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Author Note



This book is written in Australian English, which is a weird lovechild of British and American English. We tend to spell things the way the Brits do (expect a lot more u’s), yet also use American slang and swear more than both combined.

While many people have gone over this book, trying to find all the typos and other mistakes, they just keep on popping up like bloody rabbits. If you spot one, don’t report it to Amazon, drop me an email at the below address so I can fix the issue.

samhall.author@gmail.com
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Triggers

	This book isn’t as light as the previous contemporary romance I wrote. There’s a lot of dealing with a mother with narcissistic tendencies who tries to be very controlling. Her attitudes are dominated by diet culture and preoccupations with a very rigid idea of what being a woman is. Her behaviour is verbally abusive.
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Chapter 1



Jamie

I was having the perfect morning.

I woke up before my alarm feeling ready and refreshed and managed to turn the shower onto the perfect temperature the first time without needing to adjust it. I pulled on my clothes, then my overalls, laced on my work boots, and then walked out the door with a whistle. The barista in the drive-through coffee place made my drink exactly the way I liked it, and I sucked down all that sugary, creamy, caffeine-y goodness. Life was good. I’m a mechanic, so I knew I had a long day of dealing with mechanical fuckery ahead of me, but sometimes… sometimes the gods smile down on you. I’d be able to loosen nuts with ease and identify what the source of that whining noise was instantly, I just knew it.

Then she had to go and ruin it.

The sound of Darth Vader’s Imperial March filled the car. 

Why did my hands wrap tighter around the steering wheel? Why did my eyes flick to the phone, then back to the road over and over? Why did some dickhead veer in front of me at the last minute, forcing me to slam my hand down on the horn, then put the indicator on to go left, turning down the street the garage was on? The song kept blaring, making the drive to work take on an undue ominous air.

I can’t answer her because I’m driving, I thought, idling down the road at a ridiculously slow speed, willing my phone to stop ringing. It didn’t. I can’t answer her because I’m late to work, I countered when I pulled up in front of my workplace. I wasn’t. When I looked at the display on my car dash, I saw I was a good twenty minutes early.

Because I was having a good day. 

Too bad, because my mother waited for no man or woman. People talked about Karens behaving badly, but they needed to meet Majorie Kingston to discover just how difficult a woman could be. I knew exactly what I had to do to not have my day ruined by a phone call with my mother first thing in the morning, so when I killed the engine and grabbed my phone, that’s what I intended to do.

“Morning, Mum,” I said brightly. “I can’t talk right now. I’m on the way to work.”

“Oh, you can just talk to me on speakerphone,” she assured me warmly. “I’m your mother.”

My eyes closed and my spare hand rubbed at my forehead.

“Fairly sure mothers aren’t exempt from the fine that I’m going to get if I’m caught using my phone while driving.” I surged on, knowing that she’d argue about that as well if I gave her a second’s pause. “And anyway, I’m late for work. I’ll ring you⁠—”

“No, you’re not.” Mind like a steel trap, this woman. “You don’t start until eight and it’d only be about seven thirty.”

“Right, but⁠—”

“And anyway, what do you expect me to do? You didn’t call me yesterday and I waited and waited⁠—”

God, here it came. Guilt, emotional blackmail, anger, or cloying sweetness, there was literally no depths Mum wouldn’t sink to if that’s what it took to get what she wanted. People talked about perfumed steamrollers. Well, my mother was a Chanel-scented freight train, slamming into anything that got in her way. I took a sip of my coffee, but what was once a perfect brew now tasted way too sweet.

“I didn’t go through sixteen hours of labour for⁠—”

“Five minutes, Mum,” I interrupted crisply. “I can give you five minutes now and then call you later tonight.” A counsellor I’d talked to about the situation told me that I needed to be firm about my boundaries, provide clear instruction about them, and not to waver for a second. I’d only mastered some of those skills. “That’s four minutes and fifty seconds now.”

“Fine…” I could hear the barely suppressed frustration in her voice, but she rallied quickly. “What’s going on with you?” I sucked in a breath, ready to answer, but she followed that with the real question she wanted to ask. “How are things going with those boys of yours?”

From this, you’d assume I had sons. I didn’t. She could’ve been asking about my many male workmates at the garage. She wasn’t. Mum wouldn’t have been able to tell you a single thing about the guys I worked with. Or my multiple boyfriends that I didn’t have.

But she thought I did.

“Have you made a decision yet, Jamie? You can’t keep stringing good men along like that. I know you’re a catch. You’re my daughter.” 

That little note of pride in her voice was one of the reasons I stayed in contact with my mother.

She loved me. Never in my life had I ever doubted it, but sometimes… Her love was a bit like a big, heavy quilt. At times it was all snuggly, keeping you warm against the winter’s chill, but other times it was oppressive, smothering. Enmeshed was what the counsellor had called it. Mum had difficulties identifying where she stopped and I started.

“But I worry.” God, that statement summed up our relationship completely. “They’ll never say otherwise, but men will go looking for something serious with someone else if they can’t get it from you.” I hoisted my toolbox up and out of the tray of my ute and then strode off towards the garage, the phone still against my ear. “And I… I don’t want you to miss out.”

“Who’s missing out?” I replied with false cheer. “Millie and I went out on the weekend and we found this amazing little market⁠—”

“On real happiness,” she continued. “I know you love your job. I thought the same until I had you and your brothers, but it’s nothing compared to having a child, nothing. I want you to enjoy that before it’s too late.”

Too late. She thought she was hearing the clanging shut of some biological gate that would make it impossible for me to have children, but she didn’t understand. I was twenty-eight and childless for a reason. One of my brothers, Dave, had gotten married to someone mad enough to put up with his shit and I loved my niblings dearly, but… I’d seen what Frannie, his wife, had gone through and knew then that even if this actually was the happiest I’d ever be.

I didn’t want it.

I liked kids and respected women who became mothers, but that didn’t make me want to become one of them. It was as if the instinct that every other woman possessed was just missing in me. 

“I told you, Mum,” I said, fighting to keep my voice calm as I walked in the open door of the garage. The place was blessedly quiet. “We’re keeping things casual. There’s no rush.”

“No rush? No rush!” I looked around in alarm, as if the whole workshop could hear her shrieks. “If you chose one of them now you’d have to have at least a year of being together exclusively before you could even think about marriage. Then there’s the engagement period⁠—”

“Mum—”

“You’d need at least six months to plan a wedding, but that would be ridiculously hard. You’d have to quit that job of yours.” 

My hand clutched harder at my toolbox handle. 

“Mum—”

“Then there’s trying to find venues. Perhaps we should start looking around, put in a tentative booking⁠—”

“Mum—”

“I know what you’re going to say and I realise it sounds ridiculous, but⁠—”

“Mum!”

My voice echoed through the workshop, declaring to all the cars we had up on hoists that I was having family drama. Thank god the boys weren’t in yet because I’d never hear the end of it. The only girl in a male-dominated workplace meant I was an easy target for teasing. It was only when they realised I could give back as good as I got that they stopped. But with new material…

“Mum, we’re keeping things casual.”

Keep restating your position and don’t give ground, I thought furiously. “I know you’d love a wedding to plan, but you’re going to have to focus on Frankie’s.” My brother had found a gorgeous girl that was willing to put up with him and they had just got engaged. “I’m not in the right place with any of the guys—” Make that any guys at all. “—to be making those sorts of plans.”

“We’ll see.” I’d walked in here thinking I could deal with my mother, but that began to crumble at her words. Majorie had bulldozed over teachers, bank tellers, shop assistants and waiters before, so why would she stop at me? “That’s why I called you. Your father and I are coming to town later in the week. The engagement party is on next weekend, and you’ll need a date. This is a perfect time to meet these men who’re hanging around, see which one is worthy of my daughter.”

A faint ringing sound started up in my head, the same I’d experienced one day when I was an apprentice. Someone had shouted at me and my head jerked up, connecting with the engine bay. After the guys stopped laughing, my boss, Brock, grabbed the dolly I was lying on and dragged me out, looking me over before taking me into the break room to patch up the cut on my forehead.

“We’ll work out which one is husband material,” Mum assured me through the high-pitched whine. “Then we can start making bookings.”

“When?”

That’s all I managed to croak out. Not no, Mum, don’t do that. Not no, Mum, you can’t. Because the problem wasn’t that I had three guys all vying for my attention and I needed to choose one.

It was that I had none.

None of the guys I went out with were worth introducing to my mother, something that made her fuss and carry on, until finally I’d caved. I couldn’t just create one imaginary boyfriend, because she’d be on a plane and flying over here in seconds, wedding bells in her eyes. Two wasn’t really a deterrent either, because she’d initiate a cage fight between the two of them, forcing them to battle for the honour of my hand. Three different imaginary guys meant I had an active dating life, and the possibility that one could become something serious kept her concerns at bay, while never actually moving forward.

Three imaginary boyfriends I needed to produce in a few days.

“Mum, we’re just dating,” I told her through gritted teeth. “Keeping things casual. Meeting the parents is the definition of not casual.”

“Then perhaps it’s a good thing that we’re coming to town,” Mum replied. “If they’re not ready to get serious now, then they never will be. You’ll need to move on from them and find better options. You’ll thank me later.”

I wouldn’t. I really, really wouldn’t, but as she said goodbye, I mumbled an appropriate response back, staring at the phone screen when it went black.

“OhmygodOhmygodOhmygodOhmygod…” I hissed over and over again, then did the only thing I could think of, tapping on the screen and bringing up my bestie’s contact. It went straight to voicemail as she wouldn’t even be up yet, because Millie was the manager of a local pub. “Millie? Mills? We’ve gotta talk. Mum’s coming to town in a couple of days and…” I swallowed hard but that didn’t dislodge the lump in my throat. “She wants to meet my ‘boyfriends.’”

I ended the call then, knowing she’d understand what that meant. When I’d come up with this brilliant plan, she’d made clear that this was gonna come back to bite me on the arse at some point, and now I’m about to get chomped.

Today was going to be a great day, I thought, stomping over to the car I was working on, then popping my earbuds in before grabbing the tools I needed and sliding under the engine bay.

And now it just sucked.


Chapter 2



Brock

“Mum—!”

That sharp voice was enough to jerk me up and out of my office chair and have me walking down the stairs into the workshop. I moved as quietly as a cat, worried for a moment some punk kids were trying to steal something from the shop. With the popularisation of stealing catalytic converters for the precious metals inside them, we’d had a few lads give it a go. There was no mistaking Jamie for a teenage boy, though. I froze midway down the steps, staring as I heard her have a terse conversation with someone on the phone.

This was the point where I should have turned around and went back to the office. Danger was averted, we’d lose no expensive parts today. So why didn’t I? Perhaps it was because there were so few opportunities to do this. Some men got all worked up over lingerie, others over black leather or beautiful silks, but me? Somehow the faded blue twill of a pair of overalls was all it took to throw me off balance. I never stared at Jamie during a work shift. I was her boss, she was my employee, and while we didn’t exactly have an HR department here, I knew that checking out someone on my payroll would be a terrible mistake.

So why did my eyes follow the curves of her body right now?

Jamie thought that her overalls hid the shape of her, deliberately buying a pair a size too big, but that just made her all the more tantalising. My eyes fought to pierce the thick fabric, my imagination forced to fill in the gaps. What I really wanted to do was unclip the straps and peel the overalls down, revealing every inch of her to my eyes, and that’s when I cursed my sister, Millie.

She’d come to me years ago, telling me that Jamie wanted to start her mechanics apprenticeship. In my mind, my sister’s best friend was still some snot-nosed kid, screaming way too loudly in the pool. I didn’t need another apprentice, but when a Jamie that was all grown up walked through the door, it roused protective instincts I didn’t even know I could feel. It was all too easy to imagine her starting her career in a garage run by some of the dickheads I knew lurked in the industry. Older blokes who’d sexually harass her until she left. Younger blokes who’d have a pool going to see who slept with her first. Someone, some guy, would lay a hand on her and I… offered her a job on the spot.

To protect her from pervy bastards, just like me, it appeared.

I hadn’t felt a thing other than a sense of responsibility when she was an apprentice. She was Millie’s friend and I told every bloke in my employ they needed to treat Jamie just like they did Millie. Some rose to the task and some were fired because they couldn’t keep their hands to themselves, but all went well for some years. She finished out her apprenticeship and I’d been proud of Jamie, right up until she asked to talk to me. By this point she was twenty one and a fully qualified mechanic and she wanted to know whether I would keep her on. I’d looked up, expecting to have this conversation, ready to say that she’d be better off working somewhere else, when…

It was one little tendril of hair that undid me. It’d escaped her bun that she kept tied up with the help of a red bandana. I opened my mouth to say that I’d give her a good reference, that we had more fully qualified staff than we needed, but instead, my eyes caught on this one strand of hair. Pulled loose, it snaked down her neck and my eyes followed it. Down that creamy slope to where the ends nestled against her chest, and my throat went completely dry as my body turned to stone.

Jamie was hot.

Before, she was a teenager, Millie’s friend, my apprentice, all completely off limits, but as if lying in wait for me–my mind and my body made clear that only some of those things were true now.

And so was this.

She was a woman grown, all of that coltish slenderness maturing into a body that seemed determined to force me to respond. She was strong now, having put on enough muscle so she didn’t look like she was about to blow away. Her hips were broader, her tits… My fingers flexed against the desk. Her waist was still tiny, and right then I wanted to see how far my hands could span around it. All of these were good reasons, excellent reasons, to send her on her way. I knew of some well-run garages that were dying for talented mechanics and with one word from me, she would’ve had several job offers on the table before the day ended.

But I didn’t.

In my mind’s eye I saw her packing up her tools and hugging the other guys goodbye, then walking towards me. She’d throw her arms around me and give me the longest hug, like she did whenever she was grateful for something, and in that mental image, I couldn’t let her go. I pulled her closer instead, right before my lips…

I offered Jamie a full-time job on the spot, something my accountant kicked my arse about later, but I got that hug anyway.

Her scent, one part floral, one part motor oil, filled my nose, and every time I smelled it afterwards, I found myself getting as hard as I was then. Rigid, straining against my zipper, my dick knew exactly what it wanted. However, I didn’t make decisions with my little head, just the big one, so I stepped backwards and nodded, directing her gruffly to get back to work, knowing that I’d just signed up for a life sentence.

I couldn’t make a move on an employee, on my sister’s best friend, that was true, but that didn’t do a damn thing about how much I longed for her. Sexual attraction was an animal instinct. I could ignore that just like I could the need to punch some dickhead customer’s teeth down his throat when he tried to argue the cost of a quote he’d already agreed to pay before the work was done. If she was annoying or rude or cruel or arrogant, I could’ve looked past the curves of her body and just put her in the no fucking-way basket, but… Rather, she was hard working and tough and funny and able to take feedback without getting all defensive, striving to improve instead, and that, along with her encyclopaedic knowledge of Australia’s history of muscle cars made her…

Perfect.

But if I saw that, so did other guys, so I wasn’t surprised to hear Jamie say this.

“Mum, we’re just dating,” she growled. “Keeping things casual.” How the hell her boyfriend managed to do that, I had no idea. Freed of our working relationship, I’d have her locked down and made clear she was mine, all mine, as soon as she looked at me with any kind of affection. “Meeting the parents is the definition of not casual.”

Her parents wanted to meet this guy? My heart sank. I prayed to divine forces that it wasn’t one of the idiots I’d seen come by to pick her up over the years, because right now I couldn’t have hated him more. In my mind he did the one thing I longed to, sliding an engagement ring on her finger as he⁠—

Jamie started to mumble something then tapped frantically on the phone screen, putting through another call. 

“Millie? Mills?” She was ringing my sister? “We’ve gotta talk. Mum’s coming to town in a couple of days and…” I swallowed hard but that didn’t dislodge the lump there. “She wants to meet my ‘boyfriends.’”

Boyfriends? Something big, dark, and angry shouldered forward inside me in the face of growing competition. I could see them vaguely in my head, these shadowy figures that dared date my girl, and I barely resisted thumping my fists on my chests and growling to ward them off. Of course there were boyfriends. Jamie was freaking amazing, so it made sense she had multiple guys vying for her attention.

Just not me.

I raked my fingers through my beard and then turned on my heel, creeping back the way I came, kicking my own arse for not doing that beforehand. I had no business listening to my employee’s private phone call. I shouldn’t have been staring at her either, but that didn’t seem to stop me. My elbows went to my desk as I sat down, my hands raking through my hair, because maybe that’d stop the need that throbbed inside me. To sack Jamie in one breath, then pick her up and put her on the edge of my desk and claim her mouth as mine in the other.

For just a moment I indulged in that little fantasy, feeling my cock swell and press against my zipper, getting harder and harder by the second–able to feel her, taste her, hear the little sounds of pleasure I’d heard her make when I bought a tray of gourmet doughnuts in, but now she made them for me. Caught up as I was, the workshop and my office all fell away right up to when I heard a sharp knock at the door. I had to fight to see the mounds of paperwork, my battered laptop, everything, until she walked in the door.

“Morning!” Jamie breezed in and handed me a drink. “I woke up early and managed to get a coffee on the way and got extras. You want one?”

I just stared at her outstretched hand and the foam cup before being forced to clear my throat.

“I couldn’t think of anything I’d like more.”

Her fingers brushed mine, leaving a heat behind that rivalled that of the coffee as she flopped down into the chair on the other side of the desk.

“I’ll finish off the Commodore this morning,” she told me, “so what did you want me to do next?”

If she could see the mental images that flashed through my head right then, she’d have jerked herself up and out of that chair and walked out, then kept on walking. Me, her, her mouth open, panting out her pleasure… Instead, I leaned forward and consulted the computer screen.

“There’s a few services scheduled, but… Martin Henderson is bringing his XB Falcon in for its yearly check-up.”

That smile of hers, the way her whole face lit up as she sat straight.

“The Interceptor’s coming in?” It was the same model as the original car driven by Mad Max in The Road Warrior. “Oh my god, I know Gary usually looks it over, but I would sacrifice small animals to dark gods to get my hands on it.”

Gary would be pissed, but he was getting old and I had explained that other people needed to get experience working on classic cars.

“Get the Commodore done and it’s yours,” I said, soaking in the warmth of her grin.

Anything for Jamie, my heartbeat. Anything.


Chapter 3



Jamie

“Oi!”

That’s the only warning I got as two perfectly manicured hands reached for me under the car. None of the boys had stepped out to go to the local nail salon, so I knew it had to be Millie.

“One second!” I said, frantically tightening up a loose nut before I was yanked out. “Goddammit, Millie!”

“What’s the matter?” she said with a grin. “Thought it was one of your ‘boyfriends?’”

“You got a boyfriend, Mousey?” One of the older guys I worked with, Ken, ambled over, ready to ruffle my hair. I’d earned the nickname due to my light brown hair and because I was quiet as a mouse when I first started my apprenticeship.

Not now.

I jabbed my elbow into his ribs, and he let out a great oof, much to everyone else’s amusement.

“Don’t mess with The Mouse.” Clinton was much closer to my age and he wiped his hands on a rag as he smiled at the two of us. “Especially when she’s with Amelia. The Mouse and the⁠—”

“Do not finish that sentence,” Millie said with a growl. “You’re going to compare me to some animal, thinking it a compliment, but instead it’s just going to be sexist and annoying and then I’ll have to nut punch you.”

“At least you’ll be touching my nuts,” Clinton replied with a broad grin. He got a series of cackles from the peanut gallery that had formed. Work was always set aside when our boss’ hot sister walked in the door, if only because it riled Brock up. “Though I’d prefer⁠—”

“You’re a fuck boy,” she said, raising one finger. “You deliver sleazy lines like a fuck boy. You’ve got that whole fuck boy smirk going on and as I’ve said every other time I’ve walked in here, I don’t do fuck boys.”

“I’d change for you,” he replied, edging closer, but that was the moment the office door slammed open.

“Why is everyone standing around…?” 

Brock’s voice trailed away as he stared at the lot of us, his brows drawing down as he saw his sister standing there. When I was a brand new apprentice, I’d found Brock intensely intimidating, but now…? I tried very hard not to notice the size of those thick forearms, the way he crossed them as he leaned on the railing. Brock always seemed completely in control, just as he did now. Under his steady gaze, the guys moved away, knowing instinctively they needed to go back to work and he hadn’t said a word.

Making me wonder what it’d take to shatter that steely resolve.

He’s your boss, I reminded myself for the millionth time, which made him completely and utterly unavailable, but if that was the only obstacle to him seeing me as a woman, I’d have left the garage years ago. No, I was little Jamie Kingston, forever his kid sister’s best friend. When we were still in high school, he was starting his own business. 

“Amelia, what are you doing here?”

“My bestie sent up a SOS first thing this morning and I came over as soon as I got the message.” She looked at me then. “So your mum is coming down? Do I need to head her off at the pass? Tell her there’s a special wedding expo across town and let you make your escape?”

“You getting married, Mouse?” Clinton said, raising an eyebrow. “Where’s my invite?”

“You just want to drink for free on my dime,” I said, shooting him a baleful look. “And anyway, I’m not getting hitched. From what I’ve seen of mankind here…” I waved my hand in the air. “That’s enough to turn me off for life. It’s just I’m my mum’s only daughter and she really, really wants to see me get married.”

“Want a pretend bridegroom to walk down the aisle with?” Clinton said, stepping closer and wrapping my arm around his. The others laughed as he marched us forward a couple of steps, right before I yanked my arm free. “I’m available, at a price. I’ll even throw in the wedding night for free.”

“Why do I think you say that to all the girls?” Millie said with a shake of her head, “but…”

Oh no, whatever idea was percolating in her head, I knew I wasn’t going to like it.

“No, Millie,” I said. “Nope, nope, no way.”

“You don’t even know what I’m going to suggest!”

The dangerous sparkle in her eye made clear I didn’t want to.

“It’s fine. I’m fine. Now…” I looked up again, feeling Brock’s gaze on me. It was almost tangible, like a hand on my shoulder, directing me back to work. “I need to keep going on the XB if I’m going to get this service finished today. We can chat after knockoff time.”

“At Mum’s and Dad’s.” She poked her finger in my direction. “Today’s my day off, so it’s compulsory family fun time. Come and have dinner. I know the boys are annoying as fuck, but Mum cooks a damn fine roast. We can work out what the hell you’re gonna do over roast potatoes and gravy.”

Millie’s mum was an amazing cook and my stomach growled audibly in response. I flushed as I slapped a hand down, trying to silence it.

“Fine,” I said, then glanced back at Brock. Gary was already peeved about me servicing the XB, so I needed to show that I was worthy of that honour. “I’ll meet you at your parents place at what…?”

“Six,” she replied and then her focus shifted to up the stairs. “You too, brother dear. That’s why I’m really here. Mum said she’s been trying to call you⁠—”

“I’ll be there.”

That’s all he said, Brock famously being a man of few words, before stomping back into his office.

“Looks like Rowdy’s got the shits,” Gary said. Australian nicknames often involved calling someone the thing they were the opposite of. “We better get back to work. Need any help, Jamie? I know those nuts can be tight on the XB…”

“Catch you at six,” Millie said with a cheeky grin, waving as Gary steered me back towards the car to ‘show me’ how things needed to be done.

Hours later and the car was given back to Mr Henderson and even Gary told him I’d done a thorough job. Under his expert tutelage, of course. I didn’t roll my eyes, which I think deserved to be congratulated, instead cleaning my hands in the sink, ready to go home and get changed. 

“So I’ll see you at Mum’s and Dad’s?”

I dropped the nail brush with a clatter, looking up to see Brock had appeared. We’d all said that at some point he needed to wear a bell, because the guy moved like a cat.

And was as intense as one.

He stared at me with eyes so pale brown they were almost gold, waiting for an answer, and he wouldn’t look away until he had one, that I knew from experience. I smiled because he wasn’t, those full lips pursing from behind his beard.

“Um, yeah… Just gonna go home and have a shower, put on some clean clothes.” My little chuckle seemed to fall flat, his only shift in expression a slight creasing of his brows. “Gotta scrub up nice for your mum’s lamb roast.”

“You always look nice.”

He said that and walked away, not waiting for a response or anything and that had me letting out a sigh. I have no idea why Brock kept me on after my apprenticeship. Some of the older fellas had taken it upon themselves to talk me through what would happen when I was let go. At the time, there were too many staff for the jobs we were getting. They’d talked to me about which owners were good bosses and which to avoid, but right when I’d braced myself to talk to Brock about it, he’d turned around and offered me a job. If the rest of the guys were surprised, none were more than me. Some of the other mechanics had moved on and Brock had obviously done something about advertising because jobs started flooding in, keeping all of us more than busy, but…

I had to wonder why.

He barely spoke to me, would rarely look my way, and if he did, it was with that weird stare. Other girls sighed when they saw my boss, talking about the kind of office romance they’d initiate when they saw the breadth of his shoulders stretching the seams of his flannel shirts, the tattoos that swirled up his forearms and peeked out the top of his shirt, but me? My fingers might twitch, wanting to open one button, then another, following the trail of tattoos, but I’d have traded that opportunity for some understanding of what was going on in Brock’s head. Did he keep me around out of loyalty to his sister or…?

I knew I wouldn’t get an answer to that, so I dried my hands and then went home, rushing up the stairs to have a long, hot shower, then get dressed in something a whole lot cleaner. I set my work clothes to wash while I was out, then drove over to the McDonald house.

“Jamie!” Mrs. McDonald (call me Heather) rushed forward as soon as I walked in the door. “How are you, darling!” She clasped me in a big hug, her tiny frame able to squish me all too effectively before she held me at arm’s length. “Looking gorgeous as ever. So did you bring a pair of bathers over? The weather’s just started to warm up and the boys are making the most of it.”

Brock was never one of the boys. Heather had struggled to have more kids after him, it took medical intervention and some years to have further children, and the fertility drugs she’d been given had produced both Millie and the twins, Hayden and Hunter. Millie was the youngest, being Heather’s last attempt to have a girl. 

Heather smiled slowly.

“You could join them if you like? Millie’s just grabbing some carrots from the garden for me.”

“Here they are.” Millie strolled in with a basket full of produce under her arm, dropping it into the sink before turning on the water to scrub the dirt from the vegetables. “And we can’t go swimming. We’ve got planning to do.”

“God, if this is more of that juvenile pranking—” Heather said, sucking in a breath, but Millie just grinned.

“Not this time, Mum. Well…” She glanced up at me. “We won’t be pranking anyone in our family at least.”

“So what now?” Heather got the potato peeler and a large bowl out, but her focus was entirely trained on us. “What’ve you two got yourselves into this time?”

Before Millie could answer, the sliding door was wrenched open and wet feet slapped down on the tiled floor.

“Mum, where are the towels at?”

Heather looked up sharply, then rushed forward.

“For goodness sakes! You’re getting water all over the floor, and the towels are in the same place they’ve been since you were knee high to a grasshopper.”

“Yeah?” 

Hayden, or was it Hunter, looked up then, realising he had an audience. Hunter, definitely. He caught the lot of us staring and shot us his trademark crooked smile. Half the girls at school would’ve expired on the spot at the sight of that back in the day. Hayden edged closer, looking at his brother in irritation, but that all smoothed away as he saw us.

“Oh, hey, Jamie,” Hayden said with a little wave.

The two of them looked like a stereotype of a golden Aussie beach bum, which was why they had done a little modelling. All that tan skin, well defined muscles, and cheekbones that looked like they’d been formed with the flat of a knife? Yeah, they photographed real well. 

“And hello to you, sister dear,” Millie snarked before pausing. Not to glare at her brothers while their mother fussed, producing towels and throwing them at the boys, nor at me when she turned to stare my way. The carrots were dumped in the sink, the water still running as she backed away, grabbing a bottle of wine and a couple of glasses.

“Where are you off to?” Heather asked. “How about helping with dinner?”

“It’s the boys’ turn,” Millie said, grabbing my hand and pulling me along after her.

We’d disappeared up this hallway many times as kids, so I knew exactly where her room was, the walls now denuded of boy band posters, before she pulled me out onto the balcony that ringed the house.

“What the hell?” I asked as she dragged out a chair, then nodded for me to take it. “We can’t let your mum cook dinner on her own.”

“It’s the boys’ job tonight,” she replied, “and I’ll have another for them before the end of dinner. How many guys did you tell your mother you were dating?”

“Three.” I sank down in my chair, feeling like a right idiot. My hand wrapped around the stem of the wine glass when she poured me a drink. “One would’ve had her on the plane over here. Two would’ve⁠—”

“Had her pitting them against each other in some kind of Hunger Games like ritual,” she said. “So three?” As I nodded, a wicked gleam shone in her eyes, only getting brighter as we leaned over the balcony at the sound of a car door slamming shut. Brock had arrived, dressed now in a clean shirt and jeans, but our inspection didn’t go unnoticed. Somehow he sensed he had our attention, looking up until I was forced to jerk myself back from the balustrade. “Three I can cover. More than that and I’d be forced to ask one of the guys at work and that always gets messy.”

“Ask the guys to do what?” I asked warily.

Millie settled back in her chair and then grinned as wide as the Cheshire cat. 

“Pretend to be your boyfriends, obviously.”

“What?”

I was gripping the wine glass’ stem way too tightly, the slender shape, the condensation coating fingers that now felt numb.

“How long’s your mother in town for, a week?” I didn’t know, but I found myself nodding mutely. “Even my dumb-arse brothers could keep it together for that long.” She leaned forward. “Seems like a perfect way around the problem. You fake date them for a week until your mother leaves. They’ll be perfect gentlemen…” She wrinkled her nose at that, as if detecting the very obvious flaw in her plan.

As if that was the only one.

“And then at the end of the week, you ‘choose’ one of them, which will be enough to keep your mother happy⁠—”

“And then I’ll break up with him once Mum has gone home.” I couldn’t believe I was actually agreeing to this, but it was the perfect plan. “I’ll say I couldn’t come between the brothers.”

Except there was one problem.

“That’s insane. Like, do you have naked pictures of the boys dressed up in makeup when they were little or something, because I can’t think of anything else that would have them saying yes,” I said.

“Let’s find out.”

Why talk something out when you could just do it, that was Millie all over, so I shouldn’t have been surprised when she jumped to her feet and went rushing out of the room.

“Millie!” I yelped, downing the wine and then running after her. “Millie! Bitch, don’t you dare⁠—”

But she dared. She always dared. The door was slammed in my face and kept shut, but right when I went to try and shove it open, I heard muffled voices.

Too late. My bestie was asking one of her male-model brothers to fake date me.

Today was supposed to be a perfect day, and instead it was looking like it was going to be one of the worst.


Chapter 4



Hayden

When I heard Millie calling my name, I stiffened. I was already walking down the hall to my old room, ostensibly to get changed into some dry shorts, but that wasn’t really it. We were having dinner outside tonight, so I could’ve just wrapped a towel around my waist and stayed in my boardies.

But that wouldn’t bring me closer to Jamie.

When Mum told me she was coming over, Hunter and I had shared a look. He’d smirked, but I… I scratched at my chest, feeling that tightness there that always started up when my sister’s best friend was around. Made growing up real fucking awkward. Hunt had assured me it was just a dumb crush, that I’d grow out of it when we were still in high school, but more than ten years later, here I was. Slinking up the hallway slowly, ears pricked, hoping to catch the sound of her voice. My hand went to Millie’s doorknob, my fingertips sliding over the alloy knob, trying to feel a hint of warmth left by Jamie’s fingers, even though I knew logically it would’ve been Millie who opened it.

Some hint of her.

Because the minute we walked into the house, I hadn’t noticed the water dripping on the floor or Mum’s flustered reaction. Everything else dropped away but her. The way Jamie’s jeans hugged the most perfect arse. The little plaid shirt she was wearing, the soft folds falling around her breasts, the shape of them revealed each time she moved. Then there was all that long, honey-blonde hair. I wanted to brush it until it shone like gold, run my fingers through it, then wrap it about my fist as I⁠—

“Hayden!” My sister the cock block. Millie seemed to have a sixth sense about these things, always appearing right when I didn’t want her to as she jerked the door open and then closed again. “There you are, you little freak.”

“Millie?” I heard Jamie’s muffled voice and barely resisted pulling my sister’s hand away as Jamie tried to twist the knob. “Millie! Bitch, don’t you dare⁠—”

“Talk about what?” I frowned at my sister.

“Only your greatest hope and wildest dreams,” Millie replied with a grin.

“Millie! God damn it…” We both heard Jamie’s voice trail away before my sister looked up at me.

“And what have you got to do with all of my hopes and dreams, Squirt?” I asked, rapping my knuckles on my sister’s head. She shoved me backwards, which of course meant I had to rally, but before I could grab her in a headlock, she delivered her most devastating blow, and it wasn’t an elbow to the ribs.

“I could remove the ban on dating Jamie.”

“What?”

Her smirk barely registered because it was her eyes I stared into. Millie had made clear that going anywhere near her friend would be a severe offence against the sibling code. It hadn’t been an issue when they were skinny little girls.

But then Jamie had to go and grow up.

Splashing in the pool, running around in little tank tops and shorts during summer, both Hunt and I caught every moment of Jamie blossoming into adulthood. Our bodies were doing the same thing, growing in weird ways, changing, so mucking about with the girls in the pool became something else altogether. I found myself wanting to wrestle Jamie a whole lot more, anything to give me an excuse to drag her closer, feel her body against mine. Millie noticed that too and had a firm word to us.

“Don’t go creeping on my friend.” Her eyes narrowed as she stared at the two of us, but her serious expression had us grinning. Millie being serious about anything just gave us more ammunition to use against her. “I mean it. You’ve got most of the girls in school panting after you, but Jamie… She’s my friend. Mine, and I don’t need her feeling too awkward to come around here because you dumped her just like you do all the others.”

Our smiles faded then.

“Be a fuck boy with all the other girls, but not Jamie.”

As an adult I understood her concerns. It would’ve been beyond shit to have to walk into your ex’s place every time you wanted to hang out with your best friend. I was nothing but a snot-nosed kid back then, sure to break her heart without even realising it. I hadn’t deserved a chance with Jamie.

But now…?

“What the fuck are you talking about, Mills?”

I tried to say that in a drawl, all nonchalant and shit, but instead my voice broke, ruining the illusion. My sister’s smile grew wider.

“I know.”

My heart started pounding harder than the moment when we came home to tell Dad we’d crashed the car driving around with our mates, but just like then, I had to put a brave front on it.

“You know what, Millie?” I said, straightening up as I crossed my arms.

“I know you’ve been panting after Jamie for years.” My jaw locked down tight. “That you never have relationships that last beyond a month or two, and even those have been few and far between.” My teeth ground together. “And that you have a type. Curvy girls with light brown hair, just like Jamie has.”

“You seem to pay a whole lot of attention to my love life,” I said as casually as I could. “Can’t say I do the same. The only common thread I’m seeing is that they’re all dickheads.”

“And yours are all Jamie-lites. Want to change that?”

“Are you ever going to actually explain what this is all about or is this like charades again?” I raised a hand, pretending to hold an old video camera. “Is it a movie, TV show, or book?”

“It’s you dating my best friend.”

“What?” 

My hands fell limp by my side. It was like every muscle in my body went lax right then.

“Got your attention now, have I? Well, here’s the deal. You know how intense Jamie’s mum is.” Did I ever. The lady was a force of nature. “Well, Majorie wants Jamie married, so my girl’s been holding her mum off with stories about casually dating three guys.” Muscle tension was back as my hands formed fists, ready to smack whichever of these dickheads I could get to first. “They don’t actually exist,” she said with a snort, making clear that Millie had caught my visceral reaction. “Well, not until now. Do you think you and your idiot twin can put on a show for her mum? Take Jamie out, give her a good time, and convince her parents that you’re actually keen to take things to the next level? It’d only be for a week.”

But it wouldn’t be. I smiled slowly, Millie’s eyes narrowing as she saw it.

“So you’re rescinding the ban?” I said, one eyebrow rising. “You know you can’t slap it back on again.”

“The ban was only supposed to last until the end of high school.” Millie shook her head. “Jamie was the only real friend I had at the time, and I didn’t want you guys fucking that up for me, but once we graduated, everyone was an adult.” She stared at me meaningfully. “Free to make their own choices.”

And I chose Jamie.

I tried to stop my smile from widening and failed utterly.

“I’ll date her for a week,” I replied, like I was doing Millie some big favour, “but if she’s enjoying herself, I’m not gonna stop. You know that, right?”

My sister let out a long sigh.

“I do. I think it’s why I haven’t said anything about it before, but…” Her brows jerked down. “You’re gonna treat her like a princess. No, a queen. If you hurt her…” She shoved a finger in my face. “I know where you live, brother.”

Hurt her? My chest ached at the thought of it. I shook my head sharply, not able to put that into words.

“Threatening Hay Bale already?” We both turned around to see Hunter coming down the hall. “What’d you do this time, dickhead?”

“Nothing, if he knows what’s good for him,” Millie growled. “Now, you⁠—”

“I’ll tell him,” I said, grabbing my brother’s arms and dragging him down the hall. “You…” I swallowed hard. “You break the news to Jamie.”

“What the fuck?” Hunter said, jerking himself free of my grip when we got to the kitchen. “What’s got your knickers in a twist?”

“Millie wants us to fake date Jamie for a week while her mum’s in town,” I replied.

He blinked, opened his mouth, closed it, then blinked again before shaking his head.

“What about her ‘dating ban?’” He moved his fingers in the air to approximate the shape of apostrophes. 

“Apparently that only was supposed to last past high school.”

“Ohh…” He smirked at me. “Well, you must be pleased. Millie finally giving you the green light to chase after the woman of your dreams.”

“I am.” I didn’t stare my brother down, allowing myself to be utterly vulnerable very often, but I did that now, willing him to see it. “I feel like I’ve been waiting for so fucking long for this, Hunt.” His smile faded, but that didn’t explain why his eyes went suddenly hard. “And I need you to stay the fuck out of it. Remember when Lily Kennedy thought she was dating both of us?”

“But she was just dating me.” Hunter nodded. “Yeah, I remember. So what? You just want me to turn up when you can’t replicate yourself, be your little stand in when you need me?”

I’m not sure why he sounded so bloody bitter about that. It wasn’t like I hadn’t done the same for him plenty of times before. 

“I need this, Hunt.”

His frown only got deeper but he nodded, just like I knew he would.

“OK, so we let the fam know it’s the two of us dating Jamie.”

“Three of us,” I corrected. “Millie’s going to talk to Brock⁠—”

“Talk to Brock about what?”

We both turned to find our big brother standing there looking like a spitting image of Dad. Same grumpy expression, same intense stare.

“Millie’s roping Brock into this too?” Hunter laughed. “Oh, this is gonna be a shitshow.”

Brock ignored him, focussing entirely on me.

“What’s going to be a shitshow?”

“Millie wants us all to fake date Jamie for a week.”


Chapter 5



Jamie

“Couldn’t you have asked the guys after dinner, preferably when I was gone?” I asked as we walked outside to the entertaining area. As always, Heather had set up a gorgeous table with the guys’ help.

The guys.

My cheeks felt like they were burning bright red as I watched Hunter and Hayden put out the last of the cutlery. Oh my god, I couldn’t do this. I just couldn’t. When they looked up as we approached, my feet slowed. If my mother turned up right now and looked them over with avaricious eyes, thinking that one of them would make a perfect husband, I would’ve confessed everything in seconds. Anything to get me out of this.

“And where would the fun be in that?” Millie murmured back. “So, brothers dear, what did we decide?”

Nope, I couldn’t stand here and listen to their answer. I backed away, ready to make a run for the front door, when my back collided with something hard. Big hands slapped down on my arms and stopped me from falling backwards. I looked up not to see Millie’s dad, but Brock staring down at me. Same intense gaze as always, but somehow ten times worse right now, because did he know? Had Millie asked him too? My freaking boss, I remembered, but not quickly enough. It’d have been a real good thing to consider before Millie put her mad plan into place.

“Shit, sorry—” I started to say. 

“You’re alright.” He set me back on my feet, giving my arms a squeeze before letting go. Why did the skin tingle everywhere he touched? “And Millie, the answer’s yes.”

“Yes?” She pointed at one of the twins. “Yes?”

“I’m in if you are, Hay Bale.” Hunter ruffled his brother’s hair, which just earned him an elbow to the ribs.

“Yeah, I…” There was the hesitation I was waiting for. God, this was so freaking embarrassing. I needed to go right now. I saw the uncertainty on Hayden’s face but not for long. This was a completely ridiculous idea. I was dumb, dumb, dumb to think Hayden would even want to pretend to date me. “I need your phone number, Jamie.”

“What?”

My head jerked up and I stared in incomprehension, something that had him smiling. OK, I now took back all of the scathing things I’d thought about girls panting after the twins, because damn. There was something so hot about his smile, like one part sheepish, one part cocky, and one hundred percent sexy. I stared at the face that had sold a helluva lot of surfboards across the world as he answered.

“Well, firstly, we’ll need to organise when we’re going out, and I’m not letting Millie handle that.”

“Wouldn’t be the first time Millie tried to pimp us out…” Hunter hissed under his breath.

“And if we’re gonna make this work, we need to text a bit, get to know each other. What if your mum asks what your favourite flower is?” Hayden continued.

“Irises,” I replied automatically.

“Or favourite colour?”

“Green.”

“Right, well, I’ll probably think of a whole lot of questions I want to ask, and I don’t want to do that through my sister.”

I watched Hayden pull out his phone and walk towards me as if in a dream. Probably because I’d had dreams just like this when I was a teenager. Girls often fantasised about the hottest guy in school asking you out, and in our school, that was the twins, but… This is all fake, I told myself. Just to get you out of this drama with Mum. Don’t take this too seriously. It’s like dating your own brothers. My guts twisted in disgust at that idea. Guys that are like brothers to you. Annoying, smelly, stupid… Hayden came to stand right in front of me, offering me his phone, one eyebrow raised in challenge. Sexy guys. 

God, Mum would take one look at Hayden and start imagining beautiful, blond-haired children, sighing all over the place. That alone was enough to have me taking the phone from him. I tried really hard to ignore his big, warm presence as I tapped in my number, but right as I gave it back, another was thrust forward. I blinked to see that Brock was offering me his.

“Don’t you have my number?” I asked.

“Shit, yeah⁠—”

I don’t think I’d ever seen Brock disconcerted, if that’s what you could call the faint look of confusion on his face.

“Here.” Hunter appeared by Hayden’s side and pushed his phone my way. “You better give me your number as well.”

The long-suffering sigh, the way Hunter stared at me, like I was still a kid, that was the reaction I was expecting.

“I seriously appreciate this,” I told him, them, my lips moving faster and faster. “I will owe you big time. We don’t even have to really go out. I could just pretend to meet you somewhere⁠—”

“Nah, that’s not gonna work,” Hunter replied, eyeing his brothers.

“Or we could just go to the pub and I could be your wingman.”

“A female wingman…” Hunter made a show of considering that idea. “Never tried that before.”

“And you won’t be now.” Everyone turned at Brock’s growl. “Seven days. Seven dates done right. Seven days to convince…” He blinked. “Your mum that we’re serious contenders for becoming your partner. At the end of it⁠—”

“Dinner’s up!” Angus, their dad said, opening the door to tell us the news. “Come and grab a feed in here so we don’t let the flies in, then we’ll eat out on the patio.”

At the end of it, I’d walk away alone again, I finished for Brock. I’d let Mum know we’d decided to break things off with each guy one by one and then… Then I’d have to have a real conversation with her, let her know what I really wanted.

No kids. I was twenty-eight years old, more than old enough to know whether or not motherhood was for me, and anyway, who would I have kids with, if I could bring myself to do it?

“Great!” I said to Angus, forcing myself to smile. “It smells amazing.”

I focussed on putting one foot after the other, walking away from this shitshow and into the house, but as I did, I felt my phone buzz. One notification after another came through, though only one from a number I recognised.

Don’t worry, Brock’s message read as I checked it. We’ve got this.

He was one of the few people that I could accept that kind of statement from because he’d proven this true over and over again at work. Difficult customer? He stepped in with a quiet confidence. Having difficulty diagnosing an issue? He was there, both able to identify the problem with pinpoint accuracy and explain how he came to that conclusion. There was an odd sense of relief flooding through me that Brock was involved. I glanced over my shoulder without thinking and found him staring after me, nodding in recognition. 

What would it be like to have someone like that in your life? Who moved around the world quietly competent, just making sure things got done and got done right. I’d never really seen Brock with anyone else, but she’d have to come. Someday he’d meet Mrs. Brock, and he’d be just as an amazing partner and dad as he was a boss. For some reason that hurt. I liked having Brock as my boss, and so him being happy would be a good thing, but…

Why did I see myself as the one standing next to him at the top of the stairs that led to his office? 

Never gonna happen, I thought as I walked up to the kitchen counter where all the food had been laid out. 

“Wow, this looks incredible,” I told Heather. “Thanks for inviting me around.”

“Oh, you know you’re part of the family now, sweetheart.” She rubbed my arm before gesturing to the food. “Now eat up. Don’t want a fridge full of leftovers, but save room for some apple pie. I made it fresh today.”

“Well, there goes my diet…” Millie groaned.

“You don’t need to diet,” Angus blustered. “Too skinny as it is.”

“Dad—”

“Any man that doesn’t like a bit of meat on a girl’s bones is not worth your time, I say.”

I watched him snuggle into Heather, the idea of her body being described as meat making her splutter, but not for long. He nuzzled her neck, and she melted into him until I was forced to look away. Not because they were being inappropriate, but because of something far more unworthy: jealousy. That kind of long-lasting love, those little acts of affection. I craved them like I did my next breath, almost as much as I feared them. 

“Roast potatoes?”

Hayden asked me that almost shyly, making clear how bloody awkward this situation was going to make things. I stared at him for a second and knew what I had to do. Confess to Mum what had been going on, be straight with her for once. I was a big girl and it was time to put on my big girl panties.

“Yes,” I said, shooting him what I hoped was a reassuring smile. I’d let him know he was off the hook once dinner was done. “Thank you.”


Chapter 6



Hunter

One of these days everyone was going to be actually honest with each other.

I watched Hayden place roast potatoes onto Jamie’s plate and wondered how the hell she didn’t see it. He wasn’t focussed on the food, her plate, anything but her. My brother stared at her in a way I’d never seen him do with another girl, heaping more and more spuds as she stared right back. The whole world dropped away but for each other.

Which was why I needed to interrupt.

“Might want to leave some potatoes for the rest of us, mate,” I said, earning me a dirty look from Hayden.

I was supposed to back down, back away and keep the fuck out of this, but I wouldn’t. My twin had been nursing a crush on Jamie for over ten years and he hadn’t done anything about it.

Which meant neither could I.

“Look at you, Hayden, being a gentleman for once,” Mum said with an approving look. “Usually you boys are shoving everyone out of the way in your rush to get to the food.”

“Bread roll?”

Brock never used five words when two would do, so he just held one of Mum’s freshly baked ones up with a pair of tongs in question, a little smile on his face.

“Ah…sure?” Jamie replied.

Hayden stared at Brock then watched our older brother deposit the bread on Jamie’s plate as if it was the last quarter of the footy grand final or something.

“What about some lamb?” he countered, a little growl in his voice. Unbidden he started to poke through the slices of perfectly pink meat with the serving fork, then held out one that he deemed worthy. “No fat, just the way you like it.”

Hayden stared, Brock’s brows drew down sharply, and Millie? My darling sister stifled a snort, unable to hold back a smile. Her eyes darted sideways to focus on Mum and Dad, the lot of them apparently finding this terribly amusing.

So that’s the way it was. We were all just performing monkeys putting on a show for them apparently.

And it didn’t have to be that way.

The McDonald boys had it bad for Jamie, and no one was going to say anything about it. That there would be no fake dating, only real opportunities to actually connect with the girl none of us could stop thinking about, it appeared. Fine, if that was the game, I’d play it. I sighed and grabbed a side plate, piling it high with beetroot salad, the one Jamie actually liked, along with some coleslaw and corn salsa and then handed it over, before pulling the serving fork from Hayden’s grip. 

Three slices of lamb, no more, with a bit of mint sauce, never gravy or mint jelly, I arranged her plate to my satisfaction, then slapped some food on my own plate. It didn’t matter what, I wouldn’t taste any of it. I carried our plates out of the kitchen then nodded to the door, but before she could step forward to open it, Hayden was there. He slid the security door open and the two of us herded a bewildered Jamie outside. Brock somehow materialised by the table and was pulling out a chair for her before we took two steps.

“What the fuck…?” Jamie hissed at us, looking back guiltily over her shoulder to where the rest of my family were taking a little more time to fill their own plates. “You know we’re supposed to be putting on an act for my parents, not yours?”

“We need to get some practice in before the real thing,” I said, sliding into the chair next to her, right as Hayden pulled it out, ready to claim it for himself. He couldn’t even take the one on her left because Brock had already sat down and was starting to butter his bread roll. She frowned when he retrieved hers and did the same.

“Look, I’ve changed my mind,” she said, grabbing her utensils and gripping them like they were weapons. Her focus shifted to the house, and Mum and Dad’s banter filtered through. “This is dumb. I’m big enough, old enough, to have a frank conversation with my mother.”

Oh no, she didn’t. As I glanced around the table, I saw that both of my brothers stiffened in the exact same way. We’d just been offered everything we’d ever wanted and she thought she was going to yank it away again?

“Majorie Kingston?” I asked, staring into her eyes. Her gaze faltered, a frown forming. “The mouth from the south? She who ruled the PTA with an iron fist that people still talk about in hushed tones even now. That mother?”

Her jaw locked tight and then she nodded, bending her head to start slicing up her meat.

“A week…” I heard the doubt in her voice, and I hated that I was the one who put it there, but ten years of frustration did that to a guy. It made you hungry, grasping, desperate, and I grabbed for her now.

“Just a week,” I said in a much softer tone of voice. “We’ve got this launch thing coming up and they’ve been trying to pair us with some of the women who model for the company. You can come and be my plus one, that way I’m at least guaranteed good conversation.”

She shot me a rueful look, but that small smile. Yeah, she was coming around to my way of thinking.

“I’ve got a wedding.” We all looked at Brock in confusion. “I’m the best man and the bride thinks she’s gonna hook me up with one of the bridesmaids. You’d be doing me a favour if you came as my date.”

She snorted, then looked over at Hayden.

“And you? Need someone to sit with you when you visit your granny? Or convince the boss to stop sexually harassing you?”

“No.” I stared steadily at my twin, willing him not to fuck this up. I was as frustrated as he was about the fact we’d kept a lid on our feelings for so long, but… Jamie was skittish. I didn’t know if it was because her mother was a bitch or what, but she never let anyone close other than our sister. “And considering he’s a man in his fifties called Angelo, that would be seriously weird, but Jamie.” His eyes held hers. “I know Millie’s your best friend, but you’re a part of this family. We all care about you. If this is what you need, it’s no hardship helping you out.”

Fuck, where the hell had my brother got this sort of game from? I stared at him then and he shot me a dark look in response. I guess asking her to come to the launch wasn’t me stepping back and letting him pretend to be me. Oops.

“OK.” She nodded, the movement getting more confident as the seconds ticked by. “Yeah, I can do that. You scratch my back and I’ll scratch yours. Hell, if you help me get through this, I’ll be your fake date whenever you need it.” She smiled then. “Just ask.” Her focus was snatched away by the sound of Mum’s giggles. God, Dad was at it again, kissing her I was willing to bet. Millie was no doubt holding back the dry heaves at their excessive PDA to give us some time with our girl. “But what about your parents? They already think something is up. Do we tell them?”

I leaned over, putting my arm around the back of her chair, watching her eyes widen. Her pupils expanded and her breathing started to pick up. Interesting. 

“Do you want us to?” I asked.

“No,” that was her initial, honest response. “This is so embarrassing. I mean yes, maybe we should tell them. Otherwise they’ll be wondering what the hell is going on. Shouldn’t we?”

Letting me make the decisions? Yeah, I liked that a whole lot, a smile forming without thought.

“Keep quiet now and let me take you out first,” I said, feeling and hearing my brothers move restlessly beside me. “We’ll figure out what to do then. Tonight…” I realised that wouldn’t work because we were already having dinner here. “Tomorrow night then.”

“We can talk about it at work tomorrow.” Brock shot me a smug smile. “And anyway, tomorrow is Thursday,” my brother said, shooting a small smile my way. “We usually have drinks down the pub.” His focus shifted back to Jamie, his eyes running over every inch of her. “I’ll bring some clothes to get changed into and take you to the pub.”

“To drink with the same guys she works with all day?” Hayden said with a curl of his lip. “How romantic.”

“We’ll have a few drinks.” I watched the big bastard lean forward, eating up the space between them, and I waited for her to pull back. She didn’t. “Then there’s a nice place up the road that does wood fired pizzas.” His hand slid across the table and I knew why. He wanted to take her hand, feel it in his and just cradle it there, unable to believe he had the right. “We could have a late dinner and go for a walk on the beach afterwards, make a decision about what to do there.”

The sound of the waves rushing in behind them, the smell of the sea air, the taste of salt on her lips as I went in to kiss her. I could just freaking see it. Suddenly, I couldn’t want anything more.

But I couldn’t.

Millie had cock blocked me during high school, making clear how much she would kick our arses if we pursued Jamie back then, but all bets were off by the time the girls graduated, right? But Hayden provided a much more convincing obstacle. He was standing by the window one summer, we both were, staring down at the girls. 

Millie was in her car, revving the engine when required and Jamie was bent over the engine bay, tinkering with something. She had a sweetly curved arse I just wanted to bite someday, my teeth aching with that need, right as she straightened up. A girl shouldn’t look beautiful smeared with engine grease, but Jamie did. She pulled up the hem of her shirt to wipe her face, revealing the bikini she wore underneath. I wanted to shove up those flimsy Lycra triangles, revealing those beautiful tits I’d stared at way too long at, right before I took one nipple into my mouth, but all of that horny bullshit was shoved to one side as Jamie walked over to the garden hose, turning it on to clean her hands. 

The water came out in a thin trickle, not enough for her to clean up with and she bent down, playing with the nozzle, as if to look for the blockage that was cutting off the flow, except that was Millie. My sister cackled as she unkinked the hose, sending water gushing all over Jamie’s face, my cock lurching at the idea. 

If this was just sexual, I’d have hit Jamie up, dragged her into my room one night when she came around for dinner and pinned her to the wall before making clear what I wanted. We could’ve fucked whatever the hell this was out of our systems and I could’ve moved on, we all could’ve moved on. Instead I watched Jamie throw her head back, water flicking up in an arc as she let out a great belly laugh.

And that’s when I knew.

I wanted to be the one to make her laugh like that, then I wanted to grab the hose, just like Millie did, drenching my girl with the water, forcing her clothes to stick to her skin, outlining her form, right before I peeled them off. I wanted to know what else might make her laugh like that and cry, so I could avoid all the pain and only bring the pleasure. I wanted⁠—

“She’s the one, y’know?” Hayden’s words broke through my reverie, jerking me back to the room. I found myself nodding because I understood what he was saying all too well. “Millie’s ban doesn’t count once they graduate. When she’s an adult and I’m…” He shook his head sharply, struggling to find the words, and this was usually when I stepped in, speaking for him.

But I couldn’t right now.

If I articulated his need to feel her, see her, make Jamie his, I’d reveal something about myself that I had no business sharing. I loved my brother. Sometimes it felt like Hayden was the other half of me, and so fighting over a girl? That was never going to happen. 

And not for one minute did I think we would need to.

I thought Jamie would graduate, look around and work out what she wanted, and then we’d be freed of this choice. She’d be the one doing the choosing. Instead, Hayden never dared say anything, because apparently he didn’t have the balls to unless she gave him some kind of sign. When he didn’t make his play, I couldn’t either.

Well, I was done with waiting.

“Mum won’t be here for a couple of days,” Jamie said, looking up as the sliding door opened again, announcing the fact that everyone was joining us. “There’s no need to go on dates until then.”

“Not unless you want to.”

Who said that? Oh shit, me. She met my eyes for just a second but they slid away far too soon, only my persistent stare dragging them back. I watched a small frown form and then smooth away, her lips parting, closing, then parting again, but right as she sucked in a breath to reply, Dad spoke up.

“So, Jamie, how’s life at the garage going? Brock’s not working you too hard, I hope?”

My head whipped around and I went to confront my own damn father, but he just smirked when he had my attention. Mum looked conspicuously at her plate, cutting into the meat with a smile I knew all too well, and Millie looked like she wanted a bowl of popcorn to munch from, not roast dinner.

They knew. Every damn member of my family knew what Millie had planned, why we’d all said yes, and they’d never said a thing.

“No, not too hard,” Jamie replied, grabbing her cutlery. “Though I guess I better say that in front of the boss.”

She could say whatever she bloody wanted, that’s what she didn’t understand, which is why I dragged out my phone. The conversation might be over, the chatter turning to what everyone had gotten up to this week, but I wasn’t done.

I don’t care when your mum gets into town, I wrote, tapping out a text to Jamie. Come out with me Friday night.

I felt my twin’s eyes burning into the side of my face, making clear what he thought, but I just shoved my phone back in my pocket, smirking when Jamie pulled hers out and glanced at it. That slight widening of her eyes, then one brief sidelong look was all I needed. I relaxed back into my chair and started to eat my food.


Chapter 7



Jamie

After Millie asked her brothers to be my fake dates, I’d been prepared to be horrified. I’d been prepared to be embarrassed, to buy the guys a slab of beer or a bottle of spirits of their choice as payment. I’d expected teasing, a poke in the ribs, something, but not this. I stared down at my plate and saw exactly the food I would’ve selected for myself, but eating it took real effort because I wanted to shove my plate aside and demand answers.

Starting with Hunter.

I’d read his text, then stared at the side of his face, silently demanding more details, but all I got was a sidelong look of amusement, his lips twisting into a Cheshire Cat smile. That at least was familiar. Hunter sucked up attention like it was a basic human need, so I shifted my focus.

Only to find Brock staring at me.

“Eat up,” he said, nodding to his plate. “You’ve been getting skinny.”

You noticed? I thought, but didn’t dare say anything, not when the topic of conversation shifted back to the goings on of the family. 

I listened to stories about aunts and uncles, cousins and grandparents, most of whom I’d met, and was thankful I didn’t have to make a comment. Instead, my fork scraped across my plate, shifting salad to one side, then another before a sharp look from Brock had me spiking a piece of beetroot and biting down. Sweet and tangy, the taste burst on my tongue, reminding me just how much I liked it, so I found myself going back for more and more until I’d finished my portion. Hunter smiled smugly, but Hayden just looked far too pale under his golden tan. That was enough for me to pull out my phone and tap out a reply to Hunter.

If I say yes, will you tell me why you guys are being so weird?

We weren’t supposed to use phones at the dinner table, so at twenty-eight years old, I felt like a kid passing notes in class. Hunter’s face lit up when he felt the buzz of a notification, using his parents’ moment of distraction to read it, then tap out a quick reply.

Whatever you want.

That helped loosen the tension in my chest. I looked surreptitiously up the table but saw Millie was bitching about the owner of the pub she managed again, so everyone else was distracted.

We could meet up after dinner, I said, my fingers flying across the screen. I could meet you by my car and we could talk there.

No can do, he replied, and my heart sank. I take my fake dating seriously. Proper date or nothing. 

I didn’t reply, shoving my phone back in my pocket when the conversation trailed away, now conscious my cheeks were bright red, something Millie noted with a smug smile.

Well, there was someone in this family I could quiz without obligation and that was my bestie, so I focussed on finishing my dinner quietly.

“Well, that was lovely,” Angus said with a big stretch. “I guess I better start on the dishes.”

“We’ll do it.” I shot to my feet and then stared pointedly at Millie. “Won’t we, Mills?”

“Oh, I was going to try to get a swim…” That sparkle in her eyes made clear she knew exactly what she was doing. “After the dishes.”

“I better put all the food away,” Heather said.

“It’s fine, Mum.” Millie gave her shoulder a squeeze. “We’ve got it.”

“Just make sure⁠—”

“We cover everything in cling film and don’t stack the meat above the vegetables in the fridge.”

Once Heather was satisfied, we moved around the table picking up plates, Millie taking her parents’, leaving me to clear away her brothers’. I’d done this a million times before, so why did I feel like I had three sets of eyes on me as I picked up each plate? Only one person could tell me, I thought, as I beat a hasty retreat into the kitchen.

“Any reason why you’re volunteering us to be dish pigs?” Millie asked as I started running the tap to rinse the plates for the dishwasher.

“Oh, I think you know.” I wrenched open the dishwasher and then looked up at her. “A lot more than you’re letting on.”

“I’m not sure what you mean,” she said, scraping scraps into the compost bin.

“Millie…”

“Jamie…”

I’d held this girl’s hair back when she spewed more times than I could count, helped her with her homework when I could, or just whinged along with her when we struggled to write yet another essay. I’d held her when she cried like her heart would break and she’d done the same for me, something I reminded her of right now, which wiped the smile away and replaced it with something far more heartfelt.

“I know what your mum’s like,” she said, putting a hand on one hip. “I know what kind of pressure she puts you under and how much drama there is when you push back. You needed three guys to pretend to be your boyfriends…”

I leaned forward.

“And?”

“And my brothers are all single. They’re good guys…” She frowned slightly as she stared out the glass sliding door. “Even Hunt, the self-absorbed prick. I could’ve hit up some of the guys at the pub, but seeing as they work for me, that makes things ethically a bit dodgy. But you know what’s got your knickers in a twist?”

“What?” I put my hands on my hips.

“You’re just not used to a bit of male attention. It’s been months since you’ve gone out with any guys other than the blokes you work with. You slept with that hot backpacker a month ago, so at least I know your hymen hasn’t grown back.”

“Jesus, Millie⁠—”

“You had to try and become one of ‘the boys’ to survive life as an apprentice,” she said, pointing a finger at me. “Being one of the few girls in your year at trade school, you couldn’t afford to take my advice⁠—”

“And sleep with all the hot ones?” I shuddered. I had nothing against girls that did, because there were a few that took full advantage of all that male attention, but the comments afterwards… Men could be such bitches, gossiping like a bunch of old ladies about who they scored with.

“You’re surrounded by men who treat you like you’re a guy, and you’re just feeling jumpy because my brothers aren’t. It’ll be OK.” Her hands landed on my shoulders. “I’ll read them the riot act, make sure they look after you properly. Shit, maybe this will be a whole fake-it-before-you-make-it thing. You can learn to be cool with men treating you like a woman for once with my brothers, before you meet someone you really like.”

“Thanks. Looks like I’m going to practise that by going to a product launch and a bloody wedding.” I let out a huff of breath, then turned back to the dishes. “I pretended I had multiple boyfriends to avoid weddings.”

“Or maybe they’re just doing you a favour because you’re a part of this family.” Her eyes bore into mine. “That’s what real families do, right?”

Just not mine, that went without saying, the two of us well aware of the dynamic. That settled, we went to work, packing up all the food and stacking the dishes before putting the dishwasher on.

“Who’s for some apple pie?” Heather asked, bustling in and glancing at the kitchen, then giving us a nod of approval when she saw how well we’d cleaned it.

“Oh, I better—” I started to say.

I wanted to be home, in some big fluffy PJs and sitting in front of my TV right now.

“Have a big bowl with ice cream and cream,” Hunter said, moving forward, arms outstretched. 

“No, no…” I held out my hands to ward him off, because for some reason these idiots got off on manhandling us girls, tossing us about like dolls. He’d put his arms around me and held me to his chest more times than I could count, but this? I squirmed, then punched him in those oh-so-hard pecs, which just made him laugh as he carried me over to the couch. My arm was forced to go around his neck, trying to stabilise myself, but this felt different. He stared down at me, lips twitching, wanting to smile, but stopping himself from doing it. I’d never noticed the million shades of blue in his eyes before, but I caught every one of them now. The smile won, curving his lips as he continued. 

“An even bigger one for me, Mum,” he said.

“I don’t know where you put all of that food,” she replied with a shake of her head. “If I ate a quarter of what you boys did, my arse⁠—”

“Would be just as sexy as it always is,” Angus said, moving behind her to cuddle up close.

“Gross!” Millie howled, snatching up the remote before Hayden could, right as Hunter put me down. He took a seat right next to me, Hayden sitting down on the opposite side, leaving me wedged between them. The McDonalds had a big sectional couch that formed an L shape in the living room, so there was plenty of room for everyone to spread out. Instead, I was left to sit there, jammed between the two of them like meat in a sandwich.

Which gave rise to some very uncomfortable thoughts.

Most of Australia and a big chunk of the world had seen the twins’ half-naked bodies. Tall, well-muscled and all blond hair and tan skin, they fitted the stereotype of the Aussie surfer perfectly. They helped sell a whole lot of surfboards to guys who thought they’d look the same if they took up the sport. But those ads were plastered on billboards or stuck to storefronts, the twins looking effortlessly perfect and remote. I didn’t feel their body heat radiating through my clothes when I stopped to stare at the ads, nor smell that spicy scent. Musky, something woody, but something a little like incense as well, that made my nose tingle, I breathed that in instead of air and had to wonder what it’d feel like to be wedged between them in my bed, sans fluffy PJs. I blinked and focussed abruptly on the TV.

“Thanks, Mum,” Brock grunted, sitting down a little way down the couch as he accepted the bowl of apple pie.

“And this one’s for Jamie,” Heather said. Two sets of hands shot out to take it, which had her frowning. “You’ll get yours in a minute, you greedy guts. There you go, love.”

The warmth of her voice was reflected in the bowl, my hands feeling like they were thawing as I cradled it, the aroma of sugar, apples, and fresh pastry filling my nose. Heather had been making her famous apple pie ever since I’d come around for the first dinner. Just as Hunter asked, the bowl was piled high with ice cream and cream, and I stared at it because it was one of the few safe spaces to look.

“Better eat up.” My eyes flicked sideways to see Hayden was peering down at me. “You know Mum, she’ll have a hand on your forehead taking your temperature, then diagnosing you with some rare disease in the next.”

“An allergy to apple pie,” Hunter said. “Or sugar. remember when she went on that low-carb kick?”

We all groaned at that. Bacon, steak, and butter are fine things, but best consumed with tasty, tasty carbs. I grinned then, shaking my head as I picked up my spoon, because that shared history helped me relax. I was just sitting on the same couch, with the same guys, at the same kind of dinner I’d been attending for over ten years. Nothing had changed. That had me spooning a big mouthful of delicious pie into my mouth, but as I savoured the taste, I was conscious I had an audience. 

My eyes rolled up to see Hayden watching every swallow of my throat. His smile faded, a small line forming between his brows instead. I watched his lips fall open just a little, as if he wanted a bite, and my hand moved to give him one when Heather broke in.

“Hayden?” He looked up almost guiltily, a fine red flush colouring his cheeks as he blinked. “Don’t you want some pie?” his mother asked.

“Thanks, Mum,” he said, accepting his bowl and digging in, just like he normally did.

“So…” Millie had a shit-eating grin all over her face, “how about a little RuPaul’s Drag Race? The new all-star season has started.”

“And my girl, Miss Vanjie better come out on top this time,” Hunter said.

“Bitch, Roxxxy slays,” Millie shot back. As the two of them squabbled, I sank back into the chair, eating my pie.

“Back in the day, you only saw boys that dressed like girls in clubs on the Cross,” Angus said, sitting down in his recliner and popping the footrest. He was referencing the notorious strip of clubs in King’s Cross, Sydney. “They are bloody good at what they do, though. You see the before and after and you’d never know they were the same person.”

“Think maybe I should be using a lot more makeup?” Heather said, patting her hair.

“No bloody way.” He dragged her down and onto his lap to the sound of their children’s groans. “You’re already too pretty without a speck of makeup on.”

“Put the damn show on,” Brock told Millie, “something to drown out the sound of Mum and Dad making out.”

But they weren’t. Instead, Angus had Heather sitting across his lap as he fed her spoonfuls of pie. The two of them giggled like teenagers and that’s when I felt a wrench. Not that I wished my parents were the same. Dad was a big gruff man and Mum was too uptight to do anything like this ever, let alone when they had company, but because… Growing up around the McDonalds had been like a glimpse into heaven. One day I’d find my Angus, I’d assumed, and somehow that had my focus shifting to Brock.

He was sitting forward, elbows on his knees, his forearms flexing as he ate his dessert, and with that sixth sense of his, he turned sideways to meet my gaze. I squirmed in my seat, something that was made hard by the twins’ presence, but didn’t look away. Those strange pale-brown eyes took all of me in, then he shook his head slightly before looking meaningfully at the bowl in front of me. Eat, that was the clear message. I watched his eyes narrow as I pushed the spoon around but didn’t have any more, his jaw muscle flexing.

“If you don’t eat it.” Hunter’s voice was a low buzz in my ear, jerking my attention his way. He soaked in the attention like it was his due. “Big Brother will have you over his lap feeding you pie just like Dad does Mum.” My mouth went dry at the thought of it. “Or I can?” One eyebrow rose in challenge. “Would your mother like that? A guy that will feed you, when you’re sick, when you’re tired, or just for the pleasure of holding you close and seeing your lips part around the spoon.”

I couldn’t look away even though I needed to.

“Nah, I’d have to work my way up to that, but I will.” He turned back to the TV. “I’ll have your mother eating out of my hand before the week’s end, I promise.”

I believed him, because I was already–watching him eat his pie, it taking a wink for me to jerk my focus back to the screen.

Watching Drag Race was always a curious thing. It took a group of drag queens for me to come to appreciate the effort and skill it took to apply makeup. Each one took the raw clay of who they were and transformed themselves from caterpillars into the most beautifully alien butterflies. 

“Remember when we got into Mum’s makeup?” Millie said to me.

“Oh god…” I nearly choked as I remembered the mess we’d made. “I’m so sorry for that, Heather.”

“I was ropeable at the time,” she admitted, “but… seems like a rite of passage for a young girl to mess around with mum’s makeup.” Heather nodded at the screen. “Some young boys too. You two were just playing.”

And thought we were so pretty. 

I watched each man apply lipstick and blush with an expert hand, transforming the structure of their faces in some cases to become something else altogether. I could sit comfortably watching them do it for some reason, even though I’d rarely worn makeup myself. Perhaps because they were so proficient, or maybe because they were men, I didn’t know, but when I applied eyeliner or mascara myself, I just remembered Mum’s bark of laughter. Not a gentle amusement at the shaky mask of makeup we’d put on, but instead the curl of her lip clarified what she thought.

Which didn’t stop her from making that explicit when we got into the car.

“What were you thinking, Jamie?” she said with a shake of her head. “That you look pretty?” Her scathing tone made clear that statement was never true. “You’ll scrub every bit of it off your face once you get home.”

A single tear rolled down my cheek, tainted with foundation and mascara, it hit my lap in a splash of tan and black. My tears always ran clear now, the few times I let them fall.

But most of all, I made sure not to let anything touch me deeply enough to make me cry.

“So about that date?” Hunter whispered.

“Nowhere fancy,” I hissed back, “and then answers, yes?”

“Yes,” he replied with a triumphant smile. “Always yes.”


Chapter 8



Brock

“I need you to fake date Jamie for a week while her mum is in town.” Millie had said before dinner. Her impish smile, her words replayed over and over inside my head, drowning out the drone of the TV. I didn’t give a shit about drag queens, drag kings, anyone but Jamie. “After that, you can date her whichever way you want.”

“What?” My baby sister had my number, that had been clear, her eyes dancing. “You want me to date my apprentice…?” I shook my head. “My employee?”

“You don’t have a boss to answer to or HR to worry about, but maybe don’t chase her around the car hoist thingie trying to get in her pants.” Millie’s grin widened. “Not unless she’s into consensual non-consent.”

“What?” My sister was saying words, putting them into sentences, but as soon as I tried to make meaning from them, my brain fell apart. “Consensual… what?”

“You need me to explain CNC?” she asked in a patronising tone.

“Yes, I mean, no. The first bit. Explain that.”

“Jamie’s mum is coming to town and she thinks my bestie has been dating three guys.” A little rumble formed in my chest. “There are no such guys. Know anything about that?”

I rocked back on my heels, crossing my arms. 

“Not sure what you mean.”

“You know plenty.” She shoved a finger into my chest but I was going nowhere. I just cocked an eyebrow, reminding her which brother she was dealing with. “The amount of blokes that have been buzzing around Jamie that lose interest before she can even register they’re keen. The guys who go to approach her and you go and stand in their way. That guy⁠—”

“Dale.” I knew exactly who she was talking about. He was a damn good mechanic, but he couldn’t keep his hands to himself, not even with a wife at home. When I called him into my office, I was clear he could either go and find a job somewhere else or I could report back to his missus, he made the right choice.

“You’re a big lump of overprotective grumpy,” she said, waving her hand in my direction. “I love that you’re my own personal bouncer on rough nights at the pub. You just want to keep me and Jamie safe.”

“Need to.” The words came out kicking and screaming, clawing their way out of my chest.

“I get it. You’re the big, bad Rottweiler but that means Jamie is inventing boyfriends to appease her mother, all the while going out with idiots that don’t deserve her because they’re brave enough to ignore you,” Millie continued.

“What?”

“You keep saying that, Big Guy, but you need to catch on.” She clicked her fingers in front of my face until I was forced to knock her hand away. “Jamie’s mum is a ball-tearer, you know that, and she’s got our girl too scared to be upfront with her. Pretend to be her boyfriend for a week and…”

What enticement did Millie think she could offer me, when everything I’d ever wanted was already on the table? I waited her out to see what she would say.

“After that, it’s up to you.” She stepped back literally and figuratively. “You take my best friend out for a few dates and keep her mother, and Jamie happy, well… What happens after that is none of my business.” Her brows drew down and I had to fight the urge to smile. Millie thought she looked tough? I’d pulled her pigtails not that long ago. “Unless you hurt her. Never hurt Jamie.”

“What makes you think I can?” My voice broke on the words, but I forged on. “She’s worked under me for ten years now…” And I wanted, needed more than that. My employee was like a sore tooth, my tongue coming back over and over, desperate for another taste. “And I’ve been wanting her under me in other ways for at least half that time.”

“Ew…” Millie’s nose scrunched up.

“You’re right, I have been warning blokes off her. If I cared enough, I wouldn’t have, but I did anyway. I couldn’t have her, I knew that, so she needed to find happiness with someone else.” I shook my head involuntarily. “But every time one of them would approach her, I’d see all the moments I’d seen the same bloke chase barmaids down, make shitty comments about an ex, or that they weren’t even separated from their existing partners. Not worthy is what I saw.”

“But you are?” she asked.

“Not saying that.”

“I am.” She crossed her arms, mimicking my pose perfectly. “You go near my bestie, brother dear, and you will be. Show me what kind of boyfriend you can be, and I’ll consider rescinding my ban on you boys dating Jamie.”

I made a rude noise, shaking my head, but when she grinned, so did I. Fucking Millie. She might be the youngest, but growing up with three brothers, she had to have the balls to stand up to each one of us.

“And just to make things interesting, the twins will be fake dating her too.”

“What?”

God, I needed to think of some other response. 

“Jamie said she had three guys dating her to try and throw her mother’s wedding plans off.” I straightened up, every muscle tensing. “So I asked the twins to step in as the other two. You know what Hayden thinks about Jamie.” My head snapped around, eyes narrowing as I took in my kid brother. “Pretty sure Hunter is just as gone for her, just hiding it real well behind his beach bum bullshit. So you’ll have competition, big brother.” She rubbed her hands together. “Three guys working hard to prove themselves to my best friend, just like she’s always deserved.”

She nodded sharply.

“Should’ve happened long before now, but better late than never. Impress her mother, Brock, but most of all, impress Jamie. She’s the one that matters.”

The only one that mattered.

I came back to the lounge room abruptly, shooting Hunter a dark look as he whispered intently something that made Jamie flush. I wanted to be the one who stained her cheeks red, that had her lips parting, then sucking in a breath; and while I’d always got on fine with my brothers, I made clear with one long stare how this would go. He could flash his million dollar smile, try all the tricks he used when he was picking up female models from his gigs, but me? I knew Jamie. We’d shared a workshop for over ten years, drank, ate, and sat in each other’s presence. I’d use every single scrap of information I’d gleaned from my observations to fake date the shit out of her, then reveal just how real it could be.

Both the twins stiffened as I smiled.

Game on, boys, game on.


Chapter 9



Jamie

Was there anything dumber than hanging around my place, even though I was all ready for work, delaying the inevitable? I didn’t want to be in the workshop early, I reasoned. Me and Brock together in the same space… My whole body shivered, but was that from anticipation or fear? I didn’t know and I didn’t want to. Finally, the clock ticked past the point I needed to leave if I was going to beat peak hour traffic, so I grabbed my stuff.

And a bag of nice clothes I’d packed last night.

Would I put them on after work? Would I go and have pizza with Brock and then go walk along the beach? All of that sounded relatively low key, so it was no big deal, right? Right? I’d packed the bag, unpacked it, then repacked it, reasoning that I’d leave it in the back of my car, ready to use if I wanted it and not if I didn’t.

And now I needed to get my arse to work.

I pulled up outside the garage with a minute until starting time, feeling tired and wired. I hadn’t had time to grab a coffee on the way, so I’d need to throw down a mug of the gross instant stuff in the break room before I got to work, the thought of that preoccupying me as I walked in the door.

Only to find Brock standing there with a takeaway cup in hand. It smelled freaking amazing, and Clinton grinned at the sight of it.

“Got me a coffee, boss? Thanks!”

He went to reach for it, earning him a growl from Brock, but right as I came to a standstill, those pale-brown eyes swung my way.

Shit.

Shit, shit, shit.

He went to give it to me instead, everything happening in slow motion. I caught Clinton’s gleeful look, as he whacked Ken in the guts and gestured. All the guys were turning around to watch the moment when Brock handed me the coffee like a relay racer would a baton. Eyes went wide, fingers pointed, elbows went into ribs, but all that was blocked out as Brock came to stand in front of me. Reality snapped back abruptly as his hands went around mine, forcing me to clasp the coffee.

“I figured you might need this to get through the day,” he said, his voice a low rumble.

“Mouse gets a coffee?” Clinton complained. “Where’s mine?”

“In the bloody coffee pot, where it always is,” Brock snapped.

Clinton shouldered forward, looking the two of us up and down. I was forced to jerk my hands back, bringing the cup with me.

“What, no special coffee for me?” Clinton asked. “What do I need to do to have you standing by the door with a drink for me when I arrive?”

“Do some fucking work for a change?” Brock replied, shooting him a withering look, but it’d take more than that to keep Clinton down. “That’d be real special.”

“So what did Mousey do that was special?”

Clinton sounded like a teenager, all ooh, Jamie’s talking to a boy shit, so I pushed forward.

“Turn up to work on time.” I poked him in the chest, forcing him back. “Get my jobs done.” Another poke. “Not spend half the day outside on a ‘smoke break.’ Keep my mouth shut and⁠—”

“Date me.” You could’ve heard a pin drop in that moment, the rough industrial sounds of the warehouses near us fading away, replaced by the thudding of my heart. Each of the men I worked with came to attention like a hound on the hunt. I swallowed, went to say something, to deny this, argue, explain, but no words came out. “Isn’t that right, babe?”

Damn Millie and her plots, I thought dimly, as Brock’s arm snaked around me, unable to avoid the satisfying sensation of having its heavy presence around my waist. That feeling of pleasure, of being sheltered and protected from the world only intensified as my back hit his chest. It was the feel of his nose nuzzling in my hair that had me stiffening, that move far too personal for this situation.

This man.

Clinton’s lips twitched, his eyes dancing with a manic light, right before he turned to Ken and Gary.

“Told you! Pay up, bitches.”

I frowned as I watched the two older men grumble and drag out their wallets, twenty bucks each handed over. “I knew they were into each other. There’s no other way Jamie could resist my charms.”

“Oh my god, I’m going to throw up,” I mumbled.

“Now, fifty bucks they’re banging before the end of the week,” Clinton continued. “Any takers? Anyone?”

Thankfully the other guys just shook their heads, obviously not wanting to get involved in this, but Clinton was too stupid to know when he was crossing a line. The only warning I got was the tensing of Brock’s arms, right before he snapped.

“You’d do well to never mention the word sex and my girl in the same sentence.” Brock sounded more animal than man. “Everyone’s got work to do. Let me know if you don’t.”

All the humour was sucked from the air and the guys nodded and turned to wander off into the workshop. I went to do the same, but Brock’s grip on me tightened.

“If I could have a quick word?” I said between gritted teeth. “Babe?”

“Anything you want,” he said with a grin.

This was a terrible, terrible plan. The warmth in his voice seeped into me like the heat from the coffee cup, driving the morning chill from my bones, but once we were upstairs and in his office, I turned to face him.

“What the fucking hell?” I hissed, shooting a look at the glass windows that displayed a view of the workshop below. Everyone was doing as they were told and getting on with their work. “What was that?”

“How are you going to convince your mother you’re dating me if your own workmates know nothing about it?” he asked, that little smug smile of his driving me mad. 

“She’s not likely to come by here!” I snapped. I tried to imagine Mum picking her way up the driveway, across the wet and muddy gravel, and failed. I’m fairly sure Dad handled all the car services. 

“I didn’t do that so your mum could gossip with Clinton and get the details on our relationship,” he replied all too calmly. “I did it because if we can convince the guys we work with that there’s something going on, then we’ve got a chance of tricking your mother.”

“Oh.” Seconds ago I was feeling flushed with anger, but that all washed away abruptly, leaving me a little cold. “I didn’t think of that. I thought…” 

What had I thought? There wasn’t a lot of conscious thought in my head when he was holding me, and as I looked up, there wasn’t much more as I stared at him. Brock was a good looking guy. With a tousled head of brown hair and a neatly trimmed beard, his flannel shirt had him looking a little lumbersexual. Like he could pick you up and toss you over his shoulder with little effort, then drag you off to his lair. Maybe he did that with the girls he dated, though I’d never met one. Maybe he carried them kicking and screaming over to his bed and then when he threw them down… I stopped that train of thought abruptly with a shake of my head. 

“I’m sorry. I know you’re just doing this…” I held up the coffee. “As a favour to Millie. I didn’t plan for her to ask you, to put you in this position. That…” I jerked my head towards the front door. “Makes sense now. You’re just trying to help me make a lie look like the truth. I guess we should’ve talked about that before now.” I stopped, pursing my lips and then forced myself to smile. “So…” I turned to face him. “How did you want our fake relationship to go? Can we avoid a big, messy breakup that will make everything awkward?”

“If you want.”

Sometimes it was like you had to drag every word from Brock, and I felt that right now. One of us needed to grab the bull by the horns and apparently that was me.

“So the date tonight…” I blinked. “We go on that, make sure everyone knows⁠—”

“They will when we up and leave the pub,” he reasoned, stepping closer in the slow way one might use with a frightened animal. “That’s why I figured I’d broach the issue now. If everything’s out in the open⁠—”

“They won’t spend the night gossiping their heads off, coming up with crazier and crazier stories about where we’ve gone.” I nodded. “OK, so we’ve hard launched… whatever this is.” I flicked my finger between him and me. “So I guess we need to establish the ground rules, get our stories straight. You’re gonna call me… babe.” I snorted. The awkwardness of this threatened to overwhelm me, but I had to remember I was the one doing this to myself. “Should I⁠—?”

“Call me whatever you want,” he said, still closing the gap between us. 

“Honey pie?” His look of horror inspired me. “My sweet pumpkin munchkin? Love nuggets?” 

I grinned when he winced.

“Maybe something that won’t get me harassed by the fellas?”

“Love?” Nope, no way, that was too big a word to use. “Darling?” That sounded like something a grand lady would say. “Honey? Sweetie?” 

I let out a hopeless groan because every word felt like an ill-fitting pair of overalls. The straps were sagging, but the seam was creeping up my butt, until he grabbed my hands.

Was it just that it’d been over a month since a man had touched me? That had to be the explanation for why a thrill went through me the minute our hands joined. I felt the calluses, the coarse skin as his fingers rubbed against mine, somehow better than the softest of caresses, silencing the frantic shriek of my thoughts until I could finally take a full breath. He watched me let it out again, all the tension washing away with a nod.

“You don’t have to overthink it. I didn’t walk in here this morning and wait for you to arrive thinking I was going to call you babe in front of the guys.” He bent down slightly to ensure he met my eyes. “I didn’t anticipate they had a betting pool going.” I winced. “I’ll have a word with them about that.”

“No, it’s fine.” I squeezed his hands and then pulled away. “Everything will be fine. In a little over a week, all this will be over with and Clinton will be focussed on something else.” I smiled. “I’ve just got to pretend that you’re not my boss, not the guy who saw me strip nuts and nearly use the wrong oil when changing it over. Not the guy that used to frown at me when I was a little girl, hanging around your house way too much.”

I poked a finger in the air.

“If I put all that history aside and replace it with something else.” My mouth moved faster, the words spilling out as I realised a way through this. “Saw you as some guy I met at the pub one night…” 

As a man, that went unsaid, my mind bucking and twisting like a wild horse in response to that idea, the labels of Millie’s grumpy older brother, my boss, too big and expansive to allow that. It was OK, I only needed to pretend for a bit over a week.

“I’ll just wing it,” I said finally, “though we need to talk about how we’re going to break up.”

“Not yet,” he said with a deadly finality, forcing me to look up at the clock. Minutes were ticking by, minutes he paid me to work.

“I need to get back to the cars,” I said with a nod. “Got it. 

It was a relief to turn on my heel and walk back downstairs. Clinton looked up and shot me a mischievous grin, but a dark look from me had him turning back to whatever job he was working.

“What needs doing?” I asked Gary.

“The Ford Falcon has an engine whine,” he said, pointing to a newer model car parked in the garage.

“Got it.”

Moving forward, popping the bonnet, grabbing my tools, these were all pleasantly familiar, helping settle me, but Gary sidled up.

“You OK, Jamie?”

The man was over fifty, had a wife he’d been with since they were teenagers, so he was rocking big dad energy right now.

“I’m fine,” I replied with a smile.

“You make sure he treats you right, otherwise…” Ken had drifted closer, even Clinton dragging himself out of the engine bay of the car he was working on. “Brock might be the boss, but that doesn’t mean we won’t sort him out if he doesn’t treat you good.”

I smiled. The guys were grumpy, stuck in their ways or really annoying by turns, but sometimes, sometimes they said just the right thing.

“It’s fine,” I replied, “but thanks. Things are just casual at the moment. We just didn’t want to be sneaking around the garage.”

“So instead you’re gonna bang in the office?” Clinton asked, almost hopefully, only to have the air driven out of him by Ken’s elbow. 

“No banging in the office,” I replied, “though the boss might ream you out if you keep standing about gossiping.”

I nodded to the stairs to where Brock stood, glowering down at the four of us as he stared through the window.

“Back to work then,” Gary said. “You can gossip all you like at smoko time.”

His gruff tone gave me permission to do the thing I needed to do. Focus on my job, on feeling confident and competent, on the things I could control. I clung to that with both hands as I picked up a wrench, because I’d need it to get through a week with my mother.


Chapter 10



Brock

“I need to get back to work.” I watched Jamie misunderstand everything I said, and why wouldn’t she? “Got it.”

No, I wanted to shout, crossing the floor and slamming the door shut before she could slip out of it. No, I’d say again and again, as I pulled her right back into my arms.

Where she belonged.

I knew it’d feel good when I held her for the first time, but fuck… I hadn’t expected it to feel so damn right. Like she was made for me, just as I was her, our bodies slotting together like two puzzle pieces, locking tight, never to be separated again. Instead, I was forced to watch her labour under the assumption that this wasn’t real, that I didn’t have the ghost of her body against my chest even now.

I strode over to my desk, jerking the chair out and then slamming my butt down, my hands forming a steeple as I stared at my laptop. There was tax stuff that needed to be done, bills to be paid, and a million other pieces of administrivia that demanded my attention. I could give it none. The same question that had me up half the night, rolling around in my bed, punching my pillow, trying to get some sleep, hit me now.

When was I going to tell Jamie how I really felt?

This wasn’t fake for me. Millie knew exactly what she was doing by suggesting this, giving me a legitimate place to pull a whole lot of feelings I kept hidden for far too long, but she didn’t know. This was like letting the blood flow back into a leg that had been sitting in the same position for hours. It stung so much my teeth locked tight to stifle back a moan of pain, yet I wasn’t moving, trying to increase the blood flow.

Which had me thinking.

Under the guise of acting as the perfect pretend boyfriend, there was no reason I couldn’t use this as an opportunity to show Jamie how good this would be. Working together, laughing together, being together… My hand ground down on my cock that throbbed sulkily in my jeans since the moment she walked in the door. Yeah, that. I needed to prove to her that I could be a good man, her man. That’s what had my fingers moving across the keyboard, bringing up a menu from a local cafe.

I’d gotten her lunch from there on her birthday, and she seemed to really like it. I scanned the menu, ordering this thing and that, not totally sure what she’d like, but that was OK. Rather than embarrass her, I’d get enough food for everyone. Sending the order off, I found I could finally take in a full breath. I had a chance. A slim one, but I’d take it, because it was more than I had before. With that sorted, I was able to focus on the pile of work waiting for me.

I didn’t need an alarm to tell me when the food was arriving. Some internal clock dragged me away from what I was doing ten minutes before the delivery driver was due to arrive. I pushed myself away from the computer and ran downstairs, walking past the workshop, only pausing for a second to stare at Jamie bent over an engine bay, then opening the break room door.

To find a fucking pigsty.

Being a mechanic was a dirty business, but that didn’t mean we needed to live that way.

“Clinton!” I shouted, the bloke’s head hitting the bonnet of the car he was working on before he winced and then ambled over. “What the fuck is this?”

“Ah… a sink full of dishes?”

“A sink full of…” I waved a hand in front of my face. “Dishes that have been sitting there for days if not weeks. A table covered in crumbs and smears of tomato sauce. A bin full of rubbish. What did I say after the last time we had to have the pest inspectors come through?”

“Clean up after ourselves,” he said with a sigh. “Oi, Ken!”

The other man walked over, glad for the distraction, and while Clinton did the dishes and Ken took the rubbish away, I cleaned off the table then gave the floor a sweep.

“Anything special happening today, boss?” Clinton asked with a sly smile. “Or are we just making sure Mouse has somewhere nice to eat at break time?”

“I’m putting on lunch,” I said, the muffled sound of strange voices indicating the food had arrived. “And it looks like it’s here.”

I directed the delivery drivers to the break room, the foil containers letting out a savoury aroma that had both Jamie and Gary looking up as they passed. That vicious sense of satisfaction punched me in the guts, leaving me gasping but happy as everyone clustered around the table.

All I wanted to do was provide for Jamie. She was a damn good mechanic who seemed perfectly capable of looking after herself, but I… I hoped to take some of that burden from her. Feed her good food, massage the knots from her muscles that sometimes had her stretching her neck from side to side. Help her wash the grime of the day off her and then tuck her up in bed.

With me by her side.

I’d hold her in my arms and go to sleep, breathing in the scent of her hair as I heard her sighs grow longer and longer, finally able to relax because she was mine.

So I looked up now as Jamie walked in the door, feeling something fierce and fragile flickering inside my chest. I wanted to thump it then, point to everything I’d bought for her, but I couldn’t.

“So what’s the special occasion?” Gary asked, rubbing his hands together. “The dishes done as well?” 

His wife refused to make him lunch every day because she worked full time as well, and he often bemoaned this as he looked at the peanut butter sandwich he’d slapped together that morning.

“Oh, I think we know why.” Clinton flicked the soap suds from his hands, wiping them on a thankfully clean tea towel before propping his arse on the sink. “I, for one, support this new relationship dynamic. Free feeds and the boss losing the resting bitch face.” I cocked an eyebrow and stared him down. “I can get behind that, but Mouse, how about suggesting some Thai food next time? There’s a great little place a couple of suburbs over⁠—”

“Or that pasta place,” Ken said, his eyes getting wider and wider as he saw the spread. “Some ravioli and spag bol.”

“That garlic bread.” Gary kissed his fingers. “Though a big feed of seafood⁠—”

“All good suggestions,” Clinton said. “Mouse, we’ll shoot you a selection of menus. If you could subtly slide them the boss’ way, maybe post-coital and ready to promise you anything in the world. I’ll do those really shitty oil changes for you if you can get us seafood.”

The ribbing was all par for the course here. A garage full of blokes would always have a whole lot to say about each other, but that’s when I realised I’d made a fatal mistake. They called Jamie Mouse for a reason. When riled up she’d push back, hard if she needed to. She’d torn strips off Dale when he was trying to make moves on her, the entire garage going quiet as she was clear just how much he’d underestimated her. But as a rule, she kept her head down, hoping to convince everyone she deserved to be here with her competence.

And I’d just made her the centre of attention.

“I…” She felt the need to say something, but I watched her throat work, a small frown forming as she fought her body to get the words out.

“Looks like you’ve rendered her speechless,” Clinton cackled. “Good job, Brock. Now you know what to do if she starts nagging.”

“Clinton…” Gary hissed.

But the damage was done. She backed away, her face too pale, none of the pleasure I hoped to see in her expression. Instead, she just looked freaked out. 

“Jamie…”

I’d come on too hard, too fast, and when I took a step forward to admit that, she kept on moving, away from me, not closer. She shook her head, mutely communicating what I already knew. 

That I’d fucked up.

Of course, that was the moment Hayden came walking into the garage.

“Jamie?” 

She spun around at the sound of her name.

“I need…” She swallowed hard, then looked back, her gaze feeling like a hot electrical wire, branding me. “I need to get out of here. Can you⁠—?”

Hayden shot me one short look, but it was filled with triumph.

“Of course. I came by to see if you wanted lunch…”

I didn’t get to hear the rest of that because Hayden ushered her out the front door of the garage and out onto the street where his ute waited.

“I’m guessing that didn’t go to plan.” Gary had come to stand beside me, and I shot him a sharp look before watching my brother and my girl drive away, feeling like my heart was being crushed in their path. “Mouse… Jamie, she’s a funny little thing. Skittish as a colt and just as spirited, but…” He stared into my eyes. “That’s the way it works, mate. You’ve gotta work out what’s got her spooked and then try and make clear you’re gonna help her get past those fears. On her timeline.” 

He was my employee. I could’ve fired him on the spot for what he was saying, but he said it anyway, staring at me meaningfully. I didn’t, nodding instead, because it was all true. This was a misstep, but I wouldn’t make the same mistake again. Jamie hated an audience, so whatever happened, it needed to be away from prying eyes.

“Thanks, Gary,” I said, slapping his shoulder before I walked back into the break room. I sat down and ate food I didn’t taste, filled my belly until I was full, my mind whirring. I could make this right tonight and all the nights after that, until she was mine.


Chapter 11



Hayden

What the fuck had my brother done?

Jamie marched out of the garage like her arse was on fire, and I shot Brock a dark look before taking her over to my ute. Her body slammed into the side as she sucked in one breath then another.

“Hey… Hey…” I moved in close, closer than I’d ever dared and shoved aside that feeling of pleasure, focussing on her. “What did he do? What did Brock do?”

She blinked, looking like someone who’d just emerged from a deep sea dive, but she seemed to come to quickly. A smile was there to cover for her little lapse, but I wasn’t convinced.

“I’m fine, I just…” She started to pull away, but I put a hand down on the side of the car, hemming her in. “I just need to get away from the garage.”

“Well, jump in. I was coming to see if you wanted some lunch anyway.” She went pale at that and I wondered what the hell I’d done wrong. “I mean, just to talk strategy, for when your mum arrives?”

“Oh, yeah, right.” She nodded sharply and when I unlocked the car, she climbed inside, filling the cab with the scent of flowers and engine oil. I breathed it in as I put the key in the ignition and started it up.

“Lunch at Kendall’s Bakery work for you?”

It was a place all of us had started to frequent since it opened. The bread, the pies were to die for, the little bakery always packed because it’d won national awards for its baked goods. 

“That’d be perfect,” she replied.

“So…” We were out on the main road now, surrounded by trucks and cars, houses and shops a blur as we drove past. “Want to tell me what’s got you looking like you’ve seen a ghost? Brock lose his shit again because someone put the toilet roll on the wrong way?”

“He used to get cranky about that when he still lived at home?” she asked.

“About that, dropping dishes in the sink when he was washing them, if you didn’t clean the mop bucket out at least two times when doing the floors.” I felt a little disloyal bagging out Brock as I smiled her way, but the colour coming back to her cheeks had me continuing. “He’s tightly wound, my big brother.”

“Yeah…”

She stopped gripping the oh-fuck handle by the doorway and let her hands fall loose into her lap.

“But that usually means he doesn’t make a lot of mistakes,” I said. “Left that to us, I think.” She smiled then, really smiled. “So what did he do?”

“What I asked.” Some of the tension was back, but I had to think this was necessary. “That’s the stupid thing. I need him to be my fake date, so of course he’d bring me coffee in the morning, do PDA in front of the other guys.”

Public displays of affection, the thought of that was a gut punch. No, make that two. One, because he’d taken upon himself to touch my girl, and two, because he’d dared to. My eyes slid sideways, taking in the way her hands started to turn to claws. With my heart in my throat, I grabbed one, giving in a squeeze. Her hand felt so damn small inside mine, delicate and utterly feminine, despite the grease caught under her nails.

“So he bought you a coffee and held your hand⁠—?”

“Held me,” she corrected and then, I could just see it. Her pressed against him, nothing ever having felt as right as this. His nose dropping down, wanting to breathe that scent in deeper. “Put on a big show for the guys.”

Yeah, a ‘show.’ Brock would’ve loved every damn moment of it.

“We talked through how we’d do things and… I thought I was OK with it all, but then I walked into the break room. It was actually clean for once, and everyone knew he did that for me, then food started arriving. The guys were taking the piss, telling me what to make Brock order next time and I… I…”

She frowned and I waited patiently, unable to work out what had her running out of the garage.

“I felt like a dickhead. I know it was all just for show but…”

Jamie turned to stare into my eyes and I stared back far too long, forced to wrench them back to the road or risk a car crash. Not for the first time, I cursed her mother. Jamie had a couple of brothers, that was something that Millie and her bonded over, but it was a totally different dynamic. Millie was the princess in our family, and we all jumped to when she gave an order, whereas Jamie? Her mother would’ve been called a boy mum now, because she only had good things to say about her darling boys. The guys weren’t even bad blokes, the youngest of her brothers in the same year as us at school, but it was like to give them a break, her mother had to focus all her critical energy on Jamie.

“But what?” I said, kicking my own arse for saying this, because I could take advantage of Brock’s fuck up. “Big brother made a fuss over you?”

“You’re making me sound like an idiot,” she grumbled.

“Nope, just someone who seems way too uncomfortable with other people being nice to them. You deserve it, you know. Millie would’ve just looked at the spread a guy put on for her and then wondered out loud where the Veuve Clicquot was.”

That was apparently the right thing to say because she started to laugh. Get ‘em laughing, Dad always said, and you’ll get into their pants. While I wanted that more than my own breath, Jamie’s shift in mood was more important. 

“Though I dunno if you need to be a bitch on wheels like my darling sister, you could just y’know… be cool when someone does something nice for you.” She snorted, then shot me a rueful smile. “Even, and I say this with great hesitation, be grateful?”

“Fuck…” She sat back hard against the seat and shook her head. “That was so ungrateful. I need to tell him sorry.” Her head rolled my way. “You sure you want to fake date me? There’s a reason my relationships never last longer than a month or two.”

Because they were never the right guys for her, I thought furiously, but I would be.

“I wouldn’t worry.” I couldn’t believe I was going to say this. “I think this is why Millie suggested us for the job.” I flicked my eyes her way. “We know you, Jamie. There’s pretty much nothing you can do that’ll piss us off. Brock will be fine when you get back to work, but maybe you could practise being good with someone buying you lunch by letting me grab you a butter chicken pie.”

A park opened up right out the front of the bakery and I pulled into the spot, then looked at her expectantly. I needed her to say yes, to just move those sexy little lips and say that one word. Trying to play it cool fucking failed me the minute she smiled.

“I’m not that bad, I just don’t deal with surprises real well. You want to buy me a pie?”

“Two if you want it.” I winked, pretending like this was no big thing. “That’s how special you are to me.”

Even though she thought I was joking, her cheeks still flushed a pretty pink. I watched her shake her head and then say what I needed to hear.

“Sure, but I’m buying the coffees.”

I jerked open the door, jumping out and rushing around her side of the car to get hers before she could make a move. That flush got a little brighter, but she took my hands and let me help her out. Pretty sure she didn’t expect for me to keep a hold of one as I led her into the packed bakery, but when she went to pull away, I gripped them tighter. If she fought me, I’d have let her go. I didn’t want to ruffle her feathers any more than Brock had.

Well, maybe a little…

I stole a sidelong look at her, catching the way her eyes flicked around the bakery, taking in the people, then me. It wasn’t hard to persuade myself that we were just a guy with his girl, grabbing a bite to eat on their lunch hour. The yeasty aroma in the air combined with her scent, creating something I wanted to bottle, just so I could sniff it again later, but we lined up and waited for our turn, everything all neat and orderly, until someone burst in to mess with that.

Little kid cackles are the best things. There’s a kind of wild glee that adults just can’t match, and that’s what she did right now, bursting out of the swinging doors that led into the kitchen and ran through the front of the shop. 

“Emma!”

I assume that was her mother calling out, a flustered looking lady with a smudge of flour on her cheek stomping out, just in time to see a customer with a tray full of coffees on collision course with the little girl. Little girl, coffee, there was no good end to this. Forced to let go of Jamie’s hand, I leapt forward.

If they kept going the way they were, she would get hit by six boiling hot coffees, somehow I knew. I shouted something at the coffee woman, but she stopped too slowly. I swept in, shoving my hands under the armpits of the little tearaway, her giggles turning to open mouthed fear, right as I carried her out of the way and to safety. Emma stared at me, wide eyed, and then burst into tears.

“Emma!”

As her mother rushed over, I placed the little girl on my hip, making the rhythmic shushing sound my cousins always told me worked with their babies. I bounced her up and down, watching her bottom lip quiver, then still, when her mother arrived.

“Emma! Oh god…” The woman took the little girl from me and turned to see the coffees had been splashed across the floor. The customer just stood there blinking, hands still hovering in the air. “Bailey, can we get a mop here and a refund? Some new coffees?” The mother was desperate to resolve the situation, but her focus quickly shifted back to her daughter. “Emma, you can’t go running off like that! You could’ve gotten scalded.”

The little girl stared at her mother, eyes shining as they filled with tears, then she threw her little arms around her mother’s neck.

“Goodness…” She rubbed her daughter’s back. “It’s alright, darling. Everything’s alright. You’re alright.”

Bailey appeared with a mop and bucket, but the crowds waiting at the counter were only getting thicker.

“Look, I’ll mop this—” I said.

“Oh no, you can’t.” The mother shook her head sharply. “I’ll just… Emma will…”

She was flustered, I could see that plainly, so I stepped forward and grabbed the mop.

“If you could grab us a couple of sausage rolls and…” I turned to see Jamie standing there. “A butter chicken pie?” She nodded. “I’ll get the floor cleaned up. Maybe some coffees for that lady.”

“On the house,” the mother said in a definite tone. “Get them a whole box of both the pies and the sausage rolls.”

“On it,” Bailey said with a nod, rushing back to the counter.

“I can’t thank you enough for this,” the mother said, doing her best to soothe the now wailing child. “Like free pies for life.”

“Hear that, Jamie?” I asked as I looked up from mopping. “You’re sorted.”

“This is your man?” the mother asked her, sidling closer to Jamie, even as she jostled and rubbed the child’s back. She glanced down at my girl’s fingers. “You need to lock that one down. Cleaning up other people’s messes and saving small children? He’d make a good daddy.”

“Um… about my coffees?” the woman who’d lost her order said.

“I’m so sorry. We’ll replace them on the house and will throw in a box of doughnuts as well…”

I’m not sure how I expected Jamie to react as I went to work, mopping up the coffee until the floor was cleaned, but it wasn’t this. She was all pale and wide eyed again, standing there, just staring before Bailey rushed over with a couple of boxes.

“That’s enough to feed an army, but thanks,” I said to the girl, before turning to Jamie. “My good deed for the day is done. Should we get out of here?”

“Yeah.”

She turned on her heel and left so fast I was surprised she wasn’t leaving skid marks on the polished wooden floors. I sighed and then hoisted the boxes up, following her outside to find out why.


Chapter 12



Jamie

“Everything OK?” Hayden asked, looking me over.

I just snorted and then grinned.

“Oh, I just wanted to get the hell out of the way.”

“Of the little girl…?”

“No.” Did he not know? There’s no way he could’ve gone through life looking like he did and not be aware of it. “Hot male model saves child and then mops floor afterwards!” I spread my hands out as if this was a newspaper headline. “I just didn’t want to get caught in the rush.” He shook his head in confusion. “Of women throwing their numbers at you?” Still, he looked puzzled. “In case you’re unaware, that shit is catnip for women. I saw a gleam in multiple women’s eyes in the bakery. At least some of them were planning a wedding inside their heads with you as the groom. I figured I’d remove myself in case one of your future baby mamas was standing there.”

“Baby mamas…” He blinked. “I don’t plan on having kids.”

“OK,” I replied with a shrug. “But men say that all the time and…”

Then change their mind.

The one serious relationship I’d had was with Rohan. We’d met in trade school, and while I’d checked him out, I’d turned him down each time he asked me out on a date. I couldn’t deal with the gossip of all the other apprentices, but when he asked me out on the last day of our final trade block, I’d said yes. One date led to another and another, and a connection was formed beyond having someone to bitch about being a mechanic with. He loved old muscle cars like I did, liked long, lazy Sunday mornings in bed. His enthusiasm for bacon matched my own and we never fought. Being with him was like spending time with a male version of myself, and I thought we were completely on the same page until one day, when we were around at his parent’s place, one of his relatives asked when we were going to get married and have kids.

It was like floodgates had opened. His family members analysed our place, identifying all the things that would need to change to accommodate the babies I’d be popping out. Others discussed how I’d have to quit my job and stay home, catering to my children and Rohan’s every need. Each muscle in my body grew tighter in sync with their increasing enthusiasm. It wasn’t as if Rohan didn’t notice, his own grip on my hand clamping down, holding me in this spot, his fingers biting into mine when I tried to pull free. I stared into his eyes, willing him to tell them, to set them straight. We’d talked about this, agreed that we never wanted to get married or have kids.

Then he turned around and changed his mind.

“Jamie will make a great mum and wife,” he said, much to his family’s satisfaction. “Won’t you, love?”

I would be if that’s what I wanted. I knew my way around a mop and a fry pan, Mum having put me through my first apprenticeship, but the idea of doing that all the time and only that? No, worse, with a small human in tow. Or multiple, because no one wanted to have just one child. I’d been filled with a strange kind of hysteria, my chest getting ever tighter because it felt like a trap. One everyone around me had been herding me towards, simply because of my gender. 

We’d had a roaring fight when we got home and then it all came out. He’d changed his mind. That was fine, I wished him well, I told him through the tears, but I hadn’t. I was never going to become the mother of his child and he needed to find someone who wanted to if that’s what he wanted.

He did.

About six months later, he was engaged to a lovely girl and I… I felt like my eyes had been opened. People said one thing and meant another, and so they couldn’t be trusted.

“You sure?” I joked, nodding to the bakery. “We could go back in. You could point out the hot girls, and I’ll play the game of ‘Have you met, Hayden?’ I’m pretty sure you’d get at least a few phone numbers by the end of it.”

“I’d never disrespect you like that.”

I blinked, unable to work out why his face had turned to thunder. Those blue eyes almost glowed as he stared at me. 

“But this is all fake⁠—”

“Until this week is done and your mother is on the plane, flying back to her harpy’s nest, there are no other women for me.” I watched his hand shoot out as if in slow motion, catching the way the sun made the golden hairs there gleam as he took my hand in his. There was a strange kind of comfort from that touch. His thumb brushed across my knuckles, moving back and forth in a soothing rhythm. “Millie asked us to do this for you for a reason.” A small smile formed and that let me take a full breath. “She knew we’d do right by you, and I will. No one from the outside will ever think I am anything other than your boyfriend.”

“For just a week.” Somehow I need to say that, to console myself or to protect myself.

“Just for a week.” A dimple popped in his cheek. “Though, if at the end of it you are like no, no, Hayden don’t leave me.” My eyes narrowed as I watched him affect a dramatic pose. “I guess I could extend things.”

“Extend things…” I growled, then punched him in the arm, only to be forced to flick my fingers in pain. He grinned when it became evident he’d tensed his bicep in anticipation of it. “I don’t know how the hell I’m going to get through a week.”

“Together.” The smile faded and something else rose, my focus sharpening as I tried to interrogate what. “We’ll get through this together.”

Another squeeze of my hand and then he was turning to the steering wheel. “But we’ve got more baked goods than two people have a right to possess, and I dunno about you, but I’m hungry.”

“I should be getting…” My stomach rumbled, making clear what I was about to say was very, very wrong. I was about to tell Hayden I needed to get back to the garage, but apparently that was a no from my body. “Pie in my belly.”

“Sounds like a plan. We’ll sit by the beach and eat, yeah?”

When he shot me a sidelong look to confirm, I found myself relaxing. We’d hung out plenty of times, though usually with Millie in tow. This lunch was considerably lower key than Brock’s big spread, so I nodded. Just two friends hanging out and munching pies. I could do that.

Which is how we found ourselves sitting on the stone wall between the road and the beach. The pie was amazing, full of a thick curry sauce and tender chunks of chicken. I ate mine quicker than I would’ve thought possible, drawing a smile from Hayden. He offered me another, which I initially refused. 

“A belly full of food and I’ll be dozing off under the car I’m working on,” I replied.

“Have it,” he said, pressing the pastry into my hand. “You can always go home and have a nanna nap after work.”

“No, I can’t.” The regular rush of the waves, the salt air, they all worked to relax me, but that feeling of peace started to fade. “We go for drinks on a Thursday night, and then I’m supposed to go out for dinner with Brock.” I frowned. “Though I’m not sure if he’ll be keen on that idea anymore after the way I behaved.” I stared down at the sand. “I need to apologise, to make amends. He was just doing something nice for me and I⁠—”

“Got spooked.” His gaze held mine. “Something we’ll all have to keep in mind. Big gestures, public ones, they make you feel jumpy, right?” I nodded. “So things need to be lower key and anyway.” He let out a long sigh. “I shouldn’t be helping my ‘adversary’ out in the fight for your hand, but while he’s a grumpy prick, I think you’ll find that he’ll move on pretty quickly if you tell him what went wrong.” Hayden shook his head. “Us McDonald boys are somewhat results focussed. Eye on the prize and all that, not the shit that goes down on the way to achieving it, which reminds me.”

That big smile was back, and it was easy to see why the modelling scout had tapped him and his brother on the shoulder. Hayden was a picture of golden perfection right now.

“I brought you here to help settle you, make you feel a bit better, so…?”

I laughed when he looked at me hopefully.

“So goal achieved,” I replied, giving him a shove, which just had his arm snaking around my waist to stop me. I was drawn closer, and I went without protest. Because it was nice to pretend, just for a minute, that he was my boyfriend and he’d come to rescue me from embarrassment at work. That we would have days, weeks, years of lazy afternoons, sitting in the sun. That’s why I rested my head on his chest, I told myself, to indulge in that fantasy just for a moment. My eyes closed momentarily and I breathed in, focussing on just the here and now.

But that was never going to last long.

At some point I remembered I had a job to go back to and an apology to make, so we packed things up and walked back to the car. There was a companionable silence as we drove back to the garage, one where he kept shooting me little smiles every time I looked his way, which helped buoy me up for this.

“Hayden,” Brock said, appearing in the doorway of the garage when we pulled up. He nodded to his brother then turned to me. “Now, Jamie⁠—”

“Just let me apologise and then you can ream me out,” I said, holding up a hand. He stared fixedly at it before transferring his attention to me. “I’m sorry. What you did was… lovely. The food was from that place you ordered from for my birthday?” Brock nodded. “Well, thank you. That was incredibly sweet and I…” My work boot dragged through the dirt as I fought to get this out. “And I’m not really good with sweet. Can we have one of those snarky, bantery fake relationships instead? Like I call you a dickhead and a wanker and you⁠—”

Whatever I had to say was cut off by a sharp smack to my arse. My eyes went wide, my hands slapping down on my now stinging behind.

“As you wish,” Brock said with a grin. “Now, get back to work.”

Every guy in the garage saw that, and so my face was as flushed as my butt cheeks as I walked over to the car I was working on.

“So that’s how it’s gonna be,” Clinton said with a leer.

“It is, and if you don’t keep your mouth shut and get on with your work, you’ll get a belting too, just not on your butt,” Brock snapped.

“Damn…”

At that, everyone shut up and turned back to their work, which was just what I needed. Find the source of the engine whine, not sit around whining myself, I grabbed a wrench and approached the engine bay, but as I leaned over? I had a hot reminder of what was to come once knock off time came around.


Chapter 13



Brock

A snarky, bantery kind of relationship? How the hell was I supposed to do that? People always said I never used two words when one would do, and now she wanted to what, play fight?

I only ever played to win.

I stared at the bathroom mirror, taking in my fresh flannel shirt and clean jeans. I’d squirted on a little cologne the girl at the fragrance counter told me women liked, and my hair was wet and combed back. I was never going to get any more ready than I was, so I pushed away from the sink and walked out into the garage.

“Pretty sure it’s beer o’clock,” I announced. It was nearly 4 P.M. and we always left early for drinks on payday. I heard tools drop and feet scramble as the mechanics appeared from everywhere.

“Last one ready pays for the first shout!” Clinton said, tearing his overalls off to reveal jeans and a blue work shirt underneath. The others started doing the same. I think I even saw a button go clattering across the workshop floor in response, but Jamie emerged triumphant, throwing her hands up in the air.

“Whoop!” She smirked when Gary’s boot got caught on his overalls, forcing the man to hop around cursing wildly before finally freeing his foot. “Gazza’s first shout! I’ll have a rum and Coke⁠—”

“But you’re not ready,” I told her.

“What?” She looked down as if to check if she still had her overalls on and then frowned as she looked at me. “I am too. I was second⁠—”

“You’re not ready.” As her chest puffed up, I cocked an eyebrow, but instantly regretted it. She had a baggy, old long-sleeve t-shirt on under her overalls, but Clinton at least was noticing the body underneath it.

And so was I.

“We’re going out for dinner afterwards.”

“I’m not dressed for going out to dinner,” she said, as if she didn’t look like the sexiest little thing when her hand went to her hip. “I guess we’ll just have to have a counter meal like usual.”

Huh, if this was banter, I could get behind that. I shrugged.

“While I definitely will take you to a restaurant as you are.” I let my eyes slide slowly over the ragged pair of jeans and t-shirt like it was a fancy dress or something, just treasuring the opportunity to stare at her openly. “I know you, Jamie.” I caught her gaze then and held it. “I’ll pay for everyone’s drinks tonight if you don’t have a bag of clothes in your car to change into.”

“Oh, shit just got interesting,” Clinton muttered. For a moment I feared I’d mis-stepped. Jamie had everyone’s attention again, but this time her eyes narrowed rather than going wide. “So where’s your car, Mouse? We can take a look in the front seat and⁠—”

“Fine.”

She strode out of the workshop, only to return with a plastic bag full of clothes. Inside, I mentally pumped a fist, that she’d remembered our date and prepared for it.

“So does this mean Mouse is buying tonight?” Ken asked with a chuckle, but when she opened her mouth to reply, I shook my head.

“Jamie’s my date tonight. I was always going to fit the bill, now, babe…” I watched her jaw clench. “If you could go and make yourself even more beautiful so we can get going, that’d be great. Pretty sure everyone here has a beer with their name on it waiting for them at the pub.”

She turned on her heel and marched off into the bathroom without a word.

“You’re a brave man.” Ken shook his head.

“Nah, Brock’s got it right,” Gary replied. “My missus, you pay her a compliment or do something nice and she’s looking around, wondering what you did wrong. Ruffle her feathers, though.” He shot the lot of us a smug smile. “She comes on hot.”

“Gross,” Clinton announced. “Less talk about old people sex, thanks.” He puffed out his chest. “I’m keen to find Miss Right, or Miss Right Now, at the pub tonight.”

“As if any woman with half a brain would take a second look at you,” Ken grumped.

“It’s not her brain I’m interested in…”

Their bullshit buzzed in the background, but I couldn’t pay attention to them, not when I was focussed on Jamie. My girl had remembered, planned ahead for our date tonight, and that went some way to ease the ache of today.

Then she walked out of the bathroom fifteen minutes later, obliterating every trace of it. 

Dressed in dark jeans and a nice pair of boots, her black knitted top seemed to cling to every curve.

“Damn, Mouse…” Clinton stepped forward. “You sure about Rowdy here? If I knew you were hiding that under your⁠—”

Whatever he had to say, it was quickly cut off by my hand grabbing his t-shirt and twisting it until the collar was cutting into his throat. One look from me had him smiling sheepishly, even as his hands clawed at his shirt, then sucking in a breath when I let him go.

“Ready?” I stepped closer and the older guys made a sound of approval as I held out an arm for Jamie to take.

“Gonna escort me to my car?” she said with a wry smile.

“You’re not driving yourself to a date with me.” Her lips parted, but I knew what she was going to ask. “I’ll get you home and to work again in the morning.”

“Sleepover…” Clinton coughed conspicuously. “OK, cool, so now you two lovebirds have that sorted, there’s a Great Northern beer with my name on it and I intend to drink it.”

“A new flannel shirt?” My sister grinned as the two of us approached the bar of the pub. “Damn, Jamie, I’m not sure if you understand what this means.”

“Shut up, Mills,” I growled.

“That’s like formal wear for my brother,” she said, pointing in my direction. “Like a suit and tie. He only replaces his shirts when Mum throws away all the old ones.”

“New ones are all stiff.” I shrugged, my shoulders testing the seams. The fabric was too crisp, the starch making it sit weird. 

“You broke out a new shirt for our fake date?” Jamie asked, putting a hand on my shoulder, rubbing the fabric and suddenly it wasn’t just the shirt that was stiff. Millie watched with amusement as I just stood there and let my girl stroke me like a cat. “Just need you to know I appreciate your sacrifice.” But she ended it with a pat and then turned to face Millie. “I’m shouting the first round⁠—”

I tore my wallet out and tossed my credit card my sister’s way.

“Everything’s on me tonight.” A shout from behind had me turning around. “Within reason. Cut those pricks off after a couple of drinks, but…” I stared down at Jamie. “Pay for whatever Jamie wants with that.”

“Mm… sounds like time for some top-shelf rum,” Millie said, reaching for a gleaming bottle. “Pity to spoil it with Coke, but⁠—”

“No point in making Brock spring for anything fancy.” I hated Jamie’s self-effacing smile. “It all tastes the same to me. Just my usual, thanks.”

“You could try the top shelf one,” I said, grabbing the beers when they were poured and carrying them over to the table the guys were waiting at.

“What if I hate it?” she replied in a low voice. “No point wasting money on a fake date.” She shot me an impish smile. “Better save it for a girl you’re really interested in.” Jamie turned around then, somehow able to walk backwards without colliding with any of the tables. “Speaking of which, we need to talk about what to do if you do meet someone who genuinely interests you.”

I stared at her, hearing her words fine, just not understanding them. She took in my slight frown and then forged on.

“I mean what if you meet Mrs. Brock tonight? Maybe she’s playing the pokies right now, not realising she’s about to hit the jackpot.” I turned to see a bunch of pensioners sitting at the poker machines. “OK, maybe not those ladies, but…” She stared into my eyes. “You might see someone across a crowded room and just connect, y’know? Like see them and think, ‘oh god, her.’”

I did know. It’d taken a whole lot longer than she thought, but it had happened. I’d come out of the office, ready to talk to someone about something and caught the moment Jamie was pestering Gary about a classic car that had been brought in. She was buzzing around him like a bee and he was tempted to swat her away, but… She wasn’t a kid anymore, nor an apprentice, and somehow that freed my mind up to see it. Jamie was so fucking beautiful, and in that second I hated Gary, wanting all of that passion directed at me.

“So what should I do if I find ‘the one?’” I asked, smiling to try and keep this casual, like every iota of my being wasn’t focussed on her reply.

“Y’know, amble over all big, tall, and grumpy like you always do.” She set her drink down on an empty table, then widened her stance to apparently imitate me. “Maybe less grumpy, though. She doesn’t know you like I do and would frankly be a little scared.”

“Like this?” I asked with a grin.

“Um, no.” She took a step backwards. “Oh god, I don’t think I’ve seen all of your teeth at the same time, and frankly it’s a little disconcerting. You’re like a pit bull snarling at an intruder. A girl likes the idea of a guy ripping her undies off with his teeth, but not actually looking like that’s the case.”

I laughed despite myself and that allowed her to relax.

“Yeah, like that.” She reached up and scratched her fingers through my beard. “You know, you’re kinda hot for an old guy.”

“Old guy?” 

There was a seven year age gap between us.

“I mean with this big, thick beard and a brand new flannel shirt.” I treasured the moment her hands slid down the front of my shirt, straightening the collar, then smoothing down my chest. “All these muscles…”

She had more to say, I was sure of it, but I was gratified to hear her struggle to find the words as she rubbed my chest. I wanted her struck dumb, speechless in my presence, because damn, that’s the way I was around her. My throat worked, my lips moved, but nothing came out but information about the next job. I felt that same pressure now, to tell her, spill it all out, the messy tumble of need, lust, and affection that burned deep in my chest every time I saw her. Instead, I set the beers down and wrapped my hands around her wrists, my thumbs brushing against her pulse. 

“Not when I’m with you,” I told her. “I won’t, can’t look at another woman. I’m yours⁠—”

“For a week.” She seemed to cling to that idea way too tightly. “Did you and the twins talk about this? Because Hayden said the same.” My teeth locked together. “That he didn’t want to disrespect me like that or something, but that’s why I brought this up. It’s not disrespectful. You’re doing me a solid by even considering this whole idea and getting out of the way when you find someone you like is the least I can do.”

“Not tonight.” My arm went around her waist, pulling her in because I couldn’t fucking stand it, being this far apart from her. “Not tonight, Jamie. Fake date or not, I’m not in the practise of ogling other women when I’m out with another one.” I tilted my head her way. “There’s no need for signs or nudges or secret winks. You’ll have my entire focus this evening.” I drew her a little closer, feeling her feet drag across the floor, but I didn’t sense reticence. Instead, her eyes stared into mine. “And I guess you’ve gotta figure out how you feel about that.”

She was formulating a response. I saw her throat work and her lips purse several times, but no words came out, but right when she let out a little squeak, the guys appeared beside us.

“This lovey-dovey shit?” Clinton said, waving a hand in our direction. “It’s beautiful, but not enough to warrant getting between a man and his beer.” He grabbed one of the glasses and then clinked it against the other guys’ ones. “Cheers, boys. Here’s to another week of back-breaking labour down.”

I didn’t get my answer, and Jamie was hardly likely to reply when the rest of the guys were standing about, so I had to communicate my intentions with my body instead. I sat down on a bar stool and rather than reach for my beer, I reached for her, slotting her in between my legs and wrapping my arms around her. My nose hovered over the back of her neck, breathing in the smell of soap and flowers, right as I felt her stiffen.

That was the problem with talking. Lips could flap and people could say a whole lot without meaning a bloody thing, but bodies? They couldn’t lie. She felt me now, her sweet little arse pressed in tightly against my cock, and had incontrovertible evidence that this was more than just a favour. I ached for Jamie so fiercely it made my teeth ache, and now she knew. All there was to do was to wait to see how she’d respond to that.

“Whaddya reckon, Brock?” Ken said, turning to me, but before I could ask what the hell he meant, I felt Jamie shift. Her hips tilted back and when her arse pressed into me, my grip tightened, desperate to keep her right there. Then she had to shift again, just a slight rubbing back and forth. Ken frowned slightly, taking in my stricken expression.

“Um… yeah,” I replied, then nodded sharply. “Totally agree.”


Chapter 14



Jamie

Having sex with my boss would be the world’s dumbest thing to do, so why was I thinking just that right now?

Number one, he came downstairs looking like he always did, but better. Clean and smelling of something spicy and musky, I found myself trailing closer, wanting to breathe him in. The flannel shirt Millie mocked? It was all soft and pettable, and then I did just that. I said it was because I was to establish some sort of code for him to use if he met someone else, but… When my hand spanned his chest, confirming that his body was just as hard and packed with muscle as I’d always suspected, all thoughts of other women were shoved aside.

Just as I would them if they came close to Brock.

What? Where the hell did that bullshit come from? He wasn’t mine. That rational thought was like a flickering candle in the middle of a hurricane, blown out all too quickly. Instead, a secret part of myself that I’d kept stuffed down for way too long came rushing out.

When we were teenagers, Brock was a man. Mysterious, cool, and contained, my teenage eyes had followed him around the house every time he came by to visit his parents. Part of me felt the divide between us, me kid, him adult, far too deeply to do anything but mumble hello when I saw him, but the other half? Some primal, animal part of me was sure that Brock would provide for me, keep me safe, and that was so seductive. The fact he never made a move on me as an apprentice, something too many of the other women at trade school couldn’t claim, just increased that feeling, but now… Now I was allowed to touch, allowed to run my hands over that broad chest, all the while wanting to undo every button and follow the tattoos that peeked over his collar, tracing each one with my fingers.

To the pub, I was just flirting with my man. Only I knew how wrong this was, and when Brock’s hands went around my wrists, I thought he was about to prise them away. Instead, he held me right where I was, staring down at me as his thumbs no doubt felt the rapid skitter of my pulse.

The twins were hot, but Brock? He was like this wall between me and the rest of reality. In the little bubble he created, the world outside didn’t exist. I stopped babbling shit and just stared at him. I felt safe, I felt cared for, I felt— Some great admission was ready to be made, when Clinton interrupted and I nearly bit his head off in response. When I spun about to face him, Brock’s arms went out and around me, dragging me back where I was supposed to be, nestled between two thick thighs.

Clinton’s smirk didn’t register, the conversation going right over my head, because Brock was communicating something else oh-so clearly. There were two layers of denim between him and me, and still I felt it. Big, thick, and rock hard, I was pressed up against my boss’ rigid dick.

Oh fuck…

I felt like I was dropping down into a hot bath, every nerve ending prickling at the sudden change in temperature. It was a cool night, but I didn’t register a bit of it, a flush colouring my skin. That was super embarrassing, I was dimly aware of that, but it didn’t seem to make a difference. Conversation flowed around me, the guys’ voice a low rumbling soundtrack to my body betraying me. I was fairly sure the nice, clean granny panties I’d put on before we went were a total mess, because while my brain knew this was fake, physically I was preparing.

What would it feel like going in? I thought dimly, my hips rocking back to trace the shape of him as much as I could from this position. Would it hurt just a little, the way I liked, making me all too aware that he was thrusting deep into me, before I opened up and let him in? Would he have a fat head that rubbed perfectly against that spot inside me? Would he have my nails raking his back, urging him on, faster, deeper, his hands locking down around my hips.

Just like they were now.

Holy fuck, what the hell was I doing? Reality hit me like a bucket of cold water to the face. Brock was my boss and I was what? Grinding on him? I was flushing in earnest now, but not due to lust, my hands shaking as I grabbed my rum and Coke and downed it before pulling away.

“Damn, Mouse—” Clinton said.

“Who wants another?” I asked, jerking myself free of Brock. “My shout.”

They were all still halfway through their beers, but the guys quickly drank the rest in response to an offer of free beer.

“Jamie—” Brock started to say, his tone all too familiar. It was the long-suffering one he used when I’d fucked up something again. I didn’t need a lecture this time, all too aware of my transgressions.

“You want a beer too, boss?” I said the last word with undue emphasis. “On it.”

Every stride away from the table helped clear my head, but that only made things worse. What the hell was I thinking? This was fake. Millie had set the whole scenario up and I’d… Why the hell…? Why⁠—?

“Back already?” Millie said with a raised eyebrow, wiping down the bar. “If you’re gonna say Brock is driving you to drink, welcome to the club.”

“Ah, no…” I shoved a hand in one pocket, then another, looking for my wallet, remembering now I’d put it on the table. I looked back forlornly, only to find Brock had turned his stool around to regard me steadily. “Hey, it’s my shout and I left my wallet on the table⁠—”

“The table that’s all the way over there?” she asked with a slow smile.

“Right, and I don’t want to have to walk back to the table.”

“All the way over there.”

My eyes narrowed as she repeated herself for emphasis.

“Just gimme another round and make mine a double. Put it on my tab. You know I’m good for it.”

“I’ll give you a free double if you tell me why you don’t want to go and grab your wallet,” she countered.

“You don’t want to know.”

“Oh, on the contrary. I really, really do.” She moved around the bar, grabbing glasses and pulling beers, but looked pointedly at me, and that’s when I considered telling her the truth.

Millie didn’t love the kind of female attention her brothers got. She’d found herself too often making friends with girls who were just using that as a means to get closer to the twins, something she’d confessed to me one night. When we were teenagers, her parents were even forced to escort some of the girls that attended sleepovers back to Millie’s room. I’d sat with her through her disappointment, her feelings of being used, and promised her one thing.

I’d never go there with any of her brothers, yet here I was, ready to jump Brock’s bones.

“Mills—”

“You may as well tell me, Jamesina.” I let out a little growl at the shitty nickname she only dragged out when she was really determined. Another rum and Coke went sliding towards me, the stink of alcohol strong. 

I took a drink, winced and then said, “I suck at fake dating. I was rude to Brock earlier and now…” I stared at the bar, not her. “I was kind of…”

“Enough foreplay, Jamie. Spit it out.”

“Foreplay…” I stared at her. “About that.” I laughed shakily, sure I was about to burn this friendship to the ground. “You promise not to get mad?”

“Bitch, this isn’t high school. People don’t go out of their way to talk to me because of my parent’s other crotch goblins. The guys live their lives and I live mine. Anyway, I set you up with Brock. Seems not entirely unreasonable that the two of you might actually hit it off. So…” She leaned over the bar with a grin. “Are you?”

“I think…” I shifted restlessly. “I mean, I don’t… I don’t know how to talk about this without mentioning your brother’s dick.”

“Oh my god.” She shrank back. “Try.”

“Um… so he was doing the whole PDA thing,” I said, searching around for the words.

“Saw that. You two look cute together. Your mother is gonna shit when she sees you at it.”

“And he was… responding.”

“Responding?” She gagged theatrically. “Got it.”

“And I responded to his responding?” I span my hands around, unsure how to phrase this, so I just spat it out. “I may or may not have accidentally started grinding on your brother’s lap.” Her splutter was explosive. I was forced to wipe saliva from my face with a napkin. “I mean he pulled me close and he was obviously enjoying the experience, and so was I and Mills–he’s hot. I know you don’t like girls talking about that, but Brock’s really, really hot. If he wasn’t your brother, I’d have been under that desk of his, getting to know not-so-little Brock way before now.”

“Well…” That masculine voice and Millie’s gleeful expression told me everything I needed to know. I had a death grip on my drink, lest I completely lose my shit. A finger slid up my spine, forcing it to arch under his caress. “That would’ve made doing paperwork a whole lot more interesting.”

I was cringing so hard my muscles ached, but he spun me around anyway to face him.

“Millie, keep the card and cover the guys' drinks, because Jamie and I? We’ve got a dinner date to get to.”

“Don’t forget protection!” Millie yelled out across the pub as Brock pulled me towards the door. “No glove, no love! Before you hump, cover your stump!”

Her impromptu PSA for safe sex was interrupted by Brock snatching my wallet off the table and then turning to the guys.

“You’ll get another couple of drinks on me, but don’t try anything stupid,” he growled.

“Got somewhere to be, boss?” Ken asked with a grin.

“No offence, but if I’m gonna go out with my lady, I don’t want to see your ugly mugs next to hers.”

“Brock… Brock!”

He let me go when we reached the car park, turning to face me. “I’m sorry you heard that.”

“I’m not.”

I shook my hands.

“It was supposed to be a private conversation. I was just feeling Millie out⁠—”

“I know what you were doing.” Those amber coloured eyes seemed to see everything and he didn’t flinch away for a second. “Before you were talking to my sister and after you and I…”

When he stormed over, I started to back away, sure he was about to yell at me. That this was fake, that I was blurring lines that should’ve stayed right where they were. What I didn’t expect was him to pin me against the side of his car, his body pressing into mine, making very clear that nothing had changed for him. Still hard, still pressing in right where I needed him. His hands cradled my face and tilted my eyes up to meet his.

I saw it then, the fire in his eyes, the way he was sucking in breaths like he just couldn’t get enough.

Of me.

I felt like a dog straining on a leash, wanting to get closer, but not able to, my eyes tracing the shape of his mouth.

“I need to take you on a proper date, to get you dinner.”

“Uh huh…” I breathed.

“You deserve that.”

“Right.”

When I nodded, my head felt too loose on my neck.

“But to do what’s right, I need…” His head dropped down and my hands slid up and around his neck, my fingers stroking through his hair, revelling in the silken slip of it. Brock let out a little grunt when I grabbed a handful of it. “Just this. Just this, Jamie.”

I didn’t get to ask what, because his mouth crashed down on mine, stopping all words, thoughts, meaning, and forcing me to focus only on the way his kiss felt.

Pizza was overrated. This was perfection.


Chapter 15



Brock

Have you ever kissed someone after spending years wanting just that? I couldn’t even feel her lips at first, too caught up in the fact this was happening. She was sucking in a breath along with me, her hands sinking into my hair as I grabbed a handful of hers. When her legs parted, I surged in, my mouth forcing hers open. 

I needed in her. 

My tongue, my body, my cock, because only when I satisfied this long-suppressed need to delve into her as deeply as I could go would that burning ache in my chest ease. I pulled away anyway, staring down at her, drinking in her dazed expression, then her swollen lips. Something settled inside me when she smiled. Her hand dragged me back down for another kiss, one I could actually feel.

Her lips were so soft, but hungry as well. She wasn’t content to let me lead the way, her grip tightening to the point of pain, as if I’d tried to get away. Never. I wanted this, slow, soft kisses and long, deep exploratory ones where I got acquainted with every square inch of her mouth, until we were forced to come up for air.

“Food,” I ground out.

“What?”

She seemed to come back to herself, smoothing my hair back down and then blinking up at me.

“We’re getting food,” I insisted.

“Going through the drive through for a burger?” she asked hopefully, right as her body began to move. My dick felt like it was trying to claw itself out of my jeans, because this rocking movement was driving me mad.

“No… No…” I forced myself away from her, holding my hips back as my hands slapped down on the car. “Date, remember?”

“We can pretend to do that when Mum arrives,” she said, trying to draw me back.

“No.” She didn’t realise, but this was the real thing. I wasn’t here for her to scratch an itch with. Jamie was the only girl I wanted, and I had to do this right. “I’m taking you out to a very nice restaurant and getting you… Fuck!”

Her hand slid down the front of my jeans, finding my cock and forcing the denim to mould tightly around it. The coarse fabric wasn’t her, but it was close enough. It throbbed so hard my teeth clamped down, right as I pushed her hand away.

“No.” She grinned at my forceful assertion, the little brat. “Jamie⁠—”

“We can practise dating later. Right now I want to practise⁠—”

“I’ll peel every inch of clothing off your body and then lay down, get you riding my face as my hands grip that cute little arse, forcing you down as far as you can go so I can pulse my tongue in and out of your cunt.” Oh, I had her attention now. The smile faded and something darker rose. “I’ll suck your clit until you’re squirming, feeling my beard rubbing all over you until you burst.”

“God, yes, I want that,” she hissed.

“But you have to grab dinner with me first.”

That soft, hazy look in her eyes started to fade as she shot me a not entirely friendly look.

“This pizza better be coated in solid gold or something.”

“Not quite. It’s good and so is…” Moving in like I had a right to, grazing my nose along her neck and hearing her breathing pick up was so damn good. “Anticipation. I’m pretty sure I need to fuel up for what’s to come, and then…” I nuzzled into her ear, feeling her squirm under me. “Dessert.”

“If you’re thinking gelato or something…” she growled.

“I’m thinking you, babe.” I unlocked the door and held it open. “Now get in before I change my mind.”

The sound of the car’s engine, the deep throaty rumble, took on a whole other vibe now. Jamie’s eyes always lit up when she saw my baby, it being a late-model classic I’d restored myself, but now? Her nails raked up and down her thighs as I threw the car in gear, then one hand slid across to rest on mine. That one little gesture heated me up inside. It was sweet, but more importantly, it was possessive, like I was hers and she was mine. I thought about that over and over on the way to the restaurant.

We were given a booth out the back and she went to sit opposite me, but that wouldn’t do. I’d stared at Jamie far too often, but feeling her? My hand found her thigh, her whole body jolting, right as the waiter came over.

Interesting.

“You good with me ordering for you?”

There was a little pause, the waiter leaning slightly closer, but Jamie rallied quickly.

“Um… sure, just no anchovies.”

“Seafood makes you sick.” She blushed slightly when she realised I’d been paying attention far longer than just tonight, but I forged on. I ordered a couple of pizzas and some sides, knowing we’d never get through the lot of it.

“Exactly how much ‘fuel’ are you going to need?” Her question came out a little breathy because my hand slid up higher, my fingers curling around her inner thigh.

“We won’t eat it all,” I assured her, “but I’ll get the leftovers boxed up to go, and later…” My mouth dropped closer to her ear. The place was packed and noisy, but I didn’t want to risk anyone hearing this. “When we’re both exhausted and sated, I’ll drag some food out and feed you to make sure you keep your strength up, ready for the next round.”

This is what I wanted, to feel her vibrate under my hand, to feel her responding to me, but that would never be enough. I had to know how we got here, what led to her agreeing to date three men who’d just been waiting for a chance, so I peered into her eyes.

“But before that, how about you tell me what’s going on with your mum?”

I was crashing and burning without even getting off the ground. All the spark seemed to go out of her then. No, worse–it was as if everything that made her who she was got packed up and locked away.

“My mum…” She forced herself to smile, her laugh a harsh bark. “Way to kill the mood. I mean if you’ve changed your mind⁠—”

“Nope.”

I stared at her expectantly and she shook her head in irritation.

“You’ve got Heather,” she replied finally. “You’re never going to be able to understand.”

“Try me.”

I deliberately kept my tone soft, and she shot me a wary look before sighing.

“Have you ever met someone who refuses to take no for an answer?” We both smiled then, able to bring up many, many customers that fit that description. “Not just ‘I want a service for this much’ or ‘that part should cost this,’ but a person who bulldozes over legitimate choices when it suits them. I don’t like seafood.” She put her hand to her chest. “I’m not allergic, but at least half the time it leaves me feeling super queasy. Most people don’t want to eat stuff that makes them feel sick that often, but Mum…” 

Her head shook back and forth. 

“If we were at someone else’s place, I wasn’t supposed to say anything because it was embarrassing. Not more embarrassing than me vomiting in someone’s backyard after dinner, which apparently was just me trying to get attention.” My grip on her thigh tightened. “And at home, the boys loved fish, so we’d have it for dinner at least once or twice a week. I’d try to make something else to eat. No. I’d eat the sides but not dinner. No. She’d sit me there at the table and wait me out, long past when all the others had finished their meal, waiting for me to eat what was on my plate. Hours would tick by and I’d be crying…” I moved then, putting my arm around her, wishing to fuck I’d never opened my mouth. “Tears running down my cheeks, and she’d just stare me down. It’s not about the fish.”

Her eyes found mine.

“It’s never about the fish, or the wedding, or having a boyfriend or anything.” There was something so very resigned about her tone. “Mum needs to feel in control to be OK. She always does, and she will do whatever she can to make sure that stays true. I’ve tried reasoning with her and pushing back, explaining how this makes me feel, but she can’t take that information in.” She let out a shuddering sigh. “She’ll choose being in control over me every time. So it’s either accept that or feed her a line of bullshit to protect my real life from her scrutiny.”

Her hands went to the table, playing with the tablecloth.

“That’s why I created imaginary boyfriends.” She shot me a sheepish look. “It keeps her off my back, out of my business, tantalising her with the possibility of me finding a husband, without actually requiring me to do that.”

“You don’t want to get married one day?” I asked, which was probably not the greatest first date question. She snorted in recognition of that.

“Married, kids, they’re not on my radar.” Her focus shifted to the rest of the restaurant, gazing at the couples and families seated there. “Other people really seem to make it work, but I…” Her eyes flicked up to meet mine. “I just want to be happy, y’know, and I’ve never been able to see a way people can have those things and enjoy life. It’s always poopy bum kids and bickering about who needs to do the dishes and… I don’t want that. Do you?”

She didn’t want me to answer that question. A future where she didn’t wear my ring, nor carry my child? Yeah, I could get behind that, but one without her in it? She wasn’t ready to hear that right now, and it just went to show how terrible I was at dating, dragging this shit up.

“I don’t need kids or a wife to make me happy,” I replied. Just you, was my silent addendum. “Obviously, or I’d have them by now.”

“So what’s that about?” she asked, rallying quickly as she twisted to face me. “I don’t think I’ve ever seen you date… Hang on, there was that girl back when I was an apprentice. The crazy one!”

“Cindy…” Saying my ex’s name was like swearing in church, ill advised. “Yeah, she burned me pretty bad.”

Dale, my married former employee? He’d given up on trying to crack onto Jamie when I gave him his marching orders, but it appeared he was fairly indiscriminate in his tastes. I’d gone over to Cindy’s place to surprise her, only to be shocked to find him balls deep inside her. My ex tried to rationalise it all, but I didn’t stick around to hear her reasoning.

“So is this dating rehab?” Jamie asked. “I need a fake date and you need to learn how to get back in the saddle. Maybe if⁠—”

I moved in, pressing my mouth to hers.

“We aren’t talking about other women while we’re together,” I informed her. “Fake date or whatever, I’m always one hundred percent focussed on who I’m with.”

Her eyelashes fluttered as she stared at me, a question in her eyes, but before we could discuss anything further, the waiter returned with our food. We sat in silence as it was deposited on the table, then I thanked the man.

“So, no anchovies, no seafood,” I said, prodding the nearest pizza, “and extra cheese, just the way you like it.”

“You had me at cheese,” she said, reaching for a slice.


Chapter 16



Jamie

If you’d asked me which guy could have me confessing my frustrations about Mum in one second and gorging on delicious pizza in the next, I wouldn’t have pointed to Brock, but here I was. All family troubles were shoved aside as a symphony of carbs, dairy, meat, and vegetables had a party in my mouth. I let out an involuntary groan, which was super embarrassing considering what we’d been up to before. Yep, that was confirmed when Brock stopped eating to stare.

“Sorry, Millie says you can’t take me anywhere,” I said. “But damn, this pizza is good.”

His lips curved into a smile.

“Oh, I’m not complaining. I mean I like to hear a girl make that sort of sound when I’m on a date, but usually a little later.”

I ducked my head, but that didn’t stop me from taking another piece. Brock saw my reticence and started piling food onto my plate. A different kind of pizza, garlic bread, those cool rice balls things. He kept going until I was forced to stop him.

“You should be filling your own plate.” I nodded to his empty one. “I mean…” My lips still stung from the kisses he’d given me. There was something so fucking brutal about him. Brock seemed to storm in and claim whatever he saw as his and that was hot. “You’re going to need your strength, right?”

“I was fairly sure you were never going to touch me again after I started asking questions,” he said, grabbing his own slice, but right as he took a big bite, my hand slid down, cupping him under the tablecloth. His eyes went wide and he was forced to chew furiously as he coughed and spluttered.

“Oh no, that’s still happening. You’ve been walking around the workshop looking like lumberjack porn for too many years for me to say no.”

“Yeah?” His reply was ruined by his hoarse voice. He was forced to grab his drink and down a big mouthful. “That’s what you’ve been thinking? You kept that quiet.”

“Oh yeah, men with their shirt sleeves rolled up.” I ran a tentative finger up his forearm, only for him to flex his muscles. “The whole grumpy thing with the beard.” His eyes narrowed as I ruffled my fingers through it like someone might pet a cat. “I had thoughts. What about you?”

I felt like I had my arse hanging out in the wind right now, making myself vulnerable, but when I went to look away, he tipped my chin upwards. Those pale-brown eyes sparkled as he smiled.

“If you had any idea of what I thought about doing to you.” His voice was a low growl. “Not when you were my apprentice, but… that little desk scenario you described?” Suddenly I could see it, me crawling under the desk, sliding his zipper down and fishing out his hard cock as someone knocked on the door. Him telling them to come in, even as his hand went to the back of my head. He’d feed his dick past my teeth, swallowing a hiss as he talked business with the visitor, every muscle flexing as I swallowed him deep. Then he’d start rocking his hips, unable to just let me go to work. “Well, for me it went a little different.”

“Yeah?” I pushed my plate aside, but he just stared at it meaningfully. Forced to pick my pizza up again, I munched on it as I listened to him recount his fantasy in a low, ragged voice.

“You, coming up to my office for some reason. That’s always vague, the details never mattering, but you’d…” His eyes burned into mine. “You’d stop talking about some car or that we need more oil or whatever and you’d see it.”

“What?” I barely whispered that.

“How much I wanted you and you’d feel the same.” His wish was granted right now, my thighs moving restlessly under the table. “That you couldn’t spend one more minute just standing there, not when you could be with me. I’d cross the room to get to you and you’d meet me halfway. When we came together, it’d be like a car crash: explosive, life changing, something you’d be lucky to walk away from.”

I shook my head, unable to believe what he was saying. 

“I’d get to peel off those fucking overalls, drag away that ratty t-shirt you’re always wearing.” It was one of my brother’s old Guns N’ Roses t-shirts. “Wiggle those jeans down over an arse I’ve spent far too long staring at and then shove all the paperwork and my laptop to one side.”

I saw them falling in a flurry, covering the floor of his office.

“I’d set you on the edge of my desk, thighs apart, showing me all of your secrets and then I’d spread you open.” His words were crude, delivered hoarsely, and yet there was a kind of poetry to what he said. “Right before I devoured you. My face buried in your cunt, your hands in my hair, urging me on, just as you started to scream. The guys, clients, the whole damn block would hear me making you…” He swallowed hard. “Making you come all over my face.”

My mouth was dry from hanging open, because what he described both painted a perfectly vivid picture and was so completely different than what I imagined was going on behind his eyes when we talked in his office. 

But I wanted it.

Exactly as he said. Well, maybe not the screaming part. God, I’d never live that down, but⁠—

“How’re we doing over here?”

Our heads jerked around like a couple of guilty children caught with their hands in the lolly jar. I blinked, trying to come up with a response and failing, not while I had that scenario playing out inside my head.

“Food is amazing, but we’ve probably ordered a bit much for the two of us,” Brock replied smoothly. “Can we get the rest to go?”

“Of course.”

And so we walked out of the restaurant toting bags of food that Brock tossed in the back of his car.

“I had plans,” he told me as we stood there, the night breeze tugging at my hair. “A walk down the beach. A discussion of how we wanted this to go.”

“I went down the beach with Hayden,” I replied. Was that a faint frown I saw? “It’s totally overrated. Windy, sand gets everywhere…” A smile soothed that away.

“I’ll be sure to tell my baby brother that you hate the beach. He’ll take that as some kind of personal insult.”

“Whereas this car…” I smoothed my hand down the finely polished panel. “This is dead sexy. Wanna get in the back and make out?”

“I am too fucking old for fooling around in the backseat,” he growled. “And what I’ve got in mind will require a lot more space than that.” Brock grew serious, staring into my eyes. “You good to come back to my place?”

I’d been there for Christmas parties and occasionally to drop off time-sensitive paperwork, but nothing like this. It felt like it had a weight to it, his intent gaze, but this was just like fake dating. We both had a need, an itch to scratch, and if he wanted to do that in the comfort of his own home, I was down.

“Sure.”

Which is how I came to be sitting in the passenger seat side of his car, watching the colours of neon lights trace the lines of Brock’s face. Was this a mistake? We had to get up in the morning and head to work, and while the others thought we were together, we weren’t. What would it be like, listening to my boss bitch me out when I made a crucial error, only to have a memory of what his face looked like when he came tucked away in the back of my mind? All sensible thoughts, but they got shoved aside when he caught me staring. One small smile and my decision was made. If things got awkward, I could get another job somewhere else, so when he opened my door for me, I stood up and moved into his space. 

We performed this strange kind of dance, kissing, touching, grabbing at the other person, right up until we reached his door. I got a smile and then he pulled out his keys, unlocking the front door.

Something else was opened up along with it. I didn’t have to worry about the guys at the garage, Brock’s neighbours, not even Millie right now. Just him, my heartbeat. So I let it lead me forward, pressing him against the wall, his head knocking a framed photo of his family as I pushed his shirt up and then made quick work of the buttons. Tattoos, muscles, a smattering of dark hair, my fingers touched it all, only to zero in on one piece of artwork. I frowned as I traced the shape of the car.

“A ‘73 Holden HQ GTS?” I said, noting its lines. It was surrounded by a stylised ball of flames.

“Only you’d identify the make and model of my bloody tattoo,” he said, taking my hand and leading me deeper into the house. I watched the way his shirt flared out around his ribs, revealing the taut muscles of his back. “But I didn’t bring you here to talk cars.” 

More tattoos appeared and disappeared behind the shirt until he dragged me into his room. His hand went to turn the lights on, but I stopped him. The darkness was soft, the moonlight streaming in through the windows more than enough for me to see. In the night, he wasn’t my boss, Brock, or Millie’s brother. Instead, he was a hard-bodied demon who’s mouth tasted bitter from beer and sweet from him. I tugged his head down, kissing him as I smoothed his shirt back off over his shoulders.

“Time to get this bloody top off,” he growled, his hands going to the hem.

“You don't like it?” I asked, staring at the black cotton in confusion. It was quite plain, but the fabric was soft and nice on my skin.

“Oh, I like it way too much.” His hands moved slowly, tracing the lines of the top. “Soft fabric, loose, but that just makes it drape over these.” I jolted when I felt his hands cover my breasts, my nipples feeling like they were trying to burrow their way out of my bra to get to him. “You think wearing oversized clothing hides your breasts, but it doesn’t. I see them all too well.”

Any response I might’ve made was cut off as I felt his thumbs brush against my nipples. Instead, I let out this little hiss of pleasure. Somehow I was so damn sensitive, my body freaking primed. Because it’d been so long, I assured myself, that had to be it. I jerked my shirt up and over my head, then went to flick my bra clasp open when his hands covered mine.

“So I guess seeing them in the flesh would be no big deal then?” I said with a shrug, only to be met by a grin.

“Yeah, it’s no big deal. My dreams come true all the time.”

“Must be a Thursday,” I joked, but it was choked off as he undid my bra. My underwear falling away, the cool air caressing my skin just before he did, had me pressing into his hands. I wanted, needed more. He nodded as if sensing just that, then pulled me closer.

I was getting lost in a sea of sensation. His fingers finding my nipples and then teasing those already tight points harder. That woody cologne filling my nose. My hands raking over a body that didn’t seem to have an inch of softness in it. Muscles flexing, lips parting mine, our tongues tangling, right as his fingers pinched down. Pleasure with just a little zing of pain, I could tolerate it for a little while before pulling away with a growl.

“I ate my dinner and sat in the restaurant like a good girl.” My hands went to his belt. “Now I’d like my dessert please.”

“Jamie, no, I…”

He was struck dumb as I undid his zip and eased my hand in, pulling his boxers to one side and finding him. Hard, hot and gloriously thick–I cheered mentally. I was gonna feel every damn inch of him going in. I peeled his jeans down as I started to drop to my knees, but he stopped me.

“You’ll get your dessert,” he said in a low rumble, tearing the rest of my clothes off until I was standing there naked. His eyes felt like lasers in the dark, tracing my entire form, right before he picked me up and threw me down on the bed. I let out a little laugh as I bounced on the mattress, but that trailed away as he tugged me to the edge. Legs pushed wide I couldn’t help but remember exactly what he’d said.

“Ready?”

His eyes glittered in the darkness, my demon lover.

“I was born ready,” I replied with a grin.


Chapter 17



Brock

Never did I think that by confessing my fantasy I’d find myself here, about to fulfil it. There might not be a workshop full of dickheads downstairs, but that was never what mattered. She did. I stroked my hands down her inner thighs, feeling the velvety soft skin there before daring to dart closer. I caught the glisten of her cunt in the darkness. It lured me forward, my tongue loosening in my skull, desperate for a taste.

“Ready?” I asked, needing to know that she was right here with me.

Her hands on my face, her gentle touch, the shine of her smile, it was everything I needed, but then she had to top that.

“I was born ready.”

And I was born to do this. To kiss the little damp curls there, then move to her core at the small sound of her frustration. I smiled against her, brushing my lips across her hair, my beard tangling with it, right before I got to the core of her. Sweet, slick, wet, and salt, that’s what I got, licking up her entire seam, claiming it as mine. Her fingers burrowing into my hair was exactly what I needed, urging me on. She wanted my face pressed into her, the prickle of my beard making her squirm, then to push back against me, my tongue a slick counterpoint. 

It wanted to be everywhere at once. Squeezed down on as I thrust it up inside her, my chin working as I tried to push it deeper. Circling her clit until she was demanding more, then sucking it away from her skin. God, I wanted to dig my teeth in and fill my mouth, even though I never would. Anything to drown in her. Instead, I flicked the tip of my tongue across her clit, feeling her jump and then press back before I went back for more and more, my hands sliding closer. One to hold her open, split her for my tongue, the other to push inside her. 

The first press of my fingers had her shivering, my name mumbled through gasping lips as I sucked on hers, needing her to feel the tug of her flesh, to feel me. My fingertips raked across the front wall of her cunt, the velvety suck of her making my cock lurch frantically in my pants. What would I feel to ease myself into her? To feel her, hear her, be inside her? Not yet, I told myself firmly, redoubling my efforts as her cries grew higher and more breathy. Jamie first. I mumbled that over and over as I pulled my fingers back and then added another before pushing them back again.

She struggled to take me, a little whine making clear I needed to take my time, but when I tried to slow down, her hand slapped on top of mine, shoving them inside. My girl liked a little bite of pain with her pleasure? I could give her that, feeling her cunt twitch around me, because jammed this tightly, I couldn’t miss her G-spot. I shortened my strokes and focussed on massaging it as I claimed her clit. Just grazing it with my teeth, her yelp was a battle cry, egging me on.

“Brock, I… Oh fuck, Brock…”

She was coming apart, her thighs shaking as I pushed her on and on, but as her grip grew punishing, I sucked harder. Forcing every drop of pleasure from her, I knew exactly when she reached her peak. Her whole body stiffened, shivering momentarily, her breath way too fast, right before she erupted. 

I licked her through each wave of pleasure, the promise of her cunt clamping down on me next time urging me on. Long, flickering licks as she gasped through one convulsion, then another, then slower, gentler ones as she started to come back down again.

Only for me to want to wind her back up.

She grabbed me, kissing me hard and hungrily, and if she tasted herself on my lips, she didn’t say. Instead, her hands were everywhere, pushing my jeans down and my boxers, everything to get me bare for her. I was forced to pull away to rid myself of my clothes, staring down at her, my mind searing the sight of her sprawled there, bathed in moonlight, knowing I’d bring this memory out and re-experience it over and over. Then I was crawling onto the bed towards her.

I fought a feeling of unreality all evening, and now I was right here. The sheets felt crisp under my knees, the bed giving way as I crawled closer. Then there was her hand, trailing down my chest, tracing one nipple, then my abs, finding the trail of hair below my belly button and following its path until she had me in hand. I let out an involuntary hiss, thrusting into her palm as she grinned, the rasping sensation so damn good I was forced to push her hand away.

“Unless you want me coming over this cute little belly.” I swept my hand across it. “You need to keep your hands to yourself. And anyway.” I watched her thighs spread wider. “I know where I need to be.”

Mutely I found her eyes in the darkness, catching the little nod she gave me, right before she threw me down on the bed. As I let out an oof of breath, she took advantage, straddling my hips.

“Jamie…”

Whatever I had to say was lost in a groan, because the feel of her wet little cunt kissing the head of my cock had me wanting to come there and then. Only the promise of much more pleasure, hers and mine, had me holding back, my hands locking down on her hips as she lowered herself down.

“Condom…!”

I groaned that out, not wanting anything between the two of us, but she’d been clear. No pregnancy, no kids and I had no idea if she was on birth control.

“Implant thing,” she hissed back, taking me in small rocking movements that had my teeth grinding together and my fists balling as I fought the need to take over. “You can breed me, fill me with your cum, but you can’t get me pregnant.”

“Breed…”

The word was like an electrical volt pulsing through my balls. They pulled up close to my body, prepared to do just that.

“Like that idea?” She sighed, her hands slapping down on my chest as I bottomed out. There was no way to deny that, my cock jerking inside her. “Filling me up with cum?” 

She moved in earnest now, long galloping thrusts that had me clawing at her lest she pull off, then dragging her right back down again. My hips found her rhythm, bucking up in time with hers, our bodies crashing together.

“Never wanted something as much as this,” I growled.

I was losing my grip in more ways than one, my thrusts outstripping hers, then forcing her to keep up, but it went beyond the physical. I couldn’t pretend, couldn’t be anything other than with her, with my girl. The bliss that came from being with her was doubled, tripled, expanding exponentially and becoming so much more.

We weren’t Jamie and Brock, or boss and employee, or even Millie’s brother and her friend. Right now we were precisely who we were supposed to be, bound so tightly by ropes of ecstasy that you couldn’t tell where one stopped and the other began.

And I never wanted to get free.

“Jamie…” I needed to tell her exactly how I felt, but the grunts that came with every thrust shut that down. After, I promised myself dimly, my whole body coming off the bed as I heard her cry, then felt her spasm around me. Any hope of retaining control was destroyed as she wrung the cum from my balls.

Nothing in my entire life had ever been as good as this. I could’ve died right now and known I’d gone out on top. “Jamie…” I murmured her name over and over, wrapping my arms around her as she collapsed down on my chest.

“I should get something to clean you up,” I said.

“Mm…” Her little sound of protest was followed by her hands digging into my hips, holding me right where I was.

“Jamie…?”

We were lying down now, our breathing evening out as a perfect peace settled over the room, but a sense of obligation was disturbing it. I wanted her to be comfortable before we fell asleep, and my cum leaking out of her all night was a fucking hot idea, but sticky and gross for the girl in practise. I tried to pull free, but she yanked me back into place.

“Still hard…” she mumbled into my chest. Any reply I might make was choked off as I felt her flex around me. My cock was so exquisitely sensitive right now, every rippling pulse reminding me of the bliss of coming inside her. It was too soon to go again. I didn’t have the refractory period of a teenager anymore, but in some ways this was better. A softer pleasure, but one without beginning or end, it was like a hot bath I could just sink into. 

“Things are gonna get sticky,” I warned.

“So keep me plugged.” I could hear the exhaustion in her voice. “Leave it inside me and I’ll keep it warm.”

“All night?” It was a weak protest from me. She didn’t want me moving, and the slow squeezes of her cunt were making it impossible for me to consider. “Jamie…”

Sleep was coming, I could hear it in her slowing breaths, my own quickly matching it. All my good intentions went out the window as she threw her leg over my hip, forcing us tightly against each other. I could never pull away from Jamie, not after it’d taken so long to get this close to her, so I pressed a kiss to her head and let sleep take me.


Chapter 18



Jamie

Sometimes the peace of sleep was almost sexual. A dark-eyed lover that stroked me softly, forcing every nerve ending to come alive, right as he tugged me down deeper into peace. I sighed as I realised I had to be having a sex dream. What else could explain the rasp of callused fingers around my nipple? The thickened skin on those fingertips forced my areola to pull painfully tight, the resulting pleasure creating pulsing waves of sensation I felt all through my body.

Especially here.

Sex the second time was always a sharper, scratchier thing. It was as if a man left his mark inside me, forcing the skin to become oh-so sensitive, just as I was now. But that didn’t make sense. My brows creased, my lips parting as I sucked in a breath, readying myself to wake up. I was swimming up, up out of the darkness, but then he pulled me back down again. A hand between my thighs, a single finger finding my clit, it rolled under his pressure like a marble caught in oil. My hips thrust back and then into his touch, making me aware of this.

I was full, so damn full, my cunt struggling to take all of him, and that was just the way I liked it. Long dicks I couldn’t do much with. I’d had a few jackhammer my cervix, as if that would allow them to go deeper, and 10/10, would not recommend, but thick ones? Ones that opened you up, made you feel that stretch, they were just fine. I moved experimentally, feeling the heavy drag of him inside me setting my nerves on fire, and once I started, I couldn’t seem to stop. I wanted, needed that sensation of him thrusting into me way too much. He realised that quickly, his hands locking down on my hips as he pushed in deeper.

Yeah, just like that. I mumbled something to that effect, my dream lover taking my cues, thrusting harder, deeper, as that finger began to flick my clit faster. Exactly like that. This had to be a dream, because everything was so perfect. I was hot, sweaty, dimly aware I should be tossing the blankets aside, but unable to when he had me in his grip.

“Jamie…” he rasped, and that made me frown. “Jamie…”

My name was like a lifeline thrown into the darkness, but I didn’t want to grab it. Somehow I knew the darkness was perfect and reality was not, that as soon as I opened my eyes, I’d be forced to deal with everything. Couldn’t I just stay right here? I thought querulously. In the darkness, in all that black sea of pleasure, with him, my perfect lover, his hand sliding around my throat and tilting my head back so he could kiss me.

It was his beard that made clear what this was. My dream lovers were amorphous shapes, nebulous shadows of pleasure, but this? I felt the prickle of his facial hair against my skin, knowing who this was.

Brock.

The realisation was like a pebble thrown into a calm pond, causing ripples that went out, out until they broke on the edges. I was breaking too, into a million pieces, as the pleasure spiked hard, great lapping waves of it that threatened to drown me entirely.

“That’s it. Good girl, coming on my cock. Just like that.”

He sounded like my dream lover, coaxing me, coaching me through one shuddering pulse of pleasure, then another. I felt warm, held, blissful, but there was another kind of darkness contained within it. Loss was the first sign of it. As the pleasure began to fade, the frantic spurts of his cum shot into me. Fear was the next. The habitual one that I could get pregnant quickly dismissed by the hard presence of the birth control implant in my arm, so that should’ve been it. Instead, it spiked harder.

His arms around me, his pants on the back of my neck, but most of all in the way he cradled me against him. Like I was something special, precious, and he was… what? Not a dream lover who disappeared as soon as I opened my eyes, because when I did, Brock was still there. 

Light streamed in through his window, the quiet broken by the sound of his alarm going off. He didn’t pull away to turn it off, instead nestling in closer, his groan vibrating through a body too sensitive, too raw. That rhythmic blare awakened a similar one in me, telling me to get up, get away, get to work. That’s why I pulled away, even as his hands strove to hold me where I was. I sat on the edge of the bed, feeling the same cum I’d wanted kept inside me beginning to seep free. It was all real sexy last night, but now I was staining his sheets. 

“Jamie?”

I was up and out of bed, searching blindly for a bathroom, a toilet, somewhere I could clean up. He didn’t have an en suite, so my hand went to the door and I pulled it open hoping he hadn’t gotten house mates in between now and the last barbecue.

“Jamie?”

He was wondering what the fuck was wrong with me, I could tell that by his voice, and I wanted to answer. He deserved that, didn’t he? But what could I say? The tiles of the bathroom were cold on my feet, but I spied the shower and turned the taps on.

“Jamie…?”

He stood in the doorway, answering a question I’d been dying to ask for so damn long. Yeah, those tattoos covered his chest, a few curling across his iliac crest at his hips. Oh and yeah, he was fucking hot. The morning light caressed him, picking out the shape of every damn muscle, so why was I ducking under the spray of the water, reaching for the soap, not him?

Because in the cold hard light of day, he felt too big, too hard, too perfect, and most of all, too close. 

There was a question in his eyes as he opened the shower door and stepped inside the capacious recess. He could hang back and watch me scrub my skin in brisk movements without even getting close to touching me.

“Figured we might save some water showering together.”

This was my opportunity to say no, don’t. That there was something wild and free about last night, but now was the next day. Post-nut clarity, that’s what some of the guys called it, when desire deserted you and left you wondering what the fuck you’d done.

Because I had to get to work today, put in a long shift at the end of the week as Brock’s employee.

When Clinton joked about me having a sleepover, I’d laughed because there was no damn way that was happening. Brock was Brock and I was… turned away from him, scrubbing my body like my life depended on it, right up until the point his hand went to my hip. He brought me around to face him, questions, answers, way too much in his gaze. Most of all there was warmth, the kind that threatened to chase the cold from my bones.

From my heart.

This is fake, I told myself over and over. Fake, fake, fake.

But it didn’t feel like it was and I didn’t know how to deal with that. This was messy by anyone’s standards. Sleeping with your boss, even if my work mates thought we were together. What if this was a one off? What if it wasn’t? What if he wanted more? What would I do if he wanted me to move on to another job after this fake dating thing was done? All good questions to ask before you sleep with your employer. Instead, he stared into my eyes and took the soap from my hands, lathering up in front of me before handing it back to me and going to work scrubbing my back. His touch, those long strokes, they helped settle something inside me, quieting my mind as I just stood there.

If he was scrubbing me, it only made sense I needed to do the same for him if we were to get to work on time, but as I reached out, I wondered where the hell the girl was from last night. She was bold, brazen even, touching Brock like she had a right to. But that was in the dark and this was the light, so I saw my hand, the soap, then his chest as I washed him off.

A low grunt had me looking up to find him staring down at me. I knew satisfaction when I saw it, because I’d worked really hard as an apprentice to earn that look. To get it now from something as simple as washing him was strange, but it emboldened me. The soap, not me, glided across his chest, down his arms and into his hands, which he held out so I could scrub them clean.

I reduced Brock down into parts, hands, arms, chest, shoulders, neck. The tattoos were obscured by the bubbles then washed clean by the shower spray as I moved down. His stomach tensed as I got lower, the muscles like iron under my fingers

And that wasn’t all.

I came up close and personal to the cock I could still feel the echo of inside me, my hand, my focus forcing it to thicken. Not quite hard yet, but definitely interested.

“You don’t have to…” His words faded away as my soapy hand curled around him.

The way his whole body stiffened, the way he sucked in a breath, eyes going wide as he felt me touch him, that went some way to pushing aside the cold bite of fear, warming me up somewhat, but not entirely thawing me. Right now, I had him in the palm of my hand. I was in control, had his entire focus as his hand slapped down on the tiles, his eyes burning into mine as he lunged closer, wanting a kiss.

But I danced back.

I couldn’t do that kind of intimacy now, but this? Feeling him harden so fast my fingers were forced to pull apart to fit him. He studied me, there were questions ready to be asked, but grunts of pleasure drowned them out. My arm worked now, the muscles tight as I jerked him harder and faster. He was tugged along by my pace, his nails scratching against the tiles.

“Jamie…”

My name was a plea now, rather than a term of affection. He wanted this, the pleasure I could give him, not me, which is why I pulled away. I watched the soap get washed off his shaft and then dropped down to my knees.

“No, love, we…”

I had his cock in my mouth, nudging at the back of my throat, but he was the one who was silenced. When I moaned experimentally, it jumped at the vibrations, so my hands went to his hips, pulling him as deep as I dared. My throat flexed, rebelling at this intrusion, but I persisted, moving back and then bobbing my head over and over.

“Fuck, look at you taking my… Just like that, baby.” 

My teeth threatened to clamp down at that small term of endearment, but I continued. His hand was gentle on the back of my head, encouraging me to suck him harder, faster, deeper. The shower washed away the strings of saliva that escaped my lips, right up until I felt him harden that little bit more.

“Jamie, I’m coming. Pull off if you don’t want this. Pull off…” But when it became clear I wouldn’t, he held me tightly as I felt him flex and then pulse inside my mouth. Rope after rope of cum filled my mouth and then was swallowed down before I pulled off him with a pop.

His thumb brushed against my lips, then parted it, looking into my mouth and then nodding, all of that sweetness driven away by something harder, hotter.

“What a fucking way to start the day.”

I’d made the boss happy, kept him from looking at me like I was his heart’s desire and apparently that was my aim, but when I went to get up, he scooped me into his arms and pressed me against the wall. A hard, punishing kiss was my reward, something I fought initially, then found myself relaxing into.

When he released me, I was dazed, something restless but hazy rising inside me; but while I was distracted by that, he dried himself off and me. I looked at my clothes from yesterday in dismay, knowing what kind of crap I’d cop if I walked in the door in them before Brock produced the plastic bag of my work gear. I didn’t like to wear the same thing two days in a row, but I was fairly sure the guys did that all the time, so I pulled them on, and that’s when I began to settle. Jamie the mechanic. Jamie, Brock’s employee, was back in the room, and I knew how to be her.

“We might need to grab coffees on the way and eat a breakfast of cold pizza,” he said. “We’re running a bit late this morning.”

And he looked all too pleased by it. I grabbed a piece out of the box and started munching it, even as a curl of anxiety twisted in my guts.

Apparently with good reason.

“Same clothes, Mouse?” Clinton said, reaching over to tug my sleeve, only for Brock to knock his hands away. “So you did have a sleepover. Pay up!”

Ken muttered something as he pulled out a twenty dollar bill and handed it over as Gary shook his head. He wasn’t the only one to respond to that. Hayden was sitting on an old crate by the garage doors with a couple of coffees in hand. He got to his feet when he saw us, but all that tanned skin went pale when he heard Clinton. 

“Remind me when I started paying you to give commentary on my love life?” Brock’s dry tone contained a kind of steely threat that had everyone shifting restlessly, but then he opened the door and let us in.

“So you were at Brock’s last night?” Hayden asked me, but his brother shouldered forward.

“Tell me how it’s any of your business and I’ll let you know what happened,” came Brock’s growled response.

“I thought we weren’t going on dates for a day or two?”

“Hayden—” I started to say.

“Ooh, plot twist.” Clinton stood with an unlit cigarette between his lips, his lighter in hand. “You dating all the brothers, Mouse?”

I knew that look. It was the same one the guys wore when they found out one of the female apprentices was sleeping with one of them. One part voracious curiosity, one part salacious interest, and I hated it all. Right as I was about to open my mouth, explain, put Clinton off with an excuse, anything, someone else had to arrive to complicate things.

“Well, look at this. The gang’s all here.” I turned to see Hunter strolling up the driveway, his eyes dancing until they settled on me. “And just the girl I was looking for. You didn’t answer my texts, so I thought I’d drop by and confirm what we were doing tonight.”

Shit, that’s when I remembered I’d planned to go on a date with Hunter. I was ready to kick past-Jamie in the butt, because all three men stared at me right now.

“Tonight?” Brock and Hayden asked.

I swallowed hard, wishing we’d had time to grab a damn coffee this morning.


Chapter 19



Hayden

“Tonight…?”

All the blood in my body felt like it was rushing to my head, it throbbing in time with my heartbeat. It was one thing to grab a coffee and come over, hoping to see Jamie. It was another to see her walk up the driveway late with my brother’s arm around her shoulders. Her hair was wet and recently combed back, making clear what had occurred.

She’d gone out with Brock last night and stayed at his place.

I knew what had to have happened. The same thing that would happen if I ever managed to get her back to my place, but if Brock hadn’t fallen to his knees and worshipped every inch of her, I’d belt him in the face.

Fuck, I’d do that if he had.

Jealousy and protectiveness warred inside my heart and I wasn’t sure which was winning.

“We had a date booked for Friday night, remember?” That tiny twitch of his jaw muscle made clear how Hunter felt about being forgotten. “I brought you a coffee. Strong enough to put hairs on your chest and ridiculous amounts of syrup to compensate for that,” he said, offering her the cup.

“So did I.” I pushed forward to offer her mine. “From the bakery.” I picked up the bag full of food. “Kendall, the baker, sent a bunch of baked goods along with it.”

“Oh, I—” I watched Jamie consider both cups, but Brock decided to take the choice away from her.

“Guess I’m drinking one.” My brother’s smile had an edge to it as he grabbed my cup. “We didn’t have time to pick one up on the way to work, seeing as we were running late.”

My eyes narrowed. He used to pull the big brother bullshit all the time at home, overruling the rest of us, but we didn’t live together anymore. I watched him wink at me as he took a sip, then I smiled as he winced at how sweet it was, but my brother wasn’t my focus. I turned to Jamie, staring at her, glad for a legitimate excuse to do so for once, and then made my play.

“Come out with me tonight,” my twin and I said.

Sometimes it felt like Hunter and I were one person in two bodies. We often had the same thoughts, saying them at the exact same time. The family thought it hysterical, but I wasn’t laughing right now. I stared at my twin, willing him to remember. We were going to pull off that old trick, this time when I pretended to be him, making her think she was dating the both of us, when it would just be me. Instead, he stared steadily at Jamie. 

“Damn… this is gonna end up in a fight for sure,” Clinton muttered. “Ken. Ken!” 

“There’s not going to be a fight.” I watched Jamie draw herself up, fire sparking in her eyes. “By the smell of you, you’ve already had at least one cigarette this morning, so you can wait until smoko for another. Go inside.” Clinton was at least a foot taller than her, but he jerked his smoke from his lips and tucked it behind his ear. “And any more bets and you and I will be having a very earnest conversation.”

“One that includes discussions of sexual harassment in the workplace,” Brock added.

“Fine.” Clinton shot her a dark look that had my hands balling into fists. “I thought you were going to help him loosen up.” He poked a finger in Brock’s direction. “But it looks like he’s making you more grumpy. Seems like you need to get better at your sleepover game, mate.”

“Clinton…” Brock growled.

“Fine, fine.”

We watched him stomp back inside, but the moment he was out of earshot, each one of us turned back to Jamie.

“Jamie and I already organised to go out tonight—” Hunter started to say.

“But she’d have more fun with me.” I shot him a dirty look. “I bet you want to take her to some fancy restaurant.”

“Did that last night,” Brock drawled.

“Not Pellegrino’s,” Hunter shot back. “That place is booked out for months in advance.” His focus shifted back to Jamie. “I called in a favour with some model buddies and got us a table so we can talk.” 

The meaningful look that passed between them almost killed all my hopes, but my brother had made a major misstep. Jamie didn’t like fuss or fancy. Fun would turn her head more than silver service would.

“Well, I booked us a slot for axe throwing,” I said.

“Axe throwing?” 

The way her face lit up, her eyes shining, it made everything alright, despite the fact that Brock’s hand was still on her shoulder.

“Beers, wings, good music, and some mayhem with razor sharp objects,” I said, the words tumbling out, because I felt like I needed her to hear me, see me. “I figured we could have some fun…” A little nod from Jamie had me forging on. “Then we could plan some of those fake dates for when your mum is in town.”

“Idiot…”

Hunter barely even breathed that word, but I heard it, felt it, when her face fell. She was right there with me until I had to mention her mother. I thought that was what she wanted, that it was my excuse to get her to come out with me, but now I saw. She was actually open to the idea, and I… I’d reminded her what this was initially about.

That none of this was real, even though it really was.

“Sorry fellas, I think we’ve got plans tonight, don’t we?”

Brock looked so damn cocky right then, but not for long. Jamie looked up at him and then stepped away in time for me to watch his face fall.

“We had a deal.” Her voice was tight, her expression guarded. “Mum arrives tonight and I need to parade three prospective husbands past her…” Her smile was more of a wince than one of happiness. “So I can break up with them after she’s gone home.” She looked back at Brock, an apology in her eyes. “If I’m going to pull this off, I need to get comfortable with the twins.”

“Because you’ve always been comfortable with me,” he insisted, taking a step forward, not realising that he was pushing her further into a corner. “We’ve worked together for over ten years…”

So why wasn’t she rushing towards him and into his arms? I was willing to bet Brock was asking himself the same question. Something held Jamie back. She’d had that boyfriend for a while. I couldn’t remember his name, but… It seemed to put some kind of strain on her. She wasn’t happier with him, but somehow less.

Because he wasn’t the right guy for her, that’s what I told myself. That I was. I’d make her happy, that I swore, starting now.

“Come out axe throwing with me,” I said, formulating a compromise in my head. “We’ll just have a beer or two and some snacks. Hunter can pick you up from the place. It’s near the city, and you’ll be able to take her to your fancy restaurant and home again, or…” I turned to Brock, seeing how his expression had darkened. “To Brock’s. Whatever you decide.”

“Sounds like the only reasonable way forward,” she said, but before she could continue, her phone started to ring. Jamie glanced at the screen and sighed. “That’s Mum now. I need to get this. Hayden, text me the address and I’ll meet you at the axe throwing place.”

“Or I can pick you up after work?” I suggested. This might be a fun date, but that didn’t mean I wouldn’t meet her at her door and escort her to the place.

“At mine, around seven?” she replied and with a nod from me, she sucked in a breath and then answered the phone call.

I’d sprung out of bed, leaving the house I shared with Hunter before he even got up, ready to make my move. I’d imagined her response, that same look of pleasure on her face when I got her away from work yesterday. This hadn’t exactly turned out the way I thought, but… 

She’d said yes.

As I watched her disappear into the shop, I reminded myself of that fact. When she was saying yes, hope remained. Keep doing whatever it took to get her to say yes, to me, to us, to our future.

And remove all obstacles in my way.

“I thought we fucking talked about this,” I said to Hunter. “Did we or did we not⁠—?”

“We did.” That mulish expression said I was not gonna like what came next. “Or you told me and I nodded along, like I usually do.”

“Usually do?” My voice was too sharp, too loud, so I was forced to modulate it. “Usually do? Who’s the one who was always getting us into shit at school?” I asked. “Who decided what footy team we played for and who our friends were? Who decided we’d both become carpenters?”

“Who decided he was head over heels for Jamie in high school and did nothing about it for over ten years?” Hunt moved closer, his expression making clear he was ready to throw down if that’s what it took to get the message across. “Who stopped the rest of us from seeing if she was into us as a result of your indecision? Nice to see you grew some balls, brother.” 

Right then I wasn’t in the garage driveway, but at home. The two of us at ten, twelve, fifteen years old, squaring off even though we knew we were evenly matched, but ready to fight anyway.

“But the way you move, we’ll all be dead and buried before you’ve managed to convince her to become yours. Let’s face it, Hay Bale.” He went to ruffle my hair, but I knocked his hand away. “Part of you is shit scared she’s gonna say no if she finds out what you really feel for her.”

There were plenty of times I hated Hunter. He was always the life of the party, whereas I was the one hanging back, my social battery depleted way faster than his, but now? His words were vicious, stabbing into me as deeply as a knife and hurting twice as bad.

Because he was right on the money.

I’d been hovering around, wanting to make a move, looking for some sort of sign Jamie was interested and not daring to put myself forward in case she wasn’t. When I said nothing, the potential was always there, tantalising me with the possibilities, but if I did, then I’d know. One way or another, my dreams would either come true or I’d lose hope forever.

“Jamie was with me last night,” Brock said, the jubilation clear on his face if you knew where to look for it. “I took her out and then brought her back to my place. We’ve got a connection⁠—”

“But she hasn’t chosen you,” I said. “Otherwise she’d be introducing you as her new boyfriend to her mother and she wouldn’t be going out with us.” 

Hunter grinned. 

“You slept with her last night,” he said, “but only time will tell if she’s in your bed tonight.” Brock’s brows jerked down. “You get to show her you’re the right choice during the day, Hayden will take her out after work, and I…” Hunter’s smile widened. “I’m dessert. Delicious, tempting and most of all, just the kind of naughty treat our girl needs.”

“Did you just call yourself naughty?” I shot Hunter a scathing look as we walked back to our vans.

“You saw how that vein started to pop in his forehead,” he replied. “It’s always fun to mess with Big Brother, but…” I was forced to stop when he did. “I mean it. I’m not stepping back, not letting you pretend to be me. I’m making it clear that I want Jamie.” That shit-eating grin faded. “Need her.”

“So we agree to respect Jamie’s decisions and let her work out how things have to go,” I said, holding out a hand.

His jaw muscle popped as he reached out and took it, shaking it way too hard before pulling away.

“You can be my best man at our wedding.”

I smirked then because I knew something he didn’t. I actually listened when she was talking to Millie, making clear how uninterested in conventional relationship dynamics our girl was. There would be no wedding, which was fine by me. A fancy dress and an uncomfortable suit wasn’t my idea of the future. Just her and me, spending the rest of our lives together was what I needed. At that, I pulled out my phone and tapped on the tentative booking I’d made and confirmed it. All I had to do was make sure she had so much fun she was thinking about me, not Hunter or Brock, before the night was done.


Chapter 20



Jamie

“What happened to you last night?” Mum spluttered. “I rang and rang⁠—”

“I was out, Mum.”

“Obviously, but that doesn’t explain why you didn’t answer the phone when your own mother called.”

Her voice was like nails on a chalkboard, setting my teeth on edge.

“So I should chat to my mum when I’m on a date, should I?”

Snapping never got me the results I was after, but that didn’t seem to stop me. I rubbed at my temples, feeling a dull throb there.

“A date?” Her tone changed completely. “During the week?”

“He wanted to take me out for dinner,” I replied, remembering it all now. “We went to a lovely place that makes great pizza. Maybe you and Dad could come and have a bite to eat there when you’re in town?”

I was talking too fast, suggesting things I had no business doing. The less time spent around Mum, the better. It was just the relief of having a story to tell her that she would like, I was sure.

“And meet this young man of yours?” Her arch tone dragged me thudding back to Earth. “But not at a pizza place. All those carbs and dairy. You think you can afford to eat that sort of junk now, but then you’ll get to my age. The weight just piles on…”

I stopped really listening. Mum’s obsession with diet culture was alienating as hell, something that Dad pushed back hard against. He wasn’t going to eat ‘rabbit food’ as he called it, so then neither were we.

“But which boyfriend was this?” Mum asked, getting back on track. “I don’t even know their names. I will need some information about them if we’re to meet them.”

“Brock,” I replied, right as the man himself walked in. He found my eyes across the workshop, staring for far too long, his expression completely blank before he headed upstairs to his office. “His name is Brock.”

“Brock…?” No one could accuse my mother of being stupid. I could almost hear the cogs whirring inside her head. “Hang on, isn’t your boss’ name⁠—”

“Brock. Brock McDonald,” I confirmed. “Millie’s older brother.”

“Your boss…” That rapid intake of her breath had me cringing, readying myself for the onslaught, but I was pleasantly surprised. “He owns the garage, doesn’t he?” I was ready to answer, but she rushed on. “He does, I’m sure of it. Oh, a small business owner. He’s the one you want, Jamie. Someone with a secure business, a solid income. You could move into management rather than working on cars all day.”

But I liked walking on cars all day. I looked mournfully at the one I was supposed to finish, wondering what it would take to get Mum off the phone.

“We’ll see. I’m seeing the other two tonight,” I told her.

“Two dates in one night? You need to be careful, Jamie. Trying to have too much might mean you lose all of them. Brock definitely seems⁠—”

“They know about each other,” I told her firmly. “And everyone’s cool.” Well, that was an obvious freaking lie, because however you would describe what happened out the front this morning, it wasn’t cool. “I just need to touch base with them and see if they’re free to meet you and Dad. Text me your itinerary and I’ll work out when it suits them.”

But of course she couldn’t. Instead, she chattered on and on, discussing the engagement party and all of the prep that had to happen before that. I let her drone on and on for a few minutes before cutting her off.

“Mum, I need to go.” I looked up at the glass windows of the office. “Brock needs to see me.”

“No doubt wanting to make things serious,” she squeaked. “Well, we arrive tonight, darling, so I expect to see you at the airport⁠—”

“You’ll have to ask one of the boys, Mum. Hunter has a reservation at an extremely exclusive restaurant and it’s for tonight. We’ll catch up some time tomorrow, OK? See you later.”

She made some sound, I couldn’t tell if it was excited or angry, but I ended the call, setting my phone to silent and then moving closer to the car. I half expected to see Clinton or Ken stick their head up, but everyone was blessedly engaged in what they were doing. I decided to do the same, remembering where I got to and then started work.

“Knock off time.” I looked up from what I was doing to see Brock standing there, arms crossed. The warm eyed guy of this morning was gone and the grump was back. Part of me wanted to go to him, smooth that line that formed between his brows away, but I didn’t. Last night was fun, more than fun, but it didn’t change anything. We both had an itch to scratch and we scratched it, so now everything could go back to normal. He smiled slightly at my inspection of him and then shook his head. “You need to get home if you’re going to be ready in time for my brother.”

“So…” I felt like an idiot asking it, but it needed to be said. “We’re cool? I let Mum know about you, and she’s keen for an introduction. I’m pretty sure⁠—”

“No, we’re not cool.” He moved in, pressing me against the car, his legs going to either side of mine. “Nothing that happened last night was cool. Instead, it was the hottest fucking night I’ve spent with a woman for a long, long time, so go out with my brothers, let them practise being the perfect dates for you, but when you’re done…” I felt his nose trail down my neck, sending shivers down my spine. “Come back to me. Ring me and I’ll come and get you, or get the twins to drop you off at my place any time of the night. I’ll be there at the door, waiting.”

My mouth was bone dry, my heartbeat racing when he pulled away.

“Just send me a text.”

“Right…”

I watched him walk off deeper into the workshop in a daze, having to shake my head to dispel it before making for my car. Arriving home, taking a shower, and opening up my wardrobe to look for something to wear all happened in a similar fuzz, until I remembered what Hunter had said.

Exclusive restaurant.

I didn’t have those sorts of clothes. No one took me anywhere like that. A faint tendril of hysteria grew inside me, getting bigger and bigger by the second. Nice jeans, a cute top, even a pair of slacks, that I could do, but somewhere swanky? I grabbed out my phone and instantly called Millie.

“Well, if it isn’t the girl brave enough to take on my idiot brothers,” she said as soon as she picked up. “What’re you calling me for? Feeling an irresistible desire to knock all their heads together? Give into it, I’m telling ya. I do it all the time. It’s very therapeutic.”

“I’m considering doing just that with Hunter. He’s taking me to this fancy place that has a bloody waitlist. Me. You know I don’t do things like that.”

“And now you’re freaking the fuck out in your underwear?” she replied with a chuckle. 

I looked down and saw I was doing exactly that.

“How did you know?”

“Knock, knock, bitch. I’m at your front door.”

An actual knock confirmed just that, so I wrapped my towel tight and rushed down the hall to yank it open. She was grinning ear to ear as she walked in, toting a garment bag.

“What the⁠—?”

“We know you, babes,” she said, tossing her burdens on my dining table. “So when you said yes, Hunt called me. Said you’d have a sartorial emergency right about…” She consulted her watch. “Now, and could I help you out, using his credit card, of course. Shopping on my brother’s dime? Who could say no to that? I got you something pretty, appropriate and… I think you’ll even like it.”

I watched wide eyed as she lowered the garment bag’s zipper and revealed this.

At first I just saw a lot of black fabric, but as she flicked it out, I saw the shape.

“I can’t⁠—”

“Oh no, we are not doing that,” Millie said. “This dress is fucking perfect and you’re gonna listen.” My eyes narrowed and my back went ramrod straight, but she forged on. “See this bit.” She pulled at some weird scrunched up part that looked way too narrow. “This is a shirred waistband. It’s an elasticised detail that sucks you in just under the bust.”

“So it’s a straightjacket,” I grumbled.

“And the elastic gives when you move, so you’re not feeling stifled. You got a deep V to make the most out of the girls, but the fabric has some give in it. A long flowing skirt⁠—”

“For me to trip over.”

“To give you plenty of range of movement and three-quarter length sleeves with a little ruffle detailing, feminine but not constricting.”

“I’m not⁠—”

“Try it on.” She thrust it at me with a dark look. “Try it on and tell me it isn’t fucking perfect, and you don’t have to wear it. No, bugger that, you can wear your goddamn overalls to the restaurant and your work boots.”

I grinned then, seeing my way out of this. Of course I wasn’t going to wear grimy work gear to a restaurant, but something a little more low key? A white blouse and black pants maybe? I’d look like a waiter, but at least I’d be comfortable.

Sort of.

I grabbed the dress from her, going into my bedroom and pulling it over my head before…

Realising Millie was a freaking genius.

“Perfect, right?” she asked, coming into the room as I just stood there. 

My pose was all wrong, my arms sticking out awkwardly by my side, but I… I looked pretty. Exactly as she said, I had curves all the sudden, and yet the dress was crazy comfortable. The fabric was soft and silken, but with enough stretch that I could breathe, move fine. I experimented, grabbing a hair brush and throwing it at the wall, then performing the YMCA movements from the Village People song, right as Millie chuckled.

“Holy crap, this looks amazing,” I told her. “How the hell…?” She offered me a pair of black, jewelled slippers. “And I don’t even have to wear heels? That’s it, you’re making all of my fashion decisions going forward.”

“You’re finally going to let me ditch every piece of fleece or denim in your wardrobe?” she replied. “Don’t threaten me with a good time, but.. and I need you to trust me on this.” She stepped around me and then twisted my hair before pinning it up roughly behind my head. “A few tendrils here and there, bobby pins that are easy to get out. I think this is the look.”

Mentally I went to my high school formal and other events where I was forced to wear a dress, but this was the first time it felt right. My hands kept going to it, plucking at the folds and feeling a weird desire to twirl.

“OK, let’s do it.”

“Makeup too?” I watched her whole face light up as I nodded. “Well, let’s go, bitch. What time is my brother getting here?”

“In about an hour.”

“An hour! That’s not enough time.” 

She dragged me into the bathroom, pulling makeup palettes out of the plastic bags she’d brought with her and then went to work.


Chapter 21



Hayden

I sat in my car outside of Jamie’s place and looked at the stairs that led up to her front door. You can do this, I told myself over and over. I looked across to the driver’s seat to the bunch of flowers wrapped in cellophane, then grabbed them.

I’d rehearsed this moment so many times in my mind, so it felt like there were dozens of me walking up her stairs. A Hayden that was taking her on their first date, second, fifth. A version of me that had been up and down them more times than he could count, leaving, but always coming back to her. One where I knocked on the door and entered her home, not leaving until the next day. It felt like both an imagined history and a possible future followed me up to her door. 

The cellophane crinkled as I knocked with my free hand, my focus brought to the here and now. I could hear muffled sounds behind the door, then footsteps, as my heart pounded in my chest. This was like paddling out to face a massive wave, part of you not even sure if you’d survive if you managed to catch it, but you had to try. Surfers saw a mad wave as a mountain we had to climb, and in some ways the energy pumping through my veins was the same right now.

Until she opened the door.

My heart wasn’t pounding hard, it went perfectly still as I took Jamie in. I was frozen to the spot, mouth hanging open, about to say hello when I took in the dress. Jamie was beautiful in whatever she wore, but damn… I almost let out a pathetic little whine, like some kind of dog. It took effort to close my mouth, but I forced myself to, swallowing hard and then blinking as Millie came into view.

“Struck dumb?” She nodded. “Yeah, that’s not a bad reaction.”

“Bad reaction?” Jamie spun around and hissed at Millie. 

Say something, dickhead, I told myself. Say something!

“He hates it obviously. I never should⁠—”

“You look beautiful.” God, the words were torn from my throat. I coughed and struggled to clear it, my mouth bone dry. “So beautiful. I mean, you always do. It’s not just the dress…” Millie’s smile widened in a way that I was all too familiar with. My baby sister always snickered when I stuffed up. “But shit, Jamie… you look amazing.”

I drifted closer because I couldn’t keep away, taking in the way every one of those curves I’d tried to map with my eyes were now displayed in that dress. She looked pretty and feminine, but also like her. Her spirit would never be obscured by smoky eyeshadow and red lips.

“Anyway, these are for you.”

I thrust the flowers into her arms, cursing myself for not getting some fancier ones. I knew she liked irises, so I’d gotten a simple bouquet of them, but right now she deserved ten dozen long-stemmed roses, or exotic orchids or something.

“Irises…” She looked up at me and smiled. “You remembered.”

Yeah, I fucking did. I’d squirrelled away every bit of information I could glean from her conversations just in case this happened.

“These are bearded irises,” I said, trying to recall the details the florist had shared with me. “They’re like double the flower. They have this thing…” I gestured hopelessly to the bouquet, not remembering anything else.

“They’re beautiful.” Her eyes stared into mine, and suddenly all the tension leached from my body. If she just kept looking at me like that, everything would be OK. “Let me just put them in some water.”

When she disappeared back into her apartment, I followed along blindly.

“And where’s my thanks?” Millie asked me in a low voice.

“This was all you?” My eyes flicked from Jamie bustling around in the kitchen then back to my sister. “Remind me to set you up with a clothing allowance. Jamie looks hot in whatever she wears, but this…”

There was no mistaking her for anything other than a woman as she pulled out a vase and then filled it, removing the flowers from the cellophane and then arranging them.

“Just make sure the dress doesn’t get ripped or damaged throwing axes,” Millie said. “I promised Hunt she’d make it to their date in one piece.”

One piece? Yeah, I could promise that, but at the reminder my brother would be taking her out for dinner afterwards, I stood taller. Would Jamie want to leave, though? That was my focus for the night. Make sure she was still thinking of me when she went to that restaurant.

“Ready?” I asked, holding out an arm as Jamie returned.

“To throw sharp objects around for fun?” she asked. “Damn straight.”

“So how does this work?” Jamie asked me as I carried our axes and score card over to the bay I’d hired for the session. We walked past couples who were already tossing axes further down, and a flurry of shrieks announced that there was a hen’s night going on right down the other end.

“So there’s a target,” I nodded to the wooden circle down the end of our lane. “You get points for each throw. Closer to the bullseye gets you more points.”

“So this is a competition?” Her eyes narrowed as she grinned. “Care to make things interesting?”

“We are not betting money,” I told her. I’d brought her here for a reason, because I’d had a few sessions of axe throwing with some of the guys I worked with. I figured I could show her how to do it, snuggle in close, and⁠—

“Nope, but…” She tapped her chin. “You could come to family barbecue when Mum and Dad arrive. Shit, if you could run interference, that’d be amazing! Like talk vaguely about a future with a home and 2.5 kids, but never really commit to anything.” I’d have done that for her anyway, something she didn’t understand, but I agreed to her terms. “OK, so what do you want if you manage to beat me?”

She didn’t want to ask me that. I moved closer, knowing exactly what I wanted for my prize. I’d thought about it all too often, the curve of her lips as she smiled and chatted at my family’s dining table, watching her laugh with Millie. I wanted to kiss Jamie and I was willing to win a bet to get that chance, but when my mouth opened to answer her, that’s not what came out.

“A favour,” I replied, wincing at that, but I’d already screwed things up, so all I could do was forge on. “Just a little one.”

“I don’t usually gamble on unspecified rewards, but…” She snatched up an axe and marched over to the end of the lane. “I’ve thrown a million spanners at Clinton, so how hard can this be?”

“Did you hit him?”

She grinned. “Every time, then he complained to Brock…” Her smile faded when she mentioned my brother. Her eyes slid down to her drink, running her finger through the condensation forming on the glass. “He made me promise not to do it anymore as it was an OHS issue.”

When her eyes met mine, I knew what was going on. She was waiting for me to make a fuss about mentioning Brock’s name, but that wasn’t what tonight was about. Right now I wanted her to forget he even existed.

“OK, you have the basic idea.” I grabbed one of the axes we’d hired and hefted it in my hand, feeling the weight, its balance. “So you need to⁠—”

“Throw it at the target?” 

My arms crossed my chest as she stepped up to the line at the end of the lane and then just lobbed the thing at the wall. It was not going to hit the target, I knew that as soon as I saw it leave her hand. No momentum behind it, yet thrown way too hard, it spun and spun, her face lighting up, right until the back of the axe struck the wall and it bounced off and onto the ground.

“Something like that,” I replied, grabbing my axe, and in a fluid motion, I stepped up to the line at the end of the lane and then let it fly. It spun through the air and then struck home, a bee’s dick away from the bull’s eye.

“Oh, so that’s how it’s going to be?” She was wearing a beautiful dress, but as her hands went to her hips, I saw the same scrappy kid that was always at our house and it made me smile. “You know how to do this.”

“It’s a date,” I told her. “I figured I could teach you how⁠—”

“And what?” She stepped closer with a dangerous gleam in her eyes. “Show the poor, weak female how it’s done.” I watched her retrieve both axes, shoving the handle of mine into my hand. “No, I’ll work it out.”

And that was all Jamie. Her dad didn’t seem to know what to do with a daughter, so he just treated her the same as his sons. No, worse. Her mum thought she knew exactly what to do with Jamie, treating her daughter like a bonsai plant, trying to brutally cut back all her branches to shape her into a form satisfactory to Majorie. But my girl? She forged her own path, learning when no one else would take the time to teach her, and that’s what she did now. The cogs of her mind whirred as she frowned slightly, imitating my process, my form, before letting the axe fly. The blade lodged itself into the bottom edge of the target and she turned to me in triumph.

“Yes!”

She threw her arms up in the air.

“Well done,” I replied. “So should we start scoring from the next round?”

“No way. You can count that round because I got the axe onto the target.”

“But not in the rings, so you get a zero and I get a twenty.” I heard her little growl as I scribbled that down. “OK, my turn.”

Her eyes upon me, watching my every move even if it was just to work out how I was doing it, I liked it a whole lot. I may or may not have flexed a little as I threw the axe. It landed right in the bullseye this time, but when I turned around, I was met by a pair of narrowed eyes.

“How the hell are you doing that?”

“I can show you…” I said, moving closer, but she took a step backwards. “Or you can work it out yourself. One bit of advice. Don’t throw it so hard. The target isn’t Clinton. It hasn’t been making sleazy comments all day. You want the axe to spin about three times before it hits, no more.”

“Three times. Got it.”

I watched her approach the lane with a look of determination, but then she stumbled when her skirts got tangled around her ankles.

“Stupid dress…” I was about to say something when she laid the axe down on the table and then hitched the skirts up into her underwear. I felt like some Victorian rake in a period romance, staring at her ankles in rapt fascination, but before I could inspect them thoroughly, she moved. Using her momentum rather than the strength of her arm, I knew this would be a good throw, and sure enough, it spun through the air and landed inside the lines of the target.

“Whoo!” When she cheered, I did too. “So now what’s the score?”

“Twenty to five,” I replied, trying not to smile.

“Five? Five! I get five for that?” When she studied the target, she saw why. Her axe had buried itself into the outer ring.

“How about I give you a hand?” I asked. Offering to help Jamie was always a bit of a fraught thing, so I watched her warily now. “I can show you⁠—”

“Fine.”

Not quite the teaching experience I’d hoped for, but I accepted her resigned expression and moved in behind her. My axe was pressed into her hand and she turned to look at me.

“But this is your go.”

“I’ll give you a free shot for being a newbie,” I replied, right as my body slotted in against hers. Fuck. It was a fight to keep my mind on the job at hand at the feel of her.

“You’re throwing it a bit too hard. Lemme show you.” I grabbed her wrist, moving it back and forth until her joints started to loosen. “It’s tricky because you can’t force it. You just have to keep your body loose and let it go, rather than smash it at the target.”

“OK, Master Yoda.” 

But as soon as she went to throw, I felt the tension in her body. My hand clamped down, stopping her from throwing, something she fought for a second before I spoke.

“Take a breath.”

“Is this where you get me visualising dolphins swimming through the sea or something?” she snarked, but that had me smiling.

“In a way. Surfing and axe throwing, they have some similarities. You can’t force the sea to give you the kind of waves you want. Instead, you have to sit out there on your board and wait for them to come, then be ready when they do. There’s no fighting the ocean. It’s a whole lot bigger and completely disinterested in you. Instead…”

I was telling her to relax, but I felt anything but as my hands went from her wrist to her shoulders, making tiny corrections to her stance, then resting my hands at her waist.

“Let your breath out.”

She didn’t want to, I could feel that tension there, but biology determined that she would. The tension went out of her body, her shoulders dropping down, and that’s when I gave the order.

“Now.”

She wanted to ask questions, interrogate that further, but something inside her responded to me and she took a step forward and let the axe fly. I followed its path while being keenly aware of the warmth of her body underneath the thin silk of her dress, my fingers squeezing until I saw the axe bury itself in the bulls’ eye.

“Yes!” She spun around, eyes flashing before her hands locked around my neck. “I did it!”

“You did.” 

I was hugging her the same way I had countless times before, that’s what I told myself. It was to congratulate her, build her confidence, but my body had whole other ideas. The smell of her perfume, the usual floral now spicy and sultry, the fabric of her dress so thin I could feel her body move beneath it, and her, pressed against me, in my arms. Mine tightened without thought, trying to hold on forever. This, this was what I needed, and that selfish thought throbbed through me as I pulled back.

Her smile faded, and for a second I thought I’d done something wrong. The little frown that followed confirmed it, but then her eyes dropped down, her lips parting as she traced the shape of mine. She stared and stared for far too long and that’s when I moved forward. I wanted to claim her mouth, make it mine, over and over until she was gasping.

Which she seemed to sense.

She jerked back and then smiled hastily, her eyes everywhere but on me.

“OK, so, if that was your turn, then it’s my turn now?”

The cheeky little shit, she was trying to win this bet via nefarious means, but she didn’t know that by the end of this, we’d both win. I’d promise to attend whatever family events she had planned, and I’d… I’d kiss my girl before we left this place.


Chapter 22



Jamie

I was being stitched up.

I’d thought we were going on this casual ‘date’ where we both flailed around, trying to throw axes at the wall, but apparently Hayden was like some kind of Viking king, pegging the axe at the target with a negligent flip of his wrist and hitting the bullseye every damn time.

I hated it.

But right as I was filled with a burning need to work out how the hell he was doing it, he stepped in and deigned to teach me what to do. I was a fairly results-oriented person, so I was willing to accept his advice, but that’s not what that felt like.

I’d checked Hayden out plenty of times. The quieter one of the twins, he looked exactly the same as Hunter, but the difference in their personalities somehow made this easier. I knew he was big, tall, solidly muscled, and smelled really nice, but knowing that and feeling all that pressed against me was a whole other thing. Whatever resistance I worked hard to maintain in my head: that he was Millie’s brother, that he was a model, gorgeous and completely out of my league, was shoved to one side, and when he told me to breathe, I did, because I’d stopped doing that the minute his arms wrapped around me.

This was fake.

This was fake, fake, fake, I tried to tell my heart, but it just beat harder, faster, as if I was teetering on the edge of a cliff, not being positioned to make my throw. His words barely registered, nothing he was trying to teach me absorbed. Instead, I moved, did what he told me to and then… the axe hit the bullseye.

What made me turn and wrap my arms around his neck like I had a right to? Like this really was a date and he was a guy intent on impressing me? I expected him to stiffen, disengage, and set me awkwardly aside, but instead, his grip tightened. His eyes dropped down, watching me stare at his mouth as seconds, minutes, days went past, before I realised what I was doing.

Making my best friend’s brother uncomfortable.

He was probably mentally rehearsing a polite but firm brush off, so I stepped clear of him, my hands going behind my back, one wrapping around the other wrist. Focus on axe throwing, I told myself, on winning the bet, on⁠—

“OK, so, if that was your turn, then it’s my turn now?” I asked.

His slow smile let me know everything was OK and I turned, letting out a long breath as I walked away to retrieve the axes. 

Keep my body loose, don’t grip the handle too tightly, don’t imagine the target as Clinton. I repeated the advice over and over as I stepped up and threw again. Not quite as good as when Hayden was helping, but still, it thudded into the inner ring.

“So that’s a ten?” I asked.

“What?” He blinked and then shook his head. “Um, yeah, so with the bullseye from before that brings you to 35.”

“And you’re forty.” I stared at the number on the scorecard like it’d personally offended me, but he grabbed his axe and then walked up to the lane.

Which was when inspiration struck.

When I played pool with the guys at the pub, there was a series of dirty tricks people pulled to put each other off. One was the guys flopping out their dicks when you were about to take your shot, something Millie had stopped firmly. Others were shouting something unintelligible the moment you moved your cue, queering your strike. I figured I could try something similar right now to even the score, but what? Flashing my vagina at the axe throwing place would get us thrown out, not help me win, and that’s when I looked down.

The bust of the dress was made up of two panels, each one hugging my breasts. The V dropped down low, but everything was secured by those cupped panels, so this might work. I moved closer, standing just beside him as Hayden went to throw.

“Do you think this dress is too low cut for a dinner date?”

“What?”

Tits, man, they got a guy’s attention every time, even men who thought of you as a surrogate sister. His head whipped around, his whole body twisting as he released the axe, the blade bouncing off the wire fencing panel that blocked off the other lane. I grinned as he stared at my bust.

“Ah… no, I don’t think…” His voice trailed away as I burst out laughing. 

“My turn now?” I said, kicking up my heels as I went to retrieve the axes, but when I went to move to the line and throw, he was blocking off the exit.

“So it’s like that, is it?” I’d never heard his voice drop down into a low growl before. “Well, if we’re playing dirty…”

He was wearing a nice pair of jeans, a t-shirt and a shirt over that, sleeves rolled up over his forearms, but he moved slowly, pulling the shirt off with all of the finesse of a male stripper, before moving into a pose that made every muscle pop.

Damn…

There was no reason for me to stare. I’d seen him in the pool often enough, or just walking around shirtless in summer. Free the nipple, Millie asserted, and the guys had taken that campaign to heart. Yet somehow I was just standing there, tracing every line of his body with my eyes, as if they could peer past the thin cotton of his t-shirt.

And I wasn’t the only one.

The girls down the end had been shrieking and cackling all night, obviously having an awesome time on the bride’s hen’s night, but those sounds grew louder as several stampeded over. Teetering on perilously high heels, I frankly admired the girls’ ability to stay upright, but they did as they came closer.

“Oh my god.” One girl slapped her hand down on her chest. “You’re that guy from the… From the…”

“That billboard,” another sighed. “How the hell are you hotter in real life?”

“Um… thanks?” he said, taking a step back.

“Christy’s getting married tomorrow,” the first girl said. “Christy!” A woman wearing a pretty sparkly dress and a small veil stepped forward sheepishly. “The weddings tomorrow, but you…” Her finger wavered in the air. “You could strip for her!”

“Sharon—” Christy said, shooting her a dark look.

“So Christy, was it?” Hayden said. “I’m not a stripper and—” He was about to turn to me, but Sharon wasn’t about to allow that.

“You sure? I’ve got a couple of hundred dollars here…?” I stepped forward as he stared blankly at her, obviously not wanting to be rude. “OK, well, how about an autograph then?”

“Yeah, sure.”

Couldn’t they hear the reluctance in his voice, or did they just not care? My teeth clacked together as I came to stand beside him.

“On her tits,” Sharon said with a wicked grin, then produced a Sharpie from her bag. “I’m sure your sister won’t mind.”

Sister? It took me a second for me to realise who she meant, and that’s when I stared the bitch down. A curl of her lip made clear she knew that’s not what this was, and while Hayden was my fake date, she didn’t know that. Rude, that’s what Sharon was, even her friends moving restlessly around her, but she held the Sharpie out imperiously.

“Hey, bro,” I said, putting my hand on his shoulder and sidling in closer. “I meant to ask, did that lice shampoo work for you? Mum wasn’t sure if it worked for crabs as well as head lice.”

“Not really.” The women watched in horror as his hand slipped down, scratching at his groin. They stepped back and kept on going so damn fast I was surprised I didn’t hear their heels screech.

“We’re good!” Sharon shouted, the lot of them hustling right back to their bay.

I watched them go with a smile of satisfaction, right up until I looked up to see Hayden staring down at me.

“I thought you were supposed to be finding me a girlfriend?” he asked, his eyes twinkling in amusement.

“Well, Christy is someone else’s and Sharon…” I wrinkled my nose. “Not her. Sister… I mean she’s not far off, but I’m dressed up nice and you’re…” My mouth went dry as I looked at that t-shirt pulled tight across his chest. “Well, you’re you. This could be a real date. There’s no way for her to know if it was fake.” I put my hand on my hip. “Millie would kill me if I let you hook up with someone like her.”

“And what kind of girl does my sister have in mind for me?” His voice had somehow become a low purr. “Is this something the two of you have discussed?”

“Ah… no.”

Probably because most of our conversations about her brothers and dating was that Millie was sure no woman would want them because they were arseholes.

“So you just made an executive decision to out me as having crabs to get rid of those girls?”

I stiffened. Had I overstepped?

“Well, I can go over there and tell them it’s a joke, if you like, put in a good word with whichever one you think is hot.” I smiled. “I’ll even tell them you’re really good at throwing axes.”

“Nope. You made the right call.” He kept on stepping closer and would’ve been standing on my dress if I hadn’t hiked it up. “I told you, when I’m with you, you have my entire focus.”

His black pupils seemed to swallow the blue of his eyes, turning him into someone else altogether. Not Hayden, not Millie’s brother, but him. Hot, smelling really, really nice, and so close it took effort not to touch him, my hands trembling as a result, this wasn’t feeling fake at all.

But it was.

I pulled away and grinned. “I really need you to come to that family thing, so I’m gonna win this.”

That was just my excuse to stop whatever the hell that was. I picked up the axe and walked over to the lane, lobbing it without thought. He’d win and I’d lose, that became apparent as soon as I saw he had skills, but then I had to wonder. He hadn’t specified what he said he wanted if he won, just making the terms vague instead. Probably nothing, I assumed. Just Hayden being polite and going along with my bet idea.

“Well, well.” He nodded to the target, and damn me if I hadn’t managed to hit the bullseye. “Look at what you can achieve if you relax enough.”

“Thanks, Yoda.” I patted his arm as if this was just us being dickheads at his parents’ place. “So what’re we on now?”

“You’re on 55 and I’m on 40,” he replied, but that smug smile made clear he thought he was safe. “If I throw a bullseye, I win.”

“So flashing you would be really bad form, right?” I said.

“Maybe.” His eyes slid over my body because hey, he was still a guy. “But if that’s what I wanted, I’d just win this bet and take you somewhere private, so I was the only one that got to see you.”

What the hell was that? The long look, then the smirk, right before he picked up his axe. I wondered at his response instead of trying to throw him off, so he got another bullseye.

“OK, fine, you win,” I said, throwing up my hands. “So what do I need to do? Service your car for free? Clean your toilet?”

“Nothing like that.” He retrieved the axes and then set them down with a click on the table. “Anyone can do that for me, but this… This is something only you can.”

“Only I can?” I frowned. “What⁠—?”

“Evening.”

Hunter’s voice was similar to Hayden’s, but not identical. When I spun around, he smirked, but that quickly faded when he took in my dress. I looked down, realising I still had it hiked up. I was probably creasing a dress he’d bought, so I tugged it down and then smoothed it back into place.

“You’re here early.” Hayden shot Hunter an unfriendly look.

“What can I say? I needed to see what Millie had done with my credit card.” Hunter shoved his hands into a very nice suit, the black wool fitting his body perfectly. “And I’ve gotta say I approve. This…?” He waved a finger from the tips of my toes to my head. “You look amazing, Jamie, so are you ready for dinner?”

Onto the next fake date. I blinked and then grabbed my bag, but when I turned around to say goodbye, Hayden was already there.

“I won,” he held me, his hands sliding along my arms, “so I get my prize.”

“You just need to tell⁠—”

“This.” I froze to the spot as he moved in, hands going to my jaw, his thumb brushing across one cheek before he darted in and kissed me.

Damn.

He wasn’t my friend’s brother right now. He was a man whose mouth was soft and hard at the same time, my own moving to meet his kiss. I could’ve put that down to shock, but that didn’t explain why I took a little step closer. His arms went around me, tugging me firmly against him as the kiss went on and on, getting deeper, hungrier. The first flick of his tongue had something tightening inside me, something I wished he’d do something about, my hands forced to rake across his back.

“Oh my god, he’s kissing his sister? Sick.”

A strident feminine voice had me jerking my head back in time to see Sharon and her party shooting us a dirty look as they walked out of the place. I couldn’t reply, needing to suck in breaths instead. This was a joke, surely. Hayden was playing chicken and I hadn’t veered away, but if that was it, he looked just as stricken as I did.

“Looks like you’ve got what you needed,” Hunter said, taking my arm and tucking it in his. “Now it’s my turn.”

I stared back at Hayden as I stumbled out of the axe throwing place to see him touch his lips and then grin, that same crooked one that set girls’ hearts afire in school.

Mine included.

This was a core memory, one I’d store away and bring out when I was having a sucky day, because teenage Jamie would’ve just about shit at this. I’d kissed Hayden McDonald and now… Hunter escorted me over to his car and opened the door. I was going out for dinner with his twin.


Chapter 23



Hunter

Punching the steering wheel was no way to start a date, but that’s what I wanted to do. Instead, I clenched it hard, listening to the vinyl creak as I struggled to regulate my breath, but all of that fell apart when I dared to look at Jamie.

Millie had done everything she’d promised. I’d asked her to make sure Jamie had something to wear that would work for the restaurant and ensure she was comfortable at the same time, but I had no idea it would look like that. The bust of her dress seemed to separate and prop out her breasts, as if offering them to me personally, before nipping into a waist I longed to wrap my arms around, but I wouldn’t.

Not until she had the truth.

That’s why I’d gone to all this effort, calling in favours to get us a booking. Maybe if I took her somewhere amazing, if she had a belly full of lovely food, she wouldn’t storm off, infuriated at our deception. The only answer I got right now was a conspicuous rumble from Jamie’s stomach, forcing her to slap her hand over it.

“Hungry?” Smiling made me feel a whole lot better as I gazed down at her.

“Um… yeah. This restaurant we’re going to, what kind of food does it have, because I could eat the crutch out of a low-flying duck right now.”

I burst out laughing, then shook my head.

“I have no freaking idea, just that it was fancy, so let’s find out, shall we?”

The first indication I was out of my depth was when we arrived. A man in livery came out to the car, opening Jamie’s door, then mine before holding out a hand. Did he need a tip? We didn’t really do that in Australia, but maybe here… Oh shit, the keys. This was a valet service. I handed them over reluctantly, not really loving the idea of letting someone else drive my car, but I had to pretend as if this was all natural to me. When Hayden announced he was going to take her somewhere cool like axe throwing, I needed to do something to top that, and so I held out my arm and then escorted Jamie into the restaurant.

“Good evening, did you…?” The waiter at the door looked up and then grinned. David was a high-end fashion model in his spare time, but the demand for them in Australia was not great, so he worked here as his regular job. “Hunter!” He held out a hand and we performed a complex little handshake we’d come up with when bored out of our minds waiting to walk the catwalk. “How’s it going, man? And is this your lovely lady?”

I wanted to say yes, that she was mine and snake my arm around her waist as I tugged her closer, especially when David seemed to look at Jamie way too long, but instead I turned towards her.

“This is David, an old modelling buddy. He helped us out tonight.”

“Did I ever. I got you a private room. This influencer party pulled out at the last minute, so I managed to get you guys in. Come this way.”

I needed this to be the first time of many. People turned to watch us pass as we walked through the elegant dining room, but I imagined it was Jamie that they stared at. Her hair was all twisted up and pinned behind her head, but little tendrils had escaped and my fingers longed to trace each one. The deep V of her dress gave me tantalising glimpses of her breasts, and I was willing to bet more than one guy here wanted to peel the silky fabric away and see if the skin there was softer. David came to a stop out the front of a screened off room, then slid Japanese-inspired doors before ushering us in.

“Oh wow…” Jamie gasped, then looked up at me. “Are we expecting anyone else?”

A long table was set up with glassware and gleaming cutlery.

“No, unfortunately the room was reared for the booked party,” David said, “but I’ll have someone remove the other place settings.”

“Just us,” I told her as I moved behind the chair she’d selected, her eyes going wide as I pulled it out, then pushed it under her when she sat down. I took up position on the other side of her, soaking in the view.

“So did you want to start with some drinks?” David asked. “Some wine, maybe?”

“Jamie?”

“Wine, for me?” She snorted and then cocked one eyebrow. “Remember when Millie and I got into that cask wine?”

I grimaced.

“Pretty sure we were holding back both of your hair and cleaning up all damn night,” I replied. “We told you one glass each.” They’d followed the letter if not the spirit of our directions, filling up these massive tumblers full of wine and sculling it. “But I’m fairly confident they don’t sell Chateau de Cardboard here, so…?”

“One glass,” she said to David with a shrug.

“Bring us something you’d recommend,” I told him. “Red made her sick, so maybe a white. Something not too sweet.”

“You’ve got it. A waiter will bring you your drinks, but in the meantime, here’s the menu.”

He handed each of us a chunky leather folio, and I opened mine up, ready to make a selection when I encountered my first problem. The menu was written in another language, and if I had to guess, it was French.

“Ahh… Hunter.”

“Yep, I know, I know.” I squinted my eyes, as if that would help, but it didn’t. Strange spellings swam before me, not resolving into anything that resembled English at all. “So did you fail high school French as well⁠—?”

“I didn’t even take it,” she replied, a thin thread of panic in her voice. “I did Italian instead.”

“Right, right, so… escargot sounds alright?”

“Isn’t that snails?”

I grimaced and then looked up, seeing a similar look on her face.

Hayden threw axes at a wall. He bought her a Coke and then kissed her. Brock took her to some pizza place after work, and I had to try to top all of that. I wanted something grand, something special, and I was fucking things up at the first hurdle.

“Google translate!” she said, dragging out her phone. “We have to use it sometimes when dealing with Japanese parts distributors. It’s not perfect but… Swordfish pearls balsamic?” Jamie looked up. “What the hell is that?”

I was out of my depth completely, I had to admit. Each of us struggled to decode the menu’s contents and got nowhere.

“Hand lime pearls?” I said. “What the hell is a hand lime?”

“How about salmon jam?” Jamie added. “Or lamb haunch crust?”

“Don’t they have a bloody steak here?” I frantically looked up the French word for steak and then scoured the menu for a sign of it.

“I’d settle for a burger right now and some chips. Hey, French fries, they’d have to have that, right?”

As she searched the door slid open and a waiter stepped in, toting a bottle of wine.

“This is a Penfolds Grange 2020,” the waiter said, presenting the bottle to me. I blinked and then looked at it and nodded, because what else was I supposed to say? I drank beer most of the time. Apparently that was all that was needed because he then uncorked the bottle and poured a small amount of the wine into the glass then looked at me expectantly.

Did he want me to drink it in front of him? I grabbed the glass and tossed it back before looking back at the waiter. A tiny frown made clear that wasn’t the correct response, but he moved around the table, filling my glass, then Jamie’s.

“Now, is everyone ready to order?” he asked.

“Ahh…” I’d found a nice suit, talked to the guy in the shop to make sure it fitted properly, found this restaurant, but apparently this was where it all fell apart. “We’re still⁠—”

“Trying to work out what is on the menu,” Jamie told him. “We didn’t realise the menu would be in French.” The crease in the waiter’s brows deepened, but she charged on. “Did you have steak or a burger on the menu…?”

“Perhaps a tasting menu would be the best choice,” the waiter suggested smoothly. “It entails a selection of many of our most ordered dishes, perfect for someone… new to dining here.”

You total bogan, that went unspoken. I clenched my jaw and then nodded.

“Sounds great.”

“Perfect.”

The menus were whisked away and the wine bottle left on the table, leaving me to scull a glass as soon as the doors were closed.

“Well, that went well…” I hissed to myself.

“Hey, apparently we’re going to get a taste of all their wonderful dishes,” Jamie said, then eyed the door forlornly. “He didn’t say anything about burgers, though.”

“Should we bail?” I’d walked into the axe throwing place full of confidence, but that was destroyed as soon as Hayden took Jamie in his arms. Watching my mirror image kiss the one girl I wanted had me conflicted. It was like I was kissing her too, and yet that possibility felt as remote as the sun at the same time. And twice as hot. “This was a mistake. I hoped to take you out somewhere nice, impress you, and⁠—”

“I put on a dress for you.” My eyes met hers across the table. “You know I can count how many guys I’ve done that for on one hand.” She looked at her palm. “Make that one finger. You look freaking hot in that suit.” I stiffened, every muscle moving in a state of readiness, “And this place is beautiful.” She stared at the low-hanging lights, the glossy, black-lacquered walls and the golden frames containing artworks. “As fake dates go, it’s pretty incredible. I’m not sure anyone has ever gone to this kind of effort for me before.”

Because men were fucking idiots, not worthy of her, I swore. I wasn’t either, but I’d try. Bloody hell, I’d try. 

“I really appreciate all of it, Hunter, because you really didn’t have to, but…” I hung there, waiting for the end of that sentence. “You promised me answers. Brock… Hayden…” Her hand went to her lips before she snatched it back down again. “Everyone’s acting really weird.” She smiled, but it didn’t really reach her eyes. “Including you. What’s going on, Hunt?”

That shortened version of my name was all it took to destroy the illusion I was frantically trying to create. I wasn’t some 007 guy that hung out places like this. I liked surfing, having a beer, being with my friends and family, and…

Jamie. Always Jamie.

I sucked in a breath, ready to confess everything when the doors opened again. We glanced over to see a fleet of waiters come to remove all the other place settings at the table. Plates were stacked, cutlery dropped into a tub and napkins whisked away until they disappeared back out the door.

“I’m gonna tell you, Jamie,” I told her, starting out strong. “I’ve been wanting to say something for some time.” My hand started to shake a little, so I tried to cover that by raking it through my hair. “It’d be a relief of sorts, to finally get this off my chest.”

She leaned forward, and if we were talking about anything else, I’d have drunk in the sight of her cleavage, but not now. I stared at the curve of her cheek, the shine of her eyes, enhanced by the makeup she’d put on, not obscured. Those cute little tendrils of hair, that’s what I focussed on as I sucked in a breath.

Right as the doors slid open again.

“First course,” the waiter said with a polite smile, somehow ignoring the tense atmosphere in the room. “Fillet of lamb cooked with pepperleaf and saltbush leaves, served with a potato au gratin.”

Massive plates with a tiny piece of lamb were set before us, the potato looking like potato bake cut out in a slender stack. I nodded to the waiter in thanks, half wanting to quiz him about the food to keep him in the room, half wanting to boot him out.

“Enjoy,” the waiter said before turning to go, but I very much doubted I would.


Chapter 24



Jamie

It would be a really bad idea to barricade the door shut, right? We were given a private room, which I was glad for. When we walked in, it felt like everyone turned to stare, noting my dress and the creases there, the way I walked like I was still wearing work boots, not slippers, so retreating in here was a relief. But every time I felt like we were getting somewhere, someone walked in.

“Quick, before someone else comes back,” I said with a smile. “Now, I don’t suppose there’d be any tomato sauce in this place?”

“Are you serious?”

Hunter’s snort had me looking up, his mouth twitching, ready to smile.

“About sauce? No, not really, but if they had some…” His expression said that was a no. I spiked the tiny sliver of lamb with my fork and then inspected it before turning back to him. “About information? Yeah, Hunter, I am.”

I shoved the lamb into my mouth because I was hungry, because it smelled amazing, and because if we got this whole dinner thing happening, then he could confess whatever the hell had him looking so constipated. I’d never seen Hunter’s face look like this before. He blinked, those long, dense lashes brushing his cheek before he poked at his food, right as I let out a groan.

I admit, I was sceptical about this place. It seemed to be all theatre. Beautiful interior design, every inch gleaming, the soft lighting creating this fancy-pants ambience that the artificial lights of McDonalds could not compete with, but this was no quarter pounder. The lamb was so tender I’m sure I could’ve cut it with the side of my spoon, the rich meat combining with the sharpness of something that tasted a bit of pepper, but with a eucalypt aftertaste. Through that was a saltiness that helped every taste amplify in my mouth. Hunter’s eyebrow jerked up at that, then encouraged by my sounds, attacked his own food.

Answers could wait, my body decided. My fork scraped disgracefully across the plate in an attempt to find more, but there was only the potato stack. I cut into that, popping some of it into my mouth, hoping it was just as good.

Damn…

Soft, soft potato and thick, rich cream, it was stopped from being too stodgy by a sharp cheese along with a little nutmeg. It was the best potato bake I’d ever tasted and there was a place up the road that did it with lashings of bacon.

“Oh god…”

Hunter let out a hopeless little sound, obviously having the same experience. We stared into each other’s eyes, sharing something, right as the door opened again to usher in a waiter with another plate. They took away our first ones, and I was proud of myself for not clawing it back to lick it clean, instead looking down at the new dish with interest. 

“Jamie—” Hunter said as soon as the waiter was gone.

“Maybe tell me after dinner,” I said, my fork gripped tighter. “I’m starving and I…” My eyes found his. “I’m not going to like what you have to say, am I?” 

“Probably not,” he admitted with a shake of his head.

I gripped my wine glass stem and then downed the contents.

“Right.” We were ripping off half the Band-Aid, not brave enough to pull it free. “So, then let’s enjoy dinner and then afterwards, you can tell me, that way I don’t make some kind of terrible scene in a place that looks like the Prime Minister of Australia would feel out of place in.”

“Deal.”

He reached over and picked up the bottle of wine, refilling my glass.

“Oh, that bad, huh?” I watched him fill it right up. “Just so we’re clear, if you get me drunk, you’re holding my hair back when I vomit all of this very expensive food.”

Hunter shook his head.

“I always do, don’t I?”

I smiled then, remembering the scrapes he and Hayden got us out of when Millie and I were still kids. Anything to keep his parents from finding out.

“You do.” 

I stared at him then, seeing past the suit, the slick hair, everything, seeing the man I’d spent half my life around, and I told myself that’s why I was prepared to wait. Away from the restaurant, somewhere quiet, he’d tell me everything. Hunter was always the blunt one, so I felt like I could trust him with this. I looked down at the next dish and then dug in.

“Oh my god, food coma…” I groaned as we got back into the car. I offered to split the bill on the meal, but Hunter just looked at the print out inside the leather folio, went pale, and then shook his head, handing over his credit card.

“Who would’ve thought so many tiny morsels could fill you up,” he said, sighing as he sat back against his seat. “So…” His head rolled my way. “Grab an ice cream from the petrol station on the way home?”

“Duh!”

That’s how we came to be sitting on the bonnet of his car, facing the sea, watching the waves crash in as we licked our ice creams.

“So…”

“So.” He turned to face me, looking down at his ice cream, then tossing it over the wall and onto the sand. Hunter wiped his hands on a paper serviette and then stared into my eyes. “You want to know what’s going on?”

“Everyone’s been weird since Millie asked you guys to be my date.” The words just came tumbling out, the darkness helping me say what was on my mind. “If you don’t want to do this⁠—”

“That’s not it.”

“If it’s awkward⁠—”

“Oh, it’s plenty awkward.” He smiled then, his teeth almost as bright as the moon. “Taking a girl to a restaurant where I can’t read the menu? Pretty damn awkward. But…” 

I sucked in a breath, ready to propose another possible reason, but he shook his head as his hand slid my way. It was warm, massive, strong, and I could feel the stickiness of where the ice cream had melted on his skin, but only dimly. His eyes were grey in the darkness and yet still they pierced through the gloom, straight into me.

“What possible reason could there be for things changing between all of us, Jamie?” he asked, a strange edge to his voice. “Why would we sign up for something if it made us uncomfortable?”

“Because Millie asked you…”

But as soon as I said that, I knew that wasn’t true. She nagged them mercilessly, and they only said yes when it suited them. He shook his head, as if acknowledging just that.

“That’s not it.”

So try again, Jamie, that went unspoken.

“Because you’re good guys? What am I saying? You guys can be total dicks. Because I needed help?” I searched his face and saw him shrug slightly. “Because you knew how much my parents bug me and you didn’t want me to have to deal with that?”

“And why would we do that, Jamie?” he asked. “I wanna say men are better than they are, that they help girls out from the goodness of their heart, but…”

It was on the tip of his tongue and mine, and that had me remembering the feel of Hayden’s and Brock’s when we kissed. They’d left a mark on me, both of them and yet I still felt incomplete. Lost, buffeted around by the wind, it was as if gravity no longer had a hold on me. I could be picked up and blown away, I thought.

Perhaps a better fate than this.

My brows jerked down and I felt ice cream running down over my hand, threatening to drip on this pretty dress, but I couldn’t move to stop it.

“Guys don’t take their sister’s friends to dinner out of pity, Jamie. Brock didn’t take you back to his place for a family therapy session. Hayden made sure to take you somewhere that would make him look good, strong, competent, and I…” He reached for me, but I flinched back, because all the good feeling of tonight was being whisked away by the wind. “I pulled out all the stops, trying to make a night special for you, and despite the fact, I failed miserably.” 

He shook his head. 

“I still tried. More than I have with any girl before, because… If you had a good time, if I swept you off your feet, if you were thinking I was hot and suave and sophisticated instead of a dickhead carpenter in a suit that really is not very comfortable.” He wrenched at his tie, loosening it and then undid his top buttons. “Maybe you’d see me and not Millie’s brother.”

“Why would you want me to do that?” I croaked out.

“Because I stopped seeing you as my sister’s friend a long time ago. So did Hayden, and so did Brock. You stopped being a little brat and became…” Hopelessness and desire warred in his gaze as he took me in, I could see that now. “You became a beautiful woman. One that’s funny, and smart, and capable, and strong, and I just… Hayden just… All of us have been into you for some time. I think we were just waiting for you to notice us in the same way. As men, Jamie. As potential partners.”

That word, that’s what had me jumping off the car and dumping my ice cream into the nearby bin as he called my name. I scrubbed at my hands with the serviette, but it just balled up into a sticky mess. I made an animal sound of frustration, then tossed it away too, spinning around as Hunter approached.

“Jamie—”

“No!” I stabbed my finger in the air, as if that would stop the confusing rush of feelings that threatened to drown me. Too many wildly differing realities were crashing together right now and my brain ached, trying to reconcile them. “No. No…” I shook my head, as if that would help me dislodge these thoughts. I took a step backwards, as if I could run the hell away from what he’d said.

Run.

I was done thinking, my feet taking the lead, turning me around and getting me moving.

“Jamie!”

My name was carried forward on the wind, but it rushed past me and out to sea as I moved faster and faster across the concrete footpath. Where? That didn’t matter. I just need to get away. Into you… See us as men… Hunter’s words followed me, filling my head no matter where I went and that had my feet stilling. I fished out my phone from my bag and then scrolled through my contacts.

Brock.

He’d never lied to me before, always telling me what I did well and what needed work. Surely I could trust him to be real with me right now. Then I remembered the way he was this morning. Not horny, but… something else. His gaze intent, every bit of pleasure, of pain, there in his eyes as he…

“Hey…” His voice was a seductive rumble. “You finished with those idiots? Ready to come home?”

“Home?” I swallowed, trying to dislodge the lump in my throat and failing. “You mean to your place.”

“Potato, potahto,” he replied.

“Literally no one calls it a potahto… You know what, that doesn’t matter. I need to ask you something.”

“Go right ahead.” All the warmth was gone from his voice, replaced now by what I liked to call big daddy energy. “Are you OK? Where are you? What happened?”

“What was this morning?” I ignored his questions, focussing on what really needed to be discussed. “What was that… vibe?”

“In the shower?” he asked, wariness seeping into his tone.

“No, before that. We were in bed and you… then I…” I couldn’t even fucking say it, but he could.

“You know.” I wanted bluntness, and I got it right now. “You don’t want to, but you know. It’s why you jumped out of my bed like your arse was on fire. You were sticky, probably feeling gross, but no more than you were moments before. Something else got you out of bed.”

“I felt suffocated.” I could say that now, here, down the phone line, away from his penetrating gaze. “I felt smothered. Like you were becoming a part of me, taking me over.”

“Not that, babe. No one can do that, but a connection? Yeah, it was there. It’s always been there. When you started working for me, you were this kid: smart, quick learner, determined and I admired that. It’s why I kept you on, but then you grew up, into a bloody good mechanic, but more than that. A woman. Last night? It was everything I’ve fucking dreamed of for years and more besides. More than sex. More than coming, and you felt it too, otherwise why get scared? If I was just a dick to ride, then I was no threat. No, this morning, it was the start of something, something incredible if you’d just choose me.”

His voice broke then and so did my heart.

“Choose me, Jamie. Choose me.”

But I didn’t, did I? Not him, when I hung up, then ignored his calls. Not Hunter, his shadowy shape standing there, further up the path. Instead, I chose to ring an Uber, jumping in the backseat and avoiding all conversation until I got home. Then as I was walking up the stairs, I saw I had a call coming through.

“What?” I snapped. Couldn’t Brock see that I wasn’t ready for this? That I might never be? If this was real? If they wanted…? Why didn’t they talk to me about it at the start?

“That’s no way to speak to your mother!” Mum’s strident tones came down the phone line as my eyes fell closed. My head was hurting and all I wanted to do was fall face down on my bed and sleep for days. “Goodness sakes, you’d think you were raised by savages, not your father and I. We arrived safely, thanks for asking.”

“That’s good,” I replied weakly.

“I’m ringing about brunch tomorrow. I think it’d be lovely to have Brock join us.”

“I can’t…” You did not say that to Majorie ever, but the tears that bled into my tone must’ve stopped her tirade cold. “I can’t, Mum. I told you everything was casual, and when I talked about it with them… We broke up, OK. We broke up.”

I ended the call then, ignoring its buzz as I got inside. It was left in the kitchen, turned off and charging, as I stumbled into bed. I wrenched the dress up and over my head, tossing it to the floor with a wince, but I wasn’t concerned enough to do anything about it. I slipped under the covers, pulling them over my head until I was completely cocooned.

I used to do that when I was a kid, shutting out the world, making a safe space just for me. In bed, no one or nothing could hurt me. I said that over and over as I drifted off to sleep.


Chapter 25



Jamie

I’d had a couple of glasses of wine, but I emerged from under the covers the next morning with a throbbing head, just like a hangover. I shuffled down the hallway and into the bathroom, and it took a long, hot shower to make me feel more human. When I went to go and grab coffee to complete the revival process, I found I had someone waiting for me. A tentative knock, that had me sighing and then walking to the front door to find an abashed Millie standing there.

“Here.” Coffee, sweet coffee, was shoved my way and I accepted it instinctively. “I’ve got croissants as well.” She held up a paper bag and I sighed after taking a sip.

“Nutella ones?” I asked.

“What the hell do you take me for? Of course they’re Nutella ones, now let me in. You know we’re going to talk through this, so let’s make a start.”

I stared at her for a second, wanting to be mad, sad, frustrated, but instead, when she smiled, I did too. It might’ve been a grudging one, but it was there. We’d been best friends for most of my life and that wasn’t going to stop now.

“The McDonald phone tree was activated last night, was it?” I asked as we both walked into my kitchen. 

She grabbed a plate and tore open the bag, placing each pastry on it before offering me one. Part of me wanted to be wary of McDonalds bearing food, but the smell was way too enticing. I picked one up and took a bite, waiting for an answer.

“Hunter wanted to come around here and make sure you got home OK, but I told him not to. If you ran…” She shot me a rueful smile. “Chasing you wasn’t going to help. Then Brock called me…” Her wince told me exactly what I needed to know. I’d seen him on the warpath, so I knew what she’d got on the other end of the phone line. “Then obviously they filled Hayden in… Actually, fuck that.” 

Her hands went to her hips.

“Fuck them and fuck me. In my head, you all knew.” She shot me a meaningful look. “It was so damn obvious you were all into each other that Mum and Dad started a betting pool on which one of them would say something first.”

“Your parents…?” I backed up until my butt hit the kitchen counter.

“I thought I was giving you a little push. Remember when you were really into Derek in Year 9?”

“Ugh…”

My first boyfriend was the yardstick by which all other men were judged, though not because he was an amazing guy. For a fifteen-year-old, he was doing his damndest to live up to the bad boy label he’d been given.

“And I had a word with him for you.”

“Yeah, and then I had six months of being ignored or pressured for sex, him going and getting it from other girls when I wouldn’t put out,” I replied.

“And you would never have found out what a douchebag he was without a push. Instead, you’d have spent all that time writing his name and yours in your journals and sighing every time he walked past.”

“So all this elaborate plotting was just Derek all over again?” I asked, my brow jerking up.

“It’s me fucking up.” She threw her hands wide and then took a step closer. “In my mind, it would all work out.” We both snorted at that, remembering all the other times she made that assumption erroneously. “You’d decide which one of those idiots you could tolerate and then fall into his arms, and you’d be happy and he’d be happy, and then there’d be a whole lot of bumping uglies that you would promise to never ever talk about with me. Brock would chill the fuck out, or Hayden would stop being a sad sack, and Hunt… he’d stop being all stoic and shit, and you’d…” She was my best friend, that hit me hard right now as her eyes started to shine, her smile watery. “Then you’d be happy. You’d marry one of my brothers and be my sister legally, not just here.”

That thump of her fist against her chest cracked something inside me. All the cold, still calm was chipped away, leaving something raw and throbbing. 

“So all this was just a dastardly attempt to get me married?” I croaked. “You know I don’t do weddings.”

“Domestic partnership, then,” she said, laughing despite the fact a tear rolled free. “De facto. Common-law wife. Life partner.” Her hand went to my shoulder. “You’d be a McDonald for real, not a stinky Kingston any more. I figured if the guys pissed you off, I’d kick their arses for you. I still can, you know.”

“OK, OK, I get it.” When her arms wrapped around me, I hugged her right back. “You’d do anything to try and even up the numbers of girls to boys in your family.”

“I need a girl squad for when we play Monopoly. Those guys are freaking brutal.” She pulled back and then stared into my eyes. “Seriously though, I fucked up. I know you hate surprises, and this? It was always going to freak you out. No more meddling, OK?” I looked at her in disbelief. “Fine, only meddling with your consent.”

“I am making a blanket refusal of all current and future meddling,” I replied.

“So you’re gonna be alone for the rest of your life.” She sighed and settled against the counter. “Have you got your cats picked out? I see all those cute Maine Coons on social media, though ragdolls are supposed to be just lovely.”

“You first, spinster girl,” I said, nudging her ribs. That earned me a jab back, the two of us devolving into some stupid squabble, right up until the point we heard another knock on the door.

“What the fuck…?” I froze in my kitchen, as if whoever was behind the door could see us. “That’ll be Mum.” I grabbed my phone and powered it on, seeing call after missed call. “She expected to see me at brunch and I hung up on her.”

“Hung up on Majorie? Damn girl!” She held out her hand for me to high five. “Look at you with your shiny new spine.”

“Not so bloody shiny,” I hissed as I scrolled through all the messages. “Shit, she’s gonna ream me out for hours after this.”

Another knock at the door seemed to confirm this.

“We can pretend we’re not here,” Millie whispered, but it was far too late for that. “Or I can answer it and say you’re in the shower getting ready.” I shot her a dark look. Feeling modest about my own body would not stop my mother from storming into the bathroom. “Or having a shit?”

Nope. I squared my shoulders, remembering how I’d felt when I hung up. Upset, confused, stressed but also relieved. I’d established boundaries, even if it was just the once, and that meant I could do it again. I strode over to the front door, jerking it open to find it wasn’t my family standing there.

Just Brock.

The way the skin around his eyes was creased in a half squint was all too familiar. It was the look he wore when he knew shit was going down and rather than lose it, he’d deal with it calmly. I was the shit going down. My feet shuffled against the floor, and then I stood tall, taking him in. Not in his usual uniform of old, worn jeans and a flannel shirt, he wore a pair of freaking slacks and a nice button-up shirt, the white in contrast to his deeply tanned skin.

“Looking good, brother.” Millie looked him up and down. “What’s the occasion?”

“I got a call from a Majorie Kingston on the garage emergency line last night,” he said. My cheeks reddened, getting hotter by the second. “She had an emergency, just not a mechanical one. Apparently she thought I was some prick who refused to commit to her amazing daughter.”

“She didn’t…”

“Once I managed to calm her down, I worked out what had happened. You told her we’d broken up,” he said, his voice perfectly even, which just made this worse.

“Seemed the best way to deal with imaginary boyfriends.”

“But I’m not imaginary.” He stepped forward, taking my hand in his and giving it a squeeze. “I’m right here.” He was so close I could feel the heat of his body on my skin, the brush of his shirt. “And you said you needed someone to be a buffer between your mother and you. I understand why now, because damn… I thought she was going to reach through the phone and tear my head off for rejecting you.”

I let out a shuddering sigh, forcing my eyes up to meet his.

“I’m sorry. She shouldn’t have⁠—”

His hand went to my jaw, his thumb resting on my lips, silencing me. Those amber eyes gazed into mine, forcing me to see the quiet amusement there, along with strength for days. It was why I’d always trusted him in the past, with my training, with my career.

“She doesn’t matter. You do. You needed help and you know I’ll always be there when you need it. Always. Even if…” His lips twitched. “We’ve broken up. Now, your parents are expecting us at a place by the beach in about an hour. Did you want to get dressed and go, or do I invent a work emergency to get you out of it?”

Typical bloody Brock, brushing past all the emotional bullshit and cutting to what needed to be done. Millie raised an eyebrow in question when I looked her way.

“Nothing’s changed. You, stop meddling.” I pointed at her and she nodded emphatically. “And you…” My determination faltered in the face of his even gaze. “This is still fake. Once the engagement party is over, we go back to the way things were, right?”

“Fake for you.” He shifted slightly. “I’m sorry we kept shit from you and I won’t do it again, but you need to know it’s only ever going to be fake for you. That doesn’t have to mean anything at all, not unless your feelings change, so get dressed. I don’t want to create a bad impression by turning up late.”

“So are we good?” Millie asked me, walking into my bedroom as I clawed through my clothes, looking for something smart but casual enough for brunch at a nice cafe.

“All part of hanging around you McDonalds right?” I asked, drawing out a pair of light-grey, tailored shorts and then grabbing a linen shirt off a hanger. “You’re all so damn bossy.”

“Because we care about you.” Her hand slapped down on my shoulder, holding me still. “Remember that whenever we piss you off. We might not do it right, but whatever we’re doing, it’s because we care.”

“Care about me with my consent,” I replied. “That’s the way we do this going forward. If you think you know better than me, stop and talk to me.”

“So you’re giving me permission to tell you what you should be doing?” Her grin was wicked as she plucked the shorts from my hands and then tossed them back into my wardrobe before pulling out a tan pair and some leather sandals. “You got it.”

I was cursing her out all the way to the front door, stopping only to grab a Nutella croissant. Millie smacked my hand away, then put the pastries into the fridge for later.

“You’re wearing a white shirt, which means you’ll get Nutella on it in four point five seconds. Wait until you’re at the cafe to spill something on it.”

I shot her a dark look, but it was true. White shirts lived a short but amazing life in my wardrobe.

“Ready?”

Brock held out his hand and I just stared at it for a second. Fake, it’s all fake, I thought, as I grabbed it and let him escort me to brunch.


Chapter 26



Brock

I didn’t expect Jamie to say yes.

I was wearing the clothes I used to wear to trade fairs, figuring they were parent friendly, but that didn’t prepare me for this feeling of unreality. I barely felt the steps as we ran down them, only her. Her fingers clenched tightly around mine as we got to the car park, and that’s when she saw my other surprise.

Millie might bring Jamie Nutella croissants, but I knew what really made my girl tick.

“Whoa…”

“Oh, nice, bro,” Millie said, sidling up to me as Jamie pulled free and walked towards my ride for the day. It was one my girl had never seen, a project I’d worked long into the night by myself. Her hands went up, as if the car was a wild beast and she needed to gentle it before she could take a ride, but it was going nowhere. 

A‘73 Holden HQ GTS.

The golden paint glowed in the early morning sunlight, her eyes shining just as brightly as she stared at it.

“So, are we taking my car or yours?” I asked oh-so casually.

“Oh my god…” Jamie hissed. “Oh my god.” She spun around, eyes wide, all traces of pain gone, and that’s what I’d wanted all along. “Is this…? Did you…?”

“It’s mine.” I fished out the keys and then held them out. “But you could drive if you like?”

“I can?” Jamie stared and then snatched the keys from my grip, as if terrified I’d rescind my offer.

Never.

Not when she stroked her hand down the panel, nor when she opened it up, cooing over the custom leather upholstery before sliding into the driver’s seat. She pushed the keys into the ignition and started it, the sound of a big, rumbly V8 engine echoing through the street.

“Some guys bring girls flowers,” Millie said with a shake of her head. “You bring her some petrol-guzzling beast.” Then her eyes locked with mine. “But don’t stuff this up. Don’t push too hard and don’t try to rush her. Jamie’s gun shy most of the time, but now⁠—”

“I know.” I stared back. “I’ve known for a while. You can’t work with someone for that many years and not know, but…” When I poked my sister in the shoulder, she knocked my hand away. “You need to butt right out.”

“I’m just looking out for⁠—”

“Look out for yourself.” Millie always stood up to me, but what was cute when she was five was just annoying now. “I was trying to do things on Jamie’s timeline when you got involved.”

“Because you guys were taking sooo long,” Millie complained, right as Jamie revved the engine. 

I moved closer, ready to throw myself into the passenger seat if my girl decided to go racing down the street. 

“As long as it takes.” I made clear in my stare that I’d accept no further argument from Millie. “I’ve got the rest of my life to help her see I’m the right man for her, and if that’s how long she needs, I’ll make that happen.”

“Ready?” Jamie asked me, a real grin of pleasure on her face as I got in the passenger side.

“Born ready, babe.”

She threw the car in gear and then pressed down on the accelerator, peeling out of the car park with a squeal.

Where was that girl now? I thought when we arrived. She was sitting there, peering through the windscreen at the cafe. It wasn’t whether or not they could cook good, crispy bacon that had her hesitating. I just sat there, a silent witness to her internal struggle, until she noticed. Her eyes found mine, and that flush of shame I saw way too often coloured her cheeks.

“I guess we better go inside.”

“We don’t have to.” Where had that come from? I wondered, but as soon as I said the words, I knew them to be true. “We don’t have to do anything.”

“But Mum⁠—”

“Keep your phone turned off,” I said. “I’ll turn the work one off. We can piss off out of here and go down to the local race track.” I went down there sometimes, giving the car its head as I tore around the strip at speeds I would never dare reach on the road. “I’ve got a spare helmet and suit.”

She stared at me, really staring, longing in her eyes, but then she shook her head.

“I need to go in or I’ll never hear the end of this, but…” She pulled the keys out of the car and handed them over. “Maybe after? It’ll be like the promise of dessert after a gross meal.”

“Like tuna mornay?” I asked.

“God, yeah, like tuna mornay.”

At that I was out of the car, opening her door for her and then offering my arm. She smiled at that but took it, and so we walked into the cafe. We didn’t need to be shown to a table, Jamie’s mother instantly recognisable. The same light-brown hair was streaked with grey, but fashionably shaped into a razor sharp bob that always had us cringing when a woman entered the garage with that kind of hairstyle. While they weren’t always high maintenance, enough were for us to be wary.

“Jamie!” she hissed, jerking to her feet, then looking around before marching up to us, her face turning red, but her heels almost screeched on the tiles when she came to an abrupt stop. She looked up at me and then smiled, all sweetness and light. “Oh, you brought Brock! Lovely to meet you. I’m Majorie and this is Arthur, Jamie’s father.”

A big, older man with sunburnt skin looked up from his paper, blinking myopically before smiling when he saw Jamie.

“Hello, love!”

I watched his daughter soften, going rushing over to her father for a big hug, the affection genuine.

“Always been a daddy’s girl, my daughter,” Majorie said in a tight voice. “So, Jamie says you’re her boss?”

“I own the workshop, yes,” I said. “As we discussed last night.”

“Yes, of course!” she waved that imposition away with a flap of her hand. “I admit I was probably a bit abrupt. Jamie’s always had a flair for the dramatic. I should’ve realised that before I called you.”

“Dramatic?” I frowned slightly. “She was hurting. I hurt her. I didn’t mean to, but I did.”

“Oh well, you’ll work through that.” Majorie’s tone was completely dismissive. “I can’t tell you how many times Arthur and I have quarrelled, but we always make up before bed.”

Did they? Or did he just admit defeat? I thought.

“You’ll learn to do the same once you’re married.”

She put a hand on my arm and then dragged me closer, the woman surprisingly strong for such a tiny lady.

“And who’s this then?”

Arthur didn’t let Jamie go, but I saw some tension in the arm hooked around her shoulders as he looked me up and down.

“This is Jamie’s boss and boyfriend, darling,” Majorie said in a placating voice. “Brock, this is Jamie’s father, Arthur.”

“Nice to meet you, Arthur,” I said, thrusting out a hand. He gave it a grudging shake, firm, but not ridiculously so. His attention returned to Jamie though as he steered her over to the table.

“They look like they’ve got a good spread here, love. Bacon, eggs, sausage⁠—”

“I was thinking a couple of egg white omelettes for us girls,” Majorie said. “No cheese, of course.”

I frowned and then looked at Jamie as she sat down beside me. Omelette? I mouthed, never having seen her eat anything like that and she gagged silently, right until Majorie looked our way.

“Though you boys will want a big cooked breakfast.”

“I think we both do, don’t we, babe?” Jamie’s eyes narrowed at the pet name, but I just smiled. “Never known you to eat omelettes.”

“Well, as I keep telling my daughter, a woman needs to work hard to maintain her figure,” Majorie twittered.

“She does.” I let my eyes run down Jamie’s form, noting the semi-translucent linen shirt and looking past it to the shadows of her body. “On bacon and egg sandwiches and coffee so sweet I’m surprised the spoon doesn’t stand up on its own.”

“See, Marge,” Arthur said. “You can have an omelette if you like, but we’ll have a proper breakfast. So…” He waved a waiter over and then turned to me. “Tell me more about this business of yours.”

So I did. Once we put our orders in, Majorie’s mouth getting tighter and tighter at each item we added, I gave Arthur an honest overview of the garage’s performance, remembering the key points the accountant went through with me. He nodded along, those keen eyes of his making clear he understood everything I discussed and then shot me a measured look.

“So you’ve got prospects then. Good, good.”

“So do I.” Jamie shot him a dry look. “Seeing as I’ve been working since I was seventeen.”

“But you’re not married, don’t own your own place yet.” Did Arthur see how hard his dismissive remarks hit his daughter? “No security. What if something happened to you?”

“What if something happened to Brock?” Jamie replied sharply, earning her a reproving look from her mother. “What if something happened to you?”

“Your mother is looked after, don’t you worry,” Arthur said, then smiled as a waiter returned with our coffees. Jamie wrapped her hands about hers as if she needed warming up. My arm went around her, tucking her into my side, something that had her looking at me gratefully. “I just want the same security for you.”

“She has the same as anyone else,” I replied. “A solid job and an excellent reputation.”

“And what other boss would hire a woman mechanic?” Arthur scoffed.

“Plenty. I’ve had blokes approach me about Jamie to see if she was interested in working with them.”

“Really?” she said. “You never told me that.”

“For selfish reasons.” I met Jamie’s gaze for a second, making clear the double meaning. “Didn’t want my best mechanic leaving. But in answer to your question, things have changed. Plenty of people recognise that female mechanics are often cleaner, quicker, less likely to come in late after being on the piss all night, and if you’re competent, there’s no reason why you can’t make good money.”

I shook my head.

“The trades have been looked down upon for generations. Perhaps you wanted Jamie to go to university rather than trade school?” Arthur looked away guiltily. “Most parents feel the same way, pushing their kids towards white-collar work, but that means there’s not enough people to service their cars, fix their power points or install their air conditioners. A proficient tradesperson is making better and better money, simply because demand is outstripping the amount of qualified workers.”

“So you’d want Jamie to keep working if you got married?”

Majorie’s nose wrinkled like she was smelling a vile fart.

“I’d want her to be happy.” I felt like I was speaking another language, one she didn’t understand and never would. A hand slid across my seat and then wrapped around mine. I looked down to see it was Jamie’s, then met her gaze. It was softer now, some of the tension having leaked away. “Isn’t that what all parents want?”

Both Arthur and Majorie sucked in breaths to answer, but we were saved from that speech by the appearance of our food. The waiter did their best to ignore the awkward air as they placed our plates in front of us. Jamie grabbed her knife and fork, ready to tuck in when Majorie shot her a dark look.

Bloody hell, it was all making sense now. Most blokes were pretty nervous when meeting his girl’s parents for the first time, but this? It was like picking your way through a minefield of unspoken resentments and prejudices and you could never relax, less you set a bomb off.

“This looks amazing,” I said, steering things back to a safer topic. “I’m starving. What about you, babe?”

Jamie smiled then, just a small thing, but I’d take it.

“Starving,” she replied and then dug in.


Chapter 27



Jamie

I hated this, hated that I’d brought Brock into this situation. Every time I thought I’d built the stress of being around my family up in my head, I’d see them again and remember.

If social media was to be believed, people were exploring their relationship with their gender identity more than I remembered doing when I was a kid. Some agreed with what they were designated at birth, others didn’t, but me? I’d never felt like anything other than a girl. What else could I be, being smaller, weaker, quieter than my brothers? But in all that masculinity, my mother was my primary source on all that it was to be a woman, and none of it was appealing.

Keep your elbows tucked into your ribs as you eat, don’t let your legs fall open, despite the muscle tension that it took to keep your knees together. Don’t start eating before the men. God forbid that you demonstrate any sort of appetite. Oh yeah, and don’t eat anything nice, yummy, rich, fatty, or fun. Men ate for pleasure, women ate to be thin. 

I stabbed a fork into my bacon, not wanting this to be a fight. I was a woman grown. What I ate and how much was my business, surely, but in my family, I was the baby and the girl. Until I had a ring on my finger, I was their responsibility. As I crunched on a mouthful of bacon, I spiked a sausage, meaning to cut into it, but the meat skidded across the plate at the sudden pressure of my knife, a chunk flying off my plate and through the air.

“Jamie…!” Mum yelped.

Brock’s hand shot out, snatching it from the air and then popping it into his mouth with a smile.

“Yum. Want some of my sausage?”

That smirk, even my parents would’ve picked up that innuendo, but he just sliced a piece off and held it out to me. I went to pull it off the end of the fork but he jerked it back, forcing me to lean in and accept the bite from the end of the fork. Conscious of everyone’s eyes on me, I did just that, only to find my mother smiling smugly.

“You’ve got a solid business and you have the means to look after Jamie,” Dad grumbled, “so what’s stopping you from making an honest woman of her?”

“Dad…!” I hissed, shooting him a murderous look, but he just frowned right back.

“Frankie’s the last of the boys to get married, so it's your turn next,” Dad said, using the same nagging tone I got whenever I talked to the two of them. “You’re not getting any younger. A man like Brock will want kids⁠—”

“Not unless Jamie wants them.”

I was torn between wanting to fist bump Brock and head butt the both of them. Dad spoke right over me, but faced with input from another man, he was suddenly thoughtful.

“Jamie wants children.” Mum’s tone was one part conciliatory, one part strident. “All women do.”

“Not all.” What the hell was Brock saying? I glanced over at him, only to find him staring back. Oh. He hadn’t said anything, but I had. I shrugged and looked down at my plate. “Some women can’t and some don’t want to.”

“If they’re selfish,” she snapped. “Preoccupied with their own pleasures and thinking nothing of future generations. What about your father and I? We’d love grandkids.”

“You have grandchildren,” I told her flatly. “A whole tribe of them, and while I love my niblings⁠—”

“Nieces and nephews,” she corrected.

“Nothing I’ve seen about the process has changed my mind. If anything, after watching what Amber and Frannie had to go through, it confirmed my decision.”

“You can’t ‘see’ the bond between a mother and a child,” Mum said with a sharp shake of her head. “It’s a love like you’ve never experienced.”

So she kept on saying, but nothing about her love for me made that seem like a good thing. Being around her was like trying to swim in the open ocean during a tempest. Waves relentlessly lapping at my head, the undertow tugging at my feet as I fought to keep my head above water, my muscles quickly tiring.

“Then she won’t miss it if she never feels it.” Brock’s voice cut through the chatter in the entire cafe it felt. “It’s not selfish to never have a child, just to have one and resent it your whole life.”

For once Mum’s many rules worked in my favour. Me, she could argue with until she was blue in the face, but a man and a guest? Brock had her mouth shutting, even if it formed a thin line of discontent.

“Eat up,” Dad said, nodding to my plate. “Can’t abide wasting food.”

I shook my head and picked up my knife and fork, then went to work.

“Oh ho, that’s a beauty!” My parents followed us out to the carpark, Dad was in a good mood because Brock had paid for breakfast, but that was nothing compared to when he saw the car. “That’s an old HQ. I had one back in the day, not in mint condition like this though.”

“Restored it all myself,” Brock said, opening the driver’s seat door then popping the bonnet, but when we went over to take a look in the engine bay, Mum grabbed my arm.

“You need to invite Brock to be your date to the engagement party,” she told me in a low voice. “He seems good and solid. Just the kind of impression we want to make with Nadia’s family.”

Nadia, my brother’s fiancé, was lovely, but I didn’t realise her family was that intense about these things.

“We’ll see.”

She made a sound of irritation, then forged on.

“And you’ll need to ask for some time off on Tuesday afternoon.”

“What? No, I’m fully booked⁠—”

“Brock won’t mind.” Mum smiled up at me. “Nadia has very kindly invited us to come and look at wedding dresses with her and the women in her family.”

“Something I am completely unqualified to give an opinion on,” I said, “as you well know. Nadia’s hardly likely to miss me. We barely know each other.”

“And you’re about to become family. I can ask Brock for you?”

Her threat was obvious. Brock was unlikely to say no to a direct request from Mum.

“No…” I started trying to shift my schedule around in my head but pushed that to one side when I realised it wasn’t going to happen. “It’s fine. I’ll work something out, but only for an hour.”

“An hour? That’s barely time to try on one dress,” she spluttered.

“Then save the highlights for me when I get there,” I replied. “I won’t be able to take any more time off than that. You guys say you want me to have a secure income? Well, I have one, I just need to keep my damn job. Now, I’ve gotta go.”

“Well, give us a hug then.”

How did she do this? Turn from overbearing to sweet in seconds. I frowned as I moved into her arms, feeling her give me a squeeze. “This Brock must be looking after you right. You look almost pretty today.” She turned my face from one side to the other. “I think you’ve lost some weight.”

I lost fifty kilos very rapidly as I stepped back from her.

“I’ll see you later⁠—”

“Sunday afternoon,” she corrected. “Steve is hosting a barbecue over at his place. Everyone will be there, so I expect to see you then.”

Great.

I smiled tightly and then nodded, beating a hasty retreat back to Brock.

“Car show is next weekend, if you’re still in town,” he told Dad. 

“The engagement party is next Saturday. Marge will have us fussing over everything until she shoos us boys away, wanting to do it herself.”

My father was trying to be good, but I could tell Brock was twisting his arm.

“So bring your sons down as well. I have a shit hot driver who’s going to take the HQ around the track. You lot could jump in as passengers if you like.”

Dad grinned like a naughty child.

“Alright, you’re on!”

“What shit hot driver?” I asked when we got into the car, trying to keep the jealousy out of my voice, but Brock just grinned as he looked over at me.

“Who do you think?”

I watched him turn the ignition with covetous eyes.

“You want me to drive my dad and brothers around a race track?”

“In a helmet, they’ll have no idea who’s driving.” He stared at me, the engine idling. “I know you’re very competent behind the wheel. Your parents obviously worry. Mine do about their baby girl, but maybe seeing the way you handle a tonne of steel at high speed might go some way to alleviating that?”

I didn’t want to smile, but I did, the muscles twitching until I was grinning.

“If it means getting to drive this car, then I’m sold. So, does that mean I get to drive home now?”

“Save it for the racetrack, Speedy.”

In some ways it was a let down, driving back to my place, but when I went to open my car door, Brock was there. Instead of stepping back and letting me out, he stayed where I was, forcing me to step into the shelter of his arms.

“I get it now, why you were willing to go through this,” he said. “I’ve met some intense parents, and let’s just say yours are up there, but…” 

He edged closer and damn me if I didn’t want just that. The need to curl against his chest, let him shelter me from everything burning inside me. He’d follow me up and into my bed and just hold me until I forgot all about my family and focussed on him.

But that wasn’t fair.

Before, I thought we were on the same page, just horny and seeking relief. Now was different, and that knowledge stood between us.

“I just want you to know, you need me for anything? I’m here.”

“Brock—”

“No strings attached. I was your boss first, then your friend. Take that as an order if you can’t accept it for what it is.”

“Asking me out on a date?” I asked.

“An offer of friendship.”

He pulled me close as if to underscore his point, but as my arms went around him, he failed. I had hugged all the guys at work, but it didn’t feel like this. His strength, the breadth of his chest, the heat of his body all registered far too clearly in my head, but it was more than that. I was holding him. Warm, strong, reliable, and in my corner, and for just a second, I closed my eyes, soaking that up.

But I had to pull away.

My muscles were locked tight, my heart beating way too fast as I was poised, ready to run again. It took real thought to keep me right here. I wanted to say something appreciative, nice, sexy, sweet, something, but instead I nodded stiffly.

“Thanks. I’ll make sure to give you plenty of notice if you’re required for fake-boyfriend duty, just in case you’ve got other plans.”

“Jamie…”

He shook his head, and I just stared him down, daring him to say something, relieved when he didn’t. Instead, he got back into the car and drove off, leaving me standing there by the side of the road. That wrench, that feeling in my chest of wanting to call him back? It set my teeth on edge and had me marching off towards my place.

“How’d it go?” Millie asked me down the phone line.

I’d called her as I started walking up the stairs.

“Ugh, the usual. Majorie was in fine form.” When my mother was behaving, she was Mum, when she wasn’t, I called her by her first name. “Thank god Brock is not my real boyfriend because between discussions about weddings and children, that’d be enough to have anyone turning tail and running.”

“Not Brock,” she assured me. “That guy? Nothing phases him. The twins found a tiger snake one day, came sprinting inside in hysterics. He just picked it up by the tail and flicked it over the fence. Dad was furious.”

“Yeah, well, pretty sure my mother is more venomous. So what’s happening tonight?”

“I work in a bar, bitch, so I’ll be serving dickheads all night. You should come down.”

“So I can watch you seduce unsuspecting backpacker guys from Europe as you regale them with tall tales about Australia?” I asked.

“Um, yeah, what else would we do?”

“You’re on. I’ll see you…”

My voice trailed away as I reached my front door. It wasn’t my worn out welcome mat that greeted me, but him. Another bunch of irises crackled as he grabbed the stems tight and then got to his feet.

“Hey, I need to call you back,” I told Millie. “I’ve got another one of your brothers on my doorstep.”

I’d seen a lot of expressions on Hayden’s face, but not this. Raw, naked pain, it clawed at me, demanding a response. Instead, I just stood there, staring.

“Can we talk?” he said.

I took in the flowers, his bare feet, the sand on his legs and then I nodded.

“You better come in.”


Chapter 28



Hayden

The night before

I looked up from the TV when I heard a car pull into the driveway. It was late, but sleep wasn’t going to come, not when Hunter was out with Jamie. The same hot, spiky feeling that tied my guts in knots when I saw my girl walk in with Brock’s arm around her had me shifting restlessly on the couch. I wasn’t watching the show that was on, couldn’t even tell you what the plot was or even what genre, because my entire focus was on my brother’s car. I took another sip of a beer I’d been nursing for hours when Hunter walked in.

You didn’t get to see him in a bad mood often, but when he entered the house, he had a face like a thunderstorm. A dark, shitty part of myself was elated. The date had gone badly. Jamie didn’t want Hunt, but hot on the heels of that came guilt.

And worry.

“What happened?” I asked, setting the beer down on the coffee table.

“I don’t want to talk about it.” He stomped over to the fridge and grabbed a beer, but I was there to snatch it out of his hand. “What the f⁠—?”

“What happened,” I repeated, more forcefully. 

“It was a disaster, alright?” His eyes flashed as he stared into mine. “I fucked up.”

No, no, my head shook from side to side.

“What did you do, Hunter?” He went to walk away from me, but my arm shot out. I watched his eyes narrow, then refocus back on me. My brother was always the one who started fights, but not this time. “What. Did. You. Do?”

A cruel smile twisted his lips and I hoped like hell I never looked like this. Hard. Brittle.

“Something special, I thought,” he replied. “The dinner, the dress.” He shrugged. “I wasn’t sure if she was going to like those things, but I had to try and do something nice.” My brother stepped closer, making clear he’d knock my arm away if I didn’t drop it, but I wasn’t backing down, not this time. “I’m not like you. I can’t come up with the perfect date, get her laughing, and then claim a kiss as your prize, but I had one thing I knew she’d really want.”

“What…?”

That question felt like it was torn from my chest. I didn’t want to know, not really, because his mistake made sense. He hadn’t crashed and burned by taking Jamie somewhere that made her uncomfortable. It was worse, far worse.

“I told her the truth.” Hunter had said things along these lines before, because my brother was like a child. He just blurted shit out, thinking his little truth bombs were some kind of public service announcement.

“About what?”

But I knew. 

“About me, about Brock, about all of us.” All traces of a smile were gone now as my brother stepped up to me, the tension growing by the second. His stare dared me, begged me, to make an issue of this. “About what we’ve all been hiding from her.”

“And why the fuck would you do that?” I snapped. My hand was up and shoving into his chest without thought, the rush I felt when he stumbled back addictive. “Why the hell would you think now was the time to drop that on Jamie?”

“Because I was sick of lying.” As Hunter straightened up I stared him down. “I needed to know. What she was thinking, feeling. That she knew this was real.”

“And how did she react?”

But I knew. I didn’t need to hear my brother say it, nor even try to read his expression, though I did both. I knew, because this was why I’d never said anything before. 

“She ran.” His jaw locked tight and he stared me down, as if this was somehow my fucking fault. “She ran and then she rang an Uber, and I assume she went home.”

“You assume? You didn’t bother to find out?”

I was biting off every word now.

“When I tried to come after her, she ran further down the road, and when I called her, she wouldn’t answer,” he replied. “I made sure she got into the Uber safely⁠—”

“You idiot…” I said that softly, but only at first. “You fucking idiot.” I shoved him again, but this time he locked his knees and refused to be moved. “What the hell did you think was going to happen, Hunt? That you’d take her somewhere swanky and flutter your eyelids at her and all would be well? That all it took was for you to throw some money at her and a pretty face and she’d fall to her knees in gratitude?”

“Hey, my face is your face, remember?”

He tried to smile his way through this, but I wasn’t having it.

“Why didn’t we say anything?” I barked out the question. “Why didn’t Brock? Why did neither of us think to say something to Jamie before this?”

“I dunno, because you’re fucking pussies?” he said with a sneer.

I stood there, stunned, just staring at him, wondering how someone who looked just like me could have no clues whatsoever.

“Because she wasn’t ready.” I stepped back because Hunter was no longer my focus. My phone was snatched up from the coffee table and I was scrolling through my contacts. “Maybe she was never going to be ready, and that’s OK.” I looked up at him when I found Jamie’s contact. “It’s not about us, that’s what Brock and I have always understood, but you haven’t.”

I put through the call, listening to the phone ring, but with each buzz, tension wound tighter inside me. I’d heard horror stories about Uber drivers doing things to women at night, and when it rang out, I knew what I needed to do. I grabbed my keys and headed to the door.

“What the fuck are you doing?” Hunter asked, but I let the screen door slam behind me, not stopping until I reached my van. “Hayden? Hayden!”

“What you should’ve.” I climbed inside and started the car, revving the engine before taking off for Jamie’s place.

I rang her number as I wound my way through the streets, but the phone just rang out again and again until finally it only got a few rings in before the call was rejected. My foot pressed down on the accelerator, taking corners with far too much speed, only slowing the engine down to idle when I arrived up her street, because there, under the streetlight, her hair turned to gold, was a familiar figure.

Jamie.

I watched her pay the driver, then pull away, the line of her body telling me everything. She looked done in, holding her slippers in one hand and her phone in the other, so that’s when I called her one last time. My heart was in my throat as I saw her stop, look down at the screen and then move…

To answer it, that’s what I needed. To hear her voice, clear or husky or even choked up. Something. But instead she tapped on the screen and I saw that the call was rejected. 

Part of me wanted to feel the same way.

That confronted with the reality of how we felt, she took off, found her own way home and declined any attempt at communication. It wasn’t the way I’d thought tonight would go after that kiss. Because I still felt the imprint of her lips on my mouth, the taste of her on my tongue and that kiss had given me hope.

Only for Hunter to ruin everything.

That wasn’t my focus as she walked up her stairs. My eyes scoured the shadows, searching them for any possible threat, not able to take a full breath until she unlocked her front door and then went inside.

My back pressed against the car seat, the low thrum of the engine feeling like it vibrated all through me as I saw lights flick on, then turn off again until the entire apartment went dark.

She was in bed, alone, that body I’d felt against mine when I kissed her sliding between the sheets. Did she stare at the ceiling and remember as I did when I got home, marching down the hall and disappearing into my bedroom. Did her body throb in response to that memory, aching for more? Did she turn her face and bury it into her pillow, only to dream it was my chest she was lying on, my arm around her, stroking her over and over as she fell into sleep?

But she wouldn’t lie there by herself for long.

My brain let me have a couple of hours sleep, but the cool grey of the early morning greeted me when I opened them again, my heart pounding in my chest. I wouldn’t get any more rest this morning, so I jumped out of bed, checking my phone for replies, messages, and in the absence of them, the time. Just after 6 AM, I couldn’t front up to Jamie’s right now and check to see if she was OK, so I grabbed a towel and my wetsuit off the clothes line before jumping in the van to head down to the beach.

There was always something about the sound of the sea that settled me. That steady hiss, the rhythmic shift of the waves was kinda hypnotising, and plenty of times after a long session as kids, I’d sit there and just watch the ocean, all the angst of being a teenager leaching out of me.

Not now.

I felt flat, empty, hollowed out, somehow having ridden a roller coaster of highs and lows last night, but all of that adrenalin hadn’t had anywhere to go. It’s why I pulled on my wetsuit, then tucked my surfboard under my arm as I ran down to the water line.

Scoop, scoop, my mind was forced to focus on the movements of my body as I paddled out to the break. It shifted with the sway of the waves, rising up and then dipping down over the little ones that broke close to the shore, then my strokes got longer the further out to sea as I joined the line up.

“Eh,” one of the blokes sitting there on his board, waiting for a wave, said with a nod. “Which one we got this morning? The smart arse twin or the moody one.”

“Fuck you, Damo,” I replied, but without any real emotion. Every second I spent on the waves brought with it a strange kind of calm.

“Moody one then,” another bloke said with a sly grin. “Where’s your other half, Hayden?”

“Probably jerking off, calling his own name,” I replied.

That provoked a raucous spray of laughter.

“That why he’s not out here this morning?” Damo replied. “Too busy pretending to be a surfer for the camera but not wanting to mess up his hair with salt and sand?”

My eyes narrowed as I saw a wave approach. It was a decent size, my body already tensing, ready to face it. 

“Do you wanna fangirl over my brother or do you wanna fucking take this wave?” I snapped.

Damo grinned, his teeth gleaming white in the growing sunlight, then started to paddle forth.

Men don’t tell other men that they really needed this, that the only time the shit swirling around in their head went quiet was when they were moving, doing the things that made them feel strong, but as we all paddled, I think they felt the same thing. Most of our lives were out of our control, but the waves? We knew how to deal with them.

There was a madness to surfing. Australian seas were wild, untamed things, with rips that’d drag you all the way out to sea if you weren’t careful, and surfers? They raced out to pit themselves against it, because then all that adrenalin had somewhere to go. My body moving, my hands paddling, my whole body dropping down low, as if in recognition of the ocean’s might, then as the wave began to swell, we went with it. Damo went for it first, but he didn’t make it, the sounds of his curses music to my ears as I rose up.

My body, my mind, they worked together, finding the crest of the wave, then my centre of balance. My feet landed on my board, the breeze sending a shiver through me as the water chilled on my skin, but that was all background noise to this. Surfing was just like the sea, full of unpredictable, wild fluid movements, and I did the same, hurtling down the face of the wave, then cutting back when I hit the shoulder. 

I didn’t want it to end, this feeling of perfect pleasure. My entire focus was narrowed on prolonging the ride, but that’s not how it worked. One moment I was working with and against the momentum of the wave, then it won, crashing back into the sea and leaving me trailing off into the whitewash. This remained, though–a strange kind of peace that had my heart pounding and my head going quiet.

Which helped me to work out what I needed to do.

I couldn’t control Hunter any more than I could the sea. He’d shoot his mouth off, deliver his ‘truth’ like it was some kind of gift, but that had nothing to do with me. I had to make amends, apologise, explain why we hadn’t been upfront with Jamie, and then… I stared at the waves, the guys all moving in to catch the next wave and the next, and there was a pull in my chest to join them, but I couldn’t. 

Then I’d have an answer to the question I’d been silently asking for some time. Was Jamie brave enough to see how good things could be between us? There was only one way to find out.


Chapter 29



Jamie

“More irises?” I tried to smile as Hayden brought them in, because otherwise I had to focus on this. Him, so tall it felt like he filled my kitchen, those bare feet tracking sand over my tiled floor. Golden brown skin. A bare chest without an inch of softness on it and then, those eyes. They were like blue lasers, slicing right into me.

“That’s what blokes do when they fuck up, yeah?” He thrust them my way and my hands rose, but I didn’t take them yet. “Bring flowers, apologise.”

I moved around the kitchen, filling the kettle instead, getting out coffee mugs, knowing exactly how he liked his. Almost black with just a splash of milk and no sugar, the freaking savage. But that knowledge was somehow tainted. The fake date, the banter last night, Hunter’s words, and that kiss. My fingers went to my lips and his gaze sharpened. I shoved them back down again, snatching the flowers quite gracelessly before finding another vase to put them in. As I filled it with water, I felt him move. 

I had a sixth sense when it came to the guys, some part of me always aware of where they were. I felt Hayden come closer rather than heard him move, then saw one hand come to rest on the edge of the sink. He was leaning over me, his breath ruffling the baby hairs on the back of my neck, and that brought it all back.

The moment when the fun became something else.

I’d intended to play along and kiss Hayden when he claimed that as his prize. It felt like we were playing a game of chicken, each watching the other to see if they would flinch away. But neither of us did, and that changed things. We’d both moved around his mother’s kitchen, even collided, and there was none of the heavy atmosphere there was right now. Sure enough, I turned around and found his face hovering over mine. It was different now. I felt like I’d almost lost something, a brotherly kind of vibe, and that had me frowning.

“What do you have to apologise for?”

I didn’t mean that to be accusatory, but it came out that way anyway. His tongue flicked out, sliding over lips, chapped and reddened by salt and the sun.

“I… Hunt…”

“Not him.” I shook my head sharply. “What do you have to apologise for?”

My finger had risen of its own accord, poking his chest, but if I was trying to make a point, I quickly lost track of it. His hand wrapped around mine, holding it where it was, forcing my palm to flatten against his chest. The skin was hot, gritty with sand, but there was more than that. Below, I could feel his heart beating so damn fast. It was a twin of my own, both of our heartbeats racing the other as the moment stretched on.

“I would’ve told you,” he said finally, trying to smile and failing. “At any point you liked. Last night, last year, and any year before that. In high school⁠—”

“High school?” I went to jerk away, but he held me fast. “You had every straight girl in the school panting after you, and also a gay girl who got really confused at one point.”

“Laney?” He shook his head. “I didn’t give a shit about any of them. Just you.”

It was tempting to consider what that meant, what it would’ve been like if he’d made clear how he felt. What would I have done about it? Part of me was still sixteen and thrilled that one of the cool boys liked me, but the other part…? I remembered my anger from last night, and that had me pushing him back.

“But you didn’t.” I flicked the kettle on and spooned instant coffee into the cups, then added a metric fuck tonne of sugar to mine. “You didn’t, Hayden. You didn’t tell me that last night was a real date, that it was a real kiss.”

“And if I did?”

He was back to crowding me, filling my nose with the scent of the sea and boy, until I was forced to wave him back so I could get to the fridge. The milk carton felt pleasantly cool against my skin. I focussed on pouring the right amount into each mug, not his question, because I think we both knew the answer.

I’d have freaked out, just like I was doing now.

Him, Hunter, even Brock, it was easy to check them out surreptitiously, even sigh over them like I had the twins in high school. Back then they were as distant as gods and worshipped by everyone around me in the same way. Now… He was a guy in my kitchen, barely dressed. A man I’d kissed, but more than that. As I stared into his eyes, mutely trying to answer his question, we both knew.

Our history stretched out between us, a million little moments that were all woven together into a rich fabric. Kissing him for real pulled one or more of those threads, and then what would happen? 

“I wouldn’t have kissed you,” I replied, sounding oh so prim.

“Right.”

“I wouldn’t have gone on that date. If I knew there were real feelings there, I wouldn’t have led you on.”

“So protective of my feelings,” he said, eyes shining with a dangerous light. “Thanks for that.”

“I would’ve stuck to my story and told Mum I’d broken up with you guys.” My words were coming faster and faster. “I would’ve said you weren’t interested in meeting her. Shit, I would’ve even confessed you were all made up⁠—”

“That’s not it,” he said, eyes flicking to take all of me in. “Your pulse isn’t jumping in your throat because you’re worried about my feelings. It isn’t altruism that’s got you gripping the kitchen counter like that.” I looked down and saw my knuckles were white. “I’m sorry I wasn’t upfront with you, Jamie, but I didn’t tell you for a reason.”

His throat bobbed as the kettle really began to bubble.

“Part of me just wanted whatever I could get, and if it was fake, then so be it. I’d still be with you, taking you out, showing you a good time, as if you really were my girl. But the other part?” One brow raised. “I had to know. If you were forced to see me as a man, not Millie’s brother, how would you respond?”

We both knew how that’d gone. In the end, I’d ended up kissing him just as much as he kissed me.

“So what did you see happening?” I replied. “That I’d date each one of you in turn? Kiss you?” I stared into his eyes. “Sleep with you, like I did Brock?” That small flinch told me everything I needed to know. “Just bounce from one bed to the other, or shit, end up in one with all three of you.”

Yep, that jaw muscle was beginning to tick.

“I shouldn’t have slept with my own boss, but at the time, I thought it was no big deal. Just two people getting the other person off, but he had to bring feelings into things.” The kettle was close to boiling, so I went to push him away, but this time he stayed right where he was. I looked up angrily now, but he didn’t back down for a second. “You all did.”

“You trying to make sure I don’t get hurt?” I watched him shake his head slowly. “Don’t remember asking you for that.”

“So what?” As I stood taller, he was forced to give ground, lest our bodies collide. “You want me to come out on dates with you, with beard rash.” I ran my fingers across the tender skin on my chin. “That I got from kissing your brother? What if when Hunter took me out for ice cream, I decided to lick his dick rather than the Cornetto he bought me?”

This was the point where he should have shrank back, got angry, and started raising his voice. I was convinced I had Hayden on the rails, but instead, he just smiled slowly. That lazy, sun-drenched smile that had sold a million surfboards, it was weird to see it in my kitchen.

“Was I jealous, seeing you walk into work looking freshly fucked?” The smile faltered for just a second but then was back twice as bright. “Hell yeah I was. I’ve never wanted to be my brother before, but I did that day. Thing is…”

The kettle was starting to whistle, demanding I attend to it, but Hayden was moving back in.

“You’re not mine, so I can’t tell you to keep away from Hunter’s dick or Brock’s, but…” It all came back to me now, the feel of him moving in for a kiss last night. That moment of hesitation, then a need to push past that rode me now as his mouth came to a stop just above mine. “If you gimme a chance, maybe I can persuade you that you only need mine.”

It wouldn’t take much. In my mind, the guys were picked up and placed in the no-go basket due to the fact they were Millie’s brothers, so it was all look and don’t touch, but what if…? What if they weren’t? My hands were rising, wanting to test that, and his eyes followed that, turning molten as they got closer, but a shrill screech had me snatching them back. I blinked and saw that the kettle was boiling. I was forced to pull away and turn it off, just sucking in breaths for a second as I focussed on pouring the coffees.

“Jamie…”

Hayden had to step back as I thrust a coffee cup his way, the hot liquid splashing on the floor. I cursed and then went to grab a cloth from the sink, but he was already there. The coffee was put down as he grabbed a cloth and I grabbed a sponge at the same time, dropping down to wipe up the drips when we stopped. I was dimly aware that his hand was moving as he stared into my eyes.

“I’m not gonna ask for anything else today,” he said, “but I’d give good money to know what you were thinking.”

“I think you know,” I rasped out.

This was insane. I’d only just gotten back from a date with his bloody brother, but my eyes dropped down, taking in those full lips and remembering exactly how they felt. I wanted to take him at his word, that he was cool, that everything would be cool, if I just leaned forward and⁠—

He read my mind, it felt, moving in closer, slowly enough that I could pull away, but I didn’t. My hand went to the back of his neck, pulling him in closer, and that’s when it happened. My thighs tensed, my entire weight resting on the balls of my feet, but that didn’t matter. Just this. Salty kisses that stung my lips, growing harder, faster. His tongue thrusting into my mouth as he let out a little growl. Then my yelp as he grabbed me, picking me up and setting me on the edge of the counter before stepping between my legs.

“I’m a big boy.” Another one of those crooked smiles at the unintended innuendo, his eyes dropping down as if to confirm just that, mine following. “I can look after myself.” A finger redirected my attention away from that hard body and back to his eyes. “And you, if you let me.”

“If things go to shit,” I told him, feeling like I was howling into a hurricane. “If this causes issues with Millie or the guys, or even your parents, I’m out. Everything will go back to the way it was, yeah?”

He shook his head, ready to deny that, then pursed his lips and nodded.

“Then…” Touching forbidden fruit had a strange kind of thrill to it, and that’s what I felt right now, my finger tracing a line down his chest. His body was just as perfect, just as impervious, as I’d suspected. “I might have something you can look after.”

He stood perfectly still as I mapped the slope of his shoulder and the swell of his biceps before letting my fingertips trail down his stomach. The muscles flexed under my touch, then hardened when I reached the waistband of his board shorts. I tugged at the ties, but his hand covered mine and for a second, I thought I’d done the wrong thing.

“I said I’d look after you,” he said, placing my hand firmly on the counter and then moving forward. 

I believed him. That first kiss on my neck, the burning trail he created, leading down to the first button of my shirt. When his fingers popped it open to free his path, it became clear. Millie, Brock, my parents, whatever, I didn’t care about any of them right now. Just this.

“Yes…” I hissed as his fingers opened another button and another. “Yes.”


Chapter 30



Hayden

This was not how I thought today was going to go, but right now I was thanking a wide range of divine beings for their grace, because I was kissing Jamie.

My heart was in my throat, my hands cramping because I wanted to grab her hard and never let her go, but I couldn’t. Instead, I endured the sweet torture of placing kiss after kiss across a body I’d spent way too long fantasising about. When she reached down to touch my dick, I’d felt it lurch like a dog on a chain, forcing me to knock her hand away because this was too bloody much. The smell of her perfume and her natural scent filled my nose, but it was the feel of her that had me moving faster. I popped every button of the damn shirt she was wearing, the thin fabric hinting at the body hidden within it, ready to reveal every curve.

I wasn’t disappointed.

Boys followed Jamie down the school hall with their eyes because my girl had developed early and had curves for days, and that had had me and Hunter stepping in. We made clear to every guy we had any sort of influence with that they needed to keep their damn eyes to themselves, but right now I felt some sympathy with them, because as I pushed the shirt off Jamie’s shoulders, I stopped and stared.

“Why am I wishing I wore a better bra today?” she said in a strangled voice, reaching for her shirt, ready to pull it back over her body.

“Don’t like this bra?” I reached behind her and undid it with a flick. “Then you really shouldn’t wear it.”

Her eyes narrowed as I eased it off.

“If I knew… this was going to happen, then I would’ve worn something pretty and lacy.”

“Wouldn’t have made a difference.”

She didn’t get it. Jamie didn’t need window dressing to have my mouth watering for a taste of her, but she would. My hand covered her breast, offering it up for my lips to take. That little hiss when I licked her nipple, then a deeper, longer one that evolved into a moan as I sucked the tip in, yeah, I liked it a whole lot. So much I covered her other breast with my spare hand, tugging on her nipple with my fingers as well as my mouth as her hands sank into my hair.

“Fuck…”

I liked that little sigh, and I wanted to spend the rest of the day learning every little thing I could about her breasts and what had her squirming, but just like the tide, a need swelled inside me. It had my hands sliding down, going for her shorts, when I saw that this position wouldn’t work. She smiled and dropped down from the counter, but right as I moved in, her phone rang.

“Shit—”

I pulled it from her grip and hit the red button to cancel the call, then tossed it onto the draining board of the sink, but whoever it was, they were persistent. Another call came through immediately afterwards.

“It’s gotta be Mum,” Jamie said, shooting me an apologetic look, but I just smiled as she went to answer it. I didn’t give a damn who it was. I could do what I needed to when she was on the phone as well as off it. “Hi… Oh, hey, Brock.” Her eyes found mine and I saw the fear now. She thought my brothers were possible obstacles to us finding out if there was something real between us, but I didn’t. She could talk to him and I’d… “She what!”

Her yelp was partly due to whatever my brother was saying and partly this. I eased her zip down, then tugged her shorts off, not even able to wait to get her underwear off before I dove in. Kisses against her cotton covered mound, then I pulled them to one side and slid my tongue in.

Salty, sweet and entirely her, I savoured the taste before going back for more.

“Look, I really need…” 

Jamie was trying to get off the phone but I pulled back and stared up at her, shaking my head slowly. Her eyes widened and she shot me a dark look. I pressed a finger to my slick lips and then moved closer, making clear what I wanted. Brock could talk to her about work or cars or the fucking weather for all I cared, but I… I wanted a chance to put that same soft-eyed, hazy look on Jamie’s face by getting her to ride mine. Her teeth sunk into her bottom lip as she considered my unspoken offer and then turned back to the phone.

“You don’t need to go. It’ll be this big family thing… Trust me, it’ll be tedious. If you think you were getting the third degree before. Ah!”

I couldn’t take this slow, tease her like I wanted to. I felt like a fucking animal, diving in, pressing my face into her wet cunt in my bid to get more. To slide my tongue all along her seam to collect her taste, to tease that pretty little clit, already starting to ease out from under its hood, to work it up into her hole. In some ways it was like wiping out when surfing, the whole world reduced down to this tumble of salty wetness. 

“Yeah, I’m fine. I just… stubbed my toe. Yep, yep.” I could hear her voice growing higher and higher as I flicked my tongue along her clit. “Sure, we could do that.” Her free hand clamped down on my head when I found just the right rhythm, my hand sliding up her thigh. When she came I wanted to feel it, her cunt flexing around my fingers, like she would afterwards when I was inside her, wringing the seed from me. “Uh huh. Uh huh…”

Did my brother hear the breathy edge to her voice? Did he know why? Did he realise I was the one to make her control shatter? He’d looked so damn smug, escorting her into work the other morning, but right now he needed to know I wouldn’t let go of Jamie without a fight. Not when I had this.

“I’ve gotta go,” she said hurriedly, not bothering to finish the call. I looked up to see her stab the phone screen, then slap it down on the sink. “I’m close, Hayden.”

“I know.” 

I made a show of licking my lips, then pulled her underwear down, tossing them to the floor before hoisting her up. With a little shriek, she was forced to grip the counter as I set her on my shoulders. There was no missing her cunt in this position, her thighs wide and about to get wider as I pushed forward. Licking, sucking, pulsing my fingers inside her, then curling them upwards until I felt that swollen spot inside her, a little cry confirming it. My girl was coming apart. I’d see her through this and everything else, but first I needed her to come.

Her thighs went rigid, her knees clamping down around my ears as I felt it. A little gush, then a rapid flutter, her cunt sucking my fingers deeper. I pushed through every wave, trying to prolong them with long sucks of her clit until finally her shuddering breaths, her twisting body, told me she was done.

I wasn’t.

Gentle, featherlight licks, as if to soothe the poor inflamed nub of her clit, I lavished them upon her as she caught her breath, then until it began to speed up again. 

“Hayden…” That’s what I needed to hear, her voice all soft and full of longing, calling my name, so I looked up. “I need⁠—”

“I know what you need.”

I picked her up and carried her down the hall and into her bedroom, kicking the door shut behind me before laying her down on the bed. She wasn’t content to just stay there, though, rolling up to undo my shorts before easing them down. I hadn’t bothered to put underwear on this morning, so my cock bounced free.

Her eyes widened, always a gratifying response, right as she drew closer

“That… So the rumours going around school were true.”

“What rumours?” I looked down at my dick and then back at her. “What…?”

I didn’t give a goddamn about what anyone said, not when she was touching me. It felt like the persistent ache in my balls transmuted into a vicious kind of pleasure. Just gently at first, her fingers tracing down my length before circling the root.

“Fuck…” I hissed when she stroked me much more firmly, my hips snapping in time with her hand, then again as she leaned in. That first wet kiss on the head of my cock was fucking everything I’d ever wanted, needed, desired, my entire body locking down to stop myself from thrusting forward. The need to bury myself in her throat was pressing me hard, but I held back. Far better to watch her eyes roll up and stare into mine as she swallowed more and more of me. The flicker of her tongue, the suck of her mouth, this moment felt like it’d been coming for more than ten years.

And I’d be coming right now if I didn’t stop things.

I pulled her off me and moved her further up the bed, following her down.

“You want this?” I asked, not letting her answer yet. “You want me to show you how good it’ll be between us?”

“Pretty sure I’d scream the house down if you didn’t,” she replied, her hands tracing the lines of my face.

“Let's see if we can do just that now. Condom?”

“Nope, I want it raw.” Fuck, that was so damn hot. “You’re so damn thick I’m going to seriously feel it when it goes in.”

“You can take⁠—”

“Make it hurt, just a little.”

I stared into her eyes, trying to work out what she meant, but that was apparently taking too long. She moved forward, straddling my lap and then bore down hard.

“Fuck!”

I was going to take things slower, ease her into things, but my girl had other ideas. Her body fought me, and it was only the fact she was already so slick that made this possible at all. But there was something vicious and terrible and beautiful about this, all at once.

“You want it hard?” I asked, sliding my hand down to her pelvis. “You want to feel me here after I’m done.” A sharp little nod at that. I tilted us forward and laid her down on the bed before hooking her leg up over my shoulder. She was so fucking open for me, I’d have to be careful, right when she was begging me not to. “I can do that for you, Jamie.” I pushed forward, a slow punch of a thrust that had her gasping. “Tell me if it gets too much.”

But she wouldn’t, somehow I knew that, though perhaps it was this. There was no way I was the only one feeling this, how right this was.


Chapter 31



Jamie

There’s a feeling that I sometimes crave, of a guy just slamming his dick in. My cunt was wet, swollen, yet not entirely ready, and somehow that’s exactly what I wanted. It was as if the pleasure had teeth to it, scoring my skin, wringing every bit of sensation out of me. It got deeper, harder, more intense as he laid me down then forced himself into me.

He was thick enough that part of me wondered at the wisdom of what I’d asked for, each stroke like a punch deep inside me, but damn me if I didn’t feel every inch. There was no mistaking what was happening. I was being fucked hard and deep, and a great blossom of pleasure was unfurling inside me. 

“Feel that?” he ground out, my eyes locking with his. “Feel me? This is the way it's supposed to be. Me deep inside you, us locked together.” He reared back and that had me clawing at the sheets. The change of angle meant that blunt instrument was hitting my G-spot with every stroke. I felt like a balloon being filled with water, my skin thin, and all I could do was let out some inarticulate noise in response. Then his thumb went to my clit, rubbing it in time with his strokes. “Like that, huh?”

“Yesss…” I hissed, my eyes going wide, because this was all going to come to a head way too fast. Part of me wanted to clutch at this pleasure, or shove it away, the sensation far too intense. Maybe just make it last forever? This golden moment where it hurt so good, my body clamping down, trying to hold him where he was. His strokes shortened as if sensing that, focussing there.

Sometimes when someone started hitting just the right spot, that pleasure got weird. It was like the boundaries inside me that kept the sensation in familiar territory were broken down and I was in freefall. I stared into Hayden’s eyes, a sweaty smile crossing his face, as if he knew exactly what was happening, and I clung to that certainty. 

“You’re gonna burst.”

Yes, that described the feeling perfectly. Like really needing to pee and the pleasure of being fucked had some mutant child, and as my pulse raced, my mind sought some sort of indication of whether I was going to come or I needed to pull free and rush to the toilet. Instead, his thumb moved faster.

“I…”

“Burst all over my cock.” His mouth fell open, his brow creasing as his jaw muscle flexed. 

“No… no…”

I clawed at him, clawed at comprehension, needing some kind of map to navigate this, but I wasn’t going to get it.

“Trust me, Jamie.” The smile faded and something ragged and desperate rose instead. “It’ll be so fucking good. Just let yourself go. I’ve got you.”

And that’s when he took my ability to make conscious decisions away.

His angle shifted again, smashing into something that exploded with every stroke, and they got longer and harder, giving it to me just as brutally as I’d asked for. I was battered and buffered, lost in a sea of ecstasy so savage it took my breath away.

And my control.

This pleasure was hot, liquid, scalding me, forcing a scream out as it all came rushing out. I gushed, little spurts of fuck knows what pushed out with every blissful pulse of my cunt, the waves stirred up and spurred on as he joined me.

“Oh fuck… Oh fuck…”

His hands slapped down beside my head and he hung over me, his stricken look a mirror of my own. We were like the survivors of a natural disaster, each staring at the other, looking for answers, but we wouldn’t find them. Instead, my hands shot up to grab his head and I pulled him down on top of me, not able to countenance even the tiniest gap between us. He rallied quickly, holding me tight.

“It’s OK,” he murmured as I started to shake. My nervous system decided it had gone into overdrive and couldn’t work out how to wind down. Each gentle stroke helped ground me, bring me back to my room, my eyes seeing the diffuse light coming in through the window, the hum of traffic just audible beyond the windows. That growing awareness had an unpleasant side effect, though, because while sex was always messy, this time I was left feeling… soggy.

“What the fuck…?” I peeled our bodies apart enough to look down the line of us. “Did I⁠—?”

“Squirt?” I never mistook Hayden for Hunter, but I could’ve right now, his smug expression a mirror of his twin’s. “Yeah, you did.”

“Squirt?” I pulled away abruptly, gasping when I felt him slide free. He’d said I’d feel him after he was done and he was right. Not pain per say, but feeling well used, the burn was often a pleasant thing, but when I saw the wet spot on the bed, I wasn’t so sure. “Ew, is that pee?”

“Science is still trying to work that out,” he replied with a shrug, looking completely unfazed by this until I started to get out of bed. “All I know is its fucking hot. I hope it felt as good for you as it did for me, because that damn near took my head off.”

“I need to clean up,” I said, ignoring his warm words and gaze. Memories, dim and hazy, of Mum discovering me having had an accident as a child, rose up and told me exactly what I needed to do.

“No, you don’t.” Hayden bundled the quilt up and then walked out of the room with it, looking like some kind of golden god and when he returned it was with a couple of towels. He laid one down and placed me on it, then knelt on the bed, gently separating my thighs. “How’re you feeling?” He went to work, cleaning me up with all of the care and gentleness of a nurse. “Not too sore?”

His concern was real, but so was that slight smirk, there and gone again.

“You like that idea?” I asked, reaching for the towel to take over, but he resisted, finishing the job and then tossing it to the floor before joining me back in bed.

“Hurting you? No fucking way. But a little tender?” He stroked my body as he got closer, tucking me in against him as his hand cupped my arse. “Yeah, I think we both like that.”

I buried my face into the hollow of his neck to mask the flush of my cheeks. What I’d asked for so boldly, seemed shocking right now. 

“And that happens every time…?”

“Squirting?” He pressed a kiss to my forehead. “Nope. Sometimes you can hit the right spot or go in at the exact angle needed. She’s feeling it and is relaxed and…” I felt his shoulders shift into a shrug. “It just happens. It’s hot. To me it means a girl was so relaxed, trusts me enough to just let go, and that? I like that the best.” His head tilted down, his eyes searching mine until I was forced to look up. “That’s a gift, not something to be embarrassed about.”

When he stroked my hair, my eyes fell closed, waves of exhaustion threatening to drown me.

“But did it feel good?” he asked.

“So good…” 

Hayden had gotten what he wanted. My boundaries were down and all I could do was take deeper and deeper breaths, the smell of him in my nose. He held me as I slowly went limp against him.

My dream was hot, dark red, and formless, and I spun in that bloody space feeling something foreign: satisfaction. I couldn’t want for a single other thing while I hung here, but of course, that couldn’t last. The slow, soft sounds of someone else’s snores had my eyelids fluttering and then opening.

The light pooling in on the floor had turned golden, making clear that hours had passed, but that didn’t hold my attention, he did. Hayden’s face was slack with sleep, and yet that brutal bone structure was clear, my fingers itching to trace the line of one sharp cheekbone, his lips the only soft part of him. It felt like I could stare at him until my eyes burned out in my head, but I couldn’t. Slowly, carefully, I tried to pull away, but he snorted, a small frown forming as his arms tightened around me.

“Hey…” Eyes, open and unfocused, stared at me and then blinked until he saw where he was and with who. “Where were you sneaking off to?”

“Well, I need to put my quilt through the wash.”

“Already ran the wash cycle.” He tugged me back down again and then nestled into me. “Stay.”

“And I have to get ready to catch up with Millie tonight.”

“Going to the pub?” His eyes flicked back open, clear now. “We could make a night of it.”

“I…”

My brain raced, trying to come up with an excuse, those old instincts rising. Put some distance between us, they screamed. Don’t let them get too close. He smiled, shaking his head.

“And you want girl time with my sister. I get it.” He pressed a kiss to my forehead, then another sweeter, softer one to my lips. “Just maybe don’t regale her tales of our exploits?”

“Oh my god,” I said, pulling away, “if I tried to mention your dick in any context, she’d be projectile vomiting everywhere.” 

My eyes trailed down his body to see the cock that had brought me so much pleasure was starting to stiffen. It was tempting, to stay in bed, or the shower, maybe the couch, and see if we could replicate what had happened, but… In some ways, bad sex was easier to cope with. If a guy was lying there enjoying the afterglow and I wasn’t, I felt safe, untouchable. Nothing he did could penetrate my boundaries, but this? In theory, endless pleasure sounded like heaven, but right now it was just scary. I wouldn’t know where I started and he ended, and that’s why I pulled free, padding out the room and into the shower.

“You’re freaking out.” My head jerked up from under the water, my eyes opening a crack before I was forced to put my head back and allow the shampoo to wash away. Hayden padded closer, wearing shorts now. “That’s OK. I expected that.”

“What?”

I dashed the water away and looked at him more clearly.

“I’m surprised you didn’t go running out the front door, though I guess the fact this is your place is what stopped you.” I dimly felt the spray beating down on my skin, a white-hot feeling washing through me despite the cool of the water. “That’s something I’ll remember for later.”

“Later?” I asked dumbly.

“Yeah, later.” He shot me a cocky smile. “When are you catching up with your family next?”

“Tomorrow for a family barbecue. That’s what Brock was ringing about,” I replied. “Mum asked me to invite him, but I obviously didn’t do that quickly enough, because she rang him herself. He wanted to check with me to see if I was cool with that.”

“Take me,” he insisted.

“What?”

“Take me. If you keep bringing Brock around, he’s gonna be the one she fixates on, and while I’m fairly sure you’ll never choose the guy your mum likes, if you go with me, it’ll throw her off the scent.”

“Or make her more determined,” I muttered, smoothing the soap over me. There was an odd kind of logic about what he was saying. I’d invented three boyfriends for a reason so… “But OK, you’re on. If I can walk straight…”

I was questioning some of my life decisions as my hand slipped lower. My clit was sensitive and swollen and he said he wanted me to feel him after he was gone, and I would. The low down, deep sensation was like an after burn, part pleasure, part ache. Not as intense as orgasm, but a constant reminder of it. He watched my hand move with great interest until I was forced to snatch it back.

“You’ll walk just fine.” Hayden looked terribly pleased with himself. “And if you can’t, I’ll carry you.”

“No, you won’t.” A thin thread of panic in my voice had him grinning, then pulling the glass shower door open as he leaned in. “Hayden⁠—”

He silenced me with a kiss, that somehow ten times more intimate than anything else that’d happened since he walked in the door. Because this was a foreshadowing of a future where he had stayed the night, maybe his own toiletries were lined up on the shower caddy beside mine, his towel hung up on the railing. 

That’s what had me pulling back and blinking as I stared at him.

“Tomorrow,” he promised. “What time?”

I told him.

“I’ll pick you up,” I said.

“Nope.” His grin was so much brighter than it had been when he walked in through my door. “I’ll come by and take you there, be a proper ‘fake’ boyfriend. Now be good and don’t let my sister talk you into doing anything stupid.”

I spluttered at that, but he was walking away with a whistle, out of my bathroom, of my apartment. Left alone in my bedroom and towelling myself dry, I felt like I could take a full breath for the first time since Hayden arrived. So why did I hear the echo of it fill the room? I looked around and wondered what was missing. My bed was still a mess, the discarded towels had been picked up and put in the laundry apparently, but otherwise, everything was as it was supposed to be.

Him, I realised. It wasn’t just my body feeling the absence of Hayden, but my mind, my heart. I gritted my teeth and towelled my hair dry roughly before getting dressed for tonight.

“Well, well, look what the cat dragged in,” Millie said as I walked towards her bar. It was still early so the place was mainly filled with regulars who spent their weekends here sipping on drinks. Her eyes narrowed, and it wasn’t at the old bloke getting flirty with one of her barmaids. “Hang on, why do you look different? Did you put makeup on?”

I touched the corner of my eyes.

“Some mascara, but⁠—”

“That’s not it.” As she pointed a shaky finger at me, the blokes at the bar turned to stare. “You… You…”

“Having a brain aneurysm finally, Mills?” I drawled. “I’ll call 000 for you.”

“You got laid!”

Annie, one of the older women who had been working at the pub since its inception, stopped in her tracks and spun around, looking me over closely.

“More than that,” she said. I took a step back, trying to escape their collective gaze. “That’s a girl that got the good D.”

“That right?” A deep masculine voice accompanied a pair of strong hands that clamped down on my shoulders, forcing me to look up. At first glance, I thought Hayden had decided to ignore what I said, but that sharp grin was all Hunter. “Hay Bale looked after you good, did he, Jamie?”


Chapter 32



Hunter

I woke up late the next day with a sour gut and an even sourer head. Not from a hangover this time, I’d only had one beer, but the aftermath of rejection was apparently even worse. I blinked, staring at my ceiling and seeing it, the minute Jamie walked, then ran away.

Fuck.

Everything I’d said, she’d said, and then Hayden said replayed over and over in my head until I got out of bed and wandered down to the bathroom. As I took care of business, the quiet of the house settled over me. Hayden had gone out this morning, probably surfing. 

Because he can’t stand to see your fucking face, I thought.

I stared into the mirror as I washed my hands and saw why. I had a face like a smacked arse, and that wouldn’t do. This was always going to be a suicide mission, trying to get Jamie to see us as more than Millie’s brothers. I just didn’t expect to flame out that fucking fast. My feet shuffled across the floor as I went into the kitchen and started making a coffee, only for the front door to slam open.

Here we go.

I closed my eyes, sucking in a breath as the sound of the kettle boiling drowned out Hayden’s steps. Time to gird my loins and prepare for battle. Hay Bale mighta been out surfing all day, but half the time the adrenalin of that just got us pumped up more, rather than calmed us down. No doubt Emo Boy was ready for round two of the fight we had last night. I dropped the teaspoon in my mug, fixed a smile I didn’t feel on my face, and turned around, only to have it wiped away seconds later. My brother was sporting the kind of grin that only came from getting laid long, hard, and completely satisfactorily.

What the fuck…?

I think I just muttered that as he walked into the kitchen, grabbing a cup and making his own coffee.

“Where did you get to?” I asked, but I already knew.

“Went surfing.”

The fuck, he was going to play that game, was he?

“After that, dickwad, because unless Kelly fucking Slater decided to drop into our shitty local break, you wouldn’t come in here looking like that.”

“I went round to Jamie’s to try to fix your mistakes,” he said, trying for serious and failing. Did I look like that when I was giving him shit? Because I had no idea how he stopped himself from punching me in the face most days if I did. Prick looked like the cat that got the cream.

Jamie’s cream.

“And how’d that go?”

“Good.”

“That’s it?” I demanded, reaching over to flip the kettle off when it boiled. “Good?”

“Good.” I watched him pour his coffee and mine, and when my teeth started grinding together, his grin widened. “Really, really good.”

“So fucking help me, you need to quit it with this Cheshire Cat bullshit and start being a whole lot more forthcoming,” I growled.

“I sorted things out,” he replied more seriously. “It's not perfect. Jamie’s still very, very skittish.” His frown was a relief when it came. “I’d love to know why. I mean she was going out with one dickhead after another…”

Our hatred of Jamie’s ex-boyfriends was something that united all three of us brothers. How a beautiful girl like her ended up with such deadshits, I had no idea. 

“But all you need to know is she’s poised to run. Move too fast, talk too much, and we’ll lose her,” he continued, shooting me a meaningful look.

“But sex isn’t off the table.” I meant that as a joke, but the acid edge to my voice turned it to something harsh because her faint floral perfume hung around him like a cloud. “That isn’t going to send her running.”

“Sex seems to be something else altogether. Jamie splits sex and love real well.” He rubbed at his forehead. “Like during…” My brother shot me a wary look, seeming to remember who his audience was. “There was something completely uninhibited about her, but afterwards?” 

I almost felt sorry for Hayden, because his face fell, but then I remembered why. While I had been sleeping off my mistakes, he’d been rolling around enjoying some horizontal refreshment with the girl we each wanted to make ours. He shook his head.

“It’s like the walls come back up twice as high, maybe because she let them down in the first place. I can’t work out why.” He stared at me. “Like I know her family is shit, but still…”

“I’ll ask her if I ever get the chance to sleep with her, shall I?” I snarked and then took a long drink from my coffee. Black and bitter, it suited my mood perfectly.

“You’re on your own there. Gotta make amends yourself first.”

Some of the light seemed to go out of Hayden as he sipped on his coffee thoughtfully.

“Guess I’ll head around there tonight then,” I replied.

“Can’t.” The spark was back in his eyes. “She said she’s hanging out with Millie at the pub.” Oh, was she? “Girls only. Figure we could catch up on that TV series⁠—”

“You’re on your own, brother dear,” I replied, giving his shoulder a squeeze. “Billy called and wants to meet for drinks to discuss the next campaign.” Billy was the advertising director of the surfwear company we modelled for. “He’s invited us to that swanky place on the bay.”

“You can go.” Hayden pretty much just did modelling because I enjoyed it and the novelty of twins was what sold us as models, but as a result, he left most of the negotiating to me. “Just don’t sign us up for too many shoots. I’m not spending all my bloody weekends doing that anymore.”

He was imagining night after night with his arms wrapped around Jamie and I was happy for him to delude himself. 

I tapped out a message to Billy with intent, offering to meet him at a cafe instead, and much earlier than he proposed. I jumped in the shower and got dressed in something nice, Hayden barely looking up as I walked towards the door.

“Bit early for a drink, isn’t it?” he asked, staring at the football game playing on the TV.

“There’s this whole function thing on…” I said, watching his turn away in disinterest. Inside I smiled to myself. I’d told Billy we’d conduct a quick and dirty meeting at the cafe, because tonight I had somewhere else to be. “Don’t wait up.”

All I got was a snort from my brother in recognition. 

As I got into my van, I punched in my sister’s number, letting it ring as I pulled out onto the street.

“What do you want, dickhead? I give you a prime opportunity to take my bestie out and you⁠—”

“Have to make amends. I shot my mouth off, which we know I have done in the past and will do again, but this time I need to apologise, make clear that I’m sorry. Hayden said Jamie’s hanging out with you tonight.”

“And you want to encroach on my girl time? I take it all back, you, Hayden, and Brock are banned from dating Jamie. She was my friend first.”

“And I want to spend my life making her happy.”

I talked shit, cracked jokes and generally made a fool of myself, and the benefit of that was when I was serious, people actually paid attention.

“Even if that means stepping aside for Brock or Hayden?”

Millie was testing me, I knew that.

“Did I stutter?” I replied. “If that’s… who she needs to be happy, I’m not gonna get in their way, but she hasn’t decided yet.”

“And you want to come to my pub and make some big apology to my best friend when she came to hang out with me?” she said.

“What’s it gonna take, Mills?”

“Build those goddamn walk-in wardrobes you promised to do months ago.”

I could hear her grin down the phone line. One sigh and then I was nodding.

“Fine, you got it.”

“OK, here’s what you need to do…”

“That’s a girl that got the good D,” Annie, one of the women who worked for my sister said, her words like a punch to my gut. 

I knew academically that my brother and Jamie had slept together, but that didn’t make the reality of it any easier to digest. For Jamie either, it seemed, because she started to back up. My hands went up, ready to stop her from colliding with me, but when they wrapped around her shoulders, everything my sister said went in one ear and out the other.

“That right?” Shut up! a small voice said inside my head. Shut the fuck up! “Hay Bale looked after you good, did he, Jamie?”

Then she looked up at me.

My mouth went dry, my hands snatched back as she frowned and then spun around.

“I thought I told you…” That line between her brows smoothed away and she blinked. “Hunter.”

“The guy most voted to completely screw up a date?” I raised a hand and smiled weakly. “One and the same. So I know you’ve got a girl’s night planned and you probably really don’t want to talk to me right now, but I needed to apologise for last night.”

Jamie crossed her arms, waiting me out.

“Hi, my name is Hunter.” I saw we were getting quite the audience because there wasn’t much else happening at the pub. “And I’m a dickhead.” Her brows jerked up as I went down on one knee. “I shoot my mouth off, thinking that I need to bestow my little ‘pearls’ of wisdom on everyone around me. I think that my idea of truth is so important, it doesn’t matter what anyone else thinks or feels.”

“Did you put him up to this?” Jamie asked Millie, but my sister just shrugged, then nodded for me to continue the speech we had practised.

“I literally call them truth bombs, not realising…” The fact it was only now I was starting to digest the content of Millie’s speech said something about my character, but better late than never I guess. “Realising that bombs destroy shit, even people. I didn’t want to lie to you.” Millie’s brows drew down. I was going off script, and it was sounding too much like I was trying to justify myself. “In my head, I saw you finding out how we felt and assumed you’d feel… betrayed. Yeah, betrayed.”

“If I say I forgive you, will you get up and shut up?” Jamie hissed, eyeing the crowd that was watching this all go down.

“Would you mean it?”

I got to my feet and walked closer, searching her face for the answer.

“A double rum and Coke and whatever he’s having,” Jamie said to Millie, her and Annie moving to make the drinks then sliding them across the bar. She grabbed hers and a beer for me, then handed it over. “Maybe we could talk about this a little more privately?”

Privately? Well, Jamie didn’t slap me in the face and tell me to piss off, so that was automatically better than I had anticipated. I grinned down at her and said, “Sure. Lead the way.”


Chapter 33



Jamie

“So you wanted to talk?”

Bloody Hunter. He took a sip from his schooner once we got outside and into the largely deserted beer garden.

“So how much of that was Millie and how much of that was you?” I asked.

The way his eyes slid sideways, taking in the outdoor chairs with way too much interest told me everything I needed to know.

“The intent was me.” His jaw flexed before his focus slid back to me. “But if you’re asking if I quizzed my sister on how to best apologise, then yeah, that happened. I’m going to be installing her wardrobe for her as payment for her input. But don’t go thinking this was us trying to manipulate you.”

He sighed, and it was strange to see him looking so serious.

“I get it. You needed to know what was going on, but that didn’t have to happen then. I’m a simple man.” I snorted at that. “Millie says I’m too simple. If something’s going on, I want to know right away, and I just assume everyone else feels the same way. I won’t make that mistake again.” He mimed twisting a key to indicate his lips were sealed. “So, wanna pretend that date.” He shook his head. “That whole night didn’t happen? We can go back to the way things were.”

Except we couldn’t. He’d opened Pandora’s box and there was no way to stuff that knowledge back in. The fact he was willing to pretend he could had me shaking my head.

“With me beating you at pool again?” The look of relief on his face was everything, going some way to settle the restless feeling fluttering in my chest. That and the slow smile that accompanied it. “We could play a couple of games.”

“For what stakes?”

The keen gleam in his eyes told me everything I needed to know. No matter how this fake date thing went down, he was still intent on winning at all costs.

“I’ll see what else Millie needs doing around the house, and when I win, you can do every single thing.”

“When you win…” His eyes narrowed. “We’ll see about that, but what do I get if I manage to beat you, you bloody shark?”

I smirked, now on familiar territory.

“Why don’t we work that out if you manage it.” He watched me pat his arm with a small growl. “C’mon, let’s grab a table.”

“Oh no.” Millie said, crossing the floor when she saw me chalking the pool cue’s tip. “We talked about this. No hogging the table on a Saturday night and absolutely no taking guys’ hard-earned money in bets.”

I grinned.

“The only one I’m betting is Hunter, and each time he loses he needs to do one of those things on your DIY list.”

“Jamie…” She trotted over to me, arms outstretched and I rolled my eyes, moving in to hug her back. “You’re the one I really love. Crush Hunter. Crush all semblance of hope from his feeble skull and then crush him some more.”

“You do realise you’re my sister, not hers,” Hunter grumped.

“See that face?” Millie waved her finger in Hunter’s direction. “That’s what I want to see all night. The look of defeat, of abject failure.”

“You heard the lady,” I said, turning to Hunter. “Do you want to break or shall I?”

“I’ll break…” He stepped closer to the table, racking up the balls then leaning over, cue in hand. “Not that it’ll do me any good.” 

I leaned on my cue and smiled as I watched him draw his back, hitting the white and sending the balls careening across the green. The solid green ball slammed into a pocket, making Hunter grin as he walked around the table, but the next shot he took? He leaned over, sighting the white ball down the length of the cue and I knew he’d miss the orange ball he was aiming for.

“Fuck… You’re up,” he said, when it hit the shoulder instead of the pocket.

I've always liked pool. In some ways, it was a deceptively simple game. Whack the white with the stick, sending the balls flying across the green and into the pockets, and if you pot all your balls first, you won. Of course in reality it was far more complex. Angles and trajectory, the force applied by the cue and its positioning. As I walked around the pool table, I felt a familiar kind of calm settle over me.

The pool table was somewhere I felt confident. My brothers had spent countless hours playing pool on the old table Dad used to have, and being their annoying kid sister, I’d begged to be included. They’d waved me away when I was really small, citing possible damage to the green, but my whining when I got older had Dad demanding they show me how, just to shut me up. 

I was hopeless at the start, barely able to tap the white, despite my brothers teaching me how to make a shot, but their cackles of derision had me sneaking into the rudimentary game room set up under our house and practising for hours. My parents hadn’t complained because I was out from underfoot and my brothers… The first time I made a shot, their grudging approval was like crack to me. I practised and practised until I learned to do this.

The pub, the music, and the chatter all fell away, the pool table becoming my whole world, one made up of mathematical possibilities. I could almost see thin, silvery lines all across the green, showing me how each ball could be sunk. There was a blue striped ball right near a pocket, ready to be tapped in, but I was never going to take a shot that easy, because where was the challenge? Hunter watched me size up the yellow and groaned.

I needed to knock several other balls to make the shot, but that possibility, of creating a chain of actions and reactions that would help me score and send Hunter’s balls ricocheting off to worse positions, had me moving. I’d always take those shots, so I leaned over and did just that. I’d visualised the way the shot would play out in my mind, and when the balls all moved obediently into place, I smiled. The thud of the yellow into the pocket had me moving, ready to take the next one.

“Bloody hell, I’m gonna be building Millie a house from scratch at this rate,” Hunter bitched, but I was able to push that to one side, right until he stepped up to the table. 

Hands that looked just like the ones that caressed me came to rest on the shoulder, one finger tapping restlessly, the motion reminding me of something else. My bodily awareness came back to me with a snap, bringing to my attention the dull ache between my legs and deeper still.

And that was the problem with the twins.

Hunter hadn’t kissed me until my mouth felt bruised. Hunter hadn’t stripped me bare with reverence. Hunter hadn’t made my nipples ache so sweetly, then just as I asked, speared himself into me. I wasn’t feeling him right now, but the similarity between him and Hayden made me react like it was. My focus shattered, the possible shots disappearing and being replaced by a very different vision.

Hunter picking me up and setting me on the edge of the table, like Hayden had me in the kitchen. Him stepping between my legs, that crooked smile lighting up his face. Would his hands be just as sure as Hayden’s were? Would he be able to inspire the same kind of pleasure, or even more tantalising, an equally intense and yet different one. It was his small frown as Hunter watched me just stand there that brought me back to the game. We were trying to go back to normal and me standing there with my mouth open didn’t achieve that at all, so I leaned down and took my shot, the movement fluid and well practised, only to miss.

“Oh fuck, yes!” Hunter yelped, grabbing his cue. “I mean bad luck and all that.” He shot me a fake apologetic look. “But maybe I won’t spend the rest of my life being my sister’s bitch now.”

He moved around the table, taking one easy shot that my mistake had set him up for nicely, but as he studied the table to work out which one to take next, I couldn’t take my eyes off him. The twins always moved with an unconscious grace, and I couldn’t seem to look away as he leaned over to take his next shot.

Competence was always a total turn on for me, so I couldn’t help but watch those long, sensitive fingers splay across the green, the lean muscles of his arms popping as his focus zeroed down on the ball. He pulled the cue back, preparing to strike the white and then crack, his arm jerked and he sent it flying. When he stood up I watched him, not the ball, seeing the slow-spreading, gleeful grin form, right before his eyes met mine.

“In your face, Kingston…”

He had more to say, that was evident in the way his voice trailed away, but that was lost when his eyes locked with mine. The triumphant smile faded and was replaced by something smaller, softer. Hunter wanted to ask what was going on. I probably would too if a childhood friend just started staring at me, but what was I supposed to say? Hey, watching you play pool makes me think about banging your brother earlier today.

And wanting to know if fucking you would be just as good.

“Your shot,” I croaked, gripping my cue tighter.


Chapter 34



Hunter

Jamie was being weird. 

The girl was a freaking genius when it came to playing pool. Both Hayden and I had watched her pot every damn ball, leaving every single one of her opponents on the table, so watching her muff up a shot had me grinning and then pausing. She didn’t look pissed when I moved around the table and the absence of trash talking was definitely a change, but… Was she staring at me? 

I may or may not have popped my biceps a little when I made my shot, not even caring if the ball went in if that’s what it took for her to run those pretty eyes over me, but I was elated when it did. I’d started taunting her, expecting some grumbling, not this blank-faced, hot-eyed stare. Jamie seemed to realise what she was doing, blinking before telling me it was my shot.

I knew that, but as I moved around the table, I wasn’t looking at the balls, but her. Who was she seeing? I wondered. Girls got me and Hayden mixed up all the time, but usually it was them assuming my twin was me, not the other way around. The idea that she might be seeing Hayden right now, remembering what had happened earlier today made every muscle lock down, my suspicions confirmed when her cheeks flushed.

So it was like that, was it?

I leaned over, the movement more like the sinuous ones I made on a board, not over a pool table, every muscle stretching as I leaned over to take my next shot. I drew the cue back, practising the stroke, conscious I had her full attention and then made the shot. Balls cracked off of each other, hitting the cushion, but didn’t go in, so I straightened up, conscious that her eyes were following me.

“Your shot,” I prompted as she just stared.

“Right… right…”

Yeah, something was definitely off. The old Jamie would’ve been moving before I even made the shot, knowing somehow that it wouldn’t sink a ball, but instead, she forced her eyes down and studied the table as if she’d never seen it before. 

Interesting.

“Bit slow tonight, Kingston?” I asked. “What did my twin do that’s got you so distracted?”

A sharp look up, her searching eyes, I met them with a grin as the cogs in her head started to whirr, wondering exactly what Hayden had told me. Not much, but she didn’t need to know that. She shook her head and leaned down, ready to take the shot, and on a whim, I tried a dirty trick us guys often used when playing pool. Getting in a bloke’s line of sight and propping your balls up on the shoulder while still clothed was a time honoured way to put off the player, and while I didn’t go quite that far, I did make sure that when she was leaning down, it was me she saw, not the ball. My dick punched against my zipper, eager to show her exactly what we were packing, and as I leaned into the table, forcing the denim of my jeans to stretch tight, her cue struck wild, just making the white spin rather than hit any of the balls.

“Two shots,” I said in jubilation, moving around the table to take them.

“Did you just…?” She looked me over as I took one shot, but the red ball hit the edge of the pocket instead of falling in.

“Did I just what?” I asked, all innocence.

“Did you just try to psych me out?”

I took a long sip of my beer and then smiled.

“Psych you out how?” Her jaw flexed, making me think her teeth were now grinding together. She didn’t answer me, though, seeming to realise what that would mean. I took my next shot, sinking the red ball successfully this time, but the white ball went with it, making me curse under my breath. “Two shots for you.”

“You…” 

She was fighting a war now, between wanting to dominate the table and deal with me, and I admit, I liked that she was struggling. It meant she was right there with me, not knowing how to deal with this combination of familiarity and attraction.

And I wanted to tip the scales towards the latter.

When she had the ball lined up and was priming her cue, I slapped my hands down on the table opposite to her, watching her aim stutter, even if she managed to pull her cue back at the last minute.

“That.” She rose up and poked her finger in my direction.

“What?” I feigned innocence. “I’m just standing here. I didn’t say anything, do anything. Unless my mere presence is a distraction to you?”

Jamie went to answer, stopped herself, started again, and instead took a big gulp of her drink.

“Is this what we’re doing?” she said, making clear she’d seen through everything. The cue was leant against our table and then she did something criminal. She was wearing a simple, black blouse but right then she flicked open one of the top buttons, revealing all the creamy cleavage I’d dreamt about. I swallowed so damn hard I was shocked when my tongue didn’t go with it, and to top it off, she tugged her shirt down further. I may or may not have let out a dog-like whine of a sound, something that just got worse when she leaned over and took her shot. Jamie the pool shark was back in effect, and while a girl who played a table like she owned it was always hot, the view I got right now damn near stopped my heart.

I’d spent way too long surreptitiously checking out those breasts, fantasising about burying my face between them, then my dick. My hands twitched, needing to cup each mound, to find those pert little nipples that pressed through that thin fabric and tease them to hardness. Would she gasp, then moan against me as I sucked on each one? It was only an awkward little splutter on my part as I swallowed my own spit that broke the spell I was under. Just in time to see Jamie smack the white ball, sending not one, but two balls into their requisite pockets, moving before they even rattled down into the depths of the table to take her next shot.

Fuck, she was so damn hot.

I ached in more ways than one, the pain in my balls a faint counterpoint to this. I’d fucked things up before I even started, rushed her, and that had her running away from me. The apology got us back where we were, her making mincemeat of me on the pool table, sinking ball after ball, and me just watching her, wanting so much more. But her look when she stood up, her eyes shining, that was worth the indignity of losing. This was my girl in her element, feeling confident–no, cocky–as she grinned.

“Pretty sure that was worth a bathroom cabinet install,” she told me.

“I did install a bathroom cabinet for Millie!”

Jamie just shrugged.

“She’s changing the decor⁠—”

“Of course.” I gritted my teeth. “After we fucked around all that time installing a floating bathroom sink.” I dragged the balls towards me and racked them again in preparation for another game. “So, what are we playing for next? A new deck? A pergola? A tiny house installed in the bottom of her garden for the two of you to sit and plan yet more DIY nightmares?”

“Ooh, I like that idea,” she said, her grin utterly merciless. “So I’ll break?”

“The fuck you will,” I said, stepping up and doing just that, watching the balls scatter, but not one of them hit a pocket.

“Fine.” She surveyed the spread of balls and then went to take her shot. “I’ll let Millie know she can order the materials for that tiny house.”

That cocky look, it drove me mad and made me want to knock her off her perch every damn time, so I moved closer, propping my arse against the edge of the table right next to her shoulder. The way she paused, looking up at me warily, yeah, that made me smile.

“Maybe.” I held her gaze. “Or maybe I’ll win.”

She tried to rally, a smile forming, but it faded quickly.

“And what do you want?” Jamie asked the question, but she knew. “If you manage to actually win.”

“A do-over.” 

She snorted at that.

“Like when we played handball at school?”

“Like me acknowledging that everything about the other night was a misstep,” I said. “Like me learning from my mistakes and getting a second chance to prove I’m not a complete waste of space.” My hand slid across the shoulder, and she watched it get closer and closer to hers. “Like you walking into another date with me, knowing it’s real for me, at least, and seeing how that pans out.”

Jamie stared intently, her eyes seeming to take every part of my face in before meeting my gaze. That smile was back again, and it was a relief to see it.

“You’d need to win first,” she said and then bent over the table, going to work.


Chapter 35



Jamie

“Like you walking into another date with me, knowing it’s real for me, at least, and seeing how that pans out.”

I didn’t really date. All the guys I’d been out with before had been the result of hookups that never really went home. They decided they liked what they saw when we slept together and so came back for more and more until they got sick of me or I kicked them to the curb, but in some ways it worked. We never pretended to be anything other than a situationship and that left me feeling safe.

Except for Rohan, they never had a chance of touching me any more than I did them.

So why did I stand there and stare at Hunter’s smile and consider the idea of it? The fancy restaurant was gorgeous, but that wasn’t us. This was. I shook my head, realising I didn’t need to even worry about this, because he’d never beat me at a game of pool.

“You’d need to win first.” In my mind, it all went perfectly. All I needed to do was take the shots I could see clearly in my mind, but right as I had a ball in my sights a hand landed on the small of my back. My whole body stiffened and that queered my aim, only a knee-jerk reaction stopping me from hitting the ball. “So this is how we’re playing?”

“I aim to win, and I don’t give a fuck how I get there,” he said, his smile a flag of challenge being waved in my face. “Especially with that prize on the table.”

As Hunter’s eyes slid over me, I shook my head.

“You wanna play dirty pool? I’ve got three older brothers. I know all the tricks.”

“Yeah, but this way, win or lose, I get something out of it.” His hand slid slowly over my lower back, mapping its curve. “Might leave me with blue balls, but I’ll take it.”

“That right?”

If I let a guy getting in my face dissuade me, I’d never have survived my childhood, let alone becoming a mechanic, so I moved position, pushing him back from the table with my hip, then settling right in front of him as I bent over. His groan as my butt connected with his crotch made clear he’d realised the mistake he’d made, compounded by the way I spread my thighs wide to improve my stance. Didn’t have him moving out of the way, though, as I forced myself to focus and take my shot. The ball sank into the pocket and I rose up and turned around with a smirk.

“Is this you teaching me a lesson?” If I was hoping to see a suitably chastised Hunter, I was about to be disappointed. Instead, his eyes danced as he grinned down at me. “Then consider me your most diligent student. Nothing I like better than playing dirty.”

My eyes narrowed, but I didn’t deign to reply, moving around the table to set up my next shot. He followed me, and then right as I was about to shoot, he leaned down and breathed into my ear. The ticklish sensation, the intimacy of it, threw me off, forcing me to stand up and push him away. He danced back as I wielded the cue like a weapon, cackling the whole time. I was able to take my shot without interference, but my focus? It was off. I saw balls all across the table, but had to remind myself which ones were mine, let alone which one to aim for next. I messed up my shot, cursing under my breath, only for him to step forward.

There were a whole lot of shitty tactics people used in bar games to put someone off. Between friends it could be a joke, between serious competitors it could result in fists being thrown. Not sure if any of them included walking their fingers up the spine of their opponents, though. Hunter froze as I did just that, his head tilting my way, staring as I smiled. He tried to take his shot when I pulled away, but I just grabbed a handful of the most perfectly firm arse at the last minute and his cue struck wild.

“Oh, you are going down…” he growled.

“Playing dirty, that’s what you said, right?” I moved fast, taking my shot before he could rally. To my satisfaction, the ball sank with a thud. “I’m just abiding by the conditions you set.”

“I’m a pretty mediocre pool player,” he admitted, his body shadowing mine. “But this game I know how to play.” 

As I leaned over, he followed me, his hands slipping under the hem of my shirt, his fingers splaying across my stomach as I struck the white ball. That was distracting enough to foul my shot, but the kiss he placed on the nape of my neck? Being groped, teased, that I could take, but that moment of intimacy was a step too far. When I pulled away, my heart was thudding far too fast. 

“You fuck.”

“Not too late to change the terms of the bet.” Just as I’d fantasised, he picked me up and set me on the edge of the table and stepped into the space between my legs. “I’ll stop playing dirty. I’ll even do every single one of the jobs on my sister’s latest insane DIY list if you agree to just one date.”

“Resorting to blackmail, are we?” I said. “Because you know you can’t win.”

“Because I don’t give a shit about winning.” The smile faded and something vulnerable replaced it. “Just about you. I don’t deserve another chance at this, but if you give me one anyway.” His eyes dropped down, seeming to study the shape of my lips. “I’ll show you that it could be good between us.”

That’s what scared me.

He would never just be some guy who’d appear at my doorstep, looking to get laid. Hunter would want more, somehow I knew that. So this was the moment when I told him that there was no way we could do this. My mouth moved, my throat worked, but instead of me replying, Millie’s voice cut through the haze.

“Soo… are you two gonna get a room, or what?”

Shit.

The pub came back into focus with a snap and I slid off the table, even as Hunter tried to hold me right there.

“Sorry, Mills—” I said.

“Don’t be. The regulars were following everything with great interest. There’s a betting pool running to see if you two kiss.” She produced a wad of money from her pocket. “I might have started it.”

“Put me down for twenty that we do,” Hunter said, pulling out his wallet.

“You can’t bet on yourself, dickhead, but if you could make your move, that’d be great. I’ve got good money riding on a yes.”

“Yes?” Hunter turned to me with a question in his eyes, but it was multi-pronged. To a date, to a kiss, to everything this insane situation entailed.

“I said yes to Brock,” I told him, my words having all the impact of a slap, but he didn’t let them dissuade him. “I said yes to Hayden today.”

This was the moment he got jealous, angry, and pushed himself away from me in disgust, so imagine my surprise when he just grinned.

“So it seems only fair that you say the same to me.”

His hands went to my face, his body hunching over, blocking out everyone and everything, forcing me to just focus on him. Dimly I heard whoops as his lips crashed down on mine, but did they come from the bar or my heart? I didn’t know, just that he was kissing me with lips that tasted bitter from the beer and sweet from him.

“Great work, brother.” I blinked when Hunter pulled away, staring into space, trying to come back down to earth. Millie’s face swam into focus, wearing a knowing smirk. “You made me at least a hundred bucks. The guys were sure you couldn’t seal the deal.”

“Sounds like it’s your shout,” I croaked out.

“And that you need to piss off back home.” Millie cocked a hip as she regarded Hunter. “I told you, Jamie’s my friend and she came here to hang out with me, so once you apologised⁠—”

“I need to go home and start talking to Hayden about this damn list you’ll have us working on. You remember we renovated your bathroom only a year or so ago?” he said.

“And that’s when I was going through a minimalist phase,” she said with a shrug. “Now I’m all about cottage core.”

“Cottage core…” Hunter sounded like he was in real pain as he rubbed his forehead. “So, tomorrow?”

That fear was back again, crowding out the good feelings I’d been enjoying moments before, but I was a woman of my word. 

“Tomorrow is no go. Hayden…” I couldn’t protect him from this knowledge. His own brother would tell him what was happening, so that meant I could too. “He’s on parental meeting duty. There’s a barbecue around at my brother’s place tomorrow, and after that, I’ll probably be crying in the foetal position in my bed.” Sometimes that’s what actually happened. “Monday?”

“You got it.”

Hunter had hugged me plenty of times before and I’d enjoyed the feel of that body, but this was different. As he tugged me closer and placed a kiss on the top of my head, there was a promise of intimacy that was both tantalising and terrifying.

“I’ll come by and pick you up from work. We’ll find something fun to do. Chill even.”

I wanted to ask what, get times, dates, locations, but I stopped myself and just smiled. Millie stayed quiet as he walked out of the pub, but I could feel her restless energy, and sure enough, when she turned around, she was grinning.

“So… apology accepted, huh? Huh?” She started to nudge me in the ribs with her elbow, forcing me to stage a counterattack, until everyone in the pub was treated to us shoving each other around, instead of me pashing Hunter.

“I may have been convinced to give him another chance. If he stuffs it up the next time⁠—”

“You’ll take one look at those baby blues and decide he needs another opportunity, just like everybody else does.” She rolled her eyes, then looked at me. “So, last thing I knew you were going out on a fake date with Brock.”

“Right.” I was used to being completely open with Millie. We’d giggled over how sloppy my first kiss with Derek was when we were still in school, navigated losing our virginities with a combination of curiosity and trepidation, but this? “What exactly do you want me to tell you?”

“Everything!” she said, escorting me back towards the bar. The results of the illicit bet were handed to the winners, the guys behind the bar grumbling about me ‘giving in too easily’ to Hunter. “Actually, no.” Millie rubbed her forehead. “God, I didn’t think this through. We are one-hundred percent not giving my brothers’ dicks a score out of ten.”

“You girls do that?” Mikey, one of the barman asked, looking at the other fellas in alarm.

“Of course,” Annie said. “All women do. We even have a website where we record the data to share with other women.”

Her manner was so completely dry, and combined with the weight of age and experience, I could see the guys’ eyes shifting around nervously, right up until the lot of us girls cracked up laughing.

“Bloody bitches…” Mikey muttered, going down the end of the bar to serve some people that had just arrived.

“So no dick scores,” I agreed. “Brock wowed my parents. I’m fairly sure Mum’s creating a Pinterest board as we speak with all our wedding details on it, and Brock invited Dad to the car show next week, so he thinks the sun shines out of your brother’s butt. Then Hayden…”

I looked up guiltily at Millie, realising there wasn’t much more I could safely say.

“You’ve got that little cutie dancing after you as well?” Annie asked, pushing another rum and Coke my way. “If I was younger…” She placed a hand on her heart. “I’d be the meat in that twin sandwich any day of the week.”

“Ew,” Millie said. 

“We’ll have a threesome with you!” came a voice from further down the bar. “Especially if there’s free beer in it.”

“You should be paying me, you pricks,” she replied, tossing a tea towel at their heads. “And my husband would have something to say about that…” Annie moved down the bar to deal with them, leaving just me and Millie.

“And Hayden?”

“This is weird,” I said. “It’s really weird.”

“God, is it ever,” she hissed. “I didn’t really think this through. In my head it was ‘and kiss…’” She mimicked two dolls being made to kiss. “But the reality is way trickier. Like the friend in me wants you to ride my brother until he drops, but he…” She made this nauseating burp. “He’s my brother. In my mind he’s like a Ken Doll. Y’know, all smooth at the front.”

“Right.”

I one-hundred percent couldn’t tell her that her brother had serious big dick energy, or what we’d gotten up to this afternoon, so I took a sip of my drink and then said, “Well, we talked and then… we played poker.”

“Poker.” She shot me a flat look. “You played a card game with my brother. Right. So… who won?”

“We both did.” When I smirked, so did she, despite herself. “A lot. We each had a royal flush and⁠—”

“Stop or I will vomit.” She slapped her hand over her mouth. “I really, really will.”

I smiled and then settled against the bar.

“And in the spirit of honesty, I may have played poker with Brock as well.”

“Brock…!” She looked around to see if her yelp had got us any attention, then focussed back on me. “Damn, girl⁠—”

“In my defence, they are all really hot, and I thought it was all fake and this was my one chance to act out some really persistent sexual fantasies without ruining our friendship, so⁠—”

“No, it’s fine. If they were someone else’s brothers, you know we’d have done a dick girth to orgasm ratio analysis by now. I’m not slut shaming, but…” Her lips pursed and her brow creased right before she smiled. “It’s different this time, I guess. I care about you and them. I want you all to be happy and… I guess you are.” She snorted and then put the back of her hand to her brow. “Like sleep with all of my brothers, please, but…”

The furrow between her brows deepened, even as her smile grew pained.

“What happens when you decide to take things further with only one of them?”

All of the good feeling of Hunter’s kiss was washed away then, leaving me feeling cold and shaky. I couldn’t answer that, because honestly, I had no idea.


Chapter 36



Hayden

The next morning, I stood in front of the mirror, straightening my collar then sighing when it seemed determined to flop flat again. I started to unbutton it, ready to give it another iron to hopefully transform the cotton button down into something crisp and classy looking, when Hunter walked into my room.

“Going for the Disco Stu look?” he said with a smirk, flicking my half-opened shirt, but I just knocked his hand away. “Don’t you need more chest hair, or any for that matter, to make that look work?”

“Piss off.”

I dragged the ironing board back out of the cupboard, wincing at the rusty groan and then plugged the iron back in.

“Ironing…” Hunter followed me into the lounge room and nodded slowly. “You are going all out for this barbeque.”

“Jamie’s mum is already ringing wedding bells around Brock, so I need to come across as a likely contender,” I said, pressing the steam button and hearing the iron hiss before laying the shirt down on the board.

“Because of this whole fake date thing?”

He cocked an eyebrow, looking at me meaningfully.

“To throw Majorie off the scent right now, but…” How the hell did I say this to a brother that wanted the exact same thing? I took a leaf from Hunt’s book and just opened my mouth and blurted it out. “Maybe one day I’ll be meeting them for real, as Jamie’s partner.”

Hunter’s mouth tightened, but he nodded and then disappeared into his room, making me think he was having a sook, but he returned with another white shirt.

“You’re never going to get that shirt to look sharp.” He reached over and rubbed the fabric. “It’s made from a really soft cotton. This one will do the trick.”

He passed it over and I could feel the difference immediately. I turned off the iron and then pulled the shirt on, buttoning it up and then rolling up the sleeves. Paired with a neatly pressed pair of chinos, I felt like I looked smart but casual, like a serious contender for Jamie’s hand.

“Why the hell are you helping me?” I asked, raking my hand through my hair and straightening up the strands. “Or have you formally given up?”

Bloody hell, let it be that, I thought fiercely.

“Nope.” That slow smile told me everything I needed to know and none of it was good. “I went to the pub last night⁠—”

“You what?” My hands stopped mid cuff roll. “I told you that Jamie and Millie…” I shook my head. “What happened to the meeting with Billy?”

The smug bastard just grinned.

“Got it done early and then went and apologised to Jamie.”

Apologised… It was the least he could do, but in some ways I wished he hadn’t. If he was fucking up, then Hunter was no threat. That was an ugly thought, one that’d never occurred to me before. There were plenty of girls who tried to catch his eye rather than mine, but it’d never mattered.

Because they weren’t Jamie.

“So you’re gonna take her on a date?”

His grin got wider at my pathetic attempt to sound casual. I wouldn’t have fooled anyone, let alone my own damn twin.

“Monday night, so knock her parents dead tonight, Hay Bale.” The prick messed up my hair until I drove my fist into his ribs, forcing him to dance backwards. “Because I’ll be taking our girl out tomorrow, trying to do it right this time.”

I wanted to talk about this, argue. Fuck, getting him in a headlock and punching him until he saw my way of thinking like we had as kids all felt like great ideas, but the buzz of my phone alarm told me I needed to get going.

“Good luck,” I said with a shrug, because there was one crucial difference between us. The world came and laid itself at Hunter’s feet, whereas I was used to working for things.

“What does that mean?” I shot him a wave as I walked out the door, not looking back for a second. “Hayden? Hayden!”

Hunter wasn’t my focus, Jamie was and so I drove around to her place, racing up the steps, keen to see my girl, but instead I walked straight into chaos.

“Jamie…”

Where was my confident girl? This wasn’t the usual calm, competent Jamie I was used to seeing. Her bedroom was a mess, her entire wardrobe scattered over every surface, but that was just a symptom of what she was going through. Jamie was stepping over piles of clothing on the floor as she held up one garment, then another against her chest, staring into the mirror.

“Everything OK?” I asked warily.

Her reflection stared back at me, so I caught the moment when her eyes narrowed slightly, then her focus shifted back to the dress before tossing it away.

“I’ve got nothing to wear.” The words seemed to be extracted forcibly from between her teeth.

“Girls always say that,” I said, then pointed to the floor. “But the evidence says otherwise.”

Her gaze hardened.

“OK, I don’t have anything to wear that won’t get me reamed out the minute I walk into my brother’s backyard.” Her hands went to her hips as she stared at the floor in growing despair. I’d seen Jamie mad, sad, and bad, but never like this.

Broken.

I didn’t want to be a fake boyfriend right then. I wanted to be a real one that protected her from all of this. I sucked a breath in and then moved closer.

“You know we don’t have to go anywhere.” Her eyes rolled up to meet mine and I felt a brief flare of hope. “We can stay right here.” I put my hands on her shoulders, rubbing the points. “Climb into bed and see what we can come up with to amuse ourselves.”

She wanted that, wanted me, I could tell in the way her mouth softened from a thin line to her lips gently parting. Part of me was pumping my fist internally in celebration, but any victory I might want to celebrate didn’t last long. Whatever devil dog was gnawing at her guts sank its fangs deep again.

“I can’t.” Her brows creased and she stared up at me, begging me to understand. “I can’t, Hayden, no matter how good that idea sounds. If I don’t go… If I blow this off, she’ll be calling within the hour.” Did Majorie hear the fear in her daughter’s voice when Jamie spoke? “If I don’t answer, she’ll get one of my brothers to drive her over here, and then she’ll start knocking on the door. She’ll call a locksmith and con him into letting her in or worse… She’ll call Brock and have him…”

Her words were coming so fast she was forced to stop talking and just suck a breath in. I’d never felt so bloody hopeless. How could I protect her from this, from her own damn family? How could I protect her from the ghosts that haunted her own mind?

“I—”

“Can’t.” I finished for her, forcing myself to smile. “I know. I mean, I may have really, really wanted you to say yes to that idea, but I’ve got a job today. Your perfect fake boyfriend is reporting for parental deflection duty.” My focus shifted then back to the mess of clothes. “What about this?” I asked, holding up an old band t-shirt. “You’re always wearing that.”

“A t-shirt with a hole in it?” She poked a finger through one of the small ones around the neckline. “I want to keep Mum off my back, not give her an aneurysm.”

“This?” I asked, holding up another t-shirt that was in better condition.

“Stained,” she said, pointing to the faint brown shadow of where she’d spilled coffee on it.

“How about⁠—?”

She bent down, grabbing shirt after shirt and then started tossing them on the bed.

“Too old, too stained, too boxy, too form fitting.” Jamie dismissed each one in turn. “Too masculine.”

“So what about this?”

I held up a cute little strappy top I remembered all too well. My tongue had stuck to the roof of my mouth when she wore it around to Mum and Dad’s.

“Shows my tits off too much.”

“I remember…” I muttered. 

“Oh, you noticed, did you?” she asked, the faintest trace of a smile forming.

“Sporting a boner under my parent’s dining table was a really uncomfortable experience I didn’t think I’d be having this late into my twenties.” I shook his head. “So yeah, not that top. What about this?”

It was a white button up much like mine, though tailored to fit a woman’s frame, not a man’s.

“That’s the shirt I wear when applying for loans or shit like that.” She plucked it from my grip and tossed that on the bed too.

“OK.” Me suggesting things was getting me nowhere. Jamie knew what she wanted to wear. She made that decision every damn day without input from anyone and I needed to remind her of that. I sidled up, wrapping my arms around her. “If we were going to Mum and Dad’s today, not your brother’s, what would you wear?”

I felt her stiffen against me.

“I can’t⁠—”

“Just show me that outfit first before you say no.” I kept my tone light. “Doesn’t commit you to wearing it. Just show me.”

Jamie moved slowly, and I barely concealed the sense of satisfaction that rushed through me as she leaned down and picked up a pair of cutoff shorts from the floor, then another white shirt.

“Probably… this.”

It was so completely her. The cotton fabric was covered with delicate embroidery and pin tucks in the bodice that made it feminine but the material kept it light and casual. It would sway around her as she moved, and yet the semi-translucent fabric would hint at the banging body beneath it. The shorts had been worn soft, the denim well broken in, so she’d be comfortable.

“That’s what you’re wearing then.”

“But—”

“You can put it on or I can.” I stared at her, daring her to argue. “Choose the latter, please.”

“I can dress myself,” she said and then she took my breath away. The new clothes joined the others on the bed as she wrenched her shirt up and over her head.

Fuck…

I think I mumbled something to that effect as her bra and all that bare skin appeared. Her lips twitched as she caught me staring, but rather than respond, she pulled the top on and then shimmied out of her sleep shorts and into the denim ones. A highly skilled stripper couldn’t have held my attention better than Jamie did right now. Putting on those clothes seemed to do more than just cover her. My girl was back. Her fingers flicked down her front and then she smiled

“Should we get this shit show on the road?” she asked.

I shook my head and then thrust out my arm.

“Hey, how bad could it be?”

I was just about to find out exactly how bad things were with Jamie’s family.


Chapter 37



Jamie

This wasn’t normal.

Most people didn’t scan the roads on the drive over to their brother’s place with a growing sense of trepidation. They didn’t cling to the ‘oh shit’ handle the whole way there, despite Hayden driving at a sedate pace. He glanced my way, taking in the muscle tension thrumming through my body, but didn’t say a thing. That observation had my fingers uncurling, forcing me to take longer breaths in an attempt to calm myself, because this all felt like an overreaction. 

It was just my family, I thought as we pulled up. I stared at my brother, Steve’s, house, and then forced myself to open the door. They were annoying, sure, but everyone’s family were. Hayden took my hand as we walked up the driveway, the sounds of music and kids having fun getting louder as we approached. I’d walk into the back yard, say hello to my brothers and my sisters-in-law, hug my niblings and⁠—

“Jamie!”

Mum appeared in front of us with a frown on her face, her eyes narrowing as she took me in. As I stiffened, Hayden’s arm tightened around my waist. He stepped forward slightly, almost putting himself in between me and my mother and that had my heart clenching.

But it didn’t stop her.

“Where have you been? You were supposed to be here early to help set up, and where’s Brock?” Her eyes narrowed as she took Hayden in. “I rang him and told him about today.”

“I know you did,” I replied in a tight voice. “Just like a mother organising a playdate for her toddler. Mum, this is Hayden. Brock was busy with something at work and you said you wanted to meet the other guys I was dating, so I brought him along. Hayden, this is my mother, Majorie.”

“Lovely to meet you,” he said, offering her my hand.

“And you.” Mum’s response was automatic, but she shook his hand, however briefly, before performing a thorough inspection. Thank god he wore more formal clothes. “So what do you do… Hayden, was it?”

“I’m a carpenter by trade,” he replied.

“And a model!” Steve’s wife, Amber, came rushing over and checked Hayden out quite blatantly. People did it all the time, but for some reason this made me bristle. “Damn, Jamie, where did you get this one from?” She looked him over like he was a side of meat. “Did you hire one of the Billabong boys?”

Bloody hell, Amber, I thought silently.

“What’s a Billabong boy?” Mum asked, looking both irritated and flustered.

“I did a modelling campaign with a surfwear company called Billabong,” Hayden informed her. “It was printed on billboards all over Australia and featured in international surf mags.”

“Oh.” Mum blinked. Her shift in demeanour was almost comical. “Oh! Is that well paid?”

“Mum—” I groaned.

“Well, it’s important to know these sorts of things before the relationship gets serious.” Mum turned back to Hayden. “Are you serious about my daughter?’

Shut up, I thought. Shut up, shut up, shut up!

I was almost scared to look up and check his expression, but I needn’t have been. He met her gaze head on without flinching for a second.

“Deadly.” He was the perfect fake date, because right now no one would have doubted him for a second. “And yeah, modelling can be a pretty lucrative gig.”

That gleam in Mum’s eyes, along with the more affronted expression Amber was wearing, was enough to prompt me to keep things moving.

“You can go over Hayden’s financials another time,” I said, shooting the two women a dark look. “This is my sister-in-law, Amber.”

“Hi.”

The woman wiggled her fingers at Hayden and smiled.

“I’m going to introduce Hayden to everyone else and then I’ll come and help with whatever needs doing in the kitchen.”

I didn’t wait for them to agree to that, dragging him towards the barbecue.

“Yeah, you are not leaving me,” he said as we got closer. “I’m happy to chop, dice, make potato salad, ‘whatever needs doing,’ but you are not walking into that lioness’ den on your own.”

“No soldier left behind?” I said. “Now you’re getting it. OK, well, you’re going to get the third degree from Dad as well, so here’s some tips. He’s really, really focussed on financial security. Not as snooty about working with your hands as Mum is. For him, it’s more about you being able to support me through a nuclear winter or something.”

“A man that plans ahead for a nuclear holocaust. I like it,” he said, giving my hand a squeeze. “Thanks for the heads up, but I’ve got this.”

He didn’t.

“JJ!” Steve looked up from the grill as I got closer. “Haven’t seen you in bloody ages. Still pretending to fix cars for a living?”

That loose smile, the casual way he dismissed my job, my passion, would be why I hadn’t bothered to come around lately. 

“Work’s fine,” I replied shortly.

“Do you use those pink tools we bought you?” Dave, one of my other brothers, said, ruffling my hair, forcing me to jerk out of his way. The tools were utterly useless pieces of shit made in China from cheap alloy, then sprayed with a pink floral finish, and they were my Christmas present from the guys last year. I shook my head slowly. If any of the guys at work talked to me like this, I would’ve nut punched them in seconds, but my brothers? Any reaction would just encourage them.

“What about those pink overalls?” Millie didn’t know how good she had it, because Steve and Dave were on a roll, chortling like idiots now. “Do you prance around the workshop in them, getting the real mechanics coffee or something?”

Hayden stepped forward then, seeming to sense he needed to deflect their attention.

“Jamie’s a damn good mechanic,” he said, which was exactly the wrong thing to say. The two of them were like sharks, scenting blood in the water. They glanced at each other and then grinned before turning back to me, ready to go in for the kill. 

“Yeah?” Steve asked, straightening up, but I was forced to smile when my brother had to look up slightly to meet Hayden’s eyes. “And who the hell are you, mate?”

“Hayden McDonald,” Dave answered for him, then nodded before stepping forward to offer him his hand. Hayden shook it and his small wince told me Dave was playing stupid dominance games. Hayden smiled, twisting his grip slightly, his knuckles going white as his fingers bit down into Dave’s. My brother smiled, then flicked his fingers as he released his grip. 

“You know him?” Steve asked, looking Hayden over.

“He’s Brock’s McDonald’s brother,” Dave said, crossing his arms and making clear what he thought about this. He couldn’t have given off worse piss-the-fuck-off vibes. Steve and Dave were older than me and so remembered Brock from school.

“Brother?” We turned around to see that Dad had appeared, several beers in his hands. “What’s going on, Jamie?”

Hayden wrapped his arm around my shoulders, as if that would save us from the firing squad.

“We’ve been trying to get your daughter’s attention for some time, and finally she’s decided to give us all a chance. Jamie’s currently dating all three of us McDonald boys.”

Shit.

Shit, shit, shit, shit.

I watched my dad’s eyes narrow as his nostrils began to flare.

“That right? Pretty sure the girls need some help in the kitchen, Jamie.”

“Dad—”

“Now, love.”

That last little term of endearment was tacked on at the end, as if that could soften his tone. I shook my head, trying to remember that I was an adult, an independent woman, but none of that mattered here. Not what I did or what I’d achieved, nothing, because as soon as I walked into this backyard, I was shoved back into an old role. Daughter, sister, child, I shook my head again, wanting to reject that, but Dad and my brothers just stared me down. 

“It’s alright, babe.” Hayden’s pet name felt weird, like a brand new pair of shoes or something. Not necessarily bad or ill fitting, but… different. “I’ve got this.”

He stared into my eyes and that confidence there? It felt misplaced and ill informed, but this is why I’d brought Hayden here. I nodded and then leaned in, doing something I’d never dared before. I kissed him first, just a closed mouth, chaste thing, but his eyes widened and then his hands slapped down on my hips, drawing me closer to string it out. When we finally pulled away, we both blinked. The best lies were ones that were mainly true and that made this situation easier to sell to my family, because right now I wanted to go back for another kiss.

But I couldn’t.

“Go easy,” I ordered my family, stabbing a finger in their direction.

“Hey, as long as he’s not as big a dickhead as the last one, there’ll be no problems here,” Steve said. “What was his name? Rohan?”

“Rohan, Martin, Greg…” Dave looked at Hayden with a smirk. “None of them last long.”

“I know exactly who Jamie’s exes are,” Hayden replied with steely calm. “I also know none of them were the right guy for her.”

“But you are?” Steve’s eyebrow rose slowly.

“That’s to be established.” Dad’s voice cut through all conversation, silencing everyone. “Jamie⁠—”

“Go and help in the kitchen,” I sighed, giving Hayden’s hand one more squeeze before I pulled away. “If they get too full on⁠—”

“There’s nothing your family can throw at me that’d have me running.”

Hayden said that with such complete confidence, but I barely resisted the urge to shake my head. He thought he knew what he was getting himself into, using his own family as a map to guide him forward.

But my family?

There was no blueprint of a happy, healthy family that would help him navigate these obstacles, something he was about to find out.


Chapter 38



Hayden

“So all three of you are dating my daughter?” Jamie’s dad asked in a deadly tone.

“She went from no boyfriends to three?” Steve said. “Damn, Jamie.”

“Why the hell would you let yourself be put in that position?” Steve asked me before turning to Dave. “There’s no way I’d be putting my dick where yours had been.”

“Probably because she wouldn’t feel a damn thing if you went after me.” The man shot his brother a smug smile before crooking his little finger.

“You f⁠—!”

“Enough.” Jamie’s dad silenced his sons with a sharp look. “So you’re Hayden.” I nodded. “I’m Jamie’s dad, Arthur.” He crossed his arms and stared me down. “And what do you do for a living?”

“I’m a carpenter⁠—”

“A carpenter?” Dave’s eyebrows shot up. “Well, at least that’s useful. Better than the other dickhead. What did he do?” he asked Steve. “A wannabe race car driver? So where do you work, mate?”

People thought Australians were all friendly, bandying the word mate around, but a lot of the time it was entirely ironic. There was a strange kind of hostility to it, just like there was now.

“My brother and I subcontract for a company that’s building those new estates in the north of the city,” I replied. “We build all the framework⁠—”

“The brother that’s also dating my daughter,” Arthur said. “How the hell does that work?” He turned and looked at his sons. “If you two liked the same girl, I’d have to separate you with the hose, like a pack of fighting dogs.”

“It does create some tension,” I replied. “My twin, Hunter, would’ve liked to have been the one to come today rather than me.” I watched them eye me, knowing exactly what this was. They were suspicious of me, just as I would be of anyone trying to date Millie, but that insight would get me through this. “But right now all we’re focussed on is Jamie. We could squabble amongst ourselves or we could put that shit aside and do our damnedest to make clear to her which one is the best guy for her.” I nodded slowly. “That’s what I’m doing.”

“Hmph.”

Arthur wasn’t giving anything away, but the boys did. Dave looked at Steve and then they both spluttered.

“So what? You coordinate things? Create a family calendar and schedule in time with my sister?” Steve said with a shake of his head.

“Work out which night you’re sleeping over,” Dave snickered. “Don’t want to go walking into your girlfriend’s bedroom and find your brother balls deep in your girl.”

“Boys!” Arthur snapped, his face going a dangerous shade of red.

“Daddy! Daddy!” a couple of little voices cried. I turned to see a couple of little girls playing under a sprinkler, dressed in brightly coloured swimsuits. “Come and play!”

“In a minute, love,” Dave replied.

“We’re just joking, Dad,” Steve said. “Jesus, lighten up.”

Arthur had more to say, but he had to get in line. I stepped up then, facing these two idiots down.

“If you spoke about my sister that way?” I said, staring into one man’s eyes, then the other, “I’d punch your teeth so far down your throat you’d be able to eat your own arsehole from the inside. But Jamie…?” 

I shook my head, hearing the sounds of the little girls squealing and wondering what the hell was wrong with their fathers. Would they denigrate their girls’ achievements when they grew up, then make disgusting comments about their love lives? 

“I’m prepared to go a whole lot further.” Steve watched my hands form fists, a cruel smile twisting his lips. “You don’t have to worry about how we navigate an unusual relationship dynamic, just that we’re treating your sister well. We are.” I shook my head, knowing that the disgust I felt was plain in my expression, but I didn’t care. “Better than she’s ever been treated, I’ll bet. The way she should’ve been all along.”

The criticism there was clear, and I didn’t give a fuck when her two idiot brothers started to stiffen. I’d belt the two of them into next week if that’s what it took and then sweep my girl out of this place, because now I understood. The need for fake boyfriends? Jamie needed a meat shield to protect her from the not-so-loving embrace of her family.

“So unless you’ve got any other relevant questions—?” I asked.

“Daddy! Uncle Dave! Grandpa!” Two very wet little girls came dripping over, looking at each one of us in turn, their heads tilting to one side when they saw me. “Who’re you?”

“I’m your Aunt Jamie’s boyfriend, Hayden,” I replied in a much gentler voice.

“Hayden?” The two girls looked at each other as if verifying that information. “I’m Cindy. She’s Hannah.” She pointed to a girl I was willing to bet was her sister. “Can you fix the hose? The sprinklers not working.”

“Yeah.” Anything to get me the fuck away from those dickheads. “I can take a look. Lead the way, ladies.”

The girls giggled, grabbing my hands with surprising strength and then hauling me over to the side of the house.

“The tap is turned on but the water isn’t coming out.”

“OK.” I turned off the tap, then disconnected the hose before testing the flow, and water rushed out. “Water is definitely coming out.” I switched the tap off before reconnecting the hose. “If the water’s not coming out, there must be a kink in the hose.” The water was turned back on and then we followed the hose out onto the garden. A couple of other kids stood by the sprinkler eyeing me as I approached. “So the sprinkler was working before?”

“Yep,” said one young lad, he and all the other kids bursting out into laughter as he pulled his foot off the hose.

I spluttered as water burst out of the sprinkler, drenching me in seconds as the kids all cackled. They were clutching their stomachs, the little buggers, thinking this was hysterical.

“Oh, so it’s like that, is it?” I growled, stomping forward, the kids scattering with excited screams. I grabbed the hose, kinking it, then pulled off the sprinkler and tossed it onto the grass. They quickly worked out what was going to happen. Giggles and screams filled the backyard as I released the water flow, spraying one kid after the other. They all flung themselves sideways, trying to avoid the spray, but that stopped fairly quickly. 

“Get him!” the young lad said, organising his tiny troops and launching them at me. I jerked the hose up and out of their reach but could only quarantine the nozzle. They all jumped on the hose itself, trying to wrestle it out of my grip.

“Oi!” I turned around to see a familiar face standing there. Frankie Kingston was Jamie’s youngest brother and we were in the same year at school. “Jesus, who’s that, Hunter or Hayden?”

“Hay—!” 

My reply was cut off as the hose was wrestled out of my grip, and then I was squirted right in the face. The kids roared at my splutters, right before Frankie marched over and stepped on the hose.

“You little ratbags. What the hell are you doing, drenching a visitor?”

“Dad was too busy cooking to play,” the eldest boy said, looking somewhat abased now.

“And so you decided to attack Jamie’s guest?” Frankie said. “You kids have been running wild.”

“And so they need to be punished!”

Frankie jerked the hose from the kids’ grips and then came to my defence, spraying the lot of them. They all squealed in excitement, launching themselves at their uncle with far greater enthusiasm than they did a complete stranger. He put on a good show, grunting and pretending to fight them off until Cindy, one of the smallest girls, wrenched the hose free. With an evil cackle, the little girl eyed the lot of us as we rapidly backed off.

“You better run, Hayden!” Frankie shouted, right as the little girl directed the hose at the patio.

I watched the water arc through the air as if in slow motion, because up until now, we’d been playing on the grass. Water splattered the slate tiles of the deck, getting closer and closer to the table. A white tablecloth had been set up, along with wine glasses and plates, cutlery and paper serviettes, and all of it was in the pathway of the hose. Frankie and I seemed to realise that at the same time.

Of course, that was the moment Majorie walked out of the house to see what all the fuss was.

Cindy tried to jerk the hose away, but instead of missing her grandmother, it went splattering in a massive arc across the woman and the table before Frankie stepped in and kinked the hose.

Majorie blinked, her mouth open as she sucked in breaths, but her shock quickly faded. Her brows drew down sharply, right as Frankie stepped forward.

“Now, Mum⁠—”

“Who did this?” she snapped, her tone perfectly imperious. The kids all took an instinctive step backwards in the face of her rage. Frankie and I looked back at the children and our eyes met for a second before we both nodded and stepped forward.

“I did,” we said at almost the same time.


Chapter 39



Jamie

“Jamie!”

My name was called as soon as I walked into my sister-in-law’s kitchen, but not by who I expected. Nadia was my brother Frankie’s fiancé, and everyone in the family agreed that he was punching above his weight. She was one of those rare people who was beautiful inside and out, and she opened her arms wide and then enfolded me in a hug.

“Hey there, bride-to-be!” I said when we pulled back. “How’s the engagement party prep going?”

“Oh god,” she sighed, wilting against the kitchen counter. “You know how it is.”

“No, she doesn’t,” Mum said tightly from the sink where she was washing lettuce.

“Soo much work to do. I suggested to Frankie maybe we should just elope.” Nadia was joking. As one of four daughters, her whole family had mobilised like a well-organised machine to prepare for her wedding, but that didn’t stop Mum from stiffening. “But the wailing from my family would be heard from space, so instead, I’m spending a lot of time looking at various shades of white and making it seem like I can see a difference. How about you?” She nudged me with her hip. “I hear you walked in here with a male model?”

“Ah, yeah, Hayden.” I smiled weakly. “We’re dating, so⁠—”

“I don’t know how you do it,” Amber said, looking up from the coleslaw she was adding mayonnaise to. She was Steve’s wife and just as blunt as her husband. “Walking around with a guy that’s prettier than you are.”

“Amber!” Frannie, Dave’s wife, came out of the pantry and then smiled when she saw me. “Hey girl, let me get you a rum and Coke.”

“Jamie can take over making the garden salad,” Mum said, flicking her hands and then walking away from the sink.

I shot the other ladies a look, smirking as I turned to do as I was told. Each one of them knew exactly what kind of holy terror Mum was. I’m not sure any of their marriages would’ve survived if she still lived in our city.

“Some things are more important than looks, Amber,” Mum said and all of us sighed. 

“Right, I just—” my sister-in-law spluttered.

“Reliability, security, having a partner you can depend on.”

“Sure and⁠—”

“Rather than being preoccupied by superficial things.” Mum’s gaze was so piercing I could feel it burrowing into the back of my neck, but I didn’t turn around. Instead, I spun the lettuce in the little plastic dryer thing and then tossed it into a large bowl along with some dressing. There was a pile of vegetables sitting by the chopping board, so I picked up a knife and went to work. “I’ve got a headache. I think I’m going to sit down in the shade for a bit.”

I’m not sure if anyone took a full breath until Mum left the kitchen, but when we did, I grabbed the salad stuff and placed it on the kitchen island.

“So everyone’s heard my news,” I said. “What’s up with you guys?”

“Oh my god, tripe?”

Nadia was telling us a story about Frankie going around to her grandma’s house for dinner.

“I told Nana not to make it, but she insisted it’s her signature dish and everyone loves it.” Her hand slapped down on her belly. “No one’s ever been brave enough to say anything to her about it.”

“Tripe’s sheep stomach, isn’t it?” Frannie asked faintly. “Well, now you know Frankie really loves you.”

“He does.” She paused for a second, and it felt like every ray of light was soaked up by my soon-to-be sister-in-law right then, but she quickly realised she was having a moment and blushed before adding more chopped green onions to the potato salad. “I’d given him a few tips as to how to get it down. Chew as little as possible, then swallow. He did that a little too enthusiastically and nearly choked, which had Nana in a flap. Got him out of eating more tripe, though, and he passed the final test before the engagement party. Now the planning is in full swing.”

She shot us all an apologetic look.

“My family is in overdrive. This party is going to be bigger than Ben Hur. I’m the last daughter to get married, so they’re pulling out all the stops, but hey, open bar and my parents are paying, so hopefully everyone will have fun.”

“It’ll be amazing, Nadia,” Frannie assured her. “And even if there’s some teething issues, a few beers in and no one will remember.”

“That reminds me, I need to book a babysitter,” Amber said. “Open bar? Mama’s getting her drink on.”

“The kids are welcome to come,” Nadia said, then looked out the window. By the sounds of their squeals, my niblings were on a rampage.

“We’ll be bringing our tribe.” Frannie said. “Hopefully they can behave for one night.”

“Knock back a break from the crotch goblins?” Amber shook her head. “No, I’m taking advantage of an opportunity to kick up my heels a bit. But what about you, Jamie?” Her sly smile told me I wasn’t going to like this shift in conversation one bit. “Who’re you bringing? You’ve got this whole ‘torn between two lovers’ thing going on.”

“Three.” The word was dragged out of me, and when I looked up, each woman stared. “Three guys, but it’s all just casual, so I’ll probably just take myself.”

“Oh no, bring them,” Nadia said. “God, bring all of them. It won’t matter. My parents hired this huge hall because the guest list just keeps getting bigger and bigger. I mean, if you want to. Do they all know about each other?”

“They’d have to,” I said, forcing myself to smile. “They’re brothers.”

Of course that just provoked more questions, so I quickly concocted a story that was close enough to the truth to pass inspection.

“Brothers?” Amber frowned. “Seems weird that they’d be prepared to share you like that.”

“Jesus, Amber…” Frannie said, shooting her a dark look.

“Can you imagine your brothers being happy to date the same woman?” Amber asked me, completely undeterred.

“I try very hard not to think about my brothers’ love lives at all,” I replied with a grin. “I mean, I wish you all marital bliss, but y’know, just spare me the details.” Her gaze didn’t waver as she obviously expected me to expand on my answer. “But yeah, it is a little awkward at times, though right now, it’s all staying civil. If it gets hairy, then we’ve all agreed we’ll walk away from the situation.”

“Well, that seems smart,” Frannie said, pushing the rice salad away before getting a mound of freshly baked bread rolls from the oven. “Nothing’s worth tearing a family apart.”

“So how did you meet these guys, anyway?” Amber asked. “Did you crash some family’s barbecue and every single male in the family turned your way and asked you on a date?”

“No.” I slid all the carrots I’d sliced into the bowl of salad, then grabbed a tomato. “They’re my best friend’s brothers. We’ve known each other for ages.”

“Ohh…” Amber looked triumphant, finally going back to her own meal prep. “So that’s what it is.”

“What is what?” Nadia asked in confusion.

“I couldn’t work out how you were walking in on the arm of that hottie, but it makes sense now.”

“What makes sense?” Frannie asked Amber, her eyes narrowing.

“Did he do this as a favour to your best friend?” Amber didn’t let me answer, because she was on a roll. “She asked her male-model brother to do you a solid and be your date to the engagement party?”

“Why would Jamie need to do that?” Nadia looked at me then Amber. “She has no problems finding boyfriends.”

“Who everyone hates,” Amber replied. “Sorry girl, but it’s true. That last one tried to hit me up when I went inside to check on the kids.”

“I know.” I ground that out. “That’s why we broke up. I didn’t realise he was such a sleaze.”

“Didn’t you?” She looked me over slowly. “Your brother and I did. He was never serious boyfriend material, but… none of them are.”

“Amber…” Frannie stepped between me and my other sister-in-law. “Don’t listen to her, Jamie. She’s just being a bitch.”

“If being honest is bitchy, then sure, I’ll wear that label with pride. You can’t blame me for being suss. We’ve barely met the guys you’ve dated before, Jamie, and now you expect us to believe you’ve got three on the go, who just happen to be brothers and freaking hot?”

“Thanks, I guess.”

I could count on one hand the amount of times I’d seen Hayden pissed, but this was definitely one of them. He was dripping water, that crisp white shirt he’d been wearing now plastered to his chest, making sure everyone saw every muscle popping. A hand raked itself through his hair, flicking the water on the slate outside before he stepped inside. His eyes were like blue ice, taking in Amber’s discomfort then flustered splutters as he crossed the floor to reach for me. Hands on my cheek, in my hair, he tugged me closer and then pressed his forehead to mine. Dimly I was aware the wet of his clothes were seeping into mine, but I didn’t care.

“I think I survived the gauntlet,” he rasped, “just. The kids tricked me into ‘fixing the hose.’” 

“That old trick?” I rasped that out, conscious we had the attention of everyone here. “I should’ve warned you.”

“No need. I think I made the right impression with your nieces and nephews.” His smile was brilliant as his eyes met mine. “Just not your mum.”

“Frannie, do you have any towels?” 

Mum barked this out with all of the authority of a drill sergeant, her hands flicking water everywhere, because apparently Hayden wasn’t the kids only victim. She was holding her shirt out from her body, the saturated fabric sticking to her skin.

“What? Oh.” Frannie’s lips twitched but she refused to allow herself to smile, instead disappearing down the hall and returning with a pile of beach towels. “Here you go, Marjorie.”

Mum took it with little grace, softening this with a thank you before turning a baleful eye on Hayden.

“We’ll need a new tablecloth and fresh plates and glasses. Everything’s a mess,” Mum said, but she didn’t have our focus. Hayden took his towel with a smile and a thank you, before his fingers moved to undo his buttons.

I knew exactly what every woman was thinking. Well, except for Mum. They watched all that golden-brown skin be revealed inch by inch. The way the fabric stuck to him? I understood why. If I was wrapped around Hayden, I’d have clung to him right now too. Instead, he towelled himself dry with a series of brisk strokes before wrapping the towel around his waist.

“Did you want me to find you a spare pair of shorts?” Frannie asked. “I can see what Dave’s got that might fit you.”

“Yes.” Amber just blurted that out, then shook her head, as if breaking a spell. “I mean, you wouldn’t want to catch a cold.”

“On a thirty-five degree day?” Mum drawled.

Everyone sucked in a breath, ready to debate this, when Dad stuck his head in the door.

“Meat’s ready! C’mon, kids, let’s have something to eat.”

“But we’re not done!” Mum twittered. “We need to reset the table and⁠—”

“Dave tossed the tablecloth in the washing machine,” Dad informed her, “and found some paper plates. A slap-up lunch will be fine. C’mon, before the flies get to it.”

Mum stared after Dad as he walked back to the boys, the lot of them wrapping the kids up in towels, already starting to dish up meat for the kids.

“Guess we better get the salads out,” Frannie said with a tiny smile. “Otherwise the kids will fill up on sausages.”

“Uh oh…” I looked up to see Hayden smiling. “I’m guessing I didn’t make the best impression?”

“On Mum?” His grin was infectious, so I couldn’t hold back my own. “Maybe not, but…” I leaned in closer, dimly aware that Amber was watching the entire time. “She was never the one you needed to impress.”

“So it’s all about the kids?” His voice was low and husky as he stepped closer. “I think they accept me. Apparently I’m pretty cool for a grown up.”

“You are pretty cool.”

His arms went around me to pull me close, the knot of his towel pressing into me, and I never expected to feel this. The laugh bubbling up inside me, wanting to get out, brought my mood with it, wiping away worry and stress and replacing it with this.

I hadn’t intended to kiss him, but right now I couldn’t bear to do anything else but. A question rose in his eyes for a split second before I answered it. I’d meant this to be a simple, sweet kiss, a show of gratitude for what he’d done, but as soon as his mouth touched mine, it became clear that would never be enough. He devoured me, parting my lips, searching for my tongue. My hands went around his back, clinging for dear life as he kissed me senseless, it taking seconds for me to realise he’d pulled away, and then I saw my sister’s-in-law reactions.

Nadia looked like she was about to search for some popcorn and sit back and watch the show, and Frannie was clasping her hands to her chest. Amber? Her gaze had turned flat, but she didn’t look away.

“Jamie’s boyfriends didn’t deserve her,” he told them, wrapping his arm around my waist. “I’m not sure if we do either, but I know this: I’m determined to do whatever it takes to prove I’m worthy of her consideration, and if you need more proof of that, I’m happy to provide it.”

“Are you lot coming to eat or what?” Dad called out. “C’mon, the meat’s getting cold!”

I barely felt the salad bowl I carried outside, couldn’t have told you what was in it if you put a gun to my head. All I could focus on was Hayden. His hand on the small of my back as he carried another salad out, taking both bowls before ushering me over to a seat. Him grabbing me a plate and filling it with exactly the kind of food I liked to eat. A small tendril of fear rose at that, but I smothered it quickly. The kids were all grinning, stuffing their faces with food, having spent the afternoon rampaging through the backyard, and right now I wanted to enjoy this too.

And so I did.

When I let a breath out and released the tension in my body, I could take in Frankie’s dishevelled appearance and Mum’s glower, Dad’s evident pride in his barbecuing skills, and even Steve and Dave’s stupid banter. Like every other family in Australia, we could just be together as a family.

Of course I couldn’t be allowed to enjoy that for long.

“That’s a boy that wants kids,” Frannie said sometime later as we women all collected the salads and emptied cups. She was stacking the dishwasher and staring out through the window as my dad, my brothers, and Hayden all mucked around with the kids, spinning them around and throwing them up in the air. 

“Might have your own screaming the house down,” Amber said, sticking a finger in her ear and wiggling it with a wince. “Though could you imagine the babies Hayden would father?” She eyed me the way a farmer might a horse at market. “You just know they’d be beautiful.”

“Not with him.” Mum paused midway through scooping salad into a Tupperware cover. “Not someone that looks like him.” She fixed me with a scowl. “You’d never know if that one would come home at night, all the offers he’d be getting. You’re pretty enough when you put the effort in, Jamie, but not enough to keep a man like that.”

“Ah…”

All that warm, fuzzy feeling of the afternoon was washed away abruptly, leaving me standing there, the focus of everyone’s attention. I needed to say something, anything, Nadia’s look of concern demanding it. But right before I could think of something, the sliding door opened.

“No, Uncle Hayden!” Cindy said, her and Hannah wrapping their arms around his legs. “More! More!”

“I need to get your aunty home,” he said, gently prising them free. “She turns into a pumpkin if she’s out too late at night.”

“A pumpkin?” Both girls stared at me wide eyed.

“A scary one!” This was familiar territory, so I threw my hands up, forming claws and then went stomping after them. The girls screamed, running up to the rest of my niblings, getting them all stirred up. I chased them, but when I caught each one I gave them a hug, squishing their little bodies before setting them down. “And we’ve got to go.”

“Noo…” the kids all groaned, grabbing at my hands.

“We’ll come and see you soon,” I promised.

“With one of their new uncles?” 

Steve couldn’t resist one last pot shot as I grabbed my bag and slung it over my shoulder.

“Maybe all three,” I retorted. 

“So we survived,” Hayden said once we got inside his van. He shot me a wary look. “Are you OK?”

“There’s a place just down the road,” I replied. “Take a right, then a left, and then drive up the dirt track at the end of it.”

“What—?”

“Just do it.”

My fingers drummed on my thighs because there was a strange kind of energy throbbing through me right now. It was how I imagined someone who walked away from a car crash without a scratch on them felt.

“So—”

Hayden pulled up at the end of the dirt track and looked at me quizzically, and that’s when I launched myself at him. My fingers craved the slight rasp of his stubble along his chin, my mouth needed his. The kiss was long and messy, one bleeding into the other as he took over, undoing his seat belt to lean over, but that was never going to do.

“Get in the back,” I growled, seeing the question in his eyes. “Now.”

He shook his head, wanting to demand answers, but when he did as he was told, I answered him by sinking to my knees.


Chapter 40



Hayden

“What the…?”

My mind stuttered as I felt Jamie’s fingers on my fly, my dick swelling as she eased the zipper down.

“You were amazing today,” she explained in a low, husky voice, “and I said I’d repay the favour.”

My girl was not going to blow me for actually acting like a human being around her family, that I swore, but the moment Jamie pulled my cock free all my noble thoughts were sucked out of me by that velvety soft mouth. My hand landed on her head, not to pull her closer, but to stop myself from thrusting. Morals, objections were shoved aside as pure sensation tore through me.

“Baby…”

My shoulders pressed hard against the roof of the van, every muscle tensing and then releasing as I felt her tongue slide around my shaft. I wasn’t totally hard when she started, but fuck, the blood was rushing so fast to my dick that I felt a little dizzy.

Or maybe it was just because I was with her.

Jamie’s hands slid up my thighs, one cupping my balls oh-so-gently, the other forming a vice-like grip around the root of my cock. Fuck… I groaned into my chest, unable to stop myself from watching her work.

And that’s when her eyes opened, her gaze locking with mine.

This is what I craved. The sensation was enough to transport me out of the role I’d been playing and put me here with her, but that connection? I saw the flicker of something in her eyes, then she began to move.

There was something so fucking glorious about getting head. I didn’t need a girl putting my pleasure first all the time, but spontaneously just deciding to? Yeah, I treasured the gift of it, right up until she started to splutter.

“Not so deep…” It was a problem girls had had in the past when trying to blow me. They thought this was porn and I needed to be lodged half way down their throat, where I just needed this. I eased myself back even as her grip on me tightened, but when her tongue pressed hard against that sensitive spot just under the head, I nearly lost my shit. “Just there. Fuck, baby. Just like that.”

Jamie didn’t need schooling. She took my input and ran with it, slowing her strokes until the pleasure became an almost painfully prolonged experience. Wouldn’t have changed a thing, though. Instead, I gasped, panted, and throbbed through her thorough exploration of the head of my shaft and then hissed as she started to move faster.

I was never going to last. The tension of today, the sheer surprise I felt at her response, it destroyed any control I had, the combination creating a lethal spiral that sucked me in.

“Jamie…” 

I wanted to tell her at that moment how good she made me feel, right after her family seemed determined on treating her like shit. That it should be me sitting at her feet, worshipping her over and over, each lick erasing the shitty things people said. That this moment was the most perfect I’d ever felt, better than the moment I managed to catch a massive wave, despite other more experienced surfers wiping out. That I wanted it to be one in a long line of them, that I’d get up every day and work out a way to top the last.

That I loved her.

I felt that in a rush, my eyes locking with hers as it all came gushing out. The cum erupting from my balls was just a physical manifestation of the way I felt about her. I wanted this to go on and on, to fill her up with my seed, my love. It was on the tip of my tongue, to tell her just that, but instead I pulled free. My thumb scooped a little cum that had escaped her lips, watching her suck it clean with a shudder.

“What the hell was that about? I mean, far be it for me to question spontaneous blow jobs, but⁠—”

“You were perfect,” she said, and that just made the warmth in my chest expand exponentially. “Everyone backed off, including bloody Amber. Mum was too caught up in her snit to make comments, and I survived.” She sat back on her heels. “I survived. I was feeling good and I wanted you to feel good too.”

I collected her up, holding her as best as I could.

“I always do, Jamie, when I’m with you.” I pressed my nose into her neck, inhaling her as that lovely, post-nut laziness washed through me. It was a seductive voice, telling me to curl up with my girl in the back of my van and just bask in the afterglow, but propping our heads up on my toolbox wasn’t exactly my idea of a good time. “Maybe we could go back to your place and I could help you… release all those remaining tensions.”

She smiled up at me, but I knew before she said anything that she was going to say no.

“I’ve gotta get the washing done.”

“I’m told I’m very good at laundry,” I argued.

“And I need to do some meal prep.”

But these weren’t the real reasons she didn’t want me to eat her sweet little pussy until she couldn’t come anymore. I nodded slowly, having mentally prepared myself for this. We’d taken massive steps towards something, but that didn’t mean Jamie was where I was right now.

“You need space.”

“No, I—” She said that too fast and with too much emphasis.

“You need space.” Jamie stared into my eyes and I nodded slowly. “And that’s OK. We’re taking this at your pace because otherwise…” They came unbidden, all the dreams I’d had about her and me, the life we’d create. Travelling the world to surf, attending car shows, her fixing cars as we went, me working on construction sites. It could be amazing, but I couldn’t let the dream get in the way of the woman I loved. “Otherwise I’ll smother you.” To lighten that statement up, I started to smother her with kisses, her giggles music to my ears. Her eyes were shining and her smile was bright again. “So let’s get you home so you can do ‘laundry.’”

I watched Jamie walk up her stairs, wanting to follow her up, but forcing myself to be satisfied with just watching her get inside safely before I threw the car in gear and took off. 

I went home in a daze, driving on automatic, but that faded abruptly when I walked in the door. Hunter was sitting on the couch with a beer, the TV playing in the background, but we shared a house, so that was to be expected. Brock was not. Big brother looked up when I came in, a small smile forming when he saw how I was dressed.

“So how bad was it?” Hunter asked, trying to keep his focus on the TV screen but failing.

“Bad,” I replied, remembering the grilling I got from Jamie’s dad, the shit her brothers said, along with her mother’s high-handed remarks. “Then worse.” Amber’s bitchy comments and the way she so casually tried to destroy Jamie had my teeth clamping together. “Then a whole lot better.”

“That good, huh?” Brock looked down and I followed his gaze, realising my fly was still down. “Well, sit down, dickhead.”

“This is a planning meeting,” Hunter explained, grabbing a beer from the fridge and then handing it to me. “Brock and me, we’ve decided to join forces for the meantime, and I think you’re gonna wanna get in on this.”

“Planning what?” I asked, sitting down.

“How to get Jamie through this in one piece,” Brock said. “I am just starting to understand what she’s been going through. Mumzilla does not even begin to explain how intense Majorie is.” He held up his phone. “I’ve had a million missed calls and texts from her and she barely knows me. Imagine what she does to her actual daughter.”

“Rides roughshod over her,” I replied with a frown. “She was rude as fuck when Jamie turned up with me, not you.”

My brother smirked for a second, obviously thinking he had the advantage here, but then he looked down at his phone.

“Jesus, if they don’t like you, then what’re they gonna think of me?” Hunter said.

“That doesn’t matter.” It came to me then, something that had been nagging at me for some time but was becoming clearer now. “They don’t matter. Jamie brought us in to try and be a meat shield between her and her family, but…” I stared at each one of my brothers. “They aren’t the ones we need to focus on. It’s her. It’s always been her.”

“You’re seeing things the same way we do,” Brock said. “Jamie’s always hung around our parents’ place more than her own because, on some level, she knows. We’re the family she needs, not the one she got. We have to show her⁠—”

“That she’s loved.” Hunter swallowed, and for the first time my dickhead brother looked uncomfortable. “That when she’s with the McDonalds, she doesn’t need to do a damn thing but just be and we’ll always love her.”

“So now you’re getting it.” We looked up to see Millie walking in the door, a six pack of beer under her arm. “I was starting to think I was going to have to draw a freaking map for you.”

“A map…?”

We all looked at her as she sat down.

“I’ve sat by and watched this go on because Jamie’s parents moved away, but in some ways, I think this engagement party is the perfect time to bring things to a head. Jamie is a confident, amazing person, right up until she has to deal with her family. She manages this by putting up a wall of bullshit between them and her, hiding who she really is, but I…” She stared at each one of us. “We aren’t satisfied with that, are we?”

I grinned then, seeing the gleam in Millie’s eyes and knowing mine must look the same.

“So what did you have in mind, little sister?”

“I’m glad you asked.”


Chapter 41



Jamie

Walking into work on Monday was a different experience. The last time I’d done so was when I thought this was all fake. I’d still felt a thrill at the possibility of pretending to be Brock’s girlfriend, but now? I walked into a quiet workshop early to find a coffee cup sitting on the bonnet of the car I was working on, steam rising from it in lazy curls. I reached for it, almost able to taste it, when another set of hands                                                              grabbed me. Every muscle stiffened until I heard a deep voice say, “Morning.” 

I spun around and saw Brock standing there, just as big, tall, and hot as before. No, worse. He was smiling now, a warm look in his eyes that threatened to heat me up way faster than the coffee.

“Got you your favourite,” he said, nodding to the drink.

“Thanks.” God, this was so bloody awkward. “I’ll get you a coffee tomorrow.”

“No, you won’t.”

“You don’t like coffee?” I peered at him, wondering how that could be true of anyone, but then remembering he drank cups of the shitty instant shit. “Like real coffee. It’ll blow your mind.”

“Don’t need coffee for that.” His low rumble gave me all the warning I needed as he leaned in closer, blocking out the rest of the empty garage. “Give me a kiss every morning and I’ll have one waiting for you. No need to wait in line to order one.”

“Yeah?” Why was my voice so husky? Oh, because my super hot boss was making moves on me. I smiled then and went up on my tiptoes and pecked him on the cheek. “There you go. You know the way I like it.”

“I do.”

His arms went around me, tugging me close so my hands landed on that broad chest, but that didn’t stop him. He bent his head down slowly, my mouth going dry in anticipation. I think part of me had tried to persuade myself that the chemistry wasn’t real, that my whole body didn’t come alight when Brock kissed me, but it did. He started this, but I kissed him right back, chasing that feeling until we heard a jaunty whistle coming from outside the garage. Clinton walked in, saw the two of us spring apart, and then grinned.

“One word and you’ll be shovelling shit out of the grease trap all day,” Brock barked.

“Got it. Got it.” Clinton managed to keep a straight face until Brock turned back to me. I was treated to the sight of him crudely mimicking kissing himself behind his boss, right before Brock drew my attention back to him.

“Just like that,” he told me in a low voice. “Every morning and the coffee is yours.”

I could get my coffee just fine, but damn, who was going to knock that offer back? So I just smiled and nodded, watching him walk away.

“Naughty, naughty—” Clinton started to say.

“Grease trap.”

Those two words were magic, it appeared, because he turned and walked away, ready to start his day.

Being back on the tools was a relief. I knew this, knew what to do. Even when there was a persistent clunking sound in the engine and it turned out to be none of the usual things, a quick chat with Gary helped me find the solution. Engine knock was usually caused by issues with the fuel/air mixture in older cars, but newer ones were so finely calibrated it was rarely an issue. Occasionally, the sensor that was supposed to keep that from happening was faulty and so it needed to be replaced. When I rang the owner and ran the costs by them, then got the go-ahead, I felt confident, competent. Of course, that meant I had to go upstairs to see if Brock could add it to the current parts order.

“Ooh, sneaking up to see your boyfriend,” Clinton said.

“Grease trap.”

“What the hell is this grease trap thing?” Ken asked. “It shuts this dickhead up better than anything else.”

“Pretty sure Brock has threatened Clinton with cleaning up the grease trap if he doesn’t leave Jamie alone,” Gary told him.

“Oh really…”

“Look, fellas, I was just kidding. Jamie, tell him I was kidding. Jamie?” Clinton spluttered.

I just smiled and kept on walking, right into Brock’s office.

If we were following good workplace safety protocols, this wouldn’t be a sexually charged situation, but… It’d been that way for some time for me. An intimate space, so completely Brock’s, his photos on the wall, the woody scent of his deodorant filling the air. Oh yeah, and him. Those broad shoulders hunched as he worked on the computer, the guy was still a two-finger typist, but he was quick about it. Part of me wanted to slink on over, run a hand across his back, and then sink my fingers into his hair, watching his eyes turn to molten gold when he looked up.

I realised I could do just that.

The soft pelt of his flannel shirt caressed my fingertips, and I felt his muscles tense and then twist as he did just that. His hungry look, though? It far outstripped anything I’d imagined.

“We need⁠—”

Whatever I was about to say was cut off by him grabbing me by the waist and tugging me down onto his desk faster than I could blink.

“Tell me exactly what you need.”

“A knock sensor for the Toyota I’m working on,” I squeaked out.

“Oh.” He blinked. “So you came up here because of work.”

“I did.” I ran a finger down his chest. “I’m having difficulty remembering that right now.”

“Yeah?” His lips curved as I started to toy with the top button of his shirt. “Well, maybe we need to work on jogging your memory.”

Touching Brock always felt illicit, but here? It added something to it. I could hear the clank of the guys working in the garage, knew I had my own jobs to do, but as I flicked one button open, all that fell away. I slid my hand across his skin, listening to his breath picking up. His entire focus was trained on me, on what I was doing, which was all part of the problem. 

“How quickly can you get out of those overalls?” he asked in a low growl.

“What?”

His hand moved forward, cupping my mound.

“You gave me a taste of heaven and I want more, Jamie.”

That’s when I remembered his fantasy, me spread across his desk, screaming in ecstasy as I rode his face, but back then it was safely inside my head and his.

“You don’t mean—?” I started to say.

“Yeah, I do.” He undid one clasp of my overalls, following the way the bib started to sag, his hands claiming surrendered ground.

“But the guys⁠—”

“You’ll just need to be real fucking quiet,” he said. “You can do that for me, can’t you, Jamie?”

No, I couldn’t. There were no curtains on the office windows, so anyone who walked up the steps would see exactly what we were doing. That didn’t happen often, but I felt a spike of old held fear of being discovered by the guys I worked with. I could almost imagine their judgement, their disapproval, but then Brock leaned in and kissed my neck. More recent memories pushed forward, of pleasure, of the way he’d made me feel. The sharp prickle of his beard in contrast with the soft flicker of his tongue had me shifting against him. Then as I leaned down to kiss him right back, the ring of his phone had us pulling apart.

“Shit…”

He glanced at the screen, then tilted it away from me when I took a look.

“What?” I asked, having been here before. Never being allowed to touch my exes’ phones. Messages being typed out to some other girl the entire time we were together. Then finally phone calls he had to step outside to take, his voice so much softer when he talked to her… I grabbed his hand and forced him to show me the screen, only to see another woman’s name there.

Majorie.

“Mum?” I asked, my blood instantly cooling.

“She’s been ringing a bit,” he admitted ruefully.

“Block her.” My advice was delivered in a sharp tone. “Feel free. She’s not your mother, so you don’t have to put up with her shit.”

“And then she’ll just call you.”

I went perfectly still, the ring of the phone competing with the whine in my head, because this was the moment I realised what he was doing. What Hayden was doing and what Hunter would, if he got his chance. What Millie was doing by instructing her brothers to date me in the first place.

He was protecting me.

Part of me flinched away from that, my mind jumping and bucking like a horse being broken to saddle. It wanted to protest that I didn’t need him to do this. That I could cope just fine without anyone’s help, but… I’d dragged Millie into all of this, and where she came, so did the rest of the McDonalds, because they were a real family. That had me swallowing hard. A lump filled my throat, my eyes burning, right as the phone stopped ringing.

“Crisis averted,” I croaked out, forcing myself to smile, but of course it was never going to be that easy. Mum never gave in, and so the phone started up again. My cheeks burned bright red as second-hand shame rushed through me, even as I reassured myself that I was not responsible for my mother’s behaviour.

“I better get this,” he said, almost apologetically.

I simply nodded, doing up my overalls clasp as he tapped on the screen.

“Majorie. Good to hear from you. No, I was just talking to one of my staff… Nothing serious, no. Jamie? She’s working on a tricky job.” I jumped when his hand landed on my thigh, rubbing it reassuringly. “Tuesday?” He looked up at me, an eyebrow cocking in question. “You need her for an hour or two?” I shook my head, waving my hands in the air to make clear what I thought about this idea. “Look, I’m sorry, but we’re completely flat out right now.”

For someone so preoccupied with being polite and well mannered, my mother always seemed to get away with being a pushy bitch. I watched him sink back into his chair, and it was somehow reassuring to see someone else collapsing under the weight of Mum’s demands. I could hear her voice down the line, her words growing faster and faster as she tried to bury him with bullshit. Put the pressure on and don’t let up for a second, that was her play book.

Well, two could play that game.

I thought of my own fantasies, the ones that’d played out in this office, and that’s when I moved. His chair was pushed back as my boot slotted between his thighs, his whole body stiffening in anticipation of me crushing his balls with my steel caps or something.

Instead, I had something so much nicer planned.

Brock’s look of confusion as I dropped to my knees was perfect. I shimmied under his desk, then dragged his wheeled chair closer.

“Right… right…” he said.

My fingers slid across his jeans, feeling the soft, well-worn denim covering something so much harder. I started to ease his zip down and he was forced to shift in the chair, the bearings creaking as he did so. His jeans parted only for me to find this underneath.

He’d gone commando so his thick, hard cock popped free, already leaking pre-cum from the head.

“Uh huh…”

His response came out as a sigh as I shifted forward, licking a stripe up his length. When I pulled away, catching the tiny string of saliva stretching between us, his hand went to my head. Just as I’d dreamed, he guided me back where I was. The phone was tucked between his ear and his shoulder as the other hand ringed the root of his cock, right before he fed it past my lips.

“I understand that.” His voice was a low growl, his eyes boring into mine as I slowly parted my lips and licked them to get them slick before lowering my head. “I get it. I totally get it. Yess…” That came out as a low hiss as I swallowed him as deeply as I could. “Sorry? Oh yeah, someone just walked in the door. There’s a client I need to see. Look, Majorie.”

I froze, staring into his eyes, mentally communicating what I needed him to say, right as I pressed my tongue hard against the underside of his cock.

“Jamie has a full-time job to do, she’s sought after as a mechanic, and that means she has next to no spare time during work hours. Yes, I understand that. Yes, I can see how that would be important to your family. Look, I get it. Family’s important to me too…” My mouth worked, bobbing harder, faster down his length. “But your daughter is a grown woman, and if she’s telling me that she can’t spare an hour to attend a dress fitting, then I need to believe her.” 

At the sound of his frustrated hiss, I paused, just sucking on the head. Salty pre-cum flooded my mouth as Brock shook his head. 

“No, I can’t tell her what to do. No, I’m not going to make her do this, and while I’d like us to have a positive relationship, if you’re looking for an ally who’ll help you coerce your daughter, I’m not your guy.” My cheeks hollowed as I sucked harder, his hips arching up from the chair. “Because I respect her.” His eyes locked with mine, a small frown forming as I began to move again. “Because I…” My tongue moved of its own accord, tracing the shape of the head, delving into the channel that ran across the crown. “Anyone that cares about Jamie needs to listen when she’s telling them she can’t do something.”

He ended the call then tossed the phone down on his desk before staring at me. “Jesus fucking Christ, Jamie, are you trying to suck my soul out through my dick, because…”

Whatever else he had to say, it was discarded as I really started to move. Suction, a flickering tongue, I tried to trace the entirety of his length with it. My hand slid up his thigh, then delved into his pants, cupping his balls, and his grip tightened.

“You don’t need to do this,” he gasped. “You don’t need…” Brock was moving now in time with each stroke, his whole body straining. “Fuck, baby, I’m close.”

That’s what I wanted to hear. What I didn’t was the sound of footsteps up the stairs.

I needed to stop. I needed to pull away and hide, because I didn’t want any of the guys to see me right now. They might joke about me getting it on with the boss, but catching me midway through blowing him was a whole other thing.

“Brock…?” I knew that voice and it didn’t belong to Gary or Ken. Hunter and Hayden’s were very similar, though there were small differences if you knew them well. Hunter’s was slightly deeper and he spoke a little faster, like he did now. “Hey, have you seen Jamie?”

Brock tried to formulate a response, but instead just let out a strangled groan, right in time for the door to slam open. Hunter filled the doorway, his eyes zeroing in on the desk. He took in the scene before him, then shut and locked the door behind him, pulling the blind down.

I went to pull away, not knowing how this would go. Back when I thought it was all fake, this wouldn’t have been an issue, but the guys had to bring feelings into things. Brock sensed this and tightened his grip, keeping me right where I was as Hunter approached, a slow smile forming.

“Well, well, well… what do we have here?”


Chapter 42



Hunter

Jamie couldn’t answer me obviously, but as I walked closer, I took it all in.

I’d had plenty of fevered fantasies featuring my girl, but never like this. Her lips stretched tight, struggling to take him, her throat working. I’d never wanted to swap places with my brother before, but right now…? Jealousy punched me hard in the guts, but just to make shit confusing, my dick rose, thickening, swelling way too fucking fast.

So somehow I was into this.

“Don’t let me stop you.” I waved my hand. “Continue.”

“Glad we have your approval,” Brock groaned. “Jamie…”

He was about to say something, to tell her this was done, but Brock didn’t see the flash of rebellion in her eyes. Jamie pulled back slowly, as if revealing my brother’s dick to me–that wasn’t what she was trying to show me. She made fucking love to that cock, the movement of her tongue made clear by the way her cheeks bulged, then she pulled off with a flourish, mutely daring me to make comment.

So I did.

“Oh, you’re not done yet,” I said, moving so I was standing next to both of them, able to see exactly how puffy Jamie’s lips were. “You need to finish the job.”

“If you turn around and go down those stairs, pretending you never saw this, we could,” Brock grumbled.

“Nope.” I propped my butt on the edge of the desk and then leaned down, bundling her hair higher up on the back of her neck. “I admit I’ve thought about you sucking dick way too many times, Jamie, so right now? I need you to show me.” My grip on her hair tightened and she rolled her head back, revealing the line of her throat. “Show me exactly how good it would be. Then…” I shook my head, the room feeling like it was filled with something far thicker than air. It was soupy and hard to breathe in, and yet the only way you were getting me out of this office was to forcibly drag me. “Make me feel it, babe.”

“You’re fucking twisted,” she said, her voice just a little raspy, making me wonder how deep she’d been taking him.

“But you’re not saying no.” My grin widened as she pulled against my grip, one hand moving to encircle his length, the other to cup his balls. “Nice…” I said. “Some girls don’t realise how good a bit of ball play can be.”

“If you’re not gonna leave,” big brother growled, “then at least shut the fuck up.”

“And when have I ever done that?” I asked him.

Brock couldn’t answer though, his hips moving, his hand going to her cheek. I wasn’t his focus right now, she was.

What the fuck was I doing? That question was like a small voice screaming into a hurricane, whisked away in the sensual madness happening before me. Because in my mind, I wasn’t watching. It was my dick she was sucking really fucking deep. It was me that was flexing my hips, but not too much, trying to get deeper. The sulky ache of my cock inside my pants intensified with each stroke, as if it was her getting me off, not Brock. His low groan was a twin of mine as her eyes flicked up, meeting his then mine, that sweet, sweet moment of connection snapping tight, right as she shoved him deep down her throat.

“No…”

Brock and I were of the same mind, protesting when we heard her gargle, his hands slapping down on the arms of his chair, mine sliding from the back of her neck to her throat. Strands of her hair caressed the backs of my hands as I felt her throat convulse. There was a little trick that I’d found could help, my hand pressing gently down on the tight muscles, encouraging them to relax. The strangled sound Brock made had me thinking it was working, right before Jamie started to really move.

I knew exactly what those sharp, short strokes would feel like. Wet, velvety soft, and hugging your entire length, my brother had to be aching. I knew I was. My eyes, my hands not knowing where to go. Watching her expressions, catching when her eyes fell closed as if she was totally into the moment, her nails clawing at his skin right as the chair began to creak.

“Fuck, Jamie…” 

That hopeless sound was a perfect articulation of the same lost feeling I was experiencing. Brock didn’t give a shit about me being there anymore, his entire focus was trained on her. His eyes creased, his face pulling into a silent snarl as every muscle trembled. Brock was riding that frantic edge, trying to hold onto that mind-blowing pleasure right up until the point he was forced to tumble over. 

“Baby, I’m gonna… Jamie, you need…”

But my girl was never going to say die, her head bobbing faster and faster. 

“He wants to know if you want to swallow,” I found myself saying. “You’re going to, aren’t you?” Her eyes flicked open, meeting mine, a dangerous light flickering there. “Take it, baby, take it all.”

She proved me right as Brock roared. The sound was cut off, smothered as his body went rigid, pumping every drop down her throat.

“Show me before you swallow.”

Where the fuck had that come from? I said the words without meaning to, but she pulled away slowly, Brock panting through waves of terrible sensitivity, before sitting back on her heels and opening her mouth. Why was that so fucking hot? I shook my head and then told her to swallow it all. Watching her do that broke something in me, forcing me away from the desk and its dirty little tableau and towards the bathroom Brock installed in the office for his own personal use.

My zip was down, my cock out and in my hand, aimed at the toilet in seconds, but right as I got a good pace going, I felt a hand on my hip. Small, delicate, it slid across my uniform and then moved around. It was my body that stiffened now as I felt Jamie’s fingers encircle me.

“Fuck…”

I had more to say, that she didn’t need to do this, that I was aware I’d stumbled into something incredibly personal and couldn’t help but insert myself into it, but that died when her hand tightened. I was already so fucking close. That soft grip, the strength in her fingers, had me panting like a bitch in heat.

“Jamie…” Her hand moved harder, faster, replicating the same rhythm I’d just been using and that had my balls pulling up tighter. Rather than vicariously enjoying second hand pleasure, I was experiencing it violently now.

“Shh…”

Her voice was a hiss in my ear, soothing and stimulating at the same time. The sounds I made were a lot less controlled, just little pants of pleasure as it all came rushing to a head.

This, this was what I’d wanted for so damn long, and even if it came in the weirdest of circumstances, I couldn’t find it in me to regret it. I thrust into her grip, over and over, before my balls boiled over. Ropes of cum shot into the toilet, each one causing a full body shiver until finally I was done. My hands slapped down on the cubicle walls before I turned to face her.

There was an air of challenge in Jamie’s expression, daring me to make a big deal out of this, but all jealousy, all envy, had been shot out of me when I came. Now there was only a feeling of intense need to touch her, hold her close. I picked her up and placed her on the sink, dimly aware that Brock had appeared, before slamming my mouth down on hers. She kissed me right back, making that joy flare all the brighter, until we were forced to pull away panting.

“So are you going to be a selfish prick, letting our girl get you off without returning the favour?” Brock asked me. “Or are we going to make sure everyone walks out of here with a grin on their face.”

“I better⁠—”

Jamie started to pull away, move to slip off the sink and out of the bathroom, but I held her where she was.

“Ride my face until you come?” I asked before stroking my cheeks. “I made sure to shave this morning. It’d be a lot smoother than the Wookie over there.”

“Wookie…” Brock shook his head sharply.

“I—”

She opened her mouth, ready to say something, but someone shouted her name from the workshop floor.

“Hey, Mouse! You coming for lunch?”

“Tell him you’re not hungry,” I urged. “Tell him you got a bite to eat up here, and while it will keep you satisfied for a little while, I’m the one that needs to eat.”

“I can’t…”

She did slip down then, pressing a hand to my chest and pushing me aside, and I went, if not real willingly. Jamie was always slipping through my fingers, but I had to remind myself that we’d just gotten closer than ever before.

“OK, so you need a raincheck for tonight then.” She turned around, frowning slightly, but I just grinned. “That’s why I came by. We’ve got a date planned for tonight.”

“And you want to…”

The way she flushed right now, all the shyness she’d managed to push aside moments before rushing back, didn’t deter me. My tongue flicked over my lips, almost able to taste her already.

“Nothing I want more than that.” I stood taller. “I intended to take you down to the beach once we got some fish and chips⁠—”

“Ballantynes?” she asked, eyes shining.

“Of course.” It was a fish and chip shop with a legendary reputation, people coming from all across the city to buy their food. “You can eat chips and I…”

It felt good, to finally let myself inspect every inch of Jamie. I could give myself permission to strip her bare inside my mind, imagining all her curves. 

“I’ll satisfy other hungers.”

Brock’s rude snort killed the mood, something that was deliberate if his smile was anything to go by, but Jamie just shook her head.

“I better go. We don’t want the guys coming up here. The office stinks of sex and you’ve still got your dicks out.” Shit. Brock and I moved then, tucking ourselves away, even if Mr. Happy was still pretty keen on another round. “But…” Jamie was heading for the door, but she looked back over her shoulder. “I’ll see you tonight around six?”

“Yeah, you will.”

All those feel-good endorphins seemed to multiply as she walked downstairs, right up until the point Brock came to stand before me.

“What the fuck are you doing?” He poked me in the chest, forcing me to knock his hand away. “We talked about this. You’re not supposed to be horning into my time with Jamie.”

“I came here to see her, not you.” I shoved him back, but the prick didn’t move an inch. “We’ve got a date tonight⁠—”

“I remember.” He fixed me with his steely gaze, the same one he used when I’d nick his favourite LEGO set or toy car. “No reason why you couldn’t ring Jamie, come by after work, anything…” He looked back at the office chair, as if re-experiencing everything. “But horning in right at that moment.”

“If anyone was horning in, it was you.” I shot my brother a rakish smile, but Brock just frowned. “And hey, it worked out in the end. Really well, actually.” My brain was still trying to process everything, the sheer fucking hotness of what happened sending it offline. I admit, seeing a girl suck my brother off was never a fantasy I’d entertained, but it was definitely giving me ideas. “We’re already working together to help Jamie through this whole engagement party thing. What if we took that a step further?”

Inside my head, my brothers were shadowy shapes, moving closer to our girl. Jamie rolled over to watch us approach and smiled, beckoning us over.

“You want to do shit like that on purpose?” Brock frowned and I watched the cogs whirr inside his head, only for them to stop abruptly. “Nope, no way. I agreed to a truce to get Jamie through this shitstorm, but after that?” He stepped closer, trying to use that bad motherfucker look of his to psych me out, but I was used to my big brother’s bullshit. “She’s mine.”

“Maybe.” 

My grin was driving Brock nuts, so I just smiled wider. I’d made some serious missteps with Jamie, but now I could see a way I could get an advantage over both him and Hayden. They were going to break her heart, forcing her to choose, whereas I…? I could see a future where all three of us kept working as a team. Not to circumvent her mother’s high handed bullshit, but to focus all our efforts on making her happy. I nudged Brock, something that had him shoving me away. 

“I’ll be back at six to pick up our girl,” I told him. “Try to keep your hands to yourself until then. Anyone could’ve walked in and seen you guys at it, and I don’t think you’d want Ken or Gary joining in this time.” His teeth ground together. “And anyway, I want Jamie hungry by the time I take her out tonight.” When I winked, his face turned an alarming shade of purple. “For food, of course.”

Brock had more to say, but I’d rather leave him to stew, so I walked off, whistling all the way down the stairs, which had Jamie looking up from the car she was working on. The sex haze was fading and she looked a little pale, a little embarrassed as a result, but I just smiled. She might be trying to forget how uninhibited she’d allowed herself to be moments before, but I wasn’t. Instead, my mind raced, working overtime to think of scenarios where I could get her to let loose like that again.
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Jamie

What the hell was I thinking?

That thought played on repeat inside my head for the rest of the afternoon. I’d moved onto a different job, unable to fix my first car without the part, and I didn’t dare go back upstairs to ask how long it would take to arrive, so I’d looked through the other jobs on the roster, reading the list but not really seeing it. Scribbled down details in Brock’s notoriously terrible handwriting were no competition for what had happened.

I’d never had a threesome before. A few of my previous boyfriends were keen on the idea, but they were only enticed by the thought of being with me and another woman. Women were never what turned me on, so I’d declined their kind offer, somehow knowing that bringing more women into our beds would just legitimise a lingering desire to cheat.

But this.

I still felt Hunter’s hand on the back of my neck, pulling my hair away so he could see every damn thing I did. I started out sucking Brock’s dick to stir him to shut down my mother’s demands, but ended up performing for both of them. Did Hunter wish he was the one I was blowing? Did his dick ache with every bob of my head? I was willing to bet he did, considering how damn hard he was when I jerked him off. That was weird, hot, and urgent all at the same time, his scent filling my nose, his cock somehow even thicker than his twin’s, throbbing in my palm right before he unloaded. I stared at my hand until Gary appeared at my shoulder, wanting to get to the job board.

“Everything OK, Jamie?” he asked me.

“Yeah, fine.” I smiled and then backed away. “Just need a coffee. Did you want one?”

But as I busied myself in the garage kitchen, I stirred the tea spoon through the coffee, going round and around, lost in the almost visceral memory of what happened, my mind yet to let it go.

Because I couldn’t work out how Brock was taking the situation. I saw him just once that afternoon when he came down to talk to Ken. He paused for a second, looking up and over the paperwork they were discussing, his eyes meeting mine yet giving nothing away before his focus was dragged right back to the conversation.

He wasn’t there when I was finished for the day, nor when I got cleaned up and got ready to leave.

“Trouble in paradise?” Clinton appeared at my shoulder, waiting for access to the sink. I looked at him sharply, but he was actually expressing real concern for the first time. He glanced up at the stairs. “The boss has been quiet all afternoon. Well, quieter than normal.”

“Want all the gossip?” I asked, keeping my tone light.

“No.” He was serious, which had me turning around to face him as I dried my hands on some paper towel. “Look, I know I’m a prick⁠—”

“You are. You really are.”

“But none of us want to see you get hurt.” Ken and Gary walked into the room then, as if summoned. “If Brock fucks you over…”

“We know you’ve got brothers,” Ken said, “but you’re like a daughter to me. One that’s way more interested in cars than makeup, but still.”

“Just because he’s the boss doesn’t mean he can jerk you around,” Gary grumbled.

“He’s not…” My hands rose and fell. “We’re not…” I blinked and blinked, but still my eyes ached as their words sank in. We didn’t do touchy-feely shit at all in the workshop, so they caught me completely off guard. “I mean, I…”

“What’s that, Mousie?” Clinton wrapped an arm around my neck, tugging me closer. “You need to squeak louder. Full sentences, you can do it.”

That bullshit I knew how to deal with. I drove my elbow into his ribs, forcing him to gasp and the others to cackle, but right as things devolved into pushing and shoving, Brock walked into the room. Everyone fell silent like troops the minute their commanding officer entered the barracks.

“Jamie?”

He jerked his head, indicating that I should follow him, not giving anything away. I sighed and nodded to the rest of the guys, following him out into the garage. If I was wondering what this was about, he communicated that physically rather than verbally, pressing his body against mine as he pinned me to the side of a car.

“We’re good,” he said, cupping my jaw with his hands. “I just needed to process things.” His nose grazed mine. “You go out with my brother tonight and have a good time. Try to forget about the bullshit of the engagement party for just one night and…” 

Our mouths collided, as if staying apart was somehow a painful experience, one that could only be resolved by this. His hard, biting kiss branded my mouth with his beard, just as he had with his dick earlier this afternoon.

“So I don’t need to kick the boss’ arse today.” We pulled away to see Clinton smirking, but one growl from Brock had him bolting for the door. “Good to know. See ya tomorrow, Mouse!”

“That little prick…” Brock shook his head. “Why do I keep him around?”

“He’s really good at what he does?” I said, because he was. Clinton had an encyclopaedic knowledge of newer model cars.

“He is. And you…” The heat rising in his gaze, that slow smile, it was everything I hadn’t realised I missed this afternoon. “Are really good at what you do.” Another slower, softer kiss to make sure I knew exactly what he meant. “I’ll be playing that moment over and over in my head when you go out on that date.” He spoke the words against my ear so no one else could hear. “And I’m hoping you’ll be thinking about the same.”

When he pulled away, my hands wanted to reach out and drag him back. I instantly missed the warmth, the weight of him. One look at his smug smile and I knew that was exactly what he had planned all along. I shook my head and walked out to my car, heading home to get ready.

I’d turned my phone off silent when I got home, just in case Hunter needed to call me, so it shouldn’t have come as a surprise when it started ringing. I was midway through washing my hair, so I spluttered and then was forced to rinse off before sprinting out to answer it, dripping water all over the floor. My hand reached for it, my thumb tapping on the screen before I bothered to see who it was, because I assumed it was Hunter calling with a change of plans.

“Hello?”

“Finally!” My grip on the phone tightened when I heard Mum’s voice. “Why didn’t you ring me back? Why haven’t you answered my messages?”

Because I was at work. Somehow that never occurred to my mother. She would never ring my brothers during their work days, but for some reason I was different. Was it because she didn’t work, preferring to stay home and keep house for Dad? Or was it simply because I was a woman and she’d grown up in an era where women’s incomes supplemented the family budget but they were not the primary breadwinners? I didn’t know, and asking her questions like that hadn’t gotten me far.

“Mum, I’m in the middle of getting dressed to go out.”

“With who?” Her voice grew sharp. “Not that Brock boy. He’s not the one for you, I’ve realised. Neither is that other one. Leading the children in a water fight? Could you imagine what kind of father he would be?”

“With Hunter,” I said.

She fell silent for a few blessed seconds and I sucked in a breath, banking on the fact she hadn’t met him yet and so he was a tantalising possibility.

“You’re going to ask him to be your date at the engagement party?” she asked.

“Maybe.” A sharp knock on my door had me walking down the hall to unlock it and when it swung open, Hunter stood leaning against the door frame. He took in the towel wrapped around my body in a long, slow look before meeting my eyes. One eyebrow cocked upwards. “I’m still feeling him out to see if he’s interested.”

But he was, that was clear. He stepped inside, herding me backwards until the backs of my legs hit the couch. One hand went to the edge of the towel, a question in his eyes.

“Well, you’ll need to do something about that promptly,” she said.

“I’m trying, Mum.”

A single finger trailed across the slick skin of my hip bone. Hunter smiled slowly, those blue eyes burning into mine.

“Try harder because time is running out. This is important, Jamie.” The anxiety throbbing like a live wire in her tone forced me out of the moment. I couldn’t feel Hunter anymore, not while I was listening to her. “Nadia is just lovely and her family is so close. Her mother has been incredibly welcoming of your father and I, which is such a pleasant surprise after the dramas that went down with Amber and her family.”

I blinked, remembering exactly how my in-laws dealt with Mum’s overbearing bullshit.

“We need to make a good impression, make them feel that Nadia marrying Frankie is a good thing.”

“Not sure if the parents have much choice in the matter,” I said. “Nadia, for reasons I don’t understand, loves Frankie.”

“The engagement party needs to be perfect, Jamie.”

And there it was. Sometimes it felt like all my mother focussed on was the pursuit of perfection, followed by her inevitable disappointment. When I was a kid, I’d tried my damndest to meet her expectations because hey, she was my mother and I loved her. I wanted her to be happy, so if trying a bit harder was what it took, I’d do it. Of course the problem lay in the fact she never was. People were too weak, too fallible to ever meet her lofty standards, and so me and my brothers developed a strange kind of camaraderie. If we were always going to fail, we’d do so together.

“I can’t do perfect, Mum,” I told her bluntly and when I looked up, Hunter began to smile. An encouraging nod from him had me forging on. “I’ll be there. I won’t drink excessively. I’ll bring the happy couple a nice present.” She sucked in a breath, ready to instruct me on what to buy. “One I’ve already talked to Nadia about.” My future sister-in-law wanted this pretty dining setting for their new place, so I’d ordered it ages ago. “And I’ll do my best not to embarrass you and Dad. No funky chicken dances.”

“With a date.” She ground that out, because weirdly, this was my mother compromising. “If you’ve managed to find three men willing to date you despite the fact you spend most of your time dressed in men’s clothes, then you can find someone suitable to attend the party. A man that looks good in formal wear.”

“I’ll see what I can do.”

My hand reached out then, running a finger down the lapel of the short-sleeved, button-down shirt Hunter wore, because it wasn’t hard to see him in the suit he’d worn on our first date. He looked sharp enough for anyone, let alone Mum.

“In a dress.” I’d surrendered some ground, which meant that my mother needed to push harder and see what other compromises she could wring from me. “You can look at dresses at the bridal shop when you come to see Nadia try on some wedding gowns.”

“Mum, I told you I wouldn’t be able to make that⁠—”

“Because you’re busy.” Her tone turned acidic. “Too busy messing around with cars to accept a very kind offer from Nadia’s family. In-laws often don’t get a look in on these things. Nadia’s trying to bring us all together as one. You can call in sick if that Brock won’t give you the time off.”

“Call in sick…?”

I was making progress seconds ago, but it was like trying to hold back an avalanche with your bare hands. The sheer weight and velocity of her intentions smashed into me.

“I tried to reason with that Brock, making clear why this is important to the family, but he went on and on about your schedule. This is our opportunity to get to know Nadia’s family, get the relationship off on the right foot. You can try on some of the dresses in the wedding shop⁠—”

“Wedding dresses?” I squeaked, almost able to imagine Mum taking over the entire afternoon. Nadia would be shoved aside, as my mother’s burning need to see me walk down the aisle would not be denied.

“What? No, I thought you could find something suitable in the bridesmaid section. Though it wouldn’t hurt to take a look at some of the wedding gowns…”

I pulled my phone away from my ear, staring at it for just a second before Hunter swept in. He ended the call abruptly, tossing the phone on the couch and then turning to me.

“Hey… hey…” He was treating me like a spooked horse, and maybe that was apt. My heart beat as fast as a racehorse’s, my muscles quivering with a need to run. My whole body jumped, my eyes jerking up as his hands landed on my shoulders, pinning me to the spot. “You’re OK.”

But I wasn’t. I communicated that mutely with my gaze, and his expression softened. I was tugged closer, his arms wrapped around me as he held me. Suffocated and soothed, those contradictory responses raged inside me as I stood there, tolerating his hug.

“C’mon,” Hunter said, finally pulling away to hold out his hand. “We’re going down to the beach. I’m going to feed you up with a whole lot of grease, salt, and carbs, and then you’re going to tell me everything.”

I snorted, the initial numbness washing away, but a feeling of being weak, inconsequential, was left behind. No one can cut your legs out from under you better than a parent. I’d tried to push back, to make clear my feelings but… My head moved of its own accord, nodding along with his suggestion, because when he pulled me out the front door once I’d gotten dressed, I felt like I was walking away from all that shit.

“What about your phone?” Hunter asked as I locked my apartment door.

“Don’t need it,” I replied, looking up at him and smiling. “Anyone who really needs me will have to come find me.”

The sun was starting to drop lower in the sky, creating a halo around his head, but his smile was brighter as he held out his hand. 

“They’ll have to get past me first,” he told me, that smile widening as I grabbed it.

Each step we took down the stairs seemed lighter, the feeling growing as we got in his van and drove away. It was as if we were putting more than just kilometres between me and my phone. I wanted to run away before and now I was in a way.

No, I was running towards something.

Fish and chips that filled the van with the savoury scent of deep fried potatoes and salt were a perfect accompaniment to the smell of the sea when we reached the beach. I tossed off my sandals, feeling powder-soft sand between my toes as we walked out onto the beach and then found our own spot.

“This was the date we should’ve had,” I said after we spread the butcher’s paper wrapped around the chips out and I grabbed a golden spear of fried potato. His arm went around me as he sat down beside me. The chip was a perfect combination of crunch and fluffy cooked potato in my mouth, and I made a sound of satisfaction. “Ballantynes is better than any fancy-schmancy restaurant.”

“Noted,” Hunter said, grabbing a piece of fish and squirting some lemon juice onto it. “So… what the hell did I walk into?”

I dragged in a breath, the air at the beach somehow easier to breathe. Each time the waves went crashing down and then were sucked back, I felt like some of the tension inside me went with it.

“You really want to know?” I searched his face, noting the way the setting sun was casting it gold. “Pretty sure that falls outside the responsibilities of a fake date.”

“Lucky this isn’t fake then.” His eyes dropped down, spending way too much time tracing the shape of my lips. “So, spill.”

I shook my head with a smile and then I did.


Chapter 44



Hunter

I hated Jamie’s family.

I hated them before this whole thing exploded, hated the shadows in her eyes when she came around to hang out with Millie. They only seemed to fade when she’d been hanging around us for a while.

But then she had to go right back home again.

I’d asked my mum about it one day when we were teenagers. Jamie was crying quietly in Millie’s room, my sister holding her tightly through it.

“Some parents…” Mum rinsed the dishes with too much emphasis before setting the plates down in the sink. “They don’t hurt their kids enough to warrant a call to child protective services, but…” She stared into my eyes. “They still hurt them plenty. No bruises to show for it, no cuts or broken bones.”

“You sure about that?” I snapped.

“Yes.” I knew my mother was strong, and I saw that as she met my stare head on. “I checked. I’ve talked to Jamie and so has your father. We’d never be able to live with ourselves if anything serious happened to her.”

“Something serious is happening!” I stabbed a finger in the direction of Millie’s bedroom. “Jamie never cries.”

“She doesn’t,” Mum agreed, “and the best thing for us to do right now is to be patient and listen. That’s what she really needs.”

My mother had never steered me wrong before, so I turned to Jamie now, prepared to do just that.

“Mum’s got anxiety,” Jamie explained, throwing her chip to one of the many seagulls clustered just off from us. I ripped off a piece of paper, piling chips, a piece of fish and a potato cake on it and then handed it over for her to take. “She’s never seen anyone about it because in her mind, she doesn’t need to. Instead, if she just controls everything and everyone… No, not everyone.”

I watched her jaw flex and she grabbed a handful of chips, munching on them but not really tasting any of it.

“Not the boys because they’ve never been susceptible to her guilt trips. She has to manage Dad carefully. She can manoeuvre him into doing what she needs him to, but no demands are allowed. That gets dismissed straight away as nagging.” Her eyes met mine, and I saw pain and humour there, making for a strange combination. “But other women? She doesn’t hold back with us. One of my sisters-in-law tries to keep the peace when Mum comes to town, though I’m not sure she’d stay married to Dave if my parents come back to live here.”

I nearly shuddered at the thought of that.

“Amber just ignores Mum, or acts like an even bigger bitch, fighting fire with fire. Part of me wants to warn Nadia about what she’s getting herself into.” A small smile and she picked up her fish and took a bite from it. I felt like I was being strung up tight, every joint straining against the growing tension, but I kept my mouth shut. “But maybe she’ll get through this fine. Nadia is so sweet and lovely.” Jamie shook her head. “The daughter Mum always wanted. Maybe that’s why she’s getting so anxious about the engagement party. It has to be perfect. Everything needs to be perfect, and when there’s a possibility of that, Mum’s riding a high. She can see it in her head, I think, a vision of how it could be.”

I watched her hand float through the air, as if gesturing at the promised land, where everything went Majorie’s way.

“But of course we never live up to her expectations.” Jamie’s hand dropped like a stone. “I never lived up to them. I’m starting to think half the reason I became a mechanic was because I was trying to escape her. I’d go and bug the guys in the garage, annoying my brothers and frustrating my dad, but that was better than Mum getting pissed at me. Hanging around with them all the time, I got a good understanding of basic car maintenance. In the garage I was capable, smart, and my dad was excited about how quickly I picked up the skills he was teaching us, until the boys got pissed. She fought me working on cars right up until the point I qualified as a mechanic. Being a grease monkey was not the future she dreamed of for me.”

“But what about your dreams?” I was supposed to be listening, but the words just came out. “Jamie, what about what you want? I’m not intending to have kids, but if I did,” I frowned, willing her to see it, “then it’d be my job to make sure they got every chance to see their dreams come true.”

She stared at me then, like I was a small child. If she’d reached over and patted me on the head, I wouldn’t have been surprised, but instead she delivered a scathing judgement.

“You don’t understand.” Her head started shaking back and forth, growing faster as she spoke. “Living with Angus and Heather, you couldn’t.”

“Mum and Dad can be pains in the arse⁠—”

“No, Hunter.” She set the food down, and somehow that felt like a rejection of me, of everything I was trying to say. “No one in your family can ever doubt that they are loved. Your parents, even your siblings, you all do whatever you can for each other without question.”

I flushed at that, knowing it was true, but how did that become a liability?

“Even go on fake dates with your sister’s best friend to help her out.”

“Any other friend and I would’ve told Millie to piss off.” I picked her up then, putting her down between my legs and curling my body around hers. Somehow I felt like I needed to become a physical barrier between Jamie and the world. But the threats she was facing came from the inside, not the outside, so I just tried to hug her through this.

“Most people’s families aren’t like that,” she said, rubbing my arm like I was the one who needed soothing. “They’re a bunch of people thrown together by genetics with personalities too similar to get on and needs too different for everyone to meet.”

“Seems like everyone else is getting their needs met,” I said, unable to keep the judgement out of my voice. “Are you other brothers getting badgered daily about the engagement party? Is Frankie?” She blinked, wanting to answer, but not able to come up with anything. “What does your mother want? What’s it going to take to get her off your back this time?”

That seemed to put us back on solid ground.

“Me in a dress, with a date who looks good in a suit.” I couldn’t stop myself from smiling, knowing that I was the perfect guy for the job. “Me attending all the events Nadia’s family has invited us to, like visiting a bridal boutique tomorrow.” She shrugged. “Whatever it takes for me to present as feminine and in a stable relationship.”

“Stable relationship…?” My grin widened. “That might take a bit more work, but the suit? You know I’ve got you, babe. I can hire a swanky car, open doors, and escort you like the best of them.” And suddenly Majorie’s dreams didn’t seem so crazy. I could just see how it would be, the restaurant date of a couple nights ago replayed and done right this time. “I can throw my credit card at Millie again, get her to find you another amazing dress.”

“Yeah, I guess…”

Jamie was vibing with me seconds before, but her light seemed to fade again. I mentally called her mother a whole lot of names, because while some girls really didn’t enjoy dresses or feminine clothing, the way Jamie was that night made me think she didn’t hate it.

That in the right circumstances, away from her mother’s harsh eyes, she actually quite enjoyed frocking up.

But even if she didn’t… The tailor who’d custom fitted my suit was a contact I’d made doing fashion shoots. She did a lot of work for the different menswear companies, performing quick and dirty alterations to get an off-the-rack suit fitting a model better. Kelly was always happy when I brought her more work, though I wasn’t sure if she did suits for women.

I needed to find out.

“Eat up,” I ordered, nodding to the food. “It’s going cold and I had one more thing planned for tonight.”

“What?” That faint smile, the look of curiosity was exactly what I was after. Jamie always bounced back fast, and that’s what was happening right now.

“Eat your food and I’ll show you.”

“Show me…?” Her eyes narrowed. “This isn’t some prank involving your dick, is it? Because I already got up close and personal with that today.”

“Yeah, you did.” I grinned before biting off a chunk of fish, then chewed and swallowed it. “I promise my dick will stay in my pants at all times.”

And it did.

Once we were finished and the leftovers were tossed to the seagulls and the wrappings placed in the bin, I went back to the van, grabbing my surfboard.

“Surfing?” She took a step backwards. “No, no, no. My balance is freaking terrible. I trip over everything.”

“No surfing.” My arm went around her waist, directing her back to the beach. “And you just need to trust me.”

“Trust me…” She hissed, but when I pulled her into the water, she came. I let the board float on the water’s surface, holding it in place.

“Throw yourself on and then I’ll show you.”

“If you take me anywhere near the waves⁠—”

“The water’s pretty damn flat right now,” I told her. “No waves to catch, even if I wanted to. Jump on, Jamie, unless you’re scared?”

Hayden and I used to use that phrase to egg the girls on to do all sorts of dumb stuff, and right now she frowned in recognition of that. Didn’t stop her from pulling herself up on the board, though. Dripping wet and sitting astride it, she couldn’t have looked any more beautiful. Jamie let out a little yelp as I jumped on behind her, hands gripping the edge of the board.

“I’ve got you.” I murmured into the back of her neck, feeling her shudder against me as I leaned over. “We’re just going to paddle out a bit.”

“A bit?!”

“Relax.”

“You know not one single woman has ever relaxed when told to do so by a man,” she snapped.

“OK then, help me paddle.”

I leaned over, raking my hands through the water, and with some help she did too. It was a lot harder work than when I was solo and lying flat, but we got a way out. Away from the road, the traffic, and the families walking along the beach, the sounds all fell away, replaced by this. I saw now just how far I’d missed the mark on that first date, because as Jamie leaned back against me, the sunlight turning everything to red gold, I knew that this was how it had to be. Jamie didn’t need more drama in her life, she needed peace.

So I shouldn’t have placed a kiss against the back of her neck.

She stiffened, all the tension I’d worked hard to dispel returning, but only momentarily. Once she was able to assure herself she was safe, her body softened back against mine. I wanted the sun to stop in the sky, to stay exactly where it was, so this moment could stretch on forever.

“It’s so beautiful out here.” Jamie’s sigh was everything. “Like I didn’t expect…” She moved her legs experimentally through the water. “I didn’t think it would affect me so much, but… it’s like being in a whole other world.” She reached down, scooping up a handful of water, the light refracting off the drops as they slipped from her hands. “It’s quiet and still and peaceful.” She nodded at that before looking over her shoulder at me. “Thanks. As a do-over, this is pretty damn good.”

“Pretty damn good… I was hoping for mind blowing, but maybe that’s the next part of the night,” I said and she let out a little bark of laughter when she realised what I was insinuating. My hand slid over her thigh, the fabric of her shorts floating free, making it oh-so easy for me to slide under and cup her bare skin, but I didn’t. “Remember I still owe you, and I’d never want anyone to say that Hunter McDonald doesn’t pay his debts.”

“Are you offering to get me off because I’ve had a shitty day?” she asked, the smile evident in her voice.

“A bad day, a day that ends with a ‘Y.’” I bent over, pressing another kiss to her neck. “Whatever you need.” My hand slid higher. “Millie told us to look after you, and I take these things very seriously.” I edged my fingers under the leg opening of her shorts.

“Pretty sure she didn’t mean… Shit!” My finger grazed her clit softly, just enough for her to register. It would help me work out if she was receptive. Her hips bucked up into my palm. “Here? Now?”

“No, I think I need a bed for what I have planned for tonight,” I said, pulling my hands free before dragging them through the water, turning the board into the shore. A small wave rose behind us, giving us enough momentum to send us rushing towards the sand. “But I need to know if this is what you want.”

As we stepped out of the water, her clothes were plastered against her skin. I caught the sharp points of her nipples, the way her chest heaved and her eyes bore into me, but whatever her body was saying wasn’t consent.

“You managed to distract me from my mother’s bullshit for a while,” she replied with a grin. “But I’m not quite over it. Maybe you could come up with something else to get my mind off her?”

I scooped her up, Jamie’s giggles in my ears as I threw her over my shoulder, carrying my board back to the van under my other arm. My answer came in a kiss, my hands cradling her head as I pressed her against the panel of my car.

“You don’t even have to ask. I am ready, willing, and able to serve at any given moment.” I performed a salute. “Scout’s honour.”

“Willing to serve…” Her grin lit a fire inside me, one that warmed me all the way through. “Intriguing. Better show me what you’ve got.”


Chapter 45



Hayden

This was always bound to happen. Three brothers dating the same woman, and two of them living together, meant at some point our worlds would collide.

I just didn’t expect it to be right now.

The front door opened and as I looked up from the couch, I expected to see my brother walk in. I just hadn’t anticipated seeing Jamie pressed into his side. My eyes were everywhere at once, taking in the state of their wet clothes along with the brightly coloured beach towels wrapped about their waists, but that wasn’t what caught and kept my attention. It was Hunter’s arm slung around Jamie’s waist, the casual possessiveness forcing my teeth to clamp down.

I hadn’t felt this kind of rage since we were kids. Hunter taking one of my toys without asking, ransacking my room to get what he wanted. My hands became fists as they staggered in the door before Hunter pressed her into the wall of our hall. He murmured something in a low voice, in a tone I recognised. I’d used the exact same one with Jamie only days ago. He’d be telling her something sweet, something dirty, right before his mouth crashed down on hers.

In some ways, this would have been easier to bear if it was Brock doing the kissing, not Hunter. I wouldn’t have experienced that weird moment of dislocation. That lips that looked just like mine were claiming Jamie’s mouth, forcing it to part to let him in. I knew what it felt like, to claim that hot, wet territory, to feel her tongue tangle with yours, my own tensing in my mouth. His hands were my hands, sliding down her throat.

Except they weren’t.

I wasn’t touching the one woman I loved and I wasn’t going to, so as I breathed through the urge to tear Jamie away from Hunter, I got to my feet. Run towards them, my heart beat. Tear her away from him. She belongs to you, not Hunter! He’s had a million girls fall at his feet. He can claim one of them.

But I didn’t.

Jamie was here because she wanted to be, I could see that in the arch of her back, hear it in her sighs. My eyes slid upwards, watching her rake at his wet clothes and knew exactly what was happening. She wanted to get to the body underneath as quickly as she could, because she’d done the same when she was with me.

My heart hurt, beating hard in my chest, but weirdly, so did my dick. It hardened so fucking fast it hurt, then throbbed in time with my heartbeat. It felt like my heart was breaking, right as I felt a burning need to tear Hunter away and replace his lips with mine.

Or add mine to the mix.

It felt like someone dumped a bucket of ice cold water over me, the thought hitting me like a slap. Mum always came in and lectured us on the benefits of sharing when my twin and I were bickering over toys, but Jamie was no toy. I shook my head as if to dislodge that thought, then went to leave them to it. Of course, that’s when the two of them noticed I was there.

They blinked, like swimmers resurfacing, taking a moment to see me standing there, but when they did? Jamie looked stricken, her face going pale in a way that validated and hurt me all at the same time, but Hunter? He turned Jamie around, presenting her like a trophy that he’d won. My teeth locked together as he smiled.

“Evening,” my brother said, like this was any other day. He’d just come home after having a beer at work or stopping by the beach for a surf. “Didn’t think you’d be around.”

“I fucking live here, dickhead.”

My voice was pure poison, but it wasn’t just my twin I was pouring it on. Jamie shrank back, all that sweet receptiveness of moments before fading away. A dark, unworthy part of me was glad, but the other… I knew my girl was going through a tough time right now, so anything that made her feel better was good. I didn’t want to be the reason those shadows returned to her eyes.

“I should go,” Jamie said, going to pull away from Hunter, but he stopped her. I frowned, taking a step forward, and that just made his grin widened.

“No, you should stay right here,” he insisted. 

“I don’t want to cause drama.” The way she pushed his arm away lightened my soul, but any relief I felt disappeared at the sight of her expression. Shuttered, that’s how I would describe it, as if every part of her was piled up and shoved behind her defences, everything she was, hidden away. “I’ll get a cab.”

“No.”

Hunter and I used to say the same thing all the time, something that made our families laugh, but it happened a lot less often now that we were adults. Each one of us was a separate entity with quite different personalities, and yet we both said the same word at the exact same time.

“No.” Hunter repeated the word with entirely different emphasis, his eyes dancing. “No, you shouldn’t do that. If you really want to go, if Hayden’s gonna crack the shits, then I’ll drive you home.”

“Or?” I asked, unable to stop myself from prompting him to say what was going unspoken. He didn’t answer me though, speaking to Jamie only.

“You told me to show you what I’ve got. What if we showed you what we’ve got?”

We…

The word seemed to stretch out, the syllable becoming nonsensical sounds inside my head as my mind struggled to grasp the implications. Jamie too, if her restless movements were anything to go by. I stared at Hunter, frowning as I tried to piece together what he was saying. It was easy on some levels. My hands ached from the memory of tracing Jamie’s curves, my tongue longing for another taste, so a scenario where both Hunter and I led her to my bed and then fell upon her like hungry wolves was not hard to imagine.

But my heart…

It was selfish, vicious, wanting to snarl like an angry dog at my twin and drive him back, away from the girl I wanted to claim as mine.

Only to break Jamie’s heart.

I swallowed, pushing aside my own self-absorbed shit for a second and then stepped forward. There was only one real opinion that mattered in this situation and that was hers.

“Is that what you want?” Being close to her, feeling the way salt and sand had crusted on her skin as I tipped her chin upwards, settled something in my chest. “Jamie?” Her eyes met mine, and that’s when I saw it–one part anger at being put in this situation, but also something else. An emotion that burned with the heat of a thousand suns.

Desire.

I fucking loved that look in her eyes. There was something greedy about her, wanting to just grab and gorge herself on us, only social prohibitions holding her back. I saw it on her face when she got me naked, forcing me up inside her. Jamie wanted to take and take.

And I wanted to give everything to her.

“I don’t want to hurt you,” she replied.

“So don’t.”

Her eyes flicked back over her shoulder.

“I don’t want to make things complicated.” I wanted to tell her that we sailed past that point the moment the three of us realised we were all into Jamie, but that would’ve just given the little sensible voice inside her head more fodder to worry about. “If this is going to cause tension⁠—”

I glanced over her shoulder, meeting Hunter’s eyes for a second, making clear what I thought about his bullshit. He’d brought Jamie home knowing I’d be here, had to have anticipated that this was going to be an issue. And just like he always did, Hunter forced things to come to a head.

“Mum made sure we learned how to share,” I told her, smiling when she snorted.

“I’m fairly sure this is not what Heather had in mind.”

I leaned down, my fingers twitching as I stroked one along the line of her jaw, loving the way her head tilted my way. She wanted me. She wanted Hunter too, her hips pressing back against him as his hand slid lower, but while that pricked at my pride, my focus narrowed down on the way her lips parted in readiness. My girl wanted to be kissed, caressed, forced to feel greater and greater heights of pleasure, and I could never deny her that. My grip on her jaw tightened as I finally gave in and kissed her.

“Mm…”

The little kittenish sigh as she melted into me, into Hunter, was everything. It felt like something in her surrendered, turning her soft as we got harder. My kisses were accompanied by the sounds of Hunter placing more along the line of her neck and I wondered whether this was some kind of sensory overload for her. Did she feel completely and utterly swept away by sensation? Our bodies pressing into hers, sandwiching her between us. Hunter’s hips had to be rubbing helplessly against her, his dick needing the stimulation, just as mine did now. 

The gap between her thighs widened as I kissed her, the thick cotton of the towel doing nothing to dull the throb of pleasure that came from rutting against her. My kisses grew harder, deeper, the need to take her over, drive her out of her mind with pleasure, riding me hard, but Jamie jerked away, blinking as she stared at me in question.

“Maybe not,” I replied belatedly, “but she did teach us one thing, Dad too.” I glanced at Hunter who nodded slowly, even as his hands slid up her ribcage. She arched into his caress, and I both wanted to knock his hands away and take over and also watch him tease Jamie to the point of gasping. “That the woman we’re with, who we care for, she’s the most important one. That we need to do everything we can to make her happy.”

Hunter nodded, as if I was finally starting to see it.

“That sounds all very selfless,” she said, shaking her head.

“Not really.” I forced her eyes to meet mine again, because I needed her to see the truth of the matter. “Because there’s a pleasure that comes from knowing that someone you…” Love, that’s what I wanted to say. “Care for is happy and that you were the one to make them feel that way. So⁠—”

“Ready to make us happy by making you happy?” Hunter asked, his hands sliding under her breasts, but not moving any further without her say so. 

“Well, you make it sound like a public service now, so how can I say no?”

That smile, I realised I’d longed to see it as much as I did to touch Jamie. It was an easy, spontaneous thing, lighting her up. My hand took hers, Hunter doing the same with the other one, and I tugged her down the hall. Deeper into our house, a primal need to keep her here and never let her go rising in my chest, right before I stopped outside the doorways of our rooms. I cocked one eyebrow, asking my brother a silent question, and he shoved his door open with his free hand, tugging her, and then me, after him.

“That was so fucking hot today,” he told her, forcing me to wonder what the hell had gone on when he went around to Brock’s garage to talk to Jamie about their date. “But this?” His hands went to her towel, dropping it to the floor, before moving to the hem of her top. “It’s time to even the score. Hayden?”

I found myself in the position he’d taken, pressing my body against her back, my lips finding her neck.

“I’m in,” I said, feeling the truth in those words now. “I’m all the way in.”


Chapter 46



Jamie

I’d spent that late afternoon bobbing around in the sea with Hunter, but somehow this left me feeling more unmoored. Part of me didn’t know what to do, what to touch first, but the other part–the bit that was calm, clear eyed, and knew exactly what she wanted–kicked in. The two of them were dark shapes in the unlit room, but my hands knew where they were, landing on their chests. Hayden was sitting in a pair of shorts, so his skin was shockingly hot and bare right now, making clear that Hunter needed to be the same. I moved closer, ready to pull his shirt up and over his head when he stepped in.

“That’s not how this is gonna go,” he said, ripping it off and then letting it fall to the floor. “This isn’t about us.”

Was he telling that to me or Hayden, I couldn’t tell, but he was undoing my buttons while Hayden’s hands slid around to work my shorts down. Hands were everywhere, sliding over my skin, forcing my awareness to encapsulate every inch of my body as they stripped me bare.

Why was it so fucking hot to be standing there naked between them, while they remained partially clothed? As soon as the twins suggested this scenario, something slick started pooling between my legs. They outnumbered me, hemmed me in as they moved closer. My mind was unable to follow all their movements, hands stroking my arms, my shoulders, running down my back to cup my arse. Another covered my throat, tilting my head back as his lips pressed to mine. Which twin was kissing me? I couldn’t tell in the darkness, and in some ways that was all part of what was turning me on. They were demon lovers in the dark, made of shadows and salacious intent to please me, and that’s what had my hands sliding down.

I’d felt one of these cocks inside me, the fat head rubbing so good over that sensitive spot within me that it almost hurt. The other had more than filled my hand, my palm swivelling up and down his entire cock as he panted through one helpless spurt of cum after another. I couldn’t tell which I touched right now, my fingers encircling each rigid length.

“No…” one of them moaned, his hips making a liar of him as he pressed deeper into my hand. Hunter, I realised, the fabric of his shorts still damp from the sea.

“No,” Hayden said much more definitively, knocking my hand away. “This is about you.”

“This is about us.” It was meant to be a cheeky retort, me countering this burning need the twins had to make me feel good, but both of them stiffened at my words. There was an implication to it, I realised belatedly. A reference to a connection that went beyond this bedroom, and perhaps that’s why I pulled free of their grips, sinking to my knees.

“Jamie…” Hunter hissed. “Jamie, no…”

But as soon as I yanked his shorts down, that beautifully too-thick cock bobbing free, he shut up. Hayden said something similar, until I bared him as well, wrapping my hand around his shaft. They felt so fucking hard and hot as I stroked each one of them, right before I moved forward.

“Oh fuck…” Hunter’s moan was part shock, part prayer, his hands slapping down on my head as I sucked the head of his cock in. His hips stabbed forward a few inches before he mastered himself, which was lucky, because somehow the twins weren’t completely identical. He was a bit thicker, that big, broad head punching into my mouth, forcing my tongue to work to try and caress it, because my jaws were stretched well past their limits to take this much of him. “No…” he sighed. “No…”

“Jamie, this isn’t about…”

I pulled free with a pop, replacing my mouth with my hand as I turned at Hayden’s words. I silenced him with a long lick up his length, a burst of salty pre-cum coating my tongue as I swirled it around the head.

“No.” He ground that out, the sound like rocks falling in a landslide. “No, Jamie, no.” He forced me away, staring down at me with eyes that gleamed in the darkness, his dick twitching in desperation. “I haven’t been able to get that taste of you out of my head since that day. That’s what I need.”

“You and me both, Brother,” Hunter growled. “I was about ready to punch your teeth down your throat when I realised what you’d gotten up to, but this way…” I was picked up and placed on the bed, him falling to his knees before me. “We can even the score.” A gentle kiss was on my hip, that quickly became another and another, forming a burning trail that led to my mound. His thumbs moved to split me open, cool air playing over my most sensitive flesh, right before he darted closer. “Fair’s, fair, Hay Bale. You’ll get yours after.”

The adversarial tone should’ve had me stiffening, stopping this, but any altruistic thoughts I might have had were driven out of my head at the first flick of his tongue. Hunter ate me in great greedy licks, like he couldn’t get enough and was scared someone would snatch me away. Never. The feel of each swipe had my hands going to his hair, tangling the fingers in the strands as my hips moved in time with every stroke. I couldn’t focus on a damn thing but that heady swirl of pleasure as it grew and grew inside me.

Right as Hayden did this.

I was dimly aware of the bed shifting, someone climbing up beside me, but then my head was lifted and placed across Hayden’s knees. He couldn’t escape what his brother was doing to me. My mouth was open, gasping out my pleasure, but he just smiled. Tracing a length of hair back from my face, his eyes locked with mine as his hands slid down. One at my throat, forcing me to maintain eye contact the entire time, the sensations and what I was seeing getting all mixed up, as if it was him that was eating me out, not Hunter. But it was Hayden’s fingers that covered my breast, drawing circles around my nipple to sensitise it, then clamp down. That tugging sensation found its twin between my legs as Hunter’s lips closed upon my clit, sucking it into his mouth in long, slow pulls.

“Fuck…” I hissed.

“What’s he doing to you?” Hayden’s eyes bore into mine. “What’s got you cursing? Is he licking that pussy really good?” I wanted to answer, my throat working, but no response came out. Well, not one with words. A helpless little moan squeaked past my lips, which had him smiling. “But it’s not enough, is it?”

“Not enough…” Hunter sounded like a drunken man as he pulled away, but my grip on his hair tightened. I was so damn close. If he just… If those lips went back to…

“You need something more.” Hunter sounded completely confident in this knowledge. “Something with just a little pinch.” I couldn’t look away, seeing his slow smile form. “Something like this.”

Hayden’s fingers kept tugging at my nipple, but the other left my throat as he pulled me up against him. His cock ground into my arse as one finger teased my entrance.

“Yes, that…” I moaned, trying to bear down, but he held me fast.

“Like this?”

Hunter watched glassy eyed as one finger sank inside me. It wasn’t enough, its presence just reminding me of what I was lacking.

“No, Hayden⁠—”

“More?”

He pulled free, forcing my teeth to sink into my bottom lip, lest I let out a sound of protest, but I needn’t have bothered. Two fingers were thrust inside me, giving me a little of the stretch I liked. One of my ex’s accused me of being a size queen, and I was beginning to see his point. I looked back over my shoulder at Hayden, mutely telling him what I needed.

“More?”

Hunter asked that, not his twin, his grin hungry as he moved his hand. I felt a finger probe my entrance, then push inside me. The stretch was immediate, my whole body stiffening, but they coaxed me through it.

“Is it too much? Just say⁠—”

“It’s not.” Hayden sounded completely confident in that knowledge, almost smug with it. “It’s not, is it?” I shook my head slightly. “You need more.” He glanced at his twin. “We’ll need to stretch her if she’s going to take you.”

“Me?” Hunter looked almost surprised by that idea, but he quickly rallied. He drew his hand free, then licked his finger clean, getting two of them wet before returning to me. As soon as I felt the fingertips against my entrance, I knew this would be difficult. They felt too blunt, too big, and yet as he eased them inside me, I let out a long sigh. All other sexual experiences felt like they paled in comparison, only giving me part of what I needed, but this? It was a struggle for me to take the lot of them, but as soon as Hunter’s fingers settled inside me, it felt so damn right.

Then Hayden had to curl his fingers up.

At this angle, with this much inside me, there was no way you could miss my G-spot. His fingertips raked against it, sending explosions of pleasure through me.

“I…”

I had something to say, but I couldn’t get it out, my throat seizing. Hunter smiled.

“Feeling good, baby?” He tilted my head his way, pressing a gentle kiss to my mouth before pulling back. My hands reached for him, nails raking against his skin, but he dropped lower. “I know what’s going to get you off harder.”

He was right. The first lick, the soft but direct pressure to my clit had me writhing in their grip, but their fingers were merciless, pulsing inside me out of sync, one plunging in as the other withdrew until I was screaming.

Hunter was licking my clit, but I was riding his face, bucking and pressing into his tongue, somehow needing more, even as the waves of pleasure threatened to overwhelm me. I was in capable hands, the two of them stringing things out until I was forced to pull free.

My whole body hummed with pleasure, but it was an expansive thing, not a selfish one. I wanted to have them feeling the exact same way, starting with Hunter. He didn’t even get to wipe his face clean as I shoved him down onto the bed, Hayden’s fingers wrenching free, forcing me to shiver at that sudden emptiness I now needed to fill.

“Hang on,” Hunter protested, as I straddled his hips. I reached down between us and gripped his cock by the root. He was so freaking thick, I felt a moment of concern, but not before I moved. “Jamie, you can’t… fuck!”

I got the head in, but then something seized, my cunt feeling like it latched on and wouldn’t let go. I felt fuller than I ever had and somehow that was a problem. A smug smile and he looked up at me, eyes at half-mast. He looked like a lazy, golden cat right before he moved. Our positions were reversed, him now hanging over me as he stared into my eyes.

“You can’t just climb on and take me in one stroke, but…” That grin grew. “With a little work, you’ll take me just fine, so… You up for the challenge?”

At my nod, a tube of lube was slapped into his hand, Hayden appearing by my shoulder.

“Go slowly,” he instructed Hunter. “Do not hurt Jamie.”

“Never could,” his twin agreed, pulling free.

I missed him immediately, but when I rolled up onto my elbows, I watched him drizzle lube over his cock before working it back in with a few slow strokes. Despite the physical limitations I’d been forced to face, I wanted it inside me really badly.

“Look at you.” There was something so damn cocky about Hunter’s expression. “You look like the cat that’s about to get the cream.”

“And this is the best way to get it.” Hayden moved in, picking me up and setting me on fours before leaning down to kiss me. “You can control how much you take of him without gravity forcing the issue, while I can…” Kisses, more kisses, and my whole body was humming with anticipation, my hips tilting back as I felt Hunter’s hands land on my arse.

“Slowly,” he instructed because I was pressing back to him as soon as I felt the head notch against my cunt. 

“No, I⁠—”

“This might never happen again.” There was something almost heartbroken about Hunter’s voice right now. “I want something I can dream about long after. Feeling every fucking inch going in…”

He got his wish, the prickling feeling of being opened wide rushing through me as he pulsed his hips, gaining ground with every stroke.

“Yes…” I moaned, my spine getting longer, my body softening, swaying in time with his movements.

“Well, if we’re living out our dreams.” Hayden tilted my head up as he went to his knees, the head of his cock brushing my lips in question. I opened my mouth with the next thrust, taking him deep. His hands sank into my hair, my scalp prickling as his grip tightened in time with my moan. “Fuck, yes, just like that. Just like that. Baby…”

I decided going forward I’d only sleep with guys that called me pet names in that kind of voice, one filled with reverence. I’d wanted to infect them with my pleasure, and now I got my wish.


Chapter 47



Hunter

My arms shook with the effort of holding myself back, but as I thrust inside Jamie, I wondered if I should.

She was so fucking perfect.

Some women struggled to take me, some couldn’t, but her cunt parted around my cock, slowly letting me in deeper. This felt like a goddamn metaphor for whatever you’d call our fucked-up relationship. With patience, with persistence, she let me in.

“Fucking hell…”

I stopped, staring down at the point where I’d disappeared inside her, unable to believe what I was seeing. One part of me was fucking thrilled at how tight the fit was. My girl liked a stretch? I’d give it to her in spades. But the other part? It just couldn’t accept I was here with her. My twin rose up then, staring at Jamie as she sucked his dick, and my persistent focus forced him to look up. For just a second I knew we shared the same feeling.

How the fuck had we gotten so damn lucky to find ourselves here?

I couldn't ask that question, proposing possible theories, because she moved, easing herself back on my cock, and when I slid more freely, a low, muffled moan told me everything I needed to know. She was ready, hot, wet, and gripping me like a vise, and so it was a relief to surrender to the need that boiled in my nuts. To grip her tight and then plunge as far as I could go inside her.

“Mm…!”

For a second I was scared I hurt her, but her thighs quickly spread wider, opening herself up for more, so I pulled back and thrust back harder. She met me stroke for stroke, our pace picking up. Each time we collided, she was forced back onto Hayden’s dick, his hand going around the root to stop her from choking on it. He stared down, watching every damn second of what she was doing to him, trying not to lose it.

Because this was too fucking good.

It wasn’t just fucking a beautiful woman. Having my first threesome wasn’t enough to explain this feeling of utter rightness. This was exactly where I needed to be, everyone I cared about in the same room, working together to make each other happy. My heart hurt, pounding too damn hard, and that increase in pulse came from more than just physical exertion. It was this feeling of perfect happiness, plain and simple, and yet it somehow felt utterly unattainable.

And now it had to come to an end.

She was moving faster, her strokes ragged and truncated, as if she didn’t want me to pull out as far. I was stroking over something that was making her feel good I was willing to bet, so my hands moved of their own accord, correcting her positioning. If she arched her back, she’d feel the head of my cock digging in right where she needed it, and her strangled squeal made that clear. Everything got a whole lot wetter, making it easier for me to move.

“Fuck… fuck…”

Was that Hayden panting or me? His hands shook as he stroked her hair, unable to look away for a second, trying to hold on, but he didn’t know how close she was. Her cunt snapped tight, stopping me from going too far away. I wouldn’t, not for a second, not until this.

“Mmph…!”

One helpless little cry was all the warning we got as she went rigid, and that’s when my whole world fell into disarray. The bed, the room, everything, faded away, my focus entirely on her. The way she softened, then clamped hard. I didn’t just come, she dragged the seed from my balls, demanding it as tribute, a wave of euphoria rushing through me with every pulse.

When my awareness of the room returned, it was to one filled with panting breaths and the stink of sex. I scooped Jamie up then, holding her against my body as Hayden rushed forward. He grabbed her face, kissing her between sucking breaths, unable to stop touching her. I knew exactly how he felt, my own hands tracing the lines of a body that had given me so much pleasure, my only hope that she’d experienced the same. But cradling her body, holding her, it felt just as good if not better than coming. Right now she was here with me, the sound of her frantic heartbeat competing with mine.

And Hayden’s.

I didn’t really want to look at my brother. One, because he was fucking naked, and while we stripped off to get in and out of wetsuits all the time, that wasn’t anywhere near as intimate as this. Two, because now we were spiritually and emotionally naked, as well as physically. He couldn’t hold it back, the way he felt about Jamie, staring at her like he couldn’t believe he had the right to be here, and I knew exactly how he felt. It was only when she groaned and fell down on the bed that I sprang into action. Feeling my cock slide free of her had my fingers flexing, wanting to claw her back, but I couldn’t. Nothing freaked Jamie out more than someone getting possessive with her.

Which is how I knew this would work.

Me, Hayden, Brock, we could orbit her like we were planets and she was our sun. Sometimes we’d crash into her, but most of the time, we’d just form this ring around her, keeping her safe. We’d been doing it for some time now, and there was a relief that came from being able to at least partially acknowledge that. So instead of pulling her close, I disappeared up the hallway, grabbing a hand towel from the linen cupboard before returning to clean up.

“Damn…”

There was no trace of that former tension in her voice now. She smiled up at me, her eyelids half closed, looking lazy, sated.

“How we doing?” I asked, working in a series of soft but thorough strokes to clean up the mess. “Sometimes girls are a bit sore afterwards.”

“Not sore.” Hayden let out a breath then, shooting me a meaningful look. “Just well used. God… That was incredible.”

“Almost sounds like you want to go another round,” I said, eyeing my twin right back. We’d both blown our loads, but we’d recover fast for Jamie.

“Maybe…” Her eyelids were fluttering, I could tell her brain was ready to rest, but her body? Her hips pulsed softly in time with my strokes, making me toss the towel aside and replace it with my thumb. I brushed it against her clit, featherlight, until she sighed rather than jerked away. Not too sensitive then. With a little more pressure I worked the hood of her clit back and forth. “Mm…” 

That exhausted sound of pleasure was everything, because despite being balls deep in her moments ago, it was now that I felt truly connected to Jamie. All her defences were down and she just was. That’s why my thumb moved faster. I wanted to draw this out, until all the bullshit of before was gone and there was only this room, this pleasure.

Just us.

As always, my twin understood the assignment, moving in closer and stroking her hair, watching her eyes fall closed as her breath started to even out, broken only by sporadic little hitches as arousal fought the need to sleep. Jamie and I had watched the sun drop slowly into the sky, and in some ways, that’s what this was like. An endless golden moment that moved to its final resolution in increments we couldn’t see, not until her hips jerked. Just little gentle washes of pleasure until she let out a long sigh and then went limp against the bed, a tiny little snore indicating that she’d finally fallen asleep.

“Fuck…” Hayden whispered to himself, taking the word out of my mouth. “What if it was always like this?” His eyes met mine, and wariness and desire fought an uncomfortable battle there. “What if she slept here every night, in our bed.”

“Our bed?” I asked with a grin.

“My bed,” he corrected, but it was too late.

“No, you had it right the first time.” 

I stared him down, because while he might be struggling to get his head around this, I wasn’t. I could see exactly how it could be. Polyamorous relationships weren’t really common, but they happened. I was willing to read every damn article about the topic if that’s what would make Jamie lose her reservations about us. We’d gone into this intending to make her choose, but that was never going to be fair. Jamie was part of our family, and that meant all of us McDonald boys would always be there for her in whatever capacity she allowed.

Because we loved her.

Each in our own ways, we loved this girl and we never wanted to let her go. I slid down on the bed behind her, wrapping my body around hers, watching Hayden do the same on her other side.

“We’ve always had each others’ backs.” I raised my fist and he reached across and bumped knuckles with me. “And now we’ve all got Jamie’s. Together we can be everything she needs.”

“Everything she needs.” Hayden nodded then, rolling over to face her before burying his face in her neck. I knew then he was breathing in her scent, feeling her skin against his lips. “Yeah, maybe you’ve got it right.”


Chapter 48



Jamie

I woke up hot, sticky, and feeling smothered. In my dreams, it was an avalanche of hot mud that was crushing me, but when I woke up with a gasp, it was two big, muscular bodies doing just that. Somehow I was the meat in a very nice sandwich, so why was my heart racing like I’d just run a marathon?

Any other girl would’ve laid back down and counted her big-dicked blessings. Still more would’ve pushed one guy or the other on his back and woken him with a series of long, slow kisses before going back for another round. The slow, dull ache between my words wasn’t the thing that had me wriggling free and picking my way across the bed. 

I was forced to freeze when Hunter snuffled, again when Hayden rolled forward, hand sliding across the space I’d just vacated. He searched for me blindly, but I had to smile when his hand landed on Hunter. Watching him snuggle into his brother had me smiling, wondering if this was what it was like when they were in utero, but not for long. The same urge that was kicking me in the guts to get away, get out of here and go home, was growing.

Because I didn’t belong here.

Most of my damn life I’d wanted to be a McDonald. I knew I idealised Millie’s family to a degree, but it was hard not to. The guys put shit on their baby sister and each other, but there was something gentle and warm about that. They’d never cross a line and hurt someone, consciously or without thought, and even if they did, their parents would step in to make clear their mistake quietly, but firmly. 

They were all safe.

And I felt safe whenever I was with them. It beat in my chest right now, that feeling of being held, being seen, being protected, but that’s when old instincts kicked in. The same ones that had me pulling away, going home, not wanting to make a pest of myself when I was a kid, had me dropping off the end of their bed.

Pulling on my clothes rebuilt my defences. Looking back for a second at the two of them hurt, but it was a sensation I knew well. This was another perfect moment, but they never lasted. Reality always cruelly shouldered forward, so I could either rush to meet that situation or sit around waiting for it to happen.

I chose to move.

There was a wrench as I walked out the door, but the further away from the twins I got, the better I felt. The pain became like the ache in your muscles after you’d pushed yourself hard. It hurt, but it was necessary. I found my phone then started scrolling through the apps, looking for a cab service, when I heard the soft sounds of footsteps.

“Sneaking out?” Hunter looked tired, but his smile was gentle as he emerged from the darkness. My thumb froze midway through tapping on my phone screen. “I thought that’s what guys did?”

“You can’t sneak out of your own bedroom,” I said, forcing myself to smile. “So I’m doing it for you.”

“Not for me.”

He moved slowly, but soon enough his body was slotted against mine, his arms going around me as the phone was plucked from my grip and then laid down on the kitchen counter. “Never for me. If you were doing me a favour, you’d come back to bed.” A soft, tickly kiss was placed on the back of my neck. “If you were just trying to make me happy, you’d never leave.”

I tensed against him without even thinking, and he went so-very still in response. My heart pounded frantically, unable to decide if his grip on me was comforting or a cave I needed to fight free of. Instead of giving voice to that terror, I kept my tone light as I replied, “I need to get home. I’ve got work tomorrow.”

“We can get you to work in plenty of time.”

A shadowy presence in the darkness, he was like some kind of demon lover, tempting with every hidden desire.

“Unless you’ve got a pair of overalls and steel cap boots I can wear, I’ll need to go home to change.”

“We can get you home in time to get changed.”

I looked up to see that Hayden had emerged, a strange kind of look in his eyes. One part exhaustion, one part resignation, one part challenge. I smiled in the face of it, trying to deflect that intense attention.

“That’s going to make your morning a whole lot more complicated.”

“Don’t care,” came his short response.

“It’d be easier for me to just go now.”

“Easier for who?” Hunter pulled me harder against his body, the tension there making clear that he wasn’t letting me go unless I demanded it. “It’s pretty damn squishy in my bed, and yet somehow I was sleeping the best I have in years.” I felt his mouth against my nape again. “Any thoughts on why?”

“Hayden’s snores are really good white noise?” I squeaked.

Right now I felt like a mouse caught between the paws of two golden cats.

“Try again.” Hayden stepped forward, blocking off all avenues of escape, until I was wedged between them again. “I can tell you if you can’t work it out.” I stared mutely into his eyes as he stroked my face. “There’s not much that feels that right, but sleeping next to you? Damn near perfect. So much so, I’m not sure how I’m going to sleep without you lying beside me.”

“Y’see, it’d be a public service to come back to bed with us,” Hunter said. “We’ve all got tough jobs to do with power tools, and not enough sleep affects mentally the same way alcohol does.”

“So I need to sleep with the two of you to prevent an industrial accident?” I said, unable to keep the laughter from my voice.

Damn them, I thought. This was precisely what I was trying to avoid. Walking away from any of them was hard, but when they were sweet, my resistance crumbled. The hungry little monster that lived in my heart roared to life, demanding we do exactly as they said right now, because that meant I could bask in their warmth just a little longer.

“Work health and safety…” Hunter said, punctuating each point with a kiss. “Because we’ll make you feel so damn good.”

Hayden held out a hand then, daring me to take it, just as he had when we were kids. I slapped my hand down in his, leaving my phone and bag behind as he tugged me back down the hall. My clothes were shrugged off, but when we got back into bed, it was obvious the two of them weren’t ready to sleep. I eyed each hard dick, wondering for a second how the hell I’d managed to get those monsters up inside me, right before I yawned theatrically and then flopped down on the mattress.

“Well, if we’re trying to maximise sleep to be safe at work⁠—”

“Then we’ll need to be really efficient about things.”

Hayden slotted behind me, lifting up my top thigh and hooking it over his hips. I felt his cock brush against my cunt in question, a tilt back of my pelvis making clear I was ready.

“Really efficient,” Hunter agreed, turning around so his head lay by my crotch and his was level with my face. That’s when he did something that totally surprised me. I had a boyfriend that liked to work a vibrator in and out of my pussy as he ate me out, but it was nothing compared to this.

Fingers separating my folds as Hayden’s cock worked its way in, then the soft flick of a tongue across my clit, the contrast of the two sensations making my mind spin. There was a burn to Hayden pushing inside me, then working himself back and forth, and the pleasure had teeth to it. Hunter’s tongue was so soft and mobile, the sensations a rapid flutter that had me spiralling up. I felt caught between the two of them, the rough and the soft, right up until I parted my lips and sucked Hunter in. Somehow we were like an electrical circuit, a connection formed, forcing pulses of pleasure to ripple through all of us in long, lazy waves.

“Just like that.” Hayden’s voice was a ragged whisper. “Just like that. Look at you taking my fucking cock. That’s it. That’s it.”

His words picked up as I moved as much as I could in this position, working myself back on him, then pressing into Hunter’s face. Hunter picked up the rhythm, gripping my hips to follow me through every thrust, answering with his own.

We were all so close. It was as if we teetered on the edge the minute we got close, and then when we connected, we were each poised to explode. My fingers buried themselves in Hunter’s buttocks and his grip tightened as Hayden thrust harder, faster. Together we ensured each one of us was tugged along in this dizzying spiral of pleasure. When my orgasm hit, instinctively I tried to cry out, but instead, that vocalisation vibrated all the way through Hunter. He pulled away for a second, panting through the waves, right as he unloaded down my throat, as Hayden’s grip grew punishing.

“Fuck… Fuck!”

He joined us seconds later, every hot pulse of his cum provoking another wave of pleasure in me, until the tide took us all out.

It was still the middle of the night and our bodies were heavy with pleasure and exhaustion, so it made sense that we snuggled down in each other, the blankets pulled up over cooling bodies. Something was mumbled by someone, but I didn’t hear it. This was why I’d tried to leave, because I couldn’t keep it away now. That feeling that finally, finally I had everything I needed lulled me to sleep right up until the next morning.


Chapter 49



Hayden

You need to take Jamie to the dress fitting today.

I sent the message to Brock before turning back to the bacon and eggs I was cooking, flipping the rashers over to see it was perfectly crispy on one side.

Why?

My phone buzzed almost immediately and I shook my head at Brock’s reply but didn’t get to respond because that was when Jamie walked out of the bedroom. Wearing only a t-shirt, she looked like a freaking wet dream, her hair mussed, her lips swollen. My t-shirt I realised, barely able to suppress a smile.

“Breakfast?” I asked, tilting the pan her way.

“I better get going,” she said. “I don’t want to be late for work.”

“You won’t be.” Hunter emerged from the shower with just a towel wrapped around his waist. He picked her up and set her down on one of the stools on the other side of the kitchen counter. “We made sure to get up early, to have breakfast done by the time you woke up. Then we’ll get you on the road and back home…”

Where she’d walk out of our arms and into Brock’s.

Hunter had woken me before the sun had risen, and after I blinked at him in the grey light, he’d jerked his head towards the door, asking me to do the one thing I didn’t want to, walk away from Jamie. But when he got me out of the room, we both watched her snuggle back down into the pillows and then he proposed something insane.

“It’s the three of us.”

“What’s the three of us?” I’d asked, even though I knew. We were moving towards this point since the moment Millie announced we had the go ahead to date Jamie, I just thought it would end differently. Her choosing me, my selfish little heart had shown me a tantalising slide show of dreams where she did just that. The trouble with fantasies is that they ignore reality.

“Jamie.” He shook his head, making clear he saw through me. “No one wants her choosing one of us over the other, not really. It’ll tear the family apart rather than doing what it should do.”

Bring us together. I didn’t need to hear him say it, nor need him to explain when he started pulling food out of the fridge. We’d get ready, we’d make her breakfast, and then we’d take her to her place before handing her over to our brother. That selfish little part of me that just wanted her all for myself didn’t like this much, but a larger part liked the idea of her always being with one of us. If we worked together, we could look after Jamie, keep her safe and protected at all times, and I wanted that far more. When I nodded, my twin grinned, as if he’d just been waiting for me to come to the correct conclusion.

“So how do we do this?” I asked, finally feeling like this might be possible. Last night might not be just a libidinous fever dream, but…

A promise of a beautiful future.

“We get Jamie through this fucking engagement party first,” he said, the words coming out faster and faster. Hunter had obviously been thinking about this long and hard. “She has this dress fitting thing today.”

“She has to be fitted for a dress?” I asked with a frown.

“No, the bride is looking at dresses, and apparently it’s a big deal. All the women in the family get together and look at dresses as the bride works out which one she wants to buy. It’s this whole big thing. Jamie said her mum is demanding she take some time off from work to attend, and when she didn’t sort that with Brock out fast enough, her mother rang our big brother.”

I snorted, knowing exactly how that would’ve gone.

“He’s in the shit now, just so you know.” Hunter’s comment had me grinning. “Reading Majorie the riot act is gonna do that apparently, but…” He looked back down the hallway to where our girl still slept. “She’ll go. Jamie always does what’s expected of her, whether or not her family deserves that courtesy, so we have to get her through that, the party, everything, because when the dust settles and the need for ‘fake’ dates is over…”

Then we could start moving towards a real future.

I’d nodded, starting the breakfast that I now slid onto everyone’s plates. 

“I can’t eat all that,” Jamie protested, but I’d just pushed some cutlery into her hands.

“Eat what you can, then we’ll get you home.”

“You don’t need to come up,” she told me when we rolled up out the front of her apartment complex. “I have to get ready fast, and if you guys come up⁠—”

“We’ll make sure you’re late.” 

Hunter shot her a shit-eating grin, right before leaning over and doing something I wish I’d thought to do first. A kiss pressed to her lips before she could protest, I was moving in and claiming my own as soon as Hunter pulled away. That dazed expression, the one that came before she could collect herself and pack everything she was feeling behind her walls, was something I fucking loved so much. She looked younger somehow, completely unguarded, eyes wide and cheeks flushed before she stammered a goodbye, scrambling out of the van. We watched her go upstairs before Hunter turned to me.

“Foot to the floor,” he instructed me. “We need to visit Brock before work starts.”

The van took off with a squeal as we shot down the road to do just that.

Brock was obviously anticipating someone else when he came down the stairs, toting a coffee in a travel mug. His face fell as he took the two of us in, that all-too-familiar frown forming.

“What do you two want?” He turned to me. “And why did you tell me I needed to take Jamie to that dress fitting? She needs to keep the fuck away from her insane family.”

“No arguments here,” I told him, something that seemed to take him by surprise. “But you know she’s going to go anyway. Her mother will wear her down with a million calls today.” His frown deepened. “She’ll come over here and make a scene, drag Jamie out by her hair.”

“She can fucking try.” His growl, the way his free hand formed a fist, was the kind of energy we were looking for. “I’ll have the cops arrest her for trespassing.”

“But Jamie will still go.” Hunter and I stared him down, watching him struggle to accept the same thing we’d fought to get our heads around. My twin had made that clear when we discussed the conversation he’d had with our girl. “She’ll still go because they are her family, and when they make demands of her, she feels like she can’t say no…”

I was frowning then, looking down at the gravel driveway of the garage, not my brothers.

“And that’s why she’s so fucking skittish.”

“Love means obligation.” My eyes jerked up to meet Hunter’s, because somehow he already knew. “Love means being smothered alive.”

“Love means disrespecting someone’s healthy boundaries.” Brock shook his head. “The way her mother has pestered me and we only met the once.”

“This is why Jamie’s terrified of really connecting with any of us, because she’s expecting the same treatment.” My teeth locked together, because right then I swore I would never put Jamie in that position. “We can’t stop her from engaging with her family.”

“But we can protect her as best we can while she does.” All the heat seemed to go out of Brock in that moment, and his expression was a strange one. Feeling out of control never sat well with our brother, and he was struggling with that right now, though not for long. He straightened up and nodded. “So I’ll take Jamie to this wedding dress thing, be sitting at some cafe up the road, ready to get her out of there the second that hour is up. Then I’ll bring her back here, where she belongs.”

As if in response to that, we heard a car pull up out front of the garage, Jamie jumping out moments later.

“Some sort of McDonald family meeting happening?” she asked, then looked around. “Is Millie still to arrive?”

“Just letting Brock know that there’s a family dinner on tomorrow night.” There wasn’t, but if I volunteered to do the cooking, Mum would get on board real quick. “They’ll be expecting to see you.”

“Right.”

The way she flushed had me thinking that she was remembering all the ways things had changed since the last dinner.

“And I’m taking you to that wedding dress thing today,” Brock rumbled. When her eyebrows shot up, he forged on, “You know you’ll end up going, but this way I can get you in and out as quickly as possible.”

“And tonight, we’re all going to my tailor.”

“What?”

We all stared at Hunter, which just had him smirking.

“One of us is going to take you to this engagement party, so we need to look sharp. I already have a suit.” I let out a little growl, Brock looking similarly pissed. “So the guys need something to wear just in case you make the fatal mistake of choosing one of them instead of me. Also…” He looked her up and down slowly. “Your mother wants you to wear something fancy to this party. No one said that has to be a dress.”

Jamie in a suit, tailored to fit her curves? Damn, it had me thinking things I had no right to. As I stared, imagining just that, I caught the moment she flushed.

“A suit?”

“You can try some things on, see what you think.” Hunter stepped closer to Jamie. “Maybe you’ll find something you like instead of something your mother will tolerate. Something that’ll make the party enjoyable even.”

“Are we still talking about suits?” she asked, eyes narrowing, but my twin just grinned before pulling away.

“C’mon, dickhead,” he said to me. “We have to get going or we’ll be late for work.”

“And you need to start your day right,” Brock told Jamie, holding up her coffee. She made gimme gimme hands as she reached for it, but he just used them as a means to drag her closer. “But you need to pay for your coffee first.”

As he pressed her against the nearest car, kissing her senseless, my feet began to drag. I wanted to be right there with Brock, but Hunter pushed me onwards.

“Don’t go getting jealous,” he instructed. “We’ve got a job to do today and then a much more pleasant one to do tonight. See you two at seven!”

Jamie looked up then and I couldn’t help but stare, taking in her own wide-eyed stare, her parted lips. For the first time, seeing her kissing someone else didn’t feel like a punch to the guts. Instead, compelling visions of Brock kissing her, then Hunter, then me filled my mind, ones where I pulled her close, whispering filthy things in her ears as they drew closer.

“Now you’re getting it,” Hunter said with a broad grin.

“You’re gonna be a total prick about this, aren’t you?” I picked up speed to keep pace with him. “Aren’t you?”

“I don’t want to be prick.” He stopped and looked back at the two of them, one kiss seeming to blend into another. “I just want to be right.”

Only time would tell if he would be.


Chapter 50



Jamie

“You look fine.”

Brock met me downstairs mid-afternoon, after I’d scrubbed my hands and brushed my hair, then stripped off my overalls. I had done my best to look as presentable as possible, but the break to my morning routine meant I hadn’t really put thought into what I was wearing. Grabbing the t-shirt and jeans at the top of the clean clothes pile, I’d just pulled them on and headed for the door with little thought about going to a dress shop, so when I looked down and saw faded, distressed cotton, I knew this wouldn’t go well. 

“Everything will be fine,” he informed me, as if that was enough to make it so. “C’mon, we don’t want to be late on top of everything else.”

I’m not sure the ladies would’ve noticed if I was, because as the bell on the door announced my presence to everyone, it felt like I walked into an explosion of white satin, silk, and lace. That and many, many excited voices told me exactly where I needed to be.

“Ring me if you need out of here early,” Brock said in a low voice, making it look like he was whispering sweet nothings into my ear, not escape plans. “I will drop everything and come grab you the minute you say so. I’ll just be around the corner at a cafe, and I can invent some work emergency to get you out, got it?”

I didn’t get a chance to answer, as every woman’s head turned my way.

“Jamie!” Nadia was sweet, sweeter than Frankie ever deserved, and I saw that in the way her face lit up. She was dressed in a stunning, white-satin sheath and she dropped down from the small podium where everyone was fussing over her and shimmied my way. “You made it? I wasn’t sure if you could get away from work.”

“She begged me,” Brock said and I shot him a dark look. “Said she couldn’t possibly miss this important of an event in her future sister-in-law’s life.”

“Oh my god, really?” She was going to hug me. My whole body stiffened in response, but I let a breath out and leaned into it, catching the shop assistant’s look of alarm. I held my hands out, hovering them awkwardly, so as to not mark the satin. “And who’s this big, tall specimen? One of your roster of hot boyfriends?”

“My boss,” I replied.

“Yes,” Brock said at the same time. He smirked my way as I glared at him, but his hand went around my waist. “Now, sweetheart, you hang out here, have a good time, and let me know when you need to be picked up. If you find something you like…” He scanned the wall of wedding dresses, then fished out his wallet and handed me his card. “You grab it using that.”

I blinked, Nadia blinked, everyone in the shop blinked as my limp fingers were closed around the card, all of us watching Brock as he sauntered out. He touched a finger to his temple as he walked, performing a funny little salute in recognition of the attention he was getting. Attention that transferred to me as soon as he was out of sight.

“Damn, how do I get me one of them?” one woman with the same beautiful blonde hair as Nadia said.

“You’re married, bitch,” another woman with similar features said, giving her a shove. The first woman had to put her hand over her champagne flute, lest it spill. “What I want to know is how far those tattoos go.”

“You’re both married,” an older woman with kind eyes said, giving them a long look. “Now, you’re Frankie’s sister, Jamie?” I nodded. “Good, good, so we need to do some introductions. I’m Nadia’s mum, Deidre, and these are her sisters, Kelly and Jan. This is her auntie Hilary…” 

I tried my best to remember all the names, but knew it was a losing battle. They all seemed to blur together until I caught sight of Mum sitting there, wine glass held stiffly between her fingers.

“Of course you know Majorie,” Deidre joked and I smiled, but Mum didn’t, staring me down. She took in what I was wearing, seeming to take in every wrinkle, every stain, right up until she reached my work boots, a frown forming. 

“Hi, Mum.”

I waved my hand with a weak smile, and that seemed to kick her into gear. She stood tall and walked over with all of the hauteur of a runway model.

“So, you were able to get away from work after all?”

What choice did I have? My message bank was filled with increasingly hostile voice messages, and I’d gotten so many texts I’d been forced to put my phone into Do Not Disturb mode. 

“Yep.”

I tried to keep my tone light so as to not make things awkward, but with introductions over, the whole room came to life. A flute of champagne was shoved into my hands and I was plonked in a seat in front of a charcuterie board, able to snag a chunk of cheese as everyone else flitted around Nadia. Her current dress was discussed with great animation by all her family members.

“And those are the best clothes you could find?” Mum hissed at me as women pulled dresses off racks, shoving them at Nadia. “You look like a street urchin.”

“I look like a fucking mechanic, Mum.”

I was being far too blunt, but I didn’t know what else she wanted from me. Sure enough, her mouth fell open, gasping for a moment before she sucked in a breath to tell me off. Instead, I placed the wine glass on the table, grabbed another chunk of cheese, because damn, it was this sharp, crumbly vintage cheddar and it tasted amazing, but as I chewed, I drew closer. We were here to help Nadia find a dress, and by the look on the bride-to-be’s face, she was going to need it.

Nadia’s family was just as sweet, but overwhelming, with it. When I saw the whites of my brother’s fiance’s eyes, I knew exactly what she was feeling. 

“This one, darling!” one of her aunt’s said. “With your tiny waist and slim body, you’ll look like a princess. Look at the beautiful embroidery on the skirts.”

“Too fussy,” a cousin said with a definite shake of her head. “And going to the toilet in a dress like that is hell. Ask me how I know.” She shot Nadia a meaningful look. “Unless you want a bridesmaid on loo duty all night, or refuse to drink a damn thing, those dresses are hell.”

“She could wear the dress down the aisle, then wear something simpler for the reception,” the aunt countered.

“And she won’t need to pee before the ceremony?” another auntie said. “I went like twenty times before we made it down the aisle. Nervous bladder. No, something like this.” She held up a similar gown with a strapless bodice but less full skirts. “It’ll be more manageable.”

“Except she’ll be hiking that up all night.” This was Nadia’s grandmother, or great grandmother by the look of her. “Frankie might like it, with our girl having her goodies out on display. Might have him running up the aisle to nab her before she changes her mind.” She smiled as she turned to the bride-to-be. “Straps, my girl, mark my words. You’ll be thanking me before the wedding’s end.”

“But she has such beautiful shoulders…”

“A full skirt is so romantic…”

“A fishtail skirt will make the most of her curves…”

The shop assistant tried to interject, her eyes widening as she saw hideously expensive dresses waved around like flags, but she couldn’t get a word in edgewise.

And neither could Nadia.

I knew exactly what was going on. She was getting drowned in advice, the waves of it coming so thick and fast she couldn’t keep her head above water.

And that’s when I stepped in.

Wriggling my way through the crowds was a bit of a feat, especially when I was trying very hard not to step on all of these expensive dresses, but when I reached her side, Nadia shot me a hopeless look. My hand reached out impulsively, taking hers and giving it a squeeze, before I leaned in close to say the words I’d want to hear if I was her.

“What do you want?” I asked in a low voice, knowing better than to alert the well-meaning army of family members here. “It’s your dress and your day. The only thing you’ll remember at the end of it is that you’re now married to my dickhead brother and how you felt about the ceremony.” I scanned the many, many racks. “What kind of dress would make your wedding perfect for you?”

She swallowed and then squeezed my hand back before finding her voice.

“I love a full skirt. It’s very Disney princess, but I think they really neglect to show how hard it is to get around in them. Remember the dress I wore to my Year 12 formal?”

“You looked beautiful,” her sister said.

“But it was a pain in the arse. I don’t want that on my wedding day,” Nadia countered. “I don’t really want to go to the expense of buying two dresses either.”

“Smart,” her grandmother said. “Save that money for a house deposit.”

I nearly snorted at that. Either Nanna had no idea how much money was needed to buy a house these days or these dresses were heinously expensive.

“I did really want something strapless.” Nadia’s hands trailed across her collarbone. “I know Frankie would like the view.” I nodded, pained that I knew how much my brother liked tits, specifically Nadia’s, but I did. “But yeah, hitching my dress up all night would be a nightmare. I’m not sure about straps though.”

Mentally I was filing this information away, noting that her nose wrinkled at that idea.

“I think…” Nadia turned to her grandmother. “I think I want something all glamorous, like those old movies you used to show us.”

“Ava Gardner and Marilyn Monroe?” Nanna responded with a pleased smile. “Those were the days. Women really dressed like women back then.”

“OK…” I stepped away from the hubbub, mentally signalling to the stressed looking shop assistant to follow me. “You heard the lady. No full skirts, something that gets as close to strapless as possible, but without actual straps. 1940-50s glamour. Do you have anything like that?”

“I’ll do my best.”

The woman bustled away, retrieving the now discarded selections from Nadia’s family and putting them back on the rack as I followed. She flicked through dresses with terrible precision, pulling out this dress, then that, before retrieving a selection.

“They’ll need some alterations, but…” The assistant shot me a triumphant smile. “I think one of these might work.”

I went to help her carry the pile of dresses, but the wary look she shot me had me retracting my offer. Instead, we walked back to the crowd.

“What do you think of these, Nadia?” I asked.

“Oh…”

For a moment I thought I’d completely stuffed up. Her eyes went wide as she took each one in. Other family members stepped in, taking a dress each from the assistant, then presenting them for Nadia to inspect. She didn’t need to, though. One step, then another, she moved as if in a dream towards one.

It was a long dress, but rather than affecting a princess line, it was the more close fitting silhouette of an old Hollywood vamp. The white satin still kept it wedding, but it was curiously simple, the lines of the dress more important than decoration. It nipped in at the waist, had the kind of strapless bodice people were talking about, but rather than leave the shoulders bare, a delicate lace shrug had been added, creating a high neckline, but one where all of Nadia’s assets would be displayed in a combination that would be demure and sexy all at the same time.

“This…”

She turned then, eyes shining, tears starting to form, and while I’d never understand this kind of reaction to a dress, I understood happiness. Nadia was happy and that’s what mattered. I grabbed a wine glass off a table and sculled the contents, then said, “Well, looks like you need to try it on.”

With a little giggle, she did just that, emerging not long afterwards looking like a dream.

The poor girl, you could’ve heard a pin drop in that moment. Everyone clustered forward, even Mum joining the group, as they stared.

“Do you like it?” Nadia asked, her voice a little thready.

“Like it?” her mother said and that started everyone off. Compliments showered down on Nadia and she deserved every one. She looked like a picture of old-school glamour. “We love it, but what about you?”

She clasped her daughter’s hands as Nadia nodded sharply, tears filling her eyes.

“This is the one, Mum. This is it.”

Why did I look sideways then, not at the happy women, but to my own mother? Perhaps because her eyes were burning into the side of my face then. Mum looked similarly moved right now, patting the corner of her eyes with a paper serviette, but then her gaze seemed to sharpen. She moved through the crowd, not towards the lucky bride, but to me.

“So you do like dresses.”

I was dress agnostic. Sometimes I found pieces like the one Millie bought that made me feel good, but most of the time I recognised that beauty was pain and I didn’t want to suffer for it. They were uncomfortable, left me feeling awkward, and I got little of the pay off. But making people happy? Yeah, I liked that, and Nadia looked near bloody radiant right now. I hoped Frankie was working hard to get the sharpest suit he could find to try and match her perfection when she walked down the aisle.

“Good,” Mum said, her fingers wrapping around my arm. “You can come and look for one for yourself.”


Chapter 51



Jamie

“What?” I planted my feet, stopping her from taking me anywhere. “In a wedding boutique?” All of a sudden, the racks of white dresses felt a whole lot more oppressive.

“Not a wedding gown.” She said that as if it was self-evident, but that edge to her voice, it made me think that she wasn’t being entirely truthful. “One of the bridesmaid dresses. Something like that would work for the engagement party.”

“That’s not why we’re here,” I said, throwing off her grip. “We’re here for Nadia.”

But I saw why Mum was making the most of the moment. Nadia’s family was all clustered around her, discussing how perfect the dress was, and that’s where we should’ve been. It’s why we were here in the first place, right? But when my mother turned to look around at what was happening, I saw a sadness in her eyes.

She’d never have this kind of experience.

My paternal grandmother didn’t get on very well with Mum, and her mother was an even bigger ball buster. I rarely saw any of my cousins and my aunts were all busy with their lives. Mum didn’t have a gaggle of daughters to go through this ritual with, and not for the first time did I wish some of my brothers were girls. Then she could have focussed all of that wedding fever on someone who appreciated it. 

Instead, she just had me.

“Stop fighting, Jamie,” Mum sighed. “Just this once, can you humour me?”

“Mum, the shop assistants will just about expire on the spot if I touch one of their dresses,” I hissed at her. “They’re thinking exactly what you are, that I’m some dirty grease monkey that has no place here.” I looked at my hands. “What if I stain one of the dresses I put on?”

“That will never happen,” she said, grabbing my arm and steering me towards the other end of the boutique. That was where all the colour was, the racks of bridesmaids’ dresses hanging neatly.

“Looking for something in particular?” another shop assistant said, her eyes sliding up and down as she looked me over.

“My daughter needs a formal dress for an engagement party,” Mum said, ignoring the other woman’s expression. 

“I don’t—” I started to say.

“Something in blue, I think.” My lips thinned as Mum charged on, the assistant’s expression a mirror of mine. She didn’t want me trying on her dresses any more than I did. “It’ll bring out the colour of her eyes.”

“Blue…” The assistant crossed the floor to the rack of blue and purple dresses before turning to size me up. “So you’re a fourteen?”

“Size twelve,” I corrected sheepishly. “Well, usually. It depends on the brand…”

The assistant ignored whatever I had to say, whisking a few dresses out before presenting them to us.

“Oh, the royal blue…” Mum clasped her hands to her chest. “That will look magnificent on you, Jamie.”

“The turquoise may suit—” the assistant started to say, but Mum shook her head, snatching the dress from the other woman’s hands then ushering me towards the dressing rooms. The royal blue dress was hung up and I was shoved inside, the curtain pulled closed. 

How’s it going?

The message from Brock came through right as I was reaching for my shirt, ready to pull it off, so the excuse to delay was grabbed with both hands. I tapped out a quick reply.

Being made to try on dresses for the engagement party.

White dresses? I could almost hear his dry tone.

Not yet, but I wouldn’t put it past her. I took a quick snap of the blue dress before sending it to him.

“Jamie?” Mum’s voice carried through the curtain. “How are we going in there? Do you need a size up?”

I needed a portal out of here, but that was never going to happen. Perfumed steamroller, that’s how I’d described my mother, and the only way I knew how to deal with her was to lie down and let her roll over me, then make a quick escape.

Beautiful, came Brock’s reply. If you like it, buy it.

Or…?

I could take up Hunter’s offer. Suits could look amazing on women, just as some men could rock a dress, but not in my mother’s world. I think she was still trying to get her head around that pants were one of the most common items of clothing women wore.

Come and get me and then you can decide if I buy it, I texted back, tossing my phone down on the chair before stripping down. 

The dress wasn’t even that bad. I’d seen some hideous ones where it felt like the bride was doing her best to humiliate her attendants, but this had an uneven skirt that flared out as the fabric settled, the band at the waist fitting perfectly. A cross bodice emphasised my curves, each piece of fabric separating and emphasising my breasts, though in a classy way. The sleeves were these tiny fluttery things that just covered the points of my shoulders, so the muscles of my arms felt like they contrasted starkly against such little scraps of fabric.

“How’d you go?”

“Lucky I’m dressed, Mum,” I snapped as the curtain was wrenched open, but my harsh tone went straight over her head. Just as Nadia’s family all gasped over her dress, my mother did the same. Her eyes shone, the assistant even giving me a grudging nod of approval.

“And what a dress…” She held out the skirt and gestured for me to twirl around. I shuffled uncomfortably, feeling like a performing monkey, not a greasy one now. “Oh, you have to get it.”

“You do.” Nadia and her mother had approached, now that she was dressed back in her street clothes. “Damn, girl, those boys of yours are gonna swallow their tongues when they see you in that.”

“Boys?” Deidre asked in a neutral tone, but Mum instantly bristled.

“Jamie thinks she’s still got time to play the field,” my mother grumbled. “Stringing three men along when, at her age, she should be glad for one that’s serious about her.”

“That fella with the tattoos looked terribly serious,” Deidre said. “Giving her a blank cheque to buy a dress.” With an impish, grin she grabbed a wedding dress off a returns rack and then held it against me. “You’ll be next, mark my words.”

No, I thought, shaking my head. No, no… 

Of course, that was the moment the bell on the door jingled. Brock walked in, blinking at the sea of femininity, but finding me in seconds. I was standing in a bloody bridal shop with a wedding dress pressed against me, which should’ve been strike number one, but rather than run away screaming, Brock’s focus intensified. He took in the wedding dress and the blue one without making a comment.

“Oops! Can’t let the groom-to-be see you in your wedding gown,” Deidre said with a wink, whisking the white dress away.

“Mum!” Nadia shot her mother a sharp look, but Deidre paid her no mind, hanging the dress back up.

“You look…” 

Brock shook his head, frowning as he searched for words, and Mum’s smile grew smug; but I didn’t wait to hear the end of his sentence, diving back into the dressing room and pulling the dress off before putting my work clothes back on. The dress was returned to the hanger and I made sure the seams were straight and it was hanging correctly, wasting time before sucking in a breath and pulling the curtain back.

“Thanks—” I started to say to the assistant with a smile.

“We’ll take it.” Brock cut through my polite response and that had the assistant smiling. She plucked the dress from my limp fingers, then went to ring it up at the cash register. “Babe, have you still got my card?”

A simple question and an important one, so I pulled it out of my pocket, slapping it down on the counter far too hard. The assistant’s eyebrow jerked up, but she put through the purchase before bagging the dress up and handing it to me. I didn’t want to take it, but social expectations dictated I must, so I picked up the bag, only for Brock to take it from me.

“Just in case,” he murmured. “You look beautiful in it, but you look beautiful in everything to me.”

“So it’d be cool for me to go to the engagement party in my work gear?” I snorted.

“Whatever you want.” 

His eyes bore into mine, time feeling like it stopped ticking. My eyes dropped down, taking in the full curve of his lips, the bristle of his beard until I was forced to drag my focus back up again. The noise of the shop filtered back in abruptly, making me conscious of the way my heart was beating.

“I’ve got to go.” I turned to face Nadia and she answered me with a hug.

“Thanks for coming. I know work is insane for you right now and I totally appreciate it. Wrangling my family? That was brilliant.” She held me at arm’s length then. “They can be seriously intense, y’know?” Amber had been quite bitchy about Nadia when she was first introduced to the family, dismissing her as a dumb blonde, but I had no idea where my sister-in-law got that idea. There was a shrewd intelligence burning in Nadia’s eyes right now. “So if you ever need me to return the favour…?”

“You want to pick out my wedding dress?” I joked.

“I want you to be happy, Jamie, and so does Frankie.”

“So that’s why he cut the hair off all my Barbies,” I said, tapping my finger to my lips.

“Families are weird,” she replied. “The people that love you the most in the world can be the ones that hurt you the deepest. They know where all your vulnerable spots are.”

I stood there just nodding, before I forced myself to smile and pull away.

“Your vulnerable spots are safe with me,” I assured her. “If my brother pisses you off, I know how to take him down.” 

I cracked my knuckles theatrically and she laughed in response.

“Thanks for coming, and I look forward to seeing you at the party.” Nadia looked past me to where Brock stood. “With whichever guys you decide to bring. We don’t care who.” That was delivered with a little emphasis. “Just that you come.”

The engagement party had been a point of stress for me all week, but it was only now that I felt like I could take a full breath. Mum had more to say because she took a step towards me, but I saw just how smart Nadia was. Deidre had been deployed not just to embarrass me with wedding dresses, but to distract my mother. Nadia’s mother spoke to mine earnestly, forcing her to stop where she was or be rude to the mother of her son’s fiancé.

So I made my escape.

It was as if whatever coping mechanisms I’d been using all afternoon suddenly stopped working, and I almost ran for the door. Striding down the street didn’t help, not until my feet moved faster. I was dimly aware I’d left the dress behind, but the thought of going back for it made me feel slightly hysterical.

And so did he.

“Jamie.” Brock’s voice echoed down the street. “Jamie!”

When his hand landed on my wrist, my whole body tensed and my lips curled into a snarl when he turned me around, but right when I thought he’d snap at me, I saw something else. Molten gold eyes, soft and hot, right before he tugged me close. My hands landed on his chest, ready to push back, but there was no resisting Brock. He held me tight, the dress bag dangling from his grip as we just stood there.

“It’s alright.” His voice was low, rumbly, and soothing, despite the fact he was talking to me like I was a startled animal. “You’re alright.” My mind rejected that, rejected him trying to settle me, but right as I went to push away in earnest, he said something that stopped me cold. “You got through it and came out the other side in one piece.”

That was the kind of language people used when talking to the survivors of a terrible accident, not a girl who just walked out of a bridal boutique. I searched his face then, trying to work out what he meant. There was no judgement, no anger, no frustration in his eyes, just…

Understanding.

That had me wanting to step backwards, but his grip on me tightened. Just a little nod told me I wasn’t going anywhere, which forced me to sit with this.

There was a reason I always seemed to go out with deadshits. In my teens and early twenties, I’d been traumatised by my dickhead boyfriends’ infidelities and cruelties, but at some point I put two and two together. Their shitty behaviour was what I felt comfortable with. I’d had ‘nice’ guys try to chat me up, and each time I got the ick so bad I almost ran to get away from them. I wasn’t comfortable with men being kind or sweet towards me.

Until now.

The desire to get away from Brock was a knee-jerk one, a self-protective instinct that reasoned if I didn’t let anyone get close, I’d never get hurt again. When it became clear I couldn’t get free of him, I needed to search inside myself, see how badly I wanted to get away. I could’ve stamped on his feet with my steel capped boots, driven my knee into his nuts, and Brock would’ve been forced to let me go.

But I didn’t.

The thought of him doubled over and in agony because of something I’d done made me feel faintly nauseous. 

And that’s when I realised.

I didn’t want to hurt him. I didn’t want to pull away. I wanted to snuggle in closer and rest my head on his shoulder, feel his strength holding me up, even as we stood on the concrete footpath out the front of some cafe. I wanted to cling to him like a goddamn spider monkey, so when he pulled me back against him, I let him, melting into his chest.

“How did you know?”

I don’t even know what I was asking, but he seemed to understand.

“I know you, Jamie.” That confidence in his voice was everything I needed. “I’ve always known you. I’ve been reading your moods, trying to read your mind, for so damn long. I’d never let you walk into the dragon’s den without backup, and I knew when you needed to get out. I was ready to pick you up and carry you out bodily if that’s what was required, though that would’ve been awkward if we didn’t pay for the dress.” His hand slid through my hair. “I’ll get you out of any situation that makes you feel uncomfortable, because all I want to do is protect you. Just let me do that.”

I was dimly aware of the sounds of the busy street, cars whizzing by, the occasional steps of pedestrians, but they were just background noise compared to this. My head tilted back, my eyes meeting his, and for a long moment we just gazed at each other.

“Then what do I want now, mind reader?” I asked.

A small smile and then he made a show of considering his answer.

“To get back to a place that feels safe to you. To pick up tools, get your hands dirty so you feel confident and strong.”

“Ohh…” I stepped back then, making a show of looking disappointed. “So you just want to get me back to work, huh?”

“I just want you.”

This felt like a core memory, the afternoon sun turning his brown hair a dark gold. He stared at me like I was the only other person here on the street despite the evidence to the contrary, waiting, I quickly realised. For me to say the same thing back, to acknowledge what he was offering.

My throat worked, ready to say it, say something, but the sounds didn’t come, just a strangled whine. The ineffectual noise had me stepping forward. Towards him, that’s what my heart told me, everything would get better if I walked towards him rather than ran away. But when all you were used to doing was running, taking that first step was freaking terrifying. 

My heart pounded as my feet shuffled forward, but moving once helped build some momentum. His brows shot up and hope filled his eyes as I moved closer and closer, his arms going wide when mine shot out. Brock held me again, but it was different. Rather than grabbing me and hugging me into submission, I… chose this. I chose him. That had my eyes closing and my fingers digging into his sides.

“I want you too,” I croaked out finally, the words sounding manifestly inadequate but I heard him suck in a breath.

“That’s all I needed to hear. Now, let's get you back somewhere you feel safe.”


Chapter 52



Brock

No one was going to convince me this was a good idea, not even my dickhead brother. 

“Down here.” Hunter waved us ahead as we walked up to a very austere looking building. Situated down a confined alleyway, the storefront was painted in all grey, a single man’s suit on a mannequin all that was shown in the narrow window. He bent at the waist, performing some elaborate bow as he directed our attention to the door. “Sartorial elegance awaits.”

“Sartorial elegance?” I said, raising an eyebrow. “Did you get one of those word-of-the-day calendars again?”

“You’re just jealous that I know how to act fancy.”

My grip on Jamie’s hand tightened and she looked up at me.

“Do you need fancy?” I asked Jamie.

Her little smile was everything. Never would I have anticipated thanking Majorie for anything, but I did right now. Pissing off my girl, putting her in a dress she didn’t choose, it somehow brought us closer. I rubbed my thumb across Jamie’s knuckles as she answered.

“Fancy?” She turned and ran her free hand down the lapel of my flannel shirt. “Nope.” I was enjoying her touch too much to focus on what came next. “I do, however, need something to wear to the engagement party.”

“Does this tailor make suits out of plaid flannelette?” Hayden asked, eyeing the two of us a little too intently. 

“Wash your mouth out,” Hunter replied. “We are not wearing freaking plaid suits.”

“Jamie seems to like it a whole lot.” Hayden shrugged.

“It’s all soft and pettable.” My girl looked up at me with a wink. “And Brock’s really not underneath it.”

“Oh, you can pet me all you like.”

Jamie’s smile widened, and that moment of connection seemed to stretch out, only to be interrupted rudely.

“Gag!” We spun around at a strident female voice to see Millie walking up the alleyway toting a bottle of rum and some shopping bags stuffed with food. “I know I said it was cool to date my bestie, but I didn’t realise you’d get all gross and flirty with her.”

“If you knew just how ‘flirty’ we’d gotten…” I shot back, but Jamie pulled away from me before I could tighten my hold on her hand.

“Bitch!” Jamie threw her arms around my sister. “What the fuck are you doing here?”

“My brothers getting fitted for monkey suits and then fighting it out in custom-tailored attire to see who wins by bestie’s hand? Of course I was gonna come.” Millie thrust her hand forward. “I brought snacks!”

“I said you could come and hang out,” Hunter said between gritted teeth.

“And that always involves rum and nibbles.” Millie hooked her arm through Jamie’s and they marched up to the door. “So this place?”

They swung in through the door and then up the steps.

“You invited Millie to come by to our suit fittings?” I asked Hunter.

“If all three of us are together in one spot, you know our baby sister won’t be far behind,” he replied. Millie was like a shadow when we were little kids. A really persistent, annoying shadow. “Millie and our girl have a bond that’s never going to be broken, and if Jamie starts to freak?” We all shared a moment then. “No one’s better than our sister for talking Jamie off a ledge.” 

His focus shifted to me right then. 

“And anyway, Mum and Dad always taught us to share, didn’t they?” 

“What does that mean?” 

My eyes narrowed as I caught the two glancing at each other, that twin bullshit coming into play, but Hunter just shrugged. 

“Hayden and me, we’ve worked out a way to share real well.” 

“What…?”

Why the hell did I ask them that when their smug smiles told me everything? I could see it clearly then. My girl, naked and shining in the moonlight as they moved around her, converging— Suddenly, I was standing in front of Hunter, my hands wrapped around the collar of his t-shirt before I tugged him closer.

“What did you do to Jamie?”

“Everything she wanted.” His cocky reply was ruined by the fact that the neckline of his shirt was cutting into his throat, but he didn’t back down for a second. 

“We did everything she wanted.” My eyes jerked sideways to see Hayden standing there, fists balled. “And that’s what we’ll continue to do going forward.”

“Is this some sort of kink for you two?” I snapped. They were my brothers and I loved them, but right now I was ready to bite both of their fucking heads off. “You thought it’d be hot to have a threesome with Jamie?”

“It was us acknowledging a reality.” Hunter took me by surprise, putting his hands on my chest and shoving me away. I rallied fast, ready to leave him in the gutter with his teeth lying on the concrete beside him, but his words stopped me in my tracks. “Each one of us wants to make her his…”

That hug today. I could feel Jamie in my arms as I held her close, her heart beating so hard and fast it drowned out the sound of traffic, and with it came a feeling of complete rightness. That this was where she was supposed to be, right there with me. But as I stared at the twins, I saw similarly serious expressions. No smirk from Hunter, no sarcastic remark from Hayden, just the two of them waiting for me to see it.

That they’d experienced something just like what I had, but together. 

“So we can fight this out,” Hayden said, stepping closer, “see who Jamie chooses.”

“Or we can find a way for everyone to get what they need.”

Hunter’s words rang in my ears with a faint whine, but right as I was about to say something, Millie came stumbling down the stairs.

“Oi, you lot coming or what?” We all moved towards the entrance on automatic. “Welcome to Thunderdome, bitch.” She grinned as she threw her arms wide. “Three men enter, one man becomes Jamie’s date. Only time will tell which one it will be.”

I stared at my brothers, frowning so hard my face ached, but I didn’t reply. Instead, I climbed the stairs, entering the expansive studio to find a woman with steel-grey, cropped hair having a drink with my girl. I couldn’t process what the twins had said, what Millie was twittering on about right now. My brain felt like it was churning so fast I could almost smell the stink of gears grinding, but all of that stopped when Jamie looked up at me when I drew close.

“Ready to get suited up?” she asked with a grin. “I asked Mac if she had any plaid flannelette fabric, but she said no.”

“It’s an intriguing idea, though. Kinda giving me edgy couture vibes.” The tailor thrust her hand out. “I’m Mac.”

“Brock.”

“And here’s Tweedledee and Tweedlebum,” Mac said, turning around to take in the twins. “You’re damn lucky the two of you are pretty close to sample size, wanting a suit this close to the party.” She looked me up and down. “I’m going to have my work cut out for me with lumbersnack here.”

“Lumbersnack…” Millie cackled, setting out food and drinks on a large table that dominated the room.

“And as for you.” Mac gripped the tailor’s measuring tape hanging around her neck and inspected Jamie closely. “Nice tits, small waist, and you’ve got good, solid hips, which will make these boys happy and my job difficult.” She glanced at Hunter. “Suits were traditionally designed for men. I can make your girl look amazing, but it’s a whole lot of darts and structuring to stop her from looking like a shapeless lump.”

“Oh, well, maybe we shouldn’t—” Jamie started to say.

“I’ll pay it,” Hunter said, reaching for his wallet.

“I can.” Hayden looked like he was just about to shove his twin out of the way, which meant I had to step in again.

“Are Mum and Dad coming as well?” I asked Hunter.

“No, why⁠—”

“Then as the eldest, I’m in charge.” I pulled out my wallet and slapped my credit card down on the table. “Whatever it takes to get Jamie looking amazing.” Her eyes widened as she stared at me then, as if she couldn’t believe that I was doing this. I wanted to erase that expression, right as a selfish part of myself gloried in it. Jamie needed to expect, no, take for granted we’d always step up for her, and that’s when my eyes met Hunter’s. He gave me a tiny nod, as if he’d been waiting for me to understand. “Happy, feeling comfortable in her own skin, and amazing. You tell me how much that will cost, and I’ll pay it.”

“Alright.” Mac nodded and then turned to Jamie. “I’m thinking blue for you. Close to navy but a little lighter than that if you’re saying this isn’t black tie. Maybe a fabric with a little linen in it, to give it a slight texture.” Her eyes roamed over my girl’s form and I understood that instinct well. “I can’t believe I’m saying this, but a three piece suit with no shirt. I’ll cut the waistcoat so it becomes a top in itself. Nice big V, it’ll show the girls off.” She gestured to Jamie’s breasts.

I was warming to this idea already.

“A jacket that nips in at the waist and looser cut trousers but not wide leg, to give you a bit of room. What do you think?”

Jamie just blinked as if trying to process everything that had been said, so I moved in closer, taking her hand.

“Only if you’re comfortable with this idea.”

“You’ll look amazing, babes,” Millie said, reaching over and topping up Jamie’s drink. “Down that and let’s get the ball rolling.”

A sharp nod, that’s what Jamie gave us before she did exactly that. She swallowed down her rum and Coke and then turned to Mac.

“OK, let’s do this.”

As we watched Jamie be led away to a change room, the twins came and sidled up to me.

“This was supposed to be my thing,” Hunter bitched. “I was going to pay for her to get suited up.”

“On a carpenter’s wage?” I shook my head. “And anyway…” I stared at him, then Hayden. “You think the best way forward is to share Jamie?”

“Share Jamie?” Millie shoved drinks into our hands as she studied the lot of us closely. “I said one of you would prove yourself worthy of becoming her boyfriend, not all of you.”

“It’s the only way we can move forward without anyone getting hurt,” Hayden replied. 

“Probably shouldn’t have involved your older brother in your little plan then.” I put my drink down before crossing my arms, staring at the wall between us and the change room, knowing my girl was in there being measured, trying on new clothes. 

“What did you think was going to happen?” Mille said with a shake of her head. “Big brother always takes over everything.”

“Yeah, I do.” I looked the twins square in the eye. “We do this? We do it right.”

I expected Hunter to bristle, argue, push back, but not to suddenly start grinning.

“Well, cheers to that.”

When he raised his glass, so did the lot of us.

“Here’s to the McDonalds looking after Jamie.”

“Here’s to making Jamie a McDonald.”

We all stared at Hayden as he made his correction, then clinked glasses.

“I’ll drink to that,” I said.
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Jamie

“OK, so this suit is too big for you,” Mac said. “But I’ll use it as the starting point. A whole lot of pins and you’ll start to see what this could look like.”

“Right.”

Coming to Hunter’s tailor’s studio, no, atelier, was kind of nerve wracking. It was just as intimidating as the bridal boutique, but two rums down and I was starting to relax. I took the jacket and eased it over my t-shirt and felt something the minute it settled on my shoulders.

Not just the slippery silk of the lining, not just the heavy weight of the wool or linen fabric, but… something that was missing when I tried on that dress.

“Definitely too big, but not too bad,” Mac muttered to herself, turning me around to face the mirror as she started to pull pins from a little cushion strapped to her wrist.

But I could see it already somehow when she pulled the jacket in, stopping it from hanging loose from my shoulders and instead carving out space for my waist and my hips. Masculine and feminine, the stiff, structured fabric was forced to relent, tracing a form that wasn’t a man’s, and that’s when I was able to let a full breath out. Mac stopped, hearing that noisy exhale and then straightening up.

“Feels right, huh?” I couldn’t say anything, my mouth suddenly bone-dry. If Millie walked in here with another rum and Coke, I’d have drunk it down in seconds. “I was the same,” Mac continued. “Mum had hopes of me going in ladies’ fashion, that somehow being surrounded by a sea of chiffon and lace would make me present a little more conventionally female, but…”

She turned me towards the mirror, her hands on my shoulders forcing me to stare at my reflection.

“There’s more than one way to be a girl. Let me show you.”

So she did.

Her pins were like a file, paring away all the excess fabric until all that was left hugged my body like a glove. I’d had to strip down so she could pin the waistcoat to me then the pants, but when I pulled the jacket back on, careful not to dislodge the pins, I saw it.

My anxiety over the engagement party was far reaching and all consuming, no matter how hard I tried to shove it to one side. Staring at the mirror, I was forced to confront it. Of feeling like a duck out of water, my usual uniform of work clothes or denim stripped away from me. Because I didn’t want to embarrass Frankie or disappoint Nadia by turning up looking like a scruffy mechanic, but along with that was a paralysing feeling of not knowing how to fix that. It was why Mum had strong-armed me into a changing room at the bridal boutique, I realised. If I couldn’t sort the situation out, she would, but… Wearing that dress hadn’t made me feel like this. That I could walk into the engagement party with my head held high, my family and Nadia’s filling the room, with one of my guys on my arm.

No, all three.

That feeling had my hands smoothing down the front of my suit and then meeting Mac’s gaze.

“This is amazing.”

“That’s what I was waiting to hear.” She winked at me. “Now, how about we let those boys of yours take a look.”

Millie was standing with her brothers giving them a hard time by the look of her expression, but when they turned around, so did she. Their collective gaze was everything. I could count the times when someone looked appreciative of what I was wearing on one hand, but none of them beat this. Millie’s eyes went wide, her mouth falling open for way too long before she mastered herself. She smiled then, brows twitching, as she took a tentative step forward.

“Jamie…” Nothing shut Millie up, but apparently this suit did. I moved closer and our hands shot out, each gripping the others as she just stared. “Jamie, this looks⁠—”

“Amazing?” Hunter appeared at her shoulder with a smug smile and shining eyes. “I knew it would. I fucking knew it.”

“And now he’s going to be even more insufferable.” Hayden came to stand at my other shoulder but while he smiled, his eyes told a different story. It felt like he took in every pin, every nip and tuck Mac had made, right before his eyes met mine. “I can tell you how completely amazing you look, but… how do you feel about it?”

I wanted to tell him, but the feeling surging in my chest was too big for mere words. Instead my throat worked, my eyes aching as I stared back at him.

“If you hate it, we’ll find something else.” His words came out in a hurry as his hand gripped mine. “There’s plenty of other places in the city. We can go to every dress shop, every menswear place until you⁠—”

“I love it,” I finally got out. “I love it.” My eyes went down, seeing the fall of blue fabric. “It’s amazing.”

“We’ll have one in every colour,” Brock said, signalling to Mac. “Suits for daywear, night time, work.”

That seemed to diffuse the tension, all of us laughing.

“I can’t wear something as gorgeous as this while changing someone’s oil,” I said.

“You could if that’s what you wanted.” Brock’s eyes burned into mine. “Whatever you want, Jamie.”

“Whatever you want,” the twins echoed and that had me smiling.

“Well…” Millie drifted over to a rack of suits that was set up on one side, and while many were sober, conventional things, she pulled out a powder blue 1970s style tuxedo, complete with ruffle fronted shirt. “How about something like this?”

“I am not wearing that!” Hunter said, stabbing his finger in the direction of the offending item, but that’s when Millie’s eyes met mine. They twinkled with mischief, something I was well familiar with. We had a secret code born from spending so many years as friends and I knew what she wanted. Back her play, get one of the guys in the ridiculous suit, that was the new objective.

“But it’d look amazing on you.” Millie handed me the hanger like a baton in a relay race because it was my turn now. I held the suit up to Hunter’s chest. “The blue really makes your eyes pop.”

He wanted to refute that, but as soon as my breathy compliment sunk in his mouth thinned.

“Fine.” He snatched the suit from my fingers. “But there better be a whole lot of gluck gluck 9000 at the end of this.”

“Because you can tell by the way you walk, you’re a woman’s man with no time to talk?” Millie delivered that in an almost deadpan manner.

“So that’s how it’s gonna be,” he replied. “This whole fake dating thing was just another opportunity for you two to harass us poor, unsuspecting men.”

“Get dressed, dickhead,” Hayden said. “In the end you’ll give in, so may as well cut to the chase now.”

“Well, here’s your suit,” I said, plucking a beautiful beige safari suit from the rack and handing it to him, laughing as his face fell.

“OK, you lot play dress ups with the old film outfits there,” Mac said. “Jamie, I need you to come with me so I can get that suit marked up and then you back into your normal clothes. Big guy.” She turned to Brock. “You’re getting fitted next.”

A few minutes later I was back in my own clothes, stumbling out to find the guys in the other changing rooms. A small crack in the curtain revealed a whole lot of golden brown skin as blue polyester and beige was pulled on. Hayden turned, catching me peeking through the curtains, his smile slow, right as Mac emerged from my changing room with my suit. I pulled away with a jerk and walked out into the studio only for Brock to be summoned forth.

“So whaddya think, baby?”

Hunter came out strutting, the flared legs of his pastel-blue pants swinging as he walked across the floor before striking a pose worthy of Saturday Night Fever.

“Oh my god, this is perfect.” Millie whipped out her phone and started taking photos rapidly. “That is going in this year’s Christmas card.”

“Do not send that to Mum!” he yelped.

“Too late.” She smirked as she displayed her screen.

“You little…”

His growl was cut off as I stepped into his path, my hand reaching for his chest. Admittedly, I had to fight past what seemed like a mile of ruffles to get to it, but when I felt the heat of his body, he felt mine. Those eyes widened as he stared down at me, a wicked smile forming seconds later as the tinny sounds of the Bee Gees Stayin’ Alive played through Millie’s phone speaker.

“Any dancing happening at this engagement party?” he asked me.

“What?”

“Gotta work that into our dance routine, babe. No chicken dance or the Nutbush for us.” He grabbed my hand and then spun me out. “I’ve got a reputation to protect.”

“Ohh, this is gold!”

I flailed through a series of movements, not able to relax enough to let Hunter lead, but unable to pull free, so she snapped photo after photo, cackling the whole way until finally another hand grabbed mine and tugged me out of Hunter’s orbit and into Hayden’s.

I’d given him the safari suit as a joke, but the beige fabric was almost the same colour as his tanned skin. The blond hair, the broad shoulders, it all kinda worked on Hayden.

“God, yes…” Millie hissed, snapping more photos. “It’s giving imperialist prick taking time away from exploiting people and flora and fauna to romance the fair maiden. Jamie, kneel at his feet and look up adoringly at him.”

“God, you’re annoying,” Hunter said, ruffling her hair. “Remind me why I invited you to come?”

“Charlie’s Angels poses?” she asked hopefully. “Blue steel?”

As was often the case, we ended up doing exactly what she asked, clustering together and affecting a series of stupid poses stolen from old movies until we dissolved into cackles, but right as I went to grab another drink, Brock came out.

Damn.

Was this what he felt when I emerged from the changing rooms? Because I admired his restraint if he did. The blue fabric of his suit was darker. Not quite navy, more a muted blue-grey, but the suit itself transformed him. Out of the plaid shirt, his shoulders looked broader, his biceps testing the seams of the jacket. He was a picture of masculine perfection, with a broad chest and comparatively narrow hips. It was the ruffle of his hair, still rakish and a little too wrong, that was my catnip. It made the clean lines of the suit look that bit more crisp, his beard and hair making him look like something wild was contained under those sharp folds of fabric.

And I wanted to peel the fabric back to rediscover it.

“Look at you,” Millie snickered. “Your eyes are like saucers. You’ve totally got a moisty right now.”

“For your brother,” I replied drily, laughing when she gagged theatrically.

“Oh god, this is never going to work. I take it all back. You can’t date my brothers anymore.”

“Too late.”

Suddenly Brock was next to me, his arm going around my waist as he tucked me into his side. He’d done that many times before, but somehow this felt different. My fingers landed on the expensive fabric, taking in the sheen, the texture, as if this was a complete stranger beside me, not my boss.

My boyfriend.

My heart felt like it was dry kindling right as a match was tossed onto it. It set alight with a whoosh I could almost hear as he gazed down at me.

“Don’t get me a million suits,” I told him. “Just get more of these for you.” I looked him up and down. “Come to work wearing these and I’ll find every excuse in the book to come and ‘visit’ you in your office.”

“Gag.” Millie smirked when I turned to face her. “So, I guess that’s decided. Brock wins and gets to go to the party as Jamie’s date.”

“What did you say?” Hunter made a show of trying to remember. “Three man enter⁠—”

“One man leaves.” She pointed at Brock. “Jamie has chosen.”

“You only got it half right.” I knew from Hunter’s grin that Millie was going to hate this. “Three men enter…” 

She frowned, struggling to work out what that meant, right up until a look of horror crossed her face. 

“You… They…”

I didn’t know what to say. The relationship dynamic between us wasn’t what any of us had planned, but in that moment, I knew it was the right one. I nodded slowly, to Brock, to Hunter, and Hayden, and Millie caught that with a groan.

“OK, the need to bleach my brain aside, who’s going to tell Mum and Dad what their baby boys are up to, because we’re due at their place tomorrow night.”
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Hayden

I’d submitted to the suit fitting with as much grace as I could muster, but what I really wanted wasn’t new threads. She stood outside the changing room, Jamie and my sister’s laughter filtering in through the walls as Mac went to work.

“Almost done,” the tailor said, shooting my reflection a look. 

She knew, everyone knew, where I wanted to be. By Jamie’s side, standing close enough to smell her shampoo in my nose, to touch, to feel her body against mine. My mouth on hers, that's what I needed most, and when Mac eased the suit off my shoulders, I thanked her and then went in search of my girl. She was standing with Millie and Brock, tucked into my brother’s side, when I approached.

Jamie turned towards me as soon as I got close, somehow able to sense my presence. My eyes locked with hers and her smile faded when she saw what my gaze contained. My hand was in hers and I was drawing her closer, when Brock’s grip tightened. He shot me a knowing look, making clear I could make my move, but that he wasn’t going anywhere.

“Jamie…” I said. Millie stopped talking, frowned slightly, then made a nauseated sound, but I didn’t care. Jamie, that’s who I was focussed on. “I need⁠—”

But she knew. Her arm snaked out, wrapping around my neck and drawing me down. When her lips grazed mine I made a small sound of hunger, then took over, crushing her mouth with mine. Kisses, so many kisses, but they never seemed to be enough, so I went back for more until my sister interrupted.

“And that’s my cue to leave.”

“What?” I liked the way Jamie blinked, as if trying to reorientate herself when she pulled away from me. It was somehow comforting to know she was just as off balance. “No, stay. We haven’t caught up much lately⁠—”

“Because you’ve found happiness.” While I saw some sadness in Millie’s eyes, she smiled at Jamie. “This is what I wanted all along. I mean I didn’t totally think this through. If I saw you make out with one guy while another holds you, I’d be cheering you on, but seeing my brothers do that? It’s kinda nauseating.”

“So we’ll stop.”

Part of me cursed my sister because Jamie pulled away, but anyone that knew and cared about the two of them would never try to keep them apart, so I let my girl’s fingers trail through mine.

“No, you won’t. You’ll go and have hot monkey…” Millie gagged and then swallowed hard. “Sex and…” Another horrendous gagging sound. “And have multiple⁠—”

“I get the idea,” Jamie said, stopping her cold.

“But tomorrow.” My baby sister pointed her finger at me and Brock. “At Mum and Dad’s, Jamie’s all mine. I knew I’d have to sort out a custody arrangement with one of you, I just didn’t anticipate all three. You know you’re gonna have to tell our parents, right?”

“We’ve got this covered.” Brock was pulling the big brother card, calming everyone down with just a few words. “Jamie hangs out with you tomorrow night and me during the day at work⁠—”

“And us tonight.” Hunter emerged from the changing rooms with a smug smile.

“We’ll take my car.” Brock went to toss Hunter the keys, but Jamie caught them mid air. “Go downstairs and start it up and I’ll look after payment.”

We thanked Mac for her time, but when Jamie went to ask about the details, I stepped forward.

“Brock’s got this.”

“And we’ve got you.” 

Hunter kept his voice low and he smiled as he took her hand, tugging her down the stairs. Jamie tried to say goodbye to Millie and Mac, but she was gone before she could get a reply. Down the steps and towards the gleaming beast that was Brock’s car, we were like sharks in a feeding frenzy as we drew closer. Jamie unlocked the car, but our focus was on her.

“Tell me you’ve got no regrets,” I said, pressing her against the car, needing to feel her beneath me. “Tell me that nothing has changed from the other night.”

I went to kiss her but she froze, staring up at me.

“I can’t,” she said. My heart stopped beating, the world no longer spinning on its axis as I stared down at her. “Things have changed.” I watched her hand move slowly to caress my cheek, hoping, praying that this wasn’t the big brush off I’d feared was coming. “We’re different.” Her fingers were tentative as she traced the shape of my lips, but when I nipped her fingertips she let out a little hiss. “I…” I felt like I was teetering on the edge of a cliff, waiting to jump off. “I feel different.”

“How different?” Hunter settled down beside her, staring into her eyes and I cursed him silently. We were crowding Jamie right as she was about to take a major step. I read things wrong, though, because rather than stiffen and clam up, she let out a long breath. “How different, Jamie?”

“You guys have been so good to me and I think in some ways I was holding back, not sure how this would work.” She was speaking faster and faster now. “Like I liked Brock, and then Hayden, then Hunter.”

“Please tell me not in order of importance,” Hunter prompted.

“No, in response to your dates.” She looked up at him then me, pleading for us to understand. “You were just so perfect and I… It stopped being fake days and days ago, so what did this become if we aren’t pretending anymore?”

I knew. I always knew, and I shot Hunter a dark look, warning him to shut his mouth, but he didn’t spare me a glance. Instead, he stared at her intently, unable to look away. My heart was beating too fast, my chest feeling tight, but I would’ve done anything right now to prolong that feeling. It was like that short moment when you were riding the crest of a wave, like you could just go on and on. I didn’t want to wipe out, fall from my board and into the water. I just wanted to be right here. Her hand grabbed mine, her thumb moving restively across my knuckles, as if in recognition of that. 

“It becomes real, doesn’t it?”

“You know it is.” We all turned to see Brock standing there staring at our girl as if his heart would break, and I knew how he felt. She just needed to make the jump with us, because we were already there. “You know exactly what this is, Jamie, don’t you? What we feel for you, but more than that.” Hunter and I pulled back slightly to let him get closer. He pressed her into the side of the car, stroking her hair back from her face. “What you feel for us.”

My grip tightened as I saw her frown, felt her hand trying to jerk free, but I couldn’t allow that to happen. She had to know. What this was, what she was to us, but more importantly, what we were to her.

“There’s nothing to be scared of.” My attempt at soothing her was ruined by the shake in my voice. “It’s just us. We’ve been moving towards this moment since we were all kids.”

“Kids?” she squeaked.

“Not romantically, not back then, but there was a need to protect you,” I replied.

“To look after you,” Hunter added.

“To make sure you have everything you need, back then and…” Brock’s brows creased slightly, as if this hurt to say. “Going forward. Forever and ever, Jamie. Love doesn’t have to hurt⁠—”

That one word triggered her: love. Her body bucked up and off the car and her hands pressed down on our chests, trying to shove us away. Running was always her first instinct, but she couldn’t push us off. We knew that, knew her, and we were ready to catch her if she started to fall.

Or to run.

Our arms locked around her, and for a moment Jamie fought this, an animal sound squeaking past her lips.

“Love,” I said, injecting everything I felt in that word.

“Love,” Hunter repeated, pressing his forehead to hers.

“No, no…”

If she hadn’t started this, if she hadn’t brought this up, I’d have let her go, given her time to process, but she knew. She always knew, just as we did, how we felt about her.

“Yes, love.” Brock’s hands went to her jaw and that had her stilling, staring wild eyed into his, then mine and Hunter’s in turn. There was a mute plea there, to follow through and back off, all at the same time, but we could only give her one of those things. “Always love. I…” I could count on one hand the amount of times I’d heard my big brother’s voice shake and still have fingers to spare. “I don’t know when it started, but all I know is I can’t fucking stop.” He darted closer, his mouth seeking hers I knew, because mine longed to do the same. “I can’t stop. I can’t.”

“Don’t want to stop.” Her eyes jerked sideways to take me in, and I met her gaze with a feeling of defiance. I’d been hiding what I felt, who I was for so damn long, and I just couldn’t anymore. “If you asked me to, I’d pretend, but I don’t want you to. God, how I don’t want you to.” My spare hand went to my chest, clawing at the skin there. “It aches so damn much. Every time I see you the breath is driven from my lungs, my heart feels like it's going to leap out of my chest, and if it was anything else, I’d seek medical help, but…” I shook my head. “I don’t want a cure for whatever this is. I love you, Jamie. I have since high school, and I don’t think I’m ever going to stop.”

This was when she told me she loved me too, right, right? Where she threw her arms around me, but instead she just stared, as if unable to believe what we were saying. Hunter stepped forward then, wrapping her up and pulling her close.

“You must be feeling pretty damn overwhelmed right now. It’s OK. You’re OK.” His hand rose and fell, sliding down her spine each time. “That’s a lot of big feelings to try to process.” Brock and I watched our brother attempt to settle Jamie, and I was willing to bet he was eating his heart out, just like I was. “Maybe you think you’re safe with me.” Her head rose up off his chest and she stared at him then. “You’re not. You never were. I hid it from you, Millie, even Hayden, but I was just as gone on you as my brothers are.” He shot her a small smile and brushed her hair away from her face. “I know you don’t know how to cope with someone actually loving you, treating you well, but… maybe this time you could try?”

She pulled away from him slowly, gazing at each one of us, those keen eyes taking in every detail. It felt like I was being subjected to some kind of silent interrogation. Jamie was looking for signs, I realised, of a lie, unreliability, because there was something wounded in her that had never been allowed to heal. I guess it wouldn’t, with her family always picking at the scab, forcing her to bleed over and over.

“Try?” Her voice was thin, little more than a whisper, and a death’s head smile formed and faded away in seconds. “Try? You make it sound like I’ve got a choice.” When her hand started to claw at the other I was forced to grab it, lest she hurt herself, and so I felt the thrumming tension inside her. “I…”

I didn’t want my girl to cry ever, but seeing those tears right now gave me a strange kind of hope. It was as if the hard but brittle shell she’d constructed around herself shattered in that moment, and all I wanted to do was crush the shards. Let her never have to build up such tall walls to protect herself again. Let her breathe freely knowing she didn’t need a single defence, not with us beside her. We’d fight every enemy she might face, clearing the way for her to step forward like a queen.

“I think I caught feelings too…” she said finally.

“What feelings?” Hunter was being a prick, pushing her right when she felt vulnerable, but I understood why. We needed to stop her from collecting the shards of her cocoon and patching them together again once the mood was gone. This was a step we all had to take if we were to have a future. “What feelings, Jamie?”

“Love.” She nodded, her head dropping down as her whole body went limp. “I…” A sidelong look at all of us before she forced herself to straighten up. “I think I love you too.”

I was like a dog that had been let off its leash, lunging at Jamie then. My arms went around her, my mouth on hers as relief washed over me. It was a merciless wave, pounding into me, forcing me to surrender to everything I’d been holding back. My kiss was hungry and desperate, and she was right there with me. Her teeth nipping at my lips, her hands raking across my shoulders, her need was finally given a place to go.

But I would never be its only recipient.

“Got some of that sweetness for me too?” Hunter asked and she answered him in kind, kissing him just as hard.

Brock knew it was his turn now, staring down at her with a slight smirk. Jamie wasn’t going to stand for that, but when she reached for him, he gripped her wrists. 

“Let's get in the car. What I need can’t be satisfied in this alleyway.” He looked down the road, and we all noticed the traffic, the sounds of people passing by as if for the first time. “Not without someone calling the cops. We’re going to my place.”

Brock said he was the one in charge right now, so we all moved as one to do as he said, but getting in that car? Jamie wedged between Hunter and I, it felt different. There was no coming back from this, and I think even my girl knew that, because when I grabbed her hand, she held on tight. 

“Ready?” Brock asked as the engine roared to life.

We all stared at Jamie.

“Ready,” she said with a nervous smile and a nod.


Chapter 55



Jamie

I loved them. I loved them. Every time we passed under a street light it hit me again, the rumble of the engine, the sound of the tires on the road all telling me the same thing.

I was fucked.

My brain told my muscles to lock down, clench tight, get ready to run, but then Hayden reached for my hand. When our eyes met, I let out a long, shuddering breath, feeling the tension dissipate.

“Just like that.” I glanced sideways to see Hunter turning to face me, smiling when he held my attention before reaching over and drawing me forward. “That’s it.” 

A kiss stopped the frenzied spin of my mind cold. I couldn't fret when I felt his mouth moving against mine, his tongue sliding between my lips, and that quiet, that peace that followed had me going back for more, even when he pulled away.

“Now you’re feeling it.” There was something self-congratulatory about Hunter, but it was a generous feeling rather than a selfish one. “And so is Hayden. I think he needs a kiss too.”

“I don’t need…”

Hayden started to protest at his brother’s interruption, but that stopped the moment my hands hit his chest. His went around my wrists, stopping me from pulling away. We moved then, tilting our heads to one side, drawn together like magnets until my lips touched his. His grip tightened, his fingers digging into my skin, marking me as his just as his mouth did. The hold on my wrists loosened, his hands going to my hair, then my seatbelt. He reached for it blindly, taking an intervention from Hunter to click it free, before he pulled me onto his lap. Jammed between the car seat and him, this felt exactly right.

“Goddammit…” Brock growled. “We’re still about fifteen minutes from home.”

“Better put those fifteen minutes to good use then.” Hunter undid his own seat belt and slid across the vinyl seat to get to us. “How a bit more over here, sweetness.” When he tapped his bottom lip I lunged forward, ready to claim it.

When I was kissing them, everything was right in the world. I couldn’t overthink things, and my overactive parasympathetic system was forced offline for just a moment. There was only his lips, his tongue, then Hayden’s sharp inhale of breath as I ground down against him. Hunter was fanning the flames of something hot, but as Hayden’s hands slapped down on my hips, he was directing it. Back and forth he moved me, forcing me to grind down on him and feel the dull explosion of pleasure with every pass.

But it wasn’t enough.

With my head out of the picture, my heart took the ball and ran with it. She was frustrated by all these layers of clothes, seeing them as yet another obstacle to get past. As a result, my fingers found buttons, tugged at hems, each small sliver of bare flesh tantalising until they took over.

“Something you need?”

Hayden was always the quieter twin, the more intense one, but right now I saw a whole other side of him. His cocky smile was a twin of Hunter’s in more than one way. The t-shirt was edged up, revealing his taut abs, but when I lunged forward, ready to tug it free, he took over, baring his chest to me and I claimed that surrendered ground. I couldn’t see to work out what to touch first, my hands moving restively over every inch of him. Then Hayden said the perfect thing.

“All yours.” He moved my hand more slowly across his chest. “I’m all yours.”

So there was no rush, that went unspoken. That didn’t explain the pressure in my chest though, nor the one building between my legs. I lunged forward, thrown there by the momentum of the car turning around a corner, my teeth scoring the skin of his neck and Hayden held me right where I was.

“Yes… Like that.”

I wanted to bite down, leave neat little marks in my wake, maybe even a bruise, because it would announce to the world something I could now admit. That he was mine, would always be mine, but instead I pressed a gentle kiss to his neck. Just breathing him in, I tried to regain my equilibrium, only to hear the metallic sound of a zipper being pulled down.

I felt like a wild animal going into rut, every sense on high alert as my head whipped around. Hunter smirked as he flopped back against the car seat, easing his cock out with theatrical slowness. Big, thick, swollen, and seeping precum, he gripped it roughly, then gave it a slow tug.

“Don’t mind me. I’m just enjoying the show.”

“Bloody hell, I’m trying to get us home in one piece and without the cops pulling us over,” Brock growled, but his expression changed as I twisted to meet his eyes in the rear vision mirror. He was staring at me for far too long, taking in my swollen lips, my shining eyes with a faint look of hopelessness. He didn’t want to be responsible, to drive us home. He wanted to be here with us. Some part of me gloried in that need– it made me feel so much better about my own–because they didn’t know. I’d tried to keep a lid on things for a reason. It felt like there was a gaping maw in my heart that no amount of love could fill.

But I had to try.

He watched me shift in my seat, one eye on him as I kissed Hunter, then Hayden. I heard the sound of Hunter’s strokes growing faster, even as Hayden moaned. But it was when Hayden pushed my shirt up, baring my shockingly hot skin to the cool air, then pushed the cups of my bra up and over my breasts, that he slammed his foot down on the brakes. The sound of other car horns had Brock parking the car roughly on the side of the road.

“What the fuck are you lot doing?” he snapped, turning around and staring us down.

“Looks like Dad is mad,” Hunter snickered.

“You’re going to cause an accident.”

“Only because you’re wanting to grab your gear stick and not the car’s,” Hayden replied.

“Jamie, in the front.” 

Brock was going into full dad mode, but I kinda liked it, so I pulled away from Hayden and crawled through the gap between the two front seats. He watched my breasts shift as if hypnotised. I kept that attention as I slid into the passenger seat and put my seat belt on. My t-shirt was tugged down lest we flash our fellow travellers, but right as Brock went to ease the car back into traffic, my hand snaked sideways. First to land on his thigh, feeling it tighten beneath me, then my fingers went to his zipper.

“Jamie…” His strangled voice had the twins laughing.

“You thought you were going to keep our girl in order by putting her up next to you?” Hayden said, leaning forward. I turned and kissed him as my hand pushed down the front of Brock’s jeans. It was hard to remember who I was kissing and whose dick I was stroking in that moment. 

“Fuck…” Brock hissed, his hips bucking up to meet my every stroke. “You’re gonna have me crashing the fucking car.”

“And what a way to go.” Hunter appeared beside Hayden, watching everything I was doing with a lazy grin. 

“If anyone’s going to ‘go,’ it’ll be at home,” Brock ground out.

I tightened my grip on his shaft, swivelling my hand slowly up and down his entire length to the sound of his groan.

“Then we better get home quick.”

He put his foot to the floor then, speeding down the road, taking corners fast, the whole ride a blur until he drove into his garage. As the car fell silent, he dragged me up and out of my seat and into his lap, the horn blasting loudly as my butt was pressed against it. Brock didn’t seem to care, kissing me harder and harder before the driver’s seat door was wrenched open.

“Tonight is for all of us,” Hunter said, “and just us. Not the neighbours that we’re disturbing with that bloody awful noise.” I was plucked out of Brock’s grip and then hoisted up into Hunter’s arms as he carried me towards the door. “Been waiting for this moment for so damn long.”

“It feels right,” Hayden agreed.

“Let’s not screw it up then.” Brock unlocked the door and then bent down to kiss me, the strange feeling of being wedged between him and Hunter making me think of all the other moments we could enjoy just like this. “You walk in this door, there’s no walking back out again. It means you’re in, Jamie–all the way in.”

There was a wariness there I understood well, because who was more gun shy than me? 

“I’m in,” I replied in a small voice, then repeated that in a stronger one. “I’m in. Brock⁠—”

“No more talking now.”

I was plucked from Hunter’s grip, much to his brother’s disgust, but I saw the twins follow us down the hall as Brock carried me into his room. The three of them were darkened shapes, staring down at me as I was laid on the bed. The light flicked on, and I put my arm over my eyes.

“No lights…” I groaned.

“Yeah, I think we’re gonna need them on this time.” Hayden settled down on the bed beside me, shirtless now. “I think we need to see everything that happens.”

I couldn’t help but trace the planes of his face right down to full lips that curved now.

“I’m starting to see your point.”

I rose up then, moving to straddle him, his hands settling on my hips as I ran my fingers down his chest. Maybe this was the only way forward, with our eyes wide open, so I pulled my t-shirt up and over my head.


Chapter 56



Hunter

I loved it when a plan came together.

This was the moment I’d been waiting for, when all the bullshit was shoved aside and everyone got real for once. So why were my hands shaking as I shoved my shirt up and over my head? Because there was a reason everyone had approached each other with trepidation. The minute my knee hit the bed, this was real and I shot Brock a look, wondering if he felt the same way.

Of course he did. He might try to hide it behind the same blustery bullshit he learned from Dad, but that vulnerability was there if you knew where to look. In the way his eyes creased as if looking at Jamie with my twin hurt. I felt a small pang of fear, one that disappeared the minute he settled behind her. The way Brock cradled our girl against his chest made clear he had got with the program, his kisses marking her as his.

As ours.

That’s what had me shoving my shoes and pants off, my clothes just another barrier between Jamie and me that needed to be removed. Hers needed to come off next. I moved closer, watching her kiss Hayden, the experience a weird one. It was like watching myself devour her mouth from the outside, but not for long. When she came up for a breath, I tilted her head my way and moved in.

Fuck…

Just a little kiss, her breaths coming in hard and fast still because Hayden had kissed the air out of her lungs. I wanted to breathe it back then, inflate her, fill her, claim her outside and in, but instead I reached around, having to force Brock back a little to open her bra. That earned me a dark look from big brother, but there was no room for irritation, not when her tits were revealed. I tossed the underwear across the room, hoping to lose it forever, because damn… It was only a need to stop other blokes from seeing what was ours that prevented me from demanding that she never cover her breasts again.

“Why do you look like this is the first time you saw a pair of breasts?” she asked me.

“Because this is the first time I’ve really seen yours.”

My eyes met hers and I wondered what she saw. One part horny, one part reverence, I was aching to touch her, right before I remembered that I could. The contrast between my tan and her creamy skin caught my eye for just a second before that hard little nipple pressed into my palm, demanding attention. With that special twin ESP, Hayden crawled out from underneath Jamie and moved to cover the other breast with his mouth, right as I did the same.

I would never get used to this. It wasn’t just that women were so soft, their breasts made from something so special, feeling like the soft brush of a feather’s fibres. It wasn’t just the way she arched her back, her hands going to the backs of our heads, as if she was terrified that we’d pull away. Never. Never again. I’d be trailing after her like some abandoned puppy if she changed her mind, waiting, needing another chance. Which was why I had to make the most of this moment.

That sharp intake of breath, held in her chest and then let out in a shaky little whistle told me everything I needed to know. Then there was her grip on my hair, pulling the strands to the point of pain, making clear what she needed. More, harder, sucking her nipple in long, devastating pulls, the nipple feeling like it was swelling bigger and bigger, ready to burst.

It didn’t, but this might’ve helped her along that path.

“Fuck…”

That little gasp had me pulling away to catch sight of Brock’s teeth raking along her neck, his fingers sliding up between her thighs. Her hips danced, trying to get more friction, more contact from him, but my older brother showed restraint I’d never have. One thick finger slid over her mound, parting her folds a tiny amount, resulting in a low growl of frustration from Jamie.

“Brock…”

“Need something?”

He shot me a dark look, nodding in the same way he did when we were kids, letting me know I needed to get back on the job. Usually that was mowing the lawn, but I never watched anyone cut grass with this kind of fascination. I felt like my consciousness was split into a million different pieces. My hand gripped her hip, holding her still, despite her swaying movements. My fingers tested her wetness, my own twitching, as if I could feel that slick on the tips. My mouth sucked her nipple hard, then pinched the swollen point with moistened fingers. And I kissed her, swallowing down her moans of pleasure, catching the little hitch of breath that made clear that Brock had stopped fucking around and pushed his fingers inside her.

She couldn’t kiss me now. Her eyes fell closed as she moved in time with their caresses, the movements growing faster, jerkier by the second. Jamie was searching blindly for something only we could give her. I knew then what my role was. I slid down on my brother’s bed, my aching cock caressed by clean cotton, a poor substitute for her satin. Soon, I promised not-so-little Hunter as I bent my head, kissing her hip bone, following its line down to the altar I had to worship at.

I’d never get the taste of Jamie out of my head. That first lick was salty and sweet, my hands wrapping around her as I went back for more. I didn’t need to grip her so tightly, though. As I caressed her clit, she moved, grinding her cunt into my face. That, just like that, this was how I loved her. Hungry, needy, taking what she wanted, her hand pushing me deeper, so I closed my lips around her clit and sucked.

“Hunter…”

Her cry was like the seagulls in the evening, her sighs like the sea. She was as wild as the sea and as all consuming. I needed her, needed her pleasure, needed to hear her, feel her whole body stiffen. Part of me wanted to claim this victory, that I was the one dragging her up to the crest of this wave of pleasure, but there was a reason it had taken us so long to get here. We could only do this together. 

“That’s it, baby,” Brock growled, the wet schick of his fingers pulsing inside her growing faster and faster. “Come on my fingers.” His arm locked around her neck, pinning her to his chest as Hayden and I worked. Tugging, caressing, dragging her further along, until the suction we created between us was too hard to resist.

“Uhh…!”

An inarticulate sound of both ecstasy and heartbreak rocked through her, right before she lost control. Salty sweetness flooded my mouth and I licked faster and faster to catch it all until she pulled away with a shudder.

That’s when she realised her mistake.

She was beautiful, the artificial glare of the light fitting on the roof making clear how destroyed she was, and while I think she would’ve been glad to collapse down onto the bed, that wasn’t going to happen. She was silly enough to tangle with three hungry boys who were looking at her the same way a dog might a juicy bone. Each one of us took in her look of sweaty bliss with a kind of pride that required a repeat performance. And because Jamie was perfect for us, that’s what she demanded.

“More…?”

Each one of us shuffled forward, never more desperate than now to obey her every command. Of course, that’s when Brock’s birth order bullshit shouldered forward.

“How are we going to do this?” That sounded like a question, but it was more him articulating his thoughts, because he turned to Jamie. “How do you want this? I’ve got condoms⁠—”

“No.”

She was definite about that, her gaze, coming from between half closed eyes, took him in without wavering for a second.

“We haven’t been tested.”

“Then we’ll be facing a sexual health clinic together,” she replied. “I need you bare, Brock.”

He might’ve had a hope of holding back if she didn’t spread her thighs, but one look at all the slick pinkness and he was lost. I knew the feeling, my body moving closer even as she pulled him down. Jamie rose like a Valkyrie, pinning him to the bed and then rising up, ready to slam herself down on his hard cock, but my hands slapped down on her hips.

“Slowly.”

I don’t know why I said that. If she wanted to ride my brother until he popped way too soon, then it meant I moved up the ladder to take my turn faster. Perhaps it was this. Loving someone meant that their needs, their pleasure, became more important than your own, and that’s why I settled in behind her.

“Slower.”

Brock nodded, understanding on some level what I meant.

She fought us, just wanting to impale herself on him, but we wouldn’t allow her that freedom. Instead, she was forced to move in long, slow, rocking movements.

“You feel that.” Her eyes opened, meeting mine for a second and her gaze wasn’t entirely friendly. “You feel him pushing inside you.” My hand slid down, caressing the slight curve of her stomach, then pushing lower. I spread her wider, rubbing my fingers on either side of her clit. “Jamie?” I stopped caressing her until she was forced to answer.

“Yes.”

“Look at him. Look at the man that loves you.”

Her eyes met Brock’s now, and he looked like he was just waiting for that moment.

“Feel me inside you.” His hips flexed and she gasped as he pushed her to her limits. “Feel me as deep as I can go, knowing I want to go deeper.” He began to really move, her body forced to move along with him, swaying in time with his strokes. “Because I’ll never get enough of this.”

Big brother was never content to let anyone else lead for long, so he picked her up and laid her down on the bed, not disconnecting for a second. Hayden watched this, wide eyed and wanting to be in his place, I was willing to bet. But now he’d have his chance.

“Just you, baby. That’s all I’ve ever wanted. Tell me you want me too.”

His voice was hoarse, desperate, and her hands rose in response, stroking his face, his chest, unable to stop moving.

“Always.” Did he know how hard it was for her to say that? I liked to think on some level he did. “Always, Brock, I need⁠—”

“I know.” His voice broke then, his face flushed as the emotion racked him even more than the sensation. “I know, Jamie. I’ve always known…”

There couldn’t be any more words, not the spoken ones anyway, because he was plunging his heart into her right along with his dick, forcing her open, forcing her to accept everything he had with each stroke. She took it like a champ, rising up to meet every slam of his hips. In the end, it all fell apart, him collapsing down on top of her, her arms wrapped around him, the two of them rutting into each other as their ragged gasps filled the rooms, right before they reached their peak. The way they stiffened, I felt a second hand pleasure at that, knowing exactly how Brock felt and glorying in that knowledge. It had me smiling, despite the tears that filled my eyes. Beautiful things, they broke your heart and put them back together again.

Much later that night we all collapsed down on the bed, all of us boys tangled up in Jamie.

“I don’t think I can take that many orgasms every night,” she panted. “We need a roster.”

“We could do that—” Brock propped himself up on his elbow, staring down at her. 

“You are not creating an orgasm schedule,” Hayden said in a sleepy voice.

“It doesn’t have to be all earth-shattering, toe-curling ecstasy,” I said, snuggling into her back.

“Oh, that’s what you think happened?”

I smiled at her arch tone.

“You were just about speaking in tongues at some point there, babe. Then you were using that tongue in a very distracting way, so don’t try to play.” My smile faded as I pressed a kiss into her neck. “But seriously, sometimes it could just be like this.”

Feeling close to her, every single one of us exhausted, satisfied, but more than that. We were rocked out on a sea of pleasure, just basking in the sun, knowing all was good in the world. I said something to that effect.

“So this is what love’s like?”

Her question was said in a small voice, one I’m not sure if Hayden heard, his breathing already evening out. 

“Better,” I whispered back. “You’ll fall asleep soon, start doing that cute little snoring sound.”

An elbow was driven into my ribs.

“I don’t snore!”

“Whistle then,” Brock added. “Emphatic breathing?”

“I take it back,” she said, making a show of wriggling, but I think it was because it just made me grip her harder. “I don’t want this.”

“Too late.” I felt Brock’s shadow rather than saw it. “No take backs. You decided to take us on, for good or bad, and now you’re stuck with us. Snoring, multiple orgasms, and…” He dragged her away from me and plonked her right into one of the many damp spots on the bed. “Sleeping in the wet spot!”

Her scream filled my ears but that didn’t stop me from falling into sleep. Screams of outrage, screams of pleasure, we’d experience them all together.

Together, that word was almost as comforting as her as I wriggled closer, burying my face in her hair.
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Jamie

“Are you sure this is a good idea?”

I looked up through the windshield of my car at his parents’ house as if I hadn’t been coming here for dinner once a week for nearly twenty years.

“Mum’s roast beef? It’s always a good idea,” he replied in a remarkably chipper tone. Brock was in a great mood all day, something the guys had commented on. Old Jamie would’ve blushed, felt embarrassed, but now? I just grinned and moved onto the next job. “C’mon.”

I clambered out of the car because he was coming around to my door to open it for me. His brow rose up in response, as if he knew exactly what I was doing. Trying to pretend like things were the same as they always were.

But they weren’t.

It wasn’t just the beard rash and sweet ache between my legs, because that was nothing compared to the hot glow in my chest. It just got brighter as he stared at me, a slow smile forming. That flared hotter when the guys pulled up in their vans.

“Ready to face the firing squad?” Hayden asked, holding out an arm for me to take but Hunter pushed in front of him, grinning when I took it.

“Firing squad?”

My steps slowed, but the guys didn’t allow for that, Hayden taking my other arm. Brock just shook his head at the sight of me being frog marched into their parents’ house, and when we walked inside, we found we weren’t the only ones who were amused by all of this.

“Well, you’ve got that whole post-coital glow,” Millie said, slipping off her stool to look me over. “Though you’re not walking bowlegged.” Her wicked grin had me frowning. “Did I do the wrong thing? Are my brothers not up to the job?”

“I was ‘up’ most of the night,” Hunter spluttered.

“So you really want me to answer that question?” I said. “Because I can. I can tell you all about your brothers’—”

“Brothers’ what?” Heather walked in holding a basket of vegetables. “Hello darlings.” She moved forward and each of the boys leant down to kiss her cheek. “So what have these little buggers been up to this time?”

Heather was trying really hard to play it cool, keep her tone light, but we all saw the keen gleam in her eyes. She inspected every single one of us, as if that would allow her to determine what had been going down between us. Thank god her psychic abilities were limited, because I’m not sure anyone’s mother-in-law needed to see what we got up to.

Mother-in-law.

I blinked, that realisation only just coming to me. I’d loved Heather from afar, the woman the mother I’d always wanted, so when she came close, I sank into her arms.

“And how are you, sweetheart? Those boys have been treating you right? And how are things going with your mum?”

“Can’t answer that.” Millie muscled in, wrenching me away from her mother. “I’ve sacrificed bestie time all week for these idiots.” She scanned the room. “I want my service to brotherkind recognised here, but we’ve got catching up together.”

“Amelia!”

Heather made clear that she would’ve liked a bit more time to do some digging, but perhaps it was a relief to be tugged away. Millie snatched up a bottle of wine and a few glasses, just like she had when all this insanity began.

“I’ll have your girl back to you at some point!” she announced.

“Your girl…?” Heather’s frown was like a knife made of ice, sliding into my heart, but she didn’t stare at me, but her sons. Her hands went to her hips. “What’ve you three been up to?”

“So what’s been happening with my brothers?” Millie asked when she flopped down in the outdoor chair on the balcony. She poured herself a wine and then handed me one. “Minus the fucky fucky bits, of course.”

“Um…” I took a sip of the drink, my mouth suddenly dry.

“Um? Um? That’s it? Are you doing anything other than bam bam in the ham?”

“I’m sorry, but what?” I asked.

“This is not just some kind of sex thing, right?” she asked, eyes glittering as she observed me over the rim of her glass.

“It’s…” I let out a sigh. “It’s more than a sex thing. It’d be a whole lot easier if it was just scratching an itch, but…” Millie leaned forward in increments as the silence stretched on so I was forced to answer. “Ithinki’minlovewithyourbrothers.”

“Whaaat?” Her eyes flicked upwards, a frown forming as she strove to decode what I’d said, and I knew when she’d worked it out. A look of shock, then one of triumph, followed by a smug grin. “I knew it.” She waved a finger at me. “I knew it! You just had to meet the right guy. Guys,” she corrected herself. “Oh my god, part of me wants to put together a twenty point slideshow outlining why each one of them is a complete idiot and not worth your time, but…”

“But?” I prompted, hoping like hell there was no ex locked up in the attic or something.

“But who knows the boys better than you? You know that Hunter is a vain little shit and Hayden is allergic to smiling, Brock too. You’ve heard the twins burp out their names and seen them light their farts.”

“And burn their bum hair.” I chuckled then, remembering that incident. Hunter hadn’t been able to sit right for weeks after that.

“You know them.” She nodded slowly. “And you chose them anyway. I’m glad.”

“You didn’t ask if they were into me too,” I prompted.

“Didn’t need to. Those idiots have been in love with you for ages. I think that’s why I warned them off you. I knew…” She swallowed hard and my hand shot out, grabbing hers. “I knew they’d sweep you off your feet and then I’d never get to hang out with you on our own again.”

“We will. I’ll make them sign a contract. Brock’s already talking about a schedule…”

I swallowed, remembering the usual kind of blunt conversation we had wouldn’t work right now. Before, it was talking about the randos I decided to go out with, their anonymity making them fair game in our discussions, but not now.

“Schedule for what?” Her eyebrow jerked upwards. “Schedule for what, Jamie?” Sensing blood in the water, Millie became a shark, seeking its prey. “Do you have a boinking schedule?”

“Orgasm…” I croaked out, then drank down the rest of my drink in a hurry.

Heather opened Millie’s old bedroom door, appearing just in time to save me from having to explain further. That was OK, my big-mouth best friend did it for me.

“Mum, do you know the boys are working out a schedule for Jamie’s orgasms…?”

Fuck. You could’ve heard a pin drop in that moment, as I sank down in my chair and Millie realised she’d gobbed off at exactly the wrong moment. She blinked, started to say something to deflect her mother’s attention, but that just came out as a choked off sound, because how did she excuse that.

“Sorry,” Millie told me, flushing about as red as my cheeks were right now.

“The boys filled your father and me in. Well, not that far.” Heather blinked. “Come out and have some nibbles. This affects the family so we need to talk it through as one.”

Did people facing a firing squad feel the same way I did? Dragging their feet, feeling a growing sense of trepidation as they approached their executioners. I had to remind myself that that’s not what this was. The guys were all seated around the table, Heather and Angus at the head, watching us approach.

“Hello, love,” Angus said, but there was a tightening around his eyes that was never there before. He walked around the table and then placed his hands on my shoulders, the weight feeling so heavy. “How are you?”

He asked me the same thing, but it was usually in a light-hearted way, the man giving me his entire attention. That focus was usually a gift, but right now it felt like a liability. What would he think about this? I was kicking myself for not thinking about it before, my eyes seeking the guys’ on instinct. Each one looked concerned, which wasn’t helping me at all. 

If Angus was my dad, if Heather was my mother, I’d have been concocting a lie as fast as I could. Creating a story they’d find palatable to explain the situation, anything to stop the axe from falling down on my bare neck. But Mum had none of Heather’s gentleness, and if Dad felt concern for me, he hid it well, so I reassured myself that I could do the one thing here I dared not in front of my own family.

Tell the truth.

“I’m good, Angus.” I covered his hand with mine and gave it a squeeze. “More than good. I’m happier than I’ve ever been.” Saying that made clear that it was true, a pleasure flushing through me as intense as we managed to conjure when we were naked, but somehow more because we weren’t. I faced my best friend’s father, my future father-in-law, down and tried to make that clear. “I don’t know how long that will last. I can’t make promises, but…”

My words were choked off as he dragged me closer, grabbing me in a rough hug.

“You were always my second daughter.” I heard the waver in his voice and that had me hugging him right back. “I can’t say I understand how this kind of relationship works, but…” He held me at arm’s length now. “You were always a part of this family, Jamie, and now that’s getting formalised.”

Tears filled my eyes. I couldn’t keep them back, because out of all the sweet things people said to me, somehow that was the sweetest. Heather rose then, grabbing me a paper serviette.

“We just worry,” she said in a soft voice. “That’s what parents do, but if you’re all fine with this, well… We’ll work out a way to understand this.” Her eyes narrowed as she took in her sons. “You better treat Jamie right, though.”

“I can and will infest your bedding with pubic lice,” Millie growled. “Slash your tyres⁠—”

“No need.” Brock pulled me down onto his lap and my arm went around his shoulders on automatic. “We’d never do anything to hurt Jamie.” His golden eyes met mine, staring for what felt like a second or eternity, I couldn’t work out which. “We love her.”

“I…” It was always hard for me to say, and in front of an audience? I wanted to hide my face in his chest, but that would never do. “I love you too.” I turned to face the twins. “All of you.”

“Of course you do, we’re awesome,” Hunter said, reaching over to pluck me from Brock’s grip. He grinned as his brother scowled at us.

“You are not fighting over Jamie like a pack of dogs and one bone,” Heather said. “I remember what you lot were like with LEGO.”

“I nut punched Hunter when he tried to take my Batman LEGO,” Millie said with a grin.

“That was me,” Hayden said, shifting uncomfortably.

“No squabbling.” Heather ticked off one finger. “No pushing, shoving⁠—”

“You don’t have to worry, Mum.” Hayden stared at me as Hunter’s arms wrapped tighter around me. “I didn’t love Batman LEGO, but Jamie…” He nodded slowly. “I’d never do a thing to hurt her.”

“Well, thank god for that,” Angus sighed. “I thought I was gonna have to get my belt out.”

“You never smacked us, Dad,” Millie said.

“No, but I could start.” Angus winked at me. “They mess you around, you just come and talk to me.”

“Or me.” Millie scratched at her hair, then her pubic area dramatically. “I know people.”

“With crabs?” Hunter said. “Why am I not surprised?” He turned to his parents. “Maybe you should be worried less about who I’m with and more about your daughter’s taste in men.”

I smiled, the friendly bickering of the McDonald family washing over me. This was the sound of a healthy, happy family.

I just wish I could say the same of my own.


Chapter 58



Jamie

“OK, so I’ll be by to do your hair and makeup by lunchtime,” Millie said down the phone line.

It was the morning of the engagement party, so my bestie was calling to organise the best time to prepare.

“Lunchtime?”

Hunter emerged from my bathroom looking like a literal wet dream. He padded over with a smirk then pressed a kiss to my cheek.

“Just going to pick up all the suits from Mac. I’ll meet you here⁠—”

“At lunchtime!” Millie shouted down the phone line. “Girl, I need time and space, and more time, to get you ready for this engagement party. I was thinking slicked-back hair, kinda eighties power-suit chic, and then a plait⁠—”

“After lunch,” I told her firmly. “I’ll do whatever you want once the car show is over.”

“Ooh, you know I love it when you say that,” she said. 

“Me too.” Hayden sauntered into the kitchen, starting to make a coffee.

“Oh my god, gag. I take it all back. You are not dating my brothers.”

“Dating?” I moved closer, into the circle of Hayden’s arms, and he leaned into me, not the coffee pot. “Nope, we’re already looking at places. We’re gonna be cohabiting.”

“Whoa… Whoa! Who the hell are you, and where is my commitment-phobic bestie?” Millie asked me.

“Getting ready for the car show.” Brock smacked me on the arse as he entered the kitchen. “Ready to make your brothers and dad spew as you take them around the race track?”

“So that’s what you’re doing,” Millie said. “Blowing off your best friend for⁠—”

“You can come,” I said, knowing she wouldn’t. “I can make you spew as well.”

“You can’t hold my hair back when you’re driving,” she replied. “Fine, your place at 1:00 P.M.”

“Two,” I countered.

“Two! Two!” Her voice was so shrill through the speaker we all winced. “Fine, I’ll have to make it work. I’ll see you then.”

When I ended the call, Hayden leaned in to kiss me.

“Knock ‘em dead, babe.”

“Not literally dead because that will make the engagement party awkward,” Hunter said, pushing his face in between us. “Now kisses for me too.”

I chuckled and kissed the two of them, each twin bickering like an overgrown child in an attempt to get more attention, until Brock pulled me free.

“Have fun, fellas. My girl’s got a hotted up HQ to take for a spin.”

Brock had a few amazing cars, but the HQ? It made me sigh just thinking about it. I recovered quickly though as he tossed the keys to me.

“I get to drive us there as well?” I said.

“Of course.” The twins drew closer, their smiles telling me they knew something I didn’t. Brock blinked and then closed my hands around the car keys. “It’s your car.”

“Mine…?” I didn’t begrudge a girl for wanting jewellery or fine perfumes, but Brock knew the key to my heart. Probably anticipated that it was thudding so hard in my chest I felt like it would break out of my ribcage and roll around on the floor, bleeding everywhere. “You can’t mean it.” I started handing the keys back, but his grip tightened.

“Jamie—”

“Here we go.” Hunter rolled his eyes at Hayden. “You know we’re never going to top this. Like never ever.”

“Shut up, idiot.” 

Hayden shoved his elbow into his brother’s ribs as he stared at me. 

“But it’s your car.” I tried to force him to take it back, but Brock didn’t move an inch. “You got that tattoo⁠—”

“Tattoo?” Hunter scrubbed his face. “Jesus, we are freaking doomed.”

“That tattoo isn’t about the car.” I moved forward at Brock’s words, my hands going to his shirt. I had one button popped before I could think twice about it. “It was never about the car.” The twins drew closer to peer at the body art revealed. 

“So why did you…?”

I ran my fingers over the shape of the car inked onto his skin, feeling the smattering of chest hair shift. His hand slapped down over mine, holding me in place. I could feel his heart beating then, just as fast as mine.

“Because I wanted you, loved you for so damn long, Jamie. I couldn’t say anything because you worked for me, because you were Millie’s best friend.” He sighed as I looked up at him. “Because I was too gutless to say anything, so instead I focussed on finding the right parts, stripping the car down to the bare shell and rebuilding it.” He pressed the keys into my palm. “For you.”

I needed to say thank you. I needed to explain how much this meant to me, but when I looked around wildly, all I saw was them. The men who loved me all this time. The men who had waited patiently for me to see them. Well, I did right now, up until the point my eyes filled with tears, and that had me grinning like an idiot.

“Oh my god, I’ve cried more in the past week than I have in my whole life,” I spluttered, trying to wipe them away.

“Because you’re happy,” Brock said, snaking an arm around my shoulders.

“Because you feel safe enough to show how you actually feel.” Hayden’s hand landed on my shoulder, rubbing in reassuring circles.

“Because we’re fucking awesome.”

Hunter’s cocky response had me snorting, then laughing in earnest, but I knew the truth. It was because when I was feeling vulnerable, they clustered around me, forming a wall between me and the world. Hayden was right, I did feel safe, because I knew they’d do anything to protect me. That’s why I pressed my forehead to Brock’s chest and just breathed. I couldn’t work out how I’d gotten this lucky, but that didn’t mean I couldn’t take full advantage of that. I pulled away finally and shook the keys.

“Better get in the car then, passenger princess.”

“Passenger princess…”

Brock’s growl had me jerking free, grabbing my bag from the table as I made for the door, him hot on my heels.

“You’re gonna kill it on the track,” Hayden said, standing in the doorway of my place as we went to the stairs.

“Take some photos of your brothers spewing up.” Hunter threw me a thumbs up. “We did that to Millie and managed to blackmail her for ages.”

I just smiled, feeling in my guts that this was going to be a perfect day. The sun was shining, my heart was light and full all at the same time, and I had one burly, beautiful man at my side, while two others stood watching us go. Right now I had everything I’d ever needed.

Well, as well as this.

I would’ve always slid into the driver’s seat with an air of reverence, but now? My hands shook for just a moment as I slid the key into the ignition. Once the engine fired up, I gave it a rev, no doubt pissing off the neighbours, but I couldn’t seem to care. This car was a freaking beast, throbbing with power, and when I was behind the wheel, I felt the same way.

“Ready?” I asked Brock as he pulled his seat belt on.

“I’ve been ready for you for years, Jamie.” He winked then. “Just waiting for you to catch up.”

I let out a little growl, then grinned through the windshield before taking off down the road.

Every part of me wanted to go and trawl through the aisles of cars at the car show, but once we arrived we were instructed to take the HQ to the pit area at the back. Waivers were signed, payments made, and then I was pulling on a helmet and a racing suit. My features were hidden by the helmet and the loose racing suit, turning me from Jamie into someone completely anonymous.

Perfect for when my family arrived.

“Jesus…” my brother Steve said as he took in the car. “That is beautiful.” His hand went out, wanting to caress the rear panel, but he stopped when he saw me. “So this is your shit hot driver?” He held out his hand. “Steve, mate.”

I shook it firmly.

“So is this The Stig from that car show or something?” Dave asked, peering at my helmet visor.

“The British one?” Steve asked with a chuckle.

“Something like that.” Brock’s reply was completely non-committal. “So we’ve got two laps today. We’re not racing, just taking the car for a spin around the track, putting it through its paces.”

“I don’t suppose you’d want to race a car like this,” Dad said. “Must be worth a bomb.”

Brock just shrugged as my brothers made disappointed noises.

“Doesn’t mean we can’t take the track at speed, though,” he replied.

“Alright.” Steve rubbed his hands with glee. “Guess we better get this show on the road. You’re the one putting on the shackle today.” He gave Frankie a shove. “Better have some fun before the old ball and chain weighs you down.”

I was thankful for the helmet, because it meant when I rolled my eyes, no one could see it. Instead, I walked over to the car and got into the driver’s seat, turning the ignition before giving the car a rev.

“Alright, I’m in.” Frankie was forced to slide in the backseat as Brock took the front.

“Got room for one more.” He nodded to my dad. “Want to jump in, Arthur?”

You didn’t have to ask Dad twice. He was in the backseat, the racing harness strapped down as I began to idle forward. Brock had a word with the marshal at the gates and then we were waved through.

My heart began to really pound when we approached the race track. Another official stopped us as the current driver finished their circuit, going roaring into the pit area.

“Fuck, this is gonna be good,” Frankie said, hand gripping the oh-shit handle.

Which of course, meant it had to be.

I’d studied the diagrams of the course in preparation for this moment, but as soon as I got here, I knew it didn’t matter. Some innate part of me came into play. Planting my foot on the accelerator to send a spray of dirt and rocks, fishtailing out onto the race track, the sounds of the crowd’s cheers a dim roar in the background, right before I changed gears rapidly and then hit the straight.

I’d learned to love cars hanging around with my dad and my brothers, but when I became a teenager, it felt like girls and boys had very distinct roles in the car world. Boys bought the best damn cars they could and girls were like graphics or custom interiors: there to sit pretty and make the guy they were with look better. The first few guys I’d gone out with seemed to want the same thing from me, until one thought it amusing to teach me how to really drive. Not safely, not sedately following the rules of the road, but like this.

Roaring into a corner at a speed that felt way too fast and right as you felt that vertiginous slide, you planted your foot and went powering out through the turn. The rear of the HQ slid out, my hands moving around the steering wheel to increase that swing back and forth before stabilising the car on the straight.

“Whoa…!”

I glimpsed at Dad in the rear vision mirror and saw he had both gone pale and was sporting a big grin as we raced forward, but Frankie? He’d wound down the windows, howling his delight like a wolf, to the sounds of the crowd’s cheers. I couldn’t focus on them though, punching through gears and then taking the next corner even faster.

“You’ve got this.”

A quiet, grit-teeth vote of confidence from Brock was all that I needed. The tyres stacked up around the corners to stop a driver from going too far if they spun out of control felt like they loomed closer and closer, right before I wrenched on the wheel. That light, weightless feeling of a tonne of metal going way too fast, then spinning out of control, had us all lifting slightly from our seats, before I was forced to use every muscle I had to wrench the car back on course. My breath came in rapid little pants, my heart singing even as every drop of adrenalin my body could produce rushed through me. We came hurtling down the straight before a marshal waved us over to the pits.

“Bloody hell, that’s got the old ticker going!” Dad said, stumbling out of the car.

“You’re not gonna have a heart attack, are you?” Steve asked, grabbing his arm to steady him.

“Heart attack?” Dad shoved him off. “Never felt more alive.”

“That was fucking amazing!” Frankie leapt free of the car, spinning around. “Whoa, what a rush! Today is gonna be the best. Hot car, a car show, and then I get engaged to the woman I love?”

“Shut up, you soppy prick.” Dave gave him a shove and then made a beeline for the backseat. “Alright Brick⁠—”

“Brock,” Dad corrected.

“Brock,” Dave said, “let’s get your driver to really kick this car in the guts.”

I smiled behind the helmet as he and Steve started to talk big, pushing and shoving at each other to try and be the bigger man.

Well, this time the bigger man was going to be a woman. I got into the car and made clear I was ready to go, forcing them to clamber into the back.

“Don’t do anything stupid,” Brock muttered to me, as if sensing my shift in mood.

I tilted my head his way so he could see I heard him, but he wouldn’t catch my grin. Stupid? I would never. 

The minute the marshal waved his flag I was off, feeling the car’s engine lurch as I rapidly shifted through gears. We went speeding up the track. Steve and Dave made excited noises from the back, but if I was going to do this, I couldn’t focus on them. It’d take everything I had, split second reflexes to keep us on the road and not total my beautiful car.

I dared a quick glance sideways, catching sight of Brock’s white knuckles as he gripped his handle, but he didn’t waver for a second. He believed in me completely, enough to work on this beast and then gift it to me. I wanted to treasure the car, keep it in a climate-controlled garage and never let anyone touch it, but that’s not what this was about. Fear had kept me from seeing what the guys had on offer. Fear stopped me from taking the next step when they made clear they were interested in pursuing something, so fear couldn’t stop me now.

The guys slammed from side to side, wrenched as far as the harnesses would allow as we raced around the track, their smiles quickly fading. Real fear shone in their eyes and right now I’d force them to face theirs. They wanted me to give it all I had. Well, I was about to do just that.

Brock seemed to sense what I was about to do as we approached the pits. His head whipped around, a shout building in his chest, but it was too late. I forced the car into a spin, that weightless feeling going from one of jubilation to frankly terrifying, but I knew my way through this. I’d performed this kind of spin plenty of times before and came out the other side. I trusted myself, the car, and the forces of gravity to spin us around and around, then come to a stop with a flashy flourish.

“Holy fucking shit!” Steve panted. “What the fucking fuck!” His eyes shot to the front of the car. “Who the hell did you put behind that wheel?”

That was my cue to do a big reveal. As a marshal ran over, ready to scold me, I freed the clasp on the helmet, then pulled it free, glorying in the sight of my brothers’ eyes going wide.


Chapter 59



Jamie

“Jamie…?”

Dad and Frankie rushed over to see if we were OK, but when they caught sight of me, they stopped in the middle of the track and stared.

“What the hell do you think you’re playing at?” Dad recovered first, storming over to the passenger seat window. “Letting my daughter drive like a maniac?”

“Let?” Brock shot me a lazy smile and then grabbed my hand and squeezed. “I don’t let Jamie do anything. I just get the fuck out of her way because she knows exactly what she needs to do. Your daughter is competent, skilled, smart, and capable.”

“And fucking insane behind the wheel…” Dave groaned, getting out of the car and vomiting on the ground. Loud jeers from the crowd made clear that everyone saw that.

“Guess I’m not just a girl pretending to play with cars all day,” I said, smirking at my family.

“No, you’re fucking reckless, dangerous,” Steve growled.

“You could’ve died!” Dad’s face was going bright red, his chest heaving now. “You could’ve ploughed this car right into a wall and then where would you be?”

“Wouldn’t happen.”

My tone was clipped, my chest tight as I faced him down.

“How do you know that?” Dave wiped his mouth with the back of his hand. “You’ve got no way of knowing that. One slip and⁠—”

“But she didn’t.” Frankie stepped forward with a frown. “She didn’t. A minute ago everyone was enjoying themselves, and now you’re all shouting at Jamie? She’s a killer driver. No one who can pull that shit off could be called anything but that.”

“Just showing off again.” When I looked at Steve then, I saw something familiar. Scorn, dislike, maybe something even more intense than that. How the hell were we siblings? He couldn’t say he loved me when it was obvious he didn’t even like me. 

“If I was a man, would that be showing off?” I asked him before turning to Dad. “Would you be worried about the boys if they could drive like that?”

“Well now⁠—”

“A moment ago you thought I was some guy, someone’s son, and you didn’t give a shit. You were having a great time, and then suddenly it wasn’t so fun because you realised it was me doing the driving.”

“I still think it was fun.” Frankie held up a fist and I bumped it.

“It’s a bit hard not to think about the potential consequences when it's your own child,” Dad blustered. “You’ll feel the same when you have your own kids.”

“I’m not fucking having kids, Dad!” It was then I realised how far my voice travelled, that we were having this very personal conversation in a public place. Instincts Mum had worked hard to instil in me rushed to the fore, telling me to be quiet, make myself small, tamp everything I felt down so as to not make the guys uncomfortable.

Then Brock’s hand took mine and squeezed.

Fuck. That.

He and his siblings were more than blunt with each other. They were able to tell each other how they felt without it being the end of a relationship. They worked through things, and right then I knew I could never settle for anything less. I smiled up at Brock, then let go, stepping forward to meet the collective gaze of my family.

“I hope you get everything you want from Frankie’s marriage to Nadia, because it's the last one we’ll have as a family.”

“What?” Dad stared at Brock, but I stepped sideways, blocking his view.

“I don’t want to get married. I never have.”

“I didn’t want to get married either,” Dave muttered, “but even I know it's the right thing to do.”

“Jesus…” I shook my head slowly. “Frannie deserves so much better than that. A wedding ring means nothing, not unless there’s some real feeling, real intent to actually love, honour and cherish the other person. Not just…” I saw it then, a rapid montage of all the emotional and physical labour Frannie did to keep their household running, and I sighed. “Not just being used as a fucking bang maid.”

“Bang maid?” Steve growled.

“Shut up.” My scathing tone took me by surprise as much as it did him, and I was forced to take advantage of that. “You don’t like me, Amber, or even your poor kids. I don’t know what the fuck you’re doing with your life, but I’ve got no interest in living the same way. Pretty sure Amber was trying to fuck Hayden, and let’s face it, that wouldn’t be the first time either of you stepped out on the other, would it?”

His mouth snapped shut, then thinned into a line.

“So what?” Dad looked around with growing alarm. “This is the way you want to live your life? Driving hotted up cars around and working in a garage?”

He wanted to make that sound so bad, but I stepped back then, feeling Brock’s arms go around me. I’d like to say I’d have had the strength to say all this to my family before now, but I knew that being with him, with all my guys, it helped. Before, I felt like I was all alone, lost in a hostile place, never able to find my way through the cold haze, even though the people who were supposed to love me, help me, were barking orders the entire time. Now… Now I could see a way forward and it was exactly as my father described, which made me smile.

“Yes,” I replied simply, because I knew explaining myself would never work. “Yes, I’m going to do exactly that.”

“With me by her side.” Brock pressed a kiss to my neck and I leaned into it. “I’d never do a single thing to hurt your daughter, and to be honest, that’s not anything any of you can say.”

Steve looked pissed, Dave confused, and Frankie a little hurt, but when Brock took my hand, I turned to face him.

“Let's take the car to the carpark and then go and look at the rest of the show.” He smiled down at me. “You’ve got some time to kill before the engagement party.”

“Can I come with you?” 

I blinked as Frankie stepped forward, never expecting that. “I mean, Nadia’s gonna kill me because today is insane, but just for half an hour?”

This wasn’t how I saw today happening. In my mind, I’d expected my family to be stunned, then amazed when they realised who was driving them around, not pissed off and grumpy, but Frankie’s response was the most surprising. A shy smile and he moved closer and away from the other guys.

“Yeah,” I said finally, then turned to Brock. “We can get Frank back to Nadia and the party preparations, right?”

“We can do anything you want, babe,” he said, pulling me close and giving me a hug.

“Fuck yeah!” Frankie shouted when we got back in the HQ. He seemed to soak up all the attention we were getting like it was his due. Me? I looked in the rear vision mirror, seeing my father and brothers get smaller and smaller, and while I felt a moment of sadness, it didn’t last. Relief, that was what I felt more than anything.

“Bloody hell…” Millie muttered when we arrived home. “You’re just in time.” We were in fact early, but I didn’t dare say anything. “So it's crunch time. Dress or suit?” She pointed to the two garments laying on my bed. “Which one is it going to be?”

There’s nothing wrong with dresses. They could be beautiful, ugly, comfortable or confining, make you feel like a million dollars or inadequate. They were just pieces of fabric sewn together in a certain way. What they meant was up to you. The dress was Mum’s choice, and I was thankful for Brock for buying it. It gave me the option to consider my choices. To dress as she would’ve liked, or… The suit lay there looking amazing, and my feet moved before I consciously made a decision, taking me closer to it.

“The suit?” Millie smiled. “Good choice.”

I’d wear the dress someday when I wanted to feel my skirt flaring out around my ankles. Maybe out to dinner one night on a lazy summer evening. But tonight? I wanted to be sharp, put together, armoured against possible harm. The suit could protect me, just as the racing suit would against fire.

“Alright then,” she said, swatting me on the arse. “Get dressed and then let me work my magic. We have no time.”

She was right. Hours later, I walked out of the room somewhat self-consciously, into a cloud of masculine cologne. There they stood, all dressed in perfectly tailored suits, hair neatly combed back, and I think Brock even waxed his beard. Each man looked up as I stepped out. Millie had found a pair of dress boots she approved of in my wardrobe and I’d pulled them on along with the suit. The satin of the waistcoat cum top felt odd against my skin, the stiff fabric of the suit making my arms want to hang weird, but all thoughts stopped as they looked me over.

How had I never seen it before? McDonalds held nothing back, and each man stared at me then as if they’d never seen me before or as if they’d been watching me my whole life. My eyelashes started to flutter as emotion surged, but that’s when Millie stepped in.

“No, no, no. I used waterproof mascara, but that won’t stop the eyeshadow from running. Stop with all of this Care Bear-stare shit and get your arses to the party. You can cry afterwards.”

“I can’t wait until some bloke sweeps you off your feet,” Hayden grumbled, coming closer to me. “Then you’ll look at him like he’s the most amazing thing in the world, your whole heart aching with how much you love him.”

“Is that what’s happening right now?” I asked, but I knew. We were of the same mind, all of us now.

“One guy?” Millie said, shooting me a wicked smile. “I’ve been inspired by my bestie here. Monogamy was never really my thing, but poly-whatever the hell this is?” She nodded slowly. “I could get behind that. Or below. Under?”

“We are not talking about my baby sister getting multiple dicks right now.” Hunter offered me his arm. “Shall we?”

Part of me didn’t want to. After today’s bullshit with my family, I was seriously considering going no contact with the lot of them except for Frankie, but I’d promised Nadia. She was amazing, somehow managing to redeem my dickhead brother into someone I could actually stand. 

“Let’s,” I said finally.


Chapter 60



Jamie

The trouble with this amazing suit is that it had me walking into the swanky hall Nadia’s family had rented feeling a false sense of security. Looking sharp and having three hot guys at her back could do that to a girl. I scanned the many, many tables as we walked in, then saw my family sitting around one of the central tables, and my grip on the engagement present I was carrying tightened.

“It’s not too late to make a run for it.” Hunter appeared beside me with his own present in tow. “We could dump these presents and run, and then we could spend a very long time looking at how well Mac tailored that suit to fit your body, right before we took it off.”

“Maybe leave the waistcoat on because damn…” Hayden’s eyes slid sideways, the paper of his parcel crinkling as he inspected my cleavage thoroughly.

I sucked in a breath, tossing that idea around in my mind. I’m fairly sure Millie didn’t spend ages pulling my hair back into a tight, intricate braid just for them to wrap it around their fists less than an hour later, but bloody hell the idea was tempting. 

“But you’re not going to.” Brock looked completely confident in his assertion, while also being a little sad as he stared into my eyes. “You’re going to see this through for Nadia and Frankie.”

“There you are!”

As if summoned by their names, Nadia appeared, throwing her arms in the air as she rushed over. Frankie was slower to move, forced to break off a conversation he was having and hustle after her as she began to move.

“Oh my freaking god, you look amazing!” she said as she looked me up and down. There it was, more compliments puffing me up, making me think I’d nailed this whole formal wear thing. “Doesn’t Jamie look amazing, Frank?” My brother went to reply, but Nadia rushed forward. “I’m so glad you came.” She pressed a kiss to my cheek, the process made a little awkward by the present I was carrying, then turned to the guys. “And you brought all your boys! I’m Nadia.”

Introductions were made, more kisses deposited on cheeks, but when she pulled away, I awkwardly handed the present over.

“We each got you something, made sure it was from your wish list,” I said.

“Oh, you didn’t need to do that!” she exclaimed.

Yes we did. The pleased flush in her cheeks, the way Frankie shot me a grateful look, because while he liked coffee, he was happy with the crappy instant kind, not the cool pod machine that made amazing stuff that I’d bought for them. We were making Nadia happy, and on that front we were united. He nodded to all four of us before moving forward to take the presents.

“So, you know Mum is gonna shit…” my brother hissed as he leaned in closer. “Do you want me to stick you guys at another table? You might end up sitting with one of Nadia’s great aunts or something, but still…”

It might be preferable to what was about to happen when Mum saw what I was wearing and who I was with. In my mind, the memory of telling my brothers and my dad off had me standing taller, something Frankie noted. Without further conversation, he made it clear he could see I was determined.

“I made sure to leave four spots at your family’s table because I wasn’t sure who was coming,” Nadia said, her words coming out in a rush. This was her day, her celebration, but that didn’t mean she got to relax. “Your mother is a bit put out that Dave and Frannie were seated at the table next to yours, but with their kids, it was all getting a bit squishy. Steve and Amber left theirs with the babysitter.”

So Mum would already be pissed. I nodded and said, “It’s OK. We’ll deal with it.” I squeezed Nadia’s hands. “This is your night. Enjoy it and don’t worry about us.”

But she couldn’t seem to stop. A sidelong look at Frankie and then he was moving closer, his arm snaking around her waist.

“If Mum acts like a dick, you tell me and I’ll sort it out.” I blinked, narrowed my eyes and stared at my brother, expecting him to transform into someone, something else. This was not the Frankie I grew up with. In recognition of that, he swallowed and then pulled Nadia tighter against his body. “Nadia and I have talked, and she made sure I understood how badly Mum treats you.”

“Your mum has been a bit… hectic with the wedding coming up.” Nadia’s words came spilling out. “She was always pretty intense.” I snorted at that. “But then it just got worse. I talked to Frankie, made clear he needed to deal with the situation. Honestly, I was reconsidering the whole engagement for a while there.”

“Shit, Nadia…”

Caught in my own little bubble, I hadn’t realised that Mum was pulling the same bullshit with Frankie’s fiancé, but that made sense. She rode her daughters-in-law almost as hard as me.

“It’s OK, but I’m not marrying some mummy’s boy who won’t stand up for his own wife.” Frankie went pale in response to Nadia’s hissed words. “I asked him what he would do if we had a daughter and his mother started treating her like Majorie does you…”

All the chatter in the room faded away then, replaced by the sound of my thudding heart. Their lips kept moving, but I couldn’t hear it. Probably because at no point before this had any of my brothers felt the need to step up and defend me. Part of our family dynamic was the guys sticking together, keeping as far away from Mum as possible. Using the reasoning that what went on between the two of us was all women’s business, it’d left me alone and completely without allies. A counsellor had pointed out that perhaps my preoccupation with stuff men liked such as cars was an attempt to buy into the safe space they created for themselves. But to hear I was now being offered protection by my brother? I forced myself to smile.

“Well, I guess we need to get this over with, see what I’m dealing with.”

Because across the floor, I was conscious of one set of eyes boring into me. My mother sat at the table, people chatting, drinking, and laughing around her, but she ignored them all. It was me she was focussed on with laser-like precision, taking in what I was wearing in one long look.

“I’ll be fine,” I said as if those words were a magic spell I could cast, changing reality to suit myself.

“We’ll be fine.”

Hayden was close enough to kiss, his body forming a protective shell around me. To replace the one I used to erect, I realised. My eyes slid sideways, taking in each one of them, and like soldiers before a battle, we nodded to each other. We could do this.

“Have an amazing party,” I told the happy couple. “Don’t let Frankie drink too much or he’ll start trying to breakdance again.”

“I can pop and lock with the best of them,” he said, with all the confidence of a melanin-deficient person, the awkward dance moves he just did making us all shrink back. But once I took a step away, it got easier, turning around and striding towards the table.

“Hello, love.” Dad spoke to me first, looking up as soon as we got close. The skin around his eyes creased and his smile was tentative, but that’s not what caught my attention. It was where he was sitting. Amber and Steve were between him and my mother, her face sour as she wrapped her hand around her wine glass. “You look nice. Brock, Hayden…”

“This is Hunter, Hayden’s twin, obviously.”

He moved around then, Dad getting to his feet to shake his hand, right before he turned to my brother, Steve. I introduced everyone, but Steve paused, looking at Hunter’s hand like it was a dead frog or a live snake, before shaking it way too hard. Hunter grinned, his teeth shining like a shark’s, right before his bicep flexed, his fingers clamping down hard on Steve’s until my brother was forced to jerk it free.

“Twins, huh?” Amber purred, her slightly unfocussed gaze indicating she’d been making good use of the free bar. “So what’s that like?”

“Amber—” Steve growled.

“I wouldn’t mind being the meat in that sandwich.” She wiggled her finger up and down, indicating the guys.

“Should I be offended?” Brock’s voice buzzed in my ear as he leaned in close.

“Relieved,” I hissed back before turning back to my family. “Steve doesn’t have a twin, but I guess you could hit up Dave? Similar attitude at least.” My brother’s scowl grew darker. “Maybe you and Frannie could trade off.”

“Jamie—” Dad used a far gentler tone than I expected, but Mum, she was never one to hold back.

“That’s enough.” 

She didn’t move, didn’t rise to her feet, and to anyone else walking by, they just saw an older woman having a quiet drink. But me, I saw something else. This was same woman I’d spent my childhood butting heads with, the one I tried to find peace with as an adult, thinking that one of us had to wave the white flag and sue for peace.

And much good it’d done me.

“Mrs. King—” Hunter said, moving to introduce himself to her, but she shot him a withering look, making clear she’d rather masturbate with a cheese grater than get to know my date. 

“So you’re doing this.” She couldn’t clarify, her eyes taking in my suit, my dates, even my hair and makeup, her cat’s bum mouth pulling tighter by the second. “I tried to find you something suitable to wear.” Her eyes found Brock’s. “And an escort worthy of you, but you had to…” Mum’s hand rose, the slight shake worrying me for a second. “You had to⁠—”

“Marge.”

Dad could be harsh, loud, cutting if he had to be, because I’d seen him shout each one of his unruly sons down with just a word when we grew up. Never Mum though, Dad had that going for him. He’d never raised a hand, said a word against her.

Not even when I really needed him to.

So I just stared when he did just that now.

“That’s enough.” For any of us kids, that would’ve been the end of it. Mouths would’ve snapped shut and we would’ve found a way to move on, but Mum was never going to take that. As she jerked herself to her feet, he stared her down. “Let’s sit down and enjoy a nice night for Frankie and Nadia.”

“I can’t just sit here pretending that this…” She gestured vaguely to me and my guys. “Is happening right in front of me. I’m going to get a drink.”

I watched her hustle away, my eyes falling to the still three-quarters full wine glass she’s left behind, then jumped when someone pulled a chair out for me. Brock, I stared into his eyes, smiling when he did. I’d revved myself up like a car idling on the starting line, ready to fire up, fight my mother, but her storming away? That was the best possible scenario. I sat down and Dad nodded in approval as Brock tucked my chair in under me. The twins grabbed seats on either side of me, something that had him snorting right before he leaned over and said, “I’ll go and get us a drink.”

“Beer for me,” Hunter said with a grin.

“Get it your bloody self,” Brock shot back before ambling over to the bar.

“So…” When Dad folded his hands before him and leaned forward, I stiffened. This is what he looked like just before he started to interrogate someone. “How the hell did you learn how to drive like that, love?”

Steve rolled his eyes and Amber watched what was going with a quizzical expression, but I just smiled.

“Well, you know how I used to say I was going out to study at the library?”

“You didn’t.” Worry and amusement warred on Dad’s face, a smile winning. “Not with those bloody idiot boys that used to come around the house, sneaking in the back door.”

“The one and the same,” I said with a grin. “Pretty sure they just invited me out thinking I’d look pretty perched on the bonnets of their cars. That wasn’t enough for me. I wanted to put my foot to the floor, do burnouts, just like the guys.”

“So freaking hot…” Hayden hissed, winking when he caught my eye.

“That’s why I didn’t pass Year 12, but I got a pretty impressive reputation down at the illegal drags track.”

“Bloody hell…” Dad raked a hand through his hair, then turned to Steve. “Did you know anything about this?”

“Don’t drag me into this,” my brother spluttered.

“So how about now?” Dad’s eyes begged me for an answer he could live with and thankfully I could provide it.

“Now?” I sat back in my chair, feeling Hunter’s fingers toying with my braid, or was it Hayden’s? “Now I work hard not to buy cheap tyres to burn up and blow out in the same night. Now I just try to be the best damn mechanic I can be.”

“We’ll do our best to keep her on the straight-and-narrow, Mr. Kingston,” Hunter said with a smirk. “I mean it’s hard, seeing as Jamie’s such a wild child, but every day we wake up and try to convince her to stay on the straight-and-narrow.”

He should’ve turned around then, feeling my eyes burning into the side of his face. it’d been years since I’d done anything as dumb as that.

“Do you now?” Dad’s eyes narrowed. “So, tell me a bit more about yourselves. Male models, Jamie was saying?”

“Carpenters most of the time,” Hayden said.

The chatter washed over me, but I couldn’t really pay much attention to it. Brock made it to the bar and I watched him put a finger up, drawing one of the bartenders over. 

But not just the staff member.

Mum was propped against the bar nursing a new glass of wine, but when she caught sight of Brock, she stiffened. My body was filled with the same tension. Because she pushed away from the bar and then stalked forward, taking up position next to Brock’s elbow. A shout froze in my throat as she looked up at him, then started to speak, because no matter what she had to say–enquiry about the weather, a discussion whether the banks would raise or lower home loan rates, or the likelihood of facing a nuclear winter or global warming, I didn’t care–none of it was good. I was rising up out of my seat, right as her arm landed on his.
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Brock

It all started so well.

I was patting myself on the back for not punching Steve Kingston’s teeth down his throat earlier this afternoon, and while I never liked getting dressed all fancy, Hunter was right. Putting on that suit, looking at my reflection in the mirror, I felt like I was fit to stand beside Jamie. Part of me wanted to compete, to see where I fitted against my pretty-boy brothers, but when she walked out, all that shit faded away. There was only Jamie.

So when she walked into this party like she was a damn queen, I just followed hot on her heels, watching the impudent swish of her hips, all while trying to keep my thoughts PG, lest I ruin the lines of my suit. Then when Frankie demonstrated he had some balls, even if it was just to keep Nadia happy? It let a little flame of hope flicker to life, one that threatened to turn into a proper fire when Jamie confronted her family.

I was prepared to step up, step in, be a meat shield for her family to unleash their barbs on, if it meant that it spared her the pain. I didn’t give two shits about these people, feeling none of Nadia’s need to make peace with the Kingstons and find a way to co-exist. I barely suppressed the need to pick Jamie up bodily and drag her out of this party, driving her around to Mum and Dad’s, so she could lay down on the couch and munch mindlessly on popcorn as the people I loved debated the chances of drag queens winning a competition I didn’t really understand. Then she would be safe, happy, and comfortable, and that’s what I needed for her.

Instead, I stood here, at a bar, waiting for the guy serving to turn to me. Of course it wasn’t just his attention I got though, was it?

“Two rum and Cokes,” I told the bartender, sucking in a breath, “and a couple of beers.”

The man nodded, moving to get my order, but as soon as he pulled away, she appeared.

Was this what lay beneath the mask of civility? Marjorie’s eyes flashed as she stared up at me, but I couldn’t give two shits about whatever poison she had brewing in that head of hers. I went to move away, but her hand shot out, grasping my forearm so hard it was either stop where I was or shove her aside.

Shoving sounded so damn good. 

But pushing middle-aged women to the ground was frowned upon for some reason, so I just stared her down.

“Something you need, Majorie?”

“What is this?” she snapped, right as the barmen put my drinks before me. 

I picked up a drink and took a sip from it.

“It’s a rum and Coke.”

“No.” She used the tense tone only mothers seemed to master. “What are you doing with my daughter? What are you and your…” Majorie swallowed as she looked back. “Brothers doing with Jamie.”

I settled against the bar.

“Are you sure you want to know?”

“Yes.” 

Her intense stare was off putting, the whites of her eyes way too apparent, but… underneath that frenzied manner, I could see it. There was a woman who worried about her daughter. It was that, the fact my own mum would worry whenever some guy or guys came knocking on Millie’s door to declare their intentions, that had me taking her seriously.

“Loving her.” It hurt to say it still. This was a feeling that had been kept down for so long that when it was summoned forth, it came in this god-awful rush. “I love Jamie, and some part of me thinks I always have.”

“She started work with you as a child!” Majorie blustered.

“And back then I loved her as a sister. As a young woman trying to find her feet, needing guidance, not my dick.” Her nose wrinkled at my crude words, but hey, I was never one for niceties. “That came later.”

“So this is a… sexual thing for you.” She glanced back at the table, then at me. “You’re using my daughter.” Her breath was coming in harder and faster, her tone picking up. People started turning around to find out why. “Do the three of you do this often? Find unsuspecting girls and then seduce them with your lies.”

“What. Lies.” My words were forced out between gritted teeth. “What lies, Majorie?”

I pushed her hard because I saw Jamie jump to her feet, crossing the floor in long strides. She was rushing forward to save me from her mother, but Jamie didn’t understand. There was nothing Majorie could say to me that would make a scrap of difference. I didn’t give a shit about her or her damn family, just Jamie. 

That’s why I wanted her mother’s poison expressed before her daughter could be touched by any of it.

“That you care about her.” Majorie’s brows drew down, turning her already harsh face into something truly ugly. “One of you I could perhaps accept, but all three.” 

She turned around to scan the floor, finding the twins, but they were hot on Jamie’s heels. We knew what needed to be done, and that did not include sitting around and making small talk with her family. Jamie had been so stressed about the idea of coming to this party she was willing to pretend we were her dates. Our mission hadn’t changed, even if our relationship had. We needed to protect our girl from her family’s toxic waste.

Of course, that wasn’t how it worked.

“A successful businessman?” Majorie sneered. “Not one, but two male models? I looked them up, saw their surfwear photos. All of you, in love with my daughter.” She shook her head sharply. “Jamie was always telling lies as a child, but she was always so easy to see through. Amber said that you’re all the brothers of that best friend of Jamie’s.”

“And you think that’s why we did this?” I shook my head. Majorie and I existed in such completely different realities there was no communicating across the chasm between us. “That this was just a favour to Millie?”

“What else could it be? My daughter can be quite pretty if she makes an effort, but for some reason, that girl has no pride in herself. Never making an effort, always looking like some kind of street urchin, and even when she does try, she walks in looking like a man.”

Shut up, I wanted to snap, but the need to show respect to my elders that my parents had instilled in me kept me quiet. Shut the fuck up.

“What the hell she thought she was doing spending money on a suit.” Majorie shook her head. “It makes her look chunky, the jacket cutting across the widest part of her hips…”

Majorie’s speech faded away, a sharp whine starting up in my head as Jamie stumbled closer. Her eyes went wide, her hands slapping down instinctively on her hips and then tugging her jacket tighter around her. No, I wanted to say, needing that brave, beautiful girl back. No. Hayden and Hunter said something to that effect to her, but Majorie? She kept on going, right up until a voice cut through it all.

“Holy shit, Mum…” Frankie stumbled forward, eyes wide, a look of shock so pure I knew it was real. He studied his mother the same way someone might a venomous snake they’d just stumbled across, with growing horror.

“Frank!” That guilty little jolt told me everything I needed to know; the mask of motherly solicitude slapped back on her face. “This party is amazing!”

“It was.” Part of me hated the sound of another person’s heart breaking, but the burning need to make clear that Jamie had been dealing with this shit the entire time as Frankie blithely went about the world fought hard to be expressed. I ground my teeth instead. “Jesus, is this the way she treats you all the time?”

Frankie was older than Jamie, but he asked her that question like he was a child and she the adult.

“You know she does.”

My girl was so fucking strong. She just stood there, the twins at her back, but she didn’t need them. She never did. Everything she needed was always inside her. We just helped her find the courage to express it. Jamie’s eyes flicked sideways to note the arrival of Nadia.

“Everything OK?” the bride-to-be asked in careful tones.

“It will be.” Frankie’s eyes burned as he took in his mother, because for him this anger, this betrayal, was so very new and raw. “Mum, you need to go.”

“Go?” She hissed that, looking around at the crowds, more and more people turning this way. “Go? I’m your mother.”

“Are you?” He swallowed and shook his head. “So how about you show me you can act like it. Jamie’s your fucking daughter.”

“Don’t you swear at me, Francis,” she snapped.

“No? How about this then. Fuck off, Mum.” Nadia’s hand wrapped around his arm, holding him up as he vented. “Leave.”

But she didn’t. Majorie swelled up like an angry cat, spitting mad now.

“You will not speak to your mother⁠—”

“It’s time to go, Marge.”

Not love, not babe or sweetness, just an abbreviated version of her name. Arthur said this in clipped tones, stepping in before she could say another thing and then grabbed her arm, ready to haul her away. She just shook it away. Aware she had an audience now, something in her couldn’t stop playing to it.

“I will⁠—”

“Move your fucking arse to that door, because a couple of the boys from the rugby team volunteered to act as security tonight,” Frankie said between gritted teeth. “Each one of them can pick up and dump a man twice your size. They’ll manage you without raising a sweat.”

“Me too.” Hunter stepped forward, flexing his muscles. “You look like you don’t weigh much more than a couple lengths of two-by-four timber. I carry shit like that back and forth every day.”

“I carry more than that,” Hayden said, stepping forward, slapping one fist into his open hand. “And even if I didn’t, I’d make this work.”

I guess there was no avoiding a scene. We were having one right now whether we wanted to or not, so I nodded to my brothers. The three of us might scrap it out, push each other around and put shit on each other, but when the chips were down, we always had each other’s back.

And right now we had Jamie’s.

The look on my girl’s face when the three of us hoisted a spluttering, then screaming,, Majorie up on our shoulders, only to carry her out for everyone to see before dumping her on her feet just outside the hall doors. The security guards pulled closer, just as we did, closing off access to the party.

“You…!” She stabbed her finger in our direction. “I’ll…! You’ll…!”

Marjorie incapable of full sentences was a vast improvement, as was her face flushing deep purple. Even better was her staggering around on her heels, but then Jamie and the others came stumbling out, staring at the aftermath.

“Did you…?” Our girl gestured wildly. “You just⁠—”

“Took the trash out.” Hayden tugged her close, kissing her, but I was right there when he was done.

“You never had to do us a favour to get us to be your dates,” I told her. “We were always going to be right by your side through this.”

“And we’ll kick the arse of anyone else who tries to disrespect you.” Hunter could be kinda punchy at times, and right now his sleeves were shoved up as he raised his fists.

“No need.” Arthur looked like a broken man as he stepped forward, going to his wife, not because he felt as we did, a need to protect someone he loved. No, this was a look of resignation. “I’ll take her home. Have a good night, Nadia, Frankie.” His eyes settled on his daughter. “Jamie. I’m…” He sighed. “I’m sorry.”

And with that, he gripped Majorie’s elbow, ignoring her splutters as he frog marched her over to their car.

“That…” Jamie just stared, unable to take in what had happened, her brows creasing then smoothing, before creasing again. “That was amazing.”

“Amazing enough to smash some tequila slammers and then do the sprinkler on the dance floor to some shitty Top 40 song from twenty years ago?” Hunter asked.

“Fuck yeah,” she said, that wild grin back.

We walked back inside, ignoring everyone’s looks, and went straight to the bar, asking the bartender to line the shots up. Nadia and Frankie joined us, even one of Jamie’s sisters-in-law having a few.

“To taking out the trash!” Hunter said by way of a toast.

“To the future,” I amended.

“I’ll drink to that,” Jamie said, clinking glasses and then drinking her shot down.
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Hayden

Drunk Jamie was funny.

“I love you!” she shouted to her brother at the end of the night. I was forced to sweep in and collect her, lest she tip over and fall flat on her face. “You too, Nads!”

Nadia’s very pretty name had been shortened during the night in classic Australian fashion.

“I love you too!” Nads’ eyes started to fill with tears and Frankie had to rush forward and hug his girl as well. “You should be a bridesmaid.” She clasped her hands under her chin. “Pleeease?”

“Ew…” Jamie let out a god awful burp, something that had her cackling and Nadia as well. Us blokes all stood around, supervising this moment of feminine bonding. “Weddings give me hives.” Nadia’s bottom lip started to tremble. “Not yours. If you’re silly enough to want to tie yourself to Stanky over there–”

“Stanky…?” Nadia looked at Frankie and started to giggle uncontrollably. Once she started, so did Jamie and… 

I loved it.

I loved seeing her lighter and stronger and having a fucking moment. The same kind of moment my spoiled little sister took for granted. I wanted Jamie to feel that too, to never worry about what any member of her family thought, because all they would show her was the love she deserved. The two girls fell into each other, laughing and laughing until tears rolled down their cheeks and they were just crying.

“You’re the best SIL ever,” Nadia said. “You found me the perfect dress. I want you to stand beside me when I marry your stinky brother, be my sister, but…” They pulled apart and stared at each other then. “You’d hate that, and I don’t want to do that to you.”

“I’ll come,” Jamie said. “I’ll come and use all of my savings to buy the most expensive thing on your wedding registry.”

“No, just bring you…” Nadia’s eyes swung to me. “And all your hot guys! You can’t break up before the wedding, OK? I want all of you there!”

“No chance of that.” My grip on Jamie’s waist tightened and I brushed my mouth along the back of her neck. She smelled of perfume, tequila, sweat, and her, and I couldn’t stop breathing her in. 

“She’s not getting away, even if she tries really hard,” Hunter said.

“Ooh, all growly and possessive!” Nadia exclaimed as Jamie’s cheeks flushed bright red. “I love this for you.”

“You haven’t seen anything yet.” Brock stepped forward, pulling Jamie from my arms and slinging her over his shoulder and then marching her out the door. “Say goodbye, Jamie.”

“Bye, Jamie!” Our girl called out, half the party waving back as we left.

I had ideas, dreams, fantasies I’d been playing over and over inside my head since the moment I saw Jamie in the mocked-up version of the suit. Some of them involved her sitting on the edge of a desk, a ruler in her hand as she beckoned me forward, but right now they just involved getting the damn thing off her. We all stumbled up the steps of her apartment building, Brock forced to take over as he was the sober one, but when we got to her door, I pressed her against it rather than let her put the key in the lock.

Her keyring fell to the ground with a clatter as my lips found hers. Our kisses were messy, open mouthed, and tasted of tequila and I couldn’t get enough of them. I needed her panted breaths, her teeth raking across my bottom lip, the way her hands shoved at my jacket, then my shirt. Of course my brothers couldn’t let me have this moment. One of them grabbed the keys and opened the door, leaving us to stumble inside.

I felt like a wolf in the darkness, or some big cat. I tracked Jamie’s every movement as she backed up, only just missing the couch, then catching her hip on the kitchen bench. Her little yelp had me sweeping her off her feet, because I couldn’t bear for her to hurt anymore, because having her in my arms felt so damn right.

Because this was the fantasy I indulged in the most.

Jamie laughing, her heart light now. Every frown, every bit of tension, was wiped away, and when I laid her down on her bed, she went limp, completely relaxed. The way she stared up at me, then my brothers as we clustered around her was everything I dreamed of. She was free. I wasn’t sure for how long, if this schism between her and her mother was permanent, but all I could focus on was right now.

The way her smile widened, twitching as we drew closer, a loose cackle of laughter filling the room, then falling away with a sigh. Her eyelashes fluttered against her cheeks, fighting a battle to stay open that she lost with a sigh. One dream died the minute I heard it, my dick punching me in the gut with longing, but as her breath evened out, it was replaced by another. Sex we could have any night of the week, all of us in the room, or just her and me, but this? The way she fell into sleep with all the abandon of a small child, I hadn’t realised how much I needed to see that. Instead of stripping her naked and gorging myself on the beauty of her body, I pulled my clothes off and hers, crawling onto the bed to curl around her and hold her tight.

We held her tight.

I’d always shared a strange kind of bond with Hunter due to the whole twin thing, but right now any distance that had existed between Brock and us was gone. We were joined now with bonds stronger than blood. Love, that beat through every single one of us, and so we pressed kisses to her body and then let ourselves fall asleep.

The darkness of sleep was perfect. In that space, there was no pain, no anguish. No listening to Majorie say shit about her daughter I wouldn’t say about my worst enemy. Just closeness, something that throbbed with a life of its own, the pulse growing louder, stronger with every second until I was forced to open my eyes.

Light had turned into knife blades, stabbing themselves into my eye sockets, forcing me to screw my eyelids shut right as I felt that same heavy pulse inside my head as well as my heart.

I still loved Jamie, but damn, I was hungover as fuck. Rolling over, I expected to nestle into her softness, share the pain between us and hopefully lessen it. Orgasm was as good a painkiller, wasn’t it? Unfortunately, it wasn’t my girlfriend that I felt, but my brother’s chest. Brock grunted and then shoved at me before snorting and going back to sleep.

Not me.

I was up and out of the bed, groaning as soon as I stood, hand slapping down on my head, which just made the pain worse. Stumbling, I went out of the bedroom to find Jamie standing at the kitchen bench, her phone in hand.

“Babe…?” Her smile was so damn dazzling as she turned to face me that I forgot all about my headache. “What’re you doing?”

“Planning our future.” She looked down at her phone and kept on scrolling. “I deleted Mum’s number and then blocked it so she can’t ring me anymore. I was tempted to do the same with Dad, but… Steve wrote me a shitty text, so he’s gone as well.” Her smile widened. “I’m cleaning my contact list up. People that treat me with respect, like I’m an actual person, make the cut, but the rest…”

“So… am I still in there?” I settled in behind her, hugging her close.

“You picked my mum up bodily and tossed her out the door like a sack of potatoes.” She leaned back and kissed me. “So yeah, you made it.” Another kiss. “That was really fucking hot.”

“Any other family members you want tossed?” I asked. “I reckon Amber could do with a good yeeting.”

“She’s out too. Dumb bitch thinks you and Hunter are too hot for me? Gone. I admit, not seeing her sour face again is a pleasure I never expected to experience, but…” Her phone dropped down. “My niblings.”

“Maybe we can get Frankie to sneak them around sometimes?” I said, then spied what she was looking at on her phone. “To our new home with a pool?”

“I’m just looking⁠—”

I was too. The phone was plucked from her fingers despite her protests. What was she dreaming about? I needed to know, but when I looked at the house, I could see it.

A nice, four bedroom place, nothing too fancy, but it was in a good neighbourhood not too far from the garage. Plenty of space for each of us to have a room, but I think I knew what the selling point was. Not the pool or the recently renovated kitchen, it was the massive shed in the backyard.

Jamie could set up her own workspace there, work on cars for fun. We’d come and hang out while she and Brock argued about how to restore a car. Maybe Frankie and Nadia could come by as well, hang out with Millie and the rest of our family on the back deck. I dropped the phone on the counter, then marched into the bedroom, slamming the door as I entered.

“What the fuck…?” Hunter’s head jerked up off the pillow. “Where’s the fire, dickhead?”

“There’ll be one in the bed in a minute if you don’t get up,” I snapped.

“What. The. Fuck…” Brock groaned. “What time is it?”

“Time to go and look at our future home.” 

Jamie protested at that, but I had my brothers’ attention. They were up and off the bed, blinking like owls.

“Whereabouts?” Brock asked, yanking on his suit pants, and I gave him the address. He made a show of considering that, then nodded slowly. “Nice and close to the garage.”

“And the beach.” Hunter’s hair was wild, sticking up at crazy angles as he struggled to wake up, before turning to Jamie. “Is this what you want, babe?”

“I want us.” It felt like this was the most vulnerable, most honest thing she’d ever said to us. “It’ll be hard to do that here or at one of your houses, but… Us, that’s all that really matters.”

“There’s an amazing shed,” I told them. “Perfect for a workshop.”

“Or a garage.” Brock grinned, doing up his shirt. “Alright, dickheads, get a wriggle on. What time is the open inspection?”

“In half an hour,” Jamie said.

“Dressed, in the car and, a run to Macca’s for breakfast on the way. Let’s do this.”

Jamie hesitated, some old instinct kicking in, but I was relieved to see her smile.

“Let’s do this.”


Chapter 63



Jamie

Several weeks later

“Oh my god…” Millie walked into our house, looking around wide eyed. “This is your new place?”

“Is this half of the pub’s inventory of alcohol?” I countered, sweeping forward to take the shopping bags from her.

“That isn’t,” Hunter said, coming in carrying yet more bags and then dumping them on the kitchen counter. Our new kitchen counter. “But I’m fairly sure this is.” 

“We didn’t need this much—” I protested, but Millie leaned over and pressed a finger to my lips.

“This is your house warming. You’re shacking up with not one, not two, but three of my brothers. Honey…” She cracked a premixed can of rum and Coke and pushed it my way. “You need as much alcohol as you can get to survive them.”

“Thanks,” Hunter said drily, helping himself to a beer. “I’m gonna remember that when you find your guy or guys.” 

He was too busy blustering about his sister’s lack of support so he didn’t see it, the moment Millie went perfectly still. I stopped chopping up vegetables for a salad and stepped closer. Hunter said any guy that went out with her would need an alcohol IV to endure her presence, but rather than snap back, her cheeks went very, very pink.

“Is there more stuff in Millie’s car?” I asked Hunter.

“Yes.” He let out a long-suffering sigh before setting his beer down and swooping in for a kiss. “I’ll go and get Hay Bale to gimme a hand because Brock is obsessing over the new barbeque. It has to reach ‘the perfect temperature’ he’s saying, otherwise it’ll be the fall of Western civilisation or something.”

“Thank you.” I made sure to give him another long, slow smooch to keep him distracted, then sent him on his way before turning to face my best friend.

“What was that about?”

“What was what about? Buying you a king’s ransom worth of alcohol? You’re welcome, by the way.” I put my hand on my hip and stared her down. “What?” She fiddled with the bags, then began unpacking them. 

“Millie.”

“Jamie.”

“Millie.”

I watched her drag each bottle of spirits out of the bags, setting them up on the counter in neat lines before she let out a sigh.

“So…” Her eyes slid my way. “How did you get three guys to agree to be your boyfriends?”

I was moving across the kitchen and sitting up on the counter beside her in seconds, a gleeful smile on my face.

“What, and I say this in all earnestness, the fuck is going on?”

“So you remember that fire that started in the pub kitchen a week or so ago?” Her reluctance to meet my eyes told me everything, so I bent down to meet her gaze.

“Right.”

“Well, the fire department came and put it out.”

“Makes sense.”

I was sitting on my hands now, barely able to resist the urge to bark at her to tell the story faster. Three hot firefighters for my bestie? Yeah, I was one hundred percent on board with that idea.

“So one of the guys was Slade. Do you remember him from school?” she said.

“The real tall, skinny guy.” I wrinkled my nose. “People were always giving him shit, calling him beanpole.”

“Right, so.” She reached for a drink and I slapped her hand away. I needed the goss and it felt like she was stringing this shit out needlessly. “He’s not so skinny anymore, and one of the other firies is as chatty as he is hot, and the other one is all big and silent and brooding, and we all know how hot that is, right?”

I grinned.

“Right.”

“So… One thing led to another⁠—”

“What thing? What another? You are skipping over some very important details here, Mills.”

“Girls, are you in here?” Heather’s voice floated up the hallway, and we both stiffened like we were still teenagers, getting caught doing something we shouldn’t.

“Anyhoo, they’re coming tonight, so if you see some hot firefighters and can work out a way to help them see the light when it comes to poly relationships, that’d be awesome.”

Millie spoke so fast I couldn’t reply before Heather breezed in the door.

“Darlings!” She held her arms out wide and we couldn’t help but rush forward and give her a hug. “This place looks amazing, but I need a tour.”

I shot my best friend a dark look behind her mother’s back, promising silently that we would be discussing this further.

“Let me show you the house, Heather,” I said.

“Mum.” I stopped then and turned around to see Millie’s mother staring at me with suspiciously shiny eyes. “I mean, if you’ve gotten those boys of mine to settle down, then maybe you could call me…” Her nerve faltered and she waved a hand. “Oh, don’t worry about it.”

“Come and take a look at the house we bought, Mum,” I said, the word feeling weird, awesome, and just right all at the same time in my mouth.

“I knew I’d make you a McDonald,” Millie said, linking arms with me. “Now, show me the house before my brothers ruin it with their boy germs.”

Hours later the backyard was full, of our friends, of the guys from work. The beer was flowing and Brock was cooking up a storm on the new barbeque. I slid in behind him, earning myself a slow smile as he turned the sausages over.

“Your mum loves the house,” I told him, “and I love you, so I figured I better keep you hydrated. I also love sausages…” I grabbed a fork, ready to spike one and snatch it away.

“They’re yours,” he said, pointing the tongs at a pile on a plate. Not burned, but cooked through.”

“Just the way I like them?” I was ready to grab bread and sauce, then make myself a sausage sanga, when someone called my name.

“There she is!” 

I dropped the sausage to find Nadia and Frankie standing there. It was my future sister-in-law that called out. She waved madly and then rushed forward, enfolding me in a hug.

“You came!” I pulled back to look at her, then my brother. “And you brought a present? You didn’t need to do that.”

“About that.” Frankie dumped the wrapped box into my arms. “We’ve got more than one.”

“What…?”

My voice trailed away as I caught his uncomfortable expression, his eyes going to Nadia. She smiled gently and nodded.

“You might not want it, so we kept it outside,” he continued.

“Why wouldn’t I…?”

I found out for myself, walking outside and finding my dad standing by Frankie’s car. For the first time in my life, my father looked uncomfortable, his eyes darting around at every sound. He visibly brightened when we walked up, though. I got a smile, but it quickly faded when I didn’t rush forward, and there was a good reason for that.

Your parent shouldn’t send your pulse racing, right? The people you’re supposed to trust the most in the world shouldn’t have you feeling a vicious adrenalin spike rushing through your body. Dad had sent me one message since we’d kicked Mum out of the party telling me he’d got her home and that she wouldn’t bother us anymore. I hadn’t replied, didn’t know what to say in the face of it, and so I just ignored the text.

I hadn’t deleted it though.

Nor blocked him, or removed his contact from my phone and I think I knew why, and it wasn’t this present.

“Hello, love.” The smile was back again, and the tension in his face let me know he was determined to maintain it now. “The house looks nice.” His eyes narrowed slightly. “Those gutters might need a bit of work, though.” 

“Dad…” Frankie hissed.

“Well, I’m not staying long,” Dad forged on. “I just came to drop this off.” Something tall, wrapped in bright paper was wheeled forward as I came closer. I looked at him, then the present, and when he urged me to open it, I peeled a corner of the paper back.

Damn, this was thousands of dollars of tools standing here.

“I didn’t do enough to support you during your apprenticeship. Part of me was sure you weren’t going to stick it out,” he explained. “More fool me. Doesn’t let me off the hook, though. When you were in your second or third year, I could’ve stepped up like I did your brothers, but I didn’t.” 

His hand shook as he put it down on top of the towering tool box, each drawer stuffed with high-end tools. I’d be the envy of every bloke in the garage come Monday.

“I didn’t. I made a mistake, many really.” The quaver in his voice had me meeting his eyes. My big, tall, tough dad was collapsing before me. “That’s become clear. So now I’m trying to make things right, before it’s too late.”

I spied the white band of pale skin on his finger before he said the words.

“I’m divorcing your mother. Should’ve happened years ago, to be honest. I know now how hard she rode you and the other girls.” He was talking about my sisters-in-law. “But at the time, I thought she was just directing all that venom at me. Never fucking happy, your mother.” 

My eyes widened at the sound of him cursing. It usually only happened when he was watching the football or when he was working on the car.

“She pick, pick, picks until there’s nothing left.” 

His hand slid across the toolbox slowly, ready to grab mine, or leave me be if that’s what I wanted. Feeling him hold my hand was weird. We didn’t really do shows of affection in my family, so I didn’t really know what to do. 

Dad did.

When I didn’t pull away, he gripped it tight, giving it a squeeze before continuing.

“I thought I was the only one she was haranguing. I thought if I just held her focus, she’d leave you lot alone.”

“The boys.” I croaked that out, my throat suddenly dry, and when a drink was placed next to me, I grabbed it, drinking it down greedily. People had come spilling out of the house to see what was happening, Millie and her parents hanging back, but not my guys. They took up positions around me, staring at my father meaningfully. If my family thought I was an easy target before, that was no longer the case. 

“You made sure the boys were left alone.” I jerked open a drawer, picking up a gleaming spanner and then turned it back and forth, watching the way the moon played along the chrome. “That’s why I came down to the garage or the games room or the garden. I needed to escape…” It took conscious effort to slow my breath down. “To escape her.”

“I know.” His face crumpled then, and for a moment I just stared. I’d never seen my father cry for even a second, and it took me a moment to realise what this was. “I failed, love. I failed you.”

“Dad—” Frankie moved closer, but our father brushed him away.

“No point trying to soft soap this,” he ground out. “I fucked up. I let my fucking wife talk like about my daughter every day. I know this is something you can’t ever forgive, Jamie⁠—”

“Forgive?” I shook my head feeling curiously light. No psychologist would say my family trauma was healed by this one admission, but you know what? It felt like a step was taken. One that finally, finally took us away from the shitty patterns of the past. “Probably not. Too much happened to just brush that under the carpet.” 

Dad nodded sadly, and as I watched him collapse in on himself, a thought occurred to me. 

“But finding a way forward to ensure the same problems aren’t repeated?” He met my eyes. “I’m open to that.”

“I’m Angus McDonald.” The guys’ father stepped forward then and offered Dad his hand. “Me and my wife, Heather.” She appeared by his side and he wrapped his arm around her waist. “We’ve seen a lot of Jamie over the years. We’ve been there when she’s had her successes and dried her tears when things haven’t gone to plan.”

“I’m glad my Jamie had that,” Dad replied, shamefaced.

“It hasn’t always worked out right. Sometimes we’ve said the wrong thing or tried to smother her, right when she needed space. Parenting’s difficult like that.” 

Dad met his eyes and I saw a brief flicker of hope there, but it was ready to be extinguished with one word from me.

I didn’t say it: get out, leave me alone, never come back, and it wasn’t the shining tower of tools that changed my mind. I’d practised this scene over and over in my head since the party, but faced with the reality of it, things changed. I couldn’t imagine my father saying sorry for one, or admitting he was wrong. Dream Dad was a monolithic enemy in my head, negating my feelings over and over, whereas in reality, he was just a man. A man who fucked up, but right now, was willing to work on that.

“But with help, sometimes you can get it right,” Angus said finally, before turning to me. “The boys told me what happened at the party, Jamie. You know we’ve got your back. Any unwanted family members start hanging around, we’ll sort them out.” He nodded sharply. “McDonalds don’t take shit from anyone.”

But I had. It was why their house was always so alluring. It gave me a glimpse into a life where boundaries were respected, where people were allowed to be happy, and that had affected me somehow, letting me move beyond my parents’ conditioning.

But did that mean leaving them behind?

“You should have a beer with Angus,” I told Dad. “He says he makes mistakes, but his kids…” I turned around and saw each one of them. “They have great relationships with their parents. If anyone can help you, it’s him.”

“I’d be glad to talk to you, mate.” Dad offered Angus his hand and Millie’s dad shook it firmly. “Any advice is good advice right now.”

“You should have a beer now,” I prompted, then looked back at the house. Hayden looked wary, frowning at Dad, and Hunter was curious, but it was Brock’s eyes I found. There was a gentle, persistent love there that I just soaked up. Whatever I decided, he’d back me all the way, and so I made my decision. “Come inside, have something to eat, and maybe keep the embarrassing stories about me as a kid to a minimum?” I stepped back then, gesturing to the front door.

“Embarrassing stories?” Heather said. “Oh, you’ll have to share. What do you drink, Arthur?”

I watched the two of them herd Dad inside, past the apparently defective guttering,, and into the backyard.

“You’re a braver woman than me,” Hayden said. “I was ready to kick the old prick to the curb.”

“After we took the fancy tools because damn… These are all Snap-on?” Hunter opened drawers to inspect it all for himself. 

“But you didn’t.” Brock watched me steadily. “What do you want from him?”

“Dad?” I shrugged. “Probably nothing. I’m not sure if the old prick even has the ability to be the kind of father I need him to be, but…” I shrugged. “I guess I’m not ready to give up hope yet, y’know? Maybe he can get it together. Maybe he can be the man he always should’ve been. I mean, with your dad to guide him⁠—”

“Yeah, you think Angus is great, but wait until he gets your dad farting out his own name, cackling the whole time,” Hunter said, steering me back inside. “Then had follow through.”

“God, remember when Dad sharted on that family trip…”

Millie’s voice, all of theirs, washed over me and that’s when I had a realisation. I couldn’t allow my mother into my life under any circumstances, that decision only bringing relief, not grief, but Dad? I didn’t need a family, a father figure, because I already had one in the McDonalds, but being around them taught me one thing. Having more than one person that loved you was a blessing, not a curse. Time would tell if Dad could take advantage of that or mess it up, and that outcome was entirely his responsibility to deal with.

As we walked towards the house, ready to rejoin the party, I felt it, a smile spreading across my face. It got wider when Hunter stubbed his toe trying to move the toolbox into the garage. Brock was forced to help as Hayden came closer.

“And what’s got you grinning?”

“Hope,” I said, watching him consider my input, then nod in understanding. “With hope, anything’s possible, right?”

“With hope, it's all possible,” he confirmed, squeezing my hand.
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Epilogue



“I, Francis John Kingston, take you, Nadia Marie Harrison…”

It was only when I was sitting in a pew in a beautifully decorated church that I really understood weddings. I still didn’t want one, but… The flowers, the pomp and ceremony, the dress, I could see its appeal. Then Frankie and Nadia stood in front of the priest and recited their vows. Tears pricked at my eyes, and when I surreptitiously tried to brush them away, Hayden smiled at me and squeezed my hand. Because underneath all the frippery was this: a declaration of love.

You could see the change in my brother, and it wasn’t just the nice suit he was wearing. For someone who’d rampaged through life being a dick, suddenly he was deadly serious. He was open, completely vulnerable, as he stared at Nadia, probably for the first time realising just how much he was punching above his weight with her. If she was prepared to become his wife, wear his ring and forsake all others, he needed to be the best husband he could be. That’s what he said in each word of the ancient ritual, and right then my heart swelled. I looked away, down the pew, and saw the same thing.

My guys might not be standing before a priest, but they’d deliberately placed themselves around me in our aisle, making sure no one could get close. Mum had been allowed to attend the wedding ceremony but not the reception. Instead of sitting in the front row, though, she was banished to the back, with only one of her sisters for company. Dad was in the front row, my brothers and my sisters-in-law beside him, but I was comfortable in the middle, surrounded by my aunties, uncles, and cousins. The ceremony went off without a hitch and when the happy couple walked back down the aisle, now joined in marriage, we followed.

“Auntie Jamie!” Ava was one of Steve and Amber’s kids and she rushed over to me, throwing her arms around my legs and holding on. “Can you please take us to the reception, please, please! Mum says we have to go with Nanna, but she’s mean to us.”

My hand went to the little girl’s hair, stroking her head, right as her little sister joined her. I now had two kids clinging to me like monkeys.

“Ava! Bella!” Mum’s sharp voice cut through the crowd milling around the church, making my own spine stiffen, along with the girls. “Let’s go.”

They were embarrassing her, that’s what prompted Mum’s response. I pushed the kids gently behind me, putting myself between them and their grandmother. I stared her down then, not seeing my mother, the woman that raised me, but a threat. The girls were going nowhere. If a babysitter was needed, we’d work it out between us.

“Come on, girls.” Amber strode over, talking to them in a long-suffering tone. I got it, I think, at least on some level. Parenting was such an intense, all-consuming job, so maybe that’s why my sister-in-law sounded so irritated. “You’ll go and hang out with Nanna for the afternoon so Mummy can have a break.”

“You can have a break if we stay with Auntie Jamie,” Ava insisted, then turned back to me. “Pleeease…”

“For goodness sakes, Ava—” Amber said, looking around for support, but of course, Steve was nowhere to be found. 

“We’ve got this,” I said, then glanced at the guys for confirmation. Brock nodded slowly while Hunter dropped down to the girls’ level.

“You want to look after your nieces, Jamie?” he said in that chipper tone adults used with kids. “But I don’t see any little girls, just a couple of monkeys!” The girls giggled, then pressed their faces into my legs due to shyness, but Hunter had them in the palm of his hand shortly afterwards. Hopping around and making monkey noises was the way to a child’s heart apparently.

“Do you even like children?” Amber asked, looking down her nose at me.

“Do you?” I said that before I’d really thought about it, flushing at how rude I was being.

“You’ll be in the same shoes one day,” she said in a deadly calm voice. “You think you’re shit hot with your three sexy boyfriends, but one day you’ll be knee deep in nappies and baby shit and wondering how you got there.”

Right.

I knew that would never happen to me. The implant in my arm wasn’t going anywhere, but that didn’t mean I couldn’t help someone out who was struggling with that.

“So let me look after the girls today,” I told Amber. “You can sit with Steve and kick back and relax. I’ll check if Nadia’s OK with it.”

My sister-in-law stared at me; her gaze completely flat before she sighed.

“Fine, but you won’t be able to have a late one. They need to be in bed by seven.”

“We can put them down in one of our spare rooms,” Brock said.

“Ava can’t eat seafood, despite thinking otherwise, not unless you want to be holding her hair back as she vomits all night. Bella’s not as bad with eggs, but they don’t sit well with her.”

“We won’t have any time for stinky seafood or eggs, will we, girls?” Hunter said, pretending to be a monkey pushing food into his mouth. “We’ll have chocolate cake for dinner!”

“Chocolate cake!” the girls cried.

“God, they’ll be hyper all night, then sick,” Amber said, but then shrugged. “I’ll pick them up tomorrow.”

“We’ve got this,” Hayden said, holding out a hand for Bella.

“Who are you?” she asked.

“I’m Uncle Hayden.”

“Hay Bale,” Hunter added, the girls cackling in response.

“That’s Uncle Brock.”

“Rock,” Hunter corrected.

“And this is Uncle C…” Hayden’s voice trailed away as he stared at his twin. “Uncle Monkey.”

“Can you do horsey rides, Uncle Monkey?” The girls rushed Hunter, climbing onto his back, forcing him to grip them tight. He made a show of groaning under their weight, even though I knew he could lift far more with ease. “No horsey rides, only monkey rides!”

He galloped away, leaving just the adults present.

“So I’m to go back to the hotel on my own?” That was the first time I’d ever heard a waver in my mother’s voice.

“You were bloody lucky you were allowed to attend the wedding at all with the way you’ve been carrying on,” Dad grumbled, appearing by my shoulder.

Their divorce was well and truly in progress. Dad had moved out and left her the house, but I was willing to bet it was awfully empty now. Mum blinked and blinked, the only indication of what she was feeling, and I knew what it was. She was trying to hold back tears, which should’ve torn something inside me, but it didn’t.

I was surprised that I didn’t grieve for the loss of my mother, but even when I searched within, I found nothing but relief there. I was free, that was what rushed to the surface, not loss. It took a while, but I worked out that the grieving process had been happening for a long time. I was a wild child when I was a kid, bucking and fighting her need for control, but when I declared a ceasefire as an adult, that was her time to lay down her weapons too.

She didn’t.

Instead, she just kept on stabbing me, covering it in sickly sweet concern and honestly, I was glad to not be attacked anymore. So this could’ve been my moment, where I vented my spleen, raged at her, told her exactly how I felt.

But how did I do that when I felt nothing?

“What did you always say to me, Mum?” A childish sense of hubris threatened to silence me, but I forged on. “Treat others how you want to be treated? Might be time to start working on that.”

And at that, I turned on my heel and walked off after Hunter.

The reception was amazing. We sat at the kid’s table and honestly, it was the best place to be. We were free to act like dickheads, all in the pursuit of amusing the children. Frannie’s and Dave’s kids were there as well as some of my cousins’ children, but that table soon got bigger. People from all over the venue came to sit down with us and chat. About family, about me and how my life had changed, to meet the guys, or just to touch base with their own kids. Sitting at the table, I realised weddings weren’t that bad at all. Under all the stress, there was something in common.

Family.

Found, or the one you were born into, a wedding symbolised the welding together of two families to form one. It was a place to put aside petty differences, but maintain boundaries against major ones. Nadia’s family and mine milled around each other, chatting, eating, drinking, and cheering the happy couple, right up until the DJ started calling for people to come up on the dancefloor.

“So, wanna dance with me, baby?” Hunter asked, fluttering his eyelids.

“You do not want to see me dance.”

“Too late.” Brock shot me a small smile. “Remember when you and Millie were obsessed with the Step Up movies?

“Shut up,” I growled. “Shut the hell up.”

“My mum says we’re not supposed to say shut up,” one of my nephews said.

“Right, and you, we shouldn’t.” I shot Brock a dark look. “And I won’t if you stop talking about that.”

Of course, that’s when the dulcet tones of Miss Tina Turner started singing Nutbush City Limits.

It is a strange thing in Australia. At some point in our history, every education department on the continent decided all small children would learn this weird little line dance to the song. Every wedding, every party of significant size, had people performing it. Olympic athletes even did it, so when the guys got to their feet, I knew we had a duty to perform for the next generation.

“Who wants Aunty Jamie to show you a dance?” I asked and the kids all dropped their cutlery or put down their drinks, hands shooting up all around the table. 

“Me! Me! Me!”

“OK, then…”

“I knew my evil plan would work,” Hunter said with a grin.

“So you did pay off the DJ?” Brock asked.

“You what?” I turned on him, then remembered all the little ears around us. “What did you do?”

“Made sure you’d have a good time.”

He offered me his arm, then all four of us herded the kids out onto the dancefloor, now filled with adults and then we got them all lined up as we showed them the simple moves.

The kids screwed it up completely, which made sense. Perfection was never the point, fun was. They giggled, we laughed and danced, bumping into each other and missing turns before forging on. Nadia and Frankie rushed over and joined us, performing the age-old steps over and over. Even Dad got up to boogie along with us. The calls to the DJ to repeat the song deafening when it was done.

We had fun.

We were family, we were happy, and we had fun and in the end, wasn’t that the point?

“They’re pretty cute,” Hayden said as we stood inside the door of the spare room hours later. The girls were nestled down in one of the beds.

“When they’re asleep. I’m sorry, your SIL was right,” Hunter added. “Those girls were nuts on sugar.”

“The whole sugar equals hyperactivity thing has been disproved,” Brock said, watching the girls sleep on. “And yeah, looking after your niblings? I’m down with that.” His eyes met mine. “No interest in having our own, though.”

“That’s why I love you.” 

I kissed him on the nose and then Hunter was demanding attention, forcing me to turn to Hayden to ensure he didn’t get left out until we were all cuddled up, right before we shut the door. The girls were exhausted and so were we, so we retired to our own room just down the hall.

“So we’re leaving in the morning to head for the coast,” Brock said. “We better get some sleep. It’s gonna be a long drive up to Canberra.”

“We’re stopping for a surf on the way, just so that’s clear,” Hunter said.

“We can’t stop⁠—”

“We can.” I smiled at Brock until the line between his brow smoothed away. “We can do anything we want to because we’re all on leave right now, so…” I glanced down the hallway to our bed, then took off at a run. “Last one in bed sleeps in the wet spot!”


Chapter 65



Hunter

The next day

Sun, sand, surf and my girl, nothing could be better. Well, getting her up on this board would be an improvement. Hayden and I had been trying to teach her how to surf for weeks now, in preparation for our holiday. Luckily this was a pretty remote beach off the highway and there weren’t a lot of people around, but still. Jamie’s legs wobbled as she tried to pop up and ride a tiny little wave, but I knew she was gonna wipeout before she even got started. Her balance was off, she was too far forward on the board, but mostly, she doubted she was gonna make it. Sure enough, she fell over into the water, emerging with a splutter.

“Maybe we need to have her ride our boards first,” Hayden said as we paddled over.

“That’s not how we learned,” I told him.

“Maybe she needs that kind of help.”

“She doesn’t need help,” I insisted. “She needs to trust herself.”

Jamie knew how to do that now. She’d always been capable, but it was only after standing up to her parents that she seemed to recognise it in herself. With that in mind, I jumped off my board, wading through the shallows to get to my frustrated girl.

“I can’t do this!” she snapped, tossing the board out onto the sand. “I’m too gumby.”

“You’re not.”

“I trip over everything!”

“You’re so close, Jamie.”

“I’m not.” She kicked the waves and then headed towards the sand. “Let’s just go. We’ll get to the Summernats earlier and…” Her voice trailed away as I grabbed her arm.

“Jamie, you’ve got this.” Her eyes met mine and I saw the simmering frustration there, but I pushed on. “Anyone who can fix problems in tiny little parts in complex machinery like a car’s engine can learn how to do something like surf.”

“Pretty sure they’re different skills. By your logic, you’d be awesome at doing oil changes.”

I grinned.

“Babe, try again for me. Once you learn how, it’ll be amazing. We can go on surf holidays⁠—”

She looked sideways when Hayden came running up. 

“Oh, so that’s what this is about? Getting me on board when you bully Brock into going to Bali rather than Detroit to see the Ford factory?”

“We’re going to Detroit to look at old cars?” Hayden tried to cover his disappointment, but failed.

“After we go to Bali.” My smirk had her lips twitching and seconds later she smiled. “With what you’ve been through this year, a little wave is nothing to you. Less than nothing.” 

Jamie knew I was talking her up, but it didn’t stop her from looking back at the waves. A long sigh and I knew I had her, so I wasn’t surprised when she headed back towards the surf.

“Find your centre of balance,” I said.

“Don’t look for a wave that’s too big,” Hayden added.

“Put your arms out for extra balance.”

“Don’t stand up too straight at the start.”

“If you have to, just kneel up.”

“Or surf in on your belly until you get a feel for it.”

“You can do this.”

She ignored our advice, her entire focus trained on the waves.

“Babe…” I said as she paddled past the whitewash and out into the bigger waves. “Jamie!”

“Don’t.” Hayden reached over and slapped me on the chest, stopping me from going after her.

“Those are real waves,” I snapped. “She could get hurt.”

“Some would argue dating three brothers is equally as risky, but Jamie manages it just fine. Anyway, look.”

When my head whipped around, I saw it. Surfing was more of an art than a sport, less constructed of angles and velocity and more something you did by feel. She sensed it right now. The crest of the wave and when to pop up, where the board needed to sit and how she’d need to balance upon it. My girl, she was surfing. She was fucking surfing on a reasonable sized wave and it was just then that she realised it.

Her eyes going wide, the breeze lifting the wet strands of her hair, then the look of pure delight, I’d remember the way she looked that day until I lay on my deathbed. I let out a big whoop of excitement, Hayden doing the same and even Brock, the sand hating grump, came running down the dunes to witness it. She rode that wave down to the shallows, then flopped down into the water, the sounds of her laughter drowning out the hush of the sea. Hayden and I rushed over, sweeping in to collect her up in our arms, Brock splashing forward to join us.

“You did it!” Hayden threw her up in the air, making her squeal. “You did it!”

“Of course she did.” I grinned then and when she returned to Hayden’s arms, she smiled right back. “There’s nothing my girl can’t do.”

“Including do burnouts at the Summernats in the HQ?” she asked Brock slyly.

The Summernats were one of the biggest car meets in Australia, with people converging from all over the country to show off their hot cars and this year we were all going. Brock’s jaw muscle flexed in response to that idea.

“Hey, it’s usually blokes who do the driving and girls that get their tits out, right?” I said. “I could rip my shirt off, give the crowd something to cheer for.”

“Or want to pour bleach into their eyeballs,” Brock replied. Jamie hung on his every word, but I wasn’t sure why. There was only one answer for our girl. “Yes.”

“Yes?” Was I peeved that she was more excited about burning rubber than surfing? Nope. I’d eye the pretty cars, but I couldn’t tell a HQ from an LMNOP. “Yes!” she threw her arms up and then ran around on the sand, doing a victory lap while we focussed very hard on the fit of her bikini.

“Blokes are gonna try and get her to flash her tits for them,” Hayden growled. “You know that right?”

“Over my dead body.” Brock and I looked at each other and snorted because we’d said that at the exact same time. We rarely had moments where we were of the same mind, but it was happening right now.

“We keep an eye on her the entire time, punch the shit out of any fucker who tries to mess with her,” Brock continued.

“So same old, same old.”

When I grinned, they did too, right before we ambled closer.

“Ready to tear up the road to Canberra?” I asked her.

“I was born ready,” she said, grabbing her surfboard and rushing towards the car.
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