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        Life’s great – it’s the terminal degenerative disease that sucks.

      

        

      
        Maci is young, smart and about to embark on the adventure of a lifetime. It looks like she has the world at her feet, but appearances can be deceiving. Because Maci is not like other college girls. She already knows her future is written and there’s no happy ending in sight.

      

        

      
        For Raphael, life is all upside. He’s on the fast track to success and nothing can stop him—except his unexpected love for a girl who’s convinced she’ll hold him back.

      

        

      
        When Maci and Raphael are drawn irresistibly together, they’ll both have to redefine everything they thought they knew about life, love and happy ever after.
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        For my dad and my brother, who both have Parkinson’s disease and refuse to let it get them down. And for my mum and sister-in-law. Who love and support my dad and brother unconditionally through the good times and the bad.
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        The Arrival

      

      

      Australia was not what I was expecting. Sure, I hadn’t even made it out of the airport, but still, where were the kangaroos? The koalas? Where were the hot guys walking around in Speedos? Where were the Tim Tams? Didn’t those delicious chocolate cookies fall from the sky over here? I’m sure I’d read that somewhere? Or maybe I’d dreamt it.

      I must admit, the second I’d learned I’d won my college’s scholarship to study Environment Studies abroad—and by abroad, I mean a gazillion miles away from Plenty, Ohio, my hometown and the only world I’d ever known—I’d been experiencing weird dreams about Australia.

      In one, I was dating a kangaroo that sounded like Chris Hemsworth. I remember waking in the morning stroking my pillow with the words “You had me at g’day,” whispering through my head. In another dream, a shark called Bruce kept trying to take a bath with me.

      See what I mean? Weird dreams. I chalked them up to nerves. Winning the scholarship, partly funded by Plenty’s only college, partly funded by the University of Sydney, was a double-edged sword.

      On one razor-sharp side there was the awesomeness of winning the scholarship in the first place. Mind you, winning makes it sound like luck had something to do with it, which it didn’t. Hard work, long hours studying, zero time socializing, movies missed, days and days researching, so many days I sometimes forgot what the sun looked like. That’s what earned me the scholarship. That, and my passion for the environment.

      I’m what my folks call a tree-hugging greenie. Well, my mom calls me that. My dad—who had grown up in Australia and moved to the US when he met Mom during a vacation in LA—has been dead for over three years now. Killed when a drunk driver ran off the road and struck him and our dog as they were jogging.

      I was a tree-hugging greenie wrapped up in the unassuming guise of a twenty-two-year-old hometown girl who still had bangs and wore pigtails on the weekend. Who still ate peanut butter straight from the jar and loved watching Sleepy Hollow and Glee when she wasn’t studying environmental degradation and its impact on wildlife the world over.

      On the other even sharper side of the damn blade was the fact I had to fly a whole day to get to Australia. Did I mention I’d never been outside of Plenty? I did mention a drunk driver killed my dad and my dog only a few years ago, right? Leaving my mom a widow?

      Did I mention my mom suffers from Parkinson’s disease?

      Did I mention I do as well?

      No on the last two, huh? Sorry about that.

      Yeah, I’m a shaker. But I’ve got it under control. Good meds, meditation, tai chi, and did I mention good meds? Add them together and I’m okay. Mom, however, isn’t. And with me being on the other side of the world, who’s going to help her up when she falls down? Which she does. Often.

      She told me to go, that’s why I’m here. She demanded I go. But being this far away from her … God, I don’t even …

      Sorry. Didn’t mean to get maudlin. Long and short of it, Mom has Parkinson’s. She’s alone and I’m here because I’ve never seen her so proud as when I won that scholarship. How could I not go?

      But now that I was here—and I was excited to be, I really was—where were the kangaroos? Even a stuffed one on a pedestal or something. And more to the point, where was my passport?

      Oh my God, where was my passport? I was about to go through Australian customs in about twenty seconds and I couldn’t find my passport. It was in my bag on the plane. So where was it now?

      “Next.”

      I started at the deep, authoritarian command, and shot the man behind the counter a harried look.

      I shook my head.

      He raised his eyebrows and beckoned for me to approach.

      I swallowed. Suddenly aware my fingers were shaking, I clenched my fist. Was it nerves? Or—

      “Miss?”

      The customs official was now frowning at me. A prickling pressure at the back of my neck told me my fellow travelers were probably glaring. Why wouldn’t they be? I’d be glaring too at the idiot who was rooted to the spot and holding up the line that allowed you to enter the country you’d just flown over nineteen hours to get to.

      I swallowed again. Cleared my throat. Squeezed my fist—crap, I really was shaking—and stepped forward.

      The man behind the counter gave me an expectant look. “Passport?”

      During the nineteen-hour flight over, I’d passed the time by imagining my first few moments in Australia. In my admittedly sleep-deprived fantasy, the customs official who granted me access would sound like the kangaroo I dated in my dreams. Yes, I will admit now, I have a thing for Chris Hemsworth. But how could I not? Have you looked at him? Is there a sexier, hotter guy on the planet? No, I don’t think so. Anyway, the customs official of my dreams would smile at me and tell me I looked amazing after such a long flight.

      I didn’t, by the way. My hair was flat and greasy, my eyes were scratchy and puffy, and I’d managed to spill most of the coffee the flight attendant had given me somewhere over the Pacific Ocean, somewhere around three am, all over my shirt. Or maybe it had been two pm? Who the hell knew? Helpful tip if you’re planning on any long-haul flights—don’t wear a white T-shirt, no matter how cute you think you look in it. It’s a bad idea.

      So, going back to my mid-flight fantasy … I’m greeted by a super-hot customs official who tells me I look amazing, just as a camera crew from one of those travel shows runs over and asks me if I mind being interviewed about being an American college student in Australia. Added to that, they also inform me Chris Hemsworth is in the airport and wonder if I’d like to meet him. He’s researching a role in a movie about the plight of the dingo in the outback and has read my paper about the environment and native animals online and wants to talk about it with me.

      In that fantasy, I had my passport.

      In reality, I had no idea where it was. God, how could I lose it between the plane and—

      “Passport, miss?”

      I gave the official—who didn’t appear inclined to say anything that sounded like “You look amazing”—a weak smile.

      Would they arrest you in Australia for trying to enter the country without a passport? I suspect so. I opened my mouth. A sound that may or may not have been a strangled squeak emitted from my throat.

      The official’s frown deepened. I couldn’t help but notice his right hand slipped under the counter.

      “I’ve lost my passport,” I said, although I think I may have mouthed it. For some reason, my voice had disappeared. Maybe it was with my errant passport? Perhaps both were on their way to Paris?

      The man behind the glass leaned forward. “Please repeat that, miss.”

      “I’ve lost my passport,” I said again. Louder this time. With less silent asphyxiation.

      His eyebrows shot up. “Since you boarded?”

      I nodded.

      “What flight?”

      My mind went blank. Oh God, I was doing an appalling job of representing the USA at this point in time. “Err,” I said. “Big plane. Had a … a kangaroo on the tail.”

      The man’s forehead furrowed. “A Qantas plane?”

      Relief flooded through me and I nodded, looking, I’m sure, like an unhinged bobble-head. “That’s it. Qantas.”

      “So you’ve just disembarked a Qantas flight from …”

      His silence told me I was meant to supply the answer. “Plenty,” I gushed. “I mean Dallas.”

      Tears prickled at the backs of my eyes. I ached for Mom so badly my heart felt like it was being torn out of my chest. What the hell was I doing here? Where was my brain?

      “I’m sorry.” I rubbed at my eyes with the backs of my hands. My vision went that special kind of blurry that happens when you put too much pressure on your eyeballs, and I blinked. I needed to get a grip. Or a passport. A passport would be nice.

      I wondered for a stupidly surreal moment if the traveler behind me would let me borrow hers. Only until I actually got into Australia. Then she could have it—

      “Are you Maci Rowling?”

      A deep male voice with an obvious Australian accent caressed my tired, overwrought mind, and I jerked my head around, my heart pounding fast.

      An elderly gent, who had to be at least ninety in the shade, was standing at my elbow, holding what looked to be an American passport in one hand. In his other, he held a cane. Truth be told, it was the cane doing most of the holding, keeping the gentleman vertical.

      “I found it on the floor in the line a second ago,” he said, a friendly smile on his wrinkled face. “Think it might be yours.”

      He was old and feeble and holding a passport.

      And if he knew my name, it meant it was my passport.

      What else could I do? I threw myself against his frail body in a massive hug.

      Knocking him to the ground.

      Three hours later, I was allowed into Australia.

      It’s insane how long it takes to apologize sufficiently to an elderly gentleman you’ve just injured in your enthusiasm to thank him for finding your passport. Who knew it would be so easy to knock an eighty-two year old to the floor with a hug? I didn’t help that my hug was pretty … enthusiastic. Of course, after the poor old guy was taken away in a wheelchair, I received a rather stern lecture about my “enthusiasm” from the airport police. One of whom seriously looked like Russell Crowe. If Russell Crowe was fat. And older. And a woman. And after that I received an even sterner lecture about passport security from the same humorless officials.

      Finally, with the public humiliation over and done with, I was allowed into the country.

      Only to wait at the luggage carousel, watching it go round and round until I was the only person left, with no sign of my luggage on the conveyor belt.

      Thirty minutes later, I accepted the fact that my luggage—with all my clothes, including my Victoria’s Secret bra and panties I’d saved for freaking months to buy just for this trip—wasn’t going to appear through the clear flappy-plastic opening in the wall.

      Yay.

      I made my way to the service counter only to be informed the airline had no clue as to the current whereabouts of my suitcase.

      “I’m very sorry,” the cheery attendant behind the counter said, beaming up at me. “We shall contact you as soon as we locate it. Welcome to Australia.”

      Welcome to Australia? Yeah, right.

      Suffice to say, I wanted to go home.

      There and then.

      Badly.

      So badly I actually pivoted on my heel to head back toward the customs counters. And then I stopped when I realized I was being silly.

      Okay, confession time. I’m not exactly emotionally … stable. I mean, I’m not insane or anything. In fact, I’m quite intelligent and at times grounded—Mom’s word, not mine. But more often than not, I’m impulsive. I’m also sensitive, self-conscious, uncertain and … well, to put it bluntly—broken.

      It happens. When you spend almost ten years of your life watching your mother slowly being devoured by a disease with no known cure, a disease that was robbing her of her ability to smile, her ability to cut her own food, button her own buttons, talk at a normal volume, have normal bowel movements—hell, have any kind of normal movement, even something as simple as blinking and swallowing—and you know one day that disease is going to do all those things to you, you get a little screwed up.

      That’s what Parkinson’s disease does. It screws you. Messes with you. That’s what it’d done to my family, at least.

      I had to tell people Mom wasn’t drunk at my father’s funeral, that it was just her muscles refusing to allow her to walk without staggering about because her brain was betraying her. That messed with me.

      I’d sit opposite her nightly at the dinner table, on edge—terrified even—that her throat muscles would stop working halfway through her eating, causing her to almost choke to death, an event that had happened at least three times.

      It was bad enough for me to learn my mom had Parkinson’s when I was twelve. Try being told when you’re twenty-one that you have the same disease.

      I’d been living with early-onset Parkinson’s disease for a year now, and it wasn’t getting easier. Twenty-two was not meant to be like this, it was meant to be lived large, partying, meeting new people … not new doctors and specialists and medical-insurance representatives.

      Jesus, I sound miserable, don’t I?

      I’m not. Honest. I try to laugh about it. I tell Mom I’m racing her to complete neural shut-down. Whoever gets there first wins. And what does the winner get?

      A complete loss of dignity and—

      Holy shit, sorry. I truly didn’t mean to go there. It’s a bleak place, my self-pity, and I hate it. Let’s try not to go there again, okay?

      I forced myself to turn back around, hitch my carry-on bag—containing a spare pair of panties, thank freaking God—farther up my shoulder, stride through the last stage of customs. I had no food to declare. No insects, reptiles, items made of wood or animal body parts. I passed over my declarations card to the smiling lady collecting them, and stepped through the gates and into the Sydney International Arrivals terminal, surrounded by excited people waiting for their loved ones.

      It was then I realized I needed to pee. I hadn’t peed since somewhere over Hawaii.

      Oh boy, did I need to pee.

      And the second I acknowledged I needed to pee, the more I needed to go.

      Searching frantically for the restroom sign, I spied what I thought was the ladies’ room and ran for it, head down, fist gripping the strap of my bag as if it were a lifeline to bladder relief.

      So of course, when I slammed into something rock-solid but warm and firm as well, the first thing I thought was I was going to pee myself. Not, argh, I’ve just run into someone and I need to apologize.

      I stumbled back a step, flinging the poor woman in my way a harried glance. And froze when that harried glance found not a poor woman, but a tall, broad-shouldered, stunningly hot—no, change that—stupefyingly hot, gorgeous guy with shaggy dark-brown hair hanging over equally dark-brown eyes so intense and beautiful and sexy and—

      He wrapped strong fingers around my upper arms and steadied me before I could fall completely on my ass.

      “Hey, I think you’re heading into the wrong loo.”

      I gazed up at him and didn’t say a word. I’d’ve liked to have blamed sleep deprivation and jet lag for my ridiculous silence, but they weren’t the culprits.

      The guy holding my arms, keeping me upright, was stunning. Gorgeous. Hot. Like a brown-haired, brown-eyed version of Chris Hemsworth. Only sexier.

      I didn’t think that was even possible, but there you go. Tall, with a crooked grin that made my heart skip a beat and a goddamn divine body, all muscular and sculpted and perfectly proportioned with the broadest of shoulders, all wrapped up tight in a snug white T-shirt and snugger faded jeans.

      And he had an Australian accent.

      Oh boy.

      I gaped at him, my heart thumping in my throat.

      “Can you speak?” he asked.

      I caught my bottom lip with my teeth and shook my head.

      His eyebrows shot up. “You can’t?”

      “I can,” I blurted, nodding this time. Talk about being a mess of contradictions. “I’m just …” I paused, stopping myself from telling him I was falling in lust with him. Yeah, not exactly cool behavior. Gushing all over a complete stranger on the way to the bathroom? Welcome to Australia.

      “I’m just … desperate,” I finished, ducking my head. I sounded like an idiot.

      He gave a warm, friendly laugh. “To go to the loo?”

      I peered up at him through my bangs. “Yeah.”

      That crooked grin returned to his face. As before, it made my body do things I wasn’t entirely used to.

      “You better go then.” He stepped aside and held an arm out, directing me deeper into the men’s restroom.

      Oh my God, was I blushing? I shuffled my feet, frowning.

      Devilment danced in his dark-brown eyes. “Something else you’re desperate for?”

      Something else? Was he serious? A guy that looked like him, asking me what I wanted? If I were the brave, take-no-prisoners kind of girl, I’d tell him straight up. Something else I’m desperate for? Hell yeah, a kiss from you would be a start. But I wasn’t that kind of girl. I was a sleep deprived, jet lagged student with poor social skills and a disease that wasn’t exactly high on the sexy list. Of course, I wasn’t going to ask him for a kiss.

      No matter how much the thought made my tummy flutter.

      He studied me with a playful grin. “Going to tell me what it is?”

      “A kiss.” The word fell past my lips before I could stop it.

      My face went cold as the blood drained from it. And then hot as all that blood rushed back into my cheeks just as fast. Holy shit, had I really said that aloud?

      “A kiss?” he repeated, lifting an eyebrow.

      Oh God, I had said it aloud. I stared at him, once again dumbstruck. What was I doing? Was I really that tired? Had to be. Why else would I say something so … so … embarrassing? I couldn’t be flirting with him. I wasn’t any good at it. I was an environmentalist dork with Parkinson’s. As if I knew how to flirt.

      Was I delusional? Was my brain finally betraying me compl—

      Warm lips brushed over mine in a lingering caress of skin on skin. I would have melted on the spot … if it wasn’t for the fact I yelped in shocked disbelief and stumbled back a step.

      Mr. Broad Shoulders laughed. “Sorry. Didn’t mean to freak you out.”

      Just to make it clear before I continue, I’m not a virgin. I lost my virginity four nights after my sixteenth birthday, to my high school boyfriend—the quarterback, no less. How’s that for both an achievement and a cliché? But since I found out I have Parkinson’s, I’ve pretty much shut down any and all notion of romance. Who wants to get romantic with someone who’s going to be a shaky mess in a few years? I can’t imagine there are many guys out there willing to roll with that kind of burden, so I stopped putting myself out there. Which might explain my very active fantasy obsession with a married Australian actor, now that I think about it. Hmmm. Desire the impossible to substitute the denied. Makes sense, right?

      I gaped up at my mysterious kisser—again. Heart beating way too fast, I pressed my fingers to my lips. “Why did you do that?”

      “You asked.” His grin turned wickedly playful, hinting at a dimple in his right cheek, and he leaned a little closer to me, his brown eyes holding mine. “And you looked so damn sexy with your mussed-up hair and coffee-stained shirt.”

      A wave of embarrassment flooded my face. I slapped my hand to my left boob, hurting myself in a rather ridiculous attempt to hide the stain he’d already pointed out. Why do we do that, by the way? Try to conceal something once it’s been pointed out? Like the way mining corporations plant rows of trees around the boundaries of their open-cut mines, as if some greenery will conceal the massive gaping wound gouged into the planet by their machinery.

      His low chuckle drew a frown from me. “Are you mocking me?” I asked, a distant part of my mind telling me I still needed to use the bathroom.

      “No. Honest. The second you ran into me, I wanted to kiss you.”

      It was my turn to cock an eyebrow. I love that I can do that—it speaks volumes. Attitude from your waiter? Cock an eyebrow. Lip from your study partner? Cock an eyebrow. Absurd claim from a stranger in a public restroom? Cock an eyebrow.

      “The second?” I echoed.

      His lips twitched. Christ, he was hot. “Okay, maybe the second after the second. When you realized who you’d run into.”

      Who I’d run into? Didn’t he mean where I’d run into? The men’s toilet rather than the ladies’?

      I frowned.

      He frowned in return. “You do know who I am, right?” he asked, curious conviction in his deep voice. Have I mentioned the sexy Australian accent? “That’s why you asked for the kiss. Because of the way my sister met the prince?”

      My eyebrows shot up my forehead. I’d like to say I had a hand in their journey, but my brain was too busy being stunned by what I’d just heard for any conscious direction to body parts or facial features. What did he just say?

      “Prince?” I echoed.

      It was obvious I had no freaking clue what he was talking about. Clear enough for him to pull a grimace. A sexy grimace, if that’s possible to visualize.

      “You don’t know who I am?”

      I shook my head. Deep in the pit of my stomach, a twisting tension curled tighter. A sexual tension. Or maybe it was bladder tension, due to the fact I still hadn’t peed.

      He let out an amused sigh, dragging his hands through his dark hair as he did so. “Fuck, ’eh? So you just asked for a kiss because …”

      The question hung on the air between us, looking for an answer. One I couldn’t provide. What was I going to say? ’Cause you’re really, really hot? Instead, I said, “Who are you?”

      He flashed me that lopsided grin again, let out another laugh and ducked his head. “No one important,” he said.

      And then, before I could stop him, he closed the small distance between us, lowered his head to mine and kissed me again.

      Longer this time.

      Holy fuck, did he know how to kiss. He parted his lips, dipped his tongue into my mouth—when had my lips parted, I wonder?—and found mine with wicked ease, teasing it with a slow, lingering stroke.

      The heat in the junction of my thighs fluttered and pulsed and throbbed in a way it never had before, and a soft little moan vibrated deep in my chest. Whoa.

      And then someone cleared his throat behind us and I let out another yelp of surprise, this one a violent, full-body yelp involving jumping and spinning about.

      A massive man wearing a dark blue suit and dark sunglasses was standing a few feet into the bathroom’s entryway looking at Mr. Broad Shoulders. “It’s time, Mr. Jones.”

      Behind me, Mr. Broad Shoulders—correct that, Mr. Jones—uttered an almost inaudible “Fuck”.

      He slid warm fingers up my arm, making me flinch, and I turned back to face him, completely mystified as to what the hell was going on.

      “I have to go,” he said, a grin playing on his lips. Lips that only a second ago had been on mine. “I’ll make sure no one comes into the loo while you’re in there, okay?”

      And without another word, he strode past me, past the man in the dark blue suit, and out into the airport terminal.

      Leaving me standing in a public restroom that obviously wasn’t the ladies’, with the moisture of his kiss a cool memory on my lips.

      I gaped at the man in the suit, waiting for an explanation.

      It didn’t come.

      The man pivoted on his heel and stood with his back to me, muttering something into his shirt cuff.

      If that wasn’t a WTF moment, I don’t know what was.

      I blinked. Took a step to follow the now-absent Mr. Jones—could that really be his name?—and was suddenly hit with the need to empty my bladder. Again. With all the force of a wrecking ball hitting an outhouse made of paper.

      I let out a little cry, doubled over, rammed my thighs together and did that ridiculous sprint you do when you need to go to the bathroom in a hurry. The one where your knees are stuck together, your jaw is clenched shut and your hands are balled into fists.

      I hit the door running, spun 180 degrees, slammed the door shut, locked it, dropped my bag, yanked down my jeans and panties in one go and made it without a second to lose.

      If it weren’t for the man in the suit only a few feet away, I would have let out an ahhhh of relief.

      But there was a man in a suit only a few feet away. A mysterious man who seemed to be connected to an even more mysterious man who’d kissed me because I’d asked him to.

      What the hell was up with that?

      A few minutes later, with the sound of the toilet flush a loud roar in the surreal silence, I emerged from the cubicle only to discover I was completely alone.

      “Huh. Weird.”

      By the time I finished washing my hands, a string of men was pouring into the bathroom. They all balked at the sight of me just as they were about to approach the urinal, hands on flies. No one said anything.

      With heat flooding my face yet again, I hightailed it out of there as quickly as I could. I tried not to look around for the mysterious Mr. Jones and the man in the blue suit, but how could I not? There was no sign of them anywhere.

      That was probably a good thing. My first few hours in Australia hadn’t exactly gone to plan, and truth be told, if I did see Mr. Jones again, I’d probably make a fool of myself and ask him to kiss me again. It had been that good. I still had the tingles and a fluttering belly to prove it. But whoever he was, he was gone.

      Life back to normal for me. Well, as normal as it could be given I was on the other side of the world from everything I knew and loved, in the country of my father’s birth without a single person I could call a friend and—

      Okay, let’s stop right there and get off the self-pity bus. I was here, in Australia, about to start the most amazing experience of my student life. No need for dramatics.

      Hitching up my bag, I took a deep breath, scanned the crowd one more time for any sight of Mr. Broad Shoulders and then headed out the exit. I had to catch a taxi to Sydney University, my home for the first half of my adventure.

      Two steps outside, I was almost knocked over by a man running with a camera in his hand.

      “Hey!” I protested, staggering to regain my footing. It was never fun to lose your balance, especially when the disease fighting to control your body liked to throw you off it just for shits and giggles.

      The running man didn’t slow down. Nor did the one following him. Or the one after that.

      Suddenly, it dawned on me there were lots of hurrying, rushing, sprinting men with cameras, all heading toward a stretch black limousine parked at the curb a few feet away. A limo that Mr. Broad Shoulders, AKA Mr. Jones, AKA my mysterious kisser, was now climbing into, the man in the blue suit guiding his head as he glared at the approaching wave of frenzied photographers.

      Confused by it all, I frowned. Who the hell was this guy to deserve so much manic attention?

      Camera flashes detonated around the limo. The photographers shouted. Most of the calls sounded like, “Oi, Raphael.” Which couldn’t be right. Who had a name like Raphael these days? The crowd around me surged forward, sirens wailed from somewhere nearby and then, in a moment of surreal calm amongst it all, a gap in the madness formed between me and the limo, and Mr. Broad Shoulders’ stare met mine.

      Met.

      Melded with.

      Fixed on.

      Pinned.

      Our gazes held, and in that gaze, an entire conversation took place:

      I liked kissing you.

      I liked being kissed by you.

      Shame it had to end.

      Ditto.

      And then the man in the dark blue suit shoved the photographers backward and slammed the limo door shut, ending my ocular correspondence with Mr. Broad Shoulders, just like that.

      I blinked.

      The limo engine roared, the man in the blue suit hurled some rather unpleasant words at the horde and then pulled open the front passenger door and disappeared into the cabin.

      A chorus of boos rose from the paparazzi—it’s safe to assume that’s what they were—although I still didn’t know who they were photographing. Someone famous, obviously.

      Someone famous who’d kissed me. In the men’s restroom, no less.

      I tracked the limo’s path as it sped past me and everyone else on the sidewalk, my tummy twisting and knotting and fluttering and generally being all manner of unsettled. It wasn’t until the limousine vanished around the sweeping bend a few yards away that I finally found my brain and grabbed the photographer nearest to me.

      “Who was that?” I asked the sneering man trying to disengage my grip on his wrist.

      “In the limo?”

      “Yes,” I answered, trying not to sound agitated. Who else would I be talking about?

      “You don’t know?”

      I shook my head.

      “That was Raphael Jones.” The man smirked.

      “Who—”

      But before I could finish asking who Raphael Jones was, the photographer had shaken off my hold and was hurrying away, studying the small screen on the back of his camera.

      I stood and watched the dispersing photographers and crowd, racking my brain to find any clue as to why the name should mean anything worthy of such frenzied excitement.

      Nothing.

      I shrugged. “Must be an Australian celebrity.”

      Deciding to google the guy when I finally made it to my campus accommodation (my iPhone wasn’t talking to the Australian network yet, damn it), I headed for the first available cab, climbed into the back and gave the driver the address I’d be staying at while I was a student of the University of Sydney.

      The memory of Raphael Jones’s kiss sent a delicious little thrill through me and I wriggled deeper into my seat. So I’d been kissed by an Australian celebrity not even a few hours in the country. Not bad for a college dork from Plenty, Ohio, even if I do say so myself. It kind of made up for the otherwise dismal start to my adventure. Pity I was never going to see him again or I’d show him how an American girl did things.

      Okay, maybe not, given how much of a twitchy, emotional wreck I was, but a girl can kick ass in her fantasies, can’t she? It’s not like I was going to see him again. Australia’s a big country, after all.

      Right?
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        On Campus

      

      

      The first surprise was I had a room to myself. I’m not sure why, but I thought I was going to be sharing. When I arrived at Mackellar House, one of the campus dorms at the University of Sydney and my home for the first half of my time in Australia, the very perky, chirpy and all-round friendly Foreign Student Liaison Officer, Heather Renner, met me at the bottom of the front steps. Heather was taller than me—I’m only five foot four—with long red hair that fell about her face in a mass of tight curls and made her look like a Pixar heroine. She grinned and hugged me and talked at five miles a minute. To be honest, I had trouble keeping up.

      Our conversation went something like this.

      Heather: “Are you Maci Rowling?”

      Me: (opens mouth)

      Heather: “You are, aren’t you? Welcome to Australia. What do you think so far? No, don’t tell me, you’ve only been in the country for a few hours, as if you’ve made up your mind yet. Bet it’s different from Plenty though. I googled Plenty this morning when I was assigned to greet you. It’s a small place, isn’t it?”

      Me: (mouth still open)

      Heather: “Looks lovely. You’ll find Sydney lovely as well. Well, certain parts of Sydney. The part you’ll spend most of your time at. Have you seen much of the uni yet? Oh, when I say ‘uni’, I mean the university. Did you know that? I have a friend in the States and she keeps telling me she can hardly understand a word I say. Can you understand me?”

      Me: (shuts mouth)

      Heather: “Am I talking too fast? I talk fast, I know. Can you understand my accent? Anyways, I’m going to show you to your room and let you settle in. You’ve arrived during O Week, so be ready to party. Oh, I should tell you what O Week is, shouldn’t I? O Week is basically a party for all the new students. O for Orientation. Get it?”

      Me: (opens mouth again)

      Heather: “Mackellar House has its own O Week party tonight, so be prepared. Maybe you should get some sleep beforehand. Are you jet lagged? You look jet lagged. C’mon, I’ll take you to your room. I arranged a welcome basket for you, filled with Aussie stuff. Watch out for the Vegemite. And the toaster in your room will set off the smoke detectors if you’re not careful. Maybe better to have pale toast. Do you like toast?”

      Me: (mouth still open)

      Heather: “God, listen to me. Carrying on when all you probably want to do is have a shower. The communal amenities here are really good. But be warned, they really mean communal. It’s a progressive thing Mackellar House is trying out. Boys and girls. No one’s complained so far but, boy, did it freak me out the first time a guy came in for a shower while I was cleaning my teeth. But then, I grew up with sisters. No boys in my family except my dad. Hey, your hand is trembling. Are you okay?”

      Me: (shuts mouth)

      Damn. It was time to crash in my room. I was shaking. I could feel it deep in my body. A quaking beyond my control. It happened when I was tired. Or stressed. Of which I was both. Excited, but tired and stressed. And still slightly obsessing over my kiss in the bathroom from the mysterious, hotter-than-hot Australian celebrity.

      So while I really wanted a shower, what I needed was the chance to sit and be calm and still and take my meds (I may have missed one or two mid-flight, now that I thought about it).

      I smiled at Heather, thanked her for the lovely welcome, passed off my trembling as jet lag and asked to be shown to my new digs.

      “Absolutely,” gushed Heather, obviously not worried that I was—in the nicest way possible—shutting her down. “Follow me.”

      She damn near pirouetted on the spot and then skipped up the stairs of Mackellar House.

      I followed. It occurred to me Heather hadn’t asked about my luggage, or lack thereof. Curious. Or maybe college students in Australia—or uni students, as they were called over here—were the same as college students back home: free of common sense in the face of impending responsibility.

      The life of a graduate student was a strange mix of adult accountability and teenage angst and irresponsibility. On one hand, you were in your twenties—legally an adult. You had to decide all on your lonesome what classes to take, what time to eat breakfast, what time to go to bed. On the other hand, you still had to answer to teachers, still needed to justify why you hadn’t handed in your homework, (‘My computer crashed’ really didn’t cut it in high school, so it sure as shit wasn’t going to pass at college) and you were still under the merciless control of hormones way more powerful than your brain.

      Weird, huh?

      Chatting the whole way, Heather led me through Mackellar House. She introduced me to everyone we passed. “Hey, this is Maci Rowling. She’s the environmental student from the US. Be nice to her, ’kay?” And then she’d whisper tidbits about them as we moved farther away. “She’s failing English Lit. He’s spent the last five nights drunk. She’s trying to seduce her History professor.”

      By the time we made it to my room on the third floor at the end of the hallway, my head was spinning. But in a good way. Apart from the accents, I could have been back home in Plenty. Uni life seemed very similar to college life—young adults flexing their independence after years of living under their parents’ thumbs. In other words, chaos.

      With a flourish, Heather pulled a key from her pocket and handed it to me. “Your key. Now remember, wonky toaster, communal showers and loos. Your uni info is on the bed, along with your welcome basket. Vegemite should only be smeared on lightly, not slathered on thickly. Smear, not slather. There’s milk in the fridge if you want a cuppa. That’s a cup of tea, if you didn’t know. Do you drink tea? Oh, and don’t forget that party tonight I mentioned earlier. Nine pm in the common room downstairs. The theme is underwear, which means you’re going to be prancing around in your undies and bra for the night. How cool does that sound?”

      And with that, Heather skipped away. Seriously. She skipped. Wow.

      I watched her go, having a strange Dorothy in Oz moment, and then turned back to my room.

      My room. Not mine and so-and-so’s room. My room. Alone. I had a room all to myself.

      It was nice. Small and uncluttered with a single bed on one side, and a desk, mini fridge, flat-screen television and armchair on the other. In between was a large window framed by a sheer blue curtain currently dancing on the warm summer breeze.

      As I said, nice.

      I took a step in, dropped my carry-on at my feet and drew a deep, slow breath. I backed up that step when I heard someone behind me shout, “Oi, Jones! You going tonight?”

      A guy—a rather hot-looking guy, I had to admit—was leaning halfway out of the room three doors down from mine, hanging from the doorjamb by his fingers, staring at the closed door opposite me.

      I frowned. For some reason, my heart beat faster.

      The rather hot-looking guy grinned at me. “G’day. You the Yank?”

      Before I could answer, the sound of the door opposite me being opened snagged my attention.

      I watched as it swung wide. Watched as a tall guy with dark hair and dark eyes stepped to the threshold. Watched as he leaned an elbow against the doorjamb and nodded at the guy three doors down. “Yep.”

      I gasped.

      The guy was Mr. Broad Shoulders, my mysterious restroom kisser. Raphael Jones.

      My belly flipped and flopped. My breath caught in my throat. My heart punched away at my stuck breath, trying to take its place. My nipples … Well, okay, you probably don’t want to know about them. All in all, I was having a whole-body reaction to the sight of my bathroom kisser right there in front of me.

      Holy crap, how could he be right there in front of me?

      Just like in a movie—except maybe in even slower slo-mo—Raphael Jones swung his gaze to where I stood just inside my room. Surprise registered in his dark-brown eyes. Followed by confusion.

      And then suspicion. The open friendliness that had been in his face vanished at the sight of me. Just like that. His jaw bunched. His eyes narrowed. His nostrils flared.

      One second he was a relaxed guy with a hint of a dimple in his right cheek, the next he was glaring at me as if I was the anti-Christ come to cancel spring break. Except Australians don’t have spring break and I wasn’t the anti-Christ. The only thing I was truly anti was Fox News.

      I swallowed, struck dumb.

      This was the same guy that had kissed me, seriously kissed me, less than an hour ago. And now he was glaring at me?

      “What are you doing here?” His voice was just as deep and sexy as it had been before.

      “She’s the Yank, Jones,” my neighbor three doors down offered, laughter in his voice. “The one here on scholarship to study the impact of global warming on native wildlife.”

      Raphael Jones glared some more. Remember when I said earlier he’d somehow managed to make grimacing look sexy? Well, he was doing the same thing with his glare. There was a potent smolder to his expression now, an arrogant haughtiness that awoke a throbbing sensation in the very apex of my thighs.

      The effect, however, was somewhat dampened by the suspicion behind the glare.

      What had I done?

      The thought maybe he thought I was a stalker popped into my head. He had been chased by paparazzi, after all. And I did slam into him in the men’s room. And ask for a kiss. I still can’t believe I did that. Maybe he thought I was some kind of crazy fan?

      “I’m not a stalker,” I blurted. “Honest.”

      His hand—initially relaxed beside his head—curled into a tight fist.

      What had I said?

      He looked me up and down and then, with a low sound that may have been a growl, turned his attention back to Mr. Info Dump down the corridor. “I’ll let you know later about tonight, Macca. May have to go to a function.”

      His accent made my tummy do weird things, like twist and knot and clench. It dawned on me no other Australian accent affected me the same way, not even Chris Hemsworth’s. There was something about the way Raphael Jones spoke that messed with my head.

      Which was stupid. I had enough things messing with my head, what with the Parkinson’s and its inconvenient goal of turning me into a walking, talking tremor machine.

      “Later?” Mr. Info Dump flicked me a curious look as if I’d grown an extra head. Maybe because Raphael had changed his mind about attending the party tonight after seeing me? Maybe because the tremors had hit me? Hard. My left hand was shaking pretty bad. I could feel it working through me, a bone-deep quaking I couldn’t control.

      God, I hate it.

      Hate it.

      Having Parkinson’s sucks. Big time.

      An itching sensation on the side of my head jerked my rather unfocused attention away from the guy three doors down and back to Raphael. He was staring at me. The glare was gone. Replaced by hesitant uncertainty.

      My heart kicked up a notch or two. Our eyes met. The hint of a dimple flashed at me.

      I swallowed, the memory of his kiss making my breath shallow. My head swam a little and, like it always does when my body and brain are under some kind of stress, the tremors intensified. At my side, my hand slapped lightly against my hip. Over and over again.

      And then it happened. The thing I hated more than having Parkinson’s disease. The thing I hated the most.

      Someone becoming aware I had Parkinson’s.

      Raphael’s gaze dropped to my stupid shaking left hand and his dark eyebrows instantly knitted in curiosity. “Hey,” he said, his voice low. Worried. “Are you—”

      I turned and hurried into my room.

      Okay, it wasn’t quite that perfect. I spun on my heel, banged my hip on the doorframe, collided with the damn door and almost fell into my room.

      The last thing I heard before I slammed the door was Raphael Jones calling out to me. “Hey, American girl? Are you—”

      I slumped against the door and rammed my left hand to my left thigh in a furious attempt to stop the tremors. It didn’t work. No matter how hard I pressed my palm to my leg, my hand kept shaking. I’d like to say I didn’t cry at that point in time. I’d like to say that almost a year of suffering Parkinson’s, as well as ten years of living with it, had hardened me to the emotional devastation it wrought upon me.

      I’d like to say that, but I couldn’t.

      Squeezing my eyes shut, I gripped my fucking thigh with trembling fingers and wept. Great, silent sobs of self-pity and loathing and homesickness.

      Christ, what the fuck was I doing here? At least back in the States my friends knew what I had. They knew how to deal with it, which was—by my request—to ignore it. Here …

      I slid to the floor, hugged my shins and buried my face between my knees, my tears hot as they soaked through the denim of my jeans. I stayed that way for a long time. Long enough to finally get a cramp in my lower back and for my butt to go numb.

      My first few hours in Australia had been far from auspicious.

      If it wasn’t for a knock on my door I may have stayed there for the night. What better place to have an existential crisis than on the floor? But someone did knock on my door. I felt the three sharp raps vibrate through the wood and into my back.

      Swiping at my eyes with the back of my hands—my left one still shaking—I pushed myself to my feet and opened the door. I had no idea who would be on the other side, but I doubted it would be Raphael Jones. If he were truly interested or concerned in this here American girl’s emotional state, he would have knocked earlier, right?

      It wasn’t Jones. Unfortunately, there was a part of me disappointed by that fact.

      Instead of Raphael Jones, a short man with no hair, a paunch and a porn-star moustache covering his upper lip, stood on my threshold. To his right was a grinning Heather.

      “Maci,” Heather gushed, wrapping her fingers around my right wrist in what I assume was meant to be a friendly form of contact. “You didn’t tell me your luggage got lost by Qantas. So I almost told Mr. Reuben here—is that right?” She cast the bald man beside her a dubious look. “Is it ‘Mr. Reuben’? I thought that’s what you said.” With a smile at the nodding man, she turned her kilowatt enthusiasm back to me. “Anyway, I almost told him to go away. We get all sorts of weirdos trying to get into the campus houses. Not that you’re a weirdo, Mr. Reuben. You’re not a weirdo, are you?”

      For a frozen moment, silence reigned. I waited for Mr. Reuben to say something. Mr. Reuben didn’t say anything. He appeared too shell-shocked by Heather to utter a word. For her part, Heather studied him with what may have been suspicious anticipation or enthusiastic joy. Honestly, she looked like a Beagle puppy that couldn’t decide if it wanted to play, bay or grab the hem of your pants and shake it about.

      Silence stretched on.

      And then Heather laughed. “Of course you’re not. You work for Qantas.”

      At the word Qantas, something clicked inside my jet lagged, med-deprived, sleep-deprived, dignity-deprived brain.

      Qantas. Luggage.

      I looked down at Mr. Reuben’s feet and sure enough, there was my suitcase in the same condition as the last time I’d seen it. No broken zipper, no clothes or Victoria’s Secret undergarments poking out the sides. Just my suitcase—a shiny silver super-light hard-shell thing Mom had bought for me as a celebratory gift when I’d won the scholarship. Undamaged. Intact. Here.

      “We located your luggage,” Mr. Reuben said gruffly. “It had been incorrectly placed with the luggage from First Class.”

      I lifted my gaze from my shiny suitcase to the balding man beside Heather.

      His responding smile was contrite. “On behalf of Qantas Australia, may I extend my sincere apologies for any inconvenience this error has caused you.”

      Before I could say a word, he shot Heather a fearful sideways look. “Can I leave now? Alone, I mean? Without you walking me out?”

      Heather gave him a toothy smirk, and for the first time since meeting her, I suspected there was something else altogether behind the perky, almost ditzy front. Hmmm. Color me intrigued.

      “Of course you can go, Mr. Reuben,” she said, patting him on the forearm. “But don’t you think you should get Maci to sign that clipboard in your hand first?”

      I suppressed a laugh. She had the poor guy completely frazzled.

      With a grimace—one nowhere near as sexy as Raphael Jones’s earlier grimace, I can tell you that—Mr. Reuben held said clipboard out to me, withdrawing a blue pen from his shirt pocket as he did so. “Just sign at the cross,” he mumbled.

      Giving Heather a small smile, I took the offered pen with my right hand—the one not shaking, thank God—and signed my name in the appropriate place.

      “Thanks, Miss Rowling.” Mr. Reuben retrieved his pen and tucked the clipboard under his arm. “Miss Renner,” he said with a harried nod at Heather.

      Then he was gone, damn near scurrying along the corridor away from us both.

      I gave up trying to hold back my giggle.

      Heather grinned at me. “Did he seem scared to you? Why do you think he was scared?” Devilish delight danced in her eyes. “Maybe he’s never met an American before?”

      I laughed. Perhaps it was the joy of something finally going right for me since touching down, maybe it was the fact Heather was proving to be lots of fun. Whatever it was, I allowed myself to relax.

      Unfortunately, occasionally when I laugh, I snort. Nothing too loud or animalistic, but a snort all the same. Of course, that was the exact moment Raphael Jones opened his door and stepped into the space behind Heather.

      Great.

      Awesome.

      Fan-freaking-tastic.

      Once again, our eyes met. Once again, the thoroughly disturbing memory of our kiss played with my head. I stopped laughing and just stared at him.

      He stared back.

      “Raph!” Heather’s exuberant cry filled the corridor. “Have you met Maci Rowling yet? She’s from America. Do you remember the American student I mentioned last month? This is her. Maci, this is Raphael Jones. Have you heard of him?”

      Raphael Jones regarded me with an expression they should put in the dictionary as a perfect example of ambiguous. “We’ve met.”

      Heather damn near gave herself whiplash looking at me. “You have?”

      Raphael nodded. A single nod that spoke volumes.

      I bristled. No, more than bristled. I got angry. I don’t normally do angry, but Raphael Jones, Raph Jones, had pissed me off. What the fuck was this guy’s problem? One minute he’s sticking his tongue down my throat, smiling at me like we’re best friends, eye-flirting with me through a crowd of paparazzi, and the next he’s regarding me like I was some kind of serial killer.

      Jutting my hip at a snarky angle, I crossed my arms over my breasts and, gaze holding his, said, “We have met. In the men’s restroom at the airport.” I cocked an eyebrow. “Where he kissed me.”

      An unexpected glower fell over Raph’s face.

      I refused to look away, clenching my left hand into a hard ball. I’d be damned if I was going to let anyone see I had the shakes.

      “Kissed?” Heather squeaked. Just that one word. If I wasn’t so furious at Raph’s peculiar attitude, I’d be impressed I’d managed to curb her constant stream of chatter.

      But I was irritated. I didn’t care who the fuck Raph was, he didn’t have the right to be so goddamn—

      “Kissed,” he echoed, his voice a low purr as indecipherable as his scowl. “One of the best I’ve had, I have to admit.”

      My heart smashed up into my throat. An insane horde of maniacal butterflies threw a dance party in my belly. One of the best he’s had?

      Heather gaped at us both. Silent. Lost for words. Who would have thought?

      I arched another eyebrow at Raph. “One of the best you’ve had?” I repeated. “Really? I thought it was quite average.”

      And with that, I reached down, wrapped my fingers around the handle of my suitcase, and straightened again. “Now if you’ll excuse me, I’m going to take a shower.”

      I turned back to my room and entered it, this time without colliding with the door. Yay me.

      Heather followed. I knew she would. I’d just dropped what I guessed was a monumental bombshell. And really, I wanted her to come in. As much as he infuriated me, I needed to know who Raph Jones was, so I could be ready the next time I encountered him.

      Refusing to let myself look over my shoulder—would he be watching my awesome display of indifference?—I crossed to my bed and deposited my suitcase onto the mattress.

      The sound of the door closing told me Heather had decided we needed some privacy. I was okay with that. If I did turn back and discover Raph still looking at me, I wasn't sure what I would do. Maybe poke my tongue out at him. Yeah, I’m a real grown-up. Twenty-two going on four, that’s me.

      “Okay.” My new Australian bestie flopped onto the bed beside my suitcase. “Cough up. You and Raph Jones kissed? In the men’s loo at the airport?”

      I nodded, undoing the zipper on my suitcase and flipping the lid open. My clothes were a jumbled mess inside, but they were all there. “We did.”

      “How?”

      I pulled a face at Heather. “With our lips.”

      She rolled her eyes and whacked my arm with the back of her hand. “That’s not what I mean. How did you and Raph Jones end up kissing in the loo? Where was his bodyguard?”

      “Who is Raphael Jones?” I asked, ignoring her question. The unsettled sensation in my tummy had calmed down somewhat, but I was still flustered. I really needed to take my meds. And some serious yoga was in order. Or maybe a session at a gym. Something to burn off the stress playing havoc with my brain and muscles.

      “You don’t know?”

      I shook my head, making a half-hearted attempt to organize the chaos in my suitcase. “I gather he’s some kind of celebrity, given all the paparazzi photographing him at the airport. Is he a TV actor or something?”

      Heather laughed. “No. His older sister married the Crown Prince of Delvania a few months ago. One of those rare commoner-meets-royalty-and-they-fall-in-love stories. It seems to be a trend with Australian women. The same thing happened a few years ago with Mary Donaldson from Tasmania. She met a guy at a pub during the Sydney Olympics who turned out to be the Crown Prince of Denmark. Four years later they were married, and still are to this day.”

      I frowned. “So Raph isn’t royalty? What’s with the bodyguard then?”

      “Since the wedding he’s become a reluctant celebrity, very much like Pippa Middleton since Kate married William. Of course, her butt is more famous than she is.”

      I must have looked confused, because Heather gave me another one of those looks that told me she thought I was a clueless American.

      “Pippa Middleton is the older sister of the woman who married Prince William. You know, the British royals? Australia is still a member of the colonies, as much as I wish we weren’t. So of course all the media talked about for months before the wedding ceremony was what the bride was going to wear, what the vows were going to be. Then when the wedding took place, all everyone talked about was Pippa’s arse and how good it looked in her bridesmaid dress.” She sniggered. “So when Raph’s sister married the prince and he was photographed at the wedding looking very yummy in his tux, the media went into an absolute frenzy. There are Facebook fan groups out there dedicated to him. I’m pretty certain there are also groups dedicated to his butt as well. Cosmopolitan magazine named him one of Australia’s sexiest men last month. I’ve heard he can’t leave campus without being mobbed by screaming girls who want to touch him, and the royal family wants him protected. There’s a rumor there’s a nutjob stalker obsessed with him. There’s also a rumor that the prince’s sister wants him for herself. They’ve been photographed enough together at royal events for the media to already start talking engagement and marriage.

      “Plus, just about every girl who’s ever been near him, even just sat beside him in a class, sells her story to Woman’s Day, or New Idea—they’re trashy magazines, by the way. Oh, I’ve even heard he’s been hit on by one of the professors here. And apparently women keep sending him their undies. How gross is that?”

      “So,” I said, trying like hell to keep up with her machine-gun-fire answers. “Raph Jones is famous because his sister married a royal, a princess may have the hots for him, and he looks good in a tux? Is that it?”

      “And he has a reputation for being arrogant and standoffish.” Heather plucked my Victoria’s Secret bra from the tangle of clothes in my suitcase and inspected it. “Even the girls he dated before the whole famous-for-being-famous thing say he rarely showed that much affection and wasn’t big on kissing.” She eyed me with curious contemplation. “Except he kissed you.”

      I looked at her, unsure what to say. Unsure what to think, to be honest. Now that I knew who my mysterious restroom kisser was, I was completely clueless why he’d kissed me. What had been going through Raph’s head at the time?

      I dropped onto the mattress beside my suitcase and gave Heather a frown. “Maybe he secretly wants the fame and attention? Maybe that’s why he kissed me? Maybe he thought I’d post it on Facebook or tweet about it or something?”

      “Yeah, right. The guy spends most of his day snarling at anyone who even looks like they’re thinking of taking a photo of him with their mobile phones. Trust me, attention and fame are not what he wants.” She held my bra up to her chest, studying the way the lacy cups covered her T-shirt-covered boobs. “Maybe it was chemistry. A spark between you both? They say his sister asked the crown prince for a kiss before she knew who he was. They ran into each other in a Starbucks in the city. He spilt coffee all over her, and when he asked if he could do anything to make it up, she jokingly said he could kiss her.” Raising her attention from my bra and her boobs, Heather shrugged. “Perhaps it’s a family thing— to kiss complete strangers in weird places?”

      I let out a wry grunt. “Yeah, that’s it.”

      Inside, I was a trembling mess of confused uncertainty. I tried to remember the words Raph had said to me after the first time he’d kissed me. Something about the way his sister had met the prince. Now I knew about his sister, it made sense that he’d thought I was making a reference to the kiss between her and the prince in Starbucks. The thing was, even if that had been the case—which it wasn’t, we both knew that the second he mentioned it—that still didn’t explain why he’d granted my request. Nor why he’d kissed me a second time.

      The memory of his lips on mine played with my sanity. There truly wasn’t anything average about his kiss at all. It was incredible and amazing and even now, I wanted him to kiss me again. Despite the fact he was a grade-A jerk, I really wanted to feel his lips on mine. Feel him slide his tongue over mine. Feel his body pressed to mine.

      At the thought of Raph Jones holding me in his arms so our bodies touched, a wickedly delicious throb began deep between my thighs.

      The second we’d looked at each other I’d forgotten everything else. I’d stood there in the bathroom, completely neglecting the need to pee, and done something I never ever do—flirted. And he’d flirted back and flashed his dimple at me and kissed me. Twice. Instant sexual connection.

      A spark.

      It was the silence from Heather that made me realize I was staring at the door. I blanched, heat flooding my cheeks. Damn it. Busted.

      “Don’t tell anyone about the kissing thing, okay?” I asked.

      Heather studied me. “Okay. On one condition.”

      I narrowed my eyes at her. “What’s that?”

      “When he kisses you again, you text me immediately.”

      “Err, no.”

      “No to the texting?”

      I shook my head. “No to the kissing again. Not happening. I don’t do kissing.”

      Heather threw back her head and laughed. And laughed. “Maci, by the way you were looking at Raph earlier, you don’t only want to do kissing with him. You want to do all sorts of other things as well, like f—”

      “Okay.” I leapt to my feet, snared Heather’s elbow and pulled her up. “Shower time.”

      She laughed at my pathetic attempt to silence her. “You’ll see. You’re here in a foreign country with a guy notorious for not kissing already laying one on you. A guy, I might add, who was practically making love to you with his eyes only a moment ago. Of course you’re going to—”

      I shoved her to the door, singing, “La la la”. My cheeks weren’t just hot, they were on fire.

      By the time I got Heather to the door and flung it open, she was describing in euphoric detail what Raphael Jones was going to do to me. I’ve got to say, it was the most unorthodox way of making a new friend I can possibly think of. I liked it, even if I did think she was a deluded motor-mouthed lunatic. At least she was happy about it.

      And she hadn’t made any mention of my stupid shaking left hand. Even though she couldn’t have missed it, she hadn’t said a word. For that alone, she was lovely.

      “Oh,” she said, a second after I propelled her from my room into the corridor. “Do you wanna come to the gym with me tomorrow morning? Of course you do. I’ll come get you at eight, okay?”

      Raph’s door was shut and he was nowhere to be seen. I checked. I opened my mouth to tell her working out would be a great idea and closed it when Raph’s door opened.

      Without looking at me, he walked out of his room, closed the door behind him and made his way along the corridor, stopping at the room three down from mine. He knocked on the door once with a short, sharp rap.

      Heather shot him a look and then turned back to me. “Enjoy your shower, Maci,” she damn near shouted at me, grinning. “And I’ll see you tonight at the party.”

      I tried not to look at Raph. Unfortunately, I failed. Before I knew it, my gaze was on him.

      And before I could look away, his gaze was on me.

      “Oh,” Heather called, now striding past Raph, her grin wide. “Don’t forget the theme. Underwear. Make sure you wear that sexy bra and knickers you packed. I reckon the guys will be lining up to meet you.”

      Raph scowled, banged on the door again with furious force and barged in.

      My face on fire, I retreated into my own room. Heather might be wonderful, but this would be the shortest friendship in history. I was going to kill her.

      Letting out a dramatic sigh, I crossed to the bed and stared at the mess of clothes in my suitcase. I needed a plan of attack. Stress was trying to take charge of my brain and I couldn’t let it.

      I could call Mom, but she would instantly hear it in my voice and freak out. I did not want her freaking out while I was on the other side of the world. When a Parkinson’s sufferer freaks out, their brain takes them to a very dark emotional place. Depression decides to muscle in on the situation and then you’re left with a stumbling, trembling, stuttering bag of glum misery, entertaining ideas best not entertained. Ideas like how the world would be better off without you in it.

      I knew this not only from watching my mom go through it.

      Chewing on my lip, I dug my toiletry bag out of my suitcase, along with a pair of shorts and my college T-shirt (Go Plenty Woodchucks!).

      Plan of attack: Take my long-overdue meds, have a shower, wash my hair, brush my teeth, put on fresh clothes—although not my Victoria’s Secret combo, given I’d be wearing it tonight in front of a horde of complete strangers. Well, complete strangers and Heather and Raph.

      After that, and only after that, I’d call Mom, tell her I was awesome, tell her I’d met a bonafide Australian celebrity already—omitting the part about it being in the men’s public bathroom and about the kiss—and then have a nap.

      Fuck, I was tired. Hopefully, when I woke the trembles would have subsided enough that I could spend the Mackellar House party walking about in my Victoria’s Secret underwear without my left hand shoved under my right armpit.

      When I finally found the communal bathroom I had to swallow a little gasp of surprise at the sight of three guys washing their hands.

      They all stopped talking to each other and regarded me in the long mirror that covered the entire wall above the basins.

      I offered them a smile that was meant to be cool, calm and confident, but probably looked like I had gas. “Hi.”

      The one closest to me, who looked like he could bench-press a semi-trailer, grinned. “Ah, you’re the American?” He nudged the guy beside him with his elbow. “Ando said she was a looker.”

      The one on the end, the leanest of the three and wearing a Walking Dead T-shirt, smiled at me in the mirror. “What do you think of Australia so far?”

      “So far, so good,” I answered, hugging my clothes and toiletry bag to my chest. “Strangely enough, I’ve spent a lot of my time in bathrooms.”

      All three guys laughed. The semi-trailer bench-presser chuckled. “Well, when you gotta go, you gotta go, I guess.”

      For an awkward moment, no one moved. They stood at the basins, looking at me in the mirror’s reflection. I stood inside the doorway, looking back at them.

      “All right,” Walking Dead finally spoke. “We’ll let you shower in peace. Have fun.” And with that, he hustled his friends past me.

      Just as they were about to leave the bathroom, the biggest of them swung back to me. “You going t’night? To the undies shindig?”

      I blinked. God, his accent was thick. “The what?”

      He grinned. “The party tonight. Only wear your underwear. You going?”

      I nodded, feeling my cheeks heat. That was another thing I wasn’t going to tell Mom—first night in Australia and I was planning on wearing nothing but panties and a bra in public. God, she would kill me.

      “Excellent.” His grin stretched wider. It was cute. In fact, so was he. In a geeky kind of way. “See you then.”
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