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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

	There’s a lot of discussion of childhood bullying between siblings. It’s not gone into much detail or is very intense, but for some this can be super triggering

	There is a bit of family dysfunction, but it is all resolved by the end of the book

	One of the parents demonstrates some coercive behaviours but they are not on the screen long and the situation is resolved quickly
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Chapter 1



Kendall

“This one,” my best friend, Barbie, said as we stood out the front of the property, eyeing the facade. “My gut is telling me this is the one.”

“Your gut said that about the last place,” I said. “We thought they had flocked wallpaper, but it was just mould.”

“OK, so that was just the cheeky kebab I had last night, not a true gut instinct,” she said, placing a hand over her taut stomach, but both of our eyebrows shot up at the sound of its gurgles. “And note to self, no more late-night kebab stands.”

We both knew that was a lie. Get a few drinks into her and she was hoovering down sketchy meat slathered with garlic sauce and hummus wrapped in flatbread like the food truck was going out of business.

“Well, let's hope you’re right,” I said as we approached the front door.

I was desperately seeking a new share house. At twenty-seven years old, I’d hoped to be in a place of my own by now, but that hadn’t eventuated. Instead, up until last week, I was living at a place that seemed really nice. My two housemates were around the same age as me, polite and cleaned up after themselves, which was all you could really ask from strangers you paid to live with. Oh and for them to not turn around and tell you that you had a week’s notice to move out, because ‘the vibes were off’. Apparently Marcia and Todd had found love in each other’s arms, which was awesome for them and sucked for me.

Reason #256 to get a place on my own, but with rent being what it was right now, that wasn’t happening, so I looked at the rental listing on the phone screen then back at the place in front of us, making sure the nice looking suburban house was the one.

Just no cat pee, I thought furiously, as I shut the car door and moved towards the front fence. No bathroom without a door. No cockroach infestations. Shit, the list was starting to get longer and longer, making me feel unreasonable, because Virginia Woolf was missing a few important details. Wanting a room of one’s own was important, but so were basic health standards. Barbie reached over and gave my hand a squeeze, right as I reached up to knock on the front door, only for it to be pulled open.

“Hi!”

A mumsy looking woman with curly blonde hair stood in the doorway, and from the prehistoric animal-like squawks I could hear in the background, the lady wasn’t rocking mumcore clothing as a fashion choice. There had been no mention of kids in the ad.

It’s fine, I told myself, probably because this was the twelfth—or was it the thirteenth—place we’d looked at today? Kids are fine.

“Um… hi?” I waved awkwardly, realised what I was doing, then jammed my hand down. “I’m Kendall. This is Barbie.”

“Not Ken doll,” my bestie supplied helpfully. “People get that mixed up sometimes. I mean Kendall’s the best accessory a girl can have but…” Her voice trailed away as I shot her a dark look.

“Sorry, we’re here about the room for rent?” I said.

“Of course!” The woman stepped back to usher us in. “I’m Janice. I’ll just let you know, we’ve had a lot of interest...” My heart sank through the floor because that was what every person said when we checked out a listing. “But I’ll take you through to have a look.”

It’d be fine. No matter what state the room was, it’d be fine. I could live in someone’s spare room, shove a bed beside boxes of junk if that was what it took to find somewhere temporarily, because the alternative was grim. Living in my car or couch surfing at Barbie’s place.

She and her boyfriend, Alan, lived in a tiny one bedroom apartment closer to the city, but sleeping on someone’s couch was the kind of shit that killed friendships. Well, that and the sounds coming from Barbie’s bedroom when she and her boyfriend, Alan, got it on. I was a grown adult. I had been for some time. I could find somewhere to live and… My ruminations came to an abrupt halt as we walked through a very nice house with high ceilings and crown mouldings, past a big open plan living area with polished wooden floorboards and two gorgeous looking kids who were currently playing with LEGO on the coffee table.

“Hi, lady!” one cherub cheeked child said, waving at me.

“Hi, I’m—”

“Maybe see if you want the place first before introducing yourself to the kids,” Janice said, then crossed the living room floor to open the sliding door onto the garden.

Was she showing us the yard first? I glanced at my bestie, and she stared back. Either she was having serious second thoughts about the kebab she ate last night, or her gut was telling her bad, bad things about this place.

I wished it was only diarrhoea on Barbie’s mind as we stepped out into a cute backyard. There were a few trees, garden beds chock full of pretty flowers, and a shed. A shed Janice made a beeline towards. Why would she be showing us that first? I surreptitiously looked at my phone, wondering if yard work was part of the tenancy agreement. Wannabe landlords put all sorts of things in agreements nowadays because they knew they were in a position of strength.

And we weren’t.

That message couldn’t have been made clearer when Janice opened the shed door with a flourish and a bright smile.

“The ‘room’ is fully self contained,” she said brightly. “You have everything you need out here. And with access to the road via the gate, you needn’t come into the house at all…”

Her words faded away. I couldn’t process any of them, because the sight of what she was offering for $350 a week slapped me across the face.

The listing had to have been Photoshopped, or perhaps the sight of old Astroturf laid down as carpet across the shed floor just hadn’t registered inside my head as I stared. An old metal shed, with no insulation or internal walls, had been ‘renovated’ to become a granny flat. A mattress had been set up on a couple of old wooden shipping pallets, the brand Chep clearly printed on the sides, and then there was—

“Is that a portaloo?”

The high, hysterical sound of Barbie’s voice was a perfect expression of the sharp whine inside my head. I’d seen things like this on social media, read reports of the depths people were prepared to go to try and make an extra buck, but…

“$350 for this…” I squeaked out.

The woman’s welcoming expression changed in an instant, her eyes hardening, her lips thinning down.

“Well, in today’s market—”

“It pays not to be a total dick,” Barbie snapped. Her acrylic nails clacked as she wrapped them around my arm and then used her grip to start hauling me out of the shed.

“We’ve had plenty of interest!” Janice said as I was quickly walked out of the garden and down the driveway which was apparently the only means in and out of the property. Servants used to use their own doors in grand houses, but I would get what? A muddy, gravel lined path to the shed?

“Better rent it to one of them!” Barbie shot back, not taking a full breath until she’d had me on the other side of the gate, the latch clattering with the force she used to yank it closed. “We’re going. You’re staying with Alan and me—”

“No.” I shook my head, thankfully dispelling the high pitched sound that seemed to fill my skull. “I’ll find somewhere.” She shot me an empathetic look. “I will. I’m looking right now.”

I picked up my phone and jumped on the website where most people listed rooms to rent, my heart rate picking up as I scrolled. If I could just get in first, be the first person to turn up to an inspection of a place in my price range, then I’d find a place, I would. My thumb hovered over the screen, scrolling, scrolling until I found this.

“Oh my god…” I hissed.

“What?” Barbie thrust her face forward, forcing me to yank the device away. “What? For fuck’s sake, girl, stop with the foreplay and…” She let out a sigh when she saw the listing, and I did the same. It was a nice place in the suburbs. A little further out than I wanted to go, but I’d suffer the commute to live here. The neat garden, the white picket fence, the goddamn pool that shone turquoise blue. “Put it in,” she breathed out, snatching my phone from me. “Put it all the way in. Damn, this place is—”

“Amazing?” I plucked my phone from her grip and then skimmed the ad, looking at the details now.

“That price…” She sighed. “That pool… Ken, I could see us sunning out there on a summer’s day, sipping margaritas. You gotta call them. You have to.”

But my nose wrinkled when I saw the actual description of the place.

Three guys looking for a housemate. Prefer females, the text read and that forced my eyes up. Barbie’s were all shiny, just as blue as the pool in the photos, and I hated to be the one to kill her excitement.

“It’s a bunch of guys who only want to share with a woman,” I told her. “You and I know what that’s code for.”

“You don’t know that,” she said.

“A bang maid. Someone to cook, clean, and suck their dicks,” I said, about to shove my phone into my pocket. Maybe I could fall on my knees and beg Marcia and Todd for the opportunity to stay. I’d pay more rent. I’d soundproof my room to drown out the sex noises. I’d— But Barbie was not about to be denied. Her fingers had my phone out of my hand in seconds, and then she tapped on the contact details.

“Barbie…!” My yelp had the front curtains of Janice’s place twitching, the woman peering out at us from behind the window with a scowl. “Shit, we need to get out of here before Janice calls the cops or something.”

“Hi, is this Connor?” she said, forcing me to hiss profanities under my breath. She held up a hand, blocking me with startling skill as I tried to snatch the device back. “Yeah, I’m calling about the ad for the room for a friend of mine.”

“Barbie, if you don’t give me my fucking phone back…” I whispered.

“Their name?” She looked at me with a slow smirk. “It’s Ken. That’s the address? We’ll be there in twenty minutes.” When she finished the call, she handed me my phone with a smirk. “Get in the car, bitch,” she said, “we’re gonna find you somewhere to live.”


Chapter 2



Van

I moved around the massive couch and plumped up the pillows then started to move them around. Girls seemed to love pillows. Every girl’s place I’d ever been to had mounds of the bloody things, which was why I’d bought more. This was a kind of Field of Dreams moment. Like if I built a female-friendly lounge room, she would come. A female flatmate rather than the fucking pigs we’d had living with us before.

Blokes were sneaky fucks.

Our last flatmate, Jared, had turned up to the place looking like a sane, normal person. We’d even had a beer with him before we sealed the deal and moved him in. He wore clean clothes, didn’t stink like an old gym sock, and seemed like the kind of bloke that could piss standing up without getting it all over the floor.

How wrong we were.

When we were finally forced to evict the guy due to unpaid rent, we’d discovered the source of the stink from the spare room. All three of us guys worked hard and weren’t afraid of getting our hands dirty, but the minute we opened that door, we’d all staggered back.

Bottles and cans covered every possible surface. On the bedside tables, the bedhead, on the en suite sink and all across the floor. It was as if he thought his dick would get shorter each time he tossed an empty bottle into the bin. Then there were the piles of festy clothes.

Each one of us guys worked hard at physical jobs. We owned a construction business with our best friend, but we didn’t just stand about ordering our employees around. We swung tools just like everyone else, so we often came home reeking of stale sweat. But there was a special kind of funk that comes from letting those clothes pile up and… mature over time. I’d gagged, and so had Gage and Connor, right before we’d wrapped bandanas around our face and removed everything, taking it straight to the bin.

A woman wouldn’t be that gross, we reasoned. Women seemed to clean up after themselves, look after their living spaces. They always smelled nice and their places did too, so I kept tweaking the pillows then adjusting the new throws we’d bought to put over the backs of the couch to make it look softer and more engaging when Connor walked in.

“First person’s coming around,” he announced.

“Really?” I eyed the couch, wondering if the pillows had worked their magic already.

“Bloke called Ken.” He watched me frown at him then shrugged. “He had his girlfriend call us about the room, so I figure any bloke that’s got a girl that would put up with him—”

“Jared had a girl,” I said as Gage walked in with a frown. “So did Sammy, and Macca—”

“Yeah, yeah.” Connor held up his hands, ready to ward me off. “I figured we’d meet the bloke and…” He looked down as his phone started to buzz, tapping on the screen before answering it smoothly. “Connor speaking. Hi, yeah, the room’s still available…”

Gage and I watched him walk out of the room, his chatter slowly fading away.

“We’re gonna end up with some dickhead bloke here again,” Gage growled.

He was a big fella, something that always stood us in good stead at school. Being such a tall guy stopped anyone from messing with Connor, me, or our best friend, Finn, when we started high school. Then when the rest of us filled out, plenty of people did. Blokes wanted to take us on, work their way up the pecking order by taking us out, and girls… I fought the urge to smile, remembering how that went. The four of us were tight, which meant girls came to us in packs.

Or sometimes she decided to claim the four of us for the night.

I shook my head, trying to dislodge that thought. It’d been some time since we’d shared a girl and the need to do so was like a persistent itch. I had no business feeling like that right now. Any woman who was dumb enough to rent a room with three blokes was well and truly off limits. Don’t shit in your own nest—that was our motto.

Right up until now.

When I heard a car pull up in the driveway my head jerked up, and Gage turned around. We heard the click of the front gate latch, and we moved as one. Maybe Ken would be a good bloke, one with references, we’d made sure to specify that. A guy who could be relied upon to pay his fucking rent on time and…

My brain flatlined the minute I saw who our prospective flatmate was.

She was walking in with another girl beside her, but whoever the friend was, she didn’t even get a second look. The cock that had twitched at the thought of sharing another girl went to full mast, straining against my zipper in a silent salute to her beauty. Kendall was fucking hot when she was just Finn’s little sister—somehow all the hotter because she was completely forbidden, because Finn was savagely protective of her.

But the woman.

A low groan from Gage told me everything I needed to know. Those full curves, those rounded arms, those thighs thick enough to bury my face and get lost in. They’d tormented me during the day at school and then haunted my dreams, leaving me waking up gasping, hard and sweating under the sheets. I just never expected the woman they belonged to would come walking up my front footpath.

And neither did Kendall.

I knew every one of her smiles, because god knew I’d spent enough bloody time cataloguing them. This one was the well practised polite one she saved for teachers and parents, but it was the light in her eyes that had mine following her gaze. She took in the garden beds and the facade of the house with a look of surprised pleasure. We worked hard to keep the place looking presentable, particularly now, hoping better curb appeal would bring us a better quality of house mate, but part of me wanted more. For those lips to curve wider, for her to look at me with the same look of pleasure, but the moment her eyes swung my way, it all went to shit.

“What..?”

Her friend shot her a sharp look, probably because Ken planted her feet halfway up the path, not willing to take another step forward. That was fine because I rushed to close that gap. We didn’t talk about Kendall, ever. Finn would lose his shit if he ever heard us discussing his sister, because like the average Aussie bloke, talking about feelings was just not done. But most of all, if I started talking about her, I’d never fucking stop.

I had a thing for my best friend’s sister all through high school and apparently that hadn’t changed.

My heart was beating too fucking fast, my hands forming fists as I forced them to stay by my side. Otherwise I’d wrap them around her shoulders and pull her tight, just to breathe her scent in before I—

“No.” Kendall’s sharp tone cut through the little moment I was having. “Oh no. No, no, no—”

“What the fuck, girl?” the friend asked, looking at Kendall then us. “Are you having some sort of aneurysm, because—”

She reached up to place a hand on my girl’s forehead but that was quickly slapped away.

“This…” Kendall’s finger shook as she stabbed it into the air. “This is your house?” She glanced at me, then Gage, then Connor when he came walking out the front, the conversation he was having instantly forgotten the moment he saw her. “You’re the ones looking for a bang maid?”

“Bang…maid?” Gage turned slowly to look at me.

“You’re looking for a place to rent?” I asked, trying to keep my cool and failing utterly. “Well, come in. The room’s huge. It’s got an en suite which we recently renovated.” And we’d rip it out and redo it all over again if it didn’t suit Kendall’s needs. I’d retile the bathroom myself if that’s what was required. “There’s a pool out the back. Did I mention a pool?”

I turned to lead her inside the house, thinking that if I just kept talking, she’d keep coming, but when I looked over my shoulder, I saw a familiar stubborn expression.

Because all three of us had worked hard to get her glaring at us like that throughout our childhood.

What had been born from a childishly cruel glee at provoking Finn’s brat sister, turned into something else when we all hit puberty. I couldn’t think of anything smooth to say to get her sighing in my direction, so I’d just yank her ponytail, stick my foot out when she was walking past, just to get a reaction. Kendall was always fucking beautiful, but when she was pissed something else happened.

My heart stopped beating, and I had that weird feeling, like I was on the top of a rollercoaster, about to go rumbling over. I was terrified and elated all at the same time. My hand rose, doing something it’d wanted to for so fucking long, reaching out for Kendall, despite a voice inside my head screaming that this was a bad, bad idea. Something that seemed to be confirmed by Connor and Gage’s looks of concern.

Don’t fuck this up, I communicated silently, glaring at each one of them before smiling at her. Do not fuck this up for me. Because it had to be fate that brought Kendall to my door. I’d bought new pillows and blankets in the hope of bringing someone clean and tidy into the house, but I got something so much better.

The only woman I’d felt anything for.

I shot her a cheeky grin, hoping to dispel the tense mood, before wiggling my fingers.

“C’mon. Let’s go inside.”


Chapter 3



Kendall

Oh fuck no.

The last time I saw these three idiots was when I finished school. That was the day I’d moved out of home, leaving behind my brother and his dickhead mates. As was often the case with families like ours, I hadn’t seen Finn a lot since, so that saved me from confronting the three banes of my existence.

Gage, Van and Connor.

Van turned around, holding out a hand then shooting me a panty melting grin. Those blue eyes sparkled, as if that was enough to get me doing what he wanted, while Connor and Gage stepped closer.

So I stepped back.

Barbie watched all of this going down like I had lost my mind and perhaps I had. A full colour flashback of the way my brother, Finn, used to torment me hit me square in the gut. And who were my brother’s greatest henchmen? These guys. I shook my head, trying to clear the red haze that now covered my eyes as I retook surrendered ground.

“Ken, what the actual fuck…?” Barbie hissed. “These are the guys that are renting the room. The one with the nice pool, remember? Margaritas, suntan lotion and me—”

“I make a damn fine frozen margarita,” Connor said, crossing his stupid muscly arms across his stupid broad chest before smirking. God, I forgot he had dimples.

“I’m sure you do,” I said, trying for calm and failing utterly. “But is it so good that I’d forget the crimes against humanity you committed on my pillow? Farting on it when I was getting ready for bed.” Connor’s lips twitched, but didn’t form a smile. “Making it smell like sweaty arse by rubbing your balls on it.” Van blinked twice and then shook his head as his hand raked through his blond hair. “It took me weeks to work out what you’d done. I had to change my pillowcase every day, and Mum was at me for all the washing. Then Finn said it was just because I stank before…”

I sucked in a breath, then another.

“Before you stole my pillow and then left it in the dog’s bed.”

Gage just stared me down, those flat hazel eyes of his giving nothing away, just as they did when we were kids. Before, he was a tank, but now he was just this huge wall of impervious muscle.

“Bluey didn’t tear it up,” he said.

“No, but it got infested with fleas.” My hand rose up, feeling an instinctive need to scratch, even though it had been years since that moment. “It was only when Dad had to have the place fumigated that you lot got into trouble.”

“We’ve got lots of pillows here now.” Van stepped forward, a sheepish smile on his face. As if that would make everything better. “A whole bunch on the couch. You can take one… Take all of them, but Ken—”

“Nope, not doing this.” I turned on my heel and went to march away, but Barbie grabbed my arm and held on tight.

“Cool your jets, Fanta Pants.” I had red hair, so that epithet followed me everywhere. She glanced back at the guys then the house before staring up at me. “Remember the shed.”

“There’ll be other pla—”

“The people who were trying to pass off the living area as a bedroom?”

That place had no door on it at all. The ‘room’ was little other than an expansive corridor that had a bed set up in it.

“The one where all the spoons were blackened?”

Apparently that was from cooking up heroin, something I hadn’t known was a thing until now. Barbie took one look at the cutlery, the place, and the inhabitants and steered us right out the door.

“I’m fairly sure these guys aren’t junkies.” We both looked back up the path speculatively, but she didn’t see what I saw. My teenage tormentors come back to haunt me. It was only the dire situation with rentals right now that even had me considering the idea of going inside with them. “You’ve obviously got some history with these guys.”

I nodded slowly before turning back to face them. Because I wasn’t eighteen anymore. I didn’t need to scuttle out of anywhere to get clear of them.

“Barbie…” I said. “These are my brother’s best friends and co-owners of his business. That’s Gage.” The prick barely nodded in acknowledgement. “And the one with a gormless smile is Van.” I watched it fade, feeling a surge of satisfaction when Van’s hand went to his chin in concern. “And that bastard is Connor.” I turned to face her. “You know how teenage brothers live to torment their sisters? Well, officially I only had one brother, but in reality I had four. They spent their entire existence invading my space, annoying the hell out of me, and basically making my life miserable.”

“Oh.” Her face fell. “So, no pool then?”

“Maybe we could take this inside?” Connor said coolly, looking out across the quiet street, nodding to the neighbours out cutting their lawns. “You can discuss all of our shortcomings over a cup of coffee.”

“How do I know you won’t use Mylanta instead of milk?” I asked sharply, remembering that particular incident all too well. “Or milk that’s off?”

“Because…” He tried to smile and failed, looking across to the other guys for support, but I didn’t give a rat’s arse about their opinions right now. “Because that was nine years ago, Kendall. We’re not the same dickheads doing dumb shit to get a girl’s attention anymore.”

“Get my attention?”

I didn’t want to be doing any of this. Not looking at people’s sheds or their corridors and considering paying nearly four hundred bucks a week for it. I assumed by now I’d meet a great guy, get married, have my own house I was paying off, not my rent going towards other people’s mortgages. Instead, I just stared at Connor, unable to stop myself from taking in all the ways he’d changed. There was no sign of the boy anymore, he was all man, a big, tall, so very muscular man.

While being convinced he hadn’t changed at all.

“You’re trying to tell me all of the crap you put me through was a way to get my attention?”

My voice was getting so shrill, only a dog would be able to hear it.

“Hey.” Barbie’s voice jerked me out of the rage spiral I was just starting to spin into. “Look at me.” I couldn’t do anything else but, her familiar face suppressing the urge to spontaneously start murdering people. “Lets just go inside and see what the place is like. Maybe it's ugly, mouldy, and has bad Feng Shui?”

“No mould, and if you don’t like it, we can remodel it.” Van’s words came out in a messy tumble, and I just stared at him. “I mean, we know how.”

He nodded to the work van that sported the same logo that was plastered across my brother’s work car: The Three Musketeers Construction. They used to pretend to be the musketeers when they were kids, arguing over which one of them was d’Artagnan.

“A room with access to a pool and guys who’re prepared to remodel it to your tastes?” She was using her best dickhead whisperer voice, pleading with me to be reasonable. “C’mon, you’ve gotta take a look.”

“G’day, mate,” another voice said from beyond the fence, and I turned around to see several guys standing there. “I’m here about the room?”

“Room’s taken.”

Gage nodded to the lot of them, his steely glare having them nodding and pulling away, ready to go back to their car. When his focus shifted back to me, one eyebrow rose slowly, willing me to contradict him. I saw the challenge and felt a need to step up to it, but the days of me being provoked by the three of them were long gone. I nodded and smiled, just like I did with difficult customers, showing way too much teeth.

This was just a quick pit stop. I could use this little catch up as a means to grab a drink and recollect my thoughts, working out what to do next. Mum and Dad had moved out of the city when property prices started going up, and had said I could always move back in with them…

“Fine,” I said with little grace. “Just a quick cuppa and then I’ll leave you to interview other people.”

“Still take it with milk and two sugars?” Van asked as I stepped into the house, watching me pause and take the place in with wide eyes. It was perfect. Of course, it was. This is what they did all day. Buy up old, dated places and then do them up before flipping them.

“Black,” I said, trying to stuff down my excitement as I took in the open plan living area, the glossy granite tiled floor. My focus shifted to Van, meeting his stare head on. “Like my soul.”

“Black coffee it is,” he said, wandering over to a shiny new coffee machine that almost had me salivating. The bakery I worked at didn’t even have something as fancy as that.

“So,” Connor said, leaning over the counter, no doubt aware that every muscle was popping, hoping to catch Barbie’s eye. “It’s been a while. What’ve you been up to?”


Chapter 4



Gage

I wanted to lock the front door. The need to grab my keys and shove it into the deadlock, making it impossible for anyone to come in or out, rode me hard.

Because she was here.

Kendall came wandering up the front path, walking into my house, my life, after all this time. We lived in the same big city, and I’d seen neither hide nor hair of her. She kept her social media profiles locked down tight. I knew that because I’d checked. Every time we went around to Finn’s for a family dinner or whatever, my heart clenched tight in my chest, my eyes searching the kitchen, the lounge room, until it sank when I realised she wasn’t there.

Kendall was never there, but she was here right now.

I walked over to the fridge and yanked the door open, staring into the interior but not really seeing it. The cool air felt like it played over my overheated face, trying to gift me some chill, but I had none, as soon became clear.

“Ah… big guy?”

“What?” I snapped, turning on Van, who was just standing there like a dick.

“The milk? Kendall might like it black now, but Connor cracks the shits if he doesn’t end up with something that resembles an iced coffee.”

“Shut up and make the coffee,” Connor said, reaching over me to grab the carton and then prising the door out of my grip and shutting it. I just stared at the Kelvinator brand logo on the door before forcing myself to turn around.

I thought I was making shit up in my head. Every time I saw Kendall when we were kids it felt like a punch to the balls, but that was just puppy love, right? So how did that explain this? That same damn near nauseating ache, only eased a little by the sense of satisfaction that came from her sliding her gorgeous arse onto one of my stools. The fact she looked like she fucking belonged here.

Lock the door, that persistent little voice said in the back of my head. Do not let Kendall leave.

But that’s not how shit worked, not unless you were fucking crazy, so I just took a seat at the end of the kitchen bench and tried to force myself to stop staring at Kendall.

“So, Gage…” What was this chick’s name again? I barely looked in the friend’s direction. Barbie… That’s right, like the doll. She smiled up at me, but like when most women did that, it didn’t provoke a response in me. “You knew Kendall when she was still at school?”

“I was in the year above her,” I replied for the sake of politeness, because I didn’t really want to go wandering down memory lane. There was nothing good to be found there. Kendall was right to be pissed, because we were little dickheads back in the day.

And then we turned into even bigger ones.

When Kendall started turning into a woman, we’d all noticed and Finn had noticed us noticing. He’d made clear we were never, ever to go near his sister, and so I’d done my damndest to hide what was going on inside me. Rather than suck in my breath each time she passed, just to get a lungful of her perfume, I’d sneered. I excused my persistent stare with sarcastic jokes at her expense, but I couldn’t seem to stop myself from pranking her. Because each time we hatched a plan and pulled it off, we knew what the end result would be.

She’d find out, then launch herself at us and that’s when the magic happened. Her eyes would flash and she’d get these little red spots in her cheeks, her mouth moving a mile a minute as she gave us a serve. And I’d fucking love it, going brick hard in seconds, something that only eased when she took off in disgust.

Which just made me want to piss her off more.

But I was done with that kind of shit. I didn’t need to aggravate a girl to get her attention. They noticed me plenty all on their own, but that wasn’t going to do me any good right now. Kendall caught me staring, her eyes meeting mine with a wariness that made my heart hurt, but her brows jerked down as soon as she realised what I was doing.

“I was a total dick to Kendall,” I told Barbie, though my focus stayed on my girl. “All of us were. We annoyed the hell out of her and when she stopped responding, we took things too far.” Kendall’s frown deepened, forcing me to wrench my eyes away and back to her friend. “We were young, dumb and full of…” My lips twitched. “You know. Kendall’s dad should’ve knocked some sense into us when it all started, but he just thought it was funny.” My jaw muscle spasmed, threatening to lock it tight. “It wasn’t. Gotta admit, there’s not much I regret, but I do regret treating her like that.”

Barbie nodded slowly, looking me over in the way women do, trying to work out if you’re telling the truth or are full of shit. I just submitted to her inspection without a word, waiting for her judgement.

“But you want to make amends,” she said, and I nodded. “Hmm… maybe there’s a way you could do just that.”

I watched Van slide a coffee across the counter towards Kendall, feeling an irrational need to shove him out the way and be the one to give it to her. I wanted her hands around the cup of coffee that I made her and then while her palms were still warm, I wanted… I swallowed hard, my throat feeling bone dry. Instead of doing just that, I grabbed two bottles of water from the fridge, offering Barbie the other one. I focussed on cracking the seal then drinking the water down.

“Yeah?” I kept my tone as light as possible, but by the way Barbie’s eyes danced, she saw through my attempt to mask what I was feeling. “And what would that be?”

“Kendall needs a place to live,” Barbie explained. “The place we saw before we came here?”

“Barbie…” Kendall hissed, her focus jerking our way.

“It was a shed masquerading as a granny flat,” the friend continued.

“They don’t need to know—” Kendall said, her butt starting to rise up off the stool.

Sit down, my brain thought furiously, the crack of the plastic water bottle alerting me to the tension building in my body.

“No lining, no insulation,” Barbie continued. “Not even a proper bathroom. Just a portaloo shoved in the corner.”

“No.”

Where the hell had that growl come from? Shit, it was me. Water spilled all over my hands as I squeezed the bottle way too tight, then forced to set it down on the counter.

“It’s fine,” Kendall said with a familiar shake of her head, because I knew all her tells. When she was masking how she really felt, dismissing it with a nod and a smile. “I wasn’t going to pay four hundred a week for that.”

“Four hundred…” Van stepped closer, peering into her eyes as if to see if she was lying, but Kendall just flushed red in response.

“Things are insane right now.” Kendall’s voice was tight, her words defensive. “I’m not sure if you’re aware, but there’s a rental crisis going on right now. There’s just not enough places to rent and—”

“We’ve got a room.” Van spoke the words I wanted to say before my mouth could move. “I mean, you know that. That’s why you’re here.” He scratched the back of his neck sheepishly. “So, if you’re struggling to find a place, and we need a housemate—”

I felt like a vise was tightening around my heart and it wouldn’t let go, not until Kendall said yes.

“Nope.” There it was. That scalding hot pain that rushed through my every extremity, feeling like parts of my body were shutting down, one by one. Kendall sat up straighter, eyeing the lot of us, that same fire that used to blaze in her eyes relit. “No way.” She shook her head sharply, and with that, all hope inside me died. “Not you guys.” If I ever needed a clear indication of the damage we’d done, here it was. “I’d have to be mad, moving in with the three guys that made it their life’s mission to torment me.”

But we wouldn’t now, I wanted to tell her. Never again. The stupid kid I was had died a hard death the minute she walked away, but the man? He’d do anything to stop her from having to look at people’s sheds and consider whether or not she should pay to live there. He’d do absolutely anything to make sure she was safe and…

Happy.

I just wanted Kendall to be happy.

“We screwed up,” I said, my voice sounding hoarse. Everyone stared at me, which had me clearing my throat abruptly. “We were idiots and we should never have treated you the way we did. I could try to pass it off and say it was because we were young, but…”

Not that, my brain said, throwing up stop signs while my heart beat faster, wanting to make even grander declarations.

“But that’s no excuse. We need to make amends for what we did to you, so, how about we start by giving you somewhere to live?”


Chapter 5



Kendall

“Yeah, no thanks…”

I’d caught my breath, gotten over the shock of running into my brother’s best friends, and had a few sips of coffee. There was nothing more to do now than slide out the front door and see if any other new rental listings had popped up on the website. Ones that didn’t include portable toilets or idiots from my past. But right as I went to collect my stuff and leave, Barbie grabbed my arm.

“Just give us a second,” she told them, not me, and when I went to splutter out a response, she shot me a warning look. The girl was tiny, doll-like even, but she was freakishly strong. She hauled me down the hall towards the front door, my escape route now in sight, but before I could make a break for it, she stood in front of the exit, hands on her hips. “Don’t be a dickhead.”

“You don’t be a dickhead,” I snapped back, poking her in the shoulder. “Pools and margaritas are not enough of an incentive to make me spend time willingly with these guys.”

“What about revenge?”

I had a temper—that was well documented—but right as I was sucking in a breath to shoot back a response, my brain stuttered.

“Revenge?”

Oh… I liked the sound of that. Revenge conjured images of being the one to short sheet their bed, or greasing their doorknobs with petroleum jelly.

“Revenge,” Barbie confirmed. She peered over my shoulder and down the hall. “I dunno what they did to you when you were a kid, but right now… They seem awfully keen to try and make up for it.” She shrugged nonchalantly. “Pretty sure that’s a perfect opportunity for you to even the score a little bit. You’ll be just down the hall.” Her eyes took in each one of the bedroom doors. “They’ll be asleep, with their guards down…”

“This is just you trying to prevent me from crashing on your couch, isn’t it?” I said, arms crossing.

“Sort of.” She shot me an unrepentant grin. “Alan might seem like a mild mannered finance bro.” He didn’t. I could tell by the twinkle in his eye he was just as bad as my bestie. “But he’s a freak in the sheets. I like it loud, I like it hard, I like it in every room of our meagre little apartment, enough to have Mrs Franklin down the hall making noise complaints.” Her smile turned feline as a hectic light danced in her eyes. “She called the cops thinking Alan was killing me, but instead he was just wrecking my vagina.”

“Oh my god, ew…” I said.

“Like dead, but from multiple orgasms, y’know?”

No, I didn’t. It’d been a long time since I’d had a real boyfriend and my ex wasn’t exactly proficient in the O department. I’d be lucky if I had one every third or fourth time we had sex, and when I said something, he’d made clear that I should be grateful he even bothered, pretty much killing that relationship.

“Please don’t start telling me about your orgasms again,” I said quickly.

“But there are so many of them,” she replied, clasping her hands under her chin. “And each one is different, depending on what we’re doing. Like when we role play as teacher and student—”

“Gag.”

“Oh yeah, that happens too.” She fluttered her eyelashes at me. “Sometimes he gets a little too caught up with what he’s doing and then he—”

I slapped my hand over her mouth right as Connor and the others appeared in the hallway.

“So, what’s the verdict, Red?” he said, crossing his arms and looking the two of us over. That nickname… It had my heart racing, pulsing too damn hard in my chest. “Seems like you need a place to stay and…” His eyes slid down me slowly so that I could almost feel his gaze on my skin. That had me frowning slightly, but right as I turned to face him, he finished his sentence. “The Kendall I knew was no coward.”

“Coward?”

I was an adult, capable of having rational, reasonable conversations, but I bit that word out with way too much force.

“She gave as good as she got.” His lips twitched, forming an insolent smile as he looked back at the other two idiots. “Remember when you turned the garden hose on through Finn’s bedroom window?”

I didn’t want to smile, but the muscles in my face had other ideas, remembering exactly how it went down. They had been up late at night playing video games and I’d taken advantage of the open window to send through a stream of water into my brother’s bedroom. Mum was furious when she discovered the saturated beds and bedding, the carpet as well, but I’d just laughed when she tried to punish me and didn’t stop laughing, not even when she grounded me for a week and made me wash all of their bedding.

“You need a place to stay and there’s a nice bedroom you can have through there.” He nodded to a closed door. “Though, there’s a shed outside if that’s more your speed.”

“Ha fucking ha…” I said, then stared each one of them down. “If this is just you looking for another chance to torment me, I’ve gotta say, I’ve upped my prank game over the years. I can give back as good as I get.”

“That right?” God, I’d forgotten that smile. Connor Woods had all the girls sighing when he shot them that same smirk back when we were at school. “I’d like to see you try. So whaddya say, Kendall?” He held out his broad hand and it felt like right then I traced every callus with my eyes. “How about we do a free trial? You move in, see we’re not the same blokes who used to make your life hell, and then if you decide you want to stay, we can negotiate terms from there.”

Free rent… The room behind that door would have to be a cockroach infested cesspit for me to knock that idea back, and somehow, I knew it wouldn’t be. I felt Barbie pull away, ready to convince me, but she needn’t have bothered. Beggars can’t be choosers, and I was one hundred percent a beggar right now. Shit, maybe I could use a bit of the money I would normally use on rent to buy us that tequila to make those margaritas.

But that’s when I had a terrible thought.

“If this is just the biggest prank of all,” I said, trying to keep the desperation out of my voice and failing utterly. “I’ll kill each and every one of you in your sleep. There won’t be enough left to identify you from your dental records.”

I watched the three of them stiffen. Good. Let them be the one feeling the fear right now.

“No pranks,” Connor told me, all seriousness, though was there a little glint in his eye? “Honestly, we should’ve apologised a long time ago for what we did. If you need help right now, then we’re happy to give it.”

I don’t know why I was just standing here, staring them. I didn’t have a choice, because this was the perfect opportunity. To crash somewhere for a while until I worked out what to do next and… I looked the three of them up and down, catching the way they tried to play it cool, all as they edged closer. They say karma is a bitch. Well, so was I.

“OK,” I said, holding out a hand. “You’ve got a deal.”


Chapter 6



Connor

“OK.” I watched Kendall hold out her hand and it took everything I had not to grab it and yank her closer. “You’ve got a deal.”

But I didn’t touch her because I knew the minute I did, I’d get lost. I’d feel how small her hand was in mine and I’d… Instead, I nodded and then walked over to the bedroom door, opening it to show her where she’d be staying.

There was a reason why we were always invading Kendall’s room when she was a kid. It was her space, completely and utterly, and that always hit me the minute we walked in the door. Her scent, sweet and floral. Her things everywhere. The little feathers she used to find when going for walks with her mum. The rocks, polished smooth in pastel shades of blue, cream and buff that she liked to collect from the beach. A shell as delicate as her ear sitting amongst the clutter on her windowsill. And her books, so many books, lining the bookcase, piled up precariously beside her bed only to spill onto the floor. Coming into her room uninvited was like walking into her mind, her soul. As I walked into the spare bedroom, it wasn’t hard to see it, the big open space made smaller and more intimate with all of the details of her.

“Oh my god, it’s huge…” the best friend said, looking around.

“Girls always say that when they come into my room.” Gage and I shot Van a dark look, his eyes widening as his smile faltered. ‘What?’ he mouthed silently.

“You could get a new bed, a queen size this time,” the friend enthused, waving a hand around in the air. “Some bedside tables. A couple of nice lamps.”

I liked what she was doing a whole lot, imagining the space transformed for Kendall. It was what I wanted too, but this Barbie had an actual idea about how that would work. We gutted houses, transformed them, but when it came to making them liveable, that’s when the interior designers came in and used the company credit card to buy textured rugs and decorative elements.

“My bed is fine.” Kendall shot me a wary look. “This is only temporary. I need to get back to my place to pick everything up.”

“We’ll come.” I watched Van step closer. The bloke was like a puppy, his tail wagging furiously, desperate for a pat, and I barely resisted the urge to tell him to chill the fuck out. Kendall was ready to bolt and setting his Golden Retriever arse on her was enough to start her running. “I mean, we can help move you in.”

“Oh no—”

“Do you have a trailer?” I asked, far too sharply. “How’re you getting your stuff over here?” Calm down, I told myself. Take a deep fucking breath and stop barking questions at her like they’re orders. Because if Van was a Golden Retriever, then I was a German Shepherd. Every muscle was tensed and at the ready to protect and serve her, whether she wanted it or not. But I forced them to unwind as I stared into her eyes. “It’s just we’ve got the van and a trailer and with three strong blokes—”

“Yes.”

The best friend stepped forward, eyes twinkling as she smiled at me, making clear she saw through my bullshit right away.

“Barbie—”

“Kendall would love it if you could give her a hand. What?” My girl had poked her friend hard in the back. “If we get these guys helping, then you’ll be moved in within the hour. Another one to put that goddamn bed frame of yours together… Do you remember the first time we did it? Death by flatpack. Our friendship nearly didn’t survive it.”

“Because you wouldn’t follow the instructions…” Kendall muttered.

“Instructions are for losers.” The girl waved her hand around. “I prefer to forge my own path, but…” She took a slow step towards us. “You guys work in construction, right?”

I knew that look well. We often had girls sidle up to us for similar reasons. Because they had work to be done on their cars, their houses, or just them and that made me stiffen.

“Right,” Gage replied, the word somehow dragged from the big guy.

“Well, maybe you could put together Kendall’s bed for her?”

And didn’t that conjure up a pretty mental image. Of setting up the bed frame, then the mattress, laying the girl on it last of all. I’d follow her down, my mouth finally on hers as we—

“Jesus, Barbie…” My girl pushed her way forward, putting herself between me and her friend and that was just fine by me. The closer the better as far as I was concerned. “You don’t need—”

“Yes, we do.”

I felt the guys cluster closer, knowing exactly what was going through their heads, because mine was thinking the same. We’d build a bed for Kendall from scratch, complete with a bookshelf for all her novels, if that was what it took, because she didn’t know…

We’d planned all of our pranks meticulously, gleefully discussing what we’d do in Finn’s bedroom, but the last one we hadn’t included him at all. Kendall finishing school, becoming an adult, that meant all bets were off. She wasn’t Finn’s kid sister anymore, she was her own woman.

And all three of us wanted to make her ours.

That was what we had planned back then, one last prank, but instead of one to torment her, we’d… I shook my head, trying to dispel the memory of everything we’d done in preparation for that night.

Only for her to not turn up.

Her dad found the note she’d left, spluttering and going on about how ungrateful she was, but we knew. She’d left to avoid us, to avoid the pain we caused. I’d watched Finn and his dad talk, getting louder and louder, trying to fill the space Kendall had left with their angry words, but they didn’t. Kendall’s mother had shaken her head then looked at the three of us, making clear what we all knew.

It was our fault Kendall had bolted, disappearing off to somewhere in the city. Away from her family, friends, us… But she was back now, and we had a second chance to make things right.

“We fucked with your bedroom enough times,” I said bluntly. “So let us make this right.” I moved closer, as close as I dared. “We’re a dab hand with flatpacks, and if your bed frame’s no good, we can build another one without too much effort. Just give us a second to grab our keys and our tools.”

Just give us a chance, that went unspoken but I thought on some level Kendall heard it. Her eyes widened just slightly, those beautiful brown depths threatening to swallow me whole. I wanted that, the unguarded moment, more than anything, but it only lasted a short time, her defences slammed up tight in seconds. She frowned slightly, ready to say no, so her nod took me by surprise.

“OK,” she said, “you can follow me in my car.”


Chapter 7



Kendall

“So what the fuck are you doing?” I hissed at my bestie the minute we got into my car.

“What?” I watched her eyelashes flutter like a butterfly hopped up on acid.

“You know.” I shoved the key into the ignition, heard the car turn over but not start before I winced. The guys had followed us outside, about to jump into one of their vans when they frowned. “C’mon, Daisy…” That’s what I called my car. “C’mon, girl, you can do it.”

Whether it was due to my urgings or because the gods were finally smiling down on me, I choked back a shout of jubilation, merely smiling through the windshield as the engine roared to life. I waved at the guys, catching the frowns men always gave my car when they heard it before pulling out onto the road.

“That,” she said, waving a hand at my face as I glanced around to make sure there were no other cars before heading down the street.

“Gonna need more words than that to explain your point, Barb.”

“Do not call me Barb. Barb is the name of some old lady who runs the school tuck shop, who’s bingo wings flap in the breeze as she gives the kiddies their pies with sauce.”

“Being oddly specific there, Barb.” I grinned as I heard her growl of frustration, but that was quickly set aside as she got to the point. “And ‘that’ referred to that thing you do. You never want anyone to help you.”

“Is this about me sleeping on your couch?” I asked. “Because we’re close, but not close enough for me to be comfortable listening to you and Alan soft launching your Only Fans channel.”

“That and the fact those guys would’ve given you a jump start if Daisy finally gave up the ghost.” I slid my eyes, catching her sly smile. “Or would pop the hood and look at the rat’s nest you’ve got going in the engine bay.”

“Don’t go bad mouthing Daisy.” I rubbed a free hand over the dash. “Don’t listen to her, girl. I still love you.”

“And I think Daisy would love to have three big, hot guys working on her until she was purring like a kitten.” I could feel my best friend’s eyes boring into the side of my face as I flicked on the indicator, slowing to a stop at the intersection. “But you’d never let that happen.”

“They’d just put a banana in the exhaust pipe,” I said, gritting my teeth. “They did that to me in high school. I ended up bunny hopping, then stalling my car in front of the entire student body, right at the end of the day when everyone else was trying to leave.”

“Oh, I think they want to put a banana somewhere.” I took in her gleeful grin and then jerked my eyes back to the road, looking for a space to pull out into. “Three long, throbbing bananas that they all tried to force into—”

“Shut up.” I forced myself to smile to soften the impact of my words, but my glare made clear I was serious.

“You’re so cute when you’re in denial. You get this weird little pinchy thing going on between your eyebrows and—”

“Just shut up.” My eyes locked with hers, and I held her gaze until the smile began to soften. “You talked me into living with the three guys who made my life hell—”

“Because my gut is telling me they want to make everything all right now.” I shook my head, glancing up to see the guys’ van in my rear vision mirror. “Those guys weren’t looking at you like they were seeing their best mate’s kid sister. They looked like all their Christmases had come at once the minute you walked in that door.”

Was that what happened? I was hardly an impartial witness. The minute I saw the three of them, my whole body went on alert, my heart pounding fast as adrenaline pumped through me, but to what end? To run from them or…? I shook my head and pressed down on the accelerator, roaring forward and slotting into a gap in traffic.

“Your gut had us making a hasty pit stop at the local McDonalds so you could use the toilets,” I said. “No more dodgy midnight kebabs and no more messing with my life, Barbie.”

“OK.” Her compliance had me looking over at her, suspicions aroused. This was confirmed by her smug smile as she sat back in her seat. “I’m pretty sure I don’t have to do shit. I just hope you like bananas, girl, because I see a whole lot of crazy monkey sex in your future.”

“Barbie—!”

She interrupted me with a very terrible impersonation of a monkey, hooting and carrying on until the people in the cars near us turned to stare. That just had her laughing and acting like an even bigger dickhead until she collapsed down against her chair, cackling like the evil witch she was. Thankfully, she’d calmed down by the time we reached my place.

Not that it helped.

I rattled my key in the lock, conspicuously making it apparent I was opening the front door of my old apartment, but when we walked in, we were blinded by the full moon. Todd’s bare white arse bobbed up and down as he pumped away between Marcia’s thighs.

“Oh my god!” Barbie yelped, and I made a similar sound of disgust, our hands clapping over our eyes.

“What’re you doing here!” Marcia yelped, and when I peeked through my fingers, I saw she’d pulled a blanket off the back of the couch to cover herself with. “You’re supposed to move out!”

“That’s why we’re here.” Gage stepped through the front door, taking in the cluttered living area, the sagging couch and a naked Todd, now with his hands slapped down to cover his dick. He lifted his tool box, his biceps popping in a way that had Marcia’s blanket slipping a little. Todd grabbed a pair of shorts off the floor and yanked them on, flushing bright red, but my female flatmate just stared, her lips parting as she took the guys in. But none of them paid any attention to that, moving closer to me. “Which room’s yours?”

“Down here.”

When we reached my door, I felt a moment of hesitation. Everyone was left standing in the corridor, which didn’t make sense. There was nothing personal left lying out in the room. I’d packed everything up into boxes the night Marcia gave me the news, hoping to be out and into somewhere else sooner than this, but still… The childhood memories kept on stirring up: of the four guys bursting into my room, ruffling my hair, making me smell their armpits and—

That was then and this was now.

I opened the door and ushered everyone in.

“Barbie and I can carry most of the boxes,” I said, “though if you could give us a hand with those—”

“Books?” Connor asked, going over to the boxes and then peering in through the flaps.

Part of me wanted to slap his hands away, stop him from prying, seeing, anything that had to do with me, but that was teenage me. I smiled slowly as I pulled one out.

“Yep. This one’s annotated, so if you want to do an impromptu reading of the smut chapters, look for the red sticky notes.”

“You read girl porn?” Barbie said, snatching it out of my grip. “Bitch, you’ve been holding out on me!” She flicked through the pages, seeing the flurry of sticky notes before staring at Connor. “Wait, why would you want to know where the smut is?”

“We used to embarrass Kendall by reading those scenes aloud,” he replied before dropping the book back into the box.

“You used to read the guy’s sections.” I pointed at Connor. “While Van did all the girl’s parts.”

“Before puberty finished my voice was the only one that was high enough,” Van told Barbie with a shrug.

“While he used to hold me down to make sure I listened to the entire performance.” Gage straightened up, meeting my gaze head on, but I caught the way his hand gripped the handle of his toolbox tighter. “Fun times.”

“Well, screw that.” She threw her hands up in the air and then backed away from the boxes, but not before grabbing the annotated book and shoving it in her pocket. “You guys can carry the lot down to the truck.”

“Barbie—”

“Fine by me.” Gage watched me steadily, daring me to contradict him, and god how I wanted to. “And you’re not driving back home in that rust bucket.”

“Daisy is not—”

“Registration worthy? Likely to last another trip?” he said, and with that, I was shoved right back into childhood. Big bad Gage Slater telling me how it was going to go and me being forced to listen.

Except now there was no one to put me in a headlock and make me do anything.

“The car is registered,” I said between gritted teeth. “It’s perfectly fine and—”

“Could do with a tune up.” I turned around slowly, unable to believe what Barbie had just said. She winced, obviously aware of how badly she had just betrayed the girl code. “C’mon, Ken, you know that thing is a death trap.”

“Then you won’t mind if we drive it.” Gage plucked my keys from my limp fingers, my hand spasming too late to stop him. “You’ve been wishing us dead since the minute you walked in our door.” He shrugged. “Maybe you’ll get lucky and that death trap of yours will take me out.”

I smiled slowly, visualising him getting into my tiny car like one of the clown cars at the circus. That and trying to work out how the hell to get Daisy started. My car was like me, a temperamental woman, and she didn’t respond to just anyone. Barbie had convinced me moving in with these guys was a good way to get revenge and apparently that started today.

“If you want to be sitting by the side of the road dealing with my car as I’m lying beside your pool, I’m fine with that,” I said before shifting my focus to Van. “We just need to go through the drive through bottle shop on the way back.” I glanced at my bestie. “Barbie and I have a date planned with a bottle of tequila.”

“You got it,” Van replied, shooting me the same smile that had melted a thousand hearts. “Now you’re bringing everything in this room?”

I nodded, walking over to pick up a box, but Connor was already there.

“We’ve got this,” he told me, putting one hand firmly on the box then handing me a set of car keys. “No need for you ladies to worry about hauling these downstairs. Open the car, turn on the aircon and relax.”

“Oh my god, perfect!” Barbie said, grabbing my arm.

It was. The day was already humid and sticky, and it was only going to get hotter, so hauling my shit down the narrow staircase of the apartment building would be a horrible way to spend it. That didn’t stop me from staring at the lot of them until she dragged me out of the room.

“Oh this is nice…” Barbie sighed as she slid onto the bench seat of the van and then turned on the aircon once the engine was running. “Very nice…”

I followed her gaze to where the guys had emerged with the first lot of the boxes, but I didn’t feel the same sense of satisfaction she did. Instead, my whole body tensed as I heard them open the back of the van and start to slide the boxes in. My ears strained to hear what they were saying, because I couldn’t relax back into the seat like she was.

The only time these guys were ever nice to me was right before they were about to do something shitty. I turned around, watching the boxes get pushed into the cargo bay and had to wonder what stunt they’d pull this time.


Chapter 8



Van

Sitting in her parent’s car with Kendall was always fucking torture. Her mum had one of those big soccer mum vans, so she could fit us in, but one of us invariably ended up seated next to Finn’s sister. I could remember the press of her thigh against mine, the soft sigh of her breath, my own heart rate slowing to match hers; and while I remembered being boned up and burning for Kendall, it was nothing like this.

Her perfume had changed. I breathed in slowly, tentatively, drawing the scent into my nose. Before, she smelled sticky sweet and cherry scented, but now it was complex, woody, and floral with something green mixed in. I wanted to trail my nose down the side of her neck and just breathe it in until I worked out what every single note was. Instead, the van hit a bump in the road causing the whole cab to sway.

And Kendall along with it.

Her hands went wide, one grabbing the oh-shit handle, but the other? I watched it move through the air as if in slow motion, only for it to land on my thigh.

Thank fuck I’d worn shorts.

Her skin against mine, she seared me then, just like a farmer might burn his brand into young calves. When I was a teenager, my dick felt like this unpredictable beast that lived in my pants, rousing at the worst times, but never more than when I was near Kendall. To discover that nothing had changed drove the breath out of my lungs as my eyes snapped up to meet hers.

Her touching me, feeling her so damn close… Her lips were only a small lean in away, and the movement of the car felt like they drew them nearer with each bump. I stared into her eyes, seeing all the shades of brown, chocolate, deep mocha—depths I wanted to drop down into. Her brows creased, just a tiny little line my fingers itched to smooth away, but instead I smiled, hoping she would too.

“Are you going to stop staring?”

Nope, the frown was more pronounced now, getting deeper by the second.

“Didn’t realise I was.”

She snatched her hand away then, flexing her fingers as if they had been stung, and then shoved them between her thighs. Of course I had to compound the problem by staring at where it was wedged. At the sound of Connor’s snort, I forced my focus back on the road.

“Bottle shop over on Main Road, OK?” he asked Kendall without looking away from the traffic he was navigating.

“Yeah, sure.”

I wanted to say I learned my lesson, that I was keeping my eyes to myself, but when we pulled up outside the bottle shop and Kendall got out, it was obvious I hadn’t. She grabbed her bag and slung it over her shoulder, then went walking off into the shop. We trailed behind her at a discreet distance.

“How the fuck did she get more beautiful?”

Kendall was wearing an old pair of jean shorts and a shirt made from fabric that looked light enough to fly away. I wanted to tear it off and see how far it would float. We found her looking at the rows of alcohol bottles and just stared at her.

“Beautiful…?”

Connor always had something to say if the occasion warranted it, and if he was lost for words now, it meant something. I glanced at him, then her, then back again and saw it. His lips twitched, wanting to smile, but there was something haunted in his eyes that wouldn’t let him.

And I knew what.

Kendall was the girl that had slipped from my fingers and no amount of grabbing had brought her back, but right then, I knew Connor felt the same.

“Yeah, she’s even more beautiful.”

He said it in the same way he would describe an order of timber over the phone to a supplier, but I knew what that flat tone hid. He surged forward, taking the cheap bottle of tequila from her hand and putting it back firmly on the shelf. Right when she went to splutter, he picked up several bottles and held them close.

“I’m not buying top-shelf tequila for a lazy afternoon by the pool!” she hissed at him.

“No, you’re not.” He shot her one long look, wanting to say so much more, and I knew what. Not the words exactly, but the gist of it. What we thought about her, what he felt, what we’d always intended to do the night she left, but instead of vomiting that forth, he just nodded and strode over to the counter. “Just these, thanks, mate.”

“Not these, thanks, mate,” Kendall said, grabbing for the bottles, the poor bloke at the till looking at the two of them in confusion. “You’re not—”

“Buying you a housewarming present?” Connor did smile then, his eyes glittering in the same way they did when he faced down some fuckhead who was ready to fight him on a job site. But in this case, he did not want to hit Kendall. He only dared her to say a word, to make a scene in front of the guy who just wanted to ring up our purchases and move on to the next person. I watched closely, not sure how she’d react. Definitely didn’t expect her to take a small step backwards when he said this. “Yeah, I am.”

Connor turned to the bloke behind the counter and handed over his card, the rest of the transaction taking place silently, so when he put the bottles in a bag, we all heard the clink and the rustle as they were handed over to Connor.

“I make a perfectly good margarita with that tequila,” she said, eyeing him sideways as we walked back to the car.

“I’m sure you do.” There was a little something in Connor’s step, an extra spring. “But I make a better one with this stuff.”

“Better…”

Kendall’s mum told her that every time she reacted, it just egged us on. She was entirely right, but it didn’t stop Kendall from responding. I saw it now, a shadow of the girl she was, rising as her lips thinned and her fingers flexed, but to my disappointment, she took a long breath before letting it out slowly.

“Fine.”

“Fine?” I hadn’t meant to let that out, blinking when I realised what I’d said. It was worth it, though, because Kendall’s focus shifted to me, her eyes narrowing slightly before she forced herself to smile.

“It’s fine.” She shrugged nonchalantly, but I saw through that act. There was tension in her shoulders that I longed to massage out. “You want to buy me top-shelf tequila, move my stuff—”

“And put your furniture back together,” I said, unable to let that go. Connor might’ve bought her something to drink, but I was a dab hand at flatpack construction.

“Furniture…” Her eyes narrowed, and that wasn’t a happy expression, but if her eyes were on me, I didn’t care. “You want to put my bed together?” I nodded. She snorted as she looked at me and then Connor. “And give me somewhere to live? What, are you gonna put my granny panties away for me as well?”

“Ye—” I had that part of the way out before I even thought about what I was saying, falling face first into her trap, but Connor cut me off.

“Granny panties?” He looked her up and down slowly, something that had girls sidling closer when he shot them that look at the pub. “Only if you’ll model them for us first.”

“Shut up.” Her hand shot out and she shoved him, or at least she tried to. Right then I was jealous as fuck. I knew what that palm felt like against my skin, and by Connor’s look when he stared down at her hand, he was feeling just like I had. His feet planted hard against the car park asphalt, and he didn’t move an inch. She snatched her hand away, frowning at him right before both hands went to her hips. “You know I’m not going to go back to Finn and tell him you looked after his little sister.” Her frown deepened. “I can’t tell him about any of this.”

And there it was, the reason why we never said anything about what we felt back when we were kids and why we wouldn’t be saying anything now. Finn was her brother and our best mate, and a bloke didn’t strip another bloke’s sister bare and do all the things we’d been fantasising about. For the first time since Kendall walked in through our door, my heart sank.

“We know.” I smiled hastily as Connor just stared. “We won’t say anything either.” His gaze grew more intense, boring into mine and making it clear he needed me to shut the fuck up. “Finn would just about shit if he knew you were living with us.”

That seemed to do the trick. All expression smoothed away. Calm was regained, so why did something inside me break when I saw the light in her eyes die?

“Right, but this is just a temporary thing, so you won’t have to say anything to my brother.”

“Good fucking going…” Connor hissed at me as she strode off in front of us, back to the van.

“What?”

“Think before you start flapping your fucking gums,” he growled. “That’s all I ask. Just think for a second, because…” His focus shifted back to the van, his hand pressing on the fob to unlock the car when she tried the door. “We’re this close to getting what we’ve always wanted, so…” I nearly flinched when he jerked his eyes back to meet mine. “Do not fuck this up.”

I didn’t want to. Getting back in the van only to find Kendall sitting between us, it wasn’t hard to see it. Not her sitting uncomfortably on the bench seat, but on a much softer surface as we pushed that thin cotton top off her shoulders and— My train of thought was brought to an abrupt end as Connor turned the engine over and then eased the van back out onto the street.

Yeah, it turns out nothing changed. I was sitting beside the girl in a van, the fantasies my mind was determined to manufacture a fourth entity sitting there with us. I could almost feel their presence, forcing my heart to beat faster and my body to tense as I was hit with a startling realisation. I wanted Kendall just as much as I had when I was a dumb kid, the years not dulling the knife of desire but sharpening it. And me, I just leaned into the blade, bleeding everywhere but unable to pull away from its vicious kiss.

I was pretty sure Kendall wanted to punish the lot of us for what we’d put her through, but she didn’t understand that just being around her hurt more than any punishment she could possibly devise.


Chapter 9



Kendall

This was weird, right?

The sight of the house hit me as we pulled up front, my eyes taking in the beautiful facade while my brain struggled to accept this would be the place I would call home for a while. I shoved that to one side as the doors to the van opened and I slid out, right as a regular clunking sound let me know that Gage and Barbie had arrived. I blinked and then joined the guys at the back of the van, ready to start hauling boxes inside.

“No,” Gage said, appearing by my side.

“What?” I reached for the handle of the back of the van, about to open it, but Connor beat me to it, claiming it as his.

“Head out to the pool.” His spare hand offered me the house keys. “You and your friend can cool off, and we’ll get this sorted.”

“Oh, I like the sound of that,” my bestie said, looking Connor over more closely.

“Then I’ll make the margaritas.” I went to take the bag of bottles from Van’s hand, but his grip on them tightened.

“Nope.” He grinned to soften his words. “You don’t know where the ice or the blender is.” Then he said the words every woman wants to hear. “We’ve got this.”

Every woman but me.

Leaving home was a… moment for me. My dad was irritating as hell and didn’t do a thing to stop the boys terrorising me, but I hadn’t realised just how much he’d done for me until I moved out. I’d had to move my gear up three flights of stairs, get my car serviced, even learn how to replace a fuse in the ancient fuse box of the first place I’d rented, I’d worked it out and found myself growing stronger as I developed new skills. That feeling of competency that I clung to every day I was alive didn’t like being told no at all.

“C’mon, Fanta Pants.” The guys’ eyebrows shot up as Barbie wrapped her hand around my arm and dragged me away. “You can fight the good fight for female self-determination on a day that is less sweltering. Pool, girl.” Her voice took on the slightly manic tone pet owners used with their dogs. “Cool, splashy, wet, but most of all, cool.”

“You already said that,” I said as we walked towards the front door.

“It bears repeating.” I found the right key and twisted it in the lock. “As does this.” She shot the guys a look over her a shoulder before walking inside with me. “It’s OK to let people help you.”

But it wasn’t. If you let them, then you got used to it and what happened when they stopped? You felt a loss, an ache inside your chest that just wouldn’t stop until— I pinched off that thought like Mum did the dead heads of her precious flowers.

“Think of it as penance,” Barbie said, settling against the kitchen counter then craning a neck to watch the guys file in through the door, each one toting a box. “Sexy, sexy penance.”

“I’m not sure moving my shit makes up for what they put me through,” I grumbled.

“Then what would? Because damn, girl. I knew you were a freaking hard head, but how the hell did you keep your hands off those boys growing up? I’d be slipping down the hallway every night they slept over and…”

She began to make movements with her hands, making clear what she would do— something Gage caught out the corner of his eye. I grabbed her wrist and dragged her out through the glass sliding doors towards the perfectly turquoise pool.

“You would’ve been singing a different tune if you’d met them then,” I told her, opening the gate and then toeing off my sandals. The pebblecrete pressed into the soles of my feet, keeping me here rather than back at my parent’s old place. “Sneaking into their room would’ve just meant being tickled until you peed or being Dutch ovened.” I ran a toe through the water, feeling how refreshingly cool it was, the Australian sun burning far too brightly. “Remind me to check if there’s a lock on the bedroom door.”

She chuckled.

“To keep them out or you—?”

I slapped a hand over her mouth, making clear I did not want to hear her finish that thought. This whole thing was weird, and I didn’t need her making it weirder. The nice house, the lovely pool, and the fact my tormenters were moving me into their McMansion, I didn’t need her concocting sexy scenarios as well.

“My bathers are in my boxes and yours are at home,” I told her, “so what did you want to do? Work on our tans?”

“Where’s your phone?” she asked.

“In my bag. Why?”

Wrong answer. She grinned and then moved like lightning, shoving me forward, my limbs flailing through the air right before I hit the water. Cold, harsh chlorine hit me as I went under, then surged back up to suck in a breath.

“You b—!”

I didn’t get to finish that sentence as she leapt forward, curling her body into a ball before going slamming down into the water, forcing me to splutter all over again as waves of water hit my face.

“Fuck, Barbie…” I gasped.

“Shut your eyes when you get a blast to the face,” she said with a wild grin, her perfect waves of blonde hair now plastered to her skull. “Haven’t I told you that before?”

“I’ll give you a blast to the face,” I growled, slapping my hands down on the water to splash her. Of course that’s not how it worked. She just shut her eyes and held her face out in a porn-worthy performance, moaning as the water hit her. I, of course, doubled down, trying to get her spluttering, but she just made a further spectacle of herself, right as Gage appeared with two tall glasses in hand.

A small clearing of his throat was what stopped the two of us, our eyes blinking water away to see him just standing there. Those hazel eyes seemed to take everything in, what we were doing, the noises we were making, and the way our clothes were now plastered against our skin. No, make that my clothes.

Barbie, that would’ve made sense. During our entire friendship, I’d seen guys drop drinks, stop conversations mid-sentence, even with their girlfriends, or just leave off what they were doing to trail after her. But if I wanted to ascribe his sudden interest to her, I was out of luck. There was no mistaking who he was staring at.

I’d chucked on some light, floaty top this morning along with some shorts, the weather making it impossible to wear anything heavier, so that meant he could see everything. Not granny panties, but a super boring, slightly grey from being washed far too often bra. He traced its shape with his eyes like it was the finest lingerie.

Weird.

“Yummy!” Barbie moved to the edge of the pool, and that was when Gage paid attention to her, right? Nope, not when she swam over to the edge of the pool or gazed up at him with her baby blues. Instead, it took me wading closer to break whatever spell had been cast over him as he blinked and then swallowed hard.

“Your drinks.”

Was his voice this deep and rumbly when we were kids? I always remembered it being deeper than the other guys—Gage seeming to go through puberty before everyone else—but it didn’t feel like it vibrated all the way through me then, did it? I found myself reaching up for the drink, his hand not moving any closer, forcing me to cling to the rim of the pool and surge up to grab it.

And he watched every moment of that movement.

It was as if his eyes traced every rivulet of water, each droplet as it slid down my body, and why did that have me flushing? An instinctive need to cover up, to shield his eyes from my body, rose and was quickly stuffed down. This was Gage. He’d seen me in the pool, out in the yard, lounging on the couch, or mucking around on the play set since I was a little kid. This was no big deal. That didn’t explain the slight zap I got when I grabbed the glass from his fingers, our skin touching for just a second before I pulled away. I gulped down a mouthful of the drink, my mouth suddenly dry, and the sharp burst of lime, Cointreau, and tequila was a pleasant surprise.

“Damn, that boy does know how to make a good margarita,” Barbie said, taking the words right out of my mouth. “Hey, where’s yours?”

Gage’s head snapped around as if he just noticed my friend was there.

“I don’t really drink that shit.”

“Shit?” My tone rose abruptly. “Tequila’s amazing.”

“I guess I got put off by the smell of it that time you and your friends decided to neck a bottle of it doing shots.” His lips curved into the smallest of smiles. “Remember that?”

Oh fuck, yes I did. It was a long time after before I dared to drink tequila again.

“Kendall chucked up?” Barbie cackled when Gage confirmed this with a nod. “Did you hold her hair back when she spewed?” Another nod, sealing my fate.

My face flamed bright red, what memories I had of that night coming back. My friends and I were having a sleepover when we were about sixteen, and one of them had snuck a bottle in. We’d dared each other to take shots, the first burning its way down, but the next and the next… It got easier and easier to drink them until it didn’t. Mum had been pissed to find a gaggle of vomiting girls in her garden, her voice carrying across the yard as she called out my name. But I couldn’t be summoned.

Because I was in the corner of the garden vomiting my guts out as Gage held me.

I didn’t know how he found me or why he knew I needed help, just that he was there. His hands were firm as one supported my chest, my whole body convulsing as he held back my hair. I remembered snippets of his voice because it was soft rather than hard and mocking me when I was down. Then there was his hand when I was finally done, rubbing circles on my back to soothe me as Mum called out again.

“Kendall?”

Barbie stared at me, a mischievous smile on her face.

“I vomited up every damn thing I’d eaten in the last day or two,” I said with a sheepish shrug. “That was probably enough to turn anyone off tequila.” I held up my glass. “I guess I was too drunk to remember enough to know better.”

“Well, let me know when you want another one,” he told me. “Or if you need your hair held back.”

“Right. Thanks.” I smiled tightly.

“Hang on, where are you going?” Barbie asked him, never knowing when to leave something alone.

“To help put the bed together,” he told her.

“Where’s your phone?”

“Barbie…” I growled, watching her hands set the glass on the edge of the pool and then reach up.

“Inside, charging—”

Those words were enough to seal his fate. She rose up like a siren of old, grabbing his hands before he could say anything, and then used her momentum to pull him down into the water.

My hand shot upwards, trying to protect the precious margarita from getting contaminated by chlorine, but there was no saving it from the epic splash. I was left spluttering, and so were Barbie and Gage, but a mouthful of water wasn’t what drove the air from my lungs.

Gage was always a big guy; much was made of that in school. The local footy coach nearly wet his pants when he started playing because he was so much bigger than other kids his age. Some girls I knew speculated just how ‘big’ he was when we got a whole lot older, but teenage Gage had nothing on this. He’d been wearing a loose, old cotton t-shirt, but now I understood why he’d been staring. The fabric clung to shoulders that were so damn broad I didn’t know how he got through the door, his deltoids looking as big as basketballs as he tossed his hair and then dashed water out of his eyes, only for him to turn around and catch me staring.

Look away, a little voice shrieked inside my head. It was a familiar one that I hadn’t heard for a long time. Staring at my brother’s best friends would’ve just got my ponytail pulled or someone saying something snarky at my expense, so I knew better than to do a quick comparison, the teenage bare chest I’d seen displayed all summer overlaid on top of the man’s right now.

And the man won.

“Pool party!”

Barbie’s shout jerked me out of my head, making me all too aware of the water and the way the currents caressed my skin, my glass going to my lips, my hands needing something to do. The margarita had a chemical aftertaste to it that was not an improvement, but I drank it down while she scrambled out of the pool anyway. “If you don’t drink tequila, and shame on you by the way, then what do you drink?” She cocked her head to one side. “A beer, right?”

“There’s some in the fridge,” he said then moved to the pool ladder. “But I’ll get one.”

“Yeah, better than leaving him here with me.” Where the fuck had that come from? My mouth snapped shut as Barbie’s eyebrow jerked up in a way that I knew meant trouble. “I mean, he’ll probably start dunking me like they used to when we were kids.”

“You used to hold my bestie’s head under the water?” Barbie asked Gage in an accusatory tone.

“Sometimes.” He shrugged. “And sometimes we’d play Marco Polo, or she’d do backflips off my shoulders.”

Oh my god, shut up, I thought furiously.

“Backflips?” She moved closer to the edge of the pool. “I think I need to see such acrobatics for myself.”

“Oh no—”

“What’s up, Red?” I freaking hated it when they used that nickname, his mocking tone grating on every nerve. “You scared?”

Those two words were all it took to get me jumping off cliffs with them or climbing up the big tree in our front yard, going up far too high. They had me eating weird berries they handed me, or forced me to keep up when we went exploring along the coastline not far from our old house. They were like a red rag to a bull, and I could never just ignore them. My glass made a clinking sound as I set it down on the pebblecrete and then moved closer.

“Of you?” I was fired by a bravado that would fade the moment my head cleared, but right now, I grabbed his hands as the bastard smirked. “No way.”

Every time I let my temper get the better of me, they won. I knew that, but as he sank down into the water, I planted my feet on his shoulders. My own stupidity became apparent as he surged up and out of the water because I didn’t have a kid’s centre of balance nor athleticism. My legs shook, my hands gripping tighter as Gage stood up, but his hands gripped me right back, steadying me as I blinked and looked around.

Barbie’s shocked expression made clear she didn’t expect me to follow through. Me either, Barbs, I thought mutely right before he said the word.

“Ready?”

No, no I wasn’t, but when had that ever mattered? Fake it until you make it, that was a motto that worked well for me, and that was what I did now. I nodded sharply right before he dropped down and then launched me into the air.


Chapter 10



Gage

I didn’t want to let Kendall go. The feel of her body against mine as she climbed onto my shoulders had my eyes jerking up, but the water prevented me from seeing much until I surged up out of it. The way her hand held mine so tightly had forced it all to come rushing back.

We didn’t spend all our time tormenting Kendall. Sometimes we played together just fine, something I remembered because her mum always commented on it.

And those times were the worst.

When we got older and started noticing her as a girl, not just Finn’s sister, playing took on a whole other vibe. One that left me aching and feeling like shit all at the same time.

“Fucking Gary Sweet has been sniffing around my sister,” Finn growled one day during our lunch hour at school. All of our eyes had found the little prick in the yard, watching him laughing and showing off with his mates, catching every time his eyes slid to Kendall and her friends.

“What’re you gonna do about that?” Van asked, but he knew. We all knew.

Bags and lunch discarded, we rose as one, everyone else knowing the best thing to do was scuttle out of our way as we crossed the yard.

“Make clear what a mistake that is.” Finn glanced at the rest of us. “Right?”

We’d all readily agreed because we were just as maddened by the sight of someone trying to catch Kendall’s eyes, though our motivation was completely different. Finn didn’t want some dickhead messing with his sister, but we… We just didn’t want another guy doing the one thing we wanted the most.

And that hadn’t changed one little bit.

I stared up at her, watching her freak out and cling to my hands. Her weight felt like nothing on my shoulders, even as she curled her toes, trying to get a better grip. I didn’t want to let her go when we used to muck around in the pool, nor now, but I felt her knees bend as she readied herself to flip away from me. I dropped my body down, ready to give her extra momentum, then shot back out as she threw herself free.

“Oh fuck…!” That wild grin as she emerged from the water, wiping it from her face, was the same thing that motivated me then as well as now. I’d do anything to make sure she always smiled like that. “I forgot how much fun that was.”

“Again?” I asked, grabbing my t-shirt and pulling it off over my head, tossing it with a splat onto the side of the pool, but she didn’t answer. My girl just stopped right where she was, smile fading, but I didn’t mind at all. Her eyes felt like they raked over me, taking in my chest, my arms, and the tattoos I’d had inked there.

Look, I mentally urged. Look and keep on looking. See me, the man, not the boy who was too much of an arsehole to know he should’ve treated you better. See me. And she did just that to the sound of my own heart thundering in my ears, only to be interrupted by the friend.

“I’ll just go get that beer…”

Barbie’s grin made clear she knew exactly what was going on as she beat a hasty retreat, and I wondered if we’d have an ally there. Her disappearance seemed to shake Kendall out of whatever reverie she was lost in, her eyelids fluttering as she pursed her lips and then went to turn away.

“I should go—”

“Don’t.” Fuck, that came out far too sharply, too intense, but that was me all over, wasn’t it? I raked a hand through my hair, my mind racing to come up with a reason to keep Kendall here. “I mean, the guys, they’re putting your bed together—”

“So I can empty my boxes—”

“You know how Connor gets.” She froze then turned back my way, sipping her drink with a nod. “He’s a cranky prick most days, but when he’s on the tools…” I shrugged.

“Right. Right.” Another sip of her drink then her teeth burrowed themselves in a bottom lip that made me want to suck it free and then kiss it better. “So you guys have done well for yourselves.”

She looked at the canvas shade sail, the landscaping around the pool, the sun loungers… Anywhere but me. For some reason that it took that much conscious effort for her to keep her eyes off me had me grinning. I stood up out of the water, feeling the drops run across my skin and wishing they were her fingers as I came closer. Not too close, though. There was some unspoken limit, because when I got too near, she edged away.

“It’s not bad,” I agreed.

“Not bad!” My non-committal response got her looking my way, right before she flushed. “If you saw some of the places I saw today…”

She drank down the rest of her drink in one long gulp, the slight shake in her hands making clear what an experience that had been, and it killed me.

My Kendall walking into some dickhead’s place, looking at the spare room. Faceless men clustering closer, looking at her, watching her, imagining creeping down the hall to stand in front of her door, his breath fanning across the wood when he wanted to see that happen across her skin.

Just as I had done, back at her parent’s place.

That she was too young stopped me from turning that doorknob. Then it was the knowledge that it would ruin any friendship I had with Finn when she got older. And the fact that her mum and dad slept two rooms over, some sixth sense only parents experienced possibly waking up if they even heard a creak of the floorboards. And Kendall herself, the moments of pleasure and fun and amusement so fucking fleeting, because I drove each and every one of them away, pretending I didn’t want to see her smile like I wanted my next breath. The silence between us then, and right now, stretched on and on. I knew I had to say something.

“You’re safe here.” Yes, that. “For now,” I added hastily.

“Right,” she said. I picked up Barbie’s drink and carried it closer, something that had her frowning slightly until I poured it into her glass. “Trying to get me drunk enough that my defences are down?”

“Well, if you do get drunk, you know I’ll hold your hair back,” I told her, watching her eyes follow my arm as I propped it on the edge of the pool.

“Right…” That little breathy word gave me hope in ways I hadn’t experienced in years. A sharp feeling that any other time would have had me worried was a heart attack stabbed into my chest. The lump in my throat was a welcome thing, keeping me from saying it, all of it, everything I’d intended to tell her that night. But her focus sharpened, the wariness we’d hard coded in her back in seconds. “Right before you give me an impromptu haircut?”

“Kendall—”

“Or smear peanut butter in it.”

“Kendall—”

“Thank god you didn’t go through with the bubblegum thing.” She looked me up and down, eyes narrowing. “Mum would have had your arses for that. Getting the peanut butter out took long enough.”

“Kendall—”

“I’ve got drinks!”

I cursed Barbie in that second as she re-appeared with a jug of margaritas and a beer in tow. My thanks was not at all grudging when she handed me the can. I edged backwards, needing to put some distance between me and Kendall, between the memories and the scars she seemed to carry, knowing I put every one of them there. The beer was bitter all the way down, or was it just the knowledge that I was a little dickhead my entire childhood? I didn’t know, but I kept on drinking.

“Sooo… were you guys catching up on old times?” Barbie asked, sitting down on the lip of the pool.

“Something like that,” Kendall replied tightly, putting her glass down before hauling herself out of the water. She didn’t catch the moment when I catalogued every curve, every cling of her clothes, but Barbie did, her lips twitching in amusement. “I need to get dried off and— Shit, my towels are in the boxes.”

“I’ll get you one.” I was moving before I even thought about it, being able to do this one little thing helping ease the ache in my chest. “For both of you,” I added belatedly, but Barbie didn’t seem offended in the least. Her eyes danced as she watched this shit show unfold.

“Right, thanks.”

I’d played in my mind numerous times how things would go if I ran into Kendall again. On the street, in a cafe, at night at some pub. Each time I’d had something smooth to say. A whole lot of smooth things, my lips moving as I explained, justified, then finally, apologised until she finally forgave me. Inside the house, I found the linen cupboard without too much effort, but rather than pull it open, my hands wrapped around the cool metal door handles as my forehead pressed against the timber. Water dripped free of me, pooling on the granite floor, and something seemed to leak free of me with it. Hope, that was what dropped down on to the floor, puddling at my feet only to be savagely mopped up with a spare towel when I jerked one free.


Chapter 11



Kendall

Walking into my new ‘room’ looking like a drowned rat wasn’t exactly the revenge scenario I’d dreamed about in the years since I’d seen the guys last. Because I’d fantasised about it, running into them on the street when I was thinner, fitter, and perfectly made up. Oh, and on the arm of some hot, super successful guy as well, don’t forget that. Who? I had no idea. My dream boyfriend was faceless, only useful as a prop to show them what I really needed them to see. Me, successful. Me, hot. Me having well and truly moved on from the bullshit they’d put me through. Instead, Van and Connor looked up sharply, Connor’s cheeks flushed and his eyes flashing as he took me in.

I had a towel wrapped tightly around me so at least they didn’t see all my lumps and bumps on display, but that didn’t explain their intent gazes. One tentative step, then another, and I forced myself to smile.

“Barbie threw me into the pool. I just need…”

Why the hell was I explaining? They told me to go out by the pool, and what would I be doing out there, transcendental meditation? I walked over to my suitcase, flipping it over on its side and opening it up to pull out some fresh clothes. Barbie could just drip dry, the bitch, and anyway, anything I had would just fall off her. But as I straightened up, I realised I wasn’t hearing the sound of tools, construction, anything. I turned around and saw the two of them still staring before I smiled.

“Can’t work out how to put the bed together?” I said.

“What?” Connor shook his head. “No, I can—”

“I’ll just pull on some clothes and give you a hand,” I said, heading to the en suite. “I know you’re big tough tradies, but IKEA is a whole other ball of wax.”

They protested, said something which no doubt translated as me man, me make bed or some shit, but I closed the door on them and peeled the towel away from me.

Someone had spent a whole lot of time and money making the perfect en suite. The bathroom was beautifully done and well appointed, the tiling all in subtle greys that were soft enough to be feminine, but impersonal enough to be masculine with the right styling. I ruined all of that restrained calm, hanging up the brightly-coloured beach towel on a hook behind the door before stopping when I saw my reflection.

I had bright red spots on my cheeks, making me look like a damn clown, and the slicked back look did not suit my hair at all. The red was darkened to an almost brown, no soft waves to hide my face at all, so I couldn’t do anything other than stare into my own eyes.

I looked scared.

That’s what explained my wide-eyed stare, right? Why my heart was pounding way too fast, though tequila sometimes did that to me. Why I was gripping the bench edge way too tightly, as if trying to leave dents in the laminate. Part of me wished so hard that I’d known what I was walking into earlier today, because then I’d have prepared. Shaved my legs, curled my hair, did all of the things Barbie was always on me about to make the most out of my looks. Then I could’ve sauntered into their house and looked down my nose coolly at the place, like I was doing them a favour by letting me stay.

Rather than them being forced to help me.

I frowned at the woman in the mirror, seeing that scruffy kid I was and knowing they must be seeing the same damn thing. Otherwise, why would they be rushing to help me out? They were building my damn bed out there… A muffled curse made it through the doorway, making clear how well that was going, so I rubbed a towel through my hair, drying off the worst of the water before stripping off and putting on fresh clothes.

Only to find Van standing just outside the door when I opened it. A muscle jumped in Connor’s jaw as he crouched beside my half-made bed frame.

“Need help?” I asked brightly, because this was me, this was my shitty bed and there was no point longing for anything else. I needed somewhere to sleep tonight and putting this together was the thing that needed to happen so I could do that.

“You need a new bed frame is what you need,” Connor growled, dropping his drill onto the carpet. “This piece of shit—”

“Is a bit tricky,” I admitted, grabbing my phone out of my bag and starting to search for the manual. “Did you look up the instructions?”

“I don’t need instructions,” he said. “I need to go and buy some new timber and make you a new bed frame. Something solid and sturdy that will last.”

“But can you do that in an hour or so?” I yawned hard, stifling it with my hand. “We were out pretty late last night, and this girl needs a nanna nap.”

“Well, no…”

Making that admission killed Connor, I could see that in the clench of his jaw.

“OK, so not to tread on your toes, Mr. Awesome Tradie Guy, but while the way this bed is constructed is truly diabolical, I’ve got some experience breaking it down and setting it up again.”

“You’ve had to move a lot?” Van asked, crouching down on my other side, and I just shrugged.

“Not all of us make the big bucks required to buy a place like this. You met Marcia and Todd and saw more of them than you’d ever want to, but they were actually some of my saner house mates. There was the guy that used to take a dump in the compost bin.”

“What?” The wood under Connor’s grip creaked as he peered into my eyes.

“The guy that used to steal the girls’ panties. The clean ones, thankfully.”

“The fuck…”

Van’s hushed tones made clear he’d never had to deal with the vagaries of share house living. He and his mates were like brothers, and I guess each other’s underwear had no appeal.

“Then there was—”

“Just show us how to put the bed together, Kendall.” Connor’s voice was as taut as a guitar string, ready to be struck. “Please.”

That was the thing that did it for me. Connor Woods did not say please, ever, except when with Mum and Dad, so I just nodded and talked through the weird and wonderful ways IKEA bed frames got put together.

“So now we just put the slats…”

The two of them had it now, catching on quickly, moving the slats into place, and that’s when it hit me. Men are completely unaware of the erotic appeal of masculine competence. Van’s muscles barely flexed as he set down each lot of slats before Connor moved to screw them into place. I stood around, completely useless, just staring, until the two of them noticed.

“Nearly done.”

Van’s lips twitched as he straightened up, that look of mischief usually a warning of what was about to go down, but when Connor pulled back, Van grabbed my mattress and placed it on the frame. Connor left the drill on the floor as he grabbed my pillows and tossed them against the bedhead, then both he and Van flicked my quilt out over the mattress.

“Did you need some sheets?”

Connor’s voice was far too low and intimate for whatever the fuck this was, and as he edged closer, my heart rate started to pick up.

“Ah no…” An aspirin and a lie down was what I needed, but I wasn’t telling him that. “I’ve got some in my boxes. I’ll dig them out in a minute, but…” A tinkle of laughter coming down the hall let me know that Barbie was up to her usual mischief. “I better see what my so-called best friend is up to. She’s like a puppy. Leave her unattended and she’ll have chewed holes in your couch or peed in the corner.”

“Right.” Connor took a step backwards and the two of them followed me out into the living area. “We’ll put some dinner on soon. Just a BBQ.” He stopped in front of the kitchen counter and looked at a damp Barbie and Gage. “Some sausages and burgers, but the two of you are welcome to join us.”

“BBQ?” she said, perking up but then visibly deflating. “I’d love to but… Yup, my boyfriend is blowing up my messages. Looks like we’ve got dinner sorted for tonight, but I’m sure Kendall would love that.”

“Oh well—”

“You’ll just do beans on toast or yet another cup of ramen.” She waved her hand through the air. “This way you’ll get a decent, cooked meal for once.”

“Decent, cooked meal…?” Van stepped closer with a frown. “But Kendall is an amazing cook.”

“What?” Barbie dismissed him with a rude noise. “This girl? She can’t even boil water, not without burning it dry. Remember when we made pasta that night…”

I didn’t hear what else she said and that was OK, because none of the guys were paying attention to her either. They were just staring wide eyed at me, until finally Van spoke.

“That can’t be right.” He shook his head sharply, and I remembered the moment I did the same, all those years ago. “Kendall burn water? She used to make cakes and donuts and cupcakes and pies.” He glanced at Gage, almost begging him for back up. “Remember when she made Finn that birthday cake? She hand decorated it herself, making all of those little curly things with chocolate.”

“A cake?” Barbie spluttered. “Maybe if she bought it from Woolies.” A high-pitched ringing started up in my head, threatening to drown them out, but of course it didn’t. “The bakery she works for tried to get her to do some work in the kitchen, but they worked out real quickly what a mistake that was.” She grinned at me, probably because I’d made a show of laughing at it at the time. “Burned the lot, didn’t you, Kendall.”

“Bakery?” Gage frowned, rising to his feet. “But you were going to get a bakery apprenticeship when you finished school.”

Was, that operative word. I was going to—they were right. I’d learned at my mother’s elbow how to cook and bake a wide variety of things, and when I outstripped her, both my grandmothers taught me all of their recipes. Then I was watching videos and cooking shows, learning new techniques and trying them, getting better and better all the time. The idea of an apprenticeship was the only thing that got me through Year 12, only…

“We better get going.” My smile was so tight it felt like my face was cracking. “Alan will be about ready to send out a search party for you.”

“Kendall…”

Barbie wanted answers, I knew she did, but I couldn’t give them to her right now, not in this house or in front of them.

“Thanks for the dinner offer, but I’ll just pick up something on the way home,” I told the guys, right before I grabbed Barbie’s bag and her shoes then jerked my head to indicate it was time to leave.

“Kendall…”

One of them called my name, but I couldn’t hear it right now. I just couldn’t. My chest was too tight, my heart beating way too fast, and it wasn’t because they were all big, tough, and manly right now.

It was because they were a threat.

“What the fuck, girl!” Barbie hissed once we stumbled out of the house and over to Daisy. “What’s going on? A bakery apprenticeship?”

“If you get in the car right now, I’ll tell you everything, I promise.”

“But—”

“I’m invoking the girl code.”

The same thing that had us walking away from a guy with no questions asked, or forced us to give an honest opinion about the clothes we were trying on, or the makeup we were considering wearing. It was the thing that had kept our friendship together since the moment we first connected, and Barbie’s lips thinned as she nodded. I didn’t take a full breath until we were both inside Daisy, the key slotted into the ignition.

“Nearly ten years ago…” They came outside and stood at the front door, gazing at us through the windscreen of my car, frowns on their faces. “I applied to get a bakery apprenticeship with a really high-end place close to the city.”

“So you can cook?” she asked.

“I could.” I nodded sharply. “People seemed to think I was pretty damn good, and when I did the cakes for one of Connor’s mum’s fancy parties, the woman who owned the bakery I wanted to apprentice for asked who made them. Connor’s parents set up a tasting of my best work at our house.”

There was a reason why I never wanted to see the three of them again, something I chose not to think about too much. No point crying over spilled milk Mum always used to say, and by now, the carton was well and truly emptied.

“This bakery was so high end that people lined up outside the door to get their cakes, and they, they thought I might be a good fit for an apprentice. Jobs like this didn’t get advertised. They had people falling all over themselves, sending their resumes in, trying to get an interview and I…”

A hand shot out and took mine, squeezing hard.

“What did they do?” Barbie asked in a small voice. “What did those dickheads do?”

“Just another dumb prank.” I shot her a reassuring smile. “One of so many. The sugar had been swapped out for salt, something I normally would’ve picked up in the cooking process, but I was in such a flap. I wanted everything to be… perfect, and instead these people came to our house and bit into cake that tasted like shit.” I shook my head. “I can cook fine if I have to, but I just don’t enjoy it anymore, so I don’t. Anyway, let's get you home.”

I knew Barbie was my best friend when she didn’t ask me any more questions on the drive to her place.


Chapter 12



Kendall

“Babe, is Pellegrino’s all right with you?” Alan asked, looking up from his laptop. “Oh, hey, Kendall. Are you joining us? I can ring and ask if they can squeeze an extra chair in for us.”

“Oh, no—” I started to say, looking down at my decidedly casual dress. It was fine for lounging around home but not a fancy restaurant.

“Gonna need to take a rain check,” Barbie said, moving over to kiss him.

He instantly tilted his lips up, eager for everything she had to give. He might have worked in finance (ew) and wore a suit most days (double ew), but as far as I knew, Alan wasn’t some arrogant dude with a type-A personality. He was sweet and attentive and loved my bestie, as evidenced when he pulled her down onto his lap.

“What’s going on now?” he asked, perfectly patient.

“Kendall had to move out because her flatmates are fucking, and I gotta say, seeing that boy’s junk, I woulda kept Ken and tossed him away.”

“What?” Alan blinked in confusion.

“Doesn’t matter.” She waved her hand through the air. “And we went to places, sooo many places, and one was a corridor and one was full of junkies—”

“You went to a share house full of junkies.” His grip on her tightened, and then he shot me a look filled with concern. “I should’ve come. I said I’d come and—”

“It’s fine.” Another hand wave and her lips started moving faster, the words a verbal avalanche that strove to smother his protests. “The second to last one was a bloody shed. A garden shed!” Alan shook his head, staring at Barbie. “It had old AstroTurf on the floor and a fucking portaloo for the bathroom.”

“That’s not legal!” Alan leaned forward, cradling Barbie in his arms as his fingers flew across the keyboard. “They can’t do that. It contravenes our rental laws. Bathrooms need to be permanent and in good working order, and what about the expense? How much would hiring a portable toilet be each week? That doesn’t make good financial sense as I don’t think you’d be able to write it off as a tax expense—”

“Focus.”

She grabbed his square jaw and tilted his eyes her way.

“I dragged Kendall out of there and we went to one more place.” Alan just blinked, waiting for the punchline. “It was perfect, with a real bedroom and an en suite and the rent was really reasonable.”

“Right…”

Her eyes blinked and it was weird seeing the second hand outrage there because I’d long since stopped feeling it. I’d shouted, screamed, and cried after the bakery owners left the house that day, even as Mum tried to calm me down. There’d be other chances, she said. Other apprenticeships.

But I didn’t want that.

Then Finn came sidling in through the door, eyes wide as he took in my state and after Mum explained what had happened, he told me what I needed to know. The boys had decided to swap the sugar for the salt as a joke.

Barbie told Alan just that, her voice vibrating with a barely contained fury, but when the two of them turned to face me, I didn’t know how to respond.

I knew our family dynamic was an unusual one. There was a lot of play and silliness, which I had loved growing up, right up until it went too far. In our family, if you were the one that started crying, you’d get no sympathy. Mum would try to jolly you out of your bad mood, and if that didn’t work, Dad would tell me he’d give me something to cry about if I didn’t stop.

And sometimes he did.

“You have to move in here until you find your feet,” Alan said. “You can’t live with those idiots. They ruined your life.”

“Nope.” I rejected his proposal and analysis of my situation. “You guys need your space—”

“We could rent somewhere bigger.” Alan looked at Barbie with a gleam in his eye. “There’s that new tower that’s just opened up near my work. Think you could get used to inner-city living?”

“Oh my god, that place looked amazing, with the views and the swanky lobby,” she replied. “Ken, we could be roommates! I could just walk down the hall and—”

“Want to choke the life out of me?” I replied drily. “Sharing a house is always tricky, and its way more complicated when it’s with friends. I’ve lost friends after we shared a house together.” I stepped forward. “I’m not losing you.”

“Aw, bestie…” She slipped from Alan’s lap and then walked over, arms wide, before enveloping me in a hug. “You’ll never lose me. You’re stuck with me forever, and if you ever try to get away, I’ll find you and never ever let you go.”

“My little stalker.” I made a show of patting her on the head. “So glad you’re on my side and not y’know, committing crimes.”

“So what’re you going to do?” she asked.

“First, I’m going to eat my bodyweight in pizza,” I replied.

“Duh! Alan.” She clicked her fingers like he was a waiter or something, which just made him smile and shake his head. “See if you can reschedule Pellegrino’s to tomorrow night and then put in an order at that amazing wood-fired pizza place.”

“The one that uses real truffles?” he asked, pulling out his phone.

“That’s the one.” She turned back to me. “OK, that’s sorted. So what’s next?”

“Well, after I’ve eaten dinner with you, I’ll go back.” I shrugged. “It was nearly ten years ago. Water under the bridge. Right now I’ve got free rent in a nice place where the bathroom is a permanent fixture. You were right—”

“Always,” she said with a wide grin.

“I can’t knock their offer back, not yet. I’ll keep looking for somewhere else.”

“Maybe somewhere inner city?” she said, clasping her hands under her chin.

“Somewhere affordable and safe,” I corrected.

“OK…” She tapped her finger on her bottom lip as the cogs started whirring inside her head. Always a concerning sight. Alan was talking on the phone, rescheduling their dinner reservation and ordering pizza as my bestie started cooking up her own ideas. “Well, my original assertion stands.”

“And what is that?” I asked with a smile. “You say so much, it’s hard for me to keep up.”

“Those boys ruined your life.” I winced internally at that summation. “So maybe it’s time for a little payback. You can play a few ‘pranks’ on them, get your own back.” Alan got off the phone and joined us in the lounge room. “You don’t have to do anything permanently disfiguring or anything, just… embarrassing.”

“What the hell are you planning?” he asked.

“To torment each one of these pricks for what they did to my best friend,” Barbie replied, the challenge apparent in her gaze.

“Shit, I’m in,” he said, plopping down on the couch. “I used to live in student housing when I was at uni and I’m pretty sure we spent more time pulling pranks than actually studying. So whaddya thinking? Just kinda embarrassing or soul destroying?”

I shook my head, starting to smile despite myself. My brother and his friends had terrorised me my entire childhood, so the idea of getting my own back kinda rocked.

“Soul destroying is probably going a little too far, but embarrassing…” It wasn’t hard to remember the many times the boys put me in a shitty position only for the family or the whole school to point and laugh at me. I nodded slowly. “Yeah, I could get behind that idea.”

“Peanut butter makes an excellent shit substitute,” Alan announced as we sat around their coffee table munching truly epic pizza.

“Um, ew…” Barbie went to toss her slice back in the box, but Alan redirected it back to her mouth.

“I say that because you can use it in a wide variety of ways to embarrass someone. God knows we did. It got so bad the cafeteria stopped serving peanut butter. Spread on the toilet seat. Wiped on toilet rolls. Wiped on doorknobs.” He grinned widely. “Makes it look like someone’s smeared shit everywhere.”

“Oh my god…” Barbie dropped her food, her hands flinging wide. “You could smear it on their shorts or jeans or whatever they wear to work.”

“Wouldn’t they see that?” I asked.

“Not if it’s on the bum of their shorts. Who inspects the butt of a clean pair of clothing?”

“Make it look like they shit their pants before turning up for work?” Alan chortled. “That’d be gold!” He nodded to himself, obviously reliving his glory days.

Barbie grabbed her phone and then tapped in a search query. “How about taping a harmonica to the underside of the car?”

“What the hell does that do?” I asked.

“Makes a wheezing sound each time it starts from the air travelling through it?” Alan grinned. “That’s definitely one you need to try.”

“Glad wrapping the toilet…” she read. “Nope, boys stand up to piss so they’ll see that. Oh yes! Get on their social media and change their relationship status to being in a poly relationship with each other.”

“How the hell am I going to do that?” I asked.

“Swipe one of their phones. They’re probably not even smart enough to have a screen lock on it. Jump on Insta and make an ‘announcement.’”

I didn’t want to laugh, I didn’t, but my lips twitched anyway. Probably because I could hear the sound of a million thirsty girls’ hearts breaking when they saw that post.

“Laxatives?”

“That seems potentially medically dangerous,” I said.

“Ohh, what about this!” She held out her phone for me to look at, and my eyes widened as I read the screen.

“Putting a beef stock cube in the shower head trick?”

“What?” Alan asked.

“You unscrew the head, put one of those stock cubes in there, and then when someone turns it on—” I said.

“It’s like they’re showering in bone broth!”

The glee on Barbie’s face was maniacal, right before she leapt to her feet and then went rummaging through their tiny pantry. She trotted back holding out a foil wrapped container of stock cubes. “You gotta do it, Kendall. Please, please, PLEASE. Do this for me if not for yourself.”

I just stared at the metallic red and gold wrapping, able to smell the savoury scent of the stock cubes and see clearly how it would play out. Gage or Van would step under the shower, ready to have a scrub, and then a stream of brownish liquid would hit them…

Pranks were dumb. If anyone knew that, it was me. I knew exactly what happened if things went too far, but… Part of me wanted to be the one to instigate terror rather than be on the receiving end all the time. I reached out and grabbed the package and shoved it into my pocket.

“OK, you’re on.”

“Tell me you’re gonna video it,” she said. “You have to record this for posterity…” Her eyes rolled up as she started to think. “Also, social media. You could install a spy cam and—”

“No social media,” Alan said.

“Oh my god, you are no fun!” she shot back.

“Never leave behind evidence of your crime. It can and will be used against you—”

“In a court of law,” she finished heavily. “Thanks Law and Order: Prank Squad.” Her focus shifted back to me. “But ring me, all right? Preferably when it happens. I wanna hear the screams.”

If she wasn’t my friend, I’d be low key terrified of her, but I just nodded and then collected my stuff, ready to head back home.

No, to their place.

I couldn’t think of it as home, ever. No place that contained them in it would ever be home for me, but that didn’t mean I couldn’t have some fun in the meantime.

“All right,” I said, getting to my feet. “I’ll let you know.”


Chapter 13



Van

I was sitting on the front doorstep like a goddamn neglected dog, watching the street. Not to bark at intruders or chase after the rubbish truck, but waiting for her. I watched every car that came down the street. The slick black sedan the neighbours owned, the soccer van the nice lady with four kids across the cul-de-sac owned, even the sporty looking thing the guy whose wife had left him had bought pulled up in its driveway.

But not Kendall.

Connor had given me shit for sitting out here, but that was all a front. I’d seen his knuckles turn white the minute she turned and left. He was only just stopping himself from grabbing her arm and dragging her back, Gage having far less control. The big guy had followed her a few steps, but she hadn’t seen that at all, too intent on heading for the door.

Kendall didn’t cook anymore?

I’d been anxious about demonstrating our barbecuing skills for our girl when Connor asked her if she wanted to stay for dinner, but that…? Kendall was always in the kitchen, pestering her mum or each one of her grans, wanting to learn new and different tricks when cooking. It was like she’d changed her eye colour or the tone of her voice.

It was like she’d become someone else altogether.

Was she the same girl I’d eaten my heart over all of these years? My body said yes, even as the ache in my chest intensified. I didn’t know, but I wanted to. My hand scratched at my sternum, trying to ease that pain, right as I heard the regular clunk of her car come up the road.

I was a dog—her dog—and my whole body quivered as it came to attention. My eyes traced her path, willing that rust bucket of a car to keep on going, right up until it came to a stop out the front of our house. I got to my feet and rushed towards the gate, right as she caught sight of me.

“Oh!” She blinked but recovered quickly, moving towards the gate. I opened it up for her, ushering her inside. A small line formed between her brows, but she came in anyway. “Were you waiting up for me?”

Yes, yes I was, but I didn’t want to say that.

“You don’t have a key.” I fished the spare out of my pocket and then handed it over, watching those long, elegant fingers way too closely. Her skin brushed against mine, leaving a tingle in its wake, there and gone again in seconds. “I didn’t want you to be locked out.”

“Right.” Her hand closed over the key. “Well, thanks—”

“Did you end up having dinner?” I was talking too fast, staring at her too intently, something I did not do with girls. They came to me usually, making clear what they wanted. “We have plenty of leftovers if you’re hungry.”

“I had dinner at Barbie’s,” she replied, shooting me a look that made clear how weird I was being.

“Well, did you want a drink? A night cap maybe? We put those frozen margaritas in the freezer so you can have them later. Connor reckons they’re still good to drink, you just have to mush them up a bit.”

“Van…” When her hand came to rest on my arm, I went perfectly still, as if that was enough to prolong this moment. I wanted time to stop, the moon to stop moving through the sky, and just stay here. The heavy scent of frangipani in the air, coupled with a slightly cooler breeze I could barely feel, and her. Kendall touching me. Kendall close. Kendall with a key to my house and— “I think I just need a shower and then to head to bed. I’ve got work in the morning.”

“Right…” I smiled way too widely, then nodded way too much. “Well, come in. I’ll show you where everything is.”

I realised later I could’ve just left her to shower in her ensuite, but I wasn’t thinking too clearly right now. My chest felt all tight, like it was hard to breathe, not easing until she stepped inside. Connor and Gage were already in their rooms, the house dark and contained as I locked the front door. I moved ahead of her, showing her where the bathroom was before diving for the linen cupboard and pulling out fresh towels.

“There’s soap and shampoo in there.”

I walked into the bathroom with her, realising my mistake as soon as I did so. The room was small, intimate and soon she’d get naked inside here. A guy didn’t follow a girl into the bathroom, not unless he wanted…

Fuck, how I wanted.

“And if you don’t like the stuff we’ve got…” I winced as I saw the four in one shower gel we all tended to use as shaving cream, soap, shampoo and conditioner. “Just say so and we’ll pick something else up.”

“I can get my own toiletries, Van.”

I barely heard the rest of the sentence, my ears just soaking up the sound of my name on her tongue. Fuck, I could just imagine her saying it over and over again, getting lower and huskier as I—

“Of course, yeah.” I pushed the towels into her hands. “Um, so the house is locked up, so we’re all good. You got your keys, and I’m just gonna… go. I’m gonna go.”

Real fucking smooth, dickhead, I thought as I backed out of the bathroom. It wasn’t until I was in my own room, the door closing, that I allowed myself to let out the breath I had been holding. With that sigh came so much more. It felt like all of the energy was seeping out of me, leaving just this. I heard the sound of the shower being turned on, something that when it happened every morning with the guys, I barely noticed. They never made me respond like this. My hand slapped down on my door, my forehead pressed against the wood as my imagination took over.

Was she getting naked? Snapping the button of her shorts open before easing down the zipper. Did she feel her overheated skin as she pushed them off? Then her panties. I wanted to see them as tiny little scraps of lace, barely covering a place I wanted to worship, but even granny panties weren’t enough to put me off. I saw her thumbs hooking into the waistband and then pushing them down, revealing the hot little secret between her legs. My mind wanted to conjure her hand sliding between her thighs, testing her wetness, but that wasn’t going to happen now. As my hand slid down, shoved under the waist band of my shorts to grip my cock, I knew she’d never do the same.

Flick her clit to the thought of me getting naked. Feel a rush of pleasure so intense she was forced to clamp her jaw shut, lest she let out a throaty moan. Feel a strange kind of excitement, one I hadn’t felt in years, as my hand wrapped around my cock, my mind trying to imagine her doing the same.

Her fingers, so much smaller, smoother than mine, barely able to wrap around my girth as she jacked me slowly. Not too fast at the start, despite the fact I wanted that. She teased me with long, slow, swivelling strokes that had her palm rubbing across the sensitive head, the ring of her fingers tightening just under it. Fuck… fuck… I almost panted that out because I was already so fucking close. Usually jerking off was a shitty, furtive thing, done while scrolling through an endless wallpaper of nude girls with oh-so-inviting smiles, until I came hard enough to get a good night’s sleep. Instead, I slowed my strokes, wanting to prolong the experience.

Would she kiss me? Move closer, those ruby red lips glistening, but right when I went to claim them, she pulled away with a tiny giggle. She knew what she was doing to me, knew what power she possessed, and she wasn’t afraid to wield it. I was dream-Kendall’s bitch, and I loved it. But she edged closer, promising me the world with those eyes that glittered with challenge, so close I could feel her breath on my face, her scent in my nose. I wanted her so fucking badly, and that’s why I lost control.

My balls pulled up tight, ready to erupt, bringing me back to the room, the sound of the shower, everything. I gripped my cock tight, as if to cut off the cum, to stop it from flowing, but vicious, vicious pleasure rocketed through me, making my head spin and my vision start to go black at the edges right before I shot my load against the door. Pulse after pulse, it felt like it was being torn from me, the pain making the pleasure so much sharper and sweeter. I gasped out her name, over and over, knowing I’d do the same if my dream ever came true, but just for a second, I saw what would come afterwards.

My hands would move to clean up the mess I’d made, scooping up my cum and feeding it into her greedy little cunt, needing to mark her in the most primal way possible, using my slippery fingers to tease her clit until she came hard, sucking every drop of my seed inside her where it belonged. Then, and only then, I’d pull her close, holding her tight and never letting her go, telling her that as I pushed my nose into her hair. I’d sleep with her like that, locked in my arms, my lips pressed against her forehead.

But instead I was just standing here, dick hanging out with a mess to clean off the door.

I grabbed an old t-shirt off the floor and wiped the door clean, then tossed it in the washing basket before collapsing onto the bed. Usually when I jerked off I was left tired and wrung out, but this time I only felt the latter. The ache was back in the centre of my chest because she wasn’t lying down beside me. Instead, my bed felt big and empty as I pulled a sheet over myself.

But maybe one day…

That tiny flicker of hope was all I needed to ease the ache somewhat. Maybe if I did everything right, after doing everything wrong, she’d see me. Not as the dickhead who aided and abetted her brother’s attempts to terrorise her, but as a man. The one who had been forced to grow the fuck up and realise what an idiot he’d been.

People called me a pie-eyed optimist and that was OK. Dreaming big and aiming high, that’s what motivated me. Who fucking knew what you could achieve if you tried? And I’d try for Kendall. Whatever it took to get my girl in my room, not just to fuck, but… Forever, that was the promise I made to myself as I nodded. As my lover, my girlfriend, my…

Wife?

I’d never thought of settling down with a girl, but Kendall? Yeah the thought of her wearing my ring on her finger was pretty damn sweet. My eyelids fluttered closed as I heard the shower stop running, and I started to dream, of the most perfect girl in the world dressed in white as I walked towards her.


Chapter 14



Kendall

Operation Beef Stock Cube was go.

I’d fucked around with the shower head with great trepidation, but before she let me out of the door, Alan and Barbie had me practise on their fancy, schmancy waterfall shower head. It was surprisingly easy to get it off and then put the stock cube in. So I did just that as I stood dripping in the guys’ shower, then I towelled off and sprinted down the hall and into my own room, as if I might get caught at any second. Maybe they had showers in the evening, wanting to freshen up before bed.

Nope.

I put some sheets on my bed and slipped under the covers, marvelling at the space in my new room and the coolness that came from the ducted air conditioning, and surprisingly fell easily asleep.

Right up until early the next morning.

“What the fuck!”

My eyes flicked open at the shout that reverberated through the entire house, and I was up and out of bed, grabbing my work uniform that I’d set out before I went to sleep and pulling it on at record speed. Socks, undies, bra, pants, shirt. I was shoving my feet into my shoes as I heard the others rouse.

“What the fuck, Connor?” Van asked.

Oh my god, I’d got Connor with the bone-broth shower trick? I tried not to grin, failed, and then shoved my phone in my pocket. Car keys, house keys, wallet—I had everything I needed, so I jerked the bedroom door open and made a beeline for the front door.

“Who put something in the fucking shower?” Connor shouted, stomping out into the hallway dripping wet and… My eyes widened. Naked, very, very naked.

“Put what…?” Gage leaned in, dressed only in a paper thin pair of sleep shorts, all those tattoos on display. He sniffed at Connor’s hair, who shoved him away. “Why the fuck do you stink like Bonox?”

Bonox was this weird beef paste thing that nannas used to make into a hot, savoury drink. Kinda like vegemite but even weirder.

“Wasn’t me,” Van said.

“Not me either,” Gage replied, throwing up his hands, which just made me chuckle.

I wasn’t about to pretend that I didn’t do it. Why the hell should I? I understood now exactly why they pulled all those pranks on me. Catching someone like Connor Woods by surprise? That was all too delicious.

“Didn’t like the shower steamer I installed for you?” I said with a wide grin. “Sorry. I just thought it would be a nice way to thank you…” My head tilted sideways. “For all the bullshit you used to put me through.”

“You did this?”

Connor’s growl had my smile fading, and when he took a few steps forward, my whole body tensed. Run the fuck away, my brain declared, knowing how this would go. That was what I did when the boys turned on me when we were kids, but not now. I forced my feet to plant firmly, my back straightening to the sound of the others’ laughter, right as I was forced to confront something I’d missed.

Connor moved like a goddamn panther, and being naked did nothing to create a sense of vulnerability. He was perfectly, completely comfortable in his own skin, and as he got closer, I could see why. I’d watched plenty of movies with guys that had washboard abs but that wasn’t the same as seeing them in reality. My smile faded as I traced the shape of each muscle, my eyes dropping down, down, down, until…

Shit, I was staring at Connor’s dick.

Like it was impossible not to, because even on the slack, he was impressive. Like a girl had to hope he was a shower not a grower, or he’d wreck her cervix on the first stroke.

Stop looking at his dick! my brain screeched.

But my eyes had a mind of their own, tracing the long vein that traversed the impressive length, catching the moment something jerked and then started to swell.

Look away. Look away. Look away.

My body quivered, all of this adrenaline pumping through me, but not sure to what purpose. Did I run away or towards the massive dick that was slowly thickening, showing me just what I’d have to deal with if I got closer?

Away.

My brain finally started firing properly and I just wiggled my fingers in the air in goodbye as I grinned at the lot of them.

“Gotta go or I’ll be late for work. Have a good one and watch out for stray dogs!”

It didn’t happen often, but somehow I had the key in the deadlock, flicking it open before I strode down the front path. Connor couldn’t follow without flashing the whole street, and the other two idiots were too busy laughing to stop me, so I was in my car by the time Connor reached the door. He was forced to close it mostly, staring through the crack as I started Daisy. The damn car had a sixth sense, the engine firing the first time I turned the key, so I threw her into gear and made a quick getaway.

“Fuck yes!” I shouted as I took off down the road. No matter how long I stayed with the guys, the look on Connor’s face was now a core memory I’d pull out and revisit any time I was down.

Work, of course, was a bit of a let-down in comparison. Chris, the baker that ran the place, greeted me the minute I walked in the door but was too busy bringing out all of the baked goods he’d been working on since the early hours to bother with chit chat. I set up the register, flipped the open sign, and then dealt with a steady stream of customers.

That was a good thing.

I loved and hated working at a bakery. The smell of flour and yeast that hit me the moment I walked in. The sweetness of icing sugar, the spice of cinnamon and nutmeg. It was familiar, and comforting, and stressful, and trauma-inducing all at the same time, but I could ignore it if I focussed on work, so I made coffees and placed pies and pastries into paper bags, handed over sliced loaves of bread all morning, right up until the point they came in.

The sight of bright-yellow, high-vis gear didn’t alert me to anything. We had a lot of the local tradies come through for smoko breaks, and as it was mid-morning, I expected to get a few through. They were always big spenders, needing a steady supply of carbs and protein to keep them going, as well as endless cups of coffee. These guys, I quickly realised, were not my regulars.

“How can I…?” My throat threatened to close up as three familiar figures came and leaned against the counter. “Oh.” I looked around me, even though the bakery was relatively quiet right now, I still had an audience. “What’re you doing here?”

“It’s smoko,” Connor said, a slow smile forming. “And I told the fellas I had a hankering for a beef pie this morning.”

“I was pretty keen for a beef sausage roll myself,” Van said, his blue eyes dancing.

“Fuck that,” Gage added. “I just want one of those finger buns.” He peered at the display case. “The ones with the hundreds and thousands on them.”

“A pie, a sausage roll, and a finger bun,” I said tightly. “Coming right up.”

“Hey, Bonox!” More men in high-vis gear came in through the door, all of them chuckling to themselves as they approached the counter. The one who’d yelled that went and ruffled Connor’s hair right before he elbowed him in the ribs.

“Your shout, eh boss?” another said before turning to me. “So are you the new house mate that got the jump on this dickhead?” He looked me up and down then turned to the other guys. “You didn’t tell me she was hot.” He thrust out a hand for me to take, and I went to shake it awkwardly, right before he turned it around, ready to kiss the back. “Well hello, I’m—”

“Dead if you don’t let go of Kendall’s hand right now.”

Where the hell had that ferocious growl come from? Gage stared at the man in question, but everyone else was watching him. His massive hand had grabbed the front of the other man’s shirt, twisting the collar until it started to turn his victim’s face reddish purple.

“All of you fucks go and take a seat and we’ll bring you a feed and some coffees over,” Van said smoothly, reaching out to release Gage’s grip. “If you’re quiet and well behaved, I might even grab something sweet for you.”

“I dunno, she looks good enough to eat,” one of the other guys muttered, but the rest of them pulled away and took a seat at one of the larger tables.

“How the hell did you find where I worked?” I asked, then reached for the phone in my pocket. “Did you track me?”

“No, we didn’t track you,” Connor replied. “We may have found one of your work shirts on top of your bag—”

“What did you do to my clothes?” I went stiff. “What the hell did you do to my clothes? Not itching powder again. That stuff is really bloody hard to get out, you know.”

“We didn’t do anything to your clothes.” Connor looked genuinely upset I’d jump to that conclusion, but hey, trauma does what it does. “We needed to work out where you were so we could give you this.”

He pulled a set of keys out of his pocket and slid them across the counter.

“What’s that?”

“A trade,” Gage said. “You give us the keys to that death… car of yours, and you can drive the van around until we get your car fixed.”

“I’m not giving you Daisy.”

My arms crossed my chest.

“We could break into Daisy, hot wire her in about two point three seconds, and have her on the road to the mechanics without you even knowing it,” Connor replied, then pushed his keys closer. “This way you still have a car to drive.”

“A safe one…” Van muttered.

“I don’t need—” I started to splutter.

“Yes, you do.” Gage looked like he was going to rip a guy’s throat out moments ago, but now those hazel eyes were all soft and warm as a big cup of hot chocolate. His stare went on and on before an ooh sound from the guys had him shaking his head. “The car is fucked, Ken—”

“It gets me from A to B.”

“We’d like to make sure that is a certainty, all right?” Connor said. “And anyway, what the fuck is Finn doing, letting you drive that piece of shit around?”

I was just about to come on board with the idea because hell, if they wanted to spend their time and money on my car, I wasn’t about to stop them, but then they had to mention my brother.

“Bold of you to assume he gives the slightest shit what I do.” I moved to the coffee machine, but to do what, I didn’t know. They hadn’t given me their order yet, but I moved anyway, pouring out a few long black coffees. I remembered that Van had said Connor liked his super milky, so I made three of them, adding some extra milk to his before shoving the mugs their way. “Finn and I never really got along when we were kids, so why would we willingly spend time around each other now?” I pushed the pastries in their paper bags towards them. “So was it just the coffee and the pastries?”

Connor nodded slowly.

“Just a few more of those,” he said, nodding to the coffees, “and enough pies and sausage rolls to feed a horse.”

“A whole herd of them,” Van sighed, pulling out a credit card. “And some vanilla slices, lamingtons…”

I fell into the rhythm of the job, which helped block everything out. The lure of the kitchen, the fact that I would’ve iced the cakes a whole lot differently, taking care to add some pretty little details that elevated the offerings, even the guys. I grabbed everything they asked for and then rang the lot up, telling them the total.

“Put it on the card,” Van said, “and a little something for yourself.”

“We don't do tips here,” I said, taking his card and tapping it for him before handing it and the receipt back.

“Then let us fix your damn car.”

Connor seemed way too intense; they all did. There was something almost desperate in his gaze, which I couldn’t stand looking at for long. I shoved my hand in my pocket and handed them over.

“Thank you for offering to fix my damn car,” I shot back. “Now, if there’s not anything else?”

They turned to see the line that was starting to form behind them and collected their orders.

“We’ll see you tonight then,” he said, right before they moved away.

“Yeah, you will!” one of his guys shouted from the tables, the lot cackling like a bunch of old biddies. I paid them no mind, turning to the next customer with a smile.


Chapter 15



Connor

“Hey, Bonox, that timber order has come in!”

One of the blokes on our current worksite, a guy I employed, shouted that out, he and his little buddies cackling. That was because Australian blokes loved to give people nicknames, and mine was now Bonox.

Fuck my life.

“You know you didn’t have to tell everyone what happened this morning,” I growled at Van, who just grinned like the gormless twit he was.

“Yeah, I did.” That smile just got wider. “The look on your face, and then the one on hers… It was so good!”

“Kendall is getting revenge for what we did to her.”

Gage’s perfectly flat tone had us turning around.

“I know.” Van didn’t seem pissed at all by that fact. “I can’t wait to see what she does to me.”

“Do you have one of those BDSM kinks?” I asked, waving a finger around as my eyes narrowed.

“You mean a humiliation kink?” Van corrected, then shook his head. “Nup, but this gives me hope. If she can be bothered to go to all the trouble of pulling a prank on us—”

“Maybe she still gives a shit about us. Or maybe she’s just finally getting revenge for all the bullshit we pulled.”

We both stared at Gage, the tight flex of his jaw muscle the only giveaway to what he was feeling. The big guy was stressed, and I knew exactly how he felt. I was somewhere between Van’s optimism and Gage’s pessimism, and that wasn’t a comfortable place to be. I admit when I realised why my shower stank like beef soup, a vicious kind of pleasure ripped through me. The kind that always came from playing dumb tricks on each other, but also… Kendall was always the victim of our schemes, but her standing on her own two feet and striking back at us? Yeah, I liked that a whole lot.

“There’s a whole lot of maybes right now,” I told the two of them. “But right now, they don’t matter.” I saw Johnno come jogging over. I’d asked him and his brother to take a quick look at Kendall’s car and give me a ballpark figure to fix it, but right as he approached, Finn strolled onto the building site, still in his nice meeting clothes. “Fixing that death trap of a car needs to be our first priority.”

“Fellas,” Finn said as he came to stand beside us. “How’s things going this morning?”

But before any of us could get a word out, Johnno arrived.

“Look, boss, the car’s pretty fucked,” he said.

“Just like the owner’s likely to be, eh, Bonox!” one of the dickheads called out from the scaffolding. I narrowed my eyes to work out exactly who was mouthing off.

“Bonox?” Finn looked me up and down. “You been drinking that shit rather than coffee or something.”

“Nah, boss, he showers in it,” Johnno told him. Gage and Van stepped closer, glaring meaningfully at the guy, but Johnno didn’t know when to shut up. “He’s got this hot new house mate that’s just moved in, and she put a stock cube in his shower head.” He rubbed a hand across his chin as he started to smile. “We’ve got a pool going, betting on which one of them bones her first.” He winked at me. “I’m betting they all do.” His hands moved through the air as he tried to draw an approximation of Kendall’s curves and failed. “Woman like that, she’d be able to take the lot of you and come back for more.”

When Gage’s hands shot out and wrapped around Johnno’s wrists, it was as if my own did the same, like I could feel the other man’s bones grinding together as Gage snarled at Johnno.

“Don’t fucking talk about her like that.”

“OK, boss, calm the fuck down…” Johnno spluttered.

“Looks like this girl’s got at least two of you hot under the collar.” If Cheryl, Finn’s wife, saw the glimmer in her husband’s eye right now, she’d have thumped him hard, and I would’ve held Finn still, to make sure he took his punishment. “So what’s she like?”

“Redhead,” one of the guys called out. Our ‘workers’ were dropping from scaffolding and drawing closer like middle school girls ready to spill the tea. “Big tits…” He demonstrated how big a little too accurately, which had all three of us letting out a guttural sound. “And what’s her name?”

“Shut up, Smithy,” I said, advancing on the man like he was a rabid dog, not my employee.

“Settle down, Bono,” someone in the peanut gallery said. “Was it Kelly? Nah, that’s not it…”

“She’s none of your damn business is what she is,” I snapped. “And if you’ve got time to flap your gums—”

“Kendall! That’s it.”

He looked so damn proud of himself, missing the moment Finn’s lascivious smile turned to fury. One of my best mates turned to me with a look so familiar, it was seared into my brain from the last time.

“Kendall? Red hair, big…” Finn’s hands lifted right before he shoved them down by his side. “My sister, Kendall.”

“No fucking way! That’s your sister? She’s hot. Why didn’t you bring her around the site on a Friday night. She coulda got her tits out for the—”

“Finish that sentence and you are done here.”

I kept my tone perfectly calm, but each one of these idiots lost their goofy grins. I didn’t pull rank often, but when I did, I expected immediate compliance.

“So it is my sister…” Finn shook his head, slowly at first, the movement getting faster and faster as he struggled to process. “You, you, and you.” He stabbed his finger into each one of our faces. “In my fucking office, now.”

“You realise you’re not our fucking boss,” Van snapped the moment the site-office door was closed. “This is a partnership, split four ways.”

“And did I miss the clause in the business agreement where it granted you access to my sister’s pussy?” Finn said, slamming his butt down in his chair and then spinning around to look at the lot of us. “She’s your next victim?”

“Victim?” Gage growled. “If she was anyone’s victim, it was yours. You were the one always tormenting her—”

“And you’re gonna kiss all her hurts better, are ya?” Finn stared at us. “Just like we used to with her friends when they snuck down the hall and into my room?” His gaze hardened. “Just like we did all of those girls we took home before I met Cheryl. You’re not pulling that shit with my bloody sister.”

“They were all someone’s sister,” I said. “Someone’s daughter, niece, or cousin and you didn’t give a fucking shit. You even asked if we wanted…”

I watched Finn tense, knowing how he’d respond if I brought up the drunken conversation we had one night, a year or two into his marriage.

“Kendall’s twenty-seven now,” Van said, no trace of his usual shit-eating grin. “She’s an adult, and she gets to make her own decisions.”

“Not to be moved into your place to be one of your little sluts, she doesn’t,” Finn blustered, but as he was about to get to his feet and confront us physically, Gage stepped forward.

“Where was Kendall living before?”

“What?” Finn’s arse hovered mid-air. “How the fuck would I know? We were never exactly close.”

“Why did she walk in through our door looking for a place to stay?” Gage asked questions like an executioner might as he hefted his axe.

“I dunno, but she’d have to be desperate to consider living with you three.”

“She was. She didn’t want to move into our spare room, but she didn’t have much of a choice. Her flatmates were fucking in the living area when we came around to help Kendall move, and she didn’t have a lot of stuff.” Van’s arms crossed his chest. “Her best friend said they’d looked at corridors being rented out as rooms, or sheds, and that they were going to be charged top dollar to take them.”

“Well, you know what the rental market is like right now,” he said with a wave of his hand.

“How can you care more about who’s in her bed than if she actually has a bed to sleep on?” I asked, remembering that bloody bed frame. It was still too damn rickety for my liking. Part of the timber order that had been delivered would be coming home with me so I could build her something better to replace it. “How can you not even know where she lives or how she’s going?” Finn’s jaw locked tight, his eyes blazing fire as he stared at me. “How can you let her drive that fucking piece of shit car around, that’s about fifty kilometres from its engine dropping out through the chassis?”

“I’m not my sister’s fucking keeper!” Finn snapped.

“Damn right,” I said, crossing my arms and squaring my stance. The prick might take a swing at me for this, but it needed to be said. “You aren’t.” I felt the others come to stand beside me. “But we are. I don’t give a fucking shit what you have to say about it, mate, because here’s the deal. We don’t know what went down when Kendall left home all of a sudden, but we’ll find out.”

Did the prick go pale all of a sudden? No, that couldn’t be right. He blamed us for her taking off.

“And in the meantime, until she’s ready to talk, we’re going to make sure she’s safe, she’s happy, and she has everything she needs.” His lips moved, ready to protest, but I cut him off. “Absolutely everything she could possibly want, and I don’t give a fuck about what you have to say about that.”

I didn’t wait for Finn’s comeback, nor to see if the other two were following me, but I wasn’t surprised to see them at my sides as we walked back on site. Someone warily called out my new nickname, obviously testing the waters to see how I’d respond. I just smiled. Connor was the dickhead who managed to hurt the one girl he cared for so badly she took off and never came back, but maybe Bonox… Maybe his chances were a whole lot better.

“Finn’s here,” I said. “He can keep an eye on things for once, because I dunno about you,” I turned around slowly to face the other two, “ but I’m thinking we’ve got another couple of jobs that really need doing at home.”

“Build Kendall a proper bed frame?” Van asked.

“Fix that fucking car of hers.” Gage’s work boot scuffed the dirt.

“And cook a dinner worthy of our girl. A piece of piss, right fellas?” I said.

“Whatever Kendall needs.”

Gage summed it up perfectly.


Chapter 16



Kendall

“They’re being weird,” I told Barbie down the phone line.

I was sitting in the cab of one of the guys’ vans at the back of the bakery because my shift was over.

“Weird, how? Like your panties are going missing and they’re wearing them as face masks, weird?” she asked.

“What?”

“You found crusty, white deposits on your sheets weird?”

“What, no! They came into my work—”

“How the hell did they find out which bakery you worked at?” she asked.

“They found one of my work shirts when they were snooping around, and then they demanded I give them my car keys.”

“Because they’re going to send Daisy to the big car yard in the sky, like she deserved years ago?” I could hear the smile in Barbie’s voice.

“No! No…” I didn’t want to say the next bit, but I was the one who brought up this topic, so I had to be the one to follow through. “They said the car needs fixing—”

“It does.”

“And that they weren’t going to let me keep driving it until it was fixed. They gave me one of their vans as a loaner.”

“Oh!” Her sharp retort made every muscle tense. “Ohh…” The laughter coming down the line set my teeth on edge. “Yes, yes, very weird. So very weird.”

“Shut up.” I rubbed my forehead. “I knew I shouldn’t have told you this.”

“But you did, bitch.” Another evil cackle from the woman I thought was my best friend. “So I’m assuming this is atypical behaviour from the guys?”

“Depends.” My mind started to race as the possibilities popped up, one after the other. “They could’ve been in my room for a reason. They could have short sheeted the bed, or put Vaseline on the doorknobs, or—”

“Or they could be doing something really nice for you right now.”

“No.” I shook my head sharply. “That’s not possible. You don’t know. You weren’t there. You didn’t see all the things that they did.” My breath was coming in faster and faster. “They embarrassed me so many times. My own bedroom wasn’t even safe from their bullshit, and I just moved in—”

“Kendall.” Her tone was firm. “Take a damn breath. I can’t give you a paper bag to breathe into right now.” I did that, the action taking a whole lot more effort than I would’ve thought. “OK, good, just keep breathing because I need to put a possibility to you.”

“K.”

“Look, I don’t wanna be that girl, but have you ever wondered why they were so determined to torment you all the time?”

“Don’t.”

My voice was little more than a ragged croak.

“I know you don’t want to hear it—”

“So don’t say it.”

I saw my mother’s lips moving, forming the same words Barbie’s did. My mother, their mothers, my aunts, everyone.

“But maybe it’s because they liked you.”

I threw myself back against the seat, forcing myself to keep breathing, but when I did, I sucked in lungfuls of air that were tainted with them. Their air freshener hung from the rear vision mirror smelling of synthetic pine, when each one had a much more natural, woody scent. Their spare change filled one of the little compartments in the dash. Their hands had worn spots smooth on the steering wheel cover, forcing me to pull my hand away.

“Don’t do that,” I said finally. “Don’t say that like it makes a damn difference. If they liked me, then they should’ve been in my corner, looking after me, protecting me from Finn and his bullshit. They should have been on my side.”

“Like they are now?” Her words hung between us, but I was saved from having to answer that by a voice calling for Barbie. “Hey, I gotta go. This photoshoot is the job from freaking hell. It’s supposed to be a high-end lingerie campaign, but here I am getting rolled in fucking glitter from head to toe. Apparently it needs reapplication.” She sighed. “I’m gonna have an arse that looks like a disco ball for freaking days. Craft herpes is a bitch to wash off.”

“Craft herpes…” I grinned viciously. “That’s it.”

“What’s it?” Barbie asked warily. “What’s cooking in that head of yours?”

“Gotta go.” I shoved the key into the ignition and then threw the phone down on the seat beside me, abruptly ending the call. The van went sailing out of the carpark and down the road, towards the nearest craft store.

I didn’t expect them to be home when I walked in the door, but the sound of power tools made clear they were. That and the not quite savoury scent of food cooking. I dove into my bedroom as soon as I got in the door, tossing through my suitcase and rifling through my boxes, then checking my bed for any evidence of tampering. The fact that everything was the same way I’d left it was both concerning and almost disappointing. I looked down at one of the bags I was carrying and felt a moment of hesitation.

In it was the cheapest, finest, pinkest glitter I’d been able to find, which would stick like actual herpes to the guys’ skin if my plan went ahead. My resolve hardened when I remembered all the other things they had done in the past. I was staying here until I found something else, but in the meantime, I was getting some revenge. That settled, I stashed the glitter in my wardrobe and went out to find out what was going on.

The smell from the kitchen had my nose twitching, and as I went to grab some water from the fridge, I peered at the big pot. They were obviously trying to cook Bolognese sauce, but as I peered at it, the smell wasn’t right. They’d put meat, garlic, and tomatoes in there, but not much else it seemed. No aromatics, nothing to round out the flavour and render down into the sauce as it simmered. It was also bubbling way too fast. I turned that down, unable to stop myself, because the smell of burnt food was something I’d never been able to cope with, but everything else?

They had an ancient looking spice rack set up beside the oven, the simple look of it making me think it was a woodwork project from childhood. I scanned the contents, seeing they had a generic container of ‘Italian herbs,’ as well as individual herbs, so they definitely could’ve added them.

Or I could right now.

Some dried herbs, the volatile oils slowly released during a long, slow cook, or a hunk of parmesan rind, maybe a splash of balsamic vinegar. Something to add some depth. My fingers twitched, knowing by feel how much it would take to improve the sauce, but instead, I hoisted the other bags I’d brought in onto the kitchen counter. I ignored the pot, now simmering much more sedately, and put my cups of dried ramen and other instant food in the cupboard before forcing myself away from the pot. Out the back door and into a sizeable yard, I realised the noise was coming from a large shed. The three of them looked up abruptly as I walked in the door, looking like a pack of startled cats.

Except cats didn’t strip down to just a pair of shorts as they worked, and they definitely didn’t have every bloody muscle on display. Van was just as golden as he looked in the morning, but now there was a thin sheen of sweat on his skin, along with a whole lot of sawdust. The muscles in Connor’s biceps popped, a thin vein running down the length of it, as he gripped a now silent sander. And Gage? The broad shoulders that I’d seen the other day in the pool were now fully on display as he bent over the engine bay of Daisy, the massive eagle tattoo spread across his back twisting as he jerked his head up and looked back over his shoulder at me.

“Um… just brought you your keys back,” I said, holding the fob out.

“Keep them.” Gage pulled away from Daisy and took a couple of steps towards me, and it took everything in me not to step back. “Your car’s gonna take some work.”

“Work you don’t have to do—” I started to say.

“Have to finish what I started.” He shrugged, a completely unrepentant smile on his face. “Car’s not going anywhere right now.” His hand reached out, but it wasn’t the grease on his fingers that had me wanting to flinch away, it was the heat, the strength in it, as he curled my fingers back around the keys. “You handle the van all right?”

“Fine.” I bit that word off, pulling back and shoving the keys back into my pocket, but my mother’s voice inside my head wouldn’t let me leave it at that. “Thank you.”

Gage pulled away with a nod, turning back to the car.

“So do you make furniture for fun?” I asked, moving towards Connor and Van. A couple of very nice looking bedside tables sat beside them. Strong, rustic in form, and the deep-red wood glowed. I went to reach out and smooth my hand over it, but Van grabbed me by the wrist.

“Not for fun.” Those blue eyes bore into mine. “For you.”

“What?”

“And they’ve just been freshly varnished,” Connor said, straightening up, but he really shouldn’t have. The shed was an eminently masculine space: full of tools and spare parts, lengths of timber and garden tools, along with a couple of cans of beer, but nothing was more masculine than him. That same damn body I’d spent seconds ogling in the morning was on display again, but thankfully with more clothes on. Again, I was forced to redirect my gaze. “They’ll be ready for you to use tomorrow, but right now they need to dry.”

“For me…?” I blinked, then frowned. “You didn’t need—”

“Yes, we did.”

Connor didn’t let me finish a sentence, talking over me, just like he always did. And that had my teeth grinding together, right as my eyes met his steady gaze.

“I didn’t ask you to make me furniture.”

“You didn’t have to.”

That was his answer, no more, no less, but Van glanced at the two of us before straightening up.

“Your bed frame is falling apart, and it’s fastened together using cam lock nuts,” he said, like they were the worst thing in the world. “You need something better than that. This is gonna have shelves in the bedhead.” He gestured to the construction. “That way you can keep all your books there.” He moved towards the bedside table and pointed to the drawers. “One of these has dividers in the drawers so you can keep the books you’re currently reading in there, that way they’re not always falling on the floor like they used to when you were a kid.”

They remembered that? Out of all of the chaos that reigned in our house, that’s what they took away from our childhood? I shook my head, wanting to say so much, but instead I kept it stuffed down. No point in handing them more ammunition to use against me.

“Well, that’s very kind, but it seems like a lot of effort for a situation that’s just temporary,” I said, backing away.

“Kendall—” Van started to say, pacing after me.

“Your food is going to burn if you don’t keep an eye on it.” I was talking too fast and using too much emphasis, but I couldn’t seem to stop. “I turned it down, but it might be already burnt. That’ll affect the flavour of the whole pot and… Anyway.”

What the fuck was I babbling? I wondered that as I quickly walked back into the house, but it appeared I had company.

“I’m fine,” I told Gage as he walked beside me.

“Of course you are.” Just a tiny little smile to make clear what a lie that was. “But the Bolognese isn’t, so I need to take a look at it.”

“Right. Right.”

Which was when I walked up the hall and went into my bedroom, right? But my feet didn’t make a move in the right direction. They followed him into the kitchen like obedient little puppies, only stopping when he grabbed a wooden spoon out of the drawer and started to stir the sauce.

“You might want to be careful doing that.” The words came out unbidden. “If you scrape the bottom of the pot, you’ll dislodge all the burned stuff.”

“Right.” His eyes rolled my way, even as he hovered over the pot. “So what should I do? Because the boys are always bitching about the black bits in the sauce when I make pasta.”

I could tell him to work it out himself, to Google it. That’s what he deserved, didn’t he? Shitty tasting food, just like the cakes I’d baked that day, but when a long sigh escaped me, I knew what I’d do. I walked closer, taking the spoon from his hand and then bent over the pot.


Chapter 17



Gage

Seeing Kendall in my kitchen, her taking a wooden spoon from my fingers, had me feeling shit that I had no right to feel.

Finn often led us into the kitchen when the women were cooking, mostly because he had a bottomless stomach that always wanted to be filled, but for me, it was something else. That close, noisy, intimate space seemed like heaven to me, and the fact that Kendall and her mum made stuff that tasted like ambrosia itself was just an added benefit. I thought when we bought this place and installed the kitchen we’d be able to recreate the same magic, but it was quickly becoming apparent that the missing element wasn’t marble counters or soft closing drawers.

It was her.

“What did you put in this?” she asked, dragging the spoon through the sauce.

“Beef, tomatoes, garlic,” I told her with a small frown. Wasn’t that what Bolognese was?

“No onions?” She looked up at me. “No carrots or celery, diced fine? No pancetta?”

“Um, no… What’s pancetta?”

She shook her head. “You could’ve used bacon in a pinch but… What seasonings did you use?”

“Salt and pepper,” I replied confidently, only for her frown to deepen.

“Salt and pepper?” She made it sound like I’d dropped trou and done a shit in the pot. “Jesus, Gage…” Her hands wrapped around the spice rack I’d made in Year 8 woodwork and plonked it in front of me. “You have all of these herbs here. Use them.”

But which ones? Cooking was a mystery to me. I knew my Bolognese sauce was nothing to write home about, but it was hot, filled with protein, and would stick to your ribs, so what else did she want? Herbs, it became apparent by her steady stare. I reached out for one container and she smacked me on the back of my hand with the spoon. I just stared at the red mark she’d left.

“Cinnamon? Really, Gage?” The spoon was set down, but I wanted her to pick it right up, to stir the pot, to smack me, because then maybe she’d start doing the thing she loved doing again.

And she’d punish me for whatever it was that was holding her back.

“Basil, parsley, though fresh stuff minced fine once the sauce is done is better. Oregano, marjoram, even some thyme…” Containers were snatched out of the spice rack and set down beside me, so I picked the first one up and unscrewed the lid, ready to dump the contents in, but her hand snapped out to stop me.

Yes, that. I wanted that so very much. To feel her touch me, even if it was to stop me from doing something. Shit, especially if I was about to do something stupid. Because I was turning away from the pot, ready to ring for pizza or Chinese food, if that’s what it took to keep her touching me, and Kendall seemed to sense that, frowning and pulling away.

“You can’t put the whole container in. That’s too much,” she told me. I nodded and started to rifle through the drawers, looking for a measuring spoon, but she shook her head. “People say you should use your heart to work out how much should go in.”

“Gotta say,” I replied, “my heart’s telling me I have no fucking idea what I’m doing right now.”

In so many more ways than just cooking.

She blew her breath out and then shook her head before grabbing the basil, or was it the marjoram? I couldn’t tell because I wasn’t looking at the herbs, but at her. She took off the lid with exaggerated care and then demonstrated how to add a generous shake of herbs to the pot.

“The same with each one of these?” I asked, forcing my eyes down to stare at the herbs when all I wanted to do was look at her.

“Start with that and then taste to see.”

I followed her instructions to the letter, making sure to add a good couple of shakes of each herb before putting each one back into the rack and then I was done. She handed me the spoon back and my fingers grazed hers right before I stirred the sauce, careful not to scrape the pot at the bottom. I went to have a taste of the sauce from the wooden spoon, but a hiss from her made clear that was a mistake.

“You don’t contaminate the mixing spoon or the sauce with your saliva.” She handed me a tablespoon, and I tasted the sauce from that.

Not quite right. It was definitely better than anything I’d done before, but still… I told her that, and she smiled.

“That’s because this has only the barest minimum of ingredients.” She went to the fridge and jerked the doors open before pulling out vegetables, some cheese and a bottle of wine, giving that an experimental sniff. “The whole point of this kind of sauce is it simmers for ages with these different flavours, then they all start to meld together, becoming more than the sum of their parts. It’s missing all the other flavours.”

I was supposed to be slowly, very, very slowly, fixing her car. We agreed we didn’t want to do so too quickly, because maybe if we dragged the job out, Kendall would stay for a little longer. But right now, I didn’t want to be anywhere else but here.

She wouldn’t touch the ingredients beyond setting them on the bench, I noticed that real quick, but she gave me clear instructions on what to add and when. I followed her lead, adding wine and vinegar of all bloody things, along with some cheese rind, ready to just trust the process. But her reticence was tested when she gave me vegetables to cut up. I never said I was any good at knife work. I could use tools skilfully, but all of that manual dexterity seemed to desert me in the kitchen. I bludgeoned onions rather than diced them finely, something she noted with a sigh, right before she reached for the knife.

This was how I remembered Kendall.

One long strand of dark red hair hanging in her face as she wielded the knife like a pro, slicing the onion so finely you could see the cell structure in each slice as it fell to the board. Then she diced all of it in movements so quickly I could barely follow it. A couple of carrots got the same treatment, though less finely chopped, and some celery before she looked up at me.

Did she know her cheeks flushed each time she got excited about something? I saw that right now, her eyes shining, a curious kind of energy surging through her as her lips started to twitch into a smile, right before she stopped herself. Because of me, I realised, feeling my heart ache in response. Because I was the one who was looking at her, not a friend or family member. Because this wasn’t her mother’s kitchen, but mine.

“Do you have a fry pan somewhere?” I moved quickly, digging one out and setting it down on the hot plates. “OK, let’s set the heat on. Not too high! Do you guys flambé everything you eat?”

“Gets it cooked quicker,” I mumbled.

“Burns the shit out of it, you mean.” She edged near me, a warm shadow at my shoulder, and all I wanted was for her to come closer. I turned the heat down, but it was the flame of her I wanted searing me, not the gas flickering around the hob. “Now tell me you have olive oil.”

I went to go and grab it, but in my haste I almost collided with her. Kendall stumbled back and my arm moved without thought. To catch her, set her back on her feet and stop her slamming back into the bench, but that wasn’t how it worked out. Instead, I was standing there, my body pressed against hers as my arm locked tightly around her waist. The red spots in her cheeks faded completely as she just stared at me. Like I wasn’t Gage, the fuckhead kid who spent his life pissing her off, but this.

A man. One that stank from a long day of working on the site, then at home on her car. One that would cook whatever she wanted cooked, clean whatever she wanted cleaned, bring her the heads of her enemies, anything. One that still had grease streaking his forearms, even after I’d scrubbed my hands when I got into the kitchen, and the awareness I was probably staining her clothes had me stepping back.

What the fuck was I doing?

“Olive oil,” I said, suddenly remembering as I beat a hasty retreat to the pantry.

Building a walk-in pantry was perfect because I could spend a few fucking seconds trying to get my head out of my arse. My cock was throbbing so damn hard it was like a second heartbeat, but there was no relief to be found here. Probably because the ache in my chest was so much worse, but that wasn’t what Kendall needed. I walked out with the oil bottle in hand and then went to pass it to her, but she shook her head.

“A splash in the fry pan.” I did just that. “A bigger splash than that. Oh… Oh well, let’s get the vegetables in. Right. Just like that.” My hand went to the dial to turn the heat up, but she smacked it away. “You’re sweating, softening the vegetables so they release their flavours, not burning them to a crisp. You should do this first with some garlic.” I reached over and added some garlic powder to the mix. “Fresh garlic next time, but yeah, keep everything moving around in the pan until the carrot goes soft and the onion is translucent.”

“I dunno if many girls have talked about softening carrots in this kitchen before.”

That was meant to be funny, but Kendall pulled away, putting more and more space between us. Her eyes roamed, taking in the kitchen as if with fresh eyes, seeking evidence, but of what?

“Right. Had a lot of girls in here, have you?”

“No, I—”

“I guess that’s the good thing about marble countertops.” She smoothed a hand over one of them. “You can buff out any marks a girl’s butt leaves on them.”

“Kendall—”

“I need to unpack,” she announced, her tone completely different. “Not too much. Just the essentials. No point unpacking everything and then having to put it all back in boxes again weeks later.”

“Jesus, I didn’t mean—”

“Add the vegetables to the sauce and stir them through. Add water if the sauce starts to dry out and keep an eye on it.” She smiled then, so why did that feel like she was stabbing a knife into my chest? “It’s not something you can just set and forget and expect it to be ready to be served when you’re hungry.” A sharp nod. “Good Bolognese requires a bit of patience.”

Before I could explain, before I could tell her just how few women had been in this kitchen, she was gone, walking out the door again, and it took every damn thing in me to stop myself from running after her.


Chapter 18



Kendall

“I dunno if many girls have talked about softening carrots in this kitchen before.”

Gage’s gruff voice spoke those words continuously inside my head, until I was forced to dig through my boxes and find my portable speaker and turn some music on just to drown it out. When my head was bopping along to the beat rather than listening to my brother’s best friend talk about his past conquests, I was able to tackle the boxes.

Essentials only.

Toiletries were produced and placed in the adjoining bathroom, something that made me feel a little uneasy. It was all gleaming chrome and subtle tile, and my ratty makeup palettes looked too dusty to fit in here, so I shoved them into the drawers and closed them up. Clothes were unpacked and placed in the wardrobe, as well as a bag of dirty clothes re-discovered. I needed to work out what they had in the way of laundry facilities here. I’d bought some laundry powder, but… I glanced at the door and shook my head. Nope, I wasn’t going out there, not yet. So instead, I went on a little wander down memory lane.

I didn’t need to pull my photo albums out and stack them on the shelves provided. I definitely didn’t need to flick through them. Finding the rest of my shoes and my other work uniforms was far more pressing, but instead I looked at this. Sun bleached snapshots of my family, each one of us kids grinning fiercely because Mum had told us to say cheese for the tenth time. Over and over the photos were shot to her satisfaction, but I couldn’t help but smile at them now.

Skinny little Finn, all arms and legs, though I was unfortunately the complete opposite. I’d ‘taken after your mother’ Dad always said, but the way he hugged Mum close made it clear he didn’t mind her curves at all. Finn and I had been forced together for the photo, the subtle way we leaned away from each other making that clear, but as I stared, I saw them too.

Gage, Connor, and Van were close friends with my brother because we all grew up on the same street. Connor in the big, fancy place up the end, the rest of us in typical three bedroom, one bathroom places with a yard and a Hills hoist clothes line at the back. Staring at the photo, I could almost hear the hum of lawnmowers going on a Sunday afternoon, the bees hovering drowsily over flower beds as we played in the sprinklers. It’d killed me every day of my childhood that the families up our street had no daughters my own age, but Finn… He’d had a built-in friendship group from the moment he was born.

Fritz and sauce sandwiches on white bread, full of salt and preservatives, but we’d thought it the greatest of culinary delights. Plastic tubes of sweet frozen treats. Zooper Doopers were always brought out on particularly hot days, when we panted under fans that spun far too slowly. Mum thrust them into our sticky hands and told us to eat them outside. Then, hyped up on sugar, we’d climb up the big tree at the back of the house, getting higher and higher so the sluggish breeze would finally start blowing on our sweating skin. I’d looked over the roofs of all the houses down the street and felt like queen of all I surveyed.

Right before the boys started jumping up and down on the branches, threatening to send me falling down to the ground.

But it wasn’t always bad. As I flicked through the images, seeing birthday parties and footy games, my bakery displays at the local show, and awards I’d won at school proudly displayed, I was surprised to realise that. The guys were annoying, so fucking annoying, but Finn had come through in the end. I didn’t need a photo to remind me of that, staring at the empty page at the end of the album, creating photographs in my mind.

“You…!” I screamed, launching myself at him when he dared to step foot in the kitchen. He surveyed the mess, the cakes I’d sent smashing to the floor along with the plates, then my reddened face. “You did this. You fucking couldn’t let me have this one thing?”

Mum had given up trying to console me, going to find the dustpan and broom to clean up the mess I’d made.

“What thing?” It was his wide-eyed stare that convinced me. If he’d meant to prank me, he would’ve been wearing a triumphant smirk by now. “What thing, Ken?” His hands landed on my arms, but I shook them off. “What the hell happened?”

I’d stared at him far too closely, needing something more than his words to convince me he wasn’t guilty of switching the sugar for salt. He lied and he lied and he lied, often barefaced to Mum and Dad, making me look bad for even accusing him, but when I saw the pulse jumping in his neck, I started to wonder.

“The sugar in the container was swapped for salt,” I ground out.

“Salt…?” He frowned, then dropped down, inspecting the smashed cakes like a detective might a crime scene. I winced when he grabbed a piece of cake and tasted a few crumbs, his look of disgust close enough to my prospective employers that I started crying again. “Ken… fuck, Ken…”

In that moment, he was for the first time, finally, my brother. His arms went around me, and I was treated to a nose full of teenage-boy stink and this. Him holding me close, rubbing my back in awkward circles, right before Mum appeared.

“Finn…”

Dad would’ve just laughed and then yelled at me for making a fuss, but Mum… She could be relied on to take my side. Her grave tone made clear he was about to cop it, and a vicious part of my heart rejoiced in that. Let him hurt. Let him bleed, it murmured, vowing revenge.

“You couldn’t stop those stupid bloody pranks, not even when Kendall was trying to impress those people?”

“Mum, I didn’t—”

“So how did the sugar turn to salt then? The jar is clearly labelled, so there’s no way it was accidentally mixed up. Finn—”

But before Mum could deliver her judgement, her phone rang.

“Hello? Look, love, things didn’t go well. No. No, and we’ll talk about it when you get home…”

She walked out of the kitchen, leaving the broom behind. Part of me felt impelled to reach for it, to clean up everything before Dad got home, but I shoved that impulse to one side. Fuck that, and fuck them.

Fuck him.

I shoved Finn away from me, and for once, he looked shocked by that, and I couldn’t tell why. Was it because he found himself comforting me for once, or was it because I dared to push him away?

“I don’t want to see you or your fucking mates ever again. I don’t give a shit if you are my brother, I don’t want—”

“Makes sense.” The fact he was agreeing with me, eyes downcast, his tone getting quieter, not louder, had me going still.

“What?”

“It makes sense, Kendall.” His eyes met mine then, and I saw a mix of things in them that I couldn’t seem to decode. Fear, anger, but also… Regret. “I let them in the house. I let them do this to you.”

What I felt then for my brother’s best friends was just as complex as his emotions now. They were big, strong, the golden boys of school, so when I started noticing guys that way, how could I stop myself from looking at them? They roamed around our place with all the arrogance, all the grace of big cats, completely unaware of how cruel they were.

Nor how beautiful.

Half the reason why I started reading romances was because when I was out staying at my grandmother’s place, I’d delved into her boxes of Mills and Boons and found tales of cruel men who were turned gentle by the power of love. I’d eaten them up voraciously, trying to read between the lines to work out what the secret was. What did I need to do/see/say to turn the guys from my tormentors to my…?

Lovers felt like too big a word for it when I was eighteen, but… that, that was what I wanted. My experiences with it had been furtive little make-out sessions with boys from school, neither of us able to put words to what we were doing because we were struggling to even do it. To dare to touch, to kiss, to make ourselves vulnerable to strip bare and fuck.

“They’re always hurting you,” he said. “Always coming up with ideas for new ways to embarrass you, and I admit, most of the time I think it's pretty funny, but this…” He grabbed the broom handle decisively, scooping up the ruins of my dreams and tossing it into the bin, each splatter of icing and cake making me shudder. “Do you have a friend you could stay with?”

I did. At his urging, I’d run down the hall, packed up all of my most important stuff into a suitcase, just like I had when I was a little girl. But this time, I wouldn’t get halfway down the street, announcing to everyone that I was running away from home. Instead, I’d actually go, never spending another night in my childhood bedroom.

And I didn’t. I blinked, this room slowly bleeding back. I stayed at my friend’s place just long enough to get a job at a bakery a couple of suburbs over. Not in the back making bread, but out the front, serving customers and making coffee. The woman who owned the place seemed to think that because I was young and a girl, I’d bring guys into the shop, and I did. I got full-time hours, then enough to cover the rent of a single bedroom in a share house with other young women. Only women at that point, I couldn’t bear the thought of living with guys.

“Hey…” Van appeared at the door, looking like an apparition from my past, not the guy I was currently sharing my house with. He had an old footy jersey on, the fabric half gone to holes, one I thought he was wearing when he still played with my brother. “Gage said you didn’t want to have any of the pasta, but…”

Those long, sensitive fingers picked at the nail on one hand. Girls had written poems about how beautiful his hands were, or wrote on the girls’ toilets walls how good he was at fingering them, but right now, they didn’t seem to know what to do.

“Gage always makes too fucking much Bolognese, and then we’re left eating it for breakfast, lunch, and dinner, until I’d just about murder a burger. Anything but damn pasta.”

I snorted despite myself at his heartfelt plea, and that had him smiling. Golden and bright, just like the sun, it was hard to see the darkness in it.

“Look, come and have a bowl with us. At least there’d be some intelligent conversation for once.”

My head moved, shaking back and forth, the word no ready to trip off my lips, but instead I said, “Sure.”

“Oh, thank fuck…” He moved into the bedroom, steering me out the door before I could think twice. “You like garlic bread, right? Like if we’re gonna stink tomorrow, we may as well do it together…”

“Yeah.” I shoved my phone in my pocket. “I like garlic bread.”


Chapter 19



Van

Take your hand away. Take it the fuck away, a small voice shouted inside my skull, but it was nothing in comparison to the sheer fucking pleasure that came from directing Kendall towards the dining room.

We’d downed tools when she went inside and got cleaned up, and Connor was standing there, hair brushed back from his face and a clean t-shirt on, though the combined stink of beef stock and sawdust still clung to him. He’d wanted to have a shower, but I’d determined we didn’t have time for that. Instead, we’d joined Gage in the kitchen, ready to help, only to get a whispered recount of what had gone down.

Something had completely turned Kendall off cooking.

That bakery she was working at? The food was all right, but it was nothing compared to the culinary excellence I knew she was capable of. The sausage roll didn’t explode with flavour on my tongue, making me want to gorge myself on that pastry and then another. If they had any idea of what they had standing behind the counter, they’d have dragged Kendall into the kitchen forcibly. Instead, she made coffees and took people’s money, a fragile kind of sadness flickering in her eyes, there and gone again when she made herself smile at the customers.

But why?

I thought we knew what had happened. Connor’s dad had been pissed about the whole thing, so he’d drilled Kendall’s parents about what went down. Kendall’s details had been passed along to the wife of one of his business associates when she tasted some of those little tarts our girl had made for Connor’s mum for one of her fancy dinner parties. Mr. Woods had puffed himself up, thinking he was the big man, brokering an apprenticeship for a girl on the street with a bakery that was far swankier than anything around us. Kendall’s success was somehow a reflection on him.

Just as her failure was.

I shook my head, never liking dwelling on the past, the room coming back with a snap.

“We dished you up some pasta.” I gestured to the head of the table. “And we made you some ramen, just in case you preferred that instead.”

“Ramen…?” She sank down into the chair, and my palm stung with the loss of her warmth. Her small little chuff of laughter was enough to make me feel better though. “You didn’t need to do that.”

“We wanted to have a family dinner.” Connor was trying to be all cool and calm, his arm slung along the back of the empty chair beside him, but I was completely unconvinced by it. Because I knew. He wanted this, all of us around the table, way too much. “You remember what it used to be like.”

There it was.

I sat down, sneaking a sidelong look at Kendall to see how she responded, and sure enough, her back jerked ramrod straight. Shut the fuck up, you dickhead, I thought furiously, shooting him a meaningful look across the table. Our girl was about ready to bolt.

“I remember.”

Kendall was being polite, picking up her fork and then poking at the pasta before taking a little taste. Gage watched her every move, already pushing the parmesan her way when she reached for it. She nodded and smiled at him before sprinkling it on her meal.

“Like when we—”

“So how was work today?” I asked Kendall, shooting Connor one last dark look. “Was it busy?”

“Not too bad.” She twirled her pasta around her fork. “How about you?”

I didn’t answer because her red lips parted as she took a bite of the pasta, my eyes watching her take that bite before I could think to reply. A grunt from Gage and an elbow had me responding, just not in the right way.

“We ran into Finn today.”

Her eyes went wide as she coughed and then frantically tried to swallow, forcing me up and out of my seat, ready to give her the Heimlich manoeuvre if required. I got a dark look in return as she grabbed a glass of water and drank deep.

“You did what?”

“We had a run in with Finn is probably a more accurate way of putting it.” Connor set his fork down with a sigh. “Your brother had… thoughts to share about you living here.”

“Oh, I bet he did.” She grabbed her phone and then angrily started to tap on the screen, as I plucked the poor unsuspecting device from her grip. This resulted in a low growl from her, right before I set her straight.

“We told him.” Her eyes locked with mine. “We made it clear that he has no fucking say over… anything. You’re an adult, so are we, and…” And now there was nothing standing between us being together, I wanted to say, but of course, there was. Me, her, them, even Finn, we all got in each other’s way, so I just sighed. “That there’s nothing he’s got to say about any of this that we want to hear.”

Why did that make her shoulders slowly drop down? How the hell did I make the tension leech from her body and how could I do that again? I had no answers, but I wanted them so fucking badly.

“You…” She looked from me to Gage and then to Connor. “You told Finn that?”

“We had to.” Gage sighed and pushed his bowl away from him. “He was real interested in our new female house mate, imagining some kinky shit was going down, right up until he realised you were the one living here. We’ve been best mates since… forever, but when it comes to this situation, he knows he needs to butt the fuck out.”

“Right…” It was only when she stabbed her fork back into the pasta that the rest of us felt like we could do the same. Kendall twirled her pasta speculatively, but in the end, she grinned when she looked up. “I wish I’d seen his face when you told him that.”

“It went all purply.” I gestured to my own face. “You know how he gets. Like remember that time when Connor beat his record for goals kicked?”

“God, he was filthy.” She let out a little laugh, then a bigger one. “He was so damn proud of being the best goal kicker, going on and on about it, and then Connor beat him.”

“By five goals.” Connor allowed himself a smug little smile. “I paused at the first goal over, but after that, I just kept going.” He shrugged. “I was already in the doghouse for the first one, so…”

“And he kicked his boots off, nearly hitting the coach in the head, so he got banned for a couple of games. Dad was pissed, and then the house was quiet for a while.” Her eyes scanned the whole table. “You guys weren’t allowed to come around.”

“Must’ve been a nice break for you,” I said, wishing the opposite was true.

“Not really. Finn was always a prick when he was bored, and he was plenty bored without the three of you. He and Dad were squabbling all the time until Mum talked to your mothers and told them to send you back around.” She waved her fork in the air. “Then it all started up again.”

When her eyes dropped down to her bowl, I think we all saw it, the reign of terror we waged in that house, so I wasn’t expecting to hear this.

“Thanks, though.” She nodded to each one of us in turn. “I don’t know if anyone’s ever stood up for me against my brother.” Her lips pursed. “Even me.”

Dinner passed much more quietly after that. Not quite the rowdy moment of connection Connor craved, but I found a kind of peace in it, broken only by the silvery scrape of utensils against bowls, until Kendall got to her feet. I found myself rising with her, only to realise why seconds later. She was carrying her bowl to the sink, but I swept in, taking them from her, then the guys’ when they held them up. My girl just shrugged and collected up the glasses before filing into the kitchen. I was forced to stop her when she started to run the water, pulling open one of the drawers to reveal a dishwasher.

“Of course you’ve got one of those.”

What did that mean? I didn’t know, but we scraped the bowls’ contents into the compost bucket and then stacked the dishwasher, but right as I was putting the detergent in, she held up the pot, showing me the aftermath.

“Fuck’s sake,” I said to Gage. “You’re gonna be the one to clean that. We talked about this. Stop burning food onto the bottom of the pots.”

“You get a say when you start cooking,” the big man said, walking over and taking the pot from Kendall. “I’ll clean this up.” He pulled out a much-used scourer, and Kendall frowned at the messy tangle of steel wool before looking at the two of us.

“Do you have any Bar Keepers Friend?” she asked. Gage and I just looked at each other. “Well, if you’ve got a dishwasher, you must have…” She reached down under the sink, and I was a very good boy and didn’t look at her arse as she bent over.

Much.

She produced a dishwashing tablet, unwrapping it before plucking the pot from Gage’s fingers then putting a little warm water in the bottom.

“This is an expensive way of doing it, but apparently using one of these like a scourer…” Her hand moved through the mess, and we both stared as the muck started to come off easier.

“Lemme do that.”

Gage shoulder checked her, nudging her out of the way and forcing her to drop the tablet into the water, but he was there to catch it. Apparently this wasn’t some kind of magic only she could perform, as the crud started to lift for him too. She spluttered, then grabbed a tea towel and started to wipe her hands.

“Don’t remember you guys fighting to wash the dishes when we were kids,” she said.

“Oh, I dunno.” I reached into a drawer and pulled out a clean tea towel. “We might not have volunteered, but we managed to make it fun when we did.” I smiled slowly as I grabbed the tea towel by the corner and then started to twirl it into a tight tail. “Remember the tea towel wars we used to have, Gage?”

“Pretty sure you started them all because you like getting your arse spanked,” he said, shooting me a sly smile.

Not quite. I felt something twitch in my pants as I approached Kendall slowly. Her eyes went wide then narrowed as she watched me wield my weapon.

“No.” She held up a hand, but the tea towel was still clasped in the other. “Van, no. I mean it. Van!”

Gage dropped the dishwashing tablet when I got too close, coming to stand between me and Kendall. His massive frame blocked everything else out as he crossed his arms.

“The lady said no.”

He glared down at me, making clear his position, right up until a sharp crack filled the kitchen. Gage’s eyes went wide, then he spun around to find Kendall cackling as she started to twist her tea towel tighter, ready to attack again.

“The lady is perfectly capable of defending herself.”

That light in her eyes, the way her grin was entirely spontaneous rather than forced, I’d store this moment away in my head forever. But Gage had to go and ruin it.

“That right?” I was abruptly disarmed, my tea towel snatched out of my grip, ready to be used by the man who was supposed to be my best mate.

“Oi!” They ignored me, starting to circle the other warily, so I grabbed another couple of tea towels from the drawer, wielding one then shoving the other in my back pocket for back up. “Two against one,” I crowed. “I like those odds.”

Because it wasn’t hard to imagine a whole other scenario, where Gage and I worked together to make Kendall feel—

“No one’s ganging up on Kendall.”

I spun around to find Connor grinning at me, right as he snatched my pocket tea towel then went for my other one. I flicked it out at him, cracking him on the arm, making clear what a mistake that would be, only to cop a lash across my chest, leaving a stinging trail.

“The fuck…?”

Kendall grinned at me, then dodged backwards, spinning her tea towel in a circle to create tension again. But right as I was forced to deal with her, further treachery happened. Another stinging flick across my back from Connor, right as he went to stand by Kendall.

“So you’re on my side now?”

Her voice was full of exaggerated mistrust, but there was nothing fake about the way Connor looked at her.

“Always.”

But they didn’t have time for a nice little moment, because Gage and I nodded to each other and then advanced. Trying to ingratiate himself with the babe? That was an unforgivable sin.

“Then let’s take these fuckers down,” she said with a wild grin, right as I spread my arms wide.

“Hey, come and get me.”


Chapter 20



Connor

Right about now I was ready to find a time machine, go back to when I was a teenager, and kick my own arse, because as Kendall came to stand beside me, I could see it. Finn and me against Gage and Van was our usual pairing, but it wasn’t hard to imagine how our kitchen battles might’ve gone if we weren’t forced to keep Kendall on the outer all the time. I heard her low chuckles each time she hit the mark, felt her dancing away when the others tried to get her back. Instead, I threw myself in front of her, protecting her, rather than subjecting her to our relentless onslaught, the way we had when she dared to try and join our games.

We treated her like an equal participant rather than an annoyance.

“You know you don’t have to protect me.” That was pushed through gritted teeth as she flicked and flicked, barely dodging out of the way to avoid the others’ strikes.

“What if I want to?”

I shouldn’t have been saying shit like this. Turning around and letting the guys’ blows rain down on my shoulders while I confronted Kendall was also really fucking stupid. I’d completely lost my chill when she sat down to dinner with us, my memories of the way it’d been in her home around their dining table an unwelcome fifth wheel.

But I couldn’t help it.

Our house was the biggest on the street we had all grown up on. Dad’s firm built the whole estate, unconsciously creating a kind of manor home, with the ‘plebs’ arranged around us, but all the wealth he managed to generate didn’t create this.

A kind of family.

We all knew each other’s strengths and weaknesses. We had a shared history that came from showing up for each other day after day, and despite our best efforts, Kendall was well and truly a part of that. When I sat at her family’s dinner table, I promised myself one day I’d have something similar. That I’d sit at the head, like Kendall’s dad, and she would take her mother’s place. We’d have the same chaos, the same mess, the same complete and utter dysfunction, and we’d be a family.

“Are you having an aneurysm?” Kendall now asked me, peering exaggeratedly at my face before snapping me with her tea towel.

“Hey, I’m on your side!” I yelped.

“I’m the only one on my side.” She said that with a slow grin, shuffling back and dropping low, ready to take the lot of us on, when her phone rang. The others went to surge forward and exploit this moment of weakness, but I stepped in, somehow knowing I wouldn’t like whoever was on the other end of the line.

“Hello?” She waved her hand furiously at Van and Gage, warding them off, but she needn’t. I held my hands out, ready to keep them back. “Oh yeah, hi. Yep, I’m definitely still interested in the room.” I was feeling so damn good moments ago, so why was my heart dropping through the floor now? “It’s still available? Yeah, that would be amazing.”

The others finally realised who she was talking to, dropping the tea towels on the bench and going quiet as she completed her conversation.

“This weekend? Yeah, I can do that. I’ll be there bright and early. Thanks for calling me back!” Her cheeks were still flushed, and she was smiling when she turned around, but we weren’t. Kendall slowly seemed to realise that, blinking as she took us in. “Looks like there’s a possibility I could be out of your hair by the weekend. There’s a place that has a room to rent a bit closer to work.”

But that didn’t matter. If she hated the commute, we’d drive her every morning, or find her another job, a better one closer to us. Or fuck, we’d buy her a bakery and she could set it up anywhere she liked. We’d fit it out so it looked amazing and—

“You know you don’t have to go anywhere.”

I said that with a calm I didn’t feel, stuffing down the fucking chaos raging in my heart.

“Have to?” She shrugged. “Maybe not, but if this is already causing issues with Finn… This was only ever a temporary fix. You’ll have your house back to yourselves and…”

It’d feel so empty. I didn’t say that, couldn’t hear what else she said, just watched her hang her tea towel neatly on the over door handle and then walk away, taking my heart with her.

Fuck.

Gage said something to that effect, but before I could turn to them and start the necessary brainstorming it would take to find a way to keep Kendall here, Van’s alarm went off.

“Shit, footy training.” We all played in a social league as a means to stay active and socialise, but I’d rather eat a shit sandwich than go to training right now. “C’mon, we better go.”

“I don’t want—” I started to say.

“People have been dropping out and letting Phil down.”

The poor guy volunteered to be our coach, doing this in his retirement from coaching professional teams. We were damn lucky to have him, but other players didn’t always show it. I knew he was about ready to find another team to coach, a more committed one, so I shook my head.

“Fine.” I stared at each one of them. “But when we get back, we talk this out.” My focus shifted, searching the hall for signs of Kendall, but not finding them. By the sounds coming from her room, she was locked up in there again, away from us. “We have to have this out with her, let her know what we’re feeling. Even if she says she’s not interested…”

This was where I said noble shit about letting her go, wishing her well, if that was what she wanted.

But I didn’t.

My hands ached from holding them back from grabbing onto her and pulling her close. So close she’d never get free of me. I needed to be inside her, not just her body, but her mind, her heart.

“She has to know.” Gage and Van nodded then. “When she walks out that door, she needs to know what she’s leaving behind. I can’t…” My voice broke then, but I forged on. “I can’t keep holding this back anymore.”

“Me too.” Gage’s hand clapped down on my shoulder and gave it a squeeze.

“Fuck, we’re all feeling the same way, so yeah, we’ve gotta tell her,” Van agreed. “I usually wanna throw my guts up after training, so I’ll be in perfect form for confessing my love for a woman.”

“Love?” I phrased that as a question—not because I doubted how he felt, but because I needed to know they felt the same way. If I was in hell, I needed other people with me, and who better than my best mates?

“Love.” Gage nodded slowly. “What else would you call it? I feel like someone’s sticking a knife in my guts and twisting every time I see her, and all I want to do is shove the blade deeper.”

I smiled despite myself.

“Yeah, that sounds about right. All right, footy first, then we tell Kendall. You two get ready, I’ll let her know we’re going out, see if she’ll be here when we get back.”

Walking up the hallway towards Kendall’s door happened almost in a dream state. I’d fantasised enough times as a teenager for it to feel unreal, but I knocked sharply on the door despite that feeling. She opened it a crack, staring out at me, and I saw her put a bag of something behind her back, but that didn’t matter.

Just this.

“We’ve gotta head out,” I told her, trying to sound casual and no doubt failing. “Training’s on.”

“Oh, right.” She nodded sharply. “Well, have fun.”

“Keep the front door locked while we’re out, and if you decide to go somewhere, take the van.”

“I’m not going anywhere tonight.” Her words were music to my ears. “I’ve gotta sort out what I want to unpack and what needs to stay in boxes, and then I’ll try and get an early night.”

“Right, well, if you’re up when we get home, I wouldn’t mind having a quick chat.”

My weight shifted from one leg then to another, like I was getting ready to sprint across the footy field, not talk to a girl.

“Sure.” She shrugged. “If I’m up.”

She shut the door then with a gentle click, and I just stared at the smooth surface, seeing but not seeing the brushstrokes there. My hand went out, wanting to stroke across the painted timber, but a bark from Van stopped me.

“You ready?”

No, no I wasn’t, because what felt like a life full of longing was about to come to an end. We’d tell Kendall how we felt about her, and then we’d know if she wanted to try and build something with us or…

End our hopes forever.

I jerked away from the door and down the hall to throw on my footy gear. Running until I puked, doing push ups until my legs gave out, yeah, that was just what the doctor ordered, because when I was hollowed out with exhaustion, then I’d be able to face Kendall. I wouldn’t be able to run from her rejection, or her acceptance.

“I’m ready,” I told Van as I walked out of my bedroom door, then glanced down the hallway. “I’m as ready as I’ll ever be.”


Chapter 21



Kendall

“Right, well, if you’re up when we get home, I wouldn’t mind having a quick chat.”

I now understood men’s irrational fear of the phrase, ‘we need to talk,’ because nothing good could ever come from it. That same irrational fear ripped through me the moment Connor said the words, which had me ringing Barbie.

“Biiiitch, how did the glitter bomb go? I gotta admit I am feeling a tiny bit of sympathy for those boys right now, because damn. I have an arse crack that looks like it was made of molten gold and—”

“Connor said we need to talk.”

“He did what?” Her shriek had me jerking the phone away from my ear. “The fuck he did. Doesn’t he know that is a female-only prerogative?”

“What’s going on now?” I heard Alan’s muffled voice in the background.

“One of Kendall’s himbo flatmates told her ‘we need to talk.’”

“Right…”

“Girls tell boys they need to talk, not the other way around.” Her focus returned to me. “So what does that bitch want to talk about, and how much TP are we going to lob at his very nice house?”

“I don’t know.” I paced back and forth across the floor. All the feel-good stuff I was experiencing before mucking around in the kitchen was well and truly gone. ‘We need to talk’ was like the nuclear option a woman used when the relationship was almost beyond repair, and Connor and I didn’t have a relationship to speak of. “We were mucking around in the kitchen flicking tea towels at each other.”

“Uh huh. Did you get any of them in the ’nads? Maybe they want you to kiss it better.”

“No, I did not hit them in the gonads,” I shot back. “They made dinner and asked me to join them.”

“Uh huh.”

“And when I came home I found them in the shed, working on Daisy and building me…” I stopped myself, wincing as I realised what would come out of Barbie’s mouth the moment she heard the news. “So how did the photoshoot go? You had that nice female photographer, right?”

“Always. My agent knows I pretty much will only work with Dianne now, but get to the damn point, Ken. What were the three extremely hot housemates of yours building?”

“So you work exclusively with Dianne? Doesn’t that restrict you overly? Like what happens if someone booking you—”

“Nope, nah, no fucking way.” My heart sank as I caught her sharp reply. “You don’t give a fuck about modelling, like I would start yawning if you started talking to me about the differences between Arabica or Robusta coffee.”

I sucked in a breath.

“They—”

“Nope. Spill the fucking beans, Kendall, or I’ll just have to jump into an Uber and head out to the suburbs to find out myself, and you know how I hate leaving the city.”

My teeth ground against each other as I kicked my own arse for opening my mouth in the first place.

“They’remakingmeabedframe.”

“What? Unclench your damn jaw, bitch, and take a breath. As I tell you all the time, mewing is for boys, not girls.”

“Mewing?”

I knew what the viral trend for working your jaw muscles was, but I was ready to grasp at any straw here.

“Don’t you play dumb with me, Kendall Motherfucking Kennedy.”

“It’s Kendall Marie—”

“I’m calling an Uber.”

There it was, the iron will that lay beneath my best friend’s doll-like exterior. She would too, and then I’d be forced to confront a whole lot of other things I didn’t want to.

“They’re making me a bed frame.” I let out a sigh. “And they’ve already made some bedside tables.”

“Oh my fucking god! Alan. Alan! You owe me twenty bucks.”

“They hate fucked in a closet?” he said.

“No, dickhead, that was a fifty dollar bet. Twenty dollars was whether or not they liked her.”

“Have declarations of love been made?” he asked. “Because sometimes you get carried away. Remember when you thought that gay barista liked Kendall.”

“I’m pretty sure Kyle would’ve licked pussy for Kendall,” she replied.

“Ahh, Kyle was pretty upfront that he liked to bottom,” I said. “And I am missing the most important piece of anatomy to make that happen.”

“Strap ons, baby!” she shot back.

“Bottoming for big, burly guys with facial hair.”

A slut for truckers was how Kyle had actually put it, but whatever.

“OK, fine, fine, Kyle is out, and these idiots are in. Alan, they made her furniture. Do guys make furniture for women they don’t like?”

“Flatpack?” he asked, and she relayed the question.

“Um… no, from scratch using some really nice wood—”

“OK, fine.” I heard a slapping of hands down the line. “No guy is going to waste good timber on a girl he’s not into.”

Alan’s words felt like a punch to the guts because I had heard this line before.

“Maybe they like you,” one of my school friends had giggled during a sleepover.

“Yeah, right.” I raked my hair back. “Like to force me to smell their farts more like. Speaking of which, you’re going to want to make sure the door stays locked. They sneak in here sometimes and mess with shit.”

But she hadn’t. Instead, she’d snuck up the hallway sometime in the night, only to be marched back to my bedroom by Mum.

“I think those boys care about you more than they’d like to admit,” Mum said as I sat on the kitchen table, nursing a skinned knee. I’d dared to try and play whatever game they were focussed on, and that had resulted in me being shoulder checked and falling face forward.

“If they cared about me, they wouldn’t have laughed at me when I cried.”

I’d sniffed back tears, but that didn’t stop more falling.

“No,” I said, then, now. “No, Barbie—”

“Oh my god, that’s why they want to talk. It’s not the ‘it’s not you, it’s me’ talk. It’s the ‘I love you and want you to have all of my very pretty babies’ talk. Alan. Alan!”

“Right here, Barbie,” he drawled.

“I’m going to be an auntie! We need to set up a baby registry and select all the cute things…”

Hanging up on someone was rude, and hanging up on your best friend as she rhapsodised about your future children was unforgivable, but I did it anyway. I just stared at the phone screen as a call from Barbie came through, but I didn’t answer it. The musical tones of the ringer echoed around in my head as I retrieved the bag of glitter I’d been forced to stash when Connor knocked on my door.

It was only now that I understood why they had pranked me so mercilessly. It wasn’t just the quicksilver pleasure of catching someone unawares, feeling like I was the most clever, most cunning in that moment. Instead, it was this sensation of being filled with too much and knowing all of that… stuff that was roiling inside me needed to go somewhere, because I couldn’t deal with it.

I marched down the hall, pushing the first bedroom door open and knowing instantly it was Van’s. It wasn’t just the predominantly blue colour scheme, but that scent. Of salt and pine trees on a summer day, the resinous oils released from the blanket of needles you traversed to walk deeper into the forest.

Place the glitter on top of the fan blades, one article had suggested, so when it was turned on, craft herpes was spread all across the room. I picked up an armchair that was left in the corner of his room and plonked it under the fan then climbed up with the bag of glitter in hand. My hands shook as I tore it open, then I forced them to still. I needed to apply a trail of glitter along the middle of each blade. Not too much, or it’d go cascading down before the prank was pulled, and I couldn’t have that. I covered each blade carefully, then glanced up at the light fitting above the bed.

He’d see the glitter if he turned the light on, and that’s not what I wanted. His bed lay open, the blankets all bunched up, inspiring me further. If I could send a cloud of glitter down from the fan and coat his sheets with it, it’d cover Van head to foot, but he’d never fall for it if he could see what he was doing. I jumped down, turned the light switch off, and then loosened the bulb until it no longer turned on. The rest of the glitter was scattered all over his pillow, between his blankets, even in his work boots until the bag was finally empty.

I surveyed the mess I’d created and then nodded sharply to myself, scrunching up the empty bag and tossing it in the kitchen bin as I left Van’s room.

“If you’re up when we get home, I wouldn’t mind having a quick chat.”

I wouldn’t be. My nightly ablutions were cut down to the bare minimum, and then I jumped into my bed, trying to ignore the groans from the frame as I snuggled down under the quilt. Trying to will yourself to sleep rarely works, but strangely, it helped tonight. Maybe this was the way other people lived. If you never were serious about anything, always mucking around and playing tricks on people, then you never had intrusive thoughts to keep you awake. I barely managed to get that thought out before dropping off to sleep.


Chapter 22



Gage

The thing about footy was it’s supposed to be one lot of men trying to get the ball through the goal posts while the opposing team tries to do the exact same thing at the other end of the oval, but most of the time, it was just an opportunity to let off some steam.

And my opportunity just walked on the pitch.

Usually Finn met us with a ready grin and a few shitty jokes. Going to training was a relief for him, he said, getting him out of the house and away from his wife and kids for a little while. Like a lot of Australian blokes, he was full of shit. He’d lay down his life for Cheryl and his son and daughter, but it wasn’t cool to admit that, so instead, he blustered about being around ‘the boys’ like it was some kind of special thing.

But there was nothing good natured about him right now.

He stared flatly at Connor, then Van, and finally me, the thin line of his lips making clear how he felt. That was just fine. Australian Rules Football wasn’t anywhere near as tackle focussed as rugby, but it could be. I cracked my knuckles slowly, staring steadily back at Finn.

“Right, fellas,” Phil, our coach, said, “a couple of laps around the oval.” He was met by a few low groans. “Get all your muscles warmed up. Off you go.”

At the blow of his whistle, I was off. Coaches when we were at school fucking loved me, seeing my size and thinking I’d be perfect for taking out opposing players, then were pleasantly surprised when they saw how fast I could move. Running was just the fucking thing right now, all the adrenaline in my body having somewhere to go. Because all I wanted to do was run back to her, shove the door open and storm in, backing Kendall against the wall right before my mouth—

“Bit fucking slow, aren’t ya, mate?” Finn’s snarky comment cut through my very pleasant mental image, right as he pulled out in front of me. “That’s what happens when you settle down with a chick.”

“Kendall’s not some chick, you fuckhead, and what about you and Cheryl?”

Van appeared at my shoulder, legs and arms pumping as he strove to overtake Finn.

“I don’t share my wife like a fucking animal,” Finn ground out, locking his jaw shut and putting everything he had into the run. He’d run out of puff before he made it one lap around the oval, the idiot.

“But you wanted to.”

I saw the flash of pure fury in Finn’s eyes, confirming something I’d always suspected, right as I sailed past him. Running like this was nothing to me. I went for long runs most afternoons just to get the shit of work out of my head, but every thud of my feet, every stride of my legs, felt buoyed up somehow.

We were finally gonna tell Kendall how we felt, and there was nothing Finn could do about it.

I clocked one lap, then another, the coach nodding to me as I passed. Sure enough, Finn had to beg off, walking around in circles as he strove to catch his breath. I just smiled at him as I ran past a second time, and when I finished the last lap, I was breathing just fine.

“All right, we’ve got that game on Saturday, and you know that the Demons are bastards on the field,” Phil told us. “We need to tighten up our kicking and our passing game. Grab the balls.” He opened a net bag and tipped all of the balls out on the grass. “And a partner. We’ll do a bit of kick to kick. You fellas need to be grabbing those balls out of the air…”

This was the moment when Connor would team up with Finn and I’d do the same with Van, but when I grabbed a ball, I tossed it in the air and caught it before turning to Finn.

“Reckon you can grab my balls out of the air?” I asked, shooting him just the kind of shit-eating grin that was guaranteed to get his knickers in a twist.

“I reckon I can grab your balls and shove ’em down your throat.”

That was classic Finn. Up and in my face without a thought, always turning on anything that pissed him off with a growl. Most of the time, we didn’t let him deal with suppliers after some had stopped doing business with us due to his shitty attitude, but we knew how to handle him.

“Like to see you try.”

I jogged off to the other side of the oval without waiting for a response from him and didn’t even bother to stop before turning and booting the ball his way. That look on his face—eyes going wide then narrowing in anger—as he ran forward, arms outstretched, determined to catch the damn ball or die trying, that was what was needed. He needed to get his eye on the ball, literally and figuratively.

The days of needing to protect Kendall from other guys was over. He hadn’t been doing a very good job in the time between school and now anyway, and we were about to take over. He kicked the ball my way, aiming it high and with undue power, but I just watched it spiral end over end before running forward. My arms were out, ready to catch it, not able to focus on anything else before it safely landed in my arms. I grinned, knowing it’d feel so much better when I did the same with Kendall.

How would she respond? I tried not to think too hard on that as I kicked the ball back down the oval, not even looking to see if Finn caught it. I couldn’t focus on him, just his sister. The ball was sent right back again and I ran forward, snatching it from the air and then twisting to kick it back. I didn’t want to have to consider the possibility that she might reject the lot of us. If I fixed her car. If the guys built that bed frame. Maybe if I got her cooking again. So many possibilities, things that might help or hinder our cause, but I couldn’t focus on any of them, just this.

Moving my body, using all my strength to achieve the goals I set for it and hoping. That the ball would fly true, that my body would be positioned right under it as it came crashing down. That Kendall would look past all the stupid shit and see this.

The sun was setting, turning the whole oval gold, and that felt right. I grinned then, just feeling it. I fucking loved Kendall Kennedy. She was the only woman I’d ever felt anything more than a twinge for, and she was home right now in my house. I just needed to get her into my bed, then I’d work my way into her heart, I was sure of it, so when the whistle blew and Phil waved us in, I went willingly.

“Nice kick, dickhead,” Finn grumbled. “You nearly took my head off.”

“Don’t fumble the fucking ball and it won’t,” I shot back.

He whirled around, tension vibrating through his body as he turned to face me.

“I didn’t fucking fumble—”

I matched his energy, getting right up in his face.

“You always do. Got sexy fingers, don’t ya? Fucking everything up.”

“And what’re your fingers doing?” His hands slammed against my chest, but I wasn’t going anywhere, and that just made him madder. “Touching my sister—”

I grabbed his hands, ground the fingers together for good measure, before knocking them away.

“I’ll use these hands to do whatever the fuck your sister wants.” His eyebrows jerked down as I wiggled my fingers at him, steam almost coming out of his nose as his whole body coiled, ready to launch it at me. But I knew exactly what it would take to cut his knees out from under him, so I did just that. “Because I fucking love her.”

“What?” Sure enough, the prick stopped, staggered forward slightly, and then corrected himself. “You what?”

“I’m in love with Kendall.” God, how good it felt to finally say that out loud. “I always have been.”

“No you haven’t. No… No…”

He was shaking his head like a dog with fleas, but we kept going.

“We all are.” Connor came to stand beside me. “You warned us off as kids, but the minute she graduated from school, we intended to see if she was open to something with us.”

“Us? All of you?”

Finn stared at Van, almost begging him to contradict what we’d been saying, but that was never going to happen. Van crossed his arms and stared Finn down.

“All of us. We fought about it plenty when we all realised we were crushing on Kendall, but it seemed like this was the only solution. It was either break up the friendship, or we’d do this together.”

“But what about me…?”

We’d shared girls back at school, and Finn liked that just fine. So much so, we were pretty sure he was feeling us out when he started things with Cheryl, but his girl was not ours. We’d known it then, just like we did now, and so that thought never got voiced.

“Well, you’re a bit fucking hairy for me.”

Van’s lips twitched, wanting to form a smile, a battle he quickly lost.

“Yeah, and the whole dick and balls thing is a bit off putting if I have to be honest,” he added.

“There’s also the fact you can’t aim to save your life,” Connor drawled. “Like do we need to put fur on the toilet seat so you can aim right?”

“You fucking…” He wanted to be angry, to push back, to stop everything we just talked about, but Finn found himself grinning despite himself. I watched him shake his head then straighten up. “If you bloody hurt her—”

“Like you did?” I cocked an eyebrow, reminding him of all the bullshit he’d pulled on Kendall. “That’s just it, dickhead. We never really wanted to hurt her back then, and we sure as shit don’t want to now. Shit.” I stepped closer, getting in his space but with less aggressive intent this time. “If we do hurt her, you can kick my arse.” I tapped a finger on my chin. “I’ll let you get the first hit in for free.”

“Let me…” He gave me a shove, but it was the friendly kind, because straight men aren’t allowed to touch each other with anything other than violence. His arm went around my neck, and he tightened his grip, trying to cut off my airflow. I just elbowed the prick in the ribs, the oof of breath escaping him music to my ears. “Jesus, so does Ken know?”

“Tonight,” I said, as we came to stand before our coach. “She’ll know tonight.”


Chapter 23



Van

I was totally fucking pumped and trying really hard not to look it.

Half the reason why our team went to training was because it was an excuse to drink beer on a school night, but I just clung to my ice-cold can, only taking a sip when I had to. I didn’t want a fucking beer, I wanted Kendall. As if sensing that, Finn came sidling up.

“You know it’s not gonna be as easy as just declaring your fee fees to my sister.”

His words and my worst fears were having really ugly anxiety babies inside my head.

“I know.”

Fuck, I was trying to put on a good front right now and failing utterly. Finn smirked, the prick always able to tell when there was blood in the water.

“I haven’t seen her stick to a bloke for longer than a month or two, ever.”

“Yeah?” That was supposed to put me off, but it didn’t. Instead, I searched my mate’s face, looking for confirmation.

“Yeah.” He shook his head slowly, then drank down a long mouthful of beer. “It’s always ‘the vibes are off,’ or ‘he snores too much,’ or ‘he wants to sleep with my best friend.’ Women.” He snorted, making it clear he was just joking. “Speaking of which, have you seen that friend of hers—?”

“Nope.” I blinked. “I mean, yeah, because that’s how we found Kendall. Barbie rang about the ad for a housemate and brought Ken around. She seems nice—”

“She’s a fucking underwear model, Van.”

His brows creased as he stared at me.

“I don’t give a fuck what she does,” I shot back. “She’s not Kendall. That’s what you don’t understand. Since the moment I started growing hair on my balls, it’s always been her.”

“Seems like you spent a lot of times balls deep in other women if she was the only one for you.”

His words hit hard because he was right. I had. I tried to smile, tried to think of something sarcastic or smart to say and failed. There was no escaping that fact.

“I know.” I wrenched my gaze away from him and gazed out over the darkening field, feeling the chill of the night air on my sweaty skin. “But all I ever saw was her. I called out Kendall’s name one night with Cindy Matthews.”

“You fucking what?” I thought he’d be pissed, but his lips just twisted into a vicious smile. “She said you couldn’t get it up. Told everyone at school you had a little dick.”

“Better that than the truth.” I couldn’t smile, joke, or reminisce about old times with Finn, so instead I just stared, willing him to understand. “That it didn’t make a shred of difference who I was with, because all I wanted was Kendall.”

He didn’t want to accept this, that I knew, but he reached out and slapped my shoulder.

“Well, best of luck, mate, because you’re gonna need it.”

“We need to get flowers,” I said as we piled into the van, ready to drive home. “Chocolates too.”

“She always liked those ones in the purple box,” Gage added.

“Flowers, chocolates, a ten-piece band playing that song by Tracy Chapman. The one with the lyrics about saying sorry.” Connor gripped the steering wheel of the van tight, the plastic creaking in protest. “Fuck, we shouldn’t have gone to footy tonight. Our time would’ve been better spent working this out, working out how to convince her to forgive us.”

“But we didn’t.” Gage shrugged. “We will.” He glanced at me then Connor. “Whatever it takes, but we have to start with the truth.”

“And some flowers.” The two of them stared at me, but I just grinned. “Woolies is always selling bunches of them, and they have plenty of chocolate on the shelves, so…”

Connor let out a little bark of a laugh.

“Woolies it is, then home.”

The three of us stood at our front door, shifting restlessly, smiles forming and fading. The plastic wrap around the flowers crackled in my palm, and Gage was juggling the biggest box of chocolates we could find like it was a football ready to be kicked. Even Connor had gotten into the act, finding a little teddy bear in the kids’ aisle and grabbing that, his cheeks burning bright red when the cashier asked if it was for his kid. He held the bear cradled in one arm as he shoved the key in the lock and turned it.

“Guess we better get inside.”

I dunno what the others were thinking, but in my mind Kendall would be chilling on the couch, watching some rom com or something. She’d look up as we walked in the door, and then she’d see it. The flowers, and the chocolate, and the goddamn bear, but also this. Our masks were down, our arses were hanging in the wind because we were completely and utterly vulnerable right now, ready to confess exactly how we felt.

Only to find the house quiet, still, and dark.

I blinked, surging forward to turn the lights on in the hall, the lounge room, then the kitchen, but I caught no sight of her.

“Not in the bathroom either,” Gage announced. “Maybe she’s outside.”

“Or maybe she’s asleep.”

Connor stared at her closed door, and that drew the lot of us closer. Each one of us stared at the surface, then the doorknob. No sound came from within, just the steady whirr of the ceiling van.

Fuck.

My grip on the flowers slipped, but I recovered, holding them way too tight.

“She works at a bakery, so she has to get to bed early.” I knew that tight tone. It was the same one Connor used with difficult clients, but right now he was managing himself, not someone who wanted non-tarnishing copper fittings in their bathroom. “We’ll talk to her in the morning.”

“I’ll set my alarm earlier,” Gage rumbled, taking a reluctant step backwards.

“We all will.”

I felt… deflated. I’d lost enough games to know what this was. You went rushing out onto the field, full of piss and vinegar, and sometimes you just got beat.

Despite your best efforts.

I went to drop the flowers on the kitchen bench, no longer needing them, but as I stared at the red roses, I realised they needed to be put in water. We’d get up, make Kendall breakfast, and then give her the flowers, chocolates, and the goddamn bear and hope to god she didn’t kick us in the balls when we confessed our feelings.

Yeah, that.

I rummaged around in the cupboards because we didn’t have a vase of any sort, but the old glass jar we used to store pasta in would do the trick. The stems in water, I tweaked the plastic, flicking out the creases until I was satisfied, then nodded before jumping into the shower.

This was a familiar feeling.

Getting naked in the shower at the Kennedy house always had an edge to it. That Finn might bust in and flick my bare arse with a towel was one thing, but mostly it was her. When I stripped my clothes off, I couldn’t help but think of Kendall, sleeping down the hall then as now, and imagine what might happen.

Maybe she’d get up, sleepily shuffling down the hallway to get a drink of water, and she would lift her head, turning her eyes my way as she’d hear the water running. She’d fill her glass, feeling the water spilling over her fingers as she imagined this.

Me scrubbing the stink of work and football off my skin. All of the sweat and sawdust, dirt and grass, but more than that. The all-singing, all-dancing bullshit of my fucking life, the water stripping me bare in ways removing my clothes couldn’t achieve. The soap bar slid down, my hand lubricated by the foam finding my aching cock and giving it a tug, wondering what she’d do if she stepped inside.

Would she press kisses to the back of my neck, breathing in to catch my scent, as I longed to do to her? Would she slide her hands along my ribs, raking her nails to leave a red trail that declared what we both knew. That I was hers, utterly, my body, mind and soul, but most of all my soul—that ached just as fiercely as my dick. It’d been carrying around this bullshit all this time, and right when I was about to set that burden down… I gasped, my breath coming in rapid little pants as my balls erupted. Orgasm tore through me with claws that would leave a mark, with as much pleasure as there was pain, and that felt right. I ached and I ached, and that made me pull away from the wall, forcing the water to stream down my body, right as I wanted to storm down that hallway and wrench open the door to get to what was mine.

But I wouldn’t.

I wanted her to sleep long and deep, to get all of her rest in the hope she’d roll out of bed with that same sweet smile she used to wear when she was a little girl. My fingers would itch with the need to rumple her hair and pull her close, but before I did that, I’d hold out the flowers. Maybe she’d look pleased, surprised, or her eyes would meet mine and we’d both know. That it was time to stop pretending and fucking be together forever.

I switched off the taps, dashing water from my face as I grabbed a towel. The vigorous massage of the fabric wasn’t what I wanted, but I’d take it for now. Tomorrow, I promised myself, even if I had to turn up at her workplace and make an entire dick of myself declaring my love.

I went to flick the light on in my room, but the room remained resolutely dark. Fuck, the globe had gone again. I shook my head, vowing to get Connor to look at it tomorrow. He was the electrician, so he’d work out why the globes kept blowing, but right now exhaustion was hitting me like a tonne of bricks. I felt hollowed out, empty as I turned on the fan, then lurched over to my bed. Breeze caressed my skin, the sensation of it feeling a little weird, but I couldn’t interrogate that further. I was beyond exhausted and needed to sleep forever.

Or just until the morning.

The morning. I nestled into my pillow with a smile, able to see it now. It’d be perfect, I just knew it. Bacon not too crispy and bread that was lightly toasted, just the way she liked it, that’s what I’d do.

It wasn’t what I did.

A sharp rap on the door had my head jerking off the pillow, and when I groaned then blinked furiously, I saw the grey light of dawn was sneaking past my curtains.

“What—?”

“Time to get up, dickhead,” came Gage’s grumpy reply.

Maybe it was his tone, maybe it was my brain frantically reminding me what was at stake this morning, but it had me moving, staggering out of my bed, jerking my feet free of the blankets. It was go time every instinct said, and so I yanked on my work clothes and my boots and then stumbled out into the hallway.

Only for two of my best friends to look at me and burst out laughing.

“What?” I paid them little mind, moving to the kitchen before pulling out fry pans and spatulas, bread, bacon, and eggs. This provoked only greater hilarity. Connor was actually wheezing, slapping a hand down on the counter to try to catch his breath. “What the fuck…?”

“Did you decide to dress up extra special for Kendall this morning?” Gage asked with a smirk.

“No, I didn’t think…”

I followed his finger as he pointed at my chest, and I saw myself clearly for the first time this morning. Every inch of my skin was covered in neon-pink glitter.

“What the…?” I caught the moment Kendall snuck out of her room, shooting us a guilty look, then her expression became a perfect echo of Connor’s. She fought back a smile, failed, and then burst out laughing, the musical sound of her giggle filling the house, right as she ran out the door. “Fuck.”

My girl had pranked me. I wanted to give her my heart, and she covered me in Barbie-pink glitter.

“I dunno why you’re laughing,” I said to Gage, who was going red with the effort of holding back chuckles. “She’s pranked me and Connor, so you’re next.”

His smile faded then, but it wasn’t replaced by anything negative. Instead, he looked around the kitchen thoughtfully, eyes finally settling on the flowers.

“Bring it on.”


Chapter 24



Connor

I was so close to having every bloody thing I’d dreamed of, and yet was no closer to getting it. We stood in line for our morning coffees, not at Kendall’s bakery, because I needed time to think, when an older woman edged closer. I looked up, wondering if she needed the time or directions, but instead, she just shot us that kind of soft smile only grandmas seem to master.

“I just wanted to say how proud I am of you.”

“Sorry?”

That came out without even thinking.

“You’re very brave,” she continued. She looked so hopeful, and yet when I glanced at the others, I knew she was just a stranger, so I waited to see if this was a dementia thing or what. “When I was growing up, boys like you had to be very careful about expressing themselves, otherwise they’d risk getting shunned or worse.” She reached over and patted Van’s hand, while I just stared. “But now you can be out and proud about who you are.”

Oh fuck, she thought Van was gay.

The pink glitter was probably what was tripping her trigger. Van had jumped back in the shower once Kendall made a hasty retreat, and while he looked slightly less like Barbie vomit, there was still enough glitter clinging to him and his clothes to make the lady think my best mate liked driving stick.

“And is this your boyfriend?”

Jesus, now she was looking at me.

“Connor?” A grin spread across his face, giving me a little warning, right before his arm was slung around my neck. He pressed a rough kiss to the side of my face, right before I shoved him off. “Ouch, babe.” He danced out of reach when I growled at him. “No need to get aggressive this early in the morning.” He leaned closer to the woman. “He’s a total animal, but Gage…”

The man himself crossed his arms and glared at Van.

“He’s the tall, silent type but really possessive.”

“Two boyfriends!” Her eyebrows shot so high I was beginning to think they’d jump off her face. “I didn’t realise people did that sort of thing nowadays. I mean, there was a bit of friskiness when I was young. Husbands tossing their keys in a glass bowl and then…”

Her hand fluttered as it came to rest on her chest, and then she smiled.

“But you don’t need to know about that. Now, my grandson has recently come out as queer, and I’m still trying to get the terminology right. Are you what they’d call a twink?” she asked Van.

“He totally is.” I moved in and rubbed my hand through his hair roughly. “Our little twinkie. Sweet and with little nutritional value.”

“Oh, well—”

“He’s a wolf,” Van shot back, thrusting a thumb my way. “And Gage is totally a bear.”

“Right, so—”

“Mavis?” the barista said, holding up a to-go cup.

“That’s me,” she said, then smiled brightly. “It was lovely talking to you. I’ll have to talk to my grandson and see how many boyfriends he has. I thought it was just the one, but maybe… Anyway, have a lovely day.”

“What the fuck was that?” I asked Van as she walked away.

“Spluttering that you’re not gay as loud as you can is shit and homophobic,” he said with a shrug. “As long as she wasn’t trying to set me up on a date with her grandson, I’ll be fine.”

“Fabulous even.”

We both stared at Gage, his deadpan delivery alerting us that something was up. His lips quirked up just slightly as he clicked his fingers through the air in the way we’d seen the drag queens do on reality TV shows.

“Gage?” the barista said.

He sashayed over to the counter, paid for our drinks, and then we all walked out of the cafe at a much more sedate pace.

“So, the fact that Van looks like he got a facial from a pink unicorn aside,” I said as we got to the car, “what do we do? We were supposed to let Kendall know how we felt last night and she was asleep. I wanted to give her flowers.”

Van’s smile faded.

“I was going to make her breakfast.”

“And I think we just need to let her work this out of her system.” Gage settled against the side of the van. “If she didn’t give a shit, she wouldn’t bother pranking us at all. She’d just hang out in her room until she found somewhere else and moved out. Fuck, she would’ve already done that.”

“She had that call about the place,” I reminded him.

“On the weekend.” Gage was always such a serious prick. This smug look was a whole other thing. “We need to persuade Kendall to stay by the weekend, and today is…”

“Tuesday.” I said, feeling a wave of disbelief. It couldn’t have just been two days since Kendall moved in, but it had been.

“We need her to decide to stay by Saturday, and I’ve got a plan,” he replied.

“What?” The other two cracked up the moment I barked that word, but it didn’t stop me asking again. “What plan? Gage?” He walked around to the driver’s seat of his van and got in, but I just jerked the door open. Gage looked me up and down with a faintly amused expression. “Gage—”

“Just don’t be home when Kendall finishes work,” he said then jerked the door shut. “You either, Sparkle Tits.”

Van took a surreptitious look down the front of his shirt as I stood there, fucking fuming. Gage threw the van into gear and took off, waving as he went.

“I’m gonna hear the words Sparkle Tits a million times today, aren’t I?” Van mused.

“I promise to enforce a beer tax every time someone says it if you get on board with this.”

A ‘beer tax’ wasn’t the actual government excise, but a building-site tradition where if you committed one of the many agreed to sins, you had to pay for your crimes in beer for the rest of your crew.

“On board with what?”

But as Van asked, I put a call through to the bakery where Kendall worked. I’d already got the contact details of the baker himself, and when Chris answered the phone, I smiled.

“Chris’ Bakery.”

“G’day, Chris,” I said. “This is Connor Woods. We talked yesterday.”

“The bloke from the building site up the road? What can I do you for?”

“I wanted to put in a big order. It’s my turn to feed the crew, and after we sampled some of your lovely food yesterday, I thought you might be the man for the job.”

“I usually get people to put in big orders at least a day in advance, so I’ve got enough time to make extras.” I could hear his barely suppressed sigh. “As I told you yesterday.”

“I understand that, and I’m prepared to pay double to make it worth your while.”

I used to prank Kendall to get her attention, but now I was prepared to be a little more sophisticated in my pursuit. If I threw money at her, trying to get closer, she’d had tossed it right back into my face, but if we made a massive order for the entire building site—

“Righto, mate,” Chris said, “what did you want to order?”


Chapter 25



Kendall

There was an unforeseen downside to starting the day with a prank. I’d taken one look at Van’s pink speckled flesh and felt the most vicious of pleasures right before I beat a hasty retreat. Hopefully it was still OK to take their van, because that’s what I did, booking it to work.

Only to encounter boredom.

Tuesday was hardly a packed day at the bakery, so I was able to open up and get the place ready for sales in peace.

Then wait.

A few regulars came in to grab a coffee or bread, but I was forced to grab the cleaning supplies and start going through the long list of jobs I completed in the quiet times, right up until lunch started.

That brought more people in the door, which helped make the day go faster. When I was moving, I wasn’t thinking: about what I was doing, that the minced meat in the sausage rolls could really do with more seasonings to flavour it, that this was the same damn job I’d been doing for years and I’d mastered the art of making coffee and taking orders in the first six months.

That I was bored standing around behind a counter, serving people.

Some of the regulars helped break things up. Felicity was a young mum with a beautiful bouncing baby and a big fluffy Samoyed dog that waited outside patiently, wagging its big plume of a tail until I brought it out a little treat. I’d watched her son, Jimmy, grow from a tiny baby to a rowdy toddler who loved a babycino, and she was chatting to me about where they were thinking of sending Jimmy to school when they arrived.

Van and Connor would always dominate a space. They did the halls of our school and they did now, flanked by way too many men in construction uniforms, their heavy boots clomping across the floor, only to leave a trail of dirt behind. So Felicity turning around to take them in, instinctively pulling back to let them close to the counter made sense.

“Did you want a loaf of bread today, Felicity?” I asked, pointedly ignoring my ‘housemates.’

“Oh no.” She eyed the men then shot me a sheepish smile. “I better get going. Say bye-bye, Jimmy!”

“Byeee!” the little boy said, waving furiously as they walked out the door.

“Connor,” I said, crossing my arms. “Pinkie Pie.” A little snigger from the guys behind Van had me smirking, but not for long. He just shot me one of those slow, almost shy smiles, if it wasn’t completely apparent, he knew what he was doing. He should’ve looked like a damn idiot, but instead with the construction gear on, he looked like one of the angelic looking marching boys from the Gay and Lesbian Mardi Gras. “The pink is really working for you. Makes your eyes pop.”

“Thanks.” I got a little bit of satisfaction from the way his jaw muscle flexed but not for long.

“So you know there are other places you could pick up lunch from,” I told the two of them. “Places closer, better—”

“Kendall!” Chris’ bark had me turning around to see him come slamming through the swinging doors, carrying a massive bread tray full of food. “Grab the other tray, will ya, love? These boys have a whole site to feed.”

What the fuck had they done? Ordered the whole damn shop? I saw sandwiches and rolls, pies, pasties, and cakes of every description neatly boxed and placed in the tray.

“We’ll do that.”

“Um… no you won’t.” I held out a hand, trying to stop them from entering the kitchen. Customers didn’t go in there, ever, but where I went, so did they, and the whumping sound of the doors swinging on their hinges felt like a physical blow as I whirled around to find Van and Connor had followed me in. “You can’t be in here.”

“Just picking up the tray,” Connor said in his best ‘be reasonable’ voice. So why did it have me feeling anything but?

“And what the hell are you doing ordering this much food?” I asked in a low hiss, watching the door closely. “And Chris’ food? Surely you could spend your money on something better.”

“So you admit it’s not quite up to scratch.” Connor took a step closer. “I mean, I’ve definitely had better. Van?”

“Those sausage rolls you made with lamb and rosemary?” Van’s eyes went heavily lidded and those full lips parted. “Damn, I wake up hard from dreams about them.”

“Ew.”

“And those chicken laksa pies you made?”

“Dad hated those,” I said with a frown, remembering the fuss he made.

“They were freaking genius. It’s not your dad’s fault that he’s a pussy when it comes to chilli.”

“Cool, well, I made none of these so—” I started to say.

“No, but I told you we need to talk.” All the levity was gone and there was only serious Connor now.

“I said I might be asleep by the time you came home,” I replied.

“But you had time to pull another prank.” Van flicked at the glitter sticking to his shirt. “Nice one, by the way. This shit is a freaking nightmare to get off.”

“Craft herpes.” Why the hell did I blurt that out? I covered that with a shrug. “I mean yeah, it’s meant to be hard to get out. Kinda like peanut butter from hair.”

I shot the two of them a meaningful look, making sure they remembered all the hair washes Mum put me through trying to get the thick, greasy gunk out.

“See, when it comes to the shit we did, you’re willing to talk,” Connor said. “So let’s schedule that in today. Hit us with it. Level all of your complaints at us, and we promise we’ll listen.”

“To all of it.” Van stepped forward, and that had me backing up against the bench. “Every single sin we committed. Just talk to us about them, Kendall.”

But I didn’t want that. I tried talking to Finn when we were kids, and he just laughed. Dad said boys would be boys and ruffled my brother’s hair, while Mum sighed and told the two of us to sort it out. I’d talked until I was blue in the face and no one listened, so they’d have to forgive me if I thought that it was all too late. I didn’t say that since that would just give them something else to argue with me about.

“Fine,” I replied, having no intention of doing any of that. I’d go home, have a shower while they were still at work, then go and catch up with Barbie if she was free.

“Right then.”

I wasn’t sure what the fuck they were doing when they both converged on me. They got closer and closer, each one taking one side, and I went stiff, until each one of their hands went to the big tray used to carry bread loaves. Van grinned, as if he knew exactly what I was thinking, right before I took off and out the door.

“Payments gone through alright?” Connor asked Chris when we all walked out.

“All sorted, mate. Get me your orders in earlier next time and you won’t have to pay double.”

Double? I looked at the food in the trays and frowned. Most of it was overpriced for what it was at retail, and Chris gave discounts when he got bulk orders like this, not charged twice as much.

“Will do.” Connor tapped his finger to his temple as the lot of them took the food outside to the vans lined up beside the footpath.

“Nice guys, those fellas,” Chris said with a satisfied nod. Probably because instead of having to donate a bunch of baked goods at the end of the day to Food Bank, he’d sold all his backup stock. “Friends of yours?”

“Friends of my brother,” I corrected, moving to pick up dirty plates and cups.

“They seem to like you fine.” Chris was giving me that measuring look older guys do when they think they’ve worked out what’s going on. “Enough to spend a ton of money to spend a few minutes with you.”

“More fool them.” I hoisted the tub full of dishes onto my hip. “I rent a room in their house. If they want to hang out, all they need to do is come down the hall.”

Something I’d wanted so damn badly. For them to turn away from Finn and his bullshit and to walk into my bedroom, choosing me. But they didn’t and now it was all too late.

“Sharing a house is no way to court a girl,” Chris said, following me into the kitchen as I started to stack the dishwasher. “A bloke needs to make an effort, show he’s able to provide for a girl. One of those boys? They’ve all got good jobs. They own that company, aren’t working for someone else.”

“Sounds like you should date them.” I smiled to soften my words. “Van, the one with all the pink glitter, he might be looking for a daddy.”

“Oh, I’m pretty sure I know what he’s looking for.”

My fingers dug into the plastic tub, the edges biting into my fingers, but once I had the dishes stacked, I fished out my phone and called Barbie.

“Biiitch!” she said. “Tell me you’ve fell over and into a mass of big, muscly men with massive schlongs. Tell me you got it in every hole and it was goood.”

“The fuck?” I looked around the kitchen, but Chris had gone out the back for a smoke. “As if I’d tell you if I did, but seriously, have you got work on this afternoon?”

“Job’s been cancelled. I told them the glitter would not wash off in time for the wedding lingerie spread, but would they listen? No. Apparently gold glitter just makes white satin look cheap and tacky. Who would‘ve thought? Anyway, I’m wide open for you, Kenny girl.”

“How do you manage to make that dirty?”

She cackled. “It’s an art, I tells ya. So what’s going on? Did you glitter bomb those poor sods.”

“Did I ever.” She let out a wild giggle at that. “If you want the play-by-play, meet me for coffee after work.”

“That cute bar on the corner in the city, the one with all the hot guys in suits and you’re on,” she replied.

“Barbie, I can’t—”

“Say no to your bestie who’ll ply you with overpriced, weirdly flavoured gin, then pay for an Uber to get you home to those hunks you live with? Damn straight. See you there at five, babes, and wear something pretty. There’s a hot finance bro out there just waiting for you to walk into his life and sit on his face.”

“I fucking hate you…” I growled, right as Chris walked back in.

“No, you don’t. So I’ll see you then? That red dress—”

“See you then.”

I abruptly ended the call, because sitting on the phone during work hours was less than awesome, and because I knew how the phone call would go. Barbie had the doll’s name, but I was the one she liked to dress up.

“We can probably close up early today,” Chris told me. “There’s not much left to sell and business is slow.”

Music to my ears, I just nodded and got started on the end of shift clean up.
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Gage

I knew Kendall. She didn’t think I did, but that wasn’t true. I watched her too damn closely, had observed her reactions, and I knew exactly what she was going to do right now.

Bolt.

Connor went to her bakery and bought out the shop, giving every bloke on the site an impressive feed, but I knew why. He wouldn’t be able to stop himself from pushing, and that would get her feet moving, away from us, not closer. So I needed to step in and stop everything, which was why I slipped away not long after lunch. I arrived back at the house before I went to work and found it empty, no trace of Kendall having returned or taken her stuff.

I grabbed the sauce bottle out of the pantry, then the mustard. We’d used them as guns back in the Kennedy family home, and she’d been our main target more than once. It was only her mum stepping in because we were wasting too much food that stopped us. A tub of peanut butter came next. I nuked it for a few seconds in the microwave, then screwed off the lid, seeing that the heat had turned it into a slightly runny, lumpy mess. When we’d smeared it in Kendall’s hair, we’d told her it was diarrhoea, and she screamed until she realised what it really was. Flour. I set that on the counter along with a box of tissues from the bathroom, then went to work making flour bombs. They were considered more benign uses of food as weapons as Mrs Kennedy bought it cheap in bulk. I scanned shelves in the kitchen, the bathroom, the garage, finding weapon after weapon and then lined them all up on the kitchen bench, working until I heard the click of the front door lock.

Kendall froze when she saw me standing there, blinking and staring, with limbs almost quivering like a frightened fawn.

But my girl was no Bambi.

She straightened up and looked me up and down coolly, having no idea how hot she was when she did that.

“Hey.”

“Hey,” I said back.

“I’m just gonna grab a shower and then head out. I’m meeting Barbie at a bar.” No the fuck she wasn’t, but I couldn’t say that right now, so I kept my lips closed, nodding. “She’s shouting me a few drinks and then will play ‘have you met Kendall’ a few times with disinterested finance bros before getting an Uber home.”

When her hand moved towards me, my heart clenched, wanting her to reach for me, but instead she was offering me her keys.

“I won’t take the van, so you may as well take them back.”

“You won’t get an Uber,” I corrected, closing the gap between us, then curling her fingers around the keys. “You’ll call one of us, and we’ll pick you up.”

“You don’t need—”

“Yes, I do, but before you go, there’s something we need to do.”

Her whole body stiffened as a frustrated sigh escaped her lips.

“Is this the whole ‘we need to talk’ thing, because I gotta say, can we not? I’m only here temporarily. Like I need to thank each of you for saving me from the sight of Todd’s lily white arse pumping away between Marcia’s legs, but hopefully I’ll be moved out by the weekend.”

“No.”

I injected everything I was feeling into that one word, and Kendall responded as if she was slapped.

“No? Well, I’ll try to find somewhere earlier, but it's kinda hard right now.”

The words were spilling out of her, coming faster and faster, and so was her breath. Her eyes were wide, her cheeks flushed, and she never looked more beautiful. I loved Kendall when her feathers were ruffled.

I loved Kendall.

“No, you’re not moving out.”

What I was saying was too much how it’d been like when we were kids. The four of us were petty tyrants, and she was our unwilling slave.

But that was the point.

The others wanted to get her flowers and chocolate and try to buy their way into Kendall’s good graces, but I knew. I grabbed a flour bomb and saw her flinch, and knew my instincts were right. There wasn’t enough money in the world to spend on our girl to make up for what we’d done, just this.

“A flour bomb?” There was a note of disappointment, of betrayal in her voice, but it was quickly replaced by the grey haze of resignation. I remembered the way the light used to die in her eyes, so I knew exactly what was happening right now. “Fuck, we’re back to this again?” She threw her arms wide then, her bag falling to the floor. “Well, at least you waited until the end of my shift to pull this shit, because my uniform is going straight in the wash. So hit me.” Her eyes flashed. “Hit me with it, Gage. Get your revenge and…”

That, that was something new, and I soaked her shift in expression in. As I pressed the fragile bomb into her free hand, she stared in wonder.

“What the…?”

“I’m not going to throw any flour bombs,” I told her. “Partly because Connor would shit his pants if we messed up our house. For someone who used to trash your parents’ place, he’s really fucking anal about keeping this house clean, but mostly because of this.”

I pulled away when she gripped the bomb and stood before her.

“We were fucking arseholes to you. Because that’s what it took to be Finn’s friend, then because there’s a shitty kind of pleasure that comes from picking on someone smaller, weaker, and unable to fight back. We were bullies.” Her eyes were so wide, her pupils swallowing the warm, brown depths of her irises, her throat working as she just listened. “Cruel, small-minded, little-dick energy bullies. We hurt you over and over because it was the only way we could get the reaction from you that we needed.”

“Don’t…”

A small croak, it came from the depths of her soul, not her throat, and I hated what I had to do. Because she’d said it so many times, to me, to Connor, Van, and to Finn, her own damn brother, and we’d ignored it each time.

I didn’t want to do the same thing now, but I had to. The only thing I could do about the shit I’d pulled was to make amends, and despite her protests, I had to try.

“You were beautiful, so fucking beautiful. The first time I noticed it was like a punch to the gut that I hadn’t seen coming. I didn’t know what the fuck to do about it, and by the time I did, Finn made clear what would happen. He warned us off you—”

“Don’t…”

The croak was louder now, more guttural.

“And we fucking listened.” I tilted my head to one side, wanting to get closer, to feel her denials uttered right against my skin, but I couldn’t, not until I got this out. “I curse myself every day for that, but I did. If I couldn’t hold you close and breathe in the scent of your hair and just feel your heartbeat pounding just as fast as mine then… I had to get you reacting the only way I knew how.”

“Don’t!” Her reply was as sharp as the crack of a bullet, smashing into my heart, her finger joining it seconds later. She stabbed it into the muscle, right into the tattoo I’d had done in her honour. “Fucking don’t! Stop, Gage…”

Real tears shone in her eyes, and I wished to fuck I’d never seen them before now, but I had. Over and over, I’d made my girl cry, and I wished I could find another way through this that didn’t end up making her cry again. My hands moved, my arms, needing to hold her for once, rather than leaving her to her misery, but she stared at me aghast, then knocked my hands away.

“You don’t get to come back into my fucking life after all of these years and… And…”

Her breath was heaving, and she was fighting to get the words out, and that was when my resolve broke. I was moving forward, wrapping my arms around her, even as she squirmed.

“Hey…” My voice was low, buzzing in her ear. “Hey… It’s OK now. I’ll do whatever it takes to get us past this, Kendall. Anything. Not to get you to see me as a potential partner, but because that’s what you deserve.” Her arms jerked spasmodically, a vestigial urge to get free. “No matter where you are, who you’re with. You deserve each one of us on our knees before you, begging for forgiveness and asking for a way to make this up to you.”

“Now.” Her voice was pure venom, and when she reared back, I worried she’d headbutt me, but instead she just craned her neck to stare into my eyes. “Now you want to make amends? Well, what did you used to say to me all the time?” She made a show of considering her own question. “Stiff shit. I say no, Gage. No.” When she pushed at my arms, I had to let her go, even as the ache in my heart flared hotter. “I don’t need your declarations, bringing up shit that’s best forgotten. It’s all done now. I’m… done now.” Flour trickled from between her fingers. “I’m done, and I don’t need you or your feelings or anything. I just need—”

A chirrup from her phone stopped her cold, and it took everything I had in me not to snatch it out of her grip and toss it away. Focus on this, I told her mentally. Focus on us. But I hadn’t earned that right, so I just watched her look at the screen then shake her head, before using her spare hand to wipe away the few tears she’d let slide free.

“I need to go.”

“Kendall—”

I’d meant to just tell her I was always willing to talk about this if she was, but when I grabbed her shoulder as she turned to walk into her room, I realised my mistake.

“What?” she snarled in a way she’d never been free to in her family home. “What, Gage? What?”

My wish was granted, and she tossed her phone onto her bed then turned to face me. I didn’t answer, seeing the pain in her eyes and knowing it needed to come. It was like a boil that had to be lanced, the poison not coming out any other way. Because when it did, her pain would go right where it needed to go.

To me.

She was crying for real right now, and my whole body shook with the effort of holding myself back. But when the tears started to stream and her nose grew all red and blotchy, when her body started to shake, the sobs tearing themselves free of her, I couldn’t anymore. I moved in, gently, slowly, and then said exactly the wrong thing

“Baby…”

“What the fuck did you just call me?”

She looked like a fox that had been run to ground, a dog that had one too many beatings and couldn’t take anymore. The way she turned on me, teeth flashing, eyes burning, should’ve had me stumbling back, but I didn’t. The guys were right. Kendall needed to know, but we also needed to be ready to cop the backlash that was coming. We’d made her think we hated her so very convincingly it was going to be almost impossible to make her understand the opposite was true.

“Baby.” I said it again, softly this time, feeling all of it rise up. God, it was so good to finally say what I felt. “You’re crying, and all I want to do is comfort you. I’m hurting you, right when I want to make you feel better. I just want to take it all away, Kendall, all the pain, and the bullying, and all the bullshit, because—”

“Don’t you say it.” The flour bomb was raised even as its contents started to trickle to the floor. “Don’t you fucking dare.”

“Because all I want to do is love you.” A sharp ringing noise started up in my ears, reverberating through my head, cutting off her angry retort, watching her lunge at me in slow motion. “I love you, Kendall Kennedy. I fucking love you.”


Chapter 27



Kendall

The flour bomb left my fingers without meaning to. It sailed through the air, trailing flour from the tears in the tissue, only to hit him smack on the chest. The white flour exploded, leaving a white star on his work shirt, and for a second, I just stared.

“I love you, Kendall Kennedy. I fucking love you.”

My hands slapped down on that same chest, shoving him farther than I should’ve been able to. The guy was freaking massive. The boys at school could never bring him down when tackling him on the footy field, but somehow I was sending him stumbling back? I moved forward, shoving him again and again, that slap of my hands, his movement, the way his eyes went wide each time becoming a drug. I couldn’t help but go back for more.

“Kendall—”

“No.”

“Baby—”

“Don’t call me that.” I moved restlessly, my legs feeling like springs, my arms shaking with the power throbbing through them as my finger stabbed into the air. “Never call me that.”

“Darl—”

“Nope.”

“Sweet—”

“Are you fucking stupid? No, Gage.”

And there it was, that shit-eating grin he sported each time he was about to do something cruel to me, but this prank was the worst of all.

“Love—”

“NO!”

Someone had been so very helpful, setting me up an arsenal in the kitchen, and when his lips started moving, I knew I had to shut him up.

More flour bombs were neatly piled up, so I grabbed a couple of them, pegging them at him, both our eyes going wide when one hit his face. I instinctively flinched back when he raised a hand to brush it off, blinking to get the flour out of his eyes, but rather than grab his own bomb, he just grinned, his teeth almost as white as the flour.

“Hone—”

“Good idea,” I snapped, grabbing the squeezy bottle of honey and then squishing it with everything I had.

That’s when the magnitude of what I was doing hit me like a gut punch. Thick golden liquid came pouring out, slow enough for me to think better of what I was doing. I went to pull back, but he just tilted his head to one side, and his smile widened, the challenge there obvious.

“Gorg—”

Honey matted his hair, soaking into the dark strands and then started to roll down his face. Rather than wipe it away, he let it fall and reached out, so slowly—as if time had grown for me as viscous as the honey. I knocked his hand away easily, slamming my arm into one his wrist, then the other, before rallying. The boys often told me they were doing shitty things to me to teach me a lesson. Well, now was the only time I understood that.

Because when I grabbed a sauce bottle and a mustard one, then squeezed them to send ropes of seasonings over him, I felt a vicious kind of pleasure, rather than being shit scared. I was showing Gage the error of his ways.

My lips twitched as I saw the sauce splattered on his shirt, his pants, the beautiful counter Connor wanted kept spotlessly clean, and then I grinned. The plastic bottles were left to clatter on the floor, mostly empty now.

“Angel—”

Honey dripped from his hair and into the flour on his face, and he left a red and yellow footprint stained with condiments behind as he stepped closer, ready to put his arms around me, but I dodged to one side, snatching the tub of peanut butter and then darting away to unscrew the lid, tossing it behind me before shoving my fingers into the tub. It’d been left out and was warm to the touch, especially when I slapped that handful against his face. He looked like someone had taken a big shit on his face, and that made me feel so much better, right up until his hand shot out and grabbed my wrist.

Now was the time when the tables were turned, I felt that in my heart, which was now beating rabbit fast. I surveyed the mess I’d made with a growing sense of horror, knowing he’d make me pay twice, three times over. I flinched, jerking against his grip when he grabbed the mayo bottle, as if that could help me right now, but it couldn’t. Despite his hands being slick with sauce, and mustard ,and honey, he held me fast. I watched the mayo bottle come closer, sure that the thick white liquid is going to hit my skin, but instead, he pushed it into my empty hand, and then he brought it closer, only to squirt the contents of it down the front of his shirt. I stared, he stared, and then when he had a bulging pot belly of mayonnaise, he looked up at me and laughed.

And that’s when my heart broke.

I couldn’t terrify him with pranks like he did me. I glanced around the beautiful house and realised I couldn’t wreak havoc in his life, trash it like he had Mum and Dad’s. I couldn’t bring him to his knees, just like I’d fantasised about so many times.

He was letting me do this because he could have a shower afterwards and wash it all away. Someone would buy more condiments, replace the honey and the peanut butter, and it’d be like none of this happened. He was Teflon coated. Everything would just slide off him, whereas I was cast iron. Unseasoned, unprepared, everything stuck to my surface and there it burned.

This Gage, he was a lot more perceptive than the old one, his smile fading when I pulled free. His eyes narrowed as he watched me shake my head while the realisation hit me.

I couldn’t ruin his damn life like he had mine.

“Kendall, love—”

“Don’t.” My tone was flat, almost quiet this time. I couldn’t make him stop calling me all of those dumb words, but I could make clear how I felt about them. “You don’t get to call me…” I sighed. “Anything. Anything at all, Gage.”

“I know we fucked up.”

That was the straw that broke the camel’s back, because he didn’t know. He didn’t. If he did, there was no way he could think that this was a plausible direction for either of our lives, so I knew then I had to correct him.

“Fucked up?” My lips twisted into a smile so bitter my mouth filled with bile. “Fucked up? I don’t think those two words encapsulate what the three of you did. I was going to be a baker, get an apprenticeship at a place that would’ve set me up for life.”

He blinked then, but not in shame or anger but confusion.

“I know. Connor had to beg his dad to set that up. He promised to give away his apprenticeship and go and do engineering at university like his father wanted.”

“Why?” I’d wanted to ask that at the time, but I’d known how useless that would be. The three of them would’ve just laughed in my face then stared at the mess I’d created, cakes splattering Mum’s cupboards, thinking this was the best joke ever. “Why would he go to all of that trouble?”

“We—”

It wasn’t his time to speak. I’d needed to get this shit out of me, something I’d known for some time, but never felt ready to unleash it. No, it was the knowledge of how it would go over if I did that stopped me.

But I didn’t care what Gage thought right now. He wanted to tell me he loved me? Then he could explain this.

“Someone switched the salt for the sugar,” I told him, expecting to see self-congratulation, something smug or even glee in his expression. Instead, the confusion just deepened, and that made me wonder. Was this his biggest prank? Was their offer to let me stay here just one big game to them? They liked to try to break me, and I’d just walked back into their lair like a stupid little bunny, not realising the axe was about to fall.

“I checked the sugar religiously because Finn had switched it out more than once, but I was in such a damn flap about getting everything perfect before the owner of the bakery came around. I didn’t taste the batters, just trusting that my recipe would taste as good as it always had before.”

My teeth clenched together, remembering that moment before I forced myself to relax my jaw.

“How fucking wrong I was. I made everything right, spent the whole damn day decorating cakes sweetened with salt, not sugar, and when they came…” My chest felt too tight and my smeared fingers raked down my sternum. “When they came…”

“That’s what fucking happened?” I’d imagined this moment so many damn times, but never like this. Gage smeared with half the pantry’s contents, dripping onto the granite floor as he took a step closer. “That’s why you left? Jesus, Kendall…”

His hands slapped down on my arms, digging in now, holding me right where I was. Being helpless again, of jerking against his hold and not being able to get free, had me snarling like an animal. My heart beat like a rabbit’s, but now I was like one caught in a snare, jerking, while the snare bit tighter.

“We didn’t fuck with your cooking ever.” His gaze burned me like a brand, his words like slaps to the face. “Remember? We liked eating what you made too fucking much to screw with that, but also… Your mum made clear that if we screwed with her pantry and your cooking, we were no longer welcome in the house.”

His fingers were sticky, repellent as they stroked down the side of my face, but I couldn’t stop him from touching me.

“But maybe this will convince you. We had a plan.” I stared balefully up at him, remembering their ‘plans.’ “Not like that. Connor fought hard to get you that apprenticeship because… We’d all be at technical college together, doing our apprenticeships and… Then we could make clear how we felt about you. This house.” He glanced around, and I was relieved and disappointed to no longer be the focus of his attention. “The business, everything, it was supposed to be for…”

His shuddering breath, that was what broke through the hard shell I’d encased myself within. He was a prick, but a great actor he was not. I watched his Adam’s apple bob as he swallowed hard.

“It was supposed to be for you, Kendall. All of it, everything we dreamed of for the future was for you. That was why we didn’t mess with your apprenticeship interview or anything. We wanted you to get that job just as much as you did.”

He stepped back then, and I wavered on my feet, unable to support myself properly. My hand slapped down on the counter, clinging to the edge, my brain racing as one of the key pillars of my life was shattered beneath me. But as I stared at the hectic swirl of the marble pattern, I saw it.

If they hadn’t messed with the sugar, who had?

The answer was an easy one, Finn’s frantic expression that day taking on a whole new cast. He’d looked as guilty as hell, but he’d led me to believe it was because he was ashamed of what his friends had done rather than…

Admit his own fucking guilt.

I knew my brother. Going so far as to hurt my chances of getting an apprenticeship I wanted with every breath in my body was beyond the scope of his shittiness. He was like a small kid pulling the wings off flies. He didn’t know it was fucking agony being the fly, because he was too caught up in his own fun. Finn would’ve swapped out the sugar some time before. I hadn’t baked anything for a while before the big interview, too preoccupied with school concluding to have the time, so he… I jerked away from Gage, storming back down the hallway to find my phone.

I pulled up my brother’s contact and put a call through, hearing the ring buzz in my ear until I got his message bank.

“You need to fucking call me,” I growled down the line, then threw my phone down on the bed.

Only to find Gage looming in the doorway.

I wondered if they felt a rush of guilt after they pulled a prank on me as I took his state in. It’d made so much sense a moment before, to slather him in condiments, but now… My breath was coming in too fast, my chest feeling tight as regret hit me hard.

What if he wasn’t the enemy?

What if he wasn’t the one to hurt me so damn badly?

What if instead he…?

Gage deserved a face full of flour, a head dripping with honey, my mind rationalised, but… I saw the way he was blinking, the whites of his eyes red and irritated by whatever I’d thrown at him.

There was something I wanted so damn much after the dust settled with my brother and his friends, something that would have made it all better, allowed me to laugh right along with them. I watched my hand rise, my head shaking as I offered it to him despite myself.

“C’mon, let’s get you cleaned up.”
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Kendall

What a fucking mess.

I blinked, no longer feeling that weird kind of glee now that the urge to destroy Gage was burned out of me. Mum used to hand the lot of them a broom and a mop, making the boys clean up after they’d finished wreaking havoc, but I was the one to make myself deal with the aftermath now. But first, Gage. I found a roll of paper towel and then wet a bunch of it before hopping up on the bench and gesturing him forward.

“I can…”

Whatever he had to say, it was silenced by me pressing the towel to his face and wiping some of the mess away. He’d need a shower. That probably would’ve been a more efficient way of dealing with this whole mess, but I couldn’t seem to bring myself to suggest it. He could get in there and scrub himself clean while I…

“I love you, Kendall Kennedy. I fucking love you.”

I jerked the towel away, and he just stared at me mutely, searching my face for a reason before angling his cheek closer.

“You didn’t mean…” I found myself laughing, an ugly bark of a thing, then shook my head, focussing back on cleaning him up. “Of course, you didn’t—”

A sticky finger was pressed to my lips, stopping me from saying another word right before he nodded.

“Didn’t expect you to believe me right away,” he said in a low rumble. “Not after… Not now I know what went down. It had to be Finn—”

“I know.”

I pulled back, but my lip still tingled from his touch before I went back to work, smoothing the towel down the harsh plane of his cheek, and that’s when all the other memories hit me.

Girls swooned over Gage Slater, and I knew why. Objectively I knew he had a strong face, all harsh angles without an inch of softness, but touching it? Even with the buffer of the paper towel between us, it didn’t seem to matter.

I could feel the heat of his skin radiating through the moisture in the paper towel, heating my fingertips to the point almost of pain. That wasn’t true, it couldn’t be, but that’s what it felt like. That he was searing me like a steak on a BBQ plate the minute I started cleaning him up.

Did he see that, what he was doing to me? Those eyes that seemed to stare right into my soul were doing a damn good job of cataloguing every movement I made, but that didn’t explain the fire that flickered within them.

I’d never noticed that before.

One that seemed to grow brighter as I worked, smoothing the paper towel down one cheek, then another, his head tilting slowly in response to my efforts. Presenting his cheek for me to clean more easily, thrusting his chin up as the paper towel scraped across the stubble, then went to wipe away the smear of sauce across his lips.

Girls had rhapsodised at lengths about this mouth, talked about the shape of his lips, their fullness, the only softness in his whole face. But they didn’t know what it looked like, to see that bottom lip dimple as I wiped it clean over and over.

Well beyond what was needed.

He was forbidden fruit, my tormentor, my jailer, my brother’s best friend, but if that was all in the past.

What was he now?

I looked up, finally meeting his gaze. And those same lips curved slightly, like he was so very happy with himself right now. Yeah, well, I wasn’t the one covered in honey and peanut butter. As if to remind him of that fact, a drop of honey fell free, sliding down his newly cleaned cheek, my focus unable to be redirected as it pooled in the line of his lips.

My spare hand moved of its own accord, my thumb brushing across his mouth, collecting up the honey, my own lips parting as his did. It was as if he wanted a taste, but instead, I shoved my thumb into my own mouth and sucked it clean.

“Tell me no again.”

I barely heard what he said, let alone understood its content, especially when he edged closer. My thighs were pushed wider, forced to let him in.

“Tell me no, Kendall.” His voice was low, and hoarse, and full of urgency. “Tell me that you don’t want this.”

I’d stuffed my responses down when I was dealing with them before, but it didn’t feel like this. Like the very reasonable rejection of him and everything he was offering was somehow stuck in my throat. I didn’t want to say it. I didn’t want to tell him to fuck off. I’d shove him in the chest and send him stumbling.

But he’d come right back for more.

My fingers flexed as I let the paper towel fall as I had a sudden realisation.

“And if I don’t?”

For the first time ever, I knew I could do anything I wanted to Gage, but I had to hear him say it.

“Then you know what’s gonna happen.”

An arm snaked around my waist, tugging me to the edge of the bench, my legs forced to wrap around him or fall off. My hands slid through flour and sauce and mustard, but underneath it all, I felt him.

“The same thing that I dreamed of more nights than I can remember.” He moved in, close but not close enough, lips hovering over mine. His words feathered over my skin, leaving a tingle in their wake. “You and me, baby. Just like it was always supposed to be. Tell me you want that.”

I couldn’t. My throat worked, a small whine starting up at the base, but no actual words came out. It felt like my whole world had been turned topsy turvy, and I was trying to find my equilibrium again, which was perhaps why I did this. I didn’t have a very sensible discussion about what this all meant, instead pressing my lips against his.

The groan that came out of him, the way his grip on me tightened to the point of pain, as if he was scared I’d be snatched away. I fucking needed that so much. For his mouth to take over the whole damn process, kissing me hard, fast, claiming every inch of my lips as his. Forcing mine to open, his tongue flickering out, slightly tainted by honey and peanut butter, but mostly tasting of him. Dark, masculine, and more tempting than dark chocolate, my fingers sank into his hair as I chased more, right up until I was forced to deal with the sticky mess I’d made.

“Oh my god, what a mess…”

He blinked, stared up at me, seeming to struggle to come back to the here and now, before pulling himself together.

“I can have a shower, get clean, then we can…” We both looked down and saw my work shirt was now a mess too, having blotted everything I’d thrown at him with my clothing as our bodies pressed together.

“I think I need a shower too,” I said, holding my hands wide.

“There’s one in the en suite and one in the main bathroom,” he said, “or…?”

God, he’d never looked at me like that before. Completely vulnerable, he looked like he was awaiting a slap, not a reply.

“Or we could save water?”

Where the fuck had that come from? Why was I saying things like that? I knew why, even if it felt uncomfortable to admit. Because what I just described was a fantasy of mine that went back a really long time.

Adolescence was annoying and horrifying, and then it was just confusing, because developing a crush on the guys that made my life hell just didn’t make sense. I went from hating them with every breath in my body to following them with my eyes. Still hating them, but also noticing way too much the way their lean muscles flexed. One of them would push past me when I emerged from the shower, my towel clutched tighter as their skin brushed mine, and then right as I went to stare behind me, the bathroom door would be slammed shut and locked, making me wonder… What did they see, feel, when they got under the water? How did it feel to touch that hard body? Was that what had me suggesting a water conservation? I didn’t get to think too much about that as Gage picked me up.

“Whoa, what the fuck?” He froze mid-way out of the kitchen, holding me like I was nothing. “I’m too heavy—”

“The fuck you are.”

That growl was all the response I got as he carried me bodily through the house, kicking the door of the bathroom open then shut again once he got me inside. Never had I been happier that they had chosen to build an open plan bathroom so there was no cubicle to wedge us into. Instead, he pressed me against the wall, one hand going to the tap before he looked up at me.

“You still haven’t answered my question,” he said.

“What?”

“Do you want this?” He studied my face so damn closely, reading every tiny micro expression in an attempt to work out what I’d say before I said it. “Kendall, I gotta know. Because if we have a shower together, I’m not gonna be able to keep my hands off you.”

He shook his head, as if to dislodge the thought, but that just sent droplets of mustard and honey flying. I flinched back, something that made him go perfectly still.

“When you first walked in the door, all I wanted to do was key lock the damn deadbolt so you couldn’t leave me. I thought it’d get easier once we moved you in here, but it just got worse. I see you, smell you, found a hair tie you left on the bathroom sink, and I couldn’t stop myself from staring at it like it was a holy relic. If I…” His voice was choked off, but he tried to rally. “If we…” He set me down then, forcing himself to take a step back. “I won’t be able to stop myself. I won’t, so if you…”

I couldn’t tell him what he wanted to hear. My mind was still struggling to digest everything he’d said, so I answered him the only way I knew how. My hands went to his buttons, popping one free with effort, the fabric swollen and sticky. Then another, and another, he watched me work, right before his hands covered mine and then used them to jerk his shirt free. I laughed as buttons went pinging across the floor, but what I saw in his eyes quickly sobered me.

The shirt came off, but the slow reveal of that massive chest was a whole lot different than the one in the pool. There was no Barbie to stare at me as I stared at Gage, nor a witness to see me raise a shaking hand. No one heard the low hiss of my breath at the first touch of his skin but him. No one saw him move closer, his hand covering mine right as his went to my cheek.

“If we get naked. If we get under the water together.” His brows creased and my fingers twitched, wanting to smooth that away. “Then I won’t be able to hold myself back anymore. I’ve wanted to kiss you, touch you, feel every fucking inch of you for too many years and—”

I pressed my hands to his lips, feeling the softness and the scratch of his stubble.

“I want that,” I said finally, smiling when I felt how true that was. “I want that a whole lot.”


Chapter 29



Gage

Kendall was gonna regret saying that, I thought, even as I wished she wouldn’t. She let this dog off his chain, and I went lunging forward, my mouth, my hands on her, tearing at her clothes, needing to get in. To touch her, feel her filling my hands, then my mouth. But first this.

I kissed her so much more slowly now, wanting to brand the shape of her mouth on mine. But then she parted her lips, and I was inside. Slick, warm, and tasting as sweet as I knew she would, my tongue tangled with hers. That sensual slide had me shifting against her, picking her up and pinning her to the wall, my hips shoved between her thighs, the friction driving me out of my mind. When I slapped my hand down on the tap, the rush of cold water took us both by surprise. We jerked back, spluttering, then laughed as we shivered at the cold. I went to turn it off, but she shook her head, reaching behind to tweak the water temperature until it became a little more bearable. It was her sly smile that had me surging forward again, to feel her body wedge between the wall and me. I loved the way her butt and her hips gave under my fingers, a softness I wanted to bury myself in as I nudged at her lips.

Kiss me, was the unconscious demand and just like any challenge, Kendall rose to it admirably. Her teeth raked across my bottom lip, and I liked that nip of pain a whole lot. It eased the one inside my heart, made the throb more bearable, but I took over pretty damn quickly. More kisses, more tongue, more of her taste, more of her, I thought I mumbled something to that effect, which had her pulling away.

“More?” Her eyes danced as she asked the question and that had me growling. “Well, if you want more…”

“You know I do,” came my sharp retort, but any further response died in my throat as she struggled to get her shirt up and over her head. I took over. I’d do it any time she wanted to strip off going forward. I wanted to tell her that, but instead focussed on working it up and over her head. Because when it was tossed to the floor with a splat, my mouth went dry at the sight of her.

She was beautiful. Did she know how much? Undoubtedly no, because otherwise she’d just walk around topless and have the lot of us panting after her. Not just because her luscious tits threatened to spill free from the cups of her bra, nor the curves I longed to trace with my tongue. But because she was Kendall. It felt like fate, the moment I touched her, her skin so soft and plush. A traitorous thought reverberated through my head.

Mine.

I was staking my claim as I traced the line of her neck, watching her shiver as my fingertips skated across sensitive skin, then moved lower, across her collarbone, and then to the swell of her breast. My eyes flicked up, seeking permission and confirmation that she was on board with this, just in time to watch her lips part. A look of shock, of wonder, crossed her face as I eased the strap down.

“Kendall…”

I wanted to offer her one last out, to tell me to stop, that she didn’t want me or this, but the selfish part of me wouldn’t be denied. Maybe this was the start of something, or maybe it was the end, but I couldn’t think of that as I pushed the cup away. Her breast, her nipple bounced free, pulled tight and waiting for me.

All I could do was answer.

Fuck, my finger traced the shape of that little nub, her skin like the softest of satin, and her hand went to the back of my head as I lunged forward.

She filled my mouth, resolving an ache I hadn’t even noticed until it was gone, my tongue flicking across her nipple and going back for more when she let out a throaty moan. Water was pounding down on both of us, but my heart felt like it was beating way harder and faster, deafening me to everything but her. Her moan, the slight buck of her hips, then when she found my cock trapped in my pants, the way her body undulated against it. I sucked harder, torturing her nipple, because then I was rewarded by more sounds.

Gasps, moans, little hisses, over and over until I was forced to pull free. Honey and some other shit dripped from me onto her, but before this was done, I’d be smearing something else across her skin. My cum, that’s what I wanted, marking every inch of her. Before that though was this, unclasping her bra and freeing her other breast, then pulling that little nipple to hardness with my tongue before I started to move lower.

“Gage…”

I didn’t want to hear it, not when I knelt at her feet, my clothes and boots getting wetter by the second.

“Gage…”

That was what I wanted her to call out, loud enough to fill the whole house, to announce to the street what we were doing. That I was claiming my girl and finally making her mine. But right now my hands went to her belt, starting to work her pants down.

“Gage, you need to get cleaned up.” She shot me a sheepish smile as I stopped where I was. “You’re still a freaking mess and you’re getting mustard in your eye.”

“I don’t care.” I couldn’t pretend for shit, but any ability I did have evaporated right now. My heart and soul were completely exposed, throbbing like a cut nerve. “I don’t give a fuck. You don’t have to do a thing, not even touch me, but Kendall.” My hands wrapped around her pants’ waistband in question. “Let me do this for you. Let me kneel before you and worship you. I don’t need you to do a fucking thing for me, but let me do this for you.”

“And why would I do that?” My heart went to my throat as she stepped closer, letting her fingers trail through the mess of my hair. “You think you’re the only one that was trying to hide how much you wanted to touch me? How about you, parading your heavage around all the time.”

“Heavage?” I asked, right as she gestured to my chest.

“Muscles on muscles and tattoos as well. You know that shit is girl kryptonite, right?” She hauled me back up to my feet. “How about we play a different kids’ game? You show me yours.” Her eyes slid down my body. “All of yours, and I’ll show you mine.”

“And then what?”

I couldn’t stop myself from growling that out, but she just smiled.

“Then we’ll find out what we always could’ve been doing if you weren’t such a dick.”


Chapter 30



Kendall

This wasn’t real. It couldn’t be. One minute Gage was standing there in pants and his boots and then, naked. Maybe something happened in the meantime, but I didn’t remember. My mind just seemed to stutter as he straightened up after tossing his boots to one side, struggling to take in everything he’d just revealed.

Damn…

Gage was big, I knew that academically, but seeing was different to imagining. It wasn’t just the muscles on top of muscles. The guy had cum channels on his abs for fucks’ sake, but as my eyes dropped down I saw just how big he was.

Damn…

Like that was not going to fit anywhere at all, ever, so why the hell did my mouth go dry at the thought of it? His hand slid down and encircled his cock, giving it a few experimental tugs, the head just growing a deeper red before he pulled away.

“You’ve seen mine.” His bare feet slapped in the pooling water. “Now it’s time to see yours.”

I wanted to say no, nope, I’ve changed my bloody mind because the harsh light of the bathroom wouldn’t do me any favours, but my mouth closed when he got close.

“Please, Kendall.” OK, going forward I only wanted to date guys who begged to see me naked. “Baby, please. You’ve got no fucking idea how much I’ve been waiting. I need…”

He didn’t get to finish that sentence because there was only one way to do this. I toed off my work shoes and kicked them aside before peeling off my damp pants and underwear, the sound of fabric sucking as it stuck to my skin not sexy at all. Any worries I had were tossed aside when he tilted my chin up so I saw every moment of his supremely masculine satisfaction.

“You are so fucking beautiful. Jesus, Kendall, you have no idea…”

But I was starting to get an idea when he kissed me again, his whole body shifting against mine as he stroked my hair, my face, one hand encircling my neck and tracing the rapid skitter of my pulse, right as he stole my breath away. My lips followed his when he went to pull back, but not for what I thought he would do. Instead, he dropped down and pressed the gentlest of kisses to my belly, then wrapped his arms around my middle, as if to stop me from running out the door.

But I wasn’t going anywhere.

Our original purpose came back to me when I went to stroke his hair. The shower had dislodged some of the mess, but not enough. It was still sticky and matted and I told him that.

“Maybe we should clean up first—” A shower bottle was shoved into my hand, right as he kissed my hip bone, then my belly button. “So I should—?”

“Do whatever you have to,” he finished for me. “Because I know what I need.” Those eyes felt like they glowed in the dim light of the bathroom as he stared up at me. “I need to taste you, Kendall, so fucking much.”

“But I haven’t washed—”

“Need to taste the day on you, babe.” Another kiss, then another, our gazes still locked together as he dropped lower. “No soap needed.”

I uncapped the bottle, feeling his breath on my skin as he pressed kisses to my hip then my mound. The first squirt of the shampoo hit his scalp as his tongue flicked out. He didn’t just separate my folds but reminded me they were there in the first place, nerve endings long starved of attention coming to life at the first lick. My fingers sank into his hair, only belatedly remembering to massage the shampoo in when I felt the stickiness.

Oh god…

I moaned something to that effect, the sound of the water, the pound of its spray on my skin a second caress. Not one that could compete with what he was doing. He found my clit on the first lick, tracing its shape, reminding me of its throb, and then making it ache even more right before his lips closed over it. Long, slow, oh-so-thorough swallows had it tugging away from my skin, my teeth locking down as a strangled moan escaped my throat. I couldn’t do anything but move my fingers weakly, feeling the shampoo foam around the tips as my hips tilted, my thighs spreading wider, surrendering ground. And he took advantage, forcing his shoulders between them, then lifting me up the wall to settle my legs around his head, right before he dove back in.

Was this what it would’ve been like? Between waves of pleasure, I hated my brother viciously for just a second as each one hit me hard, threatening to pull me down into the undertow, but I didn’t care. All I wanted was Gage’s persistent mouth winding me tighter, then the slow circle of his fingers in question around the mouth of my cunt.

“Yes…” I gasped, right before they thrust in, two at a time, to make sure I felt the stretch, then another for good measure. I felt stretched to my limits, but my body corkscrewed against them, needing more. “Yes… Yes… Yes…” I was a cheerleader, encouraging him with soft whispers and frantic hands. “Oh my god, yes…”

Then those fingers curled up, grazing something so sensitive I nearly bucked off his face. His mouth popped free as he stared up at me, the glisten of me covering his chin right before the water washed him clean.

“You gonna come on my fingers like a good girl?” I couldn’t reply even as I felt a need to, barely able to make a small nod. “I think you are.” My strangled squeal was my only response as he pressed down harder, somehow making the pleasure multiply exponentially. “If you do that, I’ll make sure you have another orgasm and another, until you can’t anymore.”

I wanted to say that it wasn’t possible, that I had only one chance at this, and he could either make it amazing or disappointing, but it seemed he knew my body better than I did. He bent his head again, like a penitent before an altar, but all he was worshipping was me.

Sometimes I felt like orgasm was a wisp of something ready to slip through my fingers, leaving me to chase after it, but not always catching it. Not with Gage. I felt completely helpless, riding his face, my back propped against the wall, as his tongue took me exactly where I needed to go. Filled, stretched, licked continuously—I was making inhuman sounds that echoed all through the bathroom, getting louder and louder, a need to stifle them squashed by this.

Oh god… Oh my fucking god…

He grabbed me and threw me into a freefall, the entire spiral down one long, pulsing wave of pleasure after another. But rather than trail away, they seemed to get more intense. My eyes flicked open, staring blindly, not able to do anything other than feel.

Like I was filled with a golden light so perfect it lit every part of me up inside, driving out all the shadows of pain, confusion, and uncertainty and replacing it with him. Him licking me now, testing the boundaries of my body very, very gently, but growing bolder with every lick, right before I began to writhe.

The next orgasm was sweeter somehow. An unexpected pleasure I welcomed with open arms, glad to see it, to feel that same rush tear through every single wall I’d spent so much time building, leaving me wobble-legged and shaking when he finally let me down.

“I didn’t think…” Words felt clumsy and weird in my mouth, but I forged on. “I didn’t think I could do that again.”

“I’d be happy to show you exactly what your body is capable of.” He kissed me before I could answer, with lips that tasted of me, but that didn’t stop my arms from going around his shoulders, my legs around his hips as he picked me up.

“I haven’t done anything for you,” I said between kisses. “I need to get you off.”

“I can think of a way we can make both of those things happen.” His nose nudged mine. “There’s nothing I want more than to bury myself inside you. I need to go deep, Kendall, as deep as you’ll let me. Tell me you want that.”

I was dazed and half drunk on pleasure, so I said the only thing I could in such circumstances.

“Yes, Gage. Yes.”


Chapter 31



Gage

There’s nothing nicer than seeing the naked, wet form of the woman you love sprawled across your bed. Shit, maybe the way her eyes went wide when I kneeled between her thighs might’ve beaten that.

“It’s not gonna fit,” Kendall said, some of the tension returning to her body.

“It’ll fit.” I reached across to my bedside table and threw a tube of lube on the bed, before pulling out a condom and holding it up. “You’re made to take me, babe, now, condom or not?”

“I have very real fears…” I cocked an eyebrow before she fell silent. “Fine, I’m clean. It’s been… way too long since I’ve had sex with anyone.”

She knew how to say just the right things. I barely resisted the urge to beat my fists on my chest and roar my satisfaction at hearing that, but I didn’t.

“Me either.” I glanced at the mess in the drawers. “I’ve got my STI test results in there somewhere…”

“I trust you.” A hand went around my neck, tugging me back down, and wasn’t that the best thing I’d felt in a long, long time? She was so soft, I knew I’d sink right into her. “Your cock, however…”

I snorted and then kissed her. She’d fucking love my dick when I got it inside her. I wasn’t ashamed to admit I was gifted in the girth department, and while it might be a bit of a fight initially, we’d both win before I was done.

“Lube makes everything possible,” I said, pulling away to grab the tube, but she followed me, crouching down in front of me, the kiss of her lips on my nob the sweetest fucking thing I’d ever felt. “Babe, no—”

“You want it lubed.”

Her hot little mouth opened and wrapped itself around my dick, and that was when the persistent ache in my balls let me know how fucking close I was. Like I was about to bust right down her throat, and I couldn’t have that. I put a hand on her head, trying to pull away, but her hands wrapped around my hips, pulling me closer.

That. The silken pull of her throat expanding to admit me, then hugging me so close I could feel my heartbeat jumping in my dick. It was so fucking seductive my eyes started to roll back in my head. But I couldn’t, wouldn’t do this right now. If she had a mind to suck my dick later, I’d let her go until her jaw started to ache, but something inside me hurt, needing something else. I eased free of her mouth and then looked down at her.

“It’s plenty wet enough, now…”

She was a fucking picture, a pearl lost in the mess of my sheets. I loved the expansive spill of her curves, the way her stomach was so soft when I leaned over. Her tits lured me forward, but right now I needed to attend to something a little more pressing. Her saliva was drying on my length, the hot skin sucking in all moisture, right up until the point I brushed the head against her seam.

Fuck, she was molten hot and slick, her cunt parting around the head like a kiss, making me want to just drive myself into her. But her fears were apparently justified as I felt a barrier as soon as I pushed forward.

“So fucking tight…” I groaned.

“I told you.”

She had more to say, her brows creasing, her mouth moving, right before I eased the head in. Then she let out this long sigh, seeming to just give under me.

“Tell me we don’t fit together.” I rasped that out. “Tell me that this doesn’t feel perfectly right.”

But she couldn’t. Her nails were pinpricks digging into my shoulders, making clear how she felt. If that wasn’t clear enough, her little pants then the long moan that followed communicated it perfectly. I was forced to work myself back and forth in maddeningly short little strokes, but every inch I claimed was worth it. Kendall opened up for me, let me in, her hands slapping down on my hips when I tried to pull back, then dragging me deeper.

There are some moments so perfect you know they aren’t likely to be ever matched. A perfect kick, the ball sailing through the goalposts, or getting all green lights on the way to work, and her, always her. I had no idea if this resolved anything with Kendall at all, but I knew this. I’d never forget the way her cunt strangled my cock, clamping down in fluttering waves before releasing and letting me deeper. My breath burned my lungs as I held it, right up until I reached her depths. That’s when I stared down at her.

I wanted her to know exactly who was fucking her, and when she looked up, I think she knew. That I’d be here, with her, every step of the way through her life and beyond, if that was what she wanted. That I was hers. Ready to service her, pulling back just to feel the sweet suck of her cunt, before stabbing deeper, the sounds of her little gasps music to my ears. I’d have her singing every song of pleasure I knew and then learn more just to keep hearing that sound.

A savage one, of grunts and flesh slapping against each other, the beat getting faster and faster, ones that kept pace with my heart. The heart that beat for her only, just for her. I fucking loved her, but that was like an aching tooth in the back of my mouth most days, and right now it felt like it erupted. Inside me, tearing me apart and putting me right back together again, harder, stronger, rocking her along with me, until she gasped, her grip tightened, until her whole body went rigid.

“Come for me,” I told her. “Come on my cock. Come, Kendall!”

Her whole body arched up over the bed, and I felt that convulsive little flutter that destroyed my control utterly. God, I felt like I was blasting her with everything I fucking had, my pain, my pleasure, and most of all: how much I fucking loved her.

I pushed her hair back from her face and stared down into her eyes as she rode the wave I’d set her upon.

“Good girl.” My mouth brushed hers. “Such a good fucking girl.”


Chapter 32



Connor

Van and I came home, ready to cook Kendall dinner, but instead of walking into our house, we entered a war zone.

“What the fuck…?”

Van said exactly what I was thinking as we saw reddish footprints all over the floor, yellowish handprints on the wall. I touched one, recoiling when I felt the sticky mess left there.

“Did Kendall kill Gage?” He looked up at me aghast. “Did he come home and disturb her, and then she went postal—?”

“That’s tomato sauce, not blood.” I sniffed the air, able to catch the stink of honey, peanut butter, mustard, and sauce. Jesus, what the fuck did the two of them get up to? “Let’s put the food away…”

I didn’t get to finish that very sensible thought because I heard it. Just a little moan, but somehow it was louder than a sonic boom in my ears. The bags I was carrying dropped to the floor, and I paced forward, Van at my heels.

More mess, more chaos, it was as if every single item that could be smeared on another person had been dragged from the pantry and then sprayed all around the kitchen, but I couldn’t take that in. I just sidestepped the pools of gunk and then walked down the hall. The moans got louder and louder as I got closer, which made my dick harden so damn fast it hurt. I half expected them to be Gage’s muffled cries as Kendall choked the life out of him, but instead, I reached his door and found this.

Kendall, naked. The sight of that was seared on my brain, ready to be stored away and summoned later when I had time to soak it in. Not just naked, but lying on Gage’s bed with her heels wrapped around his waist. And his hips rocked back and forth, making clear what he was doing, something Van discovered as well.

“Are they…?”

They were, and that was when I felt a strange twist of emotions.

Have you ever seen the one person you wanted most in the world in the hands of someone else? I wasn’t jealous per se. We went into this knowing we would share, but… My throat felt thick, my pulse throbbing too fast and too loud as I watched Gage touch Kendall like he had a right to. Sliding a hand up her thigh only to bury his fingers in all that soft flesh. That, that’s what I envied with a viciousness that took my breath away. Because I didn’t know what Gage had done to create such a mess in the kitchen, but I’d trash the whole house if that’s what it took to put me in his place.

“Whoa…”

Van barely whispered that, but I shot him a dark look anyway. My fingers gripped the door frame as I sidled up to the gap. Van grabbed my shirt, hauling me back, because he felt the exact same way. That we were spying on the two people we cared most about in the world, but we just couldn’t stop.

“Tell me we don’t fit together,” I heard Gage say. “Tell me that this doesn’t feel perfectly right.”

But she could only reply in long, drawn out moans. Was he hurting her? My fingers dug so deep in the doorjamb I was about to tear the wood from the wall. Each one of us knew some girls struggled to take Gage, but then I got the confirmation I needed. He drew back so far I thought he’d slip free of her, and Kendall obviously felt the same. Her nails created tiny pinpricks of blood as she dragged him back down. He let out a low chuckle as her legs tightened around his waist, doing everything she could to keep him right where he was.

That was when my hand dropped down, the heel of my palm ground into my dick.

Was she wet? I got my answer quickly, hearing the slick sound of their bodies moving, coming together faster and faster. Did she feel like hot silk? I couldn’t get that from what I saw, no matter how hard I stared. Did he feel like he was falling into a woman he loved and that he never wanted to crawl out? That he was drowning in her and refusing to rise up to take a breath. I had to imagine he was, because as my fingers tightened around my length as much as the fabric of my work pants allowed, I heard them get closer and closer.

Gage was slamming into her with a ferocity that made my teeth ache. Partly because I didn’t want him fucking her too hard, and partly because I knew I’d do the same thing. He was caught up in the feel of her, the suppressed longing of all these years finding somewhere to go. Every time he plunged deep, he made clear just how much he wanted her, needed her. Over and over he made his feelings plain, right up until this.

She sounded almost scared when she came, I didn’t expect that. Her pants became frantic, a little whine following that as she rose up off the bed. She was beautiful, cheeks flushed, eyes shining as she stared into his, her mouth opening to say something, but she couldn’t. There was speaking or feeling, and right now she was just feeling Gage.

“Come for me.” He wasn’t ordering her, but begging. “Come on my cock.” Gods, I hadn’t felt this keyed up since the first time I kissed a girl. I wanted Kendall to do exactly as he said, just as I wanted to shoulder forward and take over. Pull Gage off of her and replace him in one long stroke, or maybe tilt her head back, stare into eyes hazed with lust and then ease my cock between those open lips. Or just stand there, like a guard of honour, working my dick as I watched them fuck, right before I came all over her fucking gorgeous tits. “Come, Kendall!”

Gage wasn’t ordering me to do anything. He didn’t know I was here, but somehow the words affected me the same. I hadn’t jizzed in my pants since high school, but my breath came in rapid and noisy as I felt that involuntary rise of pleasure tearing through me. It was like I was being licked by flame, every nerve ending burning as they screamed, right as my dick twitched then unloaded in my hand.

“Fuck…”

It took real effort to drag my eyes away from Gage, but when I met Van’s eyes, saw his stricken expression, I knew he was feeling the same way. We shuddered as we rode whatever hellish feeling this was, right up until we were done. A gentle kiss between Gage and Kendall and some soft words were what broke the spell for me. I glanced down at the growing wet spot in my pants and then jerked myself away from the door, dragging Van with me.

“What the—?” he hissed.

“We’re not ruining this for Gage,” I replied, marching us back to the front door, skirting the mess, then going back to the bags of food. I opened the front door and then slammed it shut again, hopefully giving Gage the warning he needed that we were home.

“Maybe he would’ve let us join in,” Van shot back. “Maybe we should be in there—”

“We don’t know what went down, but we do know that Gage has managed to pull off the one thing we all want, and we need to respect that.”

He nodded slowly, but the mutinous look in his eyes gave me pause, right before he walked down the hall, making sure his boots clumped along the floor as he headed for the kitchen. I sighed and went to grab the mop, but right as I was running the water to fill the bucket, I heard a thumping at our front door.

“Kendall!” A muffled masculine voice at the front door had me approaching with a frown. Did she have some stalker ex-boyfriend she hadn’t told us about yet? I yanked it open, not to find a former lover but Finn. “Where’s my fucking sister?”

I filled the doorway and planted my feet, making clear I wouldn’t be moving anywhere.

“She’s here, dickhead, and?”

“She left me a voicemail, said we need to talk.” He shot me a dark look. “What did you do? What the fuck did you do to her?”

“Nothing.” Van appeared at my shoulder. “We just got home and were about to start making dinner so it’s ready by the time we finish working on her car.”

“Her car…?” Finn looked down at his phone, then shoved the screen in our faces as he played the voicemail. “So what’s this about?”

Sure enough, she’d left a terse message about wanting to talk to him.

“I dunno.” Van was all nonchalance as he shrugged. “I think she’s in the shower—”

“Where’s Gage?” Finn was a lot of things, but he wasn’t stupid. He noted that just the two of us had answered the door, not all three, and his eyes narrowed. “Where the fuck is Gage, and what is he doing with my sister?”

Hopefully he was kissing her long and slow while the two of them came down from that high. He needed to be holding her tight, making her feel safe and secure, and most of all, wanted right now. Kendall deserved all of the afterglow, and I was prepared to fight Finn to get it. Van was evidently of the same mind, moving to block the doorway as well.

“Where the fuck is Kendall?” Finn growled. “Kendall!”

Jesus, he’d have the whole neighbourhood staging an intervention with the way he was yelling, and I was frantically thinking of a way to de-escalate things when a feminine voice stopped him cold.

“I’m here.”

If I was envious before, I was fucking jealous as hell now, because the woman herself came walking down the hallway dressed only in one of Gage’s old t-shirts. It was far too big for her, the neckline hanging off one bare shoulder.

Which had me wondering.

Was she bare underneath it? Did Gage clean her up properly or was his seed dripping down her leg right now. I didn’t mind a bit of cream pie action in porn, but I needed to know more than my next breath. Her cunt, swollen, pink and dripping cream as I—

“You said you wanted to talk?”

Finn’s tone had changed completely. He’d gone as stiff as a board as he took his sister in. That tension only ratcheted tighter as Gage came behind her, spreading his hands possessively over her hips before tilting her head back. My mouth went dry, my lips shifting as they kissed, like I was the one doing it, not Gage. I needed to know how she tasted like I needed my next breath, but that wasn’t what happened. Instead, she shot him a smug smile before her gaze hardened as she turned to her brother.

“Yeah, I want to talk. About you and swapping the sugar for the salt when I was cooking in preparation for that interview with the bakery.”

That was what had happened? I’d busted my balls getting Dad to agree to arrange a meeting between the bakery and Kendall, forced to promise him I’d go to university rather than get an apprenticeship. It’d all come to nothing and Dad had thrown that in my face, going on and on about how he knew he should never have stuck his neck out for her right before I went back on the deal. I was broken out of my reverie by the fact she pushed past Van and me to stand on the doorstep, facing her brother down.

“You came home and found the kitchen a mess. I’d lost my shit, screaming and tossing all of my hard work on the floor, and when Mum was off getting a broom and a mop, you told me…”

Did Finn hear the rage vibrating in her voice? Because I did. Whatever Gage had done, he’d unlocked a part of Kendall I was beginning to fear had been stuffed down, never to return. We hassled her endlessly, but she gave as good as she got, never backing down.

And she didn’t now.

“You told me the guys did it, deliberately as one last prank. To make sure I didn’t get that apprenticeship.” My heart was beating too damn fast, a faint whine starting up in my head as I stared at the man I thought was my best friend.

And saw a stranger.

One that looked worried, then furtive, eyes flicking around, throat working and ready to come up with an excuse, any excuse, to get him out of this. My hands became fists and so did Van’s, the two of us squaring off to face him.

“You got me out of the house, took me to a friend’s place, and helped me find somewhere to rent later, but…” She shook her head, and I knew why. It was as if she wanted to dislodge this thought, one she couldn’t bear to consider. “I thought you were finally looking out for me, being my big brother, but you… But you…”

My hand shot out, grabbing hers, and I expected her to throw it off, but instead her grip tightened. Her fingers were like iron bands as she finally squeezed this out.

“You just wanted me out of the way. Why, Finn?”

When her voice broke, I tried to pull her closer, but that wasn’t Kendall. She endured our shit stoically, facing us down, even when she had tears in her eyes. But I didn’t want her to have to tough it out anymore, so I dared to put my arm around her.

“It’s OK.” I said that, but it was a lie and we both knew it, which was perhaps why she pressed against me, but her body didn’t soften. “Everything’s OK.”

“I…” Finn was on the back foot now, taking a step backwards, but Gage and Van weren’t about to let that happen. They advanced on him, ready to grab him bodily and force him to answer our girl. “I… Look, fellas—”

“Fucking answer Kendall, mate.”

Van bit that last word off like it was the vilest of swear words as we watched Finn collapse in on himself.

“It was supposed to be the four of us.” He glanced at Gage, Van, then me but evidently didn’t get what he wanted from that. “We were gonna stick together forever.”

“We did stick together, you fucking Muppet,” Gage growled, smacking one fist into his open hand. “And what good did that do us? You knew…”

Kendall pulled away from me, grabbing Gage’s arm when his voice broke, my best mate’s muscles tensing to throw off her grip right before he pulled her close. His lips went to her hair as he pressed a kiss there, and I knew he wanted, needed, to do so much more.

“You knew Kendall was the only one for us.” My dad was a cold prick, and deep down, I was my father’s son. I dropped down one step, then another, my muscles loose and ready to be unleashed. “We waited until she was out of school out of respect for her and…” I looked him up and down, not seeing a friend, but a… thing. “You. Respect for you. She was your sister…”

And that’s when I put two and two together for the first fucking time. Just a moment of kicking my own arse then I forged on.

“And that ruled you out of what we had planned.”

Finn liked sharing girls a whole damn lot. He was the one who presented it as an idea one night when a girl made clear she was up for it. Settling down with Cheryl had put a dampener on things, especially when I’d made clear we wouldn’t be joining them in any manner.

“We could’ve been friends forever.” I smiled but there was nothing but venom in it. “We could’ve stayed mates to the bitter end. We stuck it out thus far, but you… You had to take away the one person that made it all worthwhile.”

I couldn’t look at him, not with this throbbing through me. Her, all I wanted was Kendall Kennedy, and now that I knew what had kept us apart, it was all I could do to keep myself from breaking shit.

So I didn’t.

I turned then, sucker punching the little fuck straight in the jaw, the sight of him sailing through the air and landing heavily on my front lawn going some way to dousing the fire that burned in me.

But not completely.

“What the f—?”

I planted a foot on his chest when he tried to get up.

“I’ve been in love with Kendall since the moment I knew what love was. All I ever wanted was her. Gage is the same and so is Van. You knew that. We all knew that. I don’t know what you did to fuck up your sister’s chances of chasing her dreams, whether it was deliberate…” I didn’t see a flicker of guilt in his eyes, so I continued. “Or it was just a fuck up you didn’t want to own up to.”

There it was. I was a fucking expert on reading blokes, able to see through guys lying to us about being sick or bullshitting about what they were capable of on a worksite, so I caught that furtive little flinch that he tried to smother.

“I didn’t plan any of it,” he croaked out, especially when my foot pressed down harder. “I didn’t mean for the interview to get fucked up.” Finn said that to his sister. “If anything, I wanted you to get that apprenticeship. Then you’d move out on your own and away from…”

“Away from your best friends.” Kendall stepped forward, the folds of Gage’s t-shirt fluttering slightly in the breeze around her legs. “Because you knew if it came to choosing between you and me, I’d win. They were your friends, but they loved me.”

She met my eyes for just a moment, and all of the anger and hurt I felt evaporated. If she could just look at me, I’d never feel a moment of pain again.

“And you knew I’d end up loving them and where would you be?” I didn’t know how Finn bore it when she stared down at him, fierce as a valkyrie. “On the outer, like you will be now, Brother.”

I wanted to pound that fucker’s face into the ground, keeping on going until only dental records could be used to identify Finn, but I had to be satisfied with the thin trickle of blood coming out of his nose. Kendall turned on her heel and stalked back inside, but I stayed behind to clean up the shit.

“Get your crap out of the office,” I told him in clipped tones. “I’ll have the lawyers draw up a buyout deal and send it over.”

“But—”

“Accept, Finn, or you will not like the consequences. Trust me when I say that.”

I flexed my hands and felt the sting in my knuckles, focussing on that and the movement of Kendall’s legs as I followed her inside. I couldn’t take a breath until I heard the front door slam shut, the lock clicking in place. I’d had my future stolen before, the gall of Finn choking me, but I forced myself to suck oxygen in before letting it out. I’d be damned if I’d let anyone take it from me again.


Chapter 33



Kendall

Finn had… Finn… My brain stuttered every time I considered my brother’s betrayal, but right as I started to try and make sense of it, Connor switched on the tap, washing the blood from his knuckles.

He’d knocked my brother on his arse for me.

That was enough to draw me closer, to watch the drops of blood wash away and down the drain. The water felt cold, too cold when I pushed my own fingers into the stream to pull his hand out. I inspected the knuckles, reaching out to touch the wounds when a hiss from Connor made me stop.

“Doesn’t look like the knuckles are split,” I said.

“He wasn’t worth that. Cunt always went down like a sack of shit when I hit him.”

Connor bit off each crude word but that didn’t warn me off. Instead, I moved closer, pressing myself into the space between him and the sink. I could feel the cool of the metal at my back and heat of his body at my front as I stared up at him.

“So how would it have gone?”

“How would what have gone, Kendall?” Connor Woods hanging on by a thread. I wouldn’t have believed it if I didn’t see it myself because he was renowned for keeping his cool at all times. My hand rose, wanting to see if his body was vibrating with tension, just like mine was, but I went to drop it. His wounded hand grabbed mine, picking it up and placing it on his chest so I could feel the rapid thump of his heartbeat. “What do you want to know?”

“You got me that interview?”

Mum had made it sound like it was something his mother had done after I catered one of her parties. His grip on me tightened, and he shook his head.

“You don’t get it. You never did. I know I was a fucking arsehole. I know you have no reason to believe me, but… Whatever you needed, I would’ve gotten it for you, Kendall. You just had to ask.”

“Before or after you laughed in my face?”

It felt like that was teenage me asking that question, not this Kendall. He picked me up in answer, setting me on the edge of the counter before stepping between my legs.

“After, obviously, but…” He leaned in, and I couldn’t help but reach up and stroke that cheek. His eyelids closed, and I saw the fan of his eyelashes against his cheek. “I don’t know how to apologise for all the bullshit we put you through. Once we worked out what we wanted, it was a subject of a lot of conversation, but… I just hoped… I wanted… I needed to find a way.” His eyes opened again and this time his gaze felt much too sharp, too intimate. “I still need to find a way.”

“Punching Finn out isn’t a bad way to start making amends,” I said with a little laugh, then felt bad straight afterwards. He was my brother, but… I reached inside, trying to find any kind of fraternal love right now, but failed. I wasn’t even angry. This was peak Finn, finding out you fucked up and then blaming it on anyone, anything, else. He would’ve realised what had happened and just blabbered some bullshit to get him off the hook, forgetting about it all once the danger passed and fuck the consequences.

“Cool.” The sound of Van’s knuckles cracking had me turning his way. “I’m ready to make a whole lot of ‘amends.’ What about you, Gage?”

“Won’t be enough to scrape into a jam jar once we’re done,” the big man said, but he came closer rather than running after my brother. “But what about you? How are you feeling?”

Having the three of them cluster closer, studying my face not to laugh when I started crying but to see how I really felt, was surreal. It was hard to put into words. My body ached with that sensual kind of pain that came from damn good sex and all the feel-good endorphins were still coursing through my veins, making clear more could come if I just tugged Gage back down the hall for more.

Or all three of them…

That had me blinking then shaking my head, trying to focus on what had happened outside.

This was the moment where I felt pain at my brother’s betrayal, right? Where our solid sibling bond was shattered. But that wasn’t Finn and me. When we were kids, he never seemed to know what to do with a younger sister, so he bugged the shit out of me for being around. When we got older, he just engaged in the kind of benign neglect a lot of brothers seem to fall into. We lived in separate parts of the city and had our own lives independent of each other. If it wasn’t for his two kids, Benny and Kate, I don’t know if we’d see each other at all outside of Christmas. So instead of an ache inside myself, I just found… a weird kind of emptiness. I could almost hear my mother’s voice in my ear, telling me that this was just Finn being Finn.

But that didn’t mean I had to put up with it.

In some ways I felt a little cheated by Connor punching Finn, because it robbed me of the opportunity of doing it.

“Empty,” I finally admitted. “Like angry at his bullshit, at all this time…” I frowned. “He could’ve fessed up at any point, and then I…” My eyes slid sideways. “We…”

“What could we do?” Van asked, sidling closer.

His hand slid closer, almost touching mine. Long fingers, golden brown skin, with calluses on some of the fingers, I realised then they were mine to touch. With a graze of one little finger against his, I heard him suck in a breath in response. That Van, golden and perfect—the one all the girls wanted—wanted me was too fucking much for my brain to handle, right up until his hands covered mine.

“We could’ve… found a way to move forward.” God, what was that pain in my chest? I wanted to pull away, claw at my sternum, but Van held me still. “We could’ve found a way to… move past the bullshit of the past and…” I hadn’t dared to even think this way in so damn long, and in some ways it made sense. I was sitting in the kitchen. My dreams had died in one, but what if they were revived, brought back to life? “And I don’t know what would have happened.” My eyes ached in a way I knew well, from tears that wanted to be shed, but I wouldn’t allow them to. I blinked and blinked and forced myself to go on. “Maybe we’d be happy or something.”

“Or something.”

Van said that with a huff, grabbing me off the counter and then carrying me into the lounge room. Apparently being with these three idiots meant my legs no longer worked. I admit, I saw the benefits as he sat down on the couch, cradling me in his arms. He smelled like freshly cut timber, musk, and clean boy sweat, and I wanted to bury my nose in his neck to smell more.

Which I could do now.

I moved then, doing just that, and his hand slid up the back of my neck, holding me right there.

“Being happy.” His voice vibrated through me, chest to chest. “Yeah, I’d like that a whole fucking lot.”

“Be the first we’d felt that in some time.” I looked up when I felt the couch shift to see Gage had sat down beside me. “What about you, Connor?”

There was something wary in his gaze. There always was. In a lot of ways, the rest of us had it easier. Our parents were a billion times more chill than Connor’s dad was, so we didn’t have to go home to face a man perpetually disappointed in him. But I watched him suck in a breath, his smile fragile.

“It’s all I ever wanted. I thought Finn would get over it, and then…” He reached out and took my hand, clinging to it like a drowning man. “Then once we’d spent time making shit up to you, Kendall, making clear how much we cared about you, then… Then we’d all be happy.”

“It’s not too late.” Van stared up at me as I sat there, straddling his lap. “You know that, right? We lost some time, but we can make up for that. In some ways, we’re in a much better position. We’re financially stable, secure, and you’ll never have to look at renting a place with a dunny in a shed.”

I found myself smiling despite myself, and he grinned right along with me, until I cupped his jaw in my hands. Van watched me all too closely as I dropped lower, my mouth hovering over his.

“Yeah, I think I’d like that a whole lot.”


Chapter 34



Van

“Well, you pricks can clean up the mess because I am perfect where I am.” Kendall’s brows creased slightly, and she tried to climb off my lap, but I held her where she was. I’d hold her forever if she let me, but I’d settle for right now. “They need to make amends and can start with this.”

“Righto, Blisters,” Connor snarked, returning to the kitchen to fill the mop bucket. “So is anyone gonna explain what happened here?”

Blisters was a nickname people got called because they came out once the work was done.

I wanted to bark at him to shut the fuck up. That didn’t matter, just this. Me reaching up, tangling my hands in her wet hair and then wrapping it around my fist as I dragged her mouth down.

Fuck. Yes.

I took my time because I had spent too many years dreaming about just this moment to rush shit. A little brush of my lips against hers, the quick flick of her tongue across them before I went back for more. The suck of her breath in through her nose as I kissed her properly, our lips fitting together like two puzzle pieces. That had me feeling more complete than I had… shit, ever. That was why I went back for more and more, kissing her harder, to feel her lips dimple under mine, her teeth press against all that softness, then to flick my tongue along the seam, wanting them to part.

Fuck yeah.

I didn't mean to tighten my hold on her, but something inside me would not be held back. I couldn’t let her go, let her even drag a breath in, not for a second. Because if I did, Kendall would slip through my fingers.

Just like she had when this all went down.

My guts had felt like they fell through the floor when we found out Kendall had gone. Her mother answered the door when we turned up with flowers and chocolates in hand, her lips thinning. She explained that Kendall had moved out and nothing we could say would have her revealing where our girl had gone. Because she didn’t know. That had come out some time later, delivered tersely, her eyes narrowing as she looked us up and down, making clear where she thought the blame lay.

But why? I’d asked that over and over until the guys made me shut up. A beer had been shoved into my hand as we sat in our new shitty apartment, cheap enough for four apprentices to share. We’d got drunk, seriously drunk, right up until Finn came home. He’d just looked us over, snorted, and then helped himself to the beer, telling us off for starting without him. The fact he hadn’t said a fucking thing about Kendall was what had me holding on too tight.

“Ow.”

Just a little protest, that’s all it took to bring my focus back to the here and now. I released Kendall’s hair instantly and smoothed it back from her face.

“Shit, sorry, I…” How did I tell her what was going on in my head? Just like this, I guessed. “I feel like if I let go, you’ll disappear.”

“I’m not going anywhere.” She shifted on my lap, which made me groan. I was already sporting a sticky patch inside my pants where I’d blown hands free like a fucking kid, but my dick didn’t know when to stay down. It was hard and sitting right in the gap between her thighs, my pants the only barrier between us. I needed to slide my zipper down and then free it, pushing myself inside her while— “I mean I’m still trying to get my head around all this.” Her focus intensified as she gazed down at me. “You were going to ask me out that night?”

“If you’d got the apprenticeship, we had a celebration planned,” I told her. “If you didn’t, then we’d take you to the pub to drown your sorrows, and then…” My fingers traced the loose neckline of Gage’s shirt, tugging it down slightly to reveal more of her creamy flesh. “Then we’d tell you how we felt.”

Kendall went perfectly still, making me wonder if she wanted to hear this or not, but I was done holding back. It felt like my whole life had been spent waiting.

“That you were the only girl for us. That we’d never treat you like shit again. No pranks.” Her hand went to my hair, and I loved the rake of her fingers, the prickle on my scalp as she grabbed a handful. “Just pleasure.”

“Pleasure, huh…?”

She barely breathed that out, dropping her head down and kissing me this time. And wasn’t that fucking glorious? Kendall could choose me any fucking day of the week, and I’d come running, but right now I pulled against her grip, needing her mouth, her sighs, the way her hips rocked back and forth against me until something damp hit me in the face.

“The fuck…?”

I looked up, bleary eyed, to see Connor had tossed a wet cloth at my face, so I pegged it back at him. The prick was jealous as fuck, I could just see it, so I pressed another kiss to Kendall’s bare shoulder.

“You said you were cooking dinner tonight.”

Shit, yeah, it was my night to cook, and now the kitchen had been set to rights, I needed to knock up my nanna’s famous curried sausages to feed my girl, but there was something I had to do first.

“I’ll cook dinner,” I told Kendall, “but I need you to do something for me.”

“Lemme guess.” She sighed. “Peel the potatoes.”

We all used to do such a shitty job of it that when her mother asked for help, the job ended up falling to her.

“Nope, kiss that dickhead.”

Connor’s grumpy expression just intensified, because Mr. Control Freak didn’t like this. He wanted Kendall jerking herself away from me and walking into his arms of her own accord, proving something to him that he needed confirmed.

That she wanted him just as much as he wanted her.

“Shut up and clean your hands before cooking,” Connor snapped at me. “You’re not giving Kendall food poisoning due to your poor hygiene.”

“I keep everything spotlessly clean, I promise.” I winked at Kendall. “He’s just mad because you haven’t kissed him yet.”

“What?” I watched her rise off my lap and fought the urge to pull her back down again. “So you mean if I’d just kissed Connor, he wouldn’t have been such a bastard to me?”

She walked along the couch and Connor followed her every move. Gage shook his head, snickering to himself as he started stacking ingredients on the kitchen counter.

“If you kissed me back then, there’s nothing I wouldn’t do for more,” he told her, hands rising, but not ready to grab her until her hands went around his neck. I chuckled as that pinched expression of his faded the minute he was touching her. “Nothing.”

“Hold my brother’s head under water when we were swimming in the pool?” she asked, edging closer.

“He would’ve drowned on the first day.”

“Woke him up in the early hours of the morning to the sound of heavy metal music blaring?”

“Bloke would’ve been bleeding from the ears on the bus to school.”

“Mm…” She watched him with a speculative look in her eyes before darting a little closer. “That’s easy to say now. Talk is cheap. I think I need a demonstration.”

God, she knew exactly how to play us. Connor could never walk past a challenge and hers had him jerking her head down, his mouth smashing against hers. There was no softness, no sweetness in his kiss, just desperation.

“Better tell me how much of a demonstration you want,” he gasped between kisses. “Because I’m pretty damn motivated right now.”

Connor was always antsy after a fight. All that adrenaline had to go somewhere, and I was starting to have ideas. He kissed a line down her neck, all of us listening to her moan as I joined Gage in the kitchen. The big guy shot me a look and a dark smile. Connor always liked to micromanage everything, but the reason we had been friends for so long was because sometimes we stepped in and redirected his focus where it needed to go.

And right now that was on Kendall.

Tomorrow, I’d wake her up with breakfast in bed and maybe a long, leisurely shower. I’d drive her to work, make sure she got there on time, and then watch her work as I grabbed my morning coffee. I’d come back with her favourite food for lunch and maybe we’d sneak in a little date in her break time, but right now… Connor was kissing her with more and more ferocity as he sat her on the other side of the kitchen counter, right up until I reached up and dragged her backwards to lie against the marble. Her eyes rolled up to meet mine.

“Connor’s real hungry right now.”

“Oh.” The sensual haze started to fade from her eyes as she went to rise up, but I kept her where she was. “Maybe we should knock together a few toasties.”

“Not for food, sweetness.” I grinned slowly, willing her to understand. “For you.” My eyes flicked up to meet Connor’s. “Think you can eat that sweet little pussy until she comes before dinner’s ready?”

That grin told me everything I needed to know about my best mate. Connor nodded slowly, running his hands up and down her inner thighs.

“But Gage and I…” She swallowed. “I haven’t showered.”

“Three blokes, one woman?” I said. “Can’t get too fussed by cream pies. Spread your legs for me, baby.” She did so slowly, trying to watch Connor’s response, right before he sank down between her thighs. “That’s it.”

“Jesus…”

I’d seen Connor’s head spinning before, when he copped a smack to the head on the footy field, so I recognised that wide-eyed stare. He gazed on our girl’s most intimate flesh, then slid a thumb through her folds before licking it clean.

“I’m not sure I can come again,” Kendall said, a little thread of anxiety clear in her voice.

“Yes, you can.” There he was, the guy that had us all jumping to do what he said each day. Connor stared down at Kendall, his smile widening. “You will for me. Just lie there and watch the boys make you a meal, right while I…”

He couldn’t hold back anymore, lunging forward like an animal let off the leash, and the long sigh Kendall let escape her lips was everything.

“You’re peeling the spuds,” I told Gage, shoving the bag at him, “so don’t balls it up.”


Chapter 35



Kendall

If you’d told me Connor Woods would be licking my pussy as the rest of the boys worked to cook dinner, I would’ve called you a liar, but it turns out it was a decadent experience well worth having. My heels came to rest on the edge of the bench top, and while it took a little urging to part my thighs, when I was a good girl, I was rewarded.

The first flick of Connor’s tongue had me jumping, but his hand clamped down on my hip, making clear how this would go. I would endure the peculiar pleasure of oversensitive flesh being stimulated all over again, the line between pleasure and pain being blurred with every second, and I’d learn to like it.

Turned out he was right.

I didn’t mean to moan. The sound felt like it echoed through the kitchen, bouncing off all the hard surfaces, just getting louder and louder, but as Connor grew bolder, I had no choice. I couldn’t hold back, not when I heard vegetables being chopped or sausages sizzling as they hit the fry pan. I was conscious that this was not how it was supposed to be, that good girls didn’t spread themselves across the countertop like a banquet to feast upon, but if this was being bad, I’d never be good again.

“Yes…” I hissed.

I heard the clatter of the spatula against a hot pan as Connor’s tongue flickered faster, harder, lashing my clit over and over until my hands slapped down on his head.

“Fuck…”

That wasn’t Connor groaning that out because he had his mouth full. He dropped down, forcing his tongue up inside me. The press of his chin as it worked, the rake of his stubble, that mobile tongue had me writhing against the cool marble.

“Jesus, we could just get takeaway, right?”

My eyes flicked open to see a not-so-smug Van standing there, the spatula getting hotter with every minute it sat in the fry pan, but he didn’t care. All he could focus on was me.

“Need some sausage, Kendall?”

Gage’s cheesy joke had my lips twitching, ready to laugh, but Connor’s mouth moved, latching onto my clit, so I just gasped as Gage’s hand slapped down on the bench by my head as one of those big hands reached out. Not to wrap it around my throat but to use the fingertips to trace the increasingly taut line of it as I tilted my head back.

“Yes…” I gasped, gripping Connor’s hair and undulating against his face. “Yes,” I said again as I licked my bone-dry lips. My mouth fell open as Gage shoved his pants down, freeing that massive cock.

I still felt the impression of him inside me, hard where Connor’s tongue was soft. It felt like Gage had burrowed into me, creating a hollow only he could fill. Connor tried to meet that need, but it was the fact that he couldn’t that had me shifting restlessly.

“Getting close?” Gage asked. “I know the problem.” Right before he leaned over and fed his cock past my lips.

I’d never had sex with two men at the same time, but right now I was beginning to wonder if I’d ever be able to settle for one partner again. Gage’s grip on my throat was gentle but firm, holding my head in just the right position so he could nudge at my throat. His hiss of pleasure was a perfect vocalisation of mine, the slow pulse in and out of my mouth following Connor’s rhythm perfectly. We were tied together somehow, becoming more than the sum of our parts, the pleasure multiplying exponentially, but right as my hands began clawing at the bench, Gage pulled free.

“Your turn,” he told Van.

I loved the way my golden boy scrambled to unbutton his pants and tear his belt free in his haste to get to me. Then he was right there, cock hard and pushed down my throat, a little too hard at first, before he backed off.

“Shit, sorry, Kendall…” Whatever Van had to say was cut off when my cheeks hollowed, sucking him in. “Oh fuck… Oh fuck!”

I knew exactly what he was feeling.

My body felt like the hotplate, set at a simmering temperature initially before the was dial twisted around to full heat, and they were the ones stoking me higher. Van’s nails scratching down the glossy kitchen bench, the rapid pulse of his cock in and out of my mouth, as if he couldn’t trust me to set the pace. Connor upping the ante, pushing long, blunt fingers that raked along that sensitive spot as he sucked my clit. Gage shoved Van to one side, smiling as his best mate spluttered, then down at me.

“You’ll get yours,” he promised Van and me, right before he pushed himself back into my mouth. I sucked and was sucked, the rapid crackle of the sausages in the pan a perfect soundtrack to what was happening.

I was burning, new pleasure pathways seared into my flesh. My responses to other men were limp, unworthy. But this? I wanted Gage’s cum down my throat, sucking harder, angling my throat back to let him deeper, even as I wanted Connor’s tongue to move faster. Then I wanted Van dragging Gage away, leaving me to gasp for breath, right before he took it away again.

“Fuck, Kendall…” Connor pulled away right as my cunt began to pulse—a slow, languid kind of pleasure building. But that wasn’t enough for him, as he crawled onto the counter, covering my body with his. He blocked out the bright down lights in the white ceiling with his shadow. “Tell me I can have you. Tell me I can finally sink myself into you. Make this shit real, babe, because I’m still pinching myself, sure that I’m going to wake up.”

When I pulled away from Gage, Van went to move forward to take his place, mindlessly drawn towards me, and I liked that a whole damn lot. I grinned at the two of them before reaching backwards to wrap my hands against their lengths. When I had a good rhythm going, I faced Connor.

“This is no dream,” I told him, “and if it is, I don’t want to wake up. I don’t want to wake up, Connor.”

“Me either.”

Somehow, he had his pants down, my legs around his hips and then he was burying himself in me before everything slowed down. I felt him pierce me through, and his eyes widened just as mine did as he felt it.

As we felt it.

In the end, this was far more incongruous, a sense of connection forged between me and Connor Woods, but here I was, clasping him closer when he tried to rear up. I didn’t need him power fucking me through the bench. Instead, I was forced to touch his face as I drew him closer. Just a kiss, then another, gentle as his thrusts were brutal, him murmuring my name over and over, right before he tilted my head back.

Because there they were.

I heard the high-pitched screech of the fire alarm and saw the two of them through a thin haze of smoke, but rather than being sensible and pulling away to turn the burner off, they moved closer. One cock, then another, pressed between my lips in alternating strokes until my hands stopped them from pulling away. They weren’t getting much of a blow job from me, but no one seemed to care, because as the alarm grew louder, shriller, an answering sound reverberated through my chest.

My hips bucked off the counter, but Connor forced them down, making me take every damn inch of him, and I loved it. Every thrust dragged me through a battlefield fought between pleasure and pain, but pleasure was always going to win. Everything inside me tightened, my mouth pulling free to let out a choked gasp as it rocketed through me, one long perfect moment of bliss that felt like it was going to last forever, right up until the moment it didn’t. Then I was lost in great drowning waves of ecstasy.

And Connor rode through every single one of them.

His jaw was locked tight, veins popping in his forehead as he tried to hold back. For me, I quickly realised. To be the one to carry me through this for as long as I needed.

“Connor…”

I went to protest, to tell him he didn’t need to anymore, but he just shook his head and thrust hard.

“Fuck… Fuck…”

Right as he exploded in me, my head fell back, and that’s when I found them waiting. I pulled them close, my own pleasure somehow enhanced by Van’s and Gage’s. My hands and my mouth moved frantically, tugging, sucking, and urging them on until I was rewarded. One grunting flood of cum, then another, muffled groans escaping their lips as they erupted. I felt the hot splatter in my mouth, on my tongue, across my cheek, everywhere. Somehow, that seemed right. The world was transformed into one of sticky pleasure.

And smoke.

“Fuck!” Connor yelped, jerking free, which had my hands reaching for him. He jumped off the counter, struggling to waddle over to the cooktop with his pants around his ankles. It turned out we hadn’t just set each other alight; the sausages were now burning merrily in the pan. Van cursed, grabbing a plate and slamming it down on the fire to smother the flames.

Which was when we heard the far off wail of a fire truck.

“Shit!”

Connor slammed open windows and turned on fans as Van hauled the screen door open and waved a pillow around aimlessly to send the smoke outside. But Gage? He smiled down at me, running a thumb through the cum on my face then lifting an eyebrow as he offered it to me. I lunged forward, sucking it clean.

“Good girl.”

“I’ve got a cloth…” Connor appeared with a freshly dampened cloth for clean up, then saw what Gage had been doing. “Though it looks like you sorted some of the clean-up already.”

“Sausages are a bust,” Van announced, tossing them into the rubbish bin. “Who’s for fish and chips?”

I smiled as Connor went to work freshening me up.

“Fish and chips sounds amazing.”


Chapter 36



Kendall

I was being suffocated.

We’d collapsed down on the couch and watched something mindless on the TV while munching on our chips, but things got awkward when it came time to sleep. I assumed we’d all just scratched that itch, but these three followed me to my bedroom door like this was a date or something.

“So did you want a kiss goodnight ,or…?” I asked.

Gage answered by pushing past me and walking into the room, then glancing back at the others.

“Need another mattress in here.”

“What?” They didn’t bother asking me, leaving the room again, only to return with a mattress and base. I watched numbly as my boxes were moved to one side then the other bed was set up beside mine.

“Need to make adjustments to the frame we were working on.” Connor nodded to himself before shooting me the most dazzling smile. And where the hell had that come from? “One that will fit two mattresses easy.”

“Or we get one of those custom made ones.” We all stared at Van as he shrugged. “I admit, I might’ve done a little research.”

“Hang on,” I said, feeling like the fire alarm was still ringing, because what else was that sound in my head? “What’re you talking about?”

“This.” Gage scooped me up only to lay me down in the centre of the bed. Van jumped on as well, arranging pillows behind my head as Connor flicked out a sheet to cover me. It was kind of like a kid’s night-time ritual, but y’know, sexy and adult. Gage settled down beside me, staring with a smirk as the others found a spot on the bed. “Been dreaming of holding you in my arms for too long. Not gonna miss an opportunity to do that now.”

They seemed so… settled, snuggling in one by one, while I started to stiffen.

“Hang on, I can’t go to sleep like this.”

“Can too,” Van argued sleepily.

“I need a shower. I’m all sticky.”

“Maybe… don’t?” I looked over to find Connor’s eyes staring into mine as he placed a hand on my stomach. “Gotta admit, the idea of you full of my cum—”

“Don’t fucking start talking about that.” Van’s voice was muffled by his pillow. “You’ll have me boned up and aching all night.”

“I mean, if it’s uncomfortable, then jump in the shower,” Connor continued.

“Thank you for permission?” I replied, my brow creasing.

“But if it’s not.” There was something almost sneaky about the way his hand slid up my thigh; though if he thought he was fooling the others, he was mistaken. Gage pulled my top leg up and over his, opening me up so Connor could slide a single finger up inside me, not to get me off but to collect some of the residue he’d left, only to pull his finger away so I could inspect it. “Nothing fucking hotter than knowing part of me is deep inside you all night.”

I didn’t know why I did it, licking his finger clean when he brought it to my lips. Probably because the complex mix of salt, sweet, and tang was a perfect reflection of what had gone on between us, and by consuming it, maybe I’d start to understand what the hell this was. He grinned when his finger popped free, kissing the residue off my lips before pulling me close.

“Sleep, Kendall. I’ll take you to work in the morning.”

“I’ll make you breakfast,” Van promised.

“And I’ll make sure you get clean before you get ready.”

I glanced over my shoulder, seeing Gage’s wicked grin in the low light. He was like the monster I imagined lurking in the corner of my room when I was a kid: terrifying, but for entirely different reasons. Because when the light was flicked off and darkness settled over us, they moved in close, wedging me between the lot of them.

Like I belonged there.

But did I? They’d confessed to pining for me for all of these years, to planning a whole life for the four of us, but I… My mind raced, not ready to rest now, not when a post-mortem of what had gone down with Finn could be carried out. My brows drew down tighter and tighter as I recalled everything that had happened.

“Sleep, Kendall…”

Connor’s command was delivered in a drowsy tone, and I nearly snorted in the face of it. That was not how shit worked. He didn’t just get to tell me… I didn’t get to finish that thought, slipping into sleep, only to dream of frustrating, confusing struggles with my brother and my parents just looking on.

Having three guys in bed might be hot when you were having sex, but it was just sweaty and gross in the middle of summer. I jerked, tried to roll over, and found myself pinned completely to the bed by several heavy bodies. A groan, a wriggle, and then a judicially applied elbow had my captors finally freeing me, only for me to emerge bleary eyed from the sheets to the siren scent of bacon.

Holy morning glory, Batman.

Connor had flopped back on the bed, completely naked, and I saw exactly what had been whispered about in the girl’s change rooms all those years ago. Not quite as solidly built as Gage, but all of those lean muscles were thrown into sharp relief by the grey light of dawn filtering through the curtains. And there, curled along one thigh was the cock that I still felt an ache for.

Boy was hung.

Not as thick as Gage, thank the gods, but still long, hard, and getting harder by the second. It was as if it was partially sentient and it noticed me inspecting it and decided to put on a show. The veins along the shaft started to grow more prominent, the dark-red head starting to poke out from beyond his foreskin, more appearing with every twitch. I knew what it’d feel like if I threw my leg over his hips and decided to wake him up real nicely, all of the best spots he’d hit with every down stroke. Shit, I even knew what his sleepy smile would be like, his long lashes fluttering then flicking open as he saw what was happening. He’d shoot me this sweet smile, his grumpy shit coming much later, and that was what had me moving.

Not towards him, but off the bed.

A sleeping Gage sensed my attempt and reached out and hauled me back.

Shit.

I was busting to go to the loo, but the urge to get the fuck out of this bed was hitting me far harder. Last night was all anger and angst, but now, in the clear, hard light of morning, the need to run, run, run was hitting me right in the chest.

I’d had sex with my brother’s best friends. They’d confessed everything, what they had planned, how they felt, and rather than talk that out, I’d thrown myself into their arms, kissing, and sucking, and fu— A jaunty whistle from deeper inside the house let me know what the source of the bacon smell was.

Van was cooking me breakfast.

The nail in the coffin was the sleepy kiss Gage pressed to the back of my neck. He rocked his body against mine, making clear how he’d like to spend the morning, even if he wasn’t awake yet. A low groan, his hands moving restlessly, I sucked in a breath and then pulled free.

“Ken…?”

Whatever he was going to say, it was quickly lost as Gage buried his face into the pillow. I froze to the spot, not wanting to wake the kraken and hear its declarations of love, right up until the point I heard him snoring again. Then, like a thief, I slunk into the bathroom, locked the door behind me, only stopping when I paused in front of the mirror.

I looked freshly fucked.

Not sure exactly what that meant, I just knew it was true. Whether it was the wild sex hair, the wide-open eyes, the reddened, swollen lips or the fact that I glowed slightly, but to me it was unmistakable. I let out a low moan, then leapt into the shower, washing up in record time before emerging dripping from the bathroom. When I dried up and managed to get dressed without waking the two of them, I thought I was in the clear. I felt a pang of guilt as I snatched up the van keys left on the dresser and shoved them in my pocket, but beggars can’t be choosers. I opened the bedroom door with all the stealth of a cat burglar.

Only to be met by a shirtless Van.

He looked up and grinned at me as he closed the front door, toting the newspaper in one hand.

“You’re up! Come and have some breakfast.”

“Oh, I don’t usually eat much in the morning…”

Lies. I’d eat my damn body weight in breakfast if I let myself, but whatever. I needed to get the fuck out, find somewhere quiet, and just digest—

“Coffee then.”

The paper was tucked under his arm, his very sizeable bicep popping as he reached out with his other hand and then pressed a kiss to my knuckles.

“I can grab one on the way.”

“Kendall…” He said my name in a gently chiding tone, slapping one hand down above my head as he leaned in. Van smelled like sun and pine trees and some kind of spicy body wash, and again, I wanted to press my face into his armpit and have a good sniff… and what the fuck was that? My thoughts came in a hysterical tumble as he tilted my head upwards. “You’re freaking out.”

“What? No. No, I’m not.” I sounded just like I did when I was eight and was trying to stand up to my brother. Great.

“Yes, you are. I know you, remember?” Those blue eyes of his, they were soft and knowing and full of gentle amusement and right then I wanted to jump into those turquoise depths like I had his pool. “I know all your moods. The way you get this little line between your eyebrows when you worry.” His finger smoothed the skin there. “How the muscles around your eyes start to tighten.” Another light touch, forcing the muscles to relax. “And I know that things changing abruptly always makes you uncomfortable.”

“Does not.” I hissed and then shook my head. “Am I regressing? Is that what will happen when I’m around you guys? I’m going to turn into an eight year old saying ‘nuh uh!’ over and over. Maybe I’m having a bloody aneurysm.” The heel of my palm pressed against my temple. “Or—”

“You were forced to deal with three blokes who didn’t know how to treat you the way you deserved.” He shook his head. “Four, if you include Finn. You were left for years feeling like the people who should’ve been protecting you weren’t safe.” The newspaper dropped to the floor with a flutter. “That no one was in your corner.” Another arm came to rest by the other side of my head. “But that changes now. You know how we feel, what we want, but all three of us agreed we’d need to spend some time earning your trust then, and that’s still true now.”

He ghosted his across mine—just enough to make them tingle then follow his, wanting more. Instead, he just smiled.

“So come and have some breakfast and a coffee, and then I’ll take you to work.”

“You don’t have to—”

“I cut the hair off your favourite Barbie doll,” he said, “so yeah, I do.”

“That was you?” When I pulled myself to my full height, he just grinned. “I loved that Barbie! She had beautiful waist length hair and—”

“Promise to get you a new one if you come and have breakfast with me,” he said, pulling away to saunter down the hall. Those trim hips and that perfectly formed arse had my feet moving without thought.

“They don’t make them anymore.”

“Then I’ll find some collector edition one where someone bought it twenty years ago and never took it out of its box and will charge me the size of a house down payment to buy it.” He glanced over his shoulder at me. “Just come and have breakfast with me.”

A guy that offers to make amends by buying thousands of dollars’ worth of dolls, who could refuse that? I settled down at the breakfast bar as he pushed a steaming cup of coffee my way.

“Promise?” I asked as a joke, but I think he heard the edge in my voice just like I did.

“When I say anything you want, Kendall, I mean it.” A steely light flared bright in his eyes. “You want it, I’ll get it. Now, how do you like your eggs?”


Chapter 37



Kendall

“Judas…!”

I spun around to face the otherwise quiet bakery to find a diminutive creature poking a trembling finger in the air, and that’s when it hit me. I gasped, then grabbed my phone out of my pocket, seeing all the missed calls and texts.

“Oh god, Barbie—”

“Don’t ‘oh god, Barbie, me!’” my best friend said in a theatrically outraged voice. “We were supposed to meet at a bar. I was going to introduce you to some of Alan’s colleagues. This new guy from England is really nice and…” Her eyes narrowed, then her head jerked forward, looking for all intents and purposes like a hunting dog that had caught scent of prey. “Holy shit!” The old ducks sitting enjoying a pot of tea looked up in alarm at Barbie’s shriek. “You—”

I was well used to moving quickly and slapping my hand over my bestie’s mouth. Shit just came out sometimes, often at top volume

“You need to use your damn inside voice,” I hissed at her as she tried to say her piece, the words just coming out as muffled grunts. “If I take my hand away, are you going to say anything that will force me to kick you out of the bakery?”

“Would you kick me out for saying you got gang banged by three guys last night?”

She said that in a low undertone, but I still flicked my eyes around to check if anyone had heard.

“What the hell—?”

“You did.” Her voice became a theatrical stage whisper, and the finger was back, giving me the point of shame, right before her whole face lit up. “You did!” She jumped up and down, clapping her hands together like a small child. “Oh my god, girl, way to break a drought. Like gargle, gargle, gargle…” Her voice was getting louder, and she mimicked a woman struggling to keep her head above water. “You are drowning in it. You—!”

I have no idea how we looked, but I slapped my hand back, glaring at her meaningfully.

“Don’t say it. Don’t bloody say it.”

“Had sex—”

I peeled my fingers away just a tiny bit and her words came rushing out.

“Barbie, get some damn chill, will ya?”

“With three guys!”

Her voice was thin and so high, maybe only dogs heard it. Nope, the old biddies in the corner looked up, sensing a drama. That was further exacerbated when Barbie did a victory lap around the bakery, holding her hand out for them to slap, which they obliged, if utterly confused by her carry on.

“Are you done?” I asked when my best friend returned.

“Are you?” She cocked a hip and shot me a salacious smile. “You can’t be because, damn me, not one hottie but three!”

“Kendall.” Chris burst out of the kitchen looking harried, which had me trying to recall what the staff manual said about polyamorous relationships. Oh, that was right, there was no manual. “Look, love, I’m gonna need a hand in the back. Mrs. Hutchins just rang and she’s changed the ‘decor’ of her son’s party.”

“For the birthday cake she’s picking up…” I looked up at the clock on the wall and winced. “In two hours.”

“I know.” He wiped his forehead with the back of his hand. “If the woman didn’t send so much business our way, I woulda told her to get bent, but she has us cater every single one of her many parties, so I need to make the necessary changes. But there’s the baby quiches and mini-sausage rolls she ordered, plus the sandwiches—”

“I could do it.”

Where the hell had that come from? I looked around, realising Barbie hadn’t said that, but me.

Shit.

Chris looked at me now with way too much hope, making me regret all of my many life decisions.

“You could? I didn’t realise you had cake decorating skills, love. You know it’s not just slathering a cake with icing and then plonking some decorations on.”

“You want the crumb layer checked after the existing fondant is removed, then if it’s intact, you want a new layer of fondant rolled out and smoothed over the cake. Some piping of some decorative elements that suits the new theme, which is what, exactly?” I asked.

Chris stared openly.

“Spider-Man…”

“So maybe some icing using a thin nozzle, create some spiderweb like decorations on the sides. Are we going with red or black fondant?”

“Red…” he replied.

“Well, that at least makes things easier. We had The Flash as the previous design, so rolling red fondant over a cake that already had red icing on it is less problematic than trying a new colour.”

“Yes. Yes, that’s it. So you can take care of the cake—?”

“While you sort the party food?” My heart started to rattle in my chest, and I felt a curious kind of restless energy in my veins. The same kind that had me wanting to race out the door this morning, but when I’d had a coffee with Van, something had changed. Maybe I could rush towards something good, rather than away from it? “But what about the front counter?”

Both of us turned around to see Barbie standing there.

“Me?” She fluttered her eyelashes prettily. “Well, it’s been a while since I worked a register, but I think I can do it if you can.”

Her smile softened as she stared into my eyes, her eyes searching my face for an answer.

“Yeah…” I sucked in a breath, hoping like hell I wasn’t too rusty with a piping bag. “I think I can.”

But only just.

Getting the old fondant off and tossing it into the compost bin was one thing, but rolling out more was another.

Especially when Chris was keeping a not so secret eye on me. He had more than enough work to keep him busy, but he couldn’t help but try to surreptitiously supervise me. Mrs Hutchins was exacting in her demands and wouldn’t hesitate to refuse to pay for the cake if it wasn’t up to her standards. That weighed heavily on my mind as I rolled the thick icing out.

Too thin at first, I could see the light shining through the layer as I picked it up. Chris shook his head slightly, then went back to work as I kneaded it back into a ball and then started again. Thick enough to cover the cake in a smooth, uniform finish, it’d provide the perfect canvas for my pipework, so I rolled it out, that sixth sense coming back to me. Sure enough, when I picked it up, it was perfect.

Then there was the matter of smoothing it over the cake. At first it fell in a messy drape but I repositioned it and used the back of a spoon to smooth it into place. Down the sides, across the top of the bottom layer, and then to finish the sides of the base, I finally cut the remainder of the icing away and dumped it into a bucket.

“So you do know what you’re doing.” I jumped when I found Chris standing behind me. He was eyeing the cake, moving the turntable to check each side, and he finally nodded. “You never said you had experience in baking.”

“I couldn’t…” A lump filled my throat, but I swallowed it down, remembering Finn being put on his arse before I smiled at my boss. “I couldn’t before, but I can now.”

“OK.” He didn’t have time to work out what the hell I meant by that, turning back to the massive tray he was about to put in the oven. “Let’s see how you handle a piping bag.” He glanced at his watch. “We’ve got a bit of time. You’ll be able to redo things if you need to.”

So no pressure. I nodded and then went into the cool room to retrieve the bowls of buttercream.

Piping bags used to seem like magic to me when I was a kid. The way each nozzle could be used to extrude sugar into more and more intricate shapes transfixed me. That and all the reality TV shows about cake making had me well and truly hooked when my maternal grandmother showed me how to pipe icing. My first few attempts were bloody terrible. Learning how to apply the right amount of pressure consistently and to perform the necessary movements to create graceful loops of icing was something that took practise, but I had mastered it. I tried to remind myself of just that as I packed the bag now. Chris had his back turned towards me as he worked, cutting up a million sausage rolls and placed them on a tray, so I picked up the bag and then squeezed.

The stream came out steadily, forming a perfect net of sugary lines that together would represent Spider-Man’s webs. I was practising on a chopping board first, but as I went, I could see it. All across the cake, like little creepy banners, I’d turn the red fondant into a massive set of spiderwebs, perfect for additional decoration. Maybe some little spiders with red bums, representing both the venomous red backs of Australia and the radioactive spider that bit Peter Parker.

That made me snort. I knew wayyy too much about Marvel and DC superheroes, due to my brother forcing me to… I paused, easing off the pressure and pulling the piping bag up. Finn. He’d dominated the TV, making such a fuss when I put on things I liked watching that I’d retreated to the kitchen and Mum by default. I’d tried to ‘help’ initially, but as I got older, I learned. Finn was never interested in finding out how to make a cake or the perfect chocolate chip biscuit. I was free of his influence in the hot confines of the kitchen, and for everyone, this was a good thing. When I was cooking, peace ruled the house. He could screw around in the garden, but I…

I shook my head, staring at the cake in front of me, seeing all the imperfections, but that didn’t seem to stop me. I didn’t need perfection, just the feeling of a job well done. I thought of the little boy whose birthday cake this was, imagining his smile, right before I went to work.

Spiders climbed over all of the cake and I’d even added some web sprays, like the ones Spider-Man used, slung between sections of the cake. I added some decorative stars made of sugar to look like the campy explosions that happened in the old Batman reruns and then grabbed the cake topper. Mrs. Hutchins had thankfully provided us with an alternate to The Flash one, a cut out of Spidey attached to some long skewers to keep it upright. Then across one side in black writing, I’d included the boy’s name and happy birthday, something I was inspecting with a critical eye as Chris came over.

“Shit…” His tone had me looking around in alarm but his grin quickly allayed my fears. “That looks amazing! Jesus, Kendall, if I had any idea…” He stared at me openly. “Why haven’t you done a bakery apprenticeship? Obviously it takes more than just prettifying a cake, but you look like you have some skills. I could take you on as an apprentice—”

“Maybe.”

I grinned far too wide, just wanting to bathe in his praise for a second. I knew it was mainly because I’d gotten him out of a jam, but still. It felt good to do this again, to have someone praise something I actually cared about, a feeling I carried with me as I carried the cake out the front.

“I’m so sorry about the last minute change,” the client said as I approached, carrying the cake so very carefully. “It was all The Flash this and The Flash that until a few days ago and then… Oh!” I watched Mrs. Hutchins’ every expression, catching the moment her mouth fell open and a pretty flush coloured her cheeks. “Oh, that is so well done!” My cheeks flamed bright red as I moved to set the cake down. “Chris, you outdid yourself!”

“Probably because Kendall did the decorating,” he replied. “I made the cakes and everything, but as I was too busy getting the rest of your order ready, Kendall took over the decorating. She did a damn good job if I say so myself.”

“Kendall?” Her eyes locked with mine, and then I saw something flicker to life there. “Oh, you’re wasted standing behind the counter if you have these kinds of skills! Do you have a card at all?”

“Not trying to poach my best worker, are you, Iris?” Chris asked her.

“No,” I said with a smile. “I don’t.”

“Well, you need to get on that. You are really very good.” She looked past me to my boss. “As are you, Chris, darling. Now, what do I owe you?”

Once we’d bundled all of her items into the back of her car safely, Chris turned to me once we got back into the bakery.

“You may as well finish up, love—”

“Yay!” Barbie tossed her apron on the front counter and then skipped over.

“You helped me out of a tight spot, so have an early mark,” Chris told me.

“And dinner. You’re coming to my place and giving me all the details.” Barbie’s hand wrapped around my biceps, just in case I was thinking of trying to make a run for it.

“Have a good one then, ladies.” Chris nodded to us before flipping the open sign. “I’ll see you tomorrow, Kendall, and think about my offer. I can always find someone to serve customers, but a bakery apprentice? That’s something else again.”

“Did he just offer you a fucking apprenticeship?” Barbie squeaked the minute we got out the door. “Are you gonna become a baker? But you stopped cooking because the guys—”

“It’s a long story, Barbie,” I said with a sigh.

“I’ve got time, so c’mon! My place. Mexican takeaway and margaritas.”

“The last time I had Mexican I was down with food poisoning for days,” I replied before jingling the van keys. “And I need to drive.”

“Thai food then.”

A celebratory laksa? Yeah, I was down with that. I grinned and unlocked the van.


Chapter 38



Gage

“We need to send Kendall flowers today,” Connor said, glancing at his phone as I drove us all to work. “Roses?”

“Not unless they smell nice,” Van replied. “She always loved daisies.”

“Daisies are kind of low rent. We need to make a statement.” Connor frowned at his phone. “Carnations? Lilies!”

“Sunflowers,” I said, flicking on the indicator.

“Why sunflowers?” Connor asked, but Van grinned.

“Fuck, remember Sunny?”

‘Sunny’ was a massive sunflower she’d grown from bird seed. She’d been so damn proud of it as it grew and grew. Kendall’s mum had a quiet word with us, making clear we would not like the consequences if we damaged Kendall’s plant, but we had no intention of doing so. Even we could see how invested she was in the growth of that flower.

“Sunflowers.” Connor nodded sharply. “That’s it. They’re very cheap.” He flicked through the options. “But we could get a few bunches. There’s these ones they call teddy bear sunflowers—”

“Not yet.” I drove up the street of the site we were currently working at.

“What?” Connor’s eyes locked with mine. “Yes, now. We need to make clear—”

“You’ll have her running with your over-the-top bullshit.” The van bumped over the muddy path that led to the site office. “Your heart’s in the right place, but you need to take it slow.”

“Don’t you think that was something we should’ve done before we all fucked her on the kitchen bench?”

I smirked and shook my head.

“It is, and we shouldn’t have rushed things then. Definitely not now.” But any amusement I might’ve felt at Connor slowly losing his shit evaporated as soon as I saw a familiar van pulled up outside the office.

Finn.

“But we did, and right now we need to stop Kendall scuttling out the front door because she’s feeling overwhelmed,” I said finally.

“I think she was feeling that this morning.” Everyone turned to stare at Van. “She was trying to sneak out when I was out getting the paper. I talked her down, managed to get her into the kitchen and not the van and on the way to work, but…” His eyes met mine. “Gage is right.”

“Fine.” Connor ground that out. “I’ll book them in to be delivered in a week. Things will have settled down by then.”

From his mouth to God’s ear, I thought idly, right as I saw the office door open. Finn looked tired and drawn, the stubble thick on his chin as his lips thinned.

“Fine,” I ground out, “but we’ve got bigger problems right now.”

Connor’s focus shifted, the flower order forgotten entirely as he took in our former business partner.

“What the fuck is he doing here?”

“Only one way to find out.” I swung out of the van, jumping to the ground, then strode towards the fucker the minute I landed. “We talked about this, Finn—”

“Talked about what?” That same defensive bullshit I saw him pull with teachers, parents, Kendall, and even coaches was plain in his tone and expression. “Taking away my livelihood? Taking food out of the mouths of my children?”

“Jesus fucking Christ…” Van shook his head slowly.

“The conditions will be fair.” Connor was in his element right now, all business. “You’ll walk away with a nice chunk of money. You could pay off your house, or set up your own business—”

“Just like that.” Finn threw his arms wide. “All over nothing.”

“If you call your sister nothing again, the nice shiner you’re sporting will be nothing compared to what I do to you.”

My voice transformed, becoming a feral growl rather than a man’s, but I guess that tracked. I’d seen him minimise, bullshit, and generally skate past consequences too many times, but not now.

“You kept Kendall from us.” Van’s voice broke at that, but he forged on. “That’s not something you get past with a few beers. Take the fucking deal.”

“But—”

“Or I’ll collapse the entire business and start again.” Finn shut up then because what Connor was threatening was very real. The whole reason we’d been able to get the business off the ground in the first place was due to the fact that Mr. Woods had provided the seed money. Connor shook his head, smiling slightly. “I didn’t want to have to sack all the boys, leave them without a job or money to feed their kids, but…” He crossed his arms and squared his stance, making clear arguing would be futile. “The way things are now? They aren’t continuing, Finn, so don’t get in my face pissing and moaning about your children when…”

I knew what Connor wanted to say. Because we might have had our own kids by now. I’d never thought I wanted to have them, knowing that Kendall would always have my heart, but now… It wasn’t hard to imagine it: little feet slapping down on the pebblecrete around the pool, giggling right before they—

“You made this bed, now you get to lie in it,” Connor finished.

Finn was dismissed, we all knew it, so we went to move forward, to get on with our day. He even got out of the way as we climbed the steps into the office, but it was his voice, thin and weak, that had me pausing.

“So that’s it?” He stared at each one of us, mutely pleading for things to be different. “After all these years. I’ve said sorry.”

“No, you haven’t,” I told him.

“Then here, sorry.”

He delivered the word like others might some kind of slur, bitten off with only a tiny amount of remorse. I just shook my head, and when I looked at the others, I saw that they remained equally unmoved.

“Sorry doesn’t cut it,” I said, knowing I spoke for all four of us. “Words are cheap, something we’re finding out right now with Kendall.” Finn’s brows dropped down into a frown, but he quickly smoothed that away. “You want things to continue as they are, but that’s not possible. We have to show your sister every damn day that we will never, ever allow the same bullshit from before to happen again. Start with that, mate.”

I didn’t spare him another look, didn’t stop to listen to his protests as I walked into the office, and when the others joined me, I knew they’d done the same. Connor nodded to me as we sat around the big desk we all shared while Van leaned forward.

“Making amends…” He ran a thumb over his bottom lip. “That’s what we need. All the flowers in the world won’t mean shit unless we can earn her trust. We have to prove to Kendall we’re the blokes for her.” He glanced up, looking slightly concerned. “But how do we do that?”

“Make clear we’re going nowhere,” Connor said, dropping his phone on the table. “That whatever she needs, we’ll provide it.”

“Give her a few laughs.” Van grinned, but that quickly faded. “Rather than make her cry all the time.”

“Everything we didn’t do when we were growing up. Instead of mocked, annoyed, teased, side-lined.” I stared at the fake wood grain of the desk, not seeing the table but rather us as kids. “She needs to feel safe, comfortable, treasured, important. That, that’s what we need to do.”

“All right, so that starts tonight,” Connor said. “So what do we do? Take her out to dinner?”

Not that, not yet, I had reasoned. We put in a full day at work, forced to answer our staff’s questions about Finn, then try and get this house renovation completed, but once the day was done, we focussed on her. I wasn’t sure if Kendall was up for fancy dinners yet, especially after Van caught her trying to bolt. We’d ask her over a meal we prepared at home.

“Did you ask her what she might like?” Van peered over my shoulder at my phone.

“Yeah, no reply yet, but I’m guessing after last night, not sausages.”

He deflated visibly because curried sausages was about all he knew how to cook.

“So not spag bol.” He shuddered. “Maybe—”

“Shepherd’s pie.” We all stared at Connor and then slowly nodded. It was always Kendall’s favourite when she was growing up. Her mum made it with lots of pumpkin in the mashed potato layer, something Finn hated, then heaps of sharp cheese melted over the top. “I rang Kendall’s mum and asked her for the recipe.”

Which meant she and the whole family had to know something was up. I grinned and so did Van, even though I knew it wasn’t going to earn us any brownie points.

“So you’ve got a shopping list ready?” I asked.

“Everything’s waiting to be picked up from the supermarket,” he said with a smile.

I wondered what Kendall would think when she walked through the door. I was chopping celery ‘finely’, something I didn’t really understand. Like how finely? I’d watched some videos on YouTube to get an idea and the way they chopped it didn’t seem that fine, but—

“You done yet?”

Connor looked positively harassed as he fried off the meat. He’d started with the heat too high, so there were a few dark, crispy bits of meat, but we’d all swooped in and turned the heat down before he could mess it up too much. However, as the savoury smell of browning lamb mince filled the air, he glared at me.

“It says here the celery and the carrot should be fried off with the meat, so are you two done?” Connor stabbed a finger at the phone screen.

“Here you go.” Van moved towards the pan with his carrot slices.

“Not like that!” Connor snapped. “They’re supposed to be finely diced.”

“How do you dice a bloody carrot?” he asked. “Maybe we should ask Ken—”

“No.” Connor and I looked at each other, having said the same thing at the same time. “Mental load, remember.”

At my words, the two of them nodded and then went to work. Somehow we managed to get all the ingredients in the pan and as we added the different seasonings, a familiar aroma started to permeate the kitchen.

I’d seen a few videos about the mental load of dealing with looking after the home, or cooking, or childcare. All the stuff blokes like to shrink away from, claiming it was ‘woman’s work.’ I was fairly sure guys labelled it that because they knew how damn hard it was and wanted to get out of it because they had a penis. But they did so at the expense of their partner’s happiness, that became clear as I watched more and more videos. Statistics about relationship longevity, about sex, about everything were brought up, showing the toll on a woman when she had to look after all the aspects of a couple’s life.

And I could never do that to Kendall.

So we worked together and problem solved this shit until finally the meat was simmering away nicely, all of the flavours rendering down.

“OK, so now that’s cooking—” Van started to move towards the fridge to pull out a beer.

“We need to start on the potatoes.” I threw a peeler his way before grabbing a knife to start prepping the pumpkin.

“Kendall should be home by now.”

Connor had been eyeing his phone the entire time, trying to play it cool and failing utterly. The time she usually came home passed, then another half hour, then another.

“She’ll be here when she’s ready,” I said as I sliced into the bright orange flesh of the pumpkin.

“I’m going to send her a text.” Van and I looked at each other behind Connor’s back, shaking our heads slightly, right before Connor caught us. “What? What? I need to make sure she’s safe.”

He needed to take a fucking breath and a big guzzle of beer, something to take the edge off, but he wouldn’t. Eye on the prize, that was Connor, and right now, Kendall was everything. I felt a moment of sympathy for the bloke, remembering the way it had felt to hold her in my arms all night. I kept grabbing her far too tightly, sure she was a dream that would slip away. But she wasn’t. I remembered the way she looked under me, unable to stop thinking about her struggling to take me, then finally surrendering. Letting me in, letting me go as deep as I could, right before—

“You gonna cut that pumpkin or fondle it?” Connor asked, shooting me an uncomfortable look.

“Remembering what it was like, huh?” Van elbowed me out the way. “Oh, Kendall…”

He mimicked caressing the pumpkin with all the reverence we’d shown last night, making porn-star worthy groans all the while until I shoved him right back.

“Are the potatoes in the pot of water?” I growled. “No? Then move your fucking arse. I want dinner ready and waiting for our girl when she walks in the door.”

“Our girl…”

Van’s smile faded, but something much deeper rose in his eyes. The kind of joy that no expression can properly communicate. It felt like we were coming in out of the cold after too many long, shitty years, and while it stung a little to finally thaw out, we couldn’t help but warm our hands on the fire that burned in response to Kendall.

“Our girl—so let's do this right.”


Chapter 39



Kendall

“Evening, lovely ladies.” Alan strode in through the door, dropping his briefcase on a chair then leaning down to give Barbie a kiss. She met his lips and gave him a big smooch. “Po pia!” He snatched a little spring roll from the pile before Barbie could claw it back. “My favourite.”

She let out a low growl, hunching over her food like an angry dog before stabbing a perfectly lacquered nail at the kitchen bench.

“Which is why I ordered some for you.”

“That’s why you’re the best.” He took in the messy spread of takeaway containers and the open bottle of wine. “Wine and Thai food. What’re we celebrating?”

“Well, today I—” I started to say.

“Kendall broke her drought and got laid by not one guy, but three!”

Barbie had been shrieking that for some time, the little bitch. We were going to have her irate neighbour knocking on our door shortly. That or the lady would be shooting me dark looks on the ride down in the elevator.

“So Bang-aggedon happened?” Alan did not seem at all surprised. “You know what that means, Barbs…”

“Don’t call me Barbs…” Her eyes widened and her mouth fell open. “No, no, no, I didn’t agree to that at all.”

“I told you it would happen, and you said if it did, you’d clean the bathroom for the next month,” he said with an impish grin. “No take backs. We shook on it, remember?”

“Yeah, but that was just after sex, and you had just dickmatised me. You know what happens after you give me multiple orgasms.”

“Um, ew.” I wrinkled my nose and then went back to slurping the noodles in my laksa.

“We’ll talk about you discovering the delights of good dick later,” she said before turning back to her boyfriend. “A promise made under duress isn’t worth the paper it's written on.”

“And a verbal agreement is enforceable by law.” He pressed a kiss to her crown before sitting down beside Barbie. “So, Kendall, do I need to cross examine these guys, find out what their intentions are? I don’t have a rifle, but I could probably get one of those plastic replica ones that looks pretty convincing when I lay it across my lap and quiz each one of them.”

“Oh my god, why is that hot?” Barbie said, staring at Alan more closely then looking across at me. “It’s hot, isn’t it?’

I couldn’t answer her, not because I refused to respond to yet another request from her to confirm Alan’s attractiveness, but because his words dragged something else up. He was joking, of course he was, but… It wasn’t hard to see it, my own brother or my father being as protective of me as Alan was pretending to be. My eyes dropped to the creamy turmeric-tinted soup, and I gave the noodles a swirl. I was pretty sure the men in my family would’ve just shoved me at the guys to be rid of me.

“Hey.” A gentle nudge of Barbie’s elbow had me coming back to the here and now. “I know talking about how sexy Alan is makes you gag, so don’t.” She grinned. “Talk to me about how sexy those three dudes of yours are.”

“Not my guys.”

I said that on automatic, but even I thought twice about my words.

“Oh, they’re your guys. They are one hundred percent your guys. You didn’t see the way they looked at you when you first walked in the door. Alan. Alan.”

“Yes, Barbs.”

She went to protest at the nickname, right before he kissed the end of her cute little nose.

“They looked at her like she was prime rib and they hadn’t been fed for weeks. No, no! Like she was a case of beer and a pizza that walked in the door once the footy game finished.”

“That good, huh?” He winked at me, making clear he was just humouring her.

“Oh my god, the keys to Mad Max’s car!” she shouted, stabbing a finger into the air. “The big, shiny black one.”

“The Interceptor? Damn.” He nodded slowly. “OK, so do we get invites to your wedding…” Alan’s eyes narrowed slightly. “Weddings? Is that even legal? Commitment ceremony then.”

“Um…” My thigh muscles tensed, my butt starting to lift off the seat.

“Don’t say the word commitment!” Barbie hissed. “You know how Kendall gets when you say the ‘C’ word around her.” She turned to me, now adopting an exaggeratedly calm tone. “It’s OK. No one’s going to ask you to marry them. Just take a breath with me.” She sucked hers in, gesturing for me to do the same. “Big breath in!”

I poked her in the ribs hard, so hers came out in a big rush.

“Stop being a dick. I’m not about to run.” Tell that to my quivering thighs, and not in a good way. “I’m not.”

“That was very… convincing.” Alan shot Barbie an alarmed look. “So, more wine?”

Before I could even answer, my glass was filled and pushed towards me. That wasn’t smart, and neither was me having a big gulp of it, but once I put it aside, I turned to face the two of them.

“But in other news not related to my vagina, I decorated a cake today.”

“Yeah?” Alan helped himself to another one of Barbie’s po pia, only to earn himself another smack. “Chris rope you into helping him in the kitchen?”

“And I served the customers,” Barbie told him proudly.

“Will they have any tomorrow, that’s the important question. Remember those people you yelled at when you were working as a waitress.”

“He was about to pinch my bum!” she snapped.

“He was the aide of the bloody Prime Minister.” Alan frowned. “And a complete arsehole, but, Kendall, you made a cake?”

“Decorated one.” I blinked, able to see it in my head. “And Chris has asked if I want to do an apprenticeship.”

“Is that something you want to do?”

I had Alan’s attention now. He’d tried to talk to me about job security as carefully and politely as he could, but Barbie had let me know he was concerned about my future employment.

“Yeah.” That felt weird, really weird to say, but it was true. “I think I do.”

I was forced to hang around for a few hours to let the wine burn out of my system, so we finished off the Thai food, packed it away, and then cleaned up the kitchen. A couple of episodes of Drag Race, with Barbie throwing her shoes at Alan’s expensive flat screen TV— the usual crazy—and I was good to drive. But right as I was about to leave, Alan caught me at the door.

“Hey, just making sure you’re OK.” He looked back at Barbie, who was in the bathroom, getting ready for bed. “I know Barbs is super excited about all of this. So excited I’m going to have to pop her bubble and make clear I’m not gonna share her with any guy, but… just wanted to make sure nothing is happening that you aren’t one hundred percent on board with.”

I snorted, a dismissive reply on my lips, ready to be uttered before I stopped myself.

“I’m OK, Alan, honest.”

“Well, if they start shit with you, let me know.”

His low growl had me grinning. Alan kept himself fit, but there’s a different kind of strength that comes from working for a living all day. I knew Alan was a good boxer, but if he shaped up to the guys…? He noted my rising eyebrow. “I might not be the guy who makes people disappear, but working in finance, you always end up coming across the people that do, if you catch my drift?”

“Hidden depths, Alan. Hidden depths.” I twisted the car keys on my finger and then remembered who they belonged to. “But I don’t think there’s anything to worry about. I’ve known these guys since I was a kid, so there’s been girls, so many girls…” I sucked in a breath. “They’ll move on from this just like they have everything else.”

I told myself that, over and over, as I drove back home. But my manifesting fell to pieces the moment I opened the front door. The aroma of lamb, thyme, and garlic, flavoured with a bit of Worcestershire sauce, hit me as soon as I stepped inside, taking me back years. Mum always made shepherd’s pie for me on my birthday because it was my favourite, and it was the only way she could get Finn to shut up about there being pumpkin in it. On my birthday, even Dad forced him to shut up and eat it as my brother shot me dark looks across the table. I hadn’t had it since I left home, so the smell had me pausing on the doorstep, just breathing it in. Then I was walking forward, down a darkened hall, and into the living area where someone had set up dinner.

The room was dark as well, so it was only the ambient light pooling in through the big sliding doors that illuminated the basket filled with fresh bread rolls, the yeasty scent all too familiar. The shepherd’s pie, complete with lightly browned melted cheese on top, sat in the centre of the table, waiting to be eaten.

They’d made it for me.

Not just my favourite food, but Mum’s recipe, I could just tell. The aroma was exactly the same, even if muted now since the food was cold. I felt a pang as I stepped closer, then another, seeing the cutlery and plates set out on the table. Four place settings. My fingers flexed, wanting to snatch one away, shove the plate in the cupboard, but before I could get close, he arrived.

“You’re home.” Van was trying to keep his tone light, his smile there, but it faded too quickly. “We made you dinner, but—”

“Barbie came to work and wanted me to come around to talk. I left her at a bar the other night because I was with you guys when I was supposed to catch up with her.”

He nodded slowly.

“And now you were with her, when we thought you’d be home with us.” I bristled at his tone, stepping closer, ready to tell him that I didn’t owe anyone anything, when he grabbed my wrist. “Where’s your phone?”

“Here, but…” He held up the screen so face ID would unlock it, then went into my notification settings. “What’re you doing? Van, what’re you—?”

“You don’t owe it to us to come home. You don’t owe us an explanation of where you go and what you do, but…” He held up my phone. “Texting us back so we don’t freak the fuck out would be very nice.” His lips curved just a little. “We had to talk Connor down from calling the cops and lodging a missing person’s report.”

“Don’t you have to wait twenty-four hours?” I squeaked.

“That’s a myth. Kendall…” My phone was pressed back between my limp fingers and as I gripped it, his hands went to my jaw right before his forehead pressed against mine. “I know this is moving really fucking fast, but for us it feels like it’s been moving way too slow. We’ve been waiting for you for nearly ten years, babe. You’re just gonna need to be a little patient with us.”

I did? I was ready to be angry, to jerk myself away with a hiss, but his words disarmed me so thoroughly I found myself just standing there, feeling his lips hover in the space above mine.

“You cooked Mum’s shepherd’s pie for me?”

“Yeah, we did. Connor rang your mum and got the recipe.” That sent alarm bells off in my head, but they were smothered as he got closer. “We worked together and got it made as close to the recipe as possible.”

“But you didn’t eat any?” I asked, glancing at the table then him. “You guys went without dinner?”

“We had a few pieces of toast and a beer instead.”

“But aren’t you hungry?” Not for food, that became apparent. I meant to say that seriously, but as his eyes shone, my words took on new meaning. “I mean, you went to all this work.”

“I can’t eat it without you.” I jumped as a hand went to my waist. “It tastes like shit without you.” Both hands closed around me and then hoisted me up so I sat on the end of the table. “Nothing’s good without you, Kendall.” He stepped between my legs, whispering his words against my lips. “Just you, baby.”

I stared at him then, needing to respond, but as my mouth fell open, a loud rumble from his stomach had both of us looking down.

“Um… seems like your belly has other ideas,” I said.

“Fuck…” He pulled back slowly with a grin. “Maybe I am hungrier than I thought.”

“Well, c’mon. Microwaved shepherd’s pie is almost as good as fresh.”


Chapter 40



Van

“I can do that,” I said as soon as we got into the kitchen. Kendall pulled open a drawer instead, sorting through the contents. “What’re you looking for?” I moved closer, leaning over and peering into the drawer filled with cooking implements. “I can—”

“You said that already.” She smiled slightly, her eyes shining in the dark as she brandished a spatula. “You’re acting all squirrelly, Van. Is there something in that drawer you don’t want me to see?” Kendall gave the spatula a wobble. “Crimes against kitchen spoons? Beaters that have been beaten? A misshapen whisk?”

“No.” I plucked the spatula from her grip. “Nothing like that.” I shook my head, wishing it was something as simple as mangled utensils, but instead, what I was trying to hide was this.

We’d tried so hard when we got home. To cook the meal exactly to Kendall’s mother’s instructions. I’d wanted to ring her again to get some clarification, but Connor shot that down instantly. We had to prove ourselves in his mind, and so we soldiered on. But when we were done and the meal started smelling the way it was supposed to, when we got a clean tablecloth out and smoothed it over the table, when baskets were produced, bread rolls heated and silverware we’d dug out of a deep cupboard polished and laid out, we sat down and waited.

And waited. And waited.

My hand wrapped tight around the handle of the spatula as I blindly cut a slice, transferring it to a plate. It smelled so damn good, but… It wasn’t what I wanted, no matter how much my stomach protested. That’s when I knew I had to tell her.

“It wasn’t supposed to be like this.”

“What?”

She watched me cross the kitchen, shoving the plate into the microwave before pushing the buttons to reheat the meal.

“You finding the spatula.” I swallowed hard. “You serving me.”

Kendall glanced at the table and then back at me before nodding slowly.

“So you didn’t have a French maid’s uniform for me to wear as I scurried around the table, getting each one of you a beer?”

I watched her grin in the darkness, but there was an edge to it.

“No. If anyone would be wearing the uniform, it’d be me.”

“You?” The whirr of the microwave was a strange soundtrack playing as she stepped closer. She slid her fingertips across my chest, there and gone again, but leaving a fiery trail in their wake. “You know some guys do that as a thirst trap, right? I think it’d be kinda hot, seeing you all dressed up in black and white satin.”

I could see it clearly in my mind, how freaking ridiculous I’d look. That along with Gage and Connor’s desperate attempts to take a breath as they cried with laughter. But they didn’t matter, just her.

“If that’s what you want, I’ll have one ordered in my size and get it express delivered.”

“You would?” As she stared at me, her smile faded. “You’re serious, aren’t you?”

“As a heart attack.” Because that’s what it felt like as I grabbed her hand and placed it against my chest, right over my heart. It was beating too hard, too fast and I needed her to know that. “Whatever you need, Kendall.”

“You keep saying that—”

She went to pull away and that’s when I ignored everything the guys and I had talked about. Taking things slow, letting Kendall set the pace. That was the right thing to do, somehow I knew, but…

I just couldn’t.

My lips were moving, my lungs filling with air, because I had to tell her exactly what I meant.

“Whatever you need.” I pleaded mutely for her to understand as I stared into her eyes. “If you want shepherd’s pie made every night with extra pumpkin, it’s done. You’ll never have to cook or do the dishes. The floor will always be mopped, the toilet seat always put down and all you have to do is put your dirty laundry in the basket and one of us will return it, cleaned and folded.”

She took a step backwards then, obviously wanting to get the fuck away from me, but I couldn’t seem to stop. Following her, describing how it’d be.

“If you want to go out every night, one of us will drive you there. You never need to drive that rust bucket again—”

“You guys need to stop dissing Daisy.” Kendall tried for sassy but failed utterly, the whites of her eyes gleaming in the dark.

“We’ll take you to work in the morning, pick you up in the afternoon. Shit, if you want to quit that job entirely, we can support you, or if you want to retrain…” I paused to suck in a breath, my throat feeling tight as a result. “If you want to do something else, we can help you with that too.”

“Chris offered me a bakery apprenticeship today.”

Her voice was little more than a squeak, but that had me rushing forward.

“Did he?” My hands flexed, caressing the air when all I wanted to do was touch her. I grinned and then shook my head. “Of course he fucking did. Wait until he sees how business improves when you start baking. His sausage rolls are perfectly adequate, but not like…”

I forced myself to stop for a second, just focussing on breathing as I tried to get a read on her reaction.

“Do you want that?” I asked, realising how many ways that could be taken. “I mean the apprenticeship.”

“I…” That pause felt like it went on and on and I was strung along with it. Kendall let out a little bark of a laugh before frowning. “I don’t know. It feels like part of me just… gave up after that day. If I stuffed things up once, I couldn’t be trusted to try again. No…” She was staring into the living room, but she wasn’t seeing it. Her pupils flicked from side to side as she let out a sigh. “I didn’t want to try, because if I did…”

She could fail. I lived with that feeling every day. We took a risk each time we bought a place and renovated it. In the early days, the level of risk threatened to crush me. I’d wake up at 2 A.M., gasping as my heart pounded and a fine layer of sweat covered my entire body.

“What if I’m no good, Van?” It was her shift in tone that broke me, forcing me forward. I needed to hold Kendall with every breath in my body and this was the point where I surrendered to that impulse. She was so soft and smelled of flowers and baked bread as I tugged her closer. Her hands went to my chest, a little tension there letting me know her first impulse was to push me away, but she didn’t. I felt like I noted the point when each muscle relaxed and she sank against me. “What if I can’t do this anymore.”

“You were always an amazing cook.”

“Was, Van. Was.” Her fingers scratched at my chest. “Like I did OK today when I decorated a cake—”

“You decorated a cake?”

I peered down at her, trying to get a read on how that went, and she slowly met my gaze. A small smile formed and she nodded.

“The client wanted a last-minute redecoration, and Chris was losing it, so I…” She swallowed hard. “I fixed it for him. He was pretty shocked when he worked out that I knew what I was doing…”

I grinned, feeling a sudden lightness filling me. The microwave was beeping, but I didn’t give a shit about that anymore, just her.

“Of course, you did. I watched you, Kendall. Damn, I ate a helluva lot of the food you made. Remember that cake that didn’t rise?”

“The biscuit cake?” She snorted. “I left the cake mix in the fridge, wanting to go and play instead of finishing it and when I finally got around to cooking it, I learned an important lesson in kitchen chemistry.”

“You learned a whole lot.” I tilted her chin up, making her meet my eyes. “So much your mum kept pawning you off on the other mums and your grandmothers, trying to find someone else who could teach you new skills. Then you got onto YouTube tutorials and cookbooks. You taught yourself everything, Kendall, and nothing we or Finn did can take that away from you. It must be scary, getting back into it…”

My throat closed up then and she peered more closely at me.

“I mean that’s the problem about caring about something. If you give a shit, that makes you vulnerable. Your defences are down.” I shook my head slowly, hearing my heart pound in my ears. “You’re out there doing your damn best and waiting for the world to judge you. Are you good, bad, or worse, just really ordinary, no more special than anyone else, but…”

My breath was coming too fast, my chest too tight, but the warmth of her hand felt like it radiated all the way through, pushing back a chill that threatened to overwhelm me.

“But you can’t stop yourself from giving it a go, right? Succeed or fail, there comes a point where the pain of wanting something outweighs the potential pain of failure, and that’s when you know you just have to go for it.” I swallowed down that lump in my throat and smiled as I stood taller. “You just have to go for it.”

“So you think I should take Chris up on the apprenticeship?”

We weren’t talking about that anymore and I think we both knew it, so maybe that’s why my hand rose to trail the backs of my fingers down her cheek.

“I think you should do whatever makes you happy, Kendall. What would make you happy? What would you have done if Finn fessed up and we…?” My girl was brave today, tackling a last-minute cake decoration after years of not doing anything cooking wise, so I could do the same. “And we turned up at your doorstep, asking you to be our girlfriend?”

“Then?” She went to pull away but I kept her right where she was. If she was going to face things head on, so was I. “I don’t know.” Kendall made a rude noise, then eyed me. “Probably told you to piss off and stop teasing me.”

Sometimes on the footy field, you have these moments when you know you’re gonna get hit. You watch the ball or someone’s fist come hurtling towards you in slow motion and just know it’s gonna hurt. That’s what I felt right now. I was about to get the king hit to end all king hits, and I couldn’t bring myself to dodge out the way.

“You say that you teased me because you were into me,” she continued. “Well, you hid that well. Too well. It would’ve taken some time to convince me it wasn’t all just one really big prank. If we went on a date, I’d be looking around for a whoopee cushion or something. If you pulled out a chair for me, I’d be too scared to sit down on it, lest you yank it out of the way.”

“But if we didn’t.” I barely squeezed that out. “If we tucked it under you, made sure you were seated before we did, even flicked a cloth napkin out over your lap.”

“Silver service style?” she asked with a smile.

“Fuck, maybe built the chair for you from scratch, exactly to your requirements.” I was babbling, but I couldn’t seem to stop. “And the table. Maybe the whole damn restaurant—”

“And why would you do that?” Her fingernails scratched lightly at my chest. “Why would you do that, Van?”

“Because…” Connor was gonna kick my arse in the morning, but I didn’t care. I didn’t. “Because…”

I touched her face, wanting to memorise the shape of it, because right now I reckoned I knew how Kendall felt when she decorated that cake. Like her heart was in her throat, pounding so hard it was difficult to breathe, until she just reached out…

“Take the apprenticeship, Kendall.” My head dropped down, my lips needing hers, but not yet. “Stay in our spare room. Get the qualification you were always destined to get, but also…” My hand covered hers, and I squeezed it far too tightly. “Take us.” No, that wasn’t right. “Take me. I promise to make everything right going forward. Whatever you need—”

“Whatever I need?” Her hand went around my neck, and with almost no effort, she tugged me down. The feel of her lips brushing mine was fucking everything. I went to deepen the kiss, but she pulled back slightly. “I think I need you, Van, and Connor and Gage. I never allowed myself to even think that before but…” When her eyes started to sparkle, I knew I was gonna cop it, but as she smiled, so did I. “Three guys who promise they’ll always put the seat down? What girl can say no to that?”

“Don’t say no.” I kissed her hard, almost getting lost in the feel of her mouth in mine, but I swept her up into my arms and then down the hall. “Just say yes, baby.” I stood at the door of her room, gazing down at her. Kendall didn’t know what we’d set to work on once it became clear she wasn’t coming home, but she would very soon. “Just say yes.”

To me, to us, to Gage and Connor, to everything that lay beyond that door. I waited for her response, needing her to say that one word. Her grip on my neck tightened and she glanced at the door, then back to me with exaggerated care.

“Yes, Van. Yes.”


Chapter 41



Kendall

My dad always said if you bite off more than you can chew, just keep chewing. Somehow, that made sense right now, because as Van opened the door and carried me in, I saw it. The guys hadn’t just asked my mother for the recipe of my favourite meal, they’d built me a damn bed. It was lucky the room was a large one because the frame now took up most of it. The width of several mattresses, I dimly made out its hulking shape.

And theirs.

The light was off, but enough filtered through past the curtains to reveal the two of them, the sounds of their long, slow breaths filling the air. I glanced at Van who set me down on my feet, then pressed a finger to his lips before he moved closer. That still hit me like a gut punch, that it was him, Van, who was edging into my space, his hands cupping my jaw. But when his mouth slammed down on mine, it felt right.

Of course it was him kissing me. Of course he tilted my jaw up, then parted my lips, to go deeper. Of course it was his hard chest pressed against mine, his arms like ropes of steel, not letting me go for a second. He was the only one who could feel anything like the desperation burning inside me. Our hands moved restively, touching, caressing, mapping each other’s forms, as if we were terrified someone would come along and snatch the other person away, right before we were forced to pull away. Our breaths were coming in rapidly and noisy as we grinned at the other person.

“You never had your dinner,” I whispered.

“I don’t give a fuck about food.” That was delivered hoarsely as he stroked my hair. “Just you, Kendall. Tell me I can have you.”

I was on the verge of begging him to take me if I was honest, but I didn’t need to tell him that. This might be Van 2.0, but he was still capable of being an arrogant prick, so I made a show of considering what he was saying.

“Kendall…”

That feral little growl, then the kisses that followed, each one deeper and more aggressive than the next… He left my lips stinging and my jaw aching, and yet somehow I just wanted more.

“Yes…” Little more than a breath exhaled, but he heard it all right, herding me backwards until my ankles hit the new bed frame.

“Yes?”

There it was, that cocky smile. His eyes felt like they burned in the dark, right into me, as his hands began to move. My work shirt was tugged up and over my head, then my bra clasp flicked open with expert fingers. It was eased off, but then he stopped, long enough for me to want to cover myself. I wasn’t like him, like Barbie, perfect and without a fold of skin or roll of fat in sight. I had lumps and bumps and it felt like he was staring at each one of them.

“Yes…” That little hiss, it was enough to stop the body-anxiety train from pulling away from the station. He pushed my shoulders back, forcing me to display my bare torso. He smoothed his hands down one shoulder, then the next. “If you had any idea how fucking much I fantasised about these tits…”

“What?” I giggled, then peered furtively over his shoulder when I heard a snort from Connor’s sleeping form. “You guys used to go on and on about the pinups stuck on Finn’s walls, saying how perfect their tits were.”

“But it wasn’t theirs that I dreamed about.” He brushed his fingers over the swell of one breast so softly it made me shiver. “It wasn’t theirs that got me so fucking hard.”

The tip of his finger traced the circle of my areole in lazy circles that got tighter with each revolution. Van’s mouth covered mine, bestowing little nipping kisses as he clamped his fingers down on my nipple. He swallowed my gasp, then worked to have me uttering more.

“I tried really hard not to stare when you were in your bathers or walking around the house in a tank top, but I failed. Over and over.” His mouth dropped down, kissing the side of my neck before going lower. “It felt like I was making it my life’s work to study your breasts.” A single kiss placed on the nipple. “But now the real work can begin.”

He was teasing me, his face pressed into the slope of my breast as his tongue flicked out, pressing the nipple up, only to pop back. The cool air of the aircon had my nipple pulling tighter, or was it just the anticipation? My hand slid down, tangling my fingers in his hair before pushing him right back where he needed to go.

“Better get started then.”

That might’ve sounded sassy if I could’ve managed it. Instead, I sounded breathy and desperate. He might have been uttering whispered confessions about how much he wanted me, but I knew exactly how it felt. That sharp tug of his lips sucking me in, the velvety slide of his tongue, then an explosion of sensation that had me panting far too loudly, right before his hand slapped over my mouth. He muffled my moans before pushing two fingers into my mouth. I sucked on them greedily, needing something to ease the growing ache inside of me, but that wasn’t it.

My body jerked free of him, shifting restlessly at everything I could see in the dark. I could fill in the dark shadows easily enough because I knew Van.

“You think you had it bad?” I whispered. “You three seemed allergic to shirts. Always walking around in the bare minimum with all of this…” I waved a hand at his chest. “On display. It was bad enough that I had to listen to every girl at school sigh over you, but when I got home…”

My voice died away, the instincts that had been hard coded into me stopping me from saying more, but Van wasn’t standing for that.

“When you got home, what, Kendall? What?”

“You just want me to tell you how beautiful you are.”

I ground that out between clenched teeth.

“Beautiful…?” He couldn’t be that surprised. People blew smoke up his arse all the time and then, some of the girls just blew him. That had my eyes raking across his bare chest, taking in the swells of taut muscle, taking in the way the shadows turned his skin to tarnished gold, right before my eyes slid down. “You didn’t think…”

He was mine now, that’s what he was saying and for a moment I felt the sense of having everything you ever wanted and feeling sure it was about to be snatched away. It was like finding out you were a lottery winner when you were down to your last dollar, and I couldn’t seem to get my brain to understand it. That my fingers didn’t need to flex on the air but could slide over his skin. That when I touched him, he sighed, then hissed out a breath like it hurt to feel me, but when I went to pull away, it hurt more for me to stop.

“Tell me you weren’t up the hall, aching in your bed for me, just like I was you.” I felt his words rather than heard them, his voice low and quiet. “Tell me you didn’t need me just as much as I needed you. That you would’ve been prepared to risk your parents’ wrath to get to me because that’s how much you needed me.”

“I can’t,” I replied, staring into his eyes, willing him to see it. The thing I’d never dared admit to… anyone really, not even myself most of the time. “I can’t, Van. I fucking hated you.” A little flinch at that, as if I’d slapped him rather than told him my truth. “But I…” I swallowed frantically, my throat now bone dry. “I wanted you just as much, maybe more.”

“More.” He nodded slowly, surging forward, taking my mouth, my neck, as his hands moved frantically, undoing the button of my pants then sending them fluttering down by my ankles. I did the same, no longer OK that those thin cotton shorts were between us.

And nothing else.

His cock felt like it seared my hand when I wrapped my fingers around it and he hissed as if it burned him too, going so very still. I slid my thumb up and down the underside, and he shivered, bearing that tiny caress for as long as he could before shoving my hand away.

“I’m so fucking close.” His eyes shone as he confessed that. “Feels like I’m always on edge around you, Kendall, but I’m not blowing on your thigh like some dumb teenager. Baby…” I always hated cute nicknames before this, but he could call me baby any damn day of the week because he said the word with such sweetness, such desperation. “I spend my fucking days wanting to crawl up inside you as deep as I can go. Tell me I can have that.”

Something tightened, then flexed and fluttered, like he was already buried inside me. And maybe he was in some way, both of us lodged under each other’s skin, like a burr. Instead of plucking it free, we wanted to push those little barbs deeper, locking each other together in ways that would never be separated.

“Yeah, I want that.”

He tried to strip me bare, but my shoes were tangled with my pants, so I dropped down to sort that out, easing them off only to be confronted by his cock. It was long, hard, and twitching in the air, which was perhaps why I moved. Licking a stripe up the centre of his dick to the musical sound of his protest turning into a moan.

“Fuck, baby…”

I’d sucked plenty of dicks before this, but never had anyone said anything like that with such reverence. Nor had anyone cradled my head with gentle hands as I swallowed as much as I could. That little thrust, nudging at the back of my throat, the way his hips mimicked the suck of my mouth had us both working harder, faster, when he forced himself to pull away.

“Not like that.” His dick throbbed in time with his heartbeat, telling a whole other story. “Later, but not now.” Van pulled me upright, kissing me once before turning me around. My hands were pressed against the foot of the bed frame, forced to feel how well he’d sanded the timber. “I remembered how blowing down your throat felt all fucking day, but now I need something else.”

It became clear what he meant as he slid his hand through my folds. He groaned when he felt his fingers come away wet.

“Fuck, you need it too…”

“Yes,” I hissed as he pushed his fingers inside me far too easily. They created a little stretch that was an echo of last night, but it wasn’t enough. His fingers were torn free, leaving me gasping, right as they slid around to strum my clit. When I felt something big and hard brush across my seam, my stance widened, my hips tilted back.

“Ready for me already, baby?” I heard a rustle, felt a shift on the bed, but I couldn’t focus on that, not when I felt Van notch the head of his cock against my opening. I tried to push back, to engulf every inch, but I didn’t get a chance. He slapped his hand down on my hip, holding me right where I was. “Need to take this slow. Been dreaming of this too fucking long to rush shit.”

“And here was I, just trying to dream.”

My eyes flicked open to see a naked Connor kneeling before me.


Chapter 42



Connor

They thought they were oh-so-quiet, but I woke up the moment the door clicked open and then stared into the darkness as Kendall and Van entered the room.

I watched Van kiss our girl then recite savage poems to the beauty of her breasts, but it wasn’t until she said that one word, yes, that I felt like I could take a full breath. My head was all light and spacey, like I was oxygen deprived, as I watched them together, but it was Kendall I needed, not air.

It was like my lips were kissing her neck and shoulders, like I was telling her how much I wanted her, then I was silenced as I sucked her nipple, feeling the hard bead roll around my mouth. But it was Van who did all those things, getting Kendall naked, the thin bars of moonlight tracing the shape of her body as he turned her around. Her fingers clasped the baseboard of a bed frame I’d worked hard to sand smooth and when she leaned forward, gasping, I knew what Van was doing. Rubbing his cock all over that wet little pussy because I’d be doing just the same. I’d had flashbacks of doing just that all fucking day, getting hard at inopportune moments as I remembered the velvety suck of her cunt as I pushed in.

“Wasn’t sure if you were coming home tonight,” I croaked, catching the moment her eyes met mine. “But fuck, I’m glad you did.”

As Van gripped her hips tight and shoved himself inside her, her lips fell open, meaning I needed to fill them. I caressed the slope of her cheek, catching the moment her eyelids fluttered at the feel of him inside her. I pressed my thumb between her lips, and she slid her tongue against it, her cheeks hollowing in seconds. But it was that little muffled moan she gave that had me wrenching my hand free, only to wrap around my dick.

“Think you can take both of us, baby?”

She couldn’t answer me with words, her eyes rolling up to meet mine, even as I saw sweet pleasure rush through her. She reached her hands out, though, dragging me closer, right before she swallowed me whole.

Fuck…

I didn’t mean for my hips to buck up, to force her to gag and splutter, but I couldn’t seem to fucking help it. I pulled back for a second so she could catch her breath, but Kendall didn’t allow for that. Her next moan vibrated through every damn inch of me, my control shattering. I was forced to keep my thrusts shallow and that tension seemed to wind something tighter and tighter inside me.

“Take all of us, you mean.” Gage appeared from shadows, his voice hoarse from sleep, or maybe from the sight of Kendall strung out between us. He slid his hand down her back, then to her breasts, catching the nipples between his fingers. “You can do that, right?”

“Jesus, she’s strangling my fucking dick…” Van panted, answered only by a moan from Kendall.

“You need more, love?” I watched Kendall’s back arch, her body shuttling back and forth between us. She wasn’t just on the receiving end, she was taking each of us, inch by inch. Over and over in waves that threatened to drown the lot of us. “Take it, Kendall. Take every damn thing you need, because nothing will stop us from trying to provide it, ever.”

Her eyes stared into mine, a million different silent messages communicated in that second before her cheeks hollowed. The feeling of being with her, in her, and hearing her muffled sounds of pleasure made mine flare bright, right as I was overcome.

“Fuck, I’m gonna come…”

Her fingers dug into my butt, holding me right where I was, helpless to do anything other than let out ragged gasps as it all came out. She swallowed my cum, but it felt like everything else went with it. All of my need for her, frustrated and running around and around in circles every minute that ticked by and she didn’t walk in the door, ejaculated out of me and down her throat.

“Jesus, Kendall…”

I pulled free, kissing her hard enough to bruise-when she woke up in the morning, I wanted her to feel where I’d been. There wasn’t a part of her I didn’t want to mark, to claim. Van felt the same way evidently, kissing her between her moans, our girl shattering into a million pieces in his arms. But Gage was there to put her back together, pulling her free of Van’s grip when he finally let Kendall go.

“Jesus, I thought you fuckers would be asleep.” Van fell down on the bed. “That I’d at least get to cuddle my girl afterwards.”

“Soon,” Gage promised, pulling her onto his lap as he knelt on the bed.

“Can’t…” I let out a low growl at Kendall’s whine. She sounded exhausted, but Gage just chuckled, kissing his way along one of her arms then another before wrapping them around his neck.

“Pretty sure you say shit like that now just to egg me on. You know what your body is capable of now, and I think you want just that.”

I watched them closely, so closely, looking for signs of reticence in Kendall, but she rose up and then positioned herself over the cock Gage had wrapped his fist around the base of, moving in little hitching movements as she struggled to take him. A hiss from her had me lunging forward, ready to pull her away and lay her down in the space between Van and me, but Gage met my eyes. Just a little smirk, one that faded as she took him, the sounds she was making now obviously ones of pleasure.

“Did you miss me today?” He asked that like they were having a chat at the dining table, not sweeping his hand up her ribcage, keeping her pressed against his body. “Did you feel an ache right here…?” He slid his hand low down on her pelvis. Her brow creased as she began to move

“Yes.”

“Did you feel a hollow, one only I can fill?”

“Fucking Mr. Big Dick Energy over here.” Van let out a huff of breath. “Pretty sure I filled Kendall just fine.”

“Yes…”

Kendall’s reply came faster this time.

“You felt me, didn’t you? All day long. You remembered right where I was and wanted me back there.”

“Yes…”

I started to move, not liking the edge to Kendall’s voice nor the need burning there. I’d just come, but that didn’t stop me from rousing now. Gage held her close, watching her bob up and down on his lap, his hands sliding all over her, teasing more and more sensation from her body, which forced her to move. Not as fast as before, there was something lazy about their pleasure, which had me losing my death grip on the sheets. Kendall was fine. No, better than fine. Her head rolled back onto Gage’s shoulder, her neck exposed, and his massive hand fitted around it. Thumbing her pulse, no doubt feeling its rabbit-fast skitter as she began to bounce. All of his smirking good humour was wiped away as he felt her move in earnest, taking him over and over.

“That’s it, baby. Take every fucking inch of me. That’s a good girl. I fucking love it when you do this. I couldn’t get it out of my head all day. Hammering nails, scraping back drywall, it was all the fucking same. I just saw you.” Her eyes flicked open, meeting his. “Nearly had a fucking workplace accident because…”

He couldn’t continue, the sensation too good. Those thick fingers flicked her clit faster.

“Because…”

His free hand covered her breast, sinking into the soft flesh.

“Because I can’t focus on a fucking thing but you. Tell me you’re gonna come.”

“Yes…!”

A sharp cry, a stiffening of her back and that was when I watched it. The way Kendall looked when she came was a goddamn work of art, and I could sit and stare at it for hours, just to catch that look of surprise on her face. Like she never expected this to happen and was shocked at how good it felt when it did. I surged forward, kissing her continuously, trying to mutely communicate how good it would be, in bed and out, if she just agreed to share her life with us. But not yet. We’d all agreed we needed to spend some time letting Kendall adjust—

“C’mere.” Van slid in between me and Kendall when Gage laid down heavily on the bed. “Now I get cuddles.” He was like a goddamn puppy, nestling into her, but she just chuckled, pressing a kiss to his forehead before closing her eyes with a sigh. “See, I told you it would be perfect.” Van kissed her then, just a light, sweet thing. “We’ll always put the seat down and never make you sleep in the wet spot.” He glanced over his shoulder. “Make that wet spots. Maybe we should invest in one of those waterproof blankets.”

“Maybe you should shut up,” Gage grumbled. “We’ve all got work tomorrow.” He cracked one eye open to glance at her. “Unless you want to call in sick.”

“Can’t.” I lived and died for the sight of that smile, because when it came, something lit up inside me. Kendall looked so damn smug right then. “I’ve got an apprenticeship to start.”

“What?”

I felt like I’d been plunged into a pool of ice water and red-hot lava all at the same time.

“Kendall decorated a cake to help Chris out, and of course, when he saw my baby in action, he tried to snap her up right away,” Van said. “He offered her an apprenticeship and she’s gonna say yes.” He kissed her again. “To all of the things, right, baby?”

“Maybe…” Her eyes fluttered open as she smiled at him, brushing a lock of his hair out of the way. “I mean you’d have to ask me formally.”

“What?” Sound distorted, the fan’s whirr echoing around in my head. “What did you say?”

But they didn’t seem to hear me, focussing only on each other.

“Yeah?” Van propped himself up onto one elbow, glancing down at her. “Well, Kendall Kennedy.” He grabbed her hand and held it close, despite his amused tone. “Would you be my girlfriend?”

We’d talked about this, just this fucking thing. They’d told me it was too soon to buy flowers, that Kendall would run out the door if we pulled this shit, and he was… Asking her out like they were still kids in the schoolyard. I felt the sheets ball up tightly in my fists as I moved, ready to go into damage control, to make Van take it back, to stop Kendall from leaving when she…

Smiled. She fucking smiled.

Our girl was having a chuckle at the whole thing, but there was also something a little shy in it. She nestled her face into his chest and he held her so gently, and my hands ached to do the same.

“And my girlfriend.” Gage trailed a hand down her shoulder so she turned to face him. But his focus shifted to me and so did hers. “Something you want to say, Connor?”

Don’t leave, the words shrieked inside my head. Don’t walk out the damn door. Stay here, even if it scares you, and work this out with us. Commit to us, to whatever insane relationship dynamic this was. Commit to the idea of us being together forever. But all of that would destroy the light-hearted mood in the room right now, so I just moved closer.

“Be mine, Kendall.” I took her hand and she gripped mine tightly. “That’s all I want. I’ll move heaven and earth if that’s what you need, but… Just gimme that.”

That same smile felt different when it was turned on me, like the sun was warming my skin on a winter’s day.

“Yes,” she said, with a slow nod. “Of course I want that, but…” She yawned so hard her jaw cracked. “Right now, I need to sleep.”

“Your wish is my command.”

I picked her up and dragged her away from the others, rolling us to the end of the bed and then snuggling her under the blankets.

“Hey, no fair!” Van yelped.

“Your turn to sleep in the wet spot, numbnuts,” I replied, right as I pressed a kiss to Kendall’s forehead.
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Kendall

I woke up before the lot of them the next morning, thought not to sneak out undetected. Instead, I walked into the massive kitchen, looking at it with fresh eyes. Gas hobs but a fan forced electric oven, shining bench tops, and at least one decent knife in the knife block. Yeah, I could work with that. I started pulling ingredients out of the fridge, remembering what Sunday breakfasts were always like.

Dad, before the doctor put him on cholesterol tablets, used to love a big, cooked breakfast on a lazy Sunday morning. And while we couldn’t spend a long time grazing on bacon and sausages, there were enough ingredients to make something nice. I hadn’t done this for a long time, but… Setting the heat on, preheating the frypans, finding cooking utensils, it all came back to me as easily as breathing, so when they woke up, they did so to a feast.

And so did I.

The three of them came filing in, bare chested and tousle haired and my mouth went dry. Not from the toast I’d been munching on but from the very pretty sight of a bunch of men who worked physically hard for a living putting their very big, very muscular bodies on display.

“Everything OK out here?” Connor asked, surveying the kitchen.

“Damn, bacon? I freaking love bacon!” Van went to grab some off the plate, but I slapped his hand with my spatula. “Fuck, baby!” He pulled his wounded hand back against his chest. “If you wanna spank me, save it for the bedroom.”

“If you want bacon I cooked, you need to sit down,” I shot back.

I was treated to a sharp salute, Van sitting at one of the four place settings still on the dining room table. I’d disposed of the now-stale bread and put the shepherd’s pie in the fridge, but the remains of the dinner still haunted me.

“So what’s all this?” Connor asked with the gentlest smile, but I saw the concern in his eyes. It was easy to detect now, but I had to wonder how many times before he’d shot me the same look.

“Today is yes day,” I replied, turning back to the hot plate and sliding the spatula under the fried eggs before depositing them on a plate. “You want eggs over easy? Yes. You want them scrambled. Yes.” I shot him a sidelong look. “I guess I discovered that a lot of good things can come my way if I start saying yes to things, so yes it is today.”

“Yes to everything?”

Gage loomed behind me, hands going to my hips, his body following mine as I worked.

“Well, please don’t make me say yes to anal with that monster.” I pushed back with my arse and then gave a little wiggle when I felt the anaconda in his pants. “Because I think that will have me ending up in hospital.”

“Fuck yeah!” Van shouted. “In your face. I told you that having a big dick has its drawbacks.”

“That’s exactly what a guy with a small dick would say,” Gage shot back, pulling away.

“My dick is not small,” Van spluttered. “It’s just not freakishly thick like yours is.”

“It’s perfect.” Gage was about to say something else to rile Van up, but I appeared at Van’s shoulder with the frypan. “Now, eggs?”

“Damn straight,” he replied. “Hit me with them. It’s been ages since I’ve eaten your cooking, then maybe afterwards—”

“You could take me to work?” It might be yes day, but that didn’t mean I couldn’t manipulate the situation. Van pretended to frown, but his lips twitched up into a smile pretty quickly.

“Yeah, I can. Now, can I have some crispy bacon?”

Connor and Gage weren’t satisfied with just sitting there, helping me by making toast and then plating up food so that minutes later we all ended up around the table, ready to have breakfast. Right as I grabbed my knife and fork, I looked around at each one of them. Van had already dug into his food with gusto, but Gage was slicing up his sausages much more sedately as Connor watched me.

“I just wanted to say something.” Would they always stop everything that they were doing so they could focus on me like this? It was kind of exciting to know I’d find out. “I’m sorry I didn’t make it to dinner last night.”

“It’s fine.” Connor was waving it away without a thought, focussed now entirely on the toast pile.

“It’s not. If I’d known… If I’d thought…” I sucked in a breath and then let it out slowly. “I’d have been here. I thought the other day was just… blowing off steam. I didn’t expect…” My eyes went to my plate, so I didn’t see Connor slide his hand across the table and take mine. I never expected to find comfort in holding his hand, but as I turned to look at him, I saw what we could be rather than what we were. “I didn’t expect you guys to go all out for me, so I figured I’d do something nice in return.”

“You didn’t have to,” Connor told me.

“But I won’t complain if you do.” Van shoved some more bacon into his mouth. “Damn, that’s good…”

“You’re gonna choke.” Gage watched him with the same kind of weird fascination that people used when they saw a boa constrictor dislocate its jaw to fit more food in.

“That’s what she said.”

It took us several seconds to realise what Van said because he’d sprayed bacon over the table as he mumbled the words.

“Oh my god.” I groaned along with the others. “I take it back. This is no day. Absolutely freaking no day.”

“You don’t mean it.” Van had swallowed his bacon, but the grease still stained his chin as he advanced on me.

“No. No.” I got up and held a hand out, but he kept on coming. “Connor!”

He reached out, pulling me behind him, only to step up to Van.

“Oh, so it’s like that now?” Van said, trying to reach past Connor to get to me.

“Yeah, it is.” Gage picked Van up bodily, carrying him squirming over to his chair and then sitting the other man down, resting his elbow on Van’s head when he threatened to get up. “Eat your damn breakfast. Kendall can’t be late for the first day of her apprenticeship.”

“Well, I haven’t signed anything yet—” I started to say.

“We’ll get the lawyers to look over the contract,” Connor said, grabbing his phone and starting to tap out a note to himself.

“But not yet.” Gage set Connor’s phone on the table and then looked across at me. “We woke up to a gift.” His eyes softened the longer he gazed at me. “Let’s just appreciate that right now.”

I flushed bright red, forced to look away as I waited for the teasing to start.

“Damn straight,” Van added, winking when I glanced his way. “And I get to drive Kendall to work.”

“I’m coming with,” Gage said.

“No, you’re not.”

I smiled and shook my head at the bickering before starting in on my own breakfast.

“Kendall!” Chris greeted me with far more enthusiasm than usual as I walked in the door, before my boss looked across at Van. “Nice to see ya, young fella. Now, love, have you had a think about the apprenticeship idea?”

“Yes.” I said the word with some satisfaction. “I’m keen if you are.”

“Good, good! I put an ad in the local classifieds to find someone else to make coffee…” A jingle of the bells tied to the back of the door had all our heads jerking up. “That’s probably one of them now. Did you want to come and meet them? You’d have the best idea as to who’d be a good replacement…”

If Chris was wondering why Van had accompanied me into the shop, his silent question was quickly answered. My… boyfriend-that still felt weird to think about-tugged me close and kissed me so very thoroughly that Chris had to clear his throat uncomfortably to make Van stop. So with a head that was still spinning, I met the first candidate.

“She seemed to know her shit,” Chris said once Olivia, the girl who’d come for an interview, had left. He sipped the coffee she’d made and nodded. “Coffee tastes good. What do you think? Is she up for the job?”

“Yes,” I replied with a smile.

“Well, all right. I’ll give her a call back and let her know the good news, but in the meantime, how about we make some sausage rolls? The recipe I’m about to show you was handed down through my family for generations, but none of my kids were interested in the bakery business. Too many early-morning starts for them…”

I listened to his chatter as we walked into the kitchen but didn’t really hear it. All that gleaming stainless steel, the smell of flour and sugar and savoury herbs, it felt like coming home. I ran my fingers across the clean work bench as he hauled a massive bowl of sausage mince over.

“So, where do we start?”

It was a tricky day. Chris and I usually occupied our own spaces. He ran himself ragged in the kitchen, and I manned the register. Instead we had less work and more. He went out and served customers some of the time, gruffly telling them he didn’t make fancy coffees when they tried to order something with drizzles of syrup, leaving me to make more sausage rolls than I had in my life. When they were in the oven, baking until golden brown, I moved out the front and tried to soothe the ruffled feathers of our regulars. Time just flew by, right up until Barbie bounced into the shop.

“Hey—”

“I hear it’s yes day!” She leaned on the front counter with a grin. “That means you are coming shopping with me.”

“How the hell did you find out about that?”

Her informants walked in the door then, looking like something from a hot tradie guy calendar or something. Some dirt on their knuckles and some sawdust in Van’s hair and I was sold one hundred percent.

“Ahh, so it really is yes day.” Barbie’s smile widened. “Yes to all that dick.” She jerked away, miming some kind of porn scenario that had me never wanting to look at her search history and I told her just that. “Hey, I’ve been doing research for you.” She poked me in the shoulder. “That’s what besties do. We work out all the weird and wonderful ways you can have a gang bang each night.”

“Shut, and I say this with all love, the fuck up,” I told her.

“You need to keep things fresh.” She shifted gear, now sounding like a therapist or something equally insane. “It’s hard enough when it’s one dude. Like I never thought I’d get into Star Wars role play—”

“Oh my god, really?”

I stared at her openly. Alan was a lot of things, but nerdy wasn’t one of them.

“Nah!” She gave me a shove. “But sometimes he does get dressed up in—”

“Barbie.”

One word from Connor and her bullshit stopped, and that was reason enough to couple up, throuple, or whatever the fuck this was with the guys.

“Right, right, so the guys got in touch, and as it’s late-night shopping tonight, we’re going shopping!” She threw her arms up with a squeal. “You never let me spend Alan’s money on you, so now you can spend theirs.”

“Um, no—” I started to say.

“Yes.” Gage settled against the counter behind me before pushing a black credit card my way. “Who else would we spend it on?”

“I don’t need clothes.” I brushed a hand self-consciously over my flour-stained apron but then whipped it off. “I keep telling you, Barbie, I’m happy with the way I dress.”

“Like a hobo.” She nodded. “I get it, but that’s why we’re not going dress shopping.”

“Our home is yours now,” Connor told me. “But we need to get you some of your own stuff to personalise it.”

“Oh.” I blinked, trying to imagine adding knickknacks or picture frames to the glossy interior of the house. “So we’re going to IKEA?”

“God no!” Barbie punched me in the arm. “This relationship is too new for that. You have to work up to the ordeal that is an IKEA trip together. No, we’re going to…”

“A homewares place?” I said as I stumbled out of the van. We’d driven across town to… here. Glossy pans or pastel-painted ones filled the kitchen windows in artful displays. “You brought me to get cookware?”

“I told them that this kind of gift usually gets a guy junk punched, but you’re weird about cookware,” Barbie said. “All ceramic coated this or stainless steel that. I know way, way, way more about Teflon coating than I ever wanted to, so…” She grinned up at me, shoving her elbow out for me to take. “Are you ready to go shopping?”

Yes day was turning out pretty damn good, so I said the only thing I could.

“Fuck yeah.”


Chapter 44



Gage

“I don’t get it,” Van hissed at me as we picked our way very carefully through aisles of fragile china. “It’s just shit that you cook food on. Why is it such a big deal to Kendall and…?” He blanched when he peered at a price tag. “Why is it so damn expensive?”

“Why did we buy that brand-new DeWalt circular saw?” I asked him. “The old one was fine.”

“But it had a laser sight and it takes one of those newer, longer-life batteries,” he replied. “The blades last longer and… Oh.”

I knew he’d work it out eventually. He glanced back to where Barbie was pointing out one thing then another, getting more and more excited by the second, but my girl wasn’t really paying attention. Instead, she picked up a pastel green pot, turning it over in her hands as she inspected it with a reverence we saved for tools.

“So Barbie was right.” Connor came to stand beside us after having a word with one of the sales assistants. He’d made clear what the brief was today: for Kendall to walk out of here with everything she could possibly want for the kitchen. I didn’t care if we were the only ones who used the items we bought. We just wanted her to have the best of the best in case she ever decided she wanted to cook. “This is exactly where we needed to take Kendall. I thought massages—”

“We can still do that.” I grinned despite myself—and had been all day. Some of the guys made mention of it, giving me shit, but I didn’t care. I was on top of the damn world. “We can do all the things you’ve got stored away in that head of yours.” I glanced at Connor. “That’s what this means. Kendall said yes.”

“Kendall said yes.”

The other two repeated those words with the kind of reverence people save for sacred rites, though in some ways that was what this felt like. My destiny, that was what had me moving towards her.

“What do you think?” I asked as I sidled up to my girl.

“I like the purple,” she said, picking that pot up. “But the green would suit your decor better.”

“So get the purple.”

“Maybe some green, some purple…” She tapped the bottom of her lip. “I mean, how many am I buying? This is the kind of cookware that will last a lifetime, but that comes at a cost…”

I clicked my fingers to get the attention of a passing salesperson, which in hindsight was kinda rude, but I wasn’t focussed on that.

“Do you have this entire range in purple and green?” I asked, waving a hand in the general direction of the items.

“Yes, we do,” the woman said, her manner warming instantly.

“We’ll grab both then.”

“Gage…!” Kendall gripped my arm and hissed that at me as I led her deeper into the store. “We can’t buy that much cookware!”

“Yes, we can.” I stopped to smile down at her. “Remember what today is?”

I hated that we had done this to Kendall, made her all squirmy and uncomfortable when someone was nice to her, but I couldn’t look backwards, only forwards. I wanted her to get used to this shit. Fuck, even expect it. Take gifts with open arms like she had a right to. I tried to communicate all of that in my stare as I waited her out.

“It’s yes day,” she squeaked. “God…”

“Yes to being pampered. Yes to being looked after.” Barbie’s grin got broader and broader as she swooped in and gave my girl a hug. “Yes to finally being treated like a princess for once.” Her nose wrinkled. “A princess that cooks.” She shook her head and continued. “Yes to getting all the good dick.”

“Jesus, Barbie!” Kendall hissed, looking around guiltily, making me wonder exactly what she had been sharing with her best friend. “And anyway, where the hell are we going to store it all?” She looked up at me. “Your kitchen is big, but it’s not that big.”

“What’s not that big?” Van asked, appearing at her shoulder.

“Your dick,” I shot back, earning me a dark look. “But we’re going to need to build some more storage. Kendall’s buying a whole lot of cookware—”

“We don’t need two sets,” she insisted. “That’s so much money!”

“Let’s see if we can spend more on some decent knives,” I said with a grin, steering her down the aisle.

It took a few hours, but once the staff worked out what was going on, they proved to be very attentive. It was lucky we brought both vans because we ended up filling up the backs of both of them with all the things we purchased. We might not be able to spring for another yes day of this scale for a while, but it was worth it. Kendall’s grin hadn’t faded for a second, not even when we got home.

“I could make some great soups in winter with those stock pots.” I nodded along to her chatter. “Stew a bunch of bones real slowly over a long, long time and create a bunch of my own stock, then add some meat and vegetables.” Her eyes widened as she stared at me. “You’ve got a big yard. We could grow vegetables in the back.”

“We’ve got a big yard we can grow vegetables in,” I corrected.

I glanced at Connor, catching the moment he went very still. He’d paid good money to have the backyard landscaped and maintained. It didn’t mean shit to us, but he’d made clear it helped with the value of the house.

“A vegetable garden?” he said. Van and I shared a look, shaking our heads.

“Just remember what day it is, Connor,” Van said.

We watched Connor’s Adam’s apple bob right before he smiled.

“Yeah, we could do that. Why don’t you come out the back and show us where you think it could go?”

“Maybe we could ring for some Chinese takeaway and eat it out the back on the grass?” Van suggested.

“Eating under the stars?” She nodded slowly then grinned. “Yes, I’d like that.”

“Almost as much as Connor would like to build a vegetable garden.” He shot me a dark look, but I just grinned.

“You don’t like vegetables?” Kendall asked.

“I like vegetables just fine,” he replied, steering her out of the back door.

“He loves chickens even more.”

Having a chicken run would have Connor breaking out in hives. Chicken shit everywhere? Might be good fertiliser, but the smell and the mess was enough to get a firm no from him.

“Oh my god, free-range chickens would be amazing!” Kendall looked over her shoulder at me, making clear she understood the joke.

“Now, Kendall—” Connor started to say.

“What day is it today, Red?” Van called out as he put the takeaway order in.

“Yes day!”

She threw her arms up in the air, just like Barbie had.

“But chickens…?” It was then I knew just how much Kendall meant to Connor because as he let out a sigh, I knew she’d won. “Fine, you can have one.”

“You can’t just have one!” Kendall’s faux outrage was pitch perfect. “Chickens are pack animals.”

“They’re not…” Connor looked around, taking in her smirk and then ours, shaking his head before grimacing. “You fucking bastards. Is the vegetable garden a joke as well?”

“Nope. Mum always grew her own food in the backyard, and things like carrots taste way better when just pulled from the ground. The natural sugars are still present and…” Kendall paused, then grinned guiltily. “And you don’t care about any of that.”

“We do if you do,” he replied, taking her hand in his. “So, how big are you thinking?”

The backyard was expansive, a stylish combination of grass, carefully tended flower beds, and gravel entertainment areas spread before us, but it was soulless. None of us came out here except to hang the washing out. It’d be a good thing to dig up some of that grass, to install some long rows of freshly turned earth for Kendall to plant crops in. Not only would we apparently have sweeter carrots, we’d have a home, and I think Connor started to see it. All the times Mrs. Kennedy had us out the back pulling up weeds, having to instruct us very firmly on the difference between nuisance plants and seedlings. He nodded slowly as Kendall threw her arm around him, describing exactly what she was thinking.

“It’ll be just like before, won’t it?” Van came to stand beside me, keeping his voice low.

“Better.”

Because as I stared, if I squinted my eyes just a little, I saw a couple of small figures running around the two of them, playing in the water feature, shrieking as they splashed each other, and complaining when the gravel bit into the soft soles of their feet before asking to be carried. It was early days, but I couldn’t help but dream on yes day of two, maybe three, kids trailing after their mother.

“Yes,” I said finally. “Yes.”


Chapter 45



Kendall

I was still riding the high of yes day when my sister-in-law, Cheryl, came by the bakery.

“Hi there,” I said as I barrelled out of the kitchen. Olivia was being trained to take over from me but couldn’t start for a few days. “How can I…? Cheryl!”

“Say hello to Auntie Kendall!” she said, bending down to direct the two cutest kids in the world.

Kate was five and would start school next year, while Benny came a little sooner than Cheryl and Finn had planned, being only a year younger. The two of them looked up and then rushed around the counter to throw their arms around my legs.

“Arnie Ken Doll!” Benny still mangled my name and most words, but his cute little husky voice had me squeezing him and his sister tight.

“Hey, Benny boy.” I ruffled his hair. “And how’s my favourite princess?”

Kate gazed up at me with a big smile.

“Good! When are you coming around to play Barbies again? You do the best voices.”

“Do I?” I straightened up. “I’ll have to sort something out with your mum soon. Actually…” I tapped a finger on my bottom lip with exaggerated care. “I’ve just moved into a new place, one with a pool.”

“A pool!” Kate’s head whipped around. “Mum, can we go to Auntie Kendall’s place, please, please!” Her little hands clapped together under her chin.

“We’ll see.” Cheryl looked calm enough, but there was a slight shift in her tone that had me looking her way. “How about we get you two a finger bun to share—”

“To share…” the kids both whined.

“But Benny hogs all of it.”

“Kate licks all the icing off!”

“Are you OK with them having one each?” I asked Cheryl in a quiet voice.

“Sure.” She let out a long-suffering sigh which had me plating up two finger buns, one with sprinkles for Kate and one with chocolate icing for Benny, before I set them down at a table over on the edge of the bakery. “How about a muffin and a mugaccino for mum?”

“Thanks, Kendall,” Cheryl said with a smile. It wasn’t until I pushed both of them over that she finally told me why she was here. “Did you have time for a chat?”

I liked my sister-in-law. Not only was she brave enough to put up with Finn’s shit, but she was always unfailingly patient with the kids and kind to our side of the family. So when she asked that question, I nodded, right as a timer went off.

“Yes, but I can’t right now.” I frowned slightly. “I’m so sorry. I’m both cooking and serving at the moment and not doing either thing especially well.”

“You cook now?” She blinked at that, having come into our lives after I’d lost the apprenticeship.

“I do.” I popped a hip. “You’re looking at a brand-new first-year bakery apprentice.” The alarm kept blaring, and I caught the subtle scent of bread getting a little too overdone. “And I’ve gotta grab something out of the oven right now. Come by the guys’ place…” I stopped myself. “Our place after work. You know where, right?”

“You’ve moved into Connor and the boys’ place?” Her question was perfectly innocent, but reading between the lines, I could tell she knew in exactly what capacity.

“Finn filled you in?” I asked.

She shrugged, then shook her head, glancing back when she heard the kids giggling. They had icing all over their faces.

“As much as he can. You know your brother.” Did I ever. “He tells me his side of the story, but…” She turned back to me. “I’m just trying to put two and two together. The change to the business, everything.”

“We’ll talk this arvo,” I assured her, backing up towards the kitchen. “I should be home around three. That work for you?”

“You got it,” she said, grabbing her mug and raising it.

“Hey, baby…”

I’d managed to get away a little early, having time to grab a big haul of snacks I knew the kids liked on the way home and I was setting them up in bowls now as I felt a pair of arms go around me and lips press against my neck. One kiss, then another had me shivering before I turned around to find Van standing there. That lazy smile, the way all the golden pretty hair had been messed up by a long day at work had me wanting to move closer, clean him up, right before I got him dirty again.

“Mm… that look.” Another kiss and another. “I love it when you get that sparkle in your eyes.” More kisses. “Means you’re thinking something dirty, and I wanna find out exactly what.”

“Shit, we can’t.” I jerked away and turned to the snacks. “Cheryl and the kids are—” My explanation was cut off by the sound of the doorbell. “I said they could come by and use the pool.”

“Treating this place like it’s your home. That’s what I want to see,” he said as he pulled away and moved towards the front door. “As well as enough sugar to send two little kids into a diabetic coma.”

“Van!”

I heard Benny’s shriek all the way down the hall as the kids came stampeding in. Well, Kate did. Van had slung Benny up on his shoulders, giving him a horsey ride into the kitchen as his sister trailed behind him. Both Kate and Cheryl eyed the gap between Benny’s head and the light fittings, but when it looked like Benny was gonna get a forehead full of glass, Van dropped down with a chuckle then kept on going.

“So, how was work…” Cheryl looked down at the snacks as Kate drew closer, the little girl’s eyes like saucers. “Oh, you didn’t have to.”

“Kinda did. I apologise for the bad behaviour that is about to result, but it’s an auntie’s sacred duty to feed her niblings full of junk.”

“Mum, can I have some M&M’s, pleeease?” Kate asked.

“Well, say thank you,” Cheryl said.

“M&M’s!” Benny shouted, instantly letting go of Van’s shoulders, forcing my boyfriend to scramble to slow his slide down Van’s back. “I want M&M’s!” And with all the selfishness of a small child, he pushed forward, shoving his sister out the way.

Benny was just a little kid. Academically, I knew that the part of his brain that would contain capacity for empathy just wasn’t developed yet, but there was a strange kind of pain that came from watching Kate get pushed out of the way. Her eyes went wide, her hands threatening to lose their cache of chocolate buttons as pain, then outrage, flashed across her face.

“Muuum…!” Kate said in that high-pitched way only young children seem to master.

“Benny—!”

Cheryl snatched the bowl out of her son’s grip and held it up, trying to ensure he listened to what she had to say, but right as his face began to crease up, Van swept in.

“Hey, little buddy.” Was there anything more masculine than a man’s biceps popping as he held a child? “That’s not how we treat our sister. Look. Ben. Ben.” But the little boy was squirming determinedly, his face getting redder and redder by the minute. “Benny, Auntie Kendall bought all these snacks just for the two of you.” Van grabbed a Cheezel and crunched it. “Damn, that’s good.”

Benny watched Van chew his snack, eyes wide, and my guy just grinned.

“There’s enough for everyone,” Van said. “As long as we’re nice. Can you be nice to your sister?”

Crisis averted. A little nod from Benny meant he could be allowed down and rather than dive for the M&M’s, Benny went to the bowl of Cheezels, laughing as he put the rings of snacks on each of his fingers like they were jewellery. He crunched one, then another as Cheryl lowered the M&M bowl down.

“Kids…” She sighed. “Don’t ever have any or…” She looked speculatively at Van as he tossed Cheezels in the air and caught them with his mouth, something that had both kids laughing. “Or join me in the trenches. Yeah, do that.” My sister-in-law turned to face me. “That’s a possibility now, right?”

“The gossip mill has been going into overdrive?” I asked as I grabbed bottles of water out of the fridge, handing her one.

“In a way.” She frowned slightly. “I mean my husband comes home with a black eye, grumbling about the fact he’s being kicked out of a company that he helped build. I mean…” She shrugged. “I’ve got questions.”

“OK, shoot.”

As Van got the kids all ready to get into the pool, we went into the lounge room, watching the lot of them through the big, glass door.

“What…?” Her hand moved restlessly. “What happened? The guys seemed to be resolutely single, and while they had their ups and downs, the company seemed to be doing well. We didn’t see a lot of you, Kendall, but you seemed happy when we did.”

As I sank down onto the couch, a long sigh followed.

“If you really want to know, I need to go right back to the start.”

“OK.” She shot me a nervous smile. “I mean Finn doesn’t know I’m here. He thinks I went to a playgroup. Every time I try to ask what’s going on, he just grumbles some bullshit. Hit me, Kendall. Tell me everything.”

So I did.

“He did what?” I’d never heard Cheryl raise her voice before, but she did right now, staring at me intently, and somehow, that was validating. “I knew you guys were never close but…” She glanced over at Benny and Kate. “But to bully you for all those years.”

“He doesn’t treat you like that, right?” I asked.

It was something I’d always wondered about my brother’s relationship with his wife.

“I’d cut his balls off if he tried.” I snorted at that mental image, but her sharp tone went a long way to easing my fears. “But…”

“Muuuum!”

Kate had a pair of lungs on her, but she’d had to develop them. Her little brother was a bit of a terror. He’d splashed Kate, and when she began to splutter, a gleeful smile spread across his face. He went back for more, splashing and splashing until Van loomed between them. Kate shot him a grateful look right as Van stared down at Benny.

“Ben, we don’t treat your sister like that.”

Van didn’t realise it, but that actually helped heal something inside me. It was like a small bone just snicking back into place, easing all the other associated pain.

“Katie likes it,” Benny insisted.

“No, I don’t!” Kate snapped.

“She’s just being a girl…”

Fuck, didn’t that bring memories back, to when my gender was somehow a slur. It had filled me with outrage then, but I didn’t expect my hands to start shaking now. I rose at the same time as Cheryl, the two of us moving to intercept.

“Of course she’s being a girl,” Van told Benny. “She is a girl. Girls are awesome.”

“Ew…” Benny made an ugly face.

“Your mum is a girl.” The expression softened as the little boy looked through the glass door at Cheryl. “So’s Auntie Kendall. Girls are freaking amazing, Benny, but that’s not the point. Splashing someone when they tell you to stop is not OK.” Van’s eyes found mine through the glass. “Trust me, mate, if you can learn that now, it’ll save you a lot of trouble in the future.”

Apparently that settled the matter. Van had the two of them playing a game of Marco Polo, and seconds later, they were both giggling as Van floundered around blindly, trying to find them. But Cheryl? Her calm didn’t return so easily.

“He’s good with kids.” My eyes flicked sideways at the slight shake in her voice, and she shot me a tremulous smile. “I might be organising a baby shower for you in a year or two.”

“Maybe,” I replied.

“A dad that sticks up for his daughter.” Her eyes searched my face. “We both know how important that is. Katie can be a real whinger.”

“She must get that from Finn,” I said, trying to make a joke out of things, but it fell flat.

“She’s fussy and doesn’t like to get dirty, and Benny…” She shook her head. “He gets his hands into everything. We’re trying to get him to understand boundaries.” But then she shook her head sharply. “I’m trying to make him understand boundaries, but Finn…”

I could just imagine what my brother was doing. He was like Dad-lite, and every time he spouted the same shit that was outdated back in our parents’ day, I barely resisted the urge to nut punch him. He’d learned not to say ‘boys will be boys’ around me, lest he cop a lecture, but… None of us held Benny’s need to make noise and mess, to rampage through life, against him. We just wanted Kate to have the same privileges.

“Thanks for sitting down and filling me in on what’s going on. Finn’s a mess. He’s just been sitting at home, drinking every day, and when I try to talk to him…” Her lips thinned. “I think I know what I need to do now.”

What? I wanted to ask, politeness the only thing that stopped me. What will you do? I stared at the kids, saw Benny was harassing his sister again, but Van managed to redirect him, challenging him to a race. That competitive gleam in Benny’s eyes had him focussing entirely on Van, right before the two of them launched themselves across the water. Was history going to repeat itself? That was what I really wanted to know, but I kept my mouth shut.

“The reason why I first came to see you is there’s a BBQ on this weekend,” Cheryl said instead. “Your parents are coming to town to hang out with Van and Gage’s parents. The boys will get the invite soon enough, but I figured I’d let you know.”

I went very, very still right then, trying to imagine it. Gage carrying a slab of beer over his shoulder, me with a big salad in my arms, while Van and Connor… Everyone would look up, be delighted to see us, and then start putting two and two together. How did we all arrive at the same time? Why was Connor taking the salad from me and putting it on the trestle table? Why was Van swooping in to kiss…?

“Thanks,” I replied finally. “I’m not sure what we’ve got on then, but we’ll let the parents know.

“Sounds good.” She got up and opened the door. “C’mon, kids, it’s time to go!”

“Awww…”

Some complaints-Benny had a bit of a tantrum, but Van and I managed to jolly him out of it-and then the kids were bundled into the car.

“Maybe I’ll see the two of you on Saturday night?” Cheryl said from inside the car.

“What’s on Saturday night?” Van asked.

“Our parents are having a BBQ,” I replied.

“They are? Shit, and we’re invited.” We both waved as Cheryl’s car took off, the kids turning around to press their faces against the window, waving furiously as they pulled away. “So, are we going?”

I sucked in a breath, ready to answer, but the words just didn’t come out.


Chapter 46



Connor

“I can’t do this.” Kendall set the knife down with a clatter before snatching it back up again and checking the edge for nicks.

“Yes, you can.”

I came to stand behind her, running my hands along her shoulders, subtly trying to bring them down from around her ears.

“No, I can’t. Mum, Dad and Finn… I can’t. I’m not going.”

“Fine by me.” Van grabbed a chunk of carrot from her chopping board. Kendall spanked him across the knuckles with a wooden spoon, but he just grinned as he chewed up the carrot. Filthy animal. “There’s a footy game on tonight and—”

“Oh god, that’s probably why they came into town.” Kendall sagged against me, and my arms moved to cradle her closer. “They’re just gonna want to sit in front of the TV and watch the game and the women will—”

“Do whatever they damn well please.” I kissed her ear softly. “Watch the game. Drink wine and bitch. Dance naked—”

“Dude, that’s my mum you’re talking about.” Van’s nose wrinkled.

“Why are our mothers getting naked?” Gage had just returned from a run and was wiping the sweat from his face with a hand towel. My eyes narrowed, making clear he needed to stick that in the laundry basket afterwards.

“They’re not, because that’s disgusting,” Van said.

“So if I had children, you’d think I was disgusting naked?”

Kendall’s tone was as sharp as her knife.

“Kids…?” I knew that gleam in Van’s eyes because I felt the same damn thing every time I saw a family walk past. “You pregnant?”

“It could happen,” she said, waving the knifepoint in his direction. “Not right now because I’m on birth control, but—”

“Oh my god, that’d be so fucking hot,” Van groaned, and Gage and I clustered closer in response. “Your belly…” He made a curving motion with his hand. “And your tits. Like I already want to bury my face in them every minute of the day, but pregnant? They’d get bigger, right?” He glanced at us. “Right?”

“Shut up, idiot,” I told him, right before I pressed a kiss to Kendall’s neck. “You’re beautiful, period. Pregnant or childless, old or young. I promise I will stand to attention any time you decide to get naked for the rest of our lives.”

I’d meant that kinda light-hearted, but I didn’t do jokes well. She peered back over her shoulder at me, her eyes searching for the truth of the matter, but it was just there. There might be a game playing and the dads might cluster in the lounge room to watch, but not me, not Van, and not Gage. It didn’t matter how long we managed to stay together; I’d be by Kendall’s side. So I told her just that and apparently that was the right thing to say. Her smile spread as slowly as the sun’s dawn, lighting her up by the second, before she turned back to the salad she was preparing.

“We can do this,” she said.

“Yeah, we can.” Gage looked down at her chopping board. “So let us help you prep.”

Hours later, freshly showered and dressed, we walked up the driveway to Van’s parents’ house.

“Shit!” When Kendall froze to the spot, so did we.

“What?” Van asked, glancing around. “Did we forget the salads?”

“You’re holding one of them, dickhead,” Gage said with a dark look.

“OK, so did we make them wrong? Did we forget drinks?” Van looked around, seeing we had all the things we needed.

“What then?” Gage asked that gently, approaching Kendall like she was a frightened horse, not willing to make any fast moves.

“They’re gonna know.”

It wasn’t hard to work out who ‘they’ were because I’d already had this thought before we even got into the van. I had to admit, I liked it. If we walked into this BBQ with all of our families present—well, except mine—then everyone would know about our relationship. They’d see us together and know that Kendall belonged to us now.

“Your mother would’ve put two and two together when we asked for the shepherd’s pie recipe,” I told her.

“Yeah, but…” My girl turned around, and I soaked in the sight of her pretty, little, floaty top. I made sure my eyes didn’t drop down, meeting only her gaze. “They’re gonna know.”

“What?” I passed my burden over to Van as I ran a hand down her cheek. “That you’re ours. That we love you to fucking distraction?”

“I did nearly cut the top of my thumb with a circular saw the other day,” Van said with a nod.

“What?” Kendall’s attention snapped sideways, but I directed it back to me.

“That you’re our girl and we’re not going anywhere.” Gage said that, stepping forward, the two of us sheltering Kendall from the view of the house. Van moved quickly to join us. “This is who we are now, and they can either accept it or they can’t, but it won’t change anything.”

“If years of pining didn’t, then some grumpy parents won’t make a difference either,” I added.

“Right.” She let out a long breath. “Right. This is fine. Everything will be fine.”

But of course, it wasn’t.

“Here he is!” Van’s mother, Heather, got to her feet and came over, arms outstretched. “My boy! And you brought salad.” She shot it a wary look. “Is it edible?”

“Hello to you too, Mum.” He pressed a kiss to her cheek. “Kendall made it, so yeah, it tastes amazing.”

“Kendall!” Heather turned to our girl and rushed towards her, pressing a kiss to her cheek. “We haven’t seen you for ages. How are you, darling?”

“Ah, good…” Kendall replied. “I made a couple of salads.”

“Oh, you didn’t have to do that!” Heather said.

“Not one of those fancy schmancy ones with frigging goat’s cheese in it again?” A gruff voice announced that Bruce, Kendall’s dad, had arrived.

“One time, Dad,” Kendall replied with a sigh. “One beetroot and goat’s cheese—”

“I dunno what was in it, but I know it tasted like shit,” he announced, but his tone softened the moment he spied what was in her bowl. “You made that potato salad, with the sun-dried tomatoes and the stinky feet cheese.”

“Parmesan?”

“Parma-get-in-my-belly,” he enthused, setting his beer down and wrapping an arm around Kendall’s waist. “Let’s put that down on the trestle table and then you can have a beer with your old man. Finn’s here with the kids. No Cheryl though. She must have the flu.” I watched her get steered away from us, unable to focus on the chatter or the music playing, just Kendall. “So, has any fella turned your head? You need to settle down soon, love, if you’re gonna give your mother grandkids.”

“Give me what?”

Alice, her mother, walked out the back door and took the lot of us in with a slow smile. “What do you have there, boys? Some nice shepherd’s pie?”

“Why would the boys bring shepherd’s pie to a bloody BBQ, Alice?” Bruce said in irritation.

“Why indeed?” Alice was a quieter presence in the Kennedy household, but that wasn’t because she lacked strength. Her steely gaze made that clear right now. She took the three of us in, one eyebrow rising slowly in question. “Connor rang me up earlier to get the recipe, so I assumed it was because they wanted to bring some for dinner.”

“Doubt it,” Bruce blustered. “Not when there’s perfectly good sausages and hamburgers on offer. The only time we ever eat it is…”

I watched the man who’d been more of a father to me than my own think, almost able to hear the cogs in his head whirring. His eyes narrowed as I stepped closer to Kendall. Nothing in his expression improved as Gage did the same, as did Van. The man watched Kendall take a step away from him and towards us, his frown getting deeper by the second.

“Did you make shepherd’s pie for us tonight, love?” he asked his daughter gently.

“No, Dad. The guys made it for me.” Heather had returned with several drinks in hand and a ready smile on her face, but that faded as soon as she sensed the shift in mood.

“And what’re you boys doing making dinner for my daughter?” Bruce grumbled that like we’d committed some kind of cardinal sin. “You always acted like right little bastards when it came to Kendall.”

“When they were boys.” Heather tried to smile, her tone light, but her eyes flicked back and forth, taking us all in before settling finally on her son. She widened her eyes, glaring at him meaningfully to defuse the situation, but Van just shook his head slowly. “That’s all done with, isn’t it? All those bloody pranks.” Heather nudged Alice with her elbow. “Remember when Kendall washed all of the boys’ footy jumpers with her red dress. They wore pink and black for several weeks before I found a dye remover that would work.”

“No more pranks,” Kendall agreed, looking down when my fingers tangled with hers. Bruce caught that too, his expression growing more thunderous by the second, but that was nothing compared to what came next. He went an alarming shade of red when Van grabbed her other hand, cradling it against his chest. Heather’s mouth opened, shut, then opened again, but no sound came out. Kendall leaned backwards when Gage’s hands came to rest on her shoulders, her head finding its place in the hollow of his shoulder, right as she regarded the others. “The relationship between us has changed quite a lot.”

“Mum, the kids…” Finn walked in, his face looking a little better. His eye was a horrendous reddish-purple rather than black. He worked out what was going on, then sniffed. “Well, I kept my mouth shut about what was going on, so don’t blame me.”

“You knew…?” Bruce turned on his son with a growl.

“Calm down, Brucie—” Heather started to say.

“Don’t tell me to calm down!” Bruce seemed to swell to twice his size, storming up to the lot of us. “What the hell do you buggers think you’re doing with my daughter?”

“What was always on the cards, I’m guessing.” Alice’s voice cut through the noise with all the precision of a surgical scalpel. “Probably some of the same things we used to get up to with those key parties back in the 80s.”

“Jesus Christ, Alice…” Bruce hissed, looking around furtively.

“Fuck, you lot were swingers?” Finn’s eyebrows shot up to meet his hairline. “No freaking way.”

“It was a different time—” Heather tried to explain.

“Jesus, Mum, I promise to clean all of the guttering and repair that crack in the roof tiles if you never mention this again,” Van groaned.

“What’s going on?” Gage’s dad appeared, brandishing a pair of tongs. “Food’s nearly ready. Hello, Kendall! Long time, no see.”

“Do you know what your son has been doing with my daughter, Phil?” Bruce spluttered, stabbing his finger in our direction.

“Gage and Kendall?” Phil shook his head.

“Gage, and Connor, and Van, and Kendall.” Bruce listed us like we were co-defendants, facing a judge for the same crime. “They’re together.”

“What, like we were—?” Phil said.

“No.” They were my elders. I owed them respect due to their age and the relationships our families had shared, but they wouldn’t get this. I surveyed each and every one of them, waiting for them to fall silent before I spoke. “From what I can tell, you guys… experimented back in the day, and the less said about that, the better.”

“Hallelujah…” Van said, his eyes sliding skywards. “I will do literally anything to stop hearing about that.”

“But there was no pressing need to be together beyond a few drunken nights, right?” When I stared at her, Heather nodded, so did Phil, even Bruce followed suit. “You just wanted to have a little bit of fun. What we have with Kendall has nothing to do with fun.”

“Um… thanks?” Kendall shot me a sidelong look filled with incredulity and just a little amusement. “I think it was pretty damn funny when I had you showering in beef stock, Bonox.”

“Fuck, yes…” Van chuckled.

“Pretty sure you’ve still got a bit of glitter on you, Sparkle Tits,” Gage told him with a nudge.

“OK, so we’ve done a lot of dumb things to each other over the years, but…”

I sucked in a breath, somehow able to imagine having this same speech somewhere else. A pretty little chapel or even under a flowery archway at some beautiful destination. Kendall would be dressed in white, while we… I couldn’t finish that mental image because the world hadn’t progressed that far yet, able to show on screen the kind of love I shared with my girl and her boys.

“I might regret all of the shitty things I’ve ever done before but not this.” I plucked my hand from Kendall’s limp fingers, using both to cup her chin. Our parents, the world, it didn’t matter-just her. “Not Kendall. I’ve been in love with your daughter for longer than I can remember, Bruce, and while I’d like your blessing to pursue a relationship, I don’t need your permission.”

I stroked a thumb over Kendall’s cheek, watching her lips twitch and then curve into a smile.

“The three of us worked out pretty damn quick that Kendall was the only girl for us and we could either fight each other for the honour of walking by her side, or…” When Kendall breathed in, I did too, drawing oxygen into starved lungs. “Or we could spend the rest of our lives making sure she was the happiest woman in the world.”

“Kendall is going out with all of the boys?”

That was Maggie, Gage’s mother.

“A good question, Maggie.” I knew everyone’s voice here like I knew my own because of our shared history, but none sent cold fingers raking up my spine like his. “I’d like to know the answer to that too…” My eyes began to close, flinching in anticipation of a blow. “Son. What the hell do you think you’re playing at, pretending to be in some kind of… depraved relationship?”
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Connor

What the fuck was I thinking coming here?

“Get in the van,” I told my best mates, holding out the keys for one of them to take, but they didn’t. Instead the fob just hung in the air, spiralling slowly.

Just like my head.

Announcing what we were to each other to our whole families seemed like a good idea, but I knew it wasn’t. Bruce was gonna bluster and get all cranky. Heather was staring wide eyed. Maggie got to her feet and along with Phil, surrounded Gage, hugging him close but talking real damn fast. And my dad… I knew exactly what he thought, how he’d respond. The only way the other guys had managed to persuade me that coming here was a good idea was when Van insisted my parents weren’t invited.

But Heather…

She would’ve seen Dad up the street or Mum at the shops. There would’ve been this painfully awkward meeting where they looked down their nose at Heather and she just invited them anyway, because that’s what she was like. A heart as big as her son’s, maybe bigger, she’d be thinking family needs to be together, that getting everyone in the same room would be a damn fine idea rather than the horror show this was.

“I need everyone to get in the van now!”

I didn’t yell at my best friends, and I never intended to even raise my voice at Kendall. I fucking loved her, needed to pull her close and shelter her with my body right now, but I couldn’t. I willed Van to, or Gage, anyone but me, because the minute she got closer… As if summoned by my thought, Kendall did just that, appearing by my side as her eyes flicked from Dad to me and back again.

“Connor—?”

“Babe…” My voice shook on that, which had my jaw squaring. I clenched my teeth so tightly I feared they might crack, trying to get a handle on this. Then I sucked in a breath through my nose and spoke the words that needed to be said. “We need to go now. I can come back later, grab your new bowls—”

“So it is true?” Mum looked me up and down, her eyes narrowing the minute she did the same to Kendall. I shoved myself forward, feeling anger surge through me as I stepped in my mother’s way. “Connor? You’re… what, sleeping with all three of them?”

I let out a little bark of laughter. There was nothing wrong with being bisexual, but the thought of touching my best mates sexually made my mouth fill with bile.

“Sleep? Yes. Sex, which is what I assume you’re asking? Not with the guys, now—”

“And you’re just flaunting… whatever this is.” Mum waved her hand in the air. “To the entire world?” She didn’t wait for an answer, looking at Dad. “Mark, you know what this means.”

“I know, Jane.”

“If it gets out… If people find out…”

That was Mum’s constant refrain. It didn’t matter what happened behind closed doors as long as the right facade was maintained. I snorted, not meaning to, but it came out anyway. Where this snooty bullshit came from, I had no idea. Dad made damn good money, but he hadn’t sold this house and bought something more salubrious in a fancy inner-city suburb. As a family, we were more than comfortable but not truly rich.

And that was the problem.

Dad hit a glass ceiling early on in his success as a builder, finding that money only opened so many doors. There were parties he’d never get invited to and clubs he could never join, but that never stopped him trying. The problem was that Dad had become so successful in the construction industry because he was a cutthroat bastard, never afraid to cut someone’s legs out from under them if they got in his way. When he stared at me, then Kendall, I knew what danger lay behind that icy gaze.

Why the fuck wasn’t anyone moving?

“C’mon—” I grabbed Kendall’s hand, ready to tug her after me, because wherever she went, so would Van and Gage. We’d get back into the van and drive the fuck away from this street, from all of them. If we moved fast enough, we’d avoid this.

“Connor, you know I can’t support this.” Dad crossed his arms and stared me down. “I let you know beforehand what would happen if you were determined to pursue this insanity.” He shook his head sharply, just the once. “You’ve got a chance to walk away from the situation, Son.”

Son.

I only got called that when he thought he could use that title as a lever to pressure me into doing what he wanted, but as I stood there, meeting his gaze head on, I made clear it wouldn’t work.

Which meant I’d have to suffer the consequences.

“I can’t financially support this sort of relationship.”

“Financially support?” Van spat that out. “We’re not kids anymore, Mark.” He said my father’s first name like it was the worst of curse words. “You don’t pay our bills. We do.”

But that just made Dad smile.

“Shut up, Van,” Gage growled, smacking him in the chest.

“What? We don’t have to put up with his shit anymore. The prick thinks he’s someone fancy when he’s just—”

“The seed money,” Gage told him with a meaningful look. “The loan that got the business started?”

We’d needed tools, vans, worker’s compensation insurance, so many things when we just started. It’d been a company of just four workers, us, in the early days. Dad had helped us out with a loan, the terms set out clearly in a legal document. My advisor at the time pointed out the perilous position it put us in. Dad could demand his entire investment back at any point in time, but no one else was gonna lend that kind of money to a bunch of newly minted tradesmen. I had a vision, something Dad actually approved of, and that had led me to signing the deal. I’d worked hard to pay as much of it off as I dared, never wanting to put the company in jeopardy, but needing to get that monkey off my back.

How much were we up to now? My brain raced, trying to provide a number and failing, instead reminding me of the other financial obligation we needed to meet: paying Finn out. Could we swallow both of those costs? I didn’t know. My teeth ground together. I didn’t fucking know. But I needed to ,and that meant getting in the goddamn van and going home where I could hole up in my room and pour over our financial details. My father saw my indecision, sensing blood in the water, just like a fucking shark. His smile was as sharp as one as it slowly widened.

“We’re going now,” I said, my voice ringing out across the entire backyard. “You’ll get your fucking money.” I stabbed my finger in my father’s direction. “And so will you, Finn. I don’t know why all of you, the people who’re supposed to care about us the most, are being so fucking judgemental about a relationship that was always…” Words failed me as I stared into Kendall’s eyes, mutely pleading with her not to let their bullshit get to her. “It was always meant to be. There’s only ever been you for me, Kendall.”

“Same,” Gage said, stepping closer.

“You know it, beautiful,” Van added before looking back at the others. “Something I thought everyone here would be cooler about, especially as you had goddamn key parties, but… Fuck, if you can’t support the fact we fucking love Kendall, then…” He snatched the keys from my hand, finally doing what I asked. “Then don’t expect to see a whole lot of us because this isn’t going away. C’mon, babe.”

He wrapped his arm around Kendall’s waist and escorted her out of the party.

“Expect a call from my lawyers,” Dad said as I passed by and that stilled my steps.

“Wouldn’t expect anything less from you, Dad.” I let out a long sigh, then shook my head. “But if you’re worried about what your cronies will think of your son being in a relationship with a girl at the same time as his best mates, well, imagine how people will talk when I don’t turn up for your fancy Christmas parties.”

Mum let out a little gasp. There was nothing she loved more than holding lavish parties for Dad’s business contacts.

“You don’t need to sic your dogs on me. I’ll get you your money, but once that business relationship severs, so will everything else.” I met Dad’s eyes, then Mum’s. “You won’t see me again, ever. You won’t have to explain to your colleagues anything about your son’s relationship because as far as I’m concerned, you won’t have a son.”

Mum twittered something, and Dad responded in a low growl, but I didn’t pause to catch the content, striding back down the path and out of the backyard. The van was idling by the time I reached it, so I climbed in the back.

“Con—” Gage said, peering in the rear vision mirror at me.

“Just drive, please.” That last bit was tacked on to try and mitigate the harshness of my snappy tone. I didn’t do that either. “I need to get home and…”

Try and find a fucking way out of this mess. My heart clenched tight in my chest, like it was trying to squeeze every drop of blood out of it at the same time. I’d taken that loan from my father, knowing what strings were attached, but it was the only way I could see to go forward. To build something for the lot of us.

A life.

Gage nodded and did just that without a word, the van silent during the entire ride home. I stared out the windscreen as we pulled up at the house, filled with the knowledge that I’d pushed for the guys to buy this house rather than something more modest, in this suburb, rather than a much cheaper, but less safe one, further from the city. I’d pushed us to take on all of these financial burdens, investing our money in this rather than paying Dad out.

So I needed to find a way out of this.

“Connor—”

Kendall followed me as I strode through the front door, her hand going to my arm and it was her touch that stopped me. Just the feel of it, of her willingly reaching out to grab me filled me with a strange kind of light that threatened to dispel the shadows.

But I couldn’t allow that to happen.

“I need you to go with the others, just for tonight.” I pulled Kendall close, treasuring the way she fit against my chest. “I need…” I swallowed hard. “I need to sort this out, but come morning, I’ll have a solution, I promise.” Gage appeared over her shoulder, staring at me steadily, Van joining him moments later. “I’ll get this sorted.” I pulled back to look down at her, forcing myself to smile. “That’s why you have three boyfriends, babe. The other two can look after you while I—”

“No.” My heart sank as Kendall shook her head sharply. “No. That’s not how this is going to work, so”—she nodded to my bedroom door—“let’s go in and work out how big the problem is before we find a way to fix it.”
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Kendall

It was bad, really fucking bad.

“I should’ve been paying off that loan more aggressively.” Connor raked his hands through his hair before I reached over and stopped him. His fingers wrapped around mine as he stared at the computer screen.

“How much do we still owe?” Gage asked, crouching down beside me and rubbing a hand across my back.

“A lot. Like a whole lot,” Connor said.

“How much, Connor?” Van’s eyes widened. “How much?”

“Over a hundred thousand.”

“Fuck…” Van’s hiss was an echo of what we were all thinking.

“If we were just paying out Dad, we could take that hit, but…” Connor said.

They were also paying out my brother.

“I can talk to Finn—” I started to say.

“No.”

Each one of them said that about as firmly as they could without yelling. I blinked and shook my head.

“Even if we asked him to wait a bit for his payout…” But as soon as I said the words, I knew how stupid they were. He and Cheryl would be relying on that money as well. “Or maybe we don’t buy him out.” Connor’s eyes met mine, searching my face, and his frown deepened by the second. “I mean, fuck, the whole bakery apprenticeship thing is water under the bridge.”

“No, it’s not.” Connor turned around in his office chair and then pulled me down onto his lap. “It’s not. It was just one more thing in a long line of shitty behaviour and no one that loves you is going to be willing to subject you to that crap again.”

“You love me?” I rolled my eyes up to meet his, catching the moment when the thin line of his lips quirked up to an almost smile.

“You know I do,” he replied, trying to refocus on the screen, but I tilted his chin back my way.

“No, you love me.”

He paused then and the mood changed instantly, becoming less fraught and somehow fragile. I was gazing up at him and he was staring at me like we were the last people on Earth, but we weren’t. Gage and Van clustered closer, their hands taking mine, which shifted my focus. I couldn’t stop staring at each one of them, as if they were about to be snatched away. Perhaps that was what I was afraid of. We’d had a few golden days, where it felt like everything was falling into place and somehow sharing that with our bloody families threatened the peace we’d found. Well, not without a fight.

“Which is good, because I…” I’d never said this to another man ever, so I felt my vocal chords seize. “I love each one of you, and I’m not prepared to let us go down without a fight.”

“Say that again.” Gage’s tone had me staring at him. “Say it again, Kendall.”

“I’m not prepared for us to go down—”

“Not that bit,” he growled. “The other bit.” His eyes felt like they bored into mine. “The best bit.”

“I love you?”

I couldn’t even say that as a statement. All the excitement of tonight was nothing compared to this. I felt like I was standing on the edge of a precipice, the urge to just step off pushing me hard, but my muscles quivered, trying to keep me safe on land. Probably because there was a strange kind of surrender that came from just running up to that edge and jumping over, trusting that when I fell, someone would be there to catch me. So I straightened up and stared Gage in the eyes.

“I love you, Gage. Not as long as you guys say you did me, but… I wanted to. You were always so big and strong.” Van shifted restlessly by his side, then flushed when my focus shifted to him. “And I love you, Van. You were always golden and perfect.”

“She said I was perfect,” Van muttered. “I want that written down somewhere.”

“Was perfect,” Gage said, elbowing him. “Past tense, mate.”

“And I love you, Connor.” I felt him stiffen underneath me, but his grip tightened. “You were always so cool and smart and seemed to have everything together.”

Which seemed to be the wrong thing to say. He flopped back against his chair and let out a sigh.

“But then you looked behind the curtain and saw what a fuck up I am.” He raked his spare hand across his face. “Jesus, this must be such a letdown.”

“No.” I pulled his hand away, pressing my lips against the knuckles and just letting the warmth there bleed into me. “In some ways, it’s reassuring. I let a stupid prank stop me from doing something I loved for nearly ten years. People aren’t defined by the dumb shit they do, just how they find a way forward. You guys have bent over backwards to make me feel safe and secure since I’ve moved in here, so maybe now it’s time we work together to make sure we all feel that way. I mean, if we’re gonna do this—”

“We’re gonna do this,” Gage assured me.

“Then let’s find a way to do that together.”

When Connor shook his head, I thought he was going to say no and try to take all of this on himself. Instead, he let out a harsh sigh then straightened up, swivelling away from his computer.

“The figures are all here. Maybe a fresh set of eyes would help.”

A fresh set of eyes…

I fished out my phone and tapped on the screen, bringing up Barbie’s contact and putting a call through before the others could stop me.

“Biiiitch,” she answered. “How was breaking the news to the fam? Terrible? It was terrible, wasn’t it? Don’t worry about those fuckers. If they can’t accept the beautiful thing that is the four of you, then that’s their loss. We’re your family now.”

“Barbie—”

“We’ll do orphan Christmases here, or maybe at your awesome house. Sitting by the pool as the guys grill the meat.”

“Barbie—”

“But whatever. Fuck them if they can’t accept who you are. Fuck them and fuck that.”

“Barbie, can you shut up for just a second?” Blessed silence followed. “I need your help.”

“Commiseration margaritas? I’ll be there in ten.”

“No, I mean I need Alan’s help.”

I winced, knowing what was coming. Alan was intense when it came to finances. He’d offered to do an overhaul of my budget, sure he could find some slack that could be funnelled into investments or at least a term deposit account.

“Oh honey, I’m not sure what financial emergency you’ve found yourself in, but we’ll be there shortly. Alan!”

“What?” came a muffled reply.

“Kendall needs financial advice!”

“Of course she does. Are we going over or should I set up a Zoom call?”

“You are not talking to my bestie about her issues over Zoom. Grab your damn briefcase and let’s go!”

“Should we be bringing someone else in on this?” Gage asked as I ended the call.

“If anyone is able to get us out of a financial mess, it’s Alan. The guy is supposed to be a freaking genius,” I replied. “You wanted fresh eyes? Well, I’m bringing some in. Some that have knowledge about what’s legally possible.”

“We can talk to this Alan,” Van said. “It doesn’t cost us anything to listen.”

“What’re they doing?” Barbie whispered. She’d burst in, grabbing me in a big hug but Alan followed much more slowly. He looked the house over, an approving look in his eyes, right up until the point he spied the guys.

“So you’re Connor Woods,” Alan said, holding out a hand for my boyfriend to shake. “I’ve heard a lot about you.”

“Haven’t heard anything about you at all, mate.” Connor reached over and shook Alan’s hand hard. “You are…?”

“Alan, Alan Rickards.” He flexed his fingers when Connor finally let go. “Barbie’s partner. Kendall has been a part of our lives for some time. She’s like a sister to me.”

“Ohh… I get it.” Barbie waved a finger through the air. “This is like when strange dogs meet each other at the dog park. They’re circling around each other, sniffing each other’s butt.”

“A real sister,” Alan continued. “One I care about deeply.”

Barbie and I looked at each other, our eyes going wide at that. Alan was always unfailingly patient with me, but I never expected this. He was doing the whole big brother thing.

“Not more than us, mate.” Van offered him his hand, staring pointedly at Alan as he shook it. “Not for as long. There’s nothing more important to us than making sure things are financially secure for Kendall.”

Apparently those were the magic words. All the stiffness left Alan’s body and he smiled sheepishly.

“Then we want the same things.”

“A beer?” Gage opened the fridge and handed them out, the four of them cracking the cans and then standing around as they took a sip, the mood now considerably warmer. “I’m Gage. So what do you think you can do for us?”

“That remains to be seen.” Alan slid his briefcase onto the kitchen counter. “I’m gonna need to see all of this year’s financials, if not the last few. Any loans…” He noted the way the three of them stiffened. “Maybe we should start with those?”

Connor went into his bedroom and retrieved his laptop and then they went to work.

“If you want to pay out both investors at the same time, then you’re gonna need to find some money from somewhere else,” Alan said.

“I know that.”

Connor’s arms crossed his chest, gripping tightly until I went and grabbed his hand.

“You could do that by saving on some of your overheads, like reducing your staff,” Alan suggested.

“There are blokes who’ve been with us since the moment we put people on,” Van protested. “Blokes who need that pay cheque to keep a roof over their heads.”

“Well, you could sell off some assets. There’s the tools, the vans—” Alan continued.

“All pretty essential to the business,” Gage said.

“Or there’s other assets.” Alan looked around at the house. “A four bedroom place in a nice neighbourhood with good schools near it. You’d be able to sell this for a nice chunk of change.”

“We built it in this area for exactly that reason.” Connor stared at Alan, willing him to understand. “So that if one day…” He looked my way and it felt like his eyes speared straight into me. “If one day we found Kendall, we’d have something to offer her.”

“Oh my god, bestie!” Barbie’s whisper became a little squeak. “They went Field of Dreams for you.”

But rather than grab her hand, I shook her grip off.

“You do,” I told him, proud of myself for keeping my voice even when I felt anything but. “You have a whole lot to offer, but that’s not this house.” I looked around it, seeing the kitchen, the living room, the pool beyond it and knew I’d miss it, but not as much as them. “I love this place. You’ve obviously put a lot of work into making it a great place to live, with the pool—”

“And the garden bed you were going to grow vegetables in,” Connor said. “A kitchen you were going to cook soup in. You started dreaming of a future here, one with us in it. I’m not letting that go, Kendall, I’m not.”

“We can sell the place, move into a rental, save a bit of money and buy another place at some point,” I told him, all confidence when I felt none. Renting was tough right now and house prices were skyrocketing. It was how I ended up here in the first place. “We don’t have to live here.”

“In someone else’s house, paying off their mortgage?” Connor shook his head. “No, not that. I’ll talk to Dad, see if I can reason with him—”

“There’s always a business loan,” Alan continued. “It won’t be interest free like the one you got from your father.”

“And how’s that going to affect our bottom line?” Gage asked, peering at the loan calculator on Alan’s laptop.

“Or I could connect you with some of the people I know,” Alan continued. “I know some investors who might be willing to come on board at a lower interest rate.”

“We shouldn’t have had yes day.” Where the hell had that come from? My mouth opened and words just came out. “We shouldn’t have gone shopping. You bought me not one set of cookware, but two.”

“Kendall—” Gage started to say.

“No, you spent… thousands on me.” My heart started to pound. “And you—”

“Will do so again.” Gage pressed his forehead to mine. “The look on your face… I’d pay twice as much to see you looking that happy.”

“But now we’re in the shit, and you’re talking about selling the house—” I babbled.

“We’re not selling the house,” Van and Connor said at the same time, glancing at each other and then me. “This is our home.”

“Then what about selling up?” Alan asked. “You could sell the business and hope the new owners keep the staff on. You’ve built a successful company in a relatively short period of time. Seems like you’re capable of doing that again. If you get a good price for it, you could pay out both of your investors and have a chunk of money left over to reinvest in the new company. You might have to go back to the days of the three of you doing all the work, but it’s a possibility. It’d resolve your financial obligations and keep a roof over your head.”

But it would mean losing everything they’d worked so hard for.

“That’s probably our best bet right now,” Connor said, nodding slowly. “It’s definitely what the lawyers want.”

“Whaddya reckon, babe?” Van asked. “Will you think I’m sexy, coming home all hot and sweaty and covered in dirt?”

“It’d just give me an excuse to wash you off every afternoon.” I said that with a lighthearted smile, but my mind had started to race. What if there was another way?

“Are you going to be OK?” Barbie asked as we walked her and Alan to the door. Hours had gone by and we weren’t any closer to finding a solution that made all of us happy.

“We’ll be fine,” I told her. “They don’t like the idea of it, but we could do just as well in a rental out in the western suburbs for a while. We could even rent this place out and find somewhere cheaper to live in the meantime. At least if we end up living in someone’s shed, they’ve got the skills to make it habitable.”

“Kendall…”

I was trying to make light of the situation, but her blue eyes filled with concern.

“We’ll be OK. It’s just…” Connor, that was what I wanted to say. We were in problem-solving mode, but he was in… pain. A pain I knew all too well, when the people who’re supposed to love you most don’t. “We’ll find a way past this.”

“We…” Barbie nodded slowly, her smile spreading. “You’re part of a we, Kendall. They are completely gone on you, but you’re… You love them too.”

“I do.” I glanced back to where Alan was still chatting to the guys, handing out business cards. “I really do. I think I always did.”

“See, I—”

I slapped a hand over her mouth and shot her a dark look.

“There will be no ‘I told you so’ happening here.”

“I informed you as much?” She wrinkled her nose at that. “I made clear that this was the case? Nah. I communicated that this was an inevitable outcome.”

“You see, when you talk like this, people might actually mistake you for being smart,” I said. “They’d be wrong, but still.”

She just chuckled as she moved in to give me a hug.

“It’ll all work out in the end.”

That’s what I hoped. It felt like a tiny little flame flickering in my chest. The guys had stoked it back to life and it just wouldn’t go out now. I squeezed her back and then walked her out to her car, waving as Alan and Barbie got in and drove away.

“I really need a beer,” Van groaned, but Connor turned to go back into the house.

“You do that. I’m gonna run the numbers again.”

“No.”

All three of them turned to face me then, their faces a mixture of quizzical and stubborn.

“What’ve you got in mind?” Van shimmied on over to me. “Something in the bedroom?”

“Yes.”

“I… can’t.” It seemed to take something from Connor to admit that, the words forced out between his lips. “I’m not going to be able to sleep anyway so—”

“Get your arse in our bed, Woods.”

“Mm…” Just a small little grunt from Gage had him moving towards me, something devilish dancing in his eyes. “I think I like it when you get bossy.”

“Boss them around all you like, but I need to work out what the hell we’re going to do.”

That was supposed to be the end of that, according to Connor, but it wasn’t. I could see he was stretched thin, knowing that horrible weariness that hits you so hard you feel like you’re drowning in it, only for the next wave to smash into you.

But he was doing this all wrong.

I’d done the same myself, frantically sat up to all hours trying to find a way to survive, make it just one more day, but he had something I hadn’t. Not the damn house or the vans or anything material, but this.

Us.

“You need to get into that bed, Connor.” His lips moved to protest. “I need you in that bed.”

His throat worked, but no sound came out except a long-suffering sigh. He shook his head and then strode over, sinking his hand in my hair.

“Jesus, Kendall…” That kiss, one born from hard, demanding lips, was as angry as it was passionate, taking my mouth as his, rather than claiming it, but it went on and on until we were finally forced to step back and catch our breath.

“Bed, now.”

I pointed my finger at the door and then caught a wondrous sight: Connor Woods nodding slowly before turning to do exactly as I asked.

I hadn’t quite believed it possible, not until he disappeared from sight.

“You know what you’re doing?” Gage asked me.

“Nope.” I shot him a rueful smile. “I’ve never been in love with anyone else before so I’m just winging it.”

“Damn, baby…” Van’s smile was blinding as he moved closer.

“Three single blokes living in the same house,” I said. “One of you would have to have a bottle of massage or baby oil, right?”

“I got exactly what you need,” he told me.


Chapter 49



Connor

Maybe this wasn’t such a bad idea.

I’d stripped off angrily the minute I got into the room but sinking down onto the bed with only the light of the moon to guide me improved my mood a helluva lot. Exhaustion hit me like a ton of bricks, pinning me to the mattress. My eyes fluttered closed as I heard everyone else join me. Their voices were muffled, indistinct, but a sharp pop had me opening them again.

“I’m really tired…” I said as I felt someone crawl on the bed. “I think I’m gonna just crash.”

“Is that what you reckon?”

Kendall’s voice was like a siren song and normally it could rouse me out of whatever mood I was in, making me ready to do her bidding, but not now. I closed my eyes again, burying my face in sheets that still faintly smelled of her perfume and prepared myself to fall into sleep when I felt two slick hands slide across my shoulders.

“Kendall…”

I’d meant that as a rebuke, to tell her that she had me right where she wanted me but if I was to stay in this bed, it was to sleep. I felt hollow and empty and too full all at the same time, and I hated that. Her hands ignored my protest, skimming over my skin, making every nerve ending perk up and take notice, turning the tail end of her name into a groan.

“I think he likes that.”

Van, the fuckhead.

“Shut up.”

“Can’t hear you, mate.” A thud of something soft hit the back of my head. “Pillow’s in the way.”

My arms tightened and my fingers flexed, ready to grab another pillow and retaliate, but Kendall burrowed her fingers into my shoulders and forced my own to go lax. Jesus, I was putty in her hands. My spine lengthened and I sank down deeper into the bed as I felt her thighs move to straddle my hips, but it wasn’t until her arse perched on mine that I could truly relax. She had me pinned and there was nothing I could do.

How did she know my traps were aching from being locked in place, hunched over the damn laptop? How did her thumbs find the exact points in my shoulder blades to send weird bolts of referred pain through my entire upper back, only to erase it all as her hands passed? Why did every stroke of her open palm have me understanding cats better, my brain forced to stop worrying about Dad’s bullshit and follow the path of each one, the resulting sensation making every hair pull to attention with pleasure? I just wanted this to go on for ever and ever because then I didn’t have to deal with this.

Shame sat heavily in my gut, like I’d swallowed a great acid bath of it and it’d burned everything inside me all the way down. Academically, I knew I’d had no way to predict that Dad would pull this shit. I’d been wary but desperate when I went to him for the loan in the first place, but I’d assumed his investment in my success would keep us safe.

How wrong I was.

But that was the problem with people like Dad. Human beings couldn’t exist without things like trust and love, but he didn’t seem to need either. It was as if he was missing something crucial that made him human, and so there was no way to anticipate his actions. Something else guided him, and all I could do was try to get us as far away from him as possible. Maybe Alan was right. If we sold up, moved somewhere else—

“Turn over.”

I groaned, not wanting to move, but whatever Kendall asked of me, I’d do. She was everything, and if I didn’t have her right now, I didn’t know what I’d be doing. Sitting up all night worrying, then drinking enough beer to shut up the persistent voice inside my head that told me I wasn’t good enough maybe, but instead, I was faced with this.

My beautiful girl looming above me, the silver of the moonlight tracing the barest lines of her face as she stared down at me. Kendall looked as distant as a goddess and twice as beautiful. I just stared as she anointed her hands with oil, rubbing them together to create a slick sound, right before they came down. My whole body jumped at the warmth of her touch and then at the feel of her spreading the oil all over my chest, raking her fingers across tight muscles before she spoke.

“I think I know what you’re feeling right now.”

“Loose.” I barely murmured that.

She shook her head. “Shame.”

She had me relaxing, stroking my muscles, finding knots with unerring accuracy before her fingers dug in, but that word had all the tension flooding back.

“Didn’t realise I was that transparent.”

“You’re not.” Kendall ignored my terse tone, keeping her strokes long and loose. “But I know you, Connor.”

Not enough, evidently. Part of me was disappointed to realise that. She’d started strong, using the lure of her body to get me to relax a little but that hadn’t lasted long.

“I guess you do.”

My voice was tight, my reply bland. I didn’t want to talk about this anymore. If I was going to be forced to deal with this shit, I’d rather do it in front of my computer. I could start playing with scenarios, forcing my tired brain to think of more and more options because maybe one would get us out of this mess. I started to rise up off the bed, but her hand went around my throat. She used it to push me right down, her grip no doubt revealing the rapid thud of my pulse.

“You think this is your problem, your responsibility. You pay lip service to the idea that we’re all equal partners in this relationship, but we aren’t really. All the pleasure and the fun is ours.” Slick fingers trailed down my chest, swirling across my stomach. “And all the pain is yours.”

I had stuff to say about that, but every word was choked off as she wrapped her hand around my cock. I was sure I caught the moment when each finger curled around me, my whole spine curling.

“Kendall…”

I hadn’t felt like sex at all, but as soon as she touched me, my body came alive. Maybe because this was all brand new, or maybe because it always was her bitch, and I’d be hard and aching for her the moment she crooked a finger at me. But right now I felt those fingers slide down, my entire consciousness following with it.

“I love that you had the foresight to build a house big enough for all of us, in a good school district, just in case we decided to start a family.”

Did I? I couldn’t remember a damn thing, not as her palm swivelled over the head of my cock, there and gone again.

“I love that you’ve worked like a fucking Trojan to build something secure, something real, the entire time we’ve been apart.”

I was fucking her palm now, a terrible tension building. More than sex, more than desire, something else was coming with it.

“I love that every damn part of you is focussed on creating a family here. A safe space where we can all care for each other, but…”

Her hand stopped, and it felt like all of the air was sucked out of my lungs.

“But that goes both ways. Because I love you, Connor, and that means I can’t see you hurting.”

I couldn’t protest, let her know I was feeling anything other than pain right now. Her strokes tugged me along in more ways than one. I was caught up in this delicious spiral of mind-blowing pleasure, the fact that nothing was required from me in return somehow making it more intense. How did Kendall fucking know this was exactly what I needed? How did she drive me out of my damn mind? My hips moved faster, harder, craving the friction, but she pulled away.

“I want you feeling about as good as you can right now.”

“Was there a second ago,” I croaked.

“But I don’t want this to end too fast.”

More oil, I watched it drizzle over her fingertips and pool in her hand right before she cupped my balls and swirled her palm. I stiffened, the sensation exquisitely sensitive but also low-key terrifying. If she just squeezed a bee’s dick too hard… But Kendall didn’t, of course she didn’t, as she traced the shape of each testicle, then fanned her hands across my inner thighs.

“How far can I go?” she asked me.

“As far as you need to.” I was tired, so damn tired, but there was no rest for me until this was done. “Baby, you…”

My voice trailed away as a single finger slid lower, rubbing sensually against my taint in a way that had my hips moving again, only to drop further. Just a featherlight caress across my arse before she stopped and stared down at me.

“Massaging your prostate is supposed to be pretty damn good.”

“I…”

The need to respond was pressing down on me, but words stalled in my throat. I’d never thought of my arse other than something I needed to scrub in the shower, but now? She made me aware of nerve endings I’d never even known existed. My cock twitched, a helpless little spurt of pre-cum splattering across my stomach.

“Seems like part of you is keen, but I’m not doing anything until you say yes.”

“Yeess?”

She smirked then and never had I felt more powerless, though there was something safe about it. That Kendall held me literally in the palm of her hand and nothing bad could happen while she did.

“Maybe we could try things and if you don’t like it, you could say so.”

She kept her fingertip swirling in question until I went to reply, but a little moan escaped me rather than words. That made her chuckle, but she didn’t proceed, not until I said yes.

No, that was my first thought. I was being penetrated, not the other way around and that felt… weird. Like I was open, something inside me stroked. It was poky and uncomfortable and…

Fuck.

I said just that, my eyes going wide, but I didn’t see the ceiling. Just golden fucking stars as she stroked something that damn near took my head off.

“Oh fuck…”

What the hell was this? It was like my whole body was licked by a golden tongue, every part of me lighting up like a flame. I was in fucking ecstasy, rutting against her hand as she wrapped it back around my cock, working me from both ends. I was gonna cum, I just fucking knew it, but rather than it all coming rushing out of me in one big splatter, it just seemed to drip free. Each drop contained a world of pleasure, leaking free and exploding inside of me like fireworks. I was panting like mad, my whole head spinning, right before it all came to a head.

“Kendall… Kendall…”

I dragged her down as I fucking burst everywhere, cum splattering her skin as well as mine, then becoming a kind of lube to allow her body to slide against me. I rolled her over, pinning her to the bed, rutting against her soft stomach until finally everything was emptied out. There was nothing more to do but press my forehead to hers as I kissed the tip of her nose.

“Jesus, what the fuck was that?”

“Good, I hope.” She grinned up at me. “Enough to make you relax, if just for tonight.”

“I am fucking cooked,” I told her, already feeling my eyes start to close. “But you’re not. Gage, Van, look after our girl.”

“Like we weren’t here waiting for you to get over yourself,” Gage replied.

I dimly heard the sounds of kissing and smiled to myself, right before I fell asleep.


Chapter 50



Van

The others were going about everything wrong.

Like I got they were pissed when the parents started behaving badly, but that was the point when you pushed back, told them how you were feeling. I knew Connor’s dad had a pole jammed up his arse, but the rest? Gage and Kendall’s parents weren’t complete raging arseholes. They’d understand what was going on between the four of us once they got over the shock. I was determined that was what was gonna happen when I woke up the next day.

A kiss for Kendall on the tip of her cute little nose and then I pulled away, watching her roll towards Gage. He sleepily pulled her closer and breathed in her scent. They’d sleep in, wake up in a better mood, and I’d come home with fresh croissants and good news; I was sure of it, so I got out of bed and pulled on some clothes. I suppressed my whistle until I was out the front door and in the van, heading over to Mum and Dad’s.

“Hello, love.” Mum’s smile looked a little strained but that was probably due to her nursing a hangover. I plonked a to-go cup of her favourite coffee in front of her. “Oh, you’re a good boy.”

“Who’s a good boy?” Dad’s muffled voice said. “Me? Because, honey…” My father was halfway through undoing the towel wrapped around his waist to flash my mother when he saw me. “Van! What the fuck are you doing here, kid, and where’s the rest of your merry band? Don’t tell me that if you’re in a relationship with three other people you still can’t get a root?”

See, this was why we needed to talk.

“I’m not bi,” I told him.

“Nah, you’d be tri, wouldn’t you?” Dad smirked at Mum. “Try-sexual. Pretty sure he’d give anything a try once.”

“Stop it, Dean,” Mum said, slapping him on the shoulder, but she was smiling when she turned back to face me. “So, you decided to come back and talk us through what the hell is going on? I admit, everyone was a bit surprised, but I don’t think you needed to storm out like that.”

“Mark was being a dick, though,” Dad said. “Told you not to invite him, Heather. Thinks his shit doesn’t stink, that prick, and he’s shit at cooking on the BBQ.”

“Mark was being a dick,” I agreed. “He’s threatening to pull all the seed money he gave us to set up the company.” I settled down on one of the dining room chairs.

“So what does that mean, mate?” Dad asked, settling down beside Mum and reaching for her coffee. She slapped his hand away, but I had all of their attention.

“We could lose the house, the business, everything.”

I’d come in here all optimistic, thinking if I bounced through the door and explained everything, we’d sort this situation out, but how was I going to do that again?

“What?” Dad’s back jerked straight. “You boys have been doing very well for yourselves. Business is booming, and you have that nice house of yours. How much do you guys owe Mark Woods?”

“One hundred thousand.” I said it with a wince. When we’d taken the loan, I’d just said yes, not really thinking it through. Mark said it would be a no-interest loan, that we could take all the time we liked to pay it off. I knew Connor was making regular, sizeable repayments, especially when we sold a house for a really good price, but hadn’t thought too much beyond that.

“Shit…” Dad hissed.

“But you make regular repayments?” Mum said.

“Regular as clockwork,” I told her.

“And that’s not enough for Mark bloody Woods,” she spluttered.

“Now, Heather—”

“No.” Mum shook Dad’s hand off, getting to her feet. “I knew it wasn’t a good idea, getting money from Mark, but…” She frowned, then turned to me. “I’ll be back in a second.”

“Heather…?” Dad said. “Heather, what the hell are you doing?” We both followed her inside the house, and I saw the mess from last night, but we walked past bowls of stale chips and wilting salads to find this.

Mum was a packrat, always collecting things, but she was meticulous with her ‘filing system’ as Dad called it. Her cupboards might be packed tightly with stuff, but she knew where every single thing was; so when she pulled down a metal lockbox, I just blinked. Keys were produced from her bedside table and then she unlocked it.

“You’re not gonna like this.” Mum shot me a look over the open box. “It’s not something I’d ever want to show my child.”

“What the…?” Dad peered over her shoulder then shoved the lid back down again, reaching for the keys. “I thought you got rid of those?” he hissed.

“I don’t get rid of anything, you know that.” His long sigh confirmed it. “And for a good reason too. You never know when you’re gonna need something.”

Dad’s cheeks were flushed bright red, his eyes now a brilliant blue as he watched Mum hand over a bundle to me.

“What the…?”

Have you ever seen vintage porn? Like full bush, not a silicone-enhanced tit in sight porn? Well, apparently my mother was a collector of that, but as I peered at the black and white photos, I got an almighty shock. There were people fucking in every damn combination in the shots, but that wasn’t what had me tossing the photos on the bed. Because as they scattered across Mum’s bedspread, I realised who was in them. Not some proto-Only Fans performers, but… our parents.

“Mum…” I gritted my teeth, trying to meet my parents’ eyes and failing. I’d seen my parents do a lot of crazy shit but never that.

“Fuck, you lot were swingers?”

Finn’s voice echoed in my ears, reminding me of something I tried pretty hard to forget the moment I heard the news, but looking at those photos. it was pretty hard not to, until…

“Mark and Jane used to swing with you?”

I tried to reconcile the man and woman I saw in the photos, looking a lot younger, a helluva lot freer, and also nowhere near as respectable as they tried to appear now.

“It’s not information I would share with anyone else,” Mum said. “We were young and dumb—”

Dad shot me a dark look.

“Something you might know something about, Son.”

“But it doesn’t seem fair, Mark bloody Woods getting his knickers in a twist about the four of you, when he… and Jane…”

“She was the bloody worst of the two,” Dad muttered. “Gobbled down dick like it was going out of fashion.”

“Oh my god, the mental bleach I need right now.” I raked my hands through my hair. “Like for the love of god, let’s never talk…”

But then it occurred to me. This was a shitty, shitty plan, but Mark was basically trying to blackmail Connor into doing what he wanted, using the funds he’d leant us to set up the business. The man didn’t care about his son, just his damn reputation. When Connor approached him about providing us some seed money, Mark had leapt at the idea, because then his son wasn’t just swinging tools for someone else. Mark had wanted it to just be his son running our company, for us to be working for him, but when Connor made clear that was never going to happen, Mark had been forced to compromise. But now Connor’s dad was prepared to burn it to the ground because he didn’t agree with our lifestyle?

I couldn’t believe I was about to do this, but I dragged out my phone and started moving photos around the bed, taking shots of the ones that had Jane and Mark in them and handing the others back.

“What’re you thinking, kid?” Dad asked, approaching slowly. “You want to blackmail Mark Woods? I don’t think that’s smart.”

“Not blackmail,” Mum said with a nod. “Just reminding him and Jane of who they were. It’s easy as you get older to forget you were young once, trying to work out how to live your life, be happy.” She reached across and took Dad’s hand. “Who you love and want to spend the rest of your life with.”

“Only you, love.”

When Dad cradled my mother against his chest, I felt like I could see me and Kendall there, superimposed on top of them, holding onto each other even though the years had ticked by. And that drove what I saw in the photos out of my head. I’d do just about anything to make sure we had the same future. So I smiled-my face hurting as I did-at the sight of the love my parents still had for each other, at the love I felt for Kendall, right before I opened a text message and sent the photos to Connor.

“Well…” My voice cracked on that, but I smiled and cleared it when my parents looked my way. “This has been highly traumatising, but helpful. I need—”

“To give your old man a hand with the clean-up,” Dad finished for me with a grin.

“Dad—”

“And I believe you made mention of cleaning my gutters?” Mum said.

“Why the hell did you bring that up, kid?” Dad asked, moving to elbow me in the ribs. “So I’ll just get him the ladder and some gloves, shall I, Heather?”

“You’ll be getting up there too, you old goat,” Mum said. “Leaving our boy to labour in the hot sun all on his own? He needs to get home and back to that beautiful girl of his.” She came closer and put a hand on my arm. “It was all a bit of a shock last night, but Van, I’m happy for you, love. You’ve held a torch for Kendall for some time, haven’t you?”

“Longer than you might think,” I croaked. “I love you guys and I don’t want drama, but…” I shook my head. “Nothing’s gonna stop me from being with my girl. Nothing.”

“Better get your arse up on the roof then,” Dad said with a sigh. “Get these jobs knocked over and then you can run back to Kendall and start making some grandkids for us to spoil.”

“Ooh!” Mum clapped her hands. “Do you think we’ll get more grandies because there’s more guys?”

“Um… not sure that’s how it works, Mum,” I said.

“You’d have to have at least three. A cute little boy with your eyes, or a girl with your blonde hair.” Mum sighed, a familiar clucky look on her face. “Oh, she’d be just beautiful.”

“If you let me go now, I could start practising for kids really, really hard,” I pleaded.

“Not a fucking chance, stud.” Dad punched me in the arm. “Now get your arse outside. I had the birds and the bees talk with you when you were a young fella, but now’s when I can share the real good stuff.” His eyes twinkled as we walked through the house. “I know some real good positions—”

“I’ll do the gutters all by myself if you stop talking.” I groaned.

“Done deal, kid.”


Chapter 51



Gage

Kendall was used to me slipping out of bed early. She groaned into my chest, clawing at me to get closer when I started to roll free, but I pressed a kiss to her forehead.

“Just going for a run.” A little snort at that, her eyelids barely fluttering. “You could come if you like?”

I chuckled to myself as she rolled away abruptly, grabbing a spare pillow and putting it over her head.

Normally I’d be pulling on my running gear, chugging down a protein shake before taking off down the road, but instead I had another idea in mind. I brought out my phone and sent out a group text before I jumped in the van and left.

“Gage…” Mum rushed out to the front gate as soon as she heard my van turn up. “Are you all right, love? I’m sorry about last night, but you gave us a terrible shock.”

“I’m fine, Mum.” I reached down to give her a hug. “I know everyone needed time to process, but I couldn’t stand by and let Kendall be disrespected.”

She nodded slowly.

“You’ve always been sweet on her, haven’t you?”

Sweet? That wasn’t the right word to describe how I felt about Kendall. It evoked images of something light, pleasurable, easy to consume. No, what I felt was more like a damn landslide, carrying with it the momentum of years and years of sediment as it swept everything out of its path.

“Always,” I told Mum. “There’s never going to be any other girl for me. I loved her back when we were kids and that’s never stopped. It never will.”

“Then you better come in and talk to your father,” she said with a sigh.

“What were you bloody thinking?” Dad shot up, leaving his still-steaming coffee on the kitchen table. “Kendall Kennedy? She’s a good girl.”

“She is.”

I couldn’t help but smirk at that, remembering just how good she was last night. I’d watched her take Connor out of his head, in awe of the way she could settle him, and while my best mate got some sleep, Van and I had shown her just how much we appreciated her efforts. We lost count of how many orgasms were had, all the stress of the day exploding between us.

“Don’t stand there smirking like a gormless twit,” Dad raged. “This isn’t the way I raised you. You need to find your own woman, look after her, provide for her, not—”

“Love her.” Dad fell silent. “Want no one else but her. Feel a burning need to key lock the front door so Kendall couldn’t leave, but not letting myself do that. Listen to her talk like there was no one more interesting than her. Give her my van when her rust-bucket of a car was on its last legs. Keep her safe. Dad, that’s what burns inside my chest. A fire that has never gone out and it never will. I don’t know what you think is going on, but… I love Kendall Kennedy, and the boys and I aim to show her that every fucking day. We’ll keep people in our lives that can respect that, but if they can’t…”

I watched my dad’s brows twitch, a frown forming then smoothing, both of the bushy caterpillars rising in surprise, only to frown again.

“You love her?”

“There’s never been anyone else,” I told him.

Mum’s hand rose to her lips, but Dad wasn’t done.

“But you lot treated her terribly.”

“I’m not saying I was very good at loving Kendall…” I stared at Mum’s carpet, following the old, dated swirl pattern and when my eyes finally lifted, I saw a change in both my parents’ expressions. “But I’ve worked damn hard on learning the past few years. I read a lot of books, listened to a lot of podcasts at work.”

“Not sure what you’re gonna find there,” Dad grumped. “Put her first, that’s all the advice you really need.”

I smiled, knowing that was true, but also that the podcasts I listened to provided concrete strategies to use that would help me to do just that. There was no point in arguing about it. Dad was a stubborn old prick who thought he knew everything that was worth knowing, which was why I was here in the first place. Right as I was about to agree with him, I heard a sharp knock at the door.

“Who could that be?” Mum asked, bustling over, but I knew. I’d sent Finn a text on my way over here and sure enough, there he was, standing in the doorway.

Along with his parents.

“Morning, Maggie,” Bruce said, all friendliness until he saw me. His eyes narrowed as he took me in, a growl forming in his chest. “What’s he—?”

“Well, considering this is Gage’s parent’s place, I’m assuming he’s here to try to sort things out about last night,” Alice said, poking her husband in the back. “So let’s go inside and do just that rather than hovering on the doorstep.”

The lounge room felt too full as Mum fluttered and Dad got up to say g’day to Bruce, but Finn just walked right up to me, crossing his arms.

“I’ve got a black eye. My wife has moved out to stay at her mother’s, and my sister isn’t talking to me. My best friends are trying to kick me out of the company I helped build. What do you want, Gage?”

“To fix everything.” Real emotion bled through into my voice and that had his eyebrow jerking up. “I’m just like you, Finn. I want the woman I love to be happy and I’ll do whatever it takes to ensure she stays that way.”

“So how do I make Cheryl happy, Gage?” Finn said. “How do I get her to come back home to a house I don’t know if we’re still going to be able to afford? How do I…?” Our parents looked up from what they were chatting, obviously sensing the growing tension. “How do I make things right?”

I’d never expected to hear Finn’s voice crack, to see real tears in his eyes, but somehow that gave me hope. If he was feeling like shit, maybe he’d see it. What Mark had done was a gift of sorts because he’d made clear something I already knew. Things couldn’t just stay as they were. Everything needed to change for all of us to have the kind of future we wanted and we could either embrace that… My hand clapped down on Finn’s shoulder and gave it a squeeze. Or they could be left behind.

“I asked all of you over here for a reason,” I told the entire room. “Last night didn’t go very well, but… we’re family, aren’t we?” I looked into Mum’s eyes, then Dad’s, seeing hers soften as a wariness rose in my father’s. “We boys were always thick as thieves, more brothers than friends, and through Kendall, that’s going to become a reality. That’s why I need to talk to the lot of you. Are you in or out?”

“In or out of what, mate?” Bruce said in the same gruff tone he’d used with us boys when we were kids.

“Bruce…” Alice said, grabbing her husband’s arm, but he shook his head.

“Maybe you might want to start out by letting me know what shit you’ve got my daughter mixed up in.”

“OK, let’s all sit down then,” I said, gesturing to the dining table.

“I’ll put the kettle on,” Mum said.

“Just sit down, love.” Dad took her hand and ushered her over to a chair. “I think you’re gonna want to hear this.”

“Lemme just start by saying I love Kendall. I’ve always loved her…”

I’d kept what I was feeling locked down so tightly that I hadn’t realised how good it would be to confess this to the people we cared about. The words just came bursting out, one after the other, about what Kendall meant to me, about everything we’d built, hoping to have it all together by the time we found her again. On and on I went, pointedly looking at Finn when I described the ways I tried to shift my thinking, learn how to be the kind of man my girl would want. I talked about the fucking horrible years, when the world seemed to be covered by a grey haze, something I got used to until Kendall walked in the door. Then it was like being able to see colour again, smell flowers and good food. Sensory information hit me over and over as I…

“Came alive,” I said. “Kendall brought me back to life, and I’ll never stop thanking her for that, but right now she needs something from me.” I scanned the table. “From us. Mark Woods is threatening everything we built for Kendall, and I need to find a way to make that right. That’s why I’m here. We’re family and I’m hoping you can help me fix this shit.”

Finn looked as pale as milk, his eyes wide and staring, right before he straightened up and looked across at his father.

“I think I know a way.”


Chapter 52



Connor

Fuck my father.

That was my second thought once my eyes flicked open, but my first? I’d rolled over and stared at Kendall’s back and wondered how the fuck I got this lucky.

She’d taken me in hand, literally, but it wasn’t just her giving me a hand job that mattered. Kendall had used such a simple act to just… empty me. Of thoughts, of worries, of anything else but her, and that was why I surged forward. My arms wrapped around her, catching the moment she let out a little moan, that perfect peach of an arse grinding back into me. My body was pretty damn sure we could empty every shitty thought out of my head if I just stayed here, returning Kendall’s favour many times, but instead, I pressed a single kiss to her shoulder.

Afterwards.

I’d worship every inch of her body once I dealt with the most pressing problem: my father. That had me getting out of bed and taking the only set of car keys I could find. Looked like Van and Gage had already headed out. I checked my messages, seeing that Gage had gone out for a run and Van had gone to his parent’s place to help clean up. Perfect. Kendall could have a sleep in, and by the time she woke up, I’d have this sorted.

My father had handed me the keys to his demise, I realised some time in the night. He wanted me to walk away from this relationship because of potential embarrassment? Well, that was something I could use to my advantage. Dad had a blind spot a block wide, assuming because I was his kid, I’d bought into the same bullshit he had. That I wanted to own a business rather than work for someone else because of the stigma of being a wage slave. That I wanted a nice house in a good suburb due to the optics of it all. We bought, renovated, and sold houses in a molten-hot property market. The people who bought from us had no idea who we were, what we did, or how we lived our lives. They just wanted a nice house they could move right into without needing to renovate. So in trying to attack my flank, he’d exposed his own. I climbed into the van and took off down the road, heading straight to my parents’ place.

“Son.”

That smug-bastard look on Dad’s face, I caught it the moment I walked out the back door of my parent’s house.

“Hello, darling.” Mum was sitting there in a fancy-looking dressing gown, sipping a cup of tea on the rear veranda. It was always a beautiful spot, the sun streaming down and warming the slate tiles, the perfume from the many perfectly maintained rose bushes wafting over. But I didn’t give a shit about any of it as I jerked a chair out and sat down.

“I assume you want to talk about last night?” he asked.

“Yeah, I do.”

“Tea?” Mum asked, grasping the beautifully made tea pot.

“I’m fine, Mum, or rather…” My eyes locked with Dad’s. “I’m not. That’s the point, isn’t it, Dad? I’m not allowed to be happy—”

“If you came over here to spout a bunch of overly emotional bullshit, then turn your arse around and head back to that little house of yours,” Dad snapped.

Only my father would describe a four bedroom house as small. His McMansion towered over the rest of the houses on the street, but why the hell did the two of them need eight bedrooms and five bathrooms? No one came to visit. The place was as empty as his heart.

“Or I could stay right here and discuss the potential embarrassment of having a son in an openly polyamorous relationship,” I said. Dad’s mouth clicked shut, that was my first clue. For an overbearing prick, he was so damn stupid sometimes. Always blustering his way through everything, he never seemed to realise other people had fangs too. “I mean, that’s what this is all about, isn’t it? Preserving whatever ‘reputation’ the two of you think you have.”

When I was a kid, I believed my father’s bullshit, that we were somehow more special than the other families on my street. But playing football against kids from other schools, particularly the private schools, I learned. Mum had wanted me to go to a good private school, but Dad had overruled her, wanting to make sure I grew up hungry, but most of all… I’m fairly sure his narcissistic brain knew on some level I would never have fitted in.

Australia prided itself on being an egalitarian society, but it wasn’t really. There were some families that got large land grants in the early days of colonisation, others then came here with a lot more money and resources than others. They’d built grand houses in the most desirable parts of the city and passed them down through the generations, creating a kind of wealth other people could only dream of. They didn’t announce that privilege to all and sundry, but it was always there. We saw it in the attitudes of the boys we played against from some private schools. From princely composure to a more blatant arrogance, they were brought up to believe they were better than us.

And they had the money and property to preserve that illusion.

“It will cost me nothing to make clear to any and every one the nature of my relationship with Kendall,” I told him.

“I think you’ll find—” Dad blustered.

“No, I won’t. I won’t.” I could say this with complete authority, because I knew. “We’ve shared girls before. Blokes I work with, they know, and it’s pretty well established that construction workers are the most gossipy little bitches known to man. Word will have well and truly gotten around. Some of our suppliers might not be keen for us to meet their daughters, but my money is as good as the next bloke’s, so timber and tiles get delivered, just like they do for anyone else.”

I leaned forward.

“You want me to be a symbol of your success. It’s all you’ve ever wanted.”

“Now, Connor—” Mum started to say.

“Don’t try to deny it, Mum, because I worked that out a long time ago. It’s why I was never home, always at the Kennedy’s. They were good people, a family… and they took me in, cared about me, not what I could do or how I could better represent them. They didn’t give a shit about any of that, instead just…”

I blinked, seeing Kendall with a couple of small children by her sides, her hands reaching out for theirs, and I fucking wanted that so damn much. Having kids as a do-over of your parents’ mistakes was not smart, but it didn’t stop me from wanting it. Everything I’d done thus far was me trying to navigate the world, build something meaningful, something real, in comparison to the house of cards my father was determined to live in.

“They just loved each other and their kids, which is what I hope will happen for us one day.”

“You want to have children with this woman?” The muscle in Dad’s jaw jumped as his eyes bored into mine. “You’re going to throw everything away for—”

“Love? Fuck yes, I will, Dad. Fuck yes I will, but what you need to ask is what are you going to throw away? I’ll get you your money—”

“Soon.” He smirked. “I’ve already spoken to the lawyers. You’ll have about a month to repay the lot.”

“Or what?” I waited for him to see it, that I was not cowed or intimidated by him for one second. “You’ll take legal action? Drag this through the courts?” Mum started to shift restlessly beside him, always the one to sense the potential for embarrassment first. “Maybe even have the details published in the newspaper for everyone to see?” I nodded slowly, seeing my father put two and two together. “Means nothing to me and mine. If I pay my bills, my suppliers are happy. Real estate agents fall all over themselves for the privilege of selling my houses. They know they’ll make a nice chunk of change in commission and I… I’ll organise a payment plan with the judge.”

“With interest.” Dad snapped.

“Which I won’t like paying much, but I’ll do it. I’ll fucking do it, and…”

A persistent buzz from my phone told me I had a text, then another and another. Them coming in rapid succession had me looking down at my phone.

Then smiling.

I never, ever wanted to see photos of my mother getting dick from two guys again, but when I saw they were coming from Van, I knew what he had done. Found me dirt on my parents and then handed me the weapons I needed for just this moment.

“There’s also the matter of these.”

I held up my phone, and Dad’s eyes narrowed, but while he reached for his reading glasses, Mum gasped.

“Where did you…? How…?” She was up and out of her chair, pacing back and forth.

“What…?”

Dad’s voice faded away, and I felt a vicious kind of satisfaction then, that I’d managed to shut up Mark Woods. His gaze was perfectly flat, making clear he understood that the tables had been turned. I didn’t want to stoop to his level and blackmail him, but fuck… There was no reasoning with my father, ever. Might equalled right in his eyes and if he was the mightier one, he was calling the shots.

“And what do you think you’re going to do with those images?” Dad said coolly. “Sharing sexually explicit images without permission is a form of sexual assault. Young Kenny went to court for just that.”

“And I’m prepared to do the same to protect what’s mine,” I growled. I rose to my feet, slapping my hands down on the table. “Whatever it fucking takes. I’ll pay your loan off more aggressively, pay interest if that’s what you want, but we will formalise whatever agreement we come to in a legal document, and you will not pull this kind of bullshit again.”

“Do it…” Mum’s voice was thin, her hands fluttering. “Do it, Mark! You borrowed enough money from my father to set up your businesses in the past, and Dad had to bail you out more than once.”

“Granddad…” I blinked and stared at my father like he was a complete stranger.

“I was going to talk to him today,” Mum said, shooting me a weak smile, but it faded as soon as she saw my phone. “Ask him to sort this problem out.”

“Jane—” Dad growled.

“Don’t Jane me.” She shook her head sharply. “You tried to play hardball with our son, but Connor learned the same tactics at your knee. You could’ve tried to talk to him, Mark.”

“No, he couldn’t.” I stared at my mother, seeing the woman I always dismissed as weak gain a spine, but how long would it last? “Nobody has a say over what goes on in my relationship but the people that I share my life with.” I shook my head. “And that’s not you two. Have your lawyers talk to mine,” I told Dad. “Because we won’t be discussing this further.”

My mind wouldn’t let me take the victory as I strode out of the house, but I felt lighter. We still needed to pay that debt off, sooner rather than later, though… I smiled then, my face feeling stiff, and as I got into the van and passed all the familiar houses, it got wider. My grin grew and grew, right up until I parked outside our house, only to find all of the other vans were parked out front.

They were here.

Everyone I loved or cared about was under this roof and right now that was all that mattered. I opened the front door, calling out Kendall’s name.

“Kendall, you up? You will not believe the morning I had. I have seen photographic evidence of our parents, yours and mine and Gage’s and Connor’s, all having a gang…”

I found her alright, sitting in the kitchen, along with her family.


Chapter 53



Kendall

It is a truth universally acknowledged, in Australia at least, that men are ridiculously protective of their female family members without actually doing a good job of it. Like they have this whole bro code, established between them and other men, about what is OK to do around another bloke’s mum or sister. A guy will fight one of his friend’s for dissing his mum but then do very little to actually show he loves and respects her as a person. So as I watched Dad puff himself up, I frowned slightly and then shook my head.

And Mum’s expression was a perfect copy of mine.

Gage had arrived home with Mum, Dad, and Finn in tow. I’d hastily pulled a pair of shorts and one of the guys’ shirts on and met them in the kitchen.

“What the hell are you doing here?”

I’d said that in a far sharper tone than I’d intended, but yesterday’s bullshit still stung. Then there was Mark and his bully-boy tactics. Mum had glanced pointedly at the kettle, obviously thinking that as the woman of the house, I should offer everyone tea, but I’d stayed right where I was.

“We’ve come to sort this mess out,” Dad had grumbled, arms crossed. “And I could murder a cup of coffee, thanks, love.”

“We’ve come to talk,” Mum corrected.

“Coffee things are there.” I pointed to the section of the kitchen with the kettle. “Mugs are in the cupboard overhead, but you’re not getting anything, not if you’re going to try and pull the same bullshit you did last night.”

Dad jerked back as if slapped.

“Kendall!”

“Dad.” I squared my shoulders. “This is my home and my life and it’s your choice if you want to still be a part of it but let me make this clear.” I stared past them to where Gage lurked, his lips twitching. “This is real. Gage, Van, Connor, and me, one way or the other, we’re gonna try and make this work.”

“Then we all better sit down and talk this out then, shouldn’t we?” Mum said, bustling into the kitchen to make coffee.

I relented, searching around in the cupboards for some biscuits, plating a packet of Tim Tams, but when I went to carry them over, Gage took them. He steered me over to a seat and then set the biscuits down, but it was the warmth of his hand that helped settle me. I looked up as I sat down, and all of my irritation faded away.

“There it is.” I looked up to see Mum smile as she set coffees down on the table. “I caught Gage looking at you like that more times than I can count.”

“You did?” Finn frowned as he looked at me, then Mum. “You never said anything to me about that.”

“Probably because I knew how you’d respond,” she said, settling down beside him. “Badly. You were always jealous of Kendall, even when she was a little girl.”

“Jealous?”

Finn and I said the word at the same time with almost identical expressions of disbelief.

“You were the baby of the family,” Mum said, “and the only daughter. Daddy’s little princess.” Dad shifted uncomfortably on his chair, dragging his mug closer.

“Princess?” I stared at them, looking for evidence of pod people because that couldn’t be right.

“You always got away with everything,” my brother grumbled. “We’d pull a prank and Dad would laugh, but then he’d make me clean it up.” He glared at me. “Even if you were the one who’d made the mess.”

“You needed to look after your sister—” Dad said.

“By terrorising me?” I’d meant to keep that lighthearted but failed. “The four of you tormented me the entire time.”

“And you gave as good as you got.” Finn’s arms came to rest on the table. “Remember when you weakened the seams on all my shorts?”

Shit, I’d forgotten about that. My lips twitched as I tried to stifle a smile, but a snort from Gage stopped that cold. I let out a little chuckle as I remembered my brother walking down the hallway, unable to work out why everyone was laughing, right up until the point someone pointed out the big hole in the back of his shorts. I’d used that trick a few times, waiting for Finn to forget and be lulled back into a false sense of security, pulling that prank off enough that he started exclusively doing his own washing.

“The piece of paper between my sandwiches?” Finn said.

God, I’d gotten him a few times with that one too. He was too damn slack to make his own and Mum would tell me to make him some as I was doing my lunch, so I’d slide a piece of baking paper between the bread and filling, cutting it neatly so he wouldn’t notice until he bit down into it. I did it often enough everyone stopped asking me to make my brother anything.

“I forgot all about that,” I said.

“That’s what happens.” Mum blew on her tea then took a sip. “Everyone keeps score in their hearts of the injuries done to them, forgetting about their own behaviour. How they’ve hurt others.” She glanced at Finn. “The things they… explored when they were young.” A meaningful look for Dad. “But what keeps us together as a family is our ability to make amends when we’ve done the wrong thing and to forgive, if not forget, once someone has properly atoned.”

Dad and Finn looked at each other then, then right as my brother sucked a breath in, the front door was pulled open and a voice cut across everyone.

“Kendall, you up? You will not believe the morning I had. I have seen photographic evidence of our parents, yours and mine and Gage’s and Connor’s, all having a gang…” Van’s lips fell closed as soon as he reached the kitchen. His eyes went wide as he saw everyone clustered in here, his Adam’s apple bobbing as he swallowed hard. “A gang photo.” He shot them a sheepish smile. “Our parents were… bikies, yeah, bikies, back in the day.”

“Heather still has those photos?” Dad asked Mum. “I thought she threw them out.”

“Have you ever known Heather to throw a thing out? She took in every old thing I tossed from the house when we moved,” Mum replied.

“They weren’t bikies.” Van whispered that in my ear. “It was a gang bang.”

“Got it, thanks.” I smiled at him tightly, then as his words filtered in, I found myself settling back in my chair. Laughter bubbled up inside me as I looked at each one of my family members in turn. “So, you were pissed that the guys wanted to be in a relationship with me because there’d be no gang bang action for you with your sister.” Finn’s jaw flexed, but he didn’t say a thing. “And you lot had sex parties with the neighbours.” Dad flushed bright red, but Mum just met my gaze head on. “So the problem isn’t that I’m in a loving relationship with more than one man, just that it doesn’t include my brother or that it’s something serious rather than sexual exploration.”

“Well, Kendall—” Dad started to say.

“Yes.” Mum didn’t overrule the boys often, but when she did, everyone listened. “That and shock. Things have gotten more conservative now. You just don’t hear about more than two people being together, so it took us by surprise, but…” Her focus shifted to Dad. “We reacted badly yesterday and after talking to Gage, I think we can start to make amends.”

“I’m gonna sign my shares in the company over to you, Kendall.”

I blinked, stared at Finn, looked more closely for that whole pod people thing, and then blinked again.

“What?”

“Gage has made really clear that the way things were couldn’t continue and…” My brother sucked in a breath. “IoweyoubecauseIwasajealousprick.”

“What?”

“Fuck, I knew you were going to make a big deal out of this.” Finn sighed. “I was jealous, OK? Of the attention everyone gave the only girl. Of the fact nothing seemed to keep you down. You always bounced back from every prank and then started planning your own. You gave as good as you got and…” He nodded slowly. “I respected that.” But any good feeling he was experiencing seemed to fade. “I fucked up, though. First with your interview and then when I should’ve admitted it was my fault.” He shook his head. “Moving you out and away from the guys. I’ve started therapy.”

“The fuck you did…” I stared at him. “Really?”

“Really. Cheryl and I are working through things, and it’s become clear.” His lips thinned. “I can be a bit of a bloody prick at times, so… I’m signing my share of the company to you. You’ll be a quarter owner and…” Finn looked past me to Gage and Van. “Potentially one of my bosses. I know you fellas don’t want a bar of me now, but… I need a fucking job to support my family, and you know I’m a good plumber.”

“Probably because you’re as full of shit as those pipes,” Gage drawled.

“Yeah.” Finn chuckled. “I probably am. So, whaddya think, baby sister? I know I’ve still got a long way to go to fixing things between us, but having me as your minion might go some way towards that.”

He was still my brother. Annoying, infuriating, and frustrating, but my brother, so I was up and out of my seat and walking around the table before anyone could say another thing. When I flung my arms around him, his hands clasped mine.

“I’ll make the guys get you to do all the shitty jobs,” I promised. “Cleaning toilets with toothbrushes. Your toothbrush, hopefully.”

“Wouldn’t have it any other way,” he said in a shaky voice.

“So that’s what you were up to.”

We all turned to see Connor standing there, obviously having entered the house much more quietly. He just stared at everything that was unfolding, as if unable to believe his eyes. Then he nodded at Gage first, then Van.

“Where the hell did you get to this morning?” I asked, pulling back from Finn. “All of you?”

“We went to fix everything,” was all the reply I got.
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Van

Somehow I just knew everything would work out, but this…? Watching Finn fall on his sword and then Kendall and her brother hug it out, that went far beyond my expectations. I stared at Gage, mutely asking to be filled in on what went down. I’d found nudie pictures of our parents and cleaned Mum’s gutters, but they had obviously discovered whole other solutions.

“So we’ll be able to pay back Mark now,” I said.

“Eventually.” Connor strolled over and sat down, smiling down the table, and it would’ve killed him to know how much like his dad he looked. Not evil like Mark, but he had that same vibe of being supremely in control. “I had a chat with my parents this morning and made clear that a hostile act like that would be met with equal and opposite force. Thanks for the photos, by the way.”

I grinned.

“They were very effective in… persuading Dad to see things my way,” Connor said. “Proper loan documents will be drawn up, including an interest rate. It’ll mean bigger repayments, but I think we can swing it. As long as we adhere to them, Dad won’t try this shit again, lest he be in breach of contract.”

“There won’t be any need for that.” Bruce’s grumpy tone caught our attention and he stared down the table with his arms crossed. “Alice and I talked and… We sold the house in town for a pretty penny and we put that money aside.” He shot his wife a dark look. “For a rainy day.”

“Today’s about as rainy a day as I’d like to see,” Alice replied.

“We’ll pay that prick Mark out. We’ll give him the money and that will leave the lot of you free and clear.”

“So… we’ll pay you back,” Connor said.

“No, no.” Bruce took a noisy sip of his drink. “It’ll be a gift. Don’t come running to me if you want an expensive wedding, though…” He frowned and then looked at Kendall. “Can you get married to all of these blokes? I know they let gay people get married now, but—”

“I don’t know.”

I was up and on my feet as soon as I saw a tear in my girl’s eyes. She would never shed another one—that I had sworn. But Gage and Connor had the same idea, rushing to take our place by her side. To pull her closer, to run my hand down her back, to soothe her with soft words that everything would be all right.

Only for Bruce to do just that.

“Dad…!”

“Oh, love. Why didn’t you come and tell me what was going on? I know I’m a grumpy old prick. God knows your mother tells me often enough, but you’re still my daughter. I’ll always love you no matter what you do.” He glanced at us from over her shoulder. “Even if it’s shacking up with your brother’s dickhead mates. Boys that are gonna do their level best to look after my girl, right?”

Fuck, I was crying now too. I tried to laugh it off, but the tears weren’t going anywhere.

“You soppy prick…” Finn said with a sharp grin, shaking his head.

“Soppy for your sister,” Gage growled. Sure enough, when I looked across at him his eyes were suspiciously shiny. “And as your new bosses, you know we’re gonna share allll the details of what we do with Kendall with the boys at smoko.”

“Oh my god, I’m gonna be sick,” Finn groaned.

“You don’t have photos of your parents having sex parties on your phone,” I said, then winced when I saw Alice glare at me. “No offence, Alice.”

“None taken,” she said, waving her hand at me.

“But seriously, you better fucking not,” Finn said. “I’ll clean whatever you want, dig whatever ditches you need dug, but disrespecting my sister?” I watched him stare at Kendall. “That’s not cool.”

“Finally…” Alice muttered.

“I might’ve disrespected your sister,” I told him, finding my smile again. “But my wife…?” I’d never even thought about the idea of being married before now, but as I stared at Kendall, I knew nothing else would satisfy me. I needed to have her locked down, claimed, mine on every level and I wasn’t sure how we could make that happen, but we would. Kendall just blinked and stared at me, a small frown forming. “I promise to love, honour and obey her every wish.”

“Are you… proposing to me?” she asked.

“Yeah, I think I am.” I knew the truth of it as soon as I had her in my arms. There was no threat anyone could pose that could keep me away from this. Her body pressed against mine, her scent in my nose. I fucking loved her with every breath in my body and I needed to know what she was thinking. “So, whaddya say? Want to become Mrs. Cooper?”
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Kendall

“Yes,” I said while my whole family just stood there and stared. “Yes,” I said again as we walked them to the door. Dad had wanted to have a bit of a celebration, but Mum sensed what was building and steered him towards the door with a promise of an engagement party. I hugged my brother, my mum, and my dad and then…

“Yes?”

Van picked me up and pressed me against the wall the moment the front door was closed. I felt his effortless strength and the way his body pressed into mine, making clear how he wanted to celebrate this momentous occasion.

“Yes,” I said again, breathless now, and my only source of air was the breath he exhaled as we kissed.

Married? Wife? My mind swirled. The thought of wanting to marry someone a week or so ago would’ve been ridiculous, and yet here I was. Kissing the lips of a man I loved, touching his face and feeling the sharp slope of his cheeks, rubbing my fingers through the short stubble and knowing there was nowhere else I’d rather be.

Mm, maybe here.

“You just asked our fucking girlfriend to marry you?” Gage’s low growl had Van spinning us around to face him. “Our girlfriend.”

There seemed to be something primal riding him right now as he stormed forward, his hand sliding up my neck to tilt my head back and force me to present my lips for the taking.

Yeah, I liked that a whole lot.

Being utterly at their mercy, Van keeping my legs locked around his waist as Gage kissed me senseless. Hard, bruising things that I met with equal ferocity, the two of us working hard to mark the other as Connor stepped forward.

“Wife…?” He’d looked shell shocked when Van proposed, and that hadn’t dissipated. His eyes flicked from one guy to the other before narrowing when they got to me. I watched him raise his hand, brushing his thumb against my now swollen lips, a small frown forming as I sucked it in. Connor was transfixed by the slow movement of my mouth, my tongue against his thumb, until he was forced to jerk it free. “Kendall can’t become our wife. A domestic partnership with all the legal security of—”

“Don’t.” Van dropped me down and then pushed me behind him, blocking my sight of Connor. “I know you’re the smart one and the practical one, but don’t do this now.” I heard Connor suck in a breath to answer him, but Van pulled me into his side. “If this is a pie-in-the sky dream then… let me dream, Connor. Let us dream.”

I had their entire attention, and as a kid, that would’ve been terrifying, meaning they were going to turn on me and tickle me into submission or something, but the joke was on me. All of that intensity had transmuted into something else entirely.

Love.

“What if she could be our wife? What if the world pulled its head out of its arse and let the four of us declare to it what we know is true? That there’s no one else in the world for us but each other.” Van shook his head. “Imagine we have just got married. The party has wound down and my dad is puking in the bushes somewhere.” He snorted. “Kendall’s too. We’ve slipped out the door and up to our suite…”

Each one of us glanced down the hallway, not seeing the granite tiles or grey-hued walls now, but this. A dove-grey carpet perhaps, along with muted, discreetly tasteful lighting. A bland but stylish hotel corridor and our room was just a door down. Van took the lead, grabbing my hand and then opening the bedroom door, ushering me in with kisses, more kisses, right before he turned me around to face them.

“Imagine this was our first night as a married quad.”

“Is that what we call this?” I asked, looking back at him over my shoulder. “Does that mean I’d have to take all of your names? Because Kendall Slater-Cooper-Woods seems kind of ungainly. God, what if we had kids…?”

That was exactly the wrong thing to say—or maybe it was right. A little growl and Connor was surging forward. His hand went to my jaw, tipping my head up his way, but right as I went to kiss him, he stopped and stared.

“What if it was just Kendall Kennedy?”

“What?”

“We’d change our names to be the same as yours.” Connor smiled then, really smiled. “I’ve always felt like I was more a part of your family than mine. I’d be Connor Kennedy.”

I slid my hand up and around his wrists, pressing my thumbs into his pulse point. I felt the rapid skitter there and blinked.

“Gage Kennedy…” I turned to find the man himself stepping closer, nodding as he considered that idea. “Yeah, I like it.”

Van turned me back to face him and his smile was like the sun rising. It felt like it warmed me all the way through as he offered me his arm.

“If I might escort you to this very fine bed, Mrs. Van Kennedy?”

We were just being silly, dreaming big like Van said, and that allowed me to grin along with him. My hand clasped that very nice arm, and I felt the muscles flex, right before he picked me up and tossed me on the bed.

I felt weightless, for just a moment, as if I was suspended in the air and never going to come down. But I did, hitting the soft plush of the mattress. As soon as I landed, Van did too. He shot me a boyish grin and then rolled over, partially pinning me to the bed as he stroked my hair back from my face.

“Why the fuck is that so hot?” I didn’t get a chance to answer. He kissed me long and slow, like he needed to memorise the shape of my mouth, until I was sighing, my hands clasping his shoulders. “Mrs. Kennedy. My wife.”

“Because then you’ve got a means to tell the whole fucking world what we know.” We looked up to find Connor had climbed on the bed with us, tearing his shirt up and over his head. Yeah I liked that a whole lot. My brain felt like it was recording it in real time, ready to be stored as a core memory. Because while he was really fucking hot, with that came the knowledge that he was mine. “A ring on your finger, a Mrs before your name.” He reached down and stroked my face. “It’d tell every bastard to keep his fucking eyes and hands to himself because you belong to us.”

“I’m not sure guys are lining up—”

I was silenced by Connor’s thumb sliding into my mouth.

“Don't do that.” He was always so damn intense but right now his eyes were like lasers, etching his words on my soul. “Don’t make jokes at your own expense. Don’t try and deny what we know. You’re beautiful, Kendall. You always have been and always will be to us.”

I pulled my lips free.

“Even when I’m old and grey?” I asked.

“Especially then,” he replied with a gentle smile.

“What about if I’m senile and incontinent, sitting in an aged-care facility?”

“That’s the point of getting married, isn’t it?” Van said. “So that when you’re too old to do anything else, you’ve still got your best friend beside you, wearing adult diapers. I’ll change yours if you change mine.”

The whole idea was stupid and kinda disrespectful to older people, but I couldn’t help but smile.

“Deal.”

“So if that’s settled.” We all turned to see Gage approach the bed. I watched him pull off his old footy jersey up over his head and then shove his shorts off. “How did you want to spend the first day as our wife, Mrs Kennedy?”

“Oh…”

I had something glib to say, but the words died in my throat as soon as he crawled closer. We were having this sweet little moment, but the sight of him, naked and hard, had my thighs rubbing together. We might never get a wedding like they described, but a honeymoon? His body hovering over mine, those massive arms supporting his weight effortlessly as he stared down at me had my eyes, my hands roaming. To trace the shape of the tattoos that covered his body, to slide down, down, wanting that concrete evidence of his attraction for me in my hands, throbbing. But he jerked his hips away and then shook his head.

“Whaddya think, fellas? How about we show Kendall just what it would be like if we went on a honeymoon.”

“We still could, y’know,” Van said. “We’re almost done with the house we’ve been working on, and surely we have some leave saved up.”

“Since we’re the ones that dictate what leave entitlements we have, yes,” Connor replied drily. “Of course, there’s the matter of getting our fourth partner’s approval.”

I went to answer him, but he slid his hand under the shirt I was wearing. His skin felt like it seared mine. Everything had been clenched so tightly due to the stress of last night that his gentle touch couldn’t help but encourage me to relax. “Yes,” I said, to his question, to all their questions, to everything that might come. Yes to the potential of us, the possibilities. Connor smiled and dropped his head down, kissing me so slowly he had to have caught the hitch in my breath as the others tore my clothes off.
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Kendall

If this was the way it was going to be, married life would be awesome.

I was trying to be an active participant. When one of them got close I couldn’t help but run my hands down their chests then drop lower, but no sooner than I had initiated a caress, then they took over. My wrists were pressed up and over my head, only for me to pull them down again, but the second or third time that happened, Gage shook his head. He pulled away from kissing me very nicely down my neck and went to the end of the bed, grabbing my dressing gown from the back of the door and then pulling the soft tie free.

“What’s that for?” I started to shrink back on the bed but the other two held me fast. Van replaced Gage, kissing a trail down my neck as his hand clamped down on my belly and Connor threw a leg across mine, pinning me to the bed. “Gage? Gage?”

“You can’t be a good girl and just let us worship you?”

His smile was slow and cruel.

“Um… I’m trying to worship you right back,” I said.

“Don’t need that.” I could feel how hard Van was as he thrust against my thigh. “I’m on edge, baby, so the ‘worshipping’ wouldn’t take very long.”

“Never does,” Connor quipped, “but that’s why you have more than one boyfriend. One with stamina.”

Gage pulled the dressing gown tie tight.

“One who’ll put your pleasure first.” He reached over and looped the soft material around my wrists and then used it to tie me to the neat little hooks they’d built into the bedhead.

“I can do that,” Van protested. The other two nodded with exaggerated care, as if disbelieving everything he had to say. “I can.”

“So show me.”

I couldn’t believe the words were out of my mouth, but the impact was immediate. The pupils of his eyes dilated rapidly as he stared. My golden boy was shouldered aside, replaced by the man.

“Yeah?” Van’s hand slid under my shirt, shoving it up until it bunched around my neck, then my bra cup was shoved up too, his eyes transfixed by what he discovered there. “Jesus, Kendall…” His voice was hoarse, part curse, part prayer. “You’re the one that shreds my fucking control, drives me out of my mind.” He pushed his shorts down, freeing his dick to press back into my thigh. “All I want to do is bury myself in you—”

“But not yet.”

If Van was all heat, Connor was cool, moving to push my t-shirt up and as much out the way as he could before his hand slid under my to flick open my bra. The elastic band sagged and he pushed that away too. Just a tiny graze of his fingertips across my breast, not touching the nipple, even as my back flexed, trying to force him too. Connor smiled down at me as he watched me try. He snatched his hand back, but right as I went to curse, he settled down beside me.

Van pressed into one side and Connor into the other, yeah, married life was looking pretty damn fine, but right as I was glorying in the very special pleasure of being the meat in their hot guy sandwich, Gage reached down and pulled my shorts free. The cool air of the air-conditioner, his intent gaze, it had me gasping, right before my legs snapped tight together. Gage just shook his head and then dug his fingers in, pushing them wide.

“There’s no hiding this from me, not if there’s any gentleness in you.” As he brushed the backs of his fingers along my sensitive inner thigh, the others moved, mapping the slopes of my breasts with their mouths. “I need to see it.” Gage slid a single finger through me and there was no friction at all. “Nothing better than seeing how wet you are.”

One of those mouths pulled away and my eyes flicked open to see Van staring down the line of my body.

“How wet?” Two fingers slid along my seam, the sound they made as they passed making that clear, but Gage had to hold his fingers up to show Van how they glistened. “Fuck…” I liked the way Van groaned, as if I was an oasis and he was a man dying of thirst in the desert, something that was confirmed as he went to move away. “I need a taste—”

“Wait your turn.” Gage’s growl had Van’s eyes narrowing, the tension in his shoulders making clear he was ready to debate the issue, but Connor broke the tension.

“Dunno about you, but I’m happy right where I am.”

And he was, his eyes meeting mine as he moved painfully slowly, getting closer and closer to my breast, as I watched his tongue flick out. It felt like every bump rubbed against the sensitive nerves as he pressed my hardening nipple back against my breast, only for it to bounce free again.

“Oh…”

A little sigh, I let that out as I began to fight the constraints of the tie around my wrists. I knew I could pull free and I wanted to and didn’t all at the same time. Because I’d grab the back of his head and pull him closer. Because if I stayed the way I was I’d be forced to just feel this.

His low chuckle against my skin. His mouth going back for more, kissing that hard little bead until I made a sound of protest, then he relented and sucked my nipple in. Then long swallows that rubbed that sensitive point against the roof of his mouth, feeling every ridge as my thighs spread wider, needing that tension that was begging to build eased.

And that’s when they came in handy.

“Yeah, I’m right where I need to be…”

Van muttered that seconds before pressing kisses in increasingly tighter circles around my nipples. Connor’s mouth made clear what would happen if Van just did what I needed, this incredible tugging sensation setting up between my cunt and my nipples. It felt like my clit was swelling with every pull. But then Van latched on, his fingers burying themselves into my breast as he held it right where he needed, sucking the nipple tighter and tighter, the pleasure becoming pain which just became a more intense pleasure that had me panting, “Gage…”

“Mm… I do like the sound of my name on your lips.” I forced my eyes open and down in time to watch him settle between my legs. “See what happens when you’re a good girl? All the good things happen, just like this.”

Oh fuck…

I called that out, over and over, at the first slide of his tongue, running through my folds and collecting the moisture there with a noisy slurp. Then there was the tip of that tongue, tracing every lazy fall of my folds, making me aware of my anatomy in ways I’d never felt. Circling my clit in slow methodical swipes, getting closer and closer to the sensitive tip by the second, my hips rising up off the bed until his hands clamped down on my thighs. My knees were pressed up against my chest and held there, my entire body feeling like it was split open for him to devour. Feeling his face press into my most sensitive flesh, his chin working against me as his tongue slid around my entrance, teasing me with the potential of being filled, but right when I began to whine that I needed just that, he did.

Slick, wriggling frantically, it was too soft to satisfy and yet utterly seductive. Gage opened me up, prepared my body for what was to come as my hips humped at his face. Looking for more friction, more sensation, more intensity, even as he pulled his mouth free and then shoved several fingers inside me.

Shit…

I was getting what I asked for, something much harder and thicker delving inside me, but he pushed them in so fast my body struggled to adjust. I liked that stretch, of being forced to take him, every nerve ending coming alive at this sudden intrusion. But as the shock wore off, something else replaced it. A deep, pulsing grind as his fingers corkscrewed inside me, the knuckles pressing right against my entrance before he pulled back to push another finger in.

Jesus, I was full.

Of him, of his smile as his eyes met mine. Gage looked like he was sucking down my pleasure as lesser men might beer. I was the drug that intoxicated him and he was ready to get drunk. His fingers pressed harder, faster, forcing me to stretch, because I’d need to when he replaced his fingers with what I really needed. But first this. Connor and Van drawing every possible sensation from my nipples, making them throb and ache and long for more. Gage’s pace picking up, then right as he stared into my eyes, his fingers crooked up.

“Gage…”

I stared at him blindly.

“That’s it. Come for me like a good girl and I’ll give you everything you need. You’ll be all soft and wet, ready to take me. Come for me, Kendall. Drench my fucking fingers and I’ll use them to coat my whole dick, right before I drive myself into you.”

How could I say no to that?

I didn’t get a word out, instead emitting a strangled cry because this orgasm hurt. It was like every muscle was clenched down too tight to keep my barriers erected against danger, but pleasure busted through every single one of them, leaving me naked, defenceless and open.

I didn’t give a shit about being actually married, not when I had this. The most perfect sensation of oneness. I couldn’t have felt closer to each and every one of my guys in that second. I wrenched my hands free of my bonds, unable to do anything other than clutch at them, hold them close as I rode Gage’s fingers in wilder and wilder waves, until finally I was delivered to shore.

“Fuck, Kendall…”

Gage lunged forward, the emptiness I felt when he pulled his fingers free making me cry out, but that was quickly remedied. His fingers bit into my thighs as he pushed himself inside me. It was always a fight to take Gage, but I loved every minute of it as his thick dick pushed deep.

“You can take me…” He murmured that mostly to himself. “You can do it. Fuck, Kendall, you’re so damn tight.” Gage was shuddering with the effort of holding back, right as he stared into my eyes. “Let me in.” That was a command I couldn’t deny. “Let me in, Kendall. I fucking love you. Please, let me in.”

I don’t know if it was that or conscious effort, but it felt like something flexed inside me, opening up ground that he instantly claimed. He buried himself to the hilt and for just a second we gasped. At that throbbing, intense feeling of connection that seemed to just grow and grow. Bigger than the two, three, four of us, it took on a life of its own and that’s what I saw in Gage’s eyes. He pulled me free of the others, keeping me straddled across his lap, our movements gentle now. Just long, slow undulations of our bodies, keeping whatever was building between us simmering.

“I’ll never get used to this. Never. You… Me…” Gage kissed me before I could respond. “God, you feel so fucking good.” His cock stabbed deeper, forcing a gasp from me, but once he started, I had to finish. I wanted that, the brutal percussive thrust inside me, an itch only he could scratch.

“Fuck me, Gage…” My hips moved faster, but it was hard to pull up and away from this, even though sinking down felt so good. “Gage—”

“Don’t need to tell me twice.” I found him staring into my eyes when mine flicked open. “You ready for me, baby?” 

I smiled slowly.

“Gimme everything you’ve got.”
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Connor

As soon as Gage flipped Kendall over and slammed back inside her, something in me bristled. It wasn’t like I didn’t know how it felt, the need to bury yourself in all of our girl’s softness, but my eyes were everywhere, trying to get a read on her response. Did her mouth fall open in a silent moan because he was making her feel good or—

“Oh god…”

Her thready little moan had me lunging closer, my hands stroking her hair back from her face.

“What’s he doing to you, Kendall?” I asked, trying to keep my tone light. “How’s he making you feel?”

“So…” Her whole body shuttled back and forth in response to his thrusts. “Full…” Was that a good thing or bad, I didn’t know, but my hand slid down. My fingers found her clit and I flicked the tip of my middle one across the hood experimentally. “God, yes!”

I felt a vicious jolt of validation then, my drug of choice, which had my mouth crashing down on hers.

“Is he pushing you to your limits?” I asked between kisses.

“Yes… Yes…!”

There was no mistaking it now, how she was responding. Her brow creased as her whole body arched. To let him in deeper, to allow him to thrust harder, to create a terrible rhythm that had my own dick leaking, remembering that exact pleasure.

I’d always liked sex, but it was next level with Kendall. That feeling of connection, of being with someone I loved and cared for, made the act hit so differently it was as if they weren’t even the same thing. Because right now I was watching my girl get destroyed by pleasure and I egged her on.

“Make him come, baby.” I kissed away any response she might have. “Force him to give it up as your hot little cunt strangles his dick. You can do it.”

Gage’s snarls of frustration filled the air because as my fingers moved, she did just that.

“Kendall…”

He snatched her jaw from my grip, gripping her throat to tip her head back so her eyes met his. “Fuck, baby. You feel too damn good.”

“Who’s got no stamina now?” Van asked, rolling over to rustle around in the bedside table.

“Fuck you, Van,” Gage ground out.

“No, fuck me…”

Her words were almost a sigh, their gazes locked tight as my girl did exactly as she was told. I felt her whole body stiffen as she sucked in a breath, then it hit her. Jolts of pleasure, I wanted to electrify her just the same, forcing her fingers to claw at the bedding. To make her whole body go into riot as she rode those waves of pleasure.

“Fuck!”

I moved as Gage jerked. His body quivered like he’d been struck by lightning as he gave her everything he had, but I pulled him free the minute he let out a long sigh. Kendall’s cunt was slick with another man’s seed, but I didn’t care, driving myself into her, feeling her cunt’s weakening ripples of pleasure massage my dick, my sudden intrusion stirring more.

“Oh…”

She made a sound of surprise, as if she didn’t expect us to step up and keep on stepping up until she couldn’t come anymore, but that’s not how it worked. Between the three of us, we’d drive her out of her mind every day she’d let us. Van evidently had the same idea, moving closer.

“Flip over,” he told me.

“No.”

My arms wrapped around Kendall, cradling her body against mine.

“Flip Kendall over and we’ll really broaden her horizons.” My eyes flicked open and Van smiled and waved a bottle of lube in the air. I knew exactly what he was thinking. “You want that, don’t you, baby? To feel fuller than you ever have before.”

“No anal,” Gage said from where he’d collapsed on the bed.

“Not yet,” Van replied. “Not this time, but I will spend my days teasing you open, making it feel so damn good for you. You want that, don’t you, Kendall?”

She nodded sharply, and that sealed the deal. I pulled free for just a second, unable to bear anything longer, before flopping on my back and pulling her down on top of me. That feeling, of driving myself home, right where I needed to be, had my balls pulling up tight, but I grit my teeth. I wouldn’t come, not yet, not until…

There was the sharp sound of a bottle cap opening and then Van poured lube all over his fingers before working some on his dick.

“You like feeling full.” He moved behind her. “Getting that stretch going that makes you aware of everything happening inside you.” She jolted when his hands slipped down, resulting in a growl from me. But the way her cunt clamped down, then fluttered quickly as if she was about to come but stopped, made clear she wasn’t unhappy about this shift. “Imagine this. Me filling you here while Connor’s in your cunt, or Gage if you can take the two of us, but right now…”

Kendall moaned, her face flushed, her brows creasing as she pushed back. A sharp little intake of breath and then a much deeper, more desperate sound.

“Look at you, taking my finger so well.” He was playing with her arse. “Oh fuck, baby, you look so damn hot. It’d feel so good, a cock in your pussy and one in your arse. We’d be rubbing that G-spot with every stroke.” Her moans grew higher pitched, almost like a plea. “But I know something that will do that better.”

Van shot me a meaningful look as he loomed over Kendall, making clear what he intended. Double penetration the way he described would take some work, but two dicks in her pussy… I felt a nudge, but it wasn’t for me.

“Can you let me in?” He smoothed his other hand up and down her back. “I think you can. You’ll feel so damn full then.”

A little grunt from Kendall that had me glaring at Van.

“Take it slow, dickhead.”

“I will. Slow as you need me to be.”

My heart was in my throat, beating so fast it threatened to choke me, but right when I felt I needed to stop everything, I felt Kendall push back.

That shoved me so much deeper, my whole body tingling at the increased sensation, but right as I fought for control, I felt it. A bloody intense pressure, god knew how Kendall bore it, pressing me hard against the spot she needed me the most.

“Oh fuck…” she hissed. “Oh fuck…”

“Don’t go too fast,” Van told her, staring at the place where our bodies connected. “Fuck, I can feel you clenching down on my finger. Take a big breath and let it out. You can do it, baby.” Her breath fanned across my face. “That’s it. That’s it. Fuck…”

His voice trailing away told me everything I needed as everyone just focussed on breathing. The sensation was intense. Tight, almost too tight, and hot and slick. The need to stay right here, hovering on the edge of something, was met with the contradictory need to move. Thrust deeper, though now it would need to be in shallow strokes, but the unbearable tension more than made up for that. Everyone had all the damn friction they needed.

“Oh god… Oh god…” she whimpered, which had me taking her head in my hands.

“Good or bad, Kendall?” We should’ve discussed this beforehand, made sure she was on board with this kind of thing. “Good or bad. I can pull out if you need me to.”

“No!” Her eyes flicked open, burning into mine. “No, I need…”

That’s what I needed to hear. That this was for her. That she needed every bit of me, because I would give it to her every time. I couldn’t even tell you who moved first, just that they became quickly synchronised. She, he, we, it all became one.

Van came first, something Gage mocked him mercilessly for later, but his greedy gasp of pleasure seemed to spur on our own. Kendall’s cunt was like a vise, forcing out any thought of lasting longer from my body. Right as ecstasy threatened to take me out of my head, my eyes locked with Kendall’s. I saw that wonder-that shock at what she was feeling-that we could pull this much sensation from her body and then the hot, hot rush of something sweet as she recognised that we had. My mouth found hers, kissing her moans and gasps away, until finally our bodies fell still.

“Fuck…” Van dropped to the bed like a stone, but he reached over and dragged Kendall down next to him. “Like that, baby. That’s what we’d do on our honeymoon, until you couldn’t walk straight.”

“I’m fairly sure you’ll need to carry me the rest of the day,” Kendall rasped and then hissed.

“Are you all right?” I asked. “We didn’t hurt you?”

“Not in any way I didn’t want.” She nestled down in Van’s arms with a smile, then reached out for me and Gage. We went to her, forming a protective cocoon around our beautiful butterfly. “I could get used to this. You locked the front door, right?”

“Right,” I confirmed.

“Good. No one else can come inside today and piss us off, so we can just…”

Kendall didn’t finish that thought, her voice trailing away as her breaths got deeper.

“Just what, Kendall?” I prompted gently. “Just what?”

But she was gone, lost to sleep, something that had me shaking my head slowly. I’d work out exactly what that was, right after I’d had a sleep.
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Kendall

“So you had one of the dads try to take your boyfriends’ business down.” Barbie ticked off one finger. “Had a heart-warming family reconciliation.” She ticked off another. “You’re now the part owner of their company?”

“About that,” Alan said as he tossed our dinner around in the wok, “we need to make some time to sit down and discuss diversifying your income streams. Investing some money and creating passive income would be an excellent way to future proof the business.”

“Ehhh…” Barbie made a rude noise. “Boring! But, and I leave the best to last, Van asked you to marry him?”

“Um… yeah.” But then her eyes dropped down to my fingers and I was forced to curl them up and put them in my lap. “At least I think so. I thought we’d talk about it more, but every time Van tried to bring it up, the others changed the subject, so I’m not sure what’s going on. Was it all a joke?”

“Nope.” Alan sounded completely confident. “Guys don’t do that.”

“Well, then maybe it upset the other two?”

“Have you tried asking them?” Barbie replied. “I mean, it’s gotta be complicated. The bullshit that happened as the government tried to legalise gay people getting married doesn’t give me hope that there will be any changes that will help you tie the knot with the three of them, but…” She searched my face. “Does it matter?”

“Not really.” I shrugged a little too hard. “I mean I dreamed of wearing a beautiful white dress and having a big party like most little girls, but…” I nodded slowly. “If it’s a choice between a frock and them, I choose them.”

“Nah, fuck that.” Barbie slapped her hands down on the kitchen counter then got up to grab her phone. “There’s gotta be a way around this. You’re not the first quint—”

“Quad,” I corrected.

“Whatever geometry word works,” she said with an airy wave. “There’s gotta be a legal precedent somewhere.”

“I can have a friend take a look at the situation,” Alan said. “I know some people who specialise in family law. Maybe not a marriage, but a commitment ceremony followed by a legal agreement to protect all parties.”

“That sounds so romantic…” I said with a shake of my head, right before my phone buzzed. Gage was ringing me so I tapped on the phone to answer it.

“Hey—”

“Can you meet me somewhere?” he asked. The urgency in his voice had me stopping still.

“Sure, what’s going on? Are you OK? Is everyone OK?”

“Everything’s fine,” he replied.

“Oh, OK, well, I’m having dinner with Barbie and Alan, so can I catch you in about an hour?”

“Two!” Barbie called out. “That’s the bare minimum if we’re going to do some wedding planning.”

“Wedding planning…” I hadn’t heard that kind of pain in his voice before, not when Van babbled on about me becoming Mrs Cooper, nor when I’d put tentative feelers out about it. “Um, yeah, sure—”

“Nope.” I collected my keys and shot Barbie a look and mouthed an apology at her and Alan. “Tell me where you are.”

“It’s OK. I should’ve organised this with you beforehand, but I wanted it to be a surprise,” he said.

“What surprise? Gage, what surprise?”

I jumped into the elevator, but he wouldn’t explain further, instead giving me an address just outside the city. I fired up the van and drove to that address, the reason why no clearer when I arrived.

The inner-city suburbs used to have lots of little corner stores and pubs. The massive supermarkets of today didn’t exist back then and people needed easy access to milk, bread and beer. The retail landscape changed though, with big shopping centres created, centralising people’s shopping behaviours and many of the little shops were converted into housing, or some, like this one, were just left to moulder.

It had been beautiful once. There was something about Federation architecture, with all of the decorative elements, that you just didn’t get now. Shops were glass and steel boxes, little more than gigantic display cases for their goods. But this place, even with the boarded-up windows, would’ve been an inviting place to come and shop, which was perhaps why I walked up to the half-open door.

“Gage?” I felt like one of those dumb girls that always gets killed in the slasher films. “Gage? Hey, are you in…?”

The dust was thick, forming a golden haze inside the place. Many, many years of rubbish had been dragged away from the looks of it, the marks of old boxes and crates left on the floor. It made the shop seem curiously empty as I moved forward, just in time for him to appear.

“Hey…” Gage held a spray can in his hand, and I saw now that he’d been placing markings on the floor. Fuzzy white lines criss-crossed the cracked lino.

“What is this?” I stepped around the blocks he’d drawn and then came closer. “Is this a new renovation you guys are working on? You don’t usually do commercial property, do you?”

“No, not usually,” he replied with a nod, going to wipe a smudge of dust off his nose, but his hand was even dirtier. I reached up and brushed it away for him. “We’re doing this for a special client.”

“So you’ve started on a new job already?” They were close to finishing the job they’d been working on when we reconnected and had planned on taking a week off to recover, so I glanced around, seeing the place with new eyes. “Who for?”

“Well, you see there’s this girl.” I turned around and frowned, but he just smiled and moved closer. “This really amazing girl.”

“Have I said I am not cool with you calling other girls amazing?” I replied. “Because I’m not, just so we’re clear.”

“That’s cool because I’ve got no intention of describing any other woman that way.” He reached up, hesitating when I glanced at his dusty hands, then he set the spray can down and wiped them clean on his jeans. “Just you.”

“I don’t understand…” I took in the peeling paint on the walls, the ancient flooring and all I could see was neglect.

“One of the agents I work with to find properties to renovate suggested this one to me,” he explained as he glanced around the shop. “While he was telling me how easy it would be to get this rezoned as residential, all I could think of was this.” He pointed to one spray painted rectangle. “A display case full of your creations there.” His finger shifted to another. “A coffee machine. A bunch of tables there.”

And out of the air, he created miracles.

The space was transformed from grimy to gleaming, the entire shop transformed to meet my requirements. Every thought I’d had about the way the different bakeries I worked for came rushing up.

“The display case would need to be closer to the window,” I said. “Probably running this way.” I demonstrated it running at right angles from the window, deeper into the shop. “You could have people looking straight at your offerings as they walked past, bringing them in.”

“Nice…” he said. “We could line that up with the doorway so there’s an easy walkway between the oven and the display cases.”

“It would need to be pretty wide,” I said. “Lots of people working behind the counter and…” I frowned, suddenly realising what we were talking about. “So…” My eyes searched his face. “Did you buy this for me?”

“I don’t have a ring.” Gage’s smile faded and he looked somewhat embarrassed by that. “I went and looked at some jewellery places, but… I don’t know what kind of ring you’d want to wear, but this? It’s gonna take some time to get done. The shop needs a lot of structural work completed before we can even start on the interior, but as soon as I walked in, I could see it. A future, for you, for me. I know it’s not real romantic, but this made sense to me in a way a ring didn’t.”

“Why… do you need a ring?” I asked.

“Van fucked it up, just blurting things out, but that’s what he does.” Gage shook his head. “But I wanted to do it right. Get you a ring, propose properly.”

My heart thudded way too loudly in my ears as I watched Gage sink to one knee.

“Will you marry me, Kendall? I don’t know if you want a gold, or silver, or platinum band, but this I see so damn clearly. When you finish your apprenticeship, you can run your own bakery. I’ll get up early with you, go for a run once I’ve dropped you off at work, and you can spend the quiet hours of the morning making beautiful things for people to eat. I wanted to just work on this on the sly, get it all done for you, but…”

He shook his head, which had me taking a few steps towards him.

“I knew that you’d want to be here, making decisions the whole way through. Working together to make it just the way you want it and…” He raised his hand and offered me a key. “Us building a future together. That’s what I want, what I’m trying to say. Do you—”

“Yes.”

I rushed forward and kissed him hard because it was either that or burst into tears. I hated ditching Barbie, but this… The big, beautiful man. My big, beautiful man, I realised as I pulled back.

“You know I was always going to say yes, and I don’t need a ring.” A little growl from him made clear maybe that wasn’t the way it would work. “You could get me one of those plastic ones that come from a bubble-gum machine, if that’s what you wanted. I just want…”

I couldn’t put it into words, not while I stared into his strong, proud face. He was so fucking beautiful, the symmetry of his face somehow enhanced by the dust.

“This is perfect. You’re perfect.”

“We’re perfect,” he corrected, standing up and pulling me close. “So what do you think? You want to build a future here? It’ll be tough work.”

“I can’t think of anything I’d rather do.”
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Connor

“You got off your arse and proposed?” Van said, reaching across the dining table to fist bump Gage. “Fuck yeah.”

“Excuse me if I wanted something a little more meaningful than just blurting a proposal out accidentally,” Gage said, his arms tightening around Kendall’s shoulder. “Our girl deserves that.”

“Ohh, so it’s like that, is it?” Van poked his spaghetti with his fork. “Then I want a do-over.”

“You can’t have a do-over proposal,” Gage said. “It’s not a game of handball. You fucked up, did yours hastily, and you have to live with that.”

I hated Gage’s smug smile, even Van’s much goofier one. I hated everything about this, because sure enough, everyone turned to face me.

“So what do you have planned?” Van asked. “Gonna try and top Gage’s grand gesture?”

My mind had already jumped to the same place, even though I wasn’t ready. I’d been talking to lawyers since I realised this was an option, exploring what legal protections we could provide for Kendall. Finn relinquishing his share of the business was pretty helpful. It made her a quarter shareholder in any and all profits the business made, but… I wanted more than that. I needed an airtight means to protect Kendall, to make sure that if anything happened to us or she decided to walk away that she’d do so much better than she when walked in through the front door the first time. I was already looking at adding her to the deed of our property, but…

Beyond the need to petition politicians to change laws to suit our personal situation, was this.

I’d never really been all that interested in the idea of weddings until I started seeing Kendall walking down the aisle in my mind, but what was a heavenly picture quickly soured. Who would she marry? Whose ring would she slide on her finger?

“I’m in the midst of talking to lawyers—” I started to say.

“Pfft…” Van shook his head. “Yup, I topped that already.” He made his hands all stiff, like a primitive robot, then imitated their speech patterns as he continued. “Dear Kendall, will you enter into a legally binding agreement with me?”

“Stop it, Van,” Kendall said with a shake of her head but that didn’t stop me pushing my pasta aside. “Hey, Connor—”

“I’m not super hungry tonight.” I forced myself to smile. “I had drinks with an agent today and had to eat something or I’d be forced to get one of you to pick me up.” I hefted my bowl. “I’ll put it in the fridge and reheat it later.”

No, I wouldn’t. Kendall had made an amazing Bolognese sauce, but it was like sawdust in my mouth, so I covered the bowl in cling wrap and then went out the backdoor to the garden, where it felt like I could finally take a full breath. The stars twinkled silently over my head. I tried to count every one, just like I had when I was a kid, before I caught sight of the shed.

Work on ‘Daisy’ had come to a halt. I’d offered to get Kendall another car, but she kept brushing me off. As I stepped closer, the automatic light flicked on, revealing the old car in all its ageing glory. Kendall seemed curiously attached to the bloody thing. When I said a scrap yard had made an offer for the car, she was horrified I’d even suggest it, though everyone I spoke to said it was the only fitting end for the thing. The car was hopeless and maybe that’s what drew me closer.

It was completely and utterly Kendall’s car. I peered through the windows then opened the driver’s seat door, sitting down behind the wheel. My knees were touching the wheel so I reached down and pushed the lever to force the seat back, only to be greeted by a loud screech.

“Daisy doesn’t do seat adjustments.” When I glanced through the windscreen, Kendall appeared, strolling closer with a small smile on her face. “She doesn’t allow her seats to be angled back or forward, only starts half the time, and has this weird ticking sound, which I really hope isn’t a bomb timer or something.”

“So why don’t you allow me to buy you something new?” I asked. “Something safe and reliable. A car that isn’t the result of a million other people’s neglect.”

“A clean slate, huh?” She leaned against the roof of the car, looking down at me. “I can see the appeal of something brand new. Unmarked, undamaged-it’s all potential, isn’t it? Much easier to start afresh than deal with the shit of the past.”

My lips thinned, ready to make clear how different cars and people were. We weren’t going to fall apart on her on her way to work, or worse, cause a car accident.

“I just need you to be safe, Kendall.”

“And I like looking after my things.” Her gaze was soft, but she didn’t look away for a second. “Caring for them. Keeping them ticking along. Sometimes it’s just with a hope and a prayer, but still… I’ve never been good about just walking away from things and forgetting about them. I tried really, really hard, y’know?”

I knew that all too well.

“But once something’s got its hooks in me, I can’t seem to bring myself to let it go.” She smoothed a hand over the car’s roof. “I will with Daisy at some point, if you’re concerned about me taking up space in your shed.”

“Your shed.” I was up and out of the car and leaning into her space before my hand went to her waist. “Your car, your shed, your home, Kendall. I might suggest it needs to go to the great scrap yard in the sky, but it’s not going anywhere…”

I had a whole speech planned, but just then, inspiration struck. Kendall had made an obvious connection between the car and her relationship with us, so maybe…

The next day I snuck away from work early and met the tow truck I’d booked around the back of the house.

“Straight to the scrap yard, mate?” the driver asked, scratching his head as he looked at Daisy.

“Unfortunately, no. My girlfriend” —I smiled— “fiancée loves the bloody thing, so I need to get it fixed. Know anyone who’d be willing to take this job on?”

“Cost you a lot of bloody money,” the driver said with a shake of his head. “But yeah, I know someone. Old fella who loves doing up ancient bombs like this. I’ll give him a call and see if he can fit you in.”

And so Daisy went to get a makeover.

“So are you ready?” Kendall stuck her head in through the doorway, then looked me up and down with an appreciative hum. “Yeah, you are.” She moved in to twitch at my tie, and because it was her, I permitted that. “Who knew you’d look so hot in a suit. So we won’t have to go to this awards ceremony for long, right?”

I smiled.

“Nope. We’ll just show our face, do a little bit of a meet and greet, then leave.” I held out my arm for her to take. “But we have to make a pit stop first.”

“Ughh…” She rolled her eyes. “Is this to pick up more paperwork? I swear this is why Finn was so keen to offload his quarter of the business on me. Now I’m the one who has to sign stuff all day.”

“Something like that,” I told her as I walked her out the door.

There was no award ceremony. None of the others knew that because Gage and Van had been to enough of them that when I offered to go just with Kendall, they gladly accepted. They were stuffy, boring events no one went to willingly. There was also no paperwork to be signed. We wouldn’t be going to the office, but here.

“What’s this place?” Kendall looked up from her phone and then frowned as she took in the garage door, blinking at the floodlights. Once her eyes adjusted, she saw it. “Daisy?” She grabbed the door handle and wrenched it open. “Is that Daisy? No, it can’t be. It can’t!”

But it was.

Bill, the mechanic whose eyes had lit up at the idea of a full restoration, ambled over as he cleaned his hands on a rag.

“You’re Kendall?” She nodded enthusiastically. “Your husband here has spent a pretty penny doing this car up for you. Full restoration he ordered.” When he opened the driver’s seat door, the hinge didn’t groan, and she gasped when she saw the interior. He’d ripped everything out, electricals, motor, dash, the lot, replacing them all bit by bit. The cracked vinyl seats were now plush, hand-stitched leather, and she let out a little moan as she settled into it. “Stripped it back to the frame, I did, then repainted the lot. Like a brand new car.”

But it wasn’t. It was the same old piece-of-shit car, not even a noteworthy model in automotive history, but Kendall loved it. I could see it in the bright flush of her cheeks as she looked at the centre console, the glove box, and then took in the shiny, new gear-shifter knob. My heart went to my chest when she reached up and flipped the visor down, because that’s when she saw it.

Would she say yes? I fucking hoped with every beat of my heart that she would as a thin chain hooked around the corner bounced free, a ring dangling on the end of it. I’d talked to the others, to Alice and Finn, quizzing them on what Kendall might want in an engagement ring, but no one had been much help. Finn just shrugged and said something with diamonds because chicks love diamonds, but Alice?

“An engagement ring is a promise,” she said. “It says as much about you and what you think about her as it does about your ability to provide for her. I can’t tell you what kind of ring to get because only you know how you feel. Look for a design that best represents that, and I’m sure Kendall will love it.”

“I’ll leave you to it,” Bill said with a wink. “The keys for the shop are over by the door. Just make sure you lock up afterwards.”

“Thanks, mate,” I said, shaking his hand and then taking my first step towards her.

She stared at the twists of metal, letting them roll around in her palm. A Russian wedding ring some jewellers had called it, or a rolling ring, they usually were made of three bands of different coloured precious metals, but I’d ordered this one in four. Silver, gold, rose gold and platinum, it glittered against her skin, but as I drew closer, she stared at me wide-eyed.

“You’re right,” I told her. “It would be much easier to throw the car away and get something new, but then where would we be? We’d have lost something beautiful, something precious that just needed some work to get it to a good place. That’s why I got your car restored. I still hate it and want to get you something with at least one airbag, but…” I smiled. “I know that this is what you want. You want to drive this old piece of—”

She pressed a hand to my mouth.

“Don’t diss Daisy. She might’ve had a serious facelift, but she’s still really temperamental.”

“Right. The car has feelings. Got it.” Then she smiled and I almost forgot what I was here for. “I needed a symbol to show you I’m always willing to put in the work, or…” My jaw flexed as I considered this idea more fully. “Pay someone else to do the work. Um—”

Kendall rose to her feet, pressing her mouth against mine, her fingers clutching the chain and ring tightly, but I pulled it free. I kissed her and kissed her, feeling my body start to respond, but it was more than that. My heart ached far more fiercely than my dick because I needed to do this.

“Marry me, Kendall.” I held up the ring. “In whichever way you feel comfortable. Marry me and—”

“Yes.”

I didn’t know how much I needed to hear that until I did. She agreed to marry Gage and Van, so intellectually I felt pretty comfortable assuming she would, but… It was something else to see her, feel her, hear her say yes. My arms went around her and I pulled her tight against me, not even allowing enough room for her to breathe. I felt like she’d slip through my fingers at any moment, right up until I pushed the ring on her finger.

Now she wore a symbol of what she was to us, I felt, as I stared down at the band.

“It fits perfectly.”

“Obviously.” I rolled my eyes. “I stole one of your silver rings and had it sized.”

“So that’s where it went.” Her hand went to her hip. “It didn’t ‘roll down the back of the chest of drawers?’”

“It did when I threw it down there,” I replied.

Her smile was infectious, spreading slowly across her face, and mine did the same. I could stare into her eyes all day but especially now.

“You went to all this work… You restored Daisy?”

“Anything for you. I’ve told you that enough times, but I needed to make sure you understood it. Literally anything for you.”

“So would you love me if I was a worm?” she asked, her grin widening.

“I’d dig you out of the earth and put you in your own custom-made terrarium,” I replied.

“What if I was a fly?”

“You’d have all of the disgusting, rotting meat you could handle in a special pesticide-protected fly hotel.”

“What if I turned into a total bridezilla and wanted a really expensive destination wedding?”

“Anything.”

I kissed her until she stopped asking dumb questions and started asking the right ones.

“So do we need to go to this award ceremony thing? Because I think a drag race home is in order.”
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Kendall

“Hey…” I stopped just inside the door of Barbie’s flat, staring at the mess spread across the floor. “Why the fuck does it look like a bridal magazine shop exploded in here.”

“I had to buy every wedding magazine they had at the newsagents,” she said with all the weird fascination of a mad scientist on the edge of a breakthrough. “Then I needed to buy two of each, just in case you wanted to look at the same one I was.”

“You didn’t.” I stepped over magazine after magazine and then picked up a bottle of champagne, noting there wasn’t a flute in sight. “Have you been drinking champers straight from the bottle?”

“Champagne!” She stabbed a finger in my direction then started flipping madly through a magazine. “It’s a really subtle shade that would be perfect for bridesmaids. Like basically it’s beige with a bit of shimmer. Though…” She poked the photos of the pretty bridesmaid printed on the page. “Some people do say it’s a bit close to white and it looks like they’re trying to upstage the bride.”

“How do you upstage the bride?” I asked.

“I don’t know.” Flip, flip, flip the pages went. “But people talk about it a lot. Like a lot, a lot. On Reddit—”

“Wait, since when are you on Reddit?” I asked.

“Since you decided to get married, bestie!” She threw her arms wide, but instead of her usual insanity, I saw real tears in her eyes.

“Are you crying? Jesus, we need to sober you up.” I picked up the champagne bottle. “Or give you another drink. You haven’t had much.”

“Not that, not breakfast,” she said, going back to flipping.

I looked at my phone and then at her when I saw it was mid-afternoon.

“Champagne and some toast then,” I said, carrying the bottle into the kitchen.

“There’s cheese and crackers, some chocolate-covered strawberries in the fridge.” Barbie sounded completely preoccupied. “Also, which one are you actually going to marry?”

I was halfway through opening the fridge as she said the words.

“What?”

“Like you can have a commitment ceremony with all of them, but you can only marry one of them.” That shouldn’t be a surprise to me, but somehow it was. Connor had bored us with the legal issues incessantly at dinner for the last few nights. “And if you marry one of them—”

“You can’t be legally bound to the others.”

I shut the door abruptly and stepped backwards. Each man had proposed in ways that tugged at my heart, but it was only now I realised what that meant. I had to choose one. Connor was freaked out by the idea that I wouldn’t be protected, provided for if something happened to them. I pointed out we were all in our late twenties, but then he started to recite construction site statistics at me. We were forced to draw the line when he wanted to download some workplace accident photos and show them to me.

“I can’t choose,” I said.

“Huh, so there is a downside to having three hot fiancés.” She put the magazine down. “But you have to. There’s no wedding if you don’t choose. You can have the other two as best men, but—”

“No.”

My fingers went to the ring Connor had given me, rolling it up and down.

“But, you have to. I think the law stinks too—”

“No.” I stepped closer, hands shaking. “No, you don’t get it. Barbie, I can’t.’

“It’ll be in name only. You’ll still live the same way and seeing as they’re all gonna take your name, it won’t matter.” Her nose wrinkled. “I mean, they’ll want your husband’s name as an emergency contact when you enrol your kids at school.”

“No.”

“And as a next-of-kin in case something happens to you in an accident. They’ll ring him and not the others to say you’re in hospital.”

“No, Barbie.” I stepped in closer, crouching down to force her to look at me. “You don’t understand. I literally can’t. I’d rather not get married at all.” I looked down at the ring and started to pull it off. “I didn’t think this through. I can’t marry one of them.”

But right as I was about to shove the ring in my pocket, her hand closed around mine.

“A marriage is a legal thing and a social and/or religious rite. A commitment ceremony is the social thing, without the legal. What’s important to you, Kendall? Being legally tied to one of them having an opportunity to tell the world how you feel about each other?”

My breath came out in a long, shuddering sigh.

“That. I want that.”

“Well, that’s a whole other ball of wax.” She shoved the magazines she had on her lap to the floor and then reached for another lot. “It gives you a whole lot more freedom. The nature of the event, of the ritual, is decided by the people involved. No rules, laws, or government intervention. There’re relationship agreements that can take care of the legal side of things, but if you just want a party to celebrate your relationship, then let's do that.”

“But Connor wants a church wedding, god knows why, because I’ve never seen him go to a service and Van just wants really good catering. Oh and for me to stick it to the others and choose him. Gage was low key about the whole thing, telling me to do what I think is best and I…”

What did I want? I’d dreamed of my wedding day as a girl, like many others, but it was always focussed on the beautiful dress and all my family clustered around as witnesses, not the colour of bridesmaid dresses and which of my boyfriends I could legally marry. I didn’t care about the legality of things. If we somehow fell out of love, we’d walk away free, but in some ways, I liked that better.

That we’d be forced to choose each other every day.

Barbie nodded slowly, still a little misty eyed.

“I figured you might say something like that.” She flicked a finger through a ton of multi-coloured sticky notes she’d used to annotate a bunch of the magazines. “Then I think you need to play one more prank.”

“On who?” I asked.

“Your guys.”
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Months later

Van

“So who is my sister marrying today?”

Finn looked decidedly seedy. We’d had the most half-hearted bachelor’s party known to man, no strippers, little entertainment. Bruce, our dads and some of the guys from work had been relieved to be going to watch a footy game at the stadium and then come back to our place for a couple drinks.

In Finn’s case, more than a couple.

He’d barely touched a drop, being on his best behaviour now that Cheryl and the kids had moved back home, but his sister’s wedding? That was a legitimate excuse for getting drunk and passing out in our lounge room apparently.

“We don’t know,” I answered finally. “Makes it a bit tricky, but Connor organised a marriage license for each one of us. Whichever one Kendall chooses today is the groom, and the others will be best men.”

That’d be me, I was sure of it. Some people had main-character syndrome, thinking they were the centre of everything, but not me. Connor, however… He marched into the room at the church, wearing the same snappy black suit Gage and I were wearing. My dad said we looked like mafia henchmen, but my mum got all misty eyed and said we were super handsome. Then she started crying, and so did Maggie, and then our dads started to get flustered.

All except Connor’s parents.

After Bruce paid off Mark’s loan, any attempt by the Woods to contact us was rejected vehemently by Connor. It’s like they didn’t know their own son. You only got once chance with Connor. Speaking of which…

“You’re telling me now there’s no crab,” he said. “On the day of my bloody…” He glanced at us. “The wedding. Yes, I heard what you said and I want you to get your staff into scuba gear, book a charter, and go into the damn ocean yourself to find some crab… Oh, you will? Then what’re you bothering me for?” He stabbed a finger at his phone screen, ending the call. “Those pricks—”

“Are out of crab?” Gage stepped in and plucked the phone from Connor’s grip. “Yeah, I got that.”

“Gimme my phone back!” Connor snapped. “What if something happens while the ceremony takes place? What if Kendall gets sick.”

“She’s not sick,” I replied. I’d checked in with her already via text, told her I loved her and not so subtly tried to find out who she was gonna actually marry. She didn’t tell me.

“Well, what if something happens to her on the way to church? A car accident?”

“You don’t need your phone,” Gage said. “You need to take a damn breath.”

“What?”

Connor stared at him like he had two heads.

“Take a breath,” Gage prompted. “I’m not giving you your phone back—”

“Fine.” Connor sucked a breath in and then gasped it back again. “Happy, now—”

“It’s gonna be you.”

“What?” Connor just blinked at Gage.

“It’s gonna be you,” my best mate reiterated. “Van and I had already decided.”

We had? The big guy shot me a warning look, making it plain that I needed to play along.

“You need this more than we do. I think it’s why Van proposed with absolutely no thought whatsoever.”

“OK, fuck you very much,” I told Gage.

“And why I didn’t have a ring. We need Kendall. We love her with our entire hearts, but you need…” Gage pulled out the wedding ring box and plopped it in Connor’s hand. “You need for our girl to walk around each day, wearing your ring, so she’s gonna choose you.”

Connor Woods, soon to be Kennedy, just stared at Gage and then me. Before he could say anything, the doors were thrust open.

“Ring!” Benny said, stomping over in the cutest little monkey suit because Finn’s son was to be our ring bearer.

“Benny!” Cheryl staggered in with Katie coming in behind, carrying a basket of flowers. Her daughter was the flower girl and she was the matron of honour. I slapped a hand over my eyes and then looked blindly in their direction.

“I didn’t see anything. It’s not bad luck if I didn’t see anything!”

“It’s bad luck if you see the bride before the wedding, not the matron of honour,” Gage drawled.

I looked at the lot of them through the gap between my fingers, and then Benny started to laugh. There’s something about little kid giggles that just lights you up inside and I found myself grinning despite myself. So did everyone else. Smiles turned to grins, grins turned to chuckles and Benny, seeing he had a captive audience, just giggled all the more. The whole room filled with the sound of cackles, right until the celebrant appeared.

Connor wanted to be married in a church, so we compromised and were getting married here. The place was a beautiful old chapel that had been deconsecrated, the local parish no longer big enough to support it. Rather than a priest, Kendall had chosen a celebrant who was used to unconventional relationships. Admittedly he’d been a little blown away by the complexity of ours, but—

“Ready to find out who’s the lucky man?” he said, rubbing his hands together.

“Ready.”

We all stepped forward as one, but as we followed the celebrant down the hall, I hung back slightly with Gage.

“Did you let Kendall know about ‘her’ decision?” I hissed.

“She knows.”

I wasn’t sure if that was because he’d had an actual conversation with her or some kind of Vulcan mind meld this dude seemed capable of, and I wasn’t going to get a chance to clarify. We stepped out into the church and saw all of everyone’s hard work.

Damn.

Beautiful, pastel flowers that I was pretty sure were called ranunculus covered the ends of each pew and instead of a big cross with JC on it, there was another massive display of flowers. The place smelled so pretty, like Kendall’s floral perfume and green grass just after it was cut. And there were big, satin bows and other decorations, the pews on both sides chock-a-block full of our family, even Connor’s. His granddad, a spry old bastard, picked his hands up from the cane he was holding and waved.

“Alight everyone.” The celebrant had this posh voice, a bit like an English schoolmaster in a period film. “It’s go time.”

Alice went first, then both sets of Kendall’s grandparents and they took their seats in the front row.

“Now you, gentlemen,” the celebrant prompted.

I felt like a complete twit, every eye in the place on us as we passed by, even my second or third cousin, who seemed to be whispering fiercely about something. We went and stood by what used to be the altar, the celebrant standing beside us. Barbie appeared in the doorway clasping a big bunch of flowers, and she shot us an impish grin before taking the slow measured steps required by the chamber music pumping through the speakers, but it wasn’t until she stood on the other side that she whispered a quick aside.

“Just go with it when it happens.”

“What?” Connor wasn’t the only one freaking out right now, but if we wanted clarification, we weren’t going to get it. She just shrugged and then looked serenely down the aisle.

Fuck…

Was it worse than we thought? Had she decided not to choose any of us? Was she having second thoughts? Kendall seemed so chill about everything, but maybe that was the problem. She wasn’t excited about getting married. I searched the doorway, my heart lightening when I saw a female figure, then feeling like it crashed through the floor when Cheryl walked through. She was looking gorgeous, but she wasn’t the girl I needed to see. Benny ran down the aisle at full tilt and then flung the ring at us, but when everyone started to chuckle, I wondered.

Our relationship was insane. Most women would’ve baulked at this scenario. Would everyone else be laughing when Kendall inevitably didn’t show? I searched the crowd for familiar faces, looking for clues. Alice nodded and smiled, Mum just grabbed a hankie and dabbed at her eyes, but then Katie flung the rest of her flower petals and took a seat in the pews next to her Dad. Connor rotated the ring between his fingers, over and over until I just wanted to—

Fuck, Kendall was here.

I knew she’d look beautiful, but the sight of her in that dress damn near took my breath away. Sun shone through her hair, turning it into pure fire as she walked into the church on Bruce’s arms. The bridal march was playing far too slowly. She needed to quick step, run towards us. Choose us, baby, I prayed fervently. Choose…

Me.

I glanced down at that ring, wanting to be the one to push it on her finger now. Me. Me. It was savagely selfish, and where the hell did that come from? One look at Gage, his eyes wide, made it clear he was feeling the same way. Some men get cold feet, but I had hot ones. They sweated in these uncomfortable shoes, making me want to toe them off and run towards her.

And as if she had heard that thought, Kendall stopped.

“I’m sorry.”

No. No, no, no, no.

“Start things as you mean to go on, that’s what they say.” She popped a hip. “Well, I’m about to do just that. If you’ll follow me.”

Follow… me?

I’d said that aloud without meaning to, and the others stared at me. No, just make that Gage and Van, because every one of our guests got up in that moment and followed Kendall. Down the steps and out into the courtyard to—

“Come along, gentlemen,” the celebrant said. “Your lovely partner is waiting.”

“What the fuck is going on?” Connor asked him in a harsh undertone, but the man just sailed past, his grey suit jacket flapping in the wind. We rushed down the aisle, out of the church, and right into…

The last prank Kendall was going to pull.

“Surprise!” everyone shouted.

“The bastards…” I looked around and saw cheesy grins on the faces of everyone I knew, my family included. “You… You…”

“Pranked us on our wedding day?”

Kendall looked slightly abashed at Connor’s aggrieved tone, but just like before, that impish smile returned.

“Not our wedding day.”

Jesus, love, I thought furiously. Tread fucking carefully. Real carefully.

“Barbie and I talked about it, and we came to a conclusion. There’s the legalities of being in a relationship.” Alan stepped forward, handing our girl a thick manila envelope. “And then there’s the party, and the frock, and the fun. Let’s face it, half the people are here to get pissed on our dime.”

“Yeah!” Finn shouted, instantly met by a round of chuckles.

“And some want the opportunity to do some daggy dancing to 80s hits with their family.”

Mum did this breakdance move that was both amazing and cringey as fuck.

“And still others are just here for the gossip, wondering what the hell is going on between the four of us. Well, let me tell you.”

Kendall’s smile faded, but somehow she looked even more beautiful-because behind every one of her pranks was something far more fragile. Hope and anger, despair and need, and love, always love. My girl wasn’t running from anything, she was…

Running towards us.

“I can’t choose.” When tears filled her eyes, mine did the same, and by the sounds of the sniffles beside me, the guys were a mess too. “I can’t, and I won’t. I love each and every one of you, and I want everyone to know that. So we’re not having a wedding today.”

“We’re not?” Connor said.

“Nope, we’re having a commitment ceremony because that’s all the law will allow us to have right now. Maybe one day if things change, but right now…” She held out a hand and Barbie strode forward, handing Kendall a creased piece of paper. I caught the moment when Kendall’s hand shook as she went to open it and that had me moving. Across the courtyard, closer to her, always to her, the others doing the same. The entire crowd felt like it was screened out as she read this to us.

“Van.” Me fucking first. God, how I needed that, but it was her gaze locking with mine that helped settle me. “You’re like the sun on a winter’s day. You warm me up from the inside, chasing all the grey away. Sometimes you achieve this by pulling a blanket over my head and farting.”

“Van farted!” Benny shouted before he was shushed.

“And while I will never willingly make you baked beans again, I love you.” When her hands touched mine, nothing else mattered but this. I squeezed her fingers far too hard but couldn’t seem to stop. “I love your smile.” That was good, because I was grinning from ear to ear right now. “I love the way you make everything fun, even boring stuff. But I love that underneath it all, there’s a big, gooey centre that will cuddle me and listen as I whinge about my day. Never change.”

I had peaked. There was no getting better than this moment, ever. I stood taller than I ever had before, buoyed by her words in a way that I’d never come down from.

“Gage.” She was forced to let go of my hand then, but that was OK now. Everything was OK. “I love your stillness, your quiet. In a house full of three men, its something I need more often than not, but it’s not just that you know how to keep your mouth shut.”

“Well, he’s a keeper!” some old lady called out.

“When I’m with you, I feel like I can decompress. That nothing that was bothering me before mattered. I feel seen, heard, and at peace. I love your snarky asides. I love the running dick jokes. I love that you think you can cook pasta sauce and you really can’t. I love that you’re big enough, strong enough, to make me feel like you can protect me from the whole world. I love that I feel safe with you.”

She had more to say, but he surged forward, going to kiss her, but then stopping when he saw all of that perfect makeup, instead settling for pressing his forehead against hers.

“I always will, baby. Always.”

“That’s my boy,” Maggie crowed, then looked flushed when everyone else laughed.

“And Connor. Last but never least. Your dad was right in some ways. You’re too damn smart and would’ve made an amazing engineer, but I’m glad you didn’t. Some hot uni grad would’ve seen what I do.”

He gripped her hands like a lifeline, the paper fluttering to the ground.

“You are loyal to a fault and will burn the world to the ground if that’s what it takes to keep us safe. I see the sacrifices you’ve made for us. Not just in going no contact with your parents. In time, and energy, and focus, often to the detriment of your own mental health because you will never give up. On us, on our future.” A single tear rolled down her cheek. “On us. Sometimes I wonder what the hell I did to deserve it, but—”

“You,” he told her, in his voice and ours. “You don’t have to do anything but just be the girl I grew up with. Skinned knees and pigtails, or those very distracting yoga pants and your hair all loose, I don’t care. I’ll love you forever, Kendall. Enough to forgive you for pulling a fu—” He looked around, noticing our families and most notably the kids. “A bloody prank on our we—” He nodded slowly. “Commitment day. But I think I’ve learned my lesson. We pulled pranks because we had no other way to communicate how we felt. You used them years later for the same reason and now? Now you’ve used the best one of all to make clear what we should’ve realised all along. There is no choosing one of us. All or nothing.”

“All or nothing,” Gage said, stepping closer and hooking his arm around her waist.

“All or nothing,” I agreed before turning to face the crowd. “Now, let’s go get pissed!”


Chapter 62



Eight years later

Kendall

I used a specially designated dustpan and brush to collect up the worst of the flour left on my stainless steel table when I heard the jingle at the back door of the shop. I smiled as I swept up the rest of it, then quickly tossed the contents into the bin as tiny feet came stampeding towards me.

“Mummy!”

My daughter, Emma, and my son, Cayden, came rushing towards me, almost rugby tackling me around the legs as they burst into the shop.

“Easy!” Gage’s deep voice echoed around the room, but I got that secret smile he only shared with me. “Mum’s still cleaning up and—”

“Flour!” Cayden plunged his hands in the flour left on the table, and then once he had them coated, he advanced on Emma. He made a growling sound as Emma let out a little shriek. She wrapped herself around my legs right as Gage stepped in.

“No can do, little man. What did we say about doing mean things to your sister?”

“Don’t,” he replied. My heart strings tugged as I watched Cayden’s head fall to his chest, but Gage knew exactly what to do, picking him up and carrying him bodily over to the sink.

“Now that you got all dirty, we need to stick you in the sink!” Gage’s threat was delivered with a kind of theatricality only dads seemed to achieve.

“No, daddy, no!” Cayden squirmed wildly, right until he was plonked down beside it. The water was turned on, and my son thrust his hands under the water, flexing them in an attempt to get them clean.

“Remember soap and to sing happy birthday,” I said, the song often used as an indicator as to how long hospitality staff should wash their hands.

“Happy birthday…” Emma started to sing, bouncing over to the sink to supervise her brother. She was such a little mother, pumping out the soap for both of them, then making sure he scrubbed all of the flour off his hands.

“So, how have they been?”

I knew Gage had sidled up by the warm presence at my back. Strong arms wrapped around me, holding me close.

“Bickering non-stop, of course, but we sorted it out,” he replied, stroking my arms. “How was your day?”

We watched the kids as we chatted, the inconsequential challenges of running my own bakery nothing compared to them. And him. Leaning into Gage’s chest always made all my problems melt away, right up until the phone rang.

“Van.” His video call flashed up on the screen, and he shot me a crooked grin as soon as he caught sight of me, but I was focussed on the state of him. “The house is not coming along as you thought it would.”

“Nope.” He shook his head. “There’s termites and a burst pipe…” I heard Finn swearing up a storm in the background. “It’s a shit show, literally. We’re gonna finish up here, grab a shower before we get in the vans, and then we should be home in an hour or so.”

“Dinner’s already in the slow cooker,” I told him. “Yours will be warm when you get home. And Connor?”

“Connor!”

More swearing, this time from one of my husbands, let me know how well things were going. While he might’ve been filthy, wild eyed and stressed, that seemed to settle when Connor got on the phone.

“Babe, we’re gonna be late for dinner. It can’t be avoided. This fucking place…”

“Daddy said a rude word,” Emma piped up.

“Sorry, baby.” That soft look. Connor couldn’t see his daughter, but he looked off screen as if he could. “Daddy will be home soon. He’s just really really frustrated right now.”

“Maybe you should take a deep breath,” Cayden suggested, probably because his other dads suggested that all the time.

“I will, champ. I promise I will.” When Connor turned to me, he looked a lot more centred. “We’ll work out what we have to do to so we can down tools for the day and hopefully be home in an hour tops.”

That was being optimistic, but I had long accepted we all had weird hours.

“I’ll be waiting.”

“For me too?” Van pushed his way back in front of the screen.

“For all of you.” I glanced up at Gage. “Nothing feels right until everyone is under the same roof.”

We signed off then, leaving the two of them to sort out the mess while we had our own to deal with. The kids had devolved into a splashing contest now, forcing us to swoop in.

“Alright you little monkeys,” Gage said, swooping in to turn off the tap. “Time to get you in the car. We’re going home.”

“Awww…”

“If we move quick smart and with no fuss, I have some leftover cakes from the display case that we can have for dessert.”

“Cakes!”

The kids burst out the door, forcing Gage to chase after them, and I looked back at the shop, turning one set of lights off, then the next before staring at my workbench. I’d need to get up a little earlier to clean it properly before my day started again, but it would be worth it. Any time I spent doing the things I loved with the people I loved was worth it. I flicked off the last light, plunging the shop into darkness and then hurried outside to join my family.
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I have had a ball trying to write a contemporary romance rather than always paranormal, so I have a bunch of other ideas for more standalone.
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The Wolfverse and Ursa Shifters series are both paranormal romances, but they have similar ‘slice of life’ style romantic storylines.
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