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      Everything was in place for her sister’s engagement party.

      Cassie Beaumont pulled out a stool from under the granite counter in a quiet corner of her father’s enormous kitchen, resting her weary body on the cushioned seat. Platters of gourmet appetizers filled the kitchen and the large round table in the breakfast nook. She’d given the caterers detailed instructions and they were ahead of schedule, preparing additional food at the island in the center of the kitchen. Everything was going brilliantly. Dad and Laura should be happy.

      She twirled long strands of blonde hair around her finger and glanced at the time illuminated on the microwave oven. Eight fifteen. Guests had started arriving at eight.

      The aroma of mini quiches fresh from the oven stirred her appetite. She’d only eaten a muesli bar for lunch, squeezed in between appointments. Her feet ached from rushing around at the hotel. Fridays were always hectic and today had been no exception. Snatching a few minutes to rest her feet felt like a precious gift.

      Her father strode through the busy kitchen, coming to a halt a few feet in front of her. “Cassandra, I’ve been looking for you everywhere.”

      She flexed her fingers, tipped up her chin, and switched on a smile that could light up the Sydney Opera House. “What’s up?”

      John shoved his hands in the pockets of his conservative gray suit. “Laura and Greg are expecting a big turnout.” His frown deepened and he lowered his voice. “Do you have enough staff?”

      “It’s all organized.” She’d made sure he would have no reason to worry. She’d scrutinized all the arrangements, leaving nothing to chance.

      His gaze swept over his spacious kitchen. “Have you ordered enough food?”

      She pointed to the trays of canapés lined up on the nearby table, keeping her tone even. “There’s a mountain of food ready to be served. I have it all under control.” Thankfully her competent catering staff couldn’t overhear their conversation.

      “I expect this party to be perfect.” An icy edge laced his clipped words.

      “It will be.” She held his gaze, refusing to be intimidated. She’d worked hard to pull this party together. Why couldn’t he acknowledge her efforts with a thank you?

      He leaned back against the counter and crossed his arms. “I told Laura she should have hired a professional party planner.”

      “And what am I?” Pain flooded her weary heart and old insecurities resurfaced. Her professional role as an events manager for a five-star Sydney hotel wasn’t good enough for him. What would it take to convince him she’d changed? She was twenty-six years old and no longer the unreliable daughter with a drinking problem.

      “I offered to pay top dollar for the right person.” He smoothed back the few remaining strands of gray hair on his balding head. “Instead, I find you in the kitchen worrying about food.”

      “Dad, I’m Laura’s maid of honor. She asked me to organize her party and it will be a big success.”

      He snorted. “We’ll see. At least you’re not drinking on the job.”

      Her jaw fell slack, his stinging words further damaging their fragile relationship. Did he want to push her out of his life forever?

      She slowed her breathing, in and out, in and out, determined to prove him wrong. “I haven’t had a drink in nearly two years, and my faith helps me to stay on track. Why can’t you believe me when I tell you I’m a different person now?”

      “That’s what your grandmother used to say.”

      She stood tall like a soldier, placed her hands on her hips and loaded her artillery into her words. “I’m not like Grandma.”

      “She went to church every week and it never did her any good.”

      “I’m dealing with my problems.” Her grandmother had struggled with alcoholism and liver disease for years.

      “You don’t need religion. You just need someone to keep you in line.”

      Like a husband. His unspoken words ripped open another raw wound. “I’m doing okay on my own.”

      “Why can’t you settle down like your sister?” His voice softened and soothed, as if she was a toddler needing to be pacified. “Is that too much to ask?”

      She looked away, realizing she’d failed him again by her inability to find an appropriate man who met with his approval.

      He uncrossed his arms and moved closer. “Why don’t you stop hiding in the kitchen and mingle with Greg and Laura’s friends? There must be a few good prospects here tonight.”

      She stepped back, frowning. Did he mean Ryan Mitchell, his right-hand man at JB Management? Had Laura been talking to Dad behind her back? “I’m capable of finding my own dates, thank you. I don’t need help from you or anyone else.”

      He looked down his nose and let out an exasperated sigh. “I hear you loud and clear. I hope this religious conversion of yours fixes your problems, but you’d better not screw up tonight.” He threw his hands in the air and stormed out of the kitchen.

      Her father’s anger tore at her heart. Cassie took a deep breath and counted to ten. Please Lord, give me patience.

      She placed her trembling palms flat on the kitchen counter and blinked away her impending tears. Her family didn’t share her faith, and her difficult relationship with her father had deteriorated after she made the life-changing decision to become a Christian eighteen months ago.

      She sucked in a steadying breath. Dad wanted to provide the best possible engagement party for Laura, his perfect daughter. She didn’t begrudge her sister’s close relationship with their father, but how could she improve her own relationship with him when they couldn’t manage to hold a civil conversation for five minutes? Her head hurt from hammering against the unbreakable wall between them.

      She’d had enough. Tomorrow she would update her résumé and apply for a position in North Queensland. The job—an executive events manager at an exclusive island resort—appealed to her for many reasons. Sunshine, sandy beaches, and days spent diving around the reefs. What more could she want?

      Cassie stared at her younger sister’s engagement cake. Would she ever meet the right man? She prayed for a husband who shared her faith and prioritized family over work. A man of honor and integrity, the exact opposite of Sean.

      She shuddered, thankful she’d escaped Sean’s maze of lies.

      Additional waiters arrived. Satisfied with progress on the catering front, she exited the kitchen to check out the party.

      Her high heels tapped on the tiled floor as she strode into the spacious living room of her father’s waterfront mansion. Most of the one hundred invited guests mingled indoors while a few braved the cooler evening temperatures on the balcony.

      Cassie gazed through a panoramic window, admiring the multimillion-dollar views of the city skyline and Sydney Harbour Bridge. Fairy lights strung around the gazebo next to the pool lit up the landscaped gardens in a soft glow.

      Regret tainted her pleasure. She rarely visited her father’s home and she’d already broken her promise to Laura by arguing with Dad. Would she ever learn to control her tongue?

      The soothing tones of the hired jazz quartet lifted her spirits. If she avoided her father for the rest of the evening, everything should be okay.

      Her sister had enough to worry about tonight. Top of her list would be wondering if their divorced parents could peacefully coexist at the party.

      She scanned the room and did a double take when she spotted her parents standing together. Her father made a comment and her mother laughed with him.

      Wow. But could it last?

      Cassie strolled through the open French doors and onto the balcony, looking for Laura. The breeze off the harbor cooled her bare arms and her new sapphire-blue evening gown swirled around her calves.

      She stumbled on the pavers as she negotiated her way down the steps to the garden. At least her ankle didn’t collapse. A few years ago she’d worn flimsy high-heeled sandals on a regular basis, often with disastrous consequences. She needed to take more care, although her sobriety made a big difference.

      Her sister stood in the gazebo, her sleek dark brown hair flowing loose around her shoulders. Surrounded by friends, she held her left hand in the air and showed off her large diamond solitaire engagement ring. The joy on Laura’s face spoke volumes about her love for her future husband.

      A twinge of envy filled Cassie. She stamped out her uncharitable thoughts when Laura waved and raced over to her.

      “Has Ryan arrived yet?” Laura asked. “I’m dying to introduce you to him.”

      Cassie rolled her eyes. “How would I know?”

      “Maybe he’s inside.” Laura tilted her head sideways. “Greg said he was snowed under with a new project.”

      “I’m sure Ryan will turn up soon.” He sounded like a younger version of Dad, boring and obsessed with work. Not her type.

      “He’d better, considering he’s going to be the best man at our wedding.”

      “Stop worrying. You’re supposed to be enjoying a fun night.”

      “Okay, but I know you’ll like Ryan.” Laura’s blue eyes sparkled. “He’s gorgeous and a great catch.”

      Cassie shrugged off her sister’s matchmaking like an unwanted jacket in the midday heat. Laura’s romantic notion of the maid of honor and best man falling in love was not going to happen.

      “You two are perfect for each other,” Laura continued. “He recently moved back to Sydney after a three-year stint in London. Did I tell you he once dated an Aussie model?”

      She might have been impressed a few years ago, but now she couldn’t care less. “Have you forgotten he’s Sean’s older brother?”

      “Sean’s long gone, and it’s not like you dated him or anything.” Laura waved away Cassie’s concerns. “You’re Ryan’s type and you should go for it.”

      “What? How do you know his type?”

      “Greg may have mentioned that Ryan’s partial to blue-eyed blondes. Trust me—he’s a different class to the last few guys you’ve dated.”

      Cassie squirmed and pushed back. “Life isn’t all about money. I’m looking for someone who shares my faith.”

      “Maybe he believes in God, but who cares?” Laura flicked her brunette locks back over her shoulder. “I don’t get why you’re so hung up on religion.”

      Let it go. Now wasn’t the time to have this conversation. “Mum and Dad appear to be getting on okay.” She relayed the scene she’d witnessed a few minutes earlier.

      “You’re kidding!” A huge smile broke out on Laura’s face. “It’s about time they buried the hatchet.”

      “It sure is,” Cassie said. “Look, Greg’s waving at you to join him by the pool. We can talk later.” She hugged Laura before heading indoors.

      Cassie meandered through the throng of guests gathered in the living room, greeting several aunts, uncles, and cousins as she made her way back to the kitchen. Her parents congregated with their respective relations on opposite sides of the room. One pleasant conversation was progress and had exceeded her expectations.

      A quick perusal of the kitchen reassured her that everything was fine. Happy with the caterers, she selected an iced tea from a passing waiter and returned to the living room.

      A man appeared at the entrance of the room. He was tall, with dark brown hair cropped short against his collar but styled longer at the front, sweeping back off his broad forehead. She was too far away to discern the color of his eyes but close enough to feel his commanding presence. Other heads turned his way, but he seemed oblivious to all the speculative glances.

      Her gaze collided with his and a jolt of pure awareness shot through her. Something about him seemed familiar.

      The crowd shifted, breaking their connection. She searched the doorway, unable to see him.

      What had she been thinking, letting a handsome stranger set her pulse racing? She took a sip from her glass, her first impression of him lingering in her mind like the tangy lemon flavor of her iced tea.

      Then it hit her. Could he be Ryan? The general shape of his head and jawline bore an uncanny resemblance to Sean.

      She selected a mini quiche from a passing waiter and her future brother-in-law joined her.

      “Thanks for organizing our party,” Greg said. “You’ve done a fantastic job.”

      “My pleasure.” She popped the warm pastry in her mouth.

      “Your Dad’s house is amazing. It’s great he let us hold the party here.”

      She nodded, savoring the superb flavor of the quiche. “He’s happy to entertain as long as someone else does the catering.”

      Greg grinned, glancing over her shoulder. “Here comes Laura with Ryan.”

      Cassie spun around and gasped. It was him. A shiver of anticipation hurtled up her spine as her gaze once again locked with his. His light gray eyes complemented his tanned complexion.

      She dragged her gaze away and tried to focus her attention on her sister. A mischievous glint flickered in Laura’s eyes as she made the introductions.

      “Hi.” Cassie shook the hand Ryan offered, his grasp warm and firm.

      Ryan smiled. “Good to see you again.”

      It took a few moments for his words to sink in. She drew her brows together, trying and failing to remember him. “Have we met before?”

      “Please excuse us.” Laura grabbed hold of Greg’s arm. “It’s nearly time for the speeches and cake, so we’ll leave you two to chat.”

      Ryan watched Greg and Laura disappear into the crowd. “We met a few years ago at a party.”

      “Oh, that makes sense.” Nothing made sense, but he didn’t need to know she dreaded learning the truth.

      He looked her straight in the eye, as if he’d weighed her response and found it lacking. “Sean introduced us. If I remember correctly, you gave me an enthusiastic hug.”

      She lowered her lashes, shame cloaking her like a thick fog that wouldn’t lift. Her partying days were a blur she’d rather forget.

      “You were wearing a little black dress.” A smile twitched at the corner of his mouth. “My brother kept you close by his side all night.”

      She cringed. Could things get any more embarrassing? She’d thrown her figure-hugging dresses in the trash long ago. “Sean and I went to lots of parties. I’m sorry, but I don’t remember.”

      “No worries.” He stepped closer, dropping his deep voice to a whisper. “You’re more beautiful than I remember.”

      “Thanks.” Her cheeks heated and she switched her attention to his silk tie. Conservative hues of blue and green. Had he chosen the tie especially for tonight or had he been wearing it all day at the office?

      She concentrated on her breathing. Filling her lungs and slowing her pulse and remembering every detail of their conversation. Why did she feel such a powerful connection with Sean’s brother?

      “Is something wrong?” he asked.

      “You’ve got to admit it’s a little awkward, me not remembering we’ve met before.”

      “I will confess I have an unfair advantage.”

      “Do tell. Have you got a photographic memory?”

      “Yes, but that’s not it. Your father has a photo of you and Laura on his desk.”

      Did Dad display her photo to keep up appearances? Or did he care about her despite his abrupt attitude?

      Tiny rays of hope sparked inside her. Lord, please help me find a way to mend my relationship with Dad.

      Curiosity drove her to ask the one question burning in her mind. “How’s Sean doing?”

      A dark look shadowed his handsome face. “I’ve no idea. You’re the last person who saw him before he left the country. Even my parents haven’t heard from him in over two years.”

      “Really? He hasn’t contacted anyone?”

      Ryan nodded, his mouth set in a grim line.

      She sipped the remainder of her tea, struggling to understand why she had once contemplated Sean’s crazy idea of turning their friendship into a more serious relationship. They wouldn’t have stood a chance. Her drinking problems combined with his irresponsible actions had destroyed any potential for a healthy relationship, let alone a future together.

      The passing of time and a clear head had revealed Sean’s character flaws. But they’d been close friends, inseparable before he’d left, and she’d known another side of him. She couldn’t forget or dismiss the many times he’d been caring and considerate.

      “Ryan, I’m sorry about how everything turned out with Sean. I’d hoped he’d sorted himself out by now.”

      “My brother chose his life path, and he has to live with the consequences.”

      Her father didn’t let her forget her troubled past. The consequences seemed never ending.

      Ryan’s eyes softened as he met her gaze. “Do you keep in touch with any of Sean’s friends?”

      “Not anymore.” She twisted a lock of hair around her finger. “I avoid the party scene.”

      “Have you heard anything about Sean’s whereabouts?”

      She shook her head. “I’m not interested in seeing him again.”

      “Okay.” His gaze swept over the crowded room. “You’ve done a great job organizing this party.”

      “I haven’t done much.” She loosened her grip on her glass, thankful he’d changed the subject. “The caterers and waiters have done most of the work.”

      “They deserve a bonus.” He removed his jacket and draped it back over his shoulder, emphasizing the broad expanse of his chest.

      He had all the moves, and she couldn’t shut him down. Wouldn’t shut him down. Didn’t want to shut him down. She smoothed her sweaty palm over her skirt and searched for the closest ceiling fan. She tried to unwind her tightly coiled nerves and felt like a schoolgirl in the throes of her first teenage crush.

      Her father began speaking into the microphone, calling Laura and Greg to join him up on the musician’s dais. She welcomed the distraction from the man beside her.

      Dad’s short, humorous speech drew plenty of laughter, even from her. But her aggravation with him remained. She’d do her best to stay out of his way.

      Laura and Greg thanked everyone for coming and proceeded to cut their engagement cake.

      Ryan signaled a waiter, who immediately came over.

      “What can I offer you?” Ryan asked.

      “Sparkling water, please.” She passed her empty glass to the waiter.

      Ryan selected their beverages, his eyes twinkling. “Shall we go outside?”

      “Sure.” She should stop by the kitchen. But her staff were on top of their game and distributing cake to appreciative guests. The kitchen could wait.

      She walked with Ryan toward the balcony. His honesty regarding his brother demonstrated his integrity. Sean had insisted that Ryan and his parents were critical and judgmental, but who could blame his family for being concerned about him?

      Ryan came to a halt, his fingers cupping her elbow for a fleeting moment. “John’s waving at me.”

      Her smile froze on her lips. Talk about bad timing. Why did her father need to see Ryan right now?
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      Ryan tried to hide his frown. Which deal had hit a snag this time?

      John Beaumont sauntered over, annoyance shadowing his tired face. “Sorry to interrupt, Ryan, but we need to talk.

      Cassie stepped away from him. “I’ll check on things in the kitchen.”

      Ryan turned to her, his mouth curving up as he looked into her deep blue eyes. “Please stay—this shouldn’t take long.”

      “Two minutes at the most,” John said.

      “Okay.” She shifted her gaze to the floor, her blonde hair falling forward over her face.

      His breath caught in his throat. Her beauty mesmerized him, but her discomfort around her own father surprised him.

      “I just received a call from London,” John said.

      He couldn’t stop his stomach sinking. This could only mean one thing. “What’s wrong?”

      “The parent company has changed some of the project parameters,” John said. “They need the revised projections by close of business, London time.”

      Ryan checked his watch, frustrated by the interruption. He hadn’t transferred the latest version of the confidential files to the cloud account connected to his laptop, assuming this stage of the project was finalized. Not that it mattered, because he’d left his laptop at the office. He needed to talk to Cassie first, before he left. “I’ll head back to the office tonight.”

      “Thanks.” John cast a wary glance in his daughter’s direction before returning his attention to Ryan. “I know this is bad timing, and I’m sorry to cut your evening short.”

      Cassie sipped her water and continued to stare at the floor. Why wouldn’t she even look at her father? What had gone wrong between the two of them?

      “Good thing I’ve taken over this project from Greg.” He hoped to thaw the frosty atmosphere between father and daughter. “Laura would go nuts if Greg had to work tonight.”

      John nodded. “I’ll pass on your apologies. See you both later.” He walked away.

      Cassie’s beautiful eyes narrowed. “You really have to leave now.”

      “Yes, unfortunately.” And there went his plans for taking the weekend off. As second in command at the Sydney office, he often found himself working at all hours of the day and night. John was a good boss—tough but fair. Both Ryan and Greg had followed John when he set up his own management consulting company four years ago.

      “I hope you won’t have to work too late.”

      “Me too.” He drained his glass. “I’m driving to my parents’ place for the weekend first thing tomorrow morning.”

      “I met them once when they came to Sydney. Are they still at Port Stephens?”

      “They love it there and they remember you.” His parents had liked Cassie and had hoped she might be a positive influence on Sean.

      “The bays are beautiful.”

      “Dad always wanted to learn to sail. When he retired, he bought a yacht and ten acres near the water.”

      Her eyes lit up. “I love sailing, although I haven’t been out on the harbor in ages.”

      He gazed into her striking eyes, the same color as her stunning blue dress. No wonder she was the first person he’d noticed when he arrived at the party.

      “I’d like to be out on the water every weekend,” he said, “and I’ve just brought my yacht back from Port Stephens.”

      “You have a yacht.” She shuffled closer to him as the crowd pressed in behind her.

      “She’s a little beauty and sails like the wind.” He leaned forward so she could hear him above the party chatter. “I’m taking her out next weekend. Come with me.”

      “Why?” Surprise and something else he couldn’t decipher filled her voice.

      “Why not? You love sailing and my yacht needs a run on the harbor.” He held her gaze, giving her his biggest and best bright smile. The smile that rarely failed. “It’ll be fun.”

      “I’ll have to check my work schedule. When are you heading out?”

      “Probably Sunday afternoon.” Not an immediate no. Good. He was still in with a chance.

      She paused, her raised eyebrows revealing her indecision. “Don’t you think it’s a little awkward for us to be hanging out, given my history with your brother?”

      “My brother is history.” He clenched and unclenched his fist. He followed Cassie’s lead and gave his empty glass to a passing waiter. “Sean needs to come home and deal with his problems. My parents are worried sick.”

      “I can’t imagine how awful this is for your family.”

      “It’s tough.” Real tough. Hard-core gut-wrenching tough. Every time he and his mother spoke, she asked if he’d heard from Sean.

      “I hope he returns home soon.”

      “So do I.” Ryan needed to find his brother. Sean owed him and Dad a stack of money.

      He’d heard rumors his brother was in Sydney. Sooner or later, he’d track him down and make him repay his debts.

      “Can I let you know next week if I’m free on Sunday?”

      “Sure.” He retrieved his phone from his pocket. “I’ll send you my number now.”

      Cassie provided her number and checked her phone. “Got it.”

      “Great. This is the easiest way to contact me.” He held up his phone, the latest model. “Or I might see you on the ferry.”

      “The ferry? How do you know which one I catch?”

      He grinned. “Laura.”

      “Why doesn’t this surprise me?”

      “It’s all good,” he said, aware of her discomfort. “Anyway, I have to run. Have a great weekend.”

      “You too.”

      Cassie disappeared into the crowd and he spotted Laura waving at him from across the room.

      Laura approached him, smiling. “Thanks for coming. Dad said you’re leaving now.”

      “Yeah. Have you seen Greg?” He’d hardly spoken to Greg all evening.

      “He’s around somewhere.”

      “I’m glad I could make it.” He scanned the crowded room, searching for Greg.

      “Me, too,” she said. “Let’s do dinner soon.”

      “Yes, and tell Greg I’ll be in touch.”

      “Sure.” Laura gave him a brief hug. “See you later.”

      He made a final sweeping glance of the room and found Cassie looking his way. Returning her smile, he sensed she shared his disappointment over his having to leave early.

      The elegant woman he’d met tonight didn’t resemble the wild girl he remembered from a few years ago. Despite everything, he wanted to get to know her better and prove to her he was nothing like his brother. The magnetic connection between them had captivated his thoughts.

      She claimed to have no clue of his brother’s whereabouts and he believed her, entranced by her wide-eyed innocence. Would she help him find Sean?

      Being seen with Cassie might have the added benefit of drawing his brother out of hiding. She was his best lead so far, and he intended to see her again very soon.
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      On Tuesday morning Cassie groaned as the Manly Ferry glided away from the wharf without her. If only she’d left home ten minutes earlier.

      Her plans to play tennis later today with Julia and the singles group from church were now in doubt, even if the rain held off. She could work through her lunch break but couldn’t guarantee she’d finish everything in time.

      The overcast gray sky and chilly breeze coming off the harbor onto the path along the foreshore inspired her to walk faster. She buried her hands deeper in the pockets of her full-length coat.

      Her father’s words plagued her thoughts. If she wanted to find a suitable husband, she had to prioritize opportunities to meet possible candidates. Playing tennis with her church friends wasn’t what Dad had in mind.

      She adjusted a loose hairpin and rearranged the fluffy scarf around her neck. Her phone beeped in her purse.

      Slowing her pace, she checked the screen and almost dropped her phone when she read Ryan’s message. He was catching the next ferry and had offered to buy her coffee.

      Cassie smiled. Something good had come from running late. She sent him a hasty reply, thanking him in advance for a latte with one sugar.

      Moments later her phone beeped again, confirming the coffee arrangements.

      She walked along with an added spring in her step. He wanted to see her. She’d put off calling him to confirm the arrangements for Sunday more than once.

      She’d chided herself for feeling nervous, but a sermon on marriage a few weeks ago had stuck in her mind. Was it wise to consider dating a man who didn’t go to church? Or did he? She had no idea if he shared her faith.

      She reached the promenade leading to the wharf and shortened her stride. Numerous pigeons flew around, seeking crumbs left by the hundreds of tourists who visited Manly each day. The towering Norfolk pines swayed overhead in the salty sea breeze, their fallen needles crunched under her low-heeled boots on the paved path.

      She joined the flow of commuters filing through the wharf to the boarding area as the next ferry came into view. She searched the crowd, looking for Ryan among the people milling around her.

      The ferry docked at the wharf and she waited for the boarding gates to open. Still unable to see him, she moved forward and made her way to the rear of the upper deck.

      She sat next to a window and reached into her leather purse to retrieve her travel-sized Bible. Reading a real book somehow felt more meaningful than flicking through the Bible app on her phone. Hopefully she’d have time to read two or three verses before Ryan arrived with coffee.

      Her hand skimmed over the spiral notebook she used to write down questions for Julia. Her best friend had led her to Christ and spent many hours helping her understand the Bible.

      She opened the Gospel of Matthew, found her place, and started reading.

      The departure bell sounded, and a sudden feeling of awareness came over her.

      Ryan headed her way, cutting a dashing figure in his unbuttoned coat and business suit.

      She returned his smile, her pulse ramping up a notch. The sweet aroma of coffee wafted in her direction as she lifted her purse off the spare seat beside her.

      “Hey.” He passed over her latte.

      “Thanks.” She held the warm cardboard cup, invigorated by the scent of caffeine and his presence. He must be a morning person to be so energized this early.

      “No problem.” He sat next to her, stretching out his long legs and crossing them at his ankles. He glanced at her Bible. “I didn’t realize I was interrupting your reading.”

      “I’m all done.” She tucked her Bible into her purse, having finished the passage in Matthew where Jesus and Peter walked on water.

      The waves outside lapped around the ferry, and she marveled at Peter’s faith and trust in Jesus. She wanted to experience the same depth of faith. Could she be like Peter and give up everything to follow Jesus?

      She sipped her much-needed latte. She’d only drunk half a mug of instant coffee before leaving her apartment. “This is good coffee.”

      He nodded. “Do you read the Bible every day?”

      “I try to read during breakfast. But on days like today, when I’m running late, it doesn’t work out that way.”

      “I’d also planned to leave earlier.”

      “Is my dad being a hard taskmaster?”

      His laughter was contagious. “Always, but he’s a good man. His dedication is the reason his company is successful.”

      “But seriously, his success has come at a price.”

      “The financial rewards are worth it.”

      “Maybe. My dad lives at the office and hasn’t got time for a personal life.” She resented the fact her father prioritized work over family. How could Ryan perceive Dad’s unbalanced lifestyle as good?

      Ryan’s smile began to fade. “He has a girlfriend.”

      “You mean the blonde.”

      “I met her once. She seemed nice.”

      “She’s nice because she sees dollar signs.” Cassie sipped her latte, avoiding his penetrating gaze. “She won’t last.”

      “How do you know?” He sat up straighter in his seat. “Have you even met her?”

      She chose her words carefully, not looking for an argument but unwilling to let it go. “I know my father. If she’s an important part of his life, he’d tell me. I don’t even know her name.”

      His faded smile had morphed into a disapproving frown. “Her name’s Debbie.”

      Cassie shrugged. “Whatever.”

      “Maybe you’d know her name if you spent more time with your father.” Irritation pervaded his tone.

      Ouch. “It’s not that simple. Anyway, he’d have more time to see me if he didn’t work all the time.”

      “Laura sees him a lot.”

      She pressed her lips together. He didn’t get it. Laura had the brilliant relationship with Dad that she wanted but couldn’t achieve. “My relationship with Dad is complicated,” she said, uncomfortable with the way he defended her father. “Can we talk about something else?”

      “Sure.” He sipped his coffee. “I think it’s going to be a rough ride today.”

      She nodded and stared out the window. Rain pelted down on the glass, obliterating the view of the headlands. Had Ryan adopted her father’s obsessive work ethic? Did that explain his single status?

      The rhythmic rocking of the ferry gained momentum. She unfolded her legs and placed both feet on the deck. The last thing she needed was a coffee stain on her coat.

      Where did Ryan stand with God? He’d seemed comfortable with the idea of her reading the Bible, but he’d shown no interest in discussing the content.

      The loudspeaker system blared to life, advising passengers to remain indoors. The ferry lurched up and then dropped. She reached for the armrest and grasped Ryan’s forearm.

      Startled, she withdrew her hand and gripped the edge of her seat.

      “You okay?” he asked.

      “I’d prefer not to wear my coffee.” She gulped down the remainder of her latte.

      He relaxed back into his seat. “This reminds me of ocean sailing. It’s always more fun on windy days when the waves are huge.”

      “Maybe, but I prefer sailing on a calm sunny day.”

      “And miss out on all the fun. Why?”

      “Do you really want to know?”

      He raised an eyebrow. “It couldn’t be that bad.”

      “Well, when I was eleven, Dad entered his yacht in a special event race. It was a hot day, and a storm was brewing.”

      “This isn’t sounding good.”

      She nodded. “We were on the home leg and in the lead when the yacht tacked sharply, and I ended up overboard.”

      “Were you okay?” His face mirrored the concern in his voice.

      “I could swim, so Dad yelled out that he’d come back and collect me after he crossed the finish line.”

      “What? He left you to fend for yourself?”

      “Yep. Yachts were coming at me from all directions and there was lots of lightning and thunder.”

      “That’s scary for an eleven-year-old.”

      “Dad didn’t think so.” She studied her nails. They needed a manicure. “Winning the race was more important to him.”

      “I’m glad you survived.”

      “So am I.” After that hair-raising experience, she’d avoided sailing with Dad for a long time.

      “Are we still on for Sunday? If the weather’s bad, I understand if you want to bail.”

      “I’m not working and I think the forecast is clear.” She located her phone in her purse.

      “Great. How about I pick you up at your place after eleven?”

      “That works for me.” She sent him a message with her address. “What can I bring?”

      He checked his phone and nodded. “I’ll bring lunch. Make sure you wear warm clothes.”

      “No problem.” She glanced out the window, relieved to see the rain had eased off. With any luck, she wouldn’t get wet racing up the road to work.

      “Have you eaten breakfast?”

      “Sort of.” If she counted the apple she’d eaten while rushing around her apartment.

      “Why don’t we grab a bite to eat before work? There’s a little café with great views just up from the quay.”

      “It sounds tempting.” Breakfast with Ryan would kill any chance she’d have of making it to tennis this afternoon. But if her workload today grew any bigger, she’d have to stay back and miss tennis no matter when she started work.

      “Their bacon and eggs are good.”

      Her stomach rumbled. She’d need to eat something substantial soon. “A muffin and fruit salad would hit the spot.”

      “That will work.” He leaned back in his seat, a satisfied expression on his face.

      Her gaze roamed over the familiar landmarks as the ferry glided toward the quay. Rays of sunlight beamed through the windows although the sky remained gray, highlighting the stark whiteness of the Sydney Opera House. The ferry docked and they were soon on their way to breakfast.

      Ryan chose an indoor table at the café and pulled out a wooden chair for her. A waiter came straight over to take their order, scribbled down their choices, then returned to the kitchen.

      Ryan sat opposite her, his hands clasped together on the table and a distant look lingering in his eyes.

      She searched his face, unable to read his thoughts. Why did he look so serious? Had she done something wrong?

      “How was your weekend?” he asked, switching his attention back to her.

      “Pretty good. Did you visit your parents?”

      “Yeah, and I’m glad I did. Another debt collector turned up on their doorstep looking for Sean.”

      “What happened?”

      “We found out he applied for credit cards in Melbourne a few months ago. He blew the limits straight away and did a runner.”

      “That’s terrible. How did your parents take the news?”

      “Not well. They’re both stressed.”

      “That’s understandable. Where is Sean?”

      “We don’t know.” He raked his hand through his hair. “Do you remember his friend Billy?”

      She nodded.

      “Billy works next door to me. He’s certain he saw Sean at Bondi Beach a few weeks ago.”

      Her mouth gaped open. “Sean’s in Sydney?”

      “We think so.”

      Apprehension shot through her, and their last meeting before he’d disappeared flashed into her mind. What would she do if she saw him again?

      Her immediate answers weren’t pleasant, but there was little likelihood of running into him in a city as big as Sydney.

      The waiter returned with their breakfast and Ryan dug into his bacon and eggs. When did he find the time to maintain his athletic physique?

      She picked at her fruit salad. “Do you think you’ll find him soon?”

      “He’ll eventually run out of money and I doubt he’s foolish enough to contact me or my parents.”

      “Why? Wouldn’t he realize you could help him?”
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