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Jen

It had been another long week for Owen and I. Dean had been gone for just over four months now, and Owen wasn’t coping too well with it at all. He’d been difficult at home and he’d been acting up at school too. I had a meeting with his teacher and the school principal today to see if we could work something out, to see if we could find a way to make him happier. I looked over at him as he sat at the table eating his breakfast, he looked so sad and withdrawn, not the outgoing happy boy he’d been three years ago. I put my coffee mug in the sink and went to sit opposite him. “Hey Owe, how about we go and do something fun this weekend,” I reached my hands over the table and tapped them to get his attention. “What should we do?” 

He looked up at me but there was no smile. “Can we go fishing? Callum’s dad takes him fishing all the time.” 

“I don’t know much about fishing and we don’t have any fishing gear, what about something else?” I gave him a little smile. “What about the zoo?” 

“I don’t want to go to the zoo I want to go fishing,” he got up and took his bowl to the kitchen. “If Dad was here he’d take me fishing,” he ran off to his bedroom. Shit, it was going to be another long day and an even longer weekend. 

I stuck my head in his bedroom. “I’m just going to get ready for work then we’ll head off okay. You get your shoes on then you can watch a bit of telly while you wait for me,” he didn’t look up as I spoke to him. I really felt for the little guy. His whole world had been turned upside down and he was dealing with things the best way he knew how. I know he missed his dad, I did too, but the situation is what it is and we needed to deal with it. I changed into my work clothes, did my hair then headed out. 

Owen’s lunch box was gone off the bench and his school bag was gone too. The telly wasn’t on and the front door was open. Shit, I’d told him so many times not to go out the front without me. Our townhouse complex is only small, with only twelve townhouses in total but we are in a busy area. I didn’t like the thought of him outside without me. I grabbed my keys and ran out the front. “Owen,” I called out to him but there was no answer. Shit. “Owen,” I called him again. My eyes scanned the area. Most people had gone to work already and there were no other kids in this complex, something Owen reminded me of constantly. Someone new had moved into the townhouse opposite ours but I hadn’t met them yet, I hadn’t even seen them. Their car would come and go but I hadn’t got a glimpse of them yet. “Owen,” I called again as I started walking towards the mailboxes. Maybe he’d gone to check the mail. I’d only taken a few steps when I heard him laughing. I turned around to look at him. He’d climbed the tree between our place and the one opposite, something he did often. “Owen get down here now, we’re going to be late,” I walked to the base of the tree and looked up at him. 

“I’m not coming down until you say we can go fishing,” he sat on the branch with his legs dangling either side. 

I sighed and looked at the ground. Count to ten Jen, I said to myself over and over, count to ten. He’s only a little boy, he’s had a tough couple of years, count to ten and keep calm. I found myself saying this a lot lately. “Come on Owe, I already explained why we can’t do that, you need to come down here now.” 

“No,” he shook his head as he yelled at me. 

“What’s the problem?” I spun around as a deep sexy voice spoke behind me. Holy shit, as in holy, holy shit. I looked at him blankly. I couldn’t speak. “Are you okay?” 

I shook my head, shit, speak Jen, speak. “Ah yeah, we’re fine,” I looked back up to Owen. “Just a little Mexican stand off that’s all,” I looked back at the gorgeous guy standing in front of me. I wiped my sweaty palm on my jeans then held it out to him. “I’m Jennifer, just Jen, Jen Willis,” God I sounded like an idiot. 

“Luke, Luke Dawson,” he smiled at me and it was the most drop dead gorgeous smile I’d ever seen. I held onto his hand for a little longer than I needed to. When I let go of his hand I had to look at the ground, I was sure that I was blushing. 

“That’s Owen,” I pointed up the tree then turned to him. “Come on Owe, we’re going to be late,” I was getting really flustered now and the presence of Luke the gorgeous new neighbour didn’t help. I was about to resort to the old, ‘I’m going to count to three’ when I felt something cold and wet on my hand. I pulled my hand back then looked down to see the cutest old dog standing beside me. 

“Hey Tuck, come here boy,” Luke patted his leg but the dog stayed next to me. 

“It’s okay,” I bent down to pat him. “You’re so cute,” I held his face and ruffled his ears. I stood and turned to Owen again. “Come on Owe, you need come down now or you’ll be grounded, no football this weekend,” he shrugged his shoulders. He hadn’t really cared about football since Dean left. Apparently only having me go to his games wasn’t good enough. 

“Can I try something?” Luke stepped forward.

“Be my guest, I give up, he doesn’t listen to me anyway,” I stepped back and stood beside the dog. 

“Hey Owen, you know I climbed that tree the other day, it only took me twenty seconds to get back down, I bet you can’t beat that?” Luke looked over to me and winked. “I bet he can’t beat that,” he smiled at me. Shit, I was pretty mad at Owen for climbing the tree and refusing to come down, but this might ease his punishment, a little. He looked back at Owen. “Want me to start the timer?” 

Owen looked down at both of us then smiled. “I can beat that, I can come down in fifteen seconds,” he was starting to move and before I knew it he was down out of the tree. “Told you,” he looked at Luke then me before going to pat the dog. 

“His name’s Tucker,” Luke knelt beside the dog and Owen. “I’ll make you a deal,” he looked at Owen. “If you promise to come down out of the tree when your mum tells you to, I’ll let you play with Tucker sometimes,” he held out his hand to Owen.

Owen looked at him for a few seconds then shook his hand. “Deal, but she’s not my mum,” he looked at me then gave Tucker one last pat before he headed for the car. 

“Sorry about that, he’s had a rough time lately, he’s not usually that rude,” I gave the dog a pat then stepped backwards. “Thanks for getting him out of the tree, I owe you one,” I gave him a little wave as I stepped back again. 

“No problem,” he shoved his hands in his pockets. “Anytime.” He watched me as I turned and walked to my car. When I got to the car I gave him one more little wave and a smile which he returned before heading back inside. 

I looked over at Owen as he did up his seat belt. “What was that all about?”

He shrugged. “I want to go fishing,” he looked out the window. 

“Owen, you can’t climb the tree every time you don’t get your own way, and you need to stop being naughty for me and your teacher,” I looked over at him again. “What are we going to tell your dad when we talk to him next time?” He was silent for the rest of the drive to school. Damn, this was going to be a long year. We still had eight months until he would see Dean again. How do I get a six year old to understand that? To him a year seems like an eternity. I looked at him again as I pulled into the school carpark. “Come on, let’s go,” I went to hold his hand as we walked through the carpark but he pulled it from my grip. “Try to be good today okay,” I stopped in front of him. “And see if you can think of something fun you want to do this weekend, maybe you can ask Callum if he wants to come with us,” I gave him a kiss on the cheek. “Have a good day Owe,” I watched him walk off to his classroom then I turned towards the school office. Might as well get this over with. 

Half an hour later I was getting back in my car and heading for work. Things were worse than I thought. Owen had been acting out way more than I knew. Maybe it was time he and I had a heart to heart chat about things. “Hey Bev,” I threw my bag under the counter and pinned on my name badge. “Been busy?” 

“No love, same as usual,” she smiled at me. I really liked Bev, she was like a surrogate mum to me. We’d been working at the bakery together for almost three years now. She worked here full time and I was casual, picking up shifts when the regular staff went on holidays or were sick. “How have you been?” 

“I’m fine, it’s Owen I’m worried about, I had a meeting with his teacher this morning. He’s been a real handful in class. They know he’s not a naughty kid usually, which is the only thing saving him at the moment. I think I’ll have to talk to his dad, see if he can call or Skype more often.”  

“It must be hard on him love, first he lost his mum and now his dad has gone away too. He’s a good kid Jen, he’ll be fine,” she handed me a tray of bagels to stack onto the display rack. “What about you? How are you going?” 

“I’m good,” I looked up at her. I wished I were good. If I were honest with her, and myself, I’d have to say that I was tired. Tired, lonely and frustrated. I went back to stacking the bagels as I thought about my life. I’m twenty-five years old, single and I haven’t had sex in so, so long and I live in my brothers’ townhouse looking after his kid. I pick up casual shifts at the bakery and spend the rest of my time editing romance books. At least I got to live vicariously through the leading lady in the books. Book boyfriends were good, but a real life one that I could touch and hold would be better. One who could make love to me all night long and be there in the morning when I woke so we could do it all over again, one who could hold my hand and make me smile. I sighed to myself as I finished with the rack of bagels. No point dreaming about what might be. Reality is, I was living in the city, looking after my nephew and putting my life on hold until his dad came back. 

***
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LUKE

I finished up at the hospital and headed for home. After four hours in the chair I was feeling okay again. Tucker was waiting at the door for me, his tail wagging like mad when I came in. “Hey boy,” I rubbed his head. “Did you miss me?” He followed me into the kitchen and sat at my feet as I got some water. “We might go for a walk later, just let me rest for a bit,” I was glad I’d brought him with me. I didn’t know anyone else in the city, apart from the nurses at the renal centre, he was the only conversation I’d had since moving here last week. Well, them and the cute girl from across the driveway. I wonder what her story is. The kid said she wasn’t his mum, maybe she’s his step-mum, which means there’s a man in her life. Damn. She had the most beautiful sparkly eyes and those little dimples when she smiled were a killer. I wasn’t surprised that there’d be a man in her life, she was one good looking lady. 

After an hour of channel flicking and Tucker looking at me with that sad I need to go outside look I gave in. He was missing the farm just as much as I was, I hated being cooped up in this little townhouse all day with nothing to do. “Come on then, let’s go,” I got his leash, which he hated, and a tennis ball then headed for the door. He wasn’t used to the city and he most definitely wasn’t used to walking on the leash. He was used to roaming freely around the farm, lazing on the veranda or chasing along after the horses as we rode through the paddocks. I missed that so much, I wanted to be home right now. It was almost sale time and I should be there, this would be the first sale I’d missed since I took over the farm. I knew Bec had everything under control and all the neighbours were helping her out, but I still felt bad. I should be there. We walked to the local oval so I could throw the ball around and wear him out a bit and it made me think about going home. It was only a four and a half hour drive, I could be there by eight if I left soon. I was feeling good and the chances of me needing to go back to the hospital this weekend were slim. It was unlikely they’d find a donor in the next two days. I threw the ball out into the oval for Tuck to retrieve. He was getting on a bit in years but he still had the energy to bring the ball back over and over again. We played fetch for almost an hour before heading back. I’d decided to pack a bag and head home. We were walking down the driveway towards our townhouse when I heard them, the boy was arguing with her again and she sounded exhausted. As soon as the kid saw us he dropped his school bag and ran over to pat Tucker. “Hey Owen, how was school?” 

The kid looked up at me and shrugged. “It was okay,” he went back to patting Tucker. “Can I hold his leash?” I handed the kid the leash and he walked Tuck over to the tree. 

“Hey,” I looked over at Jen. “Rough day?” 

“Yeah,” she shook her head. “No, not really, it’s just been a long week that’s all,” she smiled at me. “Thanks again for this morning, he would have been up in that tree all day if you hadn’t of stepped in.” 

“Don’t worry about it. I live with two boys his age, I know how difficult kids can be,” I looked at her and I was sure I saw a flash of disappointment. 

“You have kids?” She didn’t look at me as she asked. 

“No, I live with my sister, she has two boys, six and eight,” I kept my eyes on her and she smiled when I said they were my sister’s kids. Interesting. “I’m about to head home now, I’ve been cooped up here all week, I need some fresh air.” 

“Isn’t this home? Didn’t you just move in here?” She looked at me this time. 

“It’s home while I’m here in the city. Home is my farm out near Tamworth,” I looked over at Tucker and Owen by the tree. 

“Well that explains the cowboy look,” she smiled, as she looked me up and down. 

“Do I really look that out of place?” I grinned at her. 

“No, it’s a good look, it suits you,” she looked away as she said this and I was sure she was blushing. Holy shit, were we flirting? I’d never really done much flirting in my time, the only girls I knew were the ones I went to school with so there was no need to flirt with them. Besides, since I took over the farm when my father died I never really get any time to going out with girls or looking for love, well, not since I’d been burned by Leslie anyway. Maybe that’s why I was feeling so lonely lately. We stood there in silence for a minute before she spoke again. “Well, have a safe trip. Maybe if you’re back by dinnertime on Sunday you can come over for dinner. I owe you for getting him down from the tree this morning,” she motioned towards the boy. 

“Sounds good, although you don’t owe me anything, I was happy to help,” I smiled at her. “Anytime,” I added and I was sure she blushed again. She smiled at me then went to pick up the schoolbag as I went to get Tucker from the kid. If I was going to head home I wanted to leave now, before it got too late. “Come on Tuck, let’s go home,” he wagged his tail as if he knew what I was saying. 

“I can walk him home for you,” Owen looked up at me. 

“No, I meant home, home to my farm. Tucker and I are going home for the weekend. We’ll be back on Sunday afternoon,” I bent to pat Tucker’s head. 

“Can I come?” He looked at me as he asked. “Please, I never get to do anything fun on the weekends.” 

“Owen, you can’t ask that,” Jen looked at him then at me. “Sorry,” the kid looked really sad. 

“That’s okay, you never know if you don’t ask,” I smiled at the kid. “Maybe next time.” 

“Can I play with Tucker until you go?” He was still kneeling beside Tuck and he didn’t look like he was going to let him go. 

“Sure, don’t let go of his leash though, he’s not used to the city and he has no idea about roads. I’ll be back in a minute,” I messed up the kid’s hair then looked at Jen. “I should be back late Sunday afternoon, I might take you up on that dinner offer,” I smiled at her. “I better go pack,” I stepped back then headed for my door. “Don’t let him go,” I reminded the kid before I went inside. What the hell was I thinking? Flirting with someone else’s woman. Not cool Luke, not cool. I threw some clothes into my duffle bag, and headed for the door. Tucker said goodbye to Owen then jumped in the car. I looked at her hand on the kids shoulder, there was no ring on her finger. Interesting, I thought to myself again. The kid isn’t hers and there’s no ring on her finger. Maybe this is worth investigating further. “I’ll see you on Sunday,” I smiled at Jen as I started to pull out of the driveway. “Be good Owen,” I waved to them both before I drove away smiling to myself. Interesting. 

***
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JEN

Okay, so recap. Smoking hot cowboy Luke lives here alone but he’s from the country, where he lives with his sister and her kids. Which means there’s no girl back there either. He has sexy dark eyes, a gorgeous smile, hot muscly body and he seems super sweet. I wonder why he’s living in the city if he misses his farm so much, why doesn’t he just stay living on his farm? I’d gotten hardly any sleep last night and now as I lay in bed I could hear the cartoons blaring from the lounge room. I fired up my laptop and Skyped Dean. We talked for ages about the current situation and how Owen wasn’t coping well at all with his dad being away. I told him about the incidents at school and home, and he promised to look into what he can do from his end. He was missing Owen too, I could hear it in his voice. Once Dean and I finished talking I called out to Owen so he could chat with his dad. “Here, you sit in here and chat, I’m going to have a shower then we’ll go do the grocery shopping okay,” he climbed into my bed and started talking to his dad. 

An hour later we were walking the aisles of the supermarket when Owen asked if he could get a dog. “Ah I don’t know mate, that’s a question for your dad,” I stopped and looked at him. “Did you have a nice chat with your dad?”

He shrugged. “Yeah, but I want him to come home. Why does he have to work so far away?” 

“I guess he has to go where the work is,” I looked over at him. “Do you want to pick something to take to Callum’s for dessert? We’re going there for dinner tonight,” I’d met Callum’s mum Tracy when the boys were in pre-school together and we’d become good friends. I’d just moved in with Dean and Owen, it was straight after Carly died. The boys had hit it off from day one and were still the best of friends. They were both in the first grade at the same school and they played on the same football team. 

I got everything for tomorrow night’s roast then we finished off the grocery shopping and headed home. The afternoon was spent baking, and much to Owen’s disappointment, not going fishing. We had a great night at Tracy and Grant’s place, they were a lovely couple and so easy to talk to. They could always make me laugh, the way they bantered with each other, constantly having a go but in a loving, joking way. They were clearly meant for each other. Owen fell asleep as soon as we were home which was good. I wasn’t up for a bedtime argument tonight.

We got through Sunday morning football then headed home. “You played well today, did you have fun?” I looked over at him as I drove. 

He shrugged. “It was okay,” he turned to look at me. “I wish dad was there.” 

“You know what,” I looked over at him. “He’ll be home sooner than you think. The next eight months will go so fast then he’ll be home,” I spun in my seat when I pulled into our garage. “And you know what else?” He shook his head at me. “When he comes home he told me he’s going to stay for half a year before he goes back again,” I raised my eyebrows at him. “That’s six whole months of you and your dad living together, he’ll take you to school and to football and fishing,” I reached over and poked him in the belly. “Now, how about you go and have a shower and clean yourself up, we have a dinner guest tonight and you’re covered in mud,” I poked him again and he laughed. 

By late afternoon the roast and all the veg were on and cooking, Owen and I had played video games for a while, and now he was watching out the window for Luke to get home. Well, he was watching out for Tucker to get home and I’d gone back down the hall to check myself in the mirror so many times. I was beginning to think Luke wasn’t going to show for dinner when Owen yelled out. “Tucker’s home,” before I could say anything he’d opened the front door and was calling out to Luke. A minute later he came down the hall to tell me that Luke and Tucker would be over in a few minutes. Shit, now my heart was racing. Why was I so nervous? It was only dinner, and not even a romantic dinner. It was a simple thank you dinner and that was it. 

“Hey,” I smiled at Luke when Owen let him in. God he was gorgeous. I loved the snug fitting jeans, the pull on boots and the button up check shirt. I was imagining him standing there shirtless when he handed me a bottle of wine. “Thanks,” I looked at Owen who was standing between us, looking from Luke to me and back again. “Who’s hungry?” I smiled at both of them then turned for the kitchen. 

“Where’s Tucker?” Owen was looking at the door. “He can come for dinner too.” 

“Sure,” I looked over at both of them. “Go get him,” I waved them both off as I pulled some plates from the cupboard. A couple of minutes later they were back with Tucker. I pulled an old bowl from the cupboard and served him up some roast as well. 

“You’re spoiling him, he’ll want to come live here if you serve him up roast,” Luke looked at me. “He’s a farm dog, he’s used to eating outside.” 

“Well this can be a special treat for him then,” I put the food down for the dog. “Are you hungry?” I started serving up a plate for Luke. 

“Starving,” he smiled at me. “It smells good, nothing like a nice roast on a Sunday night,” I served up plates for the three of us then opened the wine. Luke looked up at me and shook his head. “None for me thanks.” 

“Do you want a beer, or a soft drink or a water?” I listed out the options. 

“A water would be good thanks,” he looked up at me with those gorgeous dark eyes. Once I sat down we started talking and I found him really nice and easy to talk to, but there was something wrong. I couldn’t put my finger on it but I got the sense there was something going on with him, and he wasn’t letting on what it was. 

“So how was your weekend Owen, did you get to do something fun?” 

“No,” Owen looked over at me then back at Luke. “I wanted to go fishing but all we did was go buy groceries and go to football,” he ate some more of his dinner. “I just want to go fishing and Dad won’t be back for eight months, there won’t be any fish left by the time I get to go fishing.”

Luke looked up at me and raised his eyebrows. “Well, if it’s alright with Jen, maybe I can take you fishing one weekend.” 

Owen’s face lit up when he looked at me. “Can he Aunty Jen, please, please?” He begged. 

“I don’t know Owe, you’ve been pretty naughty at school lately and you’ve not been the best around here either. Do you think you’ve been good enough to go fishing?” 

“Please, I promise I’ll be good, you’ll see, I’ll be good at school and at home, I promise,” he was begging me again. 

“Fine, on two conditions. One, you have to behave and two, only if it’s no bother for Luke,” I looked across the table at him. I hated using Owen as a way to spend more time with Luke but hey, he was the one who suggested it, not me. 

And that’s how we settled into a steady routine, four or five nights a week for the next month Luke was at our place for dinner. He was great company for Owen and I loved having him around. The flirting between us had started to become a bit more risqué and his goodbye kisses on the cheek were becoming more frequent. 

***
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LUKE

It was about time I took the kid fishing, it would mean more time with Jen and getting to know her story, getting to know her, and it was about time we did something other than just dinner. I’d thought about her non-stop since the Friday morning when I’d first met her a month ago. I wanted to get to know her and it was about time I let her in on my reasons for being here in the city. I’d been coming here for dinner almost every night for a month now but we’d kept our conversations superficial, we really hadn’t asked each other personal questions or gotten too deep with anything. I wanted to know more about her though, I wanted to know her story. 

So far all I knew was that she was Owen’s aunty. But where was his dad? She must look after him while his dad’s away. I looked up when I realised I’d missed some of the conversation. “Sorry, what was that?” I looked at Jen. 

“Nothing, I was just telling Owe to eat his veggies or there’d be no dessert,” she flashed that killer smile at me. 

“But Luke’s not eating his veggies, he never eats his veggies,” he looked at my plate then at her. 

“Luke’s an adult and he can do what he likes, you sir, are not,” she tapped her fork on his plate. “Eat your veggies then you can go sit with Tucker and watch telly.”

I watched as the kid grumbled but he ate everything on his plate before heading over to sit with Tucker. I got up to help Jen clear the table. “Thanks for dinner, once again, it was delicious,” Owen was sitting in the lounge room on the floor with the dog, well out of earshot. “Sorry about the veggie thing, I can’t eat those veggies otherwise I would have, they looked really nice,” I smiled at her as I poured the rest of my water down the sink. 

“Are you okay? You look really tired, you’ve been looking pretty ordinary lately,” she stopped and looked at me. There was genuine concern and worry in her eyes, just what I didn’t want to see. “I mean that in the nicest possible way,” she added. 

“I’m fine, I shouldn’t have gone home for the weekend,” I leant back against the kitchen bench. “Want a hand with the dishes?’ 

She looked up at me again. “Maybe you should go sit down, are you okay?” She asked again. I hadn’t ever hung around long enough for her to see me when I wasn’t feeling well, and I didn’t usually come here on a Sunday night, it was my worst night of the week. 

I sucked in a breath and looked down. If I was going to be spending more time with her, getting to know her, then maybe I should just tell her now. Maybe I should just tell her and get it over with. But was it fair of me to spend time with her and get to know her? I could be gone in a month, two months. Who knew how much longer I had left. Was it fair to do that to her? “I’m fine, just tired that’s all,” I smiled and reached for the dishcloth. “I’ll wash, you dry,” I started washing before she could argue. We did the dishes in silence and each time I looked up she was looking at me, checking me out. I smiled to myself a couple of times and the third time I looked up at her she gave me that look, the look that told me she’d seen me smiling to myself. “So what’s the go with you?” I looked at her again. “What do you do for work?” 

“Well, I have two jobs, mostly I’m a freelance book editor but I also work casual shifts at the local bakery, the one up on the main strip,” she reached for another dish. “This is my brothers place, I live here and look after Owen when he’s away.” 

“Where is he?” 

“He works in Western Australia in the mines. He’s a heavy machinery mechanic,” she shrugged and looked over at Owen. “He’s been gone five months already, he signed up for twelve months. He opted to do twelve months with no breaks then spend six months at home,” she looked down at the dish in her hands. “When Owen’s mum died three years ago he was lost. Even though he had Owen he was still lost without her,” she put the dish away then leant back against the bench. “It’s been really hard on Owen too, he feels like he’s lost both parents. I know he loves me, and I love him, but I’m not the parent he wants right now. He wants his dad,” she sucked in a deep breath and reached out and put her hand on my forearm. “Let’s leave this, I can do it later, come sit down,” I followed her to the table and sat opposite. “And what’s with the questions all of a sudden, usually you don't like to chat?” She went back to the kitchen but she looked at me as she flicked on the jug. “No point in asking if you want a cuppa, you say no every night,” she flashed me that smile. 

I looked up at her then over at the kid. He had Tucker across his lap as he stroked his back. “He’s seriously going to want and come live here with you two,” I motioned towards the lounge room. 

“He’d been sitting at the window for a couple of hours watching for you to get back, well, he was watching for Tucker to get back, I told him you probably wouldn’t come to dinner because it was Sunday,” she gave me that gorgeous smile again. “So, while you’re happy to talk I might ask you some questions. What’s your story? Why are you here in the city when you clearly want to be back on your farm?” 

I looked at her for the longest time before I answered. I might as well just tell her, least then it’s her choice if she wants to invest any more of her time in getting to know me or not. I looked straight into her eyes because I wanted to see her reaction when I spoke. “I’m sick,” she went to speak but stopped so I kept going. “I was born with one kidney and I’ve had chronic kidney disease since I was a baby. My kidney failed when I was thirteen so I went on dialysis. 

When I was fourteen I had a kidney transplant, I got one of my mum’s kidneys,” I leant forward in my chair and put my elbows on the table. “That kidney started to fail four years ago so I went back on dialysis. I’ve been having dialysis at home since then. It’s gotten a whole lot worse in the last six months,” I shrugged. “I’m at the top of the transplant list, I moved here for a while to try to get things back under control and to learn a new dialysis routine, but it’s not my kidney that’s going to kill me, it’s my heart. I need the kidney transplant soon because my other organs are starting to deteriorate because of all the side effects of having non-functioning kidneys,” I looked at her face, just like before there was that look of concern and worry. At least it wasn’t a look of pity, I’d hate to see that in her eyes. 

“I probably shouldn’t have gone home this weekend but I was missing the place so much,” I sat back in my seat and looked over at Tucker again. “That’s why I couldn’t eat those veggies, or drink the wine, or say yes to a cuppa. There’s certain foods I can’t eat, and I can only have so much fluid in a day seeing as though my body doesn’t make pee. Whatever fluid I take in I retain and it builds up in my body until my next dialysis, and I can’t eat foods high in salt or potassium either.” 

“So without the donor kidney?” She stopped and looked at me. I knew what she wanted to ask but she couldn’t say the words. 

“Maybe a year, maybe five who knows. Realistically, the way I feel right now, I’d say a couple of years tops,” I half smiled at her. “And not that I wish death on anyone, but I’m hopeful a suitable donor kidney come’s up soon, before my heart ends up too damaged and they have to replace that too. The average life expectancy once you go on dialysis is five to ten years, I’ve been going for four now,” I tried to smile again but she wasn’t buying it.  

“Shit,” she sat back and looked at me. I knew I shouldn’t have said anything. She looked totally shocked. “If you look this damn hot when you’re that sick what the hell did you look like when you were healthy?” She asked me with a straight face. 

I laughed at her question, holy shit that is not what I was expecting. “That’s funny,” I laughed again. 

“I’m serious, you don’t look like someone who’s that sick, all this time you’ve been coming here for dinner and I never knew,” she shook her head. 

“Well I’m really careful about what I eat and drink, I take all my meds even when I’m feeling okay, and I make sure I stay fit,” I looked at her. “Maybe it’s the quiet country life,” I grinned at her. “I try not to let it stop me doing all the things I need to do on the farm,” I sat back again. “Part of me wants to stay here and fight it and hope that a kidney comes up, but part of me wants to go back to the farm and just let nature take it’s course. I can do dialysis at home and I don’t like being alone here in the city,” I ran my hands over my face. I needed to stop this. This was our first deep conversation and here I was spilling my guts to her. 

“What about a live donor? Have you exhausted all possibilities for that?” She still had that worried look on her face. 

“Yep, all of my family and friends, practically the whole town stepped forward and put their hand up to be a donor but there were no suitable candidates. It’s only my sister and I left now and they say my body will probably reject her kidney because of the kidney that I got from Mum, it’s complicated,” I waved my hand a bit, and I needed to change the subject. “But let’s just back up a bit, can we go back to the part where you said I look damn hot?” I grinned at her again. Now it was her turn to laugh. 

She looked down and blushed before she answered. “Well you have this hot cowboy look going on,” she waved her hands in a showcase motion. “The nice snug jeans, the cute arse, the boots, the muscles, the shirt, you even have the obedient dog by your side all the time,” she laughed. “It makes a nice change from all the city boys in their designer clothes, shiny shoes and yuppie attitudes,” she looked straight at me as she got up from the table. “I like it,” I spun around and watched her as she put her mug in the sink.

“Well I like your honesty, I like people who say it how it is. And,” I winked at her. “While we’re being honest, you’re not so hard on the eye yourself, you have a beautiful smile and I love the way you blush, it’s really cute,” I got up and went into the kitchen. 

“Oh so now you’re bringing out the cowboy charm as well,” she rolled her eyes at me. “Does that work on all the girls?” 

“I wouldn’t know, I lead a very quiet life back on my farm. I don’t tend to flirt with many girls,” I sat up on the bench and grinned. As sick as I felt, I was really enjoying this. “What about you? I’ve been coming here for dinner for a month now and I haven’t met a boyfriend so I take it you’re single? You wouldn’t be trying to come onto me the way you are, and you wouldn’t be trying to get me into bed if you weren’t,” I kept a straight face as I asked my question. 

She spun around to look at me. “Yes I am single and I was not trying to come onto you and I was not trying to get you into bed,” she looked embarrassed and she was blushing bright red as she threw the wet dishcloth at me. “Just because you’re on your last legs doesn’t mean you can get cheeky with me,” she looked at me. “Just watch it cowboy or there’ll be no more dinner invites for you,” she shook her head. 

I held up my hands as I jumped down from the bench. “Okay, okay, so you weren’t coming onto me and you don’t want to get me into bed.” 

She shook her head as she walked past me and into the lounge room. “No, I didn’t say I don’t want to get you into bed, I said I wasn’t trying to get you into bed, there’s a difference,” she shook her head again and smiled. Shit she was good. “Now we need to change the subject because this has gone way beyond dinner conversation, especially when there’s a six year old nearby,” she nodded towards Owen and Tucker. We sat on the couch and chatted for the next hour or so. Now that we’d started to move beyond casual everyday conversation she was starting to open up. She was funny and genuine and so easy to talk to. When we decided to call it a night she put out her hand. “Give me your phone,” she looked at me until I handed it over. “I’m putting my number in here, call me anytime you need anything, day or night, I don’t care what time it is,” she looked up at me as she handed me back my phone. “I know you have no family here and you don’t know anyone else in the city, so if you don’t call me when you need to I’ll be really pissed at you okay.” 

“Geez, you city chicks are bossy,” I gave her a salute. 

“Don’t get smart cowboy, sexy suits you, smart arse doesn’t,” she raised her eyebrows at me, which made me laugh. “Here, put your number in my phone so I can check on you if I haven’t seen you in a few days,” she handed me her phone. “Not that I think that will happen, Owen’s always on your doorstep wanting to play with Tucker and you’re here for dinner most nights,” we both looked over at the two sitting on the floor. 

I called Tucker over to me and he came straight away. When Owen got up and came over to say goodbye I looked at him. “I want to go fishing next weekend so make sure you’re good at school okay. If you’re not good then your aunty will make you stay home and I really want to go fishing,” I held out my hand to him. “Deal,” he reached out and shook my hand. 

“I’ll be good, I want to go fishing too,” I gave him a thumbs up then opened the door. 

“Thanks for dinner Jen,” I reached forward and kissed her on the cheek. “It was really nice,” I leant over further and whispered in her ear. “Maybe next time I’ll let you sweet talk me into staying the night,” I kissed her cheek again then stepped back as she laughed at my comment. 

“Goodnight cowboy, go get some sleep, you look really tired,” she waved me off. “Call if you need anything,” I waved back at her as I got to my front door. 

“Come on Tucker, it’s time for bed boy, I’m beat,” I flicked off the lights and headed for bed. 

***
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Chapter 2
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Jen

I woke up so tired on Monday morning. It had taken me forever to get to sleep, I kept thinking about Luke and his condition. How could he be so happy and positive when he was dying? Maybe he was being just like Carly, brave until the end. I got up and headed into Owen’s room to wake him. “Come on bud, time to get up,” I flicked on his light then headed to the kitchen. The garbage was full so I decided to take that down to the bins before my shower, something I usually did without seeing anyone, but of course this time I had to run into Luke. He was bent over the engine of his car and was cursing a fair bit. “Wow, cowboy, that’s some pretty colourful language you’ve got there,” I walked up beside him. He stood up and bumped his head on the underside of the bonnet. 

“Ffff...ar out,” he looked at me and changed the word he was about to say as he rubbed the back of his head. 

“God you look like shit,” I looked him up and down and my eyes stopped on his arm. It was covered in bruises and there were a couple of lumps under his skin. He followed my eyes to where I was looking at his arm and he rolled down his sleeve without saying anything. “What’s wrong with the car?” 

“Starter motor I think, I need to call a cab, I have to get to dialysis.” 

“Take my car, or do you want me to drive you? You don’t look that good,” he looked at me and frowned. “Don’t worry you still have that sexy cowboy look,” I held up my hand.  “You just look tired. Do you want me to drive you to the hospital?” 

“No, I’ll be fine. I’ll call a cab,” he stepped back and closed the bonnet. “Do you know any good mechanics close by? If I was at home I’d fix it myself but I don’t have any tools here,” poor guy, he looked so defeated. 

“Firstly, you’re not calling a cab, you’re taking my car, Owen and I can walk to school, and secondly, look at this,” I reached for his hand and pulled him towards my townhouse. I liked the feel of his hand in mine and I liked the fact that he didn’t try to pull it away from me. I opened up the roller door to reveal Dean’s garage full of every tool imaginable. “You can use my garage to fix your car,” I let go of his hand and headed inside while he looked around. “Here,” I handed him my keys. “Get going. I need you fit and healthy for next weekend. That kid in there is desperate to go fishing and I do not plan on touching any worms or putting them on any hooks,” I did an exaggerated shudder as I turned him towards my car and patted him on the butt. Not because I needed to, I just wanted to see if it was as tight as it looked. “Nice butt by the way,” I smiled at him as he turned to look at me. He gave me a half grin as he looked me up and down. 

“Nice slippers,” he kept grinning. “Thanks for the car, I promise I’ll return it in one piece.” 

“I’m not worried about my car, I’m worried about you, now get going,” to my surprise he leant forward and kissed me on the cheek. 

“Thanks, I should be back by two,” he got in the car and gave me a wave as he drove off. Goddamn he was hot. I turned and went back inside to get Owen his breakfast. 

“Come on mate, we need to leave a bit earlier today, we’re walking to school.” 

He looked up at me from the table. “Why?” 

“Because Luke’s car wouldn’t start so he took mine,” I smiled at him. “So, let’s see this good Owen who wants to go fishing,” I put his cereal in front of him. “How many fish do you think you’ll catch?” I sat opposite him with my cuppa. 

He had a huge smile on his face as he answered me. It was so nice to see him happy and smiling instead of down and out. We chatted all through breakfast then he got ready without me having to ask him repeatedly to do things. Once we’d walked to school and I was back home I got stuck into the book that I’d been sent last night. It was a period romance, set in England in eighteen fifty, god help me this was going to be a long haul. It was over a thousand pages and it wasn’t a romance novel, it was a damn saga. Four hours and only two hundred pages later there was a knock at the door. “Hey,” I opened the door and stepped back. “You look heaps better,” I smiled at Luke. 

“Yeah, I feel heaps better too,” he handed me my keys. “Thanks for the use of your car, that was very kind of you,” he gave me that killer smile. “I couldn’t get the part I needed for my car, they’ve ordered it in, the guy said it should be here later this week so if I could borrow your garage and tools then that would be great.” 

“Sure, no problem. You can use my car for as long as you need if you like,” I took off my reading glasses and put them on the table. “Want a cuppa?” As soon as I asked I shook my head. 

“Nah, I’m good thanks,” he laughed. “Want me to leave you alone so you can keep working?” 

“No, I can’t read any more of that today, it’s doing my head in,” I went and sat on the couch and he followed. “Plus I need to go get Owen,” I looked at my watch. “I promised him we’d walk home so I need to go soon.” 
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