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Chapter 1 

 
 

It was raining the day I met Adam Parker. It was March, early spring, one of my 
favourite times of the year and it was my mother’s birthday.  I was all too aware of this as she 
had phoned me every day for the past week to remind me. The morning had started out sunny 
and mild and, as a result, when the afternoon thundershowers hit I was caught wearing a vintage-
inspired teal lace dress that ended just above my knee and silver peep-toe kitten heels. I had only 
managed to find parking on the other side of the lot and I had a lot of ground to cover through 
cascading showers and massive puddles. The thing is, though, I've always loved the rain. As a 
little girl, my mother constantly struggled to keep me out of the garden in the wet weather. She 
claimed this is because I’m an Aquarian. I told her that Aquarians are water-bearers and that just 
because one carried water didn’t make one a fish and she was possibly confusing me with a 
Piscean.  She had clicked her tongue at me in that annoyed way of hers.    

Now, at 25, I am still utterly besotted with the rain. Here, in Long Beach, California, we 
experience an average of only 36 rainy days per year, almost half of which take place between 
January and March. Those 36 days keep my spirit light; the glorious deluge is like food for my 
soul. 

The day I met Adam I can only imagine what he must have been thinking, watching this 
maniacal, sopping wet woman running through the rain and giggling like a five-year-old, 
splashing in as many puddles as possible in my now quite ruined heels.   

Before I reach the safe haven of the store I stop and turn my face skyward, opening my 
mouth and tasting the drops on my lips and my tongue, the water running down my nose and 
parting my eyelashes like starfish.   

Feeling almost giddy I take two steps under cover and then shake like a dog, slipping off 
my wrecked heels and slinging them over my shoulder. Maybe I should just grab a new pair of 
shoes while I'm here. I turn around, trying to remember what I came to the store for in the first 
place, hoping that this is not a bad omen, remembering my father’s early symptoms and this is 
when I notice him for the first time. 

He is standing at the door of the store in the process of opening a very plain, generic, 
black umbrella. His blue eyes are fixed on me and a ghost of a smile plays about his lips.  Feeling 
suddenly and uncharacteristically shy I wipe the excess water from my face and drop my eyes to 
the floor, trying not to grin like a village idiot and failing miserably. 

I have always been a happy person. It’s not that I have had the perfect life or that I’ve 
never been hurt, I just prefer to look at the positive. My father was always optimistic and he 
rubbed off on me, I guess. Now, of course, he doesn’t really remember much, but even so, he's 
certainly the happiest Alzheimer’s patient I’ve ever met and I’ve met my fair share at Fairview, 
the permanent care facility that has been my father’s home for the past five years; ever since his 
Alzheimer’s became too incapacitating for him to live on his own. My parents divorced when I 
was four and my father never remarried. My mother, on the other hand, tired of being what she 
referred to as “middle class”, attached herself to the first wealthy suitor stupid enough to fall for 
her poorly executed seduction routine. Unfortunately for poor Frank, my long-suffering step-
father, one night in Georgia cost him dearly. I still think that the very high profile affair that his 
first wife had enjoyed with her fitness instructor had left his ego so badly bruised that he 
momentarily lost touch with his common sense and that my mother had preyed on this 
vulnerability.  



By the time Frank’s errant wife had grown tired of the virile young fitness instructor, 
Frank was safely ensconced in my mother’s clutches, never to respect himself as a man again. 
Much to my mother’s delight, Frank lost his legal custody battle with his ex-wife and, as such, 
was only entitled to visitation with his two young daughters every second weekend. Frank was 
gutted. My mother set about redecorating their bedrooms as guest suites, arguing that, as the 
girls were to be spending so little time at the house, the family guests might as well enjoy the best 
views. I am still pleasantly surprised at how patient my step-sisters are and how well they tolerate 
my mother.   

Despite everything, my mother failed to realise that rich and upper class are not 
necessarily synonymous and has spent the better part of the past two decades annoying everyone 
at the local Country Club, spending copious amounts of Frank’s hard-earned money and eating 
far too many cream buns. 

While I adore my mother and all of her silliness, I am eternally grateful that I take after 
my dad. My father, Christo Petrova, was born in Sofia, Bulgaria in 1945. In 1980, at the age of 
35, his fiancée left him at the altar.  Heartbroken, he booked a one-way ticket to America, 
determined to make a new start far away from the memories of his first love. Being a qualified 
teacher and a diligently hard worker he soon found employment lecturing economics at a local 
college. It was only a few short years later that he met my mother, Georgia Frost. She was 28, a 
student of his and 11 years his junior. Unable to resist the comely young woman my father took 
the moral high ground and resigned, found a new job and within two years they were married. 
Another two years later I was born by caesarean section, a healthy nine pounds with a mop of 
dark hair. At 43, my father was delighted to have finally started a family and looked forward to 
settling down and taking things slowly. He was a devoted, hands-on parent and I grew up a 
healthy and happy child. 

My mother, unfortunately, did not take as well to parenthood. Selfish to a fault, she could 
not cope with the demands of a new-born baby. She was also spoilt and accustomed to my 
father’s undivided attention and soon the fragile threads of the marriage started to unravel. My 
mother filed for divorce the day before my fourth birthday party and the marriage legally ended a 
mere three months later. To everyone’s astonishment, my mother fought for custody of me and 
won. This soon made more sense as my father was forced, by court order, to pay both 
maintenance for me and alimony for my mother, who had not worked a day in her life. 

Safe in the knowledge that she would be taken care of financially, my mother proceeded 
to neglect me and was quite happy for me to raise myself, leaving her free to pursue her wealthy 
quarry which turned out to be poor, unsuspecting Frank. Grateful as I was to have Frank in our 
lives, I stayed very close to my father and as soon as I was old enough to decide for myself, I 
spent more and more time at his house. I don’t think my mother really noticed, although Frank 
often sent me a packed lunch for two and insisted it was my mother’s idea; not that she deserved 
the credit. 

I was 16 years old the first time my father called me by my mother’s name. Slightly taken 
aback I ignored him, convinced it was simply a mistake he had not even realised he had made. A 
few months later he had called me Georgia three more times and I was becoming concerned. 
There were times when he did not appear to even remember where he was. On his 60th 
birthday, which we celebrated together playing Scrabble and eating Oreos, my father forgot who 
I was and tried to forcibly eject me from his house. I finally had to admit what I had been trying 
for six months to ignore and I phoned my mother. It was Frank who arrived 20 minutes later 
and helped me to coax my confused and frightened father into the car, and it was his gentle smile 
that soothed my fears slightly. On our way to the hospital I asked him where my mother was. 

“She decided not to come, sweetheart,” he answered, keeping his gaze fixed on the road 
and refusing to meet my eye. “She thought it might make him uncomfortable.” 

I snorted in disgust. 



“Don’t talk shit, Frank,” I spat, my fear feeding my anger. “She’s too busy watching 
Dallas re-runs and painting her God-damn nails.” I blinked a few times trying to force back the 
tears.   

Early onset Alzheimer’s disease. The words rained down on me but I couldn't absorb any of 
them.  They call it early onset if the diagnosis is made before 65. My dad was only 60. He 
deteriorated rapidly and within two years he was no longer able to live on his own. We moved 
him into Fairview a week after his 62nd birthday and he has been there for 5 years since. My 
father is now 67 years old and he is still my best friend although he no longer knows it. All is not 
lost, however. He is still intrinsically the same positive and happy person that he has always been. 
Of course he gets frustrated every now and again. I think on a subconscious level he is aware 
that there is something wrong with him, but over all, he is content. He will always be my hero. I 
am eternally grateful that I am so like him and he also loves the rain. 

The only time I remember being really, truly and unbearably sad was almost two years 
ago. I was 23 years old and the world was my oyster. I had attained a post-grad degree in English 
and was determined that one day I would become a world famous author. In the meantime, I 
would serve my time as a lowly sub-editor for the local paper. My life was finally beginning, and 
it felt great. I was also fairly certain that it was only a matter of time before Kevin proposed. We 
had been together since my first year at college, my first day, really. Kevin had been assigned to 
show me and my friends the ropes. He had gone above and beyond; complete over-achiever I 
always teased. He loved everything about me. He loved my dark sexy looks, my olive skin and 
my long brown hair. He claimed that my brown eyes, which were so dark they sometimes 
seemed all pupil, were the windows to my soul.    

Within a week, we were fooling around, and within a month we were monogamous. Four 
years later, just after my 23rd birthday, Kevin and I moved into a one-bedroomed apartment and 
spent the first night on a mattress on the floor, planning all our great furnishing prospects and 
laughing while we enjoyed the fruits of our labours; a bottle of cheap red wine. 

About half-way through the bottle, we decided we might as well make the most of it and 
Kevin had dropped a kiss on my nose and ventured off in search of more alcohol. We had 
noticed a corner shop during our countless trips moving our tacky, donated furniture into our 
new home. 

Kevin never returned. The corner shop had fallen victim to an armed robbery and Kevin 
was the sole casualty. The owner of the store told me that Kevin had tried to stop the suspect 
from hurting his wife who had been serving at the till at the time. He died a hero, he said. He 
died, was all that I cared about. It didn’t really matter how. 

For the first time in my life I fell apart. I stopped visiting my dad at Fairview which was 
really the only true reflection of the pain that I was in; I loved my father more than life itself but 
even for him, I could not pull myself out of the hole I had fallen into. I took so much 
unauthorised leave, simply lying on the floor and dreaming of the life that I would never have, 
that I lost my job, without which I could no longer afford my rent and I was evicted from our 
sweet apartment within three months of moving in. 

Mortified, I started to make changes. Losing the only home that Kevin and I had shared, 
regardless for how brief a spell, was the catalyst that I needed to sort out my life. With a 
monumental effort I began to pull myself together. I moved back home with my mother and 
Frank and started visiting my father every Sunday, shocked at how quickly he had deteriorated in 
the few short months that I had been absent; and ashamed at my behaviour. 

Then the attorneys summoned me. Kevin had been very responsible and had taken out a 
life policy on his 21st birthday. Nobody could have known that only four short years later, the 
policy would pay out four million dollars, and that the sole beneficiary, as stipulated in Kevin’s 
last will and testament, would be Miss Paige Marie Petrova. Me. 

I was determined that Kevin’s faith in me would not be unfounded. I would not 
squander the money that he had left me. His parents never wanted any of it; they were wealthy in 



their own right and while they mourned the loss of their son, they would never have contested 
the will; they simply honoured his wishes.   

I eventually decided to follow my father’s long-standing advice and invest in bricks and 
mortar. For as far back as I could remember he had always told me to buy myself a home the 
first chance I got, claiming it would be the best investment I would ever make. I bought an 
apartment in a sought-after estate for just under a million dollars and invested the balance of the 
money. Furniture would have to wait, I decided, just as Kevin and I had thought only a few 
months before. For now I had a roof over my head and an interview lined up at a small 
publication: a local magazine had recently launched in our area and were looking for someone to 
freelance.   

I got the job. I now spend my days writing articles on any attractions or pieces of interest 
in our area, as well as the occasional book review. I have moved on and have found peace with 
what happened to Kevin. His murderer was found and sentenced to 40 years in prison. It will 
never be enough, but I have chosen to forgive rather than harbour the hatred which I know 
would fester and would ultimately hurt me far more than it would him.   

More than anything, I am determined that Kevin’s death will serve as a constant 
reminder that I should live my life; live it fully and passionately and with every fibre of my being. 
If I have learned anything it is that nothing in life is certain and that we never know when our 
time might be up. Someone once famously said that we should live each day as if it is our last 
because one day it will be. And I do. I hug the people that I love and I try to do one thing each 
month that scares me. Last month I went sky-diving. I nearly peed in my pants, but I do crazy 
things and I refuse to sit back and let life pass me by. I laugh; a lot. I cry now if I need to, or 
sometimes just to remind myself that I can. I drink cheap red wine, not because it’s all I can 
afford, but because it means something. I visit my dad, even though he doesn’t remember who I 
am and I become his new best friend every week. I throw myself into everything that I do. And I 
dance in the rain.  I dance in the rain every time it rains because it is a gift that I can. This 
precious gift of life should not be taken for granted. 

I head into the store, better able to concentrate now that I am not distracted by the rain 
or the gorgeous man with the black umbrella. I have come for garlic rolls and French dressing. 
And a Snickers, which, of course, I will eat long before I arrive. My mother will never know. She 
would keep it for herself while publicly berating me for not eating properly, the sneaky cow. 
Most Saturday afternoons I spend at mom’s with her and Frank and Frank’s two daughters, 
Samantha and Lola, both of whom are married with children, one boy and one girl each, as if 
they had ordered them from a Sears Catalogue or something. 

I grab the few items that mom asked me to bring and smile at the lady behind the till.  
“How are you, Miranda?”  I ask the elderly woman I have known for most of my life. 

“Fine thank you, Paige,” she replies. “It’s my grandson’s birthday tomorrow; we’re having a little 
party for him. Five years is a milestone or so my daughter-in-law tells me.” She frowns 
disapprovingly before continuing, “Although apparently 60 is just an ordinary day. Where were 
they last month on my birthday, hey? Skiing in Switzerland, that’s where! And all I got was a 
lousy phone call – woke me up because of the time difference! Frankly I’m surprised they even 
bothered.”   

She seems to have forgotten that I’m standing here and I'm starting to feel a little bit 
awkward when she suddenly pulls herself together and gives me a very put-on 'cashier' smile. 
“Anyway, I’m so looking forward to it; I got him a lovely little red wagon - wooden. Children 
today get far too much plastic and electronic equipment.” There is an awkward pause as I try to 
decide on the correct response. 

“Well, congratulations!” I cry, with far too much enthusiasm. “I hope the weather is 
nice.”   

I quickly pay for my purchases and head for the door, ripping open the Snickers and 
taking an enormous and enormously satisfying bite. I head back outside and take a moment to 



assess the rain. It seems to have gotten worse. It doesn’t bother me running back to the car, but 
I’ll be damned if I let a good Snickers bar go to waste. I’ll just have to hang around here until I’m 
done.  I cram another huge mouthful in, although I haven’t yet swallowed the first.   

“Excuse me,” a soft voice murmurs in my ear. I jump about a foot in the air and choke 
on the chocolate. Spinning round, I reel in shock and embarrassment as I recognise old blue 
eyes, still hanging on to his boring umbrella. I cover my mouth with my hand, trying desperately 
to swallow what is already crammed in there, but it’s not going down without a fight. I have to 
half close my eyes in concentration and the handsome stranger is gaping at me in alarm, glancing 
around quickly as if to check if there is anyone around who might be able to help.   

After what feels like an eternity, I swallow down about half the Snickers bar in one gulp, 
my eyes watering from the pain and effort. Trying to act as though there is nothing wrong, I gaze 
up at him innocently. 

“Yes?” I ask politely, as though nothing has happened. Did I just imagine it or did he just 
cover up a snort of laughter behind a very obvious throat clearing. I peer up at him, my eyes 
narrowed. 

“What is it?” I ask, far more aggressively, crossing my arms over my chest and then 
realising that the packet I am carrying is far too heavy for this position to be comfortable. I 
uncross my arms. 

“Um...” He looks slightly desperate for a moment and runs his hands through his dark 
curly hair. Very handsome, I decide. His eyes are so blue they should have their own pantone. 
His lips are full and beautifully shaped and he is tall and broad-shouldered. I bet he works out, I 
think; feeling slightly guilty that the last time I went to the gym I was in the kids’ play area 
waiting for my mom’s aqua-aerobics class to finish. It was her first and only attempt. I clearly 
remember her huffing and puffing for a full 20 minutes afterwards, which seriously affected her 
usual ability to wolf down a chicken and mayo toasted sandwich in under 2 minutes.    

Dressed in smart black pants and expensive black leather shoes, this gorgeous specimen 
of hot-blooded male is mercifully saved from looking too austere by the absence of a tie and an 
almost casually unbuttoned open neck grey shirt. I once overheard Aunt Jackie telling my mother 
that she had met a man who made her want to have sex on a snooker table. I can, for the first 
time in my life, completely empathise. I shake my head. Putting the blatant physical reaction my 
traitorous body is feeling aside, I really do need to get going. I am already 15 minutes late. I am 
about to turn and leave when he finally manages to blurt out: 

“Sorry, I’m Adam! Adam Parker,” he continues awkwardly, “I just wondered - I thought 
you might need...” He gestures helplessly at his umbrella. I stare at it in confusion. 
“You waited for me just so that you could offer me your umbrella?” I ask suspiciously.   
“Well,” he begins, gazing skyward before meeting my eyes, “when you put it like that it sounds 
kind of stalkerish; but yes, essentially, that’s what I did.” 
“I like the rain,” I say, not entirely sure why. 
“Yes,” he smiles sincerely for the first time, “I saw that.”   

His gaze roams up and down my body taking in my wet clothes and I suck in an 
astonished breath. There has been no-one since Kevin died. Two years of celibacy. I have not 
been remotely interested in dating or men or anything remotely close. But this man! This man is 
making me think wicked thoughts. I purse my lips contemplatively.   

“Would you like to come to a barbeque with me?” I ask, after only a moment’s 
deliberation, and he grins. 

I do, after all like to live for today. He might not be here tomorrow. 
 
  



 

Chapter 2 

 
 
 

“Paige, honey, is that you?” my mom calls from the patio as the front door slams behind 
us. 

“It’s me, mom!” I yell back, depositing my purchases on the counter just as she enters 
the kitchen. I freeze, quickly stowing the empty Snickers package I have just pulled from the bag 
behind my back. Sammy and Lola are right behind my mom, each with a round pink baby on 
their hips. 

“Hi!” I say brightly. My mother’s eyes narrow in suspicion.   
“What have you got, there, Paige?”   
Jeez, she’s like a freaking bloodhound. I cast around frantically, but I am trapped like a 

deer in the headlights. There is no hiding my indulgence from her. I am about to come clean 
when a warm hand wraps around my wrist and then moves slowly down and takes the wrapper 
from my hand. I feel a shiver run down my whole arm. My hands fly from behind my back and I 
raise my eyebrows in feigned annoyance. 

“What are you going on about?” I ask, and then, dusting my hands on the front of my 
damp dress, I gesture at Adam. “Mom, this is Adam. Adam is a friend of mine.” He raises his 
eyebrows at me and I grin. “Adam,” I continue bravely, “this is my mom, Georgia, and my step-
sisters, Sammy and Lola.” 

Sam and Lola are gaping like a pair of goldfish and my mother’s eyebrows have shot so 
far up her forehead that they have practically disappeared into her hairline.   

“Hi.” Adam grins at them in turn and then very deliberately turns to me and stage 
whispers.   

“So, let me get this straight. You have two step-sisters?” He chuckles. I have heard it a 
hundred times before, so I just roll my eyes. 

“Yes, yes. Call me Cinderella.” 
Not to be upstaged, my mother, suddenly the epitome of poise and grace, where I am 

pretty sure only a moment ago she was sneaking a ciggie in the backyard, glides forward, her 
hand extended. 

“An absolute pleasure to meet you, Adam,” she purrs, “I’m so glad you could join us.”  
Glancing over at the seven individually prepared prawn cocktails displayed on the dining room 
table, I am pretty sure that my mother is anything but pleased, but I do admire her adaptability. 

I grab a wine glass and fill it with the cheap red wine from my own cooler. Looking at 
the label, Adam gives me a questioning gaze and I simply smile secretly.   

“Would you like a glass?” I ask challengingly, bringing the glass to my lips. Adams gaze 
follows my mouth and a flash of desire crosses his features. I deliberately lick my lips, refusing to 
look away first. 

“Gracious, no!” my mother scolds, rushing to her wine rack. “Adam, you can’t possibly 
drink Paigey’s cheap nasty stuff, I don’t know why she insists on drinking that plonk.” She casts 
an annoyed glance in my direction before continuing, “I’m sure we have a divine Cab-Sav in here 
that you would enjoy.” She starts pulling bottle after bottle out of the wine rack and I can’t help 
but wink at Sammy and Lola who are in hysterics behind her juddering bottom. 

“Please don’t bother, Georgia,” Adam replies smoothly, his low husky voice causing my 
insides to contract. “I’m quite happy with Paige’s preference.” He deliberately brushes up against 
me as he leans across to retrieve a wine glass. Pouring himself a generous cupful, he lifts it in an 
impromptu toast, his eyes full of meaning. 

“To new friendships,” he smiles, and I clink glasses with him, a flush spreading across 
my face that has nothing to do with the wine. 



“Paige, why in God’s name are your clothes wet?” my mother squawks from across the 
room and I roll my eyes. 

We head outside and I introduce Adam to Don and Dave, Sammy and Lola’s respective 
husbands; and of course to Frank, my step-father for the past 20 years. Frank kisses my cheek 
and looks Adam up and down, assessing him.   

“So, Adam,” he drops his voice menacingly and I smile behind my wineglass. “What 
exactly is it that you do?” 

“I’m in the construction business back in Manhattan,” Adam replies, smiling. “I actually 
came down here for a job interview. Incidentally, they’ve offered me the position. They want me 
to start on the first of April. I’ll probably be moving to Long Beach in the next couple of 
weeks.” 

I release the breath that I have been holding since he mentioned that he lives in 
Manhattan, on the other side of the country. 

“So, how did you meet our Paige here?” Frank continues, not to be deterred. Frank is as 
protective of me as he is of his own girls, possibly even more so. I think he tries to make up for 
my mother and I love him for it. Adam grins down at me, amusement twinkling in his sapphire 
blue eyes. 

“We bumped into each other at the store, actually. It was raining. We shared my very 
sensible umbrella,” he begins and then grins wickedly, “we spent the afternoon together, had 
something to eat, had a few drinks and then we went home, together,” he raises his brows, 
ignoring Frank’s gasp of outrage, and I look away, not sure of how I feel about his presumption.  
“We just talked all night, getting to know each other,” he continues easily and I grin, relieved to 
be let off the hook. Ignoring Don and Dan’s guffaws of “Talked, yeah right... if that’s what you 
want to call it,” Adam continues, “I was enchanted, captivated. I couldn’t have turned back if I 
tried.”   

He raises his glass to me again and I redden under the heat of his gaze. 
“Aah,” Sammy and Lola are both gazing at Adam in adoration, their hands clasped over their 
hearts.  
“You’re umbrella was boring,” I retort, and then I turn back to Frank who seems to have 
recovered his composure and is asking Adam about his work. 

“How’s your dad, Paigey?” Frank asks after a while and I glance quickly across to check 
if Adam is paying any attention. He appears to be deep in conversation with Dave about football 
so I turn back to Frank, smiling sadly. 

“He’s okay; still happier than the rest of them. He has moments of clarity; those make 
him sad. Sometimes he asks where mom is. Sometimes he thinks he’s back in class and asks me 
why I bother attending if I'm not going to take any notes. He gets very frustrated.” 
“He’s lucky to have you,” Frank ruffles my hair fondly.  
“Not as lucky as mom is to have you,” I mock, then, lowering my voice conspiratorially, “have 
you found yourself a lover yet? You know none of us would blame you. In fact, I can set you up 
an awesome profile on a dating website... help you along?” I nudge him and he laughs. 
“Alas, my heart belongs to your mother,” he places his hand over his heart dramatically. 
“God only knows why,” I answer, taking a huge gulp of wine. 
“Paige!” he mock-scolds. “She’s a dear old thing, really.” 
“I know,” I smile, glancing across at my mother who is sneaking another ciggie around the 
corner oblivious to the fact that we can all see her shadow lifting the cigarette to her lips every 
time she takes a puff. Bless her. 

“You and your dad still playing chess?” Frank interrupts and I turn back to him.      
“We’ve been playing a lot of Scrabble lately,” I reply. “And Cluedo. He’s obsessed with Cluedo.” 
I smile, thinking of my dad. Most of the time when we play he is completely unaware of who I 
am; he is just grateful to have a willing partner, while I treasure every moment we spend 
together. I do sometimes wish I could have him back as he was, particularly on days like today. I 



would like to be able to tell him about Adam and our crazy meeting. He would have liked Adam, 
I think, even with his boring umbrella. Thinking of Adam, I glance over at the men gathered 
around the barbeque and I freeze, my heart in my throat. Adam is staring intently at me, deep in 
thought, and I wonder just how much he has overheard. 

The evening gradually turns cool and I start to shiver in my still damp summer dress. I 
stifle a yawn. 
“I think we’re going to go soon, Mom.” The girls had left a few hours earlier; their screaming, 
tired babies putting paid to their afternoon.  
“Thank God for that,” Frank announced the moment they were gone, downing his whiskey in 
one gulp. “I love my grandchildren but they make a hell of a lot of noise for such tiny people.”   

We make small talk as the last of the sun’s warmth disappears over the horizon and then 
Frank goes in search of a refill, winking at me as he saunters past.   
“I’ll just see what Georgia is up to,” he mutters, unconvincingly, knowing full well that my 
mother will be washing dishes for a while and thereby giving us some 'alone' time.   

Suddenly shy, I take another huge swig of my wine, not knowing quite what to say and I 
turn my back to him, holding my hands out toward the last dying embers of the fire. I sense 
Adam behind me before he touches me, and I feel like a wind-up doll there is so much tension in 
my body. When his hands run up and down my arms I cannot help myself and I lean back 
against him, at the same moment that his arms come around my body, encircling me. I sigh 
contentedly and bask in the heat radiating off his body. I feel his breath in my hair and I turn to 
face him. 

“So, you’re moving here?” I ask casually, far more anxious about his answer than I am 
prepared to let on. “To California? To Long Beach?” I clarify. 
“I think so,” he nods. His blue eyes look almost black in the dim light and, as I gaze up into 
them, they appear endless. “There are certain prospects I may be interested in,” he smiles down 
at me, holding me firmly in his arms. His chest is hard and lean and there is a shadow in the 
hollow of his neck. Unable to resist, I lean forward and place a kiss on it. I feel his body stiffen 
and he draws in a deep unsteady breath. 
“Ready to go?” I ask, my voice sounding far huskier than I intend. 
“Yes,” he growls and a thrill runs through me. 

We somehow make it into my apartment before we lose control, although the drive 
home in my little Chevy was decidedly tense. Adam had left his car back at the store with the 
intention that we would fetch it on our way back from Mom and Frank’s, but we cannot endure 
even the extra five minute detour. As it is, the door is barely shut behind us when Adam grabs 
me and his mouth comes crashing down onto mine.  His tongue is warm and sexy and is 
exploring my mouth more intimately than anyone ever before, even Kevin, who, in my opinion 
was a good but not very adventurous kisser. Adam’s hands are running up and down my back 
and I grab handfuls of his black curls, pulling him down towards me.  He lifts me up as though I 
weigh nothing and I wrap my legs around his waist. We slam into the wall and I groan, the 
pleasure far exceeding the pain. I can feel him pressing hard against me and I press back in wild 
abandon.   

Adam groans in raw, primal need and drops to his knees, his mouth on my mouth, my 
neck, my throat. I force myself to focus and, one by one, I undo the buttons on his grey shirt. 
Each one is like a prize in its own right; his chest and torso emerging is enough to test even the 
strongest self-control. Every inch of this glorious man is chiselled and hard, lean, beauty. I am 
still straddling him as he lifts my dress up and his hands are on my bare back, tracing random 
patterns on my skin, my body arching in response. My nipples are so sensitive and so hard they 
are pressing through the soft fabric of my dress and he groans gazing down at them. He lowers 
his head and traces lazy circles with his tongue over the sheer material and I moan, closing my 
eyes and dropping my head in euphoria.   



Adam stands suddenly, lifting me with him and carries me into the bedroom. He drops 
me on the covers of my double bed which suddenly seems far too small, a slow, sexy smile 
crossing his face. I gaze up at him, my eyes heavy with desire. He eases himself down on top of 
me and soon I am writhing beneath his expert touch. It feels like his hands are absolutely 
everywhere and I find myself moaning his name over and over.   

Much later, I run my fingers across his torso, tracing his muscled stomach and the lines 
of his six-pack. My head is resting on his chest and one leg is draped across his body.  I feel 
sated, exhausted and completely at ease. Adam is playing idly with my hair, wrapping a long dark 
tress around his finger and twirling it around and around before letting it go. 

I smile up at him and he drops a kiss on my forehead. 
“You are something else,” I confess, pulling the covers up to my chin and peeking out cheekily. 
“Thank you,” he acknowledges with a nod. “You’re not too bad yourself,” he grins. 
“You know, I’m not usually such a slut. I kind of have this first-night, first-base rule.” I yawn, 
listening to his deep, infectious laughter and smiling. I close my eyes and lay my head on his 
shoulder, desperately hoping that he is the kind of guy who spends the night. Then, 
remembering that his car is back at the store, I smother a giggle. 

The next morning I wake to the smell of coffee, which explains the empty bed, at least, 
and I heave a sigh of relief. I would have felt far more slutty if he had snuck out and caught a cab 
in the middle of the night. I stretch lazily, my body feeling sore, but sated. A moment later the 
door opens and Adam comes in with a tray bearing coffee, toast and cereal. 

“Breakfast in bed?” I raise my eyebrows disbelievingly. “Wow. You really are every girl’s 
dream come true.”  

I watch him buttering the toast and note fondly that he is left-handed; a sign of creativity. 
A moment later he stirs his coffee with his right. I cock my head to the side, blinking in 
confusion.   
“Are you left or right-handed?”  
“I’m actually ambidextrous,” he replies, grinning. “It’s one of the reasons why I’m so good in 
bed,” he winks and I laugh. 
“What are the other reasons?” 
“Oh,” he shrugs nonchalantly, “it’s just a natural God-given talent.” 
“I just love humility in a man,” I point out, laughing.  

Breakfast is delicious; we finish every morsel and I dust the crumbs off the rumpled 
sheets. I sit, sipping my coffee, the sheet drawn up to cover my nakedness and regard him 
thoughtfully. I have never been so sexually attracted to anyone, even Kevin, but there is more to 
it. Adam is amazing; it feels like I have known him forever and yet I know nothing about him. I 
really want to get to know him better and I'm hoping he feels the same.   

I move to put my mug on the bedside table and the sheet slips, exposing my bare breast.  
Adam’s gaze zeroes in on it and passion flares in his eyes. My body reacts automatically and I 
sigh, stretching my arms over my head and letting the covers fall to my waist. I meet his hungry 
gaze head-on and then I stretch lasciviously, arching my back and exposing my neck. Adam 
needs no further invitation and the tray clatters to the floor, forgotten. 
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Chapter 3  

 
 
 

“I like this one,” Adam announces proudly, pointing at a dark wood coffee table with an 
ethnic, tribal design. I frown, regarding the table with about as much excitement as I would a 
used teabag. 
“What? It’s awesome!” he continues, looking perplexed. “Or not?”   
“Not,” I smile, patting his shoulder. “How about this one?” I indicate the table I have been 
examining; very shabby-chic, with a distressed white-wash and a glass top. “I love it!” I finish 
triumphantly and he rolls his eyes.   
“Direct translation – we’re taking this one,” he laughs and I grin.   

After a month of long-distance dating, Adam officially moved to Long Beach three 
months ago, in April, and although his work keeps him pretty busy, we spend almost every 
moment we can together. There has been the odd lunch date that he couldn’t make, but he is so 
sincerely apologetic afterwards that I forget my embarrassment at sitting alone in a crowded 
restaurant. Besides, I do understand that with the line of work he is in, problems arise at the last 
minute and he has to attend to them. We spend nearly every weekend scouring the antique stores 
and markets for furniture. He has pretty much let me decorate his entire apartment and I have 
loved every minute of it. We still spend more time at my place than we do at his, but he is happy 
with that. He claims he prefers it; that less is more and that the empty space gives an amazing 
perspective. I just laugh at his sarcasm, I have not done much more furnishing since I bought the 
place – I've been too busy living. I decided long ago that I would rather spend my money on life 
than on stuff. Adam loves this philosophy, but he also says that one of us, at least, should have 
furniture. And so we shop. 

Adam and I have been inseparable since that first night. Our four months together feel 
like a lifetime, so deep is our emotional connection. I keep waiting for the punch-line; he is just 
too perfect, too amazing. After Kevin, I never thought I would ever find someone that I would 
come to care for even half as much, but Adam has stolen my heart. This is the happiest I have 
been in forever. July, the driest month of the year has never bothered me less. Where I usually 
yearn for the rain, I now have something far more valuable. I have Adam. 

He pays for the table, plus delivery and then we head off to Starbucks to grab a coffee on 
the way home.   
“You signed with your left hand today,” I mention, and Adam chuckles. He is always amused by 
my fascination with him being ambidextrous.   
“Glad to see you were paying attention, Miss Petrova,” he says, smacking my butt. “But don’t be 
too harsh, my right hand was thoroughly overworked last night.” He winks. 
“Shush!” I scold, casting a nervous glance around. “You forget, Mr Parker, that I grew up in this 
town. What will people think?” I know as soon as the words have left my mouth that I shouldn’t 
have said them. 
“They will think, Miss Petrova,” he drawls slowly, “lucky, lucky Paige to be having fantastic sex 
with the hot, ambidextrous guy.”   

We are going to see my dad this afternoon. Adam broached this subject early in our 
relationship. He had overheard me talking to Frank at the barbecue after all. He now comes with 
me most Sundays to see my dad and we play endless games of Scrabble and Cluedo and very 
occasionally, chess or backgammon. Backgammon days do not usually bode well. When he was 



still in Bulgaria, my father played a lot of backgammon with his fiancée, and on backgammon 
days he is usually even more confused and out of sorts. Often, Adam will hold me late on a 
Sunday night while I cry for the man that I will never again have in my life. Adam’s own parents 
died when he was four years old. He grew up in an orphanage and has been fending for himself 
since he left at the age of 18, so I think he can relate. 

The best thing about Adam is that he lets me be me and he loves me for it. I told him 
about Kevin and all he asked is that I speak about him whenever I think of him. He says that he 
never wants me to hold anything back, he wants to know how I'm feeling and for me to feel that 
I can tell him anything. He also embraces my way of life. He drinks only cheap red wine in 
honour of Kevin’s memory and once a month we do something crazy, or scary, or both. Last 
month we went scuba-diving with whale sharks in the Sea of Cortez. I kept telling myself that 
the gentle giants weren’t the people-eating variety. Adam screamed like a girl when one swam 
too close for comfort. Now, whenever there is a rainstorm, it is Adam who drags me outside.    

The morning of our visit I head to the shops to pick up something for our dinner 
tonight. Adam is going for a run and meeting me back at my place before we go visit my dad. 
Laden with grocery bags, I prop them against the front door of my house as I rummage in my 
bag for my keys.   
“Need some help with those?” Adam grins as he opens the door. 
“Please!” I laugh and he takes the parcels from my hands. “I’m just going to have a quick 
shower, Babe!” I call as I head down the passage leaving him to unpack. He has obviously 
already showered, he is wearing jeans and a Polo jersey.   

I turn on the shower jets, letting the water heat up and then I drop my clothes in the 
laundry basket and pad back down the passage to the linen closet. Opening the doors in search 
of a towel I blink in surprise. The usual chaos that is our linen is gone. All the towels have been 
perfectly folded and arranged according to color. Running my eyes downward, the sheets, and all 
the bed linen, have also been meticulously reorganised. Shaking my head I walk naked down the 
passage back toward the kitchen, when I hear Adam on the phone. Maybe it’s the tone of his 
voice, or maybe it’s just a gut feeling, but I remain hidden around the corner, listening intently.   

“Simon was here,” Adam whispers urgently, throwing a punnet of mushrooms and a 
pack of lamb chops haphazardly into the ice box. “What did he say to you when he called?” he 
asks and there is a pause as he listens to the answer. “I know that!” he suddenly hisses, and my 
head jerks back in shock at the panic in his voice. “I will,” he continues more calmly, “just not 
now. No, I’ll call you.” he ends the call abruptly and I press my back against the cold wall of the 
passage, my mind racing, as the noise of his unpacking continues. 

Creeping back down the passage I pull a fluffy cream towel from the linen cupboard and 
wrap it around my body.  
“Babe, did you reorganise the cupboards?” I ask lightly as I saunter into the kitchen.   
There is an infinitesimal pause and then he answers casually, “I did. I had some spare time and 
they were a shambles.”  
“Who were you on the phone to?”  
“What?” 
“Just now, I thought I heard you on the phone?” 
“Oh, yes, just some work stuff,” he brushes off the question. Taking in my immodest state of 
undress, he grins wickedly. “You look very appealing in that towel, Miss Petrova.”    

Ignoring the sudden rise in my blood pressure I force myself to sound normal. 
“Don’t even think about it; we’ll be late. How was your run?” I add almost as an afterthought. 
“It was good,” he turns back to the bags. 
Back in the bathroom I open the laundry basket again, pulling out my discarded clothes and 
confirming my suspicions. There is nothing else in there; no track pants, no socks, no sweat 
shirt, and when I check his shoe cupboard, his running shoes are right at the back of the very 
organised, perfect rows of shoes. 



Leaving the house a few minutes later, pushing the strange phone call from my mind, 
Adam kisses my forehead and hands me the keys. He hates driving; he always insists that I drive 
everywhere, not that I mind, I love my little Chevy. The drive to the Care Facility gives me time 
to think. What am I worrying about? Adam didn’t go for a run; big deal. So he spent the 
afternoon cleaning out closets, most women would love that. And as for the phone call, Adam 
deals with crises at work all the time, why am I getting stressed out about a simple conversation? 
Adam’s hand resting on my leg is warm and real and he makes me feel more beautiful and more 
loved than I have ever felt before. Exhaling a deep breath I silently berate myself for my silliness 
and focus on the road. 

When we arrive at Fairview my father is staring out at the garden, seemingly deep in 
thought. 
“Mr Petrova?”  I place my hand gently on his shoulder and he looks up at me, tears shining in 
his brown eyes. I am so concerned that, temporarily forgetting myself I ask anxiously, “Dad, 
what’s the matter?”         
“Paige?” he asks tentatively, his voice breaking and I reel in shock. 
“Yes, Daddy, it’s me.” I can’t believe it. It has been so long since he has had a lucid day that I 
thought there were none left to be had. I quickly introduce Adam. 
“Daddy, this is my boyfriend, Adam.” My dad looks up at Adam and then offers his hand.  
“Nice to meet you, son,” he says before his gaze returns to me. 
I sit next to him and his strong, wrinkled hand clasps my cheek. 
“Oh Paigey, I’m so sorry I left you,” a tear tracks its way down his cheek and I smile through my 
own. 
“It’s okay, Daddy. It’s fine, really. I’m happy,” I glance back at Adam. “I’m so, so happy.” 
“Good, that’s good,” my dad nods at Adam in acknowledgement and thanks. 
“How’s your mom?” he asks and I smile. 
“She’s fine, Dad. She married Frank, remember?” I cringe inwardly at the sensitive subject. 
“How can I forget?” He shakes his head, “Patronising old bastard stole my wife.” 
“He’s not so bad, Dad,” I laugh. I rest my head on his shoulder and we sit peacefully like that for 
a few minutes. 

“I’m scared, Paigey,” he admits, his voice so low that only Adam and myself can hear it. I 
feel Adam squeezing my shoulder, offering his strength and support as my dad continues. “It’s 
like I’ve lost myself, like I don’t really exist anymore.” He tries and fails to choke back a sob and 
I let my own tears fall, feeling more helpless than I ever have in my life. 

“Where’s Kevin?” he asks suddenly and I press my lips together as hard as I can, trying 
not to give in to the emotional breakdown that is threatening to consume me. 
“He died, Dad. He was killed in a robbery. You didn’t know,” I reassure him, when he looks 
bewildered. 
“I’m so sorry, baby.” He strokes my cheek and we both lean against one another, taking solace in 
just being together. 

It is ages before either of us speaks and then my father sits up abruptly.  
“Excuse me, Miss, I must have fallen asleep,” he apologises, looking shamefaced and 
straightening his jacket.   
“That’s all right; I came here to see you, actually,” I answer, wiping away the last of my tears. 
“Me?” He glances around as though I might be referring to someone else. 
“Yes, I think so. Someone told me you like to play Scrabble?” I ask, exaggeratedly. He beams, 
looking smug. 
“Well actually, I am rather good at it,” he boasts, and I smile sadly. 

That night I cry harder than any other and Adam holds me, rubbing my back, smoothing 
away my tears and letting me wipe my nose on his T-shirt. When I am finally done and my 
shuddering has subsided, Adam gently pushes my hair out of my face.     



“I love you.” He says the words so simply and so sincerely, that it takes me a moment to register 
what he has said. I press my lips together and then give a watery smile. 
“I love you too,” I reply. And it’s true, I do love him. I have loved him, I think, since the first 
time I saw him. He is the most amazing man I have ever met and the only man since Kevin who 
has captured my heart. If the truth be told, I think that, given the choice between the two, I 
would always choose Adam and this makes me both incredibly happy and incredibly sad at the 
same time.   

Adam takes both my hands in his and leans forward, demanding my undivided attention. 
“Paige,” he begins, and then stops suddenly, collecting his thoughts. He takes a deep breath and 
then continues quickly. “I know we’ve only known each other for four months and I know that 
you probably think it’s too soon, but I am just so in love with you,” tears spring to his eyes. “I 
can’t imagine being without you for one second. Life is so short. I really don’t see the point in 
waiting,” he takes another deep breath and then, “I want to marry you, Paige Petrova; more than 
anything else in the world.” 

A while later Adam goes to the kitchen to fetch me some water. He is gone for some 
time and I am almost asleep again, when I hear a low voice and I jerk awake, listening intently. Is 
Adam on the phone? I throw off the covers and then slowly ease myself out of bed. I am almost 
certain I can hear someone talking. I quickly shove my feet into my slippers and pad out of my 
room. There is silence in the apartment. A quick glance around the kitchen reveals nothing. I 
turn to head back to the bedroom and I scream, quickly clamping my hand over my mouth.  
Adam grabs me, pulling me close. 
“Jeez, Paige! What’s wrong?” 
“You scared the shit out of me!” I curse, slapping his bare chest and feeling foolish for being 
scared almost to death by my own boyfriend. Fiancé actually, I think, a small smile lifting the 
corners of my mouth. I slip my arms up and around his neck and pull his head down, kissing 
him lingeringly on the mouth.   
“What’s that for?” he grins wickedly against my lips. 
“Just because,” I answer, pressing my body against his. 
“Tomorrow,” he promises, tickling my back. “Tomorrow we're going to get you a ring.” 
  



 

Chapter 4 

 
 
 

The following day Adam heads back to his apartment to take delivery of the new coffee 
table and I head downtown to do a bit of retail therapy. Adam has his heart set on a lavish 
engagement party and my wardrobe is sorely lacking at the moment. I spend an hour at the Long 
Beach Mall and another two hours driving from Boutique to Boutique. Finally, feeling frustrated 
and throwing caution to the wind, I drive the thirty minutes into LA and head for Rodeo Drive.  
I so seldom buy myself clothes, I figure I can afford to spoil myself just this once. My happiness 
is infectious and I find myself smiling at complete strangers, most of whom smile back, 
disarmingly. An hour later I am in desperate need of a coffee and I go in search of a Starbucks.  I 
walk past a cosy bistro and glance in the window. About five steps later, I freeze, and slowly 
backtrack. I blink a few times, trying to make sense of what I am seeing. 

Adam is sitting in a booth with a young blonde woman who is smiling up at him, her 
vivid red fingernails curled around a steaming cup of something. From my vantage point I have a 
clear view as she lifts her stocking-clad foot and rubs it slowly and intimately up and down 
Adam’s leg. I stare, dumbfounded, at them and eventually Adam glances up and meets my gaze, 
his blue eyes cold and unconcerned. He looks vaguely irritated at my intrusion on his privacy and 
stares back at me, challengingly. Shocked and hurt, I turn and flee down the street. I drench my 
pillow that afternoon, sobs wracking my body until it physically hurts. My throat is agony from 
choking back the tears and I am shaking uncontrollably, unable to calm myself. The pain is 
unbearable; it is worse than Kevin, so much worse, because at least Kevin didn’t have a choice.  
He didn’t choose to leave me; he didn’t choose to die.   

Eventually I make my way to the kitchen to fetch a glass of water and I hear a key turn in 
the lock. The door opens and, to my complete and utter disbelief, Adam walks in, happily 
waving a white piece of paper.  
“Your table has arrived,” he grins, shrugging out of his coat and hanging it on the coat rack near 
the front door. I gape at him in astonishment. 
“What the fuck are you doing here?” I hiss, and he visibly recoils. I never curse; it is not in my 
nature to be angry. Ever. 
“What?” He looks so genuinely bewildered that I wonder if perhaps he has lost his mind. 
“I saw you, Adam,” I bite out, clenching my teeth so hard that my jaw aches. 
“Saw me where?” he asks, taking a step toward me. 

I automatically take a step back and he is rooted to the spot, gazing at me in horror. 
“Paige!” he sounds panicked. “What the hell is going on?” 
“I saw you, Adam!” I yell, not giving a damn about the neighbours. “I saw you today at the 
Bistro. With another woman!” I spit out, getting more and more angry as his confusion seems to 
grow. “Blonde? Red nails? Aw, come on!” I yell, throwing my hands in the air as he looks blankly 
on. 
“What are you talking about, Paige?” He takes a few steps forward, ignoring my outstretched 
arms, warning him not to come any closer. As soon as he is within reach he looks me in the eyes. 
“Paige, please. Calm down,” he implores, his blue eyes looking genuinely bewildered. “I don’t 
know what you saw, but you have to believe me that it wasn’t me.”  

I snort in disgust at his blatant lie and he flinches. 
“Why would I do that?” he reasons. “Why would I ask you to marry me if I was going to rush 
off and meet someone else?” I can’t see the logic in this either and he uses my uncertainty to 
further his cause. “I love you, Paige. You know that. I know that you know that. I don’t know 
what you saw, but it wasn’t me!” I shake my head, trying to clear my thoughts. He seems so 
sincere. And why would he come here?   



If he knew he had been caught out surely he would have come after me at the bistro, 
tried to excuse himself then? He would never have come home so brazenly if he had been caught 
doing something so terrible. I pinch the bridge of my nose; I have a headache. Almost 
subconsciously, as a force of habit, Adam pours me a glass of water and hands it to me, along 
with two headache pills. 

I slump down at the kitchen table and, after a moment’s hesitation, he joins me.    
“He looked exactly like you,” I utter, too exhausted to even have this conversation. 
“He wasn’t me,” he iterates, his hand covering mine on the table. 
I look up at him, his curly black hair and his white V-neck T-shirt which emphasises his tanned 
skin. His blue eyes are pleading. He is sincere, I realise. He has no idea what I am talking about.  
How can this be possible? I rise from my chair.  

“I need to get some sleep,” I mutter, heading toward the bedroom. “Are you coming?” I 
ask, looking back at him and he sighs in relief and follows me. I lie down on the bed and he lies 
beside me, curling his body around mine and stroking my hair until I fall into a dreamless sleep. 

Two weeks go by and the party planning is in full swing. My mother has worked herself 
up into a frenzy, so determined is she to upstage Kimberley, Frank’s first wife, who managed to 
get both Sammy and Lola’s weddings in the society pages. My mother seeks retribution. The 
party, now only a week away, is escalating into epic proportions, and to my utter dismay, Adam 
is in on it. He keeps phoning her to check that the cake is three-tiered, that the napkins are 
ordered, that the string-quartet are well rehearsed. Yesterday I caught them both behind the 
pool-house smoking. I gave them a ten minute lecture, both looking suitably sheepish and then I 
laughed my head off. Mom is determined that we enjoy the last of the good summer weather, 
which is laughable, as the party is only a week before the change of season and there is a chill in 
the air, already. 

On the Thursday before the party I drop by Adam’s apartment to fetch his suit. He had 
asked me to take it to the dry-cleaners for him ages ago and I had forgotten all about it. Now, 
with the engagement party only a few days away I realise I am almost out of time. Luckily I called 
Mr Cullen down at Dry-It and he promised he would prioritise the suit and have it ready for 
Saturday, for a small fee, of course.   

I am thinking fondly of how Adam would probably freak out if he knew that I had 
overlooked such an important detail and how he would probably have a fit if he knew that I still 
didn’t have shoes to go with my dress. I am so deep in thought that I walk right into his room 
and open his cupboard before I even register that anyone else is in the room. 

Everything seems to move in slow motion. Hearing a noise, I turn and catch them at it. 
Her skin is so white against Adam’s that it almost looks like they are an interracial couple. She is 
straddling him, her red high heels still on. Her boobs are bigger than mine and she has on far too 
much fake jewellery. I drop my bag, open my mouth and scream. It is the same blonde girl, of 
that I am certain. I meet Adam’s glare and am shocked by his face, so contorted with rage that I 
barely recognise him. He opens his mouth and starts yelling, calling me names that I never knew 
he was capable of speaking. Adam doesn’t curse. This Adam, however, swears at me so badly 
that my cheeks flame and bile rises in my throat.   

Eventually I can take no more and I turn and run from the house. I don’t stop running 
for over a month, moving from friends to various family members’ houses and avoiding all 
Adam’s calls, until one day they just stop coming. After a week of absolutely no contact I finally 
feel brave enough to venture home. Adam is gone although most of his clothes are still there. I 
call a locksmith immediately and have all the locks changed, which turns out to be completely 
unnecessary because he doesn’t come back.  
 


