. Her body stood at high alert, every part of her aware of him, and that had a knock-on effect with the fireworks. A stupid circle that highlighted her body’s craving for sex and physical contact. She forced her mind back into the game. “I’ll let the customer know.”

“I’ll swap the sign out,” he said.

“Already done. This is my last customer.” She retreated, but the heat at her back told her Gabriel was following. She entered the shop and found the woman waiting.

“It’s a tiny wedge.” The woman pouted.

“Julie,” Gabriel said.

Christina turned to face him and caught the faint widening of his eyes when he noticed the empty refrigerated display.

“What do you need, Julie?” he asked. “I can get it for you from out the back.”

Christina waited while the woman rattled off her order, and Gabriel disappeared. Everyone had raved about Gabriel’s cheese, and the bare refrigerator underscored the popularity of his products. “How did everyone know to come for cheese today?” she asked.

“Waiheke grapevine.” Julie wrinkled her long, narrow nose. “Gabriel needs to open his shop more often.”

After Julie left with her cheese, Christina cleaned and wiped the surfaces.

“I can’t believe you sold everything,” Gabriel said after waving off Julie and her husband.

“Julie said it was the Waiheke grapevine. From what I learned this afternoon, your cheese is a hit, and the locals love it. You need regular hours for your store. Open on set days and hit the market each weekend to get the tourist and casual weekender trade. Do you still have cheese to sell?”

Amusement tugged at Gabriel’s lips, and she barely withheld her sigh of appreciation. Although he was not classically handsome, his confident persona and magnetic smile sure made her pulse jump into a lustful tango. Those stupid fireworks in her brain exploded again.

“Have a decent stock of cheese, although now that the locals have their cheese fix, I doubt tomorrow will be as busy.”

“Why haven’t you hired someone to operate the store?”

“My budget hasn’t run to paying a wage,” he said. “Come to a stage where I have to sell my cheese because it’s aged right. In the past, I’d open the store when I had cheese ready.”

“Makes sense,” Christina said. “I’d better get Toby and return to the cottage. Leave you in peace.”

“Stay for dinner,” Gabriel suggested. “You said you wanted to talk. Eat dinner with me and talk. One stone. Two birds.”

“Can you cook? What’s for dinner?”

“Gran taught me to cook. Tonight, I have a beef-and-red-wine stew Gran made for me. I thought mashed potatoes, broccoli, and carrots.”

Christina’s brows rose. “Dessert?”

“Carrot cake.”

“Cream cheese frosting?”

“Yep.”

“Sold,” Christina said. “What can I do to help?”

Gabriel trespassed into her space and slipped his arm around her waist, drawing her against his side. “You can choose the wine and keep me company while I prepare the vegetables.”

“I can do that.” She inhaled his scent of soap and man and a pungent hint of cleaning solution. The man never used to act as touchy-feely, but she enjoyed the physical contact, so she didn’t protest.

Gabriel shifted his hand to the small of her back and urged her from the shop. Outside, he shunted her to the left and along a narrow concrete path that led behind his cheese-making buildings.

“I don’t remember this house being here,” she said.

“It wasn’t when you used to visit. My grandparents had it transported here.”

Something in his tone urged her to think before she spoke. Hadn’t Bernice mentioned his grandparents? “Are your grandparents still living in the same house?”

He grinned, giving her a flash of white teeth and the impression his momentary tension had eased. “Yes, they’re not far away. A ten-minute walk. Grandad helps me with the cattle some days. He enjoys milking the goats. Says it gives a man time to think.”

“And the rest of your family? Do they still live on Waiheke?”

Gabriel’s smile died. It was like a light switching off, and the change in his demeanor forced an icy surge down her spine. Ah. She wished Bernice was still here for her to ask questions since her godmother had known everyone and held many connections within the community. It was clear questions regarding Gabriel’s family were out of bounds, and she wondered what had changed since they were teenagers. She racked her brain, trying to think of any clue her godmother might have let drop. While connected to the grapevine, Bernice had never gossiped, which left Christina none the wiser.

“They still live here.” He toed off his rubber boots, and she stooped to remove her runners.

Gabriel opened the door and shunted her inside. “Welcome to my home. I’ll give you a quick tour. This way.” He led her down a passage, the aged wooden floorboards cool beneath her sock-clad feet.

“Cute socks,” Gabriel said with a nod to her feet. “I have a friend who loves novelty socks. He has dozens of pairs. I’ve never seen a person who owns so many.”

“My friend, Susan, gave me the tiger socks in last year’s Secret Santa,” Christina said.

“Bathroom, separate toilet, spare bedroom. Master bedroom.” He paused at each doorway before urging her onward.

Christina gained a quick impression of rooms. He’d renovated some while others, like the spare room, were awaiting their turn, the bold seventies wallpaper screaming for a makeover. “Wow, that’s a big bed.”

His brown gaze sought hers. “Like my comfort.” While his delivery was deadpan, there might’ve been a flash of humor in his eyes.

His reaction shifted so fast, confusion and doubt filled Christina. Had that been weird flirting, or had his words meant something else? Their paths hadn’t crossed since they had been teens, not even during her visits to Bernice. His constant but friendly touching was messing with her brain, and she didn’t trust herself to arrive at the correct conclusion. She could always ask, but that’d be weird. Right?

“Why don’t you have a girlfriend?”

He shook his head and led her back down the passage. “Too busy. There was someone. Lounge. Kitchen. Would you like a glass of wine? Or you can have a beer.”

“What have you got?” Christina wondered about the someone, but Gabriel’s squared shoulders shouted his unwillingness to discuss the subject at greater length. She let it go.

“Red or white wine. The beer is from a local brewery.”

“In the interests of broadening my horizons, I’ll try the beer,” Christina announced.

He chuckled. “That’s my girl.”

Christina’s brows shot upward. What did he mean? She frowned at his back, surprised by the disquiet filling her when they’d always had an easy friendship. As he opened the fridge and bent to survey the contents, her attention slipped to his backside and lingered. He straightened and turned, two bottles of beer in hand. For an instant, he froze, his gaze connecting with hers.

“Were you staring at my arse?”

“No!” Christina spluttered, trying to maintain eye contact. She failed. Also, the warmth in her cheeks told her she was blushing in champion-style.

“You’re turning red,” he informed her.

“A bad habit. I’ve tried to grow out of it, but the weakness returns to haunt me at the most inconvenient moments.”

“I wouldn’t call your blushing an inconvenience. It’s cute. I find it charming.” He set the two bottles on the counter and opened another cupboard to grab glasses. “Take a seat at the breakfast bar, and we can chat while I sort out dinner.”

Charming? What should she do with that? “I can help.”

“Sit.” He whipped the caps off both beers. After pouring part of a bottle into one glass, he pushed the bottle and glass toward her. “You’re lying. That blush reminds me of your discomfort after we kissed the first time and bumped noses before getting it right.”

“N-no. You’re mistaken.”

“You’re also stuttering,” he added helpfully. “That’s another of your tells.”

“You’re very rude.”

“Honest. I like honesty. You should remember that about me. Lies are unforgivable. I’ve learned this the hard way, and I refuse to inflict the same pain on anyone else.” His voice grew harder, his jaw clenching and unclenching with his conviction.

Uncertain of what he meant, unable to read the emotional undercurrents that had sucked them under without warning, she remained trapped in his gaze. A tight sensation in her chest reminded her to breathe. Christina inhaled, held it for four seconds, and also exhaled on a count of four. The familiar coping method—a form of meditation—helped to ease her panic and allowed her to center herself.

If he wanted honesty, she’d fire it in his direction. “I like the way you look and enjoy studying your masculine form. So yes. You are correct. I was staring at your backside.” The heat in her face increased, but this time, she owned her words and refused to hide her face behind her hands.

“For the record, I think you’re gorgeous. Seeing you made my day. I’m glad you’re here because some weeks I go for ages without meeting another person.”

“Right. Okay, then.”

Gabriel chuckled, and the burst of amusement startled her at first, then pulled an answering laugh from her.

“What do you think of the beer?”

She’d already tasted it, yet their conversation had rattled her, and she’d drunk without analyzing the beverage’s nuances. She sipped it again. “I couldn’t drink over one bottle in a sitting, but it has hints of honey and spice. It’s pleasant.” She checked the label. “A summer ale.”

While she discussed beer, Gabriel pulled vegetables out of the fridge, along with a covered dish. He’d already switched on the oven, and he placed the casserole inside before turning back to the vegetables.

“What did you want to discuss?”

“I visited the lawyer this morning. Bernice left the cottage and Toby to me.”

“That surprised you?”

“Yeah, I guess it did. There are conditions. I have to stay on Waiheke for six months, and I have to socialize. Throw myself into community life. I have to immerse myself in the Waiheke experience.” The requirement still stunned her, bothered her a little. She fiddled with the label on the beer bottle, running a fingernail around the top until the edges lifted.

“Who decides if you’ve participated enough?”

Christina jumped, shot him a guilty look. “Henry Wainscoat. Bernice’s lawyer.”

“Are you staying?”

“I think so.” She straightened. “Yes, I’m staying. The owner of the building where I lived gave the tenants notice. I’m homeless, so this has come at the right time. It’s the requirement to embrace community I don’t understand.”

Gabriel grimaced. “My grandparents are always telling me I act like a hermit. My grandmother tsks and shakes her head, then she says, ‘It’s all very well working hard, Gabriel, but your workaholic ways mean the best parts of life are passing you by. Go out. Meet a girl. A boy.’” He cleared his throat after speaking in a higher feminine voice. He resumed talking in his usual tones. “The social circle is small on the island unless it’s a function to attract tourists. It’s difficult not to run into my family, so I avoid socializing.”

A huge family blow-up then. Christina didn’t question him since every time Gabriel mentioned them, his face blanked and his eyes turned dead. There was one other part that drew her interest, and she pursued that.

“Your grandmother told you to find a boy?”

He ran a vegetable peeler down the sides of a carrot, his big, callused hands competent and practiced. “Yeah.” He lifted his gaze. “Turns out I enjoy kissing girls and boys. It’s the person who attracts me rather than the sex. Does that bother you?”

Christina considered this for a few seconds. “No.”

“No?”

His simple question held degrees of complication.

“No,” she stated while her mind wandered to his parents. Was his sexuality the cause of the rift between them? “Your explanation makes sense. Besides, I was your first.”

“First kiss.” Gabriel barked out a laugh and sliced the carrots into battens. He washed chunks of potatoes he’d already peeled and placed them in a pot. The carrots dropped into a second pot. “That’s done. I need to feed the dogs. Why don’t you move to the lounge? Pick a movie or put on some music. Back in ten minutes.” He wrinkled his nose. “Toby needs a bath. He’s been playing in the mud with my two.”

“No problem,” Christina said. “I appreciate you looking after him for the week.”

Gabriel walked over to her and pulled her into an embrace.

“You give excellent cuddles.”

“I kiss great too,” he whispered against her ear.

“Bighead,” she muttered, hiding her grin against his neck.

He put her away from him. “Back in a few.”

The door banged as he thumped outside, and Christina wandered to the lounge. This part of his house was more open. A large television hung on one wall. Two big doors led out onto a terrace, and she suspected the views over the native bush, and the land beyond would extend to the Hauraki Gulf.

A million-dollar view.

Now, all she saw was an expanse of darkness with not a single light twinkling.

A large bookcase took up most of another wall—mystery and thriller paperbacks and three framed photos filled the upper shelves while work-related non-fiction crammed the two lower racks. Titles such as cheese-making, land management methods, and animal husbandry told her Gabriel took his work seriously.

The stereo confounded her with its multitude of buttons, so she turned her attention to the photos.

One of a grinning Gabriel with a certificate in hand. Another from the same time with Gabriel flanked by his grandparents. Even as a teenager, he’d been close to his grandparents and spent the school holidays with them rather than at home.

Tucked behind these photos was one of an older Gabriel. He was with another man, and they were standing close, gazing at each other. Something about the image made her uneasy as if she were intruding on a personal moment.

The thump of the door and footsteps had her hastily returning the photo to its shelf and taking two giant steps toward the doors and the darkness beyond.

“I can’t hear music,” he called.

A pot clanged in the kitchen.

“Your stereo scared me. I don’t have the correct class of license to drive it.”

Gabriel appeared with a bottle of red wine, two glasses, and a plate of cheese and crackers.

“Is that your cheese?”

“Blasphemy. I’d never offer a competitor’s cheese.” He set everything on a coffee table and gestured her to take a seat on the couch. “Dinner will be another hour. I figured if we’re drinking, we should have something to eat.”

“Good plan.”

“Want to watch a movie? I have Netflix. We can watch a box-set of something. Do you still enjoy mysteries and thrillers, or have you turned girlie and defected to the rom-com side?”

“I am an equal-opportunity viewer,” she said. “How about a mystery? Have you watched the Brokenwood Mysteries?”

“The series filmed in North Auckland?”

“Yeah.”

“I fall asleep if I watch television, so normally go to bed with a book. That way, if I nod off, I’m already in bed.”

“Great strategy. I think you’d like the series. It’s set in a small town with the police station at the center. I love the eccentric characters. There are several reoccurring ones, and the New Zealand flavor doesn’t hurt. I rate the show as good as the English ones.”

“Sold.” Gabriel picked up a remote and pointed it at the TV. In a short time, he’d found the latest season, and they immersed themselves in the doings at the Brokenwood agricultural show and the resulting murder investigation. They sat shoulder-to-shoulder, thighs touching, casual and at ease as they’d been as teenagers.

Christina reached for a cracker and let Gabriel slice cheese for her. “You make excellent cheese.”

“Yes,” he said deadpan.

Her gaze jerked to his serious expression. The faint quiver of his lips gave him away, and she poked him in the ribs. “Bighead.”

“How would you know? You haven’t seen it.”

“Gabriel!”

His deep chuckle had her bursting into laughter too. He refilled her wineglass and handed her more cheese. When the oven timer dinged, he paused the show and rose to sort out dinner.

Christina followed, not surprised to find herself unsteady on her pins. Gabriel had been right to serve a snack with their wine.

Gabriel opened a drawer and pulled out cutlery. From another drawer, he extracted placemats. “Set the table for me,” he ordered, waving a hand at the dining table to their right.

By the time she’d done that, Gabriel had served portions of the beef stew, added a heaped spoon of fluffy mashed potatoes along with a mix of broccoli and carrots.

“Sit. I’m starving,” he added. “I missed lunch.”

Christina took a place at the table. “Maybe you should make sandwiches to take out each day. A thermos of soup or something like that.”

“I never have time.”

“You’ll lose that sexy backside,” she warned with a waggle of her finger.

He grinned. “Eat your dinner. Food will soak up the wine. Catch me up on what you were doing in Auckland. You’re a trained accountant, right?”

“I used to work at Barker and Johnson. I loved it since I made close friends. We used to hang out together after work and during the weekends, and I shared an apartment with one of the women.”

“What happened?”

“That transparent, huh?”

Gabriel shrugged and ate a mouthful of mashed potatoes.

“My friends married and left the firm where we all used to work. Everything changed.”

“What about guys? Someone special.”

Christina prodded at her carrots. “I’ve decided I’m too picky.”

“No,” he contradicted. “It’s wrong to settle because you’re lonely.”

He got it. “I think I’ve been trying to find someone to share my life. I go on dates with high expectations and go home alone, disappointed. It’s depressing.”

Gabriel shot her a sharp look. “You don’t need a man to be happy.”

“True, but it’s nice to have companionship and shared interests. It’s easy to get isolated, and life loses its sparkle.” She shrugged. “Maybe that’s why Bernice is making me mingle in the community.”

“She wants you to grow roots.” Gabriel leaned forward and placed his hand over hers.

Heat suffused her and zapped up her arm, sparking and firing against every nerve ending on the way. She barely suppressed her gasp. To her intense relief, Gabriel parted their hands and returned to eating his meal.

 “Tell me about your friends.”

A safer topic. “There’s Maggie, Susan, Julia, and Connor. We’re the ones who used to work together. Maggie and Connor married and have one daughter. Julia is with Ryan, and through them, I met Caleb, who has been Ryan’s best friend since they were kids. They have two children. Susan wed Tyler after the reality show. They have a daughter and a son. My friends have children and are doing kid-related things, which makes me the odd-woman out.”

“Yeah.” He understood.

“They welcome me whenever we meet or visit, but their experiences are different from mine.”

“I’m your friend, Christina. Don’t forget that. Do you want to keep Bernice’s cottage? What happens if you don’t meet the criteria?”

“I receive ten thousand dollars. The balance goes to Bernice’s niece and nephew. I want to keep the cottage.”

“Can you do your personal shopper business from here?”

“Not here. I need to be in the city.”

“Well, you have a job with me.”

“Bernice suggested I sell my handicrafts at the market. I brought a few items with me. Susan stored the rest at her place.”

“I’ve booked a stall for the upcoming weekend. Select some of your stuff and sell it along with my cheese. Put up a stand in the cheese shop.”

“You don’t even know if I have any talent,” Christina protested.

“You do. Bernice told me. I used to ask how you were whenever we met over the fence or when Bernice walked Toby. She used to take him for walks into the bush on my property.”

“Oh.”

“If you take me up on my offer, you’ll get an opportunity to explore what excites your prospective customers. What pushes your buttons.”

Christina gave a decisive nod. “I will. Thanks.”

“That’s one positive move. Now let’s discuss community activities. The obvious place to start is the various handicraft groups. Take half an hour to check out the other market stalls. See what’s available and work out if there is a gap in the market. It’s what I did when I started my farm. I listed my interests, looked at the competition, and chose to make cheese.”

“You make it sound easy.”

“It’s not, but you can have fun. Bernice told me you love sewing and knitting and whatnot. You love fashion and makeup stuff.” He waved his fork in the air, his earnestness kind of cute. “Isn’t that why you started your business? You expanded on something you loved.”

She opened her mouth to argue and clamped her lips together, her mind diverting and following the path his comment had sewn. For a long time, she’d vacillated. She’d experimented and started her business as a part-time hobby, gaining contacts and experience before she’d gathered the courage to resign and go full-time. Jumping feetfirst into important decisions wasn’t her. She dithered. She fretted. She hovered on the brink, almost to the point of losing an opportunity.

“This is silly. Maybe I can get a job at the local accountant’s firm. There is one, right?”

“And leave me in the lurch?”

Christina glowered at him. He was right, dammit. “I wouldn’t do that.”

“You’re contradicting yourself.”

His gaze flickered over her before returning to his almost-empty plate.

Suspicion rose in her. “Are you laughing at me?”

His lips quivered. “You haven’t changed much. You still over-analyze everything.”

“Only important things. I’m impulsive sometimes.”

“When? Give me an example.”

Huh! She had one for him without even straining her brain. “Not so long ago, I applied to go on the Farmer Seeks a Wife reality show.”

“You’re kidding.” He stared at her with a narrowed gaze, then filled their glasses. 

“Susan and I were both picked to go to the initial meeting. My farmer thought I was too bohemian with my bracelets and loose hair. He thought I’d scare his cows.”

Gabriel spluttered then gave a belly laugh. 

“I kid you not. Instead of asking questions to learn if we might be compatible, he raved about his cows for most of our speed date. Susan had better luck, although she didn’t escape embarrassment. The cameraman filmed her with her dress hitched up and her panties showing. She ended up meeting Tyler, though, so there was a happy ending.”

“Christina, believe me. A man with such…highly strung cows was not the one for you.” He chortled again, the hilarity taking years off his face.

“Go on.” Christina sipped her wine. “Laugh at my expense. Don’t you get lonely?”

“Sometimes,” he acknowledged.

“Keeping busy helps. I think that’s my problem now. With the downturn in my business, I’ve had too much time to think. I get disheartened and that makes me indecisive.” She swallowed hard since this issue wasn’t a favorite discussion topic. She’d always thought she was a well-balanced human being. But Gabriel was a long-time friend, and she needed honesty between them. “If I’m not careful, I can slide deep into the blues.”

Gabriel set down his knife and fork and reached for her hand. “Tell me.”

“I get restless and tired, yet I can’t sleep because my mind won’t shut up. I stress about how I’ve messed up my life, and my friends have moved on, found someone to love. Then I’m ashamed because my friends are lovely and deserve every bit of happiness. I’m resentful toward them when they can’t meet, even though I understand they have good reasons and aren’t trying to hurt me. When I get like this, I withdraw into myself, and that makes my attitude worse.”

 “When was your depression diagnosed?”

“It wasn’t—not until this year. You know I had moods when I was a teenager. My parents didn’t think it was serious since I’d work on my craft or read a book. They called it my sulks. The feelings would pass, but it’s been worse the last few years. You know the famous rugby player? The one who fronts the ads for depression on television?”

“Yes.”

“I checked out the website he mentioned. Many of the mentioned symptoms—I had them. I did nothing about it because, well…” She shrugged. “I thought I’d be fine. Then, about a month later, it was real bad. I couldn’t stop crying and didn’t leave my apartment for days. After watching a TV ad, I rang their helpline and followed their suggestions. Made an appointment with my doctor. We decided I should try the self-help measures first. Following the doctor’s advice and the online suggestions has helped, but I can slip if I get too stressed.”

“Bernice’s death and the contents of her will have knocked you.” It was a statement rather than a question.

“Yes.”

“Continue with the coping methods your doctor suggested. You can talk to me. Share the coping strategies with me, and I’ll try to help.” His hand tightened over hers, and she glanced at him, her chest tight because of his understanding.

His brown eyes held sincerity and confidence, and she nodded. “Thanks.”

“We should start now. What is one thing you do to regain a bit of balance?”

She wrinkled her nose. “You really want to know?”

“Yes,” he whispered, leaning close enough for her to feel his breath against her cheek. The intimacy of it brought a shudder, a faint whimper of pleasure.

She breathed deep and focused on his question. It was challenging, and pricklings of warning blasted her.  “I keep a journal, and each day I note at least one thing I’m grateful for.”

“What are you grateful for, Christina?”

His gaze never left her, and a sharp spike of awareness struck her chest before shimmering downward to feather into her belly. “For having you as my friend and sharing this fantastic meal.”

“My pleasure, sweetheart.” He pressed his lips to her cheek. “You know you can visit my cows and goats any time, don’t you? Your gypsy bracelets won’t scare my livestock. I’m thankful for having your help in my farm store. To date, two female customers have propositioned me. One elderly lady pinched my arse. The women travel in packs, which makes them brave.”

“Wow.”

He nodded. “Really, truly grateful to you.”

“Can I have more stew?”

“Yup. You have curves, but you’re too skinny.”

“Lack of interest in food and weight loss is another symptom. The doctor suggested I eat balanced meals and do regular exercise. He told me this would help.”

“We can fix the regular meal thing by eating together.” Gabriel took her plate and dished up another portion of stew plus a dollop of mashed potatoes. “What sort of exercise do you do?”

“I like to walk, which is easy now that I have to care for Toby. My friend Julia owns a club on K’ Road. My other girlfriends and I used to take part in dance training with Julia and her dancers.”

“You become more interesting by the minute, Christina Kingston. What other secrets are you hiding?”

A grin stretched her lips without warning, the meal and wine having relaxed her. “I dream about having a threesome with two men who focus on me. Oh!” She slapped her hand over her mouth, winced at the fiery heat that filled her face. “An alien kidnapped my mouth. Please, forget I mentioned it.”
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FANTASY ISLAND

Christina’s words shocked the hell out of him since they’d emerged with not a whisper of warning. Pink seeped into her cheeks until they carried seven shades of red, and she refused to meet his gaze. The image of Christina naked and writhing on a bed with two men played through his mind. Damn.

“Please, please forget I said that,” she ordered and reached for her wineglass. She gulped the contents.

“But the topic is such an interesting one.” He worked on hiding his grin.

She bared her teeth at him. “Fantasy. I’m hardly likely to have two men when one is elusive. Now, please, change the subject.”

He might cease his teasing, but he doubted he’d ever forget, not with the image now planted in his brain. Hot damn. “Okay, how about this? Along with meeting the conditions of Bernice’s will, I challenge you to explore employment options other than selling your handicrafts. Step out of your normal routine. Use this chance to improve your future. I dare you, Christina.”

“Why?”

Her eyes were wide behind her glasses and full of suspicion. Gabriel remembered this expression from the early days of their acquaintance when she looked askance at him because he was a boy. She’d considered boys noisy and smelly, especially when they farted. Her words, not his. Not a boy any longer, and now the stern school-teacher expression she aimed his way diverted his mind to more adult activities.

“Great having my friend next door again. Admit it, Christina. You need this opportunity. If you turn your back on it, what will you do? Slink back to Auckland and find a boring accountancy job instead of seeking a challenge? Sink into your sorrow and risk a bad case of depression?”

“Hey!” She leaned close and clicked fingers under his nose. “You should’ve stopped at the part where you enjoy my company. Are you sure I can do this?”

“Yes.” He lifted his glass, saw hers was empty and poured her the last of the wine.

“Are you trying to get me drunk?”

“No, we should toast to the future.”

Christina lifted her chin. “I’m game. Let’s drink to your cheese and increasing your market share and to me for going ahead with this crazy scheme.” She stood and wobbled a fraction before she straightened to her full height. “To our future.”

Gabriel rose and clinked his glass to hers. “The future.”

She slapped her free hand onto the back of her chair. “Whoa, that wine sneaked up on me. We shouldn’t have opened the second bottle.”

“Relax in the lounge while I clean up here.”

“I should grab Toby and head back to the cottage.”

“I’ll walk you home in a few minutes. Go.” He turned her and steered Christina into the lounge. “Sit. I won’t be long.”

Soft music started playing—a soulful saxophone taking the lead.

Despite her earlier complaint, Christina must’ve managed to work out his sound system. Gabriel found himself humming as he cleared dishes and stacked the dishwasher. Once he finished and wandered to the lounge, he spotted Christina slouched on the couch, her eyes closed.

“Hey,” he said.

Her eyes popped open. “I’m awake.”

“Dance with me,” he said, extending his hand.

“Why?”

“Because we haven’t danced before. Remember, we were going to, and your dad had to go back to Auckland for work, so you missed the social. Had to show off my moves to other girls.” He grasped her hand and tugged until she stood pressed against his chest. She swayed, and he wrapped his arms around her. When he moved a few steps, Christina stumbled.

“Your fault,” she murmured.

“Maybe you should stay here tonight.”

“In your ginormous bed?”

“I can find a T-shirt for you to sleep in.”

“I’ve never seen such a large bed.”

He grinned again, smiling more tonight than he had in months—no, years. “Told you. I like to stretch out. Enjoy my space.” He still remembered their first kiss and holding her this way returned his thoughts to sex again. Sex with her. Something to consider.

Christina pulled back and yawned.

Gabriel’s chest shook as he reclaimed her hand. “Let’s get you settled. You have a big day tomorrow. Decisions to make. Cheese to sell.”

“I should return to the cottage.”

“Stay. I need to tell you something. A secret.”

Her eyes grew wide. “What?”

“The dark scares me.”

A snort escaped her. “Does that line work for you?”

“Don’t know. Never used it before. Come on. Time for bed.”

Christina yawned again, and he ached to care for her. He led her down the passage to his bedroom. Once there, he pulled a T-shirt from a drawer and handed it to her. “You’ll find a new toothbrush in the top right drawer in the en suite. I’ll grab you a towel.”

“Do you have a face cloth?”

“I’ll get you one of those too.”

The woman listed from side-to-side, her eyes wide behind her lenses, and doing an excellent impression of one of the local owls that inhabited the nearby block of bush. Her bracelets jangled. She glanced at the door and took half a step in that direction as if she might flee. Not happening. He lengthened his stride and flung open the cupboard where he kept his towels while keeping one eye on his bedroom doorway. His breath eased out on his return. Christina sat on the end of the bed and was struggling to remove her socks.

“I’m more coordinated than this.”

“Speech is fine.”

“Y-yes. Stop looking at me that way.”

“Like what?” He ducked into the en suite and set out the towels. While he was there, he grabbed the toothbrush for her. When he entered the bedroom again, her brow was furrowed. “Problem?”

“You’re making me nervous.”

Gabriel blinked and backed up a step, incredulous and vexed at the same time. How? How the hell had he made her nervous? Did he scare her? “Explain.”

Her gaze held wariness as she lifted her head. “I like you. More than I should, and it’d be so easy to convince myself there’s more there. Something real between us. I know myself well enough to worry about this. The last thing I want is to wreck our friendship because of something stupid.”

“Two things. The bed is big enough for us to sleep without touching. If that’s the problem, I can leave the bed for you and sleep on the couch. Second, you’re insulting me if you think I’d walk away from our friendship because sex gets in the way. I can control myself.”

“Not sure if I can,” she mumbled.

Her disgruntlement had him laughing. “Get ready for bed. You’re half-asleep now. Do you need help?”

She waved in dismissal and wobbled her way into his en suite. The door shut with a click.

Gabriel stripped while Christina was busy. Usually, he slept naked, but tonight, he retained his boxer-briefs. He switched on the two bedside lamps and turned off the main one, dimming his bedroom into more intimate.

Christina exited the bathroom, her steps slow and hesitant.

“Finished?”

“Ah, yes.”

Gabriel tugged back the covers for her. “Should I sleep on the couch?”

She glanced at the bed, gave her head a hard shake.

Pleased, but clever enough not to make a smartarse comment, Gabriel strode away to clean his teeth. When he returned, Christina had slid into bed and turned off the lamp on her side.

Gabriel padded around the bed and plunged the room into darkness. From his side of the bed, he could hear Christina’s soft breathing. He didn’t think she was asleep yet. Instead, she lay on her side, holding so still it was unnatural. Every instinct urged him to close the space between them to wrap his arms around her. To spoon her and share body warmth.

He did none of those things, equally tense.
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THE RUDE AWAKENING

Christina woke confused, having no idea of her location. Warmth seared her back, and an arm curved around her waist. The room was dark, and a clock marked the seconds with an annoying tick-tick-tick.

What the heck?

For long moments, she sorted through different scenarios, her mind uncooperative and sluggish.

“It’s early. Why are you awake?” A growly masculine voice. A familiar one.

Her confusion slipped into proper order. Waiheke. Gabriel. Dinner. Too much wine.

“You’re touching me.” A stupid thing to say. She caught her bottom lip between her teeth—a warning to think before she next spoke.

“That’s bad?”

“Not what we agreed,” she mumbled, her brain functioning better now.

“Want me to move?” His bigger body tensed behind her while she pondered his question.

She’d slept. Really slept for most of the night instead of lying awake with a hamster-wheel brain. For the first time in several months, she savored comfort and her rested state.

“Christina?”

She turned in his arms until they faced each other. “Thank you.”

“Why are you thanking me?” His sexy rumble was deeper than normal.

Every feminine part of her jerked to attention, paused as if on the cusp of something magical. She stared into his brown eyes and gave him the truth. “I’ll admit. This year has been a struggle. Spending time with you and feeling useful again, as though I matter and you listening to me without telling me to harden up and deal with my lot, has helped.”

Gabriel stared at her, shook his head once, and eased even closer. He pushed his weight against her until her back hit the mattress, and he loomed over her. “You’re my friend. Listening and acting as a sounding board is a friend’s job.”

Her traitorous body softened and yearned. Yeah, the stupid thing sent her warning signals then betrayed her. Her breasts prickled, her nipples hard and jabbing against his bare chest. Lower… She forced that thought away because Gabriel was her friend, not her lover. The silence between them lengthened, something dangerous hovering between them. Christina rifled through her mind, searching for a safe topic.

“I don’t want to be your friend,” he announced.

Hurt punched her in the chest, had her recoiling, struggling to escape.

“Don’t,” he warned in a hard voice. “Listen to me. Sorry. Too blunt. That sounded bad. Hell, I’m messing this up.”

He wasn’t wrong. He’d wounded her, and panic caused her to thrash against him.

“Stop!” he barked out. “Hell.” He cupped her face with his callused hands and glared at her. “Want to be your lover. Means the friendship changes. Morphs into something bigger. Better. If that’s what you want too.”

She stilled. “You want me?”

He shifted his hips and settled against her. His erection was hard and firm. “Proof enough?”

“Morning wood,” she said.

“Nope, it’s all you. Wanted you since I saw you here. If I wanted feminine company to scratch an itch, it’s easy to find. I don’t. Not lately.”

“You’re not playing me?”

“Hell, no.” His brows drew together, and his stormy features suggested she’d insulted him.

Too bad. Join the club. “You don’t consider lovers can be friends?”

He groaned. “Didn’t phrase that well. Hard to think with this spike in my pants.”

Christina licked her dry lips. “I never want you to hate me.”

“No guarantees in life, babe. All I know is the minute I saw you again, everything seemed balanced. Like it did when we were kids. What if us together works? Strengthens us? Makes us better. Think about that.” He brushed his knuckles over her cheek. “Worth the risk.”

Christina studied his expression. He meant it. Yeah, she could see that even though the edges of his profile were fuzzy without her glasses. “Yes,” she whispered.

“Be certain. Hate you to cry foul later.”

“You mean a friend with benefits thing?”

“Sex.”

“Gabriel. I need details, boundaries. Specifics. I also need caffeine.”

“You’re pretty when you’re agitated.” He stroked her cheek again, displayed tenderness before his face returned to hard-edged determination. “Can’t predict the future, babe.”

Christina sucked in a deep breath, expanding her chest and creating a delicious friction that rippled down to her sex. Holy Hannah. She wanted this, wanted him so much. He was right. Life was a risk and sometimes a person had to take a leap of faith.

“Yes.” She wrapped her arms around his neck and kissed him.

He muttered against her lips, his meaning garbled as their mouths collided. Gabriel took control, his skill leaving her in no doubt he’d done this a time or two since their first kiss. He pulled away and grasped the hem of the T-shirt she was wearing. In seconds flat, he whipped it over her head. He dragged down her panties and his boxer-briefs. Then he was touching her again, his hands shaping her face, her breasts, her hips. His mouth sucked one of her nipples, and Christina clung to him, caught in the whirlwind that was Gabriel.

“You on birth control?”

“No.”

“Have to fix that.”

The hand on her hip shifted, and he drew away.

A croak of protest escaped Christina.

“Condom,” he muttered in explanation.

He was back in seconds, his blunt fingers gliding between her legs. Stroking. Teasing. Playing her flesh like an instrument. Then he sucked on her clit, and she saw stars, her orgasm racing through her, tossing her into uncharted waters.

“Beautiful,” he murmured, and he took her mouth, hard and uncompromising, driving her up again, taking her by storm.
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