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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


Trigger Warning



Triggers

	This book explores the accidental pregnancy trope. If kids, birth and babies are a trigger, nope on out of this one. This author supports a woman’s right to choose, but in this case there’s not much angst about it.

	There’s a scene that deals with an amniocentesis. I tried to keep the details pretty light, but could be stressful for some. Not completely necessary (there are less invasive ways of finding out paternity) but it’s something I went through for another reason and that’s why I included it.

	If concerned, the birth of the child and pregnancy is fairly uneventful.

	The bad guy is a creep and attempts to attack the FMC, but she sorts him out real quick

	He attempts to insert some other woman drama, but gets nowhere with it



Note about story

This book deals with the best friend from Borrowing My Bestie’s Brothers. You don’t have to have read that book. Basically what’s important is that Millie’s best friend ended up in a poly relationship with three of Millie’s brothers.
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Chapter 1



Millie

I thought the Christmas spirit was about family and goodwill towards all mankind, not big, boofy men shoving themselves closer to the bar waving money in my face. Right now, it was more like working in the middle of a footy field than a pub.

“Four schooners⁠—”

“A couple of rum and Cokes⁠—”

“Tequila shots⁠—”

Things could get a little hectic on a Friday night, but this was next level. Half the businesses around the pub had decided to hold Christmas drinks tonight of all nights.

Without giving me a heads up so I could put more staff on.

“Millie…” The frantic whine of one of my more experienced barmaids had me moving.

I reached under the bar and grabbed the baseball bat I used when things got seriously hairy and slapped it down, silencing every single one of them.

“Can you all just chill the hell out for a second?”

Mouths snapped shut abruptly, and suddenly I had all eyes on me. The dulcet strains of Steve Tyler from Aerosmith playing through the jukebox ruined the effect, but I had the quiet I needed. I regarded each and every man, then caught the eyes of my harried staff.

“We want to get you your drinks.” I said, then frowned slightly. “Except for you, Bluey.” The man was barely able to stand, let alone find money to buy another drink. “You should’ve been cut off ages ago.”

“I’m fwine…” he slurred.

“Yeah, because that’s a word.” I looked over at the door and then nodded to the bouncers standing there. Jonah, a massive man, ambled over and then started to shepherd Bluey towards the door where he’d call the man a cab to get him home safe. “Now everyone else…”

I had three brothers. The only way I was going to hold my own with those dickheads was if I learned how to assert myself, so I drew on that little sister energy as I regarded each man with a steely eye.

“How about you all stop barking orders at my staff? They’re moving as fast as they can and⁠—”

Of course, the minute I got silence, everyone else decided to take that as an opportunity to raise their concerns.

“Millie, the keg’s run dry.” Annie, one of my longest serving staff members, pulled the tap, the subsequent ejaculation of white foam and no beer underscoring the point.

“I was supposed to go on break an hour ago,” one of the guys that picked up empty glasses said.

“My babysitter just rang.” One of the kitchen hands came rushing out through the swinging doors. “I need… Oh fuck!”

That, that panicked tone had me spinning on my heel. People swore like sailors here, because hey, it was a bar for working men, but this…? It was something else again. I was moving before I could even think about a response, striding over to the kitchen doors, just in time to see fire flare bright in the deep fryer.

Oh fuck, indeed.

For a second, I just stared at the flickering flames, unable to process what I was seeing. I wish I could say the same for my staff. Geoff, one of the cooks, went running over to the sink and filled a bucket half full of water and then ran towards the fire.

“Nooo…”

It felt like my shout stretched out the word so far it became unrecognisable. Everyone was screaming all at once, not paying any attention to me. Geoff rushed forward, slopping water as he went, resulting in one of the kitchen hands slipping in the puddle he left behind, forced to grab the kitchen bench with white knuckled fingers lest she go crashing down onto the tiled floor. Raj, another one of the cooks, looked just as stricken as me, snatching up a tea towel and lurching forward, as if that would help.

“No water!” I roared, my brain coming abruptly back online.

I’d been forced to sit through a long and boring fire safety training session with this crusty firefighter guy who wasn’t even hot, but that was the problem with working in hospitality. The high turnover of staff meant things like training and safety went out the damn window, as evidenced here. Geoff’s head snapped around, his eyes meeting mine, but that didn’t stop his feet from moving. Instead, I watched his eyes go wide as he tripped and the bucket went flying towards the oil fire.

“GET BACK!”

My mum was a petite little thing, but she could conjure a mum voice from the depths of her soul that had us all shutting up and doing what she said without question. I experienced a brief moment of joy when I channelled that same energy right now. Everyone leapt backwards, and thank god for that. The bucket didn’t hit the oil, but the water did, and just like they showed us in the scratchy old footage, the flames exploded upwards.

Get out, that’s what my heart was telling me, thumping too hard and too fast in my chest. Run. But I didn’t have that kind of luxury, forced to ignore my steadily panicking hindbrain as flames raced up the walls of the kitchen.

“Everyone outside, now!”

My shout was almost deafened by the scream of the fire alarms, the bloody sprinkler system kicking in, but that wasn’t helping anything. My nice blouse stuck to my skin as I marched forward, snatching up the deep fryer covers from where they were stored and using the metal lids as a shield before I slammed them down on top of the fryer. Geoff got a damn clue, smashing his hand down on the red button and stopping the gas supply, but that didn’t change the situation we were in. I heard the shouts and screams of the customers as they all tried to get the hell out of the pub at the same time, but I could only stare.

Fire, licking paper safety notices stuck to the wall, eating into the painted walls above the stainless steel splashback, melting the polystyrene ceiling panels. Now. That came almost as an afterthought, a whisper said in another room. Run, now. My feet didn’t move, but a hand grabbed mine, and that broke the spell the fire had cast over me. Raj’s panicked eyes met mine as he tugged me out of the kitchen and then out the front door.

“I’ve called 000—”

“Fuck, look at those flames!”

“The firies are coming⁠—”

“Do we need to call Jim⁠—?”

Everyone was talking at once, but for quite a different reason now. Not to get another beer, but to work out what the hell to do about this disaster.

Disaster.

How could it go up so fast? I thought dimly, watching the pub go up in flames from the safety of the car park. How could it burn so quickly? I had smothered the source, turned off the gas…

Gas.

My eyes jerked sideways to the other end of the building where the gas bottles stood, then shifted again, taking in the darkened shops, the houses nearby. People were coming out of their homes to look at the fire, but that just put them closer… I remembered what the old firie had said about gas bottles and fires. The gas was highly pressurised inside, and when that got heated up, they would explode like a massive grenade, sending shrapnel everywhere.

I don’t know why I went marching towards a fire, especially when I heard the wail of a fire engine’s siren. What the hell could I do? I was still formulating that plan as I walked, then ran, across the asphalt. But I was here, I was in charge, and right now that meant removing one last threat to public safety. One of my heels gave out from underneath me, twisting my ankle painfully, but I just kicked them off.

“Get back!” I shouted, but I was all out of mum voice. People just stood by the side of the road and stared. “Get…! Bloody hell.” The rough surface of the car park bit into my feet as I began to sprint towards the gas bottles.

And so did the fire.

It was like a living thing, eating up the building in great big gulps, and I was trying to snatch the gas bottles from its jaws. My chest was tight, smoke smothering me. I coughed and coughed, then was forced to put my arm across my mouth to try and keep it out of my lungs. It didn’t work. The closer I got, the more stupid I realised I’d been. My eyes were streaming like they used to in the bad old days when people were allowed to smoke inside pubs and clubs. What the hell was I thinking getting closer to this mess?

He apparently thought the same thing.

“What the hell…?”

All little boys want to grow up to be firefighters, and grown up girls? They just want a big, muscular man in a uniform rushing in to save the day. All my experiences with firies in the past had been disappointing, not giving me one fella to add to my spank bank, but apparently my luck was changing. Tall, with broad shoulders, the smoke was forced to part around him as he strode closer. He stared at me with eyes the most perfect shade of grey, my brain somehow fixated on that, the colour of the sky after a massive storm.

Oh. My. Lanta.

Knox Ryan, read the badge on his uniform.

I didn’t feel the heat of the fire when the kitchen was burning down, my brain not able to deal with that information, but I wondered if I’d been burned. My cheeks stung, my hands moved restively, not sure what to do with them as his lips thinned down. He studied my face, really looked at it, closer than even my last few disastrous dates, and I soaked that attention in, right before a coughing fit hit me.

Big, hacking convulsions tried to eject smoke from my lungs, but there was nothing else to breathe. Instead, my lungs worked over time, whooping in clouds of smoke, only to cough them right back out again, and that’s when he moved. Like all my hottest firefighter fantasies, I was picked up like a doll, carried across the carpark, and held close to a chest that threatened to dwarf me until I was set down on the bonnet of a car.

“Are you OK?” Gloves were ripped off and massive hands cradled my face, forcing me to push my cheek into them. Warm, dry thumbs turned my head one way, then another, so very gently as he looked me over. “How’s your breathing?”


Chapter 2



Knox

“Fire at The Stafford Arms.”

Sometimes it felt that firefighters lived life at two speeds: idling along, barely moving as we dealt with paperwork, training, maintenance, and even cleaning, or this. As soon as the call came through, adrenaline started to pump through my veins, forcing me and my team to their feet.

“The Stafford?”

Charlie was grinning, something that no doubt would’ve freaked the general public out, but that angel face always seemed to inspire confidence when he turned up on the scene. I ruffled all that blond hair and then gave him a shove.

“Doesn’t matter where it is. We need to move.”

Noah came stumbling out of the toilets, hastily buttoning his uniform pants before we all moved, the rest of the blokes meeting us downstairs as we clustered by our fire truck. Firefighting gear was shrugged on and then we were all clambering into the truck, me in the driver’s seat.

This was what I was made for.

Slotting the key into the ignition and firing it up, the rumble of the engine had everyone holding tight as I started up the siren and then backed the truck out.

“Where’s The Stafford?” I barked at Noah, and he didn’t even look at the GPS.

“Prospect,” he barked above the sound of the sirens, his hands clawing at his legs. “Go down Main North Road. I’ll tell you where to turn off.”

“Down in your old stomping grounds?” Charlie asked, shoving his head between the seats.

“Settle down, pup.” Henry was a veteran, telling us he’d attended more fires than we’d had hot meals often enough. He was a good man to have on a job, and the only reason why he wasn’t promoted to lead firefighter was because he didn’t want it. “Remember, there’s people in danger right now.”

And I was about to meet one of them up close and personal.

Details came down the radio the closer we got to the pub. An oil fire that had been mismanaged, some idiot tossing water on it rather than smothering it, or hey, using a fire extinguisher for just that purpose? I frowned so hard my face started to ache when I saw the fire licking the roof tiles of the pub. As I parked the truck, I sized up the distance between the building and the ones around it. Lucky for us, the pub was surrounded by a car park and had few trees, so not a lot of additional fuel to add to this already raging fire.

“Time to go, boys,” I said, as I jumped out of the truck. “Kitchen looks like it's towards the left. Apparently, there’s gas tanks⁠—”

“You heard the man!” Henry directed the others with a slice of his hand, and the team moved as one, connecting the hoses and then unrolling them, ready to put this fire out.

I was all geared up to be pissed, to read the riot act to whatever dickhead let this happen. An oil fire in a suburban pub? We did training sessions all the time to try and condition people to do the exact opposite of what their instincts told them. Water tossed on the fire would’ve just had the flames and their fuel splashing across the walls, no doubt resulting in this shit fight.

Then I saw her.

Everyone else was being semi-sensible, hanging around the periphery of the car park, but sometimes it felt like there was always someone wanting to be a hero. She stumbled, her bloody high heels obviously catching on the concrete before she kicked them off. Not to run away from the fire, because that would be the smart thing, but towards it. I was moving, a growl building in my chest, getting louder and louder as I ran, closing the distance between us. As soon as I got close, my hand snapped out, grabbing her by the arm. I tried to be a gentleman outside of work, but I wasn’t above dragging a woman away from a fire if circumstances dictated. However, when she spun around, the world stopped.

“What the hell…?”

I took in that long bob of light brown hair, the pixie-like features, her eyes wide. Her teeth sunk into a bottom lip so plush my fingers itched, my thumb wanting to test how soft they were. It wasn’t just that she was pretty, scared, and in the midst of doing something so stupid that took my breath away, but her. I knew what smoke inhalation did to you, had felt its deadly grip on my lungs, but it was nothing on this. My heart beat ponderously slow, the entire world coming to a stop as I stared at this girl, right before her whole body convulsed in a coughing fit.

Get her the fuck away from the fire.

The instincts that were kicking my butt the entire time finally came back online, and I was moving, scooping this silly girl up and carrying her across the car park, away from the fire.

Why did this feel so right?

Rescuing people was what made it all worthwhile, cancelling out the boredom and the heartache that came from being a firie, and while I’d pulled some people from some terrible situations, none of them felt like this. Like they fit perfectly in my arms, her body slotting in against mine, that sensation only increasing until I was forced to set her down and check her over. I didn’t need to take my gloves off to inspect her face, but the desire to touch her skin-to-skin was riding me too hard to resist. The bones of her face seemed to press into my palms, leaving a mark there that went deeper than burning metal. She branded me, but right as I was marvelling at that, a train of thought jerked me out of my reverie.

Reckless. Witness. Get evidence. The demands of the job kicked back in belatedly, forcing me to ask the question.

“What the hell happened?”

“Um…” She blinked, blinked, looking way too young to be responsible for this shit fight. “I…”

The whoosh of the fire hoses was a reassuring sound as I stepped forward, knowing what to do. She was a civilian, not like us, used to the crackle and burn of the flames.

“It’s OK,” I told her.

This was something I always told members of the public, but her, I wanted her to believe it. All righteous anger was wiped from me the moment I stared into those beautiful blue eyes. My hand moved of its own accord, squeezing her shoulder, just to feel the heat of her body through the thin, wet silk of her blouse. My eyes wanted to drop down, taking in everything the damp fabric revealed, but I forced myself to meet her eyes. “Everything’s OK. We’re here now, so how about you tell me what happened?”

“Oil fire.” She blurted that out, the same as the person who called the job in, I was willing to bet. “Turned the gas off, but the tanks…”

“And you tried to go back to remove them?”

If she was anyone else, male, female, adult, or child, I’d have been giving her a serve right now, but something about her had me holding my tongue. Perhaps the fine tremor that had her shaking like a leaf under my grip.

The sound of more sirens let us know that back up was coming. I was dimly aware that the cops had arrived and were working to move everyone on, but I could only focus on her. Her rapid breaths, her chest heaving with the effort, the quick flick of her eyes, it wasn’t hard to imagine her responding in a similar way to much more pleasant stimuli.

That’s what summoned a stab of shame.

The girl was scared and what she needed was help, not someone creeping on her.

“It’s OK.” Shit, I already said that. “Just give me the details that you remember. Just the facts.”

“The deep fryer caught fire. Geoff mustn’t have changed the oil recently, even though I ask him every single Sunday to sort that out.” Steel came back into her voice at the same time as her spine straightened. Her eyes met mine, and I saw then the small flare of gold around the irises. “If he doesn’t, it smokes and gets unstable, then the punters complain because their chips taste like shit.” She began to move, pacing back and forth in little circles. “I was dealing with about a billion customers wanting Christmas drinks.”

“A billion?” I asked, looking around me.

“A few hundred then,” she amended sheepishly. “I heard a shout from the kitchen and then…” Her focus was jerked back to the pub, as if seeing it for the first time, and I watched her brows crease, the flames reflected in her pupils. “Then I went into the kitchen. Geoff filled a bloody bucket up with water and I…” Her throat worked, and my hand found hers. Those little fingers gripping mine, they drove everything else out of my head. “I shouted at him to stop, but then he tripped⁠—”

“Got it. It’s OK—” It wasn’t. It really, really wasn’t. “We’ve got this now.”

“I remembered what the old guy told us in the training session.” She wouldn’t let me go, and my whole body got hot, as if I was the one fighting the fire right now. “I know you’re not supposed to put water on it. I grabbed the lids to the fryers.”

No, I wanted to say, imagining her doing just that and only just being able to bite back my sharp retort.

“I smothered the flames.” She was staring at me, begging me for understanding, absolution. Plenty of people did this, even when a fire had nothing to do with them, so I nodded. “I know that’s what you’re supposed to do.”

“You’re safe.” I shouldn’t be touching her, that’s what our training on interacting with the public told us. Sometimes you couldn’t avoid it, having to carry people from buildings, but I had no such excuse right now. Both hands landed on her shoulders, feeling the fine bones there. “You’re safe, and you did everything you could.”

“Knox!” Charlie jogged over, looking flushed but triumphant. “Fire’s out. Noah’s checking the gas bottles, but I reckon we’re good.”

“I’ll take a look,” I said, going to pull away, but that’s when my teammate caught sight of the girl.

“You in charge?” he asked with a well-practised smile. It was the kind that had women dropping their panties everywhere we went, and for some reason, I felt the need to step in front of the girl to protect her from it. “I’m Charlie, and you are…?”

An angel. A picture of feminine perfection.

Mine.

Where the fuck did that possessive growl come from? I jerked my hands down, remembering all the stuff the psychologists told us about the vulnerable states victims found themselves in after a fire. She blinked then, her brain coming back online.

“Millie…” She shook her head. “Amelia McDonald. I manage The Stafford.”

She offered him her hand, and he took it with a smile.

“Pretty shitty circumstances, but it's a pleasure to meet you, Millie.”


Chapter 3



Charlie

Who the hell was the babe?

Putting out fires always had me bouncing. I’d been taken aside and people had been forced to have a few words with me about it, checking to see if my enthusiasm for the job had a sinister element, but I was no pyro. If I hadn’t become a firefighter, I would’ve signed up to be a cop or in the military, because sitting behind desks killed me. I needed to always be moving, like a shark, my dad observed.

“Let Knox know we’ve got this sorted,” Noah said, the guy’s vibe the complete opposite to mine. Always quiet, always sober, was Noah. Pretty sure that’s why we got teamed up together. He always had his eye on the prize, whereas I…

Damn.

Why’d she have to be so damn pretty?

I expected the manager to be some lady in her sixties, complete with a Victoria Bitter beer tattoo, not some freaking hottie in her late twenties. I drifted closer because I was supposed to be updating our lead on what was happening, but… I watched Knox step in, saw his hands go to her shoulders, and my eyebrow cocked up. Knox was smart, level headed, and a damn good fireman.

He was also not normally one to get up close and personal with the public.

Usually, I had to smooth people’s ruffled feathers. I was definitely the personality hire of the team, but as I stepped closer, I heard Knox trying to talk the girl down from a ledge.

“You’re safe, and you did everything you could.”

Her whole body seemed to go limp then, as if she’d put down a burden she didn’t realise she was carrying, and that had me moving closer. She nodded, beautiful eyes shining as she looked up at him with not a little hero worship.

Interesting…

“Knox!” When her eyes swung my way, I barely suppressed a surge of satisfaction. “Fire’s out. Noah’s checking the gas bottles, but I reckon we’re good.”

Seeing Knox pissed was no new thing for me. We butted heads more times than I could count, but that was usually because I’d done something dumb. Never due to a girl. We definitely had women buzz around us when they found out what we did. The Australian firefighter’s calendar had single handedly changed my love life, but each time I tried to help the grumpy prick enjoy the same thing, he shut it all down.

Not now, though. Pretty sure what he was doing would’ve gotten him a spanking from the team HR sent out, educating us on how to appropriately deal with the public. Of course, I could’ve left the big man to it, let him forge a connection, get her number, or… I grinned and stepped forward, offering my hand.

“I’m Charlie, and you are…?”

“Millie…” she replied. Nope, that couldn’t be right. Someone as pretty as her needed a queenly name like Anastasia or something. “Amelia McDonald.” I rolled that name around over and over inside my head, making sure I remembered it. “I manage The Stafford.”

When I smiled, she smiled, and I liked that. Her hand was small, warm, and perfect in mine, making me glad I’d pulled my glove off. My eyes followed the plane of her cheek down to that full little cupid bow of a mouth, catching the moment her lips fell open, but whatever else she had to say, it was cut off by Noah.

“Knox, we…” I heard his boots clumping on the asphalt, felt him approach, but right now, I was too caught up in the beautiful Amelia’s response. Women didn’t often look past me to Noah, but she did right now. Her hand was pulled free and she moved closer.

“Noah…?”

Oh, I wanted her to say my name just as reverently, but I didn’t even rate a second look as she took one hesitant step then another towards him. Maybe because his face lit up in ways I’d never seen before. If Knox had little game, Noah had none.

“Millie…? What the f—?” He stopped himself with a shake of his head. “What the hell are you doing here?”

Holy crap, was Amelia that Millie? The Millie. The woman forever enshrined in his heart, Millie. Goddess among women, I wondered how he hadn’t thrown himself at her feet and kissed those cute little toes, because I had heard a lot about this girl over the years. Whenever Noah got drunk or tired or whatever, we heard alll about the girl that got away.

And now here she was.


Chapter 4



Noah

Fuck, she was here. I’d spent way too many nights thinking about the moment when I saw Millie McDonald again, and this was about as good as it got. I was the big, tall firefighter that had rushed to the rescue, and she…

Was just as fucking beautiful as she always was.

That little smile, that wary step forward followed by more confident ones as she shook her head and then rushed closer. I moved with her, to close that gap, to stare at her wide eyed.

Because Millie was the only girl I’d ever loved.

“Holy shit, it really is you,” she said. I loved the way she raked her eyes across my body, my face, her hands rising, and I couldn’t have wanted anything more than for her to reach out and touch me. Of course, once the surprise wore off, something else rose. A flash of pain, then a cool mask replaced her spontaneous response, her eyes flicking up to meet mine. “Didn’t realise you’d become a firefighter.”

“This a friend of yours?” an older woman said, nudging her in the ribs. “Introduce us to the hot firefighter, Millie.”

She thought I was hot? I was still coming to grips with the idea women might find me attractive. Pretty sure it was just the uniform, but whatever. Millie straightened up, a flash of something in her eyes the only warning I got.

“Friend?” There was so much in that one word, pain, betrayal, anger, and I deserved every bit of it. “Noah and I went to school together. We were in the same science class in year 11.”

Nothing else. No details of what happened, what was supposed to happen, was added to her story, and I guess that made sense.

“Mrs. Simon’s class,” I replied, smiling at the other woman. “I’m Noah.”

“Annie,” the woman said with a sly smile. “So, did he look like this when he was at school? I’d have locked him down tight.”

Millie’s lips pursed, and I knew what she was going to say, so I got in first.

“Beanpole, Skeletor, the real Slim Shady, that’s what they called me.” I held my arms wide, those schoolyard taunts no longer able to hurt me. “Let’s just say I wasn’t half the man I am now.” I smiled to let Annie know it was OK. “I’m shocked Millie even recognised me.”

“I recognised you.”

She wasn’t smiling, instead looking tired, sooty, and just as beautiful as she always had. No, more.

“Not so slim now.”

Annie looked me up and down, but it wasn’t her attention I craved. Millie, she was the one I wanted inspecting every inch of me. Instead, she shook her head slightly, the muscle in her jaw popping.

“Damn, Noah⁠—”

This was what I had dreamed, fantasised about, Millie looking me over, seeing the man I was now, not the boy. It felt like it’d taken forever for me to fill out, but doing the necessary training to qualify as a firefighter had helped that process. I’d followed my personal trainer’s diet and exercise regimen to the letter, and after what seemed like an eternity, my hard work paid off.

“Amelia!” Millie blinked, as if casting off a spell, and I felt a very particular kind of satisfaction, because I was the one that mesmerised her. He stormed over, an older man with the red face of a habitual drinker. “Amelia…” He had more to say, but whatever head of steam he’d worked up on his way over dissipated when he saw the state of the pub. His mouth fell open, his jaw working, but no words came out, just animalistic grunts. The man recovered quickly, spinning on a heel with a snarl. “You’re fired!”

That look on his face, it had me seeing red. Then he had to go and raise his hand, didn’t he? It turned out this was to stab a finger in her direction, but he didn’t get that chance as I stepped smoothly in between them, his finger tapping my chest and not getting real far with it.

“You right there, mate?”

People overseas thought the fact we used mate all the time was a cute thing, but they didn’t understand. It could be a term of endearment or the title you’d give your worst enemy, only tone determining which. The prick’s eyes flicked up and met mine, widening for a whole other reason. He thought he was a big man yelling at a woman, but he was rethinking his life decisions now. I watched him step backwards, Charlie and Knox moving closer on automatic. They had no idea what the fuck was going on, but they’d be right there by my side, backing my plays.

“You one of the firies?” The man flushed when he took in our uniforms, making clear how redundant that question was. “Why the hell does my pub look like that?”

“We’re about to begin the investigation—” Knox replied in his best arsehole-whisperer tone. His voice could go cold as ice when needed.

“Fired?” A feminine voice came from behind us. “Fired?”

“Seems like someone is a little hot under the collar?”

Charlie was a dickhead, but he was always good for a laugh, so everyone in the fire station liked him. Suddenly that was an issue. I’d seen how girls threw themselves at his feet and never really cared until now. I shifted closer, subtly angling my body so it started to push into the space between us and Millie’s back, but Charlie just shifted sideways, watching the argument unfold with a smile.

“I’ve been flat out all evening,” she snapped, showing she did not need our protection at all. “Criminally understaffed and dealing with drunk dickheads⁠—”

“Oi!” came a protest from the crowd clustering closer. By the look of the guys, they were the aforementioned dickheads. I crossed my arms and scowled, making clear there’d be no more input from them.

“But I dealt with it,” Millie continued, forcing the owner of the pub to take a step backwards. “I sold people drinks and made you lots of money and then put out a damn oil fire caused by the cook you insisted I hire.”

The owner’s face went almost purple then, his piggy eyes bugging.

“An oil fire? An oil fire!” If anyone in the crowd wondered how this had all happened, they didn’t now, the prick’s voice getting louder by the second. “I paid for that training session⁠—”

“And I’m the only one still working for you that attended it, Jim.” Millie’s hands went to her hips.

“Holy shit, this girl’s on fire…” Charlie hissed.

“The turnover of staff has been huge…” Millie continued. There was an unspoken implication there as to why that was the case. “And subsequent training sessions haven’t been organised.”

“That’s what I pay you for.”

This arsehole puffed himself right back up again, thinking he could push a woman around real easy. Not while I was standing there. I knew a bully when I saw one and there was no way I’d stand by and watch this prick try and tear her down.

“Not anymore, right?” Millie tore her apron off and threw it at him before turning to us. “Who’s responsible for ensuring employees have proper work health safety training?” Millie asked, but that was largely rhetorical. She knew.

“A manager ensures that all staff members do the required training,” Knox drawled, crossing his massive arms. “It's the owner of the business who’s responsible for making sure proper WHS protocols are put in place.”

“Then what do I need a manager for?” Jim shot back.

“You’re about to find out.” Millie stepped back from the prick and then turned to face us. If I thought I was over the shock of seeing her again, that assumption was quickly corrected. She looked so damn beautiful when she was pissed off. Her eyes shone with all the brightness of a living flame as she took us in. “If I talk to the police, can I go?”

No, that was my instinctive response. My hands flexed, it taking all the control I had to stop myself from reaching out and hauling her in close. I’d keep her safe, look after her, find her another job, if that’s what she wanted, but I didn’t say any of that.

Just like always.

I was too much of a fucking coward at school to pursue her properly, but I wanted, needed to think that I was a whole other person now. One that had the fucking balls to step up and⁠—

“What about our Christmas party?” one of the blokes in the crowd grumbled. He looked around himself blearily, some of his equally pissed buddies getting grumpy as well.

“Christmas party?” My hand was on Millie’s shoulder the moment I heard the waver in her voice. “Christmas party? What the hell do you want us to do, Bruce? Drag the slabs of beer out into the carpark and sell them out of the back of my car?” Hopeful looks were quickly shut down as she broke free of my hold and went to confront the man. “When do we get a Christmas party, huh?” She jerked her thumb back over her shoulder. “Jim doesn’t even put on a pizza party.”

“Oh, well, that’s no good—” the drunk bloke mumbled but was cut off as Charlie stepped forward.

Nothing good would come from this, somehow I knew. That wild smile, the look he shot me, it was the same one he gave me every time he was about to do something really dumb.

I wasn’t wrong.

“That’s not OK,” my teammate said to the girl I wanted to make mine. “But how about this? We’ve got a Christmas party on in a few days.” He moved closer to Millie, too close, my muscles locking tight when he unlocked his phone and handed it to her. I should be the one talking to her now. I should be the one getting her number. Charlie glanced my way, shooting me a wink, making clear what he was doing. There was nothing he liked more than being a wingman, and for some reason, he’d decided he was helping me out. “You should come.”

“Come…?” I watched Millie look my way, treasuring every second as she stared back at me. Her smile hit me completely differently, lifting a weight on my heart I wasn’t even aware was there. I nodded slightly and watched her cheeks flush pink.

“It’ll be lit,” Charlie said. “We eat too much, drink too much, then maybe we could burn up the dance floor afterwards. I’m sure you’ve got a smoking hot dress you could wear.”

“Are you making fire puns?” Millie asked with an incredulous look.

“She’d love to.” An older woman snatched Charlie’s phone from his fingers and tapped in a number, then created another contact and added hers in as well. “That’s her number and mine… just in case there’s any fellas looking for a bit of cougar action?”

Charlie went a little pale at that but took the phone back and shoved it quickly into his pocket.

But he didn’t matter.

I’d move heaven and earth to make sure Millie had the best Christmas ever. Enough that she’d forget all this shit with the pub and her stupid boss. One where I’d end up with the one thing I’d been dreaming about since high school. I didn’t need gifts of socks and jocks or aftershave of questionable quality, just Millie. If I could make her mine, I’d never ask Santa for another thing.


Chapter 5



Millie

“Hey…” Annie said, coming closer. We’d all stood around and gave our statements to the police while the fire crew went over the burning ruins. My eyes kept being drawn towards the pub, like a passerby’s might to a car wreck.

Trouble was, it wasn’t a mangled car that caught my attention–it was them.

Knox was walking around the rubble, poking through it with his team, Charlie’s blond hair shining in the artificial light, and then Noah— I forced myself to look away, not wanting to feel the same pang I experienced when I realised who’d put the fire out, but if I was looking for a distraction, Jim’s loud voice as he hectored the police officers, demanding answers, was enough.

“Don’t worry about that dickhead,” Annie directed, using her best mum voice. “Worry about this Christmas party.”

“Are you going?” Felicity, one of our barmaids, asked. “Can I come too? Because I’ve got a whole other fire they can put out.” She bit her bottom lip, then slowly let it pop free. “In my pants.”

“I got that,” I replied drily. “Look, I’ve got bigger issues to deal with right now.” I didn’t need to explain further, all the female staff clustered around me nodding in agreement. “I don’t even know those guys.”

“You know one.” Annie fixed me with an even stare.

“I knew one,” I corrected, the words coming out way too fast. “It’s been ten years. We weren’t even that close…” I stumbled on my words, never being all that good at lying, and her eyebrow cocked upwards. Annie smelled blood in the water. “OK, fine, Noah was supposed to be my first kiss.” I could get through this, I could. “I thought he was into me and then he wasn’t. He never explained and we finished school, only for me to never see him again.”

“Until now,” one of the girls said, the others giggling at her portentous tone.

“He’s the kind of guy you dream about running into on the street,” Annie said, her lips quirking into a small smile. “Right after you’ve had a stomach bug and lost ten kilos vomiting up everything you put in your mouth.”

“This is an oddly specific scenario,” I said with a frown.

“You’re walking one way along the beach, he’s walking up the other, and when you’re in your tiniest bikini, you happen to bump into him,” Annie continued.

“Is this how you met Mr. Annie?” I asked. “Is there a Mr. Annie?”

I looked at the others, who all shrugged.

“You’re an adult, and he stumbles up, unable to believe his eyes, taking in how amazing you look,” Annie said.

“Damn…” I coughed, still feeling a tickle in my throat. “Yeah, that would be cool.” I raked a hand through my hair, grimacing at the sooty texture. “Instead, I’m dirty, smoky, and damp.”

“So go to the Christmas party all dressed up and make him realise what he missed out on. Wear something sexy for a change,” Felicity said.

“Nah, I⁠—”

“And if Noah doesn’t sweep you off your feet, one of the others will,” Annie said. I stared at her, not sure what to say, but if the idea was so outlandish, why did I still feel the warmth of Knox’s arms around me? Those gentle hands, his voice asking me if I was OK⁠—

“Or both of them.” We all stared at Felicity. “If Jamie managed to bag all those hotties, why can’t you?”

“Ew,” I replied, “you called my brothers hot.”

But as arguments went up around the group about which brother the girls thought was hotter, Annie smiled.

“Why not all three? Why should Jamie have all the fun?”

Why not indeed.

The first day of being unemployed I spent sleeping, eating a breakfast of M&Ms and Diet Coke, then sleeping some more before watching something brainless on the TV until, you guessed it, I fell asleep again. My body had decided that because I didn’t have to do night shift anymore, it was going to make full use of my free time to reduce my sleep debt.

The next day I tried to nap but felt a weird kind of restlessness. I deep cleaned the shower, scrubbed out the oven I rarely used, and considered whether or not the bathroom cabinets needed replacing again. I thought floating vanities were cool, but the grime that seemed to accumulate under them? Not so much. I could get Jamie to blackmail my brothers to redo them yet again, and their wails of protest would be half the fun.

Anything to stop that empty feeling that persisted in my chest, even after I scratched at it.

It was when I started to alphabetise my book collection and colour code my underwear that I realised I might have a problem. A problem shared was a problem halved, so I did the only thing I could do and rang my bestie, Jamie.

“Hello?”

Brock sounded all husky and, gag, happy, which made me think he and my best friend had just been enjoying some horizontal refreshment, and that put me in a difficult position. In my mind, my brothers were like Ken dolls, smooth, sexless, and useful only in a limited number of scenarios, but my best friend? I wanted her to get railed from sundown to sun up in as many different positions as she could imagine, until she expired in a puddle of sex goo.

Trouble is, I could not handle her talking about it.

“Hey, Buttface,” I said in a deliberately breezy tone. Brock was like a bloodhound, sniffing out trouble in seconds. “Put my best girl on the phone.”

“My best girl—” he started to say.

“I licked her first.” I slapped a hand on my forehead. “Not like that.” His snicker made clear what he thought about my verbal diarrhoea. “Just put Jamie on the phone.”

“You got it, Amelia Bedelia.”

I sighed as I heard the sound of the phone being passed over, but Jamie entered the chat soon afterwards.

“Hey, what’s up?”

“The pub burned down and I lost my job, but then I quit.” This was the problem with my brothers shacking up with my best friend. It meant I couldn’t keep her on speed dial anymore, updating her on the minutiae of my life. “A bunch of hot firefighters turned up, like calendar-worthy dudes. Anyhoo, they put out the fire and one rescued me from doing something really stupid, and then the really cute one asked me to come to their Christmas party.”

This was where I told her about Noah, right? Right? Nope, the words came and squatted on the end of my tongue, but they were not coming out. If I said them, even to Jamie, then it’d all be real.

The shame I felt thinking I had something with Noah Taylor. The excitement I’d felt when we turned up at the party. My body was a lightning rod ready to be struck when he turned up and took my hand almost as soon as I arrived. We’d gone and sat under a tree, watching the stars, and then he’d turned to look at me and I gazed right back, the tension that was there between us both in class and out growing to fever pitch. His eyes dropped down, tracing the shape of my lips, then he leaned forward, right as Jamie came stumbling through the bushes, a hand clapped over her mouth.

She had been binge drinking with some of the other girls at school, and what goes in must come out, apparently. I led her away to vomit in the bushes, holding her hair back and making soothing sounds, but when we emerged, my brothers were waiting for us, not Noah.

He never spoke to me again, not even when I approached him in the hallway, the whole school looking on. He just shook his head and turned away, leaving me to stand there and bear the burden of people’s snickers and whispered comments.

I shouldn’t remember that so vividly, I knew that. It was ten years ago and time heals all wounds, yet somehow mine was still festering.

But maybe not for much longer.

“I know you hate dressing up and well, dresses of any kind, but I need you to come over and make suitably impressed sounds as I try to find the best revenge outfit in my wardrobe,” I informed my best friend.

“You’re going to stalk into the workplace of that freaking weirdo that tried to get you to not wear makeup on the first date?” she asked, instantly warming to the idea. “Or the guy who started walking you into the restaurant and then backed out and said he couldn’t do this?”

Ouch, that was the problem. I wanted to say that I got a whole lot better at choosing men after the whole Noah thing, but nope. The guy jinxed me.

I thought I’d be married now, have a couple of kids and be living in a house much like my mum and dad’s. I’d bring the grandkids over and my parents would spoil them rotten, giving me a break. I’d sit side by side with a man who looked at me like my dad did Mum, and he’d love me for the rest of my life. Instead of Prince Charming, I just kept finding toads.

“None of them. Someone worse.”

My voice wavered, threatening to crack, because it all wanted to come out. I didn’t think of Noah each time I dated someone new, didn’t moan his name when I came. I didn’t even dream of him when I slept. I rarely thought of him at all, except those quiet times between sleep and awake, when my defences were down. Inside my head, I kissed him that night, making the first move, claiming him and the connection I was so sure was real. We’d have broken up a month later, like so many of my friends at school did, but then I’d know.

What it was like to feel his mouth on mine, his hand in my hair.

Or was it Knox’s? Or Charlie’s? Felicity’s suggestion ran through my head now, unable to be pushed away by busy work, because tonight was the night of the Christmas party, and I was about to get into the spirit by giving myself the gift of revenge.

If Noah was going to have the bad taste of growing up and getting hot, well with the help of Spanx, a contour game that could put a Kardashian to shame, and a very cute dress, I was going to give myself the gift of closure. Hopefully with Noah’s tongue lolling out of his mouth like one of those cartoon wolves.

“Who?” Jamie asked, sensing a story.

“Just get your arse over here and grab a bottle of wine on the way. I think I’m going to need some liquid courage for this.”

“On my way,” she said.


Chapter 6



Knox

“Hey…” I resisted the urge to roll my eyes as Charlie sidled up the day of the party. We were having a slack one, transforming the conference room into a Christmas wonderland, and of course he decided that meant we had time to stand around and talk shit. “About tonight?”

“If you’re a very good boy and leave biscuits and a beer out for Santa, you might find a present under the tree for you,” I replied.

Charlie took in my even stare and then forged on, completely unfazed.

“So I was thinking we could work together to get Noah the best present ever.” I was thinking it wasn’t socks or jocks, but I stood up and crossed my arms, waiting for his explanation. “Millie. That Millie, she’s the Millie.”

“She’s the only woman I know by that name,” I replied, but I was just being painful. I knew. We’d all heard Noah talk about Amelia McDonald when his defences were down. He hadn’t looked at another woman once, despite some badge bunnies trying real hard to catch his eye.

“Woman of his dreams?” Charlie shook his head at me. “The one he’s been pining for all this time? Pretty sure he bulked up and joined the fire department to impress her.”

But he didn’t, I wanted to snap. Ten years ago he had Millie in his arms and he could’ve sealed the deal any time between now and then. I saw the hurt in her eyes, the wariness, and I’d been short with Noah since, because every time I talked to the bloke I’d grown to rely on, I saw her. Part of me wanted to thump my fists on my chest, say I would be the best guy for her, but I didn’t, because that’s not what mates did. Friendship was so fundamental to Australian culture a prime minister threatened to add mateship to the constitution, and I needed to be a good friend right now.

“OK, what’re you thinking?”

Charlie used that megawatt smile that had kids grinning and their mums flushing.

“Noah obviously doesn’t have the stones to make a move, so we… help him. I haven’t met a guy that needs a wingman more. Well.” His grin widened. “Except for you.”

“Keep talking like that, Blisters, and you’re on your own,” I growled.

Charlie said he earned himself that nickname because he burned his hands pretty badly during training, but really it was because he only came out once the work was done.

“OK, OK, maybe we need to work on getting you a woman too. Might improve your mood if you went on a date with someone other than Mrs. Palmer and her five daughters.” He wriggled his hand and I just stared. “So we need to talk Noah up, make sure Millie knows just how good a firefighter he is.”

“Because that’s what women want.” I smirked. “Six foot, six figures, and works for the State Emergency Service.”

“Because if she liked him before, she could like him again.”

And there it was. I froze midway through draping tinsel on the plastic Christmas tree that got resurrected each year. Noah had something on me that I’d never have. Millie looked at him with hurt eyes, because he had the capacity to affect her that way. They’d shared classes, grown up together, shared… I swallowed hard, then hung the tinsel before letting it go.

“Alright.” I turned to face Charlie. “And if she doesn’t want to go there with Noah? From what I can tell, the breakup wasn’t a happy one. She looked like she’d been slapped when she saw who it was that put out the fire, and he hasn’t made a move on her in ten years. You’re the one who invited her, not Noah.”

“Why do you think I’m volunteering to help?” People thought Charlie was a bit thick, but actually nothing got past this kid. He noticed everything, even if his brain couldn’t seem to sequence that deluge of information. “I’ll help this little second chance romance get off the ground, but if that fails…” His teeth gleamed bright white against his tanned skin. “You and I are going to work out which one of us she was looking forward to seeing again.”

I didn’t reply, didn’t need to, not when he noticed the muscle in my jaw ticking.

“So, all bets are off if she rejects Noah?”

My voice came out far lower, way more gravelly than I intended.

“If the spark died sometime between high school and here?” He was always a cocky prick, but never more than when it came to women. Now was the first time I wanted to give him a run for his money. “Then I’m determined to find out if I can spark another. Deal?”

He held out a hand like this was some kind of a bet or something, yet somehow my palm slapped against his, squeezing his fingers hard as our station commander, Brent, walked in.

“Got time to hold hands, fellas?” His bushy white eyebrows rose. “Then you’ve got time to move some boxes. The drinks for tonight have arrived.”

“On it, boss,” I said, pulling away from Charlie, glad for an opportunity to burn some of the energy that surged inside me. Millie walking past Noah, past Charlie, and right back into my arms where she belonged? Yeah, I wanted that real bad. Instead, I was forced to grab slabs of drinks, carrying them into the station cool room.

“Has…?” We were halfway through the job when Noah came over, a frown forming, then smoothing away again. “Has Millie texted back, said she was coming?”

Charlie grinned as he pulled out his phone and then shook his head.

“Not yet. I’ll ask.”

“Wait, no…”

I felt like a prick then, seeing how stricken Noah looked. The bloke walked into fiery buildings without blinking and here he was, freaking out over a girl. I had conveniently forgotten just how into her he was.

“Done.”

Still on for tonight? Charlie had written.

We all stared at Charlie’s screen, as if that was enough to conjure an answer.

Then the little dots appeared. We all sucked in a breath, watching them form, then stop, then form again, right before a message came through. Fuck this, I thought, moving my weight onto my back foot, ready to step away. We weren’t a bunch of spotty teenagers waiting to hear back from a girl.

Sure am, she replied, but that wasn’t all.

I could’ve coped with that, tamped down the near immediate reaction my body was having if all we got was confirmation. Instead, this was quickly followed by a photo obviously taken spontaneously in her room if the mess was anything to go by. I didn’t dwell on the piles of clothes or crooked painting on the wall, just that dress. One of those little red satin slip things that seemed to slide around a woman’s body as she moved, the whole thing one long caress. I bit back a groan in response, but if I was worried about being the only one, I needn’t be. The others made similar choked off sounds and then we shared a look.

Men that have walked into situations others run from, they share something and I felt like that something was silently communicated now. Noah’s history with Millie and our lack thereof didn’t matter, not when we were all struck dumb by the sight of a beautiful woman.

“I…” Noah was struggling to find words and I understood why. Too many came to mind right now, and none of them were pretty. My fingers flexed, almost able to feel the slick silk of her dress between them. “I kept putting it off, chasing Millie. When I built myself up, when I got accepted as a new recruit, when I became a fully-fledged firie. I kept moving the goalposts because…” His eyes met ours. “If I never put myself out there, the dream stayed alive, but I think, I think…” He nodded sharply because in every other aspect of his life, Noah was decisive, working out what needed doing and then getting it done. “I think it's time to nut up or shut up.”

Whatever feeling of rivalry I might’ve been holding onto, it evaporated right now. My hand thrust out and so did Charlie’s. Noah smiled and then shook each one.

“Best of luck, mate,” I said. “She’d be mad to say no.”

“You’ve carried a torch for the woman for ten years.” Charlie shrugged. “That’s gotta count for something, and anyway…” I noted the twinkle in his eye as he shifted focus to me. “We’ll be there talking you up, making sure she knows what kind of guy you’ve become.”

“Thanks, fellas.”

Noah was a good bloke, which is why I felt a pang at his shy smile. He deserved every chance to prove himself to the girl he’d fallen in love with all those years ago. Trouble was, his explanation fell on deaf ears. There was no way I’d have held off finding Millie if I was standing in his shoes. If she turned him down, if she didn’t feel the same? Well, I wouldn’t be waiting ten years to see if the memory of me carrying her away from the fire played on repeat inside her head, just like it did me. I’d be tasting those pretty pink lips the moment she smiled my way.

“C’mon,” I said, “mother’s club is over. Let’s move these drinks.”


Chapter 7



Millie

“So you’re really not going to tell me which guy this is?”

Jamie leaned against the doorway of my bathroom, ostensibly to watch me apply the last of my makeup. We’d decided on this flippy little satin dress. It was sundress adjacent, making it both sexy and casual at the same time. Red as blood, I slicked on lipstick the same colour and then stepped back to stare into the mirror.

This was as good as I was going to get.

The cut of the dress skimmed over my curves, just loose enough to hide my lumps and bumps. The colour made my eyes pop, and while I could pass it off as festive, no one was going to look past me in a bright red dress. I put the lipstick down and smoothed my hands over my hips, before turning back to face Jamie, only to find her smiling gently.

“Someone’s got you rattled.”

“No—” I started to say.

“Yeah, they have. You always look amazing, but usually you just drag something out of your wardrobe and make it work.” She looked past me to the bomb site that was my room. “Not go through every single dress you own, including that super ugly one your grandma bought you years ago.”

“Little House on the Prairie chic is in again?” I suggested, but she just shook her head.

“So, are you going to tell me who it is?” Her eyes searched mine and that had me walking out of my bathroom to find the strappy shoes I intended to wear tonight, spending way too long doing up the tiny buckles.

“It’s just⁠—”

“Some guy,” she finished for me, nodding slowly. I stared at her, mutely pleading for her to leave it alone. “OK.” Jamie pushed herself away from the wall. “I’m prepared to be patient. Go out, make this guy swallow his tongue looking at all your hotness.” She was just being supportive, but that didn’t stop my cheeks burning. I wanted, needed, to believe that was true right now. “And then when you’ve waltzed off with one, two of his mates…”

My bestie was trying to get a read on me, but I wasn’t ready for that, so I stood up and started searching for a bag to add to my ensemble.

“Hey, even three of them,” she said. I stopped still, betraying myself for a second before grabbing whatever bag was hanging up in my wardrobe. “You’ll give me a call and tell me what’s going on.”

I put on my social smile, feeling the way the lipstick sat on my lips before turning around.

“You got it.” I swept in, drank the rest of my wine glass down, then took a healthy swig from the remains in the bottle. Super stay lipstick for the win. My hands landed on her shoulders. “Now, thank you for being an impromptu fashion consultant today. I know you hate this shit.”

“Not for you.” Her hand curled around my wrist and gave it a squeeze. “Whoever it is, you’ve got this, Mills. Walk in there, make a statement, and ensure this prick rues the day he hurt you.”

Was that possible? I was about to find out.

I stared out the window, scanning the buildings as we pulled up out the front of the suburban fire station. The tinsel tacked up haphazardly around the door let me know I was in the right place. OK, it was go-time. Pay the driver, straighten my spine and then my dress before getting out of the car and⁠—

“Oh…”

“Millie?” My door was opened and Noah smiled down at me, looking like a picture of masculine perfection. Brown hair that was still wet was combed back from his face and broad shoulders stretched the seams of his button down shirt as he leaned closer. “Is that apple pie?”

“Mum’s recipe.” I hefted the pie plate sheepishly. “She’d kill me if I came empty handed. The wine was my idea.”

“Well, let's get them, you, inside.”

He took the pie from me, then tucked the wine bottle under one arm before offering me his hand, and for just a second, I stared at it. It was hard then, not to remember the last time he did that. When his smile faltered, I wondered if he saw it too, the moment when he led me to the place under the trees. No, I decided, if I was going to dwell, I wanted to on Jamie’s advice, not our teenage antics. I wrapped my hand around his, trying very hard not to notice the way his hand swallowed mine as he helped me out of the car.

Or that he didn’t let go of my hand once the Uber sped away.

“I wasn’t sure if you’d come.”

That steady gaze of his had me counting all the flecks of green and amber in his hazel eyes, and right now the past felt like it threatened to rise up like some prehistoric beast and swallow us whole. It was all too easy to pretend that no time had passed, that he was still the cute, shy guy that sat next to me in class.

But I was not that girl anymore and therefore unwilling to get dragged into that crap again.

“To a party full of hot firefighters?” I asked. I pulled free to put my hands on my hips. “Are you kidding? So…” I could be the cool girl, the one that wasn’t still crushing on the out-of-reach guy from school. “You gonna be my wingman here, for old times’ sake?”

“Wing… man?”

Noah barely stammered that out, frowning slightly, and I admit that kinda pissed me off. I was no oil painting, but right now I was looking kinda cute. Cute enough for his friends if Charlie’s flirty smile was anything to go by. Then there was Knox’s big daddy act just after the fire.

“Yeah.” Fake it until you make it, that was my motto, so I shot him a cheeky grin. “I think every straight girl fantasises about making out with a hot firefighter,” I replied. “Introduce me to the single ones, and I promise I’ll help you get any girl you like.”

“That right.” There was something flat about his tone, but as his eyes narrowed, a slow smile formed. “Well, you better come in and meet the guys.”


Chapter 8



Noah

I had screwed up. I’d waited too long to find Millie, to make amends, to tell her the truth. When she pulled away, I barely stopped my fingers from closing tightly around her, keeping her right where she was.

Where she belonged.

I could still feel the imprint of her hand on my palm, burning hot while the rest of me went ice cold.

“You gonna be my wingman here, for old times’ sake?”

Her words echoed over and over inside my head, getting louder with each pass, to make clear something I had hoped wasn’t true.

That Millie wasn’t here for me.

Knox had rescued her. Charlie was the one who had the balls to invite her to the party, and I hung around the doorway like a lost dog, whining and hoping for a pat. I shook my head and then forced myself to smile before leading her inside.

The cheesy Christmas carol music, the bright green and red decorations everywhere, were like a physical blow. This was supposed to be the one time of the year when people relaxed, reflected, and reconnected with those they loved, and instead I made a beeline for the cluster of guys standing around at the back of the room, beers in hand, ready to introduce the love of my life to them.

“Fellas.” Every bloke turned around, and I saw their focus brush past me to take Millie in, and why not? She looked amazing. I stared the exact same way when she got out of the car, taking in the way that damn dress flowed across her body, and I knew what to expect. Guys pursed their lips, shifted restlessly as they took her in with hungry eyes. “This is Millie. She⁠—”

“Made it.” Charlie appeared with a grin, thrusting a beer into my hand. “Damn, that dress looks even better in person. Have you met everyone yet?”

“Um, no, we just arrived,” she replied, taking the glass of wine he offered her.

“Alright, this grumpy prick is Henry.” He nudged our teammate. “Great at putting out fires, but conversation? Not so much.”

Henry smoothed his hand over his stubble, barely smiling.

“Nice to meet you.” Millie didn’t realise it, but that brief nod was about as close to a conversation she was likely to get. “Gotta go. The missus is sending up distress signals.”

Kelly, his wife, was indeed waving him over, especially as his youngest son had decided to taste test Christmas ornaments.

“Don’t worry about him.” Dave stepped forward, a familiar grin on his face, and I shifted slightly, edging into the gap between them. “I’m Dave.”

“Millie,” my girl said, laying a hand on her chest, but she needn’t do that if she wanted his attention. He was already staring at her tits.

“That’s a beautiful name.”

I should’ve been the one complimenting her, and I was kicking my own butt for not having more to say when Millie got out of the car. The words came now, too damn late. The gold in her hair, the way it shifted each time she moved her head. The slender length of her neck, the ends of her hair caressing the back of it. But I hadn’t, didn’t. Instead, words dried in my throat, dragging me right back to school in the worst way.

Every muscle tensed as he offered her his hand and I wanted to snap, “Don’t take it!” Instead, he received the briefest of shakes, right before he turned her hand in his, presenting her knuckles for him to kiss. The guys chuckled at Dave’s bullshit, but Charlie didn’t. Instead, he stepped between them, forcing Dave back.

“Don’t worry about Shania over there,” Charlie said. “Let’s play a little game of ‘Have you met Millie?’”

“Shania?” She snorted and then frowned. “I thought you said your name was Dave.”

“It’s because he doesn’t impress anyone much,” one of the other guys said with a cackle, Millie’s mouth falling open, then closing as she barely suppressed a smile. “At least, that’s what the girls say.”

“Fuck you,” Dave growled.

“They say that too.”

As everyone started to put shit on Dave, Charlie steered her away from the guys, putting his arm around her shoulders like he had a right to. Everyone noted Charlie’s ease with women, but this was the first time I’d felt the weight of that personally.

“Ladies.” Some of the wives and girlfriends were standing with their partners on the other side of the room, and they looked up when he breezed over. “This is Millie, the lovely lady we met at the fire earlier in the week. Millie, this is Sally.” She smiled politely at Millie. “Belinda and Officer Hops.”

“Judy,” the woman herself corrected, her belly making it hard for her to get to her feet, so I stepped in and offered her a hand. “And babies.” She patted her stomach.

“Oh wow.” Millie stepped forward, hands rising, but before I could warn her, she dropped them again. “Congratulations. Are you due soon?”

“Because I look like a beached whale, you mean?” Millie tried to contradict her, but Judy shook her head. “It’s fine. Every time I go to the beach, I have well-meaning people try to roll me back into the sea. I’ve got a couple of months to go.”

“Months…” Millie flushed, seeming to realise too late that this was a bit of a tactless comment.

“Twins.” Judy announced that like some veterans do the military campaigns they came back from.

“Oh god.” Millie stifled a giggle and then shot Judy a look of sympathy. “I have twin brothers, so you have my sympathies.”

“See, she gets it.” Judy started to rub her back and that summoned her partner, Blue, like one might a genie. He was there, a massive, silent, tattooed presence, helping her sit back down, then handing her the drink bottle by her chair.

“Still think Charles and Charlesina would be the best name for the twins,” Charlie grumbled.

“Over my dead body,” Bluey growled, before turning to Judy. “Love, did you want some of those coconut ball things?”

“Oh, yes please,” she groaned, settling back into her chair.

“Millie…” Sally looked at me, then my girl, making clear she’d put two and two together. It felt like everyone in the station knew how I felt about the woman in front of me. Everyone but her. “That’s a pretty name. So are you a friend of Charlie’s?”

Friend was a euphemism that covered anything from being his sister, his girlfriend, or baby mama until further clarification.

“More like someone he took pity on,” Millie replied. “His crew put the fire out at my workplace.”

“Was that—?” Belinda asked.

“The Stafford Arms.” Everyone turned to see Knox standing there, and that was the reason why he’d been promoted to lead firefighter. He could command a room just like he could a team. “Millie.”

What was that? Millie seemed to suck in a breath and then hold it as he took in all the details of the dress with the same thoroughness of a fire, but it seemed like he was the one burning, not her. He nodded and then took the half-finished glass of wine from her limp fingers, pressing a fresh one between them.

“Knox was forced to pick me up and carry me away from the fire.” Millie was being completely self-deprecating. “I got it in my head that I needed to remove the gas bottles from the pub before they blew up.”

“Oh, you didn’t.”

Judy slapped a hand over her mouth, eyes wide.

“I did. Stuffed up a perfectly good pair of heels in the process, but it could’ve been worse.” Millie looked Knox up and down. “Much worse. I expected Knox to tear strips off me when he got us away from the fire.”

“I would never do that.” Everyone turned to stare at Knox. “What? I wouldn’t have.”

“Well, did you know that Noah rescued a couple of children from a house fire?” Sally was trying to turn the tide my way and I wanted to shake my head, tell her not to bother, but she forged on. “They were clinging onto his shoulders like spider monkeys the way my husband tells it.”

“He and his team won their division in the Australasian Firefighting Championships,” Belinda added, catching Sally’s drift.

“And he rescued those dogs trapped on that property.” Judy accepted a plate of food from her partner, then balanced it on her stomach. “It was a puppy mill and the ‘owners’ deserted it when the fire hit.”

“You saved a bunch of puppies?”

It felt like I caught every movement as Millie turned towards me, one eyebrow rising in question.

“They pissed all over my uniform,” I replied dismissively. “Never got that stink out.”

She just smiled.

“Then there was that little yapper that went back to the kennel.”

I knew what Charlie was doing. That look, the way he was prompting me to tell the story, it was a familiar one. Usually, he tried to hold my hand when talking to girls he was interested in, using me to entertain the rest of the group, but this was different. I actually wanted Millie to know what happened that day.

“Her puppies were in one of the kennels.” Millie’s sucked-in breath was echoed by the other women, even though they already knew this story. “She wasn’t going to leave without them, so I’m trying to kick down the door of the kennel and she’s yapping and nipping at my ankles, thinking I was going to hurt her babies. Meanwhile the others are trying to put out the house fire.” I shook my head. “Then I managed to break the lock and throw open the gates⁠—”

“And there were puppies everywhere.” Judy sniffed, wiping at her eyes, so Bluey sighed and fished out a handkerchief. “They’re running around like idiots, and then the mummy dog starts rounding them up, getting them away from the fire. The boys collected up every one before the mob from the RSPCA came to collect them.” Her hand clasped Blue’s tight. “We ended up with one.”

“Chilli.” Blue was always a man of few words. “After the dog in the cartoon.”

“She’s the best dog.” We all watched in alarm as a tear rolled down Judy’s cheek, but she smiled through it, dabbing it away before continuing. “Sorry, I’m a complete mess since the pregnancy. I cry at the drop of a hat.”

“Hormones.” We all turned around to see our station commander, Brent, standing there, gazing fondly at Judy. “My missus was the same. They’re softening you up, preparing you for becoming a mother.”

“I’ll be wailing through childbirth at this rate,” Judy grumbled.

“You’ll be amazing.”

Bluey was viewed with suspicion when he first started going out with Judy. She’d worked in admin for the station since she left high school, so every firefighter made clear what would happen if the burly trucker broke her heart. He never did. Instead, he pulled her close now, pressing her face into his shoulder as he rubbed her back, and it was then I felt something I’d never expected to experience.

Jealousy.

No, that wasn’t right. It was envy. I was never one to hover around Judy, trying to get her to look my way, and I’d never want her to break up with Blue, but… It wasn’t hard to put myself in his shoes and see myself soothing a whole other woman.

“Brent, this is Millie,” I said, making introductions belatedly.

“Millie?” He met my eyes, his slight smile making clear he knew exactly who this was. “Well, it's lovely to meet you. I’m Brent, the station commander. So, what do you do?”


Chapter 9



Millie

Asking about someone’s job seemed to be the default question on first introduction, particularly if they were of my parent’s generation. I sucked in a breath to answer, but Charlie stepped behind his boss and shook his head violently, making clear he thought I shouldn’t answer, but that would be rude. Talking about your job helped a stranger place you in the social hierarchy as well as make small talk, but instead of giving Brent a pat answer, I was honest.

“Nothing currently.” Brent’s eyebrows shot up. “That sounds bad, but I was the manager of The Stafford. While your team got there as fast as they could, they unfortunately couldn’t save my workplace from being burned out.” I spread my hands wide. “No pub, no job.”

“Her boss tried to fire her.”

I hadn’t noticed Knox sidle closer, but I saw him now. The tight black t-shirt made clear I hadn’t imagined that broad chest. Looking at it was different to being held against it, though I wouldn’t have said no to a more in-depth comparison for science.

“I quit instead,” I said with a smile, “but not before Knox carried me away from the fire.”

“You get hit by smoke inhalation, love?” Sally’s husband asked, his arm loosely wrapped around his wife’s waist.

“Worse.” My lips twisted. “My own stupidity. I saw the gas bottles and remembered the fire safety training we did.” The men groaned, but I forged on. “He showed us all this footage of gas bottles blowing up. The pub has houses all around it, shops too. People were standing by the side of the road.” Brent harrumphed at that. “I figured if I put the gas bottles on their sides⁠—”

“Never on their sides.” My eyes jerked up to see Noah was standing beside me. “They’ve got pressure valves at the top and putting gas bottles on their sides stops them from working properly.”

“Right, well.” I smiled weakly. “I’ll remember that for next time, but…” My eyes were drawn back to Knox, that same feeling of warmth, of safety, rising when I stared into those steady grey eyes. “Knox got me out of there. He picked me up and whisked me away from the building, all very heroic.”

“Onya, Knoxy.” One of the other guys clapped his teammate on the shoulder, but the man himself barely registered it. His focus was entirely trained on me, which made me wonder.

Did he see it, feel it, the haze of smoke, the warmth of his body, the jolt of his steps as he rushed me away from the building? I did, over and over since that night. I dreamed of it, feeling his hands on my cheeks as he checked me over. In my head, though, I leaned into his palm and pressed my lips to the calluses I felt.

“Pretty sure he deserves a raise for that,” I said instead, trying to keep things light. “I’d be happy to write a review on Yelp or something.”

“I wouldn’t mind one.” Charlie winked at me. “I mean me, Noah, and Harry were the ones who actually put out the fire.” He spread his hands wide. “Charlie handles his hose with great expertise…”

“Pretty sure we know why,” one of the guys snickered.

“I’m going to need the details of whoever did that training session,” Brent said. “Making the dangers clear to the public is important, but so is ensuring people respond appropriately to a fire.”

“Um… sure—” I said.

“So what did you do at the pub?”

“The usual stuff,” I replied with a shrug. “Setting staff rosters, banking, dealing with unruly customers, all the paperwork.”

“This is not an interview,” Charlie said.

“Ordering stock?” Brent continued, and suddenly this was a test. “Doing that MCOBY thing?”

“MYOB?” I giggled. “Yep. Obviously, the pub had a bookkeeper, but I ensured all the business expenses were properly documented as well as submitted the pay sheets.” I wiggled my fingers. “Pretty good at typing too. Why, do you need a secretary or something?”

“As much as I know you’d like to ask her if she’s going to wear a pencil skirt and sit on the edge of your desk taking dictation, Boss, I invited Millie here for a reason.” Charlie turned to me. “Want to go on a tour of the station?”

“Here we go.” Judy shook her head slowly. “Brent’s taken forever to find my replacement.” She patted her stomach. “I’m getting out of the rat race and going to be a stay-at-home mum, so he needs to find someone to take my position.”

A government job? I had enough savings to get me through the silly season and figured I’d find another job as the crazy of New Year’s Eve hit, but the security of working for the government? Mum and Dad would just about wet themselves in excitement.

“Yes, yes,” Charlie said, moving in to sling an arm around my shoulder. “But that’s all boring stuff. If you come this way⁠—”

“Judy has been with us for some time,” Brent explained. “But then her bloody husband had to get her pregnant.”

“This is a Christmas party.” Charlie stepped in front of Brent and then offered me his arm. “Wearing a Santa Claus suit in the boiling hot sun. Drinking too much beer. Having cold chicken and prawns, not turkey. Ho, ho, ho and season’s greetings and that shit, not Excel macros and quarterly reports.” When he looked down at me, I saw his eyes were the most perfect turquoise blue, the colour of a summer sky and the skin crinkled at the corners as he smiled. “You look far too sexy to stand around talking about admin tonight.”

I’d wondered why he’d invited me to this party, but with that look, it became clear. I said I wanted to come and find a sexy fireman to take home, and right now I was thinking he might be a contender. I wasn’t sure if I’d actually go home with him, but Noah didn’t need to know that. Those full lips twitched, as if he knew exactly what I was thinking.

“Let me show you the station,” he said again.

“Is there one of those slidey poles?” I asked. Charlie was cute, more than cute, but when those fair eyebrows started waggling, he was something even better: fun. “And can I ride in the back of a truck? Can we put the sirens on? Ooh, can I have a go at squirting the hose.”

“Pretty sure you could handle any hose you like.” I let out a yelp as he scooped me up in his arms, just like Knox had. “So, wanna play firemen with me, Millie?”

I said the only thing I could.

“Yes, please.”


Chapter 10



Charlie

I had a cunning plan. I’d show Millie the station, come on strong, and hope that prompted Noah to get his head out of his arse, but I didn’t factor this in. The real reason why I invited her to our party wasn’t an altruistic one.

See a pretty girl, chase her, that was my M.O., and right now my body was reminding me why. I liked holding her in my arms because this way I could look down and see her expression up close, part shock, part pleasure. There was also something a little guilty in it, as if she was embarrassed about the last part. I forgot about Noah, about everyone else, wondering just how far that embarrassment went, imagining other scenarios. Ones where I watched every shift in her expression as I pushed her to greater and greater heights of ecstasy. Would her cheeks burn bright red? Would her lips part? Would⁠—

“Pretty sure you can put the girl down now.”

Knox’s dry tone was like a bucket of water splashed on my face, breaking the heated spell I was under. I wanted it recorded that I was a very good boy and did not drag Millie down to my bunk and show her the hose I really wanted her to handle. Instead, I set her down on those cute little heels right here.

“If you were six-years-old and brought here on an excursion, we’d show you what happens when a fire is called in,” I said, wandering towards the appliance bays. Our trucks were lined up there and they were always the things the public were most interested in.

“Only kids get to see the fire trucks?” Millie’s voice was one part amusement, one part longing, and I knew that last part well.

Badge bunnies were one of the politer terms used for girls that pursued firemen, and I was pretty sure I knew why. Everyone had seen a fire truck rushing past, sirens blaring, and the fact that we dealt with emergencies, could force the traffic to part like the Red Sea to let us through, was enough to catch some girls’ eyes. Right now, I was thinking I saw a similar gleam in Millie’s.

“Little kids…” My eyes slid down to take in that cute dress, because damn, sundresses were always catnip for me, but I forced them back up. “And big ones too. OK, let's start up here.” I climbed the steps up to the first floor and Millie followed me, the boys taking up position at the rear. “A lot of fire stations have phased these things out, but…”

I walked over to the brass pole and grabbed it, moving so I held myself suspended just with one hand and my feet clasped around it. The fact my muscles popped as I held myself there was merely a coincidence.

“We still have one. When a call comes in, we hustle over here and slide down, ready to assemble by our truck. Did you need me to show you how to do it?”

I watched her hands go to her hips, and that smile? Holy crap, how the hell did Noah stop himself from locking this girl down years ago?

“I know my way around a pole.”

“Hmm… hidden depths,” I mused.

“We usually move a lot faster than this when there’s a real emergency,” Noah grumbled.

The guy was trying to put on a brave front. I would too if I’d been rocking blue balls for the last ten years. I’d known the bloke since our days as new recruits and he was always too damn serious for his own good. Noah was totally in love with Millie, and I was about to make sure she knew that, because that’s what best mates did.

“OK, Miss Millie,” I said with a nod, “let’s see if you’ve got what it takes to join the metro fire department.”

I slid down the pole, then looked up, not at all focussed on the flare of her dress as she stepped forward. Noah went with her, hands out, ready to help.

“It’s OK. We can just walk back down if you want,” he told her.

“And why would I do that?”

Pole dancing had become this whole thing for suburban women, and cardio had never looked so sexy. Millie looked like some kind of firefighter’s wet dream, clasping the pole behind one knee and then spiralling down in this beautiful movement, her arm outstretched.

I needed some ten dollar bills, stat, because a performance like this needed rewarding. Millie’s skirt flared out around her thighs, giving me a tantalising glimpse of what lay beneath that dress. If I was staring, though, so was Noah. The guy looked like he was about to swallow his tongue as Millie made her descent.

And so did Knox.

Noah didn’t say much, but I could read him easily. I couldn’t say the same of Knox. The only hint of a response in the big man was how closely he watched her slide. His eyes narrowed slightly when she landed with a flourish, turning to slits as I stepped in and offered Millie my arm.

Interesting.

“Well done,” I said, “I feel like you need to teach us some of those moves, though that would make things weird with the fellas. OK, so once we’re all down.” I turned to see Knox and Noah had joined us. “Then we make our way over to the truck and start suiting up.”

I led the way into the appliance bay, walking over to where our firefighting gear was hung up. Millie didn’t make it that far, stopping and staring at the trucks. We each had our own gear, so my hands hovered over Henry’s, ready to pull it down from a peg. That’s when I remembered what Noah had told me.

You’d never know it now, but apparently back in high school he was a skinny prick, and sometimes I think he still felt that. Body dysmorphia, that’s what they called it in girls, so maybe he had it too. He thought he was still that gangly guy from before, not the big man he was now.

“Try this on for size,” I told Millie with a smile, grabbing Noah’s helmet, tunic and pants as I walked over.

“Helmet.” I put it on her head only for the brim to sink forward, partially obscuring her vision. She was forced to shove it backwards, setting it at a jaunty angle. “Tunic.”

I unzipped the front and then held it out for her, watching her turn around and put it on, like I was a date helping her put on her coat.

Yeah, not that. Definitely not that.

“Holy crap,” she said, flapping her arms when she had the tunic on, looking just like a little kid in her dad’s clothes right now. “How big is this Henry guy?”

“Not Henry.” Noah stepped forward, suddenly way too pale. “Charlie must’ve grabbed the wrong gear. That’s my tunic.”

“Whoa…”

She smiled up at him then, and I wondered at Noah’s restraint back in school. A girl like Millie looked at me like that? I’d have her behind the gym for a make out session before lunch was ended. Especially when he smiled right back.

“Not a great fit, huh?” Noah’s voice was lower, huskier, as he tried to straighten the shoulder seams and failed. “Back in high school, you would’ve been able to wear my tunic no problem…” Her smile faded, her eyes questing as she sought his gaze, but he fiddled with the zip, making sure it reached her chin. “Took me a while to fill out.”

“But you did.”

Every suspicion I’d been harbouring was instantly confirmed. Millie took in all the ways Noah had changed in a slow and thorough inspection. When I glanced at Knox, his eyebrow rose, making clear he saw shit too.

“Um… yeah.”

Shit, shit, awkward Noah was reasserting himself, and if the way he spoke to women in the past was anything to go by, he was minutes away from shutting down and not saying a thing.

“You can get his personal trainer’s number later,” I said. “C’mon, let's play firemen!”

There was a reason why they always had me doing the school visits. I could gee up any crowd, and right then Millie snorted. I escorted her over to our truck, opening the door with a flourish, then ushering her in. Climbing up into the cab was hard work in the oversized tunic, and as much as I wanted to put a hand on that perfectly formed arse and help her in, I didn’t. She wiggled into the centre seat, then looked at the rest of us.

“OK, what now?”

I thought that’s when Knox would get in the driver’s seat, and I’d ride shotgun, just like we normally did, but instead, he climbed into the seat beside Millie. It was always a tight fit, but you could fit three firefighters in the back. Noah watched this happen wide eyed, then scrambled in, and that’s when something interesting happened. The doors were shut and Noah’s girl was wedged tightly between the two men. This was my cue to get in the driver’s seat and continue the game, but instead, I watched Millie tip her helmet back, wide eyed and pink cheeked, then fix her gaze at the front windscreen, looking anywhere but at them.

Well, well, well, I think our Millie was quite liking this experience.

“Are you OK?” Noah’s voice was low and gentle. “It’s not too squishy?”

“Nope.” Her reply came far too quickly. “I can barely feel a thing in this suit.” His eyebrow jerked up. “I mean… You know what I mean.”

One little glance, full of mute pleading not to push the issue, was all it took to get him smiling, so that was my cue. I pulled myself into the driver’s seat and then continued the tour.

“The night we came to put out the Stafford fire, we tore through town to get to you,” I said, almost able to see it. “Sirens blaring⁠—”

“Can we put the sirens on now?” she asked.

“Brent doesn’t like it,” Knox replied, even as my hand strayed to the button to turn it on. Better not then.

“We pulled up out front of the pub,” I continued. “Knox was barking orders.”

“You’re the lead firefighter,” she said, looking up at him. “You manage the team?”

“Try to,” he replied.

“He’s just being modest,” I added. “Knox makes sure we get the job done right, but on that night, he was a little distracted.” Yep, those pink cheeks just got pinker. “Noah took over, making sure we got the job done.”

“Just focussed on the fire.”

I wanted to hate the guy sometimes. Noah never talked himself up, always put any praise on the team, not himself, because he was too damn nice for that, and that’s why I said this.

“He made sure we got the job done.”

Millie removed her helmet and stared at Noah.

“So what did you do?”

He swallowed hard, his eyes burning into hers, but he shook his head and reached for some chill.

“I was talking to Henry about what we were likely to find,” he said, his voice pitched low for just her to hear. “We may or may not have bitched about your cook.”

“Well, that’s something I can get behind. Bloody Geoff…” She shook her head.

“Bloody Geoff,” he echoed with a grin.

“Once we worked out where the fire had started, we moved fast, unrolling the hoses,” Noah continued.

“So is that what we do now?” she asked.

“Now we get you squirting.” I shouldn’t be dragging her attention back my way. I shouldn’t have been making suggestive remarks to my teammate’s girl. I certainly shouldn’t have started grinning at her flustered response, but I dragged my focus away from her and back to Knox. “Whaddya reckon? Should we head into the training area and give Millie a chance to handle some hose?”


Chapter 11



Knox

I knew exactly what Charlie was doing. The not-so-little prick was setting Millie up using the same prank we’d pulled on pretty much every new person that joined the station and their wives and girlfriends. People thought handling a fire hose was just like watering the garden, but it wasn’t. Part of me wanted to warn Millie, ruin the prank, make sure she wasn’t taken by surprise.

The other half just wanted to see how she’d react.

Probably because I could almost feel her heart rate pick up the minute we got in the back of the truck with her. I shouldn’t have. I drove, so it should’ve been in the front seat, but Charlie took on that role. Instead, I wedged myself into the backseat just to feel the press of Millie’s leg against mine through the thick fabric of Noah’s uniform.

In my head I tried to justify it, that it was just helping create a vibe in the backseat that made clear what Noah had done for Millie, but I knew. It wasn’t just Charlie who was revisiting that night in the backseat. Like every other night since the moment I picked Millie up and carried her away from the fire, I felt the shadow of her body against my skin and wanted more.

Just like Noah did, if Millie truly was his childhood sweetheart.

Which meant I needed to step forward now and follow through on this prank.

“Roll the hoses out,” I barked, but Charlie and Noah had already started moving as Millie shrugged out of Noah’s tunic. My focus shifted back to Millie as we stepped out into the big open-air training space at the back of the station. “The boys will hook the hose up, get the water running, but you need to know a few things before you start squirting water everywhere.”

“Bet you say that to all the girls.”

That little smirk of hers would be the death of me, but I forged on.

“You’ll be aiming for that target on the back wall.” We’d painted a sloppy bullseye on the wall at some point. “Seems easy enough, right?” She nodded. “Well, a fire hose is different to the one you use in the garden. It’ll have massive amounts of pressure pumping through it. Release that pressure? It’s a bit like a bullet being fired from a gun. The force used to propel the water, the bullet, creates recoil, pushing you back.”

“Recoil…”

She looked up at me in alarm.

“Remember every action has an equal and opposite angle,” Noah called out.

“Was that the guy with the apple?” she asked, the tremor obvious in her voice.

“Newton?” Noah asked. “Yeah. That means when the pressure rises in the hose, it has to go somewhere. When you release the valve, it’s going to propel the water forward and push you back.”

She stared into my eyes.

“So how do I stop that?”

“We use several different stances,” I explained, “but for tonight, the best thing might be a simple standing hold. You need your feet at least hip width apart.”

I demonstrated that, trying not to preen when she watched me closely, then she mimicked my stance, only to waver on her heels. With a little hiss, she pushed them off, reminding me of that night. Half the reason why I picked her up was because I didn’t want her tearing her bare feet on the asphalt.

Though I’d never shown that level of consideration to any other member of the public before.

Pretty feet with bright red nail polish emerged, but she planted them on the concrete floor as Charlie approached with the hose. I grabbed the nozzle and then started to show her how it worked.

“This here is the bale.” I gripped the big lever on the top of the hose. “Pull it back and the water comes out.” She blinked as a jet of water shot through the air, and I was quietly proud of the fact I didn’t move an inch. “Hose is kept tight to the body, tucked under the arm…”

That wouldn’t be enough on its own. There was a reason we had such a stringent physical aptitude test to join our ranks. I looked over her head to where Noah was ambling over, knowing he’d take up the slack.

“OK, show me how it’s done.”

I handed over the hose and she looked at it like it was a venomous snake or something, flinching when she felt the pressure, but she held on. Just as I told her, she squared her stance, tucked the hose under her arm, and that’s when Noah moved. Kneeling down behind her, his knee pinned the hose to the ground. We used similar poses when a team member needed extra support on the hose. He hooked an arm around the hose below her, but Millie didn’t feel it because she pulled the bale out. A little gasp, then a nervous laugh, and she was sending water cascading all over the wall.

“Shit, shit, shit…!”

I stepped closer and so did Charlie, Noah’s grip tightening. Nothing would happen to Millie, not while we were here, but she didn’t know that right now. Instead, I was willing to bet that enough adrenaline pumped through her veins, lending her strength she didn’t know she had.

“Hold it!” I snapped.

“Trying to!”

Her yelp had Noah pressing down harder, Charlie and I clustering closer just in case she lost control.

“At the target.” I kept my voice low and calm, like I always did with new recruits. “You can do it. Bring the stream down.”

“No, I can’t” Her arms were locked tightly, but this close, I saw the quiver in the muscles. “I can’t!” Millie looked up at me in panic. “Knox⁠—!”

“Just lock down the bale if it’s too hard,” I told her as my hand moved, ready to take over. “Push it back and…”

Something shifted in her now, making clear who she was. Her jaw locked tight, her brows jerking down as she focussed on what she was doing. This burst of energy wouldn’t last long, but it would give her the strength to do this. A low whine built in her throat as she dragged the hose down, then focussed the stream on the target.

“I did it!”

Relief, triumph, washed over me, as if I’d achieved something, not Millie. It would’ve all worked out if the guys hadn’t come strolling in.

“Well, well, got the new girl squirting already?”

God fucking dammit, Dave and the rest of the single guys strolled in to take a look at what was happening. Millie spun around, her face a mask of triumph, right as she looked down to see Noah was taking up the slack. That expression shifted as the hose did.

“You look good handling the hose.” Dave looked her up and down with an insulting slowness that had me growling. “But I’ve got one that’ll fit your hands better.”

There was a reason we didn’t usually allow people to handle the hose before they’d done their training. Her brows jerked down, her lips curling as she started to turn the hose his way.

But this was no backyard water fight.

“Turn the water off!” I barked. “Millie…!”

The back wall of the training area was pretty far away for practise purposes, but the side walls were much closer.

“Straighten up!” Charlie shouted. “Straighten up before⁠—”

As her stream hit the left hand wall, my hand snapped out, ready to turn the hose off, but not before water slammed into the side wall. Backsplash hit us hard before I could yank on the bale, cutting off the stream. I’d spent some time finding a nice t-shirt, one that didn’t have holes in it, and now it was plastered to my chest. I let out an involuntary shiver, but not due to the chill in the air.

Part of the appeal of Millie’s cute little dress was that all that silky fabric looked whisper thin, like one good yank and you’d be able to tear it off her body. Didn’t need to now. My presence hadn’t stopped the water hitting her at full force, leaving her utterly drenched. She stopped, spluttered, wiped water from her face and then…

Laughed. One massive belly laugh that threatened to shake her whole body. I knew that because I couldn’t stop watching it shake. But if I was staring, so were the others, Noah looking like he was just about to swallow his tongue, Charlie stunned to silence for once. Her laughter rang through the training room as the other guys prowled forward.

“The dress was hot before.” Dave looked her up and down. “Now it’s even better.”

Yeah, he was not going to stare at Millie’s every curve, not while I stood there. I moved into the space between them, hiding her from his hungry gaze, and when he tried to look over my shoulder, Charlie and Noah moved too. He’d have to get past the three of us, that was made clear. Dave frowned, ready to respond, but that was the moment our boss appeared.

“Show’s over,” Brent announced firmly. “Dinner’s up.” He took in the mess with a weary eye. “Get Millie something dry to wear and come and have something to eat before it gets cold, but make sure that hose is put away properly.”

“Umm…” Millie’s voice was like a hand on my neck, fingers teasing the little hairs there. “Does anyone have a spare shirt, or should I just put Noah’s firefighting uniform back on?”


Chapter 12



Millie

Why the hell did I spend hours going over my potential outfits with Jamie, after showering to shave, scrub, polish, and moisturise everything, when apparently all I needed to do to get a firefighter’s attention was engage in an involuntary wet t-shirt competition? Make that three firefighters’ attention. Each man stared at me with equal fascination, and while a voice shrieked inside my head that I needed to go and find a towel and a change of clothes, stat, I didn’t. Instead, I just stood there, pinned to the spot by their gaze.

Deep masculine laughter filled the training area, making me think this was all part of the plan, but if that was the case, why weren’t Noah and his team laughing? Charlie’s smile faded so quickly it was like it wasn’t there in the first place, and Noah? He was pale, too pale, as red spots formed in his cheeks, but it was Knox’s expression that hit me the hardest. I knew that intense gaze, because just like the night we first met, those grey eyes burned into me. No, more than that. As he took in every inch of me, it felt like his eyes left searing trails behind. That should’ve warmed me through, but instead, I started to shiver.

“Shit, shirt.”

Noah went to unbutton his, but the fabric made that weird sucking noise wet shirts do when they cling to your skin. He shook his head in frustration, then looked to the others for something to give me. Nope, we were shit out of luck, because each one of us was damp as hell, which prompted my own little inspection.

Noah didn’t have those abs when I knew him, and while I assumed Charlie was jacked by the way he handled the pole, I hadn’t realised how much. Knox? It became immediately apparent how he’d carried me around with ease. The firefighter tunic hid a body made up of heavy slabs of muscle. My hand slid down to my bag, wanting to grab my phone out and snap some photos, because one, no one was ever going to believe me about this, and two, I now had that spank bank material I was looking for during the fire safety training. I shivered, but not for the reason they thought.

“Towel.”

Knox said that with all the authority he used during an emergency I was willing to bet.

“Right, towel.” Charlie agreed, but made no effort to move, which earned him a slap upside the head. “Ow, what the hell was that for?”

“Towel and a dry uniform.”

Knox shot him a meaningful look, and that seemed to push Charlie into action.

“Right, yeah, of course. I think we’ve got some women’s uniforms in the storeroom.” Knox just glared at him. “And I’ll go get them.”

His expression didn’t lighten up until Charlie walked off.

“Noah, show Millie the changerooms and get her a towel.”

“Towel.” Noah nodded dimly, then shook his head. “This way.”

“And what’re you going to do?” Where the hell had that come from? Shit, me apparently. Knox’s lips twitched, that was the only warning I got as his hands went to the hem of his shirt and he pulled it up over his head.

Staring at a pin up of a hot firefighter in a calendar and seeing one in the flesh was a completely different experience. Having a discreet little perv on a thirst-trap photo was a guilty pleasure, but this was a visceral one. Muscles, brown skin, tattoos, and scars, it was like my brain couldn’t take all of Knox in. It kept fixating on one detail then the next, not able to resolve them into a whole.

“I’ll pack up here,” he announced before nodding to Noah. “Don’t worry about this mess. I’ve got it.”

And Noah had me.

My breath was coming in too hard, too fast, so I jumped when Noah’s hand landed on my shoulder. Just like before, it burned my skin. There was no way not to feel it now, the thin, wet material of the dress providing no barrier at all. I couldn’t have told you where we went or how we got there, I just knew we stopped out the front of the changeroom doors.

“Women’s bathroom is in there,” Noah told me, barely able to meet my eyes. That at least was familiar, but this impulse wasn’t. I’d only had a couple of drinks, so why was I thinking about righting some wrongs? When I took a step backwards towards the changeroom, he followed, forcing me to consider some entirely inappropriate scenarios. “You should find some towels…”

He was trying hard to be professional, helpful, pointing to the doorway with one hand, but his words died in his throat when I took the other. I wanted to feel him, just for a second, my grip shifting so my fingers pressed into his wrist. Either he really, really liked playing with hoses, or Noah was into this.

I watched him lick his lips; his eyes boring into mine the entire time. His head dipped lower by fractions, so slowly I could barely track its progress, which gave me time to think.

He was going to kiss me, now?

If he was any other guy, I’d have been certain, but Noah had taken that from me. If the guys I dated off the apps gave mixed signals, he was that staticky noise you got when between radio stations, making my teeth set on edge. I had choices here, that was something I needed to remember. I could grab him by the neck and drag him down, pressing my lips to his and finally claiming the mouth I’d watched so closely as my own.

Or I could pull away, leave him hanging like he did me.

“Uniform?”

In the end, I didn’t get to choose either, because Charlie turned up with a pile of clothes. He looked at me, then Noah, seeming to put two and two together, and that’s why I moved to take them from him.

“Thanks. So towels are in here?”

“In the cupboard.” Noah barely croaked that out. “Just inside the door.”

“Drop it in the laundry basket when you’re done.” Charlie was shooting his friend meaningful looks. “The uniform should fit, but if you need help at all?”

That caught Noah’s attention. His brows jerked down as he shot Charlie a look of pure venom right now.

And that was the gift I’d hoped for.

Charlie made clear he knew exactly what he was doing, ignoring Noah and then winking at me. My lips twitched without thinking, threatening to break into a smile.

“I’ll be fine,” I told him. “I’ve been dressing myself since I was a year old. I’ve got this.” But as I turned and walked through the door, I couldn’t avoid one last parting shot. “I usually only need help getting out of my clothes, not into them.”

I didn’t wait for a response, walking into the changerooms and finding those towels before drying myself off.


Chapter 13



Noah

Go in there, that need beat furiously in my heart. Kiss her. It was the same desperate impulse that rose when we arrived at a fire. No, more intense now, because seconds ago, I felt a brief flare of hope.

Millie’s eyes dropped down. They studied my lips like they were a page in the science textbook we were always forced to share. Her pupils dilated, her breath coming in faster, which was great, because it felt like mine was a noisy rasp in my chest. I was right there, back under the tree, at the party, about to kiss the one girl I wanted, but instead of Millie’s brothers turning up to make clear what a mistake it would be to make a move on their sister, Charlie interrupted.

I stared at him now, wondering how the prick didn’t spontaneously combust with the heat I was throwing. He just smirked, that shit-eating grin telling me he knew exactly what he was doing.

But why?

When he put Millie in my gear, when he talked me up, I thought he was trying to do me a favour. If he was, he wouldn’t have interrupted like that.

“So, ready to eat too much food and drink too much alcohol, all in the name of Christmas cheer?” he asked. “Or are you hanging around here, looking for a totally different kind of festive experience?”

My jaw flexed because my lips were moving, ready to tell him exactly what I wanted. That cute little dress had given me glimpses of what lay beneath it, but wet? It revealed every damn curve. I’d conjured the shape of her body in my head a million times, stroking my cock to the dreams of it, erupting all over my stomach. That rush of shame and desire, the two feelings too tangled up in each other to separate, they were just a trickle of water compared to the fierce blast of now. Breasts that begged to be cupped by my hands, I had to clench them to keep them by my side. Nipples beading against the fabric, my mouth watering for a taste. It was only Millie’s shiver that broke the spell I was under.

“Someone’s gotta finish the tour, bring her back to the conference room,” I said.

His eyebrow jerked upwards at the raspy sound of my voice, but Charlie just nodded.

“Conference room is that way.” He pointed down the corridor, as if somehow I’d forgotten. “But bunks are up there.” I followed his finger as it pointed to the ceiling, the bunks on the first floor. “Send me a text if you need me to stop any of the other fellas walking in on you.”

He didn’t wait for an answer, and I couldn’t give him one, able to see it, feel it. Millie, her scent in my nose, her lips on mine as I pushed her down onto the bed. We were dark shadowy shapes, my mind unable to cope with much more, silhouettes that came together and fell apart, only to reach for the other again. I watched the savage dance of our bodies in my mind’s eye, right up until the woman herself appeared again.

“Oh, you’re still here?”

Yeah, I was, for as long as she wanted me to be. Whatever altruistic thoughts I had about being her wingman deserted me the minute Millie appeared. The office uniform was the exact same as the one I wore most days, but that just illustrated all the ways our bodies differed. I was pretty sure the fellas’ eyes weren’t drawn to my cleavage peeking out from between the collar of the shirt, nor the way the fabric moulded over my chest.

“Wasn’t sure if you’d know how to get back to the party.”

At her small smile, I offered her my arm, watching her just stare at it for a second. Millie knew what to do. She had to, a girl that looked like her, and for just a second, I thought she’d laugh at me. Instead, the dimple popped as she put her arm in mine. My feet felt ten tonnes lighter as we walked back, barely touching the floor as we went through the door.

Of course, that’s when it all went to shit.

“Here she is! Splash.” One of the firefighters grinned as we went to take our seats.

“No, no, no…” Judy started to say.

“Hey, it's better than Bun Bun,” another guy said, the lot of them cackling, and that’s when I realised what was happening. Australians never called anything by its real name. We made words shorter, used rhyming slang, but the most common thing was coming up with some stupid nickname that had a convoluted story behind it.

“That was a movie, wasn’t it? The one with the mermaid,” another bloke said.

“Darryl Hannah,” Brent informed them from the head of the table. “Bloody gorgeous, that woman.”

“Darryl!” Jason’s grin widened as my head started to shake.

“Dazza!” another guy said.

“Awesome,” Millie said with a tight smile. “So why Bun Bun?”

“Officer Hops,” Judy explained with a sigh, “from Zootopia?”

“Ohh…” Millie chuckled. “Oh god.”

“I got Hops, Hoppy, VB for a while.” This was an acronym for a very popular beer. “Bunny, Bunny Girl and then finally Bun Bun.”

“Because she’s got a bun in the oven.” Charlie appeared by Judy’s shoulder with a grin. “C’mon Dazza,” He ruffled Millie’s wet hair, right before I shot him a dark look. “Let's get you some food.”

I’d get her food. I’d get her any damn thing she wanted, but when I rose to my feet, so did she, letting Charlie escort her towards the buffet table.

“No one is ever going to call me Millie again, are they?’ she groaned. The food was amazing as per usual, but I barely smelled the savoury scents, grabbing a plate to hand to her, only to find someone had gotten there first.

“Here’s a plate… Millie.”

She looked up to find Knox standing there, two plates in hand, and that long look had me bristling. He handed her a plate with a small smirk, then turned back to the food. I watched him pile meat and vegetables on his plate dumbly, shaking my head before I realised I needed to do the same. For some reason, I didn’t even pay attention to what I was grabbing, instead just plonking whatever on my plate, before drawing closer. Knox and I shared a long look before he nodded slightly and pulled away.

Now was my chance.

“Come sit with us,” Judy said, linking her arm in Millie’s and drawing her over to the table. “This is my partner, Blue.” I was left to take a seat at the periphery of their little group, something Blue noted with a snort before turning his attention to Millie. “So, tell us a little about yourself. How did you meet the guys?”

“Saved her from a burning building, didn’t we?” Charlie said, sitting down on the other side of Blue. The trucker shot him a measured look before turning back to his plate. “Millie’s old boss wasn’t going to throw them a Christmas party, so I figured we could share some of this love.”

“And set her up to get drenched.” Judy shot him a dark look. “That was all you, right? I remember how you sucked me in.”

“With my winning smile.” He fluttered his eyelids, but Blue leaned over the table.

“Better keep that smile to yourself, Head Job.”

Millie snorted right as she took a bite of coleslaw, almost choking. My hand was up, ready to pat her back, but she rallied quickly.

“Any particular reason why your nickname is a slang term for oral sex?” she asked wide eyed.

“Well, there was this girl—” he started to say.

“Face from A Team.” Knox always used the least amount of words possible as he raised one finger. “Facey, Fuckface⁠—”

“I particularly liked that one,” Charlie said with a roll of his eyes.

“Then Head Job.” Knox winked at me. “Head for short.”

“And you’re gonna call me Uncle Head, aren’t you, baby?” People talking to women’s pregnant stomachs in an infantile tone was weird, but that never stopped Charlie. “If you’re a boy, I’ll show you the ropes when you get older, and if you’re a girl⁠—”

“You’ll do the same for any daughter I have,” Blue growled. “Not that you’d get within ten feet of her.”

“Not sure if babies are your thing, are they, Charlie?” Judy’s tone was light, but I caught the moment Charlie’s smile faded. “You’d rather be chasing grown up girls, not little ones.”

“Yeah, of course.”

His reply was perfunctory, but before he could say more, Brent got to his feet.

“Alright, alright.” Everyone knew a speech was coming. “I just want to say a few words.”

“Few words?” someone muttered. “Be here until New Year’s.”

“That’s enough out of you.” I watched Brent’s bushy brows draw down, but not for long. “Now, we’re here to celebrate that we’re all here another year later. We’ve had our issues and challenges, and some of us have had some pretty amazing transformations.” He smiled fondly at Judy, something that had her blushing. “We don’t know what next year has to offer, but we do know we’ve got a great team⁠—”

“To a great team.” Charlie raised his beer can, then and so did everyone else, leaving me scrambling to locate my own. “Even if you’re all a bunch of miserable pricks who smell bad and need to wash your damn socks more often.”

“We can’t all be pretty boys, Head Job!” one of the guys shouted back.

“Thank goodness we left the kids at home,” Sally said to her husband, “or there’d be some awkward conversations on the way home.”

“The kids are getting looked after?” Charlie said. “Then you can stick around and have a drink with us for once.”

“One.” Sally looked meaningfully at Jason. “One.”

“Don’t need more than one.” He pulled her into his lap, kissing her neck with gusto, which resulted in paper hats and broken Christmas crackers being thrown at the two of them. “Not when I’ve got the prettiest girl in the place in my arms.”

“Will I get that sappy if I get married?” Charlie asked.

“If you’re lucky.” Knox was quiet through most of the noise, but right now I caught him watching the happy couple closely. I remembered when Jase met Sally and couldn’t recall if Knox had a thing for her, or…? Nope, that was a different kind of longing and I knew that because it was one I’d felt plenty of times before.

If I tried hard enough, I could see how this would’ve gone if I’d come with Millie on my arm rather than meeting her at the door. If she was my long-term girlfriend, or shit, my wife. My arm slung over the back of her chair like Blue did Judy’s, my fingers teasing the ends of her hair.

“Another beer, mate?”

I looked up to see Charlie standing there, a knowing smile on his face as he held his empty up.

I wasn’t driving home, Knox having signed up for that duty, so I nodded. Beer hadn’t helped me the night I nearly kissed Millie, but it hadn’t hurt either.

“I’ll get them,” I said, getting to my feet and taking our empties and Millie’s almost drained wine glass.

“Another?” I asked her when she turned my way.

“Sure.”

Her smile, the same one she gave everyone here, I carried its warmth with me as I grabbed another drink and set it down beside her. One drink turned to another and another, the bullshit around the table getting louder and louder until Judy hauled herself to her feet.

“Time to go.”

“C’mon, Hops,” the guys grumbled

“I turn into a pumpkin if I’m not in bed by ten,” Judy replied, patting her stomach.

“It was lovely to meet you.”

Millie got to her feet, which forced me to mine when she wavered a little. Some of the guys cackled in response.

“Don’t tell me you’re a lightweight, Dazza!” Dave shouted.

“Not everyone’s an inveterate pisshead like you, Davo,” Brent replied bluntly, then smiled as he took another sip of beer.

“Excuse me.” Oh shit, I remembered this Millie. Her hands went to her hips as she stared the table down. “I’ll have you know I can drink you pricks under the table.”

Charlie rose to his feet, filling her glass with a flourish before cracking a fresh can of beer.

“Sounds it’s time for a game of Shenanigans then.”

“What the hell is Shenanigans?” she asked.


Chapter 14



Knox

Messy, that’s what Shenanigans was.

“If you’re going to start doing dumb shit like that,” Brent grumbled, “then you can put all the food away first because I’m off home. Knox.” Somehow I knew he’d turn to me. “You good to lock up?”

I nodded, confirming what he already knew.

“Not drinking, Knoxy?” Brian, another firefighter, asked.

“Stopped a while back,” I said. “Someone’s gotta get these pricks home in one piece.” I nodded to what was left of my team, Henry and his family having left ages ago.

“Speaking of home…” Johnno swung Belinda up in his arms. “It’s time to get this little lady to bed.”

Her cheeks were bright pink as some of the fellas made suggestions about what they could get up to, but I kept my mouth shut. I didn’t have weird sexual positions to suggest, nor kinks to try. Instead, I wanted to urge Johnno to hold Bel close, to stare down into her eyes as he made her his over and over, because that connection was far more than any sexual conquest.

Well, I assumed it was. I was still searching for that kind of a relationship.

I nodded to them and the other couples as they made their exit right as Gareth stood up.

“C’mon then.” He and his team were on the night shift tonight, so they hadn’t had a single beer. “We better try and get some rest in while we can. Let’s put this food away, but Knoxy.” He looked over at me. “Try to keep the noise down to a dull roar, yeah?”

I would’ve agreed, but that was the moment Charlie returned with a length of butcher’s paper and some pens.

“So the way this works is everyone playing flips a coin. Who’s got a twenty cent piece?”

I grabbed one out of my pocket and flicked it his way, sending it spinning through the air, only for it to land on the paper. Charlie moved and drew a circle around the coin and then wrote my name in it.

“Any time someone’s coin lands on his name, Knox has to drink.”

I raised my Coke can then, making clear how little I cared about that outcome.

“Ohh, this is Pangaea,” Millie said, dragging her chair closer, not noticing the way all the single guys’ eyes followed her like hungry sharks. Yeah, she was the other reason why I’d decided to be Sober Bob for the night. While I didn’t like to think of my colleagues as creeps, I wasn’t about to give anyone the opportunity to become one. “If your coin lands on a blank spot after the first round, you create a rule, and anyone’s coin that lands on there has to obey that rule.”

“Like showing the room your underwear.”

Dave was one of the other lead firemen, but I wasn’t exactly a fan of his work. Took too many risks in my book, but Brent seemed happy with his performance. My Coke can dimpled as he leaned forward with a leer.

“Shit, that’s easy.”

Millie was pretty tipsy right now. Hell, she was just pretty. Her cheeks were bright pink, her eyes shining as she reached down to retrieve a scrap of cloth. Every muscle clamped tight when I saw the black lace. Were they…? My mind worked overtime, and in my mind, I saw that wisp of lace stretched across an arse as sweet as a peach and just as biteable. Maybe if I did, her juices… My suspicions confirmed when she used the elastic waistband as a slingshot to fling her underwear across the table. Dave caught them in one hand.

“I wasn’t going to sit around in wet undies,” she said, not seeing the dangerous gleam in his eye.

“So you’re⁠—”

“Give them back.” I thought for a second I’d said that, because the words were on the tip of my tongue. No, it was Noah that snapped that. He had his beer in a death grip. “Give them back, Dave.”

“Fine.”

He smirked as he tossed them to Brian, who spun them around on his finger before flicking them around the circle until they were returned to their owner. It was only then that I could take a full breath.

“Needless to say, I will not be creating a rule about seeing anyone’s undies here,” she said. “Playing you-show-me-yours-and-I’ll-show-you-mine lost its appeal when I was five.”

“I’ll show you—” Dave growled, but Charlie flipped the coin his way.

“How to flip a coin? Good boy.”

He couldn’t have sounded more patronising if he tried, which was perfect because that had Dave rising to the bait. He flipped his coin and wrote out his name and then the coin went around the circle. Everyone added their names to the piece of paper, including Millie.

Sometimes it felt like the only way men could make friends was by doing dumb shit and embarrassing each other. I’d played the game plenty of times before, and the results were always stupid. Oftentimes, that was exactly what we needed. Our day-to-day work was either bloody boring or literally a matter of life and death, so doing something dumb was a relief. Most of the women usually cleared out when the drinking games started, knowing instinctively that it wouldn’t be smart to stay.

But not Millie.

She took the coin from Charlie and flipped it, crowing when it landed on a blank spot. I watched her uncap the pen with her teeth, too caught up in the way she held it between her lips to see what she was writing until there was a series of chortles around the table.

“Hot seat?” Joe, one of Dave’s team, leaned forward to look at what she wrote. “You want to ‘pump’ us for information?”

“If you wanted to find out how big our dicks are, you just have to ask,” Dave added.

“Pretty sure she’s seen a button mushroom before.” Noah picked up the coin and tossed it to me. “Your go.”

I aimed for one of the many empty spots, and that had the peanut gallery leaning forward. Half the appeal of the game was the way tension built as people anticipated being forced to do something embarrassing. I was about to disappoint them, writing ‘stay silent until a coin lands on your name.’

“Fuck, you’d be out in five seconds if you land on that, Head Job,” Dave said to Charlie.

You as well, I thought, shooting him a steady look.

“My go!” Sally went to grab the coin but Jase pulled her back onto his lap. As the only other woman here, he knew what he had. A partner, love, but more than that. We all got on well during the week, but when alcohol was involved and inhibitions were down, he needed to keep her safe.

“No singing in your underwear,” he told her sternly before passing her the coin.

“This is something that happens so often you need to warn people not to do it?” Millie asked with a blink.

“Of course not, babe.”

Jase should’ve seen it coming. Sally flipped the coin and it landed on a blank space and sure enough, she wrote exactly that on the paper.

“OK, time to go home,” he said, rising up, ready to carry her out. “The only person you’re showing your undies to is me.”

“Might be one of us,” Brian snarked. “Scared she’ll see what a real man looks like?”

“I’ll let you know if I see one,” Sally shot back, right before falling back against Jase’s chest. They settled back down in their chair once Sally gave Jase the coin.

I hoped and feared I’d get hot seat, because I knew what I’d confess right then if the coin landed on it. That I wanted what they had with the fire of a thousand suns. To know there was someone to come home to, a friendly face, a soft kiss, a smile. Something to stop me from rattling around in my house alone. Instead, Jase flipped the coin onto his name and took a drink, staring into his partner’s eyes the entire time.

“OK, my turn.”

Charlie flipped the coin and got a blank spot and wrote down, ‘swap seats.’

“If you wanted to sit on my lap, pretty boy, all you had to do was ask,” Dave told him before sucking down more of his beer.

“Yeah, but then I’d need that rash cream you had to buy that girl you were seeing.”

Dave’s beer came out in a splutter and he shot Charlie a look, then Millie. She paid him little mind, chatting to Sally, so she didn’t see the real reason why I didn’t like Dave. By modern parlance, he was a fuckboy, sticking his dick wherever he could. He had a ‘situationship’ with a very pretty girl who seemed far too sensible for his shit, though the fact Katie wanted to take things to the next level contradicted that. The idiot’s face grew thunderous, thinking he’d lost any chance he’d have with Millie, but he didn’t realise.

All of us had.

The rules of mateship meant you did not try and make moves on another guy’s girl, and while there seemed to be a whole lot of misogynist bullshit in that statement, it was still true. Noah stared Dave down until he was forced to hand the coin to Brian. He flipped it and then wrote ‘do a body shot’ on the paper.

“You wanna suck a shot off my dick, mate?” Dave asked.

“I think you want him to.” Noah grabbed the coin and handed it to Mick, who was next. The coin was flipped and landed on Millie’s name and that had me stiffening. She turned around when the other guys started crowing, the reason being clear. As she raised her glass in salute, I found myself speaking up.

“You don’t have to,” I told her. She was smiling, but that faded a little as I stared into her eyes. I was straight, so I couldn’t pass this off as drunk behaviour. “If you want a lift home, I can take you.”

“Trying to get Dazza to go home with ya, are ya mate?” Dave’s eyes glittered as he looked at me, then Noah. The prick had a sixth sense for conflict and was always there, fanning the flames.

“Don’t need to worry about me.” But I already was. Millie saluted me with her glass, then downed it in one, forcing Charlie to his feet. He retrieved what was left of the bottle of wine, but before he could pour, Dave snatched it from him. Little rumbles of disapproval went around the table as Dave filled the glass up almost to the brim. “Sure you couldn’t fit a little more in?”

Dave set the bottle back down with a grin.

“Maybe. I’m good at fitting big things into small spaces.”

“Is that what your mum told you?”

Millie’s snappy retort had the rest of us laughing, dissipating a little of the tension, but Dave couldn’t let that go as he grabbed the coin and flipped it. It’d land on a blank space, I just knew. Sure enough he grabbed the pen and as he wrote the words, my teeth started to grind. ‘Kiss the person next to you.’ I was pretty sure he didn’t have Mick in mind when he put that down. Millie’s smile faded for a sec, making me think she was rattled, but not for long. This girl was like one of those boxing toys they gave kids, rearing up the minute she was knocked down.

“You boys want an excuse to kiss each other?” She took a sip of her wine, then smiled. “I’m down. Boys kissing is so hot. Write ‘with tongue’ down.”

“What? No—” Mick spluttered.

“Rules are rules.” Charlie plucked the pen from his fingers and then added ‘with tongue’ to the sentence. “OK, you’re next, Noah.”

He flipped the coin with intent, staring at the spinning piece of metal as if willing it to go where he needed it to. Looks like luck was on his side. The minute it landed on a blank space the pen was out and he wrote down one word.

“Veto?” Brian peered at the word owlishly. “What does that⁠—?”

“The ability to say no to a challenge.” Millie shot Noah a measured look. “I remember that from ancient history.”

“Got a bit of ancient history, do ya, love?” Mick asked with a leer.

“I don’t have to answer that, not unless I land on ‘hot seat.’” Millie replied, picking up the coin and flipping it, only looking when everyone started to roar. Her coin had landed right where she said.

“So what does that entail?” Charlie was sitting back in his chair, arm slung over the back, and that had me watching closely. He was a regular Energizer Bunny normally, so a calm Charlie was a dangerous one.

“I have to answer one question completely truthfully,” she replied. I didn’t watch her face but her fingers as they traced the line of the glass stem. Dave sucked in a breath and so did Noah, but Charlie was there before him.

“How do you know Noah?” he asked, his eyes glittering. She was about to answer, but he clarified his question. “I know you went to school together, but…” His finger pointed to her and then Noah, moving back and forth. “Anything juicy there? Teenage sweethearts?”

Dave snorted at that, remembering Noah’s lack of game when it came to women, but I… I found myself leaning forward, wanting to hear the answer more than any of the other shit people might have to say. Millie just shrugged at the attention, sipped her wine, and then let her arms rest on the table.

“He was supposed to be my first kiss.” I wanted to put a stop to things the minute she confessed that. Brian started to put shit on Noah, but the tense mood in the room seemed to stifle even that. Every eye was trained on Millie, waiting for the punchline. “I thought we had… something. It seemed like it was going to happen at a party we were at, but…” She smiled, but there was no real heart in it. I don’t know why I thought I was such an expert in her smiles, but I was certain of it. “But it didn’t, we didn’t… do anything. He never spoke to me again, not until now.”

Noah was too pale and too flushed all at the same time. If I didn’t know better, I would’ve thought he was about to be sick, sweat prickling across his forehead. The red spots in his cheeks, they told another story, glowing bright as he cleared his throat, ready to explain.

“Well, any dickhead who pussied out on kissing you isn’t worth your time,” Dave said, picking up the coin before flipping it my way. “Your turn, Fort.”

I snatched it out of the air and held it for a second, imagining that I could feel a trace of Millie’s warmth on the metal.


Chapter 15



Charlie

What the actual fuck?

I loved Shenanigans. Give people a few drinks, a piece of paper, and a pen and the pricks stopped pretending and became who they really were. I just didn’t expect this Noah, this Millie, to make an appearance. All the stories I got about Millie were delivered in drunken rambles, often with Noah stalking her social media profiles. I figured it was a teenage romance gone wrong, the girl that got away or something.

Not a girl he didn’t even try to kiss.

That hurt Millie. She was cool and fun and was prepared to go where angels fear to tread, playing this game with a bunch of men she barely knew, but still. I knew the sound of pain when I heard it. It was like their voice was twisted tight like fence wire and the pain had it vibrating, changing their tone. She covered it with a smile, waving people’s belated calls for more information.

“I land on ‘hot seat’ again, you can ask me for the deets,” she replied firmly. “But I’m done. Knox?”

Did she know what she was doing? I saw nothing studied, nothing deliberate in her. Her focus returned to Sally, the two of them gossiping about something, so she missed it, the way Knox looked at her. We were informed about the psychological nature of our job. Rescuing people from fires, that could have an intense effect on members of the public, especially pretty girls, but this time, my very big, very surly team lead was the one who caught feelings. He tossed the coin negligently, which was 100% Knox. He never gave a shit about anything.

Except he did now.

I grinned as I watched the coin fall, somehow knowing exactly where it was going to go. Sally’s eyes widened as it landed on her dare.

Sing a song in your underwear.

I’d fallen victim to it many a time, having done a fairly convincing rendition of Hit Me Baby One More Time in the past. People hummed it for weeks later at work, so I couldn’t help but grin right now. Knoxy usually noped out when the Shenanigans got real. Instead, he stood up, unzipped his fly with a theatrical air, which forced me to look away. We’d all had to shower together at some point, so I knew what he was working with. It was the ladies’ gasps that caught my attention, but not theirs. They stared openly as Knox stood up and sang Twinkle, Twinkle.

“Twinkle, twinkle, little star…”

Knox’s voice was rusty and off key, but that didn’t bother the guys. Mick had his phone out, ready to film this moment, when I knocked it out of his hand.

“The fuck…?”

“What happens in Shenanigans stays in Shenanigans,” I told him.

“And we aren’t staying.” Jase got to his feet and then slung his wife over his shoulder, her shriek one of amusement not alarm. “You want to look at some bloke’s dick while he’s singing? I’ll sing the national anthem naked and you can see if you can ‘raise the flagpole.’”

“That what gets you going, mate?” Dave cackled, him and his team pegging plastic cups at the couple. Their uproar almost drowned out Knox’s song, not that Millie noticed. She watched him like he was some famous rock star or something, and Noah? He watched her, taking in the way she stared at our teammate.

Shit.

That was the problem with this kind of thing. Just as much as I relished the chaos, there was always a possibility someone would get hurt. Usually it was just us blokes mucking around. Things might get a bit feisty, but the next day cooler heads would prevail and we’d all build a bridge and get over it.

I wasn’t so sure we’d ever get over this.

Was I watching my team fracture in real time? Only the coin would decide. Because Jase and Sally were now out, it was my turn. I picked it up and tossed it the moment Knox zipped himself back up. Land on something, anything to break the tension.

‘Stay silent until someone lands on your name.’

Shit, it was like Knox had written that down just for me, and my lips locked tight even as I mutely pleaded for someone to throw the coin on my name. Brian just cackled as he took his go. It landed in a blank spot and he was there scribbling down his dare. ‘Remove a piece of clothing.’ Fuck, he was predictable. Mick leered at Millie, no doubt imagining her doing just that, only a nudge to the ribs getting him to take his turn.

I was betting he wished he hadn’t.

I stifled a snort as it landed on ‘kiss someone next to you.’

These stupid pricks, they thought they were going to have some fun with Millie, but statistically they were much more likely to be getting nakey or doing body shots off each other. Mick shoved himself back from the table, looking at Dave then Brian before shaking his head.

“Rules are rules.” Noah fixed them with a steady stare. “Who’s it gonna be, Mick? Dave or Brian?”

“Don’t fucking look at me,” Brian spluttered. “This game is bloody stupid. I tell you this every damn time, Head.” I just blinked as I stared up at him. He did indeed tell me it was dumb, whenever he landed on a dare he didn’t want to go, and just like the other times, he picked up his keys and made for the door. “I’m out.”

“Pussy.”

Dave shook his head as two of his team members went to leave, and that had Knox getting to his feet. I held out a hand, mutely telling him I’d look after it, make sure they got in a cab or an Uber, not their own cars. Dave had a dangerous gleam in his eyes, and I wanted everyone else making sure he didn’t get his hands on Millie.

“Guess it’s my turn then.”

Noah was a dark horse, quiet but strangely determined when he wanted to be, and when he picked up the coin, I knew what he was aiming for. My dare. I had no interest in changing places, but Noah? He wanted to get as close to Millie as possible. He could thank me later, I mused, as I trailed the guys outside. They were still grumbling, the crankiness only getting louder when I took their keys off them.

“Look, Head Job⁠—”

Brian was always an angry drunk, but I faced him down without blinking, making clear what was going to happen.

“You need to get home in one piece to fight fires another day,” I told him before looking at Mick. “Both of you. I’m ringing you a cab.”

“You’re also talking, breaking the rules of the game.”

Brian seemed to think this was some big gotcha moment, but it wasn’t. This wasn’t about me. Would I like to be the one kissing Millie? More and more with each moment, but Noah, he’d been waiting for that honour for far longer. He needed to make his damn move and either live happily ever after with her or crash and burn.

Then I could shoot my shot.

For a second I saw it, her naked, underneath me, those beautiful red lacquered fingertips raking across my shoulders as I drove myself deeper. I allowed myself one hot little fantasy, right as the cab pulled up.

“Go home, drink lots of water, and take some painkillers,” I instructed.

“Fuck you, Charlie,” Mick grumbled.

“Fuck you, Irish,” I shot back without any real heat, opening the door for them and then giving the address to the cab driver, right as another car pulled up.

“Katie…”

Why did I sound so guilty? She knew the deal with Dave, and yet she kept on turning up here for him and I couldn’t think why. She was smart, gorgeous, but had toxic taste in men.

“Is Dave inside?” she asked, forcing herself to smile. “Sally sent me a text, let me know that Dave might… need a ride home.”

Or end up sucking face with another woman. The girl code was strong with the wives and girlfriends of the station.

“He probably does. Everyone’s been drinking a fair bit.”

She didn’t need me leading the way, knowing where the conference room was. In the early days of their… whatever their relationship was, he’d brought her to events like that, proud to show off a pretty girl like her. The invites had fallen off, and we’d all thought she’d broken up with him, but then she’d turn up like this. Picking up drunk dudes like a bouncer at the end of the night, she deserved more. I was about to say something to that effect as we walked back in the door, but apparently everyone had kept playing.

“Kiss the person next to you.” Dave crowed, leaning closer to Millie. “With tongue. Time to pucker up, Dazza.”

“What the…?”

Katie’s voice was small, yet I heard the pain there, and that’s when I really regretted starting all this. I hadn’t thought this through, something everyone from my parents to my teachers and bosses said to me at some point, and that same flush of regret hit me hard right now.

“Kiss someone next to you?”

Millie read the dare aloud again, then rose up, and Dave watched her every move. So did Noah and Knox.

“Throw the coin,” Noah urged. “Land on veto.”

“But I’ve already had my turn.”

Millie’s voice was as hot and silken as that damn red dress she had worn, feeling like it was slipping over my skin, but Knox got to feel the body underneath for real. She slid onto his lap and then turned, running a single finger down the side of his face. I felt it like it was happening to me, like it was my cock she was grinding into as she wiggled into place. My lips pursed, burning in anticipation for a kiss that would never happen, yet somehow that didn’t matter.

I’d aimed to get Noah kissing Millie tonight, but that’s not how Shenanigans worked. Lady Luck decided, not me. My hands went to the doorframe, the wood feeling like it was imprinted with my fingerprints as I watched her lean closer. She hovered over Knox, watching his every move, and that could be put down to a boldness brought on by wine, but not him. His hands clasped the arms of his chair so hard I was sure they were about to buckle, right as she darted close and kissed him.


Chapter 16



Millie

This was all supposed to be a game.

I talked big, but I don’t think I actually meant to go home with any of the guys. I was wired, tired, and feeling reckless after seeing Noah. It was like a punch to the gut, and just this once, I think I wanted him to feel the same damn way. None of that remained as I slid into Knox’s lap. It wasn’t my teenage crush I saw, but him. My rescuer, my protector, my…

Fucking amazing kisser.

I thought he was going to leave me to do everything, but a strong hand slid into my hair and held me in place, his mouth taking mine. That was the only way to describe such a masterful kiss. The sharp intake of breath, that slight pause, then he was surging forward, parting my lips as his tongue slid between them. I’d only specified this condition in the dare to try and show I wasn’t intimidated, but damn. Usually my mouth just got me in trouble, but right now, it was heaven.

I felt like I was made of the same stuff as my dress, soft and slick. Knox wasn’t satisfied with that, his hands going to my hips, clamping down on my arse before tugging down my shirt. Shit, I was commando under these pants and the waistband was gaping. That thought felt like a ray of sunlight in a great fiery haze, trying to lead me back to rationality, but nope. It wasn’t the possibility of flashing my arse to the room that stopped me, but another feminine voice.

“Sorry to interrupt.”

I jerked away, and that’s when my brain finally came back online, because there was a girl standing in the doorway looking way too pale. Holy shit, did I just pash her boyfriend? That idea felt wrong on so many levels. I’d walked in on an old boyfriend banging a so-called friend. Not Jamie obviously, though she’d offered to create voodoo dolls in the cheater’s likeness and stab them for me. I knew what that kind of pain was like. I would never, ever, ever⁠—

“I’m just here to pick up Dave,” she explained, looking everywhere but at me.

Dave? Dave! Dave had a goddamn girlfriend? I shouldn’t have been surprised. His cartoonish leer was something I was familiar with. Blokes at the pub often thought the fact we were paid to serve them meant we were theirs for the taking, something I corrected pretty sharply.

“Katie…” Yep, there it was, the bunny in the headlights look as Dave realised he’d been caught in a compromising situation. “Babe, we were just playing… It’s just a game. Noah and his team⁠—”

“No one touched Dave,” I said, wanting to put Katie out of her misery more than her own boyfriend did apparently, because his apology sucked. “Honestly, I wouldn’t even have played the game if I knew he had a girlfriend.”

“She’s not—” he started to say.

“Shut up.”

Katie and I snorted when we both said that at the same time, but she took command of the conversation.

“Get in the car.”

That long-suffering sigh spoke volumes, and Dave seemed to get a clue, getting to his feet and following her out.

Leaving just me and them.

Still straddling Knox’s hips, I realised, but more interesting was when I went to dismount. Knox’s hands gripped me tighter for just a second before he forced them away so I could get free. I shook my head, then wiped my mouth with the back of my hand, realising that I had let things go too far. Charlie watched everything with eyes that danced with mischief, but Noah?

Revenge apparently didn’t taste so sweet.

I’d thought about this moment way too often, even imagining some crazy scenario like Annie had described where I looked freaking amazing and Noah realised just how big a mistake he’d made rejecting me, so why didn’t this feel like victory? His eyes were hollow holes in his head, staring like he couldn’t believe what he was seeing, and that made my heart hurt.

Why, though?

It had been ten years. We lived in the same city. If he still felt a thing for me, he could’ve found me without too much effort. Noah didn’t talk to me for the rest of high school, for the rest of our life, until he just happened to come to my rescue, and that meant I owed him nothing. I settled back down on Knox’s lap, and that’s when I felt just how into this the big man was.

Both Sally and I had shared a whole ‘OMG girl, did you see the size of that thing?’ look when Knox dropped trou. Like what in the Girthmaster was that? Not massively long, but thickness wise, the beer cans were looking pretty damn slender. I just knew it’d hurt so damn good when it went in. An experimental wiggle had his grip on me tightening, so I settled right where I needed him, that solid length pressing up through my thin pants and against my bare heat.

“So whose turn is it?” Noah snapped that out, his voice ringing with challenge. “Whose turn?”

“Charlie’s,” Knox replied, and damn, I could feel that rumbly voice.

It wasn’t actually his turn. I’d landed on ‘kiss someone next to you,’ but apparently we weren’t playing by the rules anymore. Charlie picked the coin up and placed it on his name, sucking in a breath before he turned to the rest of us.

“Only a few players left. How’re we gonna do this?”

But we all knew. The rules were simple, we each flipped a coin and did what the dare told us to do or piked out and faced relentless teasing from everyone else, but that’s not what Noah did. He placed the coin on one of the few blank spaces and then wrote something curious.

‘Ring the last person you called.’

“Why the hell—?” I started to say.

“Just flip the coin, Amelia,” Noah said. People only called me my government name when they were pissed with me, so my eyes narrowed. “Unless you’re done playing.”

Being the younger sister to three brothers had me doing stupid shit sometimes. The boys manipulated me by playing on my desperate desire to be one of them, so maybe it was that reckless urge that rose in me now.

Or maybe it was the wine.

I didn’t look at the board, place it where I wanted to, instead flipping the coin and letting fate take the wheel.

Apparently Lady Luck was a dirty ho.

My coin landed between ‘hot seat’ and ‘kiss the person next to you’.

“So which is it going to be, Millie?”

Charlie was taking everything in like it was some kind of fascinating reality TV show or something. His lips twisted into a smile as he watched me watch him.

“Well, I’m already in the hot seat.” I shifted a little, just in time to feel Knox hold me tighter. “So shoot. What do you guys want to know?”

Charlie went to reply, but Noah cut across him.

“When you saw Dave write down that dare, you have to have considered you might land on it.” He glanced down at the paper. “He made sure to write it right next to you, making it hard for you to miss. Who did you hope you’d end up kissing, Millie?”

You, I thought, the reply almost instantaneous, but by their reaction, I’d said it out loud. Knox went to let me go, but my hands covered his.

“You, because there was a time in my life when I couldn’t want anything more.” I sat tall, staring down at Noah. “I thought you were going to be my first. In my mind, you’d be nice, gentle, respectful, not like some of the other dicks at school. They no sooner kissed a girl than they were running back to their mates and telling them all about it.”

My hand went to my mouth, my lips feeling soft and swollen, as if we already had. Not him, my drunken brain informed me, Knox.

“Part of me feels incomplete that we didn’t.” It was all coming out, the shit I barely talked about, and it hurt when it did. “Like a sentence without punctuation, or when a show ends on a cliffhanger, but isn’t renewed. I...” My throat closed up, but I shook my head, determined to forge on. “I thought you liked me.”

“I did.” Fuck, I didn’t realise I needed to hear that, not until I did, Noah’s voice a perfect pitch of raspy need. “I do, so much⁠—”

“But you didn’t. You didn’t break up with me, because we weren’t even together.” He flinched at that. “You didn’t even want to talk to me. It was just one minute we were like this and then we weren’t and I had no idea why.”

“Millie—” he started to say.

“Amelia.” I couldn’t bear to hear him use my nickname, not right now, because that soft voice was the same one that had me falling for him in science class. “I’m Amelia. The girl you rejected for no good reason that I can see, except maybe you got the ick. Maybe all of the sudden you saw something so repulsive in me⁠—”

“Millie, Amelia, no⁠—”

Noah Taylor was pleading with me, leaning forward, even as I sat on his teammate’s lap, my chin sporting the beard rash Knox had left there. I was drunk, tired, sad, horny, fuck… my emotions were a messy tumble, and I couldn’t separate one from the other.

“So that’s your truth.” We all turned to see that Charlie had leaned across the table. “But who’re you going to kiss?”

“Millie…”

Knox growled my name when I turned his way, and I’m sure he had something all very noble to say, but I cut him off with a hard, close-mouthed kiss. The wine sung in my blood, telling me all sorts of grandiose stories about having it all. I didn’t need to choose. I could be just like Jamie, bold, and take every damn thing I wanted.

Knox let me go as I slipped from his lap, watching me as I approached Noah, I was willing to bet. In my current state, I could only focus on one guy at a time, and right now that was Noah.

I’d traced the sharp edge of his jaw in my mind so many times. Sneaking glances at him in class, I’d spaced out on the teacher’s discussion of mitosis, having no answer when she called on me. Noah had smiled just a little bit, trying to stifle it, because our science teacher was notoriously volatile, but it made me feel things.

That we were in this together.

Sure enough, I caught him looking at me too. It was like there was a strange kind of light in his eyes, one of hope and hopelessness, fear and desire, and that made sense as teenagers. We were dumb kids with no idea what we were doing, stumbling towards our more adult selves, but that didn’t explain the way he looked at me now. The exact same way, like I was a treat he didn’t dare sample, treasure he didn’t dare steal, even as his hands went up as I slipped into his lap. His very impressive chest was heaving like he’d run a mile, not played stupid games. I let my fingers trail along that jaw, liking the way the shape fitted into my hand, right as my head dropped down, hovering but not going any further.

Just like that night.

I didn’t like to admit I needed anyone, but sometimes, just sometimes, a girl wants to feel like she’s wanted, desired more than anyone in the world, and Knox fulfilled that brief. I wasn’t kissing someone else without that feeling. Noah’s brows creased for just a second, then he whispered something mostly to himself.

“You have no idea how fucking much I’ve wanted you, Amelia McDonald.”

Right before he kissed me.


Chapter 17



Noah

Watching Millie kiss Knox was a punch to the guts, one of those really hard ones that drives all the wind out of you, leaving you gasping, aching. So why couldn’t I feel one iota of that pain when my lips grazed Millie’s? Because this was happening, finally happening. Ten years too late, and that was all my fucking fault.

Well, mine and her brothers.

I wanted to tell her, willed the coin to land on my last dare, forcing her to call her family and find out the truth. She needed that. I needed that. But when she came sauntering over, I forgot about them, Knox, about Charlie, about everything else but her. When she sat in my lap, she was the perfect weight, keeping me pinned to the chair when I felt like I’d just float off, untethered.

I wasn’t sure what I was doing. I knew the mechanics of a kiss, lips pressed against each other, but just like that night, my heart beat way too hard and way too fast in anticipation. In the end, I needn’t have worried. Some instinct kicked in and had my hand going to her hair as I tugged her closer.

Soft. She was so damn soft and her lips gave beneath mine as I claimed hers. That tiny little whistle of breath, was that irritation or…? No, a small moan followed it, one I echoed gladly because I was rigid. Millie was sitting on my cock, grinding it against my zipper, and I couldn’t even feel the pain, not while I was kissing her. My lips moved, trying to tell her, show her, all that I felt.

That I wanted to claim every part of her, map every curve with my mouth, and call it mine. That I wanted her, needed her, loved her? I didn’t know the woman she’d become, but there wasn’t anything I wanted more. My throat swelled, threatening to cut off my breath at the feel of her, but I still couldn’t stop kissing her, not even when her tongue slid between my lips. Mine surged forward, tangling with hers, the kiss going on and on and on until we were forced back, gasping.

She stared at me like she was seeing me for the first time, and I sucked up every moment of that. My arms flexed, mostly to stop myself from reaching for her and tugging her back down again, but I felt a surge of pride as she took them in.

“Huh.” She half smiled as she touched her lips, then blinked. “So that’s what it would’ve been like.”

More, better, that’s what I wanted to tell her, but we weren’t in my room at my place, instead still in the conference room, and that’s when Charlie decided to butt in.

“So, are we done playing?”

There was a weird kind of tension in his voice, but I couldn’t bring myself to wonder about it, not when Millie was close, but his words made her stiffen. Before I could grab her, she pulled free, sitting in her own chair. Her eyes remained resolutely on her wine glass as she sipped it, but her cheeks gave her away. They were bright red, making clear how she felt.

Embarrassed.

My eyes raked across the room, ready to jump on anyone who’d give her shit. I didn’t see mocking smiles, but a feeling I could easily identify.

Hunger.

Was that how I looked? Like I was a starving wolf and she was the last scrap of meat? Did I look that desperate for just one glance, just one bit of attention from Millie, even as she resolutely avoided all our eyes. I felt a strange kind of camaraderie with my teammates, even as something selfish wanted to shove every single one of them out of the way.

“Are you done?” Millie replied belatedly, looking up with a familiar gleam in her eye. Girls at school knew better to mess with Millie because she never backed down.

“Not even a little bit.”

Charlie was always the one with the jokes, full of bullshit, but I didn’t see that now. He moved the coin back to ‘hot seat’ and left it there.

“Something you want to confess?” Her smile was brittle and I wanted to tell her she didn’t need to play anymore. We could all walk away from here, alone or…?

“Something I want to ask,” he replied, not looking away for a second.

“That’s not⁠—”

“How’d it feel, kissing two guys in this room?”

“Charlie…” Knox and I looked at each other when we growled the same thing at the same time, but Millie held up a hand to silence us.

“You want to know?” Charlie nodded in the face of her challenge. “It was amazing. It was hot and sexy, and when I kissed Knox, kissed Noah, all I could think of was them.”

“But when you stopped…?”

I wanted to point out that Charlie had already asked his question, but Millie was too quick for me.

“When I stopped?” She lifted her glass and drained it before daring to stare at each one of us. “I know I should feel embarrassed, ashamed, that this is slutty kind of behaviour. I should worry about what you think…” Millie’s brows creased for just a second, and I felt like I could see her thought processes happening in real time. “But I don’t.”

Charlie leaned forward, tapping the coin again and that had Knox and I leaning forward. We both knew what his bullshit could entail and felt a need to protect Millie from it.

If she would just accept that help.

“So what do you want?” He didn’t pay any attention to either or us, only Millie. “What do you really want? If no one could get hurt and there were no consequences?”

That wasn’t possible. Even with all the beers I’d had, I knew that, but Knox and I weren’t playing anymore. We’d both made our moves, made clear what we wanted, but these two kept on playing without us. Millie grabbed the coin and flipped it, and I wished, willed it to land on my phone call dare, sure that the truth would cut through the suddenly close atmosphere of the room.

But it didn’t.

Fuck Dave and his sleazy bullshit. I should’ve stepped in and done something earlier, because that damn coin, it landed on ‘kiss the person next to you’ again. I could barely look her way, not sure if she’d choose me or Knox, but I needed to know. My heart beat a rapid tattoo in my chest as she rose to her feet, and for just a second, hope bloomed as she walked my way.

And past me to Charlie.

Fuck…

I watched her straddle his hips, her hands running through his hair, just as she had done to mine, and I could almost feel it the moment her lips crashed down on his. Mine moved in sympathy, remembering the way it felt. Had I gripped the back of her neck like that, let out a small sound of pleasure, of gratification, as she shifted against me? I forced myself to look away. Watching them made my cock throb like an aching tooth, but my heart ached as well. My eyes found Knox, and if I wondered how he was taking this, it was written clearly in his expression. He watched the two of them with a strange kind of hunger, as if he wanted to be the one doing the kissing.

When he realised he could be.

He jerked himself to his feet and I did as well, ready to step between him and them if that’s what it took. Millie didn’t belong to any one of us. She could kiss who she pleased. I wanted it to be me, but I’d fight the team leader if she decided she wanted Charlie. Her little moans of pleasure were like fingers around my cock, tugging it too slowly to get me off, but stoking the desire higher, even as I went to intercept Knox. I was too slow, the beer making my reflexes sluggish, but I needn’t have worried.

He didn’t storm over to hit Charlie or drag Millie away. Instead, as I drew closer, I watched his hand slide up her back. The way she arched up into that caress, her shirt inching higher, it drew me forward. I couldn’t look away, not when Knox shot me a look laden with meaning I couldn’t understand, right as his hand collared her throat.

“Is that nice, Millie?” She pulled away from Charlie, looking up blindly at Knox’s purr, and he tipped her head backwards. “Is he making you feel good?”

“I’ll make her feel a whole lot better if you keep her just like that,” Charlie mumbled, pressing kisses to her neck, her collarbone.

“Is that what you want?” Knox asked, watching her lick her lips and then blink, seeing him clearly now. “You felt so damn right the night I carried you away from the fire. I thought it was just the adrenaline, the fire, but it wasn’t.”

She stared into his eyes as he put it all fucking out there, what she’d made him feel.

So why wasn’t I doing the same?

“It wasn’t, and if this is the way for me to get more, I’m in.”

She smiled then, that beautiful golden thing that caught my attention in the schoolyard, but this was decidedly not high school behaviour. Millie reached up and tugged him down, his lips crushing hers with a pent-up passion I understood well. His hand slid down from her throat, pulling her shirt upwards. A strange sound formed in my throat. One part moan, one part whine, I didn’t know what the fuck I was doing.

But I knew exactly how I was responding.

My feet moved me closer, my hands rising as Charlie left off kissing her to stare up at Millie, then down at her bra. He smiled like a kid at Christmas who’d gotten all the presents he wanted and now he was going to unwrap them. The bra clasp was flicked open with expert ease and then slid free.

Fuck.

I’d dreamed of those breasts, and yet nothing I’d visualised was as perfect as the reality. The nipples were pulled tight as if begging to be touched. Charlie grinned at the sight of them, his head darting closer, but not before he stopped and turned to stare at me.

“Like this, baby?”

He licked one nipple and her hand went to the back of his head, tugging him closer, but he held off. Instead, he brushed his lips against the slick point, before pulling back. A small sound of muffled protest had me moving closer, whatever I thought, felt, needed, pushed aside, especially when I saw her. She pulled away from Knox and said the one thing I needed to hear.

“Noah… I need⁠—”

She didn’t have to say another thing. A dark part of me wanted to tear her from their arms, beat my chest and then drag her off to my cave, but that wasn’t the me that had the wheel. The boy that watched her, trying to catalogue every shade of blonde and brown in her hair, he was right here, and while he had no fucking idea what to do, he knew this. If Millie McDonald wanted something from me, I’d give it to her every time.

I moved in close, brushing my mouth over hers as Knox drew closer, watching us kiss, right as my hand covered her breast. She was soft, so soft, making me only harder.

“You know what she needs.”

Charlie stared into my eyes, obviously feeling a certainty I didn’t share, but fake it before you make it, right? It’d gotten me this far and I couldn’t back down now. I lowered my head, unable to stop myself from peppering little kisses along the slope of her breast before I got to that hard little nipple. A kiss, a lick, her hand went to my head, pulling me closer, and that was all the help I needed. What was happening now threatened to take my fantasies and speed on past them as I sucked her nipple in.


Chapter 18



Millie

What the fuck was I doing?

That thought was like a leaf in a bushfire, swallowed up and burnt out of my head by the flames they stoked, because my bestie had been holding out on me. Making out with three guys was fucking amazing. Was it the wine or just the permission Charlie had given me that had my head spinning? I didn’t know, because my whole world narrowed down on sensation.

The rasp of Knox’s stubble against my chin. The way he held my head back, baring my throat to Charlie’s kisses before bestowing his own and then… Noah. Slower, more hesitant at first, but he got with the program. I felt every little kiss on my breast, my nipple aching until he came to its rescue. Mouth to mouth, that’s what it needed, every long suck sending shivers through my entire body. My hands moved, reaching blindly, feeling hard arms, broad shoulders, lips that pressed into the sensitive underside of my wrist until I was forced to pull away. They were driving me insane, and I felt like I needed to do the same. Knox stared down at me as I caught my breath, then his lips twisted into a dark smile.

“How we doing there, Millie?”

“I…” The need to reply was torn away as Charlie dropped down and Knox was treated to the sight of my response to both my nipples being sucked at once.

It made sense they were a team. They worked together like one, dragging pleasures out of me that I’d never felt until now. I squirmed, writhed, my throat working in an attempt to verbalise something, but the words wouldn’t come. Just animal sounds of pleasure. Knox’s smile widened and he nodded to himself before thumbing my pulse. The rapid skitter there told him everything he needed to know. He fit his body in against my back as his hand slid lower. My borrowed pants were unbuttoned, the zip easing down to admit his hands and then he let out a low grunt as his fingers parted my folds.

“So this is what you were hiding from us? You’re already wet. What a good girl.”

He was about to find out just how much as his fingers delved deeper. I let out a low hiss as his palm grazed my oversensitive clit. Just a few rocking movements and I’d come, I was sure of it, but then he had to go and find my entrance. The way he took his time, rubbing my wetness all over the tips of his fingers, then teasing me open, it had my teeth grinding together. I let out a sound of protest, wanting him to move things right along, when he shoved his fingers inside me.

That stretch.

It was how I’d feel when he fucked me, because wine or no, that was happening tonight. I’d walked in here wanting to feel empowered and strong, and right now was the moment I felt it. My hands held Charlie and Noah in place, scared somehow that they’d pull away. I couldn’t be allowed to feel this good, to be this selfish, could I? This room felt like it existed outside of time, outside of space.

Outside of the rules of society.

I’d nearly lost my mind when Jamie told me she was with all my brothers, but now I understood it. Every part of my body sang as they went to work, but right as my hips started to twitch frantically, Charlie pulled away. His grin was devilish as my eyes jerked down to meet his.

“Time to get you out of that damn uniform I think.”

“Not here.” I nearly sobbed as Noah pulled back, but I saw real concern in his eyes. “Anyone could walk in.”

“Bunk room.” Knox slid his hands free to grunt that out, but when I looked up at him, he winked, right before licking his fingers clean. “What I’ve got in mind, it needs somewhere better than this. You up for that?”

Challenges had me doing dumb things all the time, but I was pretty sure I was going to regret this a whole lot less than climbing to the top of the big cypress tree on our grandparents’ farm. My lips twitched, unable to keep my smile back, and then I nodded.

“Gonna need to hear you say it, babe.” Knox rumbled.

“Take me to your bunk room.” The words came out easier and easier as I spoke. “Show me what you’ve got.” My eyes dropped down to meet Charlie’s and Noah’s. “All of you.”

“You heard the lady.”

Charlie had me up and over his shoulder in seconds, my yelp echoing down the hall as he carried me out of the room and further into the station. Everything was a blur until we reached the bunkroom. He laid me down with all the gentleness of a groom on his wedding night, the other two dark shapes behind him when the door was closed.

“Lights on or off?”

Part of me was tempted to leave them off, to turn the three of them into sexy shadows that would fulfil my every desire, but this was an opportunity that would never be repeated.

“On.”

When the room filled with light, I saw them all move, starting to tug their shirts up and over their heads or unbutton them, but I had to step in. “Um, no… we’re not doing it like that.” Each one of them froze. “Do you know how many women around the world fantasise about being with three hot firefighters? The Australia firefighters’ calendar has a lot to answer for.”

They looked at each other, trading smirks like a pack of boys, not big, strong men, but these guys were no children, as I was about to find out. I rolled up out of bed, feeling like a kid in a candy store.

“I mean, this is a once-in-a-lifetime experience.”

My hand slid under Knox’s shirt and across his stomach, feeling his muscles bunch in response. “I’ll be remembering this when I’m old and decrepit.”

Charlie was just as ripped as I thought he was. His chest had zero give as I smoothed his shirt upwards. I had Knox’s over his head, caught the massive span of his shoulders and the tattoos that snaked across them, before I turned to Noah.

“For me too.”

He said that with far more vulnerability than he meant to I think, shaking his head then watching as I unbuttoned his shirt. I always thought there was an angular grace about his body before, but now? He was a masterwork of muscle, and he may have flexed just a little under my inspection. Shirts removed, I started on the best part. Getting into a guy’s pants was a bit like a Christmas present. You had no idea what was under the wrapping. I eased belts open, pulled down zippers and then…

“Are you OK?” Charlie asked. I sat back on my heels and just stared. “Millie⁠—”

“Oh, I am fine.”

My lips curved as I moved closer, not knowing what to touch first. Knox was frighteningly thick, but right now my pussy was convinced we could take him. Charlie had a curve that would hit all the right spots, and Noah… I remembered some of the bullshit the other guys used to say about him at school, claiming he was a dickless wonder, but they obviously hadn’t seen what I did now. Long, hard, there was no way I wouldn’t feel every inch going in. Then there was the way he shivered, his eyes rolling back, his breathing hissing like a boiled kettle as I gave him a little stroke.

Merry Christmas to me.

Apparently, I had been a very good girl this year, because I was getting all the presents, and now was the time to sample one. I licked a stripe up Noah’s dick, his hands instantly clamping down on my head.

“Fuck, Millie, I….” Whatever he had to say was pushed aside as I swirled my tongue around the head, then sucked him in. “Fuck, fuck, fuck…!” His breath came out in a long sigh when I pulled away, because I wasn’t letting the fun end that quickly.

“You gonna suck me down?” Charlie stared down at me. “Open those pretty lips.” I did exactly that. “Been thinking about this since that night. Oh fuck…” I liked seeing his control fracture, that pretty face screw up almost in an expression of pain, even though I knew what he was feeling. My tongue worked along the sensitive underside of his cock as he worked it back and forth for a few strokes, then pulled free. That angry red length twitched in the air as he struggled for control. “Damn, babe, that was too fucking good.”

“Losing control already?” Knox snarked. “Amateur.”

“That right?” Charlie turned back to me. “Time to see how long the big guy can last when it feels like you’re getting your soul sucked out through your dick.”

“Is that a challenge?” I asked, smiling right up until I tried to wrap my hand around his length. OK, my vagina was completely having second thoughts, but my mouth often wrote checks I couldn’t cash, so I moved forward.

“Not a challenge…” Knox barely squeezed that out, his voice sounding strangled. “Because I know I’d lose. Just the head.” I was coughing and spluttering, trying to take more of him that my throat could handle, but I wasn’t to be deterred. He might not be drawing a line in the sand for me, but I was. I went back for more, my lips stretched almost painfully tight as I did just as he asked. “That’s it.”

His hand went to my hair, balling it back at my nape, making me feel in control and out of it at the same time. His hips flexed gently, testing my gag reflex, but not pushing past it.

“Fuck, Millie, fuck…”

I liked the sound of his control fracturing. If I could’ve smiled with the Godzilla of dicks in my mouth, I would’ve, but instead I was pulled free.

“That feels so damn good.” He smiled slowly. “But I know what will feel better.”

So did I, my hands sliding up Charlie’s hips, then Noah’s.

“We’ve shown you ours,” Charlie said, “now it's time for us to see yours.”


Chapter 19



Knox

This was not the plan. We were so far off base I didn’t even know what I was doing anymore.

Actually, yes I did. A dark part of myself, one I didn’t like to confront all that often, he was in control. We might want a partner, a wife to come home to, but all warm, fuzzy thoughts were shoved to one side as Charlie reached over and pulled Millie’s shirt up and over her head. The bra was hanging around her neck, doing nothing to obscure the same beautiful tits I’d felt pressed into me as I rescued her. Then, I’d done what I had to suppress those thoughts, but now? I was moving, wrenching those pants down over that pert little arse, and when she was bare, I picked her up and placed her right where I wanted her.

On my face.

I felt the bed shift as the others joined us, guessing what they were doing when I heard her gasp. That was my cue to push my tongue inside her. Soft, wet, slick, salty, and sweet, there was nothing fucking better. I chased the taste of her, pulsing my tongue in and out until the twitch of her hips let me know what was needed. Fingers replaced tongue, three of them so she’d feel a stretch, and then my lips clamped down around her clit.

I needed Millie to come.

Those little sounds of pleasure, growing louder and higher pitched, I loved every damn one of them. My tongue flickered faster and faster, lashing that hard little bud as her thighs began to shake.

“Oh… oh…!”

Her hands clamped down on my head, burying themselves against my skull, and I loved every prickle of pain. It made clear what I, what we were doing to her. The fact that smart mouth wasn’t saying anything other than gasping told the entire story, but then she said.

“Shit… I’m coming.” My fingers moved, curling and searching for that rough patch of skin and then hooked upwards when I found it. “Oh my god… fuck!”

Those rapid little pulses, they’d feel so good on my dick when it came time, but right now, I worked hard, trying to prolong each wave until finally she pushed me away. As I sucked in a breath, I saw a beautiful sight, Millie kneeling above me, her whole face flushed with pleasure.

“That was… not enough,” she said, sliding down my body, but before she could do something she’d regret, I picked her up and turned her over.

“You need to work your way up to me. Better try these bastards on for size first.”

“You’re not that fucking big,” Charlie snarked, looking everywhere else but down, but when I raised an eyebrow, he took a quick look. “Oh my god, I’m never going to get the sight of that out of my head, am I? Like are you OK? Have you spoken to a doctor or something, because⁠—”

“My dick is fine,” I shot back. “Better worry about your own.”

“Oh, I think I’ve got more important things to concern myself with.” He drew her up by her hand, holding Millie in place as he looked her up and down. “That dress was amazing, but I think this is your best look, don’t you, Noah?”

Noah looked like he was going to swallow his tongue as he stared at Millie, but he nodded quickly.

“You look…”

No poetry for Noah, no sweet words, but I think she understood what was happening as he tugged her closer. He kissed her like a starving man, then cradled her in his arms like she was the most precious thing in the world.

Because she was.

That thought shouldered forward, reminding me of what we had intended to do tonight. Noah was gone for Millie. This had to be his first time, because he’d never shown a second’s interest in anyone else, and I wasn’t sure if we should be here at all. All good, fine thoughts to have, but they were driven out of my head as the two of them fell onto the bed. Her back pressed against my chest, my cock fitting into the groove of her soft peach of an arse had good sense walking out the door, just leaving this. My hands roaming up and down her body, rolling her nipples with my fingertips until her moans grew louder, the other hand slipping between her legs to feel the fact that Noah was already there. Someone showed him something, because he teased her clit hood back and forth expertly. Not for long though.

“No…” he gasped into her shoulder as she stroked his cock. “No, Millie…”

I reared up over her shoulder, because I was the team leader for a reason. I could get him through this if that’s what was needed.

“You’ve got us too worked up,” I told her in a low voice, and that had Millie turning my way. I relished that moment of connection too damn much. “We’re too close to the edge, so if you want anything more than a very sad performance, you need to focus on your pleasure, not ours.”

I slid my fingers up her spine, feeling her as she shifted. She pushed Noah flat on the bed. Did she see the wide-eyed wonder in his eyes? She’d have to be fast as it was over quickly as she gripped his cock at the base.

“Millie… Millie…” He was gasping like a man going under, but if he was drowning, it was in her. “Condom?”

I was proud of Noah then, because it would’ve been all too easy to just let things take their course right now.

“Charlie, you got any?” I asked our teammate, but he threw his hands up.

“I love how you think I’m the one carrying. I didn’t exactly expect this to happen tonight.”

“Millie?”

She shot me a long look, but her eyes were drawn back to Noah’s real quick.

“I’m on the pill. I can…”

She didn’t get to finish that sentence, letting out a long groan as Noah moved, shoving himself inside her. A sharp look to Charlie and we were moving. Kissing the nape of her neck, catching the way her body swayed as the two of them began to fuck. She met him stroke for stroke, and we were right there with her. I was kissing those lips, those tits, stroking the soft swell of her stomach, unable to get enough, but Charlie? He shifted in behind her, hands trailing down her spine until she suddenly stilled.

“What’re you thinking, Millie?” He sounded like the snake in the Garden of Eden, about to tempt Eve with all the world’s pleasures. “Want to feel really full?”

I frowned at him over her shoulder, hoping like fuck he intended to do proper prep. Anal could really hurt a girl if unprepared.

“Mm…” She didn’t stiffen, instead turning from a solid to a liquid as he tantalised her with the option. “Yes…” Millie leaned forward, kissing Noah slow and soft as Charlie moved.

“Lube?” he hissed.

“What am I, a fucking chemist or something?” I whispered back.

That didn’t stop me from getting up and off the bed. The adjoining en suite had shampoo, conditioner, hand soap.

And baby oil.

Someone obviously used that to moisturise their skin or whatever, but we had a far better use for it. I tossed the bottle over to Charlie and he caught it with a grin.

“Stay right there. Just like that,” he crooned, the slick sounds making clear what he was doing. I didn’t really want to look down, but I was forced to, wanting to make sure he was taking his time. “Oh, you’ve done this before. Look at you, opening up for me. Good girl. This is gonna feel so fucking good.”

I felt like all the blood was rushing from my head to make my dick throb painfully as Charlie’s fingers disappeared inside her arse, working them back and forth. Break time was over. Noah and Millie moved, her hips shifting with real intent, working herself back on Noah’s dick and Charlie’s fingers. She didn’t miss a beat when he lined his dick up instead of his hand, groaning as he pierced her through.

“Fuck… fuck…”

It was like Charlie didn’t expect this to actually happen, or perhaps it was just the velvety suck of Millie driving all sense out of him. Not for long. His hands slapped down around her waist, gripping tightly as he began to thrust.

“Look at you, taking all of me.” She couldn’t reply, forced to stay still now as the guys worked. Her head hung down, her face a mask of ecstasy as I crept closer. “That’s it. You feel so fucking good.”

She did.

My cock remembered the feel of those lips stretched tightly around the head, every part of me wanting to surrender to the suction, which was perhaps what drew me closer.

“You can take all of us.” Her head snapped up, and something animal lived in her eyes, wild and unapologetic. Any residual doubts about whether or not she wanted this were instantly erased. “Can’t you? Because those fucking lips…”

I didn’t need to say any more because she knew. They were pounding into her, dragging her along with their pleasure to make a brand new one of her own, and that’s when I realised. There was something generous in Millie, giving in a way I wanted to explore more, but instead, her hand whipped out and drew me closer. Her mouth stopped panting just long enough to suck me in.

I felt her breath around my cock, then her lips, a harsh suction forcing me to grunt in response. Each time Noah and Charlie drove into her, she rocked forward and onto me. It was a strange tide, swaying back and forth, threatening to drown all of us, but I’d go willingly. Down, down, down into the liquid depths of ecstasy.

When my balls pulled up tight, when I couldn’t help but unload down her throat, I knew it wouldn’t be enough. I’d want more, want her, long after this night was done. She came on their cocks, screaming as she wrung every drop of seed out of them, and for just a moment, we collapsed down onto the bed, exhausted.

Not for long.

I needed to sleep. Eight hours, in bed by ten PM each night, that was me, and yet I couldn’t. Maybe it was all the bodies on the bed, maybe it was just her, because no matter how deeply I dreamed, my hand was on her. Stroking her flanks, pulling her closer, my cock rising as I breathed in the perfume she’d sprayed in her hair. It came as no surprise that I began to harden in response. She noticed too, shifting her hips backwards, grinding into me in slow circles until I woke up fully, grabbing her by the waist.

“You better be sure this is what you want,” I growled in a low voice.

“Not sure,” she replied in a husky voice, “but determined to try. This is like climbing Mount Everest or something. You only do it… ohhh…”

Of course she worked herself down to the root. Of course her cunt clasped me tighter than a fist, but so much softer, wetter. Of course this felt like the best damn fuck I’d had in years. She was a dark shape, a demon lover in the darkness, riding me for her own pleasure and mine. I thumbed her clit, matching her strokes to mine, feeling her thighs quiver.

“I can take over at any time,” I told her. “You just let me know.”

“I… No, I…” I loved the way her words fell apart as I drove her higher, angling my hips to hit that spot inside her with every stroke. “No, just like that. Just like that. Oh, god, yes, that.”

I did exactly as she said, thrusting up into her over and over until I felt her whole body shiver.

There was nothing hotter than fucking a girl bare. I felt every inch of her clamp down, growing wetter by the second. Then those waves pulled it from me, all that I had, emptying my balls and replacing it with a haze of bliss that almost transported me out of my body. My hands locked down around her hips, holding her there when she tried to move.

“No, stay…”

There was too fucking much in those two words, her eyes faint gleams in the darkness. I was glad for the shadows because that way she couldn’t see it. I didn’t give a shit how we’d ended up here, I just knew I didn’t want it to end, and if she pulled off me, it would. Instead, I laid her down beside me, kept her tucked against my chest as the other two snored away. Millie would want to clean up, to wipe away the mess I’d made between her legs, and usually I’d be there with a damp hand towel to take care of it. This time, my hand slid down to her stomach, cradling it.

“Just like this.” Sleep was coming for me, ready to drag me under, and before it succeeded I pressed a soft kiss to the back of her neck. “Just like this…”


Chapter 20



Millie

Doing the walk of shame always sucked. Doing the walk of shame out of a busy fire station was epically bad. The next morning I woke with a snort and saw that I did not indeed have a very sexy aneurysm where all my firefighter fantasies were fulfilled. Instead, I was confronted with the sight of all three of them in all their naked glory.

Taking photos would be wrong, yeah? Like it would be invasive and ignore their right to privacy, so I found my phone and my clothes, shoving the device in my pocket as I scrambled to get ready. I stopped when I was dressed in the uniform because my dress was still damp and just stared.

Merry Christmas to me.

I’d had my little sex goddess fantasy fulfilled, but right now my head hurt, my mouth felt like the bottom of a bird cage, though at least I’d had a shower. Charlie had found me in there, getting me clean and then dirty all over again.

The only thing left to do was bail.

I didn’t want to. What I really wanted was to throw myself down on the bed and do sexy snow angels on all that male flesh, before they woke up and decorated my halls all over again.

“Knox?” a muffled voice said outside the door. “Knoxy, you there?”

But my days of being a ho, ho, ho were done, and I needed to be the cool girl and GTFO, stat. I waited for the footsteps to fade away, then opened the door a crack. The coast was clear so I tip-toed out, quickly orienting myself. I saw the brass pole in the distance, hustling towards it, and then sliding down without trying to be fancy about it. Home free, that’s what I thought, when I landed beside the fire trucks, the massive roller door retracted, letting the morning air in. I wove my way between the different vehicles, grabbing out my phone and organising an Uber when a masculine voice interrupted me.

“Didn’t realise we had a new staff member.”

Were all the guys hot here? This one was tall and had freaking dimples that popped as he shot me a knowing smile. He took in my bare feet, my clothes and heels dangling from my fingers with a raised eyebrow.

“Some of the guys leant me a uniform,” I stammered out. Where was the confident sex goddess of last night? Apparently, she only existed when I’d drunk too much wine. “I’ll bring it back after I’ve had a chance to wash it.”

“No rush.”

He looked me up and down slowly, as if seeing all of the things that led to me dressed as a firefighter, but before he could say anything else, we were interrupted.

“Rhett, are you…?” No fucking way. Brent, the station commander stood there in a freshly pressed uniform, his voice trailing away as he caught sight of me. “Millie! Just the woman I was looking for.”

“You were?”

Both Rhett and I looked at him in shock.

“You stayed overnight in one of the bunks?” he said in the same kind of warm tone my dad used. “Smart move. We wouldn’t want to peel what was left of you off the road if you got into an accident. Now, love, this probably seems all a bit fast…”

Um, what the actual fuck was he about to ask me?

“But I was wondering if you’d be interested in the office admin position Judy is vacating. You seem like a nice young woman. Sensible, steady.” No one, literally no one, would say that about me if they knew how last night ended. “I can direct appoint you to the position for the first ten weeks, then we have to go to an application process, but you’ll have incumbency…”

A sharp toot had us both turning around, because the cavalry, or Uber, had arrived.

“Can I get back to you?” I said. “Sorry, I’m a bit hungover and not really in the right place to make that sort of decision.”

“What? Oh, yes, of course.”

He seemed a little flustered, but maybe that would work in my favour. A government job would’ve been perfect last night, but now…? I looked up at the fire station facade and nodded, knowing I’d never forget tonight, all while knowing it would never be repeated. Jamie might be in a quadruple or whatever she called it, but my brothers had been mooning after her for her entire life. I just slept with two strangers and a guy who wouldn’t even kiss me in high school.

The Uber tooted the horn again, making clear he wasn’t going to wait.

“Sorry, I need to go, but thanks for… everything. I’ll get the uniform back to you.”

I didn’t wait for a response, diving into the back seat of the car and then giving the driver my address.

When I got home, my dress went into the washing machine along with the uniform, because I didn’t feel like myself until I was out of it. As the machine started to agitate, the suds visible through the glass window, it felt like more than just the clothing was washed away. I had a fun night, I rationalised. I got to kick up my heels, have a bit of fun in the silly season…

No, more than fun, my brain insisted. It sang me a siren song of gasps and moans, of bodies working against each other, of an ecstasy that seemed to well deep inside me, ready to overwhelm. It blew my freaking mind and that was a problem.

It left me wanting more.

Sappy fantasies where all four of us walked along the beach at sunset played inside my mind, a dog in tow. Charlie tossed it a ball to chase as Noah’s arms snaked around my waist. Knox shooed us back as the tide came in, making sure my trailing white dress didn’t get wet, and I…

I would never have that.

Other women didn’t seem to have this stupid tendency to project shit onto the guys they boned, I was sure, seeing a future where there was none. If anyone was interested in dating me, we wouldn’t have ended up in bed. I’d scratched a foursome itch I didn’t know I had, and they’d… They’d engaged in some team building activities Brent wouldn’t have supported. With a snort, I walked out of the laundry and into my kitchen, pulling out orange juice and some painkillers along with the antibiotics I was currently taking. Shaking my head, I realised I’d probably need to fulfil the repeat script. The multiple trips to pound town were going to make my cystitis flare up bad.

That wasn’t what I was thinking as I settled against the counter, staring into the reflective surface of my kettle without really seeing it. My lips stung, my body ached, but in the good, well-used way, my thighs sending shivers through me as I rubbed them slowly together, as if trying to summon the ghosts of good fucks past. I was half tempted to spend the day in bed with my battery operated boyfriend, seeing if I could get myself off half as hard, but duty called.

“Hey,” I said as I answered my phone. Jamie’s contact had flashed up on the screen. “What’s up?”

“Your brother is threatening to take me to get fitted for a suit, and I don’t know how I feel about it,” my bestie said. I smiled at the obvious discomfort in her voice. Jamie was all woman but somehow missed the memo about how to dress or wear makeup.

“And you called me to talk you down off a ledge during your sartorial emergency?” I replied. “Good choice. I’ll be at yours in an hour.”

I swallowed the pills and washed them down with the juice before straightening up to go and get ready. Last night was a hot, hot fever dream, but that wasn’t me. I was daughter, sister, friend, and unemployed, so I needed to attend to all those things right now. I pulled on some light clothes, grabbed my car keys, and walked towards the front door when a text came through.

Where did you get to? it read, and that’s when a curl of excitement twisted in my gut. This was from Charlie’s number, and to say I wasn’t expecting to hear from him again was an understatement. He was there in the ‘here for a fun time, not for a long time’ box, but texting me threatened to release him from it. We could grab some breakfast this morning. Gareth isn’t a bad cook.

I could’ve told him the truth, that I’d gone home, but there was a cute cafe nearby that had bacon and eggs to die for. I could be there in half an hour if he wanted to grab a bite. I could’ve said I had something on today, but if he was keen tomorrow… Except that would just get us texting, and texting led to talking, and talking led to every other guy I’d met on a dating app breadcrumbing me with little bits of attention, stringing me along while they pursued the woman they were really into. I could’ve told him just that, but in my experience the royal never complaining, never explaining was the best way to deal with dudes. My thumb hovered over the text, ready to reply, but instead, I blocked his number.

I had relationships that I could rely on with my friends and family, so that’s what I focussed on, locking up my place and getting in my car.


Chapter 21



Knox

One of the many reasons why I didn’t drink all that much at parties was because the next day I woke up feeling freaking amazing, unlike the other drunken sods. This morning was supposed to be one of the best. Millie was a freaking firecracker, stirring the minute one of us touched her, ready for another round.

Just like I was now.

I smiled to myself, rolling over and slinging my arm around the body next to me, but what I found wasn’t what I expected. My hand patted a muscular shoulder, big biceps, and unless Millie had gone through an incredible transformation overnight, I was hugging…

Charlie.

When my eyes opened I saw a sleepy-eyed Charlie looking at me.

“Please tell me that smile was for me.”

I gave him a shove in answer.

“Where’s Millie?”

“Not up my arse.” He rolled backwards and stretched slowly, which forced my eyes up to the ceiling. Charlie might like taking sneaky peeks at my dick, but I had no interest in checking out his. After his jaw cracked, he sat up and looked around, and that’s when I started to put two and two together. “And not in here either.”

“Wha…?”

Noah’s head jerked off the pillow, his face soft from sleep until he blinked and saw we were all moving.

“Not in the bathroom as well,” Charlie reported.

“Well, the towels are, so how about wrapping one around your waist?” I snapped as we both groaned at the prick re-appearing in the room in all his naked glory. There was no point dithering around to find my own, not when my jeans were on the floor. I yanked them on and then started looking myself.

No cute little high heels, no dress, not even the uniform we’d leant her. I tapped on the phone screens sitting on the bedside table, and unless Millie really liked photos of blokes holding fish they’d caught or dragons, they weren’t her phone. The part of my mind that came alive when we conducted an investigation of a fire kicked into gear, looking for clues.

I found only one under the bed. A tiny scrap of black lace, I knew who it belonged to and shoved it into my pocket the minute my hand closed over it before looking up.

“She’s gone.”

We all said the same thing at the same time, but with completely different emphasis. Mine was gritted out through clenched teeth. Noah looked like someone had just kicked his puppy before getting himself under control, and Charlie? There was a weird amused fatalism about him, as if he hadn’t expected anything less.

“Has she gone?” Noah’s voice wavered a little, but he shook his head and cleared his throat. “I mean, she might’ve gone to get something to eat or help clean up.”

He was clinging to hope, but I knew. What else would she do? We hadn’t wined her, dined her, though there was some sixty nine action at some point. There was nothing to indicate that we were interested in more. Everyone tumbled into bed at an alarming speed, so what else would she think this was but a one night stand? I rolled that last word around and around inside my head, hating it more and more as every second passed. Whatever the fuck this was, it was too damn good to be just a one night thing, but Millie had decided otherwise.

“Let’s find out,” Charlie said, pulling on some shorts finally and tapping on his phone.

For just a moment, I allowed myself a little hope. He had her number, maybe she was somewhere in the station. She might’ve slipped out to grab something she left in the conference room, and Brent would’ve caught sight of her, bailed her up talking about his model train hobby or something. Anything but this. Charlie sent a message and…

Got no response.

“Call her.” There was no uncertainty in Noah’s voice now. He was snapping out orders like we were on the job. “Charlie, call her, or I’ll⁠—”

“OK, settle down.” Charlie sat down on the bed, putting through a call.

Well, trying to. He blinked, frowned, and that made me feel better. I needed someone else to mimic my expression, share in the irritation.

Frustration.

How the fuck could she just sneak out of here after what happened, without even a goodbye? Why the hell would she walk away from something this good? How could⁠—?

“She blocked me.”

It was almost comical, the way Charlie stared at his phone, unable to believe his eyes. I guess pretty boy didn’t get rejected all that often. Some of us were much more familiar with the feeling, and that had me pulling on my shirt, then my shoes.

“Why the hell did she block me?” he asked. I shook my head slowly, not wanting to answer Charlie, but he pushed for one anyway. “What the hell did you guys do?”

“Fucked her.” That wasn’t what it felt like, some shitty fumble in the dark. Using a woman as a hole to jerk off into was never my style, but then again, neither was casual sex. The word felt like a fucking oxymoron, combining something intensely personal with another thing that was not, and I hated it. When I looked over, the other two were frowning at my harsh words. “It was just a one night thing. We’ve… you’ve been given the brush off. Thanks for all the multiple orgasms, but your services are no longer required.” I snatched my keys and phone off the bedside table. “Now, if you fucks want a ride home⁠—”

“I’ll ring her,” Noah said. I snorted and shook my head. “What? I will. Charlie, gimme her number.”

“I’m sure you will.” I let out a sigh that felt like it came from the depths of my soul. “I hope she answers. Maybe it’ll work out for you, mate. I dunno.”

But not for me. Never for me. Dating apps sucked, I hated badge bunnies, and we didn’t exactly meet a lot of women in our line of work, except when they were shattered survivors of a disaster. There’s someone out there for everyone, my nan always insisted.

So where was she?

Admittedly, the chances of forming a long-lasting relationship with a woman who I banged on the first date with two of my friends was unlikely, but… Hadn’t Millie felt a connection? I was sure it was more than just bumping uglies. I’d been wrong about things more times than I could count, and apparently this was just one of them.

“So, anyone need a lift?”

“I’m gonna try and give Millie a call,” Noah said. “She might be still at the station.” Charlie and I just stared him down. “What? She might be.”

“I’ll stick around and do the clean up, get back in the good books with Brent after that stuff up last week,” Charlie said.

“Well, I’ve got a day off today and I intend to enjoy it. See you tomorrow, fellas.”

So why did the car feel empty as I drove home? Why did a strange kind of gloom settle over me as I drove up my driveway? I had a big house and a big dog waiting for me as I walked inside.

“Hey, Buster.” My golden retriever came trotting over, tail wagging like a flag, his ears flat to his head. He, at least, was glad to see me. A few sniffs, a little whine and then he was walking over to his food bowl, making clear what he needed. I smiled as I pulled out the dog food, making up his meal. Dogs were easy. You always knew where you stood with them. “Eat up, mate.” I gave his head a pat. “I’ll take you down to the beach and we’ll throw a ball around.”

His muzzle jerked up from his food bowl at the mention of the word ball, hope flaring to life in his eyes.

At least he had something to look forward to. When I went into the bedroom to strip down, I caught a whiff of her scent. My nose ran along my arm, and I imagined I could summon a trace of that floral perfume. My shirt was tossed in the wash basket along with my undies, but as I went through my pockets, I realised where the smell was coming from. The temptation to shove my nose into that ball of black lace was overwhelming, which just pissed me off more. I didn’t want to sniff her panties, be a fucking creeper.

I just wanted her.

To get to know Millie, move beyond the idea of her, and find out who she really was. Remember how she liked her coffee made or whether she preferred tea. To listen to her giggle-snorts when watching a funny movie. To connect, bind myself, know that my person was out there, walking in the world, carrying the other half of my heart around with her.

But that wasn’t going to happen. I strode across the room and into my shower, slathering on the body wash and eradicating all traces of last night, all the while wishing that I was sending the ache inside me swirling down the plughole as well.


Chapter 22



Noah

I didn’t ring Millie that day. I didn’t ring her that night or that week. Her number was a constant niggle at the back of my mind, and more times than I could count, I pulled out my phone and looked at the contact details, my thumb hovering over it. I could call, text, send her a video, something, but it was now I was forced to face an uncomfortable truth.

There was a very good reason why I’d never bothered to make contact with Millie.

It wouldn’t be hard to find her. I had social media friend requests from all sorts of people I went to school with, including those I couldn’t freaking stand. I could’ve done the same for her. Slid into her DMs, started talking about old times… But the longer I put that off, the safer I was. I could go on dates or hang out with a dream Millie whenever the hell I wanted, and she was always cool and funny and more important, receptive. In my head, she never rejected me. I stared at the phone, able to see it inside my head, how it’d go. A gentle brush off, or a not so soft one, where she made clear that she never wanted anything more than a wild night with three guys.

That it meant nothing more than scratching an itch.

But her voice, when she confessed what I was to her. I’d examined and re-examined it over and over inside my head, that taut tone. For just a moment, I could convince myself that it hurt her.

I’d hurt her.

A weird combination of shame and need had me feeling antsy, pacing back and forth, until weeks later, Knox came walking around the fire truck we were supposed to be cleaning.

“What’re you doing?” he snapped, looking at me, then my phone.

“Obsessing over some bullshit on his phone,” Henry supplied helpfully.

“What…?”

He plucked it from my grip, even as I frowned and tried to snatch it back. Knox looked at my screen, then sighed. That look of resignation, even of empathy, killed me, forcing me to take a step back. He sucked in a breath and I knew I was gonna get a bollocking. It was what he did whenever we pissed him off, but right as I was bracing myself for the onslaught, he tapped on my screen and handed the phone back to me. I stared at it in alarm, seeing the phone was ringing.

“Nut up or shut up, remember?” he said in much more gentle tones. “Rip the Band-Aid off, mate. She’ll either talk to you or she won’t, but then you’ll know.”

And then he turned and walked away. I looked at the phone like it was a live snake or something, but fuck, I faced down fires, ran into buildings that were collapsing around us. I saved people. If I could be brave then, surely I could…

“Hey, it's Millie,” a recorded voice said. “You know what to do.”

But I didn’t. I just stood there, phone to my ear, swallowing hard, because maybe that would dislodge the lump in my throat. Nope. I needed water, a Coke, something because⁠—

Beep. The call ended, and I was left staring at a blank screen.

Nut up or shut up. I heard Knox’s words echoing around in my head as I grabbed a sponge, scrubbing the truck down in big circles. Nut up or shut up. I remembered it when we rushed out later that day to the scene of a car crash. Cutting someone free, letting the ambulance workers do their job, the blood bright on the wreck’s dash. Cleaning off the road of debris, neutralising the fuel that had pooled out, I went through the motions, knowing exactly what to do.

And that certainty could extend to other parts of my life, I thought, when I got home for the day.

We did everything wrong. I did everything wrong, I corrected myself. From letting Millie’s brothers intimidate me, from never letting her know what happened, to falling into bed with her the first night we reconnected. I kicked my own arse for a day or two about that, but when one of the guys remarked on my shitty mood, I knew something needed to be done. Dream Millie was perfect inside my head, never complaining, always receptive, but that wasn’t a relationship. It was a delusion that kept me from moving forward.

“Have a good break,” Brent said, clapping me on the shoulder. “You catching up with family for Christmas?”

“No, I’ve got other plans,” I told him, “but have a good one yourself, Boss.”

Everyone went home for Christmas, and while I didn’t know where Millie lived now, I did know where her parents’ house was. My family home was only streets away. Instead of dropping in to see Mum and Dad, I put on a nice shirt, scraped my hair back from my face, and sprayed on what was probably too much aftershave. Staring into the mirror, I could still see him, that skinny kid who let every bastard push him around, but with a blink, I knew I wasn’t him anymore. Maybe we could start again. Maybe Millie only meant to block Charlie. Maybe we could pretend none of that shit happened, at either party.

There comes a time when the pain of staying where you are outweighs the pain of moving forward, that was what my personal trainer had said to me, and that’s where I was now. I picked up the massive bouquet of flowers and the box of chocolates I’d grabbed last minute and then headed for the door.

I want to say I headed straight to Millie’s parents front door when I arrived, but I didn’t. Nut up or shut up, it sounded so simple, but none of those words took into account the fucking fear coursing through my veins. It was do or die time. Today I would know whether she cared at all for me or had left all that shit behind in high school. That had me forcing my car door open and then walking up their front path. My hand lifted of its own accord, all that adrenaline having to go somewhere, and I knocked on the door.

My pulse beat even faster as I heard footsteps, but I held my ground. I’d been through tougher shit than this. I could handle rejection, the look of confusion, then distress in Millie’s eyes. If she wasn’t into me, I’d just turn around and⁠—

“What the fuck are you doing here?”

Hayden, or was it Hunter, looked me up and down with the same disgust on his face from all those years ago.

“Who the…?” The other twin appeared, and his brows jerked down as his hands turned to fists. “Oh, nah, no fucking way.”

“I need to see Millie,” I said, because things were different. I wasn’t a dumb kid anymore, and the ferocious reputation of the McDonald twins was nothing to me. They were nothing to me. “I just want to talk⁠—”

“I think you’ve done enough, don’t you?” one of them snarled as they both walked out of the door.

I didn’t want to give ground, not one inch, but it was either that or cause a fight on Millie’s parents front lawn on Christmas Day. I backed off enough to let them face me down, then straightened to my full height. Watching them forced to look up at me was worth the price of admission, but getting revenge was not part of my plan.

“I just want to give her these, and if she doesn’t want me around, then I’ll go.”

They looked at the flowers then the chocolates, as if seeing them for the first time, then moved as one. Each item was snatched from my grip, bringing back memories I never willingly thought about. My bag ripped from my shoulder; my books knocked out of my hands… I shook them off and focussed on them.

“We’ll make sure Mills gets them,” one of the twins sneered, both of them backing off abruptly, and that’s when I made my mistake. I was squaring up, ready to fight the pricks, but they were beating a hasty retreat. The door was wrenched open and they were back inside in seconds. “Now piss off before we call the cops.”

I rushed forward, but the door was slammed in my face.

Nut up or shut up, I kept on hearing that in my head, my heart beating faster now due to anger, not fear. Millie was a grown woman. It was up to her if she wanted to give me the brush off, not her Neanderthal brothers. I stepped back from the house, scanning the facade, looking for signs of her, but not finding them.

Creating a scene on Christmas Day was no way to approach a woman, but what those idiots didn’t realise was there was a card attached to the flowers. It had my contact details, a message, everything in there, but I wasn’t leaving it to fate to try and get through to Millie. I opened my contacts and tapped out a simple message, sending it to her without allowing myself second thoughts.

Can we talk?

I let out a long sigh. She’d either reply or she wouldn’t, and then I’d know. Nodding, I turned towards my car and got in, driving over to my parents’ place.


Chapter 23



Millie

Four weeks later

Christmas Day

“Heyy…” I said, coming in the back door to Mum and Dad’s with bags of groceries and presents.

“Oh, thank goodness you’re here.” Mum was all a flutter again. She rushed over and kissed my cheek. “I need you in the kitchen. Your father was supposed to help devein the prawns last night, but he ended up having one too many beers with the neighbours. I’ve got coleslaw and potato salad to make. Did you get the mayonnaise?”

“Yes, Mum…” I sighed.

She looked up and frowned, as if seeing me for the first time.

“You look pale and you’ve got big bags around your eyes.” She started reaching up to put her hand against my forehead, but I just jerked away.

“Um… thanks?”

“You look terrible.”

Christmas Day preparation was instantly forgotten when she thought her baby was sick.

“Thanks again.” I forced myself to smile before dumping the bags on the kitchen table. Suddenly they were so damn heavy. “I’m just run down. I had a UTI, and the doc warned me I might get diarrhoea from the antibiotics, but damn…” My stomach rumbled ominously. “I’ve had a stomach bug that won’t go away. I’m hungry, but when I try to eat something, I either want to yack or I’m rushing to the loo.”

“Did you try some probiotics?”

She bustled over to the pantry, looking through all the lotions and potions she kept in stock for just this kind of thing.

“Yes, Mum, the ones you always recommend. They helped a bit and things settled down, but then I started getting sick again.”

“You need to see a doctor,” she said.

“Tried to, but everyone’s booked out. I’ve got an appointment after the new year⁠—”

“Oh, that’s too long to wait,” Mum insisted, then grabbed her keys. “I’ll take you to hospital.”

“For a stomach bug?” I plucked the keys from her grip and dumped them back into the bowl she kept her stuff in. “You’ve gotta be kidding me. It’s probably just my period.”

“Hello, love!”

Dad came walking in with a smile, coming over to give me a kiss.

“Millie’s been sick,” Mum told him.

“Gave it a bit of a nudge last night, did ya?” He cackled as he pulled back.

“She’s been sick for weeks and she can’t get into a doctor—” Mum’s voice was rising in octaves by the second.

“And is probably just premenstrual as fuck.” My hands went to my stomach. “I’m all bloated and my feet have swollen up like two sizes. My boobs⁠—”

Dad watched me grab my bust and then beat a hasty retreat.

“Sounds like this is a talk you need to have with your mother. The boys are outside. I’ll send Jamie in to get the meat from you.”

“You’d never think he’d spent most of his life with someone that had a uterus.” Mum shook her head slowly as he walked out the door to the pool area. “So, it’s just PMT?”

“PM blah.” I wrinkled my nose. “It couldn’t be perimenopause or something, could it?”

“At your age?” Mum scoffed at that, but as she moved towards the kitchen, she settled, going back to slicing vegetables for the salads.

“I dunno, this is like the worst premenstrual bullshit ever.”

I walked towards the fridge, pulling out a massive bowl of raw prawns. They tasted really nice when cooked, but I hated this part. The beady little eyes, the crunchy heads, and worst of all, deveining. I mean, pulling out the intestinal tract of crustaceans didn’t exactly fill me with the Christmas spirit, but this was somehow worse. The glisten of their cold flesh and the smell… Gag. Of course my bloody brothers were outside cooking meat or some bullshit.

“Like, I think I’m gonna ask one of the boys to do the prawns,” I told Mum.

She dismissed that idea with a wave of her hand.

“They’ll just mess it up.”

“They scale and fillet fish fine, Mum.” I set the bowl down on the bench and pulled out the small knife we used for this process. “Maybe I can turn chops and sausages on the barbeque this Christmas or⁠—”

“Hey!”

The door slid open and Jamie came walking in with a tray full of barbequed fruit. Dad loved to use a bit of brown sugar and caramelise it. My mouth watered as I spied pineapple and peaches and… Oh, nah, my mouth kept on filling, now with bile. I swallowed hard and then poured myself a glass of water, downing that quickly to ensure the nausea passed.

“You’re here!” Jamie came and gave me a hug. “I haven’t seen you in ages. You still down to come to the housewarming?”

“A party commemorating you shacking up with my brothers?” I bumped her with my hip. “Damn straight. I’ll bring enough booze to drown a horse.”

“Speaking of which…” Mum went to the fridge and then produced a bottle of champagne with a flourish, along with three glasses that already had a sliced strawberry in them. “How about a little Christmas champers?”

Jamie and I shared a look. Neither of us especially liked champagne, but we drank it for Mum’s sake.

“Shit, you OK?” Jamie looked me up and down. “You look a little pale and kinda⁠—”

“Fat?” I slapped my hand down on my stomach. “I’m so bloated.”

“Should start taking those evening primrose capsules I gave you,” Mum observed sagely, before handing me a drink. “Well, cheers.” Her smile was everything right then, beaming bright. “To having all my family under one roof.”

“To finally having a sister to share the shitty job of deveining prawns with.”

I gave Jamie a nudge with my elbow and she shoved me right back, the two of us devolving into cartoonish squabbling until Mum stepped in. My champagne glass was set down undrunk as the Christmas lunch prep got real.

“Now, if you two girls focus on the prawns,” Mum said as I pulled another small knife out of the drawer and handed it to Jamie, “I’ll finish the salads, then your father can slice up the ham.”

“And what are the boys doing…?” I shot my best friend a look. “You’re about to see how it is. We women slave in the kitchen.” I grabbed a prawn in one hand, the knife in the other. “While they…”

I had a whole arse rant there, ready to spew out, but when I looked down at the prawn, my mouth went dry. My bile rose again in response to what I saw and felt. The prawn was jelly like, dead and clammy in my hand, my grip on the knife slipping as sweat covered my palm. It stared up at me with those eyes as I tried to force myself to move. I felt just as clammy the longer I looked at it.

“Mills?”

Jamie’s face swum into view, but I couldn’t answer her. I dropped the prawn and the knife with a clatter and then ran down the hall to the bathroom.

What in the freaking OCD?

I was pouring lime-scented liquid soap over my hands, the citrus drowning out the stink of seafood, and yet I couldn’t scrub fast enough. Bubbles formed in a wild lather before I washed it away. More soap, more, to get the stink, the slime, the everything off me as Mum and Jamie came bursting in.

“Sorry, Mum.” Why the hell was I sounding so sooky? My voice cracked on the words, but I forged on. “I’m gonna get one of the boys to do the prawns. I can’t, I just can’t.”

I’d said something to that effect when I was a kid. Perfectly happy to eat the bloody things, I’d baulked at the process of preparing them. Right now I expected the same lecture from Mum, but instead she moved closer, staring at my reflection as she rubbed my shoulder.

“It’s OK, love.”

Oh fuck, that had me blinking my eyes even faster, because apparently I was well and truly on the hormonal rollercoaster from hell. If I didn’t get a period soon, I’d bloody cut a bitch, just to release the tension. I finally dried my hands off, standing with them pressed against the bathroom bench, sucking in one breath, then another, as they drew closer.

“Shit, you really are sick,” Jamie said. “Maybe you should lie down? You look pale as milk.”

“God, don’t talk about milk…” I groaned.

There was nothing, literally nothing I hated more than nausea. It hung around making you feel completely miserable until you got better.

“Maybe I should just stick my finger down my throat,” I groaned. “If I force myself to spew, then I should be better.”

Except that hadn’t worked thus far, had it?

“Or you could do this.”

Mum started rummaging through the bathroom cabinet, and I expected her to pull out a bottle of antacids, not this. My expression of shock was a perfect match for Jamie’s as we stared at the serene woman on the box. She had a hand on a stomach so swollen a test would’ve been redundant at this point.

“I’m not bloody pregnant, Mum.” She asked me that every time I was sick, tired, looking drawn, or my period was late when I was a teenager, so much so it’d become a family joke. Mum wasn’t laughing now. Instead, she stared at me with all the wisdom of a mother and that stopped me cold. “I’m not.”

I could’ve said that a lot more confidently, my momentary waver forcing Mum’s eyebrow to raise.

“I’m on the pill. I take it like clockwork.” I fished out my phone. “I even have a notification set every day at the same time.” My calendar alerts danced before her as I waved it in her face. “I never, ever forget. I remember what you told…”

Shit.

“What?” Jamie looked at me then Mum. “You remember what?”

Mum was a nurse back in the day, though she’d given it up gladly when she had us. Dad made more than enough to keep her in the style she had become accustomed to, and he liked coming home to a spotless house and a warm meal. But that medical knowledge meant all of us kids had a very scientific introduction to human reproduction. There were no fannies or doodles in our house. The boys had penises and I had a vagina.

And a uterus.

I knew what the fallopian tubes did and that my womb would shed its lining in dramatic fashion every month I wasn’t pregnant.

Pregnant.

My mind stuttered on that word. That wasn’t me. I had no job, no boyfriend, and was barely keeping my house plants alive right now, so I couldn’t be…

“Antibiotics,” Mum said without further explanation, forcing Jamie to ask for one. “They can interfere with the efficacy of the pill. You’re supposed to use condoms until your next period.”

Fuck.

I had not done that. In a night of pure recklessness, I’d let three guys, whose sexual history I did not know, jizz unprotected inside me. Then, it was hot and sexy and I was having a girl’s gone wild moment, but now…

“Oh shit, no…”

I snatched the box up and stared at the instructions, not really able to read them as tears actually blurred my vision.

You fucking idiot.

I told myself that over and over as I pulled away from them, walking into the adjoining toilet and doing what was needed to take the test.

“Heather!” Dad called from deeper inside the house. “Heather?”

We didn’t reply, huddling around a stick I’d just peed on instead.

“Not pregnant, not pregnant, not pregnant,” I chanted under my breath, Jamie taking up the refrain.

“Whatever the result, you know we’re here to support you,” Mum said. “Whatever you decide. If you want a termination, I’ll talk to some people I know, find out where the best place to go is, or if you want to…”

“Two lines…” Jamie barely breathed that out before looking at me. “That’s good, right?”

“Depends.” My voice was little more than a toad’s croak. “How do you feel about becoming an auntie?”

“Auntie?” Jamie blinked, obviously just as dumbstruck as me, but Mum rushed forward.

“You…?”

Now she was bloody crying and trying really hard not to, which was setting me off again. I let out a helpless sob because I didn’t know what the hell I was feeling. Mother? I was going to become a mother? Some small person would look at me and expect me to know how everything worked, just like I did my mum? The idea was so ridiculous it took my breath away, and yet…

I wanted to.

This wasn’t the way it was supposed to be. Raised on stories about how Dad spied Mum behind the bar at a pub, then it was love at first sight, I always expected it to be the same for me. Half the reason why I was so caught up in Noah at school was because I thought he was the one. The one who’d take one look at me and know I was the one he wanted to marry. He’d sweep me off my feet, just like Dad did Mum, not letting anything get in the way of being with me.

But I never got that.

Were there fuckboys back in the 90s? I never asked Mum, but there were now. Pretty sure she never got ghosted either. Not catfished, nor love bombed, or guys pretending they were in an open relationship, when really they were fucking around on their wives. Mum had made it seem so simple, but in reality, it wasn’t.

My hand slid down and came to rest on my stomach.

I supported a woman’s right to choose, but going to my doctor and asking for a termination? That felt wrong for me. Right now, there was just a tiny cluster of cells in my womb, and yet I felt strangely protective of them.

My independence was legendary in my family. Being prepared to do everything myself was the only way I could keep up with my brothers. In some ways, it was a good thing, making me tough, resilient.

Because I’d need it if I was going to be a single mother.

“Yeah.” I nodded sharply, unable to stop. “I think I’m ready to become a mum.”


Chapter 24



Millie

“Oh well, you’re going to need vitamins.”

If Mum was in a flap before this, she was verging on hysterical now. I’d disposed of the test, discreetly shoving it into a bag into the wheelie bin as Mum shooed Dad back outside, but now we were back in the kitchen, my mother was yanking open cupboards and drawers, not stopping until she produced a container of vitamins.

“You’ll need proper preg⁠—”

“Shh…!” I shot a sidelong look at the screen door, but the guys were still standing around the barbeque talking shit. “Less of the preggo talk right now.” I opened the container and popped one of the vitamins to keep her happy. “I’m… I’m not ready to tell the boys yet. I…” My hands planted on the granite countertop; the cool stone somewhat comforting. I felt better and worse all at the same time because the nausea had died down to nothing, but it was replaced by some kind of existential chaos that had my head spinning. “I need some time before those idiots start thumping their chests and threatening to kill the guy…” Shit, I nearly said guys. “That knocked me up.”

“So is he anyone we know?”

Jamie was trying really hard not to hit me with twenty questions, but I knew that gleam in her eye. No doubt she was imagining some kind of double dating scenario where my guy came to hang out with hers while we did girl talk, but she had no idea how that’d go. Knox talking to Brock, seeing who could be the grumpiest? Charlie winning everyone over with that smile. And Noah? I half wanted to protect him, and the other half of me wanted him to man up and put my brothers in their place.

But that was never going to happen.

A pregnancy after a one-night stand? The guys obviously wanted to end the year with a bang, and I just happened to be there. Damn, maybe they did this kind of shit all the time. It was hard to imagine Noah being the kind of guy that would size up a girl, ply her with some drinks and then put her in the middle of a delicious foursome on the regular, but perhaps the change in him was more than skin deep. Whatever their motivation, I was pretty sure none of them had a breeding kink so deep they’d want to step up and be the daddy.

“Maybe.” I shrugged. “I don’t know everyone that you know.”

Jamie’s eyes narrowed because my attempt at throwing her off the scent was transparent.

“As long as you know who he is.” Mum set her vegetable chopper down. “Because you’re going to need to tell him.”

“No—”

“Amelia.” That long stare, my full name, it made clear where she stood. Mum’s grip on the knife handle helped drive home her point. “He deserves to know.”

“So he can tell me to piss off.” My tone was sharp, too sharp when talking to my mother, but I couldn’t seem to modulate it. “That he wants me to get rid of it. Mum, it was a one-night stand.” She flinched at that, which wasn’t as satisfactory as I thought it would be. “He’s not going to want to have this shit dumped on him.”

“It’s not shit,” she said. I shook my head, focussing back on the potato salad, squirting mayo all over the creamy chunks. “It’s not.” She moved closer, standing by my side and waiting until I looked up before she continued. “It’s a baby.”

“I know it’s⁠—”

“And a man deserves to know he’s going to become a father, even if he chooses not to be in that child’s life.”

I didn’t want that. Words could not describe how much I didn’t want that. Getting rejected by a guy because the vibes were off? That was me he was pushing aside, but… I looked down. My baby? I didn’t want to give any of them the chance to push my child aside, ever.

But I got my hard head from someone, and it wasn’t Dad, so I met my mother’s eyes and nodded.

“OK, fine.”

“Good, and when you do you can ask him if he’d like to come over for dinner.”

“I am not doing that,” I said. Jamie started to smirk and then stifled it. “Mum, I am not⁠—”

“He might be a nice boy. You don’t know.” Dear god, my mother was concocting a whole story in her head around the father of my child. “He might be a good husband and a father.”

“Jesus, Mum⁠—”

Her eyes bore into mine as her hand hovered over the salad ingredients.

“You’d be surprised at how many of the adults you know got together in similar circumstances. Your grandparents for one.”

“Oh my god!” I yelped, grabbing the salad tongs, really not wanting to imagine my nana romping in the sheets with my grandfather and getting pregnant with Mum. “I will literally pay you to stop this line of conversation.”

“That’s another thing: money.” I started vigorously mixing the mayo into the potato chunks as Mum went on. “What’re you going to do? The pub is being rebuilt and⁠—”

“I’d rather lick my own arse than go back to work for Jim,” I finished for her.

Jamie started to laugh. “Is that even physically possible?”

“I’ll give it a red hot go if working for Jim is the only option,” I replied.

“And hospitality jobs don’t often have very good options when it comes to maternity leave,” Mum continued. “If you got a nice, safe, government job like I suggested…”

I let out a long sigh. We had been having this argument since I left school, but when I went to reply in the same way I always did, I stopped. Brent, standing there and asking me if I wanted to take over from Judy while Rhett stood at his shoulder. I’d dismissed it at the time, not wanting to spend another second at the station, but now…

Never show a moment’s weakness in front of Heather McDonald.

I caught the intent look in her eye. She saw that pause and was about to pounce, but I got in first.

“I’ll see what I can find. I’ve been doing some bartending work at a pub in the city. Plenty of government workers there. I’ll ask around.”

Seeing Mum deflate was somewhat alarming. When the fight went out of her, something else replaced it, something emotional.

“I just…” Oh shit. I shot a look at Jamie, and we both moved in closer as tears formed in my mother’s eyes. “I just…” Mum looked up at me, and the pain there had me pulling her in a hug. “I just want you looked after and safe. You’ll discover what that’s like when you have your child.”

I would. That thought threatened the artificial calm I was working with right now, because I could almost see them. A little boy with bright blond hair like Charlie. A girl with all of my attitude and some of Knox’s too. Or a child with Noah’s soulful eyes, staring straight up at me. That had me nodding slowly, understanding something Mum said often in a whole other light.

“I know and I appreciate it, but…” I pulled back, forcing myself to smile, because I couldn’t do this here. In the sanctity of my own place I’d scream, cry, rant, and then accept what was happening, where I wouldn’t have a very concerned audience. “Let’s stop talking about babies.” I whispered the last word. “You’re gonna make Jamie start gagging.”

“Don’t worry about me.” The steady look my bestie gave me made clear I might not be alone when I lost my shit at my place. “Worry about you.”

“But you hate all this shit,” I said.

“The idea of me having kids? Gag.” She demonstrated that way too realistically, my already touchy stomach lurching. “But yours? I’m here for you, always, Mills. You know that, and anyway, I’ll be a killer auntie.”

“You will.” Jesus, Mum was starting to cry again, but this time I couldn’t seem to hold back. Neither could Jamie as she wiped them away as soon as they came. “Millie will be an amazing mother and I’ll be… I’ll be…”

“I’ll be what?”

Dad walked inside with a look of concern, toting a massive platter of cooked meat.

“I’ll be a silly sausage, getting all worked up over having the family together for Christmas,” Mum lied smoothly, visibly calming herself.

“Oh, love…”

What would it be like to have a guy who walked over, set his burdens down, and picked up yours? Because that’s what my dad did. He hugged her close, cradling her against his body, and for the first time ever, I was jealous of my own parents. She had a man to cling to, who told her he’d make everything alright, and he would. Dad would move heaven and earth for my mother, whereas I struggled to get a second date.

They just didn’t make guys like my dad anymore.

“Everything OK?” Brock came in and sized up the situation like he always did to work out what needed to be done.

“Mum’s just having a moment,” I explained. Hunter and Hayden strolled in afterwards, looking confused. “Now, how about you idiots put the prawns Jamie expertly deveined on the barbie?”

“Anything for you, babe.”

Hunter ignored me and went over to Jamie, kissing the top of her head before taking the bowl from her.

“What, including letting me touch you with raw prawn fingers?” she asked, wiggling them at him.

“Ew, no! What kind of savage woman did we saddle ourselves with, boys?”

“The best kind.”

Hayden went behind Jamie, cuddling her in close, and right when she relaxed, his hands wrapped around her wrists. She struggled, they fought as he dragged her over to the sink and forced her to wash up.

“Different year, same chaos,” Brock said, coming to stand by my side.

“It’s beginning to look a lot like a McDonald Christmas,” I replied.


Chapter 25



Millie

We were doing so well.

All the food was cooked and there was way too much of it. The boys complimented us on our efforts and we did the same. Paper Christmas bonbons were tugged and their cracks filled the air as we pulled out those stupid tissue paper hats and donned them. Dumb jokes were read out, and Hunter lined up all the plastic toys that were inside. Food was passed around, and I mostly moved it right along. It all looked delicious, but that cluster of cells I was growing and I needed to have a talk because Mumma needed some food at some point.

Something Dad noted.

“Not hungry, love?”

Uh oh, dad mode had been activated. He was slower on the uptake than Mum, but much more persistent. He’d wait outside my door or pester me until I fessed up about what was going wrong at school when I was a kid.

“Just a bit seedy.”

I shot him a rakish smile, then focussed real hard on sipping some orange juice Mum had poured into a flute. Citrussy, sweet and sour, so far so good. I drank that down greedily, feeling like my stomach was beginning to settle again.

“Another?” Dad asked, then turned to the twins. “Get your sister another mimosa.”

“Her legs aren’t broken,” Hunter said, focussing on slicing into his lamb chop until he felt Dad’s steely gaze burning into the side of his face. “Fine.” He jerked himself away from the table. “I’ll get it, even though I spent hours sweating over a hot barbeque.”

“I made the potato salad,” I countered quickly and the rest of the table groaned.

“I cooked those bloody prawns you were supposed to devein and didn’t,” he shot back.

“I bought all the ingredients Mum forgot to order from the shops, battling last minute Christmas shoppers for the last bunch of parsley.”

“I came around yesterday, cleaned the pool, mowed the lawns, and did the leaf blowing.”

His cocky smile seemed to indicate he thought he’d won, but that wasn’t how it worked.

“I let you have kinky sex orgies with my best friend every night.”

Balled up paper napkins and destroyed bonbons were tossed my way as everyone groaned.

“OK, that’s worth me getting you a drink.” Hunter’s admission tasted like sweet, sweet victory to me.

“That’s all I’m worth?” Jamie spluttered. “A glass of OJ?”

“More.” Oh my god, gag. He swept in and started murmuring sweet nothings in my best friend’s ear. “So much more. I’d pluck the most perfect orange from a Sevillian orchard and have it squeezed between the thighs of virgins to create a perfect glass of OJ for my sister to drink, and that still wouldn’t be enough to thank her for the gift of you.”

Hunter was being a cheesy dick, but as I sat back in my chair, I felt a little pang. I tried very hard not to imagine my stupid brothers and Jamie together most days, but right now I wondered. What would it be like to have my own guy or guys saying corny shit just to make me laugh?

How the hell did I end up feeling lonely in the midst of my family?

There was so much love here, that was clear. I saw it in the way my dad made sure Mum had all the things she liked on her plate, then thanked her for all her efforts. Then there were the boys hovering over Jamie until she told them to quit. Drinks were refilled on automatic because the men in my family, they looked after the ones they loved.

Even Hunter.

My glass was set down in front of me with a flourish by my brother, but right when I went to thank him, he plonked the bottle of OJ down beside it.

“Get your own next time,” he grumbled.

“Thanks, dickhead,” I shot back.

“Butt face.”

“Wanker.”

We went on in this juvenile fashion until I took a sip of my drink and then recoiled.

“What did you do?” Jamie glared at Hunter. “You didn’t put vinegar in her drink again, did you?”

“Um… no.” I felt like an idiot, but I was up and on my feet, ready to pour it out. “Wine.”

“Oh…” Mum looked alarmed, which was not very discreet of her, something that caught Dad’s attention. “Just toss it on the grass then.”

“Tossing away good wine?” Dad spluttered, then nodded to me. “Hair of the dog, best thing for a hangover.”

“Not this kind,” I informed him with a tight smile, following Mum’s instructions.

“That’s what you usually do.” Shit, shit, shit, Brock’s curiosity was piqued, and he was worse than Dad. “Often you get drunker than you did the night before.”

“The cycle of life,” I replied, sitting down and trying to pour myself a straight juice. My hands shook for some reason, but we could blame that on the DT’s, couldn’t we?

“Have a beer then.”

Hayden produced a can from the esky and pushed it towards me.

“Um… can we talk about the alcoholic enabling in this family, because it's really dysfunctional.” I pushed it back. “I can have a dry Christmas without it being a huge deal.”

“Except you haven’t since you turned eighteen.”

Shit, now Hunter was on the trail. I’d just been romanticising how attentive my family was, but this was the down side. People that cared, that noticed what was going on with you, also noted when things changed, whether you wanted them to or not. They also investigated why.

Not now, not yet, that’s what my heart beat. We were having a nice Christmas dinner only moments ago. I needed us to get back to that. I loved my dad, my brothers, but sometimes all that love was kinda smothering. I couldn’t hear their responses before I’d really worked out how I felt, so I smiled shakily and regarded the table.

“Nothing’s wrong. I just had too much to drink the other night, and I’m not feeling one hundred percent today, so can we just eat?”

No, we couldn’t.

“Is this about one of those idiots you’ve been dating?” Brock asked.

“What idiots?” Dad looked at me, then my brother.

“If he’s hurt you…”

Hayden was the quieter twin, but also the scarier one at times, his intense gaze burning into me.

“Who is it?” Hunter didn’t ask me, knowing he’d get nowhere, but staring at Jamie instead. “Who messed with her this time? Was it the married guy?”

“There’s a married guy?” Dad yelped. “Millie⁠—”

“There’s no married guy!” Jamie threw her hands up and met my gaze, making clear she wouldn’t be the weakest link. “Just dumb arse dudes on dating apps pretending to be single, but we always snoop their social media profiles before she dates anyone.”

“That’s smart, darling,” Mum said, reaching across the table to grab my hand.

“The only time you go off your food is when you’re dealing with a broken heart.” I hated Brock and his persistence in making everything his business right now. “Remember that idiot? What was his name?”

Don’t say it, don’t say it, I thought furiously.

“Noah.”

Fuck.

I didn’t dare look up, unable to face them down, because Brock was bringing up something I never wanted to revisit.

“You played that bloody song by Gotye over and over.”

“Dun dun dun dun, dundundundundun…” someone started to hum.

“You didn’t come out of your room.”

“You wrote all that poetry.”

I did all the embarrassing things teenage girls do when they feel like their world is collapsing. It didn’t, I didn’t, but that’s not how it felt. I had all this emotion tied up in the idea of Noah, and when it became clear it had nowhere legitimate to go, I had to sit on it, like an emotional bomb my body had to smother.

He broke my heart, I liked to forget that, because it was stupid and cringey and shameful, and I didn’t like myself during that time.

Apparently, neither did my brothers.

I’m not sure if anyone else ever got to me as deep after that. Noah created scar tissue in me that prevented real intimacy. I looked down at my stomach. Now he or one of his friends had put a baby in me, finishing the job. I saw all the dating app profiles where dudes were all like ‘no single mums’ or ‘if he left you and your kid, why should I stay?’ or some crap. If my dating options sucked now, they were going to become non-existent.

But I had a choice.

I didn’t have to do it this way. Mum would help me very quietly, very discreetly make this whole situation go away, and I could go back to trying to find a guy who actually was down to commit to a woman and have kids. Maybe one with a safe government job like Mum always wanted.

I sighed.

That wasn’t going to work, because I didn’t want it. My brothers’ suddenly smothering attention made clear why I was never all that good in relationships. I became so independent because I was always pushing back against them, trying to create a space for myself to experience things. One that wasn’t safe and secure, but was mine.

And I needed to do the same now.

I sucked in a breath and then stared at the table.

“I’m pregnant.” The initial announcement got lost in the conversations happening frantically around the table, so I picked up my knife and tapped the side of my glass, getting all of their attention. “I’m pregnant.”

“You’re…”

You couldn’t take my dad by surprise often, but when his paper napkin fell from limp fingers, I knew I had now.

“You’re what?” Brock’s snarl was so serious that Jamie was up and out of her seat, putting a warning hand on his shoulder. “When⁠—?”

“Who?” Hayden cut him off, going straight for the important bit according to him. “Who? We haven’t seen you with anyone. No guy has come around here.”

For them to approve of, that went unspoken, which had anger flaring to life. All us McDonalds were slow to anger, but once we did, things went south fast.

“No, I don’t suppose they would’ve.”

“Now everyone needs to calm down,” Mum said, and Dad shot her a dark look. Her composure made clear that she was already in on the situation.

“They?”

Hunter’s head tilted to one side as he regarded me steadily.

“Do not, I repeat, do not say anything stupid.” Jamie tended to be a quiet presence in all this crazy, but she could stand up for herself when she needed to. “Or you’ll be sleeping at your parents’ place tonight, not with me.”

That got their attention, my brothers taking a breath to look at the women they loved for a second.

But not for long.

“Yeah, they.” I sat back in my chair, arms folded, because suddenly I was so damn tired. Too tired to pretend. “I might not have had three guys who’d spent their lives pining after me, but I went to party with Noah Taylor.” The hiss around the table was so damn loud. “He’s a fireman now, one of the ones who put out the fire at The Stafford. I got drunk with him and a few of his mates.”

“No.” Brock shook his head, the look of distress real funny for a bloke who shared my best friend with our other brothers. “No, you didn’t.”

“One thing led to another, and with the help of some antibiotics, I got pregnant.” I shook my head, my eyes burning with the effort to keep the tears back. “I’m having a baby.”

For a moment, there was only silence, and in that space, I could take a full breath. One after the other, that’s what I focussed on, just keep breathing.

“You don’t have to.” Mum tried to hush Dad, but he wasn’t having it. “I know you want grandies, love, but not like this. Millie, you don’t have to⁠—”

“Yes, I do.” I stood up and stared the table down. “That’s what it means when it's the woman’s choice. She decides what’s right for her, not her father, not her brothers, for her.” My hand slid down, and the guys all watched me do it. “Dad, I’m never going to find the kind of relationship you have with Mum.” I tried to laugh and ended up letting out a little sob instead. “They don’t make guys like you anymore.” My focus shifted to my brothers. “And no guy is ever going to meet your standards, so I’ve given up even introducing them to you. That just leaves me, alone. I can either reconcile myself to never being a mother.”

“No, love,” Mum said in a small voice.

“Or I can take this as a sign. I’m tough. You’ve all made sure of that. Tough enough to be mother and father to this child.”

“Noah—” Hunter growled.

“Isn’t going to want to be a father, is he? Just like you wouldn’t have if a girl you had a one-night stand with told you that she was pregnant.”

Hunter blinked, then collapsed back against his chair.

“He will if he’s any sort of man,” Dad said. “I did.”

“What?”

We all stared then, and Mum shot us a weak smile.

“Brock was an oops baby,” she said. “Your great aunt Mildred always called him the bastard.”

“I thought it was just because he was a prick,” Hunter muttered.

“We thought we just had the summer together.” Dad wrapped his arm around Mum’s shoulders. “I was in town for a work contract and expected to go back to Sydney at the end of it. I did go back.”

“I rang your father when I found out,” Mum continued. “Hoped we could work out what to do together.”

“And we did.”

They were trying to help, but it just hurt, to see the love in the look they gave each other. I couldn’t see one guy doing that, especially when we had no idea who the damn father was.

“Well, I have to get in contact with them and see what the next step forward is.” This was sensible Millie, the one who stayed in control when shit was hitting the fan at work. “I’ll keep everyone posted…”

A knock at the door interrupted the rest of my speech.

“Who the bloody hell would that be?” Dad said.

“Probably your brother.” Mum shook her head, throwing her napkin down before beginning to rise.

“I’ve got this.” Hunter was never this serious, so I watched him closely as he walked back into the house.

“I’ll go with him,” his twin said.

“Hayden—” Jamie reached for his hand, and he gave it a squeeze before letting go again.

“Just need a second to get our heads together.” He pressed a kiss to her forehead. “Be back in a sec.”

Quiet fell over the table after they left, and that was awkward as fuck, before Brock leaned forward, collecting a huge spoonful of broccoli and cheese salad and dropping it on my plate.

“What the hell was that for?” I asked.

“You’ll need the calcium from the cheese, the good oils from the pine nuts, and the broccoli is full of nutrients the baby will need.” He nodded to my plate. “Eat up. No more double quarter pounders if you’re going to be a mother.”

I snorted, tried to recompose myself, and then found I couldn’t smother the laughter. It came out unbidden, and the grumpy prick even smiled slightly. I stabbed a tree of broccoli with my fork and then munched it. Apparently, all I needed was a challenge to settle my stomach.

“Well, this has been a Christmas for the books,” Dad said, picking up his beer. “Here’s to becoming grandparents.”

“To Millie and her baby,” Jamie said, nodding at me.

Laughter turned to tears, but happy ones, because in the end this was true. My family loved me, they always would, even if I didn’t always agree with the way they did it.

Like this.

“Who was that?” Mum asked when the boys reappeared, eyeing a massive bunch of flowers Hunter carried. Hayden had a box of chocolates, making me think they’d organised a delivery for Jamie on Christmas day. I’ll say one thing for them, they knew how to treat a girl.

“Noah Taylor.”

My stomach fell as the flowers did, feeling like it landed on the table alongside the bouquet and chocolates, a sharp ringing sound starting up inside my head. One moment of peace, we’d had one moment before it all started up again. Everyone was talking all at once, getting louder and louder, but I could only focus on one thing, the card attached to the bouquet.

Call me, please, that’s all it said, along with a number written out neatly on the white card.


Chapter 26



Millie

Pacing back and forth across your childhood bedroom floor as your family lost their minds was kinda embarrassing at school. As a twenty eight year old, it felt like a moral failing, yet here I was, unable to stop until there was a gentle knock at the door. The rhythmic pattern one I recognised because it was Jamie and my secret knock from when we were little. I jerked open the door and saw her there, shook my head, and then held out the door for her to come in. It was shut and locked as soon as I heard shouts from down the hall.

“Hey,” she said, rubbing her hands on her shorts.

“Hey.” I swallowed hard, then shook my head. “How bad is it out there?”

She shrugged.

“They’re processing. We’re all processing, but you…” She moved closer and put a hand on my arm. “You’re the one who’s processing the most. How are you holding up?”

“What, apart from being treated like some kind of virgin that’s been despoiled? Dandy.” That came out way too abrupt. “Sorry.”

“Don’t be.” She shook her head. “I knew your brothers were caught up in that whole protective he-man bullshit, but damn… We had an argument, and somehow that devolved into a feminist diatribe that women aren’t property as well as some uncomfortable truths about the fact that they are perfectly happy to have orgies with my brothers’ sister, but you doing the same is somehow beyond the pale.”

Her lips curved into a wicked smile.

“Three fucking firefighters?”

Someone finally got it.

“I know.”

“I mean, three hot ones.” She pointed to the old calendar hanging up on my wall. “Like Aussie firefighter calendar ones?”

“Hotter.”

I blushed and felt proud all at the same time because Jamie got it. I wasn’t her sister or daughter or someone to be protected. It was just us, and we always celebrated when one of us got the good dick.

“Oh my god.” She flumped down on my bed. “I half want to break up with your brothers and see if they have hot single friends.”

“God, don’t do that.” I sat down beside her. “Brock’s break up poetry would be worse than mine.”

She nodded slowly, then shot me a sidelong look.

“So… Noah Taylor?”

My bestie remembered the whole damn debacle, because she was the only one I could confess even half of what I was going through to.

“He came out of the smoke having just put out the fire and my eyes nearly fell out of my head.” Her grin widened. “That was after his big, gruff teammate picked me up and carried me away from danger.”

“Ohhkay, let's back things up a bit. Everyone’s focussed on the end game.” She looked down at my stomach. “But I want all the deets. Start with the fire.”

So I did. As my family worked through their feelings, we worked through ours. I told her about the fire and the party. She laughed at the tour, then went wide eyed at the drinking game.

“So you told him that you always thought he’d be your first kiss? You just told him.”

Jamie had been at me back then to try and have a private conversation with Noah, but after that very public rejection, I wasn’t up for it.

“I told him. He couldn’t exactly shame me in front of the whole school again, could he? I didn’t know anyone there and I was drunk, so truth bombs were dropped.”

“And then you…?”

For a woman taking three dicks on the regular, she was curiously coy.

“And then the sleazy guy had to go home because his girlfriend turned up. No!” It was coming back in fits and starts. “I kissed Knox first.”

“In front of Noah!” She punched me in the arm and apologised immediately. “Shit, pregnant woman.”

“Pretty sure that just applies to my stomach,” I said. “Yeah, in front of Noah. I figured that he’d made clear he didn’t want me, so I just went for it.”

“And was Knox any good?”

I sighed, almost able to feel that kiss again. Probably because he left my lips almost bruised afterwards. From kissing him, from sucking that massive dick… I shook my head. It was almost a pity he wasn’t up for something more serious, because coming home to that every night would be no chore at all.

“But how do you know that he’s not interested?” Jamie asked.

I rolled my eyes. “Dude.”

“Did he say something?”

“He doesn’t have to. Just because you’re all loved up now doesn’t mean you’ve forgotten that guys hate commitment. Going out on an actual date rather than just ‘meeting for coffee’ i.e. checking out if you’re an uggo or not is hard enough to get, let alone a husband and a father…”

“OK, so what about Noah or Charlie, was it?”

I saw Charlie’s cocky smile right then, clear as day, but I shook my head in the face of it.

“Pretty sure Charlie was just there for a bit of fun and we had that, and Noah…?” I looked down at the card I’d pulled from the flowers, but when Jamie did the same, I shoved it into my pocket. “I mean, how do you do that? Have a relationship with someone after you just banged his teammates.”

“With him.” She looked at me hard. “He was there. He jumped in head first, or was it dick first?” Jamie made a show of considering that before I gave her a sharp nudge. “He was into it. Some guys, y’know, even your brothers.”

But I wasn’t Jamie.

There was no jealousy in me. She and I had kissed a lot of toads before she found her harem HEA, but unfortunately, most of her brothers were either one, married, or two, really repellent. Frankie was OK, but his now-wife was amazing.

“I’m just being realistic,” I told her.

“Trying to anticipate being hurt by not even allowing for the possibility,” she countered.

“Potato, potahto,” I grumbled before looking at the door. “So, how bad is it really?”

“Bad.” We both laughed at that. She was my ride or die, but that didn’t mean Jamie would soft soap things. “But they’ll manage. McDonalds always do. You come together in the face of adversity, not tear each other apart. When everyone calms down, they’ll remember that.”

“So, get my bony arse out there and face the music is what you’re saying.”

We both stood up, looking at the door like it was covered with Huntsman spiders, not the old pop idol posters I’d stuck on it. I sucked in a breath, turned the door knob, and walked out.

“There you are.” Mum had obviously talked long and hard to Dad, because he was now in caretaker mode. “Come and sit down.”

He moved forward, ready to guide me to the couch like I was a senior citizen or something.

“OK.” I sat down and so did everyone else. The twins still looked vaguely homicidal, but Brock was curiously calm.

“Look, love, we’ve been talking—” Dad started to say.

“I know. I could hear you ‘talking.’” I flexed my fingers for emphasis.

“And we think it’d be best for you to move back home.”

“What?” I looked around at Jamie in outrage, but she just threw her hands up, making clear she was not a part of this betrayal. “I’m twenty-eight years old. I own my own apartment.”

“An apartment that’s four flights up,” Dad continued. “That’s not a safe place to bring up a little one, and you’re not working.”

“I’ve got savings⁠—”

“And how long will they last?” Mum asked. Et tu, Brute. “Children are expensive.”

“You won’t be able to work when he or she is little,” Dad kept going.

“Plenty of mums put their babies in care,” I shot back.

“But you won’t want to.” Mum was pulling out the big guns, because out of anyone here, she was the only one who knew. Who’d been through childbirth, who’d raised three kids. She was supposed to be my Yoda, teaching me the ways, without dying theatrically of course, but still. “Childbirth is… a lot. If you think you’re feeling rough now.”

Ulp. I went to get a drink for my suddenly dry throat, but Hayden handed me a bottle of water. I drank it down greedily.

“We’re having a baby.” It felt like Hayden was convincing himself, not me. “And we’re all going to have to pull together. You can move back in here. Mum can babysit.”

“Oh, I’d love that.” That’s when I saw how they’d turned my own mother against me. “I’ve got nothing to do but rattle around in this house. There was discussion of me going back to nursing, maybe doing some doula work, but looking after my own grandchild? I could mind them while you work⁠—”

“We?” I sucked a breath of air in. “We aren’t doing anything, unless you’re going to squeeze a watermelon out of your butthole, Haybale.”

“Loving the mental image,” Hunter snarked. “Just beautiful.”

“God…” I had a horrible thought. “Phyllis is never going to be the same after this.”

“You call your vagina Phyllis?” That, out of all the ridiculousness of today, was what Brock focussed on, but yep, he looked up at Jamie. “What do you call yours?”

“Madge.” Jamie and I said it at the same time. “Madge the vag.”

“OK, enough talking about… things like that.” Dad waved his hand in our direction. The old man could be curiously prudish about these things. “Millie, seriously, we need to find a solution here.”

“A job.” I had an idea, one I really didn’t want to consider. “A nice secure job with the government.” I saw Brent then and Judy. “One with the option of a permanent position and maternity leave.”

“Oh, that would be perfect,” Mum said, following that with a frown. “But where would you find a job like that?”

I was standing in my garden with a card in my hand, but it wasn’t the one Noah left for me. I needed to attend to that, the thought like a niggle in my brain, but avoiding moving home with my parents was the first cab off the rank. I sucked in a breath, focussing on the air filling my lungs, then leaving them, over and over as I did something I never normally would.

Ring a potential boss on Christmas bloody Day.

In my mind, I saw myself leaving a message oh-so-casually enquiring about the job he’d offered me. If he’d filled Judy’s position, maybe he’d know of something else. A voicemail, that’s all it’d be. One Brent could listen to and discard if needed.

What I didn’t expect was for him to answer the goddamn phone.

“Brent Andrews.”

“Um, hi, Merry Christmas!” Oh my god, that’s what I started with? Your name, dickhead. Your name. “This is Millie, Millie McDonald. We met⁠—”

“At the Christmas party! Yes, I remember you.” His big, booming voice helped alleviate a little of my anxiety. “Noah’s friend.”

“Right, we…” Had an orgy in your bunkroom. I forged on, “Are old school friends. Look, sorry to bother you on Christmas Day. I thought your phone would go to voicemail.”

“Can’t stand newfangled things like that.”

What the actual…? Even Mum and Dad had an answering machine on their landline back in the day.

“Right, right, so again, sorry to bother you, but I was wondering if you still had that admin position open?”

He sucked in a breath and it felt like my heart went with it, fluttering like a wounded bird. Rejection, that’s what I prepared myself for, but instead I got this.

“Can you start the day after New Year’s Day?”

“New Year’s Day…?” I was so dumbfounded I just stared blankly before the adrenaline kicked in. “Yes, of course, that would be perfect.”


Chapter 27



Charlie

“So how’d you pull up after New Year’s?” Dave asked me with a leer.

In every place I’d ever worked, there was that guy. A total dickhead, but you had to put up with him for the sake of professionalism. I forced myself to smile now. For some reason, that got harder lately. Probably the trauma of having to deal with my nutbag family. I came up with a suitably bland reply, hoping to throw him off the scent.

“Not bad. Just went round to Henry’s with the rest of our team.”

Of course, it couldn’t be that easy, could it?

“Didn’t end up going out afterwards?” Dave scoffed. “Pubs were crawling with girls.”

“What use were they to you?” I asked, starting to stiffen. He watched my spoon move faster and faster as I stirred milk into my coffee. “You’ve got Katie.”

His face screwed up in an expression of disgust.

“That fat bitch⁠—”

My free hand was out before I could even blink, grabbing the front of his uniform and shoving him against the wall without even sloshing my coffee.

“See, that’s where you made your mistake. ‘We’re just not that into each other;’ ‘We decided to see other people;’ or even ‘She saw what a complete tool I am and dumped my fucking arse’ would have all been acceptable ways to tell me you’ve broken up with a woman that’s far too good for the likes of you.”

“You fucking date her then,” Dave croaked out.

I watched his face turn redder, feeling a strange kind of calm, and considered his idea. Katie was gorgeous, smart too, making a living as a photographer, but… She wasn’t the person I saw smiling up at me. No, it was a whole other temptress in a blood-red dress that haunted my dreams.

And my days too.

“Pretty sure she deserves better than me too.”

That had to be the case, right? Attracting girls took no effort, but keeping them? Sometimes I felt like I was some kind of carnival attraction, fun to ride, but not something you’d waste your future doing.

“You two got time to stand around fondling each other?” Knox marched into the break room with a frown even deeper than the last. Every damn day he was in a shittier mood. Apparently, a foursome wasn’t the team building activity you might’ve hoped it was. “We’ve got trucks to clean.”

“And you’re not my team lead.”

Dave shoved me away and went to face down Knoxy. I knew he was a dumb prick, but I didn’t realise just how dumb until now. My lead was cruising for a bruising, and punching Dave so hard he’d see God was just the kind of workout he was looking for. Of course, that was when Brent walked in, that sixth sense of his putting him right where he needed to be to defuse tensions when they arose.

“Morning, fellas,” he said, conspicuously ignoring the two of them as they stepped back. “Hope you had a good break. Just a FYI, Judy’s replacement will be starting today. She’ll be shadowing Jude for a week or two to learn the ropes, and then she’ll take on the role permanently.”

“A new piece of skirt in the office.” Dave’s grin was nauseating. “Nice.”

“You—” Knox snapped.

“Do realise that we have a HR department?” Brent asked Dave mildly. “What am I saying? Of course you do. They’ve had words with you about sexual harassment in the workplace before. How many written warnings have you got so far?” He made a show of thinking about it, but the old man had a mind like a steel trap.

“Two,” Dave ground out.

“Two, that’s right! Well, third time’s the charm, mate.” He clapped Dave on the shoulder. “If you want to lose your position in the metro fire service and be unemployable in any other state.”

Dave scowled but said no more.

“Now, can you two get your teams started on cleaning the trucks?” Brent asked.

“Already on it, Boss,” Knox said with a nod.

“Good man.”

I grabbed my coffee, barely holding back a smirk as I walked out of the break room and into the appliance bay.

“Whoever the hell is starting here,” I said to Knox, “I hope she’s got balls of steel with that dickhead hanging around. I half hope Dave pulls something, just to get him the fuck out of the service.”

“Let’s not worry about the admin staff and focus on the job, right?”

There was an anger in Knox’s eyes that wasn’t there before. Christmas, New Years, it always set him on edge, but not as badly as this. I stared right back, not prepared to look away, because Knoxy didn’t respect anyone who let them walk all over him, but that just gave me a ringside seat to the moment when the anger started to burn out, leaving just the cold coals of pain.

He was hurting.

That thought came from nowhere and felt weird, wrong, but the more I looked, the more it couldn’t be ignored. He was hurting, and I was pretty sure I knew why. His family were a trash fire, but that never changed.

So what had?

My lips moved because I wanted to say something. What? That I felt it too? Millie blocking me wasn’t unexpected. It was simply the way it worked these days. My parents met through friends, but people didn’t do that now. They went on apps and connected with strangers who didn’t give a flying fuck about each other. They didn’t owe anyone the courtesy of an explanation, so you just hit the block button if you weren’t interested.

So why did it feel differently when Millie did it?

Connection, that’s what I’d felt the first time, but when I discovered her in the shower later that night, it was so much more intense. I’d just stood in the doorway, watching the way the water skimmed down her body, jealous of every drop until I stepped forward to caress her. I’d washed the two of us clean and then I’d pressed her into the wall and⁠—

“Trucks need cleaning,” Knox barked. “You know where the buckets and the sponges are. Find them if you don’t.”

His orders delivered, he turned to pass them onto the others only to find Noah sitting on one of the steps, phone in hand.

“Why the fuck…?” Henry nudged Noah, trying to warn him, but it was too late. “You’re on your phone, again.” Knox made it sound like Noah had just poured accelerant on hot coals. “What the hell are you looking at?”

Knox snatching Noah’s phone from his hand was over reach, pure and simple. You could bollock out someone who was lagging, even go formal and put in a performance review request, but you did not take someone’s private belongings. Noah jumped to his feet, his mouth opening in protest. When Knox saw what was on the screen though, he went still, all the fire dying inside him. Henry shot me a meaningful look, so I stepped up.

Millie, that’s who the message stream was with, or was meant to be. Noah had sent her a text asking her if they could talk. On the one hand, I was stoked. He was stepping up, actually doing something rather than just mooning after the girl that got away.

So why did I feel a prickle of jealousy?

It was quickly dismissed when I saw he’d had as much luck as me. No reply, and he’d sent it Christmas Day. That had me setting my mug down on a step.

I’d imagined it then, that feeling of connection. Millie had panted on the end of my dick because it made her feel good, no more. She’d confessed that she had feelings about Noah back at school, but that obviously didn’t translate to now. Whatever itch she wanted scratched, it was done. I shook my head, kicking myself for not doing as Dave said and going out on New Year’s. The easiest way to get over a girl was to get under another, right?

So how did that explain this?

“So, you’ve seen the appliance bay before…”

Brent was doing his usual tour for a new staff member, and that had me and the other fellas looking around the truck to see who the new hire was. A pretty girl would be nice, or a friendly one.

I just didn’t expect it to be Millie.

Dressed in a pencil skirt and a white blouse, that beautiful light-brown hair was pinned back now, making her appear clean and professional looking.

For good reason.

She smiled and nodded along with Brent’s spiel with all the deference of a new employee. The old prick said he had hired someone, but he didn’t bother to mention who.

“Boys, you remember Millie McDonald,” he said now as he brought her over to our truck. “She’s our new admin hire.”


Chapter 28



Millie

Tell them.

That’s what I said to myself over and over once I got home from the family Christmas. Tell them, tell them, tell them. It was enough to get my phone out, to navigate over to my contacts, but… not much else. I looked at Noah’s message, then Charlie’s, and pussied out.

At first, I was just in denial, stress cleaning because apparently I couldn’t have a baby unless my tile grout was perfectly clean. Then I started to Google furiously the different ingredients in cleaning products, sure I was somehow harming my child in the very early days of my pregnancy. That sent me down a rabbit hole I didn’t emerge from for days, but when I did, I was faced with the same reality.

I needed to call each man and let them know what was happening.

It was like notifying a sexual partner of a STD. I winced at the idea of my child being perceived as an infection, but I guess that tracked. It was what I assumed was an unwanted side effect of a fun night, and that had me nestling down on my couch. I wrapped the blankets around me, creating a nest as I cradled my stomach, because I knew what I was doing.

Protecting myself.

Protecting us–that correction hit deeper. From my frenzied research I had gleaned that babies can hear what was happening beyond the womb. The fact my child didn’t have a skull, let alone ears, didn’t dissuade me. I needed to keep him or her from hearing the words.

What’re you telling me this for? Or worse, What do you want me to do about it?

Nothing, I argued with imaginary Knox, Charlie, or Noah. I want nothing more than to just fulfil this duty. You’re only a father if you want to be.

Then I moved from denial to anger.

They could reject me all they liked. I didn’t care, I’d already rejected them, but my child? I scowled at the television, not seeing the stupid reality TV show, but them. This was a tiny little baby. Who could reject a child that needed them? If they didn’t have the balls to step up, then they didn’t deserve a second of my time. I marinated in that anger until finally I remembered that I hadn’t asked them anything because I didn’t have the balls to make three damn calls.

This was when I began to bargain.

I could have a lovely double-coated Tim Tam biscuit if I made the call, or a walk on the beach. A walk on a beach covered with Tim Tams, but nothing had my hand moving towards my phone. People rang and I just let the phone go to message bank, glancing at the screen to see who it was, but nothing more. If I touched it, then I’d have to do it.

Singing “do it” over and over in my head didn’t work. Pretending to be Shia Leboeuf and screeching, “Just do it!” like the meme also didn’t help. Dancing to YMCA and forming the words “do it” badly instead of the usual movements failed to provide results. I let my phone battery go flat, silencing the phone calls and allowing me to sink into a strange kind of timelessness.

I only knew it was New Year’s when I heard the dim crackle of fireworks going off in the distance. A sharp knock at the door, then a key being pushed into it, let me know when the cocoon I’d wrapped around myself was about to be ripped away, because my door opened and in stumbled Jamie.

“So you are still alive.” I smiled weakly at her from within my pillow fort. “And you’ve created a nest. Shit, you’re in a bad way.”

“Am not,” I growled.

She plucked the remote from my limp fingers, then turned off the TV show as Hunter came walking in through the door carrying a bag of tasty smelling takeaway. My stomach rumbled ominously.

“You always do this,” Jamie said. “You get yourself all worked up and then freeze everyone else out.” She looked back at Hunt. “I told you we should’ve come by before this.”

“And I told you that we should respect Millie’s boundaries.” He put his hands on his hips as he regarded her steadily. “And treat her like a grown adult, not a thing or a possession, as you so astutely pointed out before.”

“That was when you were menacing the potential father of her child.” Jamie looked back at me. “So, is this the whole impending motherhood thing? Because that would have me rocking in a corner, nearly comatose too.”

“I’m not nearly comatose.”

So why did it hurt so much to move? Blood rushed back to extremities, making me wobbly legged and uncomfortable as I got that pins and needles feeling. Hunter surged forward and took my arm, escorting me over to the dining table.

“Did you want some pad Thai?” He talked to me in the patronising tone people used with very small children. “It’s yummy.”

“Hate you,” I growled, but my stomach made much the same noise as I dragged the takeaway containers closer. “Oh my god, chicken satays.”

“A double serving.” Jamie smiled as she pushed the other box my way.

“I was going to have some of them.” Hunt reached for a satay, but I hunched over the box, baring my teeth. “Holy shit, Mills, this baby thing is making you feral.”

No, just scared. I couldn’t seem to regret anything about his or her conception, but it put me in a space I never wanted to be: facing down inevitable rejection. I chewed on my satay, the flavours of the peanut sauce exploding in my mouth. I ate another and another, then pushed some Hunter’s way.

“Thanks for that.” He snatched them away before I could change my mind, then looked at Jamie. “What?”

“We’re here for Millie, remember?”

A long look had my brother shifting uncomfortably in his seat, and he tried to focus on the food, but Jamie pulled it from his grip. He sighed and then licked his fingers clean.

“I’m sorry.”

“What?” I perked up immediately, because those two words and my brother did not go together at all.

“I’m sorry, OK?” He forced himself to look at me and it felt like all of our history was there on the table between us. “You know I love you, you little shit.”

“Um… thanks?” I croaked.

“And as some people at this table can attest.” His arm snaked around Jamie’s waist. “Sometimes I’m kinda crappy at showing it. Haybale and me, we shouldn’t have gotten into Noah’s face. He came to see you, not us. We were just… a bit worked up at the time. We warned him to keep away from you at school⁠—”

“What?”

Both Jamie and I interrupted him then and his cheeks flushed red under his tan, making clear the mistake he’d made. He shot me, then his girlfriend, a look before being forced to forge on.

“Um… so in summary⁠—”

“Back the fuck up, Cuntface,” I said, waving a finger in the air. “What was that last part?”

“So—”

“I think withholding sex as a weapon is a really shitty thing to do in a relationship,” Jamie said, “but I can and will do it in this situation. Spill, Hunter.”

“Right, right.” He sucked in a breath, then let it out in a huff. “We may have told Noah to keep the fuck away from you when you were at that party.”

No, no, he didn’t. He couldn’t have. My own bloody brother couldn’t have been the reason for this pathological fear of being rejected. At the very least, he would’ve stepped forward when I embarrassed myself in front of the whole school, hassling Noah for closure.

Wouldn’t he?

My baby was barely the size of an olive, but whatever hormonal conditions made it possible for them to grow were messing with my head. I sniffled, tried to hold that back, then bark-sobbed, making a horrendous sound.

“What the fuck, Hunt?” Jamie pulled away from him and went straight to me. “Millie, I didn’t know. I’d have kicked their arses if I knew, seriously. Like when they tried dating me, I would’ve said absolutely not, you arseholes.”

“You would’ve missed out on hot monkey sex with three guys for me?” I asked, blinking through tears, and she nodded. That was it. I threw myself at her, sobbing into her shoulder.

This wasn’t hormones or the changes in my body. This was a pain held onto for years. The wound scabbed over but never really healed, due to the infection that lay beneath. I cried and cried and cried until there was nothing left to pull away and try and get my shit together.

“Fuck…” If I wanted contrition, I got it then. My brother looked at me like I’d grown a second head. “Hell, Mills, if I knew you were that into him, we would’ve never stepped in. We thought he was just like all the other little fuckheads trying to take advantage of a girl.”

“Like you did when you were at school.”

I ground that out, my voice feeling like it came from the depths of hell, not my throat.

“Yeah.” He looked around sheepishly. “Like we did. I… didn’t want that for you.”

I got to my feet, grabbing my phone, but it was still on charge, forcing me to instead just stare at it. All the internal dialogues I’d had with that screen over the days meant nothing because I didn’t have all the facts. Noah didn’t reject me so much as was cowed by my brothers’ bullshit, like the rest of the school.

So what did that mean?

I asked myself that over and over, long after the two of them left, but of course it was then I realised I had work tomorrow. I ironed my clothes, showered and shaved everything, and went to bed early, snuggling down under the doona to sleep. For a long time, I just played it over in my mind, that night.

In this new version, I let Jamie stagger off into the bushes to vomit on her own, because I knew my brothers would be here shortly. They went and made sure she was OK, while I… I leaned in closer and so did Noah, and I knew now how that would go, because we’d already done it. As I fell into sleep, I felt the brush, then the insistent presence, of Noah’s lips against mine. In my dreams, we redid everything that happened that night and more.

And not just the two of us.

Hope made me horny apparently, because in my dreams, I felt each one of them draw closer. And because this wasn’t real, they did exactly what I needed. They listened as I told them about our child and then… each one of them showed me exactly how happy they were to become a father and my partner.

The next morning, I woke up bleary eyed in response to my alarm. I was out of bed on automatic, scarfing down an impromptu breakfast of cold pad Thai, and then moving my arse to the fire station. Wearing business wear felt weird considering the last time I was here, but fake it before you make it, that was my new motto.

“Millie!” Brent was the one waiting for me by the massive roller doors this time. “Welcome. Now I know the boys gave you a bit of a tour, but I’m betting they just offered to let you put the sirens on rather than showed you where the facilities are. Come through and I’ll introduce you to the team as we go.”

I followed hot on his heels, as if the big man was a shield between me and the reality I had to face. I’d have every intention of talking to the guys, getting the whole pregnancy announcement done before I arrived at work. Things would be awkward, but we were all professionals. Once I explained that I didn’t need anything from them other than their silence about the baby, everyone could move on.

But I hadn’t.

Instead, I’d let myself wallow in this weird pit of misery, letting the days pass by until opportunity turned into necessity.

“So you’ve seen the appliance bay before.” Of course, it had to be them I was introduced to first. God, I’d have taken Dave over any one of the guys, let alone all three. Knox straightened up, and was his frown always that intimidating? I didn’t know, but it sure as shit was now. His arms crossed his chest, giving major back-off vibes. Charlie was smiling before he saw me, but that faded and something wary replaced it. And Noah, he shifted closer, taking a step involuntarily, and I just wanted him to keep on coming. Close the gap, connect.

Choose me.

Instead, the phone he was holding fell to the ground with a crack.

“Boys, you remember Millie McDonald.” Brent sounded warm and calm and normal. “She’s our new admin hire.”


Chapter 29



Knox

I was keeping a lid on it all until she showed up.

“Just…” I started walking away from my team, needing some air, some fucking space. “I’m getting a coffee. You know what to do.”

They did and I had to trust that they would get on with it, because I couldn’t supervise, couldn’t stay here, couldn’t bloody breathe. It was a one night stand, I told myself, trying to be as tough on my dumb self as I had been Noah. It meant nothing. Just a bit of fun, a roll in the hay, a…

So why didn’t it feel like that?

I walked into the break room and couldn’t even remember how I got here, blinking at the coffee machine. Get it to-fucking-together, I told myself. I boiled the kettle and spooned in the grounds, but the actions didn’t take any kind of thought. My brain was all too ready to occupy itself with thoughts of Millie. Her running towards the fire like a bloody idiot. The way she felt in my arms. That red dress. Her smile as she slid into my lap. Kissing me like she fucking meant it, even though she obviously didn’t, the memories flashed faster and faster until I heard a sharp whistle. The kettle, not steam coming out of my ears. I shook my head and flicked the switch to turn it off. I’d poured coffee into a mug often enough too, but apparently hadn’t had enough practise. I was still caught in the past when the black liquid filled the cup, then overflowed.

“Shit!” I looked around me madly, then spied a roll of paper towel. A wad of it helped mop up the bloody mess I’d made. The second for today, a sneaky voice inside my head told me. I’d been too rough on Noah. At least the bloke was holding out hope rather than whatever the fuck this was.

Despair.

My mind rebelled at that label, but when the shoe fits… That was the only way to describe it. I was so damn lonely. I had friends and people I played footy with and blokes I could have a beer with at the pub, but every single one of those interactions was always a surface level thing. I wanted more. Something real, something intense and deep and perfect. Something that would set my heart on fire because nothing else in my life did. I shook my head at the stupidity of that and then threw the paper towel in the bin before going to the fridge.

Only to find an empty milk container stuck in there.

“Fuck!”

A station full of blokes? We were not good at making sure things like milk were bought, so a lot of people drank black coffee. I dropped the plastic bottle in the bin and then turned and stormed out the door. It didn’t have to be like this. We could set up a system to have milk delivered so then if I wanted a bloody white coffee, I could have one. Gareth could have his massive bowls of cereal, and Rhett could fill up his protein shaker with all the milk he liked. It wasn’t that hard…

Of course, all purchases made by staff had to be done through admin and that’s where my feet had carried me.

I stood in the doorway just staring.

“This is a… complex system,” Millie said, staring at the screen.

“It’s a shit show.” Judy laughed. “It’s not too late to back out of this job, y’know. Oof…” She arched her back and rubbed at it. “Though, please don’t.”

“Are you OK?” That concern, Millie had to be faking it, right? “Do you need something? A drink, painkillers, a massage?”

“Oh honey, don’t go offering massages.” Judy waved her hand. “I’ll have you working on my back, feet, hips, shoulders⁠—”

“Everything hurts?” Millie asked.

“You have no idea.”

“And how much longer have you got?” She ran her eyes down Judy’s pregnant form. “It can’t be long, right?”

“Three months.”

That came out as a groan as Judy straightened up.

“Oh my god, you’re gonna have to go through this for another three months!?” My jaw clamped down, ready to read Millie the riot act for her insensitivity, but she quickly recovered. “What the hell am I saying? I’m so sorry. That was freaking rude.”

“Haven’t had kids yet?” Judy smiled but she looked so tired. I knew we needed to get someone before this to take over her job.

Someone I hadn’t stuck my dick in.

“Um… no, not yet.” I expected a lot of things, but not the red staining Millie’s cheeks. She looked almost embarrassed by the admission. “I mean, I want to.”

Just not with me. Why the hell did that sting? I barely knew Millie. She could be a terrible mother, one who dealt with her partner leaving her by going out with a string of deadshits and forcing her child to call each one step-dad, just like my mother had.

“You look amazing by the way,” Millie continued. “Your hair’s all shiny and your skin is incredible.”

“There are some benefits at least.” Judy stroked her fingers through her hair. “This is the thickest it's ever been.”

“Mine’s always been thin and mousey.” Millie shot her a shy smile, twisting her finger through her long bob. “Maybe I just have to get pregnant to have decent hair.”

Fuck.

I could just see it. Judy was like an annoying little sister, but transposing her swollen form on Millie hit totally differently. The same curves that filled my hands that night swelled into something that had my dick punching against my zipper. Her tits would get bigger, that peach of an arse becoming something even curvier and her belly… I shook my head, the voice of the presenter about sexual harassment clear in my head.

This was not an appropriate train of thought for work.

I cleared my throat and the women looked up, each with different reactions. Millie looked like a deer caught in someone’s headlights, and I sucked in the moment her mask slipped, because it helped reassure me that I wasn’t the only one struggling with it. Judy, however, smiled and waved me in.

“This is Knox. Did you meet…? Oh shit, yeah, at the Christmas party. So, what can I do for the fire service’s grumpiest firefighter?”

“Not grumpy,” I said on automatic. She grinned, making clear I’d just proved her point. “Look, Jude, we need to put in a recurring milk order. I went to make a coffee, and there was nothing in the fridge. Gareth⁠—”

“Thinks he’s the original Weet-Bix kid?” Judy finished for me, before turning to Millie. “OK, I think now’s time to show me what you’ve learned. If Knox wants to have a crate of milk delivered each week to the station, what’s the process?”

Millie stared at the screen, not me, forcing me to shove my hands in my pockets, lest I reach down and tilt her eyes my way.

Look at me.

There was something primal in that impulse, perhaps because I had plenty of her attention before and now I couldn’t even get a sidelong glance. From checking me out at the party, to looking at me like I was a hero the night of the fire, I seemed to be going downhill in her eyes, and part of me freaking hated it.

“Find a suitable supplier on the procurement database,” Millie said, her hand moving the mouse. “Look for milk under food and perishables.” She scrolled swiftly. “These are all general wholesalers… Hang on, this is a major dairy supplier.” She finally looked my way. “Would the Fleurieu Milk Company work for you?”

“Um… yeah.” She was staring up at me and that’s what I came up with? I forced myself to nod. “Yep, they do a good drop.”

“See, his bark is worse than his bite.” Judy nudged Millie. “But they’re all the same. They come storming in here as if their arses are on fire, but if you get them what they want, they calm down real quick. Hot heads, every single one of them.” The two women shared a smile. “Now, do a draft purchase order but don’t send it in for approval yet because I have to pee again.”

“That’s another side effect of pregnancy?”

Millie seemed very interested in what Judy was going through, or was that just an attempt to build rapport? Judy nodded sharply before trying to lever herself out of the chair. Finally having something to do, I moved forward, supporting her arm and her back as she got to her feet.

“You don’t need to do that.” Judy was always an easy-going presence, but being pregnant made her understandably irritable. She softened her words for a smile. “But I appreciate it when you do. You’re a good boy, Knoxy.”

She patted my arm before waddling forward.

“It takes a little bit to get to know everyone here,” she said over her shoulder, “but you’ll find they’re good guys. Every single one of them would bend over backwards to make life easier for you.”

But when she left the room, an awkward silence filled it. Millie jerked her eyes down comically fast, her fingers flying over the keyboard. Doing her job, I concluded, while avoiding me.

People said I called a spade a spade, and I’d need to do that here I realised. I’d stormed into the break room, cracked the shits because there wasn’t milk, but that wasn’t the issue. Closure, part of me wanted it, needed it, with every breath in my body, but I was well used to not getting it. Instead, I needed to do my damn job and let Millie do hers, and there was only one way to do that.

“Can we⁠—?”

“Oh, hello, Knox.” Brent walked out with a sheaf of papers. “Everything alright?”

“Just organising a regular milk order, Boss,” I replied. “The honour system isn’t working.”

“Good plan. I’m bloody sick to death of black coffee in the morning. You’ve got this, Millie?”

“Just making the draft purchase order,” she said. “I’ll get Judy to check it and then send it to you for approval.”

“Good girl.”

Those two words sounded a lot different from him. Brent didn’t pant that out as Millie fought to take his cock, didn’t praise her over and over for the way she was driving all three of us out of our minds. I wanted more, always wanted more, the few girlfriends I’d had telling me I was too damn demanding each time, but if I was to enjoy what happened, I had to take it for what the night was. Something hot, something I wouldn’t soon forget.

But also something that wouldn’t be repeated.

“Well, I’ll leave you to it. Knox, can you get the teams in the conference room in thirty minutes? We’ve got a new briefing from head office.”

“You got it,” I said as he wandered out the door to set up.

I listened to the sound of Millie typing before I said what I had to.

“Can I have a quick word?” I looked around me, hearing Judy’s voice coming from down the hallway. “At lunch or after work?”

Millie looked up, staring for way too long, but all I could do was stare right back, noting the flare of amber around the brown pupil, bleeding into the blue. She realised this wasn’t professional before I did, breaking the spell by shaking her head and smiling.

“Um… sure.”

I opened my mouth to say thanks, but Judy walked in the door.

“How’d you go?”

Millie had work to do and so did I, so I left to get right on it, but each step was somehow lighter. Why? I think it was because I’d gotten about as much closure as I was going to get. If Millie was into me, she’d have made contact before now. She definitely wouldn’t have taken this bloody job. If she could be professional, so could I. We’d clear the air and move on.

Just because I hadn’t connected with Millie didn’t mean there was no one out there interested in something more long term. With a whistle, I carried my black coffee into the appliance bay and rounded up everyone for the meeting.


Chapter 30



Millie

Was there any worse sentence than, “We need to talk?” I couldn’t think of one right now, especially when Knox delivered it so coolly. Those grey eyes didn’t give away a damn thing as he stared down at me. I, however, was freaking the hell out. First day on the job, doing something I hadn’t done before. I could run a whole pub with little effort, but the workings of government procurement were labyrinthine and complex. Then there was the little issue of telling Knox and the others the truth.

“You got it, girlfriend!” Judy’s enthusiasm was infectious, forcing me to smile through my distress. “And thank god for that. Brent had someone here, and let’s just say the guys thought she was amazing. Couldn’t do a damn thing right, but pretty, y’know?”

“Hey, sometimes it's better to be kinda average,” I said, clicking through the process of sending the purchase order for approval.

“Average.” She snorted. “Oh, you’ll have guys walking in this office looking for dumber things than a regular order of milk if you let them. Are you single?”

“It’s… complicated,” I replied, hitting send.

“I hear ya. Before I met Blue, I thought I’d never find anyone worth sticking around for, but he’s gonna be the best daddy.” She groaned as she eased her shoes off and then put her feet up on a nearby chair. “Even if my feet are swelling to the same size as my head during the process.”

Swelling feet, needing to pee a lot, aching back, my mind catalogued every symptom, but hey, at least I’d have good hair when I got further along in the pregnancy.

“He doesn’t have any single friends, does he?” I asked.

That got her laughing.

“None that you’d want. Too old, too set in their way, not able to keep their dicks in their pants.” She ticked each attribute off on a finger. “I couldn’t in all conscience recommend any of them, but…” A sly smile spread across her face. “What about Knox?”

“What about him?”

I tried to cover my reaction by turning to the next request in her inbox, but I couldn’t be sure she didn’t see my pulse leaping in my throat.

“He’s a good guy. Needs a wife badly, someone to look after him, make him smile every now and again.”

“Sounds like a full-time job.”

My voice was perfectly neutral, my hand shifting the mouse and click, click, clicking.

“I mean, you guys seemed to be vibing with each other at the party.” Click. I went still. “And apparently you ended up kissing?”

You bloody dickhead, I thought, kicking past-Millie’s arse in so many ways. For coming to the party, for playing drinking games with strangers, for… I sucked in a breath because wallowing time was over, and it was time to deal with my shit. I plastered a sheepish smile on my face and turned back to face Judy.

“That was just a dare. Honestly, I think we’re both a bit embarrassed about the whole thing. There won’t be a repeat. I never would’ve kissed him in the first place if I knew I’d end up working here.”

“Hey, you’re both consenting adults. You don’t need to explain. Just, firefighters are as gossipy as school girls⁠—”

“Who’s gossipy?” Rhett walked in the door with a piece of paper in hand. He grabbed a spare chair and turned it around with a flourish, then straddled it before regarding the two of us closely. “What’s the tea, Bun Bun?”

“I kissed Knox.” I blinked, he blinked, we were all taken aback by that I’m sure, but hey, all those years working in hospitality made clear that trying to hide this shit wasn’t going to work. People talked until they had something better to talk about. “On a dare at the Christmas party.”

“Well, we won’t hold that against you,” Rhett replied. That smile, those dimples, they caught my attention until I remembered who else had them. “Just makes you one of us. Hops here got caught banging Blue in one of the fire trucks at one of the Christmas parties.”

Judy shrugged, even as her face went bright red.

“He’d been on the road for ages and just got in.”

“So what sins have you committed in the name of festive cheer, Rhett?” I asked.

His smile faded, and for a moment I thought I’d overstepped. Instead, he shook his head and forged on.

“Said the wrong thing to the wrong person at the wrong time. You know, the usual shit. Now, Hoppy⁠—”

“Not Hoppy,” Judy said. “I hate Hoppy.”

“As I was saying, Hoppy.” Rhett winked at me. “The boss wants to get the orders in for the school visits. Term is about to start again, and we’re going to get a lot of requests from teachers…”

Time ended up flying by. From requests from people walking into the office to the emails in Judy’s inbox, I got plenty of practise fielding requests and processing them through the system, as well as stuff I was more familiar with like receiving goods.

“You’ve got this,” Judy said, clapping me on the shoulder, “and now we’ve got a lunch break.”

“Jude—” Someone went to walk in the door, but she stopped them from taking another step.

“Mumma needs yet another pee break and some lunch.”

“Oh, I can look after this,” I told her.

The guy smiled, taking a step towards me.

“You can, after a lunch break. Don’t start working through the breaks. You’ll have people in here waving paper at you from dawn to dusk.”

“C’mon, Jude,” the guy said.

“Put your paperwork on my computer, and I promise to look at it as soon as we’re back from break,” she said.

I didn’t focus on his grateful nod, simply following her down the hall. It was her ungainly waddle, the winces she made with every step, and saw myself doing the same.

I didn’t have a plan, just a nebulous set of ideas strung together with a determination to get through. Part of me wanted to quiz Judy if she was the same, if she and her partner just went with the flow, making it work.

But I couldn’t.

One foot in front of the other, that’s all I could focus on, so that’s what I did.

“Bun Bun!”

Firefighters, firefighters everywhere. It was like a straight girl’s wet dream right now, because one rushed forward to pull out a chair for her, giving her shoulders a squeeze as she eased down.

“Blue lunchbox?” another asked, hanging from the fridge door as he peered inside.

“Pink one today.”

Her huffs were alarming, making me wonder just how much pain she was in. Not as much as when she gave birth, my brain supplied helpfully.

“Madame.”

Her lunchbox was placed before her by that guy, another setting a steaming hot cup of tea next to it. I blinked, comparing this treatment to the bullshit that raged at the pub. Bumming a cigarette after a particularly long shitty day was about all I could come up with.

“What about you, Millie?”

The break room was like a beehive, buzzing with life, but his voice was the hum of a wasp’s wings. I looked up to see Dave leering down at me.

“I’ll grab it.”

I smiled, because that’s what we women do. Keep things pleasant in the dim hope that the man would too. I grabbed the rest of the pad Thai I’d packed up and placed it into the microwave to reheat.

“Thai food.” Dave did not get the hint when I turned my back to him. My shoulder blades itched as he inched closer. “Don’t mind a bit of something spicy myself. Maybe we could grab dinner one night?”

I shook my head, unable to believe he’d be so blunt, especially when I remembered his girlfriend came and got him from the party. Rhett came to the same conclusion apparently.

“Katie doesn’t like Thai food, does she?”

Oh, there was some tea right here, steaming hot and ready to be served. Because as I removed my food and grabbed a fork, the two men faced off.

“I dunno what she likes, but seeing as she told me to piss off, I figure that’s not my problem anymore.” Dave prowled forward with all the menace of a big cat. “Maybe you’d like to ask her?”

“Maybe I will.”

Dave looked almost disappointed as Rhett backed off, but the expression on his face made clear he was struggling with that information. Maybe he went to deal with that, because Rhett left the break room in a hurry.

“So—”

“No.”

Dave went to slide into the seat before us, but Judy cut him off straight away.

“But—”

“Go. Away.”

I couldn’t help but grin at her firm reply, her fork hovering above her food as if she was tossing up whether or not to stab him with it.

“C’mon, Bunny, I might want to talk about a purchase order.”

His voice was so unctuous I found myself forking my noodles over but not actually eating them.

“Then you can come and see us in the office after lunch.” Judy smiled tightly. “Where Brent is in earshot.”

“Fine.”

I watched him jerk away, turning to hold my fist up for her to bump. She obliged with a smile, then balanced her lunchbox on her stomach and started eating.

“It goes without saying, but do not let yourself be in a room with just Dave,” she advised.

“I know Dave, or rather, I know his type. I managed a pub before this.” She shot me a sympathetic look. “There was this guy whose nose I broke with a pool cue…”

There was a whole story there. He kept on hassling the girls that worked for me and security was focussed on something else outside. I’d stepped in and because I was a woman, he thought he could get around me to Felicity. When my hands ‘slipped’ and I rapped him on the nose with a pool cue, he thought better of it. Went running to Jim to whine like a little bitch, but when all the regulars swore black and blue it was an accident, he’d been forced to back down.

I didn’t tell Judy that.

Knox and his team walked in and the conversation picked up, the guys already sitting down chatting to them, but I didn’t hear any of it.

This was just like school all over again.

I was looking across a crowded playground, unable to look anywhere else but the guy I was crushing on. The fact it was three this time probably would’ve had teenage me pumping her fist in the air, but still. Charlie was chatting to someone and then went silent when he caught my eye, sitting back in his chair with a glitter in his eye. Noah… He looked everywhere but at me, though I knew we’d lock eyes eventually, and when we did, I felt a jolt. Hunter’s words, his betrayal killing my appetite. Then Knox sat down, nodding my way, as if to acknowledge the plan we’d made.

I’d talk to him first, and hey, maybe he could have the conversation with the others.

Coward.

I looked down at the noodles, the surface of each strand now too oily, too saucy, for me to eat.

“Not hungry?”

Judy nodded to my takeaway container.

“I’ve had a stomach bug that’s hanging around,” I explained. “Had some dodgy seafood at Christmas and haven’t been able to get into the doctor’s until this week.”

“You poor thing.” She rustled around in her lunchbox and produced part of a sleeve of dry crackers. “Try these.”

“Oh, I can’t⁠—”

“I’ll swap them for the pad Thai” She peered at my lunch. “Never liked Thai food myself, but the babies are getting ideas.”

I smiled and pushed it her way, taking the crackers gladly. Dry, salty, bland, they helped settle my stomach again.

Just not my heart.

I hoped no one saw its rapid skitter, getting faster and faster as more and more people left the lunchroom. Less and less witnesses to what was about to happen. I forced myself to my feet, not wanting to wait for the axe to fall, before turning to Judy.

“I’ve just gotta call the doctors to see if I can bring the appointment forward. I’ll be back in the office in a tick.”

“You got it.”

She levered herself up to her feet, even as men rushed to help her, and I couldn’t help but wonder if they’d do the same for me when my time came. Unfortunately, there was a crucial difference. She’d been here for ages and was well loved, whereas I was here under false pretences. Taking a pay check to keep me going until my own pregnancy stopped me from working, I hoped I had permanency in place by then. I’d take the bare minimum of time off, taking Mum up on her generous offer of babysitting, and support my family.

Just take the next step, I told myself, disposing of the pad Thai container as a way to prepare myself as I walked across the room, but it was hard not to see the last time I’d approached Noah and his friends at school. He wasn’t the one I was going to talk to today, so there was no risk of further embarrassment, right? I wasn’t sure, but he looked up and stared when I got close.

“Knox.” I said the man’s voice smoothly, with the same professional tones I used for dealing with drunk customers. “You wanted to talk?”

You can do this. You can do this. You can do this. I tried to gee myself up as he turned my way, then nodded sharply, getting to his feet and then heading for the door. I didn’t pause to see who saw us or their reaction, because they didn’t matter. He did. The knowledge of the baby was a weight that had grown too heavy to carry, and I was ready to set it down.


Chapter 31



Knox

“You wanted to talk.”

Nope, that’s not what I wanted. Feeling that ache in my chest and my cock stiffen just had me tossing what was left of my sandwich down onto the plastic I’d wrapped it in. I was past this, I insisted. Decision was made. Millie and I would talk this out, so I got to my feet and then nodded to the door, not looking to see if she followed me.

A public place that was secluded enough not to be heard, but not so much that anyone would get the wrong idea, Millie included. I found a small meeting room and stepped inside, ushering her in, though leaving the door open. I made sure to move away from the door, giving her a clear path out of the room, before parking my butt on the edge of a table. Crossing my arms gave off defensive vibes, but I couldn’t seem to unfold them as she stopped a small distance away.

“Knox—”

I knew that tremulous tone. It was one women used when they were about to hit you with bad news and they thought by softening their voices it’d be more palatable. I shook my head and cut in.

“I just wanted to clear the air.”

“Oh, OK.” Her hand fiddled with the hem of her shirt until she forced them into her skirt pockets. “Yeah, me too.”

“So we’re agreed then?” She looked at me in confusion, but I kept on going. “What happened…” All my control fractured right then, but you didn’t go rushing into burning buildings without being able to keep your damn head. “It was just a drunken night of fun. There’s no reason why we can’t be professional.”

“Professional.” She tried to smile, but it ended up being this weird twist of her lips. “Yeah, right, of course.” I watched her shake her head then force herself to meet my eyes. “Wouldn’t want to be unprofessional.”

“People do dumb shit at Christmas parties.” Who was I trying to convince, her or me? “At least you didn’t end up photocopying your bum or something.”

“No.” Whatever she was thinking, it was smoothed away now. The same cool gaze she walked in with this morning was back. “I wouldn’t want to do something stupid that could come back to bite me later.”

“No biting…”

Fuck, my voice was dropping lower, because I remembered her teeth digging themselves into my shoulder, right as she bore down. My cock was buried so deep inside her, it felt like I could feel the steady throb of her heart. She’d stared at me, just like she did now, but there was a crucial difference. Alcohol, the time of year, or the vibe in the room, I didn’t know, but she was so open, so vulnerable, I felt as though I could stare straight into her soul.

And her into mine.

Now, Millie’s walls were up, built sky high, and part of me wanted to scale each one, breaking them down and bringing her back to me, but… Consent, that’s what had been clear in our sexual harassment training and she didn’t want that, so I wouldn’t push.

“Anyway.” I thrust my hand out like when meeting any other new team member. “Welcome to the fire service.”

“Right.”

Her sigh, the way she gripped my hand momentarily before pulling away as if stung, they all had me wanting to ask questions, demand answers. Not my job, none of my concern, I nodded to myself and then pulled away, pausing in the doorway.

“If you have any issues with anyone here, don’t be afraid to come and talk to me. I’d be happy to help out.”

At that I walked out, satisfied that I’d behaved like a good bloke, but one little sound from her had me lingering in the hallway.

“Fuck…”

I played it over and over in my head later that night, listening to the nuances, reading way too much into it, but right now? I smiled, something unworthy of me, however for just a second it helped, to know she was struggling with this as well.

“What did she say?”

Noah was up and in my face the minute I walked into the main conference room. We were supposed to be paying attention to the latest bushfire forecast from head office.

“What did who say?”

One long look made clear I wasn’t fooling anyone, but I sat down and leaned back in my chair, watching Brent and the presenter fuss over the projector.

“Millie.” He sat down beside me. “You two went off and talked.”

“It went fine.”

“OK, enough of the fucking foreplay.” Charlie got up and moved behind me, nodding to Henry to indicate he needed to swap seats. “I’m not going to plait your hair and have a pillow fight to get the details out of you.”

I shot him a sidelong look, making clear how I felt. He didn’t say a damn thing to Millie, did he? The prick waited me out as people began to shuffle into the room.

“I just made it clear that we were going to keep things professional,” I replied. “That no one was going to let what happened interfere with our working relationship.”

“Just like that, huh?” Why the hell was the prick smiling like that, then shaking his head? “Jeez, you’re fucking cold.”

“What?” I said. Charlie crossed his arms and made a show of focussing on the screen. “What was I supposed to say?”

“Ask her what happened.” That was Noah, not Charlie, and I was forced to hiss at him to keep his voice down. “Why she blocked Charlie. Why she…” He swallowed hard as Brent called for quiet. “Why she never texted me back, because she didn’t block me.”

Charlie’s head whipped around, staring at the two of us, resulting in a frown from Brent.

“Focus, dipshits,” I said, and as quiet settled over the room, everyone faced forward.

Did their minds wander as the meteorologist discussed the risks this summer posed to the city? Did they hear descriptions of high pressure systems and dry lightning storms, but not really process it? The speaker’s words washed over me, making clear we had a long, tough season ahead of us and that autumn wouldn’t be bringing us the rain we hoped for, but when we walked out, it was my teammates words I remembered, not the contents of the briefing.

“Want a beer?” Henry asked once our shift was over. “I’ve got time for one before I need to pick the kids up.”

“I gotta get home,” I told him with a shake of my head. “I promised to take Buster for a run.”

“The bloody dog can wait,” someone called out, but I couldn’t. I just waved them away as I headed for the car. It felt like I took my first full breath when I got behind the wheel. For a moment, I held onto the steering wheel, focussing on the way the vinyl pressed into my fingers, before putting the key in the ignition. I was about to take off when I saw I wasn’t the only one beating a hasty exit.

I owed Noah an apology. I’d tap out a text as soon as I got home, I promised, because I watched Millie closely as she walked across the carpark towards her own vehicle. What was the freaking point of giving him a hard time, when I was just as moony over her? I watched her get into her car, telling myself it was because I wanted to make sure she was safe, but I knew it wasn’t that.

It was the same thing that had me looking at the job vacancies on the fire service’s website, looking for other stations who might need an experienced firefighter. While I loved working at this station, things had changed. No amount of professionalism was going to keep me from making a pest of myself around Millie, so if she was going to stick it out at this job, I needed to move on.

“Hey, buddy.” Buster rushed towards me, ball in mouth, tail wagging as soon as I got inside the door. “Wanna go for a run?” He made clear his intentions, spinning around and around in a circle before dropping the ball on the floor and barking. “Alright, mate, just lemme get changed.”

Stripping off my uniform never felt so good. It was heavy armour like a knight wore, laid aside. Free of that, I could be just me, just Knox, so I pulled on shorts and a t-shirt and then grabbed my dog’s lead, the two of us going outside before breaking into a run.

One day, I promised the setting sun. One day I’d have a family to bring with us when we went to the beach. A wife, kids, the whole nine yards, but right now, I needed to make amends.

Sorry for being such a dick, I texted Noah. Shouldn’t have come down so hard on you.

Three little dots appeared as he started to answer, then his message came through.

Be easier to accept if it didn’t keep happening, he replied. I snorted and shook my head at that, tossing the ball for Buster when he dropped it at my feet. I’m gonna talk to Millie. Suddenly the cool breeze took on a bit of a chill, drying the sweat on my skin. You might not need answers, but I do.

Well, fuck.

Noah was a good firefighter and I liked having him on my team. He was smart, sensible, efficient in what he did, but I thought I still had the edge on him. Not now. Turns out Noah was braver than any of us.


Chapter 32



Millie

I was exhausted. That bone deep, every step is one too much, why the hell do I have to keep breathing, tired. I felt like I drove home in a fog, one that didn’t lift as I travelled up the elevator to my place. All I wanted was to sink into a hot bath and rest my head on the rim.

Instead, my brother was waiting by the front door.

Brock got up, moving closer as the lift doors opened. Part of me wanted to shrink back, stab the button and have the lift take me to any other floor but this. Big brother wouldn’t let that happen. I sighed and grabbed the bags of groceries I picked up on the way home and stepped forward.

He plucked the bags from my hands and carried them easily, wrapping his spare arm around my shoulders. I’d braced myself for a telling off, letting me know Mum and Dad were worried, something. I didn’t expect this. For him to just hold me close, minutes, hours feeling like they ticked by until finally I let out a sigh. I looked up when he pulled back to see him smiling slightly.

“I’m sorry the twins were idiots.” How the hell did he do that? Cut me off at the knees before I had a chance to explode. “I want to say I would’ve been cooler about a teenage boy sniffing around my sister, but we both know that would’ve been a lie. The only reason why I wasn’t beating my chest and warning him off was because I was out of school working. We all know what dickheads guys can be.”

“Me too.” I did push away from him then, finding my house keys and going for the door. “Trust me when I say I know just how horrendous men can be to women.”

“So, how’d it go today?”

The McDonald phone tree had obviously been activated, and everyone knew what was supposed to happen.

“I just want the record to show that I knew how bad men are, and I still let you date my bestie.”

I avoided his question, opening the door, because I wanted to be sitting down when I talked to Brock about it. Knox’s steady gaze, his cool words, they were like a slap to my face. He just wanted to move on from that night, and I hated that I was right.

Of course, I couldn’t just go inside and sit down with my brother and have a cup of tea. Hunt was measuring things up in my kitchen and Hayden was scribbling down notes on a pad of paper, both of them looking up guiltily as I walked inside.

“What’re you two doing here?” My exhaustion was evaporating by the second. “Are there some baby daddies in my kitchen cupboards that need chasing away?”

“We’re sorry.”

Hayden moved to the table and pulled out a chair. It took me seconds to realise who that was for. My eyes narrowed, waiting for him to yank it out from under me, but instead he pushed it in as I sat down. Hunt dove for the kettle, an array of mugs already set up on the counter.

“We are complete dickheads.” Hunter gestured to the table, and that’s when I saw it. They’d upended a brand new packet of Tim Tam biscuits on my dining table, spelling out…

“Zorry?” I asked.

“Sorry.” Hunter tweaked the S a bit.

“That looks like a five now,” I said.

“Look—”

He sucked in a breath as Hayden drifted closer, the two of them standing together, which was part of the problem. They always had someone at their back, whereas I had… Brock, it appeared, my eldest brother coming to stand at my shoulder.

“We fucked up,” Hayden said. “We were in our own heads thinking our sister, our family, our⁠—”

“Selves.” Hunter nodded, and with a blink, I saw something so rare I was forced to stare. His cocky facade cracked and something else replaced it. Was my brother doubting himself? “We were being really fucking selfish, and whatever you need us to do to make up for that, we’ll do it. We’re already doing an audit of the apartment, looking at ways we can baby proof the place. I dunno what the body corporate says, but I think we can clad the balcony railing temporarily so that it's safe for bubs, but you can take it down later when he or she is bigger.”

“You two are dickheads, you know that, right?” I said. Jamie appeared from the bathroom, watching what went down with a wary eye. “Like complete and utter dickheads.” The kettle whistled, but they all just stayed there, staring at me. “I don’t need you to protect me from every bloke in the entire world.” I expected them to argue, but instead, they all just nodded quietly. “I’m going to go on dates with arseholes, have my heart broken. I just don’t expect my own brothers to be the ones doing the breaking.”

“Mills…”

Hunter reached forward, but I dodged around him, turning the damn kettle off, my hands shaking. It hurt, and on top of that was a customary need to pretend it didn’t, because I’d get no sympathy from my brothers. Instead, I poured the hot water into the mugs, stirring the coffees before going to carry them over to the table.

Only to find the boys were ready to take over the job.

Jamie steered me back towards the table where I picked up a Tim Tam and shoved it in my mouth, suddenly hungry. I crunched the biscuit as my tea was set down before me.

“What we did was over the top, misogynist and came from a place where we assumed you couldn’t handle yourself,” Hayden said as he sat down.

He didn’t have my attention, but Jamie did.

“You got stuck into them, didn't you?”

“I may or may not have spent several hours lecturing each one of them.” She shot the twins a dark look, but even Brock didn’t escape her scorn. “We had a complex discussion about their knowledge of how crappy men can be versus my assertion that women are masters of their own fate, just like they are, and all this manly bullshit should come forth in response to something actually happening, not to prevent you from ever having a chance of connecting with a guy.” She shot me a sheepish smile. “Guys. So…”

Her eyes brightened as she looked me over.

“How did it go? Did you let them know? Do they want to be involved fathers?”

“They’d want to…” Hunter muttered, yelping when Jamie shoved her elbow into his ribs.

“It went as well as I expected. Knox⁠—”

“That’s what one of the guys’ names is?” Hunter said, then nudged Hayden. “Write that down.”

Instead, his twin shot him a withering look.

“He took me aside and told me that nothing that happened had to have any bearing on our working relationship.”

“Oof…” Jamie winced.

“That we could be professional.”

“Oh god…” Hayden rubbed his hand over his face.

“And that if I had any issues, I could always come to him.”

It felt like I’d set a burden down then. The pained expressions of everyone around the table were a perfect reflection of my own.

All except Brock.

He was sitting there, arms crossed, but he shook his head and smiled.

“That’s pretty smart, actually.”

“What?” Jamie snapped. “Um… no. Pretending like nothing has happened is…” His smile widened as she remembered her own attempt to try just that. “An understandable response.” Her tone was much more even, but then her eyes jerked up to meet mine. “And might not necessarily be a reflection of how this Knox is feeling.” She glanced at Brock. “I was trying to keep my cards close to my chest.”

“Cards…” Brock snorted.

“Nope.” I took a sip of my tea, the astringent liquid having my eyes close for just a second. “That’s not what’s happening here. I told you guys. You’ve got your whole quadruple thing going on.”

I waved my hand in their direction.

“We prefer poly relationship,” Hunter corrected primly, but I just glared at him.

“But that’s not what happened that night. We all got drunk…” Knox didn’t. I remembered that now because he stuck to drinking Coke. “And did something stupid. Not photocopying my bum.” I remembered Knox’s words, them haunting me as they echoed around in my heart. “But still, stupid. He’s right, the only way forward is to be professional⁠—”

“And tell him he might be a father.” Brock was largely silent as we all talked, but we all turned as he regarded me now. “Nothing you’ve told me is going to get you out of doing that.”

I sighed, slumping down around my tea.

“I tried.”

“And you’ll need to have another crack again tomorrow.” His tone was firm, making clear he would accept no further arguments, the bossy prick. “Now, about the family dinner this week…”

The guys took the ingredients from my shopping bags and whipped us all up a pretty good meal. The weird nausea I was feeling eased up when I had a full belly, but the exhaustion just got worse.

“We’ve got the dishes,” Hayden said, collecting up the plates.

“You better,” I croaked. “Pretty sure you used every pot and pan I own.”

“Have a nice, hot bath,” Jamie suggested, pulling out a brightly coloured orb. “I picked up one of those bath bombs from Lush for you.”

“I love you the best out of all of them. It’s not too late to leave my brothers and shack up with me here. We could have one of those platonic marriages where we look after each other during the day and then go on dates when we want some guy company.”

“You can’t have Jamie.” Hunter tugged my best friend closer, and I caught the moment when she flushed with pleasure. “No take backsies.”

Instead, I did just as they suggested, dropping the lavender scented bath bomb into the water and sinking down into all that warmth.

My limbs loose, my head just above the water, eyes heavily closed, the tiredness that dogged my every step rose up and claimed me. In a haze, I saw a very different scenario. Knox was the one making sure everything got done right, while Charlie flicked suds at Noah. They were the ones that looked after me, not my family.

“Hey…” I opened my eyes to find that Jamie had cracked the bathroom door a little bit and peered inside. “We’re heading out. I’ll see you at your parents’ place?”

“You got it.”

I gave her a floppy wave, but when I heard the front door click closed, I forced myself to get out of the bath. The water was cooling and the lavender was doing its thing, making me sleepy. I staggered into my bed, grabbing my phone and snuggling under the sheets, my head hitting the pillow as I checked my notifications.

Only to find I had a text.

I was tired, more tired than I could ever remember feeling, but that little green bubble had me stiffening. Noah, it said, and that’s what had me tapping on it.

Hey. I smiled at that greeting. Not trying to be a creeper, but can we talk? I pretty much know the answer. I could almost hear his voice inside my head. Knox had a chat with you. So they did compare notes. Interesting. But there’s some stuff I need to talk to you about.

So did I, I thought dimly, my grip on the phone loosening. My heart tried to fire me up, get me tapping out a response, but no amount of adrenaline would get my fingers moving. The thud of the phone on the bed, that was the last thing I remembered, and then I was out.


Chapter 33



Millie

I slept well, too damn well, as became apparent when my alarm started to blare. My head jerked up off the pillow, and for a few seconds I just stared, unable to work out what the hell that noise was. Work, my brain supplied helpfully. I had work.

And I needed to get the fuck out of bed if I was going to make it on time.

I’d slept through the first alarm, the louder, blaring klaxon of my emergency alarm the only thing to wake me up. This had me stumbling into the bathroom and surveying the mess with growing concern. I’d slept on wet hair, so it was standing up on weird angles right now. I dragged a wet brush through it, opting for a light cover of make up because that’s all I had time for. A nice blouse, already ironed and hanging in my cupboard and a skirt were dragged on, my fingers pausing over the button.

Would they get too small soon? How would I hide that? All important questions, but right now I needed to get in the car if I was to have a hope of getting to work on time. My stomach rumbled in protest at that idea, but I promised it a sausage McMuffin if I made good time. My phone was shoved into my pocket, my bag slung over my shoulder as I ran for the lift. The doors were just about to close, the cranky Mrs Smith never liking company when she took her ferocious Pomeranian, Jonesy, out for a walk. I nodded, ignoring her scowl, before striding out of the carriage the minute we hit the basement.

The McMuffin was a mistake. The minute I took possession of the bag from the person serving me, I was hit by a stench. Was this what they always smelled like? I remembered them as a sort of spicy, porky, stodgy kind of stuff, but right now the smell was nauseating. I didn’t dare yeet it out of my car in peak hour traffic, so instead, I was forced to wind my window down, sucking in the scents of petrol and exhaust as I edged closer. I rolled up to work with a couple minutes to spare, which in Dad’s eyes was late, then locked up before running across the car park towards the station. That’s when I spied the appliance bays. A siren had me jumping out the way as a truck eased out onto the road and then sped off, followed quickly by another.

“There you are!”

I spun around, sure I was about to come face to face with someone else entirely, only to find Judy standing there. “You came back, which is ten times better than the other girl Brent hired to take over from me. Not sure what she was expecting, but obviously not this.” I blinked and then forced myself to nod. “So how was your night?”

“Um… good, you?”

“Exhausted. Blue’s mum is staying with me right now while he’s on a job. She’s lovely, but…”

She regaled me with tales of her mother-in-law’s infractions as we walked into the office and then started the working day.

The morning went by in a blur of admin, or maybe that’s because I resolutely focussed on my work. It wasn’t just to impress Judy, but because when I did that, it stopped me from having to think about what I needed to do. Talk to the guys, tell them about the situation, and then work out a way forward. Simple, easy, and bloodless inside my head. Problem is, the more I thought about it, the more I saw Knox’s steely gaze, heard his dispassionate words. Be professional, that was about all I could focus on right now, so that’s what I did until lunchtime came.

“Time for a break!” Judy announced. “Did you bring lunch?” Her hand went to her stomach. “There’s a lovely cafe across the road and my sons are feeling like a focaccia with all of the trimmings.”

“You’re having boys?” I asked, getting to my feet.

“Not sure. Blue wanted to wait, but I…” She rubbed her belly. “A mother knows.”

Should I know? I felt like a complete idiot as my consciousness quested outwards, reaching for… what? The baby was little more than a cluster of cells at this point.

“Well, I’m sure Blue would love two little boys to raise,” I replied, “but I’ve gotta take a rain check.” I hefted the lunchbox I’d grabbed out of the fridge in my hurry. “My brothers went overboard cooking last night and I’ve got leftovers for days.”

“I’ll see you back in the office in an hour then.”

But in what state? I wondered, my heart beating way too fast as I walked into the break room.

It was full of people, of men, just like the other day, but not the right ones. I scanned the tables, looking for Noah or Charlie, even Knox, but didn’t catch sight of them.

“Looking for a seat?” Ew, definitely not him. Dave stood up and offered me a chair at his table. I went to shake my head and brush past him, but his grin widened. “Or looking for someone, make that someones, else?”

I sat down abruptly, opening my lunchbox and staring at the pasta inside it as if all the secrets of the universe could be contained there.

“Leave her alone, Dave.”

The deep voice had me turning his way, and a man with dark brown hair and eyes the same colour shot me a sympathetic look.

“Gareth.”

When he held out his hand, I shook it.

“Millie.”

“I worked that out.” He nodded to Dave. “And you don’t need to take his shit.”

“Is this talking shit?” Dave looked me up and down slowly, and I barely contained my shudder. “You’re looking lovely today, Millie.”

“Amelia.”

I only gave people my full name when I had to, but right now I didn’t want him using my nickname at all.

“Amelia.” The idiot seemed to assume I’d granted him some special favour or something. “Your skin, your hair…” He waved his hand vaguely as Gareth snorted and turned back to his food. “You’re glowing.”

Those three words had my fork freezing halfway between my food and my mouth. When I stared at him, I saw the look of self-congratulation. He thought he had my attention and could push his advantage. Instead, I dropped the fork into my lunchbox.

“I think I’ve lost my appetite.”

Gareth shook his head with a smile, but Dave’s brows drew down.

“You don’t have to be a bitch…”

Anything he might have to say was cut off by the sound of a bell. Every man stopped what he was doing, dropping his food, setting down drinks, whatever was in hand to move.

Right as Noah and his crew were about to walk in.

I saw Noah’s expression, followed the shapes his lips made, cursing the bell, right before his eyes locked with mine. For just a second, the shrill sound was a soundtrack to what? What the hell was this? Charlie asked Noah the same thing, giving him a nudge, then steering him away.

“You can tidy this up, right, love?”

Dave’s use of that endearment felt wrong, but before I could protest, I was alone in an empty break room, mess scattered over every table. Chairs were left jerked out, the fridge door even hanging open. Judy hadn’t filled me in on this part of the job, but cleaning up after blokes who left a mess behind par for the course in a pub. I closed the fridge, then went to work. Stack the dishwasher with dirty cups and cutlery, push in chairs, wrap what was left of people’s meals and stow them in the fridge. I was about halfway through when Brent walked in.

“What are you doing?”

My head jerked up and I met his eyes.

“Um… cleaning up?”

“That’s not your job.”

“Oh, well, sorry.” I left the lunchbox on the desk. “Dave said⁠—”

“That idiot…” He shook his head slowly. “Do me a favour, Millie, and ignore pretty much everything that comes out of his mouth. He doesn’t know his arse from a hole in the ground.” That had me snorting involuntarily. Brent’s smile had me relaxing by increments as he steered me towards the office. “Now, how is Judy treating you? Getting your head around the job?”

We talked briefly about my first two days until the woman herself rejoined us.

“Oh, that was a mistake.” She waddled over to the couch in the admin office. “I could just close my eyes right now and drift off…”

“Have a rest.” There was something eminently fatherly about Brent. “Millie’s got this, don’t you?”

“Yes.”

That was the only answer I could give as I went to work.

So did you tell them yet?

I saw Jamie’s text as I walked out at the end of my day, or rather, I felt it. Her breath on the back of my neck, her fingers in my ribs, pushing me forward. I didn’t need any further coercion from my family because I was in the just-get-it-done phase now. I was sick of trying, failing, trying again, and so I marched out into the appliance bay…

To find it empty.

Stupid firefighters went out and did things like fight fires, I guess. The guys didn’t know there was an emergency here too. I looked down at my phone then tapped out a response to Noah’s text.

Sitting down to talk would be good. Let's make a time.

That little sound the phone made when it was delivered felt like a knife to my heart, but I got into my car and started it rather than dwelling. I could meet Noah tonight at my place. Nope, neutral ground. Men took women to restaurants, banking on the fact we didn’t like to make a scene, to deliver difficult news. Maybe I could do the same. I thought of some of the suitable places we could go to on the way home. Cars were hemmed in close, peak hour traffic all around me, when I heard the noise.

Flap, flap, flap, flap, flap.

“No…” I moaned, indicating abruptly, then waving as I cut into the far lane. I found a spot outside a strip of shops that wasn’t a park, but would become one right now, because I had a flat tyre. “No, no, no…”

I had been zoned out behind the wheel, thinking about walking into my bedroom and face planting on the bed. Nope, make that face planting for an hour or two, then seeing if Noah had replied before going out for the world’s most excruciating date to break the news to him. Maybe I’d be back in time to catch my favourite TV show and drown my sorrows in a bowl of ramen. This, this was not part of the plan. I walked around the back of the car and sure enough, my tyre was losing air fast.

You’ve got this, I thought.

But I didn’t want to got this. I felt like a whiny child as I walked over to the back of the car, popping the boot open and rummaging through way too much crap to find the tyre brace, then the heavy trolley jack my dad insisted I keep in the car. I felt the feminism leaving my body as I hoisted them and the spare tyre out because I was willing to become anyone’s trad wife if they’d just take this job on for me. Instead of a knight in shining armour, I was faced with this reality. I was my father’s daughter, my brothers’ sister, so all the boys had made sure I could change a tyre.

That was no consolation at all as clouds massed above me, grey and dark. They were a perfect reflection of my mood. My low curses were drowned out by the rumble of thunder as I put the brace socket against the first nut.

The cute tailored skirt I’d put on this morning made my arse look amazing, but right now, it was a total pain in the butt, constraining my every movement. A few raindrops splattered across my unprotected back, forcing the thin fabric to stick to my skin, and as I tensed every muscle, the rain lubricated the footpath just enough to send my heels skidding across it. My feet scrambled for purchase, my whole body strained against the brace, trying to break the hold the first tyre nut had on the wheel. But just because I knew what I had to do didn’t mean I could actually do it. My feet gave out on me, losing purchase, and right as I tried to regain it, my knee went slamming down onto the concrete.

For a moment there was only pain. Bright, hot, and cutting straight through me, past everything that happened today, yesterday, and beyond that, right down to the core. A small, shivering, miserable one apparently, because I pressed my head into the side panel of my car and recited under my breath every last swear word I knew until the pain turned from agony to just a dull, throbbing ache.

Who the hell was I kidding?

I liked to think I was a girlboss, able to tackle anything life threw at me, but look at me right now, brought to the point of tears by a bloody flat tyre. I jerked back, wincing when my knee dragged across the concrete, but in a series of limping movements, I got myself upright.

My hands were pressed against the side of my car, forced to use them to keep me up, and that’s when I stared into my back seat. It wasn’t hard to see it, a baby seat where there was just discarded gym gear, old coffee cups, and reusable shopping bags. A baby seat with a little person kicking within the confines, looking out at me, waiting for Mummy to sort the problem out. Trouble was, my mind didn’t stop there. Next to my baby was Charlie, smiling down at our child and babbling some nonsense to keep them smiling as the other two got out. Noah walked around the back, Knox, the front, and they said the words I wanted, needed to hear.

“We’ve got this.”

I didn’t need declarations nor flowery words of love, but that? That I needed like my next breath. Instead, I was forced to let a shuddering sigh out, because as I stared out at the road, watching cars whizzing by, people looked idly my way, momentary witnesses to my moment of weakness.

But not for long.

The trouble was Brock was the one that serviced my car and he and his team removed the wheels with a rattle gun, then rotated them before tightening them back up. I had no pneumatic tools in the mess of my back seat, but I did have this.

“Get the brace level and then stand on it, love,” Dad told me the day he taught me how to change a tyre. “You might get lucky and be able to break the nuts by hand, but usually you’ve gotta help them along.”

With shaky hands I’d slapped them on the roof of the car, just like I did now, using my bare feet to climb up onto the brace. The metal cross bar bit into my soles then and the same thing happened now, but with a crucial difference. Then Brock and Dad were there, cheering me on, talking me through what to do, and then I’d bounced a little on the brace, breaking the first nut.

No such luck today.

The skirt, my knee, the rain, this god awful day, they all conspired against me. I didn’t break the nut, instead letting out an ungodly shriek as I clawed at the roof, trying to stop myself from slipping backwards.

Of course, that was the moment when he drove past.

Charlie’s eyes were a curious shade of blue, I noticed that, his going as wide as mine for just a second before he abruptly veered sideways. I didn’t see why as I landed hard on my butt.

The baby!

It couldn’t be hurt, I knew that academically, but emotionally? My arms wrapped around my belly, forcing my tailbone to take the full brunt of my fall. If I thought my knee hurt, I was about to get an education on what real pain was. I sucked in a breath, then another, shuddering through the waves as I heard a door slam and boots clump against the concrete.

“Millie…?” I was trying to be the cool girl, the capable one, confident, but I felt none of that as I looked up, seeing a version of Charlie through a veil of unshed tears. “Jesus, love, what the hell were you doing?”

“Flat… tyre,” I ground out, my eyes screwed down to slits.

He looked at the car, taking in the jack, tyre and brace before glancing back at me.

“Don’t worry.” His hand gave my arm a squeeze. “I’ve got it.”


Chapter 34



Charlie

A swollen and skinned knee. I was looking Millie over, assessing the situation and working out what had happened before she could say a word. Sore tailbone too, if that wince was anything to go by, but the reddest thing were her eyes. She was blinking fast, that thing that women did when they didn’t want to cry, and that had me moving.

“Don’t worry.” I squeezed her arm because otherwise I’d tug her close, hold her tightly, and stroke her back until she let go and just cried it out. “I’ve got it. You go and sit in my car and stay dry.”

I walked her over, hands hovering, wanting to help her up into the driver’s seat of my truck. Instead, I had to be a man of my word and move away from her, shutting the door to keep her dry and safe when her legs were tucked under the steering wheel, before turning back to her car. The shoes, a smear of blood, I was pretty sure I knew what’d happened. A quick twist of the wheel brace and yup, the bloody thing was locked tight. She’d jumped on the wheel brace in that skirt and ended up on her arse.

Why didn’t she call me?

As soon as I had that thought, I discarded it. I knew why she didn’t, but… Any one of the guys at the station would’ve helped her. In the end, that was what we did every day because it was the only way we could cope with the bad luck, accidents, or just shitty circumstances of life.

If only all problems were as easy as this to fix.

I cracked each one of the nuts, then jacked the back tyre up off the ground with a sturdy old jack that had seen better days before loosening the nuts off and then swapping the tyre out. Her boot was unlocked so I returned the flat tyre and equipment to their places, then turned back to deal with the more complex problem.

Millie.

I walked around to the passenger side of my truck, hand pausing on the handle for just a second before opening it and climbing in.

Sweet, floral, coppery, girl, that’s what hit me as soon as I got in. The cab of my truck had never smelled so good, but I forced myself to meet her eyes and smile.

“All sorted.”

“Oh my god, I could just kiss…”

I couldn’t help but grin when she slapped a hand over her face. The red flush I saw around it, yeah, I liked that a whole lot. It gave me hope that the girl in the red dress was still there, under the neat office wear and the scrapes.

“Already did that.” I scratched at the back of my neck. “So I guess I owe you one, though if you want to build up some credit, a bank of favours…”

I tapped my bottom lip.

“Credit…”

She stared at my lips way too long, and with each second, hope grew. Maybe it wasn’t just me, hopefully she felt it too. A harsh splatter of rain across the windscreen had her jerking back, shaking her head. Guess not then. This wasn’t the first time I was shot down and it wouldn’t be the last, so why did this hurt that much more? As I was bracing myself for a brush off, she blinked faster and faster until a spot of water hit my centre console, not my window.

Millie was crying?

Trying really hard not to, that was clear, but my hand moved of its own accord, grabbing hold of hers. She sucked in one long, shuddering breath then another as she gripped my fingers just as tightly. Her free hand, though, reached up to wipe the tears away, forcing me to look around for a tissue. I cursed under my breath when all I found was a paper serviette from my impromptu lunch today. One wan smile, that had me feeling like all my Christmases had come at once as she dabbed at the corners of her eyes.

“Hey, it's alright.”

I knew I should butt out, keep my damn hands to myself, but touching Millie, feeling her when I thought I’d never do so again, it hit me freaking hard, even though we were just holding hands like teenagers.

And that’s when I realised what Noah had been going through.

Maybe he did this one time back in school, holding hands under the desk or through the hall. He’d have known that rush, that Millie was his girl, and felt like I did right now. Bigger, stronger than I did getting the bloodied body of the person out of the car crash. Better too. I felt ten feet tall and bulletproof until she looked up at me.

“No, it’s not. My dad, my brother, they made me change the tyre over and over so I’d know exactly what I was doing,” she explained.

“And my mum showed me how to at least make scrambled eggs.” I dared to rub my thumb across her knuckles. “I burn them every time.”

“Is this your way of asking me to make you breakfast?” She shook her head slightly, but I saw that smile. It was like a little ember that I could patiently blow to life. “Because I feel like this is a deal that should’ve been hammered out before services were rendered.”

“They were already paid for, remember.”

That pink flush in her cheeks, it made clear what exactly she was recalling, and I liked that a lot. It felt like I was seeing under the mask she wore at work. Seeing Millie walk in with Brent was like a gut punch, followed by a harder one when he announced she was taking over from Judy. I wanted to ask her why, how, what had her take the job and not me, but I knew there was no point. Girls had made clear I was good for a fun time, not a long time, and right now I’d have happily settled for another round if it meant feeling Millie hot, wet, and willing under me. Just one more night and I’d be satisfied, I told myself. Just one more.

“Millie—”

“About that⁠—”

We both paused, snorting when we realised we’d started talking at the same time.

“Go,” she said with a nod.

“No, you⁠—”

Whatever else I had to say was cut off by the ring of my phone.

I should’ve looked at my screen, saw who it was, and let it go to voicemail I thought as I heard my mother’s voice down the line, all the while knowing I would never let that happen.

“Charlie?” My sister’s voice came down the line. “You’re still coming around for dinner, right? It’d just I need to get started on that coursework and⁠—"

“Astrid,” I replied, shooting Millie a rueful smile.

“You forgot.” Astrid sighed. “You did, didn’t you?”

I had, something that happened all too often, but hey, I always made things right with those that I loved.

“I’ll be right there,” I told her.

“You better,” she growled, right before I ended to the call.

This was why I was able to take Millie’s brush off a lot easier than the other two. Women had been expressing their disappointment in me since I was very young, so why would that stop now? I shot Millie a smile as I remembered Knox’s foul mood at Noah’s pining, each one of them missing her in their own way, but that was a luxury I was never able to afford. People made clear what they wanted from me, and then… they took it.

“I’ve gotta go….”

I’d barely said the words when Millie let me go.

“Of course.” The mask was back, something I didn’t realise she put on until she started working for the station. Her smile was perfectly pleasant, making clear nothing upset her. The slight red rims around her eyes were the only things that betrayed her true emotional state. “Thanks for changing my tyre for me.”

“Next time…” I didn’t want to rock the boat, but I couldn’t seem to keep the words back. “Next time give me a ring. You’ve got my number.”

I don’t know if I was happy or not when Millie’s face fell, but I didn’t get a chance to work that out, because she had the door open and was sliding free within seconds. I watched her in the rear vision mirror, noting the limp, but it didn’t stop her from getting into the car and driving away. Staring after a woman that didn’t need me would do me no good, I thought, not when Astrid and my nephews were waiting for me. I slid into the driver’s seat and then did a U-turn, before heading back towards the city.


Chapter 35



Millie

“Did you tell them?”

I jammed my phone between my ear and my shoulder as I unlocked my front door.

“No, but⁠—”

“What?”

I winced at Jamie’s yelp, then at the pain in my knee. I was damn close to begging Charlie for a ride home when he got called away. Well, after I broke the news that he might be a father. Instead, a call from some girl had him scuttling away as if his arse was on fire.

Holy crap, did he have a girlfriend? What an arsehole. Finding out that he was as big an arse as Dave was somehow way more disappointing.

Speaking of arse, mine was still aching. I wanted some paracetamol and a heat pack, stat.

“Why?” Jamie continued. “I thought you said today was the day. C’mon, Millie⁠—”

“I went to work with a payload of truth bombs I was ready to drop,” I told her. “But then they were out on jobs, y’know saving the city from fires.”

“Oh.”

“And then I got sexually harassed by some dickhead at work.”

“Oh no.”

“Finished the day and the guys were still on the job. Got a flat tyre.”

“And you didn’t ring us? Brock?” I heard her pull away from the phone. “Did any calls come in to the shop from Millie today?”

But I knew the answer. I was too busy trying to prove I was a good student and failing miserably.

“No, because right as I was trying to break the nuts that you guys do up too damn tight, I slipped, fell⁠—”

“Nooo…”

“On my arse. Actually, before that I landed on my knee.” The details were coming out faster and faster, until they were a big jumble. I hissed as I looked down at the bloody scrape there. “And then Charlie pulled up to fix everything.”

“I’ve got it.”

I knew I’d play him saying those three words over and over again in my head tonight, but right now I focussed on dropping my shit on the couch and collapsing down beside it.

“He changed my tyre while I had a little sook in his car that smelled exactly like his aftershave, and then he got in beside me and saw I was crying and he didn’t even run away.”

I heard a small sound and knew my so-called best friend was trying hard not to laugh.

“The good ones don’t, Mills.”

“Well, I had my moment, didn’t I?” My breath came in noisy gulps. “We were away from work and on neutral territory with no one to overhear. I could’ve told him.”

“Mills…”

“I could’ve said something. I was just about to and then some girl rang.”

“Some girl?”

“I know, I know.” My hand scrubbed at my forehead. “I never would’ve gone near him with a ten foot pole if I knew he was in a relationship.” My eyes fell closed, but there was no relief to be found there. “Let’s hope he’s not the dad.”

“You’re still going to have to tell him.”

I knew that, but.... In the car, before the phone call, it felt like we were having a moment. Turned out drunk Millie and straight Millie had the exact same taste. That little twinkle in Charlie’s eyes, the way those full lips curved when he smiled, and that damn dimple. I wanted to know if it’d feel as good kissing him in full control of my faculties as it did when I was drunk.

But not if he belonged to someone else.

“God, what if he is the dad and he’s in a long term relationship? What if I was the other woman? What if⁠—?”

“We can’t worry about Charlie’s theoretical relationship status right now.” Jamie’s words were the eye at the centre of a storm. “Let’s focus on the most immediate issue. Obviously waiting around a busy fire station isn’t going to work, so maybe it's time to grab the bull by the horns?”

At that moment, I heard a tone from my phone so I switched it to speaker phone.

“Um… I kinda already did. I sent Noah a message that we needed to talk.”

“Tell me you did not use that exact phrasing,” Jamie groaned, but I didn’t really hear her. I was tapping on my message notification to open it instead.

Be glad to, Noah had written. When suits you?

I read the words over and over as I dimly heard Jamie say my name, looking at them closely, trying to imagine his voice saying them with different inflections. Was he really glad or was he ‘glad to’ the way I told my bosses I was happy to do something I didn’t really want to do. I jerked the phone away from me with a frown. I wasn’t this girl. I might go out with deadshits, but when they revealed themselves as not worth my time, I cut them off without thought. I didn’t sit up at night crying over them and I didn’t need to create a psychological profile of Noah’s texting style.

“He said he’s happy to catch up and asked me when suits me,” I told Jamie.

“Now.” Her sharp reply had me jerking forward, then flinching as my tailbone started to throb anew. “Right now. Get off the damn phone. Ring, don’t text. Ring him and then ring me right back afterwards. Now, Mills, or I swear to god, I’m⁠—”

“Going to take a goddamn Valium for whatever ails you?” I finished for her. “Or maybe see a priest about an exorcism, because who the fuck are you and where’s my mild-mannered friend?”

“It’s time to rip the bandage off, Mills. Delaying this shit isn’t going to change anything. The guys aren’t a bottle of wine you can keep in storage to mature. The longer you delay, the harder this will get. Ring him.”

And without even allowing me an opportunity for rebuttal, she hung up.

For a second I just stared at my screen, unable to believe what she’d done, but then her words started to filter through. Jamie was right, of course. Putting this off wouldn’t help anyone, least of all me, but in some ways that was easy for her to say. My brothers had secretly pined for her most of our lives and I… I was about to drop some really intense news that no guy wanted to hear.

My thumbs moved then pulled back from the screen, only to hover again. It was like I was fighting a thumb war with myself. Each one circled, circled, but wouldn’t make a move and I knew why. With my brother’s revelation, there were two Noah’s. The one I thought I knew, who blew me off in front of the whole school.

And the one that let my brothers scare him off.

Neither was particularly attractive right now, but unless I could get in a time machine and go back to that party and cock block myself, none of that mattered. The guy didn’t have to be a good partner, just a decent father if the child was his. It was then I committed a cardinal sin, not sending another text back, but tapping on the call button. I listened to the steady buzz and then he picked it up.

“Hey.”

God fucking dammit, Noah, why do you have to sound the same? His voice was one of the first things that attracted me to him. Mrs. Simons made us read the textbook chapter we were working on aloud before we could start work. She called on him to read one day, and while the other kids snickered, this rich, deep, masculine voice rolled over my skin, making me shiver. The fact that there was just a little amusement in his tone made it even better. That tiny little act of rebellion made the teacher frown and me swoon.

“Hey.” Good start, I thought furiously. Keep going! “Um… what’re you up to?”

“Me? I’m just about to walk out the door.” He was? Fuck. Fuck! “I’ve got a date…” My mind was racing, filling in that gap with a string of blonde, brunette, and redheaded beauties, each one panting over his muscular physique. He moved on so fast, I thought. “With my PT.”

“What?” What the hell was a…? Shit, he wasn’t going on a date, date. It was his⁠—

“Personal trainer,” he supplied helpfully. “The guy got me through the entrance exams for the fire service, so I see him every week to maintain my fitness levels.”

“Right.”

Oh yeah, I was on fire right now.

“But I’m pretty sure you didn’t ring up to talk sets or macros.” There was a little nudge to his tone that had me scrubbing my hand across my face. “You said we needed to talk? You know most blokes’ balls shrivel up into raisins when a woman says that.”

“Right.” I shut my eyes and placed my spare hand on my forehead, just focussing on my breathing. Why was this such a big deal? It didn’t need to be. He was either in or out and that was it. Waiting wasn’t helping my stress levels, or my best friend’s. “Look, I wanted to⁠—”

“Talk?” His voice dropped an octave, getting deeper, huskier, and right now I wanted to pull it around me like a warm blanket and luxuriate in it. “I thought we were, Millie.”

“Sorry for turning your testicles into dried fruit,” I replied, trying to laugh and failing. “I just wanted to see if you’d have time after work to have a quick chat. In person,” I added hastily.

“Sounds serious.” It is, I wanted to say, but didn’t, not when my throat was closing up by the second. The truth felt like a massive pill I couldn’t seem to swallow. “Do you want me to cancel the session with my PT?”

Yes, yes, I wanted that, more than anything. Worse, I wanted him to want that. I wanted him to be like pfft… dude who transformed my body, you’ll need to wait, because my teenage crush with the scary brothers says she needs me. I wanted to be wanted, wholly and solely, and for him to feel like responding to this request was his only option.

That I was his only option.

I wanted him, someone, to put me first, more than my next breath, but when I let out a long shuddering sigh, that’s not what I said.

Growing up with three brothers was cool in some ways and sucked in others. Crying, whining, complaining, they were all censured hard, making clear that if I wanted to play with them I needed to suck it up and fast. I internalised some kind of macho bullshit that sat badly on me like ill-fitting clothes. It wasn’t until I befriended Jamie back in primary school that I realised someone could care about you and your feelings. Trouble is, all that evaporated when dealing with guys. I either hid what I was feeling, waiting for them to somehow read my mind, or I blew them off before they even got the chance to work it out, saving myself the heartache.

But I couldn’t right now.

I smiled blindly, my eyes screwed closed in an expression that would’ve no doubt alarmed him, even as I kept my voice perfectly calm.

“No, of course not. Would tomorrow after work suit you?”

“Um… sure, but, Mills.” Don’t use that little pet name, I thought furiously. Don’t. “Do you wanna give me a hint as to what this is about?”

“There’s a cafe down at the beach.” I skated past his question and got to the point. “The one near the jetty.”

“Piccolino’s?”

“Yeah, that one. How about we meet there at say, six o’clock? I can book us a table.”

“I can do it.” There was a little iron in his voice that had me shivering. “Maybe we can have an early dinner. My shout. It’d be good to talk, Millie. There’s so much I want to tell you.”

“Right. Right.” I was sucking in oxygen like I’d run a mile now. “Well, have a good training session. I’ll see you tomorrow.”

Jamie better be happy with that. I’d organised a time, a place, outside of work hours where no one else was likely to overhear. My hand slid to my stomach, rubbing the flat surface. One way or the other, I’d make sure Noah knew what was happening. I nodded to myself, opening my eyes before ringing Jamie back.


Chapter 36



Noah

“Where’s your head at?”

Rhys, my personal trainer stood over me as I strained under the weight of a fifty kilo barbell, performing one more back squat. I blinked, the room, the gym, the blaring music, and his expression coming back to me suddenly. As if to prove his point, my legs quivered, ready to fail the movement. Rhys darted in, taking the barbell from me, allowing me to stagger free.

“Not here, that’s for sure.” He set the barbell back on the rack, then turned back my way. “What’s up with you tonight, Noah? You always come in and give shit one hundred percent effort.”

“Is there any way someone telling you ‘we need to talk’ is a good thing?”

His brows disappeared under his shaggy fringe.

“A girl said she wants to talk, or was it a guy? I’ve never seen you show even the slightest bit of interest in anyone before and was half expecting you to come out of the closet when you felt brave enough. Luke gave me his number to give to you if you did.”

“What?” There was too damn much in that conversation. I shook my head, as if that would clear it, but instead sent sweat streaming into my eyes. I grabbed my towel and bottle of water, mopping my face before drinking down several swallows. “I’m not into dudes, not that there’s anything wrong with that. Luke…?” Rhys’ co-owner was out and proud, but I didn’t think I was his type. “I’m not into girls either.”

“Ohh, so you’re ace or whatever it's called.”

“No.” How the hell was I blushing like a dumb kid after knowing Rhys for this long? I tore off my gloves and threw them into my bag, because he was right. My head was not in the session and lifting heavy like we did, that was dangerous.

Because you never should’ve come here, my mind supplied helpfully. You should’ve run over to Millie’s place, met her whenever and wherever she wanted. You should’ve⁠—

“I’m just into Millie.” Rhys didn’t look any less confused. “She was this girl from school and…”

What, I was going to tell him about school and her brothers and how I pussied out? Even I knew that was social suicide. The gym had become a haven for me late in high school. I’d walked in wanting to change everything about my body, and instead, I’d found… strength. I stared into his eyes and waited for the judgement to come, but you didn’t build a relationship with a coach for ten years and see that. I didn’t at least. He just nodded, made it clear he was listening as I continued.

“And she’s the only one I’ve ever wanted. For one night, I had her…”

Not all of her, though. In some ways it made it easier. With the rest of my team in the room kissing Millie, pleasing her, I could mask my own spiralling fear. That I had no idea what to do, how to make her feel good, other than the shit I’d read about. All theory, no practise, that was me.

“And then she was gone.” I forced myself to smile. “Gone for good, I thought, but she rang me today and said⁠—”

“She wants to talk.” Rhys nodded. “Could be good, could be bad. Fuck.” He raked a hand through his hair. “Maybe she’s pregnant.”

I snorted, smiling for real this time as I shook my head.

“She’s on the pill. We, I mean, I checked.”

“We, huh…” He nodded slowly. “Well, did she ask you to come over tonight and get ‘the talk’ over with?”

“No.”

“Not anything urgent then.” He reached out and clapped his hand on my shoulder. “It’s probably nothing big. Did you use protection?”

“I…”

I felt like a fucking noob right then, remembering the stern conversation the gruff PE teacher had with us boys when discussing sex ed. No glove, no love, that was his cringey motto, and while we’d repeated it in the hallways, cackling to hide our embarrassment, it turned out I hadn’t internalised the message at all. At the wet kiss of her cunt on my cock, I’d been ready to explode. Thoughts of STIs didn’t even occur to me as I drove myself deeper and deeper inside her, never getting as far as I needed.

“Jesus, kid.” Rhys shook his head, sounding like he was twenty years older than me rather than the actual five year gap. He’d been just starting out in his PT career when we met. “She might be about to have a really uncomfortable conversation. How about you finish up for the day and see if you can catch her tonight, see…”

He was always free with the advice, and because he’d helped me through some of the toughest phases in my life, I trusted his judgement, but his mouth went slack right now. I half wondered if he’d had an aneurysm when I heard a feminine voice.

“Hey, Noah.”

Katie, Dave’s now ex, walked past, her towel slung over one shoulder. I waved back.

“Hey, Katie. Hitting the treadmill hard tonight?”

“You got it.”

With that, she walked over to one of the machines and set herself up.

“You… know her?” I smirked at his expression. Mr. Big, Tough PT Guy was pretty much salivating. It took me stepping forward and miming mopping drool off his chin to get him snapping out of it. I was shoved away, but he quickly moved closer. “Who the hell is that girl? I’ve seen her here a few times, but⁠—”

“That’s Katie.”

I was deliberately holding back on the details just to fuck with him.

“Katie who?” I didn’t get a chance to answer because more questions came out in a steady barrage. “What’s she doing here? Does she have a boyfriend? What’s her star sign? What’s her favourite food, and if I can learn how to make it adequately, will she let me hand feed her morsels of it as my head rests on those amazingly thick thighs?”

I sucked in a breath, ready to answer some of them when I remembered what we were talking about. Had Millie had a STI panel done? Had she caught something from us? Charlie, I decided on the spot, because Knox was usually too damn grumpy to let women close. Had he…?

“You’ll have to ask her,” I said, slapping Rhys on the back before heading to the showers.

And I needed to follow my own advice.

I got cleaned up and changed before walking out into the cool night air towards my bike.

Brent freaking hated that I had a motorcycle, and for good reason. We’d seen enough road fatalities involving riders for most firies to swear off them. Not me. I’d bought a bike in year 12 because they were cheap, then because it seemed to give me a kind of cachet with the girls. Not Millie though. After I screwed up and rejected her in front of the whole school, she never spared me a second look. Then my motorcycle was a lifeline, getting me out onto the road, outrunning my own thoughts, just like I was doing now.

Except it didn’t work.

It hadn’t since that night. It felt like Millie was right there with me, her body plastered against my back as I slid onto the seat, her arms around my waist as I turned the engine on, holding tightly as I surged forward. Her hair brushing against my face, her breath on the back of my neck, teasing the small hairs that poked out from under my helmet. She was everywhere all at once.

And nowhere near me.

I parked out the front of my duplex, killing the engine, my phone weighing far more in my pocket than my bag full of gear. I waited until I had shoved my gym wear into the washing machine, setting it to run, before I unlocked it. I was standing there just in my undies as I stared at the screen. Eight P.M. the clock said. Not too late, I reasoned. I could call Millie and see if we could still meet up. There was that late night ice cream place near Piccolino’s. I could buy her a triple choc sundae and she could…

What? Tell me I had a STI?

What the hell else could it be? I began to pace back and forth when another message came through. Training day tomorrow, Knox said into the group chat we all used. I knew Charlie would be groaning at that news, but me…? There was one way to rule out if Millie was going to present me with her test results. I switched over to another group chat the three of us were in. Henry got annoyed being pinged whenever we organised to have a few beers. The bloke was happiest at home and with his family, rarely wanting to come out. My fingers moved before I could think too much about it, not wanting to let myself get psyched out.

Anyone heard from Millie?

I stared at the screen, willing Knox or Charlie to respond. Sure enough, a couple of dots appeared as someone started typing.

Spoke to her this arvo, Charlie replied, my heart simultaneously feeling like it dropped through the floor as it began to beat faster. Why? I wanted to snap, but he continued. Found her by the side of the road. Flat tyre.

You fix it?

Knox jumped in at that, ignoring my question, which was just typical. Always on task was Knox.

Nah, mate, came Charlie’s retort. Left her to hitchhike home.

Dots appeared, disappeared and then appeared again, as I imagined Knox choked back his initial response and rethought it. Charlie got in first.

Changed the tyre, dried her tears⁠—

Millie was crying? My grip on the phone grew tighter. What the hell did she need to tell me?

Had a nice moment before Astrid rang.

Charlie’s sister had it tough. Two little boys with special needs and a deadbeat ex that had skipped out on her. Charlie tried to step up for her whenever he could.

She rang me. I could barely believe I typed that out, but it appeared we were all sharing today. Wants to talk.

More dots, so many dots appeared, and I watched the screen avidly, waiting for Knox to say something similar.

Congrats, that’s what I got from Charlie. Maybe she’s looking for something long term. Another pause. This is what you’ve been waiting for.

It was, but I felt none of his confidence.

Tell us how it goes, that was Knox’s response. Night.

He shut down the conversation as quickly as it started, and it was only after I went to bed that I realised he hadn’t answered my question. I’d find out tomorrow, I thought, as I locked up the house, in more ways than one. I didn’t call Millie before I flaked out for the night, instead organising a table for two at Piccolino’s, making an online booking. One way or the other, I’d find out what was going on with Millie.


Chapter 37



Millie

“I’m sorry, love,” Brent said when I walked in the door. For a second, my heart sank. He knows, I thought furiously, even though I knew he couldn’t. He knows I’m pregnant too. “There’s been a change in uniform and we’ve been sent a hundred boxes all at the same time.” He jerked his head towards the hall, obviously wanting for me to follow him. “The boys are all in compulsory training today, otherwise I’d get them to sort this out.”

This was a lot. I stared at the boxes packed sky high against the wall beside an open store room.

“Whoa…” I turned around abruptly when a very muscular guy tore his shirt up and over his head, replacing it with one taken from an open box.

“Enough of that!” I thought Brent was snapping at me, but nope, it was the other guy. “You can get your new uniforms once they’ve all been counted off and the shelves have been stacked.”

This was more like what I was used to. Stockists dropping slabs of beer or boxes of food for the kitchens during the middle of our peak times was a common thing at the pub, until I put the fear of God into the drivers. They picked far more convenient times after that.

“So you want to check inventory, remove the existing uniforms, box them up, and then sort the new ones by size on the shelves?” I asked.

“That’s it.” Brent’s smile, it was the exact same one Dad wore when I showed some initiative. “I can’t ask Judy⁠—”

“It’s OK.” I grabbed the small pocket knife I kept on my keys and pulled open the blade. “I’ve got this. Inventory control was a big part of working at the pub.”

“The boys will come by in the breaks and help move the heavier stuff,” Brent promised. “Don’t go hurting yourself.”

But he didn’t know. I’d shifted slabs of beer with the best of them. In some ways, this was perfect. Keeping myself moving, it’d keep my mind off of what I needed to do tonight. With that decided, I went to pick up the nearest box. A stab of pain in my knee made clear I’d need to be careful. I’d worn pants to hide my injuries, but my butt was bruised black and blue and my knee was still weepy and raw. I shoved that aside along with everything else inside my head and went to work.

Sometimes I let myself get a little too caught up in a job.

As I started moving old uniforms off the shelves, I saw the state of them. Dusty, a few dead silverfish in the corners, I knew I couldn’t go putting in new, clean uniforms on top of that. After a search in a few rooms, I found a cloth and a bucket, filling it with soapy water, and that’s when I found a rhythm. Remove the old uniforms, count them and box them up, then label each one before closing the box and pushing it out into the hallway. Clean that shelf and then while it was drying, I moved onto the next one. Over and over I worked, caught up in my own little bubble, until he had to pop it.

“Got one of them for me?”

My head jerked up and I blinked owlishly, the shirt I was in the process of folding up hanging in my hands. Dave stood, leaning against the doorframe, looking me up and down.

I’m sure some women would’ve found him attractive. He was tall, muscular, but so were all the other guys, and they didn’t wear a sleazy smile like it was some kind of accessory. They also didn’t mentally undress me the longer they stared my way.

“Size small?” I said, reaching into a box and grabbing a shirt blindly before throwing it his way.

For just a second, his smile faded as he was forced to grab it. His jaw flexed as he checked the size, his grin returning when he saw what size it actually was.

“Large, actually.”

“Haven’t noticed.”

If this was my pub, I’d be giving him a talking to right now, making clear he could either improve his attitude or get the fuck out. But it wasn’t. I didn’t often miss being the person in charge, but I did right now. Focus on the job at hand, I told myself, he’ll get the message.

He did in a way.

“Maybe you’ll notice now.”

I shouldn’t have looked up. Blokes did this shit to me all the damn time, like they were little boys wanting Mummy’s attention. The only solution was to either fix them with a withering stare or ignore them completely. Instead, I was treated to the sight of him ripping his shirt up and over his head, putting his entire chest and all of his tattoos on display.

I couldn’t help but compare. Knox was broader, Noah leaner, and Charlie had that golden tan, whereas Dave was just showing off. Desperate, that’s what he was giving, so I just turned back to the box I was working on.

“Don’t wanna look, huh? What if I got a couple of my mates to strip down at the same time.” And that was the problem with ignoring them. Guys like Dave, they always found a way to force you to give them the attention they craved. His dark eyes glittered as he watched me frown, one eyebrow jerking up as I gripped the handle of my pocket knife tighter, but as my mind raced, trying to come up with a snappy comeback, he continued. “Think I didn’t know about that?” His eyes felt like intrusive hands, running all over my body. “Figured that’s how you got the job. Did you do Brent⁠—?”

“What the fuck are you doing here?”

Knox’s voice was a lifeline thrown out when you were drowning, and I grabbed onto his quiet outrage with both hands.

“I think he was trying to flirt?” Scorn dripped from my tongue. “I mean that’s what it sounded like, kind of, though I have no idea how he thought that line would work with any woman, but hey.” I shrugged nonchalantly. “Ten points for trying, right?”

Dave was the one scowling right now.

“I just came to grab a new shirt.”

“Looks like you have one.” Knox snatched the old one from Dave’s grip and tossed it into a box of old uniforms. No freaking way I was folding that one up. “So head back to the training room.”

“Brent wanted some of us to give Millie a hand,” Dave spluttered.

“Brent asked me to do the job.”

If this was Knox being professional, I was down for it. He stepped into Dave’s space, getting right up into the other man’s face until he was either forced to back down or make an issue of it. I let out a long breath when Dave made a sound of disgust then shoved himself away, to go and slither back into the hole he came from.

“You OK?”

The woman who ended up becoming Mrs. Knox was going to be very lucky indeed. Not only was he packing Cockzilla in his pants, but he was all growly and protective too? Right then, I wished that he was the daddy. He wouldn’t fight to keep me safe, but knowing that my little girl or boy had him to care for them? Yeah, I wanted that real bad. Instead, I smiled politely. Professional, I reminded myself, keep it professional.

“I’m fine. If I got the vapours the moment a guy flashed his tits at me, I’d be like one of those fainting goats.” I brandished my knife. “I also have three brothers who wouldn’t let me go outside the house without at least some kind of weapon on me.”

His lips twitched, ready to smile, but he pursed them instead, shaking his head slowly.

“So, you wanted to talk?”

I’d burned through fear, disbelief, denial, and was now in a state of flat acceptance. The plan with Noah was a good one, but I knew that the minute I dropped the news on him, he’d report back to the others. That wasn’t fair. I’d unblocked Charlie’s number this morning and sent him a message, inviting him to dinner and asking him to pass a message along to Knox.

“Dinner,” I said brightly, like this was all perfectly natural. “My shout, at Piccolino’s, that cafe⁠—”

“By the beach.” He nodded. “I know it. I walk my dog past it all the time.”

Which meant I might have stumbled into him one afternoon as I went for a walk. What would’ve that been like? For a second, I let myself fantasise, about him jogging past, looking like a total specimen, a cute dog in tow. Maybe I’d get tangled up in the dog lead, tripping over and he’d be forced to grab me lest I fall…

Instead, I got drunk and banged him and his mates.

I let my eyes drop to those full lips for just a second, smiling when I remembered exactly how they felt, before meeting his eyes. They were grey, the colour of ash, but it looked like some hidden embers were stirring to life the longer I stared.

“You’re not paying for my dinner,” he insisted.

“But you’ll come?” I didn’t have it in me to quibble about who was paying for what. Just a small nod, that’s all I got, but I took it as a win. “OK, we’ll meet at the cafe at six⁠—”

“I’ll pick you up.”

My hand went to my hip as I looked him up and down.

“Professional, remember? I can drive myself.”

I’d need to so I could make a quick getaway once I’d dropped the news on them.

“Wear something like that red dress again and I’ll pay for everyone’s dinner,” he said.

Was he…? Knox was so damn closed off I couldn’t tell if he was fucking with me or flirting. Flirting, I decided, which made no bloody sense after the conversation we’d had days ago, but the wink he shot me as he walked out couldn’t be construed as anything else. I was still standing there, mouth hanging open, when Judy appeared.

“How’s it going?” She surveyed the mess. “Sorry for sticking you with this job, but my doctors have said no heavy lifting.”

“Don’t be.” I wove my way between the boxes. “So it's lunchtime. What’s the baby craving today?”

“Chinese food?” she said with an impish grin.

“Well, let's get you all the MSG.” I grabbed my bag and slung it over my shoulder. “My shout.”

“OK, that was a mistake,” I groaned, rubbing my stomach as we waddled back into the station half an hour later. “Now all I want to do is sleep on the office couch.”

“Now I’m carrying triplets,” Judy said. “I’ve got a food baby to go along with my actual babies.” We walked up to the store room and I glanced at the door, surprised to see it was ajar. I was fairly sure I’d shut it behind me, but maybe some of the men had gone in at lunchtime to grab more shirts. “I’ll send some of the guys down to help. This time of the day, they’ll be itching to get out of training.” She glanced at the boxes. “They can move all the old uniforms out to the shed at least.”

“That would be awesome. Just gotta push through to five o’clock, right?”

“Five o’clock,” she agreed and then went waddling down the hallway.

I pushed open the door, surveying the mess as I mentally kicked my own butt. If a job’s worth doing, it’s worth doing well, that was my parent’s rule, but right now I wanted to replace that motto with near enough is good enough. Instead, I bent down to open the next box, only to feel hands going to my waist.

I was an idiot.

For a split second, I thought it was one of my guys having snuck into the room to catch me unawares. Maybe pull me back against him, making clear how hard I had him, even after that night. But as soon as I felt those fingers dig in, I knew. My elbow was jerking backwards, slamming into his ribs, and a satisfying oof had him releasing his hold on me. I whirled around, slapping my hands on my pockets, looking for my pen knife, when Dave dangled it in front of me.

“Looking for something?”

There were sleazy guys and dangerous guys. In my old job, it paid to know which one was which. This was the moment when Dave switched from one to the other. There was a dark light in his eyes, one that flared brighter the longer he stared at me. His smile made me feel nauseous because he knew he was scaring me and that didn’t put him off for a second. This wasn’t a prank; this was an attack.

“You think you’ve got everyone fooled,” he told me in a low snarl of a voice. “That you’re just here to get a pay cheque, but I know.”

“Know what?”

I meant that to be strong, confident, but my words came out a little shaky. Dave smiled.

“That you’re a little slut.”

There was nothing, and I mean nothing, I hated more than that word. The Stafford was a pub frequented by men who worked hard and played hard, so it was bandied around often enough. The weird dichotomy that they were supposed to be having as much sex as possible with women because that made them manly but that women were used up, played out, if they actually fell for their bullshit, was all embedded in those four letters. That’s what had my spine snapping straight, all doubt, all uncertainty, leaving my body.

“Then I’m not worth your time, am I?” I jabbed my finger at the door. “Get the fuck out before I go and have a long and detailed conversation with Brent about the fire service’s sexual harassment policy.”

That was apparently the wrong thing to say. His smile faded so fast it was as if it was never there. His brows drew down as he prowled closer.

“Why the hell are you here?” he growled. “You banged the three of them, then you accepted a job at the station?” I swallowed, now able to see the disconnect for him. Dave had become more than just a sleazy guy who wouldn’t take no for an answer. “You’re a badge bunny; I just fucking know it.”

This is why I always kept a baseball bat behind the bar at the pub, I thought, as he approached.

“You don’t want to do this…” I stammered out, my mind shrieking for me to do something, anything, because Dave was escalating fast. “That’s not why I’m here.”

“That pretty little mouth is gonna taste so good.”

He wasn’t seeing me, hearing me, instead, a weird kind of blindness setting up. In his mind, some scenario was playing out and he couldn’t be redirected. I backed up, my legs hitting boxes as I blindly found a path.

“I don’t want that. I don’t want you.”

“That’s what all you bitches say.” He stopped where he was, which wasn’t where I needed him. I eyed the gap between the boxes, remembering the Gates of Thermopylae from Ancient History in Year 11. “You don’t mean it. You say no⁠—”

“And we mean it.”

The stages of grieving are strange ones, because that’s what I was doing, I realised. Letting go of the Millie I had been, because she’d burned away, just like The Stafford had.

Well, most of her.

My brothers had taught me more than just how to change a tyre. They knew all too well what men could be like, and they wouldn’t allow me to walk around without knowing how to defend myself. I’d lured Dave back until he was wedged between two boxes, then stepped in, wincing in anticipation, before driving my sore knee right into his balls. At the sound of his groan, I slammed the heel of my palm into his nose.

He went down like a sack of shit.

“I’m not here to get spit roasted in the appliance bay, you fucking dickhead.” I was pissed, so I was saying things I had no business talking about. “I never intended to come back here at all, but my parents were going to stage an intervention and force me to move back home.” Shut up, I thought dimly, shut the hell up. My mouth was too busy writing cheques my body couldn’t cash. “I’m pregnant.”

I never intended to say a damn thing about it while working in this place. The plan was to keep my mouth shut until I was showing too much for people not to notice, then work out what to do next. The next step, I could only focus on the next step. Dave took that from me, and right now I hated him for it.

“I’m fucking pregnant, and so I have absolutely no interest in your pathetic dick.”

Of course that was the moment the door creaked open and Charlie stepped into the gap looking way too pale.

“Charlie…”

I’d extended the invitation to him about dinner as well but hadn’t heard back yet, which was perhaps what brought him by.

It wasn’t now.

His jaw locked tight, his eyes blazing molten blue as he stepped forward, grabbing a still moaning Dave and dragging him out of the office.

Well, fuck.


Chapter 38



Charlie

Millie was pregnant…

My mind stuttered, threatened to stop altogether, on that statement, needing to explore the ramifications of what that meant, but of course, dickhead Dave started to squirm in my grip. I twisted the back of his collar viciously, cutting enough of his air off to stop him fighting me. I knew what he was doing in there the moment I walked in. He figured he’d go bravely where the three of us had gone before, whether Millie was up for it or not. That reality had me twisting harder, but unless I was happy with a homicide charge on my rap sheet, I needed to back off. I dropped him to the floor, watching him gasp.

“What the fuck do you think you were doing?” I snarled, a strange kind of fury taking over me. I could be a hothead, but right now, I was ice cold. Nothing short of dismemberment would placate me.

“Pregnant…” He flopped back onto the floor, gasping in breaths as I prowled closer. “So who’s the father?” The stupid prick rolled up, his smile faltering for a second as he rubbed the red spot on his neck, but it returned when he looked at me. “Do you even know?”

I knew nothing, I wanted to snap. One minute I was in heaven, and the next Millie had slunk away, as if what we’d done was somehow shameful. I’d come back to the possible reasons why over and over like a sore tooth. She wasn’t that into us. She had a boyfriend. She just made a habit of finding three guys who were into her and banging them. None of those scenarios felt right, so I was still waiting for answers.

But right now, I needed to focus on this.

“I know this.” I crossed my arms. “You’re going down, you fucking prick. I saw everything.” I didn’t. If I had, I’d have put Dave through a wall, not dragged him out here, but this was better. Brent was just waiting for an opportunity to fire the bastard. “HR is going to have a field day.”

“Same goes for your baby mumma.”

Millie came staggering out into the hall looking way too pale. I rushed towards her, noting the limp, and went to hold her upright when she marched forward.

“What did you say?”

He licked his lip, and that had me moving into the space between them. If he was gonna leer at anyone, it’d be me.

“Seems like we’ve both got a lot to talk to HR about.” Dave tried to look past me, but I moved, making sure to stay in his line of sight. “Not sure if they’d be real keen to offer a permanent position to a woman who’s just gonna go out on mat leave.”

Was that why Millie took the job? It hadn’t made sense. Why blow me off if she was just gonna take over Judy’s position? But if I was a woman that got unexpectedly pregnant, who found herself jobless over Christmas…

Maybe that would sound like a totally reasonable thing to do.

I went still.

“You keep your mouth shut and I’ll do the same.”

“No.” What the fuck had Dave intended to do, sexually assault Millie? At what point would he have stopped? I sucked in one breath, then another, before lunging forward. I shoved him up against the wall, loving the way his mouth went slack. He knew he’d fucked up. It took serious effort not to punch his teeth down his throat most days, but now…

He was going to hurt the mother of my child.

Something snapped inside my head, a thin whining sound growing and growing as Dave tried to claw himself free. It’d never work. I was bigger, taller, stronger, better, and he was about to find out exactly what kind of mistake he’d made.

“No…” Millie’s face swam into view, cutting through the red haze when Dave’s grunts did nothing but egg me on. “Charlie, I need you to let him go.”

No, she didn’t. She just needed me. I’d look after Millie, the intensity of that feeling taking me by surprise, but I was glad for it. Sometimes in all the haze and smoke, all you could do was look for the point of light that indicated the way out and run for it. I stared into her eyes.

I was running.

Being a dad wasn’t even on my mind, but all of a sudden I could see it, a little girl with her fair hair, looking up at me like I made the world. I smiled slightly, seeing myself throwing her up onto my shoulders, listening to her giggle as I ran her around the room. I’d be the best dad, the best I could be, and⁠—

“I need this job,” she said.

“No.”

Her lips thinned and that fire in her eyes, it wasn’t the warm kind from that night. It burned ice cold and straight into me.

“You can drag Dave into Brent’s office, but I’m not saying anything.” She shot him a dark look when he let out a wheezy laugh. “Because you will not come within ten feet of me or any other woman that exists in this building. I have three brothers who are big bastards.” Dave’s smile faded as quickly as it formed. “They’re handy with a wrench and a nail gun. If they hear about what you tried to do to me?” I felt his Adam’s apple bob. “You’ll wish you were hauled up to deal with HR, because there won’t be enough left of you for your family to identify.”

I hated the moment he pushed me off. I hated letting him, but Dave wasn’t my focus, Millie was. He watched the moment my hands rose, flexing on air, wanting to pull her closer, but I couldn’t, not until I knew she wanted that. The dumb fuck snorted at that.

“Good luck with your cum dump⁠—”

I’d apologise later, but my reflexes were fast and my self-control was slow. I cracked the cunt straight in the face, forcing him back with a yelp.

“We’re getting out of here.”

I steered Millie out of the station, into the car park, and towards my truck, unlocking it before we got within ten feet of it. I hoisted her up into the driver’s seat all over again, stepping into the space between her legs. My hands moved, skimming over her arms, hands, face, looking for signs of injury like I did after any other disaster, before meeting her eyes.

“You OK?” I needed an answer to that right now. “He hurt you? You can tell me. I’ll sort it out.”

It was her hand coming to rest on my cheek that had me going still, just staring up at her. I remembered that smile, sweet with just a little mocking edge, as she shook her head.

“I think we’ve done enough. You punched him out. I kneed him in the nuts and did my best to break his nose.”

“Yeah?” I was grinning like a fucking idiot as I raised my knuckles for her to bump. “Damn, my baby mumma kicks arse…”

Of course that was when all the joy was sucked out of the moment. My face fell when hers did, something much more serious, more vulnerable rising in her eyes.

“I wanted to tell you.”

“Hey, it's OK.”

Fuck, it felt good, rubbing my hands on her thighs to try and soothe her.

“I did not want to take this job, but there was nothing else, and my parents were losing their freaking minds. Things are starting to settle down.” She waved a hand. “I can find something else.”

“Don’t.” It felt like she was slipping through my fingers, right when I’d just gotten her back. “This is a good place to work, the job has great benefits. It’d be perfect…” My eyes dropped down and I shook my head. “We’re getting ahead of ourselves. Can you walk me through this whole thing?”

“Well, when a woman and three men like each other very much, sometimes they have naked fun, forget to use condoms.” I didn’t forget. The velvet suck of her cunt was too damn good for me to even think about it. “And the woman realises too damn late that the antibiotics she was taking interfere with her birth control pill.”

“Fuck…” My hands couldn’t stop moving, tracing the shapes of her thighs. “When did you find out?”

Yet somehow I knew. This was a gift I’d never expected to get, and so when she smiled and said, “Christmas Day,” that made sense. I shook my head, counting down the days, and that had her wincing.

“You’ve been going through this all by yourself? Babe…”

She said she was pregnant, not that she wanted anything else from me, but I couldn’t seem to stop myself. My hand traced the curve of her cheek, up until my fingers plunged into her hair. I thought I’d imagined how soft it felt, but nope, this was even better. I was edging closer, aware that I shouldn’t, but I couldn’t seem to stop. My mouth and hers, they seemed to be magnetised, destined to lock together. Her breath was coming in faster and faster, in time with mine, but when I leaned forward, my phone started to ring.

“Shit…”

“For the love of god, tell me it's not your girlfriend,” Millie hissed.

“Girlfriend?” I tapped on the screen. “What do you want, Knox?”

Her eyes widened, her expression morphing from turned on to scared in seconds, and I quickly realised why. I was having a little moment imagining myself as the daddy, but there were actually three contenders for that title. That’s when her invitation started to make sense. Get us all together in a public place and break the news to us, relying on that to stop us from exploding. She had to have been forced to do something like that in the past. Not now, I swore, I’d take the boys aside and⁠—

“Where the fuck are you?”

“Good afternoon to you, Fort Knox,” I replied, winking at her.

I had this handled. If the grumpy prick was going to be difficult about this, I’d give him a little… attitude adjustment before he even got within ten feet of Millie. Stress was bad for a baby, and at that my hand moved. Her eyelids fluttered as I placed my palm on her stomach, knowing that there was nothing to feel right now, but… I wanted the little guy or girl to know Daddy was here. All the way, for the entire process, I was in. Her brows creased then smoothed, hope rose, died, and was reborn in her eyes, and I watched her every response.

“What’re you doing?” Knox snapped. “Training session started ten minutes ago.”

“I’m with Millie.”

His irritation couldn’t touch me, not when I felt her skin against mine. She was like this sweet bubble that protected me from everything.

“Right.” The way the heat went out of his voice was almost comical. “Well, I’ll cover you until you get back, but…” I could almost hear something cracking inside him with the effort of having to unbend. “Let me know what’s going on when you get back in here.”

I had every intention of doing just that.

Millie might’ve wanted to break things to us as a group, but right now, I had other plans. Those fuckers needed to get on the daddy train or leave her the hell alone. That same need to protect, to beat her enemies into the ground, that ruled me in the hallway rose in the face of imagined threats. I’d clear the way for her so that by the time the cafe date came along, only those men worthy of being part of this process attended.

“I gotta go.” People told me I was reckless all the time, but I could never find the requisite level of guilt, especially when it felt so good. I leaned in and stole that kiss, her lips so damn soft I wanted to lose myself in them, but I couldn’t. Being a parent meant being responsible, planning ahead, and I knew what I needed to do. “But I’ll see you tonight at the cafe.”

I pressed my truck keys into her hands and then turned before she could say anything. I trusted her with my car, with my everything.

Dave looked up when I walked in the door of the training room, but when he tried to sneer my way, I just wiggled my fingers in greeting. I slid into the seat at my team’s table as Noah and Knox leant forward.

“I’ve gotta take a shit,” Henry said, knowing something was going down and not wanting to get involved, leaving the table to just us.

“Alright, if I can get everyone to start the group activity,” the trainer announced.

I had another idea in mind.

“What’s going on?” Noah hissed. “Knox said you were with Millie, and Dave walked in here with a black eye.”

“Walked into a door.” I dismissed that with a wave of my hand. “I know what’s going on now, why she took this job, why she was avoiding us.” Knox stiffened, leaning back as Noah drew closer. I smiled at each one of them, pretty sure I knew how this would go. “Millie’s pregnant, and one of us is the father.”


Chapter 39



Millie

“You told them!” I yanked the phone away from my ear at the sound of Jamie’s voice. “Before or after the fight with this Dave dick?”

“After, and correction, I told Charlie.”

Who would’ve told Knox and Noah. I smoothed my hands over the cute dress I’d put on, lifting one foot, then another as I twisted and turned to stare at my reflection. I was getting all dressed up and for what? Maybe none of them would turn up. Maybe they’d stand me up, leave me sitting at a table for four, the waiters all side eyeing the sad single girl who was left to eat alone.

“Who’ll tell the others, right?”

“Right.”

My hand paused when it slid to my stomach, as if that would conjure the feel of Charlie’s hand pressed against me. It felt strong, warm…

Fatherly?

Was that even a thing? Did Dad do that to Mum? That was the problem with being the youngest. I had no real memories of these things. I could ask them after I got off this call and… My mind was racing, considering the possibilities, because I was trying really hard not to think about the main one.

How would they respond?

I’d finished up the day having achieved a respectable amount of work, but that barely registered. Jamie had said I’d feel relieved, but instead, I just felt untethered, as if the stress of informing the guys was all that kept me from floating away. I tapped on my screen, going to my messages again in case something else turned up.

“Soo… what’re you going to do if they say they’re on board with being a part of the pregnancy?”

Jamie’s voice felt like it came from a faraway place, but I smiled at the phone.

“Let them.” That kiss, the look on Charlie’s face, it was everything I didn’t dare even think about. My smile grew wider. “I’m going to let them.”

Easier said than done.

“Hi, I’m pretty sure the people I’m meeting have a reservation?” The girl seating people at the cafe looked up at me as I approached. “I think it's under the name⁠—”

“Taylor.” Noah smiled when I turned around, seeing him standing there. The button down shirt and jeans were a nice touch, but I didn’t expect to see a motorcycle helmet tucked under one arm. “It’s under Noah Taylor.”

“Table for four.” The waitress shot us a polite smile as she retrieved a couple of menus, then gestured for us to follow her. “Some of your party have already been seated.”

They weren’t sitting right now. Charlie rose to his feet and so did Knox. Did he just button a tan sports coat?

“You look lovely⁠—”

“The dress⁠—”

The two guys spoke at the same time, then tried to move forward to grab my chair, but Noah was already there.

“You look beautiful,” he said as he held it out for me.

A tiny crack in what was left of my sixteen-year-old heart healed in that moment, but rather than say anything, I sat down, conscious I had every eye on me. I thought I needed to worry about the staff pitying me, but instead the girl watched wide eyed, trying to work out what was going on.

Me too, girl, I thought furiously, me too.

“So, can I get you some drinks?” the waitress said.

“God, yes.” I shook my head. “A glass of wine…” Well, if she didn’t know I was pregnant, she did now. The guys all stared at me, Knox frowning slightly. “Sorry, I meant a glass of juice.”

“One orange juice.”

The waitress scribbled that down.

“I could murder a beer. What?” The guys all looked meaningfully at Charlie, who blinked and then looked my way. Damn, was his smile always that blindingly bright? The sun was setting behind his head, turning his blond waves to red gold. “Actually, a juice sounds good. I’ll have that.”

“You know you can drink alcohol,” I said in a low voice as the waitress went to get our drinks. “Your part in this whole…” I gestured to my stomach, “thing… is done. A beer isn’t going to affect your sperm motility or anything.”

A hand slid my way before gripping mine and giving it a squeeze. Yeah, we were hiding nothing from the other diners. I looked up to find Noah staring into my eyes.

“It’s not done. I’m not done.” My teeth locked tightly at his soft words. Every muscle was tight and aching, braced for the rejection I felt was imminent, so I didn’t know what to do when it didn’t come. Stare into his eyes, apparently that was the only reasonable response. “You brought us here, somewhere public, so if it went south, it’d keep things civil.” His grip on my hand tightened. “You didn’t need to do that. I’m in, Millie, one hundred percent in.”

I let out one shuddering breath, finally releasing the death grip my spare hand had on the edge of the table.

“We’re in,” Knox corrected, leaning forward.

I couldn’t meet his eyes, couldn’t take him in, nor Charlie as he did the same. It was tiny details that caught my attention instead. That one stray curl of Charlie’s hair that I wanted to wind around my finger, the way the seams of Knox’s coat strained across his shoulders, the shine of Noah’s motorcycle helmet that he’d left on the spare chair next to him, all of them fought for my attention. As I sucked in a breath to say something, anything, in response, the waitress returned.

“Your drinks.”

She seemed to sense the intense mood at the table, but moved around placing our glasses in front of us before grabbing out her order pad.

“Were you ready to order? Perhaps something small to start with?”

A self-help manual to get me through this, I thought. A blueprint for navigating a situation I had no experience in, but instead of blurting that out, I picked up my menu and looked it over. My stomach rumbled way too loudly. It’d been ignored or I’d been too queasy to eat much for days, but apparently my appetite had come back with a vengeance.

“It all looks so good.” I smiled at the waitress because the guys weren’t looking at the menus, but at me. “The lamb… Oh, the pizza looks amazing, but maybe the salad?” Another noisy rumble from my stomach. “Maybe the steak bites?”

“Get it all.” Knox now had the waitress’ entire attention. “All the things she mentioned as well as…” He gave the menu a cursory look. “The fish, the chicken and some garlic bread.”

“Make that two garlic breads,” Charlie said with a wink. “And can we get that out ASAP? I think everyone’s pretty hungry. If the rest of the dishes could come out afterwards for us to share, that’d be great.”

The waitress nodded and then disappeared into the kitchen. If my own experience with hospitality was anything to go by, it was to deliver our orders and then gossip about what she thought was going on at our table.

“You didn’t need to order all that food,” I told them.

“I’ve got it.” Noah threw his card down on the table.

“We’ve got this.” Charlie added his and then Knox couldn’t let the others outdo him. His card joined the pile.

“Is this where I grab mine out too?” I reached for my bag, but Charlie’s hand went around my wrist. A little caress there, his thumb leaving a burning trail behind before he pushed my hand away from my wallet.

“No.” That persistent smile faded then. “This is where you let us buy you dinner.”

“Right, right.”

If they were trying to sweep me off my feet, they were halfway there, but with my experience dating, I knew what love bombing was. Guys came on strong until they had your defences down, then walked all over your boundaries. I forced myself to pull away from both of them, folding my hands under my chin before regarding the lot of them.

“Well, I brought you here for a reason.” I let out a hopeless little laugh. “I’ve been trying all week. You must be wondering what the hell is going on. Why I ghosted, why I turned up weeks later to start a job at your work.” I forced myself to look up and into the eyes of each one of them, seeing intense interest but not much more. “We were drunk and had some fun, and that’s all I thought it’d ever be. It was hot⁠—”

“Really fucking hot,” Charlie rasped, but Knox shot him a dark look, shutting him up.

“But it was never going to be anything more.” My voice was growing firmer by the second. “I didn’t want to prolong things, make it awkward, so I did my walk of shame as fast as I could out of the station and figured that’d be the end of it.” This is when I began to falter. “I was on antibiotics for…” I did not owe them my medical history, I reminded myself. “It doesn’t matter. What does is despite being the daughter of a nurse, a woman who reminded me over and over of the different drugs that impair the pill’s efficacy, I said I was down for unprotected sex when I shouldn’t have. I was drunk, not thinking straight, because I probably wouldn’t have ended up in bed with any of you, let alone all three.”

“Do you regret it?” Noah was sitting back in his chair now, watching me steadily.

There was so much in that question I had to stop and think about it. I looked down, remembering everything, the way the three of them had made me feel. My memories were hazy, imprecise, but somehow that just made them hotter. Wouldn’t it have all been so much simpler if that’s where the story ended? But it didn’t, it really, really didn’t, so I forged on.

“No.” I met his gaze head on. “Not even for a second. With you, it felt like something had come full circle, like I got some kind of closure.” I smiled then, but his expression remained serious. “With the others…” It was hard to look at them like this, out of uniform, because the cool barrier of professionalism wasn’t there to protect us. My eyes slid down the open neck of Charlie’s shirt, and I knew just what lay beneath the white linen, just as I knew what Knox’s big hands felt like as they traced circles on my body, not the tablecloth. “It was a chance to live out a fantasy.”

I wanted to stop there, to stay right in that space. If I could do that, I could recapture the bliss I felt that night. Reality wasn’t like that, of course, so instead I forced myself to smile.

“But of course, reality had to come and bite me on the arse. I was feeling off all the way up until Christmas, and my mum always thinks any kind of stomach bug is pregnancy. She made me take a test, which now I think about it, why the hell did she have them stashed under the bathroom sink? That woman is prepared for anything. I did the test and⁠—”

“Garlic bread.”

The waitress returned, placing long wooden serving boards in front of us, laden with savoury smelling garlic bread. I grabbed a piece without thought, my body taking control.

“Thanks,” I replied with a smile.

The woman whirled away and went to serve other customers.

“It came back positive,” I added finally. “I still need to do a blood test⁠—”

“We’ll come with you when you do that,” Knox said.

“It still has to be confirmed officially, but…” I bit off a chunk of the bread, chewing fast before swallowing. “But I know. My breasts are sore and feel like a size bigger.” Charlie checked them out as if glad for an excuse to do so. “I’m nauseous all the time but never end up throwing up. I’m tired, so tired⁠—”

“So maybe we should take you home.”

Noah leaned forward, placing a hand on my back, and those small soothing circles were everything I needed. My eyes fell half closed. Another piece of garlic bread was pushed between my fingers, and I chewed on that for just a moment as I said the words I’d been practising in my head.

“You don’t have to be involved. Whoever the father is, he doesn’t have to be put on the birth certificate.” I heard a low growl, but forged on. “I’m not looking for help or support or money or anything.”

“So what’re you going to do when you get it?” I opened my eyes to see Knox staring at me, a small smile forming.

“You can’t talk us out of this.” Charlie took a sip of his juice and then winced. “So stop trying. You obviously had all these scenarios running through your head all week. Well, here’s the reality. We talked.”

“Of course you did,” I sighed.

“And we agreed.” Noah leaned forward and I found myself missing the feel of his hand. “We don’t walk away from our responsibilities.” Responsibility, yeah, that was a sexy idea. “But it's more than that.” His hand slid up my spine and to the back of my neck, becoming a heavy, possessive weight. “I want to be a father to my child, but…” When I glanced sideways it felt like we were back at school again. “But I want the woman more. Let me take you out on a date, Millie, a real one.”

I heard the others shift restlessly, but I couldn’t turn around to find out why. He held my attention, the skin around those hazel eyes crinkling as he began to smile. I said then the only thing I could.

“Yes.”
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Knox

A father. I was going to be a father.

I didn’t even feel myself pull my house key out and shove it in the lock, just finding myself stumbling into my house. Buster rushed up and nudged at my legs, his tail whirling, and while I saw his excitement, it was nothing compared to mine.

A father.

When Millie had asked me to go to dinner with her I felt a curl of something I never thought would return: hope. Part of me wanted to smash it down, rip it out by the root before it got a chance to flourish.

And the other half wanted to let it grow.

Not in my wildest dreams did I think this would be the way dinner ended. In my quietest, most honest moments, I hoped for a repeat of the night of the party. It’d just be Millie scratching an itch, but I couldn’t help but want to be the one doing the scratching.

Instead, she’d given me something much better.

A child?

I looked down at my hands, almost able to see him or her cradled within them. A tiny little person with chubby little arms and legs they could barely control. Fragile. I wanted to pull them close, hold them against my chest, and breathe in their smell, but instead, I dropped down to scratch my dog’s chest. He snuffled at my shoulders, my hair, no doubt smelling girl and good food and…

Happiness.

I felt happy.

My eyes blinked way too hard, way too fast, because it was all hitting me. I could do this. Be a better father than mine had, than any of the stooges my mother had installed in our house as step-father. I could be gentle but firm, be a consistent, caring presence in the child’s life. They could always come to me, and I’d make time for them, stopping what I was doing to just listen. I’d…

I shook my head, coming back to the room. Buster looked at me with doggy concern before disappearing off into the backyard, retrieving his ball and dropping it for me. He brought me crashing back down to earth, so I stepped outside into the backyard and tossed it for him.

I couldn’t seem to stop the train of thoughts steaming through my head. Of a swing set built in one corner of the yard, a sandpit next to it. Of toys strewn across the lawn, not just Buster’s balls. Of high-pitched screams of joy as they ran across the yard, pelting towards me so I could swing them up into my arms and hold them close.

My son. My daughter.

But right as my arms ached to do just that, I remembered. Millie hadn’t informed me that I was the father of her child, she’d told all three of us. It was like I’d got a notification that I’d won the lottery, only to turn up and find out I needed to get through one more round to get my prize.

But that’s not what Millie or her child was.

Noah had it right, the prick. When he asked her out, I’d just stared, dumbfounded. It hadn’t even occurred to me that I could do that. Put her first. It made perfect sense the minute he moved his lips, and that had me dragging my phone out of my pocket.

So how’re we gonna do this? I wrote in our group chat. I’d insisted we set up one for Millie and the three of us, but this was still just the guys-only channel.

Ten minutes, Charlie replied. Told ya.

My thumbs moved, wanting to demand what that meant, but instead, I deleted my question. Answers came quickly enough.

He wanted to bet on how long it’d take for you to step in and start organising things, Noah explained. I had five minutes.

My jaw tightened and I shook my head, bending down to throw the ball for Buster again, but when I turned back to my phone, I found myself smiling.

Someone has to. That’s what dads do. Mine hadn’t. He was a vague but terrifying presence at the beginning of my life, then nothing, but his lack of role modelling produced a vacuum inside me I had to fill myself. That’s what Millie needs us to do.

Which got my mind racing.

Was she taking prenatal vitamins? I wasn’t sure exactly what they did, but I would know before I went to bed tonight. She said she was going to see a doctor to get a blood test to confirm the pregnancy, but pregnant women had other doctors, right? When was she going to see one of them, and could I come to the appointment as well? Was she getting enough rest? Brent had her lugging those bloody boxes of uniforms around in her condition? He’d never do that to Judy, but… He didn’t know about Millie.

It all made sense now, and I couldn’t fault her logic. If she could win Judy’s old position permanently, she’d have a far more secure job than working at that bloody pub. Be at work during school hours and bring in a consistent pay cheque along with paid annual leave, then be able to go home in time to pick her child up from after school care.

But she didn’t need to.

I looked at the yard, the bushes I’d planted, the flower beds I maintained without any real enthusiasm other than to make the place look nice, then back at the house. It was too big for one man, people had made comments about that, asking if I wanted a housemate or something, but I didn’t. I wanted a wife, a child, and if Millie moved in here, I could look after the both of them for as long as they needed.

My thumb hovered over the screen. Noah might’ve asked Millie out on a date, but what I wanted to ask was far deeper than that. Move in, I wanted to urge. Make one of the spare rooms yours if that’s what you need.

And the other one?

Buster dropped the ball at my feet again, making clear he wanted me to throw it, but I turned on my heel and marched back into the house. I didn’t like to disappoint him. He was a good dog and he needed the stimulation of the chase after I’d been at work all day, but instead of tossing it again, I came to stand in the doorway of the junk room. Fishing gear and discarded gym equipment cluttered the smaller of the rooms, dumped there for me to sort out some day.

Today was that day.

I went inside, picking up my tackle box, ready to take it out to the shed. I didn’t want a single thing cluttering the room that would become the baby’s nursery. Instead of crap everywhere, I saw walls painted in muted colours, cute little decals stuck over them for the baby to stare at. A white painted crib, maybe one I’d built myself, a mobile spinning lazily above it. A change table and stack of nappies beside it, then I turned towards the corner where my surfboard was stashed. A rocking chair with plush cushions was set up there. It wasn't the furniture I focussed on, but her.

Millie, bathed in a soft light, turning her light brown hair to gold. Millie, cooing at our child as she held them in her arms. She rocked back and forth gently as she sang a little song off key. They were safe and secure in here, had everything they needed at arm’s length.

Well, except one thing.

Was it Charlie, Noah, or me who stood beside her, watching the two of them so intently their eyes hurt, because they were afraid if they looked away, they’d miss it? One moment, one second, of the love that burned between mother and child.

And the love that raged in him.

How are we going to do this? I asked again, but I knew what would happen.

I wasn’t lead firefighter because I was better than the others, just more driven to organise everything. See the risks, assess which was the most critical, then develop a plan to deal with them, it's what I did every time we were faced with a challenge, and I’d do the same now. There was a whole lot of banter in the chat now, that had taken place while I was staring into my vision for the future.

You’ve no doubt got ideas, Noah said. Hit us with them.

Every single challenge we’ve faced at work, we’ve done so as a team, I wrote, feeling the weed of hope grow stronger in my chest. It started to unfurl, cautiously at first.

This is not a house fire that needs putting out, Charlie wrote. This is a baby.

Our baby.

I saw dots form and fade away, then more dots, more. I could almost hear the gears grinding as the two of them thought about what I was proposing.

Ours? I could almost hear the tension in Noah’s voice.

A kid has one dad, Charlie wrote. Scared to find out who’s swimmers won?

No. That was an honest response, and I was about to drop more truth bombs. I can’t go through this with Millie wondering who the father is. Until she decides to find out, we step up, be the partners, the fathers of her child, she needs. All of us.

I watched my screen, needing a response, but as seconds passed by, nothing happened. Buster whined, making clear he’d like his evening meal, but I couldn’t move until I saw it. Dots forming, messages being composed, some sort of response.

I meant it when I said it, Noah replied. I want Millie. I want this baby, but I want her more. I’m taking her out on as many dates as she’ll let me.

I think I’m gonna wanna get in on that action too, Charlie added. Millie is smoking hot and I was trying to ask her out again when she blocked me.

They weren’t answering my question and I wanted to snap at them, demand one, but I didn’t.

Fighting over her is going to upset Millie, I wrote, willing them to see it. This was the only way forward.

So we do this as a team? Have regular meetings and KPIs we have to meet? I could see Charlie grinning in my mind’s eye. Someone will need to take the minutes.

We work together to make sure Millie has everything she needs? Noah wrote. Yeah, I’m down.

I felt a vicious surge of satisfaction.

Team Millie all the way, Charlie said finally.

Team Millie, that’s what counts, I agreed, then put my phone down and went to work, clearing the spare room out.
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Charlie

God-fucking-dammit, when did Noah get that kind of game? I walked into work the next morning, seeing him ask Millie out in front of me, still kicking myself for not doing the same thing. We had conversations, smart conversations, about doctor’s appointments and testing and shit, but all I saw was a missed opportunity. We were talking about Millie as a mother, but Noah was seeing her as a woman first.

I’d gotten up early this morning, looked at the kinds of things that helped with nausea in pregnant women, and then picked up some crackers and ginger ale on the way to work, along with something sweet to help her get through the day, but when I reached her office, Knox was there too. He looked at me, I looked at him, taking in the steaming to-go cup in his hand as well as a bag sporting the label of a prominent chain of chemists.

“What’re you doing here?” he snapped.

“Team Millie, remember?” I shot back before hoisting my bag up. “Ginger ale, dry biscuits, and some chocolate for Millie.”

His lips twisted into a sardonic smile.

“Hot ginger tea, some ginger lollies to suck on during the day, as well as an anti-nausea wristband.” He jiggled his bag at me. “If she’s feeling sick⁠—”

“So you’re good to keep working on the uniform swap?” Judy and Millie walked down the hall, looking up when they saw us. “And to what do we owe this pleasure?”

Judy walked up, and suddenly I wanted to hide my bag. Millie had made it clear she didn’t want people to know about us or the baby yet.

“Just dropping by to see if the boss approved that petty cash order?” I lied smoothly.

“Petty cash order?” Judy frowned. “It hasn’t come past me yet.”

“Must be stuck on his desk then,” I said, hastily backing away. “Millie, got that stuff you were after.”

I intended to talk to her, see how she was feeling, then feel her out about a potential date, but instead, I thrust the bag her way.

“The stuff… Oh, yeah, thanks.” Millie took it without even looking at it, having me cursing Judy internally. “I’ll get you some money for that.”

The hell she would. I was no deadbeat dad. I made clear that any expenses she incurred should come to me, right before Noah and Knox said the same.

“Is that ginger tea?” Judy sniffed the air. “Did you grab that for me? That’s sweet, but I don’t have to drink it anymore now that I’m in the third trimester.” She wrinkled her nose. “Gives me reflux, bad.”

“Ah, no, that’s mine.” Millie plucked the cup from Knox’s grip and I watched her take a sip. “I was bitching to Knox the other day about this stomach bug and how it's hanging around, and he told me he’d make me some tea his mum showed him how to make.”

“Ohhh…” If Millie thought to throw Judy off the scent, she failed. Officer Hops smiled slowly as she looked from one to the other of them. “That so? You never made me any tea when I was yacking my guts out early in the pregnancy.”

“Knew it caused reflux,” came Knox’s short reply. “Didn’t want to make things worse.”

“Right, so did you guys want to grab your uniforms now?” Millie’s voice was perfectly even, but she shot us a meaningful look. “Less shirts for me to put away later.”

“Ye—”

“Sounds good.”

My jaw tightened as Knox cut me off again.

“OK, this way.” Millie turned on a heel, marching down the hallway, leaving us to hustle to keep pace with her. It wasn’t until we were well and truly out of earshot that she turned to hiss at us. “What was that? I thought we agreed to keep things on the downlow?”

“I agreed to looking after the mother of my child.” I settled against the door frame of the storeroom. “There’s dry crackers and ginger ale in there. Supposed to be the best thing for nausea in pregnancy.”

“These wrist bands are a new thing, but the chemist swears by them.” Knox rummaged around in his bag, thrusting the box her way. “And there’s some ginger lollies. She said if you suck on them all day, it can help.”

I watched Millie blink, then take a step back, wondering who the hell the guys were that she dated before. These were just small things, but she seemed completely overwhelmed by the gestures. I watched her blink, blink, then moved closer, not sure what she was feeling, when Gareth appeared at the doorway.

“Got any of those new shirts in 2XL, Millie?” he asked her.

“Sure do.” Her tone was chipper and she spun around, scanning the boxes before pulling several shirts free. “Here you go.”

“Thanks, love.” Men used that as a generic form of address for all women and girls, so there was nothing personal in it, but I was forced to shove my hand in my pockets, lest Gareth see them form into fists. It wasn’t hard to see it, Dave creeping forward, intent on doing god knows what to Millie. What the hell would’ve happened if she hadn’t got him square in the nuts? “So, Knoxy, you getting that report done today…?”

I pushed forward and into the room, away from Gareth and Knox as they talked shop. They weren’t what mattered.

“I included something else in there,” I told her, pitching my voice low, but somehow that just made this all the more exciting. I’d intended to ask Millie out today, but the prospect of getting caught? Yeah, I liked it a lot. “Something sweet. I wasn’t sure if you liked chocolate.”

“I love chocolate.” She breathed that out, her eyes flicking past my shoulder to the guys, then back again. “I’ve eaten my body weight in Tim Tams since I did the test.”

“Tim Tams, noted. Double coated ones?”

“Oh my god, they’re the best,” she moaned and that had me smiling.

“I’ll make sure to have a box of them for you tomorrow,” I said.

“We better get you your shirts otherwise Gareth’s going to wonder what you’re doing in here.” Her words came out in a rush. “What size are you?”

“Hard to say. Uniform sizing changes with each supplier. Think you’re going to have to measure me.”

“I’m not—” she whispered.

“Alright, send me the report over when you’re done,” Gareth said, then held his shirts up. “Thanks, Millie.”

We all let out a breath when he turned to walk away.

“Oh my god,” she hissed. “What part of keeping this quiet did you not get? Appearing at my office with gifts is not being discreet.”

“You’re the one who wants to hide things.”

For a moment I thought I said that, but nope, that was Knox. He stepped forward, an intent look in his eyes that I knew well. I was feeling the same, unable to stop myself from staring at Millie. Watching her walk around the station was pure torture after what had happened between us, but now I knew the truth? It felt like I could take a full breath, and I wanted her perfume in my nose when I did. Her lips parted and I followed that movement.

Noah had it right.

If her child was mine, I wanted to step up and be a good father, take a key role in making sure they grew up right, but it was more than that. Millie wasn’t showing at all, but the idea that there was something of mine inside her, growing? That satisfied a need I didn’t even know I had. I wanted her, wanted the child, wanted every damn thing she could give and more, and right now I needed to tell her that.

“Maybe we need to meet up again. Tonight maybe? Just to go over the rules. Wouldn’t want anyone catching on before you win the permanent position here.”

Then I’d be walking out of office parties carrying my girl, leading my child by the hand, going home to my wife…

Where the fuck had that thought come from? I blinked, waiting for the fear to rise with it, but it never came. I wasn’t afraid of commitment. Instead, I’d never really been given the chance. Being the class clown got the girl’s attention, but it didn’t keep it. Millie stared me down, eyes narrowing, as if she saw exactly what I was up to, her arms crossing her chest. I was a very good boy and didn’t stare at her tits, even though I really wanted to.

“OK, you can do that at my parents’ place.”

This was a test, I got that from the challenge in her eyes, but she didn’t know. What the hell were firefighters but blokes willing to look a disaster in the eye and be willing to run right into the face of it? I smiled slowly.

“Sounds good to me. Knox?”

His expression was a mirror of mine.

“Just tell me when and where.”

Once we’d cleared that hurdle, I wanted to get closer, move onto bigger and better things, but that’s not how it worked out. The shrill bell that blared over the PA system told us we had another job that needed attending to.

“To be continued.”

I darted forward, hoping Knox stepped in to block sight of us from the hallway. Millie sucked in a breath to tell me to stop, her breath coming out in a hiss as I placed a chaste kiss on her cheek. I’d see if I could steal more of them, deeper kisses, after work. Right now, I turned and walked down the hall, a smirk on my face, which was kind of unnerving for my teammates, I’m sure. Henry marched up to the printer and tore off the piece of paper, glancing at the details before handing it to Knox.

“Where the hell did you get to?” Noah asked under his breath as Knox turned to face us.

“Saw Millie,” I replied. “Apparently we’re due at her parents’ place tonight?”

He had questions, many questions, I was sure of it, but Knox broke in.

“Jesus, it's an industrial fire. Chemicals, industrial waste, the whole bloody thing.” He stared at us. “We’ll be coordinating with Gareth’s team. Time to suit up.”

We all moved with common purpose, heading towards the appliance bays. Industrial fires sucked, the conditions often unpredictable due to the presence of large amounts of flammable chemicals and business owners’ lax storage of them, but as I jerked on my gear, this didn’t diminish the way I was feeling at all. If anything, it made me more determined. Sort this fire out, get back to work, finish up the day and then wow Millie’s family.

All in a day’s work, right?
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Millie

“Bitch, where the hell have you been?”

I was just walking up the front steps to Mum’s and Dad’s place when I heard a voice. Jamie came running over, rugby tackling, I mean, giving me a hug before stepping back. “You didn’t call me back. How did it go? Did the guys respond well?” She peered into my eyes, trying to gauge the answer from my expression. “Are they onboard with things? Are they going to fight it out bare knuckle style to determine who will actually be the father?”

“Might want to take a breath there, love, and let Mills have a chance to answer you.” Brock moved in and gave me a quick hug. “How’re you holding up?”

“Weird.” Both of them looked me over in concern. “Sorry, that doesn’t make any sense, but yeah. We met last night and I expected to turn up to an empty table.”

“Millie…” Jamie said.

“But instead, they were all like, ‘Don’t drink wine and have every dish off the menu.’”

“That’s how they got you to choose something to eat when out?” Hunter asked, appearing at my shoulder. “That’s freaking genius. Maybe we’ll eat before closing time when we go out as a whole family.”

“And then Noah asked me out on a date.” I expected a response, any response, but they all just stared at me. Hayden sucked in a breath, but my finger was up and in his face before he could get a word out. “You are going to be nice to him.”

“Of course,” he replied smoothly.

“No threats.” I stared at all three of my brothers. “I mean it. He and the guys are coming by tonight⁠—”

“Fuck, I wish I’d known that,” Hunter said. “Anything we’ve done that will piss the parental units off? We need to confess tonight because when those guys walk in, Mum and Dad won’t give a shit about what we’ve done.”

“We’re not five.” Brock rolled his eyes. “And anyway, after our big relationship announcement, everything else is small potatoes.” His hand went to my shoulder. “We’ve got your back. Dad is gonna get all overprotective and shit.”

“Brock—”

“You’re his baby girl.”

All three boys stared at me, willing me to understand. The little girl that couldn’t work out why I was treated differently to the boys threatened to raise her head, but I knew. Part of that was due to the situation I found myself in right now. If the boys had a drunken romp with a girl, the worst they could end up with was a STI.

“Who can look after herself,” I insisted. “I used that trick you guys taught me the other day and downed a guy ten times bigger than me.”

“You what?”

I smirked at Brock’s sharp reply, resisting his attempts to get answers. Instead, I walked faster and faster, the guys trying to outrace me as we reached the door.

“Muum,” I called out once we got inside. “Where are you at?”

“In the kitchen.” But she dropped her knife the minute we walked in. “How are you, darling? Did you get into the doctor’s yet? You need to start antenatal care straight away to ensure your baby is healthy. Now, where are those boys of yours?”

“What’re we, chopped liver?” Hunter asked, moving forward to sneak a chunk of cheese from her chopping board. This earned him a hand slap, followed by a kiss and a hug. “I remember when you used to be excited when we came by for dinner.”

“Enough.” Mum fixed my brothers with a steely eye. “You all need to be on your best behaviour for when Millie’s men arrive.”

“Millie’s men.” Dad came in with a beer in hand, his brows jerked down in a frown. “How about we meet them once we know which one is the father? What’re we going to do tonight? Say welcome to the family if you make the cut?”

He was right. Of course he was, but that didn’t stop his words from stinging. They reminded me of just how ridiculous this situation was. I’d tried to address it with the guys last night, but they just brushed over it.

“We’re all in until we know,” Noah had said, looking around the table for confirmation. Knox and Charlie had nodded in response. “You’re not going through this alone.”

“Be nice.” I replied in a small voice, not the same as my usual one. Most of the time I needed to make my intentions known loud and clear to be heard at all. “Invite them into your home. What’s the worst thing that can happen? You get to meet three guys and end up getting to know them over a meal?” I shook my head. “I invited them around for dinner because you said you wanted to be part of the process.”

“We do.” Mum took my hand and squeezed it before shooting Dad a dark look. “And you can stop being so bloody grumpy. If any of you try to scare these men away, well…” Watching Mum suck in a breath was a bit like observing a house cat decide it was a lion. I couldn’t help but smile. “You can cook your own damn roast.” She stepped away from the kitchen bench and Dad’s eyes widened. “And don’t go thinking you’ll be snuggling up to me tonight.”

“Alright, alright.” Dad sidled closer, holding Mum in his arms before giving her a long hug. “Just for you, love.” He winked at me, making clear he saw sense. You could say a lot about my family, but when they said they’d do something, they did.

It was everyone else that was the problem.

Hours later we were all sitting at the table, waiting. The roast was done, the meat and vegetables waiting in a warm oven for the guests of honour. But they weren’t here. My legs were crossed, my heel kicking up and down, up and down, and Jamie was watching it in alarm.

“Maybe—” Dad started to say.

“Let’s just eat.”

My stomach growled obnoxiously, making clear what it thought. We’d chewed through all of Mum’s crudité and dip and eaten slice after slice of bread, all while I’d looked at my phone. Knox had insisted we set up a group chat to share news in, and I’d put the address and the time of dinner down and followed that up with a message letting them know tonight wasn’t compulsory. No one had even replied. Not to blow me off or say they were tired, just no response at all.

Was this how it felt when I ghosted them the morning after? If it was, I regretted it. Nothing worse than going into a situation buoyed up by assumptions only to find out how wrong you were. Trouble is, I knew what it was like to be on the receiving end, and I didn’t like it at all. The only thing to do was move on and fast.

“Let’s just wait…”

Mum was going to specify a window of time, but a knock at the door had her jumping up and moving.

“Mum…” I said. “Mum!”

Fuck ‘em, that’s what I wanted to say. They couldn’t even be bothered to get here on time, but any shitty thing I might have to say died the moment they clumped into the house. Still dressed in their work uniforms, the three of them were a complete mess.

And all the more perfect for it.

I soaked in every line on their faces, the red rimmed eyes, the sooty hands. Charlie was a brunette right now, his hair stiff with soot. They stank of fire and smoke, and yet it was better than the most expensive aftershave, because of the story it told. They’d been out all day fighting a fire in the industrial sector of town, someone had said, and hadn’t stopped home for a shower or anything, coming right here. I got to my feet, feeling a little wobbly from the shock and then moved closer.

“Guys, this is my mum, Heather and my dad, Angus.” I introduced each member of my family. “Fam, this is Noah, Knox, and Charlie.”

“Jeez, you’ve had a bloody day of it, haven’t you?”

Where was the grumpy Dad of hours before? Not here. He was up and out of his seat, a broad grin on his face as he offered them his hands.

“Not sure you want to shake that, Angus,” Knox said, flexing his dirty fingers. “Heather, if we could borrow your laundry sink or something to clean up?”

“I had this really nice shirt I was gonna wear and everything,” Charlie said. “But Millie said you were eating at seven, so we may or may not have broken some land speed records getting over here.”

“These are for you, Heather.” Noah produced the kind of flower bouquet you picked up at a petrol station, but she looked at them as if the flowers were the rarest of hothouse blooms. “And these are for Millie.”

“Oh shit, we are never going to get away with hassling them about anything,” Hunter mumbled.

OK, the flowers were very pretty. He handed me a massive bunch of orange roses with reddish tips around the edges of each petal. My cheeks burned hotly as I stood there for a second.

“Take the flowers from the man, Amelia!” Mum urged. “Then show them the guest bathroom upstairs, so they can clean up. Boys, you like roast lamb, don’t you?”

“Love it.”

Noah’s lips twitched as he stared at me, barely acknowledging my mother.

“Boys, get these men a beer, because by the looks of it, they earned it,” Dad said.

“You didn’t think we’d come,” Knox said after I ushered them into the big bathroom upstairs.

“I wasn’t sure,” I said, busying myself with pulling out soap and clean hand towels.

“You didn’t think we’d come.”

A finger tilted my face their way, and I was forced to take them in. They didn’t realise that was a painful thing. Not just because the pangs of anticipated rejection were still wracking me, but because their state reminded me of an unfortunate reality.

“OK, no, I figured you’d all come to your senses.”

“Millie…” Knox moved forward, running his hands under the taps and then pumping liquid soap to help scrub them clean. Noah took the other, working with the same efficiency.

“What? If I spent the day fighting bloody fires, I wouldn’t have turned up for Mum’s lamb roast either.”

“We’re not here for roast lamb.” Charlie sidled closer. “Though, damn, it smells good.”

I watched Knox dry his hands and then nod to Charlie to take his place.

“You asked us to come and we said we would,” he told me as Noah dried his face off and then joined us.

“You need us to meet your parents, and so here we are.”

“Right, well, this was all very strategic. Dad was ready to hate all of you on sight, but seeing good, hard-working men in the flesh helped turn the tide.”

“And what about you?”

I’d spent my teenage years wanting to kiss Noah in my upstairs bathroom, but it came as a surprise to want the exact same thing now. Difference was, I wasn’t a kid waiting around to be kissed. I watched his eyes go wide as I reached up and tugged his head down to meet mine.

The last time we kissed, it was through an alcohol and revenge fuelled haze, so in some ways, this felt like the first time. No, better. I knew his mouth somehow. When to close the gap, when to brush his lips with mine and then he was taking over, tugging me against him. The cute dress I wore was getting all sooty, but I didn’t care. More, I wanted more. He pulled back, though, his grin a perfect echo of the one that had me mooning after him as a teenager.

“Like that, huh?”

“Like this.” Charlie stepped in, running his hand up my throat, and out of all the make-out sessions that happened under this roof, this was the most illicit. “Been thinking about doing this all day.”

Dirty thoughts, it appeared, as he held me in place and conquered my mouth. I was left panting, my lips feeling swollen as Knox stepped closer.

“I’m trying to make a good impression here,” he rumbled. “And I’m pretty sure this is not something your father would approve of.”

“He’s not having your baby. I am.”

I was a mouthy little shit, and even that felt way too bold to me. Not so for Knox. His big hand reached out and then came to rest on my still flat stomach.

“Yeah, you are. Now come here and kiss me before I start getting jealous.”

“Can’t have that,” I said, stroking his cheek. “You all need equal face time.”

Sometime later we all walked downstairs to find my family sitting expectantly around the table. Mum was already dishing up vegetables while Dad carved the lamb into wafer-thin slices. My best friend, however, just smirked, her eyes sparkling, as if she was dying to say I told you so.

“Enough out of you,” I whispered, taking a seat. Mum had extended the table, adding another one to the dining table and covering it with one long tablecloth and bringing in extra chairs. The guys all sat down around me.

“You’ve got a little something here,” Jamie hissed, tapping her chin. I rubbed at it furiously, my fingers coming away black.

“Perils of dating a firefighter,” Knox said with a smile, accepting a beer with thanks when my brother handed one over.

“Perils of dating several of them,” Noah added.

“Grubs up!” Dad announced. “Help yourselves. Don’t be shy. Heather made enough meat to feed an army of hungry men. So, boys, tell us a bit about yourselves…”
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Noah

“So Noah…”

The women were inside, doing the dishes. I’d wanted to take over, not liking that the people that made the meal were doing the cleaning up, but Millie’s dad made clear that his offer for us to come outside was more an order than a request.

“Knox, Charlie.” Angus nodded at each one of us as his sons came to stand beside him. “Now that the ladies are busy in the kitchen, maybe we can have a real talk.”

“Anything you’ve got to say needs to be said in front of Millie.” My words came out before I could even think about it. I literally had no idea what I was doing. This was my first time dealing with any girl’s parents, but I knew what I said was true. “I’m not going behind her back about anything.”

“OK, he passed the first test,” Hunter said with a slow nod.

“Maybe so.” Angus’ brows drew down and he gave each one of us a hard look. It was like standing in front of Brent, waiting for a dressing down when we’d screwed up. I’d gotten through disciplinary sessions in one piece, so I could survive a disapproving father, because it wasn’t his good opinion I needed, but hers. My eyes strayed back to the glass door, watching Millie work with Jamie and Heather to clear away the mess, but a loud harrumph had me focussing back on Angus. “But you’ve gotta see what a difficult situation this is. Jamie and the boys, they’ve got this whole poly thing going, but that only works because there’s no kids involved.”

“Ouch…” Hayden muttered, then took a sip of his beer.

“This whole situation is messy,” Angus continued, his words picking up speed. “Three possible fathers? We need to get testing done ASAP to work out who’s going to marry my daughter.”

“Shotgun wedding?” Brock rolled his eyes. “Really, Dad?”

“This is your sister this is happening to, boys,” Angus huffed.

“Fairly sure that all women deserve to be treated with respect.” Knox stepped forward, staring the other man down. “And you can be assured that is how we’ll treat your daughter.”

“All three of you?” Angus spluttered. “And how’s that going to work? You’ll get all cosy with her, go to antenatal appointments, and then what? Find out one of you is the father and the others aren’t. Seems to me a good way to get everyone hurt.”

He let out a long sigh.

“I assume none of you have got any other kids?” We all shook our heads. “Well, that changes things. A lot.” Angus scanned the group of us, but it appeared he was the only one with relevant experience in that regard. “Fatherhood forces you to stop thinking about yourself for once and start thinking about them.”

We followed his gaze as it quested towards the house, and I wondered then about how it felt, to have an adult daughter walking around the world, vulnerable to all the shit that life could throw at her, along with a wife he loved more than anyone else. Would this be me one day? Would I be grilling some poor, unsuspecting bloke?

Or blokes?

I shook my head, straightening up, because I was pretty sure I knew what to do. I might not have any experience with meeting the parents of girlfriends, but I’d talked to state and federal ministers at work events. I could do this.

“You want to make sure Millie is looked after,” I said. That got his attention. Angus eyed me warily, the twins with amused interest. “You want a guarantee she will come out of this unhurt.”

“If we could give you that, we would,” Charlie told him.

“There are no guarantees.” Knox looked bone tired, and I felt the same then. Today had been shit from the start, but it didn’t have to finish that way. “In our line of work, we see that all the time. People build homes, build lives, only for it all to go up in flames.” If he thought he was reassuring Angus, he was failing, but Knox forged on. “The only thing you can do is try.”

“They’ve got you there, Dad,” Brock said.

Angus didn’t look like he was about to concede defeat, but Hayden plucked his father’s beer bottle from his grip and then passed him a fresh one.

“We were all worried Millie would be on her own in this.” Hayden continued, “Instead, she’s got three blokes willing to step up.”

“If one dad is a good thing,” Hunter smiled slowly. “Then, surely three is better?”

“And when the little tacker is in school and other kids find out who their ‘dads’ are?” Angus spluttered. “What then?”

“Three big firefighters to call dad?” Hunter snickered. “Our niece or nephew would be the coolest kid in school.”

“There are worse things than having three fathers.” The harsh note of vulnerability in Knox’s voice had everyone going quiet. “No father, for one, or a dad that hurts their kids.” A low growl went around the group and I blinked, realising it started with me. “Neglects them and their mother. Is only around for the fun stuff and leaves his missus drowning in domestic duties.”

“No man is doing that to my daughter,” Angus snapped.

“No.” I nodded in agreement, feeling bolder by the second. Maybe I wasn’t being deferential enough, respectful enough, but he had to see. “No, none of us would do that to Millie. I’m a bloody good cook.”

“Well, at least the kid won’t get food poisoning,” Brock muttered, “because Millie sucks at cooking.”

“I know the right end of a mop and broom.” Charlie looked at Knox. “I’ve been put on clean up duty more times than I can remember.”

“And I’ve got a four bedroom house.” Charlie and I blinked as Knox spoke. “I’ve cleared out a room for the nursery.” He shook his head, his cheeks flushing red as he made this admission, but he pushed on. “Already started doing some prep on it.” Knox was always in control, so it was shocking to see him stare at the ground as he spoke. “It’s the only way I’ve been able to cope. Y’see, my dad was everything you wouldn’t want as a father to your grandchild, but not me.”

He met Angus’ eyes head on right then, ready to stare the other man down.

“Not us. We’ll provide your daughter with everything she needs. She can leave that damn job and move into the spare room tonight if she wants. I’ll make sure she has the best antenatal care, gets in to see a good obstetrician, whatever it takes to make this pregnancy as easy for her as possible.”

“We will.” Everyone looked Charlie’s way right then and he smiled. “I dunno if Knoxy wants me moving in with him.” He copped an elbow to the ribs when he went to ruffle the other man’s hair. “But we’re all one hundred percent on board. I know it’s hard, but you’re going to have to trust us on that.”

Angus sucked in a breath, but Brock cut him off.

“C’mon, Dad, you’re gonna have to give them that.” He stared back at his father when he gave him a mulish look. “I know you want a notarised contract outlining exactly how they’ll look after Millie, but you’re just gonna have to take them at their word for now, just like Jamie’s dad did us.”

Angus seemed to deflate then.

“Alright.” He nodded to himself, then thrust his hand out. “Welcome to the family.” I took his hand and shook it, and so did the others. “We do dinners on Thursday night, each week.” He put special emphasis on the last bit. “You want to be a part of this process, you turn up for my daughter.”

It took me until now to realise what happened back in high school. I admit I’d bloody hated Hunter and Hayden for some time, but now it made sense. Millie was loved and her family would do anything to ensure she was protected, including stepping in between me and her.

“Done,” I replied, knowing I spoke for all of us. “Now, I need to have a quick chat with the twins.”

Brock looked at me, then his brothers, and snorted.

“Don’t mess their faces up too much. My girlfriend likes them looking pretty.”

“And he walks off.” Hunter shook his head. “Thanks for having my back, Bro. Dad as well?”

“You got yourselves into this mess,” Angus said. “You can get yourselves out of it. Just no fighting in the garden. Your mother doesn’t like it.”

“You got this?” Charlie came to stand beside me. “I’m pretty sure you can take them on your own, but I’ve got your back.”

“We are literally about to become your brothers-in-law,” Hunter spluttered. “And we could totally take you, right, Haybale?”

“No.” Hayden looked me up and down. “I mean maybe, if we were prepared to fight dirty enough, but⁠—”

“You won’t.” I crossed my arms, loving that I was looking down at them now, as everyone else cleared off. “You’d do just about anything to avoid hurting your sister.”

Hunter went quiet as Hayden stared at me.

“You too.” He shook his head slightly as he spoke. “The others, they’re seeing Millie and the baby, and it's all shiny and new for them, but not you.”

“Not me,” I confirmed. “I would never have hurt your sister, not then and not now. She’s…” My voice cracked but I forged on. “She’s all I’ve ever wanted. If you’d gotten out of our way at high school, things would’ve flamed out, we would’ve moved on, putting it down to a school yard crush.” I thrust out my hand. “So thanks.” The two of them stared at it like my fingers were made of spider’s legs or something. “By getting in the way, you helped us to get here. I’m an adult and so’s Millie, old enough to know what we really want. Loving your sister, your niece or nephew, I couldn’t think of what I could want more.”

“Right…”

Hunter darted in, shaking my hand quickly before pulling back, but Hayden moved in more slowly.

“So do it right.” Hayden stared into my eyes, his grip growing punishingly tight. “Look after her, because she won’t let us do the job. Wake up every morning and make that your priority and any time you knock at the front door, we’ll let you in.”

“You’ve got a deal.”

I walked back inside and saw everyone was making their goodbyes. I don’t know what made me do it. Perhaps it was because I felt free of the past, of all my bullshit, for the first time in forever. My finger slid up Millie’s spine and I loved the way she stopped speaking mid-sentence and turned my way.

“You look like you could do with some rest,” I told her. “Let me drive you home.”

Her keys were in her hand in seconds, then pressed into mine.

“Lovely to meet you all,” I said, nodding to her family. “And dinner was amazing, Heather.”

“I’ve got plenty of leftovers if you want to take some home?” she asked hopefully, but I shook my head.

“I’ve got everything I need right here,” I told her, putting my arm around Millie’s shoulders and then steering her towards the door.
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Millie

“Everything you need, huh?”

Jamie had thrown me a frantic thumbs up as I was escorted outside, but I couldn’t say a damn thing until we reached the passenger side door of my car. I turned around, ready to have a conversation, so many conversations with Noah, but he had to stare down at me like that.

I don’t know if any man had ever looked at me so intently. Actually, Noah had, back at school. I wanted to talk about that, to confess what my brothers had done, to try to lay those ghosts to rest, but he silenced me with a hand to my cheek. Just a featherlight caress, his eyes followed his fingers’ trail until they came to settle on my lips.

“If you don’t want me to kiss you, I need you to say something now.”

But I didn’t. All thoughts of sensible communication went out the window as he darted closer.

I was going to kick the twins’ arses so damn hard the next time I saw them, I thought dimly, right before his lips landed on mine. We both sucked in breaths, like we were about to drop deep underwater, but instead, we drowned in each other. He smelled smoky and musky, like some kind of feral man, but Noah tasted like himself.

I hadn’t registered that when I kissed him drunk, but I seemed pretty intent on capturing every nuance now. My hands slid up and around his chest, and he let out a low grunt of approval. This felt right in the way anything you’ve waited half your life to experience did, right up until I felt a weight settle against my car beside me.

“You look like you’re having fun.”

Charlie’s eyes glittered as he took the two of us in, but I felt a pang. How the hell did Jamie make this work? Did she discuss everything before she made a move on one of my brothers? Charlie grinned in response.

“Don’t look so stressed.” He pressed a thumb to the line forming between my brows and smoothed it away. “You want to kiss Noah, you keep going. I just wanted to say goodbye and thanks for inviting me.”

Before I could reply he moved in, pressing a gentle kiss to my lips, then turned to Noah.

“No kisses for you.” Noah spluttered in response. “But get our girl home safe, OK?” Charlie winked at me. “And don’t keep her up too late tonight. She needs her sleep.”

And with that he was sauntering off, whistling a jaunty tune as he went.

“Thanks for having us.” Knox didn’t seem to know where to look, his brows drawing down as he shoved his hands in his pockets. “Sorry we were late.” Each word was dragged from him, but not by me. By him, I quickly realised. If I was uncomfortable, he was more so, though he was trying to hide it. “So I’m gonna⁠—”

I cut him off by grabbing his shirt and hauling him closer, then pressing a kiss to lips that felt hard and tense, right before they melted. Knox didn’t let me take control for long. His hand slid around my waist and he kissed me slowly, thoroughly, before pulling away with a small smile.

“Thank you for coming,” I said, and that smile widened just a little.

“Get home safe.” A sweeter, more chaste kiss was pressed to my forehead before he turned to Noah. “Make sure she does.”

“You got it,” Noah replied, opening my door with a flourish.

“I can drive⁠—”

“Of course, you can,” Noah said, ushering me in. “And you can also let me do this.”

I got into the car without further complaint, but the air inside felt charged the moment he sat in the driver’s seat. It wasn’t just him having to adjust it backwards to fit his long legs, or the fact he seemed to dominate my little hatchback. My eyes followed his every movement hungrily, because it wasn’t hard to imagine. That we were still kids, that he was dropping me home after school, or maybe going to some place to make out, away from parents’ prying eyes. He caught me staring and shot me a shy sidelong look before turning the key in the ignition.

“Are you tired?” I was until he said those words. “Did you want to go straight home?”

My bed was calling me. Him too, if he was interested. I hadn’t really considered the prospect of having an emotional or sexual relationship with any of the guys, but him telling me he wanted to take me out on a date made clear that he had.

“What did you have in mind?”

That came out lower, huskier, than I had intended and he smiled as a result.

“Somewhere close. Somewhere familiar.”

“School?” He shook his head and eased the car out onto the road. “The park? The beach?”

“You’ll see.”

That’s all he would say, no matter how many possible destinations I came up with, driving down this street and that, until we came to a stop.

“Here?” I looked around me, seeing the open field left empty due to a massive communication tower being built in the middle of it. My door was open and there he was, offering me his hand. “Noah…”

I knew this place by the rusting barbed wire fence, broken down over the years by teenagers jumping over it. No need to do that now, we stepped through a gap and onto the grass. It was kept mown short around the tower, but as we walked further in, the grass grew taller and so did the trees. This place wasn’t that quiet the night of the party. Fire flickered through the trees, luring you closer. Now, our pathway was lit only by the thin beam of light emitted by Noah’s phone.

“If you wanted to take me out here and murder me, you should’ve made sure there were less witnesses.”

He snorted and then came to a stop, what light there was caressing his face. It picked out the stark bone structure, making it even more angular, his hazel eyes dark and mysterious.

There was always something boyish about Noah. It’s what attracted me to him at school. Other guys pimp-rolled down the halls, trying to be a big man, but he was just himself. As he stepped closer, though, it became far more obvious that the boy was gone. His hand was large, strong, as it reached for me. He stroked my hair, then tugged me closer and I came willingly.

“Not murder,” he replied in a low hush of a voice. The breeze playing through the trees threatened to whisk it away before I could hear what he was saying. “Though something has to die.”

“So, saying ominous shit like that to a woman in a dark field is really not OK—” I started to splutter, but he moved forward.

His hands were everywhere, in my hair, sliding down my neck and then dipping to my waist, closing what was left of the gap between us. His lips followed. I could hear him just fine now, the noisy rasp of his breath drowning out the hum of the road and the whistle of the wind. Right now there was him, only him. My lips tingled in anticipation, wanting, needing that kiss.

But it didn’t come.

“The past, Millie.” I blinked, not understanding, and searching his face didn’t get me anywhere. I was staring up at him right now, needing answers, and I got them. “I need the dickhead kid who let your brothers get between him and the one woman he’d ever want to die a miserable death so I can, we can, live.” He traced the lines of my face with his fingertips.

“Only… woman?”

I had my brother’s apology, but I needed this more. My heart was beating too hard, too fast in my chest in anticipation. Surely someone would come stumbling past, shattering this moment like glass and steal him away again, but they didn’t. There was only Noah and me standing here.

“Only woman.” He nodded, tried to smile, but my fingers went up, stopping that self-deprecating expression in its tracks. I watched his brows knit together, then smooth away. “Only you, Millie. I haven’t…” I hated the sound of his voice cracking. His pain was mine, it felt, so my hand shot out, gripping his. Noah hung on like I was a lifeline and then kept going. “There’s never been anyone else.”

I stared, unable to reconcile what he was saying with the man standing before me. He was hot at school, but a big, tall, muscly firefighter? He’d have girls flinging their knickers at him all the time.

“No.” I shook my head as if that would dislodge this thought. “No.”

“Yes, Millie.” The way he stared at me. I could see the mute request that I hear him out through the darkness. “Yes. I… couldn’t. Not with anyone else. No one but you.” He looked away, as if talking to the shadows was easier. “I told myself I’d find you after school. Surely your brothers would have taken a chill pill by then. I didn’t. After that, it was the gym. I had an idea of what I wanted my body to look like, and when I achieved it, I told myself I’d come for you. Then it was getting into the fire service, then after I’d finished probation. I kept moving the goalposts over and over because…”

This couldn’t be true. It couldn’t. He couldn’t have been nursing a crush all that time. My mind fought to process what he was saying, to reconcile it with what I knew of the world, but the two worldviews clashed. There was me, Millie, on the dating apps and occasionally going out with some guy I met at the pub, resigned to the fact it would never go anywhere, because it didn’t. I was ghosted, they flaked, or I was given just enough attention to keep me coming back for more, but nothing like this. Not one of those guys chose me.

Like Noah was saying he did me.

“Because I’m fucking gutless, Millie.” His eyes met mine, staring straight into my soul. “I need you to know that before you make any further decisions. I let your brothers get in the way of us and when they lost interest, I took over.” His hands went to grab at my shoulders, but they hovered there instead. “Wanting was easier than having in my mind. If you stayed up here.” He tapped his forehead. “I’d never have to answer for my mistakes.” A long sigh escaped him. “You’d never reject me.”

“Like you did me.”

I didn’t want to stir up this shit, but that was a naive wish. He was right, the past did have to die. But before it went to its grave, we’d give it a send-off, and that would determine the nature of our relationship going forward.

“Like I did that day in the hall.” He nodded slowly, as if he could see it just as clearly as I did. “I see that moment over and over in my head and it kills me every time. I was a fucking coward. I did the weak thing and backed off when I should’ve stepped up. I should’ve fought for you.”

“You should’ve.” That croaked out from the depths of my soul. “You should’ve, Noah.” I wasn’t sure if it was because I was tired, full, or just unable to hold this shit back anymore. I wanted to move past it, I really, really did. “When you turned your back on me.”

“Millie—”

“When you rejected me in front of everyone.”

“I’m sorry⁠—”

I shook my head sharply, feeling the tears coming, but forged on.

“You set a blueprint for my life that all other guys followed.” He stopped then, really listening. “I did date, go out and see other guys. I had relationships, hookups.” He flinched at that. “Situationships, you name it, and I’ve done it, but each time they ended the same way.” I pulled back then, unable to bear to be close to him while I said this, but his grip tightened. Instead, I was forced to stare at the dark wall of his chest, breathing in his musky, smoky scent. “They weren’t that into me. They didn’t want to take things further, didn’t see me that way.”

“Millie—”

“They didn’t choose me.”

I snapped that out, surprised at the anger, the fear, the misery in that statement. I didn’t let that shit get to me, did I? Apparently, I had.

“Then they’re fucking idiots, just like me.” His touch was much more tentative now, but he pushed a strand of hair behind my ear. “I was a fucking idiot, and I think I know why. Deep down I knew I was never good enough for you, Millie, and your brothers gave me an out. I’d never break my own heart if I didn’t even try.” He swallowed hard. “Nor yours.”

“What about now?”

It felt weird, demanding answers, but I had to. Having a child, it made everything clearer. I could let myself go on dates with dudes I wasn’t even that interested in, but my child? She or he deserved people in their life that would love them, treat them right, show them the good in the world.

Just like my parents did for me.

“What about now, Noah? No one will tell you that having a kid is easy. Co-parenting seems like a minefield and you want to add dating to the mix? That makes it harder again.” I wasn’t pulling a single punch as I hit him with point after point, daring him to pull back and walk away. “And what if I decide to date all three of you guys?” I clung to that idea, liking it a lot. It felt like I had options, something to fall back on if things went to shit. “What if I want Knox and Charlie too?”

“Then you’ll have them.” His hand shook as he stroked my face. “Anything you want, I’ll make sure you get it, because I’m done being scared. I know I have to prove myself to you. We all do. You’ve been hurt and it fucking kills me that I was the one that started all of that, but…”

He moved closer, his mouth hovering over mine, and for a moment, our breath mingled.

“One thing I’ve learned in my line of work is people fuck shit up all the time, no matter what their intention. All you can do is do better next time. I want to do better, Millie.”

There was a war inside me. One half couldn’t work out what to do if he managed that, the other terrified he’d fail before he even started, and that’s when I began to understand his point of view and even my brothers. Every time I swiped right, every time I started chatting with someone, every time I agreed to go out on a date was an act of bravery. I dared to put myself out there knowing that more times than not someone would be rejected, but I was getting so damn tired. Of trying, hoping, wanting, and failing and that had me stepping away from him.

“I don’t know if I can do this.”

My hands hung limply by my side.

“The three of us?” he asked cautiously.

“No, all of it.” I was like an egg he’d cracked, but instead of a healthy yellow yolk inside, I was greenish grey and rotten. I was oozing over everything, making a mess, but all I could do was look up into his eyes. “What if this doesn’t work out?” Why the hell hadn’t I thought this last night? Because I was too caught up in the relief of finally unburdening myself to see it. Each one of them was a risk, to me, to my child. “What if we don’t like each other?”

“That will never be an issue on my end, Millie.”

He tried to move closer, but I shied away. Part of me felt like this had come too late.

And the other half was just pissed it’d taken him this long.

Where was he? I wanted to snap. Why did it take him so long to find me? And what would’ve happened if there was no fire at The Stafford? Would I have kept skipping from one deadshit guy to the next, while he was out there pining after me?

“You shouldn’t have done this.” I shook my head definitely. “Bringing me back here, it hurts. If you’d just taken me home, I’d have dragged you inside, thrown you in my shower and scrubbed you clean before seeing if we could make the magic of Christmas happen again. It would’ve been so much easier.”

“But not better.” He didn’t let me knock his hands away this time, cradling my face with his, then gazing down at me. “You deserve the best, and this is everything I’ve got. I’ve never touched another woman and I won’t before I die. There will only ever be you for me, Millie. Accept me, reject me, whatever you decide, I’ll respect, and if I’m the father, I’ll make sure I’ll step up, but… part of being a good dad is treating the mother of your child right, and this is me starting to do that now.”

I let out a hopeless little huff of breath. My mind was racing as fast as my heart, trying to provide me with models of how it would go. His future, my future, my baby’s… My hand slid to my stomach, as if I could protect the child within from all of this. But I couldn’t. My situation was messy as fuck. I hadn’t done things the ‘right’ way, and so I was just stumbling around blindly, trying to work out what the hell to do next.

Just like Noah was.

I met his eyes then, searching his dark form for answers.

“What did you think would happen the night of the party?”

I saw him waiting out the front of the fire station in a whole other light now.

“I didn’t think anything.”

“What did you hope would happen?” I pressed.

He swallowed hard, his hands rising and falling before he spoke.

“That you’d see me. Bigger, stronger, competent, I hoped all the bullshit that draws a woman to a firefighter would have you looking my way. I intended to make sure you had a good time and then…” His hands formed fists. “Then I’d make my move. I’d tell you the truth, and if you were still standing there, I’d ask you out.”

“And then what?”

He seemed surprised by my comment, but he forged on.

“Then I’d take you on all the dates I had planned when we were kids. No, better ones. I’d show you in as many ways as I possibly could that I was the guy for you.”

“You know I’m gonna need you to still do that.”

That grin, that fucking grin, appeared in the darkness, as bright as the moon.

“Already had that planned, babe.”

Babe. The little pet name hit so differently coming from him.

“The first thing to go when a woman has a baby is the romance,” I told him. “At least, that’s what the mothers I know say. I don’t want that to happen. I deserve to be wooed.”

“You do.”

The smile faded and something far more intent rose to replace it.

“I should make you do that first. That’s the way it works, right? You fall all over yourself trying to impress me, and then I decide to sleep with you if you’re successful.”

“Looks like we did things out of order.”

His voice was low and raspy, his hands gentle as he tugged me closer. I could resist, pull back if I wanted to, but I didn’t. Nothing about us was by the book, and yet it made a strange kind of sense. That same feeling of connection I’d always felt around him snapped into place the moment our bodies touched. My mind might be madly picking apart the quandary that was us, but this? I knew then what I wanted as I reached up and tugged his head down.

Mine, I thought, weirded out by that possessive thought, but there was something to it. No other woman had touched the sensitive skin at the nape of his neck. No other woman felt the ash crusted in his hair coat her fingertips. Mine, I thought much more deliberately as I went up on tiptoes. He let me brush my lips against his, then took over, his arms locking tightly around me, holding me hard so I’d never get away as he claimed my mouth. I was forced then to surrender to the moment.

To him.

This wasn’t the next logical step, but nothing about us made sense. Without a road map to follow, we’d be forced to work it out together, and suddenly I couldn’t want anything more.

“Show me,” I whispered in his ear. “Show me how it’d be if you were mine and I was yours. Show me that and I’ll decide whether or not to give us a chance.”

“As you wish,” he said, right before he picked me up in his arms.


Chapter 45



Noah

I don’t know how we made it to Millie’s in one piece. The walk back to the car was a circuitous one because it was like a dam had broken inside me. I stopped to press her against a tree trunk and kiss her, then again as I was walking us through the fence. She ended up perched on her bonnet for a bit, the metal warming her through as I stepped between her thighs. Every part of me wanted to tear her clothes off, reveal her to the moon’s glow and then feast on her body, but her words were a whip across my shoulders. Millie deserved the best I had to give, and right now I needed to discover what that was.

“Yours or mine?” I asked once we were both in the car.

“Mine.”

She rattled off the address and I drove us there without even thinking. Even at gunpoint, I couldn’t have told you the route we took, not when Millie was in the car. I was out and around to her door the moment we pulled into a park under her apartment building. I meant to help her out, but instead, she stood in the space between the door and me, her eyes burning into mine.

I wanted her. That need was a persistent ache that never went away, no matter how I tried. I’d done my best to smother the flames, but she had to go and stir the embers up so I needed her burning with me. My mouth found hers and I kissed her over and over, needing her mouth, needing her little whistles of breaths, and half-muffled moans, until finally I was forced to pull away and stare at her.

“I gotta see you to your door,” I told her.

“To make sure I’m safe.”

Her lips curved into a half smile.

“Then I should head home.” I looked down at myself and saw the state I was in for the first time. Dirty uniform, sooty hair, I was a mess. “I should clean up⁠—”

“Why? You’re just going to get dirty again.”

That smile of hers, I didn’t dare think I’d ever see it again, but there was no relief to be found in it. I had to make sure she had cause to smile at me over and over again.

“Got a crappy job that needs doing?” I asked. “Need a grease trap cleaned or a toilet scrubbed?”

“Oh, we’re going into the bathroom, but not to clean it.”

Her hand grabbed my belt buckle and she tugged me over to the elevator, punching in a number as soon as we got inside. I went with her because I was helpless to do anything else. My head cleared a little as we stood in the lift, scrupulously not touching. Millie was right. I hadn’t done things the right way because I didn’t have the balls to tell her how I felt the night of the party, but that didn’t mean I couldn’t start now. I could ask her out on that date, take her somewhere, and⁠—

“You’re thinking too hard.”

She grabbed my hand and dragged me down the hallway, my boots scuffing across her nice, clean tiled floor until we stumbled into the bathroom.

“Maybe—”

“I didn’t ask you to think.” Her fingers threatened to lose their grip on mine, so I grabbed tighter. “I didn’t ask you to talk. I asked you to show me.” Millie did step free, and when she looked me up, everything was perfect. I’d dreamed of this moment, when she saw me, saw all the ways I’d changed, and a hunger that was a match to my own flared to life in her eyes. “Show me everything you decided was mine.”

I swallowed, her command harder than she would’ve anticipated to obey. All my life, I was used to people seeing my body and making negative comments about it. My brothers used to love to mock the shit out of me. At first, because I was the baby, then as I grew taller, because I outstripped them in height but not strength. I pushed those memories aside because they hadn’t earned a place here.

I squatted down and unlaced my boots, shoving them aside as I pulled my socks off, but when I straightened up, I moved slower. She was watching me so intently, following every move of my hands, and I sucked that attention up like a beer after a long, hot, shitty day. My shirt was pulled up and over my head, and I may have tensed my abs as I worked, making sure she saw every single one pop. It was when I pulled my belt free with one hand that she stepped in.

“For me…?”

She looked up for confirmation as her hands hovered over my chest, and I could only answer with a nod, my throat suddenly closing over. This was the way I’d wanted the night of the party to end, but beer and stupidity had gotten in the way. I reached out and placed her palm against my chest and held it there.

“Only for you.” Her hands moved, exploring every inch of my chest, but I didn’t feel it, not when I was staring into her eyes. There was no haze of alcohol between us. I was here, completely present, seeing her every response and following the flick of her tongue across her bottom lip as she stared into my eyes. I moved closer. “All yours.”

She didn’t get a chance to tell me how she felt about that because I had to kiss her right now. Her mouth, soft on mine, her lips parting–I was drowning in the feeling of her, right up until her hand slid down my pants. The zip was eased down and then she was there, hand gripping my aching cock.

“Millie…” I murmured against her mouth. “Millie, babe, I can’t⁠—”

“Seems like you can,” she said, smiling as I bucked up into her grip as she gave me a squeeze.

“I can…” I panted. “I really, really can, but as I’ve done this exactly one time before, this is going to be over really damn fast if you keep doing that.”

My dick cursed me three times over as I pulled from her grip.

“Maybe you need to let off a bit of steam first,” she suggested, toeing off her heels. I wanted to be the one to take each one off, marvelling at the pretty pink of her toenails. “Seems like if that night was just your first time, your refractory period would be pretty short.”

She had no idea. That night I was hard, my cock pressing against my stomach the entire time she slept beside me. Her smile made clear that she’d noticed. But when she went to kneel before me, I was forced to step forward.

“No.” I didn’t deserve the hot silken bliss of her mouth. I’d work my way up to that, but right now, I needed to do all the things I had dreamed of. Her little yelp as I picked her up was perfect, her arms around my shoulders even better. I carried her over to the big, open shower recess and then said, “Got your phone on you?”

“In my bag in the lounge room,” she said.

“Perfect.”

I slapped on the shower and walked us in, pressing her against the wall as the water rained down. Every drop that hit her blouse I noted, thanking them for the way they plastered the thin fabric to her breasts.

“You were perfect at dinner,” she told me in a low voice. “All manly and heroic in front of my family, but who knew this guy lurked underneath that uniform? One that looks like he wants to eat me whole.”

“That obvious, huh? Wrap your legs around my waist.” She obeyed instantly. “Good girl. Now, how much do you like this blouse?”

“It’s just an old work one.”

“Then you won’t mind if I do this.”

I stared into her eyes as I tore it open, buttons pinging all through the shower recess, the sopping fabric following it with a slap as it fell to the floor. Her legs tightened around me as I pushed up against her, finding something else was wet. I could feel her dampness seeping through my work pants, or was it the water? I didn’t know or care. As I angled my cock upwards to nestle in that soft cleft, my balls ached, right as I reached behind her and undid the clasp of her bra

“Did it on the first try?” She looked up at me with slitted eyes. “You sure you haven’t done this before?”

“YouTube tutorials,” I explained and she laughed, thinking I was joking.

I wasn’t.

My monk-like existence was spent researching, reading about what women said they liked, and I was about to test each theory tonight. I eased her bra off, taking just a moment to stare.

“What?”

Her arms moved, ready to cover herself up, but I couldn’t let that happen.

“Don’t.”

I had more to say, so much more, but the words all got caught in my throat, creating a log jam there. Instead, I just shook my head, daring to smile. She did as well, lightening something inside me, letting me dart closer. Her smiles turned to sighs as I kissed my way down her throat, feeling her pulse race as I followed the water drops down the slope of her breast. Her nipples were pulled tight by the too-cold water, but rather than change the water temperature, I decided to warm them in a more immediate way. I licked that hard point, then sucked it into my mouth.

She was so fucking soft, perfect, shifting in my grip, knowing exactly where to grind down. The thin cotton of her underwear was an unnecessary barrier. Her cries, her moans, the way one hand went to the back of my head, keeping me right where I was as the other slid down, was perfect. Somehow her underwear was pushed aside. Hot, wet, silken soft, I let out a muffled groan the moment I felt her cunt and was forced to pull away.

“No, I⁠—”

Had plans, so many plans. Eat her out to her first orgasm, maybe her second too, then when she was soft and limp with desire, I’d crawl up her body and finally give into the burning need to plunge deep inside her.

“Yes.” Millie said that with a frantic nod that pushed all my protests aside. “Yes. Just like that… Oh, fuck.”

I felt every inch of me sinking into her. She was still too tight, the water not helping anything, and yet the two of us panted like animals during the whole process.

“I’m hurting—” I started to say, needing to wrench away, even though that felt like a crime to even think about.

“No. No… Just let me…”

Her eyes snapped open, staring into mine and then something magic happened. It was like our bodies just stopped fighting this and instead surrendered. I thrust deeper and she enveloped me, the intense ripple making my spine prickle.

“I wanted to be better,” I said, starting to slam harder and harder with each stroke. “I wanted this to last longer.” My hand slid down to her clit, rubbing the hood with the pad of my thumb. “I wanted⁠—”

“Well, I need you to give me everything you’ve got. Fuck me like you’ve been dreaming of me for years. Can you do that, Noah?”

“Try and fucking stop me.”

Sometime later, Millie was in my arms and under the water. I’d scrubbed myself clean, getting the stink of the fire off me, but now I was spending way too much time soaping up her body.

“I think I’m clean,” she moaned as my hands slid between her thighs. The soap, the water, my cum, it all made her slick and soft under my hands. Didn’t stop her from arching up against me, her hips following the movements of my strokes. There was a bone-deep satisfaction to knowing I could make her feel like this. I leaned down, kissing her, swallowing down every gasp until she pushed me away. Her eyes slid down, taking in the fact that she was right. My dick had risen to the occasion again, barely going soft after I came. He was needed, we were needed, and she smiled in response.

“You said you had plans?”

I had the water turned off in seconds, then scooped her up and out of the shower, wrapping her up in a towel before carrying her down the hall.

“Bedroom?” I asked. “Or did you want me to eat you out while you sit on the couch watching reality TV?”

“Mm… decisions, decisions.” She made a show of considering that before pointing down the hall. “Last door on the right.”

I made it into the room blindly because I was kissing her the entire way, and after I stumbled in and laid her down on the bed, I dropped to my knees.

“You don’t have to… Oh!” Her hands fell to my hair, petting it almost, as I took my first lick. Girl, soap, Millie, that’s what I got before going back for more. “I take that back. Yes, you do. Just like that. Fuck…!”

In the end, all my plans came to fruition, over and over, until we finally collapsed into bed. I was always shattered after a long, shitty day, but this time I slept like a log, not waking for a second and yet always aware of where Millie was. In my arms, held close to my chest, right where she needed to be.


Chapter 46



Millie

The alarm was too loud, too insistent. The bed felt too soft, and I was perfectly warm.

Perfectly satisfied.

The stupid sound was an insistent presence, forcing my eyelids to flutter then open, and then I remembered why I was feeling so damn good. I looked around me, wondering if Noah and I could squeeze a quickie in before work. That’d have me dealing with a growing pile of paperwork with a smile on my face. Instead, I found I was lying in bed on my own. The haze threatened to burn away the minute my head popped up off the pillow, when I heard a sound from my kitchen. A t-shirt was grabbed off the floor, and I walked out to discover the most perfect sight.

Half-naked man clad only in a towel while cooking breakfast? Yeah, I could get used to this. The savoury scent of bacon had me moving closer, not recoiling in disgust. The baby had decided that bacon was right what we needed today, unlike the other day at Maccas. For a moment, I just stood there, staring. Noah’s broad shoulders, the muscles flexing as he worked, the ruffled mess of his hair, my eyes slid all the way down to that tight arse, my towel never looking so good. My second alarm gave me away, though, forcing him to turn around.

“Hey…” He set the spatula down and ambled over. “How are you this morning? I wasn’t sure if you’d want breakfast or not.”

“Oh no, I want breakfast,” I said.

He grinned down at me.

“Well, take a seat. I’ve just gotta put some eggs on.” I didn’t even know I had the makings of eggs and bacon in the fridge, and right now I didn’t care, following him back over to the cooker. “Did you want…?” His voice trailed away as I undid the knot of his towel. I watched it fall to the floor, then used my foot to move it where I needed it. “Millie…”

He had more to say, probably about fire safety or something, but I silenced him as I sank to my knees. I pressed a kiss to his hip bone, then to his thigh, before I was licking a stripe along his cock. I looked up to see him staring, completely transfixed until he was forced to switch the elements off lest he burn the bacon.

“Millie, I…” If this didn’t work out between us, I decided the only guys I’d blow were the ones who were silenced by my technique. He sucked in a breath, letting out a tiny little moan as I opened my mouth and swallowed as much of him as I could. “Oh fuck, babe, you don’t…”

But I did.

Blame it on hormones or the need to try and erase every moment we’d spent apart, but I did need to. My tongue lashed the length of his cock, his hands slapping down on my skull as I pressed my tongue hard into the spot just under the head and sucked.

“Fuck, yes you do.” His voice became a low growl as his hips began to work. I took his rhythm and made it my own, pulling back further and then bobbing faster. “That’s it. Take my fucking cock.”

I never expected him to snarl that out, to grip me tightly, testing my gag reflex, but at the first splutter, he pulled free.

“Shit. Shit! You must be feeling nauseous and I’m…” He didn’t get it. I loved that he was concerned for me, but he didn’t understand. I knew my limits and how to test them. His cock had softened slightly, but I had it back to diamond hard in a few strokes. “I’m fucking loving every minute of this. Yes, babe, just like that. Fuck, you’re making me feel so good. You want my cum?”

I hummed my response, sure he felt every second of that.

“Well, this is the only way you’re getting it.” I was plucked from my knees and set on my dining room table, the contents shoved to the floor. My shirt was shoved up as he stared down at me, then rubbed his thumb over my clit. “Too sensitive?”

“No-o?”

I wasn’t entirely sure. I was feeling well used, a little raw, but I didn’t pull away as he moved closer. Those hazel eyes stared into mine as he notched his cock against my cunt, watching my every response. No one had ever been more present during sex.

“Be sure, because I’m not scheduled on at work today, and you walking around the office with my cum leaking out of you?” He grinned. “Yeah, I like that idea a whole lot. You up for that, Millie?”

The reality was kinda uncomfortable normally, but right now, I wasn’t thinking straight. Instead, I nodded, gasping as I felt him stab into me. My hand reached for him, pulling him down as we rutted against the dining room table, with the white light of morning pouring in through the floor to ceiling windows. I felt like I was filled with it, lighting me up until I was forced to burst all around him. He gave me his cum just like he promised, sobbing out his breaths against my lips before finally pulling free. He didn’t leave me a total mess, mopping up the worst of it with a clean tea towel.

“You should call in sick,” he said as he fought to catch his breath, pulling me from the table as he sank into one of my chairs. I was left to straddle his lap, my fingers tracing the braille-like pattern of his stubble. “We could stay here today. I’d order in some food, hand feed you, massage your feet as we watch some bullshit on the TV.”

“And flake out on my new job in the first week?” I shook my head. “I can’t. I need that job.”

“We’ll support you.” Sexy Noah was gone, and a responsible one replaced him. “You don’t have to worry about money. Knox is already talking about setting up a separate account for you that we all put money into.”

I felt my cheeks get hot as I blinked, then pulled away.

“Thanks.” I got to my feet and retrieved my t-shirt, belatedly aware my neighbours might not want to see my tits at this hour of the day. “I mean I appreciate the gesture, but⁠—”

“You want to make sure you can look after yourself,” he said with a sigh.

“Seems to me the only smart thing to do.” I went over to the pan and started to grab a piece of bacon from it, but he was there, plating the contents and adding some toast before handing me mine.

“What we’ve got here?” I waved my hand vaguely at the two of us. “If you haven’t been with a girl before, then you don’t know that this is the honeymoon phase. You can’t keep your hands off each other.” He seemed inordinately pleased with that idea. “But that fades.” His smile did too, but not the look of determination. “Sometimes there’s something real left behind and sometimes there isn’t.” I shrugged. “I guess we’ll find out which.”

“None of that has any bearing on our financial responsibilities,” he insisted, sitting down to cut into his food. “If you don’t trust us to step up, the government will make sure we do.”

The government would make one of them step up, that’s what was being ignored, what I was trying to communicate. Noah had no experience to pull from, that even the hardest fuck boy would struggle with this situation. Being a step-dad rather than a bio dad? I didn’t know why it made a difference, but with men it seemed to.

“Let's just get the paternity test done,” I said, having found out it could be done in a few weeks. “Then we’ll talk.”

“No.” I frowned and stared at him, but he was completely unrepentant. “No, that’s not how this is going to work. You want to keep that job? You know I’ll support you, but you’ll have this too. I’m all in, Millie. There’s nothing you can throw at me that will chase me off, but I get that you still need to be convinced. Eat up.” He nodded to my plate, removing his own before scraping it clean and rinsing it, slotting it into the dishwasher. “I’ll drive you to work.”

“You don’t need to.”

“Kinda do.” He shot me a crooked smile. “My bike’s still at work, so get a wriggle on. Don’t want to be late.”

We cut it pretty fine, arriving in the car park with a minute to spare, which proved to be an issue. There were plenty of other people who’d done the same. I stayed in my car, staring out the windshield as firefighters and ancillary staff all walked towards the station. I was up and out of my car in seconds, hustling towards the building and hoping no one noticed my passenger.

“What’re you doing here?” I spun around, frantically thinking of a reply when I saw that Rhett was talking to Noah. “Your team’s not rostered on today.”

“Had to come and pick up my bike,” Noah answered coolly.

“Your bike…?” Rhett looked at Noah, then me, his smile forcing me to turn around. I started moving faster, needing to get to my desk pronto.

“Morning!” Judy said, looking up from the computer with a smile. “How’s things?”

“Not as good as you by the look of it.” I thought I was on safer ground, walking over to inspect the massive bouquet of flowers sitting on the desk. A high-end box of chocolates was sitting beneath it. “Blue send you a little something while he’s on the road?”

“No, someone sent this to you.” I froze, eyeing the flowers like they were a feral animal, not a bunch of pretty gerberas. She noted my look with a smile. “What did he do? Get pissed and sleep it off at a friend’s place? Or worse, come home and spew everywhere, leaving you to clean it up.”

“Um… no. I’m not seeing anyone at the moment.”

I touched the paper wrapping cautiously, then extracted a card. Just wanted to see that pretty little mouth smile, the card read, but I skimmed over that, getting to the bottom. Instead of a name, there was just a couple of crosses, and I let out a sigh of relief. Not for long, as irritation replaced fear. Did one of the guys send this? What the hell were they thinking? It was a lovely gesture–though, ew, dark chocolate was not my favourite–but also a stupid one. Judy’s eyes held a familiar gleam. The kind of vicarious pleasure coupled up people seemed to experience as they watched single people find their way towards each other.

“Ooh, a secret admirer,” Judy said, rubbing her hands.

“Who’s got a secret admirer?” Bloody hell, Brent walked in at just that moment, squinting at the flowers before clapping a hand over his nose. “Flowers? I’m gonna need you to move them out of here, love. My allergies go into overdrive when exposed to pollen.”

“Not a problem.”

I scooped up the bouquet and chocolates, grabbing my phone out as I went. The chocolates got dumped on one of the tables in the break room, the flowers tossed in the back of my car before I tapped out a message.

Flowers, really?

I sounded like an ungrateful bitch, but shit, we’d just talked about this. If they were going to make any sort of lovely gesture like this, it needed to be outside of work.

What flowers?

That was Knox, straight to the point, the tension obvious in his text.

Someone sending you flowers? Charlie was considerably more chill. That you, Arky?

I assumed that was Noah. Noah = Ark = Arky.

Didn’t have time this morning, but I can come by with some tonight if you like? he replied.

Smooth, Charlie replied. Babe, I’ll have a whole rose bush for you on your doorstep if I can take you out tonight.

I blinked, watching the banter unfold, but they were missing the point.

If you didn’t send the flowers, who did?

The little dots stopped forming as everyone considered that. Turns out I was asking the wrong person.

“That’s a nice bunch of flowers, Dazza.” I’d almost forgotten the nickname I’d earned the night of the party, but Dave hadn’t. He grinned as he walked past. “Who bought you those? Guess it’d be hard to know, with all the guys on your roster.”

“If you’re pissed you’re not on it, just say so.”

I shouldn’t have snapped that out but watching the grin get wiped from his face was too good to miss.

“Like I’d want to fuck a slut like you.”

He snarled that at me, his face a mask of rage, because there was no one to step in to stop him. At least, that’s what he thought.

“Except you wanted just that only days ago.” I shook my head, playing it cool, even as my heart beat hard in my chest. “So much so, you were willing to risk a sexual assault charge, but what ended up happening?” I made a show of inspecting his face. “Nasty bruise you got there.”

“You talk big for someone who’s simps are lolling around at home, waiting for another opportunity to sit in a cuck chair,” he shot back.

“And you talk big for someone who could lose their entire career if he doesn’t shut his fucking mouth.” I was slow to anger, but when it hit, it burned everything in its path. “I can walk into almost any pub in the entire city and have a job before the day ends. Can you say the same if I report you to HR?”

I watched with a growing sense of hysteria as his hands formed fists. Danger, my heart beat, I was in danger, but I couldn’t seem to shut up.

“I don’t know what game you think you’re playing, but it's not one you can win. Back off.” Jesus, I shoved a finger into his chest and he moved back. “Leave me the fuck alone and look into a transfer. You know you’ve burned almost all your bridges here. Start somewhere new where they don’t know what a dirtbag you are.”

Half the time I dealt with unruly guys at the pub by treating them like little boys, not even showing them the courtesy of being scared of them. Doesn’t mean that’s not how I felt. I turned on my heel, giving him my back with my shoulder blades itching, anticipating a blow that never came, before marching back into the station. I didn’t take a full breath until I was inside the building. By that time, my phone notifications were in overdrive.

I’m coming in, Knox announced. You’re not safe.

Millie? Millie, are you OK? Noah wrote.

Calm your tits, Charlie added. I’ve seen our girl in action. Someone taught her to handle herself.

And I did, I replied finally. Pretty sure it was Dave trying to put a scare into me.

That fucker.

Yeah, on that Knox and I agreed.

Just saw him in the carpark.

And did he try anything? Everyone wrote some variation of that.

He had a whole lot to say, but I had the final word. I’m heading back to my office.

Stay there, Knox insisted, then make an appointment to see Brent. He needs to know what’s going on.

No, he didn’t. I loved the protective energy there, but Knox didn’t know. I’d brought up problems with creepy patrons or colleagues plenty of times with my bosses, including Jim, and most of the time, it just ended up creating more hassle for the victim. I wasn’t going to let anyone make me feel helpless.

I’ve got this, I replied. Another notification came through, reminding me of my doctor’s appointment. And I’m going to need to take a raincheck, Charlie. I’m due at the doctor’s after work today.

We’ll come.

I shook my head, wondering how the hell I’d thought they wouldn’t want to be involved. Instead, I had to wonder how I’d explain three guys accompanying me to my appointment.

Can’t fit you all into the doctor’s consulting room, I replied. But if you want to hang out in the waiting room?

We’ll be there.

Noah was a strange contradiction, a mixture of uncertainty and confidence, but I was only getting the latter right now.

It’s late night shopping tonight, Knox added. Charlie can take Millie out tomorrow night. I need her today.

Was that the way it was going to be? They’d negotiate like adults for my time. I admit it had me smiling, right up until Dave brushed past me in the hall. He mumbled some shit under his breath, but I didn’t care.

You wanna take me shopping? I said. You’re speaking my love language.

I gave them the address of the doctor’s surgery and the time and then walked back towards my office.

“Chocolate, yum!” A masculine voice came from within the break room.

I stuck my head in, catching sight of Dave hulking over the coffee machine.

“Help yourself,” I told the guy who’d grabbed the box. “Someone dropped them off for me, but I can’t stand dark chocolate. Too bitter for me.”

And with that I waltzed back to my office, ready to start the day.


Chapter 47



Knox

I stared at the now empty room. Buster and me, we’d spent the day cleaning every inch of what would be the nursery. Wiping down window sills, vacuuming the carpet, even sweeping away cobwebs. It was a blank slate ready to be written upon, and while I’d looked at picture after picture of kid’s nurseries online, the decor seemed to vary from everything beige to neon bright.

Which one would Millie like?

That was the maddening part. Something in me wanted, no, needed to provide for her. Whatever she wanted, needed, I wanted to have it already there for her, but… I didn’t know her enough to make this call, so when the messages came through, I seized the moment. Charlie could do whatever flashy shit he wanted to do later. Right now, I needed to make sure our child had somewhere safe, somewhere secure, to grow.

I tried to keep myself busy until the afternoon by running all my washing through the machine, cleaning the rest of the house, even taking Buster for an early run, but the tension in me didn’t ease until five o’clock came and I was ready to leave. Fresh out of the shower, I stared into the mirror, straightening my collar for the third time, then reaching in blindly, finding some kind of cologne and spraying that on before walking out the door.

Peak hour traffic was ten times worse than it usually was. My hand gripped the steering wheel way too tightly, the vinyl creaking as I cursed the idiots on the road. They kept us in a job, every second prick a hair’s breadth from being another road statistic I was sure, but before I knew it, I was pulling up outside the front of the doctor’s surgery. Millie was already there and getting out of her car, and for just a second, I sucked in the sight of her.

She didn’t know how beautiful she was. If she did, she’d never have bothered with any of us, but she did. My eyes slid down the pants and blouse combination she was wearing, looking for signs of our child, even though what I’d read in the baby book I’d downloaded made clear she wouldn’t show for some weeks. I just wanted… what? Some sort of confirmation, some indication of the link between us, which is why we were at the doctor’s in the first place. I got out and walked over.

“Oh…” That look on her face, wide eyed and surprised, then the smile that followed it–I’d replay that over and over in my mind. I even smiled myself, the expression feeling weird until her hand came to rest on my arm. “Hey. I wasn’t sure if you’d make it. Traffic was a bitch.”

“Of course I’d come.” My hands were sliding across the panel of her car and towards her, like I had a right to. My fingertips found the small of her back, the thin fabric of her blouse no barrier between me and her skin. “I said I would.”

“That’s you, huh? Guy who does what he says he does.” She shook her head slightly and not for the first time, I wondered what the hell kinda of guys she was hanging out around before this. Didn’t matter. I dismissed them without thought. She was mine, ours now. “You have no idea how hot that is. Like when I was younger I wanted all hot monkey sex⁠—”

“No one’s saying that’s not still on the table.” Fuck, where did that come from? Me apparently, but I forged on. If I was dropping truth bombs, I may as well go all in. “I said I’d take care of you.” My eyes slid down. “I meant that in every way.”

She sucked in a breath, ready to reply, but of course, that’s when Charlie appeared.

“Hey! Ready to find out if you’re really, really pregnant?”

“Um… yeah.” She shook her head. “Has Noah arrived?” The prick rolled up on that death trap of his, and I scowled at the motorcycle as he swung a leg over it, sliding his helmet off. “Good, good, so let's do this.”

My hand moved, taking hers in mine, and she looked surprised by that too. Not for long, though–she clasped it tightly and then walked towards the front door.

I don’t know what the receptionist thought was going on. The impeccably dressed woman kept looking over at us, then back at her computer each time a patient approached. I decided I didn’t care, opening the Kindle app on my phone and reading more of the baby book I’d bought.

“That’s how big she is right now?”

Charlie peered over my shoulder forcing me to glare at him. Not to be outdone, Noah dragged his chair closer.

“Haven’t you two done any research yet?”

“Why would we do that?” Charlie’s eyes flicked over the screen, taking in the gist of the information. “When we have you. This is a team effort, remember. I’ll get Millie laughing. Noah will bang our girl into next week if the grin he was wearing when he walked in was anything to go by.” I tried very hard not to scowl as I checked in with the man himself, and yup, Noah was sporting a smug smile. “And you’ll be super grumpy, make sure everyone knows what they’re doing…”

His bullshit faded away as Millie walked out looking pale. I was up and out of my seat without thinking, walking towards the receptionist.

“I’ve got it,” I said when she told my girl how much the appointment would be.

“You don’t—” Millie started to protest.

“I’ve got it.”

I willed her to understand that no matter what idiots had let her down before, that wouldn’t happen now. I’d kick each one of my team’s butts if they didn’t get it together, my own included. I tapped my card against the machine, the charge going through instantly. The receptionist told us how much Millie would get back from Medicare and then asked if she needed another appointment. As Millie organised that, I quietly added it to our group calendar.

“So…?” I asked quietly as we walked away from the front desk.

“Results will be in tomorrow,” Millie told me, “but the doctor is pretty sure I’m pregnant. They had a feel around…” I looked up in alarm, imagining some old prick having a feel of her, and she smiled at my look. “A woman doctor. I’ve been seeing her since I was a kid. She seems to think the pee test is right.” For just a moment, we shared a look. I saw the excitement kindle there, a twin of my own. I dared to smile, but she forged on as the others clustered closer. “I’ve got a referral to the public system and the private.”

“Money isn’t an issue.” The words came out in a rush. “Don’t factor that into your decision.”

“Yeah, but the rates of caesareans are higher in the private system,” she said with a small frown. “If I want any kind of midwife led birth, it's probably going to have to be a public hospital.”

Public, private, I didn’t care, just that she had what she wanted, so I went still and listened. Charlie sucked in a breath to say something, but I shook my head.

“We’ve got some time to decide. I need to talk to my mum about it. She knows all the hospitals and the middies around here.” She let out a sigh, but I didn’t think it was a stressed one, her smile that came after confirming this. “But yeah…” Millie looked around the near empty waiting room. “You’re gonna be daddies.”

I didn’t know I needed to hear that until I did. There was no other response from me but to just stare. Somehow, I needed that, medical confirmation of my heart’s desire, and I felt an incredible warmth rush all the way through me. I was grinning, fucking grinning, and the other guys looked at me like I was mad.

“Well, one of you is.”

And there it was, the worm at the centre of the apple I was about to bite into. For a moment, I could only stare, my mouth working, ready to say something, anything, but Charlie got in first.

“You had it right the first time, love.” He slung his arm around her shoulders and guided her outside. “We’re the daddies.”

“Don’t tell us.” There it was, the words I was trying to get out. They all stopped and turned to stare at me. “I mean, don’t tell me.”

“Don’t you want to know?” Millie asked, looking at each one of us for confirmation. “I mean that’s a separate issue to… whatever we’ve got going on here.”

“I don’t need it.” I let out a sigh once I’d said the words, tension leaking out of me. “I don’t. Whoever the sperm donor was, that’s got nothing to do with being a father. I’m ready for that, Millie.” Her eyes softened and she took a step towards me, but I met her halfway. “More than ready.”

“He’s got the house, the dog, the soccer mum van,” Charlie said.

He loved to give me shit about that, but who was more prepared for this situation than me?

“A dog? You’re burying the lead here,” she said with a smile, though her eyes were curiously shiny. “You didn’t tell me you had a dog.”

“Want to come and meet him?”

My voice cracked on the words, and Charlie rolled his eyes.

“OK, I’ve got no bloody chance of wooing you away from him now, but…” He slid in between me and Millie. “Date night tomorrow. You free?”

“Tomorrow night is drinks at work. Brent’s gonna want to celebrate Millie staying with us for a week,” Noah said.

“Even better, I get the weekend then. Whaddya say, Millie?”

“OK.”

She laughed until Charlie ducked forward, pressing a kiss to her lips. Suddenly, everything was really serious, until he pulled away.

“I’ll see you tomorrow at work.”

“So, Buster?” I asked.

“His name is Buster? What kind of dog is he? I wanted a puppy so badly, but Dad always said no. Then I moved into the apartment and you’re only allowed to have little yappy things like the Pomeranian upstairs. Please tell me you don’t have a Pomeranian.”

“Nah, a Golden Retriever. Little dogs are too prone to biting.”

“Oh my god!” Her face transformed, and suddenly Buster was the best damn investment I’d ever made, other than being my closest companion. “I love Goldens.” She turned to peck Noah on the cheek. “I’ll see you tomorrow⁠—”

“That’s not enough.”

Where the hell had the clueless guy of the Christmas party gone? He hooked his arm around her waist and tugged her closer. Watching them together felt somehow intrusive, the connection obvious. He smiled down at her and she smiled back as they traded a much more intense kiss.

Would she ever kiss me like that? It was hard not to see the connection between them as something born from a common history. I didn’t go to school with her, hadn’t shared all those experiences. I also hadn’t let her slip from my fingers, so I reached out and took her hand now. She pulled away from Noah slowly, but returned to my side. The warm weight of her body against mine was a relief.

“I’ll take your car home for you,” he offered. “Knox is dying to show you his soccer mum van.”

“Are you?”

My mouth went dry when Millie looked my way.

“Um… yeah. They put shit on me, but it's got a really good safety rating.”

“Maybe it's the hormones, but that kinda sounds sexy. Show me what you’ve got, stud.”

I wanted to. As soon as I opened her door and Millie slid in, I wanted to show her a whole lot of features, and they had nothing to do with the car. Instead, all I could do was focus on her. She caught me staring, shifting in her seat before reaching for her seat belt, but I grabbed the clip. For some reason, I needed to be the one that clipped her in.

“Safety first, right?” she said in a low voice.

Maybe, but this didn’t feel safe at all.

I’d intended to take her shopping. Everything I read said that women got incredibly picky about the nursery, some primal nesting urge setting in. Buying shit that had her teeth grinding together was not what I wanted. Instead, we wound our way through the suburbs, away from the rush of peak hour.

“Oh wow.” She peered out the windows, taking in my street. “It’s lovely here.”

“Low crime,” I said. “Good school district. Their English and maths results are always near the top of the state. Lots of parks nearby.”

“And close to the beach.”

She stared into my eyes, but I was forced to look away as we pulled up into my driveway.

“This isn’t a new place.” Suddenly, I needed to explain everything, every choice I’d made. “But I redid the inside. Gutted the genuine 1970s kitchen and put in new bathrooms, but if you don’t like it…”

Her hand landed on my arm and I stared at it as I killed the engine.

“Maybe just show me first? Let me make up my own mind.”

“Right, right…”

I was up and out of the car and around to her door, pulling it open for her to step out. Buster’s barks were muffled by the house but got louder as I unlocked the front door.

“Buster…” I growled, hoping to get him on his best behaviour. When the door swung open, he caught sight of her and went into a sit.

“Oh, look at you.”

I thought I needed to buy out a baby store for Millie to impress her, when apparently all I needed was a cute dog. She rushed forward, crouching down, and he was so very good. He didn’t jump up for a second, tail wagging furiously, as he stayed in a sit. Those brown eyes met mine as she gave his chest a scratch. He was just a dog, but right then, I imagined he knew. This was someone important to me, important to us, and I needed him to like her.

“Oh my god…” she spluttered as he gave her a big lick.

“Shit, sorry!” I said, leaping forward, ready to get between them. The idiot could get over excited sometimes.

“Don’t be.” Millie wiped her cheek on her sleeve. “He was just giving me a kiss hello.”

“So that’s what it takes to get you smiling?” I moved closer, no longer caring about showing her the skylight I put in or the kitchen, not when she was here. Her smile faded as my hand slid into her hair, but there was a residual twinkle in her eye.

“You guys seem to get me smiling way too easily,” she said in a low voice, turning her cheek into my palm, but something stopped her. “Though that’s not why I’m here. You said you had something to show me?”

I wish I had gone to the baby store today, that I’d filled the room with a million different things she might want. I could take back what she didn’t, but instead, all I could do was show her the empty room. Clean, smelling slightly of bleach, the breeze had the filmy curtains shifting.

“This is where you want my baby growing up?”

She moved slowly, carefully, hand raised, but to touch what, I didn’t know. Millie seemed to, though. She wasn’t seeing the empty room, that one cobweb I’d missed, or even Buster, who had to come rushing in to see what was happening. No, when she turned towards me, I knew she was seeing something else. A future, I got that from her slow smile, my own lips forming the same expression because I was determined to make sure she got the one of her dreams.


Chapter 48



Millie

Why is this the thing that made it all feel real? Not the doctor and her clinical office, with the diagrams of human anatomy on the wall. Not even when I was forced to lie down on her examination table and she felt my belly. No, it was this room, recently scrubbed clean and empty that had me seeing it. A white-painted crib with a mosquito net suspended above it. A big comfy arm chair in the corner for me to sit in and feed my baby. I hadn’t even bothered looking in my spare room, the junk piled in there too depressing to consider tackling, but this room. The way the natural light spilled in through the windows, the view of the garden beyond. It was…

“Perfect,” I told him, grinning because I couldn’t help it.

My family was all over me, wanting only the best, but in their mind, it was me holed up in their house. A child with a child, and that’s not how I wanted this to go. I loved my apartment. The views of the sea were the main selling point. I could lie on my couch and watch the storms roll in, the surfers below tiny points of colour in the surging sea, but could I see a baby, a toddler, growing up there? My neighbour, the grumpy Mrs. Smith, got cranky if anyone walked on the floor ‘too hard,’ blaming her dog’s incessant barking on us, so how would she cope with the antics of a small child? Buster wagged his tail furiously, as if he could follow my train of thought and might possibly eat Jonesy for me.

“So you want⁠—”

“Whatever you want,” Knox said, forcing me to laugh, but he remained deadly serious.

“Knox, we need to talk about this. I can’t just move in here.”

“Why can’t you?” He was so damn intense, something that only became more apparent as he stepped closer. “Why can’t you, Millie?”

“Because…” I didn’t want to talk about this in here. I felt weirdly protective of the space. Once I was out in the hallway, I could unburden myself. “Because last night Noah stayed over.”

“Any reason you’re whispering that?” he asked with a smirk. “We guessed that was probably gonna happen.”

I had a terrible thought.

“Do you guys have a private chat? Do you discuss what happens?”

“We might.”

His arms crossed his chest as his grin widened.

“So what do you do, give me a mark out of ten for services rendered or something? Write Yelp reviews?” I mimicked tapping my fingers on a keyboard. “‘Millie’s head jobs have an excellent slobber-to-tongue ratio, but she needs to watch her teeth.’”

“No.” He stepped closer and Buster let out a little whine. “Charlie does his best to pretend he’s not completely jealous by cracking stupid jokes.” Another step closer. “I check in and make sure everyone’s OK.”

“Like a dad,” I said.

“Like someone who cares about everyone involved.” He jerked his head down the hall. “What you really want to ask is if you move in here and start banging Noah down the hall, what am I going to think?” Our focus shifted to the empty room. “Is all that going to disappear if someone gets jealous? Well, that’s not how it works for me. I’ve spent my whole damn life wanting a family, imagining some boring suburban life and loving every minute of it. Did I expect to share that with two of my workmates? No. But am I willing to?” I watched him nod slowly. “Yes, one hundred percent yes. I’ve got no blood family that’s worth knowing, but the guys, you? Yeah, that’d work for me. Sometimes it’s not the family you’re born into, but the family you find that’s the right one for you.”

“But…”

It couldn’t be this easy. It couldn’t. My mind raced, inspecting every bit of him, looking for the chink in his armour, but I didn’t find it. Wouldn’t stop me from looking, but right now I had other questions.

“You said you wanted me to go shopping with you?” I moved in and straightened his collar, flicking off an invisible bit of lint. “Did you want advice on a new wardrobe or something?”

“What’s wrong with this shirt?” He looked down in alarm but quickly mastered himself. “No, that’s not what I want.” His hand covered mine, and right then all I could focus on was how huge and warm it was. “I was going to start setting the nursery up.”

One of my eyebrows shot up.

“People don’t usually do that until after the twelfth week,” I told him. My head shook of its own accord. “I might…” I didn’t want to say it, but the doctor had made mention of this fact, so I sucked in a breath and forced it out. “A lot of pregnancies don’t make it past the first trimester.”

“Yours will.”

He spoke with all the same confidence as he had when he’d arrived at the pub fire, not a scrap of doubt in his eyes. That was OK, I had enough for the both of us.

“You can’t just… manifest a healthy baby,” I replied, throwing my hands up. “This isn’t a ‘positive vibes’ only situation.”

“No, but it’s staying hopeful.” He grabbed my hands and used them to pull me close, and suddenly everything I was worrying about seemed to disappear. It couldn’t exist in the same space as him. “That’s what I want you to do with me, Millie. Build something concrete out of hope, because I can redecorate this place myself⁠—”

“OK, whoa there, mister.” He smiled, seeing he’d gotten under my skin. “Don’t go freaking crazy. This is a nice house, but let’s just say it needs a woman’s touch. Everything is grey.”

“What’s wrong with grey?” he asked, even as he pulled me into a hug.

“Nothing as long as it’s got a warmer undertone and is fairly light. That way it recedes and makes a nice backdrop…” His chuckle had me pausing, then looking up at him. “You know exactly what you’re doing, don’t you?”

“You’re right,” he replied. “Everything in this house does need a woman’s touch, especially me, but let’s start with this room. Millie McDonald, did you want to come nursery shopping with me?”

“Going shopping are my two favourite words,” I told him, daring to go on tiptoes and press a quick kiss to his lips. “Let’s go.”

It was like stepping into a whole other world, I thought, as we arrived at the baby boutique. A really fancy one. We were on one of the main streets of a pretty swanky suburb, high-end homewares and dress stores everywhere.

“Are you sure we want to go in?” I asked in both trepidation and excitement. Rather than a garishly bright Disney themed front window, the boutique had a window display featuring nursery furniture in soothing, muted tones. “This place looks⁠—”

“Like the best baby shop in town?” he said, coming to stand beside me. “At least that’s what it said when I was Googling recommendations.”

“You looked up reputable baby stores.” I felt a restless energy shift inside me, one that needed to prod, poke him, see if this was real. Instead, I linked my arm in his. “OK, right now you’re my favourite.”

He snorted in response, then nodded at the building.

“So should we go and take a look?”

“Let’s go and make some very hopeful purchases,” I replied.

I felt like an interloper, sure that there would be a bouncer at the door who’d want to see an ultrasound or something before I entered the shop, but no. There was just a little jingle from the bell attached to the back of the door and a well-dressed woman looked up from where she was serving customers.

“Feel free to have a browse,” she said with a smile. “I’ll be with you in a second.”

Which meant she’d be asking us what we wanted, had we thought about brands and did we have strong opinions about co-sleeping. I swallowed hard as Knox drew us deeper into the shop.

“This feels like one of those nightmares where I have to sit an exam I didn’t even know I had,” I whispered. “Am I naked?”

“Not yet.”

My eyes jerked up, and I was ready to say something in response when the shop assistant joined us.

“How are we today? Looking for anything in particular?”

“Um…” There were cribs lined up in neat lines and nursing chairs and prams, but there were just so many of them I didn’t know where to start. “Everything?”

I’d said the magic word apparently, the woman’s smile now genuine.

“Just found out you’re pregnant?” I nodded. “Congrats! You’re a gorgeous couple.”

I sucked in a breath to contradict that, wanting to get in before Knox did, but he just shook his head slightly. I shot him a quizzical look, demanding answers to that, but he turned back to the shop assistant.

“Thank you. It wasn’t exactly planned, so we’re a bit lost at the moment. I was looking at cribs online and saw that some can be used as both a co-sleeper and a crib on its own?”

I just stared at Knox, wondering where the hell this came from.

“You’ve done your research!” The woman seemed inordinately pleased. If this was an actual exam, he was passing with flying colours. “Some like this one can even be transformed to become a toddler bed when your little one gets a little older.”

And so began my crash course into nursery furniture.

No bumpers or anything to soften a crib due to potential for smothering a sleeping baby. Some could have the side pulled down, the bed of the crib in line with an adult bed, and I could sleepily bring the baby to my side to breast feed if that’s what I decided to do. Styling wise, there was blond wood for a Scandi feel, dark oaks to give the nursery some old-world charm, white painted ones to keep a room looking light and airy, or if I was ecologically minded, bamboo or ones made from timber that only came from plantations. No old-growth forests were cut down to create it. A percentage of the price of the crib would go towards supporting koala rescues.

She was just being helpful, but I looked from one option to the other, for the first time in my life dizzied by choice. Knox could’ve turned me loose in any of the other boutiques on this street and I could’ve emerged with thousands of dollars of gear within minutes. I knew fashion, knew homewares, but here, I was completely at sea.

Get it together, I mentally hissed at myself. You think you want to become a mother? Pretty sure your child can’t sleep in one of your shoe boxes!

“Can you give us a moment?” Knox asked the woman.

“Of course.” She started to back away. “But, just know it’s perfectly natural to feel a little overwhelmed. I’ll put together a stack of brochures for you to take.”

I barely noticed her leave, focussed now on my breathing. I’d had a bit of asthma as a kid and that’s what it felt like now. My chest was tight and no matter how hard I sucked in breaths, my lungs didn’t fully inflate.

“Take a breath.”

Knox’s voice was deep and steady, a complete contrast to mine.

“Trying to…” I gasped out.

“This was too much.” He pulled me close and stroked my back and that helped a lot. “I may or may not have been told I’m a bit full on.”

Suddenly, I wasn’t focussed on my breathing, but him. I looked up and frowned slightly at his expression. He was always so grumpy that his vulnerability took me by surprise.

“No—”

“Yes.” He nodded sharply. “I’m sorry, Millie. I’ve just been going out of my mind since you made the announcement and the only way I can cope is to do something.” His eyes met mine. “I started on the nursery. You might not want to move in. You’ve got a nice place of your own, I’m sure. One that’s a whole lot less grey. I can set up an account here, and you can come by with some friends at some point when you’re ready.”

“No.”

He stared into my eyes.

“No?”

“No.” I shook my head and then took a full breath in, my chest loosening up. “You want to build a living, breathing Pinterest board for our baby.” I nodded. “I do too. It’s just…” Somehow with him I could admit this. Perhaps because he was already one hundred percent in on becoming a father, I had the space to experience my own concerns. “This is happening fast and I feel completely unprepared, and that’s not how I do things. I go into every situation knowing what I’m getting myself into and…” I looked around at the store, and it felt like a foreign country I’d decided to visit on a whim. Did I have a passport? Permission to be here? Would I be well received? I blinked and then focussed back on Knox. “I’m feeling a little lost. That’s not what mothers are supposed to feel.”

“You’re going to become a mother,” he reminded me gently, “and that’s how you feel, so while I think you are very special–”

“You think I’m special?” I said that as joke, but the way his eyes heated up had me thinking other things.

“Very, but if you’re feeling overwhelmed, I dare say other women have felt the same.”

I could imagine a whole legion of flustered women looking at different cribs and just being the next one in line was strangely reassuring.

“Are you always this good at talking people off a ledge?” I asked him, and he smiled.

“I deal with scared people every day.” My jaw tightened, not really liking the idea of being yet another burden on him, but he smoothed a thumb along it, forcing the muscle to relax. “Helping people is why I got into the fire service in the first place.”

“OK.” I went to pull away but he held me close. “So maybe this isn’t so bad. You’re not covered in soot or breathing in toxic fumes at least. It’s just a crib.”

“It’s just a crib,” he agreed.

“I mean it’s my baby’s first bed and I want it to be special.” My mouth was moving, the words I was trying to keep back, spilling out. “The room should be light and airy and peaceful and pretty, but gender neutral, because I don’t know what I’m having.”

“What we’re having.”

He turned me around in his arms and somehow that made it easier for me to survey the floor.

“I mean, the sleigh beds are gorgeous.” He let me go so I could go to the nearest one, running my hand over the curve of one side of it. “The shape, the colour.” I turned back to look at him. “The ash wood is almost grey in tone.” He nodded, coming closer. “But bloody hell, is there a grey tax or something?” My voice dropped low, and I cast a sidelong look at the shop assistant who was helping someone else. “This is an insane price. Maybe we can go to Kmart and find a cheaper knock off.”

“Nope. No knockoffs. I want something solid that will last through one kid.” He dared to look down at me. “Maybe more.”

“More…?”

This was all going so fast I was struggling to catch up, yet somehow Knox was already ahead of me.

“Maybe.” He seemed to realise he might’ve mis-stepped, all that confidence starting to crumble. “I mean⁠—”

I pressed my lips to his, unable to hear him stumble through this. There could only be one person messing things up today and that was me.

“Maybe,” I agreed. “But we need to focus on successfully bringing one child into the world first, so… Do you like this one?”

He watched me rub my hand up and down the crib railing and then smiled.

“I love it. Let’s see if they have a matching change table.”

There was no high like the one you got when spending someone else’s money. We stumbled back in through his front door, laden down with bags of toys and baby wraps and every other damn thing the shop assistant pushed towards us. She seemed to realise she had a cash cow on her hands and was intent on milking Knox dry. Buster greeted us with all the same enthusiasm as before, milling around our legs as we dragged our haul into the nursery. Then he needed to sniff every single bag, making sure it was all safe to be inside the house before turning to us for pats.

“The furniture should be delivered in a few days,” Knox said. “I’ll put it together and then you can come and take a look, make sure everything is where you want it. I thought we could maybe look at some paint colours in the meantime? That way I can have the walls done before the furniture arrives.”

“You mean pick a colour other than grey?” I asked.

“Yeah.” He scratched the back of his neck, then walked over to a pile of paint brochures, opening up the colour charts. “With that ash wood, maybe a sage green?”

That’s when I slid in behind him, wrapping my arms around his waist and peering over his shoulder. He tensed for just a moment, but then leaned into the embrace.

“A grey green, you mean.”

“It’s not a grey green,” he spluttered. “It’s soft, restful…”

He didn’t know, but I’d always loved these kinds of moments. Small ones, quiet ones, with someone you can let your guard down with. As he blathered on about his dubious colour choices, I pressed a kiss to the back of his neck, feeling the warmth of his skin, the curl of his hair at the nape, and his voice trailed away. That feeling of connection was as fragile as I was and just as easily broken. He pulled away, and for a second I feared I’d overstepped, but Knox didn’t go scuttling out the door claiming he needed to take the dog for a run. Instead, he shifted in my grip so he could face me. His fingers found the slope of my cheek, tracing its curve with undue attention.

“Millie…”

“Knox…”

“I wanted to thank you—” he started to say.

“No, I wanted to thank you.”

I didn’t know where this was going, what I was doing, but I figured all I could do was wing it. Surely if I kept my intentions pure, I couldn’t do anything wrong? That thought was there and gone again as he leaned down, replacing his fingers with his lips. He seared my skin, branding me as his, and rather than pull away, my chin was tilted his way to give him better access to my lips. He kissed me, quietly, softly, in the peace of the soon-to-be nursery and that had my mind racing ahead.

Visions of being in here once it was finished, my baby in my arms and me in his. Knox collecting up our crying child and placing them on his shoulder, patting their bum rhythmically as I readied myself to feed them. Of him being this silent, watchful, strong presence by my side.

But not just him.

I could see Charlie walking in bleary eyed, scratching his head as he clustered closer to watch our child feed, and Noah crouched down beside me, offering me a tall glass of water. There was no reason to entertain these fantasies. I hadn’t even gone on a date with Charlie or Knox, but that’s not how hearts work. They run on blood, oxygen, and hope, just like Knox said, and that’s what had mine beating right now.

“Millie—”

“You haven’t shown me the rest of the house yet,” I rasped in a low voice. “I think I need a tour. Can we start with the bedroom first?”


Chapter 49



Knox

This was not how I planned for things to go, and yet as we pushed past my bedroom door, I couldn’t seem to regret it. I should’ve straightened up, picked up the towel laying on the floor, made the bed properly, but it didn’t seem to faze Millie at all. Instead, her eyes took on a dangerous gleam as she looked around.

“More grey. Colour me surprised.”

“I can… Fuck!”

I wanted to do this right, to take her out to dinner and make clear my intentions. It was terribly old fashioned, but I couldn’t help but feel like the tradition of men proving that they were good providers was a good one. I’d convince Millie to move in, let me look after her, and she’d… Cup my rock-hard dick through my jeans, forcing my hips to buck up and into her caress.

“No. No.”

My penis was about ready to revolt, jumping off my body and chasing Millie around, ever her loyal slave, but I knocked her hands away and pulled back.

“Ohh-kay.”

I didn’t like that flash of hurt in her eyes one bit, but she mastered herself quickly.

“Millie, I want to.” I sucked in a breath, feeling the ache in my balls. “Like really, really want to.”

“So unless you have a secret wife in the attic of this place, why wouldn’t we have sex?” she asked. “It’s not like you can get me more pregnant.”

“You're killing me here.” I leaned down and kissed her gently. “I’m trying to be a good guy.”

“You are a good guy.” Why did I need her to stare up at me and say that with complete conviction? Probably because no one would ever accuse my father of being in any way good. “You were really sweet at the store.”

“I was going for manly, providing for my woman,” I grumbled.

“Very manly. Very secure.”

She was joking, and yet I still felt a flush of pleasure at her words. I watched her lean back on the bed, resting on her elbows, and tried really hard not to notice the way her blouse pulled tight over her breasts.

And failed.

“So let me take you out for dinner. There’s an awesome fish and chips place by the beach. We could take Buster for a walk afterwards and we could… talk.”

That’s what people who wanted to take the next step did, right?

“We can talk.” She kicked off a heel, which seemed like the opposite to what needed to happen. I watched her foot move, unable to look away. That delicate arch found the front of my jeans, the ball pressing down really distractingly on my rigid shaft. I wasn’t really a feet guy, but I could be if she kept doing that. “We can talk a whole lot, but what I had in mind for my mouth…”

Fuck, she was rubbing me up and down, my whole focus narrowing down to that, but I picked her up and tossed her further up the bed.

“We rushed into things that night,” I said, the words spilling out because if she reached for me again, I wouldn’t have been able to say no. “It’s why you slunk out, then blocked Charlie. That fucking killed me.” Her eyes went wide, and I didn’t want to keep going, but I had to. “Then you turned up at work looking so damn perfect and I was forced to watch you walk right past me, close, but always out of reach. That night was crazy. You guys were drunk, but I wasn’t. I could’ve stopped things, done things right, and then you wouldn’t have been forced to block anyone’s number.” I shook my head. “We could’ve been talking this entire time, getting to know each other.”

Millie stared at me, a small frown forming, and my heart was beating way too fast. I thought I’d completely overwhelmed her, taking her to the baby boutique, but we’d gotten over that hurdle and she was all smiles. This couldn’t be the thing that derailed us, it couldn’t. I wanted her, wanted her underneath me, hot, wet, and willing, but not if she was going to slip free afterwards. I needed her in my life for good and so that’s what I said.

At first there was only an imperfect silence, the throb of my heart too damn loud in my ears. She shifted, sitting cross legged on my bed, the mood well and truly soured. I’d fucked up. Even I could see that. I’d come on too fast, too strong, and had rushed things again and⁠—

“I didn’t think you’d want to see me again.” I blinked, hearing her words, but not processing them. “You’re right, it was a crazy night. So much so I assumed it was just some kink the three of you were into and that was it. I blocked Charlie as a protective measure.” She smiled but there was nothing happy about it. “Reject him, reject you, before you could reject me. There was no future in my mind where that night could result in anything serious.” Her bitter laugh broke my heart. “It never does. I’m good for a good time, not a long time.”

“That’s not what I want,” I croaked out. “I mean, I want the last part. Shit, you know what I mean.”

“I think I do.” She looked me up and down warily, as if waiting for the other shoe to drop, but it never would. People made a lot of complaints about me, but being fickle was never one of them. “You’re the real fucking deal, aren’t you, Knox Ryan?”

I didn’t know what that meant, but she rose up on her knees and moved closer, her hands skimming over me in a series of tiny little touches, as if to convince herself of her own statement.

“Having sex doesn’t preclude or guarantee a relationship. Nothing does. I’m sorry I bolted. Honest to god, I thought I was doing you all a favour.” I sucked in a breath to make clear how wrong that statement was, but she pressed her fingers to my lips. “It’s not and I get that now, so we’ve made a commitment to see how this goes, to try and make it work.”

I nodded.

“So let’s do that. I think I’ve developed a caretaking kink. A guy who sweeps in and makes sure I have everything I need?” Her eyes met mine. “Yeah, that’s really fucking hot, so to finish off the night right, can I strip you down and marvel at just how hot your body is, then climb on top and ride you? Because I need to see if that dick really is as big as I remember. Then afterwards, you can tell me all your secrets, whisper them in my ear as the sun goes down, before we stuff your gorgeous dog into your car and go and grab dinner by the beach.”

“And you’ll come back here afterwards?”

I asked that way too gruffly, but my heart demanded an answer. None of that would work for me unless I could sleep next to her. I loved the bright wildfire pleasure of sex, but I needed the gentler burn of affection afterwards, otherwise I just felt burned out and lonely.

“Do you want cuddles?” She smirked as her hands slid up my sides. “Are you a big teddy bear under that grumpy facade?”

“I’m someone who needs a connection, Millie.” I felt her still, her smile fading. “You didn’t do me any favours sneaking out. You took the one thing I needed. I’m totally cool if you’re not ready⁠—”

“I’m ready.” She said, frowning slightly. “I think. I don’t have a lot of experience in this department, but hey, I’m on the steepest learning curve of my life. What’s another new thing to learn?” Her hands moved restively over my chest. “We can drop by my place, pick up my car and some clothes⁠—”

I silenced her this time. She had me at ‘ready.’ All the shit I was holding back came out in my kiss. Her mouth wasn’t opening fast enough, I couldn’t get the taste of her quickly enough to satisfy the need that throbbed inside me. Her clothes were definitely not coming off instantly, and I needed to rectify that right now.

“And you only got this half right. If you need to be looked after, you’re with the right guy.” I pushed her blouse aside after undoing the buttons, then eased her bra off. The look on her face as I pinched one nipple was everything I was looking for. “Pretty sure you need to come a few times before you take my cock.”

“Yeah, I think I can accommodate that.”

Her response came out as a moaned mumble as my lips moved down, tracing the sensitive slope of her neck, feeling her pulse race, before dropping lower. There was something savagely selfish in me that loved having Millie all to myself.

I was the one who made her squirm as I brushed my lips across her nipple. I made her sigh as I sucked it into her mouth. I rode the waves of her body, pulling away to go lower. I spread her thighs wide once I stripped her from the rest of her clothing, staring at all that pink wetness, before diving in. Her taste was on my tongue, salty and sweet, as I chased after more. When she got close, I pushed my fingers inside her, raking them over and over the sensitive spot within as her cries got louder. Her hands clamped down on my head as she murmured, “Just like that. Don’t change anything.”

I wouldn’t, frantically licking her through one orgasm, then the next, each one egged on by the other, until finally I pulled free. My hands went to my shirt, ready to pull it off, but she was there before me.

“Oh no, I need to be the one to strip the hot firefighter.”

There was no question of me saying no. Feeling her hands skate across my bare chest, then down to my belt, was everything I wanted. Probably because she stared at every inch of me with a possessive air that was a perfect match for my own. Mine, I could almost hear her saying it inside her head, because I was thinking the same thing. All mine.

Of course, I had to pull away to get my jeans off, but by the time I climbed back onto the bed, her hand wrapped around me. I was reciting fire station protocol backwards in my head to try to maintain control. It wasn’t just that her touch set me on fire, but that I’d been burning for her for far too long. Foreplay started weeks ago, and so I couldn’t tolerate much right now. I pulled away, kissed those swollen lips and then dragged her closer, one leg balancing on my shoulder. My eyes met hers as I gripped my cock and then lined it up.

Her eyes widened, almost in fear, but they quickly became heavy lidded with pleasure. I focussed on rubbing the head up and down her slit, collecting her wetness up to help ease my way. Then slowly, carefully, I pushed inside, sucking in a breath at the sudden rush of silken heat clasping tightly around me, the need to thrust hard riding me. I was the one in control, though, so I checked in with her.

“How we doing?”

“More…” she whimpered, her hands clamping down on her breasts and I caught the way her nipples got pinched between them. “I want more.”

And I’d always give it to her. Everything I had, including this. Slowly, in a torturous series of slow strokes, I eased myself deeper, my teeth locking tight at the feeling. She was taking every inch, and that required a response.

“Look at you.” I couldn’t do anything else because she looked so beautiful. “Taking every inch.” I withdrew slightly, but she clawed me back. “You’re making me feel so good.”

“If its half as good as I feel,” she croaked, “that’s pretty fucking amazing. Knox, I need you to move. I need you to⁠—”

“Fuck you.”

Sweetness and savagery, it’s what I loved about all women. They could be so gentle, then scream at you to rail them hard. Millie instead moved with me, her hips colliding with mine, our bodies crashing together. Faster and faster we went, the little twitches of her cunt around my length destroying me. My hand moved down, my thumb brushing her clit in time with our strokes until her hips bucked upwards, pressing it into my hand. Her breath came in a series of sharp little pants, right as I felt it.

She’d hug me this tight once we were done, I found out, but right now, all the cum in my balls was dragged out of me. Her cunt clamped down, then flexed, milking me hard. I sobbed out her name, wanting to say something, anything, poetry maybe, but I couldn’t get anything else as I unloaded. My vision started to go a little dark around the edges as the last of the shudders passed through me, but when I came back to myself, she was there, grinning.

“Damn…” I tried to hiss something out as she moved like a cat, stretching lazily. “That was amazing. A girl could get used to this.”

“She will get used to this.”

I couldn’t seem to pull free of her, instead clasping her to my chest as I lay down on the bed. Connection, always connection, that’s what ruled me, and right now I felt like I had it. I pressed a kiss to the top of her head.

“Forever and ever?”

Millie was a confident woman who knew what she wanted and went for it, but there was something almost childlike in her joke. I think I knew how she felt. When we put aside all of our different selves: worker, friend, brother, sister, daughter, son, underneath that was someone who had been there since we were kids.

Someone who wanted to be loved.

My arms locked tightly around her.

“Forever and ever,” I told her. “Now, how do you like your fish and chips?”


Chapter 50



Millie

Apparently being pregnant wasn’t so bad when you had three guys at your beck and call. Knox had wanted to drive me to work, but I’d insisted on taking myself to avoid suspicion, a plan that seemed like it was going to fail as I got out of my car. I couldn’t stop grinning, because apparently all it took was a bit of spoiling and multiple orgasms and I was my best self.

Right up until Charlie appeared.

“Well, good morning to you,” he said, appearing at my car door as I got out. “Can I interest milady in a croissant to go with her post-coital glow?”

“Post-coital…?” My hands slapped down on my cheeks and I looked around wildly, something that had his grin widening.

“Not post-coital?” he asked, his eyes glittering dangerously. “If Knoxy didn’t look after you right, I can help in that regard.”

He could. It was like being with Noah and Knox just reminded me of exactly how good it’d been. I resisted the urge to look him over more closely, wondering what fun we could get into, by reaching into the bag and grabbing the pastry.

Only to get hit hard by the ick.

“Nope, nope, nope.” I was frantically rubbing my hands on my pants to get the greasy residue off them.

“He didn’t look after you?” Charlie asked.

“No, them.”

I clapped a hand over my mouth and waved at the bag. The paper had big oily marks where the buttery pastry had sat, and somehow that had my guts roiling. Croissants were a decadent pleasure I adored, but apparently the baby didn’t. He quickly shoved the bag behind his back, but when I started coughing, bile rising, he tossed it into the back of his truck.

“Shit, shit, I’m sorry.” A bottle of water was produced from somewhere, and that was exactly what I needed. Crisp, clean somehow, I drank the lot and then shot him an apologetic look.

“Sorry—”

“No need,” he replied. “I’m sorry. I thought you might like some breakfast. I figured they were fairly plain so they wouldn’t set you off.”

“Buttery…” I groaned, like that was a crime against humanity, not one of the best things about French cuisine. “Oh god, am I never going to be able to eat butter again?”

All my good mood dissipated rapidly as I stared into his eyes. Tears, stupid fat tears, formed in my eyes, and his brow creased.

“Of course you’ll be able to. Hey, hey…”

He wanted to pull me closer, to give me a hug, and that just made the tears fall for real. I was tired, of pretending that this wasn’t a thing, of having to get up every day and act like I had it together. I wanted to curl up and sleep on the office couch while someone else did the work, and I whined something to that effect.

“So quit.” He seemed to grow more enthusiastic about that idea by the second. “You don’t need this job, because Millie, we’ve got you. Knox is talking to a lawyer about setting up a trust for the kid⁠—”

“He is?”

Oh my god, get a goddamn grip I told myself, like that ever worked. I didn’t cry. Somehow, I’d gotten the “boys don’t cry” message, despite being a girl, but right now, trying to get a hold of myself was like trying to grab a live fish. My emotions were flip flopping everywhere and I couldn’t seem to get control.

“Fuck, babe⁠—”

“Babe…!”

OK, enough, I thought, slapping my hands over my eyes and thanking the gods for waterproof mascara. One breath, then another, I focussed on them, trying to get my shit together. I was still taking those weird hiccupy kinds of breaths when I finally pulled them away. Charlie was staring, looking completely befuddled, and with good reason. He offered me a goddamn croissant and I devolved into hysterics. When I could finally trust myself to talk like a normal person, I spoke up.

“Thank you for…” I shrugged and shook my head. “Everything, really. I appreciate it. That whole trust thing we need to talk about, but right now I need to get my head together.” I looked around and then slid my hand towards his, brushing my fingers against it, and he gripped it tight. “I need this job. My mum did the stay at home thing and it worked for her, so no shade on anyone who does that. It’s really, really hard, but that’s not me. I think I’d go spare from the constant cleaning at the very least.”

“Hire a cleaner.” He tried to make a joke of it, but we both heard the shake in his voice. “Got it.”

“So I need to get into the office⁠—”

“Before you do that.” His hand clamped down, and the smile faded as he stared into my eyes. His other arm came to rest above my head on my car roof. To anyone passing by, it’d look like Charlie was putting the moves on some girl, her face hidden from the public, but it wouldn’t take much for them to look past him. My whole body stiffened. “I wanted to see if you’d go out with me tomorrow.” I sucked in a breath to answer, but he forged on, his spiel coming out in a rush. “I know the guys did all this romantic shit, but I thought you might like to do something fun. I think we could both do with a laugh. I made a tentative booking at this tree climbing place.”

“You want to climb trees?’

“Not actually climbing up the trunks. It’s like an adventure playground thing, and adults totally do it too.” The corner of my lips quirked up despite myself, which seemed to embolden him. His smile was back and twice as bright. “I mean, I thought about buying out a whole baby shop, but apparently Knox did that already.”

“Oh my god, you guys are such gossips!”

“I’m just hungry for details.” His eyes became heavily lidded. “I won’t have to hassle them for deets if you come and do cool shit with me instead.”

I didn’t even know what I was saying yes to, but after the week I’d had, some dumb fun was exactly what the doctor ordered.

“OK.”

“Really?” How could someone as pretty as him look so boyish? “You won’t regret it. We’ll have a blast, I promise. I’ll pick you up around ten? We can stop for breakfast… Mm… tea maybe, and then head in.”

“Charlie.” Brent’s crisp tones cut through the vibes we had going, forcing the two of us apart. His eyebrows shot up when he saw who his firefighter was talking to. “Do we need to have another chat about fraternising with fellow staff members?”

“Nope.”

Charlie pulled away, then whispered ‘Saturday’ to me, making the sign of a phone before turning away and heading towards the station.

“And how’re you this morning, Millie? Everything OK?”

I was suddenly aware of how messy I looked. Reddened eyes, beard rash on my chin, I was like a poster girl for a HR sexual harassment video.

“I’m fine,” I said with a smile. “Especially as it’s Fri-yay.”

“Always good to get to the end of the week,” he agreed, “but you’d come and see me if you weren’t?”

“Of course.”

“Well, we have drinks down at the local pub every Friday, and it’d be great to see you there. It’s a family affair, not a rough place.”

“Better than the pub I was working at then,” I said, following him into the building. “I’ll be there.”

Who you knew at a job seemed more important than what you knew half the time. I’d stick my head in for an hour or two, have a couple of Cokes ‘because I had to drive home,’ and then make my excuses.

How’d the shopping date go? I looked down as my phone buzzed, feeling like a naughty school girl texting boys in class. Noah had sent that through.

Good, was all I could say in reply.

Maybe we could all slink away early. The last couple of nights had made something clear. My appetite for food may have deserted me, but other appetites rose up in their place. What would it be like to drag the three of them into my bedroom perfectly sober? Could we recapture the magic of what we had? I was determined to find out.

“You’re here!” Judy said when I walked in. “Awesome. I’ve got to duck out for another scan, but you know what to do, right?”

“Right,” I replied, because whether I did or not, I’d fake until I made it. I slipped behind the desk and sat down, intent on paperwork, not dick.


Chapter 51



Millie

“Millie!”

This was a nice pub. The interior was all dark wood and polished brass fittings, the sheer lack of 80s rock blaring from the jukebox lifting the mood. It looked like a lot of families came to hang out here. Kids ran past me and towards a long table where I saw Belinda and Sally, two of the wives I’d met at the Christmas party, sitting. They waved me over, so I sat down in a chair beside Sally.

“How’s your first week of work been?” Belinda asked.

“In some ways easier than working at a pub.” I nodded to the bar where the staff had people lined up waiting to get a drink. “In some ways harder. Paperwork all day…”

“Getting to you already?” I turned around to see Judy standing there. She took the seat next to me with a grin. “That’s why I decided to give the job up after the babies arrive. Sometimes it’s a fight to stay awake.” She yawned theatrically. “I can’t imagine dealing with the stupid government procurement website when sleep deprived.”

I smiled weakly.

“Yeah, of course.”

“But you’re going to stick with it, right?”

All of a sudden, I had every woman’s eyes on me.

“Absolutely.” I forced myself to smile. “I mean, my mother would kill me for knocking back a government job at the very least.”

The tension seemed to go out of the group.

“It’s not so bad,” Judy said and sipped her orange juice. “I mean, there’s plenty of eye candy to look at.”

As if summoned by her words, the firefighters arrived, walking in through the door and turning every person’s heads. Men gave them a nod as they passed, and the ladies… My hand gripped the edge of the table tight as I saw some of those admiring looks. Charlie got the lion’s share, but there were enough sent Knox and Noah’s way to make a small growl form in my throat. I swallowed it down and then turned back to the table.

“I’m going to grab a drink. Does anyone want one?”

No one did. Sally and Belinda were too busy greeting their husbands, and every kiss, every hug, felt like a body blow. No matter where things went, I’d never have the opportunity to do that. A woman treating three guys like her husband in a pub? Some idiot would have something to say about that, and once the baby came along, some well-meaning soul would call Family Services. I sighed and headed to the bar, lining up like everyone else.

“Something I can get you?”

It wasn’t the barman who was asking that. Charlie’s voice was like a hand sliding slowly up my spine, and I had to resist the compulsion to arch up into it.

“Just getting a Coke,” I replied, turning and giving him my best ‘we’re just colleagues’ smile.

“Doesn’t Coke have caffeine in it?”

“Oh shit…” My teeth burrowed into my bottom lip. How the hell did I space on that? It felt like the world was not set up for pregnant women at all. “I guess a lemon squash then.”

“Two lemon squashes, thanks, mate,” Charlie said over my shoulder, getting the pretty barmaid’s attention instantly. She nodded and went to work pouring the drinks, then handed them over with a dazzling smile. He paid for them, then put way too much effort into escorting me out of the scrum of other customers.

“Charlie! Charlie!” A couple of kids came rushing over to his side and then threw their arms around his legs.

“Oof…!” He winked at me as he stumbled backwards, pretending to be thrown off balance. “And what’re you little monsters up to? Millie, this is Ava and Ryan.”

“Hi guys.”

I felt a million years old as I waved at the children, but I needn’t have worried. I wasn’t their focus, he was.

“Come and play Godzilla with us!” the kids cried.

“We might a bit later…” I watched the kids’ faces fall. “I’m talking to a friend of mine right now.”

“Go.” That came out way more abrupt than I meant it to. “I mean, I can’t be standing around here talking to irradiated prehistoric monsters, can I?” I waved my hand. “Isn’t there a Japanese city you want to flatten?”

He shot me a sidelong look, nodding for just a second before spinning around to face the kids, hands raised. I grabbed the drink from his hand, putting it onto a nearby table, lest he slop the lot on the floor, then off he went. I shook my head, unable to stop myself from smiling as the kids squealed. He stomped after them until they were out the door and had entered the playground outside. The other kids quickly caught on at the game, running and shrieking as he pretended to chase them.

“He’s so good with kids,” Belinda said when I sat down, looking my way. “He’ll make such a good dad some day.”

“I’m sure he’ll have no problems finding someone to settle down with,” I replied. I wanted to throw these bloodhounds off the scent.

“You mean the whole pretty-boy thing?” Judy sipped her drink. “Yeah, that brings all the girls to the yard. Doesn’t make ‘em stay though.”

“Who’re you calling pretty?”

Our eyes jerked up to see Blue standing there.

“Oh my god, you’re back home!”

Judy couldn’t get up quickly enough, but he scooped her up and into his arms.

“Of course. You have that scan thing.”

Her face screwed up into a pained expression.

“They had to move it up. I went in today. I didn’t bother telling you because I knew you were on the road.” You could hear the emotion in her voice as her words came out in a messy spill. “I’m sorry. I know you wanted to see the not-so-little beans.”

“Hey, I’m sorry I couldn’t get back fast enough.”

I looked away then as the two of them shared an intimate moment, just in time to see more people had arrived. Henry, the guys’ team mate, had arrived with his wife in tow.

“The baby!”

Sally jumped up and rushed over to Henry’s wife, Kelly, hands outstretched.

“Want a hold?” Kelly seemed all too keen to hand the child over. “She’s a bit grizzly, aren’t you, Miss Tessa?”

I watched the two of them coo over the child, watching her little legs kick, listening to the grunts and felt… I don’t know what. A confusing mix of emotions? Tessa was cute. She had these big brown eyes that stared at everything, but with no expression apart from those little grunts. It was hard to know how she was feeling. I felt similarly bewildered. That will be you one day, my mind insisted. You’ll have a little one just like that, but it didn’t compute. My arms shifted restlessly, as if I didn’t know what to do with them.

“Oh, you are so cute,” Belinda and Sally told the baby when Sally sat down. “Yes, you are. Yes, you are.”

“Goodness, look at you,” Kelly said to Judy. “You’re just about to pop.”

“Not soon enough.” Judy’s hands moved restively over her stomach. “So, can I have a cuddle?”

“As soon as Sally’s stopped fussing over her, she’s yours,” Kelly said, sinking into her seat with a sigh. “She’s been screaming on and off all day, so I’m about ready to give her to the first person that wants her.”

“Getting some practise in?” Sally moved around the table, very carefully passing the baby to Judy. “There you go. You’re a natural, Jude.”

My colleague beamed as she set the baby on her shoulder, patting the little girl’s bottom rhythmically.

And she was. I felt a vicious kind of jealousy in that moment. I wanted to be a natural mother too, even though I’d had no prior experience. I was the youngest in our extended family, all my cousins were born well before me, so there were no babies for me to practise with growing up. Tessa seemed like an alien creature, but Sally gave me a nudge.

“Feeling clucky?” Was that what I looked like? I blinked, unable to think of a response. “Babies do that to you, though I’m glad I’ve already had mine.” She nodded to Ava and Ryan outside. “Kids are amazing, but babies…” She sighed. “There’s something special about them.”

“Did you want to hold her?”

I stared at Kelly, aware of the honour she was granting me, but we’d barely spoken two words to each other. It felt like I should’ve earned this privilege or something. Instead, I found myself grinning back at her.

“Um… yeah, if that’s OK.”

“Ready to go to Auntie Millie?” Judy said in a soothing voice. “I bet you are. I bet you are.”

The child was passed around the circle at the table like we were playing pass the parcel, when it landed on me.

“Just support her head,” Kelly said in a low voice. “That’s it. There you go.”

I was holding her. My eyelids fluttered because I was ready to take it all back. The baby seemed like some wide-eyed lump, but some sort of magic happened when she was in my arms. Her legs stopped working, her hands stilling as she just stared at me and I stared back.

“Oh, she likes you,” Kelly said. “Sure you don’t want to take her home?”

“Has she got colic?” Belinda asked.

“Just like all my other children.”

Kelly sounded tired, so tired, but the conversation just dropped away. I wasn’t sure what it was, if I was tapping into some long lineage of mothers spanning back centuries or some hidden instinct I didn’t know I possessed. Whatever it was, it swelled as I stared into the little girl’s eyes. I dared to smile and her face muscles twitched as she let out a particularly emphatic grunt. My finger moved then, getting within her reach, and she latched on with that chubby little hand, gripping it tight.

“She’s strong.” Kelly and I shared a look, and it felt like there was something else beyond meeting an acquaintance from work. It was almost like she saw herself in me, and I was proud of that comparison. “Watch out for her nails. The little bugger scratches like a kitten without meaning to.”

“You would never.”

Where the hell had this soft tone come from? I didn’t know, but Tessa seemed to like it. Her grip tightened, her expression growing brighter as I smiled and smiled. The weight of her in my arms, it felt perfect.

So of course, something had to go and ruin it.

A high-pitched giggle was what heralded their arrival, the women all turning around and groaning.

“Who the hell did Dave bring this time?” Sally sighed.

“I thought he was still with Katie?”

“Nope, she finally kicked him to the curb, which makes me wonder if Rhett is going to make his move.”

“I hope she did, because how many girls did he bring with him?”

“Badge bunnies,” someone said dismissively and I was forced to turn around to find out what that meant. I saw Dave with a very pretty blonde girl on his arm, three other extremely attractive women by her side. Long glossy hair, perfect makeup, and skirts just a couple of centimetres shorter than was strictly permissible in the office, each one was a total glamazon. Every man in the pub was looking their way.

Including Knox and Noah.

I caught the moment when Dave looked them over, a predatory look in his eyes. He whispered something to the women, and they sauntered forward.

“Oh my god…” Belinda hissed. “Is Dave siccing those girls on Knox? They wouldn’t have a chance in hell with him.”

“Or Noah.” Sally shot me a long look. “He’s never been one for the ladies.”

Everyone was talking at once, Dave’s actions obviously setting the cat amongst the pigeons, but a plaintive little cry had me focussing on what was important. Miss Tessa did not appreciate being ignored, her face screwing up into an alarming expression.

“Oh no…” I said in the kind of sing-song voice people used with small children. “No, no, no. You’re OK. You’re OK.”

“She probably needs a feed.”

Kelly reached for her daughter and I, of course, handed Tessa back.

But I didn’t want to. I missed the warmth of her, the weight, as soon as Tessa was gone, because what replaced it was a sudden feeling of emptiness.

“Hello, love.”

Belinda’s husband had come over and pressed a kiss to her cheek, taking a seat beside her. All of the hubbies seemed to have beaten a hasty retreat, putting space between them and this phalanx of hot girls. Seats were shuffled, the group expanding to admit each one as Henry snorted and shook his head. He’d been here the entire time.

“Not sure what the hell Dave is playing at,” Jason, one of the husbands, said. “We are usually fighting off badge bunnies, not bringing in our own.”

But I knew. Dave couldn’t just leave the situation alone. He’d had a niggle at me with the flowers and when that hadn’t worked, he was taking a more direct route to send a message. He wanted me staring across the crowded pub at two of my guys, barely able to see them now for the girls. They’d surrounded the guys like a pack of hunting lions.

“Someone needs to rescue those poor guys,” Jason chortled. “Noah would never have the balls to tell the girls to piss off on his own.”

“Knox will.”

Everyone looked at me, because apparently I’d said that.

“Not sure if he’d want to.” One of the husbands watched what was going on with a sly smile. “Fort Knox getting his end wet? Might put a smile on that dial of his for a change.”

But he had to, I wanted to insist. He needed to tell the very pretty girls to go and find someone else to chat to because he was taken. Knowing how much I wanted that was all the more painful, because I knew he couldn’t without outing the lot of us.

“Oh, the ladies have crashed and burned,” Jason said with a cackle. “Better luck next time. The boys want to play pool rather than talk to girls apparently.”

This whole exchange was like a sports match, complete with running commentary, so I watched along with everyone else as the guys finished up their drinks and walked away from the women to the pool table. Cues were found, balls were racked, and yet that still wasn’t enough to send the women on their way.

“Looks like they’re gonna have another crack!” one of the guys said.

The girls drank down their drinks and then made for the pool table, but what happened next I didn’t see, because Charlie appeared beside me.

“Hey, Splash.” My eyes met his and I saw that his twinkled with a special kind of mischief. “We’re gonna play a game of pool and we’re missing one person. Wanna crush those bastards on the pool table?”

“Can’t think of anything I’d like more,” I said, jerking myself to my feet.


Chapter 52



Noah

I needed these girls to piss right off now. Trouble is, I couldn’t think of a polite way to say that.

Knox didn’t do polite.

“Nice to meet you,” he said to the three of them, his tone making clear that wasn’t actually the case. “We’re gonna go and play pool now.”

“Ooh doubles?” the brunette said. Was it Saffron or Amber, I couldn’t remember.

“Singles,” he said and then turned without saying another thing.

“He doesn’t play well with others.”

Why the hell was I babbling that out? I felt bad because I knew exactly what this was. Dave’s leer our way had made that clear. He’d invited the girls to the pub, no doubt geeing them up into thinking we were interested in meeting women, when he knew otherwise. It was that manipulation that had me trying to explain things to the girls without actually saying what the story was. I wanted to stand there with my arm around Millie, for all of us to declare our relationship to the entire pub and send the women scuttling, but that’s not what we’d agreed to. Dave exploited that need for secrecy now, smirking into his beer.

“Anyway, have a good night.”

What the hell did Dave tell these girls? Because after a brief conversation amongst themselves, they came strolling over to the pool table Knox was setting up.

Only to be intercepted by Charlie.

“Excuse me, ladies.” He cut them off at the pass. “Looks like this pool table is taken, but there’s a free one over there.”

He should’ve had their attention. Girls usually took a first, second, and third look at Charlie, but their collective focus narrowed down on Millie. I made a small angry sound, ready to step forward if things got nasty, but that’s not what happened. The women retracted back to the closest table, sitting down to watch us play.

“We wanted to tell them to piss off,” I hissed at Millie as soon as she got in earshot.

“I was just about to.” Knox frowned as he chalked the end of his cue. “That’s why I came over here, but they followed us.”

“I saw what was going down and figured Godzilla had more pressing matters to attend to,” Charlie added.

Millie snorted, then smiled, and I felt a rush of relief, sure this was going to scare her off. Instead, she just grabbed the cue Knox passed her and shook her head.

“This is all bullshit.” She looked back to where the blonde was plastered against Dave. Rhett stared at the girl and then our colleague with a growing frown. “It’s just a set up. Dave’s trying to push our buttons.” She marched around to the white ball and leaned down low to take her shot, the three of us letting out a little groan in response. Her arse looked so fucking perfect. “And we’re not going to let him succeed.”

“But we might at this game of pool.” Charlie said to Millie as he shook his head. “Damn, babe, I didn’t know you were a shark.”

She expertly potted two more balls before straightening up.

“Your turn.”

She didn’t specify who, and both Knox and I stepped forward at her command, then looked at each other sheepishly. In the end, I took the next go, deliberately positioning myself as close as I could to Millie, even though it wasn’t the easiest shot.

“So you’re cool with this?”

“Are you?” she muttered under her breath. “Those girls are gorgeous.”

“I didn’t notice.” I leaned down and took my shot but just sent the white ball spinning uselessly, barely tapping the one I was after. “I never do. There’s only one girl for me, you know that.”

“I do now.” She pulled away from me and nodded to Charlie. “It’s your shot.”

“Hopefully they get the bloody point now.” Knox came to stand beside us, scowling openly at the girls. “I was pretty bloody rude to them.”

“Which means there’s something going on here,” Millie growled, but not at the girls. She stared at Dave until he turned around, nodding in our direction. “I knew I should’ve nailed him harder in the nuts when he didn’t vomit afterwards.”

We all started to chuckle as Charlie leaned over to take his shot. The girls’ focus sharpened, following his every move. The girl with that brown hair that’s dyed to fade into blonde slid off her chair and sauntered forward. She watched him pot one ball, then another before sliding over to lean on the pool table cushion.

“Hi…”

“Um… hey.” Charlie moved away from her, taking another shot, but she followed like a lion on the hunt.

“I’m Savannah.”

“Uh huh.”

“Do you want to junk punch Dave now or shall I?” Knox asked Millie, watching the woman chase Charlie around the table with a frown.

“Or we could tackle the situation head on.”

Millie left her cue leaning against the table, moving smoothly to take the spot next to Charlie. He let out a little sigh when she was close. Our girl thrust her hand out, forcing Savannah to deal with her.

“Hey, I’m Millie.” Savannah just stared at her hand. “Did you want the table next so you and your friends can play? Usually, you just leave a gold coin on the cushion.”

“We’re not here to play pool,” Savannah said with a slight sneer and went to step past Millie, but our girl shifted sideways to intercept her.

“Then what are you here for? Charlie’s potted enough balls that he’s not going to have to drop his trousers and run around the table bare-arsed, so that can’t be why. Though…” She slapped her hand down on Charlie’s arse and the dickhead gave a theatrical shiver. “I can understand why you’d be so keen to see this in all its glory.”

Savannah took a step backwards, her lip curling into an attitude of disgust, but Charlie turned to Millie.

“Spank me harder next time.”

“Oh my god, what kind of brother-sister relationship is this?”

“I’m sorry, what?”

I was walking around the table and so was Knox, converging on Savannah, which had her friends joining her, ready to back her up.

“Aren’t you her brothers?” Savannah asked, pointing at the three of us.

“No.”

“So you’re not super protective of them and trying to ruin their chances at happiness,” the brunette said to Millie.

“No.”

Savannah sighed before looking back at Dave. “That prick.”

“What did ‘that prick’ say?”

Knox folded his arms, making clear that he wanted answers and now.

“Amber started dating that idiot a week ago,” Savannah explained. “We keep telling her she can do better, but apparently he love bombed her into oblivion.”

“Amber always has had terrible taste in men,” the petite girl with long, black hair said, tossing it over her shoulder. “Half the time we come along on dates just to stop her from doing something stupid.”

“‘David,’” Savannah said his name like it was a kind of poison or something, “said that there were some guys at his work that were seriously hot.” Her eyes slid down Charlie’s body again until Millie stepped between them with a meaningful look. “With an overbearing sister who always cock blocked them. He asked us to come to the pub and see if we could help.”

“That dickhead…”

My hands were forming fists, just as they had when I heard what Dave had tried to do with Millie, but this time he was within punching range. A fight would get us banned from this place, but it’d be worth it.

“You’re not their sister,” the brunette said, pointing at Millie. “Oh my god, you're the girlfriend, right?” Millie nodded. “I am so, so sorry. We’re totally girls-girls.” She turned to her friends and they all nodded empathically. “We’d never make a move on another woman’s man. So which one’s yours?”

“Um…”

Millie’s pause was telling, and the girls’ eyebrows shot to their hairlines before they all started laughing.

“All of them?” Savannah looked at us with fresh eyes. “Damn, girl, show me your ways.”

“It’s something we’re keeping really, really quiet,” Millie said as she eyed the room around us. “We all work at the same place.”

“Say no more.” The brunette mimed locking her lips. “Well, enjoy yourself and your harem of hotties, because we’ve got another job to do.”

“Amber needs a wakeup call, stat,” Savannah said.

“She’s leaving, even if I have to drag her out by her hair,” the girl with the black hair said. “She deserves better.”

“All women do.” Millie stood taller, then stared across the room at Dave. “If he’s been dating your friend for a week, that means he tried it on with me during that time.” Her focus swung back to them. “And he looked like he wasn’t going to take no for an answer. You need to get your friend the hell away from him.”

“On it.”

Savannah and her friends didn’t say anything more, striding across the room. Dave looked shocked, then irritated, and my hand gripped the cue tighter when I saw him grab Amber’s arm.

My eyes suddenly became laser sharp, catching the way her flesh dimpled, the skin going white around it. A little look of pain had my teeth grinding together. No, no fucking way was he getting away with this shit, I thought furiously, because I knew what this was like. To have someone stronger, harder, faster hurting you, and even when you tried to jerk yourself away, you failed. That powerlessness threatened to overwhelm me, shove me right back to high school, but I knew I wasn’t there. I was big enough, strong enough, to put Dave down, and that’s just what I’d do.

Only for Millie to stand in my way.

“He wants a scene.” Her voice was cool and calm right when I was feeling anything but. “A fight would be even better. If you lose your shit at him, then he can blame anything else that comes up at work on the fact that you obviously hate him.”

I didn’t want to listen. I shook my head, as if that would dislodge her cool reasoning, but it didn’t. My eyes went to her, always to Millie.

“He can’t keep getting away with this shit.” I tried to keep my tone civil but failed. “He can’t keep having a crack at you, Millie.”

I wanted to get close to her, hold her against me and press my lips to her hair. I wanted to breathe her in, feel her against me. It was only then I’d be able to slow my heart rate, convince myself that everything was OK.

“He can’t, but right now…” She turned around in time to see a very angry group of women berating Dave so loudly, hands waving, that he was forced to down his beer and scuttle away like the rat he was. “He’s got other problems. Those girls look like they could take him out in the car park, whereas you…”

She moved and placed all the balls back in the triangle, setting them up for a new game.

“Need to see if you can win this game.” She removed the triangle and hit the white ball, potting several balls straight away. “We’ll play this as a round robin. Whoever ends up beating me gets to take me home tonight.”

Suddenly I couldn’t have given the slightest shit about Dave. I grabbed my cue and went to survey the table.
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Charlie

Millie was going down, I decided, as I circled the table, seeing all the different plays I could make. Or rather, I’d be going down on her when I won. Knox got knocked out and so did Noah, leaving just me to claim victory. I leaned over the pool table, ready to make my shot, seeing all the ways the white ball could go. If I knocked the red in, it could send the yellow into the other pocket and boobs.

Boobs?

Millie bent over the pool table right in front of me, the deep v of her blouse revealing mounds of beautiful breasts that were just dying for my touch and for a second, I couldn’t think of anything else. How hard her nipples got when I sucked them. The cute little noises she made when she was close to coming. Her fingers raking across my scalp, holding me right in place, even though she’d never need worry that I’d pull away. I shook my head, grinning and then narrowed my focus back to my shot.

“Anyone would think you don’t want me to win,” I told her.

“Well, I do hate to lose.”

She folded her arms under her tits, plumping them up so they looked like fruit on a tray, ready to be eaten. 

“Who says you’re going to lose?” I potted the red if not the yellow ball, then moved closer, my mouth almost brushing her ear. “Pretty sure we’ll both win over and over.”

“Can we wrap this up?” Knox appeared by the table, spinning his finger in a circle. “Millie can kick your arse and then choose where she’s sleeping tonight.”

He said that with a confidence I didn’t feel. Noah was her childhood sweetheart, Knox rescued her, but what was I? I grinned as I leaned over the table, drawing my cue back. A man who’d spent way too much of his misspent youth playing pool with his mates. I worked methodically, sinking ball after ball after ball to the sounds of Millie’s exclamations, then stood up, putting my cue behind me and shooting the black in blind, grinning when I heard a familiar clunk.

“Holy crap, I didn’t stand a chance, did I?” she said, staring up at me.

“I was gonna warn you,” Noah told her, “but Knox said no.”

Millie turned to face our team leader. He smiled down at her, arms crossed.

“Seems neater this way. You spent last night with me, the other one with Noah⁠—”

So I was all that was left. I didn’t love that idea, watching Millie bristle.

“So, what, you’re going to pass me around between the three of you, each one of you claiming a night?”

She was trying for outrage, but I heard that note in her voice. A little tremble that said she didn’t hate that idea as much as she was saying. I stepped forward and so did the others so we could have this conversation a little more discreetly.

It hurt to maintain the distance between us. I wanted to pull Millie against me, making clear to every bloke that took a second look at her that she was mine.

Ours.

But there were too many eyes on us here, so I pitched my voice low.

“Maybe we will,” I told her, all the need and desire I’d been keeping back coming rushing out. “Maybe we’ll work it out between the three of us who you need on a given night. Maybe we’ll be there with everything you need waiting for you. From a long hot bath to a gentle massage to…” I swallowed hard, able to see it now. Her naked, beautiful, and flushed with pleasure. “Something more vigorous.”

She sucked in a breath, ready to reply, when the sharp sound of laughter came from further in the pub. The wives were cackling about something between them, but the spell was broken. Millie looked from them to us with a question in her eyes.

“So what do you want me to do, walk out of here on your arm?”

Yes, I wanted to say, yes, exactly that, but that wasn’t how this was going to work. I swallowed, struggling to keep smiling but I achieved it. 

“No.” Why did it hurt so much to say that one little word? I couldn’t spend time wondering at that. I’d won and it was time to claim my prize in any way I could. “You’ll make your goodbyes.” I turned her around to face the wives sitting around their table and gossiping. “Say you’re tired and need to head home to bed. Instead you’ll stop at the service station for fifteen minutes. Grab yourself a drink or something and then I’ll meet you there.” Knox nodded, making clear he approved of this plan. “Sound do-able?”

Her lips parted and I knew then she was feeling the same way. Millie wanted to say fuck it, to go up on her tiptoes and kiss me in front of anyone. My arms moved, ready to catch her, to pull her closer, but instead she nodded and turned to do just that.

“If I won, why do I feel like I’m losing something?” I muttered.

“It won’t always be like this.” Noah put his elbow on my shoulder and I wondered why the hell it was more socially acceptable for him to touch me than the mother of my child. “We’ll work something out.” That was no consolation, I knew it, he knew it, but he grabbed the triangle and racked the balls again. “In the mean time you can crush me at pool again.”

I watched Millie smile and wave to the women, but when she pulled away from them, it felt like it was me she was walking away from, not towards, like she should. 

“I’ll give you a couple of shots to make sure you don’t have to show that lily white arse to the whole pub,” I told him.

A snort and a shake of his head was all I got in reply as he took the first shot.

Exactly fifteen minutes later I was downing the last ball, then my beer, readying myself to leave.

“Bring Millie by mine tomorrow evening,” Knox said, getting in my way, right as I was heading towards the door.

“Tomorrow is mine,” I told him through gritted teeth. 

“Tomorrow evening we’ll have something that all of us can share.”

He looked then at Noah, making clear the two of them had been talking, but I couldn’t be bothered to find out what. They could chat all they bloody liked while I was with Millie.

“I’ll ask her and let you know.”

I didn’t wait for a reply, hearing some of my workmates call my name, offer me another beer, but none of them had what I needed. It wasn’t that bitter, hoppy taste I wanted, but hers.

Millie was sweet to the tongue, I remembered that much. Had me going back over and over, needing another taste. My cock throbbed like a sore tooth in my pants, but I’d happily ignore it for this. Her looking up from where she was parked, a look of surprise on her face despite the fact I’d told her I was coming, replaced quickly by a flush of pleasure. I treasured that as I swung out of my truck and walked over to her car, poking my head through her open window and claiming her mouth without thought.

“Sorry,” I mumbled, pressing my forehead against hers. “I’ve just been wanting to do that all week.”

“You kissed me before,” she gasped, “when you found out I was pregnant.”

“Wasn’t enough.” I went back for another and another, loving the way her lips felt soft beneath mine. “Not nearly enough.” My hand reached in, stroking her face, her hair. “Now tell me I can take you to my place and do all the things I’ve been dreaming about all week.”

“OK.” I pulled back, staring into her eyes, half expecting her to say no.

“OK?” I grinned down at her.

“Yes,” she said. “Yes to all of that. Now get in your car and show me the way to your place before someone sees us.”

That last bit, it was the sting in the tail of something awesome. Pleasure and pain, that was all I seemed to feel after I met Millie.

“See if you can keep up,” I told her with a wink and then jumped back into my car, staring into the rear vision mirror to make sure she was ready before taking off down the road.

My head wasn’t here in the car. It wasn’t even on the day I’d had, but instead I was mentally in the passenger seat of Millie’s car, watching her every movement, trying my best to distract her, as we drove closer to my place. This meant that when my phone started ringing it was a rude shock. I was forced to wrench my eyes away from the rear vision mirror, where I could see Millie’s car, to my phone. Astrid. My sister’s name flashed up on the screen, forcing a groan out of me.

Shit. Shit, shit, shit, shit.

In my family I was rarely called Charlie. Space Cadet, Forgetful Jones when I was a little kid or just Dory after that bloody fish on Finding Nemo, I got them all and for good reason. I was caught up in Millie, in her news, in the fact she was treating us as more than just colleagues and that had me spacing completely on the plans I’d made with my sister and my nephews.

I liked kids so being the funcle was no great chore. Remembering that I’d said I would take the boys off Astrid’s hands was much harder. She wanted the morning off to get on top of some cleaning and then go to get her hair done and I’d said yes.

To the same morning that I intended to take Millie out.

I’ll just let it go to message bank, I thought, even as my grip on the steering wheel grew tighter. Just let it ring. It did, over and over, the persistent sound like a hard finger poking repetitively into my ribs, reminding me of my fuckup. My teeth grit together because this was not how I did things. 

Answer the call, attend to whatever issue the person on the other end wanted fixed as soon as possible, because otherwise it just slipped my mind. I told myself I had no way to answer Astrid’s call safely while driving, so I drove on until it stopped ringing.

Only for it to start up again.

Astrid knew me and had no doubt worked out what had happened, knowing her best bet was to keep ringing until I gave in and picked up. I let out a low growl of frustration, flicking on my indicators to park by the side of the road. My eyes caught the moment that Millie did the same as I grabbed the phone and tapped on the screen.

“Hey Buttface,” I said with false cheer. A shriek in the background made me wince. “What’s up?”

“Have you forgotten about tomorrow?” And hello to you too, I thought. “You did, didn’t you? Bloody hell, Charlie.”

“In my defence, I’ve had a lot on this week. I⁠—”

“You and me both, Brother. We’ve talked about this. Don’t say yes to things you have no intention of doing.” That wasn’t it, I wanted to tell her, but Astrid charged on. “I can cope with your bullshit, but the boys…”

And that’s when I felt my heart sink. 

Bill was Astrid’s deadbeat ex, a guy that rarely picked the boys up for the visitation time he’d fought hard to get to lower the child support payments he rarely made. “Jesus…” I could almost hear the moment when her teeth clenched down, her breath coming noisily down the phone. “So what do I tell the boys this time?”

That wasn’t fair. I took the boys out at least every second weekend, knowing Astrid needed the break, which was more than our parents signed up to do. She didn’t mean to get short with me, but sometimes it felt like she was only just hanging on by the skin of her teeth. Astrid couldn’t cope with any more disappointment.

My side door opened and a quizzical Millie slid into the truck, taking in the phone, and the tense set of my body.

“You can tell my nephews…” I mentally pleaded with Millie to understand and I liked to think she did. Her hand slid across the seat and gripped mine. “That I’ll take them to Tree Climb tomorrow.”

“That adventure playground place?” I let out a sigh at the rapid shift in Astrid’s tone. Surprise, relief replaced judgement. My thumbs moved, rerouting the audio to the speakers. “Are you sure, Charlie?” She was using my real name. My sister must be pleased with me. I silently asked Millie the same question. “Because once I tell the boys…”

They’d be devastated if I turned around and spaced on them. Millie snorted and then nodded in agreement.

“Tell them I’ll be by at 9.30am sharp,” I said. When Astrid got off the phone I turned to Millie, an apologetic expression on my face.

“I’m sorry⁠—”

“You have a prior commitment,” she said. “It’s OK.”

“No, it’s not.” Millie went to pull away but I held her hand fast, reaching for the other. “It’s really not and I want to tell you that I won’t double book shit again, but…” I swallowed hard. “I’d be lying. There’s a reason why I went into the fire service.”

“Because you look amazing in the uniform?”

“What?” She stopped my train of thought cold and then I looked down at myself. “OK, cool, good to know.”

“Because you really like helping people,” she prompted.

“Yeah, that’s a big part of it, but basically it’s this.” I took off my seat belt and turned to face her. This was always going to come out, but a selfish part of me hoped that it wouldn’t become an issue for some weeks, if not months, and preferably after we got naked. “I work hard and do what’s needed without complaint, at least that’s what my performance review said. I’m even good at showing initiative, often able to think of faster, better ways of doing things, but…” 

My eyes dropped down, not wanting to see it, the moment she processed what I was saying. 

“I couldn’t organise a piss up in a brewery, that’s what my dad always said. The details, I never remember them.” I dragged out my phone and showed her my calendar. Every day was filled with notifications. From when to put the bins out, to getting the dishes done, it was the only way I could make sure any of that shit got done. Her eyes widened as she scanned the schedule I’d been forced to make for myself. “I was kinda hoping you’d have seen how good I was at… other things before you were confronted by this, but⁠—”

Fingers touched my lips, silencing me more definitely than any words because all I could feel was her. The warmth of her skin, the salty taste of her skin. I pressed a kiss there, wondering if this would be the last chance I got.

“You forgot that you were hanging out with your nephews, not kicked a puppy,” she told me, staring into my eyes. “I know a lot of people that are perfectly punctual and are complete arseholes.” I let out a little bark of laughter despite myself. “I’ve never seen anyone put a reminder in their phone to make sure they get the dishes done before, but…” She smiled slowly. “Do you make sure to get them all clean every night?”

“Every single one,” I said, “otherwise I just can’t. I’ll just leave them there and the pile just keeps getting bigger and bigger until I stop going into the kitchen to avoid dealing with it.” I winced, remembering how that went. “It gets ugly so I’ve learned to make sure I do every single one every night.”

“Well, that already makes you ten times better than the last guy I lived with.” My grip on her hands was punishing but I couldn’t seem to force myself to let go. “He didn’t do the dishes because he thought that was women’s work.”

“What a fucking dick,” I rasped.

“Yeah, and that didn’t even work that well.”

Her smile was what drew me closer. I was like one of those moths, unable to stop myself from flying towards all that radiance. Millie leaned in too, meeting me halfway so our lips grazed against the others.

“I promise to make sure the dishes are always done and the bathroom is scrubbed once a week. With bleach,” I added hastily. “I’ll sort all of the rubbish into the right bins and make sure they go out each Friday night and vacuum on a Sunday.”

“Who could say no to that?” Millie said, her lips twitching. “Take me home, Charlie, and show me exactly what those hands can do.”

I kissed her properly then, the part of me responsible for holding back all day thoroughly exhausted. Not one more moment could I go without kissing her, something I mumbled before claiming her mouth as mine.
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Millie

“Show me this spotless kitchen…” I murmured as we slammed through his front door.

I think Charlie lived in some kind of duplex or something, but if you asked me any of the details, I wouldn’t have been able to tell you. That little moment of vulnerability, the way he seemed stricken by the idea of disappointing his sister and nephews or me, it’d made him somehow more real. Behind that too pretty face was an actual living human being apparently.

“Kitchen?” Charlie pulled back to smile down at me, both of us gasping to catch our breath. “Kinky.”

That didn’t stop him from picking me up and carrying me through. A light was flicked on, and I was stunned that he could hold me with one arm while he did so, but before I could say anything, I was placed onto the kitchen counter as he stepped between my legs.

“Benches are clean enough to eat off,” he told me in a husky voice before moving forward and kissing me. “Floor swept clean. No debris left to attract cockroaches.”

“Pest control is always an important quality in a partner,” I said, leaning forward for another kiss.

“Partner?” For a moment I thought I’d mis-stepped. His eyes stared into mine, but that wicked smile was there seconds later. “Is that what I am? I like the sound of partner, but husband…”

Charlie was about to go back to kissing me and my lips, my body wanted that really, really badly. He had to go and say the H word, though, didn’t he?

“Husband?”

I winced as I repeated the word. It felt like it had a weight to it, a seriousness that didn’t fit with where we were now, which was ridiculous. Mum and Dad had been forced to have a shotgun wedding with little other than a summer fling under their belt and they’d made it work.

But Mum only had one summer lover, not three.

I moved slowly, tracing the sharp line of Charlie’s jaw down to the curve of his lips. He moved, pressing a gentle kiss to my palm, watching me the whole time. I sucked in a breath, dismissing the mental images that had risen at the sound of that word. Of me in an ivory dress looking freaking amazing as our families clustered around us to witness something magical. A strange kind of alchemy where two people, two families, melded into one. Like a lot of little girls, I’d dreamed of just that. We put aside childish things when we grew up, I realised, and that’s what I had to do now.

“Millie—”

I couldn’t bear apologies or explanations, promises that I’d have my special day. We were committed to working out a way to co-parent, to be together, and right now, that’d be enough. I knew plenty of women with rings on their fingers who were married to inveterate man-children. A quick glance around the brightly lit kitchen told me that I would be spared that fate, even if it took notifications going off over and over. My fingers moved of their own accord, tracing the shape of his mouth, then sliding down.

There was a special kind of pleasure that came from undressing a gorgeous guy. Each one of the potential daddies was hot, but Charlie was just so damn perfect. My fingers struggled to send the sensory information back to my brain, to register that I was touching a body that looked like an ancient Greek statue. The warmth of his skin, the satin feeling of it was the only thing that convinced me he was flesh and blood.

“My turn now,” he said when I reached for his belt. He pushed my hands gently aside and then took over.

It was then I realised that the harsh fluorescent lights did not do me the same favours as him. I went to stop him, or at least see if we could take it to the bedroom. His ability to keep a house clean had been established. He’d passed that test, and I wanted to be in a better setting for the next stage, something I told him.

“Want to see you.” He murmured that against my neck as he kissed me really distractingly, his fingers making quick work of my blouse buttons. “Want to sear it in my brain so that if you…” I kissed him full on the mouth, silencing him for a second, but he sucked my bottom lip before pulling free. “If you kick me to the curb tomorrow after meeting the monsters that are my nephews, I’ll still have this.”

I should’ve shrank back, but the look of reverence in his eyes stopped me. They rolled up to meet mine and then he smiled.

“I was too drunk last time to remember all of it. Just little fragments that made my dick ache.” His lips pursed. “And my heart. Feels like I’ve been waiting for this moment for so damn long.”

“So don’t wait.”

Insecurities and comparisons couldn’t co-exist in this room, not with the desire that filled it. He was just Charlie, I was just Millie, and right now, we had to know whether this little spark was going to catch alight and burn the two of us whole.

Or fizzle out and turn to ash.

I slid down from the counter, my hands making short work of his belt and pants fastenings. My knees hit the ground as my hand wrapped around the base of him. That banana bend, I forgot about that. It was like his dick was arching up, demanding a kiss, so I gave the head one.

“Fuck…” His hands slapped down onto the counter. “I should say stop, don’t, but I can’t find it in myself to do it. Bloody hell, that feels so damn good.” His hand went to the back of my head, stroking my hair as I began to bob. A little too deep and I was spluttering. “Don’t force it. That’s it. Good girl.”

He moved in time with my strokes, slow and ponderous, as if he wanted to enjoy every damn second of this, but before too long, he was wrenching away. The sheepish man of before was replaced by a god with an angry red dick.

“I was already on edge when you walked into the pub. No, when I saw you in the car park this morning. Always hard, always aching around you.” His head tilted to one side as he stared down at me, smoothing away the tears at the corner of my eyes with his thumb. “Have pity on me, Millie. Let me bury my face in that wet little cunt.”

How could I say no to that? I nodded sharply and then he picked me up bodily, slinging me over his shoulder, one hand holding me in place, the other roaming across my arse, and that’s when everything got blurry.

The dark room that smelled of him, clean, male and spicy, combined with laundry soap and sun. Soft bed, messy covers, and my clothes joined the tangles seconds later, his dumped to the floor. Charlie rose above me, so perfectly naked, his hand going to his cock and giving it a long, twisting stroke as he stared.

“If you knew the things I thought of doing to you,” he said in a low growl. “Walking around the bloody office, looking like the sweetest thing and me left dying for a taste. I’ve run out of depressing, shitty things to think about to try and keep my boner down, instead developing a weird kink for nuns in full habit.”

“This your way of saying you want to do some role playing?” I asked, cocking an eyebrow.

“This is me telling you I want you to spread those cute little thighs and show me what I’ve been missing all week.”

My smile faded, his intensity, the implications of his words washing over me, but… No one would do anything that I had done if they had a brain in their head. I would never have taken the job, never fallen into bed with any of them, never even gone to the party, if I had any sense. It went right back to that first night. I should never have rushed towards the oil fire, trying to put it out when all I had was a boring one day training session I barely paid attention to. So if I was caught up in a string of one dumb choice after another, I may as well commit to doing them all. My heels slid across his covers and I could tell by his expression that he never thought I’d do this. There was a look of glee, of self-congratulation, then of something else far more profound as I revealed my most secret flesh.

“Just like that, baby.” His voice was broken, ragged. “Slide your fingers down. That’s it.” He knelt down, his hands wrapping around my ankles to drag me towards the edge and onto his face.

Fuck.

I couldn’t help but see them, the husbands and wives, then Dave and his phalanx of hot girls. Even Knox and Noah, they flashed through my mind, right as his tongue flicked out. They had all stood in the way of this. No timid little lick for him, Charlie seemed intent on tasting every inch of me all at the same time. I squirmed, forcing his hands to wrap around my thighs and keep me right where I was. His tongue buried itself inside me, giving me some relief while making me ache for something far harder, his chin working rhythmically against me as he pulsed it in and out. It wasn’t until I was crying out, my hands buried in his hair and tugging hard, that his lips prised themselves off my clit and he sucked in a breath.

“Now? Tell me you’re fucking ready for me, because…”

I hauled him up, not able to rest until his weight was pinning me to the bed. My leg was pulled up, forcing me open, and his cock took control of all territory surrendered.

“Now…?”

There was something far more vulnerable in his voice as he asked that question again. His eyes burned phosphorescent blue in the low light as he moved our bodies until they fit together like puzzle pieces.

“Now,” I said with a frantic nod, feeling the head of his cock graze the place I needed him most, right before he surged in.

“Ah…!”

My nails dug into his shoulders, my whole body bucking up into his as I felt every inch disappear inside me. One long rocking movement and it felt like he was raking across something so exquisitely sensitive it almost hurt.

“Tell me this is what you need,” he rasped into my ear. “Tell me nothing ever felt so damn right.”

But I couldn’t, not with words anyway. With every thrust, he silenced me and had me crying out at the same time. My hands slapped down on his buttocks, digging in as I met him stroke for stroke.

I didn’t know what this was like for him. All I knew was I was half out of my head, heels dragging across the bedcovers as I fought to gain purchase, wanting and needing more. His hands slapped down on the bed on either side of my head and he continued to stare, right as he tilted my hips upwards. Fuck, that change in angle was destroying me.

“I’m gonna…”

Do what? I couldn’t seem to finish that sentence. What was happening went beyond words, beyond concepts. I was a balloon, thin skinned and sensitive, filling rapidly with water, swelling and swelling until a hot, desperate sensation rushed through me. I felt a terrible moment akin to the second when you feel like you’ll burst if you don’t pee, but I wasn’t doing the need-to-piss dance in a toilet stall. I was here, on his bed, feeling his thrusts slice through the ecstasy, provoking more, right before I burst.

“That’s it,” he crowed. “That’s fucking it. Come, baby. Yeah, just like that.”

But whatever the fuck this was, it was all new to me, my voice a ragged shriek right as I lost all control.

Warm wetness, that’s what I felt as I came back to myself, well beyond the usual leak of a guy’s cum. No, I looked down in horror as he pulled back, a smug smile on his face.

“Did I…?”

Was this some freaking horrible side effect of pregnancy? All I could see was Judy’s endless trips to the loo at work. My cheeks flushed bright red as he pulled himself free.

“Cover my cock in girl cum?” He seemed so pleased by this, almost arrogant, as his hand worked his dick, the swollen red head disappearing and reappearing from his foreskin’s sheath. “Now I’m gonna return the favour. You want my cum, don’t you, baby?”

I nodded, not even sure what I was agreeing to, as my head was spinning, but my stomach jumped as the first splatter hit my skin. His vicious joy was contagious, leaving me with a choice. Glory in the fact he’d nearly taken my head off, making me come hard on that tricky curved dick.

Or wallow in shame.

Joy, I’d take joy every damn time.

“Oh my god, I made a total mess of your bed,” I groaned as he slid off the bed and retrieved a towel for clean-up.

“Nope.” He dropped the towel on the bed, then pulled me free to clean me up meticulously. “Don’t wanna brag, but this has happened enough times for me to be prepared.” The blanket beneath us was bundled up and taken to a laundry basket, and the bed below was clean and dry. “But maybe let me know if you want round two.” He laid me down and squeezed in behind me, pressing kisses to the nape of my neck. My head was tilted back, his thumb resting on my pulse as he kissed me slowly. “I’ve got plenty of waterproof blankets. We can trash every single one of them if you want.”

I did want.

It was hard not to put that night down to drunken enthusiasm, the way we couldn’t keep our hands off each other, but now I was forced to confront the fact that it was more. During the night he barely bothered to wake me, stroking me gently until I started to moan, then squirm, shushing me back to sleep, right as he hooked my top leg back over his hip. In a series of slow rocking strokes, he fucked me from awake back to sleep, so I was lost in a sensual haze I never wanted to escape, coming over and over until the morning sun rose.

“So…” Charlie peered down at me once my eyes were fully open. “I need you to promise not to hold my nephews against me.”

“Sounds ominous…” I croaked and he handed me a glass of water.

“Ominous.” He nodded. “Yeah, that’s not a bad word for them. Rambunctious, impulsive.” His eyes rolled mine and he smiled. “Little terrors.”

“So good practise if we have a son?” I asked, rolling towards him just to feel him cradle me against his chest.

“Good reason to pray for a daughter. One as pretty as her mum.” I stared into his eyes, sure I looked like a right mess right now, but you’d never know it. He looked so damn pleased with himself. “So time to get out of bed. I know you can barely keep your hands off me⁠—”

“Pretty sure you were the one copping a feel last night, and often,” I muttered.

“But it's time to get ready.” He leapt out of bed, making clear he wasn’t perfect. Charlie was a bloody morning person. “Wanna come and climb trees with me, Millie?”

I shook my head, smiling at his enthusiasm.

“Couldn’t think of anything I’d want more.”
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“So you made it.”

Astrid opened the door and looked me up and down with a slight frown, but whatever she had to say next was drowned out by the thunder of baby elephants on the stairs.

Make that my nephews.

“Grab your water bottles!” my sister shouted over her shoulder. “And the sunscreen!” Her eyes narrowed as she focussed back on me. “You’ll make sure they put it on this time?”

“Yes, I’ll⁠—”

“And reapply it within the hour?”

Because her ex was such a deadbeat, Astrid had been forced to become both mother and father to her boys, and she did so with deadly precision.

“I know.”

“Put a reminder in your phone,” she said, glancing at my pocket, but when she moved her head, something in my car caught her attention.

Millie.

I could almost see her pupils expanding as her gaze sharpened.

“Who’s that?”

She sucked in a breath, ready to read me the riot act, and that’s why I’d told Millie to stay in the car. My sister was a ballbuster of epic proportions and it was already bad enough that my awesome, fun date was now going to be spent trying to stop my nephews from gnawing down the rope bridges strung up between the trees with their teeth, let alone Millie being grilled by Astrid.

“My date,” I said, stepping between my sister and my car.

“Date?” When her eyes snapped back to me, that should’ve been a relief, but it wasn’t. Astrid’s hackles were up as she stared at me. “Charlie, we talked about this.”

“Yes, I know, but⁠—”

“Is this why you spaced on today, because of some girl? Jesus, Charlie.”

“Muuum…” came a familiar wail from inside the house. “We can’t find the sunscreen!”

“It’s under the kitchen sink!” she shouted back.

“It wasn’t⁠—”

I was trying to explain, but my sister was cutting me off at the knees again. This was the real reason why I didn’t want Millie meeting Astrid.

“We talked about this.” Astrid’s hands went to her hips. “I don’t want the boys being introduced to whichever chick you’re banging this week. Serious girlfriends only, remember?”

Remember. Such a simple word, but one laden with additional meaning in my family. Every raised voice, every irritated aside contained that word. I didn’t remember to take the washing out or to bring it in when it started to rain, getting too caught up in whatever I was doing. I didn’t remember school excursion notes, and so my parents were forced to leave work to come down and sign them on the day. I didn’t remember birthdays or important events, even things I’d done, my brain moving on way faster than anyone else’s did. Astrid didn’t need any reminders on her phone, having everything planned out meticulously, and heaven help anyone who messed with it.

Especially me.

“I’ll let the boys know that there’s been a change in plan,” Astrid said in a low voice. “I’ll reschedule the hair appointment.” That concession was dragged out of her, kicking and screaming. “But you could’ve told me you had a date planned last night. It’s a lot easier to redirect the kids before they’ve spent the morning getting ready. Next time⁠—”

“She’s the mother of my child.”

I was not going to tell my family about Millie until I absolutely had to. Probably because I knew how they were going to react. Slack-jawed and blinking at first, then a deep line formed between my sister’s brows.

“Child… You…”

“Charlie!” My two nephews, Billy and Ben, appeared in the doorway, grinning madly before throwing themselves at my legs. “Are we going to Tree Climb? Are we? Are we?”

“Sure are.”

That’s all I got out before they started peppering me with their ideas.

“I’m gonna climb the highest tree, right up into the sky, and I’m not even gonna use a rope,” Benny said.

“Ah, they don’t let you climb anywhere without safety ropes,” I said.

“I’m gonna swing from tree to tree like Tarzan!” Billy added.

“Will not.” Ben screwed up his face and looked his brother up and down doubtfully. “You’re too much a scaredy cat.”

“Am not!”

“Are too!”

I stepped between the two of them, stopping the pushing and shoving in its tracks before fixing the two of them with a steely glare.

“Here’s the deal, kids. You’ll follow all of the safety procedures and have good, safe fun.” I put extra emphasis on the word safe. “Or we won’t go to Tree Climb.” I could feel Astrid’s eyes boring into the back of my neck, daring me to disappoint her. “We can go to the state art gallery where there’s no running, no talking, no making a sound, and look at a lot of paintings of old dead people.”

The boys quietened down instantly, taking an extra step away from each other to ensure one didn’t incite the other to start fighting again.

“We got our water bottles,” Ben said, thrusting his out.

“And I’ve got the sunscreen,” Billy added. “We’ll be good, promise.”

“Awesome, because I want to introduce you to someone special.”

I figured just meeting these little monkeys would be all Millie could cope with today, but my sister had other ideas.

“We should all meet this someone special.” Her steady gaze made clear that we would be having conversations, so many conversations, about my inadvertent big reveal. “Let’s say hello, boys.”

As I approached the car, I mouthed the word sorry. Millie’s eyebrows shot upwards but she rallied quickly, getting out of the passenger side door with a well-practised smile.

“Hi, I’m Millie.”

I nearly kicked my sister’s ankle when she just stared at my girl’s outstretched hand. Instead of being polite, Astrid was inspecting Millie, looking for evidence of the pregnancy I had revealed. Mum had taught her too well, though. Astrid rallied quickly and smiled back, shaking Millie’s hand.

“Astrid. Nice to meet you. We don’t meet a lot of Charlie’s girlfriends.”

“Girlfriend?” Billy looked up at me with a squint. “You’ve got a girlfriend, Uncle Charlie?”

“Girls are gross.” Benny wrinkled his nose, looking at Millie suspiciously until I was forced to nudge him in the shoulder. “What? They are.”

“I can spit a loogie further than any of my brothers,” Millie said, “and they’re bigger than your uncle. I can also burp my name.”

I watched in fascinated horror as she sucked in some breaths and then demonstrated just how well she could do that, belching out each syllable of her name.

“Whoa… can you teach us how to do that?” the boys said in wonder.

Astrid was just wondering what the hell I was doing, staring at me meaningfully, but hey, the rules of adulthood meant that she couldn’t quiz me on all the details right now. I was going to take advantage of that.

“We’ll be back in a few hours with two tired kids who’ve had sunscreen applied every hour, I promise.” I ducked forward and pressed a quick peck to Astrid’s cheek, feeling the muscle tension there before pulling back. “In the back, boys. Seatbelts on.”

Astrid’s hands didn’t drop from her hips as we pulled away from her place and headed towards Tree Climb.

“Can we get KFC for lunch?” Benny asked, craning his neck as we drove past the takeaway outlet.

“Nah, Maccas. I want a thick shake.”

“You’re not getting anything if you don’t behave yourselves.”

Holy crap, why did I turn into my dad the moment I was around the boys? The sulky looks from the backseat were a perfect replica of my own at that age. Astrid would’ve already been nudging me, prompting me to behave. It was only Millie’s amused look from the passenger side seat that had my heart lightening. Any time I had her eyes on me was a good time.

“We’re going to Tree Climb for an hour or two, then we’ll discuss where we’re going to lunch as a group, and we’ll vote on which place to go to,” I told them.

“So do you like thick shakes, Auntie Millie?” Billy asked oh so casually. She’d been given that title without prompting from me.

“I do,” she replied. “I also like chicken and burgers and pizza… Way too many junk foods.”

“Do you get to eat takeaway every night when you’re an adult?” Billy asked her.

“You can,” Millie admitted, earning her a warning look from me. She just smiled. “But it's really expensive and not very good for you. Pretty sure they’re a ‘sometimes food.’ You would’ve learned about that in school.”

“Ugh…” Billy threw himself back in his seat. “Everything good is a sometimes thing.”

“That’s what makes it good,” she added. “If you had it all the time, it’s just get boring, like eating bowls of oatmeal.”

“Eww!” the boys cried.

“Or broccoli?”

“Yuck. I hate broccoli.”

“Or spaghetti Bolognese for dinner.”

The boys settled at that.

“We like spag bol. Mum makes it really good.”

“Good to know,” Millie said with a nod. “Maybe we should go to a pasta place for lunch?”

Their howls of protest had her cackling, and that’s when I knew everything would be OK.

“Hey, wait for us!” I shouted at the boys.

We’d sat through the orientation session, learning how to use the ropes and the carabiners to traverse the course. There were different levels of difficulty, and the boys wanted to do the hardest levels, naturally. Together we’d negotiated a plan, but that moment of cohesion seemed to fall apart the moment we got near the course. The boys went running off to the starting point, forcing me to stiffen, but Millie put a hand on my arm.

“They can’t start without us.” She nodded to the people running the place. They directed the boys to stand aside, looking around for us before they were allowed to enter the course.

“Yeah, but they could at least pretend to listen to me,” I grumbled.

“They do when they’re not hyped up, excited by the idea of climbing through the treetops.” She looked up at the cluster of trees, rope bridges and obstacles joining them together. “They’re out doing something fun. There’s other kids screaming and carrying on.” The sounds of other children enjoying themselves to the max filtered through. “They’ve got energy to burn and are beyond ready to let that out.”

I stopped then, her even tone, her reasonable explanation a complete contrast to what my parents would’ve said if they were here instead of us. Sharp words, a sharper slap on my arse to correct my behaviour, that’s what I got growing up, but faced with the same set of circumstances I couldn’t find it in myself to do the same. Ben and Billy were no doubt gnashing their teeth, but I stopped then, stepping in to wrap my arms around Millie.

“You’re going to be an amazing mum, you know that, right?”

“I’m not sure I share your confidence right now. Those boys…”

We turned around to see my nephews almost vibrating with anticipation. If they could’ve persuaded the staff that they belonged to other parental groups, they would’ve. Anything to get going. I sucked in a breath, noting the moment when my dream of making our way through the course at a leisurely pace died. Sneaking a kiss against a tree, holding Millie’s hand and helping her across the obstacles, none of that was going to happen.

“Let's get the little monsters climbing,” I said to her, “before they start scaling the tree trunks by themselves.”

“Let's do it.”
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“You’re going to be an amazing mum…”

Charlie’s words came back to haunt me as soon as we started the course. I watched him attach the boys’ safety ropes, the carabiners humming as the boys were off, skipping over obstacles like they were nothing and running ahead.

“Boys!” Charlie shouted, but the kids were too caught up in the buzz of an unfamiliar adventure. “The little bastards…” he muttered to himself. “Mills, I’ve got to go after them.”

“I guess we aren’t getting takeaway for lunch today,” I said in an overly loud voice.

That was manipulative as shit, but hey, if it was good enough for my mother, it was good enough for me. The boys froze and then came back to us at a much slower pace.

“Sorry.”

They both looked honestly apologetic about going off without us, and while I wasn’t sure how sincere that was, I could work with faux contrition as well as genuine.

“We need to work together,” I told them, bending down slightly to get more on their level. “You boys are obviously very good at climbing.”

“The best!” Ben popped his biceps, dragging a chuckle out of me.

“Well, I’m not.” I looked down and instantly regretted it because the first stage was a series of swinging steps, each one like a wood and rope swing. “And if we’re going to do this, we need to stick together. Do you think you can help me get through the course?”

Two sets of eyes snapped up to focus on me, and I saw a healthy mix of compassion and self-interest there.

“Then we get takeaway for lunch?” they asked me.

“If we all get through the course together,” Charlie told them in a firm tone. Watching the kids’ eyes swivel his way, the way they paid attention when he spoke made me smile. “You run ahead, you’re getting your own food. Stick with us…”

A quick nod made clear they understood the assignment.

“Hold my hand,” Billy said so-very seriously. “I’ll help you, Auntie Millie.”

I wasn’t sure where the auntie bit had come from. The kids had put me into the family framework within seconds of our introductions. Astrid? Not so much. I saw those narrowed eyes, that questioning look, and knew Charlie would be in for a grilling later, but I couldn’t focus on that right now.

“The steps are moving all the time.” Billy’s foot shot out and he stopped the first one, holding it in place with a hand on the rope. “But if you grab it and hold it still⁠—”

“You can take the first step.”

I thought I had it, pushing off confidently only to find the way the step swung alarming. A little yelp had Charlie appearing beside me.

“This was your idea of a date?” I hissed under my breath.

“Something fun—” he replied.

“Fun? Just so you know, I prefer the ground to be stable under my feet at all times,” I ground out.

“You can do it, Auntie Millie!” the boys cried, and they were right. I had to, people starting to mill around, waiting for me to move on.

“Getting through obstacles together,” Charlie said, leaning on the rope almost negligently. “I figured it would be good practice.”

For parenthood, that went unspoken, and maybe he was right. I had felt like I’d lost my footing since the moment I met Charlie and his friends. My boring little life had exploded, but… I looked ahead, saw kids and adults alike scaling greater and greater heights. Maybe it could be replaced by something far better. I took the next step and the next, Charlie shadowing my every step, the boys coming behind us.

“You’re doing great!”

The boys were cute, I decided as I gripped the top rope. My feet were sliding across the bottom one, this obstacle feeling way too flimsy to be safe, but here I was, making my way across. Once they got the chance to burn off a bit of energy, they seemed to take our directive to heart. My ego was taking a bruising. Having two primary school kids cheer me on felt like a come down somehow, but I appreciated their efforts.

“You did it!”

Benny, the younger of the two boys, threw himself at my legs when I got onto the platform at the end of this obstacle.

“Whoa!”

I staggered back a little, knowing the safety rope would stop me from getting hurt, but still, my heart started to race from a standing start. A hand snapped out and grabbed my shoulder, stopping me from going further and that had me meeting Charlie’s eyes.

“Um… thanks.”

“Uncle Charlie will keep you safe,” Benny announced. “He’s a fireman. He’s big and strong and saves people.”

“He is, isn’t he?” It felt a little strange, sliding my arm around Charlie’s waist. For him too, I wondered, because I felt his muscles tense, right before he drew me closer. “OK, how are we going to get through this obstacle?”

That was a genuine question. A wooden board spanned the gap between the trees, those small resin hand holds rock climbers use the only means to get across.

“This one takes a fair bit of upper body strength.” Charlie squinted, assessing the situation. “Maybe we should try a different route.”

“Uncle Charlie…”

The boys slouched, the despair obvious in their voice.

“Hey, boys have great upper body strength.”

“Yeah, boys rule, girls drool!” Billy said, then dropped his arms abruptly. “Except you, Auntie Millie.”

“Eye on the KFC prize, hey, bud?”

I ruffled his hair and then stepped up to the edge, watching a young girl climb across. Her little arms shook but her dad was right there with her, encouraging her the entire way.

That’s what this was. Whether Charlie was conscious of it or not, this was all part of the preparation for when our child would come. I thought of all the crap Mum had gone through for us, going to every sports match, every recital, no matter how she was feeling. She was this constant, loving, strong presence.

Strong.

I sucked in a breath, wishing I’d spent a lot more time on arm day at the gym before putting my hand in a hold, then my foot, and beginning to move.

“You’re doing great.” Charlie came climbing across after me, the boys moving like spiders across the surface, climbing up and down for the fun of it. I blew out a breath and then focussed on the board. “If you need me to, I’ll grab you and put you on my back, then all you’ll need to do is hold on as I get us across.”

He would too, and that had me shaking my head. All the men in my life tried to step in, smooth away the obstacles before me, and I loved them for it… Loved. That word felt a little too big for this moment, so I just grinned and reached for the next hold. Ignore the wrench in my shoulders and the muscles that would hurt tomorrow. Ignore the sure feeling that I was not where I was supposed to be. Just keep moving forward, always forward, that’s what I focussed on until I was hauling myself up onto the next platform, sucking in breaths noisily.

“That was so cool! What’s next?”

The boys were like Energizer bunnies, able to go and go and go, and I was a battery that was almost used up.

“Sorry.” Charlie offered me his bottle of water and I took it gratefully, swallowing down a long mouthful. “I didn’t really think this through.” He snorted as the boys started discussing the strategy for the next step. “People say that a lot about me.”

My hand went to his arm, stopping this stream of self-deprecation.

“The kids are having a great time. I’m learning I’m stronger than I thought I was and that I need to really work on my upper body routines.”

“I could help you with that.” His grin was back, brighter than the sun. “Arm day is my favourite.”

He had to go and pop those big biceps, and while I wasn’t one to rhapsodise over men having ten percent body fat, strength? Yeah, that was a turn on, something he seemed to sense. The smile faded as he moved closer, crowding into my space as my hand went to his shirt. I dimly felt the cotton against my fingertips, right before I used it to tug him closer.

His mouth on mine, that little intake of breath, it shut out everything else. Only the touch of him, his taste, his tongue, kissing him right back, that was all I could focus on. Of course, perfect moments were fleeting, that was their nature and the boys’ sounds of disgust broke through. Their theatrical gags had the two of us pulling apart and laughing, shaking our heads, right before Charlie swept me up into his arms.

“See if you can keep up!” he yelled as he ran forward, balancing on a single strand of rope, not needing the hand rails at all.

“Oh my god, oh my god, you’re gonna drop me!” I yelped, my eyes trained on the ground below. We were so very high up. How had I ignored that?

“Never.” He set me down on the next platform, grinning like an idiot. “Never, Millie. Not even if you want me to. I’ve got you, and at some point that will sink in and you’ll just know I’ll always be there to look after you.”

“Carry me!” the kids cried when they joined us, demanding piggy back rides through the next obstacle.

When we finally finished the course, the kids were tired, I was feeling wobbly legged, but my mind, it kept on replaying what he’d said over and over. Now was the time to accept it. I’d spent all of my adult years looking for a good guy who actually wanted something serious, and now I had three of them offering exactly that.

As we piled into McDonalds–Charlie had settled the argument with a coin toss, something the boys had observed with rabid attention, followed with a promise that next time the other would get their first choice–I should’ve been thinking about the implications of what that meant. How the hell did a girl raise a child with three dads? But I didn’t. I just floated over to the self-serve screen to put our order in as Charlie corralled the boys away from the playground.

“Boys.” The woman next to me shot me a knowing smile. “I’ve got two of my own. They’re running through life at full throttle the entire time.”

“They certainly are,” I replied.

“They’re gorgeous, though. Look a lot like their dad.” She nodded to Charlie.

“Uncle,” I corrected gently.

“Oh, that’s even worse then. At least you can give them back to their mother,” the woman said with a rueful smile.

“Yeah, though I think I’ll miss the little monkeys when we take them home.”

“Getting clucky?” She patted her arm. “Better have some babies with that man. With parents like you two, they’d be gorgeous.”

I hoped so. It wasn’t having pretty kids that interested me, but happy, healthy ones that felt secure in being a little rambunctious but also had enough manners to behave properly around others.

“So what do you say?” Charlie asked later as he carried our tray of food over to an empty table.

“Thank you, Auntie Millie, Uncle Charlie,” the boys said dutifully as they reached for their shakes. “This was the best day ever!”

“Yeah.” Charlie ignored his food, watching me closely as I replied to his nephews. “It was pretty good, wasn’t it?”

“So did you want to lie down after taking a couple of paracetamol?” Charlie asked me after we dropped the boys off. “Maybe a hot Epsom salt bath?”

“I’m actually feeling pretty good.” I looked over at him. “Thanks. I had fun today.”

“Soo… how would you feel about more fun?” he asked.

“Does more fun involve heights, because if so, I’m all funned out.”

“Nope.” He was a picture of calm all damn day, but now he was getting squirrelly? My eyes narrowed as I stared at him more closely. “You’ll have your feet on the ground the entire time.”

“OK, so what were you thinking?”

Yep, absolutely squirrelly. He shifted in his seat, then grasped the steering wheel tighter.

“It’s a surprise.”

I wanted to ask for more details, but I could tell that would ruin whatever he had planned.

“I hate surprises, just putting that out there,” I told him.

“Noted.”

“Like really, really hate them. When I found out I was pregnant, I sat on my couch for days and didn’t move. My phone battery went flat because I couldn’t bring myself to charge it.”

His eyes went wide.

“OK.”

“So you have to be really, really sure you want to surprise me, because it’ll probably end badly.”

He turned in his seat, his arm resting on the back of it as he smiled down at me.

“You can’t scare me, Millie. Now…?” Yes or no, that’s what he was waiting for, and I found myself nodding despite myself. “OK, can I trust you to close your eyes on the drive?”

“Absolutely not.”

“Blindfold it is.”

An old t-shirt was produced and tied around my head. God knows what other motorists thought as we drove past. I’d never know because I couldn’t see them. Instead, every other sense got exquisitely sensitive. His hands felt warm, dry, and strong when he reached across and squeezed mine. The scent of fresh sweat, sun, and his deodorant filled the car and when we pulled up at our final destination. I was turning towards him before he opened the car door, the sound of his feet easy to track. Hands reached in and dragged me out of the car, then led me here.

To someone’s house, I was willing to bet by the sound of the door opening. Whose house became clear fairly quickly.

“Buster…!” Knox hissed that and I pulled the blindfold off to see him and Noah standing in the hallway of Knox’s place. “You ruined the big reveal, you mutt.”

“What big reveal?”

I searched their faces, looking for answers, but they didn’t say a thing, ushering me forward. The smell of fresh paint stung my nose, but that barely registered as I saw what they had done. A pale sage green now covered the walls, the colour making me let out a long sigh of relief, but that wasn’t all. There were a few tools still littering the floor, but they were picked up and shoved out of sight as I stepped into the nursery.

“You said it’d take a few days for the furniture to arrive,” I said.

“I paid extra to get it express delivered,” Knox replied.

They all moved closer then, a warm, solid presence at my back.

“So…” Noah asked, “what do you think?” Oh my god, this hormonal bullshit was getting old, because my eyes filled with tears as I turned around. “You hate it?” He looked at the others. “I told you we needed to talk to her before we went ahead and did everything.”

“No.” I reached out and gripped his hands, and he squeezed mine right back. “It’s perfect.” I blinked furiously, but that just sent tears rolling down my face. “You’re perfect.”

They all looked so damn pleased right then, trading looks of self-congratulation between themselves, but then Knox turned back to me.

“About that.” His hand went to my shoulder, rubbing small circles there. “We’ve got a proposal we want you to think about.”


Chapter 57



Noah

Earlier that day

“Come on, we’re painting the nursery,” Knox growled at me when I turned up at his place the next morning.

“And a good morning to you too.” I handed him a takeaway cup of coffee I’d picked up for him on the way, and he took it with an appreciative nod. “But isn’t this something we need to discuss with Millie? Women start…” I pulled out my phone and looked at the article I’d been reading. “Nesting late in their pregnancy. She’s going to want to design the nursery herself.”

“Already talked about it,” he said, walking down the hall, leaving me to close the front door. “Went to a baby shop and everything. Said the furniture was coming later this week, but I paid extra to get it delivered today. Charlie will take her out on his date, then will bring her here.” He looked me up and down speculatively. “So we’ve got a few hours to get the room ready for her.”

But why now? I wanted to ask. A sharp look from Knox and I fell silent, knowing what that meant. He expected his orders to be followed without question, which was fine at work. A discussion during a raging fire could get someone killed, but there was no great urgency now.

Except inside Knox.

“Hey, Buster…”

I dropped down to give the dog’s chest a scratch, smiling at his furiously wagging tail, but it was Knox that I watched closely. He was always a grumpy prick, but right now, he was wound way too tight. He disappeared out into his garage, returning with tins of paint and drop cloths before nodding curtly to me. He hadn’t led me wrong in all the fires we’d attended, so I had to believe he wouldn’t steer us in the wrong direction now. And besides, spreading out the cloths, mixing the paint, then loading up a brush? It gave me something to do, got me out of my own head.

There was no road map for what we were doing. The new father articles made that clear as I read through them obsessively. In each one, they talked about the things I would need to do, the adjustments I would need to make, but that’s not how it would work. Co-parenting was largely confined to articles about what to do after you’d divorced the mother of your child, something I never wanted to consider. Negotiating conflict, using parenting apps so everything was documented? Smart, but too depressing for me. Instead, I focussed on cutting in the trims in neat precise lines, because we were building something, not trying to work out what to do after a relationship had failed.

“For the love of god, tell me that Millie likes this colour,” I told him when we stepped back hours later. The walls had been given two coats of paint in this pale, milky green.

“She chose it.”

That was the first time I saw anything in him that resembled a smile, his look of satisfaction contagious. Painting helped get my mind off things, but acts of service? They were my love language, one hundred percent. In my mind, I could imagine her coming down the hall, walking in and seeing her ideas made flesh. She’d love it, love… I swallowed hard, knowing she wasn’t there yet, but this. I nodded. This would make clear to her how it would be if she ended up returning my feelings. The toot of a car horn broke the spell I was under, Knox jerking himself to his feet.

“Furniture’s here,” he said.

My paint roller was left in the tray as we walked out to meet the delivery guy.

If there was ever an activity to test a team, it was putting together flat-pack furniture. We unboxed each piece of furniture one by one, covering Knox’s lounge room with sheets of foam and cardboard. Buster started to get excited, dancing around and barking, sure somehow this was for him.

“Whaddya reckon, Bust?” Knox asked him, giving the dog a vigorous scratch. “You reckon your little brother or sister will like this?”

I wasn’t so focussed on the baby as the mother. Our child wouldn’t even see clearly for the first few months of its life, but Millie… She’d see our hard work today. I picked up an Allen key and went to work, attaching the side rails to the crib.

After another hour or so, we were done. The change table and the crib were all pristine white and perfect, now placed inside the nursery, but not too close to the still curing walls. The nursing chair was brought in, mounds of soft toys placed on top of a chest of drawers that we’d then stacked with nappies and other things Millie would need. It was all here, all of it, every single thing a mother could want. We stepped back and surveyed the results of our hard work, now with beers in hand.

“It’s done,” I said.

“Almost.” Knox turned to me, the cranky bullshit of before finally fading away. I saw it then, as I stared into his eyes, the same certainty he carried with him into every fire we fought, every time we converged on our truck to clean and maintain it. He was a natural leader, even if he was a tough one and right now he saw it. A great and glorious future. “We just need her.” Always, I thought furiously, always. “And for you mob to move in.”

“Move in?”

He shook his head as I looked around the room in confusion.

“Not here, dickhead.” He led me out of the nursery and down the hall. “When’s your lease up?”

“About a month,” I told him, “though they’re asking if I want to renew.”

“Tell them you don’t.” He shoved a door open to a perfectly generic guest room. Plenty of natural light streamed in through a window that looked out on his very nice backyard. “Move your shit in here.”

“With you?” I asked, wondering how he’d cope with that. Knox was notoriously private.

“With us.”

He waited for the words to sink in, for me to work out what he meant, and it was then that I saw the same future. All three of us rising early in the morning, getting ready for work. One of us would shove a coffee at Knox to stop him from getting snappy, then fight it out over who gets the first shower.

Only for Millie to claim it.

She’d emerge from one of our bedrooms looking perfectly rumpled as she pulled a silk robe around herself. With her eyes still creased by sleep, she’d waft over, sliding into my open arms or Charlie’s, maybe even daring to sidle up to Knox. She’d calm Charlie, cheer up Knox, and me? She’d set me alight the moment she looked my way.

Only for the peace to be broken by the thin wail of our child.

I knew the reality wouldn’t look like this, that Millie wouldn’t calm our baby with one little hush, that breastfeeding could be really difficult or even impossible for women, but that’s not what I saw. In my mind’s eye, we all clustered around the two of them, bringing her food and a drink of water, looking after her as she looked after our child. I shook my head, not letting myself dwell too long on a fantasy that might never come true.

“Us?” I croaked that out, my throat closing over.

“Us.” He was a man on a mission, and we were just all players in a game of his devising. “When Charlie brings Millie here, when she sees the nursery, that’s when I want to ask her to move in.”

“Now?” Apparently, I’d lost the ability to construct sentences of more than one word. I shook my head and pushed myself to elaborate. “I mean, that’s moving fast, real fast. We’ve taken her on one date each.” The frown was back, threatening to silence me, but I couldn’t allow him that. The stakes were too high for me to just leave it all to Knox. “Honestly, I think we’re still working this shit out.”

“What’s to work out?” Knox snapped, but was it at me or the doubts inside his head? “This situation, the relationship, it’s all pretty unorthodox, but it feels right.” He looked at me for confirmation, and I couldn’t help but nod. “This is where Millie belongs, not that bloody apartment building of hers. It’s one of those new builds, and how many fires have we been called out to deal with in one of them?”

He had me there. The lack of oversight, cheap, non-compliant materials and shoddy building practices had pretty much all the fire service steering away from new-build apartment blocks.

“If Millie moves in here, we can keep her safe. We can.” He stepped closer, staring into my eyes, willing me to understand. “I can even tolerate Head Job moving in if Millie does. That way there will always be someone with her, someone looking after her, keeping her safe, making sure she has everything she needs throughout the pregnancy.” His eyes slid sideways, staring blankly at the garden. “She won’t be scared, angry, alone, anything.”

But that’s not how it works, I wanted to tell him, otherwise I’d have moved in years ago. I’d have holed up in his spare room and never left. The world came for you no matter what you tried to do, and, despite yourself, it made you feel all of the breadth of emotions a human was capable of. But when my lips moved to try to get him to admit just that, his phone started ringing. He looked down at the screen and nodded, grinning for real now.

“They’re on their way.”

So it was showtime.

It felt like I was about to step out on stage. I’d been forced to do that at school during a drama performance. Just like then, my ears strained, trying to catch hints of ridicule, but instead, all I heard was the front door swinging open. Millie came forward, her face swathed in a t-shirt, her hands outstretched, prompting me to take them. Buster danced around, being a nuisance and Knox told him off, destroying any hint of mystery. Millie looked stunned, blinking owlishly as her blindfold was removed. My eyes traced the rise and fall of every wisp of hair as Knox started to talk way too fast.

About the reveal, about the surprise, as he led her down the hallway. I only heard a small snippet of any of it. My heart was beating way too hard, too fast, in my ears. Every muscle was tensed, ready to move, do something, but instead we had to step back and watch Millie stare at what we had done.

When the first tear formed in her eyes, I felt a surge of hope. Knox had it right, this was the way forward. For one perfect moment, I could see everything falling into place.

“We’ve got a proposal we want you to think about.”

Did she hear the slight shake in Knox’s voice? I think she did, the pleased smile fading like the sun. She blinked, reconsidering her surroundings, as if that proposal was hidden behind the collection of plush bunnies we’d set up on the chest of drawers.

“Move in.” It was all there, what he wanted, what we wanted, offered up on a platter, because if acts of service was my love language, it was Knox’s only one. Words he struggled with, just like he did now, his throat working, forcing him to take a big swig of his beer. “Move in here and we’ll look after you. Through the pregnancy and after the baby is born.” He blinked, then smiled. “Forever, if you’ll let us.”

I wanted her to say yes so damn much. My chest ached so fiercely with that need that my fingers raked across my sternum, only slightly surprised to feel muscle there rather than just skin and bone, but that’s not how shit worked. Good things seemed to just fall into some people’s laps, but me…?

“Move in?” Her head snapped back as if she’d been slapped. Her cheeks were red enough to make you think she had been. “Already?” A little snort of laughter escaped her, then when she smothered it, she looked around for support. Someone to confirm what she was thinking, and that wasn’t a yes. “I mean…” She shook her head and forged on with a slight frown. “We’ve gone on one date each.”

“Plenty of time for dates when you move in.” Knox was talking too fast, his tone too close to the one he used when he was barking out orders. “One of us will take you out every evening if that’s what you want.”

“No.” Jesus, I felt that like a punch to the chest. “I mean, yes, I do want that, but…” Her eyes were wide open and searching, staring at each one of us in turn, pleading for understanding. “But that comes first. You get to know each other, see if you’re compatible first.”

“Pretty sure we worked out how compatible we are last night,” Charlie said with a smirk.

I wanted to shout at him to shut the fuck up. How the hell was he missing this? Why didn’t Knox? Millie was spooked, whirling like a terrified horse and ready to bolt.

“Outside of the bedroom.” She flushed when she realised how sharply she’d said that. “I…” Her hands rose and fell helplessly. “This is all happening so fast. I only just got my head around the fact that I’m about to become a mother and now…”

“Millie…”

I moved closer, wanting this all to stop. I didn’t give a shit that my shoulders ached from the painting and the furniture construction. That was nothing compared to the pain she was feeling.

They were feeling.

Charlie looked like he was the one who had been hit this time, and Knox? I’d seen the man expose his soft underbelly precisely one time, and that was today. Right now, his mind was frantically re-constructing the walls he always hid behind.

“Just let me…”

Whatever she was asking for, the answer was yes, always yes, but it was then her phone rang. She looked at the screen, then winced before tapping it to answer.

“What?” Millie started to move, staring at the floor as she listened to the other person down the line. “Yes, I’m getting the drinks for tonight. No, I hadn’t forgotten. No…” She looked up at us. “They’re busy tonight. They’ve got work. OK, I’ll see you soon.” She ended the call and faced us down. “I need to go. My brothers and my best friend have their housewarming on tonight.”

“An event we are evidently invited to,” Knox said with a growl. I stared meaningfully at him, not wanting him to keep pushing her, but he couldn’t seem to stop. “We don’t have work today.”

“You don’t want to come to this party.” She said that so matter-of-factly. “It’s just my dumb family getting drunk and celebrating the fact that my brothers finally got Jamie to move in with them…” I watched her wince, smile ruefully, and shake her head. “And that’s the main reason why you don’t want to come. They took months to get her to say yes. Years, if you count how long they’ve been pining for her.”

Years then, I thought, maybe that’s how long it would take us to persuade her to become a family with us.

“I’ve gotta go,” she said finally. “This looks amazing, really, and I’m so grateful for everything you’ve done.”

But not yet, not now, and maybe, not ever, that went unsaid.

“What’s the address?” The question was out of my mouth without a thought, and she turned around then to look me over closely. “I can ask around, see if I can find it through some of my contacts from school, but…”

Her lips pursed and I knew she was ready to blow me off, but she didn’t know. I’d screwed up, waiting for her to walk back into my life after all these years. Not again. She rattled it off in a matter-of-fact tone, then stopped still. “Look, I can’t tell you what to do, but… you’ve had all day to process this. I’m just asking for a little bit of time to catch up, y’know? Just let me catch my breath.”

Something she couldn’t do here. I watched her walk out the door, then call an Uber, from Knox’s lounge room window. My heart went with her apparently, aching and bleeding, as I was left to stare after her, not able to look away until she was safely inside the car.

“We’re going to that party,” Knox said.

“Is that smart?” Charlie looked at him, then me.

“Smart?” I shrugged, feeling the part of me, the biggest one, telling me to listen to Millie, to keep away. It was the voice of my own cowardice, I decided. I’d respect her decision, give her time, but the minute she decided what she wanted?

I’d be there, giving it to her.

“Got a clean shirt I can borrow?” I asked Knox. “Pretty sure a paint-splattered t-shirt isn’t the right outfit to wear to a party.”

Knox grinned then.

“You got it.”


Chapter 58



Millie

“How are you, darling?”

I turned around to see Mum had come over. The party was in full swing, friends of my brothers or Jamie’s streaming in through the door, and yet I couldn’t have felt more alone.

“Did parties always suck this much?” I grumbled. “Like people just stand around talking shit.” I gestured to all of my brother’s friends, who’d come piling in through their front gate to celebrate the new house. “Or doing dumb shit.” Clinton was shotgunning a beer, then shouting out something inane as he belched. “Did I do dumb things like that?”

“All the time.” My mother was merciless. “Remember that time you went stumbling into the toilet to vomit and the seat was down?”

“OK, fine⁠—”

“And then when you passed out in the bathtub, using my good towels as blankets.”

“Mum—”

“Of course, there was the time we found you and Jamie asleep in my rose bushes.” I groaned, it all coming back now. “Like little fairies at the bottom of the garden.” She just grinned as I glowered at her. “Then your father turned the sprinklers on.”

“I remember.”

“You’ll be able to do the same one day, with your not-so-little one.” My mother nodded to my stomach, then handed over a brightly coloured mocktail. I’d made sure to mix some up. If I had to endure a party sans alcohol, I wanted something cute and fruity to drink. “So how’s things? Are the boys coming tonight?”

She was trying to ask oh-so casually but failed terribly.

“No.” I’d asked them not to, so why was I so cranky about it? Must be more hormonal bullshit. “And it’s fine. Everything is fine.”

“Fine, hmm…”

Mum took a sip of her own drink, her focus ostensibly on the garden, not me, but I knew.

“Oh my god, stop pumping me for information, woman,” I spluttered. “I went out on a date with each one of them, and they were amazing. Some douche at work tried to assault me⁠—”

“Millie!”

“But I sorted him out with a quick knee to the nuts. Then Charlie came in and dragged the guy out by the collar, making his face go this really weird shade of purple. Charlie punched the douche, made it clear he needs to keep the hell away from me.”

“Oh, well, that’s good, though perhaps this isn’t the right job⁠—”

“Knox took me baby shopping.” I frowned. “Not shopping to buy a baby. Baby stuff, y’know.”

“I do know.”

My mother’s eyes twinkled with amusement.

“He bought up half the shop and then started talking nursery colours with me.”

“You’ve sorted out your spare room already?” she asked. “Thank goodness. That was a rat’s nest in there.”

“No.” I went quiet, gripping my glass way too hard. The condensation made it feel like it would slip free. “At his place. We talked about it, my dream of what the nursery would look like, and it was nice, y’know? Dreams always are. Then douche guy tried to trick me into thinking the guys were sending me flowers when they weren’t. I had to sneak away from work drinks to go on a date with Charlie. We were supposed to do this tree climbing thing, but then he remembered he had promised to take his nephews, so we went and picked them up.”

I glanced her way.

“They were… full on, but Charlie managed the situation really well. They had me climbing through this bloody obstacle metres up in the air.”

“Is that safe?” Mum asked.

“And then after we filled the kids full of junk food, he took me back to Knox’s.” I went quiet, expecting Mum to interject, but she just waited me out. “They’d gone and transformed the room for me, the nursery. It was perfect, just as I visualised it, except maybe for some curtains and a mosquito net.”

“Important details,” Mum said with a nod.

I shot her a dark look, well aware of what she was doing. Just wait me out, let all the poison leach out of me, and then she’d swoop in and make it all better.

Like I would when my child was old enough to come and complain to me.

My hand slid down and her eyes followed it as I continued my story much more calmly.

“They’re all being so damn perfect. Not only are they hot firefighters that rescue people, they aren’t scared of commitment or the baby. Instead, they’re jumping in, boots and all, like I’m a fire to put out or something.” I gestured vaguely at my body. “And I’m…”

What was I? Freaked the fuck out, that was clear when Knox dropped his little proposal on me. Like a few weeks from now, when I knew him, knew Noah and Charlie, and had discovered all their icks and they’d discovered mine, and we’d worked out if we were actually compatible beyond being drunk and horny… I’d have jumped at his offer to move in, because his sprawling house in the suburbs that was still close to the beach, was looking better and better.

“Scared of letting other people take control,” Mum filled in for me helpfully. “Always wanting to do everything by yourself.”

“You raised me to be a strong, independent woman that doesn’t need no man,” I told her.

“No, I raised you to be someone who loves with her whole heart and allows herself to be loved.” Mum held my gaze for several seconds before smiling. “It’s your father who became a fierce proponent for feminism. That happened the moment his little baby girl was put into his arms.”

I blinked, my stupid eyes leaking yet again, as I could see it clearly. My daddy holding me when I was all red and squishy looking, the way all newborns seemed to look.

“Thanks.” I coughed, trying to hide my croaky voice, then wash away the emotion with a long swallow of mocktail. “I know I don’t say it often enough, but…” I sidled closer, just wanting to be a little girl with her mum by her side for just a second. “I’m glad you’re my parents.”

“Oh, darling…”

Her arm went around my shoulders and she gave them a squeeze.

“I just want to be a good mum too, y’know? What if I fu—” I flushed. “Screw this up? Turn my child into some kind of Veruca Salt-esque monster? What if the guys are terrible dads? We haven’t even talked about how they want to parent yet. They might be into crying it out or smacking our kid whenever they’re naughty.”

“They wouldn’t want to.” All of a sudden Heather had left the building and Mumma Bear was in the house. She shook her head and then smiled. “These are all valid questions and ones you need an answer to, but… Do you think your father and I had all the answers when I worked out I was pregnant with Brock?”

I stared at her, seeing two Mums right now but was unable to reconcile them. One was the all knowing, all seeing earth mother who had raised me.

And the other was much younger, much less certain. It wasn’t the natural hair colour or the lack of wrinkles that made her a complete stranger. It was the fact that this much younger Mum looked a lot like me.

“Your grandmother was horrified. The shame of it all,” Mum said, slapping her hands to her face in a fair approximation of my grandmother’s more dramatic expressions. “And your father? We were miserable when we broke up, but we’d gone into the summer knowing he was here for a good time, not a long time. How do you think I felt, ringing him in Sydney to give him the news?”

“Scared…?” I squeaked out.

“Terrified.” She nodded and forged on. “I was sure he was going to hang up on me. The silence down the other end of the phone line was deafening. I understand the need to protect yourself, to believe anticipating the blow will somehow make it hurt less. I did the exact same. But…”

I followed her gaze across the crowded garden. The people splashing in the pool, the others standing around and talking shit didn’t catch our eyes. No, it was Dad and Brock, standing at the barbeque grilling meat and placing it onto platters that Hayden carried over to the table.

“Right when I thought he would tell me to piss off, or at best, offer to help me to get rid of your brother, he told me the one thing I needed to hear.” My lips moved, saying the same words in a whisper, because I’d heard this story before. It was all part of the mythology of our family. “I’ve got this, Heather. I’ve got this.” With a slow smile, she continued. “And he has, every day since. When we weren’t sure how we were going to keep a roof over our heads or the lights on. When we were struggling with the twins, because they were the hardest babies, always wanting to be fed at the exact same moment. It’s not the obstacles or lack thereof that determine a relationship or its likelihood of succeeding, but…”

She let out a long breath.

“How you get past them. Lust, desire, need, they all burn bright but not for long.” That got me a nod. “So keep that in mind when making your decision. It’s what endures after the fires have died down. Something real, something strong. Trust, commitment, respect, and something people don’t talk about enough.”

“What?”

“Friendship.” It was her eyes that twinkled too brightly now, tears marring them. “You can get through anything with your best friend by your side.”

Was that what the guys were? No, my mind instantly rejected that, putting Jamie first, but… Could they become equal first? I saw then a rapid flicker of all the things that had happened, all the ways the guys had showed up for me. Yeah, that was definitely a possibility. Framing it that way, of becoming friends, of banding together against a shitty world that would never understand what we had made it so much easier to see it. Me walking into that freshly painted nursery like it was mine.

Ours.

I took a long drink from my glass, emptying it before looking at Mum.

“Good talk.”

“You know I’m always here for you, sweetheart, always. Just be open to the fact that others might want to do the same.”

I didn’t get to reply to that. A masculine voice called my name and my head whipped around, hope flaring to life.

Only to find one of Brock’s mechanics coming running towards me.

“Clinton…” I growled in warning, but he grabbed me around the waist and threw me over his shoulder. “Clinton!”

“You’re looking too hot, Mills. Time to cool you down!”

I saw Jamie’s pool coming into focus, the people already swimming yelling out encouragement to Clint, telling him to dunk me into the pool.

Only for him to be stopped by a wall of muscle.

“Um… hey, fellas,” Clinton stammered out.

I craned my neck to see Knox step up to the mechanic, towering over him, over six feet of protective, pissed off firefighter.

“How about you put the mother of our child down right fucking now.”
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Knox

Punching some dickhead’s teeth down his throat would be a very, very bad idea, but that thought was like dry grass in a bushfire, burnt up before it could even register. Every muscle quivered as I fought to maintain control, and that’s when Millie was put down. Her hair was smoothed back into place, but when this idiot went to straighten her top, someone let out a snarl.

Huh, that was Noah, not me.

“Step. Back.”

Noah bit off each word, and the red haze inside my head dissipated a little when the idiot did as he was told. That brought something unwelcome in its place. We had every eye on us, but I didn’t care. I didn’t know these people. Their good opinions meant nothing.

Just hers.

“Are you OK?” I asked, my voice ragged and hoarse.

“No.” Millie threw up her arms and let out a hopeless little laugh. “No, I’m not. I found out I was pregnant on Christmas Day, just in case anyone missed that.” Her smile was almost a snarl as she looked around the garden. “And right when I thought I’d be raising my child by myself, I found out I had not one, but three men wanting to be the daddy. These bastards.” She stabbed her finger in our direction, as if we’d committed some terrible crime rather than tried to step up and be part of our kid’s life. “They had to be perfect, right when I thought there weren't any perfect men left in the world.”

“Hey…” One of Millie’s twin brothers said, but the other shoved his elbow into his ribs.

“They had to be growly and protective, and sweet and sexy, and be really good at giving multiple orgasms.”

“Oh my goodness…” Heather said, putting her hand over her eyes.

“Whoo!” Jamie grinned like a loon as she pumped her fist. “Millie’s getting the good D.”

“So are you,” the first twin said, shooting her a sidelong look.

“Yeah, but no one cares, so shush.”

“Glad to know we’re good for something,” I told her, my jaw locking tight. Each word felt like it was dragged out of me.

“You’re good for everything.” I followed Millie’s shrug with my eyes, unable to look away. “Everything. You dealt with the surprise of finding out you’re dads by making me the nursery of my dreams, which is great, because the room I had in mind will take biohazard suits to clear out.”

“Bags not me,” Brock muttered.

“Nor me,” the quiet twin added.

“All of the crap I don’t want to deal with is shoved in there, layer upon layer. If I die famous because I become a world-famous supermodel or something, they’ll excavate it,” Millie continued. “Recording each section, pondering why someone would store all this useless shit in a room rather than do something with it.”

This wasn’t about the spare room, even I could work that out, but I stayed silent, waiting for this all to come out. Honestly, I was just glad Millie was talking, not running away.

“Because I’m messy, that’s why. I go to a party dressed to the nines to try and make the guy I was crushing on at school swallow his tongue.”

“That damn near happened,” Noah said.

“Then while I’m there, I tell him to be my wingman to help me get with the guy that rescued me, or his other friend with the cute smile.”

“You like my smile?” Charlie grinned down at her.

“With those dimples? Who wouldn’t.” Millie waved her hand negligently. “Certainly not me, because when solving the age old question of which guy to choose, I decided not to. I put the ho in ho, ho, ho and Merry Christmas to me, I went to bed with three hot firefighters who apparently have super sperm.”

“Our boys are good swimmers.” Charlie held out a fist for Noah and I to bump. Noah obliged him, but I couldn’t be distracted.

“And woke up pregnant.” When her hands slid down, mine moved without thought, covering hers. I needed to get close to her, to touch her, pull her close and stop the public display. Just stroke her back until she calmed down. “Weeks ago I thought I had a stomach bug.” This was said in a much smaller voice, prompting me to move closer. I glared at every single onlooker, making clear their role was done. “I thought I just needed some more antibiotics, but penicillin won’t fix this.”

“We will,” I promised her as her arms went around me and I closed my eyes. Just feeling her, in my arms, against my body, nothing else mattered. “That’s what the nursery was for. If you hate the colour⁠—”

“It’s beautiful.” Her voice was muffled, and she looked up at me. “A bit grey, but…” I shook my head, trying hard not to smile and failing. “Perfect, and I wish you knew how scary that was. The only people that have done anything like that for me before are blood relatives who can’t get out of it, or Jamie. When two girls forge a bond through discovering that you’ll bleed once a month for the rest of your life, of having your heart broken by stupid boys.” Noah flushed then, but Jamie stepped forward.

“Or breaking theirs,” Millie’s friend added, nodding to Noah. “Or crushing on others that you think are out of your reach.” Jamie looked back at her guys before focussing back on my Millie. “You’ve got a big heart, bestie. I’ll love you forever. Ride or die.”

“Ride or die,” Millie croaked out.

“But right now, I spend most nights riding your brothers⁠—”

“Oh my god, stop!”

“So now we’re both getting the good dick, maybe you can let them into that heart of yours.”

I’d faced down disciplinary committees that felt less nerve wracking than when these two women turned back to the three of us. Noah and Charlie stepped closer, ready to bear their inspection.

“Whaddya reckon, Splash?” Charlie said, the crack in his voice telling a different story than his smile. “Ready to make the jump with us? I’m ready to sign on for the ride or die crew.”

“Me too,” Noah said.

“Already there.”

Millie smiled at my intent look.

“And whatever else comes after that? Well, we’ll just adapt, right?” she asked. For a second, I thought Charlie had gotten through to Millie, but then her brows drew down, a wicked smile spreading across her face. “Have you got your phones in your pockets?” she asked.

“Yeah, why?”

We pulled them out, expecting that she’d want a photo or to make a call or something.

Not that she’d rush us, throwing us backwards and into the pool.

My arm shot out without thinking, dragging her with us, because that’s the way it would always be. In good or bad times, dry or wet, we’d be together, I swore. All four of us emerged spluttering to find we had an audience around the edge of the pool.

“Pool party!” Hunter shouted, right before he dive bombed us.

“I can change the nursery,” I told Millie.

Hours later, we sat in a secluded corner of the garden. She was wrapped in a beach towel we’d borrowed from Jamie, and she was sitting across my lap.

“You don’t need to. You listened to everything I said and made it perfect.”

So why didn’t it work? That went unsaid, but no one could accuse me of being slow on the uptake. I kept my mouth shut, just following her fingers as she traced the whirls of hair on my forearm.

“That was never the issue.” She turned around and stared at me. My eyes felt like they were soaking every inch of her in, down to where her hair had dried in chaotic spikes. She was beautiful when she was covered in soot and coughing up smoke, and she was doubly so now. “It wasn’t anything you did.” I needed to hear that so freaking much it took my breath away, but I couldn’t trust myself to speak, not when my tongue felt swollen and my throat was closing over. “It’s just… you’re asking me to trust you, trust us, when weeks ago I couldn’t even trust a guy to turn up to the date we set up on one of the apps.”

“No more dating app dickheads,” I grumbled.

“Deal.” She held out a hand and I shook my head, grasping it and giving it a squeeze. “But after years of being treated like crap, you’ve just gotta give me time to adjust.”

“Adjust.” I nodded, reaching for her and tucking her back against my chest. It was then that I could take a full breath. “Got it. Can I ask for something in return?”

I felt her stiffen and my grip tightened in response.

“OK.”

God, she couldn’t have sounded any more wary if she tried.

“Talk to us.” I rubbed my hand up and down her arm, trying to soothe her through the idea. “Push back. Say ‘no, I’m not moving in less than a week after telling you that I’m pregnant.’ That you need more time.”

“I’m not moving in with you less than a week after telling you I’m pregnant.” I admit, I felt my heart sinking as she echoed my words, but then she looked up at me with a little grin. “It's going to take longer than that to pack my shit up at my place.”

“And a biohazard suit?”

“And four biohazard suits.”

“Breaking out the PPE, are we?” Charlie appeared with a plate laden with food. “I am down. Now, your dad said these were your favourites.”

“I haven’t eaten little boys since I was a kid.” She plucked one of the small cocktail sausages off the plate and dipped it in some sauce, humming as she bit into it. “Yum.” Millie looked up, a little shamefaced. “Thank you.”

“And a drink.” Noah appeared with several glasses and a jug of mocktails. “I heard this amazing woman mixed the cocktails tonight.” Millie opened her mouth to protest, but he continued. “These are the virgin ones, so don’t worry.”

He poured everyone a drink with a flourish.

“So what’s the verdict, Mills?” I shot Charlie a dark look as he lowered himself down into a nearby chair. “What’s it gonna take to get you to shack up with us? My place is nice, but Knox’s is a lot closer to the beach.”

“Jesus, Charlie…” I muttered under my breath.

“I keep my place.” Hope spluttered, then threatened to catch alight in my chest. “Even if it's just as an investment property. I need to know I’ve got a bolt hole I can escape to if things go south.”

“They won’t,” I promised.

“You don’t know that.”

“I do.” Being able to openly stare at her now was a relief I never expected to feel, and yet here I was. “I really, really do. Whatever you need, we’ll make it happen. I think you’ll find we work very well as a team.”

I didn’t mean for my voice to get lower, to feel my cock begin to stir, but hey, if she was going to wriggle on my lap like that, something was bound to come up.

“Yeah?” Her fingers skimmed the line of my jaw. “So we could maybe put off the moving in stuff and make sure we’re really working well together, do some team building exercises?”

“You heard the lady.” Noah dropped his glass down on a low table, then stood up, stroking his fingers along her throat. Her head tilted back to stare into his eyes. “I think this conversation needs to be continued elsewhere.”

“Take me home, boys,” Millie said, throwing her arms out. “I think I’ve worked out how this whole why choose thing works. We just need to keep choosing each other, right?”

“Every day.” I moved in, my lips drawn to hers. “In every way. I will always choose you.”

Now I needed to prove it.
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Charlie

Now this was more like it.

Knox drove us home, because of course he did. The uptight prick wouldn’t have been able to take a single breath on the drive home if I was behind the wheel. That was OK, because I ended up here. In the back seat with our girl, kissing her, then letting my lips drop down the slope of her neck when she tilted her face towards Noah. Mm… The sound of her moans, I could feel their vibrations through my lips as I moved lower and lower, undoing the buttons of the cute little dress she wore to get at more of her.

More, that’s what my dick ached for, but that wasn’t all of it. My heart felt the same damn way, forcing me to pull my mouth away for a few seconds and just watch Millie kiss Noah.

It was him connecting with the one woman he’d ever loved, kissing her with his soul as much as his mouth. It was Knox watching them way too closely in the rear vision mirror, his eyes hungry as he no doubt imagined himself in my place.

Or just joining us.

Instead, he changed gear abruptly, the gear box making a small sound of protest, forcing him to focus back on the road. Not for long, though. Never for long. My hands moved then, doing this for more than just me. Revealing the top of her breasts, studying all that creamy skin that begged to be marked by my fingertips, right before I covered it with my hands. This was a striptease of sorts, but I was the one revealing her, hiding her from Knox’s gaze. A low grunt from the front seat had me turning around for a second, meeting his overheated gaze in the mirror, but he was never my focus. Millie was.

It felt like I needed to study her nipple, the shape, the inexplicable whorls of the skin as it began to wrinkle. I definitely wanted to memorise the way the hard bead felt against my fingertips as I began to play with it. Gentle caresses drew a little moan from her, firmer ones made her squirm. Millie pulled away from Noah, looking down at me, right as I lunged forward to suck it into my mouth.

I was too close to watch any of their reactions now, so I was forced to deal with my own. My cock throbbing in time with my heart as I pressed into her thigh, needing to get closer, deeper, my other hand sliding over her knee and heading north. I traced the elastic of her underwear, smiling into her breast when I felt how damp the gusset was. Not just from jumping into pools, I was sure of it. No, this was for me.

For us.

But when I went to hook my fingers underneath and get to all that slick, satiny skin, I found that great minds think alike. My eyes flicked open to see that Millie had spread her thighs wide to let both Noah and me in, but not wide enough. Knox needed to be part of this as well. I glanced at Noah then nodded, and just like when fighting a fire, we rarely needed to vocalise what we needed to do. We’d been working as a team for long enough to know what the other would do and proceed accordingly.

Both of our hands went to her knees and we hiked her legs up over ours, spreading her wide. The strangled curse from the front seat made clear that Knox had noticed. To add insult to injury, the dress hem was drawn up and we all saw those perfect, white thighs glowing in the moonlight. The car lurched sideways, parking abruptly, then Knox turned around.

“Couldn’t keep it in your fucking pants until we got to my place?” he growled.

“No…”

Millie breathed that out, then shot him a wild grin as she moved our hands upwards. No direction was needed. We wanted the same thing, and so Noah and I hooked our fingers under her underwear and then wrenched them down and off.

“There she is,” I purred, smoothing a hand over her mound before looking up at Millie. “You’re not hurting from last night?”

“Like a night with you would leave her aching,” Knox spluttered.

“No, but tonight might,” I countered. “How we feeling, Millie?”

“Like I really need to come, and if I’ve got three boyfriends, that maybe one of them might like to help me out with that.”

I jumped when I felt her hand on my fly, and by the sound of Noah’s hiss, he was getting the same treatment.

“Millie…”

I had something to say about this, that we were going to focus on her right now. I was already so damn close, I didn’t need the added stimulation of her hand wrapped around my cock and jacking it slowly.

But I liked it a whole lot.

“Babe…”

I wanted to tell her to stop, to give me at least the chance to last, but instead, my hips moved in time with her strokes.

“You decided to put on a show for me.” Knox’s voice cut through the haze I was descending into. “And I sure as shit didn’t stop this car to see you blow in three strokes, Charlie.”

Right, right, Millie. I turned then, dragging her mouth my way and kissing her hard. I couldn’t finesse anything. I needed my tongue beside hers, delving deeper, getting deeper, right as my fingers found her entrance and pushed in.

I liked the way she sucked in a muffled breath, the way her hips jerked up and off the car seat in response, then her long shuddering sigh as she wrenched her mouth away. Noah’s fingers were there, playing with her clit, giving her all the stimulation she needed if her softening grip around my dick was anything to go by. That had me wondering if we could push her harder. My little finger delved between her bum cheeks, just nudging that tight little knot of muscle, remembering the way her arse took all of me so fucking well. Animalistic groans made it clear that wasn’t just a one night thing, but with no lube, I didn’t dare do anything other than rub around that ring, promising to play with it later.

“Oh…”

Millie was gorgeous, but none more than when she was close to coming. That complete loss of control, I craved it like air. Her eyes went wide and she panted through the waves, the moment she came apart clear to me. Her cunt clamped down on my fingers, as if to stop them from pulling away, but I only would for microseconds before thrusting them right back. Over and over until her whole body went rigid.

“I’m coming!”

I pushed my head into her neck and kissed it, breathing in her scent and her moans as she rode the waves we made until they finally faded away.

“Holy crap.” Her smile was shaky as she looked at each one of us. “So that’s what we could’ve been doing all evening, rather than me schlepping bags of alcohol around.”

“You shouldn’t have been carrying anything,” Noah said. “That’s what you have us for.”

“Only that?”

I watched his mouth fall open, his brows crease as she began to stroke his length again. I was right there with him as she did the same to me. Knox, he just watched her, a sly smile on his face.

“You could have been on orgasm number five or six by now,” he said, “seeing as that’s something we’re apparently good at.”

I was so damn close to my own I was forced to wrap my hand around hers and slow shit down.

“Get us home, Knox,” I rasped out. “As fast as you safely can. Making out in a car? That’s teenage shit. What we’ve got planned, that requires a whole arse bed.”

“On it.”

He turned around, pulling the car out onto the road, the rest of the ride a blur of kissing right up until we walked in the front door of Knox’s place.

The stink of fresh paint was in my nose, reminding me of how this could all go wrong if we weren’t careful, but it wasn’t the nursery we stumbled into. This room was big, still, and just ever so slightly musty, as if it hadn’t been walked into for some time. We all did now, following Millie towards the bed.

Hands, hands were everywhere in ways that they weren’t last time. That night each one of us claimed a part of her, greedy for what we could get, but now, now we worked together, pulling her dress up over her head, her underwear off until she was naked before us.

That’s when I had to stop and stare, wanting to store this sight away in my head. The last time was a hazy mash of sensual impressions, but I was sober now. I saw the way the moonlight loved her, filtering in through the half-drawn curtains, bathing her in white and dark shadows.

“What?” she said as we just stood there, hands rising to cover herself, but I couldn’t let that happen. Mine grabbed hers, stopping them where they were.

“Just looking,” I replied. “Just staring. Just trying to remember every second of this moment.”

“One of many,” she prompted gently, and that made it all OK.

“Then let's make each one better than the last,” Knox said, claiming her mouth.

He kissed her slowly, with intent, wanting to erase everything that had happened in this house and replace it with something far better. Need, desire, but more than that. Something far deeper, far more intense. She pulled away with a gasp, sucking in breaths as she nodded up at him, making clear she understood. He picked her up and laid her down on the bed with all the ceremony of a groom with a bride, and maybe that’s what this was.

Noah and I joined the two of them. His hands roamed across Millie’s body, as if he couldn't work out what to touch first. All of it, I wanted to tell him, claim every part of her. She made the decision, though, her back arching when he covered her breast, her legs sliding open as the other covered her mound.

“Millie, I—” Knox started to say, crawling closer.

“Yes.”

“But I’m⁠—”

“She doesn’t give a fuck about your dick size, you idiot,” I said, and he shot me a dark look. “Millie just wants you.” Her head tilted back and that had me thinking of wicked things. My zipper was slid back down, my cock eased out and her lips parted in time for her tongue to slide across them. I smiled as I saw them glisten. “Wants us,” I corrected myself.

She reached for me then, grabbing me by the root and then there I was, pushing into all that hot, silken warmth. Her tongue began to swirl, making my nuts ache furiously, but I held back from the thing I wanted most, to just unload down her throat. Not until she was coming. I wanted to feel the vibrations of her screams all the way down my cock as I blew my load.

“Not too far,” I told her in a low croon as I heard a choked sound, but it turns out that wasn’t down to me. Knox had notched his cock against her and was starting to push in. For a second, I thought Millie would struggle and was ready to pull back, but her hands clawed at my hips, forcing me to stay still. Her breath came in little huffs from her nose, right as he worked himself deeper.

“Fuck, look at you.” Knox had never sounded more content than he did right then, staring down at the place where they joined. “Taking all of me because that’s what I need.” He drew back and then went slamming into her, unable to bear pulling out for long. “Fuck, baby… Just like this, every night, I promise.”

And wasn’t that a lovely thought.

I stared down at her, felt her hand wrap around the root of my cock, her lips sucking on the head until I felt a tell-tale prickle. I tried to do my six times table backwards in my head, anything to prolong this pleasure, but it was a goal I was never going to achieve. I needed her, needed this, needed everything that was happening in this room way too much to be able to hold back.

I thought the sweetest feeling in the world was coming with a hot girl, but I’d been forced to broaden my horizons. Turns out doing just that with someone you cared about made it so much better. It wasn’t just a selfish blast of pleasure rocking me to my core, but something far bigger. My pleasure was hers and hers, mine. Together, the four of us wound strands of it around each other, tighter and tighter. As her cries, mine, and Knox’s filled the air, we were creating something that would transcend this moment and have us grinning for days later.

Something expansive, endless that needed to include everyone.

Knox unloaded inside her and I pulled free, still shivering. Millie rolled free of us seconds later, pinning Noah to the bed.

“Millie, I…”

Whatever he had to say was cut off as she straddled his hips and then bore down. He was engulfed by her, his expression telling the story. Eyes wide, mouth open, he was forced to pant through the feeling, right before he rallied. Her head was taken into his hands and he kissed her hard, rolling up and into a seated position, their arms wrapping around each other. Part hug, part fuck, it was a beautiful mix of both, which lured us closer. To kiss her lips as she moved, to suck away her sighs, to tease those hard little nipples, her swollen clit, slick as a marble in oil. Over and over we all moved, my cock not knowing when it needed to stay down. It ground into her hip, ready for another round.

Turns out that was exactly what was needed.

Thank god we didn’t have work the next day because we barely slept a wink, greeting the morning with a groan.

“Blackout curtains…” I mumbled, throwing an arm over my eyes, then pulling Millie closer when I realised she was sleeping on my chest. “We need blackout curtains in here.”

“On it…” Knox sighed, still mostly asleep, but a nudge from me had him rolling over and blinking. “Maybe we could go shopping for some today.”

“Shopping…?” Millie’s head jerked up and she blinked as she looked around the room. “Who’s going shopping?”

“We are.” Noah snuggled into her back, pressing a kiss to the nape of her neck. “For whatever you need.”

“This will be your room, Millie,” Knox announced. “No one will come in here except on your invitation.”

At that, we heard a faint whine, then a scratch on the door, making clear that Buster was done being patient. He’d had the foresight to steer clear of the room last night, but not now.

“Bloody dog,” Knox muttered.

“Let him in.”

Buster bounded forward, sailing past Knox and jumping onto the bed, snuffling at Millie until she was giggling. I quite liked the way she buried her face in my chest, avoiding his questing nose.

“Get down!” Knox barked, but Buster wasn’t having any of it. He had a master, but he much preferred his mistress.

Me too, I thought silently, me too.
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Millie

The next couple of weeks went by in a blur. At work, we were all scrupulous to maintain distance. I went to work in my own car, turned up for my own shifts, which were sometimes different to theirs, but once we all arrived back at Knox’s, all bets were off. Uniforms came off and my guys emerged.

Turns out they weren’t lying. Having one man hovering around me, cooking for me, making sure I had everything I needed as if I was made of glass, not bearing a childlike billions had before me, but three? Sometimes it got a little intense, but I was learning. To accept their help, their attention, their smiles, and all the amazing cuddles. I’d always wanted one guy to choose me, just like Dad had Mum, and now I had three. Yeah, I adjusted real freaking fast, our nights taking on a familiar rhythm.

Knox and Charlie had footy on Wednesday night. Noah did some geeky D&D thing on Mondays, and I… I went for walks on the beach with a guy holding my hand and our dog running off ahead. I ate good food and slept on the couch as someone read for me from one of my favourite books. I woke up on their chests, covered in a soft blanket, just in time to turn the TV off and go to sleep in our actual bed. I got more and more nauseous, and they had dry crackers and ginger ale ready for me before I even woke up.

It was hard and it was easy all at the same time.

Hard because there were two Millies: one that was deliriously happy with her three lovers and the other who would never do something so stupid as get into an office romance with not one but three of the guys she worked with, all while being pregnant.

Judy finished up with the fire service, and a farewell party was thrown for her. She gave me a tearful hug and promised that she was only a phone call away, but the things I wanted to call her about had nothing to do with work.

How did she find shoes to accommodate feet that seemed to swell alarmingly during the day? What the hell did you do about wanting to throw up not long after eating something that tasted amazing seconds before? And exhaustion, I had a newfound respect for the woman as peak first trimester tiredness hit me from nowhere. Brent had caught me staring blankly at my computer more than once, the numbers dancing before my eyes as they threatened to close. Instead, I kept drinking my bloody herbal tea and forged on, until the guys staged an intervention.

“Millie, you’re falling asleep at the dinner table again.”

I blinked and saw that Noah was staring at me in concern.

“You need some time off, to go on leave,” Knox insisted.

“Noo—” I started to complain.

“Just tomorrow then?”

Charlie wasn’t smiling anywhere near as much now. It seemed to dim the more my energy dipped. At his words, I stiffened. Not because they were fussing over me, but because I tapped on my phone screen and then looked at my calendar. I had an appointment set up, one they didn’t know anything about, and taking the day off would make it much easier to attend.

“OK.” I forced myself to smile as the guys all relaxed back against their chairs. “I’ll send Brent an email.”

“Maybe we should take the day off too.” Charlie waggled his eyebrows at me. “We could spend the day in bed and⁠—”

“Make it really obvious what’s happening here?” Noah shot him a dark look. “You know Millie doesn’t want that. Not yet,” he amended before turning to me. “Is there anything you need? We’ll look through the cupboards, make sure you have all your favourite snacks stocked.”

“I’ll be fine.” I surveyed each one of them. “A day in front of the TV watching people treating each other like shit is all I’ll need to feel better.”

Except I wouldn’t be catching up on The Secret Lives of Mormon Wives. I had an appointment at the hospital.

Mum had made a case over one family dinner for finding out who the father was for medical reasons. Hereditary conditions, genetic complications, she’d hit us all with a rapid array of medical reasons until we agreed, but sitting in the car on the way home, the truth came out.

“I don’t want to know,” Noah had said as we drove home. “I get that we need that information if there’s any…” He looked down at me. “Medical complications, but other than that, I don’t want to know.”

“You can tell me if you want.” Charlie shrugged. “A piece of paper won’t mean anything to me.” His hand came to rest on my stomach, the surface now taut and slightly swelling. “The little guy or girl in there–they’re mine, no matter what it says.”

“We can get the information, put it in a shared folder.” Knox was frowning as he drove, his knuckles white as he gripped the wheel. “Everyone will know where it is if they need it, but…” My eyes met his in the rear vision mirror. “I’m the same. Don’t tell me.”

He was one hundred percent invested in the idea of us as a family and didn’t want anything messing with it and I understood that perfectly. I nodded and agreed with everything they said. It didn’t stop things from getting tense when we got the DNA kits delivered. I’d watched them silently wipe the swab against the insides of their cheeks, then slot the sample back into the provided tube, feeling light headed and somewhat spacey. It didn’t matter, I told myself. This was for just in case.

So why the hell was I standing on the curb outside our house, gripping my bag so tightly now?

“All ready?”

Mum pulled up beside me, rolling down her car window, and I peered inside. I was going to become a mother in mere months, and right now, I wanted my mummy with me. I could’ve gone the non-invasive route, but when I discussed the options with Mum, I’d decided on an amniocentesis. It seemed all very cut and dried. I’d have more information than just who the father was. The gender, any genetic abnormalities, they’d all be identified in the report.

“Don’t worry, love.” Her tone was overly bright as I slipped into the passenger seat. “You looked over the list of possible risks?”

I had. Miscarriage, early labour, the list went on and on it felt as I studied it before signing the consent form. A small part of me wanted to shove it at the guys, make them make the decision, but a larger part felt like I needed to protect them. They were doing so much for me and I could do this for them. With a complete genetic picture of our child we would all be able to rest a little easier during the pregnancy.

“Try not to worry too much.” Her hand went to mine and I clung to it without shame. “It’s all over really quickly.”

“Will it hurt?”

“Not as far as I remember,” she replied in a much softer tone.

“Will I see it?”

It was a bloody big needle, and they’d need to put that into my stomach and extract a sample. I didn’t even look when I was getting blood drawn for pathology tests, let alone this.

“Just look at me.”

My eyes flicked up obediently, staring into her eyes, and in some ways, that was a mistake. I saw the worry there, and if she was freaking out, that had me losing the goddamn plot, because nothing scared Mum. Well, there was that time we all rode our bikes off the balcony and into the pool, but… She was always this calm, strong presence in my life, and to see that fracture did something to me. The Pandora’s box of anxiety that was rattling around in my chest popped out, letting all my fears run free.

“Everything will be OK because you’re my little girl. You’ll come through the test fine, and then you’ll know.” She patted my hand. “You’ll know what we already do, that you’ve got a healthy, beautiful baby growing inside you. So what’re you hoping for?”

I knew what she was doing, redirecting my focus to my great and glorious future, and away from what I needed to do today. Was this adulthood? Seeing through the strategies your parents always used and seeing the person, not the parent, behind them. I smiled then, just a small thing, but it was genuine. Mum needed as much reassuring as I did, and knowing that, doing that, helped me see how I’d become a mother myself.

“Healthy,” I told her, my smile widening. “Not twins.”

“Healthy and not twins.” She nodded slowly. “Sounds perfectly reasonable. OK, put your seatbelt on because we need to get going if we’re going to get there in time.”

I did as I was told, relegated back to the role of daughter, right up until I walked into the operating room.

For some reason, I thought it would be much like getting blood taken at a pathology clinic. Rather than wrap a tourniquet around my arm, somehow it would wrap around my stomach? Instead, I walked into a sterile operating room, feeling the bright lights beaming down on me. Everyone else in the room was rendered anonymous by the blue surgical gowns and masks, even Mum. I saw her eyes though, too wide, too alert, but then crinkling at the edges in a masked smile as I laid down on the gurney.

The procedure itself was a blur. The doctor talked to me about something, then there was a swab that left my skin feeling cold before the needle was produced. I dimly thought about calling off the whole thing right before the doctor checked in with me, making sure I wanted to proceed. I nodded rather than shook my head.

I didn’t remember feeling any pain, just the weird sensation of all my stomach muscles contracting. My hand clamped down on Mum’s and held it tight until finally it was done. The sample was retrieved, we were sent out of the room to recover for a minute, and the nurse told me how long I would need to wait for the results. She double checked my email and I dimly told her what it was. We needed to know, that’s what I told myself, over and over, on the drive back home. We needed to know about my child’s genetic makeup.

And weeks later, the results arrived.

I was at work when my inbox had my phone pinging. My eyes slid sideways for just a second, expecting to see a notification from a stupid spam site or something, but when the name of the hospital popped up, I went still. It could be something else, I told myself. I’d had other tests, more routine ones, to check my blood sugar, iron levels, thyroid. Somehow, I knew that wasn’t it, though. I went from moving steadily through the pile of paperwork on my desk to alert in seconds.

I was like a rabbit caught in a car’s headlights, or a deer quivering in the thicket, hiding from a wolf. Danger, that’s what my heart beat. I was in danger. We were in danger, I quickly amended, my hand sliding under my desk to touch my stomach. I’d been forced to invest in a looser fitting wardrobe, hoping to hide my condition under voluminous folds, so for just a moment, I acknowledged my bump.

“Millie.” My head snapped up, my hand was shoved away as Brent’s door swung open. “Have we got those quarterly reports? Head office is asking for them.”

“On it,” I said, bending my head over my laptop. Anything to stop him from seeing the terrified expression on my face. With a few clicks, I navigated over to our reporting module and then sent what he was after to the printer as well as to his email.

“Good girl.” He moved closer, flicking through the printed pages. “Are you alright? You look a little pale.”

“Just feeling a little under the weather.” I shot him a weak smile. “My immune system is terrible. I catch every bug known to man.”

“You don’t need a day off?” Brent the station commander was shoved aside and Daddy Brent replaced him. “You’ve got sick leave. No point in just letting it accrue.”

Except I’d need it for a much more long-lasting condition.

“Just need to go to the loo and splash some water on my face,” I told him.

“Alright, you let me know if you start feeling worse. You’re on top of everything. Taking a half day won’t hurt.”

I might need to do just that. When he was safely back in his office, I was clicking over to the internet on my computer. A phone screen wouldn’t be big enough to display the information I needed to see. I logged in, my arm feeling numb, the mouse barely making a dent in my fingers as I opened up my email. Test results, said the email topic line. I clicked on it and opened it up, ready to skim it when⁠—

“Brent in?”

God dammit fucking Dave walked in the door, barely giving me a nod before walking towards the boss’ office.

“He is, but he asked not to be disturbed,” I told him with a frown.

“He want to be disturbed for this,” Dave said, that oily smile of his spreading.

Ugh, I had more than enough to deal with without being Brent’s door bitch. The boss would tear strips off Dave far more effectively than I could. My fingers released my mouse and I got up, knowing I needed to get in control of myself before I looked at the email. A quick walk, go to the loo and wash my face, something to settle me back down. If it was bad news, I’d need to be able to hold it together before I made a run for my car, driving and driving until I could get the results out of my head.

It could be fine, I told myself. The baby is probably just as healthy as it was the last doctor’s visit. My positive self-talk was a babble inside my head, forcing me back into the chair. I clicked on the email, then the attached PDF, and there it was: my baby’s genetic profile.

A girl…

Nope, I’d grossly overestimated my ability to cope because there were tears in my eyes seconds later. “Come in!” Brent shouted at Dave. Having him here, in the same room as I tried to digest this information just felt wrong, because he couldn’t co-exist around her.

A little girl with blonde hair or brown, with blue eyes or hazel, or even grey. I saw her romping through the park, Buster by her side, the sun shining in her hair. I saw her, my baby, and hadn’t realised how much I needed this. Fuzzy ultrasounds did nothing, yet somehow this… This had me dreaming about a future I hadn’t dared to consider until now. A quick cursory look and it was clear there were no genetic issues. She was healthy. I needed to go to the loo, have a nice neat cry in the toilet stall, and then send the guys a text with the news.

They were having a daughter.

Oh my god, baby, I thought to myself as I hurried towards the door, I’m sorry for any boy that looks sideways at you. Three protective daddies…

As if summoned, Brent’s door opened and Dave stepped out. I couldn’t disguise the look of disgust, knowing he was exactly what they’d want to protect her from. His lip curled into a sly smile and then he made a theatrical gesture for me to precede him.

“After you.”

I didn’t need to be told twice, finding my stride once I got into the hall. I walked away from the office, from him, from everything as I shoved the toilet doors open. Being one of the only women in the entire station was perfect, so nobody heard my choked sob as I flung myself into the nearest cubicle. I locked the door and pulled out my phone with shaking hands.

Girl… I typed out then erased from the group chat. We’re having a little girl.


Chapter 62



Noah

Girl…

I stared down at my phone, unable to believe what I was reading. We’d talked about getting testing done, but Millie hadn’t given us any indication she’d actually done anything about it. I couldn’t focus on that, not when this news was still fresh in my mind. The baby was just a small, vague presence for me right now. I knew it was growing inside Millie, had watched her body change and grow more beautiful every day, but this… It turned an amorphous pink blob into someone real. Millie’s cheeky grin on a little girl as I watched her romp through life. Someone just as daring, just as wild as her mother. My chest started to ache, that same feeling I felt any time I was around Millie, only more intense. My little girl… I’d be her daddy, and she’d⁠—

“There you are, you fucking cuck.”

For a second, all I could do was blink. Dave had strolled into the break room with a shit-eating grin on his face, like a shark that scented blood in the water. What the hell had set him off, I didn’t know. Neither did everyone else, as every firefighter in the room went silent. Conflict happened. You couldn’t do a job as important as ours and not have people disagreeing, but we all knew how to resolve it. Talk shit out, usually with Brent as arbiter, and then move on.

Brent wouldn’t be stepping in for this fight, though.

Dave was perfectly alert, every sense in overdrive as he prowled closer.

“What the fuck are you on about?” I sneered, shaking my head and making clear I had no interest in dealing with him. He wasn’t what mattered. He never was.

“You, you dumb cunt.” My head snapped up. He had my attention now, throwing words like that around. Rhett got to his feet, moving slowly towards me, some of the other guys doing the same. Far too many stopped where they were, not even pretending to eat their lunch anymore. “I knew you were fucking pussy whipped by that open holed⁠—”

He was going to say something about Millie, that’s what had me moving. For a second, there was a flicker of memories of all the times I’d been bullied by idiots like him at school, but not for long. No one, especially not Dave, was going to keep me down again. I had the front of his shirt in my hands and was twisting it, choking off anything else he had to say as I shoved him against the wall. Dimly, I was aware that this was not smart. Nothing would announce what Millie was to me like this, but I couldn’t seem to care. Some raging need burned inside me, not satisfied until Dave was clawing at his neck, fighting for a breath.

“You don’t want to kill him.” Rhett appeared beside me before shooting Dave a scornful look. “I mean you do. Fuck, I want to as well, the fucking prick.” I stared at him, hearing a faint whine inside my head. “But he’s not worth it, Noah.”

That’s what had me letting go. Fighting in the station would mean a disciplinary hearing with possible penalties, and I couldn’t afford that. Each one of us was desperate for Millie to quit this job. She was always exhausted, falling asleep on the toilet the other day. This was the time for her to rest, not work herself to the bone. I, we, would provide for her, the need burning hot in our chests, and to do that, I needed to release Dave.

“Don’t say another thing.” My voice was curiously calm. “Not one more. Get out of the fucking break room and away from me, or god help me⁠—”

“Baby’s not yours.”

How could someone look so rough and yet so gleeful all at the same time? I knew he had a nasty streak, but it was only now how fucking shit Dave was became apparent.

“What baby?” Rhett looked confused and so did everyone else, beginning to mutter, and that’s when fear finally bled in. “What baby, Noah?”

We had to keep this quiet; we’d promised Millie.

“There’s—” I started to say.

“That little bitch—” Dave sneered.

“Shut the fuck up,” I snarled. “Shut up!”

“Millie.” You could’ve heard a pin drop in the room, which made the fact that people were coming running down the hall apparent. “This cunt is panting after her like a bitch in heat, but she’s the slut bearing another man’s child and turning you into some beta cuck, willing to raise it.”

That would be how he would see the arrangement, as there was something fundamentally broken in Dave. He could never, ever understand what we had. It wasn’t even the sharing of a girl that was alien to him. If it was just me and Mills, he’d still struggle. There was no generosity, no good feeling, in him. Every man was an idiot to try to dominate. Every woman a hole to masturbate in. For a second, I felt a little compassion for him.

Right before the need to tear his fucking head off won out.

My fist shot out, crossing the distance between us, my entire weight behind it. Rhys had trained me for hours on the bag, making sure I knew how to throw a punch. I put that to good use now, smacking the bastard in the face, his nose breaking with a satisfying crunch. I watched his hands snap up, his eyes going wide as he registered what had happened, obviously thinking I wouldn’t have the balls to belt him. Oh, I had more than enough to get this job done. I was on him, pushing past Rhett, everyone, clawing my way through my colleagues as they all swarmed. I’d kill him, I shouted, over and over, my hands raking through the air.

I’d beat Dave until there was nothing other than a bloody smear, because right when I had everything I’d ever wanted, he tried to step in and take it.

“What the fuck is going on?”

Knox walked in and took in the situation quickly, but before anyone could answer, a shrill bell rang. A fire. I shook my head, unable to believe the timing, but people didn’t have emergencies on our schedule.

“We’ve gotta go,” Gareth snapped. “Whatever the fuck this is, it can wait until we find out how big the job is.” Dave went to claw himself up, the thin whine that escaped him satisfying me on a cellular level. “You stay here. Rhett, you can lead Dave’s team.”

It was just as well, because we’d need all hands on deck.

“What happened?” Charlie hissed as we ran towards our truck, but when we grabbed our gear down from the wall, Henry stepped in.

“Head in the game.” He shot the two of us a dark look. “You can’t go into an emergency situation with your mind elsewhere. Get it together now, or stay here.”

Where Millie was, unaware of the drama. I swallowed hard, half tempted to take him up on his offer. I could shield her, get her out of this place and home where it was safe, but the people relying on us needed that too. I yanked my jerkin off the peg and started wrenching it on. Seconds later, we were all piling into the truck.

“Address?” Knox barked.

“Got it.” Charlie gave him directions right before the sirens were switched on and then our truck, all of the trucks, went rushing out of the station.

“Jesus fuck…”

Hearing Henry curse made clear just how bad this was. Smoke could be seen for kilometres before we got even close to the fire site, filling the air with an acrid stink. The windows were kept wound up tight, the air conditioning turned off as we prepared to walk into hell.

There was nothing we hated more than private recycling centres. Getting rid of rubbish cost builders and industry big bucks, so selling their waste onto recyclers made good sense. In theory, it meant resources were redirected from landfill and reused. In practise, we’d found too many businesses had taken over old sheds or compounds and piled them high with highly flammable items, creating massive fuel loads, ready to go up, and that’s what this looked like. Black smoke billowed everywhere, making visibility difficult.

“What have we got here?” Knox asked as we pulled up, the other trucks parking

“Supposed to be a paper and cardboard recycler,” Charlie replied.

“Doesn’t look like that to me.” I pressed my face closer to the window. “Black smoke, stink in the air.” I stared at the pedestrians as we pulled up, some fighting to catch a breath as the ambulance medics saw to them. “Some pretty bad smoke inhalation cases for people on the street.”

Then there were the workers.

A huddle of people wearing uniforms sporting the same logo as the plant sign were also being seen by ambulance staff.

This, unfortunately, was also something we’d seen before. Recyclers storing items that they weren’t licensed to store. If they were prepared to bend the rules on that, you could guarantee they weren’t following proper storage protocols either.

“There could be anything in there,” Henry snapped, staring at the windscreen, as if he could see past the smoke to the cause of it. “Chemicals, petrol.” He looked over at me. “Lithium batteries.”

“Calling in for more back up,” Knox said, jumping on the radio to do just that as we jumped out.

“This is bigger than us,” Rhett said as soon as we got close, “but we can put a dent in it for now. From what I can see, there’s a shed and it's the yard at the back that’s on fire.”

“So let's get a move on and try and put this out before it gets to the shed, because who the hell knows what’s in there,” Gareth said, nodding to Knox as he arrived.

We had our orders, so we all moved, jogging over to our trucks and unrolling hoses as Gareth’s team got the cherry picker moving, the crane lifting and then stretching out across the shed roof, disappearing into the smoke. Masks were shoved on, oxygen tanks engaged, hoses gripped as we prepared to do what we did best. All the issues, the news about our baby girl, even Millie and Dave disappeared, because Henry was right. The only way I was coming out of this, walking into her office and swinging her up into my arms, was if I focussed right now. Smoke billowed all around us as we walked into the shed, turning the junk stacked inside into ominous shadows. We walked past them and into the burning maw of this fire.

I played D&D with a group of friends, and this was the closest I’d ever come to understanding what a knight felt as he approached a dragon. The fire was a living, breathing thing, eating up the piled high junk in great gulps.

“Ready?” A voice came through the speakers into my helmet.

“Let’s do this,” I said, right as I pulled the bale back and unleashed a spray of water.

Putting out a fire was always the best moment of the job, the start of one coming in second best, because you went in full of optimism, sure you’d be able to extinguish the blaze. This was the bit that sucked. My arms ached from holding the hose, from directing litres and litres of water at a fire that just seemed to burn on despite everything we did.

“When are the other teams getting here?” Henry snapped, but the muffled sounds of sirens wailing answered his questions. “Finally, because… Oh, fuck.”

That was exactly the thing I didn’t want to hear. Nothing fazed Henry. He was a hardened veteran so nothing surprised him. It made him an excellent team member, because no matter what we dealt with, he’d already done so before and had useful advice on how to tackle it. Anything that had him swearing was bad, really bad. My head swung around, seeing what the issue was.

We needed to keep the fire away from the shed. Not only did it cut us off from the trucks and our water sources, but we’d be dealing with unknown fuel sources.

And all the risk therein.

“Roof, now!” Knox barked, but we were already moving.

It couldn’t have been built out of corrugated iron, could it? Instead, it was one of those old places built over a hundred years ago of solid, red brick.

And timber.

Bone dry and well-seasoned, the embers were like seeds sprinkled over fertile soil, and they took root instantly. Small points of red covered the roof, growing larger by the second. Streams of water, so many streams, wove across the roof, trying to douse it all, when we heard the one thing we didn’t want to hear.

“Get back to the trucks!” The voice wasn’t a familiar one, meaning it was someone from one of the other stations that had arrived to lend a hand. “There’s a heap of gas bottles stacked in the shed!”

We’d started this whole journey with Millie because of a gas bottle. I didn’t want to end it due to one. I was moving, so were the others, turning off the water and just running. The site would need to be cleared, onlookers would need to be pushed back as we tried to deal with this new challenge.

Every business was supposed to know where their gas bottles were, have protocols in place to protect the contents from fire, but by the look of this place, they wouldn’t know a WHS regulation if it came and bit them on the arse. I cursed the owner under my breath, over and over, as we ran towards the door.

But not fast enough.

I’ll always remember that sound. A roar that became elongated, stretching on and on, my own shout lost within it. I turned and looked behind me, always a mistake, just in time to see the corner of the shed was on fire and the shapes of the bottles were outlined by the flames, right before the explosion hit.

Being picked up and thrown like a doll, that’s what I remember. A bright point of pain, followed by a much bigger, duller one as I slammed into the ground.

“Noah…!”

I dimly heard her voice calling me, even though that wasn’t possible. Millie wasn’t, couldn’t, be here. I wished she was, though, with my entire heart, as I felt it beat faster and faster, sending blood and pain rushing through my body, right before a black heat swallowed me.


Chapter 63



Millie

Something was going down.

I heard shouting in the break room, but when I exited the toilets, all the firefighters were converging on the appliance bay in response to the alarm.

“Has a fire been called in?” I asked Brent as I walked into the office, but he just frowned.

“Millie, can we have a chat?”

“Yeah, of course. Should I grab my computer…?”

To take notes, that’s what I was going to ask, but I didn’t. This wasn’t that kind of talk, I could see that from the look on his face. I hurried inside, trying not to jump when the door was closed behind us. I sat down in one of the chairs on the opposite side of his desk and tried very hard not to feel like a teenager being called up to the principal’s office.

“So…” He sat down and clasped his hands in front of him, resting them on the desk. “I probably should’ve had this conversation beforehand. It was remiss of me really, but the fire service…” He sucked in a breath. “It doesn’t look kindly on office relationships.”

I went perfectly still, able to guess what the shouting was about. Dave had said something.

“Personally, I tend to turn a blind eye to these things.” His eyes flicked up to meet mine. “I figure you’re all adults. As long as it doesn’t become an issue at work, I’ve got no need to get involved.”

But something had made it an issue. I pulled my phone out, something I never would during a serious conversation with a boss, but this was different. I needed someone, any of the guys I shared a life with, to have left me a message, giving me a heads up about what had happened.

There was nothing in the group chat.

Brent’s lips thinned down, making clear that he knew exactly what I was doing and didn’t like it, didn’t like what he needed to do next.

“Noah punched Dave in the break room,” he told me, but that wasn’t the entirety of this story. I just stared back blankly, waiting for all of the details to come out. “They had words. Do you know what about?”

“No.”

I answered honestly, but by the flex of Brent’s jaw, I got the feeling that this was the wrong answer.

“Well, I’ve sent Dave off to the doctors. Looks like Noah broke his nose.” He shook his head. “Kid’s got a wicked right hook, but that’s not the end of it, I’m afraid.” Brent leaned forward, and that had me stiffening. I’d had a good run, I thought, a couple of months into this job. Maybe I could use that on my resume as relevant experience to get me another office job. But who would be my reference? Not Brent, I was pretty sure. “Is there anything you wanted to tell me?”

“No.”

I said that much more firmly, sitting tall, because if I was going to get called out on my omissions, then I’d face that down head held high.

“Millie—”

He sounded like my dad when he had found out I’d done something wrong. I’m disappointed in you, that was the natural conclusion to this sentence, and yet it didn’t come. The door was wrenched open and one of the ancillary staff stuck their head in through the gap.

“Brent, there’s been an explosion at the fire site.”

“What?”

We were both on our feet, asking the exact same thing, but for different reasons.

“Some of the boys are en route to the hospital,” the guy said.

“Which guys?” Everyone stared at me, but I didn’t care. In some ways it was freeing to finally say this kind of thing out loud. “Which guys? Charlie? Noah? Knox?”

My tone gave me away completely, wavering as I said each one of their names. No one would be fooled going forward, because these were not the questions of a concerned colleague.

They were those of a lover.

“Are they OK?” I demanded answers in an angry bark. “Are they alright?”

“In the hospital,” the guy said with a shrug. “That’s all the details I’ve got.”

“I need to go.”

I don’t know who I was announcing that to, just that it was true. I pushed past the desk attendant and into the office, snatching up my bag before making for the door.

“Millie!” Brent shouted, but I didn’t care about what he had to say. “Millie!” I marched down the hallway, out of the station, and over to the car. It was only then that I saw that my hands were shaking. I tapped the button to unlock the car, missing the right one several times, as my eyes filled with tears.

They couldn’t be hurt. They couldn’t. I thought that furiously, as if that would make it true, despite knowing the facts. Firefighters lived a tough life, facing risks most of us wouldn’t survive. But they would, I thought furiously, sucking in one shuddering breath, willing myself to keep it the fuck together. You can lose it once you’re at the hospital, I told myself. Not now, not yet.

“Millie…” Brent appeared at my shoulder, a look of concern in his eyes, and he took in the state of me quickly. “You’re not fit to drive. I’ll take you.”

“Right.” I forced myself to nod. “Thank you.”

And so we piled into my car for the most tense, awkward car ride ever.

“Which one?” he asked me, easing us out onto the main road.

“Which one, what?” That came out far sharper than I intended. I flushed, and then shook my head. “Sorry, I⁠—”

“Who’s the father?” For a second, all I could do was stare at the side of his face. Brent was focussed on the road and the traffic for good reason, but when we were in the right lane, he shot me a sidelong look, his eyes trailing down. “I remember my Helen’s pregnancies like they happened yesterday. All the trips to the toilet, the nausea and the weird cravings.”

“You saw the pickled onion and cheese sandwiches?” I said weakly.

“Smelled them more like.” He wrinkled his nose and then dared to smile. “The tuna sandwiches were worse.”

“With chilli mayo and onion.” I slapped my hand down on my stomach as it began to rumble, but I didn’t feel hunger so much as a swirl of discomfort, followed by nausea. “But as to your question, I don’t know.” I stared through the windscreen, unable to look at him. I didn’t want to see the judgement there. “The Christmas party got a little crazy.”

“I assumed that when I saw you at the station the next morning,” he said.

“You knew that was a walk of shame?” I shook my head and let out a little laugh despite myself. “That’s very progressive of you, Brent.”

“You kids… You think you’re the first ones to invent casual sex. If you’d lived through the 70s, you’d know that getting a bit messy at a Christmas party was no big deal.”

“With three of your firefighters?” I was done pretending. The truth would come out, and I’d face the consequences. In some ways, I was bargaining with fate, promising this in return for making sure my guys were safe.

“Well, there was this party—” he started to say.

“Where I ended up in a relationship with all three of them? We’re all living together at Knox’s place, because I’m pregnant and I don’t know which one of them is the father, and they all want to co-parent with me.”

“Dave does.” I heard my steering wheel creak as Brent’s grip tightened. “That’s what the fight was about, apparently.” The look he gave me was apologetic. “After he’s gotten back from the doctors, Dave will be facing down a disciplinary hearing as well as a final meeting with HR. He won’t be working as a firefighter again. The prick looked at your emails…”

Brent was telling me all the details, but I couldn’t hear them. A high-pitched whine replaced his voice, getting louder and louder as we drove closer. It didn’t stop until he pulled out the front of the hospital.

“Go inside, love. I’ll park your car and bring your keys to you.” He reached over and squeezed my hand, but all I could do was just stare at the hospital, unable to process any of it. “Go to them. Go to your boys.”

That, that was what I had to do. I had the door opened, my feet flying across the concrete, then the polished tile floor as I zeroed in on the emergency department nurse’s station. People filled the waiting room, but none of them were my guys. I walked up to the glass window, the bored nurse looking up as I approached.

“Knox Ryan,” I said. “Noah Taylor. Charlie Henderson. They’re all firefighters that have been brought in to the emergency department.”

“And you are?” she asked.

My lips moved, ready to spill my entire story to her if that’s what got me through the doors and to their sides.

“Millie?” A male nurse who’s scrubs seemed to be struggling to contain his muscles stood up and stared at me. I stared back, because I’d never seen him before in my life. “You’re Millie McDonald?”

“Yes.”

“They’ve been asking for you.” The nurse who’d greeted me looked a whole lot less bored now. “Pretty insistently. They gave me a number to call, but…”

I looked down at notifications, only now seeing the missed calls.

“I’m sorry.” Jesus, my voice broke on that, tears forming in my eyes as I looked up. “I put it on silent at work to stop myself from being distracted and⁠—”

“Hey.” Nurse boy came from behind the desk, putting a hand on my arm and then giving it a squeeze. “It’s OK.” Then he told me the one thing I needed to hear. “They’re OK. A bit banged up, but… You should come and see for yourself.”

He led me towards the doors to the emergency ward, using his swipe card to get us in. We walked past beds and moaning people and machines that go ping, the whole place feeling cold and clinical, until I stumbled into here.

“Heyy…” Charlie lifted his head off the pillow, the bandage on his cheek stark white against his tanned skin. “There’s our girl.”

“Millie?” Knox’s voice sounded hoarse and scratchy. “What the hell are you doing here?”

I took in the bandaged arm in a sling, his face dirty and tired against the white pillow.

“Here to see you, idiot.”

I barely croaked that out as I sank down in the gap between their beds. My hands, my eyes, didn’t know where to go first. I was staring at Knox while reaching for Charlie’s hand, not able to take a full breath until he gripped it. My free hand went to Knox’s cheek, then I turned back to Charlie, catching his wry smile, then a wince as the muscles in his face pulled at his injury.

“Are you OK? What happened?” They sucked in breaths, ready to answer, but didn’t get a chance. “Was this related to the fight Noah had with Dave…?” I looked around. “Where’s Noah?” Each one of them went quiet, especially the nurse. “Where’s Noah?”

“Garrett, can you take her through to intensive care?” Knox asked, but that had him dissolving into a hacking cough. I moved forward but he waved me away, moving to get out of bed. “And unhook us from these machines as well.”

“Now Knox—” Garrett, the nurse, said.

“Better do it, Gazza, me old mate,” Charlie said, swinging his legs over the edge of the bed, and that’s when I saw the hospital gown and the bandage on his leg. “Fort Knox will just start tearing cords out left and right if you don’t.”

The nurse sighed.

“Let me grab a couple of wheelchairs.” His eyes swung my way. “You good with helping wheel one of these guys over to intensive care?”

Intensive care? Noah was in intensive care? All I could see in my mind’s eye was all of those medical dramas Mum used to love to watch.

“Um, yeah…” I said with barely a whisper. “Sure.”

“I’ll be right back.”

“Bloody recycling plants,” Knox grumbled as we wheeled the guys down the hallway. “The government needs to outlaw them, or at least regulate them better.”

“The place was supposed to be filled with cardboard,” Charlie explained, looking up at me. There was some of his old mischief in his eyes, but also shadows that weren’t there before. “Instead, we discovered what else they were storing there. A bunch of old gas bottles well past their prime.”

“A gas bottle did this?”

I was still working out what ‘this’ was. White, clinical bandages concealed the worst of their injuries, leaving me to imagine what was behind them.

“Multiple gas bottles.” Brent joined us, escorted by another nurse, his face like thunder. “The prick that owns that place has made millions stockpiling recyclables. I’m gonna make sure the minister takes this to cabinet, that the owner is prosecuted to the full extent of the law. The last fire like this took over one hundred and fifty firefighters and three days to contain, over in Victoria. We don’t want the same shit happening here.”

Preventative measures were forgotten. I couldn’t listen to talk of petitioning our politicians, not when I saw him like this.

“Noah…”

He was swathed in white. White sheets, white blankets, white walls, and white floor, his pale skin blended in with it until it didn’t. Bruises down one side of his face and angry red wounds had me sucking in breaths too hard, too fast, my chest aching with the effort, or was it just at the sight of him?

“Noah…”

I stumbled forward, leaving Charlie behind, but he wouldn’t allow that. They must’ve ignored Garrett’s directives because they were there at my shoulders, holding me up as my feet faltered. If I took a step closer, this was real. The man who’d waited his whole life for me was fighting for his in a hospital bed.

“Noah.”

My voice was corroded by tears, his name coming out as a guttural croak, but I couldn’t do anything as I sank down by his side. I wanted to touch his hand, his face, something to reassure myself he was still here, to feel the furtive flutter of his pulse, but I didn’t dare, my eyes whipping around to find Garrett.

“It’s OK,” the nurse told me with a kind smile. “He’s pretty beat up, hence why he’s in here, but the doctors are pretty sure he’ll be fine.”

Fine, a thin, wan word, but I clung to it like a lifeline, right as I sank into the chair beside Noah’s bed, then clung in reality to his hand. Cool, dry, limp, it felt wrong. Not the hand of the lover that stroked my face, pushed my hair out of my eyes or stroked my body to greater and greater heights.

Right up until the moment he squeezed back.

My head whipped up, my eyes scouring his face so I caught the moment his eyelids fluttered, then opened.

“Noah…” Bloody hell, tears were really streaming down my cheeks now, and I couldn’t even pull back to wipe them away. “Fuck, you’re OK.”

“Am now you’re here.”

His voice was nothing more than a whisper, but I heard it as much with my heart as my ears.

“Always.” I let out an explosive little burst of laughter, fear and relief a weird mixture inside me. “Always. Consider me your shadow going forward, because I’m coming on every job you go on.”

“Millie.”

Hands landed on my shoulders, one set, then two, as Knox and Charlie clustered closer, rubbing at the tight muscles.

“I’ll go through all the necessary training and become a firefighter if that’s what it takes to keep you safe,” I vowed.

“Millie, the fitness test?”

That little joke, it cost Noah to make it, but my whole heart was wrenched out of my chest at the sound of it. I flung myself forward, pressing my face as close to his chest as I could get. Arms, Charlie’s and Knox’s arms went around me, pinning me in the centre of this ragged little cluster, helping to ground me.

“Let’s give them a minute,” Brent said to Garrett.

“Love you.”

For a moment I thought I’d imagined what he said, but his head rolled on the pillow, a small wince making clear what that cost him. “Always have, Mills, but I figure now’s as good a time as any to say it. No matter what happens, where you are, or what you’re doing, I’ll always love you and that means coming home safe.”

“You better.” I straightened up then, staring at all three of them in turn. “Every single one of you. I don’t need heroes, I need…” God, it hurt so much and yet was a relief to finally say it. “I need you. I’ll always need you. Baby or no baby, I need this to last. The three of you, you set me on fire that night of the party, and I can’t find it in me to put it out.”

“Don’t.” Knox surged forward, taking my face in his hands. “Don’t you dare. I need you burning, because I’ve been doing the same since the moment I picked you up.”

His lips pressed to mine, but not for long enough, as Charlie shouldered forward.

“I, however, was trying to save your workplace from burning down, but…” He wrapped an arm around my shoulders and pulled me closer. “While I might be slower on the uptake than these guys.” His blue eyes bore into mine. “Once I work out what I want, I stick to it. I’m in for the long haul, babe, whether you want me to or not, and while I might not be a wounded hero, I’m…” His hand stroked down my cheek. “I’m yours one hundred percent. I love you, Millie.”

“I love you too.”

That came out part laugh, part sob, and I think the nurses behind the glass of Noah’s room were a little confused. I kissed every single one of my guys, unable to stop myself. It was like the flood gates had opened. No, a bushfire rampaged through me. It burned away all the hurt and pain of what came before them, and just like the Australian bush, it left me with fertile soil to let things grow back better, stronger.

I went to that party looking for revenge, but got something so much better. A love that would keep on burning, no matter what.

I settled down finally, collapsing into the chair again, and that’s when Noah smiled.

“Did you read the email?” he asked me, no hint of pain in his expression. Fucking Dave had tried to ruin things for us, but it hadn’t worked.

“What email?” Knox asked, suddenly alert.

“We’re having a little girl.” Noah couldn’t have looked more pleased than if he was the one carrying our baby. “A little girl that will be as beautiful as her mother.”

OK, I was done. Stick a fork in me, because I couldn’t take any more today.

“A daughter…”

My hands shook as I grabbed my phone, then opened the email and read the test results.


Chapter 64



Noah

Several weeks later

Sick leave rocked when you got to spend the day in bed with the woman you loved. Knox and Charlie had been cleared to go back to work a week or so ago, giving me some primo Millie time. I woke up, still feeling pretty tired most days. Healing was going to take some time, the doctor’s said, and so Millie had given notice at the fire station.

Brent had protested, but when she told him that she intended to look after me, those complaints died away. So, just like almost every morning, I woke up to the feel of my girl’s body pressed into mine. That feeling, that knowledge that she was mine, would always be mine, it helped push away any pain I might be feeling. Well, that and the drugs they had me pumped full of. I opened my eyes and rolled over as far as I could without disturbing her, just to watch her sleep.

I never got to do so for long. Some sixth sense came online and her eyes were opening and gazing into mine.

I’d never get used to that, to being able to stare at her openly. I smiled as I watched her eyes start to focus, loving the way her focus sharpened, then softened, as she took me in.

“Are you hurting?” She was moving without thought, looking me over, and that had my arm going around her shoulders, dragging her right back to where she was.

“Not when you’re touching me.” I shot her a smile. “Better stay right where you are so I stay like that. You’re all the pain relief I need.”

“That’s not what your doctor said.”

I sighed as she rolled out of bed and grabbed the medication and a bottle of water sitting on the bedside table.

“Regular pain relief keeps it⁠—”

“From getting too intense,” I finished for her. There were no more words to have as she put the pills to my lips, then handed me the water to wash them down.

I didn’t need her to do this. I’d hurt my ribs, my back, but I could still move well enough to get my own meds. Couldn’t seem to bring myself to hate this, though. My arm went around her waist, hauling her in closer.

“So what should we watch today?” she asked, turning on the TV that Knox had set up in the bedroom for me. “More RuPaul’s Drag Race? You’ve nearly caught up to the most recent season.”

“Not what I had in mind.”

My hand spidered down her bare back, tracing the shapes of her vertebrae as it moved lower.

“A movie?” Millie suggested, but I heard the hitch in her voice. She tried to smother it, but I didn’t want her to. My fingers found the small hollow at the base of her spine, knowing it drove her nuts being stroked there. I traced small circles, each one getting tighter than the other.

“Not that either.”

“So what?”

She turned towards me, breasts swinging in the air above my face and that was all I could think of. I knew each swell, each curve, committing them to memory. My hands moved and she went to pull away, but I was too fast. I was getting stronger, something she seemed to question, right up until now.

“Oh…” Just a little sigh, it was forced out of her as my fingers traced those twin slopes, loving her softness, the way her body was changing, as if it needed to swell bigger into my hands as my cock did the same. “Noah…”

“You keep saying my name like that.” I smiled. “Just like that, and you’ll find you can have anything you want.”

I teased those little nipples, loving the way she responded, her breath coming faster, right up until the point she pushed me away.

“But not right now. Noah, you’re still healing.”

This was a common refrain, but it was one I was done listening to. I shoved the covers down to reveal my aching length, my cock twitching under her inspection. Or was it because she licked her lips enticingly at the sight of it? Yeah, my girl was burning, and I was right there with her.

“Sex releases endorphins,” I explained. “Nature’s painkillers, so⁠—”

“We can’t.” She primly gripped the blankets, ready to pull them back over me, but Millie would never win this fight. I might be in a weakened state, but not enough to not stop her. She took in the straining muscles of my arms, watched my abs pop, and then let go with a huff. “Well, we can’t, but you…”

I loved her kisses. I loved the way each one set my body alight as she peppered them across my stomach. I loved the way she gripped the root of my cock like it belonged to her, the slick cushion of her lips, but I’d have to resist, because this wasn’t what I needed.

“No, baby…” Millie pulled away abruptly, looking horrified, but that’s when I showed her just how healed I was. I picked her up and set her naked body across mine, the kiss of her cunt the thing I really needed. “Like this.”

“Your back…” She had good intentions, didn’t want to hurt me, so I stayed quiet about the ache in my back. It didn’t outstrip the one in my heart. It needed her, me, us, so I lifted her up with one hand and eased my cock inside her. “Oh, fuck…”

For just a second, I let her sit there, luxuriating in the feeling of our joining. Sometimes it felt like this was the moment when everything else fell away and the bond that throbbed between us came to the fore.

“I love you.” I told her that over and over. The accident, hospital, it made it impossible to forget. “Fuck, every day it hits me just how much.”

“Me too.” She moaned as she began to move, then snorted, her eyes flicking open. “That was manifestly inadequate.” The smile faded and her eyes stared into mine. “You, them, her.” She took my hand and placed it on the gentle swell of her stomach. “Us. It’s everything I didn’t know I wanted. No.” I watched her shake her head. “No, I knew I wanted it. I just didn’t dare hope I could have it.”

“It’s because you had to reach out and take it, Millie girl.” I thrust up into her and she took over, setting a slow, torturously lovely rhythm. “Take me.”

“Yes…”

No more words could be said, because what we had to say to the other, it went beyond simple phrases. I needed to be a poet, a songwriter, to correctly express how I felt about Millie. Instead, I just focussed on this. Connecting with her over and over, even as we pulled apart at each stroke. But as we reached our peaks together, the gap between us collapsed.

She was rubbing against me, swallowing me in all that softness, right before her cunt clenched down on me. Sometimes it felt like she wrung the cum out of me, giving me no choice but to follow her down, but I would always go anywhere she needed gladly. I forced my eyes to stay open, to catch the way her cheeks coloured the pretty pink of a sunset, right up until the point she collapsed down on top of me.

“Tell me I’m not hurting you,” she mumbled into my chest.

“Never.” I pressed a kiss to her temple. “Not as long as I get to have you like this. Forever, Millie. When we’re all old and wrinkly and everyone’s joints are giving out, I still want this.”

Her head whipped up and she grinned at me.

“Even when my teeth are all gone and I can only give you gummy blowjobs?”

“Especially then.”

“Forever then.” Her head nestled back against my neck. “We’ll love each other forever.”

Was it the pain meds or the afterglow, I didn’t know, but I nodded as my eyes fell closed. Right now, that’s what this felt like. One long moment of ecstasy stretched out far beyond sex, beyond orgasm. Love was a fire that flickered between us, and it’d keep us safe and warm away from the cold of the world, and at that thought, I fell into sleep.


Chapter 65



Knox

“Dave’s here.”

I’d had a lot of conversations with Gareth over the years, but there was nothing else he could’ve said that would get my attention faster. I dropped the sponge I was using into the bucket of soapy water, Charlie and Henry doing the same as they clustered closer.

“Here?” I knew that wild grin of Charlie’s, and for the first time felt no compunction to tell him to rein himself in. “Well, well, that’s a way to make the day a lot more interesting.” He looked at me. “Don’t try and stop me from belting that prick into next week.”

“You’ll have to get in line.”

Henry’s growl took us all by surprise, but I guess it made sense. Firefighters could be gossipy pricks, so I felt the best strategy was to get in front of that and tell people the real story. Millie left the office job because Dave went through her private emails, reading one from her obstetrician about the genetic profile of her baby.

And one of us was the bio dad.

There were some grumblings when I first delivered the news, but when I made clear all three of us would do right by Millie and the baby, the animosity was redirected towards the real villain: Dave.

“Behind me,” I assured them all. “He must be here for his disciplinary hearing, so that means we’re needed.”

“That’s what I came to tell you,” Gareth said. “I was a witness, so were a bunch of the others. Noah’s gonna give his side of the story via video link, and then we’re booting that prick from the service, once and for all.”

By the time we walked inside the station, pretty much every person that worked there lined the halls. Blokes nodded to us as we passed, but I knew Dave had entered the building. Seeing the men around me stiffen, their eyes trained further down the hall had me turning around.

I didn’t hate many people, but fuck, I hated Dave. Wouldn’t piss on him if he was on fire, the need to do something far worse burning inside me. I was glad Noah was at home, because Charlie came to stand beside me, letting out an animalistic growl.

“Just give me ten minutes alone with this prick…” he muttered.

“I could get the job done in five,” I replied, my head filled with murderous fantasies.

But instead of walking up to us, the stupid arsehole turned to his so-called mates, Brian and Mick.

“How’s it going, fellas?” He sauntered over in their direction, but both guys took a step backwards, ignoring his outstretched hand. “Must be pretty boring without me around.”

“You’re not here to catch up.” Brent appeared, looking Dave up and down with an expression of thinly veiled disgust. “You’ve been stood down on full pay until the disciplinary hearing could take place. Go to the conference room so we can get this over and done with.”

“And I can get back to the business of saving people’s lives?” Dave smirked, my hands forming fists at the sight of it. “Looking forward to it.”

Because that’s how stupid he was.

“Where’s your union representative?” The bloke from the department who was conducting the hearing said to Dave.

“Figured I’d represent myself,” Dave said, taking a seat.

The lawyer representing the service snorted, shaking his head as he shuffled his papers.

“You won’t get any complaints from me,” he said with a shark-like smile.

“Well then, let's get started,” the chief officer said, taking a seat and starting the process.

“So, if I have this straight.” The chief officer looked stunned by what he was reading, and that was gratifying. I wanted, needed, someone else to be just as fucking pissed by this idiot’s bullshit. “You attempted to sexually assault a colleague.”

“There’s no evidence of that,” Dave spluttered. “The little bitch is lying.”

“The signed statements by your team members say otherwise,” the officer said, rolling his eyes. “Then there’s the breach of the same woman’s privacy when you went through her emails⁠—”

“Personal emails,” Brent corrected.

“Personal emails,” the officer conceded. “To find further fuel to harass your fellow firefighters as an act of retribution. You went straight from the station admin office to verbally abuse Mr. Taylor, making deeply offensive statements about Ms. McDonald. Do I have that right?”

Dave looked around, searching for someone to step in, back him up, but none were forthcoming, so he had to speak up for himself. Of course, that just put him further into the shit.

“Well, if she wasn’t such a little slut, banging three dudes⁠—”

“That’s enough.” The department lawyer had gone to interject, but before he could say a word, the chief officer shut him down. “There is nothing in my job description that empowers me to make moral judgements about what does or does not go on in the homes of the men that work here, unless it is criminal in nature.”

“And banging three dudes at the same time isn’t?” Dave snapped.

“No.” The lawyer shook his head. “I did a deep dive into the laws surrounding this in Australia, and while polygamist marriage is illegal, all other activities between consenting adults are of no interest to the government or the department.”

“Then I only have one decision to make,” the chief officer said. Dave began to splutter, seeming to know what was coming, but he was silenced with a dark look. “You’ve had a track record of sexual harassment, something that the fire service takes a very dim view of indeed. The fact you were given two chances to change your ways confounds me, but here we are.”

The man shoved a set of papers towards Dave.

“These are your severance papers. You are not fit to be a member of our organisation, and I think you’ll find that the other states take a very dim view of employing men who’ve been removed from the service. It’s time to think about a new career.” The officer shot him a tight smile. “Around your upcoming court appearance.”

This wasn’t the only hearing Dave would attend. I’d quizzed Brent, wanting to make sure that the police were informed of Dave’s breach of Millie’s privacy, but he’d talked to them the same day it happened. Apparently, he was taken from the station in cuffs, his nose still bleeding from Noah’s punch.

“This is bullshit!”

Dave sent his severance papers flying, but as we all rose to our feet, he knew. He could argue with the department lawyer all he liked, but he didn’t have a leg to stand on, which probably explained the lack of legal support.

“Off you go, Davey boy,” Charlie said, all of the contempt we both felt in his voice. He flicked his hand in the prick’s direction when Dave looked our way. “Time to go wee, wee, wee all the way home.”

“Yeah? Least I don’t have to go home to some tunnel cunt bitch.” Dave didn’t seem to register the aggressive sounds of every other man in the room, staring at us all, rebellion in his eyes. “After she has that kid, it’d be like throwing a hot dog down a hallway.”

“You seem really focussed on what and who Millie is banging,” Charlie said, his grin growing wider. That flash of his teeth was almost lupine. “Is that because you can’t find a girl to touch you in your special place? Or because you’ll probably end up giving hand jobs to some dude called Bubba if you end up in jail?”

Dave lunged at Charlie, Brent and the chief officer shouting for everyone to stand down, but Charlie? He was completely in control. If he could just get Dave to swing first, he’d be in the clear to give the prick the beating he deserved.

And I prayed Dave would.

There was a violence in me that I kept tamped down, but right now, it was a feral animal, fighting to get free. I sucked in one breath, then another, waiting for Dave to make his move. Instead, he jerked himself away, the snorts around the room making clear that people saw him for what he was. A small man, a pathetic one, and now, one without a career. He wasn’t worth my anger, my attention, anything. He was defanged, and now he’d be sent on his way.

“Get the fuck out of my station,” Brent snapped and that had my eyebrows rising. He almost never swore. “Only firefighters belong in this room, and I don’t know what the hell you are, but you have no place here.”

Dave thought someone would stand up for him, I saw that in his eyes as he scanned the room, but when no one did, not even his team. That was when the light inside him died. Never had I been gladder to see it. Let him slope off, rejected from every job he applied for when he was forced to explain what he had done.

“He’s not worth it,” I said, smacking my hand into Charlie’s chest.

“But it’d feel so damn good to punch his teeth down his throat,” he growled.

“Better than going home to Millie?” I asked. “Better than telling her the news?”

That was the thing about Charlie. He moved on quickly, and this was the moment when he grinned at me.

“Nothing’s better than being with my girl.”

“So, it's’ done?”

The four of us were walking along the beach, Buster roaming off ahead, looking for sticks. Well, we were walking, Noah was hobbling along as best he could. His physiotherapist had approved a gentle exercise program.

“It’s done.” I pulled Millie closer, unable to describe the feeling of satisfaction I felt, but I’d try. “They kicked him out of the fire service, so that’s pretty much a death sentence for his career. Then there’s the fact he’ll have a criminal conviction against his name once he has his day in court.”

“Maybe he’ll represent himself again, the muppet.” Charlie shook his head. “I half hope he does, just so the judge can throw the bloody book at him.”

“He’s not likely to see jail time.” Noah winced then came to a stop. We all took that as a sign the walk was over. I whistled to Buster who came running back, a massive stick in his mouth. “I haven’t had much to do, so I’ve been looking things up. He’ll probably get a fine, maybe a good behaviour bond.”

“And a criminal record.” Millie seemed to take some kind of dark satisfaction in that. “Everyone who does a background search on him will know what he did, what a prick he is, but…” None of us had brought this up with her, scared of how she’d react. “He told you who the father is.”

“Who the father isn’t.” We all watched Noah as he sidled up to her, cradling her body close. “I know I’m not the bio dad, but…” Millie was well and truly showing now, able to wear these stretchy, belly revealing items now that she no longer had to hide her state. “It doesn’t change anything.” He pressed a kiss to the side of her face. “It was never going to. If being a good dad was tied to a bloke jizzing in a woman, then the world would be a better place than it is. Women get the choice to have a child or not, and men? We choose to step up and be the kind of dad our child needs, or just be another deadbeat.” She looked up at him then, the glow of the sunset turning her face red-gold. “I’m no deadbeat, Millie. Nothing Dave or a piece of paper says is gonna change that.”

“What about you guys?”

I wanted to be all noble and shit and say the same thing, but really, I wanted to know. It wouldn’t change anything, I knew that, and yet it was like an aching tooth, my tongue coming back to it over and over, unable to leave it alone. It would hurt her though, if I asked, so I just shook my head.

“What he said. Noah speaks for all of us, right?”

Charlie was conspicuously quiet, something that should’ve had my Spidey senses tingling, but he defused that with a smile.

“As long as you are the mother, that’s my kid,” he told her, pressing a kiss to her forehead.

People stopped to stare as they walked past, but I didn’t care. About them, about Dave, even about the test results when I moved closer, giving her my own kiss. I wouldn’t hide what we were, what we had, not anymore, because who knew how long we’d have together? My own parents had barely managed to keep it together for a few years before separating to implode. We’d do better than that, I swore, as I held Millie close, because I’d do whatever the hell it took to ensure we did.


Chapter 66



Millie

Way too close to the due date

“Oh, look at you!” We’d turned up at Mum and Dad’s for family dinner, but this time there were way more attendees. Moira, Noah’s mum came rushing over, her arms outstretched. “You look radiant. Jorge, doesn’t she look radiant?” she said, nudging her husband in the ribs. He looked over from where he was chatting to my dad and brothers.

“Radiant,” he observed dryly, then winked at me. “How’re you doing, love?”

“Ready to burst,” I groaned, waddling forward. I was nine months pregnant and completely over the whole process.

“Damn, bestie.” Jamie appeared with a tall glass of ice water. Reflux ruled out all juices and fizzy drinks. “If I prick you with a pin, will you go pfffft…” She mimicked a rapidly deflating balloon. “All across the room?”

“Let’s find out.”

I lowered myself down into the closest chair, letting out a long sigh as the ache in my feet eased. Of course, the one in my hips just got worse. I made frustrated little sounds as I struggled to get comfortable, but Mum’s cushy couch was like a pool of quicksand, resisting all my attempts.

“Here you go.” Charlie was there, expertly tucking pillows around me. He’d gotten it down to a fine art, knowing exactly how to position them to stop the hurting.

“Thanks, babe,” I said, looking up at him, which drew Astrid over.

“Sex,” she announced, completely unfazed when we all looked at her in confusion. “I told you what to do, Brother. Semen has some sort of chemical in it that induces birth.”

“Prostaglandins.” Mum appeared with a tray of drinks. “Mimosas anyone?” My hand shot up, ready to down three of them in rapid succession. “Not you.” She waved me away, the traitor, handing the delicious bubbly goodness to everyone else. “It helps ripen the cervix.”

“Mimosas?” I asked, then clicked my fingers rapidly. “Then gimme. I’ll douche a bottle of them if that’s what it takes to get this party started.”

“Semen,” Mum corrected.

“Please stop saying semen.” Charlie covered his face with his hand.

“With three fellas, you’d have all the jizz you need,” Astrid said.

“Oh, I am drinking every time someone mentions nut juice,” Jamie said, shaking her head and then taking a big mouthful of her mimosa. “I’ll be drunk before dinner starts.”

“Knox!”

Astrid called my partner over, and I couldn’t help but smile at his harried expression. Everywhere we went lately was planned with military precision. There was the hospital bag, packed and stashed permanently in the back of his car, then there was the pregnancy bag full of the drinks and snacks I liked. On top of that, in the nursery was the baby bag, just waiting for the little girl who’d need it to arrive. Knox hustled over, unzipping the pregnancy bag as he went.

“What’s up, babe? What do you need? Snacks? A drink? Some antacids? Do your feet hurt? Noah!” My other lover’s head whipped around. He’d dared to go and talk to his parents, a sin worse than death apparently. “Millie’s feet need massaging.”

“Your wish is my command,” Noah said, sliding to the floor to attack my feet.

“Nope.” I tried to pull them up and under me but that wasn’t happening. I was like Violet Beauregarde when they turned her into a blueberry. The guys would have to roll me out of here at the end of the night. “They are swollen and disgusting, and if you get them out of those sandals, you’re not getting them back in again. That wasn’t why I called you over. Mum and Astrid say we need to have lots of sex to bring the baby on.”

Or I’d be getting induced. The midwifery team had a very frank conversation with me about that possibility. I’d made the mistake of Googling that and did not like the results at all. More painful, faster birth, greater potential for a C-section. Nope, nope, nopey, nope, nope.

“Orgy.” Charlie rubbed his hands together. “We’re having an orgy tonight.”

“Please don’t say the word orgy,” Hayden said, wincing as he stared at us.

“So I shouldn’t say we’re also having an orgy when we get home?” Jamie asked.

“Now, baby…”

“Children, we have company,” Dad said.

“Company that suggested this whole thing in the first place,” I countered. “So Astrid, just how much sex do I need to be having…?”

An hour or so later, the conversation had been steered away from our sex life and back to the dinner table.

“This is amazing,” Moira said as she sliced into the meat. “So tender. You’ll have to give me the name of your butcher.”

I watched them all chatter. Astrid was sitting next to Jamie and whatever she had to say, it seemed to have my bestie grinning, my brothers rolling their eyes. Everyone was here, together, getting along.

And that was the moment our little girl decided to join us.

People tried to explain to me what my water breaking would feel like, but for me, it was as if something swelled and then popped. I felt a hot gush of fluid and looked down in despair. My bladder control was bloody awful, something that would only get worse if I didn't practice my Kegels, Mum informed me, but for it to just let go like this? I whipped a cloth napkin off the table then patted at my lap. I was saturated. Pee had gone everywhere, soaking into my dress, the chair, and dripping onto the floor…

It wasn’t pee.

My cutlery fell from my hands with a clatter, getting the attention of the room.

“Everything OK, love?” Dad asked in concern.

“Millie…?” Knox was up and out of his chair, walking towards me. “Millie?”

“What’s going on?” Noah asked, reaching for my hand, then seeing the mess. “Is that⁠—?”

“Go time.” Charlie shoved himself back from the table, tossing his napkin onto the table. “It’s go time. Our little girl is on her way out.”

She was.

I was bundled into the car, a towel produced to cover the backseat, but I couldn’t give a shit about the upholstery. Pain like a period cramp on steroids tore through me as I struggled to get in the back seat. Noah picked me up and then slid me into the middle as our families came rushing out.

“We’ll meet you at the hospital,” Astrid said.

“We all will,” Mum added. “Angus! Turn the oven off and lock up now.”

“Jesus, is she alright?” Jorge asked Brock.

“Millie!” Jamie looked pale, too pale, her stricken expression a perfect echo of my own. She thrust herself forward. “I’m here. We’re here. However you want this to go, that’s how it’ll happen.”

I’d talked to her about my birth plan one afternoon when I was fretting about it, but I had no mental space to think about that. My world was reduced down to pain, only pain.

“Hey…” Noah’s face swam into view and he smoothed my hair back from my face. My hand wrapped around his wrist, clamping down tightly. “Remember to count.” What, was he freaking insane? I couldn’t have counted right now if you put a gun to my head. “Sixty seconds, that’s how long this will last. Sixty seconds. I, 2, 3, 4…”

I didn’t need to count, because he was doing it for me, and somehow that made it so much better. It didn’t lessen the pain, but it let me know the end was near. Well, for this contraction. I puffed along with him, getting closer and closer to sixty seconds and then… I let a long breath out, my body collapsing against the car seat.

“I’ve called the hospital. They know we’re coming. Everyone who’s getting in the car needs to do so right now,” Knox barked. Charlie and Noah climbed in, the doors slamming shut around us. “Hold on.” He was behind the steering wheel, turning on the ignition and then throwing the car into gear as he looked over his shoulder, meeting my eyes for a second. “I’ll get you to the hospital, babe, don’t you freaking worry, and with an escort.”

“The boys are coming out?” Charlie asked with a grin.

“Meeting us en route.”

What boys were meeting us where, I didn’t get a chance to ask, another contraction hitting me. I gripped Noah and Charlie’s hands tightly as we raced away from my parents’ house, but once we got on the main road, my mouth fell open. A phalanx of fire trucks converged around us, sirens wailing. I made a strange sound, part laughter, part moan of pain.

“How…?”

“We are gonna get in so much shit when the minister finds out,” Charlie explained. “But you can’t expect a bunch of firefighters to take any chances when their newest recruit is being born.”

“I worked it out with the fellas,” Knox said from the front seat. “Anyone on call and not needed on a job would drive out to help us get to the hospital fast.”

Loud horns blared from the truck closest to us, and I looked across to see Rhett and Gareth grinning from the front seats.

“Is that… Brent?”

Sure enough, my old boss was in the back.

“Jesus, someone must’ve brought him in on the deal,” Noah said. “Well, I guess if we’re all going down, we may as well go down together.”

Cars parted like we were Moses and they were the Red Sea, letting us all pass. I don’t know if anyone ever got to a hospital faster. Then it was all a blur, of stumbling out of the car and into the hospital, being put on a gurney and taken up to the maternity ward. A very nice midwife introduced herself to everyone, but Knox rather abruptly asked her to examine me. She lifted my sodden dress and then her eyebrows shot up.

“Well, looks like things are moving fast. I’ll page the doctor.”

They were. My dress was removed and replaced with a surgical gown. A heart rate monitor was strapped around my belly. All the while, I sat half-hunched, half-lying on the bed, gripping Knox’s and Charlie’s hands.

“You’ve got this, babe,” Noah said, rubbing big circles on my back, which both soothed and irritated me in turns. I was counting, counting through each wave of pain, lost in the numbers. Just get to the end of this one, I told myself furiously, face screwing up. This one and the next.

And the next and the next and the next.

I’d done some calm birthing classes and liked their philosophy, but there was a massive difference between intellectually listening to the instructor and living it. I could only count for so long, and it was beginning to feel hopeless. Time felt like it stretched on and on, broken up into tiny, sixty second increments. I just wanted, no, needed for this to end, and that’s what I sobbed out.

“I can’t…” I whimpered, finding a flush-faced Knox staring at me wide eyed. “I can’t Knox. It hurts too much.”

“I know, baby, but⁠—”

“No, you don’t!”

I didn’t mean to snarl that at him, but how could he think he knew anything about this? I was locked in a battle it felt, one where only one of us would survive. That’s when tears started to roll down my cheeks and the midwife stepped in.

“We might need to look at some pain relief.”

“Millie said she didn’t want that,” Charlie snapped. “She said over and over that she didn’t want narcotics in the baby’s bloodstream when she’s born.”

“We make a lot of decisions before the birth and not all of them are ones we can stick to.”

“Birth trauma.” Knox said the words grimly. “I read all about that. Women get it if they don’t have the birth they want. That’s not happening here.”

“I’m not telling you it's something you have to do,” the midwife said. “I’m just saying it's an option. Millie is hurting.”

“Millie?” Noah’s face appeared out of nowhere, those hazel eyes studying mine. “Mills, baby, we need to know what you want to do.”

“She told us what she wanted to do,” Charlie growled.

Noah wiped my face with a blessedly cool rag and I panted madly, trying to catch my breath. I was in that brief window between a contraction, but whatever clarity I had possessed was long gone. Everything was an angry red haze, and I could barely see them through it.

“Let me check her progress again,” the midwife said and then drew up my gown. Our daughter was about to make the decision for me. “OK, it’s go time. Let’s get her off the bed and onto a birthing stool, let gravity do the work.”

I was lifted up, moved gently, so gently, as I writhed, then was eased down into a squatting position, the stool supporting me.

This, I remembered this.

The parenting videos I watched all said this or standing, or some kind of upright position worked best. I’d tried it early in my labour, but it just hurt more. Now, it felt eminently right. The position opened up my pelvis, creating some much needed space.

“OK, you need to push,” the midwife said in an overly chipper manner. “Push! Push!”

I didn’t need a cheerleader or a teacher, or even a support person. I clung to the guys’ hands as I did what my body told me. We were doing this. I was one of many women who’d fought their way through childbirth, and I would come out the other side triumphant.

“Get ready to meet your baby girl!” the midwife said, right as I felt her slither free.

For a moment, all I could do was stare. This red, wrinkly little scrap, she was perfect. Her little hands were scrunched up tightly, her eyes tiny little slits at the moment, but her arms quivered as the midwife handed her to me, and then she was right where she needed to be.

Skin-to-skin contact, that's what I read about, so I wrenched the gown down over one breast. My baby, my baby girl, was tucked in close to my body, helping her calm. The little grunting noises she was making were so perfect. She was perfect, and that’s when I looked up.

“Oh my god…” Charlie swooped in, eyes glistening as he stared at our girl. “Look at her. Like just look at her.” His finger went out and touched her hand, the tiny fingers flexing and then clamping down tightly around one of his. “You got me, baby. You got me.”

“Bloody hell, Millie.” Noah slid in behind me, his arms taking over the role of holding up my body because I was tired, so tired. “She’s freaking perfect, just like you.”

“Can I…?” Knox fell to his knees before us and stared into my eyes. “Can I…?”

He couldn’t seem to make the words out, but I knew what he needed. It was the same thing I did, but I could share. She was ours, the bond between us never as intense as it was now. It was love, for her, for them, for all the mothers and fathers around the world who were also lost in their child’s eyes. I smiled, my lips wobbly, before nodding and holding her out for Knox to take.

“Watch her neck!”

Noah’s voice was uncharacteristically harsh.

“Hold her close,” Charlie added much more softly. “Against your skin.”

Knox’s shirt was unbuttoned and a space was made to slot her in.

“Well, look at you, perfect girl. You gave your mother a bit of a hard time coming out,” Knox said. I laughed then, even as tears streamed down my face. “But you got here in the end, and we couldn’t be happier to see you.”

“Well done, Mum,” the midwife said with a smile. “Now, who wants to cut the cord?”
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Charlie

I couldn’t sleep.

Millie was passed out in her hospital bed while Noah was slumped back in a chair and Knox was propped up in a corner of the room. The nurses had threatened to kick us out, but the threat of all three of us sleeping in a nearby waiting room was enough to have them relenting. I couldn’t leave, couldn’t take my eyes off the two of them. Millie was so damn strong during the entire birth, and our baby… I had to lock my muscles down, pacing back and forth to stop myself from moving forward and taking another look.

She was perfect.

I’m pretty sure every parent felt the same. I hoped they did. A desperate, bone deep need to protect this tiny little person beat in my chest, and that had me leaning against the wall, watching the two of them. Millie and the baby were safe, but some deep instinct felt like that was only the case while I kept watch. I shook my head, knowing how ridiculous that was, and that’s when I felt my pocket buzzing. It took seconds for me to work out why it would do that before I pulled out my phone.

How’s it going?

Just one simple text from my sister and that’s all it took to remember we’d come here as a cast of thousands, everyone invested in the outcome of this pregnancy. I looked back at Millie, smiling at the faint whistle of her breath, before jerking myself to my feet and walking down the hallway.

The numbers had thinned. The boys had gone back to the fire station, which made sense. They’d already be in the shit for the stunt they pulled today. Being away from base when they were needed would only make that worse. Jamie and her fellas were slumped in a corner, having a snooze, Heather and Angus held hands as they did the same, but Astrid stood up as soon as she saw me and walked over.

“How’re you feeling?” She was trying to keep it under control, but I saw the cracks in her calm facade. “How’s Millie? Is she OK? Tell me she’s not still in labour.”

“Not in labour.” I could barely squeeze that out, my throat closing up. My big sister’s face crumpled then, her hand going to my arm. She gave it a quick squeeze and then nodded for me to continue. “Millie was fucking amazing. I don’t know how she got through that, but she did. I don’t think I want her to go through that again, though.”

Astrid smiled.

“No one does just after the birth, but…” She shook her head. “After a few years, the memories fade and it all starts to seem like a good idea again. And the baby? Your little girl?”

“She’s…” My throat worked and I tried to get it out, all that I was feeling, but it was too big, too vast, for mere words. “She’s…” 

I mutely pleaded for Astrid to understand and something in her expression made it clear she did. For just a moment, the chasm that sometimes felt like it existed between her and me collapsed and we stood on the same side.

“She’s perfect,” Astrid said finally, tears making her eyes shine. “Of course, she is. She’s your little girl.”

“She’s my little girl,” I croaked out, right before grabbing my sister in a hug. “She’s so tiny and I can’t relax because I keep thinking that if I do, something will happen to her, even though I know it won’t.”

“Welcome to parenthood, little brother,” she said. “It’s a weird place full of paranoia and anxiety.”

“You are not selling me on this,” I told her.

“I don’t have to.” She pulled back and stared into my eyes. “She did. Now all you can do is try not to fuck things up. You will, we all do.”

“Is this you admitting that you make mistakes?” I asked, trying for my usual banter, but my delivery was off. My voice was shaky, my own eyes filling, and to my horror, a tear slipped free. She shook her head and then reached up to brush it away.

“Everyone does, Charlie, it's how you make amends that matters.”

“Charlie…?”

Heather woke up with a start, blinking when she saw the two of us, then nudging Angus. He snorted and then glanced around, his response creating a chain reaction. Jamie and her guys woke up as well, and then they all came clustering closer.

“Is Millie still in labour?”

“How’s she doing? Is she OK? I know she didn’t want pain relief, but if she’s still in labour⁠—”

“What about the baby? How’s the baby? Do they have a foetal heart monitor on?”

Astrid smiled, giving my arm one last squeeze before pulling away. She picked up her bag and walked out, no doubt to pick up her boys from our parent’s place.

“Our little girl was born…” I looked at my phone. “About an hour ago. Millie is fine. She was more than fine really. She was amazing.” I watched every single one of their faces light up at the news. “The baby is a healthy eight and a half pounds.”

“Oh, she’s a big girl,” Heather said, clasping her hands to her chest.

“She would be with dads like this,” Brock said, eyeing me off. “Maybe you need to look at finding a smaller bloke as a sperm donor if you intend to have any more kids.”

“More kids?” Angus spluttered. “I’m not sure my ticker can cope with this one.” Then he thrust his hand out. I just stared at it for a second, the part of my brain that understood social rituals offline. Belatedly, I remembered I needed to shake it. He gave it a good squeeze and then pulled me close into one of those hearty, backslapping hugs. “Well done, mate. Well done. Tell that daughter of mine congratulations, and the minute she’s up for a visit, we’ll be there and…” I felt his chest heave. “That I love her and I’m glad she made it through this in one piece.”

Me too, I thought as he pulled away. After that, it was hugs and handshakes all round, but that felt wrong somehow. I hadn’t done anything but stand around and give back rubs, but when Jamie spoke, it started to make sense.

“Tell Millie whatever she needs…” Her voice shook and Hayden wrapped his arm around her shoulders. “Anything at all, I’m there. I will always be there for her. I’ll even…” She went a little white. “I’ll clean up poopy nappies if that’s what she needs.”

“She knows that,” I said, but the determined gleam in Jamie’s eyes shone brighter. “And I’ll make sure to tell her.”

“Keep an eye on her water intake.” Heather was in mumma bear mode. “Make sure she’s having enough. Have a bottle of water, a cup of tea, something beside her at all times.” 

“Stop bossing the boy around,” Angus said.

“Nope.” I smiled then and once I started, I just couldn’t stop. “I like bossy women, that way I know what they actually want rather than trying to guess. Hit me with it, Heather.”

And she did, listing off all the things we needed to do to ensure Millie was properly looked after during the recovery period.

So we did.

The next day we were discharged, the walk to the car surreal. We’d come here as four separate people it felt, but now… I looked over as Knox opened up the car and Noah fussed with the baby seat, making sure it was secure as Millie stared down at our daughter’s face, completely in love. Now we were a family.

A family with a very demanding new member.

It felt like we’d only just gone down to sleep when Bubba’s wails had my head jerking up off the pillow. Millie moved, then groaned, and that had me shifting. We’d decided to keep Bubs in the side sleeper, close to the bed. Millie started patting around blindly for the baby, still half asleep, so I reached over and collected our daughter up, tucking her into her mum’s side.

“Mm… thanks.”

Millie looked tired, so tired, but she was a freaking machine, shifting so the baby could get into a good position to feed, letting out a sigh when our girl latched on. My head fell back onto the pillow, partially lulled back into sleep by the sound of her little grunts. The sun was up, birds were singing, and I could dimly hear the sounds of the street from outside our window, but it was all a comforting hum as I rolled over and pressed a kiss to Millie’s neck.

Let me stay just like this, I thought, knowing that if this moment stretched out to forever, I could die a happy man. Everything felt right with the world. My sighs, Millie’s, even the guys’, all combined together in this soft haze.

But babies aren’t really fond of peace and quiet. They’re too busy surviving to be concerned with such things, so when she popped free of Millie’s breast, she let out a wail that had me sitting up in bed.

“She needs changing…” Millie groaned, ready to get up, but I vaulted over her, landing on my feet beside the bed.

“I’ve got this,” I told her.

“You sure?” Millie’s eyes opened just a crack, the skin around them looking as thin as crepe paper.

“I got this, babe.”

I collected up our little girl and then pressed a kiss to her mother’s forehead, and then I carried her down the hall to the nursery, feeling that her nappy was indeed heavier. This was one thing I could do. I’d changed plenty of the boys’ nappies when they were little.

“Didn’t I?” I cooed as our daughter’s arm’s flailed. “Yes, I did, baby. I made sure they were all nice and clean and dry.”

She obviously couldn’t understand a thing I was saying, but the animated tone always seemed to help settle kids. I watched her arms still and for just a moment it felt like she looked at me, saw her dad. She didn’t, logically, I knew that, but… I felt a moment of connection and that seemed to summon the others. As I finished up the nappy change and then swaddled Bubs back up in a new wrap, they appeared in the doorway.

“You’re… gonna have to teach me how to do that,” Knox said, looking uncomfortable.

“Swaddling?” I asked.

“All of it.”

“Couldn’t exactly look up YouTube tutorials on nappy changing,” Noah admitted with a flush.

I tucked Bubs in against my chest, patting her back over and over until she let out a big burp, then seemed to sink into me.

“I can do that.” I grinned then, feeling that light that burned inside me since the moment she was born get brighter. “Astrid made sure I knew my way around a baby when it was clear Bill was going to be useless. I can run a daddy boot camp.”

Knox stared at me steadily, and for a second I thought he was going to bite my head off, but instead he thrust his hand out.

“Deal.”
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Millie

A few weeks later

“There she is!”

Sally and Belinda jumped up the minute we walked into the fire station conference room, making clear that everyone had made an appearance. For just a second, it was all a bit overwhelming. Brent was there, so were all the firefighters, as well as some people I didn’t really know. I looked down in alarm, worried that our baby would wake up, but she slept on, oblivious to all the fuss happening outside her baby carrier. I moved in a gentle swaying motion, just in case, trying to keep her sleeping for that bit longer.

“Oh my god…!” Sally squeaked that out as a whisper as she came over, hands to her face. “She’s beautiful!”

“What name did you settle on?” Belinda asked.

“Chloe.” I stood straight, feeling that weird flush every time I said it. Pride, that’s what it was, I realised. “This is baby Chloe.” When we came up with her name, and each time I said it, a possessive wave of love rose up, threatening to overwhelm me, but I’d grown used to surfing its tides. My baby, my daughter, my heart.

“Hello, Chloe.”

The two women whispered that as they stared into the carrier.

“Congrats, mate.”

The men all surged around Knox, Charlie, and Noah, like they’d done all the hard work. To be fair, they were more than pulling their weight post birth. Housework was always up to date, often in response to Charlie’s many alarms going off. Nappy changes and baths were all shared. Buster was walked, healthy meals were prepared, and I had everything I could possibly need. 

Then Mum asked me what I was intending to do when Chloe was a little older.

A relevant question and an important one, but one I couldn’t seem to answer. Chloe needed me right now for almost everything. The idea of leaving her just felt wrong. Even coming here today, putting on clothes that were acceptable for wearing outside the house felt weird, odd and yet… It was good to see familiar streets, cars, parks, buildings as we drove away from the house, to remember the outside world existed. I felt like a moth in a cocoon, batting its nascent wings against the constraints, while also being glad for its soft warmth.

“Millie.” I looked up to see Brent standing there. “How are you, sweetheart?”

“Good.”

It was my default response because I couldn’t put the truth into words that were easily consumed. My life had changed so much it was almost as if I wasn’t the same person. I’d discovered a love like I’d never known. I’d been preoccupied with the idea of being someone’s first choice, but having my baby, I realised I could be the one doing the choosing. I chose her, chose to do the best I could for her, every day.

“Well, you’re looking amazing. Now, I had a proposal⁠—”

“This is not a job interview.” Charlie appeared at his shoulder, shooting his boss a dark look before smiling down at me. “Now, should we show my girl where she’s gonna work some day?”

“You want to bring up your girl to live this insanity?” Belinda asked, smiling as she looked over at the guys. Their voices were getting louder and louder in that rowdy way men do when they get together. “I’m not sure she’d want to deal with this sausage fest.”

“We’ll see.” He said that in some mysterious way, as if he knew something I didn’t, but then he steered me out of the conference room and towards the appliance bays.

“You are not giving our baby the tour you gave me,” I told him. “I am not sliding down a pole with her in my arms and neither are you.”

“Wouldn’t dream of it.” He pulled me in close, and just for a moment, we stood there in the relative quiet. “Just thought you might want a little break.”

I let out a breath, feeling the tension I didn’t realise I was holding leave my body as I nestled into him.

“How did you know?”

“The first day we came back to work after parental leave, I felt like I had no skin.” My arm went around his waist, hugging him because I had no idea. “Everything was raw, ragged, bleeding. I wanted to cry, scream, jump out of my skin, and instead I ‘manned up’ and focussed on the job, when all I wanted to do was come back to you.”

“Thank you.” I looked up at him now, reassured by his ready smile. “I didn’t realise that was so hard on you.”

“It wasn’t.” His eyes burned into mine. “Not when I remembered why I was doing it. I was always caught up in the idea of being a hero as a kid. It’s why I joined the service, to have something bigger than me to focus on. Turns out I needed something a little more specific for it all to make sense. I did it for you, Millie, and Bubs here.” He reached down and brushed a curl of hair back from her forehead. “That made everything alright.”

Not for the first time, I thanked whatever deity was on duty for bringing me them. I had no idea how women did it with just one guy, often one that was inattentive and disinterested in the process of raising their own kids.

“I love you,” I said, unable to think of anything else to say.

“Love you too.”

He pressed a kiss to my forehead, and then when he pulled away, I nodded.

“We can go back inside now.”

Knox and Noah had questions in their eyes as we returned to the room, but I shot them a reassuring smile. Firefighters carried in cakes, pots of tea, and trays of sandwiches. The traditional ‘wetting of the baby’s head’ was often men getting together and getting drunk to celebrate the birth of a child, but my guys hadn’t wanted that. Instead, we sat down and chatted, Chloe waking up at some point. I’d fed her quietly and then when she was burped, people came over to be introduced to her.

“She’s beautiful,” Judy said, Blue holding one of her twin toddlers while she had the other on her hip. “And so placid.” She looked over her shoulder at her partner. “We should’ve had a girl.” As if in response to that, her son started to squirm and fret. “OK, OK, Mummy takes it all back.” She hoisted him higher in her arms. “You’re perfect just the way you are.”

“Well, now that everyone has had a chance to have something to eat.” Groans went up around the room as Brent got to his feet. “I’d like to make an announcement.”

“The government has accepted our new pay negotiation!” one of the guys said as the others cackled.

“No, but HR has approved something else.” Brent turned to me. “Your position came up for a permanent appointment, Millie.” I knew that because he’d sent me the paperwork, but honestly, I was too caught up in looking after Chloe to even think about it. “And you’ve won the position.”

“What?”

I blinked, unable to believe what I was hearing, then looked around for answers.

Only to find them fairly quickly.

“Babe, I did your application for you,” Noah said. “You were trashed and I wasn’t sleeping, so…” He shrugged. “I did it for you. I didn’t know if anything would come of it and figured you could make a decision as to whether to accept it or not. I just wanted you to have the choice, y’know?”

He was talking faster and faster, as if putting a wall of words between us, but he didn’t need to. I laughed, even as I felt the tears forming.

“Thank you. I…” I shook my head. “Thank you. I can’t believe you did that, but I’m glad you did.”

“So…?” Brent asked. “What do you think? I can put someone in the role temporarily until you’re ready to come back to work…”

I looked down at Chloe and knew two things: that she was my entire world and that living that life as a full-time stay-at-home mum would be too much for me. Being out of the house, interacting with people, having adult conversations, I needed all that too. I jiggled my baby as she started to fret a little, then looked up.

“Yes,” I told Brent. “Yes, I’d love to accept.”


Chapter 69



Millie

Nine months later

“Millie, babe…” I groaned, finding Noah leaning over me. Chloe was well and truly moving towards becoming a toddler but was also going through a major sleep regression. My eyes opened unwillingly, then stared into his.

“What’s up?” That question had my pulse racing as I considered possible answers. “Where’s Chloe? Is she OK?”

“Here she is!” Knox came romping in through the door, a giggling child in his arms. “But she seems to have something on her belly. I better blow it off.” He rubbed his face into her stomach, blowing loud zerbits to the sound of her cackles. As soon as she recovered, though, she turned and reached for me.

“Ma… ma!”

“Hey, baby.” I took her from Knox and tucked her into my side, loving her little sigh as she settled against me. “Had Daddy been looking after you?”

“Dada,” she said with a definite nod.

“So, what did we have planned for today?” I asked.

The answer needed to be lazing around in bed. I’d started back at work once Chloe was six months old, just a couple days a week, but now we were ramping it up to full time. I was so damn tired.

“Well…” Noah glanced at Knox, and there was a look shared between them. “You said before our princess was born that you wanted us to remember that you were a woman, not just a mother.”

“Yeah, scratch that,” I sighed, settling back against the pillow. Chloe wiggled down next to me with a smile. She put her head on the pillow and pretended to sleep. “Mumma wants more sleep.”

“More than going with Jamie to get your nails done?”

“Jamie’s going to get her nails done?”

My head was jerked up off the pillow.

“Jay!” Chloe cried. “Jay!”

“We had to cancel date night the other night due to an emergency call out,” Noah said, “and we wanted to make it up to you.”

“You didn’t need to do that.”

“Yes, we did.” I knew that look in Knox’s eye. He was famously hard to move the moment he made a decision. “Have a shower and get ready. Jamie will be here in about thirty minutes.”

“And we’ve got a date with Cocomelon,” Noah said, reaching for our daughter.

“Coco!” she crowed, flinging herself into his arms.

Sold out for a cartoon baby. I did as Knox requested since I wanted to see what the hell my bestie had planned, only to find her sitting in my kitchen when I got dressed.

“You’re getting your nails done?” I asked.

“I’ve been researching it,” she said proudly. “French tips, gel versus acrylic.”

“Gel is a kind of nail polish,” I said, giving her a nudge. “Acrylics are like fake nails in a way…” I shook my head. “You don’t care. Why are we doing this? Don’t you want to go to a second-hand car dealership and fight with the salesmen again or something?”

“I want to because you love getting your nails done,” she told me. “So put some shoes on and grab your bag.”

“But not your card.” Knox handed over a credit card to Jamie. “I’m covering this.”

“Ooh, thanks, Daddy.” I cooed in a completely ridiculous voice. He didn’t take it that way. Instead, he drew me closer.

“You can keep that energy for later.”

Balancing a romantic relationship with three guys and a young child was hard, but we made it work. I gave him a good ole smooch, as Noah brought Chloe over.

“Kisses for Mummy!”

Her lips collided with my cheek, smelling of banana yoghurt and milk, before I ruffled her hair and promised I’d be back soon.

“So, where are we going to get our nails done?” I asked as we got into her car, secretly terrified she’d booked us into some crappy mall salon.

“Does The Gel Girl work for you?”

She shot me a sly smile as my mouth fell open.

“How…? When…?” 

The salon was always booked out months in advance.

“I have my ways.” She turned the key in the ignition, the engine of the muscle car rumbling to life. “Buckle up, Buttercup, it's time to get your nails did.”

OK, I had forgotten how amazing this was. I loved my daughter with my whole heart, but being in a place where all I was expected to do was sit back and chill was just what I needed. Nobody was crying. No one needed anything from me but to sit very still. The nail artist worked fast, applying a thick acrylic base, then colour, then layers of polish over the top of that in a subtle but cute design.

“Got a busy day planned?” the nail tech asked.

“No, not at all.”

I sank into the chair, losing myself in the process and felt something unwind by increments until both Jamie and I were done.

“So how do you… do things with these?” my best friend asked. She was such a derp, flexing her fingers in an awkward way. “Like how do you pick your nose?”

She hadn’t even got very long ones, just added a modest couple of centimetres to her gnawed, short nails.

“You don’t because ew,” I replied.

“Or put a tampon in,” she continued, clacking the nails on one hand together. “Or wipe your bum.”

“I am not, and allow me to emphasise that, showing you how to wipe your arse. The fact I have to do that with one person in this world is more than enough.” 

We walked past boutiques as we aimed for her car, but one in particular caught my eye. Jewel-coloured formal dresses graced one window, but it was the other I stopped in front of. A floor-length white dress with a sweetheart neckline, subtle fishtail skirt, and simple gorgeous detail had me sighing.

Turns out there was a drawback to having three boyfriends. The only way I would ever have a husband would be if I only married one of them, and while I might dream of beautiful dresses and becoming princess for a day, I could never. Instead, I smiled slightly at the dress in the window, hoping one day I got to go dress shopping with Chloe.

But Jamie figured right now would be a good idea.

“This is the boutique my mum dragged me to when Nadia got married,” she said.

“Oh god, then let's go.”

She resisted my attempt to tug her arm, instead linking our arms together, and then using it to drag me inside.

“Jamie, what are we…?”

My hissed question died when we got inside. I had been transported from the road and all the noise of traffic into a world of satin and silk. In other words, heaven. My fingers twitched, wanting to flick through racks, touch heavy fabrics of cream, ivory, and champagne.

But there was no point.

I plastered a smile on my face, ready to tell Jamie just that when a gorgeous sales assistant walked up.

“Can I help you with anything, ladies?”

“We’re looking for a wedding dress for her,” Jamie said. “A bridesmaid dress for me.”

I stared at her, wondering what the hell was going on. She shot me an impish look, the sales assistant whirling around to consult the racks.

“What sort of budget were you thinking?” the woman asked.

What the hell! I mutely screamed at Jamie to quit it. The poor woman probably got paid by commission, and she didn’t need to waste her time with us.

What? she mimed back, throwing up her hands, then dropping them when the sales assistant turned back to us.

“Budget’s pretty open at this point,” Jamie replied, forcing me to slap my forehead against my palm.

We had done things like this before. She’d come into a formalwear place with me, watch me try on dress after dress, even though I had no event to warrant buying one. Sometimes you just wanted to pretend you had a red carpet worthy life, y’know? But I never hassled the sales assistants and put everything back the way I found it on the rack. No harm, no foul.

“Are you thinking strapless, because you’ve got great shoulders.” I looked over at Jamie, but nope, the sales assistant was talking to me.

“Oh, thanks, but I⁠—”

“I’m thinking a fitted bodice, but not too much detailing. You’ve got great curves, but too much fussiness just adds width,” the sales assistant said.

“I was thinking the same.” My reply was an honest one, because I’d looked at wedding gowns in magazines, sorting the images into a mental yes or no bin. Looks like my bestie was going to give me another gift, to do that for real. “Maybe some boning in the bodice. My ‘curves’ need a bit of taming after giving birth to a child.”

“I hear ya,” the woman said with a smile. “How old’s your little one?”

I ended up telling her all about Chloe, but not her dads, in between trying on this dress or that. Some were too fussy, some so heavily boned I couldn’t take a full breath, and on others, the fitted bodice went too far down the body, revealing my now much softer, squishier stomach in a way that wasn’t attractive. This was just pretend, I had to remind myself, as I let out a huff of breath. The lines of this dress were gorgeous, but the chunky Swarovski crystals were doing nothing for me.

“Nope, not that one either,” the woman said, as Jamie walked out in a stunning cornflower blue dress. “I think your bridesmaid has found a winner, though.”

“Oh my god…” My fugly dress was forgotten as I shuffled closer, careful not to tread on the long train. “Jamie!”

“I scrub up alright?” She twisted and turned in the mirror. “With these nails I look like a real girl.”

“You always look like a real girl, idiot,” I said, shaking my head, then said something potentially risky. “We need to get this dress for you.”

“What?” She blinked as she stared at me.

“If only to watch my brothers swallow their tongues. Jamie…” I reached down, holding out the train of her dress like she was the bride. “You look stunning, and I…” I whipped out Knox’s credit card, the colour of it having the sales assistant’s eyes gleaming. “Have ‘Daddy’s’ credit card.”

“We can’t—” she started to say.

“We can.” I turned to the saleswoman. “We’ll take this one, thanks.”

“Millie…!” Jamie hissed as the woman went out the back to find a new one in the same size.

“Jamie…!” I grinned then. “I don’t care if you wear it to work and get it all stained with oil… Shit, yes, I do. How about we pinky swear that we’ll live a life that will mean we have to wear an amazing dress like this at some point? Maybe you’ll get an award for being an awesome mechanic. Do they do that sort of thing?”

“No,” she snorted.

“Well…” I swallowed hard, trying to dislodge the lump in my throat. “Maybe we should buy it now in case the Australian government gets their head out of its arse and legalises polygamous marriages. I’ll need you to wear that dress as I marry my guys.”

“Yeah?” She put a hand on her hip as she cocked it. “Well, then you need to buy a wedding dress. You can… manifest it, or whatever the kids are saying these days.”

“Kids…” I bit back a laugh as the shop assistant started to walk back towards us, a garment bag in hand. “OK, deal.” I scanned the racks, now serious.

And that’s when I found it.

I’d looked at a lot of the stiff, more formal dresses, but as soon as I saw this one, I knew it was my dress. Constructed mainly of lace, it was looser, softer, perfect for a beach wedding. I could see it then, the formal church replaced in my mind with something else. The beach we all went to for walks up every evening. At first we’d put Chloe in her carrier, but now she took halting, careful steps, clinging tightly to our hands.

In my mind’s eyes, my brothers were there in the blue suits they’d had made for Nadia’s wedding. Surfers bobbed in the waves, waiting for a break as the sun started to set. Buster was milling around, a white ribbon tied in a bow around his neck. Dad was wearing a suit, tugging at his collar until Mum swept in, wearing some pretty confection in fuchsia or lavender, pulling his hands away and then she turned. They all turned to watch me walk closer.

But my focus was entirely trained on them.

My guys, dressed in suits and looking even more amazing than they usually did, our daughter in their arms. She was wearing a cute little white dress, a bow in her hair as she reached an arm out for me, beckoning me closer.

“This is quite different to the ones you were looking at,” the sales assistant said.

“It is.” I nodded sharply. “But I think this is the one.”

When I was in the changing room, I shucked the crystal dress, hanging it up neatly, but that was all just delaying tactics. In some ways, I didn’t want to try on this dress. If it was right–no, worse, perfect–then that would drive home my reality. I had everything, everything I needed.

But not this one thing I wanted.

Jamie and the saleswoman were waiting for me outside, that’s what had my hands moving, slipping the lightweight gown off the hanger, then easing down the zip. I stepped into it, feeling the same thing I felt when I realised that the guys were the only ones for me. That this was perfect, right.

My reflection said the same thing.

The dress skimmed over my curves, nipping in at the waist, then flaring out in soft, delicate folds made of hundreds of dollars of lace. For the first time since I got pregnant, I felt it: that I was beautiful, the princess that I always wanted to be, and that I didn’t want to have to choose between this dress and the guys.

“How’d you go?”

I didn’t want the sales assistant to whisk the curtain back. I didn’t want the two of them to gasp, staring at me open-mouthed. I didn’t want this to be the most perfectly imperfect moment. We were just having fun today, and I… I had to make it into something it could never be.

“That one.” Jamie pointed a shaking finger at me. “We’re grabbing it.” She didn’t even wait for a confirmation from me, turning towards the saleswoman. “Ring them both up. We’re taking them.”

“Just one thing.” All of the professional calm of the woman was fractured then as she plucked a clip from a stand of hair ornaments. “Do you mind?”

She gestured to my hair and suddenly I understood, knowing what her clever fingers would do before they did it. My hair was twisted at the back, little tendrils left to fall around my face as she gave me a loose bun. It was the perfect look for a beach wedding, soft, feminine, but also with a kind of effortless elegance.

“There…”

She stepped back and left me to stare at my reflection. Our reflection, Jamie coming to stand beside me, the two of us transformed.

That’s when I saw what a gift this day was. The guys were right, it had reminded me I was more than a pair of aching boobs and strong arms to hold my baby. I was still Chloe’s mum, but I was also Jamie’s friend, Charlie’s, Noah’s, and Knox’s partner.

I was Millie, who had almost everything she’d ever dreamed of.

As if to mark that, the roar of several muscle cars had me looking out the window. I blinked, unable to believe what I was seeing. Brock was behind one, a white ribbon attached to the windshield, fluttering as he came to a standstill by the shop window, revving the engine. He was wearing that same damn suit I’d imagined him in, Hayden sitting in the passenger side seat, his arm hanging over the door. Hunter was in the back, waving madly, a shit-eating grin on his face.

“Just in time,” the sales woman said. “You did well.”

“Just in time for what?” I asked, because another car turned up, then another, parking outside the shop. “Jamie, just in time for what?”

“The guys have been planning this for some time,” she told me, flushing bright red. “They knew you always wanted to have your princess-for-a-day moment. Well, they did when I told them, so…”

“C’mon, Mills!” Hunter appeared in the doorway. “We’re losing the sun, and the celebrant will only be there for so long!”

“Celebrant?” I gasped.

“Let's ring these dresses up before she loses it.” Jamie snatched the credit card from my limp fingers, then handed it over to the woman. Our street clothes were bundled up and bagged, then my best friend took my hand, drawing me out of the shop and into the cars beyond.

“Oh, darling…” Mum exclaimed as I slid into the backseat of the car Dad was driving. “You look…” Her hands waved frantically as her eyes filled with tears.

“No crying, love,” Dad said in a gruff voice. “You don’t want panda eyes for the photographs.”

“Photographs?” I asked in a faintly hysterical voice.

“Ma!” Chloe announced, waving her arms around. “Ma!”

“Hey, baby.” I leaned in and pressed a kiss to her forehead, then pulled back to see the cute little white dress someone had put her in. “What the hell have your daddies been up to?”

“‘Ell!” she agreed.

“Time to find out, love.” Dad winked at me in the rear vision mirror. “Buckle up now.”


Chapter 70



Noah

“This is not a wedding…” Charlie said, walking back and forth. “This is not a wedding.”

“It’s as close to a wedding that we can give her,” Knox rumbled, straightening his tie for the tenth time.

“Feels real to me.”

At the creak in my voice, the others looked up, and I was forced to just smile through their inspection. Why the hell did we choose a beach for this? I felt raw, vulnerable in a way I hadn’t felt since our daughter was born, but here? Here every passerby could see the slight shake in my hands, the nervous energy pouring off me.

Turns out no one else mattered.

Buster barked, pulling against the lead Knox held, his focus entirely trained on Chloe. He was utterly besotted with our daughter, whereas we… We could only stare at Millie as she walked down the beach. Heather and Jamie had taken control of her train, helping her walk across the sand without dragging the beautiful dress across it. She looked so freaking gorgeous.

“Bloody hell, that was money well spent,” Charlie hissed as she came closer.

“Every cent.” Knox shook his head. “Every damn cent.”

“So, we’re ready to go?”

The celebrant was an older man who had cut his teeth in the celebrant industry helping the queer community make commitments to each other before same-sex marriage was legalised. We figured he’d be open minded enough to deal with our situation, and we were right. We’d hired him for the whole afternoon, not sure when Jamie and Millie would be done.

“Readier than I’ve ever been in my life,” I told him with a grin.

So was everyone else. We’d gotten as many of the guys from the station to come down as we could, as well as some of my friends. I raised an eyebrow when Rhys had turned up with Katie, Dave’s ex, and by the look of it, Rhett was wishing he’d pulled his finger out before now, but everyone fell silent as the girls approached. Angus looked as pleased as punch, leading his daughter up the impromptu aisle we’d created in the sand. Millie was on one arm and Chloe was caught up in the other as they approached. 

“We made it,” he hissed with a grin, then made a show of handing our girls over. Chloe reached for me and I held her close, but it was her mother I was focussed on.

“What the freaking hell!” Millie hissed as soon as she got close. The celebrant’s eyebrows shot upwards. “You know I hate surprises.”

“No, you don’t.” I took in the flush of her cheeks, the gleam in her eye, and was pretty damn sure I had this right. “You hate feeling unprepared, but when people step up and give you everything you’ve been dreaming about, you’re pretty happy.”

“After you calm down,” Charlie said as an aside.

“This is us showing you that we’ll do that for the rest of your life,” Knox added. “For you, Chlo, and any other kids we have.” He shook his head. “You’re it for us.”

“Sounds like we’ve begun the ceremony already,” the celebrant said, prompting us to turn his way. “We’re gathered here today to celebrate the joining of these people…”

I barely heard a word he said. We could’ve made Buster the celebrant for all I cared. I just needed my girls, but we went through the ceremony, our daughter exclaiming along with the celebrant, which sent everyone into giggles. The little rabbit soon worked out she had an audience and started making more and more noises, stealing the show. I didn’t know if this was what Millie had planned. I was willing to bet it wasn’t, because I don’t think any of us could have anticipated the place we’d end up, but as Knox produced the legal documents our lawyers had drawn up to try and protect everyone involved, we signed them with a flourish.

“You’re ours now, baby,” I told Millie as I pulled her closer. “Signed, sealed, and delivered. Together forever.”

“Together forever!” she agreed, announcing that to the crowd.


Chapter 71



Charlie

Five years later

“Ready, Pumpkin?” I asked, standing outside my daughter’s bedroom door.

“Ready, Daddy!”

My little Chlo-monster came bursting out of her room dressed in the clothes I’d had made especially for this day. She had a little pair of blue cargo pants on and a black pair of boots, topped with a navy button-down shirt I’d had a local seamstress embroider with the metro fire service’s logo. It wasn’t strictly a sanctioned thing, but hey, who could look at this cute little face and say no?

“C’mere, baby.” I bent down and plaited her light brown hair back into a regulation hair style, tying it off. “OK, ready to show the others.”

“Ready!”

“Well, look at you, missy!” Millie put her coffee down and came rushing over. “You look amazing.”

“Almost.” Knox stepped forward, his hands behind his back, and Chloe tried to look around him. He shuffled one way, then another, getting her giggling before producing the one thing Chloe really wanted.

“A helmet? Daddy!”

I shot him a dark look as our daughter threw herself at Knox’s legs, hugging him tightly, but he just looked triumphant. Always wanting to go that one step further. I couldn’t really complain, though. We all won in this kind of competition. 

“One last thing.” Knox walked out with a backpack, but rather than her usual one that was pink and had flowers all over it, this one looked like the oxygen tanks we used at work. Chloe was fascinated with them and squealed when she saw it, instantly shrugging the backpack on.

“Well,” I leaned over and kissed Millie, “these firefighters better get to school. We’ve got a hard day of fun and fire safety to cover.”

When an outreach activity came up at our daughter’s school, Gareth recommended us for it. He’d taken over as station commander, Brent retiring finally. 

“OK, well, play nice with the other kids.” Millie waddled over to the others, giving them kisses too. Her hand rested on her swollen stomach. While we weren’t exactly in a hurry to have another child after Chloe, at some point one thing led to another and here we were, about to do it all again. 

“Rest today,” I told her.

“I’ve got those last few invoices to⁠—”

“Rest today.” I shot her a meaningful look, waiting until she sighed in resignation. “And when I get home, all of the massages.”

“OK, sold. I need to give the new girl a chance to take over things for a bit anyway,” she said. I reached down, hoisting Chloe up onto my hip. She was getting bigger, heavier, and squirmier, but when I held her out to her mother, she smacked a big kiss on Millie’s cheek.

“Bye, Mummy!”

“Bye, darling.”

“OK, Lead Firefighter McDonald,” Knox said in a gruff voice. “Time to report for duty.”

There was nothing like pulling up out the front of a school in a fire truck. The kids all went berserk, running from wherever they were in the schoolyard to press against the fence. Kids called out to us, shouting hello or questions, but then our newest recruit got out. All the spunk seemed to go out of Chloe as the kids then focussed on her.

“Hey.” I dropped down onto one knee. “Chlo, you OK?”

She didn’t answer, looking sideways at the kids, obviously freaked by all this attention. Had we misread the situation? Our daughter was so excited about the idea of coming to school as part of the team, but now…?

“What do I always tell you?” Knox said in a gentle voice. Chloe tilted her head his way, squinting up at him.

“Firefighters are brave,” she said in a decidedly not brave voice.

“And no one is braver than you, Chlo-bear,” Noah said. “You don’t have to go inside in uniform.” He held up her old pink bag. “I’ve got your normal uniform in here. You can get changed and⁠—”

“No.” She was her mother’s daughter. Nothing kept her down for long, that determined tilt of her chin all Millie. “Let's go, Daddies.”

Our baby girl thrust her hands out and Knox and I took them, leading her inside.

“Which one is your daddy?” one kid asked when we got inside the gate.

Little children were always super blunt, but there was an honesty to it. I admit I paused for a second, Knox and Noah doing the same, as we waited for her to answer.

We’d prepared her for this moment, explaining in simple terms that her family was different to others. Chloe had listened intently, nodding the entire time, but we didn’t really know how other people would respond.

“They all are,” she said, daring the other kid to make a comment.

“Yeah?” The little boy stared at us for a second, then shrugged. “Cool. Wanna play chasey?”

She let us go without a thought, lurching forward and tapping his chest before sprinting off.

“You’re it.”

For a second, all I could do was suck in one breath, then another, watching my daughter run giggling out into the yard. Today would be a good day, I decided, as we all walked towards the admin building, ready to sign in.
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